
Charlotte (Allison Janney) tries to straighten the hair of daughter Skeeter (Emma Stone) as maid Pascagoula (Roslyn Ruff) toils.

hen she entrusted The Help to the big screen, Kathryn Stockett put her best-seller
in good hands — those of director and childhood friend Tate Taylor. ¶ He, like
Stockett, was raised in Jackson, Miss., during the 1970s — and experienced the care
of a black housekeeper. ¶ “We had very strong, loving African-American women,”
Stockett said, “who worked in our homes, who really acted as — in Tate’s case —
kind of a second mother.” ¶ In her family, her grandmother’s maid, Demetrie,
became a constant companion and a source of comfort.

Demetrie, who died when Stockett
was 16, served as the inspiration for The
Help.

The novel depicts relationships be-
tween white employers and their black
maids in Jackson during the early 1960s,
a bit earlier. Written from the perspec-
tives of three women, the narrative
follows two maids — Aibileen Clark and
Minny Jackson — and the white woman
who wants to detail their experiences:
Miss “Skeeter” Eugenia Phelan, who
was raised by a family maid.

Stockett based the gentle, mothering
character of Aibileen on her memories
of Demetrie.

“It’s a story about strong women,
intelligent women, African-American
and white, standing up for themselves 

True to form
Author of best-seller

‘The Help’ expects readers to be
pleased with movie version

By Leah Wynalek | THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH
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See THE HELP Page E2
Aibileen (Viola Davis) overhears Skeeter and her friends.

� Blake Shelton will appear in a
concert with Brad Paisley and
Jerrod Niemann at 7:30 tonight in
Columbus Crew Stadium, I-71
near E. Hudson Street. Tickets
cost $25 to $60 at Ticketmaster
outlets (1-800-745-3000, www.
ticketmaster.com). 

The breakthrough star of the
hit NBC singing competition The
Voice wasn’t a contestant but a
coach — the country one.

Blake Shelton, 35, emerged as
the spiritual conscience of The
Voice, as a warm and earnest
figure with a naughty streak.

He had been primed for such
a star-making opportunity for
years, as one of the most affable
celebrities in Nashville and one
of the most unpredictable —
cheekier than his male counter-
parts put together.

Tall (6 feet 5 inches) and hand-
some, he has become one of the
highest-profile country stars to
be seen regularly in prime time
since the days when Buck Owens
hosted Hee Haw — and, apart
from perhaps Taylor Swift, the
most important and visible am-

bassador from Nashville to the
American mainstream.

The recent Honey Bee marks
his fourth consecutive No. 1
country single, and Red River
Blue, his sixth full-length album,
promises to be his biggest com-
mercial success.

Tonight, he will join Brad
Paisley in concert at Columbus
Crew Stadium.

“Blake was doing just fine
without The Voice,” executive
producer Mark Burnett said in
late June.

“He’s on a hit TV show now.
Millions of new Americans are
falling in love with him.”

The Voice managed to place
country, so often an isolated
genre, on equal footing with
other pop forms.

Before the show, Shelton
might have had the lowest 

PROFILE BLAKE SHELTON

Show helps singer gain fans 

See SHELTON Page E2

By Jon Caramanica
NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE

MARK HUMPHREY ASSOCIATED PRESS

Country singer Blake Shelton 
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Broadway hit on tour

Coming next week
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THEATER TALK
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Painting au naturel

On Sept. 11, Arts & Life
will preview concerts, plays,
exhibits and other cultural
activities of the new season.

News releases, schedules
and photographs related to
events in entertainment and
the arts on the 2011-12
calendar in central Ohio are
due Aug. 22.

Send submissions to “New
Season”:
� By email: weekender

@dispatch.com 
� By fax: 614-559-1754 
� By mail: Arts & Life, The

Dispatch, 34 S. 3rd St.,
Columbus, OH 43215

SOLICITATION

Steve Ball is a mechanic with a
professor’s grasp of history.

In fact, people who attend his
performances often ask where he
went to college. Nowhere, he tells

them: He fixes
trucks.

