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LAUGHING AGAINST THE DARK
AFTER ASHLEY lead actor Brian Plocharczyk talks about the use of 
comedy in dealing with tragedy.

BackStage Left: The opening play in Stage Left Theatre’s 27th season is AFTER 
ASHLEY, a razor-sharp comedy by Gina Gionfriddo that points a finger at the people 
behind the media’s infatuation with “reality,” celebrity and sensationalism. Back-

Stage Left asked SLT ensemble member Brian Plocharczyk about what drew him to 
this play.

Brian Plocharczyk: I honestly threw my support behind it because of its comedic 
elements.  I think comedy can be an effective way of getting a theatre-goer to really think 

about what a play and a playwright are saying.

BSL: You're playing a character, Justin, who! at least at the beginning of the 
play! is about a decade younger than you. How did you get back into the heart, 
soul and body of a teenager?
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BP: To tell a little secret it,  it's  even more of an age!difference than that. But I guess 
this is the one time I can consider myself lucky that I still have the body of a 14-year old.!Mid-puberty of course ! I really don't know how 

to explain the fact that my voice!has been cracking  for!the last 15 years! All joking  aside, I really!look back to when this!play is set and 
think about!the world I lived in. I was a few years older than Justin back in 1999,  but our worlds were similar in many ways. Without judg -
ing my!younger self, or Justin, for that matter, the one thing that we shared unanimously was the belief that we were 100% right about

everything. I don't know what Freud would have to say about this, but!at the ages of 14 and 17, 
the!only thing I knew I didn't understand!was my mother. So that thought and feeling were at 
the core of my Justin. Mom, if youÕre reading this... I mean this all in the best possible way.

BSL: It's not giving anything away to note that your character's mother, Ashley, is 
murdered early in the script. How does the relationship that you establish between Justin 
and Ashley, early on, resonate throughout the play?

BP: Despite the Mother-Son awkwardness that abounds in the Þrst scene, the relationship 
between Ashley and Justin is truly!the strongest in the play, itÕs what truly shapes his  interac-

tions with all of the other characters in the play. Because of the trauma that occurs, Ashley be- 

comes part of Justin, dare I  say permanently. His life be-
comes an exhibition of his motherʼs own uncertainty and 
angst.

BSL: AFTER ASHLEY deals with some pretty heavy 
subjects: loss of a parent, media exploitation,  liberal 
guilt, personal responsibility, etc. Yet it’s incredibly funny. 
Did you and the rest of the cast have any difficulty strik-
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Sunday, October 26th, 3:00 p.m. 

Subscriber and Board Member 
Appreciation

Each subscriber may bring one guest at no charge.

The performance will be followed by a special wine 
and cheese reception with the artists.

Call Stage Left Theatre at 773-883-8830 for more 
information and to make your reservations.

THANK YOU

FOR YOUR SUPPORT OF 

STAGE LEFT THEATRE!

ing this balance?

BP: Oh... yes! I think it is the most difÞcult element of the play to 
execute.!There is an!amazing balance of comedy and drama in this 
script, and because individual audiences and individual audience 
members are going to have different comfort levels with the material,! 
certain moments will resonate more as comedic or dramatic depend -
ing on the individual's point of view, so Þnding  the appropriate bal -
ance is paramount, and has been!an incredibly!difÞcult task to under -
take.

BSL: Creating and telling a story like this often causes a 
writer, actor or director to examine his or her own thoughts and 
positions on the issues examined in the play. How has your think-
ing! as an actor, as a person, as a citizen! evolved as you've 
worked on this production?

BP: It's funny that you ask this question, because I found myself 
commenting on this topic to a friend recently. Justin and I share a 
distain for ÒrealityÓ television. For me, playing  Justin has only magni-
Þed the issues of privacy and what we as a society Þnd entertaining. 
Unfortunately,  the two issues!seem to go hand in hand; if it should be 
private, we Þnd it entertaining. Even scripted entertainment is now 
imitating reality TV; i.e., we crave information about what happens 
behind closed doors.!Pick up a People Magazine! the "celebrities are 
just like usÓ selections always disturb me.!"Oh my god, Vince Vaughn 
eats  ice cream...!" No sh*t, but how is that of interest to anyone?! 
Justin's  situation is clearly a little more personal in nature, and there -
fore causes him to lash out. Examining! Justin's situation has made 
me rethink the so-called news, what I accept as truth and what I think 
is merely a product of!  sensationalism.  I!guess every cause needs!its 
martyr, whether or not that person is willing.

Donʼt miss these AFTER ASHLEY Special Events:

Vet Night, Friday, October 10, 2008
In conjunction with the Vet Art Project, Stage Left is offering free tickets for this preview performance to veterans and 
active-duty military personnel.

Free Night of Theatre, Thursday, October 16, 2008:
Stage Left joins the Theatre Communications Group and 700 companies across the country in providing a free evening 
of theatre to underserved communities. (Tickets available to new patrons only.)

The Sunday Symposia
Continuing Stage Leftʼs long-running program, each Sunday matinee is followed immediately by an audience discus-
sion with the artists about the issues in the play.  The program furthers Stage Leftʼs mission of producing plays that 
raise debate and challenge perspectives on political and social issues.  Sunday Symposia are free to the public and, 
when possible, feature the actors, director and playwright of the production engaging in a lively discussion with audi-
ence members. (No Symposium on Sunday, October 26, 2008.)



finding the truth in the moment
BackStage Left talks to AFTER ASHLEY director Greg Werstler about beer, bashert, bold choices! and what 
it takes to achieve awesomeness.

