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A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO OUR SEASON SPONSORS 

http://www.theartscouncil.com/
http://www.ncarts.org/


Dear Educator,  

 

 Thank you for using Cape Fear Regional Theatre as an entertaining 

educational opportunity for your students!  The following guide contains in-

formation about Caroline, or Change.  Within the guide you will find both in-

formation about the play itself and activities to help you facilitate learning in 

your classroom.  It is my goal to provide you with the material and resources 

you need to easily tailor this guide to meet the needs of your classroom.   

 On page 16 you will find contact information for our Department of 

Education.  Please give us your thoughts on how we can improve and better 

help you help your students.  We hope you and your students enjoy Caroline, 

or Change and engaging in higher levels of learning.  Until next time, I wish 

you glorious teachable moments and eager learners.   

 

Sincerely,  

 

Molly Malone 

Director of Education and Outreach 

 

P.S. Look for the        and different colored text as those are links to websites 

with more information.  When you are viewing this guide as a pdf the links 

are active, so click around to explore new information and resources. 





Cast 

Orchestra 



Synopsis 

Act One 

1963, Louisiana. 

It's another hot day for Caroline Thibodeaux, a black maid for the Gellman family. As she walks 

down the steps into the scorching basement, Caroline turns on the washing machine and the 

radio – both of which come to life and sing with Caroline to keep her company ("Scene 1 Wash-

er/Dryer"). As she launders with a hard frown on her face, Caroline sings, "Nothing ever hap-

pen underground in Louisiana.... There is only underwater." 

On top of the stairs, Noah Gellman, the eight-year-old son, enters. Noah is very interested in 

Caroline and tries to get close to her, despite (or because of) her no-nonsense attitude. Noah 

takes pleasure in the fact that Caroline allows him to light her one cigarette of the day: a secret that they can share 

("Noah down the Stairs"). 

Once Noah lights her cigarette, Caroline shoos him away as she puts the laundry into the dryer ("Laundry Finish / The 

Dryer"). As the dryer moans, Caroline sings about her four kids, divorce and cleaning houses for 22 years. She wishes 

everyday that she would die. By this time in her life, she thought that she would be doing better. Instead, she makes 

thirty dollars a week, which the radio sings "Ain't enough." As Caroline continues doing the laundry, she sings again, 

"Nothing ever happen underground in Louisiana.... There is only underwater." 

At the end of a long workday, Caroline is about to go home when Rose Stopnick Gellman, Noah's stepmother, arrives 

from shopping. Rose tells Caroline that there is extra food that she wants her to take home to her kids ("Caroline, 

There's Extra Food"). Caroline turns down the offer. Noah's grandparents are outside of the house and sing about No-

ah's mother, who died of cancer. Noah informs us that his father plays the clarinet, his mother played the bassoon, and 

that they used to play duets. Rose calls up to Noah, but Noah ignores her, going to Caroline in the basement, instead. 

Caroline tells Noah that her mother died of cancer, too. She tells him that God created cancer, and that, when people 

are dying of cancer, they are being eaten by God. Noah asks if God made the dryer, to which Caroline replies, "No, the 

Devil made the dryer. Everything else, God made." 

However, Noah's father, Stuart, says otherwise. Ever since Noah's mother died, his father has been drained of energy. 

He tells Noah that there is no God and that they don't believe in that stuff, anymore ("There Is No God, Noah"). Noah's 

grandparents sing of their widowed son. He married Rose, his wife's friend from New York City, in order to make a new 

start. Noah's grandparents say that, even though Rose can cook and doesn't smoke, she doesn't play the bassoon. No-

ah states that he hates her with all of his heart ("Rose Stropnick Can Cook"). 

Rose, with a moment alone, calls her father in New York City and gives him an update on how everything is. She tells 

him that Noah still hates her, Stuart is still depressed about his first wife and that money is so tight, that they can't 

afford to give Caroline the raise that she deserves and needs. Meanwhile, Noah has a nasty habit of leaving change in 

his pants pockets that Caroline has to fish out for him. Rose accidentally releases that she is miserable there and misses 

her father and New York City ("Long Distance"). 

Later that night, Caroline waits at the bus stop and runs into a fellow maid named Dotty ("Dotty and Caroline"). Dotty is 

very giddy because she now has a boyfriend with a car and that her employer lets her off early every night because 



she's taking night classes at the community college. Caroline tells her that she's too tired to talk, but, pretty soon, the 

two get into a fight about each other's lifestyles. Caroline disapproves of Dotty's wild behavior, and Dotty thinks that 

Caroline needs to be less rigid with life. In order to cheer her up, Dotty tells Caroline that a group of teenagers took 

down a statue honoring a Confederate soldier from in front of the courthouse. Caroline doesn't know anything about it 

because she doesn't own a television. She isn't happy about the news, saying that it will only cause trouble. 

