Henry L. Howard

886 Hilgard Avenue, Apt. 101

L.A., CA 90024

(310) 443-1451 (home)

(310) 490-4140 (cell)

 hhoward@pcmagic.net
TO: The Amazing, Courageous, Unforgettable SHOSHONE TRIBE


AND

       The entire production team of the 40th Anniversary Tour/L.A. MET Theater


So, all you incredible people!  After three months of the most heart-stirring and inspirational revival of HAIR I have ever been privileged to see, this 40th anniversary production is now part of theatrical history—and went out not with the proverbial whimper, but with a BANG louder than any of the guns in the two wars that have framed its ongoing miracle. I saw this particular incarnation six times—and when I came for the fourth time, I was a little worried that the Tribe might think I was one of those crazy fans we all read about too often these days. I had stayed away for a while so others could experience the magic of HAIR, and maybe I was also a little afraid of wearing out my welcome. Instead, the moment you guys saw me again, I was given nothing but a warm and spontaneous reception that melted all my silly concerns away. I realized then that this exceptional TRIBE truly is what it seemed to be: a kind of mobile sanctuary space I could plug into, anywhere, anytime I needed it. No one treated me like I was weird or bothersome, coming so many times, and always deliberately sitting where I could be noticed and invited to be part of the action (half the fun of this show!). I was treated as if the Tribe simply felt that whatever my individual needs were that kept me coming back so much were my business, and everyone seemed genuinely happy that those needs were being satisfied. And that’s really what HAIR is about, isn’t it? That’s the special magic that has kept it alive for 40 years, and will guarantee its survival for at least 40 more: it’s about so much more than the beautiful politics of the play, which are emotionally just as relevant today as four decades ago; it’s really about total acceptance of whoever and whatever you are. You can never be too strange or too old or too young, or too tall or short, or heavy or thin or too much or little of anything to be accepted and loved by the Tribe. HAIR is a fantasy for everyone who got knocked around or left out of all the “in” cliques in school or even college, feels shy or lonely, and more or less bummed out on groups, and sometimes just plain forgotten. When Sheila sings so poignantly in EASY TO BE HARD, “What about a needing friend? I need a friend!” It’s a song like an arrow straight to the heart, because there isn’t one person who hasn’t felt that way heaven knows how many times in his or her life. There’s a lot of meaning to the fact that she’s alone on stage by the time she sings that stanza, the tribe having withdrawn out of shame and sorrow for her, and maybe because they see also themselves in the lack of compassion she is lamenting.


So what do all my musings mean for your lives?  I would like this letter to be not only a tribute to all of you, but a reference you can use for future auditions and projects. Should you wish to employ it as a letter of recommendation, I am available for contact by any casting person or production staff. My address, phone # and e-mail address are at your full disposal and discretion, and I shall not hesitate to speak passionately about every one of you. I will also put out to you that I hope some of you will keep in touch for personal reasons as well; after coming so many times and chatting with many of you after each show, coming to some of the incredible benefit performances you gave, and even seeing some of you perform in public out of the theater venue, I can’t help simply wanting to be friends. That’s the way you make your audience feel—like we’re family, like if we want to feel part of the Tribe itself, that’s the way you’ll treat us. HAIR breaks all boundaries of separation between the cast and audience, as well as among the tribe members themselves. The SHOSHONE Tribe, honestly, had a chemistry that I’ve felt in no other production, even the astonishing Candlefish Theater version (which I talked about too much the first few times I came to THIS one, and if I offended anyone privately by sounding like I was making a preferential comparison, I apologize; the Candlefish production was extraordinary, because it was dark, risky and broke a lot of boundaries—but it was just different, not superior. This one, which stayed close to the original, was so moving, involving and uplifting that I felt as though I had a PERMANENT SMILE on my face after the first time!). You all genuinely loved each other, and you gave off that energy so openly within the space of the theater, you made everyone who witnessed it want to share in it. That’s part of the HAIR phenomenon.


