
1 
 

  

 YS: Hello everybody.  I’m Yoko Shioya, Artistic 

Director at the Japan Society.  Tonight’s program is entitled 

“Shinsai, The Conversation : Theaters Respond to the Earthquake 

in Japan.”  And actually, this is a companion project to one that 

took place yesterday, on the one year anniversary of Shinsai, the 

big earthquake that took place a year ago in Tohoku area in Japan.  

And last night, I mean not just last night – all day yesterday was a 

really beautiful, grand scale reading that took place at 3PM and 8 

PM at the Great Hall at Cooper Union downtown in New York City, 

But it’s not the whole aspect, what happened yesterday.  Actually, 

nearly 100 theater companies all over, in America, took part, also 

staging their own readings, everywhere.  And actually, that is one 

of the reasons why we have this You Stream connection here 

today.  So, we are hoping that audiences not only nationwide but 

internationally who are watching what is going to be happening 

tonight in this conversation will participate by calling in their 

questions and responses.   

 This Shinsai : Theaters for Japan program, a total of 18 

plays and songs, were contributed on a wishing to help basis, and 

more than 20 playwrights and composers contributed plays, some 
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especially written for yesterday’s occasion.  And that also included 

seven Japanese playwrights and actually one of those playwrights, 

Kumiko Shinohara, is sitting here.  (Applause)  Our thanks to the 

Japan Foundation, which enabled us to invite her here,to join the 

other participating playwrights at Cooper Union. Tonight’s event is 

also presented in collaboration with the Japan Foundation.  I’d like 

to express our heartfelt thanks to the Japan Foundation.  

(Applause)  

 Also, why it happened, well, basically, this is to help the 

theater communities who suffered from the disaster in Japan, And 

so we solicit donations, to help theater artists in Japan, and if you 

are willing to contribute a dollar or $2 or $2,000 or $2 million, 

whatever, you can donate -  it’s not too late.  The website is 

www.dgfund-org/programs/shinsai,   

 What else that I should say?   The panel will get into more 

detail how people have committed and participated in this great 

project, but actually, this really started with a single mind, a single 

hand, belonging to James Yaegashi, sitting with us here -  third 

from the right.  (Applause)  He is a prominent actor in New York 

and nationwide and he is a perfect bilingual speaker of English and 

Japanese Right after the disaster, he flew to Japan, take a look at 

http://www.dgfund-org/programs/shinsai
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what happened, returned here and called up everybody.  

Everybody means really all prominent theater professionals, you 

know, presenters and individuals, artists, and we all – including the 

Japan Society – are so honored to be a part of this great project. 

 So, one more thanks to CUNY Graduate Center, Martin 

Segal Center who is presenting this program in association with 

the Japan Society.  Thank you so much.  (Applause)   

 Now is the time to give this microphone over to Anne 

Cattaneo.  She is from Lincoln Center Theater and she is, 

needless to say, one of the people who really put it all together, as 

a response to James Yaegashi’s request.  I have to say that this is 

not really a common thing, it’s a really, really, really rare 

opportunity for all of us to work together.  We met together once in 

a month since last May and we are so happy to have you here.  

Please welcome Anne Cattaneo.  (Applause) 

 ANNE CATTANEO: Thank you.  Our format today is 

that we are going to be speaking and answering questions among 

ourselves.  We are going to then move to ask if you have 

questions, both you here in the room and you here watching, as 

this is live streamed around the country,    We will end right at 8:30.      

 I should begin by saying that the theater really is a 
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community, a community not only here in New York but around the 

country, and what we saw yesterday at Cooper Union, a space that 

has great historic importance in New York City as a forum for 

social discourse and art (many different, very resonant events have 

taken place there from Abraham Lincoln’s time on on, and it was 

graciously donated for our event) came together actually rather 

easily.  Not only, as Yoko said, here in New York, but around the 

country, by theater people who know and like each other and have 

worked together.  And it all began with a simple phone call I 

answered one day last spring from an actor who had been a part of 

our Director’s Lab, someone I admired and liked a great deal:  

James Yaegashi. And so my first question is, why did you call me? 

 JAMES YAEGASHI: Because I needed help.  Well, it 

was still in March, I think, when I first contacted you.  I grew up in 

Yamagata, which is not far at all from Sendai which is the city that 

was closest to the epicenter of the earthquake. My parents still live 

in Yamagata.  My father is from Sendai.  My grandparents lived in 

the north of Sendai, and so I spent my childhood in that area, in 

Sendai, even along the coast where the tsunamis hit.  And so 

when I heard news of the earthquake, I was compelled to do 

something and I had no idea what that could be.  But when I kind 
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of took a breath and said, “Okay, who am I?”  Because whatever I 

do has to come out of that.  And I said, “Well, I’m a theater person.”  

And then I started thinking about, okay, as a theater person, what 

can I do?  And I thought of all the wonderful people that I have 

worked with in my career and I thought, “You know what?  These 

are good people.  I bet if I went to them to ask to help me create 

something, perhaps a reading of maybe short pieces, I bet I could 

count on them.” 

 And actually, I first contacted playwrights like John Guare, 

whose play I did like ten years ago, I think, just ten years ago this 

year.  And John, you replied like instantly, I think.  I sent you an e-

mail saying I had this idea of maybe getting people like you to write 

short pieces and doing  an evening of these  plays and you replied 

instantaneously “Yes, whatever you want,” which was deeply 

moving for me.  And I contacted other playwrights as well, friends 

that I … people who I worked with, who I have subsequently 

become friends with.  And so I kind of assembled a small roster of 

playwrights, and I knew that I could get very talented actors 

involved and so the next step was I needed space, which is why I 

called Anne, and at the same time I contacted Oskar Eustis at the 

Public, again, because of the relationship that I have, and both 
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Anne and Oskar, again, just right away were very eager to help 

and that’s sort of where this whole thing started. 

