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ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT 1 

Kuntu rescues neglected,Hughes look at’ good versus evil 
Bv ChristoDher Rawson STAGE RMEW 

~~Tambourines to Glorygg 
Where: Kuntu Repertory Theatre 

at Stephen Foster.Memorial, 
.Oakland. 

’ Post-Ggeite Drama Critic 

A theater company is never just a 
purveyor of a 

if 
roduct: It also has its 

own inner an outer lives, potential- 
ly as rich as the plays it stages. The 
company itself may even provide its 
most compelling text. 

That’s not true of all companies, 
but it sure is with the Ktmtu Heper- 
tory Theatre, the African-American 
community-student company based 
at Pitt, now staging “Tambourines 
to Glory” by Lang&on Hughes 
(1902-67). This is community the- 
ater in its ,fullest, most satisfying 
sense: Amateur theater by, for, of 
and about a community with a rich 
history, sociolo 

Y 
and art. 

I’ve said that efore about Krmtu 
and I’m sure I’ll say it again, be- 
cause this sense of community is 
the rideful subtext of every Kuntu 
KJ p u&ion. But this year it has an 

extra dimension, because Kuntu is 
dedicating its whole season to the 
lega 

x 
of the Harlem Renaissance, 

that owering of literature, music, 
art, scholarship and theater during 
the ’20s and ’30s. 

The local black community, that 
is, pays tribute to the larger one, the 
present celebrating the past. Not 
incidentally, Kuntu also performs 
its usual service of calling attention 

Nyjah Moore 
Driven by greed 

to playwrights largely ignored by 
other theaters. 

Hughes is a famous 
course, a man of letters at tl? 

t, of 
e heart 

of the American canon. But how 
many also know him as the author 
of many plays, an active man of the 
theater who founded black compa- 
nies in Harlem, Chicago and Los 
Angeles, a founding father of the 

When: 8 p.m. Thursdays through 
Saturdays, 4 p.m. Sundays, 

through Oct. 11. 
Tickets $8 to $15; 624-7298. 

national black theater movement? 
Except for his “Black Nativity: this 
is the fit Hughes play I can recall 
seeing in 15’ years in Pittsburgh. 

So, Kuntu to the rescue. 
A play fiied with music, “Tam- 

bourines” makes it into this season 
as a tribute to the Renaissance’s 
most famous figure, rather than as 
an invocation of that time itself. One 
of Hu 

1 
es’ last plays, written in 

1963 w en it had a substantial New 
York run, it is set in ’60s Harlem. 

But its subject is the timeless one 
of good and evil. Rich-voiced Laura 
(Nyiah Moore) and Essie masha 
Srmth) found a streetcorner church. 
The former is moved D 
neurial greed and sexua r 

entrepre- 
desire, the 

latter by fervent devotion, but each 
accepts more and more compro- 
mise as their church 

e 
rospers fi- 

nancially. Populist re ‘gions are 

Mark Southers 
Embodies the devil 

apparently as weak and corruptible 
as longtime institutions. 

But ust as in many hellfii ser- 
mons, i!I ughes finds more life in the 
vice he attacks than in the virtue he 
defends, Embody@ that vice is his 
most compelling lf self-conscious 
creation, Big-Eyed Buddy Lomax 
O&irk Southers), who serves as a 
satanic emcee, introducing himself 

frankly and- humorously as the eter- 
nal principle of evil. 

Just so the Devil doesn’t get all 
the good lines, Hughes also finds 
humor in the personable members 
of the church, such as the enthusi- 
astic deacon of music Frankhn 
Westbrooks), drummer and fre- 
uent testifier (Janice Staggs) , ditsy 

iIan cer Uianel Smith) and naive 
.yourig musician (M.J. Henderson, 
who also choreographs). 

This is an invariable Kuntu plea- 
sure, the personality and hidividual- 
ity shown even by its amateur 
actors. In place of professional 
slickness, Kuntu offers a range of 
abilities united by commitment and 
community purpose. And in this 
case, the potpourri is given jubilant 
backing by the St. Paul Baptist 
Church Choir, singing gospel songs 
mainly written by Hughes. 

“Tambourines” is a sprawling 
$ay, longer than it needs to be at 
2% hours (scene changes are slow). 
Even so, don’t miss the talk-beck, a 
Kuntu tradition that always discov- 
ers a continuity of insight between 
actors and audience. 

None. of what Ku$u does would 
beorFble without its founder and 

ent 
3 

(as here) director, 
Vernell L’ ‘e, who manages to unite 
many components into a sprawling 
but entertaining whole. 


