
Introduction 

Plays and Playwrights 2009 contains eleven plays that premiered in New York between 

September 2007 and September 2008. The presidential election dominated our national attention 

during this period—an election that was widely felt to be of enormous significance. The 

eventual triumph of Barack Obama signaled a sea change in the direction of the United States, 

and the economic crisis that boiled over in the months just before the election portended 

transformations in every sector of American life. There is much uncertainty ahead, but there is 

also an undercurrent of optimism. 

 

All of this is reflected in the book you are about to read. Plays and Playwrights 2009 is the tenth 

volume in this series of anthologies that now spans the entire first decade of the new 

millennium. Never before has a single theme so defined one of these collections! This book is 

about identity—about people coming to terms with who they are as individuals, as artists, and 

as citizens; about a nation trying to find itself and, perhaps, redefine itself. 

 

Bookending the volume are two powerful works about the process of looking backward and 

looking ahead, Hospital 2008 by Randy Sharp and Axis Company and Krapp, 39 by Michael 

Laurence. In between these pieces are nine plays that fall into two groups: four whose focus is 

on personal identity, in which protagonists grapple with the death of loved ones, the limitations 

of their own imaginations, and gender issues (Linus & Alora by Andrew Irons, Sister Cities by 

Colette Freedman, S/HE by Nanna ‚Nick‛ Mwaluko, and Death at Film Forum by Eric Bland); 

and then five more that are more outward-directed, exploring specific subjects like immigration 

policy and torture (Nowhere on the Border by Carlos Lacámara and Conversation Storm by Rick 

Burkhardt) or more generally the last eight years of American history and our apparent failure 

to remember what came before them (American Badass, or Twelve Characters in Search of a National 

Identity by Chris Harcum, A Fire as Bright as Heaven by Tim Collins, TRACES/fades by Lenora 

Champagne). Together, these new American plays encapsulate a year that felt like no other for 

most of us who lived through it. 

 

They are reflective, too, of the ever-evolving theater scene in New York City in which they were 

incubated and developed.  Seven of this year’s plays were produced in theatre festivals, which 

have become perhaps the most nurturing environment for the creation of interesting new 

drama—on these pages you will find work that premiered at FRIGID New York, the Fresh Fruit 

Festival, the Brick Theater’s annual themed summer festival (this year’s theme was Film), Ice 

Factory ‘08, and of course the New York International Fringe Festival. The other four had their 

New York premieres at indie/alternative venues of long standing: the Flea, Repertorio Espanol, 

T. Schreiber Studio, and Axis Theatre (which occupies the building that once was home to 

Charles Ludlam’s Ridiculous Theatre Company). 

 

Most of the plays included here incorporate media technologies in ways that wouldn’t have 

been attempted when the Plays and Playwrights series began ten years ago. Linus & Alora relies 



on a stream of projected video and images both to set the mood and define the space; 

TRACES/fades and American Badass, and Krapp, 39 use a variety of multimedia techniques, 

including live video, to enhance their storytelling; and Hospital 2008 and Death at Film Forum 

have significant pre-recorded video components. At the other end of the spectrum, A Fire as 

Bright as Heaven is a solo epic performed literally out of a suitcase, with virtually no props, sets, 

or costumes called for; and Sister Cities, Nowhere on the Border, and Conversation Storm—hugely 

contemporary pieces in different ways—require only the traditional markings of theatre for 

successful production. 

 

These 11 works coexist within this volume now, as a record of what American independent 

theater was like during this year that saw the election of Barack Obama. But plays are living, 

dynamic things, so please do not just read them—perform them, produce them, put them on the 

stage to share their brilliance with audiences across the United States and around the world into 

the future. (On page XX you will find contact information for all of the playwrights.) 

