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“Theatre is a form of knowledge; it should and can also be a 
means of transforming society. Theatre can help us build our 
future, rather than just waiting for it.”—Augusto Boal

The purpose and goal of Mosaic’s education department is 
simple. Our program aims to further and cultivate students’ 
knowledge and passion for theatre and theatre education. We 
strive for complete and exciting arts engagement for educators, 
artists, our community, and all learners in the classroom. 
Mosaic’s education program yearns to be a conduit for open 
discussion and connection to help students understand how 
theatre can make a profound impact in their lives, in society, 
and in their communities.

Mosaic Theater Company of DC is thrilled to have your interest 
and support!

Catherine Chmura 
Arts Education Apprentice—Mosaic Theater Company of DC

Introduction
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About the Artists

George Brant (Playwright) is best known for his play Grounded, about a 
female fighter pilot who starts flying military drones from a windowless 
trailer outside of Las Vegas when her pregnancy takes her out of the 
field. His other plays include Elephant’s Graveyard, Marie and Rosetta, Into 
the Breeches!, Grizzly Mama, Good on Paper, The Mourners’ Bench, Salvage, 
Three Voyages of the Lobotomobile, Any Other Name, Defiant, Dark Room, 
Miracle: A Tragedy, Ashes, NOK, The Lonesome Hoboes, All Talk, One Hand 
Clapping, The Royal Historian of Oz, Lovely Letters, Three Men in a Boat, 
Borglum! The Mount Rushmore Musical, Tights on a Wire and Night of the 
Mime. George received his MFA in Writing from the Michener Center 
for Writers at the University of Texas at Austin and is a member of the 
Dramatists Guild. He is published by Samuel French, Oberon Books, 
Fisher Verlage and Smith & Kraus.

Sandra L. Holloway (Director) is both excited and honored to be working 
with the Mosaic Theater Company. Sandra is a director and choreographer. 
Some of her credits include The Gospel at Colonus (remount) Avant Bard, 
For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow is Enuf at 
Theater Alliance, Miss Fortune Has Green Eyes at Seattle Theater 4, Black 
Pearl Sings at Metro Stage, Eyes at Ira Aldridge Theater, Surrender: A Mixed 
Tape, Kennedy Center Page to Stage, Olive Fig Tree, Kennedy Center Page 
to Stage, Lucky’s Tap Dancing Feet, Atlas Performing Arts Center, Pioneers 
of Dance at the August Wilson Theater, Ballon: The Oomph That Keeps 
You Up There, HiArts Hip Hop Theatre Festival at The Kennedy Center 
for the Performing Arts, The 45 Degree Project in association with Joy 
of Motion and Deeply Rooted Dance Company, Black Choreographers 
Showcase at the Lincoln Theater, Dance Theater of Harlem’s 40th 
Anniversary Celebration at Dance Theater of Harlem, Collage Dance 
Company, Memphis season and tour, Guys and Dolls at Theater of the 
First Amendment, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad 
Day, Kennedy Center, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, 
Theater of the First Amendment. Ms. Holloway is currently the artistic 
director of the Atlas Performing Arts Centers’ City at Peace program. 
She is the recipient of the DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities 
Fellowship Award, the Paula Giddings Art Award, GAEA Foundations 
Artist Sea Change Award, National Association of Regional Ballet Festival 
Award. She’s a proud graduate of both the Duke Ellington School of the 
Arts and the University of the Arts, Philadelphia, PA.
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Activities Before the Play
EDUCATORS: To best prepare your students for your trip to Mosaic Theater Company of DC, 
consider these Pre Show Activities that you can do together in class.

MUSIC LISTENING: Take a listen to our generated Spotify playlists to help set 
the tone and the mood for the play. Click the images below or scan the code.

