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I. INTRODUCTION



A. ABSTRACT

In response to a critical focus on the representation of people of Color on Broadway, or
theatre for people of Color off-Broadway, this thesis examines how Whiteness is constructed and
presented to White audiences on Broadway. I identify three different ways race is dealt with in
mainstream theatre: 1) shows where race, problematically defined as only about people of Color,
is explicitly marked and is obviously central to the story’s plot 2) shows where race is not
explicitly marked and the casts are all White and 3) shows where race is not explicitly marked
and the casts are multi-racial. Using both Critical Race theory and Performance Studies theory as
a framework, and focusing on the past five years on Broadway, I look at how shows in each of
these categories engage with or inform Whiteness. In each category I identify and analyze
common patterns within the category and then do an in-depth case study of one show in each
category. The three case studies, corresponding to the categories listed above, are: 1) Memphis
by Joe DiPietro and David Bryan 2) God of Carnage by Yasmina Reza and translated by
Christopher Hampton and 3) August: Osage County by Tracy Letts. I find that in all three
categories, Broadway shows reinforce White supremacy by failing to analyze Whiteness and ask
White audience members to recognize and examine their own Whiteness and White privilege.

B. KEY TERMS

Since this thesis is intended for an inter-disciplinary audience, I will define some
foundational terms and theories in both Critical Race Theory and institutional Theatre that I will
use and refer to throughout this thesis.

Race

I am defining race as a social construct that affects access to political and social power.
Race is not biological as it is often problematically defined, but instead refers to the ways in
which individuals have or do not have access to cultural and political power. Race is not a fixed
biological or genetic fact, but rather is a social construction with changing meanings. In this
sense Race is historical, as the meanings we attribute to racial categories like “Black,” “White,”
“Asian” or “Latino” have changed throughout American history. However this does not mean

that race is not real. I find Frankenberg’s definition of race in the introduction of her study White



Women Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness very helpful for understanding how
race as a social construct has real impact on lived experiences:
I have found most useful those analyses that view race as a socially constructed rather
than inherently meaningful category, one linked to relations of power and processes of
struggle, and one whose meaning changes over time. Race, like gender, is ‘real’ in the
sense that it has real, though changing, effects in the world and real, tangible, and
complex impact on individuals’ sense of self, experiences, and life chances. In asserting
that race and racial difference are socially constructed, I do not minimize their social and
political reality, but rather insist that their reality is, precisely, social and political rather
than inherent or static (Frankenberg 11).
Additionally, race is also often problematically defined as only being about people of
Color, as Whiteness goes unmarked as a race. In this thesis, when I refer to “race” I am referring

to the social construction of Whiteness as well as to the social construction of other racial

locations.

Racial Identity and Racial Location

Racial identity refers to how an individual would designate his or her own race. Racial

location refers to how an individual is raced by other people around him or her.

Race Relations:

When I use the term Race Relations, [ am referring to interactions between individuals
and groups of different racial locations and between individuals and groups of one racial location
and institutions that are run by, or organized according to the needs of another racial location
(which in the context of White dominated America means individuals or groups of Color

interacting with White-dominated institutions).



Racial Narratives:

Racial narratives refer to a set of explicit or coded stories or messages about race.
Racial narratives are present in everyday conversation, laws or government policies, history

lessons, or works of art like plays and musicals.

Structural versus Individual Racism

Individual racism refers to acts of racial aggression committed by one, or a group of,
White individuals against one or a group of individuals of Color. Structural racism refers to
ways in which institutions of power—for example institutions of law, education, housing or in
the context of this thesis the institution of Broadway—in the United States function to maintain

the racial hierarchy by supporting White dominance.

Colorblind Racism

Colorblind racism refers to modern ideologies and narratives that support and reinscribe
White supremacy by failing to acknowledge race or raced experiences. It is an ideology that has
developed since the Civil Rights movements of the nineteen fifties and sixties, and has become
especially popular in recent years following Obama’s election. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva identifies
four central frames of Color-blind Racism in Racism without Racists. They are: “abstract
liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism and minimizations of racism” (Bonilla-Silva 26).
Abstract liberalism refers to the use of “ideas associated with political liberalism (e.g., ‘equal
opportunity,’ the idea that force should not be used to achieve social policy) and economic
liberalism (e.g., choice, individualism) in an abstract manner to explain racial matters” (Bonilla-

Silva 28). Bonilla-Silva cites one of the most common examples of abstract liberalism in



contemporary racial discourse, which is the argument that affirmative action for people of Color
is unjust and unconstitutional because it does not give all applicants equal opportunity to be
admitted or hired. This narrative about affirmative action constructs “equal opportunity” as an
abstract right, without taking into account the structural and historical ways people of Color are
denied access to the same jobs and educational opportunities Whites are. “Naturalization”, the
second frame of post-racialism, “is a frame that allows whites to explain away racial phenomena
by suggesting they are natural occurrences” (Bonilla-Silva 28). The third frame, “cultural
racism,” “is a frame that relies on culturally based arguments such as ‘Mexicans do not put much
emphasis on education’ or ‘blacks have too many babies’ to explain the standing of minorities in
society” (Bonilla-Silva 28). Finally “minimization of racism,” the fourth frame, “is a frame that
suggests discrimination is no longer a central factor affecting minorities’ life chances” (Bonilla-

Silva 29). Taken together, these four frames of Colorblind racism create a narrative that

American society is now post-racial.

Whiteness:
In this thesis I am using Frankenberg’s definition of Whiteness:

Whiteness, I will argue, in the pages that follow, has a set of linked dimensions. First,
whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a
“standpoint,” a place from which white people look at ourselves, at others, and at
society. Third, ‘whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked
and unnamed. (Frankenberg 1)

Blackness and the Black-White Binary:

For the most part in this thesis I specifically locate an individual or group’s racial
location and try not to re-inscribe the problematic White-Black binary in American racial

discourse. However, occasionally I make reference to the concept of Blackness as a contrast to



Whiteness. In this sense “Blackness” refers a conceptual “Blackening” of people of Color in the
United States. This does not refer to an individual racial location or to any sort of degree of skin
Color, but rather to the ideological idea of Blackness and Whiteness in American racial
discourse, which results from the significant legacy of African American slavery on how we talk
about and conceptualize race in the United States. When I am referring to this “Blackening” of
people of Color I will use the terms “Blackening,” “Blackness,” or “Black™ in quotation marks,
so as to distinguish from the racial location of Black. When I use the term the Black-White
binary, [ am referring to this tendency in American popular discourse to think about race in
terms of relationships only between Black Americans and White Americans and thus to ignore or

deny the experiences of other People of Color.

Cultural Hegemony

In “Using the Concept of Cultural Hegemony to Write Theatre History” Bruce A.
McConachie combines Antonio Gramsci’s theories of cultural hegemony and Kenneth Burke’s
theories on social rhetoric to explain how cultural hegemony operates in institutional theatre.
McConachie defines cultural hegemony as a collection of commonly held beliefs and values
within a social group that is created “through legitimation, the half-conscious acceptance of the
norms of behavior and the categories of knowledge generated by social institutions, public
activities, and popular rituals viewed as ‘natural’ by the people whose actions they shape”
(McConachie 39-40). Cultural Hegemony, according to Gramsci, not only creates these
communal meanings, but also obscures the existence of these meanings by making them appear
to be some sort of universal truths: “hegemonic culture both educates and mystifies its adherents,

including those in dominant as well as those in subordinate groups” (McConachie 40). Cultural



hegemony is constantly evolving, as meanings shift over time depending on the current social
and political needs of the dominant group. This malleable nature of cultural hegemony means
both that there is room to use the locations of cultural meaning—for example language and
popular arts—to create alternative meanings that challenge cultural hegemony, but also that
cultural hegemony is able to adapt so as to absorb challenges without making any real
foundational changes in cultural meanings.

McConachie thus argues that “to suppose...the theatre merely reflected larger political or
economic realities—that it had no efficacy of its own—would be a serious misjudgment,
according to Gramsci” as “because dominant cultures have always been dynamic and
contradictory, theatre may have had more potential power than its practitioners may have wished
to acknowledge” (McConachie 42). McConachie elaborates on this power of the theatre in
crafting cultural hegemonies by exploring Kenneth Burke’s definition of cultural rhetoric as “the
primary means whereby social groups construct, legitimate, and gradually alter their culture”
through the use of rhetoric to “foster social norms and knowledge through identification”
(McConachie 46). He argues that:

In the theatre, auditory and visual signs, constituted by music, scenery, an actor’s line

reading, stage movement, and so forth, merge with the words of the playwright to create a

metalanguage or, more specifically, a semiotics of the stage charged with “emotional

overtones” for the audience. Like a written language, this vocabulary for the theatre
contains “a scheme of the appropriate” developed historically by its cultural groups.

(McConachie 47)

Thus the “vocabulary for the theatre” is one of the cultural institutions through which
cultural hegemony is created and strengthened in American society, and is thus also a potential
cite for challenges to cultural hegemony. In this thesis, I am defining cultural hegemony in the

context of American society as the group of cultural meanings and knowledges that maintain and

support White, upper class, heterosexual, male, power and privilege.



Dominant Narrative and Counter Narratives

The dominant narrative is the framework of definitions, meanings and knowledges that
are created by cultural hegemony. It refers to stories, labels and understandings that are prevalent
in our society and work to maintain White, upper class, heterosexual, male power and privilege.
These narratives are constructed by individuals and institutions with cultural and political
(White, heterosexual, male, upper class) privilege. For example, a part of the dominant narrative
in America is the idea of “pulling yourself up by your bootstraps.” This dominant narrative
suggests that any individual can be successful if they try hard enough, and that if an individual is
not successful it is because they did not really try. This dominant narrative thus obscures the role
of racist social structures in an individual’s access to markers of success such as education,
career options, housing and so on. Counter narratives are narratives based in definitions,
meanings, and knowledges that challenge the definitions, meanings, and knowledges that frame

the dominant narratives.

White Supremacy

[ use Ansley’s definition of White supremacy as quoted by Sabina E. Vaught in Racism,
Public Schooling, and the Entrenchment of White Supremacy:

By “white supremacy” I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious racism of white
supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political, economic, and cultural system in
which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and
unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of
White dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of
institutions and social settings. (Vaught 25-26)



White Privilege

White Privilege refers to the privilege Whites in our society benefit from as a result of
White supremacy. Stephanie M. Wildman and Adrienne D. Davis identify two major
components of privilege in their article “Making Systems of Privilege Visible:

First, the characteristics of the privileged group define the societal norm, often benefiting

those in the privileged group. Second, privileged group members can rely on their

privilege and avoid objecting to oppression. Both the conflation of privilege with the

societal norm and the implicit option to ignore oppression mean that privilege is rarely
seen by the holder of the privilege. (Wildman and Davis)

Invisibility of Whiteness

When I refer to the Invisibility of Whiteness I am referring to the ways in which
“White” is not marked as a racial location and is thus obscured as a racial location of cultural and
political power. In his article “Failing to See” Harlon Dalton explains how Whiteness is
normalized and is constructed as the neutral, un-raced position because Whiteness is not marked
or recognized except for when it is compared to other racial locations. As a result, he argues,
“most White people...tend not to think of themselves in racial terms. They know that they are
White, of course, but mostly that translates into being not Black, not Asian American, and not
Native American. Whiteness in and of itself, has little meaning” (Dalton 15). Dalton goes on to
mark this ability of Whites to see themselves as not having race as a privilege that comes from
the social power they have as Whites: “Why do most White people not see themselves as having
race? In part, race obliviousness is the natural consequence of being in the driver’s seat” (Dalton
17).

Just as Whiteness goes unmarked as a racial location in the dominant discourse and is
constructed as an un-raced, normative location, White culture is similarly unmarked and

constructed as the norm. In her article “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack”



Peggy MclIntosh outlines a number of ways in which she benefits in her daily life from White
privilege. Several of these benefits help illustrate the ways in which Whiteness dominates
American culture and entertainment:

5. I can turn on the television or open the front page of the paper and see people of my

race widely represented. ..

6. When I am told about our national heritage or about “civilization,” I am shown that

people of my color made it what it is...

9. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented...

(Mclntosh 124)

Just as MclIntosh can count on turning on the television and seeing Whites widely
represented, so to could she walk into a Broadway theatre and count on seeing Whites widely
represented on stage. As McIntosh explains, because Whiteness is constructed as the only
“cultural turf,” one aspect of White privilege is the ability to feel as a White person that your

b

and I use culture here to refer to a

stories and art are part of normative, dominant “culture’
culture of White privilege not to ethnic culture—where as the stories or art of People of Color

are part of marginalized, de-centered sub-cultures.

Whiteness as property

In her article “Whiteness as Property,” Cheryl 1. Harris outlines how the meanings of race
have been constructed throughout American history in such a way that “Whiteness” and the
attendant social and legal privileges that go with it have become a type of property that Whites
believe they have a right to. According to Harris throughout American history being White has
become the distinction between being human or subhuman, between owning property or being
property, between your rights being protected by the government and court and your rights being

ignored or denied by these institutions. The theory of Whiteness as property therefore refers to
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the expectation of Whites that they are entitled to certain rights and that the government and

courts and other social institutions will protect these rights.

Taking Back the Center

When I refer to the practice of Whites taking back the center I am drawing on Trina
Grillo and Stephanie M. Wildman’s explanation of this practice in their article “Taking Back the
Center™:

Because whiteness is the norm, it is easy to forget that is not the only perspective. Thus,
members of dominant groups assume that their perceptions are the pertinent perceptions,
that their problems are the problems that need to be addressed, and that in discourse they
should be the speaker rather than the listener. Part of being a member of a privileged
group is being the center and the subject of all inquiry, in which people of color or other
non-privileged groups are the objects.

So strong is this expectation of holding center-stage that even when a time and
place are specifically designated for members of a non-privileged group to be central,
members of the dominant group will often attempt to take back the pivotal focus. They
are stealing the center—usually with a complete lack of self-consciousness. (Grillo and
Wildman 337)

Average Broadway Audience

The Broadway League' publishes demographic information each season about the
audiences for Broadway shows in the past year. They provide an excerpt from the “executive
summary” of the 2010-2011 season report on their website. According to these findings, the
typical Broadway audience member is White, female, middle aged, and well educated:

-...approximately 62% of all Broadway tickets were purchased by tourists

-sixty-five percent of the audiences were female.

-the average age of the Broadway theatregoer was 44 years, older than in the past few
seasons.

! “The Broadway League is the national trade association for the Broadway Industry. Our 600-
plus members include theatre owners and operators, producers, presenters, and general managers
in North American cities, as well as suppliers of goods and services to the commercial theatre
industry” (The Broadway League website).
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-eighty-three percent of all tickets were purchased by Caucasian theatregoers.
-Broadway theatregoers were a very well-educated group. Of theatregoers over 25 years
old, 78% had completed college and 39% had earned a graduate degree.
-The average Broadway theatregoer reported attending 5 shows in the previous 12
months
-Playgoers tended to be more frequent theatregoers than musical attendees. The typical
straight play attendee saw eight shows in the past year; the musical attendee, five.
(Broadway League website)
When I refer to the Average Broadway Audience member within this thesis, I am referring to
these demographics, with a particular emphasis on the average Broadway audience member as a
White audience member. Additionally, I am defining the average Broadway audience member in
two additional ways: as someone who is upper-middle class (Full price tickets for most
Broadway shows run the range from seventy to one hundred and fifty dollars, if not more), and

also as someone who does not have any exposure to Critical Race Theory or Performance

Studies.

Tony Awards

The Tony Awards are the premiere awards awarded each year to mark excellence on
Broadway. All new productions that have opened on Broadway in the given season are eligible
for nominations, as are the artists who worked on those shows. The awards are overseen and

presented by both The Broadway League and the American Theatre Wing®.

Colorblind and Non-traditional casting

Colorblind casting refers to the practice of casting an actor without consideration for

whether the actor’s racial location is the same as the racial location of the character. Most of the

? The American Theatre Wing is an organization “dedicated to celebrating excellence and
supporting education in the theatre” (American Theatre Wing website).
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time this means an actor of Color is being cast in a role that was written for a White actor. Non-
traditional casting refers to the practice of purposefully casting a character, or more often all
characters in a given production, with actors whose racial location, gender or physical ability
does not match the racial location, gender, or physical ability of the characters. An example of
non-traditional casting would be the all Black production in 2008 of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, a

play by Tennessee Williams, a White man.
C. PREFACE

Theatre has always been an incredibly important part of my life. My parents work or have
worked in the theatre, I grew up attending shows in New York with my family, and I have taken
drama classes since a very young age. However a part of me always figured the theatre would
remain a very important but secondary part of my adult life, as I viewed my interest in the theatre
and my desire to work towards social justice as separate interests. Then in college I started
directing, and realized that not only did I love it, but that I could in fact imagine wanting to
pursue directing after college. However, at the same time that I was discovering directing, [ was
also being introduced to race studies through my American Studies major at Tufts and learning
to claim and take responsibility for my Whiteness. The American Studies classes I have taken
have truly changed my outlook on the world around me, and this new outlook has necessarily
changed my relationship with the theatre as well. Theatre is a significant part of popular culture,
especially in the United States, and as such it is a major medium through which coded racial
messages are transmitted and spread. Given this, American theatre as an institution is both a
reflection of our White dominated racist society, and also has a lot of potential as a site for
creating counter-narratives to dominant White narratives. Theatre as an art form can be a tool for

social change, but supposed attempts to make mainstream American theatre more diverse or to
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make theatre that challenges American racism can have a wide range of effects and are often
more complicated than they appear. As a White woman looking towards a career as a director, |
am mindful both of the problematic ways race is currently dealt with in most theatre aimed at
White audiences in this country and of the potential in my position as a White anti-racist director
to work on shows aimed to educate White audiences about race. This thesis therefore grew out of
my own ongoing attempts to use my education in American Studies and Critical Race theory to
analyze and inform how I view and participate in American theatre as a frequent audience

member and aspiring director with a commitment to anti-racist social justice work.

D. INTENDED AUDIENCE

This study is directed at three primary audiences and areas of study: theatre studies
scholars, race studies scholars, and Broadway audiences and practitioners. It was important to me
to not only write to race studies scholars within my discipline of American Studies, but also to
theatre scholars, practitioners and audiences to urge them to think more critically about how
Broadway reinscribes White supremacy. Additionally, I am writing in response to a disconnect I
see between how theatre studies scholars talk about racial narratives on Broadway and the
current popular discourse amongst industry professionals and consumers about racial narratives
in recent Broadway shows. It was therefore important to me to address people engaging with
theatre both as scholars and as artists. As a result of these multiple audiences, I attempt
throughout to describe race studies terms that would be unfamiliar to theatre scholars or
Broadway audiences and practitioners and vice versa with theatre terms and race studies

scholars.
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E. PROBLEM

As I will examine in my literature review, most theatre scholars and practitioners
engaging with questions of racial narratives and constructions in performance focus on theatre by
and or for people of Color with the given assumption that Broadway is White dominanted and
racist. For the most part, these practitioners and scholars are artists of Color who argue for
creating theatre outside of traditional, Western-European inspired American drama, believing
that theatre that truly speaks to the experiences of people of Color cannot occur on White-
dominated Broadway. At the same time, as [ will also show in my literature review, there is
popular discourse right now around Broadway shows that says more plays “about race” are being
performed. Unchallenged, this popular discourse suggests that there is no longer a problem with
the way people of Color are portrayed on Broadway, and obscures the fact that the majority of
shows are still about Whites and Whiteness. Additionally, this popular discourse acknowledges
that a show is about race only when it is about People of Color, or Whites interacting with
People of Color, and does not mark White actors, characters or stories as raced, or question what
messages White audiences receive about their own Whiteness on Broadway.

I believe very strongly that it is important that artists of Color not be made responsible for
educating White audiences about race. One aspect of White privilege is that Whites do not have
to think about race or racism if they do not want to, and thus asking artists of Color to educate
Whites about race allows White artists to maintain their White privilege of not having to engage
with race themselves. As a White aspiring theatre professional, I am interested in thinking about
what theatre directed towards Whites by White artists about Whiteness and race in America

would look like. However, before we can begin to think about what this theatre critiquing
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Whiteness by and directed towards Whites might entail, I believe it is essential to first consider
what racial messages White audiences are currently getting on Broadway. This thesis therefore
critiques the common discourse which suggests Broadway has become less racially problematic
in recent years by fleshing out the scholarly assertion that mainstream American theatre is an
institution of White supremacy through an examination of shows on Broadway in the last five

years.

F. LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars and practitoners of Color writing about performance:

Much of the discourse from scholars and practitioners who argue for creating theatre by
and for People of Color outside of traditional, Western-European inspired American dramas
stems from the ideas that arose as part of the Black Arts movement in the nineteen sixties and
seventies. The nineteen sixties and seventies marked a turning point for “Black theatre,” in
America, a term scholars and practitioners like Amiri Baraka and Woodie King Jr. use to mean
plays or musicals that have Black characters and are written or produced by Black artists. The
new philosophy of the Black arts movement is embodied in playwright Amiri Baraka’s 1965
essay The Revolutionary Theatre, which was a touchstone of the Black Arts movement in
Harlem. Baraka called for a theatre that was uniquely Black and that rejected all aspects and
vestiges of mainstream White theatre. The revolutionary theatre was supposed to be just that—
revolutionary. According to Baraka, Revolutionary Theatre should:

cause the blood to rush, so that pre-revolutionary temperaments will be bathed in this

blood, and it will cause their deepest souls to move, and they find themselves tensed and

clenched, even ready to die, at what the soul has been taught. We will scream and cry,

murder, run through the streets in agony, if it means some soul will be moved, moved to
actual life understanding of what the world is, and what it ought to be. (Baraka)
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In calling for his new Revolutionary Theatre, Baraka identified mainstream theatre as a
mouthpiece of White bourgeoisie society. He explained that “most white Western artists’ do not
need to be “political,” since usually, whether they know it or not, they are in complete sympathy
with the most repressive social forces in the world today” (Baraka). Baraka’s call for a Black
theatre that was entirely separate from mainstream White theatre was taken up by other Black
theatre artists as the Black arts movement grew in the late sixties and seventies. In the
introduction to their Black Drama Anthology written in 1972 Woodie King Jr. and Ron Milner
instruct Black theatre to “go home psychically, mentally, aesthetically, and, we think,
physically” in order to “be born, sustain itself, and justify its own being” (King and Milner 7).
They go on to caution Black artists against working on Broadway, explaining that
Broadway does not want our blackness, wasn’t designed or intended for it, definitely
doesn’t want any strange new forms inspired by that very blackness. She is a contented
fat white cow. If you can slip in and milk her for a minute—well, then, more black power
to you, brother. But we’re telling you—it’s a weird price she’s asking. She wants you to
be a signing hyena, dancing on the graves of yourself and everyone you know. (King and
Milner 8-9)
The Black arts movement in the sixties and seventies was thus grounded in the understanding
that mainstream White theatre was designed for White audiences and artists and served the
interests of White society. In order to have theatre that would serve audiences and artists of
Color, Black Arts Movement artists believed they had to create a separate aesthetic and space
away from mainstream theatre.
To this end, during the late sixties and seventies, several race-specific theatres were
founded around the country, dedicated to putting on theatre by and for People of Color, and
expanding beyond the original focus on Black experiences Baraka wrote about. Although some

of these theatres have not survived to the present day, several, such as East West players in Los

Angeles, or Penumbra and Mixed Blood in Minneapolis still pursue their missions of creating
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theatre spaces for People of Color. The summer before my senior year, I used a Ted Shapiro
Memorial Award? to visit some of these race specific theatres and interview artists and staff who
worked with them. What I found is that many of the practitioners at these race-specific theatres
seem to share Baraka, King and Milner’s convictions that theatre about people of Color has to be
entirely separate from White theatre, has to be made for audiences of Color and is not meant to
be engaging in a dialogue with White America. These theatres may have White audiences, or
even predominantly White audiences, but their focus is on their artists and audiences of Color

when choosing their programming.

White mainstream critics and discourse on Broadway:

Contrasting this discourse on the part of scholars and practitioners of Color, in recent
years there has been significant discourse by mainstream White critics and practitioners that
suggests Broadway is dealing with issues of race in a more progressive or inclusive way. This
belief can be seen in the following articles published during the five year period on which I focus
in this thesis: “Broadway in Black and White” by Rob Weinert-Kendt in a 2009 issue of
American Theatre, “Music of the Night: In Four Broadway rhythms, We feel Freedom’s Pulse”
by Jeffrey Sweet in a 2010 issue of Dramatics, “Not a regular ‘Joe’” by Robert Hofler in a June
2009 issue of Variety, “The ‘Race’ Card” by Stuart Miller in a 2009 Playbill, ““Shades of grey in
Black and White: in a series of new works playwrights revisit race” by Gordon Cox in a 2010
issue of Variety. These articles all demonstrate the problematic ways in which White dominant

discourse analyzes how race is being dealt with on Broadway.

3 The Ted Shapiro Memorial Award is a grant awarded through the American Studies program
by the Shapiro family in memory of their son Ted Shapiro, an American Studies major at Tufts.
American Studies majors may use the grant to pursue educational opportunities during the
summer they can not pursue at Tufts during the academic year.
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These articles all focus on the 2009-2010 Broadway season, talking about shows like
David Mamet’s Race; Terrence Mcnally, Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens’ Ragtime; E.Y.
Harburg, Fred Saidy and Burton Lane’s Finian’s Rainbow; Jim Lewis and Bill T. Jones’ Fela!/;
Michael Stewart, Charles Strouse and Lee Adams’ Bye Bye Birdie; Joe DiPietro and David
Bryan’s Memphis, Tracy Letts’ Superior Donuts; and Keith Huff’s 4 Steady Rain which all
opened that season. They also reference earlier shows such as Lin-Manuel Miranda and Quiara
Alegria Hudes’ In the Heights,; Arthur Laurents, Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim’s
West Side Story, Gerome Ragni, James Rado and Galt MacDermot’s Hair, and Richard Rodgers,
Oscar Hammerstein and Joshua Logan’s South Pacific as well as some well received and highly
publicized shows off-Broadway during this period that actively engaged with issues of race (as
problematically defined by these authors)®. Thus for the most part these articles all define shows
about race as shows that are either about communities of Color or famous figures of Color
(Fela!, In the Heights) or are about inter-racial relationships between Whites and people of Color
challenged by racism in the broader society (Race, Ragtime, Finian’s Rainbow, Bye Bye Birdie,
Memphis, Superior Donuts, West Side Story, Hair, South Pacific). In most cases these shows
identified are about Blacks in the United States, with In the Heights and West Side Story which
are about Latinos and South Pacific which is about indigenous Polynesians, being the only
exceptions. The only show in this group with an all White cast that was still identified as being
about race was A Steady Rain, which is about two White cops “who think they’ve lost a

promotion because of affirmative action, while one may be done in by his own racism” (Miller

* David Mamet, Terrence Mcnally, Stephen Flaherty, Lynn Ahrens, E.Y. Harburg, Fred Saidy
Burton Lane, Jim Lewis, Michael Stewart, Charles Strouse, Lee Adams, Joe DiPietro, David
Bryan, Tracy Letts, Keith Huff, Arthur Laurents, Leonard Bernstein, Stephen, Gerome Ragni,
James Rado, Galt MacDermot, Richard Rodgers, Oscar Hammerstein, and Joshua Logan are or
were White. Bill T. Jones is Black. Lin-Manuel Miranda and Quiara Alegria Hudes are Latino/a.
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8). Thus for the most part, these popular sources only acknowledge race as being part of a
show’s story when the show is about People of Color either on their own or interacting with
Whites, and the primary focus is on Black-White relations. As a result of seeing race only when
a show features People of Color and their interactions with Whites, these articles do not mark
Whiteness as a race, and fail to think about ways in which all Broadway shows are raced.

These authors may focus on plays that define race only as a Black and White issue
because there were few shows on Broadway during this period with characters from other racial
locations besides White and Black. However, none of these articles note or problematize this
focus on the Black-White binary. Instead they perpetuate the common perception that race in
America is only a question of Black and White relations, starting even with the titles of Cox’s
and Weinert-Kendts articles which specifically use the term “Black and White” to signify their
articles are about race relations.

None of these articles examine what the shows they identify as being about race are
actually saying about race or racial relations in the United States. The articles only point out that
there were a larger number of shows with characters of Color or plot lines centered on racial
relations being produced at the time. This focus merely on the existence of these shows and not
the shows’ messages to Broadway audiences, 1s indicative of two issues: 1) how rarely shows
about people of Color or overtly about race are produced, and 2) the failure within dominant
White American discourse to not only look at whether or not a story includes people of Color but
also to examine the racial narratives or ideologies present in the story. The fact that none of these
articles more closely examine exactly how the shows they identify are engaging with race
suggests that it is such an anomaly to even have a show that is explicitly about people of Color or

racial relations that these shows are noteworthy regardless of what they are actually saying. None
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of the articles go so far as to examine what the shows are saying about race or People of Color.
Weinert-Kendt does at least point out that with the exception of Fela!. which was co-written and
directed and produced by Bill T. Jones, an African American, all of the shows he identifies as
dealing with race were all written by “White writers who presume to have something to say
about race” (Weinert-Kendt 39). However, instead of suggesting that this racial disparity
between the people creating these shows and the characters they are creating should lead one to
question the racial narratives within these shows, he just uses this distinction to suggest White
and Black playwrights (and again we see here the problematic focus on Black-White relations)
write about race differently. The focus of these articles on the fact that these shows engage with
race, without looking at exactly how they engage with race or what they are saying about race,
creates an assumption that a show that features People of Color or is about racial relations is
automatically racially progressive. This assumption is very dangerous in terms of racial
messages for White audiences, for reasons [ will return to in my Memphis case study.

These articles suggest the shows they write about represent a new trend of Broadway
shows that deal with race, and they argue this trend reflects a re-focusing on racial relations in
the national discourse following President Barak Obama’s 2008 election. Miller writes that “the
first new season of the Obama era is, perhaps not surprisingly, filled with an unprecedented
number of plays touching on racial issues.” (Miller 8). Weinert-Kendt argues that the racist push-
back following Obama’s election is “hardly front-page news” but “what’s surprising is that our
nation’s still-unprocessed racial anxieties, in particular the complications of its foundational
black/white divide, are finding expression in an unlikely place: on Broadway” (Weinert-Kendt
38). Cox argues that “productions about race in America are proliferating this season, with a

handful opening in quick succession this spring at Off Broadway venues” and calls this “a
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remarkable shift that coincides with the age of Obama” (Cox). All four articles reference Obama
specifically, either to talk about the discourse following his election, or in reference to his own
attendance at shows or performances these authors identify as having to do with race. Many of
the articles include quotes from artists behind these shows who hesitate to say they were creating
their works specifically in an attempt to be keep up with current discourse, but they all suggest
that the supposed abundance of shows on Broadway dealing with race are indicative of a focus
on race in the national discourse. Interestingly, the articles are not necessarily tying into the
common dominant narrative that following the election of the first African American president
we are all post-racial and race no longer matters, but rather suggest that following Obama’s
election there has been a national refocusing on questions of racial conflict and racial relations.
However, even if the popular discourse around theatre is not arguing that we as a national are
post-racial after Obama’s election, these articles do suggest that Broadway has become racially
‘progressive’ in recent years, and that Broadway is post-racism in this “age of Obama.”

The dominant popular discourse right now thus constructs Broadway as a site of
productive’ racial dramas. However, theatre scholars and theatre practitioners of Color argue that
Broadway as an institution is an instrument of White supremacy. This blatant contradiction arises
because popular discourse about race and Broadway problematically defines race as only being
about people of Color, and does not question the productivity of racial narratives within
Broadway shows that at first glance seem to be anti-racist. In my thesis I therefore offer my
analysis of what racial narratives are actually saying in Broadway shows, and I argue that

Broadway is still very much an institution of White supremacy.

