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Discussion series

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

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

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

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.



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

The Davis Family Foundation

Our Education Media partner  is

Funded in part by a grant from our Educational Partner, the 
Maine Arts Commission, an independent state agency 
supported by the National Endowment for the Arts.
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Thoughts from the Editors:
Could you change your lives if you had to?

“When I was young, the world I lived in was The World; the thought that there 
was a larger world never occurred to me.” A.R. Gurney said this in 1982 when he 
discussed his relation to WASP culture. Which made me think about the world 
each of  us resides in. Which world I reside in. Sure there are many people in the 
world that can change their lives. But if  you’re already aware and implemented 
into that world… how much different could it be? How do you know when you’ve 
stretched yourself  past the limits of  your comfort zone? The only world Gurney 
lived in was that of  the elite. It wasn’t until a much older age that he became ex-
posed to other aspects of  America; the various people that coexisted outside of  
his bubble. I feel like I’ve changed my life many times. But each time after I’ve 
adjusted, it all seems familiar. Maybe it’s because I didn’t grow up in a bubble, or 
possibly, the bubble hasn’t popped yet and I’m merely expanding it. All I know is 
I’ve taken the opportunities that have presented themselves to me. Perhaps that is 

the simplest answer, to take what life gives you; and if  it doesn’t, take it anyway.  
 -T.J. Baldassare, Directing anD Dramaturgy intern

Can you change your life? Absolutely! But only with hard work. About three years ago, I called myself  a writer, 
hadn’t done theater in years, and was relatively 
disinterested in my community. That all changed on a dime when I saw a 
performance of  Peggy Shaw’s Menopausal Gentlemen. The life-changing production 
awoke a new creative spirit and interest in social justice. I had never before realized 
how powerful art, and especially theater, could be as a vehicle for positive social 
change. Within the month, I shifted the focus of  my creative output, and began 
organizing locally. It wasn’t always easy at first. In order to live my life the way I try 
to now, and make the theater I wanted to make, I first had to unlearn negative be-
haviors I had internalized. This was difficult, and they remained barriers well into 
my process of  changing for the better. I continue to learn now, but I am working 
in a theater and am able to use my position to encourage powerful conversations 
every day. 
 -Ian ChaCe, Directing anD Dramaturgy intern
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“You must change your life,” Rilke famously wrote in response to a sculpture 
of  Apollo. I believe it is possible to change one’s life, and that art can be a 
catalyst for meaningful change. Theatre, in particular, allows us to imag-
ine other possibilities, other lives. It can help us see our own lives more clear-
ly, or challenge our long-held assumptions. It can motivate us to take a risk 
by moving away from the familiar, whether this is a literal move to a new job 
or a new city, or a more gradual process of  questioning our own beliefs and 
expectations. Later Life deals with both of  these models of  change. It rais-
es the question of  why people choose to stay in a familiar place or to move 
away, and it asks us to consider what might happen when we act against our 
ingrained patterns and value systems. Whether or not the characters in Later 
Life are ultimately able to change their lives, we as audience members may see 

something onstage that inspires us to make a change, however small, in how we choose to live. 
-JulIa FITzgerald, eDucation intern

Could I change my life? I guess I won’t know till I try! I feel like I’ve made a lot of  
little changes in becoming who I am as a person now. My most recent change was 
leaving my family, friends, and even boyfriend for the first time and moving from 
Oklahoma to Maine. Everything around me is a change from the view I’m used 
to, and I’ve fallen in love with it already. Because of  this journey and those I’ve 
been on before, I can say I believe in myself  to persevere. Change can be hard, 
but I know I can get through it and even enjoy it because of  the love and support 
I feel from others, and the love I have for myself.
-ColBy FrederICk, Directing anD Dramaturgy intern 

 
Although it may be far from easy, I’d like to believe that it’s never too late to 
change our lives after we have already established one. Often, I think, people don’t 
make the changes they want to see in their lives because they’re restrained by fear. 
Fear is human, it’s something that we all face in life at some point or another. 
However, if  able to overcome those fears, I believe humans have the capacity 
to achieve limitless possibilities, even changing our course. I’m only twenty-two 
years old with a lot of  learning ahead of  me, so I can’t say for certain that I’ll feel 
the same way twenty years from now, but I refuse to believe that the feeling of  
being “stuck” is inescapable.  
-ChIp MorrIs, eDucation intern
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Focus Questions

1. Play titles often inform the audience about what directions the plot of  a play may 
take. When you see the title Later Life, what comes to mind? How do you think this 
particular title indicates what this play may be about? Does it appeal to you?

2. What does “second chance” mean to you? Do you think people should get a second 
chance to fix their mistakes? Why or why not? 

3. How do you feel that privilege or status shapes the ideology of  certain social groups? 
How might the place in which you “grow up” affect your view of  the world? How is 
the idea of  privilege portrayed in books, movies, or media that you’ve recently come 
across?

4. Have you ever made a change in your life that you found difficult? In what ways 
was this change positive or negative? Can you think of  a book that you’ve read that 
involved a character making a big change? How did this change affect them personally 
as well as their relationship with other characters?

5. Think about a time when a close friendship or relationship dwindled (as a result of  
moving, growing apart, etc.). If  you saw this person again, what might you do or say? 
What are the challenges in reconnecting with someone you may not have seen in a long 
time? 

6. What do you think is the role of  etiquette in society? Are there any drawbacks to 
following established etiquette too closely? 

7. How does technology affect the way that we, as a society, communicate? How 
might the way we communicate today be different than the way previous generations 
communicated/interacted? Do you view this as a positive or negative evolution? Why?
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living around the corner and taking in the beautiful 
skyline of  the city she desperately loves. There is 
also Esther and Ted, a couple who just moved from 
the South to culture themselves by taking Italian at 
Harvard, walking the Freedom Trail, and relishing 
in the fact that they were mugged for the first 
time. Even Duane – the nerdy man constantly in 
search of  his premium vodka-loving wife – merely 
wants to upgrade to the latest and greatest tech 
software. So eager to stay up to date on what’s 
relevant that he forgoes the fact that today is his 
wife’s birthday, forgetting to live in the present. 

Perhaps none of  these are solutions but merely other 
ways to prolong the inevitable, Gurney is famous 
for simply presenting a problem and letting it live. 
Never the less, our bachelor plays one role in Later 
Life. Surrounded by two actors who buzz about 
him playing multiple characters, each with different 
crusades. Each one illuminates the versatility of  
human change. But will Austin concede? 

In the script it is noted that “The author is indebted 
to Henry James.” This specifically indebts itself  to 
James’ short story, “The Beast in the Jungle.” The 
prevailing theme of  the story being the heartache 
and desolation that comes with a life not lived. 
But unlike James’ short story that ends on a darker 
note, Gurney gives audience members a bit more 
leeway. He leaves an opportunity for either scenario 
to come into fruition. Perhaps Gurney empathized 
with Austin, because in many ways Gurney was 
Austin. Both traveled the Mediterranean in the 
navy, attended elite private institutions and married 
heiresses of  huge corporations. They share an 
appreciation for the world they grew up in and 
acknowledge the barriers of  living life as an elitist. 
Gurney found a way out however; his solution was 
literally and figuratively in Later Life, when he began 
his successful career of  playwright at the age of  51 – 
a profession that he continues to this day. But what 
if  that success had never come? What if  Playwrights 
Horizons had chosen not to give him the 60-seat 
space that premiered The Dining Room. Where would 
Gurney be, and what would he have done? 

About the Play
Gurney proposed an extremely personal question 
in the early 90’s when he wrote Later Life. When 
retirement is the job status, when the children are 
off  starting their own families and when the white 
paint on that perfectly picketed fence starts to chip… 
what comes later, and what happens if  you can’t 
decide? This, of  course, is a much larger obstacle 
than a midlife crisis – where an impulse sports car 
purchase can relieve the pressure of  wrinkles; or a 
haircut can simultaneously give you bangs and ten 
years back. No, Gurney was asking and personifying 
this possibly unanswerable question in Later Life. 

A terrace on a beautiful high rise overlooking Boston 
Harbor where, it seems, everything is in plain view, 
serves as the play’s setting. The spires of  Harvard, the 
U.S.S. Constitution even the lights in Provincetown, 
are in sight. Everything… except what lies ahead. On 
this beautiful piece of  real estate stands Austin. A 
divorced bachelor living, what would seem to be, the 
dream. He’s wealthy, has a lady friend up in Nashua 
that he visits on the weekends and a best friend 
named Walt. What else could you want? Except he’s 
on Prozac, was dumped for a man half  his age, and 
really has no idea what to do next – so he appeases 
his children by continuing to see the psychiatrist 
prescribing him Prozac. Then Ruth, a woman he 
doesn’t recognize or remember approaches him. 

Their chance encounter leads them to grasp onto 
one another. They joyfully reminisce about their first 
encounter on the Isle of  Capri, and hesitantly confront 
what might have been a mistaken opportunity. 
Neither of  them comes to this party expecting to 
confront the dire need for change in each ones life. 
Perhaps even the random occurrence of  seeing each 
other after half  a lifetime would not have been the 
catalyst to confront this obstacle. Thankfully though, 
they’re not the only ones sailing in the same harbor.
 
Whether they are enjoying, contemplating or 
compromising the next stages of  life – the other 
members of  Sally’s party all bring their own 
version of  fulfillment in their later stage of  life. 
For Roy, he simply wants to “migrate south” and 
“land on a golf  course” somewhere far away from 
the irritating cold that cripples his arthritic knees. 
Meanwhile his wife Marion sees that as a prolonged 
death sentence, or a “concentration camp.” 
The rest of  her life ideally involves her grandchildren 
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Born as the son of  a real estate and insurance agent, 
it is perhaps no surprise that Albert Ramsdell Gurney 
Jr. – more commonly known as A.R. Gurney, or Pete 
if  you are lucky enough to be deemed a friend – has 
made a career writing plays about the world he grew 
up in. That of  the white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, 
or as it’s more commonly known, the WASP culture. 

