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PREFACE:


Speaking Out


“How wonderful—she deserves a book,” exclaimed Alexandra Berlin, Diana Sands’ standby on Broadway in 1968, when we told her about our biography. We began this project knowing who and what Diana was as a performer, but repeatedly, we were impressed by the degree of admiration that she commanded.


“Thank you for the opportunity to speak a word on such a great artist, a tremendous artist,” LaTanya Richardson Jackson, a teenage witch when Diana was Lady Macbeth in Atlanta in 1967, said to us.


“It’s a wonderful project,” Lee Grant told us. They had starred alongside each other in Hal Ashby’s The Landlord in 1969. “What could be better than doing something on someone as young and remarkable as she?”


“So. Sorry. She died,” Adrienne Kennedy wrote us in her unique punctuation. Diana starred in the workshop premiere of Kennedy’s Funnyhouse of a Negro in 1962. “She. Is without a doubt. One of the greats of the twentieth century.”


As a woman, Diana was equally charismatic and compelling; “an electrifying actress who I might have been secretly in love with,” Bob Dylan writes in his 2005 memoirs.


During Diana’s lifetime, the scope and breadth of her career was almost unparalleled among actors of color. What she accomplished remains extraordinarily impressive today, when opportunities for African Americans are vastly expanded, but nevertheless still disproportionate.


A performer’s fame is ephemeral, particularly when an actor spends as much time as Diana did on the live stage. After Willis presented on Diana at the Southeastern Theatre Conference back in 2009, an attendee approached him: “How do I not know any of this?”


“Oh, my God, why don’t we ever talk about her anymore?” filmmaker Lee Daniels lamented in 2021. “She’s affected so many people. . . And when she died, it hit us all. It was really painful.” More than one of the friends and colleagues we spoke with impressed on us how essential it was to make her story known to today’s generation. We can only agree.


“She was great to work with.” How many times did we hear those words, or words to that effect, from Diana’s former colleagues? So many times, indeed, that we asked ourselves whether printing all of them would be redundant. But biographers, like prosecutors, love redundancy. Daniel J. Travanti, who played Shakespeare’s Augustus Caesar to her Cleopatra in 1967, recalled the experience as one of the highlights of his career:





What I want, above all, is full humanity, because I think I bring it, and it’s what I respond best to. Our work is hard enough to do to begin with, and if there’s any rancor or tension or less than full involvement, it’s not completely satisfying, and it ought to be, because it ain’t easy. It’s hard to get into it at all, and we’re lucky to be doing it. I got that all from her.


We also discovered that Diana could sometimes prove an overpowering colleague. Certainly, she was an extreme personality. She pursued her career fiercely, seeking out opportunities and maximizing each one she was given. Kurt Baker, to whom she was engaged when she died, recalled that given “a trivial TV part she would attack it like it was Lady Macbeth.”


Diana’s activism was as fierce as her ambition, and her racial solidarity extended to her own profession. “She was supportive of all Black people trying to work in this business,” Melvin van Peebles told Ebony shortly after her death in 1973.


“She was an icon for us,” Hector Elizondo explained, a half-century after appearing in The Landlord. Which “us,” we wanted to know—young actors of color? “Yes, certainly, but as well actors in general.” She was bigger than one constituency—and by design, we might say, since Diana wanted both to speak to her demographic and command the largest audience possible.


*





Lobenthal first became intrigued by Diana in 1973, when his grandmother, an ex-vaudevillian who remained an avid theatergoer, called to express her shock and sadness at the news that Sands had died. She had seen her in A Raisin in the Sun fourteen years earlier.


Willis has been researching Diana Sands for two decades. In 2003, while teaching at a small historically Black college for women in North Carolina, he received a grant for a community project for one of his acting classes. The students were asked to select a woman of color from history, then write and perform a monologue portraying her. The performances took place in various classrooms around the community. One of the students chose to portray Diana Sands. Having taught A Raisin in the Sun numerous times, he was familiar with Diana as the original “Beneatha” in both the Broadway and film versions. He knew very little else about her, however, other than she had died at a young age. As his student began researching Diana, it quickly became apparent that there was very little information about her on the internet. But his student persevered and was able to uncover enough information to create an interesting monologue about Diana’s commitment to playing roles onstage that Black women were not often invited to play.


The concept of so-called “non-traditional casting” had long interested him, and he found himself wanting to learn more about Diana and the ground-breaking work she accomplished. As his interest grew, Willis was able to secure a scholar-in-residence summer appointment at New York University to do further research on Diana as he began work on a full-length play about her. The play eventually had its first reading at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, followed by several productions, including an off-off-Broadway run.





In 2015, Lobenthal found himself thinking about Diana and about his grandmother, who was not the most racially enlightened woman. However, her emotion over Diana’s death did seem to illustrate the way that talent can overcome bias. Impulsively, he contacted Michael Kahn, Diana’s schoolmate from New York City’s High School of Performing Arts, who subsequently directed her in three productions. Over coffee, Kahn told him that when Diana performed Shakespeare’s Cleopatra for him in 1967, her fifth act—the ultimate test for any interpreter—was the best that he had ever seen. Lobenthal reached out and encouraged Willis to follow up his play with a biography of Diana. Willis readily agreed that a book about her was long overdue, but explained that he was a playwright; he had no real idea how to begin to write a biography. Lobenthal offered to mentor him if he pursued the project. Not long after that, Willis suggested that they write it together.


*


“Are you Black or White?” the late Roger Robinson joked over the phone with Willis in 2016, soon after we began working on this project. “Are you sure?” he asked again. Since then, Trump and Trumpism have, of course, virulently inflamed racial polarization in the U.S. As we finish this book, we feel as though we are constructing a biography planted directly on the racial divide.


Amid the separatist sentiments of the late 1960s, Diana herself now entertained ambivalence about whether it was better to assert racial identity at the price of integration. Certainly, her determination to deal outside the White establishment led to her founding the producing organization Third World Cinema in 1971. Her co-founders were a nexus of prominent Black entertainers—as well as a progressive White producer.





Diana’s life and career are a tribute to dialogue, communication, and collaboration. It is in that spirit—in her spirit—that we have written this book.










INTRODUCTION


Opening Night


March 11, 1959: a night that changed American culture and also changed the life of twenty-four-year-old Diana Sands. That night at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre, Diana made her Broadway debut in the New York premiere of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun. It was believed to be the first play written by a Black woman performed on Broadway; directed by Lloyd Richards, he was the first Black person to direct a play there. In The New York Times the next day, Brooks Atkinson wrote that Raisin was “likely to destroy the complacency of anyone who sees it.” After Raisin, nothing would be the same in dramatic depictions of inner city African Americans, their aspirations and their struggles. The play would prove to be an enduring classic; it has never stopped being performed in America and around the world.


Diana played the role of Beneatha Younger, a college student who wants to become a doctor, a beacon of African American pride and women’s liberation. She rejects a wealthy, complacent Black conformist and chooses instead an idealistic young African. Reviewing the world premiere in New Haven, the Hartford Courant had identified Diana’s Beneatha as an avatar of the future: “a thoroughly modern girl who makes progressive demands on behalf of her race.” Reviewing the film version, in which Diana starred in 1961, Nelson George wrote that “Beneatha was a Black woman that the cinema still hasn’t seen enough of.” She was not to be silenced, nor was Diana.


By the time the play opened on Broadway, Diana had made the role her own, infusing it with her own personality: “I didn’t know the difference between that girl and myself.” She had won over both Hansberry and Richards to her own personal interpretation of the role. Richly humorous offstage, Diana discovered more humor in the role than they had originally intended. Director Richards recognized after the premiere in New Haven that the audience was indeed responding to it as both comedy and drama and recalibrated the performances to suit.





Six years earlier, Diana had graduated from New York’s High School of Performing Arts, receiving an award for outstanding talent in her class. Her career since then had not been smooth sailing, but rather the most extraordinary apprenticeship imaginable. She had toured America with a variety show and with a dance duo, “Diana and Twan.” She had taken bit roles in Hollywood films. She had worked with the Pantomime Art Theatre Repertory Group and other small theatrical start-ups in New York City. She had acted at the Greenwich Mews Theatre in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, which was a pioneer in the practice of “colorblind” casting—assigning roles to Black actors that were originally intended for White.


