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The earl iest theatrical performance
known to have taken place in the United
States appears in the court records of
Accomack County, Virginia: three men
were arrested in 1665 for performing Ye
Bare and Ye Cubb. Fortunately, the
arrest of these three men was not the end
of the theatre in Virginia; fortunately for
the Virginia theatre-goers, this was the
beginning of a long tradition of theatrical
activity in the Commonwealth.

When Williamsburg was a small but
bustling capital city, acting companies
appeared fairly regularly. Even the British
apparently managed to continue the
tradition of theatre performance in
Virginia during the Revolution; rumor has
it that General Burgoyne, while in prison
in Albemarle County, had a theatre
constructed by his fe"ow prisoners and
regularly performed plays for the
edification of his compatriots and the
citizens of Charlottesville. Additional
records of sporad ic theatrical
performances can be found throughout
Virginia for those formative years of the
State and the nation prior to 1800.

The remnants of a theatrical tradition
during the 19th century can be found in
all the major cities of Virginia and many
smaller municipalities as well.
Undoubtedly, the oldest facility still in
use is the home of the Barter Theatre, a
structu re bu iIt in 1830 and now th e
second oldest theatre bu ilding in the
United States. Other facilities still
standing, are, for the most part, converted
to other uses or are in a state of near ruin.
Historians searching through the arch ives

of Virginia history can easily find that the
theatre has been a part of Virginia's
cultural life for a long time; there is also
extensive evidence that it remains a part
of that culture today.

Though most Virginians are not aware
of it, the extent of theatrical activity in
the Commonwealth is remarkably broad
and varied. Virginians can not only speak
easily of many activities similar to those
found in other states throughout the
nation but they can also boast of some
unique and prestigious ventures as well.

THE BARTER THEATRE

Probably the best known theatre
organization in Virginia is the Barter
Theatre in Abingdon. The Barter Theatre
was established in 1932 as a professional
Actor's Equity Company at a time when
many actors were starving in New York
and were eager for any opportunity to
practice their art. This was at a time,
unlike the present, when the idea of an
actor leaving New York to work in
another city for an extended period of
time was practically unheard of; today's
extensive regional theatre developments
were still a long way off and actors only
went out of the city to play in road
companies of Broadway successes. There
simply were no other opportunities.
Robert Porterfield brought 22 actors to
Abingdon where he provided them a
home in the defunct college of Martha
Washington, a girl's school in the heart of
Abingdon, across the street from the
opera house.

The price of admission for the original
Barter Theatre was 35 cents or, if one did

not possess that much money, he could
exchange 35 cents worth of "vittles" for
a ticket to the play. Anyone rn his right
mind would have considered so wild a
venture in the hills of Virginia destined
for failure; nevertheless, the Barter
Theatre has been in continuous operation
since 1932 with only a brief respite
during three years of World War II.

Early in its history the Barter Theatre
was granted a subsidy from the State
which established it as the first state
theatre in America. In response to this
generosity Barter has served the State by
frequently touring its productions
throughout Virginia as well as other
states, and through the national
recognition that Barter has gained over
the years with its distinguished list of
productions and an equally distinguished
list of alumni. Barter has long served as a
training stop for many well-known artists
of theatre and film including such noted
actors as Hume Cronyn, Gregory Peck~

Warren Stevens, Patricia Neal, Ernest
Borgnine, Rosemary Murphy, and Fritz
Weaver; playwrights Arnold Sundgaard
and William Gibson; producer Robert
Whitehead, and many, many more. To
suggest that the Barter Theatre has made
a major contribution to the American
Theatre is simply an understatement.

Throughout its history, the Barter
Theatre has done a wide and
representative range of plays from many
periods and cou ntries. It has not been a
theatre that simply pandered to its
audience with sure-fire hits. In the
thirties, for example, they produced the
controversial anti-war play Bury the
Dead, by Irwin Shaw, Our Town, by
Thornton Wilder, and a new play by
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Arnold Sundgaard, Everywhere' Roam,
among many others.

Following the war, Barter tackled
Shakespeare with productions of Hamlet
and Much Ado About Nothing (probably
Bob Porterfield's favorite in the history
of Barter). Shakespeare became a popular
playwright at Barter in the years that
followed as did America's major
playwrights: Tennessee Williams, Arthur
Miller, William Saroyan, and, in recent
years, Neil Simon (of course). But even a
glance at a Iist of Barter productions
immediately suggests th~t variety and
ambition have been the mainstay of th is
company from its beginnings. Maintaining
this policy, Barter Theatre not only still
survives but continues to maintain its
production sGhedules de-spite increasing
financial burdens.

