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PENUMBRA THEATRE STUDY GUIDE 
Sex Diary of an Infidel 

By Michael Gurr 
 
Penumbra Theatre is proud to provide this study guide to enhance your lesson plan. 
Penumbra creates professional productions that are artistically excellent, thought 
provoking, relevant, and illuminate the human condition through the prism of the African 
American experience. The productions encourage and facilitate a culturally diverse and 
all-inclusive America by using theatre to teach, criticize, comment and model. 
 
We invite you and your class to experience Sex Diary of an Infidel which is scheduled to 
run from February 9 through March 5, 2006. Show times are Wednesday 10am matinee, 
Thursday 7:30pm, Friday 8:00pm, Saturday 2pm matinee and 8pm, Sunday 2pm matinee 
and 7:30pm. There are seven “Talk Backs”  after the performance where the audience can 
discuss directly with experts the play, its theme and interpretation. “Talk Backs”  are 
scheduled on February 8, 9, 10, 16, 17, 18 and 23, 2006. There will be a symposium at 
Hamline University, (date and location to be announced), that will continue many of the 
discussions and questions raised in the study guide. The symposium is free and open to 
the public - contact the Box Office for more information. 
 
Individual student tickets are $15 and group rates are available as well. The theatre is 
located in the Hallie Q. Brown/Martin Luther King Community Center at 270 North Kent 
Street, in the heart of Saint Paul’s Selby-Dale neighborhood. It is very easy to get to and 
there is a parking lot. Directions and a map are online at www.penumbratheatre.org. 
 
Please contact the Box Office at 651.224.3180 for tickets, more information, requests for 
classroom presentations, or a copy of the script.  
 
The Penumbra website, www.penumbratheatre.org, has a special section dedicated to 
educators with updates to this study guide including additional resources and 
opportunities for students and teachers. We welcome your feedback so the site can be 
useful as well as easy to use. 
 
If any of your students are interested in theatre, the Penumbra Summer Institute is a six-
week summer arts program for junior and high school students. Participants discover and 
explore the wealth of contributions to theatre by African Americans through a curriculum 
that includes dance, creative writing, literature, history, acting, and performance.  
Culminating with a final recital, the Summer Institute introduces students to a new 
paradigm beyond their own perceived boundaries. For more information and to sign up, 
please contact Sarah Bellamy, Associate Producer, at 651.290.8686 x 283 or at 
sarah.bellamy@penumbratheatre.org. 
   
Thank you and we look forward to seeing you in the lobby! 
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A Brief Overview on the History of Afr ican American Theater 
Penumbra Theatre Study Guide 

 
Aspects of the dramatic performing arts can be found in cultures around the world. 

Globally speaking, American Theater is a relatively new tradition. As theater has evolved 

from the African roots of Greek tragedy to Shakespearean epics, American stages have 

produced a wide range of plays, largely influenced by the diverse peoples inhabiting this 

nation. In its early years, American Theater reflected the lives of its proponents, namely 

white, property-owning, Christian men. Ironically, even as America established itself as a 

sovereign nation, the drama of the day came largely from Europe, which boasted a large 

cannon of work. As Americans established a body of work, however, the issues 

represented began to reflect dominant political and social trends. One of the nation’s most 

successful and fraught enterprises was racialized slavery in the American South. Depicted 

on white stages, black characters often fit into stereotypical characters which would haunt 

American stages for decades to come. Some of the most prevalent were the Sambo, the 

Uncle, the Mammy and the Jezebel. These stereotypes would be reflected over and again 

in the theater, usually depicted by white actors in blackface.  

 Minstrelsy, a tradition born out of the plantation culture of the antebellum South, 

was very popular in the 19th Century. White entertainers would do comedic impressions 

of, or parody, the stories, songs and dance, jokes and music of black slaves for white 

audiences. Minstrelsy was a very lucrative form of theater for many years. White 

audiences filled houses to laugh at representations of happy, contented and dim-witted 

slaves. The tradition would continue long into the mid-1900s and for many years, (largely 

due to the audience expectations created by these white performers) the only work black 

performers could find was to perform in minstrel shows, in blackface. It reinforces the 

notion that the depictions of blackness and black people on white stages was not real. 

Even black actors had to “perform” white ideas of blackness by darkening their skin, 

wearing silly costumes and miming white actors’  depictions of stereotypes.  

 One of the first theater companies to offer some kind of contradiction to these 

stereotypes was established in 1821 in New York City and was called The African Grove 

Theater. It was founded by William Henry Brown and James Hewlett, both who had 

traveled by ship throughout the Caribbean, where story-telling, performance, dance and 
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music were essential to the culture and survival of the slaves working on sugar cane and 

tobacco plantations, salt flats and mines. The company performed tragedies and comedies 

from Shakespeare to American playwrights. Eventually, the need for work that came 

from within the African American experience proved itself. Two years after it opened, 

the first play written and produced by an African American was presented there in 1823. 

