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Discussion Series

Autoworkers in A plAnt.

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 two weeks before a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s 
Main Branch. 

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.

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

The Onion Foundation
George & Cheryl Higgins
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Portland Stage’s production of Skeleton Crew offers us, as a Maine audience, 
a unique chance. The all-black cast experiences something that our audiences 
have also experienced: a sudden, sharp decline in manufacturing jobs; jobs 
that once created opportunity for Mainers and Detroiters. Witnessing another 
community of people—an urban, primarily black community—grieve in similar 
ways opens a possibility: a shared experience that can bring an enriched 
empathy for others who are simultaneously similar to and different from us.
- Dylan Gurrera, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

When I learned that Portland Stage would be producing Skeleton Crew this 
season, I was very excited. What I really love about Skeleton Crew is how 
relatable each and every one of the characters are. I love that the play is set 
in the break room: usually a place where everyone can go to relax between 
shifts or during their lunch break, and yet, in this play, it is where all of the 
intensity and drama occurs. It also gives the play a very personal feel because 
it is about the characters and the fear, loyalty, anger, and happiness they feel 
when they interact with each other. I’m also looking forward to seeing such a 
diverse story being told on the Portland Stage mainstage because I think that 
the more diverse stories we can tell, the more connected to humanity we will 
all become. I love Dominique Morisseau’s writing, and I am looking forward to 
watching the actors, designers, crew members, and director bring this story to 
life for our audiences.
- Emily Lawrence, Education Intern

We live in a cultural moment that prioritizes the individual. We spend so much 
time thinking about the world in relation to ourselves as the axis. I truly believe 
that theater is one of the last places that prioritizes community. It is a refuge 
for those who want a respite from the constant focus on the self. Both in the 
rehearsal room and in performance, theater brings a group of people together 
for a common purpose. It is a place where a group of total strangers can come 
together to listen and leave a little bit more connected to the people and the 
world around them. Dominique Morisseau represents this idea beautifully in 
Skeleton Crew and in all the work she does as an artist and activist. Skeleton 
Crew doesn’t present us with answers; it instead asks important questions 
and challenges us collectively, as a society, to start to have the kind of 
conversation to find a solution. I’m excited to be a part of that conversation 
while working on Skeleton Crew.    
- Rebecca Rovezzi, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Thoughts from the Editors:
What excites you about Skeleton Crew?
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So many things excite me about this play, one of these being Dominique 
Morisseau’s specificity. The play is integrally tied to its specific 2008 Detroit 
factory setting and the struggles of the workers there. From my experience 
with both watching and creating theater, I believe that specificity is key to 
authenticity. Authenticity, in turn, grounds the work and allows it to poignantly 
illustrate some universal truths or issues. A beautiful thing about watching 
theater is how it allows audiences to viscerally experience, in real-time, another 
person’s story. It has the potential to 1) humanize issues, like working-class 
struggles or discrimination; 2) educate with empathy; and 3) authentically 
represent voices that are traditionally ignored or silenced in mainstream society. 
I think Skeleton Crew is one of the plays that has the power to do all three. 
- Jae-Yeon Yoo, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

When I first found out Portland Stage was doing a production of Skeleton Crew 
by Dominique Morisseau, I was so excited. One of my favorite productions I 
have seen was Morisseau’s Sunset Baby. Morisseau’s writing is so crisp and 
authentic that it had me entranced throughout the entire show. Her in-depth 
characters sound like real-life people with real-life problems and I instantly felt 
connected to them. I am excited for Portland Stage to share Morisseau’s work, 
which shines a light on the average Americans that were at risk of losing their 
jobs, homes, and futures during a time when the economy choked. To me, the 
people whose voices are often ignored have the most important stories to tell.
- Paige Farley, Education Intern

The cast of Portland Stage's Skeleton Crew. Photo by Aaron Flake.
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1.  What is a skeleton crew? How were skeleton crews used during the 2008 recession?

2.  What functions do unions serve for the workers of a company? How do unions serve the companies?

3.  Is it beneficial to develop attachments and relationships in the workplace? How does having friends at 
work or school affect your day-to-day life? Does having friends at school or work make you enjoy it more?

4.  What effect did the 2008 Great Recession have on Detroit and the factory workers who were employed 
by factories there?

5.  Describe the cycle of homelessness and poverty. How does it work to keep those trapped in it from ever 
escaping? 

6.  Rules are very important in Skeleton Crew—deciding to follow or break the rules defines the characters 
and also helps determine what ultimately happens to them. Do you think it’s ever okay to break the rules? 
Under what circumstances would you be willing to break the rules?

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

1.  Trust is really important in Skeleton Crew; the idea of who should be trusted and when they can be 
trusted is explored throughout the play. Trust is particularly important during times of great stress, when 
trust is all you have. What makes someone trustworthy? Write a couple of paragraphs about the importance 
of trust and what makes someone trustworthy.

2.  Skeleton Crew is set in a breakroom. Why do you think Dominique Morisseau set the play in a break-
room when the play revolves around a specific type of physical work? What are some artistic choices you 
would make to show the audience that these characters endure a great amount of physical work in their 
daily lives? Imagine you are designing Skeleton Crew’s set. On a piece of paper, create a sketch of the set 
for the show. How do you show that the characters are blue-collar workers in a factory, while still conveying 
the idea that they are in a comfortable breakroom space?

3.  Dominique Morisseau grew up in Detroit and wrote three plays, including Skeleton Crew, called The De-
troit Project. Morisseau wanted to write about her hometown because she loves Detroit and all the people 
who inhabit it. Think about your hometown or your favorite place you’ve lived. Once you have your location, 
write a short play summary! Then, write a scene that would be found in your play and then read it aloud with 
your fellow classmates. Feel free to move around the space and explore the scene on its feet!

4.  In Skeleton Crew, Shanita, one of the factory workers, comments that she hears the machines in the 
factory as almost musical, a whirring and humming that is constant and soothes her soul the same way 
music does. In groups, using your body, voice, and found objects, create the sounds of a working factory. 
Put the sounds together to create a song and then share your machine song with the class. 
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About the Play
It’s 2008, at the height of the Great Recession, 
and we are in hard-hit Detroit, in an automobile 
stamping factory described as “the last small 
plant standing.” Needless to say, it’s standing 
on shaky ground. Faye, Dez, and Shanita are 
a tight-knit trio of factory workers who look out 
for each other. Meanwhile, their unit manager 
Reggie, torn between his team and his career, 
struggles to decide where his loyalties lie. On 
the clock, they operate enormous presses, 
shaping sheet metal into thousands of car 
parts each day. Off the clock, the trio heads 
to the break room, where they swap good-
natured insults, share gossip, and bicker with 
Reggie. But the rhythms of their work and their 
relationships are getting disrupted. Rumors are 
flying about the plant’s closure, and it’s hard to 
shake the sense that difficult times are coming. 
As the fate of the plant unfolds, conflicts erupt 
and deep connections emerge, revealing the 
employees’ struggles, as well as their dreams. 
The plant’s potential shutdown leaves everyone 
wrestling with an uncertain future, deftly depicted 
by playwright Dominique Morisseau through a 
probing study of consciences under siege and 
the crippling concessions people make in the 
name of success.

Skeleton Crew had its world premiere at Atlantic 
Theater Company in January 2016. Since then, 
Skeleton Crew has become one of the most-
produced plays in the country, reaching American 
Theatre’s top ten most-produced plays in America 
list two years in a row, with eleven reported 
productions in theaters across the country this 
year alone. It’s the third play in Morisseau’s 
acclaimed Detroit Project, following Detroit ’67 and 
Paradise Blue; the project was inspired in part by 
August Wilson’s Century Cycle (see pg. 32). 

As a Detroit native, Morisseau is deeply 
familiar with the dilemmas her characters 
face in Skeleton Crew. She has relatives and 
friends who worked in the auto industry or were 
otherwise impacted by the 2008 recession, when 
layoffs and foreclosures surged. She often cites 
an incident at her alma mater, the University of 
Michigan, as a moment of passionate inspiration. 
A professor asked students to call out words 
describing Detroit. One adjective, “degenerate,” 
made Morisseau feel like she had been slapped. 
“The ongoing way in which people would respond 
to me with fear, bias, or pity when I told them I 
was from Detroit: I thought they must be getting 
a very misguided narrative on what it means 

by rebecca rovezzi

Atlantic Theater Company's Skeleton Crew; 2016.
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to be ‘from Detroit,’” Morisseau recalls. These 
misconceptions sparked the impetus behind The 
Detroit Project. When discussing her inspiration, 
Morisseau shares, “I [wrote] three plays about 
Detroit because I love Detroiters, because I love 
my family, and because I am practicing self-love.” 
That love shines fiercely in Skeleton Crew.

Morisseau is certainly aware of the media-
perpetuated stereotypes surrounding her 
hometown, which is one of the reasons she 
wanted to reclaim its stories on her own 
terms. To counter cultural bias against Detroit, 
Morisseau is drawn to telling stories that 
explore the humanity of Detroiters. Skeleton 
Crew comes together through a mix of dramatic 
fictionalization, research, and interviews 
with Morisseau’s family and dozens of local 
autoworkers, managers, and labor activists, who, 
as Morisseau describes, “have been some of 
the kindest, most progressive, most ambitious, 
most brave, most conscious, most loving, 
most hardworking people I have ever known.” 
Equally important was capturing her hometown’s 
strength, in addition to its struggles. Skeleton 
Crew transcends grim clichés about Detroit’s 
decline, revealing the warmth, humor, and 
kindness of the people behind the headlines. In 
writing Skeleton Crew, she sought to bring the 
faces not often given a spotlight onstage to the 
forefront. “Everyone needs to see themselves 
[onstage],” Morisseau has said. “We have to 
make space.” In the Skeleton Crew script, 
Morisseau dedicates the play not only to the 
autoworkers and loved ones who inspired it, but 
also to everyone who looked at her city during 
the Great Recession and said, “Let Detroit go 
bankrupt.” With both groups in mind, she offers 

an insightful, compassionate portrait of working-
class America, inviting audiences to bear 
witness to how seismic economic shifts play 
out in everyday life. In many ways, the country 
has moved on, post-recession. For some, 
however, the future is as uncertain as ever, and 
Morisseau’s examination of the changing cost of 
just “getting by” continues to resonate. 

Instead of sensationalizing crisis, Morisseau 
renders lives that retain their quotidian flow, 
because life, after all, has a way of going on. She 
concentrates most of the action of the play in the 
breakroom, focusing on the human side of the 
auto industry. The rest of the plant and its massive 
presses are still ever-present. The movement of 
machinery and the rhythms of work invade the 
space. By drawing the world of Skeleton Crew 
so vividly, Morisseau uncovers what is universal 
about the characters’ experiences. 

In Skeleton Crew, Morisseau expertly weaves 
in the spirit of the wider Detroit community 
onto her stages. The play keeps Detroit’s 
humanity, resilience, and hope at its dramatic 
core. Morisseau believes that “what goes into 
print and what is said over and over about a 
people starts to become the gospel until it is just 
as diligently combated with other stories and 
other perspectives.” So, let it be said: Skeleton 
Crew is a play set in a city of ambitious, brave, 
conscious, loving, hardworking people; a play 
that combats ignorance and apathy with warm-
blooded stories and diverse perspectives; and a 
play that is solidifying its place as a part of the 
theatrical canon of the 21st century.

Marin Theater Company's Skeleton Crew; 2018.
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Dominique morisseAu

Dominique Morisseau grew up in Detroit, 
Michigan with her mother and father. Her love 
for the stage was first sparked as a performance 
poet in the Detroit community of Harmonie Park. 
She then went on to attend the University of 
Michigan where she received her BFA in Acting 
in 2000. Her acting education is what ultimately 
stirred her interest in playwriting. While attending 
the University of Michigan she felt unsupported by 
the theater department’s curriculum as one of the 
three black women in the program at the time. As 
a student, Morisseau felt the lack of opportunity 
for her to work was a result of the department 
not producing works written by playwrights of 
color and not supporting nontraditional casting. 
Morisseau looked for ways to be exposed to more 
diverse work and find roles for women of color, 
and eventually decided to write them herself. “I 
realized that I have to make the roles that I want 
to see and be in. That catapulted the playwright 
in me,” she recalls. She wrote, directed, 
choreographed, produced, lighting designed,  

and performed in her first play The Blackness 
Blues: Time to Change the Tune, A Sister’s 
Story; the student response was overwhelmingly 
positive.“I remember students were rushing to try 
to get in, and one of my classmates said to me, 
‘Hey Dominique, hook me up!’” She recalls, “I 
was thinking, Hook me up? That’s what we say 
when we’re trying to get into the hot party. And I 
was like, ‘Oh my God, my play is the hot party!’ 
I’m sold; I’m doing this for life.”

