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Designing Heartland 

 

Scenic Design 

 

Literature plays a significant role Heartland, particularly the books, The Diary of Anne Frank, and 

The Old Man and the Sea. Books are also integral to the show’s set design.  Scenic Designer 

Meredith Ries spent time researching bookshelves and displays in order to helper her determine how 

the literary connections could be represented visually. Below is one of her research images:  
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29. Afghan-

American, 
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Owais Ahmed 

(Nazrullah):  

20s. Afghan, 

math teacher at 

the Blue Sky 

school in 

Afghanistan 

 

 

Mark Cuddy 

(Harold):  Late 

60s. American, 

retired professor 

at University  

of Nebraska 

 

The Cast of Heartland 
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It appears as though books fill every available space, even spilling beyond the actual shelves. Now 

take a look at a model of the set that Meredith designed for Heartland and how she incorporated 

some of the ideas from her research: 

 

 

Discussion prompts 

 

How else might Meredith have incorporated the importance of books into her scenic design? In what 

other ways might she have underscored the literary relationship between the story and the world in 

which it takes place, both in Harold’s home as well as the school in Afghanistan?  
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Once you have seen Heartland, consider what other works of literature the playwright, Gabriel Jason 

Dean, could have used to help us understand this connection. What other ways could the scenic 

design have been used to explore this relationship? 

 

Heartland director Pirronne Yousefzadeh has remarked that the gradual removal of the books from 

the shelves as Nazrullah helps Harold to clean out his home is a reflection of Harold’s diminishing 

capacity for language as he succumbs to terminal brain cancer. How else might Pirronne and her 

team utilized the scenic design to Harold’s failing health?  

 

Costume Design 

 

We learn early in Heartland that Getee has elected to leave 

her job teaching “unappreciative sophomores” in Omaha to 

work at a school for girls in Maidan Shar, Afghanistan. Even 

though she was born in that country, she was raised in 

America and, as a result, must immerse herself in Afghan 

culture and customs before entering the country. Aside from 

taking language lessons, Getee also must understand the 

cultural assumptions in terms of how women are expected to 

dress. At the right is a costume rendering created by the 

Heartland Costume Designer, Dina El-Aziz, of Getee in 

Afghanistan. How do you think her clothing might help us 

to understand the culture in Afghanistan? What cultural 

preparations do you think someone from another country 

would have to make before moving to America? 

 

Discussion prompts 

 

After seeing Heartland, consider the assumptions that you made about each character (Harold, Getee, 

and Nazrullah) based on their appearance when you first encountered them, and whether or not those 

ideas changed over the course of the play. What, if anything, made you change your opinion? Did 

anything confirm your assumptions? 

 

 

 


