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S The posters, playbills and photographs here assembled represent 
an infinitesimal fraction of the theater produced at Duke, whether 
by student groups, outside professionals working in Duke venues 
or academic departments. Nonetheless they trace how theater on 
campus has evolved. The original Trinity College charter in fact 
forbade theater. But as in other antitheatrical times and places, 
it persevered and even flourished. By 1915 touring companies 
regularly presented on campus. 

Amateur theater’s emergence into prominence is owed to Helen 
Cantrell, a student, and Gladys Gross, a chemistry professor’s 
spouse who became Duke’s first de facto instructor of theater.  
The success of their pioneering club was vertiginous: within a few 
years it had more members than any other campus organization 
and was folded into the English department. Under Professor 
Alfred West, who came to Duke from the North Carolina College 
for Women, the group was transformed. No longer a student 
club, “Duke Players” had its programming steered by West and 
supported by his “Play Production” course – the first in technical 
theater to be offered by the university.  

After West’s death arrived Kenneth Reardon, who worked with 
Trinity Dean Herbert Herring to enshrine theater as an academic 
subject. Reardon oversaw the building of a scene shop and theater 
in Branson Hall on East Campus; Herring doubled the theater 
faculty to two. Multiple courses were tied to the production season, 
mimicking the approach at other universities. All the same, a 1958 
Planning Committee Report called Duke’s investment “lamentably 
inferior” to its peers and recommended an arts center and a more 
robust arts curriculum. The plan went unrealized.

But successes were on the horizon. Leveraging from a report that 
implored Duke to “accept … the arts as respectable intellectual 
pursuits,” the newly hired John Clum, together with other sympathetic 
English professors, inaugurated a Drama Program followed by a 
major. Reardon’s Duke Players evolved again into a student-run 
club operating alongside faculty professionals, including more 
technicians and acting teachers. 

Eventually, under the leadership of Richard Riddell, Theater Studies 
became its own department. 

Today its faculty is larger than ever, with an endowed chair of 
playwriting joined by equally sized cohorts of acting professors, 
stage designers and theater historians. In other words, the 
department has never more fully bridged creative to humanistic 
study or more fully synthesized theory and practice. Even as it 
celebrates Duke’s centennial and the fiftieth anniversary of the 
major, then, this exhibit urges us to imagine the still-stronger 
century ahead.  

R. Darren Gobert 
Chair, Department of Theater Studies

Calderón`s Life Is a Dream, directed by Darren Gobert
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

1920

Taurian Players integrate 
into the Department of 

English, which introduces 
study of theater for first time

1924

Trinity College 
Dramatic Club 
rechristened 

Taurian Players

1923

Taurian Players begin  
producing in “Little Theater” 

 in West Duke Building as well  
as Duke Auditorium  

(now Baldwin Auditorium)

1927

Under the direction 
of Gladys Gross, 

student Helen Cantrell 
starts Trinity College 

Dramatic Club

1921

Men join  
Trinity College 
Dramatic Club

1922

Ferenc Molnár’s The Swan, directed by Gladys Gross
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES 19
30

Page Auditorium opens  
and becomes a popular  
venue to present touring 
Broadway productions

1930

No. 05_31

TICKET

West makes first  
unsuccessful attempt to  

start a Department of Drama 
and re-establishes Taurian 

Players as Duke Players

1931

Replacing Gross,  
Alfred West joins  

Department of English as 
Director of Taurian Players 

and offers four theater 
courses per year, including 

technical theater

1930
Interior of Page Auditorium

G. B. Shaw’s Androcles and the Lion, directed by Alfred West

Phillip Barry’s Hotel Universe, directed by Alfred West

Cast of Phillip Barry’s Hotel Paradise, directed by Alfred West
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

No. 08_43

TICKET

West dies and is replaced  
by Kenneth Reardon,  

Duke Players’ second director
(retired 1980)

1947

1940

Branson Hall remodeled  
as a theater with a scene  

shop and inaugurated   
with a production of  
Molière’s The Miser

1949-1950

Hoof ‘n’ Horn 
student group

 founded

1941

Kenneth J. Reardon
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

Victor Michalak 
joins the faculty

(retired 1979)

1950

1950

Productions tied to 
curriculum for first 

time under Michalak

1955

No. 12_54

TICKET

Wesley Players, 
associated with 
Methodist and 
Presbyterian 

student groups

1951-1967

Wesley Players’ production of 
Jean Anouilh’s The Lark,
directed by Art Brandenburg

Cast of Hoof ‘n’ Horn’s Belles and Ballots

Dale Randall  
is hired to teach 

Renaissance drama 
(retired 1999)

1957

1958
Planning Committee 

recommends an Arts Center, 
finally built in 2018
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES1960
No. 12_60

