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The Normal Heart

Creative/Production Team: 

Director Shira Helena Gitlin 
Producer Michael Hisamoto 
Stage Manager Renee E. Yancey
ASM Athéna-Gwendolyn Baptiste
Lighting Design Michael Clark Wonson
Set Design Melody Hsu
Costume Design Sandra Zhihan Jia 
Dramaturg Marina Sartori
Sound Design Mackenzie Adamick
Prop Design Michael Hisamoto
Production Photos Nile Scott Studios

Cast List 

Ned Weeks Dylan Wack
Felix Turner Chingwe Padraig Sullivan
Ben Weeks Luis Negrón*
Mickey Marcus Will McGarrahan*
Bruce Niles Brian Demar Jones*
Dr. Emma Brookner Cailin Doran*
Various/Ensemble Zach Kelley
Various/Ensemble Ken Yotsukura

By Larry Kramer 
New Repertory Theatre  

June 2023
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Director’s Note

“When I first came out as queer and transgender almost 10 years ago, I was completely unaware of the incredibly rich 
culture and history that exists within the LGBTQ+ community. As I got older, I found myself craving stories from the past. 
I read and watched everything I could get my hands on, but I realized just how many voices were missing. Where are our 
elders? Why hadn’t I learned about gay history in school? As I read more and more about the AIDS crisis, it felt like 
someone  pulled a rug from under me. Since the beginning of the AIDS epidemic more than 700,000 people have died of 
AIDS in the United States alone, and I had no idea. In examining our past, I quickly learned that the fight towards queer 
liberation has always been one step forward and two steps back. 

In the 40 years since Larry Kramer wrote The Normal Heart, the LGBTQ+ community has gone through many highs and 
lows. We won rights that did not exist for gay people in 1984. We are now covered under certain discrimination measures, 
we can get married, and we have more representation both on screen and off than ever before. Yet, we also face vicious 
political attacks that utilize the exact same rhetoric used in the 1980’s. Transgender Americans in particular seem to have a 
target on their back, with over 558 anti-trans pieces of legislation introduced this year alone. It is clear that a loud minority 
feels that LGBTQ+ people should not have autonomy over their bodies and lives. Even in the community itself, there is 
constant debate over what should be done to address this hate. For many young queer people, it feels like we are facing an 
insurmountable battle. 

Continued….. 
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Director’s Note

In The Normal Heart, we see this same battle play out during the AIDS crisis. Fear, ignorance, and homophobia directly 
caused the deaths of thousands of members of the LGBTQ+ community. Refusal and failure of the American 
government and healthcare systems to address the crisis  left the queer community to fend for itself, and in doing so, rifts 
formed. People who wanted to assimilate versus those who wanted to stand out. People who saw being gay as an 
important and proud part of their identity versus those who firmly believed that their preferences should be private. This 
is what is so overwhelming about queer liberation—the pieces don’t always fit together nicely. If there is one thing to be 
learned from this era, it is that we are stronger together. Especially now, when there are more allies than ever before. We all 
have a part to play, whether that is community care, activism, or just sharing our history so that we do not forget what we 
have been through.

Recently, I spoke with a young queer person who couldn’t remember a time before marriage equality. This person felt 
overwhelmed and hopeless, but I reminded them that we have been fighting the battle towards queer liberation for 
hundreds of years, and we aren’t going to stop now. The way forward is to learn our history, know our stories, and  never 
stop telling them loudly. That is why we continue to put on The Normal Heart, 40 years later. In the foreword to the play, 
Larry says, “Learn from it and carry on the fight. Let them know that we are a very special people, an exceptional people. 
And that our day will come.” Our day is coming, but only if we fight for it.”  

—Shira Helena Gitlin,  June 21st, 2023
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Research & Dramaturgy 

When I was hired to direct The Normal 
Heart I had just finished reading And 
The Band Played On, which was a 
fantastic entry way into this show. As I 
did my research, I focused on the AIDS  
epidemic then and now, Larry Kramer, 
The Gay Men's Health Crisis, ACT UP, 
and much more. I found the podcast 
Making Gay History particularly helpful 
in my research. I was assisted by Marina 
Sartori, who pulled dramaturgy together 
for the production. You can find more 
dramaturgy here. 
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https://makinggayhistory.org/
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1VOgDDU_k7zp403qm4SxtD0kBCZsCqyKg?usp=sharing
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When I prepare for a show, I create a character breakdown for myself based on textual analysis, initial reactions, energy, colors, 
thoughts, feelings, historical descriptions (ie. for an established show, how has a character been described by other directors in 
casting breakdowns). I use this primarily during auditions, but often bring it back for my own use when having character 
based conversations with actors. I also share this with designers so they can get a feel for my approach to each character. 

