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York Cityodos Chinatown

[90 minute runtime with no intermission]
The Humans Study Guide

Spoilers ahead!
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ABOUT THE THEATRE

Artists Repertory Theatreds mission
theatre and provide a home for artists and audiences of varied
backgrounds to take creative risks.-

size regional theatre company and is led by Artistic Director Damaso

Rodriguez and Managing Director Sarah Horton.
Founded in 1982, Artists Repertory Theatre is the longest  -running
professional theatre company in Portland. Artist Rep became the
72nd member of the League of Resident Theatres (LORT) in May 2016 and
is an Associate Member of the National New Play Network (NNPN).




SHOW DESCRIPTION

| tds t he small di nner party that
a fractured family at its not-so-finest. A bold, bruised, and billowing
drama, The Humanslayers the fabric of a family's past as they gather at
the youngest daughter and her boyfriend's New York Chinatown
apartment for a holiday meal. As the Blake family poke at old wounds
and forcibly stumble through treasured traditions, tensions bubble over,
secrets fight their way to the surface, and the world creaks curiously
around them.

_[Critics Corner

"Stephen Karam's kind, warm, beautifully observed and deeply moving new
play [is] a celebration of working-class familial imperfection and affection
and a game-changing work for this gifted young playwright." - Chicago
Tribune

"[A] blisteringly funny, bruisingly sad and altogether wonderful play." - The
New York Times

"[A] beautiful, funny -sad and ultimately wrenching portrait of a troubled
lower-middle-class Pennsylvania family." The Hollywood Reporter

[The play succeeds in] finding gorgeous balance between humor and
sadness, love and disappointment, hope and dread, solace and hollow ‘
desolation." - 7The Hollywood Reporter




STEPHEN KARAM

PLAYWRIGHT

STEPHEN KARAM is the author abons Of The Prophet which
recently ended its extended Off-Broadway run at the Laura Pels
Theater in New York City (Roundabout Theatre Company) following
its debut at the Huntington Theatre Company. Other plays include
Speech & Debate (the inaugural production of Roundabout
Underground); Columbinus (New York Theatre Workshop);Gir/ On
Girl (Brown/Trinity Playwrights Rep); and Emma(a modern, musical
version of Jane Austen's novel), performed by students at the
Professional Performing Arts High School in NYC in association with
Waterwell (published by Playscripts, Inc.). His other plays are
published by Dramatists Play Service, American Theatre Magazine,
Northwestern University Press and Dramatic Publishing Co.; his
freelance writing has appeared in NY Magazine, The Advocate and
McSweeneys.net. He is the author of the libretto for DARK SISTERS,
an original chamber opera with composer Nico Muhly (co -produced
by Gotham Chamber Opera, MTG and Opera Company of
Philadelphia). A MacDowell Colony Fellow, Stephen grew up in
Scranton, PA and is a graduate of Brown University.



DAMASO
RODRIGUEZ

DIRECTOR

Damasois in his fifth year as Artistic Director of Artists Repertory Theatre. In 2001 he cefounded the
Los Angelesbased Furious Theatre Company, where he served as Gdértistic Director until 2012.

From 2007-2010 he served as Associate Artistic Director of the Pasadena Playhouse. His

directing credits include work at Artists Rep, Playwrights' Center, the Pasadena Playhouse, Intiman
Theatre, South Coast Repertory, Laguna Playhouse, A Noise Within, ThEheatre@BostonCourt,

aked Angels and Furious Theatre. Rodriguez is a recipient of the Los Angeles Drama Critics Circle
Award, the Back Stage Garl and Award, the NAACP T
Gold Crown Award. His productions have been nominated for multiple LA Weekly Theatre Awards
and LA Stage Alliance Ovation Awards. In 2012, Rodriguez was honored by the Stage Directors and
Choreographers Foundation as a Finalist for the ZeldaFichandler Award. He is a member of the Stage
Directors and Choreographers Society (SDC).

