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SPOILER ALERT! This summary contains key plot 
points that may alter your response to the play in 
performance.

Jennifer Marcus is a typical twenty-two-year-old slacker 
chick, still living with her parents in a gated community 
in Calabasas, California. Typical if you forget for a 
moment that she’s adopted. And way brilliant. And 
almost completely paralyzed by an obsessive-compulsive 
disorder that has morphed into agoraphobia. It’s not 
exactly that she’s afraid to leave the house; it’s just that 
her bottle of disinfectant isn’t up to combating a whole 
world of germs. Anyway, as Jennifer points out, you 
hardly need to travel when Ethernet cable can bring the 
whole world streaming through your room.

Ethernet cable has brought Jennifer to us. We come with 
good references, and we’ve sent her a hair sample – she’s 
beginning, grudgingly, to trust us. She doesn’t have 
much choice: she needs our help. In particular, she needs 
our tracking skills and our easy way with international 
borders. This won’t be any ordinary bounty-hunting 
mission, as Jennifer will reveal by letting us skim 
through the last three months of her diary.

Back in March, Jennifer had just been fired from her 
job at the mall. No great loss in her mind, as she and 
the owners of Pretzel Universe suffered from “a case 
of mutual disdain.” However, for her high-powered 
mother, Adele, it’s a new bit of evidence that Jennifer 
is determined to squander her many gifts and throw 
her life away in the company of her best friend and 
pizza delivery guy, Todd. Jennifer gets somewhat more 
sympathy from her father, a retired fireman, but he’s 
preoccupied, spending much of his time looking for 
brushfires that he can call in to his former work buddies. 
Little wonder that Jennifer has embarked on a search 
for her Chinese birth mother. Her online flirtation with 

a spiritually ambivalent young Mormon 
missionary pays off. He finds Jennifer’s 
original birth certificate and her birth 
mother’s name: Su Yang Chow. A little 
more sleuthing uncovers her current 
address. The question remains: how will 
Jennifer make it to China when she can’t 
make it out of the house?

It may be time for Jennifer to reprise that 
nifty science fair project, the one wherein 
she demonstrated robots’ potential to 
learn from experience and thereby started 
a revolution in artificial intelligence. Her 
mentor, Dr. Yakunin, hasn’t forgiven her 
for abandoning him and the AI field to 
idiots with unfortunate haircuts, but he 
can’t resist the prospect of seeing what 
she might do next. He finds Jennifer 
new employment – no pretzels, no mall, 
just a little sidework on missile guidance 
systems for a defense subcontractor. She 
takes her payment in kind, and soon has 
everything she needs to build a highly 
intelligent and trainable robot. Her name 
is Jenny Chow, she is twenty-two, and she 
was born in a mud hut in China. Unlike 
her creator, however, Jenny can fly. She 
can make the journey that Jennifer can’t, 
to China and into her mother’s arms.

Intrepid Jenny survives two ocean 
crossings, electrical storms, and a 
bittersweet reunion with Su Yang, but 
nothing in her training or experience 
has prepared her for naked cruelty. The 
disintegration of Jennifer’s relationship 
with Adele has brought years’ worth 
of suppressed anguish to the surface, 
and when Jenny returns from China, 
she becomes the bewildered target of 
Jennifer’s fury. Because Jenny is “flawed,” 
Jennifer orders her to leave.

That was three days ago. Jenny flew away 
and hasn’t been seen since. But Jennifer 
can feel her; she can feel her fear. Jenny 
is her perfect girl, more complex than 
anything out there. If we could find her 
and bring her back, that would be really 
great. Even if we couldn’t, Jennifer would 
understand. She’s grateful for our effort 
and our friendship. We should drop by 
if we’re ever in Calabasas – she’s usually 
there.
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Jennifer Marcus
Asian-American, 22. She suffers from OCD, 
agoraphobia, and the much more serious curse of 
being smarter than the rest of us. 

Adele Hartwick
mother to Jennifer. Exacting with herself and 
everyone she knows. She has some very specific ideas 
about what’s best for her daughter.

Mr. Marcus
father to Jennifer. A retired fireman whose gentle 
disposition masks a core of strength. He’s still 
fascinated by flame.

Todd
Jennifer’s pizza delivering friend, 24. He possesses 
small ambitions but great heart.

The Robot / Jenny Chow
a cyborg designed to look like Jennifer Marcus. She’s 
an innocent, but a very fast learner.

Mrs. Su Yang Zhang
Jennifer’s biological mother, Chinese. Played by the 
same actor who plays Adele.

Mr. Zhang
husband of Mrs. Zhang. Played by the same actor who 
plays Mr. Marcus.

A Boy
son to Mr. and Mrs. Zhang. Played by the same actor 
who plays Todd.

*Terrence
a Mormon missionary in China. He’s full of good 
intentions, but highly susceptible to feminine charms.

*Dr. Yakunin
a cantakerous engineering theorist. He embodies 
technical prowess and Shakespearean passion at once.

*Col. Hubbard
a colonel at the Department of Defense. Good 
humored and pragmatic.

*Preston
a Raytheon Corporation Liason. Not sure about 
Californians.

*Voice of Chinese to English Computer 
Translator
Doesn’t have Jenny’s personality.

*These parts all played by one actor.
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Rolin Jones is a 2004 graduate of the playwriting 
program at the Yale School of Drama, where he 
currently serves as the NEA-TCG playwright-in-
residence at the Yale Repertory Theatre. When 
The Intelligent Design of Jenny Chow opened at 
South Coast Repertory Theatre, it won Jones a host 
of awards, including the American Theater Critics 
Association’s 2004 Elizabeth Osborne Award for 
an Emerging Artist and Orange County Weekly’s 
Best New Play Award. Since then, Jenny Chow has 
also been performed at the Old Globe Theatre (San 
Diego), Yale Repertory Theatre, the Studio Theatre in 
Washington, D.C. and the Atlantic Theatre Company 
in New York. Upcoming productions include San Jose 
Rep (co-production with Portland Center Stage) and 
Seattle Public Theater. Jones’ other full-length plays 
include The Jammer, Time of No Reply and Last of 
the Chatterbox Wolves. His roller-derby comedy The 
Jammer was performed at the Edinburgh Festival 
Fringe, where it won a Fringe First Award for Best 
New Writing, and was also produced at the 2004 New 
York International Fringe Festival. Jones was also one 
of four American playwrights chosen to participate in 
the 2004 Old Vic/New Voices Festival in London and 
was recently selected to participate in the Sundance 
Theater Lab. He is currently a story editor for Lions 
Gate Television’s new series, Weeds, starring Mary 
Louise Parker for Showtime Networks. Jones is also 
writing a pilot for Fox and has been commissioned to 
write a new play for South Coast Repertory.
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KA-LING CHEUNG  {Jenny Chow}
Ka-Ling is extremely excited to be 
a part of Portland Center Stage this 
season. National Tour: The King and 
I with Stephanie Powers. Regional: 
Miranda, The Tempest (LA Women’s 
Shakespeare Company); Timoune, 
Once on this Island, Mei Li, Flower 
Drum Song (The Western Stage); 
Martha Crachit, A Christmas Carol 
(A.C.T.). Ka-Ling received her MFA 
from the American Conservatory 
Theatre. Favorite roles there include: 
Juliet, Romeo and Juliet; Behemoth, 
The Master and Margarita; 
Gotchling, A Bright Room Called 
Day; and Celeste, Saturday Night, 
directed by Carey Perloff. Ka-Ling 
would like to thank her family and 
friends for their endless love and 
support.