Meanwhile, the moon finally rises ("Moon Change"). As the moon shines, Caroline tells Dotty again that she can't go on 

parading herself; it's better that she dress simply and do her job with a closed mouth. Dotty replies that the happy, joy-

ful and smart Caroline now seems to be confused ("Moon Trio"). When the bus comes, it arrives with terrible news: the 

president was shot in Dallas and is dead ("The Bus / The President Is Dead"). 

Back at the Gellman's house, Rose brings Noah downstairs to tell him that he needs to stop leaving change in his pock-

ets. She tells him that it's insulting to Caroline, who slaves away in the basement for very little money and has to find 

his neglected money. Noah gets angry and tells Rose that Caroline "is King." He says that Caroline is stronger than Rose 

and then runs to his room ("Noah and Rose"). 

Rose goes to Noah's room and tells him that any change he leaves in his laundry Caroline gets to keep. Noah agrees. 

Noah's grandparents arrive and inform the family that JFK has been shot. They reminisce about all of the good that JFK 

did for the Jewish community, while Dotty reminisces about everything that JFK was on his way to do for the black 

community ("Scene Four – Finale"). 

Meanwhile, Caroline is sitting on the front porch of her house, listening to the radio and waiting for her teenage daugh-

ter, Emmie. Emmie explains that she was at the parking lot with friends, dancing to the radio. Caroline tells her that the 

president is dead. Emmie tells her that she knows, but that she and her friends kept on dancing. She doesn't have any 

remorse for JFK since he said that he would help the black community, but hadn't done a thing. Caroline tells Emmie to 

be quiet and go to sleep, unhappy that her daughter now has an attitude and a loud mouth. Emmie tells Caroline good 

night, kisses her on the cheek and goes inside ("Scene Five"). 

Noah, who is still awake, talks to Caroline from his bedroom, while Caroline is on her front porch. He calls her 

"President Caroline," pondering what she's going to do since JFK is dead and she's now the only president in the United 

States. She says that she's going to pass a law that the night lasts longer, her eldest son comes home from Vietnam, her 

daughter never gets into trouble and that Nat King Cole comes to her house. Caroline asks Noah why he likes someone 

who is not nice to him. Noah reminds Caroline of the cigarette that she lets him light. In addition, because his mother 

liked Caroline, he likes her, too. Caroline tells Noah to go to sleep and to "stop botherin' the night." She laments how 

she has rent, bills and food to pay for and no money to do it with ("Gonna Pass Me a Law"). 

The next day, Rose tells Caroline about Noah's problem with change in his pockets. Rose suggests that Caroline keep 

any change she finds in his pocket, both so that she can get the raise that she deserves, and so that Noah can learn a 

lesson about leaving money around. Rose is obviously nervous around Caroline and tries to make the offer seem fair 

("Noah Has a Problem"). 

Meanwhile, Noah visits Stuart in his practice room. Stuart can't even remember how old Noah is or what grade he is in. 

Stuart tells Noah that he needs to start showing responsibility and will give him money every week for doing chores. 

Noah is excited and decides that he's going to spend the money every week on candy and comic books. 

The next day, Noah leaves a quarter in his pocket. Testing whether Caroline will take it, she does. He then tries two 

quarters, and Caroline takes them. When Noah accidentally leaves a dollar bill in his pocket, Caroline decides to give it 

back to Noah, but he is no longer allowed to light her cigarette. Noah tests her again with three quarters, and Caroline 

takes them home. Caroline says to herself that thirty dollars a week is not enough ("The Bleach Cup"). 



Caroline then goes home and gives each of her three children (Emmie, Jackie 

and Joe) a quarter. As Caroline goes into the house, her sons wonder where 

she got the money. Emmie tells them to stop being nosey and just enjoy it. 

She then tells them a story of a kid, Roosevelt Petrucius Coleslaw, who was 

too nosey about his mother's business and he died. Meanwhile, Noah fanta-

sizes about Caroline's family talking about him all day and wanting to take 

him into their household. As the act ends, Caroline comes out and sings how 

Noah is still leaving change in his pocket, and, although she feels bad about it, 

she needs to be ruthless because the money that she finds will help her pay 

for what her family needs ("Scene 6 – Finale"). 

Act Two 

Caroline is in the basement, ironing and listening to the radio. The bleach cup is now filled with change. Although she 

feels bad about taking the money from a kid, she knows that Christmas is coming and that she needs the money to get 

her children what they want and need. As the radio plays and the washing machine rinses, Caroline thinks back on her 

marriage. Her husband used to be sweet and thoughtful and then, suddenly, became scary. He once hit her, breaking 

her nose. When he hit her again, Caroline divorced him and is now making a living as a maid. She doesn't even know 

where her husband is anymore ("Ironing"). 

Rose comes down to tell Caroline that Stuart accidentally left a quarter in his shirt pocket, which she knows because 

Caroline ironed it and left a circle on the shirt. She tells Caroline that she can keep the quarter. Caroline becomes angry 

and refuses the quarter, telling Rose that she has more laundry to do and wants to be left alone ("Mr. Gellman's Shirt / 

Ooh Child"). 

