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This guide is designed to be a resource for 
individuals and communities interested in 
beginning or continuing a conversation about 
the role of theater and the arts in creating and 
sustaining a vibrant community. By building on 
the themes raised in STAGE LEFT, we hope to 
help everyone – artists, administrators, patrons, 
government officials, business and community 
leaders, teachers, students and activists inside 
and outside the arts – to work towards ensuring 
that theater in the San Francisco Bay Area and 
throughout the country continues to transform 
individuals, inspire positive change, teach 
empathy, empower disempowered voices and 
strengthen communities in all their forms.

Celebrating the power of theater to transform, 
especially in the San Francisco Bay Area, means 
celebrating over sixty years of genre-bending, 
boundary-pushing work, the goal of which is 
often nothing less than to change the way that 
people act in the world. This is theater’s highest 
aim, and for over sixty years, theater has been 
a driving force for that type of change in one of 
the most dynamic and progressive communities 
in the world. This guide can help you learn more 
about that celebratory power. The resources and 
examples provided in this guide are designed to 
empower you – whether you are an artist or an 
audience member or both. They are a roadmap 
to exploring the ideas in STAGE LEFT and other 
topics, both on your own and with others in your 
community.
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THEATER CAN TRANSFORM LIVES. IT CAN CONNECT GENERATIONS OF THEATER ARTISTS AND 
AUDIENCES, IT CAN ENGAGE COMMUNITIES IN DIALOGUE.
The Kenneth Rainin Foundation launched in 2008 with a mission to support inspiring and  
world-changing work. We didn’t have to look farther than our own Bay Area theater community 
with its rich tradition of experimentation and innovation. We commissioned STAGE LEFT to 
document the important legacy of Bay Area theater artists. We sought not only to educate ourselves 
and provide a context for our own giving, but also to share with the world the groundbreaking 
ideas emanating from the West. 

Foundation founder Kenneth Rainin was an unstoppable entrepreneur whose greatest talent lay 
in design and innovation. It’s no accident that STAGE LEFT highlights a similar legacy. The film 
transcended our expectations and confirmed theater’s unique and important role in connecting 
humanity and moving ideas from the margins to the mainstream. 

We hope STAGE LEFT encourages you to celebrate theater’s ability to transform, reminds you of the 
connections art can make, sparks conversation and inspires you to get out to the theater.

Please join us in this effort. Get involved. Watch and share the film. Take pride in your local  
theater scene. 

Jen Rainin
Kenneth Rainin Foundation
Executive Producer

19501952: Founding of the San Francisco Actor’s Workshop (SFAW)

1954: SFAW stages the West Coast premiere of The Crucible, 
Arthur Miller’s award-winning parable of the McCarthy hearings.  

This was the second play produced by SFAW.

THEATRICAL MILESTONES: SAN FRANCISCO THEATER HISTORY, 1950-2010
Bay Area theater history is made up of thousands and thousands of moments of celebration, experimentation, 
protest, excitement and revolution.  Follow this timeline for some highlights from the last 60 years.

FROM THE EXECUTIVE PRODUCER



SAN FRANCISCO IS WHERE THEATER BROKE FREE FROM THE BONDS OF FORMALIZATION AND 
ARTISTS SOUGHT TO EXPLORE ISSUES FAR BEYOND THE SCOPE OF TRADITIONAL PERFORMANCE.
San Francisco’s rich and diverse culture has been largely underrepresented in the history of American 
theater due its distance from global theater hubs, New York and London. But it is that distance 
that has made San Francisco theater so special, often rejecting the commercial focus in favor of 
experimentation and redefinition—reexamining where theater took place, how it was staged and 
what it encompassed. 

I was thrilled when Jen Rainin asked me to produce STAGE LEFT. Through 60 years of vibrant theater 
history, STAGE LEFT explores how the community both reflects and shapes the Bay Area’s unique 
political and social culture.

The artists profiled in the film, and many more, helped pave the way for today’s young adventurers. 
At present, there is a thriving and diverse scene that rivals – and perhaps even surpasses – the 
theater scenes in larger American cities. The Bay Area performing arts community (the third largest in 
the country) continues to flourish, creating rich and distinctive multidisciplinary theater. 

More than anything, I hope the film sparks a refreshed enthusiasm for, and new engagement with, 
Bay Area theater, and inspires a new generation of theater artists to continue to push creative, 
political and social boundaries. 

Austin Forbord
Rapt Productions
Producer and Director

19551955: SFAW moves from its intimate loft space to an abandoned 
warehouse.  Later in the year, SFAW acquires the Marines Memorial 
Theatre near Union Square in San Francisco.

