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Discussion Series

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

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

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

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



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

The Davis Family Foundation

The Onion Foundation

Our Education Media partner  is

George & Cheryl Higgins
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Thoughts from the Editors:
How have you worked to overcome your own prejudices?

When I went to high school I definitely judged the kids who wore cat tails. To 
this day I don’t know why they did that but I know it was for a specific reason. 
And the reason I do not know is because I never bothered to ask, or if  I thought 
about asking I decided not to bother because I thought the reason would be stupid 
anyway. I’m not saying my prejudice was specifically for this group solely; I think 
in general I thought that goth kids, emo kids, and those groups of  people were, in 
general, weird. I never got to know any of  them because I thought we wouldn’t be 
able to relate. The thing is, I wasn’t really that cool of  a kid. I don’t know the exact 
reasons for why someone would wear all black, or why they would put a pound 
of  gel in their hair to spike it, but I wore basketball shorts to school every day my 
freshman year and I wasn’t even on the team. I didn’t even know what Hollister 
was, but I went to the mall and bought a shirt because other kids were doing it. I 
was doing things because I thought it was cool; maybe these kids were doing the 
same thing or maybe they were doing something they really actually enjoyed. I 
thought they were just following a trend, when in reality I was actually doing that 
much more than they were. 
-T.J. Baldassarre, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

As a white person who grew up in suburban Connecticut, I, like most white 
people, developed a vile set of  innate, ingrained racial prejudice. My home was 
not what you’d think of  as a hateful place. Both of  my parents are, by American 
standards, open-minded people who tend to lean away from conservative ideas. 
Unfortunately, both of  them had incredibly homogenous childhoods, growing 
up in rural Vermont and various white suburbs in the south and the west. This 
meant while not openly racist, they were was a total lack of  cultural understanding 
between my parents and people of  color. As a result, my parents never were openly 
racist in the sense of  using slurs, or consciously thinking less of  other races, but 
instead, maintained prejudice in more subtle, unconscious, and insidious ways. For 
example, when I was growing up, they would speak of  the ‘dangerous areas’ as 
if  they were simply dangerous and that was all. In reality, many of  the areas they 
described as dangerous had violence rates equal to other parts of  my home city, 
but the only difference was people described the predominantly black area as scary 
and the predominantly Polish area as grizzled but charming. Combating this deeply 
internalized, unconscious bias was difficult for me because I didn’t know it was a 
problem until I made the choice to make people of  color an active part of  my life. 
And of  course, my parent’s self-segregation had created barriers so that they never 
had hear about or face the prejudice inherent in their actions. In many ways, they 
continue to think that it is a coincidence that their friends and social groups are 
predominantly white. 
-ian chace, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern
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I was in college when I first heard the word racism referring not only to individual 
prejudice, but also to a system of  racial injustice that privileges white people over 
people of  color. Since then, educating myself  about racism, and dismantling my 
unconscious biases, has been an ongoing process. For me, the first step was to let 
go of  defensiveness: I had to learn to resist the urge to say, “This doesn’t apply 
to me because I’m not racist.” At the same time, I began reading and listening 
to people of  color who were talking about their experiences. Since my education 
about race in high school had ended with Martin Luther King, Jr., I had—and still 
have—a lot to learn. The next step, which I still struggle with, is knowing how to 
act on what I’ve learned. When is it appropriate for me, as a white person, to speak 
about racism? When is it necessary? I don’t have all the answers, but at least I know 
I have work to do.
-Julia FiTzgerald, educaTion inTern

I used to hate gay people. Nowadays, this is hilarious because I am quite gayer than 
I ever would have imagined as a child, but it kind of  frightens me that I would 
have felt that I hated anyone at that age. I certainly didn’t understand what being 
gay or queer really was back then because I had never been introduced to the idea 
outside of  church. The Southern Baptist churches I attended when I was growing 
up seemed to happily preach about the sins of  homosexuality. I believed that and 
responded accordingly. My parents never enforced such rhetoric, thank God. They 
are my greatest champions; I’m one of  the lucky few to have such support. But still, 
an institution I valued and thought I felt safe in was telling me I was sinning by just 
being myself, and that messed me up. It took me a while to learn to love myself  and 
others. Now, the queer people I meet in my life almost feel familial to me. You have 
to be taught to hate; it doesn’t just appear. Fortunately, you can unlearn some things.
-colBy Frederick, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

Overcoming prejudice is something I still work on today and probably will still need 
to work on a few years down the road. When it comes down to it, I’ve really worked 
the most on trying to enhance my perspectives of  where people are coming from. 
So many people come from different walks of  life, so you definitely can’t expect 
people to agree or see things the way you do. I think a big part of  the journey is 
learning to be comfortable with differences on both ends, whether it’s your own 
personal differences or somebody else’s. Not everyone is going to agree with you 
and you’re not going to agree with everyone and that should be more accepted 
universally, I think. 
-chip morris, educaTion inTern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1. What is a stereotype? Do you ever find that people make assumptions about you, such as because of  your 
age or gender? How do you feel when faced with these assumptions? Based on your response, why do you 
think stereotypes are so destructive?

2. Think about a time a work of  art inspired you. What did it make you feel? Did it inspire you to create any 
art of  your own?

3. What comes to mind when you hear the term “cultural appropriation?” Do you picture cultural appropriation 
as a good thing or a bad thing? Explain your answer.

4. Have you ever behaved in a prejudiced way toward another person or group of  people? If  so, what do you 
think caused your prejudice? What might help you to overcome it?

5. What forms of  prejudice do you most often see around you, either in the media or in your school and 
community?

6. Was there ever a time in your life when you felt you deserved something you didn’t get? Reflect on this for 
a moment. Was there anything you could have done differently to change that outcome?

1. Have you ever heard someone make prejudiced comments about a specific group of  people? Did you speak 
up? If  so, do you feel that you were successful in making the commenter think about what they had said? If  
not, what, if  anything, do you think you could have done to counter prejudice in that situation?

2. In a small group, discuss some common stereotypes that you hear around you, either in the media or in your 
school or community. Choose one to focus on, and discuss where it might come from and why it is harmful. 
With your group, create a poster, collage, poem, or song to counter this stereotype, and share it with the rest 
of  the class.
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About the Play
Some of  the most quintessential drama displayed in 
the American theater has taken place at a location 
most of  us are quite familiar with: a dinner table. As 
family or friends gather to break bread and converse 
with one another, there are always certain topics 
of  conversation some may try to avoid. Politics, 
religion, and social issues are typically looked at 
with caution at the table, because one can never be 
sure how another person may feel about any hot-
button issue. It was at such a gathering of  friends 
around a table that Disgraced playwright Ayad Akhtar 
found himself  in a tense situation as he explained 
his feelings about Islam. About that fateful night, 
Akhtar has said, “What I saw, subtly, was the way 
in which folks’ idea of  me, even people who knew 
me very well, changed because I articulated certain 
things about my experience of  being Muslim. And 
that struck me as an inherently powerful vehicle, or 
idea, for a story.” 

This heated turn of  events over dinner gestated 
within Akhtar for a couple of  years before he ever 
considered creating a story out of  it. Having been an 
actor, screenwriter, and novelist before, he certainly 
had practice in storytelling. While he didn’t initially 
intend to write a play, he saw that when he wrote 
about this experience, he was primarily writing 
dialogue rather than exposition. Over the course 
of  a few years, he kept pondering about this South 
Asian male character named Amir Kapoor and his 
inner turmoil. As other characters developed, Akhtar 
noticed that each of  these people had desperate 
needs and wants from one another. Amir wants 
ferociously to be accepted by the culture he has tried 
to assimilate himself  into, but is ultimately thwarted 
by racial politics he ends up having little control 
over. His frustration that develops from his job at 
the law firm transposes into the aggression he begins 
building against Emily and Isaac when they praise 
Islam, a faith system he has fervently run from.

Disgraced had its world premiere at Chicago’s 
American Theater Company in January of  2012. 
During this production, Akhtar realized how much 
further he would have to go in developing the play 
for future productions. Major rewrites were made 

before the play’s next big stop: New York City. It 
opened off-Broadway at LTC3 at Lincoln Center’s 
Claire Tow Theater on October 7, 2012. Descriptions 
of  certain art pieces mentioned throughout the play 
and details about Amir’s family were shortened as 
the play kept running and Akhtar kept refining it. 
The piece went on to premiere at the Bush Theatre 
in London during the spring of  2013, around the 
same time that it won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. 
The momentum spurred on by winning this award 
generated discussion, and it officially opening on 
Broadway in 2014.

Both the success and the more critical reviews about 
Disgraced not only serve as testament to the stagecraft 
of  its writer, but also to types of  plays that work. 
At its core, it is a play about coming to terms with 
one’s personal struggle with one’s history. Akhtar 
describes his play as an entertainment, and it does 
entertain, but it also examines what happens when 
the metaphorical gloves come off  and prejudices 
come out of  hiding. People want to see themselves 
on stage telling stories that reflect some facet of  their 
experience, even if  it isn’t always universally shared. 
Despite criticism, Disgraced offers another view of  
an American life that seldom gets stage-time, and it 
takes advantage of  every moment.

ayad akTar (playwrighT), greTchen mol (emily), 
Josh radnor (isaac) From The Broadway producTion.
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About Ayad Akhtar
A lot about Amir Kapoor in Disgraced reflects much 
of  the personal experiences of  the playwright. 
Ayad Akhtar was born in Staten Island and raised 
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He is the son of  Pakistani 
immigrants whom he claims came from a more 
secular generation that wasn’t terribly interested in 
religion, Islam in particular. Still, as he grew up, the 
idea of  religion is one that resonated with him deeply. 
He felt a deep connection to others who identified as 
Muslim, no matter where they were from.

Though Disgraced is Akhtar’s first play, he grew up 
surrounded by the theater. He would go on to attend 
Brown University, and later Columbia’s Graduate 
Film School in New York, where he studied 
directing. His first major works were as an actor and 
screenwriter. As such, he co-wrote a film he also 
starred in called The War Within. The film told the 
story of  the friendship between two Pakistani men 
and how it’s tested when one of  them becomes 
involved in a terrorist plot. He was nominated for 
an Independent Spirit Award for Best Screenplay. In 
time, he also played a character in a film called Too Big 
to Fail, a film about the 2008 financial crisis. 

It was around 2009 when Akhtar took part in the 
fateful dinner party that would later inspire him to 
write Disgraced. Though that writing process would 
take three years until it saw its first full production, 
that wasn’t all Akhtar was writing. Mere weeks before 
Disgraced would have its world premiere in Chicago, 
Akhtar’s novel American Dervish was released. This 
novel served as the first time Akhtar was able to 
autobiographically weave some of  the facts of  his 
life into his art for the mainstream. The book’s 
protagonist, a young Pakistani-American boy named 
Hayat, struggles with his identity and his religion. 
The book also examines the lives of  Muslim women 
in the same Midwestern town Akhtar grew up in, 
and looks at the circumstances under which they 
operate while still being devout to Islam. And yet, 
the actual experience that Hayat has with Islam is 
very different from that of  Amir in Disgraced. Amir 
almost violently dismisses the faith system he grew 
up believing, where Hayat discovers it for the first 
time on his own. This examination of  differences 

furthers an idea of  range and universal commonality 
Akhtar strives to express in his work. 