Onstage in Raisin, Diana joined an extraordinary acting ensemble, led by Sidney Poitier as her brother Walter Lee Younger. Poitier was already a major movie star, the most successful Black actor in America. Hansberry’s script so excited him that he decided to return to live theater after more than a decade. “I had never before seen that kind of focus on black family life,” he later wrote. Also in the cast were Claudia McNeil, Lou Gossett, Ruby Dee, Ivan Dixon, Douglas Turner Ward, Glynn Turman, and Lincoln Kilpatrick. Together with Diana, they would become among the busiest and most visible African American performers on stage and in film. She would work with them repeatedly until her untimely death in 1973.


“I always had dreams that I’d walk down Broadway and I’d see my name in lights!” Diana told radio host Joan Murray a decade later, as she recalled Raisin’s opening on Broadway. In Diana’s own telling, she had worked so hard on the play and was so immersed in the performance she was about to give that she forgot a pledge she had made to herself. For years, she had planned to walk down Broadway on her first opening night; now she left the Ethel Barrymore to take that victory lap. But the stroll turned out to be less important than she had anticipated. Instead, she was consumed with the role itself: “I just couldn’t wait ‘til 8:00, so I could get up on that stage, and bring that character to life.”





As it had during tryouts in Philadelphia and Chicago following New Haven, the cast of Raisin experienced hushed silence from the audience at the end of the play’s first act. “We thought, Uh-oh, we’ve lost this,” recalled Gossett, who played Diana’s wealthy suitor. But then there was the eruption of applause and “Bravos.”


Over the next year, Diana’s performance would earn her the Outer Critics Circle Award for Best Supporting Actress as well as Variety’s Critics Poll for Most Promising Young Actress on Broadway


Hansberry wrote from her personal experience of housing discrimination in Chicago as well as her own keen understanding of America’s legacy of racism. For Diana, too, the violence of American racism was part of her birthright. Her father, Rudolph, was born in Key West, Florida, but his family hailed from Rock Sound, the major town on the island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas; they may have moved back and forth, as did many Bahamians who fished and farmed. But in Florida after World War I, her grandfather confronted threats from White fishermen who had fought in the war. His teen-aged son, Diana’s father, watched what remained of his father’s body being removed from a fishing boat. White men had hacked him to pieces for fishing in what they considered their waters.


A Raisin in the Sun challenged Broadway to acknowledge the complexity of the Black experience in this country, to adjust dramatic representation to empirical reality. “Beneatha was a completely new type of human being to put on the stage,” Diana said, “although I’d seen her walking down the streets every day.”





Diana would later say that in Raisin she was “speaking for all Negroes as much as for myself, and expressing—I hope—what they’ve all taught me.” For the remainder of her life, in the theater and out, Diana would speak to America on behalf of the Black experience.







CHAPTER 1


Bronx Beginnings
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High School of Performing Arts yearbook
(Authors’ collection)
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Diana and her mother, Shirley Sands, in 1967
(Photograph by Paul Fusco, LOOK Magazine Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Prints & Photograph Division)


“My mother always said I had a mind of my own, from the time I was born,” Diana declared in 1968. Shirley Sands, the earliest eyewitness to Diana’s independence of spirit, recalled in 1979 that “Even as a baby Diana was different from other children. She held her neck up even when she was sleeping—she was always competing.” Diana would live her life at a frenetic pace, and that, too, seemed prefigured early on. As a girl, Shirley recalled, Diana “was in a hurry to do what she wanted to do—a very active child.”





Born August 22, 1934, and christened Diana Patricia, she was the youngest of three children born to Blanche Shirley Walker and Rudolph Sands, who were then in their mid-twenties. Shirley, as she preferred to be called, was born in Clarendon, county seat of Monroe County, Arkansas, but became part of the great African American migration to the South Side of Chicago. After graduating from Wendell Phillips High School, she attended a millinery school. She is also said to have danced in a Chicago nightclub at one point. “I thought I was old enough to be on my own but my mother wanted me back home, so I returned until I met this handsome man and came to New York.” She worked in the millinery department of Russeks, then one of the leading department stores in Manhattan, which stood at 36th Street and Fifth Avenue. “I didn’t have enough money to join the union, so I trimmed windows,” she recalled.


Rudolph was already married to one Eliza Bryant, who was the same age as he. Census records show them living together on West 133rd Street in Harlem. However, Shirley gave birth in 1930 to Joan Crawford, the first of her three children with Rudolph, whom she did not officially marry until 1948, by which time Diana was in her teens. The equivocal position that Shirley found herself in as a young woman may have contributed to her persistent attempts to monitor the way that Diana—even as an adult—led her private life.


By the time Diana was born, her parents were living in the Bronx—perhaps as far away from Eliza Bryant as they could manage. Diana was four years younger than sister Joan, three years younger than her brother Thomas. For several decades, Shirley worked at home making hats for a milliner named “Mr. Emme,” and she also worked at one time for “Mr. John,” who commanded a noted atelier on East 57th Street. Mr. John would later make hats and clothes for the adult Diana.





Actress Peggy Kirkpatrick remembered meeting Shirley in 1967 when Shirley hosted a backer’s audition for Diana’s first foray into producing: the American debut of Nigerian playwright Wole Soyinka. Shirley was “very sunshiny, very bright,” Kirkpatrick recalled. “Very open: ‘Hello—come in!’ Very assured in her being.”


“She was a matriarch,” said her son-in-law Ormond Harris, who married Joan in 1964. “She was very aggressive, very charismatic. She would let you know that she was there.” Diana and she were “almost in the same mold.” By contrast, Joan was “very, very laid back.”


Shirley emerges as the dominant parent in Diana’s life, but that may be because her personality is better documented; she outlived Diana by more than two decades. In contrast, Diana’s father, Rudolph Sands, died in 1960, when Diana was only twenty-five. And yet, “she adored her father,” Diana’s friend Barbara Clarke said. “She talked a lot about her father,” recalled Suzanne Shepherd as well, who worked with Diana in 1962—two years after Rudolph died. Trained as a carpenter, Rudolph also worked odd jobs to make ends meet. Shepherd noted how Diana described his eyes, which were blue. “I’ve always wanted to marry a man like my daddy,” Diana said in 1972. He took on all and sundry work to support his family. During World War II, Rudolph spent a year in the Aleutian Islands near Alaska building army bases that were crucial for defending against possible Japanese attacks. To the end of her life, Diana sought a connection to his heritage. “She asked me to take her back to Eleuthera,” actor Calvin Lockhart, also tall, handsome, and a native of the island, recalled when they worked together in 1972.


Diana seems to have demonstrated exceptional qualities right from the start. As the baby in the family, she exacted special indulgence from her parents and siblings: “When I was little, I used to do the Suzy Q while my mother and sister were washing the dishes. They seemed to be happy for the entertainment.” Her parents responded to her special qualities by setting the highest expectations for her. Shirley’s work as a milliner provided a template. “My mother taught me about the importance of working,” Diana once said. “Creativity has to be developed by using it constantly, and discipline is absolutely essential.”





“It was expected of Diana to be who she was,” Kirkpatrick said. “She wasn’t coddled into it.” Out strolling with her mother, Diana once spotted her initials “DS” on Department of Sanitation garbage cans. “I said ‘Look Mother, my initials!’” “That’s because you’re so wonderful, darling,” Shirley replied, “but if you want more than that, you’ll have to earn it.” It was those expectations to which Kirkpatrick attributed Diana’s sure-footed negotiation of the entertainment world’s racial divide. Diana “was able to be in the company of many great White artists and not be intimidated by anything, or any of their behaviors.”


Diana’s life-long frankness about her feelings and the larger world around her evolved naturally from her parents’ encouragement. “At home you always said what you felt like saying without being outrageous,” she once said.


“I call my mother a rubber ball,” Diana said in 1967. “She has great resiliency. No matter what happens, she always finds something to get her going again.” Positivity was a mandate. “My mother taught me that every day you should find something good.”


There was no shortage of unfortunate “whats” in Shirley’s long life. She gave birth to twin boys who died at birth. As a young child, her son Thomas contracted tuberculosis from one of Shirley’s friends. He was treated in Seaview Hospital on Staten Island, then America’s largest municipal facility for the treatment of tuberculosis. As was not uncommon, the tuberculosis produced a kidney infection that required removal of one of his kidneys. He was a patient there for so long that Joan “told me she didn’t know that she had a brother,” her husband recalled.


