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Director’s Note 

When she wrote this play in 1983 Dr. Endesha 

Ida Mae Holland titled it, “Miss Ida B Wells: A 
Dramatic Biography.” Sadly, the work holds even more 
resonance today than it did when it was written, given 
the fact that in the 21st century, the United States is 
still a country where extra-judicial executions of Black 
people go unpunished and those who associate with the 
Ku Klux Klan and neo-Nazis are seen by the person at 
the highest level of our government as “very fine people”. 
This play exposes one of the ugly parts of our country’s 
history – a history that has been suppressed for 
generations in hopes that it would be forgotten. What 
has been forgotten can too easily been denied. Therefore, 
those of us who love Black people must follow the 
Sankofa principle, recognizing that “it is not taboo to 

fetch what is at risk of being left behind.” Ida B.Wells’ 
documentation of the atrocities of lynching provides us 
with incontrovertible evidence of the ways that acts of 
violence have been, and continue to be used to keep a 
people in fear and servitude. It highlights the racism, 
cultural and religious intolerance that are fueling chaos 
and division in our nation. The African American 
Theatre Program presents Miss Ida B Wells as a 
demand for justice and a call to action, as an urgent 
warning that we must be “ever watchful, ever on guard 
for our…freedom.” 
-Nefertiti Burton, Director 

The Play: Miss Ida B. Wells 

The Playwright: Endesha Ida Mae Holland 

About the play: The play will depict the
powerful life of Ida B. Wells. The two
actresses in the production will play a
young Ida B. Wells and an older Ida B 
Wells, as well as many other different 
characters from Ida’s life. 
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The University of Louisville’s
Theatre Arts Department’s mission 
is to “create Art in Action: theatre that 
is engaged and inclusive, rigorous 
and enjoyable, thoughtful and
transformative.” 

One program that is integral to
the Theatre Arts Department and
unique among American universities 
is the African American Theatre 
Program. It develops theatre artists 
trained in the traditions of African 
American theatre and contributes to a 
multicultural arts movement. 

We hope this study guide helps 
you to better enjoy the show, to think 
about the history and issues 
presented in the play, to consider the
issues going on in your own life and
country, and to discover how you will
respond to them. 



 
	

	

	

	

 
	

	

3 
Who was Ida B. Wells? 

Ida B. Wells was born into 
slavery.  When she was just six 
months old, Abraham Lincoln issued 
the Emancipation Proclamation, 
which declared her family and all 
the slaves in the southern United 
States free.  The Civil war ended in 
1865.  Her father enrolled in college 
and helped campaign for local Black 
candidates running for office.   

After Ida’s parents died, she 
worked hard to take care of her 
family.  She became a school teacher. 
In 1884, she refused to give her seat 
up on a train and was forcibly  

removed. She sued the railroad 
company and won.   

Three of Ida’s friends were 
lynched (see page 7), which started 
her 40-year crusade to stop 
lynching in the United States.  She 
became a newspaper owner, a public 
speaker, an investigative journalist, 
and an author in order to fight for 
the rights of others. 

This summary of her civil 
rights activism does not do justice to 
the amount of hard work and 
positive impact Ida B. Wells had in  

the United States.  Her life was 
threatened many times, people 
slandered her name in newspapers, 
and yet she kept choosing to do 
what she knew was right. She led 
boycotts and protests, took 
companies to court, visited Europe 
to gather support for her cause, and 
started many organizations to 
mobilize others to make change.  
She even tried running for the 
Illinois state senate! 

Wells married Ferdinand 
Barnett and had four children, but 
her personal life did not slow down 
her activism. She continued to fight 
for equal rights of African 
Americans across the country, for 
improved conditions of African 
Americans moving to Chicago, and 
for all women to get the right to 
vote. Wells is a founding member of 
the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP). She also founded the 
National Association of Colored 
Women, National Afro-American 
Council, the Negro Fellowship 
League, and supported many other 
organizations.   

Today, Ida B. Wells is a 
national treasure. There is the Ida 
B. Wells Foundation, the Ida B. Wells 
Museum, and the Ida B. Wells 
Barnett museum.  Many 
organizations and colleges give 
awards and scholarships in her 
name, including the Ida B. Wells 
Award from the University of 
Louisville. The United States Post 
Office gave her the honor of 
appearing on a postage stamp.  
Many lists have ranked Ida B. Wells 
as one of the greatest Americans.    



