Living By the Word, Living Out the Art

An Interview with Laura Harrington

by Anne Driscoll 


Laura Harrington sips deeply from the mug of cappucino she’s just made 

in her sunlit farmhouse kitchen in Gloucester. Inside the French pottery cup 

steeps the perfect synthesis of coffee and milk, black and white, hot and 

cold. And it must be satisfying because Harrington smiles after drawing in the 

tawny foaminess. Harrington - the playwright, librettist, musical dramatist, 

screenplay writer, MIT professor and yoga enthusiast - is the synthesis of 

contrasts, too. She is a woman working in a world dominated by men. She is an 

American with European sensibilities. She is an interior person who lives in a 

family of extroverts. She is a writer who works without a desk. She is a 

radical and rebel but, looks...well, so normal.


Her rebellion took hold early on. Part of her insurrection grew out of 

the times in which she came of age. Born in the staid 50s, reborn in the 

contrarian 60s, she made the bold move as she rounded out high school in 1971 

that she wasn’t going to go on to college. For sure, going to college was what 

was expected of her - and what 97 percent of her classmates at a suburban 

Rochester, New York public high school did. Which was why it was so alluring 

not to. But what to do instead, and perhaps more importantly, where to go? She 

answered those questions for herself easily enough. Go east, young woman. Go 

to...Paris. 


Paris is where an exodus of expatriate writers had landed before her, 

and where, she herself had traveled alone with her parents for the momentous 

occasion of their 25th wedding anniversary. Paris was where you could be 

steeped in art. Art wasn’t only vaulted at the Louvre; it was found in the 

food, on the franc, in the architecture, in the language. Hell, even the art 

deco entrance to the subways were magnifique. Art shouldn’t be confused with 

glamour, though, as Harrington soon discovered. It was an unglorious existence 

as a nanny that kept a roof over Harrington’s head and the experience nearly 

turned her off from having children at all. Nonetheless, she spent a mystical 

year - first in Paris as an au pair, then working in a restaurant in 

Switzerland, followed by three months traipsing through Greece and Turkey 

spending only a dollar a day. 


“I didn’t find domestic life taking care of children a whole lot of 

fun but living in Paris was a feast for the senses, where your curiosity never 

was completely sated,” says Harrington, who decided in second grade she wanted 

to either be a writer, or, perhaps the first woman on the US equestrian team. 

“In France, you’re living in a culture which has had a love affair with the 

arts and in which art permeates everything...It’s a very different experience 

than living in the US where art is marginalized. I think it helped reinforce 

my own idealistic notion about art which is that it’s valuable, important and 

an essential part of culture. When you’re a kid growing up and thinking you 

might want to be an artist, but you’re too scared to say so because you’re 

thinking who does this? and there it is in Paris everywhere around you. In 

Turkey, there are poets in each town and when you sit down in a cafe and they 

find out you’re a writer, they call the local poet over and he writes a poem 

for you...It’s one thing to be a rebellious kid when you’re saying, ‘no, no, 

no.’ But to enter a culture where the response is ‘yes, yes, yes, yes’ was 

wonderful.”


That was 30 years ago in the past, but France is never far from 

Harrington’s present; it has been the foundation and font for the rest of her 

life thereafter, ever evident in her body of work and in her life, as lived. 

As she sips her cappucino, Harrington’s elbows rest easily on a bright blue 

and green Provencal table cloth and at arm’s reach on the kitchen table is a 

“HIP Hotels: France” guide book. She is planning a 25th wedding anniversary 

trip to Cap Ferret near Bourdeax with her husband David Rosen, a landscape 

architect, but even before that trip takes place in September, she is 

preparing to take her 85-year-old father in June to the battlefields of 

France, where he served in World War II and where she is researching her 

latest play which takes place in World War I. In addition to the current WWI 

play, tentatively entitled “Kingdom Come,” her last three plays have been 

chronicling the human toll - and folly - of wars that have taken place on two 

continents in three different centuries. 


“Hallowed Ground” had its world premiere this year at the Portland 

Stage in Portland, Maine and won Boston’s “IRNE” for the Best New Play and the 

Clauder Playwrighting Competition. A small, intimate play, it is set during 

the waning days of the Civil War and each of the four characters: a dying 

Union soldier, a slave woman whose baby has just died in her arms, her half 

sister, and a Confederate soldier, seek from one another both reconciliation 

and redemption from the isolation suffered on the scorched battleground they 

individually inhabit.


