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within the theatre, electronic devices are not permitted, 
as they affect our sound system. Photography, audio and 
video recording during a performance are prohibited by 
the Canadian Theatre Agreement. This is important, as it 
ensures the protection of the work of the artists.

we ask that you enjoy any food, drinks, candy and gum 
before entering the theatre. yPT is a nut-free zone, as 
many people have severe, life-threatening allergies, so no 
peanuts or nut products are permitted in the theatre.

Important thIngs to consIder  
In the theatre

dIscuss wIth your class the role 
of an audIence member

you play a vital part in the success of a theatrical performance.  
In the way that the actors have a responsibility to the audi-
ence, as audience members, you have a responsibility to 
each other and to the actors on stage. 

Actors are thrilled when the audience is engaged and 
responsive. we want you to laugh, cheer, clap and really 
enjoy your time at the theatre. At the same time, please 
remember to be considerate. Talking, whispering and ex-
cessive movement during a live performance is distracting 
for the actors and disruptive for other audience members. 

watching a play can often make you think about things 
in a new way. The Q&A after the show is the perfect time 
for you to ask questions you might have. As you watch the 
play, prepare one question to ask the actors.

thInkIng about the  
whole productIon

During the show, look at different aspects of the produc-
tion together. Before the show, identify tasks for your class. 
For instance, have one group focusing on the set, another 
listening for the music and sound effects, a third watching 
the lighting and a fourth, the costumes. Compare notes 
after the show about what you observe. You will be more 
informed and you’ll be surprised by how much you noticed.

theatre is a 
two-way exchange
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We’re so glad you’re coming to visit us here at the  
theatre. We want you to feel safe and welcome  
whenever you come to YPT. Whether you’ve come to 
the theatre before or this is your first time at YPT, this 
guide will help prepare you for your visit.
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the study guide
thematIc overvIew
harriet Tubman. The underground Railroad. The Emancipation 
Proclamation. These are all words that have become a part of 
our collective consciousness… or are they? 

Many young people today are unaware of the blight called 
slavery and if they are aware, perhaps they are familiar with 
the myths that tell us that Canada was a safe haven for those 
enslaved and that Canada, as a country, held (and continues 
to hold) a moral high ground when it comes to slave labour. 
Or perhaps students know of Canada’s connection to slavery 
but think “that is over now, why bring up the past?” and 
are without an understanding of the broader contemporary 
implications of this history and the ongoing enslavement of 
human beings around the world.

As educators it is our job to review history and its implications 
for both the present and the future. As artists at yPT it is our 
job to tell stories and to place historical events in a particular 
context that allows students to engage with them. In this 

production of The Power of Harriet T! students will be asked 
to consider the past and will be prompted to imagine a future 
where courage, freedom and bravery triumph over oppression, 
injustice and suffering.

In this study guide you will find discussion questions and 
exercises intended to push students to think about the choices 
harriet Tubman and countless others made when they decided 
to escape enslavement, fight for freedom and help others to 
do the same. you will notice that, for the most part, this guide 
uses the term “enslaved person/peoples” as it is important to 
remember that slavery was a government sanctioned condition 
into which one was born or sold, but people themselves are 
not slaves. This is an integral distinction to make. 

This season’s theme, “I hope, I dream, I wish” is exemplified in 
this portrayal of a woman who dared to do all three in the face 
of extreme adversity.

By participating in the exercises in this study guide, students will be fulfilling the requirements of the Ontario Ministry of 
Education curriculum.

the arts 
In relation to the Arts Curriculum students will:
Explore dance/movement by leading groupings and making 
emotional connections to the content of the performance. They 
will explore space, time, tempo, and rhythm.

focus on drama by taking on roles and building characters, 
analyzing relationships, investigating time and place (settings), 
tension, focus and emphasis.

Engage with music by looking specifically at the form of 
Spiritual, and Gospel music with coded messages.

language 
In relation to the Language Curriculum students will:
Listen in order to understand and respond appropriately in a 
variety of situations for a variety of purposes.

use speaking skills and strategies appropriately to 
communicate with different audiences for a variety of 
purposes.

Read and demonstrate an understanding of a variety of literary, 
graphic, and informational texts, using a range of strategies to 
construct meaning.

Generate, gather, and organize ideas and information to write 
for an intended purpose and audience.