         
       
              
      

             
 

         
          

   
        

     
                 

          
         

              
      

           
         

        
             

  
        

 	                 
            

       
 

               
           

                
               
           

            
             

          
              

           
                

       
            

            
                 

            
  

4 
About the Author  

Endesha Ida Mae Holland was born in 1944 and died in 2006. She was a civil rights activist, a 
professor, and a playwright. She wrote six plays including Miss Ida B. Wells and From the Mississippi 
Delta. Below are excerpts from her obituary in The New York Times (http://www.nytimes.com/ 
2006/02/01/books/endesha-ida-mae-holland-61-dies-mississippi-delta-writer.html) by Margalit Fox: 

“When Ida Mae was 11, in an incident she often recounted afterward, she was raped by a white 
man who employed her as a baby sitter…By her late teens, she had been arrested many times for street 
fighting, shoplifting, and prostitution. One day, looking for a customer, she followed a young man to his 
office. He turned out to be a volunteer for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, which had 
come to Greenwood to register Black voters…She became involved with the organization, marching, 
speaking, and registering voters, and was jailed 13 times for her activities. In 1965, a suspicious fire 
broke out in her family’s home, killing her mother. Professor Holland said afterward the she believed the 
Ku Klux Klan had firebombed the house in retaliation for her civil rights work…Encouraged by 
colleagues in the movement, Ida Mae obtained a high school equivalency diploma and enrolled in the 
University of Minnesota. She earned a bachelor’s degree in African-American studies there in 1979, 
followed by a master’s in American studies in 1984, and a Ph.D., also in American studies, in 1986. 
Professor Holland taught at Buffalo from 1985 to 1993.” 

She was also a professor in the University of Southern California’s School of Theatre. Endesha is 
Swahili for ‘one who drives others forward.’ She received this name while she was working tirelessly to 
help others. “As a civil rights leader, professor, and playwright Dr. Holland showed the world a force that 
was more potent than the racism and poverty that tried to hold her back” (Quote from “Holland, Endesha 
Ida Mae (1944-2006)” http://www.blackpast.org/aah/holland-endesha-ida-mae-1944-2006). 

Timeline of Ida B. Well’s Life as Mentioned in the Play 
1862: Ida B. Wells was born on July 16, 1862 in Holly Springs, Mississippi. 
1878: When Ida was 16 years old, the yellow fever epidemic killed her parents. 
1883: While working hard to raise her siblings, Ida realized she could make more money if she

moved to Memphis to be a schoolteacher. 
1884: Ida was forcibly removed from the train she was riding. She sued and won a $500

settlement. 
1887: The Tennessee supreme court overturned the judge's decision to award her money. 
1889: Ida became part owner of the Free Speech newspaper, which published articles about 
racial injustice.
1891: Ida was fired from her teaching job because of her newspaper articles describing the terrible

conditions of colored schools. 
1892: A white mob lynched three of her friends. She left Memphis and urged others to do the same. 
1893: Ida and Frederick Douglass organized a boycott of the World's Columbian Exposition, 

which did not show the progress of African Americans. 
1894: In 1893 and 1894, she took two trips to Europe to continue her efforts in exposing the

lynching horrors that were happening in the US. 
1895: Ida married attorney Ferdinand L. Barnett. She also published The Red Record, a 

pamphlet with statistics that described the lynching situation. 
1910: She started the Negro Fellowship League. 
1914: She started the Alpha Suffrage Club to mobilize the women of Illinois to work for voter 

registration. 
1931: Ida died in Chicago on March 25, 1931. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  

 

5 Glossary 

Abolitionist: A person who advocated to stop or abolish slavery.  

Jim Crow Laws: Any law that enforced racial segregation, like voting laws that made it almost 
impossible for Blacks to vote.   

Lynch-law: When a mob murders someone illegally. (see page 7 for more information) 

Negro: Before the 1960s, this was an acceptable name for African-Americans. The play also uses the 
term “colored people.” 

Suffragist: A person who advocated for suffrage, or the right to vote, for women.  

Temperance: To stop people from drinking alcohol. 

Threadbare lies: Threadbare clothes are clothes that are so worn they are thin and falling apart.  
Threadbare lies are lies that have no basis in truth. 

Yellow Fever: A dangerous disease.  In 1878, around 20,000 people died from a yellow fever 
outbreak in Southern areas, like Memphis, TN. 

Events Mentioned in the Play 

Emancipation Proclamation: Issued by Abraham Lincoln on January 1, 1863, the Emancipation 
Proclamation declared all slaves free in the Confederate states. This proclamation was signed about 
six months after Ida B. Wells was born. The Civil War ended on May 9, 1865. The 13th Amendment, 
which abolished slavery, was ratified on December 6, 1865. 

