
PO
RT

LA
ND

ST
AG

E

by Tom Stoppard
Adapted from Gérald Sibleyras’s 

Le Vent des peupliers

Background InformatIon

IntervIews & commentary

author BIography



Cover design by Todd Backus



 Season Sponsor

Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of hundreds of individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

and

The Helen and George Ladd 
Charitable Foundation

by Tom Stoppard
adapted from Gérald Sibleyras’s Le Vent des peupLiers



Letter from the editors

4 heroes

PlayNotes Contributing and 
Editorial Staff

Dan Burson
Education Manager

Nora Sørena Casey
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Ben Ferber
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Shannon Stockwell
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Ella Wrenn
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Jenna Grossman
Education & Theater for Kids Intern

Letter from the editors
Dear PlayNotes readers,

Welcome to the sixth issue of PlayNotes for the 2011-2012 season, which 
covers Tom Stoppard’s energetic adaptation of Gérald Sibleyras’s Heroes. 
Although the play’s subject matter may at first seem straightforward, 
or even drab—three aging war veterans chatting on the terrace of their 
hospital—looking closer reveals a beautifully-wrought (and often laugh-
out-loud funny) portrait of isolation, friendship, and determination. 
Director Paul Mullins in fact compares the pieces to a flower: “it’s simple, 
it’s momentary, and yet its value is that beauty that we see and appreciate 
in this brief little moment that we have.”

Helping you to unfold the layers of this at-first simple flower, this issue 
of PlayNotes is full of articles that delve into the deeper backgrounds and 
concerns of Sibleyras’s three comrades in retirement. So while we’ve got 
what might be thought of as the “expected” articles on veterans’ homes 
(pp. 16-18) and France in the early 20th century (pp. 12-13), there are 
also closer-up looks at the impact of PTSD on veterans (pp. 14-15) 
and the mindset of Europe’s “Lost Generation” (pp. 26-27) to which 
these men belong. Lastly, we’ve also included an article exploring what it 
means to be a hero (pp. 30-31) and how we define heroism in our culture. 
Can a “simple” journey to distant poplar trees be heroic?

As we approach the close of Portland Stage’s current season, it’s time to 
start thinking about next year and how we can improve our Education 
programs in the year to come and beyond. The final issue of PlayNotes 
this year will highlight our lineup of shows for 2012-13 (including 
the returns of two familiar playwrights to Portland Stage), but in the 
meantime, if you have any feedback about PlayNotes, our Early Shows, 
Classroom Workshops, or Discussion Series, we’d welcome your input as 
we start getting ready for another thrilling year of theater. Your comments 
are always welcome at any time of year, and you can reach us by calling 
774-1043 ext. 104 or sending an e-mail to dburson@portlandstage.org. 
We’d love to hear from you. 

Sincerely yours,
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French veterans of the First World War, Gustave, 
Philippe, and Henri, have seen it all: war and peace, 
marriage and bachelordom, life and death. But even 
after the devastating events of the first half of the 20th 
century—including trench warfare, political upheaval, and 
existential nihilism—these veterans keep on dreaming. 
French playwright Gérald Sibleyras presents us with three 
eccentric men in a military hospital in central France, 
whose humorous and gently painful adventures have been 
translated into English by Tom Stoppard. Philippe is 
afflicted by a piece of shrapnel still lodged in his brain, 
Henri has a wounded leg, and Gustave’s avoidance of 
people has reached the point of agoraphobia, yet the three 
spend their days planning for one more adventure. 

They harbor dreams of an expedition to the top of a 
nearby hill, to sit among a grove of poplars. The trees are 
“constantly shaken by the wind, while down here, not a 
breath,” says Gustave. “For the six months I’ve been here, 
I’ve been watching the tops of the poplars swaying in the 
wind.” Their mission embodies the wistfulness and humor 
that flows throughout the piece. After surviving the war 
and the subsequent decades of turmoil, Sibleyras’s veterans 
have developed irascible tempers and a somewhat absurd 
approach to reality—from suspecting nuns of devious 
plotting to refusing to concede the inanimate nature of 
a stone dog—but they still struggle each day to make the 
most of the world they now live in. 

“I’ve always been moved by the horror of the First World 
War,” Sibleyras says. “All those young people going to 
war and not realizing what awaited them. I heard that 

the veterans, even at a relatively young age, were retired 
and lived in military hospitals for 20 or 30 years, so that 
seemed like a good subject to explore.” In their military 
mindset and estrangement from society, his three heroes 
certainly capture the long aftermath of the war. Yet 
Sibleyras’s text uses the historical period to further touch 
upon universal themes of aging, friendship, and hope. The 
universality of his play can be seen in its success across 
language barriers: originally written in French in 2003 
as Le Vent des peupliers, which literally translates as “The 
Wind in the Poplars,” British playwright Tom Stoppard 
translated the piece into Heroes (2005) and it has been 
performed across the globe.

The success of the play worldwide may not be surprising, 
given the worldwide impact of the Great War: it was a 
turning point in international politics, in introducing total 
warfare, and in recognizing the psychological impacts of 
war. At its core, however, Heroes is not a play about the 
war. While the characters are all deeply impacted by their 
pasts, their concern is with the present: for the staff and 
other veterans at their hospital, for the glimpse of women 
and the outside world, and even for the companionship of 
a stone dog. From these less-than-glorious foundations, 
they work to build up their lives and friendship. “One 
must strive a little for the epic,” Gustave asserts. Heroes 
explores how the “epic” can change over time as we grow 
older and are shaped by experiences both good and bad. 
Yet the desire to make the most of our lives will keep us—
like Gustave, Henri, and Philippe—fighting, laughing, 
and dreaming of tomorrow. y

about the PLay
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foCus Questions

•  What is friendship, and what different degrees are there to it? Is your oldest friend necessarily 
your best friend?

•  Heroes was originally written in French. How might its translation into English affect the 
playwright’s original intention? Can the full connotations of a work from one language and 
culture be truly “translated” into another?

•  How does  the  loss of almost an entire generation of people—as occurred  in France during 
WWI—influence the ideas and attitudes of those who do survive? How does it impact the 
next generation and their view of the survivors? 

•  How do experience and age affect our perspective on life? Do we necessarily become wiser or 
more mature for being older?

•  One of the three retired veterans in Heroes says of the group’s friendships, “We have no choice.” 
How often do circumstances form bonds between people who otherwise would not become 
close? Do they really have a choice when thrown together?

•  How does our society view the elderly? Has this view changed significantly over time?

•  How have attitudes and traditions about courtship and friendship between members of the 
opposite sex changed over the past century? Have these changes been for the better or worse 
of our culture?

•  How does aging influence our imagination? Does our fantasy life and the way we daydream 
change over time? How does social isolation influence the imagination?

•  In what ways can trauma influence a person’s perspective on  life? On their  friendships and 
relationships?

•  How can a play that deals closely with the lives of three war veterans of a certain age become 
relevant for a younger audience of more diverse experiences?

•  A key theme in Heroes is the feeling of being stuck, unable to escape or change your circumstances. 
What leads people to feel stuck in this way? Is there a difference between literally being unable 
to make a change and simply feeling like a change is impossible?
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about GeraLd sibLeyras
Gérald Sibleyras (pronounced Ger-ahld Seeb-lay-rah) is 
one of France’s most prolific living playwrights, but aside 
from Tom Stoppard’s translation of his play Le Vent des 
peupliers (The Wind in the Poplars)—retitled Heroes—he is 
almost entirely unknown to the English-speaking world. 
Only one other play, Une heure et demie de retard (An Hour 
and a Half Late!), has been translated into English at all, 
and it has only had one major performance. Although he 
is one of the most successful and acclaimed playwrights 
in the French-speaking world, Sibleyras has almost no 
presence elsewhere.

Sibleyras was born in Paris in 1961. Much like his 
contemporary Yasmina Reza, who was born in the 
same city around the same year, Sibleyras is a rather 
private person—and in true French fashion, his critics 
are interested not in his life, but in his career. From his 
twenties until his early thirties, Sibleyras worked in film 
studios, most notably as a unit manager, and in 1996 he 
got a job with France-Inter, a French radio station akin 
to NPR in the United States. Sibleyras started out as a 
staff journalist, but in just over a year he was promoted 
to producing, writing, and directing two entertainment 
shows: J’y vais comme ça ou j’mets ma veste? (Should I Go 
Like This or Put On My Jacket?) and Les aigles volent bien 
au-dessus des mouches (The Eagles Fly High above the Flies). 
In all, he was responsible for over 40 episodes of both 
shows by the end of 1999. While working at France-Inter, 
Sibleyras also met his longtime writing partner, the actor 
and comedian Jean Dell.

In 1998 Sibleyras wrote his first screenplay, titled On a 
très peu d’amis (One Has Very Few Friends), about two best 
friends becoming entangled with a robber. The film itself 
received a lukewarm reception, but marked the beginning 
of Sibleyras’s nonstop writing career. In 2000 he and Dell 
wrote a play, Le Béret de la tortue (The Tortoise’s Beret), a 
character-driven comedy about three couples who share a 
vacation house and whose differences and disagreements 
drive them all mad. It premiered at La Splendide, a dinner 
theater in Paris’s chic 4th arrondissement (district). The 

play received enough attention that Sibleyras’s and Dell’s 
next collaboration, Un petit jeu sans conséquence (A Trivial 
Game with No End), was able to premiere in 2002 at a 335-
seat private theater, Théâtre La Bruyère. The play, about a 
couple that pretends to separate to trick their friends and 
family, was wildly successful at the Molières—the French 
equivalent of the American Tony Awards—garnering 
nine nominations and five wins in 2003. It remains 
Sibleyras’s most highly regarded and frequently produced 
play in France.

Le Vent des peupliers swiftly followed Un petit jeu sans 
conséquence in early 2003. Hot on the heels of Sibleyras’s 
success with Dell, the 715-seat Théâtre Montparnasse 
commissioned Sibleyras to write a play on his own, and 
so he finished a play he had been writing on his own for 
several years: Le Vent des peupliers. The play was a departure 
from his previous work, focusing slightly less on comedy 
and slightly more on pathos, and it garnered four Molière 
nominations (but no wins) at the same ceremony as Un 
petit jeu sans conséquence.

Suddenly, Sibleyras was a celebrity. Le Vent des peupliers 
was quickly translated and produced in countries 
worldwide from the United Kingdom (Tom Stoppard’s 
West End production of Heroes) to Uruguay, receiving 
adaptations in at least ten countries in at least four 
languages. His next play, the 2004 L’Inscription (The Sign), 
was performed in Poland the same year. It tells the story 
of the Lebruns, an unassuming couple who move into an 
apartment building and only days later find a rude sign 
(“Lebrun=asshole”) stuck into their elevator’s wall with The cast of a recent French production of Le Béret de la tortue.

`
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a knife. At home in France, he has had at least one play 
produced at a major Paris theater every year since 2002, 
and has been nominated for numerous Molières, receiving 
four nominations in the Best Author category in just over 
ten years.

Sibleyras’s success among the Parisian public is likely 
due to his undeniably français style; his plays are replete 
with witty arguments and wordplay, a trait most 
French critics find particularly important. He writes 
mostly light comedy, and is generally unpretentious 
in his style; the French critic Bruno Maillé, in a 
review for Sibleyras’s 2010 Une Comédie romantique 
(A Romantic Comedy), said (translated from the 
French), “If a madman with a gun asked me to define 
Gérald Sibleyras in four adjectives, I would reply 
without hesitation: funny, French, anti-modernist, and 
light.” But underneath his intelligent dialogue, well-
constructed scenes, and generally safe style, Sibleyras 
writes about deeper social issues. Le Vent des peupliers 
examines the long-term effects of war on the human 
psyche. His 2006 La Danse de l ’albatros (The Dance of 
the Albatross), questions the validity of relationships 
with wide age gaps; in the play a 55-year-old zoologist 
is dating a 24-year-old girl. The zoologist has a stroke, 
and begins to wonder whether he is too old for her. Most 
of Sibleyras’s plays have some underlying exploration 
of humanity that avoids preachiness—a cardinal sin in 
French theater—but leaves his audiences with things 
to consider.

Sibleyras has been generally permissive of translations 
and adaptations, and makes time to work alongside 
his translators during the rehearsal process. The only 
other major English language adaptation of one of 
his plays is Mel Smith’s An Hour and a Half Late!, 
adapted from Sibleyras’s 2005 Une heure et demie de 
retard, which concerns a wife suddenly demanding 
that she and her husband reevaluate their marriage 
of thirty years just as they’re preparing to leave for 

an important business dinner. Like Stoppard, Smith did 
not attempt a completely accurate translation. The lead 
actress in Smith’s adaptation, Belinda Lang, said that 
Sibleyras “was quite happy about the changes Mel wanted 
to make and the rehearsals were very collaborative—Mel 
was always open to suggestions.” In the end, An Hour and 
a Half Late! was a somewhat different play, but Sibleyras 
approved of it nonetheless. Smith’s adaptation was not 
universally loved—one reviewer called the play simply 
“undemandingly entertaining;” but another reviewer 
suspected that Sibleyras’s original words, “strongly tinged 
with Gallic melancholy,” were perhaps not perfectly 
translated—or translatable at all—into English. Indeed, 
in interviews, Sibleyras has noted that he enjoys writing 
with partners like Jean Dell because it improves his speed 
and his cheerfulness; when he writes alone he often 
becomes introverted and serious.

