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

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

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

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

Billie Holiday in tHe RecoRding Studio, 1958.

CONTENT ADVISORY: This issue of PlayNotes references difficult themes from 
Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, including but not limited to drug and alcohol 

addiction, rape, prostitution, misogyny, and suicide. The issue also discusses racialized 
oppression, segregation, Jim Crow, police violence, slavery, and lynching.



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

Our Education Media partner  is
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How Do You Relate To Music?

As a director, music is the first thing that I use to discover the world of a play. I 
love to listen to a variety of genres and artists until I find one song that fits 
perfectly, although sometimes it needs to be a mix of two. Every play I’ve 
worked on has a different sound, from Indie-Folk to Alternative Strings to a 
combination of Electropop and Grunge. The song informs almost every 
stylistic decision I make as a director. The music helps to give me the language 
to vocalize my concept; it gives me something tangible that I can use to 
communicate with my designers. If I can describe why a song connects me 
to the play, then I can better understand what a play needs and how the final 
product might look.

-KaTie BasKerviLLe, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

Music helps me make it through.  My mom says you’re supposed to sing in the 
woods to keep the bears away, and music helps me push away all kinds of bears. 
When I’m having a bad day, music is like calling an old friend.  It can help me 
sort through what I’m feeling.  Sometimes listening to music can feel like 
going through an old journal, reliving memories or dreams.  I hear Miles 
Davis’ “Kind of Blue” and I know my Dad is making pasta.  I chauffeur my 
cousin Dan to the store while he blasts Wiz Khalifa and talks about girls.  Joni 
Mitchell is hiking in the cold, ABBA is summer, and Weird Al is a bus ride in 
middle school.
 
-noLan eLLsworTh, educaTion inTern

The beauty of music is that there isn’t one “music is…” sentence I can write. It’s 
something I come to for comfort, for stimulation, for ambiance, for a story. It’s 
a mood enhancer and a mood changer. It’s my sleep aid and it’s what gets me 
energized in the morning. When I have feelings that I don’t have the words to 
express, I can turn to my favorite artists and frequently find that they’ve taken 
those thoughts and feelings and not only put them into words better than I ever 
could, but also put them to a melody that encompasses that feeling. Sometimes 
it’s not even a feeling I knew I had before hearing it from someone else. Sharing 
music with the people around me is a way to show them who I am. Sometimes 
a recommendation is a gift I can give them to show that I have paid attention to 
who they are. Music connects me to my inner self and to the people I love.

-KaTherine Borden, generaL adminisTraTion inTern
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How Do You Relate To Music?

Music transports me, centers me, and helps me reflect. Most of the music that 
I own is organized by times in my life. I have a playlist with the classical music 
I would listen to with my grandfather when he was alive, one from my high 
school drama class with songs that encapsulated each individual, and another 
from my middle school days with music that I thought would make me cool. 
The latter playlist might make me cringe more than others, but they all are 
evocative of my past selves. They all bring me back to a moment in life, frozen 
in time, where I can close my eyes and think back to where I was and what I 
was doing. I listen to these playlists to remind myself of who I was, who I am, 
and who I dream to be. 

-KayLa minTon Kaufman, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

I have always found music and emotion to be strongly attached. It can be 
really tempting to push aside our emotions, because we may not have the 
time or the energy to check in with ourselves and process these feelings. 
However, I have always found that when I listen to music, and the lyr-
ics and the melody match my emotions, I can really tune in, turn up, get 
down, and boogie onwards. I’m one of those people that has a Spotify 
playlist for any mood you can think of: Gloom, Garbage Pop, and Gay 
Pride are just some from my collection. Listening to others sing about 
bad times, hum happy memories, or twang thrilling guitar riffs takes me 
to places that I couldn’t necessarily get to on my own and brings about a 
deeper understanding of myself.

-cLare mccormicK, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

Music captures our emotions when we are lost for words. It is both a poem and 
a soundtrack, a work of art and a companion to our everyday lives. I think of 
music as motivating–whether it’s fast-paced music as you drive into a new city 
for the first time, energetic music to dance to, or calming music to provide focus 
and comfort. The way that music gets stuck in our head and makes us tap our 
feet makes it so essential to life in a way that transcends words. Music can also be 
a major creative outlet. For example, singing makes me feel relaxed, while jazz 
music makes me want to dance. For many people music is an art form that drives 
and lifts our lives. 

-ceLia waTson, educaTion inTern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1. What types of segregation still exist today? For reference, see "A History of Segregation in 
America" (see pg. 28). What stories of racial discrimination have you encountered in your own life, your 
school, or the news?

2. If you could be famous for doing something you love, what would that be? How might fame change your relation-
ship with that activity?

3. What role does music play in your life? Are your musical preferences different from those of your family or friends?

4. In the play, Billie talks about times when she stood up to racial prejudice. What steps might you take in your ev-
eryday life to help decrease discrimination in your community?

5. How would your life be different if you were living in the 1940s and ’50s? Think about specific ways that your 
social life, school, or career opportunities might be different.

1. Play a Billie Holiday song such as “God Bless the Child” and doodle or paint your reaction to it as you listen. What 
colors, moods, or images come to mind? Listen to some more Billie Holiday songs and see if different images or 
feelings come up for you. How is each song similar and/or different?

2. In the play, Billie says, “It don’t matter if it’s good or bad, you wouldn’t be what or who you are now if you hadn’t 
been whatever you was way back when.” For 5-10 minutes, write a journal 
entry reflecting on challenges in your past that helped make you who you are today. How have you changed as 
you’ve aged? Have these changes surprised you? 

3. What songs would you choose to accompany your life story? Make a playlist for the soundtrack of your life. 

Billie Holiday, 1937.
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About the Play
Join Billie Holiday for one of her last performances at 
Emerson’s Bar and Grill, where she will sing some of 
her most memorable songs woven into a reminiscence 
of her life and times.

It’s a night in March of 1959, and Billie Holiday, also known 
as Lady Day, is performing one of her last concerts ever. 
She sings some of her signature songs, including “What a 
Little Moonlight Can Do” and “God Bless the Child,” and as 
the night goes on she reflects on her life, her eyes glistening 
with the ghosts of her past. Only four months after the 
performance, she will die in a New York hospital.

Lanie Robertson wrote the play based on a real night 
in Billie Holiday’s life, as told by his friend who was 
in attendance. According to Robertson, “There were 
seven people in the audience. She came in, high as a 
kite, carrying her little dog, tripped on the microphone 
wire, sang about twelve songs and stumbled out.” When 
he heard this tale from his friend, he decided this was a 
story he wanted to tell.

Robertson utilized a collection of interviews and 
thorough research to write the play, yet it was heavily 
based on Billie Holiday's autobiography, Lady Sings the 
Blues. This provides many layers to the story, as her 
autobiography was not entirely truthful. She would 
often tell stories about her life that were based in truth, 
but were reshaped in her mind. Falsities she would often 
tell included her parent’s marriage (which never 

transpired), her happy childhood with her mother 
(which was rather troubled), and stories about her 
father and stepfather (who were both largely absent). 

It is often suggested that much of Holiday’s elaboration and 
alteration of her history was due to her immense amounts 
of pain, which she better explains through her music than 
through fact. As ghostwriter David Ritz said, “If her music 
was autobiographically true, her autobiography is musically 
true.” The facts, too painful to tell plainly, came through in 
her music. Her autobiography would have brought up too 
much agony for Billie, so she instead fictionalized some 
parts to protect herself.

The same rings true with Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & 
Grill. This may not have been exactly how the night 
transpired, and Billie Holiday may not have told the 
stories these exact ways, but the play tells her story in 
a way she would find pleasing: with joy, heartache, and 
rough edges plain to see.

The play presents her as the incredibly bold and 
passionate woman she was, yet also mulls over tough 
points in Billie Holiday’s life. Holiday fearlessly 
discusses her experience as a black woman in a world 
that didn’t love her, from her racial profiling in dealing 
with her drug addiction to her unfair treatment in the 
justice system, and her tough childhood in a single-
parent, low income household. Yet above all else, it 
shows her talent and genuine love for a good audience.

oRiginal BRoadway PRoduction of Lady day at EmErson's Bar & GriLL.
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and Ethel Waters, he uses these characters to comment 
on events both historical and contemporary, inspired 
by philosopher George Santayana's “Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

A friend told Robertson of a night, months before the 
death of Billie Holiday, when she performed in a small 
club for only seven patrons, an invaluable woman being 
undervalued. He wrote Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill 
to give her another chance in that performance night yet 
showcase how even she could be deeply underappreciated.

Robertson’s plays have been produced nationally and 
internationally, in regional and Off-Broadway theaters. His 
Broadway debut was in 2014, when Lady Day at Emerson’s 
Bar & Grill took the stage starring Audra McDonald.

Selected Works:
The Insanity of Mary Girard (1976)
Nasty Little Secrets (1985)
Alfred Stieglitz Loves O’Keefe (1988)
Nobody Lonesome for Me (1995)
Woman Before a Glass (2006)

About the Playwright

Archie Robertson and Mildred Finlayson eloped at 
age 17, and in 1936 had little Lanie Robertson in a 
small town in Iowa called Knoxville. Throughout his 
childhood, the family constantly moved around, which 
caused him to attend a whopping 16 schools from 
kindergarten to high school, spread across 14 states. He 
says this time of his life was crucial in his development 
as a playwright. The constant relocation begat his feeling 
as an “eternal outsider,” exposed him to many different 
people and ways of living, and gave him a keen ear to 
both dialogue and subtext. He began playwriting when 
he was young, but after a director asked him a question 
to which he felt he didn’t have a proper answer, he gave 
up the craft for ten years.

Robertson completed his undergraduate degree at 
the University of Kansas, and went on to pursue a 
graduate degree at Temple University while teaching 
at Philadelphia College of Art. His play, The Runneth 
Over Cup, was staged at the University of Kansas, but 
it wasn’t until Philadelphia that one of his plays, The 
Insanity of Mary Girard, was first professionally produced. 
This set his career in motion, influencing many other 
theaters to produce his other plays.

Robertson’s writing tends towards historical figures; 
he notes that “writing historical characters is a way of 
hiding in plain sight from the audience.” From Billie 
Holiday and John Wilkes Booth to Georgia O'Keeffe 

PlaywRigHt lanie RoBeRtSon.

audRa Mcdonald aS Billie Holiday in tHe 
oRiginal BRoadway PRoduction.



PorTLand sTage’s Lady day aT emerson's Bar & griLL

10 Lady day aT emerson's Bar & griLL

Meet the Cast

Name: Tracey Conyer Lee

Role: Billie Holiday, famed Jazz singer 
performing a concert at the end of her life.

Favourite Billie Holiday Song: 
There are many songs not in the show 
that I love but from the show my fave is 
“Don’t Explain” for several reasons:

-It's one of her self-written compositions.
-It unabashedly addresses the taken for 
granted woman who chooses to stay 
(it is a powerful look at weakness)
-It's lyrically sparse but very profound. 

Name: Gary Mitchell, Jr.

Role: Jimmy Powers, a pianist performing with 
Billie Holiday, who is engaged to be married to her.

Favourite Billie Holiday Song: 
"There ain't nothing I can do
Or nothing I can say
That folks don't criticize me
But I'm going to do
Just as I want to anyway
And don't care just what people say"

From "Tain't Nobody's Business."
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An Interview with the Director, 
Kevin R. Free

What was your first memory of Billie Holiday?
I was never a fan of Billie Holiday, never. When I finally 
heard her sing, I was in college, and I thought, people 
like this? It wasn’t a strong voice, she didn’t do any ad 
libbing, there wasn’t any scatting, there was nothing 
fun for me about the way she sang. It just sounded like 
somebody on drugs singing songs. And I did not like 
that. I was a teetotaler—I did not drink, I did not do 
drugs—so I was judging her; this is a black woman 
everyone admires, and she was on drugs. So that was 
me, and my respectability politics, and how I was raised.

Then I got older. At the University of Michigan, around 
2007 or 2008, they found a noose on a door in a 
dormitory. I was a New York Neo-Futurist performing 
in Too Much Light Makes the Baby Go Blind, and I wrote this 
play called Knots of a Native Son. It was basically about 
trying to see the world as a world of individuals, and 
thinking about how some individual left a noose on a 
door and there wasn’t a huge public outcry organized by 
individuals. When I was writing that two-minute play, 
I was looking for a song to go with it, and that is when 
I found “Strange Fruit.” I had never listened to Billie 
Holiday long enough to have heard “Strange Fruit.” I 
had completely turned my back on her. I was thinking, 
I’m not going to tell people I don’t like her, but I don’t 
like her. And then I heard “Strange Fruit.” The way the 
trumpet sounds at the beginning of the recording… it’s 
so heartbreaking and lonely and beautiful. But we know 
what is coming next. So hearing that, that song, changed 
me, and changed my opinion of Billie Holiday. Because 
at that point in my life, I had more of a connection to my 
own racial identity, because I was writing about race all 
the time, and at that point, when I heard “Strange Fruit,” 
I thought she was incredible. This song is confrontational, 
because it says: let’s talk about this, this strange fruit that 
is hanging from the trees, these black people who have 
been lynched. I think it is even more confrontational than 
any public figure was doing. That changed me. 

