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Marin Theatre Company Performance Guides are intended to enrich your 
theatre experience by offering insight to the play and inspiring 
intellectual discovery through key background information. The guide 
often offers notes on historical or cultural context as well as interviews 
with the artists about productions and scripts. We hope the guide 
enhances your enjoyment of the performance. 
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I highly recommend this program. It is inspirational to students and faculty alike on an artistic level 
as well as an educational level. The quality of productions is consistently high; clear and interesting 
artistic choices are made, which not only open up the plays for the students, but serve to stimulate 
wonderful class discussions about the plays and about theatre. I find myself using examples from 
the plays to illustrate points in class. I feel it is extremely important to bring students to the high 
level of professional productions they experience at MTC; these productions help them to 
understand what theatre can and should be, and serve to inspire them. 

 -Jennifer Grimes, San Domenico 

 

Our field trip went better than any of us could have imagined and this is not an exaggeration. It is 
rare to see 80+ students so thoroughly engaged and ecstatic about any performance. It dominated 
student discussion the entire bus ride back to campus. The students were able to experience an art 
form that many had never witnessed before and I know that the performance will leave a lasting 
impression on the minds of students, staff and parents. The professionalism and approachability of 
everyone involved is the reason our kids came away so excited and why the teachers and 
chaperones were so impressed. 

 -Casey Shannon, Davidson Middle School 
 

 
This guide was written, compiled, and edited by Margot Melcon, MTC Literary Manager, and Josh 
Costello, MTC Director of Education.
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At MTC, we believe that theatre offers our community 
the chance to share in the act of imaginative 
storytelling – live, in person, in the moment. For 
audiences and performers alike, theatre is a creative 
act, and we believe that sharing in a creative act 
inspires personal growth and brings people together. 
MTCʼs Education programs open up opportunities for 
people of all ages and all communities to participate 
in the joyous, challenging, and inspiring process of 
theatre. 

The Student Matinee series is a key component of 
MTCʼs Education programs and a fantastic 
opportunity for young people in Marin and the Bay 
Area. MTCʼs Student Matinees are special weekday 
morning performances of plays weʼre presenting in 
our regular season – the same plays that are 
delighting audiences, earning rave reviews, and 
contributing to the cultural fabric of our community. 
This is a unique opportunity for students to 
experience accomplished artists telling compelling 
stories in an intimate professional theatre. 

Student matinee performances begin at 11am at 
our theatre in Mill Valley. Each performance is 
followed by a lively question-and-answer session 
with the cast and often the director. MTC can send 
a teaching artist (often a member of the cast) into 
the school to prepare the students for the 
production with a series of participatory workshops. 
These workshops might include acting exercises, group games designed to immerse the students in a particular 
historical period, and discussions of challenging issues raised in the play.  

To bring a group to a student matinee performance, visit our website and fill out the online form – or return the 
form at the end of this booklet to MTC. Our discounted ticket pricing for student matinee performances is never 
more than $15 per ticket. Thanks to the Shenson Foundation and the Marin Community Foundation, we are able 
to offer a limited amount of further discounts for schools that would not otherwise be able to attend.  

This guide is intended to give a brief introduction to Topdog/Underdog, Waiting for Godot and The 
Whipping Man. Weʼve also included a selection of suggestions for classroom exercises designed to 
deepen the studentsʼ experience of the productions. Additional materials for these three plays – as well as 
for the other three plays in our 2012/13 Season – will be made available on the MTC website. 

We are currently accepting bookings for the entire 2012/13 school year! Contact us today with 
questions or to reserve tickets for your students.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Please note that Topdog/Underdog contains a large amount of adult language, and The Whipping Man 
includes some adult language and intense situations.

The Glass Menagerie, 2011 
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Topdog/Underdog 
by Suzan-Lori Parks 
 
New York Times Review 

By BEN BRANTLEY  
April 8, 2002	  

Not to Worry, Mr. Lincoln, It's Just A Con Game 

Do you find yourself feeling 
limp and rundown when the 
curtain falls on a Broadway 
show? Are tapping 
chorines, roaring jungle 
creatures and naked movie 
stars just not doing the trick 
for you anymore? Then take 
a long drink of the tonic now 
available at the 
Ambassador Theater, 
where ''Topdog/Underdog'' 
jolted open last night. The 
two lonely, rowdy brothers 
who make up the entire cast 
of characters of Suzan-Lori 
Parks's thrilling comic drama give off more energy than the ensembles of ''42nd Street,'' ''The Lion King'' and 
''The Graduate'' combined. And it's not just the kinetic joy and focus of Jeffrey Wright and Mos Def, the actors 
playing them, that makes the show so revitalizing. 

The play, first produced downtown at the Joseph Papp Public Theater last year, vibrates with the clamor of big 
ideas, audaciously and exuberantly expressed. Like ''Invisible Man,'' Ralph Ellison's landmark novel of 1952, 
''Topdog/Underdog'' considers nothing less than the existential traps of being African-American and male in the 
United States, the masks that wear the men as well as vice versa. 

But don't think for a second that Ms. Parks is delivering a lecture or reciting a ponderous poem. Under the 
bravura direction of George C. Wolfe, a man who understands that showmanship and intellectual substance 
are not mutually exclusive, ''Topdog/Underdog'' is a deeply theatrical experience. 

This family portrait of two brothers specializing in the sidewalk scam called three-card monte is all about poses 
and pretenses, large and small, that somehow take you closer to the truth. That's a fair working definition of the 
theater, but not one that's been put into practice much of late. 

Tighter and tenser than it was at the Public last spring, when the production starred Mr. Wright and Don 
Cheadle, ''Topdog/Underdog'' now emerges as the most exciting new home-grown play to hit Broadway since 
Mr. Wolfe's production of Tony Kushner's ''Angels in America.'' And it's blowing through the dusty, dim 
corridors of a lackluster theater season like the breeze of a long-delayed spring. 