Directing credits at Artists Rep include the World Premiere musical Cuba Libreby CarlosLacamara
featuring the music of three -time Grammy-nominated band Tiempo Libre; the Portland premieres of

Nick Jones'7revo, Davi d | ves0 adapt athalam of Pierre Corne
Nina R a i n7ebgésand Exilesby CarlosL ac 8 mar a; the U. S. pFodmberehee of
West Coast premi er efen @inneysand bank g F H a’bedBly &eabpasd

revivalsof 7he Skin of Our Teetfby Thornton Wilder, The Miracle Workerby William Gibson and 7he
Playboy of the Western World by J.M. Synge. Credits at other theatres include productions by
contemporary and classic playwrights including Craig Wright, Neil LaBute, Matt Pelfrey, Peter Sinn
Nachtrieb, Richard Bean, Owen McCafferty, Alex Jones, William Shakespeare, Eugene O'Neill,
Tennessee Williams, Noel Coward, Bernard Shaw, Clifford Odets and Lillian Hellman. Upcoming

directing projects for Rodriguez are: Magellanicaby E.M. Lewisat Artists Rep and Romeo & Juliet by
William Shakespeare at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.

www.damaso-rodriguez.com



|
A Message from Artistic Director Damaso Rodriguez

ol f anything, /! wish | coul déve known t hat most of
bad. o
0 Momo, played by Artists Repco-f ounder Van&@elimBrsi en i n

Wel come to Artists Rep and t o t herhefomansl alnfd Yo e dnN e rfe
t he New York theatre scene over the past year, youc¢
Finalist. Aside from its accolades, the play made news for earning an increasingly rare achievement: a

long, must-s ee Br oadway run without the benefit of a cel
premise is simple: a middle dass family of six gathers in a modest Manhattan apartment for Thanksgiving

di nner, which (per the pl aywr i g htiméssendd morsatworlevdl setdh n s )
with no bl ackout s. Life continues in all spaces at

A Broadway hit free of spectacle?In The Humansthe only spectacle is the hyper-realistic imitation of life

and the playwrightodos power to expose the ubiquitou
gaze of audience members that likely see themselves within the three generations of the Blake family.

This recognition of self in others takes the form of laughter for much of 7he Humans(alaughter of

recognition vs. condescension). Despite my superficially different upbringing fi Thanksgivings for me

mean huge family gatherings set in Miami, Florida with a mix of Spanish and English dialoguefi | see

myself, my siblings, cousins, parents and grandparents very specifically represented on stage.

As | watched The Humans which | had the opportunity to experience in its Broadway run, | marveled at

how Karam had made a living document of our early 21st century American experience in the same way

that Clifford Odets did of the 1930s and Arthur Miller the 1940s and1950s. | 6 d never seen a
seemed to hold Shakespeareds pr ov eurtbnies andldnmmediately r u p
wanted to share the experience with our audiences here in Portland. | was especially eager to produce

the play in Artists RepO6s intimate venue, where an
with the Bl akes, and with actors from our community
production on Thanksgiving weekend was a bit of lucky timing.

On behalf of all of us at Artists Rep, | want to wish you and your family a happy holiday season. As you
gat her around dinner tables with | oved ones, I hope
look forward to welcoming you back to the theatre in the New Year!

Warmly,
Damaso

P.S.Receiving the rights to premiere a new production so closely on the heels of a New York run is un-
common. In fact, the Broadway production (with its original cast) is touring other cities while our local
team takes on the Portland premiere. We owe our good luck to the special approval of Stephen Karam,
whose early play Speech and Debatewas produced by Artists Rep back in 2008 before he was the toast
of New York.



BLUE COLLAR LIFE
by Leah Reddy

In The Humans Deirdre and Erik Blake, longtime residents of Scott Township, Pennsylvania, visit their

daughter Brigid in New York City for Thanksgiving. As dinner is prepared, the family d including their

ol der daughter Ai mee, Bri gi dds boyf rddiecosd thdRirespbcive d, a
life choices.

Deirdre and Erik struggle to understand why both of their daughters have chosen to leave northeastern

Pennsyl vani a. As Eri k says, 0. ..yeah, well what
trash Scranton, when Momo [Eri kds mot hdshealdmdsastt k h
real toilet in this city, and now her granddaughter
The Bl ake family experience isndt unique. High crim

unappealing to baby boomers in the 1970s and 1980s. But cities like New York have undergone major
revitalization, which has led to millennials moving to cities at a higher rate and living there for longer
periods of time.