Since I mean for this letter to be useful to you as well as pleasant to read, I cannot avoid sharing a few highlights for me. I wish with all my heart I could write a full page about each of you, but then this letter would be 50 pages long instead of a few. So consider my particular examples as meant to speak to, and stand for, the entire Tribe and production team—because that’s what HAIR is: it’s a team effort, the most brilliant ensemble piece ever created, and its success is dependent on every single member of the cast, whether one of the leads or simply as a supportive member of the Tribe. So here goes a few of the moments that made an indelible impression on me:

JAMES BARRY (CLAUDE)—You were the best Claude ever!  More than any other I’ve seen, you brought out all of Claude’s hidden sense of conflict beneath his false bravado, and the almost crushing guilt he feels during his acid trip, when he is brought face to face with the ramifications of his actions—throughout the span of human history, and in his own immediate future that he will have to take responsibility for. Claude is every young soldier who has joined the army hoping to acquire discipline and a sense of direction and purpose in his life, only to discover that he is viewed by his superiors as “expendable” cannon fodder with no other purpose than to kill whoever he is told to, until he too falls as inevitably as the setting sun. Our identification with him is total, and his inevitable death could be that of our friend, our brother, our father.


LEE FERRIS (BERGER)—Your Berger was equally unforgettable. You played him as the tremendously complex person he really is: a lovable rogue, a cynic (in the classic sense, a mocker of social stereotypes and traditions, a constant challenger of prevailing views), a passionately anti-war character, yet someone with a surprising dark side and explosive temper (rarely explored in most productions). You had the courage not to hold back that facet of Berger; you weren’t afraid to show that he could be inconsiderate, even cruel (without meaning to be) and it makes him all the more compellingly human.  I thought it was a fascinating reading of the scene in which everyone hugs Claude goodbye, EXCEPT you—you, who have been so close to him in the Tribe, yet part of you can’t forgive him for caving in and going to Vietnam.


JOHANNA UNGER (SHEILA)—If tears could be on paper, they would be here. I think I will miss you most of all. Your rendition of “Easy to be Hard” is like no other I’ve heard, an achingly poignant plea to remember that not only the noticeable bleeding among us suffer and need a friend, but also the ordinary, and frequently invisible, hurting among us that we all too often relegate to the shadows—perhaps because they remind us too much of ourselves. Of all the songs in HAIR, “Hard” is the one that speaks the most universal truth, and you sang it—how did one reviewer put it?—“from the marrow.” You also played Sheila differently than any other actress I’ve seen, with a special warmth, sensitivity, and gentleness that highlighted her serious side, even though she could kick up her heels with the best of the Tribe. Additionally, you had the courage to be real about the emotions your part demanded; each time you did the fight scene with Berger, you never tried to totally distance yourself from it; you let yourself go out there, night after night, and be emotionally vulnerable to Berger’s cruelty, to better convey to the audience the full meaning of  “Easy to be Hard.” I don’t think I could ever have done that. You played her in such a way that, if Sheila had been a real person in that time and place, she could have motivated everyone else to join her on the protest lines simply by virtue of her sweetness. In many ways, she was real, because she seemed so much like a reflection of your own personality and values.  


SARA MANN (RUBY SONGBIRD/SHEILA UNDERSTUDY)—It would be impossible to talk about Sheila without mentioning your special contribution, Sara.  I got to see you only once as Sheila, but you were just as unforgettable as Johanna. Even more extraordinary were the circumstances; when you were called upon to take the role on October 12, with absolutely minimal rehearsal time, you stepped up to the plate with that special kind of confidence I envy, and gave a performance that still rings in my ears—and soul. YOUR voice is a naturally powerful instrument, held in perfect restraint by your years of training, performing, songwriting and recording. The result is that it has the emotional impact of a sledgehammer. Even when you were simply a member of the Tribe, you had certain qualities that made you stand out.  I also got to watch you in a public venue, with an enormous audience that probably would have scared me to death; yet you did a virtual solo of  “The Flesh Failures” that had several thousand people completely spellbound. They were so quiet, you could have heard the proverbial pin drop. Now that’s power, and speaks volumes about your ability. You played Shelia more as the fiery activist, and it worked just as well as Johanna’s softer approach. If YOUR Sheila had been alive and real in 1967, she could have had the Tribe falling all over itself to join her at the rallies, just by virtue of your high-octane, inspirational approach--like one of those motivational teachers!


