
the america play
the america play is a significant work in contemporary American theater, written by
Suzan-Lori Parks. This play explores themes of history, identity, and the complexities of
American culture through innovative narrative techniques and rich symbolism. Known for
its unique structure and poetic language, the america play delves into the legacy of
Abraham Lincoln and the mythos surrounding his assassination. It intricately weaves the
story of a man who impersonates Lincoln, blending historical fact with imaginative
storytelling. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the america play, including
its plot, major themes, characters, and its impact on American drama and literature.
Readers will gain an understanding of why the america play holds a crucial place in the
canon of modern theater and how it challenges conventional representations of American
history.

Overview of the america play

Plot and Structure

Themes and Symbolism

Characters and Characterization

Historical Context and Significance

Critical Reception and Legacy

Overview of the america play
The america play is a groundbreaking theatrical work that premiered in 1994. Written by
Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Suzan-Lori Parks, it is often praised for its experimental
form and thought-provoking content. The play challenges traditional storytelling by
blending history with fiction, focusing on the aftermath of President Abraham Lincoln’s
assassination. Through its innovative use of language and theatrical devices, the america
play invites audiences to reconsider the narratives that shape American identity and
history. Parks uses the play to explore the themes of memory, representation, and the
construction of national myths. This work stands out as a pivotal piece within the realm of
African American literature and American theater.

Plot and Structure
The america play centers on the character known as the Foundling Father, a Black man
who earns a living by impersonating Abraham Lincoln at a replica of Ford’s Theatre. The
play’s narrative unfolds through a series of vignettes that intersperse historical events
with the Foundling Father’s personal reflections and interactions. Its non-linear structure



mirrors the fragmented nature of memory and history, emphasizing the elusive quality of
truth. The play is divided into distinct sections, including a prologue, various scenes
depicting the Foundling Father’s performances, and moments of introspection.

Non-linear Narrative
The play’s structure defies chronological storytelling, instead employing a fractured
timeline that juxtaposes different moments in American history and the Foundling Father’s
life. This approach highlights the complexities of historical memory and the ways in which
the past is reconstructed and reinterpreted.

Use of Repetition and Symbolic Elements
Repetition is a key structural element in the america play, reinforcing central themes and
motifs. Objects such as the “Great Hole of History” serve as powerful symbols
representing the gaps and silences in the historical record. The Foundling Father’s
repeated performances of Lincoln further emphasize the play’s focus on identity and
impersonation.

Themes and Symbolism
The america play is rich with thematic content, addressing issues of race, history, and
identity. It interrogates the ways in which history is recorded and remembered,
particularly in relation to African American experiences. The play also explores the effects
of trauma and loss, both personal and collective. Symbolism is deeply woven into the
fabric of the play, enhancing its thematic depth and emotional resonance.

Exploration of History and Memory
A central theme of the america play is the malleability of history and the selective nature
of collective memory. The play questions who gets to tell history and whose stories are
omitted or marginalized. The “Great Hole of History” metaphorically represents these
absences, suggesting that history is incomplete and often distorted.

Identity and Representation
Through the character of the Foundling Father, the play examines the construction of
identity and the power dynamics involved in representation. His role as Lincoln’s
impersonator symbolizes the complexities of Black identity in America and the struggle to
claim a place within the national narrative.



Race and Power
The america play critically engages with issues of race and power in American society. It
portrays the ongoing impact of slavery, racism, and systemic oppression, while also
highlighting resilience and the quest for self-definition among African Americans.

History as a fragmented narrative

Silences and gaps in historical records

The performance of identity

Symbolism of the “Great Hole of History”

Racial dynamics and social critique

Characters and Characterization
The characters in the america play are complex and multi-dimensional, serving as vehicles
for the play’s exploration of its central themes. The most prominent figure is the Foundling
Father, whose role as a Lincoln impersonator anchors the narrative. Other characters
contribute to the play’s rich tapestry, each embodying different aspects of history and
identity.

The Foundling Father
The Foundling Father is a Black man who performs as Abraham Lincoln, offering a
poignant commentary on identity and historical legacy. His character highlights the
tensions between performance and authenticity, as well as the personal and collective
ramifications of embodying such an iconic figure.

Lucy
Lucy is the Foundling Father’s companion, whose presence adds emotional depth to the
narrative. Her interactions with the Foundling Father reveal themes of love, loss, and the
human desire for connection amidst historical trauma.

The Negro Woman and Other Supporting Characters
Additional characters in the play include the Negro Woman, who serves as a narrator and
symbolic figure, and other historical or fictional personas. These characters enrich the
play’s exploration of cultural memory and identity.



Historical Context and Significance
The america play is deeply rooted in the historical context of post-Civil War America and
the legacy of Abraham Lincoln. Suzan-Lori Parks uses this backdrop to interrogate the
narratives surrounding emancipation, racial violence, and national identity. The play was
written during a period of renewed interest in African American history and culture,
reflecting broader social and political conversations about race and representation.

Abraham Lincoln and American Mythology
Lincoln’s assassination and his symbolic status as the Great Emancipator are central to
the america play’s thematic concerns. The play challenges the sanitized myths of Lincoln’s
legacy by presenting a more complex and contested historical figure.

Post-Civil War America and Reconstruction
The setting and historical references in the play evoke the turbulent era of Reconstruction,
highlighting the struggles for racial equality and justice that continued long after the Civil
War ended.

