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Greetings! Thank you for visiting Penumbra Theatre Company’s Study Guide Library. We are so 
pleased that you seek to extend and engage your understanding of the drama we produce and the 
thematic issues it brings to the fore.  
 
Penumbra Theatre Company occupies a very unique place within American society, and by 
extension of that, the world. Penumbra was borne out of the Black Arts Movement, a time charged 
by civic protest and community action. An artist making art by, for and about the black community 
was charged with merging aesthetic (artistic) principles with ethical (moral) ones. Subsequently, in 
this historical and political context, art had an agenda to strive toward social change. African 
American artists were part of, and greatly influenced, the social currents that carried people from 
their homes, schools and places of worship to the streets.  
 
Bonding artistic interpretation with civic responsibility engenders an important kind of creative 
dissonance, a harmony of balance. It creates something neither art nor civic action could do alone. 
This is mission driven art, informed by a black ethos and aesthetic, which can adequately illuminate 
our experience. Ensemble Theatre in that context is the creation of a community of people 
committed to the telling of a story that acknowledges the experience of everyone involved. This kind 
of art demands that each audience member recognize his or her place in relation to the art. When 
that happens, we begin to think about ourselves as interactive forces in a greater social context. Our 
own agency becomes clearer to us; our choices and reactions start to make sense within a broader, 
more nuanced environment. We begin to see that others have lived with similar issues, and that their 
perspectives have great potential to enrich our experience and help us problem-solve. This kind of 
art creates and sustains community. It encourages coalition. 
 
The function of an Education and Outreach Program inside an institution such as Penumbra 
Theatre Company is to use informed discussion and interdisciplinary tools to unpack the issues 
stimulated by the drama. Just as an actor must learn lines and blocking before interpreting a 
character, we offer our audiences the practical tools so that they may respond to the art both 
critically and creatively. It is our job to push conversation, critical analysis, and commentary beyond 
emotion toward solution.  
 
The Study Guides are meant to stimulate discussion, not to present a definitive voice or the “right 
answer.” Theatre is fluid, active, interactive and reactive; we must engage it intellectually that way 
too.  
 
We hope to create space for the themes inspired by the drama to take root and blossom. Penumbra 
invites audiences to participate in the art and social action, by using our Education and Outreach 
tools to locate their contribution, their voice, within the larger human story we tell over and over 
again. We love. We fail. We begin anew. Over and over, told by countless tongues, embodied by 
some of the finest actors and carried in the hearts of some of the most committed audience members; 
we speak our human lessons through the prism of the African American experience. 
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THE ARTISTIC PROCESS 
An Exploratory Essay by Sarah Bellamy 
 
The Social Symbolic: Individuals in Society 
 
Art is a complicated process that we rarely fully engage. It stimulates emotional, intellectual, 
even physical responses in audiences. Art is so powerful because it is one example of a deep and 
necessary connection between an individual and the collective world. To better understand the 
process of art, it helps to consider this connection and how it works.  
 
The connection between an individual and society is made through complex systems of meaning 
and metaphor; groups of symbols created by humans that represent how we feel, think, see and 
understand the world in which we live. These systems represent the tie that binds us all to one 
another in relationships that constitute identity, and help us comprehend our human experience. 
Art is one such system and there are others too. 
 
Individuals can only access these systems through the collective, social world. In order for a 
human child, for example, to learn to use language (really just a system of symbols, meaning 
and metaphor), that child must come into contact with other human beings who already grasp 
and make use of the faculty of language. Once the child is inducted into this social system, the 
symbols, meaning and metaphor common to all members of the community will eventually 
dominate the life-experience of that child and his or her ability to reflect upon or process that 
experience. In fact, these systems are so powerful, that the child will also only come to 
understand him or herself in relation to other community members, and only through the 
system of meaning and metaphor common to that group. This process is called socialization. A 
community’s system of meaning, metaphor and symbolism forms its culture. Socialization does 
two things: it sustains culture and forms an individual’s identity.  
 
 
Social Commentary and the Nature of Art 
 
Art works by tapping into a community’s system of meaning, metaphor and symbolism to 
represent the experience, knowledge or reality specific to that culture. Art is ultimately the 
expression of an idea, emotion or experience through the creation of a symbolic structure. The 
artistic product does not have to have physical structure to be considered art. Music, story-telling, 
and dance are all artistic modes that are active and not permanent. Instead art is defined by its 
ability to recreate human experience through the point of view of the artist and affect a response 
within an audience. This might seem fairly simple, or even obvious. A deeper examination, 
however, will illuminate the special quality of art and explain why it is so important to a healthy 
society.  
 
Human beings have the unique ability to critically observe ourselves. We can, in other words, 
reflect upon our actions, emotions and experiences.  The fact that the word “reflect” can mean 
“to think” and “to mirror, or reverse an original image back to its source,” is quite telling about 
the nature of art. In the most basic terms, an artist creates a piece of art as a reflection of 
culture. Culture is made up of individuals, their experiences and the integration of all of these 
things to become more than the sum of its individual parts.  
 
Artists use many different structures, or “mediums,” to communicate meaning. The artist’s 
effort to communicate his or her intent is both informed by, and limited to, his or her cultural 
perspective; no individual exists completely outside of some cultural context. Within that 
cultural context, the artist embodies different symbols that have meaning within the culture. 
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His or her navigation of the cultural landscape will be informed by these symbols and will also 
inform the art too. This is what we mean when we talk about an artist’s “voice.” Even though 
the artistic product may not have sound (like a painting or a piece of sculpture) it was created by 
a particular person with a particular experience in a particular social context. The artistic 
product reflects those particularities (the artist’s perspective or point of view) and the meaning 
it conveys is determined by them. 
 
Moreover, any form of communication (like language or art) requires the use of the symbolic 
tools of the culture. This means that in order to reflect the culture through artistic 
representation, the artist has to be able to stand both outside and inside a culture 
simultaneously (but never be totally in either place). Only from that vantage point can the artist 
use the symbolic tools of a culture to communicate what he or she observes about the culture 
itself. This is what is known as “artistic commentary.” It conveys the artist’s intent, or impetus 
for creating something.  
 
 
The Role of the Audience and the Alienation of the Artist 
 
The process does not end with the creation of an artistic product. Art needs an audience other 
than the artist who created it. In solitude, the artist may marvel at his or her creation—might 
even be enlightened or surprised by it—but the artist will remain unfulfilled without the 
participation of an audience. The artist was moved to respond to cultural stimuli, the response 
now requires an audience to receive it, absorb it and refract it back to the artist. This is the 
contribution of the artistic product to the cultural landscape that inspired it. This way the artist 
can observe the change engendered by his or her commentary. To comment on something is to 
change it. 
 
If the nature of the artist is to observe, interpret and then comment in order to change, the 
nature of the audience is also to observe and interpret. Because each human being has been 
exposed to an infinite number of symbols in widely divergent patterns and trajectories, and at 
different points in our lives, each spectator will “read” (or make sense of, interpret the symbols) 
the artistic product differently. An entire audience might have similar emotional or intellectual 
responses to a piece of art, but each spectator will have a slightly different experience than his 
or her neighbor. When the members of an audience have an opportunity to discuss their 
experience, the entire group is enlightened or engaged, bound by the same artistic element. This 
is how art creates community. A kind of spontaneous culture is fashioned by virtue of a shared 
experience. The culture is singular to itself because of the unique qualities of each audience 
member and any variance within the art. 
 
The audience has one last critical role to play in the artistic process, and it is both enlightening 
and violent. The audience is invited to observe a translation of a common experience through 
the perspective of an artist. The audience is then momentarily able to achieve a similar distance 
from the culture as the artist did before creating the artistic product, but this time the audience 
starts at the end and works in retrospect back to the state of things to which the artist 
originally responded. They are afforded the benefit of the impetus for the art and the art itself 
simultaneously. This event illustrates the extent of, or limit to, the intent of the artist.  
 
In order to comprehend the art, in order to feel it, the spectator must contextualize it within his 
or her own unique experience. Of course this experience is largely determined by the spectator’s 
cultural context. Even as the spectator experiences the art he or she changes it, manipulates it 
so that it will fit within the frame of reference particular to him or her. Art encourages all who 
use the system of symbolism, meaning and metaphor to consider it differently. This is where the 
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integrity of the artist’s original intent starts to break down, and it is the moment in which the 
artist loses the ability to control his or her artistic product. The artist can no longer speak for 
the art; the art now speaks for itself and for the artist. By virtue of its nature, an audience 
changes the artistic product fundamentally from the scope of what is intended by the artist to 
the full breadth of the potential audience experience. To claim the art is to fulfill it, it is also to 
sever it forever from its original intent—it is no longer defined by a striving to effect change 
through artistic translation and commentary, it is the reception of the comment and the 
realization of change. The artistic product has traveled a very great distance between the artist 
and the audience. It is now absorbed back into the cultural system of metaphor and symbolism 
and becomes another tool for communicating meaning. The artist is impotent to reclaim or 
control the artistic product. So to reiterate, the nature of the artist is to observe, interpret, 
comment and in so doing effect change. The nature of the audience is to observe, interpret, and 
claim.  
  
 
Perpetual Motion: The Circle of Art and Culture 
 
The manipulation, possible misunderstanding and absorption of the artistic product by the 
culture, is both a fulfillment and a violation of the artist. The only way for the artist to regain 
agency or engage his or her artistic product from this point on is to produce more art in 
response to the culture. This is how art is perpetual and how culture and art continually 
constitute one another. It stimulates growth in both arenas and so keeps a society from 
stagnating.  
 
 
Summary 
 
To review, an artist responds to cultural stimuli through the manipulation of symbols that the 
culture uses to communicate meaning. The artistic product is a blend of the system of meaning 
specific to a culture and the artist’s interpretation of that system. The art produced is the artist’s 
commentary. The audience functions as an agent of translation as it claims the artistic product 
for itself and alters it in order to access it. The culture absorbs the art and the artist no longer 
can change or access his or her artistic product now that it has entered the social realm of the 
symbolic. The artist can only create more art, using the tools of the cultural symbolic, a system 
that has already been altered by its absorption of the original artistic product. Thus art and 
culture are constitutive of one another.  
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A BRIEF OVERVIEW ON THE HISTORY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
THEATRE 
 

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 unique canon of work. Still, as early as 1821 

black American artists were creating, staging and performing for mixed audiences, showcasing 

both existing and original work.  

One of the first theater companies to approach the dramatic performing arts from an 

African American perspective was The African Grove Theater in New York City. 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 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 at the African Grove 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  

As Americans established a canon of their own, dominant political and social trends 

were addressed by the work. 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 of those were the Sambo, the Uncle, the Mammy and the Jezebel. These 

 
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. 
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racist depictions would be reflected over and again in the theater, usually performed by white 

actors in blackface. African-American artists struggled against these stereotypical images as 

soon as they entered the public sphere. In 1857, William Wells Brown, (no relation to William 

Henry Brown) juxtaposed a stereotypical black male character named Cato with an exemplary 

black male character named Glen in his play The Escape; or a Leap for Freedom. This play 

highlighted the difference between an image created by black people for black audiences and an 

image created by white people for white audiences. It was an important statement.  

Still the popularity of comical representations of black Americans continued. 