DAWN WORRALL (JEANIE)—Thanks so much for helping me see, through your electrifying interpretation, how complex, deep, and intelligent a character Jeanie is. I used to miss so much about her, seeing her as fun, witty and adorable, but basically superficial, someone played more for comic relief and the hippie side of the Tribe. But you brought out all of the sharp commentary and human truths behind her lightheartedness. She may have been lighthearted, but most definitely not light-headed. Jeanie was, really, the other half of Sheila. While Sheila was the activist side of the Tribe, Jeanie represented not only the hippie side but the love-based side. She was the epitome of acceptance, tolerance, and unconditional love; she didn’t care who the father of her unborn baby was, only that the child was the result of the most nurturing act two people can do with, and for, each other. She was the embodiment of the Earth Goddess, someone who cherished the environment, the mystical, the universal. Yet she was just as politically aware as Sheila and Berger, and you brought out that side of her with a poignancy that made her come to life as someone any of us would be lucky to know. 


TRANCE THOMPSON (HUD)—You did a fabulous job, both as a singer and actor, making the most of a tragically underwritten part. I especially liked the way you did “Colored Spade” more from a humorous perspective than an angry one.  The words you were skewering in the song make me angry, no matter how many times I hear them. But you used gentle wit and a kind of playful mockery to show up the stupidity of racism, thereby reducing its hurtful impact even while highlighting its eternal cruelty.

And to everyone else in the Tribe, thank you from the bottom of my heart for performances from each of you that enriched and delighted me: thanks to RACHEL ANDERSON (KRISHNA) for the beautiful love-energy; thanks to JOANNA ANDERSON (CRISSY), for helping me see “Frank Mills” as a really sweet song, rather than a silly-sweet one; thanks to BENJAMIN RICCI (WOOF), for the wonderful way you said the line, “I love you…and you…and you…and all of you!” You said it like you really meant it. Thanks to ZOE HALL and CLIFFORD BANAGALE for their amazing “What a Piece of Work is Man;” thanks to CIRCE LINK (CIRCE/DEATH), for your remarkable, ballet-like performance, which reminds us that death moves gracefully among us all, thankfully unseen until the end, but inescapable—taking the young, the beautiful, and the innocent as well as the killers and destroyers of the innocent. Your costume and movements reminded me of the Death figure in the unforgettable Brazilian movie, “Black Orpheus.” And all the gratitude I can offer to Rebecca Kujawsky, Neil Lewis, Ian Madeira, Erin Rettino, Kevin Pierce, Stephen Nolly, Gaby Moreno, Felicia Walker, Nataly Wright, Bianca Ferrari Caruso, Sara Schweppe (as September—now I know why I love that month!); Jordan Segal, Annette Moore (a marvelous Sheila in the Coast Playhouse production); Tim Brown (a great guy, who needs to be on-screen as a leading man!), and special admiration to Suzanne Nichols (Hyacinth; Abe Lincoln)—your interpretation of  “Aby Baby” courageously brought out all of the latent anger and sarcasm inherent in that song (something some productions side-step), and exploded the “myth” of Abe Lincoln in a way the history books will never dare to: that no white man ever “ended” slavery, Jim Crow, segregation, voting rights denial, apartheid or any other form of oppression with the stroke of a pen; those atrocities were ended through authentic, indigenous resistance movements by people of all colors, who understood that their own liberation was bound up in everyone’s shared struggle for self-determination. To each and every one of you: thank you from the bottom of my heart, for a priceless gift this fall. 