1955 Dancers Workshop founded.

1955: Allen Ginsberg, Michael McClure, Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen and Philip 
Lamantia debut the seminal poem Howl at the Six Gallery in San Francisco’s 
North Beach neighborhood.

1957: The San Francisco Actors Workshop performance of Waiting for Godot by 
Samuel Beckett at San Quentin prison is immortalized in theatrical memory and 
by the prison inmates themselves. After the performance, the inmates set up a 
drama group of their own.

1959: After challenging San Francisco Actors Workshop founder 
Herbert Blau, R.G. Davis leaves and founds his own company, 

originally called the R.G. Davis Mime Studio and Troupe.
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1.  What was the most moving play or performance you’ve ever seen? 

     Why?

2.  For artists, what was the last play or performance you collaborated on that moved you? 

     Why?

3.  What do you think makes an exciting and innovative performance?

4.  What is the difference between seeing and hearing live performance as opposed to 

     recorded performance, such as film or music?

5.  What is the value in theater being accessible to everyone? 

1960
1964: Nora Vaughn founds the Black Repertory Group as a drama program at Downs 

Memorial United Methodist Church in Oakland. Of all the black theater groups formed during 
the 1960s, it’s the only one still in existence.

1960-62: The R.G. Davis Mime Studio and Troupe begins holding a 
weekly series of late-night performances at the Encore Theatre under the 
title 11th Hour Mime Show.

1963: The R.G. Davis Mime Studio and Troupe adopts 
the name the San Francisco Mime Troupe.

CONVERSATION STARTERS



1965
1965: The San Francisco Mime Troupe troupe cements its radical reputation with A 
Minstrel Show, a show that used blackface and the minstrel form to attack racism. 
The production was condemned as vulgar and praised as honest, and started a 
tradition of arrests for troupe members on the grounds of obscenity.

1965: El Teatro Campesino is founded. This company, which emerged out of the 
workers’ rights movement of Cesar Chavez, continues to produce work today.

1965: San Francisco Actors Workshop leaders Herbert Blau and 
Jules Irving leave to take over direction of the Vivian Beaumont 
Theatre at New York City’s Lincoln Center.

1967: American Conservatory Theater founded 
by William Ball after a nationwide competition 
for the company between multiple cities.

1967: Magic Theatre founded.

1968: Berkeley Repertory Theatre is founded.

1969: The Cockettes are founded by 
the drag performer Hibiscus, ushering 
in  new levels of experimentation and 

manipulation of form.

THE POWER OF ART TO INSTIGATE CHANGE 
1.  The 60’s and 70’s were a time of great social upheaval and change for the United States, and in turn, of 
increased creativity and experimentation in theater in San Francisco. Why do you think that is? What 
about theater could make it an effective documenter of this type of change?

2.  The San Francisco Mime Troupe dove headfirst into controversial political theater, such as A Minstrel Show 
or Civil Rights in a Cracker Barrel, where mixed race performers appeared in blackface and commented on 
both liberal and conservative racism. What performance have you seen that confronted difficult 
issues in a brazen way? What did you experience? What worked and what didn’t?

3.  El Teatro Campesino created theater on the United Farm Workers picket line as organizers fought for fair 
pay and livable working conditions. Their approach helped launch the Chicano theater movement. What 
happens when a performance is staged in non-traditional settings, such as a field or picket 
line? What kind of impact or attention might it help attract? 

4.  The Eureka Theatre Company premiered Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, Part 1: Millennium 
Approaches in 1991, which went on to win both the Tony Award and the Pulitzer Prize, and is a landmark 
production for the LGBT community. What role do you think theater has and might play as 
“communities” – such as LGBT people or Chicanos – use art to tell their stories to the public? 
Have you ever “walked in the shoes” of a character you’ve seen in a play? 5

FILM THEMES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 



THE ARTS AS A PATH TO FREE EXPRESSION
1.  The Gay Men’s Theatre Collective put on Crimes Against Nature in 1977. At the time, it was an 
unprecedented performance in which gay men wrote and performed their stories in a powerful and 
moving way. How do you think theater allowed the performers to express their stories freely? 
Would it have been different in another medium?  How?

2.  The film depicts how The Cockettes broke boundaries between performers and audience members 
by performing highly immersive and intersecting drag shows, musical revues and nightclub acts. What 
is the value of breaking the separation between performers and audience? Have you ever 
experienced that? What was it like?

3.  The Angels of Light put on free theatrical shows that mixed various forms of dance, movement, style 
and costume with high professional values. Angels founder Hibiscus lived communally at the Kaliflower 
Commune, and filmmaker David Weissman commented that many of the performers “were on welfare” 
while continuing to make art in its highest form. What do you think inspires people to that level of 
commitment, where their lives and work blend together? Can you think of other professions 
where this occurs in a natural way?

