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First Impressions

( Women: Class & Racial Identity \ Gender & Class in

Women earned the right to vote in 1920 under the .

Nineteenth Amendment of the Constitution. By 1933, BlaCk Pearl Slngs"

when the play is set, women were finally able to reap

some of the benefits of suffrage. However, black Where | come from if a woman can cook
women were not allowed to fully exercise these rights, they don’t let her do anything but cook.
especially in southern states, until the 1960s. In the -Susannah Mullally

fight for civil rights, many of the issues that would

eventually shed light on inequality and lead to the end Why you look at somebody poor

of segregation would not occur for 20 more years. and think their life authentic?

African Americans were still living in the wake of the Ain’t your own life authentic?
nation’s Civil War mentality. The North may have won - Pearl

but that did not change southern treatment of black
Americans. On top of the tensions between the races,
the Great Depression hit in the fall of 1929, with the
economy reaching rock bottom in 1933. This created a
setback economically for all Americans. Politically and
socially Americans were aware of the women'’s fight
for progress. However, class and race remained a
barrier that black women were still attempting to
hurdle.

Do you believe there is racial equality today? Where
do you see equality and/or inequality? What about
women'’s rights? Do women have the same rights as
men in America today? Is there still gender
inequality? How does our current economy influence

the issue of equal rights today, like it did during The
kGreat Depression? /

Women'’s Prison in the early 1900s

( Oral History: Story through Song

Oral history is the collection and study of historical information as told by those that experienced an event
or are passing down stories generation by generation. Common of ancient cultures, sometimes the only
way to preserve a group’s shared history and mythology was through songs and storytellers. However, as
certain cultures became extinct or assimilated, if no written record of their past existed, that piece of
history was forever lost. In the 1930s the Works Progress Administration, under Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal, sent out interviewers from the Library of Congress to record the history of the people of the United
States. The Library of Congress was particularly interested in the folk songs of America - which told the
stories of early American settlers who moved across the country. Awareness has grown over the past 80
years about the importance and significance of a recorded oral history from those that experienced, first-
hand, events that are quickly becoming our distant past. This recorded history helps keep these memories
and events alive and vital as we move into our future.

How are “Oral Histories” recorded today? Will we look back at YouTube videos and podcasts to track
what our culture was like today? What parts of our history are important to us today? What do you hope
is preserved from our culture now for years to come?
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When a person dies, a library is lost.
-Susannah Mullally




Meet the Playwright

Frank Higgins

Playwright Frank Higgins grew up in San Diego, California. He attended college at
the University of Missouri-Kansas City, where he still lives and teaches today.
Currently, he teaches playwriting for the Theatre History and Dramaturgy
Department. Higgins has written many plays, including The Country of the Blind,
The Sweet By 'n’ By, Gunplay, Miracles, Lovers Leap, The Taste Test. His plays for
young audiences include The Slave Dancer’s Choice, Anansi the Spider and The

Middle Passage. Frank Higgins at Ford’s Theatre in D.C.

55 Word Interview with Frank Higgins

/In One Word, how would you sum up this piece?
Soulful.

In Two Words, what material inspires you to write?
Human beings.

In Three Words, where is your favorite place to write?
The rehearsal room.

In Four Words, who was this play written for?
Myself and/or others.

In Five Words, what was the most exciting moment to write in this piece?
Definitely the last two minutes.

In Six Words, describe the first play you were proud of writing?
| try not to look back.

In Seven Words, what themes are reoccurring in your work?
Best not to self-examine it or else--

In Eight Words, what was different about the first draft of this play?
It was too long, then went on longer.

In Nine Words, why did this story need to be told?
Maybe because it puts our inner life on stage.