Sibleyras has taken up numerous projects, from adapting 
his plays for the cinema to writing librettos for musical 
comedies. He is currently adapting his script for La Danse 
de l ’albatros into a screenplay that will be produced this 
year. His creative ambitions are ever-growing, as is his 
popularity among the French. y

Plays
The Tortoise’s Beret* (2000)

A Trivial Game with No End* (2002)
Heroes (2003)

The Sign* (2004)
An Hour and a Half Late!* (2005)

Long Live Bouchon!* (2006)
The Dance of the Albatross (2006)

The Bench (2008)
Sophie Mounicot, It’s My Turn!** (2008)
The Adventures of Rabbi Jacob*** (2008)

Cinderella*** (2009)
A Romantic Comedy (2010)

Stand Up (2010)

Adaptations
The Retreat from Moscow by William Nicholson (2007)

The 39 Steps by Alfred Hitchcock and John Buchan (2009)
Secret Thoughts by David Lodge (2012)

Film
One Has Very Few Friends (1998)

A Trivial Game with No End* (2004)
King William (2009)

*co-written with Jean Dell
**co-written with Sophie Mounicot and François Rollin

***musical comedy with songs by Étienne de Balasy

Works by sibLeyras

Sibleyras’s 2011 musical Cendrillon was immensely popular, 
featuring larger-than-life characters and design.
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Although Gérald Sibleyras is the original author of Heroes, 
its adaptor, Tom Stoppard, has been and continues to be a 
powerful force in modern drama, and his contributions to 
theater are not to be ignored. Stoppard’s 
early life was filled with turmoil: he was 
born Tomas Straussler in Czechoslovakia 
in 1937, right before World War II 
reached its full power. In 1939, his family 
escaped Nazi persecution by moving to 
Singapore. Then, in 1941, his mother, 
brother, and he moved to Darjeeling, 
India, leaving his father behind; his 
father was subsequently killed during 
the Japanese invasion of Singapore. 
Finally, in 1946, he and his family moved 
to England, where his mother married a 
man named Kenneth Stoppard. There, 
in England, is where Stoppard’s writing 
career began. 

Stoppard began writing professionally 
at a very young age; when he was just 17 he left high 
school to work as a journalist for the Western Daily Press 
from 1954 to 1958, and then at the Bristol Evening World 
from 1958 to 1960. During his time as a journalist, he 
proved to have a flair for dramatic criticism, and he began 
working as a drama critic for Scene (a British literary 
magazine) from 1962 to 1963. Shortly thereafter, he 
began to write television plays, radio dramas, and stage 
plays. His first major success came with Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead, written in 1966. The play told 
the story of Shakespeare’s Hamlet through the point 
of view of two secondary characters. Through witty 
repartée and word play, the play explored philosophical 

and existential themes. These themes and characteristics 
have become emblematic of Stoppard’s style. Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern Are Dead won several awards, including 

the Tony Award for Best Play and the 
Evening Standard Award for Most 
Promising Playwright. 

Stoppard’s next big hits were Jumpers 
in 1972 and Travesties in 1974. Both 
plays were critical successes in both the 
United Kingdom and the United States. 
Jumpers, which imagines an alternate 
reality in which British astronauts have 
traveled to the moon, won the Evening 
Standard Award for Best Play. Travesties, 
which explores themes of art, war, and 
revolution in Zurich, Switzerland, in 
1917, won the Tony Award for Best 
Play. By this point, it was clear that Tom 
Stoppard was becoming a major player 
in contemporary theater. 

In 1977, Stoppard’s work underwent a shift in subject 
matter after a visit to Russia with Amnesty International. 
He also visited Czech playwright Vaclav Havel, who was 
imprisoned at the time for political dissidence. From this 
time forward, Stoppard’s work began to focus on social 
justice issues, which were already beginning to be present 
in Travesties. His next several plays, including Every Good 
Boy Deserves Favour (1977) and Professional Foul (1977), 
focused heavily on issues of human rights. Stoppard’s 
work also began to lean toward the emotional side of his 
stories, while still incorporating elements of social change 
and philosophy as he had in his earlier work. Plays such as 
Arcadia (1993), The Invention of Love (2001), The Coast of 
Utopia trilogy (2002), and Hapgood (1988) all blend these 
topics in elegant and beautiful ways. 

Stoppard said of translating Heroes, “One of the attractions. 
. . . is that it’s not the kind of play that I write. If it had 
been, I probably wouldn’t have wanted to translate it. . . . 
It’s much more a truthful comedy than a play of dazzling 
wit. It’s a kind of exquisite pain. You feel rather mean 
for laughing at these characters because, for them, there 
is nothing amusing about their plight.” Sibleyras and 
Stoppard worked quite closely together on the translation, 
making sure that the English version remained true to the 
original French piece. With Heroes’s mixture of comedy, 
philosophy, and political history, there could have been 
no better choice for an English translator of the play than 
Tom Stoppard. y

about tom stoPPard

 John Stride and Edward Petherbridge in the original 
production of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead.
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Le Vent des peupliers (The Wind in the Poplars) is the 
original title of French playwright Gérald Sibleyras’s 
hit play about three World War I veterans in a military 
hospital, plotting adventure. Although written several 
years earlier, it premiered at Théâtre Montparnasse in 
2003, directed by Jean-Luc Tardieu and starring George 
Wilson, Sereys Jacques, and Maurice Chevit as the three 
veterans, originally named René, Fernand, and Gustave. 
Le Parisien praised the show for being “irresistibly funny 
and at the same time, very soft, toned and attractive,” and 
with similar praise it was nominated for four Molière 
awards, including Best Author. In 2005, the English 
playwright Tom Stoppard, known for his own works 
such as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (1966) 
and Arcadia (1993), adapted the play into English. There 
were many slight changes, such as renaming two of the 
characters Henri and Philippe. The title of the play was 
perhaps the most significant; concerned that English 
audiences would find a literal translation of Le Vent des 
peupliers confusingly similar to the classic children’s work 
by Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows (1908), the 
English adaptation opted for an entirely new title: Heroes. 

Stoppard is known for not translating plays verbatim, 
instead changing words or lines in order to achieve the 
original sensibility in the new language and culture. “I 
was honored but also a bit anxious when Tom agreed to 
translate my play because I didn’t know how he works,” 
Sibleyras said in an interview. “In the event, he asked me 
every time he wanted to change a line and, slowly but 
surely, the play improved. It’s much tighter now.” Heroes 
has been compared to Samuel Beckett’s hallmark work 
Waiting for Godot (1948), a comparison inspired by the 

sense of hope and stagnation that permeates both pieces, 
and to Yasmina Reza’s ‘Art’ (1994)—another French play 
that was widely successful in translation in London.

Heroes opened in London’s West End at Wyndham’s 
Theatre in 2005, directed by Thea Sharrock and starring 
Richard Griffiths, John Hurt, and Ken Scott. The Sunday 
Times noted, “The play never quite gives in to the 
overwhelming sense of sadness that hovers around the 
lives of these three men, preferring instead to play up 
their eccentricities, their follies, their quiet desperation.” 
Although not all remarks were as positive, Heroes went on 
to win the 2006 Laurence Olivier Award for Best New 
Comedy, and Siblyeras commented that after its successful 
London run, interest in producing it grew rampantly; it 
has subsequently been translated into German, Polish, 
and Russian. 

In America, Heroes made its debut at the Geffen Play-
house in Los Angeles in 2007, starring Richard Benja-
min, Len Cariou, and George Segal, and directed again 
by Sharrock. Although overall reviews were unflattering, 
reviewer James Sims remarked, “There are sporadic mo-
ments of hilarious wit and banter found in Stoppard’s 
work, and with the talented cast, many of those instances 
are played to comical perfection.” Many reviewers have 
remarked that perhaps there is some European quality to 
the humor that makes the transition to the U.S. difficult. 
Nevertheless, Heroes has gone on to be produced as far 
across the globe as Spain and Australia. Within this coun-
try it has played in New York and regional theaters from 
coast to coast, where the familiar name of Stoppard helps 
introduce audiences to the witty and poignant writing of 
Sibleyras, and the universal longing of his characters to 
have a little fun. y

ProduCtion history

Heroes at the Geffen Playhouse Los Angeles in 2007 featuring 
Richard Benjamin, Len Cariou and George Segal.

The original production of Heroes at
Théâtre Montparnasse in 2003.
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The 20th century in France was a time of constant up-
heaval, spanning two world wars, the fall of colonialism, 
and three different Republics. This political turmoil at 
home and abroad was a continu-
ation of European conflicts: dur-
ing the 19th century, France saw 
the Napoleonic wars, numerous 
revolutions within the country, 
and the Franco-Prussian war from 
1870 to 1871. France’s government 
from 1870 to 1940 was the Third 
Republic. It was a politically un-
stable parliamentary system—with 
power shifting constantly between 
Monarchists, Radicals, Moder-
ate Republicans, and Socialists—
but republicanism was termed by 
President Adolphe Theirs, “the 
form of government that divides 
France least.” Culturally, the 20th 
century started out auspiciously: 
Impressionist painters like Monet, 
Renoir, and Matisse; naturalist 
writers such as Emile Zola; and 
scientists like Marie Curie all con-
tributed to French society to earn the late 1800s and be-
ginning of the 1900s the nickname La Belle Époque (“The 
Beautiful Period”). 

In France, as in the rest of Europe, this sense of scientific 
and cultural progress was abruptly shattered with the 
advent of the First World War. Although ostensibly 

catalyzed by the assassination 
of Austrian Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand in 1914, the war fed off 
of rising tensions between France 
and Germany. Heavy fighting in 
northern France, which borders 
on Germany and Belgium, would 
become known as the war’s 
Western Front. Here, the invention 
of machine guns lead both armies 
to dig trenches and live in them for 
months at a time, facing poison gas, 
heavy artillery, disease, and charges 
toward enemy lines that resulted in 
near-certain death. Although the 
French eventually won the war in 
1918, with the help of British and 
American troops, three million 
Frenchmen were wounded and 
over 1,322,000 died—a quarter of 
whom were under 24 years old. 

Following the war, returning soldiers struggled with adapt-
ing to civilian life and the loss of so many of their peers, 
while younger generations identified themselves as nihil-
istic and disillusioned. French society had changed, as the 
many casualties among adult men had greatly reduced the 
number of new births in the country: it is estimated that 
by 1938 the number of 19 to 21-year-olds was just 50 per-
cent of what it would have been without the war. This re-
sulted in pressure from the government and other French 
cultural institutions on families, and women in particular, 
to dedicate themselves to producing the next generation 
of Frenchmen. In order to counteract trepidation toward 
having children during such a tumultuous era, the gov-
ernment built affordable housing, offered health benefits, 
and even created such incentives as reduced-priced film 
tickets to encourage large families. The result was that gen-
der stereotypes and inequality persisted through the 1940s 
to 1960s—French women could not vote until 1945. The 
country encouraged its women toward domesticity, sug-
gesting that their greatest contribution to French culture 
would be to have children. 

The perpetuation of gender roles was one of the few things 
unchanged in France after World War II broke out in 1939. In post-war France, women were encouraged

to be domestic and raise children.

franCe 1900 -1960:
 the times they are a-ChanGin’

Soldiers in the trenches in France
between 1914 and 1918.
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France’s army proved unable to withstand the German 
forces, and the government signed an armistice with the 
Nazis in 1940 after six weeks under blitzkrieg attack. The 
treaty granted German occupation of three-fifths of France 
and set up a nominally independent government in Vichy 
that collaborated with Germany 
and agreed to fund the costs of 
the occupation and turn over 
France’s Jewish population to the 
Nazis. The Vichy government—
which replaced France’s famous 
slogan of “Liberty, Equality, 
Fraternity” with “Work, Family, 
Fatherland”—was reviled, but 
resistance groups were scattered 
and ineffective during the first 
years of the war. However, the 
French Resistance movement, 
Free France, formed first in 
Britain and then in French 
colonies such as Algeria, 
and eventually incorporated 
resistance groups from the French 
Communist Party to independent 
guerilla activists. General Charles 
de Gaulle became the most 
aggressive leader of Free France, 
forming the French Committee 
of National Liberation and 
declaring it the Provisional 
Government of France in 1943. 
Although de Gaulle was not 
fully supported by the Allies (he was excluded from the 
planning of the famous D-Day operation on the beaches of 
Normandy), his troops joined in the fighting that resulted 
in the liberation of northern France. When the war ended 
in 1945, de Gaulle was unanimously elected as the head of 
the French government by the first Constituent Assembly. 