Reconstruction Act: Passed in 1867, when Ida was 5 years old, required that states needed to 
have their constitutions approved before being readmitted into the Union. This included ratifying the 
14th amendment. 

The 14th Amendment: In 1866, the 14th Amendment declared all people born in the US as 
citizens with equal protection under the law. 

The 15th Amendment: In 1869, the 15th Amendment declared the government unable to deny 
someone the right to vote based on race. 

The Hayes Compromise of 1877: In the 1876 election, Republican Rutherford Hayes had 165 
electoral votes to Democrat Samuel Tilden's 184 electoral votes. 20 electoral votes from four states 
were in dispute. The compromise was informal, but Democrats agreed to give the 20 electoral votes to 
let the Republicans win the election, as long as federal troops were removed from southern states and 
the Reconstruction Era was ended. This led to the southern states becoming solidly democratic, and 
to the overwhelming support for white supremacy and laws suppressing Black voters. 

The 19th Amendment: In 1920, the 19th Amendment granted women the right to vote.  



 

   

    

  

  

 

    
  

   

 

  

    
   

 

   
    
  

   
  

 
 

   
   

   
  

 
   

   

  
 

   
  

 
  

  
 

  
    
  

 

   
 

   
 

 
  

  
  

   
 

  
    

  
  

   
  

 
 

   
  

   
   

 
 

   
 

    
  

    
   

  

   
  

  
  

  
  

 6 A List of People Mentioned In The Play
 

Joan of Arc In 1412, at the age
of 18, she received
a message from 
God and led the 
French to victory in
a battle of the 100 
Years’ War. 

Paul 
Lawrence 
Dunbar 

He become world 
renown for his 
writing and poetry.
His poem “We
Wear the Mask” 
appears in the
play. 

Susan B. 
Anthony 

She was a 
woman’s rights 
activist who had a 
major role in the
suffrage
movement. 

William Lloyd
Garrison 

He was a famous 
abolitionist and 
suffragist. His son, 
named William 
Lloyd Garrison,
also became a civil 
rights activist. 

Ferdinand 
Lee Barnett 

Married Ida B. 
Wells. He was a 
lawyer, activist,
and became 
Illinois' first Black 
assistant state’s 
attorney. 

Frances 
E. W. Harper 

She was an 
abolitionist and 
suffragist. She 
helped slaves in
the 
Underground
Railroad. 

Mary McLeod
Bethune 

She was a Civil 
rights activist who
started a private
school for African 
Americans that 
turned into a 
university. 

Lady Henry
Somerset 

A British advocate 
of women’s rights,
who became the 
president of the
World’s Christian 
Temperance
Association. 

Frederick 
Douglass 

He escaped
slavery and
became a national 
leader of the 
abolitionist 
movement. 

Mary Church
Terrell 

She was a Civil 
Rights activist,
one of first African 
American women 
to earn a college
degree, and a
founder of the 
NAACP. 

W.E.B. 
Du Bois 

He was a co-
founder of 
NAACP. He 
focused on the 
political influence
and rights for 
Blacks. 

Booker T. 
Washington 

Born into slavery,
he was a major 
African American 
leader.He focused 
on improving
education and 
economy for 
Blacks. 



 
	

 
	

 
	

 

 
	

What did Ida B. Wells have to say about 
lynchings? 

Ida B. Wells was the most 
prominent crusader against 
lynching in the USA.  Some people 
mistakenly thought people who 
were lynched were criminals, and 
that lynchings were acceptable.  
Not only did Ida give speeches in 
the USA and in Europe to expose 
the horrors of lynchings, but she 
also published pamphlets and 
newspaper articles using facts and 
statistics to prove that lynchings 
were unjustifiable and 
reprehensible. She worked 
tirelessly to educate Americans and 
to fight for the rights of Blacks. 

THE LYNCHING 
By Claude McKay

His spirit is smoke ascended to high heaven.
His father, by the cruelest way of pain,

Had bidden him to his bosom once again;
The awful sin remained still unforgiven.

All night a bright and solitary star
(Perchance the one that ever guided him,

Yet gave him up at last to Fate's wild whim)
Hung pitifully o'er the swinging char.

Day dawned, and soon the mixed crowds came to view
The ghastly body swaying in the sun:

The women thronged to look, but never a one
Showed sorrow in her eyes of steely blue;
And little lads, lynchers that were to be,

Danced round the dreadful thing in fiendish glee.

Who was Claude McKay? 
He was a Jamaican writer whose 

poetry became famous around the world 
in the 1920s. His poem “The Lynching” 
is recited in the play. 