5 . . . . ..
I use “productive” here to mean the play creates meanings and narratives outside of traditional,
hegemonic discourse.
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G. HISTORY

A history of key Broadway productions featuring People of Color would reinscribe the
dominant definition of race which says a show can only be about race when People of Color are
present, which is a problematic definition I am trying to challenge in this thesis. When one
acknowledges and recognizes White as a racial location, a history of race on Broadway must
include the entire history of all productions on Broadway, which would be beyond the scope of
this project. I do however, want to provide a brief history of racial discourse in this country, to
situate White Broadway audiences’ contemporary thoughts on race in existing patterns and
evolutions of thought on race

Drawing heavily on Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s Racial Formation, Ruth
Frankenberg identifies three patterns in racial discourse in the United States in the introduction to
her book White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness: “essentialist
racism”, “a color- and power-evasive discourse,” and “race cognizance” (Frankenberg 14-15).
Frankenberg defines “essentialist racism” as a “dominant discourse” structured around
“arguments for the biological inferiority of people of color” and identifies this as the discourse
that has dominated for “the greater part of U.S. history” (Frankenberg 13). This is the dominant
discourse that defines race and racial differences as biological and presupposes that Whites are
biologically superior to other races and ethnicities.

“A color- and power-evasive discourse,” the second phase of racial discourse according
to Frankenberg, developed in the nineteen twenties, when “race difference came to be named in
cultural and social terms instead of, or simultaneously with, biological ones” (Frankenberg 13).
This emphasis on cultural difference instead of biological difference went along with an

emphasis on assimilation for People of Color into mainstream dominant White culture, stemming
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from “the belief that racial inequality was incompatible with American society, which, within
this view, was understood to be fundamentally adequate as a democracy” (Frankenberg 13).
Thus, Frankenberg argues, this interpretation of race as indicative of culture differences that can
eventually be smoothed away through assimilation into the dominant White norm is a discourse
of “essential ‘sameness’ popularly referred to as ‘color-blindness’ and calls this a “double move

299

toward ‘color evasiveness’ and ‘power evasiveness’” (Frankenberg 14). Frankenberg explains
that this emphasis on dominant mainstream culture as the neutral American culture that erases
racial differences denies the existence of social and political power structures that oppress People
of Color.

The third phase of racial discourse Frankenberg identifies, “race cognizance,” grew out of
“radical antiracist and cultural nationalist movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s—Black
Power, La Raza, and the American Indian Movement” and is marked by ““a resurgence,
reevaluation, and transformation of notions of the differentness of peoples of color from the
white dominant culture, along with an analysis and critique of racial inequality as a
fundamentally structuring feature of U.S. society” (Frankenberg 13-14). “Race cognizance” thus
highlights the ways in which racial inequality is foundational to American society where as “a
Color and power evasive discourse” ignores these power hierarchies in American society. The
“race cognizance” discourse marks a return to emphasizing racial differences after the emphasis
on “sameness” in “Color and power evasive discourse,” but “where the terms of essentialist
racism were set by the white dominant culture, in the third moment they are articulated by people

of color” and “inequality in this third moment refers not to ascribed characteristics, but to the

social structure” (Frankenberg 14-15).
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Frankenberg stresses however that although these different discourses have emerged
chronologically in history, they have not been part of the popular discourse in a strictly linear
way—one discourse did not go away at the appearance of the next. Instead, “elements of all three
can be found in today’s literature on race and racism in the United States and in the rhetoric of
activists both for and against racism” (Frankenberg 15). Frankenberg argues further, and in this
thesis I agree, that the second discourse, “the color-and power-evasive paradigm remains
dominant today” and in response to push back from the “race cognizance” discourse, “the color-
and power-evasive paradigm” has merely “incorporated elements of race cognizance into itself,
rather than being in any significant way displaced by it” (Frankenberg 15). I argue that for the
most part on Broadway the “color- and power-evasive” discourse dominates popular White
discourse on race and racism and that this discourse and frame of thought allows Broadway to
continue to function as an institution of White supremacy. Additionally, as I discussed in my
literature review, I believe much of “race cognizance” discourse in theatre is occurring far away
from Broadway, whether it is in theatres run by artists of Color or occasionally in more
mainstream Off-Broadway and Off-off Broadway shows.

In addition to outlining these three phases in American discourse on race, Frankenberg
also points out that the construction of Whiteness in America is intrinsically connected to
colonial discourses:

Given the inception of the United States as a colony settled by Europeans, and given
continued transnational traffic in modes of knowing associated with racial domination,
there continue to be close ties in the United States between racist and colonial discourses,
as well as between constructions of whiteness and of Westernness. (Frankenberg 16)
Frankenberg explains that colonial discourse defines Whiteness or Westernness “as an

effect of the Western discursive production of its others.” Thus, it is through defining and

examining non-white racial “others” that Whiteness is itself defined. However, as Frankenberg
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also explains, this definition of Whiteness is rendered invisible, as Whiteness is constructed as
the unmarked cultural norm. Thus “one effect of colonial discourse is the production of an
unmarked, apparently autonomous white/Western self, in contrast with the marked, Other racial
and cultural categories with which the racially and culturally dominant category is co-
constructed” (Frankenberg 17). This construction of White, Western culture as the unmarked
norm influences patterns of racial discourse in America. Additionally, Frankenberg points out
that this unmarked nature of Whiteness means that Whiteness is rarely studied, where as the
experiences of People of Color are usually focused on when someone wants to study race. She
identifies her study of White women and their ideas about race as an attempt to counteract this
unmarked White normativity within academic study. In this thesis I ground my analysis of race
and racism on Broadway in the narratives received by White audiences, and in the stories told
about White characters interacting amongst themselves and with People of Color for similar

reasons.

H. METHODOLOGY AND JUSTIFICATION OF RESEARCH

Organizational Categories: Three different ways in which race is dealt with on Broadway

In explaining her reasons for her study of White women’s ideas about race, Frankenberg
frames her study as a “a direct response to th[e] representational matrix” in which “whiteness
and Westernness have not, for the most part, been conceived as ‘the problem’ in the eyes of
white/Western people, whether in research or elsewhere” (Frankenberg 18). She views her study
as a “subversion” of this matrix in two ways: “first, it examines the whiteness of white women’s

experience, rather than leaving it unexplored. Second, in examining the formation and
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contestation of white women’s race consciousness, the study inquires into the social construction
of the white gaze” (Frankenberg 18).

Similar to Frankenberg, my goal in this thesis is both to look at how Whiteness is
presented and constructed within Broadway shows, and to look at how Broadway instructs White
audience members to consider their own Whiteness, and People of Color’s racial “otherness”
through Broadway’s “White gaze”. To this end I want to examine both shows about characters of
Color, and shows about White characters. For the purposes of this project therefore I have
identified three different ways race is dealt with in mainstream theatre: 1) shows where race,
problematically defined as only about People of Color, is explicitly marked and is obviously
central to the story’s plotline 2) shows where race, again problematically defined as only about
People of Color, is not explicitly marked or central to the story’s plotline and the casts are all
White and 3) shows where race, again as problematically defined as only about People of Color,
is not explicitly marked or central to the story’s plotline and the casts are multi-racial.

One of my central arguments in this thesis is that all shows are raced, and therefore that
there is no such thing as a show that is not about race at all, as White is also a racial location.
However, popular discourse does not recognize all shows on Broadway as raced, as is shown by
the popular articles I explore in my literature review, instead only seeing shows as being “about
race” when there are People of Color present and the fact that they are of Color is central to the
show’s plot (in other words they are not just there as an ethnic side-kick, or in small supporting
roles). Within the context of my thesis, I felt it was important to analyze the racial narratives in
both shows where an average White audience member would see the show as being about race,
and shows where an average White audience member would not see the show as being about

race, and my categories reflect this desire.
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The first category, which I call “Explicitly raced shows” is the category in which I put
shows the average White audience member would recognize as being “about race”, with race
here defined in the most basic, common, White-blind way. I am thinking about the shows that
people who know I am a race studies student say I should see when I'm home on vacation, shows
like Race; Memphis; Finian's Rainbow,; David Thompson, John Kander and Fred Ebb®’s The
Scottsboro Boys, or Fela!. They are shows where race, problematically defined as only about
People of Color, is so blatantly a central part of the plot or production concept that the average
White Broadway audience member would recognize it. This usually means that the show is
about historical racial oppression or conflict (such as Memphis and Scottsboro Boys) or modern
racial politics and relations (Race) or has a cast that is almost all, or completely, comprised of
People of Color and their racial location is a central part of their characters and the plot (Fela!).
It does not tend to include shows like Stephen Adly Guirgis’’ The Motherfucker with the Hat,
where the characters are all of Color but their racial locations are not primary parts of the plot. It
also never involves shows with a mostly or completely White cast. In this sense, there is very
little recognition amongst the typical Broadway audience member that White is a race, and that
shows with all White casts are about race and are therefore making statements and creating
messages about Whiteness and People of Color.

If the first category are shows the average Broadway audience member would qualify as
being “about race” then the other two categories encompass shows the average Broadway
audience member would say were not about race. I have divided these shows where race is
unmarked into two categories according to whether or not there are actors of Color in the show. |

do this as part of my efforts to race and examine Whiteness. When there are actors of Color on

% David Thompson, John Kander and Fred Ebb are all White.
7 Stephen Adly Guirgis has Irish and Egyptian parents.
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stage, a White audience is much more likely to at least recognize that White actors are White in
the sense that they are not bodies of Color, even if they do not recognize that the show is
inscribed with racial narratives. However, when there are no People of Color on stage at all, the
Whiteness of the actors and characters is rendered completely invisible as Whiteness is not
marked within Broadway or popular discourse except for when it comes in direct contact with
the racial “otherness” of People of Color. I will speak more about this invisibility of Whiteness
in my theoretical overview. The second category, “All White Shows” thus contains all shows
where all the actors are White, and the last category “Not explicitly raced, multi-racial shows”
contains shows where there are actors of Color in the show, but racial differences or relations are
not central to the plot, meaning the average White audience member who has not studied race
theory would not recognize any blatant racial narratives or messages in the show even if the
show contains coded racial narratives. Following the two goals Frankenberg outlines, in all three
categories I both look at how Whiteness is presented and constructed within Broadway shows,
and at how Broadway instructs White audience members to consider People of Color’s racial

“otherness” through Broadway’s “White gaze.”

Methodology process

One of my first steps in this project was to go through every show on Broadway since the
2005-2006 season and to categorize each show into one of the three categories®. I then identified
certain patterns that existed in each category, and analyzed what these patterns communicated
about race’s construction and presentation on stage. Each chapter thus begins with an overview

of the shows in each category over the last five years.

¥ Please see the appendices for the complete lists of all shows in each category in the past five
years.
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Next, I examine more closely one case study in each category. For the “Explicitly raced
shows” category my case study is Memphis, for the “All White shows” category my case study is
God of Carnage and for the “Not explicitly raced, multi-racial shows” category I examine
August Osage: County. For these case studies I chose a show I felt was either typical of the
category, or presented the most potential for a productive show about Whiteness. Within each
case study, I first summarize the show’s plot. I then look at how mainstream White reviews
discussed the show as indications of how the average White audience was likely to read the
show. I then perform my own analysis of the racial narratives in each show, grounding my
analysis in Critical Race Theory and Performance Studies. Finally I conclude each case study by
explaining how the racial narratives I have identified in the shows help to reinscribe and support
White supremacy.

Finally, in my conclusion I look at how White supremacy is supported and reinscribed on
Broadway taking all three categories into account, and I then make preliminary
recommendations on how White supremacy could be fought or counteracted on Broadway
moving forward, based on my research and my own experiences and observations as a frequent

Broadway attendee.

Data Sources:

In order to categorize all of the shows in the past five years, for each show I first
established whether race, as commonly problematically defined as only being about People of
Color, was explicitly present in the show and was central to the show’s plot. For this I drew on

my own knowledge of shows I had seen or read and summaries I could find online, whether in
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reviews, on the shows website or on online databases for Broadway.” In this I did my best with
the information available to me. I of course could not see or read every show on Broadway in
this time frame, and it is quite possible there are certain references or nuances about race in a
given show that I missed that would have led me to classify them in another category. This being
said, I have seen a substantial number of these shows in the last five years as a result of
opportunities I have had due to my economic privilege and my mother’s position in the field. It
is important to note that categorizing these shows would have been a much larger undertaking,
and might not have been possible in the timeframe of this project, if I had not had these
privileges.

After I decided if a show was explicitly “about race” according to the popular,
problematic definition of race, I then had to determine if there were any actors of Color in the

show’s original cast'’. I did this, again, through my own knowledge of shows I have seen, and by

? The Playbill vault, an online database of playbills from past shows, was an invaluable resource
throughout this project. For each show it contains the internal show pages from the playbill, cast
and production staff lists with individual photos, a summary of the show, and information on the
length of the show’s run, the awards it received, and its overall grosses. Playbillvault.com

' For the purposes of this thesis I looked only at original casts for two reasons. First on a
practical level, some of these shows have run for many years with several cast replacements and
within the time frame of this thesis I could not look at every single actor who had been in the
shows. Additionally, the original productions reflect the original interpretations of the shows by
the producers and directors, and therefore the racial locations of the original casts are most
indicative of how they read the racial locations of the characters in the script. Decisions about
casting for replacements do not always involve the director or playwright as much as original
casting does, and are often made for economic reasons even more than original casting is, as a
star replacement can help the show run for an extended period of time. However, I do want to
note that in two of my case studies, God of Carnage and August: Osage County, parts originally
played by White actors were later played by famous actors of Color. Jimmy Smits played Alan
and Lucy Liu played Annette at different points during God of Carnage’s run, and Phyllicia
Rashad played Violet in August: Osage County. Since I am focusing on original casts in this
thesis I am not going to analyze these casting choices, but I do want to note both that blind
casting was used to cast these two shows after the opening (since I discuss in both case studies
the ways in which these plays fail to mark the Whiteness of their characters) and that this type of
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looking at photos online, and at what characters they had played in previous shows. In these
cases I was basing my judgment about the race of the actors purely on their pictures, names, or
facts I knew about their personal background. I cannot know what race each actor that appeared
in these shows identified with, but I made my best educated guess based on available
information. I did the same thing when racing producers, directors, playwrights and critics. I
understand racial identity encompasses far more than physical appearance, and therefore the race
I assigned to people may not match up with the race they would identify themselves as, but again
I did the best with the resources available to me. Additionally, since my primary focus in this
project is on the messages presented to White audiences, I felt it was appropriate to categorize
actors according to their physical appearance since audiences are assigning actors to a racial
location according to how they read the bodies they see on stage.

I chose to look at all shows on Broadway in the last five years, regardless of when they
opened, whether they were a play or musical, or whether the playwright was from the United
States. Since my focus is on the racial messages audiences are receiving, I wanted to look at all
shows one would have been able to see in the last 5 years and not just new shows that opened
during this time, so my examination included shows like Roger Allers, Irene Mecchi, Elton John
and Tim Rice’s The Lion King; Winnie Holzman and Stephen Schwartz’s Wicked; or Richard
Stilgoe and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Phantom of the Opera which have been running for several
years''. For the same reason I chose to look at both original productions and revivals.
Additionally, decisions producers make about what shows would be good to revive at this point

in time speaks as much to the current racial climate on Broadway as do decisions about what

Blind casting in replacements often inspires a fair amount of dominant push back from theatre
critics and aficionados, as was the case with Phylicia Rashad’s casting as Violet.

H Roger Allers, Irene Mecchi, Elton John, Tim Rice, Winnie Holzman, Stephen Schwartz,
Richard Stilgoe and Andrew Lloyd Webber are all White.
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new shows to produce. Similarly, since I am focusing on how White audiences receive and read
shows, I am considering anything that appeared on Broadway in the past 5 years and thus was
seen by an audience in the United States, regardless of whether or not it was written or created
by a writer from the United States, or takes place within the United States itself. That being said,
I do not focus as much on shows that are very explicitly specific to the history or culture of
another country. I debated about whether or not I wanted to examine musicals in my thesis, as [
am not musically trained or proficient and I was concerned I would not be able to analyze them
fully because of my limited knowledge or understanding of music theory. However, musicals are
such an important part of Broadway as an institution, and are what many people think of when
they think of a “Broadway show.” I wanted in my examinations to consider both the casual
Broadway attendee and Broadway aficionados, and in order to do so I felt I could not leave
musicals out of my study. That being said, I recognize my own musical limitations, and my
analyses of musicals will not analyze the actual score or orchestrations of a given musical.

I include the White mainstream reviews for each case study in an attempt to extrapolate
how mainstream White audiences read the shows I am examining in comparison with how I read
the shows through the lenses of Critical Race Theory and Performance Studies. Due to the
limitations of the scope of this thesis, it was not feasible for me to actually interview or survey
White audiences after they attended a show I study to directly see how they interpret the show’s
racial messages. Instead I use reviews written by White critics for papers and magazines with
primarily White readership as indications of what the average White audience member was
likely to think. This extrapolation is possible for two reasons. Reviewers interpret the shows
through the same racial coding and stereotypes they bring with them into the theatre that other

audience members do. Additionally, more serious and invested Broadway audiences often read
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these reviews or ones similar to them before deciding which show to go see, and thus the critics’
interpretations of the show is both part of what led these more seasoned audience members to the
show in the first place, and influences how these audience members read the show themselves.
For this study I look at reviews from three sources: The New York Times, The New Yorker, and
Variety. The New York Times is the premiere paper in New York City, and within the Broadway
community, their review is regarded as the most influential review a production can receive. The
New Yorker Magazine reaches a very specific, White, upper-middle class, liberal elite audience,
which is an audience I would argue is crucial in the construction of White dominant cultural
norms and discourses as they carry class, educational, professional and race privilege.
Additionally, the New Yorker does not review every show that opens on Broadway, only a
selection of shows, presumably based on which ones they think their readers would be most
interested in, so the fact that all three case study shows were reviewed in the magazine is
significant. Finally, Variety functions somewhat as a trade paper for professionals within the
entertainment industry, and its reviews are thus both valued by those being reviewed, and are
helpful for imagining how artists within Broadway are reading the shows they work on and

attend as audiences.

Focus on Audiences:

I am focusing my examination of how Whiteness operates on Broadway on the way
audiences read plays for several reasons. Firstly, I want to examine how Broadway helps to
perpetuate White supremacist narratives in popular entertainment as a cultural institution, and I
am thus more interested in the context of this study on how Broadway shows are consumed, and

not on the racial and power dynamics in the production process. Secondly, the production of a
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Broadway show is a very complicated, multi-step process involving numerous people. It was not
possible to examine in a project of this scope the ways in which the production of theatre is itself
a practice of White supremacy. Lastly, this focus on the audience is important because of the
nature of performance. Performance is a two-way exercise, and it cannot exist without an
audience; an audience’s reaction and response to a piece is as much a part of the performance as

what is presented on stage by the artist(s).

As a result of this focus on the audience and the racial narratives they receive, I focus
primarily on the racial locations or racial conversations that can be directly seen or heard on
stage and not the racial locations or conversations that may be going on behind the scenes. The
audience can theoretically see the race of the performers, examine racial narratives visible in
design choices and racial narratives in the script simply by sitting in the theatre and watching the
show (this is not to say that audience members always recognize these narratives, just that it is
possible). The racial locations of the playwright, director, designers or producers, or racial
dynamics that went in to the creation of the show are not necessarily visible or accessible to the
audience merely by virtue of attending the shows. Therefore I only talk about these questions of
racial dynamics behind stage when they are part of the popular discourse on the show, as for
example was the case with /n the Heights where the star and composer Lin Manuel Miranda’s
own connection to the story and the community featured in the musical was well publicized and
became part of the narrative surrounding the show. I do not at any point in the thesis try and talk
about what a playwright, designer, director, producer, or actor was intending to convey to
audiences with their artistic choices, as I did not interview people connected with the productions
of these shows and therefore cannot presume to know what their intentions were. Instead I focus

on what audiences could be told by their choices, regardless of whether this was the message the
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artists behind the show wanted to say. However, in an effort not to reinscribe the normativity of
Whiteness in my own writing, and because one of the central tenets of American Studies and
Critical Race Theory is that everyone’s interactions with society are affected by our racial
locations, I do attempt to race the major players involved with a show even as I maintain my

focus on audiences.

Data Limits: The Black White Binary:

I want to acknowledge before moving forward that much of my focus in this thesis will
be on the representation and construction of White and Black Americans on Broadway, and
stress that this focus reflects a problematic emphasis on the Black-White binary within my
source material of Broadway shows. As my data will show, shows on Broadway rarely feature
characters of Color at all, and even more rarely feature Asian American, Mid-Eastern, Latino/a
or Native American characters. Given this, my relatively small sample size of shows in the past
six seasons contains very few shows with characters from beyond the Black-White spectrum.
Additionally, the fact that if one examines these years in isolation there appear to be more shows
dealing with Latino/a experiences on Broadway than with any other racial location except for
Black Americans—as both In the Heights and West Side Story were produced in this period—
should be taken as a matter of chance, not as a pattern. With so few shows about People of Color
outside the White-Black binary, a five year time span simply does not provide enough data to
make any conclusions as to larger patterns about which racial locations among people of Color

are more or less represented on Broadway.
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I. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I ground this thesis in both Performance Studies and Critical Race Theory.

Performance Studies

Performance Studies is an interdisciplinary area of study that looks at how arts and acts
of performance are connected to social structures and power relationships. In her overview of
Performance Studies, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett explains that “by theorizing embodiment,
event, and agency in relation to live (and mediated) performance, Performance Studies
can...enrich the discussion of discourse, representation, the body (to be distinguished from
embodiment), and identity” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 43). Thus Performance Studies maintains
that artistic performances can help us look at and examine the way individuals perform their
identities and interact with and construct social structures. Performance Studies incorporates
theoretical work on performativity, which looks at how individuals perform certain identities so
as to resist or conform with social structures'>. Performance Studies also stresses the importance
of redefining what constitutes as art or performance so as to move away from Western, White
ethnocentric definitions and evaluations of art. As such, Performance Studies requires a critique
of the way dramatic or other artistic scholarship has been conducted in the past by White
dominant scholars, and Performance Studies as a field values the experiences and opinions of
artists engaged in work as much as, if not more than, the scholars studying this work

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 46). As a result of this “inclusionary spirit of Performance Studies (and

'2 For more on this idea of performativity see Judith Butler’s “Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An essay in phenomenology and feminist theory™:

Butler, Judith. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal 40. 4 (1988): 519-531. Web. The Johns Hopkins
University Press. 11 May 2012 <http://www.]stor.org/stable/3207893>.
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the theoretical concern with what ‘inclusion’ presumes), the field is particularly attuned to issues
of place, personhood, cultural citizenship, and equity” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 51). In other
words, foundational to Performance Studies is an examination of the ways in which power
relations are reinscribed through acts of theatrical performances.

My thesis is grounded in Performance Studies in several ways. In my historical
overviews, I look at the writings of artists of Color in order to summarize the critical discourse
on race and theatre. Although the shows I am looking at within this study are very much within
the traditional White, Western definition of “good theatre,” Performance Studies is trying to
deconstruct, the fact that I am marking Broadway as an institution of social and cultural power
and hegemony is very much in keeping with the tenets of Performance Studies. Finally, within
my case studies [ draw on articles by other theatre and film scholars who examine “issues of

place, personhood, cultural citizenship, and equity” in their viewing of plays and films.

Critical Race Theory

Critical Race Theory developed in legal studies in the 1970s. Gloria Ladson-Billings and
William F. Tate IV provide a concise overview of Critical Race Theory in their 1995 article,
“Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education.” Critical Race Studies started out primarily as an
area of legal study, and was started by legal scholars of Color in response to a failure on the part
of White critical legal studies scholars to recognize the ways in which racism were foundational
to the United States legal system. Critical Race Theory has since expanded beyond the legal
context and has branches in many other fields including Education, and ethnic or racially specific

areas such as Latino Critical Studies, or the Critical Study of Whiteness. Ladson-Billings and
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Tate draw on a summary by one of the founders of Critical Race Theory, Richard Delgado, of
the five major tenets or values within these different areas of Critical Race studies. They are:

-an assumption that racism is not a series of isolated acts, but is endemic in
American life, deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and even psychologically;

-a call for a reinterpretation of civil-rights law ‘in light of it’s ineffectuality,
showing that laws to remedy racial injustices are often undermined before they can fulfill
their promise’;

-a challenge to the ‘traditional claims of legal neutrality, objectivity, color-
blindness, and meritocracy as camouflages for the self-interest of dominant groups in

American society’;

-an insistence on subjectivity and the reformulation of legal doctrine to reflect the
perspectives of those who have experienced and been victimized by racism firsthand,

-the use of stories of first-person accounts.
(Ladson-Billings and Tate 52)

Critical Race Theory is thus founded on the principle that racism is endemic and
foundational to the structure of American society. Critical Race Theory recognizes that racism is
so intrinsic to the structure of American society that racist structures are able to absorb attempts
to fight this racism without any real, systematic change occurring. Critical Race theory marks
many supposedly anti-racist rhetoric or initiatives as actual mechanisms for maintaining White
cultural and political power.

I draw on Critical Race Theory in several ways in my thesis. First, this thesis is founded
on the principle that Broadway as an institution is racist and an instrument of White supremacy. I
am not studying whether or not Broadway is an instrument of White supremacy, but rather how
it is an institution of White supremacy. Secondly, I am writing in response to a popular discourse
that suggests Broadway has already addressed its racism, and at several points throughout this
study I examine ways in which shows or practices supposedly designed to counteract the racism

of Broadway—such as practices of Blind Casting or shows about Civil Rights Movement leaders
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and events—are in fact perpetuating and strengthening White supremacy. Thirdly, I draw on the
writings of several Critical Race Theory theorists when analyzing my case studies. Finally, this
thesis is also founded in the belief that there is institutional and social power in the telling and
receiving of stories through theatre. Although this is very different from Critical Race Theory’s
focus on the first-person stories of people within oppressed racial locations, I do think it stems

from a similar belief in the political and social importance of lived experiences and story telling.

J. CONCLUSION: HYPOTHESIS

Although there seems to be renewed interest in grappling with questions of race on stage
on Broadway, for the most part the racial narratives in the types of shows still being produced on
Broadway remain highly problematic and outdated, and do not challenge White audiences to
think critically about race in America, and as a result White Supremacy continues to function
unchecked on Broadway. Throughout this study therefore, I examine what exactly the racial
narratives are that are currently being sent by Broadway shows to White audiences, and analyze

how these narratives come from and reinscribe White supremacy.
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I1. EXPLICITLY RACED SHOWS

CASE STUDY: MEMPHIS



A. “EXPLICITLY RACED SHOWS”: OVERVIEW

Shows in the "Explicit Race" category are shows in which a racial "other" is present on
stage and the fact of their "otherness" to Whites is central to their identity as a character, or is at
least central to the plot, if it is not the major plot point. Since the 2005-2006 season there were
twenty-eight shows that fit in this category. Exactly half of these twenty-eight shows were
musicals and half were plays, and seven of these twenty-eight shows were new shows. Included
in these 28 shows are seventeen shows that were nominated for the Tony for the Best show in
their category (Best Musical, Best Play, Best Musical Revival or Best Play Revival) and seven of
them won the Tony. Three of these shows are August Wilson's plays, meaning that roughly 10%
of the shows that explicitly dealt with race on Broadway in the last five years were Wilson plays,
which is not at all surprising given he is one of the few playwrights of Color who has achieved
mainstream acclaim and popularity on Broadway with multiple shows.

Many of these "Explicitly raced" shows are historical, focusing on important figures from
the past or historical periods of racial conflict, generally between People of Color and Whites.
Fifteen of the shows take place before the seventies, and of these fifteen shows, seven are set
during the Civil Rights Era of the fifties and sixties, and five are about real people or events.
Although these twenty-eight shows all deal explicitly with race, White characters, and thus
actors, feature very heavily within these shows. Fifteen of these shows feature major characters
that were White, and only nine shows featured casts with no White actors, but this includes two
solo shows that only employed one actor of Color each, as well as a production of the all African
American production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. As a majority, the shows on Broadway dealing

explicitly with race are almost exclusively depicting stories within the Black-White binary. In
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my analysis I continue to use the term “People of Color” because these themes apply to the few
shows beyond the Black-White binary, but I want to stress that on Broadway racial discussions
are usually about Blacks and Whites. Only four of the twenty-eight shows had characters and
plot lines from beyond the Black-White binary (In the Heights, West Side Story, Rick Najera’s
Latinologues, and South Pacific)””.

There are six primary patterns that these twenty-eight "Explicitly about Race" shows
follow. Some shows fit with multiple patterns, and they do not all fit perfectly, but in general
these "Explicitly about Race" shows all contain at least one or more of the following plot lines or
themes: they depict a community of Color struggling in the face of adversity, they depict real life
historical figures of Color or events that were primarily about People of Color, they use racial
differences for comedy, they focus on the interactions between people of different racial
locations, they are primarily about racism and racial injustice or violence, or they focus on
Whites confronting and grappling with racism.

The Color Purple—with book by Marsha Norman and music by Brenda Russell, Alee
Willis and Stephen Bray and based on the novel by Alice Walker—and In the Heights are both
shows on Broadway in the last five years that depicted a community struggling in the face of
adversity'*. Although both The Color Purple and In the Heights focus on a few primary
characters, the communities they come from and live in are very central to the plot. There are no
explicit instances of racism in these shows, the characters’ struggles are not explicitly the result
of racial prejudice, and neither show has any White characters. However, in both shows the race

and ethnicity of the communities—a Latino community in present day Washington Heights and

! Rick Najera is Latino.
'* Marsha Norman and Alee Willis are White. Brenda Russell, Stephen Bray and Alice Walker
are Black.
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an African American community in Georgia in the first half of the twentieth century—is central
to the image the play presents of them. In both shows the audience is left to surmise that the
characters' struggles and the challenges their communities face are linked to their race, but there
is no direct connection drawn between these challenges and dominant society and White power
structures. For example, in In the Heights, one of the main plot lines revolves around Nina who
has been struggling in her first year of college at Stanford. Although Nina talks and sings a great
deal about her struggles as a first-generation college student, there is never any criticism leveled
in the show at the University and its lack of support for her. In The Color Purple, Celie, the main
character, is sexually and physically abused by both her father and her husband, meaning the
primary causes of her problems come from within her own community. Because there are no
White men present in the show, we do not get a sense of what the social dynamics are that may
have created the men in Celie's life. Both shows do however present the community as ultimately
nurturing places that ground the characters who live within them. In The Color Purple's final
number, Celie sings her praise to God for all that He has given her surrounded by the rest of the
cast, turning her sustaining faith into a community event. In In the Heights, the lead character
Usnavi realizes in the course of the show that he does not need to pursue his long time dream of
returning to his parents’ homeland in Puerto Rico because Washington Heights is already his
community and home. Thus these shows do not tend to display individual racism, as they feature
people within the same racial location. While the shows may feature symptoms of structural
racism, they do not mark them as such, which means White audiences do not have to think about
White supremacy while viewing the show.

Another way shows about communities of Color struggling in the face of adversity

manifest is in family dramas where the struggling community is shrunk down to one family unit
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and the occasional White neighbor or friend. The three August Wilson plays in the last five
years, the original productions of Radio Golf and revivals of Joe Turner’s Come and Gone and
Fences would both fall in this category. As in the larger community shows In the Heights and
The Color Purple, these families deal with problems and conflicts within their family
community, but their struggles are also portrayed as deriving from their marginalized position in
society, a connection that is made more explicit in Wilson’s plays than in either /n the Heights or
The Color Purple. Although, again, White society is frequently unrepresented on stage, as of the
three only Joe Turner’s Come and Gone has a White character, meaning it is possible for a
White audience to see these plays and recognize the role of racism in the families’ struggle
without having to see their own place in this racist social structure. Additionally, as in the other
community plays, although these families may face difficulties and certain family members may
not survive, their families ultimately persevere and continue in the face of their adversity. These
shows both obscure White privilege and fit within in the dominant narrative that People of Color
can be successful if they just try hard enough.