De Gaulle resigned in 1946, and France formed its Fourth 
Republic, which strengthened executive powers slightly, but 
remained similar to the unstable Third Republic. Flaws in 
the government were made apparent by the frequent power 
shifts and the worsening relationship between France and 
its colonies. In trying to rebuild after German occupation, 
France was loath to give up its colonies, in spite of demands 
for independence. War broke out in French colonies in 
Southeast Asia in 1946 and lasted for eight years, until 
France could no longer sustain the costs. Colonial rebellion 
followed that same year in Africa; resistance in Algeria, 
which had been rising throughout the century, escalated to 
full-out war in 1954. Algerian colonists, the French army, 
and the far right favored a battle over France’s control of 
the country—technically a part of metropolitan France. 
“The French say they will not negotiate the Algerian 
question—that revolt on the soil of Algeria is treason,” 

reported a Time article in 1954. “The Algerian nationalists 
have an answer: ‘La valise ou le cercueil ’—meaning, if you 
don’t take a traveling bag, you will get a coffin.” Once 
again, the nation turned to de Gaulle for guidance, and 
he accepted executive power on the grounds that the 

position would be strengthened 
in a new constitution. De Gaulle’s 
leadership proved unable to quell 
the violence in Algeria, which 
took a huge toll on the military 
and population there. But France 
did create the Fifth Republic in 
1958 (the year before Heroes takes 
place). This semi-presidential 
system, instead of a parliamentary 
government, endures in France to 
the present day. 

Although political turmoil per-
sisted throughout the century, the 
post-war years in France did see 
an economic surge—aided by the 
United States government and 
the government’s commitment to 
economic reconstruction through 
the Monnet Plan, which aimed 
to build the French steel industry 
and encourage spending. Family-
building incentives lead to a baby 
boom, and, unlike the pessimism 
following World War I, France 
held on to positive dreams of 

change. “There was much less public complacency; both 
the routines and the values of the French people had been 
shaken up and subjected to challenge by a generation of 
upheaval,” notes the Encyclopædia Britannica. “Many of the 
new men . . . retained a strong urge toward renovation as 
well as to a reassertion of France’s lost greatness.”

It was also during the post-war decades that Europe began 
to build a sense of international community. In 1951 
France and other European countries, including western 
Germany, banded together to form the European Coal 
and Steel Community. The group’s aim was “to contribute, 
through the common market for coal and steel, to 
economic expansion, growth of employment and a rising 
standard of living.” This unification of economic and social 
objectives between different nations laid the groundwork 
for the later formation of the European Union in 1992. 
Furthermore, it demonstrated how the political and social 
landscape was changing. The unappeasable nationalism 
that led to so many wars of the 20th century was fading 
by the 1950s. The Algerian War proved to be France’s last 
war of the 20th century, and France began to create, from 
its new Republic, economy, and international relations, the 
country we know today. y

General Charles de Gaulle (1890–1970).
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Post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, is a relatively new 
term for an exceptionally old phenomenon. From the first 
time that humans weathered a hurricane or ran from the 
unexpected attack of a predator or fellow man, they have 
dealt with the emotional effects of trauma. PTSD is perhaps 
most strongly associated with the military and the trau-
matic experiences that soldiers 
in battle can have. Since “anxiety 
disorders” were first noticed, they 
have gone by many names and 
definitions before finally arriv-
ing at their current iteration. In 
modern times, PTSD is defined 
by the American Psychiatric As-
sociation (APA) as “an anxiety 
disorder which stems from a 
particular incident evoking sig-
nificant stress.” This definition 
sounds rather tame, as though a 
big deadline or an angry divorce 
could bring on post-traumatic 
stress disorder; however, it is the initial traumatizing expe-
rience which is key in a diagnosis of PTSD. The extended 
definition provided by the Veterans Association says that 
a person must have been “exposed to a catastrophic event 
involving actual or threatened death or injury or a threat 
to the physical integrity of him/herself or others. During 
this traumatic exposure the survivor’s subjective response 
was marked with intense fear, helplessness, or horror.” The 
traumatic event can take many forms, but the key qualifier 
is that it is “outside the realm of usual human experience.” 

There are records of post-traumatic stress disorder dating 
back almost as long as there have been people to record 
them. Three thousand years ago, an Egyptian combat 
soldier wrote “You determine to go forward . . . Shuddering 
seizes you, the hair on your head stands on end, your soul 
lies in your hand.” In London after the Great Fire of 1666, 
Englishman Samuel Pepys experienced a strong reaction 
to the horror he witnessed during the fire, even though 
his own home was untouched. He wrote in his journal, 

“Such fear of fire in my heart. Much terrified in the nights 
nowadays, with dreams of fire and falling down of houses.” 
A chimney fire in a house adjacent to Pepys’s several weeks 
after the fire sent him into “much fear and trouble.” The 
chimney fire was Pepys’s “trigger event,” which reminded 
him of the initial trauma. Today, trigger events are among 

most visible symptoms of PTSD. 

In a combat-specific context, 
PTSD was initially observed 
and isolated by Swiss physicians 
in 1678. They noticed a series of 
behaviors such as melancholy, 
insomnia, weakness, loss of 
appetite, anxiety, and heart 
palpitations in soldiers returning 
from combat and began to 
refer to it as “nostalgia.” Only a 
handful of years later, German 
doctors observed a similar set 
of symptoms in their troops and 

labeled the condition as Heimweh, or “homesickness.” 
In time, French doctors began diagnosing soldiers with 
maladie du pays (illness from the countries) and in Spain 
they called it estar roto (to be broken). No matter the rank 
or nationality of the soldiers in question, doctors observed 
that witnesses of traumatic events exhibited the same signs 
of physical illness and emotional response.

During the American Civil War (1861–1865), military 
physicians diagnosed many soldiers with a sort of 
functioning disability. They thought it to be the result 
of fear of battle or soldiers crumbling under the natural 
pressures of military life. Civil War era doctors termed 
it “soldier’s heart” or “exhausted heart.” What we now 
know to be a legitimate emotional response was initially 
dismissed as weakness. It wasn’t until the horrific carnage 
of trench warfare during World War I (1914–1918) that 
an emotional response to trauma began to receive any 
real credibility. As deeply traumatized men returned 
from overseas, their condition was widely referred to as 
“shell shock” or “battle fatigue.” With shell shock, it was 
believed that proximity to exploding shells triggered a 
concussion, which disrupted the physiology of the brain. 
By this definition, the anxiety was the result of a physical 
injury, not an emotional response to the horrors of the war 
zone. Around this time, noted psychiatrist Sigmund Freud 
hypothesized that “war neurosis” was caused by a soldier’s 
“war ego” and “peace ego” coming into conflict with each 
other. Near the end of World War I, the hypothesis that 
these anxiety disabilities were caused by physical damage 
lost credibility, and although Freud’s theories never truly 

the battLe-Weary heart

A 17th century painting of The Great London Fire of 1666.

An explosion from The Hurt Locker (2010); events 
like these can cause traumatic stress.
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gained momentum, the root idea that shell shock was an 
emotional response would lead to further research and 
understanding.

The modern definition and 
terminology for PTSD arose after 
the end of World War II when 
the Veteran’s Association and 
American Psychiatric Association 
created their own diagnostic 
manual. This concise publication 
gave a diagnosis for “Gross Stress 
Reaction.” By the third edition of 
the manual in 1980, adjustments 
had been made and a diagnosis 
was included for post-traumatic 
stress disorder.

The APA outlines four criteria groups in order for a diag-
nosis of PTSD to be made. Group A refers to the traumat-
ic event itself. Everyone processes and experiences trauma 
differently, but events of the cataclysmic nature that the 
definition refers to—such as genocide, rape, severe war 
zones, or torture—are experienced as “traumatic” by nearly 
everyone. The traumatic event can “remain, sometimes for 
decades or a lifetime, a dominating psychological experi-
ence that retains its power to evoke panic, terror, dread, 
grief, or despair.” This elicits some of the most commonly 
recognizable symptoms of PTSD, including hyper- vigi-
lance, daytime fantasies, traumatic nightmares, or even 
reenactments—known as PTSD flashbacks—wherein the 
individual responds to the traumatuic event again, even 
though they are in safe surroundings. Such individuals 
may seek to avoid any situation in which they perceive the 

threat of coming into contact with trauma-related stimuli. 
In extreme cases this can result in agoraphobic behavior, 
very much like Gustave in Heroes. Outside medical treat-

ment options do exist for those 
suffering from PTSD, and can 
be quite helpful. The most effec-
tive options include cognitive-be-
havioral therapy and medication. 
However, even with the aid of 
modern medicine, PTSD can turn 
into a chronic condition that can 
persist for years and sometimes for 
an entire lifetime. 

People have experienced strong 
emotional responses to traumatic 
events, and particularly to the 

trauma of war ever since the first groups of humans 
marched into conflict with one another. It is, in fact, 
absolutely natural that such horrors should elicit strong 
emotional responses. In his book No More Heroes, Richard 
A. Gabriel writes, “Not only are there no personalities or 
demographic factors which are associated with psychiatric 
collapse; neither are there any factors associated with 
heroism. It’s impossible to predict which soldiers will 
collapse and which will behave bravely.” An emotional 
response to trauma and horror is a sign of a soldier’s sanity, 
not their weakness. According to Gabriel, it is only those 
who are already insane, about 2 percent of the population, 
who are not affected by war; in other words, while our 
“collective insanity can destroy normally sane men, it 
cannot reverse individual insanity.” It is only when our 
collective insanity and desire to hurt is quelled that a “cure” 
for the reaction to trauma can truly occur. y

Brain injuries, particularly those caused by bullets and explosions, can be very unpredictable. Philippe’s injury 
makes him sporadically pass out and wake up, reliving a moment from his distant past; one of the many poten-
tial effects of a blast injury to the brain. Others include memory loss, headaches, chronic fatigue, problems with 
speech and balance, and even massive personality changes. Effects may appear instantaneously or after years, 
whether or not a foreign body like shrapnel is present or has been removed. In fact, the human brain is delicate 
enough to be injured without any sort of direct contact to shrapnel. When the pressure differential of a shell 
explosion hits a human head, it can sever or lacerate brain tissue and disrupt cellular function. Head protection 
was thus deemed of tantamount importance during the Great War, because overhead shell explosions killed 

many early trench combatants. Accordingly, the Adrian, a helmet made of light 
steel, was adopted by French forces in 1915. It was cheap and portable, but it af-
forded little protection against all but the smallest pieces of shrapnel, and could 
be easily shot through by a bullet. It was later realized that the decorative badges 
on the helmets’ fronts caused them to splinter when hit. Due to their general 
uselessness, Adrians were often discarded by already overencumbered soldiers. 
After the war, doctors began to study shrapnel and could better understand just 
what modern warfare could do to the human body, protected or not—valuable 
knowledge gained from one of history’s most tragic prices of life.

Warfare and brain trauma

The Adrian helmet.

A WWI soldier receiving electrical shock
treatment for Shell Shock.
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The setting of a play often informs the dramatic action 
of the story, and Heroes is no exception. The play has a 
very specific setting: a veteran’s retirement home in 1959 
France. In fact, this specific setting is what first inspired 
Gérald Sibleyras to write this play; he said, “I heard that 
the veterans [of the Great War], even at a relatively young 
age, were retired and lived in military hospitals for 20 or 
30 years, so that seemed like a good subject to explore.” It’s 
no wonder Sibleyras was moved by these homes; they are 
full of memories, loss, and other dramatic opportunities. 

Veterans’ homes, in addition to 
being ripe for theatricality, also 
have quite an interesting history. 
While respected and cared for, 
homes for veterans in their old 
age were not established by 
the government in the United 
States until 1865, after the Civil 
War in the United States had 
ended. These homes were first 
called the National Homes for 
Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 
and had eleven branches 
across the country. At first, the 
NHDVS served to care for 
Civil War veterans who had 
become disabled due to their 
time fighting in the war. After 
some time, however, the Board of Managers decided to 
broaden their admittance standards and expanded their 
membership to any veteran of any war who could no 
longer live independently, for whatever reason, whether or 
not the cause was the war they had fought in. This was 
unique, because other veterans’ care associations required 
that a veteran’s ailment be caused specifically by combat. 
The distinction was sometimes unclear, and sometimes 
veterans faced challenges in getting the help they needed 
from these organizations. 

Gregory M. Thomas cites an example of this sort of 
situation in France, after World War I. He writes about an 
anonymous soldier he calls B., who served in the French 
army for seventy-seven days and was then discharged due 
to epilepsy. His discharge categorized the reason as “illness 
not due to service;” B. could not prove that his epilepsy 
was caused by the war. Despite this, when his condition 
deteriorated after he left the military and he sought 
healthcare, he wrote a letter of appeal, claiming that his 
epilepsy was in fact caused by service. The case went to 
court, and it was finally ruled that the condition had been 
triggered after reading a letter, while at war, regarding 

the death of his father. The court granted B. a veteran’s 
pension, but some still found it somewhat unfair that B. 
should be granted the same pension for seventy-seven days 
in the military as a soldier who had served for several years. 

