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Biography of  
Harper Lee
“THE JANE AUSTEN Of SOUTH ALABAMA”

While learning more about an author’s personal history is always useful in developing a deeper understanding of 
their work, in the case of Harper Lee and To Kill a Mockingbird, this is particularly true. To Kill a Mockingbird is 
nearly autobiographical, and anyone familiar with the novel will see that to be true when reading about her life. 

EARLY YEARS AND fAMILY

Famous American novelist Harper Lee was born Nelle Harper Lee on April 28, 1926 in Monroeville, Alabama to 
Amasa Coleman Lee and Frances Cunningham Finch. Nelle had three older siblings—Alice, Louise, and Edwin. 
Her paternal grandfather, Cader Alexander Lee, was a Southern Civil War General. The Lee and Finch families 
had long been rooted in the South. 

Amasa was a lawyer, a member of the Alabama State Legislature, and owned part of the local newspaper. 
Meanwhile, Lee’s mother Frances was somewhat of a recluse, remaining mostly indoors as a result of an 
undiagnosed manic depression. Lee has stated that her mother was emotionally withdrawn and unavailable. 
Growing up in the Depression, Lee’s family had very little money. As a child she met Truman Capote (then 
Truman Persons) and they formed an unlikely friendship. Capote was teased for his sensitivity, the clothes he 
wore, and his lisp, and Lee, known for her toughness, often came to his defense. They bonded over their difficult 
home lives (Capote’s parents were largely absent throughout his childhood, and sent him to live with relatives) 
and their love for imaginary play. As Lee described this period of her life in a 1965 interview: 

“we had to use our own devices in our play, for our entertainment. we didn’t have much 
money . . . . we didn’t have toys, nothing was done for us, so the result was that we lived in 
our imagination most of the time. we devised things; we were readers and we would transfer 
everything we had seen on the printed page to the backyard in the form of high drama.”

(Encyclopedia of Alabama, Harper Lee)

HARpeR Lee wHen SHe wOn THe puLITzeR pRIze In 1961
pHOTO: ASSOCIATeD pReSS

Introduction
We’d like to start off by thanking you for bringing our 

production of To Kill a Mockingbird into your school! 
We believe that putting classic texts on stage enables 
them to be explored, interpreted and understood in 
countless new ways. We hope this study guide will 
allow you to get the most out of your experience, 
and we look forward to discussing your thoughts and 
questions during our post-show discussion!
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Lee developed a love for English literature as an adolescent, and after graduating high school in 1944, she 
attended the all-female Huntingdon College in Montgomery, Alabama. She later transferred to the University 
of Alabama at Tuscaloosa to study law like her father. While a student there, she contributed to the school’s 
newspaper, along with their humor magazine Rammer Jammer, eventually becoming the magazine’s editor. A 
year into her law studies, she began to feel as though writing, and not the law, was her true calling. That summer 
she studied at Oxford University, and the following fall she dropped out of school. 

NEw YORK AND THE CHRISTMAS GIfT

At the age of 23, Lee moved to New York City, and took a job as an airline reservation agent, writing fiction in 
her spare time. She carried on this way for most of her twenties. During this time, she developed a friendship 
with composer Michael Brown and his wife Joy. In November 1956, Lee signed with her first agent, and the next 
month she spent the Christmas holiday with the Brown family. She had no idea the huge surprised they had 
waiting for her. Lee described the event in her short essay “Christmas to Me”:

“There was an envelope on the tree, addressed to me. I opened it and read: ‘You have 

one year off from your job to write whatever you please. merry Christmas.’ ‘what does this 

mean?’ I asked. ‘what it says,’ I was told… They wanted to give me a full, fair chance to 

learn my craft, free from the harassments of a regular job. would I accept their gift? There 

were no strings at all. please accept, with their love.”

Lee did accept their gift, and for the next year she worked on her novel, painstakingly producing about one 
page of manuscript each day. In 1957, Lee delivered the manuscript for Go Set a Watchman to her agent to send 
out to publishers. While publishers were impressed with the quality of the writing, they did not believe it was 
ready, so Lee continued to plug away for the next two and a half years. Finally, on July 11, 1960, her novel was 
published under the new title To Kill a Mockingbird.  

