streaming
May 6 – 30, 2021
from the
IRT Upperstage
filmed by WFYI

STUDY GUIDE
edited by Richard J Roberts, Resident Dramaturg
with contributions by Janet Allen • Mikael Burke
Regina García • Alexis Carrie • Melanie Chen Cole
Indiana Repertory Theatre
140 West Washington Street
Indianapolis, Indiana 46204
Janet Allen, Margot Lacy Eccles Artistic Director
Suzanne Sweeney, Managing Director
www. irtlive.com
SEASON
SPONSOR

SEASON
PARTNER

INCLUSION SERIES
TITLE SPONSOR

SEASON SUPPORT

CORPORATE PARTNERS

COMMUNITY
CONVERSATIONS
SPONSOR

EDUCATION
PARTNER

2 INDIANA REPERTORY THEATRE

MRS. HARRISON
a play by R. Eric Thomas
Two women meet at their ten-year college reunion. Aisha is a successful Black playwright. Holly is a
struggling White comedian and storyteller. As they dredge up shared memories and past confidences, we
begin to wonder—which one is misremembering? Or lying? Or are they both? Wry humor clashes with
long-suppressed grudges as this volatile encounter raises the question: who has the right to tell whose
story?
Part of IRT's INclusion Series: Celebrating Diverse Storytelling