 AC: And John Guare, who’s sitting next to me, is 

the author of a play you probably all know called “Six Degrees of 

Separation,” so what happened next was six degrees of separation 

in motion.  So we all said, okay, if we have to think about what we 

might do, who should be part of it?  Who seems like a natural 

person to be part of it?  And that immediately led to a series of 

phone calls and our first meeting, which was held in the conference 

room at the Public Theater.  And I think that first meeting was in 

April or something like that. 

 JY: That sounds about right. 

 AC: And I think we had a total of maybe six 

meetings, would you say?     These were organizational meetings 

of theaters.  They included about six, seven theaters, as well as 

the Japan Society, The Segal Center at CUNY, Theater 

Communications Group and Bill Doan representing ATHE and we 

began to conceive of what we should do and how we should do it.  

I have to say it all happened so fast that our problem became 

limiting it.  There were so many writers who wanted to … 

 JOHN GUARE: In April there was … a video was 
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made in early April. 

 JY: You’re right. 

 JG: In early April, it was weeks, I mean days, it 

seemed to be a couple … a week or so after we talked that 

suddenly I got a call saying “We’re making a video,”  and I was, 

you know, we were all there, about 15 people were in the video. 

Live Schreiber, Sam Waterson, Olympia Dukakis, Elizabeth 

Marvel,  

 JY: Yeah.  Well that actually came as part of a 

very wise input that Oskar had, which was to break our response 

into a two-step thing where we would make something immediately 

to help raise money just for recovery in general, but then give 

ourselves time to do something larger -  to plan and execute 

something well, which led to the event yesterday. 

 AC: Yes.  And actually it was Frank Hentscher 

from CUNY who said “What about the anniversary of the 

earthquake?”  Because of course it takes a while to begin to 

understand exactly what will be useful, what could be done and 

who should we be working with?  A key party in our collaboration, 

not sitting here tonight, is the Dramatist Guild and the Dramatist 

Guild Fund, which is our equivalent of the Japan Playwrights 



8 
 

Association.  It’s an organization representing all playwrights in 

America. 

 JG: And Great Britain. 

 AC: And Great Britain, and the fund is a … how 

would you describe the fund? 

 JW: The Dramatist Guild of America is as close as 

there is to a union in this country, representing the interests of 

playwrights.  And the Dramatist Guild Fund is a philanthropic 

organization which is entirely independent of the Dramatist Guild, 

but there are obviously overlaps between the two organizations.  

And the Dramatist Guild Fund stepped up immediately and 

provided the conduit which allowed moneys to move from the 

United States to Japan as they were collected for this event. 

 AC: And I think the key thing is that it’s artists to 

artists.  I think that’s the first important thing, we wanted to do-to 

create that direct connection. But the second thing that really is 

important is that it all happened on this one day, March 11. That 

was something interesting that we explored, I think, and it’s 

something new that’s happening in America, where there have 

now been a few events where everybody does something on the 

same day.  So it was a one-day only thing yesterday, on the 
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anniversary, and theaters around the country … well, we’re still 

counting because we’ve heard about some that aren’t listed, but a 

little under 100 groups have taken part. So the feeling that 

everybody around the country was doing the same thing at the 

same time, and we were able, thanks to the Theater 

Communications Group, which is our national organization for 

theaters in America, to put the plays on their website to be 

downloaded by groups around the country, and we suggested that 

it be like a menu.  Some theaters might have the resources to do 

all of them, like we did at Cooper Union, but others, perhaps, would 

do a smaller number.  We very much encouraged groups to add 

their own plays.  There were many, many writers who called or e-

mailed and said, “I want to be part of this.”  We said, well, we have 

… what did we have? 14 plays all together.   We can’t be here all 

day, so do your own event, so we think that around the country 

somebody might have done John’s play or Philip’s play or the song 

that John wrote with Steven Sondheim and two plays written by 

their own local writers, which we think is a great idea.  So this idea 

of artist to artist, and the second idea of the simultaneous nature of 

the event, that  you feel a togetherness when you’re all doing it at 

the same time were the two key part of Shinsai.  And probably 
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everyone except us is sleeping in today after the work yesterday.   

    Before I get to the American writers sitting here with me  

I wanted to start by asking Kumiko Shinohara to talk a little bit 

about your visits to the affected area and your wonderful play 

“Wind from Northwest.”  How did you find out about this, write this?  

And how did we end up getting to hear it yesterday? 

  

 KUMIKO SHINOHARA: (Translated by Leon Ingulsrud)  

As a Japanese artist I am truly very, very thankful for this event 

and everything that it means. 

 KS:  I’m a member of the Board of the Japan Playwrights 

Association and it was at a meeting of the Japan Playwrights 

Association where Yoji Sakate, the Chairman, brought this up, and 

talked about this event. 

    But after that meeting, the Japanese playwrights are all 

very, very busy and there wasn’t a lot of movement towards this 

goal of writing plays, but James, who is a friend of over a decade, 

called with an SOS asking “Could you please get the Japan 

Playwrights Association to move.” 

