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Max: “Ain’t everyday boxers use words to defeat their opponents.”
Jay: “The right ones work better than punches.”

Dear eDucators,
Thank you for choosing to bring your students to The Royale. 

We know that each academic year you are presented with a multitude of thought provoking and exciting educational visits, 
performances, exhibitions, tours, and other off-site opportunities to enrich your students’ classroom curriculum. And, each year, 
there seems to be less time and less funds available to participate in these meaningful experiences. We appreciate that you found 
The Royale intriguing and powerful enough that you made a priority of offering this particular opportunity to your students. 

We, too, believe that this gripping story, the rich history it illuminates, the rhythmically captivating style in which it unfolds, and the 
heartfelt and powerful conversations sparked by the journeys of these fascinating characters will be profoundly rewarding.

Over the next several pages, we hope to highlight information that will prepare your students to invest in this production and give 
them a glimpse into the world of boxing, the black experience in turn of the century America, and how they’re connected. We’ve 
also included discussion questions to fuel pre-show conversations, as well as additional post-show reflection and analysis. 

Thank you, again, for choosing to share the power and wonder of live theatre with your students. We’re certain The Royale’s resonance 
and ever-increasing relevance in our world today, which extends far beyond the stage, will be a highlight of the 2018-2019 academic 
year for both you and your students, and we are so excited to explore this show alongside you. 

Please plan to stay for a 20-minute talkback with the cast immediately following the performance. As you’ll see, beginning with their 
interviews contained within this guide, they are a phenomenal ensemble of truly genuine and generous artists who are eager to 
meet your students, answer their questions, and share in a rich discussion about the themes and impact of The Royale.

We invite everyone to lean forward, engage, and enjoy the performance. We’ll see you at the theatre!

Lara Rhyner  
Associate Director of Education
lrhyner@gevatheatre.org  
(585) 420-2058

It’s the early 1900s and Jay “The Sport” Jackson, a black 
heavyweight boxing champion, is ready to break racial 
barriers and become the first African American to seize the 
title of undisputed Heavyweight Champion of the World. Jay’s 
enterprising promoter, Max, successfully orchestrates “the fight 
of the century” between Jay and the reigning white heavyweight 
champion, Bixby, who comes out of retirement for the occasion. 
But an unexpected visit from Jay’s sister, Nina, forces him to 
confront the events that may arise if he crosses this color line 
and wins. Torn between personal ambition for the recognition 
he deserves, and an awareness of what one individual’s triumph 
could cost the African American community if he is victorious, 
Jay must recognize his role in a battle that reverberates far 
beyond the ring. The Royale provides a compelling entry-point 
into the troubled period between the end of Reconstruction 
and the depths of the Jim Crow era in America.

Please welcome  
to the ring…

synoPsis

Cast photo courtesy of the Kitchen Theatre and Kristine Vann

The following documents and resources are available at  
www.GevaTheatre.org/engage-learn/programs-for-students/:

•     College and Career Readiness Anchor  
      Standards for middle school and up
•     A PDF version of this guide 
•     Works Cited

•     Additional Content and discussion  
      questions
•     Theatre etiquette guide for students
•     Student Matinee policies for educators 



Alexander Thomas
(Wynton)

DazMann Still
(Fish)

Jamal James 
(Jay)

Lisa Tharps 
(Nina)

Sean Meehan 
(Max)

Pirronne Yousefzadeh 
(Director)

Jay: “Ain’t about being no Heavyweight Champion of the White World.  
It’s about bein’ Champion, period.”

“there are so many boxer stories about whether the boxer can win the fight. in the 
world of theatre, it is more of a moral and ethical question about whether he should 

win the fight.” - marco ramirez, Playwright

Marco Ramirez remembers the day he fell in love with live theatre, at a GableStage student matinee 
production of Of Mice and Men in 1999. Seeing migrant workers George and Lennie up close made the 
story personal and compelling - an experience that Ramirez, the son of Cuban immigrants, couldn’t 
forget. “Before that, I may have gone with my parents to Disney World to see the shows they do there. I 
had seen musicals, but I had never seen a straightforward play. Nobody broke into song. The actors were 
only about 15 feet away. The whole thing left an impact on me.” 