STREAMING May 6 – 30, 2021
LENGTH Approximately 70 minutes
AGE RANGE

Recommended for grades 10–12
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THE STORY OF MRS. HARRISON
R. Eric Thomas, the award-winning playwright of Mrs. Harrison, is the national bestselling author
of Here for It, or How to Save Your Soul in America, a Read with Jenna book club pick featured
on Today, and the co-author with Helena Andrews Dyer of a biography of Rep. Maxine
Waters, Reclaiming Her Time. He is a television writer (AppleTV+’s Dickinson, FX’s Better Things),
a playwright, and the long-running host of The Moth in Philadelphia and DC. For four years he was a
senior staff writer for Elle.com where he wrote “Eric Reads the News,” a daily current events and
culture column. He won the 2016 Barrymore Award for Best New Play (Time Is on Our Side) and the
2018 Dramatists Guild Lanford Wilson Award. His other plays include Safe Space, Backing Track,
Merland, The Ever Present, Human Resources, and Always the Bridesmaid. He has been published
multiple times in the New York Times, TIME, Philadelphia Inquirer, and others.
In Mrs. Harrison, Aisha and Holly meet in an elegant faculty restroom at a prestigious university,
where they are both attending their ten-year class reunion. They reminiscence about college life, and
then Holly reminds Aisha that they were in a playwriting class together. They discuss the class, who
was in it, how they felt about it, how they used to meet up on campus and write and together. They
share what they have been doing since graduating. Aisha is a playwright who has had a very
successful Off-Broadway debut and is writing a screenplay. Holly has been a stand-up comic and is
now a storyteller who has appeared on several podcasts. As the conversation goes on, it begins to
seem that their memories are somewhat different—or very different. And the subject of Aisha’s play,
Mrs. Harrison, becomes a center of contention between the two. What starts as a random encounter
takes a lot of twists and turns on its way to something very different in a play that is funny, intriguing,
and unsettling.
Mary Williamson & Celeste M. Cooper
in the IRT’s production of Mrs. Harrison. Photo by Zach Rosing.
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READING & LEARNING
BY JANET ALLEN, MARGOT LACY ECCLES ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
One of the things COVID brought us was a new relationship to reading plays. I will admit that, at the
beginning of last spring’s lockdown, reading plays made me profoundly sad, wondering when we’d be
able to get back at it. But slowly, over the summer and fall, we began to dig into the deep reservoir of
American playwriting. We found so many hidden gems—plays that were unknown to us, that have
been written in the past five years or so, many of them unpublished, but readable electronically on the
New Play Exchange. I am now ready to be a walking advertisement for New Play Exchange. It really
provides wonderful access to anyone who wants an affordable membership to read a lot of amazing
plays; and in turn, it gives playwrights of all levels of experience a pathway into the greater producing
community.
I learned about so many playwrights I had not previously known, and that learning was really joyous.
R. Eric Thomas is one of the writers whose work I learned about, and he is the author of Mrs.
Harrison. Eric has a really interesting and multi-disciplinary career, so why didn’t I know of him? He is
a long-running host of The Moth Radio Hour, a senior writer at Elle magazine, a book author, a humor
and culture contributor to many major publications, a television writer, and a prolific playwright! I got
quite caught up in his work, reading several of his plays before arriving on Mrs. Harrison, which struck
a very deep chord in me.
Mrs. Harrison, of the title, will have to remain a mystery until you watch the show. What won’t, though,
is something of why the play is so powerful. Thomas captures a very intimate conversation in a very
intimate place—a women’s bathroom—and then traps these characters by weather and by dint of
their competitive natures. The premise of the play holds many possibilities: two women, one black,
one white, one successful, one struggling, and both with conflicting memories of their shared (or was
it?) past. It’s very difficult to know exactly where truth lies in this play, and that’s a huge part of its
appeal. Why do we each remember the past so differently? How is memory filtered by what comes
after? Or even by what came before?
We are delighted to have Mikael Burke back with us at the helm of this project. Last season he
directed The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, our enormously successful family play that was the
last production we finished before the COVID shutdown. It holds a special place in our memories
because of the depth with which it touched people, and the fact that we extended it—twice! Mikael
has had a very busy COVID year teaching and directing various Zoom productions, so we are glad to
have his many skills lavished on this project.
This is our first streamed production in the Upperstage this season, which has brought its challenges
and delights in figuring out a new space and camera positions, in order to maximize your viewing
experience. For the first time ever, we aren’t working the sightlines so that audiences can see from
the side sections! So much of our work in the theatre is considering what you see as a live audience
member; now we study what we want you to see through the lens of four cameras. Ah, what COVID
has taught us!
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STORIES
BY MIKAEL BURKE, DIRECTOR
We are made of stories.
A collection of moments and memory wrapped in skin and bone.
Our stories shape who we are and who we become.
And like ourselves, our stories are precious.
We hold them close.
We keep them safe.
Until we meet someone:
A kindred spirit,
A friend,
Someone we trust.
Then, we share our stories.
We give a part of ourselves.
And we hope they hold that part as safe and close as we have.
But ...
What if they don’t?
What if, as time goes by,
They take that part of us,
That story,
And distort it.
Are we still our precious selves?
Or are we only what they see?
Can we take our stories back?
Can we rewrite what’s written?
How far are we willing to go to control our own stories?

Mary Williamson
& Celeste M. Cooper
in the IRT’s production
of Mrs. Harrison.
Photo by Zach Rosing.
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TRUTH (?)
BY R. ERIC THOMAS, PLAYWRIGHT
One of my favorite memes features Oprah Winfrey staring probingly at
an off-camera subject as she asks “So, what is the truth?” In or out of
context, it’s a deceptively simple question with no definitive right answer.
I wrote this play years before our era of “alternative facts,” and I don’t
think Mrs. Harrison has much to say about the strategic politicization of
lies. (Maybe you disagree, though, which is fine. You could be right!)
But, what’s at the core of the play is the same thing that is at the center
of any conversation where the truth is being debated: the idea that the
truth is a story and as such can be interpreted.
As a playwright, the idea of the truth being
one of many competing narratives is
endlessly fascinating. The conflict that
animates Aisha and Holly’s interaction can
be seen as a disagreement about what
story they’re in. Perhaps this is even the
backbone of their entire relationship. Or,
perhaps they’re not even in the same story
at all. Who can say?

Celeste M. Cooper & Mary Williamson
in the IRT’s production of Mrs. Harrison.
Photo by Zach Rosing.

