
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rated: PG 

Running Time: 2 Hours 
Including talk-back 

 

Celebrate Women Chats 

will follow each 

performance. 

 

Pellentesque sed sem nec 

dui eleifend tristique. 

About the Show SIS Productions 

Details 

Inspired by true events, IMPENETRABLE by Mia 

McCullough explores society’s obsession with beauty in a 

deeply compelling and funny way. In 2007, a billboard 

image of a gorgeous, bikini-clad young woman appears 

superimposed with arrows pointing to "problem areas" 

that a local spa can fix. Even an ideal woman, the ad 

proclaims, can benefit from physical improvement. The 

community boycotts, but who is the outrage against? The 

spa owner for tapping into women's fears? Or an entire 

society that values women for their looks more than their 

personal achievements? This smart and revealing play 

delves into the impossible expectations of female beauty, 

especially the ones women (and men) place on 

themselves.  

 

 

IMENETRABLE 
a Study Guide 
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Integer metus. 

Lorem. 
The Celebrate Women 

Campaign 
BEAUTY STATISTICS 

90% of all women want to 

change one aspect of their 

physical appearance. 

81% of 10 year girls are afraid of 

being fat. 

Women are routinely degraded 

in everything from pop culture 

to casual conversation. 

A girl is bullied every 7 minutes 

in the school yard, playground, 

stairwell, classroom or 

bathroom. 

Every 15 seconds a woman is 

battered. 

Three-fourths of girls with low 

self-esteem engage in negative 

activities, such as disordered 

eating, bullying, smoking or 

drinking. 

Only 2% of women think they 

are beautiful. 

"Statistics" 

http://www.confidencecoalition.o

rg/statistics-women 

SIS hopes to inspire people of all genders, ages and 

races to re-imagine how women are valued in our 

culture. Envision what might be possible if women are 

appreciated for their accomplishments over their looks, 

size or weight. Where young girls are taught to reach 

their full-potential. Where women past a certain age are 

sought after for their wisdom and advice rather than 

fading into invisibility. We want to get people talking, 

thinking and taking action towards enacting this change.  

 

 
Women to Celebrate: Margaret Cho 
Margaret Cho was born in San Francisco in 1968. Cho's TV show All-American Girl, was the 
second show to prominently featured an Asian American family (Mr. T and Tina having come 
out in 1976). The show was short-lived, lasting only 19 episodes. Producers of the show 
criticized Cho’s appearance, the roundness of her face, and told her at times that she was 
both “too Asian” and “not Asian enough.” In an attempt to lose weight quickly, she suffered 
serious kidney failure. All her trials and tribulations were chronicled in her autobiography, I’m 
the One I Want. Her comedy show of the same name successfully revamped Cho’s career, 
making her one of the premiere comediennes of color. 
 

Cho’s material addresses race, beauty issues, women rights, and LGBTQ rights. She has 
been given awards from the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, and from Lambda 
Legal for her continually support for equal rights for peoples of different races, genders and 
sexual orientation.  On April 30

, 
2008 was declared “Margaret Cho Day” in San Francisco. 

Her politics has caused controversy, but her refusal to censor her beliefs has endeared her to 
fans of all genders and races. Her humor, fiery passion, and refusal to conform make her a 
role model for Asian Americans, women, and the LGBTQ community.  
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Feminine Story Structure 

Non linear stories do not follow a story structured plot and instead follow the 

characters emotional journey and often occur in a more ciclicle way? 

Mia McCullough's plays have been produced in Chicago at 

Steppenwolf Theatre Company, Stage Left Theatre, and Chicago 

Dramatists; and around the country at theatres such as Actors' 

Express in Atlanta, InterAct in Philadelphia, The Old Globe and 

Mo'olelo Performing Arts Company in San Diego, the Victory 

Theatre in Los Angeles, and Cincinnati Shakespeare Festival. Her 

break-through play Chagrin Falls garnered many awards including 

the American Theatre Critics Association Osborn Award, first prize 

in the Julie Harris Playwriting Competition, and a Joseph Jefferson 

Citation for New Work. Since Africa was commissioned by the 

Cincinnati Shakespeare Festival and was a finalist for the Susan 

Smith Blackburn Prize, and a nominee for a Joseph Jefferson Award 

for Best New Play. Ms. McCullough is currently adjunct faculty at 

Northwestern University, a resident playwright at Chicago 

Dramatists and a member of the Dramatists Guild. 

 

 
 

About the Playwright 
 

Mia McCullough 

 

Mia Mc  

Storytelling 

Impenetrable is told 

in a non-linear 

fashion with the story 

having a thematic 

rather than a plot 

driven through line. 

Much of the script 

comes in the form of a 

monologue. 

Question: Why do you 

think the playwright 

put such an emphasis 

on monologue? And 

how does the non-

linear structure of the 

play inform our 

understanding of the 

characters and the 

events of the play? 

