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voice has to stay alive in this ltom."
The room is the FleePort McMoRan

Theatre at the Contemporary Arts Centel
where John Grimsley's play "Story Circle"
is having its premiere this weekend,
switching over next week to the Ashe

Every theater director
I have ever respected has
given this note to his cast:

"Project, project, Pro-
ject!"

John O'Neal said i t
forcefully to his "Story
Circle" actors, adding in a
gentler tone, "You know,
vou're so intimate with
Laeh other in this piece
that you may forget your

See IHEAIER, C-"r

KRYOKO MCCRAE / JUNEBUG PRODUCTIONS

John 0'Neal, left, directs'Story Circle,'writ-
ten by John Grimsley, right, this weekend at
the Contemporary Arts Center and next
weekend at the Ashe Cultural Arts Center.

SIORY GIRCTE
that The Ashe Cultural Arts Center

and the ContemporarY Arts
Center present "Story Circle,"
a'Truth Be Told" presentation,
written by John GrimsleY and

directed by John O'Neal.
Ulith: Troi Bechet, Kerry Cahill,
Harold X. Evans, Dollie Bivas,
Diana Shortes, Carol Sutton,

Philip Tracy and Chris Williams.
Ufhere The CAC, 900 CamP St.,
and Ashe, 1712 Oretha Castle

Haley Blvd.
tfhen: Today at I P.m. and SundaY at

2 p.m., CAC; May 23-24 at 8 P.m.
and May 25 at 2 p.m. at Ashe.

Tickets: $15; $10 students, seniors
and CAC members at both locations.

Gall: (504) 528-3800 (CAC) or
(504) 569-9070 (Ashe).



Production
tackles issue
of racism
in I\.0.
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"Story Circle" is the first of
two plays that will be the most
visible part of a major, multi-
year project called "Thuth Be
Tbld," spearheaded by Ashe, the
CAC, and a consortium of indi-
viduals and groups.

Its subject is racism, which
O'Neal calls "the Z,00Gpound el-
ephant that stomps around ev-
ery time multicultural groups
meet brying to pretend that this

with the Flee Southern Theater
as actor, director and play-
wright. He has toured the world
as his Everyman character Ju-
nebug Jabbo Jones, always re-
turning to New Orleans, per-
forming and workshopping
pieces here for his Junebug Pro-
ductions.

He has mentored countless
local theater arbists, including
Grimsley, whose Dog & Pony
Theatre began using O'Neal's
Story Circle approach as a
means to develop theater 12
years ago. "Stor;rtelling is so
much more than entertain-
ment," O'Neal said. "It is a rich,
timeless means of communica-
tion, and John's script does a
very good job in revealing its in-
ner tfe, which is a safe place to
tell your story, without being
judged.

"The play gets us pretty
quicldy into the collective uncon-
scious. And once these stories
are told, they're not just one
person's story the/re everybo-
d/s story Fbom then on, I carr;r
your story as a part of my expe.
rience. And this is so important
in a world devoted to argument
a world that wants nothing
more than to produce \rinners'
and'losers.'

"Stories produce empathetic
relationships between people."

It would even be valid to in-
clude the stories ofthe creative
process between writ€r and di-
rector on this project. 'I hied to
convince John to change the ti-
tle to'Dreaming Out Loud To-
gether,"' O'Neal said.'Because
that's what I think happens to
this circle. But I respected
John's decision."

Grimsley felt strongly about
this because he had attended
dozens of story circles over the
past two years, gathering
material, and was sfuuck by sim-
ilarities between injustices of
the past and those of the pres-
ent. And so the actors play not
only di#brent characters, but
also characters from different
tirne periods who address each
other froni across the stage,

decades and even centuries.
"Ideally, we see the play as a

means to open conversations
around race and racism," Grim-
sley said. "Our racial divide will
never heal if we pretend it
doesn't exist."

Grimsley and O'Neal have
had other differences over the
presentation of the play, but
have talked them out - which
is the very essence of a story
circle, to gain new insight into
yowself and others.

'This is the first time in four
years that I have just directed
something," O'Neal said. "Usu-
ally, I'm running around doing
traro or three things. This project
has such a great cast - some of
the best actors in the city - a
wonderful young crew that
licrows what it's doing and sup-
port from so many people who
have helped make it happen. I'm
having a ball, because they have
made theater fun for me again."

big smel ly
beast is not
there."

According
to Carol Be-
belle, director
of  Ashe,
"Truth Be
Told" had its
roots in a
"Bring Back
New Orleans"
meet ing,
rrqhi l re " the
tensions of
race" would
appear,  but
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' info can be
found in an
expanded
Theater Gry
column at
www.n0la.G0m
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, never be fully addressed. CAC
director Jay Weigel noted that
'\nre always seem to be starting
overonthis subject." 

.

That the two Johns were se-
" lected for the effort is not sur-
' prising. Both O'NeaI and Grim-

sley are constantly at work on
theater projects, but fly beneath

' the radar. Suddenly, one or the
other pops up with a play.

. O'Neal is a dominant figure in
. African-American theater in

!*ic New Orleans, dating baek to the
f l_qqgq and his civil rights work
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GURIAIII illlE$: 'This story circle
is not to find quick solutions . . ..
When it comes to racism, usually
people don't want to talk. It's too
close to us, and we are living it
everyday"

"TheNmngatnr"
i,n John &rim,sl,ey's"'*t*.y:::.

Theater writer$avid Cuthbert can be
reached at dcuthbert@timespicayune.com
or at (504) 826-3468. To read features by
Cuthbert or comment, visit
blog.nola.com,/davidcuthbert.