 

Explore and engage with these plays still further online. Visit the book’s official website at 

http://www.nytesmallpress.com/pp09, where you will find a variety of useful materials—

photos, interviews, and links to resources—that will enhance your appreciation of these new 

American dramas and perhaps encourage and assist you as you mount them yourself. Check 

out The Indie Theater Companion (http://www.indietheatercompanion.com/), another NYTE 

project, to learn more about the history and latest developments in the vibrant and vital indie 

theater sector. (Here you’ll also find our compendium of New American Plays produced in 

New York City, which was previously included as an appendix in prior volumes but now is 

available online.) 

 
 

 

Plays and Playwrights 2009 begins with Hospital 2008, a four-part serial play by Randy Sharp and 

Axis Company. Axis has been presenting new editions of Hospital almost every summer since 

1999, and looking back I am astonished that I never caught up with this remarkable endeavor of 

theirs until now. The structure of the work is fundamentally the same each year: the protagonist 

is always a person in a coma, and their sub-/unconscious thoughts are conveyed in four 30-40 

minute episodes (performed in succession for two week runs over the course of two months); 

each episode begins with a filmed sequence that provides background about the main 

character’s life and the continues with three live scenes, the first depicting the event that led to 

the person’s accident/illness, the next set in a surreal hospital where a team of strange and 

bungling physicians and nurses attend to the patient, and finally a dream sequence exploring 

the thoughts and anxieties of the protagonist. (Only the on-stage scenes are presented in this 

volume.) 

 

Like any serial worth its salt, Hospital 2008 is filled with surprises and suspense—indeed, the 

early episodes are deliberately riddled with obscure references and puns to keep the audience 

off-balance while disclosing increasing amounts of information to entice them to return to 

http://www.nytesmallpress.com/pp09
http://www.indietheatercompanion.com/


successive shows. (I know I was hooked to a greater degree after each show!) Axis’s 

presentation is meticulous and detailed, with prodigious research undertaken to support the 

underlying story; in this case, the protagonist—known to us only as the Traveller—is caught in 

a catastrophic collapse of an underground water tunnel, and Sharp and her collaborators set the 

stage for Hospital 2008 with this information in the show’s press release: 

 

New York runs on water. From the steam system that heats and electrifies the 

five boroughs, to the water that flows from millions of taps, without water there 

is no city. Currently, only two tunnels provide all this water; Tunnel #1 was 

completed in 1917 and even the newest sections of Tunnel #2 are at least 73 years 

old. Begun in 1970, Water Tunnel #3's projected completion date is in 2020. As far 

underground as the Chrysler Building is tall, teams of 'sandhogs' risk their lives 

digging the path for this tunnel. Every day, far down beneath the feet of all New 

Yorkers, below the subway and the sewer, the sandhogs live their days in a 

dangerous, subterranean universe. 

 

Hospital 2008 tells a compelling, even thrilling story of this unfamiliar world while probing the 

interior life of its comatose hero, who with each passing moment moves away from what he’s 

known and toward something scary and final. That the piece is somehow dazzlingly life-

affirming speaks to the ultimate genius of its creation.  

 
 

 

Andrew Irons’s play Linus & Alora manages something quite similar as it tells the story of a 

married couple dealing with life-changing events. At the very beginning of the play, Alora 

learns that she is ill and has nine months to live. (Irons uses the device of a perpetual clock 

counting back the seconds from 21,772,800 to remind us of her—and our—mortality.) But this is 

not a play about dying. Instead, it’s about learning how to live fully: Alora uses the resources at 

her command—including, principally, her three imaginary brothers—to teach Linus how to 

recover his own lost sense of wonder and awe. 

 

This is a gorgeous play, and it was beautifully realized by director Jessica Davis-Irons (who is 

the playwright’s wife) for the premiere by AndHow! Theatre Company at the Flea. At the center 

of the original production were two extraordinary performances in the title roles by Arthur 

Aulisi and Melle Powers. (For those who keep track of this sort of thing, Aulisi has now had 

lead roles in plays published in three different Plays and Playwrights volumes, having starred as 

Karl Marx in Alec Duffy’s The Top Ten People of the Millennium Sing Their Favorite Schubert Lieder 

(2006) and as Jay in Margie Stokley’s Elephant (2005).) 

