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AA Theater Center’s Days May Be Numbered

By J.K. YAMAMOTO
Hokubei Mainichi

The Asian American Theater
Company, which celebrated the
opening of its new space just
over three years ago, may have
to vacate that space if its finan-
elal situation doesn’t improve.

To illustrate the severity of
the probiem, Sharon Omi of
AATC sent out an appeal last
month to past supporters of the
company, stating, “Funding
cutbacks have severely hurt us,
and without strong ticket sales
.. we are in danger of closing
our doors permanently.”

Previcusly located in a space
on California Street now oceu-
pied by a restaurant, AATC
presented plays at different
theaters around San Franviseo
for five years before moving into
its current loeation on Arguello
and Clement in 1984,

According to Erie Hayashi,
AATC's artistic director, the
move wis made without a eapi-
tal fund in place. “We did it
because we had to. We didn't
have another place, and we were
spending so much money on the
outside renting.”’

That vear, the season opened
with R.A. Shiomi's “Resie’s
Cafe” and closed with Milton
Murayama's "All 1 Asking for
Is My Body," Two days after the
last performance, the Loma
Prieta earthquake hit,

“TL fiiimﬂa?i this piul?;'i!:im-
aged the ceiling,” reea a-
vashi, “We had to rebuild this
theater space twice within &
year, and we hadn't finished
paying the first time around. So
we've been robbing Peter to pay
Paul i':u:um the general fund ever
since.

He noted that other mid-size
theaters in the Bay Area have
also been having trouble staying
afloat financially. In reeent
years, two "hit the dust” and
one lost its space,

A similar fate awaits AATC
;1“ we gun‘t nﬁ;tﬂn ourselves

ere and start building up, gen-
erating donations through the
membership drive,”said Haya-
shi. “That’s what the (fundrais-
ing) letter’s all about.”

Although the company has no
control over the rent and other
expenses, it has beenable to use
its performing spaces to produce
more revenue and publicity.

In addition to the main stage,
AATC has two smaller stages,
and usually all three are in use
at the same time. At one pnint.
Shiomi's “Unele Tadao" was

‘A pere

being performed 3 bne stage,
Shakespeare’s “The Merchant
of Venice” on another and Sam
Shepard’s “Fool for Love” on
tha third

The strategy of renting space
to non-Asian theater groups is
pqrin?uﬂ inother ways as well.
“It helps in terms of visibility
gnd peeess and people's views,"
Hayashi said.

AATC benefits from the po-
tential "crossover” audience —
people who would not ordinarily
see an Asian American play.
Those who come to the g to
see comedian David Co or
the Chicanocomedy troupe Cul-
ture Clash might be more in-
elined to “try an Asian thing"
on their next visit.

“On the off days. non-per-
formance days, we have ¢lasses"
Havashiadded, *Sosomebody's
using the building seven days a
week. There's & church hereon
Sunday mornings in one of the
spaces. So we feel we're pretty
much hitting our target goals of
building use.”

At the same time, he acknowl]-
edged that funding has been
hampered by “"some program-
ming errors, in hindsight —
shows that didn't make money."

AATC and other arts grou
are facing “general cu
and flattened funding with gov-
ernment sources in general,” he
said. “ . . . Most non-prafits are
clasgieally undercapitalized to
begin with. We're not like a
social service agency that can
land a steady and long-term
contract. Artsorganizationsare
just not in that shape.”

Hayashi speculated that the
theater's longevity — it has been
around for 19 years — has led to
tion that it is'a well
established institution, “(People

in the community) think we'rea
big organization with lots of
layers of bureaueracy and a lot
of money and resources.

“Most organizations of our
E;:a thnL I':f! ;ltill eﬁljmtarug:

peop or, ., on
have the resources that the large
arts institutions have.”

AATC not only plays an im-
portant eultural role by devel-
oping new Asian American
plays, but also helps keep Asian
American actors employed, ac-
cording to Hayashi,

“Because we're 8 union com-

When they make theater here,
they get . They don't get
paid & full wage, but our artists
are able to think about doing
their ari seriously, not on a
waiver, not at & loss.”

Hayashi reported that the re-
sponse Lo the letter — aimed
mainly at the Nikkei community
because it coincided with the
opening of "Uncle Tadao"” —
has been “very good.”

“If we can resolve some of the
financial problems that we're
having now, we can turn our-
selves around and even think
about trying to be in this build-
ing in a more permanent way,"
he said.

Even if the eampaign is un-
gueeessful, it will not mean the
end of AATC, Hayashi said. “1
really believe that the AATC is
glnitum\rhummlthrwhnt

e may not survive in this
building . . . We may become
Jjust & produetion company.”

But Hayashi, one of the com-
pany’s founding members, felt
“it would be a shame" to cele-
brate AATC's 20th anniversary
in & rented theater.
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