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INTRODUCTION


Most of those who define the Black experience in the United States, whether it be in literature, theater, television or film, have not spent a second as a Black person. This is why theaters like the Nuyorican Poets Café and the Berkeley Black Repertory Theatre Group are important. Both have done my plays since 1988.


Audiences attending these plays have an opportunity to see my plays and plays by others that challenge the official corporate delineation of the minority experience. Outsiders have a monopoly on how the Black experience is discussed. About half of the books in my library are written by White authors, including three by my spouse, but these books inform. It’s in the field of entertainment where we run into difficulty: theater, film and television. These media have made only tiny efforts to diversify. Newspapers provide the public with a one-sided view of Black life, which, throughout history, has led to hate crimes and riots.


Black and Puerto Rican theaters permit us to portray how we feel about our position in American life and to challenge the views of us held by outsiders. For example, in my stage play, The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, we have Roslyn Fox, an African American actress, playing the role of the Harriet Tubman. The African actress, Cynthia Chinasaokwu O. Erivowho, who plays Harriet Tubman in the recent film directed by Kasi Lemmons, showed that she was eligible to perform in Comcast’s conglomerate’s version of Harriet Tubman’s life when she co-signed a tweet claiming that in order to register Black voters voting booths should be placed in Popeyes’ restaurants. Joy Reid and others have commented about how some Africans share the same prejudices toward Black Americans as White Americans. They seemed to be getting roles in which they play African Americans. The role of Martin Luther King, Jr. in Selma was played by an actor with an English accent.


Hollywood, Broadway and television view traditional Black Americans as “difficult,” which is the word that Lou Gossett Jr. used when he explained to me why he’s been blackballed by Hollywood.


I’ve hired both traditional Black Americans and African, Native American, Indian and Pakistani as well as Italian and Irish actors on the basis of their acting abilities. Not because I am engaged in a cynical divide and conquer strategy or was hiring people on the basis of their not being difficult.


In Comcast’s Harriet movie her enslaver saves Harriet from a brutal Black bounty hunter, the most brutal male in the movie. The action takes place during the period of slavery, mind you. Their Harriet is backed by Comcast/NBCUniversal and their 30 billion dollars. The marketers learned from the O.J. trial that the public has an unquenchable need for such a Bogeyman, which young scholar C. Leigh McInnis says “sells better than sex.” According to Chicago film curator, Floyd Webb, the Black bounty hunter is “the most brutal character in the film”:


After seeing Harriet last week, I cannot stop myself from saying it is the most insidiously anti-Black shit I have ever seen. It spins the story of slavery in this seductive way, that posits a Black man, in the end, emerging the most brutal character in the film. And posits Harriet Tubman as unable to exact her own agency in giving us that satisfaction of seeing her do what we know she to be more than capable, using the power of her agency to off a slave hunting cracker and the necro who killed her friend. I take that shit personal.


Director of the conglomerate’s Harriet dismisses the critics of the film as “ridiculous.” This is not the first time that the underpaid help is pushed forward by the front office to defend a movie that some find offensive. The same was done with The Help, Django Unchained, Precious, etc. The Bogeyman bounty hunter was inserted to get suburban and southern audiences who’ve had a veto over Hollywood for decades. At least Walter White had Zanuck substitute Clark Gable for the Black rapist in the original text.


And so, while film and Broadway create profits from a version of history in which the victims are villains and the villains are heroes, it’s no surprise that a musical which cleans up the reputation of a slaveholder and slave merchant would earn the top dollars. It was also clever of them to premiere in New York. Black life hasn’t mattered in New York since the lynching of Blacks in the 1700s, the Draft riot massacres in 1865, the Tenderloin riots of 1900, the police riots of the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘60s. Rampant police brutality which led to the deaths of hundreds of Blacks, the violation of hundreds of thousands of Black and Brown citizens during the insidious Stop-and-Frisk period. No surprise that thousands of New Yorkers would celebrate a musical that salutes a slave owner and merchant. But I come from a long line of artists who’ve challenged state art. Like Toscanni who got into trouble for refusing to perform the stupid tune which had been created by Mussolini’s party.


Hamilton, portraying Alexander Hamilton as an abolitionist, is part of the marketing strategy to transform a slave owner and merchant into an abolitionist. After a challenge from historians and my play, The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, they changed that appeal. No, he wasn’t an abolitionist, but he was opposed to slavery. Wrong on both accounts. Maybe the investors in Hamilton were encouraged by the healthy receipts earned by Bloody, Bloody Andrew Jackson which boosted the reputation of another slave owner. Native American scholars and intellectuals were right to oppose this travesty which celebrated America’s Eichmann, who resettled the Cherokee by force and murdered Creek Indians—which is how the United States acquired the state of Alabama. One observer said that in a crucial battle, the butchery went on for hours.


