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Discussion Series

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. A 
different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage occurs 
at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch. Feel free 
to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the 
process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work 
Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.
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Thoughts from the Editors:
How have you used comedy to deal with misfortune?

I hate uncomfortable situations. If  I’m ever in a place where I feel awkward my 
immediate response is to pull out of  it somehow, but that’s usually for myself. For 
others going through a difficult situation, I use comedy as a means to temporarily 
pull them out. When my friend called me crying late one night he told me his 
brother was just diagnosed with cancer. After a while of  asking questions and 
lending comfort I finally said, “Well at least he doesn’t have diabetes,” (the friend I 
was talking with does have diabetes) and that made him laugh. 

My grandmother died a few days ago (at the time of  writing this). I called my best 
friend and told her and she said her grandfather had died two days prior. After we 
talked about the crazy-weird coincidence of  this situation I finally said, “Well, way 
to steal my thunder!” We both laughed and it helped. Sometimes comedy acts as 
a momentary way out of  a situation, but sometimes it allows for others to accept 
what has happened and say that it’s okay, this doesn’t have to be taboo –it’s life.
-T.J. Baldassarre, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

I like to use humor as a coping mechanism in the communities I am closest to. 
Particularly, as an activist and an artist I have enjoyed using the words of  people 
who have slandered my peers as a source of  humor. Throughout my young career 
as an artist, I have often performed verbatim the mean letters, angry threats, and 
general malcontents I get for some of  the work I have done. In fact, I would 
say that some of  my best, and funniest political art has directly stemmed from 
the harsh words of  people who did not like what I was doing. I think embracing 
the ridicule marginalized communities face—especially when it is as base and ill 
thought out as it often is—is an excellent strategy for reclaiming the space often 
taken from us.
-ian chace, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern
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I am afraid of  driving. Until recently, I would have described this fear as embarrassing 
and not particularly funny. However, at a theater workshop last summer, I spoke 
about my fear of  driving for an exercise in stand-up comedy. I found the prospect 
of  doing stand-up almost as scary as driving, but it ended up being a really positive 
experience. As I talked about all the seemingly minor incidents that led to my 
fear, I realized that I was laughing at my own story. I could hear the audience of  
my classmates laughing, too, not mockingly, but empathetically. I felt supported, 
knowing that they could relate because we all have fears and flaws. This experience 
didn’t cure me of  my driving anxiety, but it did help me feel less ashamed of  my fear 
and more hopeful that I can overcome it. After all, if  I could improvise a stand-up 
monologue, maybe I can learn to drive, too.
-Julia FiTzgerald, educaTion inTern

In early 2015, I sang at my grandfather’s funeral. At my grandmother’s request, I 
was to perform a hymn called “Because He Lives.” It was 9:30 am, and I’d been 
up since 6:30 am in order to get my hotels free breakfast. I warmed up my voice 
and became hopeful it wouldn’t crack, what with me being up so early. After a few 
somber speeches (and the slowest, most painstaking “procession of  the family” 
I’ve ever seen), I got up to do my part. I felt good about honoring my Gampy, and 
confident that it sounded pretty good. At the end, I decided to hold out a “money-
note” for emotional effect. Except, I had forgotten this wasn’t an audience, it was a 
congregation for a funeral. In the awkward silence that followed my performance, I 
thought I’d try and recover by sarcastically joking, “What, no applause?” No, Colby, 
no applause. Only silent tears and frightened faces. I don’t sing at funerals anymore.
-colBy Frederick, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

Misfortune comes in all shapes and sizes.  After facing many bouts of  misfortune, 
you start to realize that there are various ways to deal with said misfortune. There’s 
one particular memory I have that I think fits the comedy bill. Towards my senior 
year of  high school, my girlfriend at the time dumped me (via text message). I was 
hurt, broken, lost, etc. I didn’t know what to do. Fortunately, my uncle did! We took 
all the stuff  my ex had given me to his backyard on a perfect Saturday. What did we 
do? We burned it. It was glorious. Let me tell you, it was some hot comedy.
-chip morris, educaTion inTern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1. Think about a time that you faced misfortune in your life. How did you face it? Looking back, would you 
have faced this misfortune differently? Why?

2. In what ways can humor/comedy be used as a force to power through a difficult situation? Have you ever 
used humor in a difficult situation?

3. What does the title String Around My Finger lead you to believe this play will be about? In what ways can 
titles be used to inform a reader/audience member as to what the material will be about?

4. Do you think that people should comply with rules regardless of  whether they agree with them? Can you 
think of  a situation where you follow a rule even if  you don’t understand or agree with it? Is it ever acceptable 
to break or challenge a rule you disagree with? Choose a stance on this question and have a debate with your 
classmates.

5. Have you ever made a plan that did not turn out the way you expected? Do you think it is important to make 
plans even if  we can’t always make them come true? Why or why not?

1. Refer to the article titled “Bedside Manners” on page #(?).  How would you deliver bad news to somebody 
that they probably don’t want to hear? Come up with three different approaches. Which one do you think 
works best? Which one do you think would be the least effective? Why?

2. Have you ever wanted to create your own poster for a play? Well here’s your chance! Just with the title String 
Around My Finger in mind and zero plot knowledge, how would you design a poster to advertise this show? 
Use the space below or a separate piece of  paper to create your own show poster.

3. Write a letter to a (real or fictional) person who is going through a difficult time. What might you say to 
make them feel better, even if  you have not been in their exact situation?

4. Write about a time you made a mistake that had unintended consequences. Did anything positive come out 
of  it? If  you could go back in time and correct the mistake, would you?
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About the Play
There are specific moments in everyone’s life that 
act as a catalyst for change. The common ones are 
usually associated with vows, birth, and loss. But 
what happens when one circumnavigates the other? 
What happens when one of  these life changing 
moments are surpassed, does the catalyst disintegrate 
as well? Kip and Emma confront this in String Around 
My Finger when their expectations of  vows and then 
birth are all superseded by loss. 

String Around My Finger’s subject matter is not a light 
one. Perhaps even darker is the commonality of  
its topic. One in ten pregnancies will miscarry for 
women in their twenties and one in five for those 
in their thirties. The first great tragedy a couple 
can deal with, most likely will be associated with a 
miscarriage. Hospital bills amounting to this loss can 
easily add up to twenty thousand dollars and beyond 
without the proper insurance. Perhaps the hardest 
subject this play addresses is the question of  “Why?” 
and “What was done to cause this?” However, String 
Around My Finger does not aim to examine the medical 
realities of  something as unfortunately common as a 
miscarriage. Many people working on the production 
and those watching it have been and will be all too 
familiar with its subject matter. This play is not about 
fighting or fixing any of  these problems—like many 
people struggling during a crisis—this play is about 
dealing with it in the immediate aftermath and the 
mistakes we make while trying to appease ourselves, 
others, and societal norms that have instilled 
themselves in us. 

That is where the comedy breaks through in String. 
As uncomfortable as Emma feels throughout the 
play, so do the characters around her. Almost like 
basic human instinct: we fight through what feels 
awkward to ease tension. This play is a balance of  
opposing forces: subject matter that can easily wallow 
in darkness while simultaneously searching for the 
light to break us out of  it. But this was not always as 
easy to see.

String Around My Finger was first workshopped last 
May during The Little Festival of  the Unexpected. 
During that first reading tears were shed, snot was 
streaming, and a very confused Sally Wood leaned 
over to the playwright and whispered, “I thought it 
was a comedy,” to which Brenda Withers replied in 
an equally hushed and confused tone, “It is.” The 
two then began to workshop this play knowing that 
the unique challenge with String is that its subject 
matter and tone must simultaneously compliment, 
and be at odds with each other. Ultimately allowing a 
story that can easily become focused on loss, become 
one of  change.

marJolaine WhiTTlesey (emma) and chris davis 
(kip) rehearse For String Around My Finger.
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Interview with the Playwright 
and Director

PlayNotes sat down 
with Brenda Withers 
and Sally Wood—the 
playwright and director 
of  String Around My 
Finger, respectively—on 
the actual hospital bed 
being used for Portland 
Stage’s production. 
We set the bed at a 
comfortable 45 degree 
angle, not too far down 
to fall asleep, yet not too 
far up to feel resistant 
for the conversation that 
lay ahead. The bed was 
set high enough so our feet could dangle without 
touching the floor, giving us a feeling of  suspension 
from the world around us. Here in this moment we 
began to talk about life, love, and the pursuit of  String.