And people will say, “Why do we have to talk about this?” 
But this is the world where we live, and where she lived.

Why do you think that this show, this story, is 
important to tell right now?
I didn’t know until we were working on it. I was thinking 
about Alberto Giacometti the sculptor. He created all 
these statues that had these elongated arms and legs. He 
believed you couldn’t make a statue and adequately depict 
what a person was going through, so he would stretch out 
the arms, stretch out the legs, and hack at its head, torso 
and limbs. Life is doing this to this person. When I learned 
about him, it moved me so much, because you can’t really 
know what other people’s lives are like. And that’s what this 
play does for Billie Holiday.

If you think about the iconic photos of Billie Holiday, 
especially that one I love with her holding the drink and 
her head is down, to me it looks like she just did a hit [of 
heroin] and it is real, she is high, and really messed up (see 
pg. 22). This play paints a portrait of someone who was 
really troubled. Really, really troubled. And hearing her tell 
these stories in an upbeat way, in a way that is humorous, 
says several things to me. One, that racism takes a physical 
toll on everyone. On you, me, everyone, whether we 
acknowledge it or not. And guess what, you have to hear it 

diRectoR, Kevin R. fRee.
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now. We’ll give you all those Billie Holiday songs, but guess 
what? You need to hear this, because it is also hurting you. 
Hurting me, hurting you, hurting everybody. Two, she is 
a black woman, and went through all of this stuff. Of the 
people who are underrepresented, women of color are 
the most underrepresented. We don’t see their stories, we 
don’t hear about their stories. Third, my theme for my life, 
the rest of my life, for my work, for who I am as a black gay 
pro-feminist artist, is no matter what, stay visible. You cannot 
erase me from the canon, you can’t. I’m here, and I’m not 
going to stop being here. And I want to do right by Billie 
Holiday and keep the story behind her music visible.

I also love that in this play, she takes responsibility for 
having been an addict. Billie says, this is why I did it; 
I did it because I wanted, “Sonny to know that there 
was one bitch who loved him.” I feel like Billie Holiday 
in this play says loving someone is active. Because 
she loved him, all of this awful stuff happened to her, 
because she was active in loving him. It wasn’t a state of 
being, it was a state of doing. All these things happened 
to her, and right before the end of the show we find 
out she did it all because she loved a man. Hearing 
that puts a really human face on addiction. All of these 
racial crises that happened to her would have happened 
anyway—it happened to her mom, it happened to her 
dad—but it happened worse because she loved Sonny.

What did you want people to take away from 
this story about Billie Holiday?
I want people to escape into the world of the play. Escapism 
is definitely necessary, but I like to show why we need to 
escape. I like for people to know this is the reason why we 
want to escape. I believe that it is true that many of the 
geniuses that we have encountered in our days who are 
women, or black, or other people of color were geniuses 
because they lived in a world that didn’t value them. I think 
Billie Holiday was one of those geniuses. She felt the pain of 
living. Regardless of my personal feelings of addiction, she 
was pushed. It says something really interesting in this play 
that she was pushed to addiction by her love for a man who 
had apparently gone through the same things she had in her 
life, at least racially, living in that time. The drugs were what 
he needed. So if we are looking at her with compassion, 
and we’re seeing that all she was was someone who loved 
someone and wanted to show she loved him.

I hated her voice for so long because she was an addict. 
This play tells me why she was an addict, and makes me 
have more compassion for her. Some of my hatred made 
her an addict. I think we are complicit in the demise of 
this artist. If we are in this together, that means the bad 
as well as the good.

Billie Holiday witH caRl dRinKaRd on BRoad StReet in newaRK, n.J.
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Putting it Together: An Interview 
With Lighting Designer, Bryon Winn

How would you define the role of a lighting designer?
I like to think of lighting design as a sculptural, 
time-based medium, which directs focus much like the 
way the cinematographer works in film. I also think of 
lighting design as an element that can support the 
emotional context of a scene. Most of my design work 
falls more into an emotion realm and less in realism.
 
Describe your process as a lighting designer.
It is a very fluid series of choices, evaluations of choices, 
and then moving on to better choices. Whether I am 
working on a cue sheet, a magic sheet (a magic sheet 
is a graphical representation of lighting instruments 
used in the plot), drafting the light plot, or building 
the actual lighting cues the process of reevaluating 
decisions is continual. I don’t think lighting designer 
ever completely finish their work…they just stop when 
it is time to open the show.
 
What has been the most enjoyable part of 
working on Lady Day?
Well the original reason I wanted to the show was 
because of a personal connection I have with the writer, 
Lanie Robertson.  I designed scenery and light for a 
production Lanie acted in many years ago. I was so 
pleased when Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar and Grill had 
resurgence. It is also wonderful to be able to work with 
old friends and new friends on a project...community is 
really what binds us all together when making theater.
 
Lady Day tells a story set in a very particular 
place and time. What is it like designing for a 
historical show like this? How does it differ from 
productions with less concrete times and places?
Most of the theater work I design has a specific place 
and time, although the playwright does not always 
dictate it. Often it is used as a tool to ground the 
production and established by the artistic team. What 
is interesting about this specific period as a lighting 
designer is trying to be as authentic as possible with 
the type of lighting fixtures that you see in the stage 
area. We don’t have many fixtures left from 1959, but 
the fresnels used in the show are similar to the actual 

fixtures of the period.  We also have the opportunity 
to leave realism behind because of the poetic nature of 
the Lady Day’s music.
 
Can you talk a bit about your inspiration for this design?
I find inspiration in the music and the narrative….but 
mostly the music.  I used to mix bands in small clubs 
so I have a strong sense memory of the weight of those 
small spaces…these dark, almost claustrophobic venues 
that are completely transformed with the first note 
from the band…as if the walls all faded away
 
Who do you find inspiring as a lighting 
designer either now or when you first started out?
I love the work of Roy Bennett, he is by far the best 
lighting designer today. I have watched his work since 
the mid-80s and there is just no one like him. Both 
Jennifer Tipton and Chris Akerlind are also amazing 
designers in the theater and I have gone to show 
just to see their work. I am also really intrigued by 
the work of Es Devlin and my favorite dance/media 
company remains Chunky Move.
 

ligHting deSigneR BRyon winn.
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I understand that you have been working at 
Portland Stage for quite a while, what is it about 
PS that keeps you coming back? What is your 
favorite part of working here and in this theater?
Anita Stewart is one of the most amazing people I know 
in the world.  She is such a brilliant and incredibly efficient 
artist/designer. I have been designing at PS since 1998 and 
it truly is my home away from home and I feel so privileged 
to have been able to contribute to work here.  There are 
few places that truly weave design into a production as 
effectively as PS. It is not about the production budgets, but 
a culture that supports the constant changes necessary to 
really make a production work, from technical rehearsals, 
to previews, to opening night.
 
What is your relationship to Billie Holiday and her music?
I am not sure I can place an exact moment when I 
connected with her music. Certainly it has been part of 
the tapestry of Jazz that has been part of my life which 
goes all the way back to high school. "Strange Fruit" is 
the song I most identify with her and I don’t think I had 

every associated her with Benny Goodman until reading 
this play.  Before iTunes, Spotify, Pandora, and other 
internet streaming services, music genres were often 
part of your identity.  You had the ability to absorb an 
entire album of work.  There appeared to be much more 
space between genres and with fewer artists it seemed 
easier to be exposed to a variety of offering, just by 
moving up and down the radio dial.
 
How does designing a Concert as Play differ from 
designing for an actual concert?
I actually just finished teaching a session on concert 
lighting design with the latest in moving lights and 
LED fixtures. However, I don’t really think of this as a 
concert or even a club…certainly not a club by today’s 
standards.  This is a moment in time when we see an 
incredibly talented woman share her story and her gift 
with an audience. For the most part, the lighting should 
be subtle, delicate, supportive, and at the very 
opportune moment, provide a little moonlight… 

PoRtland Stage coMPany'S strinG around my FinGEr By BRenda witHeRS (2017), 
diR. Sally wood, ligHting deSigneR - BRyon winn.
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Born in 1915 in Baltimore to 13-year-old Sadie Fagan and 
15-year-old Clarence Holiday, Eleanora Fagan was in for a 
tumultuous childhood. Her parents were very young, and 
her father was largely absent. Her mother did her best to 
provide for her daughter, but finding work that allowed 
her to also look after her daughter was difficult. Often, 
Eleanora was left with other family members while her 
mother went off to another city to work a job that would 
support the two. When they lived together, both Sadie 
and Eleanora worked as housemaids, scrubbing floors or 
running errands. The women were so desperate that they 
were forced to turn to prostitution at times; this was the 
only employment available that would keep them in a 
home and provide some money.

In great need of change, Eleanora tried to get a job as 
a dancer, even though she only knew two steps. When 
the pianist begged her to stop, he kindly asked if she 
could sing. That was the moment of fate: thinking she 
had a mediocre, every-day voice, she sang "Trav'lin' All 
Alone" and blew the club owners away. She was hired 
on the spot, and her singing career began.

Through her work at various clubs, she was heard by many 
jazz performers and enthusiasts. These connections helped 
her make her early jazz recordings with clarinetist Benny 
Goodman, pianist Teddy Wilson, and clarinetist Artie Shaw. 
She became professionally known as Billie Holiday, the 
name taken from her favorite actress, Billie Dove, and her 
father, Clarence Holiday. A tenor saxophonist and good 
friend to Billie gave her the nickname “Lady Day,” and those 
two names stayed with her.

Her career began to take off. She sang memorable songs 
from “Strange Fruit,” about lynchings in the South, to 
“God Bless the Child,” written for her mother. “Lover 
Man” and “Don’t Explain” offer peeks into her complex 
love life. Holiday’s musical lexicon was founded 
on romance and regret, informed by her romantic 
relationships with men and women over the span of her 
life. She became known for her distinctive performing 
quirks, like gardenias in her hair, lazily snapping fingers 
along with rhythm, and tilting her head back as she sang.

However, she was also known for the darker side of 
her career: her complications with addiction. Starting 
during her marriage with Jimmy “Sonny” Monroe, she 
began heavily using heroin. She was pursued by the 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics, which was eager to take 
down this famous black woman, and eventually was 
caught in a hard place. In 1947, she and Joe Guy, whom 
she was seeing previous to their impending marriage, 
were arrested. On bad legal advice, she took the fall for 
possession of heroin, even though there was far from 
sufficient evidence to indict her. After a year in prison, 
much of her independence as a performer was revoked, 
and her career had more obstacles than ever.

Forever going against all odds, Billie Holiday continued 
her work and turned out many of her famous songs, 
including “Crazy He Calls Me,” “Tain’t Nobody’s 
Business If I Do,” and “I Get a Kick Out of You.” She 
still struggled with addiction, having frequent relapses 
and troubles with law enforcement. Unfortunately, her 
young death at 44 was likely due to difficulties related 
to her addiction. Billie Holiday was unmatched in 
talent, outspoken in her beliefs, and unforgettable in the 
mark she left on the world.

Billie Holiday

Billie Holiday.
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1910 1920 1930

Billie Holiday:

1915: Billie Holiday was 
born as Eleanora Fagan to 
Sadie Fagan and Clarence 

Holiday in Philadelphia, PA.

Late 1920s: Eleanora lived periodically with her single 
mother, Sadie Fagan. They both worked many jobs to keep the 

two supported, alive, and with a roof over their heads. These jobs 
ranged from being housemaids and scrubbing floors to sex work.

1929: Desperate for another job, Eleanora 
auditioned for a dancing gig at Pod’s and 

Jerry’s, a cabaret club in New York City. While 
she was not suited to be a dancer, she was hired 

on the spot for her singing voice, landing her 
first paid singing job.

1930: Eleanora Fagan took the name Billie 
from her favorite movie star, Billie Dove, and 

Holiday from her father, Clarence Holiday, 
and henceforth was known as Billie Holiday.

1933: John Hammond, a record producer, 
accidentally happened upon a Billie Holiday 

performance in a club. He fell in love with her voice, 
and connected her to Benny Goodman, who brought 

her on board for her first official recording.

1935: Billie Holiday began working and 
touring with Teddy Wilson, a well known 
jazz pianist. This established her as a vital 

voice in the jazz world.
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A Timeline

1959: Billie Holiday dies due to 
complications from drug and alcohol addiction.

1957: Billie divorces Joe Guy.
Later that same year, Billie married Louis 

McKay. Billie married Louis McKay. She had 
dated him in her youth, and he was a positive 
influence in that he tried to cull her addiction 
and get her off drugs. But while he attempted 
to help her in some ways, he was extremely 

emotionally and physically abusive towards her.

1954: Billie Holiday toured Europe. She 
struggled to cease her addiction to heroin and 

alcohol, but felt uplifted by her many fans.

1951: Billie married Joe Guy, her 
second husband. Unfortunately, he 

led her further into her addiction, as 
he served as her drug dealer for many 
years. He also took advantage of her 
in other ways, including occasionally 

stealing her money.