THE VIRGINIA MUSEUM THEATRE

Another first in American theatre
history occurred when the Virginia
Museum of Fine Arts established a
theatre facility under the same roof as its
museum. The addition of this theatre to
the existing museum galleries brought the
visual and performing arts together in a
single unit serving the entire State. Inits
early years, the Virginia Museum Theatre
produced primarily as a community
theatre for the City of Richmond
although it did give some attention to
audiences from other parts of the State
through a program bringing groups to
Richmond to see the productions.
Largely an amateur venture (except for
the artistic staff) in those early years, the
theatre company is now a healthy
mixture of professionals and amateurs.
Today there are 6 actors who-can be
classified as paid professionals and an
additional 12 or so individuals who
supervise the activities of the theatre.

Following the practice of serving the
State through mobile galleries, the
Virginia Museum Theatre has now
established a policy of taking productions
of professional quality to many places
throughout the State. Th is practice was
initiated in 1966 with a production of
The Subject Was Roses which played to
23 cities and towns in Virginia.
Regrettably, this program has been
severely hampered in recent years because
of financial difficulties with the result
that this year's production of the
Tennessee Williams classic, The Glass
Menagerie, will play to only eight
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localities. Nevertheless, the effort to serve
the State physically as well as nominally
continues.

THE DINNER THEATRES

In 1953, a small group of hopeful
young actors and technicians established
the first dinner theatre in America.
Though many dinner theatres since have
combined the theatre and restaurant in
one space, the concept of serving dinner
in conjunction with attending a play for a
si ngle ticket price was probab Iy
established at Hanover Tavern in
Hanover, Virginia. The idea proved to be
a most successful one and Barksdale
Theatre continues to perform plays
utilizing acore-Gompany of resident
actors supported by additional actors
drawn from the community.

Unlike many dinner theatres, Barksdale
offers its audiences a wide variety of
plays and musical comedies. Despite the
limited facilities, the company has
tackled such plays as Anouilh's Antigone,
Whose Afraid of Virginia Woolf?,
Oliver!,and Man of La Mancha. The
average run of these productions is 6 to 8
weeks but some productions have played
as long as 16 weeks in a theatre with 184
permanent seats. Theatre compan ies
throughout Virginia and the nation have
followed the example of the Barksdale
Theatre but few offer as varied a program
with such conti nu ing success.

OTHER THEATRICAL ACTIVITIES

While Virginia can be truly proud of
these firsts in American theatrical history,
there are many other ventures that are
equally significant in their own ways. Of
course, one of the most famous
continuing productions in Virginia is Paul
Green's The Common Glory, staged
annually during the summer at
Williamsburg. This play depicting the
founding of our nation will celebrate its
24th season in the summer of 1971.

Another outdoor drama on a much
smaller scale is performed at Big Stone
Gap, Virginia, The Trail of the Lonesome
Pine. Performed simply but with great
charm under the direction of Mrs. Creed
P. Kelly, this production draws almost
exclusively upon the local community for
its talent and staff.

The most recent addition to Virginia's
outdoor dramas will open in June 1971 in

Radford. Like the production at Big
Stone Gap, this play, The Long Way
Home, was written by Earl Hobson Smith
and will be produced largely by members
of the community on a volunteer basis.
Such a spirit of creativity and adventure
is to be admired.

A recent addition to Virginia's list of
working theatres is the Theatre Wagon
based in Staunton, Virginia, with Fletcher
Collins, Professor of Drama at Mary
Baldwin College, as producer/director.
Founded in 1965, this group has
dedicated itself to the production of new
plays or new translations of plays from
other countries. They have produced
more than 20 works and performed them
in many communities throughout
Vil}]inia and in other states as far away as
Connecticut. By performing new scripts

as they do, the Theatre Wagon provides a
considerable service to burgeoning
playwrights who so often have d ifficu Ity
getting their plays before an audience and
thereby giving them the final test.

T he theatres and productions just
n am ed simply suggest the range of
activity in professional and
semi-professional work throughout the
State. They are, however, only a
sampling of the many groups performing
in large cities and small towns from one
end of the State to the other. There is
the natural tendency for the theatre to
be most popular in the larger
metropol itan areas; nevertheless, a fair
amount of activity can be found in our
small communities as well.

THE AMATEUR

Exciting as many of these professional
and semi-professional activities may be,
the fact remains that the bulk of theatre
in Vi rg i nia is amateur. Though no
detailed statistical survey was made for
the purposes of this articte, it is probably
safe to assume that more than 10 times
as much theatrical activity in the State is
produced by amateurs of all ages than by
professionals. Simply breaking this down
into basic categories gives some idea of
the range of these activities.