PlayNotes: This play deals with some serious 
subject matter. What inspired you to approach it with 
a comedic perspective and how do you go about that 
in the directing process?

Sally Wood: Well, TJ, that’s a really good question 
and the answer is . . . I don’t know. We are figuring 
that out. It is very sensitive, very difficult subject 
matter. I think that laughter and sadness are linked 
in some way. A lot of  times, especially in our 
darkest moments, if  we can find a little levity or find 
something light, that tends to bring us out of  it. Let’s 
let Brenda answer this one.

Brenda Withers: I had a wonderful clown teacher 
who talked about emotions existing less on a linear 
spectrum (where sad lives on one end of  the room and 
happy way down at the other) than in a circle, where 
crying and laughter bleed straight into each other and 
usually have a lot in common—physical abandon, 
acknowledgment of  the absurd, bold engagement 
with life. For me the comic and the tragic are never 
far apart. I’ll also say that the play casts a comic 

eye not on loss itself, 
which is not a funny 
topic to me, but on the 
mistakes we all make in 
handling loss—it’s more 
an acknowledgment of  
our humanity than an 
admonition.

PN: When did you 
first begin writing 
String Brenda, and how 
has your initial draft 
changed through the       
development process?

BW: I started working on String a loooong time 
ago, I think 2009 maybe? Little Festival helped me 
make huge strides in tightening the piece—not really 
changing its essence or structure, but making some 
healthy, necessary cuts. Deep down I think I knew 
it was a quiet piece, but I couldn’t figure out which 
sections to release until I heard them out loud and 
got straight, excellent feedback from Sally.

PN: Can you both describe your experience of  
working on String during Little Festival of  the 
Unexpected?

SW: Yes! Working on String in Little Festival is kind 
of  like being shot out of  a cannon because I think we 
have eight hours of  rehearsal. Maybe more than that 
but you basically have time to read the play, then talk 
about it. I believe Brenda and I went out for a drink 
afterwards and she made some significant changes to 
the play. So everything happens really fast and you’re 
forced to kind of  go with your first instinct. Some 
playwrights come in and go, “This is the play, we’re 
gonna read it,” and that pretty much is the extent 
of  development. But Brenda was really interested 
in making changes if  things didn’t make sense and 
that makes it so much fun to work with. We get to 
read a play twice for an audience in Little Festival. 
The first was very different from the second time we 

Brenda WiThers (playWrighT), sally Wood 
(direcTor), and T.J. Baldassarre (ad/dramaTurg).
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read it and that is such a great feeling for the cast as 
well as Brenda and myself. That shows that we were 
able to make things work that didn’t the first time 
around. It was interesting because the first reading 
was sorrowful. Because as you said so eloquently 
in your first question, there’s a lot of  pain certainly 
around the subject of  miscarriage and we got lost in 
that. Whereas the second time the sorrow was still 
there but we were able to highlight other aspects of  
the story, which brought it to a whole new level.

BW: Little Festival was a huge step in String’s 
development. Until then I’d only read the play with 
people I collaborate with on a regular basis, so beyond 
what was on the page I’d not had to articulate things 
that old friends take for granted—my rhythm, sense 
of  humor, etc. We had a top-notch cast of  actors 
for the Little Festival reading, but I think because 
we’d never worked together before, we were not 
organically in sync in terms of  pace and style and the 
first public reading played like a serious drama. When 
we asked the audience how they felt about a sensitive 
topic being addressed in a comedy, they looked at 
us blankly for a minute before assuring us the play 
was not a comedy. Sally was hugely instrumental in 
identifying the performance techniques that would 
shift the play into its proper tone, and with speed 
and accuracy like I’ve never seen, realigned the 
ensemble’s focus and revealed the play in true form 
on night two. She was like a ninja, a translator, and a 
cheerleader all at once.

PN: Where did the name for String Around My Finger 
come from?

BW: The play used to have a different title inspired 
by a Buddhist principle, The Second Noble. There was 
concern it was too abstract (this happens to me a 
lot, and, I suspect will continue to forever; I like 
mystery), so we tossed around some other ideas, 
and landed on something we thought might say 
a little more about the piece’s contents or themes. 
The phrase itself  is from the first verse of  a Frank 
Sinatra song, World on a String, which I (erroneously) 
assumed all humans knew by heart. Luckily, even if  
that reference is not obvious to all, the phrase evokes 
an image that connects thematically to the play in 
terms of  marriage, memory, and impermanence.

PN: What do you find is the most important aspect 
of  this play to highlight for audience members?

BW: Yikes, who knows. In general, my faith in 
theater is rooted in its ability to encourage more 
compassionate behavior. It’s important for me that 
people understand the (usually) good intentions 
behind (perceived) bad behavior. I hope the play 
offers a look at how many of  our mistakes are rooted 
in loyalty to imperfect, underexamined social norms, 
not anything inherently malicious in our hearts. 
Dismantle the game, not the players.

SW: I think I would say listen to Rizzo in this play. I 
think she’s very wise but it’s all stuck in this labyrinth 
of  words and nonsensical, is it nonsensical? See, 
now I’m sounding like her as I’m talking about her. 
But anyway it is easy to dismiss her and I wonder 
how many Mrs. Rizzos there are on the streets of  
Portland that I dismiss as I walk by. Maybe they have 
all the answers, who knows. But that is who I listen 
to in the play about time and space, and being here 
now. I think we could all use that message. 

PN: How do the both of  you contribute to each 
other in the rehearsal process?

BW: Sally has a tremendous talent for translation—
not only is she adept at identifying the shape, tone, 
and subtext intended in the text, she’s able to translate 
those nuances into playable actions for the cast. 

chris davis (kip), Brenda WiThers, marJolaine 
WhiTTlesey (emma), and sally Wood are shoWn 

aT a TaBle-Work rehearsal.
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She’s also able to read my (terrible, useless) poker 
face out of  the corner of  her eye and bring me into 
the conversation when I feel something is off  key—
she’s generous about giving me room to explain my 
intentions, and able to take them to the next level 
without missing a beat. As an occasionally outspoken 
female theater artist, it’s a humbling and encouraging 
thing to encounter someone I feel so akin to in terms 
of  energy, clarity, and spirit. She’s shown me a thing 
or two (hundred), not just about my play, but about 
different ways of  running a room, and it’s a great 
pleasure to learn from and be associated with her.

SW: Man, Brenda Withers. I see us very much as a 
team on this play. We constantly check in with each 
other and if  it’s not working I look to Brenda, who 
sits right next to me, and I can tell by the look on her 
face whether she agrees with me. Or if  I need help 
articulating something. Really it is so nice to have the 
playwright in the room especially in this play because 
so much is not said. I can unearth a lot of  things but 
what I’m most interested in is unearthing what she 
sees. This only gets to happen once, which is when 
a play premieres. Because once this gets published a 
director makes the choices on their own, but we get 
to figure out on a base level what this play is about. 

PN: Were there any preconceptions or 
misconceptions about miscarriages that you wanted 
to eliminate or expose through String?

BW: To be totally honest, I don’t think this is a play 
about miscarriage! I know it can be hard to pitch or 
synopsize plays without rooting ourselves in their 

more dramatic plot points, but String is really a story 
about people finding their way to honesty in the face 
of  societal expectations—not about the lingering 
process of  grieving over the loss of  a pregnancy. All to 
say, I don’t totally know what misconceptions are out 
there about the topic—I think it’s probably as sad and 
confusing and unique as most people seem to think it is.

PN: What aspects of  working on a new play do you 
find easier than a play that has already been produced, 
and what aspects do you find more difficult?

SW: What makes it easier is when the playwright 
is in the room. If  there are aspects in the play that 
don’t work, the playwright can fix them and help you. 
Which is great. If  you have a published play you’re 
stuck trying to figure out how to make something 
work. Sometimes when I’m working on a play with 
the playwright in the room I want the experience to 
be positive for them. Which is a heavy burden. 