Even five years ago few theatergoers would have selected Ms. Parks as a playwright likely to land on 
Broadway, much less with such an entertaining wallop. This, after all, is a woman who wrote defiantly 
nonlinear dramas with intimidating titles (try saying ''Imperceptible Mutabilities in the Third Kingdom'' real fast 
three times), works that unfolded like allegorical nightmares. 

Jeffrey Wright and Mos Def, 2002 
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With ''Topdog,'' however, Ms. Parks demonstrates that she can shape a captivating narrative without sacrificing 
her high thematic ambitions. She even incorporates one of the more far-fetched metaphoric devices from her 
''America Play'' into ''Topdog'' -- the idea of a black man portraying Abraham Lincoln in an arcade shooting 
booth -- and gets you to accept it without blinking. 

The character here who is so improbably employed really is named Lincoln, and he is portrayed by Mr. Wright 
in what is surely the season's most intricately layered performance. 

Lincoln is a former master of three-card monte, but he has forsaken the con game for a more legitimate form of 
deception, ''dressing up like some dead white man,'' as his brother disdainfully puts it. 

This less assured younger brother, played by Mos Def, would like to become a monte master himself. He even 
has plans to change his name to Three-Card. His given name? It's Booth, which gives you some idea of Ms. 
Parks's chutzpah. 

The fatalism implicit in such nomenclature is indeed acted out in the seedy boarding-house room the brothers 
share. It has been designed by Riccardo Hernández with the bruised, brown-toned look of a faded old 
photograph, reflecting Ms. Parks's premise that everyone is a prisoner of the past. 

''Topdog'' is of course a variation of sorts on the story of Cain and Abel, a tale that has traditionally served 
American artists well in exploring the divided nature of their country, from John Steinbeck's ''East of Eden'' to 
Sam Shepard's ''True West.'' 

Ms. Parks gives the archetype her own dizzying spin. Brotherly love and hatred is translated into the terms of 
men who have known 
betrayal since their youth, 
when their parents walked 
out on them, and who will 
never be able entirely to 
trust anyone, including (and 
especially) each other. 
Implicit in their relationship 
is the idea that to live is to 
con. 

That's the central dynamic 
of ''Topdog,'' and it is 
reflected in everything from 
idle sexual boasting to truly 
murderous lies. The 
rhythms of three-card 
monte, demonstrated so 
smoothly by Lincoln and so 
ineptly by Booth, are the 
rhythms of the play. 

They infuse the evening 
with a percussive tension, and 
you hear the same cadences in 
the spiels with which each brother tries to bend the other to his will. 

Suzan-Lori Parks 
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Mr. Wright and Mos Def execute these dazzlingly written spiels with inspired shading and variety. The essence 
of the characters is in their language, a poeticized vernacular that onstage sounds entirely real. And under Mr. 
Wolfe's direction, the actors have discovered a bold matching body language: a polyglot ballet of struts and 
slumps, of jiggles and slides. 

This varied physical idiom shows up in some wonderful burlesque turns, which are given accents both diverting 
and haunting by Scott Zielinksi's fine lighting. There is Mos Def's shoplifter's striptease, during which Booth 
divests himself of layers of stolen clothing to the music of James Brown. 

Then there is the magical marvel of Mr. Wright's bringing a Lincolnesque stovepipe hat to autonomous life. 
Clothes make the man in ''Topdog'' in telling and novel ways. (The astute costume designer is Emilio Sosa.) 

At the Public, ''Topdog'' was unquestionably Mr. Wright's show. Now the fraternal fight is more evenly matched. 
Mr. Cheadle was a spirited Booth, but he was never scary in the way the character has to be if the play's 
second act is going to work. Mos Def, best known as a rap artist, finds both the delightful innocence and the 
harrowing brutality in the role of a little brother who never grew up. 

In staging ''Topdog'' for Broadway, Mr. Wolfe occasionally overdoes the comic shtick, particularly in the first 
act. But he has transformed the originally weaker second act into anxious, compelling drama. 

Mr. Wright is every bit as 
good as he was last year, 
which is to say he is superb. 
To watch his Lincoln 
impersonating Abe Lincoln 
getting shot at Ford's Theater 
is still one of the funniest and 
most disturbing bits of 
pantomime I've ever seen. 

In a sense the whole play is 
about life as a series of 
theatrical postures: some 
voluntary, some reflexive and 
some imposed by centuries of 
history. In one of the 
evening's most haunting 
sequences, Booth describes a 
regular customer at the 
arcade who ''shoots on the 
left, whispers on the right.'' 
Among the cryptic things he says: ''Does the show stop when no one's watching, or does the show go on?'' 

For Lincoln and Booth, it's always showtime. That is both their misfortune and the great good fortune of New 
York theatergoers.  

 

 

Mos Def and Jeffrey Wright, 2002 
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About the Playwright 

Named one of TIME magazineʼs “100 Innovators 
for the Next New Wave,” in 2002 Suzan-Lori Parks 
became the first African American woman to 
receive the Pulitzer Prize in Drama for her 
Broadway hit Topdog/Underdog. A MacArthur 
“Genius” Award recipient, she has also been 
awarded grants by the National Endowment for the 
Arts, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford 
Foundation, the New York State Council on the 
Arts and the New York Foundation for the Arts. 
She is recipient of a Lila-Wallace Readerʼs Digest 
Award, a CalArts/Alpert Award in the Arts (Drama) 
for 1996, a Guggenheim Foundation Grant and is 
an alumnae of Mount Holyoke College and New 
Dramatists. 

Her numerous plays include Father Comes Home 
From The Wars, The Book of Grace, 
Topdog/Underdog (2002 Pulitzer Prize), In the 
Blood (2000 Pulitzer Prize finalist), Venus (1996 
OBIE Award), The Death of the Last Black Man in 
the Whole Entire World, Fucking A, Imperceptible 
Mutabilities in the Third Kingdom (1990 OBIE 
Award for Best New American Play), and The America Play. In 2007 her 365 Plays/ 365 Days was produced in 
over 700 theaters worldwide, creating one of the largest grassroots collaborations in theater history. Her work 
is the subject of the PBS Film The Topdog Diaries. 