FILM THEMES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1970
1974: San Francisco-based women’s theater collective Lilith is founded and performs at prisons, mental 

health and physical rehabilitation centers throughout the Bay Area. 

1971: Angels of Light is founded.

1973: The number of African American theater companies hits 
90, 4 of which are located in the Bay Area: the Black Repertory 
Group, the North Richmond Theatre Workshop, Aldridge Players/
West and Dialogue Black/White.  Of this group, only the Black Rep 
still exists.

1972: Eureka Theatre 
Company is founded.

1972: Soon 3 is founded.

1974: The California Arts Council is formed. 1974: Sam Shepard moves to  
Marin County and begins his 
residency at Magic  Theatre.



19751974: The Pickle Family Circus is founded in San Francisco.

1975: Blake Street Hawkeyes are founded.

1976: Robert Woodruff founds the Bay Area 
Playwright’s Festival, one of several organizations 

designed to give writers and audiences more 
venues.

1978: Buried Child premieres at Magic Theatre.  This 
second installment of Shepard’s American Family 
trilogy, which would win the Pulitzer Prize, was 
directed by Robert Woodruff.

1977: LGBT company Theatre 
Rhinoceros is founded.

1979: While a student at Stanford University, 
David Henry Hwang co-founds the Asian-

American Theatre Project, making a grand 
entrance with his play F.O.B.

1976: Theatre Bay Area, a nonprofit service organization 
devoted to uniting, strengthening, promoting and 
advancing the Bay Area theater community, is founded.

EXPERIMENTATION AND CULTURAL CELEBRATION
1.  The Blake Street Hawkeyes, a theatrical ensemble devoted to daily training, teaching and the 
development of original experimental works for performance, was a pioneer in theatrical experimentation, 
creating works such as a 24-hour theater event. Do you think experimentation in art is important? 
Why or why not? What do you consider the most experimental work you’ve seen and what 
was your response to it?

2.  Magic Theatre has fostered the work of playwrights and premiered innovative new plays, including 
Sam Shepard’s True West, Fool for Love and Buried Child. Magic Theatre also presented artists such as 
Soon 3 that collaborated with other disciplines, creating a hybrid blend of forms. What institutions do 
you know of that nurture new and emerging artists, theater or otherwise? How important is 
this to you? To your community?

3.  The Bay Area theater community has a number of theater companies speaking to specific identity 
groups including El Teatro Campesino, Lorraine Hansberry Theatre, Theatre Rhinoceros, Asian American 
Theater Company and Woman’s Will. Each company reflects one aspect of the wide-reaching diversity of 
the San Francisco Bay Area. As America becomes increasingly diverse, what role might theater 
play in fostering more understanding? What examples of this do you see in your own 
community? 
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THEATER AS A CATALYST FOR CREATIVITY 
1.  San Francisco Actor’s Workshop broke boundaries and created impressive theater by bringing in 
innovative artists from other disciplines, including dancer Anna Halprin and scenic design artist Robert 
LaVigne, and by commissioning electronic scores (which was a new musical form) from such composers as 
Mort Subotnik. Can you think of contemporary artistic collaborations that have resulted in new 
forms? What does this look like in today’s performance, media, and digital landscapes?

2.  ACT was the first major conservatory – and remains the largest theater company – in San Francisco. 
When ACT founder Bill Ball moved to Hollywood, some attributed his ultimate downfall to moving to an 
environment that “didn’t nurture him.” What kind of environment do you think artists do best in? 
What can communities do to support their artists?

3.  Snake Theater and Antenna Theater created site-specific environmental performance, incorporating 
sculpture and new technology to create a unique audience experience. How does the use of 
technology have the potential to change the experience of the audience? What is a unique 
experience you have had with art that utilized technology?

FILM THEMES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1980 19851981: Ed Decker starts the New Conservatory Theatre 
Center, which now operates the first “national model” 
of AIDS theater-in-education series for grades K-12, 
among other LGBT-centered programming.

1985: The Climate Theater is founded.1982: Traveling Jewish Theatre relocates 
to San Francisco.

1984: The AIDS Show opens at Theatre Rhinoceros 
following the AIDS-related death of artistic director Allan 
Estes. Originally scheduled for 4 performances, it ran for 
over a year.

1981: Lorraine Hansberry Theatre is 
founded under the mantra, “African-
American plays are American plays.”



THEATER FOR THE COMMUNITY

1.  The Pickle Family Circus first appeared on the scene in 1974 with a low-brow/high-brow vaudeville 
style, bringing circus to the communities of San Francisco in local parks rather than having communities 
travel to see the performance. Are there groups in your community that make the arts accessible 
to families and residents in public spaces? As many of these groups perform for free or 
donations, how do you think they can best be supported?