The play, The Drama of King Shotaway, by Brown, played to mixed (though 

predominately black) audiences that year. However, many whites were adamantly 

opposed to the existence of such a theater and frequent police raids, harassment and 

threats forced Brown and Hewlett to relocate the theater several times throughout the 

lower East side of Manhattan. Eventually, the white opposition won out over the tenacity 

of the black actors, directors and producers of The African Grove Theater Company and 

it closed its doors permanently.1  

 In Hollywood, some of America’s most revered epic films depict the early 

stereotypes created in the theater and in the 1920s and 30s.  Black artists, writers and 

musicians began responding to the racist depictions and creating their own artistic 

representations of black life and philosophy. This period of burgeoning talent and new 

work is known as The Harlem Renaissance. In 1923, the first serious play written by a 

black playwright was produced on Broadway. It was called The Chip Woman’s Fortune 

by Willis Richardson.2 Still, the prevalent trend was for white artists and producers to 

pull from black narrative, song and dance and parody it for audiences. Langston Hughes 

and Jean Toomer were particularly concerned with white representations of blackness in 

the theater. Read below, Langston Hughes’  famous poem “Notes on Commercial 

Theater” : 

You�ve taken my blues and gone --  
You sing �em on Broadway 
And you sing �em in Hollywood Bowl, 
And you mixed �em up with symphonies 
And you fixed �em 
So they don�t sound like me. 
Yep, you done taken my blues and gone.  

                                                
1 For more information see Bernard L. Peterson Jr.’s “ Introduction: The Origin and Development of the 
Black American Playwright from the Antebellum Period to World War II,”  Early Black American 
Playwrights and Dramatic Writers: A Biographical Directory and Catalog of Plays, Films, and 
Broadcasting Scripts. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990) 1-21. 
2 Ibid., 165. 
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You also took my spirituals and gone 
You put me in Macbeth and Carmen Jones 
All kinds of Swing Mikados 
And in everything but what�s about me --  
But someday somebody�ll 
Stand up and talk about me --  
Black and beautiful --  
And sing about me, 
And put on plays about me! 
I reckon it�ll be  
Me myself!  

Yes, it�ll be me.3  

This poem echoes one of the founding tenets of another critical moment in black theater 

history, the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s. It was during this period that some of the 

most celebrated black writers responded vociferously to the racism American citizens 

were struggling against in the Civil Rights Movement. Artists such as LeRoi Jones/Amiri 

Baraka, Ed Bullins, Nikki Giovanni, Harold Cruse, Ray Durem, Adrienne Kennedy, 

Larry Neal and Sonia Sanchez all produced seminal work during this period of time. In 

1959 Lorraine Hansberry’s famous play A Raisin in the Sun opened on Broadway in New 

York City. It was the first time a play written by a black playwright, directed by a black 

director (Lloyd Richards) and written about black people was presented at this level. The 

next twenty years saw an eruption of African American theater companies springing up 

around the country, one of which was Penumbra Theatre Company in St. Paul, 

Minnesota.  

Founded in 1976 by Artistic Director Lou Bellamy, Penumbra addressed issues of 

racial tension and misrepresentation between what were visibly separate black and white 

Americas. Over the last 29 years, Penumbra has provided a consistently clear message 

that the African American experience is rich, dynamic and critical to the American 

theater canon. While visiting the Twin Cities, playwright August Wilson said of 

Penumbra: 

It was with the indomitable spirit associated with pioneers and visionaries that Lou 
Bellamy took a handful of actors over [sic] twenty years ago and challenged them not only to 
believe in themselves but to have a belief larger than anyone’ s disbelief.  When I walked through 
the doors of Penumbra Theatre [sic], I did not know that I would find life-long friends and 
supporters that would encourage and enable my art.  I did not know I would have my first 
professional production, a musical satire called Black Bart and the Sacred Hills.  I did not know 
then what Penumbra Theatre would come to mean to me and that there would come a time when 

                                                
3 Hughes, Langston. The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes. (New York: Vintage, 1995) 215. 
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Penumbra would produce more of my plays than any other theatre in the world.  And that their 
production of The Piano Lesson would become not only my favorite staging but a model of style 
an eloquence that would inspire my future work.  I only knew that I was excited to be in a black 
theater that had real lights, assigned seats and a set that was not a hodgepodge of found and 
borrowed props as had been my experience with all the black theater I had known.  We are what 
we imagine ourselves to be and we can only imagine what we know to be possible.  The founding 
of PTC enlarged that possibility.  And its corresponding success provokes the community to a 
higher expectation of itself.  I became a playwright because I saw where my chosen profession 
was being sanctioned by a group of black men and women who were willing to invest their lives 
and their talent in assuming a responsibility for our presence in the world and the conduct of our 
industry as black Americans.4 

 
Through artistically excellent theater, Penumbra has sought to plumb the depths 

of the human experience by presenting culturally specific and historically accurate 

depictions of African Americans. Sadly, many of the black theater companies founded 

during the BAM have closed over the years, largely due to lack of funding, managerial 

problems and poor attendance. Penumbra’s survival is a testament to all the people who 

believe in its power for social change. Our artists, administration, audiences and 

community have consistently buoyed us up and kept this important institution afloat on 

the occasionally stormy seas of non-profit arts administration. Today, because of our 

growth and the changing world, Penumbra is widely regarded as a pioneer of cross-

cultural dialogue. Our template of finding the universal through the specificity of human 

experience has become a model for teaching, arts application and criticism. We are 

nationally and internationally recognized as a preeminent African American theater 

company.  

