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George Bailey – the Everyman from small town Bedford 
Falls whose dreams of escape and adventure were 
stopped by family obligation and civic duty – has fallen 
onto desperate times. Only a miracle can save him from 
despair. Filled with original music and classic holiday 
carols, this warm “holiday favorite – makes the bell 
rings every time.” (Chicago Tribune) 
 

For over 19 years, American Blues has treated 
audiences to a live, retelling of the Frank Capra classic 
in a 1940s radio broadcast tradition, making It’s a 
Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! the second longest-
running holiday play in Chicago!  
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DIGITAL LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENT 
To create art in a new digital format, we use equipment and high-speed internet not available in 
many Indigenous communities. This technology, which has now become central to our daily lives, 
leaves a significant footprint and contributes to changing climates that disproportionately affect 
Indigenous people. As we make use of this digital format, it is imperative that we recognize the 
Indigenous Land, regardless of our geographical location. It is land once occupied and inhabited by 
hundreds of Native tribes and stolen from these Indigenous people by European settlers. The 
genocide and forced removal of Indigenous people from these lands is a history that must be 
acknowledged, and the current struggles of Indigenous people must be brought to the forefront, so 
that their plight is never forgotten.  

This digital land acknowledgement is inspired by the work of producer & artist Adrianne Wong. Learn more here.  

https://www.folda.ca/land-acknowledgement/
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Welcome to the 19th anniversary of our holiday tradition It’s 
a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! Frank Capra’s story 
resonates with audiences as strongly today as its 1947 
premiere. Likewise, our staged production draws passionate 
returning patrons and creates new fans annually. Over the 
years, we’ve delighted 60,000+ people and featured the work 
of over 30 Ensemble members and Artistic Affiliates. 

The story’s themes are timeless and universal. It’s both 
heartbreaking and heartwarming we need and seek these 
annual reminders – to value kindness, to support our 
communities, to uplift others, to caution against greed, and 
to protect those struggling with despair. 

This story reminds us of the fragility of life. Capra’s brilliant 
sentiment – “Each man’s life touches so many other lives. 
When he isn’t around, he leaves an awful hole, doesn’t he?” 
– hits our souls deeper this year as we grapple with a global 
pandemic. With so much loss and disorder around us, we 
must search harder to find hope and our center. 

This story can not be presented in-person this year. You can’t pass through the theater’s threshold and transport back 
to the ‘40s. Regardless, patrons and artists strongly urged us to present the story as we could. 

So, you are invited into our homes – like a member of our Blues family. You will hear the story of Everyman George 
Bailey live each performance, crackling with ephemeral energy and mediocre internet connectivity. You will watch our 
extraordinary artists create characters that may offer comfort and may randomly freeze on screen. You will be given 
the opportunity to engage and interact with our intimate community in the only way we could imagine right now. Your 
gracious spirits and open hearts are equally important to this Chicago tradition.  Your presence is a gift to the Blues 
family. 

Remember, no one is a failure who has friends. 

Artistic Director  
Gwendolyn Whiteside 

NOTE FROM ARTISTIC DIRECTOR  
GWENDOLYN WHITESIDE 

Ian Paul Custer, Dara Cameron, Gwendolyn Whiteside, and Brandon Dahlquist in the 2019 production of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! Photo by Michael 
Brosilow. 
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Francesco Rosario Capra was born on May 18, 1897, in 
Sicily, Italy. He moved to the United States with his family 
and six siblings in 1903. The family settled in an Italian 
community in Los Angeles. Capra worked his way through 
high school and college at the California Institute of 
Technology, where he studied chemical engineering. 

Capra enlisted in the United States Army during World War 
I. His father died shortly thereafter. After contracting the 
Spanish flu, Capra returned home to California and 
attained his American citizenship under the name Frank 
Russell Capra. He spent the next few years without regular 
employment, before finding his way into the film industry. 
Capra, who had no directing experience, talked his way 
into directing several comedies put out by San Francisco 
studios. He got in on the ground floor of Columbia Pictures, 
helping to establish the studio and move it out of the silent 
film era. 

The 1930s saw Capra's first national success. He became 
one of the country's most influential directors with films 

such as “It Happened One Night” (1934), “Mr. Deeds Goes to Town” (1936), and “Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington” (1939). Many of Capra's films told rags-to-riches stories, often with a moral message and a patriotic bent. 
He continued his streak of hit films in the 1940s, directing movies like “Arsenic and Old Lace” (1944) and “It's a 
Wonderful Life” (1946). Capra also directed a series of informational films entitled “Why We Fight” for enlisted men 
during World War II. 