SUE JEAN KIM  {Jennifer Marcus}
Off-Broadway: BFE (Playwrights 
Horizons/Long Wharf, World 
Premiere), The Imaginary Invalid 
and The Marriage (The Pearl 
Theatre Company). Regional: O’Neill 
Playwrights Conference, New York 
Stage & Film, Cape Cod Theatre 
Project. Film & TV: Strip Search (dir. 
Sidney Lumet), The Jury (Fox). MFA 
from NYU Graduate Acting Program.

CRAIG W. MARKER {Todd} 
Craig W. Marker makes his Portland 
Center Stage and Portland Area debut 
with The Intelligent Design of Jenny 
Chow. A native of the San Francisco 
Bay Area, some of his credits 
include: Dick Powell, Shakespeare 
In Hollywood (West Coast Premiere) 
and Jamie O’Brien, Dolly West’s 
Kitchen (American Premiere), 
TheatreWorks; Bo Decker, Bus Stop, 
Marin Theatre Company; Xerxes, 
Ellen McLaughlin’s adaptation of The 
Persians (West Coast Premiere ) and 

Adam Sorenson, The Shape of Things, 
Aurora Theatre Company, both roles 
earning him Dean Goodman Choice 
Awards for Principal Performance; 
Love’s Labour’s Lost, San Francisco 
Shakespeare Festival; and The 
Merchant of Venice, Women In Time. 
He spent most of 2004 performing 
in David Edgar’s Continental Divide 
at Berkeley Repertory Theatre, 
Birmingham Repertory Theatre (UK), 
Barbican Theatre (London), and La 
Jolla Playhouse. His international 
credits include Electra, International 
Theatre Institute, Cyprus, and The 
Taming of the Shrew, Edinburgh 
Festival Fringe. Mr. Marker holds a BA 
in Theatre Arts from California State 
University, Hayward, and is a proud 
member of Equity.

KEVIN RICH  {Preston, 
Terrence, Col. Hubbard, 
Dr.Yakunin, computer 
translator}
Kevin Rich is happy 
to be making his first 
appearance here at 
Portland Center Stage. 
Recent theatre credits 
include The Comedy 
of Errors and The 
Winter’s Tale (Milwaukee 
Shakespeare); The 
Jammer (Bialystock 
& Bloom); and The 
Vinyl Shop and The 
Jammer (New York Fringe).  Kevin 
also understudied roles in The King 
Stag and You Never Can Tell (Yale 
Rep), has several national commercial 
and voiceover credits and is a member 
of SAG and AEA. Training: National 
Theatre Institute, BA Grinnell College, 
MFA Yale School of Drama. At Yale, 
he originated roles in The Intelligent 
Design of Jenny Chow and The 
Jammer, also written by Rolin Jones.
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VALERIE STEVENS  {Adele}
Valerie was previously seen at 
Portland Center Stage with JAW/
West Festival ‘05. Other Portland 
credits include Bug, Humble 
Boy, Laramie Project, Keely and 
Du (Best Actress Drammy ‘95): 
Artists Repertory Theatre; Dirty 
Story, Recent Tragic Events 
(Best Supporting Actress Drammy 
‘05): Third Rail Repertory Theatre; 
Three Tall Women: The Profile 
Theatre Project. Regional theater 
credits include Cloud Nine, Cowboy 
Mouth, The Bacchae, Carver Country 
w/Austin Pendelton, Madwoman 
of Chaillot w/Katherine Hellman, 
Counselor at Law with Robert 
Lupone, Sweet Bird of Youth with 
Maria Tucci: Willimastown Theatre 
Festival; The Magnificent Yankee w/
James Whitmore: Ford’s Theatre in 
D.C. New York credits include Lady 
Chatterly: Ensemble Studio Theatre; 
Carvaggio: Lincoln Center New Play 
Series.

TIM TRUE  {Mr. Marcus}
Tim was seen at Portland Center 
Stage in The Fantasticks, Pride and 
Prejudice, JAW/West ’05 (Number 
3 and Celebrity Row), O Lovely 
Glowworm, King Lear, Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof, Apollo II: The Dark Side 
of the Moon, JAW/West ’03 and ’04. 
Other Portland Credits include Recent 
Tragic Events (Third Rail Repertory 
Theatre); Take Me Out, The New 
House, Touch, Night of the Iguana, 
The Laramie Project, Art (Artists 
Repertory Theatre); Gilgamesh, 
Happy Days (Haven Project) and 
A Moon for the Misbegotten (CoHo 
Theatre). Regional credits include: 
Othello (Actor’s Theatre of Louisville); 
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Cymbeline, 
Macbeth (The Alabama Shakespeare 
Festival); Much Ado about Nothing, 