Morisseau’s appreciation of language began long 
before her playwriting career. Growing up in a 
household with a mother from Mississippi and a 
Haitian father, she could hear the beauty in their 
everyday conversations. “We speak in poetry,” 
Morisseau says of her family. “I hear the way that 
we speak, naturally, and every city and region 
has its own poetry. Young people have their own 
poetry. Communities have a poetry to the way that 
they speak. I think it’s fun to listen to and relish in 
the poetry of our everyday language, as opposed 
to trying to force some elevated language onto 
the world. I think the world has its own elevated 
language, and I listen to and try to capture some 
of our poetry-ism in our everyday language that 
I hear, from the students that I work with to the 
members of my family when they speak. For me, 
it’s fun to exercise in the elevation of our everyday 
language.” Many of the characters in Morisseau’s 
plays possess pieces and shreds of the language 
of the people who have raised her, who she 
loves fiercely. However, Morisseau also sees the 
importance of sharing a vast range of stories. “It 
is my job to try to fully explore all of the people 
that I’m writing about and understand who they 
are, whether or not I share their beliefs.” Through 
her work, she wants to help people broaden their 
perspectives and understand each other better. “I 
hope its opening minds to think a little differently 
about something they haven’t even thought about 
before. I hope it gives voice to people who have 
felt otherwise under acknowledged.”

About the Playwright:  
Dominique Morriseau

by rebecca rovezzi
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morisseAu Accepts the steingberg plAywright AwArD; 2015.

The honesty of Morisseau’s vision and the 
impact of her work have propelled her plays to 
well-deserved critical acclaim. She focuses on 
giving voice to communities that are typically 
ignored. The kinds of characters she writes are 
often presented in literature as stereotypes, 
but she digs deep into their humanity. She is 
ruthless in her cross-examination of the people 
she depicts in her plays, demanding to know their 
histories, circumstances, and hopes. She tries to 
put her finger on the humor as well as the truth 
of each moment. Rehearsals of her plays are 
where these questions are most richly explored, 
and, in the process, her collaborators become 
an integral part of Dominique’s growing family 
and community. Even as Morisseau receives 
increasing recognition, it is her passionate and 
earnest dedication to building community that 
continues to drive her forward.
 
Executive Producer of the Apollo Theater, 
Kamiliah Forbes, spoke to this drive when 
presenting Morisseau with the 2017 Samuel 
French award for Impact & Activism in the 
Theatre Community: “Dom [Morisseau] is not just 
an artist who chooses to write about themes of 
social justice because it is provocative. She writes 
about these issues because she has to. It is who 
she is. A fighter at her core. A warrior woman. 
She is an activist. By definition, an activist is 
someone who campaigns for social or political 
change. Dominique serves as a true moral 
compass, a voice of her community. She is who 
we turn to in times of turmoil, unrest, uncertainty, 
times like now. Her Facebook page becomes an 

uptown hall of sorts, a repository of healthy 
debates, ideas, and always followed by calls to 
action. She is keen on her plays not just being 
interesting and provocative but pondering the 
true and driving action that moves us forward. 
She personally forces us all to have a deeper 
understanding of the world around us, and not 
have a sense of apathy.” 
 
Morisseau is an alumna of The Public 
Theater’s Emerging Writers Group, Women’s 
Project Lab, and Lark Playwrights’ Workshop; 
and has developed work at Sundance Lab, 
Williamstown Theatre Festival, and the Eugene 
O’Neil Playwrights Conference. Her work has 
been commissioned by Steppenwolf Theater, 
Women’s Project, South Coast Rep, People’s 
Light and Theatre, and Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival/Penumbra Theatre. She most recently 
served as Co-Producer on the Showtime 
series “Shameless.” Morisseau has produced 
other original works with the Hip-Hop Theater 
Festival, American Theatre of Harlem, and The 
New Group. Awards include: Spirit of Detroit 
Award, PoNY Fellowship, August Wilson 
Playwriting Award, two-time NAACP Image 
Award, and was named one of Variety’s Women 
of Impact for 2017-18. She was also one of the 
2018 recipients of the MacArthur ‘genius grant.’ 
Beyond the Detroit Project her other plays 
include: Pipeline, Sunset Baby, Blood at the 
Root, and Follow Me To Nellie’s. She is also the 
book writer on the new musical Ain’t Too Proud 
– The Life and Times of the Temptations.



PorTland sTage’s skeleTon Crew

12 skeleTon Crew

Interview with the Director:  
Jade King Carroll
edited For clariity and length by rebecca rovezzi

Skeleton Crew will be Jade King Carroll’s third 
show at Portland Stage after previously directing 
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom (2013), as well as 
The Whipping Man (2015). She sat down with 
PlayNotes editor, Rebecca Rovezzi, to discuss 
the show and her return to Portland. 
 

days, having two high school students that are 
interested in becoming theater-makers in the 
room has been great. 

RR: In a similar vein, this is not your first time 
directing Skeleton Crew. What makes you 
excited to continue returning to this script? 

JKC: It’s so truthful and such a well-built play. 
It just keeps resonating more and more to the 
America that we live in. Each community that that 
I do it in there is a slightly different conversation, 
depending on where the community itself is. It’s 
also just one of those plays that, again, just has 
so much truth and love and they [the characters] 
are all survivors. I can relate to everyone in the 
play and the relationships they have with each 
other. There is a lot of hope and the way these 
people, and that community survives and moves 
forward through the rigors of life is a treat to come 
back to again and again. 

RR: What specific challenges does this piece 
present to you, as a director? 

JKC: I think the challenge for any really great, 
deep, rich, layered, play is always time and making 
sure we give it enough time to marinate and to 
find our own truths in it. I come at it with new eyes 
every time I do it. It's important that we’re all taking 
the time inside and outside of rehearsal to make 
sure that it’s as deep as it can be. 

RR: You just came off of working on Detroit 
67’ [the second play in Morisseau’s Detroit 
Project (see pg. 32)], has that impacted you at 
all coming into this production? 

JKC: Oh, absolutely. In the past fifteen or sixteen 
months I’ve done one co-production of Skeleton 
Crew between Marin Theater and Palo Alto 
TheatreWorks, one a Dorset Theatre Festival, 
and a co-production of Detroit 67’ between the 
McCarter Theater and Hartford Stage. So, I feel 
very invested in the stories and in the characters 
that Dominique Morisseau shares, and I feel 
extremely honored to have been able to really 

Jade King Carroll

Rebecca Rovezzi (RR): Can you share a little about 
what you enjoy about working here at Portland 
Stage, and why you were excited to return? 

Jade King Carroll (JKC): I really like this 
theatrical community. Everyone that works and 
collaborates [at Portland Stage] really wants to 
be here. It feels like the theater is engaged in the 
community in a way that I always feel like I’m a 
part of the conversation in town as well as with a 
community of people and a community of artists. 
Anita [Stewart], at the helm, really feeds that. 
We’ve collaborated not just as producer and 
director but also as designer and director. That’s 
been really lovely. Also, the educational outreach 
is always extremely satisfying. Just the past two 
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spend time getting to know these people. As 
an artist, every work is informed by the others 
and hopefully they all have conversations with 
each other. Specifically, really being respectful 
to the rhythms and the music that Dominique 
[Morisseau] writes and the poetry of her work, I 
now feel like I know how these people talk, move, 
breathe, and dream. As well as where their hearts 
lie, and where their hurt lies. It's all connected. 

RR: Would you ever consider directing Paradise 
Blue [the first play in the Detroit Project]?

JKC: Yeah! I would love to. I actually worked 
on it in development for about five years, so I 
know the play very well and look forward to the 
opportunity to direct it. In a lot of ways, it's the 
one immediately spoke to me because of who 
the characters are. My mom is a poet and my 
father is a jazz trumpeter so, [Paradise Blue] is 
really close to home. I probably spent more time 
in conversation with Dominique [Morisseau] about 
that play than any of the others. 

RR: Could you speak a little about your journey 
with directing and how you got started? 

JKC: I knew I wanted to be a choreographer/ 
director when I was about ten years old and was 
lucky enough to have a lot of community theater 
and other theaters, like the McCarter, that had 
their doors open just so I could observe. Then I 
started assistant directing at a pretty young age. 
I think I was about thirteen or fourteen when 
I started being the rehearsal room assistant 
for community theater and Woodstock Youth 
Theater. Because I was so young when I knew 
what I wanted to do some people thought it 
was laughable, but my parents and the theater 

community I was involved in didn’t. Then I 
directed at least one show a semester throughout 
undergraduate and then immediately went into 
assistant directing, internships, apprenticeships 
and fellowships throughout the country. I moved 
to New York City and started assistant directing 
as well as directing my own work. I still love to do 
the work that matters, which isn’t always the work 
that pays the most. I’ve only done three associate 
directing projects in the past nine years but I’m 
still very much in touch with those mentors. I 
still go and sit in on a lot of [rehearsal] rooms. 
There’s always something to learn, and if I’m not 
in rehearsal I’d rather be observing someone’s. 
Some people crash parties, I crash techs. 

RR: Would you say that’s one of your biggest 
tips for young artists? To observe other 
rehearsal rooms as much as possible? 

JKC: I think so, and to observe without taking 
up a lot of room in the space, and not just being 
in the room but really actively listening. Actively 
listening is so important in everything we do in 
theater. You can learn something in every room 
you’re in, even if it's not a pleasant room. 

RR: Anything else you want to add? 

JKC: I’m so thrilled to be back at Portland Stage 
and to be back in Maine. This being my third 
show here in five years or so, it's begun to feel 
like a real artistic home.

Dorset Theatre Festival's Skeleton Crew; 2018.
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Features on Production: 
 Interview with Sound Designer, 

Karin Graybash

Jae-Yeon Yoo (JY): Can you briefly describe 
who you are and what your role in Skeleton 
Crew has been?

Karin Graybash (KG): As the sound designer for 
Skeleton Crew, my job is to create the soundscape 
for the production. This includes everything from 
the music we hear during transitions between 
scenes to the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen, 
as well as everything in between.  

JY: What is your process of designing a show?

KG: I have a few steps that I usually follow when 
creating an initial design concept for a show.
First, I like to read the script as soon as I get an 
offer to design. This first read is my only chance to 
get that sense of what the audience will be thinking 
and feeling as they watch the show. I take notes 
on this initial read and then stew on the story. I 
will do this for a few weeks while I am working on 
other projects, just periodically thinking about the 
show in a sort of “what if” manner.  

The next thing is to chat with the director to find out 
what their approach to the production is. Because 
I’ve been thinking about it in different ways for a 
while by now, I will have a few ideas I can bounce 
off of [them] at this point too.

After that, I will go back and read the script again. 
This time, [I take] in-depth notes as I read on what 
is needed for the cues. Here, I am paying attention 
to practical things, such as timings and locations 
of sounds. Then, I will read the script a third time, 
paying attention to the feelings and attitudes of 
characters, scenes, and transitions. These notes 
are what I base my music choices on for the show, 
trying to convey all of those things to the audience.

JY: How does sound design help tell the 
story of Skeleton Crew?

KG: In this production, I try to bring the world 
of the auto factory to life. Dominique Morisseau 
depicts the vibrant world of the stamping plant in 
the opening of her play. She wants to pull us into 
the inner workings of the factory as she describes 
the sounds happening during a crew shift.  She 
describes how the repetitive rhythm of the 
machines create a “factory line hymn.” She depicts 
it as if it is another character in the play. And so, I 
try to bring that character to life.  

The pulse of the factory is heard through the 
sounds of the machine punches and presses on 
the factory floor. The air blasts from compressors 
are like deep breaths. The hum of the factory 
is constant. I try to give a sense of this in the 
soundscape throughout the entire show to help 
portray how important the factory is to the people 
who work there. To show just how present it is in 
their lives. To show that the people depend on the 
plant as much as it depends on them.

JY: I know that music plays a very 
particular role in Skeleton Crew and its 
way of storytelling. How is this being 
incorporated into your design? 

KG: Just as the stamping plant machinery has its 
own life and rhythm in the play, the music of the 
play has its own beat as well. Layered on top of 
[the factory sounds], the transition music played 
from scene to scene is hip-hop. Hip-hop music 
in and of itself is very repetitive and rhythmic in 
its beats. In layering the two rhythms, you get a 
sense of the symbiotic relationship when they are 
together. However, there are also times during 

edited For clarity and length by Jae-yeon yoo
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the play when the two are competing rhythms. 
The playwright also mentions when one or the 
other gets off a little. We end up hearing this as a 
stutter or chink in the mechanism. Therefore, there 
are certain transitions during [the] play that are 
intentionally arrhythmic or repeat in odd ways to let 
the audience know there is some sort of problem 
or break from the normal day-to-day.