1948: Released from prison, Billie 
worried for her career. As a former convict, 

she was unable to use her cabaret license, 
and couldn’t sing in many of the clubs she 

frequented. To boost her morale, some friends 
set up a post-prison performance at Carnegie 
Hall, during which she performed beautifully.

1947: Billie Holiday divorces Jimmy 
“Sonny” Monroe, and soon begins a relation-

ship with Joe Guy.
Later that same year, the Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics finally caught Billie in a compro-
mising situation, arrested her, and brought 
her to court. On poor legal advice, Billie 

pleaded guilty, although there was not 
sufficient evidence to convict her. She was 

sent to prison for a year.

1945: Billie’s beloved mom, Sadie Fagan, 
passes away. The event caused her to sink 

into a depression that she struggled with for 
a long while. “God Bless the Child,” which 

Billie wrote for her mom, became harder for 
her to sing after her death.

1941: Billie Holiday married Jimmy 
“Sonny” Monroe. He was her first true 

love, but was abusive to her. She said that 
Sonny first introduced her to heroin. 

1938: Billie Holiday worked with Artie Shaw, 
a jazz clarinetist, and was notable for being the 

only black woman in an all-white band.

1939: After Billie Holiday performed 
“Strange Fruit” in 1939 and refused to remain 

quiet on matters of racism, the Federal 
Bureau of Narcotics began to track her.

1950
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“I also wanted Bessie’s big sound, but my voice wasn’t 
big like that,” laments Billie Holiday, deeply influenced 
by Bessie Smith. Though their voices may have been 
dissimilar, Bessie still had a huge impact on Billie’s 
development as an artist.

Bessie Smith had a tough childhood, due to her parents 
death at a young age. Bessie ran away from home to 
escape the squalor, and thus began her mythology. 
Legend has it that Bessie Smith was kidnapped by Ma 
Rainey, Mother of the Blues. Within her captive time, Ma 
Rainey bestowed upon her all the knowledge and musical 
education she ever received. When she was released, 
Bessie rose to her throne as Empress of the Blues.

Of course, this is just the folklore of blues. Nonetheless, 
while Bessie Smith owed some of her success to tutelage 
from Ma Rainey, she had an unforgettable effect on jazz and 
blues music and a voice that stemmed from Bessie alone.

Like Billie Holiday, Bessie Smith was eager to embrace 
and celebrate her black culture, in defiance of a 

Bessie Smith
culturally white America. She was so steadfast that she 
once even came face to face with a Ku Klux Klan group 
trying to disrupt one of her performances–and shouted 
them down until they slipped off into the night.

Her songs were emotional and autobiographical, 
pulling from many facets of her life. Louis Armstrong 
said, “Bessie’s music was in her soul and she felt 
everything she did. Her sincerity with her music was 
an inspiration.” Bessie’s romantic relationships with 
men and women both informed and interfered with 
her art. From deeply dependent love to heartbreak and 
fistfights, her often tumultuous relationships sent her 
to the studio to write, inspiring a repertoire of storied 
songs. Alberta Hunter, a blues peer of Bessie Smith’s, 
said, “I don’t think anybody in the world will ever be 
able to get as much hurt into one song.”

Beautiful, heart-wrenching, and at times haunting, 
Bessie’s music leaves no question to her standing as 
Empress of the Blues.

Louis Armstrong
Billie Holiday loved listening to Louis Armstrong 
records when she was younger, and was deeply 
influenced by his emotional way of bringing song 
to life. She reflects in the play, “he’d have the most 
beautiful feelin’ and I wanted that feelin’.” Armstrong, 
also known as Pops and Satchmo, was the face of the 
Jazz movement. With his trumpet and his voice, his 
sound was like none other.

He had a tough childhood, marked with poverty and 
abuse. His mother gave him as much love as she could and 
worked hard to provide for him, but Armstrong worked to 
support the family, too. He would deliver coal, sell food, 
and sing on the streets contribute to the family income. 
He ran into some trouble with the law while using his 
stepfather’s pistol to celebrate the New Year, and was sent 
to the Colored Waifs Home for Boys. In this home, his 
music education began and his talents blossomed.

He played in several bands, and which offered him many 
musical tutors, including Joe “King” Oliver and Dave 
Jones. Armstrong would go on to marry the pianist from 
one of those bands, the Creole Jazz Band, Lilian Hardin. 
She, too, served as an important musical tutor, and 
pushed him to leave the band and begin his solo career.

In the years following, he recorded under his own name 
and became a world-renowned jazz icon. He estimated 
that he recorded about 1,500 songs, including "My 
Sweet Hunk o' Trash" and “You Can’t Lose a Broken 
Heart,” which were recorded with Billie Holiday 
herself. His songs emanate joy and aimed to please.

As Armstrong himself said, "My life has been my music, it's 
always come first, but the music ain't worth nothing if you 
can't lay it on the public. The main thing is to live for that 
audience, 'cause what you're there for is to please the people."
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Jazzing Up the Blues: 
Billie's Unique Musical Footprint

Billie Holiday was born in 1915: after the blues, but just 
before the initial spark of jazz. Caught between these two 
musical movements, Billie grew up with and was shaped 
by both. As a child, Billie listened to music religiously, 
particularly devoted to trumpeter and vocalist Louis 
Armstrong and legendary blues singer Bessie Smith. Later in 
life, when asked about her influences, she would respond, “I 
wanted her feeling, and Louis’s style.” Yet Billie’s iconic sound 
is not a carbon copy of Bessie’s, nor completely reminiscent 
of Louis. Through experiments in style, infusions of emotion, 
and a bit of improvisation, she pushed past the limitations 
of her vocal range. Using her unique vocal strengths 
and qualities, she simultaneously drew on past musical 
inspirations, and forged her own unique path as an artist.  

When attempting to further understand Billie and 
her larger-than-life presence in musical history, it is 
important to contextualize her as an artist. Billie and 
her contemporaries wove a tapestry of blues and jazz, 
alternately rending and reweaving as they went. We do 
not know specific details of how the blues were first 
established in this country. We do know, however, that it 
is sourced from the music that African people brought with 
them when they were enslaved and made to work in the 
United States. If we can then think of the blues as the trunk of 
a massive, musical tree, then jazz would make up many of its 
mightiest branches. Since its beginnings in the 1920s, jazz has 
consistently remained an improvisational type of music, used 
by groups to showcase individual members’ talents. The result 
is a style of music reminiscent of the “call and response” trope 
in blues music, which is examined further in this issue’s “Jazz 
and the Blues: What Makes Them Work,” (see pg. 26).

Billie references this intertwining musical relationship 
in Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, defining herself as 
an artist in the following way: “I’m not a blues singer 
like Bessie. I never was. I’m a jazz singer. What I do is 
the blues feeling with the jazz beat.” However, what 
makes Billie sound so special and so iconic has a lot 
to do with how she used her vocal chords. Her vocal 
range was limited, and she never received any formal 
training; reviewers have noted her voice as sounding 
thin, especially towards the end of her life, due to 
complications with her health. And yet it was this raw, 

husky quality to her voice that made her so appealing: it 
could be sweet and rough, cold and warm, all at once. 
Her vocal qualities produced, according to historian Leon 
Foster, a “bewitching, brooding, yet quite frequently 
jamming, sometimes discordant sound so close to what 
jazz instrumentalists were trying to produce.” 

Author Sherrie Tucker posits that jazz is an acquired 
tongue; you must work hard, and constantly, to attain 
fluency. Once this is accomplished, however, you can use 
it to speak of and give honor to great truths. While jazz is 
heavily improvisational, this does not mean that this on-the-
fly genre of music is lacking in meaning. Tucker writes: 

Subconsciously, it’s possible to think about all 
kinds of things while improvising a solo. Jazz is a 
language, a hard language, a very mathematical 
language, and at first, all you think about is chords 
and not hitting the wrong notes. Then, once you 
know the language, you can begin to talk.

An example of this control and artistic design of sound can 
be found in Billie’s performance of “Strange Fruit.” Author 
John Carvalho notes that:

There is no doubt about what she is saying or that she 
knows what she is saying. The distinctive force of the last 
word, ‘crop,’ started in the back of her throat, building 
and letting drop in the air, like those bodies dropped 
from the hanging trees, is remarked upon by all the 
earliest auditors of Holiday’s performance of the song.

What keeps us coming back to Billie and her music is, 
quite simply, her. Though her life was difficult in many 
ways, music and singing was one arena where she had 
complete control; her autonomy and skill as an artist is 
immediately apparent upon listening to her work. She 
sang her heart. When critics asked why she made certain 
choices, she once responded, “What can I tell them? If 
you find a tune and it’s got something to do with you, 
you don’t have to evolve anything. You just feel it, and 
when you sing it other people can feel something too.” 
She was a brilliant improvisational artist. She sang with 
feeling, with memory. She held notes firmly and softly, 
with equal ease. She spoke the language of the blues. 
Billie was, and remains, the embodiment of jazz.
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 The Iconic Music of Lady Day
Billie Holiday and her music hail from a completely 
different era than the one we are living in. We are 
separated by an impassable amount of time, with the 
decades stacked against us. How, then, can songs made 
by someone born a century ago still feel so alive and so 
real? There’s a reason that Billie’s music has survived the 
test of time, and remains so beloved: her iconic, raspy 
sound seems to cozy up against your ear and stay there.

With twelve studio albums to her name, it’s hard to choose 
just a handful of her songs as favorites. And yet, the following 
titles stand out as songs that brim with Billie’s personality, 
and give us more of a glimpse of the woman she was.

“The Way You Look Tonight” – 1936
While this song may be associated with Ol’ Blue Eyes, 
Frank Sinatra was not the first to sing this iconic love 
song. Originally written for the 1936 film Swing Time, 
and performed by Fred Astaire, the song became a 
hit, going on to win the Oscar for Best Original Song 
that year. In the same year, Billie and jazz pianist Teddy 
Wilson recorded their own cover, imbuing the song 
with a special tenderness, and establishing the jazz 
standard as a gender-neutral ode to beauty and eternity.

“Easy Livin’” – 1937
In another collaboration with Teddy Wilson, Billie sings 
sweetly, but with a melancholic edge, about loving 
someone totally and completely. Known for her difficult 
relationships in her adult life, as many of her partners 
were physically and emotionally abusive, Billie’s music 
often references her experience with love in a way that 
is overwhelming but concerning. “I’m so in love, there’s 
nothing in life, but you,” Billie states  says, giving her life 
to her lover, and dismissing others outside of the couple’s 
lives who express concern: “People say you rule me with 
one wave of your hand […]/They just don’t understand.”

“Strange Fruit” – 1937
"Strange Fruit," though an  adaptation of Abel Meeropel's 
1935 poem of the same name, is a song that is still 
irrevocably Billie's. The lyrics of this song contain great 
but terrible imagery: graphic, vivid descriptions of 
lynched black bodies against a saccharine backdrop of the 
American South,with haunting, trembling piano invoking 
each of the listener’s senses to make them bear witness to 

this violence. The song serves as both vital history lesson 
and dire warning, and has been covered and referenced 
by artists ranging from Nina Simone to Kanye West.

“All of Me” – 1941
Billie was not one to shy away from singing about 
heartache, and “All of Me” proves no exception. Her 
version of the song features a voice dripping with 
regret, in sharp contrast with the light jazz music in 
the background. Telling the story of a lost love who has 
stolen her heart, she tries to compel her lover to take 
the rest of her, too: “Take my lips, I want to lose them/
Take my arms, I’ll never use them.”

“God Bless the Child” – 1941
This song was written by Billie herself, with assistance 
from longtime collaborator Arthur Herzog, Jr. In her 
1956 autobiography, Lady Sings the Blues, Billie mentions 
describes   an argument over finances that she had with 
her mother. While arguing, her mother allegedly said, 
“God bless the child that’s got his own,” providing Billie 
with the title of her song. It is wry in its composition, 
referencing a biblical verse that seems to say that whether 
we do well or poorly in life has already been decided for 
us in advance. She attempts to reconcile both the rich and 
lean times in her life, cautioning her audience, “You can 
help yourself,/But don’t take too much.” Performances 
of this song became more deeply emotional experiences 
for Billie after the death of her mother.

Billie Holiday PeRfoRMing at café Society. 
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“Don’t Explain” – 1946
In another collaboration with Herzog, Billie penned 
this autobiographical song to lift a very personal 
heartbreak off her chest. Her lyrics reference her 
marriage to musician Jimmy "Sonny" Monroe; the 
song was supposedly inspired by one instance where, 
upon his return from a night out, Billie found smudges 
of lipstick on his shirt collar. Through her lyrics, she 
grieves what she sees as an impending loss, and cries 
knowing that Jimmy’s cheating is the chief piece of 
neighborhood gossip. And yet, she is still “completely 
[his.]”  completely his.   She tells him not to worry, that 
he is her “joy and pain,” and that all he needs to do is 
“hush,” and stay with her.