2.  The 80’s and 90’s ushered in a new era of economic growth coupled with a slash in government 
funding for the arts. The culture of the city shifted, artists could no longer make a living on art alone. 
Many of the midsize theaters closed, and eventually, many smaller ones cropped up to fill the gap. What 
different experiences do large, medium, and small theaters offer? Do you think it’s important 
to have a variety? Why or why not?

3.  Guillermo Gomez Peña identifies himself as both a “public intellectual and weird performance artist” 
who particularly thrives in San Francisco. Are there artists or performers where you live that you 
think really represent the spirit of your community? How?

FILM THEMES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
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19851986: Brava! For Women in the Arts is founded 
by Ellen Gavin in a tiny space on Bryant Street 
with a mission to “agitate if not downright incite.” 

1987: The leaders of the Julian Theater move the company into the New College 
of California and agree to co-administrate a new Performance Studies program 
in collaboration with the Christopher Beck Dance Company in exchange for 
production opportunities in the college’s theater.

1989: The rise of interest in solo performance leads to Stephanie Weisman 
founding The Marsh in 1989.  The Marsh was created as a place for writers and 

performers like herself to easily develop their performances. 



19901990: Bay Area performance artist Karen Finley becomes one of the infamous NEA 4, who 
have their National Endowment for the Arts grants rescinded on the grounds of obscenity. 
The travails of the NEA 4 coincide with deep-rooted intolerance of sexual freedom prevalent 
in the nation during the 1980s, fueled in part by the AIDS epidemic. 1993: Tandy Beal takes over as owner and 

artistic director of the Pickle Family Circus. 

1994: Actor Thomas Simpson turns what was an 
annual birthday celebration in which he asked 
his friends to perform into the public event 
known as the AfroSolo Festival. 

1991: Eureka Theatre  
Company premieres Angels in America, Part 
One: Millennium Approaches.

1992: The San Francisco Fringe Festival is founded by 
a collective of small local theater groups.

PERSONAL REFLECTION

Visit these important web links related to STAGE LEFT:
 
High School Curriculum  
www.stageleft-movie.com/educators/ 
 
Timeline – Contribute to the living history of Bay 
Area theater online. Add your own story!  
www.stageleft-movie.com/timeline/ 
 
Get Involved  
www.stageleft-movie.com/get-involved/ 
 
Host a Screening  
www.stageleft-movie.com/host-a-screening/ 
 
Start a Dialogue on Facebook and Twitter! 
facebook.com/pages/Stage-Left 
twitter.com/StageLeftFilm

1.  Do you express yourself artistically? How? 

2.  What makes this type of expression enjoyable 

to you?

3.  Has an artistic experience ever inspired you to 

make a change in your life, act differently, take a 

different path? What happened?

4.  How often do you attend arts events and 

theater specifically?

5.  How long have you been going to theater?

6.  What do you think the role of theater and the 

arts play in American society today?

7.  If you had to pick three words to describe 

the most positive impact theater can have on a 

community, what would those three words be?



GET INVOLVED: Help Keep Theater Alive
Don’t be overwhelmed. Start with small steps 
like going to the theater or volunteering for your 
favorite theater company, and when you’re ready, 
dive deeper.

EXPERIENCE THEATER
Almost every day, local theaters are presenting 
thought-provoking, socially relevant, and 
innovative performances that illuminate the human 
experience.

•	 Discover theater groups and check performance 
calendar listings online at Theatre Bay Area. 
www.theatrebayarea.org/whats-playing/
index2.cfm 

•	 Purchase tickets at Tix Bay Area.  
www.tixbayarea.com/

•	 Bring your friends. 

19951996: Golden Thread Productions is founded with the 
mission of promoting theater as a forum for cultural 
exchange, in particular for Middle Eastern voices.

1998: The Supreme Court restores the NEA 4’s grants in a decision that also rules that “decency” is 
a valid criterion to consider when funding art.  This decision undoubtedly continues to limit the risks 

experimental artists are willing to take for fear of losing financial support.

1997: Berkeley Repertory 
Theatre receives the regional 
theater Tony Award.

1999: The Cutting Ball Theater, founded by Rob Melrose 
and Paige Rogers, opens with a mission to produce 
experimental new plays and re-envisioned classics.

•	 Attend a staged reading – watch how plays 
come to life from the script and see what 
new works are coming up. Groups like 
the Playwrights’ Center, PlayGround, and 
Playwrights Foundation host frequent readings. 
www.playwrightscentersf.org  
www.playground-sf.org  
www.playwrightsfoundation.org

•	 Start a “Theater Club” – Much like a Book 
Club, enlist a group of friends to attend 
the theater once a month. Lead engaging 
discussions on important themes and issues 
raised by the play. How do these issues relate 
to you, your community, and society?

