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Cast: 1m., 5w.

Sans-culottes in the Promised Land

Area staging. Approximate running

time: 95 minutes.

Lena’s days as a nanny seem numbered. Her new job

is much more difficult than she’d hoped, and she struggles to keep

her composure, and her secrets, while battling with the state-of-

the-art washing machine that devours all of her young charge

Greta’s clothing; the long–suffering housekeeper, Carrmel, who is

angling for Lena’s position in the family; and the peculiar needs of

Greta’s parents. Carol, a high-powered attorney, and Greg, an ar-

chitect whose African-inspired designs are finding no takers in the

corporate world to which his wife wishes he would cater, are be-

ginning to shows signs of wear as they strive to maintain the afflu-

ent lifestyle they have worked hard to achieve. And then there’s

Charlotte, Greta’s teacher, whom Lena meets while retrieving

Greta from one of her numerous after-school activities. Consumed

with contempt for materialism and an admiration for the sans-

culottes, militant revolutionaries associated with the French revo-

lution, Charlotte promises to help Lena improve herself so she can

quit nannying. Meanwhile, very little attention is being paid to

Greta, who has picked up mixed and startling messages about be-

ing black and begins to retreat into an imagined utopia influenced

by Disney’s standards of female beauty. However, Charlotte’s

promises to Lena begin to falter as Carol’s prejudices concerning

class and ethnicity emerge and her demands on Lena spiral out of

control. careens to a chilling

end, where each member of this African-American household is

forced to come to terms with the conditions in which each lives in

the promised land of America.
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the Play must give credit to the Au thor of the Play in all 
pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the Play and in
all in stances in which the ti tle of the Play ap pears for pur poses of ad ver -
tis ing, pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the Play and/or a pro duc tion.
The name of the Au thor must also ap pear on a sep a rate line, on which no 
other name ap pears, im me di ately fol low ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in
size of type not less than fifty per cent the size of the ti tle type. Bio graph i -
cal in for ma tion on the Au thor, if in cluded in the playbook, may be used
in all pro grams. In all pro grams this no tice must ap pear:

Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
THE DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois

All pro duc ers of the Play must in clude the fol low ing ac knowl edg ment on 
the ti tle page of all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances 
of the Play and on all ad ver tis ing and pro mo tional ma te ri als:

“World pre miere in the 2004 Humana Fes ti val of New Amer i can
Plays at Ac tors Thea tre of Lou is ville.”
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Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was orig i nally com mis -
sioned by South Coast Rep er tory with sup port from The
Eliz a beth George Foun da tion.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was world pre miered in 
the 2004 Humana Fes ti val of New Amer i can Plays at Ac -
tors Thea tre of Lou is ville.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was read at Or e gon
Shake speare Fes ti val in Sep tem ber 2003.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was de vel oped at the
Fall Fes ti val of the Fu ture at Mad i son Rep er tory Thea tre in 
Sep tem ber 2003.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was read at the Hour -
glass Re treat at Choate-Rose mary Hall in July 2003.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was de vel oped at New
Dra ma tists’ Play time Re treat in No vem ber 2002.

Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land was cre ated in part at
The Sundance Thea tre Lab o ra tory Re treat at Ucross, Wy o -
ming, in Feb ru ary 2002.
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SANS-CULOTTES
IN THE PROM ISED LAND

A Play in One Act
For 1 man, 5 women

CHAR AC TERS:

LENA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 years old

CARRMEL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mid-50s

GRETA. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 years old

CAROL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . early 40s

GREG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . early 40s

CHAR LOTTE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mid-20s, older than Lena

SETTING: A sub urb of Boston, Mas sa chu setts, 1999.

NOTES ON THE TEXT:
In stances where slashes oc cur (/) in di cate where text should 
over lap.

In stances where pauses oc cur should not be ig nored.

The sounds that oc cur through out the play should not be
over looked. They are an im por tant layer in the piece and
should be ex e cuted ex actly as they ap pear.
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NOTES ON CASTING:
The char ac ter iza tion of Greta is quite in tri cate and there -
fore it is highly rec om mended that Greta be played by an
older ac tor who is able to ap pro pri ate the man ner isms of an 
eight-year-old and grasp the nu ances of Greta’s char ac ter
spe cif i cally.

NOTES ON TONE, STYLE AND PRE SEN TA TION:
Sans-cu lottes in the Prom ised Land is ex tremely style sen -
si tive. It is not meant to be read or per formed as a melo -
drama or fam ily drama. The di a logue should be de liv ered
swiftly and de lib er ately. Think Pinter. Think Beckett. Do
not al low the pre sen ta tion to delve into the realm of “black
fam ily-kitchen sink-re al ism.” (Not that there’s any thing
wrong with that but…) Let the play be buoy ant.

