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Dear Educators:
Certainty, we all know, can be such an elusive thing. We all want to be confident 
in our actions, and to believe that the decisions we make will hold up once they are 
tested somewhere along the way. We hope to be able to say that we assessed the 
situation, took stock of all of the available information, weighed the potential conse-
quences judiciously and, finally, came to the best possible conclusion. We want the 
security of knowing that we made the right call.

We all also know how often that isn’t the case, and how frequently we are pressed 
to decide under less-than-ideal circumstances – we don’t have enough information 
(or enough of the right information, anyway); we attempt to consider the agendas of 
those around us; the deadline is approaching and we have no more time for delibera-
tion. We do what we think is right in the moment and hope for the best. And we are, 
of course, responsible for the results of our decisions, whether deliberate or made in 
haste.

Heartland traffics in uncertainty. It is full of decisions made under duress – some-
times decades ago – and the consequences of those decisions. Its characters – Getee, 
Harold, and Nazrullah – all exhibit moments of doubt over judgments they’d like to 
make again after time and distance has allowed them to look at the situation anew. 
They must learn to make peace with their previous selves and, as Heartland director, 
Pirronne Yousefzadeh, has noted, to discover the virtues of self-forgiveness. 

Earlier this month we opened our production of The Diary of Anne Frank, and the 
book upon which it is based also makes a significant appearance in Heartland. Both 
stories ask us to consider how we might approach situations differently once given 
the benefit of hindsight. Both stories allow us to confront the burdens of guilt, grief, 
and loss. But they also bring us the notion of moving past those things and granting 
ourselves some sorely-needed compassion – something, these days, in seemingly very 
short supply.

We thank you for bringing your students to Heartland and allowing us to share this 
story with them. We look forward to hearing everything they’ll have to say.

Eric Evans

Education Associate
eevans@gevatheatre.org
(585) 420-2035
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College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for 
middle school and up are available at 

www.GevaTheatre.org/engage-learn/programs-for-students/
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We recently spent a little time 
with Heartland director Pirronne 
Yousefzadeh (who also directed 
The Lake Effect during Geva’s 
2016-17 season) who shared with 
us some of her thoughts regard-
ing the production.

What attracted you to this project?

I have known Gabriel for several years, and have   
always been a fan of his work. When he sent 
me Heartland, I was immediately drawn to the               
characters, who have been so carefully and delicately 
rendered. I think he’s telling a complicated, nuanced 
story about loss and forgiveness, and his poetic and 
expressive sense of theatricality all speak to me 
and the work that I’m most passionate about as a 
director. Additionally, one of the things I love most 
about Heartland is that it portrays a Middle Eastern 
male character in a way that completely defies and 
rejects negative and dangerous stereotypes.

What are you particularly interested in explor-
ing during rehearsals?

So much of the transitions between the two worlds 
within the play (and their respective timelines) will 
be communicated through their movement onstage, 
and as a director who loves staging transitions, I am 
looking forward to exploring that vocabulary in the 
rehearsal room. 

How have you found your way into this story? 
Gabriel has talked about the genesis of the      
story and how it grew from his experience 

with his brother-in-law – how have you been 
able to personalize the story?

On a personal level, I relate to all of the characters 
as a lover of language and books. I know what it is to 
read something that changes your life. I also think 
that the play raises some very evolved, profound 
ideas about forgiveness, especially as it relates to 
self-forgiveness and showing oneself that kind of 
compassion. That is, I think, a lifelong exploration, 
and one I very much connect to in the play. 

The story straddles two worlds – literally as 
well as figuratively. How are you approach-
ing the co-existence of the two? When to have 
them collide with one another and when to 
have them segue into each other?

This has been one of the most exciting challenges of 
this particular play. What I realized was that there 
was little value in realistically portraying two differ-
ent geographical locations. Instead, we’re letting the 
three characters’ loves of language serve as a unify-
ing theme and visual idea.

Why should students see Heartland? 