In American Dervish and a good number of  other 
works, Ayad Akhtar examines the typical American 
experience, but through a lens that is unique to the 
lifestyle he lived. He is a storyteller who prominently 
believes in the importance of  universal themes in 
any story, and consistently states his own twinned 
mandate for writing, which dictates that his writing 
must both “give pleasure” and be “a pursuit of  the 
truth.”  For this reason, Akhtar’s work is considered 
accessible, not only to the people his stories are 
about, but to those who have not walked similar 
paths in life. 

Since Disgraced, Ayad Akhtar has written other plays 
such as The Who & The What, The Invisible Hand, and 
most recently, Junk: The Golden Age of  Debt. His career 
in theater started with a near-explosive reception that 
few playwrights ever see. Akhtar’s future appears to 
be bright as he continues challenging societal norms 
and strictures in engaging new ways.

playwrighT ayad akhTar.
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Interview with the Director

Christopher Grabowski, Professor of Drama and Director 
of the Experimental Theatre at Vassar, is currently serving 
as the director for Portland Stage’s production of Disgraced. 
To get a better understanding, PlayNotes spoke with Chris 
about his long history with Portland Stage as well as his 
approach to this award-winning drama.

PlayNotes: So you’ve had a long relationship with 
Portland Stage. Could you talk about that a little bit?
 
Christopher Grabowski: Anita Stewart became 
the Artistic Director twenty years ago. She and I had 
previously been classmates at the Yale School of Drama. 
We had collaborated before, with her as designer and me as 
director, both in summer projects, and Yale Cabaret. Once 
we had both graduated, we collaborated on several projects 
together in New York City. In her first season here, she 
invited me to come up here and direct Ellen McLaughlin’s 
Iphigenia and Other Daughters. I was teaching at Vassar at the 
time, and remember commuting 40 hours a week to make 
it happen. I was barely in Portland; rather, all my time was 
spent in the rehearsal hall. I also did a number of other 
shows, like Manifest in both the Little Festival and its full 
production. I did Collected Stories, Lobby Hero, Bloodlums, and 
most recently The Sisters Rosensweig and Tribes. It’s been an 
artistic home for me. Anita and I have certainly gotten 
grayer together. I’ve even gotten to watch her kids grow 
up. 

PN: What was your first impression of  Disgraced 
when you first encountered it? 

CG: I’d heard about it a lot before I saw it, because 
one of  my former students was the assistant director 
throughout its development from Chicago, to the 
Lincoln Center, and then on Broadway. I was aware 
that it had won the Pulitzer Prize, and I knew a 
little bit about some of  the playwright’s other works 
like The Invisible Hand before I got around to seeing 
Disgraced on Broadway. So the groundwork was well 
laid. I knew the world in which it was going to exist. It 
was still theatrically exciting to see it, no matter how 
much I’d been told about it. I wasn’t quite prepared 
for how singular it is. It’s essentially an incredibly 
direct one-act play in four scenes, and there is 
something about the energy of  the play (because of  
its lack of  intermission) that signifies how once the 
fuse is lit, it burns hot. To encounter that viscerally in 
the New York theater was incredible. 

Now, it’s being done all over the world, because it’s 
something that people certainly want to hear. Probably 
next to Shakespeare, it’s one of  the most performed 
works. Maybe it even outstrips Shakespeare to a 
degree? What’s exciting for me is to bring Disgraced 
back to an intimate theater. Instead of  a 1,000 seat 
house, there are less than 300 seats here. That allows 
us to really bring the audience into the room that 
the play happens in. I think that’s exciting. That may 
have been the expectation when Ayad Akhtar wrote 
it; that it would play to regional houses in intimate 
settings. 

PN: What challenges does this piece present to you 
as a director? 

CG: Well, the dynamic in the rehearsal room precisely 
mirrors the dynamic of  the characters in the play. 
(laughs) So that’s the pleasure and the challenge. We 
are negotiating whether or not to speak on behalf  
of  people and ideas, and to speak personally. The 
intellectual and political conversations versus the 
emotional heart of  the play. To be very direct with 
each other is a challenge. Civility is so important in 
the collaborative act. And this play is really about 
playing hard together. It involves a lot of  trust. We 
have to allow each other to say and do the wrong 
thing in rehearsal in a way that’s more politically 

direcTor chrisTopher graBowski sTanding in 
FronT oF Portrait of Juan de PareJa.
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intense, potentially, than in other rehearsal situations. 
Rehearsals always involve taking risks with your 
colleagues, but this feels a bit more treacherous. It 
isn’t always smooth sailing because there seems to be 
repercussions. Concern. Here we are talking in our 
second week of  rehearsal about how the gloves are 
really coming off, but no one has died! Yet. And I’m 
not talking about actual fighting, but rather taking 
ownership of  an idea or action and taking it to its 
conclusion. And sometimes, that means pitting it 
against another actor doing the same thing. 

PN: How do you approach directing? 

CG: I teach directing, so that’s an interesting question. 
Back in grad school, I remember interviewing and 
having a bad audition for the acting part. But his 
first question was, “What’s good acting?” I fumbled 
around with that question. Soon, he asked, “What’s 
the director’s job?” Another difficult one. It really 
depends on the text and the people in the room 
as well as the circumstances under which you’re 
working. When it comes down to it, the work is the 
work is the work. If  I’m in a studio with my students 
at Vassar, a regional theater in Portland, Maine, or a 
field in Santa Cruz, the process is always the same. 
The goal is to collectively encounter the play in a 

profound way before making money decisions and 
solving the play. I try to keep the need to solve it at 
bay as long as possible. It always amazes me how 
quickly people will solidify an idea. The choices in 
the first read through are often very similar to the 
choices made on opening night. In some ways, that’s 
correct. It’s something intuitive that is expanded 
upon in rehearsal, and eventually becomes effortless. 
Yes. But on the other hand, that can be a default to 
“I did it this way and this is how I’m going to keep 
doing it.” So I try to create a circumstance in the 
room where we don’t feel rushed. Where the process 
can take the time it needs. I’m terrible with schedules, 
just ask any stage manager. But we get there! 

Theater people are, ultimately, really good with a 
deadline. Opening night comes, and we’re ready. It’s 
never been said in the theater that we have exactly 
the right amount of  time, but we always seem to get 
there. Even if  the paint’s wet. I’m not the kind of  
director that knows what it’s going to be completely. 
But because of  the way we produce theater here, 
some decisions have to be made. But I like to put off  
the decisions until as many people as possible are in 
the room together. In that way, I see myself  as the 
person who brings all of  our sensibilities together. 

From leFT: chrisTopher graBowski, Jonas cohen (isaac), alex purcell (amir), 
roByn payne (Jory), and roya shanks (emily).
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PN: Do you have a favorite part about directing? 

CG: I love tech. 

PN: Really?!

CG: Yes. I love it. Because, finally, everybody is in 
the room. When people get itchy about how much 
they hate it or how exhausted they are, I remind 
them that we are the luckiest people, because we 
get to do this for a living. For example, in rehearsals 
we examined the timing and quality of  an intercom 
buzzer for 45 minutes. For the audience, it will just 
go buzz, and it’s over. But everybody’s days land on 
every moment of  the play, in that way. If  we’ve done 
it right, tech makes the play become theater. Not just 
rehearsal. It sounds cliché, but you never really know 
how it’s going to go until the audience is in the room. 
Everything else is just practice. You have to take care 
you’re reaching the audience in the way you intend 
to. Some like to say, “Oh, the audience just didn’t get 
it.” Well, I think that means you didn’t do your work 
if  they didn’t understand. Disgraced is an interesting 
play because it doesn’t provide a lot of  conclusions; 
rather, it exposes a lot of  issues. It doesn’t want to 
tell you that this is the truth and just let you walk 
out feeling good about yourself. You don’t get to feel 
confident about it. The theater of  this play happens 
both during the performance, and after the show 
over coffee and drinks. 

PN: What about this play do you find particularly 
relevant to today’s audience?

CG: This play is about exactly where we are now 
in the world. At the heart, there’s a question in this 
play that asks, “What is America?” and “Who are 
Americans?” But also, it examines the American 
Fantasy as a “melting pot.” As Tony Kushner says in 
Angels in America, we are the “melting pot that didn’t 
melt.” We really are. And we’re really coming to grips 
that it’s a positive thing, or that it can be. And one 
shouldn’t have to abandon an identity to become a 
part of  America. This play, though, doesn’t reveal 
these issues on the surface. They’re in the weave of  
the play, in the encounter between these characters. 
Not only does it occasionally get talked about that 
way, but it’s a part of  the play’s action. 

PN: Any final thoughts? 

CG: One of  the things I love about making theater is 
that you’re always dealing with a situation of  conflict. 
And yet, there is an incredibly satisfying thing about 
being in a combative situation on stage. I love that 
paradox about what storytelling in the theater is. 
There’s a kind of  pleasure in watching the artistry 
of  the performance, whatever the subject matter, 
because there’s a shared delight in the process of  
storytelling, even if  it’s difficult to digest.

From leFT: roya shanks (emily), chrisTopher graBowski, alex purcell (amir).
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Perspectives with the 
Assistant Director

I first read Disgraced as a senior in 
college. I remember being amazed 
at the fluidity and profundity of  
words that the writer used to weave 
the play. I thoroughly enjoyed the 
discourse, especially because of  the 
way it leaves the interpretation of  
the discussions up to the reader. 
And then there is the ending. It was 
messy, and unclear as to how the lives 
of  the characters would unfold from 
that point forward. Had they learned 
from their mistakes? Had their 
exploration of  harbored prejudices 
forced them to come to terms with 
what they had buried beneath the 
surface? There is no set answer, but 
the question fascinated me then, and 
continued to do so as we went into rehearsals. 

When I learned I would serve as the assistant director 
and dramaturg for this production of  Disgraced, 
I felt nervous. This play contains a lot of  subject 
matter I’m not familiar with. I remember learning 
about Islam in Christian school when I was younger 
because it’s an Abrahamic religion like Christianity 
and Judaism. While I’ve tried to constantly read about 
current events in my few years of  adulthood, I had 
never actively sought out pieces about the evolution 
of  Islamophobia in both America and the Western 
world at large. After my work with Buyer & Cellar 
finished earlier this spring, I got to work; I had a lot 
to do.

