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Lorraine Hansberry: A Biography

Important Dates from History:
Integration and Segregation in the USA

What happens to a dream
deferred?
Does it dry up
like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore—
And then run?
Does it stink like rotten
meat?
Or crust and sugar over—
like a syrupy sweet?
Maybe it just sags like a
heavy load.
Or does it explode?
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MU Let’s talk a bit about the music. The script is set in the 50’s
(before the civil rights movement), yet the music is contemporary to when it was written, in the
70’s (after the civil rights movement). Is that dichotomy purposeful, coincidental, accidental?
KLR I think it’s purposeful. Yes,
the music is a bit anachronistic.
But that is common when writing
musicals in a period other than
the era when the action
takes place.
MU Anything else you want
to share with our readers?
KLR There's joy in this musical – and seeing the triumphant and transformative
spirit, all in support of a
dream. The title is based on
a 1951 Langston Hughes poem, “Harlem”. Perhaps the
best thing to leave you with
is the poem that started it all
for Ms. Hansberry:

An Interview with Christie Chiles Twillie and
director/choreographer Kenneth L. Roberson.
Meet the Authors
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dysfunctional. Sure, Walter has
problems. He wants to move up.
That’s not what society most
often wants to show about black
families. This musical shows couples in love, with kids, and valuing
education, and sending them to
school, and being broadminded,
like this idea that Beneatha wants
to go to Africa. We don't get to
see a lot of that, and that makes
me so happy.
MU What stuck with me after
seeing the show was the power of
the matriarchs in this story. The
women are so strong, and much
more clear-headed than the men,
or better-guided. Any comments
about the female/male balance in
the show?
CCT I think that was a choice.
KLR Lorraine Hansberry, was a
feminist. And an activist. I think
through her way of lifting the
black man, she had to present the
black women in a certain way. She
wrote this as a way to see the arc
of a man's life with those women
as their foundation. Walter Lee
works as a chauffeur, which he did
not like. But it was a good job for
a black man at that time. He could
work in a clean outfit, a suit and
tie. There was something to be
said if you were a head doorman
at a hotel but not having to clean
the rooms upstairs. I had an uncle
who was an elevator operator. He
could wear a suit and they let him
ride white folks up and down in
the elevator.

•

MICHAEL UNGER I saw Raisin on
Broadway when I was 14, and we
are very excited to be doing
Raisin here with both of you. This
show is very seldom done. Yet, it
has universal themes that are important to present at any time –
when it was written as a play,
when it was done as a musical,
and now in 2022. Why is Raisin’s
story still so important to be told?
CHRISTIE CHILES TWILLIE As
someone who just went through
the trouble of trying to buy a
house, in Chicago, actually, I will
say it's because the same problems really do still exist.
KENNETH ROBERSON Yes. The
redlining (refusing to offer mortgages to certain ethic groups) is
still here. In this show, all the
characters are trying to “move
up” in life. I lived in Harlem for
years. It was hard to get a loan. I
remember when Harlem became
gentrified. When white people
were moving in, banks showed up
on every corner whereas before,
there were maybe one or two.
There were no resources; we didn't have bootstraps to pull ourselves up from.
CCT I keep falling in love with this
picture of a normal black family; a
couple that loves each other,
that's affectionate to each other,
that communicates all the time,
even if they argue. There just
weren't a lot of shows that depicted black families that way. They
were often presented as severely
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An interview with Christie Chiles Twillie (music director) and
Kenneth L. Roberson (director/choreographer)
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Meet the Authors of Raisin
Engel's B.M.I. Workshop. It was
there he was brought together with
Judd Woldin and Raisin had its beginning. While working on Raisin,
he wrote the lyrics to "Suddenly It's
All Tomorrow."