Her work-in-progress on World War I is a subject Harrington has wanted 

to write for a long time, but years ago realized she could not adequately 

write about World War I without first understanding the Civil War, and could 

not grasp the Civil War without going back further to the campaigns of 

Napoleon. It has been a circuitous route back in history, which has resulted 

in her works “Hallowed Ground”, “Pickett’s Charge” and “Napoleon”.


“‘Pickett’s Charge’ is a modern day comedy about Civil War reenactors’ 

love affair with war. And “Napoleon” takes place on St. Helena’s during the 

final days of his exile. It’s about how war and violence are like a virus and 

travel through time and place,” explains Harrington. Her efforts to tackle the 

destructiveness of war seem both prescient and relevant in the arch of these 

long days since 9/11. “Unfortunately, with what’s going on in the world right 

now, I don’t actually like having been right,” she says. 



Her war-themed plays have been ambitious efforts, for they have 

required her, no, forced her, to experience battle from a man’s perspective, 

to inhabit a man’s mind and body. And although her two older brothers both 

served in the Air Force, one in Viet Nam, and her father was a navigator 

bombadier, she received few hints from any of them of what combat does to a 

soul. Her father returned a changed man from the battlefields of France, but 

she knew nearly nothing of what had happened to him. “He came back from WWII 

wanting to live a safe life. He started a business he totally loved - a wine 

store. He sold wine as a retailer and traveled to France every year to buy his 

stock,” says Harrington. “I think in much of my work for the past seven years 

- which is about war - I’ve been trying to figure out what happened to my 

father. He could tell you a funny anecdote about the guy who was the best 

scrounger - who had good food, wine or firewood, whose tent was outfitted 

better than anyone else’s but trying to figure what it was that happened to my 

dad, what that silence is about is hard to know...It’s trying to understand 

about peace the century I was born in; the amount of war that is always 

occurring. Now we’re starting the 21st century not having learned much about 

peace so I’m trying to figure out why we keep killing each other. I guess I’m 

a romantic because I think we’re getting better or smarter or gaining more 

understanding. That’s probably what got me going to Paris, to a whole other 

world. In 1971, America was a very torn place at the time.”


If Harrington has spent the last seven years working on plays that 

have helped her see war from her father’s eyes, she spent the previous two 

years working out her mother’s experience. After ten years of illness, her 

mother died of Alzheimer’s in 1992 and had spent much of the time prior to her 

death in a silence of a different sort than the self-imposed reticence of her 

father. The disease physically robbed her of her ability to speak. Wrenched 

from that sadness, there was the screenplay that Harrington wrote for the film 

“Sonia” which was produced by the National Film Board of Canada and was 

nominated for 3 Genie Awards, as well as one of the 10 Best Canadian Films by 

the Toronto Festival of Festivals. “Sonia” also was awarded the Prix Telebec 

from the Festival Rouyn, Quebec and Best Short from the Quebec Cinematique. 

Next, after a serendipitous invitation to a workshop by Opera America to learn 

how to collaborate with a composer, there was a new turn in Harrington’s 

career. She became a librettist, writing the book and lyrics to operas and 

musicals. One of those works “Lucy’s Lapses,” is a comedic opera about 

Alzheimer’s which Harrington does not consider an oxymoron. It grew out of a 

casual conversation she had with a composer in which she recounted some of the 

things that had happened with her mom. “He said, ‘That’s really funny. Why 

don’t you write about it?’” recalls Harrington. 


“When I sat in the theatre to screen ‘Sonia’, people were sobbing. 

With ‘Lucy’s Lapses’ we start out laughing and then go to a deeper place. The 

laughter really brings them to the character,” says Harrington. The opera, in 

which she collaborated with composer Christopher Drobny, premiered off-

Broadway and was a finalist in the American Music Theatre Festival, Stephen 

Sondheim Award. Soon thereafter, she began working on the musical “Joan of 

Arc” which tells the story of another rebel, radical and idealist, and is 

expressed from Joan’s point of view. The story is drawn from the last three 

days of the 17-year-old’s life after Joan had signed, then recanted a 

confession. It took Harrington two years to research and write - and much of 

the time she spent trying to climb inside Joan’s psyche, imagining her last 72 

hours in a dark, dank cell facing death. 


