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HEN	I	ARRIvEd	AT	THE	GREAT	PlAINs	THEATRE 
Conference in Omaha last year—a summer camp of sorts for 
theatre professionals, hosted on Metropolitan Community 
College’s idyllic tree-lined campus—it was with nervous 
trepidation. I didn’t know anyone at the GPTC and didn’t 
have a play reading like most conference-goers did—would I 
be the odd camper out? Within moments of my arrival at the 
first workshop, though, amicable chitchat sprouted up around 
me. Conversations among participants, whether they waited 
in line for lunch or for a reading to start, went like this: “Hi! 
Are you a playwright? Me too! Let’s be friends!” 

Thirty playwrights, of different experience levels and 
varied aesthetics from across the U.S., were rightly jazzed to 
have their plays selected out of hundreds of submissions for a 
reading at GPTC. Writers get rehearsal time with actors and 
a director, a public reading of their plays, and feedback from 
experienced professionals alongside artistic workshops and 
fully staged productions in venues around Omaha. Despite 
the exclamation of these initial introductions, this wasn’t the 
overly enthusiastic networking one wearies of at many theatre 
conferences—but a genuine curiosity and camaraderie that 
grew out of workshops led by master playwrights, readings, 
informal feedback, lunch lectures, evening performances 
and late-night conversations. Sure, cliques formed—but 
none was so elite as to exclude anyone. 

The sixth annual Great Plains Theatre Conference runs 
May 28–June 4, and honors playwright Lee Blessing with two 
productions of his work while presenting 30 readings and 5 
featured staged events. What can first-time conference-goers 
expect? I asked several theatre artists I met at last year’s 

event to offer thoughts and memories about how GPTC 
has affected them. —Bent 
	

EllEN	sTRuvE,	playwright,	Omaha

Though I spent eight glorious years in Chicago and received my 
undergrad degree at the University of Iowa, I am an Omahan, 
born and bred. When I first heard there was going to be a 
national playwriting conference here, I couldn’t believe it. It 
was fantastic, like reaching into last year’s coat and finding 
$20, or something stranger—a whole bunch of yen, maybe.  

GPTC has widened my personal theatre geography. I 
read as much as I can and squeeze in matinees and evening 
shows on rare weekends to Chicago, but I also Skype weekly 
with D.C.–based playwright Kitty Felde and have been work-
ing with Philadelphia dramaturg Heather Helinsky, both 
of whom I met through the conference. Kokopelli Theatre 
produced my play Mrs. Jennings’ Sitter in New York after 
seeing it read at GPTC. Several friends from GPTC came, 
and it was gratifying to feel the same sense of community 
that I do in my hometown productions. 

At one of the conference’s seminars, playwright Con-
stance Congdon exhorted attendees to “bloom where you 
are planted.” Being a playwright in Omaha has obvious 
drawbacks, but the theatre community here is incredibly 
dedicated, as evidenced by the vast number of volunteer 
hours poured into GPTC. I’m lucky that GPTC enables me 
to explore what’s happening theatrically around the country 
while deepening my commitment to my home city. When 
I see something brilliant at the conference I think, How can 
we do that here?

A performance by St. Fortune Theatre Company, whose members are regulars at Nebraska’s Great Plains Theatre Conference.
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Theatre Plain 
and Tall

The Great Plains Theatre 
Conference offers a collegial

atmosphere for theatre 
artists of many stripes

INTERvIEws	by	ElIzA	bENT

Currents



It’s great that the GPTC is held far away 
from industry centers so that conference-
goers can really interact with guest artists. It 
would be nice if there were more formalized 
opportunities for playwrights to get one-
on-one dramaturgical feedback, but maybe 
that’ll happen in the future. This year my 
play Recommended Reading for Girls will have 
a reading at GPTC on Memorial Day—I’m 
thrilled.

THOMAS RICCIO, playwright/panelist, 

professor of performance & aesthetic 

studies, University of Texas at Dallas

I’ve had two plays read at GPTC. When 
you hear your work alive in the world, your 
words dancing in the air, you become a bit 
more understanding and confident of what 
lives inside of you and how it plays. Both 
plays have since undergone rewrites and are 
better off from the GPTC experience. One 
play will be read by Undermain Theatre in 
Dallas, the other is under consideration for 
production by two theatres.