The New Pittsburgh Courier noted in 1968 that Diana was “of the firm belief that she can do anything she puts her mind to.” That belief manifested itself early. Diana told her sister that she could ride her bicycle down a flight of stairs. Joan told her she was crazy, then Diana went ahead and did as she had boasted she could.


In adulthood, Diana articulated a grand, typically vivid narrative arc, encompassing her defiance of injustice, and the buffeting she could expect to receive from a world where odds were stacked against her. “With the problems of race and the country I live in, I was angry, and I decided no we’re not going to have any of that,” Diana said in 1967.





Whenever someone would knock me down, back I’d jump saying here I am. There’s a Charlie Chaplin movie like that. The big mean guy keeps hitting Charlie Chaplin and Charlie hits the ground and bounces right up again. Finally, the big mean guy is on his knees, begging the little one to stay down, and the big one’s never been hit. A friend of mine saw that picture and said, “Oh there you are Diana!”


Animating the narrative arc was her refusal to surrender. “I was a little tomboy,” she said, who decided early on that she was capable of fighting back against prejudice. Her parents did their best to shield Diana; thanks to them, she was late to learn of the divide between Black and White. Still, they “told me what I was, what wrong was being done about our race.” (We wonder how early Diana was informed about her grandfather’s brutal, racially motivated murder, and how she measured the damage it had done to her father as well.)


Her parents could, however, only delay the inevitable. “I was walking up the hill to school, and these kids ran by saying, ‘Run, run! Here comes nigger!’” Diana recalled. “I thought it was a game, so I ran along and I sang too: ‘Run, run! Here comes nigger!’ Then I found out I was ‘nigger.’”





Diana was raised Roman Catholic, and her earliest school was parochial. “I went through a stage where I wanted to be a nun,” she once said. Religious faith is not something Diana seems to have talked about a lot, but her second cousin, Kathryn Leary, wrote after Diana’s death: “For Diana, there most definitely was a God, and her faith in God was unshakable.” Shirley attended church regularly, eventually becoming an active congregant at the Church of the Sacred Heart in Hartsdale, New York.


From the Bronx, the Sands family moved down to West 138th Street in Harlem, near where Rudolph had lived with his first wife. They may also have lived at 277 West 150th Street. Harris grew up at 279 West 150th Street. Years later, his mother told him that the Sandses had lived next door. His mother and Shirley used to take their children to a local park together.


Diahann Carroll, who also grew up close by, describes the neighborhood as tough in her 1986 autobiography, where she recounts being brutalized by a teenage gang. Carroll and Diana were classmates in elementary school. They became friends despite, or because, “We were always very different,” Carroll writes. “Diana was the smart one, the funny one, the talkative outgoing tomboy who ran everything and sailed through school with straight As.” Whereas Carroll describes herself as “understated and quiet,” her desk “as neat as a pin,” while Diana’s was “the messiest desk of all.” Diana, who was a year older, helped Carroll with “my history and math and came to my defense when someone threatened me. I helped her a little with her hair and clothes.”


Carroll’s parents eventually moved with her to Yonkers, while it was Shirley who “got us out of Harlem before it was too late,” Diana recalled. They moved to Elmsford, a working/middle-class town in Lower Westchester, but not the refuge the family might have hoped for. Black people were a distinct minority.





“A white woman sold us our house,” Diana recounted in 1963. “I guess she was mad at her neighbors.” She described “this terrible, terrible feeling of isolation,” plaguing her and her siblings. “No one spoke to us.” At Our Lady of Mount Carmel elementary school, notes passed around in class brandished the word “nigger.” When Diana objected, a nun tore up the notes and told Diana it was her imagination. In response to prejudice, “My sister, who was shy, just withdrew—and my brother tried not to notice, but I guess I felt angry much of the time.” Sometimes she found the Elmsford campus of the Sonotone Electronics Corporation a convivial place “to work out my anger.” But Diana began meting out vigilante justice after school: “If Joe Louis could beat up white guys, so could I.” One day, Diana was walking home with a Black classmate when suddenly she stopped and grabbed the other girl by the shoulders: “I want you to tell me that colored people are as good as white. Tell me!” The other girl’s eyes filled with tears, and she said, “Oh Diana, you know white people are better.” Diana kept shaking her until the girl obeyed. They walked home in silence. Diana had won, but it was a Pyrrhic victory, because “I knew that she didn’t believe what she had said, that I could never make her believe it.”


*


“When I’m acting I have a feeling of being more complete than I am by myself,” Diana said in 1967. If the adult Diana found a spiritual or psychological fulfillment in performing, the child Diana may have found a visceral satisfaction in taking center stage. Her determination to choose performance as a vocation evolved gradually. When she was six or seven, her brother took her to see The Road to Singapore starring Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, and Dorothy Lamour. That captivated her. “When we got home I wrapped a towel around me,” and Diana asked her brother, “‘Thomas, do I look like her?’ Then after that I always would entertain when we had people in.”





In 1942, when Diana was eight, she was taken to see her first Broadway play: Native Son, an adaptation of Richard Wright’s novel of the same name. It was directed by Orson Welles, Broadway’s 27-year-old wunderkind, whose Citizen Kane had just been released by Hollywood. Diana’s father was working as a janitor in an apartment building where a tenant shared the tickets with him.


Native Son had opened on Broadway in March 1941 and played 114 performances before returning for 84 more performances beginning in October 1942. Starring as anti-hero Bigger Thomas, a man beleaguered by racism until crime was all but inevitable, was Canada Lee, who was at that time one of the most successful Black actors in theater and film. Playing a small role was John Berry, a veteran of Welles’ Mercury Theatre. Berry brackets Diana’s career: thirty years later, he would direct Diana’s final project, the movie Claudine.


At the Majestic Theatre, “I saw a Negro actress on the stage for the first time,” Diana recalled. “Here was something I could identify with. Until then, I thought that theatre was something that was not meant for me to participate in.” Her response was “so immediate, and I identified so strongly. That did it.” From that moment, in grammar school, she began to seek out instruction in acting and dance.


Diana’s ultimate decision to pursue a professional career as an actress caused her parents anxiety and even bewilderment. For years, until her triumph in A Raisin in the Sun, they gave her mixed signals about whether acting was something worth staking hopes and aspirations upon. But their sights were set on upward mobility and cultivating creativity. They encouraged her interest in theater by buying her high-prestige books and records, among them LPs of John Gielgud and Judith Anderson reciting classic texts. She played them “over and over again as a girl and I learned so much from them.”





Dissatisfaction: thy name is the artist. For performers, whose art form has no separation between physical self and creative instrument, physical appearance can be a principal source of dissatisfaction. Diana’s feelings as an adult about her own appearance would hinge to some degree on society’s privileging least those whose features were, like hers, closer to the African end of the continuum.


As a girl, she watched “tall, beautiful women walking down the avenue” with impressive dogs in tow. She told her mother that “I needed—not wanted” her own impressive dog “so I could be a tall beautiful woman.” Her mother complied, yet even with her “own big, beautiful dog, I was still the same old Diana,” she recalled in 1971.


“I used to be ashamed of my legs,” she said in 1968. “I used to try to hide one behind the other, they were so skinny.” Subsequently she began thinking that her neck was too long, then that her neck was too short. “I was always looking for that one thing that would make me the most beautiful, talented actress in the world,” she said. She assured her parents that they would be illuminated in future reflected glory: “I’d often told my parents that when I became rich and famous, I would take them on a tour of Europe,” she wrote in 1970.


Diana turned their front porch in Elmsford into an amateur theater, despite her mother’s attempts to keep it orderly. She drafted neighborhood children to serve as either actors or audiences. Diana charged admission, “and she even managed to turn a profit,” Leary writes. Diana craved bourgeois validation as much as beauty and fame. Dreaming of assumed identities tempted the student to put on airs off stage. Perhaps inspired by the elevated diction and Anglophilic accents of performers like the British Gielgud and the Australian Anderson, she developed what she called “a new ‘misunderstanding’” about the fine line between acting and affectation.





“I was going to be such a great actress,” Diana recalled. “I changed my whole tone of voice. I mean, I was so overflowing with greatness that I said things such as ‘Charmed to meet you,’ ‘Indeed not!’ and ‘Rather!’—all with an uppity air. Fortunately, people who knew me just laughed and thought I was clowning.”