Character Breakdown



The Normal Heart 

New Repertory Theatre

Directed by Shira Helena Gitlin

Production Concept Slide Show

In my concept slide show, I was very 
focused on aesthetics, vibes, and tone. In 
the following pages, you will see polaroids 
and double exposure photography, which 
connect to the feelings of nostalgia, déjà vu, 
queer temporality, and the cyclical nature of 
queer liberation I was interested in 
exploring through this production. 

You will also see some images of fashion and 
style from the late 80’s. I initially interested 
in playing with contrast and color 
aesthetically, but this vision shifted as the 
costume and set designs were solidified. 

Lastly, I created a word cloud of different 
thoughts that came to me during 
pre-production to help spark a larger 
conversation around the project. 
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Photos by Ken Yotsukura (not edited, do not share)
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Rehearsal Images

This photo was taken during 
our first rehearsal. I was 
inspired by old polaroid images 
from the AIDS era, so I 
brought my camera in to take a 
few photos. This polaroid lives 
in my scrapbook now!

These photos were taken by a 
photographer for The Boston 
Globe. The top one is me 
taking notes (exciting!) and the 
bottom one is our Ned and 
Emma rehearsing their first 
scene together.
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I always make my own scene breakdown (complete with color coding) and keep it separate from stage management. I use it to 
make my own notes and keep track of what we have and have not covered. I also use it for scheduling and intimacy purposes. It 
also helps me plan out table work. For example, during this process I led a relationship discussion with Ben and Ned after having 
them read through all of their scenes in order. After we had an understanding of trajectory of their relationship, we were able to 
start initial blocking. I ran through this same process with Ned and Felix. 

Scene Breakdown 19



Rehearsal Notes

As I get into runs, I take notes electronically using google sheets. After rehearsal, I organize the notes by actor (or design 
team member) and email them out. I save time at the top of the next day to go over any notes, and always offer to explain 
notes further. I have found that doing notes virtually helps me prioritize and edit my notes before sharing, and gives the 
actors time to take in the notes in before returning. 

20
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Inspiration Playlist

For The Normal Heart, I 
collaborated with sound 
designer Mackenzie Adamick on 
an inspiration playlist. This 
playlist includes queer anthems, 
both old and new. Some of these 
songs ended up in the sound 
design, some didn’t. 

Other artists not shown here 
include Madonna, Whitney 
Houston, Soft Cell, Janet 
Jackson, Mazzy Star, Kate Bush, 
Tegan and Sara, Le Tigre, and 
more. You can listen to the 
whole playlist here. 
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https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0knoOBmJqWi38v1BLmbdUP?si=8b99c442e02b4c73


"'The Normal Heart' is in good hands at New Repertory Theatre. Director Shira Helena Gitlin and a 

wholly committed cast [...] have fashioned an intense and powerful production that’s worthy of its 

grim subject." - The Boston Globe

"New Rep stages a thoughtful and timely production of 'The Normal Heart'" - WBUR

"This is a dramatically rich play with several important themes...under Shira Helena Gitlin’s taut 

direction, the New Rep cast brings forceful expression to all of these themes." - Jewish Journal

"New Rep's stage director for 'The Normal Heart,' Shira Helena Gitlin, has staged a fine adaptation 

of Kramer’s story with a minimal cast, minimal sets and optimal performances. " - Metrmag

Reviews 22

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/06/30/arts/normal-heart-aids-crisis-battle-against-an-epidemic-indifference/
https://www.wbur.org/news/2023/06/27/the-normal-heart-new-repertory-theatre-review
https://jewishjournal.org/2023/06/29/kramers-pioneering-play-the-normal-heart-returns-to-the-stage-in-watertown/
https://www.metrmag.com/latest-reviews/the-normal-heart-by-larry-kramer-new-repertory-theatre-watertown-ma-review
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Indecent

Creative/Production Team: 

Director Shira Helena Gitlin 
Assistant Director Hannah Levinson
Producer Jay Newlon
Stage Manager John Murtagh 
ASM Deborah McBride
Lighting Design Rick Shamel
Set Design Allen Bantly
Costume Design Hannah Clifford
Sound Design Tom Powers
Prop Design Anne Bantly
Production Photos Chris Pollari
Song Coach Susan Minor
Yiddish Dialect Coach Adina Linden
Projection Design Shira Helena Gitlin