Rose then composes herself and tells Caroline that her father is coming in for Chanukah. She asks Caroline to request 

that Dotty and Emmie help out with the party ("Rose Recovers"). She then tries to make friendly small talk, but Caroline 

rejects it and continues to work ("Dryer Gloria"). Rose goes back upstairs, and Caroline continues working. Suddenly, 

Jackie, Joe and Emmie appear in the laundry room, encouraging Caroline to continue taking the money because they 

need it ("I Saw Three Ships"). 

At the Chanukah Christmas party, Emmie and Dotty are helping Caroline in the kitchen, preparing the food and setting 

the table. Stuart plays his clarinet while Rose, her father and Noah's grandparents dance. Meanwhile, Noah is in the 

kitchen, educating Emmie about Chanukah and what each food stands for ("The Chanukah Party"). Rose shoos Noah 

out of the kitchen and tells him to join the party ("Noah, Out! It's Very Rude!"). With Noah gone, Dotty tells Emmie 

about the courthouse statue being taken down. When Emmie asks if they found out who did it, Dotty says that they 

didn't. Regardless, Dotty is happy that the statue is down. ("Dotty and Emmie"). 

Caroline tells Dotty that she doesn't want Emmie hearing stories of rebellion, because she doesn't want Emmie getting 

into trouble with the law. Meanwhile, Mr. Stopnick, Rose's father, is discussing and belittling Martin Luther King, Jr., 

and his plan for the black community to be nonviolent. Emmie overhears and can't help but protest Mr. Stopnick's 

comments, saying that he simply doesn't understand and that it's meant for the black community to understand ("Mr. 

Stopnick and Emmie"). Caroline yells at Emmie to stop and get back in the kitchen. Although Mr. Stopnick doesn't mind 

the argument and is impressed with Emmie, Caroline is furious, yelling at Emmie in the kitchen – she can't talk that way 

to white people! Emmie confronts her mother, that all she knows how to do is bow her head and take orders, get paid 

and then leave. Caroline slaps her and walks out of the house ("Kitchen Fight"). 

Dotty tells Emmie never to speak to her mother like that again. Emmie is to treat her with respect, since Caroline is do-

ing all that she can to provide for her family. Emmie and Dotty grab their coats and leave to meet up with Caroline at 



the bus stop. At the party, Mr. Stopnick gives Noah a twenty-dollar bill as a Chanukah present, hoping to teach him a 

life lesson about money and what must be done to get it ("A Twenty-Dollar Bill and Why"). The speech frightens Noah, 

and he runs upstairs. 

At the bus stop, Emmie says that, when she's older, she's going to get a car and a big house with everything that she'll 

ever need ("I Hate the Bus"). As she sings, Rose tells Stuart to go check up on Noah and see if he is all right. As Stuart 

makes his way up the stairs, he freezes. He says that he can't go upstairs because he'll only upset Noah, but he can't go 

downstairs because he can't give Rose what she wants. He dreams of living in his house with only Noah and no one 

else, and of them living together until Noah is grown, and they'll be happy ("Moon, Emmie, Stuart Trio"). 

The next day at school, Noah is in class when he suddenly realizes that he left the twenty-dollar bill in his pants and 

runs home after school, hoping that Caroline hasn't found it yet ("The Twenty-Dollar Bill / The Clock"). When he gets 

home, it is too late. Caroline has found the money and says that she is now keeping it. Noah yells at her and says that 

President Johnson has built a bomb that kills only black people, and that he hopes it drops on her. Caroline tells Noah 

that hell is a very hot place, hotter than the basement they are in, and that hell is where Jews go when they die. She 

then gives Noah the money and leaves ("Caroline and Noah Fight"). 

("Aftermath") Three days go by. Caroline doesn't come in to work. Rose, worried about Caroline, finds the twenty-

dollar bill in the bleach cup and asks Noah if Caroline found the money. Mr. Stopnick, saving Noah, says that the money 

is his. Another day goes by, and Caroline still doesn't come in to work. Mr. Stopnick tells Rose that, perhaps subcon-

sciously, she wanted Noah to get detached from Caroline so that it would be easier for her to connect with him. Rose, 

incredibly hurt, tells her father that she wants him to go back home. 

That Sunday, Dotty stops by Caroline's house to tell Caroline that Rose called, looking for her. Caroline, ready to go to 

church with her children, tells her that she hasn't quit but that she can't go back to work. Dotty tells Caroline that it 

hurts her to see her so sad, but that there's nothing she can do if Caroline isn't willing to change. As Dotty leaves, Caro-

line thinks to herself about all of the bad that the money she kept did. It caused her hatefulness to come out and it 

made her into a person that she didn't want to become. She asks God to make her not want anything anymore so that 

she can never be evil again ("Lot's Wife"). As the radio plays, Caroline's children walk with her to church. Caroline stops 

Emmie and gives her a fierce hug before they walk off ("How Long Has This Been Going On?") 