Draft and revise their writing, using a variety of informational, 
literary, and graphic forms and stylistic elements appropriate 
for the purpose and audience; Demonstrate an understanding 
of a variety of media texts.

socIal studIes  & hIstory and geography
In relation to the Social Studies and History and Geography 
Curriculum students will:
Read and interpret maps relevant to the period.

use media works, oral presentations, written notes and 
descriptions, drawings, tables, charts, maps, and graphs to 
communicate information about early communities.

use their own symbols on a map to identify buildings and 
places in their local community.

strands and curriculum connections 

CuRRICuLuM CONNECTIONS: Music, Language, Social Studies (The history of Slavery in North Ameri-
ca, Black history and human Rights), Equity and Inclusive Education

ChARACTER EDuCATION CONNECTIONS: Co-operation, fairness, Integrity, Perseverance, Respect

ThEMES: Bravery, Challenging Oppression, Assuming Leadership
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playwright’s note: michael miller
If you were a child in bondage you had a one in three chance of being sold away from your parents or having your parents 
sold away from you. Let’s not ever forget that the institution of slavery was built on violence and it consistently destroyed Af-
rican-American families. harriet Tubman saw two of her sisters sold. Once they were taken the chances of ever seeing them 
again were nil. One can only imagine the endless longing, unceasing despair and red-hot anger this must have caused the re-
maining members of her family. In harriet’s case the white owner, after selling the sisters, decided to sell one of her brothers. 
harriet’s mother promised to kill the owner. The owner must have known she would make good on her promise because they 
didn’t sell any more of her children. The fear that the loss of her sisters engendered must have remained because harriet 
Tubman didn’t set out to free slaves from bondage in order to save the world or to end slavery. harriet Tubman simply want-
ed to take her family out of a violent situation. She wanted the never-ending abuse they had to live under to stop. Saving her 
family made her a criminal. Saving her family put a price on her head. Saving her family could have gotten her murdered. As 
much has her actions speak to the strength and beauty of harriet’s spirit, they also speak quite clearly about the continuous 
and never-ending violence she was up against: the absurd and cruel inhumanity of white supremacy cloaked as democracy. 
The fact she took these powers on and beat them makes her even more remarkable to me. I’m sure she must have fallen into 
despair at times. I’m sure she longed for peace and quiet at times, and at times I’m sure she could have let anger overwhelm 
her, but she didn’t. harriet had a faith, faith not only in herself, but also in her cause. She, unlike the people who owned her, 
actually believed in democracy and freedom and through her actions and the work of other conductors on the underground 
Railroad, proved a better world could exist for all people. harriet Tubman was a great daughter, a marvelous sister, and a 
great example of making a way out of no way. I hope she inspires you as much as she has inspired me.

glossary
This National Geographic Education resource provides an excellent glossary of 
terms in relation to the history of the underground Railroad: 
http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/media/
undergroundrailroad/?ar_a=1&ar_r=999

the company
creatIve team
Director 

Set Designer
Costume Designer
Lighting Designer

Music Direction/Original Music/
Sound Designer

Assitant Director
Movement Consultant

Stage Manager
Apprentice Stage Manager 

tanisha taitt
kimberly purtell
tamara marie kucheran
rebecca picherack

alejandra nunez
karen gilodo
thomas morgan Jones
andrea schurman
kate duncan

the cast
Man Two

Lady Three
Man One

younger harriet
Older harriet

michael blake
hannah cheesman
matthew owen murray
oyin oladejo
dienye waboso

synopsis
The Power of Harriet T! is the powerful, true story of harriet Tubman, who led hundreds of enslaved people to freedom and 
inspired hope for thousands more. Born into slavery in Maryland in 1820, harriet escaped to freedom at the age of 29. Not 
content just to be free, she risked her newfound liberty again and again to lead more than 300 enslaved people to freedom in 
the Northern States and Canada. Playwright Michael Miller (touch the Sky) uses fact, speculation, and deft theatricality to tell the 
riveting story of the underground Railroad’s most famous “conductor”.
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Interview with the director: tanisha taitt
Why is the Harriet Tubman story an 
important piece for both you as a dir-
ector, and for YPT’s young audiences?
harriet Tubman is known as an Amer-
ican hero, but she transcends all 
geographical borders. what she did is 
directly tied to Canadian history as well, 
yet so few students know that her story 
is part of the social tapestry of both na-
tions. I love the fact that the show be-
gins with a song called On Our way To 
Canada, which establishes its relevance 
to Canadian kids immediately. Students 
need to be aware of human rights 
violations and sociopolitical struggles 
that were faced in the past, and about 
the cruel reality of slavery, so that they 
might live more evolved and involved 
lives. for me as a director, it is very 
important to tell stories that matter 
and resonate. To say yes to directing a 
show, I need to feel that it illuminates 
something that needs to be illuminated, 
either by providing compelling insight 
into it or by asking questions that move 
the audience to seek that insight for 
themselves once they leave the theatre. 
 
What do you as a director want to 
convey about the character of Harriet 
Tubman, and what are the particular 
challenges for the actress in the role? 
harriet Tubman is one of the great 
heroes in human history. This woman 
put her very life on the line to do what 
she believed was the only right thing 
to do: attempt to free as many of her 
people as she could from the shackles 
of oppression and abuse. fleeing 
wasn’t a minor risk. It meant almost 
certain death if you were caught, but 
harriet felt a moral imperative. via 
the underground Railroad, she led to 
freedom people who likely would have 
died under the most dehumanizing 
of conditions. I want to convey to our 
audiences her strength, her courage 
and her tenacity, and paint for them 

a picture of feminism at its best. She 
stood for equality for everyone, not 
for a single race or a single gender. To 
me, that is what true feminism is. It’s 
about tapping into that part of our-
selves that is nurturing and maternal, 
and acknowledging the equal value and 
the worthiness of protection of every 
human being. 
 
