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Discussion Series

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests.  
A different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time.  The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library.  These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage.  Page to Stage 
occurs at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch.  
Feel free to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the 
process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work.  
Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.



Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of  hundreds of  individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

The Davis Family Foundation

George & Cheryl Higgins

Our Education Media partner  is

Funded in part by a grant from our Educational Partner, the 
Maine Arts Commission, an independent state agency 
supported by the National Endowment for the Arts.
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Thoughts from the Editors:
Who would you want to track down?

Who would I pursue? That’s difficult because most of  the people I can think of  
already have many pursuers and, of  course, I would want to be special. And honestly 
what would I say to Beyoncé? “Hey girl, I love your music and you’re my favorite 
person!” She’d be like “Cool . . . never heard that one before.” Which is why I think 
picking someone who I simultaneously detest and am fascinated by would be all too 
fulfilling. 

That is why I CHOOSE YOU L. Ron Hubbard, the infamous creator and former 
leader of  Scientology. I am not a scientologist, but I am fascinated by anything that  
approaches the level of  “cult-like activity.” I would have a lot of  questions for him 
but the number one would be, “I would love to learn more about the specifics of  the 
Galactic Confederacy and would you please enlighten me on all the thetans that are 
overtaking my body right now?” I think it would be a lovely conversation.

If  I were to pursue an artist with the same dogged passion and relentlessness as 
Saquiel, that artist would have to be Sophie Treadwell. Her incredible career as a 
woman in journalism was groundbreaking on its on, not to mention her revolutionary 
innovations as a playwright. Her 1928 classic Machinal aestheticizes the subjugation 
of  women, and extrapolates the experience to every corner of  the play’s world. 
Massive gears, emblematic of  the mechanical and formulaic expectations of  girls, 
line the set. Staccato, clinical language underscores the way women can experience 
objectification in patronizing conversation. These are two amongst a myriad of  
techniques that has left me obsessed with Treadwell since the first time I read her. 
And the crying shame of  it is that she pioneered this marriage of  the message and 
medium, as well as tactics of  alienation, long before Bertolt Brecht. As her play 
would suggest, she is not given credit at all. If  I had the chance, I would adore being 
able to sit down with her and let her know that many of  us fight to ensure she is 
not lost to history, and that her pressing messages are tragically just as applicable in 
todays world as they were in the time she was writing.

I strongly believe in respecting other people’s privacy, including that of  famous 
people, and so I would not attempt to track someone down who didn’t want to be 
found. That said, if  I found myself  in conversation with the playwright Sarah Ruhl 
(or any other writer I admire), this is what I would ask: “As a writer, you necessarily 
draw from your own reflections, dreams, and experiences of  the world; and your 
work requires a certain amount of  solitude. At the same time, it’s impossible to 
retreat from the world completely, and important to remain aware of  the issues and 
events of  your time. So how do you find a balance between internal and external 
sources of  inspiration? How do you engage with the world of  Twitter and 24-hour 
news cycles so that it feeds your work, rather than becoming a distraction or an 
obstacle to writing?”
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A woman who died too soon and possesed more stage presence than most can 
ever hope to muster was Maria Callas. The Greek-American soprano conquered 
Opera on a global scale in the 1940s and 50s. She was known for performing 
classic roles like Mimi in La Bohème, and the title characters of  Tosca, Medea, and 
Carmen. I’ve been hopelessly obsessed with her and her stellar voice for a number 
of  years. Though she is no longer with us, if  I could summon her up and speak 
to her, I’d ask her the following: What is it about opera that you connect with? I 
ask this because opera is so interesting considering its place in the fine arts. It’s 
extravagent, hard to do well, and often, over the top. So why did you want to, and 
what about it did you feel personally attuned to in the transcendent way that you 
did?

Interestingly enough, I found this question to be a lot harder to answer than I 
thought it would be. I’ve always found myself  to be a pretty big fan of  Leonardo 
DiCaprio. He’s a great actor, no doubt. However, as a celebrity, his involvement in 
the fight against climate change has always been fascinating to me. The “serious 
me” would probably ask DiCaprio if  he’d still be as active in that movement if  
he had never become wealthy and famous, especially after recently being asked to 
resign from his role as a U.N. Messenger of  Peace in climate change. DiCaprio is 
also accused of  receiving a large amount of  money for his movie The Wolf  of  Wall 
Street from 1MDB, a Malaysian development company. The money he received 
was allegedly stolen Malaysian money. This matters because Malaysia currently 
faces severe climate issues such as deforestation brought about by 1MDB 
corruption, which the DiCaprio Foundation supposedly fights back against. My 

not-so-serious side would probably ask him how it felt to win an Oscar after years 
of  jokes, puns, and memes.
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Focus Questions
1. Think of  a time when you really wanted something. What did you do to get what you wanted? How far 
would you go?

2. Think about the title of  the play. What does “sotto voce” mean? (If  you are unsure, look it up) In what 
contexts does this phrase usually appear? Does this title hold any clues to what the play might be about? Does 
it make you want to know more?

3. Sotto Voce is a show that challenges a director to create a world that lives through technology but has an 
absence of  it in the production. How do you think technology (cell phones, televisions, computers, etc.) could 
be incorporated into a production without actually being on a stage?

4. If  you could visit any country to study something that you’re passionate about, where would you go? What 
would you want to learn about on your journey?

5. Think of  a book, play, or movie you have encountered that depicts a tragic historical event. Why do you 
think the author chose to depict the event the way they did? Do you think it is important to depict the dark 
times in history through art?

6. Can you think of  a time that you decided to do something even though it seemed scary? What was 
intimidating about it? What finally helped you overcome your fear?

Passengers of the Ms st. Louis
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Sotto Voce premiered February 15, 2014, at the Theater 
for New City, in New York. Sotto Voce: soft voice. 
This beautiful rumination on the power of  memory 
and human connection transports us to the perilous 
streets of  Nazi Germany, across the ocean amidst 
the trepidatiously freeing atmosphere of  the MS St. 
Louis, to the warm port of  Havana speckled with 
pastels, all while staying in the ornate present-day New 
York home of  a retired author. As an audience, we’re 
invited into the world by the relentlessly curious and 
confident, not to mention suave, Saquiel, a Cuban 
student pursing his favorite writer, Bemadette Kahn. 
Bemadette, a gentile survivor of  the Nazi regime, 
initially has no patience for what she understands 
as the impertinent persistence of  a young man and 
the external agitations of  his studies. However, after 
relentless emails, telephone calls, and letters, she 
learns that Saquiel possesses letters she wrote to 
her lost Jewish lover. From there, her housekeeper, 
Lucila, insists she must befriend this young man and 
an unlikely relationship unfolds between the twenty-
eight-year-old writer and the eighty-year-old woman 
trapped within her home for fear of  the outside 
world. 

In their reality, all of  their communications remain 
constrained by screen and telephone, but for us, 
playwright Nilo Cruz dissolves the artificial boundary 
of  technology so we may appreciate the depth of  
connections that can form despite it. Indeed, we 
rarely even see the telephones and computers that 
make their friendship possible, only the emotion 
of  their conversations. As they imagine strolling 
together through Central Park, we see them strolling. 
As Bemadette escapes the confines of  her apartment 
through the magic of  visceral connection, her 
apartment dissolves and becomes little islands in the 
ocean of  her memory, an ocean like the ocean that 
separates Saquiel, Lucila, and Bemadette from their 
homes.

As Bemadette revisits her youth through Saquiel 
and his resemblance to the lover of  her youth, a 
youth she had blocked for fear of  the horrors that 
encompassed it, Saquiel and Lucila bond as well. 

Lucila is instrumental in ensuring the two connect 
initially, and they form a bond born of  knowing 
Bemadette and a sense of  latinx solidarity. As the play 
develops, Bemadette, Lucila, and Saquiel all become 
closer and closer. Inspired, Bemadette begins writing 
again, and Lucila starts her life anew after divorcing 
her husband. Eventually, Saquiel must return to 
Cuba, and Bemedette and Lucila must grapple with 
how to live out the rest of  their lives. 

Photo of JaMes Cusati-Moyer* (saquieL) and

 anita Petry* (LuCiLa) in rehearsaL for 
Sotto Voce.

* denotes MeMber of aCtors equity assoCiation

CarMen roMan* (beMadette)

About the PlAy
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Interview with the Director
PlayNotes: What excites you most about Sotto Voce?

Liz Diamond: I love the poetry of  the language, 
which is so musical and invites inventive physicality. 
I also love the challenge that the play presents to 
the artists working on it in that these conversations 
for the most part are virtual. And so the play takes 
place in this liminal space of  shared imagination and 
memory. Figuring out how to stage that simply and 
elegantly is a huge part of  what’s so fun about it. 

PN: Would you be willing to talk about some of  the 
advantages and challenges of  working with Magical 
Realism? And how that plays out in Sotto Voce?

LD: Well, one does not want to butter the butter. 
You don’t want to illustrate the metaphor. You want 
the dramatic action to be truthful within the—in this 
play—extremely vivid extreme circumstances of  the 
characters. The recluse holed up in her Central Park 
West apartment who is essentially invaded by this 
twenty-something young Cuban scholar who wants 
to bang down her door and get her to recollect and 
construct a history she has assiduously suppressed 
for sixty years and the emotional struggle and conflict 
that is inside the play, you know you want to provide 
the actors with enough of  a sense of  reality that they 
can really inhabit he world. So I think the staging 
needs to be really simple. 

PN: How do you use a set like this to enhance you 
story?

LD: I don’t think I can answer that question. I think 
we have to frame the question differently. I mean 
the set does not enhance; it is designed to express 
something essential about the space within which 
this drama unfolds and the space in which this drama 
unfolds is largely in Bemadette’s imagination and 
Bemadette’s memory. At the very beginning of  the 
play Bemadette is the process of  trying to understand 
and recollect how this young man entered her life 
and got her to remember things she did not want 

to remember and how to imagine a history that 
ultimately she can only create as fiction because she 
does not know what happened to her lost lover and 
the space I think has been beautifully designed by 
Anita to evoke that incredibly malleable space of  
dream and memory and imagination where thought 
is associative and memories yield up stories and 
one image will trigger a whole memory. And so the 
space I think is designed to allow the kind of  fluidity 
that exists inside our minds as we think, dream, and 
reflect. 

PN: Do you think there is any consistent element 
that links your shows, or could maybe characterized 
as yours style?

LD: Well, I will say one o the reasons I am so happy 
to work with Anita again and with Nilo for the first 
time is that I am attracted to plays that take place in a 
landscape of  the imagination. I believe that in a way 
when we gaze at the stage we are staring into a kind of  
crude empty void in which anything is possible and 
so I am never terribly attracted to stagescapes that 
domesticate the world of  a play. I have hardly ever 
directed a play that required, for example, a sofa. My 
work, I suppose, tends to require minimal elements 
to tell you the story and that is not only connected to 
a certain aesthetic predilection toward the abstract, 
minimalist, spare worlds, but really more importantly 

Photo of Liz diaMond, direCtor of Sotto Voce
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because I believe the stage space exists to highlight 
the human struggle that is unfolding on it and I really 
want the audience to be watching the actor struggle, 
the little pathetic human being struggling to make 
sense of  the universe and I think that happens more 
vividly and powerfully where the human figure is 
really highlighted because everything around it is 
stripped away to make us focus on those gestures 
those actions that betray the characters’ needs.