At the adult level, there are a number
of com m u nit y theat res scat t ered
throughout Virginia producing plays
sometimes with supervision by
professionals but often as a simple joint
co m m unity effo rt without outside
assistance. An example of one strong
community operation is the theatre



production division of the Lynchburg
Fine Arts Center. Here, members of the
community from all walks of life are cast
in productions staged by a professional
director in a theatre built for this precise
purpose in the Lynchburg Fine Arts
Center complex.

As with all community theatres in
Virginia and in other states, the plays are
produced by members of the community
for members of the community. The
Lynchburg theatre is fortunate in
receiving some support from the city
government but many community
theatres operate entirely on box office
receipts and fund-raising projects. The
function of such activities, whether it be
in Lynchburg, Richmond, or any other
C\ty ot any s\ze \n the State, tS always
twofo Id: to give members of the
community who wish to perform or
work in other areas of the theatre a
creative outlet; and to give members of
the community an additional
opportunity to see and enjoy a live
performance. In addition, such theatres
bring to the members of the community
plays that they might not otherwise have
an opportunity to see.

THE CHILDREN'S THEATRE

An adju nct of many community
theatres, as is the case in Lynchburg, is
the children's theatre program. There are
also a number of organizations in the
State established solely for the purpose
of producing or sponsoring plays for
children.

These plays are performed in some
cases by children for children and often
by high school students or adults for the
chi Id r en. Man y chi Id r en's th eatre
organ\zat\ons augment their activities by
bri ng ing in ad d it i0 nal professional
companies.

Whether children's theatre groups do
one or several productions a year, they
contribute to community life by giving
chi Idren an opportunity to see live
performances that are only too rare in
their lives at the present time. It is an
exciting, rewarding activity for all
concerned.

THE HIGH SCHOOL THEATRE

Undoubtedly, the greatest segment of
amateur theatre in Virginia is that which
is performed by high schools.
Approximately 280 Virginia high schools
perform at least 1 playa year and most
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of the schools do more than that. A few
schools, though far from enough, offer
extensive training in dramatic literature
and the theatrical experience. But
whether the experience is extensive or
minimal, the function of high school
dramatic activities is quite similar to that
of community theatres. The unfortunate
aspect of high school dramatics is that
there are far too few properly trained
sup e r vis 0 rsan d d irectors in th ese
programs. Considering the number of
students involved and the size of the
audience, every effort should be made to
strive for high quality supervision and
performance.

The lack of trained, experienced
personnel in the high school dramatics
program has a particularly unfortunate
effect on one sign ificant aspect of th is
activity. Many of these directors, too
often men and women trained to teach
something quite unrelated to drama,
avoid plays of merit simply because they
fear their own lack of skill. The result is
the selection of weak, even inane, plays
that present little challenge to the
students who perform them and thus
Iittle creative gratification in the
production process. Equally important is
the obvious fact that parents, friends,
and fellow students who come to see the
plays are deprived of intellectually
stimulating entertainment. To argue that
high school students are not capable of
producing plays of merit is as logical as
to suggest that no high school student is
capable of playing serious music with the
high school band or orchestra.

One agency of the State has attempted
to improve the level of performance in
high school dramatics and has seen slow
but steady success in this endeavor. This
agency is the High School Leagu e wh ich
is operated under the jurisdiction of the
S c h 00 I 0 f G en eraI Studies at th e
University of Virginia in Charlottesville.
The League offers frequent clinics
throughout the State in all areas of high
school forensics, including drama, and
once a year hosts a one-day session for
hi g h school teachers at which time
various topics related to high school
d ram atic activities and forensics are
discussed.

A high point of the League's dramatic
activity is the annual high school play
festival which has now been offered for
36 years. At the 1971 festival more than
60 one-act plays were performed in a
five-day period and each was commented
upon by a guest critic from outside the

S ta teo The festival gives schools an
opportunity to display their work,
sel ected by competition at district
festivals, and permits students and their
teachers to see a wide variety of works
and levels of excellence.

The festival has done much over the
years to encourage schools to try harder
and to attempt more and more ambitious
works. But this is only a small step
toward improving the overall level of
high school dramatics throughout
Virginia.

THE COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY

THEATRE

The most ambitious level of
educattonal theatre work in the State \s
done by the colleges and universities. All
of the 41 colleges and universities in the
State presently have some kind of
production program; roughly a dozen of
these offer degrees in the fields of drama
and theatre.

The assumption of many Virginia
parents and citizens is that the colleges
are attempting to prepare students in
drama for a career in that field. While
th is may often be the end resu It, it is not
the primary motivation of all of these
programs. The intention is more often
one of allowing the college students to
study the arts of the theatre with some
care in the same way that they might
study history, English, or one of the
sciences. Only in one or two highly
specialized programs is there a particular
effort to train one to go on into the
profession. The intention is, therefore, to
create a more alert and critical audience
through this experience. Added to this is
the natural creation of an outlet for this
particular kind of creattve endeavor.