JY: What got you interested in sound design?

KG: At a certain point in my childhood, I 
discovered a love for novels. Reading the classics, 
I would get so involved in the stories that I felt they 
were happening to me. I enjoyed the way I could 
escape into these worlds. I enjoyed it so much I 
decided I wanted to be a literature teacher in order 
to share with others how to discover the inner life 
of a story. Then, I discovered what theater was. 
I attended some plays and was amazed to see 
that people could bring stories to real life on the 
stage—actually living out the amazing things that 
were in my mind. But then it got even better—I 
discovered musicals, which felt to me like a 
magical realm in which people sing and dance to 
show their emotions. From then on, I was hooked. 
I soon forgot all about teaching literature. I decided 
the best way to share my passion for storytelling 
was through theater, specifically through the music 
of it. It seemed the most natural way to portray 
the feelings and emotions of the stories in a 
heightened way. As a sound designer, I get to help 
guide the audience down the emotional path of a 
play through the music. 

JY: I know that you’ve worked extensively 
with Portland Stage (PS). What is your 
connection to this place? 

KG: My first design for PS was Ma Rainey’s Black 
Bottom by August Wilson. The play was directed 
by Jade King Carroll, with whom I had previously 
worked on numerous productions.  She kindly 
asked me to design the sound for the show; so I 
can thank Jade for my introduction to PS. Since 
then, I have had the pleasure of working here not 
only with Jade, but also a number of the Affiliate 
Artists. Last season, I added the zany atomic-
bomb-and-film-noir soundtrack to Red Herring 
directed by Michael Rafkin. During String Around 
My Finger, I was responsible for infusing numerous 
Frank Sinatra songs into the show directed by 
Sally Wood. In addition to the Affiliate Artists, the 
artistic and production staff at the theater has 
made it a lovely experience to work here. I am 
always happy to come back to work with such a 
creative and devoted team.

JY: I know that you also teach sound design at 
Rutgers University. Could you please speak a little 
about your experiences teaching?

KG: I have been a faculty and staff member 
at Rutgers University’s Mason Gross School 
of the Arts since 2006. As faculty, I teach both 
an Introduction to Sound Technology and [a] 
Sound Design class. As a staff member, I am the 
Sound Supervisor for the Theater Department. 
In this role, I oversee all of the sound needs for 
the department’s rehearsal spaces and three 
performance venues. So even just at Rutgers, I 
get to experience teaching and production side by 
side. The classes I teach are for first- or second-
year students. Then, once they are in their third 
year, the students are taking on production roles 
for our shows: as stage managers, assistant 
designers, board operators, deck crew, you 
name it. This is the part I enjoy the most because 
you really get to see how much the students 
have retained. I always feel there can be a large 
disconnect for some people in book learning vs. 
physically doing tasks. The even bigger jump in 
learning can be the point when you just have to 
figure it out for yourself.  From my standpoint, the 
students who can do that tend to go the furthest.

Perhaps it is because of this, when it comes to 
being a freelance sound designer for other theater 
companies, I tend to have a rather hands-off 
approach to the production. I supply the necessary 
information for my sound design, but then let the 
sound engineer and production staff do their job. 
They are trained professionals, but not only that, 
they know the ins and outs of their theater better 
than I ever could. I respect their knowledge and 
appreciate everything they do.
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Meet the Cast

Name: Toussaint K. Jeanlouis
Character: Reggie
A formerly blue-collar Foreman. He is studious, 
dedicated, and compassionate. Somewhere within 
him, a fire brims. 

Name: Falomi Williams
Character: Shanita
A blue-collar employee. She’s pregnant. Somewhere 
within her, she is a beautiful dreamer. 

by rebecca rovezzi 

Name: Olivia Williams
Character: Faye
An older blue-collar employee. Tough with a 
lifetime of dirt beneath her nails. Somewhere 
within her, there is deep compassion.

Name: Brandon Pierce
Character: Dez
A blue-collar employee. He is trying to save 
enough money to open up his own auto garage. 
Somewhere within him, he is deeply sensitive. 
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Costume intern Eileen Thoma at work. Set Designer Anita Stewart at work. 

Scenic & Carpentry intern Kelsey Book at work.

Many Hands Make Light Work

What goes into a play? The actors, directors, and 
designers, of course, but who puts it all together? 
Here at Portland Stage our staff and interns dive 
in to help make sure every play comes to life 
flawlessly before your eyes, even if that means 
molding belly bumps or painting! We couldn't 
produce our plays without the hard work of over 
20 behind-the-scenes staff and interns. SO during 
the show, take a second to sit back, and enjoy 
the handcrafted props, scenery, and costumes 
put together just for you!
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The French first colonized the area of what we 
now call Detroit in 1701, establishing the “Fort 
Ponchartrain du Détroit.” Since then, Detroit 
eventually became a part of the British colonies 
(in 1760), then the US (in 1796). While Detroit’s 
history stretches back much longer than the first 
automobile factory opening in 1899, this timeline 
will focus on Detroit from 1896-2013—from the 
beginnings of Detroit’s once-booming automobile 
businesses to its huge filing for bankruptcy. 

1896: Henry Ford tests his first automobile in Detroit. 

1899: Detroit’s first auto manufacturing plant 
opens, owned by Ransom E. Olds. 

1901: Henry Ford Co.—Ford’s second attempt at 
opening an automobile factory in Detroit—opens. 
When Ford leaves the company a year later in 
1902, it becomes the Cadillac Motor Co. 

1903: Ford opens the Ford Motor Co. in Detroit. The 
Packard Motor Car Co. also opens the same year. 

1908: William Durant and Charles Stewart Mott 
open General Motors, which is the only major US 
automaker to be headquartered in Detroit today. 
(Most other motor companies, such as Ford and 
Chrysler, later shifted headquarters elsewhere.) 

1926: Walter Chrysler opens the Chrysler Corp.

1950: Detroit becomes the US’s fourth largest city 
with a population of 1.85 million. At the time, there 
are 296,000 manufacturing jobs available; the 
automobile industries play a crucial role in the city’s 
development and population growth. 

1950s: Ford executives realize that dispersing 
their various factory locations and creating 
smaller plants help protect the company against 
labor strikes. Therefore, for commercial and 
financial reasons, two massive automakers—Ford 
and Chrysler—move to the suburbs of Detroit. 
This dramatically affects the city’s economy for 
the worse. Numbers of hired forces continue to 
shrink. (For example, Ford’s huge River Rouge 
plant went from having 90,000 workers in the 
1930s to about 6,000 by 1990.) 

1958: The massive 3,500,000-square-foot Packard 
Motor Car Co. factory closes. It becomes a symbol 
of Detroit’s gradual descent into poverty.  

1959: Motown Records is born; its name is an 
homage to Detroit’s nickname, “The Motor City.” 
Berry Gordy, the founder, names the record 
company’s center as “Hitsville USA,” an apt title for 
a music company that alters the course of American 
pop music (see pg. 22). Motown artists—such as 
Stevie Wonder, the Temptations, Marvin Gaye, and 
the Jackson 5—create 120 singles that are in the 
Top 20 of the 1960s.

1967: The Twelfth Street riot/rebellion, where 
inner-city black Detroit residents rebel against the 
police, marks one of the biggest riots in US history. 
President Lyndon B. Johnson and Governor 
George Romney send in Army soldiers and 
National Guard troops (respectively), escalating 
the conflict. The riot lasts for five days, during 
which over 7,200 people are arrested, 43 killed, 
467 injured, and approximately 2,000 buildings 
destroyed. The Twelfth Street riot/rebellion is a 
reflection of the racial tensions within Detroit and 
the US as a whole. 

1973-1974: American citizens start investing in 
foreign-made, fuel-efficient cars due to the rising 
gas prices. Detroit’s automobile companies suffer, 
entering a long period of economic crisis.

1974: Coleman Young, the first black mayor of 
Detroit, is elected into office. 

1992: Moody’s (a rating system for credit and 

Detroit: A Timeline of the Motor City 
by Jae-yeon yoo

Arial view of Detroit during the 
Twelfth Street riot/rebellion.
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credit debt) declares that Detroit’s debt rating now 
qualifies as “junk status,” which means that the city 
has an immensely large interest rate to pay back 
loans. Higher interest rates, in turn, ensure that it 
becomes even harder to pay back loans. City credit 
works similarly to personal credit—if you (or a city) 
are more likely to pay back loans, there is a lower 
interest rate to borrow money. 

1994-2001: City’s credit rating rises under 
Mayor Dennis Archer to investment-grade levels 
(meaning no longer junk status). Due to his efforts 
to promote new city developments, Detroit enters 
a phase of some urban renewal. 

2002-2008: City’s credit rating falls back under Mayor 
Kwame Kilpatrick, sliding down into junk status.  

2008: Mayor Kilpatrick is charged with perjury, 
misconduct, and obstruction of justice. To cover 
up personal scandal, Kilpatrick has engaged in 
corruption, bribery, lying under oath, and other 
criminal actions. He leaves office after pleading 
guilty; he is sentenced to a fine of $1 million (paid 
to the reconstitution of Detroit) and time in jail. 
The same year, Mitt Romney, son of the former 
Michigan governor George Romney, writes a 
controversial op-ed in The New York Times, titled 
“Let Detroit Go Bankrupt” (see pg. ECONOMY 
ARTICLE). Despite this opposition, President Bush 
provides GM and Chrysler motor companies with 
a $17.4 billion bailout—on the terms that both 
firms radically restructure and can soon prove 
their profitability. During a national broadcast, 
Bush justifies this bailout, stating, “In the midst of 
a financial crisis and a recession, allowing the US 
auto industry to collapse is not a responsible course 
of action.” He emphasizes how “[the] collapse 

[of auto companies] would deal an unacceptably 
painful blow to hardworking Americans far beyond 
the auto industry. It would worsen a weak job 
market and exacerbate the financial crisis.” 

2009: The provisional bailout does not prove 
effective; GM and Chrysler declare bankruptcy. 
Meanwhile, Detroit’s population continues to shrink, 
and almost one third of its buildings are abandoned.  

2013: A bankruptcy petition is filed for Detroit, which 
is the largest municipal bankruptcy in history. Detroit’s 
debt is estimated to be $18 billion, if not $20 billion. 

Hope Blooms Anew in Detroit Today
As Pete Saunders writes in Forbes, “A partnership between city and state government, business 
leaders and the city's philanthropic community led an innovative effort to restructure the city's debt.” 
Detroit emerged from bankruptcy in 2018. With private investment and reconstruction, the city’s 
core is now experiencing a new surge of urban growth. Saunders points out how Detroit’s decline 
was not purely about the economic aspects; white, middle-class Americans came to ostracize and 
stigmatize Detroit and, by the ’90s, “[America’s] human, financial and psychological withdrawal 
from Detroit was complete.” Therefore, Saunders believes that this current “Detroit resurgence is 
successful for that reason alone—it has begun to revive the city's soul. Where once people saw no 
future in Detroit, they now see possibilities.” Ultimately, Detroit is “rebounding because people are 
feeling better about the city.” Economically speaking, Detroit still remains one of the US’s most low-
income cities. However, it seems there is hope for the Motor City. 

one of Detroit's AbAnDoneD Auto plAnts in 2013.
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In 2016, the United Automotive Workers (UAW) 
went on strike in Detroit in protest of wages and 
the company’s health care plan. A group of UAW 
members met with TYT Politics Reporter Jordan 
Chariton to discuss what it was like to work in 
an automotive factory, what it meant to lose their 
benefits, and the fear of job loss—all of which 
resonate with Skeleton Crew. In an effort to 
humanize an often overwhelming subject, like the 
global economy, we hope that these narratives 
allow you to understand the real consequences 
for the average worker. 

Michael Spencer:
Entry-level workers—they don’t have pensions. 
We have the UAW that fights for us, and we are 
thankful for that. But we have a corporation that 
says that autoworkers need to learn how to lead 
a life of poverty. The CEO actually said that. 
“We need to humble ourselves.” That’s a mighty 

message to send to the American autoworker 
who walks out [of work] with our backs beat up 
and sores on our feet.

Talking about health insurance, I am a traditional 
employee. We were the gold standard for health 
insurance. Everyone used to look at autoworkers 
and say we have it made. Yet, now, we have to 
pay our first $300 beyond the co-pay, and most of 
America might say that “we have had to pay into 
that system, it’s about time that you did your fair 
share.” But most of America isn’t in the plants ten, 
twelve hours a day, six or seven days a week. Our 
health is affected by our work.
 