OPEN DISCUSSIONS:
• Discuss the difficulties of being African American during the time period of 

Marie and Rosetta (1940s).
• Discuss the subject of gender and how difficult it might have been being an 

African American woman during the 1940s.
• What are the obstacles that this particular demographic face in society in the 

1940s and even in today’s time?

https://open.spotify.com/user/5yphe79zdk0mk1kn66xieepol/playlist/0vEUkivHV0pzhzs1GOqxW6?si=mTpuEEuYRfS1mGzg1wMiyw
https://mosaictheater.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=602ca05d1356f723f0a6eaf9e&id=af71cf64ab&e=6ca9d3291f


Synopsis
Bringing fierce guitar playing and swing to gospel music that 
would become a rhythmic precursor to rock and roll, Sister 
Rosetta Tharpe was a pioneer of mid-20th-century music 
with a huge influence on Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jimi 
Hendrix, and Ray Charles. Set in the showroom of a funeral 
home, in Mississippi, 1946, this musical celebration of two 
extraordinary Black Women chronicles the unlikely first 
rehearsal between Rosetta and the prim young, Marie Knight, 
to see if the potential protégée could summon the stuff to 
allow for a professional partnership that might topple the male 
stranglehold suppressing Rosetta’s career. They would embark 
on a tour to establish them as one of the great duos in musical 
history.

6 Marie and Rosetta
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Characters

ROZ WHITE as

Sister Rosetta Tharpe
Sister Rosetta Tharpe was an African-American 
woman in her early 30’s. Pretty, vivacious, an 
irrepressible spirit. A mean guitar player with 

a bluesy voice. Plays spirituals that swing.

AYANA REED as

Marie Knight
Marie Knight was an African-American 
woman in her early 20’s, but looks younger. 
A more traditional alto gospel singer, plays 
staid piano. Gorgeous, on her way to being 
a spiritual star.
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The Church of God in Christ’s Musical Involvement in 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s Career

Cultural Historic Exploration

Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s relationship with music started at a very 
young age, and was intrinsically linked to the faith in which 
she was raised, The Church of God in Christ, a Pentecostal 
denomination that produced some of the most significant 
voices in gospel music.

Their foundational documents, updated on their website in 
2013, describe them as:

The Church of God in Christ, Incorporated is a Christian 
organization in the Holiness-Pentecostal tradition. It is the 
largest Pentecostal denomination in the United States. The 
membership is predominantly African-American with more 
than six million members in the United States alone. The 
Church has congregations in nearly 60 countries around the 
world.

Rosetta’s very first performances were for her childhood 
Church of God in Christ (COGIC) congregation, where her 
mother served as a musician and evangelist. COGIC services 
were often infused with the sounds of instruments that more 
traditional Baptist churches would frown on: drums, rhythm 
guitar, horns, tambourines and bass. Enthusiastic movement 
and dancing was encouraged during services.  When Rosetta 
moved to Chicago with her mother, the pair joined another 
COGIC community; Rosetta eventually married a COGIC 
preacher named Thomas Thorpe (whose name she altered to 
come up with her own stage name, Tharpe).

When Rosetta’s first marriage crumbled due to Thorpe’s 
emotional abuse and mismanagement of her earnings, she and 
her mother moved to Harlem, which had a thriving community 
of black artists. There she dipped her toe into the world of 
secular music, playing in clubs like The Savoy and The Cotton 
Club, and singing racy material like (her version of) “Rock Me” 
and “Tall Skinny Papa.” Her choices led the church to question 
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her commitment to her faith, and she spent the rest of her 
career vacillating back and forth between the sacred and 
secular worlds. While The Church of God in Christ encouraged 
religious music during their services, they frowned on lay music, 
which went against their dictates for “clean living”.

It’s not clear why Rosetta chose to stray from the church in the 
first place: some perceived it as a decision that allowed her more 
musical freedom, others attributed it to her desire to secure a 
recording contract with a major label. But based on interviews 
she gave throughout her life, it was apparent that it was not 
a simple choice. Her attempts to straddle both worlds were 
never fully successful; though when she returned to singing 
gospel music exclusively, she brought many of her mainstream 
listeners with her. As a result, many white audiences heard 
black church music for the very first time. And she defended 
her choice throughout her life, famously proclaiming, “there 
are more souls in the nighteries that needed saving than there 
are in the church”.
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Significant Dates
March 20, 1915: Born Rosetta Nubin in Arkansas to Willis Atkins and 
Katie Bell; her family is made up of religious singers, cotton pickers and 
traditional evangelists.

