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INTRODUCTION TO RED SPEEDO
A PLAY

In  the  landscape  of  contemporary
American  theatre,  few  works  have
captured  the  raw  tension  between
ambition and morality as powerfully as
Red Speedo A Play  by Lucas Hnath.
Premiering in 2012 at the Actors Theatre
of  Louisville  as  part  of  the prestigious
Humana Festival of New American Plays,
Red  Speedo  A  Play  immediately
established  itself  as  a  provocative
examinat ion  of  sports  cu l ture ,
performance-enhancing  drugs,  and  the
ethical compromises individuals make in
pursuit  of  greatness.  The  play,  set
entirely  in  a  nondescript  locker  room,
strips  away  the  glamour  of  athletic
achievement  and  forces  audiences  to
confront uncomfortable questions about
fairness,  loyalty,  and  the  true  cost  of
winning.  With  its  taut  dialogue  and
morally  complex  characters,  Red
Speedo A Play has become a staple of
regional  theatre  productions  and
continues to spark conversations about
integrity  in  competition.  This  article
provides an in-depth exploration of the
play, its characters, themes, production
history,  and  enduring  relevance  in  a
world where the line between right and
wrong is often blurred.

OVERVIEW OF THE PLOT IN RED
SPEEDO A PLAY

Red Speedo A Play centers on Ray, a

talented  competitive  swimmer  on  the
verge  of  Olympic  glory.  Ray  has  just
returned  from  a  major  competition
where  he  de l ivered  a  s tunn ing
performance,  but  rumors  are  swirling
about his use of performance-enhancing
drugs. The play unfolds in a single locker
room setting, where Ray interacts with
three other characters: his brother and
manager,  who  is  deeply  invested  in
Ray's success; a lawyer representing the
s w i m m i n g  f e d e r a t i o n ,  w h o  i s
investigating the doping allegations; and
Ray's  ex-girlfriend,  a  former  swimmer
who  now  works  as  a  pharmaceutical
sales representative. Over the course of
the play, secrets are revealed, loyalties
are  tested,  and  each  character  must
decide  what  they  are  willing  to  sacrifice
for  success.  The  title  Red Speedo A
Play  refers  both  to  the  swimsuit  Ray
wears and to the metaphorical speed of
his rise and potential fall. Without giving
away  too  much,  the  plot  builds  to  a
climax  that  forces  Ray  to  choose
between  confessing  the  truth  and
protecting  his  future.  The  narrative
unfolds with the tension of a thriller, but
the  true  drama  l ies  in  the  moral
calculations each character makes.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS IN RED
SPEEDO A PLAY

Ray: The
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Swimmer at the
Center of the

Storm
Ray is the protagonist of Red Speedo A
Play,  and  he  is  a  complex  figure  who
elicits  both  sympathy  and  frustration
from the audience. He is a young man
who  has  dedicated  his  entire  life  to
swimming,  and  his  body  bears  the
physical  evidence of  that commitment.
Ray  is  not  particularly  articulate  or
introspective;  he  expresses  himself
through his actions and his results in the
pool. His dilemma in the play is whether
to  admit  to  us ing  performance-
enhancing drugs or to deny everything
and risk exposure. Ray's character raises
important questions about the pressures
placed  on  athletes  and  the  limited
choices  they  feel  they  have.  He  is
neither  a  villain  nor  a  pure  victim;
instead, he is a human being caught in a
system that rewards winning above all
else. The depth of Ray's characterization
is  one of  the reasons Red Speedo A
Play  resonates  so  strongly  with
audiences.

The Brother:
Ambition and
Exploitation
The brother, whose name is not given in
the script, serves as Ray's manager and
handler. He is pragmatic, ambitious, and
willing  to  cut  corners  to  ensure  Ray's
success. The brother's relationship with
Ray is complicated; he genuinely wants

what  is  best  for  his  sibling,  but  his
definition  of  "best"  is  heavily  influenced
by financial gain and status. Throughout
Red Speedo A Play, the brother pushes
Ray to adopt a strategy of  denial  and
obfuscation,  believing that  the truth is
less  important  than  appearances.  His
c h a r a c t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
commercialization  of  sports  and  the
many  people  who  profit  from  an
athlete's success. The brother is not a
one-dimensional  antagonist,  however;
his motivations are grounded in a desire
to protect Ray and to lift their family out
of  difficult  circumstances.  This  moral
ambiguity  is  a  hallmark  of  the  play.