PN: Are there any central questions you like to 
explore in your work?

LD: It’s a really rich question and in a way it’s a 
question that a critic would answer more thoughtfully 
more so than any artist herself  and in a way it’s a really 
treacherous slope you begin to slide down when you 
are asked to read your own work. I guess I’m dimly 
aware of  having a fascination with characters who 
assume a control over the world that in fact they 
do not posses. Whether that’s Hecuba in the Trojan 
Women or, you know, Azdak in Caucasian Chalk 
Circle, you know, whether it’s a comic character or 
a tragic character, that extremely moving and human 
hubris that we all have, you know, “I’ve got it all under 
control,” and then boom, you get slammed sideways, 
that always attracts me. And then, of  course, how do 
we pick ourselves up.

PN: You were last here at Portland Stage in 1991 and 
I was wondering if  you wanted to talk about how you 
have changed as an artist since then.

LD: Well, I have gotten way older. I think I can 
only talk about how I hope I’ve grown, I hope I’ve 
grown more watchful in rehearsal, more aware and 
sympathetic to the actors’ process. I really think the 
work with the actor, you know, Meyerhold said the act 
of  directing is the art of  composition and the work 
with the actor and I think like a lot of  directors I came 
into the art of  directing with pretty ambitious strong 
visual imagination and a sense of  how composition 
could create visual poetry and I had a real appetite 
for that. I think that I have spent a great deal of  my 
time as an artist learning how to grow more articulate 
about those images, what is the essential image I 
am looking for and how to articulate that to actors 
because every actor you work with is different; it’s an 

undiscovered country. I think I talk less in rehearsal 
than I used to. I listen more and I watch more and 
I think I’ve learned to be more patient with process 
than when I was younger. Perhaps that is because the 
more you work as a director, the more experience 
you have with process, the less inclined you are to 
panic. That something being achieved that you see in 
your head that actually slow cooking is a virtue.

PN: Do you see any relationship between the last 
plays you directed here, The Island and Sizwe Banzi Is 
Dead, and Sotto Voce?

LD: Well, I guess once again there’s not a hell of  
a lot of  stuff  on stage so there’s that. I think the 
intimacy of  the playwright’s gaze, the incredibly 
compassionate and ruthless gaze of  this playwright 
on his protagonist Bemadette, her defenses, her pride, 
her terror, and his honesty in examining her that 
defended tactic, wounded gifted honest human is in 
the same way as Fugard brings us really close to the 
human struggle, the individual human struggle and 
paints his characters with tremendous psychological 
acuity. I think Nilo does the same thing. I don’t think 
that on my own I would have said oh, Fugard and 
Cruz, twins separated at birth, but I think their acute 
perception of  their character’s contractions really 
attracts me to both writers. 

PN: I was wondering what it meant to you to 
represent immigrants and refugees on stage in the 
United States today? 

LD: Bemadette’s privilege is so great that it’s almost 
easy to forget that she’s an immigrant, if  it wasn’t for 
the fact that she spoke English with such a substantial 
accent. It’s really fun to investigate the experience of  
her as an immigrant and her housekeeper, Lucila, 
who comes from a country south of  the border, 
Colombia in this case, and who arrived with none of  
the built-in privileges that Bemadette arrived with. 
That’s been an interesting fact to embody. 

PN: How do you approach representing powerful, 
intimate relationships between strong women on 
stage? 

LD: Well, it’s really impressive how brilliantly Nilo 
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channels female voices. I mean he has gotten into the 
skin of  every one of  the characters, he knows who 
these figures are with the intimacy of  the creator 
and that to me is fascinating. His access to his own 
femininity, his own womanliness as a writer, his 
ability to imaginatively put himself  in the position 
of  a woman in 2000 in New York City, whether as 
a working-class undocumented immigrant, who may 
well be a refugee, her country of  origin immersed in 
a civil war when she fled. This doesn’t really figure 
into the play but a juicy back story, or in the case of  
Bemadette the leap of  imagination is not only one 
of  gender but also the sexual desire of  a very elderly 
woman. It’s thrilling to explore that and I think it’s 
unusual to explore status relations between women 
that doesn’t devolve to stereotypical ideas about 
how they relate. Nilo shows us how complex these 
relationships can be. 

PN: I was wondering if  you had any advice for young 
women who want to direct.

LD: Just go for it. It’s a great time to be a director 
in the theater and I think it’s a very exciting time for 
young woman to enter the field because the stories 
being written by and about women are fabulous, 
because a lot of  contemporary social and political 
and economic struggle centers or finds its location in 
the lives of  woman so I think its really interesting, I 
think the stories women are percolating are extremely 
exiting. And I think that the fact that the millennial 
generation is so clear and ready to name unconscious 
bias, systemic bias, as a cohort developing a fluency 
and demanding it of  your elder is challenging and 
creative and original. 

PN: How do you create space for marginalized 
community members in the rehearsal room and on 
stage?

LD: Well those are the interesting stories! Who 
wants to hear about the stuff  you’ve been watching 
on television since the ’50s? Those are the interesting 
stories, those are where the struggles are, that’s 
where we have so much to learn and grow from. I 
can remember in the year 1998 working with trans 
artist Shu Lea Cheang, working with Anna Deveare 
Smith, working on this thing called Arts and Civil 

Dialogue, devised by Shu Lea Cheang, and it was one 
of  the first performances art pieces ever broadcast 
online. And it evolved, creating a sort of  mock trial 
for the character Brandon/Tina, Tina/Brandon, 
and you know for me, what, a white heterosexual, 
what do you call it? Cisgender female, to drive into 
that community of  artists and activists was thrilling 
and deeply meaningful to me and to see the impact 
of  this production, which actually we webcast all 
over the world, so the trans communities in Tokyo 
and Rome and Cape Town saw it, and this was in 
1998; it was really quite extraordinary. I’ve had the 
privilege of  working with artists from all kinds of  
backgrounds that do not resemble my own, but 
don’t you think that’s why we’re in the theater? I 
think we come to the theater to cross borders. We 
want to cross borders to tell stories, to enter worlds 
we don’t know, that we’re curious about. And I 
think the theater, classically described as Theatron, 
a seeing place, I think the act of  theater is the action 
of  compassion because it is an action of  literally 
stepping into someone else’s shoes and when you 
do that your perspective must change. So that’s the 
fun of  it! And you know one can’t be cavalier about 
it; one must be humble. I don’t assume I’m the best 
director of  every play that comes down the pipe, or 
that I have access to every story. 

PN: Anything else you’d like to add?

LD: One of  the treats I’m experiencing on this play 
is, what a joy to work on what is essentially a chamber 
play. Working with these actors is like working with a 
trio of  brilliant musicians, We have the luxury of  the 
support of  this terrific theater to really dig. I have 
done a lot of  larger productions with lots and lots of  
actors and I find that thrilling on a different order, 
but the intimacy of  working on this play is a treat. 
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Perspectives with the 
Assistant Director: Ian Chace

Weaving the warm, dream world of  
Sotto Voce has been an invigorating 
and rejuvenating experience. The 
opportunity to work with such a 
marvelous director and wonderful 
cast, on a play so challenging is 
rare and treasured. Every day in the 
rehearsal room has been a breath of  
fresh air as I’ve discovered that the 
clockwork making Sotto Voce tic are 
elements of  theater that I cherish 
the most.
 
I started my journey into the world 
of  the stage because of  a penchant 
for the abstract freedoms it allows, 
and because I truly believe theater 
is one of  the most powerful vessels 
for social change. At first, I thought 
these were happily married, but fundamentally 
unrelated concepts.  However, I would soon learn 
that these ideas were inextricably linked, and Sotto 
Voce provides an excellent example as to why that’s 
true. For centuries, communities denied access to 
traditional institutions in the arts, education, and 
politics have relied on alternative means of  creative 
expression. Because these communities—be they 
women, people of  color, or queer people, amongst 
many others—were not allowed to participate in the 
same daily life as their counterparts, their different 
stories reflect different logics, place emphasis on 
different aspects of  life overlooked by dominant 
cultures. 

Sotto Voce epitomizes this logic as it is written in 
the strong Latinx tradition of  magical realism 
established by writers like Borges and Marquez. 
Famous magical realist writer and Cuban like Cruz 
wrote that the style is an “amplification of  perceived 
reality required by and inherent in Latin American 
nature and culture” because it is where “improbable 
juxtapositions and marvelous mixtures exist by 
virtue of  Latin America’s varied history, geography, 

demographics, and politics.” 
The region’s intense polarization 
of  political ideologies, colonial 
stratification, and geographic 
features lend a certain surreal 
quality of  life absent in the 19th 
century European ideas that 
continue to dominate modern 
theater.  As a result, abstraction 
and ephemerality do not merely 
enhance the plots and rules 
governing how you understand 
their work, but are actually vital 
to understanding it. 

Trying to apply a traditional 
Aristotelian Arc, the typical 
structure for a play that follows a 
conflict through a straightforward 

progression of  time, would deeply impede the 
communication of  what this play deems important. 
Instead of  time moving forward plainly and a 
detached reenactment of  events as they happened—
hallmarks of  the theater that dominates the American 
stage—we are immersed in the free flowing fluidity 
of  Bemadette and Saquiel’s shared memories. In turn, 
the oceanic set necessarily symbolizes this collective, 
fantastical reality over opting for something more 
realistic. Imagine if  instead we simply watched Saquiel 
and Bemadette just answer each other back and forth 
on their cellphones and computer screens. It would 
be almost unwatchable because such a static, realistic 
representation strips the powerful commentary on 
memory, the emotional world this story demands, 
and the relationships that can form with and despite 
technology. 

Instead, we see Bemadette and Saquiel meet on stage 
on their phone date to Saks 5th Avenue because that 
is their emotional truth. Privileging emotional truth 
and over some “rational” interpretation of  reality has 
been a hallmark of  marginalized artists not simply 
because of  some artistic preference, but precisely 
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because they have been denied a role in determining 
what their reality is through centuries of  academic 
and social exclusion. Emotional truth is highlighted 
so relentlessly in the works of  creators outside of  the 
male-dominated European canon explicitly because 
of  the way the European tradition so heavily values 
an artificial “objectivity” over the lived experiences 
of  other’s. Having cast off  the manufactured shackles 
of  linear time, we are invited to move through the 
play on an emotional arc rather than a temporal 
one. Having escaped cold, clinical representations 
of  Eurocentric stories, we are free to discover the 
often-overlooked lives of  immigrants and refugees in 
America in a way that lines up with their experience 
of  the world, rather than the experience prescribed 
by dominant social forces. 

On a similar note, it has been wonderful working on 
a play that so fully embodies the experience of  its 
women. Often the portrayal of  women on stage is 
reductive in one way or another. Either it is blatantly 
misogynistic, with unimportant roles serving as 
the butt of  jokes or to advance the plots of  male 
dominant scripts, or, in a misguided attempt to shirk 
this trope, overly perfect with none of  the flaws and 
desires that make us human. Shirking this tradition, 
Cruz has presented us not only a fully fleshed out 
relationship between Lucila and Bemadette, two 
powerful and strong women that drive the narrative, 
but also addresses the meaningful difference in the 
two characters experience of  femininity along racial 
and class lines. Neither is a caricature of  the rich 
widow or Latina housemaid, but both avoid some 
unrealistic idealization. Bemadette is not perfect. Her 
privileged experience in life is reflected in the way she 
can be quite aggressive with Lucila. But she can also 
be quite compassionate, and as the play progresses 
they take care of  each other, relate to each other over 
their love of  Saquiel and experience as immigrants. 

