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Lorraine Hansberry, at twenty-nine, became the youngest American, the fifth woman, and the first black playwright to win the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for the Best Play of the Year. Her A Raisin in the Sun has since been published and produced in some thirty countries, while her film adaptation was nominated by the New York critics for the Best Screenplay and received a Cannes Film Festival Award. At thirty-four, during the run of her second play, The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window, Lorraine Hansberry died of cancer. In the years since her death, her stature has continued to grow. To Be Young, Gifted and Black, a dramatic portrait of the playwright in her own words, was the longest-running Off-Broadway drama of 1969, and has been recorded, filmed, and published in expanded book form, and has toured an unprecedented forty states and two hundred colleges. In 1986, following the stage production of the 25th anniversary of A Raisin in the Sun by the Roundabout Theatre in New York City, the play was widely acclaimed as in the foremost ranks of American classics. In 1990, the PBS American Playhouse TV adaptation of the 25th-anniversary version had one of the highest viewing audiences in PBS history. Les Blancs, her last play—posthumously performed on Broadway and recently in prominent regional theaters—has been hailed by a number of critics as her best.
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IN MEMORIAM
Robert Nemiroff (1929–91)

To Bobby with love
Mili and Leo with gratitude
Hattie Handy Manning for unswerving support

AND
NELSON MANDELA
with the fervent hope that the sun
rising over the new South Africa
will infuse the world with its glow
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FOREWORD


I wish to live because life has within it that which is good, that which is beautiful, and that which is love. Therefore, since I have known all of these things, I have found them to be reason enough and—I wish to live. Moreover, because this is so, I wish others to live for generations and generations and generations and generations.…

If anything should happen—before ’tis done—may I trust that all commas and periods will be placed and someone will complete my thoughts—

This last should be the least difficult since there are so many who think as I do—

—LORRAINE HANSBERRY



The second excerpt of Lorraine Hansberry’s above comes from an undated journal entry, presumably written near the end of the playwright’s life. The first, however, was written not at the end, but at the beginning of her career. These thoughts were delivered on March 1, 1959, before an audience of her peers at a conference on “The Negro Writer and His Roots.”

Two weeks later, her first play, A Raisin in the Sun, opened on Broadway. Two months following that date, she became the youngest American playwright, the fifth woman,* the only black writer ever to win the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Play of the Year.

Six years later, at age thirty-four, she was dead of cancer.

We are indebted to the late Robert Nemiroff, Hansberry’s former husband and literary executor, to whom she entrusted all her works, as the person most singularly responsible for perpetuating her legacy. He was not alone: actors, directors, other stage professionals, journalists, critics, and, above all, audiences have kept the playwright’s works alive. But Nemiroff spent the twenty-six years that he survived Hansberry meticulously placing the “periods and commas” necessary to provide the living evidence that the artist who died too soon was a major American writer.

My Foreword here is a tribute to them both. For if in her short life the prolific Hansberry created far more than her now-classic first work, A Raisin in the Sun, and her second, The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window—which was playing on Broadway at the time of her death—the very richness of her output deserved the commitment of one equally dedicated to effecting wide recognition of the extent and range of her legacy.

Shortly after the playwright’s death, Bob Nemiroff began the process of making her works widely known by creating—in dramatic and literary form—a portrait of the artist drawn entirely from her own words. He called both the play and the book To Be Young, Gifted and Black (YGB)—a phrase of commendation taken from Hansberry’s last speech, delivered to young winners of a United Negro College Fund writing contest.

The collection of the artist’s range and genius provided in YGB was drawn from her unpublished plays in progress and from completed essays, speeches, fiction, and poetry as well as from the play through which she first gained recognition, A Raisin in the Sun, and the one that closed on Broadway on the day she died, The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window.

Among the plays Hansberry left were several incomplete versions of Les Blancs, the title play of this new Vintage edition of The Collected Last Plays. Les Blancs is the only Hansberry work that Nemiroff adapted into a final version; its dramatic life continues to evolve as the values of the play are directorially realized on stage through successive productions. In her comprehensive Introduction to this Vintage collection, Margaret B. Wilkerson, Hansberry’s biographer, provides a history of each of the works as part of her critical treatment of each; Robert Nemiroff earlier provided “A Critical Background” that includes invaluable personal accounts of the emergence and development of each work in the playwright’s consciousness.

The background notes that Nemiroff wrote for Les Blancs serve virtually as a prologue for the play. Through his exposition, the realization can be gained of a key aspect of Hansberry’s life that is germane to all her writings.

Lorraine Hansberry walked in dazzling history—was a creature of it, a portrayer and interpreter of extraordinary times. Her works—in keeping with her philosophy of the obligation of the artist—illuminate her world and ours, and chart directions. Hence the frequent critical references to this playwright’s “prophetic voice.”

Next year (1995) will be the thirtieth anniversary of Hansberry’s death. In this year (1994) of the new edition of Les Blancs, the sun has just risen on the installation of a black President of South Africa following more than a century of turmoil, blood, and agony in that exquisitely beautiful country.

This playwright was one of the first African American dramatists to create a major work addressing the issues at stake in colonial Africa and what surely lay ahead for colonizers and colonized in the inevitable struggles for liberation. She remains one of the handful of playwrights in any country outside Africa who have, to date, addressed this subject matter.

Nemiroff began his notes on Les Blancs and its author with an account of Lorraine Hansberry’s immersion in African history from an early age. These were not experiences shared by most African Americans—and certainly not by Americans in general.

But it is her own direct exposure to major participants in the United States that was most remarkable. As a very young woman, she served first as a reporter and then as an associate editor for Paul Robeson’s newspaper, Freedom. The staff shared offices with brilliant African Americans involved in the liberation struggles of Africa—involved at high cost. Several, like Robeson, were cruelly Red-baited before, during, and after the McCarthy period; some went into exile.

Above all, the budding young playwright experienced the excitement and stimulation of taking courses on Africa under William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, father of Pan-Africanism and one of the most brilliant scholars America has ever produced. Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, and educated at Fisk University, Harvard, and the University of Berlin, Du Bois produced more than twenty volumes of work over a lifetime spanning almost a century (1868–1963), beginning just after the Civil War of one century and continuing into the years of the Civil Rights Movement of the next. Few fields of knowledge in the social sciences, humanities, and literary world were exempt from the prolific pen of this intellectual giant, while the measure of his organizational skills on behalf of Africans, African Americans, and Africans of the diaspora is incalculable.*

In her library, on the inside flap of Du Bois’s Black Folk Then and Now (1939, begun as The Negro in 1915), the playwright-to-be left a handwritten description of the man as seen from her classroom seat: “Freedom’s passion, organized and refined, sits there.” She was an anguished observer during the McCarthy years, when the political attempt was made to disgrace the esteemed senior spokesman, to cries of dismay and protest from around the world. At ninety-three, undiminished, Du Bois left the United States for Ghana and a setting made available to him by head of state Kwame Nkrumah to work, with other scholars, on his monumentally conceived Encyclopedia Africana.

