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 Hello.  I’m Bob Bradley.  This is THE 101, Introduction to Theater and Drama Arts.  

The guest today on the program is Sherry Kramer, playwright.  Sherry has had plays 

produced all across the country, has been adjudicator at various festivals, has been in 

residencies and has taught play writing.  So she has a lot of experiences to b ring, to share 

with us and talk with us today.  Welcome. 

K: Thank you.  Glad to be here. 

B: Well, let’s just start at the beginning.  What decided you to be a playwright? 

K: I was in college at the time.  I had wanted to be a poet before then.  And I was at 

Wesleyan in Middletown, Connecticut, for the year and taking classes from 

Richard Wilbur.  And he gave me a B in poetry and that was the end of my life. 

B: Richard Wilbur, poet, and also translator, especially plays of Moliere.  So 

you were taking a writing class from him? 

K: And he gave me a B in poetry which was the end of the world.  So then I knew I 

would have to look elsewhere.  So I saw two productions of “The Truth of Crime” by 

Sam Shepard in the same year, one at Wesleyan and one at Yale — Yale Rep.  

And that just sort of did it.  Sam Shepard just sort of pushed me over the edge and 

then I started writing plays at that point.  And I also spent the summer after seeing 

the two Sam Shepard works very close together in England seeing play after play.  

I saw the third performance of “Equus” when people were still being pulled out of 

the audience, screaming and fainting.  People forget what an extraordinary 

theatrical event that was.  People were blown away by that and people still 

responded.  I guess there hadn’t been this many high action television movies and 
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things.  People really — and, of course, in the theater you still respond. 

B: That would’ve been ‘75? 

K: ‘74.  Good.  Very good, though.  Yeah.  It was the summer of ‘74.   

B: I saw it in New York in ‘75, so there we go.  Okay. 

K: So I was just hooked and then just started writing plays. 

B: And what was your first play? 

K: My first play was a play called “Orange,: which was a one-act play starring two — I 

think it’s two men who were women who happened to be men.  I’m unclear on it 

myself.  But I played it with another woman.  We wore tuxedos.  That was the 

important thing.  And it’s a play about how hard it is — the climax of the play is that 

no matter what words you use, it doesn’t make any easier to peel an orange all in 

one strip.  For some reason that was all very important.  But during the play I then 

had to peel an orange all in one strip. 

B: And you actually had — and you were acting in this? 

K: Yes. 

B: Who was directing? 

K: It was when I was still in college, so it was — I was at Wellesley in Massachusetts.  

And so we did treat the orange beforehand, though.  We used a special thick 

skinned orange — it’s all about props — and I think we soaked it in water so that it 

would absorb a lot and wouldn’t rip. 

B: Oh.  All right.  I was gonna say.  And all the times you were acting and 

talking, you had had this dexterity of peeling this orange? 
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K: Yes.  I didn’t act much after that.  The ultimate acting experience.  The thing about 

it was it was a young play.  I still was very much in love with — as young people 

are — in love with Gertrude Stein, you know.  When you’re in college you discover 

the surface of words as opposed to just their meaning, so I was quite obsessed.  

And my work early on, as it often is with young writers, was very word centric.  And 

I’ve gone far beyond that now. 

B: All right.  Well, where did you go — where did you go from the first play to 

the — what’s the second play or -- 

K: The second play was even more obsessed with the issues of language and gender 

and, you know, definitions.  I think young writers tend to want to redefine the entire 

world.  So it was called “The Real Play” and it was sort of [inaudible].  And it’s a 

group of people coming to an audition and the parts don’t have any names on them.  

They’re just A, B, C and D.  It was totally sophomoric.  And that was also produced 

at Wellesley the year after I graduated. 

But that was kind of a fun play because what happens during the play is people — 

they read different parts.  The actors all read different parts and they all sort of work, 

and so it has to do with your expectations for things.  Not just the words, but gender 

and roles and this and that. 

B: What do you regard, I guess, as your first mature play? 

K: I haven’t written that one yet. 

B: Oh, it’s still to come. 

K: My first real play, which I call — the first play I wrote after graduate school — was a 
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play called “About Spontaneous Combustion.”  And that’s a play about a woman 

who is so in love with her boyfriend, she’s afraid that if they have sex they’ll 

spontaneously combust — which is a common fear.  Rarely happens, it turns out.  

But she’s very frightened of it and so she tries to get him basically — at the end of 

Act I she agrees to get out of the bathtub — no, to marry him or at least to touch 

him.  And as they kiss for the first time, her aunt comes in the room and dies of a 

heart attack from seeing them embracing.  So now she has proof that sex is 

dangerous.  And this is in 1981 — 1979, actually.  1979.  And so the whole second 

act she’s in the bathtub.  And she tries to convince him to get into the bathtub with 

her so they can live a safe life.  Of course, there is no safe and they decide to leave 

the bathtub and live a dangerous life in the outside world.  They’re all very young 

plays.  But charming. 