The emo tions and is sues pre sented in the text are not to be
in ter preted as “the tips of ice bergs,” they are the ice bergs:
mov ing qui etly but force fully to ward a fi nite and fi nal des -
ti na tion. The play does not uti lize a tra di tional drama -
turgical struc ture. The char ac ters do not de velop in the con -
ven tional sense, with one char ac ter’s story tak ing pre ce -
dence over that of other char ac ters’. All the char ac ters and
their sto ries work in con cert to pro pel the play to ward its
end, which is meant to be in ev i ta ble and un avoid able.

El e ments in the play, Lena’s let ters and Char lotte’s trees,
for ex am ple, are ab surd. It will frus trate the ve loc ity of the
play and cause nu mer ous head aches to the ac tors and pro -
duc tion staff if they are de cons truct ed be fore they have the
chance to sim ply ex ist on their own.
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SANS-CULOTTES
IN THE PROM ISED LAND

(Dark ness.

The sound of a dryer buzzer.

Light.

LENA stands in front of a large, over sized wash ing ma -
chine. She pulls out a piece of dis col ored cloth ing, holds 
it up:)

LENA. Oooo. Not again. (LENA pulls out more ripped
clothes.)

CARRMEL (off stage). Hey. (LENA freezes.) You. (LENA
shuts the washer door.) Why you leave base ment door
open? Sign say right here near knob “close base ment
door.”

LENA. Next time—
CARRMEL. Next time? I tell.

(Door shuts. LENA waits, to be sure CARRMEL is
gone.)

7
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LENA. Next time: I’ll lock it: keep you out of my face.
(LENA opens washer, looks in side, then shuts washer
lid.) Stu pid ma chine. Stu pid, stu pid.

(The sound of a spray bot tle.

Shift:

We see CHAR LOTTE as she sprays the leaves of a plant. 
She steps back, re gards the plant, then sprays it again.

Shift:

A child’s room. Piles of clothes clut ter the space.
CAROL ri fles through a dresser, pulls out clothes and
tests them against each other to see if they match.)

GRETA (hid den). I’m far-away-lost. It’s up to you to find
me, to dis cover me.

CAROL. Come out.
GRETA. I’ve got Snow White in here. Want to see her?
CAROL. You know how I feel about that Snow White—

(GREG en ters hur riedly.)

GREG. I can take her but only if we leave now. I have a
break fast meet ing.

CAROL. Well, check you out, Mr. Man. Did you hear that, 
Greta? Daddy has a break fast meet ing with a new cli -
ent— (CAROL pulls GREG to her with the loose end of
his tie, gives him a kiss.)

8 Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



GREG. Why is this room such a mess? Don’t we pay those 
nan nies to keep it clean?

GRETA. I’m too old for a nanny.
CAROL (straight en ing his tie). When they talk num bers—
GREG. Num bers—?
CAROL. Fees, Greg—
GREG. Oh—
CAROL. Money—
GREG. Right—
CAROL. Don’t go ac cept ing the first thing they of fer—
GREG. This room should be clean. That last one kept this

room clean.
GRETA. But Snow White could watch me. Snow White’s

per fect to guide me.
GREG. You should have her dressed by now.
GRETA. Or Cinderella? Maybe Cinderella—
CAROL. Well what does it look like I’m do ing?
GRETA. —how about Pocahontas? She’s not so bad

(sing-song) and she’s brow-own.
CAROL. No Cinderella. No Pocahontas. How many times

do I have to say it, Greta, those mov ies mis rep re sent
stan dards of—

GREG. See? See? You’re do ing it all wrong.
GRETA. So Mulan?
CAROL. I’m do ing it all wrong.
GRETA. Mulan could work.
GREG. You keep talk ing to her like you’re hav ing cock -

tails and a chat: no won der she’s not dressed.
GRETA. Mommy, how about Mulan?
GREG. Watch. (To GRETA:) Greta? Come Out Now. (To

CAROL:) Get it? No con ver sa tion: lots of love, dis ci -
plined love, right?

Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land 9
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CAROL (skep ti cal). Dis ci plined love.
GREG. Yes. Now— (To GRETA.) Greta? (GREG play fully

ges tures for CAROL to scoot to the side, then pre pares
him self, then:) Greta, sweet heart, this is Daddy speak ing, 
this is Daddy us ing his se ri ous voice, un der stand? and
you’re to do as you’re told. (Pause.) Greta. (Slight
pause.) Greta?

GRETA. What’s wrong with Pocahontas and Mulan?
CAROL. HA. You know, those nan nies don’t en gage her

enough, that’s why she acts like this, that’s why she re -
verts to this type of be hav ior.