“Gimme a Pig Foot” – 1949
While Bessie Smith’s version of this song may have 
fueled its initial popularity, Billie’s rendition is bright, 
memorable, and playful. The setting of the song 
references a performance venue that is part of the 
“chitlin’ circuit,” a term for a group of places where 
it was considered safe for black musicians to perform 
during times of segregation. Serving as hubs for music, 
entertainment, food, and drink, these “juke joints” were 
places to come and enjoy some blues, and partake in 
soul food, which heavily featured chitlin’  (made of pigs’ 
small intestines) and pig feet.

“I Wonder Where Our Love Has Gone” – 1949
A great depth of feeling is present in this song, along 
with a creeping sense of self-doubt. Recorded two 

years after her divorce from Jimmy "Sonny" Monroe, 
it references a lover that has abandoned her, leaving her 
without a purpose or the will to live. Billie questions 
whether she is to blame for this, asking, “What did I do 
[…] what did I say,/That could ever lead you to treat 
me this way?” She offers to “pay” for whatever it is that 
she’s done, but can’t quite think of any wrongdoings.

“T’ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do” – 1949  
This blues song is a longtime standard, first published and 
recorded in 1922. In Billie’s rendition, she asserts herself 
through song, letting her audience know that she is her 
own person, and is determined to make her own way. The 
song begins lightly, with Billie stating, “If I should take a 
notion/To jump into the ocean,/Ain’t nobody’s business 
if I do.” However, as the song progresses, the subject 
matter deepens. Billie states that even if things go wrong 
in her life and she faces poverty or violence, she will still 
face it alone and will not ask for others’ opinions.

“Lady Sings the Blues” – 1956
Written towards the end of her life, this is perhaps 
Billie’s most prescient, and soul-baring, song. In it, she 
says she “wants the world to know” how she feels: “Lady 
sings the blues/She got ’em bad/She feels so sad.” While 
Billie still has feelings for those that spurned her, she 
insists she will no longer cry about them. She “won’t 
die,” but she will not be telling her stories for much 
longer.  Distancing herself from her public persona, she 
speaks of herself in the third person, warning, “She’s 
never gonna sing [the blues] no more.”

Billie Holiday PeRfoRMing at SugaR Hill.
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The Maine Connection: 
Opioid Addiction

When Billie Holiday sang, she seemed to do so effortlessly. 
She exuded a sense of confidence in her ability and an aura 
of autonomy in her posture and performance. However, 
beneath her public persona laid difficulty, and darkness. 
Billie spent her adult life struggling with addiction, unable 
to break free from the strong hold that heroin had on her.
Friends and lovers supplied her with drugs, and she was 
living and working in an environment that offered little 
to no help, in the way of seeking recovery. Because of 
her fame, gender, and race, Billie quickly became both 
scapegoat and target of law enforcement agencies. She was 
hounded and hunted by the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, 
who sought to make an example of her.

When arrested in 1947 for the possession of narcotics, 
Billie faced trial alone, and felt like an outcast. She spoke 
calmly in court, and publicly recognized that she was 
dealing with something that was out of her control. She 
asked the judge to send her to a hospital, so she could 
get the help she needed. “I want the cure,” she said. 
Disregarding her request, the judge sentenced her to 
one year in prison, served in a facility in West Virginia. 
She received no addiction counseling or support: she 
was forced to quit drugs cold, and perform labor for the 
state. It is no surprise that her addiction resurrected with 
a vengeance upon her release.

Billie died in 1959, from complications due to longtime 
use of alcohol and hard drugs. She had been arrested for 
drug possession  as she lay in bed, dying of liver and heart 

disease. Her hospital room had been raided in a drug 
search by federal agents. She died before her court date, 
never having gotten the help she needed. 

Despite many years passing, many national efforts for 
legal and social reform, and unprecedented advancements 
in medical knowledge, the United States is still losing 
its citizens to drug-related deaths at a rate that has never 
been seen before. According to a report by Dr. Viek 
Murthy, the U.S. Surgeon General during the final years 
of President Obama’s administration, our country saw the 
loss of 52,404 people to addiction in 2015, over 30,000 of 
which were due to opioids alone. This total is greater than 
the number of those lost to gun violence (36,252) and car 
crashes (37,757) in the same year. Americans in all corners 
of the country, from all walks of life, are disappearing 
from sight: in their homes, on the streets, in gas station 
bathrooms, in hospitals, and in prison.

In 2016, the state of Maine lost 376 of its residents 
to addiction, most of whom perished from overdoses 
on heroin, prescription painkillers, and fentanyl, a 
dangerous synthetic drug. Twenty years ago, only 34 
were lost. In 2016, first responders in Maine had to use 
Narcan, a rescue drug that attempts to revive people 
who have overdosed, 2,380 times. The people of Maine, 
and the people of this country, are in the midst of an 
epidemic, the likes of which we’ve never seen before. 

Drug abusers are culturally judged as individuals who 
have “failed” in some way. In an article for the 
Huffington Post, Jason Cherkis wrote: 

There’s no single explanation for why addiction 
treatment is mired in a kind of scientific dark age, why 
addicts are denied the help that modern medicine can 
offer. Family doctors tend to see addicts as a nuisance 
or a liability and don’t want them crowding their 
waiting rooms. In American culture, self-help runs 
deep. Heroin addiction isn’t only a disease–it’s a crime. 
Addicts are lucky to get what they get.

For years, law enforcement policy has fought against 
drug addiction by treating it as a crime. The Harrison 
Act in 1915 sparked the beginning of drug regulation in 

Billie'S laSt RecoRding, 1958.
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this country; it was compounded by following legislation 
such as the Uniform State Narcotic Act in 1932, and the 
Controlled Substances Act in 1970. Nixon was the first 
to declare a “War on Drugs,”; Reagan carried this banner 
throughout his administration. In 1986, this war changed 
fundamentally with the introduction of the Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act. Consequences of drug abuse were changed 
from receiving federally-supervised rehabilitation to 
facing punitive action. This law created the policy of 
mandatory minimum sentences for the possession of any 
and all kinds of drugs.

Drug busts have always been considered to be effective 
means of drug abuse prevention. However, researchers 
have recently shown that the chances of arresting a drug 
trafficker during a transaction is just 1 in 15,000. Drug 
offenders who are sent to prison have a 75 percent chance 
of returning to prison upon release.

Furthermore, treating addiction as a crime is killing 
Americans, and it is disproportionately affecting 
communities of color. According to the NAACP, 
black and white populations use drugs at similar rates. 
However, due to institutional racism and prejudice, the 
imprisonment rate for drug users of color is six times 
higher than that of white users.

It has been proven, time and again, that the most 
effective way to tackle this disease is through medical 
prevention and treatment. When methadone or 
buprenorphine are used to help wean individuals off 
more dangerous drugs, with therapy being used in 
conjunction, lives are saved. However, people with drug 
addiction who are MaineCare users are dropped from 
state coverage after two years of treatment. Addicted 

patients who have private insurance often cannot find 
treatment that is accessible to them, without traveling 
long distances, and their insurance often does not cover 
the full cost of treatment.

Here in Portland, facilities like the Milestone 
Foundation exist, in order to help those struggling with 
addiction in ways that the government is currently not 
willing to. Established in 1967, the Foundation seeks to 
provide therapy and medical support to those in need, 
recognizing that addiction and other physical and mental 
illnesses often go hand-in-hand. A non-profit 
organization, the Milestone Foundation relies on 
support from individuals and organizations to cover the costs 
of the care they provide. The Maine Alliance for Addiction 
and Mental Health Services performs similar work, and 
requires similar support from community members. 

Advocacy Organizations like Maine AllCare are 
reflecting national healthcare reform efforts, fighting 
to provide all citizens with affordable, accessible 
healthcare, and to keep Maine residents from losing 
vital coverage before completing treatment. This access 
to medical treatment, and freedom from shame and 
abuse, were never options for Billie. Her illness was 
treated as a crime, and she never got the help she needed. 
Decades later, we are still facing the same hurdles in 
providing this care to those in need, as there is an ever-
increasing divide between that separates political stance, 
government policy, medical treatment, and the average 
American, and it is imperative to support the efforts 
of those seeking to bridge this gap through changes in 
policy and public perception of addiction.

couRteSy of tHe MileStone foundation.
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Philadelphia 1959
Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill takes place at the 
corner of 50th and Bainbridge in South Philadelphia at 
a small bar called Emerson’s in 1959. Philadelphia in 
1959 was experiencing rapid shifts in demographics. 
In the decade from 1950-1960, Philadelphia's non-
white population increased by 41.2%, while the white 
population declined by 13.3%. In the second half of 
the decade, it’s estimated that nearly 150,000 black 
Americans relocated to Philadelphia. The city itself, 
and the organizations in place to support the black 
community, like the NAACP (National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People), were ill-equipped 
to handle the population increase and the specific issues 
the new population was facing.

Dissimilar to the majority of the United States, which 
experienced increased integration following the Brown 
v. Board of Education decision, which declared that 
“Separate but Equal” public policies unconstitutional, 
Philadelphia experienced increased school and housing 
segregation in the ten years following the decision. This 
segregation is measured by an “isolation index,” which 
specifically measures the isolation of one group as it 
relates to the entire population geographically. Between 
1930- 1970, the index of black isolation in Philadelphia 
rose from 27.3% to 75.6%. This means that while the 
black population of Philadelphia increased, the city also 
experienced much more significant levels of segregation 
in ways that it hadn’t before. The North and West 
regions of Philadelphia became almost exclusively black.

This housing isolation allowed for the city to allocate 
city funds by race and not by need under the guise 
of allocating by neighborhood (a practice that still 
occurs in many cities today). With the rapid increase 
in population to such a relatively small area, crime 
and illness incidences increased while employment 
significantly decreased. In spite of this the city allocated 
less than 0.3% of the entire municipal budget to North 
and West Philadelphia. That 0.3% exclusively funded a 
new police station in North Philadelphia which focused 
more on imprisoning black youth than “[reducing] 
crime and [enhancing] their quality of life.”

Because the bulk of issues facing black Philadelphians 
in the 1950s were low-income housing access, job 

security and employment opportunities for working 
class positions, increased violent policing in low-income 
black housing regions, and drug abuse in response to 
these challenges, the Philadelphia NAACP branch was 
woefully unequipped to handle these issues. The NAACP 
branch in Philadelphia had historically been focused on 
the issues of the middle-class black population. This was 
due largely to classism within the organization, and the 
devaluation of the experiences of working-class black 
Philadelphians. Additionally, the New York headquarters 
of the NAACP was allocating almost the entirety of their 
new financial contributions following the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision, which reached $1,000,000 by 1959, 
to the integration of schools in Southern and Border 
states. These issues eclipsed the concerns of the inner-city 
populations in the Urban North. 

By the late 1950s, civil rights activists in Philadelphia 
had become increasingly disenfranchised by the lack 
of support from the city and national organizations. 
Workplace discrimination continued to be a major 
problem for the working-class black population of 
Philadelphia. The only jobs that were made available to 
black Philadelphians were jobs with a significantly high 
turnover rate and no workplace protection or benefits. 
In response to these issues, a group of black ministers 
from Philadelphia formed the Committee of 400 in 1959, 
working to combat this discrimination with the consumer 
power of the new majority in Philadelphia. Inspired by 
the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” protests of the 
Depression Era, they committed to a four-year selective 
patronage campaign, an organized mass boycott of all 
businesses that didn’t hire people of color or had racist 
business practices. The campaign wide support from 
the black community in Philadelphia, one newspaper 
claimed that 80% of black Philadelphians participated in 
the boycotts. The Committee of 400 was successful, with 
2,000 additional jobs filled by black workers as a direct 
result of the protests.

Considering these factors, it is unsurprising that Billie 
Holiday describes Philadelphia as “the rat’s ass.” For a 
black woman like Billie Holiday who was outspoken 
about the systemic racism facing the black community, 
the city would have been a very volatile place.
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1. How would you move to Billie Holiday’s music? Listen to the song “Crazy He Calls Me” and explore how your body 
reacts to the pace, rhythm, and feel of the music. With a partner, come up with a short dance routine (5 moves). After 
working for 10-15 minutes, share your movement with the class! 

2. If  you’re looking to explore dance history, watch historical footage of 20th Century Swing dance from the 1987 
documentary The Spirit Moves1.If you’d like to learn how to swing dance, check out a tutorial for an overview of basic 
steps in the video, “Swing- Lindy Hop Dance lessons level 1” taught by Frankie Manning2.  Portland Swing Project also 
offers a series of beginner and intermediate lessons throughout Fall 20173. Or, look into the Maine Arts Commission 
teaching artist roster to bring a local dance teacher to your school! 4

3. Listen to a Billie Holiday song such as “What a Little Moonlight Can Do.”. Referencing the article “Jazz and the Blues: 
What makes Makes Them Work” (see pg. 26), identify the elements of jazz found in this song.

4. Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill is set four months before Billie Holiday’s death. In small groups, discuss why you 
think Lanie Robertson chose to set the play at this time in Billie’s life. How would the play be different if her life was 
acted out with other characters  versus retold by herself as a mostly individual  performance?