 As a more multicultural world becomes a reality, Penumbra Theatre is engaging 

questions of cross-cultural exchange. This year we are producing collaborative work with 

a Native American playwright and a Filipina director, both of whom bring their life 

experiences and cultural nuance to bear on the work that Penumbra does. As Lou 

Bellamy explains, black people “have to be at the table”  for these cross-cultural 

conversations. In an America that increasingly more often accepts oversimplified 

answers, we seek out nuance and enjoy disturbing the veneer. At Penumbra, we provide 

the table at which artists and audiences alike may sit down and rigorously engage one 

                                                
4 August Wilson, excerpted from a speech given at Penumbra Theatre Company, 1997. 
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another with complicated questions. We are proud to have these artists in our midst and 

excited to produce work that circumvents a hackneyed black / white binary.
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Sexing the Scr ipt: Cultural Voyeur ism 
and the Making of Identity in Colonial Europe 

 
“Doesn’ t moral indignation feel a little bit like sexual excitement?”   

-- from Sex Diary of an Infidel by Michael Gurr. 
 
In the play Sex Diary of an Infidel, Michael Gurr elegantly investigates levels of human 

intimacy by playing on the limits of cultural and carnal boundary. The characters, closed 

and remote as islands themselves, illuminate a lascivious tourist exchange between 

Australia and the Philippines. As an Australian photographer and journalist enter 

Manila’s sex industry, what they find is not what they expected. The clandestine 

relationships Gurr creates are parasitic and murky, and seem to mirror a greater political 

arena. The ramifications of a deeply complex colonial history are brought to bear on the 

contemporary lives of Gurr’s characters, reminding audiences of the ghosts that haunt the 

historical and anthropological archive. These same ghosts were firmly rooted in Freudian 

psychoanalysis. As we follow Gurr’s characters through the chambers of human desire, 

they rise up and greet us once again.  They were born in imperial Europe. 

The colonial project as Europe expanded into foreign territory had monumental 

impact on life in the metropolitan centers. Examples are documented in the literature of 

the time, in religious vernacular and legal doctrine. Its influence on European sexual 

culture is less clearly documented, however the visual propaganda of the early 

eighteenth-century illustrates the cultural navigation of the distance, or lack thereof, 

between Europe and its colonies. At the dawn of the eighteenth century a peculiar trend 

in visual culture emerged as medical paintings, known as “remedy”  prints, began to 

circulate.5 The prints illustrated various medical cleansing procedures, including enemas, 

administered in the service of curing ailments. While remedy prints were officially 

categorized under medical illustration, the work often betrayed a sexual subtext and was 

in fact publicly circulated. The line between these prints and pornography was imprecise 

at best. Typically, maids and manservants performed the procedure for aristocrats. Not 

only did remedy prints illustrate the expulsion of filth, thereby reinforcing a doctrine of 

cleanliness prevalent in 18th century Europe, they articulated a particular division of 

                                                
5 See Bellhouse, Mary. “Erotic “Remedy”  Prints and The Fall of The Aristocracy in Eighteenth-Century 
France.”  Political Theory. Vol. 25 No. 5, October 1997, (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1997) 680-
715. 
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class. They inscribed an order of dominance and subordination, merging it with a trope of 

cleanliness. Purity was thus articulated in terms of social class. The depiction of this 

particular moment is purposeful. What you see is not the disease of the aristocracy but its 

purification, leaving the subordinate class holding the bag, so to speak. The scene 

illustrates the purity of the upper class versus the filth or degradation of the lower class. 

The prints also reveal a symbiotic relationship. Without the degeneracy of the servant 

there was no purity for the aristocrat.  

This is a typical Hegelian moment of recognition; in order for the aristocracy to 

exist there must be a servant class that recognizes their existence. Thus power is highly 

nuanced, trading hands even while articulating fixed social codes. In the larger arena of 

European expansionism, the relationship between the imperial powers and the colonies 

was similar. Like metropolitan articulations of class and power, the colonies were 

represented by correlative metaphors. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century, 

Europe experienced a surge in visual and literary propaganda.6 Through remedy prints, 

advertisements, popular media and travel literature this new market was saturated with 

information that collapsed the distance between the colonies and the metropolitan centers 

by making “spectacular use of the human body to signify virtue and vice.” 7 These 

mediums allowed for the transgressions of strict social codes through the use of an 

objectified body.  

Thanks in large part to the father of psychoanalysis, at the turn of the century this 

objectified body was known throughout Europe as “the savage.”  With his publication of 

Totem and Taboo in 1913, Sigmund Freud would forge an enduring link between sexual 

deformity and “the native.”  European cultural scripts at the time were heavily influenced 

by their colonial projects. Notions that colonial life lead to the degeneracy of whites due 

to their proximity to peoples of color, the tropical clime, the lack of white women, even 

the opulence that signaled the very success of the colonial project, reinforced the need to 

stress cleanliness, upright moral character and the primacy of the family in Europe. 