 In a time where playwrights were bringing 
the working class’s issues to the high priced seats 
of  Broadway – such as Arthur Miller’s Death of  a 
Salesman – Gurney was bringing the issues of  the 
people sitting in those seats to well… not Broadway. 
The simplicity of  Gurney’s plays and the initial 
perception that WASP culture was celebrated in his 
works, did not sit well with theatergoers and critics 
alike. Instead of  illuminating a character’s escape from 
a dark area, Gurney preferred to allow the character to 
sit and contemplate. Combine this with an audience 
that is possibly of  the WASP culture and is also sitting 
and contemplating, a fun night out can easily turn 
into an unwanted night of  solemn introspection. 
Thus Gurney was not initially well received – or 
even understood by most. Not until 1982, at the age 
of  51, when The Dining Room was produced in a 
small 60 seat theater within Playwrights Horizons 
which, unsurprisingly, is an Off-Broadway theater. 

During this time Off-Broadway theaters were looking 
for commercially viable plays to produce, and in 
some aspects this meant smaller casts. Gurney, who 
was fairly unproduced at the time, decided to write 
The Dining Room; a play with 57 characters that 
spanned multiple generations requiring a mere six 
actors. Gurney created his own solution to combat the 
problems playwrights had been struggling with for 
years. He wrote plays that depict multiple characters, 
in multiple settings; deal with vastly different 
ailments, all while making it financially feasible to 
attract producers. Perhaps its success could also be 
attributed to fact that audiences were finally noticing 
the intention of  Gurney’s work. Not necessarily to 
celebrate but to “explore, examine, criticize, and even 
say goodbye to what is known as WASP culture.” 

 When Gurney became bored of  the theater 
and felt a break was needed, he delved into another 
form of  writing. “I was thinking, Hell, I’ve had 
enough of  the theater for a while. I’m going to 
write an epistolary novel.” A novel he sent to The 
New Yorker, which was entirely comprised of  love 

letters. They sent it back saying they didn’t publish 
plays. Which is what he did, he made it a play – 
but again, one that challenged the template. The 
author’s note about Love Letters states, “This is a play, 
or rather a sort of  play, which needs no theater, no 
lengthy rehearsal, no special set, no memorization 
of  lines, and no commitment from its two actors 
beyond the night of  the performance.” Love Letters 
simply requires two actors sitting at a table, reading 
a lifetime of  letters they have sent one another. It 
was a simple concept with an amazing reception. An 
actors dream in a way, the ability to show up an hour 
before curtain, perform the play and then leave it 
for the next duo. White Rabbit Red Rabbit currently 
plays at the Westside Theatre in New York and 
has a very similar concept. An actor goes on stage 
with little knowledge of  the play they are about to 
perform, opens a manila envelope and begins. It’s 
fascinating for both the performer and audience 
member because neither knows what to expect. It is 
a truly innovative form of  theater that seems almost 
impossible in conception, and yet is completely 
attainable. And guess who attained it first? Gurney.

 Yet even after all this success, Gurney 
faced multiple rejections from theaters throughout 
the New York area in the late 90’s. Until a small, 

About A.R. Gurney

Phoyo of A.R. GuRney
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Off-Off  Broadway Theater Company named 
The Flea resurrected his career. Ironically it was 
the people who loved to scoff  at the culture that 
resides in the majority of  Gurney’s work who 
seemed to celebrate it the most. Eight new plays 
were commissioned and premiered at The Flea 
while Gurney was in residence. Thus a new era of  
Gurney took off. Igniting new works that shifted 
away from WASP culture and resurrecting old.

After Gurney’s success with The Flea took off, 
Broadway finally began to notice. Which seemed 
very contradictory for Gurney. “I’ve had very little 
success on Broadway,” he says. “I normally do not 
write for Broadway; I don’t like it. If  someone has to 
pay one-hundred and fifty dollars, it puts a particular 
type of  frame around the play – the emphasis on 
a large cast and elaborate costumes and scenery in 
order to make the customer feel as if  he’s gotten 
his money’s worth. I am not comfortable with that.” 
Which seems a bit ironic, doesn’t it? A man who 
writes a majority of  his plays based on a culture that 
would have no issue coughing up the funds needed 
to sit on the Great White Way, has no issue abstaining 
from them. Yet try as he might, Broadway seemed to 
be interested in a way they hadn’t before. Perhaps it 
was the low production value and the stars they could 
rustle up to perform Love Letters, which premiered 
on September 18, 2014. Either way it led to another 
Broadway revival of  Gurney’s, Sylvia. A play about a 
man who becomes increasingly too invested in his 
beloved dog – played by a woman. Led by Matthew 
Broderick and Annaleigh Ashford, the play opened 
on September 25, 2015 with moderate success. 

 So at the age of  85, Gurney is still doing 
what he successfully began thirty years prior. His 
work seems to be more relevant than ever. Yet the 
subject matter he initially became successful for has 
almost completely disappeared from the audiences 
who attend his productions. Perhaps Gurney has 
achieved what he originally aspired to do in 1982 
when he was interviewed by The New York Times. 
“I hope I can dig a little deeper than that next time, 
so people won’t think of  me simply as a WASP writer 
– so that they can simply say, ‘That play is about 
people.’” Perhaps after all this time, the WASP aspect 
of  Gurney’s plays are finally being stripped away and 
each can be seen in their own humanistic light.   .  

Selected Plays by A.R. Gurney 

• Buffalo Gal 

• Central Park West (opera libretto) 

• The Cocktail Hour 

• The Dining Room 

• The Golden Age 

• Labor Day 

• Later Life 

• Let’s Do It (musical)

• Love Letters 

• The Open Meeting 

• The Old Boy 

• Scenes from American Life 

• The Snow Ball

• Sylvia 

• What I Did Last Summer
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In many ways theater is a portrayal of the human 
experience, thus igniting a catharsis between 
audience member and performer. However seamless a 
production might portray itself, the rehearsal process 
takes great strides to reach that pivotal outcome. I 
sat down with Cecil MacKinnon, the director of 
Later Life, to find out about the rehearsal process, 
her history with various aspects of performance, and 
the human experiences she pulled from to create this 
production.

Playnotes: What would you guess is the biggest 
thing that pops up when you Google yourself?

Cecil MacKinnon: I’ve never actually Googled 
myself.

PN: What would you guess?

CM: Uhh Circus?

PN: Yes! Would you care to explain some of your 
history with circus?

CM: My interest in circus is always in the theatrical. 
Making circus have a story and an emotional 
connection to the performers. I write, direct and 
also play the white face clown named Yo-Yo. That 
character is traditional, in the sense of European 
white face. I began working as part of Pickle Family 
Jugglers on the street, and that expanded to the 
Pickle Family Circus while I was also working in 
theater in New York City.  Then I started working at 
Shakespeare and Company. I thought I wouldn’t be 
doing circus and then a couple years later I received 
a call saying they were starting a circus. It was to be 
a theatrical circus with a narrative and they had a 
whole theatrical staff that would begin in Spoleto at 
the festival in South Carolina. That was 1986, and 
I’ve been doing that show ever since, Circus Flora. 

PN: And you are still a part of Shakespeare and 
Company?

CM: Yes. Since 1980, I haven’t been there lately. First 
I acted, John and I acted together. I didn’t direct until 
the early 90’s. I’ve just done a lot of Shakespeare. You 
perform, workshops and then it’s just sort of very 
ongoing. And I actually know Kate from there and 
John and Ron. All of them. 

PN: And now you’re directing Later Life. 

CM: Well circus and Shakespeare are very similar 
but Later Life is great because there’s only four 
people in it. The last play I directed had a cast of 17 
and the circus has 90. So having only four actors is a 
great pleasure, you can really scrutinize everything, 
I really like that. 

PN: Before I had met you and the rehearsal process 
started, I assumed you would use clowning or some 
kind of mask work during the rehearsal process. But 
you don’t.

CM: I don’t really see a place for that here.

PN: I’m not saying there is a place, I guess I just 
assumed since you’re background is partly in that 
you would incorporate it somehow.

Interview with the Director

Photo of CeCil MACkinnon, DiReCtoR
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CM: I guess that’s been a big problem over my career 
– because I go back and forth – is people seeing things 
as “circusy.” Which is actually not a positive thing. 
To me it’s quite different, how you move in a circus 
ring is completely different than a stage, and how 
you have relationships. It’s hard to move, I’ve been 
doing it for a long time, between one and another. 
In my early 20s I used a different name. So you, well 
there was no Google, but you couldn’t have found 
me. For this very reason, because of the prejudice. 
Because Circus, it’s in fashion now but it wasn’t then, 
it’s not taken seriously. I mean in America. Compared 
to the way it is in the world where – like in France 
– there’s twenty circus schools. In Montreal it’s all 
state funded. I love it, I love the two different worlds 
but they don’t completely spill into each other. In 
circus you have to have a skill, I’m a juggler that’s 
why I’m in it. Of course acting is a skill but it’s not 
a repeatable physical activity in the same way that 
juggling is, or wire walking or the trapeze that’s what 
makes it really different. 

PN: The WASP culture, like the majority of Gurney’s 
work, is very present in Later Life. A lot of people 
feel this culture needs to die out sooner rather than 
later. Do you believe there is still an aspect to WASP 
culture that is relevant and worth exploring in today’s 
culture? 