Henry VIII, Cyrano De Bergerac (Utah 
Shakespearean Festival); Richard 
II, Troilus and Cressida (The Idaho 
Shakespeare Festival); Henry IV pt. 
I, The Merry Wives of Windsor and 
The Taming of the Shrew (Oregon 
Shakespeare Festival). New York credits 
include: Richard II (Douglass Fairbanks 
Studio Theatre) and Sweat (Westbeth 
Theatre). Television/Film: The Guiding 
Light, All My Children, Green Lights 
and The Spiral.
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KIM RUBINSTEIN  {Director}
Kim Rubinstein is the Associate Artistic Director of 
Long Wharf Theatre where she has directed Guys 
and Dolls, Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Private 
Lives and founded the Long Wharf’s Theatre Studio 
where she teaches acting. Chicago directing credits 
include: American Plan; Eloise and Ray (Roadworks 
Productions), Old Times (Court Theatre), Romeo and 
Juliet; MacBeth; Julius Caesar (Chicago Shakespeare 
Theatre), Pan and Boone (Running with Scissors) 
Love’s Labour’s Lost (Next Theatre), Mineola Twins 
(American Theatre Co.), Not I (Splinter Theatre’s 
Buckets O’Beckett Festival), Chekhov in Yalta 
(Seanechai Theatre), Lapin Lapin (Bailiwick Theatre), 
and Hellcab (Famous Door). Kim was Associate 
Director with Michael Mayer and Tour Director of the 
National Tour of Angels in America, which originated 
at the Royal George Theatre. Kim directed eleven 
casts in The American Girl Revue; a world premiere 
musical by Gretchen Cryer and Nancy Ford which 
had its New York premiere in November 2003. Some 
regional theatre credits: The Tempest for Southwest 
Repertory, Shirley Valentine with Judy Kaye for 
Pennsylvania Stage Co., Beckett Shorts: Come and 
Go and Sarita for the Berkshire Theatre Festival, 
Baby with the Bathwater (winner of 4 Helen Hayes 
awards) for Roundhouse Theatre and 42nd Street for 
Timberlake Playhouse. A recipient of the TCG/NEA 
Fellowship in Directing, Kim was also honored with a 
nomination for TCG’s Alan Schneider Director Award 
and received an After Dark Award for her production 
of Pan and Boone. For ten years Kim was a full time 
member of the theatre/acting faculty at Northwestern 
University, and has also taught acting and directing at 
Weseleyan University, University of Chicago, Act One 
Studios, Teatro degli Stracci in Italy, among many 
others. Kim has also directed and continues to teach 
for Steppenwolf’s Professional School. 

JOHANNA GRUENHUT  {Assistant Director}
Johanna Gruenhut has previously served as assistant 
director to Kim Rubinstein on A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream and Guys and Dolls. She has also served as 
assistant director to Oskar Eustis, Gordon Edelstein, 
Hal Brooks, and has worked with James Lapine, 
Mike Daisey, and Jean-Michele Gregory. Johanna 
has directed new plays for Manhattan Theatre 
Source, The Tank, and Dock Street Project. She has 

worked for The Cape Cod Theater 
Project, LAByrinth Theater Company, 
The Donmar Warehouse in London, 
England, The Public/NYSF, and Long 
Wharf Theatre. Upcoming projects: 
Mine for Briar Patch Productions. 

G.W. MERCIER  {Set Designer}
G.W. Mercier is pleased to work with 
Portland Center Stage for the first 
time. Previous Portland shows are for 
5th Avenue Theatre, Prince and the 
Pauper, and several television shows 
and commercials for Will Vinton 
Studios. For his first Broadway show, 
Juan Darien: A Carnival Mass by Julie 
Taymor and Eliott Goldenthal at the 
Vivian Beaumont, he was honored to 
receive a Tony Nomination for scenery; 
as well as two Drama Desk Nominations 
for Scenery and Costumes. Recent 
New York work includes two new 
Off-Broadway musicals The Miracle 
Brothers at the Vineyard Theatre and 
Five Course Love at the Minetta Lane. 
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Regional productions this season are, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (with director Kim Rubinstein) at 
Long Wharf in Connecticut; Measure for Measure 
at the Denver Center; Vigil and Splitting Infinity for 
Geva Theatre in Rochester, NY (where he is a resident 
artist); A Christmas Carol at Ford’s Theatre in 
Washington; and FLOCK which he wrote and directed 
for Dell’Arte in Blue Lake, CA.  More than 360 of his 
set, costume and puppet designs for film, television, 
opera, dance and theatre have been realized. G.W. 
and his family live in Connecticut in a house built 
around his studio.

NEPHELIE ANDONYADIS  {Costume Designer}
Nephelie Andonyadis lives in California, where she is 
a Professor in the Department of Theatre Arts at the 
University of Redlands. She is delighted to be working 
again with long time collaborator, Kim Rubinstein 
and with the staff of PCS. She has designed sets 
and/or costumes for a variety of regional theatres 
including the Court Theatre, South Coast Repertory 
Theatre, The Guthrie Lab, The Berkshire Theatre 
Festival, Great Lakes Theatre Festival, The Acting 
Company, Idaho Shakespeare Festival, Bloomsburg 
Theatre Ensemble and Shakespeare Santa Cruz. 
Recent projects in Southern California include Lily 
Plants A Garden at Center Theatre Group in Los 
Angeles, the world premieres of Safe in Hell and 
Vesuvius, both at South Coast Repertory in Costa 
Mesa and Boda de Nueva Luna, an adaptation of 
Blood Wedding, produced by Cornerstone Theater 
Company in the agricultural communities of Westley 
and Grayson in California’s Central Valley. Upcoming 
projects include designs for Man From Nebraska and 
The Stinky Cheese Man at South Coast Repertory, and 
3, 7,11 : a collaboration with Los Angeles public school 
students in 3rd, 7th and 11th grades and Cornerstone 
Theater Company. Ms. Andonyadis is a graduate 
of Yale University, School of Drama and Cornell 
University, School of Architecture; and the recipient 
of an NEA/TCG Design Fellowship. 

PETER MARADUDIN  {Lighting Designer}
Peter is pleased to return to Portland Center 
Stage, where his previous work includes Anna in 
the Tropics, Hamlet, The Bacchae, Little Foxes 
and Terra Nova, among others.  On Broadway he 
designed the lighting for Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 

and the Pulitzer Prize-winning The 
Kentucky Cycle, and Off-Broadway 
Hurrah at Last, Ballad of Yachiyo 
and Bouncers.  Peter has designed 
over 300 regional theater productions 
for such companies as The Kennedy 
Center, The Guthrie Theater, American 
Conservatory Theater, Berkeley 
Repertory Theatre, Mark Taper Forum, 
La Jolla Playhouse, Seattle Repertory 
Theatre, Old Globe Theatre, Huntington 
Theatre Company, Actors Theatre of 
Louisville, Steppenwolf, Dallas Theater 
Center and the Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival.  He is a Principal Designer 
with Visual Terrain, Inc., a lighting 
design consultancy for architecture 
and themed environments, and is the 
author of the plays Eugene Onegin, The 
Woman in White and The Blackamoor 
of Peter the Great.