There are actually two actresses 
playing harriet and I think that the 
greatest challenge will be to immerse 
themselves totally in the experience of 
being a slave and all that that means, 
conveying the truth of that as best 
they can, while also playing to a young 
audience. Theatre for young audi-
ences is vERy challenging, especially 
at a company like yPT which refuses 
to dumb things down or run from the 
truth, but which always needs to be 
keenly aware of the cognitive and emo-
tional development of its audiences. 
you are always walking the line of what 
is too much vs. what isn’t enough. It’s a 
tightrope walk in rehearsal and there’s 
immediate knowing of when you’ve 
fallen off.  you just keep modifying 
your attempts to get across - to go 
from the first page of the script to the 
last - without falling. It takes a lot of 
work and the ability to switch from 
your adult mind to your child mind on 
a dime, but eventually you get to the 
other side. 
 
With this particular script, what are 
some of the particular technical and 
acting challenges that your company 
will be tackling - doubling of roles, for 
example - and how will you deal with 
those same challenges? 
Aside from the challenge mentioned 
above, I think one of the challenges will 
be what you addressed in the ques-
tion -- the playing of multiple roles. The 
show is quite fast-moving and there 

are many characters in the piece, but 
only five actors.  The storytelling risks 
becoming muddled if those differences 
and the transitions between charac-
ters aren’t clear. As the director, it’s 
my job to help the actors fully inhabit 
each role, regardless of how large a 
part in the story a character may have. 
I don’t think that there are any minor 
characters if those characters affect 
the psyche or emotions or behaviour 
of another. If a character has one line 
and that line fundamentally affects who 
harriet is, that is major. In theatre for 
young people you also have to be con-
scious of creating real characters and 
not caricatures, which can sometimes 
happen and is, in my opinion, very 
insulting to children.  
 
What do you hope audience mem-
bers will take away in their hearts and 
minds when they leave the perform-
ance? 
My wish is that they leave with buoyant 
spirits, inspired by harriet’s story, but 
also with an increased understanding 
of the historical context in which that 
story takes place. Kids often can’t ap-
preciate the struggle that pre-existed 
them, simply because they don’t know 
about it. They must understand that 
people have suffered and overcome be-
fore them, that they reap the rewards 
of that, and that the fights most worth 
winning are hard fought and victories 
don’t come easily. I’d like them to take 
pride in harriet’s great act of human-
ity and feel the desire to strive for and 
celebrate the best of what humans can 
be. I also want young girls -- particu-
larly girls of colour -- to see how fierce 
she was, and how fierce any woman 
can be if she so chooses. I hope that 
they will leave feeling more deeply con-
nected to their sense of social justice. 
It goes beyond consciousness; it is a 
matter of conscience.

costume designer’s note: tamara marie kucheran
harriet Tubman is one of the most inspirational figures in our history. her life was long, her accomplishments immense; her faith 
so strong and her courage so large that it shocked me to learn in life she was only 5 feet tall. Michael Miller’s script condenses 
the life and history of harriet Tubman into a tight tale. As the storyteller, Older harriet anchors the play, while younger harriet is 
her memory personified. The remaining three actors are tasked with the busy job of playing all of the people who were a part of 
harriet’s journey - for better and for worse. Thus, the entire artistic team is given the challenge of telling harriet’s story as clearly 
and succinctly as possible. 

As the costume designer, one of the greatest challenges I faced was creating costumes that could very quickly transform 
character: from wealthy, white slave owner to modest Quaker to plantation foreman to maltreated  African-American slave. This 
involved creating a “base look” that had a colour, pattern and texture that could exist in each of these worlds. I chose to keep the 
overall palette of the base costumes neutral and carefully chose jackets, hats and accessories that could be added by the actors 
to very quickly help them change to a different character. I chose to keep the look of the costumes as true to period (mid-1800s) 
as possible. It was key to the director, Tanisha Taitt, and I that we juxtapose the theatricality of the script (multi-role storytelling, 
singing) with the realism of society at that time (using costume). 
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Directions:
1. Begin by having students stand in a circle and hold hands.
2. have everyone close their eyes. After choosing a “leader”, invite students to open their eyes. The leader starts the 

messaging by passing a squeeze, which should be subtle and not seen by observers.
3. The squeeze is passed around the circle. when it returns to the leader, the pattern of the squeeze changes (for 

example, two squeezes instead of one).
4. using only eye contact, the leader can indicate to anyone else in the circle to begin passing another “message” by 

squeezing, so that more than one message is being passed.
5. After messages have passed around the circle once or twice, drop hands, and sit in the circle.