    So I got a hold of Mr. Sakate and got him to begin being 

more active towards this, and I drafted the Japanese language that 
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went out about it and began to get the ball rolling and served as 

the liaison between the Japanese playwrights and the project. 

    And separate from this project, I am a member of a 

group in Japan of artists who call ourselves Theater Artists Who 

Choose No War, a pacifist organization that was dedicated to 

responding to victims of war and other disasters.  

    And as one of the founders of that organization, I 

wanted that organization to respond to the events of March 11th, 

and so we gathered funds and actually went to the affected areas 

of the country and saw some of the devastation, and were able to 

help a little.  

    This came down to things like providing stationery 

supplies for students, school students who had had everything but 

their schoolbag washed away by the tsunami There were 

situations where people, relief agencies were bringing in blankets 

but the people in the area were having a problem because they felt 

that maybe they would seem uppity if they asked for sheets, so 

they would arrange to get sheets for them.  

    And I visited the affected areas many times and saw 

many things, but the play that I wrote this time was based on very 

shocking impression I got from one particular visit to a village.   
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Probably everybody who is listening to this has seen images of the 

tsunami and the devastation that it wrought.  

    Visiting these areas that were affected by the tsunami, I 

had the experience of going to refugee centers where driving to the 

facility was difficult because the landscape was wiped clean.  The 

GPS trackers were useless because there were no landmarks.  

There were no roads.   

    But the village that affected me, the village of Itate, 

nothing there was broken at all.   The landscape there was pristine 

and beautiful and it was a gorgeous autumn landscape.   But in this 

small agricultural village that would have been a diary producing 

village, there wasn’t a single cow.    And the farmers had had to 

destroy all of their cattle and the rice paddies that should have, at 

that time of year, been full of water, were dry.  

    And this is something that may be difficult for those 

unfamiliar with Japan to understand, but in May on Boys and Girls 

Day, the wishes for the health and good fortune of one’s children 

are expressed by flying wind socks, or banners, in the shape of 

carp, of koi.   

    And in this village where there were no longer any 

children, these koinobori, these banners were still flying.   And I 
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was struck with what the people who put these up must have been 

feeling.   In this village where nothing is broken and everything is 

pristine, but there are simply no children, to be putting up these 

banners, was something deeply complicated.  

    And it was this sense that led to the writing of the play 

that I wrote for this project.  Sorry to get so heavy.   

 AC: It’s appropriate to the subject that we’re 

covering.  Thank you.  Wow, it’s hard to go on from there.  Maybe 

I’ll make a tack … to two panelists, John Weidman and Philip Kan 

Gotanda who have different relationships to Japan, so maybe I’ll 

start with that.  John Weidman, you have had a long career doing 

many things in theater but you’ve had a notable success that 

performed in Japan, with “Pacific Overtures.”  You’ve also worked 

as a member of the artistic advisory board,  I believe, here at 

Japan Society.  You were a student of what, Asian Studies at 

Harvard? 

 JOHN WEIDMAN: I majored in Modern Japanese History 

at Harvard in the ‘60s, which was an extremely unusual thing to do 

at the time. 

 AC: So you can see why he was an easy phone 

call to say “John Weidman, you have to be part of this, and of 
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course, being John Weidman he said immediately, “Yes.  How can 

I help?”  So you came to the first meeting.  But maybe you can talk 

a little bit about not only “Pacific Overtures” but your travels to 

Japan and your other work. 

 JW: Just before I get to that, I would like to say 

that I think the audiences yesterday, both in the afternoon and in 

the evening, had a unique experience, which was to be exposed to 

the kind of emotional information that only comes from plays, plays 

written by these Japanese playwrights about this event which we 

really have only been exposed to through newspapers and through 

television, which provides information, but a kind of sterile 

information. I found  that the real impact of what people are trying 

to deal with in Japan was delivered yesterday with such power that 

I think it will change everybody who was in the room.  But the plays 

are, the Japanese plays were remarkable and it was an honor to 

be on the same program with them.   

 Anyway, I will talk a little bit about my contribution.  I have 

had a long relationship with Japan.  I did, as I said, major in East 

Asian Studies and Japanese History in the ‘60s, in college, which 

was not something everybody did.  And in the last 20 years, I’ve 

been to Japan and worked there many times. I’ve done a number 
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of shows there, worked with Shiki theatricals, and spent time 

traveling around the country, and I have many Japanese friends. 

 But the piece which I contributed, along with my 

collaborator Steve Sondheim, who was not there yesterday 

because he’s in London, was a revision of two songs from a 

musical that we had written 35 years ago called “Pacific 

Overtures,” which was a musical which explored the ramifications 

of the arrival of Perry’s steamships off the coast of Japan in 1853.  

And it approached the material from the point of view of how that 

event impacted Japan more than it did from the point of view of 

what it meant to the United States.  The dispatching of these ships 

to Japan was a fairly casual event in American history but 

obviously a cataclysmic one in the history of Japan. 

 And we – Steve and Hal Prince and I -  took this on in 

American musical theater terms and it was considered extremely 

experimental at the time.  We were enormously satisfied with it.  

We’ve tweaked it a little since then.   

 When I got the phone call about contributing to this 

evening, Steve and I immediately started to talk about the score 

and the scenes in that show to see what there was that we could 

pull out and adapt so that it would be appropriate to an event that 
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took place on the first anniversary of the tsunami.  And we 

experimented with a number of alternatives and finally settled on 

what people heard yesterday, which was a combination of two 

songs.  One, a song called “Four Black Dragons” which, as written 

35 years ago, was a song which described the reactions of a 

number of Japanese - a fisherman, and a thief, a priest - who 

looked up from whatever they were doing on the morning of July 

7th and looked out to sea and saw approaching the east coast of 

Japan, these four black steamships which were like nothing that 

had ever been seen in Japan before, and it was a terrifying sight. 

