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

My guest today is Sandra Finishell Asher, playwright, and we’re most happy to have her 

here.  She has written many different plays, done adaptations and dramatizations, and we 

are going to have a conversation with her about what is her process and how does she 

move from the beginning point to the final point of seeing it on stage.  So she lives 

currently in Springfield and we are certainly most happy to have you today. 

B: How many plays have you written, do you know? 

A: Oh, my goodness.  A mathematical question right away.  I would say over 3,000. 

B: Okay.  Over how long a span of time?  When did you write your first play? 

A: In the second grade, but I’m not counting those.  I can remember writing plays in 

second grade.  Maybe I was bored and writing plays.  I’m not sure.  But the first 

ones that were published were in the late ‘70s. 

B: And what was your first play? 

A: The first to be published was -- 

B: Well, what was the first one that you claimed to have written? 

A: Way back in second grade?  Is that what you’re getting at?  Probably the first one 

that was finished and actually produced was called “Come Join the Circus.”  It’s 

never been published for a variety of reasons, but it was produced at the Landers 

in Springfield way back, yes. 

B: Did Sandy Davis direct that? 

A: I think she may have, yeah. 

B: Okay.  Yes.  I did see it.  I didn’t know that was the first one. 
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A: That was the first that I claim as a finished play that I was actually sending out and 

trying to get published. 

B: What was your first published play? 

A: Probably one called “A Song of Sixpence” which is an original fairytale.  It’s a 

continuation of the nursery rhyme — you know, the blackbirds nip all the servants 

on the noses.  Well, then what happens?  And that’s what that was.  And that was 

published originally by a group called Performance Publishing and then it became 

part of Baker’s Plays, and then went out of print, came back into print at an encore 

performance.  So it’s been around a long time.  Still gets the [inaudible], though. 

B: Well, okay.  Let’s start with what are your sources?  When you start writing, 

where do you start?  What propels you — or impels you? 

A: It’s something that touches me deeply emotionally.  Either it makes me laugh or it 

makes me angry or it makes me terrified.  Something that happened, something 

that I hear about, something that I remember out of my past.  You just never know.  

It’s never the same things twice, I don’t think, but it is something that touches me 

deeply.  It touches me to the point where I can’t just sit there and let it pass.  I have 

to do something with it.  I have to make sense out of it.  I have to shape it in some 

way and it either comes out as a play or a book or a story or a poem, and often it’s 

a play. 

I did start writing for young audiences, thinking that all children’s plays were 

adaptations.  So a lot of my first plays were adaptations or kind of imitations of 

fairytales and the sort of thing that was being adapted.  I’ve since gotten a little 
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more worldly and realized the ideas could come out of real life and out of my 

experiences.  And so some of my more recent plays are more realistic.  And then 

I’ve also found topics in history such as “Sojourner Truth” that have moved me so 

deeply I have to do something with them and share them with other people.  They 

became plays. 

B: Okay.  Once you find this — and somehow or other at this point you know 

now you’ve got to do something with whatever it is — where do you go from 

there?  Do you do research or -- 

A: It depends.  It depends on what the topic is.  Again, it’s a new adventure with every 

play.  With a recent play called “In the Garden of the Selfish Giant,” a former 

Springfieldian named Roy Hamlin asked me if I’d be interested in adapting Oscar 

Wilde’s play, so I went and read the play because I love Oscar — the book, rather.  

I’m sorry.  It’s a story; it’s not a book.  It’s in a book of fairytales, yes.  And so I read 

“The Selfish Giant,” realized that I was not the one to adapt this particular story 

because it’s a very, very religious and Christian story and I didn’t relate to that part 

of it, although there was a lot else in it that I do relate to.  I didn’t know what else to 

do with it so I begged off.  But then another story entirely, a modern story about two 

young girls and their relationship and a selfish old woman, and the young girls’ 

adventures in her garden, came to me out of the blue almost whole.  It was almost 

mystical. 

B: Okay.  The two girls and the woman, did you say? 

A: Yeah.  One of them has been — her summer’s been ruined.  Maggie’s summer has 
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been ruined ‘cause her grandmother is dying.  She’s never met this grandmother.  

Her mother has cut off all relations with her.  But it’s the end of her life and the 

mother drags her back. 

B: This did not come from any other source, somehow or the other? 

A: I’m not sure where it came from. 

B: It just came from you? 