The shows based in historical events on Broadway in the last five years were George
Stevens Jr.’s Thurgood, Fela!, Floyd Mutrux and Colin Escott’s Baby it’s You! and The
Scottsboro Boys.” Thurgood and Fela! are both about the lives of an individual Black man who
fought against oppression and racial and other injustices. In this sense, an audience member
going to either show knows to expect a play that at least touches on racial politics. The same can
be said of The Scottsboro Boys the musical in the style of a minstrel show about the Scottsboro
case, and Baby it’s You!, which is a jukebox musical about the sixties Black female singing

group the Shirelles and the White woman who first signed them. Although Baby it’s You! is not

!> George Stevens Jr., Floyd Mutrux and Colin Escott are all White.
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specifically about an individual or event central to the fight for civil rights, the fact that it is
about a cross-racial partnership during the sixties means most White audiences going to see this
show who have the most basic awareness of the plot before hand are also probably expecting the
show to deal somewhat with racial politics. However, as in the community shows, the fact that
these plays are historical mean that White audiences do not necessarily have to see themselves
implicated in the racial dynamics on stage, and do not have to engage with or deal with modern
day racism, meaning these shows do not challenge White supremacy or colorblind racism, and
thus are not threatening to White audiences who do not want to think about their race privilege.
Many shows that deal explicitly with race do so in a way that finds comedy in racial
differences, as is the case with the musicals Trey Parker, Robert Lopez and Matt Stone’s The
Book of Mormon and Cheri Steinkellner, Bill Steinkellner, Alan Menken and Glenn Slater’s
Sister Act; as well as the play Latinologues and Sarah Jones’ solo show Bridge and Tunnel"’.
These shows use generalizations about how different races act and interact with each other to
create comedy. This can involve drawing on stereotypes of different racial locations, as I would
imagine is the case in Sister Act, which is based on the movie of the same title and centers on a
Black woman placed in a nunnery as part of a witness protection program who teaches the White
nuns how to sing gospel music. I would imagine generalizations about racial groups and
interactions and behavior is similarly used for comedy in The Book of Mormon, the Tony award
winning musical by the creators of South Park, which follows two Mormon missionaries in
Uganda. Sometimes this comedy is used as a way to lead into more nuanced portrayals or

conversations, but often these shows are exploiting racial stereotypes purely for the purpose of

16 Trey Parker, Robert Lopez, Matt Stone, Cheri Steinkellner, Bill Steinkellner, Alan Menken
and Glenn Slater are White. I do not know exactly what Sarah Jones’ racial identity is, but her
racial location seems to be Black.
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cheap laughs. These shows thus encourage White audiences to think about race in stereotypical
and essentialist terms, and use these stereotypes of people of Color for the entertainment of
Whites, which is very problematic and supports White supremacy.

Several of these shows that deal with race explicitly have plots that focus primarily on
racial differences or cross-racial relationships, where as other shows’ plots focus on characters
coming into contact with individual or systematic racism. The first category includes the
comedic shows mentioned above, as well as shows like Richard Greenberg’s A Naked Girl on
the Appian Way, which is about White parents and their adopted multi-racial children, Alfred
Uhry’s Driving Miss Daisy, about the relationship between a White Jewish women and her Black
chauffer in the sixties, John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt, where the central crisis regarding a priest’s
possible sexual abuse of a young boy is complicated by the fact that the priest is White and the
student is Black, or the All Black production of Cat on A Hot Tin Roof, which asks the audience
to think about ways in which the story is different or the same when it is about a Black versus
White family'’. Shows that are specifically about individual or institutional racism include the
historical shows discussed earlier, as well as Mark O’Donnell, Thomas Meehan, Marc Shaiman
and Scott Wittman’s Hairspray, which involves the struggles around integrating a televised
dance show in nineteen sixties Baltimore, Helen Edmundson’s Coram Boy'® in which a major
plot point deals with an escaped slave, South Pacific where White U.S service men and women
confront their own racism while stationed in the Pacific during WWII, Race a play about a
biracial law firm trying to decide whether to take on the case of a Black woman accusing a White

man of rape, Ragtime which tells the stories of a WASP, a Jewish immigrant and a Black family

"7 Richard Greenberg, Alfred Uhry and John Patrick Shanley are White
'8 Mark O’Donnell, Thomas Meehan, Marc Shaiman, Scott Wittman and Helen Edmundson are
all White.
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at the turn of the century, or The Scottsboro Boys. As a generalization, the first category of shows
dealing more generally with racial differences and relations are more likely to be set in modern
times, where as shows dealing more specifically with racism are more likely to be historical,
meaning blatant acts or examples of racism are presented for the most part on Broadway stages
as being a thing of the past. Again, this means these shows do not force White audiences to think
about White privilege or supremacy.

In both shows about racial differences and shows about racism, a large number of the
plays focus primarily on Whites being confronted with or struggling with racism or racial
differences. In these shows we see Whites struggling to understand or deal with other White’s
racism as in Doubt or Coram Boy, working through their own racism as in South Pacific or
Driving Miss Daisy, fighting on behalf of people of Color against racism, either in a coalition or
on their own, as in the case of Memphis, Finian’s Rainbow or Baby it’s you, or sometimes all
three, as in Ragtime. These shows are an example of White artists and writers taking back the
center and focusing narratives about People of Color fighting for racial justice on Whites. I will
explore more deeply how this supports White supremacy in my case study.

For my case study in this category I chose Memphis because it has been critically and
commercially successful (it won the Tony in 2010 and is still running today over two years after
it opened) and it contains many of these patterns typical to shows that explicitly deal with race. It
is set in the south in the fifties, it deals with instances of individual racism and racial violence

and the lead character is a White man.
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B. CASE STUDY: MEMPHIS

1. SUMMARY

Memphis is a new musical by Joe DiPietro (Book and Lyrics) and David Bryan (Music
and Lyrics), who are both White men. It was directed by Christopher Ashley, a White man, and
produced by Barbara and Buddy Freitag, Jim and Susan Blair, who are all White, as well as
Junkyard Dog Productions, Alhadeff Productions and Latitude link'. It opened in the fall of
2009 and is still running today. It was nominated for and won several awards in 2010, including
the TONY award for Best New Musical, Best Book of a Musical, Best Score and Best
Orchestrations. The show has clearly had lasting and widespread appeal, as it is still going strong
on Broadway, has toured nationally, and a recording of a performance was broadcast at select
movie theatres across the country in April 2011 as well as on PBS’ “Great Performances” (Ross)
program in February 2012 and is also available for live streaming on netflix (Hetrick).

The story is about a White DJ named Huey, played by Chad Kimball a White man, who
is loosely based on the DJ Dewey Phillips, and his relationship with the Black singer Felicia,
played by Montego Glover a Black woman, in nineteen fifties Memphis. The show begins with
Huey and Felicia’s first meeting when he hears her sing at her brother Delray’s club on Beale
street, the area in Downtown Memphis where Black bars and music clubs were located. Huey is
smitten and immediately tries to flirt with Felicia, much to her and the other patrons’ discomfort.
Huey, we learn, is an oddball who has fallen in love with Black rhythm and blues music. After
he is fired from his job at a department store for playing “race records.” Huey convinces a White

radio station owner to give him a test-run as a DJ. Huey’s program, on which he plays music by

' These are the first five producers listed for the show on playbillvault.com. Generally, the
producers are listed in order of financial and creative influence in the show.
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Black artists, is a huge success with White teenagers in Memphis, and he gets the job
permanently. Huey promised Felicia he would put her on the radio on a mainstream White
station if he got his own show, so he has her sing live on his show. Overcome after performing,
Felicia kisses Huey and they start dating. Months pass and Huey’s show becomes hugely
successful and he becomes a local celebrity in Memphis. Huey asks Felicia to marry him, but she
refuses, saying it’s too dangerous to be a biracial couple in Memphis. Huey tells her he thinks
times are changing and Felicia impulsively kisses him in public. Four White men see them and
hold Huey back while they beat Felicia. Huey gets her to her brother’s club and she is carried off
in an ambulance while Huey and the club patrons sing “Say a prayer” to end the first act.

The second act opens several months later. Felicia has survived her attack, although we
learn she can no longer have children. She and Huey are still going out, and Huey’s radio show
has become a TV show comprised of Black musicians and dancers. Felicia wants Huey to move
with her to the North where she believes they could be together safely. She and her brother
arrange for a White record producer from New York to come hear her sing. He is interested in
signing her, and when it becomes clear she won’t leave Memphis without Huey the producer
arranges for a TV producer to see Huey’s show with the possibility of moving it to New York for
a national broadcast. Huey is reluctant to move, but Felicia, Delray, and Huey’s mother all
convince him to try and impress the New York producer so he and Felicia can be happy, safe and
successful together in New York. The producer likes the show, but tells Huey if it went national
he would have to replace his Black dancers with White dancers. Huey refuses, and self-sabotages
his chances by stripping on his show, and later kissing Felicia on air. Felicia is angry with him,
but gives him one last chance to come north with her. When he refuses, she and her brother leave

Memphis without him. The show’s final scene takes place four years later. Huey is now the host
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of a much less popular radio show at the very top of the radio dial. Felicia comes into his booth
during his show. She is a big successful singer now, and is in town to play the Orpheum as part
of her tour. She asks Huey to come sing on stage with her at her concert that night, explaining
she doesn’t want to sing in Memphis without him since she wouldn’t have gotten so far without
his help. Huey is hesitant, arguing no one would know who he was anymore, but he changes his
mind and comes to the concert, and he and Felicia and the other cast members sing the final
number “Steal your rock 'n’ roll” which is about listening “to the beat...in your soul” to end the
show.

Although on the surface Memphis is a show about fighting racism and racial prejudice, in
actuality the show is full of racial stereotypes and tropes, and its central White character and
construction of the civil rights movement fit within a pattern of “Anti-Racist-White hero” stories
which Kelly J. Madison identifies as part of the larger cultural pushback to contain civil rights
narratives within White hegemony in her article “Legitimation Crisis and Containment: The
‘Anti-Racist-White-hero’ Film.” I first examine these racial stereotypes within the show, and the
messages these constructions send to White Broadway audiences. Then I look at how the whole
structure and the conceit of the show supports White supremacy through the messages it gives
White audiences. These two categories are of course very closely related, but I am separating
them both for clarity, and because I want to emphasize the problems with “Anti-Racist-White
hero” shows, since shows featuring White protagonists were so common in this category over the
last five years.

I want to note that because Memphis is the only one of my case studies that is still
running on Broadway [ was able to see it as part of this project, and was also able to refer back to

the recorded performance on Netflix as I worked on my analysis. This means I am able to
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comment on elements of the production and performance that I could not for God of Carnage,

which I have not seen, and August: Osage County, which I saw several years ago.

2. MAINSTREAM REVIEWS

Memphis was reviewed by Charles Isherwood, a White man in The New York Times, John
Lahr, a White man, in 7The New Yorker, and David Rooney, a White man, in Variety. All three
articles praised the performances of the cast, but found fault with the actual material, criticizing
the book and music for being “predictable and sanitized” (Isherwood), formulaic (Lahr), or
“entertaining but synthetic” (Rooney). All three reviews connect Memphis to previous shows
about music and entertainment bringing Blacks and Whites together, including Hairspray and
Bye Bye Birdie, suggesting that Memphis’ is a story that has already been told on Broadway
many times before. However, although all three reviews find the story predictable and shallow,
they do not necessarily seem to be questioning the story itself, rather just complaining that it is
old territory at this point—in other words they are not clearly criticizing the narratives in stories
about music bringing together Whites and Blacks, merely criticizing DiPietro and Bryan for not
saying something new. In comparing Memphis to Hairspray Isherwood does say that Memphis
although “more sincere” than Hairspray, is

Little more probing in its exploration of the tensions between whites and blacks of the

period. Mr. DiPietro invokes the exploitation of black musicians by white businessmen in

a few broad strokes, and Huey and Felicia endure a savage beating at the hands of white

thugs. But a restorative song of uplift always seems to be around the corner. (Isherwood)
Rooney also applauds the performers for their ability to “dignify their stereotypes” despite the
weak writing. Thus there is some indication in these reviews that the racial narratives in

Memphis are problematic, but they don’t explore why or how they are problematic with any

depth.
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The reviews focus primarily on Huey as the central character of the show, only talking
about Felicia as her character relates to Huey or to praise Montego Glover’s performance. None
of the reviews question the appropriateness of the show being about a White man.

Whereas Isherwood argues that Memphis is missing “authentic soul,””” both Lahr and
Rooney suggest that Memphis, despite what they see as a weak score and book, is still a fun
piece of entertainment. Lahr refers to Memphis as a “Really Big Bopper: a sort of musical
behemoth that bullies you with its energy until you give in and like it” and tells his readers that
“you leave ‘Memphis’ knowing that you’ve had an exciting experience, but—unable to recall a
song, a melody, or a line of dialogue—you can’t quite remember what it was” (Lahr). Rooney
opens his review by stating, “a talented cast, stirring vocals, athletic dance numbers and vigorous
direction supply crowd-pleasing elements in the lively new musical ‘Memphis,’ as evidenced by
the waves of appreciation coming off the audience” before going on to talk about the show’s
weaknesses. Thus the overall message from the reviews is that Memphis, while not particularly

original or artistically stimulating, is a fun and entertaining show to see.

3. MEmPHIS: A CRITICAL RACE THEORY READING

a. Black stereotypes and character tropes in Memphis

Character Tropes
Many of the Black characters in Memphis are examples of very common tropes of Black
characters in American popular culture. In her article “Melodrama in Black and White: Uncle

Tom and the Green Mile,” Linda Williams identifies the trope of “the familiar post-Roots

20 Although it is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is important to note the coded racial language
that mainstream reviewers often use when discussing shows about People of Color.
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revision of Tom’s Christ-like docility in the figure of the proud, righteously angry black man”
(Williams 17). In Memphis Felicia’s brother Delray plays this role of the “righteously angry
black man.” He spends most of the show trying to keep Felicia and Huey apart, because he
worries about his sister’s safety if she dates a White man. Additionally, several times throughout
the show Delray argues with Huey that he can’t truly understand the Black music he claims to
love and that it is not his music to make popular:

HUEY Hey, brother—

DELRAY Don’t call me brother.

HUEY I was just tellin’ your sister that ’'m gonna take this music and do

something with it.

DELRAY Take it? What do you mean, like steal it?

HUEY I mean, take it and get it heard! It’s the music of my soul, baby!

DELRAY It ain’t the music of your soul, baby. It’s the music of my soul. And

my soul don’t want your soul stealin” none of my music.

(Bryan and DiPietro 24)

In a later scene we learn that Delray was attacked as a child for drinking from a Whites only
drinking fountain. The show therefore constructs Delray’s “righteous anger” and his dislike of
Huey as rooted in his own personal experiences with violent racism, and not in any sort of
critique of structural racism. Even though Delray’s anger with Huey could be seen as anger with
Whites’ co-opting and profiting from Black artists, Delray’s frustration with structural racism is
reframed as emotional scarring from individual racism, which does not implicate modern White
audiences. His anger is also smoothed away by the end of the show, ensuring it can’t cause any
lasting discomfort on the part of White audiences. Delray is on stage and sings with Huey and
Felicia in the final number, even though his appearance in the number doesn’t fit with the

concept that the final number is part of Felicia’s concert. This number gives the show an

artificial happy ending, which is important and reinscribes White supremacy in ways I will return
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to later. Given this, it is essential that Delray, the most vocal angry Black person in the play be
part of the cathartic finale.

Two of the supporting characters fit within other common tropes of Black masculinity in
popular culture. Williams identifies one of these trope as “the christlike docility of the Tom
figure” (Williams 17). This character is represented in Memphis by Gator. Gator is the bartender
at Delray’s club, and at the beginning of the show he is mute and has been, we are told, since he
saw his father get lynched as a child. He speaks for the first time at the very end of the first act to
stop a fight between Delray and Huey after Huey shows up at the club with a beaten Felicia.
Gator then leads the cast in singing the mournful but hopeful “Say a Prayer” which instructs the
club patrons to “Say a prayer/that change is comin.’/ Say a prayer/ that hope is round the bend/
and if you pray/that change is comin,’ oh, Jesus—/then may what you pray/come true” (Bryan
and DiPietro 87). Gator then goes on to be a recurring participant in Huey’s TV show, leading
the kids in “the gator dance” where they all dance around like alligators. Gator thus fills the role
of the quiet, “docile,” peace-keeping, nurturing, Black man, which counters the “righteous
angry” Black man represented by Delray.

A third trope, of the big, sexual, Black man, is represented by the character Bobby.
Bobby is a regular at Delray’s club and the janitor at the radio station where Huey gets his first
job and then he becomes the announcer on Huey’s television show. During the first broadcast,
Huey surprises Bobby by asking him to sing, and Bobby sings a song “Big Love” which is very
sexual:

OPEN YOUR EYES

I GOT A SURPRISE!

WE’LL BE ROCKIN’ N” A-ROLLIN’
TILL WE SEE THE SUNRISE!

LIKE, ROMEO,
I’LL TAKE YOU PLACES YOU NEVER GO!
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CALL ME BIG DADDY!
"CAUSE BIG DADY’S GOT BIG LOVE!

ALL THE PRETTY BOYS TRY TO GET THEIR KICKS!
BUT I’M THE CITY BOY WHO GETS ALL THE CHICKS!
I THINK YOU’LL DIG
THE PART OF ME THAT’S BIG!
CALL ME BIG DADDY
‘CAUSE BIG DADDY’S GOT BIG LOVE!
(Bryan and DiPietro 96-97).

This song constructs Bobby as a desirable, large, sexual man, which is a common construction of
Black men in popular culture.

Felicia’s character, while not exactly a trope, is still constructed in line with traditional
and problematic constructions of Black women. She is policed and controlled throughout the
play by both Delray, a Black man, and Huey a White man®', to the extent that at several points in
the play they literally fight over her and both of their plans for her. In the opening number
“Underground” Felicia explains her relationship with her brother:

FELICIA MY BROTHER RUNS MY LIFE, MY BROTHER OWNS THIS

BAR!

DELRAY That’s right—

FELICIA HE WON’T LET ME BE TILL HE MAKES ME A STAR!

HE GIVES ME THIS MIKE, MAKES ME SING ALL I CAN,

JUST CAN’T HAVE NO FUN OR TALK TO NO MAN.

I WANNA PAINT THE TOWN, BUT WITH HIM AIN’T NO

FOOLIN’ AROUND!

(Bryan and DiPietro 9)

Later, in the second act, when Huey arrives at the recording studio and finds Felicia and Delray
meeting with the record producer, Gordon, without him, he is very possessive of Felicia and her

career.

HUEY Hey there, Del, so what’s going on here?
FELICIA I hope you enjoyed the song, sir.

2! 1 am not arguing that Felicia is controlled and policed by Huey and Delray in the same way, as
Huey’s White privilege gives him raced and gendered privilege over her, while Delray only has
gendered privilege over her.
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HUEY Hell, who wouldn’t enjoy it! She’s the best singer in Memphis and I
discovered her!

DELRAY What?

HUEY So who you?

GORDON Gordon Grant, RCA Records.

HUEY Huey Calhoun. Number-one TV and radioman in Memphis!

GORDON ...Is there someplace in town where we might be allowed to dine
together this evening?
FELICIA I know this one chicken joint.
GORDON Fine, I'll pick you both up here at seven. We can get better acquainted
then.
HUEY Wait a minute now, I discovered this young lady! And they didn’t even
tell me they was auditioning for you today! And me and her are...
FELICIA Huey, please!
(Bryan and DiPietro 105-106)
As these two quotes illustrate, there is an ongoing narrative throughout the play of Felicia being
guided and controlled by both men of Color and White men.
This construction could potentially be a challenge of the gendered and raced position of
Black women, and Felicia does sing a song in the first act titled “Colored Woman” where she
sings that:
COLORED WOMEN
GOT FEW CHANCES,
GOT FEW CHOICES
ON OUR PLATES.
(Bryan and DiPietro 61)
However, the show never has Felicia challenge or break free from this gendered and raced
control by the men in her life. This song ends up being entirely about whether or not she should
trust Huey’s promises to make her famous. Even when she stands up to Huey and leaves him at
the end of the show, she still goes to New York with Delray, and when she returns four years
later in the final scene she is still being managed by Delray, and she tells Huey she never would

have succeeded without him (Bryan and DiPietro 61). Memphis therefore presents an

unchallenged representation of Black women as the property of Black and White men.
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Interracial relationships and racial melodramas:

The central interracial romance in Memphis between Felicia and Huey is itself a narrative

trope in dominant narratives. Race relations are frequently gendered in dominant American racial

melodramas. Williams argues “to trace the mass culture genealogy of black and white racial

melodrama over the last 150 years is to recognize that these raced and gendered movements to

sympathy and antipathy are the very bedrock of [dominant] American popular culture” (Williams

14). Huey and Felicia’s relationship is portrayed far more sexually than most White musical

romances are. Additionally, the illicit nature of their relationship is constructed as erotic and

exciting. When Felicia comes to Huey’s house before their romantic relationship starts, the two

of them flirt, and part of the appeal about their relationship seems to lie in its transgressive

nature:

HUEY Well, I really do want somethin’ more. But not in return for getting’ you
on the radio. I want more ’cause, I was hopin’ you’d maybe want more. Maybe.
Or somethin’. I don’t know. I’m enjoyin’ this beer.
[He nervously takes a sip.]
FELICIA I’'m gonna venture a guess and say that you haven’t kissed a lot of
girls.
HUEY A couple, maybe. I’d like to do more of that, though...You kiss a lot of
boys?
FELICIA A few.
HUEY Ever kiss a white one?
FELICIA No, can’t say I ever kissed a cracker boy. Wouldn’t be wise of me,
would it?
HUEY Be downright foolish.
FELECIA Dangerous.
HUEY Oh, yeah.

(Bryan and DiPietro 57)

In this exchange, before their first kiss even, their relationship is constructed as something

forbidden and therefore exciting. While often romantic leads in a Broadway musical don’t do
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much more than kiss, Memphis makes it explicitly clear that Huey and Felicia are sleeping
together. The second scene in the second act takes place in Huey’s new fancy apartment and the
stage directions specify that both Huey and Felicia are getting dressed at the top of the scene,
implying they just had sex, and Huey asks Felicia, “ So be honest—am I the best lover you ever
had?” (Bryan and DiPietro 99).

The stage directions say both Felicia and Huey are getting dressed in the same language,
but the Broadway production has Felicia on stage when the lights go up in a bra and slip where
as Huey enters from the bedroom already wearing his pants, just without a shirt. He also puts on
his undershirt before they kiss, where as she is still in her underwear. Thus, within the already
hyper-sexualized relationship, Felicia is eroticized more than Huey is. At one point, it is Huey
himself who constructs Felicia as hypersexual. When she is singing “Someday” live on his radio
show, which is a pretty tame song—the most explicit it gets is the line “so let’s just say we got
today/and do what lovers do”—Huey talks over the middle of the song and says to his radio
listeners: “Now, boys, don’t that pretty voice make your heart go ‘oh,” your lips go ‘wow’ and
other parts of ya just go crazy? That’s what it do to me, so maybe this fine woman will give me a
big ol’ kiss—" (Bryan and DiPietro 70). Even when Felicia’s music is not sexual itself, which is
unusual for reasons I will come back to, Huey constructs her as a sexual being for himself and
his White male listeners. Additionally, when both Huey and Felicia are attacked for kissing in
public, it is Felicia who is beaten up, while Huey is merely restrained by the other White men. If
Huey and Felicia’s relationship is erotic and exciting but also dangerous, the show tells us it is
Felicia’s Blackness that renders it so, and thus that it is her body that must be punished.

In her article “Acting Out Miscegenation” Diana R. Paulin argues that inter-racial

relationships within melodramas “complicat[e] black and white by ‘playing out’ the possibility
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of erotic cross-racial relations” and that “representations of (black-white) interracial liaisons in
late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century U.S. drama and fiction invoke anxieties about the
impact of cross-racial contact, while they simultaneously rehearse the multiple possibilities of
these transgressive relationships” (Paulin 251). She argues that interracial relationship narratives
are often used in times when racial hierarchies are challenged to “play out” the new intersection
of the races. Memphis is both set and performed in a time when racial relations are challenged—
the beginning of the Civil Rights movement and post-Obama America respectively—and centers
on just such an inter-racial relationship. Additionally, Felicia and Huey’s relationship ultimately
fails. They are never able to be together in public, and they end up breaking up because Felicia
wants to move north for better opportunities and Huey isn’t willing to go with her. Memphis thus
“plays out” the potential excitement and also danger of Blacks and Whites interacting, but

ultimately gives the audience the message that these relationships cannot last.

Black Music as a Trope

The eroticization of Felicia is applied to Blackness in general throughout the show,
especially within the context of Black music, which is also a common means of portraying Black
Americans in American popular culture. With the exception of a few spiritual songs that portray
Black people’s faith in the face of adversity (“Make me Stronger,” “Say a Prayer,” “Change
Don’t Come Easy”) most of the songs in the show that are either performed by Black characters,
or by White characters in reference to Black musicians, are very sexual and construct Black
music and thus Blackness in general as something exotic, sensual and devilish. For example, in
the opening number “Underground”:

“DELRAY TIME TO LOOSE THE DAY, TIME TO HEAD TO BEALE,

WHERE THE RHTYHM IS HOT AND THE MUSIC IS REAL.
YOU CAN DO WITHOUT LOVE, YOU CAN SWEAR OFF THE BOOZE...
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BUT EVERYONE ALIVE NEEDS TO SING THE BLUES, SO TIME TO RAISE
SOME HELL AND GET ON DOWN”

DELRAY AND CLUBGOERS WE’RE GONNA DANCE SO CLOSE, FEEL MY
BREATH ON YOUR SKIN

DELRAY THEN WE TOOK IT DOWN HERE

MALE CLUBGOERS WE TOOK IT DOWN HERE

DELRAY AND CLUBGOERS AND ADDED SOUL WITH SIN!

DELRAY AND CLUBGOERS GONNA JUMP AND JIVE LIKE A DEMON
POSSESSED

DELRAY THE DEVIL’S IN THE MUSIC AND THE MUSIC IS BLEST

DELRAY GONNA DO SOME THINGS THAT YOU NEVER DARED.
AIN’T NO WHITE FOLKS HERE—‘CAUSE THEY TOO DAMN SCARED!
(Bryan and DiPietro 6-8)

Or in the song Huey sings the first time he comes to Delray’s, “The Music of my Soul”:

BUT I HEARD IT THROUGH THE ALLEYS,

IT FLOATED ON THE BREEZE.

IT BURST OUT THROUGH THE DOORWAYS

AND KNOCKED ME TO MY KNEES!

IT BROKE DOWN ALL MY SENSES

YET MADE ME FEEL SO WHOLE.

SEE, Il WAS LOST UNTIL I FOUND

THE MUSIC OF MY SOUL.

(Bryan and DiPietro 14-15)

Throughout the show, this ‘wildness’ of Black music, and the Blacks who make and

enjoy it is routinely contrasted with the reserve of White music and White listeners. This

juxtaposition is clear right from the beginning of the show, which opens with a White DJ before

quickly switching to a Black D1J:
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WHITE DISC JOCKEY And welcome, back, my friends, to WHTE, right
smack in the center of your radio dial. And we’ve just ended 1951 as you number-
one station in Memphis, playing you the most popular music from all across the
U.S. of...

[Blackout. Music hit. We hear and see a radio dial quickly being turned to
its outer range. Lights flash up on a BLACK DISC JOCKEY .]

BLACK DISC JOCKEY What’s shakin’, brothers and sisters. I'm glad you
found us way up here on the dial! And even though we only reachin’ ‘bout a mile
across Downtown Memphis—

[Music hit.]

We got us the jumpin’est, jivin’est music in town!
(Bryan and DiPietro 5-6)

Huey makes a similar switch at the department store, when he changes the music on the
loudspeaker from “Perry Como”, a White singer, singing about his “Summer Heart,” to “Wailin’
Joe” singing “Scratch my Itch” (Bryan and DiPietro 18-19). Similarly, Huey gets his job at the
radio by waiting until the current DJ goes to the bathroom and then switching from Roy Rodgers
music to “Everybody Wants to Be Black On A Saturday Night” sung by “an African-American
singing trio” (Bryan and DiPietro 32):

TRIO EVERYBODY! EVERYBODY!!

EVERYBODY WANTS TO JUMP BACK

AND FEEL THEIR SPIRIT TAKE FLIGHT!

EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK!

EVERBODY WANTS TO JUMP BACK!

EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK ON A SATURDAY NIGHT...

(Bryan and DiPietro 32)

These switches all construct Black music as far more lively, exciting and sexy—Iliterally and
metaphorically—than White music. Additionally, Huey’s show is successful because it is so
popular amongst White teenagers, who we see getting in trouble with their boring, White,

parents for listening to Black music, further constructing Black music as something young and

exciting, but also dangerous or immoral and thus forbidden. After the station manager forces
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Huey out of the booth, White teenagers call in asking for more of him and the music he was
playing, and their comments highlight the forbidden, sinful appeal his music holds for them:
WHITE TEENAGE GIRL 2 PUT THAT BOY, HUEY, PUT HIM ON!

I DANCED WITH THE DEVIL
WHEN HE PLAYED THAT SONG.

TWO WHITE TEENAGE BOYS PUT THAT HUEY ON
BEFORE MY PARENTS COME BACK!
HE PLAYS THE KIND OF MUSIC
MAKES ME FEEL LIKE I’'M BLACK!
(Bryan and DiPietro 33-34)

In the latter two switches, Perry Como, Wailin’ Joe and the African American trio are all played
by actors on stage, meaning the audience can see in the performance of the songs themselves
how much more fun it is to dance and sing along with Black musicians’ music.

Additionally, the way Delray’s club is presented on stage helps to further construct Black
music as erotic and forbidden. The club is literally underground, and the set includes a window
high up on the wall, where periodic legs can be seen walking by. The lighting in the club is dark
and hazy, and the costumes are tight, colorful and aesthetically exciting (featuring sequins,
dangling beads, and high slits). Additionally, the choreography for the club dancers is very lively

and sexual.

b. Overall message White audiences receive from these stereotypes and tropes:

Through the plot and the score’s focus on Black music the show constructs Blacks as
more wild, exciting, and sexy than Whites, and suggests that all Whites secretly want to join this

fun and “be black on a Saturday night.” This construction completely ignores racism—both
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structural and individual—as it only presents Blacks lives as more fun than Whites and thus
speaks to the invisibility of Whiteness as it does not require White audiences to see and criticize
their own Whiteness. The construction of Blacks as more ‘wild,” ‘exciting’ or ‘sexy’ than Whites
also ties into very problematic racial narratives that historically and currently have been used to
suggest Blacks are more violent, dangerous and promiscuous than Whites. These narratives are
used regularly to justify individual and structural racism. These stereotypes and tropes are
certainly not unique in dominant American popular culture, and it’s highly unlikely that any
White American audience members who see Memphis did not arrive at the theatre not only
having been exposed to these tropes, but believing in them. Memphis thus reaffirms and
perpetuates these problematic constructions of Blackness. Furthermore, because this show is one
that on the surface rejects racism and is all about equality, these stereotypes appear even more
harmless to audiences by nature of being in Memphis. People coming to a show like Memphis
which is billed as being about a fight for civil rights, or a story of inter-racial love are not
prepped to think critically about the constructions of race they see on stage. Because these
problematic stereotypes are packaged within a show that is believed to be racially
‘progressive’—simply by nature of having a multiracial cast and characters that face and fight
against prejudice—the stereotypes are constructed as harmless, unproblematic, and therefore
true. In some ways therefore, in my opinion, a show like Memphis can be more damaging and
racially problematic that a blatantly racist show since so many of the problematic messages and

constructions are hidden beneath a story of racial understanding and progressiveness.
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c. Cultural hegemony and Memphis as a “Anti-Racist-White Hero” musical

Defining a “Anti-Racist-White Hero” Narrative
In her article “Legitimation Crisis and Containment: The ‘Anti-Racist-White-Hero’ Film”
Kelly J. Madison argues that many films about racial justice movements reinterpret and
reconstruct these movements, often through the medium of a White hero, in a way that actually
supports White supremacy and cultural hegemony. As she explains:
The incorporation and reinterpretation of movements for African peoples’ equality
contained in the ‘anti-racist-white-hero’ film construct collective memories that
contribute to the masking of white supremacy...allowing it to reproduce and maintain its

hegemonic status by co-opting and neutralizing the very movements that sought to
abolish white oppression. (Madison 415)

Madison argues that films in this genre help create a “collective memory” that reconstructs civil
rights movements in ways that remove any responsibility for Whites or threats to White
hegemony. She defines “collective memory” as “shared memories and recollections of social
groups” that can be “invoked as tools to defend political aims, objectives, and realities of the
present” so that “what is consistent with the aims, objectives, and desired realities of particular
social groups is remembered, commemorated, embellished, and even fabricated” while “what is
inconsistent and, therefore, threatening, is erased, obscured, and ‘willed absent™ (Madison 400).
She explains collective memory thus supports cultural hegemony in time of social upheaval by
creating collective memories that recast potentially disruptive events and periods in less
threatening lights. Madison is speaking specifically to films, but this phenomenon certainly
happens in Broadway shows as well. Memphis is an excellent example of a show that co-opts the
African American struggle for social justice in a way that is palatable and non-threatening to
White audiences and White power. Memphis does not explicitly deal with the Civil Rights

movement as it is commonly understood—although Huey makes one reference to Rosa Park’s
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arrest—but takes place concurrently to that movement and with in the world of the play we are

supposed to believe that in his own way Huey is advancing civil rights for Blacks through music.

