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LETTERS HOME 

Dear Teachers, 

 

Thank you for joining us for the Zeiterion Theatre‟s presentation of 

Letters Home. We are very pleased that you have chosen to 

share this special experience with your students and hope that 

this study guide helps you connect the performance to your 

classroom curriculum in ways that you find valuable. 

In the following pages, you will find contextual information about 

the performance and related subjects, as well as a variety of 

discussion questions and activities that tie into several curriculum 

areas. Some pages are appropriate to reproduce for your 

students; others are designed more specifically with you, their 

teacher, in mind. As such, we hope that you are able to “pick and 

choose” material and ideas from the study guide to meet your 

class‟s unique needs. We have indicated grade level ranges on 

each of the included Activities and Discussion sections, but you 

should also feel free to adapt any of the activities in this study 

guide as you feel will be appropriate and meaningful for your 

students. 

 

As a final note, we would like to acknowledge the sensitive 

subject matter addressed in Letters Home. The recent conflicts in 

Iraq and Afghanistan have been sources of great sacrifice, 

heartache, and, at times, division for our country. In creating this 

study guide we have aimed to mirror the intent of the 

performance— to express and demonstrate the human 

experience of the war without politicizing the conflict itself. We 

hope that the information presented here will help your students 

reflect on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, connect with the 

stories of service men and women, and, when appropriate, 

formulate their own answers to the some of the most difficult 

questions facing our nation today. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

The Zeiterion Theatre Education Team 
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ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE: Letters Home 

Actors during a performance of Letters Home. 

Images courtesy of griffintheatre.com 

Synopsis 

Authentic letters written by and to U.S. soldiers 

serving in the Middle East provide a powerful portrait 

of the soldier experience in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Without politicizing, the letters, which are presented 

in 

the form of dramatic monologues, relay the difficulties 

of training, deployment, combat, occupation duties, 

and being separated from loved ones. Although the 

voices are diverse, they are united by their patriotism 

and commitment to public service— whether through 

acts of bravery, compassion, or social responsibility. 

The performance‟s authenticity lays bare the 

humanity within war as seen through the eyes of our 

brave service men and women. 

 

Staging 

Letters Home uses minimal props and set pieces to 

dramatize the letters. Instead, it employs the use of 

images and video projected behind the actors as they 

perform the dramatic monologues. The photos and 

video used in the production are taken directly from 

actual soldiers‟ blogs and websites. 

 

 

Inspiration 

Letters Home was inspired by a number of sources, 

including a series of New York Times Op-Ed articles 

from 2003 and 2004 entitled “The Things They 

Wrote,” the HBO documentary Last Letters Home, 

and selections from Frank Schaeffer‟s books Voices 

From the Front: Letters Home From America’s Mili-

tary 

Family, Faith of Our Sons, and Keeping Faith. 

 

Accolades 

An original production of the Griffin Theatre Company 

in Chicago, Letters Home was nominated for a 2007 

Joseph Jefferson Award in the category of New 

Adaptation. 

 

 

POST-SHOW OPPORTUNITY 

Following the performance, audience members 
will have the opportunity to take part in an inter-

active Q & A session with the cast. 
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ABOUT THE COMPANY 

GRIFFIN THEATRE COMPANY 

ABOUT THE COMPANY 

 

History 

 

Celebrating its twenty-second season, the Griffin 

Theatre Company was established in Chicago in 

1988. It is a professional, not-for-profit theatre 

company headed by Artistic Directors Richard A. 

Barletta and William J. Massolia. 

 

Griffin Theatre Company‟s mission is to create 

extraordinary and meaningful theatrical experiences 

for both children and adults by building bridges of 

understanding between generations that instill in 

audiences an appreciation of the performing arts. 

Through artistic collaboration, the Griffin Theatre 

Company produces literary adaptations, original work 

and classic plays that inspire with wit, style, and 

compassion for the audience. The Griffin is 

supported by an ensemble of Artist in Residence with 

a range of disciplines that include acting, designing, 

directing and production. 

 

During its history, the Griffin has provided a wide 

range of work including world and mid-west premi-

eres of acclaimed scripts, critically lauded productions 

of Shakespeare and original adaptations of novels. 

The Griffin has received 34 Joseph Jefferson Award 

nominations for its work and 30 productions have 

been cited as “Best of the Year” by Chicago area 

theatre critics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young Audiences 

 

Youth programming at the Griffin consists of original 

productions, often based on award-winning literature. 

Many of Griffin‟s productions for young audiences 

tour nationally. During the 2009-2010 season, almost 

100,000 young people across the country 

experienced Griffin‟s work. 
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THEATER CONVENTIONS: letters home 

Letters Home is performed in a 

presentational format using 

dramatic monologues, minimal 

props and set pieces, and 

projected images and video 

taken by actual soldiers. This 

style of theater may challenge 

audiences who are more familiar 

with representational 

performances. 

 

To prepare for seeing Letters 

Home, review the following 

information about types of 

theater productions and theater 

Conventions 

 

 

monologue: a speech 

delivered by one person 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Types of Productions 

 

Theater productions can be 

broadly divided into two 

categories— presentational and 

representational— based upon 

how they convey reality to the 

audience. Although we know that 

what happens on stage is not real, 

when we watch a play we willingly 

suspend our disbelief. We let 

ourselves pretend that the 

characters are real people and 

that the events we see are 

actually happening. 

 

In representational performance, 

artists strive to create reality on 

stage through the use of set 

designs, props, costumes and 

acting styles that mimic real life. 