 

Irons has written vivid, poetic dialogue that brings the situations in the play from the specific to 

the universal. Here, for example, is an exchange from very early in the play, where Alora is 

trying to push her husband beyond himself, and he can’t see what she’s doing: 

 



LINUS: We should get out of here, you know?  Go for a walk, take a vacation 

from the couch. 

ALORA: Where do you want to go? 

LINUS: I don’t know… the park?  Get some fresh air. 

ALORA: In the world…  The universe.  Where do you want to go? 

LINUS: I don’t know.  You know I’m not so good at this. 

ALORA: You can do it. 

LINUS: What do you want me to say?  I want to go to the stars?  Sit on the moon 

and look at the world below?!  I want to go to the park across the street, or the 

grocery store or to do the laundry…  with you.  What do you think about that?  

That’s where I want to go. 

 

Linus & Alora offers directors and actors great opportunities for the-sky’s-the-limit flight of 

fancy, and I hope theatre artists will seize them with the same vigor that Alora teaches her 

husband in this touching and richly human play. 

 
 

 

The inciting incident of Colette Freedman’s Sister Cities is the suicide of Mary, the tough, self-

absorbed, glamorous mother of four grown daughters. These women—each of whom, 

whimsically, is named after the place where she was born (their names are Carolina, Austin, 

Dallas, and Baltimore)—have not spent time together or even seen each other for many years, 

and their rediscovery of one another as adults forms the backbone of the play. At the same time, 

each comes to terms with her own identity, mortality, and individuality as a natural result of 

coping with the death of a parent. 

 

This is a wise play, as well as a very funny one; its depth sneaks up on you while you enjoy the 

very natural banter and backtalk that the sisters engage in: 

 

AUSTIN: Family is my priority. Carolina has the career. I choose the family.  

BALTIMORE: Dallas has the husband. So, where does that leave me? 

AUSTIN: With the potential. That's the nice thing about still being young. You 

can do anything. 

BALTIMORE: I can't do that many things. 

AUSTIN: Yes, but your youth perpetuates the illusion that you're capable of 

infinite possibilities. 

BALTIMORE: I'm getting my masters in sociology. I think my possibilities are 

pretty finite. 

 

Freedman peppers her script with observations on a variety of provocative and serious subjects, 

including one that fuels a key twist in the story that I will not reveal here but will instead let 

you experience and enjoy when you read the play. Sister Cities is a socially conscious work that 

gives audiences room to explore and question aspects of their own lives that they may take for 

granted. 



 

One of the particular gifts Freedman makes to artists in Sister Cities is providing four strong, 

engaging roles for actresses (there are no men in the play at all; how rare is that?). Each of the 

women is smart, sympathetic, and self-actualized—I love that none of them, starting with the 

now-deceased Mary (whom we meet in a flashback halfway through the story) requires a man 

to define herself. 

 

Certainly the New York premiere, directed by Cat Parker at T. Schreiber Studio, showcased the 

personalities and talents of a skillful five-woman ensemble. One of the particular charms of that 

production—thanks to a terrific set design by George Allison and the expert work of the 

company—was the way that we believed, from the outset, that these women really are members 

of a not-so-close but very real family. Freedman’s characters are quirky and theatrical but at the 

same time they feel so authentic and so familiar that they lead us organically into their 

individual stories.  

 
 

 

Nanna ‚Nick‛ Mwaluko’s S/He is the most inwardly directed exploration of identity in Plays 

and Playwrights 2009. Its subject matter is unusual: the struggle of a young African American 

who is biologically female to manifest her true gender identity, which is male. Samantha—who 

bristles when people call her that; she insists on ‚Sam‛—is saving up for an operation that will 

make her outside match what she knows about her/himself on the inside. S/He presents Sam in 

conflict with schoolmates, her boss, her mother, her father, and her ex-lover. The play is 

startlingly balanced, presenting not only how others see Sam but how s/he sees him/herself. Its 

forthright depiction of its pre-op transgender hero(ine) makes it a singular work of theatre. 

