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Dates to Remember 

Thursday, August 20—Drama After 

Dark, 7:30 pm, 6940 Sunday Silence 

Ct. (Schmiel’s).  See inside article for 

details.                                     

September---Annual Picnic to be 

determined                           

August/September—General 

Meeting cancelled                                   

October—Fall Production cancelled    

November---HHLT Board elections.  

See inside article for details 

December---Annual Holiday Party to 

be determined 
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Prez Sez 

Waiting, waiting, waiting, that seems 

to be all that we are doing now 

during the Pandemic.  

One of these days we will meet 

again, plan a new play, and produce 

it.  In the meantime, we look forward 

to continuing our “Drama After Dark” 

and hoping for better days.           

Gene Schmiel, President.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Drama After Dark Continues 

 HHLT members enjoyed three 

Drama After Dark evenings in July.  The 

attendees read parts (or several parts) in 

the plays while sitting in a socially safe 

arrangement.  The plays we read were 

Back Seat Driver, The War of the Worlds, 

and Let Me Tell You about My Operation.  

We hope to meet again on Thursday, 

August 20, at the Schmiel’s, 6940 Sunday 

Silence Ct., at 7:30 pm.  The play will be 

Cabin B-13, a suspense mystery that takes 

place on an ocean liner. There are 12 

parts.  If you would like to participate, 

please 

contact 

Kathryn 

Schmiel by 

phone 

(703-743-

1304) or 

email 

geneofva@gmail.com.  We are limiting 

the attendance to 12 (including Kathryn 

and Gene) so let us know soon. 

 

 

 

 

 

Little 

Theater’s 

Annual Picnic 

 As of this 

writing plans 

for our annual picnic are not  

certain.  Possible locations off the 

Heritage Hunt campus have been 

discussed.  Some of the suggestions 

include a park where we could sit 

as a group, but at socially safe 

distances or a winery with space for 

groups to spread out.  We would 

welcome suggestions for the venue as 

well as a show of interest of the 

membership in holding this event.  

If you have ideas or wish to express 

your show of interest, please 

contact Sally Peterson, Activities 

Chair at   

 

HHLT BOARD 

ELECTIONS 

HHLT Board elections are 

traditionally held in 

November with nominations 

announced at the October meeting.  

This year there are five board 

positions up for election.  

Currently two members have 

identified themselves as willing to 

serve.  We are very grateful for 

their support and encourage more 

members to step forward.  You are 

needed.  We are unsure about the 

October meeting, but hope very much 

that we will be able to hold a 

meeting in November.  If not we may 

have mail-in or e-mail ballots with 

a committee to count the votes.  

 

mailto:geneofva@gmail.com


ANOTHER OPPORTUNITY 

TO ENJOY THEATER THIS 

SUMMER  

Kevin Kline’s Tony Award®-winning performance 

in Noël Coward’s Present Laughter, first produced 

in 1942 with Coward himself in the leading role, 

can be viewed on line for free at 

https://www.pbs.wnet/gperf/blog/summer-

streamimg-lineup 

Kate Burton Present Laughter 

Kevin Kline, Kate Burton 

photo: © Joan Marcus  

Noël Coward’s Present Laughter follows a self-

obsessed actor in the midst of a mid-life crisis. 

Juggling his considerable talent, ego and libido, the 

theater’s favorite leading man suddenly finds 

himself caught between fawning ingénues, crazed 

playwrights, secret trysts and unexpected twists. 

Critics unanimously raved about Kline in this 

revival. David Rooney in The Hollywood Reporter 

enthused, “Talk about a match made in heaven. 

Kevin Kline was born to do Noel Coward, and his 

casting as Garry Essendine, the 1930s stage star and 

aging playboy at the center of his own eternal 

melodrama in Present Laughter, yields a 

performance of unimpeachable skill, made all the 

more delectable by its lightness of touch. 

The performance earned Kline the best actor honors 

at the 2017 Tony Awards, Outer Critics Circle and 

Drama Desk Awards. The cast is also headed by 

three-time Tony® and Emmy® Award nominee 

Kate Burton (Scandal, Grey’s Anatomy), Tony 

Award® nominee Kristine Nielsen (Vanya and 

Sonia and Masha and Spike), and Cobie Smulders 

(How I Met Your Mother, Jack Reacher: Never Go 

Back) in the Broadway debut which earned her the 

Theatre World Award for Outstanding Broadway 

Debut. Stage direction is by Tony Award® nominee 

Moritz von Stuelpnagel (Hand to God). 