“It’s my mother’s story. Here’s a character trapped in unbearable 

circumstances and the only way out is death. The question for me living in a 

secular world is how do you explain suffering? Can death be a transformative 

moment? The beginning of something, not the end of something? I did not 

realize I was writing my mother’s story until I was done,” says Harrington. 

“We’re all blind to our deeper needs until they smack us in the face. It’s 

like the artist who paints the same subject over and over again...After that, 

I thought, ‘I think I’m done now. I don’t have to do that story again.”


The themes of Harrington’s work as a writer have often been wrought 

from her own experiences as the plucky and daring heroine of her own drama. 

Upon her post-high school return from Europe, Harrington ultimately did decide 

to go to college after working as a secretary in an office furniture warehouse 

she suspects was a spurious business since there were never any customers. 

Following a year in a small Catholic college for women, she transferred, 

rather dramatically, to Bowdoin, becoming a member of the first graduating 

class that included women after 200 years as a men’s college. It was there she 

met her husband David, a government major. “We took this romantic poetry class 

together,” she recalls. After they married, they spent a maverick year abroad, 

picking white Pouilly Fouisse grapes during the harvest in Macon, celebrating 

Christmas in Portugal with her parents, living and working on a kibbutz in 

Israel. “The most profound thing that happened is that I remember standing 

there (in Israel) and I could look left and see the ocean and look right and 

see the border. For an American with a sense of limitless resources and 

limitless borders, I could see both borders at the same time. It is difficult 

to understand this conflict (in the Middle East) until you stand on this soil. 

And I’ve been trying to understand these questions through theatre.” 


If Harrington’s life were a staged play, it would be produced in three 

acts. Act I would culminate with her post-high school year abroad in Europe. 

Act II would cover the lean New York years, when she and David were living in 

a fifth floor walk-up on the Lower East Side while she was developing her 

talent, first as a writer, then as playwright and finally, fortuitously, as an 

opera and musical dramatist. It was in New York that she happened to find her 

best teacher in Arthur Kopit, who taught playwriting as part of the creative 

writing master’s program at City College of New York. “It’s the classic ‘He 

Changed My Life’ story. Suddenly, I was in a place where all the things I 

loved about art are possible in the theater. It’s visual. It’s a whole world 

you’re trying to create and it’s almost impossible to do well. And I’m someone 

who likes a challenge,” recalls Harrington. While David was working for the 

city of New York documenting the South Street Seaport before its renovation 

and restoring Central Park after that, Harrington finished her master’s degree 

in 1981 and was finding her dramatic voice. In 1983, she was one of a dozen 

new dramatists selected to join the O’Neill Theatre Conference where she 

worked in the company of August Wilson, John Patrick Shanley, who wrote 

“Moonstruck”, and Lee Blessing, whose recent off-Broadway play “Cobb” is 

received critical notice. That same year, Harrington was one of a handful of 

people from 1,000 hopefuls asked to join the New Dramatists, a select seven-

year membership offering the chance to workshop a work in progress anytime.


But success as a dramatist of any sort, of a musical dramatist 

especially, and of a librettist most of all is, in a word, ephemeral. The 

glory is fleeting and the pain, sometimes lasting. Take, for instance, 

Harrington’s experience with “Martin Guerre”, her musical drama based on the 

true story of Martin Guerre, a cruel, young French peasant boy who leaves his 

bride after their unconsummated wedding night and returns seven years later a 

changed man. Harrington tells the story from the point of view of Guerre’s 

wife Mireille. The musical drama had its world premiere at the Hartford Stage 

to wide acclaim, featuring a cast of 25, including Judy Kuhn, known as the 

voice of Pocahontas, in the role of Mireille, and an inventively stunning set 

created by Michael Yeargan. The New York Times reviewer said in his opening 

paragraph, “There are lots of adjectives I’d willingly bestow upon ‘Martin 

Guerre’...It is lean, forthright, disciplined, cool and unsentimental to give 

you five.” While it was nominated for three CT Critics Circle Awards, 

including “Outstanding Musical” and received enormous attention by the press, 

Harrington has been unable to get another production of “Martin Guerre” off 

the ground. The bleak truth is that  timing is critical and Harrington soon 

had the misfortune of competing against theatrical heavyweight Cameron 

MacIntosh’s “Martin Guerre.” However, even in spite of the challenges in 

having one’s work produced, of finding the stage, the funding, the 

circumstances to give a play its due, Harrington still cannot stop herself 

from following her compulsions.