Debrief: what was challenging about passing the message? what did you try to do with your facial expressions and body, to 
keep the message a secret?

pre-show exercises: grades 4-8
exercIse #1: secret messagIng

units of study

pre-show Questions
This play is about the underground Railroad. what do you 
already know about that term?

we would say that the phrase “underground Railroad” is a 
metaphor. when we say that something is underground, we 
can often mean that it is secret. In what ways do you think 
the journey of those fleeing from enslavement in the southern 
united States was an “underground” movement? why do you 
think it was compared to a railroad?

The northern uSA and Canada had abolished slavery 
before the time of this play. what does it mean to abolish 
something? 

In the northern states of the united States, although slavery 
was no longer permitted, people freed from their enslavement 
were not always safe from slave catchers, who were sent to 
look for those who had escaped. for this reason, many of 
those fleeing chose to journey farther north into Canada where 
they were less likely to be followed. here, they were also able 
to buy land. what do you think would be some of the major 
differences people from the southern uSA would find about 
Canada 150 years ago? how would the weather be different? 
how might the people be different? what are some of the 
challenges that people face when they have to flee quickly 
from one place, leave their lives and friends behind, and go to 
live in an entirely new and different place?

harriet Tubman had escaped from enslavement, but instead 
of moving on to build a new life and forget what she had 
left behind, she chose to return many times to the south in 
secret to help others. She was called “Moses” and “General 
Tubman” because of her commitment and courage in helping 
others to escape as she had. what do you think might have 
been some of the dangers that she faced by returning to the 
places where slavery was still practised? what do you think 
motivates people to take great risks in order to help others? 
Along the journey of the underground Railroad, people in 
some communities worked together to hide the fugitives as 
they made their way north to freedom. Often these people 
were members of the Quaker religion, whose mission was to 
help others and defy injustice. Others were abolitionists, who 
were morally opposed to the practice of slavery. why do you 
think that some people are willing to act on their beliefs and 
put themselves in danger to help others, while other people 
are unwilling to take the same risks?

when I first met with our director to discuss the play, Tanisha felt strongly that the inner light and courage of the slaves be 
represented by colour. This presented my next challenge: how to strategically include colour in an otherwise neutral colour 
scheme. we discussed that the colour should be on the actors’ bodies at all times, but only revealed when the actors were playing 
slaves. I immediately thought of the unique beauty and mystique of crazy quilts. very popular during the 1800s, crazy quilts did 
not have a regulated design, but used irregular pieces of fabric to create an asymmetrical and “random” pattern, making each 
quilt unique. The quilts were often made from cherished fabric scraps. Some historians believe a number of crazy quilts were 
used as maps for the underground Railroad (although there are other historians who dispute this claim). Some of the crazy quilt 
costumes are petticoats and only visible when the actor moves about the stage, other costume pieces are more present, for 
example a vest (that can be reversed when not playing a slave) or young harriet’s pinafore. 

These costume pieces are meant to serve as a reminder that we are all beautiful and unique and should be celebrated as such. The 
power harriet Tubman possessed was her unwavering love and respect for the individual and for herself and her courage to fight 
for the rights of all people.
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Directions:
1. Begin by having students stand in a circle and have 

them close their eyes.
2. Choose a “leader” and ask them to move around 

the outside of the circle to touch, with one tap, an 
individual who will be the “secret guide”.

3. The leader then touches, with two taps, another 
individual who will be the “pursuer”.

4. Once they have been chosen, the leader directs 
everyone to open their eyes.

5. In silence, or with appropriate music playing in the 
background, everyone begins to move slowly about 
the space.

6. The secret guide will wink at people without being 
seen by the pursuer; those who are contacted by 
the secret guide will continue to walk, but with their 
hands on their heads, signalling that they are now 

“safe”. They will become part of a growing group, as 
the secret guide contacts more and more people.

7. Once the pursuer has a hunch about who might be 
the secret guide, they call “freeze”, and calls out the 
name of the secret guide. if that guess is incorrect, 
the action re-starts, and the pursuer once more 
watches for the secret guide to be communicating 
with the group.

8. Continue until everyone has joined the safe group, 
and all have hands on heads OR until the pursuer 
correctly identifies the secret guide.

Debrief: what was difficult in passing the message without 
being seen? how did it feel to be waiting to be contacted?, 
how did it feel once you were safe?

with the teacher in role as a community leader, use the 
technique of a community meeting to explore, with the class 
in role, the challenges of defying authority and custom, and 
helping those enslaved.

Directions:
1. Divide the class into two groups. Group 1 will 

explore Scenario #1 and Group 2, Scenario #2. 
2. Groups will take turns playing out this improvisation 

so that while one group is improvising, the other 
group is observing.

3. Determine how long the “meetings” will last and 
have a student keep time (5 minutes is usually 
sufficient). Also determine with your class a word 
known to all that can signify a break in the action to 
clear up anything that may have gone awry in the 
improvisation (i.e., if a student is unsure of what to 
do they can say “yellow” and halt the action to ask 
their question out of role and once the question has 
been asked, return to the improvisation).