When I talk about Mrs. Harrison, I always come back around to the idea that I don’t know the whole
story any more than you. I mean, I know what happens. I’ve seen this play. But what you’re seeing is
one story, what you’re experiencing is another story, and what Holly and Aisha are living is two more
stories. At least. Mrs. Harrison is a story about storytelling and the way the past looks different from
various vantage points.
I’ve always believed that the conversations you’ll have after the play are as important as the part of
the story you’re seeing on stage. To me, that’s one of the best parts of theatre. When shows are
performed in person, I always refer to that post-show conversation as the Frozen Yogurt Convo,
imagining audience members are grabbing a dessert over which to compare stories. One of the great
things about viewing theatre online is that you can choose to have a post-show conversation with
whomever is in your house, or you can reach out to someone far away who, through the magical
combination of technology and good old-fashioned stagecraft, has just seen the same thing you have.
And you can ask each other the impossible question: So, what is the truth?
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REUNION
REGINA GARCÍA SCENIC DESIGNER

Preliminary model by scenic designer Regina García.

ERIC WATKINS LIGHTING DESIGNER
It has been a devastating year… in the country, in the world, and specifically in the theatre. In so
many ways, Mrs. Harrison speaks specifically to this very moment. Practically, a small two-person
play that takes place in one setting while being digitally distributed allows the story be told as safely
as possible during a pandemic. More importantly, a small, intimate, well-written show about the
stories we tell each other and tell ourselves, both publicly and privately, speaks directly to us all now.

7

8 INDIANA REPERTORY THEATRE

ALEXIS CARRIE COSTUME DESIGNER

Preliminary research for Aisha (top) & Holly (below) by costume designer Alexis Carrie.

MELANIE CHEN COLE SOUND DESIGNER
A question I always ask myself while designing a show is how will I create an environment for the
characters to live in? For this production, the director and I are really interested in using diegetic
sounds (natural sounds from the environment: distant party, thunder, rain) to sculpt the world around
the story. When non-diegetic music underscoring is used, it often feels very cinematic with emotions
that foreshadow the outcome of a story. But for this production, we want the audience to watch and
listen to what is unfolding and come up with their own conclusions.
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STANDARDS ALIGNMENT GUIDE
We recognize that teachers aim to align their lesson plans with standards and that it is important to be
able to align your experience at IRT with curriculum standards. Streaming IRT’s production of NO. 6
is a great way to help make connections for students and facilitate their understanding of the text and
key elements of classic literature. Some standards to consider for this show would be:
READING – LITERATURE







RL.1 – Read and comprehend a variety of literature independently and proficiently
RL.2 – Build comprehension and appreciation of literature by analyzing, inferring, and drawing
conclusions about literary elements, themes, and central ideas
Sample: 9-10.RL.2.2: Analyze in detail the development of two or more themes or central
ideas over the course of a work of literature, including how they emerge and are shaped
and refined by specific details.
Sample: 9-10.RL.4.1: Evaluate the extent to which multiple interpretations of a story, play,
or poem stay faithful to or departs from the text or script.
RL.3 – Build comprehension and appreciation of literature, using knowledge of literary
structure and point of view
Sample: 11-12.RL.3.2: Analyze a work of literature in which the reader must distinguish
between what is directly stated and what is intended (e.g., satire, sarcasm, irony, or
understatement) in order to understand the point of view.
RL.4 – Build comprehension and appreciation of literature by connecting various literary works
and analyzing how medium and interpretation impact meaning.

READING – VOCABULARY


RV.3 – Build comprehension and appreciation of literature and nonfiction texts by determining
or clarifying figurative, connotative, and technical meanings.
Sample: 9-10.RV.3.2: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a
nonfiction text, including figurative, connotative, denotative, and technical meanings;
evaluate the effectiveness of specific word choices on meaning and tone in multiple and
varied contexts.

