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Pulitzer Prize-winning play about wom-
en who have been raped and whose 
bodies are part of the battleground 
on which the war is being fought. With 
Sweat, the marginalized people she 
writes about are close to home and our 
near-contemporaries: displaced factory 
workers in Reading, Pennsylvania in 
the early part of the 21st century.  Not-
tage uses her unparalleled empathy, 
insight, and humanity to explore the 
relationships in a fracturing community, 
through a story that is viscerally reso-
nant in our country today.  

Experiencing these and other plays 
by this superbly gifted and eclectic 
playwright has been a highlight of my 
theatre-going and theatre-making life. 
Ruined remains one of the most devas-
tating pieces of theatre I’ve ever expe-
rienced as an audience member, and 
Intimate Apparel is one of the most 
beautifully written of all the plays I’ve 
ever directed.  So it’s a joy for me to 
be back at Pioneer Theatre Company, 
working with such a talented group of 
actors and theatre artists on this latest, 
and arguably most urgent, play by one 
of our country’s finest playwrights. §

Director’s Note

Director Mary B. Robinson

By Lynn Nottage

Is the “American Dream” still alive? And if so, who gets to pursue it?

In a small manufacturing town in Pennsylvania, the lives of nine 
people—friends, co-workers, mothers and sons, former spouses 
and lovers—intersect as they try to hold onto, or reach for, the 
American Dream in the face of the increasingly precarious and 
divisive economic conditions of America at the dawn of the new 
millennium.

“All my plays are about people who 
have been marginalized,” says play-
wright Lynn Nottage, “who have been 
erased from the public record.”  Not-
tage’s profound curiosity about these 
marginalized human beings have taken 
her to a wide range of times and plac-
es in her writing, from 1905 New York 
City in Intimate Apparel, which was 
inspired by her great grandmother, 
a seamstress whom she knew little 
about, to the civil war torn Democratic 
Republic of Congo in Ruined, her  
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An Interview with 
Lynn Nottage

Interviewed by Victoria Myers
Photography by Emma Pratte

October 14th, 2015

Due to space, we have only placed 
part of the interview from this article. 
For more, please visit The “Spotlight 

for Learning” tab for Sweat on our 
website.

With a play like Sweat, do you 
think about the delivery system 
of the dialogue and that the 
audience might come at certain 
characters with certain biases?

The thing is, I can’t control that 
built-in bias because it’s going to 
exist. What I can do is reflect the 
world through my very unique 
prism and perhaps people will 
be able to relate. I can’t control 
how it’s received, nor do I want 
to control how it’s perceived. 
What I want is for people to go 
into the theatre and in some way 
their perception is shifted, so 
that if they do enter with their 
biases, perhaps they won’t leave 
with them.

Was there anything, particularly 
with this play, where you had 
incidents of people misinter-
preting something based on 
who was saying it? 
It’s interesting, because the 
life of this play is we had three 
previews and then it opened, 
and then I was gone, so I hav-
en’t had the benefits of seeing 
the play live and breathe in 

front of an audience, which is 
a slight frustration and a very 
unusual experience for me. But 
just in the tiny bits of feedback I 
did get, what surprised me was 
there’s one scene—the opening 
scene—where you have an Afri-
can American parole officer who 
is speaking rather harshly to a 
white man, a white supremacist 
who has white power tattoos on 
his face, and he’s being quite 
confrontational with the parole 
officer. The parole officer is 
being kind of confrontational 
back, and I was really surprised 
by some of the audience mem-
bers, particularly white men, 
who said, “Well, don’t you think 
the way he was treating him was 
kind of reverse discrimination?” 
And I’m like, “Absolutely not.” 
And that really surprised me. It 
surprised me that they were not 
concerned that this white man 
was using certain unforgivable 
language to this black man who 
was in a position of control and 
he was exerting a position of 
control in return. 

Do you see any themes in your 
work? 
I’m beginning to see some 
themes in my work. I think I 
definitely gravitate towards char-
acters who have been margin-
alized in some way in their lives 
and are grappling with identity. 
But it’s not a question I’m often 
asked. People overlay.

