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Crowns, a play with music and dance, is adapted from 
a book by Michael Cunningham and Craig Marberry. 
Unlike plays that follow a sequential story or ñplot 
line,ò Crowns weaves together a variety of stories from 
different characters, time periods and perspectives 
that, when integrated with music and dance, create 
a tapestry of voices that transcend time and place. 
The essential story of Crowns is that of Yolonda, a 
young African-American girl trying to ýgure out her 
identity, her place in the world, and her place in her 
own culture.

Yolonda is a tough girl from Brooklyn who is proud of 
her status as a true New Yorker. When Crowns starts, 
Yolonda has been sent to South Carolina to live with 
her grandmother after her brother has been shot. 
Mother Shaw, Yolondaôs grandmother, welcomes 
her granddaughter into a circle of women (Wanda, 
Jeanette, Velma and Mabel) and a Man who takes 
many roles. These characters help Yolonda begin 
linking her own experiences to the stories of her 
relatives, her history and her people.

Crowns follows Yolonda, Mother Shaw and the other 
characters through a church service. Through its 
many parts, the service draws Yolonda out of her 
isolation and grief, teaches her the history of her 
ancestors and her people, and initiates her into a 
place in her new community. The women spend the 
early morning getting dressed and ready for church. 
The service starts with a Processional, with Yolonda 
reluctantly wearing a hat that Mother Shaw has 
bought for her. The women teach Yolonda the ñhat 
queen rulesò of etiquette and proper hat wearing. 

When the Morning Service begins, Mother Shaw 
takes over and ushers in the Spirit, which temporarily 
transforms the space. Shadows of the past take the 
place of stained glass windows, and echoes of ring 
shouts and slave songs envelope Yolonda. She pulls 
away to perform her own ñrebel dance,ò a movement 
that evokes the urban landscape of her Brooklyn 
home and her homesickness. The congregation tries 
to embrace Yolonda with their message of everlasting 
love and their own stories of loss.

Yolonda tells them her story last, describing her 
brotherôs death and his funeral. She remembers 
him with sadness and longing, and the women open 
their arms to her and soothe her with song. In a 
ýnal movement, Yolonda is baptized, welcomed 

and accepted into the legacy of these 
women and all the ancestors who have 
gone before her. She recognizes the 
unique ways her ancestry manifests 
in herself as she declares, ñThe more I 
study Africa, the more I see that African 
Americans do very African things 
without even knowing it. Adorning the 
head is one of those thingséwhether 
itôs the intricate braids or the distinct 
hairstyles or the beautiful hats we wear 
on Sundays. We just know inside that 
weôre queens. And these are the crowns 
we wear.ò

Crowns was inspired by a coffee table 
book, written by Craig Marberry and 
illustrated by photographer Michael 
Cunningham, entitled Crowns:  
Portraits of Black Women in Church 
Hats. The original book is a collection 
of photographs and stories of African 
American women from South Carolina 
and their hats.

Regina Taylorôs play centers around 
Yolanda, a young and proud 
woman from Brooklyn, New York. 
When her brother Teddy is shot on 
Thanksgiving, Yolandaôs mother sends 
her to Darlington, South Carolina 
to live with Mother Shaw, Yolandaôs 
grandmother. In South Carolina, she 
is warmly welcomed into a circle of 
women: Wanda, Mabel, Jeanette, 
Velma and a man who plays many 
characters. Through the history, music 
and aesthetics imported by her elders, 
Yolanda discovers that self-expression 
and acceptance by her community are 
not mutually exclusive values.

 Crowns   page 2 of 23



 {Oshun ï Orisha of the rivers 
and waters ï gold and yellow} 
ñI realize, right here and now, that 
even if I had no hair, Iôd glue a wig to 
my scalp and put a hat on.ò

 {Yemaya ï Orisha of the 
seas ï blue} 
ñIôd lend my children before Iôd lend my 
hats. I know my children know their 
way home, but my hats might not.ò

 {Oya ï Orisha of storms 
ï purple} 
ñSometimes under those hats thereôs a 
lot of pain and a lot of sorrow.ò

 {Ogun ï Orisha of iron, 
war, and labor ï green and gold} 
ñDonôt want to be/ Boxed in/ By some 
dead or dying traditions/ And I donôt 
know how to be one of themò

 {Obatala ï Orisha of 
wisdom, creativity ï white) 
ñIf you get to shoutinô hard and that 
hat comes off, itôs mine.ò

 {Shango ï Orisha of ýre ï red 
and white} 
ñListen ï never touch my hat. Admire it 
from a distance, honey.ò

 {Elegba ï Orisha of crossroads 
ï red and black} 
ñYou donôt need another hat. You donôt 
have but one head.ò
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Ms. Taylor received Helen Hayes and Audelco Awards 
for Crowns, which was ýrst produced at the McCarter 

Theatre Center and Second Stage. She is an artistic 
associate at The Goodman Theatre, which originally 
produced Drowning Crow, Ms. Taylorôs adaptation 

of Chekovôs The Seagull (produced by Manhattan 
Theatre Club on Broadway).  Her play The Dreams of 
Sarah Breedlove, premiered at Alabama Shakespeare 

Festival, and opened at The Goodman Theatre in 
June, 2005.  Ms. Taylor is resident playwright at the 

Alliance Theatre and is developing a play based on 
Chekovôs The Cherry Orchard set in Atlanta in 1962 

entitled Magnolia.  Other plays include Oobladee 
(Critics Circle Award); Watermelon Rinds (Humana 

Festival); Inside the Belly of the Beast (The Goodman 
Theatre); Urban Zulu Mambo (Signature Theatre); 
Escape from Paradise (Circle Repertory Theatre); 

A Night in Tunisia (Alabama Shakespeare Festival). 
Her acting credits include Juliet in Romeo and Juliet, 

Celia in As You Like It, on Broadway, and numerous 
roles off-Broadway and at regional theatres. Film 
credits include Clockers, Losing Isaiah, Lean on 

Me, A Family Thing, Courage Under Fire and The 
Negotiator.  For her role as Lilly Harper on the 

television series Iôll Fly Away, she won an NAACP 
Image Award, a Golden Globe Award, and was 

nominated for an Emmy. 

