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WE ARE EXCITED ABOUT…  

 
The incredible magic that is happening in our space theatre right now!  
 
Award-winning director Thomas W Jones II—who has directed, written, and 

performed in more than 150 plays worldwide—has a 25 year-long history with 

San Diego REP. In 1992, he directed our 
production of Spunk—George C. Wolfe’s 
adaptation of Zora Neale Hurston’s short story—
soon followed by a musical he wrote with Keith 
Rawls called Bessie’s Blues. Some years later, 
Thomas returned to San Diego REP with SLAM!, 
a comic journey about an African American 
everyman searching for the ultimate state of hip, 
that he wrote and directed. We are thrilled to 
have him back to offer his creative approach and 
his musical expertise on Black Pearl Sings!. And 
with him from Atlanta, he brought the extremely 
talented S. Renee Clark as music director. This 

 really showcases the way music powerhouse duo
and text can work together to tell a powerful 
story:  

Susannah, a song collector for the 
Library of Congress, travels the country seeking 

little-known melodies. When she encounters Pearl in a Texas prison, she 
discovers dozens of musical treasures rooted in the African tradition. Pearl must 
decide whether to give away her ancestors’ songs for a chance at her own 
freedom. This is when the music starts, uniting strangers in a powerful story that 
illuminates America’s racial divisions and the attempts of two women to bridge 
them.  
 And let me tell you, once you hear  
Minka Wiltz sing, you will be transformed. This is 
actually Minka’s second time playing Alberta 
“Pearl” Johnson. She first did the role at Horizon 
Theatre in Atlanta, giving her even more 
opportunity to sit with Pearl and get to know her 
and the songs she sings. That, combined with 
Minka’s background training in opera and 
classical music, has resulted in unforgettable 
heart-felt performance. Plus, much of the play is 
sung accapela, allowing you to hear the purity 
and true complexity of the human voice.       

Minka is joined on stage by San Diego local favorite Allison Spratt 
Pearce as Susannah. You might recognize her from our recent production of 
Disgraced or the original cast of Come From Away and/or Sideways at La Jolla 
Playhouse. With all of her other projects some Broadway or off-Broadway, we 
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feel lucky to have her join our team, adding her voice to this rich mix. These 
amazing women have a beautiful chemistry on stage that is a joy to watch.  

Speaking of stage, the award-winning scenic designer Sean Fanning 
has done it again. He has built a world that serves as a passage back in time 
while allowing for a poetry of time and space to connect us. Combine this with 
stunning costumes by Mary Larson under striking lighting by Sherrice Mojgani, 
and pitch-perfect sound design by Matt Lescault-Wood, and you have an 
incredible experience. 
 We are also excited to feature a story by a San Diego native playwright. 
While Frank Higgins now lives in Kansas City, Missouri, and teaches at the 
University of Missouri-Kansas City, he grew up here in San Diego, just walking 
distance from our Lyceum Theatre. His work has been seen in New York and 
across the country at the Williamstown Theatre Festival, the Old Globe Theatre, 
Ford’s Theatre in Washington DC, Northlight Theatre in Chicago, San Jose 
Repertory Theatre, Kansas City Repertory Theatre, Virginia Stage Company, and 
others. His plays have been published by Dramatists Play Service, Samuel 
French, Dramatic Publishing Company, and Pioneer Drama Service.  
 What stood out to us about Higgins’ Black Pearl Sings! is how much is 
packed into this two person show: racism, classism, gender equality, plus cultural 
appropriation and the rights of intellectual property. But the strength of the story 
and the power of the music go straight to the heart. As noted in Broadway World, 
“Black Pearl not only sings, but soars. This is a play of discovery—of self, of 
personal power, of the importance of heritage—but it is also a vivid reminder that 
the things that connect us are often stronger than the things which divide us.” We 
need so much more of this in our world today. 
 
 
 

  

The mission of San Diego Repertory Theatre is to 
produce intimate, exotic, provocative theatre. We 
promote a more inclusive community through vivid works 
that nourish progressive political and social values and 
celebrate the multiple voices of our region. San Diego 
Repertory Theatre feeds the curious soul.  
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INTERESTING TIDBITS 

 

  
DID YOU KNOW? 

  

BLACK PEARL SINGS! has 

been produced by more 

than FORTY theatres 

around the country. An 

early production was put 

on at famed Ford’s 

Theatre in D.C. in 2009. 

 

DID YOU KNOW?  

The playwright of Black Pearl Sings!, Frank Higgins, drew 

inspiration from two key events to write the play. He became 

fascinated by the story of famous performer Lead Belly and 

archivist John A. Lomax (and later his son Alan). John Lomax is 

credited with finding Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter in a Louisiana 

prison as Lomax traveled the South in search of songs for the 

Archive of American Folk Song for the Library of Congress. John 

brought a recording to the governor of Ledbetter singing, and the 

singer was pardoned and released from prison and went on to his 

successful performing career. Higgins was further inspired by the 

passing of his own mother in 2006. She succumbed to Alzheimer’s, 

and as the disease progressed, Higgins felt like he was watching a 

whole library passing away before his eyes. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

“The Federal Writers’ 

Project was created in 1935 

as part of the United States 

Works Progress 

Administration (WPA) to 

provide employment for 

historians, teachers, 

writers, librarians, and other 

white-collar workers.” 

(Library of Congress website) 

A photo of Lead Belly (left) performing for 
John Lomax (right) in a staged photo from a 
March of Time newsreel created to 
dramatize their meeting in a Louisiana 
prison in 1933. 

http://findingaids.loc.gov/db/search/xq/searchMfer02.xq?_id=loc.mss.eadmss.ms009053&_faSection=overview&_faSubsection=scopecontent&_dmdid=d5797e26
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INTERESTING TIDBITS 

   Dolly Parton playing an 
   autoharp. 
  

DID YOU KNOW?  

The autoharp is a modification of 

a zither that has long been used 

to accompany singers of folk 

songs. It has a wooden sound box 

for resonance and typically 36-37 

strings. It can be played on a 

table or a lap, but many people 

play it upright, holding it against 

their body, using thumb and 

finger picks to pluck the strings. 

DID YOU KNOW?  

Prisoners were actually fitted with a ball and chain in Britain 

and its colonies (including the US) from the 17th to the mid-20th 

Century. The contraption typically weighed 18 pounds. 

 

DID YOU KNOW? 

The Library of 

Congress has 409,000 

items in the collection 

associated with the 

WPA. It includes 

correspondence, 

essays, speeches, 

plays, life histories, 

folklore material, 

surveys and 

appraisals, graphs, 

drawings, and maps. 

 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Women’s prisons are a 

relatively new 

institution. Women’s 

prisons didn’t appear 

regularly until the 

1870s. In recent years, 

the population in 

women’s prisons has 

increased by 700%, 

increasing from 26,378 

in 1980 to 215,332 in 

2014. 

(The Sentencing Project report.)  

A prisoner’s ball 
and chain on 
display in the 
Texas Prison 
Museum in 
Huntsville, 
Texas. 

http://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Incarcerated-Women-and-Girls.pdf
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1: AFRICA TO AMERICA: 

SONGS STRONGER THAN 

SLAVERY CHAINS  

By Kimberly King, Assistant Dramaturg 
 
“If I could find a song that came here on the slave ships, you know what that 
would do? We can prove to the world that a song can be stronger than even 
slavery chains.” 

— Susannah to Pearl in Scene One of Black Pearl Sings! 

 

In the middle of the of 19th century, the 

enslaved African population in America 

numbered roughly 4 million. The slave trade 

that had begun for North America in 1619 with 

the introduction of the first African slaves to 

Jamestown, had brought the people and 

practices of another land to American shores. 

By 1860, a wild debate over the efficacy and 

ethics of keeping these people in an enslaved 

condition would rage and boil over to become 

an issue integrated into a complex civil war. 

However, there was no denying immutable 

changes had already been made to the American fabric as a result of the presence of 

the African; changes and fortuitously, contributions. 

The wealth of culture brought by these forced immigrants included a rich oral 

tradition of storytelling and song. Despite the rationalizing claims of the slave owner 

denying the humanity of the African, her expressive, impassioned songs rooted in life 

experience refused to be ignored, and established the cultural voice of the very human, 

enslaved African. 

