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Theater with a Mission artistic direc-
tor Ben Gunter firmly believes in a thes-
pian’s ability to open up dialogue
around society’s most pressing topics.
As a native Tallahasseean, he’s con-
stantly inspired by Florida’s medley of
cultural influences that encompass His-
panic, African, and American Indian
heritage and backgrounds. 

“Botanists talk about Tallahassee as
being ideally subtropical as we get ani-
mals and plants that grow here because
the climate mixes,” says Gunter. “I think
the culture mixes right here, too.” 

With Florida approaching its 200th
anniversary of statehood in 1819, Gunter
sees the coming year as a prime time to
build a bridge for audiences to the past,
which for him, all starts with a stage.
Theater with a Mission began in close
affiliation with Mission San Luis and it
has experienced tremendous growth in
the past decade while giving multicul-
tural performances around Florida and
Georgia. 

“I think one of the great gifts of being
able to work on plays that come from our
past is the perspective that they give
us,” says Gunter, who started Theater
with a Mission in 2008 as a way of com-
bining his training in all aspects of thea-
ter with his love of Florida’s Spanish his-
tory. “A historical work can give you a
window for seeing the present and envi-
sioning the future more clearly.” 

In tandem with his team of actors
and collaborators, Gunter adapts plays
written when Florida belonged to the
Spanish empire and translates them
into contemporary English, shortening
them to make them easy to pack up and
transport. Gunter describes how the
company functions as stock theater
companies did hundreds of years ago
during William Shakespeare’s and Mi-
guel de Cervantes’ time: everyone is a
volunteer and lends their talents “for
the love of it.” 

In fact, it’s Shakespeare’s and Cer-
vantes’ who are thrown in the center
ring of the company’s upcoming Loco
for Love Festival, which will take place
Thursday to Sunday at Railroad Square.
The festival will feature excerpts from
golden age plays and lecture demon-
strations in dining, dueling, dancing,
and drama from the 15th century. 

“[The festival] started in 2016 when
we realized that the 400th anniversary
of Shakespeare and Cervantes deaths
were with us,” explains Gunter. “Two
great authors died on the same day, and
we found there was one character who
connected them both, so we put them in
the wrestling ring to have them compete
for the title of world champion storytell-
er. We thought it was a great way for
people to wrestle with great ideas.” 

Grappling between his own dueling
hats of playwright, translator, and actor,
Gunter first fell in love with golden age
Spain in his Spanish language classes at
Leon High School. Every Friday the

class would celebrate music and theater
works of the past by putting the plays on
their feet. 

One week, Gunter became totally en-
grossed with “Don Juan Tenorio,” a play
by José Zorilla, which set him on his
path toward studying Spanish play-
wrights in college. At Florida State Uni-
versity, he pored over the meters, rhyme
schemes, and highly crafted symbol-
isms of golden age Spanish works—of-
ten giving them legs and putting them in
action. 

“I think that’s the smart way to ex-
plore dramatic texts,” says Gunter.
“They weren’t written to be read in an
armchair. They were written to be read
on people’s bodies.” 

Gunter eventually earned his Ph.D. in
dramaturgy, the study of theater com-
position, and continues to be enchanted
by the juxtaposition of comedy and
tragedy that are hallmarks of Spanish
era plays. Gunter has attended numer-

ous festivals for golden age plays to see
these works performed in Spanish by
some of the world’s leading companies. 

When it comes to the creative recon-
struction of a play from the past, Gunter
extensively researches the nuances of a
story as he begins translating. Many
works that feature five to seven actors
will be carefully shrunk to fit a smaller
cast, presenting many interesting
twists and turns.

Any given work is toured and shown
in multiple venues—indoors, outdoors,
in parks, church social halls or thea-
ters—which stretches and changes how
it is presented, and over the course of

three to five years, it begins to take
shape through multiple iterations. 

“Bit by bit we started to learn how the
play works in detail,” says Gunter. “Ev-
ery time we learn more about the play.
It’s a piece of theater that’s alive. It’s still
responding.” 

The most important piece takes place
after the performance, however, where
the company solicits audience feed-
back. Gunter loves when an audience
member finds a real, visceral connec-
tion to a character that lived another
lifetime ago.

He believes this is the ultimate power
of the Loco for Love Festival, which is
free and family friendly and gives audi-
ences a closer look at how people used
to dance, eat, fight, and love one another
through hands-on, theatrical experi-
ences. 

“Theater is the one playground where
we allow ourselves to rebuild the world
that we live in, and I think that is social-
ly, artistically and spiritually valuable,”
says Gunter. “Having an idea of what
your art form can accomplish can sus-
tain you and help you to keep growing
through the times that are lean. It’s that
contact between an actor and audience
where we are building something in our
imaginations together that can change
the realities that we’re in.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Theater with a Mission opens window on history
Amanda Sieradzki | Council on Culture & Arts

The festival will feature excerpts from golden age plays and lecture demonstrations in dining, dueling, dancing, and drama
from the fifteenth century. BEN GUNTER

IF YOU GO
What: Loco for Love Festival 

When: Thursday through Sunday 

Where: Railroad Square Art Park, 567
Industrial Drive 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information please
visit http://www.theaterwithamis-
sion.com/. 

Theater with a Mission presents
historical dramas for modern day
audiences. BEN GUNTER AND LANNY THOMAS

I wish that my friend Bill Rogers (FSU
History Professor William Warren Rog-
ers) had lived to see "Barefoot to the
Chin: The Fantastic Life of Sally Rand"
($39.95, hardback) by Jim Lowe, pub-
lished by Dr. Rogers’ Sentry Press, of
which I am voluntary and unpaid man-
aging editor. 