Impact on African American Theater
The america play has had a lasting impact on African American theater by pushing the
boundaries of form and content. It exemplifies the use of experimental techniques to
address urgent social issues and has influenced subsequent generations of playwrights
and performers.

Critical Reception and Legacy
Since its debut, the america play has been widely acclaimed for its originality and depth.
Critics have praised Suzan-Lori Parks for her innovative storytelling and her ability to
confront difficult historical and cultural questions. The play has been studied extensively
in academic settings and remains a staple in discussions of contemporary American
drama.

Critical Acclaim
The play received positive reviews for its poetic language, structural complexity, and
thematic richness. Scholars have highlighted its contribution to redefining narratives
about race and history in American theater.



Enduring Influence
The america play continues to influence playwrights, directors, and scholars. Its
innovative approach to storytelling and its critical engagement with American history
ensure its place in the theatrical canon.

Notable Productions

Original Off-Broadway production in 1994

Subsequent regional theater performances across the United States

Academic stagings highlighting its educational value

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The America Play' about?
'The America Play' is a play by Suzan-Lori Parks that explores themes of identity, history,
and the American experience through the story of a character known as the Foundling
Father, who impersonates Abraham Lincoln.

Who wrote 'The America Play' and when was it first
performed?
Suzan-Lori Parks wrote 'The America Play,' and it was first performed in 1994.

What are the central themes in 'The America Play'?
Central themes include the construction of history and identity, race and representation,
the myth versus reality of American history, and the search for meaning in the American
experience.

How does 'The America Play' address the concept of
historical memory?
The play addresses historical memory by dramatizing how history is constructed,
remembered, and sometimes distorted, particularly through the Foundling Father's
reenactments of Lincoln's assassination and the fragmented narratives surrounding
American history.



What is the significance of the Foundling Father
character in 'The America Play'?
The Foundling Father symbolizes the complexities of identity and the desire to claim a
place within American history, reflecting on the struggles of African Americans to assert
their stories within the broader national narrative.

How does Suzan-Lori Parks use language and structure
in 'The America Play'?
Parks employs poetic language, repetition, and non-linear storytelling to create a unique
theatrical experience that challenges conventional historical narratives and invites
audiences to engage critically with the past.

Why is 'The America Play' considered an important work
in contemporary American theater?
'The America Play' is important because it innovatively explores African American history
and identity, uses experimental theatrical techniques, and contributes to conversations
about race, memory, and the American story in contemporary theater.

Additional Resources
1. The America Play and the American Dream: A Critical Analysis
This book delves into Suzan-Lori Parks' *The America Play*, exploring how the play
interrogates themes of identity, history, and memory in the context of the American
Dream. It examines the protagonist's obsession with Abraham Lincoln's assassination as a
metaphor for African American struggles and the complexities of historical narrative. The
analysis highlights Parks' innovative use of language and theatrical form.

2. Performing History: Theatrical Representations of the Lincoln Assassination
Focusing on various theatrical works centered around the Lincoln assassination, this
volume includes a comprehensive study of *The America Play*. It discusses how the event
is reimagined on stage to question historical truth and cultural memory. The book situates
Parks' work within a broader tradition of historical performance.

3. Memory and Identity in African American Drama
This collection of essays addresses how African American playwrights, including Suzan-
Lori Parks, use memory to construct identity. *The America Play* is analyzed for its unique
portrayal of a man who reenacts Lincoln’s assassination, symbolizing the search for self
and collective history. The book offers insights into the intersections of race, history, and
performance.

4. Postmodernism and the American Stage: Suzan-Lori Parks’ Contributions
Exploring the postmodern elements in contemporary American theater, this book
highlights Parks' *The America Play* as a key example. It discusses the play’s fragmented
narrative, metatheatrical techniques, and its challenge to conventional storytelling. The
study emphasizes how Parks reinvents historical narrative through a postmodern lens.



5. The Role of Reenactment in Contemporary Drama
This text examines the function of reenactment in modern plays, with a dedicated chapter
on *The America Play*. It investigates how reenactment serves as a tool for critiquing
history and exploring identity, particularly in African American contexts. The book
provides a theoretical framework for understanding performative remembrance.

6. Race, History, and Performance in Suzan-Lori Parks’ Works
Focusing specifically on Parks’ oeuvre, this book analyzes *The America Play* alongside
her other plays to explore themes of race and historical representation. It argues that
Parks uses performance to confront and rewrite dominant historical narratives. The work
sheds light on her innovative dramaturgy and social commentary.

7. American Theater and the Politics of Memory
This study explores how American theater grapples with collective memory and national
identity. *The America Play* is featured as a seminal work that problematizes official
histories through its portrayal of an African American gravedigger reenacting Lincoln’s
assassination. The book discusses the political implications of remembering and forgetting
in theatrical form.

8. Theatrical Innovations in African American Drama
Highlighting groundbreaking plays by African American playwrights, this book includes an
in-depth exploration of *The America Play*. It focuses on Parks’ inventive use of space,
language, and symbolism to tell stories that challenge traditional narratives. The analysis
celebrates Parks’ contribution to expanding the possibilities of theater.

9. History, Myth, and Identity in Suzan-Lori Parks’ The America Play
This book examines the complex interplay of history and myth in Parks’ play, arguing that
*The America Play* reconstructs African American identity through a mythic retelling of
historical events. It explores how the play blurs the lines between fact and fiction to
question the reliability of historical memory. The study offers a nuanced reading of Parks’
dramatic techniques and thematic concerns.
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