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Suzan-Lori Parks and Her Artistic Development

The following paper provides a study of the famous pioneer in the field of art, Suzan-Lori Parks. The
paper looks into the life and work of Parks. The paper also focuses on the significance of Parks’ art
and how it focuses on human values. Suzan-Lori Parks is a writer, singer, and dramatist who has
developed her career by conducting a deep investigation of the lives of people. The theatrical work of
the famous American dramatist was developed in the 1980s, and she quickly became one of the
leading voices in modern American drama. Her plays often combine history, memory, race, identity,
and human values. Parks’ work challenges audiences to think critically about the experiences of
African Americans and the ways in which history is remembered and represented. (Parks, 1997)

Suzan-Lori Parks was born in Fort Knox, Kentucky, in 1963. Her father served in the United States
Army, and the family moved frequently during her childhood. She lived in different places, including
Germany, and these experiences exposed her to different cultures and perspectives. Parks initially
wanted to become a scientist, but her interest in writing and storytelling grew during her education.
She attended Mount Holyoke College and studied English and German literature. During her time at
college, she studied under the famous writer James Baldwin, who encouraged her to develop her
distinctive writing style and to explore the African American experience through drama.

Parks became known for her experimental approach to theatre. Her work does not always follow
traditional narrative structures. Instead, she uses repetition, pauses, historical references, music, and
unconventional language to create powerful dramatic experiences. She has described her writing
method as “Rep & Rev,” meaning repetition and revision. Through this method, words, actions, and
ideas are repeated with small changes, allowing the audience to notice new meanings and emotional
layers. This technique reflects the way memory and history operate, as people often revisit past
events and reinterpret them over time.

Early Plays and the Representation of African
American ldentity

One of Parks’ earliest significant plays is Imperceptible Mutabilities in the Third Kingdom. The play
examines African American identity, displacement, and the historical impact of slavery. It combines
several interconnected stories and uses fragmented language to show the psychological and cultural
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consequences of oppression. The play received critical recognition and established Parks as an
important experimental playwright. It also demonstrated her commitment to exploring difficult
historical subjects through innovative theatrical forms.

Another important work is The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World. This play
presents a series of symbolic scenes involving characters whose names reflect racial stereotypes and
historical images. The central character repeatedly dies and returns, suggesting the repeated
violence experienced by Black people throughout history. The play challenges audiences to consider
how Black lives and deaths are represented in literature, media, and cultural memory. Parks uses
humor, repetition, and poetic language to confront painful subjects while also emphasizing survival
and resistance.

Parks gained wider recognition through her play Venus, which is based on the life of Sarah Baartman,
a South African woman who was exhibited in Europe during the nineteenth century as the “Hottentot
Venus.” The play explores exploitation, racism, colonialism, sexuality, and the objectification of the
human body. Parks does not present Baartman’s story as a simple historical biography. Instead, she
uses theatrical distance, direct address, and fragmented scenes to examine the responsibility of
audiences who consume the suffering of others as entertainment. The play raises important questions
about dignity, power, and the value of human life.

Topdog Underdog and the Politics of Brotherhood

Her most famous play, Topdog/Underdog, won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2002, making Parks the
first African American woman to receive that honor in drama. The play focuses on two brothers
named Lincoln and Booth. Their names create an obvious historical reference, but the story takes
place in a modern and intimate setting. Lincoln works as an Abraham Lincoln impersonator in an
arcade, where customers pretend to assassinate him. Booth attempts to master the street game of
three-card monte. The brothers struggle with poverty, abandonment, competition, identity, and their
complicated relationship with one another.

Topdog/Underdog demonstrates how historical violence can continue to shape personal relationships
and individual choices. The brothers are trapped by their circumstances, their memories, and the
roles society has assigned them. At the same time, the play emphasizes their humanity. They
experience love, jealousy, fear, hope, and frustration. Parks does not reduce them to symbols.
Instead, she creates complex characters whose personal conflict reflects broader social issues. The
play examines the need for dignity and recognition, showing how economic inequality and racial
history affect human values and relationships.

Parks’ work is strongly connected to the idea that human values are universal. Her plays focus on
experiences such as love, suffering, hope, betrayal, ambition, memory, and the desire for freedom.
Although many of her characters are shaped by the African American experience, their emotional
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struggles can be understood by audiences from different backgrounds. Parks demonstrates that
specific cultural stories can communicate universal truths. By presenting the experiences of people
who have often been excluded from mainstream historical narratives, she expands the audience’s
understanding of humanity.

Human Dignity and Historical Memory

One important human value in Parks’ work is dignity. Her characters frequently struggle to maintain
their dignity in societies that attempt to define, exploit, or erase them. In Venus, the central character
is treated as an object rather than a human being. In Topdog/Underdog, Lincoln and Booth struggle to
gain respect and control over their lives. In The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire
World, repeated death is countered by repeated return, suggesting that identity and memory cannot
be completely destroyed. Parks’ plays insist that every person deserves recognition and respect.

Another universal value in her work is the importance of memory. Parks often revisits historical events
and figures because she believes that the past remains active in the present. History is not presented
as a fixed collection of facts. Instead, it is shown as something that is remembered, forgotten,
repeated, and revised. Her plays encourage audiences to question official historical accounts and to
consider whose experiences have been excluded. This approach gives voice to individuals and
communities that have been marginalized.

Freedom is also a central value in Parks’ writing. Her characters seek freedom from social
expectations, economic hardship, historical trauma, and personal limitations. However, freedom is
often difficult to achieve because the characters are influenced by forces beyond their control. Parks
shows that individual choices matter, but she also recognizes the structural conditions that restrict
those choices. This balance makes her work socially and psychologically complex.

Theatrical Innovation and the Significance of Parks’
Work

Parks’ theatrical style also reflects her belief in the importance of imagination. She does not simply
recreate historical events in a realistic manner. She transforms them through language, music,
symbolism, and performance. This gives audiences the opportunity to experience history emotionally
rather than merely learning facts. Her experimental techniques challenge conventional ideas about
what theatre should look and sound like. She encourages performers and audiences to participate
actively in creating meaning.

The contribution of Suzan-Lori Parks to American theatre is significant. She has expanded the
possibilities of dramatic writing and created space for stories that were previously neglected. Her
success has inspired other writers, particularly African American women, to pursue careers in theatre.
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She has also contributed to education through teaching, lectures, and workshops. Her work
demonstrates that art can be both aesthetically innovative and socially meaningful. (Parks, 1995)

In conclusion, Suzan-Lori Parks is an influential American playwright whose work explores race,
history, identity, memory, and universal human values. Through plays such as Venus,
Topdog/Underdog, and The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World, she gives voice to
marginalized experiences and challenges audiences to examine the relationship between the past
and the present. Her characters struggle for dignity, freedom, love, and recognition, making their
experiences meaningful across cultural boundaries. Parks’ work proves that theatre can preserve
history, question injustice, and reveal the shared values that connect human beings. (Parks, 2002)
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