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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

Plot Summary
Nina Simone: Four Women
This play explores the character, music, and ideas of the famous, spirited, and supremely talented singer,
songwriter, and musician Nina Simone. Through the lens of a single day in 1963, playwright Christina Ham
presents a situation that invites us to contemplate not only the life of Nina Simone, but also a tapestry of the
times. The play is set the day following the Ku Klux Klan bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in
Birmingham, Alabama, which killed four young African American girls: Denise McNair, Carole Robertson,
Addie Mae Collins and Cynthia Wesley, on a stairwell of their church as they walked to Sunday school.
Throughout the hours she spends in the ruins of the church, Simone meets three women who come to the
church to find refuge from the post-bombing riots and to wrestle with the emotions this tragic event brings
forth. As the women come together and express their differing views on how to deal with the aftermath of
this horrific racial crime, Simone reaches her decision to start exposing the violence and pain of the Black
American struggle for civil rights with her music, creating the shift from artist to artist-activist. She writes a
song, which gives voice to the efforts of each woman to live in a world where Black Americans struggle so
hard to be given their basic civil rights as citizens of the United States.
Act One—(Overt)ure
In this opening segment, Nina Simone is introduced as a performer who begins to sing, “I Love You, Porgy”
from Porgy and Bess. As she sings, the audience hears echoes of the voices of the four little girls, then an
explosion, screams, and shattering noises. Nina angrily confronts the audience reminding them of historical
atrocities caused by racism.
Act One—Verse One
Sarah or the Strongest Black Woman in the World
Nina enters the debris-scattered, ruined interior of the recently bombed 16th Street Baptist Church. Sam, her
younger brother, wipes down a piano and begins playing as Nina speaks about coming here to write a song
protesting violence. This will be Nina’s first political song and her first song with lyrics. Suddenly, the
bloodied, agitated Sarah enters, seeking sanctuary from the riots outside. A faithful member of the church,
the stalwart, hard-working Sarah is shocked to see others here. In the ensuing scene, Sarah and Nina reveal
differing life experiences and social and political viewpoints. Sarah considers Nina to be a radical and states
that “I ain’t into that radical business.” When Nina shares her music, Sarah is skeptical.
Act One—Verse Two
Sephronia or the Mulatto that Lives Between Two Worlds
When Sephronia enters, all are ready to defend themselves. Sarah mistrusts Sephronia because of her
light-colored skin. Sephronia has been actively involved and injured in civil rights protests and recognizes and
respects Nina because she has heard her sing, but she and Nina disagree about the best way to fight racial
injustice. When Nina sings “Mississippi Goddam,” Sephronia tells her that the song is dangerous, while Sarah
thinks it is filthy. When they hear a noise, Sarah goes off to identify the source of the noise.

CONTINUED...
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

Plot Summary
Nina Simone: Four Women
Act One—Chorus
Sweet Thing or the Sweetest Hips Money Can Buy
Sweet Thing enters, holding a switchblade to Sarah’s throat. When she sees Sephronia, she angrily goes
to attack her, but is stopped by a blinding light and the sound of four girls crying.
Act Two—Bridge
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
As the Act opens, Nina tenderly sings Oscar Brown’s, ‘Brown Baby’. As she finishes, the other women
fearfully recognize the power of music to calm unsettled spirits. The attractive, street smart, Sweet Thing
and Sephronia reveal the source of their ongoing animosity toward one other. Nina diverts their attention when she sings, “To Be Young, Gifted and Black.” The women share their fears and longings about
motherhood and children. The scene ends with Nina declaring her need to speak the truth.
Act Two—Outro
The New Math: Four Women
The four women continue their disputes, but then Nina suggests they do a Stick Dance. Nina, Sarah,
Sephronia, and Sweet Thing dance and sing together and then all collapse in laughter and tears as they
begin to realize their common bond. Separate, yet united, they confidently sing the final song, “Four
Women,” which provides an intriguing way to honor each of these fascinating characters that serve as
archetypes of African American women.

Nina Simone at the Piano
By Dr. Virginia McFerran, Perpich Center for Arts Education
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

The Characters
Nina Simone: Four Women
Nina Simone
A thirty-year old classically trained Black pianist, singer, and songwriter,
equally at home with Bach and the Blues. Nina grew up in a religious family of
musicians and when she was three years old, taught herself to play music by
ear. She was regarded as a child prodigy. Her talent and dedication to her art
propelled Nina into the music scene where she became a famous and highly
regarded performer. Angry about prejudice, segregation, and violence, she
decides she must sing not only standard songs that people want to hear, but
also challenging songs that people need to hear.
Regina Marie Williams* is Nina
Simone

Sarah
A strong, hard-working, firmly religious Black woman in her forties. Sarah
grew up in a family of thirteen children and helped to raise them. Not a
complainer, she has always worked long hours at low-wage jobs. A dignified
and trustworthy person, Sarah is suspicious and wary of the Civil Rights
Movement and fears white society’s violent backlash. She remains strong in
her convictions and is a person to be relied upon.

Aimee K. Bryant* is Sarah

Sephronia
A thirty to forty-year-old biracial woman who craves acceptance and seeks
to belong. She has joined the Civil Rights Movement, supports Dr. Martin
Luther King and participates actively in non-violent acts of civil disobedience.
Sarah has suffered retaliatory physical injuries during these peaceful
demonstrations. She exhibits an ongoing antagonism toward Sweet Thing—a
childhood rival.

