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The Audience  

You can sit there and have a universal experience, of fear, of 

anger, of tears, of love, and I discovered that itõs the audience, 

really, that is doing the acting. - Marlon Brando  

 Theater is a collaborative art form. The success 

of a production relies upon every member of the         

ensemble performing their role expertly, from the cast 

and crew to the administrative staff to the audience 

themselves. Come prepared to make your contribution 

as a member of the audience. You have an active role to 

play, and the performers are relying on you to be re-

spectful and attentive. Months of preparation, weeks of 

rehearsal and hours upon hours of effort have gone to-

wards providing the best possible performance for you . 

Your participation is what makes this process        

worthwhile.  

Visiting The Rep é 

Milwaukee Repertory Theater is housed in the Milwaukee Center at the corner of Wells and Water Streets, down-

town.  Our building was formerly the home of Electric Railway & Light Company.  This name is still carved on the 

wall outside.  

 Youõll enter on the Wells Street side into a large, open space. Our box office will be visible on your left as 

you come through the front doors.  The large space is the main hub for the 

businesses that share this building: a bank, an office tower, the Pabst Theater 

and the Intercontinental Hotel. If you walk into the center of this area, youõll 

see a staircase on your left. You will take this staircase to the Quadracci Pow-

erhouse Theater lobby.               

 Inside the lobby are restrooms, water fountains and a coat check. If you 

decide to bring a snack, please know that food and drink are NOT  permitted in 

the theater.  However, you can leave things (at your own risk) in the coat check room, and enjoy them   outside the 

theater during the intermission.  Most plays have one  intermission that is about 20 minutes long. You might also 

want to look for signs in the lobby which give the full òrunning timeó of the play.   

 If you arrive forty -five minutes before the show, you can participate in a FREE pre -show talk called Rep In 

Depth.  An actor from the show usually leads this discussion.  This person will tell you a little about the play, the 

playwright, and the period in which the show is set.  Often, they will also share stories about the design and re-

hearsal process.  You can ask questions too!  

For information on our education programs and our productions, visit our website at www.milwaukeerep.com 
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Researched and designed by the Education Department at Milwaukee Repertory      

Theater, this study guide is intended to prepare you for your visit. It contains              

biographical and historical information that will deepen your  understanding of and    

appreciation for the production. Weõve also included questions and activities for you to 

explore before and after our performance of 

Doubt  

If you would like to schedule a classroom workshop, or if we can help in any other way, 

please contact:  

Jenny Kostreva at (414) 290-5370 or jkostreva@milwaukeerep.com 

Andy North at (414) 290-5393 or anorth@milwaukeerep.com  
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 Doubt is set in the Bronx area of New York 

City, at a Catholic school called St. Nicholas. It is 

1964. The play opens with a sermon by Father Flynn 

on the nature of doubt. He advises people to take 

comfort in the fact that doubt is a universal experi-

ence: òWhen you are lost, you are not alone.ó 

 The scene then shifts to the office of Sister 

Aloysius, the principal of St. Nicholas. She meets with 

Sister James, a new teacher, and questions the young 

nunõs methods of teaching and discipline. Sister     

Aloysius advises Sister James to be less trusting of her 

students and to keep an eye out for anything suspi-

cious in the school. 

 A few weeks later, Sister James reports to Sis-

ter Aloysius again. They discuss the progress of Don-

ald Muller, the schoolõs first and only black student, 

and Sister James says that he is being watched over by 

Father Flynn, who has òtaken an interestó in the boy. 

She describes a recent incident where Donald came to 

class looking uncomfortable and smelling of alcohol 

after a meeting with Father Flynn. Sister Aloysius   

suspects that there might be something inappropriate 

in the relationship between the boy and the priest. 

 Shortly thereafter, Sister Aloysius confronts 

Father Flynn about the matter, with Sister James    

present as a witness. Flynn explains that he caught the 

boy drinking altar wine, but chose not to tell anyone 

about the matter to keep Donald from losing his     

position as an altar boy.  

 Sister Aloysius does not believe him and 

meets with Donald Mullerõs mother to discuss the 

matter. Mrs. Muller listens to the nunõs suspicions, and 

replies that whatever relationship Father Flynn has 

with her son, she is glad he is watching out for the 

boy. After she leaves, Flynn storms in, furious at Sister 

Aloysius for attempting to destroy his reputation. 