BSL: How did you get involved with Stage Left’s production of AFTER ASHLEY?

Greg Werstler: The whole process of being hired to direct After Ashley was very 
interesting.!For SLTÕs DrekFest 2, I directed a staged reading of Rob KozlowskiÕs play The Savage 
Beating of the Jungle Tom-Toms Once More Once More . That script won the competition this 
year!! Afterward, Kevin Heckman asked if I would look at a script for the Þrst show of the season.! 
So I got this opportunity by being really good at being really bad. !If that isnÕt an auspicious be -
ginning, I donÕt know what is.

When I read the script, I was struck by the way it uses comedy to make a dramatic 
point.!YouÕre laughing and laughing and all of a sudden you get hit with a moment thatÕs real and 
dramatic.!It surprises you and it adds weight to the drama. This is the power of the script ! it 
makes the director and actors earn the drama.!It reels an audience in laughing, and when their 
guard is down it gives them something to think about.!

BSL: Once you began working with the cast, were there any surprises in the script that re-
vealed themselves? New discoveries?

GW: IÕm still Þnding new things working with this very talented cast.!ThatÕs the joy of the re-
hearsal process.!All of these talented actors came into the process with different points of view. 
We sat down and we talked about intention, we talked about arc of the character and together we 

created something that is inÞnitely better than anything we could have created on our own. 

Once we got in the rehearsal room, I was surprised by just how funny the script is. I knew there were laughs to be had, but it is 
really funny.!IÕm always pushing the cast to do more, make the bigger choice, the bolder choice.!Just the other night in a run through, 
the actor playing Roderick did that. I was pushing him to play with the silence before his lines (something that is usually not what you 
do in a comedy, but is deÞnitely appropriate for this scene) ! well he did it to the nth degree. And the scene just took off, really spar -
kled. It pushed the other actors to Þnd new things and react in ways they never have before.!I thought, ÒYeah, thatÕs what this whole 
thing is about.Ó

Without giving too much of the script away, there was also a moment that was described in a two-word stage direction that I 
really disagreed with.!One of the hardest decisions IÕve ever made as a director was going against that stage direction. I always want 
to honor the playwright (and IÕm not just saying that because the editor of this newsletter is a playwright!). If something isnÕt working, I 
always assume that the playwright knew what he or she was doing and I just havenÕt found the truth in the moment.!But this was 
different.!Stage directions are normally put in only once the play has been published and they come from the stage managerÕs notes 
from one of the Þrst productions, but making this decision was still a big deal for me.! I really leaned on the cast and artistic staff at 
Stage Left as a sounding board for my decision. For me, it came down to telling the story, and if I didnÕt trust my instincts, I wasnÕt 
telling the whole story. We had some lively discussions about it, some disagreements, but ultimately the cast and staff supported my 
decision.!So I guess I was surprised that the script missed this opportunity and I was surprised by how well the collaborative nature of 
producing a play worked to reach a critical decision.

BSL: For the most part, the character of Ashley only appears in the first scene of the play. Onstage, did this present any chal-
lenges in the telling of this story? Offstage, in creating cohesion among the members of the cast? 

GW: Offstage, if the actress playing Ashley wasnÕt such a jerk, we wouldnÕt have a problem. KIDDING! No, the bond between the 
cast members is very strong.!They are all really wonderful people in addition to talented actors.!The casting process wasnÕt an easy 
one for this play.!At the Þrst rehearsal, I told the cast that this was bashert, which is a Yiddish word for ÒpredestinedÓ or Òfate,Ó but also 
implies that itÕs the good kind of fate, that we were brought together to do something special.!

Onstage, I think Ashley only being in the Þrst scene is another strength of the script. Because that Þrst scene is so wonderful, it 
makes us really care about Ashley.!We want her to Þnd her way out of the mess that sheÕs in.!Then when she is gone, the audience 
viscerally feels her loss.!In a lot of ways, she never leaves the stage.!The play is about what people do to her or her legacy after sheÕs 
gone and how far away from the truth we get in order to feed societyÕs need for drama.

BSL: People say you're awesome. Please share your thoughts, for those of us who may not be so awesome, on the process of 
becoming awesome. 

GW: Beer. Beer makes me awesome. Not a lot of beer, just the right amount of beer. Oh! ! and I have a beautiful, supportive wife 
and two awesome daughters.!If you ever want to really meet some awesome people, come over to my house and play with my kids 
for a while.
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Day of Knowledge
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FEATURING:

AFTER ASHLEY 
by Gina Gionfriddo
directed by Greg Werstler

October 9ÑNovember 15, 2008
A dark comedy about media obsession and the culture of celebrity.

THE DAY OF KNOWLEDGE
by David Alan Moore

directed by Drew Martin
February 14ÑMarch 28, 2009

A magical and powerful story of a communityÕs return to hope.

LEAPFEST 6
Stage Left TheatreÕs Annual New-Play Festival

May 12ÑMay 30, 2009
See whatÕs next in Chicago theatre. Join Stage Left as we present 

Þve new plays in rotating repertory.

DREKFEST 3!
June, 2009

The Þnalists in AmericaÕs original Òworst ten-minute playÓ contest 
invade a theater near you!
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Tell Us What You Think 
Send comments and feedback to: 
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