Minstrelsy was very popular in the 19th Century. This performance tradition was created as 

whites made light of and fantasized about slave life and plantation culture in the antebellum 

South. White entertainers in blackface would do comedic impressions of, or parody, the stories, 

songs and dance, jokes and music of blacks for white audiences. Minstrelsy was a very lucrative 

and beloved form of theater for white audiences for many years. White theatre-goers filled 

houses to laugh at representations of blacks as happy, contented and dim-witted. The tradition 

would continue long into the mid-1900s. Responsible for the creation of one familiar American 

character, Jim Crow, this theatre tradition was hardly benign. Its impact had a life that 

extended far beyond the stage in American social, political and civil rights policy.  

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. This absurd situation 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 the white actors’ racist depictions 

of black people.  

 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 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”: 

 
2 Ibid., 165. 
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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. 

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. Self-representation became a major focus of the 

movement—art was created by, for, and about black people. 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 30 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 

 
3 Hughes, Langston. The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes. (New York: Vintage, 1995) 215. 
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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 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.  

 Lou Bellamy explains that black people not only “have to be at the table” to engage in 

cross-cultural conversations, but host such debates as well. 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 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.  

 
4 August Wilson, excerpted from a speech given at Penumbra Theatre Company, 1997. 
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CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY 
 
 
ABE:  Black American man. Big, somewhat on the heavy side. 70s. 
 
HENRY: Black American man. Slim, neatly dressed. About two years 

younger than Abe.  
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SETTING 
 
A park bench located in a park in any big city in the US. 
 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
Drawn to the same park bench every day, Henry and Abe share a cantankerous rivalry. Now, in 
the twilight of their lives, they find themselves more intertwined than either had ever imagined. 
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A Letter from the Education Director 
 

Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking is a deceptively complex play, certainly 
more dynamic than its modest title suggests. As evidenced by the title, there is an endearing 
self-consciousness to the piece that is immediately disarming. Yet beneath its charming veneer 
is a keenly crafted commentary on the terrors that accompany growing old in an urban 
environment. The playwright, Gus Edwards, gave little stage direction as to the setting of the 
play: “a park bench located in a park in any big city in the U.S.” which prompts an important 
question: as a country, how do we relate to the elderly? Are elders well integrated into our 
communities? Or, are they ostracized and segregated into their own? With retirement 
communities cropping up across the country, many retirees and seniors increasingly seek respite 
from the organized chaos of middle age with its stress of employment, homeownership, child-
rearing and, ironically, planning for retirement. Questions about who has access to these 
communities and (when necessary) specialized care are ever present. Retirement has become a 
huge industry and with the cost of healthcare, prescriptions, insurance and living, aging can be 
very expensive indeed which raises questions about class and race, by extension.  

 
These two characters, Henry and Abe, have been thrown together in the twilight of 

their lives and in the space between them on a park bench are all the ghosts of their respective 
pasts; regret, frustration, loss, loneliness. They do not like each other; in fact, they actually may 
hate one another, yet each needs the other. The journey then is finding those moments when 
their tenuous bond reveals pain, sorrow, shame, fear, need. They are perhaps some of the most 
intimately human characters to grace our stage. As we watch them sit, looking out at a world 
that has moved beyond their reach, a world that does not see or acknowledge them any longer, 
contemplating a man sitting alone upon a park bench becomes the most profound kind of poetry. 
We shake our heads and push the thought away, “not me, not the ones I love,” we tell ourselves. 
We are aware of our own mortality but not right now. That is the essence of this play: the 
tremendous fragility of life and, as Henry and Abe gaze up at a bird’s nest each day waiting for 
hatchlings to arrive, the eternal hope and joy to be found in every single day.  

 
Within the African American community (and various other minority communities) 

local histories are shared most frequently through conversation, and record keeping is often 
comprised of checking with someone “who was there.” In this way elders remain important 
touchstones. Historically, this tradition allowed black people to retain cultural memory when 
black literacy was criminalized, and has offered an alternative narrative about American history 
and how things came to be as they are today. It personalizes history, helps listeners forge more 
intimate relationships with our collective past, while simultaneously resisting a tendency 
toward historical amnesia about race in this country. The title: Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting 
Around Talking has special historical significance for Americans. We come from a place where 
not so long ago every breath drawn by a black man was a revolutionary act, where black people, 
but especially black men were under siege. The fact that these two men have lived to be the age 
they are, in spite of the ravages of time, the immense stress borne in their bones by standing up 
just one more time against racism, against a society that saw them as its foremost enemy for 
over three hundred years, is quite a feat. They have lived through both “I have a dream” and “by 
any means necessary.” They saw Rosa Parks refuse to surrender her seat. They saw a black man 
be inaugurated as the 44rd President of the United States. When one life can bridge the apparent 
gap between Rosa Parks and President Obama, it is vital that we listen.  

 
So, in celebration of that tradition within the black community, the Education 

department has conducted a series of interviews with the artistic team about this play, 
Penumbra Theatre, and the contemporary moment in which we find ourselves. The transcripts 
of these interviews are below. I hope you enjoy reading them. While this is a different format 
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than our typical study guides, I think you will find the interviews both engaging and 
informative.5  

 
In addition, Lou Bellamy, James Craven, Abdul Salaam El Razzac and Gus Edwards will 

sit down with me to discuss the topical themes and issues raised by the play, its unique staging, 
the impetus for writing it and the lessons learned as it came together. As the director and actors 
have come to understand the play over the last four weeks of rehearsal, they have gained special 
insights that we are excited to share with you. This interview on the Penumbra stage will be 
videotaped and available via our website next week! 
 
 
       Sarah Bellamy, Education Director 
  
 
 

 
5 These interviews are part of a series of oral histories about Penumbra Theatre to preserve the legacy of 
this unique company. The archives will be available for patrons and students through the Archie Givens, 
Sr. Collection of African American Literature at the University of Minnesota. 
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Talking with the Director. . . 
Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking Director Lou Bellamy sat down for an 
interview with August Wilson Fellow Stephanie Lein Walseth to discuss his experience 
staging the world premiere. This is an excerpted transcript of that interview conducted 
on April 26, 2010 at Penumbra Theatre Company in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
 
 
 
LOU BELLAMY:    I’ve been very surprised by the play. 
 
STEPHANIE LEIN WALSETH:  How so? 
 
LB:  I thought it was a benign sort of Grumpy Old Men 

kind of thing and that is in there, but it’s much more 
existential, it’s way more thoughtful, more 
dangerous, more poignant than I imagined—it just 
unfolded for me. And the way it happened was, I kept 
trying to make it be that picture that we used for our 
promo of these two old guys laughing—it’s such a 
wonderful picture and I think that’s the way we 
would like old people to be, but they’re not that. Or, 
they are that and more. They’re still asking all the 
hard questions that we ask ourselves. You’d think 
that by that time they might have figured something 
out but they haven’t. It turns out that the world is 
very dangerous for them, maybe as much as it is for 
young people today. 
 
I spoke with Gus [Edwards, the playwright] about it. I just said “man I’m adrift 
here. I can’t seem to find the key to this thing.” And he said to me, “these men 
really, really don’t like each other. And I kept trying to make them cute and so 
forth, but the things were so hateful sometimes that they were saying. When I 
embraced that that they truly don’t like each other, then I began to see my way 
through it. Then I went back and thought about some of his other writing that 
I’ve read, and I said Gus isn’t playing games. He isn’t being cutsie [sic]with this. 
Let’s take this as it presents itself and we’ll get on from there. It’s still one of the 
most difficult projects I’ve taken on. It’s tough.  

“They’re so alone that 
the most they have in 
common with the 
world is with their 
enemy. So they’re 

forced to reveal their 
deepest self to the 

person that they dislike 
the most. Now that is 
very, very deep.” 

 
SLW:  Why, because it’s not apparent? 
 
LB:  Right. It’s not on the surface. He’s a way better playwright than I thought, 

because the stuff just builds on its own. It begins to take on its own sort of reality 
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that these guys who don’t like each other are left alone and they’re so alone that 
the most they have in common with the world is with their enemy. So they’re 
forced to reveal their deepest self to the person that they dislike the most. Now 
that is very, very deep. [Laughter] And that’s where these two old guys are. They 
don’t make up, but they recognize their interdependence and sort of strike a 
truce. Even then though, at the end when that seems to have happened, one of 
them says, “I loved her, you know,” and 
they go right back to that woman again. 
You know? And I left it there. They do the 
toast and they just stare out at the 
audience and at the rest of the world, and 
that’s where they are. They’re not 
significantly different from when we 
found them, except they recognize the 
interdependence, but nothing is solved.  

 
SLW:  It sounds like Waiting for Godot. 
 
LB:  It does, doesn’t it? It is just as poignant, I 

think, just as stark. It teaches us that that 
humanity can be found in anybody. This is 
a Godot, you know, but it doesn’t pretend to be one. It doesn’t sort of shadow 
Beckett and make the plays on the words and all that stuff. It is firmly ensconced 
in the black aesthetic, all the music is Miles [Davis] and [John] Coltrane. You can 
find yourself in these guys, and it’s really sobering, I think. It’s sobering for them 
too.  

“This is a question of believing 
in the piece and unlocking it. I 
had never seen a play that 

turned out so differently than 
where I started out to try to 

guide it.” 

   
But it is funny, and it’s funny without trying to be funny –I think, now I’ve seen it 
too many times and it isn’t funny to me anymore, so this is where my craft and 
my experience tells me to stop tinkering with it. It was funny once and see what 
you’ll do, is run past it as a director and you’ll go, “I’ve got a make this funny 
again, it’s not working.” I’ve learned to stop. Hopefully I stopped in the right 
place—I wish you could see it . 

 
SLW:  Well I’ve stopped into rehearsal for short periods and watched it and it’s just 

popping. I think the humor is definitely there. 
 
LB:  I hope so. We need an audience desperately. 
 
SLW:  With the two‐handers especially, I would think. 
 
LB:  This is a question of believing in the piece and unlocking it. I had never seen a 

play that turned out so differently than where I started out to try to guide it. You 
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hear this crap about playwrights saying 
“I just followed the voices, and they 
wouldn’t do that,” you know? You’ve 
heard them say that and you go “oh, 
please.” Don’t you? You just want to 
stick your finger down your throat 
when you hear that. But, it happened 
to me. I tried and they just wouldn’t do 
it. 

 
SLW:  How was working with these people 

like Abdul Salaam El Razzac and Jim 
Craven, with whom who’ve you’ve had 
decades long relationships? What was 
the process like?  

 
LB:  We start out to ennoble black people. 

That’s what we start out to do. Now, that doesn’t mean that you “blackwash” or 
“whitewash” them, but you want to ennoble them. You want to uncover them. 
Not so that you can expose their short comings and make something of that, but 
so that you can show who they are, all of what they are. Then, you have to have 
the confidence that that’s going to be beautiful—it almost makes me want to 
weep. You will never find that beauty if you don’t believe in it. That’s why you 
need black directors, and black directors who care about themselves and are 
proud and loving and so forth. When you do that, these people open up like 
flowers. It never ceases to amaze me. But if you come into with a different kind 
of attitude and you don’t want to open that up in a loving kind of way, then 
you’ll find what your perception brought to it. Then you can burlesque it, you 
can make fun of it, you can tear it down, you can make it ugly, you can do all 
those things to it. All of them come from the same place. When you can respect 
it, it turns into something else.  

“They want that attachment. 
They long for it. It’s gone for 
them and they’ve got just 
each other. There, of course, 
is the brutal irony of the 
piece ‐ what happens when 
everything else is gone and 
all you have is your enemy?”

 

 
SLW:  What is the role of oral history in this play? We’ve talked in the past about the 

role of “signifying” in black culture; are they reliable narrators? 
 
