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Dear Educators,
When asked if there was any advice he’d give to playwrights just
starting out, Rajiv Joseph, the Cleveland native who penned The Lake
Effect, said: “Write the play you’d most want to see, and write the
characters you’d most want to see onstage.” 

As we consider what this means for The Lake Effect, a story fused
with tension, humor, mystery, and vulnerability, populated by
characters who are good people (but not without their flaws), each
facing unique challenges and confronting surprising situations,
family dynamics, and changing perspectives, you may realize that
Joseph himself wrote about who and what we want to see most
onstage: ourselves.

“The Lake Effect is, in many respects, a play about separate worlds
colliding,” said Joseph. “On one level, these worlds are divided by
race and culture, but beyond that, it’s a play about secrets and
families and what binds us together as just regular people.” 

The Lake Effect is also about the struggles faced by American-
born children of immigrants, allegiance to family and culture, inde-
pendence and the journey of creating one’s own path, sibling rivalry,
aging and ailing parents, changing ideas of success and the people we
thought we knew, expectations vs. reality, and learning to live, with
grace, the cards we’ve been dealt. However, this play is also about (as
director Pirronne Yousefzadeh said at the first rehearsal) how we
move forward when family are strangers and strangers become
family, who we understand our parents to be (or not be) and the
moment we realize that they are men and women in addition to moms
and dads, and carving new families with compassion and forgiveness
out of loss, betrayal, and brokenness. The Lake Effect examines
questions of how we define home and family, and how we navigate
the balance between leading our own lives and coming back home.

To some extent, we have all dealt with at least several of these issues
in our own lives. We can see ourselves and our own allegiances,
struggles, relationships, pasts, and perhaps even futures, onstage in
The Lake Effect. From relatable characters to relevant situations, we
hope that your students will see themselves in this play, will keep an
open mind to new perspectives, will ask themselves the same
questions the characters explore onstage, and will come away with a
sense that we are all bound together, often by the very things that
divide us. 

We’ll see you at the theatre.

Lara Rhyner
Associate Director of Education 
lrhyner@gevatheatre.org
(585) 420-2058
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Bernard: “There’s a man upstairs. And I know him – the ins and outs of him –
better than you ever will. That is a fact.”

Synopsis: One frigid night in Cleveland, during a lake effect snow storm, Bernard stops by the Indian
restaurant he regularly visits, hungry for a plate of lamb biryani and some conversation with his close friend
Vinnie, the restaurant’s owner. Instead, he finds Vinnie’s son Vijay, who is as oblivious to his father’s
relationship with Bernard as Bernard is to Vijay’s existence. Although Vijay tries valiantly to get him to leave,
Bernard has a talent for talking through Vijay’s objections and revealing a wildly different Vinnie from the
father Vijay knew. When Vijay’s sister Priya arrives unexpectedly, the trio is forced to reexamine the past, and
reconsider the future. 

“Working on the design for this
particular play required that David
Arsenault, the scenic designer, and I
focus very much on not only the
space, but the history of the space.
This play is very much about the past,
thematically speaking, and we also
wanted to create a place with a past. It
takes place in an Indian restaurant,
but what was that restaurant before?
How did Vinnie modify or remodel the
space when he started his own business? What kind of building is it? These are some of the questions we asked as
we started our work. In a lot of ways, the restaurant is a character in the play, and so we wanted to give it as much
depth, specificity, and history as any individual person onstage.” – Pirronne Yousefzadeh, Director

“As we were in the design process for The Lake Effect, one of the things we realized is that we never actually
see Priya and Vijay’s father Vinnie, but the character hangs over the entire play like a ghost. Despite the fact that
we never see him, he has driven the action of the play. We wanted the restaurant to have a sense of this
ghostliness, as well as some of the oppressiveness one can sometimes feel when visiting a home they haven’t
seen in a while, or that may hold some negative or difficult memories. Creating a sense of a ceiling over the
restaurant was important for us both as a symbol of Vinnie, who lives upstairs above the restaurant, as well as a
way to generate some sense of that oppression, in a literal way, by having it close down the space visually.”
– David Arsenault, Scenic Designer

Pirronne and David point out that both Vinnie and the restaurant itself are important characters that drive the
action of the play, even though we never meet Vinnie and a restaurant is typically thought of as a place, rather than
a character. What other significant elements impact the story in such a way that they could be thought of as
characters? A lake effect snow storm? A meaningful costume piece, or a recurring song or haunting memory? 