Jamila Anderson* is Sephronia
*Denotes Member of Actor’s Equity Association
CONTINUED...

www.parksquaretheatre.org | page 6

THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

The Characters
Nina Simone: Four Women

Sweet Thing
A young, tan, street-smart woman in her twenties, Sweet Thing is extremely
attractive. Men have come and gone in her life, but she has not found love.
She can be vicious and volatile, but also exhibits a tender side. Sweet Thing
resists the norm and seems tough but vulnerable. She challenges and insults
the other women, and tries to physically attack her rival, Sephronia.

Traci Allen Shannon* is Sweet
Thing

Sam Waymon
The younger brother of Nina Simone. He plays the
piano and interacts with Nina and the other women.
He never says a word, but his piano speaks for him.

Sanford Moore is Sam

* Denotes Member of Actor’s Equity Association

By Dr.Virginia McFerran, Perpich Center for Arts Education
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

The Playwright
Christina Ham
Christina Ham's plays have been developed and produced both
nationally and internationally with the Kennedy Center, The
Guthrie Theater, Ensemble Studio Theatre, The Goodman
Theater, Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, and the Tokyo
International Arts Festival among many others.
Ham’s children’s play, Four Little Girls: Birmingham 1963, was
directed by Tony Award winning actress Phylicia Rashad and
performed in front of a sold-out audience at the Kennedy Center
to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the 16th Street Baptist
Church bombing. It was simultaneously presented and/or
produced in 47 states across the country on the same day, with
former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and former Attorney
General Eric Holder conducting the post-show discussion in
Birmingham in addition to streaming worldwide. Her children’s
Christina Ham, Playwright
Musical, Ruby! The Story of Ruby Bridges, was the best-selling
show in the history of St. Paul's SteppingStone Theatre.
Ms. Ham is the recent recipient of a 2015 Travel and Study Grant from the Jerome Foundation which will
allow her travel to Dublin, Ireland and work with The Abbey Theatre for her new play Niagara that looks at
the parallels between the Irish and Harlem Renaissances. Ms. Ham is also the Program Coordinator for the
Many Voices Fellowship Program at the Playwrights' Center where she mentors emerging playwrights of
color. She is also a professor of black theater history and playwriting at Augsburg College. Ms. Ham holds an
MFA in Playwriting from The UCLA School of Theater, Film, and Television where she was a Graduate
Opportunity Fellow, and is a Core Writer at the Playwrights' Center. She was recently named a Mellon
Playwright in Residence at Pillsbury House Theatre.

Article Source:
http://www.christinaham.com/about/
Image Source:
https://pwcenter.org/sites/default/files/styles/profile_image/public/profile-pictures/christina-ham-300sq.jpg?itok=xeuIi2R8
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

Who Was Nina Simone?
Everything that happened to me as a child involved music.
It was part of everyday life, as automatic as breathing.
-Nina Simone
Nina Simone, named Eunice Waymon, was born February 21, 1933 in Tryon, North Carolina. She was the
sixth of eight children born to Mary Kate, a Methodist minister, and John Divine, a musician, barber, and dry
cleaner.
Eunice grew up in an environment infused with music: “Everybody played music. There was never any formal
training; we learned to play the same way we learned to walk, it was that natural” (Simone 14). Eunice
clapped to hymns as a baby and at three taught herself to play music on the organ by ear. By three and a
half, she was playing opening hymns at church services. By age six, she was the regular piano accompanist at
church. Many in the community considered Eunice a prodigy.
Her mother, Mary Kate, was working for the Miller family as a housekeeper and one weekend, Mrs. Miller
visited their church. Hearing Eunice play, she was deeply impressed and offered to pay for one year’s worth
of lessons. Eunice began studying with Muriel Massinovitch (whom she called Miz Mazzy). Miz Mazzy
introduced her to Bach, whom Eunice loved. In her autobiography, she says, “Once I understood Bach’s music
I never wanted to be anything other than a concert pianist” (Simone 23).
Miz Mazzy also taught her how to read and write music and how to sing; she studied with Miz Mazzy until
she went to high school. After her first year of lessons, several women in town established the Eunice
Waymond Tuition Fund to help Eunice pay for lessons.
The first time Eunice encountered the racism engrained in her society was during a piano recital she played at
when she was eleven. Her family was sitting in the front and were asked by a white family to move to the
back. Appalled and confused, Eunice protested, refusing to play until her family was given back their original
seats.
Eunice practiced piano several hours a day and, unlike other children, spent much of her free time in
solitude. When she began dating a neighbor, Edney Whiteside, his companionship meant a great deal to her.
Eunice went to high school at Allen School for Girls. At the school, she took piano lessons twice a week,
practiced about five hours each day and planned to attend Julliard and then take the scholarship examination
to attend Curtis Institute of Music. She saw Edney on weekends and frequently wrote letters. However, he
slowly stopped writing and she learned he was seeing a girl back in their hometown. At her graduation from
Allen School, he asked her to choose between him and moving to New York to become a classical pianist.
Eunice could not throw away her career for a relationship that might not work out. So she ended things with
Edney and tried to focus on practicing for her audition. During this time, her mother recalled, “I saw Eunice
spend seven hours at a time trying to memorize nineteen pages of music. And I saw her cry”
(Brun-Lambert 30).
CONTINUED...
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