 So Steve started with that lyric, and then wrote a new lyric 

for a shopkeeper in Miyako who looks up from what he’s doing on 

the morning of March 11th, 2011, and sees something equally 

terrifying, more terrifying, approaching from the sea, which is the 

tsunami. The tsunami then was the “thick black water” in the new 

lyrics and it became a description of, as I said, this shopkeeper, 

and then a more generalized description of the reaction of people 

who were fleeing the wave as it approached.  And the song “Four 

Black Dragons” reaches a point where the people who saw these 

steamships closing in announced that it appeared to be the end of 

the world.  In the rewrite, Steve reached that point in the lyric, and 
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then there was dialaogue, a description of the actual devastation 

caused that day by the tsunami, and then the singer said, “But it 

wasn’t.”  And from there we elided into what was the finale of the 

show, a song called “Next” which initially explored the headlong 

development of Japan in response to the Perry expedition through 

the rest of the 19th Century, and actually on into the 20th, but Steve 

rewrote the lyric so that it was a commentary on the Japanese 

response to this new modern devastating event. Plugged into it, 

and this had always been the case with the song, were a number 

of factual statements which organized it, which were my 

contribution.  But Steve really poured himself into this and I think 

the number was very powerful.  We were very satisfied with the 

way it played yesterday.  And it felt, as James said, when 

something like this happens, one feels helpless and you send $100 

and that feels like all you can do, and as a result of what James set 

in motion,  there was something more that we could do, which was 

to do what we actually do, what Steve does, which is to write lyrics 

and music and to do what I do, which is to write the books for 

musicals, and make that a piece of our response to this calamity.  

As I said to James yesterday, I was enormously grateful that he 

had set this in motion.  It felt like a gift to all of us who were able to 
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participate. 

 AC: And just to finish with this, I mean thinking, 

those of you who were there yesterday, of the incredible 

performers who stepped up to work on this, many of whom had 

known the show, had loved the show, one of the great actors in our 

country, Sab Shimono, came in from Los Angeles to perform the 

role of the reciter, Tom Sesma …. 

 JW: The collection of actors on stage was really 

extraordinary and many of the Asian American actors who 

participated are friends of mine who had done this show at one 

time or another, and to see them gathered on stage to be part of 

this response was very moving. 

 AC: And behind the scenes, from the theater hall 

of fame,  the great musical director, Paul Gemignani, was the one 

who rehearsed them, so people came forward from almost all 

walks of life.  The lighting designer, Don Holder just finished doing 

Spiderman and he came forward to do Shinsai. 

 JW: Paul Gemignani, who was the musical 

director of the original production of “Pacific Overtures,” is famous 

for responding, “Leave me alone” when he gets asked to do these 

kinds of things, but when he was asked to do this he immediately 
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stepped forward, said yes, and he was not simply in charge of 

superintending Steve’s number, but the other musical pieces of the 

evening as well.  Everybody wanted to participate. 

 AC: And then I called Philip Gotanda, who I’ve 

known for 30 years, and I said “You have to be part of this.”  Can 

you tell us a little bit about your life and how it fit into your Shinsai 

play? 

 PHILIP GOTANDA: Well, my connection is I’m a third 

generation Japanese American.  My mother and father were the 

children of immigrants and I myself went to Japan in the early ‘70s.  

I went to school there and then I left the program and I lived in a 

pottery village for a while, for a year and a half, studying pottery.  

And subsequent to that I’ve been going back and forth, and more 

recently they’ve been doing my plays in Japan.  

 What I thought I’d talk about is my experience with this 

event.  I arrived Friday night, late Friday night.  Saturday I went to 

rehearsals and I attended rehearsals.  I had a chance to meet and 

mingle with all the performers, all the people behind the scenes, 

various writers.  And then I sat through both performances 

yesterday, in the afternoon and the evening, quite near John.  And 

I think John and I had the same experience finding that the event 
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was remarkable, and it was remarkable for me in the sense that my 

own play was subsumed by everyone’s stories, so by the end of 

last night it all became one event.  It wasn’t just the plays, the 

material, it was the audience response, it was me meeting 

everyone, and it was this powerful cumulative feeling that the event 

created.   

 What I think is that because the initial gesture was one of 

kindness, collective generosity, and mutual compassion,  the event 

itself carried a kind of purity of impactfulness that ultimately  wrote 

all over all those who participated and all over my body.  That was 

the story that I came away with, and it was a wonderful sort of 

feeling.   

 Also, if I can repeat what John was saying, I thought the 

Japanese playwrights’ material ultimately was what moved the 

evening.  The American playwrights of course we are all here, but  

the Japanese playwrights were able to ground the abstraction of 

the evening and make it real, so concrete because of the specificity 

of what they talked about, because of the day-to-day events shown 

in the plays.  And that allowed the stories for all of us to become so 

real.  We feel as best as we can, through theater, through art, as 

John was saying, the pain, the challenges that the country is 
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facing, by way of everyday people, through the words of the 

playwrights. 