Consider the attention to detail that directors and designers must contemplate as they craft a space onstage for the
story to live in. In order to give the restaurant the real sense of history that
the director describes, the scenic designer researches multiple styles and
carefully selects everything from the texture of the wood grain in the ceiling
beams, to the shade and condition of the paint on the door, to the frost on
the windowpanes, and everything in between. As you watch The Lake
Effect, examine the set closely. What details do you notice? How do they
inform your experience at the theatre and your relationship to the story or
characters onstage? u

Unlikely Characters: A Place with a Past

Set rendering for The Lake Effect by David Arsenault

Scenic and prop research for
The Lake Effect by David Arsenault
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Geva: Why was The Lake Effect selected for Geva’s
season this year?

Skip Greer and Jenni Werner: First, we chose The
Lake Effect because it’s a great story that yanks the
viewer in and forces us to be active in solving a mystery.
Second, we were looking for ways to respond to our
current political climate and to the ever-changing world
around us in our programming. We felt that a play that
has changing perspectives at its center would be very
striking. The characters in The Lake Effect surprise us  -
and each other. Characters are not who other
characters assumed they are. We hope that can be a
useful reminder as we navigate through our lives. New
perspectives can lead to a greater and deeper
understanding and appreciation of our fellow travelers.
Finally, we felt that it was important to have Rajiv
Joseph’s voice in our season. He’s a remarkable
playwright with many thoughtful and provocative
scripts that give us insights into worlds that American
theatres have not often visited in the past. 

Geva: What attracted you to this project?

Pirronne: I think that The Lake Effect is so universally
relatable because it's about family and the complicated
relationships therein, and no matter how we define
family for ourselves, we all have our own personal
experiences with that, both positive and negative.
I relate very strongly to the idea within the play that one
can be related to someone, and yet not know anything
about major facets of her/his life. Being a child of
Iranian immigrants, there are subtler aspects of the
play that I identify with as well, in terms of assimilation
and the idea of making good on the sacrifices of
one's parents.

Lipica: When I saw Rajiv’s Huck and Holden
off-Broadway, I loved how the characters were all so
beautifully flawed; as an audience member, my loyalties
to each character changed with every scene. It was so
human. When I first read The Lake Effect in 2013, I just
fell in love with how broken everyone in the play is -
I can relate to the different ways each character deals
with grief and loss, and especially how Priya sort of
rations her emotions. She's very skilled at maintaining
her walls, saving her moments of vulnerability for when

it can best serve her. I'm also really drawn to the
questions of “what is home” and what “family” really
means.

Neimah: What initially excited me about this project
was the opportunity to work on a Rajiv Joseph play;
I have always enjoyed his work. The thing that is
speaking to me the most right now about the show is
this feeling that people have to work together, despite
adversity and wrongdoing, to get by. We’re stuck on this
Indian-restaurant-of-a-planet together, and sometimes
we may get mad, but at the end of the day, we all have
to work together to get the metaphorical beef curry. It’s
a lesson I think we all could use at this particular
moment in history. 

Geva: Why is this story compelling? What do you
hope high school audiences will take away with
them as they leave the theatre?

Pirronne: This is a family story with many surprising
twists and turns. I, personally, find that all of the secrets
revealed throughout the play keep me on the edge of my
seat as I read it! Beyond that, though, I know that when
I was in high school, there was a lot I was learning
to navigate with my siblings and my parents, and I am
sure that, in their own way, every student who sees
this play will find a particular moment, line, character,
or relationship resonant. I hope that whatever each
student takes away from the play, s/he returns to
her/his home and family with an expanded sense of
empathy and, perhaps, a greater understanding of how
mysterious and complex we all are as human beings. 