Yet a lifetime of
fascination with
music and history
has turned Ball, 59,
of Columbus, into
an authority on the
songs popular
during the Civil
War.

He will perform
some of them from

noon to 1 p.m. Wednesday during
a free program in the Statehouse
Atrium.

“I have a passion for this stuff,”
he said recently.

That passion becomes evident
when he discusses Lorena,
inspired by a lovelorn Ohioan’s
poem and so evocative that
soldiers were banned from singing
it because it made them homesick.

The real-life Lorena was Martha
Ellen Bloxsom of
Zanesville, who
intended to marry
a struggling
preacher until her
family persuaded
her that he wasn’t
worthy, Ball said.

She later
married William Johnson, an Ohio
Supreme Court justice.

The preacher, who later served
as a medic in the war, wrote a
poem about losing his love, and it
was eventually set to music.

“It was the most popular song of
the Civil War by far,” Ball said.

At least one book has been
written about its origins.

Ball has visited the heights
above Zanesville mentioned in the
lyrics (“When up the hilly slope we
climbed to watch the dying of the
day”) and Martha’s grave in
Ironton.

“I went down there and found
her grave and sang Lorena to her,”
he said, “and then I finished read-
ing the book and found she hated
the song.”

Another of his favorites is
Darling Nelly Gray, a lament about
a Kentucky slave whose beloved
was sold and shipped to Georgia.

Benjamin Hanby wrote it while
attending Otterbein College in
Westerville.

He was inspired by the story of
Joseph Selby, an escaped slave
from Kentucky who found refuge
at the Hanby homestead in Rush-
ville and told the story of his
sweetheart, Nelly, being sold.

“Joe Selby is buried in Rush-
ville,” Ball said. “Nobody knows
what happened to Nelly.”

Ball traces his fascination with
the Civil War to an old family
photograph of his great-great-
grandfather William Tyler Butts,
who served for four years in the
Union Army and fought at Bull
Run, Gettysburg and Lookout
Mountain.

While growing up on the East
Side, the young historian would
ask questions about the young
soldier in the photo — and adults
often couldn’t answer them.

“I began riding my bicycle to the

SO TO SPEAK

FILE PHOTO

Steve Ball, Civil War enthusiast

Songs 
of Civil War

enhance
repertoire

JOE
BLUNDO

See BLUNDO Page E2

� For more
information on
Steve Ball, visit
www.steveball
civilwarmusic.
com.

W

� The Help,
PG-13, will open
Wednesday in
central Ohio
theaters.
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HOW TO REACH US

Today is Sunday, Aug. 7, the
219th day of 2011. There are
146 days left in the year.

HIGHLIGHTS IN HISTORY
� On Aug. 7, 1961, Yale psy-
chology professor Stanley
Milgram began conducting his
human behavior experiments
concerning obedience toward
authority figures.
� In 1782, Gen. George
Washington created the Order of
the Purple Heart, a decoration to
recognize merit in enlisted 
men and noncommissioned
officers.
� In 1882, the famous feud
between the Hatfields of West
Virginia and the McCoys of
Kentucky erupted into full-scale
violence.
� In 1942, U.S. and allied forces
landed at Guadalcanal, marking
the start of the first major allied
offensive in the Pacific during
World War II.
� In 1964, Congress passed the
Gulf of Tonkin resolution, giving
President Lyndon B. Johnson
broad powers in dealing with
reported North Vietnamese
attacks on U.S. forces.
� In 1971, the Apollo 15 moon
mission ended successfully as its
command module splashed down
in the Pacific Ocean.
� Ten years ago: Three re-
searchers told a committee at the
National Academy of Sciences
they were unswayed by arguments
against human cloning and would
soon try to clone humans. 
� Five years ago: Oil prices
jumped after BP said it had
discovered corrosion so severe it
would have to replace 16 miles of
pipeline at the Prudhoe Bay oil
field in Alaska. 
� One year ago: Elena Kagan
was sworn in as the 112th justice
and fourth woman to serve on the
U.S. Supreme Court. 