Present Laughter 

Cobie Smulders, Kevin Kline 

photo: Joan Marcus 

Reprinted from WOUB (PBS) Media  

https://woub.org/2017/10/24/noel-cowardss-present-laughter-great-performances-nov-3-at-9-pm/present-laughterst-james-theatre-2/
https://woub.org/2017/10/24/noel-cowardss-present-laughter-great-performances-nov-3-at-9-pm/present-laughterst-james-theatre-3/


The Complex History 

and Uneasy Present of 

‘Porgy and Bess’ 

It has entertained, and sometimes enraged, 

generations of audiences. Now the Gershwin classic 

is opening the Metropolitan Opera’s season. 

By Michael Cooper 

  It was one of those mythic New York nights: the 

Broadway premiere of the Gershwins’ “Porgy and 

Bess” in 1935. 

The starry opening drew Hollywood royalty, 

including Katharine Hepburn and Joan Crawford. 

After the ovations died down, the A-listers headed 

to a glamorous after-party, where George Gershwin 

played excerpts from his score on the piano. 

By the next morning, though, the questions would 

begin. Those questions — about genre, about 

representation, about appropriation — have 

followed “Porgy” 

through more than 

eight decades of 

convoluted, 

sometimes troubling 

history, and remain 

salient today. 

Is “Porgy,” which 

features some of the 

best-loved songs by 

one of America’s 

greatest songwriters 

(“Summertime,” “It Ain’t Necessarily So,” “I Loves 

You, Porgy”), as well as mighty choruses and bold 

orchestrations, an opera or a musical? It returned to 

Broadway in 2012 in a stripped-down form. But 

since 1976, when Houston Grand Opera brought it 

back to the opera house, it has often been claimed 

— you can almost hear the capital letters — as the 

Great American Opera. 

More urgently, is “Porgy” a sensitive portrayal of 

the lives and struggles of a segregated African-

American community in Charleston, S. C.? (Maya 

Angelou, who as a young dancer performed in a 

touring production that brought it to the Teatro alla 

Scala in Milan in 1955, later praised it as “great art” 

and “a human truth.”) 

 

Or does it perpetuate degrading stereotypes about 

black people, told in wince-inducing dialect? (Harry 

Belafonte turned down an offer to star in the film 

version because he found it “racially demeaning.”) 

Is it a triumph of melting-pot American art, teaming 

up George and Ira Gershwin (the sons of Russian 

Jewish immigrants) with DuBose Heyward (the 

scion of a prominent white South Carolina family) 

and his Ohio-born wife, Dorothy, to tell a uniquely 

African-American story? Or is it cultural 

appropriation? The fact that the most-performed 

opera about the African-American experience is the 

work of an all-white team has not been lost on black 

composers who have struggled to get their music 

heard. 

And has the Gershwins’ insistence that “Porgy” be 

performed only by black artists — originally aimed 

at keeping it from being done in blackface — 

helped generations of black singers by giving them 

the opportunity to perform on some of the world’s 

great stages? Or has it pigeonholed some of them, 

limiting the roles they are offered? 

Or is the answer to all these questions yes? 

George Gershwin called “Porgy and Bess” a “folk 

opera,” which placed him in a long line of 

composers who drew inspiration from folk themes, 

real or imagined. In an essay he wrote for The New 

York Times in 1935, he wrote that to keep the work 

musically unified, he had decided to write “my own 

spirituals and folk songs.” 

The Gershwins were determined to avoid 

performances of “Porgy” in blackface, an offensive 

relic of minstrelsy that was still common then 

onstage and onscreen. Al Jolson, who had worn 

blackface in 1927 in the breakthrough sound film 

“The Jazz Singer,” had also wanted to mount a 

musical based on the story and hoped to play Porgy. 

https://www.nytimes.com/by/michael-cooper
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=125457527
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1998-feb-01-ca-14288-story.html
https://books.google.com/books?id=wnQdr26vRCgC&pg=PA184&dq=Harry+belafonte+porgy+and+bess+demeaning+memoir&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwisuueQsMvkAhXyV98KHXeyDb4Q6AEwAHoECAAQAg#v=onepage&q=Harry%20belafonte%20porgy%20and%20bess%20demeaning%20memoir&f=false
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1935/10/20/88617471.html?pageNumber=177
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1935/10/20/88617471.html?pageNumber=177


“Porgy and Bess” provided work for generations of 

classically trained African-American singers at a 

time when discrimination barred them from the Met 

and other leading stages. When the work’s first tour 

reached the segregated National Theater in 

Washington, its African-American stars took a 

stand and threatened not to perform — forcing the 

theater to integrate, at least temporarily. “Porgy” 

helped many singers of color launch their careers, 

including Leontyne Price, who played Bess right 

out of Juilliard. 

Or is the answer to all these questions yes? 