At the Gellman house, Noah finally lets Rose tuck him into bed, even allowing her to kiss him goodnight. He asks Rose if 

there is only underwater in Louisiana, if his mother is buried underwater. Rose assures him that his mother is safe 

aboveground. Rose then goes downstairs and sits with Stuart as he plays the clarinet. Caroline has started coming back 

to work again, and Noah talks to her from his bedroom that night as she sits on her porch, listening to the radio. Noah 

asks Caroline what it's like underwater, to which she says that it's like a song. She assures him that they'll be friends 

again. He asks if she misses him lighting her cigarette, which Caroline says, "You bet I do, Noah" ("Why Does Our House 

Have Basement?"). 

As Caroline goes inside, Emmie walks out in her nightgown. She reveals that she was part of the gang that took down 

the statue of the Confederate soldier. She recounts how she tore down the evil of the statue, saying proudly that she 

was the daughter of a maid and that she knew change was coming, whether it was fast or slow. Jackie and Joe come 

out and tell Emmie to be quiet and let their mother sleep, since she has worked all day. Emmie quietly, but proudly, 

sings once more that she is the daughter of a maid and that, although she may be hidden underground, her children – 

her future – will ensure that what she does is for a greater cause. 

 

Pulled from Musical Theatre International.  

http://www.mtishows.com/caroline-or-change


The Playwright: Tony Kushner 

Born in New York City in 1956, and raised in Lake Charles, Louisiana, Kush-
ner is best known for his two-part epic, Angels In America: A Gay Fantasia on 
National Themes. His other plays include A Bright Room Called 
Day, Slavs!, Hydrotaphia, Homebody/Kabul, and Caroline, or Change, the mu-
sical for which he wrote book and lyrics, with music by composer Jeanine 
Tesori. Kushner has translated and adapted Pierre Corneille's The Illusion, 
S.Y. Ansky's The Dybbuk, Bertolt Brecht's The Good Person of Se-
zuan and Mother Courage and Her Children, and the English-language libretto 
for the children’s opera Brundibár by Hans Krasa. He wrote the screenplays 
for Mike Nichols’ film of Angels In America, and Steven Spielberg’s Munich.  In 
2012 he wrote the screenplay for Spielberg's movie Lincoln. His screenplay 
was nominated for an Academy Award, and won the New York Film Critics 
Circle Award, Boston Society of Film Critics Award, Chicago Film Critics 
Award, and several others. His books include But the Giraffe: A Curtain Rais-
ing and Brundibar: the Libretto, with illustrations by Maurice Sendak; The Art of Maurice Sendak: 1980 to the 
Present; and Wrestling with Zion: Progressive Jewish-American Responses to the Palestinian/Israeli Conflict, 
co-edited with Alisa Solomon. His recent work includes a collection of one-act plays entitled Tiny Kushner, 
and The Intelligent Homosexual’s Guide to Capitalism and Socialism with a Key to the Scriptures. In addition, 
a revival of Angels in America ran off-Broadway at the Signature Theater and won the Lucille Lortel Award in 
2011 for Outstanding Revival. 

Kushner is the recipient of a Pulitzer Prize for Drama, an Emmy Award, two Tony Awards, three Obie Awards, 
an Arts Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, a PEN/Laura Pels Award, a Spirit of Justice 
Award from the Gay and Lesbian Advocates and Defenders, a Cultural Achievement Award from The Nation-
al Foundation for Jewish Culture, a Chicago Tribune Literary Prize for lifetime achievement, the 2012 National 
Medal of Arts, and the 2015 Lifetime Achievement in the American Theater Award, among many oth-
ers.  Caroline, or Change, produced at the National Theatre of Great Britain, received the Evening Stand-
ard Award, the London Drama Critics’ Circle Award and the Olivier Award for Best Musical.   In September 
2008, Tony Kushner became the first recipient of the Steinberg Distinguished Playwright Award, the largest 
theater award in the US.  He is the subject of a documentary film, Wrestling with Angels: Playwright Tony 
Kushner, made by the Oscar-winning filmmaker Freida Lee Mock.  He lives in Manhattan with his husband, 
Mark Harris. 

In “After Angels,” a profile of Tony Kushner published in The New Yorker, John Lahr wrote: “[Kushner] is fond 

of quoting Melville’s heroic prayer from Mardi and a Voyage Thither (“Better to sink in boundless deeps than 

float on vulgar shoals”), and takes an almost carnal glee in tackling the most difficult subjects in contemporary 

history – among them, AIDS and the conservative counter-revolution (Angels In America), Afghanistan and 

the West (Homebody/Kabul), German Fascism and Reaganism (A Bright Room Called Day), the rise of capi-

talism (Hydriotaphia, or the Death of Dr. Browne), and racism and the civil rights movement in the South 

(Caroline, or Change). But his plays, which are invariably political, are rarely polemical. Instead Kushner re-

jects ideology in favor of what he calls “a dialectically shaped truth,” which must be “outrageously funny” and 

“absolutely agonizing,” and must “move us forward.” He gives voice to characters who have been rendered 

powerless by the forces of circumstances – a drag queen dying of AIDS, an uneducated Southern maid, con-

temporary Afghans – and his attempt to see all sides of their predicament has a sly subversiveness. He forc-

es the audience to identify with the marginalized – a humanizing act of the imagination.” 