Her first feature-length screenplay was Girl 6 written for Spike Lee. Sheʼs also written screenplays for 
Brad Pitt, Denzel Washington, Jodi Foster and Oprah Winfrey, adapting Zora Neale Hurstonʼs classic 
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God which premiered on ABCʼs Oprah Winfrey Presents. As a film actor 
Parks has appeared in the fictional-documentary …Plus One which premiered at the Cannes Film 
Festival in 2009. 

Suzan-Loriʼs first novel Getting Motherʼs Body (Random House, 2003) is set in the west Texas of her 
youth and follows the scrappy Beede family as they embark on a riotous road trip in hopes of recovering a 
fortune of jewels – rumored to be buried with a long-dead relative. 

Her current projects include her Ray Charles musical, Unchain My Heart, scheduled to premiere on 
Broadway, an adaptation of the classic opera Porgy and Bess, which opened in January 2012 and is 
currently running on Broadway, and her innovative performance piece Watch Me Work. 

In November 2008 Suzan-Lori Parks became the first recipient of the Master Writer Chair at the Public 
Theater, and also serves as a visiting arts professor in dramatic writing at New York Universityʼs Tisch 
School of the Arts. 

Holding honorary doctorates from Brown University, among others, Suzan-Lori credits her writing teacher 
and mentor, James Baldwin, for starting her on the path of playwrighting. One of the first to recognize 
Parksʼ writing skills, Mr. Baldwin declared Parks “an astonishing and beautiful creature who may become 
one of the most valuable artists of our time.” 

 

Suzan-Lori Parks 
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Waiting for Godot 
by Samuel Beckett 
 

Chronicles of the human heart 

By playwright Conor McPherson (The Seafarer) 
The Guardian, 2006 

They've been called 'hymns to nothingness'. But Beckett's 
plays capture what it means to be alive - and that's why 
they're still inspiring.  

At one stage in his memoir, Almost a Gentleman, the great 
British playwright John Osborne lets slip his true feelings 
about his 1950s Royal Court contemporary, Samuel Beckett. 
He writes with languid derision about the "apostolic awe" 
Beckett inspired in the Royal Court's founding director, 
George Devine. "Uncle Sam had the monstrous good fortune 
of actually looking like one of his own plays, a graven icon of 
his own texts. The bristled cadaver and mountain-peak stare 
were the ultimate purifier that deified all endeavour, pity or 
hope." He goes on to say that, were Beckett's face fatter and 
less heroic-looking, "the response to that toneless voice 
might not have been so immediate". He finishes by declaring 
with barely hidden distaste - and not a little glee - that 
George Devine was unable to secure an actor to star as 
Hamm in the English-language premiere of Endgame and he 
"was reduced to having to attempt it himself ... It was brave 
but unmoving. It seemed a pretty long chew on a very 
dry prune [but] I would never have dreamed of saying 
so." 

Obviously, Osborne's view of Beckett is coloured by a natural and (from a fellow playwright's point of 
view) understandable professional wariness of another big noise on the theatre block at that time. Indeed, 
the apostolic awe Beckett still provokes in certain theatre practitioners and academics has perhaps not 
done him any great service in the eyes of his critics. Fandom of Beckett can easily tip into a kind of 
fetishism typified by theatres who never produce one Beckett play when they can mount whole festivals of 
his work (as is happening at the Barbican this month), or actors who perform so many of his plays that 
they become known, almost exclusively, as Beckett actors. But there is no denying his influence. No other 
modern playwright has inspired so many disparate types of artists and thinkers. He has influenced 
painters, sculptors, designers, film-makers, philosophers, choreographers, directors, actors, musicians 
and, of course, writers, in a way that could only have bewildered John Osborne. 

In my opinion, Beckett's plays are probably best seen in (ahem) isolation, as each one is a beautifully 
honed, determined, focused world unto itself. While seeing lots together will raise awareness of the 
similarity between the plays, it may not help us to see how distinct his best work is, even within his own 
canon. I believe that his plays will continue to echo through time because he managed to articulate a 
feeling as opposed to an idea. And that feeling is the unique human predicament of being alive and 
conscious. Of course, it's a very complicated feeling (and it's a complicated idea), but he makes it look 
simple because his great genius, along with his incomparable literary power, was the precision and clarity 
he brought to bear in depicting the human condition itself. That he did it with great warmth, humour and 
moments of deep sadness, which are some of the most moving one could experience in the theatre, also 
speaks of his craft as a monumental playwright. 

Samuel Beckett 
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Any perusal of his plays must begin with Waiting for Godot (1952). This play has taken on, and will 
continue to have, a resonance similar to some of Shakespeare's greatest plays. Even people who have 
never seen it will have some idea of what it is like. In a bare, bleak landscape, two seemingly homeless 
old men, Vladimir and Estragon, attempt to pass the time while they wait for someone called Godot. The 
play spans two days (or two evenings really) and during both they experience oppressive boredom, 
random violence, unfruitful spiritual contemplation, real friendship, uneasy co-dependence, profound 
longing and, ultimately, a deep, crushing uncertainty. They have problems remembering the day before. 
They don't know whether to leave or keep waiting. There is no resolution in the traditional sense. But it's 
really a revolutionary play because it takes the human mind itself as its subject matter and brilliantly 
dramatises it by splitting it in two. 

Vladimir and Estragon speak to each other in the anxious, cajoling way human beings speak to 
themselves in their private moments. Fears are expressed and dismissed only to be unhelpfully reiterated 
in slightly different ways. Their feelings of love and hatred for each other jostle and even combine in the 
same impossible, tiny moment. 

