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Noticing the color purple

The Color Purple company members performing “Push da Button.”

Inside a big Festival production

on the stormy Tuesday afternoon of 
this year’s Thespian Festival, the atmo-
sphere inside the Lied Center was no 
less electric as Northwest School of the 
Arts, Troupe 5634, presented The Color 
Purple, the musical adapted by Marsha 
Norman, Brenda Russell, Allee Willis, 
and Stephen Bray from the novel by 
Alice Walker. 

Adding to the charged air was the 
fact that the Charlotte group was the 
first high school from North Carolina to 
appear on the Festival main stage since 
1980 and was only the second school in 
the nation to be granted permission by 
Theatrical Rights Worldwide to perform 
the show. 

Earlier that day—as thousands of 
Thespians spread across the UNL cam-
pus to their first auditions, workshops, 

and rehearsals—the cast, crew, and 
supporters of The Color Purple gath-
ered backstage at the Lied. After a 
general briefing from the theatre’s 
production director, the shop door 
slowly slid open. The group of some 
one hundred stood for a moment to 
take in the view before walking—
and running—onto the stage of the 
2,200-seat auditorium. (The largest 
Broadway house is just less than 
2,000.)

After a few moments, director Co-
rey Mitchell herded everyone together 
for a brief team huddle before send-
ing them off on their individual tasks. 
The company had only six hours to 
put together the sets, organize the 
props, prepare the costumes, focus 
the lights, check the sound, and re-

hearse any necessary revisions to the 
blocking—all in time for a 3:30 p.m. 
curtain.

In her program note, NWSA prin-
cipal Melody Sears wrote, “For me, 
this is a musical about love, about the 
power love wields when given free-
ly,” and Mitchell added, “This musical 
is as much about perseverance as it 
is about love.” Indeed, the Festival 
production was the end of a yearlong 
road for the teenage company, which 
began rehearsals last summer for their 
school’s fall production—and an even 
longer road for Mitchell. “I have lived 
and loved this story for over twenty-
five years. I know the book inside 
out, I know the movie inside out, and 
I know this musical inside out.” 

Mitchell’s opportunity to realize his 
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Above: Emani Sledge, M’Chaela Ed-
wards, and Shakayla Stewart as the 
Church Ladies in “All We’ve Got to 
Say.” Left: Lauren Pearson in “African 
Homeland.”

long-held goal began when the 
last leg of the second national 
tour of The Color Purple came 
through Charlotte in 2011. He 
took his producer, tech direc-
tor, and costume designer—
each of whom also fell in love 
with the story but were awed 
by the prospect of tackling 
such a large and expensive 
show. Mitchell remained un-
fazed, driven by the knowl-
edge that “we’d been doing 
really good work at my school for a 
long time, and I really wanted them 
to know how good they were.” He 
negotiated the rental of the sets and 
costumes from the Broadway tour and 
cultivated a growing list of interested 
donors. 

“Despite the behemoth task it 
seemed to be, the people who gave 
to us happily gave and gave and 
gave,” Mitchell said, beginning with a 
generous contribution from Wells Far-
go to cover the expense of taking the 
show on the road to Lincoln. “People 
were just happy to give because 
they were excited about what we 
were doing.” Other early supporters 
were Allyson Siegel of Tru-Pak Mov-
ing Systems, who not only donated 
transportation but also bought micro-
phones for the company, and Robin 
Grey and Joanne Hock of GreyHawk 
Films, who have spent the past fifteen 
months following the production for 
the forthcoming documentary Purple 
Dreams (www.greyhawkfilms.com/
tvandfilm.html).

Mitchell noted, “It was a labor of 
love, but it was a labor,” and the cast 
is quick to recognize his effort. Senior 
Danielle Hopkins, who played Shug 
Avery, said, “Mr. Mitchell took care 
of us. We got to enjoy the process 
without the stresses of how we were 
going to get there. We appreciate him 
for that. I know he has a lot more 
gray hairs now.”

The production originally ran for 
three performances last September, 

and the company reunited on June 
1 to begin rehearsal for a one-night 
encore performance at Ovens Audito-
rium in Charlotte, before packing up 
and sending the trucks on the twelve 
hundred-mile journey to Nebraska. 
Mitchell said, “I was really concerned, 
because I knew that if we had to 
teach everything all over again, it 
would be an arduous process, but 
from that first music rehearsal, they 
fell right back in the pocket. A part 

of that is their maturity, and a part of 
that is about them wanting to return 
to the material.”