Mr. Cunningham is a commercial photographer 
whose clients include Coca-Cola and Sara Lee. Two 

of his photographs are currently on loan to the 
Smithsonianôs Anacostia Museum, and his works have 

been featured in the New York Times and Ebony. He 
lives in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

Mr. Marberry, a former TV reporter, holds a masterôs 
degree in journalism from Columbia University and 
is the owner of a video production company. He has 

written articles for the Washington Post and Essence 
magazine. Marberry is also the grandson of the late 

Louis Henry Ford, former Presiding Bishop of the 
Church of God in Christ. He lives in Greensboro, 

North Carolina. 
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Ms. Bowie is making her Portland 
Center Stage debut. She just 
completed a tour of Flyinô West as 
Miss Leah, with True Colors Theatre 
Company. On Broadway she appeared 
as Mrs. Zulu in The Song of Jacob 
Zulu. She recently appeared as Miss 
Simpson in A Higher Place in Heaven 

at Barter Theatre, Ursula in Much Ado About Nothing 
and Lena in A Raisin in the Sun at the Oregon 
Shakespeare Festival. Other theatre credits include 
Ruby in August Wilsonôs  King Hedley II, in London 
and Atlanta, Ma Dear in Jar on the Floor for Alliance 
Theatre, the English premiere of A Small World at 
Southwark Theatre, London, The Day the Bronx Died 
for Tricycle Theatre and Vieux Carre at Englandôs 
Nottingham Playhouse. She created the role of 
Granny Root in Pecong in which she has appeared in 
England and the US. Her TV credits include Waking 
the Dead, The Man from Auntie (BBC), Spell No. 7, 
Disappearing Acts and for BBC Radio, One Fine Day. 

Mr. Byrd is making his Portland 
Center Stage debut. On Broadway he 
played the role of Toledo in August 
Wilsonôs Ma Raineyôs Black Bottom 
receiving a Tony Award nomination 
for Best Supporting Actor and 
receiving a Theatre World Award 
for Outstanding Broadway Debut. 
His regional credits include the San 
Diego Repertory Theatreôs award-
winning production of Spunk, Home 
by Samm-Art Evans, Two Trains 
Running, The Piano Lesson and 

Ma Raineyôs Black Bottom at the Alliance Theatre, 
Flyinô West, Hamlet and Miss Eversô Boys at Indiana 
Repertory Theatre, and other productions of Flyinô 
West at the Brooklyn Academy of Music and Long 
Wharf Theatre. He performed in the American 
premiere of Elminaôs Kitchen at CenterStage in 
Baltimore and the Pulitzer Prize-nominated Good 
Boys directed by Jon Jory.  At Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival he appeared in Poet Laureate Rita Doveôs 
Darker Face of the Earth. He played in ýve ýlms by 
director Spike Lee including Clockers, Get on the Bus 
and He Got Game. Mr. Byrd most recently played a 

principal role in the Academy Award-
winning motion picture Ray directed 
by Taylor Hackford, HBOôs critically 
acclaimed production of Lackawanna 
Blues, and the independent ýlms 
MacArthur Park and Never Get Outta 
the Boat.

Ms. Fox returns to 
Portland Center Stage, 
having played Lady in 
Red in for colored girlsé. 
Off-Broadway she played 
Marie in Everbodyôs Ruby 
at The Public Theater. 
Her many regional 
theatre credits include 
Sophie Washington in 
Flyinô West (True Colors 
Theatre Company), 
Adrianna in Comedy of Errors, Ruth 
in A Raisin in the Sun, Charmian in 
Antony and Cleopatra, Berniece in  The 
Piano Lesson (Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival), Ida B. Wells in Constant 
Star (Merrimack Repertory Theatre) 
Varya in The Cherry Orchard (Round 
House Theatre)Ruby in Seven Guitars, 
LaLa in The Colored Museum, and 
Woman #2 in From the Mississippi 
Delta (Alliance Theatre), Ronette in 
Little Shop of Horrors, Janet Weiss 
in The Rocky Horror Picture Show at 
Theatrical Outýt, and Woman in Red in 
For Colored Girlsé at Portland Center 
Stage, for which she received a Drammy 
Award for Best Actress. Her TV and 
ýlm credits include Driving Miss Daisy, 
When We Were Colored, Separate 
But Equal, Mama Florasô Family, Old 
Settler, The Sopranos, Law & Order 
and In the Heat of the Night.
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Ms. Grovey is thrilled to be getting 
her ñcrownò back onstage, having 
enjoyed a run of Crowns playing 
Mabel at Arena Stage, Geva Theatre 
and Studio Arena Theatre.  Her many 
regional credits include Abyssinia 
(Mavis) Goodspeed Opera House 
and North Shore Music Theatre, 
Short Shakespeare! A Midsummerôs 
Night Dream (Snout/Wall) Chicago 
Shakespeare Theatre, Showboat 
(Ethel) Marriot Lincolnshire, Kiss 

Me Kate (Hattie) Drury Lane, Oakbrook, Bubbly 
Black Girl Sheds Her Chameleon Skin (Granny) 
Apple Tree Theatre, Little Shop of Horrors (Crystal) 
Theatre at the Center. She is a very native Texan and 
a 2002 graduate of Roosevelt Universityôs Theatre 
Conservatory in Chicago.

Ms. Lema, a native New Yorker, 
is very excited to be making her 
Portland Center Stage debut.  She 
directed a production of Ainôt 
Misbehavinô starring Martha Reeves 
and the Vandellas and was assistant 
to Arthur Faria with The Pointer 
Sistersô production of the same 
show. Ms. Lema was nominated 
for a Corbin Patrick (Pat) Award 
for Best Performer in a Musical for 
Ainôt Misbehavinô, at the Starlight 

Music Theatre in Indianapolis. She directed and 
choreographed Five Guys Named Moe at Stage West 
in Springýeld, Mass. Her many other performance 
credits include Lena Horne: The Lady and Her 
Music, Play On!,  Dreamgirls, Blues in the Night, 
Thunder Knocking on the Door, A Brief History 
of White Music, Beehive, Sweet & Hot in Harlem, 
Leader of the Pack, Little Ham and The Sweet Spot.