Has there been a time when 
people have talked about 
themes in your work and you’re 
like, “Nope, not correct”?
You know, I’ve heard people say 
things and I think, “That’s totally 
wrong. That’s not why I wrote 
the play, but it’s interesting that 
you think that.” It’s kind of weird. 
Or even more so when you read 
some of the criticism that critics 
write and you feel like you want 
to write to them. And once I 
did. It was so, so petty. In Meet 
Vera Stark there’s a film. Aspect 
ratio of films in the 1930s is very 
different than the films shot 
today, and we knew that, but the 
director made the design choice 
to shoot it in a contemporary 
aspect ratio so that it would fill 

Continued to Page 3
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the stage. One critic spent all 
of this time complaining about 
aspect ratio and how we didn’t 
know. And I thought, “Of course 
we know. It’s theatre. It was a 
choice. We took license.”

Do you think he would have 
spent that much time talking 
about that if you were a male 
playwright?
In that case, yes. I don’t think 
that had to do with gender.

Something that comes up a 
lot is whether people feel their 
work is talked about differently 
than it would be if they were a 
male playwright.
I was thinking about this today 
in terms of as a writer, in terms 
of what I feel I’ve accomplished 
is the way in which my work is 
discussed. Every time you write 
a play it’s like you’re an idiot sa-
vant and someone put a pen in 
your hand and you created this 
work and no one knows how it 
happened.

That’s come up in various ways. 
You’re the first one to put it 
quite like that.
That’s how I feel. Like there’s 
almost surprise that the work is 
accomplished and complicated 
and entertaining and interesting 
because, god forbid, it’s written 
by an African America woman. I 
don’t know what folks are ex-
pecting, but it does sometimes 
hurt my feelings that the work 
isn’t taken as seriously. [People 
act like] it just spontaneously 
writes itself, and not understand-
ing that there’s a great deal of 
thought and craftsmanship that 
goes into the creation of the 

work.

I wish someone would do a 
study for theatre where they 
actually look at the adjectives 
used to describe work by wom-
en vs. men. They’ve done it for 
other industries and always find 
work by women is described 
differently and that we don’t 
attribute intelligence to women 
in the same way.
I think it’s definitely true that 
there are different adjectives 
that are used when critics are 
speaking about the work. The 
work is seen as precious. The 
work is seen as delightful. There 
are adjectives you just don’t see 
when you’re talking about the 
work of Arthur Miller or David 
Mamet. Even though the work 
can be equally as tough. Even a 
play like Ruined, which is tough, 
isn’t spoken about the same 
way.

That’s insane. 
It’s kind of insane. §

LYNN NOTTAGE (Playwright) is a Pulitzer 
Prize winning playwright and a screenwrit-
er.  Her plays have been produced widely 
in the United States and throughout the 
world. Her most recent play, Mlima’s Tale, 
premiered at the Public Theater in May 
2018. In the spring of 2017, Sweat (Pulitzer 
Prize, Obie Award, Susan Smith Blackburn 
Prize, Tony Nomination, Drama Desk Nom-
ination) moved to Broadway after a sold 
out run at The Public Theater. It premiered 
and was commissioned by Oregon Shake-
speare Festival American Revolutions 
History Cycle/Arena Stage. Other plays 
include By The Way, Meet Vera Stark (Lilly 
Award, Drama Desk Nomination), Ruined 
(Pulitzer Prize, OBIE, Lucille Lortel, New 
York Drama Critics’ Circle, Audelco, Drama 
Desk, and Outer Critics Circle Award), 
Intimate Apparel (American Theatre Critics 
and New York Drama Critics’ Circle Awards 
for Best Play), Fabulation, or The Re-Educa-
tion of Undine (OBIE Award), Crumbs from 
the Table of Joy,  Las Meninas, Mud, River, 
Stone, Por’knockers and POOF! Nottage 
is currently writing the book for the world 
premiere musical adaptation of Sue Monk 
Kidd’s novel The Secret Life of Bees, with 
music by Duncan Sheik and lyrics by Susan 
Birkenhead. It will premiere at the Atlantic 
Theatre Company starting on May 10, 2019, 
directed by Sam Gold.
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Let America be America again.

Let it be the dream it used to be.

Let it be the pioneer on the plain

Seeking a home where he himself is free.

(America never was America to me.)

 
Let America be the dream the dreamers 
dreamed—

Let it be that great strong land of love

Where never kings connive nor tyrants 
scheme

That any man be crushed by one above.