Robert Nemiroff (Book) Originally
a book editor and publishing executive, married Lorraine Hansberry
in 1953 and a close collaborative
partnership was born. Among Mr.
Nemiroff’s Broadway productions
were Ms. Hansberry’s The Sign in
Sidney Brustein’s Window, Kicks &
Co., the Oscar Brown musical that
he co-authored, and his own
play Postmark Zero. Following
Hansberry’s death in 1965, Nemiroff pursued a consistent course to
bring the playwright’s legacy into
the mainstream of American drama
and letters. To Be Young, Gifted
and Black, his highly acclaimed
dramatization of Hansberry’s life,
drawn from her works-in-progress,
speeches, letters, and diaries, was
the longest-running off-Broadway
drama of 1969. On Broadway, in
1970, Mr. Nemiroff’s adaptation of
Ms. Hansberry’s last play, Les
Blancs, starred James Earl Jones,
Cameron Mitchell, and Lili Darvas
and received the votes of a number
of critics as Best American Play of
the Year. Mr. Nemiroff won the Tony Award for Best Musical Of The
Year (1973–74) for Raisin.

Charlotte Zaltzberg (Co-Author),
was Mr. Nemiroff's associate in
every aspect of work on the Lorraine Hansberry legacy. She
worked with him on the script and
production of To Be Young, Gifted and Black - and helped to organize its record-breaking, threeyear tour. The subsequent book
version was in part dedicated to
her. She was a Script Associate
in the Broadway production of
Les Blancs, and a full collaborator
on a new adaptation with music of
The Sign in Sidney Brustein's
Window, produced on Broadway
in 1971. Ms. Zaltzberg died on
February 24, 1974 a month before her Tony Award nomination
for Raisin.

Judd Woldin (Music) was born in
1925 in Somerville, NJ. Both before
and after he made a name for himself in the theater, Mr. Woldin had
an itinerant musical career, traveling as a pianist and playing in the
pit of the Broadway musical Hello,
Dolly!. He pursued 12-tone composition studies at Black Mountain
College in North Carolina and did
doctoral work at Columbia in musicology. Raisin was his first musical.
With a score tinged with elements
of jazz, gospel and blues, it opened
Robert Brittan (Lyrics) winner of
on Broadway in October 1973
the 1975 Grammy Award for Best
where it ran for more than two
Score, and Tony nominee, Brittan years. It was nominated for nine
began working with lyrics as a sing- Tony Awards, including best musier with the Shep Fields Orchestra cal score, and won two, including
in the early fifties. Later he apbest musical. The cast album also
peared in many clubs in and
won a Grammy Award. Mr. Woldin
around the New York area. He had wrote several other musicals. One,
always written, but never took it
King of Schnorrers, a comedy set
seriously until joining Lehman
in a Jewish community in London
in 1791, for which Mr. Woldin wrote
the book and the lyrics as well as
the score, ran briefly on Broadway
in 1979 and 1980. Another, Little
Ham, based on the Harlem Renaissance comedy by Langston
Hughes, enjoyed fine reviews in an
Off Off-Broadway production in
2001 and moved Off-Broadway the
following year. Other shows were
produced in regional theaters. Mr.
Woldin never came close to repliA scenic rendering by Set Designer
Christopher Rhoton from
cating the success of Raisin.
Skylight’s production of Raisin

AUDIENCE GUIDE | RAISIN

Lorraine Hansberry
A Biography of the Iconic Black Playwright and History-Making Activist