LIfE AfTER To Kill a MocKingbird

Lee’s first novel earned her quick and national 
acclaim. In 1961, Lee won the Pulitzer 
Prize for the work. The next year, To Kill a 
Mockingbird was adapted into an Academy 
Award-winning film. Four years later, in 
1966, President Lyndon B. Johnson appointed 
Harper Lee to the National Council on the 
Arts. Her rise to fame was meteoric and, as 
we later learned, paralyzing for the author. 
Apart from a few essays she wrote over the 
years, and assisting friend Truman Capote 
with his novel In Cold Blood, Harper Lee did 
her best to disappear from the spotlight. She 
refused to speak with the press and, despite her 
enormous wealth, did not live lavishly. 

 GReGORY peCK wITH HARpeR Lee On THe SeT OF THe FILm ADApTATIOn
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go SeT a WaTchMan

In 2015, Harper Lee shocked the world by publishing a 
second book. What had previously been a manuscript, 
Go Set a Watchman was released as a novel in its own 
right. Reactions from fans and critics were extremely 
mixed. To start, there was much suspicion that the 
89-year-old Lee had been coerced into releasing the 
manuscript by publishers looking to make a quick 
profit. Indeed, Amazon stated that the novel was the 
second-most pre-ordered book after Harry Potter and 
the Deathly Hallows. Fans were thrilled at the prospect 
of getting to re-enter the world of the novel that held 
such nostalgic value for so many. Watchman, however, 
offered a very different vision of the beloved Maycomb, 
and its most admired citizen, Atticus Finch. In the novel, 
an adult Jean Louise returns to her hometown from 

New York City to discover that her father is not the man she believed him to be. This version of Atticus is against 
school integration, and reveals himself to have once attended a Klan meeting. Critics struggled with how to 
categorize the new novel. Should it be viewed as a sequel to Mockingbird, or should it be taken as it was initially 
written—simply an unpolished first draft? While many feared that Watchman would damage Lee’s sterling 
reputation amongst American readers, readership of Mockingbird has continued on unaffected. 

DEATH AND LEGACY

Nelle Harper Lee passed away in her sleep on February 19, 2016 at the age of 89 in her home in Monroeville, 
Alabama. Lee had spent her later years in the very same town in which she grew up. A visit to the town will 
show you just how impactful To Kill a Mockingbird has been on their entire way of life. Tourists flock to the small 
town, which likes to call itself the “literary capital of Alabama,” to see the courthouse and Amasa Coleman Lee’s 
law office. The town square even features a statue of Atticus Finch.

QUESTIONS

1. what connections do you see between Harper Lee’s personal life and the world of 
To Kill a Mockingbird?

2. what part of her life surprised you the most? 

3. In the process of transforming Go Set a Watchman into To Kill a Mockingbird, Lee 
chose to tell the story through the eyes of a child, and to create a far more 
idealized version of Atticus and the other townspeople. why do you think she did 
that? If you have read Go Set a Watchman, which version of the story do you prefer?

 HARpeR Lee In 2007. pHOTO BY CHIp SOmODevILLA
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Historical Context
In order to understand how Lee’s personal experiences shaped the novel, it is also important to look at the major 
cultural, political, and economic events surrounding life in Alabama in the 1930s. 

THE GREAT DEpRESSION

The Great Depression was cataclysmic for nearly 
all Americans. Millions of Americans were 
plunged below the poverty line as unemployment 
skyrocketed to 25%. Even those who maintained 
employment saw their wages slashed, as industry 
after industry fell into bankruptcy. The state of 
Alabama, where Mockingbird takes place, was 
particularly hard-hit. While the Great Depression 
is generally believed to have started with the stock 
market crash in October of 1929, for the citizens of 
Alabama things started much earlier. In the years 
following the Civil War, Alabama teetered on the 
edge of poverty. The war itself took place primarily 
in the South, which devastated much of the land 
and infrastructure. After the war, Confederate 
bonds and currency became worthless, and the 
emancipation of slaves required the creation of a 
new labor system. The new system they developed 
was called sharecropping, and it involved a 
landowner allowing tenants to use the land for 
agriculture, in exchange for a portion of whatever 
they grew. This system came with many issues, 
including a lack of motivation for soil conservation 
or cultivating new crops. Alabama farmers relied 
primarily on the staple crops of cotton and 
tobacco, which proved a grave mistake. Cotton 
crops were devastated by the boll weevil, and 
prices plummeted across the agricultural industry. 

Average personal annual income fell from an already low $311 in 1929 to $194 in 1935. That’s the equivalent of 
about $3,500 in 2017. 