VOLUNTEER AT A THEATER
Many theaters depend on people like you to help 
behind the scenes. Be a part of the action as: 11
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GET INVOLVED

20002001: Berkeley Rep opens the 600-
seat Roda Theatre and unveils the 
new Berkeley Rep School of Theatre.

2004: Bill Schwartz founds the San Francisco 
Theatre Festival.  This one-day festival features 

over 100 shows of all types, presented outdoors 
for free.

2001: A.C.T. celebrates the 35th anniversary of its founding.

2004: Memphis premieres at TheatreWorks.  The show goes 
on to win the 2010 Tony Award for best musical.

•	 An usher

•	 A social media promoter

•	 A costume assistant 

•	 An administrative assistant/office support

•	 A server (serve beverages and snacks 
to patrons)

•	 A carpenter, painter

•	 A technician, stage hand

RAISE FUNDS FOR AND DONATE TO THEATER
All donations, large and small, help keep theater 
alive in your community. Once you’ve established 
a relationship with a theater that you enjoy, 
support them and:

•	 Organize a fundraiser with your theater-loving 
friends.

•	 Host a raffle -- asking local businesses to 
donate prizes can be a great way to get your 
community involved in the theater.

•	 Donate to them directly. Donations to 501©3 
organizations or fiscally sponsored groups are 
tax deductible. Visit the IRS website to learn 
more about charitable contributions, Eight Tips 
for Deducting Charitable Contributions.  
www.irs.gov/newsroom/article/0, 
id=106990, 00.html

•	 Join the Board of Directors.

Download the STAGE LEFT Bay Area Action Guide 
at www.stageleft-movie.com/get-involved/ for 
more ideas and to find out how you can have an 
impact in your theater community.



20052008: At the height of the economic downturn, the Mime Troupe presents Red 
State, a call to arms for the people to reclaim the country and economy.

2009: American Idiot and In the Next Room both premiere at Berkeley Rep and then go on to Broadway.

2010: A.C.T., Magic Theatre and Marin Theatre Company partner to present Tarell Alvin McCraney’s  
trilogy The Brother/Sister Plays, marking the first such large-scale transbay collaboration.

2011: Over 400 theater companies call the Bay Area home.

2012: Theatre Bay Area celebrates 
35 years of uniting, strengthening 

and advancing the Bay Area theater 
community.
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Here are brief profiles on some of the theater 
companies and support organizations that are 
mentioned in STAGE LEFT. This is not a complete 
list of the theater organizations that have existed or 
currently exist in the Bay Area; there are over 400 
theater companies in the Bay Area today.

AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER (A.C.T.) 
www.act-sf.org
Originally founded by William Ball in Pittsburg, 
PA, A.C.T.’s first San Francisco season opened in 
1967. Ball’s company was dedicated to rotating 
repertory, Eurocentric dramatic literature and 
larger-than-life theatrics, as well as a commitment 
to continuous training for its acting company. 
A.C.T. continues to provide quality professional 
theater in San Francisco as well as a Master of 
Fine Arts Program in Acting under the leadership 
of Carey Perloff, who was appointed artistic 
director in 1992. 

ANGELS OF LIGHT
In early 1971 a few of the original Cockettes 
formed their own theater group, the Angels 
of Light. Angels performances were free and 
incorporated a wide range of theatrical forms, 
including Hindu dancing, Greek tragedy, belly 
dancing, Broadway musicals, silent film acting and 
Isadora Duncan-style barefoot dancing – often in 
the same show.

ASIAN AMERICAN THEATER COMPANY (AATC)
www.asianamericantheater.org
Founded in 1973 as a playwrights’ workshop by 
playwright Frank Chin and sponsored by A.C.T., 

A.A.T.C. is dedicated to producing plays by 
Asian American dramatists and supporting Asian 
American actors, designers and technicians. By 
1989, AATC had developed into a professional 
company that had premiered more than 35 
original plays by Asian-American playwrights, 
among them David Henry Hwang and Philip Kan 
Gotanda.

BERKELEY REPERTORY THEATRE (BRT) 
www.berkeleyrep.org
Berkeley Rep started with Michael Leibert staging 
Woyczek on the UC Berkeley campus. Leibert then 
rented a storefront and transformed it into an 85-
seat theater to remount the show. Berkeley Rep is 
currently running two theater spaces in downtown 
Berkeley under artistic director Tony Taccone. The 
company has helped send numerous new works 
to Broadway, off-Broadway, national tours, and 
London, two of which have become feature films. 