Visual representations of colonial life were sexualized within the context of puritanical 

                                                
6 For more information on this, see Lynn Hunt’s chapter entitled “Pornography and the French Revolution.”  
The Invention of Pornography: Obscenity and the Origins of Modernity, 1500-1800. Lynn Hunt, ed. 
(Cambridge and London: Zone Books/MIT Press, 1993) 301-340. 
7 Bellhouse, ibid., 680. 
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society as they depicted nearly or entirely nude slaves and indigenous peoples. Gender 

was often blurred as well; men were depicted as highly effeminate and women 

Amazonian in proportion and strength. The colony thus became a place to locate the 

bizarre, the terrifying, the exotic and the depraved.  

Freud’s part in rendering the colonies exotic and sexually anomalous cannot be 

underestimated. Two of his most important works emerged around the same time that 

early European anthropologists began documenting their travels to foreign lands. The 

data found in the early anthropological archive we now call scientific racism. It attempted 

to outline a “ family of man,”  organizing separate races along a progressive evolutionary 

timeline. The Aryan races were considered the most advanced. The evolutionary family 

of man then followed a color spectrum backward, tracing shades of skin to the ‘primitive 

reaches of darkest Africa.’  These assumptions were used to outline the history of 

civilization.  

It is no coincidence that the progression of civilization was organized into a 

“ family of man.” 8 The religious rhetoric surrounding European expansion and the 

colonization of foreign territory implied that the indigenous people explorers and 

missionaries encountered were naïve, childlike and unruly. For their own good, the 

propaganda went, the people in the colonies needed Christian missionaries to guide, teach 

and protect them, in order to save their souls. Thus, a kind of paternalism cropped up 

alongside the colonizing mission, and with it a rationale for the European presence and 

control of foreign territory. The theme runs congruent to Freudian psychoanalysis, which 

strove to explain the developmental process of the human being in observable stages. 

Freud’s process is largely based on the nuclear family, and emphasizes procreative 

normalization. In other words, reproduction is regarded as the only normal or natural aim 

of human sexual maturation. In his Three Essays, Freud claimed that by choosing an 

appropriate sexual object a human child enters into the larger social network as a 

reproductive creature. The child rejects its nurturing parents as potential objects and 

ventures away from the family searching for a proper object of the opposite sex. The 

abnormal or immature sexual subject will fixate on something with no procreative 

                                                
8 See Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1995). 
.  
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potential. The foundation upon which Freud’s argument lies necessitated the creation of 

an abnormal subject who did not wish to find an appropriate object choice. 

In the colonies Freudian psychoanalysis played into racial, sexual and cultural 

politics on many planes. On the one hand, the development of a natural or normal subject 

required a degenerate or abnormal object; thus it was in comparison to the indigenous 

colonial populace that the European body politic was articulated. On the other hand, the 

notion of a global family of man allowed Europe access and a right to power over its 

children, i.e. the colonies, outlining carnal and procreative boundaries that would prevent 

race and class transgression.  The racial Other was never fully regarded as a subject (and 

so would never reach sexual maturation or personhood), yet the influence of the Freudian 

narrative on the development of social codes within the colony iterated a call for racial 

purity. In accordance to the Christian trope of paternalism, the relationship between the 

indigenous subject and the white colonist would be read incestuously, thus clarifying that 

the proper object choice for the indigenous person was not the white father or mother but 

another indigenous woman or man.    

Enter: the “savage.”  Freud’s study Totem and Taboo touted the “savage”  as the 

definitive immature subject primarily because of a proclivity, Freud suggests, toward 

incest. Why incest? Because it is the opposite of progress. Why the “savage?” Because 

the savage is the opposite of civilized man. As Freud outlined, the savage represented the 

ultimate assault upon the value system of European societal codes. Not only was the 

savage fixated on non-procreative sex, worse, the sex was incestuous. It actually reversed 

the process of human evolution into degeneracy. Evolutionary progress required 

procreation, procreation necessitated normalcy, normalcy was defined by whiteness; you 

see where this goes. Incidentally, Freud’s theories further empowered the colonial 

mission by inscribing the need for a moral watchdog or paternal presence to prevent the 

“natural inclination”  of indigenous people toward their own perverse demise.  

Who was the “savage”  of whom Freud wrote? His resource material pulls from 

anthropological research of indigenous populations in various locations, but he 

specifically names the Aboriginal people of Australia and the peoples indigenous to 

Sumatra and Fiji. The wretched Freudian “savage”  thus became the doppelganger of 

indigenous man. Frozen in time and maturation, placed in the naïve, infantile realm of the 
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sexually stunted (or, as Freud wrote, fixated) and bizarre, the native body became the 

vestige of abnormal, illicit sexuality.  