Lipica: I remember being in high school, feeling like
I was never going to be able to leave my small,
rural hometown in New Jersey. When I finally got to
college, I thought that was it – I was never going home
again! That lasted about a month. I missed my friends;
I (weirdly) missed my family. I missed the feeling of
being home. New York City felt foreign to me for so
long, and it took me a while to figure out what it was
that made a place a home. In The Lake Effect, Priya has
made a life for herself far away from the town she grew
up in, and she thinks of herself as an independent
woman who can handle things herself; she doesn't need
anyone's help. And yet, when things get hard, where 

The Lake Effect: A Spicy Menu of Current Affairs

Priya: “I’m not like you. The easiest things in the whole world
are basically impossible for me sometimes.”



Bernard: “I have to hold on to the good stuff about Vinnie.
What’s hating him gonna get me?”
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does she find herself? Right back home, finding safety
and comfort in her father and, later, in her brother.
I hope everyone who sees this play is able to explore the
idea that time gives us perspective. That courage comes
from facing actual history, not hiding behind our own
version of events. 

Neimah: I think this story is compelling because the play
only gives you tiny bits of information at a time, to the
point where, when I was reading it for the first time,
I was at the edge of my seat thinking “Who IS this
Bernard guy?” and “What’s going on with these
siblings?!” I think students will relate to all the family
turmoil in the show. I know from first-hand experience
that sibling and parental tension is a big, and often
un-talked about, issue. I’m hoping that students will walk
away feeling like they’re a little less alone in those
alienating experiences.

Geva: What are you looking forward to investigat-
ing during rehearsal?

Pirronne: I am very excited to get in the room with this
stellar cast to see how their instincts and ideas shape the
characters and relationships. Sibling dynamics are so
specific, and it will be a very gratifying in-depth
investigation as we work to find that between Vijay and
Priya. I’m equally excited to delve into Bernard, and
I find him to be especially fascinating in terms of his
seemingly boundless capacity for compassion and
forgiveness. Lastly, I also think that while Rajiv Joseph
has written a poignant and, at times, painful story, he has
also brilliantly crafted humor and levity into the piece,
and so it will be our charge to find the balance between
those different tonal elements.  

Lipica: I am excited to explore the sibling dynamics of
being a younger sister! In real life, I'm the firstborn, and
my younger brother and I have always had this dynamic
where I felt all this responsibility to set good examples,
fix any problems as they arose, and basically play
the prodigal daughter role for my parents. I am
really looking forward to letting go of that pressure and
letting someone else play that part for a bit! I think it will
be an interesting challenge to let go of my personal need
to be in control of situations and events, and just let
Priya deal with issues spontaneously, making mistakes
and learning from them. A big difference between her
and me is her tendency to believe in her decisions, even
when they're obviously wrong. She's much more

stubborn than I am. It will be fun to play around in that
world for a bit.

Neimah: I’m excited to explore the role of the older
brother. I’m the youngest in my family, and I have always
had a sense that the eldest child, and particularly the son
in any family, is obligated to a particular set of stresses
and tests that, in many cases, end up defining their
choices throughout life. Getting a chance to explore that
in the character of Vijay is going to be exhilarating! u

The Cast:

Vijay.....Neimah Djourabchi 

Bernard.....Clinton C. Lowe

Priya.....Lipica Shah

Other participants in this interview:

Pirronne Yousefzadeh.....Director

Skip Greer....Director of Education/Artist in Residence

Jenni Werner....Literary Director/Resident Dramaturg

Neimah Djourabchi 

Lipica Shah              Pirronne Yousefzadeh 

Visit http://www.gevatheatre.org/programs-for-
students/ to download a list of resources used

in the compilation of this guide.