B: Oh, okay.  All right.  So when do we leave the young stage in play writing? 

K: It depends.  I mean, when you look back at your trajectory as an artist and you see 

the scenes that obsess you — I mean, it’s sex, it’s death, and overall it’s what -- 

you know, the uses of another person.  What is another person — you know, what 

is your relationship with them.  I’ve also gone again as an adult into a play about — 

not about language but about hearing.  I wrote called “The Law Makes Evening 

Fall,” which is about forgiveness.  And it’s about people who work in an auditory 

processing place where they deal with children with processing problems. 

And so the issue is not the surface of the language, but the fact that we make up 

two-thirds of everything we hear.  An impossible concept to really understand.  But 
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basically, we only process one-third and our brain — you know, our systems do all 

the rest.  So you’re only hearing one-third of everything, that kind of thing.  And  the 

issues then of where the responsibility for what we understand, where that falls.  

And it’s even more extreme.  English is such a language that relies more on the 

listener than almost any other — well, that’s not true.  I don’t know about Chinese 

and Japanese, but certain the language — the romance languages have case 

endings, have laws that rules how you construct a sentence, but English does not.  

English is like a free-for-all, you know. 

So the listener does much more work creating the meaning of a sentence in our 

language.  But again, that’s the language.  That’s part of the language, the fact that 

words aren’t good enough and they’re all we have, and I’m really angry about it. 

B: In this — because it affects acting so much, do you get into all of the 

non-verbals, the non-verbal signals that we get, which determine a great 

deal of how we really decide what somebody is saying?  Do you get into 

that? 

K: No.  I can’t do it all.  I have a great deal of trouble finding the right actors, primarily 

because the bulk of the work which is postmodern, avant garde, whatever you call 

it, tends to not have a great deal of emotional story content.  Most of the work until 

now has been done more by — wow, gross generalities — but it’s done by a lot of 

people who haven’t wanted to tell a story. 

We went through that whole anti-Meredith period in American play writing where, 

you know, narration — the story — the tyranny of the story and that we were gonna 
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chuck that.  But it makes for a difficult emotional experience, I find.  I want the 

whole thing.  I want the beautiful language and the emotional experience.  And the 

problem is is that the actors who tend to love or feel most comfortable with 

non-naturalistic work cannot do both the non-naturalistic and the emotional.  So 

there’s been sort of a split there which I think is coming back together. 

B: Moving away from story -- in the moving away from story, how then — what 

structure — who do you choose then to bring this play together? 

K: Well, I’m always interested in story.  I didn’t ever want to go away from it.  I wanted 

everything.  The greed issue.  I wanted all of the things.  I wanted visuals.  I wanted 

the playfulness of the words and I wanted the layers of all of that plus the story.  

And that’s hard to do. 

B: All right.  Then how do you do it? 

K: Not as well as I hoped. 

B: So what do you do, then, to try to make this work for you? 

K: Oh, I tend to fracture — it’s a natural impulse to fracture time lines.  You know, a lot 

people talk about the issue of nonlinear theater and I don’t believe that there is 

such a thing as nonlinear theater.  Because there’s only — the audience receives 

the experience in the order in which they receive it.  You know, it’s not anything so 

outrageously new or different.  Just to sort of break up the chronology and shuffle 

the deck a little.  But you do tend to be telling your audience how to view the work 

differently when you do that, and that gives you different places to insert different 

kinds of pockets in the material or in the experience of the audience. 
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B: Do you more, for lack of a better word, of montage kind of structure and then 

let the audience put it together or -- 

K: No.  I tend to do sort of dueling time lines.  I’ll tend to take a forward from one 

moment and then I make — in tha t end moment, whatever that is, and also 

intersperse what happened at the end of that moment to the play as well, if that’s 

possible.  So that if you have a trajectory, a series of events, that goes from A to D, 

then I’ll also put E through Z sprinkled throughout that A to D.  I oftentimes will do 

that so that the relationship of the events and their results. 

B: How does the audience put this together? 

K: Depending on the production. 

B: Oh, I see.  All right. 

K: Sometimes they have a wonderful experience.  Sometimes they get ahead, you 

know.  I do work which is extremely director dependent.  I mean, I believe — my 

opinion — that we have fabulous playwrights working in this country right now.  

There’s nothing wrong with our playwrights.  But for some reason, we have not — 

we have not come the way we should have with our directors or there aren’t 

enough directors who’re working who should be working.  And so it makes for a 

problem for a lot of writers. 