Singing as a form of communication is deeply rooted in the African-American 

culture. From the bowels of the slave ship, kidnapped Africans sang out native chants 

and melodies in search of anyone from 

the same tribe or country.  Across the 

Atlantic and through the horrors of the 

Middle Passage, Africans sang to 

communicate, comfort, and belong to 

each other.  According to a white 

shipmate who made four voyages to 

Africa between 1760 and 1770. “They 

frequently sing, the men and woman 

answering another, but what is the 
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subject of their songs [I] cannot say.” 1 No doubt the subject of many songs was their 

lamentable condition, wishing to be extricated from it, and wondering if freedom was 

ever to be regained.  

Though freedom was to be denied for 

a long while, the songs, like the people, 

endured, adapted and lived! Modified and 

reshaped to reflect the tragic, soul-crushing 

existence in slavery, traditional African songs 

of life, love, sadness and celebration became 

the work songs, recreational songs, and later 

spirituals enslaved people would sing to drown 

out the heart’s cry for freedom.  

Surviving along with the African vocal 

stylings of the songs were several African 

instruments. Slaves played drums of all 

shapes and sizes in the tradition of both 

eastern and western Africans. The drumbeat 

not only accompanied chants and dances, but 

was also used to send messages. 

By striking and holding the drum in 

certain ways, drummers could replicate tones 

of speech almost exactly. This practice was 

banned by many White southerners for its 

perceived potential to incite rebellion. 

Resourceful and undaunted, enslaved 

Africans substituted their own bodies when the 

wood and animal skin of the drum was 

forbidden: hands and feet would clap and 

stomp out a beat. Clearly the drum has 

outlived its outlaw status to become a part of 

almost every form of American music. 

The banjo, also called the banjar, 

banger, bangelo, strum strum, and merrwang, 

has its roots in the Senegambia region of 

West Africa. Able to combine the rhythmic 

nature of African music and the melodic 

sounds of European music, the banjo was a 

popular instrument often accompanied by 

singing. Though the banjo found itself misused 

in the derogatory minstrel shows of the nineteenth century, its African roots remain 

undeniable and the instrument is now a proud centerpiece of some original American 

musical art forms like Dixieland jazz, bluegrass and folk.  

                                                 
1
 Marcus Rediker, "The Slave Ship: A Human History" (New York: Penguin, 2007), 282. 

 

The documentary  
The Language You Cry In 
(1998) follows an American linguist 
who traces a song from the eastern 
United States to Sierra Leone.  
 

From the website summarizing the 
documentary: 
The story begins in the early 1930s 
with Lorenzo Turner, an African 
American linguist who cataloged more 
than 3000 names and words of 
African origin among the Gullah of 
coastal Georgia and South Carolina. 
He discovered that some Gullah could 
recite texts in African languages, 
including almost certainly the longest, 
a five-line song he learned from a 
woman living in a remote Georgia 
fishing village, Amelia Dawley. 
Although Amelia did not know the 
meaning of the syllables in the song, a 
Sierra Leonean graduate student in 
the U.S. recognized it as Mende, his 
native tongue. (…) 
 

Although the Mende are the largest 
ethnic group in Sierra Leone, Koroma 
recognized one word as unique to a 
dialect spoken only in southern Sierra 
Leone. On their last day in the area, 
Cynthia Schmidt discovered a woman, 
Baindu Jabati, living in the remote 
interior village of Senehum Ngola, 
who had preserved a song with 
strikingly similar lyrics, a dirge 
performed during a graveside 
ceremony called Tenjami or "crossing 
the river." Her grandmother taught her 
the song because birth and death rites 
are women's responsibilities in Mende 
culture. 
 

http://newsreel.org/video/THE-LANGUAGE-
YOU-CRY-IN 
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2: WORK, RELIGIOUS, AND 

“RECREATIONAL” SONGS 

By Kimberly King, Assistant Dramaturg 

 
“Tote that barge! Lift that bale!” WORK SONGS in American Slavery 

 

Slaves are generally expected to sing as well as to work. A silent slave is 

not liked by masters or overseers…. This may account for the almost 

constant singing heard in the southern states…. I have often been utterly 

astonished, since I came north, to find persons who could speak of the 

singing among slaves as evidence of their contentment and happiness.  It 

is impossible to conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves sing most when 

they are most unhappy. The songs of the slaves represent the sorrows of 

his life; and he is relieved by them only as an aching heart is relieved by 

its tears. At least such is my experience. —Fredrick Douglass 

 

Summertime 1850, and it’s 90 degrees in the deep south of America. You are an 

enslaved person born of enslaved people. Today, like every day, you are toiling in the 

cotton fields of your owner: The Master. As the sun beats down on your unprotected 

skin, you turn your head skyward to see that bright ball of heat directly overhead. High 

noon and your day is just half done.  As an enslaved person, you are not at liberty to 

speak your own mind. Your every movement is at the will of the master. Freedom of 

expression is not a clear option.  

In song, however, cryptic verse and syntax become a coded communication that 

a slave could use to speak freely. Because it is sung out of doors within earshot of 

anyone, the work song is one of the more public forms of expression. A work song is a 

piece of music closely connected to a form of work, either sung while conducting a task 

(usually to coordinate timing) or a song linked to a task. 

Slaves would communicate and ease the doldrums of their labor through 

improvised call and response songs.  As these songs were sung during work, they were 

often unaccompanied and completely original in their content.  In Slavery and the 

Making of America, Kimberly Sambol-Tosco noted,  “On Southern plantations, the roots 

of gospel and blues were introduced in work songs and "field hollers" based on the 

musical forms and rhythms of Africa. Through singing, call and response, and hollering, 

slaves coordinated their labor, communicated with one another across adjacent fields, 

bolstered weary spirits, and commented on the oppressiveness of their masters.”  

 
NOTES: 

History of the Blues https://awblues.weebly.com/african-influences-on-the-blues.html 
 

Kimberly Sambol-Tosco.  Slavery and the Making of America. PBS. 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/slavery/experience/education/history.html 
 

https://www.loc.gov/folklife/LP/NegroWorkSongsAFS_L8.pdf 
 

“Tote that barge, lift that bale” excerpt from “Ol’ Man River” from the 1927 musical Showboat by Jerome 

Kern and Oscar Hammerstein III 

https://awblues.weebly.com/african-influences-on-the-blues.html
https://www.loc.gov/folklife/LP/NegroWorkSongsAFS_L8.pdf
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SPIRITUALS AND RELIGIOUS SONGS 
 

Detail from Jubilee Singers, Fisk 

University, Nashville, Tenn. Prints 

and Photographs Division, 

Reproduction Number: LC-DIG-

ppmsca-11008. The Fisk University 

Jubilee Singers helped to raise 

awareness of African American 

spirituals through concerts and 

recordings under the direction of 

John W. Work, Jr., the first African 

American to collect and publish 

spirituals. Photograph taken 

between 1870 and 1880. 

 
 

A spiritual is a type of religious folksong that is most closely associated with the 
enslavement of African people in the American South. The songs proliferated in the last 
few decades of the eighteenth century leading up to the abolishment of legalized slavery 
in the 1860s. The African American spiritual (also called the Negro Spiritual) constitutes 
one of the largest and most significant forms of American folksong. 

Famous spirituals include "Swing low, sweet chariot," composed by a Wallis 
Willis, and "Deep down in my heart." The term "spiritual" is derived from the King James 
Bible translation of Ephesians 5:19: "Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord." The form has its 
roots in the informal gatherings of African slaves in "praise houses" and outdoor 
meetings called "brush arbor meetings," "bush meetings," or "camp meetings" in the 
eighteenth century. At the meetings, participants would sing, chant, dance and 
sometimes enter ecstatic trances. Spirituals also stem from the "ring shout," a shuffling 
circular dance of chanting and hand clapping that was common among early plantation 
slaves. An example of a spiritual sung in this style is "Jesus Leads Me All the Way," 
sung by Reverend Goodwin and the Zion Methodist Church congregation and recorded 
by Henrietta Yurchenco in 1970. 

