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UNPACKING THE MODERN
CLASSIC: A DEEP DIVE INTO THE
CLYBOURNE PARK SCRIPT

For  theatre  lovers,  students  of  drama,
and  l i t e ra ry  en thus i a s t s ,  f ew
contemporary  plays  have  sparked  as
much  conversation  as  Bruce  Norris’s
Clybourne Park. The Clybourne Park
script  is  more  than  just  a  piece  of
dialogue; it is a sharp, provocative, and
deeply  layered  examination  of  race,

class, property, and the insidious nature
of social hypocrisy. Awarded the Pulitzer
Prize for Drama in 2011, this play has
become  a  staple  in  regional  theatres,
academic  syllabi,  and  community
discussions. Whether you are studying it
for a class, preparing for a production, or
simply curious about its cultural impact,
understanding  the  intricacies  of  the
Clybourne  Park  script  offers
invaluable insight into modern American
theatre.

THE GENESIS OF THE CLYBOURNE
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PARK SCRIPT: A RESPONSE TO A
LANDMARK

To truly appreciate the Clybourne Park
script,  one  must  first  understand  its
literary  parentage.  Bruce  Norris  wrote
his play as a direct response to Lorraine
Hansberry’s 1959 masterpiece, A Raisin
in  the  Sun.  In  Hansberry’s  play,  the
Younger  family,  a  Black  family  in
Chicago, decides to move into a house in
the  white  neighborhood  of  Clybourne
Park.  The  audience  never  sees  the
neighborhood itself; we only hear about
it  through  a  representative  who  offers
the  Youngers  money  not  to  move  in.
Norris cleverly picks up that thread. The
Clybourne  Park  script  is  set  in  the
same house,  at  406 Clybourne Street,
but jumps in time. Act One takes place in

1959,  the  same  year  as  Hansberry’s
play.  Here,  we  meet  the  white  family
who is selling the house to the Youngers.
Act Two leaps forward to 2009, showing
the  same  house  in  a  now-gentrified
neighborhood,  where  a  white  couple
wants to buy and tear it  down, facing
opposition  from  the  current  Black
community  leaders.
This structural mirroring is the genius of
the  Clybourne Park  script.  It  allows
Norris to examine how the language of
racism  has  evolved—or  perhaps  just
dressed itself  up  in  new clothes—over
fifty years.

STRUCTURE AND PACING: THE
ARCHITECTURE OF THE SCRIPT

The  Clybourne  Park  scr ipt  i s
meticulously crafted. It is a two-act play,
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and each act mirrors the other in tone,
structure,  and  even  specific  lines  of
dialogue,  creating  a  haunting  echo
effect.

Act One: 1959 –
The Sale
The  first  act  of  the  Clybourne  Park
script is set in the living room of Russ
and  Bev,  a  middle-aged  white  couple
whose  son  Kenneth  has  recently
committed  suicide  in  the  house.  They
are selling the property to the Youngers,
a Black family, which has caused turmoil
in the neighborhood. The act introduces
us to their nosy neighbor, Karl Lindner
(the same character who appears in A
Raisin  in  the  Sun),  a  local  priest,  and

Bev’s deaf housekeeper, Francine.
This  section  is  filled  with  polite
conversation that gradually unravels into
tension.  The  dialogue  revolves  around
property  values,  community  standards,
and the unspeakable grief of the family.
The Clybourne Park script excels here
in showing how racism is often hidden
beneath a veneer of civility and concern
for "the neighborhood."

Act Two: 2009 –
The Renovation
F i f t y  years  l a te r ,  the  house  i s
dilapidated. The Clybourne Park script
now introduces a new set of characters:
Steve and Lindsey, a young white couple
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planning to raze the house and build a
larger  modern  home.  They  face
opposition from Lena and Kevin, a Black
couple representing the community, who
argue  that  the  house  is  a  historic
landmark of Black progress.
The dialogue becomes a verbal sparring
match  about  gentrification,  political
correctness,  and who has  the  right  to
claim  a  neighborhood.  The  jokes  are
sharper, the tensions more raw, and the
racial  subtext  is  no  longer  subtext—it
becomes the explicit subject. Norris uses
the same house as a vessel to show how
the  specifics  of  the  argument  have
changed,  but  the  underlying  fear  of
displacement remains constant.