4. Before you begin, brainstorm together the different 
roles stuents might take on (i.e., business owner, 
teacher, farmer, etc.) 
 
Scenario 1: The teacher is a community leader, 
perhaps a Quaker, in a town. The meeting has 
been called in secret, in the basement of a local 

building, to ask if anyone will take the risk of 
hiding fugitives who are traveling through the 
town, escaping enslavement. who can establish 
a safe house? how will you preserve the secrecy? 
what will you need to do in order to feed and 
house your guests in secret? As the teacher 
in role poses these questions, students may 
introduce themselves in character to the group, 
and offer what they can in supporting the cause.                                                                                                                                           
                                                                          
Scenario 2: A community member from a group of 
enslaved people has been approached by a Quaker 
who tells them that a group of Quakers are willing 
to help bring slaves to freedom in the north. A 
secret meeting has been called to discuss whether 
or not the Quakers are to be trusted and if some 
people are willing to take the risk of escaping their 
enslavement and heading north. 

5. Once the improvisations have concluded ask 
students to do some free-writing on the following: 
The secret meeting was discovered! have them 
write their response to this news in role.

Debrief: have a discussion with students about the 
improvisation. how did they feel it went? what emotions, 
anxieties and questions were raised by the participants?

exercIse #2: safety In numbers

culmInatIng exercIse: In role communIty meetIng

During the time of the underground Railroad, messages were 
passed in secret, so that the overseers would not know of 
any escapes being planned and so that fugitives could share 
directions in order to travel north to safety. Messages and 
vital information were hidden in both songs and, according to 
some historians, quilt patterns.

Directions:
1. Read aloud the lyrics of the song “follow the 

Drinking Gourd”.
2. Next, see if the class has any guesses or ideas 

about messages that might be hidden in the lyrics. 
(Exercise continues on next page.)

extensIon: hIdden messages

Parks Lyrics
VERSE 1
When the sun come back,  
When the firs’ quail call, 
Then the time is come 
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d. 
 
CHORUS
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d, 
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d; 
For the ole man say, 
“Foller the drinkin’ gou’d.” 
 
VERSE 2
The riva’s bank am a very good 
road, 
The dead trees show the way, 
Lef’ foot, peg foot goin’ on, 
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d. 

 
CHORUS 
 
VERSE 3
The riva ends a-tween two hills, 
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d; 
‘Nuther riva on the other side 
Follers the drinkin’ gou’d. 
 
CHORUS 
 
VERSE 4
Wha the little riva  
Meet the grea’ big un,  
The ole man waits-- 
Foller the drinkin’ gou’d.
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3. Check out the link below to help decode the song.

follow the Drinking Gourd - what the Lyrics Mean
http://www.followthedrinkinggourd.org/what_The_Lyrics_Mean.htm

After you have looked at ways of hiding messages together, ask students to try 
writing their own secret song lyrics or drawing out a pattern that could have a 
message about a place of safety or directions to follow. 

have them use their own community and local buildings or landmarks as sources 
for the “secret information”. Prompt students to think specifically about passing a 
message to people who have never been there before, so that they could find your 
school, or another landmark in your community by your coded directions.

how did the company create a world 
onstage that took the audience to 
many different places? Think about 
the ways in which they used lighting, 
sets, and effects to create these places. 
what did you see and hear that helped 
you to imagine these places?

how did the performers help us to 
imagine these various places and 
situations? Think about their voices, 

costumes, and physical performances.

Think about the choices that harriet 
made, first as an enslaved person and 
then as a fugitive.  what personal 
qualities do you think she needed 
in order to take the actions that she 
did? why do you think she made the 
decision to risk her own safety to help 
others?

what do courageous people like harriet 
teach us about how to make choices in 
our own lives?

we know that harriet Tubman was a 
real person who faced many challenges. 
If you could sit down and have a 
conversation with her, what questions 
would you ask her?

Materials: Large Mural Paper, writing utensils
Directions:

1. have students conduct some research in order to map the journey that harriet might have taken north to Canada.
2. Next, convert the map into a larger format on mural paper; cover one wall of the classroom and assign pairs of 

students to illustrate safe houses along the way, showing the interior of the house as a cross-section and determining 
where the hiding places might be located in the different houses.

3. Ask students to choose a name for a family who kept the safe house and to write a brief description about them, 
considering the following: names, occupation, different family members, beliefs, resources, etc.

Directions:
1. As a class, read the article entitled “Inside the Slave Pen” by Chris Lackner (Appendix A).
2. Ask students to draw what they imagine it would look like. have them include on the drawing single words or phrases 

that describe the image.
3. In an open space, have students walk silently around the room, visualizing the pen, as if they are a visitor to the 

Directions:
1. have students choose one of the family members from the previous exercise and ask them to write a diary entry in 

role about their part in helping the fugitives to hide in the house and to make a safe journey.
2. Establish a tableau of each family grouping in front of the mural standing “outside” their house, as if they are watching 

their secret guests depart; use the technique of “thought tracking” to hear what each character might be thinking.