 And the last thing I wanted to say was it’s connected a bit 

to the piece I wrote which was called “Child is Father to Man.”  It’s 

about a son talking about his father and the relationship they have 

and the relationship the two of them have to the past, Japan being 

part of it, Kauai, Hawaii being part of it.  My mother was a Nisei, 

was born in America at a time when, this was before World War II, 

she was the all American kid.  She loved America.  She loved 

Japan.  And it was all fairly integrated.  She was an American kid.  

The war happens and Japan and America go at it, and she is 

imprisoned for three years for being Japanese-American.  She gets 

out, she comes back to the West Coast and she raises a family, 

three sons of which I am one, and from that point on, from the time 

she was incarcerated, imprisoned, her relationship to both Japan 

and America was ambivalent.  She wanted to love and be patriotic 

towards Japan, the country of her family.  She wanted to love and 

be patriotic to America, but they imprisoned her.  And as a 

consequence, her entire life was one of ambivalence, of a love-

hate relationship, which she passed on to me. 

 But last night I had a minor epiphany, then I’ll be quiet, but 
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I thought of my mother.  I wish my mom could have been here at 

the event because it also ties into something that Oskar Eustis in 

his welcoming remarks said about this being about the world. My 

mother struggled always with trying to love and be patriotic to two 

countries of the world, and I think if she was at the event last night 

she would have realized that she could love, and she should have 

perhaps loved the world of which there were two countries, and 

that’s the thing I thought, that’s what this is about.  I wish my mom 

could have been here.  She would have understood something 

new.  As I did.  (Applause) 

 AC: I think we all began to sense, at some point 

last week, that there was a larger dimension to this.  Shinohara- 

san, you’ll remember I came up to Lincoln Center last fall  about 11 

o’clock at night, and phoned Japan on a conference call, and we 

heard each other’s voices from very far away, and as the event got 

closer, I said to John, “I’m beginning to feel like it’s sort of like the 

‘60s again,” you know, like not only are we just raising money, we 

all raise money for things, you send checks, but we’re really 

working together and it isn’t like going to the Tony awards it’s more 

like standing in front of the Oakland Army Induction Center with 

only eight people and trying to get people to help you.   
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 And this idea of everyone doing something together on 

the same day really has some kind of validity.  I think one of the 

reasons that TCG, our national organization, came aboard, was to 

use this in a way as a kind of test case of whether organizations 

nationally, internationally, might be able to work together in a 

different way, on things of common interest.  It’s been done before.   

 There was a great American producer named Hallie 

Flanagan who ran the Federal Theater Project.  She actually had 

this idea.  One of her dreams was to create a national theater and 

she actually thought up this idea, by opening a play, having the 

same opening night in ten theaters around the United States, so 

that there would be a national opening.  It’s been done by Moises 

Kaufman’s Tectonic Theater Project to commemorate the Laramie 

Project. .  So there’s something in the wind that seems to be 

interesting about this, not only just structurally but emotionally.  So 

I think it all began to pick up steam for us midweek as we started 

casting and then all the actors said yes and began to gather to 

rehearse. They were thrilled with the plays. 

 And when Philip arrived, I mean what he’s describing is 

what happened.  It then became even more intense when we were 

in the room together, so I think tonight we’re all really taking stock 
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for the first time of what this was and what it meant.  We don’t 

really know yet.   

 Now to John Guare! John Weidman talked about Perry 

arriving in Japan, and John, your play is called “A Few Stout 

Individuals” and it’s about President Ulysses S. Grant’s visit to 

Japan. 

 JG: I was very happy to be part of this, but I didn’t 

know what I would write because I’ve never been to Japan. But 

Anne said, “Well, you’ve already written it!” I said, “I have?”  And 

she said, “Yes, you wrote “A Few Stout Individuals,” which I wrote 

ten years ago and James Yaegashi was in it!. 

 To me, one of the great unsung American masterpieces is 

the memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant.  I had been at a party once and 

somebody said, “Have you ever read the memoirs of Ulysses S. 

Grant?” and I said, “No, of course not.”  And they said, “And you 

call yourself educated?”  I was sort of miffed.  And so to show 

them, I went and I got a copy the next day at the Strand and I read, 

and I was overwhelmed by Ulysses S. Grant’s memoirs of the war. 

What they are is the first time you hear a 20th Century voice, it’s not 

a 19th Century voice.  It’s so raw and so simple and so … It’s 

extraordinary.  And I wanted to know how this drunk and foolish 
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General/President wrote these great memoirs. 

 And it turned out that he was involved, through his son, in 

a terrible, terrible, like a Bernie Madoff-size scandal.  It ruined 

many people in New York City.  Ulysses S. Grant, after being 

President, at the end of his life, was in charge of the company. He 

was blamed for it and Cornelius Vanderbilt and others were suing 

him and he was in disgrace and he needed money and he was 

being evicted from One East 66th Street where he lived. 

 Mark Twain, Samuel Clemens, heard about the situation 

of General Grant and went to him and said, “I will give you the 

largest advance anybody’s ever received if you write your life 

story.”  And Grant, needing this money, said, “Yes, I will do it.”  And 

Clemens said, “I am now going off on a three-month book tour.  I 

have this new book that I’m also publishing called Huckleberry 

Finn, and when I come back in three months you’ll have a lot of 

pages to show me and we can rush this to print, because if we sell 

it to everybody who was in the Civil War we’ll make fortunes,” 

which did turn out to be true. 

 He came back in three months and found that Ulysses S. 