Capra's career declined after World War II, as public tastes and the mechanics of the film industry changed. He retired 
from Hollywood filmmaking in 1952. Returning to the subject of science, he directed and produced educational films 
under the auspices of his alma mater, Caltech. He died in La Quinta, California on September 3, 1991. 

Despite falling out of fashion during the director's lifetime, the films of Frank Capra have been deeply influential over 
the past several decades. Many are 
considered classics and are frequently 
screened in theaters and on television. 

Capra was nominated for six Academy 
Awards and won three. His films collectively 
garnered 53 Academy Award nominations 
between 1933 and 1961, including 11 
nominations for “Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington”, 7 nominations for “You Can’t 
Take It With You”, and 5 nominations for 
“It’s a Wonderful Life”. 

Frank Capra married twice and had four 
children. One of his sons, Frank Capra Jr., 
and grandson Frank Capra III have both 
made their careers in the film industry. 

ABOUT FRANK CAPRA 

Frank Capra and Jimmy Stewart on the set of “It’s a Wonderful Life” (1946) 

Frank Capra on set 

Source: Biography.com and Wikipedia. 
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IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE: LIVE IN CHICAGO! 
THROUGH THE YEARS 

Nearly 60,000 patrons have enjoyed our holiday classic since 2002.  As we celebrate 19 years of It’s a Wonderful 
Life—and transition into this virtual format for 2020—we remember our past and look toward the future. 

The American Blues Theater Ensemble has staged It’s a Wonderful Life as a radio play at various Chicago venues and 
events since 2002, including: American Theater Company, Theater on the Lake, Mrs. Murphy’s Bistro, Logan Square 
(2002 - 2008); Victory Gardens Biograph Theater (2009 - 2012); Greenhouse Theater Center (2013 - 2016); Stage 773 
(2017 - 2019); and virtually via Zoom! 

Members of the 2011 cast of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live at the Biograph! 

Members of the 2018 cast of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago!  Photo by Michael Brosilow. 

5 FUN FACTS ABOUT IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE: LIVE IN CHICAGO! 

 

 During one performance, the power went out. We moved 
the entire audience, cast, and foley items to a local bar to 
finish the story.  The bartenders and waitstaff helped us 
serve milk and cookies. 

 The cast has appeared in the Chicago's Thanksgiving Day 
parade. 

 All commercial jingles are actual local businesses. 

 People have used audiograms to celebrate momentous 
occasions in their lives, including a marriage proposal, 
announcing pregnancies, birthdays, and anniversaries.  

 Anyone who has worked on our production since 2009 has a 
personal ornament on one of the decorated trees. (We also 
include sonogram pictures of little ones on the way.) 
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THE BACKSTORY WITH 
IAN PAUL CUSTER 

 

HOLIDAY LIGHTNING ROUND 
“What do you think of when you hear…” 
 
 

George & Mary Bailey:  What a lovely 
couple. 

Holiday treats: Peanut Butter 
Blossoms. 

Carols: Brandon Dahlquist (that’s the 
actor who plays “George Bailey”) 

Traditions: I carry the Christmas tree 
home over my shoulder. 

Snow: The movie White Christmas. 

American Blues: Hard workers. 

Childhood nickname: Big E 

When I was a kid, I wanted to be a ______ when I 
grew up: A pilot 

Best career advice I’ve received: Find the group of 
weirdos you work well with and make the best art 
you can with them.  Don't try and work with people 
who don't share your values or value you. 

Favorite part of the job: Getting to play characters 
that are not necessarily like me.    

Worst part of the job: Auditioning. 

How I made my first dollar: TimeLine 
Theatre,  Weekend by Gore Vidal  

Favorite food: My wife’s tuna casserole—omg. 

Favorite item of clothing: Adidas Samba OG Shoes 

If you could invent one thing: A teleporter  

One of my hidden talents: I am a musician—I play 
piano, guitar, saxophone, and harmonica. 

American Blues Theater Ensemble member Ian Paul Custer plays “Harry” in It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! We asked Ian to 
share some lesser-known facts about himself in “The BackStory.” 

Shawn Goudie, Michael Mahler, Brandon Dahlquist, and Ian Paul Custer in the 2019 production 
of It’s a  Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago!  Photo by Michael Brosilow. 