Psychologists suggest that the difference between productive thinking and worrying is that productive 
thinking flows; it moves forward to some kind of conclusion or sense of resolve. Worrying is just the same 
few unsettling thoughts going round and round like an annoying tune. This is how Vladimir and Estragon 
communicate, and how they dramatise the subjective experience itself. Their quarrels and musings often 
conjoin to form a kind of inclusive flow, as though they share one mind, but it always ends in 
dissatisfaction. For example, near the beginning of act two, when they nervously talk about "all the dead 
voices": 

Vladimir: What do they say? 

Estragon: They talk about their lives. 

Vladimir: To have lived is not enough for them. 

Estragon: They have to talk about it. 

Vladimir: To be dead is not enough for them. 

Estragon: It is not sufficient. 

(Silence) 

Vladimir: They make a noise like feathers. 

Estragon: Like leaves. 

Vladimir: Like ashes. 

Estragon: Like leaves. 

(Long silence) 

Vladimir: Say something! 

Estragon: I'm trying. 

Without a third party to become a benchmark for their wandering speculations, they are doomed to 
encircle the same futile topics for ever - and they don't like it. They are waiting for Godot but they are also 
contemplating suicide. Like Hamlet, they are even powerless to end their lives as they suspect it may only 
deliver them into another, perhaps even more painful existence. 

Waiting for Godot, like Hamlet, is a benchmark in world literature because, in an entirely new way, it 
presents the anxious, modern, divided self as it witnesses the wanton cruelty of existence, unable to 
understand it, yet condemned to live it. It is the logical and emotional conclusion to the Cartesian 
foundation of our contemporary western world: "I think therefore I am." With the existence of thought itself 
as our only constant, no higher being or deity can adjudicate for the modern rational mind. 
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Considering that Beckett began writing plays in the aftermath of the horrific genocide of the second world 
war, a war in which he fought alongside the French resistance, it is a testament to his character that the 
plays, while skating on the thin ice of our mortality, can be so funny. Godot is full of verbal jokes and 
visual slapstick routines based upon - what else? - confusion and misunderstanding. While he opens the 
wound of the post-religious mind, at the same time he pours a salve of blessed warmth made possible 
only through the communal act of public presentation and laughter. The very experience of enjoying and 
understanding the play becomes its optimistic message, as opposed to anything glibly uttered by a 
character on the stage. 

 
 

 

 

Nathan Lane and Bill Irwin in the Roundabout Theater production, 2009 
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The Whipping Man 
by Matthew Lopez 
 
Writing the Play His Curiosity Led Him To 

By Felicia R. Lee  
The New York Times, 2011 

MATTHEW LOPEZ is ready for the question but continues 
to refine the answer. How did he, a self-described “foxhole 
Episcopalian” from the Florida Panhandle, the son of a 
Puerto Rican father and a Polish-Russian mother, come to 
write a play about a Jewish Confederate soldier and two 
former slaves raised as Jews who, in the charred wreck of 
a Virginia home after the Civil War, celebrate Passover  
together? 

His parents, both teachers, and his younger brother “were 
a bunch of Civil War buffs,” Mr. Lopez, 33, offered. And as 
a gay man, bullied as a child and closeted until college, he 
is familiar with the pain of being an outsider, which helps 
when probing issues of self-definition and discrimination. 
The three characters at the center of his play, “The 
Whipping Man,” must figure out who they are now and 
what theyʼll do next, with the Civil War just ended and 
definitions of freedom and servitude being rewritten before 
their eyes. 

Still, Mr. Lopez said: “I donʼt know if you need to belong to 
a certain group to tell a story. If you did, I would only write 
about gay Puerto Rican guys who live in Park Slope and 
have an obsession with stinky cheese.” 

He added, more seriously, “We as Americans have to take responsibility for our past, even if most of us in 
the country today are not descendants of slaveholders.” 

“The Whipping Man,” a Manhattan Theater Club production that is Mr. Lopezʼs New York debut as a 
playwright, earned strong reviews during stops at four regional theaters. (“My graduate school,” said Mr. 
Lopez, who has no formal training as a playwright and holds an undergraduate degree in theater 
performance from the University of South Florida in Tampa.) 

Ebullient, fast talking, baby faced and seemingly guileless, he spoke between rehearsals at City Center, 
where his play has been in previews since Jan. 13. (It opens Feb. 1.) Doug Hughes (“Doubt”), a Tony 
Award winner, is the director, and the Emmy Award-winning actor Andre Braugher (“Men of a Certain 
Age,” “Homicide: Life on the Streets”) stars as the older of the slaves, a paternal, wise and devout man 
named Simon. 

Aided by nerve and whiskey in an intense early scene, Simon amputates the leg of Caleb DeLeon (Jay 
Wilkison), the bitter and disillusioned scion of the family that owned him. Assisting Simon is another 
former slave, John (Andre Holland), who is smart, frustrated and bursting with dreams. Set over three 
days in 1865, the play puts these men together in the Richmond town house of the DeLeon family as the 
three plot their survival in a time of scarcity and ponder the past and future now that a way of life has 
vanished. 

“Itʼs an extraordinary story,” Mr. Braugher said. Yet while its particulars seem highly unusual, he said, “I 
donʼt see Simon as far from anyone living today, as a father,” noting the characterʼs sense of 
responsibility to his wife and daughter, as well as to the DeLeon family. 

Matthew Lopez  
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Mr. Lopez came to New York in 2000 to try acting (“I was not very good”) and ended up focusing on 
writing, another love. After watching films like “Glory,” about a regiment of black troops during the Civil 
War, he said he became fascinated with the question of how a person could be a slave for most of his life 
and then suddenly be free. “Before and after, there is no clean break,” he said. “How do you make that 
psychological change?” 

Itʼs not just a matter for the history books. “One of my characters says, ʻWhat do I do now?ʼ ” Mr. Lopez 
said. “I think thatʼs a really important question. You can compare it to any great calamity. That question 
was asked after the Rwandan genocide, Iʼm sure. It was asked after the Holocaust. That question was 
asked after 9/11.” 