In Africa, music had been central to people's lives: Music making permeated 
important life events and daily activities. However, the white colonists of North America 
were alarmed by the slaves' African-infused way of worship because they considered it 
to be idolatrous and wild. As a result, the gatherings were often banned and had to be 
conducted in a clandestine manner. The African population in the American colonies had 
initially been introduced to Christianity in the seventeenth century. Uptake of the religion 
was relatively slow at first. But the slave population was fascinated by Biblical stories 
containing parallels to their own lives and created spirituals that retold narratives about 
Biblical figures like Daniel and Moses. As Africanized Christianity took hold of the slave 
population, spirituals served as a way to express the community's new faith, as well as 
its sorrows and hopes. 

Spirituals are typically sung in a call and response form, with a leader improvising 
a line of text and a chorus of singers providing a solid refrain in unison. The vocal style 
abounded in freeform slides, turns and rhythms that were challenging for early 
publishers of spirituals to document accurately. Many spirituals, known as "sorrow 
songs," are intense, slow and melancholic. Songs like "Sometimes I feel like a 
motherless child," and "Nobody knows the trouble I've seen," describe the slaves' 
struggles and identification the suffering of Jesus Christ. Other spirituals are more joyful. 
Known as "jubilees," or "camp meeting songs," they are fast, rhythmic and often 

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.11008
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.11008
https://www.loc.gov/item/jukebox.4076
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200196565
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200196384
http://www.loc.gov/item/lomaxbib000555/
http://www.loc.gov/item/lomaxbib000555/
https://www.loc.gov/item/jukebox.10169
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syncopated. Examples include "Rock my soul in the bosom of Abraham" and "Fare Ye 
Well." 

Spirituals are also sometimes regarded as codified protest songs, with songs 
such as "Steal away to Jesus," composed by Wallis Willis, being seen by some 
commentators as incitements to escape slavery. Because the Underground Railroad of 
the mid- nineteenth century used terminology from railroads as a secret language for 
assisting slaves to freedom, it is often speculated that songs like "I got my ticket" may 
have been a code for escape. Hard evidence is difficult to come by because assisting 
slaves to freedom was illegal. A spiritual that was certainly used as a code for escape to 
freedom was "Go down, Moses," used by Harriet Tubman to identify herself to slaves 
who might want to flee north. The publication of collections of spirituals in the 1860s 
started to arouse a broader interested in spirituals. In the 1870s, the creation of the 
Jubilee Singers, a chorus consisting of former slaves from Fisk University in Nashville, 
Tennessee, sparked an international interest in the musical form. The group's extensive 
touring schedule in the United States and Europe included concert performances of 
spirituals that were very well received by audiences.  

Freedom songs based on spirituals have also helped to define struggles for 
democracy in many other countries around the world including Russia, Eastern Europe, 
China and South Africa. Some of today's well-known pop artists continue to draw on the 
spirituals tradition in the creation of new protest songs. Examples include Bob Marley's 
"Redemption Song" and Billy Bragg's "Sing their souls back home." 
 
“RECREATIONAL” SONGS   
At first glance the word “recreational” seems benign enough. It indicates the election to 
relax, play, and enjoy free time and luxuries that bring pleasure. However, when paired 
with the word “slave,” a disconnect surfaces to reveal the skewed perspective that slave 
owners held of slave life: a perspective Eurocentric history has bequeathed to us. 
Indeed, our very retrospect has been allowed to reside comfortably in the concept that 
while we are aware of the hardships of slavery in America, enslaved Africans enjoyed  

recreation; that they had 
time to  themselves in 
which they elected to play 
and relax. Perhaps closer 
to the reality is that the 
enslaved person sang in 
times of rest as well as 
work because singing was 
a distraction from the 
untenable misery that was 
the condition of her life. For 
the slave had no time or 
space to truly call his own. 
He served at the will of the 
master regardless of day or 

hour. There are some accounts of house slaves sleeping on the floor next to the beds of 
the masters, or in the hallways at night in order to be available at all times. To be sure, 
this so-called recreation even made entertainment for slave owners.  
 

“Those who make no profession of religion, resort to the woods in large numbers 
on that day to gamble, fight, get drunk, and break the Sabbath. This is often encouraged 
by slaveholders. When they wish to have a little sport of that kind, they go among the 

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197579
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200196400
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200196400
https://www.loc.gov/item/jukebox.8408
http://www.loc.gov/item/ftvbib000038/
https://www.loc.gov/item/jukebox.78
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slaves and give them whiskey, to see them dance, "pat juber," (see note below) sing and 
play on the banjo” (Henry Bibb 22-3).* 

Let us take a look at “slave recreational songs.” As mentioned in the previous 
section, slave owners feared and consequently banned African traditional instruments, 
however mastery of European instruments was encouraged. Ironically, this served both 
master and servant. Slave owners valued the bragging rights which accompanied having 
slaves who could be called upon at a moment’s notice to entertain for company, while 
the enslaved person took solace in the ability to entertain and soothe himself with his 
own musical therapy:  

“Alas! Had it not been for my beloved violin, I scarcely can conceive how I could 
have endured the long years of bondage ...” —Solomon Northup 

Enslaved Africans needed stimulation and distraction from their daily drudgery, 
fatigue, and stress. Recreational songs provided this release and temporary 
amusement. Unlike the work and religious song of enslaved peoples, recreational songs 
often had frivolous themes designed to entertain and amuse each other. 
 

CHORUS 
I do love 
Shortenin' bread, 
I do love 
Shortenin' bread, 
Mama love 
Shortenin' bread, 
Papa love 
Shortenin' bread, 
Everybody love 
Shortenin' bread, 
 
1. 
Two little babies layin in the bed, 
One play sick an' the other play dead. 
I do love 
Shortenin' bread, 
I do love 
Shortenin' bread. 
 
2. 
Ever' since my dog been dead, 
Hog's been rootin' my tater bed. 
 
CHORUS 
3.  
Old Aunt Dinah sick in the bed, 
Sent for the Doctor, Doctor said, 
"All she need's some shortenin' bread." 
 
CHORUS 
(end) 

 
Main source for this section: http://www.pbs.org/wnet/slavery/experience/education/feature12.html 
A Reaction to Slave Music: http://41114544.weebly.com/recreational-songs.html  

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/slavery/experience/education/feature12.html
http://41114544.weebly.com/recreational-songs.html
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3: THE CULTURAL 

WORKERS OF THE WPA  
 

By Shelley Orr, Dramaturg 
 

On April 8, 1935, Congress voted to enact the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA), a key part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, to address 
the severe economic distress the nation was feeling in the wake of the Great 
Depression. The WPA was part of the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act and 
was aimed at creating government jobs for the huge numbers of unemployed 
workers from all sectors. Directed by Harry L. Hopkins, the WPA employed more 
than 8.5 million people on 1.4 million public projects until the program ended in 
1943.  

The WPA deliberately chose to create jobs that would not compete with 
struggling businesses but rather would contribute to the public good. The 
construction of several notable large-scale projects such as highways, roads, 
bridges, and dams were part of the huge undertaking. Even though the WPA was 
unprecedented in its large scope, it never reached more than one quarter of the 
nation’s unemployed.  

The WPA was also novel in that it did not only create low-skilled, manual 
labor jobs but also put artists and academics to work on projects that made use 
of their education, training, and talent. The Federal Art Project was established 
as Federal Project One in July of 1935 and commissioned artists, musicians, 
actors, and writers to create works in their respective fields. Some of the most 
notable of these efforts are chronicled in the acclaimed film Cradle Will Rock that 
follows Hallie Flanagan and her efforts to support theatre artists at the time. The 
Federal Arts Project employed some 5,000 artists across the country on a variety 
of projects and endeavors. 

The Federal Writers’ Project (FWP), another significant arm of the WPA, 
employed 6,600 workers who produced cultural products for the WPA. In total, 

the WPA produced some 409,000 
items that are housed in the Library 
of Congress. Approximately 
300,000 of those items, the 
majority, were produced by the 
cultural workers of the FWP and its 
various programs. John A. Lomax 
was the head of the Folklore 
Project, a division of the FWP which 
preserved recordings of people 
telling stories and singing songs 
from all over the country.  