Like I said, many don’t have pensions. Most 
Americans have 401k [a type of retirement fund]. 
Well, several years ago when the market tanked 
[in reference to the Great Recession of 2008]—I 
lost $30,000. I bet most everybody lost several 
thousand. So, if we don’t have a pension in 
place and the company is still asking for you to 
sacrifice your body for 30 years, then what are 
you really left with? It’s class warfare. Most people 
in unions are blessed, and those without a union 
are going to have to work until they die. That’s 
not the golden years. In the golden years, you’re 
supposed to sit back, relax, enjoy time with your 
grandkids, enjoy the fruits of your labor. And the 
company is supposed to help with that. We don’t 
have that anymore. We can’t rely on our 401k 
anymore. It’s not the way it used to be. 

My daughter hates my job. She understands now; 
she’s in college. I am divorced, and she attributes 
my job to that. She went through her teenage 
years getting in a lot of trouble, and we were able 
to help her. It took my ex-wife, my mom, my dad, 
everybody. But, because of my job, I was not 
there. I was just the money. The people that work 
in the plant, we just buy [things for] our kids to 
replace the quality time we miss. The parent is not 
home. The kid begins to think that nobody cares.

Sabrina Bailey:
The thing about the auto industry is that there 
really isn’t an opportunity for advancement. We 
are all stuck at the same pay rate. It doesn’t feel 
good to work next to a sister or a brother who is 

Spotlight on Automotive Workers
by dylan gurrera

Automanufacturer at work.
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making less than you, yet they’re doing the same 
work. It’s one thing when you’re working your way 
up, because we all had to do that—to work your 
five years, eight years, whatever your max-out 
years are. But we expect to all be equal. 

That was another part of undermining the unions. 
These big corporations say, “Hey, we need 
you to make some concessions.” And all the 
concessions we made made the union look like 
they undermined their own people. It’s always 
us playing against each other. It’s a part of their 
game. At the end of the day, it’s really us vs. them. 

It’s sad because we do make great quality cars 
at a mass production. That is one thing I have 
always been proud to say is that I work for a mass 
production plant. We are able to push out 1,200 
quality cars a day. Quality cars. At the end of the 
day, it’s been unappreciated. As autoworkers, we 
don’t feel our pain after 40 hours, we feel it after 
8. We used to make time and a half after eight 
hours. At the time, they couldn’t work you past 
this time or that time.

All these concessions—and we have given up so 
much to get so little back. And now we are literally 
petrified that our jobs are going overseas. I have 
it in my head now that I probably won’t be able to 
retire here after 16 years. And my son that’s just 
starting—my biggest thing is stay in school. Get 
a trade. Do something. They have to work extra 
hard because these jobs may not be here.

Our plants in these neighborhoods affect the 
neighborhoods. I’m sure since we have been off 
[on strike] their profits are at 50%. I’m sure they 
had to let some people work less hours. If we 
are happy and we are working, we are buying 
things. We help the economy flow. When you 
send the jobs overseas, we can’t afford to shop 
like we used to. I know I’m not spending the 
money I usually do for Christmas this year, and 
I have my first grandbaby. But at the end of the 
day we have to buckle down, and it affects all 
the storefronts in the community (see pg. 34). It 
really affects everyone here. 

UAW on strike in Detroit; 2015.
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The beat of the factory in Skeleton Crew blends 
with the rhythm of hip-hop drumbeats to create 
what Morisseau calls “the working-class hustle.” 
These syncopated rhythms of machine and beat 
encompass the vitality and history of Detroit’s 
largely black working-class population. This 
story of Detroit’s hip-hop scene begins back in 
the days of racial segregation and grassroots 
activism and can be seen as a reflection of the 
challenges for Detroit’s population.

In the late 1950s, working and living conditions 
in Detroit took a turn for the predominantly 
black inner-city population. Not only were they 
continuing to suffer from racial profiling, police 
brutality, and segregation, they also saw the 
largest employer of their community leave the 
inner city. As the automotive industry moved, 
so did many of Detroit’s white residents, leaving 
vacant storefronts and streets in their wake.

These conditions of poverty fueled a generation 
of Detroiters with a fierce sense of activism 
that led to one of the largest race rebellions 
in the United States as well as the grassroots 
movement of Motown and hip-hop. During the 
“Twelfth Street Riots,” a series of race-related 
rebellions in Detroit that reflected the racial 
tension across the nation, Detroit producer Berry 
Gordy opened Motown Records to fight similar 
tensions on the radio. Gordy opened Motown 
with a dream in mind: to no longer depend on 
white record labels to produce black musicians. 
Jerry Flynn, a Detroit hip-hop artist, notes that 
“the hip-hop culture here was made out of pain, 
it was made out of disdain, out of pure disdain 
of the radio stations, who would not play us on 
the radio.” Chuck D, the narrator of The Untold 
Story of Detroit Hip-Hop, argues that Motown 
Records was an influential blueprint for the 
black independent label companies that would 
eventually produce hip-hop. Unfortunately, it 
didn’t take long for Berry Gordy to move 

by dylan gurrera

Music of the Machine: 
Hip-Hop in the Motor City

Motown Records to the West Coast. This didn’t 
only feel like a death of Detroit music, but it 
was also the death of Detroit’s second largest 
employer of the black community. 

In the 1970s, Detroit’s decline became more 
eminent. As more Americans began to invest in 
foreign-made cars, Detroit’s economy crumbled; 
ushering forth a long period of economic crisis. 
Among job loss, the 1980s saw a boom in the 
illicit drug market as the opioid crisis began 
across the entire nation. In a city of decline, 
Detroiters lived their day to day lives fearing 
violence, homelessness, and other hardships.  

Fortunately, when Future Funk record store 
opened its doors in 1980 on the west side, it 
ushered in the first wave of Detroit hip-hop. The 
young, aspiring emcee, James Flynn, set up a 
makeshift stage inside the store, and he would 
regularly host local rappers such as Nikki D. 
Eventually, Flynn would go on to open the first 

Berry Gordy with The Supremes.
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studio in Detroit designed for recording hip-
hop artists, named Def Sound Studios. On the 
east side, Dan “The Blackman” Harris opened 
his basement studio, which would give birth 
to Detroit hip-hop legends like Champtown, 
Esham, and Kid Rock. T-Bones Jones, another 
rapper, commented on how Dan used music to 
activate his community: “Without him, there would 
be more of us dead or in jail. That was in my 
neighborhood. He was the real reason that all of 
us got into hip-hop.” Even though hip-hop may 
seem like “just music” to some people, Detroiters 
have come to know it as a powerful social tool. 

In 1993, the next era of hip-hop began; known 
as the “Hip-Hop Shop Era.” The Hip-Hop Shop, 
owned by Malone and Jerome Mongo, was the 
location of weekly freestyle battles. While artists 
in the prior decade failed to make national 
noise, these hip-hop shop artists of the ’90s 
began signing with major record labels, such 
as Pay Day (Jay-Z’s first label). “Detroit hip-
hop matured in the Hip-Hop Shop era. Prior 
to that, there was a perception that the music 
industry didn’t recognize Detroit,” said Kary 
Kimani Turner. According to writer Kahn Santori 
Davison, it was the beat and rhythm of Detroit 
hip-hop that finally found recognition. 

In the latter half of this decade, J Dilla (an artist 
whose music is influential to Skeleton Crew) 
broke out of the Detroit underground music scene. 
Known for sampling older records and using 
an electronic drum machine, J Dilla became an 
influential producer, branding his hip-hop with a 
new beat. Carter Piper, the lead organizer of Dilla 
Youth Day, argues that J Dilla created an entire 
genre of hip-hop music that could have only come 
out of Detroit, a city rooted in soul music. J Dilla’s 
career would take him to the heights of working 
with artists such as Janet Jackson, Macy Gray, 
and Erykah Badu, but, unfortunately, his career 
was cut short in 2006; when at the age of 32, he 
died of lupus. . His legacy lives on—touching more 
than just the genre of hip-hop music. 

As the Hip-Hop Shop era closed, the early 2000s 
brought in an era of bloodshed and activism. The 
economy continued to spiral downward into an 
estimated $18 billion citywide debt, Infoplease, 
Forbes, and US News placed Detroit in the Top 
Ten Most Dangerous Cities during this decade, 
and the local police and politicians were under 
criminal investigation. Amidst so much inner-
turmoil, hip-hop activated the community. 
Invincible, who is “arguably the best emcee from 
Detroit not named Eminem,” uses her music and 
status to lead youth mentoring and grassroots 
activism. In her wake came others who spread 
messages of activism and liberation amongst the 
chaos in Detroit’s streets. 

There is a deep connection between the pain 
and disdain that Detroit’s black community faces 
and the music that their community creates. In 
its earliest days, Detroit’s music scene butted up 
against black political activism to make Detroit 
what it is today: a community fighting back. From 
Dogmatic’s “Detroit,” which gives us a snapshot 
of a community’s fear and bloodshed, to J Dilla’s 
soulful beats, listeners of Detroit hip-hop can 
sense today’s vitality of the Motor City, just as we 
get the pulsation of Detroit’s aching heart through 
the beat of the machine in Skeleton Crew.

J Dilla at work.
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Post Show Activities
by emily lawrence and Paige Farley

1.  Reggie started working at the company as a factory worker and eventually made his way to be-
come the plant foreman. Reggie only got the job at the factory because of Faye, but then he is faced 
with a challenging decision—fire Faye or lose his own job. The idea of loyalty is explored throughout 
the play. With a group, discuss specific examples of loyalty in the play and how these loyalties affect 
the characters and their relationships. With your group, share about your own experiences where loy-
alty affected you and your decisions. 

2.  In Skeleton Crew, Dez argues that the factory workers are basically dispensable, and can be easily 
fired or replaced without a second thought—an idea that is strengthened by the factory’s willingness to 
lay Dez off for insubordination. Shanita, on the other hand, expresses that she feels her work is vitally 
important, and that she actually makes something with her own two hands that helps others go places 
and experience new things. What comment is Morrisseau trying to make about the way society views 
blue-collar workers and blue-collar jobs? In pairs, discuss what Morrisseau is trying to argue. What 
does this reveal about the way blue-collar workers are viewed in America, and how does this compare 
to the ways they view their own work?

3.  In Skeleton Crew, Faye reveals to Reggie that she has become trapped in the cycle of homeless-
ness. The loss of this job without a severance package or a decent retirement package would be dev-
astating and would ensure that she would be trapped in the cycle forever. Portland has a large popula-
tion of homeless men and women who have become trapped in the cycle of homelessness. Research 
the cycle of homelessness, and Portland’s connection to homelessness. Based on your research, come 
up with 2-3 ideas for how we can work to break the cycle of homelessness in Portland. What are some 
steps that we can take as a community to ensure that our fellow community members have the support 
they need to break the cycle of homelessness? Share your ideas with the class. 

4.  In Skeleton Crew, Faye reveals to Reggie that she doesn’t see her son very often anymore. She as-
sumes this is because his church has convinced him that she is a bad influence on her grandchild since 
she is a lesbian. However, none of her co-workers seem to have any problem with her sexual orienta-
tion, and even make jokes about her ability to pick up women. In this way, her work friends are more 
supportive and treat her more like family than her own flesh-and-blood family. Imagine you are Faye, 
and are writing a note to your work family, letting them know you have retired and that you will not be 
returning to work. What would you say to your work family? Write your letter on a piece of paper, and 
then share it with the class. 

5.  This play has been produced many times since its original publication, and each production has in-
terpreted the play a little differently. Imagine you are producing this show at your own theater company. 
Create a design for either the lights, costumes, or set for the show. What would your design look like, 
and why would you make those particular choices?

One of the world's largest abandoned factories is located in Detroit.
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Bones: Another term for the game dominoes. 

Brass fittings: Brass fasteners used in 
construction and manufacturing. Large 
quantities of them can be sold to scrapyards for 
upward of $15 per pound. 

COBRA plans: The Consolidated Omnibus 
Budget Reconciliation Act (COBRA) gives 
workers and their families who lose their health 
benefits the right to choose to continue group 
health benefits provided by their group health 
plan for limited periods of time under certain 
circumstances such as job loss, reduction in the 
hours worked, transition between jobs, death, 
divorce, and other life events. COBRA generally 
requires that group health plans sponsored by 
employers with 20 or more employees in the 
prior year offer employees and their families 
the opportunity for a temporary extension of 
health coverage (called continuation coverage) 
in certain instances where coverage under the 
plan would otherwise end. COBRA also requires 
employers to provide notice.

“Color of your collar”: Refers to the terms 
white-collar and blue-collar workers. A white-
collar worker is an employee who works in 
a managerial, or administrative setting at a 
company, such as Reggie. These positions do 
not often require physical labor and workers are 
“salaried,” meaning employees are paid a yearly 
sum, divided into monthly or weekly payments 
regardless of the hours they have worked. A blue-
collar worker is an employee, like Faye, Dez, or 
Shanita, who works in a field that utilizes physical 
labor. Often workers are paid hourly or in “wage 
labor” terms, meaning companies exchange 
money on an hourly basis.