“They burned crosses on our lawn”: in Diana’s telling, after three years, racial enmity finally forced her family out of Westchester. They now moved back to the Bronx and resided at 1170 Tinton Avenue, a more congenial neighborhood. As passionate as Diana was about theater, she was also taking an interest in literature, law, and psychiatry as possible adult careers. “All involve a lot of talking,” the voluble, outspoken, articulate adult Diana pointed out in 1966. When it came time to consider high school, Diana’s sights were set on two of the city’s destination schools: the newly opened High School of Performing Arts and the High School of Music & Art, which had opened in 1936. Music and Art required that she submit 20 paintings as part of her entrance application. Performing Arts, by contrast, required only two monologues. Diana auditioned and was accepted to Performing Arts, then located on West 46th Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues in the Broadway theatre district.


“Then, my father sat down with me,” Diana recalled in 1965, “and we talked about what it meant, in terms of the career that I was choosing, what it meant in terms of being a Negro. . . what the pitfalls were, the chances were.” Her parents “wanted me to know that the job opportunities were very slim.” Diana was not deterred, instead mustering the laser-focused ambition needed to persuade: “I want to be the best actress that ever was,” she told her father.


“I wouldn’t be an actress if it wasn’t for Performing Arts,” Diana said in 1965, citing the opportunity it had given her to study her craft with professionals. “Thousands and thousands of dollars of training free.”





She showed her gratitude during the years of her fame. In June 1964, she was mistress of ceremonies on an hour-long television special which featured students from the drama, dance, and music divisions. A year later, she hosted a benefit for the School’s scholarship fund held at Broadway’s 46th Street Theatre. “As far as I know,” she said in 1970, Performing Arts was “the only high school in the country like it: in addition to your regular academic subjects, you’re schooled in acting, singing, voice and music. . . When I tried to duplicate it after graduation, classes from 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., I couldn’t afford it.”


The High School of Performing Arts “was an emotional cauldron,” recalled Michael Kahn, who was two years behind Diana. “Everybody—adolescence, either being gay or not gay and not knowing what to do about it.” Nevertheless, identity crises allowed time for social consciousness. The student body yearned for a more equitable socio-economic arrangement: “We went through all the phases of being Socialist,” Diana’s classmate Lolita San Miguel recalled, and agitating for the need for society to support the arts. Certainly, the city itself was not supplying needed resources and support. Resin needed to make dance studio floors less slick was not included on a requisition list. “My mother used to buy resin and send it to the school,” San Miguel said. Parents who could be generous often were. Sometimes there was a pianist playing for ballet class and sometimes there was not, because the Board of Education considered it redundant to hire two instructors for a single class. Kahn invited a representative from City Hall to speak, after which the students requested that he ask Mayor Vincent Impellitteri to allocate funds for renovations that the school needed. It had been a functioning public school since its construction in 1893, designed to serve what was then a primarily residential neighborhood.


Among the student body, “all the minority students were friends,” recalled Arthur Mitchell, Diana’s classmate, future star of New York City Ballet, and co-founder of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. Diana “had such energy and she was such a wonderful person,” he said. “She was game to try anything that would help her as an actress or as a human being.” In years to come, Mitchell would help Diana with the African dance she performed in A Raisin in the Sun. Diana was “lovely, very talented, very down to earth,” noted San Miguel, who was majoring in dance but got to know Diana in the academic classes they attended together.





In all likelihood, Performing Arts was the most sophisticated environment Diana had yet encountered. However, if she was intimidated, she did not show it. Diana was “very aggressive about everything and very outspoken about everything,” Mitchell said. She had no hesitation about speaking up in class, according to San Miguel. Students were not supposed to pursue extra-curricular entertainment employment, but Diana was willing to flout these regulations, as was Mitchell himself. Diana “danced, did floor shows at dinners, dances, parties,” said friend and classmate Dee Dixon. Diana accepted Mitchell’s offer to be his dance partner in an act he prepared for upscale private parties together with fellow students, among them Claude Thompson, who went on to a distinguished career as a dancer and choreographer. Additionally, a student from the drama division would perform recitations. “We made a real show,” Mitchell recalled.


Diana’s extra-curricular activities often caused her to arrive late for morning classes or skip them entirely. She was able to stay afloat academically thanks to sympathetic classmates willing to share their homework. When Diana was late, she certainly did not try to sneak in unnoticed. Instead, she “arrived” in every sense of the word. “She made her entrance, acknowledged her lateness, but stayed on point,” Dixon recalled. Sometimes she employed a theatrical diversion, devising a pantomime in which she was accompanied into the classroom by an invisible, yet thoroughly ill-behaved, dog. Class was disrupted, but her act won the teacher’s forgiveness.


Shirley Sands was “a pretty powerful lady,” according to the recollections of Diana’s friend Hattie Winston, who worked as her personal assistant in 1967. Shirley had raised a teenager who was equally independent. Conflicts were inevitable. Dixon described Shirley as “challenging. . . often confrontational” about what Diana was doing or not doing—such as household chores. Both of Diana’s parents sought reassurance that she was on the right track; they visited the school, she recalled in 1965, and “discussed my job opportunities with my teachers.”





Performing Arts “was like a home for many of us,” Diana told The New York Times in 1965. “We felt that we were loved: that people really cared about us.”


Sidney Lumet taught acting to senior students at Performing Arts, one of many professionals on the faculty. When Lumet left, Michael Howard took his place. Like Lumet, Howard was only a decade older than his students—young enough, perhaps, for them to enjoy relating to him as a peer, while old enough to become a surrogate father to Kahn: “When I ran away from home, I ran four blocks to his and his wife’s house for the evening,” Kahn recalled.


“I felt so close to her,” Howard recalled about Diana in 2016. She was “an intellectual person, a person with ideas, full of thought and energy, but she listened.” Diana’s brashness was combined with sensitivity. “She would have been good at a lot of things that had to do with caring about other people. She would have been a great therapist, would have been a wonderful teacher.” After she graduated, Howard opened his own acting studio where Diana continued to take class for many years.


Kahn said that Howard had a way of “giving the actor a way of getting out of their own way and removing the intellectualizing” when it could inhibit a performer. Certainly, Diana’s approach to acting and texts was cerebral. When Diana was assigned a role in school productions, she asked Dixon to step into the other parts and rehearse with her. To Diana, “Every part was important,” Dixon said. Diana would craft a biography for the characters; her investigation was extensive to the point of being “annoying.”





Diana herself was “aware of things,” Dixon said. “She read a lot. She was older than her years.” She was influenced by the words of a drama professor who “used to tell us that being an actress doesn’t mean you can walk away from life. On the contrary, he said that you have to be more involved in it because, as an actress, you’re seen and heard more.” Diana already understood the odds she faced in pursuing a professional career: “My teacher told me it would be rough for me to get roles.” But Diana believed she could beat the odds. In Diana’s mind, “Everything was going to open up for her,” Howard said.


At Performing Arts, Diana “was considered a star,” recalled Michael Kahn. “I thought she was the best person there.” Diana considered her first public performance to be an appearance in Jean Giraudoux’s The Madwoman of Chaillot at the National Thespian Convention, where regional schools sent outstanding students to perform together. Diana had already performed the mordant comedy in a Performing Arts student production—Kahn remembered seeing it—and yet Diana’s lifelong fear of being passed over was already manifesting itself. According to Diana, in her junior year she saw that fellow students were getting more commendations than she and were winning medals that she was not. Typically, she took action to redress her grievance, which may have resulted simply from her own internal anxieties. Diana recalled in 1964 how she and a group of schoolmates had formed “a hissing society.” In the school hallways, they would jeer, “Yah, yah, medal winner!” when a laureate approached.


Diana graduated from High School of Performing Arts in January 1953. The previous spring had marked her completion of the customary four years of a standard high school career. Diana’s extra-curricular activities may have taken their toll on her academic performance to the extent that her graduation was delayed. At graduation, however, Diana received all the validation she could have wished for.





Awards were announced at the ceremony, prompting her and her conspirators to once again hiss “like trained little snakes.” Then the principal, Dr. Franklin Keller, stepped forward: “And now I am privileged to award the medal voted by the faculty, that goes to the Best Actress. It has been won by Diana Sands.” She made her way out of the row with difficulty. Her friends “tripped me, heeled my ankles and pinched me, but finally I got to the stage and received the medal. I was overwhelmed.” When she returned to her seat, her classmates greeted her with their standard refrain: “Yah, Yah, yuh medal winner!” But they were smiling, and “some had proud tears in their eyes and I loved every wrecking-crew one of them.”