 

A 

Monologue 

Play (Sort 

of) 
 

Woman to Celebrate: Malala Yousafzai. 
A 16 year old from Pakistan, she is known as an advocate for a girl's right to education. A young woman 
of courage, intelligence, and articulation, she will forever defined by the day she was shot by the 
Taliban.  
 
Malala was born in the Swat region of Pakistan, renowned for its schools and educators. For over 50 
years, Swat produced male and female doctors, teachers, and other educated professionals. That is, 
until 2008 when local Taliban leaders issued a warning to all schools to end female education or suffer 
the consequences. Malala was 11 years old.  
 
Malala first began to speak out for her rights in a blog for BBC Urdu, called Diary of a Pakistani 
Schoolgirl. In February 2009, Malala gave a public interview to Hamid Mir, a Pakistani TV presenter, 
who was surprised at the poise and maturity of the young girl. Malala had become a high-profile 
speaker and the Taliban decided to silence her voice. 
  
On October 9, 2012, Malala was taking a bus back from school. She noticed nothing strange about her 
ride home, except that the streets were empty. The bus was flagged down, and two men walked on. 
"Who is Malala?" they barked. Within seconds the firing began. Malala was shot three times in the 
head.  
 
Since her miraculous recovery (which involved surgery to remove part of her skull, a medically induced 
coma, and moving to intensive care in Birmingham, England) Malala’s message has become amplified. 
A girl wise beyond her years, Malala has taught us that freedom and choice are worth dying for. Her 
book I am Malala: the Girl Who Stood Up for Education and was Shot by the Taliban has become a 
best seller and she is the youngest person ever to be nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize. Men and 
women alike can learn from the extraordinary wisdom of Malala Yousafzai. 
 
Husain, Michelle. “Malala: the girl who was shot for going to school”. BBC News Magazine. 7 October 
2013. 22 March 2014 
 
 
 
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-24379018 

  

A Monologue: A 

long speech 

given by one 

actor in a play or 

movie 

 

http://www.miamccullough.net/
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-24379018
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The Hijab 
The wearing of the hijab is a controversial topic that is 

tackled in this play. But what is a hijab and why is 

wearing one so controversial? 

The Quran, the central religious text of Islam, instructs 

men and women to dress modestly. Different Muslims 

interpret this in different ways. Some believe this is a 

general guideline for modest dress; some believe women 

must wear a hijab; some believe women must wear a hijab 

and cover their entire face and body. 

 

In some countries, like Iran, it is illegal for a woman to go 

without a Hijab. In this context, many people, view the 

Hijab as a tool utilized by men to control and silence 

women. In some countries, women are limited in their 

ability to wear the Hijab. In Turkey it is illegal to wear the 

Hijab in public or private schools. 

 

QUESTIONS 

1. Different characters in the play have different 

perspectives on the hijab. Discuss the different 

perspectives presented. 

 

 

 

Estimates put the world's 

Muslim population at 1.6 

billion people (or 23% of 

the world's population) 

making it the world's 

second largest religion. 

 

2/3 (or 62%) of Muslims 

live in the Asia-Pacific 

region, with the largest 

populations of Muslims 

living in Indonesia and 

India. 

 

2% of China's population is 

Muslim. 

 

These numbers come from 

the: 

 

December 2012 Global 

Religious Landscaper 

Report and Pew Center's 

Forum on Religious & 

Public Life. 
 

Muslims in Asia A hijab is a traditional covering for the hair and neck 

that is worn by Muslim women. 

 

Why do women wear the hijab? 

Wearing the hijab is the law. 

Wearing the hijab is dictated by their religious beliefs. 

Wearing the hijab is a way to publicly announce their 

religious beliefs. 

Wearing the hijab is a symbol of modesty, privacy & 

morality. 

Wearing the hijab shows support for Islamic nationalism. 

Wearing the hijab is a way to cover a woman's beauty.  

Wearing the hijab is a way to avoid harassment; it allows 

a woman to desexualize herself in the public sphere. 

Wearing the hijab forces people to focus on a woman's 

brain rather than her body. 
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Based on a True Story 
 
Impenetrable was inspired by a real life event in Glenview, a suburb of Chicago. The incident 

happened in 2007 when a billboard of a model went up over Willow Road. A 10 by 36 foot sign depicted a 

model in an off-the-shoulder top, lying on a beach. But the controversy was not the clothes the model was 

wearing. It was the arrows around her, pointing out cosmetic “problems” and “solutions”. Wrinkles that 

could be fixed with Botox; cellulite fixed with lipodissolve. The billboard was promoting a salon and 

medical spa owned by Pascal Ibgui. Within several days, 300 people had signed a petition to have the sign 

removed.  

This was not the first time that Ibgui, and his business partner, surgeon Dr. Bloch, had used this 

picture as an advertisement. Postcards were sent to 25,000 households around the Chicago area. They were a 

huge success. The amount of business the postcards brought in is what inspired Ibgui and Bloch to go bigger 

with the ad campaign. But the response was not what they expected. Instead of bringing in new clients, they 

were losing business, fast. Ibgui’s phone was flooded with complaints. But despite the uproar he refused to 

bring the billboard down.    