Flynn insists that heõs innocent and Sister Aloysius 

says that she is just as certain he is guilty. She exits, 

and Flynn places a call to the bishop. 

 In the final scene, Sister Aloysius is speaking 

to Sister James in the schoolõs garden. Flynn is gone, 

having requested a transfer to a different parish.     

Aloysius admits that she never had any proof of 

Flynnõs guilt. As the play ends, Sister Aloysius reveals 

her own uncertainty about the rightness of her actions. 

 John Patrick Shanley was born in 1959, in the 

Bronx Area of New York City. He was raised Catholic, 

and many of the themes and ideas of Doubt were born 

from Shanleyõs own education at the hands of Sisters 

of Charity. òThere was a quality of certainty being exer-

cised around me,ó he reports, òthat something in me 

was answering with something that felt very powerful 

called ôdoubtõ.ó  

 òI was born a writer,ó Shanley says, and he 

experimented with many forms of writing growing up. 

He composed an award-winning essay at the age of 

twelve, then became a poet through his teens and early 

twenties. He took every writing class available at New 

York University, eventually enrolling in a playwriting 

course because òit was the only one left.ó This course 

marked the beginning 

of a long and success-

ful career. òAs soon as 

I finished the play, the 

student organization 

offered to give it a full production in a 300-seat house, 

going into rehearsal like three weeks later. And that 

excited me.ó 

 Shanley has since written 23 plays, including  

Danny and the Deep Blue Sea (1983), The Big Funk (1990) 

and Cellini (2001). None of his plays ran on Broadway 

until Doubt in 2004, which won four Tony awards and 

earned Shanley a Pulitzer Prize. He has also written 

several screenplays, including Moonstruck (1987) which 

won him an Oscar for Best Writing.  

S Y N O P S I S 

A B O U T  T H E  P L A Y W R I G H T :  

J O H N  P A T R I C K  S H A N L E Y  

P a g e  2  D o u b t  s t u d y  g u i d e 

The King had a boulder placed on a roadway. Then 

he hid himself and watched to see if anyone would 

remove the huge rock.  

Some of the kingdom's wealthiest merchants and 

noblemen came by and simply walked around it. 

Many loudly blamed the king for not keeping the 

roads clear, but none did anything about getting the 

stone out of the way.  

Then a peasant came along carrying a load of       

vegetables. Upon approaching the boulder, the peas-

ant laid down his burden and tried to move the stone 

to the side of the road. After much pushing and 

straining, he finally succeeded.  

After the peasant picked up his load of vegetables, he 

noticed a purse lying in the road where the boulder 

had been. The purse contained many gold coins and 

a note from the king indicating that the gold was for 

the person who removed the boulder from the   

roadway.  

P a g e  1 1  D o u b t  s t u d y  g u i d e 

WRITE YOUR OWN  

 After you have studied the stories above, try writing your own parable. Take a lesson you learned 

growing up, and write a story that illustrates that lesson. For example, the moral of òThe Boy Who Cried 

Wolfó could be summarized as òLying is bad, and will make people stop trusting you.ó 

 If youõre stuck, start with a common saying like òHaste makes wasteó or òA fool and his money are 

soon partedó and write your story based on that.  

One day a farmer's donkey fell down into a well. 

The animal cried piteously for hours as the farmer 

tried to figure out what to do. Finally he decided 

the animal was old, that the well needed to be cov-

ered anyway and that it just wasn't worth retrieving 

the donkey.  

He invited all his neighbors to come over and help 

him. They all grabbed a shovel and began to shovel 

dirt into the well. At 

first, the donkey 

realized what was 

happening and cried 

horribly. Then, to 

everyone's amaze-

ment, he quieted 

down.  

A few shovel loads 

later, the farmer fi-

nally looked down 

the well and was 

astonished at what 

he saw. With every 

shovel of dirt that 

hit his back, the donkey was doing something 

amazing. He would shake it off and take a step up.  

The farmer's neighbors continued to shovel dirt on 

top of the animal, who continued to shake it off 

and step up. Pretty soon, the pile of dirt had grown 

so high that the donkey jumped out of the well and 

trotted off. 

T H E  F A R M E R õ S  

D O N K E Y  

T H E  P E A S A N T  A N D  

T H E  B O U L D E R  