Bernard: “I used to lose all my money on the Browns because I was a fan.
Wanted them to win so badly.”
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The Lake Effect takes place in Cleveland, a city that once served as a home to
sevaral major American industries, such as oil, steel, and manufacturing. The
city’s economic importance, however, did not last and by the 1950s, the city's
population of nearly a million people began a steady decline for the remainder of
the century. By 2013, Cleveland’s population was estimated at just over 390,000
residents. Despite the significant decline in the city’s population and the disap-
pearance of much of its early industrial-based economy, by the early 2000s
Cleveland’s fortunes reversed, making it a home to thriving financial services,
healthcare and biomedical industries, and a magnet for people seeking new
economic  opportunities. Many of those who relocated to Cleveland immigrated
from other countries. While the racial makeup of Cleveland is predominantly
African American and white, there are several sizable immigrant populations

throughout the city, mostly with origins in Europe, Asia,
Latin America, and Africa. One example of Cleveland’s
growing immigrant presence is the 2010 census finding
that nearly 12% of Cleveland’s population over the age of
5 speaks another language in addition to English.

Rochester has much in common with Cleveland. Both
cities are familiar with harsh winters as they are part of
what is commonly-known as “the snow belt.” Rochester
has also undergone a number of challenges since the
city’s economic peak in the mid-to-late twentieth century.
Rochester was once dominated by manufacturing
industries before many of the major companies relocat-
ed, cut their workforces, or closed entirely. Kodak and
Xerox, for example, still retain a presence in the area, but
their economic influence is significantly altered from
what it was in past decades. In addition, Rochester is
largely African American and white demographically, but
the city and its surrounding areas boast a large and
diverse immigrant population – as evidenced by the fact
that nearly 15% of the city’s population is foreign-born.

As the economies and demographics of cities like
Cleveland and Rochester continue to change, the
physical features of these regions are altered as well. An
important part of the evolution of municipalities is the
development of common spaces, such as parks and
waterfront areas, to make the city and surrounding towns
more attractive to residents and newcomers alike.
Edgewater Park in Cleveland is an area that allows
urban residents to develop an appreciation of nature,
while Webster Park offers similar opportunities for
Rochester residents. It’s interesting to note that both
parks contain bodies of water that feed into larger
bodies, not unlike the waters mentioned in the play. u

In the research packet for The Lake Effect cast,
dramaturg Becca Poccia writes that “Cleveland has
earned a reputation as the saddest city for sports
fans in the United States…[with] the Cleveland
Browns of the National Football League as the
most consistently struggling of the city’s teams.”
The team took fifteen games to secure their
first victory of the 2016 season, making them the
worst team in the league, and causing them to
miss the Super Bowl playoffs for the fourteenth
consecutive year. 

The Browns, however,
are notoriously beloved in
Cleveland. Ross Tucker,
a sports broadcaster and
former professional foot-
ball player, claims that
“the Browns have a loud
and proud and boisterous
fan base that sells out the

stadium every week, even though their franchise
not only has been amazingly inept since coming
back to Cleveland in 1999 but, more disturbingly,
offers no hope moving forward.”

With such a long history of frustration and dashed
hopes, what might motivate Cleveland Browns
fans to continue to support their team? What other
beleaguered sports teams enjoy similar support
from their hometown fans? u

Cleveland and Rochester: A Brief Comparison

The Cleveland Browns

Cleveland’s downtown skyline,
visible from Edgewater Park

Cleveland Browns fans
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Priya: “You can’t be angry at people for dying.”

“A cruel age to lose a mother”
The Lake Effect is, among other things, a story of generational differences. The generational divisions become
clear early in the story and develop quickly from there – they can be seen, for example, in the health iproblems
suffered by Vinnie. We learn that he has recently experienced some serious medical issues, but that neither of his
children is aware of his difficulties – instead, he confided in Bernard, a regular customer at his restaurant. In a
more traditional Indian family, according to Dr. Kannayiram Alagiakrishnan, a specialist in geriatric medicine with

the University of Alberta, Edmonton, “extended family members usually live
together as a single-family unit. Often, the husband's parents will join the family
after they have retired or when help is needed. The grandparents’ role in raising
the children is highly respected, and they form the linkage to the Indian culture,
religion, and heritage.” This is what is commonly known as a “joint family.” In a
joint family,  several generations live in one dwelling (typically, the house of the
patriarch of the extended family), with the parents still considered the head of the
household. The parents pay for many of the household expenses and maintain
considerable control in the eventual raising of any grandchildren. As the parents

age, adult children will assume the financial and cultural responsibilities of running the famly. Since Vijay lives in
New York City and Priya resides in Miami, however, and there are no grandchildren in the picture, it is apparent
that these cultural norms does not apply to this family.