Grant was unconscious, was drugged … when he had made the 

deal he was in remission from a terrible throat cancer, and he did 
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not tell Clemens that, and the nightmare was, Clemens had 

announced the book and he had a man who had no memory.  And 

this situation, to me, was so fantastic, about publishing a memoir of 

a man who has no memory and is in pain and is dying, and with a 

publication date, what do you do?  And it’s still one of the great 

mysteries how he wrote it.  I mean Twain said, “We’re just going to 

work on the war,” and somehow … I wondered how the hell Grant 

got the energy together to write, because he wrote it in a number of 

months and then he died. 

 And I couldn’t find a way in dramatically, as a playwright  

It was so interior, I didn’t want to write a Beckett play… I couldn’t 

find a way to imagine this time in this man’s grim life, and by 

chance I read a long … I read everything I could about Grant.  And 

there was this two volume story about the life of General Grant 

after he left the White House, when he took a round-the-world trip 

for a couple of years, and the trip ended in Japan, where Ulysses 

S. Grant was presented to the Emperor, the first time a commoner 

was ever presented to the Emperor.  And the events that 

happened in Japan, the way that the Emperor, who was played by 

James in my play, stepped off his podium and came and shook 

Ulysses S. Grant’s hand and touched him, was a revolution, was 
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shocking.  It was like the French Revolution.  In one gesture there 

was a wall shattered.  And there was a festival that went on for 

days.  It was extraordinary.  And it was the happiest time in 

Ulysses S. Grant’s life, that time in Japan.  And that to me became 

the organizing principle of the play, to get Grant, who was isolated 

in his drugs and pain, to get him out of himself back into the world. 

So the play had about five different episodes where he would 

summon up  the Emperor of Japan, and the Empress of Japan to 

One East 66th Street.  And having them appear there was funny 

and moving and it was just beautiful. 

 And Anne showed me if I just put those five sections 

together, that it made one playlet.  And what was moving about it in 

terms of yesterday was that it showed the essential love between 

two countries that found each other in the 1880s. We saw the  

meeting between the Emperor and the General Grant, where the 

Emperor said that “You and I, we have something, we are both 

immortals.”  And that to me was the organizing principle of the 

play.   

It was presented yesterday in the afternoon. it was the second 

play. The first play, “The Remaining” by Shoji Kokami,, was a very 

moving play about a young woman waiting for her husband to 
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come home from the tsunami after he’s been missing for months, 

refusing to be evacuated, and so it was about the present, and 

then suddenly my play came and the afternoon took on a whole 

other dimension because it was about the beginning of the 

relationship between America and Japan, and where we had 

arrived now, and the history of that and the odd history of it, of how 

our two leaders came together and forged a friendship that was still 

in operation yesterday at the Great Hall.  So I was very grateful to 

Anne for taking my play and letting me show it in a new context 

and I was very, very proud to be part of Shinsai.   

 And I must say the thrill … that’s the thing when you do 

research, you find things like this  (and I’ve never read about it 

anyplace else)  about the depth of happiness that Grant had after 

the war and the presidency and his despair and then coming to 

Japan, and for the first time feeling, thanks to Japan, like a human 

being and being able to extend America’s love to this great country 

in the Pacific.   

 Like Philip said, we did become, it was the beginning of 

our becoming one world.  And that’s why I was honored and 

pleased to be part of it and I was glad that James got to play the 

Emperor again, because in my eyes he is an immortal. 
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 JY: It was a lot of fun, John.  It was a lot of fun. 

 AC: Before I open to questions, both from here 

and from people watching us on the live-stream, I’d like to ask if 

anyone on the panel wants to ask anyone else a question, to follow 

up on something that has been said … 

 JG: Were there theaters destroyed in the 

tsunami?  Were there theaters in the shinsai? 

 KS: (Translated) In her experience, she didn’t see 

any theaters that had been completely destroyed to the point that 

they weren’t there, but there were quite a few that had been 

damaged beyond repair, or that are going to take considerable 

effort to restore to a useable state.  

    There are many theaters that haven’t reopened even 

now, a year later, and there are many theaters that have begun to 

open back up but have cracks in their foundations or have serious 

damage, or that are being used partially.  

 JW: I’d be curious to know, I mean the collection 

of Japanese plays, as I said, was so powerful, and I think for many 

people in the audience it was the first time they were exposed to 

the work of this extraordinary collection of playwrights. The fact 

that these were all organized around one theme, I think must have 
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made the exposure to these individual voices even more powerful.  

I’d be curious as to what has been written in Japan, how the 

theater community in Japan has written about this event and how 

they’ve spoken to Japanese audiences?  

 KS:   The Japan Directors Association responded 

very, very quickly to the events and set up what they called the 

Phoenix project where they are putting on productions in support of 

the people in the affected areas.  

    And the Japan Playwrights Association has a branch 

that is the Tohoku branch, which is the part of the country where 

these events happened, and this is a very large part of the country 

and so even to have a meeting with all of these playwrights, to 

gather them, is a considerable undertaking, just the travel costs 

alone could be astronomical.   So the national organization has 

been trying to help them have conferences, help them get together 

to be able to talk and exchange ideas.   

    A lot of theater companies have been going to the 

affected areas and performing for children, performing for the 

people in the evacuation areas for free.  

    And to relate one personal experience …   I had an 

experience of taking some clowns and street performers and 
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storytellers to the areas that were devastated by the tsunami and I 

had a very good experience doing this.  

  I said to some of these performers, “I also go up to 

Fukushima and was wondering if you would like to come along and 

do some performances there?”  And one of them said, “I would like 

to go but my wife doesn’t want me to go to Fukushima.”  

