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Centastage helping playwrights
ﬁnd their voice, audience

KEITH BEDFORD/GLOBE STAFF

Centastage’s Joe Antoun

By Terry Byrne G L O B E C O R R E S P O N D E N T A U G U S T 2 9 , 2 0 1 5

Twenty-five years ago, Boston playwrights had few outlets for their work.
And yet, says playwright, director, and teacher Joe Antoun, a lot of people
were writing plays. So Antoun and John Schumacher launched Centastage, a
theater company dedicated exclusively to producing world premieres of plays

by New England writers. The company’s latest production is “Academy Fight
Song,” by Andrew Clarke, which runs Sept. 10-26 in the Calderwood
Pavilion.
“Once the word got out about our mission, we had 50-60 scripts sent to us
every year,” says Antoun, who serves as artistic director while Schumacher is
executive director. The company produced two or three plays each season,
sometimes grouping short works together, such as “The Xmas Files”
(holiday-themed plays) and “Boston Sings Boston” (cabarets of new songs by
local songwriters. Centastage also co-produced the Women on Top Festival
with Underground Railway Theater for six years, showcasing new work by
women.
Award-winning playwright Melinda Lopez, whose first full-length play, “The
Order of Things,” was produced by Centastage in 2000, calls Antoun “a
tireless champion of interesting, challenging, quirky new voices.”
“Joe saw a very early draft of the play, which was about quantum physics and
cancer and Cuba,” Lopez says, “and he thought that was a perfectly natural
subject.”
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With Antoun’s help, the play went on to win the Kennedy Center Fund for
New Plays award.

“It was the first time I realized maybe there is something to this new play
thing,” Lopez says. “Maybe a person can write plays for a living.”
While Antoun says he focuses on the script, Lopez and others say he often
sees something in writers at a critical early phase of their career.
“Centastage produced ‘Emerald City,’ one of my first plays, in 2001,” says
award-winning playwright John Kuntz.
“Emerald City” was a very loose adaptation of “The Wizard of Oz” that
included a first-act climax with the cast dancing to “Downtown” by Petula
Clark.
“It was a wacky, ambitious play,” says Kuntz. “I’m not sure who would have
produced it besides Joe. I didn’t know I could write a play like that at the
time, so it was a very important moment for me as a playwright.”
Antoun also provided a platform for artists new to the Boston theater scene,
including the Gold Dust Orphans’ first production of “How Mrs. Grinchley
Nearly Swiped Christmas” in 1999.
“Joe was always very kind to me,” says award-winning playwright Ryan
Landry. “We were quite the demanding ladies back in those days, and we
might have driven him a bit crazy, but he encouraged us, which was so
important then.”
After several years of producing a regular season of plays, including “Heart
of Jade” by Gip Hoppe, “More Than What” by Janet Kenney, “Boy X Man” by
Ed Bullins, and “Dancing Downstream” by Bill Lattanzi, Centastage stepped
away from mounting full seasons.

“We felt we weren’t serving the playwrights,” says Antoun. “Selecting the
plays began to feel like a contest, and sometimes we were pushing plays out
there too early.”
Centastage shifted its energies into play development, launching Write On!, a
writing group for playwrights, hosting a Dark Night series of play readings,
and producing plays only when Antoun felt they were ready, which now
means once every couple of years.
“That approach allows us to latch onto a script, either through the writing
group or in the staged readings, and then we can work together on it,”
Antoun says. “That’s how we found ‘Fakus’ [by Joe Byers, which Centastage
produced in 2013] and ‘Academy Fight Song.’ ”
“Academy Fight Song” follows a college professor who agrees to appear at an
academic conference with a former student who has become a literary star,
in the hopes of receiving job security. His appearance, however, goes
horribly wrong, and trouble ensues.
Clarke says he’s worked with Antoun on the script on and off for the past five
years, but he’s known him for nearly 20 years, as they both teach playwriting
at Emerson College.
“I trust Joe’s instincts,” says Clarke. “Besides, he knows exactly who to cast,
and I’m always amazed at what actors bring to the table.”
“The plays that appeal to me have a strong voice,” says Antoun. “I’m glad
we’ve been able to help some writers get their work onstage, but I’d be just as
happy to see other theaters in other cities produce these plays.”
Academy Fight Song

