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Introduction

Suzan-Lori Parks (1964— ), the first African American woman writer
to win the Pulitzer Prize for Drama, has been widely recognized as the most
challenging and experimental dramatist among her peers. Her plays are distin-
guished for historical allusions and innovative dramaturgy. Since she created
the first play The Sinner’s Place (1984) for the senior project at Mount Ho-
lyoke College, Parks has created more than ten plays, one novel, some radio
plays and screenplays, and even musical scripts. ©

In addition to the Pulitzer Prize for Topdog/Underdog in 2002, Parks has
been awarded two Obie awards,? a Tony nomination, another Pulitzer Prize
nomination, a MYMS50,000 Alpert “mid-career” award, National Endowment
and Guggenheim fellowships, Ford and Rockefeller Foundation grants, and
the MacArthur Foundation’ s whopping MYMS500,000 “genius” grant. With a
number of prizes and handsome bonuses, Parks’ literary status as an ingen-
ious dramatist in the circle of contemporary American drama has hardly been
challenged.

As an avant-garde dramatist, Parks has inevitably evoked some bitter
criticism. Her detractors contend that her works are “extremely difficult and
esoteric” ( Brown-Guillory 39). However, Parks’ innovation in both form

and content has been embraced by many critics. She is highly esteemed as

(M A list of Parks’ major works is given in the Appendix.
@ Parks received the first Obie in 1990 for Imperceptible Mutabilities in the Third Kingdom and
the second one in 1993 for The America Play.
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“some rare kind of witchcraft genius” ( Louis 141) and “year’ s most promis-
ing playwright” . © Laurence Maslone even claims that Parks is sufficiently
qualified to pull American theatre out of “the doldrums, or maybe the
abyss. 7 He remarks, “Her voice has already made a difference on our
stage. .. If we can’t hear her, there’ s nothing wrong with her voice, just
something wrong with our ears” (Munk 33). Alisa Solomon best sums up her
works, “Though it is so abstract in form and language as to make any attempt
at interpretation provisional at best, it is, at the same time, clearly and firmly
rooted in a forthright political sensibility, one absolutely concerned with Afri-
can-American experience under the weight of a hostile world” (Solomon 73).
Parks’ great success lies in her obsession with the matter of history and
her ingenious theatrical representations of history. Realizing the absence of
African Americans from American history, she engages herself in historical re-
writing. Her rewriting does not mean positing a new edition of history; in-
stead, she revises bits and pieces of the grand narratives that are recorded in
the official historiography by repeating the historical events. In this way,
Parks makes her version of history and leaves an African American imprint on

American history.

1 Parks’ Dramatic Creation

As for African American writers, history is a recurrent theme in their
works, because “[ their] past is absent or it’ s romanticized, [ and ] this [ A-
merican | culture doesn’t encourage dwelling on, let alone coming to terms
with the truth about past” ( Gilroy 179). Attempting to fill in the void of their

history, the black writers either excavate the buried experiences excluded from

@ Mel Gussow named Suzan-Lori Parks the “year’s most promising playwright” in 1989 in New

York Times.
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the white historiography or retell the known stories from a new perspective.
Kimberly W. Benson states that “all Afro-American literature may be seen as
one vast genealogical poem that attempts to restore continuity to the ruptures
or discontinuities imposed by the history of the black presence in America”
(Gates 123).

In Parks’ view, (the black) history is “A Great Hole,” ® metaphoric of
an absence, a gap and a grave. Parks once explained the connection between
the symbolic meanings of the “hole” and her dramatic creation, “You can riff
off the word, you can think about that word and what it means and where it
takes you. .. You think of h-o-l-e and then w-h-o-l-e and then black hole, and
then you think of time and space and when you think of time and space you
think of history” (Pearce 46). Parks’ deliberate conflation of the word
“hole” with its homophone “whole” suggests that the whole ( continuous and
coherent) history made by the white oppressors means an empty hole for the
black oppressed. About this, Elizabeth Brown-Guillory comments, “As long
as Blacks are relegated to the “hole’ ( ‘absence’ ) of history, the possibility
of wholeness becomes limited” ( Brown-Guillory 184 ). Mary F. Brewer ex-

presses the similar idea by stating that ;

The hole symbolizes the erasure or distortion of Blacks in White historical narra-
tives. It reflects too the practice of denying African Americans a recognizable U. S.
parentage, so that, as orphans, Blacks do not inherit the same privileges as the na-
tion’ s White descendants. What they inherit instead Parks calls “The Great Hole of
History. ” (Brewer 165)

Parks believes that the “history of History” is akin to the history of American
literary canon, for both of them are always “in question” ( Parks “Posses-

sion” 4). Regardless of the great contribution African American writers have

(D The metaphor comes from Parks’ play The America Play.
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made, their names have been largely erased from the list of the literary can-
ons. Likewise, black history has been plucked from American history, even
though it constitutes an important part of the national history of the United
States.