A: Yes.  And somewhere deep, deep in my subconscious.  And in the course of telling 

that story, the two girls read the Oscar Wilde story and act part of it out in this new 

garden.  So it’s — as I say, it’s an adventure and I don’t know where it’s coming 

from, really.  After I wrote it and attended several readings — Roy invited me down 

to Baton Rouge when he was working there and we traveled from library to library 

with the cast and did some readings on it — I realized it’s probably the most 

autobiographical play I’ve ever written, although no events in it and no character in 

it is real.  The emotional lines are very, very much based on feelings that I’ve had 

and ways that I’ve worked them through, and so on and so forth.  I had no idea why 

I was writing it.  I just saw the one girl sulking in a garden and another girl coming 

down the alley and talking to her through a knothole.  And there it was.  So you just 

don’t know where they’re coming from. 

B: How does dialogue come to you?  Does that make sense or -- 

A: Once I have a pretty good picture of the characters and their situation, I have 

learned to be a very good listener and they begin to talk.  You know, this really 

sounds clinical.  But they talk to one another and after while — you know, as I’m 
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writing and maybe adding to what — snippets of conversation, you know, I’ve 

heard them discussing, I can tell what each of them would say.  This is something 

that Maggie would say.  Brianna would never say this, you know — or vice versa. 

And so it’s really kind of a trick of listening to internal voices.  I think in part my 

theater training helps a great deal in improvising and becoming a character and 

speaking to that character’s voice.  But there’s a dialogue going on inside.  

Sometimes, in the case of that play in particular, it was like taking dictation, you 

know.  They knew what they had to say and they told me, and I typed it out.  Other 

times it’s a bit more laborious. 

B: Okay.  Once you begin, do you know where the story is going? 

A: I think I do. 

B: Or does it just take its own journey? 

A: I think I know where it’s going.  I spend a lot of time just mulling it over.  While I’m 

walking the dog, I’m thinking about the story.  While I’m doing laundry, I’m thinking 

about the story, and so on and so forth.  And so before I even start to write, I really 

get to the point where I feel just if I don’t start writing I’ll explode with it, you know.  

I’ve got so many ideas and it’s so full and I’ve gotta get it down. 

Then the characters become much more specific as I’m writing and rewriting and 

revising, and they begin to tell the story their own way.  And sometimes the theme 

in particular is not the one I thought it was going to be, the point of the story, and so 

I’ve got to do a lot of rethinking and revising because the characters just dig their 

heels in and say, “I’m not going there.  It’s not what we’re about.” 
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B: And so at that point what do you do? 

A: Think some more, do some more laundry, walk the dog again. 

B: Clean the house? 

A: You bet.  You bet.  Yeah.  Cook, you know — whatever.  And just relax and play 

with it.  I’ll try different things and try not to force it.  Because the worst is when you 

try to force it and then it becomes you, and a very awkward version of you rather 

than the characters saying and doing what they were born to say and do. 

B: Once this flowing starts, then you start putting it on paper? 

A: It just bubbles over. You can’t not, yeah.  Or at least I can’t not, no. 

B: Does it always come to you in a linear fashion or do you find yourself writing 

certain segments and then eventually -- 

A: I’m a very linear thinker and so I kind of want to think it through first.  Start at the 

beginning and then trudge through it.  Once I get a first draft out, then I’m going 

back and forth all different ways and coming at it all different ways.  Working on 

different scenes, not necessarily in order.  Ideas suddenly pop into my head and I’ll 

toy with that scene for awhile.  Well, now I’ve changed that one.  I have to change 

the ones leading up to it, you know, ‘cause everything’s fallen out of sync again.  

So that’s the way it goes for me.  Other people work very differently and it’s 

important to emphasize that, you know, whenever I talk about my system because 

it’s my system and nobody else’s. 

B: What works for you.  I remember in an interview that I heard once with the 

playwright, Tina Howell, and she talks about that she will write a single page 
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20 or 25 times.  Rewrites and rewrites and rewrites.  She says, “It’s terrible.  

It’s terrible.”  But she has to. 

A: Whatever works.  Whatever works, you know.  If that works, great.  I find I’ve got to 

get an entire first draft down.  If I get too critical too soon, I will never make any 

progress.  You know, the inner critic turns on — you know, this is junk.  No one’s 

gonna buy this.  No one’s gonna care about this, you know.  Stop, you know.  If I 

get an entire draft down, I’ve grown close to the characters.  There’s this nice fat 

wad of paper, you know, that has some heft to it.  And you can’t throw characters in 

the trash can.  You’ve gotta — you may come back 10 years later and figure out 

what to do with ‘em, you know, to make it work but you’re not gonna throw them 

away.  At least, as I say, I’m not. 

B: Now once you have the draft, you have gotten the draft, and at this point you 

just keep at it until the draft is there?  You just sort of refuse to go back? 