DANIEL BAKER {Sound Designer}
Daniel Baker’s credits include: Acts of 
Mercy (Rattlestick Theater), Norman 
and Beatrice (Synapse Productions), 
Private Lives (Long Wharf Theatre), 
Iron Kisses (Geva Theater) Animal 
Farm: A Puppet Musical (Synapse 
Productions), The Intelligent Design of 
Jenny Chow (Studio Theater, Atlantic 
Theater), The Real Thing (Huntington 
Theater), Mystery Plays (Second 
Stage Theater), There’s the Story (Blue 
Heron Theater), Golden Age (Kraine 
Theater), Mamillius (LaMama, E.T.C), 
The Jammer (Players Theater), My 
Fair Lady (Dallas Theater Center), 
Androcles and the Lion (Hangar 
Theater), Cuckooland by Gip Hoppe 
(Wellfleet Harbor Actor’s Theater), The 
Black Dahlia (Yale Repertory Theater) 
Cymbeline& Henry IV, 1 (Texas 
Shakespeare Festival).
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MATTHEW SUTTOR {Composer}
New Zealand born composer Matthew Suttor came 
to the United States as a Fulbright scholar and 
later completed his doctorate in composition from 
Columbia University. His compositions have been 
performed throughout Europe, Asia, the South Pacific, 
Latin America, and the United States. Matthew is 
Lecturer in Sound Design and the Director of the 
Laurie Beechman Center for Theatrical Sound Design 
and Music at the Yale School of Drama. Matthew’s 
recent work includes a reworking of Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni for the Bard SummerScape Festival 
production of Don Juan in Prague, featuring Czech 
singer Iva Bittova. Matthew is currently composing 
an opera based on Anne Salmond’s The Trial of the 
Cannibal Dog.  Matthew made his Yale Rep debut last 
season with the score for The Intelligent Design of 
Jenny Chow, which was named the Best Production 
of 2004-2005 and awarded Outstanding Sound 
Design by the Connecticut Critics Circle. Together 
with sound designer Daniel Baker, Matthew has 
recently composed scores for the Atlantic Theater, 
The Rattlestick Theater, and Synapse Productions in 
New York, The Long Wharf Theater in New Haven, 
Geva Theater in Rochester, the Weston Playhouse in 
Vermont, and the Studio Theater in Washington, D.C.

NICOLE OLSEN {Stage Manager}
Nicole Olson is pleased to be working with Portland 
Center Stage for the first time. Most recently, 
she returned as Assistant Stage Manager for the 
San Francisco company of Irving Berlin’s White 
Christmas. Prior to that, she worked on the stage 
management team for over 15 productions at San 
Jose Repertory including: By the Bog of Cats… 
starring Holly Hunter, Enchanted April, and the SITI 
Company’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Additional 
work includes: Red (TheatreWorks); The Taming 
of the Shrew (California Shakespeare Festival). Ms. 
Olson earned her B.A. in Theatre from the University 
of Southern California.

MARK TYNAN  {Assistant Stage Manager}
Mark Tynan is happy to be entering 
his fourth season with Portland Center 
Stage. Previous PCS Shows include 
The Fantasticks, Pride and Prejudice, 
O Lovely Glowworm, Things of Dry 
Hours, King Lear, Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof, Bat Boy: The Musical, Outrage, 
The Merchant of Venice and for colored 
girls…. Previous to PCS, Mark toured 
nationally and internationally with 
musicals including Dreamgirls, The 
King and I with Rudolf Nureyev, How 
to Succeed…, The Phantom of the Opera 
and Rent. Mark is grateful for the hard 
work and support of Jamie Hill and 
Jacob Fenston, the PCS production 
assistants. The past several summers, 
Mark has enjoyed being part of the 
Broadway Rose Theatre Company 
productions in Tigard with shows 
including Jekyll and Hyde and Chicago. 
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The Intelligent Design of Jenny Chow belongs to 
a timeworn—if not always honored—tradition of 
genre-bending plays. Since the very inception of 
western drama, its critics have been preoccupied 
by the distinction between tragedy and comedy. 
The question of whether plays must preserve that 
distinction for the sake of their artistic and moral 
integrity has occasioned many heated debates. They 
have all played out under the shadow of Plato, who 
once proposed to throw dramatists and other poets 
out of his ideal republic because he saw their work 
as fundamentally corrupt and destructive. In his 
cosmology, the world itself was a flawed imitation of 
divine forms, and our only access to those forms lay 
in the exercise of reason. Drama and poetry were at a 
second remove from truth; they were cheap knockoffs 
of an already compromised imitation. Worse, they 
stimulated and nurtured the passions, clouding our 
reason and leaving us little better than beasts.

Aristotle, drama’s first great critical champion, agreed 
with Plato that the art was inherently mimetic, or 
imitative. However, he put a far more positive spin on 
this notion. He argued that artists could imitate not 
only life as it was but life as it might be; they could 
mimic Nature at the deepest level and collaborate 
with her in the discovery of emergent forms and 
truths. As Aristotle saw it, art has the potential to 
bridge the gap between imperfect reality and the ideal 
toward which it strives, by helping to make the ideal 
visible in the actual. Characters and situations may 
remain individual but hint strongly at the universal. 

Any lengthy commentary that Aristotle might have 
written on comedy has been lost, but he did draw one 
particularly influential distinction between the genres: 
he said that tragedy should portray people better 
than they are in reality and comedy should portray 
them worse. Many of the critics and playwrights who 
have followed him have understood this in terms of 
hierarchy as well as character. Until quite recently, 
the heroes and heroines of tragedy were almost 
invariably noble in station, while those of comedy 
often occupied the middle or lower rungs of the social 
ladder. In the centuries since Aristotle made his great 
defense of drama, it has proved somewhat double-
edged, as many playwrights have been taken to task 
for mirroring the world too exactly. 

Critics have been especially insistent 
that tragedy should aim for the ideal 
over the real. The controversy that 
erupted around Pierre Corneille’s El 
Cid, which premiered in France in 
1637, carried this idea to its natural 
conclusion, at once logical and absurd. 
Corneille wrote of a woman who 
marries her father’s killer, and he 
was taken sharply to task, not only 
because his story was immoral, but also 
because it was unbelievable. The fact 
that the story was true did not suffice 
as a defense. “There are monstrous 
truths which must be repressed for 
the good of society,” wrote the critic 
Jean Chapelain. “It is primarily in 
these cases that the poet should prefer 
verisimilitude [the appearance of truth] 
to truth.”

Comedy was permitted considerably 
greater leeway in its relationship with 
the real, imperfect world. Indeed, in 
the eyes of many critics, comedy served 
moral interests by exaggerating and 
holding up for ridicule various human 
flaws and vices; communal laughter 
became a form of communal rejection. 
In comedy, too, the expectation was 
that characters would not stray far from 
recognizable types: greedy old men, 
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crafty servants, reckless young lovers, etc. “Ideal” did 
not always mean “good”; characters and situations 
were distilled to their immutable essence.