Part of  why such an earnest portrayal is possible 
goes back to this emphasis on emotional truth. 
Sotto Voce, again, harkening back to the traditions 
of  marginalized artists, is not driven by conflict 
gradually building to a climax, but loving relationships 
between its characters. And each of  these non-
traditional elements feed into one another to enable 
the rest of  the world of  the play to operate in a 

miraculous harmony. A non-linear progression of  
time centers emotion as the thread that carries us 
through the play. This emphasis on emotion allows 
the relationships between characters to drive the 
narrative. The emotional drive to the narrative allows 
such an imaginative set, and the imaginative set in 
turn emphasizes how silly a cold, realistic attempt 
at representing the story told in this play would be. 
Privileging these through-lines, emotion, non-linear 
time, unrealistic settings, are all products of  lived 
experiences and values that are traditionally excluded.

In the end, the world of  this play, despite its 
ephemerality, is just as a full-bodied representation 
of  the human experience as anything Arthur Miller 
wrote, but paints a different picture entirely. Instead 
of  realistic set functioning within linear time driven 
by conflict, this is an immersive portrait created with 
the vibrant truth of  emotional reality, the trapeze 
through time that come with that, driven by the 
relationships. From this is born a play that speaks 
powerfully to the experiences of  women, centers the 
urgent need to discuss refugee crises, and the lives of  
our elders. 

Liz and the cast have so wonderfully ensured these 
values and experiences remain the focus of  our 
process and that is reflected in its story. So often 
the top-down system of  directing is reflected in the 
clinical worlds of  many other plays. Instead, in the 
rehearsal room we embraced the compassionate 
values this play so strongly advances, and in doing so 
have married the process of  creation with the ethos 
of  the work we created. This marriage of  experience 
and creation is perhaps only possible when we leave 
behind the aging traditions of  Western Theater and 
embrace alternative methods of  production. To do 
so is to finally imagine an alternative to structures 
that buoy our theater, and in turn, our world. It is no 
surprise then that a gay Cuban immigrant has crafted 
a story the demands cohesion between the story that 
is told, and the way we are telling it and in doing 
so, opens up an entirely undervalued ways of  seeing 
and knowing and experiencing. All with the gentle 
compassion of  a soft, warm voice. Our Sotto Voce. 
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Putting it Togther 
An Interview with the Costume Designer Fabian Aguilar

What we wear can be so much more than just 
clothing. In the theater, everything you see on stage, 
whether sets, lights, or costumes, is carefully planned 
out ahead of  time by designers who closely analyze 
the scripts in order to find out how they need to 
display the world of  the play. All characters in plays 
wear some type of  costume, and that costume is 
designed with the character in mind. Often, costume 
choices are very telling of  the character’s personality, 
class status, and even how they feel. Sotto Voce tells a 
story about three different people who find common 
bonds with one another. To find out more about the 
concept for Sotto Voce’s costume design, PlayNotes 
sat down with designer Fabian Aguilar to find out 
more about how he interpreted the story, and how 
he brought his ideas into fruition. 

PlayNotes: Describe your process as a costume 
designer. What kind of  preparation goes into the 
job?

Fabian Aguilar: As costume designer you have to 
be part historian, part psychologist, part fashionista, 
and part artist. The steps are typically Read Script, 
Inspiration, Research, Design, Meetings with 
Director and Designers, Meetings with Production, 
Budgeting, Build Phase, Fittings, Previews, Opening, 
Sleep. My process as costume designer begins with 
the script, feeling my way through the text for its 
truth while holding the lenses of  my craft and seeing 
how clothes can help support the story and the actor’s 

work on stage without getting in the way. You take 
into consideration not only time, place, and social 
status, but also the psychology of  the characters and 
why they would wear the clothes they’re wearing, 
where that garment would have come from, and how 
is the audience going to perceive that with the rest of  
the elements in a performance. Preparation almost 
always begins with inspiration and research. And 
then more research. Images, music, or artwork that 
“feel like the play” to me are always a springboard 
quickly followed by research into the actual garments 
appropriate for the era, gender, etc. Then you let the 
two, feeling and fact, simmer in pot on low heat until 
their juices begin to influence each other and you 
add the spices that will highlight the tastes you want; 
that’s the design phase.

PN: Have there been any challenges in this process?

FA: I think the real challenge (or opportunity) was not 
to let the costumes overcomplicate the storytelling. 
Not to get carried away and to find the simplicity and 
honesty in the clothes that would serve the story and 
actors. We could quick-rig dresses or coats and have 
tricks, bells, and whistles that could be very specific 
to all the time travel, for sure. And it would be very 
fun to see, but I felt that would undermine the 
beautiful language and heart of  the piece. Bemadette 
and Saquiel see each other through their words, not 
by looking at each other, and I wanted the audience 
to see the characters in the language as well, not by 

Photo of fabian aguiLar, CostuMe designer

rendering of saquieL and arieL strauss.
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over-illustrating everything. Oh yeah, and not go 
over budget.

Another challenge is that designing contemporary 
clothes can be much more complicated than period 
shows because we all know our modern period. 
The audience, actor, playwright and designer all 
have subjective ideas about what modern clothing 
should be. If  Hamlet were set contemporary, there 
is an equally valid argument for him to be either in 
a black t-shirt or button-down, black leather jacket 
or trench coat—but when it’s set in the Elizabethan 
time period, it’s a doublet and shirt.

PN: Sotto Voce tells a story that takes place both in 
modern times and in 1939. What was it like designing 
for actors who have to play characters in both time 
periods?

FA: Nilo Cruz’s language in Sotto Voce is so fluid and 
poetic that time flows almost seamlessly between 
one and the other. If  the sky were the past and the 
ocean were the present I think his words exist on the 
reflection of  the ripples and waves of  the horizon. I 
wanted the clothes to somehow do the same so that 
we could forget if  we were looking at period-perfect 
1930s clothes or the year 2000 and let the language 
take us there. So the modern clothing has inspiration 
from the ’30s, most notably on Saquiel, who has 
an eye toward the past and can’t really afford new 
clothes so probably shops vintage stores. I wanted 
to give the actors a fluidity in silhouette where at the 
drop (or addition) of  a hat they could transport us to 
1939 as easily as Bemadette can transport herself  to 
Central Park.

PN: What has been the most enjoyable part of  
working on Sotto Voce?

FA: People. The people I work with and meet. 
Without that, this kind of  career would not be worth 
it. It is a play after all, and playing calls for playmates 
who want to dive into that jungle gym with you and 
get dirty.

rendering of LuCiLa.

design for nina strauss
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About Nilo Cruz

One day, while working as a physical therapist in 
Miami, Nilo Cruz felt the irresistible call of  the 
theater. Later that night he saw a play, and the next 
day, he describes himself  as totally transformed. 
That night, he surrendered to theater. Later, he’d 
find himself  accepting the Pulitzer Prize for Drama 
for his play Anna in the Tropics. Anyone familiar with 
his works can instantaneously recognize their dreamy 
lyrical style and magical realist undertones, coming 
from a strong tradition of  such works from Latin 
Americans. Nilo himself  is Cuban, and the lives 
of  Cubans feature heavily in his writing. From the 
valiant lector in Anna, to our intrepid Saquiel, Cruz 
muses about embracing the Latino community, and 
what one loses and gains as they leave Cuba and 
integrate in North America. In doing so, he commits 
to exploring his own experience. 

Cruz was born in Matanzas, Cuba while his father 
was in prison during his early childhood for trying to 
immigrate to the United States. In 1970, his family 

moved to the United States aboard a “Freedom 
Flight” and settled in “Little Havana” in Miami. This 
would go on to inflect most of  his work, with his 
plays focusing on what it means to be displaced, the 
lives of  Cubans following the revolution, and what it 
means to be an immigrant. Interestingly enough, Cruz 
has been referred to as both a Communist, refusing 
to reductively indict the revolution as a whole and 
defending the presence of  explicitly left wing plays in 
Cuban play festivals; and a member of  the right for 
writing critically of  Castro. Cruz refuses both camps, 
explaining that his plays are about individuals, and to 
embrace or reject whole groups would be to force 
too narrow a lens on reality. 

Cruz began acting and directing in the early ’80s, 
eventually directing famous Cuban theatermaker 
Maria Irene Fornes’s Mud in 1988. This caught 
Fornes’s attention, and, shortly after inviting him 
to join her consortium of  Latinx playwrights, she 
introduced Cruz to Paula Vogel, who was teaching at 
Brown. Vogel was so taken by the beautifully poetic 
nature of  his work that she mentored him over the 
next few years as he secured his MFA in playwriting 
there in 1994. In 2003, Anna in the Tropics debuted 
on Broadway, and Cruz was instantly praised for his 
evocative, imagistic dialogue. 

Selected PlayS by Nilo cruz

Dancing on Her Knees (1994)
Night Train to Bolina (1995)
A Park in Our House (1995)

Two Sisters and a Piano (1998)
A Bicycle Country (1999)

Hortensia and the Museum of  Dreams (2001)
Anna in the Tropics (2002)

Lorca in a Green Dress (2003)
Capricho (2003)

Beauty of  the Father (2006)
The Color of  Desire (2010)

Hurricane (2010)
Sotto Voce (2014)

Photo of niLo Cruz
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Just Following Orders 
The Nuremberg Defense

“Then I realize he is a victim of  war, and he wants to retain 
the right of  judgment - to understand my pain and for me to 
understand him - as a man - and not as a servant of  war.”

– Bemadette, Sotto Voce by Nilo Cruz

Here, Bemadette outlines a highly debated issue 
that came out of  the Holocaust, and to this day is 
still questioned and reexamined when it comes to 
international war crimes. Were there victims on both 
sides of  the gun? Were the soldiers as equally to 
blame as Hitler, or should they be discharged of  their 
crimes because they were simply “following orders”? 
This idea of  “I was just following orders” has 
become a common defense associated with criminal 
warfare and international law. It wasn’t until the 
Holocaust, however, that the fundamental principles 
of  international law were actually conceived and 
then implemented and executed, starting with the 
Nuremberg Trials—a series of  thirteen trials that 
lasted between 1945 and 1949. The defendants 
were all members of  the Nazi Party, including 
high-ranking military officials, doctors, lawyers, and 
industrialists. Each defendant was charged with 
crimes against peace and crimes against humanity. 
It was the first time in history that an international 
court had conducted a trial at all—especially against 
those who had committed crimes of  warfare—let 
alone the prosecution of  an entire government.

The first and most notable trial was for those labeled 
as Major War Criminals. Twenty-four men were 
indicted, all whom held great power in Hitler’s Third 
Reich. The trial ran as a mixture of  legal traditions. 
Similar to the United Kingdom and the United 
States, there were defense attorneys and prosecutors. 
However, instead of  a single judge presiding over the 
entire trial there were a panel of  judges—each of  
the four Allied countries provided a head judge and 
an alternate judge—known as a tribunal. Hereafter, 
this became a fundamental principle in the courts of  
international law. 