THOUGHT FOR TODAY
“People who cannot recognize a
palpable absurdity are very much
in the way of civilization.” —
Agnes Repplier, American
essayist (1858-1950)
Source: Associated Press

DAILY ALMANAC

What’s happening in entertain-
ment and the arts? Throughout
the week, our reporters’ blogs
offer perspectives you won’t find
in print. Read more at Dispatch.
com/blogs.
Highlights this week include:

CELEBRITIES
Check out the star-
driven news and
Hollywood gossip from
the Celebrity Sur-

veillance team.

JOE BLUNDO
Where could Casey
Anthony hide out in
Ohio? Joe has some
ideas.

MOVIES
Catch up on reviews
of the top summer
movies — before
picking up a ticket —

through the Movie Blog.

ROMANCE LIT
For reviews of steamy
novels and interviews
with top authors in
the industry, go to the

Private Passions blog.

THEATER
Michael Grossberg
asks former Upper
Arlington resident
Katherine Hood about

her years of nurturing acting
talent at the Juilliard School in
New York.

profile among the four judges.
“Once I found out who the other

three were, I felt stupid that I’d
been dragging my feet,” he said,
referring to Christina Aguilera, Cee
Lo Green and Adam Levine. 

But Shelton was also the most
popular artist on the panel, based
on recent chart successes.

Recently, he has been on tele-
vision with some frequency.

In 2007, he was a judge on the
fifth season of Nashville Star and
also appeared on Clash of the
Choirs.

In April, he hosted the Academy
of Country Music Awards with
friend Reba McEntire (whose hus-
band, Narvel Blackstock, is one of
Shelton’s managers).

But there was a time when
Shelton couldn’t get on television.
He had videos, of course — “my
only way to show people I could
really make fun of myself” — but
he was largely overlooked by award
shows not only as a nominee but
also as a performer or presenter. A
glut of male stars two generations
deep was blocking his way: Paisley,
Kenny Chesney, Toby Keith, Tim
McGraw and Keith Urban; and,
even more entrenched, Alan Jack-
son and George Strait.

Because of that, Shelton has
been succeeding by relative stealth.
His debut album was released in
2002, a time of high jingoism in
country music — a template that
Shelton didn’t fit squarely. Since
then, there have been other arche-
types: the whimsical outlaw, the
nouveau hick, the handsome lover
man. Again, Shelton was a little of
each but not loyal to any one.

That was obvious from his series
of hits. It’s too easy for country
stars to play to type, but Shelton
doesn’t at all, taking on countless
roles in his songs: a clever drunk
and a loyal son, a skeptical lover
and a crafty prisoner, a redneck
booster and a carefree rapscallion.

Last year he released a greatest-

hits collection, Loaded: The Best of
Blake Shelton: The album is diverse
and fun, and holds up against the
catalog of any other country artist
of the past decade.

Emerging during what he termed
a “horrifyingly conservative”
period for country — aesthetically,
not politically — Shelton and his
loose-cannon attitude often fell
through the cracks. He had big hits
but not a steady image.

“I believe the diversity of his
style was probably not appreciated
until somebody could stand back
and look at everything and say,
‘Hey, this is great,’” said John
Esposito, president and CEO of
Warner Music Nashville.

Shelton is a strong singer, but
charm is his selling point. It’s evi-
dent on his albums, in his TV
appearances and whenever he
forgoes the stoic reserve that seems
to chronically afflict male country
stars. A mouth given to profanity

and a Twitter account full of blue
humor help, too.

“There was a point where
Warner Bros. was like ‘We’ve got to
get Blake off Twitter ’cause he can’t
say these type of things,’” Shelton
recalled. “If Hank Williams Sr.
would have had a Twitter account,
can you imagine the (things) he
would have said? Or George
Jones?”

“If there’s anything that I hope
that I have contributed to country
music, it’s probably not going to be
song of the year or to sing some
amazing note people will talk
about forever.