Alabama took longer to bounce back than most other states, not truly finding equilibrium until the 1940s and 
the beginning of World War II. The Depression era completely reshaped the state’s political, economic, and social 
traditions, highlighted the economic inequalities associated with industrial work, and challenged Alabama’s 
long-standing social and racial hierarchies.

CHILDRen OF A ReSeTTLemenT FARmeR In ALABAmA - 1935.
pHOTO BY ARTHuR ROTHSTeIn

THe wIFe AnD CHILD OF An ALABAmA SHAReCROppeR In ALABAmA - 1937
pHOTO BY ARTHuR ROTHSTeIn
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CRIMINAL CASES IN THE JIM CROw ERA

In 1931, a case emerged in Alabama that gained national attention and highlighted the immense injustices of the 
American court system. On March 25, 1931, a fight broke out on a train traveling from Chattanooga to Memphis, 
Tennessee. A group of white teenage boys had attempted to shove all the black boys off the train, stating that it was a 
“white man’s train.” The black teenagers successfully warded them off, and the white boys were kicked off the train. 
They told the local sheriff that they had been attacked, and when the train pulled into Paint Rock, Alabama, officers 
came aboard and arrested every single black teenager on the train. Two white women stepped forward at this point, 
and claimed that they had been raped. Nine teenagers were arrested and charged with assault and rape. Known as 
the “Scottsboro Boys,” the group included: Haywood Patterson (18), Clarence Norris (19), Charlie Weems (19), 
Andy Wright (19), Roy Wright (12), Olin Montgomery (17), Ozie Powell (16), Willie Robertson (16), and Eugene 

Williams (13). There was no evidence against them; in fact, 
when the two girls were examined by a doctor, no signs of 
rape were found. The nine boys were arrested regardless. 

As the boys were held in jail, lynch mobs formed and 
demanded that the boys be turned over to them. It required 
the Alabama Army National Guard to protect the outside 
of the jail, and when the boys were eventually brought to 
trial, they were escorted by over one hundred Alabama 
guardsmen armed with machine guns. For each trial, all-
white juries were selected. The trials were carried out hastily 
by severely underprepared lawyers. It took only two days 
to complete the trials for all nine boys, and by the time 
they were through, only the youngest, Roy Wright, escaped 

the death penalty. The judge set their execution date for July 10, 1931, only three months from the date of their 
convictions. The young ages of the boys accused, the complete lack of evidence, the circumstances of the trial, 
and the swiftness with which they were convicted all exemplified the virulent systemic racism inherent in the 
court system. The Communist Party and the NAACP both stepped forward to assist with the boys’ appeals. 
The case faced appeal after appeal, making it all the way up to the US Supreme Court, only to be sent back to 
Alabama for multiple re-trials stretching into 1936. Ultimately, all of the boys were spared the death sentence. 
However, all of them spent between six and fifteen years in prison for crimes they did not commit. 

In Harper Lee’s very own town of Monroeville, a similar case took place in 1934. A man named Walter Lett 
was convicted of the rape of a white woman and sentenced to death. He was saved from the electric chair at the 
last minute by Monroeville citizens who wrote to the Governor insisting on his innocence and pleading to give 
him a life sentence instead. The Governor agreed and granted the request, but the strain of Walter’s experiences 
sent him to a mental hospital, where he died of tuberculosis in 1937. Before Harper Lee was born, her own father 
Amasa Coleman Lee had served as the lawyer for two black men who had been wrongly accused of the very 
same charges. They were found guilty and hanged. According to Lee, this experience weighed so heavily on her 
father that he stopped practicing law. She has stated that these cases shaped her ideas about the racial injustices 
in her home state and inspired the story of Mockingbird. 

wRITING pROMpT

1. If you were to write a modern adaptation of To Kill a Mockingbird, what would you 
need to change? what elements would stay the same? write a one-page summary of 
your modern version.

THe “SCOTTSBORO BOYS”
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Character Analysis
SCOUT

One cannot engage with the story of Mockingbird without engaging with its 
narrator, Scout. Scout provides the eyes through which the reader sees the world 
of Maycomb, and the events of the novel. Fans adore Scout for her tomboyish-
ness, her fierceness, and her sense of humor. Documentarian Mary McDonagh 
Murphy describes her as: “funny, smart, overall-wearing, fists-flying, lynch-
mob-scattering Scout. Scout knew who she was, and she had the greatest father 
on the planet.” She takes the reader on the journey with her, the journey from 
naiveté to experience, from simplicity to complexity, from joy to sorrow. Writer 
William Giraldi states, “I imagine every reader must have his/her Scout moment, 
that satisfying click in the mind, the paragraph or line in which she does or 

says something, after which s/he is helplessly hers: S/he’ll follow her not only to the end of her book but to the 
end of the earth.” If you can’t “buy in” to Scout, you can’t really “buy in” to the novel at all. She is not, however, 
without her critics. Some readers have noted the inconsistencies in her narration, the way it switches from the 
voice of a child to that of an adult looking back. Others have noted that she describes her surroundings with the 
vocabulary, wit, and insight of someone three times her age. Others argue that while Scout is the narrator, Atticus 
is the novel’s main character. 