A: Well, actually what I do each day is I assign myself a certain number of pages.  On 

the first draft I usually assign five.  It works for me. 

B: In one day? 

A: In one day, yeah.  The next day I do go back, I print those out, I reread them, I 

scribble all over them, but then I push ahead six through ten.  The next day I reread 

six through ten.  I might make a note on page three.  So this serves a couple of 

purposes.  One is I’m rewriting some, you know, and all those great afterthoughts 

and second thoughts — you know, I’m getting those down while moving ahead.  

But I find reviewing a few pages also puts me in the same place I was when I left off 
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the day before. 

 You know, each time you come to the computer or whatever you’re working 

on, you’re a different person.  You know, you’ve started a diet, you drank too much 

coffee, you had an argument with somebody.  And reviewing five pages puts me 

back into the rhythm and the mood I was in when I left off.  So I’m able to enter that 

fictional world again and move forward. 

B: And so then you push on.  How do you know you arrived at the end?  How 

do you know it’s there? 

A: When I put “The End.”  No, not really.  When I see how all of the loose ends come 

together, you know, and I begin to see what this story’s really about and who these 

characters really are, and this is the place where they’ve got to end up at the end of 

this particular story.  I know I’m at the end.  That doesn’t mean the end isn’t ever 

going to change.  It just means I have something that feels whole to me.  That this 

is a story that works and is worth telling.  But then I go back and many things 

change.  Characters come and go, themes come and go, and the ending may well 

change from what I thought it was supposed to have been. 

B: Now, once you begin rewrites, then how extensive is this?  Sometimes very 

extensive? 

A: Sometimes hugely extensive.  I’m working on a futuristic Joan of Arc now and it 

has taken an enormous amount of work.  And I’ve moved the first box of revised 

manuscript into the basement to make room for the second box.  This has been a 

really hard one.  And it’s getting there.  It really is getting there.  I’m very excited 
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about it.  I guess if you put ‘em all together they’d be, you know, that high. 

B: All right.  Now, where did this come from?  What was your starting point? 

A: This was another case of someone asking me to write something and I did think 

that was the write thing.  A director had a 15-year-old actress in mind.  She was just 

crazy about Joan of Arc.  She wanted to play Joan of Arc when she was 17, which 

is how old Joan was when her adventure started.  And so he called and said, 

“Would you be interested in writing a play about Joan of Arc that we could use in 

two years for this actress?” 

And so I went back and I reread St. Joan and I reread “The Lark” — yes, the 

Bernard Shaw and [inaudible--two people talking] — and remembered how much I 

had enjoyed them both.  And I said to this director, “There really are two wonderful 

plays.” 

B: And there’s — let’s see.  There’s “St. Joan of Loraine” by Axel Anderson. 

A: So those are the two I happened to read.  And I said I’d write one of those if I could, 

but I probably can’t.  So I put it away.  But what stayed with me was this 15-year-old 

actress and her fascination with Joan of Arc, and it brought back to mind the fact 

that I was fascinated with Joan of Arc when I was a young girl.  In my day, we had 

two possible female heroes, Joan of Arc and Betsy Ross.  And if you weren’t into 

sewing, it was Joan of Arc.  The martyr and the whole thing, you know.  Just very 

romantic and -- 

B: Now I understand, yes.  Sandy leading the parade. 

A: So I thought okay.  What could I do with Joan of Arc?  And again, you know, the 
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whole Catholic Church bit, you know, was not my area of interest.  So I said, “What 

could I do, you know, that might be interesting to modern teenagers that would 

have to do with Joan of Arc?”  And I thought, “Well, okay.  So what did she do?”  

She united a very divided country.  She brought people together.  And I thought, 

“Well, how are we all separated today?  In what way might we need to be brought 

together?” 

And I’m sitting at my computer when I was thinking about this and I got this image 

of people alone in front of computers — you know, enslaved to these computers — 

thinking they’re connected to one another but, in fact, they’re not.  They’re alone in 

a room.  And this futuristic world began to evolve in my head where people were 

being bred and raised to serve the technology because it needed so much service, 

you know.  It just constantly needed service. 

And all this information that was flooding the world.  It’s overwhelming, you know.  

And how are we gonna divide this up?  Well, people are gonna have to be 

employed to constantly sort it and only give us the information we need to do our 

jobs.  But I didn’t want it to be an anti-technology play.  I just wanted it to be a play 

that brought back into balance human needs versus technology’s needs.  And 

that’s what I’m working on.  It’s been a very difficult birth, but I think it’s -- 

B: And you’re on the box of -- 

A: Yeah.  I don’t think I’m gonna have a third box so I think I’m okay.  It had its first full 

production at Highland High School in Salt Lake City.  I was able to go out and 

workshop it before they started rehearsals and then go out again and see the 
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performances.  I saw what else needed to be done, but I also saw that it’s working 

as a play and the teenagers were responding to it exactly the way I hoped that they 

would respond. 