THE 1967-2007 PRODUCTION TEAM

Thanks to everyone for making this such a special production; it truly reflects the love, time and effort you each put into it. Thanks to the “HAIR Originals,” Michael Butler, Gerome Ragni, James Rado and Galt McDermott, for the timeless songs, wonderful story, and a vision of humanity they have never given up on; with each new performance of HAIR, they keep alive the belief in what’s still possible—a society based on unconditional love, acceptance, tolerance, and respect for all living things. Thanks to Paul Koslo for co-founding the Met Theater, and for his passionate commitment to the whole L.A. Theater community. Without him, there would have been no HAIR or so many other great shows at the MET. Paul, you show what’s possible through your kind of love for the medium of the stage; you were one of the original Bergers of HAIR, and your ongoing devotion to this magical show was evident in the special quality of this production. Michael, you are one-of-a-kind: under your tender hands, HAIR remains as subversive (for all the right reasons) and daring as it was 40 years ago. It is a show that still, and universally, speaks Truth to Power, and speaks in the poetry and language of the heart. Every time the Tribe and audience alike link arms and chant, “Let the Sun Shine,” it really does, and somewhere on earth at that very moment, the new sun is rising. When war is finally over, this song will still have the same relevance it did during Vietnam, Iraq, and everywhere else that darkness temporarily prevails.

THE TEAM OF THE 40TH ANNIVERSARY L.A. MET THEATER PRODUCTION


Astonishing job by Lena Garcia (a set that made me feel like I was truly back in New York, circa 1967!); the fabulous lighting (S&W Lighting); Michael Anderson (Scenic Design); Dawn Worrall and Rachel Krishna Anderson (costumes—wonderfully authentic!); Jeffrey Hanen (Stage Manager); Meghan Kennedy (Assistant Stage Manager); Jason Dickamore (Sound Engineer); Rachel Krishna Anderson (Vocal Captain—no wonder the singing was so extraordinary!); Trance Thompson (Dance Captain; can you teach me?); Christian Meoli (Marketing Director); Philip Sokoloff (Publicist); Racquel Knight and Mira Prystay (Publicity; you couldn’t have done a better job, considering it was sold out every night!); David Markland (Postcard and unique program); Circe Link (Graphic Design and Photography; multi-talented, aren’t you?); Sarah Colome (Marketing Intern); Claire Dunlap and Michael Sartain (Associate Producers). And a special thank-you and tribute to Loyd Reese, Technical Director, for your skilled and tender artistry in bringing this incarnation of HAIR to life, and for the witty and loving intros to the show every night.

THE BAND


CHRISTIAN NESMITH (MUSICAL DIRECTOR), CHRISTOPHER ALLIS (DRUMS), (JOHN CLASSICK—BASS), MICHAEL SHERWOOD (KEYS)—Inspiring, all of you!  You guys are great, spirited, fun-loving, talented artists, who clearly loved HAIR, and made magical harmony together in bringing this unforgettable score to life. And you did; listening to you play made the music seem to reach out and touch the audience’s soul. The music of HAIR is as heart-stirring and REAL today as it was 40 years ago; it never seems dated, because so many of the songs are about issues that are about EVERYONE, and will affect us forever, both on a political AND a personal level.


PERSONAL TO MIKE SHERWOOD—Whatever band you play for is very lucky; with you on keyboard, they would never have actual need of a drummer. Your skillful hands sail over the keys, and make them throb like soulful thunder. I can’t wait to hear you play live in another venue (as well as, hopefully, another production of HAIR!).