After reading the script again, I took note of  all the 
subject matter this play includes. Islam is a major 
point of  discussion amongst the characters, so I 
needed to at least have a basic understanding of  
the religion. I began learning about Islam; how it 
connects to the other Abrahamic religions, and its 
presence in American culture. While researching 
Islam, I also started to realize the important role 
that religion of  any kind can play in someone’s life, 
whether they still follow it or not. What stuck in my 
head throughout my research process was the idea 

that what we are taught at an early 
age affects the rest of  our lives. 
Regardless of  religion, how we learn 
to treat others at impressionable 
points in our lives determines much 
about our character. 

I began re-reading the script in the 
weeks before rehearsals began. As 
I did this, I completed an analysis 
that let me examine all the details of  
the world of  the play. I noted what 
would require further research, as 
well as what patterns are presented 
in the play. Once I discovered these 
patterns, I was able to look closely 
at them and understand their 
significance. For example, Amir tells 

two stories, one about spitting on someone, and 
another about wife beating. Both of  these stories 
come into fruition towards the play’s end, so it was 
important to recognize this and then discuss with 
the actors why this choice is made by the character. 
Exploration results as discussion ensues, and the 
actors are then able to start making their own choices.

In the rehearsal room, I’ve had the opportunity 
to serve as another set of  eyes for the director, 
Christopher. I answered whatever questions arose as 
rehearsals progressed, and took notes for Christopher 
as we began doing runs of  certain sections. At this 
point, my job also included making sure that each 
choice the actors make is made with clarity of  
intention that adheres to the playwright’s intent. 

Disgraced has been a challenging piece, to say the least. 
I will always value this opportunity not only to learn 
about topics I’ve never learned about before, but to 
collaborate with a cast and creative team that really 
does take special care to make theater that matters. 
Their dedication to storytelling makes me a better 
assistant director, and I’m lucky that I get to work 
with people who are eager to learn and further 
develop the world these characters live in. 

colBy Frederick, 
a.d. and dramaTurg.
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Features on Production: 
An Interview with Fight Choreographer Sally Wood

Stage combat, when done correctly, can be a powerful 
thing to witness on stage as an audience member. We 
took the time to sit with Sally Wood, Disgraced’s fight 
choreographer, to talk about some of  the important 
things that go into creating stage combat for a show 
like this. If  you’ve ever been interested in the inner 
workings of  stage combat, then you won’t want to 
give this interview a pass. Check it out! 

PlayNotes: What are typically the first steps when 
beginning to create/visualize fight choreography for 
a show?

Sally Wood: Typically the first steps when beginning 
to create or visualize fights are to do research about 
the play. The next big step is for me to talk to the 
director specifically, and ask them to tell me the story 
of  the fight in their own words. I do this so that I 
can get a clear idea of  what the director is going for 
because “fight” is essentially a story so I need to see 
what’s going on in their heads so I can recreate that 
as best as possible.

PN: What steps go into learning about the 
fundamentals of  stage combat? How might 
somebody go about receiving their certification? 

SW: You study with a master teacher. I studied with 
a guy named B.H. Berry out of  New York. He was 
awesome. He was also British though so I learned 
more of  a British technique than an American 
technique and that’s where most of  my education 
comes from. People can go through the Society of  
American Fight Directors. That’s how most people 
go through certification although I find it really hard 
to find a refresher course for somebody who has 
already gone through that. 

PN: What has been your most challenging experience 
in creating stage combat thus far? Can you recall a 
favorite experience of  yours?

SW: Sometimes it’s hard when people are afraid to 
fight and sometimes it’s actually hard when people are 
too excited about it. They both can create dangerous 

working conditions. Sometimes the environment can 
be very challenging. I do a lot of  stage combat for 
Fenix, which performs out in Deering Oaks Park and 
there you have all kinds of  things. You know, you got 
rocks and debris on the ground so that can always be 
really challenging as well. 

PN: How do you plan combat for a play like Disgraced 
that includes a pretty heavy act of  stage violence that 
lives in a realistic setting and situation?

SW: Besides talking to Christopher, the director, I 
also talk with the actors. I get their experiences and 
have them tell me the story of  the fight as well and so 
that—especially on Disgraced—was a very interesting 
conversation. So Roya, Alex, Christopher, and I 
stood around and talked about what the fight might 
look like, what each person felt, how it starts. A fight 
begins with a single move and how does it escalate? 
How quickly does it happen? Is it the first time it 
happened? Does it come out of  nowhere? Do we see 
it coming? How does it build? A fight, it’s very funny, 
it’s very similar to musical theater, which I don’t really 
do any of  because I don’t sing. Although that’s not 
true, I do sing very much for my own enjoyment. 

disgraced’s FighT choreographer sally wood.
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However, I’ve often heard people break into songs 
because they can’t do anything else and that’s the 
exact same thing with stage combat. You resort to 
violence when you can’t do anything else. So that 
always creates a very interesting stage moment.

PN: In what ways can stage combat contribute to 
the storytelling process of  a theatrical piece? 

SW: I think it really contributes because it escalates 
it, usually in a very visceral, potent, passionate way. 
Especially, again, if  the focus of  the combat is telling 
a story and not just cool combat moves. That can be 
the danger with stage combat. We get so excited about 
being able to do all this cool stuff  that we’re doing it 
for the wrong reason. So the fight has to make sense 
always and it has to be safe and repeatable. There are 
a lot of  factors that go into it.

PN: Can you tell our readers about the safety process 
that goes into stage combat? 

SW: It’s really specific. The thing you’ll notice about 
stage combat, or you might not notice, is that it 
will be the most rehearsed part of  any play because 
there’s fight-call before the fight actually happens. 
What that is, is getting together on set before each 
show, they mark through the fight which means they 
do it in super slow motion, and then half-speed, 
then show-speed. They go through the fight three 
separate times before the show even happens and we 
do this because we want the fight to be extremely 
specific. We don’t want any surprises in stage combat 
and it’s funny, because in my other life as a director, 
I’m really organic. It’s great when things sort of  
naturally happen on stage and yet, when it comes to 
stage combat, “organic” can take a hike. What I want 
is a package. I want to know exactly what I’m getting 
because you don’t want improv during stage combat. 
That’s when people get hurt.

From leFT: chris graBowski (dir.), sally wood, roya shanks (emily), alex purcell (amir).
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The history and meaning behind Islamic mosaic art 
mirrors how it visually looks: intricate and stunning. 
Mosaic artwork began, and is still practiced, as a way to 
connect with a more divine being and simultaneously 
with the physical world around us.

Geometry is the fundamental principal of  mosaic 
artwork. Without the knowledge or complexity 
behind this subject, mosaics would never be able to 
expand into a deeper meaning. Socrates stated, “The 
knowledge at which geometry aims is knowledge of  
eternal being (a state deserving some considerations), 
and not aught which at a particular time comes into 
being and perishes.” He also said, “Geometry will 
draw the soul towards truth, and create the spirit of  
philosophy, and rise up that which is now unhappily 
allowed to fall down.” Muslim artists used this 
methodology to create their mosaics into a sacred art 
form. Allowing their art to transcend the boundaries 
of  Earth and bring people closer to a higher being.

The first thing to understand about the geometry 
behind mosaics is a simple triangle. Most major 
religions and philosophy teachings touch upon four 
levels of  being. In this triangle there are four levels, 
the top is one, the second level two, and so on. The 
top level is unattainable and signifies God—“the 
source and goal of  all existence.” The bottom three 
levels represent an attainable existence. When added 
together all the layers equal ten (1+2+3+4=10), 
which is another fundamental principle of  geometry 
and mosaic artwork. Which will be shown later with 
the decagonal circle (ten-sided circle).

The second, and possibly most important principle 
to understand is the golden ratio—used by Islamic 
artists to replicate the universe and cosmos around 
us. To best describe this, a pentagram is created when 
a line is drawn from each point within a pentagon, 

a series of  triangles are produced which create the 
five pointed star. The Golden Ratio is created when 
you split a line into two parts. Looking at the above 
diagram, if  you divide the measurement of  AC 
into the smaller part of  the line, BC, it will equal 
the same measurement as BC divided by AB. This 
numer is 1.618 and continues on forever. There is no 
rational measurement for this length, Plato termed it 
“ineffable.” 

If  

you make an equal square out of  the AC measurement 
and put a square with the BC measurement next to it, 
as shown in the image below, and continue this over 
and over, and then draw a spiral, an endless spiral will 
form. The golden ratio is used to create a variety of  
patterns that form crystal-like shapes that can, once 
again, continue forever but never repeat. Muslim 
artists discovered that if  you lay a decagonal circle and 
overlap it with others, expanding out, the pattern can 

Islamic Mosaics:
Geometry and Socrates

Four sTages oF a Triangle.

a crysTal-like sTrucTure 
creaTed using The golden 

raTio.

a penTagon wiTh lines 
connecTing The ends To 

Form a penTagram.

a sprial creaTed using squares 
wiTh golden raTio proporTions.
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continue infinitely without ever repeating itself. This 
replicates the infinity within the universe, continuing 
without an end in sight and yet is entirely unique 
to itself. This measurement also just so happens to 
replicate the orbit of  Earth and Mercury around the 
Sun in our solar system. But it isn’t just the cosmos 
and galaxy that the golden ratio reflects. How would 
Socrates, Plato, and many Muslim mosaic masters 
know about the ratio between Earth, Mercury, and 
the Sun? Well, they looked within their own universe: 
Earth. The seeds within a sunflower create a never-
ending spiral, as do sea snails and many fossils found 
from prehistoric times. The spiraling tendril of  the 
passionflower creates a spiral with perfect accuracy 
to the golden ratio.

The central message of  the Quran is unity, or al-
Tawhid, and the belief  that there are no gods but 
a single God. Nature itself  is regarded as the book 
written by God, symbols all around us reflect a 
higher reality. These symbols are meant to help 
bridge the gap between an earthly domain and a 

heavenly realm. The idea is not to split open an atom 
and discover what is inside; instead it is to look at all 
the matter gathered together and see what it reflects. 
The Prophet Muhammad lived and endured within 
a desert landscape; he and his followers looked to 
the stars for guidance and were in awe of  the fertility 
that resided within the harsh desert landscape. They 
looked to the shape of  the sun on the horizon, a 
circle with a line across it, to begin their practice 
of  geometry mixed with art. Unlike today, where 
mosaics are used as a modern backsplash for kitchens 
and bathrooms, this art form was used as a way to 
understand the world around them: the circle being 
the first shape.

The circle has great significance because its point of  
departure is also the point of  return. It continues 
on forever like time itself, yet as you move through 
it, time still passes. The shape of  the crescent is 
derived from the moon and its ever-changing phases. 
It represents the physical world. However, the circle 
of  the sun never changes, representing the Absolute 
or God.

When you overlap two circles perfectly, so each one 
hits the other’s center, it creates a vesica, another 
prominent shape in Islamic principles because a line 
can be drawn through it to create two perfect halves. 
This symbolizes the expansion from oneness, the 
duality of  life  (our world and the one beyond us), 
and the harmonious pairings of  opposites. The shape 
of  the vesica is ever-present in the world around us; 
leaves on trees and the shape of  our eyes are perhaps 
the most significant examples. 

a decagonal circle overlapped wiTh oThers To 
creaTe an endless paTTern ThaT never repeaTs.