Ms. Lavonn is happy to 
be making her Portland 
Center Stae debut in 
Crowns. This year she 
appeared in Two Trains 
Running at Missouri 
Repertory Theatre, 
and you may have even 
seen her running from 
aliens in Stephen Spielbergôs The 
War of the Worlds. After performing 
in Chicago, Australia and Broadway 
productions of Steppenwolfôs The Song 
of Jacob Zulu with Ladysmith Black 
Mambazo, she decided to stay in New 
York and made Broadway her home for 
over 3 1/2 years in Disneyôs The Lion 
King. Off-Broadway credits include 
Portraits at Union Square Theatre 
and Another Story at UBU Repertory 
Theater. Regional performances 
include Metamorphoses at Kansas 
City Repertory Theatre and Hartford 
Stage, Jitney at Denver Theatre Center 
Company, Flyinô West at Crossroads 
Theatre Company and The Kennedy 
Center, as well as the title role of 
Nomathemba at The Shubert Theatre. 
Film and television work includes 
The Final Patient, Law & Order:SVU, 
The Pretender, One Life to Live, The 
Ditchdiggerôs Daughters, and New 
York Undercover.
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Ms. Nixon is honored 
to be a part of this 
production of Crowns. 
Her Broadway roles 
include Tommy 
(Acid Queen), Cats 
(Tantomile), and 
Smokey Joeôs Caf®. She 
was on the national 
tours of The Wiz (w/ 
Stephanie Milks), 
Fosse, and Damn 
Yankees (as Lola 
opposite Jerry Lewis), 
a role she recreated at 

The Adelphi Theatre in London, and for which she 
received an Olivier Award Nomination. She has been 
privileged to work with the New York City Opera in 
Candide, La Rondine and Cinderella with Eartha 
Kitt. She has also appeared in City Centerôs Encore 
series in Purlie with Blair Underwood, Golden Boy 
with Alfonzo Rebiero and The Pajama Game. Ms. 
Nixon appeared in the off-Broadway show Lone Star 
Love, which is slated for a run on Broadway in the 
spring of 2007. Her ýlm and TV credits include Man 
on the Moon with Jim Carrey, Malcom X with Denzel 
Washington, The Wire, The Dave Chapelle Show and 
recently on Law & Order: SVU which will air Feb.7, 
2006.

Mahmoud Khan is a musician, arranger, composer, 
producer, teacher, engineer, and writer. This past 
holiday he joined Congo Square Theater Company 
at The Goodman Theatre in their presentation of 
Langston Hughesô Black Nativity: A Gospel Song 
Play, directed by Mike Malone. He has played with 
many artists and organizations including Micah 
Stampley, Mavis Staples, United Airlines, The Barrett 
Sisters, Blue Cross - Blue Shield, Wooten Choral 
Ensemble, Eta Creative Artôs, The Lewis Singers, 
Wayne Baker Brooks, Kim Rutherford, The United 
Way Singers, Sue Conway and the Victory Singers 
(European tour), Chicago Public Schools, Nannette 
Frank, Albertina Walker, Inez Andrews and Bobby 
Jones Gospel. Mr. Khan received his training from 

Beverly Music Center, Roosevelt 
University and Beth Eden Baptist 
Church. He is currently working on two 
musical childrenôs books.

S-Ankh Rasa at age 
12, was the youngest 
student accepted to 
the UC Berkeley Music 
Department. He composed 
his ýrst symphony at 15 
while attending the San 
Francisco Conservatory 
of Music.  At 16, he 
performed at the Monterey 
Jazz Festival as a featured 
soloist with Dizzy Gillespie 
and the Modern Jazz 
Quartet. In Los Angeles he 
worked as a studio musician, composer, 
arranger, and musical director with 
Natalie Cole, Stevie Wonder, Debbie 
Allen and Fame, The Temptations 
Reunion Tour, Marvin Gaye, and many 
others. He retired from the studio 
music scene at the age of 26 and began 
studying traditional African music. 
This led to a US tour with one of his 
teachers, the world-renowned djembe 
drummer, Mamady Keita. In addition 
to drumming, he is a knowledgeable 
performer and historian of the kora 
(African harp) and composes and 
sings in three languages.  He is the 
composer/conductor of JuJu Nation 
African Arkestra, a 20 piece African 
orchestra that combines Western 
and African instruments.  Mr. Rasa is 
also the founder and artistic director 
of KUMAASI African Ensemble a 
traditional West African music and 
dance troupe.
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Ms. Frye recently completed a six-year stint at the 
Oregon Shakespeare Festival where she directed 
acclaimed productions of A Raisin in the Sun and Nilo 
Cruzô Two Sisters and a Piano. Recently, she directed 
Jar the Floor for the Alliance Theatre, For Colored 
Girlsé at Portland Center Stage (Drammy Award for 
Best Director), Pearl Cleageôs Flyinô West for True 
Colors Theatre Company and The National Black 
Arts Festival, Home for Jomandi and Valley Song for 
the Alliance Theatre, for which the critics of Creative 
Loaýng named her Best Director. She directed Joe 
Turnerôs Come and Gone and A Raisin in the Sun at 
the Springer Opera House and Wole Soyinkaôs The 
Lion and the Jewel for Theatre Emory. At the St. 
Louis Black Repertory Company, she won two coveted 
Woodie Awards for direction of Pearl Cleageôs Blues 
for an Alabama Sky and The Screened-in Porch. 
Other directing credits include acclaimed productions 
of The Ties That Bind, Do Lord Remember Me, The 
Colored Museum, Buried Child, Sheôll Find Her Way 
Home, and Spunk for Jomandi. Acting credits at OSF 
include Oo Bla Dee, Pericles, Seven Guitars, Night 
of the Iguana, Stop Kiss, The Taming of the Shrew, 
Romeo and Juliet, Playboy of the West Indies and 
Martha in Whoôs Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Prior 

to Hurricane Katrina, Ms Frye was 
resident artist in theatre at Dillard 
University in New Orleans.

Mr. Calhoun has served as church 
organist, conductor, and coordinator of 
music ministries at the historic Second 
Baptist Church, Los Angeles, the oldest 
African-American Baptist congregation 
in the Los Angeles area, for more than 
21 years. He also serves as church 
organist at the University Seventh-
Day Adventist Church, Los Angeles. 
For his work as musical director for 
productions of Ainôt Misbehavinô 
he was featured in USA Today, the 
Los Angeles Times, The Santa Maria 
Times, The Vineyard Gazette and the 
Martha Vineyard Times. He has toured 
internationally, playing in New Zealand, 
Australia (where he performed at the 
World Expo in Brisbane), and Jamaica 
where he performed at the University 
of Kingston. He recently performed 
at Carnegie Hall with the Gwen Wyatt 
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Chorale of Los Angeles and in 2006 will tour Munich, 
Frankfurt, Lucerne, Essen, and Vienna with the Paul 
Smith Singers and the Paciýc Symphony. A native 
of Los Angeles, Mr. Calhoun is a graduate of the 
University of Southern California and is currently 
completing requirements for a Doctor of Musical Arts 
degree in Organ Performance.