 

But S/He has more going for it than simply a seriously underserved subject. Playwright 

Mwaluko is a gifted writer with a penchant for highly charged personal dramas. I first became 

acquainted with his work at the 2006 Fresh Fruit Festival, where his play Waafrika premiered. 

That play is about the severe discrimination leveled against homosexuals in Kenya under the 

repressive regime of Daniel arap Moi; in addition to its exploration of gender politics, racism. 

and homophobia, it shares with S/He Mwaluko’s often unorthodox approach to playmaking. 

Scenes drift together impressionistically; characters often speak in a kind of street poetry: 

 

SAM: You’re smoking. Thought you quit. 

MOM: And now I quit quitting. Cigarette after cigarette after pack after— 

(Pause.) Downed half a bottle of—I don’t even know what this shit is (Lifts the 

bottle.) Two a.m. with a bottle, why? My nerves are smashed, why? I should call 

the police. Why? Because my seventeen-year-old daughter—  

SAM: I’m not— 

MOM: Where you been? And don’t lie to me out working when I know for a fact 

jobs do not end at two in the morning unless you’re a drug dealer, a whore, or a 

drug-dealing whore. Which one are you, Samantha? 



SAM: Call me Sam. My fucken name is— 

MOM: What I’d just say about curse words in my house, Samantha? I will call 

you what I want when I want how I want to. This is my home. I am your mom. 
 

S/He also premiered at the Fresh Fruit Festival, under the precise direction of Jose Zayas. 

Mwaluko has made some revisions of his script for publication, and is working on a second act 

that will turn the piece into a full-length play. In its one-act form, though, it is potent and 

thought-provoking, and deserves to reach a broad audience.  

 
 

 

Death at Film Forum, by Eric Bland, marks the first time that a script from one of the Brick 

Theater’s annual themed festivals has appeared in a Plays and Playwrights collection. For several 

years now, the Brick has hosted summertime events focused on such diverse topics as moral 

values and artistic pretension which have helped make this intimate Williamsburg, Brooklyn 

space one of the premier indie theatre venues in New York City. Bland, who also directs his 

work, exemplifies the edgy and often irreverent spirit of the Brick with this piece. 

 

Death at Film Forum takes a look at the personas, modus operandi, anxieties, and dreams of four 

young filmmakers—would-be (wannabe?) auteurs who are so keenly influenced by cinematic 

masters like Godard and Fassbinder that their own creative impulses risk being squashed—or 

are they even there? But lest I make this piece sound either serious or precious or both, I need to 

add immediately that Death at Film Forum is simultaneously a satire of every youthful artistic 

folly and, most tellingly, of the popular reality TV show Project Runway. 

 

Bland riffs on the reality formula by having his four contestants compete for a monetary prize 

by going through a series of elimination rounds: each week, they must create a new film on a 

random theme chosen by the program’s host (a rabidly Euro-chic sophisticate named Victhoria), 

who unilaterally votes one of the budding directors out of the contest after the films are 

screened.  The play mimics the techniques of reality TV and of the various cinematic idols who 

are worshipped by its characters, often at the same time; consider, for example, this excerpt 

from the opening of the contest between Victhoria and one of the contestants, Scott: 

 

VICTHORIA: (To SCOTT.) So what interests you in Film Forum? In film? 

SCOTT: When I was a child my father used to take me to Film Forum < All the 

other kids got to see Bambi and Back to the Future. I went to the Rainer Werner 

Fassbinder retrospective. That’s probably why I carry around this little jar of 

poison. (He pops it out.) 

VICTHORIA: Did you like it? 