An upheaval has occurred in the American historical establishment as new voices, Black, Latinx, Asian American, Native American and women, challenge the old boys’ network. Three women historians were among the first to challenge the idea that the Hamilton and Schuyler families were abolitionists, and I wrote articles. But none of these efforts to clear the historical record were as successful as much of a reading of my play, The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, which was covered widely by the media.


Annette Gordon-Reed of Harvard and Joanne B. Freeman of Yale lent their names to the failed Hamilton Museum in Chicago. Even though Jeffrey Seller modified the fabrication that the Hamiltons were abolitionists—the new marketing strategy claims that Hamilton was opposed to slavery, but it’s too late. Thousands of classrooms across the nation will be using the Hamilton script because the Rockefeller and Lerner institute have bought over 40,000 tickets for school children to see Hamilton.


Broadway World was one of the publications that announced a plan by the Rockefeller Foundation and the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History to reach 250,000 students with Broadway’s Hamilton, even though a number of historians, including Eric Foner, supported my version of Hamilton in the Times. Broadway World, an online newsletter for New York theater, announced support by The Rockefeller Foundation and the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History for Miranda’s play on June 28, 2016:


The Rockefeller Foundation and Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History announced an educational partnership to provide 20,000 NYC Title I public school students with the opportunity to see Hamilton on Broadway and integrate the show into classroom studies. This educational initiative, now expanded to reach 250,000 students in Title I–eligible schools nationwide, will run through 2020, and is possible thanks to support from national and local donors, including The Rockefeller Foundation.


The Rockefeller Foundation president, Judith Rodin, said that her organization had committed $1.5 million to subsidize student tickets and to develop educational materials that will help students contextualize the show.


I wrote a letter to the Gilder Lehrman Institute asking them to support The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, so that students might be exposed to another point-of-view.


Dear Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History administrators:


I’m sure that you are aware of the objections to the portrait of Alexander Hamilton and the Schuyler girls in the musical, Hamilton. Some of these criticisms have been led by women historians like Michelle DuRoss, Lyra D. Monteiro, and Nancy Isenberg. Except for Lyra Monteiro, none of these criticisms had gained traction. That was before I spent $5,000 to stage a reading of The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda in January 2019. In it, I have some of the slaves bought and sold by Hamilton, Native Americans whom Hamilton referred to as “savages” and an indentured servant, (indentured servants worked on both the Schuyler and the Washington plantations), present their views about the Hamilton and Schuyler families. Though the Schuyler girls, Angelica and Eliza, are depicted as progressives in Hamilton, (“All Men Are Created and Women in the Sequel”) evidence of the cruel attitudes of the Schuyler family’s treatment of slaves was found in bio-archeological dig of their cemetery for slaves, which revealed “the bones show the effects of severe arthritis and stress, and signs of very, very, very hard labor” (The Guardian, June 18, 2016). Angelica “owned” a slave named Tom who appears in my play. Eliza helped her mother manage the slaves according to Ron Chernow.


Such was the enthusiastic response to the January reading, which led to a vigorous debate on The View, among various other media discussions, that we mounted a full production that ran for four weekends from May 23 to June 16, 2019. There were standing room only crowds and standing ovations to this play in which Slaves, Indentured servants and Native Americans addressed the period which is covered by Hamilton. Our play is very sympathetic to Lin-Manuel Miranda. We see him as a victim of a biased school curriculum and a historian who sees American history as a series of great godlike White men.


A publisher is publishing my script so that it will also be available to teachers and school children; indeed the high point of my play’s history was when Diana Ross’s 9-year-old grandson during the Q and A. said: “Thank you for teaching me about American history.” Finally, Annette Gordon-Reed was quoted in the Times review of my play:


Harvard Law professor and historian Annette Gordon-Reed, who has criticized the show Hamilton in the past, is offering her historical consultation for the exhibit. She attended a reading of Reed’s play and sounded a hopeful note that both sides can come together.








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Haunting of
Lin-Manuel Miranda
I

Ishmael Reed

“A cross between A Christmas
Carol and a trial at The Hague’s
International Criminal Court.”

‘THE NEW YORK TIMES

ey
oo






OEBPS/images/ti.jpg
The Haunting of
Lin-Manuel Miranda

ATWO-ACT PLAY
I

Ishmael Reed

Aty Edition, Brookim, NY





OEBPS/images/2-1.jpg
cHh,
<

<
A






OEBPS/images/hf.jpg
The Haunting of

Lin-Manuel Miranda
]

Ishmael Reed