Photograph of the trunk of the car of John Lomax  
in which he transported the recording machine to 
capture historic songs. 
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4: HOLDINGS OF THE 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS  
 

The WPA and the FWP 
Soon after the establishment of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the 
division of the program called the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) was created. 
Unlike many other projects of the WPA, which involved large-scale infrastructure 
projects like the construction of highways and dams (see photo, below), the FWP 
put workers to work on other projects of an equally grand scale, but with much 
less cement involved.  
 

From the Library of Congress website: 
In 1935, the Federal Writers' Project provided employment for historians, 
teachers, writers, librarians, and other white-collar workers. Originally, the 
purpose of the project was to produce a series of sectional guide books under 
the name American Guide, focusing on the scenic, historical, cultural, and 
economic resources of the United States. Eventually new programs were 
developed and projects that began under the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration were absorbed by the Federal Writers' Project. From its inception 
in 1935 through late 1939, the Federal Writers' Project was directed by Henry 
Alsberg. Altogether, the Federal Writers' holdings number approximately 300,000 
items and consist of correspondence, memoranda, field reports, notes, graphs, 
charts, preliminary and corrected 
drafts of essays, oral testimony, 
folklore, miscellaneous 
administrative and miscellaneous 
other material. 

Online Materials 
 

American Life Histories: Manuscripts 
from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936 
- 1940 

These interviews or "life histories," 
were compiled and transcribed by 
the staff of the Folklore Project 
(led by John Lomax from 1936-38) 
of the Federal Writers' Project for 
the WPA from 1936-40. The Library 
of Congress collection includes 
2,900 documents representing the 
work of over 300 writers from 24 
states.  

WPA photograph documenting the Cherokee 

dam under construction in Tennessee.  

https://www.loc.gov/collection/federal-writers-project/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collection/federal-writers-project/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collection/federal-writers-project/about-this-collection/
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Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938  
This collection contains more than 2,300 first-person accounts of slavery and 500 
black-and-white photographs of former slaves.  

These narratives were collected in the 1930s as part of the Federal Writers' Project 
of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and assembled and microfilmed in 
1941 as the seventeen-volume Slave Narratives: A Folk History of Slavery in the 
United States from Interviews with Former Slaves.  

Many of FWP and WPA are now available digitally for research and classroom use: 

 American Life Histories: Manuscripts from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-
1940 (via the Library of Congress online) 

 Born into Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938 
(via the Library of Congress online) 

 Photographs of African American ex-slaves from the Federal Writers' Project 
slave narratives collections (via the Library of Congress online) 

 Text from the Federal Writers' Project (via the Digital Public Library of America) 
 WPA Photographs (via the NYPL Digital Collections; taken during the compiling 

of the WPA Guide to New York City—includes snapshots of all 5 boroughs from 
the 1930s) 

Examples of Regional Guides: 

 San Francisco in the 1930s (via 
the NYPL; includes a calendar of 
annual events held in San Francisco 
held in the 1930s, including the 
Japanese Cherry Blossom festival held 
every April, the Scandinavian 
Midsummer Day Celebration held every 
June 24th, or the 'Parade of the 
Witches' held every Halloween) 
 
 Los Angeles in the 1930s (via the 
NYPL; includes a section entitled, “the 
Business of Pleasure” which tracks the 
tourism industry in Los Angeles from 
the 1840s-the 1930s) 
 
 Virginia Folk Legends (available 

 via the NYPL Research Libraries)  WPA photograph taken by Ruby Lomax of John 
Lomax meeting Uncle Rich Brown near 

Sumterville, Alabama.  

https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/wpahome.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=LOT%2013262&fi=number&op=PHRASE&va=exact&co!=coll&sg=true&st=gallery
http://dp.la/search?q=federal+writers%27+project&type%5B%5D=text&utf8=%E2%9C%93
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?utf8=%E2%9C%93&keywords=works+progress+administration&view=simple&last_keyword=#/?scroll=0
https://browse.nypl.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb17703929?lang=eng
https://browse.nypl.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb19673524?lang=eng
https://browse.nypl.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb19673523?lang=eng
https://browse.nypl.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb20544227__SVirginia%20Folk%20legends__Orightresult__U__X7?lang=eng&suite=def
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5: A BRIEF HISTORY OF 

WOMEN IN PRISON 

By Shelley Orr, Dramaturg 
 

Our character Susannah is searching for songs to preserve as she works for the 
Library of Congress to preserve the folk traditions of Americans. She meets Pearl in a 
women’s prison in Texas in 1933 in Black Pearl Sings! Our playwright Frank Higgins was 
inspired by the true story of the meeting between archivist John A. Lomax and Huddie 
“Lead Belly” Ledbetter in a prison in Louisiana. Lomax recorded Lead Belly singing 
several songs that he had learned from family members, and Lomax brought them to the 
Library of Congress to be preserved. In Black Pearl Sings!, Higgins’s characters are both 
women, but the meeting in a prison has been retained. What was life like in a women’s 
prison in the 1930s? Scholars of the penal system note interesting changes in trends in 
the imprisonment of women, especially between the 1870s and 1930s. 

In her groundbreaking 1983 study of women’s prisons, Nicole Hahn Rafter traced 
the establishment of women’s prisons in the United States. Women’s prisons, as 

separate from facilities for 
holding men, were not 
found regularly in the 
United States until after 
1870. Before that time, the 
situation that incarcerated 
women found themselves 
in varied greatly. Most 
often, the relatively few 
women prisoners were 
housed in a part of a men’s 
prison. Even after the 
numbers of incarcerated 
women increased to the 
point that officials deemed 

that separate facilities were needed, those prisons were often run as extensions of 
nearby men’s prisons with the warden of the men’s facility overseeing both. 

Rafter, in her article “Prisons for Women, 1790-1980,” traced the phenomenon 
from the earliest records. In her study from 1983, the first comprehensive study of its 
kind, she noted two main philosophies used in prisons: the custodial model and the 
reformatory model. The custodial model emphasized keeping prisoners separate from 
society and requiring prisoners to work to “earn their keep.” The reformatory model, 
which came into more common use between the 1870s and 1930s, emphasized 
education and training as a path to helping the women return to society to take up 
traditional roles as domestic servants, homemakers, and mothers. The goal was 
“establishing prisons that would, proponents hoped, transform fallen women into true 
women” (150). The emphasis on morality and the Victorian ideal of women as pure, as 
well as childlike, is clear. 

Rafter found that the founding of prisons for women that rested on the 
reformatory model had their advantages for the inmates but also came with other 
problems. They instituted a clear double standard that constituted unequal treatment that 
the women received as compared to their male counterparts. The reformatory model 
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also infantilized the women. “Training was defined in gender-specific terms—instruction 
tailored to what was considered the childlike, domestic, and asexual nature of the true 
woman” (149-150). Women were generally treated more kindly in prison, with the 
organization of the prisoners often resembling families more than impersonal cellblocks. 
The dominant perception held that women were also generally regarded as less capable 
of becoming independent. 

Women were increasingly used as wardens and guards in the women’s prisons, 
both to provide role models to the prisoners and to reduce sexual exploitation, though in 

most cases these 
women administrators 
were underpaid 
functionaries and policies 
were set by those in 
charge at the men’s 
prison associated with 
the women’s facility. In 
these reform institutions, 
“The women were taught 
to sew and cook and 
most were released on 
parole to work as 
domestic servants, 
where it was assumed 

that the master of the house would take over the charge of ensuring good behavior.” The 
goals of these institutions were to improve the lives of the women and return them to 
their traditional role in society. 
 
From a Texas State Library exhibit on the first 100 years of the Texas Prison System: 

 
As part of the 1911 reforms, the state opened a new facility for female 

inmates. Goree State Farm, just four miles from Huntsville, housed black and 
white inmates in separate dormitories. As before, the working assignments varied 
depending on race. African-American women worked in the fields, while white 
and Hispanic women worked in the garment factory, where they sewed clothing 
and linens for the prison system. Some women also tended to cows and 
chickens, worked in the fruit orchards, and canned fruits and vegetables. 