I think this is a play for people of any age. On a            
human level, we all know what it is to love, grieve, 
forgive, and be forgiven. I also think that on a   sub-
tler level, the play asks us to question the educa-
tions we receive, and the interests and motives that 
are underneath any textbook or curriculum. To be 
conscious of this is a lifelong education in itself, and 
one that the play may spark for students who come 
to see it. u

Heartland: A Synopsis
In 1984, USAID (the U.S. Agency for International Development) and the Central Intelligence                                 
Agency commissioned the University of Nebraska’s Center for Afghanistan Studies to create textbooks for 
Afghan schoolchildren. The textbooks are filled with violent images and militant Islamic teachings as well 
as talk of jihad and drawings of guns, bullets, soldiers, and mines as subtle, coercive propaganda meant to 
stimulate resistance against the U.S.S.R. (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics). Heartland is inspired by 
these true events.  

Dr. Harold Banks is a retired professor of Comparative Literature and Afghan Studies, waiting for                      
his adopted daughter to return from teaching in Afghanistan, her native country. When Nazrullah, an 
Afghan refugee, suddenly arrives at his Nebraska doorstep armed only with his daughter’s copies of The 
Diary of Anne Frank and The Old Man and the Sea, the two men become unlikely roommates. Set in                      
both Maiden Shar and Omaha, Heartland is the story of a father, his determined daughter, and a surpris-
ing friendship. u

Pirronne Yousefzadeh

Interview with the Director



“The play traffics in silence and 
omission, it traffics in the things 
we aren’t able to say to each oth-
er- in the secrets that we keep 
in order to protect each other.” 
– Heartland playwright Gabriel 
Jason Dean

On the origin of Heartland

While working on research for 
another play of mine, I came 
across these very anti-Russian textbooks that 
were funded by the American government for use 
in Afghanistan during the Cold War. The exis-
tence of the textbooks would become quite preva-
lent in the writing of Heartland. I knew about the 
weapons deals that we made with the Russians 
and how that created the mujahidin but I had no 
idea that we were doing things on this level, and 
that we were utilizing propaganda for the coer-
cion of children. 

So, in 2006 my brother-in-law was dating a girl, 
Caroline, and they were like this golden high 
school couple – everyone just loved watching 
them be in love. It was amazing because Nolan 
was kind of a quiet kid, and suddenly he’s just 
blossoming, and you see him for who he is. Caro-
line’s father was a civilian contractor at the time 
and was working in Afghanistan building schools 
in some pretty impoverished places. He would 
have contracts for two years at a time and the 
family would visit him during summer break. So, 
the family – Caroline, her sister, and her mother 
– goes to see him in Afghanistan and their he-
licopter gets shot down. The Taliban claimed it 
and in that moment, this became very real for 
me. I’d heard the news, of course, about the con-
flicts with Afghanistan, but now it was in my 
living room. And you know looking into the eyes 
of my brother-in-law, I didn’t know what to say 
to Nolan. I still don’t. And that, in part, is what 
prompted my obsession with Afghanistan.

On the title of the play

I wanted the play to serve as a container for this 
emotional experience. To me, the word “heart-
land” seemed to fit because it feels like that is 
the terrain of the play – the land of the heart. It 
also works on a literal level since Omaha is part 

of the heartland of our country. It has an echo for 
Nazrullah as well since it speaks to his connec-
tion to his homeland.

On creating fact-based fiction

I was not necessarily interested in writing 
something that was a journalistic untangling of 
this crazy web that the CIA and the Universi-
ty of Nebraska has woven – that’s better for a                   
documentary film maker to do. What I was in-
terested in, however, was trying to figure out 
a structure that would allow for the emotional 
weight of the story of these people. I also thought 
about the story as an American citizen watching 
this, and maybe learning for the first time that 
your country did this and that there were people 
whose lives were lost as a result of these actions. 
So to me it was important to give the audience 
that emotional experience, more than it was to 
necessarily get all the facts right. However, on 
the other end of that I’ve been really cognizant 
of what I put into the story because if it’s there 
it needed to be accurate. Sometimes you do just 
have to make it up until you figure out what the 
truth is, and then you plug in the truth after-
wards. 

On why students should see Heartland

I’m very excited about students seeing Heartland 
because I’m interested in the conversations we 
don’t have, regardless of the reasons that we’re 
not having them. Most of the time, I believe, it’s 
because it’s difficult to point the finger at our-
selves in some way. I think that’s a real mistake, 
one that Americans struggle with all the time. 
It seems to me to be a big part of the American 
psyche and the American story.