Huey and common characteristics for White heroes:

Obviously, one of the major ways this co-option is accomplished is by the focus on a
White main character. Although the show is billed as a show about Huey and Felicia, Huey is
clearly the primary character. There are several scenes that contain him but not Felicia, and no
scenes in which Felicia appears without Huey entering by the end of the scene. Additionally, we
see Huey’s home life and family in scenes exclusively between him and his mother, where as
Felicia and Delray never interact without Huey being present. Madison identifies four patterns of
behavior and characteristics amongst the White heroes in these “anti-racist-white hero”

narratives, all of which Huey’s character fits:

Each movie either principally follows or contains the same general narrative structure: 1)
white hero experiences some extreme form of racism vicariously through some Black
contact 2) white hero develops a relatively radical anti-racist consciousness 3) white hero
sacrifices a great deal at the hands of white racists to further the cause of the black
people’s struggle (usually in some type of leadership capacity), and 4) white hero suffers
terribly for his or her efforts but manages to somehow prevail in the end. (Madison 405)

1) White hero experiences some extreme form of racism vicariously through some Black contact

Because of his relationship with Felicia, Huey has to face anger and prejudice from Whites and
Blacks®* who do not believe he and Felicia should be dating. Additionally, he is fired for playing

“race records” at the department store, and a brick is thrown through his window with a

2T am equating the “prejudice” of Black and Whites against Huey and Felicia’s relationship here because the play
equates them—Huey’s mother urges Delray they must “change their intolerant ways” (Bryan and DiPietro 121). I do
not believe however this is an accurate equation, as the Black characters are concerned for Felicia’s safety if she
dates Huey, where as the White characters are acting out of racism.

66



threatening note telling him to stop his radio show. The music extreme form of racism he faces
through his relationship with Felicia is when they are attacked and she is beaten after they kiss in
public, although it is important to note Felicia is hurt far worse than he is and is the attacker’s

primary target.

2) White hero develops a relatively radical anti-racist consciousness

Huey is portrayed as having such a “radical anti-racist consciousness” that he is
constructed as hardly recognizing race at all initially. Throughout the play it is the Black
characters who routinely tell Huey he can’t do certain things, or expect certain things because of
segregation. The first time Huey comes to Delray’s, he adamantly does not acknowledge that it is
unusual or strange for him to be there, even though he is the only White person there:

HUEY My first time here.

DELRAY Yeah, I know.

HUEY Name’s Calhoun, Huey Calhoun.

DELRAY Delray Farrell, sir. This is my club. And if you don’t mind me askin’, why you

here, sir?

HUEY What do ya mean?

DELRAY I mean, you notice anything different between you and everybody else, sir?

[He glances around. A beat.]

HUEY No.

DELRAY [ just don’t want no trouble, sir.

HUEY And I don’t wanna cause no trouble. And the name ain’t “sir” it’s Huey.

(Bryan and DiPietro 12)
Huey claims to not even see the race of the other people at the club, and he does not understand
Delray’s fear that his presence in the club could be dangerous, either because of Huey or because
of other’s reaction to Huey. Huey frequently fails to understand the danger Felicia and the other
Black characters face in Memphis, and he consistently resists Felicia’s attempts to keep their

relationship secret culminating in the final TV show when he kisses her on air against her will.

This idea that Huey does not even recognize race is so ludicrous that the show cannot even
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maintain this construction of Huey’s racial awareness. Shortly after the above exchange when he
arrives at Delray’s, Huey sings a song about how much he loves their music, “The music of my
soul,” which begins with the following description of his father:

HUEY WHEN I WAS A YOUNG BOY

MY DADDY SAT ME DOWN.

HE SAID, “SON, DON’T YOU NEVER GO

TO THE DARK SIDE OF TOWN.”

“I'M TALKIN” DOWNTOWN MEMPHIS, SEE,

THAT’S WHERE THE BLACK FOLK PLAY.”

AN’ I SAID, ‘YES, SIR, DADDY?!’

AND THEN I SNUCK DOWN ANYWAY!

SEE, NEVER WAS TAUGHT TO READ NONE,

NO, NEVER TAUGHT TO WRITE.

THE ONLY THINK MY DADDY TAUGHT

WAS WHITE SHOULD STAY WITH WHITE.

(Bryan and DiPietro 14)

Clearly Huey not only sees race, but has also been taught to see race and segregate accordingly
since a very young age. Despite frequent moments of narrative disruption like this one which
show that it would really be impossible for anyone in nineteen fifties Memphis, or anytime or
place in America, not to see or understand race, Huey is continuously constructed throughout the
show as being so radical in his anti-racist consciousness that he does not even recognize race or
racism in the world around him. Thus Huey’s insistence that he is colorblind is constructed as an

anti-racist viewpoint, and not as the form of racism and result of White privilege that it actually

1S.

3) White hero sacrifices a great deal at the hands of White racists to further the cause of the

Black people’s struggle (usually in some type of leadership capacity)
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Huey is certainly presented as a leader in the fight for Black rights presented in the show,
as he is the one who gets the Black musicians broad, White popularity>. He is the one who gets
Felicia on the radio, something we learn Delray has been trying and failing to do for a long time.
Throughout the play Huey does suffer for his efforts to get Black musicians recognized,
culminating in his refusal to move his television program to New York and replace his Black
dancers with White dancers. This decision effectively ends his career path and his relationship
with Felicia because she is not willing to stay in Memphis with him and bypass her own career
opportunities. In this final sacrifice, Huey even suggests he is sacrificing more for equality than
Felicia is, making him “blacker than her”:

HUEY So—they want to whitify my dancers, and I stand up to it—but you—

FELICIA But me what?

HUEY Well, since when did I get Blacker than you?

FELICIA Now you hold on! You’ve got choices in this world I don’t, sugar. You

get to be white whenever you want. I’'m colored every time I step out my door. So

don’t come tellin’ me that you’re some kind of hero and I’'m some kind of sell out

fool.

(Bryan and DiPietro 131-132)

Felicia does push back against Huey’s co-option of her Blackness and his denial of his own
White privilege, but this one moment does not do enough to challenge the overall narrative in the
rest of the play that it is Huey who has made her and other Black musician’s success possible,
especially since only a few scenes later Felicia comes back into Huey’s life, having become a
national recording star without him, and tells Huey she owes her success to him. Additionally,

for reasons I will return to later, Felicia’s pain and anger is actually a part of how the show works

to absolve any White guilt for past racial injustice.

23 This idea that the ultimate success for Black musicians lies in being accepted by White
audiences is an additional way in which the show supports conceptions of White cultural
hegemony—White approval is left unchallenged as the ultimate mark of excellence.
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4) White hero suffers terribly for his or her efforts but manages to somehow prevail in the end

Finally, although Huey does lose Felicia and his fame, everything appears to turn out all
right for him, since he returns to the stage with Felicia and sings an upbeat, happy number to end
the show. I will return to the very important role of this final number “ Steal your rock "N’ Roll”

in the overall message of the show later in my analysis.

Reframing the Civil Rights movement in support of White supremacy in Memphis:

Madison also identifies three ways in which these “anti-racist White hero” narratives
reconstruct struggles for racial equality in a way that reproduces and reaffirms White supremacy:

1) by defining white supremacy in a particularly distant, extreme, blatant, and therefore,
superficial way 2) by systematically privileging “white” experiences of these struggles
for African people’s equality over African and African American experiences, and 3) by
constructing a paternalistic form of white supremacy as the ideological framework within
which to understand the critical historical moments in struggles for equality. (Madison
405-406)

All of these constructs are clearly present in Memphis.

1) by defining White supremacy in a particularly distant, extreme, blatant, and therefore,

superficial way

The shows setting does a great deal to define White supremacy and racism as something
that is very distant from the audience members watching the show on Broadway, as it takes place
over fifty years ago and is located far away in the south. In fact, throughout the show characters
refer to the north, and specifically New York, where Broadway is after all located, as the ideal
place of racial equality. Felicia tries to get Huey to move north because she says they can be
together safely in public and get married in the north, even though realistically an inter-racial

relationship in nineteen fifties New York, while legal, would not have particularly accepted or
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safe. This construction of racism as something that was long ago and only occurred in the South
allows White audiences in the 2000’s in New York to separate themselves from the racist Whites
on stage and therefore prevents White audiences from having to think critically about their own
racism and White privilege. The play thus obscures modern day White supremacy, which in turn

allows it to continue.

In addition to placing the whole play in a distant time and place, the show distances the
audience considerably from racist acts—which are an extreme form of White supremacy—on
stage. Most of the blatant examples of White racism on stage that an average White audience
member would recognize—for example a father slapping his daughter for listening to Huey’s
show, or a bunch of White guys shooting the speakers outside Huey’s television show—are
perpetuated by unnamed characters played by members of the ensemble. The named characters
who are racist are racist in excusable ways: Huey’s mother is very racist at the beginning of the
show, but she has a change of heart in the second act when she goes to the Black Gospel church

(“Change don’t come easy”"

), and Huey’s White radio and then television manager Simmons is
presented as being concerned about Huey playing Black music not because he himself is racist
necessarily, but because he is worried about the business ramifications. Even Felicia’s attack,
which is by far the most extreme example of White supremacy in the show, is literally distanced
from the audience. In the Broadway staging, the attack takes place on the elevated walkway at
the back of the stage, meaning it is as far away from the audience as possible and the White

attackers’ faces are hard to see in the dark lighting. As the attack continues with very styalized

stage-fighting, the back drop for Delray’s comes down, meaning we just see the pavement

** This song’s message itself, that change takes time and we have to be patient and accept small
steps, 1s another example of how White cultural hegemony can absorb movements for expanded
civil rights without changing any structures drastically.
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through the window on the top of the back wall, and thus only see the attackers’ feet as they
finish beating her up. The attack, and other acts of extreme White supremacy are sufficiently
removed from the audience so as to ensure White audience members cannot feel implicated in

these acts.

2) by systematically privileging “White” experiences of these struggles for African people’s

equality over African and African American experiences

The entire construction and conceit of Memphis works to “systematically privileg[e]
‘white’ experiences of these struggles for African people’s equality over African American
experiences” by nature of Huey as being the central character in the show. The show is about
Huey, and his experiences, good and bad, as he falls in love with Felicia and Black music, and
the ways that he Huey, fails, and then is successful at, fighting racial inequality. This
phenomenon is illustrated very well in Felicia’s number “Colored Woman.” Felicia sings this
number after she visits Huey at his house to show him the record single she was finally able to
record. His mother comes home and is horrified to find Felicia in her kitchen and slaps the
record, which was the only copy she could afford, out of Felicia’s hand, breaking it in half.
Felicia runs out of the house, and Huey chases her and tries to convince her he can fix everything
if she just comes to his radio station, and in response she sings “Colored Woman”. The title
would suggest that the song is about the oppression Felicia faces as a Black woman, and it does
start out this way:

SOME GOT CHANCES,
SOME GOT CHOICES,
SOME GOT FREEDOM

IN THESE STATES.

COLORED WOMEN
GOT FEW CHANCES,
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GOT FEW CHOICES
ON OUR PLATE.

MAMA TOLD ME

THERE ARE LIMITS

FOR DARK-SKINNED GIRLS

STUCK IN THIS LIGHT-SKINNED WORLD.

However, one stanza later the song shifts to being about Huey and the opportunities he may or
may not be able to offer Felicia:

NOW ALONG COMES A MAN
WHOSE SKIN IS WHITE AND PALE.
A SHINY FOOL

FULL OF SHINY TALES.

HE SAYS HE’LL MAKE

THE PEOPLE HEAR ME.

HE’LL FORCE THIS WORLD TO FIN’LY SEE ME.
IS HE A LIE

LIKE EV’RY OTHER MAN—

OR LORD

COULD HE SOMEHOW

HUEY COULD HE SOMEHOW
FELICIA COULD HE SOMEHOW HELP TO FREE ME

All right Huey, I’ll see you at your radio station tomorrow.
HUEY You swear it?
FELICIA [She touches his cheek.] Huey Calhoun, if you want me there, I will be

there.
(Bryan and DiPietro 61-63)

Even in a song that is supposed to be about Felicia’s pain and disappointment as a
Black woman, the story is still all about Huey. It becomes a song about how Huey can help to
break her out of the pain and suffering she is singing about. Throughout Memphis, the shows’

events, and even the other character’s emotions, are all filtered through Huey’s character.
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3) by constructing a paternalistic form of White supremacy as the ideological framework within

which to understand the critical historical moments in struggles for equality

“Colored Woman” is also an example of Madison’s third pattern for “anti-racist white
hero” narratives, as it is an example of paternalistic White supremacy. Huey is constructed as the
savior figure who will show the way for Felicia to fight her own oppression. Throughout the
show Huey is constructed as a father figure of sorts who is guiding the way to racial equality and
acceptance by bringing Black music to White audiences. This is best exemplified in the number
“Radio” which comes late in the first act and demonstrates the passage of time and Huey’s
growing popularity after he gets his radio show. The lyrics themselves are all about Huey, and
the ways in which his talents and his determination have brought Black music to a broader
audience:

HUEY HOW MANY TIMES DID I HEAR IT?
HOW MANY TIMES DID THEY TRY? TO SOMEHOW
BREAK MY SPIRIT, TO SOMEHOW MAKE ME DIE—

[As he sings, projections appear featuring photographs and the following
headlines:
HUEY CALHOUN PRESENTS FIRST ALL RHYTHM & BLUES CONCERT
WHITE TEENAGERS FLOCK TO ALL NEGRO CONCERTS
12 ARRESTED AT CALHOUN’S R&B CAVALCADE
CITY COUNCIL THREATENS TO BAN CALHOUN CAVALCADE CONCERTS

HUEY “HUEY, YOU’RE ODD, CRAZY, AND SLOW.
NOT MUCH TO LOOK AT.”

WELL, MAYBE THAT’S SO.

THEY TRIED SO HARD

TO DRAG ME DOWN LOW.

THEY DIDN’T COUNT ON

COUNT ON THE RADIO! THE RADIO!

HUEY I KNEW IT COULD TEACH
I KNEW IT COULD PREACH—

I KNEW IT COULD REACH
ACROSS THE AIR!
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[Two AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS enter. HUEY signs an autograph book.]

I KNEW IT COULD SELL

I KNEW IT COULD YELL

I KNEW IT COULD TELL

THE TRUTH OUT THERE!...

NOT BAD FOR A BACKWARD HICK!

NOT BAD FOR A COUNTRY KID!...

NOT A BAD LITTLE OL’TRICK

TO DO ALL THAT I DID!”

(Bryan and DiPietro 76-78)

This song gives all the credit to Huey for having the vision and the perseverance to use Black
music to help create racial harmony in Memphis, a point that is further emphasized by the
blocking of this number in the Broadway production. The script specifies that during the second
half of the song two groups of teenagers, one Black and one White, enter and start playing
separately. As they listen to Huey’s music on the radio though, the two groups of children
approach each other and eventually they all jump rope and dance and sing together. The blocking
of this number on Broadway had the children playing on the stage, while Huey looked on from
above on the suspended walkway. This blocking creates an incredibly paternalistic image. It is as
if Huey, the great creator of racial harmony, is looking down and orchestrating this happy scene

of childhood innocence and unity. Huey is constructed as the benevolent White father figure

helping to create racial harmony in Memphis by giving Black music to White listeners.

Throughout the show, Huey’s interactions with the Black characters are frequently very
privileged, which further emphasizes this paternalistic construction of White privilege Madison
identifies. He interrupts Felicia’s performances twice in the show to either threaten to kiss her or
actually kiss her, which displays not just his privilege to interrupt her performances at will, but
also his ability, and readiness, to put her in danger against her consent by forcing himself on her

sexually. He also talks very possessively about Felicia, as I noted earlier, referring to having

75



discovered her, and his claim that her music and other Black musicians’ music is “the music of
[his] soul” is also a very privileged usurpation of Black’s cultural heritage. Huey also exercises
his privilege and operates under an assumption of Whiteness as property in refusing to listen to
Delray’s criticisms of his attitudes and behavior, as seen for example, in the following lines from
“She’s my sister” in which Delray and Huey fight over Felicia following her live performance on
Huey’s radio program:

HUEY I’LL MAKE HER SOMETHIN’

DELRAY YOU’RE STEALIN’ THIS MUSIC

HUEY THAT AIN’T FOR YOU TO SAY

DELRAY HEY, I DON’T BLAME YA, BROTHER, IT’S THE AMERICAN

WAY
HUEY NO, NO, THERE’S SOMETHING YOU JUST DON’T UNDERSTAND

(Bryan and DiPietro 72-73)

Although the play constructs Huey as fighting for racial equality, the play never challenges his
White privilege and racism, meaning the White audience has no reason to recognize or critique

their own White privilege and racism.

Catharsis

In addition to the three patterns Madison identifies that reaffirm White supremacy in
“anti-racist white hero” narratives like Memphis, I would also add that White supremacy is
reaffirmed in Memphis through the cathartic affect the play has in terms of absolving the White

audience of any potential White guilt they might feel about racial injustice past or present.

The first way the show mitigates potential White guilt is by equating White poverty with
racial oppression. Huey is poor and illiterate at the beginning of the show, and his humble
beginnings are referenced frequently throughout the show. Several numbers directly equate his

and his mother’s experiences with poverty with the Black characters experiences with racial
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injustice. In “Make me stronger” the scene shifts from Huey’s kitchen to Felicia’s church, and
his mother remains on stage, and sings some of the exact same words the gospel choir does
praying for strength to persevere. In one stanza of that song Huey literally switches right from
talking about the racism of the people opposed to his radio show, to talking about their poverty:

OH MAMA, LISTEN TO ME.
THEY’RE TOO BLIND AND THEY JUST CAN’T SEE!
I’'M BUYING YOU A HOME.
I SWEAR RIGHT NOW.
I SWEAR RIGHT HERE,
I’'M GONNA MAKE THIS POVERTY DISAPPEAR!
I’'M GONNA MAKE THIS POVERTY DISAPPEAR!
(Bryan and DiPietro 41-42)

Similarly, in “Stand Up,” Huey, Felicia and Delray sing together about the need to stand up and
make a place for themselves in the world despite everything that is stacked against them. Finally,
in the intro to the final number, sung in the scene four years after the rest of the show, Huey goes
so far as to suggest that the only people who spread “hatred” were rich Whites:

I LISTENED TO ADVICE

FROM FOLKS SMARTER THAN ME,

AND I IGNORED IT...

I LISTENED TO HATRED

FROM FOLKS RICHER THAN ME,

AND I DEPLORE IT.

I LISTENED TO MUSIC

FROM FOLKS DARKER THAN ME,

AND YOU KNOW I ADORED IT!

(Bryan and DiPietro 144)

This collapse of White poverty and Black oppression thus suggests that not all Whites were
racist, many were suffering right along with people of Color, and that the real root of the
problem was poverty not race.

White audience members are further able to absolve White guilt through Huey and the

show’s music. Because Huey is the central character, he is the White audience’s point of access
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to the story, and they therefore enter the narrative from the point of view of the White hero.
Additionally, because the show’s music is the same thing as the music Huey plays and White
teenagers love, if the White audience enjoys the show’s music—which the reviews and the
production I saw suggest most White audience members do—then they can further align
themselves with the White teenagers, who like Huey are “the good guys” and not with their
parents who are scared of the music. Thus if White audience members enjoy the show and have a
good time, they can go home and feel good about themselves for being so ‘progressive’ and
enjoying the show’s “Black music” even if the show’s numbers and show tunes were written by
two White men today, and not actual music created by Black artists in nineteen fifties
Memphis.>

Finally, White audience members can absolve their guilt through empathy for the Black
characters’ suffering. Memphis does not deny that its Black characters have suffered racial
violence. Gator doesn’t speak because of his father’s lynching, Delray was beaten for drinking
from the wrong fountain as a child, and Felicia is beaten on stage during the show. In her
analysis of The Green Mile, Linda Williams identifies the role this violence towards Blacks plays
in allowing Whites to work through their racial guilt, noting it “is remarkable the extent to which
the establishment of white virtue rests upon a paradoxical administration of pain and death to the
black body so that white people may weep” (Williams 20). As Felicia sings about the hardships
she has been through in “Love Will Stand When All Else Fails” White audience members can
share in her pain, absolving them of responsibility for that pain. Additionally, the happy

resolution to the show signifies to White audiences, that whatever pain the Black characters may

1t is very interesting given this, that the music that plays in the background during the curtain
calls was “Everybody wants to be Black on a Saturday Night,” suggesting that one of the final
things audiences are left with is the idea that Black music really is more fun and exciting that
White music.
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have been subject to throughout the show, all is now resolved, and has been resolved through the
efforts of an “anti-racist white hero” like Huey.

The final two numbers of the show, “Memphis Lives in Me” and “Steal your Rock ’n’
roll” complete the reaffirmation of White supremacy in Memphis. After Felicia leaves Huey
following the disastrous test show for the New York Producer, Huey sings a song about how he
could not possibly leave Memphis because of all it means to him. This song seems to come out
of nowhere, as Huey’s primary reasons for staying up to this point have been the request to
change his dancers, and the sentiment that he is already successful in Memphis and would have
to change for New York. This song, however, is in fact thematically critical to concluding the
story on a happy note that absolves any lingering guilt or responsibility White audiences might
feel for the racial inequality featured up until that point. The song is all about Huey recognizing
who he is and being true to himself, even if that means accepting his own limits:

HUEY THERE’S A TOWN THAT I CALL HOME, WHERE ALL THE
STREETS ARE PAVED WITH SOUL. DOWN ON BEALE, THERE’S A
HONKY-TONK BAR.

[DELRAY crosses, carrying a suitcase.|

HEAR THE WAIL OF A BLUES GUITAR.

HAVE A BEER AND DROP A DIME

IN THE BLIND MAN’S JAR.

THE BLUES SING SOFTLY IN THE AIR

LIKE A SUNDAY MORNING PRAYER.

[FELICIA crosses, carrying a suitcase.]

JUST ONE MORE DRINK

AND YOU’LL SEE GOD EVERYWHERE.

LIKE A SAD, OLD MELODY

TEARS YOU UP BUT SETS YOU FREE,

THAT’S HOW MEMPHIS LIVES IN ME.

[Folks from HUEY’s life appear.]
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THERE COMES A TIME WHEN
MUDDY WATERS RUN ROUGH
THERE COMES A POINT WHEN
A MAN HAS HAD ENOUGH.
LIKE A FRIEND WHO ALWAYS
STANDS BY ME, YEAH,
FOLKS BY ME!

HUEY MEMPHIS KNOWS ME... MEMPHIS SHOWS ME...HOW THIS LIFE
JUST HAS TO BE...

I COULDN’T EVEN TRY

TO RUN AWAY, SAY GOODBYE

HERE I WAS BORN,

AND HERE IS WHERE I’LL DIE.

IM JUST A MAN FROM TENNESSEE

CAN’T BE WHAT I CAN’T BE

ALL I KNOW IS MEMPHIS LIVES IN ME.

WOAH!

(Bryan and DiPietro 137-138)
The tone of this song is incredibly nostalgic for the old time charm and soul of Memphis, a
dangerous narrative given how frequently nostalgia for the “good old days” is used to oppose
civil rights movements and political change. Additionally, the song’s message that you have to
be who you are and there is a limit to what you can do, that you “can’t be what [you] can’t be”” in
effect instructs White audience members that they should be happy and confident with who they
are. Where as shows trying to spur social unrest or change try to inspire the audience to action,
Memphis in fact instructs its audiences to do nothing.
Lest the show ends on too sad a note however, the final number sung by the whole cast as

part of Felicia’s big concert is incredibly upbeat and happy, and gives the audience final proof

that everyone is now happy and getting along perfectly regardless of race. The whole cast

performs the number in bright, sparkling matching white costumes, with the White and Black
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chorus dancers intermingled instead of separated as they appeared earlier in segregated numbers,
singing together:

FELICIA FIRST COMES A POINT IN EVERYBODY’S LIFE,
WHEN THEY GOTTA STAND UP

AND FACE A FIGHT.

THEN COMES A POINT IN EVERYBODY’S LIFE,
WHEN THEY GOTTA WONDER

IF THEY DONE RIGHT.

I SWALLOWED MY FEAR,

FOLLOWED MY HEART RIGHT HERE,

AND THROUGH IT ALL

ONE ALMIGHTY THOUGHT STOOD CLEAR—
LISTEN TO THE BEAT

LISTEN TO THE BEAT

PLAY IT

OBEY IT

LOVE IT WITH

LOVE IT WITH YOUR FEET....

HUEY AND IF YA LISTEN TO THE BEAT,
AND HEAR WHAT’S IN YOUR SOUL,

YOU’LL NEVER LET ANYONE
STEAL YOUR ROCK ‘N’ ROLL!

ALL LET IT MAKE YOU WHOLE

AND IF YOU LISTEN TO THE BEAT

AND HEAR WHAT’S IN YOUR SOUL,

YOU’LL NEVER LET ANYONE,

NEVER LET ANYONE,

NEVER LET ANYONE STEAL—

HUEY The name is Huey Calhoun. Goodnight and hockadoo!

ALL YOUR ROCK ‘N’ ROLL!

The lyrics let Huey off the hook if anyone was still siding with Delray that he stole music that
wasn’t his, as it argues that the music belongs to all of us, and is something we carry with us, and
that if we are just true to it no one will be able to push us down or “steal [our] rock ‘n’ roll.”

Really the lyrics are of secondary importance in this number though. In fact an entire section of
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the song is just the cast singing “Nah-Nah” over and over again, and when I saw the show, and in
the recording available on Netflix, whole sections of the verses were unintelligible because the
music was so loud. The important part of this number is that everyone is happy together, having
a good time, and that we the audience get to join with them in celebrating that somehow, after all
the pain and conflict we have just witnessed, everything is fine. Very little is actually resolved in
the show for Huey has faded into obscurity and he never got back together with Felicia, but it
doesn’t matter because everyone is happy anyway, and Huey still gets the final word. The final
number ensures that the audience goes back out into the world following Memphis feeling that

everything is resolved, and that any sort of racial conflict is part of the distant past.

d. Overall message White audiences receive from this “Anti-Racist White hero”

reconstruction:

The use of a White hero to tell a story supposedly about the fight for racial equality, and
the ways in which the show reaffirms White privilege construct a very problematic portrayal of
the Civil Rights movement of the nineteen fifties that does not challenge White cultural, political
and social hegemony. Several songs in the show talk about being patient for change, or
recognizing that change won’t happen overnight. Additionally, civil rights or equality for Blacks
1s constructed as meaning White approval, both in the sense of Black musicians being popular
with White audiences, but also in terms of overcoming Whites’ individual prejudices and racism.
Thus equality and racial justice in Memphis means everyone getting along on an individual,
inter-personal level, as represented by those children playing together under Huey’s watchful
eyes. There is no conception in the show of race or racism meaning unequal, oppressive systems

and structures in the United States. Furthermore, this entire fight for equality, and thus all the
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inequality and racism, is entirely located in the distant, southern, past, a fact the happy final
number emphasizes. The focus on Huey’s character suggests that Whites, not Blacks, were at the
forefront of movements for Black rights. It also fulfills White audience expectations, arising
from Whiteness as property, that they can go to the theatre and see themselves in the center of
every narrative. Finally, White supremacy is hidden in, and reaffirmed, throughout the play. This
reaffirmation of White supremacy further constructs the civil rights movements as a movement
about bringing Black Americans up to White Americans level. In addition, the unchallenged
support of White supremacy ensures that White audiences will not have to confront their own

Whiteness and their implications in the racist power structures in America.

4. MEMPHIS: CONCLUSION

Memphis thus both capitalizes on and reaffirms outdated, problematic, racial stereotypes,
and helps to affirm and perpetuate White privilege and supremacy. Although the show is
supposed to be engaging with issues of race, Whiteness, while marked in Memphis, goes entirely
unchallenged. As a result, White audiences at Memphis receive affirmations of the stereotypes
they have brought with them into the theatre, now backed with the approval of a show “about
race,” and they are able to leave the theatre without being asked or encouraged to think critically
about their own Whiteness and the way race operates in their own life. As we see from the
reviews, White audiences largely did not examine the White power and privilege inherent in the
racial stereotypes in Memphis, nor did they problemitize the focus on a White protagonist.
Additionally, White audiences view this show as ultimately entertaining, as a show that lets them
enjoy “Black” music and culture with out having to confront or think critically about their

Whiteness.
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C. EXPLICITLY RACED SHOWS: CONCLUSION

Shows within this category that are “Explicitly Raced” are the shows that the dominant
narratives says are engaging with questions of race and anti-Racism on Broadway. However,
these plays are really rife with racist stereotypes and tropes, usually locate racism as a historical
and Southern problem, don’t engage with structural racism, focus on the Black-White binary,
and are often still all about Whites. As a result, they do not challenges dominant narratives about

race and thus instead perpetuate and strengthen White supremacy.
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I11. ALL WHITE SHOWS

CASE STUDY: GOD OF CARNAGE



A. ALL WHITE SHOWS: OVERVIEW

Since the 2005-2006 seasons there have been 127 shows on Broadway with an all White
cast, compared to 128 shows combined that were either “explicitly raced shows” or were “not
explicitly raced, multi-racial shows.” Although the number of casting opportunities for actors of
Color is beyond the scope of this thesis, I think it is important to note that this means that actors
of Color were not seen in half the shows on Broadway in the last five years, to say nothing of
how many, or rather how few, characters of Color were actually in each of those other 128
shows. Fifty-one of the shows in this category were nominated for a Tony for Best Musical,
Play, Revival of a Play or Revival of a Musical, and twelve of them won.

The majority, ninety-eight, of these 127 all White shows were plays. As I will discuss
later in the next section, many musicals have multi-racial choruses even if the primary characters
are all White, which probably accounts for at least part of the musical-play imbalance in this all
White category. Additionally, musicals are more likely to have a token, comedic, supporting
character of Color, as I will also discuss later. Plays on the other hand, are usually smaller casts,
and often the characters are all closely related to one another, as for example in the case of
classic American family dramas, making it less likely that just one or two characters would be
played by actors of Color.

It would seem logical that part of why so many shows are written for all White casts is
because they are older shows written when Broadway was even less diverse than it is now.
However, of these 127 shows with all White casts, seventy-four shows were productions of new
plays. This means that well over half of these shows that were written for and cast with all White

actors were written, or at least produced for the first time on Broadway, since 2005. This
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suggests modern playwrights are not necessarily any better about writing for characters of Color
than past playwrights.

I am not going to spend as much time talking about the patterns in this category as I do
with the other two, both because there are so many shows in this category, and also so as to
avoid a long history of patterns in the traditional canon of American drama. Additionally, the
primary way these shows deal with race and Whiteness is chiefly by ignoring it and rendering it
invisible, which I will examine in detail in the God of Carnage case study. However there are
some patterns that I noticed and would like to note briefly.