In preparation for this unprecedented event, the 
International Law Commission of  the United 
Nations outlined seven principles. These principles 
consigned what would be deemed acts of  criminal 
warfare beyond a sovereign state’s jurisdiction.
 

I. Any person who commits an act which 
constitutes a crime under international law is 
responsible therefore and liable to punishment.
II. The fact that internal law does not impose a 
penalty for an act which constitutes a crime under 
international law does not relieve the person who 
committed the act from responsibility under 
international law.
III. The fact that a person who committed an act 
which constitutes a crime under international law 
acted as Head of  State or responsible 
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government official does not relieve him from 
responsibility under international law.
IV. The fact that a person acted pursuant to order 
of  his Government or of  a superior does not 
relieve him from responsibility under international 
law, provided a moral choice was in fact possible 
to him

a. It is not acceptable to use “I was just 
following my superior’s orders” as a defense

V. Any person charged with a crime under 
international law has the right to a fair trial on the 
facts and law.
VI. The crimes hereinafter set out are punishable 
as crimes under international law:

a. Crimes against peace:
i. Planning, preparation, initiation or waging 
of  a war of  aggression or a war in violation 
of  international treaties, agreements or 
assurances;
ii. Participation in a common plan or 
conspiracy for the accomplishment of  any 
of  the acts mentioned under (i).

b. War crimes:
i. Violations of  the laws or customs of  
war which include, but are not limited to, 
murder, ill-treatment or deportation to slave 
labor or for any other purpose of  civilian 
population of  or in occupied territory; 
murder or ill-treatment of  prisoners of  war 
or persons on the Seas, killing of  hostages, 
plunder of  public or private property, 
wanton destruction of  cities, towns, or 
villages, or devastation not justified by 
military necessity.

c. Crimes against humanity:
 i. Murder, extermination, enslavement, depor
  tation and other inhumane acts done against 
  any civilian population, or persecutions on 
  political, racial, or religious grounds, when 
  such acts are done or such persecutions are 
  carried on in execution of  or in connection 
  with any crime against peace or any war 
  crime.

VII. Complicity in the commission of  a crime 
against peace, a war crime, or a crime against 
humanity as set forth in Principle VI is a crime 
under international law.

There are two important things to note about the 
Nuremberg Principles. The first is the absence of  the 
word “genocide.” Although “murder, extermination, 
enslavement, deportation and other inhumane acts 
done against any civilian population, or persecutions 
on political, racial, or religious grounds” falls under 
crimes of  humanity, the word “genocide” is never 
mentioned. Even though similar atrocities had 
been committed prior to the Holocaust, Churchill 
famously proclaimed in 1941 this act as “a crime 
without a name.” The word “genocide” and its 
conceptualization can be attributed to Professor 
Rafael Lemkin, a man who fled his native Poland 
to escape the Holocaust. The book he published in 
1944, Axis Ruled in Occupied Europe, expanded 
and defined the word. It wasn’t until 1948, however, 
that it finally gained meaning when the Genocide 
Convention adopted it as their name. So although 
a similar definition is seen under “crimes against 
humanity,” what many see as the fundamental crime 
and atrocity of  the Holocaust is nowhere to be found 
under any of  the principles that outlined how the 
men would be tried who held the responsibility for 
committing the crime. 

The second important thing to note is Principle IV, 
which states that “I was just following my superior’s 
orders” is not an acceptable defense, which many of  
the men indicted did use as a defense. It also applied 
to later trials when individual SS officers—such as 
the one Bemadette speaks with in Sotto Voce—were 
found guilty and given a prison sentence. The most 
notable use of  this defense was in 1961 during the 
trial of  Adolf  Eichmann, one of  the key players in 
organizing the Holocaust. He continually defended 
himself  by saying he was only following orders and 
thus held no guilt on his conscience because the 
choices and actions were not his to make; it was an 
ethical choice of  disobeying his sovereign state or 
disobeying international law. By the end of  his trial 
he was not found guilty of  personally killing anyone, 
but was sentenced to death by conceiving methods 
that ultimately led to the extermination of  millions.
 
For Eichmann and many other high-level Nazis, it 
seems fair that the Nuremberg Defense was waived. 
It is the foot soldiers, however, that many believe were 
not given a fair trial because of  this implemented 
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principle. In 1998 the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) addressed both of  these issues by introducing 
the Rome Statute, which says:

I. The fact that a crime within the jurisdiction 
of  the Court has been committed by a person 
pursuant to an order of  a Government or of  a 
superior, whether military or civilian, shall not 
relieve that person of  criminal responsibility 
unless:

a. The person was under a legal obligation to 
obey orders of  the Government or the superior 
in question;
b. The person did not know that the order was 
unlawful; and
c. The order was not manifestly unlawful.

II. For the purposes of  this article, orders to 
commit genocide or crimes against humanity are 
manifestly unlawful.

This gave the opportunity for a defense to prove if  a 
foot soldier was acting solely on demands, or if  they 
were acting nonetheless knowing the true intention 
behind their given demands. There were many men 
enlisted in the Nazi party who never heard or saw the 
extent of  the orders they were following.

Taking groups of  people out of  their homes is not 
a violation of  international law; sending them off  to 
concentration camps to die is. The real question lies 
in whether they would have known that, and if  they 
did does it matter that they were only following their 
immediate jurisdiction? 

Although the system is by no means perfect, and will 
continue to change in the coming decades, because of  
the Nuremberg Trials we now have a greater template 
for giving a fair trial to those who committed crimes 
against humanity under direct orders. It could also 
be the layout for future convictions given to those 
committing international crimes of  cyber warfare. 

With the release of  classified information made by 
Edward Snowden, it became common knowledge 
that the NSA was conducting unauthorized 
surveillance on millions of  Americans and around 
the world. Although many Americans knew of  the 
surveillance being conducted, specifically after the 

attacks on 9/11, no one was quite aware of  the 
extent the U.S. Government was using this power, 
and in some ways abusing it. Snowden’s leaked 
documents showed a disturbing amount of  power the 
government was hiding from its citizens, such as the 
ability to turn on any mic and camera on computer 
or phones, or search through anybody’s email or text 
messages; even the ability to see a person typing a 
message and then delete it before it’s sent, all in real 
time. Since then, Section 215 of  the Patriot Act has 
been dismantled, which allowed for surveillance and 
tapping of  any phone in the United States. However, 
the difference between what organizations like the 
NSA and the CIA can do, versus what they actually 
do, has always been questionable. When laws are 
passed that dismantle this kind of  surveillance, there 
is no surefire method to prove these statutes of  
limitations are being upheld, especially when these 
laws are meant to govern U.S. citizens and provide 
no protection for those living across borders.

Many countries have implemented surveillance 
methods on their own people and people throughout 
the world. However, there are also various countries 
that actively denounce the use of  such pervasive 
methods to protect their people. The United States 
was actually denied permission to spy on the people 
of  Japan but nonetheless continued to conduct 
surveillance programs on our foreign allies. If  this 
were to become a problem in the future, and the UN 
decided to hold legal proceedings to combat this 
breech power, the Nuremberg Tribunal could be the 
base for how trials will be conducted against NSA 
agents that were merely “following orders.” For high 
officials in government who authorized the various 
surveillance programs, they could be tried similarly 
to the major war criminals of  the Holocaust. For 
everyone else involved, the Rome Statute could be 
the saving grace for NSA officials who were caught 
in the middle of  cyber warfare and simply “following 
orders.”
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The St. Louis and Other Voyages
In Sotto Voce, one prominent narrative throughout the 
play is the voyage of  the St. Louis. On May 13, 1939, 
the MS St. Louis departed Hamburg, Germany, with 
937 passengers aboard. The goal of  the trip was to 
sail to Havana, Cuba, where the passengers planned 
to disembark and begin the process of  seeking refuge 
in the United States. Before this, persecution of  the 
Jews in Germany had become violent, most notably 
during Kristallnacht, literally “Night of  Crystal,” but 
known as the Night of  Broken Glass. This event on 
November 9–10, 1938, signaled the violent beginning 
of  the murder or relocation of  thousands of  Jewish 
people. The St. Louis was just one of  many ships 
full of  people trying to escape a similar fate. Most 
of  the passengers aboard the St. Louis had applied 
for American visas, and were simply going to Cuba 
as a point of  entry. Little did they know that political 
strife in Cuba would keep them from landing there 
at all.
 
The St. Louis was owned by the Hamburg Amerika 
Line, a transatlantic shipping enterprise that operated 
for over a century. Before the voyage began, the 
company got word that there might be difficulty 
for the people aboard the ship in regard to being 
accepted into Cuba. The reason for this can trace its 
roots to the Great Depression. During the late 1920s 
and early ’30s, unemployment rates in many Western 
countries rose exponentially due to the stock market 
crash in the United States. The cause of  the ripple 
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effect internationally was due to the United States 
ascendency as an economic superpower after World 
War I. The U.S. had been helping some of  its allies 
like Great Britain, and even some countries it had 
fought against, like Germany. This decline made 
unemployment rise everywhere, Cuba included. 
These effects, though lessened by the end of  the 
1930s, were still dire. When Jewish refugees began 
making their way toward the Americas to escape 
prosecution, citizens of  both Cuba and the U.S. 
realized that newcomers would compete against 
those who already lived there for the few jobs that 
were available. Thanks to this, and the propaganda 
perpetuated by the German Foreign Office and 
the Propaganda Ministry, hostility toward Jewish 
people rose sharply in Cuba. Such anti-Semitism 
was fueled through publications in the press and 
public demonstrations in which native Cubans made 
bold statements such as the idea that all Jews were 
communist. These proclamations enforced resistant 
attitudes to any and all refugees entering the country. 
It reached such a point that Frederico Laredo, 
President of  Cuba at the time, decreed that all recently 
issued landing certificates, which the passengers on 
the St. Louis owned, had become invalid. 

The St. Louis arrived in Havana, Cuba, on May 27, 
1939. Only 22 of  the 937 passengers were admitted 
into the country. Of  that total number, 743 had 
applied and were now waiting to receive their U.S. 

visas. When the denial for entry was made 
clear, the media swarmed. It had been a hot 
topic in the press before the ship even left 
Hamburg, but when it became clear that 
only three percent of  the passengers would 
disembark, interest in the story spiked. 
Many journalists in America covered the 
incident and cast a sympathetic light on 
the refugees, but very few of  them actually 
made a call for reform and aid. When it 
was made official that they would not be 
allowed in, the St. Louis made its way for 
Miami, with some of  the passengers even 
sending telegrams to the White House 
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begging for sanctuary. Ultimately, they would find 
none. The United States had already met its quota 
for accepting nearly 27,000 immigrants for the year, 
and could not take any more without removing 900 
or so people who were already on the waiting list. 
General sympathy for these people’s plight turned to 
protectiveness over what little opportunity was left 
in America. In time, this disdain for refugees and 
the hypothesized consequences for taking them in 
would become anti-Semitism and isolationism; it’s a 
mindset that has been revived in light of  the Syrian 
Refugee crisis.