It became a symbol of American culture around the 

world. When the piece had its European premiere in 

Copenhagen during World War II, staging a work 

by a Jewish composer about black Americans was 

seen as an act of provocation aimed at the 

occupying Nazis. The inescapable contradictions of 

a Cold War-era tour of Leningrad and Moscow in 

the mid-1950s were chronicled wryly by Truman 

Capote.  

But the controversies did not abate. When Otto 

Preminger’s film version was released in 1959, 

during the civil rights era, the playwright Lorraine 

Hansberry debated him on Chicago television, 

declaring that stereotypes “constitute bad art” and 

noting that African-Americans had suffered “great 

wounds from great intentions.” But the music of 

“Porgy and Bess” only grew in popularity, as 

generations of jazz pioneers, including Billie 

Holiday, Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald and 

Miles Davis, put their own stamps on the songs. 

The requirement to cast black performers remains in 

effect for dramatic performances of “Porgy and 

Bess” around the world, Sargent Aborn, the chief 

executive officer of Tams-Witmark, which licenses 

it, wrote in an email.  

It is an unusual stipulation in an age where casting 

is increasingly colorblind. “Porgy” is the one opera 

the Met’s own chorus does not sing: The company 

hired a chorus of black singers for its new 

production. When the Hungarian State Opera staged 

“Porgy and Bess” with a white cast earlier this year, 

against the wishes of the Gershwin brothers’ estates, it 

asked its singers to sign declarations that African-

American origins and spirit formed part of their identity, 

a Hungarian news site reported. 

Some black singers are wary of “Porgy,” both out of 

discomfort with the piece and concerns that they 

could get typecast and kept from exploring other 

repertoire.  

Davóne Tines, a bass-baritone who starred recently 

in “The Black Clown” — a new musical adaptation 

of Langston Hughes’s searching 1931 poem 

exploring race and representation — said in an 

interview that it made him uneasy that the only 

black opera in the canon, and still one of the main 

opportunities for many black singers, requires them 

to “don costumes of rags” and “embody flat 

stereotypes.” 

Some have tried to reinvent the piece. The first 

production that Golda Schultz, the South African 

soprano who will sing Clara at the Met, ever saw 

was a famous one by the Cape Town Opera that 

moved the setting to a South African township. 

“Setting it up in a township, everyone understood 

this notion of a struggling community, a tight-knit 

community, because townships are like that,” Ms. 

Schultz said during a recent rehearsal break at the 

Met. “My dad grew up in a township and you knew 

your neighbors, you knew people’s business — 

because the walls on a shack are really thin, 

corrugated iron.” 

The Met is asking audiences to take a new 

perspective even before they enter the opera house. 

The artist Kerry James Marshall, acclaimed for 

huge paintings that are fantasias of black life and 

history, has created an arresting “Porgy and Bess” 

banner that hangs outside It upends the traditional 

image of Porgy, a disabled beggar, and the woman 

he loves, Bess, who has suffered from abuse and 

addiction. Mr. Marshall’s Porgy — drawn in a 

muscular social realist, almost comic-book-

superhero style — stands braced for action, 

wielding his crutch like a weapon and carrying 

Bess, on his shoulders. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1956/10/27/porgy-and-bess-in-russia-the-muses-are-heard
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/26/arts/music/hungary-viktor-orban-trump-opera.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/10/arts/hungary-opera-porgy-and-bess.html
http://www.capetownopera.co.za/touring/porgy-bess/


“Most of the images you see of ‘Porgy and Bess,’ 

particularly the way Porgy is represented, he’s 

always on his knees, or down on the floor,” Mr. 

Marshall said in a telephone interview, adding that 

he had always been struck by the character’s 

strength in trying to protect Bess: “That’s where I 

started: I wanted to give Porgy at least one moment 

of heroic presence.” 

At a rehearsal earlier this month, shortly after 

Hurricane Dorian had devastated parts of the 

Bahamas and as it was heading toward the 

Carolinas, the “Porgy and Bess” cast was on the 

Met’s stage rehearsing the scene in which a deadly 

hurricane strikes Charleston. 

The power of 

Gershwin’s 

terrifying and 

inventive music 

came through, even 

when played by just 

a rehearsal pianist in 

the pit. The chorus 

sang its anguished 

prayers with passion 

and precision. Yet 

some of the dialect 

(“hab mercy!”) still 

sounded jarring. 

The moment suggested perhaps the only answer to 

the many questions that have surrounded “Porgy 

and Bess” for almost a century. The work, on that 

day, seemed to be taking its place in an operatic 

canon full of contradictory, discomfiting, 

occasionally offensive works that time and again 

nevertheless demonstrate their relevance and power. 

This article appeared in the New York Times 

prior to the opening of the Metropolitan Opera’s 

latest production of Porgy and Bess. It has been 

condensed. 
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