The NHDVS, however, served all veterans, regardless of the 
time they had spent at war, and regardless of the origin of 
their illness. In the 1910s, just as many Civil War veterans 
were dying of old age, the United States entered World 
War I and the NHDVS found itself with a whole new 

group of veterans to care for. In 
fact, World War I veterans made 
up 73 percent of the NHDVS 
population in 1923. At the end 
of the 19th century, the homes 
and hospitals had been serving 
primarily elderly veterans; now, 
they found the bulk of their 
patients were much younger 
men. In addition to this change, 
patients presented more and 
more often with psychiatric 
illnesses. In 1926, NHDVS 
officials became increasingly 
concerned with the demands 
brought on by this type of 
care, and sought to adjust their 
medical procedures accordingly. 
In 1930, President Herbert 

Hoover issued an executive order to have the NHDVS 
combined with the Veterans’ Bureau and the Bureau of 
Pensions into the Veterans Administration, which today 
is called the United States Department of Veteran Affairs. 

In France, the federal veteran’s support association, now 
called Office national des anciens combattants et victimes de 
guerre (National Office for Veterans and Victims of War) 
was created in 1916 as L’Office national des mutiles et reformes 
(National Office for the Mutilated and Recouperated), 
during the First World War. It soon became apparent 
that this was not enough—France mobilized 8.5 million 
men during the war, and some 3 million of those men 
suffered from illnesses and wounds caused by the war that 
required some form of permanent care or hospitalization. 
It was originally intended to “honor [and] recognize 
the commitment, sacrifice and suffering of thousands of 
soldiers who fought for freedom in France.” Soon after, in 
1917, l ’Office des Pupilles de la Nation (Office of the Wards 
of the Nation) was formed in order to support children 
orphaned during the war. Then, in 1926, after the war was 
over, l ’Office du combatant (Office for Veterans) was formed, 
which took care of the general needs of veterans. In 1935, 

veterans' homes

Le Theil, a veterans’ retirement home in France
run by the Office national des anciens

combattants et victimes de guerre.
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these three offices combined to become l ’Office national 
des mutilés, combattants, victimes de la guerre et pupilles de la 
nation (the National Office for Injured Veterans, Victims 
of War, and Wards of the Nation), which, after World 
War II, got its current name, Office national des anciens 
combattants et victimes de guerre. This organization is still 
in existence today, and is one of the primary veterans’ care 
associations in France. 

More locally, one of the first branches of the NHDVS was 
established right here in Maine. A failed health resort in 
Togus Springs, five miles outside of Augusta, was owned 
by a man named Horace Beals, who had died during 
the Civil War. The land was subsequently bought by the 
Board of Managers of the NHDVS. It was a beautiful 
piece of property, with a 134-room hotel, bowling alleys, 
stables, extended woodland, and a fruit orchard, among 
other pleasant amenities. The resort was isolated, but the 
preexistence of buildings would cut down on construction 
time and cost. The Board also thought that the location 
would provide “great moral benefits” due to the “absolute 
quiet and freedom from the excitement and temptation of 
metropolitan life.” Similar to the home in Heroes, Togus 
also features a national cemetery, established in 1867; it is 
hidden from view by trees. The hospital is now called the 
VA Maine Healthcare System in order to better align itself 
with the rest of the VA hospitals in the country. According 
to the VA website, Togus currently features “67-operating 
bed facility with general medical, surgical, intermediate 
and mental health beds, as well as a 100-bed Nursing 
Home.”

Today, there are over 150 state veterans’ homes. Every 
state, and Puerto Rico, has at least one home for veterans, 
and many have several—Maine, for example, has six. There 
is a certain appeal to living in a veterans’ retirement home, 
as opposed to other kinds of nursing homes. The Senior 
Veterans Service Alliance says, “We believe most veterans 
or their families seek out residency in a state veterans’ 
nursing home because they believe this service is one more 
VA entitlement that should be available to them.” In other 

Continued on the next page.

The setting of Heroes is in a home for veterans 
run by nuns, and much of the characters’ dis-
course surrounds these pious nurses. Modern-
day nursing, a profession that attracts both men 
and women to care for the sick and injured, has 
its roots in the sisterhoods of various Christian 
nunneries and the military hospitals they served. 
During the American Civil War (1861–1865), 
one of the first conflicts to establish field hospi-
tals and nursing staff, many women volunteered 
to serve as nurses, but only the nuns had any 
medical experience. In addition to their medical 
training, the special circumstances of a nun’s life 
"enabled them to function as a cohesive group, 
to accept difficult physical and material circum-
stances, and to relate to the soldiers in a nonsexual, 
even-handed manner.” While the motive of some 
female wartime hospital volunteers was ques-
tionable (what better place to seek out a husband 
than among many hopeless and wounded men?) 
the nuns’ motivation was assuredly pure. A nun’s 
vows and strong sense of duty also gave strength 
to her resolve to continue working and nursing. 
A Sister of Charity wrote to her mother superior 
during the Spanish American War (1897–1898), 
“We have hardly time to eat or pray, it is all work, 
and rush rush at that. The soldiers are constantly 
coming.” Additionally, nuns as caregivers came to 
the world of the military already accustomed to a 
hierarchical chain of command, which mirrored 
the structure of their own nunneries. What made 
the nuns truly excellent wartime nurses, though, 
was their compassion and enduring faith. Even 
in the face of the horrors of war, the nuns could 
soothe not only soldiers’ injured bodies but also 
their troubled minds.

nuns as Wartime nurses

The VA Maine Healthcare System in Togus, ME. 
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words, they have served their 
country, and they feel that 
they should be provided with 
care in their old age because 
of it. The SVSA points out 
that this is a legitimate desire, 
but cannot be the entirety 
of the cause, since Medicaid 
covers nursing home care as 
well—there must be a specific 
attraction to veterans’ nursing 
homes. The SVSA, curious 
about what this appeal might 
be, recently called several 
nursing homes in rural areas, 
places far away from where veterans and their families 
might live, to ask why veterans moved there as opposed 
to nursing homes closer to their original homes. The 
SVSA reports, “Almost unanimously the answer we got 
was that some veterans like the idea of sharing their 
living arrangement with other veterans. The facilities 
almost always referred to this as ‘camaraderie’—a band of 
brotherhood.”

Despite the attraction of living in a state veterans’ home, 
there are several challenges that homes in the United 
States are facing. The demand for long-term care is 
increasing rapidly; the Armed Forces Veterans Homes 
Foundation states that there 
are 10 million veterans 65 
and over, which equals about 
39 percent of all American 
veterans. Veterans 85 and 
over increased by 600 percent 
from 1990 to 2010, with 2 
million in all today. More 
than 130 veterans’ homes are 
waiting to be built. Eleven 
states currently provide 
very little or no funding at all for their state veterans 
homes, and two thirds of the states have made substantial 
budgeting cuts for programs that support low-income 
veterans. In addition to these problems, veterans’ homes 
rely heavily on volunteers, who often come from the local 
veteran community. Many of these volunteers are older 
veterans, and they, too, are dying at what the AFVHS calls 
“an alarming rate,” with an estimated 700,000 volunteer 
caregivers dying this year. There is a concern that there will 
be far fewer veterans to volunteer in their place. Due to 
these issues, veterans often must be on a waiting list for a 
long time before they can get a bed, and some are not able 
to be accepted at all due to financial problems. 

In addition to the problems specific to veterans’ homes, 
veterans also face the general problems that any nursing 
home patient might experience. Hospice worker Jean 

Harker says, “Very few 
people, if any, enter a nursing 
home because they want 
to. Usually there is a factor 
beyond their control which 
forces this decision on them 
and/or their families.” When 
it comes to the characters in 
Heroes, we’re never sure who 
made them go to the home, 
though we can assume it was 
not of their own volition—
with the exception, perhaps, 
of Henri. Gustave compares 
Henri’s committing himself 

to the home to committing suicide, and the comparison 
suggests that the act was of Henri’s own volition, but 
with largely negative consequences. It is not uncommon 
for residents of nursing homes to have these feelings of 
depression—in Heroes, a fellow member of the home ends 
up committing suicide early on in the play, which subtly 
hints at a sadly common, but not often talked about, 
emotional response to being in a nursing home. 

These feelings of depression can stem from feelings of 
abandonment and loneliness. This can come from the fact 
that family members sometimes bring their loved ones to a 
nursing home or a retirement home and then forget about 

them, due to lack of money 
or time. The inability to 
leave the home compounds 
this feeling; a sudden lack 
of independence is difficult 
to cope with. A feeling 
of abandonment and loss 
doesn’t just come from those 
outside the nursing home; it 
can also be hard on a person 
when almost all, if not all, of 

their close friends are older, and thus the deaths of loved 
ones become more and more frequent. Henri highlights 
this poignantly when he says, “Nothing changes, except 
. . . one day . . . quite soon, it won’t be three Crusaders 
anymore, it’ll be two . . . then one . . . and finally just a 
dog on a terrace.” This atypically dramatic monologue 
illustrates the keen fear of abandonment and loss one can 
feel in a retirement home. Which one will be the final 
Crusader?

Heroes is notable for its portrayal of three veterans living 
out their last years of their life with one another, since it is 
not a topic often explored in the world of theater. The play 
represents the loneliness and sense of abandonment one 
can feel in these homes, even when surrounded by peers; it 
also depicts the sense of camaraderie and friendship that 
is such a defining factor of veterans’ homes everywhere. y

Depression is common among nursing home patients.

“. . . quite soon, it won’t be three 
Crusaders anymore . . . it’ll be 
two . . . then one . . . and finally 

just a dog on a terrace.”
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Perhaps not surprisingly, the study of representations of 
the elderly in the media is a relatively new one. In the 
beginning of the 20th century, for example, only 5 percent 
of Britain’s population was over 65, and two-thirds of 
those who were older lived in households with younger 
members, compared to 15 percent at the start of the 21st 
century. Advances in medical technology have significantly 
increased life expectancy over the years, so that there 
are more elderly folks among us than ever—during the 
20th century, the number of people in the United States 
under 65 tripled, while the number of people over 65 
increased by a factor of 11. One might think that this 
increase in population would lead to an increase in media 
representation, but it has not. In a survey done in 2000, out 
of a total of 2,251 prime-time television characters, less 
than 3 percent were characters aged 70 or older. 

Sociologists Dena Shenk and W. Andrew Achenbaum, 
editors of the book Changing Perceptions of Aging and 
Aged, state that many representations of the elderly in the 
media come from stereotypes; like any group, there are 
both positive and negative stereotypes. They cite American 
college students’ perceptions of the elderly as examples; 
many of the negative stereotypes cited by students involve 
physical traits such as “slow” and “feeble,” and also include 
personality traits such as “cranky” and “repetitive.” The 
positive stereotypes tend to focus on typically passive 
personality traits, such as “sweet” and “caring.” Shenk and 
Achenbaum then cite an exercise that the students did 
in which they were instructed to write about a particular 
older person; many of these written portraits were positive, 
describing active, healthy older adults, but they seemed to 
view these people as an exception to the rule, rather than 
adjusting their preconceived notions about the elderly. 
Shenk and Achenbaum conclude, “Each of us knows 
active, healthy individuals—some are older and some are 

younger and middle-aged. Similarly, we can each describe 
a cranky, rigid individual—and in reality this generally has 
nothing to do with a person’s age. A person can be cranky 
and rigid at 21 as well as active and open-minded at 81.” 

While stereotyping people due to their race, gender, or 
sexuality has increasingly become socially unacceptable 
(although this has not entirely stopped it from occurring), 
stereotyping people due to their age still happens on an 
all-too-regular basis. This type of stereotyping is called 
“ageism,” examples of which can be found throughout 
popular culture. Sometimes, ageism is used for comedic 
effect; one need only to turn on any number of prime-
time television shows to find humorous older characters. 
The grandmother character Mawmaw on Fox’s Raising 
Hope (2010–present) has Alzheimer’s disease, which often 
creates ridiculous situations. Similarly, Chevy Chase’s 
elderly character Pierce Hawthorne on NBC’s Community 
(2009–present) struggles to be perceived as younger 
among a group of 20 to 35-year-olds, which leads to 
comical hijinks. The age of older characters is used as the 
defining factor of their comedic effect, and the audience is, 
more often than not, invited to laugh at them instead of 
with them.

That’s not to say, however, that there are no positive 
depictions of the elderly in the media. A great place to 
look for positive or realistic portrayals of the elderly is a 
new genre of literature nicknamed “geezer lit.” Although it 
has a rather unfortunate and derogatory name, these books 
feature older characters as the protagonists, which is rather 
uncommon. Also, one cannot overlook the significance 
of the 1985 sitcom Golden Girls when discussing positive 
portrayals of older people, specifically women. Golden Girls 

the Comedy and reaLity of oLd aGe

Chevy Chase as Pierce Hawthorne in the 
NBC sitcom Community (2009 -). Continued on the next page.