It should be known that other ships made similar 
voyages around this point in the Holocaust. One 
ship called the Flandres carried 104 refugees from 
France, and another called the Orduña held 72 
passengers and sailed from Britain. The Flandres 
would eventually have to turn back, as Cuba denied 
their passengers access as well, but the latter ship 
would continue sailing around Latin America until it 
found success for entry in the U.S.-controlled Canal 
Zone in Panama.

As for the passengers of  the St. Louis, all of  them 
were sent back to Europe, but none of  them were sent 
back to Germany. Agreements were made for them 
to find asylum in various European countries, such as 
Great Britain, Belgium, Holland, and France. Almost 
half  of  the total number went to Great Britain, and 
all survived save one person. Of  the total, 532 were 
sent to Western Europe, and unfortunately had no 
escape when the Nazis invaded. Half  of  them died 
as a result. 

Photo of soMe of the st. Louis Passengers

Brief  Timeline of  
Anti-Jewish Legislation

1920

1920
The Nazis adopt 25 Point 
Party Program, publically 
declaring their intentions 
to extricate Jews from 
Aryan Society, and to take 
away their Civil Rights. 

1933
“Law for the Resotration 
of  the Professional Civil 
Service” banning all Jewish 
employees of  the state 
including the army. This also 
limits the number of  Jews in 
universities, public schools, 
working in law, and working 
in the medical profession. 
Jewsih doctors can no longer 
treat non-jews or accept state 
insurance. Kosher is made 
illegal.

1935
Nuremberg Laws which 
revoke the citizenship of  
Jews  and make interracial 
relationships illegal pass. 
Jews lose the ability to vote 
or run for public office. 
German Jews can no longer 
cite opinions written by 
Jewish judges. Jews are 
forbidden from all state 
hospitals, and their names 
are removed from public 
memorials. Jews are required 
to register all domestic and 
foreign assets with the state. 

1938
Transfer of  all Jewish 
property to Aryans begins. 
Jews are banned from 
Public life, including 
schools, colleges, sports 
venues, theaters, and 
cinemas. “Aryan zones” 
are established inside 
cities where Jews cannot 
enter. Jewish doctors and 
lawyers have their practices 
revoked. Jews required 
to have “J” stamped on 
passports.

1939
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The Jewish Community in Cuba
The Jewish community in Cuba is a small but 
diverse one, made up of  several groups who have 
each maintained a distinct cultural identity. In fact, 
it would be misleading to talk about a single Cuban-
Jewish community, although in the past few decades 
there has been more collaboration and intermarriage 
between the different groups. Historically, there were 
three major Jewish communities in Cuba: Sephardic 
Jews from what is now Turkey, Ashkenazic Jews from 
Eastern Europe, and a smaller number of  American 
Jews.

Most of  the Sephardim in Cuba are descendants of  
Jews who were expelled from Spain and Portugal 
during the Inquisition. They settled in the Ottoman 
Empire, where they preserved their culture and 
language, Ladino, then immigrated to Cuba in the 
early twentieth century. They found it somewhat 
easier to adapt to Cuban culture than immigrants 
from Eastern Europe did, in part because of  the 
similarity of  Ladino and Spanish. 

Ashkenazim began arriving in Cuba around the 
same time as the Sephardim, but the two groups 
retained their own customs and rarely intermarried. 
Many Ashkenazim hoped to eventually settle in the 
U.S., and saw Cuba as a temporary home while they 
waited for immigration papers. For this reason, they 
did not, for the most part, attempt to assimilate into 
Cuban society, instead preserving their own Yiddish 
language and culture.

The third major group was that of  the American 
Jews, many of  whom arrived in Cuba during the 
U.S. military occupations between 1898 and 1909, 
attracted by the business opportunities that Cuba 
presented. They were the most affluent group, and 
tended to remain separate from the rest of  the 
Jewish population. Almost all of  the American Jews 
left Cuba after the Revolution.

There was little institutional or overt anti-Semitism in 
Cuban society. In his book Tropical Diaspora, Robert 
M. Levine argues that what anti-Semitism existed in 
Cuba was imported by Americans or Europeans. The 

most tragic example is the case of  the MS St. Louis, 
a ship carrying 937 Jewish refugees from Nazi 
Germany; according to Levine, Nazi propaganda 
riled Cuban public opinion against the refugees, so 
that the ship was not permitted to land.

Despite turning away the St. Louis passengers, 
Cuba in fact accepted more refugees from 
Nazism than any other Latin American country. 
The refugees often lived in poverty because, as 
foreigners, they were not legally permitted to work 
in Cuba. They were supported by Jewish welfare 
organizations and sometimes worked at menial 
jobs. Others found work in the diamond business, 
which was run by Polish Jews who came through 
Belgium (the industry left Cuba after the war). Most 
came to Cuba with the hope of  entering the U.S., 
although immigration quotas meant they often had 
a considerable wait. The majority of  refugees did 
leave for America after the war, but some stayed and 
made a home for themselves in Havana or another 
Cuban city. In Sotto Voce, Saquiel’s grandfather is 
an example of  a German-Jewish refugee who 
remained in Cuba.

The 1950s were a time of  prosperity for Cuban 
Jews. With the war over, they could gain citizenship 
and legal employment; many owned businesses 
in the cloth or garment industry. In 1953, 
construction was completed on the Patronato, a 
Havana synagogue that remains a center of  Jewish 
life today. However, this period of  security did not 
last long. When the Revolution occurred in 1959, 
over 90% of  Jews left Cuba, with many resettling 
in South Florida. Those who remained tended to 
be less observant, and many married outside the 
Jewish community. In 1959, there were 10,000 to 
12,000 Jewish residents of  Cuba; today, there are 
only about 1500, with almost 1000 in Havana alone.

While the community remains small compared 
with pre-Revolutionary numbers, there has been a 
resurgence in Jewish life since Cuba lifted religious 
restrictions in 1992. Jewish tourism to Cuba has also 
grown in recent years; Adela Dworin, president of  
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Berlin in 1939

the Patronato, meets with 10–12 groups of  tourists 
each week. Besides the Patronato, which is primarily 
Ashkenazi and Conservative, there are two other 
synagogues in Havana: the Conservative Sephardic 
Centro Sefaradi and the Orthodox Adath Israel. 
These synagogues are social as much as religious 
centers, holding Shabbat meals and providing 

services such as a pharmacy (with supplies donated 
by the tour groups). 

It remains to be seen what effect the changing U.S.-
Cuba relationship will have on Jewish life in Cuba, 
but the future looks optimistic for this small yet 
vibrant community.

Berlin, a city thought to be as old as the twelfth 
century and as progressive and elegant as any other 
cultural hub, would see its darkest years during 
Germany’s Third Reich, lasting from 1933 to 1945. 
It’s almost ironic that it became the capital of  Nazi 
Germany, because Hitler was never too fond of  the 
city. Though the city’s economy was in chaos by 
1931 due to the Great Depression, and it was a bit 
of  an actual political battleground due to its nature 
as the capital of  a country that lost the First World 
War, it was also an intellectual hub of  finery, creative 
arts, and lavish lifestyles led by the elite natives and 
visitors alike during the 1920s. During this odd mix of  
political warfare and social enlightenment, it became 
known as the mecca of  Marxists, and of  Jews as 
well. This impression would never leave Hitler, and 
he would always consider the city evil. His idea of  a 
purer capital was quite the opposite of  what Berlin 
was; so in Sotto Voce, Ariel and Nina Strauss know all 
too well the dark dangers of  the city they once called 
home, and that’s exactly why they chose to leave it.
 
In 1939, the September 1 invasion of  Poland 
marked the beginning of  the Second World War. 
This intrusion was allowed via the German-Soviet 
Pact, signed just a month before. By then, Berlin 
had been overrun with Hitler and his Nazi party for 
a number of  years. Though the Holocaust began 
with Hitler’s rise to power in 1933, the even more 
violent discrimination against Berlin’s 160,000 Jewish 
citizens began towards the end of  1938. Up until 
this point, a number of  restrictions had been passed 
against the Jews and other citizens, such as a 1933 law 
preventing Jews from owning land, 1936 seeing the 
Gestapo placed above the law in terms of  authority, 
and the Nazis establishing the Office for Combating 
Homosexuality and Abortions (by healthy women). 

These small discriminatory steps kept those who 
deviated from the Aryan norm (the Proto-Indo-
European “master race” Hitler considered ideal) in 
an increasingly smaller station in life. This became 
the start of  an extremely violent era on November 
9–10, 1938, during a pogrom (an organized attack 
on a particular ethnic group) against the Jews called 
Kristallnacht, also known as “The Night of  Broken 
Glass.”

Kristallnacht marked a rapid decline in quality of  
life for Jews and other so-called “deviants” in Berlin, 
and in the rest of  Germany, Poland, the Netherlands, 
and Belgium, to name a few. Ghettos also became 
established during the year, as Jews were now no 
longer to live as tenants in public housing, and they 
were also now being denied many professional jobs 
such as governmental positions, anything related to 
the arts, and even educators of  other Germans. Of  
the 160,000 Jews living in Berlin during 1939, around 
80,000 of  them were able to emigrate successfully 
to safer countries before 1941, while 60,000 of  the 
total number were either killed in raids or died in 
concentration camps. 

Given the circumstances, it is no surprise that the 
Strauss siblings would have wanted to go to America 
and put an ocean between themselves and the 
violent hatred happening back home. It wasn’t until 
late April of  1945 that the dissolution of  the Nazi 
Party in Berlin began. Violence and hatred reigned 
for so long in this city, and literal walls have been 
established and abolished. But Berlin has remained 
resilient and steadfast throughout its history. The late 
’90s would bring the relocation of  Germany’s federal 
government to Berlin, and the city would become the 
popular and vibrant destination of  Central Europe 
that it is today. 
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Living in Fear: Agoraphobia
Agoraphobia (ag-uh-ruh-FOE-be-uh) 

Bemadette considers herself  a bit of  a recluse. 
Throughout the play, she is constantly requested 
to meet her young visitor, Saquiel, so that he can 
learn about her buried memories of  Ariel and Nina 
Strauss, victims of  the Holocaust. The events Saquiel 
wants to know more about are painful for Bema-
dette, because it involves looking at a time in her life 
when she felt sad, stressed, and even embarrassed. It 
is because of  these feelings that Bemadette classifies 
herself  as an agoraphobe. 

The Mayo Clinic defines agoraphobia as a type of  
anxiety disorder in which you fear and often avoid 
places or situations that might cause you to panic and 
make you feel trapped, helpless or embarrassed. It 
also goes further to say that the condition often sets 
in after a panic attack.  Attacks like these are “sudden 
episodes of  intense fear that trigger severe physical 
reactions when there is no real danger or apparent 
cause.” After such an attack occurs, the person who 
experiences it may have other similar attacks as well, 
sometimes this can occur in the same location where 
a previous attack took place. 

Due to its nature to cause fear and aversion to large 
social hubs, agoraphobia often makes people want to 
stay secluded. The safety of  one’s home may sound 
much more appealing than the outside world full of  
risks and danger. Bemadette feels this way, and that 
is why she refuses to go outside of  her New York 
City apartment and meet Saquiel. Because she will 
not leave, Saquiel comes up with the idea to verbalize 
“outings” on which they take imaginary trips. Saquiel 
knows that Bemadette has made her world smaller 
by confining it to her home, so in an attempt to help 
her remain comfortable but open to conversation, 
he settles for the pretend walks through Central Park 
and the streets of  New York City in order to finally 
become discover the truth of  Bemadette’s past. 