LB:   I think all of that is present and you have to sort them out dramaturgically and 

make some sense out of it and it’s hard. They are lying, they are clearly lying in 
that mythical kind of way that especially black men do. There’s also a degree of 
senility operating in there. There’s honesty and one has to negotiate that tricky 
sort of terrain and still treat them seriously. I found out that there’s one place 
there that Jim talks about, as Abe, his knife. It becomes a mythical thing at one 
point ‐ a blade, a machete. And he pulls it out and it’s this little bitty thing. Now 
that’s at one point. At another point when it’s dark and Abdul is out there, he 
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comes out and he’s walking like this when he sits down and talks to him he 
closes his knife. You could come up on that old man and he’d stick you. It’s both ‐ 
those things exist in the same body all the time. 
These men are dressed well. They are not 
looking in garbage cans or anything like 
that. They have planned for retirement. 
They’ve both got apartments. They don’t 
live in assisted living, so they’ve been able 
to maintain a degree of dignity. Still, this 
feeling of loss and abandonment bothers 
them to the point where they lie about it. 
“You ain’t got nobody, I’m all you got.” And 
one guy says, “No, I have someone. This 
young boy that I treat as my nephew.” And 
it turns out that he’s lying about it. They want that attachment. They long for it. 
It’s gone for them and they’ve got just each other. There, of course, is the brutal 
irony of the piece ‐ what happens when everything else is gone and all you have 
is your enemy? 

“You can find yourself in 
these guys, and it’s really 
sobering, I think. It’s 

sobering for them too.” 

 
SLW:  This play raises questions about what we do with the elders of our community, 

about where they live, how we care for them, and how we value them. How do 
you see the play speaking to these issues? 

 
LB:  That is the take that I had originally with the play, that that’s mainly what the 

play is about ‐ elders and how we treat them and all that. Certainly that is there, 
but I think the play makes a more existential statement. You can see that in the 
design, and I think Gus points to that. We’ve got a hill that the park bench sits 
on—an island—okay? [Laughter] It is a place where the real mettle can be tested 
and that’s of course where you have Sartre and all those guys – “you are what 
you do when you’re stressed, you’re not who you are when it’s nice and easy.” 
And so, that’s what’s going on here. There are various interruptions that speak 
to that outside world and what’s out there for them. We have a car bumping by 
with that growl and these guys have to stop what they’re doing and watch. And 
the reference to kids/men playing basketball. And the threat that outside 
whenever they come to the park in the morning they start picking up trash, 
cleaning up their little area— 

 
SLW:  Is that in the script? 
 
LB:  No.  
 
SLW:  That’s your direction? 
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LB:  Yeah. It’s about that outside world that impinges upon them. I tried to build that 
in there. Their time has kind of passed and they’re attempting to live in a world 
in which there isn’t a clear place for them and they can’t make a place for 
themselves. I think that is true for anyone in the U.S. today. Our communities 
remain loving, caring, yet dangerous places. You cannot walk with immunity 
through those communities. I don’t know that you can in any community.  

 
SLW:  What do you hope audiences will come away with? 
 
LB:  Well, that at this age we are still dealing with those eternal questions. I think, 

Stephanie, that we will never figure it all out—that’s what it’s all about. I don’t 
mean to say that it’s a treadmill. Perhaps it should be a celebration that we’re 
still vital enough to ask those questions, I don’t mean it cynically. We pass by an 
old person and think, “I know what that is.” But they’re still going at it. Maybe 
that will be worth it.  
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Talking with the Playwright. . . 
Playwright Gus Edwards sat down for an interview with Education Director Sarah 
Bellamy to discuss his script Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking. This is an 
excerpted transcript of that interview conducted on Thursday April 15, 2010 via 
telephone. 
 
 
 
SARAH BELLAMY:   I thought we could talk informally this morning about the play 

that we’re getting ready to produce here at Penumbra, Two Old 
Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking. This is going to be the first 
time it’ll be produced, right? Up on its feet? 

 
GUS EDWARDS:   Yes, right. There’s been a couple of readings but no full  

production. 
 
SB:   I was looking at the script and there are 

very minimal stage directions. In terms of 
setting, you write:  “a park bench located 
in any park, any big city in the U.S.” So you 
leave this really open for directors and 
designers to interpret your words, your 
work. 

 
GE:  I think because I used to be an actor for 

awhile, and you know the feeling was 
always “the best playwright is a dead 
one,” because he wasn’t there to interfere 
and be a pain in the ass. [Laughter] 
Frequently the playwright’s presence is an 
encumbrance on the actors just saying 
“this line is stupid; I have no idea what this 
means,” you know they’re not going to do that with the playwright sitting there. 
So to give the people freedom to find the thing, because ultimately they’re the 
ones who have to give it life of a certain kind, you know. And so usually I stay 
away from the process unless I’m directly asked to come in. I think one director 
is enough. And more often than not, some playwrights will attempt to direct 
through the director, you know, my experience has been that sometimes when 
I’ve sat in rehearsal—mostly at the Negro Ensemble Company—and I’ve seen 
something going wrong, after the rehearsal I would say something to the effect 
of (to Douglass Turner Ward if he’s the one directing), I would say “well, Doug 
you know I think this actor is going in this direction wrong and I think this is what 
I meant.” And Doug would invariably say to me, “Gus I know it, but he has to go 

“When I’m working it’s 
because the characters 

have arrested my 
attention in one way or 

another. . . finally  
I think, you should write 

this down.” 
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that route in order to get around to here where he’s going to get it right,” and so 
then another side of my head would slap me and say shut up because you don’t 
know how the process works, you’re the writer. [Laughter] 

 
SB:  And in addition to being a writer, you’re also a professor at Arizona State 

University. What do you teach? 
 
GE:  I teach film theory, you know, auteur theory, Eisenstein’s theory of montage, 

things like that. I’m just about finished though, I’m retiring this year. 
 
SB:  You are? 
 
GE:  Yes this May, as a matter of fact. Any number of people look at me and say “well 

what are you going to do now?” as though I’m just going to sort of vegetate in a 
hammock somewhere and I say “well, you know I have any number of things. . .” 
Being a writer or just being creative individual I guess, I have more projects on 
my shelf than I will live to complete. And so I will have a good time doing that. 

 
SB:  Does your interest in film theory and sort of that cinematic world influence how 

you write or vice versa? 
 
GE:  I don’t know. I came to playwriting after being involved with film because ever 

since I was a kid I was really captivated by film, 
movies, you know, all the possibilities and stuff. Not 
in an intellectual way, but sort of in an 
entertainment, practical way, you know. I went to 
the movies a lot. You know how people get involved 
with it. It seems like a wonderfully glamorous world. 
And then I got to America, you know—I come from 
St. Thomas in the Virgin Isles, that’s where I’m from—
so I got to America and then, I don’t know through 
misadventure, I discovered that there was sort of an 
intellectual side to film you know, Bergman, and 
people like that. When I came to ASU, I actually came as a playwright in 
residence. There was some film being taught here. I used to sit and talk to the 
film teachers, especially one who kind of headed up the program, and he 
ultimately was leaving and they called me in and said, “what do you know about 
film?” and I said, “well I think I know more about film than I know about 
theatre.” And so with that, I made the transition over. 

“There’s a whole 
wellspring of wisdom 
and experience and 

knowledge that we just 
don’t tap into.” 

 
SB:  I was wondering about setting it in any city, is that  commentary on the idea that 

older folks in general are not being taken care of anywhere in America? 
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GE:  I don’t know. Subtextual elements like that in any of my plays, I would think the 
author is the last to know. You work from instinct, you know. I’m not sitting 
there deliberately saying “well, I want to make a commentary on old age.” No, 
these characters, I mean the way I write anyway—I don’t know how other 
people do it—when I’m working it’s because the characters have arrested my 
attention in one way or another, and over the years they somehow talk to each 
other and then finally, finally I think you should write this down. When it’s 
finished I think, okay, I’m done, thank you, breathe a big sigh of relief and put it 
away and go onto something else. When there’s enough years of remove from it 
I would think that generally if I’m going to make 
a statement about what this play is about, I 
would think it’s about sort of the terrors of 
getting older and being lonely. Effectively all the 
people that these two men knew who were 
friends of theirs died and they don’t know each 
other and although their relationship is 
adversarial, in one way or another they wind up 
having to lean on each other for at least 
companionship. 

“These guys are older 
than water! Damn, they 

seem to know 
everything!” 

 
SB:  Well I think that the actors are having a really good time and a good challenge. 
 
GE:  That’s what I was saying to Lou, tell them to enjoy it because he was saying “boy, 

we’re really working” and I said, “tell them I say to have fun.” 
 
SB:  Yeah and I think they are. I think it’s also a real great challenge for them too to 

need one another so much and keep that cantankerous relationship alive. 
 
GE:  Well good. We’ll see what they do with it. 
 
SB:  Can you tell me a little bit about your youth and growing up? Were you around 

older folks and did they influence you? 
 
GE:  I grew up in St. Thomas, Virgin Isles and I got to the US in 1959. I was nineteen 

years old. When I was a kid we were always around adults; they weren’t 
particularly older, when I say so, I think of it now, and I don’t encounter kids the 
way we did like when we came from school. I went to a Catholic school and in 
my early teen years just walking home, we’d sit and talk to cab drivers. These 
were men in their mid‐thirties early forties kind of thing, and they would tell us 
their value systems about everything, mostly cars and women, and stuff like 
that, and as kids we were thrilled to listen to all of this and adjust according to 
our point of view.  
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When you talk about the elderly, there were one or two people I knew when I 
was growing up who just seemed like, without formal education in other words 
PhD’s or college degrees, had certain wisdoms that seemed to be universal 
about life, just because of the fact that they got to a certain age. They were 
philosophical or meditative about looking at the world and coming to some 
decisions about it. Some of the more intelligent things I’ve ever heard were from 
people like that, you see.  
 
And you know, when you mention about the process of how we treat the elderly 
in this country I think I realized this very early in my teaching career anyway is 
that we don’t utilize the wisdom of the elderly here at all we really treat them as 
discards—the discarded—off to the periphery of society and sort of told to make 
their way as best they could. There’s a whole for me anyway there’s a whole 
wellspring of wisdom and experience and knowledge that we just don’t tap into.  
What I’ve seen is that in the African American communities the elderly that I’ve 
seen here and also in the islands, the elderly retain—a number of them, at 
least—a kind of vitality just through sometimes bravado, sometimes ego, 
sometimes just personality thrust, you know. They’ll sit there, they’ll argue, 
they’ll involve themselves in athletics. I mean, boxing is a sport I look at and the 
fun I have with boxing isn’t just watching the fighters in the ring but listen to the 
old timers who have seen every fight since as we say ‘Adam came out of the 
Garden of Eden’ and how they could tell you what’s going to happen before it 
happens I will say “these guys are older than water! Damn they seem to know 
everything!” There is a vitality to that that for me gives these people a vividness 
and a sense of fun that I don’t find in that many other people.  

 
SB:  I think that’s definitely evident in the play particularly as these two men 

exchange barbs vocally. When they do try to get up on their feet and fight one 
another, they can’t quite execute it. They are trying to hold onto their virility and 
masculinity and it comes out in interesting ways in the play. . . 