By the 1930s, about 150 female inmates lived at Goree, most serving 
relatively short sentences for crimes ranging from prostitution and drug 
possession to theft, check kiting, and robbery. There were some efforts at 
rehabilitation, including classes in typing, shorthand, cooking, and beautician 
work. Good behavior paid off with privileges such as watching movies or playing 
softball or tennis on Sunday afternoons; fighting or other rule violations resulted 
in solitary confinement or a whipping with a two-foot leather belt known as the 
“Red Heifer.” 

In the thirty-five years since Rafter’s landmark study was published, women’s 
prisons have continued to expand in terms of the number of facilities and the numbers of 
women behind bars. According to The Sentencing Project, between 1980 and 2014 
there has been a 700% increase in the number of women in prisons.    
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6: HOW A RADIO PROGRAM 

INSPIRED TEXAS INMATES   

TO BECOME MUSICIANS AND SHARE THEIR TUNES  
FROM BEHIND BARS  
 

by Charles Scudder from DallasNews.com, August 2016 

 

Hattie Ellis was a bootlegger. In Dallas, she ran whiskey in a black roadster in the 
early decades of the last century. In 1933, she got in a fight with another woman and 
shot her twice—once in the stomach and once in the back.  

The judge sentenced her to 30 years. It would've been less, but she "sassed the 
judge" in the courtroom. She also had the voice of Billie Holiday, with a tinge of Bob 
Wills, according to a new book by Caroline Gnagy. Ellis became a star on WBAP's Thirty 
Minutes Behind the Walls, a radio program that helped highlight inmate stories of 
rehabilitation through music. Soon, she was getting thousands of fan letters. Her voice is 
now enshrined in the Library of Congress as part of John A. Lomax's recordings at the 
Goree State Farm outside Huntsville.  

Ellis' story is one of dozens collected by Gnagy in Texas Jailhouse Music: A 
Prison Band History (The History Press, $21.99). The book focuses on the WBAP radio 
program and highlights the tradition of using music behind bars to give inmates cultural 
experiences to help them on the outside.  

Gnagy shares the stories of blues legends like Dallas' Huddie "Lead Belly" 
Ledbetter, and groups like the Goree All-Girl String Band, who became regional 
celebrities for their incarcerated performances on WBAP and live shows around the 
state. Through their music, these inmates were able to share their stories of wrongdoing 
and redemption far and wide. Gnagy spoke with The Dallas Morning News about the 
new book, prison music and what that tradition means for the modern correctional 
system.  
 

The Serenaders, 
a prison dance 
orchestra, 
performs on 
WBAP's Thirty 
Minutes Behind 
the Walls in 1943. 
The radio 
program shared 
prisoner stories 
as well as music 
as a form of 
rehabilitation for 
incarcerated 
individuals. 
(Texas Prison 
Museum) 

 

https://twitter.com/CarolineGTX
http://www.wbap.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Texas-Jailhouse-Music-Caroline-Gnagy/dp/1626198675
https://www.amazon.com/Texas-Jailhouse-Music-Caroline-Gnagy/dp/1626198675
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[Interview with author Caroline Gnagy edited for length and clarity.] 
 
Thirty Minutes Behind the Walls from WBAP fit into a tradition of barn dance radio 
shows, right? Can you tell us a little bit about it? How popular was it, what was the 
format? 
Well, it started on March 24, 1938, that was the inaugural show. We had an audience of 
rabid radio listeners that were looking for something new and exciting and also 
something that rang true with their everyday lives. There was a similarity to barn dance 
radio in the fact that they played a lot of barn dance type favorites like country music 
songs and Western and fiddle songs, but it was also partially a vaudevillian, amateur 
hour-like radio show. [It was also] a public relations show. An announcer with WBAP in 
Fort Worth would announce the inmates. Then there would be an inmate announcer who 
would, in-turn, announce the bands as they came on the air with a brief description. It 
was an integrated radio show. There were bands of all races and genders. Male, female, 
African-American, Mexican or Latin; they even played Hawaiian songs. 
 
It challenged perceptions of not just what today's Texas penal system is like, but 
what it was like at the time. How did they go about putting this together to 
challenge that? 
I think definitely, historically we could view it as a challenge. I think for them it was a 
project for improvement. In this era, we're talking about an era of progressivism. Then 
there's the Good Neighbor policies of the 1930s and a lot of the public wanted to hear 
stories of people like them. Even FDR employed such tactics with his fireside chats, etc. 
So the prison system, they had a very canny guy by the name of Lee Simmons who had 
orchestrated a few things, including the Texas Prison Rodeo, which also played a large 
part with the bands. After his administration they really started to focus in on the 
rehabilitative aspects in the community. They wanted to improve the perception. There 
had been reports of brutality and I don't think these were inaccurate reports. This was a 
plantation prison farm. It was rough, brutal, hot, there was no air-conditioning, no heat. 
The conditions were really horrendous for anyone who was in it. So they were really 
combating a lot of these public perceptions of a very tough system by trying to humanize 
themselves as well as the inmates a little bit, make themselves relatable to the public. 
They really tried to humanize the experience a little more so people wouldn't have the 
idea that they were solely inhumane or that the convicts in the system were inhuman or 
evil. It could be someone who made a bad decision based on hard times. It could've 
been someone like their niece or nephew or mother or daughter or anybody, really. 
 
The book is full of these great anecdotes and inmate profiles. One that jumped out 
at me was "Lead Belly" Ledbetter. You mentioned that he tried to sing his way into 
a pardon by writing a song for the governor of Texas. 
Yes. And I do think that was successful. His music prowess was well-known in the prison 
system. Huddie Ledbetter, better known as Lead Belly, was an astute fellow. He knew 
people and he knew how to work it to his advantage when he was in a tough situation. 
So he chose an opportunity in the presence of the people who had the power and made 
it seem like it was spontaneous, which was really clever.  He subsequently was given his 
freedom, although the world didn't discover his music until John Avery Lomax came 
through Angola Prison [in Louisiana] when he was there a few years later. He was 
released here [in Texas], but then he got back in trouble. Lomax found him in Angola 
and recorded him at that time. 
 
You talked about another one of those Lomax recordings, of Hattie Ellis, whose 
voice you compared to Billie Holliday. You mentioned she sang a jazz song in the 
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style of Western swing king Bob Wills. 
I do think so, yeah. First of all, the fact that Lomax recorded [her] was a really impressive 
thing because Lomax and his son, Alan, they went through the prison looking for African-
American folk songs because they had a mission. They wanted to find songs that were 
archaic, primal forms of the music and they really wanted to exclude anything that was 
modern or jazz. "I Ain't Got Nobody" was a popular jazz song from that era. There were 
a number of different artists who had already recorded it by that time they came through 
1939 to record Hattie Ellis. She was already popular on the radio show and perhaps they 
pushed her in front of the Lomaxes. She definitely was an amazing singer. I listened to 
the recordings and I listened to some of the versions of other artists who had recorded 
[the same song] by 1939. The people who I found her closest resemblance was Bob 
Wills. This was Texas, perhaps that was the version she had to learn from. But she had 
this style that melded the two cultures. She did not sound like Louis Armstrong and she 
didn't sound like some of the others. With her lyrics and vocal styles, she sounded the 
most like Bob Wills. That was a really neat assimilation of two different aspects of the 
same song. 

 
A group of singers from the 
Goree Unit strike a pose at 
the Texas Prison Rodeo. 
(Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice) 
 
What made audiences 
connect with this kind of 
country music, and why 
did prisoners perform it? 
The prisoners performed 
songs that were popular 
with the public. They played 
songs that were patriotic, 
they played Hawaiian-style 
songs, they played 

sentimental "home sweet home" type songs, lots of cowboy songs and they really went 
for the popular tunes. They may have been complex, but they were easier to learn 
because there was sheet-music. That's how they learned to play. Many of these people 
didn't perform or play before they went in. That was really fascinating because they had 
to learn from the other inmates. Sheet music was available and they had what was 
called a prison sheet music library. They played songs that people wanted to hear and I 
think there's the curiosity, the novelty, the incredible, compelling idea of hearing 
someone on the radio whose criminal case you may have read about in the newspaper a 
couple years prior. There's this sort of fascination, I don't want to say lurid, but kind of. 
Also the understanding and realization that these were men and women who were not 
so far off from their own brother or sister or wife or mother. I think the inmates really 
wanted to provide that, to let the people see they were human. And they really did. I 
mean we're talking thousands of fan letters each week. First week I think it was 3,000, it 
was 100,000 for one show at one point, we're talking about thousands. It's kind of crazy 
when you think about it. 
 