The severity of  agoraphobia differs for each indi-
vidual. If  left untreated, some people may not leave 
their homes for years at a time. Bemadette hasn’t 

gone outside and interacted with anyone but Lucila, 
her housemaid, in many years. Lucila wants her to get 
out and meet Saquiel, if  nothing else, for a change 
of  pace. 

There is treatment for the agoraphobia. 
Psychotherapy and medication are the primary 
methods for helping a patient with the condition. 
Therapy can involve working with professionals 
to reduce anxiety symptoms by slowly returning 
to activities once favored, now avoided because of  
anxiety. Medications such as antidepressants and 
benzodiazepines (anti-anxiety meds) can also be 
prescribed. While there is no way to prevent the 
condition, it should be known that anxiety builds 
the longer someone avoids feared situations. Little 
steps such as going to local areas are a nice first 
move. Near the end of  Sotto Voce, Bemadette is faced 
with a choice to leave her house for the first time in 
years and go on a journey. The decision is hard, and 
the stakes are great. But it’s now up to her to decide 
whether or not it is better to live in comfort, or to be 
challenged and face her fears. 

agoraPhobia, by Kate Louise PoweLL
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In many ways, Sotto Voce is a tale of  refugees. The 
failed voyage of  the MS St Louis Jewish refugee ship 
sets the backdrop for the entire story, with Saquiel’s 
family igniting his interest in Bemadette. Bemadette, 
while not Jewish, is refugee of  the destruction 
that rained down upon Germany in World War II.  
Lucila is a refugee, having escaped the right wing 
death squads of  the Colombian Civil War. Here at 
Portland Stage we felt that telling this story provided 
a rich opportunity to connect to pressing issues, like 
the ongoing global refugee crisis, with what we’re 
putting on stage, and with Maine at large. In order 
to center these voices, we reached out to the New 
Mainers Resource Center, an organization dedicated 
to helping refugees from around the world to see if  
we could conduct an interview with someone who 
shared an experience with our characters. With their 
help, we found Domingo, a 45 year old Guatemalan 
refugee whose story is quite similar to Sotto Voce’s 
Lucilla.

PlayNotes: Hello! Would you tell us a little bit about 
yourself ? Where are you from, where do you live 
now, and what do you do?
 
Domingo: My name is Domingo. I’m from 
Guatemala, now live and work in Portland, and am 
45 years old. I’ve been in the US since 2001.
 
PN: Why did you leave Guatemala?
 
D: I left Guatemala because the Civil War happened. 
As a child, I heard talk of  revolution. When I was 7, 
I heard guns and saw soldiers shooting. I was scared 
for my life.
 
PN: What were some of  the obstacles you faced 
getting to the United States?
 
D: Later I found a way to leave Guatemala to save 
myself. Others in my family left too. At the time, it 
was easy to find work in Mexico and the people were 
friendly. I’ve heard that now it is different there. I 
worked my way north through Mexico. Traveling 
costs money, and I had to pay for food and bus 

tickets. It’s also dangerous in Mexico and it’s a huge 
country. It was hard but I’m glad to be here. I got 
here in 2001.
 
PN: What are some of  the biggest obstacles facing 
you today?
 
D: When I got here, I couldn’t speak English and it 
was hard to know how to get around, to do things 
here. I had to work to live and worked in North 
Carolina, West Virginia (picking apples), and finally 
arrived in Maine where I worked in a sardine packing 
plant.
 
I’ve lived in Maine a long time now. I went to English  
classes for awhile, then stopped. Now I am back at 
school and have English and computer classes. I’m 
happy to be in the US with a lot of  opportunity for 
jobs and learning English and American history.
 
PN: What are some of  the things you appreciate 
about the United States?
 
D: I appreciate living here. It saved me. I wouldn’t be 
alive if  I stayed in Guatemala.
 
PN: Is there anything you wish Americans knew 
about refugees that you feel they do not?
 
D: I think Americans know being a refugee is a very 
hard situation.

Community Connections 
An Interview with a Guatemalan Refugee
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History of the Relationship between the United 
States and Cuba

U.S. involvement in Cuban politics dates back much 
further than the revolution and subsequent embargo, 
as is common belief. In fact, our history with the 
Caribbean nation dates back to the late 1800s and 
the Spanish-American war. In the 1890s, the United 
States was not yet the global superpower it has been 
for many decades. Instead, it was one of  many rapidly 
industrializing countries working to compete with 
European colonial powers for economic influence in 
Southeast Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle 
East. Under the Roosevelt administration, America 
was bullish in its attempts to expand its influence 
south, including the so-called “Banana Wars,” its 
occupation of  Nicaragua, Panama, Honduras, Haiti, 
the Dominican Republic, and the construction of  
the Panama Canal. 

In trying to secure valuable shipping routes and 
protect these new interests, the U.S. recognized the 
strategic value of  Cuba and Puerto Rico. On the 
other side of  the globe, in an attempt to dictate 
Asian political happenings, they set their eyes on the 
Philippines. At the time, Spain controlled Cuba and 
the Philippines and had just granted Puerto Rico 
independence two years prior. Part of  the reason 
Spain had granted Puerto Rican sovereignty was 
trouble in their empire. Anti-colonial insurrections 
abroad, historic lows in the monarchy’s popularity, an 
increasingly corrupt clergy, and revolutionary labor 
unions undermining state power were all pointing 
towards economic collapse. 

In a controversial move, the United States bombed 
one of  their own ships, the USS Maine, in a Cuban 
harbor, blamed it on Spain, and used it as the 
pretense to invade Cuba, the Philippines, and Puerto 
Rico (despite Puerto Rico being its on independent 
country). Now dominating the Caribbean all the way 
from Florida to Venezuela, the U.S. had become a 
formidable force. In order to protect their interests, 
the United States retained control over the Philippines 
(eventually taken by the Japanese in WWII) and 
Puerto Rico (a colony without voting rights to this 
day), but installed a puppet government in Cuba. 

Cuba would remain an American puppet state for the 
next 50 years In many ways Cuba was used as a place 
to exert military power and as a market for American 
goods. Labor laws and tariffs were eroded to create 
an American economic monopoly. Eventually, these 
years of  domination grew to foment dissent amongst 
the Cuban people. This would lead to the first attempt 
at reform in the early ’30s. A Cuban named Batista 
attempted to invoke sweeping reforms but the 
attempt was dispelled by the exertion of  American 
power, resulting in a series of  governments more 
directly controlled by American pressure after years 
of  easing. This resulted in harsh anti-immigration 
policies, union busting, and austerity measures. This 
domineering approach and social conservatism 
proved to be untenable, and the U.S. relaxed its 
grip by eventually supporting Batista, who would 
later go on to become president, but before that, 
exerted direct control over a series of  presidents. 
Under his rule, many progressive reforms were put 
into place, including incredible support for the arts, 
the working class, education, and medical programs. 
Unfortunately, these were too little, too late. Cubans 
were fed up with the decades of  American control.
 
This increasing dissent was seized upon by the July 
26th Movement, a revolutionary organization lead 
by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara. After a failed 
attempt in 1954, the July 26th Movement began their 
revolution in earnest in 1956 and, with the support 
of  many Cubans, seized control by 1957. While the 
July 26th Movement did not enjoy universal support, 
many of  Cuba’s most intensely disenfranchised, 
notably its Afro-Cuban population, exhibited 
overwhelming approval. Shocked by a Communist 
country merely 70 miles from its border in the midst 
of  the Cold War, the U.S. responded by attempting 
to stage a counter-revolution. When this failed, 
they levied one of  the most repressive policies ever 
toward a country short of  military action, the Cuban 
Embargo. Unlike other embargos, which simply 
would have prevented the sale of  American goods 
and services directly to Cuba and Cuban goods 
and services directly to America, the United States 
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made it illegal to do business with any country that 
did business with Cuba. This would further cement 
support for the communist government and the anti-
American sentiments that are still commonplace on 
the island. As the trade polices and global isolation 
took its toll, life in Cuba began to waiver. In some 
respects, they continue to be miles ahead of  capitalist 
countries, such as in medicine, but in others they lag 
far behind. This led to swaths of  dissidents fleeing, 

notably many of  those at odds with the law, and the 
U.S. increasingly found itself  on opposites sides of  
proxy wars in Africa. During this period, America 
appeared to be Cuba’s enemy. From the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, to conflicts in Africa, to a developing refuge 
crisis, America and Cuba’s ideological opposition to 
one another solidified to the icy state that has only 
just begun to thaw today.

The Last Five Years

Though the history between Cuba and the United 
States has been tumultuous, to say the least, reports 
on their relationship over the last five years indicate 
that things are improving. After decades of  economic 
and travel embargos, the beginning of  President 
Obama’s administration saw a time of  improvements. 

Not long after Obama stepped into office in 2009, 
American telecommunication agencies began 
providing satellite and cellular services in Cuba. 
And shortly after that, travel between countries 
for religious and educational purposes became 
permitted. 

Not long after small improvements occurred, a 
dispute involving the arrest of  a U.S. subcontractor 
arose in late 2009. The man in question was Alan 
Gross; the reason for the arrest according to Cuba 
was that he had been trying to destabilize the Cuban 
regime by helping a local Jewish community gain 
access to the internet. The result of  this would 
hinder relations between the two countries as the 
U.S. tried to negotiate Gross’s release for the next 
few years. He was eventually released on December 

17, 2014, along with U.S. intelligence asset Rolando 
Sarraff  Trujillo. This was done as a part of  switch 
where Cuba released these two men, and the United 
States released the last three remaining members 
of  the Cuban Five, a group arrested in 1998 for 
espionage and plotting to commit murder. That 
same day, President Obama made a declaration that 
this would be the beginning of  another attempt to 
improve standing between the two countries. This 
promise came into fruition in January of  2015 when 
Cuba freed fifty-three more prisoners the U.S. had 
considered “political dissidents.”

In 2015, the U.S. stopped classifying Cuba as a 
“state sponsor of  terrorists.” This accusation had 
been made in 1982 regarding training of  rebels 
under the command of  Fidel Castro. In 1992 Castro 
announced this had been discontinued. Up until 
the State Department’s annual report of  2013, this 
classification remained. Dropping this association 
eased tensions.

In 2016, President Obama became the first sitting 
American President to visit Havana since 1928 when 
he went there to restate, with President Raúl Castro 
at his side, his call to lift the embargo. However, that 
did not stop him from also imploring further political 
reform in Cuba’s governmental practices by stating, 
“Even if  we lifted the embargo tomorrow, Cubans 
would not realize their potential without continued 
change here in Cuba.” While the results of  this call 
to action will only be seen in the years to come, small 
changes have been made even as recently as August 
of  2016. For the first time in fifty years, commercial 
airlines can now fly between Cuba and the United 
States. Now that people can travel between the 
countries, hopefully our future as neighbors is bright 
and prosperous.