B: Now, in — how far in the future is this or do you even know how — where did 

you push it to? 

A: It’s 2029, I believe — no, 2129.  2129, yeah.  The back story sort of begins around 

now, the turn of this century, and they’re dealing a hundred years later plus a little 

with what began around now. 

B: How did you create the future?  I mean, where did you — in creating this 

world which at this point doesn’t exist, where did you get it from? 

A: Again, who knows, you know?  I began to see this life work station where Joan 

lived and what she would need to be self-sufficient, and how it would be serviced, 

you know, through these kind of sliding doors by people that she never saw.  So 

that her food would arrive, her bed would be made — you know, things would 

happen.  But there would be a passage. 

And then I realized that not everybody would be included in this.  Some people, 

you know, would — since it started before people were bred and trained for it, there 

would be some people who were not suitable to this kind of world and so where 

were they?  Well, they’re out in the wilderness.  They’re out beyond the system.  

And the wilderness has been completely, you know, decimated by the — you know, 

the need to serve this technology and so there’s the world of the arc system.  It’s 

allied resources and knowledge.  And then there’s the wilderness beyond.  In the 
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course of — well, very early in the play, the people in the wilderness rebel and 

Joan is involved in that.  But that’s, you know, lots and lots of sitting around and 

thinking. 

And then the kids that I workshopped with out in Salt Lake City played with it a lot 

and improvised and came up with, oh, various gestures that would be appropriate 

to the world and various articles that they felt would be available, you know, to 

Joan and the other characters.  And we played with it quite a bit. 

B: Let’s talk a little bit about that process.  Now, at this point you’ve finished 

the words on the page and now, as any playwright knows, there is someone 

else who has to complete that which you’ve started.  So now you went and 

you went into a workshop.  Do you want to explain “workshop” and how you 

did this? 

A: It began with a director, John Newman, who’s a playwright himself and a Ph.D. 

candidate at NYU but he teaches high school —  I don’t know he does all that — 

out in Salt Lake City had heard a snippet of the play at one of the contests, and a 

snippet was read at a conference and so he had heard it and gotten interested.  So 

it began with his reading it and giving me some feedback, you know.  And then I 

rewrote it and he read it again, and we talked some more about it.  And so it was 

first a one-on-one kind of — having somebody else’s opinion and insight into the 

script and doing some rewriting. 

When he felt ready to take the next step, he gathered students he thought would 

be interested in the project and who would benefit by working with a professional 
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playwright.  He got some grant money and invited me out there for several days.  

We did three days of maybe three hours each where he pretty much ran the show.  

I heard them read it through.  We also had an audience for the read-through.  They 

had rehearsed it a little bit and reread it for just whoever wanted to show up, and 

had written evaluations.  So I got some feedback from an audience and then -- 

B: Now, was this mainly — were they sitting?  In the read-through, were they 

just sitting or were they doing any kind of moving? 

A: It was a script in hand reading but they were moving around.  It wasn’t just seated, 

yeah.  And I could talk to the audience a little bit afte r, too, and they, you know, 

responded to some of my questions about what they thought and what confused 

them and what played well for them and what engaged them.  And then the kids 

and I went over that and talked about it some more, and just really picked the play 

apart.  And what they related to and what characters they related to and how that 

related to their own lives — you know, what they brought to the characters and 

what they felt was missing. 

B: Now, these were all high school students so they’re all teenagers? 

A: Uh-huh.  Freshmen to seniors, I think.  Granted, they were kids who were 

dedicated to theater and kids who were very excited about doing this kind of thing.  

But other kids who were in the audience — who just showed up, you know — also 

had input and there were adults also. 

So then I went home with all their ideas kind of bubbling up inside of me and I 

rewrote it again and sent it out.  And they were getting ready to perform it — let’s 



THE 101 Lecture 11 14 
 

see.  I was there the first time in December and they were going to perform it in 

May, so I had a couple of months before they went into actual rehearsal.  And then 

just before they went into rehearsal, something struck me as being important to the 

play.  And so I did another whole rewrite and poor John had to run off all new 

scripts for the entire cast again, and then it went into rehearsal and I had to stop. 

B: Then they performed it? 

