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Achieving Authenticity on Stage

By: Linda C. Wisniewski

By:  
Anne Hamilton, M.F.A.

As a dramaturg, one of my 
tasks is to do research. Many 
times, a playwright will need 
to know specific facts about 
a time period or a place so 
that her work will be as 
authentic as possible. As a 
master of fine arts student 
at Columbia University 
School of the Arts, I was 
trained to gather, review, 
and summarize materials in 

order to help playwrights and 
directors to portray authentic 
scenes on stage. Whether 
producing a classic play, or 
a new one, there is always 
an information-gathering 
process that contributes to 
the finished piece.

How do you go about 
searching for historical facts 
in a timely and effective 
way? When I was in grad 
school, we would have to 
visit libraries and special 
collections, but now the 
Internet offers tremendous 
resources. The growing 
national trend for archiving 
materials online allows us 
greater access than ever 
before. And new media 
resources add to the richness 
of available materials.

Besides some standard 
resources, such as online 
newspapers, dictionaries, and 
encyclopedias, I have some 
new favorites. For visual, 
cultural, and historical 
information, the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art launched a 
series called “82nd & Fifth” 
this year.

According to the museum’s 
website, “82nd & Fifth is 
the Met’s address in New 
York City. It is also the 
intersection of art and ideas. 
We’ve invited 100 curators 
from across the Museum 
to talk about 100 works of 
art that changed the way 
they see the world. Eleven 
Museum photographers 
interpret their vision: one 
work, one curator, two 
minutes at a time. 82nd 
& Fifth is a year-long 
series of 100 episodes.” 
This beautifully produced 
series is a treasure trove 
of images with cultural 
contextualization.

Metmuseum.org also 
describes the Heilbrunn 
Timeline as an online 
publication that “presents 
the Met’s collection via a 
chronological, geographical, 
and thematic exploration 

of global art history.” The 
timeline covers many 
millennia of artistic creations, 
which allows the researcher 
to easily find accurate 
information. Available online 
since 2000, it is searchable 
by works of art, timelines, 
and thematic essays, from 
8000 B.C. to the present.
The world is at our fingertips.

Anne Hamilton has 22 years 
of experience as a dramaturg. 
She is available for script 
consultations and career 
advising through hamiltonlit@
hotmail.com. Season Three 
of Hamilton Dramaturgy’s 
TheatreNow! launched 
with an interview with Kate 
Valk, The Wooster Group’s 
leading actress.

When children’s author 
Lisa Papp moved with her 
husband to Bucks County 16 
years ago, she was enthralled 
with the woods behind her 
house. The birds, squirrels, 
and flowers inspired her 
popular blog, Garden Diary. 
She begins her morning with 
a “gratitude walk” where the 
sights and sounds of nature 
inspire her work. 

Papp’s typical day includes 
writing in a journal. “This is 
the place I unload, dream, 
work things out,” she says. 
“Along with a cat, there is 
usually a tea on my desk. 
This gradual approach to 
the morning helps me empty 
my mind and start my work 
fresh, whether writing or 
illustrating.” She prefers to 
draw in the morning, when 
light in her east-facing studio 
is best. Then, she heads back 
outdoors. “By afternoon, 
when I’m ready to write, 
nothing makes the transition 
sweeter than a stroll through 
the meadow.”

The award-winning author 
studied at duCret School of 
Art in New Jersey, where she 
met her husband and fellow 
illustrator Robert Papp, and at 
Iowa State University College 
of Design. But Lisa says “I’ve 
never had an art director 
even ask me if I’ve gone to 
school. The question is always 
the same – can you paint it, 
or can you not? And that is 
determined by your portfolio.” 

Papp’s credits include The 
Town That Fooled the British: 
A War of 1812 Story illustrated 
by her husband, Robert 
Papp, as well as story boards, 
fashion illustrations, and 
picture books for publishers 
American Girl and Scholastic. 
For would-be authors/
illustrators, she advises “find 
your favorites and really dig 
into them. Figure out what 
the illustrator was doing 
– why they pulled back on this 
scene, or got up close on that 
scene. Get good at figuring out 
why a painting works, or why 
it doesn’t.”  Her advice holds 
true for writers as well. “There 
is nothing more helpful than 
reading a wide variety of books 
in the genre of your choice. 
You will pick up invaluable 
lessons on storytelling just 
from reading.” 

Inspired by biographies, Lisa 
Papp maintains that “every life 
is worthy of a story.”  

For a look inside some of her 
books, and to read her blog, 
visit www.lisapapp.com. 

Linda C. Wisniewski 
teaches memoir workshops 
and enjoys speaking about 
the healing power of 
writing. Visit her website 

at www.lindawis.com or 
contact her at lindawis@
comcast.net to schedule a 
class or presentation for 
your group. 
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