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In his 1996 speech, “The Ground On Which I Stand,” acclaimed
playwright August Wilson charged the American theatre industry
to take seriously the funding and producing of Black theatre. This
includes not casting Black actors in roles originally written for
white actors (condemning “colorblind” casting), but rather to
program plays by Black playwrights, hire Black directors and
designers, and even include Black employees at the
administrative and leadership levels. Larger, better funded
regional theatre has had a long history of exclusion, as pointed
out by Wilson and other theatre artists of color.
While the last few years have seen the appointments of more
diverse artistic directors and administrators at the helm of
several LORT theatres (such as Hana S. Sharif at The Repertory
Theatre of St. Louis and Nataki Garrett at Oregon Shakespeare
Festival, among others), Washington D.C.’s rich history of Black
theatre can often be overlooked and underexplored.
Alongside its intriguing history of African American culture, Black
theatre in D.C. has always been vibrant. The African Continuum
Theatre Company, once one of D.C.’s premiere companies
dedicated to Black theatre, has contributed to this exciting, but
underexplored legacy.
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Company sought out to provide a space for people of the African
diaspora to produce, perform in, and create theatre. African
Continuum joined the ranks of D.C. Black Repertory Company,
founded by actor-director-producer Robert Hooks, a fellow
theatre company dedicated to a similar goal.
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African Continuum became a full producing theatre company in
1995, which led to numerous productions of African American
plays. Some of its highlights ranged from an early production of
George C. Wolfe’s Spunk (which he adapted from the short
fiction of Zora Neale Hurston) in 1993 to staging the D.C.
premiere of Lynn Nottage’s Intimate Apparel in 2008. The latter
production was helmed by Jennifer Nelson. I had a chance to
talk with about her experience with the African Continuum
Theatre Company.
Nelson grew up in a family of artists. Her father was an
employee in the U.S. Army, but he was also, in Nelson’s words,
“an incredible poet.” He installed in her and her sister – also a
poet, and living in New Jersey – an appreciation of, and hunger
for, the power of words. She became an actor and director in her
native California, until an offer from Living Stage—a multiracial,
community engaged theatre for social change founded by Robert
A. Alexander in 1966—for an acting role brought her to
Washington. A transplant from California, Nelson came to the
company to take over as its first artistic director after it fully
transitioned into a full producing theatre. Nelson recalls having
grown tired of working at Living Stage (saying that “it’s a long
story.”).
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She longed for other theatrical opportunities. While working with
Living Stage, she found herself attending productions at D.C.
Black Rep, getting to know others in DC’s black theatre
community, and eventually was introduced to Moore. Notably,
one of the people Nelson was introduced to was Kenneth
Daugherty, an actor and director who worked for D.C. Black Rep
and one of the founding members of the African Continuum. She
mentions that she “kind of stumbled into [the African
Continuum],” but that serendipitous encounter led to an exciting
new career direction.
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Having developed an interest in producing non-traditional theatre
from working with Living Stage, Nelson wanted to produce
theatre that “impacted on people’s lives—not only on the actors,
but the people that came to see us.” That kind of ethic pushed
her to pursue opportunities beyond Living Stage, leading to her
position at African Continuum, where she remained for more
than a decade. After Moore’s departure from the company,
Nelson says they were looking for someone to lead the company
and she was that person. “It was me! I could work at a place
where there was no money,” she recalls, with her incredibly
infectious laugh.
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near Catholic University. The former space for African
Continuum was too small for what they needed, but was
ultimately what they could afford. One of the greatest challenges
of running a black theatre company comes down to being
underfunded—a problem that was not only endemic to ACTCo,
but continues to be a problem around the country, Nelson said.
Nelson emphasized the importance of connection to both her
time moving to D.C. to while she was leading African Continuum.
She talked about the younger and emerging artists she worked
with continuing to introduce her to new theatre artists and new
works. But one of her biggest lessons she learned as an artistic
director was the importance of networking and leveraging
connections to acquire and share resources. She cited an
example was asking Zelda Fichandler, one of the co-founders
and first artistic director of Arena Stage Theatre Company, if she
could use one of Arena’s spaces for rehearsal. “I didn’t know I
could just ask the Queen of Arena [Fichandler] that question!”
Nelson exclaimed, bursting into laughter. She was adamant
about how those kinds of connections were important to fulfilling