“‘Hallowed Ground’, ‘Napoleon,’ and ‘Joan of Arc’ have grown out of 

something I can’t let go of. I’m so deeply obsessed, I’m prepared to spend a 

year or so of my life with that character, to allow that character, that story 

to be alive in me for that long,” says Harrington.


Act III of Harrington’s story is set in a remarkably white farmhouse 

in Gloucester overlooking the Annisquam River and Wingaersheek beach beyond 

where Harrington has returned to her roots as a playwright, writing longhand 

from a down-covered bed in a studio above that was once a barn. It has been 

here that she has developed the routine of her current life and has taken to 

balancing time spent as a writer with that of mother and wife. After packing 

off 13-year-old daughter Kate to her 7th grade classes, Harrington visits the 

gym for either yoga, aerobics or both, and then returns by 10:30 a.m. to face 

the awkward silence of her studio, the beauty out her window and the disquiet 

inside her that can only be quelled by writing. 


She finds writing is a solitary life and she welcomes the 

counterweight of her family. Both David and Kate keep her connected, plugged 

in to a world she might otherwise only imagine. “When Kate was born it was 

definitely a kind of leap of faith...You really feel that (motherhood) is 

being willing to let a miracle happen in your life. And being married to David 

has brought me untold gifts from this man. One of them is not to be cramped or 

trapped in a smaller life. He is a very open, very generous spirit and that’s 

been very good for me. I might have been more of a hermit. That’s what both of 

them have done for me, they have deepened my work. If my work had been 

dependent on my life, I would have been bored. I’m not that interesting,” she 

says, smiling. 


Finally, after several disappointments collaborating on large, musical 

dramas where many hands have much control,  she is writing non-musical dramas 

with smaller casts that, as she says of “Hallowed Ground” she could “stage in 

my living room.” She is working alone and she is happy. “The satisfaction is 

the work. The work itself brings incredible joy when it’s going well. That’s 

the only thing I have control over. I have a choice to do work today or not. I 

don’t have control over whether I get a call from an agent or whether a 

producer wants to do my play. The odds are ridiculous,” says Harrington. “A 

literary manager in Rochester told me she picks one new play a year and she 

might get 1,000 new play submissions...My primary role is to write the plays, 

whatever else happens, and it is a crazy thing to do. I could (stop writing) 

but then I couldn’t be who I am. I’d be a different person...It’s frustrating 

because I’m fairly rebellious. I want to break the rules. I don’t want to 

believe that things are impossible. I want to be idealistic. I believe art 

matters. It matters to me and it’s changed my life and my life is so enriched 

by what I get to do. The frustration is we’re here to give that (to an 

audience) and when we can’t, it’s hard.” 


Thus far, her output is prodigious. In the last 25 years, Harrington 

has written three operas, six musicals, 11 plays, four screenplays and four 

radio plays. She has been a Bunting Fellow at Radcliffe College of Harvard, a 

Whiting Foundation recipient and a Writer’s Guild of America fellow. She has 

been on the faculty teaching playwrighting at MIT since 1995, taught at the 

Harvard University for two summers, and was a guest resident artist at both 

the University of Iowa and Skidmore. And through it all, she has remained an 

against-the-grain artist. Or, as they say in France, an artiste. And always, a 

rebel.


“What I see in the progression of my work is that ten years ago, I 

thought my job was to write great parts for actors and to write great parts 

for women - diverse and interesting roles for women. Now I think my job is to 

take on the voice of someone else, like Napoleon. To cross over...Each time I 

write, I am both trying to tell a great story and do something completely 

different in both form and content. Part of it is as an artist, I am taking 

advantage of the freedom I have. If no one is paying me, why not do exactly 

what I want? Why be careful? My most interesting writing occurs when I’m 

scared and I’m not in a safe or comfortable place. When I’m so far outside my 

comfort zone, it’s then that I really could be onto something that might be 

worth reading.”