“There’s just something about the fiction surrounding boxing that’s interesting to me. It’s a sport that’s 
so brutal, but - like jazz - it’s improvised. It distills the human struggle. Sports are, in general, a good 
metaphor. Boxing is very clear: two elements, and one is going to win. That struggle is human, and it’s 
such a simple skeletal framework to hang meat on.”
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“I was really sensitive knowing how important this story was in African American history,” Ramirez said. “But I wanted poetic license. 
This play is inspired by Jack Johnson. I changed the character’s name, not for legal protection, but for creative protection, so I could 
do what I wanted with the story and not feel irresponsible changing history. I wasn’t interested in the biopic version. If anything, this 
play takes place during only one year of his life. I loved the way the film Selma did that with Martin Luther King Jr. It didn’t follow 
the entire journey – it just gave you the tip of the iceberg. One of the things I wanted to make sure of was not so much getting the 
story of his life right, but getting the adversity he faced right. Making sure the struggles and the threats he faced were right. That 
was important to me, not creating a Wikipedia version of his life.”

“Even beyond being a boxer,” Ramirez continued, “Johnson is remembered for being a guy who pushed boundaries. His true legacy 
isn’t just an athletic one, it’s cultural. In the story of Jack Johnson, I recognized traces of Miles Davis and Kanye West. It’s shocking, 
how relevant Johnson’s persona is to the 21st century. Many of the people in this country still struggle when cultural icons make 
declarations that seem ‘too political’ for the personas they’ve created as artists or athletes. Just consider the responses to Beyoncé’s 
overtly political half-time performance at the 2016 Super Bowl. On the one hand, people are celebrating the fact that she’s embraced 
her political power. On the other, people are freaking out because they think that she’s somehow ‘overreached’ as a performer. They 
love her music when it’s all fun and games. They don’t when she asks them to confront systematic racism. It’s weirdly the same 
conversation people had around Jack Johnson.”

When writing The Royale, Ramirez knew the story needed to be a play, and not a television or movie script. “One of the best things 
about working in different mediums is that I know early on what kind of story works in each medium. And I enjoy being able to 
toggle between them. It’s a real luxury to be able to bounce between these three worlds. First and foremost, I set out to write a play 
about boxing. As a sport, its stripped-down aesthetic resonated with me because it felt like the simplest, purest form of theatre. Two 
enter the ring. One wins. End of story. Then the stuff that makes me ‘me’ came into play – an element of Hip Hop, race relations, and 
- most importantly - suddenly the play became not about boxing, but about family.”

Trained at both NYU and The Julliard School, Ramirez has earned an extensive resume of writing and producing credits including 
Sons of Anarchy, Orange is the New Black, Fear the Walking Dead, Marvel’s Daredevil, and the Netflix series The Defenders. 

The Royale debuted at Center Theatre Group’s Kirk Douglas Theatre in 2013.
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what attracted you to this project?

Pirronne Yousefzadeh (Director): The Royale is an example 
of everything I love about theatre, in both form and content. 
The theatricality of it is precise, singular, and bold. Beyond that, 
however, I think Ramirez does a remarkable job of creating the 
connective tissue between a historical event re-imagined, and 
the sociopolitical climate we live in today. It is this intersection of 
thematic resonance and stylistic innovation that most inspires 
me as a director. 

Alexander Thomas (Wynton): Any story shedding light on 
the rich, intricate shaping of and contribution to the American 
experience by black people, which - by and large - has, for so 
long, been left out of the American canon, is attractive to me. 

Jamal James (Jay): The thing that really intrigued me, besides 
the script, was the man himself: Jack Johnson. To take this play 
and make a fictionalized version of him that takes a glimpse into 
identity and racism at such a specific time period highlights how 
far we’ve come...and how much further we really have to go.

DazMann Still (Fish): When I auditioned for this play, one of 
the highlights for me was the background that these boxers 
came from. Growing up disadvantaged in the era of Jim Crow, 
there were a lot of odds stacked against them. However, there 
were still defining moments that led these characters to become 
boxers. To have the chance to craft my own character with a rich 
and deep history, full of pivotal moments like those of the great 
fighters, excited me. 

why do you think marco ramirez wrote this 
play?

AT: I’m pretty sure Ramirez wrote this play, at least in part, as a 
response to the controversy we see around our athletes today. 
As well as the growing uptake in, what seems to be, an ease and 
comfort in expressions of racism as a response to progress. 

Lisa Tharps (Nina): It’s a mirror reflection of what we’re 
experiencing today. It’s a gripping time, and uncertainty of who 
we are as a nation and as individuals is more palpable than ever. 
The play re-introduces the absurdity of colorist mindsets, race as 
property, and the fear of – as well as courage for - change.

JJ: The themes in the show are purposeful and raise a lot of 
questions that audiences can relate to. What is self-doubt, and 

how do I fight it? What is worth fighting for? Worth dying for? 
How can we be seen equally? And why should there be sacrifice 
for that? And, if there is, is it worth it? I think these questions are 
paramount.