The Lawyer:
Institutional
Power and Due
Process
The lawyer in Red Speedo A Play is an
invest igator  fo r  the  swimming
federation,  tasked  with  getting  to  the
bottom of the doping allegations. She is
professional, methodical, and seemingly
impartial, but as the play progresses, her
own biases and pressures come to light.
The lawyer  represents  the  institutional
structures  that  govern  sports  and  the
sometimes  arbitrary  enforcement  of
ru les .  She  is  not  out  to  get  Ray
personally,  but  she  is  determined  to
uphold the integrity of the sport, even if
that means destroying a young athlete's
career.  Her  presence  in  the  play
highlights the tension between individual
ambition  and  collective  fairness.  The
lawyer's  interactions  with  Ray  and  his
brother are some of the most tense and
revealing  moments  in  Red Speedo A
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Play.

The Ex-Girlfriend:
A Voice of
Experience and
Regret
The  ex-girlfriend  is  a  former  swimmer
who  now  works  for  a  pharmaceutical
company.  She  has  firsthand  experience
with  the  pressures  of  competitive
s w i m m i n g  a n d  t h e  a l l u r e  o f
performance-enhancing  substances.  In
Red Speedo A Play,  she serves as a
foil to Ray, offering a perspective shaped
by  hindsight  and  a  different  set  of
choices.  Her  character  introduces  the
idea that the world of elite sports is not a
level  playing  field  and  that  even  those
who try to play by the rules are often at
a  disadvantage.  Her  relationship  with
Ray is charged with unresolved feelings,
and her presence complicates the moral
landscape of the play. She is perhaps the
most pragmatic character in the drama,
and her advice to Ray is both cynical and
compassionate.

MAJOR THEMES IN RED SPEEDO A
PLAY

Ethics and
Performance-
Enhancing Drugs
The most obvious theme of Red Speedo
A  P l a y  i s  t h e  e t h i c s  o f  u s i n g
performance-enhancing drugs in sports.
The play does not take a simple stance

on  this  issue;  instead,  it  explores  the
gray areas. Ray did not use drugs to gain
an  unfair  advantage,  but  to  level  the
playing  field  because  he  believed  other
athletes were also using. This reasoning,
while  understandable,  challenges  the
black-and-white  rules  of  anti-doping
agencies. The play asks whether the ban
on certain substances is genuinely about
fairness or about controlling athletes and
protecting  the  commercial  interests  of
sports organizations. By presenting the
arguments  from  multiple  perspectives,
Red  Speedo  A  Play  encourages
audiences  to  think  critically  about  the
issue  rather  than  simply  condemning
those who break the rules.

Ambition and
Sacrifice
Another central theme in Red Speedo A
Play is the nature of ambition and the
sacrifices required to achieve greatness.
Ray  has  g iven  up  a  normal  l i fe ,
relationships,  and  even  his  physical
health to become an elite swimmer. The
play asks whether the reward is worth
the  cost.  The  brother  has  sacrificed  his
own dreams to support Ray's career. The
ex-girlfriend gave up swimming and now
works in the pharmaceutical industry, a
decision she has mixed feelings about.
Each character has made sacrifices, and
the  play  suggests  that  the  pursuit  of
excellence  often  demands  more  than
individuals  are  willing  to  admit.  This
theme  gives  Red  Speedo  A  Play  a
universality  that  extends  beyond  the
world of sports.
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Loyalty and
Betrayal
The relationships in Red Speedo A Play
are  tested  by  secrets  and  conflicting
interests. Ray's loyalty to his brother is
challenged  when  he  realizes  that  his
brother's advice may not be in his best
interest. The brother's loyalty to Ray is
genuine but compromised by greed. The
ex-girlfriend's  loyalty  is  ambiguous,  as
she  has  her  own  reasons  for  getting
involved. The lawyer's loyalty is to the
institution  she  represents,  not  to  any
individual. The play explores how loyalty
can be both a virtue and a burden, and
how betrayal can come from unexpected
directions. The shifting alliances among
the  characters  keep  the  audience
guessing  until  the  very  end  of  Red
Speedo A Play.