The Bl akesd homet own, Scott Township, is a rural su
Pennsylvania. The Scranton region is the location of rich deposits of anthracite coal, a particularly valuable
type of coal . Pennsylvani ads anthracite coal power e

and immigrants from all over Europe, including Irish Catholics like the Blakes, found work in the mines. The
work was dangerous and dirty, and immigrant laborers were exploited by mine owners. In an attempt to
prevent workers from organizing, mine owners encouraged ethnic tensions, and immigrants retained a
strong sense of national identity. Coal production dropped steadily during the latter half of the 20th
Century.

Whil e coal i s no |l onger the areads | eading industry
created remains. The Roman Catholic Diocese of Scranton still notes the origins of some of its

congregations: ltalian, Slovak, German, Polish, Tyrolese, Lithuanian, and Magyar parishes all exist or

exi sted i n t he regi on. I n Momo, Erik, and Deird
person in context. It reveal ed what neighborhood yo
situation, and your ethnic background.

The Cathalic faith is clearly important to the elder Blakes, who sent their children to Catholic schools,
volunteer with their parish, and give their daughter a statue of the Virgin Mary.

Whil e the Catholic Churchods official stance is that
is not a sin), the Bl akesd acceptance-sewvénpdkdennefeds s e
American Catholics approve of legalizing same sex marriage. Among Catholics aged 1829, 85% say that
homosexuality should be accepted rather than discouraged and 75% favor sames e X mar ri age. B
decision to move in with Richard, her boyfriend, also goes against church teachings on sex before

marriage but fits into the nationds overall trends.



The Bl akesd strong connection to their I rish h
Parting Glass, ©0a good Irish traditiond6 that t
as a Scottish or Irish folk tune, often called Goodnight and God Be With You. Many versions

exist, but the most famous is a 1959 recording by the Clancy Brothers, an Irish folk group.

Interestingly, the wording the Blake family uses in the first verse differs from the many published

versions of the song. They sing 00h all the money

whil e others use 0l spent it in good company, 0
their financial lives.

Each member of the Blake family struggles with money in a different way. Deirdre and Erik both
went into blue collar professions right out of high school and were able to support themselves.

The ol der Bl akes® work struggles made it importan

Brigid, who chose a private college rather than the state school her parents had in mind, has
large student loans to pay back. In 2013, 69% of graduating seniors had student loans, and the
average debt was $28,400. Compare that to 2003, when Aimee graduated. That year, 64.5% of
graduating seniors had student loans, and the average debt was $18,630.

Reprinted with Permi ssion from Roundabout Theatre

Scott Township, Pennsylvania




Human Life, Strangely Familiar
By Luan Schooler

Stephen Karam set out to write a play about the existential fears that terrorize our nights, prick-

ling our souls with questions that may never be answered. He had been thinking about the thick

fear that settled over Americans after 9/11 and again after the Great Recession. With these two
cataclysmic events, American life became a stew of anxieties: political, personal, cultural, and
financial. Wi th Sigmund Freudods essay, 0The Unce
the questions of why some stories fill us with greater sense of dread and horror than others, and

why sometimes things that are familiar become very unsettling and strange.

Originally intending to write a thriller 0 similar to Deathtrap or Dark at the Top of the Stairso
Karam invested each of his six characters with a combination of fears, setting in motion a play
fueled by dread. Yet somehow his characters developed minds of their own and they insisted
that the play be driven by empathy, humor, and compassion instead. The result was7he Humans
a play with a boisterous, loving heart and an uneasy soul.

The gathering of the Blakes on Thanksgiving Day will be recognizable to anyone whose family

celebrates holidays together: full of teasing and laughter, tender support, unwanted advice, hurt

feelings, oddball traditions, and the complicated bonds of family, it could be any American home
movie. The Bl akes clearly | ove each other deepl)
doesndét mean they can resist the urge to be crue
New Yorkds Roundabout TheatUheéum@mmphing i 8 @Bab, | e

|l i ke: tender, vicious, hopeful, kind. o

The Bl akes gather in youngest daugh-yetunfurBishedgi dod s
new apartment. Brigidds parents Eri k and Deirdre
-ridden grandmother Momo, have come to celebrate the holiday on folding chairs and paper

pl ates. Not yet a home, the apar tomeémretr ei am@tn ort e anl

places to sit, necessities and comforts are still in packing boxes, light bulbs seem to have a mind
of their own. Just outside the apartment walls, unseen things thud and creak, and strange shad-
ows flicker past the windows. | tds probably just

The idea of the uncanny has been explored by many psychologists, including Ernst Jentsch, who
wrote in 1906 about f e amrapparentlywanimaterbeirg tseeallpaive;wbt s [
conversely, whether a | ifeless object might be,
on the uneasiness experienced when something very familiard such as a light bulb burning

outil seems to have a hidden meaning.