BW: Because we’ve all had a wide variety of  
experiences working on new plays, it can be very 
hard to figure out when an original work is “done.” 
Some writers are looking to make tons of  changes 
in a rehearsal room and others won’t consider a 
production until they’re certain a piece is finished, so 
collaborators are always navigating the parameters of  
a new play process—is the production for the good of  
the playwright? The play? The theater? Its audience? 
When you’re working with an established script, actors 
and directors tend to approach the text with more 
reverence—sometimes deserved, but not always. 
Ideally, we’d deal with every play as a living document, 
and stay true to a text up to and until the moment it’s 
unable to provide an experience of  truth. “Truth” 
being what it is, though (especially these days), that’s 
bound to be a relative line. I think every process is 
served by staunch advocates in every corner—actors, 
directors, playwrights, dramaturgs, designers—
honestly, openly fighting for their points of  view 
per the text’s intentions, and may the best idea win.

PN: What do you envision or hope for the future of  
String Around My Finger? 

SW: Well fame and fortune. No, I hope this play 
deserves a great life after this production. It’s unlike 

chris davis (kip), danielle slavick (lisa), 
and sally Wood.
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anything else that I’ve directed before. I would love 
to see it go on.

BW: This process was an experiment for me, to 
see if  I could write a “normal” play. I’m typically 
drawn to creating more overtly theatrical work, and 
most of  my other plays involve time jumps, surreal 
language, and genre mashups—there’s a certain 
niche in the theater world for work like that, and it 
can be hard to convince theaters I’m not personally 
connected with to take on pieces they perceive to be 
unconventional. I think String might offer a gentle 
bridge between mainstream sensibilities and voices 
like mine, and make its way (subtle magic intact) into 
more traditional venues than I’m used to accessing. 
Most importantly, I hope it has a future as a story 
that can be told simply and honestly to groups of  
people who need a shot of  good will.

PN: What would be your favorite question to hear 
during a talkback?

SW: I like it when the audience talks about what the 
play is doing for them as opposed to the production. 
Because then I think we’re really highlighting the 
work of  the playwright. Don’t get me wrong, I 

Brenda WheThers as ‘Brenda maTloWe’ on nBc’s the oFFice

love when the technical work is acknowledged, but 
there’s something about a play affecting the audience 
personally that really makes the entire experience feel 
accomplished. 

BW: “How do you know my uncle?” Seriously, I love 
it when audience members see themselves clearly 
and fairly in the characters or situations we put forth. 
It means a lot to me, communicating truth through 
fiction.
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Features on Production: 
Anita Stewart

Curious about some of  the Clauder Competitions 
inner workings? Anita Stewart, Portland Stage’s 
artistic director, was generous enough to answer 
some interview questions covering a great range 
of  insight into the Clauder and what we look for in 
contest winners like String Around My Finger.

PlayNotes: Why do you think contests like 
the Clauder Competition are important for the 
theatrical/artistic community? Why are they good 
for companies like Portland Stage Company?

Anita Stewart: The Clauder is a way for Portland 
Stage to reach out to artists in our region and inspire 
them to write. You don’t have to “know” someone, 
you can just submit. Because we commit to writing 
to everyone speaking directly to their writing, it can 
be a great way to learn what others think. In most 
competitions you just send off  play after play and 
get nothing back but a “No thanks.” Not the Clauder 
Competition. We begin to build relationships with 
writers whose work we produce but also those to 
whom we send letters. The responses we get back 
from everyone show just how positive an experience 
it can be.

PN: What do you look for in plays that you select as 
contest winners? Which past Clauder winners really 
stand out to you as plays to be remembered?

AS: Great stories, a unique voice, and a compelling 
structure all are central to the choice. It is hard to 
say that any past winners stand out more. I’ve got 
two stories about writers, though: When we were 
reading Tom Coash’s Veils, none of  us could believe 
that the author was not a twenty-year-old woman. 
Tom was so good at realistic dialogue. He just listens 
really well. It was impressive. Yemaya’s Belly, by Quiara 
Alegría Hudes, was a fable that wove music and story 
together. It was a beautiful production and it was 
fascinating to watch her go on to create In the Heights. 
You could see the seeds of  her future work in the 
Clauder play.

PN: What drew you into String Around My Finger? In 
what ways does this show tie into the rest of  Portland 
Stage’s 2016–2017 production season? How does this 
piece compare or contrast to past contest winners?

AS: I love that String is a comedy about a serious 
subject. I love that it is about issues that face many, 
many couples but that we rarely talk about. Also, I 
know these people, they are real, they are human. 
Like all the shows in our season, String looks at love 
and relationships and how we connect (or don’t) with 
those we care for the most.

PN: The Clauder Competition calls for plays written 
specifically by New England–based playwrights. 
What do you think was the reasoning for the decision 
in making this competition New England exclusive? 

AS: We read well over 200 plays for the competition. 
If  it were extended to the full country, I can’t 
even begin to imagine how many plays would be 
submitted. I love that it is really for people from this 
region, writing stories that seem important to here 
rather than NYC or California. I also think it is great 
to be producing work done by someone who lives in 
your geographic area; it is about connecting locally.

PS: Portland Stage’s Clauder Competition is 
unique in that there is clear effort made to provide 

aniTa sTeWarT, scenic designer For String and 
arTisTic direcTor oF porTland sTage.
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submissions with clear and insightful feedback. Why 
does Portland Stage feel like it’s important to provide 
playwrights with feedback to their work, especially in 
contest scenarios?

AS: It (the personal response) just doesn’t happen 
when you submit your plays to other competitions. 
We have gotten the sweetest responses back from 
writers thanking us for a letter telling them they didn’t 
win, but offering up thoughts about their work. The 
world moves so fast and no one takes time to really 
digest work. The Clauder demands that we have a 
response. I know that getting a response back helps 
me to grow as an artist and I’m glad that we can offer 
that to the Clauder contestants.

PN: String Around My Finger involves a couple coping 
with moving forward after facing a tragedy together. 
Why is a play like this important for audiences today?

AS: When you are young you often feel invincible 
and you want the world to run the way you have 
planned. In String, the couple is faced with a range 
of  major issues, literally overnight. Events like this 
make you really look inside yourself  and see what 
you are made of. By having the foil of  Mrs. Rizzo 
in the show, Brenda also suggests that sometimes, 
the only thing left to do is to sing and just enjoy the 
moment.

PN: What advice would you give playwrights looking 
to submit their work into competitions like this one? 

AS: Plan to get your play in ahead of  deadline; that 
way you can take your time and make sure you have 
work you feel proud of. Don’t give up if  you don’t 
win. With well over 200 plays vying for one spot, 
the odds are pretty low, but what you will get is 
professional theater artists looking at your work and 
giving you some useful feedback. Use the feedback 
and try again. You could write a masterpiece and 
it may not win. Art is a funny thing and it doesn’t 
always succeed immediately. Think of  Van Gogh or 
Emily Dickinson. If  you believe in it, stick with your 
ideas and keep going.

pasT clauder compeTiTion Winners

chrisTophr kelly (WilBur) in the center oF 
grAvity By gregory hischak.

donneTTa lavinia grays (inTisar) and hend 
ayouB (samar) in veilS By Tom coash.
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Perspectives with the 
Assistant Director

“Woah, sounds heavy,” is the 
response I always receive when 
I first tell someone about String 
Around My Finger. But then I follow 
up with, “Yes but it’s a comedy, I 
swear!” to which they then give 
a little “hmph” to themselves 
and say, “Sounds interesting.” 
Many people are not sure how to 
process the idea of  a comedy that 
centers on a miscarriage. I can’t 
say I’m entirely surprised by that 
reaction; it feels as if  you need to 
see it to believe it. Which is the 
exact reason I was drawn to the 
play.

The first time I read the script, 
back in June, I found it oddly 
refreshing. In my head the comedic 
moments felt pointed, not forced. 
The language was very simple yet the space between 
the lines harbored an opportunity for both comedy 
and tragedy to strike.

String Around My Finger is unique to this season for 
Portland Stage because not only is it a world premiere, 
but the playwright, Brenda Withers, has been a part of  
the rehearsal process the entire time. Sally Wood, the 
director, said from the first day that there are many 
goals that can and should be accomplished during the 
rehearsal process, but most important is our service 
to Brenda. By the end of  the process she should have 
a fully realized and completed work where all the 
wrinkles have had an opportunity to be ironed out.