Cuban President rauL Castro, and u.s. 
President barraCK obaMa.
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Immigration in the U.S.
Some of  the main conflicts that arise in Soto 
Voce implicitly involve issues with our country’s 
immigration process. The characters face 
unwavering circumstances, which—if  they leave—
might prohibit them from returning. Lucila would 
like to visit her family in Colombia but knows that 
leaving the United States would completely forfeit 
any opportunity she has of  returning. She is stuck 
in a land that has given her more opportunity than 
her own, yet obstructs her from sharing any of  
the benefits. Even Saquiel, who came on a student 
visa, is barred from ever reentering because of  his 
overextended stay. The immigration policies of  the 
United States are extremely complex. Many of  them 
aim to protect the country from overpopulation and 
keep jobs with the American people but they can 
also prevent anyone from leaving. Most immigrants 
know an exit from the U.S. can definitively become 
permanent. Many argue that by keeping people from 
entering the United States, we are almost certainly 
preventing them from leaving. 

Here is a simplified outline of  our country’s 
immigration policy. 

Family-Based Immigration 
This allows immediate family members—spouses, 
children, and parents—to gain access to a visa. 
However, there is a cap on the number of  visas that 
can be distributed to family members seeking one. 
This cap is decreased depending on the number of  
immediate relative visas issued and the number of  
aliens “paroled” during the prior year. 

Employment-Based Immigration
This gives temporary visas and permanent 
immigration—but mostly temporary—to people 
based on the needs of  U.S. employers. The majority 
of  these visas are given to artists, actors, researchers, 
managers, athletes, and businesspersons who 
are deemed “persons of  extraordinary ability.” 
Essentially, if  an employer says you are the only 
person for the job and you live in another country, a 
visa can be granted to you automatically. 

Refugee and Asylum Seekers
It is important to note that not only does the 
U.S. have a numerical ceiling cap, but they also 
have a nationality cap, meaning that only a certain 
percentage of  people from each country can fill the 
overall number of  immigrants allowed in. This cap is 
meant to prevent one demographic from dominating 
immigration patterns among U.S. refugees and 
people searching for asylum. Usually these people 
flee their country or state of  origin because they fear 
persecution by race, nationality, religion, or many 
other degrees of  danger. Refugees admitted are 
determined by factors decided upon by the president 
in consultation with Congress. The degree of  risk 
they might be associated with as well as membership 
in a group that might pose a threat are just two of  the 
many factors considered for each year’s ceiling cap. 
After 9/11 the refugee cap dropped to an all-time 
low as fear for further terrorist attacks consumed the 
nation. However, each year it has slowly increased. 
This year President Obama set the cap at 85,000 
refugees. Here is a breakdown of  the cap for each 
area of  the world:

Africa....................................................25,000
East Asia..............................................13,000
Europe and Central Asia.....................4,000
Latin America/Caribbean...................3,000
Near East/South Asia.......................34,000
Unallocated Reserve............................6,000
  TOTAL: 85,000

Source: U.S. Departments of  State, Homeland Security, and 
Health and Human Services, Proposed Refugee Admissions for 
Fiscal Year 2016: Report to the Congress, (Washington, DC, 2015).
 
Asylum is available to those in the United States based 
on the same basis of  protection that refugees search 
for. It may be granted at either an entry port in the 
U.S. or within one year of  arrival. There is no cap on 
the number of  people who may be granted asylum 
but, for reference, the number in 2014 was 23,533. 
Any refugee or person with asylum may apply to be 
a U.S. citizen after a year of  residence. 
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The Diversity Visa Program
This is essentially a giant lottery for regions of  the 
world where countries have a low immigration rate 
to the U.S. Approximately 55,000 visas are issued 
across areas with an immigration rate of  fewer than 
50,000 to the United States. This program is the only 
option for people living in certain areas of  the world 
to secure a green card.

Temporary Protected Status and Deferred 
Enforced Departure
The U.S. also offers temporary residence for those 
in need of  humanitarian relief. TPS (Temporary 
Protected Status) is given to those who cannot 
return home because of  either a natural disaster or 
an ongoing conflict in their home country. There is 
also DED (Deferred Enforced Departure), which—
unlike TPS, whose authorization is given by statute—
is decided upon by the executive branch. The conflict 
may not be as easily identified so those in office must 
examine the level of  risk and danger. 

Citizenship
The final way to ensure immigration is by becoming 
a citizen. To do this you have to be at least 18 years 
old, live in the same area, demonstrate “good moral 
character,” pass English, American History, and U.S. 
civics exams, and pay an application fee, among other 
requirements. To begin this process however, you 
must have had your green card or Lawful Permanent 
Resident (LPR) for at least five years. 

Even if  you can find a way into the United States—
legally—you will most likely encounter difficulty 
obtaining an LPR (Lawful Permanent Resident) 
or green card. The number of  Illegal immigrants 
entering the U.S. rises higher each year, and it really 
isn’t surprising looking at the flaws in our immigration 
system. The six sections that predominantly outline 
how immigration is mandated all pertain to a cap, 
which leaves immigration to a first come first serve 
basis. Even if  you are lucky enough to receive 
temporary status in the United States, there is no 
guarantee full citizenship will ever be obtained. The 
majority of  illegal immigrants who come to the 
United States do so completely legal. However, the 
leave within the time of  their visa status, there is no 
guarantee that they will ever be able to return because 

of  the cap ceilings that change each year. Although 
they have already been granted temporary residence 
once, their odds are no greater the next time if  they 
choose to apply for temporary residence again. If  
they do overextend their stay and then leave—such 
as Saquiel’s situation in Sotto Voce—they will almost 
certainly never be allowed to enter the United States 
again. Knowing this, a common method to fight this 
outcome involves simply not leaving. As tensions 
with immigration in the United States rise, the 
difficulty to enter does as well. All of  this results in a 
single directional flow of  immigration: people enter 
but do not leave. 

This includes people entering the United States legally, 
who have been given temporary residence. However, 
because there are caps on all forms of  immigration 
in the United States, many people enter illegally, 
which creates a new set of  concerns for the U.S., the 
greatest being the inability to regulate and know who 
is residing in our country. Someone that comes legally 
and stays illegally is at least known to be residing in 
the U.S. A person who is smuggled into the States can 
remain completely unknown to the U.S. government 
and patrol. People who advocate stricter immigration 
laws could actually be creating a greater risk for U.S. 
citizens. Many people think this can be countered 
with greater surveillance on immigrants but easier 
measures to obtain visas. There is simply no way to 
block off  all passages into the United States and halt 
illegal immigration. If  temporary status were easier 
to come by, most immigrants would choose that 
method of  obtaining temporary status; this could 
also create greater circulation of  immigrants. Most 
people come to the United States because income 
opportunities are more accessible. Others come with 
refugee status, looking for temporary relief  from their 
current government. The majority of  immigrants 
come to the U.S. in search of  a temporary income 
and temporary relief. By expanding our policy and 
making it easier to obtain residence, the U.S. could 
advocate for temporary economic growth and secure 
living.
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You Owe Me
A Study of Iconography

To some, Saquiel’s actions toward Bemadette may 
appear to be characteristics of  a stalker. Standing 
outside a stranger’s house for hours without their 
knowledge and continually calling them over and 
over and leaving voice messages is a bit disturbing, 
to say the least. Yet Saquiel doesn’t feel that way. In 
his mind he believes he knows Bemadette simply 
because he has read her work and feels connected 
to her writing, but in fact Saquiel does not know 
Bemadette and Bemadette does not know Saquiel.

This seems to be a very common theme with today’s 
celebrities. The Internet has given us the ability to 
cyber-stalk our secret obsessions. Nowadays we 
can simply look through the eyes of  the paparazzi 
and know almost everything about Hollywood’s 
infamous elite—and even if  we don’t, we make it up. 
Although we are not there stalking the celebrities, 
our obsession with them perpetuates and finances 
the privacy disruptions. So why do we feel this is 
acceptable behavior? If  you walked around taking 
photographs of  a coworker or employer or even a 
random person in the supermarket, charges would 
most certainly be pressed. Yet this only happens on 

very rare occasions with celebrities, and because of  
the vast number of  people who do follow them, 
it can be tricky to ensure that restraints are being 
followed. So why does this seem acceptable in our 
society?

To answer this we have to look at what celebrities 
do. Theater, movies, books, television, and sports 
are all forms of  arts and entertainment. They can 
help relieve stress and aggression and initiate a 
cathartic experience. These forms of  media can hit 
us in a very vulnerable way, and the people that are 
behind the screen, page, or “fourth wall” seem to 
be responsible for the reaction. In many ways these 
people have chosen to be vulnerable as well; they 
have chosen to share something of  strong value in 
their lives and that can resonate with us. That may 
also make us feel as though we have bonded over 
something, as though they have been a friend to us 
and therefore should be treated as such. We are still 
just as much a stranger to them as they are to us, yet 
we still feel as if  they owe us special treatment. “I’ve 
seen all your work,” or “I know every lyric to every 
song you’ve ever sang,” seem like strong arguments 
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Photo of aMy winehouse

to why a celebrity should interact with you, but sadly 
thousands of  others feel the same way.

Amy Winehouse never wanted the fame she was 
given. All she wanted to do was sing at jazz bars, 
smoke and drink with her friends, and make enough 
money to live in her flat in Camden. But her voice 
took the world by storm and soon she was touring all 
over, doing press, and giving performances from her 
multiple Grammy Award–winning Black to Black—
the only album of  hers that was ever released in the 
U.S. Even then, after her success, her struggles with 
drugs and alcohol were scoffed at. Late-night hosts 
who had her on their shows made sinister jokes about 
her drinking habits. Even when she was nominated 
for one of  her Grammys, the announcer—George 
Lopez—made a sinister joke about her. She was 
forced to go on tour years after the album came out 
while she was trying to write new music—music that 
would represent how she felt in that moment. Instead 
she sang music she had already been singing; music 
she wrote five years prior, becoming a slave to what 
the public demanded. Their increasing interest in her 

actually halted the production of  any new music she 
tried to create. She lost the ability to walk down the 
street without getting hounded, so instead she chose 
to live a secluded life in her flat, just her and the 
demons she carried. This lifestyle ultimately led to 
her death at the age of  27. The demand on her was so 
high it actually killed her, completely destroying any 
opportunity for the public to get what they wanted 
out of  her. Most people saw this as a loss because 
of  the music she could have made, or the songs she 
could have written, the opportunities that they would 
miss out on because she was now dead. 

It is hard to find a balance between loving someone 
because of  their work, and loving them because of  
who they are. Many actors are great at what they do 
but horrible people in real life. Many actors are awful 
at what they do, but are truly tremendous human 
beings. It is important to separate what is actually 
affecting us and not who is affecting us. Everyone 
living on this planet is simply a human being, no 
more and no less. Gods do not roam the Earth, and 
they certainly don’t exist on Netflix. 
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Immigrant Narratives
Stories and plays that depict the lives, cultures, and 
journeys of  immigrants are often powerful and 
moving due to the core foundations that their art is 
built upon. Nilo Cruz, Cuban-American playwright 
and the hand behind Sotto Voce, is a true testament to 
that. Nilo Cruz is able to tell the powerful story that 
he does in Sotto Voce because he is able to connect 
with the characters and the paths they take because, 
to a certain degree, he’s lived it. Someone lacking ties 
to what it means to be an immigrant might fail to 
create a satisfying work about the subject because 
of  the truth of  the matter that is absent. It’s hard 
to argue against that sort of  claim when work by 
immigrants about immigrants continues to remain 
consistently solid throughout the output of  many 
writers, playwrights, and artists alike. 