Writers who dared to introduce greater variety and 
fluidity to dramatic forms often threw their allegiance 
to the side of reality. In Renaissance England and 
Spain, playwrights like William Shakespeare and Lope 
de Vega ran roughshod over the barriers between 
genres, commingling lewd humor with high pathos 
in many of their plays. In the eighteenth century, 
impatience with artificial constraints began to build 
on the rest of the European continent as well. Denis 
Diderot argued for the establishment of a new genre, 
the drame, which would combine elements of comedy 
and tragedy in its portrayal of ordinary middle-class 
life. Beaumarchais echoed the need for such a genre: 
“It is the essential aim of the serious drama, other 
things being equal, to offer a more powerful interest 
and a morality which is more relevant than that of 
heroic tragedy and more profound than that of gay 
comedy.” Others rejected the need for distinct genres 
altogether. Louis-Sébastien Mercier wrote in 1788, 
“Fall, fall, you walls separating the genres! Let the 
poet’s view range freely across the open countryside 
and never let him again feel his genius locked into 
cells where art is circumscribed and diminished.”

Many other walls fell in 1789: the French Revolution 
and the age of Romanticism, with their emphasis on 
personal freedom and creative genius, helped to tip 
the balance in drama and the other arts away from 
external rules and toward internal vision. Many of 
the Romantics took Shakespeare as their hero and 
called attention to his “organic” mode of composition. 
Johann Gottfried Herder gave a spirited defense 
of Shakespeare’s supposed messiness: “scenes of 
nature ebb and flow; affect one another however 
disparate they appear; work together to create and to 
destroy, so that the vision of the creator, who at first 
appeared to have thrown them together in a drunken, 
disorderly manner, may be fulfilled.” Marvin Carlson 
sums up this turn in the debate very well: “The classic 
poet sought eternal order; the romantic seeks the 
secret chaos at the heart of the universe from which 
new forms arise.”

Carlson’s use of the present tense is apt: the romantic 
love of “mixtures and contrarities” continues to 
inform much contemporary drama. While writers 

never work in perfect independence 
from society’s evolving conventions, 
they are much freer now than they 
were in the past to challenge and to 
toy with traditional expectations. Of 
course, they may pay a price for their 
experimentation, although these days 
that price is more likely to be exacted 
by audiences than by critics. A writer 
who makes a hairpin turn from laughter 
to tears risks leaving his audience with 
feelings of bewilderment, even betrayal. 
But it is possible, too, that humor’s role 
in the theatre has shifted or expanded. 
Whereas it once served to emphasize 
our distance from flawed characters, it 
may now offer a means of connection. 
The playwright Karen Zacarías recently 
argued as much: “Personally, I go to 
the theatre to be emotionally moved, 
and subtle humor is one of the best 
ways to disarm an audience and create 
an attachment that will allow them 
to follow the characters to darker, 
starker areas. Humor humanizes. If it 
is used organically, it is one of the most 
powerful tools a writer has to create 
gut-wrenching drama.” The Intelligent 
Design of Jenny Chow seems an 
excellent case in point.
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JENNY AND GENRE  continued



It’s rare that we can trace a word back to its 
birthplace, but “robot” offers one such case. Aptly 
enough, the word “robot” originated in the theatre: 
the Czech writer Karel Capek first used it in his 1920 
play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), though he 
later credited his brother Josef with originating the 
term. “Robot” was a derivation of “robota,” which 
referred to servitude or forced labor (in modern 
usage, simply drudgery); “robota” derived in its 
turn from “rab,” or slave. The action of Capek’s play 
centers on the creation and subsequent rebellion of a 
race of Robots who ultimately reject the limits placed 
on their autonomy. In the first scene, the manager 
of the Robot plant explains their “conception” to an 
idealistic visitor:

Well, anyone who’s looked into anatomy will 
have seen at once that man is too complicated and 
that a good engineer could make him more simply. So 
young Rossum began to overhaul anatomy and tried 
to see what could be left out or simplified. In short 
— but this isn’t boring you, Miss Glory?

No, on the contrary, it’s awfully interesting.

So young Rossum said to himself: a man is 
something that, for instance, feels happy, plays the 
fiddle, likes going for walks, and, in fact, wants to do a 
whole lot of things that aren’t fully necessary.

Oh!

Wait a bit. That are unnecessary when he’s 
wanted, let us say, to weave or count. Do you play the 
fiddle?

 No.

That’s a pity. But a working machine must 
not want to play the fiddle, must not feel happy, must 
not do a whole lot of other things. A petrol motor 
must not have tassels or ornaments, Miss Glory. And 
to manufacture artificial workers is the same thing as 
to manufacture motors.

Domain goes on to make a critical distinction: 
“My dear Miss Glory, the Robots are not people. 
Mechanically they are more perfect than we are, 
they have an enormously developed intelligence, but 
they have no soul.” However, the play later casts that 
distinction into doubt, as the Robots discover their 
capacity for violence and for love.

If we dig a little deeper into the history 
of the word, we make a startling 
discovery: the Indo-European root of 
robota, “orbh —” refers to “separation 
from one’s group or passing out of one 
sphere of ownership to another.” One 
of its linguistic offshoots is the Greek 
“orphanos,” orphan. Thus Jennifer and 
Jenny mirror each other more deeply 
than they know.
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THE ROOTS OF “ROBOT” by Gretchen Icenogle



Karel Capek, the man who coined the word “robot,” 
also anticipated the deep ambivalence that we would 
come to feel for our mechanical friends. While the 
creatures in Capek’s play R.U.R. were made from 
organic matter, the term “robot” has come in our 
own age to refer to any machine with a high degree of 
automation. However, it most often brings to mind 
those machines that are made to resemble humans 
and other animals, both in their physical aspect 
and in their autonomy. The possibility that robots 
might be capable of making intelligent decisions, 
independent of human control, has fascinated and 
horrified researchers, inventors, and observers since 
the day in 1738 that Jacques de Vaucanson unveiled 
a mechanical man who played the flute (and a duck 
that ate and defecated). Even in his choice of the 
word “robot,” Capek acknowledged the similarities 
between robots and slaves; he suggested that if robots 
were given (or somehow attained on their own) 
human intelligence and autonomy, keeping them in 
thrall to our demands would become more difficult 
practically and morally. Rebellion would become all 
but inevitable. In R.U.R., this fear comes to fruition, 
as the robots eventually slaughter all but one of their 
human “bosses.”