Directions:
1. have students create short scenes by combining the thought tracking and reading of the diary entries.
2. Invite other classes to view the mural and perform the scene for them.

post-show Questions

post-show exercises: grades 4-6

post-show exercises: grades 7-8

exercIse #1 mappIng the Journey

exercIse #1 slave pen analysIs and group drama

exercIse #2 makIng a safe house

culmInatIng exercIse: safe house scenes
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1. have students write a letter to the museum outlining their experience. Did they feel the exhibit was meaningful? why? 
why not? 

2. Ask students to share their letter with the class if they are comfortable doing so.

culmInatIng exercIse: letter of experIence

Jon kaplan’s IntroductIon to student revIewers

reviewing a play

Theatre is, for me, an art form that tells me something about myself or gets me thinking about the world in which I live.  

whether going to the theatre as a reviewer or simply an audience member, I think that watching a play is an emotional ex-
perience and not just an intellectual one. I always let a show wash over me, letting it touch my feelings, and only later, after 
the show, do I try to analyze those feelings.  

That’s when I start to think about some of the basic questions you ask when you’re writing a review – what did I see (story, 
characters, themes); how did I respond to what I saw; what parts of the production (script, performances, direction, design 
and possibly other elements) made me feel and think what I did; why was I supposed to respond in that fashion?

when you go to the theatre to review, take a few notes during a show if you feel comfortable doing so, but don’t spend your time 
writing the review during the show; you’ll miss what’s happening onstage.

writing a review doesn’t mean providing a plot summary. That’s only part of the job; you have to discuss your reaction to 
what you saw and try to explore some of the reasons for that reaction.

I don’t believe that there’s any such thing as a totally objective piece of criticism. we are all individuals, bringing our own back-
grounds, experiences and beliefs to a production. In some fashion, every one of us sitting in the theatre is a critic, no matter 
whether we’re writing a review or not; we all react to and form judgments about what we see on the stage.

when I go to a production, I always keep in mind that the people involved in putting it on have worked long and hard – weeks, 
months, sometimes years – getting it onto the stage. Even if I have problems with the result, it’s important to respect the efforts 
that went into the show.

Jon Kaplan is senior theatre writer at NOW Magazine, where he’s worked for the past 31 years.

museum; remembering that it is a special space, deserving of complete respect .
4. As they walk, read some of the words from the drawings to help students imagine the space.
5. Encourage students to imagine themselves as a specific visitor to this museum by having them answer, silently, the 

following questions: what has brought you here today? have you come on your own? have you travelled far to visit 
the museum? what is your occupation? Age? Etc.

6. Once everyone is committed to this imagined world and has had a chance to explore their character, call “freeze”, 
and then in silence, tap individuals for a thought tracking exercise. Members of the class, when tapped, will say what 
thoughts they have in their minds about this place at this moment.
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Chris Lackner
The Ottawa Citizen

Saturday, July 08, 2006

appendIx a
InsIde the slave pen

CINCINNATI, Ohio - The first time Carl 
westmoreland entered the 176-year-old slave 
pen he was overwhelmed with tears and fits 
of rage.

“It was like being in Auschwitz,” the slave 
descendant and historian told me solemnly. 

“I went into the pen and saw the rings and 
I started cursing and crying. I was having 
difficulty breathing.”

Mr. westmoreland’s eyes were immediately 
drawn to the rings built into thick, wooden, 
overhead beams. Instinctually, he knew 
they once held slave chains. It took Mr. 
westmoreland over an hour to regain control 
of his emotions. The return of his wits also 
brought a vision for the pen’s future.

The day after I arrived in Cincinnati on foot, I 
stood with Mr. westmoreland inside the pen. 
The former slave prison is now the primary 
exhibit at the National underground Railroad 
freedom Center, which opened in 2004.

Over a period of two years, the pen was 
dismantled on the farmer’s field near Maysville, 
Kentucky, and restored in the modern, 
waterfront building. Mr. westmoreland is the 
exhibit’s curator.

housed inside an old tobacco barn for 
decades, the pen was largely protected by the 
ravages of time. A log house with eight small, 
barred windows, the pen measures 21 feet by 
30 feet and is 26 feet high. Built by Kentucky 
slave trader John w. Anderson, it housed 
slaves before they were transported south.

Anderson would either ship his human bounty 
1,388 miles down river to Natchez, Mississippi, 
or march slave caravans overland. while I 
walked 132 miles to Cincinnati, I can’t imagine 
making a 750-mile trek in shackles, only to 
be sold like cattle. handcuffed and chained, 
processions of enslaved men, women and 
children were once a common sight in parts of 
America.

As I surveyed the pen with Mr. westmoreland, 
he grew silent. Dressed head-to-toe in black, 
an otherworldly aura surrounded the man. 
In contrast, his light brown, almost cream-
coloured skin was dotted with hundreds 
of freckles; making what looked like a tiny 
constellation of stars on his face.