While Nilo Cruz himself  immigrated to the United 
States, other playwrights have generated success 
through immigrant narratives without exactly being 

immigrants themselves. Lin-Manuel Miranda comes 
to mind when we think of  artists who fall into this 
category. Although Lin-Manuel Miranda is not an 
immigrant, he has strong family ties in Puerto Rico 
on top of  being raised in a predominantly Latino 
community. This specific upbringing definitely 
contributed to Miranda creating his successful 
Broadway hit In the Heights, a musical set in a 
Dominican-American neighborhood in Washington 
Heights. Coincidence? Doubtful. If  Miranda hadn’t 
been raised within the culture that he was, In the 
Heights just wouldn’t have had the same soul that it 
has. 

More recently, Miranda’s musical Hamilton happens 
to tell the story of  prominent historic figure and 
immigrant Alexander Hamilton. In an interview 
conducted by Stephanie Kraus, Lin-Manuel offers 
some perspective about how his upbringing influenced 
his work: “I grew up speaking two languages. I went to 

young boy stands in front of fLag Made of iMMigrant Portraits
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Elie Wiesel is one such author, a Romanian-Jewish 
immigrant who left his literary mark on the world. 
Wiesel wrote more than fifty books, one of  his most 
notorious being Night, published in 1960. Night is the 
story of  Wiesel, his father, and the time they spent in 
Buchenwald and Auschwitz. Although these kinds of  
stories can be pretty heavy-hitting, we wouldn’t have 
the insight and perspective books like Night provides 
to a reader. If  it weren’t for survivors like Elie who 
had the strength to tell their stories, the honesty of  
the work would disappear because it’s an experience 
that simply no one can else could re-create. When it 
comes to sensitive subject matter like the Holocaust 
and other tragic historical events, it just wouldn’t 
sound right for anyone who has the perspective of  
an outsider looking in to attempt to re-create that 
experience in a first-person narrative. Consider a 
movie like the 1999 film The Devil’s Arithmetic. The 
plot involves a young American girl going on a vision 
quest of  sorts so that she may experience the horrors 
of  the Holocaust after disrespecting her Jewish 
family history. Works like this are interesting because 
they demonstrate that a more recent generation may 
not appreciate it because they didn’t experience it. 
For this reason, it’s important that we have pieces of  
literature that provide true insight about what certain 
cultures have gone through in history or else that 
understanding could be lost. 

These are just a few examples of  writers whose work 
has demonstrated the power of  storytelling through 
immigrant narratives by immigrant writers. Sotto Voce 
is the play that it is today because Nilo Cruz himself  
experienced the life of  an immigrant. An article from 
by Miami Herald by Christine Dolen quotes Cruz 
in regard to the response Sotto Voce received from 
his Cuban audience: “Cubans who came to see the 
play told me that I captured that leaving feeling, that 
feeling of  loving someone but having to leave, not 
because you want to. . . . A lot of  different people 
told me they know what that feeling is—devastating 
but at the end of  the day beautiful because you really 
see what’s precious. You realize that at any moment 
you can be stripped of  freedom, family, even life. 
The play’s messages are love more, respect more 
and understand others.” Cruz reminds us of  the 
connection that work by immigrants can have on its 
audience because of  the understanding that they will 
always share. 

a school where everyone spoke English and I spoke 
Spanish at home. It’s a great way of  creating a writer 
because you’re aware of  being an outsider, you can 
observe both sides a bit. You change identities when 
you go home and any time you can try a different 
identity that’s helpful in being a writer or performer. 
Both In the Heights and Hamilton are about the 
immigrant experience. My parents aren’t immigrants 
because Puerto Rico is part of  the United States but 
they did come to New York not speaking English. 
My dad learned it here and I think both my shows 
deal with that. They talk about what it means to grow 
up here when your parents are from somewhere else 
and what you do to leave a legacy behind.” 

If  you look at works by composers like Stephen 
Sondheim, it’d be pretty obvious that they weren’t 
planning on creating work like In the Heights. If  
Sondheim did attempt to create a show like In the 
Heights (before Miranda did), it would probably 
lack the heart and soul that reflects the culture being 
presented. This is not to say that Sondheim isn’t good 
at what he does, but coming from a non-immigrant 
artist, the work would ultimately be hollow as a result 
of  being created by someone who is not actually an 
immigrant. 

Cruz brings a great deal of  light to the struggles that 
Jewish immigrants faced in their attempts to flee Nazi 
Germany. Today we have Jewish writers who faced, 
suffered through, and survived the Holocaust who 
have transcribed powerful stories with the power 
to sway their readers to a whirlwind of  emotion. 

Lin-ManueL Miranda and the originaL 
broadway Cast of iN the heightS.
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Technology and Human Connection
The interactions and connection that Bemadette and 
Saquiel experience in Sotto Voce would virtually not 
exist if  it wasn’t, in fact, through the virtual. Because 
of  Bemadette’s agoraphobia, her connection with 
Saquiel exists only through the world of  technology, 
yet the stage directions specifically enlist the absence 
of  technology. Although the technology is there 
and the audience must be aware of  it, the physical 
presence of  each device is invisibly cloaked. 

The technology is always there and yet nowhere to 
be seen in Sotto Voce. Technology is actually ruining 
humans’ abilities to connect with one another 
as our obsession with screens and the ability to 
communicate with anyone has hindered our ability 
to connect with the immediate presences around us. 
People are choosing to find their spouse through a 
website, rather than encounter someone through 
interaction. Virtually anything can now be ordered 
online, sometimes more cheaply than in a store 
purchase, so why not order a soul mate? Applications 
such as Skype and Facetime make it easy to “meet” 
someone face to face without actually being in their 
presence. Screen time seems to be affecting the way 
humans interact; the use of  emails, text messages, 
and social media all contribute to what is roughly 
speculated as 11 hours of  most Americans’ lives each 
day.

The relationship Bemadette and Saquiel experience 
is quite common in the world of  online interactions; 
although they are not dating their patterns follow 
similarly. Studies show that there are two types of  
people when it comes to online interactions. There’s 
the initiator, such as Saquiel, who wants to accelerate 
the meeting as quickly as possible. Then there is 
someone who postpones the “IRL”—in real life—
meetings. To postpone a meeting or first date with 
someone allows the person to stay afloat in the fantasy 
of  what that person might be like. All they need are 
pictures with methodically typed words sent to each 
other and the rest can be left to the imagination. 

Another fear the delayer has is bursting the bubble of  
expectation. Bemadette certainly struggles with this, 
enough so that she even finds difficulty in allowing 
Saquiel to hear her voice. She fears the crackles in her 
voice that have developed over age might dissuade 
him. People allow their profile persona to speak for 
them and fear that their actual selves might not live 
up to whatever expectations the other person has. 
Saquiel wants to live outside the illusion. People who 
initiate a meeting quickly in online dating do not want 
to live in the fantasy world. They want to quickly 
dispel any camouflage that presides over the online 
persona. However, there is no evidence to prove that 
these interactions carry less meaning that one created 
from human contact. Many relationships, marriages, 
and friendships have been initiated through an online 
interaction. 

Nilo Cruz states that this is a love story between 
“two souls,” two people who never meet yet know 
the entirety of  each other’s lives. This is the driving 
force for the use of  technology, a practical way to 
convey this construct within a modern setting. By 
taking away the physical presence of  the technology 
and only allowing spoken words of  Bemadette and 
Saquiel’s exchanges, an optimistic light shines over 
a greedy screen-obsessed society. The ability to 
interact through technology actually liberates instead 
of  confines. The possibility of  Bemadette keeping 
a persona of  youth and projecting her past lover 
onto Saquiel keeps her imagination afloat, instead 
of  simply allowing her agoraphobia to submerge 
her. Cruz presents the freedom and possibility that 
technology can have. Use it as a tool it can open 
doors. Use it as a lifestyle, and there might only be 
one window opened to you—a small little screen.
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Instant Lessons
1. What events do you think follow the play’s conclusion? Write a short story or scene that demonstrates a clear 
idea as to what happens next. 

2. Three writers are mentioned in Sotto Voce: Jose Marti, Walt Whitman, and Edith Wharton. Do a little digging! 
What traits or attributes do these artists have in common? Why do you think Nilo Cruz chose to mention these 
three artists in his play?

3. Bemadette and Saquiel walk through New York City in their imagination, without ever meeting. If you could 
travel anywhere in your imagination, where would you go and why? Write a short story about your imaginary 
journey. Whom would you meet? What sites would you visit? Try to describe them in as much detail as possible, 
using all five senses.

4. Imagine that you are Ariel or Nina Strauss on your way to Cuba, aboard the St. Louis. Write a letter to 
Bemadette describing your journey. What are your hopes for your new life? What are you looking forward to? Is 
there anything that scares you about starting over in a new place?

5. In Sotto Voce, Saquiel thinks the United States and Cuba should apologize for turning away the St. Louis 
in 1939. What purpose does it serve when governments apologize for a country’s past actions? If the event in 
question happened many years ago, do you think it is still important for countries to apologize? Write a paragraph 
explaining why or why not.

6. Choose one of the titles of Bemadette’s novels: The Scent of Wood, Gentle Rain, Immutable Time, Unguided 
War, Vanquished Summer, or That Man Over There. Based on the title, what do you imagine this book might be 
about? Write your own short story or poem using that title as a starting point.

7. What characterizes the genre of “magical realism” (do some research on this if you are unsure)? What aspects 
of Sotto Voce might be considered to fall under this genre? Why do you think Nilo Cruz chose to use elements of 
magical realism in telling this story?
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the classroom! Portland Stage 
is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, interactive experiences, and thought-provoking 
literature to a wide audience of  youth and adult learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to 
PlayNotes, take a class in our Theater for Kids space, or bring a group of  students to see a performance, there is 
something here for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series

The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high school students 
from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. Following Student Matinee 
performances, students participate in discussions with members of  the cast and crew, actively and energetically 
exploring all elements of  the production and the issues raised in the play.

Play Me a Story

Experience the Fun & Magic of  Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! Ages 4-10 are 
welcome to enjoy a performance of  children’s stories, then participate in an acting workshop with professional 
theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic dreams!  Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-
registration is encouraged!

After School Classes

After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a higher sense of  play, 
stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, risk taking, ensemble building, public 
speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes are wildly fun, creative, spontaneous, and begin to build 
skills for the young actor or non-actor’s voice, body, and imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps

Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of  all kinds to fuel these active, educational 
and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs for youth. Theater for Kids works with 
professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. Students are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing 
imaginatively, critically, and creatively in an environment of  inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program

The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high schools to enhance the 
experience of  students who participate in the Early Show Program by complementing their visits with pre- and 
post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops are led by professional Teaching Artists who engage 
students in the creative process through writing, acting, directing and discussion.

The Intern Company

The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of  theater professionals. Applicants 
should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training in the theater arts and are looking to explore 
their field further through meaningful hands-on experience. Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged 
by a creative process that relies on both ingenuity and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading 
designers, directors, administrators, and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave with 
a greater knowledge of  the theatrical process and the satisfaction of  being part of  a dedicated theater company 
where exceptional quality is the end goal.
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