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SWEAT by Lynn Nottage 

Advanced Newsletter Guide for All  Examinations 

Dear Scholars,

Welcome  to  this  comprehensive  study  guide  for Lynn  Nottage’s Pulitzer  Prize-winning  play Sweat  (2015).  This  newsletter  is  designed  to support  your  preparation  for  international  examinations  at  IB,  A-Level,  AP, and  equivalent  levels.  Each  section  provides  rigorous  analysis  of  the  play’s contexts,  literary  techniques,  and  interpretive  possibilities,  written  in  a detailed  descriptive  prose  style  that  models  the  sustained  critical  argument examiners reward.

Sweat  examines  the  deindustrialisation  of  Reading,  Pennsylvania, between  2000  and  2008,  tracing  the  collapse  of  friendships,  families,  and dreams among factory workers betrayed by the American economic system. As the  first  major  theatrical  landmark  of  the  Trump  era,  the  play  offers  urgent commentary  on  race,  class,  and  the  weaponisation  of  resentment  in post-industrial America.




About the Author – Lynn Nottage  

Understanding  the  playwright  behind Sweat  is  essential  for  any sophisticated  literary  analysis.  Lynn  Nottage’s  biography,  artistic philosophy, and  working  methods  directly  illuminate  the  concerns  and  techniques  of her play. This section provides a comprehensive overview of Nottage’s life, career, influences, and distinctive voice as a dramatist.

Early Life and Education 

Lynn  Nottage  was  born  on  November  2,  1964,  in  Brooklyn,  New York, and  grew  up  in  the  Boerum  Hill  neighbourhood,  where  she  still  lives  today. Her  mother,  Ruby  Nottage,  was  a  schoolteacher  who  became  a  school principal;  her  father,  Wallace Nottage, was a child psychologist. Both parents were deeply involved in social justice and civil rights campaigns, and they took their  daughter  to  see  productions  of  Black  theatre  groups  in  New  York  City, such  as  the  Negro  Ensemble  Company.  Nottage  credits  her  parents’ encouragement  with  influencing  and  solidifying  the  themes  in  her  work  as  a dramatist. Growing up in Brooklyn in the 1970s, she loved the “stoop culture” – the polyglot mix of working- and middle-class characters hanging out telling tales. “It was a rich storytelling community,” she says of Boerum Hill.

Nottage  began  writing  plays  at  the  age  of  eight.  She attended the High School of Music and Art (now the Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music & Art and Performing Arts) in Manhattan, graduating in 1982. In high school, she  completed  her  first  full-length  drama, The Darker Side of Verona, which focused  on  an  African  American  Shakespearean  acting  troupe  touring  the American  South.  She  submitted  the  play  to  a young authors competition and was selected as one of four artists who received mentoring from the legendary composer and lyricist Stephen Sondheim. This early recognition foreshadowed a remarkable career.

Despite  her  artistic  talents,  Nottage  won  a  scholarship  to  Brown University as a pre-med student, initially entertaining thoughts of becoming a physician while writing plays on the side. She soon found that her aptitude for writing  significantly  exceeded  any  interest  in  studying  medicine.  She graduated from Brown with a degree in English and African American studies, then earned a Master of Fine Arts degree from the Yale School of Drama. This elite  educational background – Brown for undergraduate studies and Yale for graduate training – gave her both the intellectual rigour and the practical craft skills that characterise her work.

Early Career and Breakthrough 

On completing her studies, Nottage moved to New York City, where she worked in the press office of Amnesty International for four years while writing plays  in  her  spare  time.  This  experience at Amnesty International profoundly shaped  her  understanding  of  human rights, global injustice, and the power of testimony – all of which would become central to her playwriting method. Her short play Poof! was presented at the Actors Theatre of Louisville in 1993, and her  political  satire Por’Knockers  premiered  Off-Broadway  in  1995.  Her  first major  success  came  with Crumbs  from  the  Table  of  Joy  (1995),  which premiered at South Coast Repertory in Costa Mesa, California, and established her as a distinctive new voice in American theatre.