This is where the true story diverges from the play. Mourad, of Impenetrable, loses his clients and he 

feels the pain of it, especially the financial strain the protest puts on his employees. Ibgui seemed far more 

indifferent. In 2007, he gave an interview to the Chicago Tribune. "I don't want to sound cocky, but I'm so 

big in the business that if I lose a handful of clients, we'll get some new ones" he said. "You don't like what 

we sell? Goodbye. Good luck. Go somewhere else." Mourad noted that he enjoyed women and his salon was 

taking care of women: “When my customers walk out the door they always look more beautiful, because 

they feel more beautiful.” But Ibgui told the Tribune that “the billboard caters, in part, to his huge male 

clientele. I don't want to sound like a chauvinistic pig, but this is a man's world," he said.  

But the community response in Impenetrable is the same as how the community of Glenview 

responded. People were angry. And mothers in particular felt offended. The problem, they alleged, was that 

the advertisement was “pointing out defects on an obviously beautiful woman, the billboard feeds into 

society's obsession with looks.” And many felt that the billboard sent the wrong message to young women in 

particular. Julia, a concerned mother in Impenetrable, puts voice to one of the themes of the play, “How are 

we supposed to convince them that they’re beautiful if that enormous image is telling them that perfection is 

not enough?” That sentiment is what Mia McCullough has captured.  

 
Flynn, Courtney. “Billboard called racy, wrong.” Chicago Tribune. 30 May 2007. 16 March 2007. 

 

Women to Celebrate: MICHELLE OBAMA 

Yes, Michelle Obama is the First Lady; she is the first African-American woman to hold the position of first lady; she is a wife and mother. 

But she is so much more.  

 

Michelle Obama (nee Robinson) was born in the South Side of Chicago. Her father was a pump worker for the Chicago Water Department 

and her mother was a homemaker. Michelle eventually made her way to an Ivy League education at Princeton University, majoring in 

sociology and African-American studies. After graduating from Harvard Law, she returned to her hometown of Chicago.  There, she joined 

the law firm Sidley & Austin, where she eventually met her future husband and the future President.  

 

Michelle did not stay long with the law firm. She found her true passion was working directly with people and their communities. Working 

for the city of Chicago, she was a part of City Hall, Americorps, and eventually the University of Chicago. What marked her career was her 

work with young people. This has become a hallmark of her work as First Lady. She is an advocate for women’s rights, military families, for 

the arts and for healthy living. Let’s Move, her campaign to fight childhood obesity, is a prime example of her work for families and children 

alike.  

 

Michelle Obama is a paradigm for women today. She is a fine example of how women can be wives, mothers, workers, advocates, and still 

look beautiful.  



 

 

 

 

The Real Event 

THE BILLBOARD 

LoremIpsumDolor [Issue] :: [Date] 

SOME FINAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 
1. The title of the script is "Impenetrable". Other words used in the script are "inaccessible" "unknowable" and 

"defensive". How does each character reveal the quality of impenetrability? And how does each character show 

the opposite? How does each characters relationship to the idea of impenetrability change over the course of the 

play? 

 

2. Andy says she relates to Mourad because she sees him as a fellow outsider. What other characters perceive 

themselves as outsiders? Do you ever feel like an outsider and why? 

 

3. Community plays a large role in the play. Each of the characters feels a disconnect between how they see 

themselves and how they believe the community sees them; they feel a disconnect between their intentions and 

what people perceive their intentions to be. Through the play each of the characters try to tell their side of the 

story. Do you feel like you perceive yourselves the way others perceive you? Have your actions ever been 

misinterpreted on a grand scale? 

 

4. This play was originally written for a predominately anglo cast. Do you think choosing to make the 

characters Asian American changed the story at all? If so how did it change things? The character of Talya was 

originally Turkish rather than Chinese. Do you think making her Chinese changed the story and if so how? 

 

5. Andy says, "Life is an assault on my body image." What impact to you think the media has on women's body 

image? What impact do you think friends and family has on a woman's body image? Do you think the media or 

family has a greater influence on how women feel about their looks and why? 

 

6. Each woman in the script feels the "burden of beauty" in a different way, whether they feel they are too old, 

too big (or even too beautiful). And so finally we ask you to meditate on the positives and negatives of beauty 

and to ask yourselves the three questions each of our cast members challenged themselves to answer. What 

makes you feel beautiful? What do you find beautiful in women (and men)? And what roles do you think your 

looks have played in your career, your relationships and your life? And why?  

 

A billboard image of a gorgeous, bikini-clad young 

woman appears superimposed with arrows pointing 

to "problem areas" that a local spa can fix.  This spa 

advertisement is at the center of the play.  

 

Question: In the script many people liked the ad 

when it was a postcard and hated it when it was a 

billboard. How does it change people's experience to 

look at something by themselves versus in a group? 

 

Questions: Rather than put an actual photo of Talya 

on stage, our director and set designer chose to 

create a painting of Talya. Why do you think they 

chose to do this?  