Parallels between Jews and African-Americans came to Mr. Lopez as he did research for his idea of a 
play set in the crucial month of April 1865, when the Civil War ended and Lincoln was assassinated. 
While reading scholarly books and the autobiography of Frederick Douglass, he stumbled upon a casual 
reference to the fact that in 1865 the Passover observance began the day after Robert E. Leeʼs surrender 
at Appomattox. 

“It was this eureka moment,” Mr. Lopez said. “As these slaves were being freed in the American South, 
there was this ancient observance of the Exodus story.” 

After Manhattan Theater Club took on the play, it turned to Jonathan D. Sarna, a professor of American 
Jewish history at Brandeis University, to authenticate some details. 

There were about 50,000 Jews in the South on the eve of the Civil War, “and those who could afford to do 
so owned slaves; that was the Southern way,” Mr. Sarna said in a e-mail message. Most Jews were 
recent immigrants, he added, and only a tiny number owned plantations. 

The notion of slaves like John and Simon being raised as Jews is not without historical precedent. At 
least one Southern synagogue limited membership to whites in its constitution, Mr. Sarna said, implying 
the existence of nonwhite Jews. Some slaves converted to Judaism, he said, most commonly if they were 
the product of liaisons between a Jewish master and a slave. 

The first incarnation of “The Whipping Man” was a 20-minute play called “The Soldier and the Slave.” 
Stealing writing time between office jobs to support himself, Mr. Lopez sent it off with some other work to 
Cheryl Katz, the director of play development at Luna Stage, then in Montclair, N.J. She was immediately 
smitten with the Civil War drama. 

“I saw that Matthew had a terrific ear for dialogue and the rhythm of the way people speak,” said Ms. 
Katz, who worked closely as a dramaturge with Mr. Lopez to hone the story structure and characters. 
“Heʼs got the whole package. He has an innate talent, his characters are vibrant; they jump off the page.” 

Developed over two years with public and in-house readings and many rewrites — the character of John 
was added along the way — “The Whipping Man” had its world premiere at Luna Stage in April 2006. 
Since then it has been done by Penumbra Theater Company in St. Paul, which specializes in African-
American-theme material; Barrington Stage Company in Pittsfield, Mass.; and the Old Globe Theater in 
San Diego. 

It remains Mr. Lopezʼs only play produced by a professional theater company but has made him a hot 
property. He holds commissions from the Roundabout Theater Companyand the Old Globe, and is a New 
York Theater Workshop playwriting fellow. Heʼs working now on another play that looks at history through 
the prism of outsiders: “Tio Pepe,” about a Puerto Rican family, some of them actors, whose Upper West 
Side home is torn down to make way for the construction of Lincoln Center in the 1960s. Itʼs a story 
loosely based on his fatherʼs family — artists who have to leave their home, he said, “so a temple to 
artists can be built.” 

As Mr. Lopez rushed off to observe actors bringing “Whipping Man” to life, he took a moment to revel in 
how things had come together for him. He has a partner; he is writing; he is being produced in New York. 
New York! “If youʼre lucky,” he said, “you learn to find a place for yourself. Iʼve learned how not to feel like 
an outsider.
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Intimately personal. Emotionally powerful. Thoughtfully engrossing. Lose yourself at MTC. 

Co-production with Encore Theatre Company 
CIRCLE MIRROR TRANSFORMATION 
By Annie Baker | August 2–26 

“Absorbing, unblinking and sharply funny” – The New York Times 
In the small college town of Shirley, Vermont, four strangers and their teacher learn more about themselves than 
they do about acting during a six-week adult Creative Drama class. Winner of the 2010 Obie Award for Best New 
American Play and listed among top ten plays of 2009 by The New Yorker, The New York Times and Time Out New 
York | Regional Premiere 

 
TOPDOG/UNDERDOG 
By Suzan-Lori Parks | September 27–October 21 

“Thrilling comic drama... vibrates with the clamor of big ideas, audaciously and exuberantly expressed... a deeply 
theatrical experience” – The New York Times 
Lincoln and Booth are brothers shackled, ensnared in a dangerous sparring match fueled by their poverty, race, 
family history and, prophetically, their very given names. Winner of the 2002 Pulitzer Prize for Drama 
 
IT'S A WONDERFUL LIFE: A LIVE RADIO PLAY 
Adapted by Joe Landry | November 23–December 16 

“Magical... brilliant, eminently enjoyable.” –  The Boston Globe 
Step back in time to become the live studio audience for a radio broadcast of this American holiday favorite. True to 
Frank Capra's 1946 cinematic classic, everyman George Bailey must learn that “no man is a failure who has friends” 
(and a little divine intervention). “One of the best holiday shows around… fresh and inventive” – Chicago Sun-
Times | Perfect for the whole family 

 
WAITING FOR GODOT 
By Samuel Beckett | January 24–February 17 

“This greatest of 20th-century plays is also entertainment of a high order” – The New York Times 
“Humorous, deeply human, methodical yet mellifluous” – The Press 
Didi and Gogo dally by the side of the road, expecting the imminent arrival of another man. They've asked this man 
for nothing definite, but eagerly anticipate his reply. Though, they admit, they don't know him well and won't even 
recognize him when they see him. Yet, they wait. They wait for Godot. Voted most significant English language play 
of the 20th century by 800 playwrights, actors, directors and journalists in poll by the Royal National Theatre 
 
Co-production with Virginia Stage Company 
THE WHIPPING MAN 
By Matthew Lopez | March 28–April 21 

“Suspenseful, searing... The Whipping Man is hard to shake from one's mind” – The Jewish Week 
To mark Passover, two emancipated slaves share an improvised Seder with their former ownerʼs son, who has been 
wounded during the final days of the Civil War. They discover that, though they are no longer tied by ownership, they 
remain tied by faith, history and explosive secrets. Winner of the 2011 John Gassner Playwriting Award by the New 
York Outer Critics Circle | Regional Premiere 