5. The article “A History of Segregation in America” (see pg. 28) looks at the development of segregation from the 
origins of the U.S.A. through Billie Holiday’s lifetime. Continue charting the history by creating either a timeline or 
collage of key moments relating to civil rights that happened from the 1960s through today. 

6. Lady Day captures Billie Holiday telling her own story on stage. She tells several stories about challenging the 
conventions of her time. In front of an audience, tell a five-minute story from your life about a time when you stood up 
for something you believe in. Share it without notes, as if you were telling your friends. 

7. Listen to the song “Strange Fruit,” sung by Billie Holiday. Few popular songs of her era dealt with the lynching black 
Americans. At the time, Columbia Records deemed it too controversial to release, and she had to find a different 
distributor. Why do you think Billie sang this song? Discuss the central metaphor used in the lyrics. What does this song 
contribute to Lanie Robertson’s play?

Footnotes
1  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByEzObz2BDw
2  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=um0VleA8jRE
3   http://www.portlandswingproject.com/
4  https://mainearts.maine.gov/Pages/Opportunities/Teaching-Artist-Roster

Post-Show Activities
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Jazz and the Blues: 
What Makes Them Work?

Like improvised phrases in a jazz ensemble, the history of 
music is an ever-evolving story, each new idea building 
off what came before. Jazz was born out of the blues, and 
the blues developed from the music of African American 
slavery: call-and-response work songs, spirituals, and 
field hollers (a musical shout or cry sung by enslaved 
people working in the field). Both jazz and the blues 
have radically influenced nearly every branch of modern 
American music: hip hop, rock and roll, country and 
western, and, of course, R&B (rhythm & blues). 

Billie Holiday represents a crossroads between jazz and 
blues. She identified herself as a jazz singer, yet some of 
her signature hits were traditional blues songs. She even 
titled her autobiography Lady Sings the Blues. Billie Holiday 
highlights the shared heritage of these two forms of 
music. Both are expressions of African American culture, 
both gained widespread popularity in the South at the 
turn of the 20th century, and both straddle the shifting 
divides between popular music, folk music, and high art.  

By looking at four major characteristics of the genre–
improvisation, syncopation, the twelve-bar structure, 
and blue notes–it is easy to see how jazz overlaps with 
the blues and other traditions and styles.

Improvisation
Jazz is inherently improvisational. Like traveling folksingers or 
freestyle rappers, great jazz artists create and perform at the 
same time. How do multiple members of a band depart from 
the notes on the page without getting off track? The bass is 
usually responsible for providing a steady, rhythmic foundation, 
upon which other instruments can improvise. As new chords 
are introduced, usually by the piano, the bass player must 
provide the root of that chord. Meanwhile, a soloist (usually 
a saxophone or trumpet player) uses the chords fed to them 
by the pianist and begins to experiment, taking risks within 
that framework. According to Albert Murray, American jazz 
critic, “When you’re looking at a jazz musician playing, you’re 
looking at a pioneer, you’re looking at an explorer, you’re 
looking at an experimenter, you’re looking at a scientist... it’s 
the creative process incarnate.”

Syncopation
The irregular rhythm of jazz music is called syncopation. 
Beats that would conventionally be emphasized are 
often weakened, and vice versa. Some accented beats 
are held longer than usual or cut short. As listeners, we 
are biologically accustomed to a regular “pulse” rhythm, 
like a heartbeat, and these irregular rhythms surprise 
and excite us. Jazz inherited syncopation from ragtime, 
another musical form from the late 1800s. Ragtime 
got its name because it had a “ragged rhythm”–the beat 
was not steady, but chopped up and changeable. Like 
jazz and blues, ragtime is an African American musical 
style developed by folk musicians grappling with the 
new challenges of Reconstruction, the period following 
the Emancipation of enslaved people in the United 
States. However, the upbeat, melodic tunes of ragtime 
were soon made famous (or infamous) in the blackface 
minstrel shows that traveled around the United States. 
Minstrel shows, which demeaning caricatures of 
African Americans. became a form of popular culture 
recognized all over the country, and syncopated ragtime 
songs soon became familiar in many states (one of these 
songs included a black character named Jim Crow, and 
so inspired the name for Southern segregation laws). 

Billie Holiday.
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Despite ragtime’s association with racist minstrel shows, 
it opened America’s ears to new kinds of rhythms, and 
paved the way for the rise of jazz.

The Twelve-Bar Blues
Jazz is often arranged in sections with twelve bars each, 
a structure it borrowed from the most common form 
of the blues. Typically, there are three lines of verse, and 
each line is four measures long. In the key of C major, 
the twelve bars might look something like this:

 C C C C
 F F C C
 G F C C

Notice the twelve bars begin and end with a C, giving 
the verse the satisfying sense of landing back where 
it began. The lyrics in the first two verses are often 
identical, and the third verse provides an answer, an 
explanation, or a concluding thought. Traditionally 
the third line rhymes with the first two, strengthening 
the sense of completion. Here is an example of a blues 
stanza from Bessie Smith’s song, “Foolish Man Blues”:

I used to love a man, he always made my poor heart ache
I used to love a man, he always made my poor heart ache
He was crooked as a corkscrew and evil as a copperhead snake.

Originally, the purpose of repeating the first line was to 
give the singer time to think up the third. Improvisation 
fueled the blues just as it did for jazz. Each line of lyrics 
leaves space for the accompaniment (usually a guitar, 
banjo, or piano) to echo or respond to the words. 

This “call-and-response” between singer and instrument 
is reminiscent of drumming traditions from Ghana and 
other countries in West Africa. In many African musical 
traditions, the instrument is thought of as an equal voice 
rather than a mere background accompaniment. The 
twelve-bar form in the blues and jazz honors the idea 
that the instruments are in dialogue with the singer. 
In Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, Billie Holiday talks 
about how frustrating it was to sing with jazz bands 
early in her career because the singer was treated as 
just one of many instruments. “It was the band that was 
everything,” she says. “I only sang one chorus and it 
wasn’t the first. The horns had that.”

Blue Notes 
“Blue” notes, also known as “bent” notes or “worried” 
notes, are pitches that fall between two adjacent pitches 
on a conventional Western octave. Such notes are used for 
expressive purposes, perhaps adding unconventional flat 
pitches to an otherwise major scale. Some musicians use 
the term “blues scale,” meaning a scale that differs from 
the traditional major or minor scales because it contains 
blue notes. These notes did not exist in traditional 
Western music before the advent of the blues, and 
they are difficult to notate. On a piano, blue notes are 
impossible to play - they exist between the keys. Playing 
two keys at once is the closest thing a pianist can achieve. 

Blue notes are often expressive and melancholic. 
Sometimes they modulate up and down, “worrying” 
between one note and the other, creating a sense of 
reaching or longing, or of being trapped between one 
thing and another. “The blues came from the man farthest 
down,” according to W.C. Handy, often called the Father 
of the Blues. “The blues came from nothingness, from 
want, from desire... the blues go back to slavery, to 
longing.” Blue notes help imbue jazz with their depth of 
feeling, giving sound to American hardship and hope.

w.c. Handy, "fatHeR of tHe BlueS."
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A History of Segregation in America: 
Through Billie Holiday's Life 

“I’m sorry, Miss Day, but we don’t have toilets for 
the colored.” This waitress’s rude remark to Billie 
Holiday, described in Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, 
is an indicative example of segregation, the enforced 
separation of people by race. Segregation has shaped 
United States history from the origins of the country 
to the present day. The separation of white and black 
people into different bathrooms, schools, and other 
public spaces solely based on skin color stems from 
years of slavery and racism. In order to provide an 
overview of this complex history, we will look at key 
moments that caused and shaped segregation leading up 
to and through Billie Holiday’s lifetime. 

In the 17th century, people from Africa were enslaved 
and brought to the United States to tend crops and 
reduce the shortage of labor. When the cotton gin 
was invented in 1793 by Eli Whitney, slavery became 
profitable in the South. Tensions arose between the 
Northern and Southern states: the South defended 
slavery’s economic benefits and the North questioned 
slavery’s ethics, as enslaved people experienced 
whipping, separation from family, and overall subhuman 
treatment. However, both regions still believed that 
black people were inferior to whites. 

As the nation was forming and land was colonized, the 
country became further divided over the laws of slavery 
in the western territories. In 1860, Abraham Lincoln 
was elected as the first Republican president who 
promised to make slavery illegal in the territories. At 
this election, seven states seceded from the Union and 
formed the Confederate States of America. In a struggle 
to preserve the Union, the American Civil War broke 
out in 1861. Following a Union victory at the Battle of 
Antietam, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation in 1863, declaring that all people in 
slavery would be free. He also allowed black people to 
join the army, eventually securing the Union victory. 

In 1865, after the Civil War ended, the Thirteenth 
Amendment was established, declaring that “[n]
either slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a 
punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been 

duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or 
any place subject to their jurisdiction.” Although this law 
made slavery illegal in most situations, it was still legal 
in prisons (see pg. 38). This legislation was followed by 
the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, which allowed 
equal protection under the law for black people and 
those formerly enslaved, and the Fifteenth Amendment 
in 1870 gave black men the right to vote.

Despite the legal abolition of slavery, many Americans 
still viewed black people as lesser to whites. As the 
South went through the Reconstruction era and 
instituted policies with the intention of creating equality 
for black people, white Southerners resisted and created 
the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), an organization formed to 
ensure white supremacy and suppress newly freed 
slaves. The KKK was formed in 1866 and was present 
in every Southern state by 1870. The group committed 

Billie Holiday & HeR cHiHuaHua, PePi.
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hateful acts of violence towards black people, as well as 
towards white and black Republican leaders, in an effort 
to overturn Reconstruction-era policies. Famous for 
their tall, pointed hoods and long white robes, the KKK 
would attack black churches and schools, and lynch 
black people—where victims are killed (especially 
by hanging) illegally by a mob for a perceived offence 
without trial. The song “Strange Fruit” in Lady Day 
references the horrific act of lynching.

By 1876, white supremacy and Southern Democratic 
power had regained political control to counter President 
Ulysses S. Grant’s attempt to eliminate KKK violence. 
In 1915, the KKK was revived had a resurgence and 
attacked Catholics, Jews, and immigrants in addition 
to black people. By the 1920s, the organization had 
spread nationwide, with members in New England, the 
Midwest, and across the Northern states.  

Racist views continued to be upheld as decades 
progressed. In 1892, Homer Plessy, a man of 7/8 white 
and 1/8 black descent, was arrested for refusing to sit in 
the “Jim Crow” section of a train car in Louisiana. “Jim 
Crow” was a derogatory slang term for a black man. 
In 1896, after hearing Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme 
Court established that black people would receive 
“separate but equal” treatment under the law. The Court 
believed that its decision was not unconstitutional 
because it found that the Louisiana law created only 
a “legal distinction” between blacks and whites. “Jim 
Crow   laws” referred to any law passed in the South 
that created different regulations for blacks and whites. 
The segregation caused by Jim Crow laws extended into 
countless aspects of life–libraries, drinking fountains, 

buses, restaurants, hospitals, waiting rooms, and 
other spaces were designated with “Whites Only” or 
“Colored” signs. Almost always the quality of the public 
facilities for black people was lesser than white areas, if 
they existed at all. Billie Holiday directly experiences 
the effect of Jim Crow laws when the waitress prohibits 
her from using the white women’s bathroom, as well as 
when her ill father fails to find a doctor who would see 
black people before it was too late. 

In the early 1900s, leaders such as Booker T. Washington, 
W.E.B. DuBois, and Thurgood Marshall among others 
emerged to combat racial prejudice. DuBois, along with 
others, formed the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP), a civil rights organization that 
made injustices public and filed lawsuits to ensure equality 
for black people. Today, the NAACP  continues “to ensure the 
political, educational, social, and economic equality of rights 
of all persons and to eliminate race-based discrimination.”

Along with these leaders, it is important to recognize 
individuals who stood up to fight injustice and whose 
stories we may not frequently hear. In 1944, Irene 
Morgan refused to leave an interstate bus travelling 
from Virginia to Maryland. When a white man asked her 
to give up her seat, she refused. When a police officer 
presented her with a warrant, she tore it up and threw it 
out the window, and pushed back from being arrested. 
Although she received a fine for resisting arrest, Morgan 
took a risk to show she did not tolerate discrimination. 
Her case gained support from the NAACP and it was 
taken to the Supreme Court, which ruled against the 
Virginia laws. According to Catherine Barnes, Ph.D., it 
was the first time that the Supreme Court overturned 
a Jim Crow law related to transportation, as it violated 
the commerce clause of the Constitution. However, 
Georgia continued to impose restrictions once black 
people had entered the state, and prejudice segregation 
continued among transportation companies  because 
black people were afraid to sit up front as a result of 
threats or Jim Crow conditioning. Morgan’s actions 
preceded NAACP member Rosa Parks’s refusal to give 
up her seat in 1955.

Another brave activist was 16-year-old Barbara Johns, 
who led a student walk out at a high school in Farmville, 
Virginia in 1951. Her strike resulted in a lawsuit that 
contributed to the larger fight against discrimination KKK MaRcHing in waSHington, dc in 1927.
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in education, as her case was one of five reviewed by 
the Supreme Court for the landmark Brown v. Board of 
Education decision, which outlawed school segregation. 