Before the pen was moved to Cincinnati, Mr. 
westmoreland spent a lot of time alone within 
its walls. he’d sit alone in one shadowy corner, 
his mind lost in a different place and time. 
Sometimes an entire night would pass.

“I thought about the black people in that 
building that were paraded down the road to 
be sold, and the I thought about the fact that 
there were thousands of these things around,” 
he said. “Our people came out of these places 

with their sanity and spirit -- that’s the biggest 
miracle.”

Mr. westmoreland is the great- great-grandson 
of a Georgia slave who was emancipated. I can 
appreciate why the structure moved him to 
tears. But you’d have to have a heart of stone 
not to be affected by the structure in some 
way.

for me, the most heartbreaking aspect of the 
pen is that the families it once housed knew 
their separation was inevitable. After days, 
weeks or months chained together in the room, 
mothers were often separated from children, 
husbands from wives -- each to the highest 
bidder.

Mr. westmoreland said Anderson’s human 
trafficking was worth roughly $800,000 
annually (in modern terms). Anderson’s human 
inventory likely included re-captured fugitives 
slaves and excess slaves purchased from 
northern Kentucky plantations.

when he died in 1834, the number of slaves in 
Anderson’s custody stood at roughly 32. As I 
read the pen’s final inventory list, four stood 
out to me: ‘Malinda and child,’ and ‘Minea and 
child.’” I wondered what ever happened to 
them.

In a letter Anderson wrote to a colleague in 
1832, the advice he gave sounded disturbingly 
like a grocery list: “I want you to find and 
purchase all the negroes you can of a certain 
description -- men and boys from 12 to 25 
years old and girls from 12 to 20 and no 
children. Don’t give more than $400 to $450 
for men from 17 to 25 years.”

while procuring Anderson’s slave pen was a 
coup for the freedom Center, the institution 
has struggled financially. It has also expanded 
its focus from the underground Railroad to 
modern slavery and human rights issues.

“The underground Railroad story shows 
that there are things people can do to 
make a difference -- no matter how small,” 
said freedom Center president Spencer 
Crew. “It offers a modern argument for civil 
engagement.”

Mr. Crew said Canadians should be proud their 
country was a destination for fugitive slaves 

-- largely due to anti-slavery legislation passed 
in upper Canada and the British decision to 
abolish slavery in 1833.

while Mr. Crew’s comments helped place the 
underground Railroad in the 21st century, 
the slave pen offers a window into the past. 
The efforts of both conductors and fugitives 
shouldn’t be forgotten, but the anti-slavery 
movement was needed for a reason. Men and 
woman were making fortunes peddling human 
flesh.

while the pen has been carefully restored, it 
has its critics. I’ve encountered some who 
claim the structure looks too clean and 
sanitized.

But Mr. westmoreland makes no apologies for 
the restoration. he said the goal was to return 
the pen to its original condition, not have it 
pose as some kind of time-weathered relic. 
he said the pen was used to store slaves and 
prepare them for sale -- illness and starvation 
would have taken away from the price slaves 
fetched on the open market. while the pen 
would have been “reasonably clean,” the 
captives’ emotional trauma outweighed any 
physical harm.

“People hug the wall when they enter this 
building, they kiss it, they kick it, they cry,” Mr. 
westmoreland said of the modern exhibit. “I 
wanted people to be able to interact with it.”

On one of my final days in Cincinnati, I 
returned to the freedom Center -- the building 
empty and near closing. During my nearly 
20 minutes alone inside the pen, the silence 
rivalled that of any graveyard.

I thought about how slavery itself often 
seems removed from the tales I’ve heard 
about conductors and fugitives. I recalled 
the emotions the structure stirred inside Mr. 
westmoreland. As I ran my hand over the 
wooden beams and the chain rings, I also 
thought of the hundreds the pen caged.

My brooding was interrupted when the 
museum staff turned the lights out. I quickly 
hurried to the exit. “It’s closing time,” a 
security guard said to me. “what are you still 
doing in there?”

Getting a reality check, I thought to myself.
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YPT provides subsidized programs to qualifying schools through our Connections and Arts Impact initiatives, 
which offer students and teachers the ability to experience, participate and learn through live theatre. It is only 
with the generous support of our Education Partner, BMO Financial Group and our Arts Impact Sponsor, Great 
West Life, London Life & Canada Life, along with Tippet Foundation and an anonymous donor, that these pro-
grams are made possible. Please visit youngpeoplestheatre.ca for additional information.

subsidized programs for schools

EDuCATION  PARTNER ARTS  IMPACT  PARTNER

The following resources aim help to extend the exercises provided in this guide. The books included in this resource list are 
pitched at a wide variety of age levels, so please read them beforehand in order to discern whether they are appropriate for 
your students.