Ms. Ellingtonôs Broadway credits include Play On!, 
Sophisticated Ladies, Harry Chapinôs The Night 
That Made America Famous, The Grand Tour and 
No, No, Nanette. Off-Broadway credits include 
Juba, Bring in the Morning, George Weinôs Black 
Broadway and Wild Women Donôt Get the Blues. 
Regional theatre credits include work at The Old 
Globe, Seattle Repertory Theatre, The Pasadena 
Playhouse, Repertoty Theatre of St. Louis, St. 
Louis MUNY, Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park, 
The Goodman Theatre, The Helen Hayes Theatre, 
Vineyard Theatre, The Lucille Lortel Theatre and 
Lincoln Center. This ñComposer of Dances and 
Situationsò has also choreographed , directed and 
produced musical tributes and events here and abroad 
as well as appearing in several music and dance-
related documentaries. She is a proud    member 
of SSDC, AEA, AFTRA, SAG, ASCAP, SGA and NY 
Local 802 and an active member of Career Transition 
for Dancers, The Friars Club, The Martha Hill 
Foundation and the Society of Singers ï East Coast.

Ms. Kellogg recently designed the world premiere 
of Richard Danielpourôs opera Margaret Garnier. 
Her Broadway credits include Any Given Day, On 
Borrowed Time, Luciferôs Child starring Julie Harris, 
American Buffalo with Al Pacino, Da, Requiem For 
a Heavyweight, A Day in the Death of Joe Egg, 
Solomonôs Child, Arsenic and Old Lace, Steaming and 
The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. Her designs for 
Circle in the Square include Spokesong, Heartbreak 
House and Present Laughter. Off-Broadway, she 
has worked for New York Shakespeare Festivalôs 
Public Theater, Signature Theatre, Second Stage, 
Manhattan Theatre Club, Playwrights Horizons and 
Roundabout Theatre Company, among others. Her 
stage adaptation (with music by Michael Koerner) of 
Madeleine LôEngleôs A Wrinkle in Time was produced 
by the Childrenôs Theatre Company in Minneapolis 

and her original musical Livinô in the 
Garden (music by Melanie Hammet) 
premiered at the Alliance Theatre  in 
1997. She has taught at Princeton and 
Columbia Universities and has been 
associate professor of design at Colgate 
University since 1995.

Mr. Ray has designed costumes for 
Debbie Allen, Keith Alan Baker, 
Michael Bobbit, Tim Bond, Andrea 
Frye, Mike Malone, Regina Taylor, 
Joy Zinoman and many others. He has 
designed for Arena Stage, Everyman 
Theatre, Guthrie Theater, Oregon 
Shakespeare Festival, Second Stage, 
Kansas City Repertory Theatre, 
Vineyard Playhouse, Lincoln Center, 
The Kennedy Center, National Black 
Theatre Festival and Woolly Mammoth. 
He has received seven Woodie King 
Awards for Outstanding Costume 
Design for The Colored Museum, Blues 
in the Night, Urban Transition/Loose 
Blossoms, Screened in Porch and The 
Wiz, and was nominated for four Helen 
Hayes Awards for Most Outstanding 
Costumes, receiving one for Spunk. He 
received Cleveland Criticôs Awards for 
Most Outstanding Costumes for The 
Taming of the Shrew and The Wiz. 
Mr. Ray currently serves as resident 
costume designer for the St. Louis Black 
Repertory Company and as resident 
designer and instructor of costume 
design and make-up for Howard 
Universityôs Department of Theatre 
Arts.
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Ms. Chiang designed the lighting for Arizona Theatre 
Companyôs productions of Blues for an Alabama Sky 
and Oh Coward!  She was resident lighting designer 
for New York City Opera, where her designs included 
Anna Bolena, Fanciulla del West and A Little Night 
Music.  On Broadway, she designed Zoot Suit and 
Tango Pasion (co-designed with Richard Pilbrow). 
Off Broadway, she has designed for Manhattan 
Theatre Club and Roundabout Theatre Company.  
Her regional theatre credits include the Mark Taper 
Forum, Guthrie Theater, Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival, South Coast Repertory, Milwaukee Repertory 
Theater, Seattle Repertory Theatre, Denver Center 
Theatre Company, Alley Theatre and Alabama 
Shakespeare Festival.  She was the creator, designer, 
performer for a lighting performance piece for the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, deLights:  Art on 
5 Outlets. Ms. Chiang has earned two DramaLogue 
Awards, a Los Angeles Drama Criticôs Nomination 
for Light Comedies (Ahamanson Theatre) and an 
American Theatre Wing Award nomination for A Man 
For All Seasons (Roundabout Theatre Company). 

Mr. Peterson is very happy to debut at PCS with 
Crowns.,  He is currently the Resident Sound 
Designer for Arizona Theatre Company where he 
celebrates his 20th season and 48th sound design, 
where he has designed among others, Bad Dates, 
Macbeth, Permanent Collection, The Pirates of 
Penzance, The Immigrant, The Underpants, A 
Streetcar Named Desire, Oh Coward!, Over the 
Moon, Copenhagen, The Drawer Boy, Dirty Blonde, 
A Moon for the Misbegotten, Much Ado About 
Nothing, Fully Committed, Proof, 2 Pianos, 4 Hands, 
The Mystery of Irma Vep  (for which he won an 
ariZoni Award), Loot, The Road to Mecca, and the 
world premieres of Inventing van Gogh, Rocket Man, 
Minor Demons, and The Holy Terror. His designs 
have been heard in many theatres including Berkeley 
Repertory Theatre, La Mirada Theater, Virginia Stage 
Company, Seattle Repertory Theatre, The Cleveland 
Play House, Coconut Grove Playhouse, Northlight 
Theatre, Kansas City Repertory Theatre, and San Jose 
Repertory Theatre. Mr. Peterson has produced for 
several music groups, including Cuerpos Sin Sombra, 
The Trade, Eye Pennies, and The Hillwilliams. 

Mark Tynan is happy to be in his 
fourth season with Portland Center 
Stage.  Previous PCS shows include 
The Intelligent Design of Jenny 
Chow, Pride and Prejudice, O Lovely 
Glowworm, Things of Dry Hours, King 
Lear, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Bat Boy: 
The Musical, Outrage, The Merchant of 
Venice and for colored girlséPrevious 
to PCS, Mark toured nationally and 
internationally with musicals including 
Dreamgirls, The King and I with 
Rudolf Nureyev, How to Succeedé, 
The Phantom of the Opera and Rent.  
Mark is grateful for the hard work 
and support of Jamie Hill and Jacob 
Fenston, the PCS production assistants.  
The past several summers, Mark has 
enjoyed being part of the Broadway 
Rose Theatre Company productions in 
Tigard with shows including Jekyll and 
Hyde and Chicago.
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Below are descriptions of the Orisha 
represented by the characters in 
Crowns:

 rules over the 
sweet waters of the world - the brooks, 
streams and rivers - embodying love 
and fertility. She also is the one most 
often approached to aid in money 
matters. She is the youngest of the 
female Orishas but retains the title of 
Iyalode or great queen. She heals with 
her sweet waters and with honey which 
she also owns. She is the femme fatale 
of the Orishas and once saved the world 
by luring Ogun, the Orisha of war, 
out of the forests using her feminine 
wiles.  Oshun is also the Messenger of 
the House (of Olodumare), so all who 
are to be initiated as priests, no matter 
what Orisha rules their head, must go to 
the river and give account of what they 
are about to do. Her colors are yellow 
and gold; her number is ýve; and she is 
most often represented as a peacock or 
vulture. 