Cast List 

Lemml Dan Kelly
Chana & Others Aiden O’Neal
Halina & Others Judi Olson
Vera & Others Kate Beattie
Avram & Others Michael Jay
Mendel & Others  Jon Linden
Otto & Others John Small
Ens. & U/S Chana & Halina Alison Butts
Ens. & U/S Otto & Mendel Joel Hersh
Ens. & U/S Vera Wendy Linden
U/S Ensemble Track Hannah Clifford
Violin Siri Smedvig
Accordion Erica Risti
Clarinet Mike Jacobs

By Paula Vogel 
The Concord Players 

February 2023
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Director’s Note

I rarely heard Yiddish as a child. When I did, it was what we now refer to as “Yinglish”: words like chutzpah, schlep, 
klutz, and tchotchke—even the word bagel comes from Yiddish! Growing up, I learned that my grandfather’s first 
language as a child in Argentina was Yiddish, not Spanish. When he immigrated to the United States in 1957, he 
left behind not only a language, but a whole culture. He was not the only one. Many Jewish immigrants spoke 
Yiddish at home, often as their first language. How then, in just two generations, did spoken Yiddish practically go 
extinct? The answer unfolds in the story told in Indecent. 

Over the last few months I found myself thinking about my grandfather and his journey a lot, as he battled illnesses 
and ultimately passed away in January. With him went Jewish stories, songs, and traditions that my sisters and I 
only briefly witnessed. In these last few months of rehearsal I have found a community of artists who care deeply 
and passionately about telling these stories. Some are Jewish, some are not, but all relate to the themes of 
immigration and assimilation, of being an outsider, and the importance of telling stories to keep history alive.  

This production is dedicated to my grandfather and all of those who worked hard to keep Jewish culture alive from 
generation to generation. May their memories be for a blessing. 

—Shira Helena Gitlin,  February  10th, 2023
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Research & Dramaturgy 

Indecent is a really interesting piece from a dramaturgical 
perspective, because there are scenes that imitate real life, scenes 
that are fictionalize, and scenes that very loosely echo real events. 
A lot of the research I did ahead of time was historical in nature. 
I wanted to make sure that our production reflected the span of 
time and locations, as well as the actual events surrounding The 
God of Vengeance. 

I found that there were lots of references in the show that I 
instinctively knew as a Jewish person, so I worked with my 
assistant director Hannah Levinson to make sure the piece was 
accessible to our non-Jewish artists as well. You can find more 
research here and our dramaturgy packet here. 
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1-3CTbcmt1T-qqKavbrqYTsprHBnnpqlZ
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Q_2z20G5Hnx4R3aer-6zwVCK0TPzMPKoVsC0QeiyQk8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Q_2z20G5Hnx4R3aer-6zwVCK0TPzMPKoVsC0QeiyQk8/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1-3CTbcmt1T-qqKavbrqYTsprHBnnpqlZ
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1-3CTbcmt1T-qqKavbrqYTsprHBnnpqlZ


30

Indecent was a fun project to breakdown character-wise. There are the “players” - Chana, Halina, Avram, Vera etc. but there are 
also the characters that each “player” plays (Chana, for example, plays Madje, Rifkele, Virginia and more). Lemml is always 
himself, but he goes on such a distinct journey that I broke up his character description as well. Casting this show was a fun 
challenge because we had to search for the core of each “player” to find someone who could play each of their roles while in 
character as the “player”. 

Character Breakdown



For this production, I joined a team that 
was already put together (The Concord 
Players have a number of designers that are 
part of their “company” or are on their 
board). This meant that I ended up being 
one of the only Jewish artists on the 
production side. Because of this, I really 
wanted to make sure that the history, 
culture, and magic of Jewish heritage was 
reflected accurately. 

I also wanted to share my own connection 
to the material as a grandchild of Jewish 
immigrants, particularly one who lost 
family in the Holocaust. 

I used this presentation to set the scene for 
the people, music, locations,  and time 
periods we would be covering within 
Indecent.  

Directed by Shira Helena Gitlin

Production Concept Slide Show



My great grandmother Celia (middle), who immigrated from Europe in the 1920’s 

Production Concept Slide Show



“From ashes they rise” 

Production Concept Slide Show



1906 Warsaw

Production Concept Slide Show



1907 Berlin Cabarets
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1907 Berlin, The Deutsches Theatre

Rudolph Schildkraut
Production Concept Slide Show



1920s Ellis Island

Production Concept Slide Show



1920’s New York Downtown Theatre Scene

Production Concept Slide Show



Broadway, 1923
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1938, Grossinger’s Catskills Resort

Production Concept Slide Show



Poland, 1939-1941
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“An impossibly long line” 

Production Concept Slide Show



The Music of Indecent

Production Concept Slide Show

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4tosTP1pvo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xe2UXccid40
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hou0dMnPwA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pa9P0SYZXFE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1xnHeeN0E-I


Yiddish Dialect 44

While I speak a small 
amount of Yiddish, we 
wanted to make sure that 
pronunciations were 
accurate. It happened that 
the mother of one of our cast 
members, Adina Linden, 
speaks fluent Yiddish. We 
visited her at her assisted 
living home (she is 95!) and 
she recorded Yiddish 
pronunciations for us!