Cloris Leachman as Mawmaw in Raising Hope.
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broke all the rules of television, by having an all-over-50, 
all-female cast. Media journalist Nicolas Fonseca sums up 
the stereotype: “It’s a widely accepted television dictum: 
Old people are neither trendy nor sexy, and young viewers 
definitely don’t want to watch shows about them.” And 
yet, the show premiered at number one in the ratings, 
and remained in the top ten for all of its six seasons. Of 
course, this show ended about 20 years ago, and American 
television shows that feature older adults as the main 
characters have been few and far between since. 

It can be hard to find representations of the elderly in popular 
culture, and when they are found, the realities of aging are 
often distorted or overlooked. Some basic realities of aging 
are often either joked about or simply ignored. Some of 
these realities include decreased bone density that, coupled 
with an increased likelihood of falling, makes broken 
bones a common ailment; a decrease in appetite; increased 
incontinence; and changes in one’s mental status and ability 
due to diseases such as Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s. These 
ailments are common and they do appear very occasionally 
when the elderly are depicted in the media. An issue that 
appears much less often is sexuality among older adults. 
As Dr. Virginia Sadock, director of the Human Sexuality 
program at New York University, says, “Sex among older 
adults is the last taboo in the United States.” While the 
issue is sometimes addressed (it was often part of Golden 
Girls, and is discussed at length in the play Heroes), it is 
still one that often makes younger people cringe—older 
adults are not seen as “attractive,” and therefore thinking 
about them being sexually active is often seen as “gross.” 
Many people assume that the elderly simply don’t engage 
in sexual activity. However, a study in the New England 
Journal of Medicine found that among adults aged 64 to 
75, 53 percent had engaged in recent sexual activity. While 

it is true that sexual activity decreases as one 
ages—in the same study, only 26 percent 
of the age group 75 to 85 reported recent 
sexual activity—it still occurs and should 
not be written off or ignored. 

Mental health, however, is probably the 
most ignored issue concerning the elderly. 
Older adults are disproportionately likely 
to commit suicide; according to the Center 
for Disease Control, 14.3 of every 100,000 
people aged 65 or over died of suicide in 
2004, compared to 11 per 100,000 of the 
general population. Depression is a common 
problem among the elderly. The changes 
many face as they grow older contribute 
heavily to this disease, such as the deaths of 
friends and loved ones, physical or medical 
problems, increased isolation, fear of the 
nearness of death, anxiety over increasing 
health issues, and a reduced sense of purpose 

that can come from retirement. Sometimes treatment of 
depression in the elderly is delayed or avoided because 
of the common belief that depression is a normal part 
of aging, and because many of the signs and symptoms 
of depression are similar to stereotypes held about older 
adults: lack of energy, memory loss, increased anxiety, 
slowed movement and speech, and irritability. Depression 
is also sometimes confused with dementia, due to the 
similar symptoms. 

Depression, while a very common issue among older adults, 
is not a topic often explored in media representations of 
the elderly, but it is an issue explored quite poignantly in 
Heroes. Gustave, who has been in the retirement home 
for six months, suffers from extreme agoraphobia, which 
causes him anxiety; in one scene, when Henri tries to help 
Gustave learn to be more social, he accidentally provokes 
Gustave into a panic attack when he plays a cruel joke 
on him. Also, Philippe’s awareness of his own declining 
health is quite sad, especially when he asks his friends if his 
passing out is becoming more frequent and they lie, telling 
him they haven’t noticed. While the characters’ ailments 
are often played off as comical, their problems become 
quite real and the sadness of them becomes apparent. 

Representations of the elderly are infrequent in the media, 
and often they are negative or comical portrayals. Heroes, 
while most certainly a comedy, has moments of poignancy 
wherein a stark reality of aging is portrayed. When one 
adds in the fact that these men are not just elderly, but 
also veterans—making them even more likely to suffer 
from mental and physical illnesses—Heroes emerges as a 
multidimensional portrayal of old age, and a portrayal that 
is often missing in other realms of popular culture. y

The cast of the 1985 NBC sitcom The Golden Girls.
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Community ConneCtions

Continued on the next page.

What is a hero, anyway? Is every hero a war hero, or are there 
other types? Do they have to be famous or can they be everyday 
people? Can your relatives be heroes? In Heroes, three World 
War I veterans reflect on their past, while planning their great 
escape—a journey to the poplars they see on the horizon. Are 
banal actions such as this heroic? Can these three war heroes 
reclaim the heroism of their youth?

PlayNotes went into the community to ask Portland residents 
how they define heroism and who their heroes are. Here’s what 
they had to say:

Aaron: Somebody that stands up for other people, maybe 
risks their life. Someone who stands up for their rights. 
That’s what I’d consider a hero. It can be anybody.

Steve: Elton John 
is my hero. 

Molly: I don’t have 
one particular hero, 
but I would say that 
anyone who can 
stand by their own 
beliefs through ad-
versity would be a 
hero. 

Joe: My definition 
of a hero would be 
someone who loves 
what they’re doing 
and is passionate 
about who they are and their loves in life, and they project 
that heroism throughout what they do. One of my heroes 
is Jimmy Page from Led Zeppelin. What made him a hero 
was that he was just a really good guitarist, he loved what 
he was doing and millions of people responded to that, and 
that spread throughout the music community. Heroism 
doesn’t have to be in just music, though, it can be anything. 
Another hero would be my Dad because he’s taught me 
everything I know, and now I can project his heroism 
through me, because I can bring that to other people too. 

Olivia: I don’t think there is such a thing as a hero. I 
think some people are good people, and some people do 
amazing things that others wouldn’t do. But I think calling 
someone a “hero” makes them superhuman, and I think 
it’s important to remember that heroes are human too, and 
that they are capable of being flawed and making mistakes. 

Emily: I’d say a hero is someone who’s bold. Historical 

figures, I’d say Eleanor Roosevelt: hero. And, I’d say, Lisa 
Simpson, being courageous to step out of her family’s 
expectations: hero. Someone who steps out of the mould 
to do something that’s courageous and bold. It could be 
anyone who inspires someone else to be courageous and 
bold too. 

Michael: Idea and intent give purpose—as long as your 
idea and intent is pure, you can’t be wrong. In a sense a 
hero can be a villain because they stand against a status 
quo that’s wrong—and in a sense that is heroic. My heroes 
would be characters that never got a chance to shine and 
had their plots written for them. Peter the Great was a 
pretty cool dude. He did what he needed to do and only 
for as long as he needed to. He knew when to give up 
power and was aware of when change needs to happen.

Ryan: Heroism is 
acting in the interest 
of others instead 
of just yourself. 
Doing what’s right 
regardless of the 
consequences. 

David: I believe it’s 
to give something 
up for the greater 
good, to let that 
outweigh your 
own selfish needs. 
Heroism depends 
on how it aids you. 

A lot of people think that a religious figure can be their 
hero while others admire rock stars or their parents. But 
heroism isn’t about being saved: I think that we can all 
save ourselves to a certain extent. More than anything else, 
you’ve got to be true to yourself before you can be true to 
others. You can be your own hero. I don’t know if I have 
any personal heroes. It’s hard nowadays to think about a 
true hero now. 

April: I believe that selflessness is really important to 
being a hero. Being able to identify your beliefs and stand 
by them even through adversity. My personal heroes? I 
think of a lot of friends from my hometown who could 
have easily gone into the lumber business and made a lot of 
money, but who are fighting for our country instead. And 
a lot of politicians who are listening to and responding to 
the needs of the voters instead of just their own agenda. 

Some people see heroes in pop musicians like Jimmy Page (left) or Elton John (right).
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My best friend who’s battling cancer at age 24 and is still 
so positive and lively—she’s a hero.

Phil: Somebody that is selfless, that does for others before 
what he would do for himself. Albert Schweitzer, George 
S. Patton, Barack Obama.

Jean Luc: A hero? Heroes are among us. 
Imagine, if you will, a burning building that’s 
about to have a bomb dropped on it or something. 
The firemen have cleared the whole place except 
for the top floor and it’s too hot to go back in. 
Then some guy in a suit of armor appears from 
out of nowhere, treks up the stairs at his own 
peril, and saves the damsel! They come out of 
nowhere is what I’m saying.

Anonymous: I’d define a hero as somebody 
who does exactly whatever they want to do with 
disregard to what other people think—I mean 
they do what their heart tells them they should 
be doing and set an example by being unaffected 
by other people’s judgments. 

Mary: I’ve been thinking about the Civil War a 
lot, and I guess heroism applies to other wars too. 
I’m not an advocate for war, but those who stood 
up for their country or for what they felt was right even if 
fighting wasn’t necessarily their choice, that’s heroic. Being 
brave and making change even if the way in which you’re 
doing it isn’t what you’d have chosen. 

Anonymous: A hero obviously is a policeman or a 
fireman or a paramedic or a doctor—once in a while 
you’ll get Superman. And you know, a hero is someone 
who has the power to help people and he goes about his 
leisurely ways and then he’ll save people’s lives. It’s kind 
of like a vigilante. You’ve got the police force, paramedics, 

fire department, doctors, social workers—
you know, anyone who helps someone else. 
That’s a hero. My personal heroes? I like the 
X-Men. All of them. I like them all equally.

Henry: I remember finding my grandfa-
ther’s war medals in our basement. It was 
shocking to me that someone so close to 
me—my grandfather—who quotes Rob-
ert Frost and tells awful puns was a hero. I 
think that a hero can be anyone, and I think 
it has to do with having a profound effect 
on someone else’s life.

Jonas: It’s kind of lame, but I’d say my 
father. My dad sets my example for how I 
try to live my life, so I’d say he’s my hero. 
A hero depends entirely on how you 
define it—you could find them every day. I 

mean, I could probably find three or four walking around 
Monument Square right now if I really tried to think 
about it. Heroism isn’t dead.

Overall, the general consensus is that a hero is someone who 
puts others first. Their commitment to upstanding behavior 
serves as an example to the rest of us, and inspires us to live 
our lives with more integrity and passion. People who stick to 
a strong sense of morality in times of crisis or adversity are 
heroes. Do you agree? y

Some find heroes in leaders like General George S. Patton (left)
or President Barack Obama (right).

Many people see fictional superheroes like the
X-Men as the ideal practitioners of heroism.
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Paul Mullins is always happy to return to Portland Stage, where he directed 
The Center of Gravity, Third, Trying, Lettice and Lovage and True 
West. Paul is a company member at The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey 
where he has directed Accidental Death of an Anarchist, The Lion In 
Winter, Noises Off, Private Lives, The Time of Your Life, Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern Are Dead, Richard II, Illyria, King John, The Illusion, 
Tartuffe, Rhinoceros, Measure for Measure, All’s Well That Ends Well 
and The Threepenny Opera.

PlayNotes: What do you hope the audience will take away from this 
production of Heroes?

Paul Mullins: I hope what audiences take away is that they feel like 
they’ve actually met and know these three guys on these several days that 
we see them. I hope they have an experience that not only is wonderful 
fun to watch and moving to know, but also that reflects a little on our 
own experiences with getting older, figuring out how life works, how 
friendship works, and how circumstances create opportunities that we 
never knew existed—or don’t create them. It reflects how we make 
peace with the life that we are living—especially as we get older and 
those opportunities seem less and less—and the joy that comes from 
relationships with people. When all is said and done, what’s left to us are 
the connections that we make with one another, and I think that is a lot 
of what this play is about.

PN: What do you find interesting about these characters? What do you find attractive or challenging about them?

PM: I think what’s attractive and challenging about them is that the play is very real to life; not a lot happens. It’s not a 
play of giant events that come to pass. But what happens is that you see three people relate to each other, learn, experience, 
and live. And that is what’s challenging, but that’s what’s attractive about it too. It is not a hugely dramatic situation, but 
it’s a situation that’s dramatic in that it’s about people and how they relate to each other.

PN: Heroes was originally written in France and takes place there, and it was translated into an English-language 
play for a British audience—what are your ideas about navigating that setting?

PM: I think that it’s a great thing for an American audience to see. We often see American plays or Shakespeare’s plays, 
British plays, or modern British plays. I think it’s a great thing that it’s a French play. It is a French play, and I think there 
are a lot of very French things about it: that not a whole lot happens, that it’s about people, not events, and that it’s about 
how we relate on a very simple level. Then, it’s been translated and adapted by a British man, which takes it to another 
place. And then, we are presenting it to an American audience. So there are these three distinct cultures—and I think 
that’s a wonderful way to communicate across cultures. We have different things to say to each other. That’s exciting. 

PN: What is your vision for this production? 

PM: I hope that our vision is to tell this story as clearly as we can, and as truthfully as we can. To get out of its way and 
let these playwrights—the French one and the British one—tell this story to us. We stay out of the way as much as we can 
and let the story speak to our audience. I hope we tell it as clearly, as joyfully, and as truthfully as we can. 

PN: You talked a little in rehearsal about the metaphor of this play as a flower. Can you expand upon that? 