 
GE:  When I was growing up in the islands there were people who had one leg, one 

arm that kind of stuff and they were actually nicknamed that way, you know. So 
we would say, “half‐legged so‐and‐so,” “one‐armed‐so and so.” So the people 
knew up front that’s the way they were, and these were men—and I’m speaking 
of men now—these were men who were married sometimes more than once, 
had two or three children or five children. The very fact that they were physically 
handicapped in that way they weren’t sensitive about it. I remember women, 
some of these guys would stand on the corner and make moves on these women 
and the women would say “I wouldn’t go out with a man who don’t have two 
legs,” and the man would say “well you see I may not have two legs but I got 
something else as a substitute,” you know what I’m saying? Subsequently he 
wasn’t sitting in the corner saying “oh, I’m being rejected because I only have 
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one leg,” you see what I’m saying? He’d built up defenses that gave him 
entrance into the society to the point where he was fully functioning, as I said 
these guys got women, they did all the stuff that 
everyone else did. It was like, instead of having 
brown eyes you have blue eyes, you see.  

 
SB:  If we could switch gears a bit, Mr. Edwards, I’d like 

to ask you, as a writer coming out of the Black Arts 
Movement, when you think about the future of 
theatre—particularly African American theatre—
what do you see? 

 
GE:  First of all I think we need to sustain the institution 

to do work in general. I hear talk all the time about 
some sort of canon of African American plays but 
my feeling is—and this is just my own personal 
feeling I can’t speak for anyone else—is that I 
wouldn’t attempt to deliberately select certain 
work I think posterity does that. What I think is 
needed is more work being produced. Then quality 
work will yield themselves to the top, the others 
will disappear and sort of peter out in some way or another. Saying this, I know 
any number of playwrights my own colleagues, peers, from that time at the NEC 
who won awards, I mean it wasn’t like they were just done at the NEC because 
the company had a bias for them. Charles Fuller he won the Pulitzer Prize and 
you can’t find his work anywhere and I know he writes. I have a couple copies of 
the plays he’s written since that time. I can go down the whole list: Phillip Hayes 
Dean, Paul Carter Harrison, I mean could just keep going with a list of people 
who wrote what I thought was real quality work, but the work was not 
sustained. More than that, they were never encouraged to continue being 
prolific—one or two people were selected out of that were being produced on a 
regular basis and anointed to sort of to represent the entire spectrum of the 
African American experience of this time through the theatre. 

“The way writers 
develop, it’s like a 
mountain range 

sometimes; you have 
high points and 

sometimes you have 
low points, but you 
have to be constantly 

produced and 
encouraged.” 

 
SB:  There’s not a diversity of voices? 
 
GE:  Not at all. The way writers develop, it’s like a mountain range sometimes; you 

have high points and sometimes you have low points, but you have to be 
constantly produced and encouraged. I mean, I look at the Anglo playwrights and 
frequently I see a playwright who has written one play that is considered pretty 
good, and their career gets sustained and sustained and sustained and I don’t 
see that happening to the African American playwright. You ask why? I think 
there’s a twofold reason: one is we don’t have a black theater network to pick 
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the plays up and give them life; the other side of that is the white theatres don’t 
pick them up either. In the classes I used to teach –theatre classes here at ASU—
sometimes just to be provocative I would mention a Charles Fuller play and they 
would look blankly to me and I would say, “he won the Pulitzer Prize! He didn’t 
win the black Pulitzer Prize, he won the Pulitzer,” because I knew that society 
would discount it if it was called the black Pulitzer Prize, you see what I’m 
saying? He won the same one that David Mamet won, that Sam Shepard won, 
that Wendy Wasserstein won, and they know who they are but they don’t know 
who Charles Fuller is. The same thing with Joseph Walker, he won the Tony 
award, didn’t win the black Tony award, he won the Tony. But they still don’t 
know who he is. Doug Turner Ward, who I speak to sometimes about this, he 
calls it “instant amnesia” that the society has about its black artists. If that’s 
going to happen, then we have to nurture new ones each time, but it’s like 
reinventing all of the telephone, the automobile, every time out. It’s nice that 
theatres like Penumbra sustain black playwrights but we need more of that. 
That’s my feeling.  
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Talking with the Cast. . . 
Founding Penumbra Theatre Company Member Abdul Salaam El Razzac sat down for an 
interview with August Wilson Fellow Stephanie Lein Walseth to discuss how his 
experience playing “Henry” in Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking. This is an 
excerpted transcript of that interview conducted on April 14, 2010 at Penumbra Theatre 
Company in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
 
 
 
STEPHANIE LEIN WALSETH:  So, the first question I have for you is what about this 

piece made you agree to sign on? 
 
ABDUL SALAAM EL RAZZAC:  Because it’s two old black guys just sitting around talking. 
 

“It’s not always your 
friends that’ll help you 
get through things. 
You’re forced by 

adversity to make it.” 

SLW:   [Laughter] And that appealed to you? 
 
ASR:   Yes ‐ one of the first leads that I had at Penumbra 

was in a Gus Edwards play The Offering and I worked 
on it again in Los Angeles. So, I jumped at the chance 
to do another one of his plays because I like his 
work. 

 
SLW:   When was that? 
 
ASR:   Good question. 
 
SLW:    [Laughter] A while ago. 
 
ASR:   Yeah, Claude directed it. Claude Purdy. 
 
SLW:   What about that piece was intriguing for you? 
 
ASR:   The characters, the darkness of it, the storyline. It’s just a good solid piece of 

work. Old people versus youth, you know. 
 
SLW:   Seems like a continuous theme in Edwards’ work. Did you meet him during that 

process? 
 
ASR:   No I didn’t. When I was in Arizona I thought I would get the chance to meet him, 

but I didn’t. Everybody I know knows him, so I feel like I do, but I don’t. 
 
SLW:   What do you know of him? 
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ASR:   I know he’s a professor and he’s a playwright and I like his work. 
 
SLW:   And when you said Arizona, when you were in Arizona and you thought you 

might meet him, what was happening there? 
 
ASR:   We were doing a Jitney tour for Arizona Theatre Company. 
 
SLW:   Was that in conjunction with a Penumbra production? 
 
ASR:   It was the Penumbra production in conjunction with Arizona Theatre Company 

and Kansas City Rep. 
 
SLW:   Because this play is so much about getting to know one another through 

storytelling, I wonder if you could tell us about how you came to Penumbra and 
how you came to this group of folks that you’re working with. 

 
ASR:   I came to it from day one, as one of the founding members. I came to the stage 

actually before I came to Penumbra because I was doing productions in the 
theatre here when it was just the Hallie Q. Brown stage, and I was fortunate 
enough to be one of the first actors hired when Penumbra was started. And the 
rest is history, so they say. 

 
SLW:   I think I saw somewhere—were you a student at the University of Minnesota? 
 
ASR:   Yeah. 
 
SLW:   Is that how you met Lou? 
 
ASR:   No, I met Lou before I was a student. Matter of fact, it was Horace Bond and Lou 

who talked me into going out to the U. I knew Lou because I had done a couple 
productions for him on this stage, and a couple touring shows to penitentiaries, 
and a production at Theatre in the Round. So my experience with him as an actor 
acting with him and him directing me was a few years before Penumbra started. 
So we had a working relationship before then. I was teaching at the Performing 
Arts Learning Center which later moved into Central High school. The program 
that Jan Mandell has is an offshoot of the program I started. I was going through 
a divorce, and decided I was going to quit and go back to theatre. They told me it 
would be a good experience for me if went out to the U, so I did.  

 
SLW:   This is a little tangential to the questions here, but now I’m curious about what 

that conversation was like. Since you’d already worked together and Penumbra 
was going to be starting, what was that moment like? What was that formation 
like? 
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ASR:   That’s a good question, that’s a good question and it’s a lot of decades ago, so 
my “rememberances” [sic] might not coincide with his “rememberances” 
[Laughter]. I just remember coming over and saying I wanted be a part of the 
company and we had a conversation and I got the job. 

 
SLW:   Cool. And I know in the beginning of the company there were about twenty folks 

or so who were paid full time, as full‐time artists, were you one of those? 
 
ASR:   Oh yes. 
 
SLW:   Okay, so you had a salary.  
 
ASR:   Right. Off of the CETA grant which I can’t remember what CETA stood for, but 

that was the first money that came in to sustain us. 
 
SLW:   I think it’s the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act. 
 
ASR:   Ah, thank you! 
 
SLW:   Sure. [Laughter] So, coming to this present moment, 

how do you think that this play exemplifies Penumbra’s 
mission to illuminate the human condition through the 
prism of the African American experience? How do you 
think this production might be particularly marked by 
Penumbra’s approach? 

 
ASR:   That’s one of those questions that’s really difficult for 

me to answer, since I’m still in the process of finding out 
exactly what our human condition is in this production. 
Other than two old men meeting there on the same day, sitting all day long, not 
liking each other, what’s the story? How did this happen? And that’s in keeping 
with Penumbra’s credo to examine different aspects of, you know, black life in 
this country from all standpoints, not just from the drama of it.  

“You know, in life all 
old black men aren’t 
alike. The only thing 

that they share is being 
old and black.” 

 
SLW:   Since you brought up the idea of these guys’‐ Henry and Abe’s ‐  friendship, let 

me add a follow up to that. I know you’re still working through it, but right now 
what is your sense of their friendship? Do you think that there’s depth there? Do 
you think that there’s any reciprocity? Do they really hate each other, or do they 
need each other, or is it both? 

 
ASR:   Both. They hate each other but they need each other. Symbolically, it’s like the 

last man on earth, because everybody they know is gone or has moved on one 
way or another. They’ve moved on through life and left them behind or died and 
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they really don’t like each other so it’s sort of a family friendship. You know how 
they say “you can pick your friends but you can’t pick your relatives”? There’s 
people in your family that you just can’t stand, but you’re around them. That’s 
the way they are, it’s sort of a family dynamic, you 
know, it’s just them. But they can’t stand each 
other for various reasons, which is a good glimpse 
into the human spirit and how one makes it 
through the day or through life. It’s not always your 
friends that’ll help you get through things. You’re 
forced by adversity to make it. 

“These two men 
survived decades of 
oppression, and have 
done whatever had to 
be done at the time to 
get to this point.” 

 
SLW:   So speaking of long time friendships, you and Jim 

[Craven] have worked together for a long time. 
How might you describe your relationship working 
together at Penumbra? Do you think that this 
production has presented a stretch for the two of 
you or is kind of like old shoes? 

 
ASR:   Definitely. It’s never going to be old shoes. Regardless of the production, it’s 

never going to be old shoes. If it is, I’ll quit. It has to be something challenging. It 
has to be something that moves you ahead as an actor. I was telling Lou that 
since I’ve been playing so many old men lately [laughter] that my main concern 
was that it’s not the old man that you saw in Gem[of the Ocean] and it’s not the 
old man that you saw in Radio Golf. That’s an easy trap that you can fall in as an 
actor once you start playing these types of characters. You know, in life all old 
black men aren’t alike. The only thing that they share is being old and black. You 
just have to be really careful and not make it old hat—to know that this is a 
completely different character from the last two that I did here. 

 
SLW:   Does that make it more of a challenge then ‐ working people like Jim and Lou 

that you’ve known for so long—to find the new angle, the new relationship, the 
new dynamic? 

 
ASR:   It gets to the point that I trust in Lou as a director, and that I expect him to say 

“No, that’s the same character you did before.” So, my job as an actor is to make 
sure I don’t hear that coming from him. So, yeah, it makes it more challenging 
because I know the director’s challenge is not to direct this the same way he 
directed me before. He’s directing me entirely differently, the same way I try to 
bring a different perspective to the work and present a different character, he 
has to direct me in a different way too, because it is a different play and a 
different character.  
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SLW:   So what unique nuances are you finding with this character that might be 
different? 