Pulled from  http://barclayagency.com/site/speaker/tony-kushner  
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The Composer: Jeanine Tesori 

American musical theatre composer, arranger, pianist, and conduc-
tor Jeanine Tesori (b. 1961, known earlier in her career as Jeanine 
Levenson) has been thrice nominated for Tony Awards for her 
Broadway scores: Twelfth Night (1998) at Lincoln Cen-
ter, Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002) at the Marquis, and Caroline, 
or Change (2004) at the Eugene O’Neill. Her first musical, Violet, 
produced off-Broadway in 1997, was nominated for seven Drama 
Desk Awards including Outstanding New Musical and won the Dra-
ma Critics’ Circle Award for Best Musical, the Lucille Lortel Award 
for Outstanding Musical, and a Special Obie Citation for Tesori’s 
music. In the field of film, she has composed new songs for The 
Emperor’s New Groove 2: Kronk’s New Groove (2005), Wrestling 
With Angels (the 2006 documentary about Tony Kushner), Shrek 
the Third (2007), and three animated Disney DVDs (Mulan II, Lilo and Stitch II, The Little Mermaid: 
Ariel’s Beginning). She also wrote the scores for Show Business: The Road to Broadway (2007) 
and Nights in Rodanthe (2008). 

Tesori grew up in Port Washington, Long Island, her father a doctor, her mother a nurse. Although 
she played the piano from the age of three, she went to Barnard College in the full expectation of 
training for the medical profession, and had little interest in the theatre. “I thought Gypsy was a musi-
cal about Eastern Europe,” Tesori recalls, but after two summers coaching at a kids’ theatre camp in 
the Catskills, she changed her major to music. 

After graduation, Tesori spent the better part of a decade working in New York as a pianist, arranger, 
and conductor in musical theatre on- and off-Broadway. Finally she took the bit in her teeth, holed up 
for a year, and wrote her own musical, Violet, with book and lyrics by Brian Crawley. At Playwrights 
Horizons in the spring of 1997, this challenging fable about a disfigured girl from North Carolina on a 
bus to Oklahoma in search of healing opened many doors for Tesori. She was given the commission 
for incidental music to the historic 1998 Lincoln Center production of Twelfth Night with Paul Rudd 
and Helen Hunt (unrecorded, and televised but once), which won her the 1999 Drama Desk Award 
for Outstanding Music in a Play and a Tony® nomination. 

A much more formidable task, and the one for which Tesori is now best known – adapt-
ing Thoroughly Modern Millie for the stage from the film original – involved supplementing the score 
with eleven new songs and four old ones from the 1920s. This number is only a small fraction of the 
quantity of songs that Tesori and librettist Dick Scanlan created and considered during the show’s 
agonizing development; nonetheless, Millie ran for 903 performances on Broadway and earned 
Tesori a second Tony nomination in 2002. 

Before Millie closed in 2004, the innovative Caroline, or Change, with book and lyrics by Tony Kush-
ner and music by Jeanine Tesori, opened, making Tesori the first woman composer in history to 
have two original musicals running concurrently on Broadway. Though Caroline was rather more of 
an opera than a musical “comedy,” it won, besides a Tony®nomination for the score, the 2004 Dra-
ma Desk Award for Outstanding Music. The National Theatre production in London’s West End re-
ceived the Olivier Award for Best New Musical. 

Tesori’s biggest project yet is the multimillion-dollar stage adaptation of the animated 
film Shrek (2001), Shrek the Musical, which opened in December 2008. Although the film was itself a 
musical, the Broadway show has all new music, with lyrics by Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David 
Lindsay-Abaire. 

Tesori, a member of the Dramatists Guild, lives in Manhattan with Rafter and their daughter Siena.  

Pulled from  http://www.masterworksbroadway.com/artist/jeanine-tesori/ 



Origins 
With Tony Kushner, it’s not the devil who’s in the details. It’s more likely to be an angel. 

I’m talking about the winged character who drives the action in his most famous play, Angels in America, as well as the 

quieter, not-so-sweet-at-first-glance maid who lends her name to Caroline, or Change, the musical Kushner wrote with 

Jeanine Tesori that finally gets its Toronto premiere this week at the Berkeley Street Theatre, courtesy of Acting Up 

Stage and Obsidian Theatre. The details are those facts about the world that lead Kushner to write every one of his 

plays, whether they’re comic or tragic, dialectic or driven by character. 