CHAPTER 2


Off-Broadway


[image: Image]


Diana with Donald Julian in A Land Beyond the River
(Photograph by Avery Willard, courtesy of Donald Julian)


“I wouldn’t wish what I had to go through on anybody,” Diana said in 1968, looking back on her apprentice years during a talk she gave in Buffalo, New York. She cited “obstacles encountered by Negroes on Broadway and in Hollywood,” as reported by The Buffalo News. The five years following Diana’s graduation from the High School of Performing Arts were active and productive, but racial bias as well as economic uncertainty were always present. She was no stranger to a situation where “you change your last dollar, toss a coin and decide who eats, me or the cat.”


Diana’s early ventures in specialty acts and popular entertainment seem like an inevitable prelude to her career-long immersion in almost every imaginable performance modality. Touring with a variety revue, the Charles A. Taylor Show, “I sang ‘Sentimental Journey’ and thought I was the cheese, for a year, all over the country.” She described her mother’s reaction to “Diana and Twan,” her “oriental dance team with bells and veils”: Shirley “came to see me and just shrugged and said, ‘Well, if that’s the thing you want to do. . .’” Twan, presumably a stage name, was in reality “a guy whose name I’ve forgotten,” Diana said in 1970. “It didn’t last long.” This was probably not what Shirley had expected when she and Rudolph bought Diana LPs of Gielgud and Anderson. But Diana would retain a willingness to try anything, along with a genuine enthusiasm for song and dance. Later in the 1950s, she also cut a 45-rpm single entitled “You Laughed,” with an ad-hoc group called the Decrescendos.





When it came to the live, “legitimate” spoken drama, “there was literally nothing,” she told The New York Times in 1964. “If you hoped to earn the most meager kind of living in the theater you had to be willing to make the rounds for work as an extra—walkon [sic] maids and such.” She had entered the profession with “all the illusions,” but quickly abandoned hopes for stardom in the commercial theater—“Just gave it up.” But Diana’s professional debut on the New York stage was certainly in something unusual: a program entitled The Loves and Hates of Will Shakespeare that was presented on three nights in August 1953 at the Caravan Hall on East 59th Street. It was the opening production of a start-up called the Caravan Repertory Theatre. Madrigals, Elizabethan ballads, and excerpts from the Bard were all showcased. The cast was interracial, and prominent in the sampler were African Americans Maxine Sullivan, who was a noted jazz singer, Frances Foster—perhaps best-remembered today for her late-career triumph as daffy Aunt Song in Spike Lee’s Crooklyn—and Richard Ward, who worked continuously for the next twenty-five years. Like so much of Diana’s early career, documentation of this production is sketchy, but her publicity biographies mentioned her performing Juliet in it.





Diana’s parents continued to be ambivalent about her choice of career. Although they were evidently movie buffs—they had, after all, named their first-born Joan Crawford—they only imperfectly understood their daughter’s tenacious pursuit of an acting career. They did make an effort to educate themselves about the entertainment world: “Both my parents took time to find out some of the things they didn’t know.” But what they found out may have unnerved them. Diana’s mother pushed her toward steady employment and the added stability of marriage, while her father advised her, “Give acting a try, but please quit while you’re still young enough to get married.”


“For years, it was, ‘Sorry, no coloured parts in this,” Diana recalled in 1965. Frustration could lead to inertia. After a year of making the rounds of producers’ and casting directors’ offices, “I found I just couldn’t make rounds any more,” she recalled in 1962. “I’d sleep until four in the afternoon to avoid it.” Sometimes frustration could lead to outbursts: “When I knew I had to have a job or fall backwards, I’d blow up.” That was a distinctly impolitic move and one she would struggle to contain throughout her career. When a White producer turned her down for a job “I knew I’d earned,” however, she responded by taunting him: “Gee, how’d you like it if your daughter couldn’t get a job because she was colored?”


Rudolph Sands “looked on acting as just another profession,” and ordained for Diana an application to her craft that would have been just as meaningful in his work as a carpenter. “If you’re going to have a skill, you’d just better be as good at it as you can,” he told her. But he applied to Diana’s ambitions a higher standard of aspiration beyond proficiency. “Well, Diana, do you want to be a real actress?” She said “yes,” and “poor as they were”—perhaps her only suggestion that her parents were poor rather than lower middle class—”my parents volunteered to support me if I were to go off-Broadway to act and learn my craft. . . I learned!”





On June 16, 1954, Diana opened in the role of Jenny Hill in Shaw’s Major Barbara at the Greenwich Mews Theatre on West 13th Street, beginning her association with one of the most important off-Broadway venues. At the Mews, African Americans were able to enjoy the fruits of colorblind casting—casting actors of color in roles unconstrained by the playwright’s original specifications. It began as the church’s Amateur Drama Society in 1948, going professional with the arrival of Stella Holt in 1952. Holt had been blind since young adulthood, thereby making skin color doubly irrelevant. Her sensibility existed in an audio dimension in which she picked actors by the quality of their voices. When Holt heard Diana’s voice, “she said Diana had great talent and would be a big star,” Shirley Sands recalled in 1979. “Diana told me that many times”—perhaps as a way to assuage her parents’ anxiety. By the time that Holt died in 1967, her production record of 38 shows was considered unequalled by any other producer off-Broadway. “She is blind, but one of the most seeing women I have ever known,” Diana said in 1967.


Lily Turner had been working as both producer and production manager at the Mews, while also serving as general manager of the Woodstock Playhouse in Woodstock, New York. In August, she was named “artistic co-ordinator” of the Mews. Turner also commanded respect. Michael Howard called her “a very important person, a really serious theater woman in the Off-Broadway movement.”


The productions were staged in the Village Presbyterian Church, an ecumenical institution that operated in conjunction with the Brotherhood Synagogue. Plays were put on in “a side building,” Joseph Kaye described in the Kansas City Star, “a former recreation hall that has been well fitted out as a theater, with an adequate stage and facilities.” The Mews also conducted acting classes and convened a workshop ensemble. It counted 100 participatory “members.” We imagine that Diana must have participated in everything and seen everything that she could.


Certainly, she was there for the opening night of Shaw’s The Philanderer in July 1955 when cast member Donald Julian was enveloped in an Edwardian wig which he discarded for the rest of the run. When Diana attended a party that he later threw, she chattered about the wig she had seen on an actor at the Mews, which so concealed him that she did not realize it was her host who had been wearing it. “We had a nice laugh” when he informed her, Julian recalled in 2025.





Major Barbara is an ironic look at the inevitable tension between philanthropy and plutocracy, particularly when the former must depend on the latter. Major Barbara, guardian angel of the local Salvation Army chapter in East End of London, is the daughter of munitions tycoon Andrew Undershaft, while Jenny Hill is her devoted lieutenant. At the Mews, Major Barbara was played by Karen Morley, who had starred in Hollywood during the 1930s and 1940s, but was now blacklisted. At forty-five, Morley would seem to have been too old for the part, but even in the close quarters of the Mews, this was apparently not an issue for the audience—certainly the critics approved.


Holt’s evidently wide circle of contacts included descendants of the great turn-of-the-20th century stage star Minnie Maddern Fiske, who had died in 1932. Her heirs donated to Major Barbara costumes that she had worn during her heyday, contemporary as it had been with the Edwardian setting and premiere of Shaw’s play.


The Greenwich Mews provided a welcome refuge from an outside entertainment world that was so frequently indifferent—if not downright hostile—to Black performers. A decade later, Diana described another aspiring Black actor at the Mews who had been a friend: “He couldn’t find any work, and it drove him crazy. He became a junkie. He stopped doing anything.” A Detroit native, he was “still around New York. . . drifting, incapable of doing anything now, now that the chances are opening up.”





Casting practices at the Mews prefigured the colorblind casting with which Diana would be identified during the 1960s. In his 1968 memoir/chronicle, Black Theatre: The Story of the American Negro in the Theatre, Loften Mitchell looked back at the controversy Holt’s policies aroused in the Black community. Were they an act of inclusion that opened up access to an as-yet inaccessible repertory? Or was casting against color, as it were, false integration that “was denying Negroes their identity?” The cons preferred that instead more plays by and about Black people should be pursued.