DS: What may seem distant and inconsequential was actually 
integral to the development of our current sports culture. 
Jack Johnson was an example of what it meant for a black, 
working class man to achieve the American dream. Rising 
socioeconomically through limited means is still a reality for 
working-class youth of color. The play relates a relevant struggle 
of the not-too-distant past. And, even when we see our star 
athletes of color persevere, this play reminds us that there still 
may be a cost to that success.

what do you hope young audiences will 
take away from the royale? where might 
students see themselves in this story?

PY: I hope that students will think about how the play uses 
boxing as a vehicle for a story about so much more: who we 
allow to win in America, and how a person navigates the 
conflict between personal ambition and responsibility to one’s 
community. Boxing becomes a symbol, and I think students will 
find a lot to explore and investigate in thinking about it in this 
way. 

AT: I hope that this play can help provide a little more historical 
context for people to view and understand some of the issues 
we are struggling with today. Though this is a period piece, it is 
written in a very contemporary, poetic, almost slam style. I think 
young people will follow, easily, the flow and rhythm of the text.

LT: The play has a rhythm to it, with dialogue and boxing 
terminology that melds well with sustaining dramatic moments 
and mental sparring. There’s also a wonderful musicality to 
it, which builds as the play progresses. Combining acting, 
movement, and music in a dramatic play, laced around a historic 
event...it’s something that everyone can lean in to. 

JJ: I hope people take away the sense of heart and will that these 
characters embody to go after the things they love. At the end 
of the day, we all have to choose who we wish to be and what 
we stand for. No one else can do it for us. I hope that the young 
people who watch this play experience that sense of self and 
inner power. I think they’ll see themselves in every single one of 
these characters in one way or another.

Nina: “When you start to love things outside of yourself – 
 there’s a lot to be afraid of.”

interview with the artists
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DS: I hope audiences see the story of someone who fought for 
the thing that meant the most to him. And I hope that they will 
allow that to be the foundation for how they create their lives, 
moment-by-moment. Greatness isn’t formed overnight. It’s 
achieved breath-by-breath, and everybody’s gotta work toward 
what that is for themselves. 

what is the most impactful thing you 
explored or discovered throughout the 
rehearsal process? 

LT: Once you lay down fear and doubt, you can accomplish 
any goal. With powerful change comes great responsibility, but 
there’s a cost in every choice you make. The answer to finding 
equality and freedom is in self-responsibility, education, and 
tolerance. To do this, we need to face whatever it is that makes 
us most vulnerable and learn from it. We’re all in this together!

DS: Boxers back in the day were no joke! I learned there were 
two black boxers, Henry Woodson and Steve Williams, who 
went head-to-head for sixty-six rounds - an hour and a half of 
actual fighting. The types of jobs these men came from, which 
paid little and were physically grueling, prepared them to be the 
fiercest fighters in the ring. It reminds me to give respect to those 
who came before me, and it ignites my desire to be better and be 
stronger, because they didn’t fight that hard for the succeeding 
generations to be weak. 

what were some of the challenges you 
grappled with in your preparation of this 
story?

PY: The most challenging and fulfilling aspect of this process 
was discovering its movement vocabulary. Of course, we can’t 
see actors actually box one another onstage. So, finding the level 
of abstraction that had the impact and the clarity of storytelling, 
without seeming like we were attempting to “fake box” took a lot 
of trial and error and, ultimately, an ability to edit and simplify. 

AT: The most disturbing aspect was how relatable so many of the 
issues still are today: particularly the themes of racial backlash in 
the face of progressive breakthroughs. 

LT: The emotional rollercoaster ride my character Nina 
experiences. We first see her as stoic, tough, and determined. 
Slowly, she opens up, and we see her at her most vulnerable - the 
pulse of her being: she’s rattled. She unravels. I believe we’ve all 
experienced a traumatic moment, or two, or many. It’s up to us to 
heal in order to move forward. We see Nina at the very beginning 
of her healing process.

JJ: This rehearsal process brought about many challenges. 
Funnily enough, before this project began, I slightly fractured 
my left kneecap, and the work to get that functioning before 
rehearsals, along with boxing training and movement work, was 
not easy to navigate. As you’ll see in the production, movement is 
extremely important to the heart of this piece, and it took several 
tries to nail down precisely what tells the best story.