Devil’s Night: A name for the night before 
Halloween (October 30th) when people, typically, 
play pranks or vandalize houses. This tradition 
resulted in an extremely high concentration of 
arson incidents in Detroit in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Detroit residents routinely set fire to houses that 

were known as popular drug-dealing locations, 
accusing the city's police of being either unwilling 
or unable to solve the deep problems of the 
city. In 1995, Detroit city officials organized and 
created Angels’ Night. Each year as many as 
50,000 volunteers gather to patrol neighborhoods 
in the city around Halloween. As a result of the 
efforts, arson incidents on Devil’s Night have 
plummeted in frequency. 

“Didn’t even get no disability”: Social Security 
pays disability benefits to people who can't work for 
at least one year because of a medical condition. 

East side of Detroit: Today the area is mostly 
residential, but it was historically home to 
neighborhoods like Black Bottom. This area 

Glossary
by rebecca rovezzi 

A house DestroyeD During Devil's night. 
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was the source of the River Savoyard, which 
was buried as a sewer in 1827. Its “bottom” and 
rich marsh soils are the source of the name 
“Black Bottom.” The Great Migration, the period 
of time between 1916 and 1970 when over 6 
million African Americans moved from the rural 
south to the urban north, transformed the strip 
into one of the city's major African American 
communities of black-owned businesses, social 
institutions and night clubs. It was demolished 
for redevelopment by the City of Detroit in the 
1950s and 1960s, replaced by Lafayette Park 
and new federal highways. Many of the former 
residents of Black Bottom were relocated to 
large public housing projects. 

Gratiot: Gratiot Avenue is a north-south highway 
that starts in downtown Detroit and runs through 
the city, connecting residential neighborhoods 
on the east side. It is considered one of the five 
major avenues in Detroit.

Hooptie: Though it started in the 1960s as a term 
for a nice new car, it became the common moniker 
for a clunker, or an old car in a dilapidated condition.

“If it was a fifth we’d all be drunk”: The “fifth” 
in reference is a unit of volume formerly used for 
wine and distilled beverages in the United States, 
equal to one fifth of a US liquid gallon. 

James Cousins: Referring to the James 
Couzens Highway in Detroit. 

Over-fifty pause: A joke referencing 
menopause. Menopause describes any of the 
changes a woman goes through either just 
before or after she stops menstruating, marking 
the end of her reproductive period. Hot flashes 
are a common symptom. 

Skeleton crew: A phrase referring to the 
minimum number of employees needed to 
operate or maintain a business that is facing an 
emergency or a potential shutdown. 

Stamping plant: A stamping plant is an 
automotive factory where sheet metal is 
pressed by powerful hydraulic machines into 
specific shapes and forms such as the hood or 
door of a car. These pieces will then transfer to 
a larger plant for assembly.

Stat sheet: Reggie may be referencing a human 
resources document used to track write-ups. 

“The Line”: The assembly line. 

UAW: The acronym for United Automobile 
Workers, a union for automobile plant workers 
founded in Detroit in 1935. Labor unions such 
as UAW protect the rights of workers in large 
industries and bargain with business owners 
to raise wages for workers, protect retirement 
benefits, and ensure workplaces are safe for 
all employees. In 2008, due to the automotive 

Automotive worker At stAmping plAnt.
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industry crisis, the UAW suspended many benefits 
afforded to laid-off and terminated workers. 

Union rep: A union representative is an 
employee of an organization or company who 
represents and defends the interests of their 
fellow employees as a labor union member 
and official. A member of the union holds this 
position voluntarily through democratic election 
by fellow workers or sometimes by appointment 
of a higher union body while maintaining their role 
as an employee of the company. The duties of a 
union rep vary according to each labor union's 
constitutional mandate for the position. In general, 
most union reps perform the following functions: 
monitor and enforce the provisions of the labor 
contract to ensure both the firm and union worker 
are not violating the terms of the agreement; 
ensure that the firm is in compliance with all 
federal, state, and local laws and regulations; 
represent and defend fellow workers whom the 
company believes violated company policy; 
communicate and disseminate official union 

policy memos and directives to employees; and 
popularize and promote union consciousness and 
values in the workplace.

“Upstairs”: A reference to the managerial or 
administrative staff (see “Color of your collar”) in 
the plant who typically work at a higher level in the 
building than the assembly lines. 

Woodward: Woodward Avenue is one of the major 
highways running through Detroit; it is sometimes 
referred to as Detroit's Main Street. It is considered 
one of the five major avenues in Detroit. 

Write-up: A written warning issued to employees, 
usually by a supervisor or the human resources 
department, advising them to cease a behavior 
that is not approved by the company or violates 
a company rule. After a specific number of write-
ups are given to a single employee, they may be 
fired or have benefits docked by their employer. 

View of Woodward Ave in Detroit.
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Set during the winter of 2008, the characters 
of Skeleton Crew deal with the hardships of 
the Great Recession. The Great Recession 
officially lasted from December 2007 to June 
2009. It is generally considered the longest 
period of economic decline America has seen 
since the Great Depression of the 1930s.What 
is a recession? A recession is a decline or 
stagnation in economic growth. Although the 
Great Recession was global, the United States 
was drastically affected. The recession led to 
an increase in home mortgage foreclosures, 
and caused millions of people to lose their life 
savings, jobs, and homes. Loss of wealth led to 
cutbacks in consumer spending, and business 
investments collapsed. This led to a massive 
amount of job loss—8.4 million jobs lost in the US 
labor market, to be exact. The job loss during the 
Great Recession meant that family incomes had 
dropped, poverty and homelessness had risen, 
and health insurance was lost. 

What happens to the economy during a 
recession? During a recession, we see a 
falling of Gross Domestic Product, which 
represents the value of goods and services 
produced over a period of time. We also see a 
decrease in average income and an increase in 
unemployment. In a recession, people tend to 
save more because they expect unemployment 
and want to be prepared. This might seem like a 
smart thing to do, but in reality, when people are 
saving instead of spending money, they reduce 
consumption and make the recession worse. 
Companies start to produce less and therefore 
need fewer workers; some companies even go 
out of business. An example of this is seen in 
Skeleton Crew, where workers are laid off one 
by one because the demand for cars declines. 
Since firms are making less profit, it causes the 
stock market to fall. 

During a recession, there’s higher government 
borrowing. With rising unemployment, 
the government has to spend more on 

unemployment benefits. When fewer people are 
working, the government receives less income 
tax. As a result, the government uses automatic 
stabilizers, economic programs that help limit 
the fall of growth and influence the size of 
government borrowing. 

So how does something like the Great Recession 
occur? The Great Recession has been linked 
to the “subprime mortgage crisis.” Subprime 
mortgages are home loans that are granted to 
borrowers who have poor credit. Their home 
loans are considered to be high-risk loans, 
which means that they are more likely to 
default, compared to more conventional loans. 
In the mid-2000s, housing started to boom and 
mortgage lenders wanted to capitalize on rising 
home prices. Lenders became less strict on the 
type of borrowers they approved for loans. They 
continued to grant loans to unqualified buyers 
without verified income or down payments.  
The banks offered these high-risk buyers, who 
were more likely to default on a loan, low interest 
rates. Low interest rates during 2004 and 2005 

unemployment reAcheD recorD hieghts  
in the greAt recession.

2008 Ain’t Great, or 
The Economics of Recession

by Paige Farley
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were created by the “housing bubble.” A housing 
bubble happens when housing prices break 
out of the norm and go above average. Often 
this is the result of limited supply and increased 
demand. This caused a lack of affordability, so 
people searched for risky mortgage programs 
and even took out money from their retirement 
plans, which meant they would have to work 
for a longer period of time. These low interest 
rates made it easy to borrow money to finance 
investments. But eventually, the loans reset to 
much higher rates when housing prices dropped. 
Now subprime borrowers couldn't sell their 
houses at a higher price than what they paid for 
them, and banks weren’t willing to refinance the 
houses, so the houses were foreclosed.  

The subprime crisis reached the entire economy 
in 2008, causing the economy to shrink 0.3 
percent. As seen in Skeleton Crew, the automobile 
industry suffered greatly during the recession 
because of a combination of declining automobile 
sales and an insufficient amount of available 
credit. Automobile sales had fallen 37 percent in 
a year, which was 400,000 fewer vehicles than 
the automakers’ usual annual output. Following 
the decrease in automobile sales, two of the 
“Big Three” US automakers, General Motors 
and Chrysler, went bankrupt, which damaged 
the economy even more. Closing two of the 
“Big Three” meant 334,000 jobs would be lost 
in the automotive industry alone, not to mention 
countless related jobs that would be lost due to 
those automotive jobs disappearing. 

In 2008, President George W. Bush approved 
the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP), which 
provided the US government with $700 billion in 
funds to purchase the assets to help struggling 
companies remain in business. TARP funds 
were used when the automobile industry asked 
for a six-year, $80.7 billion bailout. The bailout 
saved 1.5 million jobs, meaning each job cost 
the country less than $12,000. Since 2009, those 
employees have contributed $105 billion to the 
government in taxes. Fresh into President Barack 
Obama’s presidency, he signed the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act in February 
2009. This massive stimulus package issued 
$789 billion in foreclosure relief, tax cuts, and 
spending on infrastructure. 

The Great Recession is considered to have 
ended in 2009, but its impact is still being felt 
today. There are still homeowners who are 
struggling due to their mortgages being worth 
more than their homes. Since the recession, the 
US has pushed to find a solution that will further 
recovery and prevent another recession. In 2010, 
President Barack Obama signed the Dodd-Frank 
Act, which is designed to give the government 
some regulatory power over the financial industry. 
The Dodd-Frank Act aims to prevent predatory 
lending, protect consumers, and safeguard 
investments. After the inauguration of Donald 
Trump, he and some members of Congress cut 
out portions of the Dodd-Frank Act. This puts 
Americans at risk and removes the safeguards 
against another recession occurring. 

politicAl cArtoon Depicting 
the stock mArket crAsh in 2008.
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Skeleton Crew centers around a group of 
autoworkers in Detroit in 2008, as their factory 
faces economic decline and potential closure. The 
characters discuss their concerns over their future, 
the future of the plant, and whether or not the time 
has come to utilize their status as union workers 
to demand benefits before they are let go. These 
characters, created by Dominique Morisseau, are 
part of a larger movement in theater known as 
Working-Class Drama, a movement that has been 
an integral part of American theater since 1949  
when Arthur Miller introduced us to the Lomans in 
Death of a Salesman. 

A working-class drama is just that—a drama that 
focuses on the working class, and the problems 
facing the working class. Theater in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s primarily focused on wealthy 
members of the upper class, centering around 
marriage, power, and the struggles that face those 
with money. It was assumed that only upper-
class stories would be interesting to audiences. 
However, beginning in the late 1940s, playwrights 
started writing plays about the working class, and 
they were insanely popular plays—winning Tony 
Awards as well as prestigious literary awards like 
the Pulitzer Prize. Working-class dramas seek to 
highlight the struggles, triumphs, and tribulations of 
regular, working-class citizens in America. They tell 
the stories of those who would ordinarily not have 
their stories told. While the early working-class 
dramas focused on the American Dream and how 
to attain that goal, the genre has shifted throughout 
the course of the last several decades to highlight 
stories about minorities, the failings of our 
economic and social systems, and the struggle of 
getting ahead in a society that seems determined 
to keep you down. 

Arthur Miller was one of the first and most well-
known playwrights to successfully create a working-
class drama with Death of a Salesman. In the 
play, the main character, Willy Loman, becomes 
disillusioned with the idea of the American Dream, 
and begins to see that no matter how hard he 
works, he will never climb the ladder the way he 

would like to, and will always remain a mediocre 
salesman at the same company he has worked 
at for years. Miller grew up in a wealthy immigrant 
family that had seemingly achieved the American 
Dream, until the Great Depression struck and they 
lost everything. Miller took odd jobs in factories 
to help support his family, and was able to see 
working-class conditions first-hand. His plays that 
centered around working-class characters were 
some of the first to achieve commercial success 
as well as literary acclaim. The plays also served 
as social commentary on the corrupt nature of big 
businesses and the struggles that working-class 
citizens faced every day. In fact, the message 
of Death of a Salesman was so negative toward 
businesses that, when it was later turned into a film, 
Miller was accused of being a Communist, and the 
studio that released the movie played a short film 
before the movie praising business and proclaiming 
the benefits of being a salesman. 