SCOTT: I dreamt up all sorts of damaging things after I saw Beware of a Holy 

Whore at the age of seven. It’s still my favorite movie but it fucked up Halloween 

in 1987, when I went as a half-empty glass of Cuba Libre being brutally smashed 

into the floor < It was an abstract costume.  



 
 

If Death at Film Forum holds a mirror up to our current relationship with popular culture, 

TRACES/fades reflects more globally on a societal anomie that feels like collective amnesia. 

Playwright/director Lenora Champagne calls her work ‚a meditation on Alzheimer’s and our 

national inability to remember history‛ and that’s so apt that I won’t even attempt to improve 

on it. TRACES/fades is a thrilling, touching, adventurous theatrical hybrid that uses multimedia, 

movement, poetic dialogue, and even Brechtian-style song to explore the mind of a woman 

suffering from Alzheimer’s and the mindset of a country that sometimes seems to be likewise 

afflicted. 

 

Champagne’s deceptively simple work focuses on three generations of women in a family. Ann 

is the grandmother, once a vibrant and intelligent working woman and now confined to a 

nursing home where she suffers from Alzheimer’s. Rose is her 11-year-old granddaughter. In 

the middle is Claire, struggling to balance being mother and daughter to women who require 

much from her while at the same time being herself, a writer and political activist. 

 

In the first part of TRACES/fades, Champagne introduces us to this trio and examines their 

relationships. In the second part, we move to the nursing home where Ann resides and spend a 

while traveling in her shoes, at least vicariously. Champagne’s depiction of this place, which 

can feel surreal to visitors even in real life, is uncannily on target; she gets right to the heart of 

what we lose by shuttling away our forebears, with all their wisdom and experience. 

 

The playwright only barely conceals a political agenda here, as in this section of ‚The Ballad of 

the Pacifist Grandmother,‛ which is sung by one of Ann’s co-habitants in the nursing home: 

 

I had a son in the war. 

Which war? 

A big war. 

The gooks didn’t get him. 

Drug addiction did. 

 

I had a grandson in the war. 

Which war? 

A big war. 

The Arabs didn’t get him. 

Friendly fire did. 

 

Champagne co-directed TRACES/fades with her husband and frequent collaborator, Robert 

Lyons; contributing further to the familial nature of the piece (already so present in the writing) 

was the casting of their daughter Amalie Champagne Lyons in the role of Rose. Their 

production, which premiered in Soho Think Tank’s invaluable new works festival, Ice Factory 

‘08, was dazzlingly imaginative. Champagne and Lyons cast age-appropriate actors to play the 



residents of the nursing home, and they were superb, thus bringing home one of the play’s key 

themes of listening to and learning from our elders.  

 
 

 

Nowhere on the Border by Carlos Lacámara was originally produced in California (where 

Lacámara makes his living, mostly in television). The New York premiere was directed by Jose 

Zayas (his second entry in this volume) at Repertorio Español, where it was presented as a 

bilingual play in Spanish and English: dialogue among the Mexican characters in the play was 

in Spanish, while the sections set in the U.S. were spoken in English. Here we publish the play 

entirely in English, as Lacámara wrote and envisioned it. 

 

The story is of a middle-aged Mexican man, Roberto, who may or may not be an illegal 

immigrant (significantly, his status is never disclosed in the play). We encounter him in the

Cabeza Prieta Wildlife Refuge, in the Sonoran desert of Arizona, a mostly undemarcated no-

man’s-land near the Mexican border. He is searching for his daughter, who paid a (relatively) 

small fortune to be smuggled into the U.S. and has not been heard from for an alarmingly long 

time. As the play begins, he is guarding the decaying remains of an unidentified woman (he 

explains, ‚<is somebody’s daughter. And if somebody found my daughter < like this < I 

would like them to watch out for her until somebody come and take her home.‛), when he is 

discovered by Gary, an unemployed man from Kentucky. Roughly, the same age as Roberto, he 

is a volunteer border guard working with a post-9/11 proto-militia called The Homeland Patriot 

Project.  