DS: Finding the stream of consciousness for Fish during his fight 
with Jay is an ongoing process for me that I continue to find 
challenging. I had to confront the fact that I often don’t let my 
most personal thoughts be heard by anyone else, and Fish’s fight 
requires me to do that not just verbally, but emotionally and 
physically as well, in a tightly choreographed fight scene. There’s 
a lot of moving parts, and I’m grateful that I get to keep trying 
things out each time I perform.

what makes the telling of this story exciting 
and compelling for you as an artist?

AT: As an actor, working with Ramirez’s text is almost like being 
in a boxing match. The language jabs, hooks, and parries. 
Everything an actor learns about listening and responding is 
exercised in this play. 

LT: The project is set up in a wonderful way: it’s collaborative-
friendly and intimate, focusing on five characters with very clear 
interests. I enjoy the cast very much; we work well together...ebb 
and flow...we laugh...there’s a lot of love and respect here. I used 
to be a dancer, and the movement, the claps, Nina’s stance, her 
affective way of receiving Jay’s verbal jabs enlivens me. 

JJ: This story is so compelling for me because I get to embody 
a man who doesn’t allow anyone to dictate his life. Not his 
situation or skin color or social status. And that idea is very 
freeing, especially when we live in a world that tells you how you 
should behave or who you should be in order to be recognized as 
an individual.

DS: It’s one of the best plays I’ve ever done, and it’s my first play 
as a professional actor. The amount of material and history 
available that is relevant to this story is vast, so I’ve learned a lot, 
and there’s more that I continue to learn to this very moment. I 
find it intriguing because much of what I discover reminds me 
of how much the past lives in the present, and how it only took a 
matter of breaths to get from 1905 to 2019. Not that much time 
has gone by, and so I look at the present with fresh eyes and a 
renewed perspective.

Max: “You gotta be patient with this stuff. It’s a matter of precedent.  
Of history. Simple as that.”
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Do you have a favorite moment in the play?

PY: The arrival of Nina is a beautiful, poignant, and surprising 
game-changer for Jay, and in the play as a whole. 

LT: When Nina enters, the room changes. She brings a new 
rhythm to the equation: ferocious, passionate, and female. 

JJ: When Nina shows up, my time with her is wonderful, and I 
think the audience will feel that as well

DS: Whenever Fish gets a hit in, I’m excited!

Reconstruction, the period following the Civil War (approximately 1865-1877), was a time of great strife and confusion. The United 
States was faced with the challenge of rebuilding the south, reuniting the nation, and setting the conditions for the legal, political, 
and social changes that would support freedom and equality for newly freed African American slaves. 

Three constitutional amendments directly addressed African American rights: 

•     The Thirteenth Amendment formally abolished slavery in all states and territories. 
•  The Fourteenth Amendment prohibited states from depriving any male citizen of equal protection under the law,  
      regardless of race. 
•     The Fifteenth Amendment granted African American males the right to vote. 

Southern states were required to abide by these amendments in order to be re-admitted into the Union. While some African 
Americans briefly reaped the benefits of these amendments in the decade that followed, the emergence of Black Codes sanctioned 
subjugation against blacks. During this time, a group of northerners in Congress managed to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1875 - an 
act that granted freedom of access (regardless of race) to the “full and equal enjoyment” of many public facilities. While this act was 
rarely enforced in the south, it was, at least, an attempt to legally uphold these new constitutional amendments.

By 1877, southern white resistance, supremacist groups, and the withdrawal of 
federal supervision that endeavored to ensure compliance with the new amendments 
supporting African American rights resulted in a violent backlash that restored 
white hegemony in the south and kept the races separate. Furthermore, in 1883, the 
Supreme Court overturned The Civil Rights Act of 1875, ruling it unconstitutional. This 
opened the door to legalized, institutional segregation and discrimination, as well as 
the continuation of poll taxes, lynching, the Ku Klux Klan, and grandfather clauses that 
upheld white social order. 

Less than ten years later, in 1892, 30-year-old Homer 
Plessy was jailed for breaking the state of Louisiana’s 
Separate Car Act when he sat in the white car of the East 
Louisiana Railroad. In 1896, his case, Plessy v. Ferguson, 
went to the Supreme Court where his lawyer argued that 

the Separate Car Act violated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments. With only one dissenting 
vote, the Supreme Court ruled that the Separate Car Act was constitutional, provided there were equal 
accommodations available for blacks. This “separate but equal” doctrine was quickly extended to 
cover many areas of public life, such as restaurants, theatres, hotels, restrooms, parks, cemeteries, and 
public schools.