A: Yeah.  And I was out there for four performances, three in front of general 

audiences and one in front of a class from the high school and a group of kids from 

an elementary school.  And at that point I really — I could have had, you know, 

written evaluations and talk-back, and all of that.  But what I really wanted to do 

was just watch it over and over and think about it, and just kind eavesdrop on the 

audience comments and just watch the audience — you know, how attentive they 

were.  And that went quite well and was very useful, and I came home. 

I rewrote it again and sent it out, I think,  to a couple of other theaters, but then I got 

a completely new idea out of nowhere so it’s now sitting on my desk waiting to be 

rewritten another time.  Yeah.  And I’m a little sorry that I sent it to those other 

theaters, thinking it was ready for them to see, because it’s gonna be even better 

this time. 

B: If they have interest in it, obviously, then you can say, “There’s another 

version on the way which is an improvement.” 

A: And in and around all of this I had a couple of other professionals in the field read it 

and giving me some feedback, so that was also happening as that pile of revised 
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scripts was growing. 

B: Now, at some point you will send it to one of your play publishers and -- 

A: Yeah, I will.  It’s a good idea to see several different productions first, and 

especially with one this complicated and the technology and trying to get the 

original Joan story to mesh nicely with a totally different futuristic story.  There’s so 

many little tweakings that are gonna need to be done that I would like to see two 

more productions of it, different director, different actors — you know, different 

everything — before I allow it to be engraved in concrete. 

B: Once you have sent it to the publisher, at that point you pretty much are 

finished with it?  Even though you may at some point wish you could go 

back and -- 

A: Exactly.  You always wish you could go back.  There’s no “may” about it.  You know, 

what was I thinking?  Yeah.  The publisher or editor may give you some more 

comments and sometimes even the copy editor will say, “You know, on page 29 

you have this and this doesn’t match what you have on page 2.”  Yeah.  So there 

may be one more rewrite after it goes to the publisher.  It wouldn’t be unusual. 

B: All right.  Let’s go back for a moment — let’s go way back.  How much do 

you think in terms of structure, dramatic structure, when you’re writing a 

play?  Or do you?  How — where does this come in? 

A: I’m not thinking of it — I don’t think it’s at the forefront.  There’s a certain amount, 

you know, because of experience, it’s just there.  That rhythm is part of me now 

and I know that this is the way it has to go.  It’s going to have to built to a climactic 
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scene and then resolve quickly after that.  I’m going to have to introduce the 

characters sort of at a state of rest so that you get to know who they are before this, 

you know, catalectic — catalyzing event or person occurs and changes 

everything — you know, it starts the dramatic action going.  I know I’m going to 

have to do that, so a lot of it I’m doing really without thinking about it all that much.  

You know, I don’t have the outline posted on the wall or anything like that.  But 

that’s because I’ve been doing it a long time and I’ve seen my mistakes before, and 

I’ve learned what works and what doesn’t and what’s going to have to happen. 

And so I’m aware of it the whole time but I’m trying to work it through bringing the 

characters to life and bringing the action to life and not trying to inflict form onto 

them — you know, kind of trying to work it in so it supports them in telling their 

story. 

B: Well, I guess one would say that becomes a part of what the learning 

technique that — it’s something you have to master at some point. 

A: At many points, and again and again.  William Faulkner said to become a writer 

you sit down at a typewriter and years later you stand up and you’re a writer.  And 

the apprenticeship for me was about 10 years, yeah.  Someone else said you have 

to write a million lousy words before you get to write any good ones and it would 

probably take you ten years to write a million lousy words.  Yes, that’s what it is, 

you know.  It’s an apprenticeship that you serve. 

B: And somehow that becomes so absorbed or so much a part of you as the 

creative artist.  At this point you have absorbed — you have mastered it and 
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now it just becomes -- 

A: A carpenter doesn’t have to think about how to hammer in a nail every time he 

hammers in a nail.  He’s got years of experience and he just does it, you know.  

He’s thinking about the bigger picture but he knows how to put the nails in, yeah.  

So it’s a lot like that, I think.  You’ve got your tools, you know, and you perfect it 

then, and then you can just pick one up and use it, you know, when you need to do 

that. 

B: You mentioned somewhere much earlier that you knew that somehow or the 

other this particular line belonged to this character or was not something 

that would be said by that — do you find that characters develop specific 

kinds of rhythm within their speeches or -- 

A: There’s a rhythm to the speech absolutely, but there’s also the thoughts behind the 

speech, you know, and this is just simply not what this character would say at this 

point.  You know, she’s not that kind of person.  She would respond some other 

way.  This is not a character who would talk this way to an adult, you know, 

whereas another character would absolutely talk this way to an adult.  You know, 

she may be thinking it, she may wish she could say it, but she’s not going to say it 

like that.  She’s going to find another way maybe to get her agenda across.  Or this 

is a character who’s just going to sulk and not say anything at this point.  Knowing 

the character, getting inside the character’s skin, and knowing this is what he or 

she will do at this point.  And this is definitely not, but maybe I need to get this other 

thing said, you know.  Well, which of the characters might just blurt this out, you 
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know, and then that line would get assigned to a different character. 