Two circles overlap perFecTly To creaTe a vesica.
The golden spiral shown wiThin our galaxy.

various circles and shapes ThaT 
can Be Found in diFFerenT Flowers.
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Not only do these shapes and geometric ratios give 
the basis for mosaic artwork in Islamic cultures, 
they are also the basis for the architecture that 
encompasses it. Mosques around the world use 
the shape of  a pentagon and five-pointed star to 
create the never-ending measurement. Mosques also 
implement the four stages within a triangle to make 
the bottom three floors accessible, leaving the top 
floor to no one, as it is intangible and meant only for 
the one God.

Ibn Khaldun—a prominent North African Arab 
historian—wrote, “Geometry enlightens the intellect 

and sets one’s mind right. It is hardly possible for 
errors to enter into geometric reasoning because 
it is well-arranged and orderly. Thus the mind that 
constantly applies itself  to geometry is unlikely to fall 
into error.” Whether or not you follow the Muslim 
faith, there is much that can be learned from the 
order and chaos that is depicted within their mosaic 
artwork; to look and learn from the world you know 
in order to learn about the unknown.

various ways The TaJ mahal uses geomeTry as iTs FoundaTion.
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Deportation: What Happens?

Conversations around immigration reform and who 
exactly is an American have raged on in popular 
conversation for the past few years. These find thei 
way into Disgraced when Abe's immigration status is 
threatened towards the end of  the play. The romantic 
idea that the United States has always been a melting 
pot is a rather double-edged sword. On the one hand, 
while immigrants have been powerful contributors 
to our national identity, culture, and economy. On 
the other hand, migrants here have been brutally 
exploited and for the vast majority of  the existence 
of  the country, different religious, racial, and sexual 
minorities have been legally banned from entering 
the country for the majority of  its existence, with 
the last of  these laws only being repealed in 2009. 
While in many this country is deeply divided, the 
idea that we need to reevaluate the way immigration 
into this country works has been a uniting principle 
since the late Bush administration felt by well over 
50% of  Americans. Attached to any conversation 
surrounding immigration, is the legal procedure of  
deportation. Seen by some as a fair consequence, 
and other’s a cruel over reaction, not many fully 
understand what exactly happens when someone is 
deported, what the legal proceedings look like, and 
how long it takes. Below we will explore the ins and 
outs of  what it looks like and how it affects those 
that are deported.

Although on paper the laws surrounding immigration 
are uniform, finding any one example that sums up 
the procedures dictating most cases is anything but. 
The kind of  migrant who is being deported, what 

they are being deported for, and where they are from 
all play major roles in exactly how a deportation 
procedure works. Criminal records, green card status, 
and the amount of  time an immigrant has been in the 
United States all play significant roles in how various 
laws are applied and how the process plays out for 
any given individual. However, no matter what, all 
deportations are supposed to begin in immigration 
court, a special section of  the U.S. justice system 
that deals exclusively in determining whether a given 
migrant’s status in the United States is authorized, and 
if  not, whether they are entitled to reprieve allowing 
them to stay in the country. The phrase “supposed 
to” refers to legally dubious laws passed under Bill 
Clinton that allowed for what is called “expedited 
removal,” which allows U.S. law enforcement to 
deport anyone caught within 100 miles of  the U.S. 
border who has been here less than two years to be 
deported without trial. Although the wording of  this 
law directly violates the U.S. Constitution, numerous 
legal challenges to its authority have failed, and 
it remains the law of  the land, albeit with certain 
limitations. This manner of  deportations currently 
constitutes roughly one-third of  deportations.

Once immigration court determines the legality of  a 
person’s presence in the country, they begin a formal 
immigration hearing. It is here that immigration 
status, criminality, and nationality begin to have a 
major effect on exactly what happens next. These 
factors influence the duration of  the immigrant’s 
hearings, whether they will remain in Immigration 

Bill clinTon calling For The 
deporTaTion oF “criminal aliens.”

an immigraTion and cusTom's 
enForcemenT (ice) oFFicer.
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Detention centers throughout the proceedings, and 
whether they will be eligible to reenter the country 
after being deported. In the play, Abe has a visa 
that is up for review and there is no mention of  a 
criminal record. This means that he is less likely to 
be detained during his immigration hearing, that his 
hearing would be faster, and, given the accusation 
of  his association with terrorists, much less likely 
he could reenter. However, if  the FBI legitimately 
suspected Abe was a threat to U.S. security (rather 
than simply leveraging deportation to get him to 
inform), they could order that Abe be detained, at 
which point they would have 90 days to prove he is 
a threat.

Abe entered the U.S. legally on a visa that is up 
for review. Those who enter the country without 
authorization, say by sneaking across the southern 
border, or arriving on a raft, often have longer 

VelÁzquez
Portrait of Juan de Pareja

In 1650, the most admired painting in the annual 
exhibition at the Pantheon in Rome was not a portrait 
of  royalty or of  a wealthy patron, nor was it an exalted 
religious scene. Instead, the painting that won the 
highest acclaim was a portrait by Diego Velázquez of  
his enslaved assistant, Juan de Pareja. Velázquez was a 
Spanish court painter on his second trip to Italy, where 
he was purchasing art for King Philip IV and would 
soon paint a masterful portrait of  Pope Innocent X. 
The portrait of  Pareja was unusual in that it was not 
commissioned by one of  Velázquez’s powerful patrons. 
Instead, this was a subject the painter chose himself, an 
intimate depiction of  a man he worked with and knew 
well.

Little is known about Pareja’s life. He was born in 1606 
in Antequera, a city about halfway between Seville 
and Granada. He was of  mixed race, the son of  a 
Moorish woman and a Spanish man. At the time he 
sat for Velázquez’s portrait, in 1650, he was enslaved. 
However, not long afterward, Velázquez signed a 
document that would grant Pareja his freedom after 
a delay four years. Pareja continued to work as an 
assistant to Velázquez, and later to Velázquez’s son-in-

immigration hearings as the facts pertaining to 
their case are often more opaque and difficult to 
parse. That said, the majority of  undocumented 
immigrants in the United States do not sneak across 
the border; they either overstay their visas or they 
enter on airplanes and do not leave. Whether or 
not the migrant in question is charged with a crime 
often determines whether they are detained for the 
duration of  their hearing.

If  it is determined that the migrant in question is not 
authorized to be in the country, and that they have no 
recourse to remain, they are returned to their home 
country. While this solution may seem fair on the 
surface, many are not fully aware of  the ramifications 
of  the deportation. Many migrants enter this country 
when they are infants and know only English, much 
less have any idea what life is like in the country that 
there parents are from.

Portrait of Juan de PareJa.
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law. He also had a successful career as a painter in his 
own right. 

In the portrait, Pareja is seen from the waist up, his 
body in three-quarter profile, his face turned toward 
the viewer. He looks out with a forthright gaze from a 
dark background. There is a luminous, sensitive quality 
to his face. The painting was praised by contemporaries 
and has continued to be admired for nearly four 
hundred years. According to Antonio Palomino, an 
early biographer of  Velázquez, the painters who saw 
the portrait at the Pantheon exhibition “said that the 
other pictures in the show were art but this alone was 
‘truth.’”

In Disgraced, it is this portrait of  Juan de Pareja that 
inspires Emily to paint a portrait of  her husband, 
Amir. Her choice of  this particular portrait brings up 
questions of  race and power to which the play does not 
provide definitive answers. For instance, the original 
portrait raises the ethical problem of  an artist winning 
fame and success from the depiction of  an enslaved 
person. If  we see the Velázquez portrait as exploitation, 
as a powerful painter benefiting from the likeness of  a 
person he legally owned, then Emily’s choice to paint 
her husband in the same style seems deeply disturbing. 
However, there is nothing demeaning or generic about 
the way Pareja is portrayed; he is proud, dignified, 
individual. He wears European dress and is not 
exoticized in any way. He gazes directly and solemnly 

at the viewer and looks, even four hundred years later, 
as if  he might speak. The profound humanity of  
the portrait complicates facile conclusions about the 
dynamics at play.

But why does the portrait of  Pareja inspire Emily to 
paint her husband? It may be telling that she titles 
her painting Study After Velázquez’s Moor (at least, this 
is how Isaac refers to the work). “Moor” was a term 
that Europeans applied to the Muslim people of  Arab 
and Berber origins who ruled parts of  the Iberian 
peninsula from the 8th century until the end of  the 
15th. By 1650, the remaining Moors in Spain had either 
been expelled or forced to convert; Pareja, despite his 
Moorish ancestry, was a Christian. Amir is not Moorish 
at all, but the parallel between the two men may be 
based on the conflation of  “Moor” and “Muslim”—
even though Amir has left Islam. Amir bitterly suggests 
that his wife sees him as her “own personal Moor.”

Emily, of  course, sees her painting in a more positive 
light: as a response to racists who do not see Amir 
for who he truly is. She also insists that Amir is not 
her “personal Moor,” but her “Muse,” suggesting 
that she intends the portrait as a testament and 
tribute to its subject. Ultimately, both Emily’s portrait 
and the Velázquez original leave room for multiple 
interpretations. Like the play itself, they deal with the 
personal while raising broader societal questions, to 
which there are no simple answers.

Las Meninas By diego velÁzquez,
considered a selF-porTraiT Because he is porTrayed in The upper-leFT corner.
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Islamophobia in America
In Disgraced, what starts as a gathering of  friends 
becomes a charged battle. Over the course of  a 
tumultuous dinner party, at Amir and Emily’s upscale 
New York apartment, many different topically 
controversial themes arise amidst the discussion that 
happens. Each of  the four characters have different 
ethnic origins, and two of  them are people of  color. 
Amir Kapoor, like the playwright Ayad Akhtar, is a 
Pakistani American who has faced varying degrees 
of  discrimination in his own home country post-
9/11 that the other partygoers haven’t. Jory is a black 
woman and has certainly faced her own bouts of  
prejudice. All forms of  discrimination are valid in 
the sense that each person’s experience deserves to 
be taken into account, but in the aftermath of  the 
twin towers tragedy, suspicion and disdain toward 
Muslims has risen at an ever-increasing rate. In order 
to best understand how Disgraced handles themes 
of  Islamophobia, it is important to see where Islam 
itself  comes from, how Islamophobia developed in 
the Western world through writing and discourse, 
and how prevalent it is today in 2017. 