The  turning  point  in  Nottage’s  career  came  with Intimate  Apparel (2003).  The  play  was  inspired  by  a  photograph  of  her  great-grandmother,  a seamstress  a  century earlier, which Nottage discovered while cleaning out her grandmother’s  brownstone.  Set  in  1905  on  the  Lower  East  Side,  the  play centres  on  Esther,  a  lonely,  unmarried  seamstress  who  sews  bridal undergarments  and  dreams  of  love  and  marriage. Intimate  Apparel  won  the American Theatre Critics and New York Drama Critics’ Circle Awards for Best Play and established Nottage as a major American playwright. The play’s focus on  marginalised  workers,  its  attention  to  historical  detail,  and  its  nuanced exploration  of  race,  class,  and  gender  would  become  hallmarks  of  her subsequent work

Major Works and Achievements 

Nottage’s  second  Pulitzer  Prize-winning play, Ruined (2008), marked a dramatic  departure  in  setting  and  scope.  Set  in  a brothel in a mining town in war-torn  Congo,  the  play  focuses  on  women  who  have  been  brutalised  by sexual  violence during the civil war. To research the play, Nottage travelled to Africa  with  director  Kate  Whoriskey, interviewing Congolese women who had fled  across  the  border  to  Uganda. Ruined  won  the  2009  Pulitzer  Prize  for Drama,  the  OBIE  Award,  the  Lucille  Lortel  Award,  and  the New York Drama Critics’  Circle  Award.  The  Pulitzer  citation  noted  that  the  play  broke  the traditional rule that the prize should preferably deal with American life – a rule that the committee set aside because of the play’s extraordinary power and its relevance  to  American  complicity  in  African  conflict  through  the  mining  of coltan for cell phones and laptops.

Sweat (2015) won Nottage her second Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2017, making her the first – and remains the only – woman to have won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama twice. The play was commissioned by the Oregon Shakespeare Festival  as  part  of  its  “American  Revolutions”  cycle  and  premiered  in  2015 before  moving  to  the  Public  Theater  in  New  York  and  then  to  Broadway  in 2017.  It  received  three  Tony  nominations,  including  Best  Play,  and  won  the Susan Smith Blackburn Prize and the Obie Award.Other notable works include Fabulation,  or  the  Re-Education  of  Undine  (2004),  which  won  an  OBIE Award; By  the  Way,  Meet  Vera  Stark  (2011),  which  received  a  Drama  Desk nomination; Mlima’s  Tale  (2018); Clyde’s  (2021),  which  received  a  Tony nomination;  and  the  book  for MJ  the  Musical  (2022),  also  a  Tony  nominee. She  also  adapted Intimate  Apparel  into  an  opera  with  composer  Ricky  Ian Gordon, commissioned by the Metropolitan Opera and Lincoln Center Theater.

Awards and Honours 

Nottage’s  list  of  honours  is  extraordinary.  In  2007,  she  received  a MacArthur  Foundation  “Genius  Grant”  Fellowship,  which  provided  her  with $500,000  to  support  her creative work. She has received the PEN/Laura Pels Master  Playwright  Award  (2004  and  2016),  the  Steinberg  “Mimi” Distinguished  Playwright  Award,  the  Doris  Duke  Artist  Award,  and  the inaugural Horton Foote Prize. She was inducted into the American Academy of Arts  and  Sciences  and  was  included  in Time  magazine’s  2019  list  of  the  100 Most  Influential  People  in  the  World.  She  is  currently  a  professor  of playwriting  at  Columbia  University’s  School  of  the  Arts  and  an artist-in-residence at the Park Avenue Armory.

Artistic Philosophy and Working Method 

Nottage  has  described  her  central  artistic  preoccupation  in a statement that  serves  as  a  key  to  all  her  work:  “In  all  my  plays,  I’m  trying  to figure out how  someone  who  feels  marginalised,  invisible,  can  at  the  same  time  be powerful  and  self-possessed.  My  characters  are  fighting  to  be seen in a world that  fundamentally  doesn’t  want  to  recognise their power”. This concern with visibility,  dignity,  and  the  struggle  for  recognition  animates  every  scene  of Sweat.

Her  working  method is distinctive and resembles journalism more than traditional  playwriting.  For  each  major  play,  she  undertakes  extensive  field research, conducting interviews and immersing herself in the communities she writes  about.  For Ruined,  she  travelled  to  Uganda  to  interview  Congolese refugees.  For Sweat, she spent two and a half years in Reading, Pennsylvania, interviewing  factory  workers,  homeless  people,  government  officials,  and community  leaders.  She has said that her goal is not to moralise but to listen: “I’m  not  a  human  rights  activist,  I’m  not  a  lawyer,  I’m  not  a  journalist.  But what I can do – that many of them won’t do – is that I can listen to your story from  beginning  to  end,  and  I’ll  do  it  with  patience  and  I’ll  do  it  with compassion”.