For Eri k Bl ake especially, the strange ani
clear from the beginning that he is under secret stresses; snatches of overheard conversations with
Deirdre hint at something urgent that he must reveal to his daughters today; he confides in Richard
a recurring nightmare about a faceless woman. Are the strange disturbances of the apartment
somehow expressions of his personal turmoil? The thumping from upstairs, the burnt out light bulb,
and the rumbling of the trash compactor are all normal occurrences 0 especially for a New York
apartment 0 but they rise and fall through the play in just eerie enough ways that they seem
unnatural. The strange disturbances are only minutely off: natural but unnatural at the same time.
Compounded with Erik's own inner turmoil they become uncanny expressions of human life in ways
we are intimately familiar with.

In The Humans, Stephen Karam offers a tender, funny examination of a middle class American
family. Although each one wrestles with personal fears and struggles to be happy with a not -quite -
successful life, they have each other to lean on for comfort and confidence. Even when the
mysterious, i nchoate world threatens, as Erik

mat

S a
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The American Dream?
by Logan Stames

The struggles of the family central to The Humans, the Blakes, might seem familiar to many
folks these days, especially for members of white middle-class families. Erik and Deirdre face
economic hardship regardless of their hard work and their daughters Aimee and Bridgid
struggle as well despite their education and initiative. For the Blakes, the American Dream is
not turning out as expected.

The idea of the American Dream arose before the Great Depression. At that time, it centered

on immigrants moving to a new country for limitless opportunities, and the resulting

cul tur al mel ting pot. The phrase OAmerican Dre
effects of class on how Americans live and think about their lives.

Idolizing the American Dream stems from the persistence of character that working and

middle -class families of the Depression era possessed. This idea was revitalized both during

and after World War Il as the nation rallied to support the troops fighting overseas. As the

war ended and the soldiers came home, the American Dream shifted slightly. Now the focus

was on obtaining the operfect American househo
suburbs, a steady job, marriage, and children. In this postwar resilience and rebuilding, U.S.

citizens started thinking of the future and the possibilities it held. This was beneficial for

middle -class families, they worked hard and it paid off 8 until the Great Recession of 2007.

When the Recession hit, the idea of the American Dream became less viable as Americans

scrambled to stay afloat during economic hardships. Culturally and socially this caused the

system d that they had put so much faith in & to fail middle -class Americans. According to

the American Dream mindset, hard work and perseverance lead to limitless success, while
poverty is synonymous for | aziness and carel es
and many oopportunitiesod6 are waiting i-thrdyou ne
of the American middle class has fallen into poverty, or are one paycheck away from

poverty. This has resulted in the bitter social divides we are now experiencing.

At i1its finest, the American Dream can be inspi
rooted in a falsehood. In reality the advent of American social mobility is among the lowest

in the developed world. We sell ourselves as the Land of Opportunity; however, a child born
impoverished in the U.S. is more likely to remain in poverty than any other comparable
nation in the world. I n contrast, 1 tds esti mat
inherited a sizable portion of their wealth. Despite these facts, the insistence that the U.S. is

a meritocracy is so deeply ingrained within us that we have internalized the idea that we are

all exactly where we deserve to be. In this American Dream story, success is not due to

privilege or luck but our own determination and hard work.
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For the Blakes this hits particularly hard. Erik and Deidre have worked hard all their lives
in order to provide a better future for their daughters but this has fallen short of what

was promised. The fact is that good jobs are progressively scarce, rent is sky high, livable
wages are decreasing to poverty levelsd all of which are rooted in difficult

circumstances and systemic obstacles.

Yet the subtle insistence that we all should industriously reach for greatness can be

mentally corrosive, and the Blakes feel completely responsible for their failings. The
constant unrealistic mantra of Oyou can be a
sense of inadequacy and anxiety in American life.

Eri k and Deidre are dealing with the realiza
done everything right, and their daughters are dealing with the disillusionment of the

system as a whole. This causes arguments between them but ultimately they continue to

adapt and persevere, regardless of everything else they are capable of survivingd which

is perhaps the newer, more viable American Dream.

-Logan s an intern Iin Artists Repdbds Dramaturgy dep.



