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Lack of Diversity Among Chicago Stage
Directors, Says Victory Gardens Theater

Theater’s new program targets directors of various races, genders, and abilities

Chloe Riley (/stories-by-author/Chloe Riley) | September 18, 2015 3:11 pm

As part of an attempt to
diversify its own roster of
directors, Victory Gardens
Theater
(http://victorygardens.org/)
S has launched a program which
.- seeks to provide a threshold
for minority directors within

Chicago’s theatrical

ac
Victory Gardens Artistic Director Chay Yew (lower right) and the five emerging

community.
directors chosen for a new program at the theater.
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The program extends
opportunities to people of color, theater-makers who identify as transgender and gender 1
non-conforming, women, and those with disabilities. Those chosen for the program
serve as assistant directors of a Victory Gardens show, in addition to receiving
complimentary tickets to the company’s season and mentoring opportunities.

“One of things we have noticed is, there isn’t as much diversity as we’d like with the
scope of directors in Chicago theater,” said Victory Gardens Associate Artistic Producer
Joanie Schultz. “There is a way in which it’s really hard to make it as a theater director
without some sort of privilege behind you, without some sort of financial backing.

“Directors wield so much power and have so much control over the theater,” she added.
“I do think we have a prominence of theater directors in the city who are white men.”

Of the company’s five mainstage shows this season, two will be directed by white men
(Gary Griffin, Never the Sinner; and Dexter Bullard, Sucker Punch). Schultz directs
Sarah Gubbins’ Cocked; Victory Gardens Artistic Director Chay Yew will direct both
Lucas Hnath’s Hillary and Clinton and ensemble playwright Marcus Gardley’s The
House That Will Not Stand.
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According to Schultz, the impetus for the directors program came from Yew, who has
previously spoken about the need to diversify the theater
(https://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/22/theater/victory-gardens-theater-in-chicago-in-
new-era-with-chay-yew.html?_r=0) in terms of both playwrights and audience. Since
taking over that role in 2011, Yew has directed world premieres from a melting pot of
playwrights like Jose Rivera, Naomi lizuka, Julia Cho, and David Adjmi, among others.

For this new directorial initiative, Victory Gardens chose five participants from more
than a hundred applicants, Schultz said. One of those five — African-American director
Toma Tavares Langston — has Chicago directing credits including Sarah Ruhl’s Dead
Man'’s Cell Phone and Jason Robert Brown’s The Last Five Years.

Langston is currently assistant directing English playwright Roy Williams’ Sucker Punch
(http://victorygardens.org/our-season/sucker-punch/), which has its Midwest premiere
at Victory Gardens on Friday. The play follows two aspiring African-American boxers in
the 1980s.

The 36-year-old Langston said his opportunity with the company has already proved
invaluable.

“Truth be told, I've kind of been stalking Victory Gardens for the last year or two — going
to every show, commenting on every Twitter post,” Langston said. “They do so much
work that’s particularly culturally diverse and they put a lot of emphasis on American
culture and kind of uprooting what that means.”

A breakdown of the company's five new assistant directors:

; Toma Tavares Langston (assistant director,
Sucker Punch)
In addition to being artistic director of The

Enthusiasts Theatre Company, Langston — who’s
originally from Flint, Mich. — also co-founded the

— > Another Production Company and is a participant
' \ of Directors Lab Chicago. Directorial credits
\ include Sarah Ruhl’s Dead Man's Cell Phone,
Michael Cristopher’s The Shadow Box, Jason Robert Brown’s The Last Five Years,
Ntozake Shange’s For Colored Girls Who Considered Suicide/When The Rainbow Is

Enuf. Toma has also worked with Rebekah Theatre Project, Prologue Theatre Co. and
Theo Ubique Cabaret Theatre.
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