BLAKE STREET HAWKEYES
In the early 1970s, Bob Ernst and John O’Keefe 
founded the Blake Street Hawkeyes, operating at 
first out of Magic Theatre’s scene shop at 2019 
Blake Street in Berkeley. A theatrical ensemble 
devoted to daily training in the Grotowski 
technique, teaching and the development of 
original experimental works for performance, the 
Hawkeyes produced well-known alumni including 
Whoopi Goldberg and George Coates.

DANCER’S WORKSHOP
The Dancer’s Workshop founded by Anna Halprin 
in 1955 was equally as important historically as 

THEATER PROFILES



the SFAW. Many of her early students, including 
Simone Forti, Trisha Brown, Yvonne Rainer and 
Steve Paxton, would migrate and go on to find 
celebrity through New York’s Judson Church 
performances. 

EL TEATRO CAMPESINO 
www.elteatrocampesino.com
El Teatro Campesino was founded in 1965 by 
Luis Valdez to raise social awareness of political 
realities with his work as a cultural component 
of the United Farm Workers strike spearheaded 
by Cesar Chavez. The original actors were all 
farmworkers, and enacted events inspired by the 
lives of their audience. Early performances were 
on flatbed trucks in the middle of the fields in 
Delano, California, and the theater is now located 
in San Juan Bautista, CA.  

JULIAN THEATRE
In 1965, Douglas Giebel, Richard Reineccius, 
Brenda Berlin and other graduate students at San 
Francisco State College formed the Julian Theater, 
which performed in a number of venues and 
was invited to become the resident company at 
the Potrero Hill Neighborhood House. The Julian 
Theater’s repertory was eclectic and multicultural, 
with almost half of its programming devoted to 
new plays. 

LORRAINE HANSBERRY THEATRE 
www.lhtsf.org
The Lorraine Hansberry Theatre is named after 
the acclaimed playwright of A Raisin in the Sun, 
which she wrote while living in the Bay Area. 
Since its founding in 1981, the Lorraine Hansberry 
Theatre has celebrated the African American 
experience and mounted productions that have 
included performances by Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis, 
Danny Glover and Ntozake Shange. 

MAGIC THEATRE 
www.magictheatre.org
Founded in 1967 at the Steppenwolf Bar in 
Berkeley by John Lion, the Magic Theatre has 

fostered the work of playwrights by premiering 
innovative new plays. Sam Shepard was 
playwright in residence from 1975-1983, penning 
his well-known plays True West, Fool for Love and 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning Buried Child. Magic 
Theatre is currently under the artistic direction of 
Loretta Greco and continues to foster the work of 
new playwrights. 

PICKLE FAMILY CIRCUS
The Pickle Family Circus first appeared on the 
San Francisco scene in 1974. At the heart of the 
original Pickle shows were clowning and juggling 
acts, featuring Bill Irwin, Geoff Hoyle and Larry 
Pisoni. In addition to using its performances to 
benefit community groups, the early company 
operated on three fundamental principles – 
collective decision-making, shared offstage 
responsibilities and equal pay. 

SAN FRANCISCO ACTOR’S WORKSHOP (SFAW)
San Francisco State College professors Herbert 
Blau and Jules Irving founded the SFAW in 
1952. The SFAW become famous for exposing 
audiences to the first West Coast productions of 
works by Beckett, Brecht, Genet and Pinter. Its 
roots were firmly planted in the conviction that, in 
order to hone their craft, actors needed a home 
and a company of like-minded individuals. and 
beyond.

SAN FRANCISCO MIME TROUPE 
www.sfmt.org

Founded in 1959, the R.G. Davis Mime Studio 
and Troupe adopted the name San Francisco 
Mime Troupe (SFMT) in 1963. The SFMT 
combined the broad physical humor of commedia 
dell’arte, outdoor performance and political and 
social satire. The troupe premiered A Minstrel 
Show in 1965, forcing audiences to face issues of 
race in America by using a historically racist form 
to attack racism. The SFMT continues to create a 
new production yearly, touring its brand of free, 
political theater in the San Francisco Bay Area 
and beyond.   

THEATER PROFILES



SNAKE THEATER/ANTENNA THEATER 
www.antenna-theater.org
Founded In 1972, in Venice, California, by co-
directors Laura Farabough and Chris Hardman, 
Snake Theater was characterized by site-specific 
performances using agitprop techniques and 
huge outdoor sculptural pieces and masks. 
The company became Antenna Theater in the 
1980s, presenting new work that utilized simple, 
affordable technology (such as the “Walkman”) to 
create a unique interactive theatrical experience. 

SOON 3
Artists Bean and Alan Finneran moved to San 
Francisco in 1972 and began to develop a 
“hybrid style” of visual theater that gave equal 
weight to projected imagery, large kinetic 
sculpture, original music and live performers. A 
group of collaborators was formed and worked 
under the name Soon 3. 