ETHNIC STUDIES STANDARDS


Strands 1 – 4: Cultural Self-Awareness, Cultural Histories within the U.S. Context and Abroad,
Contemporary Lived Experiences and Cultural Practices, Historical and Contemporary
Contributions
Sample: Strand 1, Standard 1.3: Students evaluate how society’s responses to different
social identities lead to access and/or barriers for ethnic and racial groups in relation to
various societal institutions, including but not limited to education, healthcare, government,
and industry.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
In Mrs. Harrison, the two characters present very different versions of past events. Who is telling the
truth, and who is lying? Who is misremembering? When do these positions change? How reliable are
these characters as narrators of their individual pasts, or their shared past? How do our memories
sometimes change over time? How do we—consciously or subconsciously—change certain
memories purposefully? Can we tell a lie so many times that we come to believe it is the truth? How?
How does the fact that both characters are women affect the story? How do issues of women’s
equality and women’s rights affect these two characters? How would the play be different if one
character were a woman and one were a man? If both characters were men?
How do issues of race affect the story? How are issues of race looked upon differently today than
they were ten years ago, when the women originally knew each other as college students? How
would the play be different if both characters were Black? If both characters were White?
Which of the two characters is better qualified to tell the story of Betty Jackson, Holly’s childhood
maid? Why? How does Aisha’s play apply to current discussions about cultural appropriation and
intellectual property? How does Betty Jackson herself, or her surviving family, fit into such
discussions? What is the significance of the fact that the play the IRT is producing, about a Black
woman and White woman, was written by a Black man?
What do you think Aisha means in telling the story of the frog, the scorpion, the turtle, and the fox?
Which animals do you think the two women are in Aisha’s view? In Holly’s view? In your own view?
What are the particular challenges and opportunities presented by setting a play in a public restroom?
What other unusual and challenging locations cans you think of for setting a play?
What did you think of the ending of the play? How did you feel when the play suddenly shifted
perspective? Did the ending make you look back at the rest of the play differently? How?
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WRITING PROMPTS
In the play, Aisha has written a play called Mrs. Harrison that was produced off Broadway and that
Holly saw. What do you imagine that play was like? Who were its two characters? (Remember that
the actors were Kerry Washington and Emma Roberts—consider their ages and their types.) What
was the play’s plot—its story? How did it incorporate the story that Holly tells about her childhood
maid, Betty Jackson? Where was the play set? Write a summary of the play that you are envisioning.
Then choose a particular section and write it in dialogue form.
Write a review of the play. A well-rounded review includes your opinion of the theatrical aspects—
scenery, lights, costumes, sound, direction, acting—as well as your impressions of the script and the
impact of the story and/or themes and the overall production. What moments made an impression?
How do the elements of scenery, costumes, lighting, and sound work with the actors’ performance of
the text to tell the story? What ideas or themes did the play make you think about? How did it make
you feel? How did watching this play streaming rather than live affect your experience? Did you notice
the reactions of any others who watched with you? Would you recommend this play to others? Why
or why not? To share your reviews with others, send to: education.irt@gmail.com
In the play, Holly says she tweeted
Aisha once, but Aisha never
replied. What if Aisha had replied?
Write such an exchange between
the two characters in Twitter form
(or start there and move to another
form of online communication).
What would be Holly’s initial tweet?
How (and why) would Aisha
respond? What would keep the
conversation going? How would it
be different from the conversation
they have in the play? How would
their writing styles be different?