 

Lacámara deftly, economically contrasts his characters’ mindsets: 

 

ROBERTO: You really hate Mexican people, don’t you? 

GARY: I don’t hate anybody. 

ROBERTO: But if you hated somebody, Mexicans would be at the top of your 

list, right? 

<. 

GARY: I’m here to help the authorities uphold the law. 

ROBERTO: For no money. 

GARY: For no money. 

ROBERTO: Because you are such a good person? 

GARY: Because I love my country. 

ROBERTO: You don’t find that in Mexico. I mean, we love our country, but not 

for free. 

 

The play progresses, alternating scenes of Gary and Roberto with flashbacks that tell the story 

of Roberto’s daughter, Pilar. Lac{mara keeps the focus on his Mexican characters, providing 

them a much-needed voice on our stage. Without ever resorting to sentimentality, he suggests a 



path toward mutual understanding for Gary and Roberto that transforms Nowhere on the Border 

from simple tragedy to something more complex, resonant and uplifting.  

 
 

 

Chris Harcum’s American Badass, Or Twelve Characters in Search of a National Identity is the first of 

three solo plays included in Plays and Playwrights 2009. Perhaps because of the rising costs of 

producing theatre, this genre is becoming increasing popular on American stages, and the ones 

contained in this volume exemplify the traditions of solo performance that are blossoming in 

the early 21st century. 

 

Harcum’s work represents the monologue play: as its title suggests, American Badass consists of 

a dozen monologues delivered by diverse characters that together provide broad and deep 

perspective on the state of the nation in 2008. The play begins with a sly nod to Harcum’s roots 

as an actor/creator in the world of downtown New York theatre, disarming us with an ‚anti-

post-hipster‛ who offers criticism—constructive and otherwise—of the one-man show format: 

 

Anyway, make sure you make it fun for the audience. You know, like don’t be 

too morose or talk about stuff people avoid thinking about. ’Coz we’re just out 

enough from 9/11 to be okay but not enough to really be doing things about  

something yet. I mean, you don’t have to be fluffy like we had to be right after 

but you can’t, like, do anything that’s really about 9/11 because that’s so< so < 

Because right after 9/11 we were all about how we’re like each other and all 

human and shit. But now, NOW, we can say we don’t like people so much. New 

York is back in business. You can tell by all the assholes on the subway and < 

and < God I hate them! 

 

As you can see, the playwright puts his cards on the table right at the outset. What follows are 

vignettes that are funny, warm, sad, awe-inspiring, and downright frightening, as Harcum 

introduces us to a Bronx Dad, a former Blackwater contractor, a competitive eater, Karl Rove, 

and our (by the time you read this) former Commander-in-Chief himself. The playwright has 

included short sketches (that he suggests be fitted out multimedia style) to transition between 

the twelve main characters. The resulting show is like a cockeyed contemporary vaudeville 

exploring our collective consciousness. 

 

Harcum is an expert actor, and in the original production of American Badass, directed by 

Bricken Sparacino at the FRIGID New York festival, he performed the show himself. However, 

the writing here is so pointed and varied that it’s easy to imagine each of the characters 

portrayed by a different actor.  

 
 

 

A Fire as Bright as Heaven, written by Tim Collins, has a good deal in common with American 

Badass, but at the same time these two plays couldn’t be more different, which is why both are 



included here. Collins’s piece is overtly autobiographical, and it’s presented as a five-part 

continuous monologue (the author-performer calls it an ‚epic solo,‛ and that sounds about 

right. 

 

The timeframe covered in A Fire as Bright as Heaven coincides exactly with that in American 

Badass: the seven years since the start of the Bush administration. It begins in London, right after 

the terrorist attacks on 9/11/2001; Collins was studying abroad at that time, and the first section 

of his play captures the odd off-kilter feeling of being away from home for this landmark 

historical moment, and also the range of emotions and reactions that 9/11 prompted. 