What does phrase “swinging char” mean?
The poem depicts the awful 

scene of a lynching.  It describes an 
African-American man who was first 
burned, perhaps alive, before his body 
was hung from a tree. 

What is lynching? 
Vocabulary.com defines lynching as 
“an unlawful murder by an angry 
mob of people. Throughout history, 
dominant groups have used 
lynchings as a way of controlling 
minorities. Lynchings have most 
often involved hanging, especially 
during the period of racially 
motivated lynchings in the South.” 

What does the phrase “And little lads, lynchers that 
were to be, danced round the dreadful thing in fiendish 

glee” mean? 
The poem describes a scene in which 

many white people watched the murder, yet 
no one was sad. In fact, little kids played and 
danced around the tree as if this was an 
acceptable event.  Many adults may have been 
rejoicing too. The poem predicts that those 
little kids are most likely going to grow up to 
be the adults that lynch and terrorize the next 
generation of African-Americans.  

The NAACP states that from 1882-1968, 
4,743 lynchings occurred in the USA (or 
at least that was the number recorded).
72.7% of those lynched were African-
Americans. 27.3% of those lynched were 
white people who helped African-
Americans. For more info, go to 
http://www.naacp.org/history-of-lynchings/ 

7 



    
     

    
      

     
    

    
       

       
        
    

     
     

      
    
    

      
     
     

       
   

    
       
      
       

  
      

       
     

     
    

       
     

     
  

   
     

 

       
     

     
        

      
         
       

    
      

       
     

    
   

      
    

     
      

       
       

    
  
   

       
      

    
     

  
      

   
       

      
   

     
     

    
     

     
  

    
     

    

     
     
         

          
     
      
    

 8 Then & Now 
THEN
 

Jim Crow laws were passed after the
reconstruction era ended. Basically, they were
any laws that enforced racial segregation.
After the 1877 compromise (see page 5),
voting laws that included poll taxes, literacy 
tests, and record-keeping requirements so
drastically dropped the number of Blacks that
could be registered to vote that Blacks were
not able to have a say politically. Moreover,
those who could not vote could not hold 
office. Jim Crow laws mandated segregation
in schools and public places. Some Jim Crow
laws stayed enforced until 1965. 

In the play, Ida B. Wells mentions that after 
Blacks got their freedom, “Louisiana and
Mississippi had roughly 97,000 White voters 
and 224,000 colored voters,” yet after a few
years of anti-voting laws, only a couple
hundred Blacks were actually able to vote. 

THEN
 
The play also remarks that at the same time
when Blacks got their freedom, “White people
started losing their control over us, so they 
got together in secret groups. The worst of
these groups were the Knights of the Ku Klux 
Klan. All the Colored people was afraid of the
Klan - some of the White people was scared
of them too”. 
PBS states, “The Klan spread beyond
Tennessee to every state in the South and
included mayors, judges, and sheriffs as well
as common criminals. The Klan systematically 
murdered Black politicians and political
leaders. It beat, whipped, and murdered
thousands, and intimidated tens of thousands 
of others from voting. Blacks often tried to
fight back, but they were outnumbered and
out gunned. While the main targets of Klan
wrath were the political and social leaders of
the Black community, Blacks could be
murdered for almost any reason.”
For more information, see
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/
stories_events_kkk.html 

NOW
 
In an article written for NPR on September 7,
2016, Michael Tomsic summarizes the
situation surrounding unfair voting laws in
North Carolina. He writes that it “began in
2013, when the state made cuts to early 
voting, created a photo ID requirement and
eliminated same-day registration, out-of-
precinct voting, and pre-registration of high
school students. More than half of all voters 
there use early voting, and African Americans 
do so at higher rates than whites. African-
Americans also tend to overwhelmingly vote
for Democrats. In July of this year, the 4th
U.S. Circuit of Appeals struck down parts of
the overhaul. The three-judge panel rules 
those changes targeted African-Americans 
“with almost surgical precision.” Tomsic’s 
article can be found at http://www.npr.org/
2016/09/07/493001761/despite-court-ruling-
voting-rights-fight-continues-in-north-carolina 

NOW
 
The following is from a BBC article written on 
August, 13, 2017 that listed white supremacy 
groups currently in the United States:
“A prominent US civil rights group, the
Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) says 
that it is currently tracking more than 1,600
extremist groups in the country…
Ku Klux Klan: Klan groups are active in most
US states and are estimated to have between 
5,000 and 8,000 members…
Neo-Nazi Groups: Relate to activists who 
share anti-Semitic ideals. One group, the
National Socialist Movement (NSM) have
members in 32 states, and another group
National Alliance (NA) has between 400 and
2,500 members… 
Alternative (alt-right): Focus on white-identity.
A predominantly online movement, so it does 
not officially have a membership” 
(http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-
canada-40915356).
This article was written a day after the Unite
the Right rally in Charlottesville, where groups 
like these came to oppose the removal of a
statue of Robert E. Lee. A man linked to a 
white supremacy group drove his car into a
crowd of counter protestors, injuring 19 and
killing 1 person. 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_events_kkk.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us
http:http://www.npr.org