1919: Rosetta starts playing guitar at the age of four.

1921: She performs, accompanied by her mother, with a traveling 
evangelist troupe in churches around the South.

Mid-1920s: Rosetta and her mother settle in Chicago, where they 
continue to perform spiritual music.

1938: She joins the Cotton Club Revue, a New York City club that 
became especially popular during the Prohibition era.

1940s: She collaborates with significant artists of the time, including 
Duke Ellington and the Dixie Hummingbirds.

1941: Rosetta travels with the Lucky Millinder Orchestra, a swing band, 
and records “I Want a Tall Skinny Papa”.

1946: She recruits Marie Knight after seeing her perform in Harlem 
with Mahalia Jackson, and they start performing together.

Late 1940s: Sister Rosetta and Marie Knight release several call-and-
response gospel songs for Decca Records that break through to the 
rhythm and blues charts, thereby establishing themselves as one of the 
top gospel acts of the era.

1951: Sister Rosetta Tharpe marries Russell Morrison in a baseball 
stadium in Washington D.C., with over 20,000 paying customers 
attending.

1964: She performs in Manchester, England, giving an iconic 
performance of her song “Didn’t it Rain”.

October 9, 1973: She dies during a recording session, when she suffers 
a stroke.

1998: The Postal Service issues a stamp in her honor.

2008: Her previously unmarked grave in Philadelphia finally receives a 
marker, thanks to the efforts of fans and followers.

2018: Sister Rosetta Tharpe is inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame.
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Discussion Themes
Racism in America then and now

Christianity and Religion

Women’s Rights and Gender Equality

Transformation

Recording Industry

Race Records

Queer Feminism 

Activities After the Play
SCENE STUDY

In this scene taken from Marie and Rosetta, Rosetta is explaining to the young 
and timid Marie that they will not only be rehearsing in the showroom of 
the play’s setting, a funeral parlor, but they will also be sleeping there and 
most importantly, why.

Have your students read and discuss the scene and perform it for the class. 
Answer the following questions as a group and then perform the scene 
again with any possible suggestions and adjustments.

ROSETTA: Now let’s make a little Good News in here. (Rosetta plays a phrase on the piano.) 
Poster says we got a show tonight Better come up with one

MARIE: We’re rehearsing here?

ROSETTA: There a piano on the bus?

MARIE: No But this place (the funeral home) My goosebumps got goosebumps

ROSETTA: This? Oh you better tell them goosebumps to settle down honey We here for 
the duration

MARIE: The duration? No The show isn’t here

ROSETTA: No

MARIE: So we rehearse a little here and then we’re gone

ROSETTA: Yep But then we back

MARIE: Back?

ROSETTA: That’s right Where you think we sleep?

MARIE: Sleep? (horrible truth dawning) No

ROSETTA: We not in New York anymore honey

MARIE: No no
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SCENE STUDY continued

ROSETTA: We not in Chicago

MARIE: No

ROSETTA: Can’t stay in no hotel down here

MARIE: But you You’re famous

ROSETTA: To some folk. To the thousand or so Leroys and Wandalyns coming tonight. To 
the rest of Mississippi, I’m just another nigger.

MARIE: You?

ROSETTA: Why you think we got a white bus driver? Who else gonna buy us food? Who 
else gonna talk to those flashing lights if we get pulled over? When we get pulled over?

MARIE: You’re serious

ROSETTA: Honey, maybe you noticed we ain’t playin’ no Carnegie Hall tonight. No 
Savoy Ballroom. No Cafe  ́Society. We playin’ in a warehouse. Tobacco warehouse on 
the outskirts of town. Dresses gonna stink of smoke for a week. Next night’s a barn, after 
that a hangar, anywhere a bunch a black folk congregatin’ won’t be noticed. There’s rules 
down here. We northern Negroes. We got to be invisible. We step off stage and we got 
to disappear. And beds? Down here we depend on the Good Samaritan Circuit for a bed 
cuz God knows there ain’t no room at the inn. Sometimes it’s somebody’s garage, kitchen, 
couch, and sometimes it’s a miracle like this. A piano in the corner, plenty a’ elbow space, 
and a showroom to choose from for when we lay down our heads.