lives in 
and rules over the seas and lakes. 
She also rules over maternity as she 
is the Mother of All. Her name, a 
shortened version of Yeye Omo Eja 
means ñMother Whose Children are 
the Fishò to reþect the fact that her 
children are uncountable. All life 
started in the sea, the amniotic þuid 
inside the motherôs womb is a form of 
sea where the embryo must transform 
and evolve through the form of a ýsh 
before becoming a human baby. In this 
way Yemaya displays herself as truly 
the mother of all. She is the source of 
all riches which she freely gives to her 
little sister Oshun. She dresses herself 
in seven skirts of blue and white and 
like the seas and lakes she is deep and 
unknowable. Her number is seven 
for the seven seas; her colors are 
blue and white; and she is most often 
represented by the ýsh.
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Orishas are the deities of Santeria and related faiths. 
The Orishas are believed to be aspects of the Supreme 
deity, Oludumare, and followers believe that each 
personôs destiny is guided by a speciýc Orisha from 
birth. Orisha rule over the forces of nature and the 
endeavors of humanity. They are recognized through 
their signifying numbers and colors. Each Orisha has 
favorite foods and objects, and by making offerings 
of these speciýc items, it is believed that they will 
recognize the gifts and come to manôs aid.

It is believed that one can best understand the Orishas 
by observing the forces of nature over which they rule. 
For instance, one can learn much about Oshun, the 
Orisha of rivers and water, by watching rivers and 
streams and observing that though she always heads 
toward her sister Yemaya (the Sea), she does so on her 
own circuitous route. Additionally, the babbling brook 
and the þash þood reþect her changeable moods.



 is the ruler of the winds, the 
whirlwind, and the gates of the cemetery. Her number 
is nine which recalls her title of ñMother of Nineò in 
which she rules over the dead. She is a ýerce warrior 
who rides to war with Shango, the Orisha of ýre, who 
shares lightning and ýre with her. Her number is 
none; and her color is purple. 

 is the god of iron, war, and 
labor. He is the owner of all technology and because 
this technology shares in his nature, it is almost 
always used ýrst for war. As Elegba, the Orisha of 
crossroads, opens paths, it is Ogun that clears the 
paths with his machete. His number is seven; and is 
colors are green and gold.

 is the kindly father of 
all the Orishas and all humanity. He is also the owner 
of all heads and the mind. Though it was Olorun who 
created the universe, it is Obatala who is the creator 
of the world and humanity. Obatala is the source of 
all that is pure, wise, peaceful, and compassionate. He 
has a warrior side though through which he enforces 
justice in the world. His color is white which is most 
appropriate for Obatala as it contains all the colors 
of the rainbow yet is above them. Obatala is the only 
Orisha that has both male and female paths.

Perhaps the most popular of 
the Orishas, Shango rules over lightning, thunder, 
ýre, the drums, and dance. He is a warrior Orisha 
with quick wits, quick temper and boundless virility. 
He is an extremely hot blooded and strong-willed 
Orisha that loves all the pleasures of the world: dance, 
drumming, women, song, and eating. He is ocanani 
with Elegba, meaning they are of one heart. When 
one sees the quickness with which lightning makes 
short work of a tree or a ýre rage through an area, 
one has witnessed the temper of Shango in action. To 
acknowledge the greatness of this king, all believers 
rise up on the toes of their feet at the mention of his 
name. His colors are red and white; his numbers are 
four and six; and he is most often represented by a 
double-headed axe. 

 is the owner of 
the roads and doors of the world. 
In particular, Elegba stands at the 
crossroads of the human and the 
divine, as he is the child-like messenger 
between the two worlds. Nothing 
can be done in either world without 
his permission. Elegba is always 
propitiated and always called ýrst 
before any other Orisha as he opens the 
door between the worlds. His colors 
are red and black; and his numbers are 
three and twenty-one.
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It is impossible to say when the ýrst 
animal skin was pulled over a head as 
protection against the elements and 
although this was not a hat in the true 

sense, the discovery did spark the idea that covering 
oneôs head could sometimes be an advantage. 

In early Egyptian, Roman and Greek times, the hat 
was worn to show a mark of rank rather than to serve 
as protection. One of the ýrst hats to be depicted was 
found in a tomb painting at Thebes and shows a man 
wearing a coolie-style straw hat. Other early hats 
include the Pileus, which was a simple skull cap and 
the Phrygian cap, which became identiýed later as the 
óliberty cap.ô This was given to slaves in Greece and 
Rome when they were made free men. 

Throughout the centuries both men and women 
have sported various forms of headdress, but it was 
only in the late 14th and 15th centuries that what we 
have classiýed as ñhatsò started to be worn. As hats 
gradually grew in popularity during the 15th Century, 
an increasingly diverse range of materials was used 
for their production. Silk, velvet, taffeta, leather, and 
beaver were all favored, but felt was the most -used 
material. 

It was in the late 17th century that womenôs headgear 
began to emerge in its own right and distinguished 
itself from the inþuence of menôs hat fashions. The 
word ñmillinerò, a maker of womenôs hats, was ýrst 
recorded in 1529. The term referred to the products 
for which Milan and the northern Italian regions were 
well known; i.e. ribbons, gloves and straw. 

During the ýrst half of the 19th century the bonnet 
dominated womenôs fashion. The style was a very 
large base with many ribbons, þowers, feathers and 
gauze trims, which made the hat appear even larger 
in size. By the end of the century, although bonnets 
were still prevalent, many other styles of hats became 
common, including wide brims with þat crowns, the 
þowerpot and the toque. In all styles, feathers and 
veils abounded. 

During the 1930s and 40s the tendency was for hats 
to have higher crowns with smaller brims. There 
was a change in the trimmings of hats during this 
period and many women made do with turbans 
made from pre-war materials. By the time the 1960s 

rolled around, the hat was once again 
overtaken by hairdressers, who colored, 
back-combed and sprayed womenôs hair 
into exotic ósculptures.ô In the 1980s 
and 90s public ýgures such as the late 
Princess of Wales were noted for their 
enthusiasm for wearing hats. Many new 
hat designers emerged because of this, 
making the 90s a very innovative period 
for hats. 