Parks is not the first writer to compare the national history to “a hole. ”
Prior to her, Neil Bissoondath® claimed that “the past [ of Caribbean history ]
amounts to no more than a ‘big, black hole’” ( Boehmer 188). However,
different from Bissoondath’ s pessimistic attitude, Parks views the hole not on-
ly as a grave site where black history is buried, but also a repository of the
stories of black ancestors. This idea inspires her to “force a new kind of ar-
chaeological practice, a new way of ‘digging’ the past to look at the world”
(Geis 163). Concerning her opinion of the past or history, Parks says, “It’s
history that you don’ t know what to do with or history that’ s hiding in the
shadows or is being pushed to the edges, or its in the margins, the gaps and
the crevices. It’s not the big story, it’s the fringe stuff. Particles of things.
Writing for me is so much like archaeology” ( Savran 96).

The “(w)hole” idea spurs Parks to take up the work of historical recon-
struction. In her dramatic creations, Parks employs imaginative fabrication to
illuminate the blind spots the white historiographers have shadowed intention-
ally. She contends, “Where is history? Because I don’t see it. I don’t see
any history out there, and so I’ ve made some up” (Pearce 46). She even
jokes that her stories always go in this way, “‘Once upon a time you weren’ t
here. * You weren’t here and you didn’t do shit! And it’s [ history is | that,
that fabricated absence” ( Drukman 296).

As an ingenious dramatist, Parks declares that theatre is the most instru-
mental medium to fabricate or make history. She has found some affinity be-

tween theatre/drama and historical reconstruction. In her view,

(M Neil Bissoondath (1955— ), is a Canadian novelist, whose representative works include

The Innocence of Age (1993 ) and The Unyielding Clamour of the Night (2005 ).
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A play is a blueprint of an event: a way of creating and rewriting history through
the medium of literature. Since history is a recorded or remembered event, theatre,
for me, is the perfect place to “make” history — that is, because so much of African
American history has been unrecorded, dismembered, washed out, one of my tasks
as playwright is to — through literature and the special strange relationship between
theater and real life — locate the ancestral burial ground, dig for bones, find bones,

hear the bone sings, write it down. (Parks “Possession” 4)

Furthermore, Parks looks upon theatre as an ideal site to re-member
history. By restaging history, she recuperates the dis-remembered ( forgot-
ten) history and restores people’ s memory of the past. Deborah Geis points
out that Parks does well in playing on the tropes of remembering/re-membe-
ring and dis-re-membering/dis-membering. In her plays, “dis-membering”
not only means cutting off limbs of a person, which invokes the dark history
of lynching, but also means dissociating a person from his/her membership
of a community or society, which is related to the dispossession of member-
ship, identity and history of black people ( Geis 11). In addition to the pun-
ning meanings, “dis-membering” signifies all the things that have been for-
gotten. With the multiple connotations, the motif of “dis-membering” haunts
Parks’ plays. For example, in Venus, the body of The Venus/ Saartjie Ba-
artman was anatomically dissected by the white anatomist. In The Death of
the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World, Black Man with Watermelon
experiences multiple death executions and gets confused about his fragmented
body and identity. In The America Play, the Foundling Father suffers meta-
phoric deaths in the repeated reenactments of President Lincoln’ s assassina-
tion. These figures not only suffer the pain of being physically dismembered,
but also suffer the spiritual trauma as the consequence of their dis-membered
experiences. Therefore, Parks tries to re-member these black victims by
means of restaging their embodied experiences. She once said, “I’ m re-

membering and staging historical events which, through their happenings on
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stage, are ripe for inclusion in the canon of history” ( Parks “Possession”
5).

Since theater is a perfect site to re-member the dis-membered black his-
tory, Parks performs her archeological practice onstage, the most “recogniza-
ble SLPisms. ”® Her archaeological practice is a three-step process, including
“digging for bones, hearing the bones sing, and writing it down” (4). Her
first step is to dig out the remains left by the deceased ancestors (including
bones, private properties and stories). Correspondingly, the motif of digging
and images of digger run through most of her plays. In Venus, The Negro Res-
urrectionist digs out the corpse of The Venus/Baartman and makes her resur-
rected. In The America Play, the Foundling Father, a grave digger by trade,
responds to the call of dead Abraham Lincoln by digging “The Great Hole of
History. ” And Brazil, the Foundling Father’ s son, digs out his father’ s
corpse and his possessions from the same great hole. For both Parks and her
characters, the act of digging reveals their desire for seeking, perceiving and
transferring their forefathers’ legacy.