Although these shows do not deal with racial “others”, several of these shows do have
central narratives or themes about the experiences of non-racial “others,” or at least no longer
racialized as is the case with Eastern European Jews. These shows include plays about
homosexual life in New York, such as Larry Kramer’s Normal Heart or Geoffrey Nauffts’ Next
Fall; plays about Jewish communities like Joseph Stein, Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick’s
Fiddler on the Roof or the White working class as in Neil LaBute’s Reasons to be Pretty and
David Lindsay-Abaire’s Good People; or non-raced colonialism as in Brian Friel’s Translations,
which is set in Ireland. These plays therefore do deal with power dynamics, but in a way that
does not deal with the very large role race plays in American, or global, power hierarchies™.

Many of these shows also take place outside the United States, and in particular, a large
number of them are set in England or written by British playwrights. This is not surprising given
the close relationship between Broadway and the West End in London, and the fact that many
shows transfer from one to the other. However these shows are even more unlikely to get

American audiences thinking critically about race relations in the United States.

2 L arry Kramer, Geoffrey Nauffts Joseph Stein, Jerry Bock, Sheldon Harnick, Neil LaBute,
Davis Lindsay-Abaire and Brian Friel are all White.
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Several of these shows are shows that are either about the business of Broadway, or are
backstage dramas, such as Rupert Holmes, John Kander and Fred Ebb’s Curtains; Ken Ludwig’s
Lend Me a Tenor; George S. Kauffman and Edna Ferber’s The Royal Family; David Mamet’s 4
Life in the Theatre; Arthur Laurents, Jule Styne and Stephen Sondheim’s Gypsy, Hunter Bell and
Jeff Bowen’s [Title of Show]; and Bob Martin, Don McKellar, Lisa Lambert and Greg
Morrison’s The Drowsy Chaperone”’ . If the business these shows are writing about is
predominantly White, it makes sense that these shows about this business are also going to be all
White, although these shows do not mark or problematize the Whiteness of Broadway.

In a similar vein to the numerous productions of August Wilson’s works in the last five
years, there are several White playwrights or composers who have been produced frequently on
Broadway in this time period. Sondheim has had three shows produced in this category: 4 Little
Night Music, Sweeney Todd and Sunday in the Park with George as well as Company which
starred Raul Esparza and is therefore not in this category. There have been two Shakespeare
productions with all White casts: Macbeth and Hamlet. Tom Stoppard has had three—or six
depending on how you count The Coast of Utopia trilogy—productions in this time frame, all
with all White casts: Coast of Utopia: Voyage, Coast of Utopia: Shipwreck, Coast of Utopia
Salvage, Arcadia and Rock 'n’ Roll. There have been two productions of Eugene O’Neil plays:
Moon for the Misbegotten and Desire under the Elms. Tennessee Williams has had only one all
White play produced in this time frame, Glass Menagerie, but his play Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
was produced with an all Black cast. Additionally, if you expand the time frame by one year on

either end, so the 2004-2005 season through the 2011-2012 season, then there are two more

27 Rupert Holmes, John Kander, Fred Ebb, Ken Ludwig, George S. Kauffman, Edna Ferber,
David Mamet, Arthur Laurents, Jule Styne, Stephen Sondheim, Hunter Bell, Jeff Bowen, Bob
Martin, Don McKellar, Lisa Lambert and Greg Morrison are White.
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Williams productions, both of Streetcar Named Desire one of which was done with an all White
cast except for a Black street singer, and one of which is going to be done with an all Black cast
like Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Edward Albee, another famous White American playwright, had two
productions since the 2005-2006 season, Who s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and Seascape, as did
Arthur Miller, another famous White American playwright, with A/l my Sons and 4 View from
the Bridge. If part of the problem is that not enough playwrights are writing characters of Color,
it may not be helping that so many White playwrights writing all White-plays are getting
produced or revived so frequently.

It is important to note that although these shows all had all White actors, this does not
mean that people of Color were not referenced in the play. In Next Fall, for example, the central
gay characters have a fake Mapplethorpe photo of a Black man’s bottom hanging over their bed,
and one of their friends explains at one point in the play that he is only attracted to Black men. In
Lend Me a Tenor, the action resolves around a missing opera Tenor, who is about to go on stage
to play Othello. The tenor is White, so he appears in the opera within the musical in blackface.
This means that both the actor playing the tenor, and the show’s protagonist who impersonates
the missing tenor at one point, appear on stage in blackface. God of Carnage, which I examine as
my case study for this category, also contains many references to racial “others.” These examples
show that although these plays may have all White casts, they are still influenced by, or are to
some extent engaging with, our raced society.

I chose God of Carnage for a case study for this category because it was one of the more
successful all White shows in this time frame, running for an extended period, winning a Tony,
and inspiring a movie adaptation which came out last fall. I wanted to choose a play for this

section that had been successful, had an all White cast, and was not based on real people and
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events so as to be able to show how even plays that seem to be completely race neutral are in fact
raced. Although God of Carnage was originally a French play I felt it was still relevant to
analyze in this study for several reasons. Firstly, my focus in this thesis is on the racial messages
American White audiences are getting from Broadway plays, and thus the fact that this play was
performed on Broadway for White American audiences makes it relevant. The fact that the play
was selected to be produced on Broadway and was so well received by American audiences is
proof that its themes speak to Broadway audiences. Secondly, when the play was translated into
English it was also adapted for American audiences, meaning it has American specific references
and is set in New York not France. Lastly the play speaks to experiences with race that transcend

specific national experiences.
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B. CASE STUDY: GOD OF CARNAGE

1. SUMMARY

God of Carnage was originally written in French by Yasmina Reza, a French playwright
of Hungarian and Iranian ancestry. It was translated into English by Christopher Hampton, who
is White, and premiered on Broadway in March 2009 starring well-known actors Jeff Daniels,
Hope Davis, James Gandolfini and Marcia Gay Harden who are all White. It was produced by
Robert Fox a White man, David Pugh, a White man, Dafydd Rogers a White man, Stuart
Thompson a White man and Scott Rudin a White man. The show won the Tony for best new
play in 2009 as well as the Drama League and Outer Critics Circle awards for Best New
Broadway Play. The director, Mathew Warchus who is White, won a Tony for his work on the
play, and Harden, who originated the role of Veronica, won a Tony and Outer Critics Circle
award for her performance. The show ran for over a year with a month long hiatus in the middle
of its first summer, a running length that is unusual these days on Broadway for straight plays.
The play was also made into a movie titled Carnage in September 2011 and starring Jodie
Foster, Kate Winslet, Christopher Waltz and John C. Reilly, all White actors.

God of Carnage takes place in real time during a tense meeting between two sets of
Brooklyn parents. Alan and Annette Raleigh’s son Benjamin has recently hit Michael and
Veronica Novak’s son Henry with a stick during a playground fight causing him to lose two
teeth. Michael and Veronica have invited Alan and Annette over to discuss the incident and
decide what course of action, if any, should be taken with the two boys. Although the
conversation starts out civilly enough, tensions rise and the couples begin fighting between and

amongst themselves as chaos ensues. Veronica insults the Raleighs’ parenting skills, Alan insults
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his own son, and Michael expresses ambivalence and distaste with the whole idea of parenting.
Annette gets sick to her stomach and vomits all over the Novaks’ living room, Alan spends much
of the meeting on the phone with his company which is representing a pharmaceutical company
whose drug has just been discovered to have dangerous side effects, Michael and Veronica fight
over the family hamster Michael has recently abandoned on the street, and Annette destroys
Veronica’s flower arrangement in a burst of anger—in short, in attempting to handle their
children’s fight like adults, they turn in to children themselves.

In my analysis of the way race and specifically Whiteness operate in God of Carnage 1
am going to focus on two aspects of the construction of Whiteness in the play, namely how the
characters are raced as White even though their race is never explicitly stated, and the ways in
which racial constructions and relations are ingrained in the show’s plot and themes. This
division is in many ways a false one, as the racialization of the characters and the racially coded
themes operate together. However I want to look at these issues separately initially in order to be
able to examine how characters are generally raced in White Broadway shows where their race is
not explicitly stated, before speaking more specifically about how race is operating in the plot
and themes of God of Carnage. In both cases, I am first going to explain and show how
Whiteness is operating in the play, in response to the mainstream construction of race which
would not classify this play as being about race in any way. Once I have deconstructed the idea
that God of Carnage or other plays like it are in some way race neutral or un-raced I will then
examine what these more hidden constructions of race in the play tell White audiences about
race. The ways in which the characters are presented as being “race neutral” while also being
coded as White reinforce the invisibility of Whiteness for White audiences and thus mask White

privilege. Meanwhile, the ways in which violence and chaos are raced in opposition to Whiteness
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in the play reinforce the racist dominant narrative that “White”, “American” or “Western”, and

“civilized” are synonymous terms directly opposed to the similarly synonymous terms “Black,”

99 ¢

“other,” “uncivilized,” and “savage.”

2. MAINSTREAM REVIEWS

God of Carnage was reviewed by Ben Brantley, a White man in The New York Times,
John Lahr, a White man, in The New Yorker, and David Rooney, a White man, in Variety. None
of the three reviews mention the racial location of the four main characters. The couples and
their world (apartment, neighborhood, social group) are referred to as “well-heeled New
Yorkers” (Rooney) “haute-bourgeois” (Lahr) and “upper-middle-class,” but they are not
identified as White in any of the reviews. The reviews summarize the play as being about the
conflict between ‘civility” and ‘wildness’: Lahr writes that Reza “demonstrates just how thin a
line lies between civility and barbarity,” Brantley calls the play “a study in the tension between
civilized surface and savage instinct” and Rooney says the play “examin[es] how the straitjacket
of civilized society can barely contain the primitive beast within.” Again, although these terms—
“civilized,” “barbarity,” “savage,” “primitive”—are very heavily racially coded words, the
reviews do not mention race once, not even in 7he New Yorker which quotes Michael’s use of
the racial epithet “coons.”

All three reviews are very clear that the play is a comedy. Lahr calls is “a dark and
hilarious farce,” Brantley says it incites “the kind of laughter that comes from the gut, as

involuntary as hiccups or belching” and Rooney calls the play “elegant, acerbic and

entertainingly fueled on pure bile.” Similarly to the reviews of Memphis the reviewers
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acknowledge that it is not the strongest or most sophisticated script, but suggest that, largely due

the efforts of the cast and production team, it is still a highly enjoyable production.

3. GoD OF CARNAGE: A CRITICAL RACE THEORY READING

a. How the characters are raced as White:

On the most fundamental level the characters in God of Carnage are White because the
play never explicitly states that they are People of Color. In her essay Playing in the Dark, Toni
Morrison explains that the character Eddy in Earnest Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not “is
White, and we know he is because nobody says so” (Morrison 72). In the United States,
Whiteness has been constructed as the normative existence, meaning Whiteness has been
constructed as American and unraced, and is defined only by what it is not, namely other racial
locations. In dominant discourse therefore, Whiteness and thus White people, are clearly marked
or defined only where they come into contact with “Blackness.” In this sense in popular
discourse, and thus in American literature or theatre, Whiteness becomes the default racial
location for a character if it is not explicitly shown that the character is of Color, whether through
literal words (for example a character saying “Well as a Black man...”) or through explicitly
raced mannerisms or speech patterns written into a character (for example if a character’s lines
are written in Black dialect). As a result, since there is nowhere in the play where Annette, Alan,
Veronica or Michael are labeled as being of Color, and given the invisibility of Whiteness within
dominant American culture, it is pretty clear they were written by the playwright as White
characters.

In addition to this base fact that the characters are coded as White because they are not

marked as not being White, there are additional ways that the characters are coded as White by

95



the play’s setting, the way the characters act, and by what is and isn’t said in the course of the
play. The play’s setting in current day Cobble Hill Brooklyn is one way in which the play signals
to the audience that the characters are White. Although Cobble Hill is by no means an
exclusively White neighborhood, it is predominantly White and upper middle class and is one of
the Brooklyn neighborhoods that is currently experiencing rapid gentrification, especially with
White families, something many native New Yorkers in the audience would likely be aware of*".
Given the average resident of Cobble Hill at the time of the play is White and upper middle class
it seems likely the audience will assume the play’s characters fit this ‘typical Cobble Hill
resident’ profile since the play does not specifically state that they do not.

Another way to think about how the characters are coded as White in God of Carnage is
to think about whether it would be believable for them to act the way they do and say what they
do if they weren’t White. Throughout the play the characters all speak and act in ways that make
it clear they are accustomed to a certain degree of social privilege. For example, the play opens
with Veronica reading “a statement” the two couples have worked on summarizing the fight
between their sons:

VERONICA. So, this is our statement...You’ll be doing your own of course...At 5:30

P.M. on the third of November, in Cobble Hill Park, following a verbal altercation,

Benjamin Raleigh, eleven, armed with a stick, struck our son Henry Novak in the face.

This action resulted in, apart from a swelling of the upper lip, the breaking of two

incisors, including injury to the nerve in the right incisor.

ALAN. Armed?

VERONICA. Armed? You don’t like armed, what shall we say, Michael, furnished,

equipped, furnished with a stick, is that all right?

ALAN. Furnished, yes.

MICHAEL. Furnished with a stick.

VERONICA. (Making the correction.) Furnished.
(Reza/ Hampton 5)

% 1 base this statement on my own knowledge as a native Brooklynite.
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The statement is not referred to again in the play (besides a reference to the disagreement over
the word “armed”) and there is no indication in the play that this statement is something the
couples have been asked to produce by any outside party, and the implication the audience is left
with is that this is just how the parents have chosen to respond to the situation, that their response
was to discuss the incident in a very legal, public style. This sort of response to the incident
reveals a sense of self importance, and an expectation of being listened to and being the center of
the story on the part of the four parents, and could only come from someone with an expectation
and familiarity with White privilege. Similarly, the way Michael and Veronica talk about crime
and punishment throughout the play reveals a strong belief that punishment must and should
follow and equal the crime. Michael explains that they convinced their son to tell them who hit
him by explaining that “if this child thinks he can keep on hitting people with impunity why
should he stop?”” (Reza/Hampton 6-7). Their explanation to their son that punishment is the only
appropriate way of holding people accountable for their wrongdoings reflects a belief that
punishments are always just and necessary, and thus speaks to their White privilege within the
American legal system. Thus throughout the play the characters act according to expectations of
privilege arising from Whiteness as property.

Additionally there are many times in the play when one of the characters mentions a
racial “other”, often using very derogatory or inflammatory language, which it is hard to image
would be used, or at least would go unchallenged if used, if they were speaking to, or in front of
,characters of Color present on stage. Veronica makes several references to the “Korean deli”
(Reza/Hampton 6) near their house where they bought their flowers, Michael refers to
Veronica’s “infatuation with a bunch of Sudanese coons” (Reza/Hampton 41) during a more

heated moment—she is writing a book on Darfur—and Alan makes a joke at one point about
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Jane Fonda making him want to join the KKK (Reza/Hampton 42). It is hard to imagine that the
playwrights would have one of the characters define the store by its owners' ethnicity so
carelessly if they were not picturing those other characters as non-Asians. Similarly, it is unlikely
that a joke about the KKK would be included as an unchallenged statement by Alan if the
playwright was not envisioning him interacting with three other White characters. In this way we
can tell that the characters have been written as White both by what is said, the joke about
joining the KKK, and by what is not said, in this case a criticism of joking about joining a violent
White supremacist organization.

Although the four characters in God of Carnage are never explicitly marked as White,
they are raced as White throughout the play by their actions and lines. The fact that the
characters are so clearly intended by the playwright(s) to be White, but their race is never
explicitly stated or referenced, demonstrates that White characters are the expected norm in

Broadway shows, as I will discuss in the following section.

b. What White audiences are told through this White racial coding:

Broadway shows like God of Carnage in which the characters’ Whiteness is not
explicitly stated, but the characters are firmly coded as White reinforce and perpetuate White
blindness for White Broadway audiences and thus help to reinforce White cultural and social
privilege and White supremacy.

As Dalton, explains in “Failing to see” the invisibility of Whiteness means that Whites
are not socialized to see their own Whiteness. Thus, White Broadway audience members who
see God of Carnage are not going to recognize or analyze the Whiteness of the characters on

stage unless the playwright forces them to. In shows like God of Carnage, where there are no
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characters of Color, and the Whiteness of the characters is coded but not explicitly stated, White
audience members who are not accustomed to thinking critically about race are not going to
think about the race of the White characters and how their actions or the play as a whole speaks
to or about Whiteness. Additionally, as McIntosh explains, this invisibility of Whiteness allows
White culture to go unmarked and constructed as the norm. McIntosh summarizes how this
cultural dominance grows out of White privilege, explaining, “I see a pattern running through the
matrix of white privilege, a pattern of assumptions which were passed on to me as a white
person. There was one main piece of cultural turf; it was my own turf, and I was among those
who could control the turf” (McIntosh 126). As McIntosh explains, because Whiteness is
constructed as the only “cultural turf,” part of White privilege is being able to feel as a White
person that your stories and art are part of general “culture” where as the stories or art of people
of Color are part of marginalized, de-centered sub-cultures. Thus shows like God of Carnage
enforce the idea that theatre about Whites speaks to a normative American culture or to the
universal human condition, as opposed to shows about people of Color which are constructed as
speaking only to experiences in that specific racial location.

It is important to note that the White blindness and White cultural dominance present in
shows like God of Carnage does not merely reflect our White dominated society but helps to
maintain, strengthen and perpetuate White privilege and cultural domination. Stephanie M.
Wildman and Adrienne D. Davis open their article “Making Systems of Privilege Visible” with
the following explanation of how privilege is maintained through its invisibility:

The invisibility of privilege strengthens the power it creates and maintains. The invisible

cannot be combated, and as a result privilege is allowed to perpetuate, regenerate, and re-

create itself. Privilege is systematic, not an occasional occurrence. Privilege is invisible

only until looked for, but silence in the face of privilege sustains its invisibility.
(Wildman and Davis 109)

99



By maintaining the invisibility of White as a racial location shows like God of Carnage maintain
the invisibility of Whiteness and of White privilege. Thus White audience members exercise
their own White privilege by going to see a Broadway show in which they have good reason to
assume their own race will be shown on stage, and then the shows they see reinforce the
dominant narrative that White experiences are universal. By failing to mark this Whiteness, all
White shows like God of Carnage obscure and condone White privilege and thus help perpetuate

it into the future.

c. How the central themes of the plays are raced:

In her essay Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Toni Morrison
identifies what she calls an Africanist presence that permeates American literature, growing out
of her realizations that,

the major and championed characteristics of our national literature—individualism,

masculinity, social engagement versus historical isolation; acute and ambiguous moral

problematics; the thematics of innocence coupled with an obsession with figurations of
death and hell—are...in fact responses to a dark, abiding, signing Africanist presence.

(Morrison 5)

Although Morrison is speaking specifically of American literature, her argument is no less true
of American theatre, especially on Broadway. Playwrights “do seem to end up describing and
inscribing what is really on the national mind” just as Morrison argues authors do, and producers
put on the shows that they think a Broadway audience most wants to see in that political and
social moment (Morrison 14). Thus we can look for and examine the same “responses to a dark,
abiding, signing Africanist presence” in American drama, even when there are no people of

Color physically on stage. If, as Morrison argues, “Americans [choose] to talk about themselves

through and within a sometimes allegorical, sometimes metaphorical, but always choked
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representation of an Africanist presence,” then that mode of defining Americanism, or
Whiteness, is going to be present in any literature or drama that features White people, and God
of Carnage is certainly no exception (Morrison 17).

In God of Carnage the civilized, peaceful world the characters claim to belong to is raced
as White, whereas the violence and chaos threatening that civilized peace are constructed as
foreign, exotic and thus “Black.” As the four parents discuss their children’s fight and argue
over the proper way to respond to the incident their conversation becomes broader, and they start
talking about their sons’ and their own behavior in terms of what it means to be civilized or
savage, and whether being civilized is indeed to one’s benefit. This conversation is played out in
racial terms as the four characters begin to reference exotic “others” as examples of savage or
improper behavior. The references start out more obscure, but they become more blatant as the
play progresses and the characters become angrier. Early on in the play we learn that Veronica is
a writer who has written previously about the “civilization of Sheba” and is currently working on
a book “on the Darfur tragedy” and describes herself as “very interested in that part of the world
[Africa]” (Reza/Hampton 7). From the beginning then the play references racial others, and
constructs them as part of a foreign and exotic world, as figures to be studied. The continual
references to Veronica’s work on Africa throughout the play puts the play’s focus on the racial
others in distant countries, while the racial others in the Novaks’ and Raleighs’ immediate lives
or communities are only mentioned in passing. Veronica mentions the “Korean deli” down the
street a few times, and she and Michael also both talk about another park near the house that they
consider less safe than the one where the fight occurred—the fact that the park is in a part of the
neighborhood she considers less safe presumably meaning more people of Color and lower

economic status live around the park and use it—but these references to the racial others in the
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Novaks’ and Raleighs’ communities are not used as metaphors and symbols for the White
characters in the same way the distant, foreign “other” is.

Thus Veronica and the others, and by extension the play, think about “racial others”
through the “Imperial gaze” E. Ann Kaplan identifies in her article “Hollywood, Science and
Cinema: The Imperial and Male Gaze in Classic Film.” Looking specifically at Hollywood films,
Kaplan speaks to how mainstream representations of people of Color in American entertainment
reflect imperialist ways of considering other racial locations:

The theories and practices of white travelers produced the attitudes, discourses and

images of minorities across Hollywood genres. Hollywood thus perpetuated imperial

habits of thought and imperial narratives. Even within stories about its own nation

(traveling, as it were, to study regions of America or periods of American history),

Hollywood films mimicked the ‘imperial’ gaze of people who traveled to cultures in

different lands.” (Kaplan 64)

Initially, the foreign, racial “other” is distant in the narrative, represented by the books on
the Novak’s coffee table which Reza/Hampton explicitly mention in the stage directions should
include a book on the Japanese painter Foujita and a book titled “The people of the Tundra”
(Reza/Hampton 23). However these exotic “others” become more and more closely intertwined
with the parents and their sons’ fight as the play progresses. At first the connections are still
fairly subtle and lie as much in what the characters leave unsaid, as, for example, in this
exchange between Veronica and Alan during a conversation about forcing the boys to get
together and talk about the fight:

VERONICA. If Benjamin is not made aware of his responsibilities, they’ll just look at

each other like a pair of china dogs, it’ll be a catastrophe.

ALAN. What do you mean? What do you mean, made aware of his responsibilities?

VERONICA. I’m sure your son is not a savage.

ANNETTE: Of course Benjamin isn’t a savage.

ALAN. Yes he is.
(Reza/Hampton13)

102



Veronica’s metaphor of the china dogs on the surface seems a rather random one, as china dog
figurines are not particularly known for their blank stares and are not exactly a staple in every
Brooklyn home. However the mention of china figurines here makes an allusion to a far-off,
raced, exotic locale—and is an imperialistic illusion since china was brought to America as part
of Imperial trade—and thus the metaphor connects the boys to that exotic locale through animal
imagery. At around the same point in the play we learn about the nicknames both husbands call
their wives: Alan calls Annette “woof-woof” after the song “How much is that doggie in the
window” and Michael calls Veronica “Darjeeling” after the tea because they went to India for
their honeymoon (Reza/Hampton 22-23). Here again then we see the connection between an
exotic, foreign “other,” with animalistic characteristics and the misbehaving characters in the
play.

Veronica’s statement that she is sure Benjamin isn’t a “savage” is referring back to Alan
calling his son a “savage,” a term that in and of itself is raced given its historical legacy as a term
used to describe Indigenous people by Western European explorers and conquerors. Veronica
meanwhile, claims to be trying to uphold the standards of “civilization” in the face of the
willingness of the other three to succumb into ‘savageness’. When her husband proudly declares
himself to be a Neanderthal Veronica is horrified:

MICHEAL. Let me tell you something, I’'m up to here with these idiotic discussions. We

tried to be nice, we bought tulips, my wife passed me off as a liberal, but I can’t keep this

bullshit up any more. I am not a member of polite society. What [ am and always have
been, is a fucking Neanderthal.

ALAN. Aren’t we all?

VERONICA. No. No I’m sorry, we are not all fucking Neanderthals.

ALAN. Well, not you, obviously.

VERONICA. No, not me, thank God.

MICHAEL. Not you, Darjee, not you, you’re a fully evolved woman, you’re stain-

resistant.

VERONICA. Why are you attacking me?
MICHAEL. I'm not attacking you. Quite the opposite.
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VERONICA. Yes, you’re attacking me, you know you are.

MICHAEL. You organized this little shindig, I just let myself be recruited...
VERONICA. You let yourself be recruited?

MICHAEL. Yes.

VERONICA. That’s detestable.

MICHAEL. Not at all. You stand up for civilization, that’s completely to your credit.
VERONICA. Exactly, I’m standing up for civilization! And it’s lucky there are people
who are prepared to do that! (She’s on the brink of tears.) You think it’s a better idea to
be a fucking Neanderthal?

(Reza/Hampton 28-29)

The opposite of the foreign, “Blackened” “other” whose ‘savagery’ the characters accuse each

other of mimicking is thus the “civilization” Veronica thinks ought to reign amongst four White

parents in a Cobble Hill living room—civilization is thus constructed as American and White in

the play and is set up as the opposite of the foreign “Blackened”, ‘savage’ ‘other’.

By the end of the play the characters themselves directly compare and contrast

themselves and their behavior to the exotic, “Blackened”, “other”:

ALAN. They’re young, they’re kids, kids have always given each other a good beating
during recess. It’s a law of life.

VERONIA. No, no, it isn’t!

ALAN. Of course it is. You have to go through a kind of apprenticeship before violence
gives way to what’s right. Originally, let me remind you, might was right.

VERONICA. Possibly in prehistoric times. Not in our society.

ALAN. Our society? Explain our society.

VERONICA. You’re exhausting me, these conversations are exhausting.

ALAN. You see, Veronica, | believe in the god of carnage. He has ruled, uninterruptedly,
since the dawn of time. You’re interested in Africa, aren’t you?....As a matter of fact, |
just came back from the Congo. Over there, little boys are taught to kill when they’re
eight years old. During their childhood, they may kill hundreds of people, with a
machete, with a Lakash, with a thump gun, so you’ll understand that when my son picks
up a bamboo rod, hits his playmate and breaks a tooth, or even two, in Cobble Hill Park,
I’'m likely to be less susceptible than you are to the horror and indignation.

VERONICA. Don’t lecture me about Africa. I know all about Africa’s martyrdom, I’ve
been steeped in it for months.... We’re living in America. We’re not living in Kinshasa!
We’re living in American according to the principles of Western society. What goes on in
Cobble Hill Park reflects the values of Western society. Of which, if it’s all the same to
you, I am happy to be a member.

(Reza/Hampton 35-36)
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It is in this moment when Alan compares their own situation to the violence and “carnage” in
Africa most explicitly, that both he and Veronica also pull back and distinguish between that
savage world and their own familiar “civilized” world more clearly. Alan compares his son’s
fight to little boys fighting in the Congo, but the conclusion of his comparison is that he is not
worried about his son’s violence because he is still so much more civilized than little boys in the
Congo who have been taught to kill.

After this explicit moment of demarcation between White, civilized, Cobble Hill and
“Black:, savage, Africa —which happens very close to the end of the play and which I believe
could serve as the climax of the play depending on how it was directed—the couples’
conversation focuses on questions of gender, a subject they have been playing with throughout
the play. After throwing Alan’s cell phone into a vase of flowers after he takes one too many
work calls, Annette gives a long monologue about how she thinks men’s reliance on technology
“takes away their authority,” makes them less sexually attractive, and makes them seem as if
they are not “capable of being alone” (Reza/Hampton 38). Alan makes his comment about
seeing Veronica’s “friend Jane Fonda on TV” and wanting to join the KKK and then proceeds to
lecture Veronica that “committed, problem-solving” women like her, “women who make a song
and dance about their intuition, women who are custodians of the world” are not desirable to
men and in fact just bore them (Reza/Hampton 43). Veronica and Annette leave all guises of
politeness behind and start insulting each other’s children outright, which ends in Annette calling
Henry “ a sniveling little faggot!” (Reza/Hampton 43). These conversations construct proper

White manhood as entailing strength, heterosexual desires and desirability, and independence;
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and proper White womanhood as entailing sexuality, silence, and a lack of opinions or political
desires.

This conversation of proper gender roles is intrinsic to the racialization of the concepts of
civilization and savagery that have been occurring throughout the play, as both Morrison and
Kaplan explain. According to Morrison, the new White American man is marked in the dominant
American literary tradition by “autonomy, authority, newness and difference, absolute power”
and that these characteristics were all “made possible by, shaped by, activated by a complex
awareness and employment of a constituted Africanism...deployed as rawness and savagery”
(Morrison 44-45). Thus the ideal construction of manhood put forward in the final moments of
the play is raced as the ideal White manhood in the face of the savage, “Blackened” “carnage”
the characters have engaged with in the rest of the play. Kaplan identifies the imperial gaze as
being an inherently gendered gaze:

This statement embodies in language what has been evident in the visual domain—

namely, the collusion of the male and the imperial gazes. The white men are imaged as

the appropriate masters of the gaze at white women and of the gaze at blacks. The
offensive black stereotypes image forth white supremacy. Just as the self-abnegating,
weak white women, calling out for male protection, image forth male supremacy.

(Kaplan 68)

Following Kaplan’s arguments, the fortification of traditional, White gender roles at the end of
the play thus serves to further entrench the divide Alan and Veronica just made explicit between
their civilized White world and the savage, exotic world of the racial “other.” In order to lay full
claim to “civilization” the characters must re-exert White, heterosexual, male dominance.

Once this retrenching, reaffirming work has been done, the play just sort of teeters oft:

Annette angrily knocks over the flowers and starts sobbing, leading to quiet moments of

awkwardness which are broken when Henry’s older sister calls home to ask about her missing
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pet hamster. The play ends with Michael surmising the hamster is just fine on its own, and the
last line of the play is his line, “What do we know?”’ (44). The play engages with the potential of
White civilization falling into Black savage violence and chaos, but in the end White,
heterosexual, male power is restored and reaffirmed. One this restoration and reaffirmation has
been done, there is nothing left for the play to be say, as the central conflict has been eliminated,
hence the abrupt ending. Additionally, this ending works to some extents as a reconcialiation
moment like the final two numbers in Memphis. If there is any lingering discomfort among
White audiences or threat to White supremacy from the earlier conflicts, this last line could be
read to be reconstructing the entire play as squabbles amongst people who don’t really know

what they are talking about anyway.

d. What White audiences are told through these racially coded themes:

Much like the ways in which the coded Whiteness of the four characters in God of Carnage help
reaffirm White privilege by maintaining the invisibility of Whiteness, the use of the imperial
gaze to “Blacken”, and exotify “carnage” also serves to reaffirm White privilege through implicit
messages. It is unlikely that the average White audience member who is not a race-studies
scholar and only sees the show once would identify all these ways in which the central themes in
the show are racialized. That doesn’t mean however that they won’t still receive the messages
about White, Western superiority. Terms like “civilized” and “savage” have been raced in this
country for centuries, so the audience will arrive at God of Carnage ready to immediately
understand the White-civilized, Black-savage dichotomy and struggle the play presents. The
play’s metaphors and images of “Black” savageness and White civilization therefore reinforce

the racist attitudes White audiences members bring with them into the theatre as part of our racist
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society. Furthermore, because this play only features White characters interacting with
themselves, audiences will not go into this play thinking they are going to learn something about
racial relations, and thus there is no reason they should question or think critically about the
racial messages they receive. The fact that the play was billed as a comedy, and reported this
way in the reviews, makes the audience even less likely to question the play’s messages about
White privilege, as does the fact that most mentions in the play to racial “others” were foreign
examples. The use of foreign and exotic “others” to “Blacken” savagery in the play allows the
characters and the audience to gloss over and ignore the raced conflicts and violence that occur
within America—the play does not encourage White audiences to see their own roles in our
racist society. Although God of Carnage is a highly racialized play, it’s obscured Whiteness, and
thus apparent neutrality, serves to obscure its affirmation of White privilege, ensuring that White
audience members will not recognize or question the show’s racial messages and will thus leave

the theatre with a strengthened sense of White privilege.