Previously, during the 1830s and 1840s, a white entertainer named Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice 
toured throughout the United States and England performing a popular song-and-dance minstrel act 

Wynton: “There’s a lot of ways to bring a man down,  
and they don’t all happen in the ring.”

turn of the century america



06
in which he played a character he called Jim Crow, modeled after an elderly black man he once observed in Louisville, Kentucky 
singing a tune called “Jump Jim Crow.” Rice performed in blackface and portrayed his caricature of an African American slave as a 
clumsy, dimwitted fool. By the 1890s, the expression Jim Crow was used to describe laws and customs aimed at segregating African 
Americans and relegating them to second-class citizenship. Any black communities or individuals that attempted to defy Jim Crow 
laws were often met with violence and death. 

Additionally, the popularization of scientific theories supporting discrimination and racism, including Social Darwinism, prevailed 
as a means for white Americans to both justify their dominance over African Americans and other persons of color (including Native 
Americans), and cope with and categorize the massive wave of southern and eastern European immigrants (largely from Poland, 
Italy, and Russia – most seeking asylum from racial, religious, and political persecution, or famine) who entered the United States 
between 1900 and 1910. Social Darwinism was predicated on the concept of natural selection and survival of the fittest – the idea 
that a superior people or nation would naturally triumph over inferior peoples or nations. This was understood as a natural, and 
even progressively-minded, movement and was widely regarded as a scientific truth; proof that black Americans, immigrants, and 
anyone else who was not white were naturally inferior and deserving of such laws and treatment. 

In response to Jim Crow, “separate but equal,” Social Darwinism, an increase in violent race riots, the 
continued lynching of African Americans, and other colorist doctrines and events, the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People), America’s oldest and largest civil rights advocacy 
and action group, was formed in 1909. 

Beginning in 1910 and continuing through 1970, The Great Migration (sometimes called the Great 
Northward Migration, or the Black Migration) began as southern African Americans facing few 
economic opportunities, rampant segregationalist laws, Black Codes, an unjust sharecropping system, 
the boll weevil epidemic that resulted in the mass destruction of cotton crops, the KKK, and other such 
injustices and atrocities were forced to journey north and west to areas where the Jim Crow system 
wasn’t as deeply embedded, in an attempt to rebuild their lives. Struggling to find adequate housing, 
most migrant blacks created their own communities within larger cites (Boston, Chicago, Detroit, New 
York City, Los Angeles, Oakland, Seattle, Portland, Phoenix, and Denver), fostering the growth of a new, 
urban African American culture.

Nina: “Look at that crowd. Look at the dogs you’re about to unleash.  
And when it happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Jack Johnson would tell a thousand stories 
of how he got started: in a fight with a 
neighborhood bully; in a run-in with a brutal 
railroad detective; and, by taking part in 
one of the most humiliating creations of the 
Jim Crow era, the Battle Royal. A backroom 
spectacle in which six or eight or ten black 
boys, often blindfolded, were set to punching 
one another while drunken white men jeered 
them on. The last one standing got the prize - 
usually a fist full of tossed coins. Jack Johnson 
was often the last one standing.”
- PBS film Unforgivable Blackness: The Rise and Fall 
of Jack Johnson

Jack Johnson (1878-1946)
At the height of the Jim Crow era, 
Jack Johnson rose to prominence 
as a professional boxer. Called the 
“Galveston Giant,” Johnson challenged 
the pride of white men by claiming to 
be the best boxer alive. Outside of the 
boxing ring, Johnson drew criticism 
for his ostentatious and extravagant 
personal life, which included driving 
nice cars, romantic relationships with 
white women, and his unapologetically 
loud and flashy lifestyle during a 
time when black men were expected 
to be submissive and conform to a 
very narrow stereotype in public life. 
Johnson became the first African 

American to secure the title of World Heavyweight Boxing Champion.

Did Jack Johnson eat cornflakes for breakfast? Find out what interesting things were happening at the 
turn of the century at https://www.GevaTheatre.org/engage-learn/programs-for-students
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Wynton: “You so worried about winnin’ this crowd,  
you up and forgot to win this fight.”

The Great White Hope and The Fight of the Century
Jack Johnson vs. Jim Jeffries - July 4, 1910, Reno, Nevada 
After earning Negro Heavyweight Champion of the World 
in 1903, Jack Johnson turned his focus to the title of World 
Heavyweight Champion, belonging to Jim Jeffries. Jeffries 
refused the fight, stating that Johnson had no name in boxing. 
Recalling this period in his life in his 1929 biography, Jeffries 
wrote: “I was twenty-nine years old, and in fine physical 
condition and anxious to fight when I realized how Alexander 
felt when he sighed for more worlds to conquer. There were no 
more heavyweights left for me to meet, and I found no pleasure 
in the idea of going around and knocking out a lot of young 
fellows with more courage than skill or strength.” And so, in 
1905, Jim Jeffries retired, undefeated.