Islam is one of  the fastest-growing religions in the 
world; 1.5 billion Muslims reside in the world today. 
The faith’s origins derive from the seventh century 
C.E. when “Allah,” the standard Arabic word for 
God, chose a man named Muhammad to be His 
last prophet. Muhammad was visited by the Angel 
Gabriel, who then relayed to him what would be 
written down and preserved as the Quran. This text is 
the primary holy book of  the religion, and it serves as 
a final culmination of  Allah’s other communications 
with mankind. Similar to other sacred texts, the 
Quran offers historical insight into various events 
across history, but even more importantly, it serves 
as a guidebook for living life to a specific moral code. 
After centuries of  growth in the Middle East, South 
Asia, and North Africa, Islam has evolved into what 
we know today. When the Western world began 
taking interest in the East for purposes of  trade, 
settlement, and forced labor through slavery, white 
Westerners began to interact with Islam for the first 
time. Often, their reactions to the religion was that 
of  disdain. Such dissonance in understanding led 
to centuries of  war between Muslim and Christian 

countries in battles for land and power known as 
the Crusades. It was around the late seventeenth 
century, however, when these feelings began to 
become publicized in the Western world. In 1697, 
a Brit named Humphrey Prideaux became the most 
well-known perpetrator of  this rhetoric when he 
discredited the prophet Muhammad by highlighting 
claims of  “fraud, tyranny, and fanaticism” in his 
teachings.  In the eighteenth century, writers like 
Voltaire joined the cause, if  for slightly different 
reasons. Voltaire wrote a play in 1742 called The 
Fanatacism of  the Prophet Mahomet, which cited 
figures in Islam such as Muhammad as abusers of  
power. This work wasn’t necessarily used solely to 
bash the Islamic faith, but still the gaze in which 
Voltaire scrutinized the religion was enough to cast a 
negative connotation on Islam as a whole.

Today, we live in an America that was shaken by the 
events of  September 11, 2001, when a militant Sunni 

greater than fear, shepard Fairey.
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group called Al-Qaeda coordinated four attacks that 
resulted in the deaths of  nearly 3,000 people, and 
injured about 6,000 others. When initially polled 
by ABC News in the time after the attacks, 87% 
of  Americans polled agreed that those involved in 
the terrorist plot were not solid representations of  
those who follow the mainstream teachings of  Islam. 
Since then, however, the numbers have shifted. 
Before 9/11, a majority of  Americans polled did not 
have an opinion about Muslims, and often couldn’t 
list more than one detail that came to mind. About 
50% favored the religion, with about 20% finding it 
unfavorable.  Today, nearly 60% of  Americans view 
it negatively. So what changed?

After 9/11, hate crimes against Muslim Americans 
skyrocketed, with that year alone containing a 
documented number of  481. As of  2017, they are 
still a more frequent occurrence then they were 
before the 2001 attacks. In more professional 
environments, some Muslims who had already 
immigrated to America were now being rounded up 
and questioned, with a flimsy reason for doing so. 
Many were arrested for things like traffic violations, 
charges made off  warrantless wiretaps, and activity 
generated by spies infiltrating Muslim communities. 
Many Muslims were forced to serve jail sentences 
before eventually being deported.  While this was 
happening, popular culture was beginning to depict 
similar Islamophobic attitudes by portraying Muslims 
in both news media and in entertainment spheres as 
submissive and reckless people.

In Disgraced, Amir discusses how he volunteers 
himself  to security checks at airports because he 
knows that the color of  his skin is enough of  a 
qualifying factor to raise eyebrows from security 
personnel. Because of  9/11, many airport workers 
now heavily screen passengers just because they look 
like they could be Middle Eastern. In a Boston Globe 
article published in November of  2001, a reporter 
named Stephanie Stoughton was able to uncover the 
following about such practices while actually on the 
plane itself: 

At minimum, pilots are standing by entry doors 
to screen people, walking through aisles to make 
eye contact with passengers, and directing flight 

attendants to ask people of  color where they live 
and work. In the most extreme cases, they [the 
pilots] have refused to fly with passengers, pilots, 
or flight attendants of  many ethnic backgrounds. 

Today, discrimination against Muslims has reached 
a new high. During the 2016 election, Republican 
candidate Donald Trump was consistently noted 
for making “racist” or “bigoted” remarks about 
Muslim Americans.  Shortly after Donald Trump’s 
inauguration into the presidential office, he made an 
executive order to halt the travel of  people from six 
predominately Muslim countries. This proclaimed 
attempt was intended to prevent potential threats 
made by ISIL, the Islamic State of  Iraq, and the 
Levant, from coming into fruition. The order 
was ultimately shut down in its first incarnation, 
but the whole ordeal brings to light the way many 
Americans continue to feel about Muslims. Some of  
these hate crimes are violent. As a response to the 
Orlando Massacre in June of  2016, a lone arsonist 
on a motorcycle set fire to the Islamic Center of  Ft. 
Pierce just because the Orland Massacre’s gunman 
had sometimes prayed there.  The year before, three 
Muslim students in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 
were killed over what was officially recorded as a 
“parking dispute,” though that likely isn’t the sole 
reason. In response to the Paris attacks, a former 
Marine drunkenly fired a high-powered rifle into the 
mosque next to his home. Women wearing their veils 
are often targeted verbally, if  not physically, as two 
women were attacked in Brooklyn just last fall. And 
in St. Louis, a man pointed a gun at a Muslim family 
and told them they all should die. This behavior 
against other people is vile, and it does not receive 
enough attention.

The increasing mistreatment of  Muslims today makes 
art like Disgraced even more poignant, not because 
there is a clear and resolved ending, but because it 
encourages ceaseless examination in matters of  truth 
and equality. Fear must be taught and instilled early 
on. Rooting out fear and seeking the truth, no matter 
what it is, will continue to challenge us.
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Losing my Religion

During the tumultuous debate at Emily and Amir’s 
dinner party, opinions on religion based on personal 
experiences come to light. Though Jory never 
expresses her own personal connections to faith, 
both Isaac and Amir discuss leaving the faiths they 
grew up with as they got older and the reasons that 
influenced them to make such a choice. What could 
influence people to leave a belief  system behind, 
especially one they’ve grown up with? 

In Disgraced, it becomes clear in the first scene that 
Amir feels great disdain for Islam. Though he was 
born in America, he grew up in a fundamentally 
religious household. Unlike the Christian majority 
of  the United States, Amir was a devout Muslim for 
many years. During a visit with his nephew Hussein, 
who is currently going by the name Abe Jensen, Amir 
recounts his mistreatment of  a young Jewish girl from 
his childhood after his mother gravely threatened 
him for showing interest in her. By telling this story, 
Amir proposes that his experience with Islam was 
less than wonderful. But can Islam be blamed for 
this? Or is it more personal? Amir’s mother was the 
one who spat in his face and forced him to abandon 
his feelings for the girl, not Islam. Similarly, many 
Christians are taught certain prejudices because of  
the way they learn the Bible. Some may grow up 
learning that because the Bible forbids premarital 
sex, that gender roles must not be tampered with, and 
the union (sexual or otherwise) of  two people of  the 

same anatomical sex involves acts that are inherently 
wrong and that those who commit them have sinned. 
However, some Christians grow up learning that this 
is not so. Likewise, some people may grow up Jewish, 
and while they may still identify as Jewish in their 
adulthood, they may partake in something that their 
faith doesn’t allow, like the eating of  pork and non-
Kosher products. And like Abe, there are Muslims 
who are taught to respect others and to hold peace 
in high regard. It can then be deduced that any given 
individual does not represent their entire faith.

Though there are many differently biased polls and 
surveys depicting numbers of  people at certain ages 
who leave their religions, it can be said that the time it 
typically happens is around the ages of  17–20. At this 
time, many young Americans graduate high school. 
Whether or not they attend college, there is likely to 
be some kind of  change to their daily routine. If  one 
does go to college or cease living at home, parental 
influence tends to diminish greatly. Typically the 
faiths in America that see these large declines are the 
denominations within the Christian religion. Judaism 
and Islam see a slight decline around this age as well, 
but it’s often not as drastic.  Even though it may be 
comparatively easy to leave or join a religion here in the 
United States, the same cannot be said for some other 
countries. Unfortunately, in some places where Islam is 
the religion of  the majority, becoming an apostate (one 
who leaves Islam like Amir) can be punishable by death.

image inside Joel osTeen’s evangelisT megachurch.



The World of disgraced

25PlayNoTes

The discrimination that we feel makes Islam attractive 
to us because it’s a way of  rejecting the culture that 
will not have us. In sociological terms I think that 
one of  the reasons that many African-Americans go 
to Islam as opposed to Christianity—and many of  us 
have been raised Christian—is that the people doing 
these things to us are also Christian. 

Amir’s experience with religion left permanent scars 
on his heart, whereas Abe still relies on his faith and 
values it highly at the play’s end. Into his forties, 
Amir admits he is still struggling to “root out” the 
judgments that were instilled within him. There 
are many Muslims in the world who are not taught 
violence and intolerance, and the same can be said 
of  Jews, Christians, Hindus, and any other faith-
following people. What we are taught, and just as 
importantly, how we are taught it, affects how we live 
the rest of  our lives. No matter what our faith, or lack 
thereof, the instruction each child receives to treat 
others with respect, kindness, and openness should 
make the person, not the texts they memorize.

What then can be said for people who join religions 
or change their affiliation? Perhaps it may be that 
they need hope. Every major world religion offers 
hope, to some degree. Great life events inflicting 
tragedy or misfortune upon any given individual can 
certainly cause a desire for assurance and hope. At 
its best, organized religion can offer a community of  
believers who uplift one another and seek to truly 
make the world a better place. This doesn’t always 
happen. Occasionally, there are organizations like the 
Westboro Church who denigrate groups of  people 
by picketing weddings, special events, and funerals 
of  different kinds of  people like military members, 
LGBTQ+, and especially those of  other religions. 
But standing against them are just as many temples, 
churches, and mosques that seek to better their 
communities. Because of  America’s freedom of  
religion, the numbers of  Americans joining Islam 
and some other non-Christian faiths have actually 
increased in recent years. Some young people, 
especially people of  color, also describe feeling 
a degree of  isolation from the Christian faith, in 
particular, because of  some of  its teachings. When 
asked about why some African Americans were 
converting from Christianity to Islam in the late 20th 
century, one recent convert said the following: 

americans march For religious Freedom.
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Islam in America
While Islam may have only recently emerged at the 
forefront of  this generation of  American minds, it 
has a long and storied history within our country and 
even before it. In fact, the first documented Muslims 
in what is now the United States arrived in 1528, 
nearly two hundred and fifty years before we’d fight 
our war for independence. A shipwrecked Moroccan 
made his way though what is now Texas, before 
settling in Mexico. Likewise, an Egyptian Muslim 
established his home in the Catskill Mountains in 
the 1650s. A few short years later, the first anti-
Muslim laws were published in Virginia, declaring 
any followers of  Islam eligible for legal enslavement. 
The point is, though recent events have highlighted 
this religious community, they have a relationship 
with the United States as members of  the melting 
pot that make this country what it is.