“I hope that people learn from
me: It’s OK to be yourself. It’s OK to
offend somebody, and, as a matter
of fact, please be polarizing. If
you’re not polarizing, you failed, in
my opinion. If you don’t stand for
something, how can anyone re-
spect what you do?”

In that, he has an apt partner in
his wife of just a few months,
Miranda Lambert, one of the
sharpest voices in country music
and one of the most raw.

In November at the Country
Music Association Awards, they
each had a breakthrough moment.
She won female vocalist of the year
— a first but not a surprise — and
he won male vocalist of the year,
something of an unexpected coup.

With Shelton’s role on The Voice
continuing — all four coaches have
signed up for season two, to begin
in the winter — the spotlight will
get harsher. (The time commit-
ment is already overwhelming:
“They’ve worked him to complete
and utter death,” Lambert said.)

And when The Voice returns, he’ll
once again be a half-time country
star, half-time TV star, full-time
husband.

“The one thing we can’t allow to
happen is we get so busy that we
lose each other,” Shelton said of
his still-young marriage.

“Do I want to be the biggest star
on Earth? Yeah. Am I willing to do
what it takes to be that?”

Here came some cussing, before
he said no.

SHELTON
FROM PAGE E1
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Love-song material: Blake Shelton
and wife Miranda Lambert 

“It’s OK to be yourself. It’s
OK to offend somebody,
and, as a matter of fact,
please be polarizing.”
BLAKE SHELTON
country singer

and what they believe in,” the
author said.

Although it was released in
February 2009, The Help didn’t gain
popularity until the summer of that
year.

Now it’s a mainstay on best-seller
lists.

“I think people started reading it
and really started talking about it,”
said Robin Nesbitt, technical-
services director for the Columbus
Metropolitan Library.

“Initially it wasn’t popular, but it
was word-of-mouth.”

Nesbitt, a fan of the book, said
the strong characters and contro-
versial subject are what continue to
draw readers.

In a central scene, Skeeter’s
childhood friend Hilly Holbrook —
now the president of the Jackson
Junior League — pushes an initia-
tive urging league members to
install separate bathrooms for their
maids, claiming that African-
Americans will spread diseases to
white families.

Although Skeeter is outraged,
Aibileen silently accepts the shabby
bathroom created by her employer,
Elizabeth. But when Aibileen strug-
gles to potty-train Elizabeth’s
daughter, the little girl — who
admires Aibileen — wants to use
the outdoor bathroom, too.

“At first I was nervous about the
subject matter,” Nesbitt said.
“Then you read it, and she
(Stockett) humanizes the situation
— especially for someone like me
who was born in the North . . . and
never witnessed something like
that firsthand.”

Octavia Spencer, who plays the

feisty and outspoken Minny in the
upcoming movie, said Stockett’s
inclusion of Aibileen’s and Minny’s
firsthand accounts impressed her.

From Aibileen’s gut-wrenching
story of how her son, Treelore, died
after being sent away from a white
hospital, to Minny’s fear that her
husband will beat her, the novel is
unafraid to approach difficult
topics.

“She didn’t sugarcoat,” Spencer
said. “All too often we gloss over
the negative or just don’t talk about
it.

“She made . . . discussions hap-
pen.”

The Help, which has occupied
the USA Today best-seller list for
115 weeks, sits at No. 1.

With the upcoming movie adap-
tation — opening nationally on
Wednesday — demand for the
book has heightened, Nesbitt said.

The Columbus library owns 295
copies of the novel, and there are
498 requests for it, she said.

While devotees of the book
might be skeptical of the movie

version, Stockett cautions them not
to worry.

She granted Taylor (an unknown
actor and director of one movie,
Pretty Ugly People) screenplay
rights a year before The Help was
published, and was excited to see
the story told by someone else who
grew up in Jackson, she said. 

“He stayed really true to the book
and yet made some of the conflicts
between the characters more
immediate,” Stockett said. “The
story starts and it explodes in your
face and the emotion doesn’t take
very long to start bubbling over.”

