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P
laywright Vernon A. Williams is
premiering a play in Gary that
is fueled with the female per-
spective.
“A Woman’s Place,” which hits

the Glen Theater on Saturday, has an all-
woman cast.
“It follows the lives of five very differ-

ent women — very different personali-
ties, very different ambitions and very
different viewpoints on how they
approach the things that they confront in
life,” said Williams, a 1969 graduate of
Roosevelt High School in Gary.
The young women in the play meet as

students at Indiana University. “They
form this friendship,” Williams added.
“It’s really a story of how enduring those
friendships are that we establish early in
our lives, particularly at the university
level.”

Now living in downstate Fishers,
Williams zeroed in on a key point of his
production: “There’s not a single way to
go about approaching the road to success
for a woman, as there isn’t for a man.”
As a male writing dialogue for female

characters, Williams drew on life experi-
ences. “Over time, I developed a lot of
female friendships,” the playwright said.
During the course of crafting a work

such as “AWoman’s Place,” feedback
plays an important role. “I haven’t done it
in a void; I’ve had very meaningful input
from females,” Williams, 59, said.
Playing the role of Sasha in “A

Woman’s Place” is Gary native Alaina
Williams, who is not related to the play-
wright.
However, Alaina’s parents went to IU

Bloomington with the scribe.
After studying at the same campus,

Alaina has evolved into an accomplished
vocalist who landed a lead role in “A
Woman’s Place,” which is described as a

gospel play in which the five characters
share spiritual evolution.
“There is a very good message in there

about bonding, humility, sacrifice,
patience, change,” said Alaina, a 1999
graduate of the Emerson School for Visu-
al and Performing Arts in Gary.
Now 28 and living in Indianapolis,

Alaina has meshed acting talents with a
vocal prowess that has been seen on tele-
vision: She did well on “Showtime at the
Apollo” — the famous showcase for ama-
teurs that added to the historic stature of
the Apollo Theater in the Harlem section
of New York City.
In “AWoman’s Place,” Alaina’s charac-

ter has veered from her church roots to
seek a career as a secular recording
artist.
The play is being presented in Gary by

the theater arm of Word of Mouth Inc.,
which is based in Indianapolis.
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D
ionne Ran-
dolph
enjoys gor-
geous sun-
sets,
graceful
gazelles,

and breathtaking musi-
cal rhythms every night
he performs in "The Lion
King." A more daring,
story-based show with
new Elton John/Tim
Rice tunes and more
authentic sets, Disney
presents "The Lion
King" Sept. 29 through
Nov. 27 at Chicago's
Cadillac Palace Theatre.
Julie Taymor, the

director, has infused the
production with her
vision "The Lion King" is
a heart-felt, rhythm-
based, visually stunning
story of a lion cub's
quest to survive loss and
take hold of his courage.
After seven years,

Randolph still feels ener-
gized portraying Mufasa,
Simba's kind and coura-
geous father. Simba's
survival relies heavily
upon the lessons his
father taught him.
"My character is the

most regal character I
have ever played," said
the 37-year-old actor,
who lives in Orlando, Fla.
"As a young man out in
the world, I am rarely
regal. I don't go into the
Wal-Mart and say, 'I am
regal.' That's the beauty
of being an actor; you get
to be someone else."
In "The Lion King,"

Randolph emulates a
proud lion warrior. Dur-
ing the show, he pounces,
leaps, and walks low to
the ground. He works
out in a gym to stay fit,
and he wears a corset to
elongate his body. The
choreography is Balinese
because these graceful
movements most closely
resemble a lion's.
"You don't want to

look like a human being
trying to be a cat," Ran-
dolph expressed. "I try
not to let the movements
become second nature. I
try to relive every
moment every time on
stage. Part of the train-
ing of Mufasa is he is
always in the moment. I
know if Mufasa gets
mad, he moves a certain
way. That's why we re-
touch the movements
from time to time."
Randolph has per-