This is a challenging play because of  the 
aforementioned space between the lines, because of  
the simple language. When this play was first read 
during Little Festival of  the Unexpected it was an 
emotional tear fest. All the actors perceived the work 
as a drama, or even worse, a tragedy. Yet this piece 
really is a comedy that has dramatic moments. It 
resides in between both; bouncing around. Brenda’s 

simple language allows for many 
interpretations to be made 
with few guidelines for what is 
correct and what is not. To be 
honest, technically there is no 
correct answer. Theater doesn’t 
necessarily completely fit within 
the realm of  good or bad because 
everything is circumstantial. 
People are affected by different 
things because we all share 
different life experiences. No 
matter how comedic this play is, 
I’m sure many will be emotional 
because of  personal experiences 
they have had with the subject 
matter. But I believe there 
really is a fine line within String 
that can only be accomplished 

with the combined powers of  
Sally Wood and Brenda Withers.

Unlike other rooms I’ve been in where the playwright 
is also a part of  the process, Brenda’s voice seems 
to hold a heavier weight. Her opinions and thoughts 
on life break into the rehearsal process all the time. 
It’s almost as if  she is allowing us into her head for 
a moment, to then put us into the world of  String. 
She isn’t there to give answers but to give options, 
survival tactics to navigate this language that at times 
feels like swimming in the Dead Sea: dense and easy 
to float in yet vast and unknown. But even with 
Brenda in the room this play will never become a 
fully realized version of  her idea of  String. Which 
is a lesson I think all of  us have learned during 
this process. We all interpret things differently; 
we all see comedy and crisis on a different scale. 
Perspectives cannot be as easily forced as they 
can be shifted and I think we all have been slowly 
shifting our perspective, slowly inching ourselves 
toward something that feels more unified, slowly 
fitting together a puzzle that now has our own pieces 
intact. The question is, what will the final image be?

T.J. Baldassarre, a.d. 
and dramaTurg
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Putting it Together: 
Tyler Metteer

When he’s not working in the 
scene shop here at Portland 
Stage, Tyler Metteer, the 2016-
17 Scenic Intern, is serving the 
world premiere of  String Around 
My Finger as its technical director. 
A native from Oregon, Tyler has 
served as an assistant in the scene 
shop for the season. He’s had a 
part in building each set this year, 
and has served on crew as well. 
Every scenic intern at Portland 
Stage has the opportunity to be 
a technical director once a year. 
The job of  a technical director 
is one that involves drafting, 
building, and communication, 
amongst other things. To get a 
better understanding of  what it 
is like to work in this technical 
aspect of  the theater, PlayNotes spoke with Tyler 
about his job and contribution to the play.

PlayNotes: Please describe what it means to be a 
technical director.

Tyler Metteer: As TD, my main responsibility is to 
take the scenic designer’s drawings and ideas and turn 
them into reality. Basically, I make sure the set gets 
built and looks the way the designer wants it to. That 
job includes a whole range of  things like budgeting, 
ordering materials, creating technical drawings that 
show how every component will be built, deciding 
how and when certain pieces are going to be built 
and communicating that to the people doing the 
building, researching and asking questions to find 
solutions to particular problems that arise, and 
generally overseeing the build and load-in process. 
The job is equal parts anticipating, communicating, 
drawing, calculating, and physically putting things 
together and making them look nice.

PN: Who does a technical director collaborate with 
on a play?

TM: Other than the people in the 
shop actually doing the building, 
the two people I collaborate 
most closely with are the scenic 
designer, Anita Stewart, and the 
director, Sally Wood. Outside of  
our regular production meetings, 
I keep a running list of  questions 
for Anita and communicate with 
her as frequently as is necessary 
to make sure that what we’re 
building matches what’s in her 
head as closely as possible. On 
this show we’re lucky enough to 
have an in-house designer, which 
makes that process much easier. 
Any time there’s a particularly 
pressing issue where the set will 
directly affect onstage action, I 
touch base with Sally to make sure 

we’re doing what’s best for her concept of  the play as 
a whole. My responsibilities also frequently overlap 
with lighting and props and occasionally audio, or 
costumes. Wherever those overlaps might occur, I keep 
in close communication with the relevant designers 
and department heads so we’re all on the same page.

PN: What is it like to work on the world premiere 
of  a play? 

TM: It’s extremely exciting! This is actually the 
second world premiere I’ve acted as technical director 
on, but this is my first professional experience in that 
position and I feel very blessed that it’s worked out 
that way.  New work is one of  my biggest passions 
in theatre, so I feel very lucky to have a chance to 
be involved with this particular production in such a 
significant way. This is the very first time a set has ever 
been built for this show, which makes me feel equal 
parts proud and humbled to be in charge of  making 
it happen. This is a whole assortment of  firsts all 
wrapped up in one for me. It’s not every day you get 
the chance to be the first at even one thing, so I’m very 
grateful that everything lined up just so in this case.

Technical direcTor Tyler meTTeer
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PN: What has been your favorite part about the 
process thus far? 

TM: I always enjoy seeing processes like this from 
new perspectives, particularly perspectives where 
you get to see a large section of  the process all at 
once. A birds-eye view, you could say. I love peeking 
behind the curtain and opening things up to see how 
they run from the inside. And this position has given 
me that perspective on the production process in a 
way I’ve never experienced before, particularly at a 
professional institution like Portland Stage. It’s also 
given me an opportunity to stretch my wings a little 
bit and see what I can do, and just as importantly, 
what I can continue to work on in the future. Learning 
and continual self-improvement is very important to 
me, and again I have to say how grateful I am that 
Portland Stage is giving me these chances so early in 
my career.

PN: Are there any challenges you’ve experienced? 

TM: Oh boy. Definitely. As you’ll see, this show has 
a LOT of  moving parts, going in different directions 
at different speeds and different times. It’s by far the 
most complicated show I’ve been involved with up 
to this point. Finding ways to make things move on 
their own, remain stable without any obvious external 
support, and generally do the kind of  magic that 

makes theater so unique and compelling, has been 
very tricky. Luckily I have a lot of  experience and 
guidance to draw from my supervisor, Ted Gallant, 
and a lot of  good ideas, skill, and support from our 
shop carpenter, Daniel Brodhead. Together we’ve 
crafted some solutions to these problems that I hope 
you’ll really enjoy, or even better, won’t notice at all, 
since the best magic is invisible. I have to sincerely 
thank them, because without their help I absolutely 
could not have made this happen.

PN: Any final thoughts?

TM: A mentor of  mine often says that if  we’ve 
done our jobs right, you won’t even know we’ve 
done them. I really hope that’s been the case here, 
which is why I want to thank you for making 
a point to shine the spotlight on us for a brief  
moment (even though most of  us try our best to 
stay out of  it!). There are a lot of  very talented and 
dedicated people working hard behind the scenes 
to make everything onstage happen, and I really 
appreciate your efforts to highlight that. Like I’ve 
said, this has been an amazing and educational 
experience, and there are a lot of  people to thank 
for that, so I hope that gratitude comes through. 
None of  this would be possible without their advice, 
support, and trust. I’m very lucky and grateful for 
them, and I hope everyone really enjoys the show!

examples oF some oF Tyler’s early draFTing For String Around My Finger. 
These skeTches Then provide guidance in creaTing The sTrucTures.
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History of the Clauder
If  you were to ask Portland Stage Company how 
important they view the development of  new plays to 
be, their answer would be simple: very. For decades, 
new play development has played a prominent 
role in Portland Stage’s annual seasons, whether 
in the mainstage series or within one of  our many 
playwriting festivals. Portland Stage is constantly 
working to allow the voices of  new playwrights to 
be heard. Without new play development, plays like 
String Around My Finger may not be given the exposure 
that they rightfully deserve.

Since 1981, Portland Stage’s Clauder Competition 
has provided New England playwrights with the 
opportunity to submit their works in hopes that 
they may be selected as the Clauder grand prize 
winner. Being validated as a playwright by winning 
a competition would certainly be a nice feeling, 
especially winning a competition that today is 
considered to be New England’s most prestigious 
playwriting award. Winning this award comes with 
much more than a trophy and simple bragging rights. 
The grand prize winner receives a $3,000 cash prize, 
a workshop of  their play, and a full production in 
a Portland Stage season as a mainstage show. Pretty 
cool, right?

Since its emergence into the world over three 
decades ago, the Clauder Competition has selected 
quite a few memorable winning plays by various 
talented playwrights. Tom Coash is just one of  many 
playwrights from the Clauder to go on to a successful 
career in playwriting. His play Veils (2013 Clauder 
Winner) has become widely produced in theaters 
across the country and has since been a finalist for 
the American Critics Association’s New Play Award. 
The goal of  the Clauder Competition since its 
emergence has been to provide its playwrights with 
exposure, and with Clauder playwrights such as Tom 
Coash, Quiara Alegría  Hudes, and Paula Vogel, we 
can definitely say it has done and will continue to do 
just that.