Their maturity also showed in 
how well they handled the difficult 
themes in the show. Mitchell said, “It 
was funny that we hit on pretty much 
every hot-button issue that you could 
possibly hit for a high school show, 
but my philosophy is if you do it hon-
estly, if you handle it maturely, the 
audience will go with you and there 
is no controversy. One of the kindest 
things I’ve heard again and again is 
that, during the course of the show, 
people forgot they were teenagers, 
and that was the goal. To me, good is 
good, no matter what age you are. I 
feel lucky that I had this great group 
of kids, this great group of young 
artists. I’m just so proud of the work 
they did.”

Costuming the large company was 
one particularly challenging element 
of their work, and not only because 
they had more costume and wig piec-
es than did the Broadway show. Se-
nior Shelby Mills, the lead costumer, 
said, “From September to June, peo-
ple had grown, people had changed. 



Trying to fix all that in just a matter 
of days was a little scary, and at some 
points, it seemed like it wouldn’t 
happen, but everyone helped. It was 
such a group effort, and the cast was 
right there whenever the crew needed 
them.”

“Because the production was so 
big, we all had to find something 
other than being on stage to get the 
show running,” said senior Ariel 
Neema Blake, who played Squeak. “I 
learned how to do sound. Other peo-
ple got to do costuming or learn how 
to hang drops. It was a big process, 
and it was amazing to be exposed to 
different things.”

Hopkins added, “This show has 
taught me so much. I had to bury 
myself and become Shug, who was 
the leader of all that is love in the 
show. She teaches everyone how to 
love each other. It’s very hard to have 
that responsibility, but in finding that 
confidence, that soul of who she was, 
I can’t help but do that now in my 
own life.” 

Indeed, Blake agreed, “A lot of us 
went into the show process initially 
not really knowing each other, but 
after spending the last two weeks of 
our summer together—all day, every 
day—we were always together once 
school started. And our relationships 

are even better this second time 
around, our chemistry on stage is that 
much better.” 

Senior Roderick Pitts-Phifer, the 
lead “African Homeland” dancer, said, 
“We learned what Celie learned, how 
love is so strong and so powerful. 
The cast has been through so much 
together, and we all have grown so 
close, like a family.” He continued, 
“Knowing that I was a part of some-
thing way bigger than I ever would 
imagine, knowing that this show will 
go on in people’s minds for years 
and years, knowing that they will talk 
about it and that I was able to be a 
part of it, is something amazing.”

“As I go off on my own, I feel 
that I know what true love is, genu-
ine unconditional love,” Hopkins 
said, “because I was able to experi-
ence it through this show, and that’s 
something I’ll never be able to for-
get. I have a whole new confidence 
and a whole new self-esteem that I 
didn’t have before. The first time we 
did the show I went on that stage 
with so many insecurities, but now 
I know the person I want to be and 
that’s someone like Shug, someone 
who can give love and confidence 
to someone else. If there’s anything 
I do in life, that’s what I want to do, 
whether that’s on stage or off.”

The show has also solidified Mill-
er’s path. “I had costumed shows 
before, but I had never really con-
sidered doing it in college. Doing 
this show made my decision easier,” 
she said. “It strengthened my deci-
sion that this is what I want to do.” 
Next year, she and Blake both will 
be at the University of North Caro-
lina School of the Arts, continuing 
their paths in costuming and acting, 
respectively, while Pitts-Phifer will 
be pursuing his B.F.A. in dance at 
the University of the Arts in Phila-
delphia, and Hopkins will be at 
the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro to study sign language, 
in hope of becoming a stage inter-
preter. As for Mitchell, he’s already 
pursuing his next labor of love. “I 
have a scheme in mind,” he said. 
“I’ll be back next year with my kids, 
although I don’t plan to bring a 
show—but for two years from now, 
I have this idea.” 

As Shug Avery says, “I think it 
piss God off if anybody ever walk 
by the color purple in a field and 
not notice it,” but The Color Purple 
certainly got noticed at Thespian 
Festival 2013.  t

—Gregory Bossler
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