  The wife’s fears, how real are they today, a year after, the 

radioactivity.  It’s a very, very difficult question to answer because 

within Japan you’ll have experts who will tell you that 100 

millisieverts is fine, or you don’t want to go past 100 millisieverts.  

You’ll have other experts tell you, you don’t want to go past 20.  

And so whether or not the fears are founded depends on who you 

talk to. 

 JG: But how habitable is it today, that whole 

area?   

 KS:  Officially, it is not habitable and officially, 

nobody lives there.   

    This village that I was talking about, officially, nobody is 

living there.   6,000 villagers were evacuated, but there are now 

over 100 who have moved back.   

 The point I was making earlier is the importance of 



32 
 

distinguishing the devastation of the tsunami-affected areas, and 

the nuclear reactor-affected areas, and there’s a different quality of 

sadness in these two areas that are distinct from each other. 

 JG: Could you say more about that?  

 KS:               In the irradiated areas, you have the older 

generation making the decision that they’d rather die in their 

homes.  And this is a decision that means that they will not live with 

their grandchildren.  I’ve been back to the areas that were 

destroyed by the tsunami many times, and each time I go back I 

can see the recovery growing. But the irradiated areas, when I go 

back there, it is as if each time I go back it’s a new and different 

from of sadness.   

 JW: The second part of my question, these 

subjects were all treated in the plays that we saw yesterday, but 

playwrights with theater companies in Tokyo and other parts of the 

country, I assume, are addressing these issues, not in the affected 

areas but around the country.  I’d be curious as to how they’re 

writing about it.  

 KS:   There was an issue, especially amongst 

younger theater artists, that they were beginning to work only 

within what was being referred to as a three-meter circle around 
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them and that all of their work was centered on very local and  

personal issues.  That has started to change and younger theater 

artists are taking on larger themes, it seems. 

 AC: I want to address that question to the whole 

panel, because if you think about the role of the theater, the role of 

art in public situations like this, a disaster, 9/11, hurricane Katrina, 

etcetera, it would be interesting to muse, for a second, what that 

role is.  On one hand, you have the role, as Shinohara-san is 

saying, of providing relief where you would send people, 

performers, people to work with children; and then you have a 

second level, as John Weidman just said about the event, which 

was so stunning, of transmitting emotional information.  You get 

the news but you get it in a much better way than by reading the 

paper.  But then how you deal with it, when you think of 9/11, it 

took a while for novels to be written about it, and has it ever … has 

it been dealt with in the theater?  Has hurricane Katrina been dealt 

with in theater?  It’s an interesting thing to think about.   

 Maybe this is a good time, with all of this on the table, to 

open to some questions from the audience.   

 MAN: I’m fascinated with the discussion about the 

opportunity of being able do something on all on one night, and I 
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work in social media and for us and that happens all the time.   

 AC: It’s happening right now! We took a baby step 

yesterday.  I think this is really new for us in the theater.  You’ve 

seen steps like the Metropolitan Opera or the National Theatre will 

do live broadcasts, although they’re not really live, but they seem 

to be … they are actually live performances.  But I think we haven’t 

done a lot of that in the theater. 

 JW: I think it’s really true … what Philip was 

referring to earlier, the theater is an immediate experience and it’s 

a collaboration between the audience and the people on stage.  

And even though that can be broadcast elsewhere, the emotional 

impact of being in the room depends on being in the room.  And I 

think that was true about this experiment … 

 AC: Just like the real theater. 

 JW: Just like the real theater.  So that the way to 

expand on the experience of one audience in one room, in this 

case, was to try and recreate, repeat that event in as many 

different places around the country as possible, rather than to take 

a picture of it and to share that with as many people as possible.  

That has enormous value as well.   

 MAN: You can do both. 
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 JW: Yes, precisely, you can do both.  But the 

theatergoers’ experience will always be different from looking at a 

screen.   

 AC: I have three questions already from people 

who are watching.  I’m delighted.  I’d like to alternate questions 

from online and questions from here in the room.   

   “What was the audience demographic in the Great Hall 

in New York City?  Mostly Japanese people, Japanese-Americans, 

general Americans or theater people?”   

 JW: I would say it was generalized.  It certainly 

was not, at least as far as I could tell, an audience that was 

narrowed down to a Japanese-American audience.  On the 

contrary, it looked sort of like an average American theater 

audience.  That’s what we wanted and I think that’s what we got.   

 AC:   Here’s an interesting question from online, 

thank you for it.  How did the actors respond to performing the 

plays by the Japanese playwrights, especially those who were not 

of Japanese nationality?  You were in the green room, James. 

 JY: I’ll take that question.  I kind of wore several 

hats for this particular event and one was translator.  I translated, I 

think, three of the Japanese plays, and I also was an assistant 
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director, and so I was in the room in rehearsals.  So I  served as a 

resource for the actors if there were sensibility or cultural contexts 

that they didn’t quite get.  And it was interesting because there 

were some instances wherea script was approached from a very  

American sensibility but then once I gave an overview of what the 

people, for example, in the Tohoku area are like,  they went back 

and did the scene again, and it really changed the whole tone of 

the piece so … I mean it was really interesting because those 

cultural things definitely were important in the realization of what 

we saw on stage. 

 AC: We haven’t mentioned our director, Bartlett 

Sher… I think he was great at finding a way to jump into the 

material.  And each of these plays was so distinct, written in 

different styles and the American actors caught on, wouldn’t you 

say, pretty quickly, I mean whether it’s Toshiki Okada, or a more 

naturalistic play, I think each had its own rather distinct voice.   