 

The successive segments are set in a toy store, right at the time when Bush declared war on Iraq; 

in a series of street interviews about terrorism; at the National Rifle Association’s annual 

convention in St. Louis; and in an American town in early 2008, where a door-to-door volunteer 

is calling on random strangers and talking about the (then) upcoming presidential election. 

 

Collins gets the voices of his many characters exactly right, from a pompous American 

professor abroad, inappropriately deconstructing the World Trade Center tragedy: 

 

Now we’ve negated the World Trade Center as a symbol, but the terrorists—and 

I’m going to ask you to indulge me on this point because I think it might lead to 

something—interesting—the terrorists may have done themselves—one better—

if they had selected a target with more—symbolic impactfulness? For example, 

just off the top of my head—the Statue of Liberty. 

 

to a double-talking Republican son of hippies: 

 

Look, I understand where you Liberals are coming from. I am surrounded in my 

life by Liberals. My whole family is Liberal. I understand where you’re coming 

from, and I respect it— Okay, I don’t respect it—but I understand.  

 

to an ordinary Joe trying hard to do the right thing but unsure how to figure out what that even 

means anymore: 

 

And I blame China! I have nothing against China, I like China, I buy their stuff, 

but, according to NPR, China is the up and coming world power, China needs 

oil, China’s where the money’s going, and—I started to think about it. 

 

With great wit, warmth, intelligence, and—above all—balance, Collins evokes aspects of our 

national character in A Fire as Bright as Heaven. He’s been touring this show around the U.S. 

since his engagement at the New York International Fringe Festival, and his performance in the 

piece is impeccable.  

 
 



 

Rick Burkhardt’s play Conversation Storm had its New York premiere at the FRIGID New York 

festival (actually in the same theatre as American Badass, exactly one hour earlier). Burkhardt 

performed in the piece along with his colleagues at The Nonsense Company, Ryan Higgins and 

Andy Gricevich (and co-directed with Gricevich); Conversation Storm was the second half of an 

hour-long double bill that commenced with the extraordinary physical theatre/sound play Great 

Hymn of Thanksgiving, which is a musical work scored for a variety of household objects. 

Although it’s just a half-hour in length, Conversation Storm packs a wallop way out of 

proportion to its diminutive size. 

 

Conversation Storm—so aptly titled!—starts out calmly if forebodingly with the actors talking 

about themselves and about what they’re performing (very meta); and then Burkhardt’s main 

thesis is slyly unfurled for us: 

 

ALEC: (Suddenly seated at the table, in mid-conversation.) But listen, while we’re 

talking about torture, let’s imagine that a nuclear bomb has been planted in 

Manhattan. 

HUGH: Oh no. 

ALEC: And you’ve got the guy who planted the bomb in a cell, for questioning. 

And the bomb will go off in half an hour. 

HUGH: Stop! 

ALEC: And the guy won’t talk. 

HUGH: STOP! 

 

This, it turns out, is a play about torture, and the rationalizations for torture. And it is, at the 

same time, itself an act of torture, at least of a kind. Burkhardt understands the power of 

language, and though Conversation Storm consists only of words, it is as brutal and horrifying a 

theatre experience as any I’ve encountered. 

 

It is also elegant, almost classically so; darkly funny in places; utterly surprising yet oh so 

carefully constructed. Two men have a hypothetical discussion about when it might or might 

not be justifiable to torture someone in the interest of national security. A third man alternately 

mediates, participates, and interrupts. Somehow, before the brief single act of this play is 

finished, everyone onstage has been compromised irreparably. And everyone in the audience 

has been implicated in the carnage. 

 

Conversation Storm continues to tour as part of The Nonsense Company’s small but growing 

repertory. I hope that its inclusion here will lead adventurous theatre-goers to check out the 

work of this Madison, Wisconsin-based troupe, as well as adventurous theatre-makers to mount 

the piece themselves. It’s a play that demands to be put before audiences until the time—if it 

ever comes—when torture ceases to exist.  