If you look at Germany and the way that they 
discuss the Holocaust, it’s a big part of their edu-
cation curriculum. There is very much an owner-
ship and a sense of “We did this horrible thing, 
we have to make reparation for it. We have to feel 
shame for what we’ve done.” I don’t want to say I 
want students to walk away from Heartland with 
a sense of shame. But I want them to understand 
what it means to be an American. That you carry 
a certain responsibility with you and the actions 
of those who came before you, even though they 
may not necessarily be your doing. u
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Gabriel Jason Dean
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The Cold War: Decades in the Making

“There are people that we now condemn as our enemies that we made – literally grew from the ground up 
as children.” – Heartland playwright Gabriel Jason Dean

Heartland takes place from December of 2013 thru the winter of 2015 but the roots of the story stretch back 
several decades to the conclusion of World War Two. Although the United States and the USSR fought on 
the same side during the Second World War, the partnership was short-lived. The Soviets had long resented 
what they perceived as the Americans’ decades-long refusal to treat the them as a legitimate part of the 
international community and, following the conclusion of the war, these grievances morphed into an over-
whelming sense of mutual distrust. Postwar Soviet expansionism into Eastern Europe fueled many Ameri-
cans’ fears of a Russian plan for world domination. Meanwhile, the Soviets grew increasingly concerned 
over what they considered American politicians’ aggressive rhetoric, support for a military arms buildup, 
and an interventionist approach to international relations.

By the mid-1940s, most American officials agreed that the best defense against the Soviet threat was a 
strategy called “containment.” In 1946, American diplomat George Kennan wrote that the Soviet Union 
was “a political force committed fanatically to the belief that there can be no permanent modus vivendi 
[agreement between parties that disagree]”; as a result, America’s only choice was the “long-term, patient 
but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies.” This policy of containment would 
dominate American foreign policy – especially in relation to the Soviet Union – for the next four decades.

The containment strategy provided the rationale for an unprecedented arms buildup in the United States 
which would allow the country to meet President Harry Truman’s recommendation that the country use 
military force to thwart communist activity anywhere it was in evidence. The recommendation also called 
for a four-fold increase in defense spending. A significant aspect of this policy of containment was the devel-
opment of atomic weapons like those dropped on Japan to end the Second Word War. This buildup quickly 
led to an arms race with the Soviets who, anxious to not fall behind the Americans, accelerated their own 
atomic weapons program. 

The ever-present threat of nuclear annihilation had a 
great impact on American domestic life. People built bomb 
shelters in their backyards and practiced attack drills in 
schools and other public places. (“You’re too young to un-
derstand this, Getee”, Harold tells his daughter, “but I 
grew up during the early days of the Cold War. I crouched 
under my desk at school for fear of a Russian bomb.”) The 
1950s and 1960s saw an epidemic of popular films that 
horrified moviegoers with depictions of nuclear devasta-
tion. The Cold War rapidly became an consistent presence 
in the lives of most Americans.

Space exploration served as another dramatic arena for 
Cold War competition. On October 4, 1957, a Soviet R-7 
intercontinental ballistic missile launched Sputnik (Russian for “traveler”), the world’s first artificial satel-
lite and the first man-made object to be placed into the Earth’s orbit. Sputnik’s launch came as a surprise to 
most Americans as space was considered a logical extension of the grand American tradition of exploration, 
and it was crucial not to lose too much ground to the Soviets. 

In May of 1961, President John Kennedy made the bold public claim that the United States would land 
a man on the moon by the end of the decade. Once his prediction came true, American astronauts were 
viewed as heroes, while the Soviets, in turn, were pictured as villains as evidenced by their relentless                      
efforts to surpass America and prove the power of the communist system.