While they are of Indian descent, Vijay and Priya were born and raised in America and hold many American
attitudes and outlooks. “In America,” says Jared Diamond, a University of California at Los Angeles professor of
geography and physiology, “there is an emphasis on the virtues of independence, individualism, and self-reliance,
which can make life hard on older people as they inevitably lose some of these traits.” This emphasis, continues
Diamond, of younger people to “want privacy, want to go off and have a home of their own,” seems to apply more
to Vijay and Priya than to Bernard, however, who often speaks fondly of his mother.

This generational difference can also be observed in the processing of grief. We discover early in The Lake Effect
that Bernard’s mother passed away when he was twelve (“a cruel age to lose a mother,” he says) and that Vijay
and Priya’s mother also died several years prior. It is medically acknowledged that when a traumatic event occurs,
such as the death of a loved one, there are a number of stages that people encounter in the processing of their
grief. These steps include:

Throughout The Lake Effect, we see each of the characters exhibiting some of the above behavior while dealing
with their grief, such as Vijay’s loss of appetite and general despondency, Priya’s difficulties in maintaining her
marriage, or Bernard’s frequent conversations with his long-deceased mother. Each of them, it seems, still has a
significant amount of grief yet to process before they can truly accept the deaths of their loved ones. u

Select a country and research their approach to care for the elderly. Is it consistent across religious,
economic, generational, and racial lines? How does it compare to care for the elderly in America? How do they
view the documents that typically dictate end-of-life decisions, such as wills and health care proxy directives?

Multi-generational Indian family in
traditional clothing

Denial: You may feel shocked or numb in an effort to
deal with the rush of overwhelming emotion. It’s a
defense mechanism.

Anger: As reality sets in, you’re faced with the pain of
your loss. You may feel frustrated and helpless. These
feelings later turn into anger.

Bargaining: During this stage, you dwell on what
you could’ve done to prevent the loss. 

Depression: Sadness sets in as you begin to under-
stand the loss and its effect on your life. Symptoms of
depression include crying, sleep issues, and a
decreased appetite.

Acceptance: The acceptance of the reality of your loss;
it can’t be changed. Although you still feel sad, you’re
able to start moving forward with your life.
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Bernard: “You’d have to be out of your mind to be out
and about on a night like tonight!”

Lake Effect Snow: Opposing Forces Collide
In the Great Lakes region, air temperature over land can change
quickly during the fall and early winter. The water within the
lakes, however, typically maintains a more consistently warm
temperature. The temperature difference between land and
water is greatest between the months of November and
January. For lake effect snow to form, several conditions must
be met:

* There must be a significant difference in temperature between
a body of water and the air; the greater the difference in
temperature, the greater the potential for lake effect snow.

* A high pressure cell must follow a low pressure cell, providing ideal conditions for warm, moisture-filled air to
rise from the lake and meet arctic air, forming ice crystals. 

* A fetch, or the distance the wind must travel across a body of water, must be present. The longer the fetch,
the more heat and moisture will be gathered from the lake to fuel the formation of clouds, precipitation, and –
eventually – snow. 

Arctic air, necessary for the formation of lake effect snow, is brought down across the Great Lakes by northerly
winds (usually after a low pressure cell has passed through, opening up the way for the arctic air to rush south). As
the cold air passes over the warm lakes, it is warmed and becomes more humid. As the air warms it becomes less
dense and tends to rise, cooling as it does so. When moist air rises, clouds and precipitation build as they cross the
distance of the lake, resulting in snowfall. 