Two years later, he died in Ghana on the very eve of the March on Washington, during which tens of thousands of his fellow Americans vindicated his vision and long years of commitment to the freedom of Africans on the continent and in the diaspora and of human beings everywhere. Given all that he had known and experienced over so long a lifetime, the message of hope and optimism that he left behind as his letter to the world is one that his former pupil also profoundly understood.

At the 1959 conference of writers where Hansberry addressed her peers, she listed all the dismaying factors (the list was long) that characterized the world into which she was born. The list completed, she continued:


I have given you this account so that you know that what I write is not based on the assumption of idyllic possibilities or innocent assessments of the true nature of life—but, rather, my own personal view that, posing one against the other, I think that the human race does command its own destiny and that that destiny can eventually embrace the stars.…



Hansberry began working on Les Blancs (The Whites) in 1960. (Responding to a fan letter from a Chinese woman professor at the University of Peking after the success of A Raisin in the Sun, she parenthetically used the title The Holy Ones, perhaps facetiously, in referring to Les Blancs among the works she was planning to write.) Nemiroff states that the impetus that sent her into deeper involvement was her immediate “visceral response” to the U.S. production of Jean Genet’s powerful play Les Nègres (The Blacks).

The African American playwright felt that the Frenchman’s treatment of European oppression in Africa took refuge in a romantic exoticism superimposed upon the Africans, which permitted the artist, in fact, to evade the real issues at stake. She had seen at firsthand too much of both the strength and the cost of human commitment to accept Genet’s thesis that power, whether in white or black hands—metaphorically in The Blacks, with a simple change of masks—operates the same way, which is to say ruthlessly.

Always where human beings oppress each other, she felt, that which is central to the oppression can be defined and confronted. Only in the recognition and confrontation is there any chance of defeating the enemies of humankind. She abhorred any suggestion—as she felt permeated Genet’s drama—that life is “absurdist” and that man (in the words of one of William Faulkner’s despairing characters) “stinks the same no matter where in time.”

Hansberry walked in history, I have said, particularly in the intermingled history of Africans and African Americans. The threads run throughout her works. In A Raisin in the Sun, Walter Lee Younger, Sr., and Lena, his wife, were among the great body of Southern black migrants from South to North before World War I, making their way to what they hoped would be better lives for themselves and their children and children’s children.

Walter Lee Younger, Jr., the Chicago chauffeur who dreams of being a Chicago tycoon, holds in his consciousness the powerful, throbbing sounds of African drums and the shadowy shapes of African freedom fighters. During a poetic scene in which he is intoxicated with liquor and his younger sister, Beneatha, is intoxicated with life, the brother leaps onto the family’s kitchen table, shouting “FLAMING SPEAR! … OCOMOGOSIAY … THE LION IS WAKING …”

The playwright tells us that on his summit—as below him Beneatha dances a dance of welcome to warriors returning to the imaginary village—Walter “sees what we cannot, that he is a leader of his people, a great chief, a descendant of Chaka, and that the hour to march has come.”

In Les Blancs, the hour to march comes unmistakably for Tshembe Matoseh, Africa’s son returning home for his father’s funeral from his new life in London, only to find himself irrevocably enmeshed in the liberation struggle of his people.

Readers and viewers should take care not to impose stereotypical thinking on Hansberry’s work; the vision of this artist is global. When Tshembe confronts his brother, Abioseh, who has chosen to forsake his African ways in favor of becoming a Catholic priest, the one brother scorns the choice made by the other not only because Abioseh believes in a white man’s God—but also because converting to the new faith offers a route, he hopes, to some degree of power sharing with whites.

One suspects that in her choice of Christian sects—Catholicism instead of Protestantism—to bestow on Abioseh, Hansberry remembered (from the age of five) her mother telling her never to forget the invasion of Ethiopia by Italian soldiers blessed by the Pope. But the playwright’s choice in this instance should never be confused with a condemnation of Catholicism. Had she lived, without a doubt Hansberry would have been particularly conscious and admiring of the role of Catholic priests and nuns in freedom struggles in South America and would have seen in that participation the affirming forward sweep of history.

Of Hansberry’s two other plays in this edition, What Use Are Flowers? goes beyond Les Blancs in exploring a world in which human failures turn into catastrophe and the world is destroyed by a nuclear blast. In the play, which Margaret B. Wilkerson discusses in detail, the plot turns on an old hermit who emerges from a forest remote from civilization and discovers that the only survivors are wild children whom he, nearing the end of his life, has to teach all the wonders that humankind had produced.

This “fable” was originally conceived for television, then reconceptualized for the stage. As of this writing, I have just witnessed the first staged reading of What Use Are Flowers? in which the directorial periods and commas were inserted by Harold Scott, who directed the award-winning twenty-fifth anniversary production of A Raisin in the Sun and the 1988 and ’89 productions of Les Blancs for Washington’s Arena Stage and Boston’s Huntington Theatre, respectively. Shortly (also in 1994), a full-fledged production of What Use Are Flowers? will be presented.

Viewing it, as it begins to emerge on stage for the first time, one is struck again by Hansberry’s creative powers: the quality and force of her language and the playwright’s intuitive grasp of what makes for heightened dramatic action.

One is also reminded of the timeliness of this artist’s vision. In the interaction between the hermit—who, in fact, is the world’s last teacher—and children to whom he must impart sensibilities of beauty and truth, there is a particular poignancy for our time, when the world’s children are not being served well by their elders and the world teeters precariously as a result. In this play, the artist as humanist was never more strikingly revealed.

The Drinking Gourd, originally commissioned for television to celebrate the centennial year of the American Civil War, has not yet been produced on film or stage. The reason, I think, is simple. The subject matter is American slavery; the nation has not yet come to terms with the terrible system of human bondage that has left us with so weighty a legacy still to be resolved.

A journal entry from Hansberry on this subject is uncompromising:


Some scholars have estimated that in the three centuries that the European slave trade flourished, the African continent lost one hundred million of its people. No one, to my knowledge, has ever paid reparations to the descendants of black men; indeed, they have not yet really acknowledged the fact of the crime against humanity which was the conquest of Africa.