B: This is the — well, the comment that I think one hears frequently.  I know 

John Jorry — who, of course, was the artistic director of the Actors Theater 

in Louisville and a person who ran the Humana Festival of New Plays — had 

quite an article in American Theater, oh, somewhere around ‘99 or 2000 in 
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which — in fact, this is what he laid out is where are the new directors, 

who’s training the directors, and that American theater education was being 

quite abysmal about it.  That in seeking new directors to come to work at 

Actors Theater of Louisville and to work in the Humana Festival, that they 

were having enormous difficulties finding students coming out of theater 

education, theater backgrounds, who really were able to conceive as 

directors. 

K: Well, the problem at the moment is that we get — either they’re highly conceptual 

and they don’t know how to work with an actor to save their soul, you know, or 

they — they’re highly conceptual and forget that the audience is who the 

production is for, you know.  Or they can work with actors but they’re incapable of 

letting go of that — of the process, you know.  All these pitfalls for them to fall into.  

And also then the detention between working with new work versus now the trend 

which is — well, has been a trend for a long unfortunate time — which is just to, 

you know — isn’t it a lot easier and more fun to take Shakespeare and put him on 

the moon, you know, than it is to find your way -- you know, it’s pastiche basically; 

it’s a form of pastiche --than it is to create a new vision.  To comment on an old 

vision is so much easier, you know.  So a lot of their most vital energies are being 

spent, I think, in that way. 

B: Of those productions that you feel have been successful plays, what has 

happened in the process that you think made them successful?  Were you a 

part of the process?  Maybe that’s the first one.  How often are you a part of 



THE 101 Lecture 13 9 
 

the process of working on your play? 

K: Always for the first production.  Generally, that’s part of the contract and part of the 

deal.  I mean, the theaters wouldn’t be interested in doing it without you — I mean, 

to be interested in doing new work.  You’re interested in developing it with the 

playwright.  And that sometimes works well and it sometimes works very hideously.  

Sometimes the director sees a whole different play and that becomes more 

obvious every single day.  Then you have the choice to rewrite it so that it matches 

their vision or to fight them or to walk.  Most playwrights don’t understand that they 

can say no, that you really can walk away and it’s far better for you and the theater 

and everybody if you do. 

B: And by walking away, does that mean you just leave the production? 

K: No.  You pull the production. 

B: Oh, you pull the production.  Okay.  All right.  That’s what I was — okay. 

K: I’ve never pulled a production although I should have.  Well, actually I did pull a 

production in L.A. but it wasn’t of a new play.  I said they could go ahead and run 

but not open to the press — which they, of course, did anyway to horrible reviews.  

Yeah, you have — there’s no point in — when a play goes bad, it goes bad and 

there’s no point in torturing yourself and everyone else with it.  Sometimes the 

visions don’t mesh.  Sometimes they really do see a different play than the one that 

is there.  And the play begins to disintegrate as it tries to stand up under this — the 

weight of the wrong choices, the wrong path, the wrong designers, the wrong 

trajectory.  Very few people do.  People that do then get reputations for being prima 
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donas or have that reputation because I wasn’t brave enough to pull my show. 

B: When — okay.  You’ve said you think the visions don’t match.  At some 

point have you and the director communicated — I guess what I’m trying to 

get at is where does that vision go awry?  Is it something you can see? 

K: It’s whatever — I mean, the really wonderful thing, I think, about work made in our 

current times is that it’s open to — there’s no primary point of view, you know.  It 

makes the work much more open to interpretation and misinterpretation.  I mean, 

you pay for everything in this life.  So generally it’s — particularly if you’re doing 

work which is somewhat political about the issues, say.  I have one play in 

particular that’s actually a very political play about women and men.  It’s called 

“What a Man Weighs.”  And it appears to be a play about men, but it’s really about 

women.  There’s only one man in it, actually.  And it’s about the way in which 

women insist on seeing themselves through men or they need a man to see 

themselves. 

And so because, I think, of its political — sort of, you know, this is a political play, 

but it’s ultimately basic nature as a political work.  But then it became highly 

susceptible to misinterpretation by my director who believed that it was a play by 

Wendy Wasserstein, whose work is primarily about very weak women who need 

men desperately to fulfill themselves.  My play was actually — was really women 

struggling not or trying that on for size.  It was kind of an interesting play.  So that 

kind of misunderstanding could only accumulate throughout. 

And I think in terms of your first question, which I didn’t answer and I apologize, 
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which is what works.  What works if when the director understands your play and 

never has to ask you a single solitary question and that has happened to me and it 

has been extraordinary.  Because the best experience I ever had on a production 

that was just amazing was an extremely difficult play called “Things That Break,” 

which has more props per inch than anything I’ve ever seen.   

B: Oh, I hate those plays. 