QUESTIONS

1. were you able to relate to Scout? If yes, what was your “Scout moment”? If no, why not?
2. who do you think is the main character? Scout? Atticus? Someone else?

ATTICUS

The legacy of Atticus Finch is complex. It could be argued that he is one of the 
most significant fictional characters of the entire 20th century. Atticus serves 
as the moral crux of the entire story. He is the one who imparts all of the 
lessons (and says all of the lines) for which Mockingbird has become so well 
known—the values of empathy and patience, the idea of “walking in another 
person’s shoes,” the importance of “doing one’s duty.” He is kind, respectful, and 
intellectual, the long-suffering single father carrying on in the face of hostility 
and prejudice. He is referred to as the inspiration for thousands of lawyers and 
civil rights activists in choosing their path. This, at least, was the widely held 
opinion of Mr. Finch until the 2015 publishing of Go Set a Watchman. In Lee’s 
second novel, Atticus is revealed to be an overt white supremacist. Many fans 
were horrified that a man so long-admired was being portrayed in this way. The 
new text also drove fans, critics, and artists alike to reassess the original novel 
and ask the question—was Atticus Finch ever really the hero we made him out 
to be?

The Atticus Finch of Mockingbird is not a violent, hate-spewing, torch-bearing 
racist. We see that type of behavior in Bob Ewell, in the mob that crowds 

mARY BADHAm AS SCOuT

GReGORY peCK AS ATTICuS
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around the jailhouse, and in various anecdotes about the history 
of Maycomb. Lee provides the reader with these characters in 
order to set Atticus apart, to define him as noble, righteous, and 
overall good. It is important to remember that Atticus does not 
volunteer to defend Tom Robinson. In fact, he specifically states 
he had hoped to never be handed a case like this “in his lifetime.” 
He carries out his assignment, not because he is driven by an urge 
to fight racial injustice, but because it is his job. This is not to say 
that he does not do his absolute best to defend Tom, which he does 
despite knowing that, as he says, he’s “licked” from the start. Readers 
have long viewed Atticus’ choice as a display of racial tolerance, 
because he sticks with his choice to defend Tom despite beration and 
intimidation by his community. However, he does this with the shield 
of whiteness, maleness, and general “superiority” protecting him. 

Scholars have said that painting Atticus as a social justice martyr 
is a propagation of the “White Savior Complex,” the idea that only 
white people have the skills, intelligence, and ability to solve 
the problems of racial injustice. It perpetuates the idea that 
white Americans led the fight for civil rights while black Americans were helpless, passive actors. It ignores the 
activism and resistance of black citizens in America at that time. 

If one believes that racism is defined only by a violent hatred of people of color, then Atticus does not fit 
this definition. However, if one broadens their idea of what defines “racism” to include the idea of the “White 
Savior Complex,” and tolerance of racism in their community, then Atticus could certainly be found guilty. 
Atticus is defined by his tolerance, a virtue he happily lends not just to Tom Robinson, but to men like Walter 
Cunningham, and Bob Ewell, and even the Ku Klux Klan. He goes so far as to call Walter “basically a good man,” 
despite the fact that Walter was ready to kill Atticus for defending a black man. He says that mobs are “made up 
of people, no matter what.” While this statement is factual in the literal sense, Atticus is suggesting that virulent 
racism should be tolerated simply because racists are people too. As Kay Whitlock and Michael Bronski write 
in their book, Considering Hate: Violence, Justice, and Goodness in American Culture and Politics, “He has all 
the right motions of the principled man but none of the fervor, the fed-up disgust required to assault the toxic 
tropisms of an entire segment of our society, those entrenched inequalities that cause the innocent to suffer.” The 
Atticus of To Kill a Mockingbird does not propagate the violent forms of racism happening all around him, but 
he also does little to fight against them. He does not believe his moral duty extends beyond himself and his own 
actions. Atticus is no villain, but is he a hero?