 
THE BEAUTY QUEEN OF LEENANE 
By Martin McDonagh | May 23–June 16 

“Perhaps the best Irish play of the last 20 years” – Chicago Tribune 
“Gloriously funny... wickedly amusing... an unalloyed delight” – The Telegraph 
Middle-aged, unmarried and embittered, Maureen is locked in a stalemate with her elderly mother Mag, who is as 
selfish as she is manipulative. Their simmering relationship will boil over when Maureen takes a lover and finds hope 
for escape. Winner of the 1998 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Play, Drama League Award for Best Play and 
Outer Critics Circle Award for Outstanding Broadway Play  
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Overview 

Reading a play can be a difficult task, for 
students and even for actors, directors, 
and designers. Plays arenʼt meant to be 
read – this may seem obvious, but itʼs 
worth noting that the script itself is just 
one aspect of what makes a play worthy 
of study. A novel is complete when an 
individual reader picks it up and enters 
the imaginary world created by the words 
on the page. A play is only complete in 
performance, with the designers and the 
actors and the audience all creating the 
imaginary world together. The sounds of 
the vowels and consonants can carry as 
much meaning as the words themselves. 
Images created from light and fabric and actorsʼ bodies can have an impact far beyond what might be 
apparent on the page. A silence between two actors – indicated in the script only by the word “pause” – 
can be devastating, or terrifying, or transcendent. 

All this makes the teaching of a play very different from the teaching of a novel. Teachers may find – as 
we have – that encouraging students to read the whole script, on their own or even aloud in the 
classroom, can make for a less fulfilling experience than focusing on individual scenes and moments, and 
on the choices made in preparing for a theatrical performance.  

The exercises we suggest here are designed to give students the opportunity to engage with the play as a 
play, the same way that directors and designers and actors do in preparing for a production. We 
encourage teachers to use these exercises even in English and History classes, even with students who 
may not be interested in being theatrical artists themselves. We invite teachers to gauge their studentsʼ 
success by the degree to which they engage with this type of exercise rather than their ability to recall 
specifics of the plot. 

Many of these exercises require a bit of space to move around in; we encourage you to move the desks 
to the sides of the room and spread out on the floor! 

 

The Story 

This exercise is designed to quickly familiarize students with the fundamental narrative of the play, while 
also engaging their sense of visual storytelling and providing a welcoming initial experience of working 
together and performing in front of the group. 

Divide the class into groups of between three and eight students each. Assign one scene from the play, or 
one paragraph from a synopsis to each group. Smaller classes may need to assign more than one scene 
to each group, larger classes might have multiple groups working with the same scene. 

Each group uses their bodies to create a series of tableaus – frozen images – that tell the story of their 
scene. Four or five tableaus per scene or paragraph is a good rough guide. Individual students in each 
group might play individual characters, with other students creating the environment. Encourage students 
to remove bulky jackets and hats so that they can really use their bodies to tell the story. 

Groups can work simultaneously in different areas of the classroom while the teacher roams from group 
to group, offering encouragement and advice. Groups should practice holding their tableaus as one 
student narrates, perhaps by reading the appropriate section of the Synopsis aloud. 

MTC Teen Advisory Board members 
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After perhaps five or ten minutes, each group should have worked out their tableaus. Give the class a 
warning that they have one more minute to “rehearse” their tableaus, moving seamlessly from one to the 
next without talking and holding frozen in each tableau for a long moment. 

Have the students create an audience area and a stage area in the classroom, with the audience either 
sitting on the floor or returning to their desks. Moving through the play in order, each group “performs” 
their tableaus, first with narration and then in silence. 

Discuss: What techniques did each group use to create a tableau that communicated the essential 
information of the scene? Which techniques were particularly effective? What was easy or difficult about 
this assignment? What questions did this exercise bring up about the play itself? How did seeing other 
groupsʼ tableaus change or deepen your understanding of the play?  

More: If this exercise goes well, a great next step would be to have each group create five tableaus that 
tell the story of the whole play. Afterwards, discuss which five moments each group chose to bring to life 
and why.  

 

Interviews 

This exercise works best after the students 
have at least some familiarity with the play and 
the characters. If youʼd like to do this exercise 
before the students see the production or read 
the play in full, you might consider spreading it 
out over a couple of days or assigning parts of 
it as homework. 

Break the students out into pairs, so that each 
student has a partner. Assign a character from 
the play to each student (large classes will end 
up with multiple students having the same 
character, but partners should have different 
characters).  

Partners take turns interviewing each other as 
their characters. The student conducting the 
interview can pretend to be a television or 
newspaper reporter, or could conduct the 
interview as their own character. Encourage 
interviewers to gather background information 
about the character, to ask probing questions 
about the circumstances of the play, and to ask 
about the characterʼs long-term goals and 
dreams. Encourage the interviewees to come up 
with answers that are consistent with the text of the play – they should use their imaginations when the 
questions go to an area the play never explains, but they shouldnʼt contradict anything in the play. 

Afterwards, students present the results of the interview to the rest of the class —introducing each othersʼ 
characters. Another option is to create an audience and a playing area, and have the students conduct 
live improvised interviews in front of the class. 

 

Lines 

Assign each character in the play to one student in the class. If there are more students than characters, 
you can include other people mentioned in the play who donʼt actually appear as characters. Any 
additional students can form an audience. 

MTC Teen Drama production of Freak 
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Have the students stand in line, each as one character. Then tell them to rearrange their places in line so 
that the most brave character is on one end, and the least brave is on the other end — the whole class 
can help decide who goes where. Then repeat with other mosts and leasts: 

  good  wealthy  strong  powerful         intelligent 

...or make up your own, choosing concepts that are relevant to the play. Discuss any ideas or surprises 
that this exercise brought up. 