Students participating in a bomb 
preparedness drill in the 1960s



The steady fear of Soviet-sponsored communism could also be seen in the formation of the House Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC) in 1947. The committee began a series of hearings designed to 
show that communist subversion in the United States was rampant. In Hollywood, for example, HUAC 
forced hundreds of people who worked in the movie industry to renounce left-wing political beliefs and 
testify against one another. HUAC also accused State Department workers of engaging in subversive 
activities. The hearings eventually expanded to include anyone who worked in the federal government. 
Thousands of federal employees were investigated, fired and even prosecuted. 

The fight against subversion at home mirrored a growing concern with the Soviet threat abroad. In 
June 1950, the first military action of the Cold War began when the Soviet-backed North Korean Peo-
ple’s Army invaded its pro-Western neighbor to the south. Many American officials feared this was the 
first step in a communist campaign to take over the world and deemed that nonintervention was not 
an option. Other international disputes, such as The Bay of Pigs invasion and the Cuban missile crisis, 
seemed to prove that the real communist threat now lay in the unstable, postcolonial “Third World”. 
Nowhere was this more apparent than in Vietnam, where the collapse of the French colonial regime led 
to a struggle between American-backed forces in the south and the communist nationalists, supported 
by China and the Soviet Union, in the north. Since the 1950s, the United States had been committed to 
the survival of an anti-communist government in the region, and by the early 1960s it seemed clear to 
American leaders that if they were unable to “contain” communist expansionism there, it would spread 
and need to be countered elsewhere. What was intended to be a brief military action in Vietnam spi-
raled into a ten-year conflict.

Upon taking office in January of 1969, President Richard Nixon implemented a different approach to 
international relations, and sought to improve diplomatic relations with communist leaders. To that 
end, he encouraged the United Nations to recognize the communist Chinese government and, after a 
trip there in 1972, began to establish diplomatic relations with Beijing. At the same time, he adopted 
a policy of “détente”– or “relaxation”– toward the Soviet Union.

Despite Nixon’s efforts, Cold War tensions increased again with the election of President Ronald Reagan 
in 1980. Like many leaders of his generation, Reagan believed that the spread of communism anywhere 
threatened freedom everywhere. As a result, he worked to provide financial and military aid to anticom-
munist governments and insurgencies around the world. This policy, known as the Reagan Doctrine, was 
implemented in countries such Afghanistan and, following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979, 
refugee camps in Pakistan. 

One area where the Reagan administration spent a considerable amount of focus was in the refugee camps 
where it sought to influence the education of young Afghan refugees. Grounded in the belief that, if taught 

early, students could be groomed to become fervent anti-
communists as adults, the United States government 
commissioned the creation and distribution of textbooks 
(via the University of Nebraska’s Center for Afghanistan 
Studies) specifically designed to promote an anti-Soviet 
and pro-democracy agenda. The text of these books fre-
quently underscored the importance of the mujahidin 
(which included a young Osama bin Laden), a collective 
of insurgent groups who fought a guerilla war against 
the Soviets in an effort to drive them out of Afghanistan, 
and openly encouraged students to continue the fight as 
adults. Mathematical word problems, for example, were 
written to both teach students the subject as well as to 
underscore the inherent evil of the Russians. Getee, while 

searching through the collection of the Blue Sky School, the American-backed school in Afghanistan where 
she teaches, discovers one of the books and reads a section aloud to Nazrullah: 

A 1993 article in The Independent 
praising Osama bin Laden
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GETEE: I translated one of the math problems. Listen to this: “Farmer Khan has 670 afghanis 
(Afghan currency). He pays 74 for 10 new chickens, 55 for their food. He sells 20 eggs for one and a 
half afghanis each but spends an additional 220 afghanis for bullets to keep the Russians from 
stealing his new chickens. How many afghanis does Farmer Khan have left?  

Her shock at the content of the book is quickly followed by her surprise that Nazrullah was taught from 
similar books and, in fact, saw them as valuable tools in reclaiming the country back from the Soviets. 
She is equally dismayed to later learn that Harold, as a prominent member of the University of Nebraska 

program, was instrumental in the implementation of the text-
books, and considered his participation as a patriotic duty: 

HAROLD: I’m a scholar and scholars rarely get to 
fight wars, so when I had the opportunity to work 
on something that might cripple Russian pow-
er, I took it. That book was the right thing to do.