formed in many musi-
cals, but this show fea-
tures animals, exotic
lighting effects, and
rugged terrains such as
jungles, canyons, and
savannahs. Julie Taymor,
who loves cultures and
visual elements, recre-
ates the feeling of Africa
in every scene. The
director created the
authentic African masks
for the characters.
"You can't design a

set exactly like the
movie, or it would look
too much like a cartoon,"
Randolph said. "The set
is actually a visual work

of art. A lot of it has to
do with enhanced
African moments. All of
the costumes mean
something. The show has
that African heartbeat.
You feel the emotion of
the sunrise."
Taymor is also direct-

ing a stage production of
"Spiderman" with the
music of Bono. She trav-
eled to Florence, Italy, to
direct the opera, "The
Magic Flute." She rein-
vented the hits of the
Beatles in the ground-
breaking film, "Across
the Universe." She pre-
sented an artist's tragic
tale in "Frida."
"Julie is a great direc-

tor and has some out-of-
the-ordinary ideas that
haven't been tried," Ran-
dolph said. "What I love
is she sees something so
clear. She knows every
actor and every move-
ment on stage. She can
really bring out beautiful
moments from actors.
She makes all of these
moments golden."
In his performance,

Randolph strives to find
Mufasa's human quali-
ties. "I always say I base
a lot of Mufasa on my
dad," Randolph said.
"Every time an actor
plays a character, there
has to be a reference
point. My father is a very
quiet guy, but when he
speaks, he always has
something to say. The
first thing you learn — in
this role — is to be a
father first."
During the opening

number, "Circle of Life,"
Randolph feels invigorat-
ed to deliver a passionate
performance. "It takes so
much energy and focus
to get into the spirit of
Mufasa," he said. "You
see the cheetahs looking
at you. The gizelles are
jumping in the air. That
inspires you. I see people
cry during 'Circle of
Life.' Very few musicals
have this effect on peo-
ple."
Randolph appears in

one of the story's more
dramatic scenes. He flies
to the top of a canyon to
confront Scar, his devi-
ous adversary. He is
pushed into a deadly
stampede. "How often do
I get to fly with wires
across the air?" Ran-
dolph exclaimed. "I like
creating the visual effect
of climbing the canyon.
When Mufasa dies, it's a
huge blow. I've had peo-
ple tell me, all of Act 2, I
was waiting for Mufasa
to come back."
Randolph loves the

story of a son sustaining
his father's legacy.

“Mufasa is the protector;
he represents life. As I
learn about myself, I
think about the lessons
my dad has taught me
and continues to teach
me. The shows I love the
most are the shows that
makemewant to leave
the theater and become a
better person. Maybe
'The Lion King' is making
me re-invest in my own
ancestry.”
—DIONNE RANDOLPH, MUSTAFA
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If you go
What: "The Lion King"
When: Wednesdaythrough
Nov. 27

Where: Cadillac Palace
Theatre, 151 W. Randolph
St., Chicago

Tickets: $25 to $97
Phone: (312) 902-1400

If you go
What: “A
Woman’s Place”

Where: Glen
Theater, 20 W.
Ridge Road, Gary

When: 7 p.m.
Saturday

Tickets: $15 in
advance, $20 at
the door; $10 for
students (6 years
old and older) —
available at Beau-
tiful Things, 3570
Village Court,
Gary;
985-8256

More details:
www.wordof-
mouthinc.org

“AWoman’s Place” is (top row, left to right) Kelly Skaggs and
Kieana Edmonds; (bottom row, left to right) Crystal Usher, Gary
native Alaina Williams (center) and Shamika Byrns. The play, which
will be presented in Gary on Saturday, was written by Vernon A.
Williams, a former resident of the Steel City. — PHOTO PROVIDEDSee Playwriting seminar, page D6
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‘A Woman’s Place’ follows five lives


