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TV show lures actress to area

By BARBARA MICHALS
Actréss Claudia McNeil recently
ted the invitation to spend a
week performing and teaching at
the Will.0-Way Repertory Theater
because she was curious to see

Bloomfield Hills first-hand.

Her interest in the ares
d from the ial
television documentary aired a few
years detailing the attitudes
and u.ﬂ:nlanl of a “typical sub-
urban family” living in Bloomfleld
Hills. During the show the father
remarked that his children had
never seen & black person in the

esh.

Claudia McNeil is a black ac-
tress who said she likes to go
“where angels fear to tread.” Al-
though she has very rarely experi-
enced racial bigotry in her many
years of performing throughout
the United States and abroad, she
explained that many of her friends
back home in New York were seri-
ously worried about what troubles
she might encounter in Bloomfield

Hilla.
“I think they expected me to ft
fynched or something,” she
laughed.

“PEOPLE ARE people,” Miss
McNeil said. “You can generally
find more good thingl about people
than bad. I wouldn't go as far as
Will Rogers and say I never met a
man I didn't like, but people are
genenlly too busy getting their

read and butter to worry about
the color of your skin. You can't
walk around with a chip on your
shoulder.”

She was a houseguest in the
Bloomfield Hills home of Will-O-
Way Theatre director Celia Merrill
Turner while she played here.

At Will-0-Way Misa McNeil re
created the role of the domineeri
mother in “A Ralsin in the Sun”
the part she originated on Broad-
way In 1959. She Fll)'ed Mama for
a year-and-a-half on Broadway,
ten-and-a-half months on national
tour, 10 weeks in summer stock,
and another three months during
the filming of the screen version.

Since then Miss McNeil has done
five other Broadway plays plus nu-
merous film and television roles
and has earned an Emmy award
and & Tony award nomination. But
her name still remains most
firmly associated with “A Raisin
in the Sun.”

The actress said she sometimes
resents being stercotyped as
Mama. However, today Miss Me-

Neil bears little resemblence to the good po

plump, matronly star of “A Raisin
in the Sun.” Minus the grey wig
and having recently shed 150 of her
300 ﬁ)un s, she now looks more
like Mama's daughter.

The weight loss came over a five-
year period and had to be achieved
“cold turkey” because of the ac-
tresa's dhgeten and high blood
pressure.

MISS McNEIL mentioned that
many years ago she was refu:
the part of the mother in the re-
make of the movie “Imitation of
Life” because the producer wished
to avoid the “fat black mammy”
stereotype.

Recently the now-slim Miss
McNeil was considered unsuitable
for leads in television's “Good
Dicae the g lamge ked hes

use she no 3
“black mama.” Sbe dismissed such
an ideal as utter silliness.

From 1942 unti] last Christmas
Miss McNeil deliberately stayed
away from further uctions of
“A Raisin in the Sun.” She ex.
plained, “So many people con-.
nected with the play h
away, | Elll( couldn’t touch it. I'ma
little bit sentimental. Also, you
can get a little bored with some-
thing no matter how much you

ove it.”

When she realized that a whole
new generation hadn't seen her in
“Raisin,” Miss McNeil decided it
was time to return to the play. To-
day she finds even more values and
levels of meaning in the play and
considers it will always be a clas-
sic. “I doubt I'll ever give it up
now,” she remarked.

A Raisin in the Sun" deals with
the dreams and family tensions of
a black family in a Chi tene-
ment. “It's a universal play; you
can identify with it. We all get up
with an alarm clock, eat our break-|
fast, worry about getting to work
on time.

“WE ALL KNOW the domi-
neering mother who won't let her
son grow up, the teenage h

munity theater can you do what
you really enjoy,” she said. *1 wish
more actors would be willing to
leave New York ant iment
with community theater.

SHE LAUDED plays like
“Hair” and “Jesus Christ Super-
star” for being mental
breaking down theater stereo-
g'pu. In contrast, she pointed to

‘roudwng:i,cumnt musical ver-
sion of “Raisin” as an example of
how professional theater would
usually rather play it safe by turn-
in{ a proven success into a musi-

al.

Although she began her career
as a singer in the 30, Miss McNeil,
was not seriously interested in
pll)‘inr Mama in the musical ver-
sion of “Raisin.” She had been led
to believe it would featuce rock
music, which turned out not to be
the case. Also she objected that

much of the drama’s content had
to be taken out to make room for
the musical num

you hit 50 y.ou forget the
money and do the things you want
to do,” she commented. "Once you

build the name, how much bigger
can your name get?™

Now when she comes home she
leaves her luggage in the middle of
the room for two days and goes
right to sleep to avoid getting

eranky.

“I'm only home two or three
months a year now, but four weeks
home and 1 want to go back to
work again,” she said.

Pasttimes include frequent re-
decorating and looking after 10
elderly ladies living in her apart-
ment complex. The actress says
she loves the elderly and loves
nursing people, but she cautions,
“T've not that sweet a nature. I just
have to be needed.”

Cold and hard to heat houses?
Tired of high fuel bills?
Drafts on thé floor?
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searching for her identity,” Miss
McNeil explained. "It's a visble
piece for today, when young people
are concerned with doing their
own thing.” ¢

Most parents have a way of
molding their children, Miss Mc-
Neil said. “Animals have more
sense. The mother cat raises her
kitten and then sends it out into
the world to do as it pleases.

“In my generation you did what
your parents said,” she com-
mented. Her own nts opposed
her going into the theater and
never forgave her, Her mother was
an Apache, she explained, and
Apaches don't allow their women
to put themselves on display.

For “Raisin,” Miss McNeil said
she portrayed Mama as a combina-
tion of her mother, her grand-
mother, and a Jewish woman who
raised her. “I see my mother when-
ever | put on that grey wig, even
:‘hpugh mother didn't have grey

air.”

MI88 McNEIL now spends a
rtion of her time working
with community theater and re-
pertory groups throughout the
country. “1 like young people and I
like working with novices. It's har-
der than working with profession-
als, but I like the challenge,” she
stated.

She explained that novice actors
benefit from the experience of
working with a professiona), and it
lends prestige to their job resumes.
She also enjoys teaching acting
and finds that “you always learn
from your pupils, 100.”

The actress regards movie and

television work as necessary evils
to supplement her income.
“Only on Broadway or in com-

Planetarium features star

Was the Christmas Star reallya
star? A comet? A meteorite? Just
what was in the heavens on the
night Jeaus was born?

“The Christmas Star” — explor-
ing all possibilities — is the De-
cember topic at Cranbrook Insti-
tute of Science planetarium, 500
Lone Pine Road.

Special holiday shows will be at
2 and 3 p.m. Dec. 26, 29 and 80. In
addition, regular  planetarium
demonstrations are at 4 p.m. on
Wednesdays, 2, 3, 4 and 7:30 g.m,
Saturdays and 2, 3and 4 p.m. Sun-
days. Planetarium is free with mu-
seum admission — $2 for adults
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who hos everything . . . buy her 0 custom home for Christmen!

Call or 3909 by 10 308 the heme of the menth.
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- ALLSTATE HOMES
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and $1 for students and senior
citizens.

Visitors to the planetarium will
sce the sky as it apj duri;
Christmas 1975 and as it probably
appeared in the year Jesus was
born, about 6 or 7 B.C., according
to the stars,

Guests can also view the Insti-
tute’s extensive collections, includ-
ing geologica displays, scientific
experiment areas and a current ex-
hibition, “A Sense of Pride: North
American Indian Art Yesterday
and Today.” Books and gift items
are sold in the giftshop.
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