Miller’s plays proved to the country and to the 
world that working-class stories are compelling and 
relatable, and encouraged others to write working-
class dramas as well. One such playwright of 

premiere of death oF a SaleSman At morosco, 1949.

Working Class Drama: 
From Willy Loman to Today

by emily lawrence
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working-class dramas was August Wilson. Wilson 
was a black playwright who grew up in relative 
poverty, raised with his four siblings by his mother 
in a small apartment above a grocery store. He 
worked a variety of jobs in his youth, which gave 
him inspiration for the characters in his plays. He 
became fascinated with telling the stories of the 
black community, as well as creating plays that had 
a unique style and voice. Wilson wrote many plays 
that centered around the working class, but perhaps 
his most famous is his 1958 play, Fences. Fences 
tells the story of two African American sanitation 
workers who have recently realized that there are 
no black garbage truck drivers in the city. One of the 
workers, Troy, fights the system and gets appointed 
as the first black garbage truck driver in the city, 
a resounding win for him and for his community. 
Meanwhile, Troy grapples with many personal 
issues, including his rocky relationship with his son, 
his infidelity to his wife, and his mentally unstable 
brother’s return to a mental hospital. The play 
covers topics such as love, loyalty, family troubles, 
inequality, and fighting the system. These themes 
are universal, and all audience members can relate 
to them, whether they have experienced the same 
circumstances or not. 

Fences was part of Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, 
which was a series of ten plays that told the story 
of African American people throughout the 20th 
century. This was a big inspiration to Dominique 
Morisseau. She admired the way Wilson allowed 
the working-class people of Pittsburgh to feel 
seen and heard, and she wanted to do the same 
for Detroit (see pg.32). Fences also pushed the 
boundaries of how theater was made, not just 
in subject matter but in the way in which it was 
produced. In the 1950s, plays typically started on 
Broadway or never made it there at all. However, 
Wilson decided to workshop Fences at Yale 
Repertory Theatre and then at several other 
regional theaters, which allowed the play to shift 
and grow before eventually heading to Broadway 
in 1957. It was also one of very few plays at 
the time to feature an African American cast 
on Broadway. Fences won a Pulitzer Prize and 
several Tony Awards, and was recently made into 
a movie as well.

A more recent example of a playwright who is 
creating working-class dramas is Lynn Nottage. 
Nottage is a black playwright who was born and 

raised in Brooklyn, New York. She creates plays 
about people whose stories are often overlooked 
in history books. Her plays focus on minorities and 
working-class people, and the trials and tribulations 
they go through in their lives. Her 2004 play Intimate 
Apparel is based on her grandmother’s life and 
tells the story of a young black seamstress in early 
1900s New York. Her 2017 play Sweat is similar 
to Skeleton Crew in that it centers around factory 
workers who are grappling with being laid off due to 
downsizing and the deindustrialization of the town. 
Lynn Nottage has won two Pulitzer Prizes, and she 
is one of only two black playwrights to have ever 
done so—the other being August Wilson. 

Nottage’s success as a playwright creating working-
class plays clearly demonstrates how far the genre 
has come from its fledgling beginnings in the 1940s. 
Not only are working-class dramas still being written 
today, but they are being critically recognized to a 
degree that would’ve been completely unexpected 
in the early 1900s. Additionally, these working-
class dramas have shifted from being about 
predominantly white working-class Americans to 
having more diverse casts and telling much more 
diverse stories than when they started out. The 
success of these playwrights and the many others 
who are writing similarly interesting, relatable stories 
proves that this genre is here to stay. 

premiere of FenceS At yAle rep, 1985.
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Although the power of Dominique Morriseau’s 
Skeleton Crew does not diminish when viewed or 
read as a standalone piece, it was initially created 
as the third part of a three-play cycle titled The 
Detroit Project. Morriseau began developing the 
initial concept for the cycle in 2011 when she 
joined the Public Theater’s Emerging Writers 
Group. She set out to write three plays, painting 
an authentic picture of three moments in Detroit’s 
history and dedicated to capturing the experiences 
of Detroiters in that decade. In order: Detroit ’67, 
Paradise Blue, and finally Skeleton Crew. 

Detroit ’67
Set during the city’s 1967 riots (“or revolutions, 
depending on who’s speaking,” says Morisseau), 
Morisseau’s first major off-Broadway piece delves 
into a bond between brother and sister who open 
the basement of their family home as an after-
hours club in the summer of 1967. It explores 
the difficult, life-altering decisions they are forced 
to make against the backdrop of a city in chaos, 
rife with economic instability. The play premiered 
in 2013 in a co-production between the Public 
Theater, the National Black Theater, and the 
Classical Theater of Harlem.

once-vibrant jazz club in Detroit’s Blackbottom 
neighborhood to shake free the demons of his 
past and better his life. The dynamic piece shines 
a light on the challenges of building a better 
future on the foundation of what our predecessors 
have left us. The play premiered at Williamstown 
Theatre Festival in 2015. 

The Detroit Project: An Act of Love
by rebecca rovezzi 

Aurora Theater Company, Detroit '67, 2018.

Skeleton Crew finished the cycle when it 
premiered at the Atlantic Theater Company in 
January 2016. Although all three contain distinct 
characters, situations, and locations, music 
features prominently throughout The Detroit 
Project, weaving the cycle together. Motown, 
jazz, and hip-hop tracks serve to accentuate a 
mood and underscore dialogue, while Morisseau 
captures the city’s distinctive rhythms of speech to 
further convey the specificity of place and time.

Morisseau has cited three major sources of 
inspiration behind The Detroit Project; the 
work of Pearl Cleage, August Wilson, and the 
experiences of her own family. 

Pearl Cleage is a Detroit-raised playwright, 
essayist, novelist, and poet. Cleage has written 
many novels, plays, and non-fiction works 
borrowing heavily from her life experiences as 
prominent activist and advocate for women’s 
rights. Cleage’s writing is filled with social 
consciousness with a particular focus on the 
validation of women’s lives. Cleage notably writes 

Paradise Blue 
Set in 1949, the second play in the cycle is 
a jazz-filled exploration of Paradise Valley, 
where music icons like Duke Ellington and Ella 
Fitzgerald performed before the neighborhood 
was shut down due to so-called urban renewal 
projects. Paradise Blue follows the story of Blue, 
a gifted trumpeter, who contemplates selling his 

Williamstown Theatre Festival, 
Paradise Blue, 2015.
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about topics at the intersection of sexism and 
racism, specifically on issues such as domestic 
violence and rape in the black community. Cleage 
has enjoyed widespread success and notoriety in 
multiple genres. Of Cleage’s personal influence 
on her Morisseau says, “I read her volume of work 
and saw myself so beautifully in it. She is from 
Detroit and scribes black women with such love 
that I also wanted to do that for black women.” 

August Wilson’s 10-play series called The 
Pittsburgh Cycle or The Century Cycle also greatly 
influenced Morriseau. Wilson’s 10-play cycle 
captures 100 years of African-American life during 
each decade of the 20th century. The cycle begins 
in the early 1900s and closes in the 1990s and all 
but one is set in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, where 
Wilson grew up. With this cycle Wilson explores 
the complexity of the African-American experience, 
undocumented lives, and the people he grew up 
with.“My plays are ultimately about love, honor, 
duty, betrayal,” Wilson said in an interview in 1996. 
Historical accuracy and strict reality often give way 
in favor of a deep exploration of emotional truth. 
Language lilts and chops through the complicated 
dynamics of relationships, heavy with the weight of 
the past. The plays came to him out of order, first 
the 1970s, then the 1920s and the 1950s; he wrote 
the first three before he realized what they would 
eventually become. As he said in an interview just 
after completing the final play in the Cycle, “I was 
taking one decade at a time… I never had to worry 
about what my next play was going to be.” There is 
no linear thread that runs through all ten plays, and 
no single character or family to follow, although a 
few recurring characters can be found throughout. 
They chronicle the changing social and historical 
landscape of black America and capture a piece 
of untold American history brought to life with a 
cadence, style, and flow that are authentic to their 
time and place but unmistakably of the world of 
August Wilson. In an essay published in The New 
York Times in 2000, Wilson wrote, “I wanted to 
place this culture on stage in all its richness and 
fullness and to demonstrate its ability to sustain 
us in all areas of human life and endeavor and 
through profound movements of our history in 
which the larger society has thought less of us 
than we have thought of ourselves.”

Morriseau describes her experience reading the 
plays Pittsburgh Cycle back-to-back as a pivotal 
moment in The Detroit Project’s conception. 
Morriseau explains that she “got overwhelmed with 

the gift that it was for the people of Pittsburgh. The 
way he was immortalizing and honoring them, the 
way he captures the jazz, and the way his people 
spoke in Pittsburgh. I thought how affirmed they 
must be when they read his work; they must feel 
so visible. I wanted to do that for Detroit, in the way 
that August Wilson did, and be a griot, a storyteller 
for them. Mostly because I felt that the narrative, I 
know about the city is not visible. We deserve love 
and full exploration of our humanity and the media 
wasn’t doing that, so I decided that it had to come 
from those of us writers who are from the city 
and know its humanity well. I love my city, so this 
trilogy is also my way of spreading that love.” 

Morriseau began writing the trilogy to learn more 
about her city and in the process learned more 
about her own family. They quickly became a final 
crucial source of inspiration. She had no idea, for 
instance, that her uncle was a journalist during the 
1967 riots. He essentially became her “teacher” 
while she wrote Detroit ’67. “I pretty much jacked 
their memories,” she says. “It has a lot of my own 
family history spilled throughout the play.” Still, 
she’s shocked how often people ask her if she 
wrote the play in response to current events. “I’m 
like, ‘Did I write a play called Detroit ’67 because of 
what’s happening now? No, I wrote it because of 
what was happening in 1967,” explains Morisseau. 
“I had no idea that it was about to be mirroring 
what’s happening now. I’m just wondering, how 
many more plays are we going to have to write 
before that is a past and not a present?”

When asked if she would ever consider combining 
the trilogy into one sitting, Morriseau responds, 
“Absolutely. I'm just patient on finding the brave 
theater visionary who will take it aboard with me!” 

The Detroit Skyline.
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A weakened union, mass layoffs, plant 
closures—these aren’t things of fiction for the 
characters in Skeleton Crew, they are the 
realities of many American manufacturing 
workers since the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) went into effect in 1994. 
NAFTA, a pact between the US, Canada, 
and Mexico, made it easier to move goods 
and supplies across North American borders 
by removing tariffs (taxes on imports and 
exports). The idea was that, over time, a 
company in New York could do business with 
a firm in Ontario, Canada just as easily as it 
could with a firm in Maine. However, the reality 
of this pact has threatened blue collar job 
security in the era of globalization, where more 
and more jobs are moving overseas.

Speaking for the automotive industry and the 
workers in Skeleton Crew, American workers 
have a number of protections and benefits. 
Because automotive manufacturing is a 
unionized workforce, the United Automotive 
Workers (UAW) has fought for an employer-
paid health care plan for industrial workers, 
increased wages, as well as giving members 
the opportunity to hold a strike. Getting a more 
accurate picture, according to The Center for 
Automotive Research (CAR), the average salary 
for an automotive manufacturer was over $20 
an hour in 2017. While these advantages draw in 
Detroiters, many executives are drawn away from 
these now costly and timely procedures.
 
Amongst these benefits and unionized work, 
industrialists’ attraction to Mexico becomes more 
obvious. In 2017, CAR recorded that the average 
salary for an automotive manufacturer in Mexico 
was $7.34 an hour and a parts manufacturer was 
$3.41 an hour. Thanks to NAFTA’s promise of 
tariff-free trade between Mexico and the United 
States, many companies have seen a move to 
Mexico as both a way to save on labor costs as 
well as offering lower, more competitive market 

prices. Martin Neil Baily, senior fellow at the 
Brookings Institution think tank who has studied 
manufacturing job losses, further states that 
“You can pay low wages. You're not too far away. 
You've got a border that because of the free 
trade area you can bring goods into the United 
States.” In the eyes of an executive, if the cost is 
cheaper, why not move operations to Mexico?

NAFTA was signed in the hopes that such 
benefits for companies would stimulate the 
economy for all three countries involved. In Bill 
Clinton’s remarks on signing NAFTA, he believed 
that “this decision will permit us to create an 
economic order in the world that will promote 
more growth, more equality, better preservation 
of the environment, and a greater possibility of 
world peace.” According to Economic Policy 
Institute (EPI) reports, Bill Clinton and other 
officials projected that the pact would “lead to 
trading surpluses with Mexico and that hundreds 
of thousands of jobs would be gained.” It’s a 
captivating promise; one that entranced both the 
Democratic and Republican sides of the aisle.