Ian Paul Custer in the 2016 production of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! 
Photo by Johnny Knight. 
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IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE: LIVE IN CHICAGO! 
SCENIC DESIGN & SET DRESSING 

Grant Sabin has been the Scenic Designer of It’s a Wonderful Life at American Blues Theater since 2009. We look back at his 
designs through the many years—and venues—of this production, and hear from Set Dressing & Props Designer Elyse Dolan. Keep 
an eye out for the ways that Grant & Elyse have brought elements of previous designs into the actors’ Zoom squares this year! 

Left: It’s a Wonderful Life: 
Live in Chicago! at the 
Greenhouse Theatre Center 
(2013—2016). This set 
included a mini cityscape  
in the window—including  
a working “L” train—which 
featured a tiny ComEd 
billboard (enlarged above). 

Above: It’s a Wonderful Life: Live at the Biograph at the Victory Gardens Biograph Theatre (2009—2012). This was 
the first of Grant Sabin’s designs for It’s a Wonderful Life. 
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Above: It’s a Wonderful 
Life: Live in Chicago! in 
the Pro Theatre at Stage 
773 (2018—2019). 
 

Right: The tech process 
for this year’s virtual 
production. Clockwise 
from top left: Production 
Manager Shandee 
Vaughan filming an 
instructional video on 
how to assemble the 
lighting equipment; the 
tech kits delivered to 
each actors’ home; 
Grant Sabin’s “snow 
machine;” and prop 
details created by Elyse 
Dolan. 

BEHIND THE SCENES WITH SET DRESSING & PROPS DESIGNER ELYSE DOLAN 

I’ve been designing the set dressing and properties of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! since 2015, and in that 
time the design has changed tremendously: we’ve gone having four Christmas trees ranging from 3 ft.—8 ft. tall at 
the Greenhouse Theatre Center, to having four Christmas trees ranging from 6 ft.—12 ft. tall at Stage 773, to now 
having an assortments of small Christmas trees and wreaths delivered to the actors’ homes to be in their Zoom 
squares. This year’s design is very different in terms of scale, but there will still be just as much holiday spirit and 
some special surprises! 

— Elyse Dolan 
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ABOUT RADIO DRAMA & FOLEY EFFECTS 

Source: Wikipedia 

ABOUT RADIO DRAMA 
When the radio was first developed, it brought 
entertainment into the home. Prior to radios for the 
home, families went out for entertainment to the 
theatre, movies, and museums. But with the new radio, 
families spent time gathered around the radio, listening 
to the news, music, and radio dramas broadcast daily. 

Radio drama is a form of audio storytelling broadcast on 
radio. With no visual component, radio drama depends 
on dialogue, music, and sound effects to help the listener 
imagine the story. 

An important turning point in radio drama came when 
Schenectady, New York’s WGY, began weekly studio 
broadcasts of full-length stage plays in September 1922, 
using music, sound effects and a regular troupe of actors. 

The single best-known episode of radio drama is probably 
the Orson Welles-directed adaptation of The War of the 
Worlds (1938), which some listeners believed to be real 
news broadcast about an invasion from Mars. 

By the 1940s, it was a leading form of popular 
entertainment. With the advent of television in the 
1950s, however, radio drama lost much of its popularity. 

Camille Robinson and Brandon Dahlquist in the 2018 production of It’s a 
Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago!  Photo by Michael Brosilow. 

Shawn Goudie in the 2018 production of It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! 
Photo by Michael Brosilow. 

ABOUT FOLEY EFFECTS 
What is now called Foley is a range of live sound effects 
originally developed for live broadcasts of radio drama in 
the early 1920s in various radio studios around the world. 

Some common Foley tricks include: 
 Corn starch in a leather pouch makes the sound of 

snow crunching. 
 A water soaked rusty hinge when placed against 

different surfaces makes a creaking sound. 
 A pair of gloves sounds like bird wings flapping. 
 An old chair makes a controllable creaking sound. 
 A metal rake makes the rattle/squeak sound of chain-

link fence. 
 Gelatin and hand soap make squishing noises. 
 Frozen romaine lettuce makes bone or head injury 

noises. 
 Coconut shells cut in half and stuffed with padding 

makes horse hoof noises. 
 Cellophane creates crackling fire effects. 
 A selection of wooden and metal doors are needed to 

create all sorts of door noises, but also can be used for 
creaking boat sounds. 

 A heavy phone book makes body-punching sounds. 
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“IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE” 
10 WONDERFUL FACTS 

Sources: TheWrap.com, IMDB.com, Telegraph.co.uk, and MentalFloss.com 

IT DIDN’T DO WELL AT THE BOX OFFICE. 
The film, although now considered a classic, was such a 
financial disappointment that it busted Capra's production 
company, Liberty Films. It was the first and last time Capra 
produced, financed, directed, and co-wrote a film.  
 