Questions:

1. Describe the relationship between Sister Rosetta and Marie. How did 
you and your scene partner express that relationship through vocal tone, 
body language, etc.?

2. What does Rosetta want in this scene and what is she feeling?

3. What does Marie want in this scene and what is she feeling?

4. What is the flow of the scene? Where does the scene pick up and slow 
down? Why?

5. Discuss the difference of the length of the lines for each character. Why 
do you think one character speaks more than the other?

6. What can you and your scene partner change or add to make the scene 
more believable and dynamic?

CREATIVE WRITING

In the play, Marie Knight is extremely excited to meet Sister Rosetta Tharpe 
because she was an icon in the blues and gospel music tradition. Imagine 
you are in a room with your favorite pop culture, historical, or literary figure. 
Write a short theatrical scene of your interaction with them. What would 
you ask them? How would you react to being in the same room as them?
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FASHION IN THE 1940s

Talk about the costumes and the fashions you noticed within the play. How 
do they differ from today’s style of dress. What did you notice about the 
hairstyles? Makeup? Why do you think women no longer dress like this? Do 
you think fashion was different for African American women in the 1940s? 
Why? (Think about social class, economics, where African American could 
shop, if they could shop at all, were they making their own garments, etc.)?

IN DISCUSSION

Discuss with your students what it means to leave a legacy. How would it 
make them feel if they were remembered later in life? What did it mean for 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s contribution to music to go underappreciated for so 
many years? How did they react to learn they buried Sister Rosetta Tharpe 
in an unmarked grave? What can you do to make sure that you are leaving 
a legacy worth remembering for years to come?
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Vocabulary
Blues Music: Music genre and musical form originated 
by African Americans in the Deep South of the United 
States around the end of the 19th century. The genre 
developed from roots in African musical traditions, 
African-American work songs, and spirituals. Blues 
incorporated spirituals, work songs, field hollers, shouts, 
chants, and rhymed simple narrative ballads. Blues as a 
genre is also characterized by its lyrics, bass lines, and 
instrumentation. Early traditional blues verses consisted 
of a single line repeated four times.

Gospel Music: Genre of Christian music. The creation, 
performance, significance, and even the definition of 
gospel music varies according to culture and social 
context. Gospel music is composed and performed for 
many purposes, including aesthetic pleasure, religious or 
ceremonial purposes, and as an entertainment product 
for the marketplace. Gospel music usually has dominant 
vocals (often with strong use of harmony) with Christian 
lyrics. Gospel music can be traced to the early 17th 
century with roots in the black oral tradition.

Rock and Roll Music: (Often written as rock & roll or 
rock ‘n’ roll) is a genre of popular music that originated 
and evolved in the United States during the late 1940s 
and early 1950s from musical styles such as gospel, 
jump blues, jazz, boogie woogie, and rhythm and blues, 
along with country music. While elements of what was 
to become rock and roll can be heard in blues records 
from the 1920s and in country records of the 1930’s, the 
genre did not acquire its name until 1954.

Vibrato: Musical term meaning a rapid, slight variation 
in pitch in singing or playing some musical instruments, 
producing a stronger or richer tone.

Elvis Presley: (January 8, 
1935 – August 16, 1977) was 
an American singer and 
actor. Regarded as one of 
the most significant cultural 
icons of the 20th century, 
he is often referred to as 

the “King of Rock and Roll” or simply the “King”.