There are still, and presumably always 
will be, two basic styles of hats - 
brimmed and brimless - and two basic 
forms, caps and hats. Milliners take 
these shapes, and, with the aid of many 
trims and details, create a never-ending 
range of hats for men and women. 

Reprinted with the generous permission 
of the McCarter Theatre. Originally 
printed in McCarter Theatre Education 
Departmentôs Teacher Resource Guide.

Black women gathering together to 
groom and arrange their hair is an 
ancient tradition that originated in 
Africa. For long hours, women would 
meet to comb, twist, oil, and braid hair 
while sharing news of their families, 
culture, gossip, and future dreams. 
This common bond between women 
has helped preserve the African culture 
around the world. The styling of hair 
is an expression of identity, unity, and 
pride.

In the United States during the 18th 
and 19th century, enslaved African 
women would informally congregate to 
style hair as their ancestors had done. 
Gathering together was valuable time 
away from the hardships of daily life; it 
was a way to remember the motherland 
of Africa. It gave women a sense of self-
esteem, ownership, and identity that 
was taken away from them with the 
slavery. Hair designs were so distinct 
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that wanted posters for runaway slaves would include 
a description of the slaveôs hairstyle.

When black men and women were freed from the 
bonds of slavery, part of this freedom was choice in 
their clothing. One of the most important aspects 
of a black womanôs physical identity is her hair. A 
way of showing pride for this feature is by wearing a 
beautiful hat. The ócrownô is carefully created, chosen, 
and worn to show pride in her identity and culture.

Reprinted with the generous permission of the The 
Goodman Theatre. Originally printed in The Goodman 
Theatreôs Study Guide.

Å Women dress well for church because they want 
to present their best selves. Dressing up is a form of 
respect to the service, the congregation, and for their 
god.

Å After 1865, many African American women held 
jobs in domestic service as maids, nannies, and cooks. 
They were required to wear uniforms at work. On 
Sunday, they had the opportunity to make their own 
choices as to what to wear. Many black women chose 
to wear fancy hats.

Å An African Americanôs choice in Sunday clothing 
is a symbol of independence, freedom, and cultural 
identity. Other cultures have the opportunity to 
appreciate black arts in beauty with African American 
fashions.

Å It brings together communities with a sense of unity 
and pride.

Å ñThe church was a place where black womenôs moral 
character, beauty, style was openly recognized and 
appreciated. At church a black woman could walk 
down the aisle holding her head up high topped with 
a fancy and heavily decorated hat and wearing a style 
that reþected her African American heritage.ò 
- Annette Lynch from Dress, Gender and Cultural Change

Å  - tuft of feathers, usually stiff, used as hat 
ornament

Å - projecting edge of the hat
Å  - roughly shaped crown
Å  - hood

Å  - a ribbon ornament, usually 
pleated in some fashion

Å  - cloth made from wool that is 
compacted by rolling and pressing 
with heat and moisture

Å  - ribbon with a decorative v-
shape that is cut at the end

Å  - modern synthetic fabric with 
napped surface

Å  - a netting used as ornament or 
understructure; not as ýnely woven as 
illusion, but ýner than net

Å  ï natural straw from 
Madagascar used to decorate hats

Å ñHat-wearers must be careful when 
putting something on the hatbandé
Anything put on the band of a manôs hat 
must be on the left side, and anything 
on a womanôs hatband must be on the 
right.ò

Å ñWomen should keep their hats 
on in homes holding christenings, 
weddings and funerals, because in those 
occasions the house is treated as if it 
were a house of worship.ò

Å ñA gentleman must take off his hat 
when a woman enters an elevator in 
an apartment building or a hotel, as 
those are considered dwellings. He 
puts it on again in the hall, because a 
public corridor is like a street. In public 
buildings, however, the elevator is also 
considered public, and the hat can stay 
on.ò

Å ñMen tip or lift their hat only to 
strangers, not to friends, although 
a man would lift the hat if he en-
countered his wife. A hat also is tipped 
to a woman when passing in a narrow 
space or when the man speaks to her. If 
a man runs into a female acquaintance, 
he must take his hat off when talking to 
her, but can put it back on if they start 
walking.ò
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Crowns introduces the 
audience to different 
generations of African 
American women. The 
womenôs stories span 
a hundred-year time 
period. Mother Shaw 
has vivid lessons of life 
from the 1930s. Mabel 
passionately speaks 
about the turbulent 
1960s. Yolanda creates 
poetry about her life 
as a modern urban 
youth. The histories 
of past generations 
help to shape future 

generations. Each character has an identity, but 
sometimes the stories of their lives overlap into the 
same periods in time. Letôs take a look at important 
history of these characters and what was happening to 
other African Americans during their lifetimes.

Reconstruction Act gives blacks the right to 
vote.

President Rutherford B. Hayes withdraws 
federal troops from the South, thereby removing 
any protection that black people had from 
white violence, and effectively ending the era of 
Reconstruction.

Plessy v. Ferguson authorizes ñseparate but 
equalò public facilities and marshals in the era of 
ñJim Crow Laws,ò meant to keep blacks and whites 
separate.

Mother Shaw has a very rich and long life. When 
she was a child she lived in a small home with 
newspaper wallpaper and her seven brothers and 
sisters. What was happening in the world when 
Mother Shaw was a child?

Madame C.J. Walker develops a method for 
straightening curly hair, on her way to becoming the 
ýrst black female millionaire in the United States.

When Mother Shaw was a child 
the value of $1 would be worth $20 
today.

The NAACP is organized. W.E.B. 
DuBois, the only African American 
ofýcer, is director of publicity and 
research and editor of the NAACPôs 
magazine, Crisis.

George Washington Carver makes 
signiýcant scientiýc advancement in 
crops such as peanuts and potatoes.

Black soldiers returning home 
from WWI demand equal rights and 
are lynched and beaten.

-Marcus Garvey, black civil rights 
leader, addresses 250,000 African 
Americans in New York City.

The rebirth of the KKK.

Louis Armstrong, an African 
American and one of the ýnest 
trumpet players in the world, plays 
the Chicago jazz scene.

Harlem Renaissance (explosion 
of African American art, music, 
literature) in New York City.

-Spelman College is opened for 
African American women. 

Malcom X is born.

Martin Luther King, Jr. is born.

The NAACP withdraws its 
support of President Roosevelt when 
he does not support anti-lynching and 
civil rights legislation.
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Jesse Owens wins track and ýeld medals at the 
Berlin Olympics under Nazi oppression.