QUESTION

Some argue that we can’t hold Atticus to the same standards by which we judge people 
today. Do you agree or disagree with that idea? 

wRITING pROMpT

Based on the evidence in To Kill a Mockingbird, do you think Atticus manages to 
change the minds of anyone in maycomb? Is he successful in combatting racism in 
his community? write an “epilogue” to the novel exploring how the town changes, or 
doesn’t, after the events of the novel. 

GReGORY peCK AS ATTICuS
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TOM AND THE pORTRAYAL Of BLACK CHARACTERS

Author Toni Morrison has written about how white writers “use 
black characters to define the goals and enhance the qualities of 
white characters” and “as a means of meditation—both safe and 
risky—on one’s own humanity.” She has also pointed out the tacit 
assumption that the reading audience is white, and that whiteness 
is the point of departure for engaging with the world. In the case 
of Mockingbird, Tom Robinson does not exist on his own terms, 
he serves as a means through which Atticus can display his 
“goodness.” As writers Kay Whitlock and Michael Bronski describe 
it, Tom “functions as a human Rorschach test by which other white 
people are judged as good or bigoted.” We do not learn much at 
all about Tom himself—his personality, his family, his relationship 
with his wife, his dreams and ideas. We don’t get to hear from 
him, or any other black characters in the novel, about how he 
feels about Maycomb’s culture of white supremacy. In defending 
Tom in court, Atticus does not try to convince the jury of Tom’s 
innocence by highlighting Tom’s virtues, but rather by highlighting 
his own. Atticus seeks to convince the jury that he is honorable and 
trustworthy, and therefore they can trust him. 

While white students often walk away from their first reading 
of the novel feeling uplifted, the experience for students of color 

is often understandably quite the opposite. What message are young black students encountering the novel for 
the first time supposed to take away from it? Certainly not one of inspiration. The novel serves only to reinforce 
the notion of black Americans as other, as victim, as less than. White Americans see Mockingbird as a novel that 
awakens people to the injustices of institutionalized racism. Ironically, the novel propagates the very systems it 
seeks to tear down through its erasure of the black experience. 

QUESTIONS

1. what would you most like to know about Tom? Calpurnia? Reverend Sykes? Lula?

2. why do you think Harper Lee made the choice to give so little information about all of 
the African American characters in the novel? 

wRITING pROMpT

write a monologue from the perspective of Tom Robinson or Calpurnia. what do you 
think Tom has to say about his wrongful conviction? How do you think Calpurnia feels 
about working for the Finch family? 

BROCK peTeRS AS TOm
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prevalence in American Schools
To Kill a Mockingbird remains one of the most widely read novels in America to this day. The book has been 
translated into 40 languages, and over 40 million copies have been sold. It is estimated that the novel is still 
taught in two-thirds of American classrooms. A 2009 online poll asking readers to identify what book has been 
most influential in their lives resulted in To Kill a Mockingbird taking the number one spot. Oprah Winfrey 
herself referred to it as our “national novel.” The story has been adapted into a film, a play, and has been 
referenced in countless other literary and artistic endeavours. 

wRITING pROMpT

While critics point out the issues with the way women, poor people, and people of color are portrayed 
in the novel, fans believe that the quality of the writing and the historical significance of the novel and 
its themes warrant its continuance in the curriculum of American schools. What do you believe? Do 
you think students should continue to read To Kill a Mockingbird for generations to come? Why or 
why not? Do you believe it should be replaced by another book? If so, what book and why?

Classic Repertory Company’s production
As with any adaptation, our production of To Kill a Mockingbird will not be a word-for-word recreation of the 
novel. To start, we have our own unique group of actors who have their own ideas and interpretations of the 
novel. Our production is 90-minutes long, which means we’ve had to cut various dialogues, minor characters, 
and plot points to focus on what we think is most important. We also have a cast of seven actors, which means 
you’ll see actors playing multiple characters. We take our shows on the road to venues of all sizes, which 
means our set needs to be light and mobile. We have lots of musicians in our cast, so we like to use live music. 
Our actors are all recent college graduates, which means some of them will play characters much older than 
themselves, and some of them will play characters half their age! All of these things make our production 
unique, in the hopes of offering you a new way to experience the story. 

QUESTIONS

1. How do you think seeing the story performed live in front of you will be different from 
reading it?

2. what character are you most excited to see brought to life?

We look forward to talking with you after the show, and hearing about your experience!
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