B: I would use two different words here and that is I would use a word 

“adaptation” and the word “dramatization.”  I would make a difference 

between the two, and that is I think the difference would be an adaptation 

some how or the other remains more inherently faithful to the work from 

which it is being adapted.  A dramatization is a free — may be using some of 

the same material or even the same characters — well, that’s it.  It’s the 

distinction I’m making.  How does an adaptation go from you — if you are 

adapting a work, how does that original work govern what you do as the 

playwright? 

A: This is a topic we debate at great length at conferences and I’ve had six or eight 

opinions on this.  I originally thought that, you know, you could take the original 

piece and kind of play with it any way you wanted — you know, it became yours.  

Then went through a period influenced by others where you had to be absolutely 

and slavishly, you know, loyal to the original piece.  You were only serving as a 

conduit, you know, to bring it to the stage. 

B: Can you give a specific example of a piece that you have adapted or -- 

A: Well, let me think — try and think really quickly.  “The Wise Men of Helm” — the 

stories of the Helm stories, you know.  There are many, many versions of those 

and they’re told by different authors.  But I added to them, you know.  The Helm 

might think in totally illogical ways and I found after I worked with these characters 

for awhile I could think like that.  And so some of the things that happened in my 
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play, which is called “The Wise Men of Helm,” as far as I know are not in any of the 

collected stories of The Wise Men of Helm.  They’re strictly Sandy Asher, you know.  

There are purists who would say you don’t do this, you know.  You read a story by 

the brothers Grimm, you are absolutely faithful to it.  Granted, you bring it to the 

stage, but you don’t add, you don’t subtract.  You just do what was done before. 

B: You turn it into dialogue, I guess? 

A: Yes.  Other than that, in spirit and in sequence and in scene and in everything else.  

In mood, in atmosphere, you’re loyal.  I agreed with that and some wonderful plays 

have been developed that way, and then I began to get uncomfortable with that.  

Because I thought those stories are not exactly the same as the stories that were 

told to the Brothers Grimm.  They edited.  They took out things that, you know, 

were politically incorrect at that time. 

So okay.  Everyone who told the story before the Grimms ever came along had a 

different reason for telling it.  They probably told it differently.  You know, if you’re 

telling it to your kids to teach them a lesson, if you’re telling it to entertain a group of 

adults, you don’t tell it quite the same way.  And each storyteller probably told it 

different.  So who says this is the one and only version?  And maybe what I want to 

bring to it is a valid version as well, you know.  It passed through all those other 

storytellers and now it’s passing through me.  So I softened my stance at this point, 

but I do acknowledge that those approaches work. 

B: I know you have done a work called “Emma,” and “Emma” is taken from the 

Jane Austin novel.  What did you do — okay.  You started reading the novel.  
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Then where did you go from there? 

A: Well, of course, about 200 pages needed to be removed or it would’ve been a 

10-hour play.  It’s a long, long novel.  And it’s a magnificent novel.  Knowing that I 

would have to cut things, I was looking for what would work on stage, first of all, 

and, you know, long passages of description you don’t need.  So what did I need 

and what dialogue could I use, you know, right out of the book, but then what could 

I remove?  That became a major issue. 

B: Okay.  One question — and you just said it.  How much dialogue does Austin 

have in the novel that you took over? 

A: Quite a bit of it, her original dialogue, but abridged.  Because the fashion then was 

to say the same thing in two or three, sometimes four subtly different ways, you 

know.  We won’t hold still for that anymore, you know.  Say it and get over it.  And 

so I would choose the one adjective, you know, being applied to another character 

or whatever that was most useful to move the plot forward and get the story told. 

So a lot of it is either her narrative views as dialogue or, you know, actual dialogue, 

but it has been changed.  But then removing big chunks which had to be done was 

an enormous challenge because that novel is put together so exquisitely that you 

pull one thread and, you know, a whole, huge piece becomes unraveled.  First it 

just absolutely filled me with admiration for the way that she did this.  I mean, there 

isn’t a word in there that’s not in there for a reason and connected to just so many 

things. 

B: But it’s connected in a narrative form. 
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A: Yes. 

B: Okay. 