THE COCKETTES
The Cockettes were a psychedelic drag queen 
troupe founded by Hibiscus in the late 1960s 
in San Francisco’s North Beach neighborhood. 

Parodying the Radio City Music Hall’s Rockettes, 
Cockettes’ performances were a cross between 
drag shows, musical revues and nightclub acts, 
all done up in glitter and rhinestones and carried 
out in a participatory party atmosphere.

THE EUREKA THEATRE COMPANY 
www.theeurekatheatre.com
The Eureka Theatre Company was founded in 
1972 by Robert Woodruff and was joined by 
such directors and performers as Richard E.T. 
White, Danny Glover and Julie Herbert. In 1988, 
Oskar Eustis and Tony Taccone of the Eureka 
commissioned playwright Tony Kushner to create 
Angels in America, premiering Part 1, which went 
on to win both the Tony Award and the Pulitzer 
Prize. 

THE GAY MEN’S THEATRE COLLECTIVE
The GMTC created Crimes Against Nature in 
1977, utilizing a form similar to the one used 
to create A Chorus Line on Broadway. Crimes 
Against Nature was a dance and theater hybrid 
of “coming-out” stories.

THEATRE BAY AREA 
www.theatrebayarea.org
Theatre Bay Area is an arts service organization 
founded in 1976 to unite, strengthen, promote 
and advance the theater community in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. The San Francisco Bay Area 
is the third largest theater center in the country, 
with more than 400 companies in 11 counties. 

THEATRE RHINOCEROS (THE RHINO) 
www.therhino.org
Allan B. Estes, Jr. founded the Rhino in 1977, the 
world’s oldest continuously producing professional 
queer theater. Following Estes’ death in 1984, 
The Rhino premiered The AIDS Show: Artists 
Involved with Death and Survival, the first play in 
the nation to deal with the AIDS epidemic, which 
brought national attention to the Rhino. 

THEATER PROFILES 
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AGITPROP
Abbreviated from Russian, agitatsiya propaganda 
(agitation propaganda), agitprop is a political 
strategy in which the techniques of agitation and 
propaganda are used to influence and mobilize 
public opinion. Agitprop theater is a technique 
employed by the San Francisco Mime Troupe. 

AVANT-GARDE
A term meaning “ahead of the guard.” It is often 
applied to artists and art movements that are 
interested in experimentation and pushing the 
boundaries of aesthetic experience. 

BEAT MOVEMENT 
Beat poetry emerged in the US in the early 
1950s, when a group of American writers and 
poets came to prominence. Jack Kerouac created 
the phrase “Beat Generation” to represent their 
anti-conformist attitudes. Central elements of 
“Beat” culture included experimentation with 
drugs, alternative forms of sexuality, an interest 
in Eastern religion, a rejection of materialism, 
and the idealizing of exuberant, unexpurgated 
means of expression and being. This movement 
in San Francisco was centered in the Italian 
neighborhood of North Beach. Poetry and music 
events were held at Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City 
Lights bookstore in North Beach. Notable figures 
include Allen Ginsberg and William S. Burroughs. 

CLASSICAL THEATER (Classical Western Theater)
Theater that is part of the classical canon or 
written prior to 1880. Ancient Greek theater and 
the works of William Shakespeare and Molière 
are examples of Classical Western theater. 

COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE
A popular Italian theatrical form that flourished 
throughout Europe from the 16th to 18th 
centuries that emphasized ensemble acting; its 
improvisations were set in a firm framework of 
masks and comic acting technique. 

MIME
From the ancient Greek, mimus or pantomimus. 
The San Francisco Mime Troupe uses the 
word mime not to describe silent gesture and 
performance, but rather to mimic, representing 
scenes from daily life. 

MINSTREL SHOW
Also called minstrelsy, this is an American 
theatrical form, popular from the early 19th to 
the early 20th century that was founded on the 
comic enactment of racial stereotype and utilizing 
“blackface” makeup. 

MULTIDISCIPLINARY PERFORMANCE
Combining work from multiple artistic disciplines 
– visual art, music, dance, opera, technology – 
and using them together in performance. 

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS (NEA)
An independent agency of the U.S. government 
that was created by the U.S. Congress in 
the National Foundation on the Arts and the 
Humanities Act of 1965. The agency funds a 
variety of projects in literature, music, theater, 
film, dance, fine arts, sculpture and crafts. It also 
manages the awarding of the National Medal 
of Arts. Subsequent opposition to the NEA in the 
U.S. Congress, however, resulted in a decrease 
in funding from a high of nearly $176 million in 
1992 to less than $100 million in 1996. [do we 
know how much funding there is now?]