Angels in America could only have taken place in the last part of the 20th century, with AIDS ravaging the population 

and Caroline, or Change is even more specific, beginning on that fateful Friday afternoon in November, 1963, when 

John F. Kennedy was assassinated. “It was a complicated time,” says Kushner softly on the phone from his home in 

New York, “the death of Kennedy was a national tragedy. It signaled a time of enormous change, everywhere. The civil 

rights movement had reached its apotheosis and everyone was waiting to see what would happen.” 

Into this world, in Lake Charles, Louisiana, Kushner puts a sullen black maid, battling her own personal demons and a 

young Jewish boy, struggling with his own sense of identity. A household drama nearly rips their strange friendship 

apart, but the struggle ultimately binds them closer together. If you were an optimist, you could call it a metaphor for 

race relations in the United States. But you’d also be justified in calling it the most personal look into Tony Kushner’s 

life that he’s yet provided in his works. Considering that Kushner was roughly the same age his surrogate Noah is when 

the play begins, one has to ask Kushner about the similarity and he willing concedes that “it’s the closest thing to an 

autobiographical play that I’ve ever done.” 

Having made that admission, he backtracks a bit, admitting that “Caroline is loosely based on a woman who worked for 

my family. She’s still alive, she’s seen the play many times and, in fact, it’s dedicated to her. “But I don’t turn specific 

incidents into theatre. I’m more interested in their potential meaning than their historical exactitude.” 

That doesn’t stop Kushner, however, from adding another layer of personal experience to the mix that makes it even 

more complex. “A few years after the events of the play, when I was 11, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. 

Her case was mishandled badly by her radiologist and she had to go to New York for about half a year. My mother was 

gone, my younger brother and I were frightened, but they told us everything was going to be all right.” 

Kushner took those personal feelings and expanded them to merge with what America felt after Kennedy’s death. “It 

was a scary thing when he was assassinated, but we still had a great belief in the power of government back then. He 

was a martyr to the hopes of a different kind of country, a different kind of world. And Lyndon Johnson kept building in 

many ways on what was the best of the civil rights movement. He took that good part of Kennedy’s legacy and made it 

better, but the bad part that Kennedy left him, the war in Vietnam, finally destroyed him.” 

Kushner was still in his early teens when the struggle over that war nearly tore America apart, but he was able to note, 

with a kind of quiet awe, that “American democracy has a sort of durability. It gets us through the crises in our republic 

that must be dealt with.” 

Civil rights wasn’t a theory to young Kushner, it was a reality. “My high school was integrated, the teaching staff was 

integrated. White kids and black kids went to school together and were friends, which wasn’t true of my Northern 

cousins. But just before I left high school, the white people who didn’t believe in this dream passed a municipal bond 

issue to create an all white high school in a better neighbourhood. That integrated school I went to is all black now.” 

 



Fade out. Fade in a decade or so later, when Kushner was debating a career in the theatre. “I told myself that if I could 

come up with 12 different plots for plays, then I would have the write to be a playwright. I did. And one of them was 

the story of the maid that eventually inspired Caroline, but I didn’t do anything with it at the time. I remember writing 

this description: ‘An African American woman works for a Jewish family in Lake Charles, but in another way is the presi-

dent of the United States.’” 

Fade out, fade in again in the late 1990s when “the San Francisco Opera asked me to prepare a libretto for Bobby 

McFerrin to set to music. I took a Kleist short story about the iconoclastic riots in Germany in the 16th century and 

wrote a script based on it. Bobby didn’t like it.” But before he gave up on opera, he told McFerrin the story of Caroline. 

“Bobby said he liked it a lot and wrote one tiny section, but then he gave up on it.” Only now, Kushner had fallen in 

love with the story again. 

“I got the rights back from the opera. I had already to talked to George C. Wolfe about directing it and he really liked 

it.” All that was needed was a composer. They took it to Jeanine Tesori who turned them down. But a year later, a pro-

ducer hired Kushner and Tesori to work on a musical version of the 1994 Johnny Depp film, Don Juan DeMarco. “We 

didn’t like what we wrote for that project and it never went anywhere, but we discovered we did like working together 

and George suggested she look at Caroline again. She wrote one song, everyone loved it and we were on our way.” 

Although never a great commercial success, the show has resonated with audiences around the world since its 2003 

premiere at the Public Theatre in Manhattan. What causes the work’s hold on audiences? How would Kushner describe 

what it’s about? “That’s a question I would never answer. I never think of a play as being about something. I would pre-

fer that people come and figure out what it means to them. To me, it’s a very powerful piece about grief and loss and 

the difficulties of change, both personal and political. In a way, it’s a coming of age story. It’s the piece I’ve written that 

I’m proudest of.” 
https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/2012/01/21/

playwright_tony_kushner_talks_about_his_powerful_musical_caroline_or_change.html 

 

Take a look into the final stages of development 

of the musical, Caroline, or Change. 

A PBS Series 

POV: “Caroline, or Change” 

Production 

http://www.pbs.org/video/2215083734/


Art From the Civil Rights Movement 
As the first African-American student to 

integrate an elementary school in the South, 

Ruby Bridges became a powerful symbol of 

the Civil Rights movement when she was only 

6 years old. The courage of her and her family 

was praised and criticized for years. Three 

years after her first day at an all-white school, 

Norman Rockwell painted “The Problem We 

All Live With.”  