GRETA. Since no one will tell me what the prob lem with
Pocahontas is, I’m go ing back to Snow White in the first 
place.

CAROL. I’ll talk to Lena about this first chance I get.
GREG. Who’s Lena?
CAROL. The sit ter.
GREG. You got rid of the last one, poof, easy as that?
CAROL. Yes, poof, easy as that.
GRETA. Me and Snow White? We’re lost in a wood.

We’re deep, deep in the for est.
CAROL. Come OUT.
GREG. I liked that last one.
CAROL. Maybe I should make Lena a read ing list.
GRETA. Fol low Snow White’s voice:
GREG. The last one did n’t need a list.
GRETA (in a high pitched, af fected ac cent). “Do try ever

so hard to find me, Fa ther; do try ever so hard to dis -
cover me, Mother. Do, please.”

CAROL. The last one could n’t fol low any of my in struc -
tions—

GRETA. “This for est is ever so wretched—”

10 Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land
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GREG. When she gets like this, Carol—
GRETA. “—and ever so dread ful.”
GREG. When she gets like this, hon estly, I can’t—
GRETA. “Or per haps it’s a thicket.”
GREG. I can’t get into this now, I’m late.
GRETA. “Oh bother, am I in a thicket, or a for est?”
CAROL. And I’m not?
GRETA. “Per chance it’s a glade.”
GREG (as he ex its). I have a break fast meet ing.
CAROL (as she ex its). You can’t just walk away from her

like that, Greg: you’ll dam age.
GRETA. “Yes, yes, a glade, Fa ther. Mother, do tell Fa ther

I’m in a glade and it’s his duty to save me, to find me.
Mother?” (Slight pause.) Mom?

(A dryer buzzer sounds.

Shift:

LENA in the laun dry room. The wash ing ma chine makes 
a sickly noise. LENA kicks it. The buzzer sounds again,
but does not stop. LENA pushes but tons over and over
un til the ma chine stops buzz ing. Si lence. LENA re laxes a 
bit. The ma chine be gins to thump, then buzz. LENA hur -
ries away.

A dryer buzzer sounds.

Shift:

CHAR LOTTE and GRETA, play ing mankala.)

Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land 11
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CHAR LOTTE. In Af rica, they did n’t use a board.
GRETA. Oh yeah?
CHAR LOTTE. They drew the play ing area in the dirt.
GRETA. There’s a horse the color of dirt at rid ing. I do

more than this class. I do rid ing. And bal let.
CHAR LOTTE. I have di a grams of the play ing ar eas at

home in books.
GRETA. That horse is n’t my fa vor ite.
CHAR LOTTE. I’ll bring them in to show you.
GRETA. I feed car rots to my fa vor ite.
CHAR LOTTE. I’m try ing to teach you things.
GRETA. And ap ples.
CHAR LOTTE. About our her i tage, about how strong it is.

We have so much to be proud of.
GRETA. Like play ing in the dirt? (Beat.) If you ask me,

play ing in the dirt’s not all so spe cial.
CHAR LOTTE. Mankala is an an cient game passed down

through the ages. By Af ri cans.
GRETA. My fa vor ite horse is the color of sugar but I don’t 

al ways get to ride him. Those days, when I don’t get to
ride him, I hate rid ing, I de-test rid ing. I may as well be
here. Your turn.

CHAR LOTTE. I know what you need. Flash cards. I’ll call
them Her i tage Holders. I’ll give them to your par ents to
do with you at night with your home work.

GRETA. My par ents don’t do the home work with me, the
nan nies do.

CHAR LOTTE. So I’ll give them to one of the nan nies.
“Her i tage Holders.” I can’t be lieve I never thought of
them be fore. Our her i tage, Greta, is as tound ing. We
come from great tra di tions, great, great his tory. Just you
wait, these Her i tage Holders will show you the real you, 
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the Nubian princess you, the you that used to walk on
wide-open plains, dark black skin glis ten ing, glow ing,
un der the steamy su—

GRETA. Are you go ing to take your turn or not? If you
are, you should hurry up. This game is n’t very fun, you
know.

(A cell phone rings.

Shift:

CAROL in the kitchen, on the phone. CARRMEL sweeps
around her, get ting closer and closer, hum ming loudly
and with out me lodic ap peal.)

CAROL. He won’t go any higher. (CARRMEL sweeps
closer to CAROL. CAROL watches CARRMEL. CARR -
MEL hums.) I’m sorry, what was that? (CARRMEL
hums.) I’m sorry, just a mo ment. (CARRMEL sweeps
and hums.) Carrmel. (CARRMEL stops sweep ing and
hum ming, looks at CAROL.) Please. (CAROL goes back
to her phone call.) What were you say ing? (Pause.)
Well that’s not my prob lem. (CARRMEL sweeps, hums
qui eter.) He won’t cough up any more so you can take
that of fer and— (CARRMEL sweeps closer to CAROL.)
Ex cuse me. Carrmel. (CARRMEL looks at CAROL, then
sweeps as she walks away, hum ming.) No, no, it’s noth -
ing. Just the house keeper: you know how it is. (Lets out
a skit tish laugh.) Now where were we?