A: Yes.  And a narrative form so long that it just wasn’t gonna work on stage.  So very, 

very gently I began, you know, tweezing parts of story lines out and leaving 

something that feels whole, I hope, and gives — I hope makes you go want to read 

the book, you know.  It’s an enjoyable experience in itself and makes you want 

more, and, you know, the book is more. 

B: Did you — in doing this, did you mark sections of the novel as you were 

reading it?  Did you go retype them or -- 

A: There were huge chunks of highlighting and notes to myself in the margin, and big 

stars next to things of “Gotta do this, gotta have this,” you know, and that sort of 

thing.  And then it’s going through it again and again and again.  Okay, I’ve got this 

scene.  I have room for a little more, you know.  What can I add from more of the 

things I’ve highlighted and starred?  What else, you know, maybe can I take out to 

make room for this one that I just absolutely love because it was played so well. 

In that particular case, I have really short deadline, about six months, if this 

commissioned by Dramatic Publishing Company.  And they didn’t particularly care 

if it had been performed or not.  They trusted me to get the job done in six months.  

And it was really pretty foolhardy of me to say yes, you know.  Talk about a bungee 

jump for that anyway.  But I didn’t want anybody else to do it, you know.  I really 

wanted permission to spend six months doing nothing but reading Jane Austin’s 

Emma, you know. 
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And so I quickly gathered people to do — rehearse readings for me.  Mark Gideon 

did one at the Vandivoort here and my friend, Judy Modish, did one at the Faculty 

Scott Theater in Austin, Texas.  And I went down there and heard that.  And I also 

sent various versions of the script to trusted friends and asked for feedback, 

because I knew it couldn’t — I didn’t want it to go right from my typewritten 

manuscript to print. 

B: How much research into period did you do at that point?  Because we 

should say Emma is what period? 

A: Early 1800s, if I remember, or late 1700s.  It’s been a long time now.  I did a lot of 

reading about Jane Austin and about the period.  There are books on Jane Austin’s 

world and, you know, looked at lots of pictures.  You know, I had already read a lot 

of Jane Austin and I’ve watched, you know, so many of the adaptations of her work 

that have been done.  I didn’t go to see the movie Emma.  I didn’t want to be 

affected by any adaptations of Emma. 

B: Is that the one that Emma Thompson -- 

A: No, that’s “Sense and Sensibility.”  Yeah.  Oh, it was ___________ that directed 

“Emma” if I’m remembering correctly and Gwyneth Paltrow.  Yeah.  So I didn’t want 

to be influenced by that, but I was pretty well steeped in Jane Austin. 

B: You did certainly feel that you had to become familiar with that world in 

which Emma takes place? 

A: It’s part of the fun — just go live there for awhile.  And I wanted that experience so 

I did this crazy thing and did a play in six months and let it be published.  And I 
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guess it’s worked out okay ‘cause it’s been performed and it’s being performed.  I 

actually have never seen a full production.  It’s been done at the University of 

Southern California, it’s been done at the University of Vermont, it’s been done in 

high schools, but nowhere where I am.  I think we’re doing it at the Vandivoort next 

spring.  That will be the first -- 

B: Oh, that’s right.  Yes, I think it is on the schedule. 

A: It may be, unless something else pops up first, the first time I actually see a 

performance. 

B: Well, let’s go — one of your plays I know that you have seen and that you are 

very proud of is the one on Sojourner Truth. 

A: “A Woman Called Truth.” 

B: Where did you come with that one? 

A: Where did it come from to me? 

B: Yes. 

A: Bob, you’re gonna have all these mystical — okay.  Another mystical experience.  

You’re not gonna believe this one.  I was taking classes at Drury toward my 

elementary ed certification in the early ‘70s — you know, the just-in-case degree — 

and was taking American History.  And we had a textbook assigned and I had my 

textbooks in the living room somewhere, and I was cleaning and I picked up this 

American History textbook and out fell one of those small 45 r.p.m. records.  And it 

said -- 

B: A long time ago. 
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A: Yes, the early ‘70s.  It said, “Four Great American Speeches.”  And so I put it on the 

record player to listen to while I was dusting.  And the first was probably The 

Gettysburg Address.  I don’t remember the other two.  They were, you know, men 

droning on.  Suddenly there’s this woman’s voice and she’s giving Sojourner 

Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman” speech.  And it just like threw me back against the wall.  

And she got to the point where she’s talking about that women should not have the 

same rights as men because Christ wasn’t a woman.  “Where did your Christ come 

from?  From God and a woman.  Man had nothing to do with it.”  And I thought, “Oh, 

my.  Somebody has got to get up on the stage and give that speech every day of 

the world.” 

