Grass-Roots Theater 

Lucile Bruce

Theater Thrives in New Haven.

Of course, you’ve heard of Long Wharf Theatre, Shubert Theater, the Yale Repertory Theatre, Elm Shakespeare Company and the Yale Cabaret.  But the New Haven Theater Company?  Collective Consciousness?  Theatre 4?

These are just a few of the grass-root theater companies actively working today in the Elm City.  While each has its own distinct identity, they share in common a passion for new ideas, shoestring budgets, a commitment to low-priced (or free) tickets, and that special, combustible mix of talent, idealism, and entrepreneurial spirit.  

Productions may seem rough-around-the-edges, but that’s part of their unique beauty and character, as the people managing these companies are working around the clock on top of holding demanding day jobs.  They do this work because they love theater, and they want other people to love it too.

“I’ve always loved the forgotten audience,” says Dexter J. Singleton, executive director of Collective Consciousness Theatre, founded in 2001.  “There are a lot of people in the community who just aren’t exposed to theater.  I want to bring theater to them.”  

Singleton’s original solo production Little Brother, explores the complex socio-economic factors that lead people to deal drugs.  “I did a few shows in schools and it was amazing,” he recalls.  “I saw for the first time in my life that theater really touches people.”  Today Collective Consciousness consists of eight actors who develop original material.  Their newest work, What Do You See, is a play about body image that targets young women. “We’re more or less a repertory company,” says Singleton, “and a very diverse group.”  The ensemble tours widely, mostly in Connecticut.  They perform in schools, prisons, churches and more, from inner-city neighborhoods to affluent suburbs.  They reach about 10,000 people per year and offer workshops, study guides, and post-show conversations. 

Seeking new audiences and new revenue sources, Collective Consciousness is currently developing a corporate workshop series called Diversity in the Workplace.  “So many grass-roots companies are here today, gone tomorrow because the financing isn’t solid,” says Singleton.  “We want to build slowly and diversify, so we can be around for a long time.”  Singleton’s ideal dream is to build Collective Consciousness into a full-time company that performs around the world.  

Collaboration is alive and well among the grass-roots companies, some of which have forged close working relationships.  In 2007, Dexter Singleton directed Kingdom, a play written by Fair Haven native Aaron Jafferis and co-produced by Collective Consciousness and Bregamos Community Theater.  

“To tweak it.  Fix it.  Make it work.  Make it happen.  By hook or by crook.  By any means necessary.  To make a deal.  Consider it done.”   That’s the Latin American meaning of bregamos, explains founder/producer Rafael Ramos—and the word perfectly captures the spirit of Ramos’s company.  “If you are in our community and you say bregamos, it will get you in the door.  It means you understand how the community works.” 

By “community,” Ramos means the Spanish-speaking Fair Haven community of New Haven, where Bregamos lives and breathes.  The company, founded in 2000, incorporates hip-hop, spoken word, and traditional storytelling into its street-smart, contemporary productions.  “The first mission of our theater,” Ramos declares, “is to bridge cultures while providing space where the community can come together and share experiences.”  Ramos finds a role, either onstage or off, for anyone who wants to be involved.  Amateurs are trained by experienced company members (some of whom are volunteer professionals) to build sets, run lights, stage manage, and more.  

Bregamos’s carefully-cultivated neighborhood identity has begun to ripple outward.  Recently, the company performed Kingdom at the International Community Arts Festival in Rotterdam, Holland.  Transporting fifteen company members across the Atlantic, however, seems simple compared to the challenge of drawing young people from across New Haven to workshops and performances at Bregamos.  “Our dream,” says Ramos, “is to have a vehicle to shuttle youth who want to participate but don’t have rides.”

Creating opportunity. That’s the core reason Theatre 4 was founded in 2006 by four women—Rebecka Jones, Mariah Sage, Keely Baisden and Jane Tamarkin—all union actors and experienced educators.  “We began to talk about what kind of theater we wanted to see and perform in,” Mariah Sage explains.  “We wanted to do the highest-quality, thought-provoking theater, here and now.”  The actors decided to form an old-fashioned repertory company.  “There’s something really exciting about watching the same actors take on different roles over time,” Sage reflects.  “The audience develops a relationship with the actors.”  