Diana recognized that the innovations at the Greenwich Mews fostered a novel and liberating wrinkle in the suspension of disbelief. She later recalled that “When a Negro walked on in what might be considered a ‘white’ part, it might have taken the audience three or four minutes to adjust, but then they accepted him.” Not all spectators, however. For example, it is interesting to read what the unsigned reviewer for the African American New York Age wrote about Grahame Brown, an actor regularly employed at the Mews. In Major Barbara, Brown took the role of Stephen Undershaft, Barbara’s strait-laced brother, who eventually joins her rebellion against the family’s tainted wealth. “As such he is of course required to be as English as the rest of the family,” the reviewer wrote. “In both manners and speech he succeeds remarkably well, but the matter of complexion is unfortunately every [sic] present.”


The 270-seat Mews charged no admission—this was true of any number of off-Broadway theaters at the time—but voluntary contributions averaged as much as $2 per patron. On this basis, runs could be sustained for several months, and such was the case with Major Barbara. “The laughs are pretty continuous,” Kaye wrote when he visited the play in August, “the poisoned arrows of Shaw’s wit sinking home and amusing while they hurt.”


The Mews attracted some of the most talented Black actors of the day, established stars like William Marshall as well as aspiring young artists like Ellen Holly. After graduating from Hunter College, Holly found herself with several professional options, but “the one place where I felt I would be comfortable was the Greenwich Mews,” she recalled in 2023. “I was aware that the whole race thing didn’t matter at all there. They were way ahead of their time in terms of everybody was treating everybody as if race was no consequence.”





At the Mews, all of dramatic literature was now available to Black performers. Holly, for one, was able to star in something as far afield as Chekhov’s one-act play, The Anniversary. Amid its egalitarian structure, Julian also remembered her working as part of the stage crew on one production. Julian himself had been engaged as both stage manager and cast member of The Philanderer.


Diana impressed Holly as “spectacularly talented,” she recalls in her 1998 memoir, One Life: The Autobiography of an African American Actress. “I was enormously fond of Diana,” she said. Later, they would act together on Broadway in Peter Feibleman’s Tiger, Tiger Burning Bright.


During the fall of 1954, in another of the audacious casting non sequiturs that marked the advancing pace of integration, Diana found herself the sole Black performer in a theatrical evocation of Russian Jewish folklore. The World of Sholom Aleichem consisted of three playlets taken from stories by Aleichem and his Yiddish contemporaries of the late nineteenth century. It had opened in May 1953 at the Barbizon Plaza Theatre in the Barbizon Plaza Hotel on Central Park South. Built in 1930, it was the first fully-equipped music and arts residential center in the country, containing artist’s studios, two concert auditoriums, performance halls, and exhibition salons.


The World of Sholom Aleichem was written by Arnold Perl, a radio script writer whose career had stalled due to the ongoing Communist witch hunt. Director Howard Da Silva (born Howard Silverblatt), already an actor in many Broadway plays and Hollywood films, was also now a victim of the blacklist. Da Silva chose Ruby Dee to play the Defending Angel in the second of three playlets, “Bontche Schweig.” Based on a short story by Russia’s I.L. Peretz, the playlet is a fantasy scene that takes place in heaven. Dee recited a litany of indignities endured by Job-like Everyman Bontche, a poor man who has died and humbly awaits his heavenly reward. Bontche was played by Jack Gilford, another blacklist victim.





Morris Carnovsky, who had starred in the Yiddish theater, on Broadway, and in Hollywood, but now, too, was blacklisted, played the Presiding Angel before whom Dee argued Bontche’s case. (Both Gilford and Carnovsky reprised their roles on television in 1959.) Da Silva himself took the role of Mendele the Bookseller, who introduces and links the three acts.


 The World of Sholom Aleichem was enthusiastically received by the critics. But a rave review by Loften Mitchell in The New York Age also sparked a dispute with the producers and creative team. Mitchell articulated a complaint commonly voiced among the Black theatrical community concerning Dee, who was also a friend of Mitchell’s: Why did all the other leads in the play enact multiple roles while Dee had only this one? Perl, who was co-producer with Da Silva, took umbrage. A back and forth ensued, and Perl enjoined Dee to write Mitchell, “wishing I had played up the ‘positive’ aspects of the show,” he writes in Black Theatre. “We had been friends for too many years for me to answer her letter.”


After three weeks off-Broadway, The World of Sholom Aleichem closed while the producers considered a transfer to Broadway. Eventually, Broadway was rejected, and Sholom Aleichem instead reopened at the Barbizon Plaza in September. When a second company opened in Chicago in February 1954, the Defending Angel was played by future Black playwright Alice Childress.


Obviously, Da Silva wanted this role to remain the province of a Black actress. Perhaps that enhanced a note of social criticism. In his production notes, Da Silva writes that the Defending Angel’s advocacy for Bontche is to be delivered with “wry, sad humor.” Implicit in her commentary is always “a condemnation of heaven for permitting an earth where Bontches are molded.”


The World of Sholom Aleichem closed on May 23, 1954, but on October 5, it reopened at the Barbizon Plaza for a three-week return engagement. Diana stepped into the role created by Dee. Doris Belack, also new to the cast, became Diana’s close friend. According to Belack, Da Silva insisted that Diana recreate Dee’s performance exactly—an unreasonable demand. Belack often consoled Diana when Da Silva discouraged and disparaged her. Belack was married to Philip Rose, then a record producer. Both Belack and Rose were significantly more impressed with Diana’s performance than was Da Silva—which would soon prove catalytic to Diana’s career.





A short tour followed, opening in Hartford, then proceeding to Philadelphia. Gilford’s role was now assumed by Russian born Jacob Ben-Ami, also a veteran of the Yiddish theater as well as international theater productions. He was “wonderfully touching,” declared the Hartford Courant. In the Philadelphia Inquirer, Henry T. Murdoch wrote that Ben-Ami, Diana, and Carnovsky “created impressive moments.” From there, they moved to Boston.


Not surprisingly, when Sholom Aleichem was subsequently filmed for television, the casting was homogenized into an all-White ensemble. Lee Grant now played the Defending Angel.


No career opportunity was beneath Diana’s notice, and she never seems to have felt that any genre was beyond her capacity. Her realistic appraisal of the employment possibilities reminded her that she needed to be ready and willing to try anything. On February 26, 1955, The New York Age published a photograph of Pearl Bailey flanked by high-kicking chorus girl aspirants, Bailey lifting her leg in close order with them. Together with Dolores Jayner and Oberta Martinez, Diana was one of the three young aspirants in the photo. Each had answered an audition call for an act that Bailey was taking to the Moulin Rouge Hotel in Las Vegas— which would open its doors that May as the first totally integrated hotel on the Strip. Unfortunately, the Moulin Rouge enjoyed only a brief, star-studded run before succumbing to financial mismanagement six months after its opening. Bailey made it to the hotel, but we do not know whether Diana accompanied her.


*





“Remember the name Diana Sands. There’s a budding dramatic star who is going to get a big break one of these days,” predicted an unsigned review for the Associated Negro Press syndication service in July 1955. It turned out that the spoken word was in no way necessary for Diana to shine; she was making her debut with The Pantomime Art Theater, founded in 1952 and directed by Lionel Shepherd. At the end of June, the company staged “its first big production” in one of the smaller spaces in Carnegie Hall. ANP described her as its “leading lady” who had been given starring parts in two “big productions” and supporting roles in four others. Musical entertainment was provided between the acts, in which no words were spoken, although a narrator would synopsize the action for some of the sketches. But in “an original” performed by Diana, “there is no need for narration,” ANP’s reporter attested.


Pantomime became a new string tied to Diana’s bow, one that she was eager to deploy. In October, she was featured in a “Musicocomedy” presented by Friends of the Greenwich Mews, billed as “an integration of song, dance, skits, pantomime, gags, readings, impressions and drama.” Diana first performed a solo pantomime turn entitled “The Waitress,” which was described in The New York Age as “a terrific pantomime story essayed by young Diana Sands.” Later in the evening, she was “a wonderful foil” to Kenneth Manigault in Alice Childress’s adaptation of Langston Hughes’ trenchantly comic Simple Speaks His Mind.


When Diana was a teen, the sight of Black people on television was rare enough that whenever her mother spotted a Black individual on the screen, she called her children to gather around and see for themselves. The Sands family owning a TV set in the early years of television would indicate that culture and entertainment were, in their view, worthy expenditures. But as Diana pursued a professional career, opportunities remained scarce. “When I tried getting into television at first,” she recalled in 1964, “I was told flatly that there were no Negro parts. I was told I couldn’t get a job as an extra. The barriers were up like rocks.”