 
(It never was America to me.)

 
O, let my land be a land where Liberty

Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath,

But opportunity is real, and life is free,

Equality is in the air we breathe.

(There’s never been equality for me,

Nor freedom in this “homeland of the free.”)

 
Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark?

And who are you that draws your veil 
across the stars?

I am the poor white, fooled and pushed 
apart,

I am the Negro bearing slavery’s scars.

I am the red man driven from the land,

I am the immigrant clutching the hope I 
seek—

And finding only the same old stupid plan

Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.

 
I am the young man, full of strength and 
hope,

Tangled in that ancient endless chain

Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land!

Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satis-
fying need!

Of work the men! Of take the pay!

Of owning everything for one’s own greed!

 I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil.

I am the worker sold to the machine.

I am the Negro, servant to you all.

I am the people, humble, hungry, mean—

Hungry yet today despite the dream.

Beaten yet today—O, Pioneers!

I am the man who never got ahead,

The poorest worker bartered through the 
years.

 

Yet I’m the one who dreamt our basic 
dream

In the Old World while still a serf of kings,

Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, 
so true,

That even yet its mighty daring sings

In every brick and stone, in every furrow 
turned

That’s made America the land it has be-
come.

O, I’m the man who sailed those early seas

In search of what I meant to be my home—

For I’m the one who left dark Ireland’s 
shore,

And Poland’s plain, and England’s grassy 
lea,

And torn from Black Africa’s strand I came

To build a “homeland of the free.”

 

The free?

 

Who said the free?  Not me?

Surely not me?  The millions on relief 
today?

The millions shot down when we strike?

The millions who have nothing for our pay?

For all the dreams we’ve dreamed

And all the songs we’ve sung

And all the hopes we’ve held

And all the flags we’ve hung,

The millions who have nothing for our 
pay—

Except the dream that’s almost dead today.
O, let America be America again—

The land that never has been yet—

And yet must be—the land where every 
man is free.
The land that’s mine—the poor man’s, 
Indian’s, Negro’s, ME—

Who made America,

Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and 
pain,

Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in 
the rain,

Must bring back our mighty dream again.

Sure, call me any ugly name you choose—

The steel of freedom does not stain.

From those who live like leeches on the 
people’s lives,

We must take back our land again,

America!

 

O, yes,

I say it plain,

America never was America to me,

And yet I swear this oath—

America will be!

 

Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster 
death,

The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and 
lies,

We, the people, must redeem

The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.

The mountains and the endless plain—

All, all the stretch of these great green 
states—

And make America again!
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LET AMERICA BE AMERICA AGAIN 
By Langston Hughes

Jacob Lawrence: In the North the African Ameri-
can had more educational opportunities. 1941

Lawrence, another African-American artist, paint-
ed this around the same time Langston Hughes 
wrote this poem.

DISCUSS
Lynn Nottage 

prefaces Sweat 
with this poem. 

How do you think it 
connects with the 

play?



1. To unite in one organization, 
regardless of creed, color or 
nationality, all workmen and 
working women eligible for 
membership.

2. To increase the wages, and 
improve the conditions of em-
ployment of our members by 
legislation, joint agreements or 
other legitimate means.

3. To endeavor to obtain by joint 
negotiation or legislative enact-
ment a six-hour day and five-day 
week.

4. To strive for a minimum wage 
scale for all members of our 
organization.

5. To provide for the education 
of our children by lawfully pro-
hibiting their employment until 

Union Phrases

The Line: Short for “Picket Line.” 
A form of protest in which peo-
ple (called picketers) congregate 
outside a place of work or lo-
cation where an event is taking 
place.

Scab: A strikebreaker (some-
times derogatorily called a 
scab, blackleg, or knobstick) is 
a person who works despite an 
ongoing strike

The union: A trade union, also 
called a labor union, is an asso-
ciation of workers in a particular 
trade, industry, or company cre-
ated for the purpose of securing 
improvement in pay, benefits, 
working conditions or social and 
political status through collective 
bargaining and working con-
ditions through the increased 
bargaining power wielded by 
creation of a monopoly of the 
worker.