It’s no coincidence that Theatre 4’s founders are women.  “What is happening on most stages is out of balance” says Sage, who argues that the number of male roles far exceeds the number of female roles.  “We want to bring back a sense of balance, to offer more dynamic and interesting roles for women.”  And to choose the most dynamic and interesting plays for their two productions a year. Theatre 4 debuted with a production of Collected Stories by Donald Margulies at the Little Theater on Lincoln Street in downtown New Haven.  “We ask ourselves, ‘what play are you dying to do right now?’  As actors, we usually don’t have any power.  Now we have the power to choose.”

At the New Haven Theater Company (NHTC), creative director T. Paul Lowry takes a question-everything approach. He experiments not just artistically, but with the company’s organizational and financial underpinnings as well.  While the other local companies are aspiring or actual 501(c)3 non-profit organizations, NHTC is an LLC (Limited Liability Company).  “We don’t want to become a 501(c)3 organization.  We don’t want to write grants, have a board of directors, or do anything that will detract from the work.  We want to be first and foremost a New Haven theater company.  We live here and work here and are all about pleasing our audiences.”

NHTC, a self-described “revolutionary collective,” is known for using found spaces such as apartment building lobbies, downtown parking spaces, or the back room at BAR on Crown Street.  The decision to work in both traditional and non-traditional venues stems from Lowry’s larger philosophy about theater.  He seeks to overturn the assumption that a theater artist’s tool chest is limited and specific.  “You use anything you can use to help tell your story.”

Founded in 2005, NHTC currently has four distinct wings: The Funny Stages, ongoing comedy and improvisation; Meter Theater, for site-specific work; Teatro Del Sol y de La Luna, multi-disciplinary performances of Latin American folklore for children and families; and Theater 2.0, theater using cutting-edge technology.  

Lowry likens his company’s wings to “brands,” each with its own target audience.  “NHTC is really an umbrella organization,” he explains.  “The idea is that the different brands will grow and help each other.  It’s unusual for a theater company to think diversity from its inception.”  

But it’s not unusual for these grassroots theaters to think about creative ways to collaborate. Founded in 2006, New Works New Haven strives to “encourage interest in the dramatic arts through the presentation of new dramatic literature and through the reinvention of classic dramatic literature.”  They also produce the New Works New Haven Festival, an annual showcase of exciting new theater work that fosters collaboration among locally-based theater artists (the New Haven Theater Company and Alliance Theater participated in the 2007 festival).  “The festival is very new and fluid,” says artistic director Jeremy Funke, who recently took the company’s reins.  “There are no rules we must abide by.” Anyone is welcome to submit dramatic texts for production consideration at any time—and planning is already underway for the second year.  The second annual New Works New Haven Festival will take place at Long Wharf Theatre’s Stage II in the spring of 2008.  

No article about grass-roots theater in New Haven would be complete without the Alliance Theatre and the Alliance Children’s Theatre, the longest-surviving companies in the area.  Artistic Director Carol Penney started the theater in 1978 after having difficulty finding any opportunity to direct plays.  “We are anything but elitist,” says Penney of her company.  “We feel that theater is here for everyone to do.” 

But their heart and soul is really youth theater. The Alliance Children’s Theatre serves up to 200 young people per year–and participation in workshops and productions is free (the summer theater camp charges a small fee).  Penney works closely with public school educators and draws children from diverse backgrounds.

In 2008, Alliance continues an exciting new venture—producing an ongoing season of theater (for grown-ups) at the Puppet House in Stony Creek, Branford.  It also marks their thirtieth anniversary, and Penney is proud to say that the company finally has a permanent home: her home, on Beers Street in the West River neighborhood.  “I’ve built a big rehearsal room, lots of windows and a bamboo floor,” she describes.  “It’s perfect for readings and small events too.  At my demise, the house will belong to the theater.”

CONTACT INFORMATION

Alliance Theatre

www.alliancechildrenstheatre.org. (203) 932-7085

Bregamos Community Theater

bregamostheater@aol.com
Collective Consciousness Theatre

www.socialchangetheatre.org. (203) 809-3557.  Bookings:  www.yaconn.org
New Haven Theater Company

www.newhaventheatercompany.com
New Works New Haven

info@nwnh.org. www.nwnh.org

Theatre 4

www.t4ct.com