 

Click the pictures to 

learn more. 

Joe Overstreet, The New Jemima, 1964, Acrylic on Fabric over 

Plywood, 102 3/8 x 60 3/4 x 17 1/4 in.   

George Tooker, The Supper, 1963, American Painting, 

tempura on board, 20” x 23 7/8” 

Supper was one of George Tooker’s “protest paintings.” In-

spired by the work of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the artist 

chose the New Testament story of the supper at Emmaus to 

draw attention to the Civil Rights movement. 

“Working in the Pop Art style, Overstreet portrays his Aunt Jemima on a surface that could be the front of a box. More 

than seven feet tall, she stands with a rag on her head, a smile on her face, and the world literally at her feet. Pancakes 

dance in the air around her, tossed not by a spatula but by the machine 

gun fire she trains upon them. In the air, too, in the upper-right fore-

ground, coming at the viewer, is what might be a syrup bottle but looks 

suspiciously like a hand grenade.” -National Humanities Center  

https://www.nrm.org/2010/10/norman-rockwells-the-problem-we-all-live-with-continues-to-resonate-as-important-symbol-for-civil-rights/
https://www.nwhm.org/education-resources/biography/biographies/ruby-bridges/
http://magart.rochester.edu/Obj20774
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai3/overcome/text4/text4read.htm


David Hammons, America the Beautiful, 1968, 
lithograph and body print, 39" x 29½". 

Art from the Civil Rights Movement 

“This striking work is from a series of "body prints" that David 

Hammons made early in his career, soon after his arrival in 

Los Angeles in 1963. To create these prints, he made impres-

sions of his own face, arms, and torso by covering his body 

with oil or margarine, pressing it against a sheet of paper, 

and then sprinkling pigment on the surface. For America the 

Beautiful, the artist used lithography to add the American 

flag that envelops the central figure. Hammons created this 

work in 1968, toward the end of the civil rights movement 

and the beginning of the Black Power movement. The asser-

tive combination of a patriotic symbol with the body of a 

black man (the artist) underscores the heightened racial ten-

sions in the United States during this period. “  

 -Hammer Museum 

Barkley J. Hendricks, Lawdy Mama, 1969, Oil 

and Gold Leaf on Canvas, 53 3/4” x 36 1/4“ 

“Barkley Hendrick’s Lawdy Mama embodies the “black is 

beautiful” mantra by conferring the awe and reverence once 

accorded Christian altarpieces on the figure of a beautiful 

woman crowned with a large, halo-like Afro. Inspired by gild-

ed Greek and Russian icons as well as Renaissance altarpiec-

es he encountered during a 1966 trip to Europe, Hendricks 

applied metallic gold leaf to a shaped canvas, effectively en-

shrining his subject. “ -Brooklyn Museum 

https://hammer.ucla.edu/now-dig-this/art/america-the-beautiful/
https://hammer.ucla.edu/now-dig-this/art/america-the-beautiful/
https://www.artsy.net/artwork/barkley-l-hendricks-lawdy-mama
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/witness_civil_rights/


History behind the play 
In the setting description of Caroline, or Change the play begins the day JFK was assassinated: November 22, 1963. To under-

stand Caroline’s apprehension and distrust around change in the world, one must look to the Civil Rights Movement in 

America. While some claim the movement began in 1954 when the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kans.  Supreme 

Court decision was unanimous that segregating schools was unconstitutional; others follow a time line of events as far back 

as 1619 when the first 20 African slaves were sold to settlers in Virginia as “indentured servants.”  

Follow the links below to learn more about the Civil Rights Movement and the major events that took place between 1954 

to 1968. Consider these events as they would have played on the lives of the characters in Caroline, or Change. Looking at 

this timeline we may have a better understanding of what would have played out in their lives after the after the last scene. 

2 Months before the 

play takes place, a 

church in Alabama was 

bombed, killing four 

girls aged 11-14. 

Through the 1950s and 

1960s the state of Loui-

siana tested Black vot-

ers with literacy tests. 

Take one of these tests 

to see if you would 

have been allowed to 

vote. The Rules: You 

only get 10 minutes, 

and one wrong answer 

means you fail. 

The president was 

shot in the neck and 

head as he rode in a 

motorcade through 

downtown Dallas, 

Texas. 

Dr. Martin Luther King, jr. 

was a leader of the modern 

American Civil Rights Move-

ment from 1955 until his 

assassination on April 4, 

1968. 

“Dr. King is widely regarded 

as America’s pre-eminent 

advocate of nonviolence 

and one of the greatest 

nonviolent leaders in world 

history. “ -The King Center 

Read his “Letter from Bir-

mingham Jail” or watch his 

“I have a Dream Speech” for 

a better understanding of 

the time period. Those piec-

es as well as his Nobel 

Peace Prize lecture are 

among the top orations and 

writing in the English lan-

guage. 