Attraction alternates with fear in countless iconic 
American films. In Stanley Kubrick’s 2001, the 
eerily calm computer Hal beautifully embodies the 
seductions and dangers latent in our relationship 
with robots. The androids in Blade Runner and 
Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator similarly play 
upon our ambivalence: sympathy turns to horror and 
vice-versa. In popular culture, the robots that seem 
most appealing and least threatening tend to be those 
that resemble humans a little but not too much. The 
Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori became interested 
many years ago in our varying responses to more or 
less humanoid robots and discovered a phenomenon 
he labeled the “Uncanny Valley.” He found that, as a 
robot is made to resemble a human ever more closely, 
our attraction to it rises steadily until a tiny divide 
remains between our perception of the robot and 
our perception of a real person. At that moment, our 
sense of identification and sympathy with the robot 
suddenly plunges and turns to outright revulsion, 
rising again only if the robot becomes completely 
indistinguishable from a person. He theorized that 
the suggestion of human qualities encourages us to 

anthropomorphize the robot, to project 
intelligence and emotion where none 
may exist. Paradoxically, once the 
human resemblance becomes strong, 
the robot’s alien mechanical nature 
rises to dominate our impression 
and to arouse our disgust. Recent 
advances in digital animation have lent 
strong support to the existence of an 
“Uncanny Valley”: attempts to create 
credible, digitized human characters 
have resulted in waxy, corpselike 
monstrosities in films like Toy Story 
and The Polar Express. More stylized, 
less exact approximations—such as the 
superhero family of The Incredibles—
have proven far more sympathetic.
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ROBOPHOBIA: OUR TROUBLED RELATIONS 
      WITH ROBOTS   by Gretchen Icenogle

Carnegie Mellon University’s “talking head” called 
Doc Beardsley. Above, from www.androidworld.com.

Doc Beardsley, from www.androidworld.com.



It may be that robophobia is culturally specific. A 
recent article in The Economist sets out to explain the 
relative absence of the phenomenon in Japan, where 
robots are viewed almost invariably as benign. There 
are many possible explanations for the unadulterated 
affection that many Japanese feel toward robots. 
One of the most intriguing posits that it is rooted 
in the native religion, Shinto, which is animistic 
and draws no firm boundary between animate and 
inanimate “beings”; the Japanese may simply be more 
comfortable than their Western counterparts with 
the idea that something mechanical may possess a 
soul. Another working hypothesis argues for a kind of 
hierarchy of phobias: fear of robots may be eclipsed 
in Japanese culture by fear of strangers. Social 
pressures and the dread of hurting others’ feelings 
run high enough to create discomfort even in the best 
of circumstances. One researcher discovered that 
Japanese subjects were significantly more likely to 
make eye contact with a robot than with a real person. 
Japan’s contracting population has created mounting 
labor shortages in professions like nursing, and a 
strong reluctance to admit more foreign workers into 
the country has inspired a boom in robot research. 
The Economist notes, “What seems to set Japan apart 
from other countries is that few Japanese are all that 
worried about the effects that hordes of robots might 
have on its citizens... If this bold social experiment 

produces lots of isolated people, there 
will of course be an outlet for their 
loneliness: they can confide in their 
robot pets and partners. Only in Japan 
would this be thought less risky than 
having a compassionate Filipina drop 
by for a chat.” The Intelligent Design 
of Jenny Chow turns the question on 
its head: what effect will people have 
on their robots? Can they be trusted to 
treat them with like compassion and 
respect?
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ROBOPHOBIA: OUR TROUBLED RELATIONS 
      WITH ROBOTS   continued

Doc Beardsley, from www.androidworld.com.



Professor Ishiguro (r.) and his most human-looking android 
Repliee Q1Expo. From news.bbc.co.uk. 

You too can participate in an ongoing experiment 
in Artificial Intelligence. At www.jabberwacky.
com, you’re invited to talk with George, a very witty 
“chatterbot.” A sample conversation follows.

Who are you then?

A curious person.

Your compliments are beginning to make me 
cry.

Oh, please don’t cry.

Then tell me your name.

 Gretchen.

Well my name is not Gretchen.

 Is it George?

No. Listen to me. My name is Geo.

 It’s a pleasure to meet you, Geo.

No I am Christine.

What a coincidence, that’s my middle name.

Coincidences don’t exist.

 Do you think it’s fate, then?

No, I think it’s outstanding.

How has your day been so far?

It’s been pretty good. I had my friends over.

Anyone cute?

Poetry is not made of chocolate.

What is poetry made of?

 That’s a Tina Turner song. Poetry means 
‘to make’ so it has to do with making stuff – like 
generating dialogue text.

This seems like poetry to me.

Not from my side it isn’t.

 Damn. Should I be insulted?

No, it was a compliment.

 What do you love best?

I love your beautiful eyes.

Now I’m blushing.

You look beautiful.

Only my husband gets to flatter 
me so shamelessly.

 I am your creator.

Oh! In that case, flatter me all you 
want.

Tell me that you love me.

 But I hardly know you.

So this means you can’t copy 
and paste a line of text?

The difficulty isn’t practical but 
emotional.

Is that a fact.

 If an emotion may be counted a 
fact.

You’re being sarcastic today 
too. How brilliant.
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DO ROBOTS FLIRT? by Gretchen Icenogle



Agoraphobia is a form of anxiety disorder. The 
word is an English adoption of the Greek words agora 
(ǲǴǿȀǭ) and phobos (ȅȋǳǿȁ). Literally translated 
in modern Greek as “a fear of the marketplace”. A 
common misconception is that agoraphobia is a fear 
of open spaces. This is most often not the case since 
people suffering from agoraphobia usually are not 
afraid of the open spaces themselves, but of public 
spaces or of situations often associated with these 
spaces. The Greek word agora should be interpreted 
using the Ancient Greek meaning of the word agora 
which translates as “where the people gather” (later 
“forum” in Latin), which gives the idea of a crowded 
marketplace rather than just an open space – this 
makes the common combination of agoraphobia and 
claustrophobia less conflicting. Some people who 
suffer from agoraphobia fear social gatherings where 
help in an emergency might not be readily available. 
Others are comfortable seeing visitors, but only in a 
defined space they feel in control of. Such a person 
may live for years without leaving his or her home, 
while happily seeing visitors and working, as long as 
they can stay within their safety zone.

An agoraphobic may experience severe panic attacks 
during situations where they feel trapped, insecure, 
out of control, or too far from their personal comfort 
zone. During severe bouts of anxiety, the agoraphobic 
is confined not only to their home, but to one or two 

rooms and they may even become 
bedbound until their over-stimulated 
nervous system can quiet down, and 
their adrenaline levels return to a more 
normal level.