THEATRE OF THE ABSURD
A theater movement from the 1950s and early 
’60s born[check spelling, might be bourne] from 
Existentialist philosopher Albert Camus’s notion 
that the human situation is essentially absurd, 
devoid of purpose. Though no formal Absurdist 
movement existed, dramatists such as Samuel 
Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, Jean Genet and Harold 
Pinter wrote plays that are considered to be part 
of Theatre of the Absurd. 

DEFINITIONS 



For information on arts advocacy, the importance 
of arts education, the impact of the performing 
arts and how theater and the performing arts 
enrich society, visit:

California Arts Advocates 
www.californiaartsadvocates.org 
Americans for the Arts 
www.americansforthearts.org 
California Alliance for Arts Education 
www.artsed411.org 
Arts Wisconsin 
www.artswisconsin.org 
Arts for LA 
www.artsforla.org 
Active Voice 
www.activevoice.net 
Theatre Bay Area 
www.theatrebayarea.org 
Kenneth Rainin Foundation 
www.krfoundation.org 
San Francisco Arts Commission 
www.sfartscommission.org  
Grants for the Arts 
www.sfgfta.org 
The San Francisco Foundation 
www.sff.org 
The James Irvine Foundation 
www.irvine.org 
The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation 
www.hewlett.org 
California Arts Council 
www.cac.ca.gov 
National Endowment for the Arts 
www.nea.gov 

Arts and Economic Prosperity IV. This report by Americans for the Arts 
offers comprehensive national, state and local information on arts’ 
economic impact. www.americansforthearts.org/information_services/
research/services/economic_impact/default.asp

Counting New Beans: Intrinsic Impact and the Value of Art. A book and 
research report on new language and measurement tools for discussing 
the impact of art. www.theatrebayarea.org/intrinsicimpact

Arts Participation 2008: Highlights from a National Survey. A National 
Endowment for the Arts report on arts participation across America. 
http://www.arts.gov/news/news09/SPPA-highlights.html

Critical Issues Facing the Arts in California. A working paper written by 
the James Irvine Foundation on issues facing the arts in California. www.
irvine.org/assets/pdf/pubs/arts/Critical_Issues_Arts.pdf

Assessing the Intrinsic Impact of Live Performance. This Wolf Brown 
report analyzes the intrinsic impact of multiple art forms. 

www.wolfbrown.com/index.php?page=mups

Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts. 
This report by the RAND Corporation examines policy implications for 
access to the arts, childhood exposure, advocacy, and future research on 
the arts. 

www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG218/

Strategies for Sustaining Arts and Culture in the Metropolis. A research 
brief commissioned from the RAND Corporation by the Philadelphia 
Cultural Alliance. An analysis of eleven metropolitan areas and a new 
framework for evaluating arts support systems. www.rand.org/pubs/
research_briefs/RB9217/

The Arts and State Governments: At Arm’s Length or Arm in Arm? 
This report uses case studies in Maine and Montana to show how arts 
agencies can effectively seek increased state government support.
www.wallacefoundation.org/KnowledgeCenter/KnowledgeTopics/
CurrentAreasofFocus/ArtsParticipation/Pages/the-arts-and-state-
governments.aspx

Increasing Arts Demand Through Better Arts Learning. This report 
summarizes recent Wallace-commissioned research into “coordinated 
approaches” to increasing arts demand in six different cities and the 
policy implications that have begun to result. www.wallacefoundation.
org/knowledge-center/arts-education/Community-Approaches-to-
Building-Arts-Education/Pages/Increasing-Arts-Demand-Through-Better-
Arts-Learning.aspx

An Unfinished Canvas: Arts Education in California. This study 
commissioned by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation examines 
how schools fail to meet state standards for arts education. 

www.hewlett.org/library/an-unfinished-canvas-arts-education-in-
california-taking-stock-of-policies-and-practices

The Arts: a Competitive Advantage for California II. This California Arts 
Council study looks at how the arts are benefiting the state as a whole. 
www.cac.ca.gov/artsinfo/econ.php

Communicating Value: Re-framing Arts and Culture Data. An RMC 
Research report funded by the Rockefeller Foundation that looks at 
how cultural data can be collected most efficiently and presented most 
effectively. www.rmcres.com/ArtsandCulture

RESOURCES
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This guide was developed by Theatre Bay Area, 
Active Voice and the Kenneth Rainin Foundation. 

Compiled by Julia Heitner (TBA), edited by 
Clayton Lord (TBA), Sam Hurwitt (TBA), Shelley 
Trott (KRF), Cindy Yoshiyama (KRF) and Maikiko 
James (Active Voice) with contributions from Ellen 
Schneider (Active Voice). 

STAGE LEFT was produced by Rapt Productions, 
www.raptproductions.com

Graphic Design by Steve Glanzer
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