Yeah, that's a lot of prison mail. 
Yep, exactly. And it wasn't just mail. There were gifts of money, of homemade items, 
even food. At that time, they were better able to accept items like that. 



 21 

 
The Goree All-Girl String Band 
performs at the Texas Prison Rodeo 
in Huntsville. The group was 
immensely popular both behind bars 
and among fans in the community. 
(Texas Department of Criminal 
Justice) 
 
So this wasn't just a small group of 
avid listeners, this was a more 
widely popular thing. So groups 
like the Goree All-Girl String Band, 
how recognizable would they have 
been in mainstream culture, at least 
in Texas? 
In that area of Texas they had to have 
been recognizable not just because 

they were on the radio. The radio show was an integral part, first and foremost, because 
it aired from WBAP in Fort Worth which was a clear channel radio station. It had 50,000 
watts, so it was heard by people from Canada to Mexico, but on a local level they also 
did a live floor show every week before the radio program. They had hundreds of people 
arrive to line up at the prison gates to go into the auditorium to watch these inmates 
perform the songs they would later perform on the radio. On top of that, these inmates 
went out into the community. They went out in Texas. They played the Shreveport 
rodeo. They played fiddle festivals in Athens and Carthage. They played public functions 
and fairs and the state fair, so they were out there as well as being inside.  
 
What can we learn from these musicians. Why do their stories matter today? 
There's a couple different reasons. I think there's still a sort of lurid fascination. When 
you think of the Texas prison system, you think about a large-scale systematic 
depersonalization of the inmate experience, for lack of a better phrase. While things 
were brutal back in the day, I think they were very personally brutal to many of the 
inmates, but there was also a feeling of hope and a real possibility of rehabilitation. I 
think that's been lost in recent decades. I think that this book will help highlight how 
things used to be. Perhaps we can, without bringing back that brutality, bring back some 
of that spirit of rehabilitation. I also know this history doesn't happen just in Texas, it 
happened in many states. And there are some prison systems that are using prison 
bands, music programs, as part of their inmate rehabilitation. We all know that music is a 
very important part of feeling alive. If you're in a situation like a prison, you don't get to 
feel like that. On top of that, it's so incredibly helpful for people in a group setting to get 
to feel a sense of accomplishment. Learning songs, performing music, to work with a 
team to create something, that's just positive simply for itself. 
 
https://www.dallasnews.com/life/texana/2016/08/01/radio-program-inspired-texas-inmates-become-
musicians-share-tunes-behind-bars  

http://www.texasmonthly.com/articles/o-sister-where-art-thou/
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7: LEAD BELLY AND LOMAX  

By Shelley Orr, Dramaturg 
 
The meeting of the performer Lead Belly and folklore archivist John A. Lomax in 

a prison 1933 is one of the inspirations for our play Black Pearl Sings! Below is 

more about that meeting and what followed. 

 

In 2015, the Smithsonian 

Institute, which has an 

extensive collection of 

recordings by Lead Belly, put 

out a huge five CD box set of 

his songs—108 tracks in all—

in their Folkways Recordings 

series. This tribute clearly 

seems to be warranted. His 

influence can be felt in many 

arenas of American popular 

music. Lead Belly was an 

inspiration to performers who 

sang folk songs and rock 

songs—even Nirvana’s Kurt 

Cobain. Performing was part of 

his life from a very early age. Huddie Ledbetter (aka Lead Belly) was born in 

1889 and unfortunately passed away in 1949 from ALS or Lou Gehrig’s disease 

before he had a chance to see his significant legacy take shape.  

The story of Lead Belly and John A. Lomax meeting in 1933 in Louisiana’s 

Angola penitentiary—a former cotton plantation—was a very famous episode in 

popular culture of the time. The story was so well known that a newsreel episode 

was created of the event in 1935. Lead Belly was dressed in prison stripes and 

re-created the episode for the general public. A grainy copy of the March of Time 

newsreel is available to watch online, and unfortunately the newsreel’s script 

reflects the Jim Crow era that produced it. Not only is Lomax presented as the 

paternalistic savior of an overly grateful Lead Belly, but the performer himself is 

presented as stereotype of gratitude and happiness in his adversity.  

A scene is staged in the newsreel in which Lead Belly arrives 

unannounced at Lomax’s hotel room after he has been pardoned for his crimes 

by the governor of Louisiana. The governor had received a petition for clemency 

along with Lomax’s recording of Lead Belly singing. Lead Belly convinces Lomax 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxykqBmUCwk&list=RDQxykqBmUCwk&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxykqBmUCwk&list=RDQxykqBmUCwk&index=1
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to hire him but only after Lead Belly addresses Lomax as “Boss” and an 

apparently reluctant Lomax calls him “a mean boy who killed two men.” After 

Lomax relents and agrees to hire him, the scene is not complete without what 

appears to be the lines, “Oh Thank You, Sir, Boss!” and “You’ll be my big Boss 

and I’ll be your man!” which Lead Belly infuses with the apparently expected 

amount of overly effusive enthusiasm. The echoes of slavery times come through 

loud and clear. It is cringe-worthy viewing to be sure, but gives a window into the 

stereotyped relations among the races at the time and the significant obstacles 

that Lead Belly overcame 

to reach the audiences that 

he did. 

Certainly, John 

Lomax should be credited 

with helping Lead Belly to 

reach a wide audience. 

The archival work that 

Lomax and his colleagues 

conducted used the 

technology of recording to 

help preserve many 

important stories and 

songs that were rapidly 

disappearing as the last 

remaining people who were born before the Civil War were passing away. 

Lomax and Lead Belly also seem to have played into the mythology of 

their story to amplify their impact and reach. In the Newsreel, it is notable that the 

decision was made to have Lead Belly appear in prison stripes and re-enact 

scenes of the two men meeting in prison as well as their subsequent joining 

forces outside the penitentiary. These two scenes were capped off with an 

excerpt of Lead Belly singing “Good Night Irene,” his most famous song at that 

point. Highlighting and re-inscribing the most memorable aspects of their 

remarkable story was clearly part of what led to the widespread fame of their 

collaboration.  

Whether this also led to the appropriation and exploitation of the 

considerable talents of someone like Lead Belly is an open question. Perhaps 

tributes like the Smithsonian’s Folkways recordings go some small distance 

toward restoring the historical record and repairing the situation.   



 24 

8: ABOUT PLAYWRIGHT 

FRANK HIGGINS 

BLACK PEARL SINGS WAS A STORY PLAYWRIGHT 
FRANK HIGGINS COULDN’T IGNORE 
 
BY ROBERT TRUSSELL  
Excerpt from: The Kansas City Star, 5 March 2015. 

Two women. One black, the other white. One educated, the other not. One pushing to 
make her name in a male-dominated world, the other committed to finding her missing 
daughter.  

These are the characters — indeed, the only characters — in Frank Higgins’s Black 
Pearl Sings, a play about the power of music and language that has become one of the 
most-produced plays in regional theater during the last five or six years.  

Higgins, a Kansas City-based playwright, modeled his Depression-era story to an extent 
on the history of folklorist John Lomax, who traveled the American South in the 1930s 
with a massive recording device in the 
trunk of his car, collecting folk songs from 
farmers, laborers and convicts.  

His most famous “discovery” was Huddie 
Ledbetter — “Lead Belly” — an African- 
American guitarist and songwriter serving 
time in the Angola Prison Farm in 
Louisiana. Ledbetter later became an 
important figure in American music, often 
performing with Woody Guthrie, Pete 
Seeger and other folksingers of the era.  

But as Higgins rolled the dramatic 
possibilities around in his creative 
imagination, he decided to reverse the gender of the characters — which allowed him to 
depict women who, each in her own way, could be seen as a proto-feminist.  