And this was, you know, way early ‘70s so the women’s movement was, you know, 

not really pounding — you know, I was dusting, right?  And so I started doing 

research on her.  There wasn’t a whole lot out there at this time.  You asked about 

black women in American history, you got Harriet Tubman.  Apparently there was 

only one, you know.  In textbooks almost nothing.  Maybe a line, but almost nothing.  

There was, however, a wonderful young adult autobiography — not autobiography; 

biography called Journey Toward Freedom.  And I read that and realized her life 

would make a 13-part PBS series. 

But I thought, okay, I’m going to concentrate on what brought her to this speech, 

you know.  Who helped her toward this moment or influenced the person that she 

became?  And reading her story, I realized she had experiences as a slave and 

this speech was given in the 1850s.  This was before Abolition and the Civil War.  
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She was a slave in New York, which is even odder.  And how did she get to this 

moment that she gave this speech?  I thought that would make an interesting arc 

for a play. 

There is her life story as dictated to Olive Gilbert in which we don’t know if this is 

her voice or not.  You know, it’s in a dialect.  But she never went south and it’s in a 

southern quasi-pseudo black dialect, I guess.  And so you never know how much 

was put in by the person writing it down.  So I decided, okay, I can’t do a 

documentary.  This woman, you know, could neither read or write.  She never 

wrote down her own story.  All I’ve got is impressions. 

So I called it a celebration of the life of Sojourner Truth.  I originally wrote it.  It 

would take at least 16 actors.  There were 30-some characters.  It was a very long 

two-act.  I began sending it out.  It got a lot of interest and a lot of suggestions that 

this was really too big.  And it began to win contests and I was invited for a reading, 

and I finally got it down through a lot of work with — by mail and phone with Amy 

Brockway who had the Open Eye Theater in New York -- she’s now in the Catskills 

with it — to a six actor play with one -- 

B: From 30 characters? 

A: Well, there are still many characters but six actors.  There’s only one Sojourner 

and she plays herself from a 10-year-old girl to an elderly woman, but the other 

actors fill in all the rest of it.  At that point it became very producible and it has been 

produced probably — I lost count at 200 productions. 

B: Is it your most frequently produced play? 



THE 101 Lecture 11 26 
 
A: Definitely, yeah.  Yeah.  And I have seen it many times.  And I’ve never seen the 

same Sojourner Truth each time.  So when you talk about being faithful to the 

original, it’s not possible for anything to pass through, you know, an actor, and be 

exactly the same every time it passes through different actors.  So it’s all 

collaborative, you know.  At some point we all give up ownership.  The originator 

gives up ownership, the script writer gives up ownership, and it becomes its own 

entity. 

B: And so once you cut the umbilical cord, it takes on its own life? 

A: I’ve observed that there are two kinds of playwrights: playwrights who really have 

such a definite, clear vision of what they want that they almost have to always 

direct their own plays, you know, or they have to sit next to the director and 

comment.  And it makes them very unhappy when they don’t see it the way it’s 

inside their own head.  And then there’s the other kind of playwright who, as I do, 

says — they don’t call it a play for nothing.  Play with it, you know.  I’m really 

curious to see what it means to other people and what they do with it. 

And if it doesn’t work out — you know, if they do poorly with it — well, that’s just 

one production and the play’s life goes on beyond that one production.  And I learn 

so much by seeing it from somebody else’s point of view.  I enjoy seeing the 

different interpretations.  It’s been done by an all black cast, some of them in 

white-face.  You know, it’s been done a lot of different ways and that fascinates me.  

I find that fun, you know. 

B: Well, that, of course, is — I suppose that’s the art of the theater.  And that’s 
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also the ephemeral quality and that is it happened this way, this time, this 

place, and in this particular circumstance but that’s it.  It’s then gone 

forever. 

A: That’s just like life.  Or as I read on a t-shirt — and I wish I’d bought this t-shirt — 

“Film is Art, Theater is Life, and Television is Furniture.” 

B: In fact, I think I know somebody who has that t-shirt.  I must find one. 

A: Yes.  Get me one too, would you?  I passed up the opportunity. 

B: Well, let me say I thank you very much for being here and it has certainly 

been a most enjoyable hour, and I hope certainly a most helpful hour for 

beginning to understand the process of play writing for one particular 

playwright, but to having some idea to how we move from that which begins 

in the inspiration or begins with the playwright, moves through the 

development of the playwright, and then is delivered to the theater people 

and they finish then this creation and turn it into a performance that the 

audience sees.  Thank you, Sandy. 

A: Thank you. 

 

 

 

 


