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dear teachers and students:

Welcome to the 11/12 steppenwolf for young Adults season! 

this year’s season offers an exploration of the process by which a piece of
literature evolves through adaptation and reinterpretation. We will explore 
the way original work can be born from the ideas and themes of a classic 
text–how the compelling work of one artist can prompt a bold response and 
fresh story of another. We are thrilled to involve students in this intergener-
ational conversation across time and across forms, from the book by Carson 
McCullers to Rebecca gilman’s play The Heart is a Lonely Hunter as well 
as our second production this winter, sarah gubbins’ artistic response, 
fml: how Carson McCullers saved my life. 

Carson McCullers wrote the Heart is a Lonely Hunter when she was only 23 
years old and it was first published in 1940. Over 70 years later, we are still 
drawn to it and regard it as a classic. Why do we keep returning to this book? 
Because of McCullers’ deft characterization and profound understanding of  
loneliness and isolation? Because of her vividly drawn “outsider” characters 
with whom we can identify? Because of her courage in her unsparing portrayal 
of these troubled people? there are many different ways of defining a “classic” 
and we look forward to uncovering those ways with you.

throughout this study guide, you will see references to both plays in our 
season as well as questions for the classroom, suggestions for further reading, 
and classroom activities to guide your examination of these productions. 
if further questions arise for you, if you make discoveries along the way you 
wish to share with us, if you need anything regarding your visit to the theatre, 
please do not hesitate to contact us. 

We look forward to seeing you at steppenwolf and to investigating these exciting 
plays with you.

Hallie, Megan & Lauren

Hallie Gordon 
Artistic and Educational Director 

Megan Shuchman 
Education Manager 

Lauren Sivak
Education Assistant
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The Heart Is a Lonely 
Hunter additional 
services/dates to note:

Audio Description and Touch Tour
Sunday, October 16–3:00pm 

American Sign 
Language-Interpreted 
Sunday, October 23–3:00pm
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Sunday, October 30–3:00pm

Open Captioning with 
Scene Events for teens to follow
Sunday, October 23–3:00pm
~ come get play’ed



How does something become a classic? 
How does a classic successfully endure the test of time? 
titles such as The Great Gatsby, A Separate Peace, 
The Scarlet Letter, and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
are fixtures in the American literary canon. But why?  

Classics examine the world in a unique and authentic way. 
Classics portray dexterity with language and a mastery 
of storytelling. they contain universal life lessons and 
memorable characters. As publisher david Fickling stated, 
“Plenty of books are enjoyable to read once, but with a classic, 
the more you re-read, the more comes out.” Perhaps Jonathon 
Jones from the guardian said it best: “Classics can take 
anything you throw at them.” they can stand the test of time.     

What is 
a ClassiC?
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To Kill a Mockingbird, The Grapes of Wrath, and The Heart is a Lonely 

Hunter are all examples of classic pieces of literature first adapted to film, 

and then eventually for the stage. John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, 

first published in 1939, was immediately adapted for film and opened in 

1940 to great commercial success. Similarly, To Kill a Mockingbird by 

Harper Lee, published in 1960, was made into a film shortly after in 1962. 

Carson McCullers’ The Heart is a Lonely Hunter was first adapted for the 

screen long before Rebecca Gilman envisioned bringing it to the stage.

The Leap
from page To STage:
The Challenge 
of Adapting a Classic

TO kILL A mOCkIngbIrD, STEppEnwOLf 2011

grApES Of wrATh, STEppEnwOLf 1988
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The task of capturing the spirit of a novel on stage is a difficult one. 

A novel can travel swiftly to different moments and places with the turn 

of a page while a successful stage adaptation must possess theatrical-

ity.  In other words, time and setting must feel specific to the theatrical 

medium and fit within the physical space of the theatre. 

As Rebecca Gilman, adaptor, The Heart is a Lonely 

Hunter,  points out, the task of turning narrative 

into captivating action on stage is a difficult one:

“The Heart is a Lonely Hunter is a hard novel to adapt 
in a lot of ways because it’s an interior story about 
lonely people who aren’t communicating. What they 
didn’t say to each other seemed really important to 
me. you have to work a little bit to find out who these 
people are, but i hope that makes for a satisfying 
experience in the end because of that.”

It can also be difficult to find ways to condense the vast amount of story 

found in a novel. A good adaptor knows how to pull the theatrical 

elements from a novel and bring them to life on stage. As Frank Galati, 

adaptor, The Grapes of Wrath, stated: 

“Novels and plays are modalities of 
story-telling. Novels tend to be 
long, measured in pace, composed 
of chapters, giving an epic sense 
often of entire lives lived over time. 
Plays tell stories in playing time 
over the course of a couple hours. 
For many years i have studied 
and taught the form of the novel 
and explored ways of discovering 
the play that may be hiding inside 
a given work of prose fiction. Not 
all novels have plays in them but 
some do…” And when they do, they 

have the advantage of bringing to life the characters we have come 

to know from a classic text and allowing us, as audience members, to 

access and experience them in a way no other medium can offer.