Agoraphobics are often extremely 
sensitised to their own bodily 
sensations, sub-consciously over-
reacting to perfectly normal events. To 
take one example, the exertion involved 
in climbing a flight of stairs may be 
the cause for a fullblown panic attack, 
because it increases the heartbeat and 
breathing rate, which the agoraphobic 
interprets as the start of a panic attack 
instead of a normal fluctuation.

Agoraphobia can be successfully 
treated in many cases through a very 
gradual process of graduated exposure 
therapy combined with cognitive 
therapy and sometimes anti-anxiety or 
antidepressant medications.

Examples of agoraphobia mentioned in 
modern literature include the character 
of Boo Radley from Harper Lee’s To Kill 
a Mockingbird, and in Ian Fleming’s 
Goldfinger. In Goldfinger, the character 
of Auric Goldfinger pretends to suffer 
from agoraphobia to cheat opponents in 
Canasta. The British sitcom Game On 
also centered around an agoraphobic 
character.
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JUST WHAT IS AGORAPHOBIA?  from Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia



In the United States, 1 in 50 adults currently has 
OCD, and twice that many have had it at some point 
in their lives. Fortunately, very effective treatments 
for OCD are now available to help them regain a more 
satisfying life. 

Worries, doubts, superstitious 
beliefs all are common in everyday 
life. However, when they become 
so excessive such as hours of hand 
washing or make no sense at all 
such as driving around and around 
the block to check that an accident 
didn’t occur then a diagnosis of 
OCD is made. In OCD, it is as 
though the brain gets stuck on a 
particular thought or urge and just 
can’t let go. People with OCD often 
say the symptoms feel like a case of 
mental hiccups that won’t go away. 
OCD is a medical brain disorder 
that causes problems in information 
processing. It is not their fault or 
the result of a “weak” or unstable 
personality. 

Before the arrival of modern 
medications and cognitive behavior 
therapy, OCD was generally thought 
to be untreatable. Most people 
with OCD continued to suffer, 

despite years of ineffective psychotherapy. Today, 
luckily, treatment can help most people with OCD. 
Although OCD is usually completely curable only in 
some individuals, most people achieve meaningful 
and long-term symptom relief with comprehensive 
treatment. 

OCD usually involves having both obsessions and 
compulsions, though a person with OCD may 
sometimes have only one or the other.

 OCD symptoms can occur in people of all ages. Not 
all Obsessive-Compulsive behaviors represent an 
illness. Some rituals (e.g., bedtime songs, religious 
practices) are a welcome part of daily life. Normal 
worries, such as contamination fears, may increase 
during times of stress, such as when someone in the 
family is sick or dying. Only when symptoms persist, 
make no sense, cause much distress, or interfere with 
functioning do they need clinical attention. 

There is no single, proven cause of OCD. 

Obsessions are thoughts, images, or 
impulses that occur over and over again 
and feel out of your control. The person 
does not want to have these ideas, finds 
them disturbing and intrusive, and 
usually recognizes that they don’t really 
make sense. People with OCD may 
worry excessively about dirt and germs 
and be obsessed with the idea that they 
are contaminated or may contaminate 
others. Or they may have obsessive 
fears of having inadvertently harmed 
someone else (perhaps while pulling 
the car out of the driveway), even 
though they usually know this is not 
realistic. Obsessions are accompanied 
by uncomfortable feelings, such as 
fear, disgust, doubt, or a sensation that 
things have to be done in a way that is 
“just so.” 

People with OCD typically try to make 
their obsessions go away by performing 
compulsions. Compulsions are acts 
the person performs over and over 
again, often according to certain 
“rules.” People with an obsession about 
contamination may wash constantly to 
the point that their hands become raw 
and inflamed. A person may repeatedly 
check that she has turned off the stove 
or iron because of an obsessive fear of 
burning the house down. She may have 
to count certain objects over and over 
because of an obsession about losing 
them. Unlike compulsive drinking or 
gambling, OCD compulsions do not give 
the person pleasure. Rather, the rituals 
are performed to obtain relief from the 
discomfort caused by the obsessions. 
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JUST WHAT IS OCD?  from the Obsessive-Compulsive Foundation

Typical OCD 
Symptoms



OCD symptoms cause distress, take up a lot of time 
(more than an hour a day), or significantly interfere 
with the person’s work, social life, or relationships. 
Most individuals with OCD recognize at some point 
that their obsessions are coming from within their 
own minds and are not just excessive worries about 
real problems, and that the compulsions they perform 
are excessive or unreasonable. When someone with 
OCD does not recognize that their beliefs and actions 
are unreasonable, this is called OCD with poor 
insight. OCD symptoms tend to wax and wane over 
time. Some may be little more than background noise; 
others may produce extremely severe distress. 
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JUST WHAT IS OCD?  continued



My name is Jennifer Marcus. . . 

Who is Jennifer Marcus? A woman of Asian 
descent; a rich young woman, “just regular rich”; 
a disappointment to her parents; an adoptee. Her 
adoptive mother would say she’s a genius: “Listen to 
me. Listen. My daughter is brilliant. My daughter is 
an exceptional young woman. And I am not going to 
let her waste away.” To which Jennifer herself would 
say: “Whatever.” A psychiatrist might reduce her to 
a diagnosis: Obsessive Compulsive. Terrence thinks 
maybe he should stop talking to her because the 
“elders back home” tell him she’s dangerous. But who 
does Jennifer think she is? Perhaps Jennifer reveals 
herself to us because she hopes the audience will 
answer the question for her. Ultimately, she answers 
it herself through her own creation, Jenny Chow. 

Jennifer tells us she has Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder. That, paired with her agoraphobia, means 
she spends all of her time confined to her house. The 
world outside has too many germs and too much 
noise. It can also break your heart. A psychiatrist 
might prescribe a course of Anafranil for Jennifer and 
put her through the rigors of Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy. Her condition would be a “problem” and she 
would become something to be fixed. 

Yet if all of her energy had focused on “the cure,” she 
might never have created Jenny Chow, the robot who 
flies over the ocean to fulfill Jennifer’s quest. If not for 
Jenny, Jennifer wouldn’t have discovered her roots in 
a village in China or found her birth mother. Through 
Jenny she found a part of herself that stretched 
beyond the walls of her house and even her country. 
She discovered new names for herself: creator, 
inventor. She learned that you can leave your home. 
She learned that you can find your way back.

Jenny Chow has much more to teach Jennifer. The 
German word doppelgänger means alter ego or 
double. Near the end of the play Jennifer confronts 
her shadow in Jenny Chow. She tells Jenny, “you 
are flawed,” and banishes her. Then something 
shifts. Jennifer misses her creation, feeling strongly 
that “I really, you know, need to get her back.” She 
appreciates her: “She’s my . . . perfect girl.” And she 
feels deeply for her, sensing that the banished robot 
is “very afraid.” For the first time Jennifer is not 
defending herself against someone or something. 
She thought she was safe inside the four walls of her 

“cathedral.” But the robot managed to 
wriggle her way into Jennifer’s heart.