Believe it or not, Muslims and Muslim nations played 
a critical role during the Revolutionary War. In South 
Carolina, a rather large community of  freed “Moors” 
formed an instrumental fighting force that saw 
numerous tours in the Continental Army. Similarly, 
famous Revolutionary War hero Peter Salem, a freed 
slave from Massachusetts, was also Muslim. Actually, 
the first country in the world to recognize the U.S. as 
a legitimate country was the Sultanate of  Morocco, 
whose leader Mohammed ben Abdallah had a close 
personal relationship with George Washington. 

This resulted in some of  the first international state 
representatives to ever come here being Muslim. 
Thomas Jefferson, a man fascinated with Islam, 
staked out his initial commitment to liberty fighting 
the colony of  Virgina’s Islamophobic laws, and 
had the White House change its dinner plans to 
accommodate the holiday of  Ramadan. Furthermore, 
Thomas Jefferson specifically included Islam in the 
drafting of  laws protecting religious freedom, and 
was an avid public defender of  its practice on U.S. 
soil. A few years later, Islam would capture the public 
imagination for the first time when Berber pirates off  
the north coast of  Africa kidnapped a number of  
Americans. In order to free the stranded sailors, the 
Continental Army deployed the U.S. Marine Corps 
for the first time ever, and some of  those rescued 
wrote an account of  life in an Islamic country called 
The Algerine Captive. In the peace treaty signed shortly 
after, the United States took great lengths to specify 
that they were at war with pirates, not Islam.

Heading into the 1800s, it is important to point 
out that historians estimate that between 15 and 30 
percent of  all African slaves brought to the United 
States were Muslim, meaning there were no fewer 
than 200,000 Muslims among them. One of  the 
most well known examples was a man named Bilali 
Muhammad. Bilali was an imam enslaved on an 
island off  of  the Georgian coast. During the war of  
1812, the British attacked his owner’s plantation. He 
became famous when he rallied nearly 100 fellow 
Muslim slaves to defend the island and protect his 
owner. Later in the century, almost 300 Muslims 
would fight in the Civil War, including an entire 
battalion from Massachusetts. During the war, as 
a part of  the Union’s “scorched earth” policy, the 
North burned the fabled and expansive University of  
Alabama library. The only book preserved, saved for 
its rarity and Christian soldiers’ respect for the faith, 
was a copy of  the Quran. Many Muslim veterans 
from the Civil War would go on to be instrumental 
in colonizing the American West and were hired 
by the U.S. military for their desert survival skills. 
However, due to a surge in right wing populism and 
broad immigration bands, Muslim participation in porTraiT oF peTer salem.



disgraced PersPecTives

27PlayNoTes

American society would decline over the latter half  
of  the 19th century.

The gradual disintegration of  the Ottoman Empire, 
World War I, and renewed interest in the Middle East 
brought a new wave of  Muslim immigration into the 
United States and established modern American 
Muslim culture in the early 1900s. In particular, the 
discovery of  oil and European domination in World 
War I led to a series of  violent, arbitrary divisions, 
leading to dangerous sectarian conflicts that rage 
on to this day. In fact, the Islamic State says that it 
considers “erasing” the Sykes-Picot agreement, the 
arbitrary division of  Iraq and Syria by England and 
France, to be one of  its greatest accomplishments. 
This tumult was caused by uninformed Europeans 
drawing haphazard national borders informed by 
shares of  oil rater than pertinent ethnic and religious 
sectarian identities. This led to the largest single 
period of  immigration of  Muslims into America. 
As a result, shortly after the turn of  the century, in 
1906, the first extant Muslim American society was 
established in Chicago. A few years later, an American 
folk hero and Muslim, Hot Tamale Louie, would 
immigrate to New York City before establishing 
his tamale empire in the northern American West. 
In 1915, the first known mosque was built here in 
Biddeford, where there is still a Muslim cemetery, 
and fifteen years after that, the oldest mosque still in 
existence was built in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

The next major Muslim movement, and the last 
before present day, was the African American Muslim 
movement. Starting in 1913, some African Americans 
began to turn to Islam as a way to reconnect with 

their African roots and find a community separate 
from the hostile white-dominated Christian churches 
they were a part of. What started as a small sect 
blossomed into a full-fledged movement over the 
course of  50 years and became a major vehicle for 
Black Liberation. Notably (and controversially), the 
Nation of  Islam arose as the largest of  all of  these 
organizations. On the one hand, the Nation of  Islam 
became a force for organizing homeless shelters, 
scholarships, and literacy programs for African 
Americans that had been totally excluded from White 
America. Emancipatory thinkers and American 
heroes the likes of  Malcolm X and Muhammad Ali 
were members of  the organization. On the other 
hand, their homophobic and anti-Semitic remarks 
have landed the Nation of  Islam on the Southern 
Poverty Law Center’s list of  hate groups.

Between the peak of  Black American Muslim groups 
in the 1960s and the present, much has happened 
in the storied relationship between the United States 
and the religion of  Islam. However, the most notable 
developments were abroad, namely, American-
funded Islamist extremists to combat Communist 
influence in Afghanistan and Iran. Initially, they 
would accomplish their goal of  disrupting Soviet 
control, but ultimately it would come back to 
devastate the United States domestically when the 
same group became instrumental in the tragic attacks 
of  September 11th. Unfortunately, in the wake of  
9/11, many Americans have become fearful of  
Muslims, and for many, it was the first time they ever 
gave the Islamic community a second thought. This 
is why it behooves us to stand by the vast majority 
of  Muslims who condemn those bitter attacks, and 
look to the long and storied history of  American 
Muslims. From the very first day of  our nation, and 
even before, they have been integral to the fabric 
of  this country and vital to the quest for freedom. 
From freedom from the British, to freedom against 
slavery, to freedom for all races, Muslims have been 
cornerstones of  the American project and we must 
never forget that.

universiTy oF alaBama BeFore iT was Burned.
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Disgraced & Beyond:
Exploring Gender, Violence, and Islam

Questions of  gender and Islam dominate this play 
and the conversation around it. Since its debut in New 
York, people have questioned how Amir’s religious 
leanings have influenced the way he treats women. 
Unfortunately, misconceptions about the Islamic faith 
often color these interpretations. Through a closer 
examination of  the text, Islam, and American drama, 
we can root out these falsehoods.

One of  the most prominent critiques of  Amir’s behavior 
assigns his misogyny and sexist violence to his religious 
background. Ironically, Amir actively rejects his religion 
for these reasons. While Amir does quote passages from 
the Quran that seem to justify violence toward women, 
the narrative makes it clear he is doing so to prove to his 
dinner guest why he believes Islam is a negative force in 
the world. Furthermore, while there are fairly graphic 
and objectively sexist passages in the Quran, the Bible 
held under the same scrutiny does not fare much 
better. In both Genesis and Deuteronomy, the Bible 
dictates that women who are sexually assaulted must 
marry the man who assaults them, to name just one 
example. Now, many Christians would be completely 
repulsed by such a decree. Indeed, in this country, still 
dominated by Christian custom, such a practice is not 
commonplace. The problem is, most Americans think 
a majority of  Muslims live in countries where, for 
example, domestic violence is more commonplace than 
in Christian countries. According to the World Health 
Organizations’s (WHO) comprehensive 2015 study of  
domestic violence, the regions with the most thorough 
domestic violence problems are actually dominantly 
Christian.

What we are left with is an American public that 
ascribes Amir’s violence to his (renounced) religious 
background, when, statistically, Amir’s background 
would actually lead to him being less likely to engage 
in spousal abuse. This seems to indicate that religion 
is likely not a factor in what transpires. Instead, it is 
more helpful to look at Amir’s identity as an American 
man when tracing the lineage of  violence. According 
to the WHO’s study, the Americas were the region 
where domestic violence is the second most likely. But 

beyond mere statistics, domestic violence is ingrained 
on the American stage. Some of  the greatest American 
playwrights of  all time have featured domestic violence 
heavily in their work. From Tennessee Williams in Cat 
on a Hot Tin Roof  to A.R. Gurney’s Later Life, violence 
toward women has been represented time and time 
again and it is essentially unheard of  for the religious 
background of  the characters in those plays to be 
examined as the justification.

Outside the world of  the play, there are many dangerous 
misconceptions surrounding gender and Islam. While 
an active and intense debate surrounding the hijab rages 
on in both Muslim and non-Muslim communities, 
it is important to focus on the agency of  the women 
choosing or not choosing to wear the veils. Those who 
choose to wear them often do so because they feel it 
enhances their personal relationship to God. Others 
enjoy the way it protects them from the particular type 
of  objectification of  women prominent in Western 
culture. Those who choose not to wear it value their 
choice as a way of  expressing themselves differently. 
Another common misconception is that Islam and 
Muslim majority religions are uniformly hostile to 
LGBT people, a claim parroted by many after the 
deadly PULSE shootings in Orlando this past summer. 
In reality, while many Muslim countries are restrictive 
in this sense, it might surprise you to learn that Iran 
is the most trans friendly country in the world, and is 
that way because of  a religious fatwa, or proclamation, 
that guarantees all trans people state-funded gender 
reassignment surgery.

The fact of  the matter is that just like Christian-
dominant countries, Muslim-dominant countries and 
communities vary wildly in their adherence to some of  
the more oppressive guidelines. To claim that Amir’s 
actions stem from his religion ignore his characterization 
in the play, the history of  U.S. drama, and assumes a 
rather reductive idea of  what it means to be a Muslim. 
Instead, it is far more fruitful to look at how Amir fits 
in with the American heritage he claims so proudly, and 
analyze his character as a product of  that culture, rather 
than a product of  the religion he renounces.
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The Critical Conversation
Disgraced: Progressive or Regressive

Disgraced received the Pulitzer Prize for Best Drama 
in 2013, after it first premiered at Chicago’s American 
Theater Company in 2012. However, because of  
the subject matter it delves into—Islamic terrorism, 
9/11, and oppression among many of  America’s 
minorities—Disgraced has been met with some 
criticism. The ultimate issue that is most often raised 
being whether it challenges or enhances America’s 
stigma around Muslim Americans. Does it present 
a progressive way to look into our relations with 
immigrants from Islamic countries, or does it do the 
opposite and perpetuate xenophobia?

Disgraced has received praise for its portrayal of  
conflicting feelings many Muslim Americans 
have with their own religion and Islamic nations: 
struggling to disassociate themselves with radical 
Islamic terrorists, yet understanding the reasons 
these organizations were created in retaliation against 
actions taken by the U.S. It also tackles the issue of  
prejudice against people from Islamic nations. Amir 
changes his name to become more “hirable” and 
have a better chance of  becoming a partner at the 
law firm he works at. His nephew Abe also changes 
his name, which was originally Hussein Malik.

Disgraced also tackles the naivety of  white Americans—
since many have not experienced oppression in the 
same way—they have difficulty recognizing it around 
them. When Abe comes to Amir asking to defend 
his friend who was arrested for possibly funding 

terrorist organizations, Amir initially chooses not to 
participate. That is until his wife, Emily, convinces 
him to do it. This action has a snowball effect and 
greatly changes the outcome of  all these characters’ 
lives. Amir foresaw how others might react, but Emily 
was entirely unaware of  the consequences. Ultimately 
displaying, no matter how well-intentioned, the lack 
of  understanding many white people can have in 
terms of  prejudice and oppression.