 

“If you’re out and 
there’s a group of 

younger men around 
you, you have make 
sure that you don’t 

limp or show any pain 
or anything, to show 
that you’re still virile.”

ASR:   He’s not a nice person. [Laughter] You know? It’s a 
fun character to play because at the same time you 
have to present that ‘feeling side’ for the audience to 
be able to be sympathetic to him even though he’s 
not nice and a lot of the things he says and does are 
not nice. It’s about finding out why he’s like that. 
And once you get off into that mindset, it’s not so 
much that I sympathize with that character because 
I’m becoming him, it’s about being able to project 
something in him so that people can see some kind 
of truth, so that they can understand why he’s the 
way he is or why they’re the way they are. 

 
SLW:   Given that this is a contemporary piece, what do you 

think it reveals about the state of black America 
these days?   

 
ASR:   Now we’re being philosophical here. [ Laughter] Survival. These two men 

survived decades of oppression, and have done whatever had to be done at the 
time to get to this point. They had to be able to change or deal with whatever 
came up, and where they were and how they dealt when they were 16 or 17 had 
to change through the decades because of the changes in society and the change 
in mores. I heard a friend of mine tell me one time—he’s older than I am—that 
during Obama’s inauguration when the cameras cut to a lot of the old school 
black politicians and Civil Rights leaders who were crying, it wasn’t so much that 
they were crying because they saw a black president, they were crying because 
their time had passed. So we’re dealing with two men whose time has passed 
but they’re still here. So what do they do? 

 
SLW:   This ties to something that you brought up earlier, which I think is really 

prevalent in this piece – the tension between elders and youth, between 
different generations. I wonder if this tension we see in this play, over questions 
like: How do we deal with our elders? Where do they go? What do we do with 
them when their time has passed? Is this something unique to black 
communities or if it extends across racial and cultural lines? 

 
ASR:   Yes it does. Especially here in this country, because even the cultures here that 

used to value the aged don’t, because they’ve become Americans and the 
culture dictates that for the most part we throw out old folk. They’re not—
what’s the word I’m looking for—revered. So, I think the more plays and the 
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more books, literature, or media that deal with the older people in our society, 
the better.  

 
SLW:   One of the other themes that seems evident to me in this piece is about the 

performance of masculinity. It seems very important to these men as they boast 
about boxing fights and knife fights and work to prove their independence and 
their abilities and charms with the ladies. I wonder if you have any thoughts 
about whether this is particular to these men or to this generation?  

 
ASR:   You can turn on TV and see that the whole masculine thing is still there. You go 

to Sunday newspapers and turn to the business pages, there’s all these implants 
for men. You turn on the TV and there’s all these Viagra and Cialis commercials, 
because until you die, you know, masculinity ‐ you’ve got to be that. They say 
that the pendulum swings, and at a certain point you become invisible to women 
in a certain age group. Then when they age, you 
become visible again. The whole point is that 
you’re covering up your gray, you’re going to the 
gym and working out, you’re buying sports cars, 
you have eye candy or a trophy wife on your arm, 
and it’s all about maintaining that masculine 
image. And the older you get, it transfers to how 
you deal in society. You don’t want to show any weakness because weakness 
shows that you’re not masculine. If you’re out and there’s a group of younger 
men around you, you have make sure that you don’t limp or show any pain or 
anything, to show that you’re still virile. I think these characters are dealing with 
a lot of that themselves, and that’s why one of the characters is always talking 
about his life and what he will do. It is why and they always have asides about 
‘them young kids.’ It’s projection and protection. 

“Isn’t it grand? You only 
remember the things you 
want to remember.” 

 
SLW:   That’s an interesting way of looking at it. In terms of content and form, this play 

does a remarkable job of playing with memory ‐ of what’s remembered and 
what is lost, the malleability of events, and notions of the ‘truth.’ 

 
ASR:   Isn’t it grand? You only remember the things you want to remember. 
 
SLW:   Do you think that is a result of the men’s age in this play? Or might it be the 

playwright playing with the audience’s ability to pin down what actually 
happened? 

 
ASR:   I think it’s more to do with age. They are remembering things the way they want 

to remember. Either way it’s playing with the audience, because it’s about “did 
this really happen?” Or, with my character, “is he confusing different incidents 
with each other?” The older you get, the more people mention things like, “oh, 
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that didn’t happen there, it happened over here.” That’s why I love that line 
about “you remember the things you want to remember.” 

 
SLW:   So, what for you is at the heart of this play and what do you hope audiences 

come away with? How might they be moved, changed or transformed? 
 
ASR:   I don’t know, Stephanie, I don’t know. [Laughter] That they saw two old black 

guys sitting around talking and got something out of it. How many times have 
you gone and seen these old dudes sitting around on park benches? I’ve found 
from my experience, if you go some place and see a young couple or two young 
women sitting together or two young men sitting together, I don’t think people 
wonder what they’re talking about. But you see older people sitting out, and you 
think, “oh, wow! It’d be interesting to know what they’re talking about. They’ve 
lived so long. What is this conversation? What are they talking about?” So with 
these two guys you find out. It goes back to when we used to seek out older 
people, not so much because they were that much wiser ‐ for the most part age 
does not transfer into wisdom ‐ but it was because you could pick up some 
knowledge, you could pick up how to deal with certain situations. There’s 
nothing new under the sun, everything’s been done before, so we used to seek 
out the old people and sit down and talk to them and listen to them and pick 
their brains and pick up some kind of experience or knowledge about something. 
Now, it’s just, “I wonder they’re talking about? I wonder what’s on his mind.”  
But do we go find out?  

 
SLW:   So this play gives us a chance to do that? 
 
ASR:   Yes, whether you like what’s on their mind or not. [Laughter] And hopefully 

some knowledge can be picked up from them, from their experience. There’s 
nothing else that explains why they are the way they are. Instead of saying “That 
evil old woman or that evil old man down the street…” we might ask, “Why are 
they like that?” Instead of thinking they’re evil if they say “Boy, get off my grass, 
you’re on my grass, I’ll call the police!” we can ask “Why are they like that?” 
[Laughter] 

 
  I don’t know. I’m just an actor, what do I know? [Laughter]When you get us – 

Gus and Lou and Jim and I ‐ all together in one spot for this conversation, our 
individual thoughts will probably transfer into something. 

 
SLW:   Yes, I think so. I think it will be a neat overlapping—something someone says will 

spark something for someone else— 
 
ASR:   And then you’ll have four old black men sitting around talking [Laughter] 
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SLW:   Yeah, we’ll have to cut you off because you’ll be able to talk for hours! 
 
ASR:    [Mimicking] “No that’s not the way it was, it went like this!” [Laughter] 
 
SLW:   Exactly. Well thank you so much. 
 
ASR:   No, thank you. 
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Talking with the Cast. . . 
Veteran Penumbra Theatre Company Member James Craven sat down for an interview 
with Education Director Sarah Bellamy to discuss how his experience playing “Abe” in 
Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking. This is an excerpted transcript of that 
interview conducted on April 28, 2010 via telephone.  
 
 
 
SARAH BELLAMY:  So, I’m curious, when you first heard about the play, what were 

your first impressions? Had you read it before? 
 
JIM CRAVEN:  No, I had not. Well, my first impression was that I had a good 

feeling about it because it was a Gus Edwards piece. I’m familiar 
with two other of his pieces – one is Louie and Ophelia, which I’ve 
done before, and  the other I can’t remember the name of, but it’s 
a play that I really, really like and I don’t know that it’s ever been 
done. I think Dominic [Taylor] said it was done at the Pittsburgh 
City Players Theatre relatively recently. I think it’s his latest play, 
actually, and I really like it a lot. I mean, I thought this play was 
really, really off the charts good. 

 
SB:  Cool. 
 
JC:  So, and we did that as a reading or a workshop or something last year. And so 

when Lou said we were going to do another one of Gus’s plays, I got really 
excited. I just like the way he – I like his sense of humanity and human beings’ 
foibles, and I like the fact that he likes to put people out there, just as they are. 
So, I liked it a lot. And no, I did not read the play before. I mean, I read it before 
we went into rehearsal, but I didn’t read it when it was announced in the season. 
I didn’t go “whoo!” and go read it right away. I read it a week or two weeks 
before we went into rehearsal. Might have been more than that, actually, ‘cause 
it seems like I had known about it for a while. I like his work, so I read it. 

 
SB:  So, what would you say this play is about?  
 
JC:  I would say that it’s about two elderly gentlemen that are in the middle age of 

old age, and they are going through the middle age crisis of old age. Where 
they’re at at this point in time at the start of this play, is at a point in their life in 
which everybody they know is dying or dead and all they have left is each other. 
Now, they have never gotten along in the past, as a matter of fact they come 
from two entirely different intellectual, emotional places, and somehow or 
another they have decided that what they are going to do is to try to somehow 
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work it out because they know that all they’ve got is each other. That’s what I 
would say that the play is about. 

 
SB:  What about it has been challenging or appealing to you?  
 
JC:  Well, challenging is the fact that, I don’t know Gus, I don’t know if this is the 

case, Lou just told me that he’s a gentleman from the Caribbean islands and like 
many writers he writes as he speaks, and so consequently his syntax is not one 
that is native to me. So, speaking his lines and saying his phrasing and making it 
my own was challenging. 

 
SB:  Interesting. 
 
JC:  It’s just a little bit different attack on things, and the choice of certain words and 

how to phrase things or responses, you know. Where I might say “You think so?” 
if somebody asks me a question, my response might be “You think so?” Gus’ 
response is “You think not?” You know, it’s just little things like that that kind of 
throw me a little bit.  
 
Other than that, I would say trying to recreate, trying to create somebody and 
understand a person’s age that is in their mid‐seventies – I’m twenty years 
younger than that. That means to say that I don’t have an understanding of 
where they are, emotionally and intellectually and spiritually or anything. But, if I 
take my own experience of where I am right now and kick it back to 40‐45 years 
old and think about what I was thinking about then, or how I saw myself and my 
stuff then, that’s how I proceeded with the character. So, in other words, I know 
that right now, my physical condition doesn’t allow me to do the same things I 
was doing 10‐15 years ago, however, that doesn’t stop me from thinking that I 
still can. So, consequently when I built Abe, I built him on the idea that Gus said 
that he was a former boxer and trying to hang on to not just the memory of 
being a pretty good boxer when he was in his 20s, but actually trying to maintain 
a training regimen of some sort, and not being able to be the man that he thinks 
he is in his mind. Reality won’t let him be. You know what I mean? So, that thing 
drives a lot of fear and self‐doubts about what one thinks about oneself, at any 
age has trouble facing up to. You know? I mean, look at yourself. Sarah. Look at 
yourself and think about the girl that swam on the team in high school. Where is 
that girl? 

 
SB:  [Laughs] Oh, I think she’s probably still in the pool. 
 
JC:  [Laughs] She’s probably still in the pool, but she’s not sitting there with you right 

now. 
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SB:  [Still laughing] No, she’s certainly not. 
 
JC:  But in your mind, when you get in the water and 

you’re having fun, you’re going “Gol‐ly!” You 
know what I mean? 

 
SB:  Yeah, I do. I think that’s a really good explanation 

for it. It’s interesting, too, to think about how 
people might perceive older people, and what 
that means when you have to embody an older 
person as a character without making them a 
caricature. 