Considering what we know about the cause of lake effect snow (two opposing forces colliding), it’s fitting that
The Lake Effect, a story about estranged siblings reuniting and a mysterious customer of the family’s Indian
restaurant (who seems to know more about their family history than they do), takes place during a frigid lake effect
snow squall. The symbolism of the title, referring not only to the literal winter storm outside, but also to the storm
brewing inside, suits the play well. 

Toward the end of the story, Bernard theorizes: 

“I’ve been thinking about this lake effect snow we’ve been getting…and don’t you
think, like your mother’s ashes, which are part of Lake Erie, maybe they’ve been
rising out of the lake and hovering over the city and then just blanketing us in
this snow? Lake Erie has more shipwrecks than any other lake. There’s like
hundreds of them. All those rusted old vessels, scattered about, disintegrating in
the water. Which goes to figure, whenever we get one of these lake effect storms,
we got shipwrecks coming down in a flurry, holding the city still.” 

We know, of course, the scientific reason for lake effect snow. But, like Bernard, do
you believe that lake effect snow (or any other weather phenomenon) can have
a deeper meaning when it occurs at a specific time in your life? Have you ever
recognized a relationship between two seemingly opposed or unrelated forces (like
ashes and snow, or reunions and storms) that captivated you? u

Lake effect snow band forming over
Lake Michigan in January of 2011

Visit http://www.gevatheatre.org/programs-for-students/ to download
a page of discussion questions and activities related to this topic.

The formation of lake effect snow 
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Bernard: “All water is connected. It flows through the earth. Water is us.
Where do you want your remains? In the eternal flow, right?”

The idea of sacred waters is a concept that recurs throughout The Lake Effect. Water
represents life, cleanliness, and purity, and Bernard believes that “all water is connected.”
Vijay and Priya’s father, Vinnie, made regular trips to a park on the shores of Lake Erie,
and their mother’s ashes were given to the lake after her death. The treatment of his
mother’s ashes becomes a point of contention between Vijay and his father but, although
the family are probably not practicing Hindus, the funeral rites Vinnie observes are very
much in keeping with the traditional culture of his Indian heritage.

The sacred waters of the Hindu religion are centered on the River Ganges, which flows
through the countries of India and Bangladesh, from the Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal.
The tenets of Hinduism are diverse and complex, but almost all denominations revere the
the Ganges and several other sacred rivers as the manifestation of goddesses who chose to descend from heaven to
purify the sins of humanity. Just as water flows from rivers to the sea, evaporates, and falls again as rain or snow,
Hindus believe in birth, life, death, and rebirth. Seen as a connecting path between heaven and earth, the river is
considered an aid to achieving eternal peace: its waters are used to heal ailments and cleanse sins, are bottled and
used in rituals, and the ashes of cremated Hindu dead are placed in the Ganges in the belief that doing so will make
it easier for the departed to achieve moksha, freedom from the eternal cycle of death and reincarnation. But
even beyond the Ganges, Hindus see all flowing water in rivers, lakes, or poured from ritual vessels as
a spiritual purifier, a local reflection of the goddess’ blessing. According to the play, both Vinnie and his wife were
born in cities (Delhi and Calcutta, respectively) on India’s sacred rivers, so his behavior with her ashes could have

had personal, as well as religious, motivations.

Vinnie settled and raised
his family in Cleveland, on
the shores of Lake Erie and
at the mouth of “Old
Cuyahoga,” the river that
flows through the city.
Edgewater Park, where
Vinnie put his wife’s ashes
into the lake, is just west of where the river joins the Great
Lakes. Just as with Calcutta near the mouth of the Ganges
(and Rochester on the Genesee, for that matter), the place
where the Cuyahoga flows into the Great Lakes was an ideal
location for a city of transportation and trade. Settled in 1796,
Cleveland became a hub for migration, transportation, and
industry, largely because of the interconnectedness of the
Great Lakes: the waters flow from Lakes Superior and
Michigan through Huron, Erie, Ontario, and down the
St. Lawrence River, out to the Atlantic Ocean. This path has
been used by humans for centuries, and its natural flow has
been enlarged and extended in modern times to become a
major shipping route for the U.S. and Canada, transporting
over 36,000 tons of goods in 2015, according to the U.S.
Department of Transportation. “All water is connected,”
Bernard echoes of his friend’s beliefs, and it’s a belief that any-
one living near the shores of the Great Lakes can appreciate.u