Three years before this play 

takes place, four brave, young 

men sat down at the Greens-

boro, NC Woolworth’s lunch 

counter in the “Whites Only” 

section on Monday, February 

1, 1960. Joseph McNeil, Frank-

lin McCain, Ezell Blair, Jr. and 

David Richmond (The Greens-

boro Four) began a section of 

the Civil Rights Movement 

known as the Sit-In Move-

ment. Their numbers grew to 

include not only students from 

NC A&T, but also Bennett Col-

lege and Dudley High School.  

You can visit the International 

Civil Rights Center and Muse-

um in Greensboro, NC and see 

the original portion of the 

counter where they sat. 

Medgar Evers was a civil rights activist who was murdered by an 

avowed anti-integrationist on June 12, 1963. His death helped 

push President Kennedy to ask Congress to enact a new and com-

prehensive civil rights law. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/16thstreetbaptist.htm
http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/question/feb12/literacytest.pdf
https://www.jfklibrary.org/JFK/JFK-in-History/November-22-1963-Death-of-the-President.aspx
http://www.thekingcenter.org/about-dr-king
http://www.sitinmovement.org/history/greensboro-chronology.asp
http://hutchinscenter.fas.harvard.edu/evers-medgar-2-july-1925-12-june-1963-civil-rights-activist-was


Domestic Workers in America 

http://ir.library.louisville.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1045&context=etd The hidden help : black domestic 

workers in the civil rights movement.  

I?m the daughter of a maid. 

She stands alone where the harsh winds blow: 

Salting the earth so nothing grow  

too close; but still her strong blood flow? 

Underground through hidden veins, 

down from storm clouds when it rains, 

down the pains, down the high plateaus, 

down to the Gulf of Mexico. 

Down to Larry and Emmie and Jackie and Joe. 

The children of Caroline Thibodeaux.  

The main character in this musical is Caroline Thibodeaux. She is the only maid in the Gellman household. 

She spends her days doing household chores for the family, and the son in the house, Noah, admires her for 

all she does. He deems her “the President of the United States.” While domestic workers have been brought 

to American consciousness in recent books and movies through The Help and The Butler, there is a long his-

tory that should be considered before and after seeing Caroline, or Change.  



Civil Rights 
http://www.sitinmovement.org/  International Civil Rights Center & Museum  

 

African Americans in the Vietnam War  http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/s_z/stevens/africanamer.htm 

 

African Americans in the armed forces   http://www.nj.gov/military/korea/factsheets/afroamer.html 

 

The Sixties  http://www.pbs.org/opb/thesixties/timeline/timeline_text.html 

 

MLK, jr Timeline http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/chronology_contents.html 

 

Letter from Birmingham Jail   http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/kingweb/popular_requests/frequentdocs/birmingham.pdf 

 

About the 1963 Birmingham AL bombing   http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/m_r/randall/birmingham.htm 

 

7 Movies about the Civil Rights https://www.bustle.com/articles/59217-7-movies-about-the-civil-rights-movement-to-watch-on-
martin-luther-king-day 

 

13 Movies  http://www.nbc26.com/news/national/now-on-netflix-13-movies-about-the-african-american-experience 

 

10 Black History Movies  http://www.pbs.org/black-culture/explore/10-black-history-documentaries-to-watch/#.WO_PoWnysnS 

 

Civil Rights Movement Veteran:   http://www.crmvet.org/docs/6311_core_la-r.pdf http://www.crmvet.org/ 

 

Equality still Elusive  https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/01/19/civil-rights-act-progress/4641967/ 

 

Black Unemployment  http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/08/21/through-good-times-and-bad-black-unemployment-is-
consistently-double-that-of-whites/ 

 

Black Past  http://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history-primary-documents 

 

Office of Civil Rights https://www.doi.gov/pmb/eeo/AA-HM 

 

Civil Rights Teaching  http://civilrightsteaching.org/605/ 

 

Civil Rights: Library of Congress  https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/civil-rights-act/civil-rights-era.html 

 



Ideas for Your Classroom 

Reading:   http://www.barnesandnoble.com/blog/8-empowering-middle-grade-novels-kids-interested-social-justice.html 



Tell Us What You think 

Cape Fear Regional Theatre loves receiving teacher and student feedback. Please share your thoughts about 

the play, this resource guide, and your experience at CFRT. 

Feedback is welcome at: 

Cape Fear Regional Theatre 

ATTN: Education and Outreach 

1209 Hay Street, Fayetteville, NC 28305 

Or by email at mmalone@cfrt.org 

Coming Up at Cape Fear Regional Theatre 

Spring Studio Classes   Classes: March 6– April 7 

Spring Break Theatre Boot Camp 

Summer Camp Registration Is Open Now! 

and 

Student Matinees for Baskerville and Caroline, or Change 

http://www.cfrt.org/education/


http://www.cfrt.org/