Movies, however, offered her a consistent if intermittent stream of extra work during the 1950s. “I didn’t know anything about it, really,” she wrote in 1970, recalling how she had reported to a casting call for Robert Wise’s Executive Suite in 1954. She did know better than to show up dressed in her usual functional attire: jeans and desert boots, with a particular nod to her mother’s vocation and both parents’ allegiance to bourgeois propriety. Rudolph told her that no lady went out without a hat, and she duly wore one atop her utilitarian garb. But her assumption was that “being an extra was the same thing as being a movie star,” and she got “all prettied up” for an open casting call: “Had on my best dress, lots of makeup, etc.” Her mother went downtown with her, wearing a plain dress and no makeup. However, Shirley was pretty, had a theatrical flair, and proved she had dramatic possibilities as well. “As it turned out, I got the job, but so did my mother. Not only that, but she got a bigger part and made more money!”


“Are you going to be a famous actress now?” her father asked when she returned home. “Yes, but only if we leave Mamma home.”


In December 1955, Diana visited her father’s childhood home of Key West, Florida to film the credited, but hard to discern, role of a Bar Girl in Harold Young’s Caribe Gold, starring Ethel Waters. Waters sang in the local dive, but the main plotline concerned skullduggery on the high seas following the discovery of buried treasure. Caribe Gold also marked Cicely Tyson’s film debut, playing the wife of one of the crew on the shrimp boat where it all happens.





After she returned to New York, Diana took the small role of A Dancer in a multi-racial production of Jack Kirkland’s The Man with the Golden Arm, which opened at the Cherry Lane Theater, housed in a nineteenth-century brewery on Commerce Street in Greenwich Village. The show was adapted from Otto Preminger’s recent film of the same name and based on Nelson Algren’s novel about a drug-addicted musician. Opening on May 21, 1956, it ran for 73 performances.


Diana’s salary of $10-$25 a week off-Broadway enabled her to rent a room for herself on East 20th Street in Manhattan. But twice a week she went home to eat, and just as often Shirley would visit and stock Diana’s tiny refrigerator. Her hallway was dimly lit, and her mother insisted she use a flashlight to negotiate her way to her apartment door: “I would stomp my feet in that dark hall and make as much noise as I could while I shone the flashlight in front of me,” Diana recalled in 1963. “But it didn’t help my nervousness much, and I decided I’d better start getting successful so I could move as soon as possible.”


“I used to move across town depending on my reviews,” Diana later quipped to colleague Karen Grassle. She gravitated toward Chelsea on the West Side of Manhattan, where she eventually rented a comfortable apartment at 421 West 22nd Street with a balcony overlooking a garden.


*


“Give me an acting job and I forget everything else,” Diana said in 1965, recalling the way that gainful, steady employment almost enmeshed her in its coils. She had been working for a marketing research firm that was conducting a survey testing consumer reactions to a Westinghouse washing machine—“tumble in or tumble out.” Diana and her colleagues were instructed to make their survey cards legible for the IBM key punch operator. “I figured this IBM gal must be the big cheese,” so she borrowed money from her sister and enrolled in a training program that led to her being hired to work at Con Edison. She now was bringing home $60 a week. However, she had second thoughts about Con Edison when the Greenwich Mews offered her the role of a young schoolteacher balancing a suitor and an overbearing father in new play, A Land Beyond the River. “I was a perfect employee up to that point, then I faltered,” she said. Her supervisor added a month to the probation. “I said, ‘Not for this girl.’”


A Land Beyond the River was written by Loften Mitchell and concerned resistance to school segregation in the South. It was loosely based on the campaign begun by Reverend Joseph DeLaine in South Carolina against the “separate but equal” doctrine that was eventually struck down by the U.S. Supreme Court three years before the play opened. DeLaine had been forced to flee to the North; his congregation in South Carolina was now the target of economic reprisals. When Stella Holt expressed interest, Mitchell doubted that the Mews’ Council would give their assent, since he had written critically of the theater in the past. Quibbles from the Council did emerge, but they turned out to be no match for Holt.





The production was directed—“remarkably” Mitchell says—by Diana’s high school acting teacher, Michael Howard. The performance was multi-layered, Howard recalled, in part because it was an opportunity for him to learn something about the Black experience in America. “It was a play about a world that I knew very little about, but it was the people in the cast that acculturated me. I could say, ‘Why does he say that?’ and then I could say, ‘You don’t have to spell it out, but as long as that’s what you’re thinking about her, when you look at her, just let that be there.’”


In the play, Diana’s schoolteacher is being wooed by Ben, an attorney who has returned from the North after being all but driven out of his hometown for unionizing workers. Twenty-nine-year-old Donald Julian played Ben. As a teenager, Julian had joined Langston Hughes’ Skyloft Theatre, housed on the top floor of a community center in Chicago. Julian had eventually acquired extensive directing experience there, before moving to New York. As he recalled, Diana seemed like a total disciple of Howard. According to a profile of Diana that Sepia Magazine ran in July 1960, Howard had helped her financially, even encouraging her to take classes with teachers besides himself. Among those were Herbert Berghof, the German actor who had established a popular—and still extant—school in New York in 1945, and Helen Menken, Broadway star of the 1920s and 30s, who was now president of the American Theatre Wing. (Perhaps these were private lessons.)





As Julian recalled, Diana in rehearsal was using what might have been acting class methodologies to endlessly explore the script. It is not uncommon for young actors to approach rehearsals in that same spirit. Howard himself thought that the play needed strengthening and conducted improvisation sessions among the cast, resulting in new dialogue being incorporated that enhanced some of the actors’ roles. When Diana and Julian were asked to improvise, Diana apparently saw an opportunity: “Diana grabs my head and puts a death grip on me in this hug to her chest, and starts talking and talking,” improvising what he took to be her attempt at authoring a monologue that could be added to the script. He short circuited that by acting as if her bear hug was a choke hold and letting his arms droop as if he was expiring. The other actors present laughed. Howard called a halt to the session.


Diana’s exploration of the script never ended, and Julian found it gratuitous as she explained meanings and subtexts to what they were rehearsing. Ultimately, Howard was insisting that it was time to “freeze” the production, to set it the way it would be performed on opening night. Julian felt that Howard was too indulgent—“Diana was in control.” During one rehearsal, “I said, ‘I thought we were doing it the other way.’” When Diana told him not to worry about it, “I just left. I disappeared. I came back, but nothing was said, and everyone pretended it didn’t happen.


“The woman had a great talent and this role was too small for her. There are no small roles, I know, but she was determined to make this something that it just wasn’t.” But in the published script, the role of Laura—sans any monologue—is certainly not the lead, but is coherently developed, evolving over three acts. Initially, she is torn over her father‘s disapproval of her romance with Ben, but eventually makes an anguished but resolute determination to reject her father‘s domination.





By the time the play opened, Diana and Julian were not speaking, but found themselves sharing a large dressing room with a number of other actors who played couples in the play. On opening night, they were exchanging gifts and good wishes, while Diana sat putting on her make-up. Julian glanced over at her reflection in her dressing room mirror, as she shed a big tear out of one eye. “That got me, and I thought we had made up.”


Uptown critics came down to see the opening on March 28, which was also attended by Reverend DeLaine himself. The next day, Brooks Atkinson in The New York Times turned in something of a sociological bulletin, describing the “many Negroes in the audience last evening. To judge by their laughter, they knew Mr. Mitchell’s play intimately. They took particular pleasure in the cant and hypocrisies that Mr. Mitchell touches on, and also in the family quarrels.” In The New York Post, Frances Herridge. wrote that “The Mews should have another hit on its hands.”


Herridge called it “entertaining as well as enlightening,” while The New York Age assured its readers “There’s an evening of real entertainment awaiting you.” But implicit in that entertainment was a call to action that demanded a response. “The author, the actors and the theatre are counting on you,” the unidentified reviewer wrote, “and people like you all over this country to hear the message and, by your deeds as citizens, to give the story a happy ending.”


Atkinson’s review featured a photograph of Diana, Julian, and Ted Butler, who played her father. That did not sit well with some of their fellow actors, given that their roles were not the leads in the play. “I thought that was putting us together: two against the world,” Julian said. However, as the play embarked on its run, Diana reverted to the behavior that irritated him. “The stage manager spoke to her about it, and she still didn’t do anything about it. She’d get nice for a couple of performances, and she’d start again.” He now entered into their scenes with a spirit of provocation. “You want to do a new stuff? OK, darling, let’s go.