 
JC:  Exactly. Exactly. And this is the thing, and it’s 

what I told Marianne Combs yesterday. She said 
“What would you want the audience to take 
away from this?” and I said, probably just a 
greater understanding, when you look in the 
grocery store and there’s somebody pushing a 
cart along or they’re kind of in your way or they’re standing up there counting 
out their pennies in front of you and you’re really impatient and you have all this 
youth and exuberance of “I need to get on with my life,” and this old person is 
holding you up from, you know, from what? You know, they’re holding you up 
from eventually getting to where they are.  That’s all it is. 

“You know, this story 
could be a couple of old 
Jewish guys, a couple 
old Arab guys, it could 
be a couple of Eskimos 
sitting up on an ice floe 
and everyone on the ice 

floe’s dead.” 

 
SB:  Yeah. That’s brilliant. You know, you are described, I was just reading the other 

day, Quinton Skinner put out something about the preview and he was talking 
about you and Abdul and Penumbra actors, and your name is really synonymous 
with the theatre in terms of just being an exemplar person of this style, a creator 
of it. How do you think this play speaks to Penumbra’s mission to illuminate the 
human condition through the prism of the African American experience? 

 
JC:  Just by it being a play by an African descendant about life in America speaks to 

the mission right there. But you know what I think is even more important than 
that, well, not more important but a side thing that has come about, not real 
recently, but it’s becoming clearer that this is what we’re doing now, the set 
piece in the back that is that reddish‐blonde brick building, you know, I don’t 
even know what the name of that kind of stone is that they’re re‐creating, but 
that building’s a representation of [Clarence] Cap Wigington’s architecture, that 
was the flagstone that he used in his architecture. An African American architect 
in St. Paul in the 1940s and 30s. Now, where we are in the mission now is not 
just to grab ahold of an African American playwright, and look at the African 
American condition in America. This has now morphed into an entire study of 
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greater depth. So, it goes into the architecture. I would imagine at some point in 
time, at least I’m hoping, that we really almost…we spend a lot of time using 
music that we all like, you know, and that is recognizable to a lot of people – 
Miles Davis, John Coltrane and folks like that – but other artists that lived here, I 
think we should see how we can use that music. You know, ‘cause Charlie Parker 
lived here. Lester Young lived here. Ahmad Jamal lived here for a very long time. 
Captain Jack McDuff still lives here (I think, if he’s still alive). These were all huge 
jazz giants that had major hits and so on and so forth that stretched over time. 
I’d like to see more of that being incorporated 
into our fabric. If we grab the architectural 
styles, if we grab the music, and things like that, 
just to make it a total immersion into the 
experience. Other than that I don’t know what 
else to say. I mean, yeah, we do African 
American works by African American writers. 

“I kind of think that’s what 
we do in our work in the 

theater, in African 
American theater – we 
provide celebration and 

laughter as well as the real 
thing that’s going on.” 

 
SB:  Sure. And I think what you just described is 

showing that it’s more than that. It’s Afrocentric. 
It’s putting black people and that frame of 
reference right at the center, so the world is 
really looking from that perspective. You know 
what I mean? 

 
JC:  Exactly. Exactly. From every angle. Not just in the 

words that are said. 
 
SB:  Do you think this play says anything about the state of black America, or black 

people in America?  
 
JC:  No, I don’t. I don’t think there’s anything specifically that says…it actually has 

more of a universal theme to it in the sense of everybody gets old, everybody’s 
going to die. And that is what the common experience is. Everybody’s going to 
get old, everybody’s going to die at some point in time. That’s universal. The 
only, what makes it unique to us as opposed to anybody else is that it’s kind of 
funny to look at what a couple of old black guys go through as they try to put 
things together . You know, this story could be a couple of old Jewish guys, a 
couple old Arab guys, it could be a couple of Eskimos sitting up on an ice floe and 
everyone on the ice floe’s dead. You know what I mean? And the two of them 
are trying to figure out, okay, who’s going to go get the seal for us to eat 
tonight? You know what I mean? 

 
SB:  So, the aging. The aging is universal. 
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JC:  Yeah.  
 
SB:  But there are cultural elements too. I was writing about the play, and you look 

back at these men’s lives, they have lived through—the way I phrased it was—
“both through ‘I Have a Dream’ and ‘By any means necessary,’” and they’ve seen 
a black man be elected to the White House… 

 
JC:  Even more than that they’ve…yeah, they’ve seen all those changes. I talked 

about that at length yesterday with Marianne Combs, you know, I said my 
grandmother, I often reflect over the fact that my grandmother said to me when 
I took her to the airport so she could get on a plane for the very first time in her 
life when she was 86 years old, she laughed about it and said “When I was young 
there was no such thing as planes.” You know what I mean? That wasn’t even a 
thing. We live in a culture right now where there’s all this enormous change that 
has gone on and it’s not just the social change of the ‘I Have a Dream,’ ‘By any 
means necessary,” Jim Crow, all that stuff, yeah all that stuff has happened and 
is unique to our culture that is for sure, but then the technology that has moved 
everything else along for everybody is a huge, huge thing.  
 
But the one thing that I have to say about it is, as much progress as there has 
been made in the social realm, it has not kept pace with the technology, simply 
because you still have these Tea Baggers and John Birch‐ers and KKK and white 
supremacists and all kinds of other stuff – the same cats doing the same thing 
that they were doing in the 1920sare still thinking the same shit right now, 90 
years later. Trying to suppress and intimidate and 
terrorize people of color. And if they’re not doing 
it to black folk they’re doing it to Mexican folk. 
You know what I mean? It’s the same thing. So 
that’s like a never ending kind of thing. But we 
people of color pulled through all that, you know, 
we’ve pulled through a lot of stuff, we’ve pulled 
through all of it. Yesterday somebody was talking 
about laughter, how important laughter is in the 
African American culture…I know what it was, I 
was listening to, this past weekend on American 
Roots they were talking to The Meters, which 
was a New Orleans funk band in the 1960s that 
the Neville Brothers came out of, they were originally, some of them were in this 
band. They were talking about how in New Orleans it was a very oppressive 
environment and so music and dancing and celebration was the only thing that 
could keep people sane. That’s why zydeco and dancing kind of music…you may 
have lost family members just the week before to lynching and mutilation and 
atrocities, and you’re mourning that, but the only way you’re going to get 

“[Abe] thinks that he 
can ward off an attack 
from the young animals 
who want to feed on 
the weak and the 

helpless.” 
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through it is by having some laughter and celebration in the New Orleans style of 
funerals. I thought that was a really poignant position to take. I kind of think 
that’s what we do in our work in the theater, in African American theater – we 
provide celebration and laughter as well as the real thing that’s going on. 

 
SB:  One of the moments in the play that is so striking to me is when Henry and Abe 

are in their park bench area and that base comes through, and this car is going 
by, obviously some young kid, and how menacing it feels. What are you thinking, 
as your character, when you guys both stop and follow that car? What are you 
interacting with?  

 
JC:  I’m interacting just like I’m sitting on my old porch and the young gangsters 

come by with the bumping music and the heavy base and the violent lyrics and 
stuff like that, and I look at my granddaughter playing the front yard and 
think…”Wow. I hope that they don’t go there.” I 
have a personal relationship on the other side of 
that, of the people in the car playing the music 
too. You know? So I have all kinds of mixed 
emotions about that kind of thing. In the 
character up there, Abe is the guy that still thinks 
that he can fight them. He thinks he has the 
physical capabilities to actually ward off an attack.  

 
SB:  And he carries a knife, right? 
 
JC:  And he carries a knife. And he thinks that he can 

ward off an attack from the young animals who 
want to feed on the weak and the helpless, that not only want to but do. And 
they do it all the time. It’s a reality. I don’t know. What do you make of the kid 
that was trying to shoot the other kid and then shot that girl, Tyesha Edwards 
over here a block from my house? What do you make of that? What do you 
make of Malcolm X’s grandson starting the fire that killed Betty Shabazz? You 
know? What is that? Is that peculiar to our people? I think not because it 
happens to all people, all the time, all around the world. It’s the craziness of 
human beings and how they manifest themselves. And some people have more 
of that craziness going on, some cultures have more of that craziness because of 
the conditions that they’re put in. Everybody knows that the crime rate is much 
higher, black on black crime, or Mexican on Mexican crime, is always much 
higher if they’re living in an oppressed, poverty‐stricken environment. That’s just 
the nature of the thing. But it’s never addressed that way, it’s always addressed 
in terms of race.  

“Everybody dies, it’s 
just a matter of when. 
And if you’re not dead 
yet, it’s just not your 
time. That is the truth, 
the absolute truth.” 

 
SB:  Right. As if it’s only just that. 
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JC:  Right. It’s what I call the Utah argument. The way that Utah has set that whole 
thing up, if you only let in white people who believe in the same religion here, 
we’ll have a perfect society. Well, if that’s the case, how do you end up with that 
Gary Gilmore and all of these other dudes running around kidnapping children 
and taking them off and raping them and killing them and throwing them in the 
desert? Those are Mormons too. Those are white Mormons. So what happened 
to your perfect society? You know what I mean? And those people have money. 
I’m not saying that they all have money, but maybe the people that don’t have 
money, that don’t have access to all the stuff that they need – the health care, 
the mental health care, good jobs, you know, whatever within the context of 
their community – so they feel freaked out and do these terrible things. I don’t 
know what the reason is, but I know it doesn’t have anything to do with race. 
That, I do know. 

 
SB:  What is at the core of this play? What is its truth? 
 
JC:  The truth in the play is the line, “Everybody dies, it’s just a matter of when. And if 

you’re not dead yet, it’s just not your time.” That is the truth, the absolute truth.  
The play is about life. I mean, you can’t just skip through the roses and think “Oh, 
golly, I’m going to live forever” when the play is about a couple of old guys dying. 
You know what I mean? Now, you can look at that as dark and nihilistic if you 
want to, but the fact of the matter is that they’ve found comfort with 
themselves, they found comfort with each other, so that they can go through the 
natural life progression of ending one’s life not alone. And that’s a good thing. 
That’s a positive thing.  
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TOOLS FOR TEACHING 
 
The following are a series of questions you may use to prompt discussion, critical analysis or 
dialogue about this play. They may be used either before or after the play, either to guide 
audiences toward specific issues as they watch or, to stimulate conversation about topical issues 
afterward.  
 
Penumbra Theatre Company now offers Lesson Plans that use the script, the production, and 
the study guide to investigate specific themes! Developed by high school teachers and 
curriculum consultants Kimberly Colbert and Kaye Peters, these questions are intended to meet 
the state standards for High School Language Arts and Literacy set by the Board of Education. 
(Grades 9 through 12). Each plan can run from approximately 15 to 45 minutes for discussion. 
Please contact Penumbra Theatre’s Education Director for more details: 
sarah.bellamy@penumbratheatre.org  
 
 

mailto:sarah.bellamy@penumbratheatre.org
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Two Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking 

 
Overview: Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking, on the surface, is a simple play 
about two longtime acquaintances who meet regularly in a park. The setting is not specific; 
neither the park’s location nor the time period is clearly established. The main characters are 
only vaguely identified and their relationship [swings] between friendly and adversarial. It is, 
therefore, up to the students to draw details out of the dialogue between the two men, rendering 
this play as an opportunity to explore human relationships through the lens of theater craft and 
its affects. It also allows students to reflect on how theater affects them personally.  
 