The Leap from page To STage

FRANk GALATI

REBECCA GILMAN

5



classroom activity

FRANk GALATI
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According to playwright Sarah Gubbins (fml: how Carson McCullers saved my life) there are 

multiple ways to reinvent a classic. As she explains, “fml: how Carson McCullers saved my life 

is a response to source material. It is allowing the moment of engagement with literature to 

influence you in such a way that you can create new material. fml: how Carson McCullers saved 

my life is a play inspired by Carson McCullers’ novel rather than an adaptation of it.” 

There are many contemporary movies, poems, songs, etc. inspired by classics. For this activity, 

students will explore how a classic can be reinvented, or re-imagined, into something new. 

Through The LenS 
of a CLaSSiC: 
Creating Something New

Through The LenS of a cLaSSic | cLaSSroom acTiviTy

Day 1

1 | divide your class into five groups and assign each group 
a classic. Feel free to use any of the five examples listed here 
or choose your own. Whether or not students have familiarity 
with their assigned classic, they should use the themes found 
in the synopsis to guide their brainstorming session as out-
lined in the next step.

THE GRAPES OF WRATH 
John Steinbeck | 1939
During the 1930s, the United States 
faced a seven-year drought that left 
many people moving westward to look 
for work. This classic tales follows the 
Joad family on their travels from Okla-
homa to California and their struggle for 
survival along the way.

BEOWULF
unknown | 1000 A.D. 
A giant monster named Grendel is 
terrorizing a Danish kingdom and has 
left its king terrified. Beowulf, the pro-
tagonist of this tale, must take his 14 
soldiers to destroy the beast. 

THE SCARLET LETTER 
Nathaniel Hawthorne | 1850
Hester Prynne has committed adultery 
and now must wear the letter A on her 
gown at all times. Rumors of her affair 
spread through a small town in Mas-
sachusetts and Hester must endure the 
shame of her supposed crime. 

ROMEO AND JULIET
William Shakespeare | 1599
A young man meets a young woman 
and the two experience love at first 
sight. The only problem is they come 
from feuding families who want to keep 
the couple separated.  

HAMLET
William Shakespeare | 1598
Hamlet, the son of a murdered king, 
believes his uncle is guilty of his father’s 
murder. He must decide whether or not 
to avenge his father’s death. 



Day 1 cont.

2 | each group should start by reading the synopsis of their 
classic and begin to brainstorm a list of familiar, contem-
porary works (ie. short stories, movies, songs, poems, other 
novels, etc.) that have similar elements and themes to their 
assigned story. each group should brainstorm 7-10 references 
for their list.

3 | From the brainstorm list, each group must choose the short 
story/movie/song/etc. they feel best relates to their assigned 
classic. After choosing the reference, students should answer 
the following questions: 

Why might the author/creator of the short story/movie/song/etc. have 

used this classic as inspiration?  

How directly is the classic incorporated into the short story/movie/

song/etc.?  

How does knowing that the short story/movie/song/etc. is somehow 

related to the classic change your understanding of it?  

4 | utilizing playwright sarah gubbins’ approach to fml: how 
Carson McCullers saved my life, each group should create 
an original work of art inspired by their assigned classic. this 
might be an original poem; a collage of images inspired by 
the text; a short scene; or a story board for a film. 

Through The LenS of a cLaSSic | cLaSSroom acTiviTy

7
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Day 2

5 | students should continue to finalize creative projects and 
ready them for presentation to the class.

6 | students will present the material from the exercise to the 
rest of the class: first sharing the new work of art they have 
created and then presenting from which classic the new work 
was derived. Classmates from other groups should respond 
with which elements they found the new work of art and the 
classic to have in common.   

Through The LenS of a cLaSSic | cLaSSroom acTiviTy

queSTionS for The cLaSSroom

What was the easiest part of creating a new work of art from a classic? 
What was most challenging? 

Having done this exercise, can you think of any other contemporary 
short stories/movies/songs/etc that you believe might be inspired
by a classic?

FURTHER READING:

in Literature, What Makes a Classic?, 2006, National Public Radio Archival Podcast

Addresses the various components that classify something as a ‘classic work’

Craig, Amanda. “What Makes a Classic?” the sunday times, 24 March, 2007 

Discusses the everyman Library, which is a resource for classic literature



noTeS
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diSabiLiTy righTS
Beginning in 1817, the Disability Rights movement has been an almost two-

hundred-year-old struggle for the equality of persons with disabilities in the 

United States. Although much advancement has been made for persons with 

disabilities since the 1930s, there is still much progress to be made. 

Advocates for members of the Deaf community and persons with hearing 

disabilities strive to help explain complexities inherent for those living with a 

disability. For example, there is a difference in usage between Deaf vs. deaf: 

Deaf with a lowercase “d” refers to an individual with partial or complete 

loss of hearing. Deaf with a capital “D” refers to a community of individuals 

with hearing loss who take pride in Deafness as part of a cultural identity and 

have fluency in American Sign Language. For example, persons who classify

themselves as Deaf do not regard Deafness as a disability but instead 

celebrate the uniqueness of the Deaf community. 

gay righTS
A relatively young movement in the United States, the Gay Rights movement

(also referred to as the LGBTQ* movement) began in 1924, when the first 

known gay rights organization was founded in Chicago. However, mass 

following and support of the movement was not catalyzed until 1969, 

when police raided a gay bar, the Stonewall Inn in New York City, culminating 

in a unification of queers and allies across the country. The current manifest-

ation of the Gay Rights movement is centered on achieving equality in 

marriage and adoption rights for the LGBTQ citizens of the United States.  