I remember listening to Marshall Mason 
and Doug Wright one day, while sitting next 
to a young playwright from rural Kentucky 
who just had a staged reading of his first 
play. He was feverishly taking notes and 
afterwards wanted to know about a reference 
to Euripides. GPTC is a necessary meeting 
point of past and present, a reminder that we 
are part of an ongoing continuity of spirits 
going back to the origins of humanity.

GPTC is special in its objectives, 
inclusion and generosity. It is a place where 
multiple and unexpected voices illuminate 
and conflate the crossing currents of our 
churning national subtext. It is an oasis 
in our tumultuous cultural and historical 
moment. It’s also a place where you real-
ize how television and film are the pre-
vailing dramaturgical models for so many 
playwrights—and how it is up to the elders, 
the veteran theatremakers, to mentor and 
encourage emerging artists and to awaken 
them to theatre’s potential. 

Each year (I’m now entering my fourth) 
has given me insight into my work as a 
playwright, educator and artist. There are 
so few opportunities for theatre artists to 
meet, relax, mingle, talk shop, talk life, share 
a meal, a drink, a dance, a laugh. It’s a little 
like a family reunion, summer camp, summer 
school and vacation rolled into one week. 

Omaha is in the heart of the country, 
and is a wide-open, unpretentious place, 
which sets the scene for acceptance, support 

and encouragement. It’s the Midwest—a 
little old-school and kind of innocent—but 
that’s just fine. The altruism and idealism 
of the theatre, Omaha and the GPTC are 
well matched.

Playwriting is such a solitary event, 
and there are so few opportunities to meet 
colleagues, learn from others and network. 
Playwrights from across our sprawling 

country converge, and in that mosh pit 
of individuals, ideas are spawned, inspira-
tion fomented, community felt, friendships 
established and maintained, and business 
conducted. The GPTC may boost your ego, 
but that’s a needed boost.

ANDREA HART, playwright, 

San Francisco

To be honest, when my play ricochet, about 
Northern California teenagers (complete 
with all the requisite slang of “hella’s” and 
“hyphy’s”) was accepted for a Play Labs read-
ing at the Great Plains Theatre Conference, 
I spent more than a few dinner conversations 
fretting about how Omahans would interpret 
it. I was raised on a farm in western Kansas—
it’s not like I’m Midwest-adverse. It’s just 
that theatrical prowess is not something 
I associate with the Midwest. More like 
friendly, polite and good drivers. But imagine 
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For audition and admission  
information, please visit  
www.pace.edu/AmericanTheater  
or contact the Office of Graduate  
Admission at (212) 346-1531.
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a theatre conference where those friendly, 
polite Midwesterners welcome you to a week 
full of diverse, thought-provoking, mini-
revolution-starting theatre, and you have 
the Great Plains Theatre Conference. 

Coming from a physical-theatre back-
ground, I was ecstatic about the emphasis 
placed on ensemble-generated theatre. And 
because of the warm, open, welcoming vibe 
of the whole conference, I ended up mingling 
with featured artists and honored playwrights 
that I never would’ve approached in another 
setting. By the end of the week I found myself 
chatting with the mayor of Omaha, cracking 
jokes with David Lindsay-Abaire and sling-
ing back beers on a porch with playwrights 
from Iowa, Texas and Maine. 

I’ve spent a couple of residencies at the 
MacDowell Colony—another enchanted 
place. The difference is that many of my 
conversations at MacDowell revolve around 

explaining what playwriting is to other types 
of artists. At GPTC we could skip that 
conversation and dive right into networking, 
resource-sharing and brainstorming. 

I continued on to NYC for part of 
the summer and watched the shows of two 
playwrights I’d met in Omaha; I’m in the 

process of starting a company with an L.A. 
playwright I met there. The potential for 
making these kinds of connections while 
basking in the glow of Midwest hospitality 
and feeling like you’re back at summer camp 
can make it hard to return to reality. (And 
to top it off—they did a spot-on reading of 
my play, letting me know that, yes, it can 
appeal to a wider audience. And yes, it is 
far too long.)