Before receiving their big Portland Stage debut, 
Clauder winners have their play read and workshopped 
at the annual Little Festival of  the Unexpected along 

with the Clauder gold prize winners. Gold prize 
winners don’t get a slot in Portland Stage’s season, 
but they do receive a workshop and reading of  their 
plays, along with a cash prize of  $1,250. The Little 
Festival of  the Unexpected emerged at Portland 
Stage in 1990, giving even more playwrights an 
opportunity for their work to be exposed to new eyes 
and ears right here in Portland. The Little Festival 
of  the Unexpected has paved the way for many 
participating playwrights to go on and have their 
shows receive full productions at Portland Stage and 
other professional theaters across the country that 
have been nothing short of  successful. Almost, Maine, 
written by John Cariani, was developed in the 2003 
Little Festival. Since then, the show has been one of  
the most commercially successful shows to run at 
Portland Stage on top of  becoming one of  the most 
produced plays in America.

Play development at Portland Stage doesn’t stop 
here. Little Festival of  the Unexpected and the 
Clauder offer great playwriting opportunities for 
New England–based playwrights, but Portland 
Stage’s From Away Festival widens the scope and 
reaches out to international playwrights. For this 
particular festival, Portland Stage collaborates with 
the International Writing Program at the University 
of  Iowa, which was founded in 1967. The IWP has 
brought together poets and playwrights from more 
than 130 different countries, with a focus on writers 
who push for social change within their countries 
through their work. Portland Stage brings in three 
of  these playwrights annually for their From Away 
Festival, creating a sense of  diversity in the plays that 
Portland Stage seeks to develop.

yeMAyA’S Belly By Quiara alegría hudes.
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Medical Miscarriages
Part of  the conflict in String Around My Finger concerns 
the abrupt and unexpected miscarriage experienced 
by a young, soon-to-be-married couple. This acts 
as the inciting incident to the play’s action, and its 
consequences resonate throughout the remainder 
of  the story. Such an experience can be frightening, 
and often devastating. In order to better understand 
miscarriages, PlayNotes has decided to explore the 
medical reasons for them.

First, it should be stated that miscarriage is a common, 
and natural event. Though tragic, it’s important to 
know that a person who has a miscarriage is not 
alone. It happens in one out of  five pregnancies. 
Even if  someone has a miscarriage, their chances for 
a successful pregnancy in the future is still high. 

By definition, a miscarriage occurs when the 
chromosomes of  the egg and sperm do not fuse 
correctly at the time of  conception.  The incorrect 
fusion leaves the growing embryo with improper 
blueprints, so to speak, for further development, 
and this results in the death and potential rejection 
of  the fetus. Commonly, miscarriages occur in the 
first twelve weeks of  pregnancy, with some even 
happening before one knows they are pregnant. 

It is possible to foresee the signs of  an oncoming 
miscarriage by observing some of  pregnancy’s 
natural symptoms. Most pregnant people experience, 
with variation in intensity, symptoms like nausea, 
vomiting, fatigue, and breast tenderness because of  
a pregnancy hormone called HCG (human chorionic 
gonadotoropin). This hormone is produced in one’s 
body in the early stages of  pregnancy by the placenta. 
If  the symptoms just stop before they are normally 
supposed to, it’s possible that it is due to the death of  
the fetus. Without a living fetus, the placenta stops 
producing HCG. 

In matters of  risk for miscarriage, there is never a 
concrete answer. For millennia, pregnant people 
have been able to carry through to full term after 
experiencing either physical trauma, or physical/
chemical exposure that could pose serious risks to 
the health of  a pregnancy. 

Today, pregnant women are cautioned about 
being exposed to certain things like mercury, lead, 
polyurethane that increase the risk of  miscarriage, 
but that’s just it; only the risk is increased. In the last 
few decades, questions have risen as to whether or 
not a more involved and active lifestyle (like work or 
activities) can affect pregnancy. The simple answer 
is no. Whether participating in sports, hobbies, jobs, 
or other activities, there should be no worry that 
one’s lifestyle (if  healthy) can increase the chance 
of  miscarrying. As long as people avoid activities 
detrimental to pregnancy like consuming alcohol 
and smoking cigarettes, and becoming seriously 
physically hurt to the best of  their abilities, living 
your life should not pose a threat to your pregnancy.

Each pregnancy is different. Though there can be 
tragic complications, the human spirit has continued 
to survive. Everyone’s experience with miscarriage is 
unique to the situation, but it is important to know 
that you are not alone.

MiScArriAge, By curTis Wiklund, 2016.
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Bedside Manners
String examines an interesting professional 
relationship. One of  the play’s characters, Dave, is 
a physician’s assistant who works at the hospital in 
which Emma is a patient. Throughout the story, 
Dave assists Emma and Kip with their needs and 
answers their questions. In some moments, Dave 
provides an even more personal kind of  care: 
empathetic companionship. While he initially may 
seem abrasive, we learn later on that this edgier side 
of  his personality is due to his career being spent in 
an environment where it can be hard to be positive. 
Since relationships like Dave and Emma’s are 
sparked every day, PlayNotes wanted to look at similar 
working connections between healthcare workers 
and the patients with whom they interact.

It can sometimes be hard to express a depth of  
caring at common patient appointments. Healthcare 
professionals meet new people almost every single 
day. Patients come in to hospitals, offices, and 
clinics for various concerns. Because there is an 
issue at hand, nothing can be more off-putting than 
conversing with a doctor who doesn’t seem to care. In 
recent years, reform in healthcare workers’ approach 
toward their relationships with patients has begun to 
change. Instead of  just forming conversations strictly 
around diagnosis, doctors are now encouraged to 
make personal connections with the people who are 
placing trust in them.

Often, healthcare practitioners are taught to question 
and examine without much thought for establishing 
connections with those they treat. Part of  this 

influence for reform in these working relationships 
is even financial. When the Affordable Care Act was 
introduced in 2010, there was a section deeming that 
the payments Medicare makes to hospitals can be 
affected by the status of  patient satisfaction reviews. 
Upping the game of  hospitality and understanding is 
not only a logical choice in a humane sense, but also 
in one of  monetary value.

Small gestures like polite introductions, follow-up 
letters or phone calls, and notations of  patient’s 
interests can make people feel they are valued by those 
caring for them.  In 2011, a study was conducted on 
whether patients felt they were receiving the care 
they deserved in regard to empathy and compassion. 
Reportedly, less than fifty percent felt that such care 
was missing.  Rising costs in health care services have 
convinced patients that for the now grandiose costs 
they must pay, they should feel secure in demanding 
a degree of  warmth from their health providers in 
tense situations. In the play, Dave doesn’t initially offer 
much kindness. He is there to do a job and not allow 
room for mistakes or distractions. Over the course of  
the narrative, his interactions with Dave and Emma 
soften, and his more empathetic side is revealed. 
Empathy such as this is vital in maintaining a working 
relationship, especially in high-stress situations. 

a physician and Their paTienT.
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Cell Phones in Hospitals
In String Around My Finger, Lisa, Kip’s sister, is 
continually berated by physician assistant, Dave, 
about using her cell phone in the hospital. She 
constantly stresses the need for it and her incredulity 
that there is a ban against cell phone use in the first 
place. Is there some truth to the hospital’s concerns 
about phones interfering with equipment? Or is it 
actually for more personal and humane reasons, as 
Dave stresses?

In 2017, it is no surprise that nearly everyone in 
the United States uses a cell phone. In places like 
hospitals, communication is often a necessity when 
circumstances surrounding potential emergencies 
arise. All employees of  a hospital must be able to 
quickly communicate with fellow workers for any 
number of  reasons, and many patients and visitors 
feel the same about being in touch with those 
outside the building. For a long time, many areas 
in hospitals restricted all cell phone usage because 
of  the thought that the devices could interfere with 
life-saving medical equipment. In the early ’90s, 
when portable phones were introduced into the 
mainstream, not much was publicly known about 
the way they operated and what they could do.