4. GOD OF CARNAGE: CONCLUSION

God of Carnage, like Memphis, is full of racial stereotypes and reaftirms White power, in this
case by rendering Whiteness invisible and reaffirming White, Western, cultural supremacy over
uncivilized People of Color. Although God of Carnage is a play entirely about Whites, the play

does not ask White audiences to think critically about their own racial locations, and as we see

from the mainstream reviews, typical White audiences do not even mark the show as being about
Whites. White audiences therefore who see God of Carnage, like audiences who see Memphis,
leave the theatre having received confirmation of the racist stereotypes they brought in with

them, and feeling more secure, instead of less, in their own unchallenged Whiteness.
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C. ALL WHITE SHOWS: CONCLUSION

“All White shows” on Broadway thus contribute to the invisibility of Whiteness because
Whiteness and White privilege go unmarked in the shows and they thus reflect and construct a
dominant narrative that stories about Whites are neutral and unraced. These shows thus support
cultural hegemony by masking the existence of a dominant White narrative that sets the
dominant culture’s meanings and definitions. Additionally, these shows are rife with racist
discourse and coded narratives about People of Color, even though People of Color are not
present on stage, meaning these shows reinforce and reinscribe racist beliefs and ideologies
White audiences bring into the theatre with them under the guise of seemingly “race-neutral”
theatre. Thus the invisibility of Whiteness in all White shows on Broadway, coupled with the
prevalence of racist stereotypes and narratives within these shows, reinscribe White supremacy

by failing to challenge or critique Audience members’ White privilege.
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IV.NOT EXPLICITLY RACED, MULTI-
RACIAL SHOWS

CASE STUDY: AUGUST: OSAGE COUNTY



A.NOT EXPLICITLY RACED, MULTI-RACIAL SHOWS: OVERVIEW

Since the 2005-2006 seasons there have been 100 shows on Broadway that had a multi-
racial cast but did not explicitly deal with race as a primary component of the show. These shows
are not “raced” in that they are not marked by the average Broadway theatre attendee as being
shows that are “about race”, but they do have People of Color present on stage. Sixty-seven of
the one hundred shows were new shows, and forty-six of them were nominated for Tonys for
best production (best musical, best play, or best revival in either category) and seventeen of those
forty-six shows won the Tony in their category. Exactly half of these shows were musicals or
large plays where there was at least one performer of Color in the chorus or ensemble, meaning
they had few or no lines and may not have played individual characters. In twenty-four of these
cases these chorus or ensemble members were the only actors of Color in the show. Additionally,
thirty-two of these one hundred shows involved some sort of non-traditional casting. Twenty-
eight of these shows with non-traditional casting did not have other characters who were clearly
raced as being of Color, which together with the twenty-four shows with only chorus members of
Color means that fifty-four of the hundred shows in this category did not actually contain parts
written specifically as characters of Color.

If you combine the forty-six shows then in this category that did actually have parts
written explicitly as people of Color with the twenty-eight shows in the “Explicit Race” category
which all had roles either written explicitly as people of Color or, in the case of the all-Black
production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, had roles which in a given production were specifically
intended for actors of Color, you get the total number of shows in the period of study that had
characters explicitly intended to be of Color. Thus, out of the 255 shows that could be seen on

Broadway in the last five years, only seventy-four of them were shows that contained parts
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specifically intended to be People of Color. That means that only roughly 29% of the shows on
Broadway in the last five years acknowledged and marked racial locations of People of Color,
which is a shockingly low number, especially for a time when dominant discourse says
Broadway has become more diverse. Additionally, it is important to note that these numbers are
purely about characters who are clearly raced as non-White, and does not reflect how many of
these clearly raced characters may still have been stereotypical or derogatory portrayals of
People of Color, and it does not separate out these roles by racial location, meaning the casting
opportunities for individual actors of Color is even fewer (again, the job opportunities for actors
of Color is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is important to keep these statistics in mind).

Like the “Explicitly Raced Shows”, there are several patterns these “Not explicitly raced,
multi-racial shows” follow. Again, some shows fit with multiple patterns, they do not all fit
perfectly, and not all fit in any category, but in general these "not explicitly raced, multi-racial
shows " fit in at least one or more of the following six categories: shows where people of Color
only appear in the chorus and, or, ensemble, shows with non-traditional casting, shows where
characters are explicitly raced as people of Color but the show does not actively engage with
questions and issues of race, shows that engage with issues and instances of racism but they are
buried amongst other themes or stories, shows where people of Color appear in a supporting role
as an ethnic side-kick, friend or to provide comedic relief, and shows that take place in fantasy
worlds.

As I mentioned before, there were twenty-four shows on Broadway in the last five years
that had chorus or ensemble (a word I use here to designate smaller roles in plays made up of un-
developed characters, and not in the sense of an ensemble show where all the cast members play

developed characters of the same size) members played by actors of Color in an otherwise White
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cast. The performers of Color in these cases may be performing in large dance numbers in
musicals as the chorus as a whole takes on a series of group roles such as passer by on the street,
or other guests at a party. Other shows may call on members of the chorus to play a series of bit
parts, such as a police man in one scene and a waiter in the next. In larger plays they may play
one small role such as a maid or unnamed noble throughout the whole play. In all these cases the
chorus or ensemble is in many ways just a living, human extension of the show’s scenery. They
help to set the scene, to make the world around the primary characters seem more fleshed-out
and true to life, or they help create the spectacle of a musical. In this sense actors of Color on
stage in the chorus or ensemble do not really stand out significantly in a way that would cause a
White audience to think critically about why or what they are doing on stage or what the play
way saying about their presence on stage. Given that at least this token amount of equal-
opportunity casting is somewhat frequent and mostly acceptable in broader media, I think most
audience members would not think an actor of Color’s presence in the chorus in an otherwise
White show was particularly unusual or note worthy, instead assuming it was the result of blind
casting.

Within the thirty-two shows involving some sort of non-traditional casting are ten shows
that involve actors of Color who I would argue were ‘passing’ for White—meaning the average
audience member would incorrectly assign them the racial location of White—and twenty-four
shows which involved more traditional blind casting with actors who were clearly not White. |
distinguish between these two based on the actors’ physical appearances, the character they are
playing, the way the production was advertised and the racial locations of other actors in the
show. For example, the actor Cheyenne Jackson, who is biracial White and Native American

played the romantic lead in the musical A// Shook Up, by the White writer of Memphis Joe
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DiPietro, which is set in the nineteen fifties and features Elvis music and is about Jackson’s bad
boy characters’ arrival in a Midwestern town. One of the subplots in the show involves a Black
waitress in the town and her daughter’s romance with a White man. Given that the show
explicitly deals with racism and Jackson’s character is written as a White man, it is unlikely
Jackson would have been cast in the role if his racial location was clearly biracial. Additionally,
if an audience member does not know his biography they are unlikely to question that he is
White when they see him in the show given the plot of the musical and his own physical
appearance. Raul Esparza, who is Cuban, is another Broadway actor who is frequently cast in
roles that call on him to pass for White. If audiences are unaware of these actors’ actual racial
locations, then these shows where they pass for White characters do not impact the way
audiences think about race any differently than shows with all White casts. If audiences do know
the actors’ racial locations, or discover it later, than the message seems to be that race does not
really matter and is not a distinguishing factor for these actors. I should note there were most
likely many more than ten shows that involved some sort of racial passing. These ten shows only
represent the ones I was able to recognize because of things I knew about the actors, because
their names prompted me to look into their racial locations, or because I have had the
opportunity to see and observe them over the span of several different shows and roles. If an
actor is completely successful at passing in a given show, or even in their whole career they may
very likely have passed in my analysis as well.

There were twenty-four shows that involved more traditional blind casting where actors
of Color were cast in roles that are clearly written as White characters, as shown by the fact that
the characters were originally played by White actors in previous productions, the characters’

friends and family in the production are all played by White actors, or the show is set in a time,
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place or other situation where the character would never actually be of Color. For example, S.
Epatha Merkerson, a Black television star in Law and Order, played the role of Lola Delaney in
the 2008 revival of Come Back Little Sheba by White playwright William Inge. The play is about
an older childless married couple and their relationship with the young woman who boards with
them and her two boyfriends. Although no lines in the play specifically say that Lola is White,
she is clearly intended by the author to be White: the role of Lola was played by a White woman
in the original production, the rest of the cast in this revival were all White actors, and it is set in
the 1950s meaning if Lola and her husband were in fact a biracial couple this would most
certainly be a defining enough fact of their relationship to be mentioned in the play. The example
of S. Epatha Merkerson is also a good one because she is an actress who brought a certain
amount of star power to the show. Eight of the twenty four shows with blind casting involved
actors who were stars, either from Hollywood or within Broadway: in addition to Merkerson,
Audra Macdonald, Brian Stokes Mitchell, Daphne Ruben-Vega, Denzel Washington, James Earl
Jones, Morgan Freeman, and Vanessa Williams are all actors of Color who appeared on
Broadway during this period in roles that were not explicitly written as characters of Color.
These stars were almost always playing lead roles where as many of the other instances of blind
casting were in smaller roles. Broadway is most definitely a business, and producers will often
push for casting stars in their shows under the assumption that the stars name and image will
help draw in audiences who might not otherwise come see the show. The fact that so many of the
leading roles that are blindly cast are cast with stars suggests that producers and directors are

either only willing to do so, or only think to do so, when they stand to benefit significantly
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financially from the blind casting, or have famous actors of Color who are available and willing
to work on a show at that time.”

Blind casting is an excellent example of colorblind racism, as blind casting suggests to
White audiences that an individual’s experience can be separated from their racial location. Blind
casting therefore sends the message to the audience that race has nothing to do with how an
individual interacts with other people and society around them, and thus supports White
supremacy by constructing race and racism as issues that are no longer relevant in contemporary
society.

Another common pattern in this category is to have shows where characters are explicitly
raced as people of Color, but the show does not actively engage with questions or issues of race
or racial differences, and therefore the average audience member would not say they were a
show “about race.” Jeff Whitty, Robert Lopez and Jeff Marx’s Avenue O, Jonathan Larson’s
Rent; Motherfucker with the Hat; Alan Bennet’s History Boys, Rachel Sheinkin and William
Finn’s The 25" Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee; James Kirkwood, Nicholas Dante, Marvin
Hamlisch and Edward Kleban’s 4 Chorus Line; and Billie Joe Armstrong, Michael Mayer and
Green Day’s American Idiot are all examples of this kind of narrative.”® In Avenue O, for
example, two of the neighbors are explicitly raced—A Black woman who plays Gary Coleman
the former child star from Different Strokes and Christmas Eve, a Japanese immigrant. The show

makes reference to both their races in the show, making it clear they are not intended to be White

%% This type of star casting does happen with White actors too. The point here then is not that
producers will only cast stars of Color, but rather that producers will not turn down the
opportunity for increased profits which casting a star brings with them, even if it requires blind
casting.

30 Jeff Whitty, Robert Lopez Jeff Marx, Jonathan Larson, Alan Bennet, Rachel Sheinkin,
William Finn, James Kirkwood, Nicholas Dante, Marvin Hamlisch Edward Billie Joe
Armstrong, Michael Mayer and the members of Green Day are all White.

116



characters, and there is a whole number in the show about how “Everyone’s a little bit racist,”
meaning the play does acknowledge the existence of racial differences. However, I would argue
the central themes of the show are about growing up and finding direction, and laughing a lot and
being crude along the way. Similarly, there are several shows in this category that include
instances of racism in their plays, but again they are not the central themes of the show. Alex
Timbers and Michael Friedman’s Bloody, Bloody Andrew Jackson, and All Shook Up are two
examples®'. In Bloody, Bloody Andrew Jackson, a musical about Andrew Jackson, the show
acknowledges that he has a complicated historical legacy in terms of the Trail of Tears, but it
also contains numerous offensive portrayals of Native Americans and many examples of
genocide humor. Additionally, the main focus of the show is on Andrew Jackson’s life and his
populist politics, it is not a play about Andrew Jackson’s treatment of the Native Americans. The
messages in shows like Avenue Q and Bloody, Bloody Andrew Jackson can be tricky. On the one
hand, I would argue it is a good thing to have people of Color whose race is acknowledged on
stage even if the show is not primarily about questions of race. However, given the racist society
we live in, and the White dominated entertainment industry, having a person of Color on stage is
almost always a political act in some way and if the show is only dealing with race in a
precursory way, it is most likely dealing with race in a way that fits within cultural hegemony
and thus supports White supremacy.

Another pattern is to have one or two characters of Color in the show in a supporting role
who serve as friends or ethnic side kicks of sorts to a lead White character and are there to
provide comedic relief. Shows of this nature include George Abbott, Richard Bissell, Richard

Adler and Jerry Ross’ Pajama Game,; Martin Short, Daniel Goldfarb, Marc Shaiman and Scott

31 Alex Timbers and Michael Friedman are White.
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Wittman’s Martin Short: Fame Becomes Me; Bye-Bye Birdie; and Cole Porter, Guy Bolton, P.G.
Wodehouse, Howard Lindsay, Russel Crouse, Timothy Crouse, John Weidman’s Anything
Goes.” As these examples show, these ethnic sidekick characters are usually seen in musicals,
and often the characters have one number where they sing in a campy way about their ethnic
heritage. Or, similarly, often Black women in these supporting roles hang around until one
number usually towards the end of the show where they have a belt-it out number, as is the case
in Martin Short: Fame Becomes Me. The message in shows like these to White audiences are
pretty straightforward: laughing at stereotypes is great fun, and people of Color are background,
supporting players, there for amusement and entertainment purposes only. These shows thus
support White supremacy by exploiting artists of Color for the enjoyment of White audiences.

Finally, the last pattern I have identified in these shows is shows with characters of Color
that take place in fantasy worlds. This includes shows like Spamalot, where certain characters
really are unraced in the way they are written because they exist in fantasy worlds that do not
have the same racial social constructions our world has. Sara Ramirez, originated the role of
Lady in the Lake (and won a Tony for her performance) in Eric Idle and John Du Prez’s (both
White) Monty Python’s Spamalot, but the role was played by White and Black replacements
after she left the show. In shows like Spamalot, the race of the characters is therefore not really
something the audience is going to think much about as the social and political markers of Race
are not present in the world of the play.

However, also included in this category are also shows like 7he Lion King and David

Henry Hwang and Phil Collins’ Tarzan where all, or almost all the characters, are African

32 George Abbott, Richard Bissell, Richard Adler, Jerry Ross, Martin Short, Daniel Goldfarb,
Marc Shaiman, Scott Wittman, Cole Porter, Guy Bolton, P.G. Wodehouse, Howard Lindsay,
Russel Crouse, Timothy Crouse, and John Weidman are White.
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animals played by Black actors.” Similarly, you have shows like Doug Wright, Alan Menken,
Howard Ashman and Glenn Slater’s the Little Mermaid and David Lindsay-Abaire and Jeanine
Tesori’s Shrek where Black actors play animal sidekicks who were voiced by Black actors in the
movies those shows were based on.** These shows where people of Color play animals in fantasy
worlds do have very problematic racial messages. In the shows with animal sidekicks you again
have the problematic messages discussed above about White ethnic sidekicks, and the added
problem that people of Color are animalized and dehumanized. With Lion King and Tarzan, in
addition to the dehumanizing aspect, there is also an exoticization of bodies of Color that
happens as a result of these shows being set in Africa.

August: Osage County, by Tracy Letts, falls in this category of “un-raced multi-racial
plays” but it does not follow any of the patterns already discussed. I chose this play for my case
study however because I think the example of August: Osage County both represents the greatest
potential for how a show could consciously try to portray and analyze Whiteness, but also
demonstrates how these potentially productive moments can get reinscribed within cultural

hegemony.

33 David Henry Hwang is Asian-American. Phil Collins, Doug Wright, Alan Menken, Howard

Ashman Glenn Slater, David Lindsay-Abaire and Jeanine Tesori are White.
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B. CASE STUDY: AUGUST: OSAGE COUNTY

1. SUMMARY

August Osage County, by Tracy Letts, a White man, was first produced in June 2007 at
the Steppenwolf Theatre Company in Chicago, Ilinois.> It was directed by Anna Shapiro, a
White woman, and was produced by a group of primarily White producers including Jeffrey
Richards a White man, Jean Doumanian a White woman, Steve Traxler a White man, Jerry
Frankel a White man and Ostar Productions. The play transferred to Broadway in December
2007 before a very successful national and international tour. It won the Tony in 2008 for best
new play, and the 2008 Pulitzer Prize for drama.

The play centers around the Weston family and their home in Osage County Oklahoma,
"a large country home outside Pawhuska, Oklahoma, sixty miles northwest of Tulsa" in August,
2007 (Letts 6). The play opens with the prologue, in which Bev Weston, the patriarch of the
family, interviews Johnna, who is a young Cheyenne woman, who he hires to be the new
housekeeper for him and his wife Violet, who is addicted to prescription drugs and undergoing
treatment for mouth cancer. Following the prologue, the play jumps forward a few days. Bev
Weston has disappeared and the family comes to the house to join Violet while they wait for
news of Bev. Barbara, Bev and Violet's oldest daughter arrives from Colorado with her estranged
husband Bill, a college professor who is having an affair with one of his students, and their
fourteen year old daughter Jean. Karen, the middle daughter, comes from Florida with her new
fiancé Steve who is involved with some sort of offshore financing. Ivy, the youngest daughter

who has been taking care of the parents, arrives alone but during the play it is revealed she is

3> Steppenwolf Theatre Company is a very highly respected repertory theatre in Chicago, and is
one of the big players in mainstream regional theatre in Chicago.
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dating her cousin Little Charlie, who also comes to the Weston house with his father and mother,
Charlie and Mattie Fae, Violet's sister. In the first act Mattie Fae, Charlie, Barbara, Bill and Jean
arrive to keep vigil with Violet. At the end of the act Bev's body is found drowned in a nearby
lake, the result of a presumed suicide. The second act takes place following Bev's funeral. The
rest of the family arrives and they eat dinner together, a meal that quickly spirals out of control
and culminates with Barbara and Violet in a physical fight and a family search for Violet’s pills.
The third act takes place in the weeks after the funeral as the family falls apart. Steve is caught
kissing Jean in the middle of the night prompting the quick and angry departures of Karen, Steve,
Bill and Jean. Auntie Mae reveals to Barbara that Little Charlie is in fact Bev’s son and the girl’s
half-brother before leaving with Charlie. Violet, who unbeknownst to the rest of the family
knows that little Charlie is her husband's child and that he and Ivy are dating, reveals to Ivy that
he is her brother, causing Ivy to storm out. Left alone with Barbara, Violet reveals that she knew
where Beverly was when he disappeared before killing himself, but did not try to contact him
until after she had got into the couple's safe deposit box. Horrified, Barbara leaves as well,
leaving Violet alone with Johnna. The final image of the play is of a drugged out Violet
collapsed in Johnna's arms as she repeats to herself over and over again "and then you're gone,

and then you're gone" (Letts 138).

2. MAINSTREAM REVIEWS

August: Osage County was reviewed by Charles Isherwood, a White man in The New

York Times, Hilton Als, a Black man,36 in The New Yorker, and David Rooney, a White man, in

36 T mention the race of the reviewers in keeping with my practicing of racing everyone I mention
in this thesis so as to counteract the invisibility of Whiteness. However, I define these reviews as
“White mainstream reviews” because they are featured in newspapers and magazines with
primarily White readerships, not in reference to the racial location of the individual authors,
hence why I still refer to Hilton Als’ review as a “White mainstream review” within the context
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Variety. All three reviews emphasis the role of family dysfunction in the play. The New Yorker’s
review is titled “Family Planning,” the New York Times review is titled “Mama Doesn’t Feel
Well, but Everyone Else Will Feel Much Worse” and, while the Variety review is simply titled
“August: Osage County,” it refers to the play as an “American dysfunctional family drama”
within the first line of the review. Thus throughout these mainstream reviews the play is
primarily read as a play about this individual family. Additionally, both Isherwood and Rooney
connect August: Osage County to other classic family dramas from the canon of American
Drama:

Eugene O’Neill’s ‘Long Day’s Journey Into Night’ and Edward Albee’s ‘Who’s Afraid

of Virginia Woolf?’ are obvious inspirations, but there are echoes also of Sam Shepard,

Tennessee Williams and a dyspeptic Horton Foote. (Rooney)

Mr. Letts.... somehow finds fresh sources of insight, humor and anguish in seemingly

worn-to-the-stump material: the dysfunctional dynamics of the American family. In

“August: Osage County” can be heard echoes of other classic dramas about the strangling

of blood ties—from Eugene O’Neill’s “Long Day’s Journey Into Night” to Sam

Shepard’s “Buried Child.” (Isherwood)
All three reviews also emphasize the characters’ psychological states, suggesting it is a play that
is character driven, not idea driven.

None of the reviews identify the Westons as a White family, although interestingly both
Rooney and Isherwood cite lines from Beverly’s speech when he hires Johnna, and thus both
articles mention that the family has a Native American maid. However, beyond this racing of

Johnna, there is no mention of race in any of the reviews, and only Rooney alludes to the ideas

that the Weston connection to American society in a conversation of family dynamics:

of this thesis. This being said, I do think it is interesting that Als is the only author of the three
who did not love August: Osage County. Obviously there are many reasons Als may not have
liked the play that may not be a result of his racial location and an exploration of this would be
beyond the scope of this project.
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Letts specializes here in the wounds only families can inflict upon each other, eloquently

expressing, through Ivy, the view that the bonds of blood are to some extent a myth...The

slow disintegration of that connection in families, marriages and in America as a country

causes Barbara to reflect sorrowfully on the fact that no one even sees it disappearing.

(Rooney)

The overall message these mainstream White reviews present to White audiences is that
August: Osage County is a character-driven drama, in the tradition of classic American family

dramas, that is about an individual, dysfunctional family and does not contain any racial

narratives or have any larger political context.

3. AUGUST: OSAGE COUNTY: A CRITICAL RACE THEORY READING

a. Moments of productivity in August: Osage County:

The collapsing Weston family as a metaphor for (White) America®’

Throughout the play, Letts constructs the Weston family as a symbol of (White)
American society. Thus the family’s collapse can be read in part as a metaphor for the collapse
of the White American upper-middle class. This metaphor is primarily established in the
prologue and a later scene set up to mirror the prologue.

In the prologue Beverly interviews and hires Johnna. The fact that this scene is separated
from the rest of the play structurally as a prologue, especially given there is no epilogue, suggests
that this is an important scene, and one that frames how the rest of the play should be read.

Additionally, this is the only time Beverley is on stage as he has already gone missing when the

371 use this phrasing because while I recognize that Letts is referring to White American society
I do not know that he does, and I do not think the play makes it explicit, which is a problem I
explore in a later section. I do want to use terminology that marks the fact that Letts or his
audience are problematically equating “American” with “White” but I also do not want to
reinscribe this problematic coded language with my own writing, so I use (White) American
instead of Lett’s “American.”
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first act opens. The fact that Letts choose to include a scene that would require an actor be hired
to play Bev for roughly five to ten minutes of stage time in a close to three hour play suggests
that he believed it was absolutely essential to get Beverley’s point of view before meeting the
rest of the family.
In explaining why he and his wife need a housekeeper Beverly constructs their need as a
requirement of (White) American life:
BEVERLY: ...The facts are: my wife takes pills and I drink. And these facts have over
time made burdensome the maintenance of traditional American routine: paying of bills,
purchase of goods, cleaning of clothes or carpets or crappers. Rather than once more
assume the mantle of guilt...vow abstinence with my fingers crossed in the queasy hope
of righting our ship, I’ve chosen to turn my life over to a Higher Power—(Hoists his
glass)...and join the ranks of the Hiring Class.

It’s not a decision with which I’m entirely comfortable. I know how to launder
my dirty undies...done it all my life, me or my wife, but I’'m finding it’s getting in the
way of my drinking. “Something has been said for sobriety but very little.” (Berryman
again.) And now you are here.

(Letts 11)

Beverley’s definition of the “traditional American routine” is rooted in family life, in the
purchasing and maintenance of property for the family. He is therefore aligning himself, and his
family, with upper class (White) American life, and he introduces the idea that (White) American
society is collapsing and can no longer maintain itself. From the beginning then, the audience is
encouraged to think about the Weston family and their story of collapse and chaos in the broader
terms of White American culture and history.

In the middle of the third act, we get a scene between Barbara and Johnna that closely
mirrors the opening scene between Beverley and Johnna. Both scenes take place in the study of

the house, and the stage directions for the latter scene specify that Barbara and Johnna should be

“in the same positions as Beverley and Johnna in the Prologue” (Letts 123). Barbara wants to
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give Johnna the opportunity to quit now that Beverley has died. The scene opens with Barbara
remembering the last conversation she had with her father:

BARBARA: One of the last times I spoke with my father, we were talking about...I don’t

know, the state of the world, something...and he said, “you know, this country was

always pretty much a whorehouse, but at least it used to have some promise. Now its just

a shithole.” And I think now maybe he was talking about something else, something more

specific, something more personal to him...this house? This family? His marriage?

Himself? I don’t know. But there was something sad in his voice—or no, not sad, he

always sounded sad—something more hopeless than that. As if it had already happened.

As if whatever was disappearing had already disappeared. As if it was too late. As if it

was already over. And no one saw it go. This country, this experiment, America, the

hubris: what a lament, if no one saw it go. Here today, gone tomorrow. (Beat) Dissipation
is actually much worse than cataclysm.
(Letts 123-124)

The mirroring between this scene and the prologue suggests the two speeches should be
looked at together. Again, here we see, even more clearly than before, the Weston family and
their house being equated for (White)America and (White)American society, as Barbara
transitions seamlessly from talking about her father’s disappointment with the country to his
disappointment with his family and personal life and then back to his disappointment with
(White)America. Here, as in Beverly’s speech, we see an image of (White)America as moldering
and stagnant, but also here we are given the image of (White)America as something that is
disappearing, or has in fact already disappeared. This image of a disappearing (White) American
culture however is not necessarily a nostalgic vision that depends on a former, glorified

(White)America, but rather suggests that (White)American culture has fundamentally been a

“whorehouse” and an act of “hubris” from the very beginning.

Marked Whiteness
Where as God of Carnage does leaves the characters’ Whiteness completely unmarked,

the Westons’ Whiteness is marked to a certain degree in August: Osage County. This is primarily
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done through the presence of Johnna in the play, but also to some degree by the actions and
behavior of Steve, Karen’s fiancé.
Johnna:

The presence of one character of Color in the play who is an outsider within the family
world marks the Westons’ Whiteness. As Dalton explains in “Failing to See,” whereas
Whiteness is normally rendered invisible in social discourse, once a person of Color is present as
a contrast, the racial location of Whites is marked. Johnna’s presence races the Westons, and
thus works towards framing the play's narrative as a narrative of Whiteness. Additionally, the
fact that Johnna is a Native American also helps to locate the Westons’ family story in the larger
context of White American Western expansion. When Barbara arrives at the house she
complains about the heat, wondering, "What were these people thinking? The jokers who settled
this place. The Germans and the Dutch and the Irish. Who was the asshole who saw this flat hot
nothing and planted his flag? I mean, we fucked the Indians for this?" (Letts 29). From fairly
early on in the play the Westons are established as descendants of the White settlers who
migrated to the Plains of Oklahoma, and Johnna is established as part of the Native community
in Oklahoma. In her article “Nostalgia, Irony, and the Re-Emergence of the Reified American
Indian Other in August: Osage County” Courtney Elkin Mohler explains that “Osage County in
particular stands out as a location wrought by treacherous examples of colonial exploitation,”
explaining that Native tribes were both relocated to, and then displaced from, Osage County by
the United States government and White settlers.

The Westons are further raced by the various ways they reveal discomfort with Johnna’s

presence in the house and family—not only is there a person of Color present, but the fact that
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she is different from the family is continuously referenced. Violet is very uncomfortable with
having Johnna in the house and is very blunt about this discomfort:

VIOLET: He hired this woman. He didn't ask me, just hired this woman to come here and
live in our house. Few days before he left.

BARBARA: You don't want her here.

VIOLET: I don't know what she's doing here. She's a stranger in my house. There's an
Indian in my house.

BILL: (Laughing): You have some problem with Indians, Violet?

VIOLET: I don't know what to say to an Indian.

BARBARA: They're called Native Americans now, Mom.

VIOLET: Who calls them that? Who makes that decision?

BARBRA: It's what they like to be called.

VIOLET: They aren't any more native than me.

BARBARA: In fact, they are.

VIOLET: What's wrong with "Indian"?

BARBARA: Why is it so hard to just call people what they want?—

VIOLET: Let's just call the dinosaurs "Native Americans" while we're at it.

BARBARA: She may be an Indian, but she makes the best goddamn apple pie I ever ate
in my life.

(Letts 37)

Violet is uncomfortable with Johnna's "otherness" and she doesn't know how to react in response
to it. Barbara in turn is uncomfortable with what she views as her mother's racism in calling
Johnna an Indian. I will return to the ways in which the family’s racism against Johnna is and
isn’t problematized in the second half of this case study. My point here, is that the moments

when the Westons display discomfort with Johnna’s otherness help to emphasis the Westons’

Whiteness for the audience.

Steve:
Steve’s behavior and lines also mark the Westons’ Whiteness. The primary way Steve
helps to mark the Westons’ Whiteness is by explicitly stating that he is White. This may seem

like a simple thing, but the invisibility of Whiteness within American society makes it very
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unusual for a White person to see and reference their own racial location. In the third act Jean
and Steve smoke pot together in the middle of the night while everyone else is asleep. Their
conversations up until this point have been sexually coded, and as this scene progresses their
interaction becomes much more overtly sexual and Steve becomes more forceful. When Steve
starts to make a pass at her Jean stops him, worried about the rest of the family, but he tells her
not to worry as he turns off the lights:

JEAN: What are you doing?

STEVE: Nothing.

JEAN: You’re going to get us both in trouble.

STEVE: I’'m white and over thirty. I don’t get in trouble.

(Letts 117)

Steve’s remark that he cannot get in trouble because he is “white and over thirty” acknowledges
his male White privilege, which allows him to feel he can break social and moral laws without
having to face any sort of punishment. He is seducing his fourteen-year-old soon-to-be-niece
while his fiancé sleeps in the next room and he has no fear that there might be consequences for
him. His comment suggests that, even if he were to get caught, he would not suffer any real
consequences. Johnna does walk in on Steve and Jean, and she hits him with a frying pan waking
up the rest of the family. Steve and Karen leave in a hurry, but Karen makes it clear to Barbara as
she leaves that she has no intention of leaving Steve, meaning that as he predicted Steve faces no

long term consequences for his actions with Jean. The play therefore explicitly marks Steve’s

White male privilege and shows an example of it in action.

Counter-Narratives in August: Osage County
In “Nostalgia, Irony, and the Re-Emergence of the Reified American Indian Other in

August: Osage County” Mohler argues that “the play at once displays a sincere longing for a
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mythologized (authentic) time, and partially through its ironies, also presents a rupture with these
myths, and knowingness about their reproduction” (Mohler 131) and that thus within the play
“nationalist idealization doubles with an awareness of the myth-making processes” (Mohler
135). There are numerous ways in which the play engages with dominant narratives and their
construction so as to present counter-narratives.

The Idyllic American Past

One dominant narrative of American History is of industrious, noble White settlers who
struggled to create a great democracy in an uncivilized wilderness. This dominant narrative is
particularly strong when talking about the White settlement of the western United States. This
dominant narrative is challenged somewhat in August: Osage County by Barbara’s monologue
where she explains her father thought that the country was “always pretty much a whorehouse”
and by a few moments in the play when the White characters acknowledge that Native
Americans were here before White settlers (Letts 123). We see this acknowledgement when
Barbara asks, “who was the asshole who saw this flat hot nothing and planted his flag? [ mean,
we fucked the Indians for this?" (Letts 29), or when she counteracts her mother’s statement that
“Native American’s aren’t any more native than me” (Letts 37). There are therefore a few
moments in the play where the audience is reminded that American History is not in fact a

history of enlightened, hard working Whites taming an uninhabited wilderness.

