
 

Adapting Antonia 

Scott Schwartz brings Willa Cather's novel to the stage, with her voice intact 

By Karen Lindell 
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When Scott Schwartz fell in love with Willa Cather's words, he didn't know about her will. 

Cather, when describing the vast Nebraska prairie in her 1918 novel "My Antonia," wrote poetic 
prose like "I felt that the grass was the country, as the water is the sea" and "There was nothing but 
land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made." 

Even Pulitzer Prize-winning writers, however, must resort to legalese at times. 

In her will, Cather, who died in 1947, wrote, "I direct that my Executors and Trustee shall not lease, 
license or otherwise dispose of the following rights in literary properties written by me, viz: 
dramatization, whether for the purpose of spoken stage presentation or otherwise, motion picture, 
radio broadcasting, television and rights of mechanical production." 

Or in common speak: "Don't let anyone turn my books into plays, movies or TV programs." 

New York director Schwartz has done just that, however. His stage adaptation of "My Antonia" opens 
Saturday at the Rubicon Theatre in Ventura. 

He might be respectfully disrespecting Cather's will wishes, but Schwartz, 34, a Harvard University 
graduate and award-winning director who spent 13 years creating his adaptation of "My Antonia," 
gets a thumbs-up from those who care most about the author and maintaining her legacy. 

"He stays fairly close to the book, which is what we in Catherland like," said Jay Yost, vice president 
of the Willa Cather Foundation, based in Red Cloud, Neb., where Cather spent her formative years. 
Yost, now a private banker in New York City, grew up in Red Cloud. Schwartz visited the town when 
he was developing the play, seeing the Cather home and the grave of her immigrant friend, Annie 
Sadilek, who was the inspiration for Antonia. 

Schwartz, who's met with Yost, knows that a beloved book like "My Antonia" is not his "Antonia." "I 
thought it was very important for people who represent her and love her to be aware, and to get their 
feedback and see if they thought it was a good idea," he said. 



CLASSIC CATHER 

In February 2007, when Yost heard from a friend that a reading of "My Antonia" was planned that 
evening in Washington, D.C., he jumped on a train from New York to the nation's capital. 

Yost, who hadn't met Schwartz before he heard about the "My Antonia" reading, was pleased with 
the production and later met with him about the play. Yost wants to bring a production of "My 
Antonia" to Red Cloud and plans to attend this weekend's opening at the Rubicon. 

The Willa Cather Foundation hasn't taken a stance on Schwartz's "My Antonia," Yost said, but "in 
general is supportive of productions as long as they stay true to the written word. The goal is to 
promote her life, times and works — anything that gets her out there in a positive light and reminds 
people of how great an author she was." 

When Schwartz decided to turn "My Antonia" into a play, he had no clue that he might be 
disregarding a clause in Cather's will. 

"I didn't know about that when I started," he said. Schwartz said he discovered "My Antonia" in 1995, 
just as he was about to graduate from Harvard, where he was a psychology major and directed plays 
in the college's theater program. 

Schwartz said he wanted to adapt a "great American novel" for the stage. He was inspired especially 
by the Royal Shakespeare Company's successful adaptation of Charles Dickens' great British novel 
"Nicholas Nickleby." 

"I bought a bunch of classic American books — all in the public domain, because I wanted to have 
the rights" to do a stage production, he said. "My Antonia" lost copyright protection and entered the 
public domain in 1993, 75 years after it was published. 

Schwartz had never read anything by Cather, but was intrigued by the description on the back cover 
about an Eastern European immigrant girl, Antonia Shimerda, trying to survive on the harsh prairie in 
rural Nebraska during the late 1800s with her Bohemian family, and her friendship/romance with an 
American boy, James Burden. James (also called Jim or Jimmy) is the book's narrator. 

"I'm half-Polish and my family were immigrants from Poland," Schwartz said. "I thought it would be a 
way to get in touch with my roots." 

Schwartz "instantly fell in love" with the novel. "Willa Cather's language is so vivid and beautiful and 
fresh and specific that I just flipped," he said. "The combination of the immigrant story and Cather's 
language sold me on this project." 

Flipping out didn't mean a quick turnover, however. "It's sort of a pet project; there's been no rush on 
it," he said. 



VISIONARY DIRECTOR 

In the 13 years since he came up with the idea, Schwartz has become a respected director around 
the country, helming such productions as touring versions of "Godspell," the one-woman show 
"Golda's Balcony," and "Bat Boy: The Musical," which won the Outer Critics Circle Award for best off-
Broadway musical and was nominated for eight Drama Desk Awards, including best director. 

Tovah Feldshuh, who played Golda Meir in "Golda's Balcony" on Broadway, told the San Francisco 
Chronicle in 2004 that Schwartz is "simply one of the best directors I've ever worked with. Period. 
Exclamation point. He's a brilliant structuralist and his kindness is on a par with his intelligence." 

When asked in an online interview at BroadwayWorld.com about favorite directors, Valerie Harper, 
who played Meir in a touring production of "Golda's Balcony," included Schwartz on her list along 
with Paul Newman and Woody Allen. 

In Ventura, Schwartz directed Rubicon's popular production of Jonathan Larsen's musical "tick, tick 
Boom!" in 2005, which received Ovation Award nominations for best musical and best director. 

Also in Southern California, he's directed shows at the Ahmanson Theatre, La Jolla Playhouse and 
Pasadena Playhouse, and the Grammy-nominated recording of Neil Simon's "The Prisoner of 
Second Avenue" for L.A. Theatre Works. 