K: I know.  I’m sorry.  But it was really beautiful to see.  It’s about a family that made 

glass so there’s glass.  There’s all kinds of beautiful glass on stage and there’s 

glass glowing sort of on stage, and it also takes place in an operating room as 

one’s having open heart surgery at the same time.  But it’s all very theatrical.  And 

what was fabulous about this is that sucker was so big, so impossible — and there 

was puppets, too.  I mean, there was everything — and dancing. 

B: You don’t want much, do you? 

K: No.  I decided to write an unproducible play.  I’ve written two more that really are 

unproducible.  That’s why I attempt to have the narrative and the visual, you know.  

I mean, with Robert Wilson you just have the visual and then you have sort of a 

dreamlike thing.  And he’s a genius so it works.  But for everyone else you have it 

all.  But what was fabulous about that was that the actors, instead of coming to me 

and saying, “I don’t understand my part” or “I don’t understand what’s happening 

here,” there was no time for that.  So the actors acted, the director directed, and I 

just laid on a couch and watched and rewrote. 

And what was wonderful about that experience was — and I also had a genius 
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director who’d never had — he tries things out and that’s how he understood the 

play.  I think that there’s far too much talking goes on with new play development in 

general and certainly with new plays when they’re being produced.  I mean, if I 

want — my director isn’t there to talk to me about the script.  My director is there to 

direct the script.  And I think that I’ll learn more and so will he or she if that’s what 

they do, if that’s where their energy is, and if they tried to understand the work with 

their tools which are the actors than asking me questions. 

B: Oh, so you would — I think if I understand — you would prefer that the 

director just get it on its feet, the script, as fast as possible so that you and 

the director can begin seeing what’s happening among the actors? 

K: Oh, absolutely.  If I had my druthers, I would be there for the first reading and then 

I would go away.  And it would be a 6 -week rehearsal period, not a 4.  And when I 

came back, they would be off book and on their feet.  Because nothing works -- if 

you really have a piece of theater and not a staged reading that you’ve written, 

then it won’t work until it’s up and running.  I mean, it has to get off the ground and 

its moving parts have to start. 

I always think of it as like — you know, it’s the mother ship and it’s going around.  

And it’s gotta get enough momentum up and then you see what works.  Because 

sometimes the thing that’s really clunky on page 7 is — you know, that you have to 

really pay for — becomes the thing which makes the extraordinary, magical 

moment on page 17 work, you know.  Whatever it is, you know.  And if you’ve 

taken that out on the third day of rehearsal because it’s leaden -- 
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B: Then when they get to page 17 -- 

K: It doesn’t work and you don’t know why. 

B: You don’t have the payoff. 

K: You don’t know why and then you cut it too.  This happens in staged readings and 

workshops all over every day. 

B: And maybe at this point — because I’m sure many of the students will not 

know — you need to explain what is a staged reading. 

K: It’s an abomination. 

B: Oh, all right.  But anyway -- 

K: A staged reading is a wonderful tool when it’s part of a process for working on your 

play for development.  It’s when you — the actors — they take your script and they 

sit and they just read.  Sometimes they move around, but sometimes they just read 

and someone reads stage directions.  And it can be quite exciting when you 

haven’t heard your — when you’ve just written your play to hand it to the actors and 

to hear voices inhabit the roles.  And so it can be very wonderful. 

But the problem is is that we sometimes — because it’s so much easier to read a 

play than it is to produce it, we have reading series.  They just abound.  There’s 

thousands of reading — well, hundreds of reading series.  And theaters do them 

constantly and the problem is that — oh, and the workshops that happen during 

the summer.  There are new play development programs and those usually aren’t 

staged readings.  There are staged readings and sort of more fully staged. 

B: You might explain the difference and within the workshops what happens 
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then? 

K: Well, actually we call everything a staged reading that has a script in hand, I guess, 

until it’s a workshop.  And the workshop becomes when more money has been 

spent and there may be props.  Usually a staged reading has no props.  Everyone 

has their script.  They may either be seated or they may be seated in a row 

behind — with music stands — or they may be moving around.  Then the workshop 

generally — they’re probably not off book, so they probably have their scripts.  But 

they’ve spent — actually, there’s probably an actors’ equity, I think, on how many 

hours is a staged reading and how many hours is a workshop. 

B: But there’s still usually no scenery, no costumes, may be hand props of 

some kind that are part of the action? 

K: An essential prop.  There’d probably be — and all these are tools which are then 

used by the playwright to help develop the work. 

B: And this becomes — certainly in this country — one of the major ways in  

which new playwrights can begin to get some inklings as to what that play 

might be if it were to get a full production somewhere along the way. 

K: The problem is that it isn’t.  I think it’s time that we rethink it all.  That’s my little — 

I’m on a mission.  Because I think that the same money you’d have — even a small 

production will tell you about a hundred times more than a staged reading. 