 

Actors in a presentational 

performance make a deliberate 

attempt to show the theatrical 

aspects of a production (set 

design, props, costumes and acting  

styles) in a non-realistic 

fashion. In other words, the 

audience is let in on the „secret‟ of 

theater-making, witnessing 

actions onstage that would 

normally be performed backstage. 

The audience takes on a much 

more active role, shifting with the 

actors and filling in the gaps with 

their imaginations  

 

 

Theater Conventions 

 

The following theater conventions 

are used in Letters Home 

 

Direct address— 

Actors convey their thoughts, 

feelings, and/or motives directly to 

the audience. In Letters Home, 

the actors present each letter in 

the form of a dramatic monologue 

that addresses the audience. 

 

Doubling— 

Actors may play more than one 

role in a performance, using 

costumes, posture, and changes 

in their voice to transform 

themselves into different 

characters. Ten actors portray all 

the characters in Letters Home. 

 

Freezing— 

This theatrical effect occurs when 

characters become motionless 

during a scene. Even though the 

audience can still see them, the 

motionless characters are 

removed from the action of the 

scene. In Letters Home, one 

actor performs a dramatic 

monologue while the other nine 

actors onstage remain motionless. 

 

 

 

„Theater Conventions‟ was adapted from 

the „Spotlight on Learning: Educator‟s 

Resource Guide‟ created for Letters Home 

by the Overture Center for the Arts. 
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THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN: background 

Some of the correspondence featured in Letters Home was  

written by and to U.S. soldiers serving in Afghanistan. The United 

States military has been involved in conflict in Afghanistan since 

2001, shortly after the terrorist attacks of September 11. The  

following section gives a brief overview of the United States‟ con-

tinuing combat and presence in Afghanistan through Operation 

Enduring Freedom. 

 

Prior to the performance, use the summary and maps to familiar-

ize yourself with the events and experiences described in the sol-

diers‟ letters. 

 

ABOVE: U.S. Army soldiers provide 

security during a mission in Charkh, 

Afghanistan on October 6, 2006. 

 

Aftermath of 

September 11, 2001 
 

On September 11, 2001 terrorists 

hijacked airplanes and flew them 

into the two World Trade Center 

Towers in New York City and the 

Pentagon building in Washington, 

D.C. A fourth plane crashed in 

Pennsylvania, presumably on its 

way to another target. 
 

Approximately 3,000 people were 

killed in the attacks. Blame for the 

incidents was attributed to 

members of a terrorist group 

called al-Qaeda, led by wanted 

criminal Osama bin Laden. 

At the time of the attacks, the 

Afghanistan government was 

controlled by individuals belonging 

to a repressive and violent 

extremist Muslim movement 

called the Taliban. Despite 

repeated demands by the United 

States government, the Taliban 

refused to turn over bin Laden 

and his followers— who were 

residing in Afghanistan— to 

American authorities or to destroy 

bin Laden‟s terrorist training 

facilities. 
 

LEFT: This regional map shows the 

position of Afghanistan in relation to 

bordering countries. (Iraq is not shown; it is 

west of Iran.) 
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THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN: Timeline and Key Events 

Fall of the 

Taliban Government 
 

-2001- 

In an attempt to force the Taliban 

to meet to their demands, the U.S. 

and Britain launched an intensive 

bombing campaign against the 

Taliban and provided support to 

the Northern Alliance forces 

(Afghan opponents of the 

Taliban). Devastated by the 

bombing, Taliban forces were 

quickly defeated in combat by 

Northern Alliance troops and U.S. 

special forces in mid-November. 

On December 7, 2001 the Taliban 

surrendered Kandahar, their base 

of power and the last city under 

their control. At nearly the same 

time, representatives of several 

anti-Taliban groups met in 

Germany and, with the help of the 

international community, 

established the first of two 

temporary governments. 
 

-2004- 

Democratic elections, in which 

women were granted the right to 

vote, were held in October 2004, 

and Hamid Karzai, leader of the 

transitional government, was 

elected president. 
 

-2005- 

On September 18, 2005, the first 

legislative elections in Afghanistan 

in more than 30 years were held. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continued Violence 
 

-2005- 

Ongoing violence throughout 

2005 increased rapidly at the end 

of the year and worsened 

considerably the following year as 

instability and warfare spread. 

Attacks and violent exchanges 

between the U.S.-led coalition and 

the Taliban forces became more 

frequent, particularly in the 

eastern and southern provinces of 

Afghanistan. 
 

-2006- 

In 2006 North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) troops 

assumed control of international 

military operations across the 

entire country. 
 

-2008- 

Fighting between NATO and Tali-

ban forces continued, and civilian 

casualties remained numerous; in 

2008 they reached their highest 

levels since the start of the war. 

 

-2009- 

In keeping with campaign 

statements that the war in 

Afghanistan would require greater 

attention and commitment on the 

part of the United States, newly 

elected U.S. President Barack 

Obama announced in February 

2009 that 17,000 additional U.S. 

troops would be sent to 

Afghanistan in the spring and 

early summer of that year. 

In December 2009, President 

Obama revealed that 30,000 more 

U.S. troops would be sent to 

Afghanistan; he also stated that 

soldiers would begin withdrawing 

from the country by July 2011. 
 

TODAY 
 

The Afghanistan government is 

currently headed by President 

Hamid Karzai, who was re-elected 

in 2009. Increased numbers of 

U.S. troops will continue to deploy 

to the region throughout 2010. 

This map of Afghanistan includes the country’s major cities and waterways. 

Image courtesy of lonelyplanet.com 
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