Throughout the years, though, he's been tweaking and tuning "My Antonia." "I've continued to be 
inspired by it," he said. 

"My Antonia," which has been through several workshop readings, premiered at TheatreWorks in 
Palo Alto in 2004. Schwartz has revamped it since then, in part based on feedback during the Plays 
in Progress series at the Rubicon in 2005. At TheatreWorks, he said, the production was "fully 
realized," with lots of costume changes and scenery, and he tried to incorporate all the story lines 
and characters, a massive undertaking. 

"I needed to simplify the story; I was trying to do the whole novel," Schwartz said. "I did a major 
rewrite." 

In the novel, mood and atmosphere are primary, with plot woven into the language. "To do a stage 
version, in a way that had to be inverted," he said. "I've really tried to keep her words as much as 
possible, and find ways to bring drama to the forefront." 

He focused on developing Antonia's relationship with her father, who struggled in America after 
leaving his homeland, and her romance with Jim, the narrator. 

At heart, Schwartz said, "My Antonia' is the struggle of an immigrant girl who becomes a woman. I 
needed to find ways to dramatize her challenges and her heroism in overcoming those challenges." 



He also ditched the elaborate sets and costumes. 

Schwartz said he realized that "one of the things in this play is the role of — and the hope and 
dangers of — imagination and memory in our lives. I wanted to do a much simpler production that 
lets audiences use their imaginations." 

So the set is open, evocative of the Nebraska plains, with simple props like benches, boxes, tools 
and pieces of fence that suggest locations. 

IMMIGRANT TALE STILL ECHOES 

A play about Eastern European immigrants in the Midwest more than 100 years ago might seem far 
removed from our experience, but Schwartz said that because Southern California has such a large 
immigrant population, Ventura "is an appropriate place to do this play." 

"My Antonia," he said, "is about a very specific people at a specific time, so the stories are different. 
But in the 1880s, there was a strong nativist movement in America that's not much different from 
today." 

Also, he said, the play is "a portrait of how immigrants assimilate — or not. I hope it gives people 
some idea of what the experience is like of coming to another country, starting over, learning a 
language, and how you keep a part of your old self and also embrace new life. It may open up a 
dialogue about immigration that isn't happening because it's so politicized. This play is not a political 
story; it's about people." 

SCORE ONE FOR DAD 

It's also about family, and you might have heard of one of Schwartz's relatives likely to appear on 
opening night: Scott's dad, Stephen. 

It wouldn't be unusual for a proud parent to show up for a premiere, no matter how grown-up his son 
is, but this father will attend more as a colleague than as a dad. 

Oscar and Grammy winner Stephen Schwartz, composer-lyricist for "Wicked," "Godspell," "Pippin," 
"Pocahontas," "Enchanted" and "The Prince of Egypt," to mention just a few of his stage and film 
works, composed incidental music for "My Antonia." 

"My Antonia" is not a musical, but it does feature traditional music from the 1800s, such as folk 
songs, along with Russian and Czech poetry set to music, and an underscore for the entire play. 

Stephen Schwartz said that unlike writing tunes for his niche genre, the pop musical, "it was much 
more like doing a movie score. It's not something where people stop and sing their feelings as they 
do in a musical." 



His father's music, Scott said, "has become an integral part of the storytelling. Reading the novel is 
such a musical experience; the language has a musicality to it." 

In an interview at the Rubicon, Stephen Schwartz laughed when he said he "sort of played the dad 
card" to land the composing job. 

During the early development of "My Antonia," Stephen said, Scott wanted to include incidental 
music and asked his dad to recommend a few composers. 

"But then I fell in love with the play and said to him, You have to let me do this.'" 

"My Antonia" is their first father-son career collaboration. 

"My dad and I have not generally worked together. He has his career; I have mine," Scott said. "A lot 
of My Antonia' is about family. I thought it would be fun to work with him." 

Stephen said he and his son work "totally as peers." When Scott was a fledgling director, "he felt he 
needed to establish himself totally independently of me. And I supported that." 

Luckily, Stephen said, Schwartz is such a common last name that nepotism wasn't a problem, and 
most theater people are surprised to find out that they are related. 

"Which I think is great," Stephen said, "because it means he's firmly established on his own, so now I 
think we can work together as one would with any director whose work you like." 

Father and son are working on an opera together, "Séance on a Wet Afternoon," commissioned by 
Opera Santa Barbara for a 2009 premiere; Stephen wrote the music and Scott will direct. 

Stephen, who said he didn't encourage his son to get involved in theater, recalled working on a show 
of his own in England when Scott was in high school back in America. 

"I got a phone call from his mom and she said, Well, I know what your son is going to do for a living.'" 
She had just seen the first play that Scott had directed, a school production of Peter Shaffer's one-
act "Black Comedy." 

Stephen's obligatory indulgent response was, "That's so cute; isn't that nice it came off so well." 

A show later on that Scott directed at Harvard, Eric Overmeyer's "On the Verge," solidified for 
Stephen that his son was "the real deal" as a director. 

"It was that moment where you stop seeing something as a parent rooting for your child," he said, 
"but as the work of a talented person, whether you knew them or not." 



Scott Schwartz is no longer "on the verge" of being a successful director. He's a true theater insider, 
not because of who he knows, but what he knows about "the material out of which" plays are made. 
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