The exercises in this lesson plan are designed to provoke students to consider the effects of 
dialogue, images and characterization in bringing the written word to life on stage.  Within 
each theater-based strand are lessons to help students understand the play, analyze its 
significance and ultimately connect the text to their own lives. These are marked Level 1, Level 
2 and Level 3 according to Costa’s Levels of Inquiry. 
 
Unit Essential Question: 
How does the craft of theater reveal and help us to understand our humanity? 
 
Dialogue Strand: 
How do words reveal a character?  
 
Images Strand: 
How do images help us understand what is not spoken? 
 
Characterization Strand: 
How is a character shaped in literature and why does it matter? 
  
LA Standards I 
C4 
The student evaluates the impact of the author’s decisions regarding word choice, point of view, 
style and literary elements. 
C6 
The student analyzes and evaluates the relationship between and among elements of literature: 
character, setting, plot, tone, rising action, climax, falling action, point of view, theme conflict 
and resolution. 
C13 
The student reads, analyzes and critiques dramatic selections by comparing and contrasting 
ways in which character, scene dialogue and staging contribute to the theme and dramatic 
effect. 
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Preparatory Lesson
This lesson is designed to help students establish a base for further analysis of the play. It 
begins with a writing exercise from the students’ own experience where they know why they 
wrote what they did. 
 
Guiding Question: How does dialogue help you to understand a situation? 
 
Materials: 
Students need paper and a writing utensil. 
 

Personal Dialogue Exercise 
1. Begin with a quick guided imagery exercise.  Tell students to close their eyes: 
2. Ask them to go back to a “typical” family dinner. There have to be at least two people 

present.  For some students, this will be TV trays in the living room or grabbing a 
sandwich before heading to practice; others will visualize everyone seated around the 
dining room table. Any works. 

3. Allow students a few seconds to get to the moment and settle in. Ask the to take a deep 
breath. 

4. Continue the imagery. Say: Ok, someone says something. What does he or she say? 
Who responds? What does she or he say? Give them a moment to think. Ask students 
to take another deep breath to complete the exercise. 

5. Students should open their eyes and write the dialogue of the dinner, building from the 
first exchange. Give 5-7 minutes for them to write out the dialogue. To give time to the 
actual dialogue, suggest that students just designate speakers by first letter of name in 
the left margin, followed by a colon. 

6. Pair-share. Once students finish their dialogues, have them turn to someone sitting near 
them and share what they wrote. 

A. Listening partner should take notes on what they think about one of the 
characters based on what they hear in the dialogue. 

B. When first person has finished, partner should tell what s/he learned about the 
one character, citing specifics from the dialogue. The writer will take notes, but 
not respond. (This reduces the personal risk of the writer but gives them 
perspective on how their dialogue sounds to an outsider.) 

7. When each student has shared her or his dialogue and gotten feedback, have students 
respond to what their partners said in a reflection. 

A. Based on your writing and your partner’s comments, what have you learned 
about yourself? 

 
Level 2: Analyzing the effect of dialogue 

1. Ask students to reflect more deeply on their experience.  Write the following guiding 
questions on the board to include in student reflections:  
• Do you agree with partner’s interpretation? Why or why not? 
• Can you see how the partner interpreted what he or she heard? 
• What was not said, but implied in the dialogue? 
• What did you as a writer learn about your family through writing the dialogue? 

How? (What does the language reveal?) 
2. Class discussion:  

• What have students learned about dialogue? 
• What is the significance of words used? (For example, someone who talks in short 

sentences or uses vulgarity?) 
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• What is “unsaid”? What is its effect? (Students may need to first define or be given a 
definition of this term.) 

 
Level 3: Personal Application 

1. Give students the definition of dialogue: The lines spoken by a character or characters 
in a play, essay, story, or novel, especially a conversation between two characters, or a 
literary work that takes the form of such a discussion 
(http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_D.html).  
• Given this definition, what does dialogue do? Have students brainstorm as a class.  
• How does the dialogue you wrote define you as a person?  How is your answer to 

the first question (level one) change after a deeper reflection?  
 

Lesson Plan 

LA Standards I 

C4 The student evaluates the impact of the author’s decisions regarding word choice, point of 
view, style and literary elements. 

C6 The student analyzes and evaluates the relationship between and among elements of 
literature: character, setting, plot, tone, rising action, climax, falling action, point of view, theme 
conflict and resolution. 
C13 The student reads, analyzes and critiques dramatic selections by comparing and 
contrasting ways in which character, scene dialogue and staging contribute to the theme and 
dramatic effect. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
1. How do words reveal a character? 
2. How do words reveal the relationship between Henry and Abe?  
 
Warm-up Exercise: Human Atom (artslit.org) 
(For those who are new to this kind of kinesthetic activity, it is helpful to test it with friends or 
colleagues before you introduce it to the students.) 
 
Description: Students walk around a space and inhabit different physicalities and emotions. 
There are many variations of this activity – some are designed to build community, and some to 
enter text. Often, teachers begin with the community-building variations to warm students up 
before starting to add in themes, characters, and quotes from the text. Thus, Human Atom can 
help you to achieve multiple purposes. 

Duration: About 20 min. 

Procedure: The basic movement of this activity is simple. Students should walk around the 
space and keep the room balanced. Choose a point at the center of the room and point out that it 
is the “Nucleus.” All of the students in the room are the “electrons;” they will walk around the 
center of the nucleus, walk to a far point in the room, back to the nucleus, and then back out to 
another far point in the room. If the room is large and there are only a few participants, 
delineate a smaller space with chairs or tape. 

 

http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_D.html
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Another option for walking around the room is for participants to picture a shape in their head 
and to imagine that shape is taped onto the floor around the entire room. They can trace the 
shape as they walk throughout the room. 

During the activity it is important that none of the students talk to each other or make physical 
contact unless instructed. Ask the students to move around the room in random patterns, they 
often want to move in a continuous circle.  The teacher should remain out of the activity on the 
side of the room. 

Once the activity begins, and the students are walking around the room, you can mix any of the 
following activities in: 

Preparation: Mapping out the various phrases you will use throughout this activity is 
important. Read through the text and think of different themes and/or situations you can take 
the students through that give a feel for the characters and their dilemmas. The following are 
specific phrases from the text you can use to coach the students: 

Friendship: "When I say "friendship" everyone should introduce themselves to each other." 
Try it also in slow motion and fast forward, with the participants introducing themselves to 
new people each time.  

Situations: Walk the participants through situations related to the text, both physical and 
emotional.  For instance, you are an old man arriving at a park. As you enter the park you notice 
a group of teenagers watching you.  You stop, look at them, greet them.  Then you find a bench 
and sit down.  Now get up and start walking around the room again. 

Statues: "When I say a word, form a statue of that word." (Select words from the text or use the 
theme words above.) As the group forms statues, push them to make their statues "twice as big, 
now as big as you can make it" to "add levels to the room," to "increase commitment or energy." 
 
Themes: (As students walk around the room have theme continue to move according to these 
instructions.) 

1. Walk as someone who has love for a friend. 
2. Walk as someone who has lost trust in someone close. 
3. Walk as someone who has been betrayed. 
4. Walk as someone who is worried about a loved one. 
5. Walk as someone who is lonely. 
6. Walk as someone who is prideful. 

 
Lines: (As students move around the room, ask them to react to these lines while they continue 
to walk.) 

1. “I loved her, you know.  Loved her a whole lot.” 
2. “You can’t tell me to leave my own bench.  I was here first. This bench is mine.  
3. “Yes. I was laughing at how a person could be one thing when the sun is shining and 

something else completely when the moon comes out.” 
4. “You have no idea what love or any kind of tender feeling is.” 
5. “We’ve known each other for a longtime but you never liked me.” 

 
Debrief: (It is very important for students to have the chance to reflect on what they have 
experienced. This can be done verbally or in written form.) 
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• Based on all of the experiences you had and the words you created with statues, what do 
you think this text might be about? How did people interpret the text differently in 
their statues?  

• Which situation made you feel the best? Which was the most painful?  
• Which words were the easiest to physicalize? Which were the most difficult?  Why? 
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Dialogue Strand
 
Guiding Question: How do words reveal a character? 
 
Level 1: Understanding dialogue:
This lesson is designed to help students understand the effects of dialogue and establish a base 
for further analysis of the play.   
 
Materials: Excerpts from the play, highlighters or colored pencils, pens and paper. 
 
Preparatory Set: Re-define dialogue.  Define sub-text.  Define what it means to be a friend. 
Next, have students should read some or all of the following pages and reflect in a journal 
answering the following questions: 

1. What kind of people are Abe and Henry?  Describe each character in detail using 
textual evidence to support your answer. 

2. What kind of relationship do Abe and Henry have?  Describe their relationship in detail 
using textual evidence to support your answer. 

 
Suggested excerpts: 

• Act 1, scene 1 (pp. 11-12) from Abe: “You can’t tell me . . . ” to Henry: “Good.  Then 
maybe I can read my paper in peace.” 

• Act 1, scene 2 (p. 13) from beginning to Abe: “No sir, not me.” 
• Act 1, scene 4 (p. 37) from Henry: “So? That’s what makes it quiet “. . . . to Abe: “You’re 

wrong.” 
• Act 2, scene 5 (p. 46) from top of the page (Henry) to Abe: “how we categorize 

ourselves.” 
• Act 2, scene 5 (pp. 51-52) from Abe: “A while ago you said” . . . to end of scene. 
• Act 2, scene 6 (pp. 60-61) from Henry: “And I’m going to let you” . . . to end of scene.  

(Delete stage directions for an extra challenge.) 
 
Level 2: Analyzing the effects of dialogue:
Using their understanding of what dialogue and sub-text is and what it can reveal, students will 
analyze a short excerpt from the play, Two Old Black Guys Just Sitting Around Talking for 
what its dialogue develops with in the excerpt.  This exercise should help students be more 
critically thoughtful in reading and hearing literature. 
 
Preparatory Set: 
Review the definitions of dialogue and subtext.  Discuss the significance of dialogue and what it 
helps to develop in a play (character, plot). 
 
Materials: Suggested excerpts listed above, highlighters or colored pencils, pen and paper. 
 
Lesson:  

1. (10 min) Number the excerpts from one to six (chronologically within the play) and 
hand out an excerpt to each student, distributing the numbers around the room.   

2. Students will mark up their assigned excerpt with highlighters or pencils and note what 
they think the highlighted text reveals about (write on board): 

a. character 
b. the character’s relationship 
c. the plot of  the story 

3. Have students group by number, assigning different areas of the room for each number. 
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4. (10 min) Once in groups, students should share their responses to the three effects of 
dialogue set out in #2. 

5. Each group will report to the class, beginning with group one.  Everyone should take 
notes to record the evolution of the characters. 

6. Once everyone has reported, discuss how the characters developed throughout the 
excerpts.  Guiding questions for discussion: 

a. What is the progression of the plot revealed through the excerpts? 
b. Do Henry and Abe care about each other? How do you know? 
c. Why do or don’t they care about each other? 
d. How does the dialogue reveal or mask their feelings for each other? 
e. What is the effect of what is not said (subtext)? 
f. Where do you see in your excerpt that something is not said but implied? 

7. Students will write a short reflection on what they learned about the effects of dialogue. 
 
Level 3: Personal application 
This lesson requires students to draw on what they learned about the characters and their 
dialogue in Level 2 and create their own written piece that utilizes some of the devices they 
identified in the text by adopting the personal of one of the two men in the play. 
 
Materials: Paper and pen, excerpt from level two. 
 
Lesson: 

1. Students will choose to be either Henry or Abe and review the lines in the excerpt 
(Level two lesson not required but helpful). 