B: Now, at least by “production” here you are thinking in terms of that the 

actors would be completely off book, rehearsed, basically blocked, maybe 

still not set or are you thinking at least in terms of set, costumes, or -- 
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K: I’m thinking of everything.  But, of course, you know, depending on the show, it can 

lend — there’s fabulous theater that’s done with virtually — you know, with this 

much furniture and, you know, on the set.  And nice brick wall, by the way.  The 

other thing that happens when you do a production is you tend to cast people 

properly.  Whereas when you do a staged reading, it’s a little different situation.   

And I think that — and the director’s role in a staged reading is so limited.  See, and 

that’s the problem.  It’s not theater, yet it’s the way in which most playwrights have 

the most intimate relationship with many of their plays.  And you do tend to write 

them to make them work better in that reading, but you’re not necessarily making 

them work better.  And even though it takes up all those actors’ time and all those 

directors’ time, it may be one of the reasons why we’re having so much trouble  with 

our directors.  They’re not directing to direct a staged reading. 

B: Yeah, they’re a traffic cop usually.  Off right, off left, or enter now or -- 

K: Keep your head out of your script so that we can hear you, you know.  That’s the 

note that you hear all the time, you know.  So you’re not directing.  Your time is 

being spent and you’re being imprinted by that experience.  So I think we damage 

all of our artists and we damage all of our audience by teaching them to see 

something that’s not theater and then asking them to tell us what’s wrong with it at 

the end.  So that’s my crusade. 

B: The trials of the young playwright, the new playwright trying to get — yes.  

Well, let’s back up for a moment.  Let’s go all the way back to what is your 

source or where do you begin or what drops into that creativity that starts 
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you writing a play? 

K: Oh, something just grabs you and that’s that.  I mean -- 

B: By something or maybe give us an illustration or -- 

K: A couple of things will happen.  Either the title will just come, will just hit you, or it 

will just seem that’s what — and then the title will suggest this infinite world, and 

then you have to sort of pin it down.  With all of my plays the titles always come 

first. 

B: Oh, that’s interesting.  Because for many people it’s the most troublesome 

and usually the last. 

K: Mine always comes first.  I just — the play that I just finished — it’s called “Ivanhoe, 

Missouri” and it’s an adaptation of Ivanhoe.  But I didn’t go out looking to adapt 

Ivanhoe. 

B: And this is Ivanhoe the novel by Sir Walter Scott? 

K: Uh-huh. 

B: All right.  Which is a medieval whatever -- 

K: Well, we think it is — a medieval swashbuckling.  We think it’s like jousting 

because that’s the way we see it — that’s the way we view it.  In reality, it was 

written by Scott to try to deal with the anti-Semitic sort of feelings of the time.  It was 

a very political novel.  And the hero of the piece, Ivanhoe, who’s the big, you know, 

knight on the horse, is flat on his back, incapable of moving for seven-eighths of 

the novel.  Even though when you go to the movie and see it, he’s on his horse the 

whole time.  That’s not the case.  He and all the powers that are supposedly noble 



THE 101 Lecture 13 17 
 

are completely incapacitated.  And all of the disenfranchised — the serfs, the Jews, 

the poor people and Robin Hood and his merry men — all of the people — the 

lower classes have to be noble.  It’s a very political novel.  But I didn’t set out to 

write that, to write an adaptation. 

B: All right.  So what did you do, then? 

K: I set out to write a play about anti-Semitism and I had my title but my title was too 

good so I couldn’t write a play about it.  It was called “The Jewish Dick” and it was 

going to be about a Jewish detective.  But it was too good a title for me.  I couldn’t 

write a play that would be adequate to that title so I had to jettison it, although I did 

try for -- 

B: Maybe you’ll come back to it. 

K: Maybe I’ll come back to it.  But I went out looking for a way to write a play about 

anti-Semitism.  And then when I read Ivanhoe, I was in Scotland at an artists’ 

colony there — Hawthorneden, it’s called.  It’s a castle.  Really kind of cool.  It’s a 

medieval castle.  It has a picked graveyard underneath it.  You go down and look at 

the catacombs underneath it.  And so I went to — the only bargain in Scotland is if 

you go to Scott’s birthplace.  You can buy all of his novels for a pound, which really 

is a good buy.  And I read Ivanhoe and I said, “There it is.”  It was perfect. So it’s 

a play about militia -- 

B: Okay.  How did your mind go — what clicked?  You said “There it is.”  What 

made it “there it is”? 