But then—history has not yet been concluded … has it?



The record of whites in South Africa goes almost as far back as that of the presence of black and white peoples on American shores; hence the magnitude of the announcement of reconciliation from across the seas—and the promise.

In this soon-to-be thirtieth anniversary of Hansberry’s death, history has moved from the independence of Ghana in 1957 and that of Kenya in 1963 (Jomo Kenyatta was on Hansberry’s mind in the writing of Les Blancs), to the rise of the new republic of South Africa as a phoenix from ashes in 1994, a testament not merely to human struggle but to the human will to triumph.

Hansberry once said in an inteview that her goal as a dramatist was to “reach a little closer to people, to see if we can share some illumination about each other.”

It will be interesting to keep Les Blancs within our purview for another thirty years, an ultimate milepost that will take us well into a new century and millennium to measure how far we and the world have come in sharing illuminations. Perhaps within this time frame, many more periods and commas will have been placed to shape the kind of world that Lorraine Hansberry in her brief life emphasized again and again was possible.

—JEWELL HANDY GRESHAM NEMIROFF
May 1994


* Women who preceded Hansberry: 1941, Lillian Hellman, Watch on the Rhine; 1950, Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding; 1956, Francis Goodrich (with Albert Hackett), The Diary of Anne Frank; 1958, Ketti Frings, Look Homeward Angel.

* In 1994, David Levering-Lewis’s W.E.B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race won the Pulitzer Prize. Of few other African American figures—with the exception of Frederick Douglass in the nineteenth century and perhaps, in his short life, Martin Luther King, Jr., in the twentieth—would it be possible to entitle the record of one man’s life also a biography of his people.
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INTRODUCTION

The Black Arts movement of the 1960s seemed to burst on the American theatrical scene with no warning. The plays of LeRoi Jones (now Amiri Baraka), Ed Bullins, and others appeared, it seemed, from nowhere, called forth from hidden reserves of anger deep within the black community. Few had recognized the strains of militance in the earlier voice of Lorraine Hansberry. Only in hindsight do we now realize that Hansberry heralded the new movement and, in fact, became one of its major literary catalysts. The commercial success and popularity of her first play masked her radical politics and seemed to align her with “integrationism” rather than the muscular voice of Malcolm X. Suppression of other works robbed the public of her insights and her warnings of the cataclysmic civic revolts to come. However, writings that emerged after her death confirmed the vigor of her challenge to the status quo. Only now, in retrospect, do we begin to comprehend her significance as an American, a black, and a woman writer.

She was born in 1930 and died of cancer in 1965. Yet during her scant thirty-four years of life, she made an indelible mark on American theater. She was the first black playwright and the youngest of any color to win the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for the Best Play of the Year, earning it for her first play, A Raisin in the Sun. The drama, which opened on Broadway in 1959, was a landmark success and was subsequently translated into over thirty languages on all continents, including the language of the former East Germany’s Sorbische minority, and produced in such diverse countries as the former Czechoslovakia, England, France, Kenya, the former Soviet Union, Mongolia, and Japan. The play became a popular film in 1961, a Tony Award-winning musical in 1973, and a highly successful television drama produced on American Playhouse in 1989, starring Danny Glover and Esther Rolle.

Her brief life yielded five plays (one of which was completed by her former husband and literary executor, the late Robert Nemiroff), and more than sixty magazine and newspaper articles, plays, poems, and speeches. She also wrote the text for The Movement, a photographic essay on the Civil Rights Movement. To Be Young, Gifted and Black, based on her life, toured the country after her death, playing to thousands on campuses and in communities, and adding a new and vital phrase to the American idiom. An activist artist, she spoke at Civil Rights rallies, writers’ conferences, and confronted then-U.S. Attorney General Robert Kennedy in a controversial meeting with black leaders about the role of the FBI in the Deep South. Her significance, however, does not rest solely on these activities nor even on her record of productivity. Hansberry is important because of her incisive, articulate, and sensitive exposure of the dynamic, troubled American culture. That she, a black artist, could tell painful truths to a society unaccustomed to rigorous self-criticism and still receive its praise is testimony to her artistry.

Lorraine Hansberry was born into material comfort on the South Side of Chicago, and grew up as part of the middle class. But while she was privy to opportunities denied others, she was subject to the same dangers and discrimination that plagued other blacks in segregated Chicago. In order for her family to purchase a home in a previously all-white neighborhood, her father had to wage a legal battle all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. When the family finally moved in, the home was attacked by a racist mob—a brick hurled through the window narrowly missed the eight-year-old Lorraine. Earlier she had lived in a ghetto, the product of rigid housing segregation that kept all blacks, regardless of income, confined to the same neighborhood. She went to public school and made friends with other black children whose families were not as well off as hers, and never forgot the lessons she learned from them. There are no easy generalizations about her early life, except those intended to justify simplistic views. The comfort to which she was born is only relative when one looks at the whole of American life; it did not isolate her from the struggles and the anger of poor people.

Although her plays are not wholly autobiographical, the origins of their themes can be found in several important facts from her childhood and youth. According to Hansberry, the truth of her life and essence begins in the Chicago ghetto where she was born:


I think you could find the tempo of my people on their back porches. The honesty of their living is there in the shabbiness. Scrubbed porches that sag and look their danger. Dirty gray wood steps. And always a line of white and pink clothes scrubbed so well, waving in the dirty wind of city.

My people are poor. And they are tired. And they are determined to live.

Our Southside is a place apart: each piece of our living is a protest.1



From her parents she learned to have pride in the family and never to betray the race. But she also learned that freedom and equality for her people were not likely to come through the American democratic way. She had seen her father spend a small fortune fighting the restrictive covenants of Chicago, then die a permanently embittered exile in a foreign country, disillusioned by the intransigence of racism. She had little desire for the materialism characteristic of her class since her kindergarten days when she was beaten up by classmates: her mother had dressed her in white fur—in the middle of the Depression. She came to respect the pugnacity of her peers, children from the ghetto who were not afraid to fight and to defend themselves. From these and other early experiences, she developed a deep empathy for the desires and frustrations of her people, and a respect for their beauty and vigor.

In 1948, she attended the University of Wisconsin, where she joined and led the Young Progressives of America and later the Labor Youth League, politically left organizations that offered a forum for her progressive views. But after two years, she left the University to find an education of a different kind. Moving to New York City, she took a job as a journalist on the progressive Negro paper Freedom, whose editorial board was chaired by Paul Robeson. Here she began to refine her writing skills and to clarify her political views. She came to know some of the greatest black literary and activist figures of her time, among them W.E.B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Robeson.