2. Students will write a short (1-2 pages) letter in the character of Abe or Henry and 
addressed to themselves, the students explain why he acted as he did in the play.  The 
writing should try to capture the character’s personality, as the student interpreted it, 
through particular word choice and sentence structure. 

3. Students will share their compositions with the class on a volunteer basis. 
4. Class will discuss similarities and differences in the language and substance of the letter. 
5. Finally, students will write a short explanation of the choices they made in writing the 

letter and why. 
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Character Strand
Guiding Questions:  
Level 1 

1. After listening and reading the dialogues, how would you describe Henry and Abe? 
2. Describe some things that the two characters don’t say directly but are implied in the 

dialogue (subtext). 
 
Level 2 

1. How does dialogue help define character in general? 
2. What do we learn about the way Henry and Abe are developed through words?  

Through subtext? 
3. How is a character shaped in literature and why does it matter? 

 
Level 3 

1. How do the words we use define our identity and/or our relationships with others? 
2. Discuss the way you communicate with a person who is close to you (a relative, friend, 

teacher).  How does what you say or don’t say to each other define your relationship? 
 
Warm-up Exercise: Character Walk (artslit.org) 
(For those who are new to this kind of kinesthetic activity, it is helpful to test it with friends or 
colleagues before you introduce it to the students.) 
 
Description: Students create characters by exaggerating their own movements and emotions in 
the way they walk around the room. 
Procedure:  

1. While students walk around in the Human Atom, instruct them to “Pay attention to 
what you do when you walk. What movements do you make? How do your hips move? 
Your knees? Your arms?” 

2. “So, walk how you normally walk. That’s a 5. Now, exaggerate something about how 
you normally walk. Take it up to an 8. Make it big.” 

3. “Now down to a 1. Do a real teeny version of what you do.” Again, have students 
exaggerate their walk. “Take it to a 10 this time.” 

4. As students walk around with their exaggerated walks, encourage them now to “borrow 
somebody’s walk. If you like their walk, steal it. Follow them around the room.” 

5. “Ok, now let it go and just walk. Move around the space as yourself…. I want you to 
think about a feeling that’s going on inside of you that you’re not showing right now, 
and I want you to walk, letting that feeling come out through your walk. It’s right 
under the skin, whatever it is. There’s something else going on that we don’t know 
about. Move around and notice the difference. There’s something else that we don’t 
know about; there’s layers of character.” 

6. “Take it down to a 1. Same feeling, but it’s down to a 1. It’s not very big; it’s real tiny. 
But that feeling inside, it’s still motivating you. Now, take it up to a 5 – more painful, 
more exuberant, whatever it is.” 

7. Have students experiment walking with different emotions.  Ask them to walk the way 
in which certain characters in the play (Henry, Abe, and others mentioned) would walk. 
They can base their walks on what they have read.  You can also use lines from the play 
to prompt the students. 

 
Reflection: “I just want to talk for a minute about characters. There are different layers and 
levels of characters. There are feelings we can bring up from ourselves which bring more 
authenticity to the characters – emotions buried inside of us and the characters we create.” 
 

http://artslit.org/HB_enteringtext_charwalk.htm
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Lesson: Neutral Dialogue 
In this exercise, students will use dialogue to experience the characters, Henry and Abe, in 
order to understand how characters are shaped by what they say. 
 
Materials: Neutral dialogue excerpts 
 
Procedure:  Print neutral dialogues below.  Remove act, scene and page numbers.  Ask for 12 
student volunteers to read six short dialogues in front of the class.  Each pair should read their 
dialogue, alternating lines between each other.  Students should feel free to experiment with 
emotions and gender.  For example, students might read the dialogue as two men, then read it 
as a man and a woman.  Or the teacher can give them emotions to consider or assign genders.  
After each dialogue, students should discuss the text and the subtext. Finally, return to each 
scene and discuss the actual context of the dialogue.  Ask students to reflect in a written journal 
on the guiding questions. 
 
Neutral Dialogues  
Act one  
scene one, pg. 5 
I loved her, you know. 
Loved who? 
Loved her more’n I ever loved anybody in my whole life. 
I still don’t know what the hell it is you’re talking about. 
She was a good looking woman 
Who? 
And she loved me too. 
What was that? 
They were in capable of love. 
What do you know about it? 
 
scene one, pg. 7 
I don’t mind being all that. 
I just been thinking. 
It has been said more than once, but nevertheless, it bears repeating. 
Is that so? 
Yes. 
I have another idea. 
And you don’t talk to me either. 
 
scene two, pg. 16 
That’s right. 
see. 
I hope so. 
I do. 
Good.  
May I ask you something? 
Sure, go ahead, what? 
 
 
Act Two 
scene five, pg. 47 
You’re a damn liar. 
I was doing business that couldn’t be interrupted. 
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Sure. Of course. 
I’m fine. I’m settled. 
I don’t even know why I’m talking to you like this. 
Where? 
Oh you’d be surprised. 
 
pg. 49 
Why? 
You’re just going to miss me. 
Why? 
You’re going to miss me when I’m gone. 
What you planning to do kill yourself? 
No, I’m not planning to kill myself.  
So what then? 
You have no idea, do you . . . 
Like hell you are. 
Like hell I ain’t. 
You lying. 
That’s where you’re wrong. 
 
Act 2, Scene 6, pg. 53 
 
I thought you had gone. 
I went but I came back. 
Why, for God’s sake? 
Found out I didn’t like it. 
What didn’t you like about it? 
The place. 
Really? 
Yeah. 
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Images Strand 
Guiding Questions:  
Level 1: 

1. Where in the play do you see specific images? What are they? 
2. What ideas do these images communicate? 

 
Level 2: 

1. How do images help us understand what is not spoken? 
2. How do images reveal the relationship between Henry and Abe? 
3. How do the interaction of images and dialogue help to establish character? Theme? 

 
Level 3: 

1. What are some symbols or images that you relate to in your own life?   
2. How do these symbols or images effect or reflect personal relationships you have with 

others? 
 
Warm-up exercise: Handshake Transformation (artslit.org) 
(For those who are new to this kind of kinesthetic activity, it is helpful to test it with friends or 
colleagues before you introduce it to the students.) 
 
Description: A great way to incorporate physicality in storytelling, creating images onstage. 
Partners create sculptures with their bodies in relationship to each other. This activity is an 
effective lead in to other body sculpture work including Entering Text activities like Sculpture 
Garden and the Human Atom. 

Duration: 15 - 20 minutes. 

Procedure: Everyone gets a partner. Tell students to shake hands, make eye contact with their 
partner, and freeze. Next, coach one person to slip out of the handshake while the other remains 
in a freeze. The person who has moved has to find a way to re-connect with the person in the 
freeze without altering that person’s shape. The object is to change the picture of the person in 
the freeze by changing your shape in RELATIONSHIP to his/hers. Once you have made your 
shape, you freeze and the other person moves and creates a new “picture” in relationship to you. 
Ruth Zaporah in Action Theater offers ideas for side-coaching this activity, including: Make your 
shapes: 
• spacious 
• constricted, tight 
• angular, twisted, knotted 
• circular, round, arched 
• complex, detailed 
Also you might ask the participants to speed up, slow down, vary the quality of the shapes, vary 
the timing, increase speed “until you are moving percussively from shape to shape, responding 
impulsively to each other’s shapes and meanings.” 
Music in the background can help to create a mood for the movement. You can also use lines 
from the play as prompts.  Be sure to give students time to “digest” the images they are seeing. 
 
Reflection:  

1. How did your relation to your partner change? When were you most connected to your 
partner?  

2. Was your shape making conscious or unconscious? What was challenging about the 
exercise?  
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3. Was there ever a point where you didn’t have any ideas? What did you do in those 
instances? 

4. How do you believe your sculptures were telling a “story?” 
 
Variation: Apply a theme to the activity like “injustice” and ask for participants to respond to 
each other with this theme in mind. It’s still important to get them to move quickly, responding 
to each other, and not think too much, even though a theme is introduced. 
 
Stage Picture 
Divide the class into three teams.  Two teams will participate; one will observe.  Assign an area 
of the room to each of the participating teams.   
 

1. Begin by giving the group a theme, word, character or line from the play.   
2. Ask players to move around each other in their space.   
3. While coaching them to move, continue to remind them of the prompt. 
4. Coach should randomly call, “stage picture!”  At this call, players should instantly 

become visible to the spectators and assume a pose that reflects the prompt from the 
play.  Players should hold their stage picture for a few seconds and move when coached 
to “continue.”  Players should always work together to make sure not only that 
everyone is seen, but to have their group reflect the prompt. 

5. Groups should do this several times in a row then break and allow another group to 
become spectators. 

 
Variations:  

1. While groups are holding their stage picture, spectators can respond to it by talking 
about what they see or discuss how the picture reflects the text and subtext of the play.  

2. Moving Stage Picture: groups stay in constant movement, keeping “visible” at all times. 
3. Framing Single Player: players move in and out around each other.  Coach calls the 

name of a single player.  All other players follow this one player, keeping him or her 
“framed” in the picture.  Coach calls, “Hold! Stage Picture!” 

 
Reflect using guiding questions. 
 
Word Scenes from Images 

1. Students should take detailed notes on each stage picture, recording what they see and 
what theme or meaning they believe it might express. 

2. Combine all of the words to create a “word wall.” 
3. Ask each student to choose their three favorite words from the wall and write them 

down.   
4. Ask students to reflect in writing on the following: 

a. (level 1) Rewrite the description of one stage picture using the three words in 
that description.  How do you think that scene helps us to understand the 
relationship between Henry and Abe? 

b. (level 2)  Use your three words to analyze one of the scenes from stage picture.  
What theme or central idea was communicated?  Use your specific description 
to support your answer. Explain how images help us to understand the 
relationships between characters. 

c. (level 3) Choose one of the stage pictures about which you wrote. How does that 
scene represent a personal relationship you have right now.  Describe that 
relationship and how the images you recorded represent the interaction between 
you and the person about whom you are thinking.  Use your three words in 
your reflection. 
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Final Reflection 
 
Paideia Seminar 
Preparation 
Students should answer the following questions as homework. Their answers should be in full 
sentences and use text as evidence to back up their opinions. 
 

1. How does the craft of theater reveal and help us to understand our humanity? 
2. How does the interaction between Abe and Henry demonstrate the way theater helps us 

to understand our humanity?  Find a quote that supports your answer. 
3. Reflect on the letter you wrote earlier in the unit.  How does your letter reflect the 

interaction between Abe and Henry?  What about your letter might you change? 
4. Discuss how the play might be different if the two characters were women. 
5. What is the one lesson this play can teach humankind?  Explain. 

 
Lesson: 

1. Establish rules of Padeia Seminar: 
a. Each student must have written responses to guiding questions. 
b. Students will respect each others’ opinions. 
c. Sitting in a circle, if possible, students will self-facilitate, with the current 

speaker calling on the next. 
d. Responses must remain connected to the guiding questions or in response to a 

point made by another student. 
Teachers may require participation or offer points for participation.  

At conclusion of the seminar, allow 10 minutes for students to write a reflection that 
summarizes their interpretation of what the play tells them about love 
 
 
Sources: 
http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_D.html
http://artslit.org  
Zaporah Ruth, Action Theater, The Improvisation of Presence  
Boal Augusto Games for Actors and Non-Actors by Augusto Boal 
Spolin Viola, Theater Game File 
 

 
 

http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_D.html
http://artslit.org/
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