Mary Williamson
in the IRT’s production
of Mrs. Harrison.
Photo by Zach Rosing.
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GLOSSARY
page
4 Beyoncé
Beyoncé is one of the world’s best-selling recording artists, having sold 118 million records
worldwide. She has won 28 Grammy Awards, 24 MTV Video Music Awards (including the Video
Vanguard Award in 2014), 31 BET Awards, and 17 Soul Train Music Awards; all of which are more
than any other singer. In 2014, Billboard named her the highest-earning black musician of all time.
4 kegels
Kegel exercise, also known as pelvic-floor exercise, involves repeatedly contracting and relaxing
the muscles that form part of the pelvic floor, now sometimes colloquially referred to as the “Kegel
muscles.” These muscles have many functions within the human body. In women, they are
responsible for holding up the bladder and preventing urinary stress incontinence (especially after
childbirth) and vaginal and uterine prolapse.
7 Provost
A provost is the senior academic administrator at many institutions of higher education. The specific
duties and areas of responsibility for a provost vary from one institution to another, but usually include
supervision and oversight of curricular, instructional, and research affairs. In many but not all North
American institutions, the provost is the second-ranking officer in the administrative hierarchy.
12 jingoistic
In this context, jingoism is excessive bias in judging one’s own country as superior to others—an
extreme type of nationalism.
13 Angels in America
Premiered in 1991, Angels in
America by Tony Kushner won
numerous awards, including
the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and
the Tony Award for Best Play. It
has been called “a turning point
in the history of gay drama, the
history of American drama, and
of American literary culture”
and “one of the most important
pieces of theatre to come out of
the late 20th century.”
Beth Malone, Andrew Garfield,
& company in the 2018 Broadway
production of Angels in America.
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13 agency
In social science, agency is defined as the capacity of individuals to act independently and to make
their own free choices.
15 Toni Morrison
>
Toni Morrison (1931-2019) published
her first novel, The Bluest Eye, in 1970.
Song of Solomon (1977) won the
National Book Critics Circle Award. In
1988, she won the Pulitzer Prize for
Beloved. She was awarded the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1993.
16 Austin … grad school
The University of Texas at Austin has a
highly acclaimed playwriting program.
18 post-colonial lit
Post colonialism literature is the literature by people from formerly colonized countries.
Postcolonial literature often addresses the problems and consequences of the decolonization of a
country, especially questions relating to the political and cultural independence of formerly subjugated
people, and themes such as racism and colonialism.
21 Emma
Emma Roberts made her film debut at the age of 10 in the crime movie Blow (2001). She gained
recognition for her lead role on Unfabulous (2004–2007). She has appeared in numerous films,
including It’s Kind of a Funny Story (2010) and We’re the Millers (2013). Other leading television roles
include American Horror Story (2013–present) and Scream Queens (2015–2016).
21 Kerry
Kerry Washington is perhaps best known for her roles in Ray (2004), Django Unchained (2012),
and Scandal (2012-2018). She has performed on Broadway in David Mamet’s Race (2009) and in
American Son (2018).
22 Kathy Bates
Kathy Bates made her Off-Broadway debut in the original 1976 cast of Vanities. She was nominated
for a Tony Award in 1983 for ‘night, Mother, and won an Obie Award in 1988 for Frankie and Johnny
in the Clair de Lune. She won the Academy Award for Best Actress for Misery (1990). Other film work
includes Dolores Claiborne (1995), Fried Green Tomatoes (1991), and Titanic (1997), in which she
portrayed Molly Brown. She has received three Supporting Actress Oscar nominations, for Primary
Colors (1998), About Schmidt (2002), and Richard Jewell (2019). She has been nominated for 14
Emmy Awards, winning two for her work on Two and a Half Men (2012) and American Horror
Story (2013).
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22 Angela Bassett
Angela Bassett was nominated for an Oscar and won a Golden Globe for her performance as Tina
Turner in What’s Love Got to Do with It (1993). Her many other film roles include Boyz N the Hood
(1991), Malcolm X (1992), Waiting to Exhale (1995), and Black Panther (2018).