They became the artistic and philosophical reference points for her later works. She would credit the Freedom editor, Louis Burnham, with teaching her: “That all racism was rotten, white or black, that everything is political; that people tend to be indescribably beautiful and uproariously funny. He also taught me that they have enemies who are grotesque and that freedom lies in the recognition of all of that and other things.”2 It was at this point in her life that she consciously decided to be a writer.

As a black writer, Hansberry was caught in a paradox of expectations. She was expected to write about that which she “knew best,” the black experience, and yet that expression was doomed to be called parochial and narrow. Hansberry, however, challenged these facile categories and forced a redefinition of the term “universality,” one which would include the dissonant voice of an oppressed American minority. As a young college student, she had wandered into a rehearsal of Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock. Hearing in the wails and moans of the Irish characters a universal cry of human misery, she determined to capture that sound in the idiom of her own people—so that it could be heard by all. “One of the most sound ideas in dramatic writing,” she would later conclude, “is that in order to create the universal, you must pay very great attention to the specific. Universality, I think, emerges from truthful identity of what is.… In other words, I think people, to the extent we accept them and believe them as who they’re supposed to be, to that extent they can become everybody.”3 Such a choice by a black writer posed an unusual challenge to the literary establishment and a divided society ill-prepared to comprehend its meaning.

“All art is ultimately social: that which agitates and that which prepares the mind for slumber,” Hansberry argued, attacking another basic tenet held by traditional critics. One of the most fundamental illusions of her time and culture, she believed, is the idea that art is not and should not make a social statement. The belief in “l’art pour l’art” permeates literary and theatrical criticism, denying the integral relationship between society and art. “The writer is deceived who thinks he has some other choice. The question is not whether one will make a social statement in one’s work—but only what the statement will say, for if it says anything at all, it will be social.”4

It would have been impossible for a person of her background and sensitivity to divorce herself from the momentous social and political events of the 1950s and 1960s. This period witnessed the beginning of a Cold War between the U.S. and Soviet superpowers, a rising demand by blacks for civil rights at home, and a growing intransigence by colonized peoples throughout the world. Isolation is the enemy of black writers, Hansberry believed; they are obligated to participate in the intellectual and social affairs of humankind everywhere.

This abhorrence for narrowness and parochialism led her to examine the hidden alliance between racism and sexism long before it was popular to do so, and to shape a vision cognizant of the many dimensions of colonialism and oppression. Anticipating the women’s movement of the 1970s, Hansberry was already aware of the peculiar oppression under which women lived and the particular devastation visited upon women of color.

With the statement “I was born black and a female,”5 Hansberry immediately established the basis for a tension that informed her world view. Her consciousness, of both ethnicity and gender from the very beginning, brought awareness of two key forces of conflict and oppression in the contemporary world. Because she embraced these dual truths despite their implicit competition for her attention (a competition exacerbated by external pressures), her vision was expansive enough to contain and even synthesize what to others would be contradictions. Thus, she was amused in 1955 at progressive friends who protested whenever she posed “so much as an itsy-bitsy analogy between the situation, say, of the Negro people in the U.S.—and women.” She was astonished to be accused by a woman of being bitter and of thinking that men are beasts simply because she expressed the view that women are oppressed. “Must I hate ‘men’ any more than I hate ‘white people’—because some of them are savage and others commit savage acts,” she asked herself. “Of course not!” she answered vehemently.6

This recognition of the tension implicit in her blackness and femaleness was the starting point for her philosophical journey from the South Side of Chicago to the world community. The following quote charts that journey and the expansion of Hansberry’s consciousness, which is unconstrained by culture and gender, but which at the same time refuses to diminish the importance of either.


I was born on the South Side of Chicago. I was born black and a female. I was born in a depression after one world war, and came into my adolescence during another. While I was still in my teens the first atom bombs were dropped on human beings at Nagasaki and Hiroshima. And by the time I was twenty-three years old, my government and that of the Soviet Union had entered actively into the worst conflict of nerves in human history—the Cold War.

I have lost friends and relatives through cancer, lynching and war. I have been personally the victim of physical attack which was the offspring of racial and political hysteria. I have worked with the handicapped and seen the ravages of congenital diseases that we have not yet conquered, because we spend our time and ingenuity in far less purposeful wars; I have known persons afflicted with drug addiction and alcoholism and mental illness. I see daily on the streets of New York, street gangs and prostitutes and beggars. I have, like all of you, on a thousand occasions seen indescribable displays of man’s very real inhumanity to man, and I have come to maturity, as we all must, knowing that greed and malice and indifference to human misery and bigotry and corruption, brutality, and perhaps above all else, ignorance—the prime ancient and persistent enemy of man—abound in this world.

I say all of this to say that one cannot live with sighted eyes and feeling heart and not know and react to the miseries which afflict this world.7

Her “sighted eyes and feeling heart” were what enabled her to hear the wail of her own people in O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock, a play steeped in Irish history and tradition. And those eloquent moans sent her forth to capture that collective cry in a black idiom.



Hansberry’s cognizance of being black and female formed the basis for her comprehensive world-view. Just as she could accept fully the implications and responsibility of both blackness and femaleness, so was she also aware of the many other competing and equally legitimate causes which grow out of humankind’s misery. The one issue that deeply concerned her but that she did not address publicly was homosexuality. The repressive atmosphere of the 1950s, coupled with the homophobia of the general society, including politically left organizations, caused her to suppress her writings that explored issues of sexuality and gender relations. Nevertheless, she pushed and teased these boundaries by probing the nature of the individual within the specifics of culture, ethnicity, and gender. In the midst of her expansiveness, she refused to diminish the pain, suffering or truths of any one group in order to benefit another, a factor which made her plays particularly rich and her characters thoroughly complex. Hence, she could write authentically about a black family in A Raisin in the Sun and yet produce, in the same instance, a play which appealed to both blacks and whites, bridging for a moment the historical and cultural gaps between them.

Her universalism, which redefines that much abused term, grew out of a deep, complex encounter with the specific terms of human experience as it occurs for blacks, women, whites, and many other groups of people. Her universalism was not facile, nor did it gloss over the things that divide people. She engaged those issues, worked through them to find whatever may be, a priori, the human commonality that lies beneath. It was as if she believed that one can understand and embrace the human family (with all its familial warfare) only to the extent that one can engage the truths (however partisan they may seem) of a social, cultural individual. “We must turn our eyes outward,” she wrote, “but to do so we must also turn them inward toward our people and their complex and still transitory culture.”8 When she turned inward, she saw not only color but gender as well—a prism of humanity.