Sacred Waters

Cremation is the most common Hindu funeral
practice: it is believed to help release the soul from
the body. The funeral is typically conducted by
a priest and the deceased’s eldest son. In some
traditions, only men attend the funeral. Rituals of
remembrance are often observed on the thirteenth
day after the funeral and every year on the day of
the death. Relatives sing sacred songs and offer
prayers for the deceased. At the cremation, the
body is carried counterclockwise around the
pyre and placed upon it. Afterwards, the ashes are
sprinkled on a body of water. The River Ganges at
the holy city of Varanasi is considered the most
auspicious place for a person’s ashes to be laid into

water, but other rivers, lakes,
and oceans are used as
well because all rivers flow
into the sea and, eventually, all
water will mingle with the
holiest of water, the Ganges.
The river’s status as one of
the most polluted in the world
has not altered its religious
significance or  frequent use. u

Hindu bathing in
a sacred river

Hindu funeral pyres
on the shores of the

Ganges River at
Varanasi

Hindu Funerals
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Priya: “There’s beef curry in the freezer.
There’s probably a feast back there.” 

Food for Thought: Feeding Our Feelings
“Eating is a daily reaffirmation of cultural identity.” – Food and Culture (6th edition, 2012)

Or, more commonly, “you are what you eat.” Many people associate the food of their childhood or culture with
feelings of fondness and nostalgia. Certain foods may create the sense of a strong bond between us and our
families or our heritage, and these foods often become the comfort foods we seek in times of frustration or despair.
Food is, of course, a means of nutrition and sustenance. But for humans,
the only mammals who cook their food, it can also provide important
connections to our history and our community. Food can be the bridge
that helps immigrants find their footing in a new society. When we talk
about breaking bread with somebody, we are referring to the way that
food can bring people together. A grandmother’s recipe for a dish from
the country she grew up in, shared with her grandchild at their kitchen
counter in Cleveland or Chicago or Rochester, offers that child an
opportunity to explore their heritage, as it brings back memories of home
for the grandmother. The kosher Jewish diet, abstention from meat
among Hindus, and fasting during Ramadan (for those who follow
Islam) link those who observe these tenets of faith to a larger group. In
addition to cuisine itself, table manners, food preparation, service and
presentation, the giving of food as a gift, how much or how little food is
left on the plate after a meal, fasting, conversation during mealtime,
whether food is sustenance or socially based, and types or quantities of
dishes eaten that may indicate a person’s societal ranking or status are all
things that vary from culture to culture, but play an important role in
food’s connection to who we are and where we come from.  

Perhaps this is, in part, why The Lake Effect takes place in a small,
family-owned Indian restaurant. Many immigrants open their own small
businesses when they come to another country because, among many
reasons, this allows recent immigrants and first and second generation
American citizens to thrive among close-knit communities and networks
of their peers. Small businesses also lend themselves to self-employment
which, depending on the type of business, can decrease the requirement
of extensive licensing or certifications that may be difficult or costly
to obtain in other industries. Owning a small business also gives
immigrants a way to cluster, in both geographical and social proximity,
with others who share similar and familiar customs, language, and
experiences, and to hire and offer advice and support to other
immigrants from their home country. However, by setting The Lake Effect
in a restaurant rather than, say, a clothing store, motel, or any other type
of business Vinnie could have owned, we are reminded of the inherent
connection and significance between food and culture, food and family,
food and self, and food and our emotions.  u

Lamb biryani, the dish Bernard
craves from Vinnie’s restaurant, is
a South Asian dish of basmati rice
flavored with saffron, turmeric, and
other spices and herbs such as
cloves, cardamom, cinnamon, ginger,
mint, cilantro, garlic, chili or cayenne
pepper, and masala, mixed with
various vegetables (tomato and
onion), yogurt, cashews, and lamb. 