24 Redd Foxx
>
Redd Foxx (1922-1991) gained success with
his raunchy nightclub acts during the 1950s
and 1960s. Known as the “King of the Party
Records,” he performed on more than 50
comedy albums in his lifetime. (Party records
were a genre of blue comedy albums in the
1950s, 60s, and 70s that were notable for their
raunchy adult content and often featured
African American comedians. Due to obscenity
laws, party records were typically not displayed
on record store shelves but were kept under
the counter, sold by request, and promoted by
word of mouth.) Today Foxx is perhaps most
widely known for his work on the television
show Sanford and Son (1972-1977).
25 America Ferrara
America Ferrara is perhaps most widely known for her work on Ugly Betty (2006–2010), for which she
won Best Actress at the Golden Globe Awards, the Screen Actors Guild Awards, and the Emmy
Awards. She did voice work in the How to Train Your Dragon franchise, and most recently coproduced and starred in Superstore (2015–2021).
27 Mara Wilson
Mara Wilson rose to prominence at the age of six for her performance in Mrs. Doubtfire (1993). She
went on to play Susan Walker in Miracle on 34th Street (1994), the title role in Matilda (1996), and Lily
Stone in Thomas and the Magic Railroad (2000). Wilson retired from acting in 2000 to focus on
writing. Today she continues to work as an actor and storyteller.
27 Mrs. Doubtfire
In Mrs. Doubtfire, Robin Williams plays a recently divorced actor who dresses up as an elderly British
female housekeeper in order to be able to interact with his children. It was the second highest
grossing film of 1993, and won the Oscar for Best Makeup.
27 The Moth
The Moth is a non-profit group based in New York City dedicated to the art and craft
of storytelling. Founded in 1997, the organization presents a broad range of theme-based storytelling
events across the United States and abroad, more than 500 each year, often featuring prominent
literary and cultural personalities. The Moth offers a weekly podcast and in 2009 launched a national
public radio show, The Moth Radio Hour, which won a 2010 Peabody Award.
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28 Tig Notaro
>
Tig Notaro is a stand-up comic, writer, radio contributor, and
actor. She is known for her deadpan comedy. She has been
nominated for two Grammys and an Emmy. In 2012, she was
diagnosed with cancer and had a double mastectomy with no
reconstructive surgery. In 2014, she performed topless. The
New York Times wrote: “She showed the audience her scars
and then, through the force of her showmanship, made you
forget that they were there. It was a powerful, even inspiring,
statement about survival and recovery, and yet, it had the larky
feel of a dare.”
29 Hillary Clinton
Hillary Clinton served as First Lady from 1993 to 2001, as a
senator from New York from 2001 to 2009, and as secretary of
state from 2009 to 2013. In 2016 she became the first woman
to be nominated for president by a major political party. She
won the popular vote but failed to win the Electoral College.
30 semantic
Semantics is the study of the relationship between words and
how we draw meaning from those words.
31 Kim Jong-un
Kim Jong-un has been the Supreme Leader of North Korea since 2011. He is the son of Kim Jong-il
and the grandson of Kim Il-sung. Kim’s leadership has followed the same cult of personality as his
grandfather and father. He has ordered the purge or execution of several North Korean officials; he is
also widely believed to have ordered the 2017 assassination of his half-brother, Kim Jong-nam. In
2014, a UNHRC report suggested that Kim could be put on trial for crimes against humanity.
31 Sarah Silverman
Sarah Silverman’s comedy addresses social taboos and controversial topics such as racism, sexism,
homophobia, politics, and religion, sometimes having her comic character endorse them in
a satirical or deadpan fashion. She has won two Emmy Awards.
38 “What Are You Afraid Of?”
Mara Wilson’s show about phobias started in 2014 as a touring series of performances with her and
two or three other storytellers, followed by Q&A with the audience. She continues to tour the show
today, as well as hosting a podcast under the same title.
38 Zen koan
Zen is a type of Buddhism that focuses on awareness through the practice of meditation. A koan is a
paradoxical anecdote or riddle, used in Zen Buddhism as an object of meditation to demonstrate the
inadequacy of logical reasoning and to provoke enlightenment. Perhaps the most well-known koan is,
“What is the sound of one hand clapping?”