Historian and author Dana Burde has written extensively about 
the existence of the textbooks and the continued use of them by 
anti-West forces in Afghanistan. In her book, Schools for Con-
flict or for Peace in Afghanistan, Burde writes that “The conflu-
ence of interests between the US government and Afghan resis-
tance parties produced strange bedfellows: in deference to its 

political aims in the region, USAID underwrote the printing of pro-mujahidin textbooks for Afghan school 
children by the Education Center for Afghanistan, a group jointly appointed by the seven mujahidin politi-
cal parties and supported by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence and the United States’ Central Intelli-
gence Agency. One set of textbooks was entitled Alphabet of Jihad Literacy. All volumes in the set included 
explicit references to jihad, the Russian enemy, illustrations of guns and mines, and 
other forms of indoctrination into the ideology of conflict and religious resistance.”

She continues: “Schools throughout Afghanistan used these textbooks, or slight-
ly modified versions of them, from the mid-1980s until the mid-2000s. Many 
madrassas – schools dedicated to the study of Islam – on the Afghan-Pakistan 
border also used these materials, and despite the fact that the Afghan govern-
ment has a new (and improved) set of books, many schools and madrassas on 
both sides of the border continue to use the US-sponsored jihadist books today 
because of the way they teach violence as an obligation of religion. Indeed, in 
insurgent-controlled regions of Afghanistan, reports indicate that the Taliban 
demand that schools use these texts if they want to remain open.” The books 
were, in fact, somtimes taught in conjunction with the Koran.

Upon the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, the country succumbed 
to infighting amongst a number of parties and quickly descended into a bloody 
civil war, which included the United States, who continued to play a signifi-
cant role in the region. For many Afghan residents, an American presence in 
their country seemed just as bad as the Soviet occupation and many of the 
mujahidin quickly developed anti-American sentiments, much to the hor-
ror of their former supporters. Tensions between the United States and the mujahidin would continue 
to escalate throughout the ensuing decades, resulting in ever-mounting levels of death and destruction. 
By the time of the January, 2014 Taliban-backed explosion at a popular Lebanese restaurant in Ka-
bul, to which Getee makes reference in Heartland, similar bombings were occurring on a nearly weekly 
basis. And yet, as Harold tells his daughter during a tense conversation about his role in the creation 
of the textbooks, “we made decisions that were in the best interest of both the United States and Af-
ghanistan.” How could he know that those decisions would have such far-reaching consequences? u
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The cover of Dana Burde’s book. 
The cover image, titled “Flower

and Bomb”, was drawn by 
an eight-year-old student as 
part of a United Nations art 

contest in 2012. 

Text book for first grade students 
in Afghanistan, circa 1980s
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The United States: International Police Power

In late December of 1940, as the chaos of the Second World War continued to consume Europe, President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt took to the radio airwaves to give a speech designed to address the American 
population’s growing concern that the country would soon be drawn into the conflict. During the nearly 37-
minute speech, Roosevelt, in making the case for military support for Great Britian, told his fellow citizens 
that, in order to preserve universal freedom, “we must have more ships, more guns, more plans – more of 
everything. We must be the great arsenal of democracy.”

By positing the fate of the free world as intrinsically connected to the diplomatic and military actions of 
the United States, Roosevelt was advancing a line of thinking that stretched back to his cousin and former 
president, Theodore Roosevelt. Theodore, in his 1904 State of the Union address, issued what has come to 
be known as the Roosevelt Corollary (which itself was an extension of the Monroe Doctrine), which claimed 
that the United States government was justified in acting as an “international police power” to curtail any 
actions in the Western Hemisphere that it considered undemocratic. 
 

Following the conclusion of the war in 1945, the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(or, specifically, the Russian republic) emerged as the two dominant world powers, each with divergent 
worldviews which repeatedly led them into conflict and colored the views of both countries citizens towards 
one another. “I had to sit here on my hands,” Harold angrily tells Getee while recounting his time in Af-
ghanistan during the Soviet occupation of the 1980s, “as those commies ripped your birth country apart, a 
country I love as my own.”