RON ZANK, director, visiting instructor, 

Lamar University, Beaumont, Tex.

GPTC has given me a chance to connect 
with a wide range of other theatre art-
ists, including early-career and established 
playwrights. It’s exciting to have breakfast 
with Constance Congdon and listen to Doug 
Wright talk about his work on Grey Gardens. 
It’s a privilege to hear new works from Erik 
Ehn, or scenes from David Lindsay-Abaire’s 
Good People a year before it hits Broadway. 
I often draw on these stories to help my 
students see the toil and attention that goes 
into the writing process. 

I’m often at academic conferences, but 
the focus at GPTC is really on the art and 
craft of writing. I’m primarily a director and 
I love having the chance to direct new scripts. 
I like to think that if I do my job right, no one 
will notice. As a panelist responding to new 
plays, I’ve learned to get a sense of what sort 
of feedback to give. The huge lesson I learned 
from my mentor, David Crespy, from the 
first year of the conference was that feedback 
should not be about how I or someone else 
would rewrite someone’s play. 

I love the energy of the conference—the 
spontaneous readings that erupt, the new 
scene that someone wrote at 4 a.m. I can’t 
imagine my life without my friendships with 
writers like Shayne Kennedy, Kimber Lee, 
Ivan Fuller and Ken Kaissar—original voices 
that are on the verge of breaking out. 
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EARN AN MFA IN

ACTING, DIRECTING, or PLAYWRITING 
Join a vibrant community of actors, playwrights, and directors 
and prepare for the creative and practical demands of the 
industry. Located in New York’s historic West Village, our 
three-year MFA programs offer disciplined, collaboration-based 
training, under the guidance of a dynamic faculty of working 
professionals who practice  
what they teach.

· Actors, stretch your talent through a combination of 
approaches, including the Alexander Technique and 
Stanislavski Method

· Directors, conceive and create visionary theater through 
classroom laboratory work and production opportunities

· Playwrights, hone your craft and develop your individual 
voice, strengthened by hearing your work read and 
performed

· Connect with agents, managers, artistic directors, and 
other industry leaders in the theater capital of the world

For upcoming admissions events or to learn more, call 
212.229.5859 or visit us online.

www.newschool.edu/drama40
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GPTC provides opportunities to 
network with playwrights, directors and 
actors. Several scripts from GPTC have 
gone on to have full productions at theatre 
in the Omaha metro area. It also provides a 
chance for playwrights working alone to find 
others they can use as sounding boards for 
their latest script. The writers who manage 
to stay the whole week have the greatest 
chance to make those connections. Some 
playwrights come expecting praise and a full 
Equity production, but they seem to slink 
away when their readings are over and their 
egos haven’t been stroked. It’s like a cruise 
ship—you can make important connections. 
It’s no place to be shy. 

DANNY CARROLL, creative director, 

and SAMANTHA SEERMAN, 

core member, St. Fortune Theatre 

Company, New York City

For a young, developing company like St. 
Fortune, GPTC has been an invaluable 
resource to hear about different perspectives 
and experiences, from those of Broadway 
directors to those of first-time writers, pro-
viding a quality forum for exchanging infor-
mation. In 2008, the one playwright from 
our company who attended was so excited 
by the experience that our attendance has 
tripled each successive year. We developed 
our company in the small college town of 
Geneseo, N.Y., and the machinations of a 
truly successful company were hard for us 
to understand at first. But meeting different 
companies from around the country has 
helped us learn ways to adapt and thrive, to 
avoid pitfalls and the despairs that a young 
company is susceptible to.

Just two months after the 2010 confer-
ence, St. Fortune was collaborating with 
the Kokopelli Theatre Company—anther 
longtime attendee of the conference—in 
co-producing a short-play festival in Mid-
town Manhattan, all thanks to GPTC. We 
continue to cultivate bonds that have been 
enabled by GPTC’s open doors between 
people who otherwise would never have 
met.  
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