In the UK, the Medical Devices Agency conducted a 
study about cell phones affecting medical equipment 
to test whether there was any validity to the near-
hysteria that had prevailed for so long. From one 
meter (roughly 3.2 feet), cell phones were able to 
affect 4% of  medical devices that were operating 
in the area. The effects were only small irritations 
like the setting off  of  alarms, but the results were 
ultimately deemed harmless. Another study was 
conducted examining more personal devices 
like pacemakers. In this particular instance, the 
device was affected by a cell phone to minimal 
effect, and only if  the phone was placed directly 
on top of  the area where the pacemaker was.

In a hospital environment, an atmosphere of  calm 
and serenity is likely desired, but seldom achieved. 
Such institutions are constantly bustling with erratic 
energy to accomplish tasks and make people better 
than when they arrived. Because of  the intense focus 

required of  hospital workers, cell phones are often 
banned in high-stress areas like maternity wards 
and intensive care units to reduce any potential 
unnecessary tension. But the beeping, ringing, 
and other tones that phones emit don’t provide 
detrimental implications to medical equipment. 
Rather, they are a nuisance to the environment 
around them. While knowledge of  their lack of  
technological interference is now prevalent, the 
disdain for their use in such spaces is now mostly 
out of  respect to both patients and workers alike. In 
recent years, however, the severity of  this restriction 
has decreased.

an example oF an older sign oF 
cauTion one Would have seen in a

 hospiTal.
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The Cost of a Miscarriage
In String Around My Finger, Emma suffers a miscarriage. 
Not only is the experience of  losing a baby traumatic 
enough, but the hospital bills that a woman incurs can 
be enormous. Emma was on the insurance policy of  
her fiancé and father of  their baby, but unfortunately 
the sole relationship of  fiancé does not give Emma 
access to Kip’s 
insurance without 
the baby. Thus the 
primary conflict of  
String Around My 
Finger begins with 
Emma, Kip, and his 
well-intentioned but 
fairly nosy sister, 
Lisa, trying to figure 
out a way to pay the 
hospital bills.

Without insurance, 
any hospital bill can easily run up to the thousands. 
In String, Emma must take an ambulance to the 
hospital. Because she is having a miscarriage during 
the second trimester of  her pregnancy an Advanced 
Life Support ambulance would be needed, which 
increases the cost of  care. A Basic Life Support 
ambulance ride usually runs about $600; an ALS 
ambulance starts at $1,000 minimum.

Once Emma reaches the hospital she must
 immediately have a sonogram for doctors to 
determine what is happening to the baby. A sonogram, 
or ultrasound, uses sound vibrations to create an 
image of  what is happening inside the womb. The 
price for a sonogram varies; if  it is done at a doctor’s 
office it is much cheaper. Emma’s, however, has to be 
done immediately and in the care of  an emergency 
room. This cost can easily range from $200 to $1,000.

After the sonogram is taken doctors must determine 
their plan of  action. For a woman miscarrying during 
her first trimester, the body is more likely to pass 
the “products of  conception” naturally. However, 
during the second trimester a fetus is much larger 
and the body is less likely to do this naturally; this 
is when a D&C (dilatation and curettage) procedure 

must happen. Dilatation refers to the stretching of  
the cervix to allow instruments to be passed into 
the uterus. Curettage refers to the scraping out of  
tissue left from the “products of  conception” in the 
uterus. The price for this procedure varies but in an 
emergency situation like Emma’s it is more likely to 

be costly. Because of  
anesthesia and other 
surgical factors, 
an emergency 
procedure would 
range from $5,000 
to $15,000.

On top of  this, 
Emma must then 
pay for an inpatient 
stay at a hospital so 
doctors can keep 
an eye on her as 

she comes down from anesthesia. She then must 
stay the following day so doctors can make sure no 
complications arise from the miscarriage and surgery. 
This brief  hospital stay can range from $4,000 to 
$8,000.

The sum of  all of  this can easily add up to somewhere 
between ten and twenty thousand. For some who 
have decent health insurance, the majority of  this 
is covered and only a small deductible is required. 
For others who have minimal health care coverage, a 
deductible can reach into the thousands, and women 
who have no insurance must come up with a payment 
plan while dealing with the traumatic experience of  
losing a child. Because of  this, many women in the 
United States decide to forgo a hospital visit when 
they miscarry. Not only does this put their life it risk, 
but it can also diminish the chances of  conceiving a 
child in the future.
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Ha-Ha, That ’s Not Funny
String Around My Finger presents us with something 
that may seem a little odd at first, but is actually 
an age-old theater tradition. That is, examining 
serious issues through the lens of  comedy. While 
miscarriages are certainly nothing to laugh at, Withers 
uses humor surrounding the subject matter to 
normalize the issue and shed light on a situation that 
goes woefully undiscussed in our modern lives. For 
centuries humans have been laughing at what hurts 
to understand to alleviate that pain, and String Around 
My Finger is just another brushstroke on that canvas.   

In fact, some of  the earliest surviving scripts use 
humor to deal with serious sociopolitical issues.  When 
Aristophanes wrote The Birds in 414 B.C.E., Athens 
was a difficult place to live. The Greek Empire was 
in between periods of  dominance, it’s military beaten 
badly on the edges of  its territory, and it’s capital, 
Athens, rife with corruption and excess. The Birds is 
about two men fed up with the inane and arbitrary 
rules of  their city, based on Athens, that look to the 
sky for inspiration for starting their own city. As they 
don bird costumes and fly into the sky, they attempt to 
set basic ground rules for making their city possible. 
Two hours of  squabbling later, they’ve created their 
new city but it is twice as absurdly bureaucratic and 
arbitrarily ruled than the city they left in the first place. 
While the premise may seem silly, it reflected real 
and growing concerns within a city that was bleeding 
money amidst war loses and rife with corruption. 

Another wonderful example a little closer to our 
temporal home is Ionesco’s Rhinoceros. In this play, 
members of  a sleepy French town gradually begin 
turning into rhinoceroses and stamping through the 
town. The only person who seems concerned is the 
town drunk, who no one takes seriously. At first, 
everyone acts like its fine, and that everyone should 
go about living as they had. As more and more of  
them turn into rhinoceroses, the non-rhinoceros 
townspeople begin to fear the beastly creatures and 
instead of  passive apathy, begin to silence the drunk 
of  out of  fear of  repression. Eventually, the entire 
town becomes rhinoceroses, save the drunk, who is 
killed in a stampede in the end. 

While this silly story may seem totally absurd and 
hilarious at face value, Ionesco wrote it as a direct 
correlation to the Nazi and fascist takeover of  
Western Europe he had experienced as a young man. 

Today, there are even entire theater troupes devoted 
to doing this work. The Tony award winning San 
Francisco Mime Troupe has been doing socially 
driven musical comedies for free in Bay Area parks 
since 1959. Each of  their plays are biting social satires 
that use music and laughs to dig into some of  the 
most important and pressing issues of  our time. Last 
years show dug into the ongoing debate about school 
privatization, and the year before that, the struggle 
people of  color face in this country. While both issues 
seem unapproachable, and rarely talked about in 
“polite” conversation, the undeniable comedy within 
the plays themselves makes the issue easier to talk 
about, and the donation based admission means that 
the stories and conversations remain accessible to all. 

maTT reznek in cosTume For a TheaTre aT uBc 
producTion oF rhinoceroS.
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A Global Life

We live in a world of  meticulously controlled birth. 
When you picture a new life coming into the world 
in the United States, it is surrounded by beeping 
hospital machines, pastel green bed sheets, and of  
course, the loving arms of  a marvelous mother. The 
hyper-scientific scenery dominating birth today looks 
nothing like even our own cultural practices of  birth 
just decades ago. And intrinsically, how we understand 
and treat birth affects the way we understand the loss 
of  an infant. How does our birthing culture compare 
to others? How do we, all of  us, deal with loss 
and life and what can we learn from one another?

Let’s start with ourselves. One of  the saddest things 
about looking at how different cultures deal with 
miscarriage is how little we, in the United States and 
the West, are doing in the present day to address 
the issue. One in five women will experience a 
miscarriage in their lifetime, but they are criminally 
underrepresented in media and community dialogue. 
This total lack of  conversation, on a societal level, leads 
to profound feelings of  isolation and despondency, 
compared to places where it is more actively spoken 
about. This exacerbates the already heartbreaking 
loss of  the child, and the postpartum depression 
that people with miscarriages still must face.