NAFTA and the Fall of The 
American Made

by dylan gurrera

A ship designed to export goods.



skeleTon Crew digging deePer

35PlaynoTes

As of 2010, EPI’s evidence shows that the 
predicted surplus never actualized. Instead, 
EPI reports that the US’s $97.2 billion trade 
deficit with Mexico has displaced 682,900 US 
jobs. Companies such as Chrysler, GM, and 
Ford; the three companies that maintain the 
economic infrastructure of “Motor City” Detroit; 
have either rumored a move to Mexico or have 
begun the process of moving. In North Carolina, 
as Burlington Mills, Cone Mills, VF Corp, and 
Guilford Mills all began to invest in Mexico, 
the textile industry that once enlivened North 
Carolina’s economy bottomed out. NAFTA’s role 
in Maine’s paper mills was a hotly debated issue, 
since many of Maine’s products were imported 
or exported to our northern neighbor. In its 
essence, NAFTA has, for better or worse, shifted 
the economy of these and many other blue collar 
states across the country.

When a plant closes or moves production, 
it’s not just a matter of lost paychecks—it’s a 
matter of a community or a state’s economic 
infrastructure. Industry analysts estimate that one 

plant job creates five to seven other jobs. While 
some of those are directly related to the plant, 
other jobs open up where workers spend their 
money—grocery stores, storefronts, daycares, 
and more. Dramatically adverse economic 
effects rippled through Detroit when the auto 
industry moved out. Without the plant-workers 
spending money, the neighborhood businesses 
began to shut down; it’s a matter of supply and 
demand. Many potential businesses also found 
Detroit’s buildings incredibly unattractive or costly 
to renovate because of the pollution hang-over 
surrounding these auto plants. The disastrous 
effects of these so-called “brownfields” and 
the blocks of abandoned storefronts, vacant 
houses, and empty lots caused Detroit to file 
the largest municipal bankruptcy in US history, 
with an estimated debt of $18-20 billion. In the 
age of NAFTA and globalization, the US finds 
itself relying predominately on imports, which 
dramatically decreases the blue collar job 
market, and leaving US factories with only the 
bare bones of labor—a real life skeleton crew.  

President Enrique Peña Nieto (MEX), President Donald Trump (USA), and Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (CAN) 
sign NAFTA 2.0, a re-negotiation of the original agreement.
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Larissa Fasthorse

The next time you step into a theater, take a 
look at the audience members around you. 
Then, take a look at the cast, and also the 
creative and production teams in the playbill. 
Theater is commonly acknowledged as one of 
the traditionally “whitest,” most exclusive art 
forms in the US—for both its creators and the 
audiences it attracts. Despite the long-standing 
tradition of Caucasian-dominated theater, 
the time is long overdue for this art form to 
become more inclusive. So why is it so vital 
for this tradition to change? It is vital because 
we—our society as a whole—are shaped by 
the representation we see on stage. It is vital 
to tell and share stories that have historically 
been silenced by those in power. It is vital 
because our current-day “America” is defined 
by so many more experiences than that of the 
heteronormative, upper-class Caucasian man 
that has frequented the stage for centuries. 
Theater can serve as a vessel for reclamation, 
empowerment, and education, as well as a call 
for change. Below, PlayNotes looks at the works 
and thoughts of three female playwrights of 
color, who—along with Dominique Morisseau—
are helping change the landscape of what we 
define as American theater. 

Larissa Fasthorse
“If I can disrupt the thinking pattern of a person, 
and cause them to create new patterns, and some 
new little synapse maps in their brain, maybe 
somewhere down the road, that will lead to new 
actions. That’s success to me.” – Larissa Fasthorse

Larissa Fasthorse is an enrolled member of the 
Rosebud Sioux Tribe, Sicangu Lakota Nation. She 
was first a ballet dancer, dancing professionally from 
the age of nineteen, before she turned to playwriting. 
For Fasthorse, her work serves a dual purpose: 

I use my work specifically to fulfill these 
artistic visions and ideas that I have. But 
always there’s this parallel, indigenous 
part of me that is using the art to infiltrate 
and open the door. In Lakota culture every 
action we do today, we have to always be 
thinking seven generations ahead. Right 
now I’m the first indigenous person to be 
in this theater. Seven generations from 
now, I hope that there are indigenous 
writers walking in and out of this theater not 
even thinking about the fact that they are 
indigenous because it is so common and 
normal for them to be here.

Fasthorse recognizes her privilege to be included in 
the world of theater. She states: 

[B]eing half-white myself, I’m someone who 
can “pass” in many ways. So all of those 
things that were painful in my childhood—
growing up feeling outside my Lakota people 
and being called a half-breed—those things 
have turned into my superpower, right? I can 
code-switch like nobody, and I understand 
the white world of theater and how those 
things work in a way that, unfortunately, most 
Native folks haven’t been given access to. I 
do think colorism plays a part in it too—that 
I’m a “safer” Native: I’m an attractive, female, 
not-too-dark Native.

Being the Change: 
Female Playwrights of Color

by Jae-yeon yoo

Dominique morisseAu
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She is well aware that she has “been given access 
to rooms that 99.9 percent of [her] community haven’t 
been.” Therefore, she says, “I will do whatever I 
have to do to fight for the Native community. I’m 
surprisingly poor at fighting for myself.”

Fasthorse has struggled in the past with her 
plays not getting produced, but she found 
commercial success with her recent work, 
The Thanksgiving Play, which was produced 
off Broadway at the Peter Jay Sharp Theater. 
The play is a satiric take on the origins of 
Thanksgiving and the idea of being “woke.” She 
talks about the pros and cons of writing a satirical 
work like The Thanksgiving Play, which has a 
Caucasian cast: 

The reality is that the number one reason 
that I’m given for my plays not getting 
produced is casting. My past plays have all 
had at least one indigenous character in 
them, and theaters believe they can’t find 
actors for the parts.…I know that American 
audiences are hungry to learn more 
about Native American issues through art 
because otherwise they don’t learn about 
them in this country. So, I set a challenge 
for myself to write a play that deals with 
Native American issues and in a way that 
removes the excuse of casting difficulty 
from the equation. I wish this was not a 
necessary step to get Indigenous stories 
into the canon, but this is where we are.

Jocelyn Bioh
"Diversity is not trendy. It's our reality" - Jocelyn Bioh

While pursuing her BA in Theater and English 
at Ohio State University, Bioh struggled to be 
cast in roles in a department that did not do 
nontraditional casting. After being cast as a 
cockroach, she realized that, if she wanted to 
be cast in better roles, she needed to write them 
herself—just like Morisseau. She went on to ge 
an MFA in Playwriting at Columbia University. 
However, as she states in an interview with 
Playbill, Bioh struggled with finding her voice as 
a playwright. Because she was the daughter of 
a first-generation Ghanaian immigrants, people 
kept expecting her to write serious "poverty porn," 
or works that sensationalize tragic experiences. 
Instead, she found her voice through comedy. 
Bioh says, "I do believe that comedy is a funny 
way of being serious."
 
School Girls; Or, the African Mean Girls Play is 
a direct manifestation of this realization. In the 
play, boarding school girls prepare for a beauty 
contest in 1980s Ghana. Through cafeteria banter 
and schoolgirl gossip, Bioh humorously explores 
colorism and Western beauty standards. Bioh felt 
compelled to explore these issues from personal 
experience: “I am a dark-skinned woman, and 
growing up, I never compared myself to white 
people; I always felt inferior to lighter-skinned 
women [of color]. Putting [the experiences 
of colorism] out in such an explicit way was 
important to me.” The show was produced Off-
Broadway by Manhattan Class Company in 2018 
to critical acclaim. 

Bioh is the playwright of a number of other shows, 
such as Nollywood Dreams; she has had multiple 
commissions from prestigious companies, such 
as Williamstown Theatre Festival and Manhattan 
Theatre Club. She is also a successful actress, 
having appeared in shows on Broadway, Off-
Broadway, and in regional theaters across the US. 

Similarly to Fasthorse, Bioh hopes that her work 
will ultimately help pave the way for understanding 
and change. “There’s a real universality to what 
I’m talking about,” she says. “That’s my hope 
for all of my writing—that people will continue to 
see themselves in [different] ways and that new 
perspective will influence their actions.”Jocelyn Bioh
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Young Jean Lee
“I’m always supposed to make what I’m not 
comfortable with.” – Young Jean Lee

Young Jean Lee has a way of challenging not only 
herself, but also her audiences through her art. 
After six years of studying Shakespeare as
an aspiring English doctorate candidate at UC 
Berkeley, Lee quit grad school and opened her 
own theater company in New York City. The 
Young Jean Lee Theater Company was active 
from 2003 to 2016. Lee has created a wide range 
of work—from an avant-garde adaptation of King 
Lear to her Untitled Feminist Show with nude 
dancers. She claims, “The one thing that all of 
my shows have in common is that they’re about 
being an outsider and about loneliness.…There’s 
a part of me who’ll always be that kid who didn’t 
belong, and I think that still haunts all of my work.” 
Simultaneously, she has resisted her art being 
limited to that of identity politics; with shows such 
as Songs of the Dragons Flying to Heaven, she 
takes a close look at the very nature of being 
typecast as “the Asian American playwright” and 
the expectation to write certain kinds of works 
about her heritage. Yet, although her work is often 
labeled as “aggressive” and “provocative,” Lee 
cares very deeply about the impact her art has on 
her audiences. “It’s always frightening,” says Lee. 
“I do like to make the audience uncomfortable, but 
it’s not coming from an antagonistic or aggressive 
place, so I get upset when they’re upset.” She 
has found commercial and critical success as a 
theater-maker, lauded by The New York Times as, 
“hands down, the most adventurous downtown 
playwright of her generation.”

Lee is the first female Asian American playwright 
to have her work produced on Broadway, as her 
play Straight White Men opened at the Helen 
Hayes Theater in 2018. Lee says Straight White 
Men stemmed from the question she constantly 
asks herself when writing: “‘What’s the last play 

in the world I would ever want to write?’ And then 
I force myself to write that play.” Straight White 
Men initially seems like a familiar family drama: 
a father and three sons celebrate Christmas 
together. However, as Playbill notes, Lee’s play 
actually “subverts the traditional family drama 
by becoming an exploration of American values, 
of capitalist belief systems versus social justice 
systems, and of identity and privilege.”

While Lee is glad she “opened the door” to female 
Asian American playwrights on the Broadway 
stage, she also remarks, “I didn’t know that was 
the case—I only found out when everyone else 
did. It’s a little sad, really, that it’s taken this long 
to open that door…I just hope my show does well 
enough that I can keep it open for other people.” 
Similarly, when asked about the responsibility 
she feels of being the first, she says, “The only 
responsibility I feel is just to do the best that I can, 
so I don’t ruin it for other people.”

A common thread that unites these three 
playwrights—although they differ vastly from 
style to issue to aesthetics—is how they 
often feel pressured to represent their entire 
community or write a certain kind of “ethnic” 
play. Another commonality is their constant 
need to prove themselves in the world of theater. 
There is still an assumption that one needs to 
sacrifice quality in order to present a range of 
diverse voices. As Diep Tran writes in American 
Theatre, “Not being good enough is a common 
assumption made about any person of color 
granted entry to a white-dominated space—the 
idea being that they’re only there because of 
their race or gender.” Yet, the scene is slowly 
shifting. Commercial successes prove that 
audiences are receptive and eager to hear these 
stories. People are familiar with the breakout 
skyrocketing success of Hamilton, a musical 
that utilizes rap and hip-hop music and has a 
cast of predominately non-Caucasian actors. 
However, as we see demonstrated by the above 
playwrights and their works, Hamilton is far from 
being the only exciting, revolutionary work by 
theater artists of color. Another such example is 
Lynn Nottage, an African American woman of 
color; her play on working-class struggles, Sweat, 
was the second most-produced play in the 2018-
2019 season in the US. In 2018, there were ten 
plays simultaneously running Off-Broadway—
all written by women of color. Hopefully, these 
playwrights can inspire future generations of 
theater-makers—eventually transforming the 
theater into a more inclusive space where all 
feel empowered to share their stories and see 
themselves authentically represented onstage. 

Young Jean Lee
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lesson, there are lots of people who have helped 
me along the way to do that. I’m paying homage 
to that, making art around it, and dealing with 
Maine as long as I can. 