The second procedure of Parks’ archaeological practice is “hearing the
bones sing. ” This procedure is accomplished by the resurrection of the dead
who are allowed to “sing” or tell their stories to the living. Conjured up by
Parks’ metaphoric spells, black ancestors get resurrected from the buried past
and bring their experiences to light, especially the pain and sufferings that
were once unspeakable or unspoken. In addition to Baartman/The Venus in
Venus , the ghost of Black Man with Watermelon along with the ghost chorus in
Death and the ghost seers in Imperceptible Mutabilites in the Third Kingdom
demonstrate the ghostly dimension of Parks’ plays. Together with their sto-
ries, these historical figures get out of the shadow of the margin and come to
the center of the stage to perform history, becoming the leading roles on

stage.

@ “SLP” is the abbreviation for Suzan-Lori Parks.
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For Parks, “hearing the bones sing” is far more than listening to the sto-
ries of ancestors. It is a complicated process of theatrical fabrication of black
history indeed, since “their [ the ancestors’ ] song is a play” (4). In the
process of making a new version of black history, Parks has to deal with racial
issues; however, she refuses to highlight the racial conflicts. She insists that
the black drama should not be equated with race drama. Irritated by the label
of an ethnical writer, Parks defends herself in these words, “Can a White
person be onstage and be other than oppressed? For the Black writer, are
there Dramas other than race dramas? Does Black life consist of issues other
than race issues?” (Parks “Equation” 21) After a series of questions against
the racial theme in the black drama, she firmly proclaims her reflections on
the issues of black people’ s existence, “There is no such thing as THE Black
Experience ; that is, there are many experiences of being Black which are in-
cluded under the rubric. Just think of all the different kinds of African peo-
ples” (21). She even employs mathematical equations and reasoning to illus-

trate what a black play should be and what it shouldn’t be. She writes:

BLACK PEOPLE + “WHITEY” =STANDARD DRAMTIC CONELICT
(STANDARD TERRITORY)
i. &
“BLACK DRAMA” = the presentation of the Black as oppressed
so that
WHATEVER the dramatic dynamics, they are most often READ to EQUAL
an explanation or relation of Black oppression. This is not only a false equation, this
is bullshit. ‘
so that
BLACK PEOPLE + X =NEW DRAMTIC CONFLICT
(New TERRITORY)
Where X is the realm of situations showing African-Americans in states other than
the Oppressed by/Obsesses with “ Whitey” state ; where the White when present is not the

oppressor , and where audiences are encouraged to see and understand and discuss these
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dramas in terms other than that same old shit. (20)

Obviously, Parks neither confines her concern to the racial issues nor creates
the plays “in which the black people just feel good and the white people are
just ‘mea culpa-ing” (Munk 34). On the contrary, she takes efforts to repre-
sent various experiences of black people and encourages the audience to think
more about the social realities, not merely race.

Aiming to turn the “song(s) of the dead” into the plays, Parks employs
various dramatic strategies. In Death, she adopts the ghost play and creates a
surrealist world on stage. The dead come back to life and offer “a collective
voice speaking for a people and its experience in broad mythic tones and in-
cantatory rhetoric” (Malkin 157). In Venus, Parks resets Baartman, a stere-
otypical image of Other?, in her own historical context. In this way, Parks
examines the mechanism of the historical discourses that defined Baartman as
“The Venus Hottentot” and challenges the black stereotypes the white culture
has molded. The America play is not a historical play in the traditional sense,
but it refers to the repetition and revision of the historical event of President
Lincoln’ s death. Moreover, it is filled with images of holes and digging. For
this reason, The America play can be also viewed as a historical play “in the
sense of attempting to ‘ locate the ancestral ground, dig for bones, find the
bones, hear the bones sing, write it down’” ( Thompson 167 ). These plays
go beyond the repetition of the racial conflicts and represent multiple black ex-
periences, through which the audience can hear the dead sing.

The final procedure of Parks’ archaeological practice is to write down the
songs of the dead. By writing, Parks is able to transform her reconstructed
version of history into dramatic scripts. However, she never attempts to estab-

lish the fixed connections between words and meanings; instead, she endows

(D The concept of “Other” is based on the thoughts of Hegel, Sartre and Said, and it signifies

what is antagonistic or opposite to a dominant subjectivity or established authority.