Salma Abu Ayyash reviewed the play for HowlRound 
and cited “the most important troubling aspect of  the 
play—pitting oppressed people against each other.” 
During the dinner scene Amir, Isaac, and Jory all fight 
to show who has experienced the worst and most 
prejudice. They all try to top one another and fight 
to see who is more oppressed, all the while showing 
prejudice against one another. The problem Ayyash 
saw with this portrayal is that it undervalues the fact 
that all three feel oppression individually—believing 
that oppression does not live on a spectrum, it either 
happens to someone or doesn’t. Ayyash also writes: 

Moreover, although the play points out that 
hatred between Muslims and Jews is partly fed by 
the Israeli “take over” [colonization] of  Palestine, 
it does not make the very important distinction 
between Zionism/colonialism and Judaism. 
The play would have one believe that religious 
antagonisms are a, or the, core problem, when in 
fact colonization is, and religious interpretations 
simply feed this problem. Failure to point out the 
root cause of  this problem, further propagates 
prejudice against Judaism and Islam.

Some, like Ayyash, believe an important opportunity 
is missed when highlighting the fact that all of  them 
experience oppression every day, they use engrained 
religious differences as a way to dismantle each 
other’s arguments. Yet the surface issues between 
Palestine and Israel are most commonly discussed 
the way Akhtar portrays them. What requires him to 
also include Zionism—an entirely different issue to 
tackle in this 90-minute play? In a similar fashion, 
when slavery is discussed in plays the conversation 

playwrighT ayad akhTar receiving The puliTzer 
prize For BesT drama For his play disgraced.
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usually does not go back to the Atlantic Slave Trade. 
It is discussed in a timeframe closer to where America 
stands now—a timeframe that modern playwrights 
have witnessed or experienced firsthand. These 
playwrights are not asked to delve into this subject 
matter, or to provide dialogue with broader historical 
context for their characters. 

Akhtar has always said that he does not speak for 
the Muslim community of  America as a whole. He 
simply writes what he knows and creates characters 
that he finds interesting. Yet because it delves into 
the subject matter that it does—Muslim Americans 
and their relations with both the country that took 
them in, and the country from which they came—
it is being highly scrutinized, because there are not 
a plethora of  plays being performed on American 
stages dealing with the same issues. Akhtar’s play is 
being viewed as an opportunity—and for some a 
missed opportunity—to engage and shift American’s 
perception of  Muslim Americans since 9/11. Yet 
Akhtar has never said this was the intention. His idea 

for Disgraced came from an offhanded comment he 
made during a dinner, which did not go over well. 
Everything within the world of  Disgraced could easily 
be conceived within our present one. Especially 
now—with Islamophobia at an all-time high in 
America—there seems to be no contingencies that 
would omit this conversation from entering an 
American dinner table. 

When interviewed by CBS News Ayad Akhtar had this 
to say: “For many people, hearing the word Muslim 
is not too dissimilar to hearing the word cancer. But 
what am I gonna do about it? Keep telling really great 
stories and hopefully enough people catch on and 
say: ‘You know what? It’s not about that, it’s about 
something else, like being human!” This seems to be 
a common issue within the world of  representation 
and theater. So many times we want to influence 
others and change their perspective—which can be 
a very positive and necessary objective. However, we 
forget that the theater is a method of  storytelling, 
where all human beings should be represented.

The Abrahamic Faiths
Three of  the largest world religions: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam; share a common figure, the 
prophet Abraham, and as a result are often referred to 
as The Abrahamic Faiths. Each of  these religions has 
a rich and storied history that would take books upon 
books to truly explain, but for now let’s look at some of  
the commonalities and differences between these three 
religious practices. 

To take it back to the start all three religions view 
Abraham as a prophet who revealed the monotheistic 
God that they worship to the world. Similarly, the 
writings about the history of  God’s relationship with 
man and the creation of  the world are documented 
in the Pentateuch (the first five books of  the Jewish 
Torah), The Old Testament (the first five books of  the 
Christian Bible), and even the Quran (the Islamic holy 
book). All three faiths believe in a God that created the 
world, rules it, judges, loves, and forgives. 

Where they differ, with regards to doctrine, comes 
largely from when they believe the last prophet of  God 
spoke to humanity. In the Jewish tradition Malachi (5th 
century B.C.E.) is often seen as one of  the last prophets 

and humanity is currently awaiting the Messiah, or savior, 
that God will send. The Christian tradition views Jesus 
of  Nazareth (1st century B.C.E.) as the Messiah, and the 
son of  God. Christianity takes on many of  the beliefs 
of  the Jewish tradition, but views Jesus’s teachings as 
a new covenant with God. The Islamic tradition views 
Muhammad ibn Abdullah (7th century B.C.E.) is seen as 
the final prophet of  God. Islam holds a number of  the 
beliefs of  both the Jewish and Christian traditions, and 
views Jesus of  Nazareth as a major prophet, although 
Islamic worshippers predominantly believe the Messiah 
has yet to arrive.

It would be unwise to assert that a shared heritage 
and tradition would necessarily mean a peaceful 
understanding between these religions. Even within 
competing sects of  each respective religion there has 
been strife. That said, America was founded with a 
belief  that all people should be able to worship who they 
choose and how they choose. A belief  that all religions 
and sects deserved a shared respect and that no one 
should be discriminated against regardless of  who, how, 
or if  they worship. A belief  we hope will be extended to 
all Americans, regardless of  religious background.
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The Pakistan Partition:
A History of India and Pakistan

In Disgraced, Amir is questioned about where his 
parents were born. On his initial work forms he 
indicated his family was from India, because, as he 
states in the play, when his father was born in 1946, 
it was India. However, his parents grew up in what 
is present-day Pakistan. In the 19th century India 
was still under British colonial rule. In 1885, the 
Hindu-dominated Indian National Congress (INC) 
met for the first time. In the early 20th century, 
Britain attempted to divide the province of  Bengal 
along sectarian (or religious) lines, this was met 
with strong protest from the INC but also led to 
the formation of  the Muslim League, which feared 
(as a religious minority) that their needs would not 
be heard. For a while the INC and the Muslim 
League worked alongside one another in opposition 
to British rule. Both groups supported Britain in 
World War I with the assumption that they would 
be granted political concessions up to and including 
independence following the war. When India was 
denied independence after the fallout of  the war the 
Muslim League began to make plans for the separate 
Muslim state.

Towards the end of  World War II public opinion 
had swung against Churchill in Britain and the new 
guard (a pro-independence Labour Party) almost 

immediately voted for India’s Independence. As 
Independence neared India descended into a 
sectarian civil war between the Hindu and Muslim 
populations. The Indian Viceroy Mountbatten 
pleaded with the Muslim and Hindu leaders for 
a unified India, but they could not find a pathway 
towards peace. Instead, it was decided that the 
largely Muslim portion of  northeastern India would 
be partitioned to form Pakistan. The problem the 
government found, when settling on a border was 
just how intermingled the populations were. Once a 
border was decided, Muslims and Hindus on either 
side of  the line fled their homes to get to the ‘right’ 
side of  the border, not to mention the populations 
of  Christians, Sikhs, and other minority faiths that 
were caught in the crossfire. Approximately 10 
million people uprooted themselves fleeing north 
or south in the ensuing chaos and about 500,000 
lives were lost in the melee. Following the formal 
partition in 1947 India and Pakistan have fought 
three major wars and one minor war over territorial 
disputes. Amir attempts to distance himself  from 
any bad notions his bosses might have connected to 
the war-torn history of  Pakistan, but, as with many 
things in Disgraced, the facts of  the matter are much 
more complicated than a simple black and white 
assessment.  

india BeFore 1947 india and pakisTan aFTer 1947
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Cultural Appropriation
Emily, Amir’s wife, and Isaac, Jory’s husband, are both 
involved with art. Emily is a painter who has become 
fascinated with Islamic art such as murals and tile 
mosaics. Isaac is a curator at the Whitney Museum in 
New York City who has adopted an affinity for Emily’s 
art, and Emily herself. During the play, Amir makes the 
point about how Islam teaches that representational 
art in a home is forbidden by the Quran. Therefore, 
there is a certain irony in creating art inspired by 
Islam. Emily doesn’t see this at first, and only admits 
her naiveté in this regard as the play closes. How does 
the idea of  cultural appropriation then come into play 
throughout Ayad Akhtar’s Disgraced?

Cultural appropriation is the use of  a culture’s 
symbols, artifacts, genres, rituals, or technologies by 
members of  another culture.  Since the 1960's, there 
has been a higher degree of  awareness when it comes 
to racial/minority representation in popular culture. 
Art created by people of  color in America has paved 
the way for monumental art forms like jazz, rock 
music, and tap-dancing. These forms of  art have 
pervaded mass culture in influential ways that raise the 
bar for which future art pieces adapting their forms 
must acknowledge them. But somewhere down the 
line, each of  these forms was commandeered by white 
people, who began taking ownership of  them. For 
example, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, a black man, was 
one of  the most successful American entertainers and 
an early herald of  tap dancing. However, Fred Astaire 
still casts a shadow across this man’s legacy, because 
Astaire had more opportunity to become famous for 
his abilities and Robinson did not. So what happens 
when we take ownership of  another culture’s elements? 
Perhaps the intent is harmless, and maybe even well-
intentioned, but there is something to be said about 
a piece of  art losing a degree of  authenticity when 
performed by people that said piece is not about. 

If  you look closely, you can see examples of  cultural 
appropriation happening all the time. As a holiday, 
Halloween serves as a day where this kind of  offense 
soars as people, knowingly or not, dress up as people 
of  other cultures, often donning cheap imitations of  
clothing or accessories that might have significant value 

to those cultures. In music, pop stars like Katy Perry 
and Madonna have chosen costumes or performances 
with visual representation of  cultures that aren’t their 
own. 

In theater, appropriation happens all too often. Old 
example that are still produced today are works like 
The Mikado and Madame Butterfly. Both are 19th-century 
operas written by white men, performed by white 
people, but telling the story of  people of  color. Let 
alone the fact that whitewashing is a prevalent issue 
for these two shows, their whole creation is based in 
appropriation. Even more recently, the musical Miss 
Saigon has returned to Broadway; it was written by 
a white, French musical theatre duo, and it was also 
based on Madame Butterfly. Films such as Malibu’s 
Most Wanted present similar problems, as the film was 
written by white men, and portrays the characters of  
color purely as stereotypes. 