Jimi Hendrix: (November 27, 1942 – September 18, 1970) 
was an American rock guitarist, singer, and songwriter. 
Although his mainstream career spanned only four years, 

he is widely regarded as one of the most influential 
electric guitarists in the history of popular music, and 
one of the most celebrated musicians of the 20th 
century. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame describes him 
as “arguably the greatest instrumentalist in the history 
of rock music” 

Johnny Cash: (February 26, 1932 – September 12, 2003) 
was an American singer-songwriter, guitarist, actor, and 
author. He is one of the best-selling music artists of all 
time, having sold more than 90 million records worldwide. 
Although primarily remembered as a country music icon, 
his genre-spanning songs and sound embraced rock and 
roll, rockabilly, blues, folk, and gospel. This crossover 
appeal won Cash the rare honor of being inducted into 
the Country Music, Rock and Roll, and Gospel Music 
Halls of Fame.

Little Richard: (born December 5, 1932) is an American 
recording artist, singer-songwriter and actor. An 
influential figure in popular music and culture for 
seven decades, Little Richard’s most celebrated work 
dates from the mid-1950s, when his dynamic music 
and charismatic showmanship laid the foundation for 
rock and roll. His music also played a key role in the 
formation of other popular music genres, including soul 
and funk. Little Richard influenced numerous singers and 
musicians across musical genres from rock to hip hop; his 
music helped shape rhythm and blues for generations to 
come, and his performances and headline-making thrust 
his career right into the mix of American popular music.

Griffith Stadium: was a 
sports stadium that stood 
in Washington, D.C., from 
1911 to 1965, between 
Georgia Avenue and 5th 
Street (left field), and 
between W Street and 

Florida Avenue NW. An earlier wooden baseball park 
had been built on the same site in 1891. It was called

Boundary Field, or National Park as its occupants were 
then known primarily by the nickname Nationals. This 
park was destroyed by a fire in March 1911 and replaced 
by a steel and concrete structure, also at first called 
National Park and then American League Park; it was 
renamed for Washington Senators owner Clark Griffith 
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in 1923. The stadium was home to the American League 
Senators from 1911 through 1960, and to an expansion 
team of the same name for their first season in 1961.

The venue hosted the All-Star Game in 1937 and 1956, 
as well as World Series games in 1924, 1925, and 1933. It 
served as home for the Negro league Homestead Grays 
during the 1940s. It was also home to the Washington 
Redskins of the National Football League for 24 seasons, 
from the time they transferred from Boston in 1937 
through the 1960 season.

The ballpark was demolished in 1965 and the Howard 
University Hospital now occupies the site.

Bronzeville, Chicago: From the 1920s through the 
1950s, Chicago’s South Side was the center for African-
American culture and business. At its peak, more than 
300,000 people lived in the narrow, seven-mile strip 
known as “Bronzeville.”

Café Society: A New York City nightclub open from 
1938 to 1948 at Sheridan Square in Greenwich Village.

Cab Calloway: (1907-1994) An American jazz singer and 
bandleader who was strongly associated with the Cotton 
Club.

Carnegie Hall: A performance venue in Midtown 
Manhattan in New York City, which has frequently 
been a leader of advocacy for performers of diverse 
backgrounds.

Thomas Dorsey: (1899-1993) Called the “father of black 
gospel music,” Dorsey wrote gospel music that combined 
Christian praise with the rhythms of jazz and the blues.

Duke Ellington: (1899-1974) An American composer, 
pianist, and bandleader of a jazz orchestra.

Mahalia Jackson: (1927-1971) An American gospel singer 
with a powerful contralto voice, she was referred to as 

“The Queen of Gospel”.

Hot Lips Page: (1908-1954) An American jazz trumpeter, 
singer, and bandleader.

Savoy Ballroom: A large ballroom for music and public 
dancing located in the Harlem neighborhood of New 
York City; the venue closed in 1958.

V-Disc: V-Disc was a record label that produced music 
for US military forces between 1943 and 1949, pressed 
on 12-inch 78 rpm phonograph discs.

Race Records: Music historians 
name the 1920 recording of 
vaudeville singer Mamie Smith’s 
song “Crazy Blues” on the Okeh 
label as the very first “race record”. 
The term refers to music promoted 
to a specifically black audience; 

“Crazy Blues” sold more than a 
million copies in a year, proving 
that this previously untapped 
market was a lucrative one. By the 

mid-1920s several major record labels were producing 
in this category, which included a range of genres—but 
especially jazz, blues, and gospel.
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