CHICAGO: A MUSICAL MOSAIC
Study Guide
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CHICAGO: A MUSICAL MOSAIC tells the history of the city from its beginnings as a trading post
on the banks of the Chicago River through the modern era. Along the way, the play examines three
distinct major immigration waves (1840s, 1917-1930, and 1940s), showing how the culture of the city
has been created through the addition and assimilation of many different cultures and peoples.

As the story of the city progresses, there are questions for your students to consider regarding
the human (and bovine!) interactions, and how they drove the city’s progress. Below are some
examples that should get your students thinking…

Episode One – The Indians and DuSable
What was the common goal that united the native Americans who frequented this area and the
French and British explorers who first came to the area later known as Chicago?
DuSable was a black man, but he came to Chicago speaking French. Why?
What reminders of DuSable’s presence can be found in Chicago today? Are there any parks or
museums named after him? What “firsts” happened in his house along the river?
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Episode Two – The Canal and the Irish
Why didn’t the Irish stay in Ireland during the potato famine? Why would they come to
America instead? What could have been changed in Ireland that would have allowed them to
stay there?
Why did the city want to dig a canal to connect the Chicago River to the Illinois River? What
advantage did Chicago naturally have over any other location in the Midwest?
Katie O’Malley is enrolled in a new public school once she comes to Chicago. How common
was it for lower class people in Europe or other parts of the world to be enrolled in a public
school at her age?
What musical styles or instruments would the Irish immigrants have brought to Chicago? Are
there American types of music that share a history with Irish traditional music?
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Episode Three - Livestock in Chicago
The Cow mentions that without cows and pigs, Chicago would never have become a major
city. Do you think he’s right? Why was Chicago so popular a “destination” for livestock?

Episode Four – African Americans and the Great Migration
How were conditions for black men and women in 1917 different in Mississippi than they
were in the north? How were they similar?
Doubletrack talks about the Mississippi blues, and how the music reminds him of the history
of his people in America. Do you hear elements of the blues in the popular music of today?
When Doubletrack arrives in Chicago, his boss tells him to “remember his place.” What kind
of work conditions did black men and women find in Chicago that were different than they
might have been for other groups?
Chicago was the epicenter of the Negro League for baseball. How might the history of
American baseball been different if black players hadn’t been kept from competing with the
best white players of the day?
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Doubletrack is faced with the dilemma of choosing between a contract playing baseball or
keeping his job as a foreman at a packing house. What factors go into his decision? Do you
think he makes the right decision?

Episode Five – Eastern European Immigration in the Jazz Age
Why did so many immigrants from Poland, Croatia, and other Eastern European nations come
to Chicago in the 1920s? Was there a support network for them when they got here?
Julius and Beata both come from Warsaw, though from very different backgrounds. What was
different about Chicago versus Poland in terms of how their two societies mixed (or didn’t)?
Julius immediately comes to love jazz, because it’s so different from the music he grew up
with in Warsaw. How did elements of traditional Jewish music eventually find its way into
American popular music and jazz?
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Episode Six – The Girl from Mexico and the Forbidden Room
Rosa and Juan act out the fairy tale about the Mexican girl and the forbidden room, then say
that their mother was a real life version of the heroine of the story. In what ways was their
mother in Chicago just like the girl in the story? How was she different?
Maria goes to work in a factory that has very bad working conditions with a boss who tries to
cheat her from her wages. How common do you think this was in America in the 1940s? Do
these types of work conditions still exist in the world today? If so, why?
The union organizer says that Chicago was “one of the great union cities” in America. Why
was that? What were the good things about unions for the workers? In what ways were unions
helpful or harmful to business in Chicago?
General Discussion Questions about Immigration and Chicago
Not every ethnic group in Chicago is represented in the play. What other groups have come to
Chicago and made a contribution to the music and art of Chicago?
Many times, immigrant groups gather in specific neighborhoods in cities or areas. Why is
this? Do you think it’s a good thing or a bad thing for people to live close to other people who
are very similar (or both?)
How many of the places, neighborhoods, or companies mentioned in the play are still in
existence in Chicago today? How have they changed over time? How have they stayed the
same?
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