Prior to the routine of  hospitalization for giving 
birth, our cultural practice of  delivering children 
provided a healthier psychological environment for 
both mothers with successful births and those who 
lost a child. The use of  doulas (someone who assists 
in birth) and birth mothers throughout pregnancy, 
as well as the fact that most mothers gave birth at 

home, meant that there was already an established 
rapport and intimacy available to draw on should 
the mother experience a loss. Even when a child 
passed on before it entered this world, the birth 
mothers and doulas would perform much of  their 
duties as if  it had lived, which continued a sense of  
familiarity and normalcy in addition to its explicit 
benefit as a method of  caregiving. Additionally, in 
the United States especially, religious communities 
have historically been a powerful source of  relief  
for mothers who had experienced loss, which is 
quite similar to other cultures around the world.

In fact, in the Middle East, North Africa, and 
countries like Indonesia where Islam is the 
predominant religion, the cultural ethos around birth 
is dictated by religious practice. This is not to say that 
these regions are bereft of  the medical advancements 
surrounding birth; where these advancements are 
available they are widely used and embraced as here 
today. But in addition to these technological marvels, 
Muslim women have been drawing on their religion’s 
fairly progressive understanding of  birth and loss 
for thousands of  years. In many of  these countries, 
their culture’s version of  a doula, often a close friend 
of  the family, takes care of  the mother throughout 
pregnancy and beyond. Again, should a tragedy occur 
and the mother is to lose her child, they provide the 
same care and support, in the comfort of  their home, 
to allow the women to get back on their feet. It is also 
worth pointing out that in many of  the countries in 
the regions in question, infant mortality is significantly 
higher. While this alone is a tragedy, it also forces 
the issue out in the open and creates a cultural ethos 
of  openness as it pertains to such loss. While many 
women there face backlash from men when a child 
is lost, the openness is alive and well in communities 
of  women, who draw on each other for support. 
Furthermore, the Qur’an explicitly speaks at length 
about how Allah blesses women whose children do 
not make it through term. This specific religious 
text has provided a unique strength and resilience 
in Muslim communities as they experience loss.
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Finally, in homage to the people who were here before 
us, let us look to the practices of  the indigenous people 
of  what we now call New England. In particular, one 
tradition widely used in this area, but not by any tribe 
specifically or uniformly, was the practice of  birthing 
huts. Birthing huts were special residential shelters 
made of  ritually significant tree saplings and animal 
hides where women would complete the last few 
months of  their pregnancies and stay in the weeks 
after. Prior to entering the huts, mothers would 
work with the tribe’s elder women to stay healthy 
and prepare themselves while still engaging in the 
daily life of  the tribe. When the time finally came 
for them to go, they would leave their homes and be 
isolated from the rest of  the tribe, especially the men. 
In the birthing hut itself  they would be treated to 
ameticulously cleaned environment and a battery of  
religious ceremonies including detoxification sweats, 
incensed saunas, and baths. A corollary benefit 
of  this practice was the communal bond it built 
between mothers and the matriarchs of  the tribes. 
Within the confines of  the hut would be mothers 
months away, mothers just about to give birth, and 
mothers who had just given birth and were taking 
care of  their babies. This allowed for a communal 
celebration of  life, as well as mourning of  loss, 
should it occur. The process itself  speaks to the 
extremely high value placed on motherhood in those 
cultures. While tribal leaders were often male, power 
was universally passed on through the maternal line.

greek BirThing sTaTue 

azTec BirThing ocarina

souTh indian BirThing sTaTue

mimBres pueBlo BirThing illusTraTion
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Community Connections: 
Interview with Dr. Elyse 

Here we have a conversation with Dr. Elyse Corbett, 
a Portland local and one of  the only licensed 
psychologists treating post-partum depression and 
grief  associated with miscarriage in the state of  Maine. 
Before becoming a member of  Bellavita counseling, she 
obtained professional training in Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, and Colorado in handling grief, relationship 
troubles, depression, and anxiety. In our conversation, 
we discuss how dealing with the death of  a newborn 
effects relationships, how we can help ourselves, our 
family, and our friends move on from such devastating 
loss, and what finding care is like here in Portland. 

PlayNotes: Could you describe your job for us?

Elyse Corbett: Sure, well, I’m a psychologist. 
There are a lot of  different roles in mental health. 
It can be pretty confusing for people trying to find 
a provider. I think what I’ve noticed about my role 
in this area of  work is that this is an area that effects 
people regardless of  their history. I think people 
often associate psychology with people who are 
having more serious mental health issues, but this 
is the kind of  thing that can happen in someone’s 
life when things are going totally fine. I’ve noticed 
that as I step into it, people aren’t really sure what 
to make of  me. Am I medicalizing something that’s 
otherwise normal? Am I pathologizing something 
that is normal? So it’s been kind of  interesting in this 
work because I’m interfacing with a lot of  holistic 
providers, like doulas, people that believe in the 
natural force of  all this, and I do too, but the problem 
is that it is a natural phenomenon but nobody talks 
about so there’s this sort of  implied shame that 
comes with it so I set out in my practice to create a 
space where this can be talked about in all its facets. 
And all those ugly parts, that no one is speaking to, I 
hope that this can be a spot where people don’t have 
to worry that I was going to say something asinine in 
my good intentions to be supportive. Unfortunately, 
that’s often what happens. So yeah, that’s become my 
role. I think people seek me out because they feel so 
alienated and alone in their daily life, and they fear 
burdening other people because they’re not moving 
on as quickly as other’s feel they should be. 

PN: What do you think is one of  the biggest 
challenges for women who go through miscarriages?

EC: I think its that isolation. I think that we are a 
society that stinks at grief  anyway. Nobody knows 
what to say: “I’m sorry,” with an awkward face, 
“They’re in a better place,” well-intentioned things 
that are unfortunately dismissive. And then you 
add this layer on where it’s miscarriage. It’s a sort 
of  disenfranchised grief. People have this attitude 
of, “How much does this life even count” because 
people who experience miscarriage are often met 
with, “well, you can always try again,” or “Thank 
goodness you didn’t get to know this person and 
then lose them”, Which are really bad things to say 
even though people are trying to help. I think most 
people know that’s well intentioned, but most people 
are so uncomfortable sitting with the rawness of  
grief  that they just try to say something to make the 
other person feel better, and that carries with it this 
sort of  implied message of, “Just hurry up and feel 
better because I’m really uncomfortable with your 
emotions.” And that makes it even harder for the 

dr. elyse corBeTT
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friend going through loss. Which exacerbates this 
feeling of  carrying a heavy load of  confused feelings 
that’s not welcome, or tolerated even.  

PN: How do these tragedies tend to affect our loved 
ones and broader social circles? 

EC: This feels almost trite to say, but it really is unique 
to every couple. I mean there are some individual 
things that will make it harder or easier. I think a lot 
of  the hardship I see with couples is that they move 
through grief  differently. Not just at a different pace, 
but they have different experiences. I think that for  
all-despite all of  the grey zones with gender identity- 
people assigned female at birth, are the only ones 
that can carry, what they have is the somatic, physical 
sensation of  this of  what it was to carry a child and 
to lose a child. And that just adds a whole other layer 
of  trauma that a partner cant quite understand, and 
while that partner is going to struggle in their own 
way, that carrying partner tends to have more of  a 
“PTSD-lite”  is what I call it. 

For most people it never develops into full PTSD but 
for a period of  time, people may have nightmares, or 
sensations like flutters in their tummy about what it 
felt like to carry, or other types of  pains to bring them 
back to what it was like to be pregnant. And that’s 
hard, it’s differently hard, there’s a rawness to that, 
that a partner can’t quite understand. And people 
worry about the distance, the distance where they 
cant understand each other just what that distance is 
going to do in the long term. You know, there can be 
resentment that is unconscious, when one person is 
able to return to normal in the long run. 

Often people worry about outing parts of  their 
relationship that were already vulnerable, because 
things like this tend to shed light on parts of  a 
relationship that already weren’t working, were the 
couple was struggling. So sometimes I think there’s 
a struggle to find help because there’s this fear of  
outing themselves as not as functional as people 
thought they were. And everyone who goes through 
this worries about burdening people, and that how 
it extends out. They feel like a broken record, asking 
for the same things over and over. You know, in our 
model, we extend a certain courtesy to war veterans, 
we understand that in order for them to process 
what they went through, we need to allow them to 
tell it over and over and work through iterations of  it. 