On December 26, 1908, 
Jack Johnson fought the 
current World Heavyweight 
Champion, Australian Tommy 
Burns, and won, titling Johnson 
the World Heavyweight 
Champion. Jeffries publicly 
criticized Burns for allowing 
Johnson to take the title, 
stating: “The Canadian never 
will be forgiven by the public 
for allowing the title of the 

best physical man in the world to be wrested from his keeping 
by a member of the African race. I refused time and again to 
meet Johnson while I was holding the title, even though I knew 
I could beat him. I would never allow a Negro a chance to fight 
for the world’s championship, and I advise all other champions 
to follow the same course.”

Johnson’s victory over Burns provoked animosity and outrage 
among many whites, and spurred a collective search for a “The 
Great White Hope” - a white boxer who could defeat Johnson 
and reclaim the title. Meanwhile, Jack Johnson continued to 
defend his World Heavyweight Champion title many times and 
remained undefeated. 

Eventually, Jim Jeffries was lured out of retirement by promoter 
Tex Rickard, as the Great White Hope many Americans were 
seeking. Jeffries boasted, “I am going into this fight for the sole 
purpose of proving that a white man is better than a Negro.” 
Rickard took advantage of the racial uproar to stage a spectacle, 
calling the event “The Fight of the Century.”

The purse was $101,000 (winner taking 60%), and Jeffries was 
predicted to be the winner. Before the fight, the white press 
glorified Jeffries and degraded Johnson. Promoters did not 

allow alcohol at the fight, 
and firearms had to be 
checked at the gate. After 
15 of 45 scheduled rounds 
in front of a crowd of 16,000 
people, Jeffries’s corner 
stopped the fight to prevent 
further damage or injury to 
the boxer. Promoters had 
planned to show the fight 
in theatres, but Johnson’s 
winning complicated things. 
Viewing was banned in 
several larger cities across 
the nation for fear that “the 
display of pictures would affect the minds of children and renew 
the hostile feeling on the part of many white men.” 

Later, Jeffries stated, “I could never have whipped Johnson at 
my best. I couldn’t have hit him. No, I couldn’t have reached him 
in a thousand years.” After the first and only loss of his career, 
Jeffries re-entered retirement.

The Aftermath
While white Americans felt humiliated by Jeffries’s loss, African 
Americans were exultant and inspired. Johnson symbolized the 
American dream. He was a self-made man and the best in the 
game. Despite the fact that he was still seen as a second-class 
citizen, his victory was both a triumph and a setback for racial 
advancement. Racial tensions, which were already inflamed 
and growing increasingly more violent, continued to trigger 
race riots all across the United States, leaving many African 
Americans injured or killed.

the fight of the century



08

Wynton: “Oldest sport in the world, ain’t it? Poorest sport at least. Don’t need no ball, 
uniforms. All you need is two fists, and even then I seen a man fight with less.”

Designing  
the royale

Consider this scenic model of The Royale set by scenic 
and lighting designer Seth Reiser. 

Is this how you expected the stage might look? How do 
you imagine a minimalist visual approach might impact the 
audience’s experience with this production? If you were to 
design a set for this production, what might you do similarly 
or differently?

What might the clothing look like for each of the characters 
in this time period? Research ideas of what individuals 
similar to these characters might have worn. How would 
you design the costume plot of The Royale? Given that this 
is a physically active piece with a lot of movement, what 
factors might you need to consider?

What lighting choices would you make, and how could the 
use of lighting shape the storytelling of this piece?

“I’m a big fan of naked 
theatre. I’m not interested 
in creating realism on 
stage. I cover that in 
the characters and the 
dialogue. For me, the 
magic of theatre is in 
the imagined space 
between audience and 
performance. I’m not 
impressed when an actor 
sits on a fancy throne on a 
stage. I’m impressed when 
an actor sits on a stool 
and calls it a throne and 
hundreds of people in the 
audience all see a throne. 
I cut The Royale down to 
the necessary elements of 
the play. Much like boxing, 
you only have what you 
absolutely need on your 
body.”

“In The Royale, I consciously 
wrote the sound into the play. 
I’m an amateur drummer, and 
I always imagined percussion 
would be a part of my boxing 
play. I went as far as to write 
every percussive sound into 
the script (booms, claps, 
etc.). I didn’t know how we’d 
make the sounds at first, but I 
knew the play needed them. 
Boxing is a very percussive 
sport. Everything requires 
rhythm.” 