Who Was Nina Simone?
Despite her hard work, Eunice was not accepted into Curtis. At first she questioned her own talent, then
began wondering if her rejection was racially motivated. While the school had accepted African Americans
previously, Eunice thought it unlikely that a young poor black woman that no one knew about met their
restrictive standards. In her words: “The wonderful thing about this type of discrimination is that you can
never know for sure if it is true, because no one is going to turn around and admit to being a racist”
(Simone 42).
Devastated, Simone quit playing for a while. She was miserable and decided to take lessons in New York,
determined to take the examination again the following year. To fund her lessons, she worked first as an
accompanist, then as a piano player in a bar in Atlantic City. Playing popular tunes and jazz, she adopted the
stage name Nina Simone so her mother (who thought such music was “the devil’s music”) would not know
where she was playing. She began singing, told by her employer that he had hired a singer, not just a piano
player, and played with counterpoint in her songs. Her unique styling of blending jazz, blues, and classical
music garnered her a fan base and drew attention from record companies.
In 1958, Nina met Don Ross, a self-proclaimed beatnik and artist. They soon married but she discovered he
had little interest in making art and preferred lounging around, drinking and smoking. In the same year, she
continued playing clubs and recorded “I Loves You, Porgy.” She soon recorded her debut album, Little Girl
Blue, on Bethlehem Records. She didn’t care about being famous and planned on using the money for the
record sales to continue her dream of being a classical pianist.
With the success of her first album, Nina signed with Colpix records, which allowed her all creative control,
including what material she wanted to record. In 1961, having separated from Don, Nina married a New York
police detective, Andrew Stroud. He later became her manager and the two had a child together named Lisa.
In 1964, Nina changed record labels, moving to Dutch Philips. She began to focus more on her African
American origins in her music, partly due to the influence of a friendship with Lorraine Hansberry. Lorraine
drew her into the Civil Rights Movement and through her, Nina found a passion for getting involved. Lorraine
was an intellectual and saw civil rights as only one part of wider racial and class struggle. She understood that
Nina felt separated from the movement, but Lorraine explained she was already involved in struggle because
she was black.
With the murder of Medgar Evers and the 16th Street Church bombing in Birmingham, Alabama, Nina could
no longer deny her need to participate and wrote the protest song “Mississippi Goddamn.” A message of civil
rights became a central part of her repertoire, leading to Nina’s involvement in many civil rights meetings,
including the Selma and Montgomery marches.
In 1967, Simone switched record labels again, this time moving to RCA Victor. Her music was almost
exclusively focused on civil rights, and her concerts often confused audiences, making them feel they were
being more lectured to than entertained.

CONTINUED...
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

Who Was Nina Simone?
No longer producing large hits, Nina began to struggle financially. She separated from Andrew Stroud and
went to Barbados in 1970, also feeling the need to leave the US after the death of Malcolm X and Martin
Luther King, Jr. Stroud took Nina’s departure as signal for divorce and left permanently, simultaneously ending his job as her manager. She later moved to Switzerland and the Netherlands before settling in France in
1992.
She published her autobiography, I Put a Spell on You, in 1992. She continued to tour throughout the 1990s
and sold more than one million records in the last decade of her life. She was diagnosed with breast cancer in
2001 and eventually died in her sleep in her home in France on April 21, 2003.

Sources:
Brun-Lambert. Nina Simone: The Biography. London: Aurum Press, 2010. Print.
Simone, Nina and Stephan Cleary. I Put A Spell On You. New York: Pantheon Books, 1991. Print.

Nina Simone in Performance

By Gina Musto, Dramaturg, Nina Simone: Four Women

www.parksquaretheatre.org | page 11

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

The Bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church
On the Sunday morning of September 15, 1963, the Ku Klux Klan bombed the 16th Street Baptist Church. Just
before eleven o’clock, the congregation was knocked to the ground as the bomb went off under the front
steps. In the basement, five girls were in the bathrooms getting dressed for the Youth Day service. 14-yearolds Addie Mae Collins, Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, and 11-year-old Carole Denise McNair were killed.
Addie’s 12-year-old sister Susan survived, but was permanently blinded. At least 20 others were treated in
hospitals and many treated privately from cuts and contusions due to broken glass and flying debris.
Since its construction in 1911, the church had served as the center for Birmingham’s African American
community. Near City Hall and the commercial district in the city, the church had served as a meeting place,
social center, and lecture hall. Because of its size, location, and importance to the community, it had become
a headquarters for civil rights mass meetings and rallies. As Birmingham was the most segregated city in the
US, the church had joined the SCLC campaign to focus on desegregation, being the starting point for the
“Children’s Crusade” which occurred on May 2,
1963, with students from ages eight to eighteen
gathering to talk to the new mayor about
segregation. This march resulted in
thousands of children and adults being injured
and incarcerated by the harsh response of the
commissioner of public safety.
Due to the success of the Birmingham
Campaign on May 10, 1963, the city agreed to
desegregate lunch counters, restrooms,
drinking fountains, and fitting room, as well as
to hire African Americans in stores as clerks and
to release the jailed demonstrators. Violence
continued to plague the city, including a
16th Street Baptist Church
bombing in the Gaston Motel on May 11, where
Martin Luther King, Jr. had been staying, and
damage to the home of King’s brother, A.D. King. NAACP attorney Arthur Shores’ house was bombed on
August 20 and September 4 in retaliation for his work on desegregating schools. On September 9, President
Kennedy took control of the Alabama National Guard, which Governor Wallace had been using to block court
-ordered desegregation of public schools. Around this time, Robert Chambliss, who would soon become a
suspect in the church bombing, foreshadowed violence when he told his niece, “Just wait until Sunday
morning and they’ll beg us to let them segregate.”
The violence set off waves of protest in the city, causing rioting and fires in business establishments run by
African Americans. City police shot a 16-year old boy, Johnny Robinson, when he ran after being caught
throwing stones at cars. Another boy, Virgil Ware, age 13, was shot and killed as he was riding his bike
through a suburb to the north of the city. NAACP Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins told President Kennedy
that unless the Federal Government moved to offer more than “picayune and piecemeal aid against this type
of bestiality,” African Americans would “employ such methods as our desperation may dictate in defense of
CONTINUED...
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

The Bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church
the lives of our people.” After the terrorist attack, white strangers visited the grieving families to express their
condolences and their sorrow. At the funeral for three of the girls, more than 8,000 mourners, including 800
clergymen of both races and Martin Luther King, Jr. attended. News stories covered the symbolic incidents
that occurred at the time of the bombing, including the clock stopping at exactly 10:22 a.m. and the face of
Jesus being cleanly blown out of the only remaining stained glass window. The bombing was the 21st in
Birmingham in eight years, the fourth in four weeks, the third since the issues of desegregation had come to a
boil on September 4, and the first to kill.
After the bombing, Martin Luther King, Jr. sent a telegram to Governor Wallace, stating bluntly, “The blood of
little children is on your hands.” The deaths and violence outraged the nation and gave support to the
eventual passing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Meanwhile, the FBI in Birmingham launched an investigation
while the city offered a $52,000 reward for the arrest of the bombers and Wallace offered another $5,000.
FBI agents named four men as primary suspects – Thomas Blanton, Robert Chambliss, Bobby Frank Cherry,
and Herman Cash. All four were members of the Cahaba River Group, a splinter of the Eastview Klavern #13
chapter of the Klan. They were considered one of the most violent groups in the South, responsible for the
1961 attacks on the Freedom Riders in Birmingham.
In 1968, the investigation ended with no indictments.
The FBI claimed that, while they had identified the
four suspects, witnesses were reluctant to talk and
they lacked physical evidence. Chambliss was
convicted on an explosives charge, but no charges
were filed for the bombing of the church.
In 1971, focusing on building trust with witnesses who
had been reluctant to testify, Alabama Attorney
General Bill Baxley reopened the case and requested
evidence from the FBI. One of these witnesses,
Elizabeth Cobbs, was the niece of Robert Chambliss.
In her book on her involvement in the case, she
describes the possessive and controlling command
Chambliss had on his family, so much that they feared
to speak out against him knowing it would likely
result in horrific abuse or death. Cobbs stepped
forward anyway and Chambliss was convicted of
After the bombing
murder on November 14, 1977. Decades later, in
2000, the FBI worked with Alabama state authorities
to bring charges against the remaining suspects. On May 1, 2001, Thomas Blanton was convicted and
sentenced to life in prison. In 2002, Bobby Frank Cherry was convicted as well, boasting that he was the one
who planted the bomb. Herman Cash died in 1994, having never been prosecuted for the incident. Many
questions remain unanswered in the attack; however, Cobbs believed in asking them “lest we forget that we
all have an obligation to demand truth and candor from those we appoint to serve and protect us as law
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

The Bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church
enforcement officers and government officials. From those to whom we have given authority, we must exact
responsibility. For this is the essence of freedom, the very definition of democracy, and our only hope against
oppression” (Cobbs 188). She goes on to say,
There are still too many secrets. There are still too many lies. There are still too many people
suffering while the powerful manipulate and the political posture. If I am to call for truth, I
must offer truth. We all should settle for nothing less. For it is only in an atmosphere of truth
that freedom can ever prosper. It is only in an atmosphere of truth that those men and women
who dare to do violence to others can be halted and brought to justice. And it is only in an atmosphere of truth that we can learn to relate to each other by our compassion and our honesty rather than to judge each other on the points of difference between us. None of us will be
free until we are all free. (Cobbs 190)

Sources:
Cobbs, Elizabeth H./Petric J. Smith. Long Time Coming. Birmingham: Crane Hill Publishers, 1994. Print.
http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/civilrights/al11.htm
http://www.nps.gov/subjects/civilrights/16th-street-baptist-church.htm
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/longterm/churches/archives1.htm

