






is innovative and exciting. Viewers witness creative use of fabric 
for costume and scenery, a wide range in color palette, and elab­
orate designs as well as simple creations that illuminate the heart 
and soul of a given work. Each designer's work is accompanied by 
a caption in his or her own voice commenting on their work. The 
quotes are taken primarily from interviews I've conducted with 
the artists over the past 13 years. 

THE PIONEERS 

Although ONSTAGE includes a number of very important works 
that have not been seen by a large public, the exhibition is hardly 
complete. Unfortunately, works by many of these artists, particu­
larly those from the first half of this century, have vanished and 
much of the existing material lacks documentation. Even today, 
very few institutions maintain appreciable collections on African 
American artists other than performers. Names of pre-twentieth 
century and many turn-of-the-century designers were often omit­
ted from playbills. While the omission of designers was often true 
as well for many white designers, the struggle for recognition by 
African American artists was �uch greater and continued well into 
the twentieth century. 

My research concluded that many of these early pioneer 
designers were dressmakers, carpenters, and various other crafts­
people. T he skills of many of these individuals date back to slav­
ery. To increase their market value, slaves were taught fabric 
weaving, textile decoration, carpentry, and painting, with many 
such skills also coming from Africa. (To date, most of my 
research from the nineteenth century focuses on costumes, since 
the names and places of those individuals have been more acces­
sible than chose who worked in scene design.) Plantations often 
had slave seamstresses who did nothing but embroider the white 
family's wardrobe; and for those whose owners allowed chem to 
buy their freedom, dressmaking was a sometimes viable way to 
make money. 1 

One example of an early dressmaker is Elizabeth Keckley 
(1824-1907). Born a slave, Keckley (who later purchased her free­
dom for $1,200), became the personal dressmaker and fashion 
designer for President Abraham Lincoln's wife, Mary Todd 
Lincoln. Keckley's most famous design was the First Lady's inau­
gural ball gown, currently housed in the Smithsonian Institution. 
According to historian Marie Garret, Keckley's clientele also 
included such prominent Washington ladies as Mrs. Jefferson 
Davis and Mrs. Stephen A. Douglas. Other black dressmakers were 
equally creative, such as Fanny Criss (circa 1866-1942), who 
designed for the white elite in Richmond, Virginia. The Valentine 
Museum in Richmond has one of Criss' wedding reception dresses 
from 1896 in its collection. 

Since many black women in urban cities during the later 
19th century were dressmakers and fashion designers, they 
undoubtably had an impact on the fashion industry in America. 
Many of these former slaves would set up successful dressmaking 
shops that served both black and white communities. Many of 
the dressmakers were skilled at adapting illustrations from mag­
azines of the time, such as Vogue and Harpers Bazaar, creating a 
new look. It is not known whether Keckley or Criss created any 
theatre designs. However, by the turn of the century, many 
African American dressmakers were designing for the stage. In a 
1981 interview with the late Leonard DePaur of the Negro Unit 
of the Federal T heatre Project, he comments on the designer for 
turn-of-the-century pioneer African American actress Aida 
Overton Walker: 

(TOP AND MIDDLE PHOTOS) 1960 LINCOLN UNIVERSITY (MISSOURI) SUMMER THEATRE 

PRODUCTION OF NUDE \VITH VrouN. SETS & LIGHTS BY WHITNEY LE BLANC AND COS­

TUMES BY WINONA FLETCHER. 

THE FRAMINGHAM C1VJC LEAGUE PLAYERS 1935 PRODUCTION OF SKIDDING WITH SETS 

AND MAKE-UP BY FULLER. 