* What foods do you consider native
or unique to Rochester? If you are
from this region, what feelings do
you connect with these foods? If
you are from somewhere else, have
you tried any of the dishes people
associate with Rochester? What did
you think of them? Did they evoke
any significant feelings for you?

* Have you tried Indian cuisine
before? What were your impressions
of it? Did it remind you of anything
or leave you with any particular
feelings or sense of emotion? 

Visit http://www.gevatheatre.org/programs-for-students/ to download a page of discussion questions and
activities related to this topic.



Bernard: “You know what he told me? Lake Erie has more shipwrecks
than any other lake. There’s like hundreds of them.”
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When Vijay learns that Priya has started a marine
salvage business in Florida, he reacts with
mockery – “You’re scavengers? Of the sea. You’re
pirates?” What Vijay may not know, however, is that
marine salvage, which is the exploration of sunken
ships for profit, is a well-established  field, especially in
Florida, where salvaging dates back to the 1540s. The
state’s native inhabitants would dive for treasure lost by
Spanish explorers, and often uncover significant
amounts of gold and silver from the shipwrecks. While
it is no longer a growth industry, there are still a number
of salvage businesses open throughout Florida, and
claims can still be made on abandoned ships and their
contents once the proper paperwork has been filed.

Vijay may also be unaware of the growing field of ship-
wreck exploration in Lake Erie, which was once a
heavily-travelled waterway due to the number of
economically-important cities that surrounded the lake.
With high rates of pollution impacting the ability of
divers to locate the wrecks, many of the ships went
unexplored for decades. As a result of anti-pollution
efforts, however, the lake is now much more conducive
to the exploration of these wrecked ships. u

Research industries specific to cities like Cleveland,
Rochester, or Buffalo. What industries are unique to
these specific areas and why?

Consider the idea of marine salvage as a metaphor for
the characters in The Lake Effect. How are their lives
impacted by the need to gather information about
their families from outside sources?

“My dad doesn’t gamble” “You’re pirates?”

“He doesn’t seem like he has amnesia”
In The Lake Effect, we learn that Bernard suffers
from amnesia, an unpredictable condition with a wide
range of symptoms and causes. It refers to a loss of
memory, and a difficulty in forming new memories.
Amnesia is not always permanent, but there is no
treatment other than therapy to help patients cope with
their memory loss.

While the specifics of a case of amnesia will be unique
to each individual person, some of the more common

amnesia symptoms may include:

* The loss of recent memories. People with
amnesia are more likely to retain memories from
the distant past.
* Difficulty learning new information.
* False memories, which may be made up of true,
but misremembered or disordered, information. 

Watch for ways in which Bernard exhibits the above
symptoms. How does he attempt to cope with them? u

Gambling has been a major presence in Indian society
for several centuries. As early as the 15th century,
gambling houses were established throughout India
in order for the winnings to be taxed and the
ensuing funds submitted to local royalty. With some
exceptions, most gambling is still illegal in India. It
is estimated, however, that current gambling in India,
including betting on sporting events, is a nearly $60
billion annual enterprise, half of which is earned on
illegal wagers.

In The Lake Effect, gambling has also had a serious
impact on Vinnie and his children. The most prominent
effect is on the financial security of the family. The
restaurant that Vinnie owns is not only his workplace,
but has also been the family home for forty years.
It could be argued that gambling is equally ingrained
into the culture of his family. Whether it is Vinnie’s love
of betting on football games, Vijay’s financial job on
Wall Street, or Priya’s marine salvage business,
each seems to court an element of risk in their
decision-making. The risk-taking also lends itself to a
culture of secrecy among the three of them. As The
Lake Effect progresses, we witness multiple instances
where family members have not shared important
information with one another regarding significant
life events. It is easy to speculate about what other
secrets they are keeping from each other and how
their interactions would be altered if they embraced a
less secretive approach to their lives. u

Do you think the secrecy in this family is influenced
by Vinnie’s immigrant experiences? What other factors
may have contributed to this culture of secrecy?
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