 KS: Based on my own experience of watching the 

plays performed, James’ translation performed by American actors, 

and also a Japanese friend who saw another performance by non-

Asian college students, in both cases, it worked really well. In 

James’ translation, a famer in the Tohoku area, rendered in 
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English, is  an English-speaking farmer,  the result is a farmer in a 

sort of international abstract,  there is farmer, big F, who becomes 

the speaker.   And the heart and the words are able to transcend 

race and nationality. 

 AC: It was interesting to watch Shinohara-san in 

the green room when we introduced her to the actors playing each 

role in her play and she would say immediately, “Yes, of course, oh 

yes.”  And as the play was read for the first time, in rehearsal, she 

was right there with it because it was so clear.   

 I’ll take another question from here? Yes, ma’am? 

 WOMAN: In the future might you consider doing 

something in Europe or other places world-wide …  

 AC: We did discuss that and actually Frank 

Hentschker, who’s sitting here, initially thought of opening it to an 

international theater organization. The problem is, well I mean 

there is no problem.  It’s possible.  It’s just you have to think about 

what time it is.  It’s like the Oscars starting at five o’clock in Los 

Angeles.  That actually did become an issue, how could everybody 

be doing it at the same time.  We learned when the Tectonic 

Theater Project did “ Laramie 10 Years After”  that that was a big 

issue, what time should the halls be rented?  Because there is 
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something really cool about doing it exactly at the same time.   

 We were barely able to pull this off and it would have 

been fantastic if we had had 50 theaters in Europe and ten 

theaters in Japan, but it was everything we could do to get this 

event itself up and get the other theater in the US involved. Next 

time!   

 JW: Unless I’m wrong, the entire package, the 

bundle of plays, is available to the Japan Playwrights Association, 

and they will be performed in Japan as they were performed here. 

 AC: Yes, a special agreement was made that 

because of the circumstances involving civic mourning in Japan, 

yesterday was not an appropriate time to do it, so there was an 

extension made so that they can be done… Rachel Routh from the 

Dramatists Guild Fund is now  here … I think during the next six 

months?   

 RACHEL ROUTH: I think it’s through the end of this year, 

actually. 

 JY: But I think Shinohara-san might be able to 

actually speak to what’s going on in Japan in relationship to this.  

 KS: There are some plans that there will be an 

event around these texts, in the Tohoku region, this coming 
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summer.  It will probably happen. 

 AC: You were going to say something? 

 WOMAN: I just wanted to say that last night I was 

reading about an event that was produced also here in NYC… and 

also one at the Scandinavian Institute … and I think it was written 

by a Swedish writer about a Japanese woman whose husband 

was working at Fukushima. 

 AC: Yes, there were other events in New York, 

and I’m glad to hear in Sweden as well     I’ll take another question 

from the internet.  “What is the future of the Theaters for Japan, 

Shinsai, are you continuing?” After I take a nap.  Well, we really 

haven’t thought that far.  One of the great things about doing 

something that you’ve never done before is you have no idea how 

it’s going to turn out. We could have left Cooper Union last night 

and said, “Oh, my God, this is a disaster, we’ll never do this again,” 

but we left feeling like we’re onto something completely new.  And 

your question about social media, your question about Sweden.  

Clearly, something his happening and we don’t quite know what it 

is.  Maybe the younger people do, but there’s something going on 

about community, which is what we do in the theater.  We do it 

together.  It was very easy to meet Shinohara-sanon the phone 
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and now because we do the same thing, we’re working easily 

together in rehearsals in  NY.  I firmly believe that we could be in a 

time machine, and go back to 1600 and go right to work in 

Elizabethan England.  Nothing’s changed.  We all make plays the 

same way.  So it’s not that hard to do, but it really was cool.  So I 

don’t know what the future will bring for Shinsai: Theaters for 

Japan. 

 Do we have time for a last comment or question?   .   

 WOMAN: Why did you decide on several ten-minute 

plays as opposed to one big work? 

 AC: I think I can answer that.  I think it’s simply 

because everybody wanted to be part of it.  And who would write 

that one big work?  I mean I think in life.who has the answer?  But 

what we experienced yesterday was many responses and many 

answers, and I’m hoping that was multiplied, whether it was in 

Sweden or Colorado.  I know there was a little thing in Hawaii, so 

all over the globe.  So I think it was never a question that there 

would be one person, one writer, one artist, who would have the 

response.  It was the many responses that, I think, fascinated us.   

 James, I feel you should have the last word since you had 

the first word. 
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 JY: Can I respectfully hand it over to Miss 

Shinohara, because I think as we look forward we know that there 

is going to be a counterpart event happening in Japan.  That 

seems to be the next tangible thing that we know for sure is 

happening… 

 AC: Fair enough.  

 KS: Yesterday, at the end of the event, I hurried 

back to the dressing rooms to thank the actors and the staff.  

 KS:   But I really want to thank, not only the 

audiences who saw the event, but also everybody who was 

involved all over the countries, and all of the regional theaters and 

universities, everybody who I didn’t get to meet who worked on 

this, I’d like to bow even deeper than the emperor to them.   

    It has been said that the most important talent of an 

actor or any theater artist is the talent for empathy, the talent to 

understand another person’s pain.   And what we in Japan have 

received from this event is a true indication of this talent in the 

American artists, this talent of empathy and understanding, and we 

thank you very deeply.  (Applause) 

   

  (END OF TAPE) 