Books
the Book of Negroes
Lawrence hill
(harperCollins Publishers, ON: 2007)

follow the Drinking Gourd
Jeanette winter 
(Alfred Knopf, Ny: 1988)

i want to Be free
Joseph Slate 
(Putnam Juvenile, Ny: 2009)

Moses: when harriet tubman Led her people to freedom
Carole Boston weatherford 
(hyperion Books, Ch: 2006)

Secret Signs: an escape through the Underground railroad 
Anita Riggio 
(Boyds Mills Press, PA: 2002)

the Underground railroad: Next Stop, toronto! 
Adrienne Shadd, Afua Cooper and Karolyn Smardz frost 
(hignell Printing Ltd., MB: 2005)

Underground to Canada
Barbara Smucker
(Puffin Canada, ON: 1978)

Online Resources
Black history Canada: underground Railroad
http://www.blackhistorycanada.ca/events.
php?themeid=21&id=6
This website provides an excellent overview of the 
underground Railroad, as well as several links to other online 
resources on the topic.

Black history in Canada Education Guide
historica-Dominion Institute
http://www.lawrencehill.com/hDI_ed_guide.pdf
This guide explores both historic and contemporary events, 
themes and issues in Black history in Canada, with a focus on 
Lawrence hill’s The Book of Negroes. 

National Geographic: The underground Railroad
http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/
multimedia/interactive/the-underground-railroad/?ar_a=1
This provides a variety of resources, including a timeline of 
significant events, profiles of notable contributors to the 
abolition of slavery in North America, maps outlining the 
network of people who comprised the underground Railroad 
and a glossary of terms.

Ontario Black history Society
www.blackhistorysociety.ca
This non-profit organization strives to promote and preserve 
Black history and heritage in Ontario. with a focus on 
education, this website provides a variety of local and online 
resources, publications and research.

Ottawa Citizen: Canada and the underground Railroad – Tracks 
to freedom
http://www2.canada.com/ottawacitizen/features/freedom/
index.html
This special profile offers an extensive look into the 
underground Railroad in Canada, including an analysis of key 
historical events and special insight into the importance of 
spirituals and call-and-response songs.

Owen Sound’s Black history: underground Railroad Quilt 
Codes
http://www.osblackhistory.com/quilts.php
In addition to a comprehensive look into local history, this 
resource also looks specifically at the use of quilt patterns 
to communicate secret messages among slaves escaping 
captivity by way of the underground Railroad.

sources and resources for teachers
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yPT is the largest The-
atre for young Audences 
(TyA) company in 
Canada and a signifi-
cant institution in the 
Canadian professional 
theatre community. Over 
our 47-year history we 
have produced many 
of the most important 
works that now form the 
canon of plays for young 
audiences in this country. 

At the heart of founder Susan Rubes’ idea for young 
People’s Theatre (yPT) was a belief that children de-
serve a theatre of their own – with resources and stan-
dards no lesser than those for adults. She believed – as 
we do today – that young people deserve good theatre 
because theatre is good for young people.

Through the communal experience of the theatre we 
create for them, children can receive indications of 
what is important, funny, trivial; positive, negative, 
wrong, right, rightish, wrongish; frightening, reassuring, 
empowering, unavoidable; familiar, new, eternal … we 
strongly believe that even through the most playful of 
plays, we are speaking powerfully to children about the 
community and the world in which they live.

Therefore, at the centre of the artistic policy of yPT 
is a desire to have a positive and lasting impact on 
the emotional, social, and intellectual development of 
young people. we want children to be imprinted with 
experiences that will increase their access to the world, 
in order for them to grow into the unique and wonder-
ful people they were born to be. To do this, our pro-

gramming is drawn from the world classics of children’s 
stories, from contemporary works, from the new plays 
we develop, and from productions showcasing the 
most innovative and accomplished theatre for young 
audiences by other Canadian and international theatre 
companies.

At yPT, because we are serious about child develop-
ment through theatre art, children can experience our 
work as either audience members or theatre creators. 
we extend the learning opportunities of our profes-
sional productions through our substantial Education & 
Participation Department. The Department’s services 
for teachers and students helps connect curriculum 
objectives and learning outcomes to the content of our 
professional productions; its Community Participation 
projects link our theatre skill with the educational aspir-
ations of partners who are dedicated to the growth of 
young people; our interest-based Drama School offers 
young people the chance to engage deeply in the ex-
citement of theatre art; and our Community volunteer 
programme offers everyone who wants it, the oppor-
tunity to participate in the mission of yPT. 

yPT is not only a professional theatre for young audi-
ences but a vital community-based centre of arts 
education.

Allen MacInnis
artistic director

young people’s theatre

educatIon & partIcIpatIon department
KAREN GILODO
EDuCATIONAL SERvICES DIRECTOR
416.363.5131 x230 
KGILODO@YOuNGPEOPLESTHEATRE.CA

416.862.2222 | youngpeoplestheatre.ca | 165 front street east, toronto on, m5a 3z4

GOvERNMENT PARTNERS

yPT gratefully acknowledges the outstanding support of  
Ada Slaight, Gary & Donna Slaight & family

THE TRILLIuM FOuNDATION IS AN AGENCY 
OF THE GOvERNMENT OF ONTARIO