K: The front cover.  I’d read the Classics Illustrated as a child — okay — which was 
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just the high points, of course.  And I’ve always been obsessed with the story 

because of Rebecca, the beautiful Jewess.  I thought that — you know, a role 

model at last.  So the cover either shows Ivanhoe -- and then when you see a 

picture of the Knights Templar which was a religious militia and if you go on the 

Aryan Nations website, they are also wearing outfits which are identical to the 

Knights Templar.  They have a cross on them, they’re riding horses which are all 

hooded.  Well, the Ku Klux Klan is a descendant of the Knights Templar.  And I just 

realized that the hate groups in this country are the direct descendants of the 

Knights Templar and that it’s exactly the same story.  And that the hate groups in 

this country are their descendants. 

So I — it just all started to click right there.  And so I put the play, in 1966, in an 

imaginary town called Ivanhoe, Missouri.  And instead of jousting it’s stockcar 

racing — which is jousting.  I mean, there’s really no other way to look at it. 

B: And do we have stockcar racing onstage or is it all offstage? 

K: In a fashion.  In a fashion.  We go to the grandstand but we only — we see the 

grandstand and then dust from the race.  It’ll be a much better movie. 

B: So how then from there where did you go in your development of it? 

K: I spent way too much time trying to make it an exact adaptation.  Eventually you 

have to jettison a lot of that, but it’s a pretty close adaptation.  Ivanhoe in the novel 

returns from the Crusade disguised and in my novel he returns from the Vietnam 

War.  It was all just too perfect.  It was kind of scary.  And for the villain of the piece 

I used Gerald L. K. Smith, the hatemonger who — from Eureka Springs who was 
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known as the American Hitler and who did actually conspire with — a lot of his 

money came from Arab groups at that time who were giving him money to try to  stir 

up anti-Semitic hatred in America, so that we would stop giving money to Israel. 

So the link between Aryan nation groups in this country and hate groups and Arab 

money actually is — three years ago they were being seeded by people — actually, 

his, I think, was an Egyptian.  But it’s quite fascinating to see the way hate moves 

to the waters.  So I was just completely obsessed with it all.  It was a lot of fun. 

B: And has it been produced yet? 

K: I just finished it. 

B: Oh, you just finished it? 

K: I just finished it.  And unfortunately, it’s really big.  It’s really big.  It can’t be done 

with less than 18 people.  And it does have stockcar racing and — quite a bit.  Also 

has a Passion Play in it. 

B: Oh, well, we’re in Eureka Springs, though, right? 

K: Um-hmm.  And most people now don’t even know that this man who started that 

was such an incredible monster.  It’s really interesting the way history just erases 

itself in that regard.  But I don’t call him, in my play, Gerald L. K. Smith.  I call him 

something else. I call him Jones. 

B: Oh.  All right. 

L: But I’ve been writing — and the play before that was also a political piece about 

David Hume.  All these are topics which the American population is dying to see.  

Who wouldn’t want to see a play about a Scottish philosopher? 
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B: All right.  And did that come out of your visit to Scotland? 

K: I can’t think how that — oh.  No, I was on a cruise ship when I wrote an article about 

how his death drove Boswell made -- James Boswell, the biographer of Sam 

Johnson originally intended to write the story of David Hume, not of Johnson, and 

that he was sort of a man torn between these two great men.  But we remember 

Johnson because Johnson was — his biography was done by Boswell.  But 

Johnson was actually a monster although he was greatly compassionate.  But he 

did not believe in progress.  He thought progress was decay.  And David Hume 

was a great humanitarian who was actually Thomas Jefferson’s sort of — a lot of 

which Thomas Jefferson wrote into the Declaration of Independence and these 

things came from him.  But we’re not here for a history lesson and I apologize.  

These are my obsessions so I write them into plays.  And that play has been 

workshopped in a variety of places and we hope to do it at the Theater of the First 

Amendment in Washington, DC. 

B: So what at this point — I suppose I could say in terms of productions — 

what has been the most successful play that you have? 

K: The one that’s done the most often is something called “David’s Red-haired 

Death,” and that’s done constantly for a couple of reasons.  One, it really only has 

two characters.  It has two women in it, young women.  They get to dye their hair 

red and they get to kiss.  So it has everything that women want.  However, it has 

two men who don’t say anything also, but they’re just sort of the — I call them the 

stage technicians.  And it’s about death.  That play is done pretty much constantly 
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in a lot of places. 

B: It’s also one of the ones that has been published.  How many of your plays 

are in, I suppose, actual publication or availability? 

K: Well, I have a collection of three of my plays put out by Broadway Play Publishing.  

They also — “What a Man Weighs” is also published by them.  I’ve got one-act 

plays.  Vintage Press has — I mean two anthologies by Vintage Press, a short play 

and then a full-length play.  And then I have a couple of other one-acts that are 

published as well.  So I guess there are about six or seven plays that are published 

and available.  On-line. 

B: Oh, all right.  What — you said that you are nearly always a part of the 

process of the first production of the play.  How many other times have you 

seen productions of the plays of yours once you get past that initial 

production? 