While puritanical society (and eventually Freudian psychoanalysis) railed against 

the immorality of non-procreative sex, the libertine movement of the 18th century, 

spearheaded by the Marquis de Sade, glorified it. In spite of attempts to stifle the 

circulation of his writing, Sade’s work was in high demand and spread quickly. It was 

translated from French. It traveled from hand to hand, in secret and in public, spreading 

the tenets of sexual revolution along with it. Sade’s libertinism presented a direct affront 

to the transcendentalist thinking dominant at the time.  His aim was to be as much in his 

body (and in the bodies of others) as possible. Sade’s quest was for an experience of 

complete and total corporeality. The representation of colonies, their taboos of 

miscegenation, gender-bending and degeneracy, the brutal slave regimes which relied on 

excessive corporeality, fascinated him. Consider for a moment his depiction of an island 

of such sexual concoction that the book itself was considered not just heretical but 

impossible. His outraged contemporaries declared that such a place could not exist. But 

exist it did. The colonies were both a map for and outcome of the merging of dominant 

tropes of purity and filth, morality and degeneracy, person and chattel. Sade’s work 

absolutely closed the gap between these oppositionally related dichotomies. His quest for 

complete corporeality located depravity not in the colony, but in Europe. So, where then, 

does our “savage”  really reside? 

There is a wonderful moment in an essay by Michel Rolph-Trouillot that gets 

precisely at the notion of the “savage” ; namely, its elusiveness. Why was the “savage”  so 

difficult to pin down? Early anthropologists in the field were tracking a fantastical and 

phantasmagorical creature that did not inhabit darkest Africa, the tropical paradise of the 

East or West Indies, or any of the ‘primitive’  locations Europe had mapped out and split 

up. As Trouillot explains, “the specialist in savagery [was] in dire straits.” 9 The primitive 

disappoints. It does not look or behave in the way that it is supposed to. It is fractured 

under the weight of too many types; so that, as much as the “savage”  was the impetus for 

the birth of anthropology, anthropology has also been its undoing. The more information 

anthropologists and ethnographers collected about the various indigenous peoples Europe 

                                                
9 Trouillot, ibid., 35. 
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encountered in its project of expansion, the more the “savage”  began to vibrate and shake 

as the archetypal image oscillated between bits of information and data and fantasies, 

trying to account for its oxymoronic and nonsensical couplings. Trouillot imagines his 

researcher in the field, stupefied by the realization that the “savage”  is disappearing 

before his eyes, and in a moment of doubt “takes a picture of himself.” 4   

This moment signals the critical collapse between self and other. The island of the 

“savage”  did not exist anywhere but in Europe, and this is why Sade’s work is so critical 

to the conversation about sexuality as it relates to the colonial mission and the making of 

identity for Europe. As Freud explains in Totem and Taboo, fantasies are ways to divert 

attention away from (or displace) a desire for something which is prohibited, either 

socially or individually. This is the hinge on which his entire argument about the 

organization of “savage”  society swings. For, how is it possible that individuals not 

interested in procreative sex seem to have survived generation after generation? They 

must find some way to get over their “ instinctual”  desire in order to propagate. His 

theoretical movement goes something like this: the “savage”  desires the thing most 

prohibited, which for Freud is incest, because “the sexual life of these poor, naked 

cannibals would [not] be moral in our sense or that their sexual instincts would be 

subjected to any great degree of restriction.” 10 In the name of survival the “savage”  does 

not indulge the desire but instead projects it onto an object.  This object (called a totem), 

now imbued with the power of the terrible desire, becomes socially significant and the 

fear of punishment from the idol itself turns an individual desire into a socially protected 

taboo.11 The “savage”  is then ruled by this totem object; utterly absorbed and controlled 

by spirits that animate an inanimate world.  

Is this, perchance, reminiscent of anything else? Toni Morrison writes that the 

story of the “savage”  is “reflexive; an extraordinary meditation on the self.” 12 Onto native 

peoples Europe projected its most gruesome nightmares, its most exhilarating fantasies, 

and then, having purged themselves of their fixations, held the “savage”  responsible for 

it. The most devious social taboos, incest, inversion (read: homosexuality), masturbation, 

                                                
10 Freud, Sigmund. Totem and Taboo. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1950) 4. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Morrison, Toni. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992) 17. 
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transgressions of gender, class and race, all the “ filth”  was therefore purged from bowels 

of Europe and the brown-skinned people of the colonies were left holding the bag. And 

there you have it, the foundation for contemporary sexual tourism. 

So, off Jean and Martin go, venturing into the lascivious annals of Manila. Jean, a 

journalist, has launched her career off of the story of Tony, a young, drug addicted 

prostitute. Martin, a photographer, will find success by showing pictures of Toni, a 

transvestite prostitute. Through these two characters, dominant “clean”  society finds a 

portal through which they can examine the spectacle of the sex trade. The Ton(i)y’s know 

how to play their parts. They have learned how to make themselves marketable.  

What the public wants of these two characters is not the truth of their lives. 

Society has come to adore Tony, regarding him as a “ fixed point,”  against which they can 

compare themselves. As Jean publicizes his struggle to rise from the depths of 

prostitution, homelessness and addiction, the public looks upon him as a kind of 

touchstone. His story, they claim, is a human story. It would be impossible to employ 

Tony as a moral compass, as the quote from Pascal that Jean reads suggests, if the whole 

story was told; the details of his prostitution (read: homosexuality, gore), the fact that he 

beat a man to death, the fact that he has been extorting money from Jean. None of this 

information would fit neatly into the persona that was created and is now adored. 