– Marco Ramirez

a Brief history of Boxing
“Each boxing match is a story, a unique and highly condensed drama without words. Because a boxing match is a story without words, 

this doesn’t mean that it has no text or language, that it is somehow ‘brute,’ ‘primitive,’ or ‘inarticulate.’ The text is improvised in action…
Ringside announcers give to the wordless spectacle a narrative unity, yet boxing as performance is more clearly akin to dance or music 

than narrative.” – Joyce Carol Oates

Although humans have been engaging in hand-to-hand combat since the formation of the earliest civilizations, evidence indicates 
that boxing existed in North Africa as early as 4000 B.C. Greeks and Romans also participated in the sport. In ancient Rome, most of 
the boxers were prisoners or slaves who fought to achieve freedom and independence. There were no official rules, and the fight 
ended when one of the opponents died or got seriously injured. The earliest record of boxing rules emerged from Ancient Greece 
in 688 BC, where it was held as an Olympic event.

The sport evolved from bloody prizefights into an honorable, gentlemanly sport when professional boxing was created in 18th-
century England. Upper-class men with a thirst for competition and a desire to entertain fellow wealthy acquaintances sponsored 
working-class men who fought in the ring. Boxing’s link to the world of gambling, and its enticing opportunities for spectators to 
bet on the outcome of the fight, led the sport to quickly rise to popularity. At the time, boxers still fought without gloves; there were 
only a few punches thrown, rounds continued until a fighter was knocked down, and the sport was closer to wrestling than what 
we know as boxing today. 
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Wynton: “Don’t get smart with me, boy…”
Fish: “Sir, I was born smart.”

Back in the United States, in 
both pre-and-post-Civil War 
America, slave owners oversaw 
their own versions of boxing 
matches called the Battle 
Royal - a spectacle that took 
place in saloons, barns, yards, 
and underground fighting 
pits where a number of 
poor, black boys swung 
blindfolded and bare-

knuckled for the entertainment of drunken white men. The last one standing won whatever coins 
he could find that had been tossed into the ring.

The activity’s grisly reputation resulted in a widespread ban of prizefighting in the mid-19th 
Century, led by northeastern states such as New York, Massachusetts, and New Jersey. This, 
however, did not stop the fighting. At the turn of the 20th century, boxing began to take a firm 
root in public consciousness, and eventually became legalized and more institutionalized. 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, African American participation in official sports and athletics was 
extremely limited, as they were often connected to colleges and the workplace, where black 
admittance was usually refused. Boxing was a rare exception to sports in which African Americans 
could participate, and so they had an early presence with two ex-slaves, Bill Richmond and Tom 
Molyneaux, becoming high-profile boxers in England during the late 18th and early 19th century. 

However, racism and cultural feuds were still inherent in the game at all levels. Many of those 
now remembered as renowned American champions came from poorer, immigrant classes. Many 
boxing champs at the time were Jewish and faced anti-Semitism, though their careers thrived in 
spite of it. Promoters catered to the dominant white culture, and did not want African Americans 
in the ring with white fighters. Black boxers were barred from more prestigious heavyweight 
matches and, as a result, blacks and whites usually fought in separate circuits. African Americans’ 
exclusion from the spotlight began the slow process toward change with Jack Johnson’s 1908 
defeat of white Canadian Tommy Burns.

1681:  
The first boxing match is 
recorded in Britain – a match 
between the Duke of Albemarle’s 
butler and butcher. 

1743: 
 Father of Boxing, Jack Boughton, 
creates the first set of boxing 
rules after one of his opponents 
dies during their match.

1866:  
The Queensberry Rules, a new 
set of boxing rules limiting each 
round to three minutes, banning 
wrestling, and making gloves a 
requirement, are enacted. 

1902:  
London dentist, Jack Marles, 
invents a mouth guard for boxers. 

1927:  
The National Boxing Association 
is established.

rules of the game

The Institutionalization 
of Boxing

A round lasts for 3 minutes, followed by 1 minute of rest.

World titles are 12 rounds; regional titles are 10 rounds. 

Winners of rounds are determined by counting punches that strike and miss the opponent’s head or front side of the 
body. Judges may also consider aggression, control of the boxing ring, and damage done to the opponent.

Points are awarded to boxers each round based on a 10-point system. The winner typically receives 10 points, and the 
loser 9 points. If one boxer dominates the round, the score may be 10 to 8. If judges cannot decide the winner of a 
round, each boxer will receive 10 points.