K: Well, it’s about 50 percent of the time.  It’s the biggest mistake you could ever 

make is to get on that plane.  They call you up and they ask you to come, they want 

you to see the show, and they’ll come and it’s great.  A friend of mine calls it being 

queen for a day and it’s usually heavenly.  On the one hand, there are these people 

that are doing your work.  I mean, it’s an incredible gift.  And you get there.  But 

sometimes, even though everyone’s doing a great job, it’s the wrong job and your 

play is — the play is just like a stab in your heart and you feel as though you’ve just 

been beat up by it. 

I’ve seen quite a few productions of “David’s Red-haired Death.”  I’ve seen quite a 
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few productions of the “Wall of Water.”  I’ve seen several productions of “What a 

Man Weighs.”  It just depends, when people call you up, whether they have the 

money to bring you in.  Universities often do because they have money to bring in 

guests and then you teach a class, meet with the students and that sort of thing.  I 

really enjoy that as well.  So there’s three plays I’ve seen fairly often, probably 

“Wall of Water” the most. 

B: And what is “Well of Water”? 

K: The “Well of Water” is a farce for four women and four men, and that’s why it gets 

done in universities so often.  Because it’s four leading roles for women which is 

rare to find, and then the four male — there’s four pretty good roles for the men.  

They don’t come on until Act 2.  But they’re a lot of fun.  And it is funny — at least 

the first reading is always funny.  Then, like all farce, it gets worse and worse and 

worse.  And then sometimes it comes up for the production and sometimes it 

doesn’t.  It just depends on a lot of things.  It’s very hard.  The problem is that it’s 

hard for — but I’ve seen some -- 

B: You say “farce.”  Is it French bedroom farce type or -- 

K: No, not really.  It has a mistaken identity.  It has -- 

B: How many doors? 

K: Well, the problem is the set is really a problem.  The way that it works is you have 

to light ‘em up like this and so the doors — and some of the rooms have three 

doors and some have two, and then there’s a door offstage.  It’s a bit of a problem.  

The set is always a challenge.  I’ve seen people do it without doors, too.  Why?  I 
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don’t know.   

B: You have to have doors in a play. 

K: I know.  You absolutely have to have doors.  But they always think, “Well, the 

audience will just imagine — we’ll just suggest the doors.”  But you know what?  

The audience wants doors. 

B: Yes.  You want the door opened and closed, and you want the sound. 

K: And also the audience hasn’t seen the play before.  They need the doors.  You, the 

director and designer have read the play nine times, but they need the doors.  So 

I’ve seen that quite a few times. 

B: And where did that play come from? 

K: That play came up from a situation I was living in.  That actually came from — the 

premise is that four women are roommates in New York City in the most fabulous 

apartment in the world, which I did live in on the Upper West Side.  It was 

unbelievable.  It was huge.  It was about the size of this building.  I mean, it was 

outrageous.  And the rent was nothing for the whole thing.  It had a guest room with 

its own bathroom and we had — I mean, you’d get lost in it it was so big.  But the 

lease was in the name — the woman who had the lease was insane and it was 

really sad.  I mean, sometimes she’d go off her medication and then it would be 

horrible. 

So it’s a play about madness.  It’s a farce about madness.  But the person who gets 

punished — it’s not her.   She gets off very well.  She becomes sane in Act  2.  

She’s healed.  Not by drugs or by doctors or by anything, but just by human 
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kindness.  And then the other character who hates her for being crazy, even 

though she knows she shouldn’t -- 

B: Now, is she one of the four who live there? 

K: Yeah.  She is mistaken for the crazy woman and is made insane by the drugs and 

the — you know, so it’s that kind of thing.  There’s a switch. 

B: You teach play writing.  How do you begin teaching students to write plays?  

Where do you begin? 

K: Well, I don’t actually teach them to write plays.  I teach them to rewrite.  I was 

taught by — when I was at Iowa, my teacher there was Oscar Bronstein who has 

written a brilliant book.  I don’t know if you’ve ever come across it, but it’s 

Strategies of the Drama.  It’s every director, every -- some actors should also read 

it.  And it is a way of looking at plays from placing yourself in the audience and it’s 

very audience centered.  It has to do with the perception shift. 

So I pretty much stay away from — I don’t teach undergraduates.  I very rarely 

teach them.  What I’m interested in are people who are writers, who have a play, 

they’ve written it, and it isn’t quite — it hasn’t quite become itself.  And so what I do 

is I try to help them find a place to stand so they can make the play more what it 

wants to be.  I mean, most writers will tell you that the play is a slightly animate 

object.  It has a will and a life of its own.  At a certain point you’re not totally in 

control of it or maybe you don’t feel like you’re in control of it.  So that’s what I 

basically do. 