Tuskegee Airmen, ýrst air force squadron made 
up of black ýghter pilots, þy during World War II.

Rosa Parks has her ýrst run-in with the 
Montgomery Bus Company when she refuses to 
exit the front door and enter through the rear. She 
engages in her ýrst act of passive resistance and is 
pulled from the bus by racist bus driver James F. 
Blake.

Jackie Robinson integrates baseball by 
becoming a member of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

The Congress for Racial Equality (CORE), 
an organization that challenges segregation of 
interstate buses and terminals, coordinates its ýrst 
freedom ride by sending an integrated team of 
activists to ride through the South on commercial 
bus lines. These activists are known as Freedom 
Riders.

Mabel grew up in the period from the 1940s through 
the 1960s. Americans had survived the Depression, 

World I, and faced World War II. One 
dollar in 1940 would be worth $13.30 
today. In the forties movies were 
bathed in Technicolor and swing was 
the new dance and music of the age. 
When Mabel was little, her mother 
created hats on her manual sewing 
machine.

On May 17 the U.S. Supreme 
Court rules unanimously in Brown 
v. Board of Education of Topeka that 
racial segregation in public schools 
violates the Fourteenth Amendment 
to the Constitution.

Brown v. Board of Education 
ofýcially desegregates schools. The 
9-0 ruling determines that ñseparate 
educational facilities are inherently 
unequal.ò

A 14-year-old African American 
Chicago youth, Emmett Till, is 
lynched in Mississippi.

Rosa Parks is arrested on 
December 1 when she refuses to 
give up her seat on a Montgomery, 
Alabama bus. She is found guilty 
on December 5 and ýned $10, and 
another $4 for court costs.
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A bus boycott begins when the Womenôs 
Political Council passes out 35,000 þyers asking 
blacks to stay off of buses in ñprotest.ò Rosa Parks 
is arrested on February 21 for participating in the 
boycott.

Bayard Rustin and Glen Smiley go to Alabama 
to brief Martin Luther King, Jr. and his colleagues 
on building and implementing a nonviolent 
movement, setting the foundation of the civil rights 
movement.

The Supreme Court orders Montgomery to 
integrate its public bus lines on December 20. After 
381 days, the bus boycott comes to an end.

Martin Luther King, Jr. and other black 
leaders found the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) to create solidarity and unity of 
purpose throughout the black South.

In Greensboro, North Carolina a group of 
college students protest segregation by refusing to 
move from a ñwhites onlyò lunch counter.

Students protest segregation by nonviolent 
sit-ins at whites-only Woolworthôs lunch counters, 
ýrst in Greensboro, then across North Carolina, and 
moving to other states throughout the South. The 
ýrst African American eats a meal at Woolworthôs in 
Greensboro on July 25. After one week, 300 blacks 
have been customers. Woolworthôs is ofýcially 
desegregated on July 26.

During the prime of the Civil Rights Movement, 
the March on Washington converges and Martin 
Luther King delivers his ñI Have a Dreamò speech to 
thousands of marchers.

Malcolm X forms the Nation of Islam

Riots, beatings by whites and police mark civil 
rights demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama, 
culminating in the arrest of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and in President Kennedyôs calling out of 3,000 
troops.

250,000 people demonstrate in the March on 
Washington.

President John F. Kennedy assassinated; 
Lyndon B. Johnson is sworn in as President.

Martin Luther King, Jr. wins the Nobel Peace 
Prize

President Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 on May 2.

Malcom X is assassinated.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 
eliminates all qualifying tests.

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
is assassinated.

During the late 1980s and 1990s, 
Yolanda would wildly run around the 
streets of New York with her brother. 
She was a street smart individual who 
moved to South Carolina after her 
brother was fatally shot on the streets 
of Brooklyn.

Harold Washington becomes 
the ýrst black mayor for the city of 
Chicago.

One of the most popular shows 
on television is The Cosby Show.

Riots break out in Los Angeles, 
sparked by the acquittal of four white 
police ofýcers caught on videotape 
beating Rodney King, a black 
motorist.

Michael Jordan leads the 
Chicago Bulls to their 5th NBA 
Championship victory.

Dr. Condoleezza Rice is 
appointed National Security Advisor 
for President George W. Bushôs 
cabinet.

Excerpts reprinted with generous permission 
from The Goodman Theatreôs Study Guide and 
Intimanôs Insider Play Guide.
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In Crowns music is an essential element; the various 
music types help tell and unite the diverse stories. The 
characters in Crowns are connected through culture, 
gender, and by generations. The stories of the past 
help create the stories of the future. Various musical 
styles have built the path of African American music. 
Music created in Africa traveled to the United States 
with slavery. Over time, the African musical form 
transformed into many different musical genres. Read 
how the various styles relate to each other.

 Gospel music originated in West 
Africa and in the southern United States with en-
slaved African American populations. The style 
evolved to work songs, songs slaves sang on the 
plantations. Gospel music is very joyous compared 
to spirituals. Call-and-response, a line of the lyrics 
that is sung and repeated by the congregation, is 
very important in Gospel music. The songs call for 
obedience to god, and refraining from sin, and show 
peopleôs love for god. The music is performed with 
enthusiasm, vigor, and spiritual inspiration. As the 

genre developed it became popular in 
the entire black community, not just 
the secular (non-religious). Aretha 
Franklin is well known for her vocal 
interpretations of Gospel music. 
Another tradition that is associated 
with

Gospel Music and the Spiritual is the 
ring shout. The ring shout is the 
oldest type of African American dance 
performance in the country. It is a 
combination of call-and ïresponse 
singing, rhythmic dance, and drum 
beats.

 The spiritual is 
considered to be the original form 
of American folk music. Slaves were 
brought to the United States from 
many different cultures in Africa. It is 
a rhythmic folk song popularly sung 
at African American Christian church 
services. They are deeply emotional 
songs related to passages in the Bible. 
Spirituals strongly inþuenced the 
creation of Jazz and the Blues. They 
are sad and reþective, which are similar 
to the emotions that are conveyed 
in the Blues. Upbeat spiritual songs 
inspired gospel music. These different 
cultures inþuenced spirituals, which 
developed in North America. Spirituals 
contain diverse rhythms and call-and-
response patterns. Audiences helped 
boost the amount of improvisation 
in spirituals because their responses 
were not rehearsed. An example of a 
popular spiritual is ñWhen the Saints 
Go Marching In.ò

 The Blues, described as 
the heart of Jazz, is based on a 
standardized twelve bar progression 
of notes. The blues grew out of African 
spirituals and work songs. In the 
late 1800s, with the inþuence of folk, 
spiritual, and country music, the blues 
formed. Blues music is characterized 
by a þat 3rd note and 7th note referred 
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to as the óblues notesô. These óblues notesô help create 
the sad melodic tone. The lyrics in blues songs have 
an earthy quality and are about the hardships people 
face such as death, relationships, and poverty. The 
tempo can be very slow and notes are held for a long 
period of time. The Blues are about tradition and self-
expression. Billie Holiday was a famed Blues singer 
known for her emotional style.