 

Performing A Scene 

Assign a scene from the play to a group of three to six students. Each group could have a different scene, 
though it would also be interesting to have multiple groups performing the same scene.  

Each student should make the following choices before performing the scene (each of these could be its 
own exercise as well, with students taking time to try out different choices): 

• What makes your characterʼs physicality different from your own? How does this 
character stand and walk? 

• What makes your characterʼs voice different from your own? How does this 
character sound? 

• What is your character trying to get from the other characters in the scene? What is 
your character trying to make the other characters do, feel, or understand? (This is 
what actors mean when they talk about their “objective” or their “motivation”). 

• What is the turning point of the scene for your character? Why? 

Itʼs not necessary to memorize the lines (though some students may choose to do so) – students can 
rehearse and perform script-in-hand. 

 

Designing the Set 

Individually or in groups (perhaps the same groups from the Performing a Scene exercise) create a 
collage of images that relate to the play. You can create one collage thatʼs just about the physical world of 
the play, with images of the kind of scenery you imagine the characters inhabiting. Another collage might 
be just about colors, evoking the feelings of the play. Another might be about a specific character or 
moment. 

Design a set for the play, drawing inspiration from the collage. What scenic elements are necessary? 
What furniture? Decide if you want your play to happen in a traditional proscenium theatre, or in a theatre 
with a thrust (the audience sits on three sides of the stage), or in the round. Draw a groundplan (a birdʼs-
eye-view map of the stage) as if you had an unlimited budget. Draw another groundplan that works in 
your classroom with the materials you have on hand, or in your school theatre. 

Send your designs to MTC – weʼll post our favorites on our Facebook page. 

 

Play Review Worksheet 

Make a copy of the attached Play Review Worksheet to each student in the class. Go over the questions 
in class before attending the performance, then have each student fill out the sheet immediately after 
seeing the show. Feel free to add your own questions. Discuss the studentsʼ responses in class. 
Encourage them to think and talk about the choices made by the playwright, director, designers, and 
actors – as opposed to simply whether or not they liked it.
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Name:        School:       Grade:   

Title of Play:        Playwright:      

 
The Story 

What is this play about?            

How does the story begin?           

               

How does the story end?            

               

Who do you think is the main character?          

What does this character want most?          

What gets in the way of the character getting what he or she wants?      

               

How does this character change over the course of the play? What lesson does this character learn? 

               

               

 
The Production 

Describe one aspect of the design of the production – the set, the lighting, the costumes, or the sound. In 
what ways was it realistic? In what ways was it not realistic? In what ways was it surprising? How did this 
design element help tell the story? How did it make you feel? 

               

               

               

               

               

Pick one actor and critique his or her performance. What choice did this actor make that you agreed with? 
What choice did you disagree with? Donʼt just say “It was good” or “I liked it” – talk about the choices. 

               

               

               

               

               
    
    use the back or another page if you need more room!  
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The Audience 

A quick guide to theatre etiquette 

When you are in the audience for a play, youʼre not just 
watching and listening – you are an important part of the show. 
This may seem obvious, but the actors on stage are right there 
in the same room as you. They can hear every noise the 
audience makes: laughter, whispers, gasps, coughs, and 
candy wrappers. Actors can sense whether the audience is 
caught up in the play, whether theyʼre bored, and even what 
kind of sense of humor this particular audience has. And 
hereʼs the exciting part – actors change their performances 
from day to day to fit what kind of audience is in the theatre. 

 

Here are a few tips on how to be a good audience, and how to get a great performance from the actors: 

 

Respond honestly to what happens onstage. Itʼs 
always okay to laugh if something is funny – it lets 
the actors know that the audience gets the joke! 

 

Be absolutely sure that your cellphone is 
turned off. A ringing cellphone distracts the 
audience as well as the actors. Also, the light 
from your cellphone screen is almost as 
distracting as the sound of the ringer – no texting, 
no checking the time on your phone. 

 

If a play is longer than about an hour and a half, 
there will usually be an intermission – a ten-
minute break for you to use the restroom and get 
a snack or a drink of water. Be sure to use the 
restroom and get a drink of water before the play 
begins. If you use your cellphone during 
intermission, remember to turn it off when you 
return to the theatre. 

 

Wait until intermission or the end of the show to 
talk with your friends. Talking during a 
performance, even in whispers, is very distracting. 

 

Itʼs not okay to take photos or video inside the 
theatre. 

 

Be respectful of the space; keep your feet off 
the seats and the edge of the stage. 

The program (sometimes called the playbill) 
contains lots of information about the production. 
It will always list the names of the actors and the 
characters they are playing, as well as the 
playwright, director, the stage manager, the 
designers, and everyone else who worked on the 
play – sometimes this can be a whole lot of 
people! Most programs will also include 
biographies of all these people, as well as 
information about the play and the world in which 
it takes place. Look at the program before the 
play and during intermission; it can be distracting 
for the people around you if you read the program 
while the play is being performed. 

 

At the end of the play, the actors will return to the 
stage to take a bow (this is called the curtain 
call). This is your chance to thank them for their 
performance with your applause. If you 
particularly liked a certain actor, it is appropriate 
to cheer. If you loved the show, you can let 
everyone know by giving the actors a standing 
ovation! 

 
Itʼs worth repeating: please be sure your 
cellphone is turned off and stays off. The 
actors and everyone in the audience appreciate it. 

MTC Teen Camp production of 13 
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For students and families, for teachers and schools, 
and for our community, MTCʼs Education programs 
open up a world of excitement and enjoyment with 
professional theatre for people of all ages. Want to join 
the fun? Visit www.marintheatre.org or email Josh 
Costello, the Director of Education, at 
josh@marintheatre.org. 
 
MTC in the Schools 
Bring a professional teaching artist from Marin Theatre 
Company into your school! We will create a customized 
drama program that fits your community — a one-time 
workshop, weekly drama classes, or as an addition to 
the classroom curriculum. Contact us for pricing options 
and more information. 
 