There are writers — there are teachers who do — specialize in helping people 



THE 101 Lecture 13 25 
 

begin writing, creating creative space for them to begin writing, and those kinds of 

things.  I guess I just never understood that.  It’s fun sometimes to take those 

workshops to get kind of goosed by them.  To me, the impulse to write a play 

comes from every single cell in your body and it’s a result of reactions — or the 

interaction that you’re having with the world.  So I can’t see sort of tapping it off in a 

class, you know.  But everyone has different ways in which they come to their 

work. 

B: What do you do if you find students who just seemingly really can’t write a 

play? 

K: Well, hopefully you won’t find them on the graduate level.  Because at that point, 

you know, they’re making decisions that are going to affect their whole life.  When 

you’re an undergraduate, try everything.  Take that class in Zen Buddhism.  Do it 

all.  I found it enormously disturbing because, you know, sometimes you have to 

grade those classes — with undergraduates, you know?  And then you say to 

yourself, “Well, am I helping this person?”  That person has tried really hard and 

they’re used to getting an A if they try really hard in a writing  class.  But am I 

helping them? 

B: You and your B which you have yet ever to forget. 

K: I’ll never get over that one.  And ruined my life ‘cause then I’d become a playwright.  

Whereas if I’d been a poet I would’ve stopped because you can’t make any money 

as a poet.  Yeah.  So I gave some B’s to people who expected and wanted A’s.  

You know, you can only see what you think you see and there’s a spark, there’s a 
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dramatic spark, which you see in a writer’s work.  All different shapes and sizes.  

And when you don’t see that — also the dramatic gift is a really, really weird thing.  

It’s really kind of magical, the relationship between the beginning and the end of a 

play which is what it’s all about.  I mean, it’s pretty mystical.  And some people 

have a gift and some people don’t. 

B: What do you do if you find people — well, I guess I would say who really 

don’t understand how to write dialogue?  Because a play is dialogue or a 

play is — you’ve got to think in those terms but the sentence is that they 

give their characters to speak. 

K: Those people tend to be winnowed out by the time I get to them, you know?  

Because one of the things that you hate when you’re young is people say, “Oh, 

your dialogue is so fabulous.”  Because if you’re paying attention at all, you’re 

aware of the fact that the dialogue is nothing.  It’s just the tip of the iceberg.  

That’s one of the reasons why television writing is so specific and so depressing 

sometimes.  Because even though in the truly good television writing — I mean, 

“The Mary Tyler Moore Show” and some “Friends” episodes, as far as that’s 

concerned — you know, the character is so deeply imbedded in each funny line.  

But to write a joke isn’t the point.  To write something funny that can only exist in 

that moment is what makes it truly good writing.  So the dialogue is just the tip of 

the iceberg. 

Bad television, it’s all there is, you know — and in bad plays.  Sometimes people 

have dialogue and then they have a great, you know, story.  They don’t have 
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anything in the middle.  They don’t really have people that it’s happening to, per se.  

But sometimes you can get along that way, too.  And people have such different 

styles as well.  Sometimes what I would call a horrible dialogue — I’m sure there 

were people who, when David Mammet first started writing, found his dialogue to 

be unacceptable because of its spareness and the repetition, you know, and they 

wanted things to sound more like O’Neill.  It’s what you’re used to, too. 

B: You want dialogue that sounds as if it belongs in the world that the 

playwright is creating at that point.  I mean, probably no one goes around 

sounding like Noel Coward or Oscar Wilde. 

K: I would want to be with them if they did, wouldn’t you? 

B: But in the world in which those playwrights put those characters, then at 

that point, yes, they can say all those things and they sound wonderful.  You 

have to have, I guess you would say, an ear or feelings for what belongs in 

the world. 

K: How you’re creating it.  Each play is like a cartoon character that’s drawing itself, 

you know.  Then you have this created thing that’s all of a piece.  It’s also a tone 

issue as well, even though people tend not to talk about tone in the theater the way 

they do in fiction.  It’s enormously important.  One of the things that you find that 

people don’t quite understand, often they talk about Sam Sheppard and how his 

language — you know, and how different that is.  I don’t think Sam Sheppard, you 

know, writes any differently from O’Neill does, you know, in terms of he writes like 

O’Neill and Sheppard writes like Sheppard and the language is just as specific and 
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just as different from common speech.  Also because it’s about what they’re talking 

about as much as it is the actual words. 

B: Well, thank you, Sherry, very much.  It has been most enjoyable and you 

have certainly given the students here a great deal to think about and to, 

next time they watch television, decide how appropriate that dialogue is and 

whether it belongs in that particular world.  So we very much enjoyed having 

you.  Thank you. 

K: Thank you very much. 

 

 

 