You can listen to one of her 
pronunciations here. 

The rights for Indecent do not include the subtitle 
projections, so I created those myself with help from 
Adina Linden. It was really cool to utilize my ability 
to read Hebrew/Yiddish for this production. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fvK68HpLhA9x9vrgddMDbrRS0dIm9cWS/view?usp=drive_link


The scene breakdown for Indecent was super important because each actor has multiple characters. I also ended up creating 
three ensemble tracks. I added these roles for a few reasons. First, we were working in a community theatre settings and could 
only get the musicians for tech/shows, so there were characters (such as Lazar and Isaac in Peretz’ salon) normally played by 
the musicians that were not covered. Second, there was a huge turn out and lots of interest at auditions, so I wanted to 
include as many people as possible. Finally, we anticipated a covid spike since the performances were going to be in winter, so 
we doubled the ensemble members as understudies in case of illness. 

Scene Breakdown 45



Since this show was at a community theatre, the role of the Director was a bit more expansive. For this show, I covered some 
of the stage manager’s tasks, including creating and sharing the schedule, sending out the rehearsal reports, and being main 
contact for the actors (our stage manager did not own a cell phone). Community theatre tends to have more conflicts since 
the actors are not getting paid. The scheduling for this show was particularly complex because two of our actors had to get 
surgery during the rehearsal process. You can see in the above snapshot that I broke up the time very specifically and made 
sure to account for the time needed to plug actors back into scenes. I also made sure to include breaks in the schedule. 

Schedule 46



Since performances were during the winter, 
we anticipated illness could strike. Initially 
we had three understudies, although we 
ended up adding a fourth to cover an 
ensemble track in case someone had to 
bump up to a named character. Since much 
of the staging involved the entire ensemble, 
we needed to find a way to create split 
tracks where the important ensemble roles 
were covered. 

My assistant director Hannah Levinson 
and I worked together to create tracks for 
each understudy. These tracks helped the 
actors know when to stick to their 
ensemble track and when to slide into their 
understudy track. Generally, we had them 
stay in their normal location for group 
numbers and songs unless there was a solo 
for the named character. 

47Understudy Tracks



Music & Score 

I made a serious error when I directed Indecent - I did not hire a music director. This was mainly due to resources available 
from the theatre, but ultimately what it meant is that I had to act as de facto music director. Since I don’t play piano, we 
found someone to record tracks for rehearsals and teach the vocals initially. I ran the rest of the music rehearsals throughout 
the process using these tracks. Once the musicians joined us during tech, we quickly figured out that the score and script were 
not 100% aligned. I created score notes and cues for the musicians that reflected the choices we had made on stage and worked 
with them on dynamics and tempo. Throughout tech, I took notes for them much like I did for the actors and designers. 
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Rehearsal Notes

Much like The Normal Heart, I used google sheets to craft my rehearsal notes. Since I had an assistant director for this show, 
I had her email me her notes and added those in as well before I sent them off to the actors. This was a much longer process, 
so I had the ability to get very granular with notes. Working in community theatre meant that each actor came in with a 
different level of knowledge - some had acted professionally, some had never acted before. Over time, I was able to see where 
each actor struggled (for example, one actor had issues with line memorization, another didn’t differentiate their characters, 
etc) so I was able to personalize my notes and provide a lot of support. 
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"The brilliantly complex production is extremely well executed [...] the Concord production, under 

the detail-driven direction of Shira Helena Gitlin, is a technically intricate piece" - Metrmag

EMACT DASH Awards

Special Award given to John Murtagh -  “The Show Must Go On” 

 John Murtagh, Stage Manager (Play) - Nominated

Boston Broadway World Awards

Best Play (Non-Professional) - Nominated

Aiden O’Neal, Best Performer In A Play (Non-Professional) - Nominated

Michael Jay, Best Performer In A Play (Non-Professional) - Nominated

Reviews, Nominations, and Awards 50

https://www.metrmag.com/latest-reviews/indecent-by-paula-vogel-concord-players-concord-ma-review
https://www.emact.org/2022---2023-dash-nominees-and-winners.html
https://www.broadwayworld.com/boston/article/Latest-Standings-Announced-For-The-2023-BroadwayWorld-Boston-Awards-Leads-Favorite-Local-Theatre-20231127