CM: Well yes, the play is set with the social mores of 
how people speak to each other, how they move in 
relation to each other, and in a situation that is of a 
particular kind. Just like the cliché, “you write about 
what you know,” Gurney knows WASP culture from 
the inside. But any art has to be very specific and 
grounded, and then hopefully it expands out from 
there to talk about the human condition. I think 
Gurney does that in this! I try to make a play that 
speaks about people and therefore to people. I think 
this play is really interesting; all of us are afraid to 
make the wrong choices, but that becomes tragic if it 
leads you to make no choices at all. Gurney uses the 
lens of WASP culture to illuminate the character’s 
in-action. 

PN: So you decided to modernize Later Life. It is 
originally set in the early 90’s. Can you tell us about 
why you felt it was important to bring it to the 
present?

CM: The purpose is so that it doesn’t seem like you 
could say to yourself “Oh that’s the way they behaved 
then!” Instead it’s like this is how people behave…

PN: Now.

CM: Or anytime! I just don’t want it to be specific to 
a time that you can say, “That was then, everything’s 
changed since then.” To me it’s talking about life and 
it can’t be placed in a time when you dismiss it, and it 
doesn’t really matter to the play… I don’t think. 

PN: Do you think it is helpful to aim at the audience 
members that will be watching the show, to help 
guide what they might find illuminating about the 
production?

CM: You can’t sculpt a performance to please 
someone. You have to put out what you believe to 
be true and hope that other people also share that 
thought, understand and feel it. You have to do your 
best to achieve that. That’s what art is, with whatever 
it is. You can’t gage it to please. I mean of course 
you want it to please. First you have to do what you 
believe. 

PN:  Do you think about your own later life? If so, 
has that influenced your choices as a director?

CM: Absolutely, well I feel all of us in the room 
have a collective experience of that. Which I think is 
helpful to our process.  

PN: It is interesting… a lot of times when you work 
on a play you try to find a way to tap into someone’s 
specific life experience. And this seems to maybe not 
be the case.

CM: Yes, it’s a time in life. I enjoy watching my cast 
contribute from their various life experiences. It’s 
really great; I like watching that a lot. And I think it’s 
also wonderful that Gurney writes for older actors. 
There are not many people who do that. The parts he 
creates for women are great, which is another thing 
you have to say about Gurney: he writes really strong 
women’s parts and they don’t have to be young to be 
complicated and have lives.
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PN: I agree. Ruth is a very complicated character 
but subtle. That’s why I struggled with the play when 
I first read it. I glazed over the subtlety but once 
you discover that little key the entire thing seems to 
reveal yourself. 

CM: I think as a director you’re always looking for 
the why. Why people, why are you saying that now? 
Why are you doing that? And the actor as well, 
that’s our job. Not so the audience goes “Oh I see,” 
but so that it leads you through the story. So you 
understand. 

PN: I’m interested – I’ve been having a really 
great time watching you direct – how, how you get 
someone on the same page as you? 

CM: It’s really hard.

PN: Because you never want to implant anything 
and you always want people to find it themselves.

CM: Right, right.

PN: And it has to be a two way street.

Photo of the St. louiS ARCheS, PeRfoRMinG At CiRCuS floRA, 2010

CM: Right and every actor has different language 
they want to hear. Some language works and some 
doesn’t for different people. One person may need to 
know each specific thing and for another person that 
doesn’t help them. It’s difficult and it’s interesting. 
It’s not just your idea, it’s a collaboration of ideas and 
that’s what’s wonderful about theater. It has to be 
about how you get there, what’s it about, why? That’s 
the important part. It’s very delicate, and trying to 
create it so it’s repeatable. This is not film. It’s not 
a one-time shot. So you have to know what you’re 
doing.

PN: What are you hoping audiences will leave with 
or take away from Later Life?

CM: I hope they’ll have a really good time, really like 
the people, and see it as true to the way life is. 



The WorLd of LaTer Life

14 LaTer Life

Perspectives with the Assistant Director
I have never been to Boston. I hear it’s a great 
place – Later Life certainly carries that perspective. 
My experience with New England totals two 
weeks at this point, and oh, yeah, I’m twenty-
two, and working on a play where everyone is 
twice my age dealing with subject matter I really 
have no experience with. I’m still trying to figure 
out what to do with my own, very present and 
current life, let alone the one that comes later on. 

To me, it feels as though there is a giant, inside-
joke happening around me that I have yet to 
be filled in on. I’m laughing along, but I seem to 
have missed the punch line; and this is, precisely, 
the problem with theater. We can’t all relate to the 
same things. No matter how “universal” a theme 
may be or a life experience, there is just no way 
that everything can resonate with everyone. Which 
would be fine if  our immediate response didn’t 
include us and how that should make us care about 
something. But sadly, our own selfish perception 
usually overshadows one that is alien. And just 
like the hypocrite I am, that is where I was in the 
beginning of  this rehearsal process. Too absorbed 
with my own feeling of  alienation to recognize the 
unique punch line that was unfolding before me. 

After I interviewed Cecil it dawned on me the 
opportunity that was being presented to those 
involved in the process. She said, “I think it’s great 
that Gurney writes for older actors. Cause there’s not 
many people who do that. And the women’s parts are 
great, which is another thing you have to say about 
Gurney. He writes really good women’s parts and 
they don’t have to be young to be complicated and 
to have lives.” And this is true. Not many playwrights 
create characters of  the generation that Gurney 
writes about, and if  they do, you can bet it does not 
encompass each one. So once again, my 22-year-old 
self  was taught a life lesson that I thought I had 
already discovered: to expand my scope and at the 
same time appreciate the life around me.

The more I researched Gurney, the greater my 
appreciation for him grew. Suddenly this playwright, 
that I basically thought of  as the Horton Foote of  
New England  (not saying that is accurate at all, 
just my initial verdict) became something of  a Jean 
Genet in my eyes (once again, I’m not saying that 
is accurate but I like to grasp at the little things). 
Sweet Sue tells the same story twice, which is about a 
mother who falls in love with her son’s best friend. 

Yes, and in this day in age that doesn’t seem too 
ground breaking. But a different actor playing the 
same mother tells the story a second time. Gurney 
said, “I didn’t want them to become simply the ego 
and the superego or something. I just wanted to see 
if  we could do a sketch, and then from another angle 
sketch the same subject.” That is innovative, that 
is groundbreaking and that is exciting. He excites 
me, and the more he excited me the more Later 
Life did as well. The subtlety of  having two actors 
play multiple characters, all while moving around a 
single character who can’t decide what to do next 
is unbelievably creative storytelling. He is literally 
proving the different variations of  life we can all live 
by having two people do just that.  

So no, some of  you watching this production may 
not feel as if  you can relate to the issues of  Austin 
or Ruth. I cannot and that’s a good thing, because 
I really shouldn’t at my age. But you can definitely 
appreciate it, because you may not be in on the joke 
now - but you be will one day. 

 

t.J. BAlDASSARe, A.D. & DRAMAtuRG
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For centuries, theater has been a powerful medium 
for creativity, imagination, and storytelling. One 
aspect of  theater that made its emergence as early 
as the era of  Greek drama is the idea of  using a set 
(or scenery) to help aid the actors in their storytelling 
ability. Of  course, design elements such as lights, 
costumes, and props also serve a similar purpose, 
but the use of  set establishes a firmly grounded 
foundation of  the world that the actors live in. 

Portland Stage’s first play this fall, Later Life by A.R. 
Gurney, offers many unique opportunities for creative 
choices. Although Later Life may seem like a simple hill 
to climb in the world of  scenic design, designer Anita 
Stewart (also Artistic director of  Portland Stage), 
found plenty of  ways to make the set of  Later Life 
really stand out. 

After exploring certain elements that went into the 
design, we took it upon ourselves to interview Anita 
about her scenic design for Later Life. Check it out!

PlayNotes: In what ways do you believe that 
representing/recreating water on stage helps bring the 
world of  the play to life in Later Life? What inspired 
the decision for this creative design choice?

Anita Stewart: I believe that the play is about the 
possibilities in life and our ability to act on them—
the vista, the new horizons, the possibility that the 
ocean represents provides a metaphorical setting 
for Gurney’s ideas.  The two lead characters, are to 
a certain extent “at sea” with their lives, set in their 
ways and trying to find a new way forward.  This play 
is a love story and giving the actors the backdrop of  
Boston Harbor helps to tell that story as well. 

What is interesting too is that the next play, is about the 
ocean in a very different way—it is about memories 

Putting it Togther: 
An Interview with the Scenic Designer, Anita Stewart

AnitA StewARt, Scenic Designer 

and a long ago ocean crossing, so in a way we will see 
two very different ways of  representing the sea. 

PN: What inspired your specific drafting for the 
Boston Skyline that will be shown along the “coast”? 
What sort of  research went into crafting the outline 
that will be used in this production? How accurate is it 
to that of  the Boston Skyline of  the 90’s if  at all?

PN: One of  the difficulties of  the play is that the 
actors are looking out at the vista and talking about 
the Cape.  As Cecil and I tried to make stage sense 
of  that, we chose to place the penthouse condo with 
a porch that has views in two directions—the cape is 
where the audience is—thus allowing the actors to 
realistically face out, and the harbor is up stage –giving 
us the ability to allow the audience to see the beautiful 
vista.  As we were talking about the play it is also 
hard because the majority of  the party is happening 
off  stage—we needed to find ways to have that feel 
right as well.  If  I put the building in the center of  the 
stage, it would seem necessary to have that wall have 
big windows out on the view and then what do we see 
through those big windows, where are the people?  It 
is a puzzle.

PN: Are there any specific aspects of  designing the 
set for Later Life that you most enjoyed? How did you 
approach tackling this particular show?

AS: I love having the opportunity to do the research 
into various places, and imagine what a space like 
this might look like. I also enjoy all the challenges—
especially those mentioned above—it makes it 
interesting to figure out.  Lastly, it is fun to come up 
with different ways of  using our stage every time.

PN: How often do you design up raked stages? What 
benefits do you think raked stages offer today in the 
realm of  scenic design?

AS: I don’t design many rakes, partly because they 
are expensive to create and partly because the actor’s 
union, AEA has all sorts of  regulations that make 
them difficult to design and have actors walk on.  In 
this case, no one is walking on water, so I can make it 
as steep as I want!  I think it works particularly well to 
help give the sense of  vista with water…but we will 
see once it is up and lit just how it works. 
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Boston-The Athens of America

 
We choose to celebrate a Greek marathon because we are  

the Athens of  America. -Austin, Later Life

Longfellow, Hawthorne, Melville, Emerson . . . these 
are just a few of  the illustrious names associated 
with the intellectual life of  Boston in the nineteenth 
century. The same period also saw the founding of  
universities, hospitals, and other institutions, as well 
as programs for urban renewal. The combination 
of  cultural and intellectual prominence and social 
reform movements led to Boston’s becoming known 
as the “Athens of  America,” a New World city that 
would carry on the legacy of  the ancient Greek 
democracy.

William Tudor is credited with coining the phrase 
“Athens of  America” in 1803, but the term evokes 
the sense of  purpose or destiny that can be traced 
back to Boston’s founding. John Winthrop, one 
of  the founders of  the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 
famously wrote, “We must consider that we shall be 
as a city upon a hill,” urging his followers to create 
a model community based on Puritan values. This 
1630 sermon established the lofty mission and sense 
of  moral responsibility that would continue to guide 
the city’s leaders down the centuries.

Historian Thomas O’Connor, in his book The 
Athens of  America: Boston 1825-1845, argues that 
the flowering of  literature, enterprise, and reform 

movements in the nineteenth century was due to 
the efforts of  a close-knit group of  elite families. 
These were the leaders in business and local politics 
and the patrons of  the city’s artists and intellectuals. 
The members of  this elite married each other, 
attended the same schools, and lived in the same 
neighborhoods. They shared a sense of  civic pride 
and social responsibility that they channeled into 
programs to improve urban life — such as sanitation 
and prison reform — which benefitted the lower 
classes while also helping the wealthy maintain their 
grasp on political power. They also organized lectures 
by the intellectual luminaries of  the day, which were 
often free and open to the public. 

While the phrase, “Athens of  America,” is most often 
associated with nineteenth century Boston, the city’s 
history includes other periods of  similar cooperation 
between business, politics, and the academy. John 
Hynes, the 1950s mayor who is credited with 
ushering in the “New Boston” era, followed the 
nineteenth century example by collaborating with 
businesspeople and with the city’s universities, 
including Harvard, MIT, and Boston College. 

BunkeR hill MonuMent

BoSton fReeDoM tRAil
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The Boston of  today is a culturally and intellectually 
vibrant city, home to a wealth of  universities, 
museums, historical sites, and, of  course, the Boston 
Marathon. This race takes place each year on Patriot’s 
Day, a holiday that commemorates the first battles 
of  the American Revolution and celebrates Boston’s 
role in the fight for American independence. 
Therefore, the marathon symbolizes the connection 
between Boston and ancient Athens as two cradles 
of  democracy. Boston also boasts numerous cultural 
institutions, such as the Museum of  Fine Arts and 
the Boston Symphony Orchestra. In this way, Boston 
upholds the legacy of  the leaders and thinkers that 
made it the “Athens of  America.”

In other ways, however, Boston has changed 
dramatically since the days when a few wealthy 
families wielded their influence over the city’s 
political, commercial, and cultural life. Boston’s 
traditional elite was composed of  people like Austin 
in Later Life, whom O’Connor describes as “men of  
family background, liberal education, and managerial 
experience in a variety of  enterprises.” Today, 

hARvARD yARD

however, the city’s “leadership elite” may be harder 
to identify, and the world to which men like Austin 
belonged no longer seems permanent. By the early 
1990s, in which Later Life is set, there was already a 
sense among Bostonians that change was underway, 
that the social hierarchy was no longer as fixed as it 
once seemed: “I’ve been brought up all my life to 
think of  myself  as one of  the elect,” Austin says, 
paraphrasing his psychiatrist. “But it’s hard to feel 
elect in a diverse and open-ended democracy.” This 
statement reflects an awareness of  Boston’s shifting 
demographics: the city’s racial and ethnic diversity 
has increased significantly over the past four decades, 
with the population of  people of  color growing 
from around 30% in 1970 to over 50% in the 2010 
census. O’Connor argues for the importance of  
welcoming newcomers to the city and valuing their 
contributions. If  Boston is to remain the “Athens of  
America,” it must embrace a changing society and 
draw on the talents of  its people to meet challenges 
in areas such as housing, schools, and cost of  living.
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The Landmarks of Boston
How does where we live shape who we are? Why 
do we leave or stay in a particular place? Later Life 
explores these questions through its characters’ at-
titudes toward Boston, where the play is set. Some 
characters have lived in Boston for their entire lives, 
while others have just arrived or are about to move 
away. Their relationship to the city, its attractions, 
and its culture is a recurring theme in the play.
Here is a guide to some of  the historic and cultural 
landmarks mentioned in Later Life.

Boston Harbor
One of  Boston’s greatest features lies in its large 
natural harbor, which was crucial to the city’s 
growth. Comprising an inner and outer harbor, 
as well as a number of  islands, it became a major 
trade hub in the mid-seventeenth century and still 
acts as a principal port for New England. Over the 
centuries, Bostonians have frequently altered the 
shape of  the shoreline by building up the harbor’s 
extensive tidal flats to create additional land for the 
city. This practice of  landmaking coincided with 
Boston’s economic growth in the early nineteenth 
century, then slowed as scientists warned that 
unregulated expansion might harm the harbor (a 
theory that turned out to be false). The harbor has 
suffered for many years from sewage pollution, but 
a major clean-up effort over the past three decades 
has greatly improved the water quality.

Boston Common
Boston Common is a fifty-acre green space in the 
heart of  Boston. It is the oldest public park in the 
country, established in 1634. It was used as a pas-
ture for the town livestock until the nineteenth cen-
tury, when residents added tree-lined promenades, 
fountains, and other monuments. Today, the Com-
mon’s features include a Frog Pond (which becomes 
a skating rink in winter), the Parkman Bandstand, 
and the Brewer Fountain. The Common has been 
the site of  notable speeches, civil rights rallies, and a 
papal mass. 

U.S.S. Constitution
The USS Constitution, nicknamed “Old Ironsides,” 
is the oldest commissioned warship still afloat. She 
was constructed in 1797 and is now berthed in the 
Charlestown Navy Yard. The name “Old Ironsides” 
comes from a battle with HMS Guerriere during 
the War of  1812: the British cannonballs seemed 
to bounce off  the Constitution’s hull as if  it were 
made of  iron. Undefeated throughout her long 
history, the Constitution was named the “symbolic 
flagship of  the U.S. fleet” in 1940.

Revere Beach
Revere Beach, located about five miles north of  
Boston, was the first public beach in America. It 
opened in 1866 and became a popular summer 
resort after 1875, when the Boston, Revere Beach, 
and Lynn Railroad (the Narrow Gauge) made the 
area more accessible to visitors. Once known as 
“the Coney Island of  Massachusetts” and “the play-
ground of  New England,” Revere Beach was home 
to amusement park rides, dance pavilions, movie 
theaters, and other attractions. 

Its most famous ride was the Cyclone, a wooden 
roller coaster that, when it opened in 1925, was the 
tallest roller coaster in the world at 100 feet tall.
Although the amusement park closed in 1978, 
Revere Beach remains a popular destination. It has 

u.S.S. ConStitution
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been called “the people’s beach” due to its historic 
popularity with the working class and immigrant 
communities.
 
Old North Church
The Old North Church is another name for Christ 
Church, located in Boston’s North End. Founded in 
1723, it is the oldest church in Boston. It also boasts 
the tallest steeple of  any church in Boston, at 191 
feet. This steeple played an important role in Paul 
Revere’s “midnight ride” on the night of  April 18, 
1775. Many people are familiar with Revere because 
of  Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “Paul Re-
vere’s Ride,” which is referenced in Later Life. The 
first two stanzas are as follows: 

“Listen, my children, and you shall hear
Of  the midnight ride of  Paul Revere,
On the eighteenth of  April, in Seventy-Five:
Hardly a man is now alive 
Who remembers that famous day and year.
He said to his friend, — “If  the British march
By land or sea from the town to-night,
Hang a lantern aloft in the belfry-arch
Of  the North-Church-tower, as a signal-light, —
One if  by land, and two if  by sea;
And I on the opposite shore will be,
Ready to ride and spread the alarm
Through every Middlesex village and farm,
For the country-folk to be up and to arm.”

As related in the poem, Revere agreed on a signaling 
system with Robert Newman, the sexton of  the Old 
North Church: Newman would hang one lantern 
in the church steeple to signify that British troops 
were advancing towards Concord by land, and two 
lanterns to signal an advance “by sea” — mean-
ing across the Charles River. When Revere saw the 
lights, he rode toward the towns of  Lexington and 
Concord to warn of  the approaching troops.

This much of  Longfellow’s tale is accurate, but the 
poet altered certain details of  the ride to suit the 
needs of  the historical moment. Longfellow was 
writing in 1860, on the eve of  the Civil War. As an 
abolitionist, he hoped to rally support for the Union 
cause with his portrayal of  Paul Revere as a national 
hero. 

With this purpose in mind, he exaggerated Revere’s 
role, making it seem as if  he alone rode to Con-
cord to deliver the warning, when in fact there were 
thirty other riders stationed in Charlestown (across 
the river from the Old North Church), who also 
rode that night to spread the message. This ensured 
that if  Revere and his fellow rider William Dawes 
were caught by the British, the warning would still 
go out. Although Revere rode to Lexington to alert 
Samuel Adams and John Hancock, he was detained 
by the British before reaching Concord.

  

Symphony Hall
Symphony Hall, home of  the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra and the Boston Pops, opened in 1900. It 
was designed by architects McKim, Mead & White 
in an Italian Renaissance style. The architects con-
sulted physics professor Wallace Clement Sabine on 
acoustics, making Symphony Hall the first concert 
venue to be constructed according to acoustical 
science. For example, the inward slant of  the stage 
walls focuses the sound toward the audience, while 
niches along the walls distribute sound. The niches 
also contain replicas of  Classical statues to celebrate 
Boston’s status as “the Athens of  America.”

olD noRth ChuRCh
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Having another Clinton on the ballot isn’t the only 
thing that links the world of  A.R. Gurney’s Later Life 
with ours today. Early conversations about potentially 
modernizing the script were considered due to the 
striking similarities and through lines that carry an 
audience through this play in 2016 just as well as they 
did when the play debuted in 1994. In fact, many 
of  the issues directly addressed in the play continue 
to permeate daily conversations nearly 30 years later, 
from the tech-obsessed grandchildren, to the social 
reality of  LGBTQ peoples to the disenfranchisement 
of  White America. To the last point, this play speaks 
volumes still. I feel that one of  the most resonant 
ideas expressed in the play can be traced to Austin’s 
conversation about meeting with his therapist. She 
rather astutely points out that Austin belongs to a once 
dominant class rapidly losing power. He mentions, 
specifically, without indicating his own political 
affiliation, the failure to elect George H. W. Bush as 
an example of  this mighty caste’s dwindling influence. 

If  you look at the hot button issues dictating political 
conversations in 1992, there are clear parallels to 
today. The Rodney King Uprising had just ripped 
through Los Angeles, comparatively similar to 
the Ferguson Uprising and the Black Lives Matter 
movement surging today. The recent legalization 
of  gay marriage, and heated debates surrounding 
transgender rights were launched by the gay response 
to the AIDs crisis that was at its peak when Gurney 
wrote Later Life. In fact, Gurney seems to gesture to 
the AIDs crisis, albeit indirectly, as Jerry bemoans the 
death of  his “friend”. 

These two specific instances are just a few of  many 
examples, but they ring true still, powering debate 
well into this election cycle just as they did five 
election cycles ago. Today, the repeated refrain from 
the insurgent Right this go around is a general lament 
towards multiculturalism cutting into their traditional 
values. It is not that different than the so-called 
culture wars of  the late eighties and early nineties. 
The difference is the average member of  the wealthy 
Bostonian milieu Gurney was writing about feared 
that losing the culture wars would result in policies 

Social Tidal Waves
that today have passed. Now, the anger of  the right 
does not stem from the fear of  changing culture 
attitudes towards, for example LGBTQ people, and 
the laws that follow, but rather out of  a reaction to 
the attitudes having already, in some cases, largely 
changed. Austin’s therapist thinks he bemoans the 
changing social landscape, and now, many of  those 
changes took place. It’s easy to understand why some 
voters are outraged by what they perceive as an attack 
on traditional values, when they fail recognize their 
“traditional values” are responsible for widespread 
marginalization. This attitude is at the center of  the 
culture Austin lives in, and is burgeoning again now 
as we move forward from our first black president, to 
potentially our first woman as president. 

Outside of  politics, Duane’s aforementioned techno-
babble, and Austin’s fear that his grandchildren 
might one day be as equally interested in technology, 
is surely recognizable to grandparent’s who don’t 
understand their grandchildren’s iPhones, or social 
media. Even I felt like a cantankerous elder when 
Apple announced their new iPhones would not 
have headphone jacks. The bottom line is this 
play is full of  questions surrounding stagnation 
and progress. Do we do what’s easier and stay in 
the same place? Or move on daringly towards the 
future? Are we trapped doing the same thing day 
in and day out like Austin and his friends? Or do 
we pick up and leave one day like the McAlister’s?   

hillARy & Bill Clinton, 1992
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They don’t like us, John. They resent us. They think we’re all Republicans, 
all superficial and all alcoholics. Only the latter is true. – Ann, from 

Cocktail Hour by AR Gurney. 

Much of  Later Life centers on the lives of  WASPs. 
Austin represents the typical middle-aged WASP. He 
went to Harvard, was in the Navy, attends a cocktail 
party with his well-to-do friends, and lives in Boston, 
often considered the center of  WASP life. WASP 
is a word that pokes fun at White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants, their culture, and their role in society. 
White refers to their race, Anglo-Saxon refers to their 
English descent, and Protestant refers to their religion. 

The play’s author, A.R. Gurney, came from a WASP 
background, and many of  his plays center on the 
lives of  WASPs. He felt that is was important to 
show the lives of  the socially privileged in order to 
better understand why they feel the way they do, 
and begin to challenge some of  their long-cherished 
values. In the United States, White, Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant men have played a large role in history. 
Traditionally, they wielded unparalleled influence in 
politics, economics, society, education, and other 
facets of  daily life. This is due in part to their role 
as the founders of  the country, in addition to their 
discrimination against other groups. In fact, about 
a third of  the population of  the United States was 
made up of  WASPs at one point. 

Today, WASP culture has come to characterize large 
swaths of  the East Coast, especially New England. 
WASP culture is associated with prestigious colleges, 
preppy fashion, wealth, and socially conservative 
values. 

They’re often depicted wearing boat shoes, pastel 
colors, and polo shirts. They attend schools like 
Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, and. recreationally, 
they frequent country clubs, enjoy golf, and sailing. 

Not every white Anglo-Saxon Protestant does all 
of  these things of  course, but when people use the 
term “WASP” they are referring to the group of  

people that are known for a combination of  many 
of  these characteristics. That said, WASPs don’t 
usually refer to themselves this way unless they are 
joking around. As mentioned earlier, the term was 
created to poke fun at their stuffy conservative 
values and often-luxurious lifestyles. With humor, 
groups traditionally lower on the social totem pole 
used the phrase to reclaim agency and have a laugh 
at the expense of  the people on top. Unfortunately, 
because of  their support for laws against non-white 
people, and women voting, marriage equality, and 
other social issues, WASPs have often been seen as 
bullies by many in marginalized groups. While many 
WASPs support these rights today, they are still seen 
as lagging “behind the times” when it comes to 
socially progressive causes because of  their history.

WASP

exAMPle of wASPS

White  Anglo-Saxon  Protestant

wASPS in SChool
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The birthplace of  the American Revolution is still 
considered one of  the most eclectic cities in America. 
In size, it is the 23rd largest city in the United States, 
home to the highest number of  American colleges 
and universities, and the largest city in New England. 
In recent years, the U.S. has seen Boston pull together 
after tragedies like the Boston Bombing, but by no 
means is this the beginning of  Boston’s strength. 
Part of  its power comes from the large amounts of  
money it generates every day. Because of  the money 
constantly going into the city, it was no wonder that 
WASP culture could, and still does, thrive there 
because of  how expensive living in the city can be. 

The tourist industry was still booming in 1993, 
despite massive amounts of  construction on the 
city’s major roads. This, and the city’s many hi-tech 
industries, saved Boston from the effects of  the 
early 1990s recession. Portland, unfortunately, was 
not granted this fortune. Economically, the early 
and mid-90s in Boston were diverse. People of  all 
incomes lived throughout the city. Neighborhoods 
were designated by race, as they sometimes still are, 
and gentrification had yet to be an active thing in 
major parts of  the city. 

A major project of  the time was the Central Artery/
Tunnel Project, also known as the Big Dig. The 
goal of  the construction, which lasted from 1982 to 
2007, was to reroute Interstate 93 into the Thomas 
P. O’Neill Jr. Tunnel. In the end, the project cost $15 
billion, and the effects of  the reorganization of  the 
city would be permanent. The world of  Later Life 
only knows constant construction through the heart 
of  the city. 

Boston in 1993
When the Big Dig was completed, people with 
money were able to completely transform areas 
of  the city that had been considered run-down by 
buying out these spaces, rebuilding what had been 
there, and then making the area exclusive to the small 
group of  people that could afford it. Today, more 
privileged people can now walk anywhere they want 
in the city and generally feel safe. The same could not 
be said in the 1990s due to the higher rate of  crime 
in impoverished areas. 

Back Bay is one of  the older neighborhoods in 
Boston. Looking out over the Charles River, the 
area is the center of  wealth and WASP culture. In 
1993, the neighborhood would have been covered in 
Victorian brownstone homes that almost perfectly 
preserve ninettenth century urban design to this day. 
Back Bay is also close to Trinity Church, the Boston 
Public Library, and the Museum of  Fine Arts. Not 
much has changed in make-up from the ‘90s, but 
many new shops and restaurants have been added to 
the area. Homes would have been worth hundreds 
of  thousands of  dollars then, and are worth millions 
now. This leaves WASPs as the vast majority of  
people who could afford to live in them. Later Life 
takes place in the area, in part, because this would 
have been one of  the safest places for wealthy white 
people to go in ’93. The historical and cultural value 
of  the area has always been high, and Back Bay was 
one of  the few protected neighborhoods at the time. 
It’s no wonder that a classy cocktail party overlooking 
the water would take place here.
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Though not far from Boston, the Portland, Maine 
experience is vastly different from the atmosphere 
Boston provides. Looking back at Portland in 1993 
may not seem that long ago for some, but it may be 
telling to think about how much more of  a boom-
town Portland has become for tourists in recent 
years.

In 1993, Portland was in a bit of  a recession. Busi-
nesses like Sabre Yachts, the Blue Moon night-club, 
and the old KARATE building on Congress Street 
had foreclosed and been sold for low prices. A good 
amount of  real estate for commercial buildings at the 
time could be purchased like this. Due to the reces-
sion, some places simply did not have the money to 
keep going, despite their popularity. Some may de-
scribe Portland at the time as a place in need of  a 
renaissance. Something remarkable happened with 
the Old Port in the 1970s when it was renovated and 
turned into the attraction it is today, but the rest of  
the city now felt the need to follow suit, considering 
the Old Port was still bustling with activity. 

An article from 1993 called “The Economics of  
Coffee Shops,” by Elizabeth Peavey, marvels at this 
fact while also stating a new source of  industry that 
was prevailing despite the recession. Coffee shops. 
Though it may have been considered a small joy, 
these little shops kept popping up; four opened with-
in a year and a half. Money was hard to come by, but 
little luxuries were still worth the venture. 

Portland in 1993
The endeavor to get out of  the rut the city found 
itself  in would eventually be met with success in the 
tourism industry, something Boston has known for 
much longer. 

Soon, Portland would find floods of  tourists com-
ing in from all over the country to see the beauty of  
Maine, and experience the city for the first time. The 
revenue gained from the influx of  summer visitors 
exponentially boosted Portland’s economy then, and 
continues to do so today.

When speaking on the subject of  diversity, one could 
say Portland was very white in the 1990s. Multicul-
turalism wasn’t as much of  a thing here like it was in 
Boston at the same time, and yet, WASP culture was 
still not as prevalent here as it was in Boston. Even 
though there were more white people than those of  
other races, the heavier stereotypes of  WASP culture 
were not strong enough in Portland to set it apart 
as a place where WASP culture could thrive. Part of  
this is simply because people were richer in Boston. 
This elite sect of  society gravitates toward wealthy 
areas, and Portland just didn’t meet the requirements 
at the time because of  the recession and its majority 
population of  working-class people.
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If  I were asked what stood out the most to me 
about A.R. Gurney’s play Later Life, my response 
would ultimately be Gurney’s storytelling through 
his ensemble of  characters. Of  course Austin and 
Ruth are highly essential to the main plot of  the play, 
but it’s the characters like Sally, Judith, Jim and Walt 
that really bring Later Life to life. The setting of  Later 
Life takes place on the terrace of  a lively party, so 
naturally the coming and going of  several characters 
would only be commonplace in suspending disbelief. 
Gurney is able to construct this active atmosphere 
consisting of  a handful of  characters with the 
use of  just two actors which is known as double 
casting. Double casting is a theatrical tool used by 
directors and playwrights to enhance themes and 
parallels while allowing actors to create a larger 
ensemble of  characters with a small cast of  actors.

Double casting is a major element in Later Life because 
Gurney decided the device would best emphasize 
some of  the themes of  his play. For example, the 
actors playing Austin and Ruth are very much like 
their characters in that they are stuck serving one 
role. The act of  fulfilling one role, as Austin and 
Ruth do, shows that they are unwilling to change out 
of  fear that it may be too late to start a new life. 
This presents a huge contrast with the actors who are 
playing multiple roles. When discussing his play Later 
Life, Gurney states, “As the exuberant life of  the party 
swirls around him, with many guests coming and 
going, interrupting, bickering, explaining, but always 
committed to living their lives, even as our hesitant 
hero seems unwilling or unable to change his own.” 
Gurney incorporates commentary on WASP culture 
in his plays and Later Life is no exception. In simple 
terms, a WASP (White Anglo Saxon Protestant) is a 
person that comes from a place of  privilege, more 
commonly in the New England area. The ensemble 
roles all share a pretty noticeable commonality in 
that they all just about fit the bill of  being a WASP. 
Double casting in this play is strong in this instance 
because it highlights the fact that this ensemble of  
party goers isn’t all that diverse. Sure, characters like 
Duane and Jim may have different characteristics 
that make them their own person, but at their cores 

Doublecasting Through the Years
they are a product of  the WASP culture. Having a 
larger cast can still get Gurney’s point across, but 
having one actor playing these multiple parts really 
hits home in regards to the cultural background that 
these characters are meant to share. According to 
Gurney, casting it either way isn’t necessarily wrong. 
He says, “Either way, the play is supposed to be a 
celebration of  human possibilities and a sympathetic 
portrayal of  those who will forever remain outside 
the party, frozen into playing only one part all their 
lives.”

Double casting didn’t begin in the 1990’s as a result 
of  Gurney by any means, but he certainly aided 
in reigniting its use and popularity. Looking into 
the past, it is considered that double casting was a 
powerful storytelling tool used all the way back in the 
Elizabethan era (roughly 1550-1600) by Shakespeare 
himself. A work of  Shakespeare’s that ties greatly 
into this particular subject is King Lear because of  its 
dualistic nature, especially when it comes to characters 
like Cordelia and the Fool. It isn’t confirmed whether 
or not these characters were originally played by the 
same actor, but there have been significant amounts of  
scholarly debate as to whether or not it was actually so. 

In his article titled ‘And My Poor Fool Is Hanged’ – 
The Double Role of  Cordelia and The Fool in King 
Lear, author Ralph McLean states, “On the heath, 
Lear is surrounded by those still loyal to him; yet in 
disguise: Edgar as Poor Tom, and Kent as Caius. The 
doubling of  Cordelia and the Fool would complete 
the disguise of  the characters loyal to Lear, not of  
course, for those acting in the play, but it would be 
unmistakable for those watching in the audience.” 
This alone is a clear example of  how dual casting can 
really emphasize themes through character even in a 
time that we wouldn’t consider to be exactly modern 
or contemporary. It even establishes a connection 
between audience and play because they see what the 
characters cannot. Some of  Shakespeare’s dialogue in 
King Lear creates symbolism that further backs up the 
idea that the double casting of  Cordelia and The Fool 
can be effective. McLean states, “This symbolism is 
used to great effect in the last lines of  the play when 
Lear laments, ‘And my poor fool is hanged.’ (5. 3. 304) 
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The reference is most likely to Cordelia, who 
we know by this stage has been hanged, but it 
may also be a reference to the fool who has been 
absent from the play since Act 3 scene 6. From a 
theatrical point of  view, it makes Lear closer to the 
audience if  he sees what they see. That is, if  Cordelia 
has perished, then the Fool has also perished.” 
Whether or not Shakespeare’s writing in King Lear 
actually meant for this interpretation in regards to 
double casting, McLean makes as powerful closing 
statement. He writes, “However, one thing is for 
certain, doubling of  characters did take place in the 
Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre, and it was used 
as a deliberate theatrical ploy in many cases, instead 
of  the necessary solution to a problem caused by a 
shortage of  personnel. Being aware of  the potential 
of  the dual role of  characters can provide a deeper 
understanding of  the play and it also allows the very 
words which those characters speak to take on a 
double meaning.”

Looking at the world of  theater and playwriting 
today, the use of  double casting is just as present 
and powerful in contemporary storytelling as it was 
in the past. Double casting is used in a wide variety 
of  popular shows, but there’s one in particular that 
has recently taken the theatrical world by storm.  

You might know it as Hamilton, a new musical by Lin-
Manuel Miranda. Famous figures such as Thomas 
Jefferson and Marquis De Lafayette are both played 
by actor Daveed Diggs while characters John 
Laurens and Philip Schuyler are both played by actor 
Anthony Ramos (just to name a few). These roles 
easily could have been divided between other actors, 

but they weren’t by the playwright’s discretion. In the 
opening number, Daveed sings, “I fought with him.” 
As Lafayette, he fights alongside Hamilton in the 
revolutionary war against the British. As Jefferson he 
fights against Hamilton through political means. Thus 
duality is created. If  a single actor didn’t play both 
roles in the case of  Jefferson/Lafayette, the duality 
wouldn’t be as strong or apparent with Miranda’s 
intent to create parallelism through double casting. 

It could be argued that having actors paying several 
roles in a production is nothing more than a means 
of  solving issues in budgeting or cutting back on 
actors. However, when parallels displayed through 
double casting are presented in the historic works 
of  Shakespeare or the contemporary musical work 
of  Lin-Manuel Miranda, much like in Gurney’s Later 
Life, it just cannot be ignored. This storytelling devise 
has proven to work in the past, present, and certainly 
in future plays to come. To close with Gurney, he 
states “I ask for only two supporting actors to play 
these many characters partly in the hope of  appealing 
to producers economically. But limiting the casting 
this way also dramatizes, through the versatility of  
the actors playing their several parts, that there is a 
variety of  roles available to all of  us in life.”

DAveeD DiGGS AS GeneRAl lAfyette  
& thoMAS  JeffeRSon
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Here we present part of  our conversation with 
Domestic Violence Expert Matthew Perry from 
Family Crisis Services. The, understated portrayal of  
domestic violence in Later Life mirrors the concealed 
nature of  domestic violence in the real world. This 
interview is our way of  starting a conversation about 
that head on. 

Playnotes: Would you be able to give us a general 
definition of  domestic violence?

Matthew Perry: Domestic violence is a coercive, 
violent behavior that instills fear in someone close 
to the perpetrator and the goal is to maintain control 
over that person in that relationship. It can be physical, 
sexual, emotional, using threats, stalking, technological 
stalking, or animal cruelty. And it can be exhibited 
by or against someone of  any sexual orientation, 
gender identity, race, or socio-economic background. 

PN: In many ways our play is about the anxiety one feels 
when making life-altering decisions. Unfortunately, 
in discussions surrounding domestic violence, 
you often hear things like “Why didn’t this person 
just leave”. Can you talk about the risks associated 
with leaving an abusive partner, as Ruth does?

MP: I think it’s very normal for someone who cares 
about someone being abused to not want them to be 
abused. The issue is, there’s a lot of  misinformation 
about domestic violence so what we believe is that if  
we can get the person to leave the relationship, then 
they’ll be safe. When you leave a relationship that is 
the most dangerous time in that relationship. Half  
the homicides in Maine are domestic violence related, 
and 75% of  that 50% take place when someone is 
trying to leave the relationship. The reason they don’t 
leave is because they do not want to be killed. That 
doesn’t mean you don’t care for them, and want them 
to be safe, but the disconnect is that people blame the 
person for not leaving. Also the abuse; the economic 
abuse, the threats if  you leave, threats against pets, 
children, and just feeling worthless because of  the 
emotional abuse. 

People forget about this when you talk about 
domestic violence. They forget the love. It’s not just 
as simple as “I want to get away from this person I 
hate.” It is “I love this person, but hate what they’re 
doing to me.”  They don’t necessarily want to leave, 
but they want the abuse to stop.

PN: Ruth, the survivor in our play, ultimately returns 
to her abusive husband. Can you talk about why that 
happens?

MP: It is different for different folks, but there are 
stats. Generally when most people leave an abusive 
partner, they end up going back three to ten times 
before they finally leave for good. And that is very 
hard for people on the outside to recognize. That 
person, at one point, was very kind. It’s not like 
somebody walks up to you, slaps you in the face, and 
says, “Wanna date?”  It’s because that person was 
kind, and you fell in love with that person, who then 
down the road, decided to use abusive behaviors. 
You don’t recognize it as you move forward. Some 
of  the major reasons we hear are promises; to get 
sober, to go to counseling, to become more religious, 
to be a better father or parent. 

Community Connections: 
Interview with a Domestic Violence Expert

Photo of MAtthew PeRRy
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But I think anybody, if  they had a loving and trusting 
relationship, if  they felt they could trust their partner, 
it’s not their fault for believing the promise. The fault 
lies with the person who broke the promise.

PN: Along those lines, could you talk about the cycle 
of  abuse? 

MP: I’ll start with the individual and then the social 
because one is micro and the other is macro. Because 
domestic violence has common patterns, terminology, 
and tactics, we can talk about them generally, but every 
relationship with abusive behaviors is different. That 
is why we no longer us the term “cycle of  abuse”. 
Survivors have said it is very minimizing; it makes 
it sound like a pattern that they should have been 
able to recognize. It was really quite eye opening to 
hear survivors express this. What people also don’t 
realize, in that “cycle of  abuse” there is often a 
honeymoon phase, sometimes a tension phase, and 
then this explosion of  violence and people look at 
that explosion as the real problem. What I’ve learned 
is that it’s an abusive relationship twenty-four hours 
a day. That often comes with the concept of  walking 
on eggshells, that idea of  never knowing when that 
abuse will happen, and for whatever reason it is never 
the survivors fault. They try to do everything so as 
not to upset the abuser, but it has nothing to do with 
that person, it is the other person. That’s part of  why 
people are not going to ask folks for help. 

To go back to the intergenerational cycle of  abuse, 
that’s the crux of  the problem. No one alive today 
invented domestic violence. We’ve been given 
permission, people feel entitled to use violence, 
because they have been given misinformation, 
enough of  us believe it, and it is embedded in our 
culture.

PN: Can you talk about how Family Crisis Services 
can help survivors through their situation? 

MP: Yes. Our goal is to provide individual safety 
planning and services. For each individual, their safety 
plan is different. We as advocates provide options. 
Often the first step is helping someone identify it; 
abuse is invisible until you have a name for it. Part of  
it is education, be it individual, or in masses helping 
people understand what it is, and then helping people 
recognize. It’s our job as advocates to listen, and then 
help with the options they choose. 

I try to help them realize that they are the expert in 
understanding this relationship. 

PN: Are there any ways that family and friends can 
help? 

MP: I think that family and friends are such a huge 
part of  this. Most people who care about someone 
who is being abused, their intent is to be helpful. 
But when they say, “Why don’t you just leave?” and 
saying “Why do you stay with them?” the intent is 
to help that person see that their partner is being 
abusive, but what happens is they feel you’re actually 
judging them. You don’t understand because you 
think it’s as easy as leaving. What survivors have said 
is that they just crossed you off  their list of  people 
that they can trust. Part of  it is recognizing what your 
role is and to listen, to validate. “That sounds scary.” 
“You don’t deserve that.” “I’m concerned for you.” 
And then, “It’s not your fault.” because they’ve been 
told it’s their fault, to say, “I know of  some places 
that have information; can I give those to you?” Give 
them agency and let them make decisions and be the 
support, following their lead. 

PN: What are some of  the major obstacles facing 
people trying to find help in Southern Maine? 

MP: The first is often the barrier or struggle to 
identify what is happening to you is domestic 
violence, it is not your fault and yes, the person who 
says and does love you also hurts and frightens you.  

Once this has occurred, the barrier of  “Will I be 
believed (or blamed)?”, “Will people minimize it or 
will they want to do something?” There are often 
are additional barriers if  the survivor belongs to a 
marginalized population. The next barrier is if  there 
are community agencies that offer the resources you 
need to free yourself  from domestic violence.  

PN: This play realistically depicts how difficult facing 
domestic violence can be. Even Ruth’s best friends 
have trouble, offering little more than insubstantial 
advice. Why do you think we are ill-equipped to talk 
about this serious issue?  

MP: I don’t believe that our society does a good 
job talking about relationships to young people. I 
think it’s through educating. Victim blaming happens 
because they don’t recognize that what they’re saying 
isn’t okay. 
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Often people who are being abusive don’t even know 
that what they’re doing is wrong.They wake up with 
insecurities, misinformation, and when they’re faced 
with feelings that they don’t know how to deal with, 
they have told and trained and given permission that 
through control, they will feel better. 

PN: The Maine Coalition To End Domestic 
Violence, of  which Family Crisis Services is a part, 
has used theater in the past to discuss these issues. 
Would you talk about that? 

MP: There are many ways to talk about domestic 
violence. Whatever you can do, engage them. In the 
youth abuse prevention program, they use a play 
called Jake & Caroline that depicts a half  hour of  
a relationship. The students don’t know it’s a play 
until they get into it. Theater is one way you engage 
people that makes it really real. 

Austin from Boston in Napoli
In Later Life, Austin was employed in the United 
States Navy. We know from the play that he was 
stationed in Naples for a small period of  time, and 
he met Ruth while on leave. They met on the Isle 
of  Capri, which is only a two-hour ferry ride from 
Naples. The picture to the left shows the surrounding 
places in Naples that Austin may have visited while 
in the U.S. Navy.

1) Allied Joint Force Command Naples: Command 
base located in the Lago Patria fraction.

2) Gricignano Support Site

3) Naval Support Activity Naples: home to the U.S. 
Naval Forces Europe and the U.S. Sixth Fleet.

4) Capri: Where Austin and Ruth met.

PN: Do you have anything you would like to add? 

MP: I would say after seventeen years of  really focusing 
on this, I learn something new everyday, as there are 
always new things to learn. I would really encourage us 
to continue engaging ourselves, engaging our families, 
and always looking and knowing, one out of  three 
people is affected by domestic violence in some way. 
You can always reach Family Crisis Services Hotline 
at 1.800.537.6066 or at our website; familycrisis.org.
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Later Life concerns various characters in middle age. 
They have passed the halfway point of  fifty years, 
and have lived enough life to be able to look back 
on their pasts to reflect on all of  their triumphs and 
failures. In popular entertainment, we have seen the 
theme of  the midlife crisis appear again and again. 
Most of  the stories are similar in the sense that we 
find characters at a crossroad. Often, stereotypes are 
employed, such as buying the red sports car, getting 
tattoos, or wearing popular clothes geared toward 
younger people. Other times, stories depict people 
changing their careers and carving out a future they 
prefer to the prospects of  their present. These people 
travel so far in their lives, and yet, they still have some 
distance to go before they are finished. 

This period of  life is also one that sees the end of  
many different kinds of  relationships, such as friends, 
parent and child, sibling, spousal, or professional. In 
Later Life, Austin and Ruth meet at a gathering of  
peers. They have both lived independent lives; Ruth’s 
being more difficult and pain-filled, and Austin’s 
being nearly trouble-free. While Austin and his wife 
have divorced, and his kids have convinced him to 
go to therapy, he tells Ruth that his life hasn’t been 
all that bad, despite his fear of  something terrible 
happening to him. So what might Ruth and Austin 
do if  a new opportunity were to present itself ? Have 
they come to a crossroads too? Could they be having 
their own midlife crises?

Though there is no medical diagnosis to be officially 
given, midlife crises, or midlife transitions, can 
be summed up as an emotional, identity, or self-
confidence crisis experienced at the middle of  one’s 
life. It is difficult to be in the middle and realize how 
much you have done and how far you have left to 
go. This can be daunting for many reasons, some 
being new physical restrictions, changes mental in 
health or financial security, and trying to keep up 
with a culture that constantly changes. Often, middle 
age can come with the loss of  loved ones, especially 
parents. Some marriages become strained after a 
time, and can break due to events like cheating or 
the loss of  a child. Ruth has lived through similar 
hardships, and is even called a “veteran” in regards to 

marriage, since she was married four times before. 
But, she has now gone on a journey far from the 
life she knows to come to Boston for a visit. Some 
of  the other party guests can say the same. Many 
enter and lament on the past, but resolve to change 
their futures. One man even vows to quit smoking, 
though he mourns about his soon-to-be-lost identity 
as a smoker. Everyone in Later Life has experienced a 
change at this point in their stories.  

Often, risk-taking can be a factor in reaching middle 
age. When one has done the same routine for a 
number of  years, it is no wonder that a feeling of  
stagnancy may occur. A midlife transition can involve 
inward reflection, leading someone to wonder how 
they got to where they are. Ruth and Austin have 
traveled upon different paths, but once she opens up 
about her experiences, it is clear that she has taken 
risks. She took chances on loving people, moving to 
new cities, and building families, even when previous 
attempts had failed. Austin hasn’t seen nearly as much 
failure, but he also hasn’t taken as many chances. He 
has lived in fear and watched his life go by. Ruth 
makes the case that this act is the terrible something 
that plagues him. A thing that happened long ago 
and he never knew. This idea of  not knowing what to 
do next is what makes the play universally relevant. 
We don’t always know what the next step should be. 
But when no more time is guaranteed, it is essential 
to make the most of  what you can. 

Later-Life Crisis

SnooPy By ChARleS SChultz
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Connecting Our Season
Our 2016-2017 season begins with Later Life, and 
continues to explore vastly different people on various 
journeys. The plays involve characters experiencing 
great moments of  self-discovery that alter the 
trajectory of  the course their lives are on. Buyer and 
Cellar is the adventure of  one man as he gets to live 
out the opportunity of  a lifetime, Arsenic and Old Lace 
examines the secret lives of  two deeply devoted sisters, 
and A Christmas Carol showcases one man’s chance to 
confront his greed and become a better person. Much 
of  Later Life relates to this theme of  getting a chance 
to do something life-changing. Characters come in 
and out talking about how they have transformed 
everything about their lives, forced themselves into 
new circumstances, and even reinvented who they are 
as people. Throughout the season, some characters 
can’t wait to make a change. Alex, from Buyer and 
Cellar, is certainly nervous, but can’t wait to possibly 
meet and serve Barbra Streisand. Amir, from Disgraced, 
is ready for the big promotion he has spent years 
working for. Even the young couple in String Around 
My Finger want so desperately to alter the situation 
they find themselves in. But change isn’t that easy 
for everyone. Some of  the plays this season explore 
what it can be like not to want that change. The male 
protagonist of  Later Life, Austin, is one example. He 
has played it safe all his life and is now faced with 
an opportunity to rekindle an old relationship with a 
woman from his past named Ruth. Thos choice can 
be shared with another protagonist in our fall lineup; 
Bemadette in Sotto Voce by Nilo Cruz. 

In Sotto Voce, Cruz presents an older woman named 
Bemadette, a former author who now fears leaving 
her home. When a young writer who is interested 
in interviewing her about her past comes looking 
for her, she hesitates to accept his company and 
even meet him face to face. In contrast to Austin, 
Bemadette is comfortable where she is inside of  her 
home and where she is at in her life. Austin, on the 
other hand, is going to therapy because he feels too 
bad not to do so; but both characters are stuck in the 
stagnancy of  routine. As Sotto Voce progresses, we see 

that Bemadette’s desires expand beyond the confines 
of  her New York apartment, and that the prospect 
of  something new does excite her. Even still, she 
inevitably is fearful.

Changing your life is sometimes irreversible. When 
Austin sees a potentially better future for himself  
by inviting Ruth in and whisking her away from the 
situation she is currently living in, he experiences the 
new lighting of  a flame long since extinguished. He 
has been haunted by a great “terrible something” that 
Ruth thinks has already happened. Bemadette faces a 
similar, weighty decision toward the end of  Sotto Voce. 
If  she breaks her boundaries, she may abandon the 
safety she has known for so long, but then again, she 
may benefit from the thrill of  taking a risk. 

Scrooge is another example of  one who is resistant 
to change. He is a wealthy, older man who has been 
set in his way for decades. He was in love once, but 
his fiancée left him because she realized that his greed 
for money was stronger than his love for her. In all 
senses, Scrooge is a perfect precursor to the WASP 
characters A.R. Gurney loves to write. He is well-off  
and completely unhappy, just as Austin is. When the 
ghost of  Marley, an old friend, comes to wake him 
from his sleep, Scrooge goes on a journey through 
time in which he confronts his mistakes and has a 
chance to learn from them. 

A.R. Gurney’s characters live in a culture that 
enforces ideas of  comfort and luxury as staples of  the 
American Dream. Still, these characters often realize 
that money doesn’t necessarily guarantee happiness. 
All of  the plays in our season deal with the difficulties 
surrounding change. Some characters, like Scrooge, 
are better for facing themselves and realizing that 
something needs to be different. Even still, the act 
of  making game-changing choices can be hard. This 
is how we relate to Later Life. No matter how old we 
are, we may have regrets, but even more importantly, 
we may also have opportunities to do something that 
may better ourselves as people. 
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I choose to work for Portland Stage because of  
its history of  tackling fraught subject matter. This 
year, “political correctness,” “trigger warnings,” and 
freedom of  speech have been hot button issues, 
so I thought it would make sense to talk about the 
ways we address representing controversial subject 
matter. In theater, there are many differing schools 
of  thought about whether or not it is ethically 
responsible to depict racism, sexism, or similar 
hateful actions in a public forum. After all, these very 
real acts of  violence, portrayed so viscerally in the 
intimate setting of  theater, can have very immediate, 
negative effects on individuals who have experienced 
the same things in real life. At the same time, to 
those not personally affected, repeated depictions 
of  cruelty can be numbing rather than enlightening. 
Yet, in Later Life, we grapple with explicit illustrations 
of  misogyny and depression. Knowing the potential 
consequences, why? The answer to that question is as 
complicated as many of  the issues themselves. The 
short answer is that we cannot shy away from these 
problems. To choose plays that totally eschew these 
topics, would create unrealistic, sterile worlds devoid 
of  some of  the most emotionally evocative aspects 
of  life. It would be to pretend that these things do 
not happen and do not need to be addressed. Instead, 
it is vital to speak to these things directly. Art is a vital 
way to start conversations about topics that are so 
often silenced in our daily life. Things like racism and 
sexism do not disappear when we do not talk about 
them. If  anything, perpetuating the stifling muteness 
actually makes things worse. The key to representing 
oppressive behavior is to do so critically. 

When this type of  behavior is put on our stage, it is 
not something taken lightly. There is ample discussion 
at every level, from the literary department, to the 
artistic director, to the show’s director, down to each 
and every actor and operator. There are people who 
think we ought to stop doing certain shows, or stop 
supporting certain writers because of  off-color jokes 
that appear in a script, or because there are writers 
more worthy of  attention. 

To the latter point, there is certainly merit to 
performing classical works by people of  color from 
around the globe over Shakespeare, or focusing 
on the imaginative worlds created by women, the 
LGBTQ community, and working class voices. But 
theater gives us the power to change how an off-color 
joke might come across in the world of  the play, or 
to an audience, which are two different things worthy 
of  consideration. For example, in Later Life, Jim 
makes a blatantly transphobic joke. In 1994 this was 
probably a laugh line, with characters and audience 
alike. And, as a transperson myself, I acknowledge 
that the reality of  the situation is that at a WASPy 
party in 1993, transpeople would likely be the object 
of  ridicule. It doesn’t help anyone to shy away from 
that fact. However, in 2016, by representing how at 
home the transphobic and racist southerners feel in 
liberal Boston, the subject matter transforms from 
a joke to a critique of  the shortfalls of  “liberal” 
WASP culture. When you critically examine who is 
making those jokes in 1993 and why, we can teach 
understanding and compassion going forward. And 
hopefully, in 2016, while the WASPy characters 
onstage may laugh at that joke in the world of  the 
play, the audience remains quiet and the lingering 
silence remains a staunch reminder of  what progress 
has been made, and how much more is yet to come.  

The Ethics of Representation
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Pre-Show Activities

1. Reflection: One of  the themes presented through Later Life is the question of  when to take chances that 
may seem risky. Think of  a time in your life that you considered taking a risk. What factors contributed to your 
decision? What was the outcome?

2. A.R. Gurney turns a critical eye on White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) society in many of  his plays, 
including Later Life. Read the article, “WASP” for an overview of  WASP culture. What images come to mind 
when you think of  WASP culture? If  you could express WASP culture through images, what five things would 
you choose?

3. Later Life includes characters that have experienced life from one location and others who have moved 
frequently. What do you like about where you live? What would you change? If  you could move anywhere, 
where would you choose to live and why? Write a poem, short story or song, or draw a picture about moving 
to this place.

Post-Show/Instant Lesson

1. What do you think happens after the final scene of  Later Life? Write a short story or scene imagining what 
comes next for Austin and Ruth. Compare your work with a fellow classmate. What are the differences and 
similarities?

2. Read and refer to the article titled “Double Casting Through the Years”. Do you think that Gurney’s choice 
of  having actors playing multiple roles enhanced the overall storytelling in any way? How were the actors 
successful/unsuccessful in portraying different characters? Why do you think Gurney chose to construct the 
play in this way?

3. In Later Life, Austin says, “I have the terrible feeling that our future grandchildren will be able to respond 
to Duane more than anyone else at this party.” How does the technology we use today affect the way we 
communicate? What are the pros and cons of  the ways we use technology in daily life?

4. In Later Life, Gurney presents two examples of  what a “best friend” could be. Austin has Walt while Ruth 
has Judith. How do these particular friendships compare to your experiences of  friendship? What do you 
think are the qualities of  a good friend? Have you ever had to make a difficult decision about how to best help 
a friend in need? Is there anything that the friends in Later Life could have done differently?

5. Discussion: Review the interview with Matthew Perry on domestic violence and then take a moment to 
reflect individually over Ruth’s decision to go back to her husband. As a class, discuss Ruth’s reasoning for 
choosing this path. How do Ruth’s experiences relate to the realities of  domestic violence that survivors 
continue to face? 

6. Crafting: Did you happen to notice the Boston Skyline off  in the distance? Set designers have the power to 
create scenic creations based on research, much like the Boston Skyline created for Portland Stage’s production 
of  Later Life. Using the image of  the Boston Skyline provided in “Boston in 1993”, design your own fantasy 
skyline for your ideal city.

Instant Lessons
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

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

Student Matinee Series

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

Play Me a Story

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

After School Classes

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

Vacation and Summer Camps

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

Classroom Workshop Program

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

The Intern Company

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