Presented by Centastage.
At Nicholas Martin Hall, Calderwood Pavillion, Boston Center for the Arts,
Sept. 10-26.
Tickets: $20-30.
617-933-8600, www.bostontheatrescene.com
Terry Byrne can be reached at trbyrne@aol.com.
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Dave Chappelle brings political bite, sincerity to ‘SNL’
monologue
“I know the whites,” said the comedian. “You guys aren’t as full of
surprises as you used to be.”

MORE...

Rocker Leon Russell dies in Nashville
Leon Russell, who performed, sang and produced some of rock ‘n’ roll’s
top records, has died. He was 74.

MORE...

Brilliant new Greenway mural is a trompe l’oeil triumph
Part Rene Magritte, part Banksy, the eye-catching work by Iranian artist
Mehdi Ghadyanloo is full of mystery, melancholy, and hope.

MORE...

In her new book, Anna Kendrick gets personal
The actress has written “scrappy little nobody,” a series of candid, often
amusing essays about her childhood in Maine, boyfriends, and sex.

MORE...

Miles Teller, ﬁghting the good ﬁght as boxer Vinny Paz
The actor trained intensely to get the Providence native’s moves — and
accent — right.

MORE...

At MIT, there’s smoke and ﬁre
Edgar Arceneaux’s installations at the List Visual Arts Center provoke and
haunt.

MORE...

What did Donald Trump say about immigrants?
Read excerpts of Trump’s comments on immigrants and watch the
speech.

MORE...

Somerville publisher ﬁnds big success
Candlewick Press is enjoying a string of critical successes when most
other publishing houses have fled Boston.

MORE...

‘Exit’ crackles but doesn’t set the issue aﬁre
With “Exit, Pursued by a Bear,” playwright Lauren Gunderson employs
humorous theatrical devices to tackle the serious subject of domestic
abuse.

MORE...

Netﬂix’s ‘The Crown’ bows to the queen
Netflix’s lavish new drama based on the life of Elizabeth II is an addictive
pleasure.

MORE...

Robert Redford sails alone in the stunning ‘All Is Lost’
Writer-director J.C. Chandor’s cleanly observed tale of one man trying to
keep the odds going in his favor is a nearly perfect thing.

MORE...

‘Ardennes 1944: The Battle of the Bulge’ by Antony Beevor
In this latest installment in the war chronicles that he has produced in
recent years, Beevor makes clear that there was still fighting to be done.
MORE...

Boston Ballet puts the slipper on Ashton’s ‘Cinderella’
The company is going back to the first Western version set to Sergei
Prokofiev’s classic score, Frederick Ashton’s, from 1948.
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The Almighty and his analyst in Israeli Stage’s ‘Oh God’
In this comedy by the late Anat Gov, God has issues.
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7 books on the subject of immigration
When it comes to immigration in America, a disconcerting truth applies:
we’re for it in the past but not so much in the present.
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‘Almost Christmas’ serves up holiday movie clichés
Danny Glover stars as a recent widower who calls his kids home for a big
family dinner.

MORE...

From Sir Anthony Caro, sculpture that breathes
Space is embraced in works by Sir Anthony Caro at Yale.

MORE...

‘Avenue of Spies’ by Alex Kershaw
The nonfiction melodrama centers on the harrowing experience of a
family that undertook dangerous work for the French Resistance during
World War II.

MORE...

Kanye West ‘pop-up’ store in Boston draws a crowd
Fans of the hip-hop star/clothing designer waited all night outside a
storefront at 899 Boylston St.
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