
 
 

 

Playwright Alice Childress: An African American Classic Finds 
New Life 
9/7/2011 by HOLLY L. DERR 

  When The Help premiered earlier this 
summer, African American feminists bemoaned the lack of civil rights narratives 
told by the black women who actually lived through the era. Though it probably 
won’t be a Hollywood blockbuster, a bulwark American theater is about to open a 
civil rights play written by an African American woman. In the process, a long-lost 
gem of the American theater might be on the verge of rediscovery. 

Arena Stage in Washington, D.C.–founded in 1950 by theater matriarch Fichandler 
and run now by Molly Smith–is producing Trouble in Mind, authored by little-known 
African American playwright Alice Childress, of the same generation as Lorraine 
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Hansberry (A Raisin in the Sun) and as well-known in her time, has been almost 
forgotten today. Both women were mentored by Paul Robeson and W.E.B. DuBois, 
both lived and worked in New York, both were largely self-educated and they were 
good friends and colleagues. But apparently there’s only room in the canon for one 
black woman, so while the wonderful Hansberry is featured in almost every major 
anthology of American drama, hardly anyone even recognizes Childress’ name. 
Most of her plays are out of print. 

… 

According to the play’s director, Irene Lewis, who was until recently the artistic 
director of Baltimore Centerstage. 

For years, the play was recommended to me as a show that I should produce. I had read 
the play several times over the years and found it to be “old-fashioned/old hat,” 
especially concerning the depiction of the character of the white director. Finally, I 
decided to ask the opinion of an African American actress whose judgment I have always 
valued. She read the play and told me that she liked it. When I asked if she found the 
role of the white director dated and unbelievable, she said, ‘No.’ So I came around to the 
opinion that this was another case of–what should I call it–whites (me) being ‘out of 
touch’ with the experiences of African Americans. I decided to produce and direct the 
play at Centerstage in Baltimore. It subsequently transferred to Yale Repertory Theater. I 
am delighted that Molly is bringing this groundbreaking piece to Arena Stage. 

The metatheatricality of the play provides plenty of room for commentary on race 
relations in the 1950s. But it also seems to be finding relevance, at long last, in the 
present. Trouble in Mind was presented in simultaneous readings around the 
country in June by Project1Voice, a national grassroots movement designed to 
support and cultivate artistic excellence, creativity and innovation among African 
American theater organizations. Curious as to how the sudden interest in Childress’ 
work fits into our current national dialogue on race, the Ms. Blog spoke not only 
with Lewis but with Marty Lodge, who plays the white director, and with E. Fay 
Butler, who plays Wiletta. 

Ms. Blog: In what ways are the issues presented in the play a product of the past, 
and in what ways do they speak to us directly in the now? 

BUTLER: It’s not a dated piece. The thing most people think who’ve heard it or seen 
is “Oh, what an interesting subject–to take something that is so present day and put 
it in the ’50s.” I say it’s not a piece that was written in present day. A lot of people, 
especially actors or people in the arts, always find it amazing that it’s written in ’55. 
They always think it’s a new piece. 

LODGE: Things haven’t really changed that much. Wiletta is complaining that she 
plays all these mammy roles, and here in this day and age Viola Davis is still playing 



maids. So what has changed? There really aren’t that many great roles for 
middle-aged African American women. There are still plenty of Al Mannerses 
around. They think they’re open-minded and they’re not. 

BUTLER: It’s that same old thing even when you go into casting and people will say 
to you, “Wow you really read that well.” You’re like, Yeah, I’m trained. But a lot of 
people think … you know that old adage–you’re not black enough, or you’re not 
white enough. People go, “Can you be more, you know, ‘urban?'” That’s the new 
thing, they say “urban.” I say I’m as urban as I can be: I’m black. 

I always tell the story about my agent calling me saying there’s this famous director 
that’s interested in you for a play in London. So I get the side, and the side says, 
“Character sits on porch with kerchief on her head. She moans, groans and sings a 
spiritual.” I said, “You want me to come to an audition in New York to moan and 
groan and sing a spiritual? Have you lost your mind? Thank you, no.” No matter how 
far you think you’ve come, there’s always somebody that wants to take you right 
back. Why are we still telling that story? There are other stories to be told besides 
maids and servants. I think everybody needs to see this piece because it reminds us 
where we lie. 

I was interested in the description of how Lewis came to direct the play and her 
original concerns about the character of Al Manners. Marty, do you feel like the 
character is stereotypical or unbelievable? 

LODGE: He’s not like some stereotypical white guy in an all-black play. He’s nasty, 
but he’s nasty to everybody. He’s just kind of rude and self-centered. He fancies 
himself a liberal, open-minded guy, understanding and compassionate. He really 
believes he’s doing a cutting-edge play addressing things that hadn’t been 
addressed yet. He thinks he’s helping the cause. It’s not until the very end, when he 
blurts something out, that you find out, well, maybe all those liberals aren’t as 
liberal as you think they are. 

LEWIS: [Childress is] such a good playwright. She doesn’t shove anything down 
your throat. She just lays it out there in a very graceful but strong way. I think it’s 
illuminating as well as extraordinarily entertaining. I mean, this is funny. 

What’s it like working with such strong women leaders on this play? 

LODGE: I never thought about it, but it’s true: It’s a theater run by a woman, and I’m 
playing opposite a really strong lead woman. And I kind of love it. [Lewis] is very 
brave and she is not afraid to say what she thinks. 

Irene, how has being a woman affected your career as a director? 



LEWIS: When I came up there were three women in the country who ran theaters. 
And they were spread out all over the map. What it took to get on the mainstage 
was very similar to this play. It was very similar in the way they spoke to you: “Don’t 
worry your pretty head about that.” It took me two to three years to have the nerve 
to say, “Please don’t say that.” It took me a long time to develop confidence. [As an 
artistic director], I like to mainstream a woman director, because you put the stamp 
of approval by hiring somebody and then another theater will hire her. 

Do you think this play will lead to an Alice Childress renaissance? 

LEWIS: No, I don’t. I mean, why hasn’t it already happened? Most theaters haven’t 
done it and I don’t think it’s necessarily because they haven’t heard of it. Black 
directors always bring it up. It was a natural for me, but people are gonna be what 
they are. All I can do is do my work and then see. 

Well, a girl can dream. 

 

 

 