By Gina Musto, Dramaturg, Nina Simone: Four Women
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A Civil Rights Timeline
1948 July 26: President Truman signs Executive Order 9981, abolishing racial discrimination in the U.S.
Armed Forces and eventually leading to the end of segregation in the services.
1954 May 17: The Supreme Court Rules on the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education, unanimously
agreeing that segregation in public school is unconstitutional.
1955 August: Fourteen-year-old Emmet Till is brutally killed for allegedly whistling at a white woman. Two
white men, J.W. Milam and Roy Bryant, are arrested for the murder and acquitted by an all-white
jury.
December 1: NAACP member Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat at the front of the “colored
section” of a bus to a white passenger. In response to her arrest, the Montgomery black community
launches a bus boycott, which lasts for more than a year until buses are desegregated on December
21, 1956.
1956 February: Due to court order, the University of Alabama accepts Autherine Lucy, its first African
American student, but manages to find legal ways of preventing her attendance.
1957 January-February: Martin Luther King, Jr., Charles K. Steele, and Fred L. Shuttlesworth establish the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, which chooses King as its first president.
1957 September: Formerly all-white Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, blocks nine black students
from entering on the orders of Governor Orval Faubus. President Eisenhower sends federal troops
and the National Guard to intervene on behalf of the students who become known as the “Little Rock
Nine.”
1960 February 1: Four black students from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College begin a sit-in
at a segregated Woolworths’ lunch counter. The event triggers similar nonviolent protests throughout
the South.
April: The Students of Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) is founded at Shaw University in
Raleigh, North Carolina, providing young blacks with a place in the Civil Rights Movement.
November 14: Ruby Bridges becomes the first African American child to attend an all white
elementary school in the South following court-ordered integration in New Orleans, Louisiana.
1961 May: Student volunteers, black and white, begin taking bus trips through the South to test out new
laws that prohibit segregation on interstate travel facilities. Several groups of the “freedom riders”
are attacked by angry mobs along the way. The program, sponsored by the Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE) and SNCC, involves more than 1,000 volunteers.
CONTINUED...
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A Civil Rights Timeline
1962 October 1: James Meredith becomes the first black student to enroll in the University of Mississippi.
Violence and riots surrounding the incident cause President Kennedy to send 5,000 federal troops.
1963 April 16: Martin Luther King, Jr. is arrested and jailed during anti-segregation protests in Birmingham,
Alabama, and writes “Letters from Birmingham Jail.”
May: During the civil rights protests in Birmingham, Commissioner of Public Safety, Eugene Connor,
allows for use of fire hoses and police dogs on black demonstrators. Images of brutality are televised,
gaining sympathy for the Civil Rights Movement.
June 12: Mississippi’s NAACP field secretary, Medgar Evers, is murdered outside his home. Bryon
De La Beckwith is tried twice in 1964 for the assassination, both trials ending in a hung jury. Thirty
years later he is convicted.
August 28: Around 200,000 people join the March on Washington, congregating at the Lincoln
Memorial, where Martin Luther King, Jr. delivers his famous “I Have a Dream” speech.
September 15: Four young girls (Denise McNair, Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson, and Addie Mae
Collins) attending Sunday school are killed when a bomb explodes at the 16th Street Baptist Church
in Birmingham, Alabama.
November 22: John F. Kennedy is assassinated.
1964 Summer: The Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), a network of civil rights groups that
includes CORE and SNCC, launches a massive effort to register black voters during what is
known as the Freedom Summer.
July 2: President Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits discrimination of all kinds
based on race, color, religion, or national origin.
August 4: The bodies of three civil rights workers (two white, one black) are found in an earthen dam
in Neshoba County, Mississippi. James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner had been
working to register black voters in Mississippi. They were arrested by the police on speeding charges,
incarcerated for several hours, and then released after dark into the hands of the Ku Klux Klan, who
murdered them.
1965 February 21: Malcolm X is assassinated in Harlem.
March 7: In Selma, marchers begin to head to Montgomery in support of voting rights. Fifty marchers
are hospitalized after the police use tear gas, whips, and clubs against them. The incident is dubbed
“Bloody Sunday” by the media.
August 10: Congress passes the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

CONTINUED...
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A Civil Rights Timeline
1963 August 11-17: Race riots erupt in Los Angeles.
1965 September 24: President Johnson issues Executive Order 11246, which enforces affirmative action for
the first time.
1966 January 6: SNCC announces its opposition to the Vietnam War.
June 6: James Meredith begins his “March Against Fear” from Memphis, Tennessee, to encourage
African American Mississippians to register to vote.
October: The Black Panthers are founded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale.
1967 April 19: Stokely Carmichael coins the phrase “black power” in a speech in Seattle. He defines it as an
assertion of black pride and “the coming together of black people to fight for their liberation by any
means necessary.”
June 12: In Loving v. Virginia, the Supreme Court rules that the prohibition of interracial marriage is
unconstitutional.
July: Major race riots take place in Newark (July 12-16) and Detroit (July 23-30).
September 1: Thurgood Marshall becomes the first African American Justice appointed to the
Supreme Court.
1968 April 4: Martin Luther King, Jr. is shot as he stands on the balcony outside his hotel room in
Memphis, Tennessee. James Earl Ray is convicted of the assassination.
April 11: President Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 1968, prohibiting discrimination in the sale,
rental, and financing of housing.
1971 April 20: The Supreme Court in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education, upholds busing
as a legitimate means for achieving integration of public schools.
Sources:
http://www.infoplease.com/spot/civilrightstimeline1.html
http://kids.laws.com/civil-rights-timeline

By Gina Musto, Dramaturg, Nina Simone: Four Women
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Tossing Lines
A Pre-play Class Activity
Objective:
The purpose of this activity is to familiarize students with Nina Simone: Four Women by exposing them to
lines spoken in the play. Based on these lines, students are to make predictions about the play’s characters
and central conflicts and discuss these predictions. This activity helps students form questions, gain insight,
and build excitement for seeing and hearing these lines acted out on stage. “Tossing Lines” serves the
students best if completed before they attend the play.
Time Allotted:
20-30 minutes

Materials:
Tennis ball or hackey-sack
Slips of paper cut from Tossing Lines on the following page

Procedure:
Cut out the slips of paper printed on the following page and distribute them to volunteers. Give students a
few minutes (or overnight, if appropriate) to practice or memorize their lines. When they’re ready, have
these students form a circle and give one student the ball. After she speaks her line, the student tosses the
ball to another student who speaks his assigned line. Students toss the ball across the circle until all lines
have been heard a few times. Encourage students to speak lines with varying emotions, seeking out a
variety of ways to perform the lines. If there is time, reassign lines within the group or to other students in
the class for another round.
Optional:
Reassign lines within the group (or to other students in the classroom) and continue for another round.
Discussion Questions:
1. Where and when do you think the play is set? Which lines support your ideas?
2. What do these lines tell you about the characters? Who might the characters be?
3. What are some of the conflicts the characters are dealing with?
4. Can you predict what themes the play might explore?
5. Based on these lines, what images come to mind? What do you expect to see visually during the play?