The American Dream

One of the chief dominant narratives the play counters, is the myth of the American
dream, the idea that if you work hard you can be successful, even if you start with nothing. In the

context of the family, this American dream is supposed to mean that if parents work hard and
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sacrifice their children will be successful. However, as Mohler points out, in the case of the
Westons we see that ““The American Dream’ that parental sacrifice and hard work will yield
successful, grateful children is fruitless, as each Weston daughter is more miserable and
thankless than the next” (Mohler 140). This collapse of the dominant narrative of the American
Dream is clearly marked in the play by Violet. During the second act dinner scene Violet is

outraged when Barbara suggests that the girls had a rough childhood:

BARBARA: I know you had a rotten childhood, Mom. Who didn’t?

VIOLET: You DON’T know! You do NOT know! None of you know, ‘cept this woman
right here and that man we buried today! Sweet girl, sweet Barbara, my heart breaks for
every time you ever felt pain. I wish I coulda shielded you from it. But if you think for a
solitary second you can fathom the pain that man endured in his natural life, you got
another thing coming. Do you know where your father lived from age four till about ten?
Do you?

(No one responds.)
Do you?!
BARBARA: No.
IVY. No.

VIOLET: In a Pontiac sedan. With his mother, his father, in a fucking car! Now what
else do you want to say about your rotten childhood? That’s the crux of the biscuit: we
lived too hard, then rose too high. We sacrificed everything and we did it all for you.
Your father and I were the first in our families to finish high school and he wound up an
award-winning poet. You girls, given a college education, taken for granted no doubt,
and where’d you wind up? (Jabs a finger at Karen) Whadda you do? (Jabs a finger at
Ivy) Whadda you do? (Jabs a finder at Barbara) Who’re you? Jesus, you worked as hard
as us, you’d all be president. You never had real problems so you got to make all your
problems yourselves.

BARBARA: Why are you screaming at us?
VIOLET: Just time we had some truth’s told ‘round here’s all. Damn fine day, tell the
truth.

(Letts 94-95)
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Violet calls on her and Beverley’s own difficult childhoods—he was homeless and she,
we learn right before this quote, was abused by her mother’s boyfriend—and their previous
poverty to reject Barbara’s claim of mistreatment. She is thus aligning her and Beverly with this
dominant narrative of the successful, hard working Americans overcoming their difficult
beginnings. However, the fact that she is delivering this speech while clearly high on painkillers
and having just buried her husband who committed suicide makes it clear that the two of them
have not been so successful after all, challenging the dominant narrative Violet is trying to lay
claim too. Additionally, Violet herself points out that her daughters are not the “successful,
grateful ” children the American dream says they should be (Mohler 104). In this moment
Violet’s drug-fueled tirade reveals that the American Dream myth certainly is not functioning in

the Weston family.

People of Color as caregivers:

Another dominant narrative the play engages with is the narrative of People of Color
caring for White charges because they want to, or because they love the White people they care
for. This dominant narrative is challenged in several moments by Violet, and also by Johnna
herself.

Throughout the play many members of the family, Barbara in particular, keep praising
Johnna for her cooking and thanking her profusely for the work she does around the house.
When they do so, it implies Johnna has done this work as some sort of favor to help them out, or
because of some joy she gets from serving them. Violet bluntly refutes this idea after Barbara
admires the meal during the second act dinner, pointing out that preparing the meal is Johnna's

job:
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BARBARA: Johnna cooked this whole meal by herself.

VIOLET: Hm? What?

BARBARA: I say Johnna cooked this whole meal by—

VIOLET: 'Swhat she's paid for.

(A4 silent moment)
You all did know she's getting paid right?

CHARLIE: Jean, so I'm curious, when you say you don't eat meat...

(Letts 86-87)
Violet by this point in the evening is high on painkillers, and her addled state allows her to say
things that the rest of the family considers unpleasant and refuses to speak about. Where as they
act as if Johnna has cooked this meal out of kindness or a desire to be helpful, Violet bluntly
reminds them that Johnna is hired to cook for them, and that the Westons have purchased her
services and her attention. The rest of the family is literally silenced by Violet's comments, and
refuses to even acknowledge the sentiment, as Charlie quickly changes the subject.

When given the opportunity, Johnna makes it very clear she has no emotional or
sentimental connection to the family. When Barbara gives her the opportunity to quit after her
father dies, Johnna refuses:

JOHNNA: Mrs. Fordham, are you firing me?

BARBARA: Barbara. No, no. Oh, no. Far from it. I'm owning up to my own shitty
behavior. And I'm giving you the opportunity to quit. [ mean...there's work. And then
there's work. And after all...I'm here. Look around. No one else is here. I mean, am I
here, or am I here? I'm not saying your services aren't necessary. I just mean: /'m still
here, goddamn it.

JOHNNA: I'm prepared to stay. I'm familiar with this job. I can do this job. I don't do it
for you or Mrs. Weston, or even for Mr. Weston. Right? I do it for me.

Barbara: Why?

JOHNNA: I need the work.
(Letts 124)
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Johnna rejects Barbara's attempts to frame Johnna's work as something she does out of loyalty to,
or sympathy for, the Westons, or because of some innate desire to help people. Johnna explains
she does the work because it is a job, and she needs the money, regardless of how hard that job
might me. This moment thus serves to remind the audience that Johnna is only present in the
house because the Westons pay her, and that she has no emotional connection to this highly
dysfunctional family. Additionally, it is important that Johnna herself has the opportunity to
counteract this construction of the Person of Color as the loving maid as it gives her as the only
Native character some agency over her own representation, although overall the character of

Johnna is still highly problematic, as I will return to later in this case study.

(White) American and Hubris in the face of total collapse:

Another dominant narrative is the narrative of (White) America as a strong, superior
political and cultural power. The play presents a counter-narrative to this by portraying
(White)America as being on the brink of total collapse despite great hubris, or as Barbara puts it
when reminiscing on her Father’s disappointment, “This country, this experiment, America, this
hubris: what a lament, if no one saw it go. Here today, gone tomorrow” (Letts 123-124). At the
end of this same scene, Barbara bitterly remarks that Johnna does not have to stay on because
“I’m still here, goddamn it,” which reads as a sort of desperate final attempt to exert control over
the family crumbling around her (Letts 124). In the final scene, after Ivy has fled after learning
that her boyfriend Little Charles is her brother and not her cousin, Violet tells Barbara she’s “a
sweet girl, Ivy, and I love her to death. But she isn’t strong. Not like you. Or me.” Violet, like
Barbara, is bragging of her own strength and claiming it is enough to get her through anything

(Letts 135). Later on in the same scene, after Violet reveals to Barbara she knew where Beverley
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was before he killed himself and did not try to contact him, she defends herself to Barbara
saying:
VIOLET: He did this, though; this was his doing, not ours. Can you imagine anything
more cruel, to make me responsible? And why, just to weaken me, just to make me prove
my character? So no, I waited, I waited so I could get my hands on that safety deposit
box, but I would have waited anyway. You want to show who’s stronger, Bev? Nobody is
stronger than me, goddamn it. When nothing is left, when everything is gone and
disappeared, I’ll be here. Who’s stronger now, you son-of-a-bitch?
(Letts 136-137)
Again, Violet is bragging of her own strength, refusing to be taken down with the rest of
her family. However, right after Violet says this speech, Barbara, horrified, walks out of the
room and leaves the house, leaving her mother calling for her and then Ivy and Bev as she gets
increasingly desperate. In the final moments of the play Violet crawls up to Johnna’s room in the
attic and collapses onto her lap, showing just how unwarranted her earlier claim to strength and
perseverance was. These examples of (White)American hubris in the face of utter chaos and

collapse construct a counter narrative to White racial superiority by suggesting (White) American

culture is falling apart but is too proud to notice it.

Violet’s role as truth teller in revealing the false construction of the dominant Narrative:

It is important that it is often Violet who points out these moments of rupture from the
dominant narrative. Throughout the play Violet makes many comments and points out many
things about her family and their lives that threaten the manufactured peace and normality the
rest of the family is trying to maintain. We see this with Violet’s comments about Johnna, and
with her statements about her daughters. She is also the one who reveals to Ivy that Little Charles
is actually her little brother, and she reveals her own knowledge about Bev’s impending suicide

to Barbara at the end of the play. Violet therefore functions throughout the play as the revealer of
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truths, a role she claims for herself during the dinner scene following Bev’s funeral when she
rejects her brother-in-law’s attempts to pacify and quiet her.

CHARLIE: You’re in rare in form today, Vi.

VIOLET: The day calls for it, doesn’t it? What form would you have me in?

CHARLIE: I just don’t understand why you’re so adversarial.

VIOLET: I’m just truth-telling. (Cutting her eyes to Barbara) Some people get

antagonized by the truth.

CHARLIE: Everyone here loves you, dear.

VIOLET: You think you can shame me, Charlie? Blow it out your ass.

(Letts 93)

Because she is either high or suffering from withdrawal for most of the play, Violet says things
that the rest of the family would rather go unsaid, and which she presumably would not say
herself if she was sober. Violet’s presence in the play therefore serves two purposes: she is the
catalyst for much of the action in the play as she is the one to reveal the family secrets and
failings, and because she only reveals these things when she is severely addled, Violet also
serves as an indication of how very well these faults are hidden and suppressed within the
family, and by extension given the metaphor of the play, within broader (White) American
society. By revealing the faults and failings within her own family in moments when she is out of
control, Violet reveals both that these flaws exist, and that these flaws are normally suppressed
and hidden. The implication is that only in moments of complete chaos and lack of control does
the false construction of the dominant narrative become clear. In other words, Violet presents the
counter narratives to the dominant narratives about (White)America and (White)American

identity, and reveals that these counter narratives are normally hidden and masked by dominant

behavior and norms, created and perpetuated by White cultural hegemony.
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b. Overall messages for White audiences from these moments of productivity

Through these counter-narratives the play challenges the dominant narrative for White
audiences. The dominant narrative is so powerful partly because it is rendered “natural” and thus
invisible by cultural hegemony. Individuals do not realize they are subscribing to a particular
myth or way of looking at a situation because it appears to be a natural fact. The lines and
moments [ have outlined here serve as potential moments of interruption to this normally
unquestioned dominant narrative. They mark ruptures with the dominant narrative, which
provide the audience with the opportunity to stop and question these dominant narratives—where
they come from, whether they are true, and what purpose they serve.

By establishing the dysfunctional, disintegrating Weston family as a metaphor for
(White) America, August: Osage County does in some ways therefore productively mark and
critique Whiteness. The play marks the Westons’ Whiteness—and to some degree their White
privilege—which is incredibly unusual and significant given the extent of White blindness that
protects White supremacy on Broadway. Additionally, the connections the play draws between
the Westons and broader (White) American culture and history creates moments when the play
interrupts the dominant narrative of White cultural and political success, power and superiority.
In this sense, August: Osage County does gesture towards what a play by White artists that asks
Whites to think critically about race and Whiteness could look like. However, there are several
reasons that August: Osage County ultimately fails to be productive in its entirety, despite these

individual productive moments, which I examine in the next section.
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c. August: Osage County and cultural hegemony

Although August: Osage Country marks Whiteness and presents certain counter
narratives, overall these potential moments of interruption are counteracted by larger structural
and conceptual aspects of the play which perpetuate the dominant narrative. The play fails to
challenge the dominant narrative that to be American is to be White, and the way Johnna’s
character is written and the other actors interact with her is very problematic. These two
problems help reconstruct the play as a narrative that does not challenge White cultural

hegemony.

The Normalizing of White America in August: Osage County

Although the play marks the Westons’ individual Whiteness it does not go far enough to
explicitly mark that the family is therefore a metaphor for White American culture, and not an
un-raced normative American culture. Given how deeply ingrained the invisibility of Whiteness
is inscribed within the dominant narrative of American culture any critique of White America
can only be productive if it is made explicitly clear that it is a critique of White America.
Because Letts does not explicitly make it clear that the family is a metaphor for White American
society, August: Osage County actually reinscribes the narrative that to be American is to be
White. This problematic reinscription is happening from the beginning, as we see it in that first
scene between Beverly and Johnna that helps set up the use of the Westons as a symbol of White

America;

BEVERLEY: ...The facts are: my wife takes pills and I drink. And these facts have over
time made burdensome the maintenance of traditional American routine: paying of bills,

purchase of goods, cleaning of clothes or carpets or crappers.
(Letts 11)
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Underlying Beverly’s statement is the assumption that his family’s experiences are some
sort of definitive American experience. He defines the American experience as one of middle
class consumerism, which historically in America has been a White experience. The play leaves
this problematic definition of upper middle class White American identity as some sort of
universal American experience unchallenged. There are several other moments in the play where
a similar assumption of a universal American experience is reinscribed. For example, in a fight
with Barbara, Bill exclaims, “I’ve copped to being a narcissist. We’re the products of a
narcissistic generation” (Letts 47). Bill projects his own upbringing and experience on his entire
generation, drawing on the dominant narrative that there is such a thing as a universal experience
shared by all Americans, and ignoring the fact that race, gender, class, citizenship status,
sexuality and other types of social identities affect one’s lived experiences.

The counterpart to this dominant narrative that to be American is to be White is the
dominant narrative that to be a Person of Color is to un-American. If the play (problematically)
establishes the Westons as a symbol for all of America, then Johnna who is the primary outsider
in the play’® must be a symbol of the un-American other. This construction of Johnna as the un-
American other is also evident in the way the Westons talk about her. Going back to the
conversation when the family criticizes Violet for calling Johnna an Indian and saying she
doesn’t want her in her house, Barbara suggests that Johnna is somehow less American because
she is a Native American:

VIOLET: I don't know what to say to an Indian.

BARBARA: They're called Native Americans now, Mom.
VIOLET: Who calls them that? Who makes that decision?

3% The Sheriff who comes to tell the family that Beverly’s body has been found is the only other
character in the play who is not a member of the Weston family either by birth or marriage (or in
Steve’s case impending marriage). He returns once in the third act to see Barbara—they used to
date in High School—but is not a major player in the play.
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BARBARA: It's what they like to be called.

VIOLET: They aren't any more native than me.

BARBARA: In fact, they are.

VIOLET: What's wrong with "Indian"?

BARBARA: Why is it so hard to just call people what they want?—

VIOLET: Let's just call the dinosaurs "Native Americans" while we're at it.

BARBARA: She may be an Indian, but she makes the best goddamn apple pie I ever ate

in my life.
(Letts 37)

Barbara's comment about the apple pie, a classic symbol of White American culture, positions
Johnna as being outside of American culture because of her racial location. The fact that this
comment comes right after Barbara has just demanded her mother acknowledge that Johnna is
native to America in a way the Westons are not, is an example of how potentially productive

moments in the play are negated by Letts’ failure to avoid reinscribing problematic narratives

that equate Americanness with Whiteness.

Johnna as a trope:

The construction of Johnna as an outsider to the Westons’ as Americans is only one of
several problematic racial narratives supported or alluded to through the construction of the
character of Johnna. Although the Westons’ racism towards Johnna is marked, in the sense that
the play draws attention to the fact that they are being racist (for example by having another
character call someone out for saying something racist), the play does not really problemitize
their racism, or analyze it in anyway. For example, in the quote above, Barbara calls her mother
out for calling Johnna an Indian, but not for saying she doesn’t want her in her house. A similar
exchange occurs later in the play during the dinner scene when Karen talks about taking Steve to
see their old fort:

KAREN: I took Steve out to show him the old fort and it's gone!

139



IVY: That's been gone for years.

KAREN: That made me so sad!

BILL: What is this now?

KAREN: Our old fort, where we used to play Cowboys and Indians.

IVY: Daddy said rats were getting in there—

VIOLET: Karen! Shame on you!

KAREN: Hm?

VIOLET: Don't you know not to say "Cowboys and Indians"? You played Native

Americans. Right, Barb?

(Letts 90)
Here we again see the type of everyday acts of racial micro-aggression that are entrenched in the
family's discourse and actions. Although the Weston girls may be several generations descended
from their settler ancestors, the fact that they played games of "Cowboys and Indians" shows the
ways in which this history and narrative of White dominance over Native Americans has been
passed down to them. However, no one in the play notes or marks this game as a problem. Violet
uses Karen's terminology to pick an argument with Barbara who corrected her for using the word
Indian earlier in the play; no one points out the racism entrenched in the game, and instead Violet
merely masks it, by the theoretically more politically correct name of "Cowboys and Native
Americans."

Additionally, it is important to note that Johnna is present throughout this entire
exchange, sitting with Jean at the "kids table." Although Barbara may have been uncomfortable
with the term Indian, no one seems to be uncomfortable to use it or discuss its legitimacy in front
of Johnna. Johnna is similarly present but silent for most of the rest of the family’s conversations
about her. She is similarly present, but relatively silent in the two scenes in the library where first
Beverly and then Barbara refer to their own experiences as the American experience, thus

negating and denying Johnna’s lived experiences. Although Johnna does push back against the

idea that she does her job out of anything other than pure economic need, she otherwise remains
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silent during Beverly and Barbara’s monologues. The fact that she is not given more moments in
the play to push back against, or interrupt, the family’s racism is very problematic. There is a
great deal of White privilege in Lett’s writing a Native American character who serves to mark
the family’s Whiteness, but remains largely silent throughout the play despite being the victim of
numerous racist comments and attitudes.*

In addition to her silences, Johnna’s actions throughout the play are also quite
problematic. As Mohler points out, Johnna spends most of the play cooking and cleaning the
house in the background. Thus, although Johnna does verbally push back against the idea that
she is caring for the Westons, insisting she is an employee providing a service she is paid for, she
still spends the whole play quietly taking care of the Westons. Far from problemitizing Johnna’s
presence as the Person of Color caring for a White family, Letts actually ends the play with the
most blatant image of Johnna as a caregiver seen in the whole play. After Barbara walks out on
her mother, Violet is left alone in the house calling for her family members as she gets
increasingly desperate. In the final moments of the play Violet crawls up to Johnna who is in her
room in the attic:

Barbara? You in here?

(She crosses to the dining room.)

Ivy? Ivy, you here? Barb?

VIOLET:...

(She crosses to the kitchen.)

Barb? Ivy?

(She turns in a circle, disoriented, panicked. She crosses to the study.)

3% 1 do want to note that the exact message of these two scenes could vary significantly based on
the choices of the director or the actress playing Johnna about how Johnna non-verbally reacts to
Beverly and Barbara’s comments. However, the fact that Letts does not specify how she should
react suggests that he does not view it as essential to the story in these moments.

141



Bev?

(She reenters the living room, stumbles to the stereo, puts on Clapton...stares at the
turntable as the album spins...attacks the record player, rakes the needle across the
album. She looks around, terrified, disoriented.)

Johnna?!

(She reels to the stairway, crawls up the stairs on all fours.)

Johnna, Johnna, Johnna...

(She arrives on the second floor. Johnna puts her plate of food aside and turns toward
the stairs. Violet, on all fours, continues up the stairs to the attic. She arrives in Johnna'’s
room. She scrabbles into Johnna's lap. Johnna holds Violet’s head, smoothes her hair,

rocks her.)

And then you’re gone, and Beverly, and then you’re gone, and Barbara, and then you’re
gone, and then you’re gone, and then you’re gone—

(Johnna quietly sings to Violet.)
[Simultaneously]

JOHNNA: “This is the way the world ends, this is the way the world ends, this is the way
the world ends...”

VIOLET:--and then you’re gone, and then you’re gone, and then you’re gone, and then
you’re gone, and then you’re gone—

(Blackout.)

END OF PLAY
(Letts 137-138)

The final image of the play is therefore of an infantile Violet clawing her way up to
Johnna, who stands waiting to receive her, and then rocks her and comforts her like a mother
would a small child. Images or tableaus like this in performances are just as important, if not more
important (given they are more likely to be read and experienced viscerally and thus emotionally

as apposed to intellectually) than the lines spoken in the play. A final image is particularly
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important, as it is the last moment the audience carries with them leaving the theatre. Regardless
of what Johnna may have said earlier about not caring for the Weston family emotionally, and
regardless of the jarring fatalistic nature of the song she sings, the final image the audience is left
with is of her soothing Violet in a very maternal way, which is very much in keeping with the
dominant narrative of women of Color who work as domestics caring for White employers. Thus
the final moments of August: Osage County reframe a three hour-long play in seconds with a
racial reconciliation of sorts. Violet, as a stand in for White America, may be emotionally and
physically collapsing but she still has Johnna, a woman of Color there to take care of her. The
final message of the play to White audiences is thus not one of social anarchy or restructuring, but
rather the message that despite total dysfunction, everyone remains in their socially proscribed
place with people of Color serving Whites, thus allowing White supremacy to ultimately go

unchallenged in August: Osage County.

d. Overall messages to White audiences from cultural hegemony in August: Osage County:

The problematic equation that to be White is to be American, the unproblemitized racism
of the Westons towards Johnna, and the trope of a maid of Color who mothers and cares for a
White family are all examples of the dominant narrative operating in August: Osage County.
Their presence in the play thus reaffirms and perpetuates these problematic constructions for

White audiences who see the play.

4. AUGUST: OSAGE COUNTY : CONCLUSION

August: Osage County does contain moments where it marks Whiteness and interrupts

the dominant narrative in ways that are very unusual for Broadway. However, this potential for
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interruption is counteracted and ultimately over-powered by the more powerful ways in which
the dominant narrative is reinscribed in the play. Judging from the reviews, the average White
audience did not read August: Osage County as a play about Whiteness. Instead, they focused on
the family narrative that is central to the play, and when they did acknowledge or see the larger
social messages present in the play, they did so in a very problematic way that maintained the
invisibility of Whiteness in America and maintained the false equation of Americanness and
Whiteness. The dominant narrative is incredibly powerful. Cultural hegemony survives because
all of the meanings and definitions with which the majority interprets and analyzes the world
both supports and obscures this hegemony. Interrupting this narrative is thus incredibly difficult
and must be undertaken extremely carefully. As the case of August: Osage County demonstrates,
when you have counter narratives and dominant narratives together in a show, the dominant
narratives are the ones that are going to triumph and have the larger and more lasting impact on
audiences because it is the dominant narratives that audiences have the most experience
understanding and believing. Audience members who come to August: Osage County have spent
their entire life being conditioned to believe the dominant narrative as truth, and it is therefore
going to take far more than a few moments of interruption in an otherwise traditional, hegemonic
show, for most of them to recognize or critique their dominant narrative in any substantial or
long-lasting way. The example of August: Osage County thus offers two lessons for artists
interested in moving forward with work that marks and critiques Whiteness. First, in order to
truly mark and analyze Whiteness, a show must completely break with the dominant narrative so
any counter narratives within the show are not reinscribed within cultural hegemony. Secondly,

the example of August: Osage County is a reminder that the beliefs and understandings the
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audience brings into the theatre with them must be addressed in order to have truly effective anti-

racist theatre.
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C.NOT EXPLICITLY RACED, MULTI-RACIAL SHOWS: CONCLUSION

Most of the shows within this category support White Supremacy both through the use of
racial stereotypes in shows that do not fully engage with questions of race and racial relations, or
through narratives of colorblind racism which deny that individuals’ lived experiences and
interactions with social structures are effected by one’s racial identity and location. Additionally,
this category includes devices or practices that the dominant discourse says are helping to make
Broadway more diverse, such as blind casting.*” However, because practices like blind casting
are not engaging with White privilege they are not actually challenging cultural hegemony.

While August: Osage County does not fit within these patterns completely, it is also
another example of how potentially racially productive shows—in this case a show that marks
and critiques Whiteness—end up perpetuating cultural hegemony and White supremacy because

they do not break fully enough from the dominant narrative.

“ Blind Casting is an incredibly complicated issue, and it deals with issues like producer
influence and job opportunities for actors of Color that are beyond the scope of this thesis’ focus
on White audiences. For more information on Blind Casting, please see:

Pao, Angela Chia-yi. No Safe Spaces : Re-Casting Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality in American

Theatre. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010. Print. Theatre :
Theory/text/performance; Theatre--theory/text/performance .
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V. CONCLUSION



A. CONCLUSIONS FROM THIS STUDY

Contrary to the dominant discourse that suggests Broadway has become more diverse and
is engaging productively with questions of race, this study shows that in fact Broadway still very
much operates as an institution of White supremacy. As the case studies and other examples
show, whether looking at a comedy or drama, play or musical, Broadway shows do not challenge
White cultural hegemony. Through the prevalent use of racial stereotypes and tropes, and
through a failure to mark and criticize Whiteness, Broadway shows both present White audiences
with racist images and stories, and do not force them to recognize or critique their own
Whiteness.

“Explicitly raced shows,” in general, present People of Color through very problematic
racial narratives, and do not critique structural racism, rarely feature modern day racism, and
only feature Whites to applaud them for fighting for racial justice on People of Color’s behalf.
These shows thus support White Supremacy by contributing to controlling and degrading images
of People of Color in the dominant discourse, and by absolving contemporary White audiences
of any responsibility for racial relations and racial justice in the United States. “All White
Shows” also contain problematic narratives and images about People of Color, and do not mark
Whiteness, constructing White culture and experiences as the norm and “race-neutral.” As a
result these shows contribute to White supremacy, again by contributing to the controlling and
degrading images of People of Color in the dominant discourse, and by perpetuating the
invisibility of Whiteness and White privilege and reinscribing White cultural hegemony. “Not
explicitly raced, multi-racial shows,” in general, do not engage with the political messages and
power of their multi-racial casts, and thus people of Color in these shows are often still presented

in very racist and problematic ways. In addition, these shows continue to leave Whiteness as the
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unmarked cultural norm. Even when these shows have the potential to mark and critique
Whiteness, as is the case with August: Osage County they do not break with dominant narratives
enough to actually be productive. Thus these shows support White Supremacy, again by
contributing to controlling and degrading images of People of Color in the dominant discourse
and by failing to mark Whiteness, and also by suggesting that race is not valid at all as a social
category or source of power.

Broadway thus functions as an element of Whiteness as property. White audiences have
been shown by previous experiences on Broadway that they can expect to have the right to see
people like them on stage when they go to see a show, and that Broadway shows will not make
them feel uncomfortable or threatened, or ask them to ask difficult questions about their
Whiteness. Additionally, shows in the “Explicitly raced” category, shows with blind casting, or
the example of August: Osage County, show us that White cultural hegemony is very strong on
Broadway and thus that practices or shows that might provide counter narratives and challenge
Broadway as a White supremacist institution actually get reinscribed within the dominant
narrative, allowing Broadway to claim to be addressing its racism when actually nothing

structural is being challenged.

B. POTENTIAL STRATEGIES FOR ADDRESSING WHITE

SUPREMACY ON BROADWAY

Given all of this, what then can be done to fight White supremacy on Broadway? I have
focused this thesis on examining how White supremacy operates on Broadway, and not on
examining how potential solutions could be implemented. I chose this focus because, due to the
dominant narrative that suggests Broadway has fixed its problems when it comes to race, the

preliminary step to addressing White supremacy on Broadway must be too show that it operates
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in the first place. However, I do not want to just list the problems with Broadway in this project
and not touch on potential solutions for how activist artists, and particularly White activist artists
since my own location as a White theatre practitioner informed my choice of topic, can fight this
White supremacy. I will therefore briefly discuss some of my thoughts for potential solutions
that have arisen from engaging in this study. I want to stress however that these are not perfect
solutions, and that there are many potential problems that could arise depending on how they are
implemented, and thus these suggestions all warrant more discussion.

One potential way to fight White supremacy on Broadway is to make use of opportunities
within existing shows and formats to present productive moments, even if the overall shows are
not completely productive and do reinscribe White supremacy in some ways. In all of my case
studies there were missed moments that could have been used to provide at least an element of a
counter narrative. For example, Felicia’s song “Colored Woman™ in Memphis, if it had not
actually been a song about Huey, could have been a moment to present White audiences with a
message of the gendered and raced experiences of women of Color. Even if the overall dominant
narrative in the show counteracts these productive moments, for individual audience members
they may serve as a crucial moment of interruption to the dominant racist narrative and thus
should not be ignored by activist artists. Additionally, I believe activist artists need to pay
particular attention to the final moments in shows. As all three case studies demonstrate, the final
moments of a show are often where a great deal of the reframing work occurs that counter-acts
potentially productive messages in the show and reframes the show to fit within White cultural
hegemony. If activists artists are conscious of the racial messages in their final moments and

thus create final images and lines that challenge White supremacy, then the shows have even
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more possibility to create productive moments of interruption for individual White audience
members.

In addition to looking for and fostering racially productive moments in shows, I believe
creating truly productive Broadway anti-racist theatre that recognizes and critiques Whiteness
and thus challenges White supremacy will require looking to new forms of drama and new ways
of doing things. One common belief or argument is that this kind of anti-racist activist theatre is
not possible within the confines of commercial Broadway theatre and that activist artists have to
look outside of Broadway to Off-Broadway, Off-off Broadway, regional theatre or other
independent venues to do this kind of work. While I do not agree with this belief, there are
potential lessons to be learned from it. As the case of August: Osage County demonstrates,
shows written within dominant, traditional structures—in this case the structure of a White
family drama—are easily interpreted by audiences as traditional shows even if they do have
some potentially productive moments. Thus in order for shows to truly be anti-racist and mark
Whiteness they may very well have to be written in new, experimental forms that break with
traditional playwrighting forms and structures. Off-Broadway theatres and audiences have
traditionally been more receptive to these kinds of works, but that doesn’t mean there is not a
space for them on Broadway. There have been successful shows on Broadway that broke with
traditional formats. For example Passing Strange a 2008 musical by Stew, a Black Man, and
Heidi Rodewald, a White woman, or Fela!, are both shows that were not structured in traditional
ways and were both well received critically, were nominated for Tony awards, and had wide
reaches—~Passing Strange was adapted into a movie by Spike Lee and Fela! ran for over a year
and has toured extensively. Additionally, if artists and audiences are educated to think more

critically about racial narratives on Broadway and the way in which traditional shows tend to
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reinscribe White supremacy, than the success of productions that break traditional formats will
increase.

I believe non-Broadway forums are also looked too as the preferred place to do activist
work because these smaller theatres and producing companies can offer opportunities for
Audience development work that Broadway traditionally has not. For example, non-Broadway
theatre production companies usually produce an entire season of shows that they have selected
together as an institution. Thus these theatres can put together a season of shows at one theater
that when taken together start a conversation about race. For example, you could produce
August: Osage County and Stickfly by Lydia R. Diamond, a Black woman—a new play produced
on Broadway in this current season that is similarly structured as a family drama but is about an
Upper class Black family—back to back and hold programming events at the theatre that ask
Audience members to talk about similarities and differences in the two plays and to read both
plays (not just Stickfly which is about People of Color) as shows about race. Although individual
Broadway producers or production companies do not construct a whole season in the same way
Theatre companies outside of Broadway do, critics and Artists can encourage audiences to think
about shows in conversation with other productions that are currently being done or have been
done recently. Additionally, programs for non-Broadway productions often contain director’s
notes or background information for the world of the play, where as Broadway production
playbills almost never contain this type of information. Directors’ notes or background
information help to inform the way the audience interprets the show, as do talkbacks held after a
show which are also more frequently seen following non-Broadway productions than after
Broadway productions. Thus there are traditionally more opportunities outside of Broadway for

theatre artists to influence how an audience interprets their shows. However, these measures
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could also be taken on Broadway, to help activist artists counteract the racist stereotypes and
dominant narratives audiences bring with them into the theatre.