Unfortunately, we don’t extend the same grace 
to this kind of  experience, an experience where 
people also need to piece together their stories. 
And I would say a large part of  what I do is helping 
people write their stories. Because pretty quickly 
the reality of  it all fades away, we don’t remember, 
our cognition just isn’t awesome that way, so after 
a certain point the only thing that matters is how 
can you make sense of  it. Can two partners find a 
compassionate way to integrate this struggle into the 
palette of  their lives? Those that can do better than 
those that can’t shake the feeling of  being robbed 
by the universe, which is an understandable feeling. 
I mean these people go into the hospital physically, 
financially, and emotionally open themselves up to 
this possibility and go home feeling empty. And 
though resilience often steps in, it often comes 
down to how you can make sense of  things, how 
you can move on with, not away, with the hardship. 
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Music in Hospitals
Hospitals can be bleak places. Patients are often in 
physical and emotional distress, while their families 
and the hospital staff  may be under significant strain 
themselves. The sterile, functional surroundings 
offer little comfort or diversion. What can be done 
to make the hospital environment less stressful and 
improve the mood of  patients and staff ? As one 
character in String Around My Finger suggests, what if  
hospitals played music?

Unlike waiting rooms and shopping malls, hospitals 
do not generally play background music. This is 
probably for the best, as studies show that some 
people find such music extremely irritating.  However, 
there are other ways to bring music into hospitals, 
both as entertainment and as a form of  medical care. 

In some cases, music is incorporated into a patient’s 
treatment through Music Therapy. Music Therapy 
is a formal discipline that accomplishes specific 
treatment goals, is based on scientific evidence, and 
is administered by a licensed professional. According 
to the American Music Therapy Association, 
Music Therapy can provide “emotional support for 
clients and their families,” improve patients’ mood, 
promote relaxation, and help to relieve pain. Other 
applications include helping autistic children learn to 
communicate, improving motor skills, and mitigating 
the effects of  dementia. Music Therapy was recently 
in the news for its role in helping Congresswoman 
Gabrielle Giffords learn to speak again after suffering 
a traumatic brain injury. 

While music has long been a component of  healing 
in many cultures, the modern practice of  music 
therapy emerged in the 1940s, based on findings that 
music had a positive effect on traumatized soldiers 
returning from World War II. Today many music 
therapists practice in hospitals, but they also work in 
a variety of  other settings, including nursing homes, 
schools, and private practice. 

Just as not all music therapists work in hospitals, 
not all music in hospitals is Music Therapy. Music 
ensembles may visit hospitals or nursing homes to 
play for patients and lift their spirits. In the U.S., a 

major organization that brings music to hospitals is 
Musicians on Call (MOC). MOC sends performers 
directly to patients’ hospital rooms, so that even 
those who cannot leave their beds can benefit from 
live music. While MOC focuses primarily on patients, 
they believe that families and health workers should 
also be able to enjoy live music. This aspect of  the 
group’s mission is particularly relevant to String 
Around My Finger, where we see the positive impact 
of  music on Lisa and Dave, who are there to support 
and care for Emma, rather than on Emma herself.

There is no single genre of  music that may be played 
in hospitals or used in Music Therapy. The best 
type of  music to use is one that the patient enjoys, 
whether that is classical, jazz, or even heavy metal. 
Some hospitals have libraries of  CDs or pre-loaded 
MP3 players, so that patients can enjoy music at any 
time and choose the style they like best.

In many cases, however, the interactive, participatory 
element of  live music provides benefits that are 
not available through passive listening on an MP3 
player. Music-making is often an integral part of   
Music Therapy, as when a therapist helps a patient 
regain speech after a brain injury by getting them to 
sing a familiar song. But even when not part of  a 
Music Therapy program, singing and playing music 
can bring a smile to a patient’s face and serve as a 
means of  connection to others. For example, MOC’s 
“Project Playback” works with patients to write and 
record original songs, providing them with a creative 
outlet and the opportunity to make music together. 
Sometimes, in the midst of  a painful and emotionally 
draining hospital stay, a little harmony can go  
a long way.

Frank sinaTra.



sTring Around my finger PersPecTives

29PlAynoTes

Top Baby Names
Choosing a name for a baby can be a big decision. 
For Emma and Kip, the central couple in String 
Around My Finger, the most important factor in their 
choice was finding a name that would work for either 
a boy or a girl, since they didn’t want to know their 
baby’s sex ahead of  time. It turns out that they are 
right on trend; according to the baby name website 
Nameberry, the number of  children receiving gender-
neutral, or “post-gender,” names has risen 60% over 
the past decade. One such name, Harper, even made 
it into the top ten names given to baby girls in 2015. 
Other popular unisex names include Hayden, Charlie, 
and nature-inspired names like River.
  
 Studies have found links between the gender 
association of  a name and a child’s behavior: boys with 
stereotypically “feminine” names have a higher rate 
of  disciplinary problems, while girls with traditionally 
masculine names tend to select more math and science 
classes in high school. The study did not determine 
the cause of  these behaviors, but they may be due to 
the societal expectations around gendered names. For 
instance, it’s possible that girls with “masculine” names 
might be encouraged to pursue historically male-
dominated fields like math because of  subconscious 
biases. Alternatively, parents who select unisex names 
might encourage their children to defy traditional 
gender roles. After all, parents are likely to choose 
names that reflect their priorities, whether they value 
uniqueness, tradition, or gender equality. 

 Below are the top baby names of  2015 for each 
sex, according to the Social Security Administration 
(the data for 2016 is not yet available):

Rank  Male name  Female name
1  Noah   Emma
2  Liam   Olivia
3  Mason   Sophia
4  Jacob   Ava
5  William   Isabella
6  Ethan   Mia
7  James   Abigail
8  Alexander  Emily
9  Michael  Charlotte
10  Benjamin  Harper
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Post-Show Activities
1. The end of  String Around My Finger leaves the future of  Kip and Emma’s relationship up in the air. Do 
you think they stay together or separate? Based on what you think, write a new scene that reveals the couple’s 
fate. Compare your scene with a fellow classmate. How do they compare and contrast? 

2. String Around My Finger uses comedy to tell a story about a difficult situation. What effect did this have on 
the overall plot? Did the comedy enhance the play’s story telling? Why or why not?

3. Plays like String Around My Finger introduce the audience to a wide range of  different character types. In 
String, which character do you empathize with the most? Which character did you feel most disconnected 
from? Why?

4. Read the article titled “Top Baby Names of  2015” on page [#]. How do you feel about your own name? 
What, if  anything, could someone learn or guess about you from your name alone? Come up with a name for 
a character, and make a collage to show who this person is and how they might be perceived based on their 
name.

5. In Dave and Lisa’s debate about the ban on cellphone use in the hospital, Dave never explicitly states why 
the rule exists. Why, in your opinion, might the hospital make this rule? Do you think it is justified? 

david mason (dave), danielle slavick (lisa), chris davis (kip), Brenda WiThers, and sally Wood.
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the classroom! Portland Stage 
is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, interactive experiences, and thought-provoking 
literature to a wide audience of  youth and adult learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to 
PlayNotes, take a class in our Theater for Kids space, or bring a group of  students to see a performance, there is 
something here for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series

The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high school students 
from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. Following Student Matinee 
performances, students participate in discussions with members of  the cast and crew, actively and energetically 
exploring all elements of  the production and the issues raised in the play.

Play Me a Story

Experience the Fun & Magic of  Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! Ages 4-10 are 
welcome to enjoy a performance of  children’s stories, then participate in an acting workshop with professional 
theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic dreams!  Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-
registration is encouraged!

After School Classes

After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a higher sense of  play, 
stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, risk taking, ensemble building, public 
speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes are wildly fun, creative, spontaneous, and begin to build 
skills for the young actor or non-actor’s voice, body, and imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps

Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of  all kinds to fuel these active, educational 
and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs for youth. Theater for Kids works with 
professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. Students are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing 
imaginatively, critically, and creatively in an environment of  inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program

The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high schools to enhance the 
experience of  students who participate in the Early Show Program by complementing their visits with pre- and 
post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops are led by professional Teaching Artists who engage 
students in the creative process through writing, acting, directing and discussion.

The Intern Company

The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of  theater professionals. Applicants 
should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training in the theater arts and are looking to explore 
their field further through meaningful hands-on experience. Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged 
by a creative process that relies on both ingenuity and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading 
designers, directors, administrators, and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave with 
a greater knowledge of  the theatrical process and the satisfaction of  being part of  a dedicated theater company 
where exceptional quality is the end goal.
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