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From the moment he got a small role in Timberlake Wertenbaker’s play,
The Love of the Nightingale, Kyle Brenton was hooked. “I had a part that
was one step above a spear carrier,” he laughs, “but I knew from that

moment.” 
That small part raised the curtain on a whole new world for the then

A&S freshman. The following fall, he declared a double major in theatre and
English. 

Brenton came to Vanderbilt from
Evansville, Indiana, without any
preconceived ideas about his future.
He had chosen the school for the
overall strength of its liberal arts pro-
gram. But it was watching a pro-
duction of The Music Cure by George
Bernard Shaw his first week on cam-
pus that stirred him to audition for
a part in the Vanderbilt University
Theatre’s (VUT) first major pro-
duction of the year. 

Terryl Hallquist, associate pro-
fessor of theatre, codirects the the-
atre program with her husband,
Associate Professor Jon Hallquist.
Brenton is one of about 30 students
majoring in theatre; fourteen oth-
ers have chosen it as a minor. 

In addition to course work, the
department offers four major pro-
ductions and other one-act plays
each year, which can involve up to
100 students from all areas of Vanderbilt, not only theatre majors. 

“The directors and designers in the department choose the plays for the sea-
son,” Terryl Hallquist says. “They usually select two classic plays and two con-
temporary works. During the past season, a musical was produced instead of
a second classical piece.” 

Brenton says the smallness of Vanderbilt’s program is also its chief strength.
“The advantage is that you get to do everything…from building sets to acting
and directing. At a bigger program like Northwestern, you have to declare your
special interest right away and stay with it. Here at Vanderbilt, you can try a
wide range of theatrical experiences.”

Artists-in-residence
A highlight of the program is the Fred Coe Artist-in-Residence program, which
brings outstanding actors and technicians to the campus. Started in the 1980s
by Academy Award-winning director and Vanderbilt trustee Delbert Mann,
BA’41, the program honors his close friend and mentor, Coe, a Peabody alum-
nus. A pioneer in the golden age of television, Coe directed and produced out-
standing live theatre for the small screen during the 1950s.

Actor Karl Malden served as the first artist-in-residence at Vanderbilt, fol-

lowed by such distinguished actors as Fiona Shaw and Olympia Dukakis. 
For Brenton, Dukakis was a favorite. “We were saturated with three days

of outstanding instruction,” he recalls. “She taught about the Greek acting
style, and we were able to pick her brain. She was fantastic.” 

A May 2000 graduate, Brenton will study at Harvard next year. His focus
will be dramaturgy, a relatively new specialty in U.S. theatre. A bit like an artis-

tic coordinator, the dramaturg must
be well versed in all aspects of the-
atre from playwriting and acting
to lighting and set design. Brenton
is particularly excited that the two-
year program includes three months
study at the National Theatre of
Moscow.

Ninety years of theatre
According to Cecil Jones, profes-
sor of theatre emeritus, there has
been a theatre group at Vanderbilt
perhaps as far back as 1910. The
first director was hired in 1946, and
from 1948 until the early ’70s, the
department operated from a pre-
fab theatre on Garland Avenue.

The VUT has been housed in
Neely Auditorium since the build-
ing was renovated in 1975. Called
an ultra-black-box flexible space,
the design, by the distinguished
German architect Peter Blake, is

based on an idea for an ideal off-Broadway theatre.
“It is an exciting space,” says Terryl Hallquist, “because it can be adapted to

any configuration, depending on the best relationship between actors and audi-
ence for a particular play.”  

“For students who are trying to learn how to do theatre,” says Jones, “it
offers a range of educational opportunities that you don’t ordinarily find on
campuses with only a single theatre space.”

Curtain going up
For Kyle Brenton, Vanderbilt’s theatre program has been more than a course
of study—it’s like a family. “The best way to know someone is to be in a play
with them,” he says, adding, “The people I’ve met here will be my friends for
life.”  

Once he’s earned his Master of Fine Arts degree, Brenton hopes to get a job
behind the footlights somewhere, perhaps as a dramaturg with a repertory com-
pany. His dream is to end up working with a professional regional theatre. 

For Kyle Brenton, the curtain is about to go up on the next act. And he is
eager to get started.

Judith DeMoss Campbell

The play’s the thing
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More than 175 alumni, parents, and other friends returned to campus in February
to savor the college first-hand as part of Arts & Science Day. Participants joined stu-

dents in their regular classes and attended special educational events planned just for them
on film, the brain, and the Brazilian rain forest. They also heard about the admissions process
from Bill Shain, dean of undergraduate admissions; listened to a panel of undergraduates
talk about their A&S experience; and enjoyed a medley of Broadway songs and dances by
the Original Cast.

“It was a delightful occasion,” says Paul Manners, BA’42, of Atlanta. “I was very pleased
to have a part in it. It’s always inspiring to see the students and hear them talk about some
of the same things that we spoke of long ago.” 

Manners attended A&S Day with his son, Neal Manners, BA’71, and granddaughter,
Meredith Marie Manners, who will be a freshman in the fall.

(Top) Bill Lortz, A’60, left,
and his wife Lainey, visit
with Elizabeth Morgan
Spiegel, BA’58,MAT’59.
(Left) Frederick R. Lummis
II, BA’76, and his wife,
Claudia Owen Lummis,
BA’76, of Houston, 
are cochairs of the 
College Cabinet.

Members of the Original Cast
entertained guests at a dinner
celebrating Arts and Science Day.
(Lower Left) Jerome Christensen,
professor of English, used film
clips to illustrate how Hollywood
studios influence the content of
the movies they produce.

Students receiving scholarships were special guests at the
A&S dinner. Eleanor Bloch Small, BA’41, above, chats
with rising junior David Lisenby, recipient of the Eugene
H. Vaughan Jr. Scholarship.
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