the needs of African Continuum and in her career after she left
the company. Learning to ask for help was a part of running a
Black theatre company and “going out on a limb” helped her
during her time doing so.
I asked Nelson about the ways that her life and travels affected
her artistry. She spoke about her wanderlust and the many
places she has been able to travel. She described having a bowl
of soup and adding new ingredients to increase its flavor and
appeal, searching for “the things that are interesting to you, are
delicious, and make you want to have more or go to the other
place where this is made.” From growing up all over due to her
father’s military career to a study abroad experience during her
college years in France to travels in Africa with her sister, Nelson
is still not satisfied, mentioning that sometimes she feels she
hasn’t been enough places. Nevertheless, she is still grateful for
where she has been. “I feel blessed that I was able to make all of
these moves […] and to have the spunk to go places I have
never been before,” says Nelson. The D.C. theatre community is
blessed as well that one of those places was here.
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In a time where the precarity of theatre-making has been
emphasized due to the pandemic, it is doubly important to
sustain the lifeblood of smaller and underfunded theatres,
especially Black theatres. Though the African Continuum
Theatre Company is no longer producing theatre, its influence
and history is continued to be felt throughout the DMV-area. As
DC Theatre Scene is in its final month of publishing, it is
important to look back in order to look forward. Celebrating the
history of Black theatre companies is essential to preserving the
future of Black theatre.

African Continuum Theatre Company
Production History*
1995-1996
• Torn From The Headlines by Jennifer L. Nelson
1996-1997
• Everlasting Arms by Rebecca Rice
1997-1998
• The Hip Hop Nightmares of Jujube Brown by Toni Blackman,
Psalmayene 24, & Jennifer L. Nelson
• Hecuba by Marilyn Nelson, adapted from Euripides
1999-2000
• The Hip Hop Theatre Festival
• The Century Project
• The 13th Summer of William and Pilar by Karen Zacarías
2000-2001
• Spunk by George C. Wolfe, adapted from three stories by Zora
Neale Hurston
• Gris Gris by Daniel DuPlantis
• Buffalo Hair by Carlyle Brown

2001-2002
• Chain by Pearl Cleage
• Personal History by Dominic Taylor
• Waiting To Be Invited by S.M. Shephead Massat
2002-2003
• From The Mississippi Delta by Dr. Endesha Ida Mae Holland
• The Wedding Dance by Dominic Taylor
• Blood Knot by Athol Fugard
• The Amen Corner by James Baldwin
2003-2004
• A Monday Night With Bess & Tess by Caleen Sinnette
Jennings
• Joe Turner’s Come & Gone by August Wilson
• Hubert & Charlie by Jennifer and Mel Nelson
2004-2005
• A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest J. Gaines, adapted by
Romulus Linney
• Two Trains Running by August Wilson
• Pecan Tan by Tanya Barfield
• Pretty Fire by Charlayne Woodard
2005-2006
• I Have Before Me a Remarkable Document Given To Me By A
Young Lady From Rwanda
by Sonja Linden
• Fresh Flavas Festival: Draft Day by Marvin McAllister
• Fresh Flavas Festival: Kingdom by David Emerson Toney
• The Story by Tracey Scott Wilson
2006-2007
• The Gingham Dog by Lanford Wilson
• A Raisin in the Sun by Lorraine Hansberry
• The Oracle by Ed Shockley
• The Piano Lesson by August Wilson
• Jitney by August Wilson (co-produced with Ford’s Theatre)

2007-2008
• Intimate Apparel by Lynn Nottage
2008-2009: Season of Strength
• Blue Door by Tanya Barfield
2009-2010
• The Old Settler by John Henry Redwood
2010-2011
• Blues for an Alabama Sky by Pearl Cleage
• The Mojo and the Sayso by Aisha Rahman
• Mirandy and Brother Wind based on the book by Patricia
McKissack, adapted by Michael Bobbitt, music by J. Cornelius
(Co-produced with Adventure Theatre-MTC)
2011-2012
• Fresh Flavas New Play Reading Festival
• African Continuum’s 20th Anniversary Celebration
• The Legend of Buster Neal by Jackie Alexander
In season 2013-2014, African Continuum Theatre staged
readings and benefits before closing in 2014.
*We are grateful to Thembi Duncan for providing this list.
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Jennifer says
February 18, 2021 at 4:37 pm
(https://dctheatrescene.com/2020/12/09/black-theatrejennifer-l-nelson-reflects-on-african-continuum-theatrecompany/#comment-184004)
Hey Roland!!!
Delighted to see your name!?

Roland Laigo says
February 14, 2021 at 1:40 pm
(https://dctheatrescene.com/2020/12/09/black-theatrejennifer-l-nelson-reflects-on-african-continuum-theatrecompany/#comment-183762)
Hi Jenny! Happy to see you’re still ‘kicking’ around.
Roland Laigo.
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January 23, 2021 at 2:53 am
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I had the great opportunity to work with Jennifer on The Piano
Lesson, and yes, she is amazing. She is to be honored and
recognized!!
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Lovely to see the contributions Jennifer has given to the metro
theatre scene recognized.
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