“Diana would start talking, and I would fall in love with something on the rug. I would look as if there was a bug or something on the rug. I mean, I’m trying to find out, in the middle of a scene, what is this thing I’m looking at? The audience had no idea what it was Diana was saying, that being my intention. I had to keep taming her.”


It was not a question of Diana not respecting proper stage protocol: “Diana was very serious,” Julian said. As the run progressed, during a full-cast scene in the third act, some of the cast members made a sport of trying to break him up onstage. But “obviously Diana was not involved,” he said. “She would never have done anything like that.” But the drive to continuously enhance and improve was an imperative she could heed to extremes. “Well, you don’t like to throw the word ‘genius’ around, but people have genius-like qualities about certain things, and they go a little deeper. So, when all is said and done, maybe Diana should have been a director.”


Both onstage and waiting in the wings were performers who would become storied. The program does not list understudies, but Julian recalled that Ivan Dixon, with whom Diana would soon be acting in A Raisin in the Sun, understudied Grahame Brown as Rev. Layne, obviously patterned on Rev. DeLaine. Isabel Sanford, who would become iconic across American households in the 1970s as a star of television’s The Jeffersons, also understudied, while no less a personage than Roscoe Lee Browne was Julian’s own understudy.


A Land Beyond the River closed on June 30. In September, The New York Age reported on another fledgling producing organization that had attracted Diana. The Harlem Workshop Studio, located at 29 West 125th Street, was an organization that was “now registering pupils for its eight weeks season.” It was “dedicated to the proposition that Harlem will support a legitimate theater.” On September 21, the Workshop was to premiere a one-act play, “South of Atlanta,” in which Diana would be featured alongside Ernestine McClendon, a powerhouse polymath who was an actress, activist, and talent agent. Where collegial talent was concerned, Diana had—starting with The Loves and Hates of Will Shakespeare—truly entered on the penthouse floor.





That was followed in October by a return engagement of A Land Beyond the River featuring most of the original cast, together with some replacements. According to Loften Mitchell, soon-to-be prominent actors as distinguished as Raymond St. Jacques, Lynn Hamilton, and Harold Scott were all involved. A recent graduate of Harvard University, Scott would be a lodestar for Diana’s personal and professional life. Julian, however, was not asked to repeat his portrayal of Ben, which he attributed to his refusal, alone among the cast, to help solicit funds for the Mews. According to him, the Mews directorate imparted to the cast an implicit demand for gratitude for its employment of the large, all-Black ensemble. The Mews needed money, and the actors were asked to solicit funds in after-curtain appeals. Many in the cast had no problem with that, boasting competitively about how much each had raised. Julian had not been asked to do anything like this during his prior Mews appearance, and he refused.


 On stage after the November 6 performance, Mitchell accepted the Negro Actors Guild Award, which commended his “forceful and outspoken treatment of the current integration issues.” A short tour followed, sponsored by the United Automobile Workers, which had taken an interest in the production.


A Land Beyond the River marked Diana’s last appearance at the Greenwich Mews. She felt so organically connected to it that she later described Alice Childress’s Trouble in Mind as a play that “we” had staged there in November 1955, even though she was not in the cast. “It was so ‘in,’” Diana said about this comedy of Black actors in rehearsal and the extent to which they will and will not accommodate the White establishment. “I mean every black person in the audience understood it and not one white person. And so people kept saying, ‘Well, why do it, because it’s not for the total audience.’” In 1967, Diana agreed to co-chair a memorial fund committee established by Holt’s life partner, Frances Drucker, in Holt’s name. An annual award was to be given to each season’s best off-Broadway play. Diana and co-chair Adrian Hall steered a glittering list of committee members.





In September 1958, Diana starred in an all-Black musical version of The Egg and I, spun off from the successful novel, the 1947 Hollywood film, and a long-running TV series. The musical had originally opened June 6 at the Little Theatre in the Harlem YMCA on West 135th Street—the first “Y” built for African Americans in New York City. The facility had an active theater program, and Martin Luther King, Jr. frequently spoke there.


MacDonald had died earlier in the year after giving her permission for this musical and racial spin on her story. Diana played the heroine, Betty MacDonald, whom Claudette Colbert originated in the film, named by the author after herself.


The Egg and I described the humorous exploits of a couple of city dwellers who decide to uproot themselves after the husband buys a chicken farm. A presentation of the Y’s Drama League, the project was organized by an outfit called the Harlem Ensemble. The Little Theatre was sold out for two weeks and attracted uptown visits by Elia Kazan and other major players in the Broadway community.


The Egg and I reopened September 10 at the Jan Haus Theatre on the Upper East Side. Music was by Frank Bent and lyrics by Wilfred Sales. “The show is dotted with good songs,” Charles McHarry wrote in the Daily News. “I noted a half dozen which are up to Broadway standards.” Cue called the show “simply heavenly,” while Brooks Atkinson in The New York Times considered it amateurish. The 35-member cast was “on the whole, a brilliant one,” Cue declared. It included Harold Scott, Isabel Sanford, and Clarence Williams III, who would impact American popular culture a decade later as the Black member of TV’s The Mod Squad. Cast member Clarice Taylor would also enjoy a thriving career.





Richard Watts, Jr. in the New York Post assessed Diana’s characterization as “attractively played,” while Cue called her “funny and right.” Diana received a citation from Off-Broadway Magazine as “actress-of-the-month,” but the show closed after 21 performances. By now, however, Diana had already put herself in the running for a much bigger prize.







CHAPTER 3


A Raisin in the Sun


The story of Diana’s breakthrough on Broadway in A Raisin in the Sun really began a decade earlier, when Philip Rose met Lorraine Hansberry while they were both employed at Camp Unity, a left-wing, racially mixed summer resort for adults in Wingdale, New York, 80 miles north of New York City. Born in 1921 on the Lower East Side to Russian Jewish parents, Rose grew up in a home that was opposed to segregation. The family moved to Washington, D.C. when the Depression hit. During his teens, while working as a bill collector, Rose began to recognize the challenges faced by Black Americans. He also began singing professionally, and eventually he would establish a profitable record label.


Founded in 1927, Camp Unity had a notable tradition of cultural programming. Its cultural director in 1949 was twenty-five-year-old Herschel Bernardi—the very same Herschel Bernardi who would later star on Broadway. He created an hour’s worth of after-dinner entertainment for the camp’s guests five nights each week, often a mixture of music and dramatic pieces. Rose had been hired as a featured singer. Hansberry was working as a waitress; her wait staff skills left something to be desired, but encountering her during a gathering at the camp, Rose took note of her “intellectual facility, her poise, and her intense emotional fervor,” he writes in his 2001 memoirs.


Throughout the summer, as their friendship evolved, Rose became aware that Hansberry “was brilliant, perceptive, incredibly articulate, well informed in the literature of theater, and certainly freely expressive of her very strong opinions.” He also took note of Hansberry’s deep concerns “about where this country was delinquent on civil rights.”


Born in 1930, Hansberry was raised on the South Side of Chicago in circumstances much more comfortable than those of the family that she would evoke in A Raisin in the Sun. Her father, Carl A. Hansberry, was a real estate broker who served as a U.S. marshal, ran for Congress, and was active in the NAACP and the National Urban League. From an early age, Hansberry was acutely aware of the problems faced by African Americans. Her family was immersed in Black politics, culture, and economics. In his book, Hansberry’s Drama: Commitment and Complexity, Stephen Carter describes the family living room as “a mecca of conviviality and discussion for makers and shakers, doers and dreamers from all walks of black life and of all shades of opinion.” There were “businessmen, bankers, community activists, aldermen, educators, visitors from Africa,” and the occasional celebrity, such “national figures as Langston Hughes, Walter White, Paul Robeson, Duke Ellington, Jesse Owens, and W. E. B. DuBois.”





In 1938, when Lorraine was eight, her father challenged Chicago’s restrictive real estate covenants—a legal means of effecting housing discrimination—by moving his family into an all-White neighborhood near the University of Chicago. The move put him and his family at risk.


A hostile White mob gathered in front of the house to shout and throw bricks, dispersing only when an armed bodyguard confronted them. Before the crowd was driven away, though, a concrete slab was hurled through a window, narrowly missing Lorraine. At night, her mother, Nannie Perry Hansberry, a former schoolteacher and Republican ward committee member, walked the house, gun in hand.
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