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Veteran actor still tackling new challenges
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John Ammerman (left) and Harrison Long in “A Man for All Seasons”
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BY BERT OSBORNE

Talk about being a man for all seasons. In a career spanning three decades, John Ammerman has already proven himself an accomplished actor (most notably based on 17 seasons with Georgia Shakespeare in the ’80s and ’90s). He’s a respected director (most recently, "Doubt" and "Hamlet" at the Springer Opera House in Columbus), a talented writer (2007’s "Slapping Bernard" at Theater Emory) and a learned educator (currently in his 12th year on the faculty of Emory’s theater department). And, in the fall, Ammerman will be able to add "administrator" to his skills list, when he takes over as Theater Emory’s new artistic director.
 
For now, Ammerman is focusing on the meaty role of Sir Thomas More in "A Man for All Seasons," Robert Bolt’s celebrated historical drama about the ill-fated 16th-century English nobleman—and conscientious objector to King Henry VIII’s political power moves. Staging the Theatre in the Square production (which opens March 11) is another enduring fixture on the local scene, Georgia Ensemble’s Robert Farley, although the show marks their first time actually working together. The stellar supporting cast includes Brik Berkes (as Henry), Bruce Evers (Cardinal Woolsey), Harrison Long (Thomas Cromwell), Peter Thomasson (the Duke of Norfolk), and Holly Stevenson and Cara Mantella (as More’s wife and daughter).
 
"There’s always that discussion about whether period plays are museum pieces, or whether they somehow relate to modern audiences. I think the best ones survive because they speak to us on some core level," Ammerman notes during a recent interview. (For Bolt’s purposes, actor Chris Ensweiler serves that need literally, portraying a character called Common Man.)
 
"When it’s as beautifully written as Bolt’s, what makes the story relevant is that it’s about more than just understanding the political and social elements taking place at the time," he continues. "It’s about the personal struggle to stand up for one’s own beliefs and principles, and how difficult that is, how easily manipulated and corrupted it can be by the whims of a powerful king—or president or dictator, if you will. That’s a pretty timeless issue. More’s under amazing pressure to compromise himself, but not only is the play about his individual conflict, it’s about the ripple effect his decisions have on the lives of all those people closest to him."
 
Ammerman, 55, a Michigan native, first relocated to the South to attend grad school at the University of Georgia, eventually settling in Atlanta in the early ’80s. Since parting company with Georgia Shakespeare in the late ’90s, Ammerman’s acting assignments have grown fewer and farther between, as he pursues other directing and teaching interests. He’s also spent years extensively touring "Booth Brother Booth," his one-man show about John Wilkes Booth. His last major outings were 2005 productions of "Twentieth Century" (at Georgia Ensemble) and "The Love Song of J. Robert Oppenheimer" (at Actor’s Express).
 
"That [Georgia Shakespeare] was an absolutely wonderful time in my life and career, when I think about the extraordinary opportunities I had to perform some of the greatest roles ever written," Ammerman recalls. "It was a tough decision, but there comes a time when you have to acknowledge, not only that you’re aging, but that it’s time to move on, to explore other creative outlets. It was a tough decision, because I had nothing but great memories about working there, but the change of pace felt incredibly refreshing to me, healthy even."
 
At Emory, he says, "I’m very happy and thankful to be in a place where I can exercise all different kinds of academic and artistic avenues. It’s a really wonderful blend, both in terms of teaching theater as well as developing professional work as an actor, writer and director." Or artistic director, as the case may be soon enough. "It’s definitely going to be a new adventure for me, and I’ll have a lot to learn," he admits. "And I can’t wait." SP