Her best-known play, A Raisin in the Sun, dramatizes the seductiveness of American materialistic values. The title and theme are taken from a Langston Hughes poem, “Harlem,” which asks: “What happens to a dream deferred?” The dreams of the Youngers, a black family living in South Side Chicago, have gone unfulfilled too long. Their hopes of enjoying the fruits of freedom and equality have been postponed as they struggle merely to survive economically. Into this setting comes $10,000 insurance money paid upon the death of Walter Younger, Sr. Lena Younger (Mama) and her adult son, Walter, clash over the money’s use. Mama wants to save some for her daughter Beneatha’s college education and make a down payment on a new house in order to get the family out of the cramped quarters and shared bathroom of their tiny apartment. Walter wants to invest in a liquor store. They share the dream of improving the family’s situation, but Walter, consumed with the frustrations of his dead-end chauffeur’s job, believes that the money itself is synonymous with life. The possession of money and the things it can buy will make him a man in the eyes of his family and society, he asserts. His is a popular notion of manhood, which rests on the hidden oppression of the very women he loves, and ultimately, of black men as well.

The intrusion of American cultural values is evident both in this tug of war and in the character of Lena. Mama, who initially fits the popular stereotype of the Black Mammy, seems to be the domineering head of the household. She rules everyone’s life, even making a down payment on a house in an all-white neighborhood without consulting her son. However, as she begins to comprehend the destructive effect of her actions on Walter, she relinquishes her authority and gives him the balance of the money to invest as he wishes. Walter’s elation is short-lived, however, because he loses the money by entrusting it to his “partner,” a slick con man who disappears. In an effort to recover his loss, Walter tells his family that he will accept money from his prospective neighbors who would rather buy him off than live next door to him. The decision is a personal test for Walter, for he is sorely tempted to sacrifice his pride and integrity for mercenary values: “There ain’t no causes—there ain’t nothing but taking in this world, and he who takes most is smartest—and it don’t make a damn bit of difference how.”9 In a highly dramatic moment, Walter gets down on his knees and shows his mother how he will beg, if necessary, for the white man’s money—scratching his head and laughing in the style of the old Uncle Tom. Even with this display, Mama does not berate him, but, rather, surrounds him with her circle of love and compassion, saying to others who have witnessed this scene:


Have you cried for that boy today? I don’t mean for yourself and for the family ’cause we lost the money. I mean for him: what he been through and what it done to him. Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody the most? When they done good and made things easy for everybody? Well then, you ain’t through learning—because that ain’t the time at all. It’s when he’s at his lowest and can’t believe in hisself ’cause the world done whipped him so. When you starts measuring somebody, measure him right, child, measure him right. Make sure you done taken into account what hills and valleys he come through before he got to wherever he is.10



Just as the stereotyped image of the Mammy gives way to the caring, understanding mother, historic cornerstone of the black family, so the materialism of Walter crumbles before his reaffirmation of traditional values of pride and selfhood. He tells the baffled representative of the hostile white community that he and his family will move into their house because his father and the generations before him earned that right. Walter speaks the words and takes the action, but Mama provides the context. She, who embodies the race’s will to transcend and who forms that critical link between the past and the future, articulates and transmits the traditions of the race to the next generation. Her wisdom and compassion provide the context for him to attain true manhood, to advance materially without becoming materialistic.

The story of the Younger family is the story of a struggle to retain human values and integrity while forcing change in a society where human worth is measured by the dollar. Through the supporting character, Asagai, an African intellectual, the personal dynamics of that struggle become a microcosm of the struggle for liberation throughout the world and especially in Africa. Hansberry achieves this connection through Asagai’s response to Walter’s foolish mistake. He warns the disappointed Beneatha that she is using her brother’s error as an excuse to give up on “the ailing human race” and her own participation in it. Beneatha argues that Walter’s action is no different from the pettiness, ignorance, and foolishness of other men who turn idealistic notions of freedom and independence into absurd dreams. But Asagai reacts vehemently, proclaiming that one mistake does not stop a movement. Others will correct that mistake and go on, probably to make errors of their own—but the result, however halting, is movement, change and advancement forward. Thus, in a parallel action, Asagai affirms Mama’s loving support of Walter by restating her position in the sociopolitical terms of African freedom struggles. While Mama may seem to be merely conservative, clinging to an older generation, it is she who, in fact, is the mother of revolutionaries; it is she who makes possible the change and movement of the new generation.

Despite Mama’s importance to the theme, Walter remains a worthy and unique counterpoint. In his own way, Walter signals the wave of the future. He is restless, hungry, angry—a victim of his circumstance but at the same time the descendant of his proud forebears, struggling to transcend his victimhood. When he, in a drunken flare, leaps onto a table and assumes the stance of an African chieftain, he unconsciously embodies that proud and revolutionary spirit which is his heritage. When he quietly refuses the white citizens’ payoff at the end of the play, he becomes the symbolic father of the aggressive, articulate black characters who will stride the boards in the 1960s. Indeed, Walter, who has begun to shed the materialism of the majority culture, leads the march to a different drum.

Testimony to Hansberry’s craftsmanship is the fact that these complex themes and perceptions are presented unobtrusively, emerging naturally as a result of action and dialogue. A master of heightened realism, she carefully orchestrates the moods of the play, using highly symbolic, nonrealistic actions when needed and guiding both performer and audience through a maze of emotional and humorous moments. The play makes a social statement, but not at the expense of its ability to engage. In fact, the miracle of this popular play is that Hansberry successfully involves her audience, of all colors, in a complete identification and support for the struggles of this family.

The next Hansberry play which the public would see was The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window. By the time it opened on Broadway in 1964, Hansberry’s cancer had already been diagnosed, and she was in and out of hospitals, often needing a wheelchair to get to and from rehearsals. Opening to mixed critical reviews, Sign played for 101 performances and closed the night of her death, January 12, 1965. It was destined to go down in theatrical history books as a triumph, however, because a loving public and her theater colleagues fought to keep it open, raising money and donating time to help it survive.

A play of ideas, Sign angered and confused critics for two basic reasons. First, it was not about the black experience; in fact, it had only one black character in it. Lorraine Hansberry, hailed by the establishment as a new black voice, had written about white artists and intellectuals who lived in Greenwich Village. Second, the play firmly opposed the vogue of urbane, sophisticated ennui and the glorification of intellectual impotence so typical of the period. It dared to challenge the apathy of the American intellectual and his indifference to the serious problems overtaking the world.