Activity adapted from: O’Brien, Peggy. Shakespeare Set Free. New York: Washington Square Press, 1993.
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Tossing Lines
A Pre-play Class Activity
To the Teacher:
Cut these apart and distribute to students.

They murdered the little girl in all of us.
I just don’t know nothing ‘bout being no radical. That ain’t my style.
You can hide a lot in darkness—you just can’t hide from yourself.
My heart’s a two-timer: it lies to itself and to me.
I’ll slay folks with my lyrics and save my bullets for later.
Somebody’s got to say the unspeakable when something awful happens.
My body’s been turned into a battleground.
Mothers are our toughest critics.
If we don’t claim our real names—we allow ourselves to become erased along with them.
It takes strength not to kick somebody’s butt after they’ve kicked yours.
Peel back your skin so we can see what’s underneath it.
It would be if we weren’t told our skin is sin.
My fans that most loved me didn’t look nothing like me.
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Scene to Read Aloud
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
Objective
The students will experience the differences between the first reading of a scene and a more fully acted
version of the scene.

Introduction
In the scene “Four Women Meet Four Little Girls” from Nina Simone: Four Women, the four women react
after being startled by the presence of the four girls killed in the 16th Street Baptist Church.

To the Teacher
Prepare the students for reading the scene by having them read the character descriptions.

Activity One: Read the Scene
Assign the roles of Nina, Sarah, Sephronia, and Sweet Thing to four students. You may want to have them
read at their desks or stand in front of the class. Have the students read through the scene once. Ask the rest
of the class to focus on the following questions:
1. What is happening in the scene? What can you tell about the situation?
2. What can you tell about the characters’ relationships with each other?
3. How is the presence of the little girls felt even though they are not present?
4. What is the effect of the scene on you, the audience member?

Activity Two: Read the Scene On Your Feet
Choose four other students. This time have the students stand in front of the class and read through the
scene once.
After reading the scene a second time, ask the class:
1. Why does the playwright, Ham, have Nina and the other women meet the four girls? Explain.
2. How would you use theatrical effects (sound, lighting) to make the little girls’ presence known to the
four women, and in turn, the audience?
3. Why do some of the women feel responsible for the little girls’ deaths? Should they feel responsible?
Explain.
4. Nina brings up the idea of protecting the next generation of girls. What practical solutions would you
propose to protect youth from violence and racial discrimination? Explain.
5. Why does Sarah say the media doesn’t name the four little girls? What power is there in saying
someone’s name? Think of current events where victims of violence are named by the survivors.
CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Scene to Read Aloud:
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
The lights come up. Nina, Sarah, Sephronia, and Sweet Thing are visibly shaken. They stare at each other in
silence for a moment. They find their way to their feet. Finally, Sweet Thing breaks the mood.
SWEET THING. Y’all see that—?
SARAH. The gossip be true—
SEPHRONIA. I can’t believe it—
SARAH. Thank God that song seem to calm them down.
SWEET THING. For now. I don’t know ‘bout you all but I’m ‘bout to get up outta here.
Sweet thing grabs her things as if to head to the door
SEPHRONIA. They’ve added more police to the barricade. You’re stuck in here with all eight of us.
SWEET THING. (points to Sephronia) This is all your fault.
SEPHRONIA. My fault?
SWEET THING. If I ain’t have to chase your tail in here I wouldn’t be in this haunted house.
SEPHRONIA. Nobody told you to follow me in here.
SWEET THING. If you think I’m gonna just forget about what happened you got another thing coming.
SARAH. Nina, you said innocents rest in peace.
NINA. It was foolish of me to think anyone would after being blown up with nineteen sticks of
dynamite.
SWEET THING. Get Dr. King over here to dance in a Holy Ghost circle for them or something.
SARAH. Pastor Cross the pastor of this church—not Dr. King.
SEPHRONIA. This is a job for our men. Our leaders know what they’re doing.
NINA. Except when it comes to protecting our babies and us.
SEPHRONIA. I wish you’d give our men some credit.
CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Scene to Read Aloud:
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
NINA. When they’ve done something that deserves it I will but this isn’t about them. We’ve got to make sure
no more of our girls end up like these four—made into ash before they could ever become fully formed clay.
SWEET THING. That sounds real poetical, but how we make it practical?
SARAH. By being real with them. Every night ‘fore bedtime I talk to my daughter while I’m oiling her scalp
and braiding her hair. The words of a mother can be like a balm in Gilead.
NINA. Our daughters have been our responsibility, but now they have to be our priority.
SWEET THING. Sound like empty words to me. My mama’s number one priority was whipping me every
chance she got.
SEPHRONIA. Big surprise there.
Sweet Thing points her finger at Sephronia as if to say, “watch it”.
NINA. I don’t have all the answers. (Just more questions).
Nina retreats to the piano.
SARAH. (Takes in the church) This is what happens when you...radical.
NINA. That’s ridiculous.
SARAH. If we had just left well enough alone—
NINA. Things are sick down here...everywhere.
SARAH. If we hadn’t demanded this desegregation—Took it slow—Our girls wouldn’t be dead right now.
NINA. Jim Crow was killing long before desegregation.
SARAH. The news won’t even call them by they names. They just say the “four little girls”. If they can get rid
of they names then it’s like none of this ever happened.
SEPHRONIA. If we don’t claim our real names—we allow ourselves to become erased along with them.
SWEET THING. It ain’t about us claiming our names. It’s about folk accepting who we are.
SEPHRONIA. That’s what I just said.
CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Scene to Read Aloud:
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
SWEET THING. What you don’t get is that to most men women ain’t nothing but a piece of—
SARAH. I thought you was leaving.
Sweet Thing gets ready to move, but no one follows. She notices.
SWEET THING. I am and y’all done lost your right minds if you gonna stay up in here.
Nina sits back down at the piano.
NINA. They need us. Just like we need each other. Nothing’s crazy about that.

CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Scene to Read Aloud:
Four Women Meet Four Little Girls
Activity Three: Attend the Performance
1. When you saw the play, how was your experience of the scene different from when your class
read and performed it?
2. What did the actors add to the scene?
3. How were theatrical effects used to make the presence of the little girls known to the characters
and audience?

Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley and Addie Mae Collins—
the victims of the 16th Street Church Bombing.

By Alexandra Howes
Twin Cities Academy
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

“Four Women”: Lyrics with Questions for
Discussion
“Four Women” Pre-play Listening and Discussion Activity
Nina Simone: Four Women by Christina Ham is based on the imagined meeting of the four characters
described in Simone’s song “Four Women.” Before seeing the play, study the lyrics below and listen to the
song:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WRmzQ39sXTQ
“Four Women” by Nina Simone
My skin is black
My arms are long
My hair is woolly
My back is strong
Strong enough to take the pain
inflicted again and again
What do they call me
My name is AUNT SARAH
My name is Aunt Sarah
My skin is yellow
My hair is long
Between two worlds
I do belong
My father was rich and white
He forced my mother late one night
What do they call me
My name is SEPHRONIA
My name is Sephronia
My skin is tan
My hair is fine
My hips invite you
my mouth like wine
Whose little girl am I?
Anyone who has money to buy
What do they call me
My name is SWEET THING
My name is Sweet Thing

Simone Performing

My skin is brown
my manner is tough
I'll kill the first mother I see
my life has been too rough
I'm awfully bitter these days
because my parents were slaves
What do they call me
My name is PEACHES
CONTINUED...
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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT

“Four Women”: Lyrics with Questions for
Discussion
“Four Women” Discussion Questions:
1.

Describe AUNT SARAH in your own words. What does she look like? What type of work do you think
she does? How do others treat her? Do you think she is a stereotype or symbol? If so, what does she
represent?

2.

Examine the second stanza. What does SEPHRONIA mean when she says, “Between two worlds/I do
belong”? What are these worlds? How do you know this? What does she struggle with?

3.

In the third stanza, Simone introduces SWEET THING. When the song first came out, this character
was very controversial. Who is she? Who does she belong to? What does she seem to represent? Why
is she called SWEET THING?

4.

The final stanza introduces PEACHES. How does her manner and language differ from the other three
women? How would she be portrayed in film or television?

5.

Why do you think the names of each of these women are capitalized? How are they significant as
human beings? Do you think they are being judged or honored or simply presented as they are?
Explain.

6.

Now look at all four stanzas and consider the women and the order in which they are introduced. Is it
possible that Simone intended them to represent a timeline that could relate to slavery and civil rights
in America? Explain.
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Four Women: A Writing Activity
Instructions to Student:
Create your own song or poem based on Nina Simone’s “Four Women.”

Step 1: Study the lyrics and listen to the song “Four Women” by Nina Simone.
Step 2: Create your own stanza based on your name, using the format below. Try to rhyme the 1 st and 3rd
lines.
My (skin, eyes, or hair) is/are __________________________________________________________
My (arms, legs, or body) is/are _________________________________________________________
My (manner, style, attitude) is __________________________________________________________
My life is/has been ________________________________________________________________________
Step 3: Next write a couplet (two rhyming lines) about who you are, what you do, your background, or what
has happened to you.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
Step 4: Fill in the blanks below with your name, nickname, or what you would like to be called:
What do they call me?
My name is ______________________________________________________________________
My name is ________________________________________________________________________

Step 5: Rewrite your entire poem or song lyrics into one nine-line stanza. Try singing it or listening to it with
Simone’s music in the background.
Step 6: Get together in groups of 4 and share your lyrics with each other. Create your own four-stanza poem
or song by putting all of your stanzas together.

By Dr. Virginia McFerran, Perpich Center for Arts Education
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Nina Simone in Her Own Words
Purpose: Students will learn more about Nina Simone as a musician, activist, woman and artist through
quotations taken from her autobiography and various other publications.
Directions:
1. Have students read each Nina Simone quote below. (You may want to assign the quotes to
individual students to read out loud to the class.)
2. Divide the students into groups or pairs to discuss the eight quotations which follow.
3. Ask students to write answers to questions 1-4 on the next page.
4. Have students share the quotation they worked on and their answers with the class.
1.

“Everything that happened to me as a child involved music. It was part of everyday life, as automatic as
breathing. Everybody played music. There was never any formal training; we learned to play the same
way we learned to walk, it was that natural.”

2.

“As time went on I began to understand why Mrs. Massinovitch only allowed me to practice Bach. He is
technically perfect. When you play Bach’s music you have to understand that he’s a mathematician
and all the notes you play add up to something – they make sense. They always add up to climaxes, like
ocean waves getting bigger and bigger until after a while when so many waves have gathered you have
a great storm. Each note you play is connected to the next note, and every note has to be executed
perfectly or the whole effect is lost. Once I understood Bach’s music I never wanted to be anything
other than a concert pianist; Bach made me dedicate my life to music.”