Higgins is a guy you’re tempted to call a “journeyman” playwright. He’s been at it for 
decades, quietly working on his craft, gradually creating a body of work that has yielded 
productions in New York, California and points in between. But Black Pearl Sings has 
achieved success beyond anything else Higgins has written.  

The play depicts Susannah Mullally, a folk-song collector from the Library of Congress, 
and her relationship with the title character, Alberta “Pearl” Johnson, a female convict in 
the Texas prison farm system, who possesses rare folk songs she learned growing up 
among the Gullah people in the Sea Islands off Georgia and South Carolina.  
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Susannah sees Pearl’s storehouse of rare music as a path to establishing her academic 
credentials, while Pearl views Susannah’s interest as leverage she could use to gain her 
freedom.  

Higgins, who teaches playwriting at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, said that 
Lomax was far from being the only folk-song collector in the 1930s and that a number of 
women produced important field recordings — not the least of which was Zora Neale 
Hurston, a writer who devoted her literary career to documenting and reflecting African-
American culture.  

As a result, Higgins said, he began imagining the story with female characters. For one 
thing, a play depicting Ledbetter would require an actor who could convincingly play the 
12-string guitar, an exceedingly rare commodity. But there was another reason he began 
constructing the story from a feminine perspective — he was caring for his mother as 
she succumbed to Alzheimer’s disease.  

“After I finished the first draft, I found myself becoming aware of this link: the song 
collector is trying to save and preserve ... songs before they disappear from public 
memory forever,” Higgins said. “In dealing with my mother, I was trying to save and 
preserve her as much as possible before she disappeared — and I guess by extension, 
part of me.”  

Higgins said he often tells his students: Write the play you can’t not write. And Black 
Pearl Sings was that kind of play. But Higgins said his thoughts about the creative 
process came later. “If you think about things too much beforehand, it can interfere with 
freeing your mind up and writing from your subconscious,” he said.  

Higgins’ mother died in 2006 — the same year the play received its first public 
performance as part of the “Plays in Progress” reading series at Rockhurst University. 
The official premiere came a year later in Houston.  

The play — although far from a musical — contains about 20 songs, some of which are 
heard only in snippets. Most of them are performed a cappella by Pearl. An autoharp 
played by Susannah, who also sings in the show, is the only accompaniment.  

One reason “Black Pearl Sings” has been so successful in regional nonprofit theaters is 
pretty basic: It’s affordable to produce. It has only two actors and uses public-domain 
music. Beyond that, it deals with race and women’s issues — topics that always attract 
the attention of artistic directors. Put it all together, and you have what amounts to a 
commercial formula.  

But Higgins said that only became clear after he had finished the script. His only goal 
was to write something good.  

“The thing I try to communicate to my class at UMKC is that you need to get yourself to 
the point where if you have a heart attack and you’re dying, you can say, ‘I wrote the 
play I couldn’t not write,’” he said. “The couple of times I had a commercial idea, those 
were really hard to write because they were coming from my head and not my heart.”  

Excerpt from: http://www.kansascity.com/entertainment/performing-arts/article12259367.html  
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9: MEET OUR “PEARL” 

MINKA WILTZ  

Interviewed by Shelley Orr, Dramaturg 
 
Actor Minka Wiltz plays the role of Pearl in our production of Black Pearl Sings! She is a 
guest artist from Atlanta. She kindly sat down with our dramaturg to talk about the play, 
her creative work, and her things about San Diego. 

Shelley Orr: Is there something about Pearl and her experiences in Black Pearl 
Sings! that you particularly connect to? 
 

Minka Wiltz: Yes. The experience of being a black woman, who sings (laughs); I 
definitely connect to that. Also being from the south in this country and having to 
negotiate what that means, vocally. Knowing that my voice is a means of commerce. It 
gets me into places that I otherwise … it has, in my life, gotten me into places that 
otherwise I would not have been invited, such as homes of very wealthy people, 
influential people, as well as my education. My high school education was in a private 

school, and I don’t know that I would have 
been afforded that had I not had the ability, 
the natural ability, the potential to be a 
world-class singer in the operatic world. So 
yes, I relate to her in that way. 
 
You have been performing professionally 
for fifteen years in Atlanta, what are 
some of your favorite roles? 
 

One of them was playing the role of 
Mother/Sister in Marcus Gardley’s Every 
Tongue Confess, which was also directed 
by Tom Jones, who is directing this 
production of Black Pearl Sings! I believe 
that was in 2013, and I really enjoyed that 
role. But most recently my favorite role that 
I’ve ever played… that I’ve ever mourned 

leaving a role was a piece, a world premiere, down in Sarasota, Florida. The role of Nell 
Jordan, and that was in a two-person show by Natalie Simons. I believe that, to date, is 
my favorite role yet. The name of the piece was Naming True. Nell Jordan—I still miss 
that character. 
 
You have extensive experience in both theatre and opera, what do you especially 
enjoy about doing theatre? 
 

Theatre is, for me…an opening into greater possibilities as an artist. I really enjoy telling 
stories. I enjoy stepping into the lives, the skin, the shoes, the world of different 
characters that I may not have had the opportunity to have met, but also characters that 
I’ve met, and not really been able to connect with otherwise. I also love writing. So being 
able to meet playwrights and actually learn from them and learn about their process and 
how they explore this ever-changing world in the present, the past, and the future.  
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I really enjoy that experience of learning from other artists. And not having so many 
constraints on how your art is done and how you approach your artwork. Whereas in 
opera, there are a lot of constraints. There are these preconceived notions about what it 
is to be a proper opera singer that I do not subscribe to. I tried to when I was younger 
but now that I’m older I realize that those usually are other people’s confines that they 
impose on you. Their projection of what it is to be a proper singer is not necessarily the 
best way to go about singing. In theatre I am able to explore many more options, which 
has actually informed me to be a better singer.  
 
You have several writing credits to your name. What stories have you especially 
wanted to tell? 
 

I am fascinated by breaking the boundaries of what we have learned to be true in this 
world. Most recently I had an informal reading in Atlanta, my third reading actually, of a 
screenplay that I am working on that explores how the South was truly created and how 
many ethnicities were involved. In my experience growing up in Atlanta, there were so 
many ethnicities and different “races” that I grew up with. What are the differences 
between race and ethnicity, along with gender? What does it mean to be a woman, a 
man, or “other”? I’m interested in stretching boundaries—possibly until they break—
figuring out how boundaries were created and filling in those spaces. What do we 
subscribe to? And what are we willing to risk by asking questions? And let’s not forget 
about the class issue, which is marbled into all of those categories. And what are we 
wiling to sacrifice and risk in this world? Questioning boundaries. And questioning how 
much we subscribe to them. And how much we are willing to risk to find out who we truly 
are. 
 
Have you had a chance to see much of San Diego during your residency? Have 
you visited before? What do you like best about San Diego? 
 

No! I have not. Not yet. Today is my fourth day. I have traveled through San Diego but 
I’ve never sat down here for long so I am looking forward to learning more and exploring. 
I do like the fact that San Diego is not Atlanta. I 
like being in different places. Being able to travel 
is a really enticing thing about this work. I have 
the opportunity to get to know people in the area 
as opposed to being a tourist. It feels like I have 
more opportunities to really establish some sort 
of rapport with people here in the city.  

You know, one thing I have found to be 
extremely exciting is the 24-hour taco stand we 
have here up the street from where we at. 
(Laughs) And the corner store right up the street 
from the place where we are staying? They are really nice people, and they have a Thai 
restaurant in the back, which is so cool! And I had some Thai food there, so I guess so 
far my favorite thing about San Diego is (laughs) the food options! And also people at 
the REP have been so warm and welcoming, and that’s about it!   
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10: A GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

IN BLACK PEARL SINGS! 

Learn more about the world of our show. 
 