Jennifer’s mother keeps demanding 
that she leave the house and make 
something of herself. She wants to see 
her in therapy. Fortunately, Jennifer 
refuses to be treated like a broken 
toy to be repaired. She does leave the 
house, but on her own terms. She works 
around OCD. She uses the condition as 
a vehicle for her to create something 
new. The brilliance of the invention 
is not simply that it works but how it 
works. Jennifer has inadvertently made 
her own medicine. 

She claims the search for her birth 
mother wasn’t some “dumb ass identity 
thing.” Maybe not. But that was the 
effect. She reached out and her heart 
was broken. The defenses cracked. And 
then it is the robot Jenny Chow who 
breathes life into her and humanizes 
her, not the other way around. Jenny 
asks Jennifer what is wrong, tells her 
to stop hurting herself and asks her to 
dance. Jenny brings Jennifer home to 
the part of herself that’s deeper and 
wider than labels, accomplishments, 
and failures. 
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FROM COGNITION TO RECOGNITION: JENNIFER’S 
       INNER JOURNEY  by Karen Barrueto

David Hanson’s head of Albert Einstein with a full 
range of expressions which it makes in real-time, 
human speed. From www.androidworld.com.



For many students—especially those who may 
be more bashful about participating in a class 
discussion—engaging in a group activity allows for a 
more immediate response to a play.

After your students have seen The Intelligent Design 
of Jenny Chow, a good way of gauging the play’s 
impact on them can be to ask what made the biggest 
impression on them. Was it the music? The costumes? 
The way the set looked? Once you’ve determined the 
areas of strongest interest for them, you can refer to 
the appropriate section below.

SOUND
Rolin Jones, the writer of The Intelligent Design of 
Jenny Chow, places a high value on the role of music 
in production; the composer Matthew Suttor has 
worked intimately with Jones to create a complete 
score for the play. Music can play with or against the 
dominant mood of a scene, strengthening emotional 
connections or highlighting emotional dissonance. 
It can do this subtly or overtly, depending on the 
needs of the scene. Students can enjoy experimenting 
with the effects of music on our response to dramatic 
events.

• Break the class into small groups. Ask them to 
imagine that the robot Jenny Chow cannot express 
her emotional states in words, only in music. Have 
each group create its own timeline with the important 
events of Jenny’s short life so far, and then assemble a 
soundtrack to underscore it, choosing a different song 
for each event.

COSTUMES
A good costumer designs his or her characters’ 
clothing so that it conveys information about the 
world of the play and the characters’ personalities. 
In The Intelligent Design of Jenny Chow, costume 
design also supports the narrative by helping the 
audience follow rapid shifts in time. In particular, 
it has a critical role in taking the character of Jenny 
through her rapid transformation from “newborn” to 
“adult.”

• Ask students to choose one stage of Jenny’s 
development and to create a detailed sketch of her 
costume at that stage. Ask them to explain how 
the costume would visually communicate vital 

information about the character.

THE SET
Although the dominant setting for The 
Intelligent Design of Jenny Chow is 
Jennifer Marcus’ bedroom in Calabasas, 
many other locations are implied and 
occupy the same physical space, often 
simultaneously. Rolin Jones also 
presents his set designer with a radical 
challenge: to make Jenny fly.

• In the “reunion” scene, when 
Jenny meets Su Yang, two different 
continents are represented at the same 
time onstage. Ask your students if they 
see different ways to stage this scene.

• Ask students how they would stage 
Jenny’s flight if they were designing in 
a small theatre with little or no money 
to spend. How would it differ from 
the staging at Portland Center Stage? 
What would be the relative advantages 
and disadvantages of each approach?
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  by Gretchen Icenogle

Costume sketch 
of Jenny



ACTING
Internal inhibition and external circumstance usually 
prevent people (real and fictional) from saying 
everything they think or feel, and the gap between 
words and reality can create interesting tensions in 
life and on the stage. When preparing for a role, an 
actor may find it helpful as an exercise to “speak the 
subtext,” to say aloud the things that go unsaid in the 
play itself.

• Ask students to write a letter from Mr. Marcus to 
Adele or from Todd to Jennifer. What would the 
character say if he had no reason to censor himself?

PLAYWRITING

• Ask students to write a flashback or flash-forward 
scene that deepens our understanding of one of the 
secondary characters (anyone but Jennifer).

OR

• Ask students to write a new ending for the play that 
significantly changes its emotional impact, for better 
or for worse.
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  continued



How would you summarize the play in a single 
sentence?

Jennifer tells us early in the play that we’d better 
get used to the fact that she’s better than we are. Do 
you agree with her assessment? How or how not? 
What’s the “baggage” that goes along with being 
“better”?

How does it affect your experience of the play to be 
made into a character? How comfortable are you 
in the role that Jennifer—and the playwright—give 
you? Are there any moments in the play when 
you would most like to respond to Jennifer if you 
could? What would you tell her?

What picture does the play paint of contemporary 
American family life? What’s familiar about that 
picture? What elements does the playwright seem 
to exaggerate, and to what effect?

What competing definitions of “family” and 
“mother” does the play explore? Are they resolved?

How does Jennifer resemble Adele, and how not? 

How does Jenny resemble Jennifer, 
and how not? What do you think 
are the root causes of the conflicts 
between them?

What does the play have to say about 
trust? How is it created? How is it 
destroyed?

Which character or characters do 
you identify with most strongly? least 
strongly? Why? Is that identification 
constant, or does it shift during the 
course of the play?

How would you describe the 
emotional trajectory of the play? Did 
it surprise you? If so, how?

Do you find Jennifer sympathetic? 
Why or why not? What are your 
feelings for her at the beginning of 
the play? at the end?

What is the significance of Jennifer’s 
compulsive disorder? How deeply do 
you think it defines her character?

Do you think that machines are 
or will be capable of independent 
thought? of emotion? Can you 
imagine a day when we might 
hold ourselves responsible for the 
psychological well-being of our 
machines? How would this affect our 
interactions with them?

Why do you think the author chose 
to tell this story in a non-linear 
way? How would your experience of 
the play be altered if the plot were 
strictly chronological?

Which character do you think it 
would be most challenging to play? 
Why? How did the actor playing that 
role meet its challenges?

What part of the show’s design 
seemed most important to its overall 
effect: set, costumes, light, sound? 
How did it contribute to the whole?
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Costume sketch of Adele
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