 

              
              

    

                  
                    

                
                  
       

                     
                     

             

                     
                   

           

                
        

                     
      

                   
              

                  
                

                 
    

               
                      

             
                  

          
                 

            

                
                    

 

        
             

          
             

   
       

             
  

       

9	 Discussion Questions 
Pre-Show Questions: 
1. Ida’s biography on page 3 mentions how Ida worked tirelessly to fight against something she knew was wrong

(lynching). What issues would you work tirelessly for/against? What issues are you concerned about that are currently 

going on in the world/country?
 

2. The biography and the brief timeline on page 4 describe some of the ways that Ida faced discouragement. Many 
people told her to stop making such a fuss about lynching and civil rights. She was removed from a train due to her skin
color. She was fired from her teaching job for telling others about the conditions of Black schools. Yet, she continued to
do the right thing, even if it was hard or unpopular. What is something positive for others in your school/life that you could 
do this week, even if it was unpopular to do so? 

3. Other than Joan of Arc, the eleven people described on page 6 were civil right activists during Ida B. Wells’ lifetime.
How many of those 11 did you know? What are some reasons why it would be important to learn about past people and
events? Consider researching one of those people or another time period in the United States. 

4. The description of lynching on page 7 does not do justice to describing the true horror of the crime and the fear and

hatred that existed in that time period. Where do children learn who to hate, or even what is acceptable and

unacceptable? How would a student today learn if any of their viewpoints were biased or unfair?
 

5. Page 8 lists events that happened during Ida’s lifetime and events that happened quite recently. What are the
 
similarities between the two pairs of “Then and Nows”?
 

Post-Show Questions: 
1. What parts of the play did you enjoy? What parts of the play, if any, were confusing or unclear? What did you learn

from the study guide and the play Miss Ida B. Wells?
 

2. In the opening scene of Miss Ida B. Wells, a young girl says that her teacher asked each student to name someone

they knew who was as great as Joan of Arc. Who do you know who is “as great as this lady soldier”?
 

3a. During the play, Ida shares when the slaves were free, so many Blacks should have been eligible to vote and change
the laws in the United States, but Jim Crow laws and intimidation from the Ku Klux Klan came about because white
people did not want to give up any of their power to allow power for other people. Why do you think people did not want
Blacks to be able to vote? 

3b. Would you ever consider giving up your own power to help someone who was facing discrimination? Hypothetically, if
you could make the decision, would you let a group of people be allowed to vote if you knew that meant your presidential
nominee would not get elected? Why or why not? If all of your hard-earned money went to your child’s school for your 
child’s education, would you be okay with a law that would make you give some of your money to a needy school and
your child would have less money for his education? Why or why not? Would you welcome several families into your 
neighborhood, who were different from you and the rest of the neighborhood, if you knew that they probably would get
jobs that might make it more difficult for you to get a job? Why or why not? 

4. When have you stood up and spoken out against an injustice facing your community or another community? What were
the costs and benefits of that action? Or if there was a time when you saw an injustice but didn’t act, what stopped you
from acting? 

Resources 
•	 BlackLivesMatter.com: “Black Lives Matter is a chapter-based national organization working for the validity of Black life.” 
•	 IdaBWellsMuseum.org: “To inspire, enlighten and enrich the lives of people everywhere by collecting, preserving, and


disseminating the contributions in art, history, culture, and social influence of African-Americans.” 

•	 SPLCenter.org: Southern Poverty Law Center is “dedicated to fighting hate and bigotry and to seeking justice for the


most vulnerable members of our society.”
 
•	 WithoutSanctuary.org/main: “Collector James Allen uncovered an extraordinary visual legacy: photographs and

postcards taken as souvenirs at lynchings throughout America…Please be aware before entering the site that much of
the material is very disturbing.” 

This study guide was created by Lois Abdelmalek. 

http://BlackLivesMatter.com
http://IdaBWellsMuseum.org
http://SPLCenter.org
http://WithoutSanctuary.org/main:
http://BlackLivesMatter.com
http://IdaBWellsMuseum.org
http://SPLCenter.org
http://WithoutSanctuary.org/main:
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