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Welcome to the Student Matinee Program! 
 

 

On behalf of resident companies Underground Railway Theater and The Nora 
Theatre Company, thank you for being a part of Central Square Theater’s Student 
Matinee Program.   Both companies have a combined 50-year history of producing 
award-winning professional theater for audiences across the nation.   We’re 
delighted that these audiences include students and teachers in a program crafted 
specifically for you.   Our companion study guides are designed to energize and 
engage your students in the performances through a variety of theatrically based 
activities.  If you ever have questions about either the guide or our performances, 
our Education Staff is more than happy to help.   Enjoy the show!    
 

                                       Maggie Moore Abdow 
                                                 Underground Railway Theater Education Director 
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How to Use This Study Guide 
 
Thank you for taking the time to look over our Study Guide and Activity Book for 
Harriet Jacobs.  This guide contains information about the show to help enrich 
your students’ experience.   
 
The Study Guide is divided into three sections:  
 
·  Get Ready to help you and your students prepare to see the show; 
·  Deepen Understanding to explore specific elements or themes from the show, 

and; 
·  Reflect and Connect to further engage students in the show they have seen. 
 
Each section contains background information for you and your students, as well 
as questions for discussion and activities to further explore the play.  
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About Underground Railway Theater 
 

Underground Railway Theater is one of two Resident Theater Companies 
at the Central Square Theater in Cambridge, along with the Nora Theater 
Company.  URT creates dynamic connections between high-quality 
professional theater and community. Combining actors, puppetry and 
music, URT engages diverse audiences with theater of social content and 
great visual beauty - theater that challenges and delights, informs and 
celebrates. 
 

The Theater was founded in 1976 in Oberlin, Ohio, one of the last stops on the Midwestern 
branch of the Underground Railroad. The company took its name from this chapter in American 
history, carrying on in a spirit of hope and inter-cultural collaboration.  
 

Past work includes performances with major orchestras throughout the country, residencies at the 
Smithsonian Institute, and appearances at Lincoln Center, Arena Stage and the Kennedy Center, 
as well as performances in France, Spain, Taiwan and Hong Kong.  

 
A note from URT Artistic Director Debra Wise 

 
Underground Railway Theater has always sought to have in-repertoire plays that examine the 
modern significance of our namesake. Sanctuary – The Spirit of Harriet Tubman (1985-1988) 
made connections between the Underground Railroad of the 1850’s and the Central American 
Sanctuary movement of the 1980’s. Are You Ready, My Sister?, a show for youth, connects 
Harriet Tubman’s story with feminism and movements for economic justice. How Do You Spell 
Hope?, on this stage last season, connects Frederick Douglass’ story with that of a contemporary 
student’s struggle to overcome obstacles to literacy.   
 
     Harriet Jacobs is both a continuation of this commitment and the flinging open of new doors; 
it is a perfect addition to Central Square Theater’s Remarkable Voices. Jacob’s achievements as 
a writer are breathtaking, both because of the obstacles she overcame and the eloquence with 
which she shares her memoir. We are honored to present Lydia R. Diamond’s work – her plays 
are sharp, lyrical, enormously intelligent explorations of the intersection of history with our 
current views on race, class, and sexuality. Her characters are immediate in ways that make 
history feel compelling, surprising, and a little bit dangerous.   
                                                                                                                                           
     As we sink our roots deeper into our Cambridge home, we seek new ways to connect with its 
rich narrative. Harriet Jacobs’ story is the Mainstage launch for our Cambridge Plays Initiative: 
Jacobs spent some of her adult life living near Harvard Square, and is buried in Mt. Auburn 
Cemetery. She has been among us – we are enriched by her story; it echoes in our own.  
 
     This run is dedicated to those who keep history present. In particular, URT recognizes the 
neighbors who originally formed the Cambridge African American Trail Committee. We invite 
you to visit its sites and learn about the important personalities honored there. We are lucky to 
have many such resources in the greater Boston area to help us hear these, and other, remarkable 
voices. 
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MA Curriculum Connections 

 
The questions and activities in this Study Guide connect with many of the MA Curriculum 
Frameworks in both Arts and English Language Arts.  The following list is a sampling of 
standards that connect with the lessons in this guide. These standards are taken from the 
Massachusetts Department of Education Curriculum Frameworks (www.doe.mass.edu): 
 
Theater Arts Curriculum Frameworks   
In THEATER, students will: 

·  Read plays from a variety of cultures and historical periods, describe their themes, interpret their 
characters’ intentions and motivations, and determine their staging requirements 

·  Attend live performances of extended length and complexity, demonstrating an understanding of 
the protocols of audience behavior appropriate to the style of the performance 

·  Demonstrate an understanding of the playwright as a collaborating artist who works with the 
director, actors, designers, and technicians 

·  Rehearse and perform a variety of dramatic works for peers or invited audiences 
In CONNECTING ART TO OTHER DISCIPLINES, students will: 

·  Describe the purposes for which works of dance, music, theatre, visual arts, and architecture were 
and are created, and, when appropriate, interpret their meanings.  

·  Demonstrate their understanding of styles, stylistic influence, and stylistic change by identifying 
when and where art works were created, and by analyzing characteristic features of art works 
from various historical periods, cultures, and genres. 

·  Describe the roles of artists, patrons, cultural organizations, and arts institutions in societies of the 
past and present. 

 
English Language Arts, Literacy and History Frameworks 
In HISTORY AND SOCIAL SCIENCE, students will: 

·  Understand the chronological order of historical events and recognize the complexity of historical 
cause and effect, including the interaction of forces from different spheres of human activity, the 
importance of ideas, and of individual choices, actions, and character. 

·  Understand the meaning, implications, and import of historical events by studying past ideas as 
they were thought, and past events as they were lived, by people of the time. 