3.

After Nina Simone moved to Europe, she said, “I left this country [the United States] because I didn’t
like this country. I didn’t like what it was doing to my people, and I left.”

4.

Two events stood out in pulling Nina into the movement: the murder of Medgar Evers, a civil rights
activist who was assassinated for his work with desegregation and voting rights, and the 16th Street
Baptists Church bombing. About these events, Nina said,
...all the truths that I had denied to myself for so long rose up and slapped my face. The
bombing of the little girls in Alabama and the murder of Medgar Evers were like the final
pieces of a jigsaw that made no sense until you had fitted the whole thing together. I suddenly
realized what it was to be black in America in 1963, but it wasn’t an intellectual connection of the
type Lorraine had been repeating to me over and over – it came as a rush of fury, hatred, and
determination.

CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Nina Simone in Her Own Words
5.

“In the white man’s world the black man would always lose out, so the ideas of a separate black nation,
whether it was in America or in Africa, made sense. But I didn’t believe that there was any basic
difference between the races – whoever is on top uses whatever means they can to keep the other
down, and if black America was on top they’d use race as a way of oppressing whites in exactly the way
they themselves were oppressed. Anyone who has power only has it at the expense of someone else
and to take that power away from them you have to use force, because they’ll never give it up from
choice. That is what I came to believe, and it was a big step forward in my political thinking because
I realized that what we were really fighting for was the creation of a new society.”

6.

Struggling with the idea “that I was a black-skinned woman in a country where you could be killed
because of that one fact,” Nina wrote the song “Four Women.” On the composition of the song, Nina
said,
The women in the song are black, but their skin tones range from light to dark and their ideas of
beauty and their own importance are deeply influenced by that. All the song did was to tell what
entered the minds of most black women in America when they thought about themselves. Black
women didn’t know what the hell they wanted because they were defined by things they didn’t
control, and until they had the confidence to define themselves they’d be stuck in the same mess
forever – that was the point the song made.

7.

“My attitude to performing was that of a classical trained musician: when you play you give all your
concentration to the music because it deserves total respect, and an audience should sit still and be
quiet.”

8.

In a letter to one of her brothers, Nina Simone wrote,
Did you know that the human voice is the only pure instrument? That it has notes that no other
instrument has? It’s like being between the keys of a piano. The notes are there, you can sing
them, but they can’t be found on any instrument. That’s like me. I live in between this. I live in
both worlds, the black and white world. I am Nina Simone, the star, and I am not here. I’m a
woman. My secret self is between these worlds.

Questions for Writing or Discussion:
1. How did music define Simone’s life? What was music to her? Explain.
2. How did Simone’s race and gender affect her life and politics? Explain.
3. How is the song “Four Women” a celebration of black women?
4. Simone said, “I live in both worlds, the black and white world.” How did she live in both? Explain.
Have you ever felt as though you lived in two worlds? Explain.
By Alexandra Howes
Twin Cities Academy
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Post-play Discussion Questions
1.

How much did you know about Nina Simone before this production? What were some things you
learned about Nina Simone or her music that you didn’t know before? After seeing the show, are
there questions you would like to ask Nina Simone? What does the play make you wonder about Nina
or her music?

2.

What is the significance of the three other women in the show? What do you think Sarah, Sephronia,
and Sweet Thing each represent? What do their names suggest about each character? How does each
of these characters help Nina change over the course of the play?

3.

What do you think are the major themes of the play and which ones stood out to you in the
production? Which ideas seem most important and why?

4.

Is there a moment that specifically resonated with you either emotionally or intellectually? Describe
the moment and explain how it affected you.

5.

Nina Simone said, “An artist’s duty is to reflect the times.” What examples of this are found in the
play? How does Nina Simone’s music reflect her times? Do you think an artist has a responsibility to
reflect their time? Why or why not?

6.

What is the significance of setting the play against the backdrop of the 16th Street Baptist Church
bombing? How does the setting reinforce the ideas about civil rights, human beliefs, discrimination,
music, love, hate, and the need for community? Explain.

7.

What do you think of Nina Simone’s decision to switch from being an artist to an artist-activist? How
do you think this decision may have affected her later life? Do you think it is easy for artists to be
activists? Do you think it is important for artists to be activists? Can you think of other artists who
have become activists?

8.

What is the significance of keeping the male voice silenced in this play? Did you wonder why he never
spoke? How would it have changed the play if he had spoken?

9.

Which one of Nina Simone’s songs stood out to you in this production? Which song seemed the most
compelling? Did any of the songs make you want to participate? How did your response to the music
make you feel? What did the music remind you of?

CONTINUED...
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ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES

Post Play Discussion Questions
10.

What aspects of Nina Simone: Four Women—its characters, their relationships, its themes, or its
incidents—seem current, timeless, and easy to understand? Do you know people who face some of
the same problems or concerns that the four women faced both individually and as a group? What
did the themes or incidents remind you of or make you think about?

11.

When "Four Women" was released in 1966, much to Simone's dismay, some people interpreted the
song as racist. Why might they have seen it this way? How can this song be seen as uplifting to black
women? Explain.

12.

While the play uses the protest movement of 1963 as its backdrop, what parallels do you see in
today’s protest climate? When it comes to civil rights, do you think the world has made a lot of
progress since the 60s? What still needs to be done locally and nationally to change systemic
racism?

By Dr. Virginia McFerran, Alexandra Howes, and Christina Ham
PARK SQUARE THEATRE TEACHER ADVISORY BOARD AND PLAYWRIGHT
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