In this play, plot is secondary to character and serves only as a vehicle for Sidney Brustein’s personal odyssey toward self-discovery. Sidney has agreed to work on the campaign of a local politician who has promised to bring social reform to his New York neighborhood. Through a series of confrontations with family and friends, Sidney is given an intimate look at the human frailties which lie behind the mask of each character. The most startling revelations center on his wife and sisters-in-law: Iris, his beautiful, long-haired protégée who no longer wishes to play the ingenue role and desires instead the tinsel of stardom; Gloria, the sensitive call girl who commits suicide because she cannot bear her burden of guilt and loneliness; and Mavis, the bourgeois Philistine whose image belies the painful compromise and courage of her personal life. Sidney, Hansberry’s symbol of modern man, stares human ugliness full in the face and seems powerless against it: “Wrath has become a poisoned gastric juice in the intestine. One does not smite evil anymore: one holds one’s gut, thus—and takes a pill.”11

When he discovers the duplicity and corruption of his politician friend, he has every reason to return to his posture of intellectual apathy, condemning in colorful prose the world around him. But his odyssey through the maze of human suffering has changed him; Gloria’s death has changed him:


That which warped and distorted all of us is … all around; it is in this very air! This world—this swirling, seething madness—which you ask us to accept, to help maintain—has done this … maimed my friends … emptied these rooms and my very bed. And now it has taken my sister. This world! Therefore, to live, to breathe—I shall have to fight it!

…

[I am] A fool who believes that death is waste and love is sweet and that the earth turns and men change every day and that rivers run and that people wanna be better than they are and that flowers smell good and that I hurt terribly today, and that hurt is desperation and desperation is—energy and energy can move things …12



This strong affirmation of life in the face of human frailty and cosmic absurdity was unusual in the world of professional theater, but very consistent with the beliefs of Lorraine Hansberry.


[image: ]

Upon the author’s death in 1965, two of the plays in this volume—What Use Are Flowers? and Les Blancs—remained essentially unfinished works. Only The Drinking Gourd was complete, having been commissioned in 1959 for the National Broadcasting Company. It was to be the first in a series of ninety-minute television dramas commemorating the Centennial of the Civil War. It was never produced. Deemed too controversial for the American television-viewing public, it was put on the shelf with notations commending its excellence and was later published posthumously by Robert Nemiroff.

Named for the Negro slave song which contained a coded message of escape, The Drinking Gourd is an incisive analysis and indictment of American slavery as a self-perpetuating system based on the exploitation of cheap labor. More than a historical piece, this provocative work identifies the slave system as the basis for the country’s economic philosophy and later capitalistic development; it dramatizes the devastating psychological and physical impact of the slave institution on both master and slave. As in A Raisin in the Sun, the message is not delivered in a heavy-handed manner, but is derived from the characters and actions of the drama.

Three distinct classes of people are a part of this world of slavery: the master, the slave, and the poor white. During the course of the play, set at the beginning of the Civil War, the impact of the slave system on each class is starkly portrayed, with each becoming a victim of its economic realities. Hiram Sweet is the ailing master of a slave plantation which is losing money, in part because Hiram’s relatively humane policies do not produce enough to compete favorably with larger, less “liberal” plantations. The slave Hannibal, son of Rissa, who is Hiram’s confidante, is contemptuous of his situation and is preparing to escape. Zeb, a poor white farmer, finds that he is being squeezed out by the larger plantations and so agrees to become an overseer on Hiram’s land—against the advice of his friend.

Although Hiram is sensitive enough to be uneasy about the morality of slavery, he is not perceptive enough to recognize his ultimate powerlessness as a master. In an angry speech justifying a special favor he is granting to Rissa’s son, Hiram says to his wife: “I am master of this plantation and every soul on it.… I am master of this house as well.… There are some men born into this world who make their own destiny. Men who do not tolerate the rules of other men or other forces.”

However, as Hiram’s health fails, the control of the plantation is taken over by his immature, simpleminded son, Everett. The opposite of his father, Everett runs the plantation with a harsh hand, hiring Zeb to enforce his new policies. When Everett discovers that Hannibal has learned to read, he orders Zeb to carry out a brutal punishment—to put out Hannibal’s eyes. The blinding of Hannibal shatters the illusion that slavery can be redeemed from its moral bankruptcy. The master cannot protect the son of a woman for whom he cares; the slave’s friendship with the master cannot prevent a human catastrophe; and the poor white farmer cannot maintain any semblance of self-respect and humanity while being an overseer. The disease of the slave institution infects them all.

Each character succumbs to the economic realities of an exploitative system gone wild. Hansberry drives her point home in a climactic moment near the end of the play. The dying Hiram goes to Rissa’s cabin in the slave quarters where she is caring for her blinded son, and says:


I—I wanted to tell you, Rissa—I wanted to tell you and ask you to believe me, that I had nothing to do with this. I—some things do seem to be out of the power of my hands after all … Other men’s rules are a part of my life.…



Rissa, angry and embittered, looks up at him and says: “Why ain’t you Marster? How can a man be marster of some men and not at all of others.… ” She turns away from him and continues tending to her son. A dejected, defeated man, Hiram leaves the cabin. Weak from his illness, he falls in the dirt outside of the cabin. Rissa, ignoring his cries for help, closes the door on him as he dies near her doorstep.

Hiram’s death marks the demise of this world, but Hansberry intimates that the insidious effects of slavery will be far-reaching. In the final words of the play, the Soldier/Narrator says:


Slavery is beginning to cost this nation a lot. It has become a drag on the great industrial nation we are determined to become; it lags a full century behind the great American notion of one strong federal union which our eighteenth-century founders knew was the only way we could eventually become one of the most powerful nations in the world. And, now, in the nineteenth century, we are determined to hold on to that dream.… And so … we must fight. There is no alternative. It is possible that slavery might destroy itself—but it is more possible that it would destroy these United States first. That it would cost us our political and economic future.… It has already cost us, as a nation, too much of our soul.



Although Hansberry remains faithful to the parameters of the historical period, she argues that America will continue to pay a high price for its adoption of a slave economy.

The controversy which this drama sparked in the executive chambers of NBC can be attributed to the myths which Hansberry attacks in this play. She dares to place in the mouth of a black woman slave the words which destroy the genteel illusion of a humane and necessary, though peculiar, institution. She also permits this woman to choose, consciously and without ambivalence, the well-being of her son over the needs of her dying master—an act which belies the dearly held stereotype of the faithful, self-deprecating servant. Hansberry also uses the play as an occasion to debate basic notions that slaves were happy, compliant, and loyal, and that the institution of slavery was not a primary issue in the Civil War.