As artists, we always have a responsibility to those 
who have created the art. Part of  dramaturgy in 
understanding a playwright’s intent and making sure 
it is followed through. Certain stories depict certain 
life experiences that can only be believably related 
to by people who have lived something similar. Of  
course, all acting is living truthfully under imaginary 
circumstances, but some circumstances are dictated by 
the script for a reason and cannot be tampered with. 
For this reason, August Wilson plays feature black 
people, because his plays tell of  the African-American 
experience, not the white American experience. 
Writers like Wilson don’t discredit art created and 
performed by white people; rather, they recognize 
the need for inclusive storytelling. Emily reimagining 

recenT producTion oF the Mikado 
played By all whiTe acTors.
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Islamic art by freely interpreting its forms is a choice 
she makes without understanding the full original 
intent of  the form. Original Islamic tile mosaics and 
Persian miniatures were created by people of  color 
in bygone civilizations who lived a specific lifestyle 
that white people can simply not understand. Often, 
these choices are made innocently with the idea that 
it is okay to appreciate other cultures by sharing them 
yourself. So the question then becomes: is it yours to 
share in the first place? Do you have a credible voice 
when speaking on the subject, or have you not done 
your research to fully realize what you’re doing? A 
starting point in coming to a conclusion for where this 
fine line is must be respect. 

Respect for another’s culture and the desire for a 
mutual exchange is something that has seldom been 
agreed to in the past. Throughout history, white Euro-
centric culture has imposed its values and traditions 
upon others, and has expected bits of  other culture in 
return. So while there is nothing inherently wrong with 
eating sushi, practicing yoga, or wearing headscarves, 
it is important to understand where bits of  assimilated 
culture come from. This line between exchange and 
appropriation can be especially messy in regard to 
intent. Most white people who adopt dreadlocks as 
a choice for their hairstyle likely don’t do it to offend 
anyone, but it should raise an eyebrow to know that 
dreadlocks on black people, people who created the 
hairstyle thousands of  years ago, are not considered 
professional in some business institutions. Some 
people, often people of  color, feel the need to change 
things about the way they look or sound to survive in 
the modern Westernized world.  For white people to 
then take parts of  cultures not belonging to them and 
don them as a means of  personal expression can be 
considered a little tasteless.

Something similar happens in Ayad Akhtar’s Disgraced 
when Isaac declares he wants to give Emily’s art the 
attention it deserves by showcasing it in an exhibit at 
the Whitney. He tells her at the end of  the second 
scene that she, as a white woman, will be accused of  
“orientalism.” She then argues that people get too 
“caught up in the optics,” meaning the way in which 
something is perceived. She’s right about that, but 
she doesn’t realize that it’s because she approaches 
the subjects she chooses to paint about from a place 

of  privilege. She aims to freely adopt elements of  a 
culture that is still not fully known to her, then reap 
the profits and credibility the art world can give her.

While Amir likely doesn’t mind that his wife values the 
artistic expression of  his prior faith despite his current 
standing with it, he openly recognizes a cyclical irony 
in a more privileged white person adopting interest 
in something foreign and exotic, much like the 
play’s opening scene where Emily recreates Diego 
Velázquez’ Portrait of  Juan de Pareja. As mentioned in 
the play, the original painting was of  Velázquez’ slave. 
Amir quickly questions why she would think of  this 
particular painting from the distant past as she paints 
her husband. She denies accusations that she might be 
painting him as her own kind of  slave by both Amir 
and Isaac. Even though she intended no harm, Emily 
was still painting a man of  color while being inspired 
by a painting featuring a disenfranchised slave.

So what can one do to avoid appropriating the cultures 
of  other people? Research is always a good idea. If  
something intrigues you, whether it be art, literature, 
food, or clothing, it’s great to wonder about what you’ve 
come across and learn more about it. Emily believes 
in the universal themes of  the human experience, and 
those themes of  joint struggle, survival, and hope are 
all valid to all people. But just because one can relate to 
something doesn’t mean that they have a claim on it. 
If  something piques your interest, look into its history; 
find out its origin, as well as why it may be significant 
to a certain group of  people.

porTland sTage’s producTion oF Ma rainey’s 
BLack BottoM By augusT wilson.
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Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner...
The inspiration behind Disgraced came one night 
when Ayad Ahktar, the playwright, made a slightly 
offhand comment at a dinner party that was not well 
received. He then formatted his now Pulitzer Prize–
winning play around a dinner scene. But Ahktar 
is not the first playwright, and most definitely will 
not be the last, to use this setting as a predominant 
force for storytelling. Plays throughout the decades 
have used dinner or cocktail parties as a means to 
instigate feuds and catalyze a change in the dramatic 
arc of  their stories. Dinner settings give characters 
ample opportunity to face each other head on with 
little distraction to turn to—or hide from. In many 
cases, the cocktail hour before “dinner is served” is 
the greatest fuel to the fire. As characters begin to 
drink, their lips become looser and their true feelings 
that were intentionally harbored now come to the 
surface. However, even though many plays utilize 
the ever important “dinner scene,” the method and 
overall outcome varies with each scenario.

August: Osage County by Tracy Letts
In this play about a distanced family coming together 
following the death of  their patriarch, The whole first 
act builds up to a monumental dinner scene where 
Violet, the matriarch, is obviously impaired and 
decides to unleash her thoughts on all of  her family 
members while sitting at the head of  the table—in 
full control. This culminates in an explosion from 
Barbara, her eldest daughter, where she accuses her 
mother of  a pill addiction and eventually fights her 
to the ground for the bottle. Without this scene 
perhaps Barbara would never have mustered the 
courage to confront her mother on her obvious 
relapse. She might have just let it go, knowing she 

would be leaving Oklahoma soon and wouldn’t have 
to deal with it. often people can be extremely passive; 
however, a little liquor and nowhere to run seems to 
provide the perfect catalyst.

Cock by Mike Bartlett
A gay couple in a stable relationship lives in a trendy 
London neighborhood. That is, until John tells his 
boyfriend, M, that he has been seeing a woman, W. 
The entire play leads up to a climatic dinner scene. 
M has invited W over for dinner so he can meet the 
woman John has fallen in love with. Wine is poured 
and pleasantries exchanged, until another character 
enters the picture—M has also invited his father, F. 
The entire play leads up to a brilliantly written scene 
where W pour hers heart out for John and he must 
choose. Without this dinner scene, there would be 
no play—or at least no resolution. Dinner seems 
to be the only opportunity for people to meet and 
discuss something. Even people who are enemies 
and hate each other are generally willing to sit down 
for dinner. Which is very interesting because dinner, 
and eating in general, can be a very private act. Yet no 
matter how people view each other, everyone does 
it. Dinner and the act of  eating with someone else is 
a universal setting, something playwrights can easily 
get behind without much explanation.

God of  Carnage by Yasmina Reza 
Although they don’t technically meet for dinner, 
the setting within God of  Carnage follows a similar 
circumstance. Two couples meet at one’s apartment 
to try and workout an incident that occurred between 
their two children during a playground altercation. 
The couples are initially cordial with each other, but 
as drinks escalate and irritations are poked, they begin 
to assimilate the very matter they are there to discuss. 
The entire act ends up pushing past their issues with 
the other’s child and into each other. The volatile one 
act mixed with a cocktail party–like setting allows 
a glimpse into how a cordial meeting can easily 
erupt into chaos. The setting allows no barriers or 
distractions—minus one of  the character’s phone 
constantly going off—because it all takes place in 
someone’s home. Meetings like this that happen at 

sTill From august: osage county.
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a restaurant can change the dynamic of  the entire 
play. Not to say that it would make it less interesting, 
but there is something interesting when an audience 
watches something that only they are witness to. 
Only the people within the world of  this play and 
those sitting in the seats that surround it are aware of  
the situation unfolding before them.

Macbeth by William Shakespeare
In Macbeth, even though the feasting scene is not 
the setting for the predominant action, it does lend 
an interesting dynamic to the overall action of  the 
play. Unlike God of  Carnage, where the characters 
are eventually able to release everything they feel 
because they are completely alone, Macbeth’s 
feasting scene offers the opposite result. During this 
scene Banquo’s ghost visits Macbeth. Banquo was 
murdered by Macbeth’s direct order. He chooses 
the feast to visit and haunt the newly crowned King 
of  Scotland. However, because a feast is going on 
Macbeth must try to guard his reactions so others 
do not suspect anything. Yet he does this miserably 
because he believes he is hallucinating once again. 
This initiates an angry and fearful Lady Macbeth to 
confront her husband about his awkward nature. If  
this scene did not take place during a feast with others 
around, Macbeth’s reactions would perhaps be less 
frantic. Lady Macbeth’s reaction would perhaps be 
one of  concern instead of  disdain for her husband 
at his momentary lapse of  sense. The tension within 
this scene might have dissolved if  it did not have the 
presence of  other characters to look upon the action.

Dinner at Eight by George S. Kaufman 
and Edna Ferber
In the Depression era, Mr. and Mrs. Oliver Jordan 
host a dinner party to honor Lord and Lady Ferncliffe. 
Before dinner is even served a business buyout is 
revealed, an affair is announced, suicide is pondered, 
and another underhanded business scheme is all 
exposed. The idea for the play was to reveal the 
complex relationships New Yorkers had during the 
height of  the Depression. The idea was so complex 
that George S. Kaufman did not want to touch the 
project, fearing its intricacies. However, the idea to 
set it all at a dinner party seemed to ease Kaufman’s 
mind; it provides the perfect scenario for various 
New York socialites to gather and discuss their 
personal and public personas. Everything comes to 
fruition in one sweep, rather than in various scenes 
that would require complex scenarios to relay all the 
information both playwrights wanted to expose.

Playwrights most certainly write about what they 
know, and dinner is no exception. A time where a 
family, loved ones, and friends all sit down to discuss 
their day and what is happening in the world around 
them. The dinner dynamic has most certainly proved 
its worth in the theater. Here’s to the next great 
dinner scene and to your next dinner party!

phoTo oF riFT’s immersive producTion oF MacBeth.

sTill From The Film dinner at eight.
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Post-Show Activities

1. Amir was pressured by Abe and Emily to legally assist Abe’s friend, Imam, despite his feelings against it. Do 
you agree or disagree with Amir’s choice to ultimately help Abe’s friend? Why?

2. Throughout Disgraced, Amir seems pretty confident that he’ll receive a partnership over Jory, but doesn’t. 
What factors, in your opinion, do you believe lead to this decision that didn’t favor Amir? Do you believe the 
decision is justified? Explain.

3. Refer to the article titled “Features on Production: An Interview with Fight Choreographer Sally Wood”  
(pg. 14-15). Stage combat, or violence on stage, can often be used as a tool by playwrights to advance the story. 
In what ways did the stage violence in Disgraced affect the play’s storytelling? Was it necessary? Justify your 
answer.

4. Read the article, “The Critical Conversation” (pg. 28-29). Now write your own review in which you give 
your opinion of  the play and respond to some of  the issues raised in the article. Which of  the opinions men-
tioned in the article do you most closely agree with, and why? Do any of  the other critics’ opinions make you 
think about the play in a different way?

From leFT: roByn payne (Jory), Jonas cohen (isaac), roya shanks (emily), and alex purcell (amir).
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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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