Another function of the college
theatre is the training of high school
teachers. Th is is an area that has been
neglected and shou Id be more actively
encouraged. A more heavily concentrated
program of teacher training in drama
would provide better equipped teachers
at the high school level where they are so
much needed.

This line of reasoning brings us to
a nother interesting point. There still
prevails in .this State, and Virginia is
certainly not alone in this regard, an
attitude that· the theatre is a form of
diversion, mere entertainment. The
concept of theatre as a strong
contributing force to the general culture



INADEQUATE FINANCIAL SUPPORT

The theatre can be made available to
the State at large but unfortunately
inadequate financial support gets in the
way. The Virginia Museum's traveling
productions are an excellent case in
point. As noted earlier, The Subject Was
Roses played in 23 communities while
the current production of The Glass
Menagerie, a far better play in many
respects, will play to only 8
communities. The reason is a simple one:
the money is not there. The Subject Was
Roses toured the State funded to a large
extent by Federal money. That money is
no longer available and consequently the
cost of touring has gone up and fewer
communities can afford the additional
outlay. Barter Theatre cou Id easi Iy serve

40

and the welfare of the community is the State and even the nation more
rarely noted or acknowledged. Thus, effectively if it did not have to depend so
even though the theatrical activities heavily on box office receipts and the
noted here suggest a high level of kindness of friends. The same can be said
interest, the fact remains that probably of any theatrical operation in Virginia at
little more than five percent of the almost any level.
population ever sees a live performance It is important to point out that this is
in a given year. (This figure is based on a not a local problem but one that is being
national average.) Yet everyone would discussed and argued throughout the
probably confess that he would like to United States. A recent study comparing
see a play every now and then. support of the arts in America with major

If we are not seeing sufficient theatre, European nations reveals some startling
a good reason might be that it is not and depressing facts. In the past fiscal
accessible enough. Colleges and universi- year, the Federal government allocated
ties frequently play to good audiences 7.5 cents per American for support of
simply because the theatre is there in the arts activities. Compare this to $2.42 for
midst of the college community and West Germany and $2.00 for Sweden;
students and others can get to it with even struggling Israel manages to allocate

CO!1]J2arative ea~.-if the f2!oductions ar~e__~1'c-2_3-.:.p_e_r_c",-i_ti-,,-z~e_n_. ---------
at aH we" done, they wi" attract an Present hopes for improvement in the
audience. But what of the rest of our United States are a bare scratch of the
citizens? su rface: with luck, the funding for

1971-72 will double, making our figure
an astronomical 15 cents per person.
Given our present economic system, our
government should be allocating a
minimum of $1.00 per person to the arts.
Keep in mind that these allocations refer
to all the arts, not just drama. A logical
portion of this amount allocated to
drama would probably be roughly 20
percent.

Many might ask, "Why bother? With
all the other troubles we have, why drain
off money to something as frivolous and
non-productive as the arts?" This brief
essay can hardly begin to answer that
question, good one though it may be. Let
if suffice that whether we view the arts as
diversion or as a significant factor in our
Iives, they all contribute to the qual ity of
our lives in a meaningful and constructive
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way. It follows, therefore, that the arts
should be available to us.

It cannot be denied that one can easily
question how much our current drama
contributes to the quality of our lives.
But in the long view, and despite the
current negativism of much of our
theatre, that elevation of the quality of
our lives will occur. Encouragement of
the drama might easily lead to that
elevation.

Ora ma could easily be the most
popular of all the performing arts if it
were easily access:ble and if proper
facilities'for it were provided in all of our
population centers.

A recently founded organization will
attem pt to improve the quality of
theatrical activit at all levels in the State.
The first meeting of the Virginia Theatre
Association, held in Lynchburg a few
months ago, brought together leaders in
Virginia's theatrical life for the purpose
of establishing an organization that will
encourage an exchange of ideas leading to
better and better theatre for Virginia at
all levels of production. As this
organization gathers strength, working
closely with the State's Arts Council,
Virginia may well find good reason to be
proud of its theatrical heritage.

Virginia has a remarkable record in the
theatre. At the same time, Virginia lags
far behind what it might be as a major
force in the cultural life of the citizens of
Virginia, as well as the nation. One can
only hope that in the years ahead State
and Federal support coupled with revived
audience interest will bring the quality
and amount of theatrical activity in our
State to a new level of excellence. Our
lives cou Id be richer for it.
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