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Black Ensemble moving its Uptown home to new complex on Clark

BY HEDY WEISS
Theater Critic

It's a done deal — or at least it
should be by 2 pan. today,

That's when the Black Ensem-
ble Theater will sign on the dottad
line and taks possession of ita new
0,00 -agquare-foot home at 4440-
4450 M. Clark in the Uptown
neighborhood, just a few blocks
from its current spot at 4520 N
Beacon

And if all goea as planned, the
company — which owver the courss
of its 30-wear history has managed
to attract a umquely multiracial
aundiencs to s musical theater
productions — will open in the
sprng of 2008 with an arts com-
plex that containg & 29%-zeat main-

atage (an Increaze of 100 seats
from its current homea), a 150-seat
atudio theater, and related sduea-
tional, traming and administrative
facilities

The purchase of the two build-
migs waz asaured Wednesday as a
result of the City Council's ap-
proval of a $6 million Tax Incre-
ment Fnancing subsidy which will
cover the cost of acguisition and
related expenses

Fund-raising campaign

The theatsr compsany wil em-
bark on a major capital campalgn
to raie between $6 million and
$7.5 million for the construction

and operation of the complex
John Morris of John Morriz Archi-

tects Plannera, who owerssw the-

ater projects at Steppenwolf and
Leokingglazs, will be the architect

“Mow the real work begins,” said
Jackie Taylor, BET s founder and
artistic director. “And I'm thrillad,
because having thiz new facility
will allow us to expand the vanety
of our work and have much greater
flexibiliiy in terms of what we of-
fer our audiences

“We'll be sticking to our essen-
tial musical formula. Char ‘basxc
hamburgers” will still be a major
part of our menu, of course, be-
cause the music iz erucial to our
mizsion of bringing people of all
backgrounds together. But we alac
will be able to do some more ex-
perimental things — comedies and
dramas. And when we have a
hugely auccessful show like ‘At

Last: The Etta James Story —
which was supposed to run for =ix
weeks and ended up running nine
months — we will have another
stage to work with”

Persennel changes

Ag part of its projected growth,
the Black Ensemble has put to-
gether a five-year plan and begun
to strengthen its board and add
staff

“We've hired a director of devel-
opment already and will bring on a
business manager st the end of thia
guarter,” said Tavlor, 54, who be-
garn her company in 1976 with a
production of “The Cther Cin-
derella.” “And Ruben Echoles has
just beenn promoted to ssrve as the
theater's assistant artistic director.”

Alan Bell, an attorney at Char-
ity & Associates and chairman of
the development committes for
BETs board, said no other local
company has been as successful in
bridging cultural differences
through the arts. “And now” he
gaid, “as Uptown iz going through
a gentrification process, this the-
ater promiszes to be a great way to
keep an African-American pres-
ence going and to say to the local
population, ‘Here i3 a theater that
iz right next door to you. It's exeit-
ing and can be great learning sxpa-
renecs, a0 come join the show." ™

Mext up at BET will be “Mina
Simmone: The High Prisstess
Speaks.” which begins previews
tonight. Phone: (773) 7684451

huweiss(eauntimes. com