·  Acquire the ability to frame questions that can be answered by historical study and research; by 
comparing historical narratives, they will differentiate historical fact from historical interpretation 
and from fiction. 

In ENGLISH, students will: 
·  Deepen their understanding of a literary or non-literary work by relating it to its contemporary 

context or historical background. 
·  Identify, analyze, and apply knowledge of theme in a literary work and provide evidence from the 

text to support their understanding. 
·  Identify and analyze how an author’s words appeal to the senses, create imagery, suggest mood, 

and set tone, and provide evidence from the text to support their understanding. 
·  Identify, analyze, and apply knowledge of the themes, structure, and elements of drama and 

provide evidence from the text to support their understanding. 
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Get Ready: 
 

Attending a Live Performance 
 

Attending a live show is a unique experience.  Going to see a play can be a great opportunity for 

students, but there is a lot of responsibility that goes with it.  In a play, the actors are live onstage 

in front of the audience.  This means they can hear, (and sometimes see) the audience.  How you 

react as an audience member affects what the actors do onstage.  Because of this, the audience is 

often considered another character in the show. 
 

Teachers:  Before you come to the theater, please talk with your students about seeing a 

play and what is expected of them during a live show.  Here are some important etiquette 

points to remember when going to the theater: 

·  There is no food, candy or gum allowed in the theater. 
·  Cell phones, mp3 players and other electronic devices should be turned off and put away 

for the performance.  If audience members take these items out during intermission, they 
need to be completely turned off when the show starts again. 

·  During the performance students should focus their energy and attention on the action 
happening onstage. 

 

We encourage you to use the questions below to have a conversation with your students 

about attending the theater: 

·  Have you ever performed in front of an audience in a play, dance performance, concert or 
sporting event? What about doing a report or presentation in school?  Do you enjoy doing 
this?  Why or why not? 

·  How aware were you of the audience and their reactions during your performance?  How 
did their presence affect your performance? 

·  Can you imagine (or have you experienced) performing in front of an audience that was 
clearly not interested in what you were sharing?  How you did you know?  Did this affect 
your performance/presentation? 

 

After the show, students will have a chance to talk with the actors in the production and 

ask them questions about the show.  Ask students to write down some possible questions 

they could ask, using the prompts below: 

·  What is one question you have about the show before you see it? 
·  What is one question you might ask an actor in the production? 
·  What is one question you might ask the director or playwright of the show? 
·  What is one question you might ask one of the designers (lighting designer, costume 

designer, set designer, sound designer)? 



  6 

Get Ready: 
 

About the Show 
 

 

Underground Railway Theater’s production of 
Harriet Jacobs is an adaptation of the narrative 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.  The 
astonishing facts of Jacobs’ life as told in her 
autobiography were adapted by playwright Lydia 
Diamond in 2007. 
 

Although we have many stories and accounts from 
former slaves, Jacobs’ narrative is unique in that it 
is written in her own words, as a female and a 
former slave.  In addition, Jacobs does not refrain 
from presenting vivid and striking details about the 
sexual practices of slaver, including the sexual 
treatment of women.  
 

In adapting her story for the stage, Diamond has crafted an adaptation that both 
honors Jacobs’ narrative and brings audiences face to face with the realities of 
slavery.  She purposefully avoids the comfortable, sometimes sanitized telling of 
slave narratives that we are frequently familiar with, particularly in school.  In 
Harriet Jacobs, Diamond aims to bring us face to face with the realities of 
Harriet’s story and asks us to examine our own place in the world and America’s 
complicated relationship with the historical facts of slavery. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kami Rushell Smith as Harriet 
in URT’s production of Harriet Jacobs 

A model of the set for URT’s production of Harriet 
Jacobs by scenic and object designer Susan 

Zeeman Rogers 

Before the Show: Questions for Discussion 
 

·  Harriet Jacobs is based on an autobiographical slave 
narrative.  What other stories do you know from 
former slaves (e.g. Harriet Tubman or Frederick 
Douglass)?  Based on this knowledge, what do you 
imagine you will see in this play? 

·  Often we learn about slavery from stories, textbooks 
or novels.  What do you think will be different about 
seeing this subject matter onstage in a live theater 
production?  What do you imagine are the pros and 
cons of telling these stories through theater as 
opposed to other media? 

·  Based on the image on the cover of this study guide 
and images inside, what are some things you 
imagine you will see in the show?  Based on what 
you know about the show, what images might you 
add to your own cover design? 
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Get Ready: 
 

About the Play 
 
Below is the text of the review of Underground Railway Theater’s Production of Harriet 
Jacobs from the Boston Globe.  The review is intended to preview the performance for 
audience members and provide them with key context when they see the show. 
 

In ‘Harriet,’ a story of a slave girl’s resilience 
from The Boston Globe  

January 12, 2010 
By Don Aucoin 

CAMBRIDGE - In “Harriet Jacobs,’’ Lydia R. Diamond’s searing dramatization of 
America’s legacy of slavery, Diamond mobilizes her gifted pen and her powers of 
empathy to tell the story of one extraordinary woman. 

How extraordinary? Try this: Jacobs escaped her North Carolina master in 1835 and hid 
for seven years in a tiny crawl space in the attic of her grandmother’s house, forced to 
watch her two young children through a peephole, before making her way north to 
freedom. 

Though its ending is a bit abrupt, “Harriet Jacobs’’ is a stirring, intricately layered work 
that stars Kami Rushell Smith in a performance you will find hard to forget. With the 
able support of a versatile, all-black cast (playing both black and white characters), Smith 
conveys the depths of Jacobs’s torment and the resilience of her spirit with equal power. 