Early Life The granddaughter of a formerly enslaved person, Lorraine
Hansberry was born into a family that was active in the Black community
of Chicago. She was raised in an atmosphere suffused with activism and
intellectual rigor. As a child, Hansberry's family moved house and
desegregated a white neighborhood that had a restrictive covenant.
Though there were violent protests, they did not move out until a court
ordered them to do so. The case made it to the U.S. Supreme Court
as Hansberry v. Lee, where their case was overturned, but on a
technicality. The decision is considered to have been an early weakening
in the restrictive covenants that enforced segregation nationally.
Education Lorraine Hansberry attended the University of Wisconsin for
two years and she briefly attended the Art Institute of Chicago, where she studied painting.
Desiring to pursue her longtime interest in writing and theater, she then moved to New York to
attend the New School for Social Research. She also began work for Paul Robeson's
progressive Black newspaper Freedom, first as a writer and then an associate editor.
Marriage Hansberry met Jewish publisher and activist Robert Nemiroff on a picket line and they
were married in 1953, spending the night before their wedding protesting the execution of Julius
and Ethel Rosenberg. With support from her husband, Lorraine Hansberry left her position
at Freedom, focusing mostly on her writing and taking a few temporary jobs. She soon joined the
first lesbian civil rights organization in the U.S., Daughters of Bilitis, contributing letters about
women's and gay rights to their magazine, The Ladder. She wrote using the alias L.H., for fear of
discrimination. At this time, she and her husband separated, but they continued to work together.
A Raisin in the Sun Lorraine completed her first play in 1957, taking her title from Langston
Hughes' poem, "Harlem." There are strong influences from her own family on the characters as
well. “Beneatha is me, eight years ago,” she explained. Hansberry began to circulate the play,
trying to interest producers, investors, and actors. A Raisin in the Sun opened on Broadway at
the Barrymore Theatre on March 11, 1959. The play, with themes both universally human and
specifically about racial discrimination and sexist attitudes, won a Tony Award for Best Musical.
Within two years, it was translated into 35 different languages and was performed all over the
world. A screenplay soon followed, to which Lorraine added more scenes to the story—none of
which Columbia Pictures allowed into the film.
Later Work Lorraine was commissioned to write a television drama on the system of
enslavement, which she completed as The Drinking Gourd, but it was not produced. Moving to
Croton-on-Hudson, she continued not only her writing but also her involvement with civil rights
and other political protests. In 1964, The Movement: Documentary of a Struggle for Equality was
published for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) with text by Hansberry. In
October, she moved back into New York City as her new play, The Sign in Sidney Brustein's
Window began rehearsals. Although critical reception was cool, supporters kept it running until
her death in January.
Death Hansberry was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in 1963 and died two years later on
January 12, 1965, at age 34. Hansberry's funeral was held in Harlem. Paul Robeson and SNCC
organizer James Forman gave eulogies.
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Important Dates from History
Integration and Segregation in the United States: Chronology
In 2006, Chicago’s Court Theatre produced Raisin. Below, you will find their timeline that highlights moments in
history that made powerful impacts in the African American Community.
1861- 65 Civil War years.
1866 Ku Klux Klan established in Tennessee.
1867-1870 Passage of Fifteenth Amendment
prohibiting racial discrimination in voting.
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision
permitting separate but equal public racial facilities.

1907 Supreme Court declares that railroads have the
right to segregate passengers.
1909 National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) founded.
1911 National Urban League founded.
1919 Race riots in Chicago.
1924 Immigration Act establishing quotas based on
national origin.
1927 Urban League organizes boycott of stores refusing to hire blacks.
1943 Race riots in Detroit.
1946 Supreme Court rules segregation on buses
unconstitutional.

1962 African American student James Meridith is
denied admission to the University of MS, resulting in
contempt charges against the governor of MS.
1963 George Wallace's "school house stand" attempting to block integration of the University of AL.
Martin Luther King Jr. arrested in Birmingham, AL,
while leading civil rights demonstrations.
March on Wash., D.C., demonstrating for civil rights.
Medgar Evers assassinated.
1964 Twenty-Fourth Amendment to the Constitution
ratified, abolishing the poll tax.
Martin Luther King, Jr. wins the Nobel Peace Prize.
Race riots in Harlem.
1965 Malcolm X assassinated.
Martin Luther King Jr. leads march from Selma to
Montgomery, AL.
Race riots in Watts, Los Angeles.
Immigration law abolishes quota system.
Voting Rights Bill passed.
1967 Black Power conference held in Newark, New
Jersey.
Race riots in Cleveland, Newark, and Detroit.

1947 Jackie Robinson becomes first African American 1968 Civil Rights Act of 1968 guaranteeing fair treatment in housing.
to play major league baseball.
Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated.
1948 President Truman issues executive order integrating armed forces.
1949 Supreme Court rules that local ”covenants” enforcing segregated neighborhoods are unconstitutional. National Housing Act addressing substandard
housing.
1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court ruling that “separate but equal” doctrine regarding school
segregation is unconstitutional.
1955 Bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama.
1957 School desegregation crisis in Little Rock, AR.
1960 “Sit-ins” begin at Woolworth’s in Greensboro.
1961 “Freedom Riders” try to force integration in AL.
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David Richmond, Franklin McCain, Ezell Blair, and Joseph McNeil leading a “sit-in” in
protest in Greensboro, NC, 1960. Photo credit: Jack Moebes, News-Record
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