A fight ends in a “knockout” when a boxer cannot get up by the count of 10. A technical knockout results if the referee 
determines the fighter is unable to defend themselves properly, when the fighter has received a serious injury, or 
when the boxer or the boxer’s trainers decide the fighter should not continue.

•
•
•

•

•
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Nina:  “Forwards is backwards”

themes anD Discussion questions

A boxing promoter wields great power in the boxing industry - they pay for and set up everything 
for the boxing match. Financial risk, potential gain, and legal liabilities associated with the boxing 
event are all the responsibility of the boxing promoter. Before the likes of famous promoter Tex 
Rickard, the ringside at the turn of the century was an atmosphere that reeked of smoke and 
unwashed bodies, and was fraught with pickpockets and drunks. It could cost a man his life to 
attend a fight, and it was no place to bring a lady. By 1906, Tex Rickard had elevated boxing from 
chaotic and dangerous into arenas of money and grandeur. He issued tickets with prices, dates, 
and seat numbers, and employed a security staff. With Rickard at the helm, taking a woman to a 
boxing event was as safe escorting her to the theatre.

A born politician and compromiser, Rickard was not above making secret deals or paying someone off to obtain a promoter’s license, 
contract, or even a stadium. He had a businessman’s simple, easygoing approach to ethics, 
and he wished to be esteemed in lavish society. Rickard knew how to balance business risk 
with gambler’s odds, and was a good judge of character, as well as an expert showman. Prior 
to his influence, only polo and tennis had touched the pockets of the wealthy, and it was 
gratifying to the man who had no formal educational or social advantages that prestigious 
New Yorkers came to him to buy tickets for his promotions.

There were a total of thirty-six bids to stage the famous Jeffries-Johnson fight of 1910. 
Rickard’s sum was not the largest, but he placed it on the table in solid gold. He then 
convinced both fighters to come to Nevada, luring James Jeffries out of retirement with a 
purse of $101,000, and winning Jack Johnson over by buying his lady companion a fur coat, 
as well as advancing him $25,000 in $100 bills. 

Before you go

What movies can you recall that focus on sports as the main plot 
point, but utilize the sport to discuss or symbolize other internal and 
external struggles the characters face?
What do you think is the best way to achieve social change, justice, or 
equality? Through eventual, steady progress across years or decades, 
or relatively quick and powerful revolutionary events? What are the 
risks and consequences of each?
What, in this world, means the most to you? What is worth fighting 
for? Are there consequences to this fight for you? What about for 
others? 
Why do you think whites felt it was necessary to keep professional 
sports segregated? What do you think influenced the decision to 
integrate professional sports? 
How has the role of African Americans in sports changed throughout 
the 20th and 21st centuries? Who were some of the game-changers?
Compare and contrast the race-based social structures of the early-to-
mid 1900s with contemporary race-based social structures. How have 
race relations, in general, evolved over the past century? 
Do you see any connections between racism and our contemporary 
sports industry today?
What does legacy refer to when discussing athletes or influential 
public figures? How do their legacies affect their communities? Do 
you think their legacies inspire change? 
What legacy do you hope to leave behind? 

Who do you wish to be, and what do you stand for?
What is an identity? What traits or qualities encompass an identity? 
How many different identities do you have? How do identities define 
our actions? 
Is your personal identity different from how others identify you? How 
does other people’s perception of your identity affect how you view 
yourself?
Do you think the American people’s response to Jack Johnson 
would have been different had he been less audacious in the public 
presentation his personal life? Why, if at all, does it matter?
Recall a time you had to make a difficult decision where you, 
personally, took a risk and had something at stake, but your choice 
also had an impact on others. How did you choose? What was cost of 
your choice, both positively and negatively? 
Consider a past or currently occurring social movement you have 
a personal investment in: What good or positive impact did the 
movement make? Were there negative consequences? Were there 
any individual triumphs within the movement that benefitted one or 
some, but caused suffering for a larger community? Was their sacrifice 
worth the greater collective good? 

Promoters

‘After the Show’ discussion questions and writing 
prompts can be found at  https://www.GevaTheatre.org/
engage-learn/programs-for-students
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REVIVAL: THE 
 RESURRECTION OF SON HOUSE  
May 8th at 10:30am - For 
high school audiences

LA CAGE AUX FOLLES  Sep 26
THE NICETIES Oct 31, Nov 5, and Nov 14
A CHRISTmAS CAROL Dec 3, Dec 5, Dec 10, Dec 11, Dec 17, and Dec 18

LOOkS LIkE PRETTy  Apr 16 and Apr 21
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