(Shift:

Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land 13
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A car. LENA in the front, GRETA in the back, ner vous,
fur tive…)

LENA. How was class?
GRETA. I don’t like the clay feel ing on my hands. You

should drive now.

(Pause.

LENA turns to the steer ing wheel, pre pares to drive. A
loud voice is heard in the dis tance. It is CHAR LOTTE.)

CHAR LOTTE (off stage). Greta? GRETA— (CHAR LOTTE 
ap proaches the car, wildly wav ing a piece of ma te rial.
LENA and GRETA stare at her.)

GRETA. Drive away, it’s only Ms. Grey.
LENA. But she’s your teacher.
GRETA. Not a real teacher. This is n’t school, it’s just a

stu pid class my mom makes me come to. Drive away or
she’ll try to talk.

(More wild wav ing from CHAR LOTTE. LENA pushes the 
power win dow but ton and all watch as the win dow goes
all the way down. Once the win dow is down:)

CHAR LOTTE. She for got her ken-tae cloth. (CHAR LOTTE 
and LENA look at GRETA, who does not move. CHAR -
LOTTE tries to hand GRETA the ma te rial.) Honey, you
for got your ken-tae cloth. (GRETA does not move.)

LENA. Greta. (No re sponse. To CHAR LOTTE:) Sorry. (To
GRETA:) Greta.
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CHAR LOTTE. I had them make their own ken-tae cloths
us ing dye from veg e ta bles. I did n’t read it in a book, I
thought it up my self. You’re the nanny?

GRETA. I’m hun gry.
LENA. Lena.
CHAR LOTTE. I’m go ing to be mak ing some flash cards for 

Greta. To get her into her her i tage. I’m go ing to call
them Her i tage Holders. I just came up with it this af ter -
noon dur ing Mankala Mon day time. When she does her
home work make sure she re views all of them. (CHAR -
LOTTE shoves the cloth at LENA. LENA takes the ma te -
rial. Just as she does, CHAR LOTTE reaches for her
hair.) It’s so dry. Like straw, girl. Like any sec ond a
cow could walk over and start to chew on your head.
(CHAR LOTTE dra mat i cally makes a chew ing sound,
moves her jaw up and down and around.) But don’t you 
worry. I have just the thing.

(A phone rings.

Shift:

CAROL in the kitchen, on her phone.)

CAROL. …it’s noth ing, I’m fine. So, yes, go on…well
frankly…I don’t know why there’s a holdup, I’ve ex -
plained McIntyre’s po si tion—

(GRETA runs into the kitchen at full speed, back pack
strapped on her back. She bom bards CAROL with a
hug.)

Sans-culottes in the Prom ised Land 15
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CAROL. Oh, honey, oh, back so soon? (Into phone:) Hold
on, it’s just Greta… My daugh ter…yes, you’ve met, at
the…that’s right, the Christ mas— (GRETA kneels on the 
floor and opens her back pack. Pa pers and grade-school
par a pher na lia fly out of the pack.) Oh, dear, where’s
Lena? (She breathes in.) And what’s that smell?

LENA (en ter ing). I think, um, it’s those horses.
GRETA (pulls out a pur ple prize rib bon). For best post ing. 

At rid ing.
CAROL. Fab u lous. How ab so lutely fab u lous: a blue rib -

bon—
GRETA. It’s pur ple.
CAROL. Pur ple? Oh. Well. Better next time, yes?
GRETA. But it’s still good, right?
CAROL. Sh. Not now, sweetie. (Into phone:) Still there?

(GRETA moves closer to CAROL, tries to hug CAROL
again.) Once is good for now, Greta, Mommy’s work -
ing. (Into phone:) Sorry. (To LENA:) Why don’t you
make her a snack? (Into phone:) Hello? Yes? To day?
No, I can’t to day, I’m tak ing a per sonal…a lit tle head -
ache… (Pause.) I know that, but this is my case, I
built— (CAROL no tices that GRETA has n’t moved.
CAROL looks to LENA, then GRETA, then LENA again.
An noyed:) Snack? Yes?

LENA. I think she wants to share—
CAROL. Snack. (LENA guides GRETA away and the two

exit.) Yes, still here. (A dryer buzzer sounds. CAROL,
pinch ing the bridge of her nose:) Ooo.
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