/In Ten Words, what should students walk away thinking about?
The importance of songs, and the sacrifices others have made.
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Ford’s Theatre production of Black Pearl Sings! (2010)
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SYynopsis

Act One

The play opens during the summer of 1933 at a women’s prison farm in southeast Texas. Susannah, a researcher
from the Library of Congress, hears Pearl singing outside the room she collects folksongs from inmates. Susannah is
in search of a song that predates American slavery, and Pearl hopes to be freed in an effort to search for her
daughter in Houston, who she has been out of touch with for months. Susannah hopes locating this song will secure
her an lvy League academic position. Pearl, assuming she will not attain parole, allows Susanna to record the song
only if Susannah agrees to help find her daughter in Houston - a deal is made.

Susannah takes several unsuccessful trips to Houston to find Pearl’s daughter. Pearl still feels reluctant to trust
Susannah. In an effort to assuage her concerns, she shares with Pearl the story of a rare song from Ireland she
discovered. Her male boss took credit for finding it and, because of this wrong-doing, she would not do the same to
Pearl. Susannah briefly leaves Pearl alone to get the recording device from her car, during which time Pearl picks the
lock on her shackles with a letter opener to escape. She threatens to flee, but Susannah tells her she plans to get
Pearl parole by sharing her song and story with the governor. Pearl finally agrees and sings the cotton picking song,
“Reap What You Sow.”

A month later, Susannah awaits for word on Pearl’s parole. She knows the governor’s assistant from college and
hopes this gives them a better chance. Susannah returns to Houston and discovers the boardinghouse kicked out
Pearl’s daughter for not paying rent though kept her belongs, which Susannah brings back to Pearl. In a jewelry box,
Pearl finds the blue scarf, which was passed down from her grandfather. During the Civil War, when the Union set the
slaves on her island free, her grandfather went to fight and returned with the scarf.

Pearl receives parole. Pearl thinks this means she can return to Houston to search for her daughter, although the
parole is not unconditional. As Pearl is in Susannah’s custody, the pair will go to New York to present Pearl’s songs.
Susannah has a feeling that Pearl is not sharing all of her has songs with her. At the end of Act 1, Pearl sings to
herself an African song she has not yet shared.

Act Two

The women stay at a friend of Susannah’s Greenwich Village apartment in early 1934. They have a singing
engagement that night. Susannah tells Pearl about a friend of hers from the Library of Congress, who is headed to
Hilton Head to connect with Pearl’s sister in the continuing search to locate her daughter. As they practice that
evening’s script, Pearl begins to doubt herself and whether the audience will like her. Susannah tells her that the
people of Manhattan will come see her and realize the world of their ancestors is disappearing. With confidence
restored, Pearl| gets the audience to sing along with “Kum Ba Yah.” Susannah senses that she is losing control over
Pearl, which threatens their partnership.

The next morning, Pearl returns from a late evening out at the Cotton Club with the women from the historical
society. Susannah wants to discuss with Pearl the etiquette of the performance. For instance, she does not want
Pearl to pass the hat. As they argue, Pearl reveals that the women from the historical society were talking about
Susannah; they think she does important work but is aging. Susannah tells Pearl about that night’s performance for
the Modern Language Association and that, if these women like them, they’ll make lots of money. Susannah will give
Pearl all their financial earnings because all she is interested in is attaining the Harvard job. Susannah thinks the
performance will be more authentic if Pearl wears prison stripes. Pearl decides that to avoid the demeaning request,
she will sing Susannah her family’s ancient song. But a telegram arrives with news of Pearl’s daughter. On her way
to the island, she gave birth on the train and only the baby survived. A devastated Pearl walks out on Susannah.

Pearl returns the next morning when Susannah receives word that her daughter named her baby Pearl before dying
of an infection. Pearl’s sister is en-route to an Atlanta hospital to pick-up the baby. Pearl wants to have an
impromptu service for her daughter. Additionally, she wants to make up for the performance she missed the night
before. Pearl makes a choice: she wants to provide for her family and help preserve her culture. Pearl decides not to
share her family’s song from the slave ship with Susannah. She will pass it onto her granddaughter instead. The play
ends with her singing this African song in memory of her daughter.