Screenwriting and Other Work Part One: Act-Wise Detailed Summary 

In addition to her stage work, Nottage is a co-founder of the production company  Market  Road  Films.  She  has  developed  original  projects  for  HBO, Showtime,  and  Harpo  Productions.  She  was  a  writer  and  producer  on  the Netflix  series She’s  Gotta  Have  It,  directed  by  Spike  Lee,  and  a  consulting producer  on Dickinson  for  Apple+.  This  work  in  television  and  film  has expanded her audience and demonstrated her versatility as a storyteller across media.

Legacy and Influence 

Lynn Nottage is widely regarded as one of the most important American playwrights  of  the  twenty-first  century.  Her  commitment  to  giving  voice  to marginalised  communities,  her  rigorous  research  methods,  her  nuanced treatment  of  race  and  class,  and  her  extraordinary  craft  have  earned  her  a place  alongside  August  Wilson,  Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Williams in the canon  of  American  drama.  As  the Wall  Street  Journal  critic  Terry  Teachout has  written,  Nottage  is  “as  fine  a  playwright  as  America  has”.  Her  work continues  to  inspire  new  generations  of  playwrights  and  to  challenge audiences to see the invisible among us.




Prologue and Opening Scene (2008) 

The  play  opens  in  a  parole  office  in  Reading,  Pennsylvania,  in  2008. Evan, a Black parole officer, interviews two young white men, Jason and Chris, who have just been released from prison. The crime that sent them there is not immediately  revealed,  creating  a  sense  of  mystery  and  foreboding.  Jason  is sullen, defiant, and covered in tattoos that include white supremacist symbols. Chris is more reflective, carrying a Bible and speaking of his desire to finish his education and find legitimate work. Evan warns them that they must stay out of  trouble,  find  jobs,  and  report  regularly.  The  tension  between  Jason  and Chris is palpable; they were once close friends, but something has driven them apart.  Evan  dismisses  them,  and  the  stage  direction  indicates  a  flashback  to 2000.  This  non-linear  structure  ensures  that  audiences  watch  the  ensuing action knowing that violence has already occurred, creating powerful dramatic irony.

 

Act One, Scene One (2000) – The Bar 

The scene shifts to an ordinary neighbourhood bar in Reading. Stan, the bartender  in  his  sixties,  is  serving  drinks.  Oscar,  a  twenty-two-year-old Colombian-American,  works  as  his helper, silently wiping tables and carrying glasses.  The  stage  directions  note  that  he  is  “rarely  acknowledged  by  anyone except Stan.” Tracey, Cynthia, and Jessie – three women who work together at Olstead’s steel-tubing factory – arrive to celebrate Tracey’s forty-fifth birthday. They are joined by their sons, Jason and Chris, who are also close friends. The atmosphere  is  warm  and  familiar.  The  women  drink,  laugh,  and  reminisce about  their  years  on  the  factory  floor.  Cynthia  tells  that  she  is  thinking  of applying  for  a  supervisory  position that has opened up at Olstead’s. Tracey is dismissive, saying “Management is for them, not us.” The scene establishes the central relationships and the economic anxiety that lurks beneath the surface. Stan  reveals  that  he  was  injured  at  the  factory  and  received  minimal compensation, a warning of what awaits the others.

 

Act One, Scene Two – The Bar, Later 

The  friends  continue  their  celebration.  Jessie  is  drunk  and  becomes aggressive,  insulting  Stan  and  others.  The  conversation  turns  to  money problems: Brucie, Cynthia’s separated husband, has been stealing from her to feed  his  drug  addiction.  Tracey  reveals  that  she is dyslexic and does not read the newspaper, which explains her ignorance of political and economic issues. The  scene  ends  with  Stan  delivering  a  bitter  monologue  about  how  the company treated him after his injury: “That’s when I understood, that’s when I  knew,  I  was  nobody  to  them.  Nobody!”  The  workers’  sense  of  betrayal  by the system is established as a central theme. 

 

Act One, Scene Three – The Bar, Another Day 

Chris  and  Jason  discuss  Jason’s  new  motorcycle.  Chris  reveals  that  he has  been  accepted  to  Albright  College  but  cannot  afford  tuition.  He  plans  to work  double  shifts  at  the  factory  to  save  money.  Jason  mocks  him,  asking “What  is this, Black History Month?” – a racist jab that reveals the fault lines in  their  friendship.  Chris  responds  with  dignity,  saying “I  got  aspirations. There
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