Diamond, one of Boston’s finest playwrights and the author of such plays as “Voyeurs de 
Venus,’’ “The Bluest Eye,’’ and “Stick Fly’’ - which comes to the Huntington Theatre 
Company next month - was inspired to write “Harriet Jacobs’’ by Jacobs’s 1861 
autobiography, “Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.’’ 

It is fitting that Jacobs’s story should live again at Central Square Theater, since she 
worked with Boston abolitionists and she moved to Cambridge in 1870, where she ran a 
boarding house for Harvard students. She is buried in Mount Auburn Cemetery. 

The book begins with the heartrending words “I was born a slave.’’ It was a condition 
that Harriet refused to accept. “The more my mind had become enlightened, the more 
difficult it was for me to consider myself an article of property,’’ she wrote in 
“Incidents.’’ 

However, her master, Dr. James Norcom, did not see it that way. Starting when Harriet 
was 12, he began to sexually harass her. She resisted him. In “Harriet Jacobs,’’ he has his 
revenge. When Harriet’s sweetheart, Tom (an appealing Sheldon Best), offers Norcom 
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$700 to buy her freedom, the master (played by Raidge, a hip-hop artist and poet) burns 
the money, then tells Tom: “I’ll sell her to you for $850, and not a penny less - on the day 
hell freezes over.’’ 

By the time she is 16, Harriet feels increasingly trapped by Norcom’s predations and the 
escalating hostility of Norcom’s wife (Kortney Adams). A white neighbor named Samuel 
Treadwell Sawyer (De’Lon Grant) begins to woo her. She sees a chance for protection 
from Norcom. In one of the play’s most wrenching scenes, Harriet pleads for 
understanding from the audience, explaining that some choices are not choices at all. 

When we next see her, she is pregnant with Sawyer’s child. They will go on to have 
another child together. But still Norcom is relentless. Escalating his pressure on her to 
submit to his sexual exploitation, he threatens to sell Harriet’s children. At that point, she 
decides to flee, and finds refuge with her grandmother (Ramona Lisa Alexander). 

Throughout “Harriet Jacobs,’’ Diamond brings us inside Harriet’s mind (especially when 
she is cooped up inside the crawl space), while she also broadens the frame to illustrate 
the wider horrors of slavery. Harriet’s story is interwoven with brief but chilling accounts 
by slaves who step forward to tell stories that, as Harriet says, “you may believe you 
know’’ but are “slightly beyond knowing.’’ 

Indisputably true. “Harriet Jacobs’’ takes us at least partway to knowing, although when 
Harriet ends the play by telling us that she “found [her] voice’’ during her years of 
hiding, I was left wishing I’d seen more of how that empowerment came about. It seemed 
as though both Harriet and Diamond had more to say. 

Still, on balance, this play delivers on Harriet’s early promise to the audience: “My soul. 
This is mine. This has always been mine. My heart, my soul, this is what I wish to share. 
With you.’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Available online at: 
http://www.boston.com/ae/theater_arts/articles/2010/01/12/in_harriet_jacobs_a_story_of_a_slave_girls_resilience/ 
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 Deepen Understanding: 
 

The “Strictly True” Tale of Harriet Jacobs’ Extraordinary Life 
By Megan Sandberg-Zakian 

Director of Harriet Jacobs 

 
“Be assured, this narrative is no fiction.” 

 
In 1861, a book appeared in Boston whose title page named neither an author nor a publisher. It 
read: Incidents In the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, Edited by L. Maria Child. The first 
line of the Author’s Preface declares, “Reader, be assured this narrative is no fiction,” and claims 
that other than disguising the names of people and places (mostly, the author gently implies, to 
protect the guilty), the incredible tale is “strictly true.” This preface is signed “Linda Brent,” the 
pseudonym of the “slave girl” of the title. An Editor’s Introduction by Child, a prominent author 
and a white abolitionist, underscored these claims and vouched for “Linda’s” reliability. The 
“Linda” of Incidents was actually a middle-aged resident of Cornwall, New York, named Harriet 
Jacobs, who had been held a slave in Edenton, North Carolina, before fleeing North nearly 
twenty years earlier, at age 29. Jacobs’ brother, John, had arrived North before his sister, and was 
well-known in the abolitionist community, at one time lecturing alongside Frederick Douglass. 
Harriet, too, had become part of this community. In her correspondence with notable reformers 
of the time, both Black and White, Jacobs sometimes even signed “Linda” alongside her own 
name.  
 

Somehow, however, in spite of her relatively high profile during her lifetime, it did not take long 
for Harriet Jacobs to be all but erased from the pages of history. The style of Incidents is so 
unique and its content is so astonishing, that literary and historical scholars came to doubt 
Jacobs’ authorship – and even her existence. By the middle of the twentieth century, it was 
generally held that the book was another novel by Lydia Maria Child. Luckily, some of Child’s 
correspondence concerning the manuscript was discovered by Dr. Jean Fagan Yellin, a professor 
at Pace University. Yellin’s unflagging scholarship snatched Jacobs from the abyss of obscurity, 
unearthing the evidence of her authorship and affirming the accuracy of most of the events she 
described. Yellin did not stop with two editions of Incidents (reclassified by the Library of 
Congress to indicate Jacobs as the author) – she followed the trail of Jacobs’ exceptional life past 
the time of the book’s conclusion, publishing a meticulous and engaging biography in 2004, 
Harriet Jacobs: A Life. 
 

“The Whole Truth”  
 

With Jacobs definitively established as the narrative’s author, we are left to wonder what made 
this book so unbelievable. Certainly Jacobs’ story itself is extraordinary. The events of her life in 
slavery differ in striking ways from other information we have about the lives of female slaves: 
learning to read at a young age, rejecting the sexual advances of her master, Dr. James Norcom, 
entering into a consensual affair with an unmarried white slave-owner with whom she conceived 
two children, and escaping from Norcom only to remain right under his nose – hidden in a 
crawlspace under the roof of her grandmother’s porch for seven long years. The events of her life 
after slavery seem no less extraordinary. Jacobs, who had become involved in the abolitionist 
movement and corresponded with prominent figures of the day, went behind the Union lines to 
serve refugees from slavery as a relief worker and an educator during the Civil War. “We don’t 
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The cover of the first paperback edition 
of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

know of any woman who was a slave in the South, a fugitive in 
the South and the North, who wrote a slave narrative and then 
went back down South to do relief work and establish a school,” 
Yellin pointed out. “And she wrote about it in the northern press 
to publicize the condition of the black refugees from slavery. 
We just didn’t have that story before; and now we do.” The last 
point seems particularly salient: we did not have that story 
before. It is therefore conceivable, even probable, that there are 
other stories which we still “just don’t have” – some that may 
bear a similarity to Jacobs’, and some that may be extraordinary 
in different, unprecedented ways.  
 

Yellin recently published The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, 
the first scholarly edition of papers of a Black woman held in 
slavery. That long-overdue volume serves as a reminder that our 
most familiar stories about Black women in slavery are not in 
their own voices – in sharp contrast to those of both Black men 
and white women of the same era. Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
author of perhaps the most influential abolitionist text, Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, was a white woman. Sojourner Truth and Harriet 
Tubman, female heroes of the slavery struggle, were illiterate; 
although their stories were transcribed, they were not able to 
create a written record of their own making. While Frederick Douglass and other men who had 
been held in slavery touched on the experiences of their female friends and relatives, none was 
able to be as frank about the experiences of women in the slave-holding South – both Black and 
white – as Jacobs. In particular, Jacobs describes unconscionable sexual practices that thrived 
under chattel slavery: the ubiquity of the rape of slaves at the hands of their masters, including 
the rape of children, and the unnatural result of such an act – a parent owning, and profiting from 
the sale of, his own offspring. She writes of the spread of this perverted sexual culture to the 
wives and children of slaveholders, demonstrating the incompatibility of the system of slavery 
with the era’s emphasis on feminine purity and virtue.  
 

Jacobs’ embarrassment about her own complicated sexual past almost kept her from telling her 
story. “I had determined to let others think as they pleased, but my lips should be sealed and no 
one had a right to question me,” she wrote to her Quaker friend Amy Post. “For this reason when 
I first came North I avoided the Antislavery people as much as possible because I felt that I could 
not be honest and tell the whole truth.” In all likelihood, if it were not for Post’s encouragement, 
even insistence, Incidents would never have been written, let alone published.  
 

“The story needed no romance.” 
 

When Jacobs finally did decide to tell her story, she was not only a former “slave girl” – she was 
a mature woman who had lived for almost 20 years in several northern cities, journeyed to 
Europe, and worked and corresponded with some of America’s most prominent abolitionists. Her 
perspective was more expansive than that of many of her readers who may not have traveled or 
read as widely as she. She had had the chance to observe the response of northern and European 
audiences to abolitionist arguments, and to gauge her own rhetorical power through anonymous 
letters she sent to the editors of local newspapers.  
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Earlier, wanting to tell her story but doubting her ability to write effectively about her 
experiences, Jacobs had enlisted the aid of her prominent white friends, Amy Post and Cornelia 
Willis, to contact another white woman whom she thought might be able to help – the day’s most 
famous abolitionist writer, Harriet Beecher Stowe. When approached with the request to bring 
Jacobs’ unusual life to the page, Stowe replied dismissively that she would be happy to 
incorporate an anecdote about Jacobs’ story into her new book, The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
Incensed, Jacobs declared her story “needed no romance” and finally began to write the book 
herself. Her comment about “romance” is notable, because Incidents is frequently cited as 
employing the conceits of the Victorian romantic novel in order to engage the sympathies of 
nineteenth-century female readers. Actually, its skillful mimicry of the genre was one of the 
factors that critics cited when expressing doubt about whether the book was, in fact, an 
autobiography.  
 

But if Jacobs had intended her story as a romantic novel, she could have taken advantage of 
Stowe’s offer and spared herself the long hours writing in her employer’s attic, late at night, after 
a full day of work. Jacobs wanted her story to stand on its own. She clearly intended it to be 
more than a romantic account, and perhaps even more than an historical document to aid the 
cause of abolitionism. There is a detectable edge to both the romantic and abolitionist sentiments 
in her text. Over and over she reminds her readers that the nineteenth-century moral code is in 
direct conflict not only with the system of slavery, but with the ubiquitous racism she finds in 
northern states, and with the compromised morality she experiences everywhere in her travels – 
even in her own soul. When she receives a letter in which her grandmother reports that old 
Master Norcom has died and expresses a hope that he has “made his peace with God,” she 
cannot agree. “I cannot say, with truth, that the news of my old master’s death softened my 
feelings towards him,” she writes. “There are wrongs which even the grave does not bury. The 
man was odious to me while he lived, and his memory is odious now.”  
 

“A Completely Self-Respecting Woman.” 
 

Harriet Jacobs’ extraordinary autobiography provides a forward-looking social critique that was 
unique when it was written, and remains unique today. Contemporary readers can marvel at 
Jacobs’ amazing adventures, and perhaps take inspiration for their own lives. In an interview on 
National Public Radio, Jacobs’ biographer Jean Fagan Yellin reflected on Jacobs’ presence in her 
own life: “To me, what’s most important is that she took hold of her life and she had self-respect 
and a sense of selfhood, and that she thought she could control her life even within limits. And 
she thought she could sort of help change the world. And she did. Often, we feel powerless - 
certainly, pregnant 16-year-old girls seem to feel pretty powerless. And to think that she 
accomplished that is, to me, quite amazing. She ends up a completely self-respecting woman, not 
just respected by others. See, I think that’s very important.” 
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Deepen Understanding: 
 

Discussion Questions and Activities 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 

·  It wasn’t until many years after her narrative was initially published that Harriet was 
actually proved as the author.  Why do you think it was so hard to believe she could 
have written her story when it was first published? 

·  Why do you think Harriet chose to publish under an assumed name? 
·  Can you imagine a situation today where someone (a woman, a person of color or any 

other person) might face the same pressures Harriet faced as she struggled to tell her 
story? 

 
Explore Through Performance 

 

One of the themes in Harriet Jacobs is her struggle to find her voice.  We know that 
many personal stories from this era were never recorded.  Using the activity below, 
students can explore the voices of other characters from the play. 
 

Recommended Class Time: 1 Period 
 

Character Monologues: 
·  Pick a character in Harriet Jacobs whose voice we see or hear little of (for example 

Harriet’s children, Master Norcom’s children, Harriet’s parents, etc). 
·  Brainstorm facts about this character that help us learn about his/her voice, using 

these questions: 
1. What are three things this character knows about or thinks he or she knows? 
2. What are three things this character cares about deeply? 
3. What shapes this character’s attitudes and perspectives about the world? 
·  Once you have brainstormed about your character, write a monologue from that 

character’s perspective that might be delivered in this play. 
·  As you write, consider: To whom is your character speaking?  What does your 

character want to communicate to this person?  Why is it important for your character 
to communicate this information? 

 
Extension Activity: 
·  Create a performance of the monologues. 
·  Consider through discussion and/or writing how hearing the monologues out loud 

might open up new ideas about these characters or the play. 
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Going Deeper: 
 

Towards a More Perfect Union:  
The Neo-Utopian Vision of Harriet Jacobs 

By Megan Sandberg-Zakian 
 

The essay below offers a further exploration of the themes introduced in the Deepen 
Understanding essay “The ‘Strictly True’ Tale of Harriet Jacobs’ Extraordinary Life.”  
It was written by the director of the production, Megan Sandberg-Zakian, to illuminate 
some of the key ideas she was thinking about through the rehearsal process.  This essay 
gives insight into how directors conceptualize a show and answer the key question  

“Why is this an important play to perform?  Why is it important now?” 
 
For as long as there has been human society, there have been critics of human society. Our 
images of The Garden of Eden, Walden, Shangri-La, Paradise Lost, and many others, suggest 
that at some point human beings left behind an ideal place, a utopia, and if we could figure out 
way to return there – or to reconstruct such a place – social problems like war, poverty, and 
injustice would dissolve. 
 

In the book Utopia in Performance, critic Jill Dolan suggests that some contemporary theater and 
performance has a “neo-utopian” vision – a perspective inverting the Romanticism inherent in 
the old ideas of utopia. Neo-utopianism dreams of making something entirely new, rather than 
dreaming of restoring the virtues of a foregone golden age; it is “romantic about the future – not 
about the past.”  
 

Dolan’s concept of neo-utopianism brings to mind the forward-looking social critique of Harriet 
Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Inherent in Harriet Jacobs’ brand of Romanticism is 
this kind of neo-utopian vision. Perhaps this is what makes the narrative feel so far ahead of its 
time. Jacobs of course calls for abolition, but she also calls for human rights and humanity on 
multiple levels – she indicts everyone from her “kind” white lover (who is willing to treat his 
own children as property), to a Black preacher (whose warning that she may be condemned for 
her sexual history sentences her to years of shamed silence), to the liberal Northerners (who 
claim to oppose slavery while enforcing the harsh Fugitive Slave Laws), to even her beloved 
grandmother (who is sometimes blinded by her bouts of anxiety and religiosity). Jacobs’ refusal 
to let anyone off the hook – least of all herself – is grounded in an implicit sense of faith, of 
possibility. We can all do better, she seems to be telling us, we must all do better.   
 

Nearly 150 years after the publication of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, interest in the text 
has surged. It is being read, taught, and studied extensively, and now performed, thanks to a 
stage adaptation by playwright Lydia R. Diamond. Jacobs finds a perfect collaborator in 
Diamond, whose interest in Jacobs’ story seems to lie not in its incidents (which are in many 
ways typical of a “slave play” – a familiar assortment of slavery’s wrongs, frequently performed 
on stages, screens, and history books, especially in February), but in its neo-utopian vision. 
Diamond’s play, Harriet Jacobs, places a version of the narrative of Jacobs’ life alongside an 
inquiry into what we think we already know about her life, about slavery, and about our 
perspective on history. This juxtaposition pointedly performs the question that artists and 
historians often ask in private meetings and conferences, but too rarely put at the center of their 
work: “Why are we telling this story?” The play does not answer this question, but it implies that 
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if our goal is to learn from the past, we are not served by telling and retelling the same story, 
learning and relearning the same lesson. “You’ve heard about that,” says Harriet in the play, after 
a gruesome description of the way slaves are treated on a plantation, “or at least something like 
it. This is not what I wish to tell you.” Diamond’s text, like Jacobs’, asks us to consider all the 
ways we don’t understand history, all the ways we have become comfortable with one kind of 
narrative of slavery, and by extension, with one kind of narrative about race, class, money, 
power, and privilege. 
 

In staging Diamond’s telling of Jacobs’ telling, the performers and creative team have been 
inspired by what they believe to be the attempt of both writers to access authenticity through 
emotional truth. Jacobs wrote an autobiography (both according to her claim and to Yellin’s 
subsequent research verifying the events she described). But her preface also cautions, “I have 
not exaggerated the wrongs inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my descriptions fall far short of 
the facts.” Perhaps in attempting to capture and hold the sympathies of a nineteenth-century, 
mostly female, audience, she may have underplayed or even omitted some of the more disturbing 
events of her life. It is the truth, and nothing but the truth – but perhaps not the whole truth. 
Writing a version for the stage, Diamond faced a different challenge: the formidable task of 
making the historical general in order to fulfill her artistic goals. For example, some scenes in the 
play take place in a cotton field. She knew that Jacobs lived in North Carolina, a state that grew 
not cotton, but tobacco and corn. Yet here – like Jacobs who, describing the mistreatment of a 
slave, concludes, “These God-breathing machines are no more, in the sight of their masters, than 
the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend” – Diamond invokes cotton metaphorically, as an 
easily recognized symbol of the labor of slaves in the American South. It is an image that we all 
understand.  
 

Both Jacobs and Diamond, writing in times and places removed from the incidents they recount, 
write with a keen understanding of the images their audiences already have absorbed of the 
institution of chattel slavery. To reach her audience, each embroiders freely with the neo-utopian 
thread of image, metaphor, and emotional appeal. In this production, as we strive to carry 
forward the spirit of their work, we have tried to side-step the weight of historical accuracy and 
to labor from a place of emotional truth. To imagine what it was like to live inside the “peculiar 
institution” of slavery for Black and white Americans, men and women, free and slave, rich and 
poor – this has been our journey. The further we travel, the more we find ourselves aligned with 
the suggestion that Harriet makes in the play: that for those who lived its reality every day, 
slavery was difficult to comprehend, and that even now – or especially now – it remains “slightly 
beyond knowing.” 
 

In a nation that has come so far in its views on human rights over the past 150 years, it’s still 
important to note that we don’t agree on how, or even whether, to tell the stories of our past. In a 
recent editorial on CNN.com, Katrina Browne, a descendent of the largest slave-trading family in 
U.S. history, called on white Americans to truly feel and express deep regret for the historical 
actions of their government and citizenry under slavery; actions that have for better or for worse, 
provided many of the building blocks of the nation we know today. She wrote that eliminating 
defensiveness and approaching each other with empathy, even tenderness, might allow 
Americans of all backgrounds to “explore how the dots connect from the past to the present and 
commit to finding solutions.” The article immediately received a flood of comments. Though a 
few readers praised Browne for her contributions to the conversation, most castigated her for 
dwelling unnecessarily on the past. “Slavery was a terrible thing, but it happened many years 
ago,” one comment read, “We all have equal rights now, times have changed. There is no reason 
to constantly push the button on this matter.” Another stated, “Those slave descendants 
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clamoring for more will always be clamoring for more. They feel entitled... to whatever. And 
will always do so. Here's a message for you and them; your situation in life is a direct result of 
your actions (or inactions). The moment you stop blaming others for it, the sooner you can lift 
yourself out of it.” 
 

This is not an uncommon American response, one that recalls the outrage of many voters at 
statements from Barack Obama’s former pastor, Jeremiah Wright, which declared in part that 
“the United States government has failed the vast majority of her citizens of African descent.” 
Obama responded to the outcry in his now-famous March 2008 “race speech” in Philadelphia, 
first admitting that he was entering into little-charted territory by even discussing the subject of 
race. “The fact is,” he said, “that the comments that have been made and the issues that have 
surfaced over the last few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that we’ve never 
really worked through – a part of our union that we have yet to perfect.” He discussed the anger 
and frustration still simmering in Black communities over the legacy of our country’s history of 
slavery and discrimination. Quoting William Faulkner (“The past isn’t dead and buried. In fact, it 
isn't even past.”), Obama reminded his listeners that the current state of Black America – 
overrepresented in prison and underrepresented in college, homeownership, and upper 
management – is a direct result of the psychological and economic legacies of slavery and Jim 
Crow.  
 

Then, holding the past gently in one hand, our future President picked up the future in the other. 
He went on to speak of the potential he sees everyday in American citizens and institutions, their 
slow progress towards Constitutional promises. He repeatedly invoked our founding fathers’ 
intention to form “a more perfect union,” exhorting his listeners to labor in their footsteps, 
continuing to perfect what has always been imperfect – America. Encouraging Americans to 
move past the current “stalemate” into a more complete conversation about race, Barack Obama 
said, “What we know – what we have seen – is that America can change. That is the true genius 
of this nation. What we have already achieved gives us hope - the audacity to hope - for what we 
can and must achieve tomorrow.” 
 

Perhaps as we become more comfortable with the idea that some things are “slightly beyond 
knowing,” the more comfortable we can become with Jacobs’ (and Diamond’s, and Obama’s) 
neo-utopian vision of America. On our journey towards a more perfect union, they insist, we 
must carry the past with us humbly, aware of its mysteries, but not paralyzed by its weight, and 
not overwhelmed by its shadows – moved by romantic imaginings of our shared future, rather 
than by imperfect recollections of our shared past.  
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Going Deeper: 
 

Discussion Questions and Activities 
 

Questions for Discussion: 
 

·  The director of Harriet Jacobs, Megan Sandberg-Zakian, invokes the idea of a Neo-Utopia in 
her discussion of the story: “Neo-utopianism dreams of making something entirely new, 
rather than dreaming of restoring the virtues of a foregone golden age; it is ‘romantic about 
the future – not about the past.’”  At first the idea of comparing Harriet’s story to any kind of 
Utopia seems like an odd proposition.  What do you think inspired Sandberg-Zakian to draw 
this comparison? 

·  How can looking at Harriet Jacobs through the conceptual lens of Neo-Utopian Ideals give 
us new insight into the significance of the story or the importance of examining the history of 
slavery and the personal stories of slavery? 

·  Sandberg-Zakian uses the idea of Neo-Utopianism to connect Harriet Jacobs’ story to current 
events.  What impact does this story have on the world we live in today?  Can you make 
other connections to current events, either public or in your own life?  Can you make 
connections to books you have read or plays or movies you have seen? 

 

Explore Through Tableau 
 

The lens through which we view historical events can have a huge impact on how we interpret 
them.  Different points of view can affect how an individual sees and interprets events, including 
factual events.  Using tableaus, explore the idea of Utopias from different perspectives. 
 

Recommended Time: 1 Class Period 
 

Creating Tableau: 
·  Working in small groups, create a tableau that portrays a Utopian vision of a society or 

situation.  (A tableau is a 3 Dimensional frozen image students create using their bodies.)   
·  After everyone has had a chance to look at each tableau, ask students to shift or change the 

tableau so that it shows the same Utopia from a different point of view.  Try to imagine 
looking at the same scene from the perspective of a character for whom this is not a Utopia. 

·  Try shifting tableaus in slow motion (count backwards from 5 as students shift).  Make sure 
students hold each tableau long enough for the audience to examine and discuss. 

·  For some tableaus, you may want to further explore how shifting perspective could affect 
how you interpret the tableau.  What would make something idyllic seem the opposite?  
What could change a Dystopian scene to a Utopia?  For any suggested changes, try shifting 
the tableau to see how changing it affects the image. 

 

Students can also explore Harriet Jacobs through tableau. 
Create a tableau of a scene from Harriet’s story.  Ask: 
·  For whom might this image be a Utopia?  For whom would it be a Dystopia? 
·  Can we see the concept of “Neo-Utopia” reflected in this image?  If so, where?  If not, what 

changes could we make to this image to reflect a Neo-Utopian perspective? 
 
Explore through art: As an alternative to creating tableau, students could draw, paint or sculpt 
images of Utopias from different perspectives, using the questions above. 
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Reflect and Connect:  
 

Understanding Harriet’s Story 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for Discussion 
·  In her life, as depicted in Incidents, in the stage adaptation Harriet Jacobs and as described in 

this Study Guide we learn that Harriet faced a tremendous amount of adversity at every stage 
of her life.  In light of her personal journey, why do you think that historian Jean Fagan 
Yellin chose to focus on the idea of accomplishment and self-respect in the face of feeling 
powerless?   

·  Are there ways in which you can personally identify with this aspect of Harriet’s story? 
·  What enables people who are in positions where they may feel powerless to find their 

voices?  When does this come from within an individual and when does it come from 
external sources? 

·  In adapting Harriet’s story for the stage, Lydia Diamond made a specific choice to write the 
script for an all-black cast.  Why do you think she chose to have black actors portray all the 
characters in the play, including white slave-owners?  What impact did this have on your 
experience watching the play? 

 

Excerpt from “Professor Sheds Light on Harriet 
Jacobs' Path to Freedom” 

NPR interview with Jean Fagan Yellin  
January 7, 2008 

�
Martin : What would you like people to draw from Harriet 
Jacobs's story? 
 
Yellin : I've thought a lot about that. To me, what's most 
important is that she took hold of her life and she had self-
respect and a sense of selfhood, and that she thought she 
could control her life even within limits. And she thought 
she could sort of help change the world. And she did. 
 
Often, we feel powerless - certainly, pregnant 16-year-old 
girls seem to feel pretty powerless. And to think that she 
accomplished that is, to me, quite amazing. She ends up a 
completely self-respecting woman, not just respected by 
others. See, I think that's very important. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Harriet Jacobs’ Gravesite 
Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge 
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·  Reflect and Connect: 
 

Dear Daughter 
 
Dear Daughter by poet and cultural historian Gale Jackson is inspired by Harriet Jacobs.  
The poem was first published in the African American Review, vol. 38, no. 3.  On the 
following page is a note from Jackson about her inspiration for the poem. 
 
 
Spring, 1862.  
 

Dear Daughter,  
 
 

You asked in your last letter what it feels like to be free so I send you cape jasmine blossoms 
and the story of how I found them.  At the end, though at the time I did not know it was the end,  
 

of my own tribulations, crossing over, out of the mouth of slavery, on a fugitive ship, I met  
a kindred spirit.  She. We.  Cold, bedraggled, thin of body and weary in mind  
as would be one so long in running and deprivation. 
 

Together, below deck, on that Samaritan sloop, stealing us both into the night, we talked.  
She was also from our town _believe me, these were not easy confidences then when a slip  
of the tongue could mean death  
 

and she was traveling by my very name.  She called herself Harriet Jacobs, like a talisman 
because she said she knew that “Harriet,” so long gone, must surely be free.  
 

We were an odd pair_ two dark women dressed as men rank with the sweat of fear  
and every lonely night it takes to get to that place where you say your own name  
is the one you have taken 
 

and she had taken mine.  I’d been hiding for seven years, below a false floor, watching the world  
from a hole in the wall, barely able to stand on my own feet, never going back but scared,  
scared girl, to go forward until that moon light pushed me into a sailor’s arms and on to water 
 

Daughter, on to water, that washed away their shame where I lay this body down and I met  
that fugitive woman who rocked me like the waves.  Some say it’s Canada, some say it’s  
across the Mason Dixon line and some say it’s any place north of where you left 
 

but for me, that woman was the place called freedom.  Arm in arm, we climbed from our berth, 
strangers, namesakes, stumbling into light and the heady perfume of a season’s bloom.   
They told us it was cape jasmine.  I enclose some.  
 

With all my love,  
Your Mother 
 

 

Harriet Ann Jacobs 
1813-1897 
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Reflect and Connect: 
 

Dear Daughter 
 
Harriet Jacobs was a fugitive when she added her voice to those bearing witness to 
the inhumanity of the American slavery system by publishing her narrative.  Living 
in New York after her escape, she worked to earn a living, gathered her family 
back together, became involved in the abolitionist movement and began to write 
her story.  All the while she was being pursued by her captors, at risk of being 
seized under the fugitive slave laws and taken back into bonds.   
 

Jacobs’ first selection of her book appeared in the New York Daily Tribune as 
“Letter from a Fugitive Slave.”  During that time she wrote many letters which 
expressed her fear, as a woman, of publicly speaking about the abuse she had 
experienced, her struggle to become a competent writer and her commitment to 
helping other women still caught in the horrors of enslavement.  In “Dear 
Daughter” I imagine a letter Jacobs might have written to her daughter who lived 
then, as I do now, in Brooklyn.  “Dear Daughter” is a part of a series of poems 
inspired by the lives of 18th- and 19th-century African and African American 
women, some of which are published in the book Bridge Suite. 
 

Gale Jackson 
December 2009 

 
Questions for Discussion 

·  Why do you think Gale Jackson chose to interpret her reflections on Harriet Jacobs in poem? 
·  What connection do you see between poetry and theater as means of making personal 

connections between an historical text and modern times? 
·  What other forms of reflection can you imagine being used as ways to interpret Jacobs’ life 

story? 

The school for Freedmen established by Harriet Jacobs in Alexandria, VA, in 1864 
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Reflect and Connect: 
 

Classroom Activity 
 

Explore through Movement 
 

 

Gale Jackson explores Harriet Jacob’s life through poetry.  Poetry invites the reader to 
envision not only emotional tone but also atmosphere.  Through the activity below, 
movement is utilized to activate the atmosphere evoked in “Dear Daughter.”       
 

Recommended Class Time: 1 hour 
 

Poetry through Movement: 
·  Read Gale Jackson’s “Dear Daughter” 
·  As a small working group or individually, compile a list of descriptive words  and/or 

phrases that communicate the atmosphere of the poem  
·  Using the list of descriptive words as a “composition,” create a movement piece that 

responds to the descriptive words. It is important to remember that the emphasis is 
movement, not dance. 

·  Students should feel free to create any sort of movement that directly responds to the 
composition.  For example, if one of the words or phrases from the composition is, 
weary, a movement as simple as a student bowing his/her head and lowering into a 
kneeling position could communicate the interpretation of weary. 

·  Perform the newly created movement poem.  This can be accomplished as a solo (the 
composition is spoken and simultaneously performed by one person) or in variations as a 
small group (one person speaks the composition in tandem with the movement piece 
performed by the group.  

 
Extension Activity 

 

Explore different musical accompaniment for the movements created to see how they have 
affected the atmosphere.  Try performing the movement piece: 
·  Without music 
·  With music, but only accompanied with the movement component 
·  With music, accompanied by both the spoken composition and the movement component 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 

·  How does activating the poem through movement deepen your understanding of the 
poem?  

·  How does adding music to the performance change your interpretation of the atmosphere 
of the poem?  
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Reflect and Connect: 
 

Write a Review 
 

After your students have seen the show Harriet Jacobs ask them to be theater 

critics and write a review of the show.  Here are some questions you can use as 

prompts in your writing: 

·  What was the most compelling or intriguing aspect of the production you saw? 

·  What questions did you have about Harriet Jacobs or what was something that 

confused you? 

·  Can you make any connections between this play and other plays you have 

seen?  Between the play and books you have read or movies you have seen?  

Between the play and something from your own life?  Compare and contrast the 

play to these other stories. 

·  If you could speak with the playwright, the director or one of the actors, what 

would you say?  What are some things you would discuss? 

 

We love to hear from students and teachers who have come to see shows at 

Central Square Theater.  If your students have written a review of the show or 

generated any other work based on their experiences at the theater, please send 

work to: 

 Central Square Theater 

 ATTN: Education 

 450 Massachusetts Ave 

 Cambridge, MA 02139 

 Or e-mail work to edu@undergroundrailwaytheater.org 
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Resources for Further Study 
Harriet Jacobs: A Life 
 by Jean Fagan Yellin 
 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
by Harriet Jacobs, ed. L. Maria Child 
 
Harriet Jacobs: Selected Writings and Correspondence  
(prepared in conjunction with Jean Fagan Yellin's Harriet Jacobs Family Papers project) 
http://www.yale.edu/glc/harriet/ 
 
Rescue of the slave Harriet Jacobs by Jean Fagan Yellin 
A video from Pace University celebrating Dr. Yellin's work and the publication of the  
Harriet Jacobs Family Papers 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LnzzCan8zg0 
 
"Professor Sheds Light on Harriet Jacobs' path to freedom" 
Dr. Yellin interviewed by Michel Martin on the NPR show "Tell Me More." 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=17897134 
 
"Incidents in the Life of an Abolitionist" 
Article from Humanities magazine. 
http://www.neh.gov/news/humanities/2004-01/incidents.html 
 
“Voices from the Days of Slavery" 
Library of Congress American Memory Project (includes audio recordings as well as transcripts) 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/voices/ 
 
Museum of the African Diaspora: Slave Narratives 
An interactive exhibit from the Museum of the African Diaspora in San Francisco 
http://www.moadsf.org/salon/exhibits/slave_narratives/ 
 

Cambridge African American Heritage Trail 
The twenty individuals who are commemorated on the Cambridge African American Heritage 
Trail are a few of the many African Americans who distinguished themselves in Cambridge in 
the one hundred years between 1840 to 1940. 
Harriet Jacobs, who lived in Cambridge later in her life and is buried in Mt. Auburn Cemetery is 
one of the individuals commemorated on the Heritage Trail.  The website includes biographies 
and information.   
A Published Heritage Trail Guide is available at Central Square Theater or online. 
http://www.cambridgema.gov/historic/aahtrail.html 
 


