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Ch-ch - changes
Kevin McAteer looks at Tony Kushner s
Broadway musical Caroline, or Change

as literature.

‘ ‘ have an S&M relationship
: with deadlines,” Tony

Kushner, the Pulitzer-prize
winning playwright, admitted to a
packed audience earlier this year dur-
ing his visit to Middlebury College.
“It’s like we’re all in this kind of
leather bar, suffering together,” he
joked. “I’'m trying to get out of it
now.”

Kushner, who may be self-

flagellating when it comes to dead-

~ lines, has no problem with being pro-

lific, or in reaping awards — his lat-
est coup is Caroline, or Change, the
Broadway musical that won two
Tony Awards after being nominated
for six. The Broadway debut of
Caroline, or Change arrived on the
heels of the film version of his
award-winning play Angels in
America, Parts I & II, which aired on
HBO to critical acclaim.

Kushner admitted, “I’d like
to work more methodically — not

make coffee, clean the apartment, not -

read e-mail or The New York Times
but to sit down with a glass of water
and write for an hour — to disengage

the part of my brain that says: this is

horrible.”” As with much of Kushner’s
more popular work, there is little to
find horrible in the original
Broadway cast recording of Caroline,
or Change (2004, Hollywood
Records).

Writing the lyrics to a
musical has been Kushner’s longtime
dream. Knowing this I decided to
read the lyrics first, without listening
to the recording. The dialogue,
almost entirely sung, is classic
Kushner: each word has some role in
seamlessly connecting scenes and
yet, at the same time, tackles multi-
ple issues — race, class, religion, poli-
tics. The writing in Caroline, or
Change seems even tighter and
quicker than some of his earlier
work. Perhaps this was a necessary
tactic to assist musical collaborator
and composer Jeanine Tesori.

Caroline, or Change tells

the stofy of Caroline Thibodeaux, a
39-year-old, divorced black maid
working for a Jewish family in New
Orleans. The first scene opens in
November 1963, when President
Kennedy was shot and the Civil
Rights Movement was actively push-
ing its agenda forward. Caroline
spends much of her time in the base-
ment (a rare luxury for a New
Orleans home) where she does the
laundry. Noah, the young son of the
family for whom Caroline works,
befriends Caroline. His stepmother is
scolding him for leaving change in
his pockets (it’s a temptation for “the
help” to steal), Caroline returns the
money, but then the stepmother
insists she keep it to teach Noah a
lesson about his bad habit. This sim-
ple conflict provides a rich resource
of possibilities and additional layers
of conflict for Kushner to build this
remarkable play.

The production, of course,
is threaded through with Kushner’s =
sharp humor. In the first act his
father offers young Noah, who can’t
seem to keep the extra change he has
already, an additional allowance, if
he would help Caroline with the gro-
ceries — something he would proba-
bly do willingly without pay. Noah is
not fooled by dad’s hidden agenda:
he thinks Noah should save the extra
money to buy a chemistry set, just
like Dad wanted when he was young.
“Buy buy buy buy buy!” Noah
shouts back at his father, along with
his own shopping list: “Bubblegum
cigarettes / sea monkeys / comic
books / Barbie Doll dresses on the
sly!” 5

The play features the two
stratified family structures: the white,
well-intentioned liberal, upper mid-

“dle-class family; and the black maid

who.works for them all day only to
g0 home to face the realities of rais-
ing her own three children. Kushner’s
lyrics connect the two families’ com-
mon struggles, leaving the listener
wondering who is better off,

\

Emmie, Cafoline’s daﬁgh-‘

ter — played by Tony Award winning

actress Anika Noni Rose — offers an
alternative perspective for her moth-
er, who struggles with the obedient-
maid role. After learning of v
Kennedy’s assassination, Emmie tells. ;
her mother, “Say he do stuff for us, /
get our vote, he just ignore us, / same
old story, mama, same tired old lie. /
... L ain’t got no tears to shed / for no
dead white guy”

- Meanwhile, young Noah,
who is mourning the early death of
his mother, struggles to find reasons
to love his father, whose own griev-
ing has weakened his relationship
with his only child. Very early in the
first scene Kushner establishes young
Noah’s admiration for Caroline: “the

- President of the United States /...

Caroline; who’s stronger than my
dad!” For Noah, Caroline is more of'
a mother-figure than his stepmother
and certainly the leading adult figure
in his life. Upon learning of
Kennedy’s death he asks her,
“What’re you gonna do now / that
President Kennedy’s dead? / Now
you’re the only President in the
United States.” Loss is a predomi-
nant theme throughout the script, and
Kushner uses it to eloquently tie the
stories of the two families together.

The Caroline, or Change
soundtrack features compositions that
embrace Kushner’s lyrics, richly
wrapping them together. Although I
have yet to see Caroline, or Change -
performed on stage, the combination
of Kushner’s powerful writing and
Tesori’s elegant musical choices
offers a visual richness that makes
me feel as though I were seated at
the Eugene O’Neil Theater watching
this story of America in the 1960s
unfold. ¥

Kevin McAteer has his own S&M
relationship with deadlines in Bristol.