PM: Well, the metaphor is in the play. Someone describes someone else as a flower, and I think that is sort of the nature 
of this play: it’s beautiful, its lovely to look at and to experience, and it’s a temporary thing. It’s not a forest, its not a garden, 
it’s a flower. It blooms for us, we look at it, we admire it, and then it goes away. It is very momentary, and yet its value is 
that beauty we see and appreciate in this brief little moment that we have. y

intervieW With the direCtor
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adventures in bromanCe
Alongside war, loss, and ag-
ing, Heroes is driven by a very 
simple concept: friendship. 
Though Henri, Gustave, and 
Philippe bicker and fight, 
they are without a doubt 
one another’s closest friends 
and confidantes. Their pro-
posed journey to the poplars, 
though lacking the dramatic 
dangers one might expect 
from a traditional adventure, 
is planned with uncondi-
tional loyalty to one another: 
they all agree that no man 
(or dog) may be left behind. 
This loyalty comes both from 
their time in the military, and 
from the closeness forced upon them by their living situa-
tion. The trio’s friendship is the only thing they have left in 
life—and despite the seemingly constant conflict between 
them, their relationships are deep, meaningful, and loving.

A person need only look at classics like Homer’s 8th century 
bce Iliad to see how friendship among men has dominated 
Western culture since the dawn of literature. While 
women have served in militaries in various capacities for 
thousands of years, Western society, even today, has mostly 
limited combat to male soldiers. The Iliad, an account of 
war, is thus by necessity a story about men, developing male 
relationships such as the strong bond between the hero 
Achilles and his companion Patroclus. Male relationships 
like this have long been in the forefront of storytelling and 
entertainment. Until recent years, many Western societies 
have mandated strict social separation between men and 
women; nonsexual same-sex relations were for a long 
time the only options for 
companionship outside of 
marriage in both life and 
literature.

Friendships are, in practice, 
a relationship of equality. 
Two people can choose to 
be friends with each other 
under whatever parameters 
they want for however 
long they want. In ancient 
Greece, male friendships 
were viewed as the most 
fulfilling relationship a 
person could be a part 

of. Marital love with a 
woman was seen as inferior 
to friendship with a man, 
as women were viewed as 
intellectually inferior to 
men. The philosophers Plato 
and Aristotle considered 
nonsexual love between men 
to be the ideal relationship. 
In his 350 bce writings The 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle 
states, “It is those who desire 
the good of their friends for 
the friends’ sake that are most 
truly friends, because each 
loves the other for what he 
is, and not for any incidental 
quality. Accordingly the 

friendship of such men lasts so long as they remain 
good; and goodness is an enduring quality.” Aristotle 
acknowledges that while some friendships are forged out 
of utility, such as farmers sharing tools, that true mutual 
caring and appreciation between men can create prosperity 
in society at large. This assertion, though eloquent, was not 
new; it was a mindset that had long pervaded the Greek 
literary canon.

Throughout Aeschylus’s Orestia, which Aristotle uses as 
one of the primary models in his seminal theatrical text 
the Poetics, the protagonist Orestes finds his greatest friend 
and ally in his cousin, Pylades, who is always willing to 
listen to him and lend him a hand. Unlike most of the other 
characters in this story of murders and matricides, Pylades 
is not a member of Orestes’s immediate family and thus 
provides a more neutral perspective that nonetheless incites 
Orestes’s revengeful decisions. This relationship would be 

further immortalized in 
Cyrano de Bergerac’s 1662 
book The States and Empires 
of the Sun, which recounts 
another mythical story of 
Orestes and Pylades in 
battle together. Orestes tries 
to save Pylades by facing 
the “mountain of men” 
attacking his friend, and 
once Orestes has slain them 
all, he finds Pylades dying: 
“the amorous Orestes, 
feeling his own life ready to 
leave his lips, yet retained it 
. . . when kissing [Pylades’s] 

Pylades and Orestes by François Bouchot (1800-1842) 
depicts Pylades defending Orestes in a skirmish.

Left: The fresco The School of Athens, by Raphael (1483-
1520), which depicts Plato and Aristotle.

Right: The principal characters of I Love You, Man (2009).
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mouth, it seemed as if he would throw his soul into his 
friend’s body.” The two die together and are reborn on the 
spot as two intertwined saplings. This symbolic physical 
and spiritual closeness between the two men is exemplary 
of male friendships in classic literature.

When the classical civilizations gave way to Christianity, 
the Aristotelian ideal of male friendship in life and in 
literature suffered a sharp decline. In traditional Christian 
thought, people’s attention was not to be focused on each 
other, but on family and God. “Standing surety,” a strictly 
business-related formal promise made to secure against 
loss, was a chief institution of medieval “friendship.” 
In Shakespeare’s 1598 play The Merchant of Venice, the 
merchant Antonio promises to 
cut off a pound of his own flesh as 
surety for the moneylender Shylock 
if he cannot repay a loan; outside of 
family, this kind of bond was one of 
the only acceptable close personal 
associations until the Renaissance. 
When classical Greek texts returned 
to the public consciousness during 
the 16th century, society’s regard for 
loving friendships began to return. 
Late Renaissance plays, like The 
Merchant of Venice, also include that 
kind of friendship: Antonio borrows 
money from Shylock in the first 
place to give it to his dear friend 
Bassanio, to whom he has no formal 
obligation apart from love. In many 
interpretations of the play—most 
notably the 2004 Michael Radford 
film—the two frequently hug and 
kiss. Their close bond is in fact often 
interpreted as a homosexual romance. 
Shakespeare depicted numerous close 
male friendships like this, most often 
between soldiers, such as Don Pedro 
and Claudio in Much Ado About 
Nothing (1598), or Othello and Iago 
in Othello (1603).

Extreme closeness between Western 
men remained commonplace until 
the turn of the 20th century. Intimate friendships between 
writers with celebrity status like Shelley and Byron or 
Emerson and Thoreau exemplified 19th century society’s 
continuing regard for close male friends in literature and 
in life. Some of the first American photographs from the 
1800s depict male friends holding hands, hugging, and 
cuddling. Surviving correspondence from political figures 
like Senator Daniel Webster and President Theodore 
Roosevelt start with phrases like “My lovely boy” and 
end with ones like “Very affectionately yours.” When 

in the late 1800s and early 1900s homosexuality began 
to be defined and studied in a more concrete way, mass 
cultural homophobia sparked the removal of many of 
the more physical and romantic elements that had been 
commonplace among male friendships. Brett and Kate 
McCay, in their essay “The History and Nature of Man 
Friendships” note that as homophobia began to pervade 
Western society, the military became one of the only places 
where close male relationships were acceptable anymore: 
“Working in largely all-male teams in life and death 
situations creates intense bonds and a true brotherhood. 
Soldiers will never leave a man behind and are willing 
to die to protect their comrades. Interestingly, it would 
seem that the overt machismo of the military allows these 

strong bonds to exist without the fear 
of homophobia getting in the way.” 
The military, just one of many venues 
of close male friendships in earlier 
eras, was suddenly the only place 
men could remain as close as they 
had once been.

As homosexuality has become more 
accepted in recent decades, the close 
male friendship has similarly regained 
some acceptance in society at large. 
In modern parlance, nonsexual 
loving relationships between men 
have been dubbed “bromances,” a 
clever portmanteau of “bro” (short for 
“brother”) and “romance.” A study in 
The Boston Globe determined that, at 
least in film and television, “Intimacy, 
understanding, and admiration in 
male friendships are no longer cultural 
taboos, and TV’s straight men have 
become far more overt—at times, 
comically so—about their attractions 
and bonds to other men.” Shows like 
Scrubs and House prominently feature 
bromances, and bro-centric buddy 
cop films like Rush Hour (1998) and 
sports films like Remember the Titans 
(2000) have dominated Hollywood 
film in recent decades. The critically 
acclaimed 2009 film I Love You, Man 

even espouses bromance as a necessary part of modern 
life. Bromances between celebrities like Matt Damon and 
Ben Affleck fascinate people just as much as any other 
celebrity gossip. And in true cyclical fashion, the off-
color modern adage “bros before hoes” exemplifies that 
there are some segments of modern society that, like the 
Greeks did, legitimately value male friendship over all 
other relationships. In literature and life, the bromance has 
reigned supreme. y

Above: A group of male friends in an early 
American photograph.

Below: Two American soldiers
during WWII.
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the Lost Generation
“You are all a lost generation,” Gertrude Stein once said 
to fellow author Ernest Hemingway, and the name stuck. 
Hemingway became emblematic of the era of men born just 
before 1900 who came of age during the First World War, 
and his writing, as well as the writing of his contemporaries 
like F. Scott Fitzgerald and T. S. Eliot, epitomized the 
sense of bitterness, disillusionment, and lack of purpose 
that marked their generation. This can be seen in the lives 
of the three characters in Heroes as they look back on their 
lives. The war remains a terrible, significant event, and the 
years after are defined by failures in their marriage, family, 
and careers. The phenomenon of the Lost Generation 
comes out of many aspects of the Great War, reflecting 
the pervasive disillusionment following the war that was 
described in literature, the high percentage of men of that 
age who fought in it, and the sense of isolation they felt 
from those who came before or after. 

The Lost Generation is described throughout Western 
culture, but the impact of the war was different for every 
nation. Although America sustained casualties, the 
shockingly high percentage of young men from Britain and 
France who died on the front lines brought out the literal 
meaning of Stein’s epigram. Deaths from the war claimed 
8 percent of the British population and 11 percent of the 
French. The loss of young men was exemplified in Britain 
through the life of poet Rupert Brooke, a handsome young 
man educated at Cambridge who had already begun to 
make his reputation as a poet when he entered the army. 
He wrote a series of famous poems, notably 1914 and 
Other Poems, before dying at age 27. “With his passing, 
a bright light seemed to go out of 
my life, and a bright hope out of the 
future,” said his friend Hugh Dalton. 
“For I had confidently expected that 
he would write prose and plays, and 
more poems too, which would be 
wonderful and deathless, and that 
through long years the influence of 
his unique personality would run 
wide and deep among those lucky 
enough to meet it.” Brooke’s death 
became representative of the toll the 
war took on talented and promising 
young men throughout Europe. In 
this new era of total warfare, for the 
majority of soldiers the war was not 
a formative experience, but the end 
of their life, talent, and ambition. 

Brooke’s death highlights not just 
the violence of the war, but the 

change in perspective for those whose lives had lost a 
“bright hope” during the it. This shift can be seen clearly 
in studies of the generations who survived the Great War 
in France. Prior to the outset of the war, an essay titled 
“Les Jeunes Gens d’aujourd’hui” (“The Young Person of 
Today”) stated that in contrast to the earlier generation, 
“The young man of 1914 . . . had ‘exiled self-doubt’ and 
was a sportsman. Airplanes, automobiles, and football 
attracted him more than books. He was a patriot in the 
sense that he was prepared and even eager to give up his 
life, if that sacrifice would lead to the revival of his country 
and the throwing off of the unbearable German yoke.” It 
was this exuberance that marked the beginning of the war 
in 1914, as young men across Europe were eager to enlist, 
famously promising to be home before Christmas. When 
new technology led to the violence of total war—with 
trenches, machine guns, poison gas, and heavy artillery—
youthful assurance was transformed into disillusioned 
cynicism among those who survived. 

The optimistic portrait of “The Young Person of Today” 
had centered on the young men at universities who set 
aside promising careers for the war, most of whom never 
returned. The majority of veterans who did survive had no 
place to come back to. In France, scholar Robert Wohl 
makes a distinction between the generation of 1914 who 
set off eagerly for the war, and those born slightly later 
who went to fight knowing the massacre that awaited 
them. Those young men of 1914 had fought for a purpose 
and hoped to see a new era of freedom and peace for their 
country—although they later felt that younger men or 

those who neglected to serve took 
the careers and women they should 
have come home to. Soldiers of the 
later generation “had come back full 
of bitterness, irony, and nostalgia for 
the transient life of camps,” Wohl 
wrote. “They saw the war not as a 
sacrifice they had prepared but as a 
thunderbolt that had struck them 
down.” For both idealistic veterans 
and disillusioned younger men, 
the population that greeted them 
at home was filled with a sense 
of hopelessness. Those who had 
not served in the war had trouble 
reconciling the mythic heroism they 
had heard of on the Western Front 
with the reality of the haunted, 
brooding men who returned. “We 
were ready to take them as leaders 
and guides: in 1930 it is too late,” 

Poet Rupert Brooke’s death at 27 years old
exemplifies the huge loss of promising young 

men during the first world war.
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Frenchman Guy Crouzet wrote about his generation’s 
perspective on the veterans of the Great War. “We can 
no longer have any other attitude than the one perfectly 
defined by [the German author] Ernest Glaeser: the war 
is our parents. Without denying the cruel cost of their 
experience, we are going ahead on our own.” 