Most recently, the movement has been centered on anti-violence. 

This year alone, it estimated that nearly 30 percent of gay teens have been 

targets of bullying, much like the harassment Jo faces in fml: how Carson 

McCullers saved my life. The “It Gets Better Project,” founded by Dan Savage, 

has brought awareness to this issue, and aims to add comfort and encourage-

ment to gay teens around the country. 

*LGBTQ is a term used since the 1990s to collectively describe lesbian, gay, 

transgender, and queer (or questioning) persons.

TimeLine: 

Disability and Gay Rights 

Movements Running Parallel
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TimeLine | diSabiLiTy righTS movemenT

disABiLity 
RigHts
MOveMeNt

The AMeRiCAN SChool 

foR The DeAf, The fiRST 

SChool foR DeAf PeRSoNS 

iS fouNDeD; hARTfoRD, CT 

1817

BRAille iS iNveNTeD 

By louiS BRAille

1829

1883 

eSSAyS iN euGeNiCS, By SiR fRANCiS 

GAlToN, iS PuBliSheD; ThiS Book 

iNSPiReS The euGeNiCS MoveMeNT, 

whiCh eNCouRAGeS The PASSiNG of 

lAwS To STeRilize AND iNSTiTuTioN-

Alize PeRSoNS wiTh DiSABiliTieS; 

loNDoN, eNGlAND

1927 
iN The CASe of BuCk v. 

Bell, The SuPReMe CouRT 

RuleS ThAT foRCeD 

STeRilizATioN of PeRSoNS 

wiTh DiSABiliTieS iS NoT 

A violATioN of TheiR 

CoNSTiTuTioNAl R iGhTS

heleN kelleR, The fiRST 

DeAf-BliND PeRSoN To 

ATTeND ColleGe, ReleASeS 

heR AuToBioGRAPhy

1902

11
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TimeLine | diSabiLiTy righTS movemenT

1939 

woRlD wAR i i BeGiNS 

AND ADolf hiTleR 

oRDeRS MASS exTiNC-

TioN AND GASSiNG 

of DiSABleD PeRSoNS 

iN euRoPe 

A DiCTioNARy

of AMeRiCAN 

SiGN lANGuAGe 

oN liNGuiSTiC 

PRiNCiPleS iS 

PuBliSheD

1965

CloSeD-CAPTioNiNG 

iS iNveNTeD, AllowiNG 

TeleviSioN ACCeSS To 

DeAf vieweRS

1971

SoCiAl SeCuRiTy 

ACT PASSeS, 

AllowiNG foR 

GoveRNMeNT 

fuNDiNG of The 

elDeRly AND 

DiSABleD

1935

PReSiDeNT GeoRGe 

BuSh SiGNS The 

AMeRiCANS wiTh

DiSABiliTieS ACT, 

G iviNG full leGAl 

CiTizeNShiP To 

AMeRiCANS wiTh 

DiSABiliTieS

1990

viRGiNiA houSe of 

DeleGATeS STATeS 

iT ReGReTS The uSe 

of euGeNiCS 

PRACTiCeS BeTweeN 

1924 AND 1979

2011
ReAGAN ADMiNiSTRATioN 

TAkeS AwAy SoCiAl 

SeCuRiTy BeNefiTS fRoM 

ThouSANDS of DiSABleD 

PeRSoNS

1981

1979
viRGiNiA eNDS euGeNiCS 

PRACTiCeS 

(PRACTiCeD SiNCe 1924)

1973
RehABiliTATioN ACT 

BeCoMeS lAw, PRohiBiT-

iNG DiSCRiMiNATioN of 

DiSABiliTy iN The woRk 

PlACe AND iN feDeRAl 

PRoGRAMS



TimeLine | gay righTS movemenT

gAy RigHts
MOveMeNt

1973

The AMeRiCAN 

PSyChiATRiC 

ASSoCiATioN 

ReMoveS 

hoMoSexuAliTy 

fRoM iTS liST of 

DiSoRDeRS

SoCieTy foR 

huMAN RiGhTS iS 

eSTABliSheD AS The 

fiRST kNowN GAy 

R iGhTS oRGANizATioN; 

ChiCAGo, il

1924

fiRST GAy PRiDe 

MARCh helD; New 

yoRk, Ny

1970

1969

PoliCe RAiD A GAy BAR, 

The SToNewAll iNN; R ioTS 

BReAk ouT AND MANy ARe 

killeD AND iNjuReD AS A 

ReSulT; The ReSPoNSe To

ThiS RAiD By GAyS, leSBiANS 

AND TheiR AllieS STARTS 

The GAy R iGhTS MoveMeNT; 

New yoRk CiTy, Ny

1950

u.S. SeNAToR joSePh 

MCCARThy TARGeTS 

GAyS AND leSBiANS; 

They ARe SuBjeCT 

To PoliCe BRuTAliTy 

ThRouGhouT The 

CouNTRy

hARvey Milk iS 

eleCTeD To The 

SAN fRANCiSCo 

BoARD of SuPeR-

viSoRS, MAkiNG 

hiM The fiRST

oPeNly GAy MAN 

To Be eleCTeD To

 PuBliC offiCe

1977

HARvEY MILk

13
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TimeLine | gay righTS movemenT

1978

hARvey Milk iS 

ASSASSiNATeD By 

hiS ColleAGue, 

DAN whiTe

1981 

fiRST AiDS CASe iS

RePoRTeD; iT iS 

quiCkly ClASSifieD 

AS A “GAy MAN’S 

DiSeASe” AND A “GAy 

PRoBleM,” fuRTheR 

oSTeRiCiz iNG The 

GAy CoMMuNiTy

1993

“DoN’T ASk, DoN’T 

Tell,” AN offiCiAl 

uNiTeD STATeS 

PoliCy, iS PASSeD, 

STATiNG ThAT GAyS 

AND leSBiANS will 

Be BANNeD fRoM 

SeRviNG iN The 

u.S. M iliTARy

AMeRiCAN MeDiCAl 

ASSoCiATioN oPPoSeS 

The “CuRiNG” of 

GAyS, SiGNifyiNG ThAT 

The AMA DoeS NoT 

view BeiNG GAy AS A 

DiSeASe oR DiSABiliTy

2000

2010 

DAN SAvAGe STARTS The 

“iT GeTS BeTTeR” CAMPAiGN, 

AN iNTeRNeT-BASeD PRojeCT 

iNSPiReD By The SuiCiDe 

CRiSiS of MANy GAy TeeNS 

iN The u.S.  

“DoN’T ASk, 

DoN’T Tell” iS 

RePeAleD By 

The u.S. SeNATe 

New yoRk STATe 

leGAlizeS 

GAy MARRiAGe

2011

u.S. DefeNSe of 

MARRiAGe ACT iS 

PASSeD, MAiNTAiNiNG 

ThAT No STATe NeeDS 

To ACkNowleDGe 

SAMe-Sex MARRiAGe 

AS leGAl, eveN if 

ANoTheR STATe 

DeeMS iT So

1996

1998 

MATThew ShePARD 

iS MuRDeReD iN 

lARAMie, wyoMiNG, 

SPARkiNG A NATioNAl 

AwAReNeSS of hATe 

CRiMeS TowARDS 

hoMoSexuAlS

 

2009 

PRoPoSiTioN 8 iN 

CAlifoRNiA PASSeS, 

ReDefiNiNG MARRiAGe 

AS oNly BeTweeN 

A MAN AND A woMAN

 

DAN SAvAGE, “IT GETS BETTER” CAMPAIGN



TimeLine | diSabiLiTy and gay righTS movemenTS running paraLLeL

queSTionS for The cLaSSroom

What similarities and differences do you see between the Disability and Gay Rights movements?

In what ways has the Disability Rights movement changed everyday life for those living with disabilities? 
What barriers still exist? How are those barriers similar or different to those that still exist in the LGBTQ 
community? 

Do you consider the Disability Rights movement successful?  What about the Gay Rights movement?  
What would be required in order for a movement to be considered successful?

Where do you see areas of overlap between these two movements?

FURTHER READING:

Handicapping America, 1978, by Frank Bowe 

Details barriers in the mid-70s that denied equal citizenship to those with disabilities

images of Ourselves: Women with disabilities talking, 1981, by Jo Campling 

Focuses on the concerns of women with disabilities prior to the 1980s

the Mayor of Castro street: the Life and times of Harvey Milk, 2008, by Randy shilts

Follows Harvey Milk’s personal and political life in the 1970s

it gets Better: Coming Out, Overcoming Bullying, and Creating a 

Life Worth Living, 2011, edited by dan savage and terry Miller 

A collection of stories and confessions from celebrities, politicians, and everyday citi-

zens responding to bullying of LGBTQ adolescents

15
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The 
hearT 
iS a 
LoneLy 
hunTer
SYNOPSIS &
CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS

The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter follows 
John singer, a deaf man who resides 
in a local boarding house, and four 
other vivid but desperately lonesome 
residents in a georgia mill town during 
the 1930s on the eve of the great 
depression. Mick Kelly, a 14-year-old 
tomboy who dreams of becoming a 
concert pianist; Benedict Copeland, 
the town’s only black doctor; Jake 
Blount, a drunken political activist; 
and Biff Brannon, a recent widower and 
owner of the town’s diner and bar. 
As each finds solace in singer’s ability 
to listen, they all unintentionally over-
look their confidante’s profound 
isolation in this timeless tale woven 
from the lives of ordinary people.  

17

sPiROs ANtONOPOuLOs
Played by Jay Reed
Antonopoulos lives with Singer 
for ten years before he is sent 
away to an asylum by his cousin, 
Charles Parker. Although Singer 
desperately misses his friend, 
away in the asylum, Antonopou-
los is more concerned with 
eating and drinking than return-
ing Singer’s care and affection.

dR. COPeLANd
Played by Walter Coppage
As the only black doctor in town, 
Dr. Copeland struggles with the 
injustices African Americans 
face at the time. father of Portia 
and willie, Dr. Copeland often 
feels estranged from his children 
for what he sees as their 
acceptance of racial injustice 
and what he perceives as an 
over-emphasis on religion.

JOHN siNgeR 
Played by Robert schleifer
john Singer, a deaf man who 
works as a silver engraver at a 
local jewelry store, is the central 
focus of The Heart is a Lonely 
Hunter. even after his friend, 
Antonopoulos, is sent away to an 
asylum, Singer remains his loyal 
companion. 

MiCK KeLLy
Played by 
Jessica Honor Carleton
Mick finds sanctuary in Singer, 
who owns a radio and gives her 
access to music. Mick dreams of 
learning the piano and one day 
composing a famous symphony. 



BiFF BRANNON
Played by Colm O’Reilly
owner of the New york Café, 
a central diner in town, Biff 
is a recent widower without any 
children. As he notices her 
coming of age, Biff is oddly
drawn to Mick.

HARRy
Played by Nick vidal
Politically-minded and wise 
beyond his years, harry and 
Mick share a deep, personal 
relationship and often confide 
in one another.

 

WiLLie
Played by derrick C. Cooper
Son of Dr. Copeland and brother 
of Portia, willie is a kitchen work-
er in Biff’s café. out one night 
with friends, willie finds himself 
in a fight, leading to serious 
consequences. 

CHARLes PARKeR 
& MR. KeLLy
Played by ensemble member 
Alan Wilder
Charles Parker: owner of the
town’s fruit and candy store,
Parker is the cousin and boss of 
Antonopoulos. At the beginning 
of the play, Parker sends his 
cousin away to the asylum, sepa-
rating Singer from his friend.

Mr. kelly: Mick’s father, Mr. kelly 
owns and operates the board-
inghouse where john Singer 
stays. Mr. kelly has an injury that 
prevents him from working and 
providing for his family.  

PORtiA
Played by Ann Joseph
A servant in the kelly house-
hold and primary caretaker of 
Mick, Portia is daughter to Dr.
Copeland. Portia is deeply reli-
gious and even in the face 
of her father’s harshness 
remains loyal to him.

JAKe BLOuNt
Played by Loren Lazerine
A wanderer and an alcoholic 
prone to violent outbursts, jake 
confides in Singer. he has 
become radicalized by the eco-
nomic inequality he sees around 
him, but his attempts to organize 
workers in the town prove 
unsuccessful.

    18



here is a list of persons referenced throughout 
the play with whom students should be familiar.  

hiSToriCaL figureS 
referenCeD in The pLay

WOLFgANg AMAdeus MOzARt
A prominent composer of the Classical 
era, Mozart composed over 600 works in 
this lifetime. Mick is very drawn to Mozart 
in her aspirations to become a composer 
and pianist. 

Mutt ANd JeFF 
Mutt and jeff are the protagonists of an 
early 1900s comic strip by the same name.  
in the comic, the characters Mutt and jeff 
are two visually opposite men, with a yin 
and yang connection.  Biff compares Singer 
and Antonopoulos to these two comic book 
characters. 

eugeNe ORMANdy 
A hungarian-born American conductor and 
violinist, ormandy was a musical prodigy 
from the age of three.  in the 1930s, he 
became of the radio’s most well-known 
conductors. in the play, Mick is very drawn to 
ormandy’s music.

POPeye tHe sAiLOR MAN
Popeye is a fictional cartoon hero, made 
famous through comic strips, television 
shows, and animated films. while visiting 
Antonopoulos in the asylum, Singer brings 
him a film reel of Popeye to lift his spirits. 

LudWig vAN BeetHOveN 
A German composer and pianist, Beethoven 
is considered one of the greatest musicians 
of all time. in his 20s, Beethoven began 
to lose his hearing, and soon became com-
pletely deaf. Though deaf, he continued to 
compose musical sensations that are still 
popular today. Mick is fascinated by
Beethoven, particularly his Symphony No. 
3, and hopes to write music of his caliber 
one day. 

AdOLF HitLeR
hitler was the (Austrian-born) German 
political leader of the National Socialist 
German worker’s, or Nazi, Party. he is most 
infamous for his role in the rise of fascism in 
europe during world war ii. in the play, harry 
expresses his fascination with fascism. 
fascists believe a nation requires strong 
leadership, a singular collective identity 
and the will to wage war to keep the nation 
strong. fascist governments forbid and op-
press opposition to the state.

KARL MARx
A philosopher, journalist, and socialist, Marx 
founded the social-political theory of Marx-
ism.  Marxism flows from the idea that eco-
nomic organization is the foundation of all 
other parts of society, and that social change 
emerges from conflicts between unequal 
economic classes.  Communism is a political 
theory derived from karl Marx, proposing 
class war with the desired consequence 
of a society in which all property is publicly 
owned and each person works according to 
their abilities and is paid according to their 
needs. jake Blount is a self-proclaimed 
Communist.  he and Dr. Copeland argue 
over Marxist ideas in the play. 

bEEThOvEn

hITLEr

mArx pOpEYE & OLIvE

19
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ROBeRt sCHuMANN 
Schumann began his career as a concert 
pianist, but after sustaining a terrible hand 
injury, this career option was abruptly termi-
nated.  As a result, Schumann focused on 
composing music, and became one of the 
most influential composers of the Romantic 
era. Mick listens to Schumann on Singer’s 
radio. 

BARuCH sPiNOzA
A Dutch philosopher, whose work was 
not recognized until years after his death, 
Spinoza is considered one of the great 
“rationalists”: philosophers who maintained 
that reason, not experience, is the basis for 
all knowledge.  Dr. Copeland reads Spinoza 
throughout the play.

tHORsteiN veBLeN 
An American socialist and economist, veblen 
was the brains behind “institutional econom-
ics,” an approach that focuses on institutions 
and their role in shaping economic behavior.  
jake Blount is a follower of veblen, and 
makes a toast in his honor during the play. 

mOzArT

SChumAnn

muTT & JEff CArTOOn

SpInOzAOrmAnDY & wIfEvEbLEn

hiSToricaL figureS referenced in The pLay



Who was Carson McCullers?  And who is Mick kelly?   

At the young age of 23, Carson McCullers rose to literary stardom with the 

publication of her first novel, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter. Throughout her 

career she wrote four novels, a handful of short stories, a play, and a collec-

tion of poems. When McCullers first began writing The Heart is a Lonely 

Hunter, the main character of John Singer was not clear to her. In McCullers 

unfinished autobiography, Illumination and Night Glare, she explains, “I had 

at least five or six characters who were very clear in my mind. I understood 

them, but the main character was unfocused, although I knew that he was central to the book. Time and again 

I thought I would just write these characters as short stories, but always I restrained, because I knew that this 

mysterious creation was going to be a novel.” 

With many stories and characters woven into one novel, one of the most vivid characters she created is the 

young Mick kelly. Though never explicitly stated by McCullers, biographers agree that there are striking 

commonalities between McCullers and Mick.  McCullers was born Lula Carson Smith but she would later 

shorten her name to Carson. McCullers was a tomboy, and a lanky 

individual who many said resembled more a young man than a woman. 

In addition, McCullers saw herself becoming a famous concert pianist. 

When she was five years old, her father purchased a piano and McCullers’ 

connection with the instrument was instantaneous. However, years later, 

she was forced to abandon her musical dreams as her father was unable 

to send her to a competitive music school. Following that disappointment, 

McCullers chose to dedicate her life to becoming a writer.  A woman with 

strong convictions and self-discipline, McCullers wrote every morning, 

and quickly established herself as one of our nation’s greatest writers.

Where DoeS WriTer enD 
anD CharaCTer Begin? 
Biography of Carson McCullers

“Cause I got this idea 
for radios the size of green 
peas. People could stick 

‘em in their ears and walk 
around listenin’ to music 
any time they wanted. 
But that was dumb. 
Now I know I want to be 
a real musician. I already 
got a lot of music in 

my head. ”

-MiCK KeLLy
 

CARSON MCCULLERS
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1 |  using the prompt questions below, students should create 
an original character around whom they can imagine writing 
a scene. Answers should be based on the first thought that 
comes to mind and given in short form.   

who am i? | cLaSSroom acTiviTy

Who am i?
writing exercise

Basic Facts aBout character:

My character’s name is 

My character’s age is

My character’s hair color is 

My character’s eye color is

My character’s height is

My character’s favorite color is

My character’s favorite kind of music is 

My character’s favorite food is

My character’s best friend is 

Other basic facts about my character are

classroom activity



DivinG a Bit DeePer:

My character is happiest when

My character is saddest when 

My character is angry when

the most important person in my character’s life is 

My character’s favorite childhood memory is

something my character wishes s/he could change about his/her life is

My character is most afraid of 

My character is proudest of 

Other important things to know about my character are

who am i? | cLaSSroom acTiviTy
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2 | Once students have answered all of the questions from the prompt, have them 
(individually or in groups) write an outline for a scene in which they can imagine 
their character. Whether or not students complete the scene, have them answer 
‘Questions for the Classroom’ to discover ways in which they see themselves—or 
others in their lives—in the characters they have created.

who am i? | cLaSSroom acTiviTy

set uP For scene:

today my character woke up and

Last year was an important year for my character because

My character recently learned something important and it was

tomorrow, my character will

queSTionS for The cLaSSroom

Based on the character you created, in what ways is this fictional person similar and different to you?
Similar and different to someone you know? What is something you do not know yet about your 
character that you are curious to find out? 

Why do you think writers tend to pull from their personal lives when creating characters? 
What challenges and/or positive outcomes do you imagine come from this choice? 



profiLe 
of a CoSTume 
DeSigner: 
myron eLLioTT
interviewed by Cindy Avila, Senior at 

francis Parker high School and member 

of Steppenwolf’s young Adult Council

SEE P. 28 FOR MORE INFORMATION ON 

THE YOUNG ADULT COUNCIL PROGRAM

MYRON ELLIOTT’S COSTUME COLLAGES FOR 
THe HearT Is a LoNeLy HuNTer
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cindy avila: thank you so much for talking with me 
today. i am very excited to get to know you and the 
world of costume construction and design. to start 
with, you’re a costume designer and a staff draper. Can 
you explain what a draper does?

myron elliott: sure, my staff job here at the theatre is 
generally working for other costume designers−figur-
ing out how to get them what they want. A draper is 
a pattern maker: we take things from a sketch, talk to 
the designer to make sure we understand their costume 
rendering in the correct way, and then we start the 
process of creating a garment in 3d, for a real body. 

ca: When you design, in terms of your vision of a 
costume, how do you interact with the director [of the 
play]? Are there ever conflicts with his/her vision and 
what you design? 

me: Well, it all depends on the director-- it depends 
on how the rehearsal is going, how clear the script is. 
sometimes the script tells you exactly how it has to be.
sometimes the actors come in, too, and frequently 
have a lot of input and you want to honor that as much 
as possible. there’s no point in putting somebody 
in something they don’t feel comfortable in, something 
that doesn’t feel right. if you’re not helping the actors, 
or you’re getting in their way, you’re not doing your job. 

ca: Can you explain these collages? What is the 
purpose, and how do you make these?

me: i try to make sure that if i’m doing sketches for a 
production, i tailor them to that production as much as 
possible, down to the style of the illustration, the paper 
that they’re on, the colors that are used. i want to get 
tone across and these collages are a part of that.

ca: Would you say these collages are more for your 
gain, or, who uses them the most?

me: Whatever sketches are submitted, whether it’s a 
drawing or a research collage like these, they are for 
everybody: from the designer, to the Costume shop 
[where clothes are actually made], to the director, to 
the actor. it’s hopefully kind of a visual tool for all of 
us to use so that everybody knows where we are going. 
As a designer, it helps me communicate. 

ca: i visited your website, and i looked at your resume, 
and i was just flabbergasted by all the plays you’ve 
done. And it was just totally insane because it was just 
rolling down the pages--it was as if you were doing 
three productions at the same time. What has been
your favorite show to work on? Or favorite types of 
projects?

me: Projects in which you can have influence beyond 
whatever your title says in the program are great. that’s 
kind of my ideal world-- a round table design setting.  
somewhere where you really can have a range of ideas, 
and people aren’t going to get their toes stepped on. 
For The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, for example, meeting 
as a team to ask, well, who do we think this Mick Kelly 
is? Our Mick Kelly. Who is she? What does she look 
like? Or, more importantly, why is she the way she is? 
that process is really rewarding.

ca: My last question is, do you have advice for the 
younger generation, for those who are interested in 
costume design or in being a staff draper?
 
me: start people watching. i love people watching. 
that’s such a big part of what you do even if you’re, you 
know, doing a show set 100 years ago. that’s kind of 
the cool part of being a clothes psychologist: you get 
to go, ‘oh, why are are they wearing this?’ Not just, ‘they 
wear this’ but specifically, ‘what would this person wear, 
or how would they use this particular thing?’

ca: Okay, so what do my clothes say about me?! 

(Both laugh)

ca: thank you so much for talking with me today. 
 i can’t wait to see the show!

me: thank you very much and me either!

    26



* public performances
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Jo’s junior year of high school in suburban 

Lagrange, IL started off just fine—not that it’s

ever easy being queer at 16. Thankfully, a new 

English teacher assigns Carson mcCullers’ 

famed novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and 

Jo discovers an unshakable kinship to mcCullers’ 

central character John Singer. Like Singer, Jo 

is forever the listener, definitively the outsider, 

perpetually misunderstood and filled with 

unrequited love. Yet when she is a victim of a 

gay-bashing incident, her world is turned upside 

down and she must decide whether to seek 

revenge or redemption. A story of isolation, 

fitting in and finding oneself, fml: how Carson 

McCullers saved my life is a play about surviving 

high school and how literature still has the 

power to transform how we see the world.

27

fml additional services/dates to note:

Audio Description and Touch Tour
Sunday, March 18–3:00pm 

American Sign Language-Interpreted 
Sunday, March 11–3:00pm
Saturday, March 17–7:30pm

Open Captioning
Sunday, March 18–3:00pm 

Scene Event for teens
Saturday, March 10—7:30pm 
~ come get play’ed

february 28-march 18, 2012

A world premiere by Sarah Gubbins
Directed by Joanie Schultz

FML: how 
carson  
MccuLLers 
saved  
My LiFe

In the Downstairs Theatre 
Tuesday - Friday 10 am
Saturday at 7:30 pm 
Sunday at 3 pm



ThE YOung ADuLT COunCIL is a unique after-school program for passionate 
and motivated high school students who want to learn the inner-workings of 
professional theatre from the most celebrated artists in the city. In addition to 
invaluable face-time with these leading professionals, Council members attend  
the best plays in Chicago, learn how to analyze and speak about these plays,  
and organize events for their peers around Steppenwolf productions in hopes of 
inspiring a new generation of theatre enthusiasts and practitioners.

Like the Steppenwolf Young Adult Council on Facebook! 
Or visit steppenwolf.org/youngadultcouncil for more information. 

Questions?  Contact Steppenwolf for Young Adults at 312-654-5637.

ATTEnTIOn TEAChErS
Tell youR STuDeNTS how To GeT iNvolveD AT STePPeNwolf!

Steppenwolf Young Adult Council Sponsor
Foundation support is provided  

by The Siragusa Foundation and 

the motorola mobility foundation
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To purchase tickets call  Audience Services at 312-335-1650 or arrive at the 
theatre 30 minutes before the show and purchase your tickets at the door. 

for more information visit www.steppenwolf.org/sya or call us at 312-654-5637.

*Evening events include music, dance and slam poetry.

The Young Adult Council is generously sponsored by ubS. 
foundation support is provided by The Siragusa foundation
and the motorola mobility foundation.

See a production at Steppenwolf for a discounted 
price, and then explore the world of the play with 
your friends and Chicago’s most celebrated artists. 
It’s that simple. 

TICkETS ArE $15 (ThAT’S ChEAp. & InCLuDES fOOD).

C lyb o u r n e Par k 
Saturday, September 24 
@ 7:30pm*

Th e h e arT i s  a 
lo n e ly h u nTe r 
Sunday, October 23 
@ 3:00pm

P e n e lo P e
Saturday, January 28 
@ 3:00pm

fm l:  h o w Car s o n 
m C C u l l e r s s av e d 
my l i f e
Saturday, march 10 
@ 7:30pm*

Ti m e sTan d s sT i l l
Saturday, April 21 
@ 3:00pm

Th e mar C h
Saturday, may 13 
@ 3:00pm

scenethe

steppenwolf’s teen seRIes
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steppenwolf’s teen seRIes

aCknoWLeDgemenTS 

wE grATEfuLLY ACknOwLEDgE ThE COnTrIbuTIOnS Of ThOSE whO prOvIDE 

SIgnIfICAnT SuppOrT fOr STEppEnwOLf fOr YOung ADuLTS:  

JPMorgan Chase & Co. is a major corporate sponsor of Steppenwolf for Young Adults.  

Target is the sponsor of the Target 2-for-1 Sunday Matinees.  

Major foundation support for Steppenwolf for Young Adults is provided by the Polk Bros. 
Foundation and Alphawood Foundation.  

The Individual Consortium of Sponsors for Steppenwolf for Young Adults is comprised of: 
David Herro and Jay Franke, Susan and Richard kiphart, Lynn Lockwood and Barrett B. Mur-
phy, John H. Hart and Carol Prins, and Nina B. Winston.  

Steppenwolf’s Auxiliary Council, a community of dynamic young professionals, dedicates their 

support to Steppenwolf for Young Adults. 

ADDITIOnAL SuppOrT IS prOvIDED bY: 

William Randolph Hearst Foundations
Crown Family Philanthropies 
Lloyd A. Fry Foundation
Field Foundation of Illinois  
UBS 
Dr. Scholl Foundation 
Northern Trust 
Bank of America
CNA Financial Corporation 
Helen Brach Foundation  
The McGraw-Hill Companies  
Grover Hermann Foundation  
Illinois Tool Works Inc. 
Siragusa Foundation  
Ernst & Young LLP 
Robert and Isabelle Bass Foundation Inc.  
Motorola Mobility Foundation

This program is partially supported by a grant from the Illinois Arts Council, a state 
agency, and by a CityArts Program 4 grant from the City of Chicago Department of 
Cultural Affairs and Special Events.

Steppenwolf for Young Adults is a citywide partner of the Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS) School Partner Program.

Partial support for open captioning provided by Theatre Development Fund.

STUDY GUIDE
CURATED BY  
Megan Shuchman

ARTICLES BY
Britton Esposito 
Megan Shuchman 
Lauren Sivak

EDITED BY
Hallie Gordon

SPECIAL
THANkS TO
Cindy Avila
Myron Elliott
Susan Dupor
Aaron Carter
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Buy online at steppenwolf.org 
or call 312-335-1650

The  
hearT  
is a  
LoneLy  
hunTer

Adapted by Rebecca Gilman
Based on the novel by Carson McCullers
Directed by Hallie Gordon

The Heart Is A Lonely Hunter follows John 
Singer, a deaf man who resides in a local 
boarding house, and four other vivid but 
desperately lonesome residents in a Georgia 
mill town during the 1930s. Mick Kelly, a 
14-year-old tomboy who dreams of becoming 
a concert pianist; Benedict Copeland, the 
town’s only black doctor; Jake Blout, a 
drunken political activist; and Biff Brannon, 
a recent widower and owner of the town’s 
diner and bar. As each finds solace in Singer’s 
ability to listen, they all unintentionally 
overlook their confidant’s profound isolation 
in this timeless tale woven from the lives 
of ordinary people.

Jo’s junior year of high school in suburban 
LaGrange, IL started off just fine—not that it’s
ever easy being queer at 16. Thankfully, a new 
English teacher assigns Carson McCullers’ 
famed novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 
and Jo discovers an unshakable kinship to 
McCullers’ central character John Singer. Like 
Singer, Jo is forever the listener, definitively 
the outsider, perpetually misunderstood and 
filled with unrequited love. Yet when she is a 
victim of a gay-bashing incident, her world is
turned upside down and she must decide 
whether to seek revenge or redemption. A 
story of isolation, fitting in and finding oneself, 
fml: how Carson McCullers saved my life is 
a play about surviving high school and how 
literature still has the power to transform 
how we see the world.

Join us for the SYA 2011/12 season as we explore 
the process through which art and literature 
evolve through adaptation and interpretation—how 
an original work can be born from the ideas and 
themes of a classic text.

Announcing the Steppenwolf for Young Adults 
2011/12 Season: Two plays in Conversation.

October 11 - November 4, 2011 

A world premiere by Sarah Gubbins
Directed by Joanie Schultz

FML: how 
carson  
MccuLLers 
saved  
My LiFe

February 28 - March 18, 2012


