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Director’s Notes

“The Normal Heart” opened in 1985 at the Public Theatre in New York, 
and it was an immediate sensation.  A powerful indictment of the 
indifference of the federal and municipal governments to an epidemic 
that was killing its gay citizens, the play became the longest-running 
production in the history of the Public.

The play was then produced in Los Angeles and when it came time for 
the Chicago production I played the role of Ned Weeks.  The play was 
again very successful, running for nine months and moving to a larger 
downtown theatre.  All the local celebrities came, including Oprah 
Winfrey, who had just lost her producer to AIDS.  Every night was a 
standing ovation and every night there would be three or four people 
left in the house after the show, too moved to leave.  These were people 
who had lost friends and lovers to the disease.  Normally, the ushers ask 
such stragglers to leave, but here they were instructed to let the 
remaining patrons cry quietly until they were ready to go.   Sometimes 
I would look at them as I was leaving the theatre and long to speak to 
them, but I knew that nothing I could say would ease that kind of pain.  
The production eventually won the Joseph Jefferson Award (Chicago’s 
Tony) for Best Production.

Usually, we recognize landmark moments in our lives only in retrospect 
but I knew then that I would never be able to top the incredible 
experience I was having with this play.  It was artistically satisfying but 
more importantly I really felt like we were having a profound impact on 
the entire community.  There were sometimes gasps when the two men 
in the play kissed but only rarely did people leave.  I have to think that 
many of our audience members came in with no knowledge of who gay 
people really were and that when they left they were a little more open 
to people who were different from them (remember, this was long be-
fore Will and Grace.)  Of course, it wasn’t my performance that created 
this massive shockwave but instead a combination of the playwright’s 
powerful message and the spectacular immediacy of experience that 
only live theatre can provide.  I am thankful that I was there for it but I 
regret that the reason for the entire event was the horrible tragedy that 
was befalling the gay community.



  
Director’s Notes (continued)

I chose to direct this play now for several reasons.  Last year was the 
30th anniversary of the beginning of the epidemic.  The number of 
people who have died is now in the millions but it is no longer covered 
extensively in the media and many young people are now once again
engaging in unsafe sexual practices.  But “The Normal Heart” is not a 
play about AIDS.  It is a play about homophobia, about discrimination 
and about bullying; there are even references to gay marriage.  Sadly, 
these topics are just as important today as they were when this play 
was originally produced.

One more thing:  Scott McPherson played Tommy Boatwright in that 
Chicago production of “The Normal Heart.”   He was an actor, a 
playwright and a friend of mine.  He wrote a play called “Marvin’s 
Room” that later became a movie with Meryl Streep and then he died 
of complications from AIDS.  This production is dedicated to him.

                                                                            ~Stephen Trovillion Smith

Scott McPherson 1959 - 1992



Dramaturg’s Notes

Breathtaking. Pulse-pounding. Explosive. These words have been used 
countless times to describe Larry Kramer’s masterpiece “The Normal 
Heart”. This play digs deep into the core of homophobia and the 
beginning of the AIDS crisis over 30 years ago. Yet despite its age, the 
message of “The Normal Heart” still rings true for today’s audiences as 
we continue to fight prejudice and struggle to find a cure for AIDS.

This play hit home when it opened in 1985, especially since it followed 
events that had happened only four years earlier and the city was still in 
the midst of the crisis.  Larry Kramer used his own life and the founding 
of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) as the basis for his story. Each 
character represents someone that Kramer knew, loved, or fought 
during the early 1980s. This is why this particular piece of theatre is so 
important: it is not just a work of fiction, but more akin to historical 
record. While the names have been changed, the events have not. The 
fear, anger, and love each character experiences were once the 
emotions of a real person. This is not a show that will leave the 
audience feeling comfortable. It encourages the audience to open 
its eyes to what truly happened 30 years ago and how a global fight 
against AIDS began with the shouts of a few gay men. 

No matter what one’s political or religious ideologies are, we can all 
connect to these men by the element that truly fuels this powerful 
show: love. The love for your friends, family and even for those you 
have never met. “The Normal Heart” puts love on the line and watches 
how it evolves as the characters struggle against it until it finally 
envelopes them. In Larry Kramer’s acknowledgements for “The Normal 
Heart” he ended with, “There are many people who lived this play, who 
lived these years, and who live no more. I miss them.”  As the recent 
Broadway revival proves, those individuals have not been forgotten. 
This production too will resurrect ghosts of the past and the memories 
of those still living to enlighten a new generation.

     ~Lauren Kacere



In 1981, Larry Kramer was among the
founders of the Gay men’s Health 
Crisis (GMHC). This non-profit group 
provides support for those with HIV/
AIDS. The group still exists today.

In 1987, Kramer formed a more a 
radical group later called AIDS 
Coalition to Unleash  Power (ACT 
UP). This group uses demonstra-
tions, protests, and civil disobedience 
to draw more attention to the AIDS 
crisis.

Kramer himself has been arrested dozens 
of times, but his efforts have not been in 
vain. The medical community admits that 
because of his activism patients now have 
more control and access to their 
medications. To the left you can see ACT 
UP’s key message.

To learn more about these organizations or to see how you can help, go to:
GMHC’s website: www.ghmc.org             ACT UP’s website: www.actupny.org
UWSP’s Faculty/Staff Gay-Straight Alliance: 
                          www.uwsp.edu/multicultural/lgbt/Pages/facultyStaffAllies.aspx
PFLAG Stevens Point: 
          www.facebook.com/pages/Pflag-Stevens-Point/266265616741085?sk=wall

In the beginning, one of the primary 
objectives was to get as many people 
arrested as possible in order to draw 
more attention to their cause. In 1987, 
over 250 people laid down on Wall 
Street in front of the FDA’s office, 
blocking rush hour traffic, to protest 
lengthy wait times for experimental 
drugs as well as their prohibitive 
costs.
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The windiest militant trash
Important Persons shout

Is not so crude as our wish:
What mad Nijinsky wrote

About Diaghilev
Is true of the normal heart;

For the error bred in the bone
Of each woman and each man

Craves what it cannot have,
Not universal love

But to be loved alone.

All I have is a voice
To undo the folded lie,

The romantic lie in the brain
Of the sensual man-in-the-street

And the lie of Authority
Whose buildings grope the sky:

There is no such thing as the State
And no one exists alone:
Hunger allows no choice

To the citizen of the police;
We must love one another or die.

                                                                      From “September 1, 1939”
                                                                   W.H. AUDEN

                 

Portion of “Septemer 1, 1939” Copyright 1940 by W.H Auden



The Normal hearT

Cast  (in order of appearance)
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Tommy Boatwright.....................................................Erik Schneider
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Grady.............................................................................Carl Swanson

Examining Doctor...................................................................TJ Searl

There will be a 10-MinuTe inTerMission.
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BACKSTAGE
The Department of Theatre & Dance welcomes support for our 
educational and artistic activities through a variety of programs, 

including existing scholarships and endowments, special projects 
support, bequests and planned gifts. For more information about 
contributing to the Department of Theatre & Dance, please refer 

to the enclosed Backstage envelope, or contact
Kathy Buenger, Vice Chancellor, University Advancement 

at 715-346-3768.

Angel ($1,000+)

Carl & Judi Carlson

Joseph & Tammi Colianni
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David Worth & Cindy Schultz-Worth

A special thank you to our 2011-2012 Backstage supporters!
Donations received
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Marilyn A. Kapter & John M. Bernd
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Backstage (continued)
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