THEMATIC DEPTH: WHAT THE

CLYBOURNE PARK SCRIPT
REVEALS

The  Clybourne  Park  scr ipt  i s
deceptively simple. On the surface, it is
a  comedy  about  uncomfortable
conversations.  Dig  deeper,  and  you  find
a  sophisticated  analysis  of  America’s
racial landscape.

Race and Real
Estate
At its core, the Clybourne Park script
is  about  property.  Act  One  is  about
maintaining  property  value  through
racial  segregation;  Act  Two  is  about
property  value  through  gentrification.
Norris  suggests  that  the  American
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Dream is tied directly to land ownership,
and that dream is often protected at the
expense  of  marginalized  communities.
The script  smartly avoids taking sides,
instead  showing  how  both  white  and
Black characters use similar arguments
for  self-preservation  across  different
time  periods.

The Changing
Face of Racism
One of the most discussed elements of
the  Clybourne  Park  script  is  how
Norris  tracks  the  evolution  of  racist
language.  In  Act  One,  characters  use
overtly racist terms and openly discuss
the "problem" of integration. In Act Two,
the  racism  is  coded;  it  hides  behind

liberal  jargon,  historical  claims,  and
accusations of "playing the race card."
The  script  suggests  that  while  society
has  changed  its  vocabulary,  the
underly ing  power  dynamics  are
remarkably  stubborn.

Grief and
Trauma
Beyond  the  social  commentary,  the
Clybourne Park script is also a deeply
personal story about grief. The suicide of
Kenneth, the son, hangs over the entire
first  act.  This  family  tragedy  is  the
catalyst for the sale of the house. Norris
uses  this  grief  to  humanize  the  white
characters,  preventing  them  from
becoming  mere  caricatures  of  bigotry.
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The  trauma  of  loss  bleeds  into  the
second act as well, when the characters
discover a box of old letters, linking the
past to the present.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS IN THE
CLYBOURNE PARK SCRIPT

The strength of any great play lies in its
characters,  and  the  Clybourne  Park
script  offers  a  rich  ensemble  that
challenges  stereotypes.

Russ and Bev (1959): They
represent the old guard. Bev is
fragile and caught in the social
norms of the 1950s, while Russ is
bitter and angry at the world. Their
grief over their son makes them
indifferent to the neighborhood's
racial anxieties, which is ironically

what allows the sale to go through.
Karl Lindner (1959/2009): Karl
is the consistent thread. In the
Clybourne Park script, we see
him in both acts (via a letter in Act
Two). He is the voice of
"reasonable" racism, trying to
preserve the status quo under the
guise of practicality. He is not a
villain in the melodramatic sense,
which makes him all the more
terrifying.
Francine and Albert (1959):
The Black housekeeper and her
husband. The Clybourne Park
script gives them a quiet dignity.
Francine says very little, but her
silence is powerful. Albert, a door-
to-door salesman, subtly refuses to
be intimidated by Karl, showing a
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quiet resistance that contrasts
with Francine's forced servitude.
Steve and Lindsey (2009): They
are educated, liberal, and
completely unaware of their own
privilege. Steve becomes
frustrated when his attempts to
"prove" he isn’t racist come off as
offensive. Lindsey is focused on
the aesthetics of the house,
ignoring the cultural significance of
the property. The Clybourne Park
script uses them to explore the
limits of liberal goodwill.
Lena and Kevin (2009): Lena is
a descendant of the Younger
family, fiercely protective of her
history. Kevin is more pragmatic.
Their conflict with Steve and
Lindsey exposes the tensions

within the current community
about how to honor the past while
embracing the future.

WHY THE CLYBOURNE PARK
SCRIPT IS ESSENTIAL READING

The  Clybourne  Park  script  has
become a cornerstone of modern drama
for  several  reasons.  It  is  commonly
studied in high schools and universities
because it provides a perfect case study
in dramatic structure and subtext.  The
play  is  a  masterclass  in  how to  write
dialogue that says one thing but means
another.
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Educational
Value
For  drama  students,  reading  the
Clybourne Park script offers lessons in
pacing,  tension,  and the power  of  the
dramatic  pause.  Norr is ’s  use  of
repetition—where characters in Act Two
unknowingly  mirror  the  lines  of  Act
One—is a brilliant technical device that
rewards  close  reading.  Teachers  often
use the script  to  spark  debates  about
historical context, systemic racism, and
the ethics of gentrification.