Some fans, such as 22-year-old
Columbus resident Nicole Frie,
worry that boiling down a 464-page
book to feature-film length will
cheat the plot. 

“What bothers me most when I
see books that have been turned
into movies is they have extra stuff
or they don’t stick to the story line,”
Frie said. “I’d like to see them stay
as true to the book as possible.”

Spencer thinks readers will be
happy with what they see.

The cast — which includes Viola
Davis as Aibileen, Emma Stone as
Skeeter and Bryce Dallas Howard
as Hilly — brings Stockett’s vivid
characters to life, she said.

“Let me just say I felt like I had
fallen into a pot of jam and knew I
had to do my homework because
they were going to be seriously
bringing it as far as performance,”
Spencer said. 

Stockett has yet to see the film.
But, she said, “From what I’ve

seen so far, and the sopping-wet
Kleenexes in people’s hands com-
ing out of the film (at advance
screenings), I have to think they’re
(readers) going to really enjoy it. . . .
I’m kind of saving it for myself.”

lwynalek@dispatch.com
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Friends and confidantes, from left: Skeeter (Emma Stone), Minny (Octavia Spencer) and Aibileen (Viola Davis)

THE HELP
FROM PAGE E1

Loyal and outspoken: 
Minny (Spencer)

Bexley Public Library and
studying the Civil War,” Ball
said.

Years later, his research led
him to a small family ceme-
tery in Ross County — where
Butts was buried in an un-
marked grave next to the
marked graves of his wife and
children.

Ball secured the veteran’s
gravestone to which his ances-
tor was entitled.

“It was 117 years later, but
he finally got it.”

Ball is in demand these
days, given that the 150th
anniversary has renewed in-
terest in the Civil War.

For him, the interest never
fades.

Joe Blundo is a Dispatch
columnist.

jblundo@dispatch.com
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We’re all familiar with the
concept of beach reads: books
that are perfect for the hazy
season, tomes that are catchy
and clever without being de-
manding.

Cable, it is becoming clear,
has its own equivalent: summer
series that trade on light
comedy and quirky characters,
with just enough mystery or
action to keep you from flip-
ping the channel.

Call it sweet-tea TV. It is the
peculiar — and notably suc-
cessful — provenance of basic
cable’s USA Network.

Consider a recent week in
July: Seven USA shows — virtu-
ally its entire slate of original
prime-time programming —
were bunched together in
Nielsen’s top 10 scripted cable
series.

Only one show on cable —
TNT’s Falling Skies — out-
ranked any of USA’s magnif-
icent seven.

In order of popularity, they
are Royal Pains, Burn Notice,
Covert Affairs, Suits, Necessary
Roughness, White Collar and In
Plain Sight.

“What’s remarkable is the
consistency of their originals,”
says Sam Armando, director of
strategic intelligence at SMGx,
the research arm of Starcom
MediaVest Group.

“Other networks have peaks
and valleys. USA doesn’t,” he
says. “Five of their originals are
within one-tenth of a ratings
point of each other.”

Ted Linhart, USA’s research
chief, crows, “It’s historic to
have seven original shows on
the air performing at these
levels. No one has ever seen
this level of dominance.”

USA is the cable mouse that
roared.

A decade ago, it was just
another network trolling for an
audience with stale bait —
network reruns and marginal
sports.

In the summer of 2002, it
stumbled upon the eccentric
template that has propelled it
to the top: Monk.

Actor Tony Shalhoub was
wonderfully endearing as the
title character, a brilliant detec-
tive with obsessive-compulsive
disorder. 

USA has been duplicating the
formula ever since. 

Other networks have noticed.
TNT series such as Franklin &
Bash and Leverage imitate the
formula.

TNT and the History Channel
are the only basic-cable outlets
within hailing distance of USA
this summer.

With the recent season pre-
mieres of The Closer and Rizzoli
& Isles, TNT might close the
gap.

TELEVISION

Airy series
attract
viewers in
summer

USA NETWORK

Gabrielle Anwar and Jeffrey
Donovan of Burn Notice

By David Hiltbrand
THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER