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS— The Library of Congress is the largest library in the 
world. It was founded in 1800 and is the oldest federal cultural institution in the U.S. 
In 1814 the British troops burned the Capitol building where the library was housed 
and destroyed the core collection of 3,000 volumes. In 1815 Congress approved the 
purchase of Thomas Jefferson’s personal library of 6,487 books and has not stopped 
collecting since. The LOC houses more than 164 million items. It receives 15,000 
items each business day and adds approximately 12,000 items to its collection daily, 
mostly through the U.S. Copyright process. About half of the holdings are in 
languages other than English; some 470 languages are represented in the 
collections. Our character Susannah works to preserve historic songs for the Library 
of Congress that seeks to “document the history and further the creativity of the 
American people and record and contribute to the advancement of civilization and 
knowledge throughout the world.” https://www.loc.gov/about/ 
 

GULLAH PEOPLE— The Gullah or Geechee people live in the low lying islands 
along the southern East Coast, especially off the coast of South Carolina and 
Georgia. In 2006 Congress established the Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage 
Corridor Commission. From their website: “The Gullah Geechee communities are 
made up of direct descendants of West and Central Africans who survived the 
Middle Passage across the Atlantic Ocean and were enslaved for almost two 
centuries to labor on coastal plantations in the Corridor. The Gullah Geechee people 
and their unique culture are a nationally important story of a complex culture that 
continues to emerge and is reflected in the lives and experiences of families and 
organizations within the Gullah Geechee community.” Our character Pearl is from 
Hilton Head Island, one of the communities in this historic corridor. 
 

HILTON HEAD ISLAND—Well before Hilton Head was known as a destination for 
tourists who golf, the island was home to Gullah/ 
Geechee people who worked the plantations on the 
island. The Island’s slaves were freed early in the Civil 
War and the inhabitants remained relatively isolated 
until a bridge was built in 1956. For more on Hilton 
Head Island, see the timeline that follows. 
 
CAB CALLOWAY (1907-1994)—One of the most 
iconic performers of the 1930s and 1940s, Calloway 
was a singer and bandleader who was known for his 
ability to scat. He was most often associated with the 
popular venue The Cotton Club. His song “Minnie the 
Moocher” catapulted him to fame in 1931. He appeared 
in many popular films and cartoons of the time.   
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A TIMELINE OF HILTON HEAD 

ISLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA 

While our play takes place in Texas and New York City in the early 1930s, our character Pearl 
hails from Hilton Head Island off the east coast of South Carolina. The island is well known today 
for its tourist industry and its golf courses, but in the 1930s the population was predominantly the 
descendants of freedmen. The island was isolated during the period of Reconstruction until 1956, 
when a bridge was constructed and the island was opened to commercial development. 
Electricity and telephone service on the island was not established until the 1950s. While there 
are problems with being isolated, it also allowed residents to hold onto their family traditions. 
 

Native American Occupation 8000 B.C.E. - 1500 C.E. 
8000 B.C. - 1000 B.C. - Archaic Period Native Americans visited this area seasonally. 
1335 A.D. Green's Shell Enclosure, a 4-foot-tall shell ridge that encloses 2 acres, was 
built along the banks of Skull Creek. 
 

European Explorers 1500 - 1700 
1521 - A Spanish expedition, led by Francisco Cordillo, explored this area, initiating 
European contact with local tribes. 
1663 - Capt. William Hilton sailed from Barbados, on the Adventure, to explore lands 
granted by King Charles II to the eight Lords Proprietors. Hilton Head Island takes its 
name from a headland near the entrance to Port Royal Sound. 
1698 - John Bayley, of Ireland, was given most of Hilton Head Island as a barony. 
Twenty-four years later, his son appointed Alexander Trench as his agent in charge of 
selling the land. For a short time, Hilton Head was called Trench's Island on some maps. 
 

Plantation Era 1700 - 1860 
1711 - Beaufort, South Carolina was founded. 
1760s - Beaufort County's shipbuilding industry was one of the largest in the 13 colonies 
because of the deep-water creeks around Hilton Head and the prevalence of hardwood.  
1790 - William Elliott II, of Myrtle Bank Plantation, grew the first successful crop of long-
staple, or Sea Island, cotton in South Carolina on Hilton Head Island. 
1813 - During the War of 1812, British forces landed on Hilton Head Island. 
1860 - There were more than 20 working plantations on the island before the Civil War. 
Most plantation owners did not live on Hilton Head.  
 

The Civil War and the Union Occupation 1860 - 1865 
1861 - Beginning in July, Fort Walker was built on Hilton Head Island at the entrance to 
Port Royal Sound in Order to protect the port from Union attacks. 
 

One of the oldest structures on the island, the 
Queen Chapel. African Methodist-Episcopal 
missionaries founded the Queen Chapel in 
1865. The original building was a praise house 
used by slaves on the Pope plantation. 
Structure updated in 1892/1952. 
 

1861 - On November 7th, Union forces attacked 
Fort Walker and Fort Beauregard in the Battle of 
Port Royal. Nearly 13,000 Union troops flooded 
onto the island after the battle. 

1862 - Hilton Head's population swelled to over 40,000, including Union troops, civilian 
store-keepers, missionaries, prisoners of war, and slaves seeking refuge. 
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1862 - Gen. Ormsby Mitchel set up the town of Mitchelville to house the island's first 
freedman's village. Mitchelville residents elected their own officials, passed their own 
laws, and established the first compulsory education law in the state.  
 
Reconstruction and Isolation 1870s - 1940s 
1868 - Large-scale military occupation of the island had ended. The island's population 
dropped to only a few thousand. 
1870s -Some of Hilton Head Island's plantations were reclaimed by their antebellum 
owners after paying back taxes charged to their property. Other properties were held by 
the United States government, sold to speculators, or sold to freedmen who remained on 
the island after the Civil War. 
1940 -The island's population was approximately 1,100, most of whom were 
descendants from freedmen who had made their homes on Hilton Head. 
1941 -Marines were stationed at Camp McDougal near the Leamington Lighthouse. 
Marines paved the first road on the island, which ran from the ferry landing at Jenkins 
Island (now Outdoor Resorts) to the lighthouse. 
 
Mainland Connection and Modern Era 1949-1990s 
1950 - The first electricity was brought to the island by Palmetto Electric Cooperative. 
1954 - Hilton Head Elementary School 
opened for the island's black students. Isaac 
Wilborn was the principal of the elementary 
school from 1954 until it closed in 1974.  
1956 - James F. Byrnes Bridge, a two-lane 
toll swing bridge (at right), was constructed at 
a cost of $1.5 million. This opened the island 
to automobile traffic from the mainland. The 
toll was discontinued in December 1959.  
1956 - Charles E. Fraser, bought his father's 
interest in The Hilton Head Company and 
began developing it into Sea Pines Plantation. 
1958 - First deed to a lot in Sea Pines Plantation was signed. Beachfront lots initially 
sold for $5,350. By 1962, they were selling for $9,600. 
1958 - Telephone service was offered by Hargray Telephone Company.  
1960 - The island's first golf course, the Ocean Course was built in Sea Pines Plantation. 
1967 - The Hilton Head Airport opened. 
1969 - The full-time population of the island was 2,500. 
1982 - The island's full-time population was 12,500. More than 500,000 visitors. 
1983 - The Town of Hilton Head Island 
incorporated as a municipality. 
1985 - The population was over 17,000 
full-time residents. 
1995 -The permanent year-round 
population exceeded 28,000 people. The 
island had over 1.5 million visitors. 
 
A New Century 
2000 - Census population is 33,862. 
2010 - Census population is 37,099. 
2010 - The Town supported the Heritage Golf Tournament with a $1 million commitment. 
2013 -Town celebrates its 30th Anniversary of Incorporation. 
 

Excerpted from: https://www.hiltonheadislandsc.gov/ourisland/history.cfm  
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT QUESTIONS 

 
1.  A central issue of this piece is related to the exploitation of African American 
culture. The appropriation of African American music, songs, dances, and even 
performers has a long history in our country’s popular entertainment. Where can 
you find examples of this today?  

 

2.  Does your family have songs or traditions that you can trace back several 
generations?  

 

3.  Have you ever heard alternative lyrics to popular music that reflects one 
segment of America and not another? 

 

4.  Has anyone ever taken your work or ideas and presented them as their own? 
What did you do in response? 

 

5.  How do you define American culture? What forces can you see at play in our 
culture? 

 

 

  
 