Harold’s feelings of staunch anti-communism were common for many people of his generation, as well as 
those that followed, and allowed them to embrace, overtly as well as surreptitiously, America’s role as an 
“international police power,” engendering equal amounts of praise and scorn throughout the world. u

“Is no proper. Man. Woman. Alone.”
When Getee and Nazrullah first encounter one another in a school classroom at the beginning of Heart-
land, the differences in their upbringings are readily apparent. Getee, the more outgoing of the two, no-
tices Nazrullah’s reluctance to make eye contact with her before telling him “I’m not Muslim. It doesn’t 
make me uncomfortable if you look at me.” What Getee may be referring to is the Muslim concept of 
haram, or actions that are forbidden by the faith, such as males spending a significant amount of time 
alone with a female who is not a family member, or making physical contact with non-familial women. 
“Is no proper. Man. Woman. Alone.,” Nazrullah hesitantly tells Getee a little later in the conversation. 

As an American living amongst a heavily Muslim population, Getee had to familiarize herself with many 
of the faith’s traditions, laws and customs so as to remain respectful to those around her. Consider, for 
example, the following situations (from the website www.al-islam.org) during which Muslim men must             
exercise caution when interacting with a non-mahram (or related) female with whom they may not make 
physical contact:

* Taking or giving keys, or other small items (such as receiving coins as change following a purchase) from 
the hands of a non-mahram. 

*  Sitting beside a non-mahram in taxis or buses, or when guests come over to one’s house. Non-mahram 
men and women walking in a common, crowded area such as corridors, small alleys, or doorways doors. 

*  Women passing by a gathering or busy place where many non-mahram men are present. 

While a breach of such customs may be the result of an innocent mistake or misunderstanding on Getee’s 
part, she must still be aware of their importance in Afghan culture and the potential consequences of failing 
to take them into consideration. u



Lost in Translation
Heartland is filled with instances where what one hears is not quite the same as what has been intended. 
Consider, for example, the following interaction between Getee and Nazrullah, as they share a less-than-
perfect pot of chai tea brewed by Getee.

GETEE: (taking the chai from him) You don’t have to drink it. I’m struggling with my chai. 
NAZRULLAH: You say this word struggle much times. 
GETEE: I guess I do. 
NAZRULLAH: The struggle…it mean…jihad. 
GETEE: Like holy war jihad? 
NAZRULLAH: Taliban make war. Jihad is no war…is struggle.
GETEE: Hunh. So I just said to you that I’m in jihad with my chai? 
NAZRULLAH: Yes. A little.

The confusion also go in the opposite direction. Getee, while discussing The Diary of Anne Frank, explains 
to Narzullah the concept of sarcasm:

GETEE: “Fine specimens of humanity, those Germans—” 
NAZRULLAH: Bale, bale. Anne write this phrase, but she not like the Germans.  
GETEE:  Right. 
NAZRULLAH: Why she is lying? 
GETEE: Well…you can’t take what she’s saying here at face value. It’s sarcasm.  When you say 
one thing and mean another. 
NAZRULLAH: A lie. 
GETEE: Not a lie. Sarcasm. We experience it like every single day with the girls. It’s like Anne is 
saying, “Oh those Taliban, they’re so courteous. They always take off their shoes before raiding 
your house.”

The use of misunderstanding and its richness as a foundation for storytelling was a key guide for Gabriel 
Jason Dean while developing the play’s dialogue. “I tried,” he says, “in every piece of the play, to consider the 
way that language is simply information and how we process that information is internal, it’s silent.”u

“That’s what great writing does”
Literature plays a significant role in Heartland.  The story is replete with references to books, stories, and authors 
– Anne Frank, Ernest Hemingway, Mowlānā Jalāloddin Balkhi (or Rumi, as he is known in the West) and Atiq 
Rahimi are all referenced in the play. Getee teaches English at the Blue Sky School and Harold, while mostly 
retired, still teaches a literature class about writers in exile. And it is while discussing The Diary of Anne Frank 
that Nazrullah and Getee forge their deepening bond. Nazrullah is so impacted by Anne’s writing that it only with  
hesitation that Getee tells him of her death. “For the past weeks”, Nazrullah says, “is like…Anne is my friend.        
I begin understand her. I awake nights to read and translate. And hearing this…I…I hurt for it, Getee.” “Well,”  
Getee gently responds, “that’s what great writing does. Hurts you in all the right ways, Naz.”