SPECIAL TO BO CROWELL—DIRECTOR

Bo, may you forever be regarded as a legend in this business. You are a very special artist, a rebel and innovator, never content to rest on the laurels of a successful performance. Instead, you are always willing to take risks and develop HAIR in new ways that continue to amaze and delight.  For example, your inclusion, towards the end of this run of HAIR unfortunately, of Claude’s beating heart after his death was absolutely shattering. It was also chilling, I might add, because it forced us to keep contemplating the human loss with each slowing beat. In the Candlefish production, you ended with Sheila gaily tripping down the road, and literally tripping over Claude’s gravestone—and falling apart with grief in the process. In the MET version, you tried something a little more subtle—and equally devastating. Everyone did the “Flesh Failures,” then began “Let the Sun Shine In” with a kind of plaintive whisper of shock and increasing anguish as they turned to see Claude’s corpse hidden beneath an American flag. It was heartbreaking to see how, as each member in turn bid Claude goodbye, the other Tribe members just held each other in their arms in a primal grip of comfort. The pain both the audience and Tribe felt was palpable, as each Tribe member said farewell to Claude in his or her own way; because they had come to love James Barry by that point, after so many rehearsals and performances together, that was usually the moment each evening when at least a few Tribe members cried for real, clearly without being instructed to. Yet slowly, inexorably, the grief-stricken chanting of “Let the Sun Shine” turns from whispered irony to celebratory shout, a recognition of the survival of the human spirit and the triumph of love over war and hate. The emotional intensity of that scene, and the one right before it, when you froze the protesters in a kind of living tableau each time Claude tried to reach out to them but couldn’t because he was dead, was almost unbearable. The Tribe played the second induction center protest beautifully; each time that they froze—twice, in that scene—you elicited from them a human photograph of every emotion experienced by demonstrators of that unforgivable war: pleading, anger, shock, grief, resignation, hope, and most of all, bone-deep sadness. They are caught in their most vulnerable moment, stripped of their masks, yet no one can hear them—not Claude, and certainly not the army induction center, which goes on recruiting and killing in an endless cycle.  The protest scenes in HAIR always resonate with me, because that was the very beginning of my own activism: my very first demonstration, with my dad, in January, 1970, when I was 12—in front of the New York Times Square Army Induction Center, holding a simple cardboard sign saying, “The War is Not Over.”

Another scene you handled in a unique way was Claude’s acid trip, which started humorously and grew progressively darker until it was downright scary. The strobe lights made the whole scene really scary, which was the point. You did a brilliant job of directing Jim Barry, helping him to emphasize all the subliminal fear and guilt underlying his decision to go to ‘Nam no matter how hard the Tribe begged him, and no matter what his own conscience told him.  He was so clearly likeable a human being, the way you directed him, that his ultimate decision was something to be completely mourned over, not condemned. 

Even the nude scene was done brilliantly, in keeping with the approach you tried in the Candlefish production—that of having the cast disrobe casually and naturally in front of the audience, in full light, rather than in the dark under a canvas sheet. It is as daring a scene today as it was 40 years ago, but for an entirely different reason: everyone today is saying, “Here I am! Fat, thin, short, tall, big or small—you may or may not like what you see, but don’t you dare reject me for my appearance! The beauty of life, you can longer hide or be ashamed of; our eyes are open, our eyes are open—wide!”  And that’s the miracle of HAIR, isn’t it, Bo: how dare they try to end this beauty?? Our eyes will never be closed again. May you continue to also open our ears and our hearts with all your new endeavors as unforgettably as you did with HAIR. I have never seen a director elicit such real emotions from his cast. The fact that they cried genuinely, out of love for each other and the message of this special show, rather than because you told them to in any given scene, is a testament to how much they trusted you. That was probably especially true with the way Lee Ferris played Berger, being unafraid to bring out his dark side. That he and Johanna were able to trust each other enough to be physically rough during their fight that precedes “Easy to be Hard” is a tribute to the atmosphere of safety and mutual caring you must have spent long hours nurturing with the Tribe. It must have been hard for them, but it worked because the scene is so crucial: it is the first of several shocks delivered to the audience, which sets them up emotionally for the impact of Claude’s death. You are a beautiful person yourself, Bo; it shows in the kind of tender loving care you brought to every aspect of this production.  Incidentally, for any future versions of HAIR you may do, please use again the full lyrics of “Easy to Be Hard.” This was the first time I have ever heard the missing lines, and they add a depth that brings the full pain of that song to bear (not to mention the way Johanna performed it; please recast her one day as Sheila…).

Take care, congratulations a million times over, and please let me know about your next project, whatever it is. Bless you for what you brought Los Angeles last year. Until the day we die, LET THE SUN SHINE IN, indeed.

With love and gratitude to everyone involved in the 40th anniversary production,

Your friend and (honorary) Tribe member, Henry Howard
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