(wikipedia.org)

The fictional characters in Sweat are depicted as members of the 
actual “United Steelworkers Union.” Here are their principles: 

they have reached eighteen 
years of age

6. To secure equitable statuto-
ry old-age pension, workman’s 
compensation and unemploy-
ment insurance laws.

7. To enforce existing just laws 
and to secure the repeal of 
those which are unjust.

8. To secure by legislative enact-
ment, laws protecting the limbs, 
lives and health of our members; 
(laws) establishing our right to   
organize; (laws) preventing the 
employment of privately armed 
guards during labor disputes 
and such other legislation as will 
be beneficial.

(https://www.usw.org/union/our-founding-princi-
ples)
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An example of a 
steelworker at work.

Steelworkers United protesting

UNIONS

DISCUSS
All of the characters 

in Sweat want to stay in the 
union. What does the union 
have that their factory might 

not guarantee? 



MARY B. ROBINSON (Director) has directed more than 70 productions in New York 
City and around the country, including The Glass Menagerie, An Inspector Calls and 
Of Mice and Men at Pioneer Theatre Company, and Lynn Nottage’s Intimate Apparel 
at Westport Playhouse. 

CALLUM ADAMS* (Jason) trained at the Drama Centre in London. Film & TV credits: 
“Blue Bloods,” “Episodes,” “The Blacklist,” “Humans,” “Berlin Station” and Megan 
Leavey.

CHRISTOPHER DUVAL* (Stan/Fight Choreographer) is the Resident Fight Director at 
Pioneer Theatre Company, and last appeared on-stage in Much Ado About Nothing 
and One Man, Two Guvnors.

SUSANNA FLORENCE* (Jessie) happily returns to PTC after Oslo earlier this season. 
Other PTC credits include Twelfth Night, King Charles III, Fiddler on the Roof and 
One Man, Two Guvnors, as well as several Play-by-Play readings, including Art & 
Class, Speculator Spirits, The Envelope, A March Tale, Honor Killing and i.

VINCE MCGILL* (Brucie) has appeared on stages across the country working with a 
number of theaters including Dallas Theater Center, Barter Theatre, ZACH Theatre, 
Dallas Shakespeare Festival, Dallas Children’s Theater and the African American 
Repertory Theater.

NAFEESA MONROE* (Cynthia) returns to Pioneer Theatre Company after last sea-
son’s i. Film and television credits: I’m Through with White Girls, “The Punisher,” 
“Madam Secretary” and “Blue Bloods.”

HASSIEM MUHAMMAD* (Chris) is a New York City-based actor, and Sweat is his pro-
fessional stage debut. A 2018 graduate of The University of North Carolina School 
of the Arts (UNCSA), he has appeared in “Madam Secretary” (CBS), and the indie 
feature The Drummer.

XAVIER REYES* (Oscar) is a storyteller from Puerto Rico who left home to pursue his 
craft and holds a BFA from Ithaca College. Some of his favorite credits include Kinky 
Boots, Rent, West Side Story, La Cage aux Folles, Hair and In the Heights. 

JAY WARD* (Evan) lives in NYC. He was nominated for an Audelco Award for Best 
Supporting Actor in Cool Blues (New Federal Theater). TV credits: “The Night 
Of” (HBO); “The Blacklist” (NBC); “Person of Interest” (CBS); “Unbreakable Kimmy 
Schmidt” (Netflix); The Secret Game (ESPN); “Arrested Development” (FOX); “Law & 
Order” (NBC); and “Unforgettable” (A&E).

MARGOT WHITE* (Tracey) Returns to PTC after 2001’s The Three Musketeers. 
Favorite credits include: Broadway: Farinelli and the King (Belasco); Love, Love, Love 
(Roundabout); Constellations (MTC) and Aaron Sorkin’s The Farnsworth Invention. 
TV/Film/Podcast: “Unforgettable,” “L&O,” “L&O: CI,” “Blue Bloods,” “Limetown” and 
Ask for Jane.
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Callum Adams 
(Jason)

Christopher DuVal
(Stan)

Susanna Florence
(Jessie)

Vince McGill
(Brucie)

Nafeesa Monroe
(Cynthia)

Hassiem 
Muhammad

(Chris)

Xavier Reyes
(Oscar)

Jay Ward
(Evan)

Margot White
(Tracey)

* Denotes member of Actors’ Equity Association