Similarly, tourists do not want to know about Toni’s political activism, his tender desire 

for a sex change operation, his poverty-stricken family in the country. Both Tony and 

Toni have told stories that people want to hear, that people pay to hear, in a kind of 

narrative prostitution.  

What sells? What are the tourists seeking in the red-light district of Manila? They 

want their own creations, the manifestations of their own prejudices, desires, fears. They 

pay to experience the theater of their desire and the Ton(i)y’s are actors in the great 

spectacle. As Max explains, the tourists want a little bit, but not all of it.  

 
MAX:  We hardly know these people, only the white version. And that’s the  

attraction. 
JEAN: What do you mean? 
MAX:  Well, whitey doesn’ t go to the forests of Brazil for his illicit  
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multicultural fuck. He comes to where it is the same but not the same. Baseball caps and 
bamboo blinds. We somehow believe that these soft brown people won’ t tell on us. That 

muscle, including the soul, will dilate for the fat white god.
13  

 
The sexualization of Empire makes the allusion to muscle a double-entendre; it suggests 

not just the power of an imperial army that would defeat the “muscle”  of a nation 

struggling to define itself outside of colonialism, but also the dilation of that muscle, an 

enveloping, acquiescence to the penetrative thrust of eurocentrism. Thus the national 

body politic becomes synonymous with the singular, individual body. The sexual 

engagement of different race- and gender-marked bodies therefore begins to articulate 

negotiations of national power. We see the collapse of the macro and microcosmic 

worlds, the closing of the gap between the colony and the metropole, the literal erasure of 

the self and the other as two bodies become intertwined. Gurr’s Manila is a seedy place 

where tourists can take an ecstatic trip via the body of a prostitute, with the aid of liquor 

and drugs if necessary. The tourists come prepared, already equipped with their 

exhaustively detailed fantasies. In the airport, Martin and Jean observe travelers waiting 

to board the plane to Manila: 

 
JEAN: God. He can’ t keep the smile off his face. 
MARTIN: It is just possible that he’s going there for some other reason. 
JEAN:  Like? 
MARTIN: He’s with the U.N. His suitcase is full of manuals on Sustainable Agricultural  

Practices. 
JEAN:  Right. 
MARTIN: Am I starting to hallucinate, or is he actually drooling? 
JEAN:  He’s actually drooling. 14 

 
Once in Manila, the tourists find a prostitute (read: servant, “savage”) on whom to project 

their fantasies. Uninhibited by the peculiarity of the tropical island, they expel their 

“ filth” : the fantasy, the ejaculate, the guilt, and then they leave. Martin expresses outrage 

at this process in the second act. He and Toni have gone to an American naval base to 

protest the arrival of a political figure. The American soldiers throw a spotlight onto 

them: 

 
AMERICAN MAN: I’m talking to the two faggots outside the fence. 
MARTIN: He means us. 

                                                
13 Gurr, Michael. Sex Diary of an Infidel. ( 53. 
14 Ibid., 10. 
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AMERICAN MAN: Go catch your disease somewhere else, OK? 
MARTIN: [towards the voice] Fuck you! . . . Don’ t talk to me about disease! You brought it  

here!15 
 
For the sexual tourist, the submersion experience is complete, and engaging all of the 

senses, the voyage is an excess of corporeality: the visual spectacle of the flora and fauna, 

the aural invasion of the foreign language, the oral stimulation of the cuisine, the heat and 

humidity, and finally the sex. It is like dipping into an idyllic but dangerous pool, 

stepping into the unconscious, the fantasy revolving inside one’s brain. The brain shuts 

down, the body takes over; a completely corporeal experience. It is Sade’s inhibition:  

 
JEAN:  They’ ll be in a different country. It’s a syndrome. 
MARTIN: . . .What is? 
JEAN:  Travel. Suddenly there you are; the climate’s changed. The faces are different. You can  

do things. No-one knows you.16 
 
The authority of the unconscious, or the opposite of consciousness, is possible within a 

realm where it is “natural”  that the body (read: desire) controls the brain, i.e. a “savage”  

realm. Fantasy is superficial, without the weight of flesh. Exoticism makes equivalent the 

people and the landscape in an erotic portrait, not unlike a photograph. To step out of the 

photograph and into the corporeal reality onto which the fantasy is projected is the lure of 

sexual tourism. However, as it did for the early anthropologist, the “specialist in 

savagery,”  the fantasy disappoints. Ultimately the quest is not for the Other, it is for the 

self. After dipping into the pool of Manila’s sex industry, Martin, in the privacy of his 

hotel room, turns the camera toward himself.  