The catalyst for Brown v. Board of Education began 
in 1950, when local members of the NAACP 
tried to enroll their children in white schools in 
their neighborhoods of Topeka, Kansas. They were 
unsuccessful and the children were required to attend 
one of four schools for black students further away. 
The parents sued the Topeka Board of Education on 
behalf of their children. Oliver Brown, a parent of one 
of the children, argued that the black and white schools 
were not equal and that the segregated school system 
violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. Brown took the case to the Supreme 
Court, which decided unanimously in 1954 that 
school segregation violated this clause and that a good 
education was essential for all children to succeed in 
life. According to Alex McBride  in  “PBS: The Supreme 
Court," the Supreme Court ruled that racial school 
segregation would always be “inherently unequal” even 
if the physical facilities of the black and white schools 
claimed to be equal, as studies found black girls in 
segregated schools to have low racial self-esteem.

The decision was faced with violent opposition and 
refusal. For example, Arkansas governor Orval E. 
Faubus ordered state troops to prevent black students 

from attending a school in Little Rock in 1957. In 
response, the federal government brought in troops to 
keep control  and ensure that the students could attend. 
School segregation still exists today in the form of 
inequality of resources and racial separation of  between 
low-income and middle-class neighborhoods, as noted 
by Economic Policy Institute research associate Richard 
Rothstein. As a result of these factors, it still remains for 
American schools to become fully integrated. 

From mid-1950s through the 1960s, the struggle to end 
segregation and discrimination was fought by non-violent 
protests, such as bus boycotts, marches and sit-ins, which 
were initiated by Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
college students, and other activists. Malcolm X was also an 
influential figure in critiquing the Civil Rights Movement 
and inspiring values of Black Power and independence 
in the 1960s-1970s. Alongside  these victories, the Civil 
Rights movement experienced KKK terror acts towards 
black and white activists in the 1960s, including bombings, 
physical and gun-related violence. The KKK still operates 
today with active membership in 22 states in 2017, 
including Maine, according to Megan Trimble at U.S. 
News. Although the Civil Rights movement accomplished 
many steps in legislation to end segregation that Billie 
experienced during her lifetime, there is still much 
progress to be made towards fully integrating the U.S.A. 
residentially, socioeconomically, and culturally. 

StudentS SeeKing integRation, 1950.
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Artie Shaw: clarinetist and jazz bandleader of the 1930s and 1940s, known as “King of the Clarinet.” He was one of 
the first bandleaders to integrate black and white artists and hired Billie to sing with his band
Aspersion: an attack on someone’s integrity or reputation
The Battery: waterfront park at the southern tip of Manhattan, New York City
Benny Goodman: 1930s clarinet composer, known as “The King of Swing”
Blues: a musical form of southern African American origin, and one of the foundational precedents to jazz, R&B, 
and rock and roll
Carnegie Hall: a prestigious concert hall in New York City
Cat-House/Sportin’ House: a brothel
The Clammer: old slang for prison
Crock: something considered to be complete nonsense
Cut (a record): slang, to record an album on vinyl
Deluge: a flood (in the play, a flood of pee)  
Doris Day: white Hollywood actress, singer, and TV personality rising to fame in the late 1940s
Duchess: nickname for Billie’s mom, given by the saxophonist Lester Young
“Givin’ me the fish eye”: to receive a suspicious or cold look from someone
Gray: derogatory term for a white person
Harlem: a district of New York City that had a large African American population in the 1920s and 1930s, and was 
known for nightclubs and jazz bands
Highbrow: a scholar or person with rarefied taste
Jag: a bout of unrestrained activity or emotion
Jazz: a musical form originating in the African American communities of New Orleans at the beginning of the 
20th century. Largely influenced by West African rhythms, ragtime, and the blues, jazz is characterized by musical 
elements from many contexts and cultures, such as syncopation, improvisation, and deviations in pitch
Jailbird: someone who has often been in prison
Juiced: drunk
Longshoreman: a person who loads and unloads ships
Maître d'/”maitresse dee”: host/hostess of a restaurant
Moonlight: slang for heroin. Moonlight can also suggest feelings of romance and love
Mr. Eisenhower: Dwight D. Eisenhower, 34th President of the United States, who served from 1953-1961
Ofay: derogatory term for a white person
Prez: nickname for Lester Young, “president of saxophone players”
Pepi: Billie’s Chihuahua dog
Pops: nickname for Louis Armstrong, given to him for his tendency to call other people “Pops” after forgetting their names
Ragtime: a form of popular syncopated music developed around the 1890s. Despite being invented by African American 
artists, the style was made famous in blackface minstrel shows, in which actors portrayed derogatory stereotypes of African 
Americans using black makeup. Ragtime’s upbeat, dance-hall rhythms heavily influenced the development of jazz
Sonny: Billie’s name for Jimmy Monroe, her husband
To be square with someone: to be honest
Victrola: a type of record player or phonograph

Glossary
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Community Connection: 
An Interview With Jeff Beam, Programming

Director & Venue Manager at 
One Longfellow Square

What is One Longfellow Square? 
One Longfellow Square is a 185-seat listening room in the heart 
of downtown Portland. It's a place where you can see just about 
any style of music - Folk, jazz, blues, rock, indie, psych, and so 
on, all featured at OLS.

What got you interested in the music business?
I started performing and composing music from a young age, 
around 11 or so, and from about the age of 13 onward I knew 
I wanted to be in the music industry in some capacity. I went 
to college in Boston for a political communication degree, 
but I've continued playing music as an active touring musician 
throughout, and as of last year, I finally landed a full-time job in 
the music industry here at OLS. I didn't set out to book a venue, 
but it's a natural fit for my skillset, and it still allows me to actively 
perform and release records on the side.

I owe my interest in music to my parents, who fed me a 
steady diet of albums from the late 1960s from an early 
age. Everything else after that seemed to happen rather 
naturally, so I don't fight it.

Who is your biggest inspiration in music?
Radiohead is probably my biggest inspiration in music, for a 
number of reasons. To me, they represent the modern-day 
pinnacle of the intersection of critical acclaim and popularity. 
They've managed to become one of the biggest and most 
influential bands in history without sacrificing an ounce of 
their creative integrity. The dedication to their craft is second 
to none; they've also managed to not lose any members 
along the way. They work hard, they're trailblazers on the 
business side of things ... the whole package.

How do you think the Portland music scene differs 
from elsewhere in the region? In the US?
Portland is an interesting place for local music. I'm proud to be 
part of the scene here, both as an artist and as a venue booker. 
Portland is sort of off in its own world —Maine is the endpoint 
of a long road, there's not as many people passing through as 
say Rochester, NY or Omaha, NE. People come up here and 

generally turn around and go back, so you have to have Portland 
set as an intentional destination to be here. The downside of that 
is that we're over passed over or forgotten, a bit unknown. The 
upside is that when you're free of outside influence, you have a 
better chance to make something more original and enigmatic.

Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar and Grill is about an 
intimate concert with a celebrated artist. What artist, 
living or dead, would you like to see in a similar venue? 
I would love to see Elliott Smith perform at an intimate 
venue. He passed away in 2003, before I got the chance 
to see him, but he'd be the first show I'd attend if I 
stumbled upon a time machine.

What artists are exciting to you this season? 
Very excited for everything on the schedule coming up, 
especially: Marco Benevento, Sam Amidon, $pellcheck, 
The Bad Plus, Leyla McCalla, Katie Matzell, Sara Hallie 
Richardson ... the list goes on.

Jeff BeaM, PRogRaMMing diRectoR & venue 
ManageR at /one longfellow SquaRe.
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Diversity in Theater
In Lady Day, Tracey Conyer Lee transforms into the 
unforgettable Billie Holiday. Ms. Lee is a fascinating and 
talented performer, but in some ways, her success on 
stage is a rarity. When was the last time you saw a play 
or film with a cast entirely of color? Or even a play or 
film that wasn’t entirely white? If you are like many film 
or theatergoers, it may be hard to think back to those 
performances and fish them out of your memory. You 
are not an anomaly; the problem is systemic.

The 2015-2016 season was monumental for Broadway 
in many ways, culminating in a historic Tonys season. 
Hamilton had a majority cast of color, featuring African 
American, Latino, and Asian performers; it went on to 
win 11 Tony awards. All four Tony awards for acting in 
musicals went to people of color, and two design awards 
went to designers of color. Spring Awakening performed 
on the Tonys' stage, showcasing the phenomenal 
talents of a cast of Deaf, hard of hearing, and hearing 
performers. The season as a whole had six writers of 
color out of the 39 total shows: still a small percentage, 
but a move in the right direction compared to previous 
years. Yet Lin-Manuel Miranda, Hamilton’s playwright 
and star, lamented, “I think our incredibly, amazingly 
diverse Tonys season that just ended was a fluke.”

Unfortunately, this seems to have been true. In the 
2016-2017 Broadway season, there were two writers 
of color, one director of color, and only one-third of 
the actors of color had leading roles. Only two of these 
performers were women of color. It’s worth noting 
that gender equality in theater is often talked about in 
theater circles, ensuring the presence of women both 
on and offstage, but the conversation does not often 
account for the differences between white women 
and women of color. Almost always, women of color 
struggle with gender equality at more extreme rates 
than white women. For example, in the 2016-2017 
season with 38 shows, only seven were directed by 
women (dismal as that is), all of whom were white.

Often, white audiences and artistic staffs may not notice 
how white their stages are. There are many diversity 
initiatives on Broadway and across the theater community 
to be more inclusive, yet the work is slow going. In 
Hollywood, problems with inclusivity in film are very 

similar. Why, then, is diversity on stage and screen so vital?
Diverse stories are fully worth their place in theater. 
Many narratives in the United States focus on the 
white experience, yet diverse stories are just as vitally 
American. Take Billie Holiday, for example: she is a 
fascinating, complex, and thoroughly brilliant artist. 
Her story gives a real look at life in the United States 
in the 1950s that could not have been told from any 
perspective but her own. Telling stories of both people 
of color on stage and as playwrights is vital to providing 
theater that fully encompases the human experience. 

Representation is vital for everyone, especially historically 
unrepresented people. When audiences can see themselves 
reflected in the stories told on stage and screen, they 
feel included in the cultural narrative. For so many 
marginalized communities in the United States, the first 
time seeing themselves portrayed in some way on stage 
is unforgettably powerful. These characters can be role 
models or offer cautionary tales: seeing people of their own 
identity proves they can be complex. All audiences can soak 
in these stories, and feel less alone and more embraced.

On the flip side, hearing stories of people outside of 
your racial and ethnic groups is essential in developing 
empathy and cultural awareness. This is so important–
for audiences of all ages, but especially for youth who 
are building these social muscles! Showcasing these 
stories on stage requires audiences to sit down and 
listen to that which they have never personally been 
exposed to. Although we all come from very different 
places and experiences, hearing stories outside of our 
personal experience is increases our empathy and 
kindness. The more we recognize humanity in these 
stories, the more we recognize the humanity of the 
people around us in the world.

As an audience member, do you pursue shows that 
include stories and cast members who are different 
from you? Or do you tend to absorb stories of people 
who look and live like you? Next time you buy a 
ticket to a show, see if you can find a company that 
emphasizes inclusivity onstage and backstage. Not only 
might it be a simply fabulous show, but you will also 
be strengthening your empathy and kindness muscles 
and seeing your world better represented.
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Race in Music: 
Blues to Black Lives Matter

The Blues
“Spirituals, ragtime, blues, and jazz are the formidable 
creations of Black people who were brutally oppressed, 
yet who gave beauty in response to enslavement and 
enriched the musical heritage of people throughout the 
world.” - Daphne Duval Harrison

The systemic oppression of black people in America 
has been an inspiration for musical forms. In the 20th 
century there was a “wave of innovation” in black 
American music; blues, ragtime, jazz, and gospel are 
among the genres that saw the most growth in this 
period. This innovation was in direct response to the 
injustices facing the black community at the time: Jim 
Crow laws, laws that promoted segregation in public 
spaces; voter suppression; lynching, the act of killing 
someone (especially by hanging) for an alleged offense 
without a trial; and high unemployment rates due 
to institutional racism. The turn of the 20th century 
signified an end to the ideas of the American Dream for 
black Americans that had been so prevalent following 
Emancipation and during the Reconstruction period.

The genre of the blues specifically began to change 
the narrative that white America had used to define 
black America up to this point. In exclusively white 
circles, the only popular music forms that featured 
black Americans were minstrel performances, shows 
that mocked the black community through comedic 
skits, songs and dances. Blues would come to change 
the definition of what popular music could be for black 
Americans. In Performing Blues and Navigating Race in 
Transcultural Contexts, Susan Oehler Herrick asserts:

Jim Crow laws sanctioned the violently enforced 
denial of equitable work contracts, education, legal 
justice, and voting rights. Particularly in Black 
communities of agricultural and working-class 
laborers, blues performance commented on ‘the 
facts of life’ outside the immediate domain of White 
social order. Even as the popularity of blues music has 
varied in Black communities, African Americans have 
embraced blues as a metaphor for common political 
and cultural experiences of Blacks in the United States.