Although the play has never stood the test of performance, the script is tight and utilizes the short, intimate scenes characteristic of effective television drama. Hansberry had a sure sense for this medium and, had the play been produced, she would have moved the electronic medium closer to maturity.

In late 1961, What Use Are Flowers? was conceived as a fantasy for television, in response to contemporary debates about the destruction or survival of the human race. After her experience with The Drinking Gourd, Hansberry began to reconceptualize the play for the stage, but never lived to complete the idea. What survives is the draft of a short play about a hermit who returns from a self-imposed exile to find wild children orphaned by a nuclear holocaust. As he decides to civilize the children and chooses those aspects of civilization worthy of repeating and necessary to their spiritual and intellectual growth, the audience gains a fascinating insight into the priorities of our Western culture.

Hansberry has a talent for asking the evocative question which goes to the heart of the matter. After teaching the children the meaning of such words as clay, pot, and sun, the Hermit attempts to explain the importance of beauty, using a bouquet of flowers as an example. One of the children asks, “What use are flowers?” and the Hermit is momentarily stymied in his effort to explain this intangible but crucial aspect of a civilized and humanistic view. He finally answers that the uses of flowers are infinite. In that exchange is the crux of the play: the Hermit’s real challenge is to teach these preliterates to control and overcome their habit of violence so that they can learn the uses of love and compassion, cornerstones of civilization.

Fantasy is an apt term for this play because it lacks the specificity of cultural reference points which is a hallmark of Hansberry’s work. However much one misses the richness, which is typical of her plays, the dramatic situation warrants the treatment of human actions in a more or less abstracted form.

In 1980, 1982, and 1994, I directed readings of this script at workshops for college professors and administrators. With the threat of nuclear disaster ever present in a post-Cold War era, the devastation described by this play was no idle fantasy or forgotten fear from the past. Because the title question “What use are flowers?” haunts our technological age, this select audience perceived and laughed at its own pretensions, mirrored as they were in the posturings and genuine confusion of the Hermit. Ultimately, the play offers all of us an excellent means of examining what we choose to teach and what we choose to learn. A full production of What Use Are Flowers? premiered at the 1994 National Black Arts Festival in Atlanta, Georgia, under the direction of Harold Scott.

Les Blancs was a consuming labor of love for Hansberry. Throughout her last year and a half of life, even while Sign struggled toward production, she worked at Les Blancs, carrying it in and out of hospitals, writing and rewriting, polishing and refining. Two years earlier, a scene from the draft work had been staged for the Actors Studio Writers’ Workshop, and Hansberry had been encouraged by its reception. Robert Nemiroff acted as her sounding-board-advocate-critic as she sought what he describes in this volume as a structure “flexible enough to contain and focus the complexity of personalities, social forces and ideas in this world she had created.” After many discussions with him and others, she broke through and outlined the major structural and character developments she wanted. After her death, Nemiroff tells us he continued the work, “synthesizing the scenes already completed throughout the play with those in progress, drawing upon relevant fragments from earlier drafts and creating, as needed, dialogue of my own to bridge gaps, deepen relationships, or tighten the drama along the lines we had explored together.”

The result of this collaborative effort is a remarkable play which asks an urgent question of the twentieth century: Can the liberation of oppressed peoples be achieved without violent revolution? Les Blancs is the first major work by a black American playwright to focus on Africa and to pose this question in the context of an African liberation struggle.

Tshembe Matoseh, a black African, has returned to his homeland for his father’s funeral. During his visit, he is caught up in his country’s struggle to oust the white colonialists after many years of peaceful efforts to negotiate their freedom. His family’s tribe urges him to lead the violent struggle, while his older brother, Abioseh, who has converted to the Catholic priesthood, abhors the native effort and in fact betrays one of the leaders to the local police. Tshembe’s dilemma is classic; the parallels to Hamlet are obvious. But Hansberry, instinctively recognizing the inappropriateness of relying only on a Western literary reference point, provides Tshembe with another metaphor—from African lore: Modingo, the wise hyena who lived between the lands of the elephants and the hyenas. Ntali, one of the African insurgents, explains to Tshembe in an effort to engage him in their struggle. Modingo was asked by the hyenas, the earliest inhabitants of the jungle, to settle their territorial quarrel with the elephants who want more space because of their size. Modingo, whose name means “One Who Thinks Carefully Before He Acts,” understands the arguments offered by both and refuses to join either side until he has thought on the matter. While he thinks, the hyenas wait—too long, because the elephants move in and drive the hyenas from the jungle altogether. “That is why the hyena laughs until this day and why it is such terrible laughter: because it was such a bitter joke that was played upon them while they ‘reasoned.’ ”

Hansberry does not shrink from the controversy and desperation implicit in this theme; she does not simplify the situation, as a less courageous playwright might. The question, which is debated from all sides, is complicated by the presence of white characters of good will, kind intent, and proven loyalty. There is the original sin of the whites who raped, pillaged, and colonized the country. Is their guilt expiated by the Christian missionaries and others of good will who build clinics and treat the sick? And what of those missionaries who build substandard clinics in the bush and refuse to use even those modern tools and technology that are available to them? Hansberry interrogates all of her characters in Les Blancs, even the “enlightened” Charlie Morris, the American journalist who wants to understand. Do the years of suffering torture, indignities, and enslavement at the hands of white settlers justify the brutal murder of men, and “innocent” women and children, by the victims of colonialism? Charlie smugly reaches for easy answers, while Tshembe ruthlessly grapples with the pain and complexity of truth. When Charlie tries to reduce Tshembe’s views by accusing him of hating all white men, Tshembe laughs:


Oh dear God, why? … Why do you all need it so!? This absolute lo-o-onging for my hatred! (A sad smile plays across his lips) I shall be honest with you, Mr. Morris. I do not “hate” all white men—but I desperately wish that I did. It would make everything infinitely easier! But I am afraid that, among other things, I have seen the slums of Liverpool and Dublin and the caves above Naples. I have seen Dachau and Anne Frank’s attic in Amsterdam. I have seen too many raw-knuckled Frenchmen coming out of the Metro at dawn and too many hungry Italian children to believe that those who raided Africa for three centuries ever “loved” the white race either. I would like to be simple-minded for you, but … I cannot. I have … seen.