While the Americans Martin finds so repulsive may be the obvious consumers, he 

and Jean are just as corrupt in their tourism and “research.”  It is a delicate balance like 

that struck between parasite and host, wherein the parasitic organism makes 

unsanctioned, though tolerated use of the host’s body, life and living. They do not present 

the reality of the Philippines to their audiences. They present the superficial, glossy 

photograph, the staged, the theatrical: 

 
JEAN: [to Tony] You’ve never caught up, have you? All that rubbish you told  

                                                
15 Gurr, 49. 
16 Gurr, Michael. Sex Diary of an Infidel. 10. 
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me, all those bland lies; you thought you were so clever. But I had to write you into 
credibility, boy. I had to fix the grammar; I had to make you inarticulate. You don’t 
actually exist. I made you up. 17  

 
Toni shares a similar experience with Martin: 

TONI: . . . They put me in a chair and put a light behind me so you couldn’ t see  
my face. They asked me about Australians who come to the Philippines to fuck with kids 
. . . So I told the truth, but they weren’t happy. So I told them some lies and I cried. They 
liked that better. They gave me one thousand dollars.18  

 
Of course it would be impossible to get “the West”  on the couch, but if 

psychoanalysis could be applied collectively, one might wonder about the fixation on the 

“savage” ; a thing that does not exist in and for itself, but is instead a composite of 

projected journeys into unknown spaces, nightmares and deliciously uncivilized desires, 

fears and guilt the West cannot seem to get beyond. Through representations of colonial 

life that played into cultural scripts about degeneracy, sexual depravity and filth versus 

cleanliness, these obsessive prohibitions (the desire for that which disgusts) were 

displaced onto the “savage.”  The fabrication of such a persona illustrates the 

disappointment of the attempt to corporeally manifest of a fantasy. The “savage”  is that 

“ fixed point”  against which Europe defined itself; out of the degraded came the pure, out 

of the servant came the master, out of the “savage”  came the very concept of whiteness 

itself. Ultimately the camera points in the opposite direction. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
17 Gurr, 44. 
18 Gurr, 45-6. 
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Tools for Teaching 
History and Theoretical Analysis 

Sex Diary of an Infidel 
 
 
Colonialism 
 
1.  Even though Sex Diary of an Infidel is a contemporary play, it relies heavily on 
colonial history. Ask students to consider the articulation of class through various 
mediums or social codes. How was class articulated through Sex Diary of an Infidel? 
 
Exercise in Exposition of Argument: Choose ONE of the following passages and write a 
1-2 page (on 8.5"X11" paper, double-spaced, printed in 12 point font, with margins of not 
less than 1" and not more than 2") analytic exposition of the passage, explaining the 
argument in the passage (or the dialectical movement of the passage, or the main point of 
the passage and the support offered for the point). 
 
Visit Georg Hegel’s passage on the master / slave dialectic. Ask students to read the 
passage and begin to express their ideas about it. As an exercise in both philosophical and 
theoretical analysis, ask students to outline the movements of the passage, highlighting 
especially any sort of “ if. . . then”  statements.  
Questions to consider: 
 • How does the moment in which Martin takes a picture of himself with his  

camera relate to Hegel’s master / slave dialectic? What does this moment signal  
for the character? For the play? 
• Describe the nuances of power and authorship in Sex Diary of an Infidel using 
the master / slave dialectic. 

 
Visit the passage from Freud’s Totem and Taboo as he explains the process of 
displacement and the creation of a societal taboo. 
Questions to consider: 
 • How did localizing sexual deviance in the colonies establish a contemporary  

market for sexual tourism? 
 • What societal taboos are addressed in Sex Diary of an Infidel? How does the  

playwright use the character of Toni to illustrate the idea of taboo? 
 
 
Exercise in Relating Theory to Practice—Media Literacy and Research: Using the 
internet, research three websites specializing in vacation destinations. How does the 
language used to describe the location exotify the land, the people and the culture? What 
kind of transformation does the vacation promise its travelers? Is there any element of 
danger acknowledged? How does the website make a spectacle of the vacation 
destination? 
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Exercise in Research and Comparison: Ask students to read an excerpt from an early 
anthropological text. Baldwin Spencer and Frank Gillen’s 1896 observations of the 
Arrente Aboriginal people of Australia are particularly useful. See Native Tribes of 
Central Australia. New York: MacMillan, 1899. For advanced theoretical application of 
the text, see Elizabeth Povinelli’ s “The Vulva Thieves (Atna Nylkna): Modal Ethics and 
the Colonial Archive.”  The Cunning of Recognition: Indigenous Alterities and the 
Making of Australian Multiculturalism. (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2002) 71-109.  
Questions to consider: 
 • How do our contemporary notions of aboriginal people differ from those of the  

past? How are they similar, or influenced by notions of the past? 
 • What are the similarities between Australia and the United States in terms of  

governmental policy, social codes, ethics and race relations between aboriginal 
Australians and indigenous Americans? Where do the countries diverge from one 
another in terms of policy?
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Spotlight: An interview with Director Ching Valdes-Aran 
by May Mahala, Dramaturgical Staff 

 
 
Mahala: I know you directed last season’s production of Slippery When Wet and have 
been involved with many creative projects dealing with cross cultural issues. What do 
you think is unique or particularly striking about the form or content of this play?  
  
Valdes: Sex Diary of an Infidel by Michael Gurr is particularly striking structurally. It 
has a film-like quality which intrigues and challenges me as a director to execute that 
same fast moving pace of a film. The complexity and cunning web of truth, lies, self-
delusion and depravity set against the backgrounds of Melbourne and Manila makes a 
dramatic impact not only on the personal lives of its characters but in the end provides a 
more important metaphor on role of politics and sex played by governments worldwide. 
 
