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     	 Healing Myths from the Ethnic Community, or Why I Don't Teach August Wilson
 
	 Jackie M. Roberts (bio)
 

 
 
 
   In my Acting I classroom at the University at Albany, SUNY, I help young actors shift from perceiving the art of acting as putting on an artificial accent or physicality, to perceiving it as an approach to investigating the correspondence between the character's experience and their daily lives. For many, it may be the only experience with the theatre and acting that some students will have throughout their college career. Many young actors do feel triumphant when they realize how similar the desires of Sophocles' Electra or Eugene O'Neill's Christine are to their own. However, when teaching, for example, scene study through August Wilson's Gem of the Ocean, Lynn Nottage's Intimate Apparel, and Carlyle Brown's Pure Confidence with the assumption that these texts would offer a way for people of color to claim a culture from which they are often excluded, I have found that students of color often view these plays as a limited map of the potential of our contemporary black theatre's engagement with history. My "action-objective"-based method that begins with the physical movement of the character and shifts to a study primarily based on the actor's emotional relationship with the text nevertheless does not always result in the students having a stronger cultural connection to the characters.
 One example that points to the shortcomings of this method is that of my students' relationships with the work of August Wilson. Although Wilson does attempt to create a black cultural supremacy by dignifying black "signifying," the generational gap between his lived experience and that of my students works against his ideology of empowerment. In Gem of the Ocean, for example, he has created a historically recognizable character in the form of Aunt Ester Tyler. Aunt Ester has an iconic conjure-woman status through her amalgam of biblical morality and nature-based magic. Yet for this current generation, she harkens back to Oprah. They are both heavyset black women who listen sympathetically to other people's problems. My students do not respond to Aunt Ester with the immediate, or signified, meaning sought by Wilson. Through both Aunt Ester and Gem's protagonist Solly Two Kings, Wilson is critiquing Western individualism and the commercial success evolving from one's personal focus, to the exclusion of community. But for my students, Aunt Ester, because of her modern analogue, calls forth the essence of the Western values being critiqued.
 These modern black historical plays—plays in which the plots are woven from actual historic events in an effort to leave an audience of color with a greater sense of cultural ownership—are not spurring a desire in my students to form a new insurgent black theatre.1 Granted, there are multiple reasons for the students' lack of energy, including the fear of pursuing something as economically uncertain as a life in the arts, the insecurity that often comes from late exposure to the medium, or even the varying quality of the productions seen; nonetheless, experiencing these works does not spark in my students a realization that theatre can be as energizing a political tool as the Internet or their cell phones.
 More particularly, the revelation of being a black American is framed so triumphantly in these modern black historical dramas that they leave students with the feeling that the quest for black equality in America has been fully accomplished. Consequently, the urgency of the political project of the expansion of black freedom in these texts eludes them. In a recent general-education [End Page 147] survey of the students involved, for example, in my Acting I class exploring these works, 38 percent disagreed that the class "provides opportunities for me to bring up relevant issues" (Institute for Teaching). Although these works spring from political problems and entertain political ideas, and the class involves regular discussions of the political perspectives of the playwrights, both white students and students of color do not consider these concerns as reflective of their own. In short, in continuing to use these black historical dramas with such frequency, teachers also peel...
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