As the example of August: Osage County shows, for any sort of racially productive
theatre to be successful, things like talk backs or directors notes are essential as they train White
audiences not to read the show through the racism and dominant narratives they bring with them
into the theatre. A show that productively marks Whiteness will only be effective if the audience
recognizes that it marks Whiteness. In addition to things artists and producers can do to train
White audiences to think about racial narratives in their shows, Critics are also an incredibly
important part of training audiences to think critically about racial narratives on Broadway. It is
absolutely essential that we have White critics (or critics of Color read by White audiences) that
recognize and critique the racial narratives in plays they review. As the examples of the reviews
from The New York Times, The New Yorker and Variety in the three case studies show however,
dominant mainstream White critics are currently very much part of how White supremacy gets
reinscribed on Broadway. The reviews I examined failed to mark Whiteness, did not challenge
racial stereotypes of People of Color present in the shows they were reviewing, used racially
problematic and coded language themselves in their own reviews, and endorsed shows that were
incredibly racially problematic. Critics could be playing an incredibly important role in
challenging White supremacy by helping prepare their readers to look for and recognize racial
messages in shows they see, and hopefully then to discuss these racial messages with other
audience members. Audience members that already can critically understand the racial narratives
presented on Broadway must therefore share their observations with other audience members,
either as informal critics in conversation with friends, family and colleagues who attend

Broadway, or more formally through online media or by working for publications as critics

153



themselves. One personal development that has come out of working on this thesis for me has
been the desire to start a blog after I graduate where I continue to review shows I see and read
through a critical race lens. Additionally, future critics must be educated to recognize, understand
and challenge racial narratives on Broadway.

Just as audiences must be trained to see racial narratives in shows, Broadway artists and
practitioners—including critics, but also playwrights, directors, actors, designers, producers,
dramaturges and scholars—must be educated to think critically about race and it’s place in their
work. Currently, most Drama departments at mainstream, White Colleges and Universities
perpetuate White supremacy in theatre by focusing on Western, White theatre. In his article
“Here Comes Everybody: Scholarship and Black Theatre History” James V. Hatch explores the
ways in which the academic study of theatre perpetuates the marginalization of theatre by and
about Black Americans. He explains that scholarship on theatre by and about People of Color (he
focuses specifically on Black theatre but most of his points apply to theatre about other People of
Color) is primarily done by academics of Color, who are themselves a minority within these
White departments. At the same time, White, Western theatre goes unraced, and is studied
almost exclusively by White academics. | know in my own experiences, part of why I did not
double major in Drama and American Studies and only minored in Drama was because the
Drama Major requirements here at Tufts all focus on White Western theatre, and I wanted to be
able to take full advantage of the still very limited offering of Drama classes looking at theatre
by and about people of Color. It would have been difficult for me to fulfill the Drama major
requirements and the American Studies Major while also taking the Drama electives I wanted to
take that focused on theatre beyond dominant White Western theatre, and still have had time to

take electives outside of my majors and to study abroad. Broadway cannot stop functioning as an
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institution of White supremacy as long as the educational institutions that educate Broadway
artists operate as institutions of White supremacy. Artists must be taught to think critically about
race in order to write shows that are racially productive. Drama departments must therefore
acknowledge and mark White theatre as raced and also require White students to study theatre by
and about people of Color. Theatre by Whites that asks White audiences to think critically about
race cannot happen unless White theatre artists are taught to examine and critique their own
Whiteness and it’s influence on their art.

Finally, although my focus in this show is on White Audiences, I do want to note that
more productive shows about People of Color created by artists of Color, as well as more people
of Color in the audiences at Broadway shows will create a more expansive dialogue of race on
Broadway and help to de-center and de-neutralize Whiteness on Broadway. This is not to say
that White artists have no role in this process, as I do think it is essential that White artists do
work that engages critically with race. However I do want to note that there are artists of Color
engaging with challenging White privilege on Broadway and that their work is a crucial part of
working towards addressing White Supremacy on Broadway, even if this is not the focus of my
research.

Theatre lovers want to see shows that are good theatre. White audiences will see shows
that challenge White supremacy if they are well-executed productions of well-written shows,
created by artists who were educated to think critically about racial narratives in their work, and
if they have been trained by their own education, by critics, and by fellow audience members to
recognize the productive moments and messages in these shows. There should be no reason these
shows in turn cannot be critically and commercially successful on Broadway. However, as my

case studies and other research demonstrate, Broadway has a long way to go before it can be said
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to have fixed its “race problem.” A crucial part of addressing these problems and beginning to
implement the potential solutions I have outlined is for Artists and Audiences, and particularly
White artists and White audiences, to mark and critique Whiteness and White privilege in

Broadway shows, and thus to recognize the ways in which all Broadway shows are raced.
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. A Naked Girl on the Appian Way

[Play]

o Oct 6, 2005 - Dec 4, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 69

. Bridge & Tunnel

[Play, Solo]

o Jan 26,2006 - Aug 6., 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 213

. Doubt

[Play, Drama]

o Mar 31, 2005 - Jul 2, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 525

. Hairspray

[Musical, Comedy]

o Aug15,2002 - Jan 4, 2009
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2642
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[Play, Monologue]

o Oct 13,2005 - Dec 31, 2005
[Original] / Performance Count: 93

. The Color Purple

[Musical, Drama]

o Dec 1, 2005 - Feb 24, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 910

. Coram Boy

[Play, Drama, Play with music]

o May2,2007 - May 27, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 30

. Radio Golf

[Play, Drama]
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o May 8, 2007 - Jul 1, 2007 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 64
9. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

[Play, All Black Cast, Drama]

o Mar 6, 2008 - Jun 22, 2008 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 125
10. In the Heights

[Musical]

o Mar9, 2008 - Jan 9, 2011 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 1184
11. Passing Strange

[Musical, All Black Cast]

o Feb 28, 2008 - Jul 20, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 165
12. South Pacific

[Musical, Drama]

o Apr3,2008 - Aug 22,2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 996

13. Thurgood

[Play, Drama, Solo]

o Apr 30,2008 - Aug 17, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 126
14. Joe Turner's Come and Gone

[Play, Drama]

o Apr 16,2009 - Jun 14, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 69
15. West Side Story

[Musical, Drama]

o Mar 19,2009 - Jan 2, 2011 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 748
16. Fela!
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[Musical]

o Nov 23,2009 -Jan 2, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 463
17. Fences

[Play, Drama]

o Apr26,2010-Jul 11,2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 88
18. Finian's Rainbow

[Musical, Comedy]

o Oct 29,2009 -Jan 17, 2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 92

19. Memphis

[Musical]

o Oct 19, 2009 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 869
20. Race

[Play]

o Dec6,2009 - Aug 21, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 297

21. Ragtime

[Musical, Drama]

o Nov 15,2009 - Jan 10, 2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 65
22. Superior Donuts

[Play]

o Oct 1,2009 - Jan 3, 2010 [Original] /
Performance Count: 109
23. A Free Man of Color

[Play, Drama]

o Nov 18,2010 -Jan 9, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 61
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24. Baby It's You!

[Musical]

o Apr27,2011 - Sep 4, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 148
25. Driving Miss Daisy

[Play, Comedy, Drama]

o Oct25,2010-Apr9, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 180
26. Sister Act

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr 20,2011 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 241
27. The Book of Mormon

[Musical, Comedy]

o Mar 24, 2011 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 273
28. The Scottsboro Boys

[Musical, Drama]

o Oct31,2010-Dec 12,2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 49
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“ALL WHITE SHOWS”

. A Touch of the Poet

[Play, Drama]

o Dec 8,2005 - Jan 29, 2006 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 50

. Absurd Person Singular

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 18,2005 - Dec 4, 2005 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 56

. After the Night and the Music

[Play, Comedy]

o Jun 1, 2005 - Jul 3, 2005 [Original] /
Performance Count: 38

. Awake and Sing!

[Play, Drama]

o Apr 17,2006 - Jun 25, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count: 80

. Faith Healer

[Play]

o May4, 2006 - Aug 13, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count: 117

. Fiddler on the Roof

[Musical, Comedy, Dramal]

o Feb 26,2004 - Jan 8, 2006 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 781

. Glengarry Glen Ross

[Play, Drama]
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o May 1, 2005 - Aug 28, 2005
[Revival] / Performance Count: 137

8. Mark Twain Tonight!

[Play, Solo]

o Jun9, 2005 - Jun 26, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 15

9. Primo
[Play, Solo]

o Jull1l, 2005 - Aug 14, 2005
[Original] / Performance Count: 35

10. Rabbit Hole

[Play]

o Feb2,2006 - Apr 9, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 77

11. Seascape

[Play, Drama]

o Nov 21,2005 - Jan 8, 2006 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 55

12. Shining City
[Play, Drama]

o May?9, 2006 - Jul 16, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 80

13. Souvenir
[Play, Play with music]

o Nov 10, 2005 - Jan 8, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 68
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14. Steel Magnolias

[Play, Drama]

o Apr4, 2005 -Jul 31, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 136

15. Sweeney Todd

[Musical, Thriller]

o Nov 3, 2005 - Sep 3., 2006 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 349

16. The Blonde in the Thunderbird

[Play, Play with music]

o Jul 17,2005 - Jul 23, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 9

17. The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial

[Play, Drama]

o May7,2006 - May 21, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count: 17

18. The Constant Wife

[Play, Comedy]

o Jun 16,2005 - Aug 21, 2005
[Revival] / Performance Count: 77

19. The Glass Menagerie

[Play, Drama]

o Mar 22, 2005 - Jul 3, 2005 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 120

20. The Lieutenant of Inishmore

[Play, Comedy, Satire]
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o May 3, 2006 - Sep 3, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 142

21. The Light in the Piazza

[Musical]

o Apr 18, 2005 - Jul 2, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 504

22. The Odd Couple

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 27,2005 - Jun 4, 2006 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 249

23. The Pillowman

[Play, Drama]

o Apr 10, 2005 - Sep 18, 2005
[Original] / Performance Count: 185

24. The Woman in White

[Musical, Drama]

o Nov 17,2005 - Feb 19, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 109

25. Three Days of Rain

[Play, Drama]

a. Apr 19,2006 - Jun 18. 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 70
26. Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

[Play, Drama]

o Mar 20, 2005 - Sep 4, 2005
[Revival] / Performance Count: 177

27. A Moon for the Misbegotten
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[Play, Drama]

o Apr9,2007 - Jun 10, 2007 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 71

28. Butley

[Play]

o Oct 25,2006 -Jan 14, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 94

29. Curtains
[Musical, Comedy]

o Mar 22,2007 - Jun 29, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 511

30. Deuce

[Play]

o May 6,2007 - Aug 19, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 121

31. Frost/Nixon
[Play, Drama]

o Apr22, 2007 - Aug 19, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 137

32. Grey Gardens

[Musical, Drama]

o Nov 2, 2006 - Jul 29, 2007 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 307

33. Heartbreak House

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 11,2006 - Dec 17, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count: 79
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34. High Fidelit

[Musical, Comedy]

o Dec 7,2006 - Dec 17, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 13

35. Inherit the Wind

[Play, Drama]

o Apr 12,2007 - Jul 8, 2007 [Revival]
/ Performance Count; 100

36. Journey's End

[Play, Drama]

o Feb 22,2007 - Jun 10, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 125

37. Kiki & Herb: Alive on Broadway

[Musical, Comedy]

o Aug 15,2006 - Sep 10, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 27

38. Losing Louie

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 12,2006 - Nov 26, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 53

39. Lovemusik
[Musical, Drama]

o May 3, 2007 - Jun 24, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 60

40. Talk Radio

[Play, Drama]
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o Mar 11, 2007 - Jun 24, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 121

41. The Apple Tree

[Musical, Comedy]

o Dec 14,2006 - Mar 11, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 99

42. The Coast of Utopia [Part 1 - Vovage]

[Play]

o Nov 27,2006 - May 12, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 44

43. The Coast of Utopia [Part 2 - Shipwreck]

[Play]

o Dec 21,2006 - May 12, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 43

44. The Coast of Utopia [Part 3 - Salvage]

[Play]

o Feb 18,2007 - May 13, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 34

45. The Drowsy Chaperone

[Musical, Comedy]

o May 1, 2006 - Dec 30, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 674

46. The Little Dog Laughed

[Play, Comedy]

o Nov 13, 2006 - Feb 18, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 112

47. The Times They Are A-Changin'
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[Musical, Dance]

o Oct 26,2006 - Nov 19, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 28

48. The Year of Magical Thinking

[Play]

o Mar 29, 2007 - Aug 25, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count: 144

49. Translations

[Play]

o Jan 25,2007 - Mar 11, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 53

50. A Catered Affair

[Musical]

o Apr17,2008 -Jul 27, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 116

51. Boeing-Boeing

[Play, Comedy]

o May4, 2008 - Jan 4, 2009 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 279

52. Glory Days

[Musical]

o May 6, 2008 - May 6, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 1

53. Gypsy

[Musical, Drama]

o Mar 27,2008 - Jan 11, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 332
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54.1s He Dead?
[Play, Comedy]

o Dec9,2007 - Mar 9, 2008 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 105

55. Les Liaisons Dangereuses

[Play, Drama]

o May 1, 2008 - Jul 6, 2008 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 77

56. Macbeth
[Play, Tragedy]

o Apr8,2008 - May 24, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count: 52

57. Old Acquaintance

[Play]

o Jun 28,2007 - Aug 19, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 61

58. Pygmalion

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 18,2007 - Dec 16, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count: 69

59. Rock 'n' Roll

[Play]

o Nov 4, 2007 - Mar 9, 2008 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 123

60. Sunday in the Park with George

[Musical]
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o Feb 21,2008 - Jun 29, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count: 149

61. The 39 Steps

[Play, Comedy]

o Jan 15,2008 - Jan 10, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 771

62. The Farnsworth Invention

[Play, Drama]

o Dec 3, 2007 - Mar 2, 2008 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 104

63. The Seafarer

[Play]

o Dec 6, 2007 - Mar 30, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 133

64. [title of show]

[Musical, Comedy]

o Jul 17,2008 - Oct 12, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 102

65. 33 Variations
[Play, Drama, Play with music]

o Mar9, 2009 - May 21, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 85

66. A Man for All Seasons

[Play]

o Oct7,2008 - Dec 14, 2008 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 73

67. A Tale of Two Cities
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[Musical, Drama]

o Sep 18,2008 - Nov 9, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 60

68. Accent on Youth

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr 29,2009 - Jun 28, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 71

69. All My Sons

[Play, Drama]

o Oct 16,2008 -Jan 11, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 101

70. Blithe Spirit

[Play, Comedy, Farce]

o Mar 15,2009 - Jul 19, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 145

71. Desire Under the Elms

[Play, Drama]

o Apr27,2009 - May 24, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 32

72. Dividing the Estate

[Play, Comedy]

o Nov 20, 2008 - Jan 4, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 50

73. Exit the King

[Play, Comedy]

o Mar 26,2009 - Jun 14, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 93
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74. God of Carnage

[Play, Comedy]

o Mar 22,2009 - Jun 6, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 452

75. Hedda Gabler

[Play, Drama]

o Jan 25,2009 - Mar 29, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 74

76. Irena's Vow
[Play, Drama]

o Mar 29,2009 - Jun 28, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 105

77. Jersey Boys

[Musical]

o Nov 6, 2005 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 2494

78. Legally Blonde

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr 29,2007 -Oct 19, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 595

79. Mary Stuart

[Play, Drama]

o Apr19,2009 - Aug 16,2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 137

80. Next To Normal

[Musical]
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o Apr 15,2009 -Jan 16, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 733

81. Reasons To Be Pretty

[Play]

o Apr2,2009 - Jun 14, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 85

82. Speed-the-Plow

[Play]

o Oct 23,2008 - Feb 22, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 140
83. The Norman Conquests: Living Together

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr25,2009 - Jul 26, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 28

84. The Norman Conquests: Round and
Round the Garden

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr23,2009 - Jul 26, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 40

85. The Norman Conquests: Table Manners

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr 24,2009 - Jul 26, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 41

86. The Philanthropist

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr 26,2009 - Jun 28, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 73

87. The Seagull
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[Play, Comedy, Drama]

o Oct2,2008 - Dec 21, 2008 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 94

88. The Story of My Life

[Musical]

o Feb 19,2009 - Feb 22, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 5

89. To Be Or Not To Be

[Play]

o Oct 14, 2008 - Nov 16, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count: 40

90. Waiting for Godot

[Play]

o Apr 30,2009 - Jul 12, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 84

91. You're Welcome America

[Special, Comedy, Solo]

o Feb 5,2009 - Mar 15, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 46

92. A Little Night Music

[Musical, Romantic Comedy]

o Dec 13,2009 -Jan 9, 2011 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 425

93. A Steadyv Rain

[Play]

o Sep 29,2009 - Dec 6, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 80
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94. A View From the Bridge

[Play, Drama]

o Jan 24,2010 - Apr4, 2010 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: &1

95. After Miss Julie

[Play, Drama]

o Oct 22,2009 - Dec 6, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 53

96. Collected Stories

[Play, Drama]

o Apr28,2010-Jun 13,2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 54

97. Everyday Rapture

[Musical]

o Apr29,2010-Jul 11,2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 85

98. Hamlet
[Play, Tragedy]

o Oct6,2009 - Dec 6, 2009 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 72

99. Looped

[Play, Comedy]

o Mar 14,2010 - Apr 11,2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 33

100. Million Dollar Quartet

[Musical]
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o Aprll,2010-Jun 12,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 489

101. Next Fall
[Play, Drama]

o Mar 11,2010 - Jul 4, 2010 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 132

102. Oleanna

[Play]

o Oct 11,2009 - Dec 6, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count: 65

103. Present Laughter

[Play, Comedy]

o Jan 21,2010 - Mar 21, 2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 69

104. Red
[Play, Drama]

o Aprl,2010-Jun 27,2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 101

105. The Miracle Worker

[Play, Drama]

o Mar 3,2010 - Apr4, 2010 [Revival]
/ Performance Count: 28

106. Time Stands Still

[Play, Drama]

o Jan 28,2010 - Jan 30, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 193

107. A Life in the Theatre
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[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 12,2010 - Nov 28, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 56

108. Arcadia

[Play]

o Mar 17,2011 - Jun 19, 2011
[Revival] / Performance Count: 108
109. Born Yesterday

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr24,2011 - Jun 26, 2011
[Revival] / Performance Count: 73
110. Brief Encounter

[Play, Melodrama, Play with music]

o Sep 28,2010 -Jan 2, 2011 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 111
111. Elling

[Play, Comedy]

o Nov 21,2010 - Nov 28, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 9

112. Good People

[Play, Drama]

o Mar 3, 2011 - May 29, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 101
113. High

[Play, Drama]

o Apr19.2011- Apr 24,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 7
114. Jerusalem

[Play, Drama]

176

o Apr21,2011 - Aug?21,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 141
115. La Béte

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct 14,2010 -Jan 9, 2011 [Revival]
/ Performance Count; 101
116. Lombardi

[Play]

o Oct21,2010-May 22,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 244
117. Mrs. Warren's Profession

[Play, Comedy, Tragedy]

o Oct3,2010 - Nov 28, 2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 65
118. Rain

[Musical, Concert, Tribute]

o Oct26,2010-Jul 31,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 300
119. That Championship Season

[Play]

o Mar6, 2011 - May 29, 2011
[Revival] / Performance Count: 97
120.The Addams Family

[Musical]

o Apr8, 2010 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 674
121. The House of Blue Leaves

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr25,2011 - Jun 25,2011
[Revival] / Performance Count: 72
122.The Normal Heart
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[Play, Drama]

o Apr27,2011-Jul 10,2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 86
123. The People in the Picture

[Musical, Comedy, Dramal]

o Apr28.2011 -Jun 19, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count: 60
124. The Pitmen Painters

[Play, Drama]

o Sep 30,2010 - Dec 12, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count: 86

125. Ring of Fire

[Musical]

o Mar 12, 2006 - Apr 30, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count: 57

126. The Roval Family

[Play, Comedy]

o Oct8, 2009 - Dec 13, 2009 [Revival]

/ Performance Count: 77

127. Lend Me a Tenor

[Play, Comedy, Farce]

o Apr4,2010-Aug 15,2010
[Revival] / Performance Count: 153
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“NoT EXPLICITLY RACED, MULTI-RACIAL SHOWS”

. A Streetcar Named Desire

[Play, Drama]

o Apr 26,2005 - Jul 3, 2005
[Revival] / Performance Count:
73

. All Shook Up

[Musical]

o Mar 24, 2005 - Sep 25, 2005

[Original] / Performance Count:

213

. Avenue Q

[Musical, Comedy, Puppets]

o Jul 31,2003 - Sep 13,2009

[Original] / Performance Count:

2534

. Barefoot in the Park

[Play, Comedy]

o Feb 16,2006 - May 21, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count:
109

. Beauty and the Beast

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr 18, 1994 - Jul 29, 2007

[Original] / Performance Count:

5461

. Brooklyn

[Musical]
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o Oct 21,2004 - Jun 26, 2005 [Original] /
Performance Count: 284

7. Chicago
[Musical, Comedy]

o Nov 14, 1996 - Present [Revival] /
Performance Count: 6232

8. Chita Rivera: The Dancer's Life

[Musical]

o Dec 11,2005 - Feb 19, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 72

9. Chitty Chitty Bang Bang

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr 28, 2005 - Dec 31, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 285

10. Dirty Rotten Scoundrels

[Musical, Comedy]

o Mar 3, 2005 - Sep 3, 2006 [Original] /
Performance Count: 627

11. Festen
[Play, Drama]

o Apr9, 2006 - May 20, 2006 [Original] /
Performance Count: 49

12. Hot Feet
[Musical, Dance]

o Apr 30, 2006 - Jul 23, 2006 [Original] /
Performance Count: 97

13. In My Life
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[Musical]

o Oct 20,2005 - Dec 11, 2005
[Original] / Performance Count:
61

14. Jersey Boys

[Musical]

o Nov 6, 2005 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 2494

15. Julius Caesar
[Play, Tragedy]
o Apr3,2005-Jun 12,2005

[Revival] / Performance Count:
81

16. La Cage aux Folles

[Musical, Comedy]

o Dec9, 2004 - Jun 26, 2005
[Revival] / Performance Count:
229

17. Lennon
[Musical]
o Aug 14,2005 - Sep 24, 2005

[Original] / Performance Count:
49

18. Lestat
[Musical, Drama, Thriller]
o Apr 25,2006 - May 28, 2006

[Original] / Performance Count:
39

19. Mamma Mia!
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[Musical, Comedy]

o Oct 18,2001 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 4182

20. Movin' Out
[Musical, Dance]

o Oct 24,2002 - Dec 11, 2005 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 1303

21. On Golden Pond

[Play, Comedy]

o Apr7,2005 - Jun 26, 2005 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 93

22. Rent
[Musical, Drama]

o Apr29, 1996 - Sep 7, 2008 [Original] /
Performance Count: 5123

23. Spamalot

[Musical, Comedy]

o Mar 17,2005 - Jan 11, 2009 [Original] /
Performance Count: 1575

24. Sweet Charity

[Musical, Comedy]

o May4, 2005 - Dec 31, 2005 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 279

25. Tarzan
[Musical, Comedy]

o May 10, 2006 - Jul 8, 2007 [Original] /
Performance Count: 486
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26. The 25th Annual Putnam County

Spelling Bee

[Musical, Comedy]

o

May 2, 2005 - Jan 20, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count:
1136

27. The Drowsy Chaperone

[Musical, Comedy]

o

May 1, 2006 - Dec 30, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count:
674

28. The History Bovs

[Play]

o

Apr 23, 2006 - Oct 1, 2006
[Original] / Performance Count:
185

29. The Lion King

[Musical, Comedy, Drama, Puppets]

o

Nov 13, 1997 - Present [Original]
/ Performance Count: 5818

30. The Pajama Game

[Musical, Comedy]

o

Feb 23,2006 - Jun 17, 2006
[Revival] / Performance Count:
129

31. The Phantom of the Opera

[Musical, Drama]

o

Jan 26, 1988 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 9905
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32. The Producers

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr19,2001 - Apr 22, 2007 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 2502

33. The Threepenny Opera

[Musical, Operetta]

o Apr 20, 2006 - Jun 25, 2006 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 77

34. The Wedding Singer

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr27,2006 - Dec 31, 2006 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 285

35. Well
[Play, Comedy]
a. Mar 30, 2006 - May 14, 2006 [Original]

/ Performance Count: 52
36. Wicked

[Musical]

o Oct 30, 2003 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 3339

37.110 in the Shade

[Musical]

a. May 9, 2007 - Jul 29, 2007 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 94
38. A Chorus Line

[Musical, Drama]

o Oct5,2006-Aug 17,2008 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 759
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40. Company

[Musical, Drama]

o Nov 29,2006 - Jul 1, 2007
[Revival] / Performance Count:
246

41. Dr. Seuss' How the Grinch Stole
Christmas!

[Musical, Comedy]

o Nov 8, 2006 - Jan 7, 2007

[Original] / Performance Count:

107
o Nov 9, 2007 - Jan 6, 2008

[Original] / Performance Count:

96

o

42. Legally Blonde

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr29,2007 - Oct 19, 2008

[Original] / Performance Count:

595

43. Les Misérables

[Musical, Drama]

o Nov 9, 2006 - Jan 6, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count:
463

44. Martin Short: Fame Becomes Me

[Musical, Comedy, Sketches]

o Augl7,2006-Jan 7, 2007

[Original] / Performance Count:

165

45. Mary Poppins

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

S1.
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[Musical]

o Nov 16, 2006 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 2088

Prelude to a Kiss

[Play, Romantic Comedy]

o Mar 8, 2007 - Apr 29, 2007 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 61

Spring Awakening

[Musical, Drama]

o Dec 10,2006 - Jan 18, 2009 [Original] /
Performance Count: 859

The Pirate Queen

[Musical, Drama]

o Apr5, 2007 -Jun 17, 2007 [Original] /
Performance Count: 85

The Vertical Hour

[Play]

o Nov 30, 2006 - Mar 11, 2007 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 117

August: Osage County

[Play]

o Dec4, 2007 - Jun 28, 2009 [Original] /
Performance Count: 648

Come Back, Little Sheba

[Play, Drama]

o Jan 24,2008 - Mar 16, 2008 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 58
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52. Cry-Baby

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr24, 2008 -Jun 22, 2008
[Original] / Performance Count:
68

53. Cymbeline

[Play, Romance]

o Dec 2, 2007 - Jan 6, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count:
40

54. Cyrano de Bergerac

[Play, Comedy]

o Nov 1, 2007 - Jan 6, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count:
56

55. Grease
[Musical, Comedy]
o Augl9,2007-Jan 4, 2009

[Revival] / Performance Count:
554

56. Mauritius

[Play]

o Oct4, 2007 - Nov 25, 2007
[Original] / Performance Count:
61

57. November

[Play, Comedy]
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o Jan 17,2008 - Jul 13, 2008 [Original] /
Performance Count: 205

58. The Country Girl

[Play]

o Apr27,2008 - Jul 20, 2008 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 97

59. The Homecoming

[Play]

o Dec 16,2007 - Apr 13, 2008 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 137

60. The Little Mermaid

[Musical, Fantasy]

o Jan 10, 2008 - Aug 30, 2009 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 685

61. The Ritz
[Play, Comedy, Farce]

o Oct 11,2007 - Dec 9, 2007 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 69

62. Top Girls

[Play]

o May 7, 2008 - Jun 29, 2008 [Original] /
Performance Count: 63

63. Xanadu

[Musical, Fantasy]

o Jul 10,2007 - Sep 28, 2008 [Original] /
Performance Count: 512

64. Young Frankenstein
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4.

5.

[Musical, Comedy]

o Nov 8, 2007 - Jan 4, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count:
485

13

[Musical, Comedy]

o Oct5, 2008 - Jan 4, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count:
105

American Buffalo

[Play]

o Nov 17,2008 - Nov 24, 2008
[Revival] / Performance Count: 8

Irving Berlin's White Christmas

[Musical, Comedy]

o Nov 23. 2008 - Jan 4, 2009
[Original] / Performance Count:
53

o Nov 22,2009 - Jan 3. 2010
[Original] / Performance Count:
51

Pal Joey

[Musical, Comedy]

o Dec 18,2008 - Mar 1, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count:
85

Rock of Ages

[Musical]

o Apr7,2009 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 1010

182

. Shrek The Musical

[Musical, Comedy]

o Dec 14, 2008 - Jan 3, 2010 [Original] /
Performance Count: 441

. The American Plan

[Play]

o Jan 22,2009 - Mar 22, 2009 [Original] /
Performance Count: 70

. 9to5

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr 30,2009 - Sep 6, 2009 [Original] /
Performance Count: 148

. A Behanding in Spokane

[Play, Comedy]

o Mar4, 2010 - Jun 6, 2010 [Original] /
Performance Count: 108

. All About Me

[Musical]

o Mar 18,2010 - Apr 4, 2010 [Original] /
Performance Count: 20

. American Idiot

[Musical]

o Apr 20,2010 - Apr 24, 2011 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 422

. Brighton Beach Memoirs

[Play, Comedy]
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o Oct 25,2009 - Nov 1, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count: 9

(not sure?—Santino Fontana)

6. Bye Bye Birdie

[Musical, Comedy]

o Oct 15,2009 - Jan 24, 2010
[Revival] / Performance Count:
117

7. Come Fly Away

[Musical, Dance]

o Mar 25,2010 -Sep 5, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count:
188

8. Enron
[Play, Drama]
o Apr27.2010-May9,2010

[Original] / Performance Count:
16Ro0

9. Guys and Dolls

[Musical, Comedy]

o Mar 1, 2009 - Jun 14, 2009
[Revival] / Performance Count:
121

10. Hair
[Musical]
o Mar 31, 2009 - Jun 27, 2010

[Revival] / Performance Count:
519

11. In the Next Room

[Play, Comedy]

o Nov 19,2009 - Jan 10, 2010 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 60

12. La Cage aux Folles

[Musical, Comedy]

o Aprl8,2010-May 1,2011 [Revival]/
Performance Count: 433

13. Promises, Promises

[Musical, Comedy]

o Apr25,2010-Jan 2, 2011 [Revival]/
Performance Count: 289

14. Sondheim on Sondheim

[Musical, Revue]

o Apr22,2010 - Jun 27, 2010 [Original] /
Performance Count: 76

15. The Addams Family

[Musical]

o Apr8, 2010 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 674

(not sure? Don’t see in pics but hard to
think its been all white choruses all these
years...)

89. Anvthing Goes

[Musical, Comedy]

a. Apr7,2011 - Present [Revival] /
Performance Count: 257

90. Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo

183
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[Play, Drama]

b. Mar 31, 2011 - Jul 3, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count:
108

91. Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson

[Musical, History]

c. Oct13,2010-Jan 2, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count:
94

92. Catch Me If You Can

[Musical, Comedy]

d. Apr 10,2011 -Sep4, 2011
[Original] / Performance Count:
166

93. EIf
[Musical, Comedy]
e. Nov 14,2010 -Jan 2, 2011

[Original] / Performance Count:
57

94. Everyday Rapture

[Musical]

f. Apr29,2010-Jul 11, 2010
[Original] / Performance Count:
85

95. How to Succeed in Business Without
Really Trying

[Musical, Comedy]

g. Mar 27,2011 - Present [Revival] /
Performance Count: 266

184

96. Priscilla Queen of the Desert

[Musical]

h. Mar 20, 2011 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 278

97. The Merchant of Venice

[Play, Comedy]

i. Nov 13,2010 - Feb 20, 2011 [Revival] /
Performance Count: 73

98. The Motherfucker with the Hat

[Play, Comedy]

j. Apr 11,2011 -Jul 17,2011 [Original] /
Performance Count: 112

99. The Pee-wee Herman Show

[Play, Comedy, Puppets]

k. Nov 11,2010 -Jan 2, 2011 [Original] /
Performance Count: 62

100. Women on the Verge of a Nervous
Breakdown

[Musical]

1. Nov4,2010-Jan 2, 2011 [Original] /
Performance Count: 69

101. Wonderland
[Musical, Fantasy]

m. Apr 17,2011 - May 15, 2011 [Original]
/ Performance Count: 33

102. War Horse

[Play, Drama]
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a. Apr 14,2011 - Present [Original] /
Performance Count: 250

103. The Importance of Being Earnest

[Play, Comedy]

n. Jan 13,2011 - Jun 26, 2011
[Revival] / Performance Count:
189

185
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