 
 



Krapp, 39 is the last of this year’s solo plays and indeed the last selection in Plays and Playwrights 

2009. It pays tribute to Samuel Beckett’s seminal one-man drama *ÙÈ××ɀÚɯ+ÈÚÛɯ3È×Ì (in the year of 

that play’s 50th anniversary, in fact), but in every respect Krapp, 39 is wholly original and 

surprising. 

 

Actor-playwright Michael Laurence provides a thorough and engaging account of the play’s 

genesis in his introductory notes. Suffice to say that the premise of Krapp, 39 is that an actor 

decides to record the monologue from the Beckett play on his 39th birthday, with the intention of 

using this recording in his own production of *ÙÈ××ɀÚɯ+ÈÚÛɯ3È×Ì when he is 69 (the age of the 

character in *ÙÈ××ɀÚɯ+ÈÚÛɯ3È×Ì). This does not actually happen in Krapp, 39, however; instead 

Laurence’s play takes the shape of an elaborate archivist’s birthday ritual, in which said actor 

looks back on the artifacts of his life (journals, photos, recordings) and videotapes himself in the 

act. 

 

It feels intensely personal and genuine, though in fact it is brimming with artifice and turns out 

to be startlingly universal. Who, as middle age approaches and youth vanishes, does not 

examine their own story so far? Who does not at least suspect that failure is the only legacy he 

or she will leave behind? 

 

Laurence captures the doubt and anxiety and optimist’s hopefulness against the odds in a play 

whose profundity, expansive humor, and deep humanity belies any assertion of failure on his 

part. Here, about two-thirds of the way through Krapp, 39, the actor/protagonist reads from a 

journal entry about an old birthday present: 

 

Some weeks ago I told my wife that I felt like I thrived best in the role of a 

student, and it was sad to me that as you get older, you run out of opportunities 

to be a student. I’m thirty-seven. You’re supposed to be battle-tempered and sage 

at thirty-seven. Thirty-seven is not an age for learning, thirty-seven is an age for 

teaching. Thirty-seven is an age for doing. Producing. What have I produced? 

 

Anyway, I told her this, so she bought me a class at a continuing education 

center. As an early birthday present. ‚What a tender and thoughtful gift,‛ I 

thought. ‚My wife listens to me my wife understands me.‛ Then she handed me 

something wrapped in pink tissue paper—a catalogue of courses, I guessed—

and I thought about the august and intellectually vigorous class I might choose. 

Something like ‚Kierkegaard’s Ambivalence: A Lutheran  Perspective,‛ or 

‚Privacy and Surveillance: A Global Analysis.‛ Or maybe just something fun like 

‚The Vampire in Modernist Cinema and Literature.‛ I loved this gift. 

 

At the New York International Fringe Festival, under the direction of George Demas, Laurence 

starred in the world premiere of Krapp, 39. Now he shares this gift with readers and artists 

everywhere, so that we might benefit from his wisdom as we ponder our own identities.  

 



 
 

As I write these words, fully a month remains before the new administration is sworn in. To 

borrow from Tony Kushner (as many of my friends did on Facebook on election night), the 

great work awaits. Who knows what America, or American theatre, will be like when I sit down 

next year to write the next Plays and Playwrights introduction? All I know is that I can take great 

comfort in the intellect and wit and talent of Randy Sharp and her collaborators at Axis 

Company, Andrew Irons, Colette Freedman, Nanna ‚Nick‛ Mwaluko, Eric Bland, Lenora 

Champagne, Carlos Lacámara, Chris Harcum, Tim Collins, Rick Burkhardt, and Michael 

Laurence. Their plays helped us reflect back on our personal and national character this year, 

helped us understand a little better how we got to the place we’re now at, and remind us of 

lessons in humanity that may help us navigate more sure-footedly toward a defensible future.  