Marin Young Playwrights Festival 
The Marin Young Playwrights Festival (MYPF) celebrates the work of teen playwrights and encourages a 
focus on playwriting in Bay Area high schools. Eight finalist plays will be performed by teens in an event at 
MTC each February. The play selected as the MYPF winner will receive a staged reading with professional 
actors, open to the public at MTC. The submission deadline is in November. 
 
School Tour for Elementary Schools: February/March 2013 
MTCʼs 2013 School Tour production will be Eureka!, written by acclaimed Bay Area playwright Lauren 
Gunderson. This play is a celebration of science. We are now accepting bookings for 2013. 

 
Summer Camp 
MTCʼs Summer Theatre Camp is a full-day training program for students in grades 2-8, culminating in fully 
produced performances. Quality theatre training during the morning and rehearsals during the afternoon. 
Students engage their imaginations, study their craft, and work together to put on a production. Classes 
include improvisation, musical theatre, dance, playwriting, and acting techniques. Final performances are fully 
produced with costumes, lights, and sets. Scholarships are available. 
 
Teen Advisory Board 
Marin Theatre Companyʼs Teen Advisory Board is a group of passionate and dedicated high school students 
who serve as ambassadors between MTC and the teen community in Marin County. Teen Board members 
help plan MTCʼs Summer Camps; produce the Marin Young Playwrights Festival; observe rehearsals for MTC 
mainstage productions; participate in discussions with MTC designers, actors, and directors; attend monthly 
meetings; and receive free tickets to MTC productions. 
 
Internships 
MTCʼs internship program is designed to provide experience and preparation for beginning a career in the 
professional theatre. Interns work closely with members of MTCʼs artistic and administrative staff, attending 
departmental meetings, interacting with patrons, and taking on real responsibilities in connection with MTCʼs 
programs and productions. In addition, interns participate in special workshops and seminars and attend 
theatrical performances around the Bay Area.  
 
Visit www.marintheatre.org for more information about these and all our programs. 

ANANSI THE SPIDER, 2012 School Tour production 
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Mission Statement 

Marin Theatre Company is a professional regional theatre 
committed to producing high quality live theatre designed to 
engage, entertain, challenge and educate our audiences, thereby 
enriching the cultural life of our community. We provide a forum 
for contemporary, classic and emerging playwrights and, through 
our Expanded Programs forum, an environment that introduces 
people of all ages to the transformative power of theatre. 

 

 

 

History 

Marin Theatre Company was founded by Sali Lieberman and then Mill Valley Mayor Al White in 1966 
as the Mill Valley Center for the Performing Arts (MVCPA), providing a diverse range of cultural 
programming — from theatre to poetry to film — for the local community. Over the years, theatre 
became the MVCPAʼs main activity, with twenty consecutive seasons produced at the Mill Valley Golf 
Club. 

In 1984, the MVCPA was renamed the Marin Theatre Company, in recognition of the companyʼs 
growing role as the preeminent regional theatre in Marin County and the construction of the companyʼs 
new two theatre home on Miller Avenue. Today, MTCʼs central activity is a five-play main stage season 
of classic and contemporary plays, running a combined 185+ performances and serving close to 

40,000 patrons from throughout the San 
Francisco Bay Area and beyond. 

The main stage season is complemented by 
Nu Werkz, a staged reading series presented 
on four weekends in the Studio Theatre each 
season; and MTCʼs Expanded Programs. 

In the past fifteen years, Marin Theatre 
Company has grown from an annual budget 
of $800,000 to over $2 million, emerging as 
one of the Bay Areaʼs leading professional 
theatres, home to numerous local directors, 
designers, and actors of the highest caliber. 

 

 

Equivocation, 2010 

MTC entrance and patio 
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2012/13 Student Matinee Ticket Hold Request Form 

to request tickets online, visit marintheatre.org and click on “Education” then “Educators” 

 

School or Organization:            

Contact Name:       Title or Subject:     

Contact Email:       Contact Phone:     

Mailing Address:             

Studentsʼ Grade Level(s):    
 

PLEASE NOTE: 
This form is a request to hold a certain number of tickets to a certain performance for your school. Pricing, including 
free and discounted ticket availability, will be announced soon. Returning this form or filling out the online form 
immediately is the best way to ensure that your school will be able to participate in this program. Returning 
this form does not guarantee tickets or discounts – you will be contacted for confirmation. 

 
Topdog/Underdog 
Lincoln and Booth are brothers shackled, ensnared in a dangerous sparring match fueled by their poverty, race, family 
history and, prophetically, their very given names. Winner of the 2002 Pulitzer Prize for Drama 
o Thursday, October 4, 2012 11am # of tickets (including students and adults):   

 
Waiting for Godot 
Didi and Gogo dally by the side of the road, expecting the imminent arrival of another man. They've asked this man for 
nothing definite, but eagerly anticipate his reply. Though, they admit, they don't know him well and won't even 
recognize him when they see him. Yet, they wait. They wait for Godot. Voted most significant English language play of 
the 20th century by 800 playwrights, actors, directors and journalists in poll by the Royal National Theatre. 

o Thursday, January 31, 2013 11am # of tickets (including students and adults):   
o Tuesday, February 5, 2013 11am # of tickets (including students and adults):   

 
The Whipping Man 
To mark Passover, two emancipated slaves share an improvised Seder with their former ownerʼs son, who has been 
wounded during the final days of the Civil War. They discover that, though they are no longer tied by ownership, they 
remain tied by faith, history and explosive secrets. Winner of the 2011 John Gassner Playwriting Award by the New 
York Outer Critics Circle | Regional Premiere 

o Thursday, April 4, 2013 11am  # of tickets (including students and adults):   
o Tuesday, April 16, 2013 11am  # of tickets (including students and adults):   

 

 Please return to Marin Theatre Company | 397 Miller Ave., Mill Valley CA 94941 | Fax: 415.388.0768  