Mahala: What is unique about directing a play like this at Penumbra? Do you find a 
different attention to cultural nuance working for an African American theatre company? 
While this play takes place in the Philippines and Australia, do you see the play as having 
any particular resonance with communities of color here in America? 
 
Valdes: Penumbra Theatre is the perfect venue for this play as it not only supports but 
also expands the cross-cultural dialogue that is visibly apparent in the world today. The 
communities in America have changed and continue to change. A play like this will 
hopefully create a deeper understanding that whatever color or race we belong to, that we 
are familiarly more similar than different.  
  
Mahala: What do you see as some of the directorial challenges of this production? 
 
Valdes: My challenges in directing this play are multiple. Firstly, it is my job to make 
crystal clear the story the playwright has intended to tell.  Secondly, since I have decided 
to make a non-naturalistic set, it is doubly challenging for me and the actors to create the 
scenes as vividly as possible for the audience to see what is not physically apparent. An 
apartment would not have sofas or tables, for example. Thirdly, I will have to rely on the 
sound and lighting to delineate many locations (bars, airport, hotel room, inside an 
airplane, an army base, etc.) and to provide fluidity for the fast transitions from one scene 
to the next. All of these components are vital. 
 
Mahala: There seems to be a parallel in the power dynamics between Jean and Tony and 
Max and Toni. Do you see any similarities in terms of the power dynamics between 
tourists and sex and service workers on the one hand and journalists and the people who 
serve as their subject matter on the other? Do you think there can be an element of 
exploitive voyeurism in both of these sets of relationships? 
 
Valdes: I see Max and Jean as the exploiters, Tony and Toni as the exploited. This is 
about their positions in the social and economic ladder of society. In looking at a bigger 
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picture it becomes a political arena where the first world powers usurp the third world 
countries.  It boils down to the HAVE and HAVE NOTS. 
 
Mahala: What is one thing you’d like the audience to go home thinking about after 
seeing this play? 
 
Valdes: Besides having had a great evening in the theater, I hope the audience will also 
open up their minds and hearts about the plight of the less fortunate and that it can move 
them into action even as to influencing government policies in their own communities. 
We are citizens of the world, after all. 
  
Mahala: Do any of the issues or events in the play strike a personal chord for you in 
terms of your own life experience that you’d like share with theatre goers who come to 
see this production?  
  
Valdes: I was born and grew up in the Philippines. All I know is that there is a lot of 
poverty in my country. We have a population of 80 million and only 5-10% are the very 
rich. Most of the big businesses are funded by or are foreign owned. The minimum wage 
is less than $2.00/day, so figure that. There are no events in my life, per se, that are 
directly connected to the play except witnessing the poverty and the struggle of my 
countrymen which tugs on my heartstrings.
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Sound Designer’s Statement 
 
This story takes place in some exotic locations. Therefore, one of my main focus 
points must be ambience and location. There are scenes that take place in hotels, 
airports, bars and military bases just for starters. That�s a lot of ground to cover on 
the stage, so sound effects and ambient sound will be essential to create these 
illusions. There are quite a few overdubs and recordings throughout the story so it 
will be necessary to have actors come in to the studio to achieve this effect. 
Finally, the music will consist of (latin style) choral arrangements. Lots of guitar 
work and some sensual "Enigma" styled transitional music. 
 
Malo Adams 
Sound Designer
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Costume Designer’s Statement 
 

The costume design for Sex Diary of an Infidel first started to come together when 
Ching Valdes-Aran, the director, and I sat down and talked about the individual 
characters. Before this I had made some decisions about who I thought that the 
characters were, but if my ideas did not mesh with Ching’s ideas then they 
weren’ t going to work for our production. I felt that the play was driven by who 
the characters really are, their actions and not who they pretend to be. This 
conclusion about the show is what eventually drove my designs. The set, designed 
by Loy Arcenas is very abstract, its serves as a “metaphorical landscape” for the 
action of the play, bringing even more attention to the individual characters rather 
than the environments in which they live. Are we a product of our environment, 
or are our actions defined by who we really are?  
 
I really wanted to make the point that some people “dress the part” , they dress 
how they want other people to perceive them, and I feel that the majority of the 
characters in this play have fallen into this. Jean wants people to see her as a 
compelling journalist; Toni wants people to see him as asexual. People lie, cheat, 
and dress to cover up what they don’ t like about them selves, while others wear 
their lives on their sleeve. Laura is like that, she is a struggling actress who 
doesn’t have control of her life. 
 
 
Alexandra Gould 
Costume Designer
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Set Designer’s Statement 
 
Sex Diary of an Infidel explores the idea of human boundaries from a 
geographical, cultural, and emotional context and the effects those forces have on 
the relationships that bind the characters together.   The openness of a raked 
wooden floor allows for the different storylines to advance, intersect, and recede 
gracefully.  A few vertical posts are all that separates Melbourne from Manila.  
The woven screen backdrop gives both a sense of danger and fragility to the 
landscape.  The minimal approach to the design intimately focuses the attention to 
the characters who ask the question, “What barriers do I put up to keep from 
getting hurt?”  
 
Czerton Lim 
Design Associate
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