Crouzet’s essay about his generation reflects an 
estrangement that occurred for many groups during the 
20th century, all of whom felt in the post-war years as if 
they were “on our own.” Each generation seemed to feel 
their experiences were completely unique from those of 
any other age, but resonant throughout their age group. 
Wohl notes that during the early 1900s in France the 
generational portrait had become almost a literary genre. 
In contrast to the optimism that had first been used to 
describe the young men of 1914, it was a genre of despair. 
“When the war ended, we assumed everything was going 
to change. We would be happy, we would become a 

serious people like the Americans; we were going to be 
generous; the poilus (WWI soldiers) would come back, 
and they would cure us of our laziness and serve as our 
example,” Frenchman Jean Prevost wrote. “Instead . . . 
[our] generation had discovered that nothing was going 
to change.”

This bleak discovery of failure was described in the social 
science papers, personal essays, novels, and poems of the 
Lost Generation. Most famously, Eliot captured the 
transformed society in his epic poem The Waste Land 
(1922), which embodied the post-war zeitgeist: 

After the torch-light red on sweaty faces
After the frosty silence in the gardens
After the agony in stony places
The shouting and the crying 
Prison and place and reverberation
Of thunder of spring over distant mountains
He who was living is now dead
We who were living are now dying
With a little patience.

Eliot presents death as a pervasive force in society: whether 
literal or metaphorical, the war’s destructive force affected 
everyone. His words are evocative of the lines in Heroes in 
which Gustave compares moving into the military hospital 
to death, as he tells Henri “you committed suicide twenty-
five years ago.” The question that faced the Lost Generation 
was what to make of life when overcome by the feeling of 
“dying with a little patience.” In tracing these soldiers into 
their old age, one of the messages of Sibleyras’s play is that 
they and their dreams were not destroyed. Although the 
imprint of the war upon their lives is unshakeable, as it 
was for so many of their generation, they continue to live, 
laugh, and long for adventure. y

The British writer Frank Muir once said, “Strategy is buying a bottle of fine 
wine when you take a lady out for dinner. Tactics is getting her to drink it.” As 
Muir’s quote suggests, strategy and tactics can be applied to many sectors of 
life. Historically, they have proved most important in war—as demonstrated 
by the many instances in Heroes when the characters fall back into the habits 
of military strategic planning. Strategy is defined as the employment of all 
resources—military, economic, political, and social—to accomplish a goal, 
while tactics respond to the immediate situation, focusing on things such as 
terrain, the employment of weapons, and the condition of troops. Famously, 
the different strategies used by the American militia and the British Army 
during the Revolutionary War—the British marched in straight lines across 
open fields, while the militia shot from the woods in scattered groups—
allowed the American forces to withstand their opponents in spite of their smaller numbers. During World War 
I, the Encyclopædia Britannica notes that technology led to a breakdown in military strategy: “Mass mobilization 
and technologies that had outpaced the abilities of organizations to absorb them culminated in slaughter and 
deadlock.” The three veterans of Heroes apply their knowledge to a happier expedition within the play, but their 
plans of when to leave, what road to take, and how to cross the river all reflect their military training. 

"strateGery," or, the miLitary mindset

The Vic-sur-Aisne World War I national cemetery in France. 

Dr. Strangelove (1964) depicts 
U.S. military and political leaders 

discussing strategy in a “War Room.”
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GentLemanLiness
In a nursing home, with the same routine every day, the 
characters of Heroes, Philippe, Gustave, and Henri, cling 
to any sort of change in that routine. Sometimes, these 
changes are the way in which they relate to the women they 
meet. They often discuss the women in their lives, sharing 
with one another their previous romantic attempts and 
failures (such as Philippe’s attempted come-on to Sister 
Maryann). Henri, who goes on a daily walk, is the only one 
of the three who regularly gets out and interacts with the 
outside world; in one scene, he describes to his two friends 
the woman he met while out on his constitutional. This 
leads them into a discussion of how one should interact 
with women, which highlights 
their preconceived beliefs about the 
subject matter. Philippe and Gustave 
maintain that Henri should talk to 
this woman the next time he sees her, 
but Henri protests that “it isn’t done.” 
Philippe responds, “It isn’t done? This 
is 1959, my friend! There’s no ‘isn’t 
done,’ that’s over, gone. You have to 
get up-to-date with today’s women!” 

Henri is trying to maintain what he 
sees as “being a gentleman,” but what 
is a “gentleman,” exactly? How do we 
define one? A gentleman, most people 
believe, is a polite man, one who 
never interrupts or speaks loudly, one 
who holds the door for women and 
offers to help in any way he can. John 
Henry Cardinal Newman, a scholar 
who created a treatise on university 
education for Roman Catholic men in 
1852, stated, “It is almost a definition 
of a gentleman to say he is one who never inflicts pain. This 
description is both refined and, as far as it goes, accurate. 
He is mainly occupied in merely removing the obstacles 
which hinder the free and unembarrassed action of those 
about him; and he concurs with their movements rather 
than takes the initiative himself.” This description of a 
gentleman remains accurate to the present day.

The three friends in Heroes grew up and courted women 
during a time period when there were quite different 
“rules” to the game of love for gentlemen. In the Victorian 
era (roughly 1837–1901), romantic love had become the 
main requirement for marriage, as opposed to arranged 
marriages according to status. Still, despite a new level of 
emotional regard for marriage, there was a level of formality 
that had to be maintained when courting a woman. 
During this time, romantic relations prior to marriage 

were not called “dating,” they were termed “calling,” and 
involved a young man visiting a woman’s home, meeting 
her parents, and perhaps spending some time alone with 
her (still with a chaperone, though—chaperones were 
always required when men and women visited with each 
other). Genealogist Kimberly Powell says, “An interested 
gentleman could not simply walk up to a young lady and 
begin a conversation. Even after being introduced, it was 
still some time before it was considered appropriate for a 
man to speak to a lady or for a couple to be seen together.” 
It is easy to see, then, where Henri’s reservations about 
simply approaching a woman arise—during the time he 

might have begun courting women, it 
was unheard of for a man to approach 
a woman and begin a conversation. 

Following this era of courtship and 
highly formal romantic relationships 
came a time in the early 20th 
century where it began to be more 
acceptable to have multiple romantic 
partners throughout one’s life before 
marrying. In addition to this, the 
existence of adult chaperones— 
which before were a required part 
of romantic etiquette—began to 
decline. This increase in romantic 
options is perhaps related to the fact 
that women were more and more 
moving out of the private sphere of 
the home into the public sphere of 
society, and were becoming integral 
members of the same social sphere 
as men. Sociologist Cas Wouters 
quotes Leonore Davidoff: “Cafes, the 

growth of tea rooms, the use of buses, even the provision of 
public lavatories for women, were as important in freeing 
middle-class women from strict social ritual as the slow 
erosion of chaperonage.” Because there were more places 
for women to go in public, there were more opportunities 
for men to meet them, which increased the likelihood 
of meeting romantic partners. The lack of needing a 
chaperone served to make the “dates” less formal. During 
the 1910s and 1920s, there was a growing (although still 
relatively small) tolerance of sexual freedom; the phrase 
“you can do anything you please as long as you don’t do it 
in the streets and frighten the horses” became increasingly 
indicative of cultural attitudes. This sexual freedom also 
led to a freedom of friendship; in the 1920s, an etiquette 
writer from England stated, “An unmarried daughter is 
no longer socially her mother’s pale shadow, kept closely 
under the elder lady’s wing, never allowed to be alone, 

Sir Walter Raleigh lays his cloak over a 
puddle for Queen Elizabeth in one of the 

more famous acts of gentlemanliness.
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unless under her vigilant eyes, for 
she may now form her own social 
circle, entertain friends of both 
sexes, and be entertained at their 
friends.” Men were now allowed 
to be “just friends” with women, 
instead of always pursuing romantic 
relationships. 

Despite all of this apparent 
liberation from rules of etiquette, 
many of the traditional systems 
of courtship were still widely 
enforced and encouraged. The same 
etiquette writer states, “When any 
gentleman, newly introduced to a 
girl, has escorted her home from 
the scene of the introduction, it is not correct for her to 
ask him to call, or for him to seek the permission from 
her. Any such invitation must come from the girl’s mother 
. . . so if she wishes to see more of her cavalier, she should 
introduce him to her mother or hostess.” Even though still 
strictly formal, the agency this particular etiquette writer 
allows to women is indicative of the increased autonomy 
females were experiencing with their relationships. After 
World War I, another etiquette writer states, “The former 
stiff formality [between the sexes] has been replaced 
by friendliness and understanding.” Instead of men 
and women interacting merely for the sake of potential 
romantic partnership, they also began to interact on a 
level of platonic companionship, 
which was a sharp contrast from 
the way things were before the 
war. This is probably due to the 
fact that women were becoming 
even more visible outside of the 
home, and therefore meeting 
more members of the opposite 
sex; it became common for a 
gentleman to approach a woman 
and vice versa.

Of course, these fast changes 
took time to “sink in,” but now, 
as Wouters states, “In and 
outside intimate relationships, 
both the value of intimacy and 
the expectation of women to 
become and remain emotionally 
and financially independent, to 
be their own protectors, have 
risen dramatically.” The success of romantic relationships 
was based on whether or not the parties involved were 
two individuals, instead of one depending on the other, 
and whether or not they could negotiate that level of 
equal independence while still remaining in love. Because 

men and women were now seen 
as relative equals, there was no 
reason why a man couldn’t approach 
a woman anymore—the original 
rules of heterosexual relationships 
had changed. 

At first, it may not seem like 
men’s changing relationships with 
women are of much importance 
in Heroes; after all, there are no 
female characters onstage, and the 
women they do talk about are not 
necessarily driving forces of the 
plot. However, close examinations 
of their discussions about women 
reveal interesting tidbits about 

their personalities and beliefs. For example, during a 
conversation about the changing rules of etiquette, the 
three men argue about whether it is more important to 
make a woman climax or to make her laugh. This discussion 
highlights one of the main shifts in the way that romantic 
relationships were conducted in the 20th century: should 
they remain strictly traditional in terms of sexuality, or is a 
more intimate, friendly, personal connection required? 

The characters’ relationships with women are a small but 
vital component of this play, because they signify two dif-
ferent things. First, the relationships signify the men’s dis-
connect with the rest of modern society, which highlights 

both their age and their isolation. 
The fact that Henri, the only one 
of the three men who appears to 
have the courage to interact with 
women, is trying to adhere to the 
etiquette of courtship he learned 
when he was a young man only 
proves how difficult it is for 
the three of them to connect to 
modern society. This brings us 
to the second reason why these 
relationships are important: they 
signify a semblance of normalcy 
for the characters. Gustave, who 
is extremely agoraphobic, does 
not really talk to women because 
he does not leave the grounds; 
his ability to finally leave the 
confines of the retirement home 
and interact with a woman (even 
if it is just a slight nod) is a huge 

triumph for him, and a signifier that he can still connect 
with the outside world. Despite all of their disconnections 
with “regular” society, it is in their discussions of women 
and how to act toward them that these three aging men 
reveal much of their humor and humanity. y

Holding doors open for women is seen as a 
“gentlemanly” thing to do.

Ettiquette was of the utmost importance in 
courting during Victorian times.
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searChinG for heroes
A college professor at Rider University opened his class 
"Celebrated American Trials of the 20th Century" by 
asking his students to name four people: a great deceased 
hero, a great living hero, the greatest living villain, and 
the greatest deceased villain. The villains had high levels 
of consistency. Nineteen of thirty students named people 
associated with the War on Terror (Saddam Hussein, 
Osama Bin Laden, or “terrorists” generally). Adolf Hitler 
was identified as the greatest deceased villain, losing only 
four votes to Malcolm X, Al Capone, “the serpent,” and 
“society.” Naming heroes, however proved more difficult 
and vastly more erratic. Some students identified people 
who had been personal role models or mentors. Others felt 
that a hero had to be someone who had acted courageously 
in the face of great risk or suffering. Five students were 
unable to name anyone at all, and five more named either 
their mom or dad. The other twenty votes were widely 
scattered, naming everyone from Jimmy Carter (the only 
person other than “mom” to receive more than one vote) or 
Mother Theresa to John Lennon or Cesar Chavez. Where 
the lines of villainy are clear, the boundaries defining a 
hero are fragile at best. Professor James Castagnera, who 
conducted the above survey, concluded that while signals 
of who is bad and who to hate are loud and clear, “history 
seems to send no clear signals about who and what is best 
in our common human heritage.”

Perhaps part of what makes determining our heroes so dif-
ficult is that the designation is highly subjective. The Ox-
ford American Dictionary provides three definitions for a 
hero: a courageous war hero, the protagonist of a work of 
literature, and a superhuman or divine mythological be-
ing. From two of the definitions, the 
clearest mark of a hero is that there is 
something extraordinary about them. 
Initially, the Greeks designated heroes 
as someone who was quasi-divine, a 
demi- or demoted god or goddess. It 
was when Greek poet Homer wrote 
his epic tales of war in the 8th century 
bce (The Iliad and The Odyssey) that 
“hero” was attributed to the context of 
the military. Some of the most well-
known literary heroes are formidable 
fighters, including Achilles and Hec-
tor in the Illiad, as well as characters 
from other epic stories such as Beowulf 
and Gilgamesh.

When Homer ascribed the word “hero” 
to the bravest men of war, to those 
who made the greatest sacrifice or 

demonstrated the most courage, he sparked widespread 
documentation of military heroes. In modern times the 
military defines a hero as “someone who has performed 
an act or service above and beyond the call of duty.” The 
highest honor given by the United States for courageous 
action is the Medal of Honor, which is awarded when 
“someone distinguishes himself or herself conspicuously 
by gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his or her life 
above and beyond the call of duty. The deed performed 
must have been one of personal bravery or self-sacrifice so 
conspicuous as to clearly distinguish the individual above 
his or her comrades and must have involved risk of life.” 
The medal can be awarded for a variety of acts. Second 
Corporal Jake Allex was awarded the medal in 1919 for his 
actions in France during World War I: “Corpl. Allex took 

command of the platoon and led it 
forward until the advance was stopped 
by fire from a machinegun nest. He 
then advanced alone for about 30 yards 
in the face of intense fire and attacked 
the nest. With his bayonet he killed 5 
of the enemy, and when it was broken, 
used the butt of his rifle, capturing 15 
prisoners.” More recently, Lieutenant 
Michael P. Murphy was awarded the 
medal for his acts during a battle in 
Afghanistan. Murphy fought his way 
out of cover into open terrain, with 
disregard for his own wounds and life, 
in order to get in a position to be able 
to place a vital call to headquarters for 
assistance. This decision cost Murphy 
his life, but without a doubt, it also 
saved the lives of other members of 
his team. The lieutenant’s actions are 

The United States Medal of Honor.

Greek poet and author Homer.
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a powerful example of 
military heroism.

The military’s definition 
of heroism is arguably 
the clearest, and unlike 
Professor Castagnera’s 
students, those who 
assign the designation 
of military hero have 
no difficulty providing 
specific citations to 
“prove” a candidate’s 
heroic nature. But 
taking the military as 
the decisive definition 
of heroism does not 
account for the fact that 

not a single student in Professor Castagnera’s class listed 
the military, either on an individual or collective basis, as a 
hero. The website “Urban Dictionary” provides definitions 
of slang words, as well as the perceived meanings of words or 
phrases according to the people who wrote the definitions. 
Here too, “mom” is provided as an example of a hero in 
several of the available definitions. Unlike the military, 
which requires courageous and life-threatening actions 
to dub you a hero, the definitions on Urban Dictionary 
claim simply that a hero is someone who “voluntarily gives 
of themselves without expecting anything in return. They 
also possess traits that make them a role model for others.” 
Mom or Jimmy Carter could easily meet these criteria, and 
because the public writes Urban Dictionary, perhaps this 
definition is more indicative of how people at large regard 
a hero. 

Finding the middle ground, 19th century poet and 
essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson went one step further, but 
stopped short of the strict definition of the military. “The 
characteristic of genuine heroism is its persistency. All men 
have wandering impulses, fits and starts of generosity. But, 
when you have resolved to be great—abide by yourself, 
and do not weakly try to reconcile yourself with the world. 
The heroic cannot be the common, nor the common the 
heroic.” According to Emerson, the measure of a hero is 
the strength with which they hold to their convictions 
and sense of self; a definition that is as easily as applicable 
to personal heroes like a mother, public ones like Jimmy 
Carter, or military ones like Lieutenant Murphy.

By any of the above definitions, one can safely say that the 
designation of hero rests heavily on context. Mom is a hero 
to her children, but less likely to be one to her co-workers. 
Similarly, a hero in war is often still just a person at home. 
A decorated soldier comes home to be once again a friend, 
neighbor, husband or wife, daughter or son; subjected 
once again to the general public’s attitudes toward war 

and perceptions of the military. A veteran of war must still 
come home to work a job, shop for groceries, and stand in 
line at the post office. Even an extraordinary hero returns 
to an ordinary life, except they are burdened with the 
memory of war and the enduring effects of service they 
bring home with them.

When veterans of the Vietnam War (1956–1975) returned 
home, even the most heroic soldier was still looked upon 
with the public disdain that had developed surrounding 
the conflict itself. With television coverage of the war 
broadcast on the home front, the horror of the war was 
brought right into people’s living rooms. The American 
public was aghast at what the soldiers overseas were ex-
periencing and support for the war fell dramatically. As 
disdain for the war grew, support for the soldiers dimin-
ished as well; those who did serve went from heroes to 
victims. After the war ended, the war itself was an issue too 
sensitive to be fictionally represented, and many television 
shows set in Vietnam were never produced or were utter 
flops. However, representations of Vietnam veterans saw 
increasing popularity. Television shows like Magnum P.I. 
(1980) or Riptide (1984) featured veterans of the Vietnam 
War as central characters. In focusing the story on the re-
turning soldier rather than on the conflict itself, audiences 
were invited to process the war with respect to the return-
ing soldiers and a sense of continuation and hopefulness 
that is difficult to find in representing the war itself.

As a representation of veterans, Gérald Sibleyras’s Heroes 
manages to be respectful, sentimental, and comedic all 
at once. In the play, Gustave—a veteran suffering from 
PTSD—says of himself, “you’ve lain wounded for three 
days and nights in a shell crater behind enemy lines, you’ve 
collected every medal and decoration the French army has 
to offer.” In his youth, Gustave was a hero; as a veteran, he 
is just another old man on a terrace, celebrated once, but 
now fading into the past. For these heroes, their war days 
are a fading memory, but it doesn’t stop Gustave and his 
friends from reaching for one final moment of heroism. y

Soldiers during the Vietnam War (1956-1975).

Jimmy Carter.
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instant Lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning

Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

GettinG started: Pre-shoW aCtivities

1. How do you see aging and dying depicted in our society? As a class, brainstorm a list of older people you have seen 
depicted in movies, TV, theater, or other media. Are there common themes in the way their lives and points of view are 
characterized? How do these same films, shows, and plays describe the mortality, or nearness-to-death, of these characters, 
if at all? 

2. In Heroes, Gustave, Philippe, and Henri set off on a last “adventure” together to leave their veterans’ home. Can a small, 
personal struggle such as this be heroic? Read the article “Searching for Heroes” on pp. 30-31 and then write a short scene 
or monologue in which you set off on an adventure—large or small—with two of your friends. What are your obstacles? 
Are you able to overcome them or not? Do any of you act with heroism?

3. Read the article “The Battle-Weary Heart” on pp. 14-15 and research further the psychological effects that war can 
have on those who experience it firsthand. Has humanity’s experience of war and its impact on us changed significantly 
between earlier times and the 20th & 21st centuries? What about between WWI (experienced by the characters in 
Heroes) and the modern conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan?

4. Read examples of poetry, fiction, and/or plays by writers from the “Lost Generation” (described in the article on pp. 
26-27) such as Ernest Hemingway, Erich Maria Remarque, Jean Cocteau or T.S. Eliot. In what ways can you see their 
writing reflecting the attitudes and aspirations of the generation who—like the characters in Heroes—came of age during 
the First World War? How do they depict the war itself ?

5. Interview an elderly relative or friend of the family about their experience of growing older, and either take notes or 
record the conversation. Using their answers as inspiration, write a monologue or short story in the voice of the person 
you interviewed about what it is like to be their age and how they see friendships and family relationships.

makinG ConneCtions: Post-shoW aCtivities

1. How does the presence of the “fourth crusader”—the statue of the dog—contribute to the story? How and why does 
the statue become important to the other characters, particularly Gustave? What is the symbolism of having the statue be 
a dog, as opposed to some other animal? 

2. How did the sound and lighting design help to support the production? In what ways did these elements contribute 
to establishing the mood of each of the play’s scenes? If you were designing lights and/or sound for Heroes, what might 
you do differently?

3. One of the central features of the relationship between the three friends in Heroes is their bickering over who should 
be “the leader” of their expedition. What moments can you identify in the play where this conflict was prominent? Have 
you seen parallel power struggles occurring among friends in your own life or in other fictional settings? When does it 
become evident that there’s a conflict? How do the characters in Heroes handle it?

4. Think about the female characters’ presence in the play, though none are physically present onstage. Read the article 
“Gentlemanliness” on pp. 28-29 and its point of view on how and why the characters relate to women, then write a 
short scene in which you depict one of the men’s offstage interactions with women—Philippe’s encounters with Sister 
Madeleine, Henri’s first meeting with his “flower” at the girl’s school, etc. How do their ideas about “gentlemanliness” 
impact the action?
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75 field gun: The Canon de 75 modèle 1897, to give it 
its full name, was the first modern field artillery design. 
The French Army depended on them throughout the 
First World War, as their rapid firing compensated for 
the army’s lack of heavy artillery. 75s were still in use in 
WWII, but with modifications, and were less pivotal to 
France’s military campaign. 

Alsace: An area of northeast France that lies between 
the Rhine River and the Vosges Mountains, which has 
historically been contested between French and German 
rule. The region was German following the Franco-
Prussian War (1870–71) and a site of heavy fighting 
during the First World War. It became part of France 
again through the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. 

Constitutional: A walk for the purpose of improving 
one’s health. 

Crusaders: The soldiers who participated in the military 
campaigns of the Christian states of Europe against the 
Muslim population in Palestine, which occurred from 
1095 to 1291. 

Doxy: A prostitute, woman of ill repute, or mistress. 

French Indochina: Comprised of Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia, which were French colonies with limited 
autonomy in the French Union after World War II. Each 
of the states were nominally recognized as independent in 
1950 following the First Indochina War, and gained true 
autonomy following the Geneva Conference of 1954. 

Maubeuge: A community in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais 
region of northern France. 

Mekong: The Mekong River is the longest river in Asia, 
running through China, Tibet, Cambodia, Laos, and 
Vietnam before flowing into the South China Sea. 

Mens sana in corpore sano: A Latin phrase meaning “A 
sound mind in a sound body.” 

Mortadella: A large beef or pork smoked sausage, 
seasoned with pepper and garlic.

The Occupation: German forces occupied three-fifths 
of France from 1940 to 1944, as part of the peace treaty 
France made after Germany invaded in 1940.

Poplars: A slender, quick-growing deciduous tree; any of 
35 species of the poplus genus in the willow family of tree. 
The leaves are heart-shaped or oval, with ridges that cause 
them to tremble at the lightest wind. The most common 
European varieties of poplar reach from 100 to 115 feet, 
with a narrow form that is easy to recognize. 

Quatrain: Four lines of verse.

Sauzey-le-potier: A town in central France. 

Shrapnel: A projectile that explodes mid-flight, throwing 
out lead balls, or a fragment from an exploded mine, bomb, 
or shell. The term originated in 1806 with English artillery 
officer Henry Shrapnel. 

Squib: A short speech or piece of writing, most often 
humorous and satirical.

GLossary

A 75 field gun in World War I.

Poplar trees.
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PortLand staGe ComPany

eduCation and outreaCh
Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage! Portland Stage is dedicated to 
bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, and thought-provoking literature to a wide audience of youth and 
adult learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to PlayNotes, 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 Early Show Program annually provides over 5,000 middle and high school students from Maine and New 
Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. Following 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.

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, 
members of Portland Stage’s Affiliate Artists, who engage students in the creative process through writing, 
acting, directing and discussion.

PlayNotes

Teachers and other audience members can enhance their theatrical experience with PlayNotes, our resource 
guide. Created by Portland Stage’s Literary and Education departments, these extensive guides present a broad 
spectrum of information and perspectives on each play, including biographical information on the playwright, 
articles about the historical and social context in which the play was written, production and design elements, 
and suggested activities for learners of all ages. PlayNotes appeals to a wide audience of student and adult readers, 
and subscriptions are available for those who wish to delve more deeply into the plays on our stage. PlayNotes 
is also available for free on our website at www.portlandstage.org.

The Intern Company

Portland Stage Company’s Intern Company is designed to introduce recent college graduates to the world of 
professional theater. Selected from more than 100 applicants each season, this company of 10 to 11 interns plays 
an integral role in producing shows at Portland Stage. Internships focus on the departments of directing & 
dramaturgy, education & theater for kids, marketing & graphic design, carpentry, costumes, electrics & sound, 
and stage management.

Theater for Kids

Portland Stage’s Theater for Kids gives children in our community an interactive way to learn theater and literacy 
through workshops that encourage creativity and spontaneity. Play Me A Story readings and workshops, led by 
Portland Stage Affiliate Artists, are held every Saturday morning for kids ages 4-10, and workshops and theater 
camps for kids of all ages are offered in the summer and during school vacation weeks.
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disCussion ProGrams

for the GeneraL PubLiC
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, provide insight into the literary and social aspects of the play, as well as exploring 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.

disCussion dates for 
heroes

The Artistic Perspective: Sunday, April 1 
following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.

Page to Stage: Tuesday, April 3 at noon at the 
Portland Public Library.

Curtain Call: Sunday, April 8 following the
2:00 p.m. matinee.
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