Equally important is the work of Hemingway, a particular favorite of Harold. It is his dissection of Hemingway’s 
The Old Man and the Sea that opens the play and gives us an early glimpse of Harold’s personality, most notably 
his stoicism. “A lot of what is so beautiful about Hemingway,” says  Gabriel Jason Dean, “is what he doesn’t say. 
You know, what he leaves out. I think that leaves a lot of space for the audience to have a really emotional connec-
tion to it because Hemingway is not necessarily an emotional writer.” It is, in part, the return of Harold’s treasured 
signed copy of The Old Man and the Sea, which he had loaned to Getee for her trip to Afghanistan, that brings 
Nazrullah to Harold’s home. He is, in fact, expounding to his deceased daughter about Hemingway’s gifts when 
Nazrullah arrives. “And, you see, Getee, that’s the tension Hemingway creates,” muses Harold, “the reality of the 
old man adrift…alone…alone in dark waters, out among the sharks.” u
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“It needs to hurt”

“Survivor guilt piles on the unconscious thought that luck is part of a zero-sum game. To have good luck is 
to deprive another of it. The anguish of guilt, its sheer pain, is a way of sharing some of the ill fate. It is a 
form of empathic distress.” – “The Moral Logic of Survivor Guilt”, Psychology Today, June 2011

Within just a few minutes of Nazrullah arriving at Harold’s home, we learn that Getee – Harold’s adopted 
daughter and Nazrullah’s close friend – has recently died as a result of a Taliban-supported attack on the 
school where she taught. We also come to realize that both men hold themselves responsible, in very in-
dividual ways, for Getee’s death. They each, also, must contend with feelings of guilt for remaining alive 
despite her passing.

Nazrullah holds himself accountable for running late on the morning of the attack and not being with       
Getee in her last moments. When Harold tells Nazrullah that her death is not his fault, Nazrullah agrees 
and yet he cannot escape the feelings of culpability, going so far as to swallow poison in the hopes of com-
mitting suicide. “Why am I the only man in Afghanistan who cannot catch death?” he asks aloud. It is upon 
his waking up in a hospital that Nazrullah decides that his role is to now care for his dead friend’s ailing 
father, thus completing a task she could not see to fruition. “I live to fulfill Getee’s final wish,” he tells 
Harold, “for me to come to Omaha to meet you.”

Unlike Nazrullah, Harold feels a direct responsibility for his daughter’s death, stemming from his                   
involvement in the creation and distribution of the textbooks used to educate the students who would 
eventually populate the ranks of the Taliban and other like-minded organizations. He believes that his 
actions, however well-intentioned at the time, caused Getee’s demise. The textbooks, he tells Nazrullah, 
“put murder in the minds of the men who killed my daughter! How is that not my fault?” Harold’s desire 
to punish himself for his past deeds extends to his feelings about the terminal brain cancer from which he 
suffers.  “I will not die easy,” he says, “It needs to hurt.” u

“There is a butterfly in my brain”
Over the course of Heartland, we watch as Harold’s health steadily deteriorates. He is initially reluc-
tant to discover the cause of his physical and mental changes, telling Nazrullah that it is not a matter of              
stubborness but that, instead, it allows him to maintain a certain level of denial.  “It’s not about my pride,” 
he says, “A doctor will tell me what’s wrong. Once I know, once it is named, then it’s real.”

Harold eventually elects to receive a diagnosis for his failing health and learns that he has been suffering 
from glioblastoma, a particularly aggressive form of brain cancer. While the symptoms of  the cancer vary 
from person to person, some of more common ones, many of which we see exhibited by Harold, include:

• Persistent headaches • Double or blurred vision • Nausea • Vomiting • Loss of appetite • 
Changes in mood or personality • Changes in ability to think and learn • Memory loss • New 
onset of seizures • Muscle weakness • Speech difficulty