TICKET

TICKET

No. 10_66

Kenneth Reardon leads second 
unsuccessful attempt to start a 

Department of Drama

1960

John Clum hired by 
Department of English 
and pulled into theater 

discussions
(retired 2011)

1966

Duke Players again 
operates as a 

student-run club

1967-1971

Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth, directed by Kenneth Reardon

Shakespeare’s Richard II,
directed by Kenneth Reardon



No. 10_73

TICKET

TICKET

No. 10_72

TICKET

No. 10_73

Duke Players re-integrated into 
department with professional 

technical director

1971

Drama Program established within 
Department of English, offering 

courses in acting for the first time

1974

Major in Drama 
established

January 1975

Black student  
group Karamu

1974-2013

Kurt Vonnegut’s  
Happy Birthday, Wanda June, 
directed by Ken Eulo and  
assisted by Charles Randolph-Wright

G.B. Shaw’s Heartbreak House, 
directed by Earl McCarroll

Clum begins third 
attempt to establish a 
Department of Drama

1972
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

No. 08_83

TICKET

TICKET

No. 02_84

Actor and director 
Jeff Storer joins 

the faculty

1982

Broadway Previews,  
later Theater Previews, 

brings professional shows 
to Duke for tryouts

1986-2007

1980

Director Jody McAuliffe  
joins the faculty

1987

Wendell Theater 
student group

1986-2014

Molière’s The Miser, 
directed by Jody McAuliffe

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, directed by Jack Young
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

Lighting designer Richard 
Riddell joins the faculty  

(retired 2023)

1992

1990

Actor Ellen Hemphilll 
joins the faculty 

(retired 2022)

1993

Tony Kushner’s The Illusion, 
directed by Jeff Storer

Neal Bell’s McTeague, directed by Jody McAuliffe
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

Professor of English 
Sarah Beckwith joins 

the department

2009

2000
Change from program  

to Department of Theater  
Studies under Richard Riddell, 

who is succeeded as 
chair by John Clum

2003

Scenic designer and puppet artist 
Torry Bend joins the faculty

2009

Antic Shakespeare 
student group

2009-2018

Eugene Ionesco’s Exit the King, 
directed by Ellen Hemphill 

Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, directed by Jeff Storer

Euripides’ Trojan Women, directed by Ellen Hemphill

Theater Studies addition 
to Bryan Center opens

2003

Caryl Churchill’s Cloud 9, directed by Jeff Storer 

Playwright Neal Bell  
joins the faculty

2006
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES 20
10

Duke Chinese Theater  
student group  

founded

2017

Theater scholars Esther Kim Lee and 
Darren Gobert join the department, 

which hires Thom Quintas as its 
Director of Theater

2018-2019

DUKE Theater studies presents 
November 8-18th Sheafer Theater, Bryan Center

Dancing at
by brian Friel

lughnasa
by brian Friel directed by ellen hemphill

Duke Asian  
American Theater  

student group  
founded

2013

Anton Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, directed by Jeff Storer

Torry Bend & Howard Craft’s Dreaming, directed by JaMeeka Holloway

Young Jean Lee’s Lear, directed by Jody McAuliffe 

Peter Sinn Nachtreib’s Bob, directed by Ellen Hemphill

Stephen Flaherty, Lynn Ahrens and Terrence McNally’s Ragtime, 
directed by Jeff Storer

Wole Soyinka’s The Beatification of Area Boy, 
directed by Jody McAuliffe 
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COMBINATION OF 4 SIDES

BY CALDERÓN DIRECTED BY DARREN GOBERT

March 24, 25, 26 
March 31, April 1, 2
8 p.m.

Von der Heyden Studio Theater
Rubenstein Arts Center

THEATERSTUDIES.DUKE.EDU 

$10 General Admission 
TICKETS.DUKE.EDU 

LIFE IS A DREAM

DEPARTMENT  of 
THEATER STUDIES

Actor Johann  
Montozzi-Wood and theater 

scholars Ryan Donovan  
and Douglas A. Jones, Jr.  

join the faculty

2022

Audio, video, and projection 
designer Ethan Eldred  

joins the faculty

2024

2020

2023
Costume designer 

Hannah Haverkamp  
and lighting designer  

Bill Webb join the faculty

Jonathan Larson’s Rent, directed by Chauntee’ Schuler Irving

Neal Bell’s Golem, directed by Jody McAuliffe

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, directed by Jonathan Cullen

Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice, directed by Jules Odendahl-James

This exhibit was designed by  
Miel Creative  based on research 
conducted by Carolyn Branch,  
Cynthia Bunn, Ryan Donovan,  
Darren Gobert, Ani Karagianis and  
Scot Smoot, who in 1980 wrote a  
70-page history of the role of theater  
in Duke’s academic curriculum. 

For their assistance, thanks are offered  
to John Clum, Katja Hill, Carl Martin, 
Austin Powers, Thom Quintas and  
Jeff Storer.
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