Jazz is a collage of spiritual, gospel, work 
songs, and traditional African music.

In the late 19th century, jazz originated in New 
Orleans, Louisiana. It is characterized as spontaneous, 
improvisational and highly emotional. Jazz appealed 
to a wide audience of different races, genders, 
economic classes, and musical tastes. Duke Ellington 
was the king of jazz during the 1930s, 1940s, and 
1950s.

Reggae, which has been inþuenced by Jazz 
and the Blues, developed in the 1960s in Jamaica. 
It is a combination of African American soul music, 
traditional African and Jamaican folk music, and Ska 
(a Jamaican and British dance hall music). Reggae 
is closely connected to the Rastifarian political 
and religious movement. Some of the common 
instruments used in Reggae include organ, piano, 
drums, electric guitar, and electric bass. The music is 
composed of stringy off-the-beat rhythms. Bob Marley 
is an original founder of the Reggae movement.

 Hip-Hop is the culture which developed 
with the Rap movement 1970s. Both musical forms 
have roots in the reggae style. Hip-hop applies to 
dance, clothing, language, and the music of the 
culture. Hip-hop includes funk music, free style, as 
well as Rap. Queen Latifa, an extremely versatile 
performer, embraced the hip-hop culture in the 
creation of her music.

Rap originated with African 
American and Latino performers 
growing out of the hip-hop culture in 
New York City during the late 1970s. 
The music was associated with break 
dancing. The lyrics of rap are chanted 
and improvised street poetry (Slam). 
Tupac Shakur was able to raise the 
level of artistry of rap music during his 
lifetime.

Reprinted with the generous permission of 
the The Goodman Theatre. Originally 
printed in The Goodman Theatreôs Study 
Guide.
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The women in Crowns communicate through stories. 
The charactersô stories tell the audience who they are; 
the experiences they share in their stories help them 
understand their identity and their relationships with 
others in the community. Some people have chosen 
to tell stories for a speciýc purpose such as teaching, 
verbal history, entertainment, healing, or sacred rites. 
In Crowns, all of these different reasons to tell a story 
are important to the charactersô identities. 

In Africa, spoken word has always been the most 
common form of communication between people. 
About ten years ago, 34% of the total population was 
literate, and in some countries less than 10%. To 
remember and to create are pivotal tools of African 
storytelling. If stories, history, and news could not be 
transcribed into text, then it was very important to 
use memories to pass on information. Every time a 
story is told, the tellers creatively change it to make 
it their own. In Africa, storytelling is an education for 
youth about their culture, history, and values. This 
education often occurs at night in storytelling sessions 
called ñmoonlight play.ò During these sessions people 
of all ages join together to sit around a ýre and freely 
share music, songs, and stories. Call-and-response, 
which is dialogue between the teller and the audience, 
is very common in African ñmoonlight payò telling. 
This tradition of call-and-response is widely seen in 
African American gospel music and jazz. In Africa, 
storytellers are called griots. The griots are teachers, 
singers, historians, and entertainers. The griot is very 
similar to the modern day minister in African church 
services. Ancient African oral storytelling remains a 
major inþuence in modern African American music, 
religion, and in folklore.

Reprinted with the generous permission of the The Goodman 
Theatre. Originally printed in The Goodman Theatreôs Study 

Guide.
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The following are excerpts from a conversation 
between Crowns playwright Regina Taylor and the 
McCarter Theatre Education staff during rehearsals 
for the world premiere production of Crowns. 

I was very excited because I recognize all of these 
women. They have a sense of community and family 
that I know well, and I was attracted to the power 
of the truthfulness of their words. I was very much 
compelled to bring these women to the stage. 

The tradition of adorning oneself for worship 
is something that comes from Africa. This was 
something that was passed down over the waters 
and that African Americans retain here in our church 
services. So when I looked at the book again within 
this context, I thought of church music, which 
harkens back over the waters to African music and I 
thought about the movement of ring shouts, which 
goes back directly to Africa. I began to consider things 
that are passed down in terms of African cultures, and 
then I followed that thread from African traditions 
to church traditions to how that has ýltered down 
into all of American society. So now you have ýeld 
songs, you have the blues, you have rock, you have 
rap, you have jazz. All of that is connected - it has a 
line with a deýnite root. So in looking at doing the 
play I began to look at how I could weave together 
the narratives, the hat stories, which reveal so much 
about the women and where they are going. At the 
same time, knowing that not everyone knows about 
these stories, I introduced the character of a young 
woman from Brooklyn who is living too fast and 
her brother has been shot, so her mother sends her 
down to Darlington, SC to live with her grandmother. 
Thatôs where she is initiated into the circle. She 
is our surrogate through this evening and she is 
indoctrinated and is baptized in this history. And 
thatôs the journey that Iôve created. 

That was very hard. It became about the 
arrangement of the piece and the way the stories 
ýt into the structure. I started with a Sunday and I 

divided it into different parts. In the play 
the audience follows the course of that 
day even though we are going back and 
forth in time. We start at sun up and we 
have the morning ritual of getting ready 
for church. We have the procession to 
church, the morning service, a wedding, 
a funeral, a baptism and then a recession. 
So that is the structure. Then I started 
choosing which pieces ýt into those 
sections. I then started grouping those 
pieces so that the stories in the book, 
from all these different women, became 
narrowed down to six different character 
types. The seventh character became the 
Man. And from there the voices kind of 
fell into place. 

I think it is important to have that 
male/female element. And there is a 
different energy to the piece with him 
being present. Itôs not the same as ñgirls 
night outò because when you introduce 
a male persona the energy responds and 
changes. I thought that dynamic was 
important. And, because he takes on the 
roles of all of the different men in these 
womenôs lives, I felt we very much needed 
his voice to complete the story. 

Generally I hope that people will be 
open to seeing how this affects their own 
lives and how the speciýc stories are also 
universal. The piece harkens upon where 
you come from and what you pass down 
and the importance of passing something 
down to someone else. That passing is 
taken into another person and transforms 
his/her life, and then that person creates 
what was passed down anew. This is what 
I hope people will see in it, and it is what 
I hope they will be thinking about as they 
leave the theater. 
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