The tragedy, says Heartland playwright Gabriel Jason Dean, is that Harold’s          
suffering could have been potentially avoided, or at least minimized, had he sought 
medical council much earlier. Because Harold chose to remain undiagnosed for so 
long, his cancer has become inoperable and he is approaching his final days. When 
he slowly tells Nazrullah that “There is…a butterfly. In my brain. Gli…Glio…Glio-
blast…oma. Beau-tiful. Deadly.” Harold is referring to a symmetric wing-like im-
age that appears on brain scans of patients in the advanced stages of his form of 
cancer. When such images are seen, it is usually an indication that the limits of                   
medical options have been reached and no further curative attempts are made on 
the patient’s behalf. u

A brain scan indicating 
the advanced stages of               

glioblastoma
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“A piece of fiction based on true events”

“In this world,” says playwright Gabriel Jason Dean, in the author’s note for the Heart-
land script, “space and time crash effortlessly into each other.” It was Dean’s realiza-
tion that Omaha, Nebraska and Maidan Shar, Afghanistan should exist side by side 
that allowed him to discover the framework of the story that he wanted to tell. “For 
me,” he notes, “form follows function and once I was able to understand how the aes-
thetic would define the structure of the play, I knew that we could explore the idea of 
distance and what can be lost in distance and time. It became really important for me 
to crash these two worlds together, and to put them on top of each other.”

“By putting distance and leaps in time right up next to each other, and juxtaposing 
those two things,” Dean continues, “I am able to create a sense of ache for these char-
acters to experience. It is a type of sub-textual way of writing, in a way. It’s the thing 
that you sense right alongside the accumulation of the information in those scenes. 
That’s the actual effect.”

Dean acknowledges that he remained aware of the inherent tension in creating a piece 
of work with emotional undertones while attempting to remain faithful to the actual 
historical and political events that informed the story. “I think there are political im-
plications in the play,” he notes, “but it’s a very personal emotional journey. So part of 
the way that it’s structured is to create that emotional journey for the audience. This is 
especially tricky because the play is a piece of fiction based on true events. So, I want 
the facts of the play, the ideas about how these books were disseminated, how they 
were created, who was behind them – all of that needed to be very true. It needed to be 
very real and I had to make sure that I got the facts right on that, and that includes 
the cultural material as well.”

Dean also kept in mind that the audiences attending Heartland might not be                     
immediately attuned to what he calls the “representative quality” of the story. “For 
some of these moments,” he says, “I tried to bury them in the play. I tried to subtlety 
remind the audience that this is a play. It’s functioning like a piece of literature. Lis-
ten closely for those moments when it may not feel ‘theatrical’ if you’re reading the 
script but, in performance it becomes alive.” Heartland director Pirrone Yousefzadeh 
is equally interested in exploring Dean’s marriage of literature and performance. “It’s 
important to me that this production communicates Gabriel’s poetry,” she says, “and 
the expressive nature of the play’s world. In terms of our design, that has been one of 
my key guiding principles.”

“The literature of plays is not often seen on stage,” Dean continues. “I think plays, as 
much as a novel or a poem, are meant to be considered as pieces of writing as well. 
And sometimes when we see that in performance, because it’s a very quick interac-
tion, we don’t have a moment to look at that and analyze it on a literary level. It’s my              
way of trying to remind the audience “This is a play. This is the theatre.”

In the end, concludes Dean, the intersection of form and function, and the attention to 
details – whether they are in service of the emotional, historical, political, literary, or 
theatrical needs of the play – must enhance the story that is being told. “Ultimately, 
Heartland is about loss and how we deal with it. And it’s also about the unspoken 
aspects of loss and of how we deal with that silence. That’s a very personal part of the 
story for me.” u
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DO YOU KNOW STUDENTS EAGER TO EXPAND THEIR ACTING SKILLS?

The Summer Academy is a five-week professional theatre training program for 30 
selected young actors, ages 12 to 18, who wish to explore, define and develop 
the actor in themselves. Open to students of all levels of theatre experience, 
Summer Academy provides quality training for the beginning actor, as well as 

advanced level study for the young actor with previous experience. 

The focus of this year’s Summer Academy is Shakespeare. Admission into 
the program is by audition and interview only. Full and partial scholarships 
are available. For audition dates, programs dates and other information, 

please visit our website at http://www.GevaTheatre.org/young-artist-training/
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