Relevance to
Contemporary
Issues
The  themes  of  the  Clybourne  Park
script  are  more  relevant  today  than
ever. As cities across the United States
undergo  rapid  gentrification,  the
q u e s t i o n  o f  w h o  b e l o n g s  i n  a
neighborhood is  a  live issue.  The play
forces audiences to confront their  own
biases.  Are  you  Karl  Lindner,  worried
about property values? Are you Steve,
assuming  you  have  the  right  to  buy
wherever you want? Are you Lena, trying
to preserve history?



Clybourne Park Script 9

9

Production
Challenges and
Rewards
For  theatre  companies,  staging  the
Clybourne  Park  script  is  both  a
challenge and a reward. The dialogue is
fast-paced  and  requires  impeccable
timing. The racial slurs in Act One can be
difficult  for  audiences  to  hear,  but  they
are  essential  to  the  play’s  honesty.
Directors must handle the material with
sensitivity,  ensuring  the  play  provokes
thought rather than merely offense. The
dual casting (often the same actors play
different roles in both acts) adds a layer
of commentary on the cyclical nature of

history.

DIALOGUE AND TONE: THE
RHYTHM OF THE SCRIPT

One of the most praised aspects of the
Clybourne Park script is its dialogue.
Bruce  Norris  writes  with  a  razor-sharp
wit.  The play is genuinely funny, often
laugh-out-loud funny, but the humor is
always  uncomfortable.  It  is  a  comedy
that makes you choke on your laughter.
The  rhythm  of  the  Clybourne  Park
script  relies  on  interruptions,  half-
finished  sentences,  and  conversations
happening at cross-purposes. In Act One,
the  characters  speak  in  the  polite,
clipped tones of the 1950s. In Act Two,
the  language  is  more  direct,  more
vulgar,  and  more  confrontational.  Yet,
the  underlying  tension  is  the  same.
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Norris  is  showing  us  that  while  the
language  of  racism  changes,  the
emotion of fear and entitlement remains
constant.
The use of silence is also critical. In Act
One, Francine, the Black housekeeper, is
largely  silent  as  the  white  characters
argue  about  her  future.  Her  silence
speaks  volumes.  In  Act  Two,  the
arguments  become  louder  and  more
explicit,  yet  understanding  is  no  more
present.  The  Clybourne  Park  script
suggests  that  talking  more  does  not
mean communicating better.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY OF THE SCRIPT

When  the  Clybourne  Park  script
premiered  at  Playwrights  Horizons  in
New  York  in  2010,  it  was  met  with

immediate  acclaim.  It  won  the  2011
Pulitzer  Prize  for  Drama and the Tony
Award for Best Play. Critics praised its
courage in tackling difficult subjects with
humor and intelligence.
However,  the  script  has  also  faced
criticism.  Some  argue  that  Norris,  a
white playwright, is co-opting the Black
experience or that he takes a relativistic
view  of  racism,  suggesting  both  sides
are equally at fault. Others feel the play
is  too  cynical,  offering  no  hope  for
resolution. These criticisms are valid and
are  part  of  why  the  Clybourne Park
script remains so hotly debated. It is a
play  that  refuses  to  provide  easy
answers, leaving the audience to sit with
the discomfort of the questions it raises.
Despite  the  controversy—or  perhaps
because  of  it—the  Clybourne  Park
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script has secured its place in the canon
of  American  theatre.  It  is  regularly
produced globally,  often paired with  A
Raisin in the Sun for a powerful double
bill.

HOW TO ACCESS AND STUDY THE

CLYBOURNE PARK SCRIPT

If you are looking to read or produce the
Clybourne Park script, it is published
by Dramatists Play Service and Farrar,
Straus and Giroux. It is readily available
in  libraries  and  bookstores.  When
studying  the  script,  look  for  the