The American
Dream and the
Myth of
Meritocracy
At its  core,  Red Speedo A Play  is  a
critique of the myth of meritocracy. Ray
believes that if  he works hard enough
and wins, he will be rewarded. But the
play shows that success is not solely the
result of hard work; it also depends on
access  to  resources,  connections,  and
sometimes,  substances  that  give  an
edge.  The  American  Dream  promises
that anyone can succeed through effort,
but  the  reality  is  more  complicated.
Ray's story is a cautionary tale about the

illusion  of  a  level  playing  field.  This
theme  gives  Red  Speedo  A  Play  a
social  and  political  resonance  that
makes it relevant far beyond the world
of competitive swimming.

PRODUCTION HISTORY AND
CRITICAL RECEPTION OF RED
SPEEDO A PLAY

Red Speedo A Play  was first produced
as part of the Humana Festival of New
American Plays at the Actors Theatre of
Louisville  in  2012.  The production was
directed  by  Li la  Neugebauer  and
received  strong  reviews  for  its  tight
pacing  and  strong  performances.
Following  its  premiere,  the  play  was
produced  off-Broadway  at  the  Vineyard
Theatre  in  2014,  again  directed  by
Neugebauer.  The  off-Broadway
production featured a cast that included
Lucas Near-Verbrugghe as Ray and Peter
Mark  Kendall  as  the  brother.  Critics
praised the play for its sharp dialogue,
moral  complexity,  and  abi l i ty  to
generate  suspense in  a  single  setting.
Red Speedo  A  Play  has  since  been
produced by numerous regional theatres
a c r o s s  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d
internationally, cementing its status as a
contemporary classic. The play has been
particularly popular with university and
community theatre groups, as it features
a small cast and a single set, making it
accessible  for  production.  Its  enduring
popularity is a testament to the power of
its themes and the skill of Lucas Hnath's
writing.
Critical reception has been consistently
positive, with reviewers noting that Red
Speedo A Play manages to be both a
tense  d rama  and  a  thought fu l
exploration  of  ethical  issues.  The New
York  T imes  ca l l ed  i t  " a  sha rp ,
suspenseful  play  that  raises  difficult
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questions  without  offering  easy
answers." Other critics have praised the
play's  economy  of  language  and  its
abi l i ty  to  bui ld  tension  through
conversation  rather  than  action.  The
play  has  also  been  recognized  for  its
balanced treatment of the doping issue,
presenting multiple perspectives without
endorsing  any  single  viewpoint.  This
fairness has made Red Speedo A Play
a valuable tool for sparking discussion in
educational settings.

WHY RED SPEEDO A PLAY
REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

In an era when doping scandals continue
to rock the world of sports, Red Speedo
A Play remains as timely as ever. From
cycling to track and field to weightlifting,
performance-enhancing  drugs  are  a
persistent issue that raises fundamental
questions about fairness, health, and the
nature  of  competition.  But  the  play's
relevance extends beyond sports.  In  a
broader sense, Red Speedo A Play is
about  the  choices  people  make  when
they believe the system is rigged against
them. Whether in business, academia, or
the arts, individuals often face pressure

to cut  corners to get  ahead.  The play
asks whether the end justifies the means
and whether  integrity  is  a  luxury  that
only  those who are  already successful
can afford.
Moreover, Red Speedo A Play speaks
to the anxiety of living in a world where
performance is constantly measured and
judged.  Social  media,  standardized
testing, and workplace metrics create an
environment where individuals feel they
must constantly prove their worth. The
pressures that Ray faces are an extreme
version  of  the  pressures  many  people
experience  in  their  daily  lives.  This
universality ensures that Red Speedo A
Play will continue to find new audiences
for years to come.

STYLISTIC FEATURES AND
STRUCTURE OF RED SPEEDO A
PLAY

Lucas Hnath is known for his distinctive
style, which blends naturalistic dialogue
with  heightened  theatricality.  In  Red
Speedo A Play,  the dialogue is  rapid
and  overlapping,  creating  a  sense  of
urgency that mirrors the high