I took the original manuscript by his
house early last year (it is more than 800
pages), he hefted it, thumbed through it,
smiled and said, “I’ll trust you on this
one.”

I’m glad he did. Sentry Press has al-
ways specialized in local, Florida, and
Southern history, some religious topics,
some books on gardening, etc. "Barefoot
to the Chin" is about a stripper. By the
way, I also wish my father had seen this
book; in 1934, as a 19-year-old, he hitch-
hiked to the Chicago Worlds Fair, and
while there witnessed the emerging (so
to speak) celebrity of Sally Rand. He
never forgot it.

You had to be there, in the period
from the early 1930s up through the
mid-70s, to appreciate the impact that
Sally Rand and her brand of sex appeal
had on American popular culture.

She is one of two strippers (the other
is Gypsy Rose Lee) who became true
cultural icons. So great was the clamor
to see her perform her famous “fan
dance” that she saved the Chicago
World’s Fair from bankruptcy.

Just the rumor that she would be at
the 1939 New York World’s Fair was
enough to throw fair organizers into a
panic that she would “steal the show
from all that is really worthwhile.” Writ-
er Tom Wolfe described a 1962 perfor-
mance she put on for the Mercury As-
tronauts and their families in his book
"The Right Stuff" about the early space
program, and director Phillip Kaufman

included it in his 1983 movie of the same
title.

Sally Rand was famous and notori-
ous, dependent upon the ogling (and
money) of men, but also fiercely auton-
omous. She went bankrupt several
times, was arrested for violating decen-
cy laws, was sued, became a single
mother at the age of 44, yet always
seemed to recover.

Rand became the quintessential
American figure, reinventing herself
time and again.

And, of course, she became symbolic
(though perhaps uncomfortably to
many people of both sexes) of emerging
female agency.

It is, perhaps, the reluctance to admit
the importance of the intersection of
sex, money, and female autonomy in
American culture that is causing events
like the Miss America Pageant to be
drastically and controversially altered.
Hugh Hefner, founder of Playboy Maga-

zine, used to insist that he and his bun-
nies were the real feminists. It may also
explain why this is the first biography of
Rand. 

Born Helen Beck in 1903 in Elkton,
Missouri, she became a model and “cig-
arette girl” in Kansas City as a teenager
(where she met another wannabe show-
biz figure, Walt Disney, and appeared in
several of his advertisements shown in
silent movie houses), before joining var-
ious vaudeville stock companies as a
dancer.

Performing as “Billie” Beck through-
out the Midwest and east coast with as-
sorted revues, she made her way to
Hollywood in 1923 where she made sev-
eral two-reel comedies with Mack Sen-
nett and Hal Roach, and in 1924 met
Cecil B. DeMille (famous for his Biblical
epics), who signed her to a contract and
changed her name to Sally Rand with
the apparent intention of marketing her
as a new “America’s Sweetheart” in
competition with Mary Pickford. DeMi-
lle’s plans did not work out and by the
early 1930’s, Rand was back on the revue
circuit. 

Out of work because of the Great De-
pression, Rand agreed to a solo act at the
Paramount Club in Chicago. According
to her unfinished memoirs, she decided
on the spur of the moment to dance
nude, and inspired by her childhood
memories of herons flying in the moon-
light, decided to interpret it with two
huge feather fans.

When, a couple of months later, she
appeared at the Beaux Arts Ball as Lady
Godiva on horseback, and then at the
“Century of Progress” World Exposition,
she was a sensation. Her success as a

fan dancer created hundreds of imita-
tors. She was still performing just a few
months before her death in 1979, and
lived long enough to see a tribute to her
as part of the Broadway musical “Sugar
Babies.”

When I first met Jim Lowe and his
wife, Sharon, to talk about this book, I
really did not know what to think. 

Jim spent more than 30 years work-
ing for the Florida Legislature, a good
part of that time as a staff director for
the Florida House. He is very soft-spo-
ken and wears his hair in a slight pony-
tail, so I thought he might be an aging
hippie. What he is, is a cultural histori-
an, even if he doesn’t have the advanced
degrees to prove it.

How do you produce 850 pages on a
stripper who died almost 40 years ago? 

Well, the first thing you explore is the
culture itself, and what factors led to
Sally Rand becoming such an outsized
figure. Then you dig. Jim was fortunate
to be able to persuade Rand’s very reluc-
tant son to make available her personal
archives, correspondence, and the
manuscript that she was working on at
the time of her death. 

Sally Rand touched virtually every
aspect of popular culture in the 20th
century: vaudeville, radio the movies,
television, and, of course, the stage. She
was outspoken and unashamed and
loved the life she led, and never made
any excuses or apologies. As such, she
became a prototype for a changing
America.

"Barefoot to the Chin: The Fantastic
Life of Sally Rand" is available through
Amazon, and at The Midtown Reader,
My Favorite Books, and The Bookshelf
in Thomasville.

I won’t make a dime from it, but I am
pleased that I was able to help get it
published. 

Bob Holladay teaches history at Tal-
lahassee Community College and is
president of the Tallahassee Historical
Society. Email Bob Holladay at Sentry-
press @gmail.com.

Local author unveils ‘Fantastic Life of Sally Rand’
Bob Holladay
Guest columnist

Barefoot to the Chin: The Fantastic
Life of Sally Rand ($39.95, hardback)
by Jim Lowe. SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT

TO GET THE BOOK
"Barefoot to the Chin: The Fantastic Life
of Sally Rand," by Jim Lowe ($39.95, 820
pages, Sentry Press) is available
through Amazon, and at The Midtown
Reader, My Favorite Books, and The
Bookshelf in Thomasville.