Before the Federal Theatre, black designers had tended to 
be dressmakers .... But anyway, what I'm getting at is she 
[Walker] was one of the most fashionably dressed women 
of the day. Same person who designed her cloches for the 
street designed her clothes for the stage. You know, and in 
that fashion they were costume designers ... they would be 
a licde more flamboyant for the stage than they might for 
the street. 2 

Later in the century would appear other prominent dressmakers 
who would take their talents to the stage, such as Zelda Wynn, who 
designed one of the first sequined stage gowns for actress Mae West. 
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COSTUME SKETCHES BY LoUISE EVANS 

FOR THE NEW YORK NEGRO BALLET'S 1955 

PRODUCTION OF CINDERELLA. 
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MYRNA COLLEY-LEE'S SKETCH OF BAROKA FROM THE LION & THE]E\f/EL, PRODUCED BY 

RICHARD ALLEN CULTURA CENTER AT LINCOLN CENTER, 1980. 

SUZANNE JACKSON'S COSTUME SKETCH FOR THE CALIFORNIA SHAKESPEARE'S PRODUCTION 

OF MACBE7H (1992). 
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One of my goals is to help increase the number of minorities in 
the technical theatre field, hopefully with the aid of USITT and 
other organizations such as the Black Theatre Network. There is 
a wealth of talent in the African American community that needs 
tapping. The reasons for the paucity of African Americans in 
design are numerous and varied, ranging from a sense of no job 
opportunities once the degree is obtained to the lack of mentors 
(this is not to say that mentors can't be white), to a feeling of iso­
lation and not really belonging once admitted into MFA pro­
grams. From my own experience and particularly from those of 
other African American women in lighting and/or scene design 
that I interviewed, exposure to these fields is the issue. Many of 
us weren't aware that careers in design existed until we entered 
college. To those of us who grew up in the segregated South, 
where theatres we were allowed to attend were limited, knowl­
edge of blacks in these professions didn't exist. So in my case, I 
couldn't aspire to be something that I didn't know existed. 
Exposure is the key solution to the problem, as well as convinc­
ing young African Americans that these are viable and meaning­
ful professions. 

It has only been within the past few years that African 
Americans artists-such as costume designers Toni-Leslie James 
and Judy Dearing; lighting designers Allen Lee Hughes, Shirley 
Prendergast, and Roma Flowers; and scenic designers Felix 
Cochren, Wynn Thomas, and Charles McClennahan-have 
received any significant recognition. The 1990s have also wit­
nessed a new generation of exciting designers that includes Paul 
Tazwell, Dorian Sylvain, and Seitu Ken Jones. Many of these 
artists have branched out into film and television. 

That several African American artists worked outside their 
community since the nineteenth century dispels the myth that 
African Americans can only design for black theatre. This myth 
still prevails, however, in many mainstream theatre communities. 
These designers, particularly those who trained at major institu­
tions, engaged in the same courses as their white counterparts, 
which enables them to conduct the same research for a produc­
tion as any other designer. While most African American design­
ers enjoy designing for black theatre, there is a strong desire to 
expand into other areas and reject being "pigeon holed" as a black 
designer who can only design for the black stage. The intent of 
the exhibit ONSTAGE is not to perpetuate this myth, but to 
define these artist simply as African Americans who are stage 
designers. 

ONSTAGE represents only a small percentage of the close to 
200 known African American designers throughout the twenti­
eth century. Narrowing the exhibition down to the group dis­
played was indeed a difficult task. It is my hope that, after 
viewing ONSTAGE, one will leave with the knowledge that as 
African American designers, we have always been present in the 
American theatre. 1D&.T 

KATHY A. PERKINS is a member of USM and the design faculty at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. This project was funded 
in part by the USITT Edward F. Kook Endowment Fund. 



TALLEY's FOLLY ( l 983)AT CHICAGO'S COURT THEATRE. LIGHTING BY ROMA FLOWERS 

THE HARTFORD STAGE COMPANY'S PRODUCTION OF SPUNK (1995) WITH COSTUMES BY 

KAREN PERRY AND SET BY EDWARD BURBRJDGE. 

BLACK EAGLES PRODUCED BY THE ST. Louis BLACK REPERTORY (1993) WITH SETS BY 

CHARLES McCLENNAHAN AND LIGHTING BY KATHY A. PERKINS. 

Endnotes 
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2 Interview with Leonard DePaur, musical director with the New York Negro 
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