Khalil LeSaldo (KL): I would re-tweet the dealing 
with internalized racism that you’re talking about, 
which [for me] comes from growing up in Maine, 
and partially processing that through exploration 
and art. I grew up in Fort Kent, Maine, which is 
six hours north of here. Went to Bowdoin College, 
got a psychology degree, did theater all through 
childhood—from a young nut to a stout sapling. 
Went to Chicago for four years, got involved in a 
number of theater houses there, including Profiles 
Theater. For me, my critical faculties were really 
honed at Bowdoin, and advocacy really came in 
Chicago. Went to Maine, again, quit my day job 
about two years ago, and have been a freelance 
art-creator, educator, and actor. I’ve gone around 
the country with fringe festivals, and working with 
different Shakespeare companies here and there. 
I really enjoyed creating and writing material that 
can be explored by anybody, by any identity, 
and is accessible, because it’s so far-out and 
imagined. Sci-fi and futuristic, like, two skunks 
that talk about what it means to be a human. My 
art is obliquely interpreting humanity, through 
other means of storytelling. 
JY: That sounds really fascinating. We’ve 
started talking about this, but I’m curious to 
know more. Would you say that your identity 
(as a person of color) directly intersects with 
your art? If so, in what ways?

RGJ: Well, yes, because they’re the same thing. 
Ten years ago, I made a commitment to make 
[identity and artistic work] the same thing. That 
I could not compartmentalize my life—there 
wasn’t “work René,” “social René,” “babysitter 
René,” “sleepy René,” “hungry René.” I wanted 
to know how to put all the little broken pieces 
of me back together, so I could see myself as a 
whole person. I just thought, “Okay, if I can see 
all the parts, then they won’t feel so scared or of 
themselves or of each other.” I didn’t know where 
this work was going—I didn’t know I was an artist, 
ten years ago. I was a professional organizer, 
who was trying to keep a business going. Art sort 

Jae-Yeon Yoo (JY): Hi Khalil and Réne, thank 
you for taking the time to chat with me today. 
To begin with, could you please tell me a bit 
about yourselves—where you’re from, what 
your journey has been?

René Goddess Johnson (RGJ): I’ve been in 
Portland for 27 years. I’m originally from South 
Africa. I’ve created art here since I was here, but I 
didn’t officially discover I was an artist until 2013. 
Since then, I’ve had a good journey in creating 
things: Theater Ensemble of Color, embodied 
equity consulting, my one-woman show [called g 
e e l], working with Celebration Barn Theater—
it’s been a really cool ten years of figuring out, 
oh, yes I live in this small place that’s scared of 
me because it doesn’t understand me. So really 
honing in on what makes us the same, and 
building a business around it. I just want to stop 
disliking myself so much, and, as I’m learning that 

Community Connections: 
Theater Artists of Color in Portland

by Jae-yeon yoo

René Goddess Johnson

Khalil LeSaldo
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of just happened. The only thing I’ve come to 
realize is: in the end, art saved me. When I lost 
myself as a child who was really abused, I lost 
me. And because I couldn’t see myself, I found 
ways to create through art. It wasn’t until I was 
twenty-eight that I understood this was what I was 
doing. And then building from there, for the last 
six years; it kind of just built on its own. But also, 
it takes so much time to see the intersections, 
to see all of the things that I’ve been doing that 
are skills that I don’t have the words for. Then 
learning, “Oh, there’s a word for things that I do,” 
then owning that, working through it, and then 
making art with that. It takes such a long time, 
with each new skill, new step. Yes, that’s the 
shorthand version of that answer. 

JY: It’s a big question. Initial thoughts, Khalil?

KL: There’s a fluency that comes with navigating 
your own identity internally, and also navigating 
the spaces that we occupy. I think this commonly 
shows itself in code-switching. Coded language 
is how we navigate spaces that may not be 
hospitable, but still find community with those 
who are like us, if this makes sense. Through my 
material [and art], I hope to empower and equip 
people with language and recognition of their own 
abilities, which help them to combat pervasive 
or dangerous narratives that limit the axes of a 
person’s identity, [or] limit their development into 
beautiful, full, complicated people. 

JY: Do you have any examples of what you 
consider a subtly “dangerous, “pervasive,” 
narrative of racism?

KL: I’ve got one I’m really excited about—it was 
just last weekend. We had a couple of scenes 
from The Odyssey that we’re re-interpreting, 
re-staging and I’ve been re-writing. At one 
point, Odysseus washes up on this island and 
Nausicaa, this princess rescues him. In the full 
text, in our Western classics, which are really 
often white, really often male-created, Nausicaa 
comes on the backs of her slaves. She lends 
aid to Odysseus, but she’s also someone with 
tons of wealth and privilege—and slaves. [I 
wanted to point out how] it’s silly to think of her 
charity without that acknowledgment of her 
given circumstances. In our version, Nausicaa 
showed up and said, “I’m Nausicaa, these are my 
handmaidens,” and gestured to the audience—
implicating them in the narrative. “We came here 
on the backs of my slaves,” she says. Odysseus’s 

response was, “Oh, you nice nice.” Then, he 
says right to the audience, “Thank goodness that 
kindness is an acceptable substitution for justice.” 
It was really fun to feel that hit the audience, 
what it means to deliver this [traditionally racially-
charged] text with some irony. 

JY: How did audiences respond to that?

KL: A knowing groan. So often, there’s a myopia, 
a short-sightedness that allows people at the top 
end of a hierarchy like that to enjoy the imbalance 
without having to unpack or dismantle it. This was 
an opportunity to look at it. 

JY: Great. Could you tell me something about 
your current work? 

RGJ: I’ll [have] four [performances in] Port 
Fringe in June [2019]. The last time I was there 
in 2014, and it was the debut of [g e e l]—back 
then my show was a very different thing. It’s an 
interactive conversation. The audience learns 
ten tools for embodied equity play, to have a 
daily conversation of self-activism. I believe that 
equity and the conversation of racial and social 
justice is a really hard conversation to have 
without personal equity. We keep talking about 
what equity means for these companies, these 
organizations, their missions and statements… 
but very few people who are involved in that 
work are having daily conversation about how 
equity impacts their world. What is the daily 
conversation I have about the things I want? 
And don’t want? Am I happy? Am I not? And 
then maybe I should start talking about how 
other people feel. [As René states in her mission 
statement for Embodied Equity Play Tools, 
“[Her] work is not about being comfortable in 
your choices, but about being bold and honest in 
your ignorance and blind spots, then connecting, 

Promotion Image for Johnson's geel.



skeleTon Crew digging deePer

41PlaynoTes

working intimately with, and correcting practices 
using the resources in our community to change 
future outcomes.”] 

JY: Can I hear more about working as an artist 
of color, specifically in Portland? And finding—
or not finding—a community to work with?

KL: I think there are institutions that are eager 
to offer platforms to people of color. There are 
institutions here that realize there’s a lot of work 
to be done, that they may have been complicit 
in the erasure and silencing [of minority voices], 
and it’s time to fix that. I think there’s been a ton 
of having to make my own work, though, and 
carving out a space for myself. 

RGJ: I spent years trying to fit, didn’t fit, was 
done, did my own thing—that was the easiest 
way. It doesn’t feel impossible to work within 
established spaces, but you just have to do so 
much work to decide if it’s worth your time, your 
energy, your effort, your emotions… 

KL: You gotta knock on the door for a long time, 
before anyone is going to let you in. 

JY: I think that’s something I’ve found, across the 
board—that if you’re not someone who fits the 
traditional mold of theater, you have to make your 
own work. You have to juggle many hats.

KL: Those roles that traditional bodies may fit 
into, those are limiting, too—I think everyone 
should be making their own work. Can we stop 
bringing dead words back to life?

RGJ: Yes! That. 

JY: Do you have advice for young, aspiring 
artists of color?

KL: Practical advice would be: find people 
who are willing to help with the business side 
of things, until you know that yourself—but 
guard your art. Anybody who’s got those tools, 
those platforms, may edit or censor or alter or 
hamstring whatever genuine spark there is [in 
your art]. It’s fine to do your own business from 
the start, too, if that’s a possibility for you. 

RGJ: I feel very lucky that’s exactly what I got to 
with Celebration Barn Theater. I had an idea, and 
they said, “Sure, we can sponsor you. What do 
you need?” It was a great three years of being 
able to build something with an organization 

that only checked the things they needed to [in 
order to successfully follow legal and financial 
guidelines]. I’m now trying to build this capacity 
for people of color, for white folk to give away 
power freely, without the reservation of what 
will happen to it. So, think of your business, find 
someone who will help you build that platform in 
a timely manner, think carefully about timelines, 
and find people who are willing to help your 
understand what your value and your worth is. 
Entrepreneurship is intense for anyone who gets 
into it. Do your best to look at and learn the power 
structures, and see how that hierarchy can work 
for you. At the time [I first started out], there were 
no people of color organizations I could go to. 
There were only white ones. Now, there are more 
options for young artists of color to go to. It took 
time to make space for this, but in Portland, at 
least, there’s some space coming, in ways we 
didn’t have five years ago. 

KL: And it took a lot of pushing to get that space. 

RGJ: It’s hard to build something from the ground 
up, without knowing what you’re doing or how 
non-profits work. It’s hard to build a team as 
you’re building an organization, versus coming in 
with an already-established team. What are the 
roots? Everything needs roots. My organization 
brain has changed; my business practices have 
evolved and become more conducive to realistic 
timelines, when I realized how long it takes to 
build something that has roots and is sustainable. 

LeSaldo in Rogue Mysteries.

For more resources or information on 
these artists, internalized racism, or (mis-)
representation in media, please visit 
portlandstage.org/PlayNotes. 
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Recommended Resources
by the editors

Non-Fiction
Detroit: A Biography by Scott Martelle
Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife of An American Metropolis by Mark Binelli
Punching Out: One Year in A Closing Auto Plant by Paul Clemens
The Dawn of Detroit: A Chronicle of Slavery and Freedom in the City of the Straits by Tiya Miles
The Deindustrialized World: Confronting Ruination in Postindustrial Places edited by Steven High,  

Lachlan MacKinnon, & Andrew Perchard
The Fire Next Time by James Baldwin
The Devil Finds Work by James Baldwin

Plays
Paradise Blue and Detroit ’67 by Dominique Morisseau 
Sweat by Lynn Nottage 
The Century or the Pittsburgh Cycle plays by August Wilson
Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller
The Thanksgiving Play by Larissa Fasthorse
School Girls; Or, the African Mean Girls Play by Jocelyn Bioh
Nollywood Dreams by Jocelyn Bioh
Song of the Dragons Flying to Heaven by Young Jean Lee
Straight White Men by Young Jean Lee
DeTroyn by Caridad Suich

TV/Film
Burn (2012)
Detroit Wild City (2010)
Detropia (2012)
Losing Detroit (2018)
The United States of Detroit (2017)
Norma Rae (1979)
Fences (2016)

Artists that Inspired Dominique Morriseau
Playwrights: Pearl Cleage, Ntozake Shange, Aishah Rahman, Cheryl West, PJ Gibson, George 
Wolfe, Nubia Kai, and Alice Childress.
Poets: Maya Angelou, Nikki Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez, Langston Hughes, and Claude McKay.
Novelists: Mildred D. Taylor, Breena Clarke, Alex Haley, Richard Wright, Nathan McCall, Ann Petry, 
and Rosa Guy.

An arial view of downtown Detroit.
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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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Megan Doane General Manager & Production Manager
Ted Gallant Technical Director

Myles C. Hatch Stage Manager & Group Sales Manager
Julianne Shea Education Administrator

Susan Thomas Costume Shop Manager
Shane Van Vliet Stage Manager

Affiliate Artists

 

Administrative Staff
Paul Ainsworth Business Manager

Chris DeFilipp House Manager
Julia Fitzgerald Development Assistant

Beth Given Development Director
Lauren Kennedy Social Media & Marketing Asst

Alex Kimmel Company Manager
  Martin Lodish Finance Director

Reneé Myhaver Assistant Box Office Manager
Eileen Phelan Director of Communications, 

     Marketing, and Engagement 
Donald Smith Audience Services Manager
Nathan Sylvester Front of House Assoicate 

Adam Thibodeau House Manager 
Shannon Wade Box Office

Intern Company
Kelsey Book Scenic & Carpentry

Stephanie Collins Stage Management
Paige Farley Education

Dylan Gurrera Directing & Dramaturgy
Carlee Ihde Costumes

Emily Lawrence Education
Terysa Malootian Stage Management

Meaghan Parker General Administration
Rebecca Rovezzi Directing & Dramaturgy

Vianey Salazar Electrics
Eileen Thoma Costumes

Jae-Yeon Yoo Directing & Dramaturgy

Portland Stage Company
2018 - 2019 Staff

Ron Botting
Peter Brown 

Daniel Burson
Maureen Butler

  Ian Carlsen
Moira Driscoll
Abigail Killeen  
Callie Kimball 

Daniel Noel 
Michael Rafkin   

Ed Reichert
Hans Indigo Spencer    

Dustin Tucker
Bess Welden      
Monica Wood 
Sally Wood