Following World War II, the blues brought the issues plaguing 
the black community to the broadcast airways. While musical 
forms that celebrated the black experience had been rare in 
white communities, to the point of denying all contribution 
of black artists to American cultural experiences, blues 
acted as a bridge between the two communities. Although 
formal Jim Crow Laws had been dismantled at this time, 
race still existed as a structure that divided the country. 
Race continued to be, despite the efforts of the Civil Rights 
movement, a limiting factor in relation to the opportunities 
available for success and thus an inspiration for blues and jazz 
music throughout the 20th century.

The ability for blues music to cross these racial barriers 
showcases how white and black communities relate 
differently to the music based on their own identities. 
For white performers of blues music, the focus is 
on the style and structure of the music, while for 
black performers blues is defined by the feeling and 
experience of the lyrics. John Edward Phillips argues 
that “our understanding of white American society is 
incomplete without an understanding of the black, and 
African, impact on white America.”

In Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, Billie describes 
herself as a jazz singer with “a blues feeling and jazz 
beats.” Billie Holiday’s music has many of the same 
thematic elements as the blues. Additionally, the way 
that Billie performed and how she is presented in 
this play corresponds to the way that Daphne Duval 
Harrison describes the blues genre and its origins in 
Women in Blues Transgressing Boundaries:

A dynamic sociocultural art form that seemingly 
mutates depending upon the venue, occasion, artist, 
and audience...the music and musician have a fluid 
relationship that constantly responds to these factors. 
Ironically, the savagery of lynching, poverty, and racism 
that hindered opportunities for Blacks to develop their 
own economic independence was the fertile ground 
from which this unique song form developed.

Billie Holiday adapted “Strange Fruit” following her father’s 
death to condemn the mortal impact of segregation in this 
country. Other songs written around this time about systemic 



Lady day aT emerson's Bar & griLL digging deePer

35PLaynoTes

racism include “Scottsboro Boys” by Leadbelly, “Uncle Sam 
Says” by Josh White, and “Black and Blue” by Louis Armstrong.

Black Lives Matter and the Music of Today
“Silence is the enemy and sound is the weapon” - “Hell 
You Talmbout” by Janelle Monáe ft. Wondaland Records 

Following the murder of Trayvon Martin on February 
26, 2012 and the acquittal of George Zimmerman, the 
vigilante who murdered him, a chapter-based national 
organization formed called Black Lives Matter (BLM). 
Their website states that their purpose is:

Rooted in the experiences of Black people in this 
country who actively resist our dehumanization, 
#BlackLivesMatter is a call to action and a response 
to the virulent anti-Black racism that permeates our 
society. Black Lives Matter is a unique contribution 
that goes beyond extrajudicial killings of Black 
people by police and vigilantes.

Since the death of Trayvon Martin, many other individuals 
have been murdered by police or vigilantes with no legal 
ramifications for their deaths, including Michael Brown, 
Tamir Rice, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Walter Scott, 
Sandra Bland, Alton Sterling, and Philando Castile. 

In response to these injustices, many black musical 
artists have been using their platform to raise awareness 
about police violence and the issues of systemic racism 
that continues to plague the black community in 

America. Beyoncé has received widespread recognition 
for her songs “Formation” and “Freedom” featuring 
Kendrick Lamar, both of which are anthems of modern 
day black resistance. Other songs that bring attention to 
this issue include “Hell You Talmbout” by Janelle Monáe 
ft. Wondaland Records, “Spiritual” by Jay Z, “Black Rage 
by Lauryn Hill, and “We Gotta Pray” by Alicia Keys. 

Andrea Dennis explains the phenomenon of black protest 
music in Black Contemporary Social Movements, Resource 
Mobilization, and Black Musical Activism:

Throughout almost four hundred years, Blacks in 
America have constantly used music to contest the 
omnipresence of social and legal injustice in Black 
lives. Because Blacks have not often had the privilege 
to publicly express their concerns to the majority, 
music has allowed for the free communication 
of Blacks within the community and to others 
who would not ordinarily listen. Black music and 
musicians have facilitated social movements by using 
musical expressions to convey group consciousness 
and pride, self-identification, public commentary, 
and demands. They have recruited, sustained, and 
empowered movement participants, and they have 
established public credibility. Their successes have 
spurred resistance from public officials and private 
parties, who have criminalized, surveilled, and 
committed physical violence against Black musical 
activism by both prominent artists and ordinary 
individuals. Nonetheless, Black music has remained 
a key aspect of all Black social movements and a 
powerful tool for change.

In the past 30 years, black artists who have released protest 
music have had to choose choice between commercial success 
and activism. Following Beyoncé’s 2016 Super Bowl halftime 
performance of “Formation” with an ensemble of black women 
dressed in the style of the Black Panthers, many news sources 
like  The Blaze and Fox News advocated for the boycotting 
of Beyoncé’s future albums and performances. Beyoncé did 
not back down; she stood by her performance and even sold 
#BoycottBeyoncé merchandise during her “Formation” tour. 
However, this performance meant something very different 
to the black community, who  saw the performance as a 
celebration of blackness and as a necessary uniting gesture 
in a time of turmoil; not dissimilar to the way that the blues 
were interpreted differently depending on the identities of the 
audiences and performers. 

Beyoncé at SuPeR Bowl 50, 2016.
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The Prison Industrial Complex
Despite her perpetual presentation of glamor and grace, we 
know that Billie Holiday suffered greatly, both privately and 
publicly. As referenced in “The Maine Connection: Opiod 
Additctions” (see pg. 22), Billie’s opioid addiction was the 
subject of unprecedented levels of attention from federal 
agencies. In an attempt at a grand-scale show of force, the 
United States Government tracked down and arrested Billie 
multiple times, using her status as beloved public figure to make 
a point about the government’s stance on drug-related crimes. 

With each arrest, and with her 1947 imprisonment in 
West Virginia, Billie became both privy to and victim of 
the American prison industrial complex. This term refers 
to the overlapping systems of government-owned and 
privately-owned prisons, police and surveillance agencies, 
and the private companies that are hired to feed, clothe, 
and transport incarcerated people. Each of these agencies, 
interlocked and codependent, connect a massive group of 
individuals and ideologies that value capitalistic profit over 
the protection and rehabilitation of their fellow humans. 

The prison industrial complex is a system that has its roots in 
racism, prejudice, and the structural inequalities that influence 
how this country sees and responds to crime. We have a cultural 
history of slavery, genocide, and white nationalism, and all of 
these difficult social foundations are reflected in how we and 
why we arrest and imprison people.  Activist Angela Davis 
points out that “Black, Latino, Native American, and many 
Asian youth are portrayed as the purveyors of violence,” while 
white citizens are exempt from this automatic, inherent tagging 
as “other,” or “criminal.”   Davis argues further that “[police] 
surveillance is thus focused on communities of color.”

At the time of Billie Holiday’s arrest and imprisonment, 
agent Harry Ainslinger was the commissioner of the Federal 
Bureau of Narcotics. Billie was not the only high-profile 
drug user whom he pursued; Ainslinger swept through 
Hollywood, making contact with many celebrities who 
were known opioid addicts. There was, however, a marked 
difference between the way he treated drug users of color, 
and users who were white. When actor Judy Garland’s 
heroin addiction came to his attention, he called her and 
arranged to meet at his office. They had a “friendly chat,” 
in which he recommended that Judy take longer breaks 
between making films, to ease the strain on her nerves. 
After meeting, he wrote to her studio, taking great pains to 
assert that she “didn’t have a drug problem at all.”

Ainslinger did not have this same sympathy for Billie. 
He had an intense hatred for jazz musicians, believing 
that they “reek[ed] of filth,” and that jazz music itself 
had the dangerous power to resurrect “the unbelievably 
ancient indecent rites of the East Indies.” He and his 
contemporaries feared black music and black freedom, 
and, homing in on the seemingly-rampant rates of 
addiction within musical communities of color, he sought 
to punish and suppress these communities with much 
more vigor than he ever pursued white people. The same 
is still true today: in the United States, a black person 
is five times more likely to be arrested for committing 
the same crime as a white person. In the state of Maine, 
black people are arrested at seven times the rate of white 
people.  This contrast is stark, especially considering that at 
the time of the last census, 95.2 % of the state’s population 
was white, while only 1.2% was black.

PRiSoneRS PeRfoRMing agRicultuRal laBoR at angola, tHe louiSiana State PenitentiaRy.
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Historically, the first methods of societal intervention 
within police and government agencies have been 
arrests and incarceration, especially within communities 
that disproportionately experience poverty, racism, 
and other structural inequalities. This seems at odds 
with the vast amount of social programming that 
exists within this country. When thinking of efforts to 
intervene early, preventing individuals from growing up 
in circumstances that might lead to criminal behavior, 
programs like Medicare, Social Security, and the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
come to mind. These programs offer assistance, seeking 
to provide health care and financial help to families and 
individuals that are in need. However, it is true that 
there are great costs associated with these. In 2016, the 
U.S. spent $373 billion on social services that comprise 
what are referred to as Safety Net Programs.

In comparison to the previous figure, the U.S. 
spends $80 billion per year on the maintenance of its 
correctional facilities, funded by taxpayers’ dollars. On 
paper, it seems to cost less to imprison, rather than to 
instruct, intervene, or invest in the future of America’s 
citizens. And so, within the last thirty years, we have 
seen massive cuts to welfare funding and safety nets, and 
massive increases to the number of incarcerated persons 
in the United States. From 1980 to 2015, the number 
of imprisoned people in this country jumped from 
around 500,000 to over 2.2 million, 70% of whom are 
people of color. When also considering parole systems, 
in which incarcerated people are enrolled upon release, 
this brings the number of citizens under some form of 
police surveillance in the U.S. to one in every 37 adults. 

This giant increase in the country’s rates of incarceration 
have therefore brought about a huge resurgence of the 
prison industrial complex. The “industry” here concerns 
private companies that are contracted by the government 
to provide support and services for American prisons. 
Some companies own and operate their own prisons; 
other companies simply provide services, like 
food, electricity, or architectural blueprints for the 
construction of more prisons. These companies create 
an interconnected web of infrastructure, both providing 
for and profiting from people’s imprisonment.

These businesses are not the only ones turning a profit; 
other private, non-prison-affiliated companies make 

massive amounts of money from incarceration in 
America, in ways that are abusive and not immediately 
recognizable. Private telephone companies charge 
astronomical rates, more than what the average citizen 
pays, for prisoners to call loved ones. People being 
held in prisons are also mandated to perform labor for 
very little, if any, financial recompense; Billie Holiday 
herself performed this kind of hard labor, mucking 
out pigsties during her imprisonment in West Virginia. 
Private companies like Microsoft, Texas Instruments, 
and Nordstrom have all been historically known to use 
the unpaid work of imprisoned Americans to produce 
their products at a cheaper rate. Authors and activists 
Eve Goldberg and Linda Evans wrote further on this 
practice, stating, 

Prisoners do data entry for Chevron, make 
telephone reservations for TWA, raise hogs, 
shovel manure, make circuit boards, limousines, 
waterbeds, and lingerie for Victoria’s Secret, all at a 
fraction of the cost of ‘free labor.’

Government agencies and police forces across the 
country encounter crime on a daily basis, bearing 
firsthand witness   to and compounding the effects 
that inequality, racism, poverty, and lack of access to 
education and health care bring about. However, due 
to a massively   miscalculated understanding of social 
services and social status, it has been determined 
by these agencies that the better solution is to 
incarcerate the people that society has failed, rather 
than investing in the programming that could see 
to their success. This, in turn, has fueled the prison 
industrial complex in unprecedented ways, causing 
private companies and corporations to make great 
gains from the forced, unpaid labor of prisoners.

Later in life, federal agent Jimmy Fletcher expressed 
great regret at the way Billie Holiday was treated by the 
American government. “Billie ‘paid her debt’ to society,” 
he wrote, “but society never paid its debt to her.” 
Society owes a great debt to those it imprisons: they are 
stripped of decency, made to perform labor for us, and 
forever tainted with a criminal record upon release. The 
time has come to pay back this debt, by acknowledging 
racism on all personal and institutional levels, by 
providing access to health care, and by offering help to 
those suffering addiction, rather than harm.
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Concert as Play
Concert as Play is a genre of theatrical events where 
the plot of the performance takes place in real time 
in a concert setting. Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill 
by Lanie Robertson, We’re Gonna Die by Young Jean 
Lee (described by Charles Isherwood as “bizarre 
combination of pop concert and autobiographical 
lament for the human condition”), and Hedwig and the 
Angry Inch by John Cameron Mitchell and Stephen 
Trask (a musical featuring a fictional genderqueer 
rock and roll singer set during one of her concerts) 
are among a small collection of theatrical events that 
fit into this genre. While Concert as Play does have 
some common elements, the best way to identify 
that a show fits in this genre is by the feeling that you 
get while watching the performance. These shows 
transport you from the theater into a live music venue. 
The theatrical events in the Concert as Play can be 
Musicals or Plays with Music. For the purpose of this 
article these terms are defined as follows: 

1) a Musical is a theatrical performance in which the 
songs are the driving force behind the plot

2) a Play with Music is a theatrical performance in 
which songs supplement text in a way that can 
relate to the emotional life of characters, but does 
not further the plot. 

Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill would be described 
as a Play with Music and a Concert as Play. Two other 
shows, We’re Gonna Die by Young Jean Lee and Hedwig 
and the Angry Inch by John Cameron Mitchell and 
Stephen Trask would also fit into this genre. Each of 
these shows has the basic elements of Concert as Play 

neil PatRicK HaRRiS aS Hedwig.

young Jean lee'S tHeateR coMPany.
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in common, but their differences help to show the 
wide variety that can exist within this genre. 

In Concerts as Plays, the stories and songs flow together 
as one unit with music underscoring monologues, 
moving between songs and monologues almost 
indistinguishably. The difference between a Play with 
Music and a Musical is the content of the songs. Both 
Lady Day and We’re Gonna Die are considered Plays with 
Music. While the songs in the show certainly contribute 
to storytelling through development of mood and the 
emotional life of the character, they do not give further 
plot information. In these instances, the songs could 
be performed independently of the play and would 
not tell the story of the play. Hedwig is considered a 
Musical. Its lyrics provide additional plot information 
so that the songs and scenes are both fully integral to 
the comprehension of the plot. If you listened to the 
soundtrack of Hedwig without having the script, you 
would have some understanding of the story in addition 
to her character development.

The strongest connection between the three is a focus 
on a lead performer who shares deeply personal life 
stories interspersed with cathartic songs. This feature 
is common, but not required for the Concert as Play 
genre. Lanie Robertson, the playwright of Lady Day, 
describes singing as Billie’s salvation. That is also true of 
Hedwig and Singer from Hedwig and the Angry Inch and 
We’re Gonna Die respectively. These characters have had 
quite tumultuous lives. Through sharing their life stories 
with the audience, they are compelled to sing to share 
an almost spiritual connection with the audience.

This feeling of spontaneity is fundamental to the 
genre of Concerts as Plays. Lady Day is the only 
script of the three that is historical fiction, and as 
such the play has a concrete location and characters. 
However, the script has an impromptu spirit, with 
Billie even stating that she lets, “the song find [her].” 
The exchange between her and Jimmy Powers, 
the accompanist, feels very fluid and active. In 
both Hedwig and We’re Gonna Die, the playwrights 
encourage shifting the text to suit the performance. 
Hedwig values the feeling of site specificity, or 
commenting on the space that the piece is being 
performed in, while We’re Gonna Die allows changes 

in the text to better suit the lead performer who can 
be any gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or age. 

While this spontaneous nature is necessary, so is a 
strong plot structure; it is this structure that separates 
a standard concert or musical revue from Concerts 
as Plays. The Japanese Noh playwright Zeami divided 
the elements of theatrical performance into three 
main parts: Jo-Ha-Kyu. These elements are present in 
each moment within the play as well as attributed to 
the entire production as a whole. The words roughly 
translate as Jo (warm up or beginning) - Ha (break or 
middle) - Kyu (speed up or end). 

While Concert as Play is certainly complex and hard 
to distinguish, it holds a unique place in American 
theater. As art forms collide and shift over time, 
they can create hybrid genres that may reach wider 
audiences and connect with them on new levels. In the 
instance of Lady Day, patrons who may not typically 
attend plays may come to the theater out of their love 
for Billie Holiday and her music. This genre can also 
cultivate a multi-layered experience for the audience: 
first, the emotional reaction provoked by watching 
a concert, and second, the wider conversations 
generated by the content scenes surrounding the 
songs. This hybrid energy is what you will experience 
while watching Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill.

audRa Mcdonald aS Billie Holiday.
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The arts are at the root of our cultural landscape, and our 
ability and desire to produce art is part of what makes 
us human. As a society that values art as entertainment 
and continues to seek it out, the things we create have 
the potential to reach a wide and diverse audience. There 
is art that exists for purely entertainment purposes, but 
artists have often utilized their platforms for more social 
and political purposes as well. 

Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill features the music and 
story of the famous jazz singer, Billie Holiday. Jazz is an 
African American genre of music born during a time of 
legal racism, prejudice, and segregation in the United 
States. Black artists were unable to have their voices 
heard and respected as equals in the political arena, but 
white audiences were still consuming their music. As 
Janell Hobson explains in her essay “Everybody’s Protest 
Song: Music as Social Protest in the Performances of 
Marian Anderson and Billie Holiday,” through jazz, 
black artists were now able to tell their stories and have 
a white audience listen, perhaps because a “protective 
sentimentality limits [the white audience’s] understanding 
of it.” Billie Holiday was among many who were eager to 
use music as a platform for activism. Her song “Strange 
Fruit,” which is featured in the play, is a protest song 
against the lynching of black people in America. 

Theater has been used as a means of activism since its 
beginnings, and it continues to work in political and social 
spheres today. The Greek play Lysistrata used comedy 
to deliver its anti-war message to the public during the 
Peloponnesian War. The 1967 musical Hair depicted a tribe 
of New York hippies strongly against the Vietnam War, 
and aimed their message at New York audiences. Even 
shows that aren’t inherently political can take on a political 
edge when produced in the right context. A production 
of Julius Caesar can be a history play in times of relative 
contentment, but when produced in America today, 
audiences may draw parallels between the contentious 
politics of Rome and our own — with or without the 
theater physically depicting the characters as any specific 
modern politician. And that’s just political activism — 
playwrights and directors have been crafting works that 
ask questions about the social issues of their time for just 
as long. Larry Kramer’s 1985 drama The Normal Heart 
famously challenged audiences with the suffering caused 
by the AIDS epidemic. Recognizing and representing a 
problem is the important first step to a solution. 

Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill combines the powers of 
music — specifically jazz music — and theater to reach 
audiences and show them how racism and drug abuse can 
affect a person. Humans are empathetic by nature, so seeing 
another person suffering is often more likely to inspire a 
change of opinion in someone than reading a list of facts. 

Theater is powerful in that it puts a group of people 
together in the same room and has the potential to spark 
conversations between them. Those conversations can 
lead to larger social and political change, so theaters put 
a lot of thought into selecting which shows they produce 
and the messages they use their voices to amplify. 
However, it’s not always as effective a form of activism 
as we may hope. As audience members, we often feel 
like we’ve done enough for a cause by witnessing the 
story and feeling sympathetic towards those affected by 
the issue. Take the time to talk to someone about what 
you saw or what you learned. Direct someone who 
may need help to a community resource. Contact your 
representatives and tell them your opinions. It counts!

Arts as Activism

PlaywRigHt laRRy KRaMeR.
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Outreach & Advocacy
This section is dedicated to taking the issues we discuss in PlayNotes and giving an easy way for our readers to connect to those issues. 
Are you or a loved one affected by one of the issues we discussed? Reach out to these resources for support. 

Want to make a difference in how these issues are handled in our community? Reach out to these resources to find 
advocacy and volunteer opportunities or donate towards their causes.

Abuse and Assault Resources
Planned Parenthood Portland Health Center
“Planned Parenthood is a trusted health care provider, an informed educator, a passionate advocate, and a global 
partner helping similar organizations around the world. Planned Parenthood delivers vital reproductive health care, 
sex education, and information to millions of women, men, and young people worldwide.”
Website: https://www.plannedparenthood.org/health-center/maine/portland/04101/portland-health-center-2940-91770
Family Crisis Services (FCS) 
“Family Crisis Services was founded in 1977 and is the domestic violence resource center that serves victims and survivors 
in Cumberland County, Maine. We provide safe and accessible services to all people affected by domestic violence 
regardless of race, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, gender, age, primary language spoken, or immigration status.”
Website: http://www.familycrisis.org/
Maine Coalition to End Domestic Violence (MCEDV) 
“The Maine Coalition to End Domestic Violence mobilizes collaborative community action with and on behalf of a 
statewide network of Domestic Violence Resource Centers to ensure that all people affected by domestic abuse and 
violence in Maine are restored to safety and that perpetrators are held accountable.”
Website: http://www.mcedv.org/

Addiction Recovery/Support
Portland Recovery Community Center
“Portland Recovery Community Center is a safe haven for people in addiction recovery and offers a home for 
meetings and activities devoted to addiction recovery.”
Website: https://www.portlandrecovery.org
Alliance for Addiction and Mental Health Services, Maine
“The Alliance represents its members in advancing mental health and substance use disorder prevention, treatment 
and recovery oriented systems of care through advocacy, leadership, and professional development.”
Website: http://thealliancemaine.org
Liberty Bay Recovery
“While addiction sufferers often feel alone in their struggle, it’s not something they have to face without help. At Liberty 
Bay Recovery in Portland, Maine, they can find the support and information they need to start on the path to recovery.”
Website: https://www.libertybayrecovery.com

Diversity and Multiculturalism in Maine
Portland Culture Exchange
“We are building our identity as a city of cultures come together. We're sharing art, music, dance, language, and cooking 
to learn more about each other and create a future of Portland that incorporates all of our vast worldly wisdom.”
Website: https://www.facebook.com/pg/portlandculture
Theatre Ensemble of Color
“Theater Ensemble of Color strives to improve inclusion and strengthen culture within our communities through 
education, social activism, and the arts.”
Website: http://teoc-maine.weebly.com/
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For Us, By Us
“Here in Maine, PoC have been facing increased harassment and violence, on the streets and in our schools. It has become 
clear that PoC in southern Maine need resources and safe spaces to organize ourselves, heal ourselves, and to create.”
Website: https://fubufund.org/
NAACP Portland Branch
" The NAACP is a non-profit, non-partisan organization with a mission to ensure the economic, political, and social 
rights of all persons and to eliminate racial hatred and discrimination."
Website: http://www.naacp.me/2017/

LGBTQ+ Resources
Equality Maine
“EqualityMaine is Maine's oldest and largest lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) political advocacy organization.”
Website: http://equalitymaine.org
Portland Outright - Maine
“Building the power of LGBTQ+ young people in Southern Maine.”
Website: http://portlandoutright.com
Parents and Family/Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) Portland, Maine
“PFLAG Portland, Maine offers compassionate peer support to the parents, families and friends of, and including, 
LGBTQ individuals through group discussion, education, advocacy and creating connections to community resources.”
Website: https://www.pflagportlandmaine.org

Prison Reform
Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition (MPAC)
“The Maine Prisoner Advocacy Coalition is comprised of Maine prisoners, their friends and families, victims of 
crime, and others committed to ethical, positive, and humane changes in Maine's prison system.”
Website: http://www.maineprisoneradvocacy.org
Maine Citizens United for Rehabilitation of Errants (CURE)
“CURE is a national non-profit, multi-issue  organization dedicated to the reduction of crime through the reform of the 
criminal justice system (especially prison reform).  Cure strives to ensure just treatment  for prisoners, victims and families.”
Website: http://www.mainecure.org
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) of Maine
“The ACLU of Maine is the state's guardian of liberty. We are active in the courts, the legislature and the public sphere to defend the 
Constitution and the Bill of Rights for all Mainers. Our priority issues include criminal justice reform, reproductive freedom, racial justice, 
immigrants' rights, LGBT rights, women's rights, voting rights, freedom of expression, freedom of speech and religion, and privacy.”
Website: https://www.aclumaine.org/

Support Local Musicians/Artists
Portland Music Foundation
“The Portland Music Foundation exists to organize, nurture, and promote the unique and emerging music industry of Portland, Maine.”
Website: https://www.facebook.com/pg/portlandmusicfoundation
Creative Portland
“Creative Portland is a nonprofit organization established by the City to support economic development efforts that capitalize 
on and grow Portland’s creative economy, create employment opportunities, and foster arts district development.”
Website: http://www.creativeportland.com/about-us
Maine Arts Commission
“The Maine Arts Commission supports artists, art organizations, educators, policy makers, and community developers in 
advancing the arts in Maine.”
Website: https://mainearts.maine.gov
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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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Artistic/Production
Todd Brian Backus Literary Manager

Daniel Brodhead Scenic Carpenter
Hannah Cordes  Education Manager

Megan Doane General Manager
Ted Gallant Technical Director
Myles C. Hatch Stage Manager

Emily Kenny Production Manager & Lighting & Sound Supervisor
Julianne Shea Education Administrator
Susan Thomas Costume Shop Manager

Shane Van Vliet Stage Manager

Affiliate Artists

 

Administration 
Paul Ainsworth Business Manager

Lena Castro Social Media & Marketing Associate
Chris DeFilipp House Manager

Jessica Eller Box Office
Julia Fitzgerald Development Assistant

Beth Given Development Director
Alex Kimmel Company Manager
Martin Lodish Finance Director

Renee Myhaver Box Office
Eileen Phelan Marketing Director
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Intern Company
Katie Baskerville Directing & Dramaturgy
Katherine Borden General Administration
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Kristal Georgopoulos Stage Management

Cloey Hammond Costumes
Kayla Minton Kaufman Directing & Dramaturgy
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Celia Watson Education 
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