When Charlie tries to retreat into that other facile myth which declares race as unimportant because all men are alike under the skin, Tshembe patiently demolishes the innocuous generalization. Through the eloquent words of this character, Hansberry unmasks the myth of race and turns it on its head, showing the political struggles of this century in a new light. As Tshembe says:


Race—racism—is a device. No more. No less. It explains nothing at all.… It is simply a means. An invention to justify the rule of some men over others.… I am simply saying that a device is a device, but that it also has consequences: once invented it takes on a life, a reality of its own. So, in one century, men invoke the device of religion to cloak their conquests. In another, race. Now in both cases you and I may recognize the fraudulence of the device, but the fact remains that a man who has a sword run through him because he refuses to become a Moslem or a Christian—or who is shot in Zatembe or Mississippi because he is black—is suffering the utter reality of the device. And it is pointless to pretend that it doesn’t exist—merely because it is a lie!



The lie of racism blinds Charlie to the real causes of revolution as well as to his own culpability. From one encounter with Tshembe to the next, he feints and dodges, stumbling through the morass of his ignorance, all the more ironic because of his presumption of superiority. He means well, but in this play, it is too late for good will. The wheels of violent revolution have already been set in motion by the very first contact between colonizer and native. One mistake has been compounded by another, leading irresistibly to a violent end. Like the inevitability of change predicted by Asagai in A Raisin in the Sun, the moment comes when Tshembe must embrace his destiny and fight the historical intruders. The decision is fraught with pain because he must begin by murdering his own brother, who has turned traitor, and thereby sets off the attack which kills the gentle white woman, his surrogate mother, who has nurtured him from birth. As the play ends, a hyena-like sobbing laughter breaks forth from Tshembe.

Throughout the play, Tshembe’s understanding of the complexities, his ability to see both sides and to love genuinely across color lines, is at war with his native history. His psyche, which is tied to the spirit of Africa, is personified by a woman dancer who constantly calls him to action, back to the struggle of his people.

The play was first performed at the Longacre Theater in New York City in 1970, and evoked very strong reactions from its reviewers. Just as the audience divided into two camps, cheering for different sides, so the critics seemed unable to avoid such partisanship and criticized the play according to their feelings about its central question.13 Les Blancs is a courageous, well-crafted work, but a challenge to perform for an audience unaccustomed to encountering complex and disturbing questions in the theater. Its existence marks Hansberry as a visionary who accurately read the signs of her times and foreshadowed the impending African struggle for liberation. The play also forces a reassessment of the term “terrorist,” a meaningless label which masks the desperation and sometimes the inevitability of violence.

Hansberry defined realism as “not only what is but what is possible.”14 Les Blancs in particular fits this definition, for Hansberry did not advocate violent revolution, but used the theater as a medium for a passionate encounter with the consequences of our heroic as well as our foolish actions. Her work has yet to receive the critical attention due her immense talent.

Behind the vibrant theater of the 1960s and 1970s stand the pioneering figures and themes crafted by Hansberry, who forced the American stage to a new level of excellence and human relevance. In play after play, she sensed the mood of her times and anticipated the future—the importance that African politics and styles would assume, the regeneration of commitment among American intellectuals, the seductiveness of mercenary values for black Americans, the equality of men and women, and the proliferation of liberation struggles throughout the world. The theater was a working laboratory for this brilliant woman, whose sighted eyes and feeling heart caused her to reach out to a world at once cruel and beautiful.

Most students in my undergraduate seminars on Lorraine Hansberry—young women and men of varied racial/ethnic backgrounds, averaging around nineteen or twenty years of age—have at least heard of Lorraine Hansberry, although only vaguely, and some even remember the film A Raisin in the Sun. Excerpts from the journals they keep as a record of their thoughts during the course measure the intellectual distance that they travel and the profound nature of their encounter with this remarkable playwright. A white student registered his surprise:


How does talent, genius like this come into the world? How did I get to be twenty years old and know of Hansberry only as the author of A Raisin in the Sun? I don’t want to sound like an unrestrained youth, but I am continually overwhelmed by Hansberry’s work, her plays, her essays, and, most importantly, her crystalline perception of the world. Her ideas predate their realization by years.



A woman who was struggling with the politics of her world and her own sexuality wrote: “Hansberry’s life and thoughts take on a new meaning since my involvement in progressive struggles, and especially my personal/political growth within the context of the feminist movement.”

A graduating senior majoring in history exploded: “I feel angry that I wasn’t exposed to Hansberry’s work earlier … and to have never seen a single one of her plays performed on stage!” Later, in a mellower tone, he added: “I think one of the things I love about Lorraine is her ability to have taken her pain and anger and channeled it into energies that provided dreams and promise to change what was wrong and build upon that to make a brighter future.”

One young black student wrote simply, “I wish I could talk to her.”

In their youthful candor, these young people indicted and challenged a social and educational system that withholds from the public, intentionally or through neglect, the work of such insightful, evocative artists as Hansberry. The reissuing of this volume of her last collected plays revives the spirit of her life and work for a new generation.

—MARGARET B. WILKERSON
1994


NOTES

The following essays by Margaret B. Wilkerson were used as the basis for this Introduction: “The Sighted Eyes and Feeling Heart of Lorraine Hansberry,” in Essays on Contemporary American Drama, Munich, West Germany: Mex Hueber Verlag, 1981, pp. 91–104; “Lorraine Hansberry: The Complete Feminist,” Freedomways, Volume 19, Number 4, 1979, pp. 235–245.


1. Lorraine Hansberry, To Be Young, Gifted and Black: Lorraine Hansberry in Her Own Words. Adapted by Robert Nemiroff. New York: New American Library. 1970, p. 45.

2. Ibid., pp. 99–100.

3. Ibid., p. 128.

4. Lorraine Hansberry, “The Negro Writer and His Roots: Toward a New Romanticism,” The Black Scholar, Volume 12, Number 2, March/April, 1981, p. 5.

5. Ibid., p. 11.

6. Excerpted from Lorraine Hansberry’s unpublished, untitled notes. New York City, November 16, 1955.

7. Ibid., pp. 11–12.

8. Ibid., p. 7.

9. Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun, New York: Vintage Books, 1994, p. 143.

10. Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun/The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window, New York: Vintage Books, 1994, p. 145.

11. Ibid., pp. 296–97.

12. Ibid., pp. 339–40.

13. Arena Stage Theatre in Washington, D.C., produced Les Blancs, directed by Harold Scott in February of 1988 to a more appreciative audience.

14. To Be Young, Gifted and Black, p. 236.
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