CARY GRANT ALMOST STARRED IN IT. 
When the rights were still held at RKO, Cary Grant was 
slated to play the lead role of George Bailey made iconic 
by Jimmy Stewart.  
 

THERE COULD HAVE BEEN A DIFFERENT MARY BAILEY. 
Ginger Rogers allegedly turned down the role because she 
thought the character too bland. When Rogers penned her 
autobiography, she questioned that decision by asking the 
readers, "Foolish, you say?"  
 

DONNA REED HAD EXCELLENT AIM. 
Though Capra had a stuntman at the ready in order to 
shoot out the window of the Granville House in a scene 
that required Donna Reed to throw a rock through it, it 
was all a waste of money. “Mom threw the rock herself 
that broke the window in the Granville House,” Mary 
Owen—daughter of Donna Reed—says. “On the first try.”  
 

UNCLE BILLY WENT UNSCRIPTED. 
In one scene, a drunk Uncle Billy yells "I'm all right, I'm all 
right!" after supposedly clambering into some garbage 
cans off-screen. But actually, a crew member had dropped 
a giant piece of equipment — and the actors just went 
with it. 

THE BIRD WAS A STAPLE OF CAPRA FILMS. 
Capra first used Jimmy the raven, a wildly prolific avian 
actor, in his 1938 film “You Can't Take it With You” and 
cast him in every film he made subsequently. In “It's a 
Wonderful Life”, Jimmy the raven played Uncle Billy's pet, 
kept at the Building & Loan. James Stewart was a fan: 
"When they call Jimmy, we both answer," he remarked 
while filming, calling the bird "the smartest actor on set." 
 

A COPYRIGHT LAPSE MADE IT A HOLIDAY STAPLE. 
The film became infinitely more popular when its rights 
lapsed, creating a free-for-all for broadcasters to play it 
nonstop on television during the holidays. That ended 
when NBC acquired the exclusive rights in 1994.  
 

ZUZU DIDN’T SEE THE FILM UNTIL 1980. 
Karolyn Grimes, who played Zuzu in the film, didn’t see the 
film until 1980. She told Detroit’s WWJ : “I never just sat 
down and watched [it].” 
 

THE FBI SAW THE FILM. THEY DIDN’T LIKE IT. 
In 1947, the FBI issued a memo noting the film as a 
potential “Communist infiltration of the motion picture 
industry,” citing its “rather obvious attempts to discredit 
bankers by casting Lionel Barrymore as a ‘Scrooge-type’ so 
that he would be the most hated man in the picture.“ 
 

IT’S EVERYONE’S FAVORITE. 
Though their collective filmographies consist of a couple 
hundred movies, Capra, Reed, and Stewart have all 
cited “It’s a Wonderful Life” as their favorite movie. 

Cary Grant (left) and Ginger Rogers (right) — alleged contenders for the roles 
of George and Mary Bailey, respectively. 

Jimmy Stewart with Jimmy the raven in “It’s a Wonderful Life” (1946) 
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LIFE IN 
THE 1940S 

 The 1940s are defined by World War II. The Japanese 
bombing of Pearl Harbor shattered U.S. isolationism. 
As  President Franklin D. Roosevelt guided the country 
at home, General Dwight D. Eisenhower commanded 
the troops in Europe. General Douglas MacArthur and 
Admiral Chester Nimitz led them in the Pacific. 

 Unemployment almost disappears when men are 
drafted and sent off to war. The government 
reclassifies 55% of jobs, allowing women and African 
Americans to fill them. 

 Automobile production ceases in 1942, and rationing 
of food supplies begins in 1943. 

 Japan surrenders after two atomic bombs are dropped 
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The United States 
emerges from World War II as a world super power, 
challenged only by the USSR. 

 Radio is the lifeline for Americans in the 1940s 
providing news, music, and entertainment. 

 Returning GI’s create the baby boom, and the 
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (the GI Bill of Rights) 
entitles returning soldiers to a college education. 

 When the war and its restrictions end, Christian Dior 
introduced the “New Look” feminine dresses with 
long, full skirts, and tight waists. High heels become 
trendy. Hair was worn to the shoulders. 

 Television made its debut at the 1939 World Fair, but 
the war interrupted development. In 1947, 
commercial television with 13 stations becomes 
available to the public. 

 Major works of literature published in the 1940s 
include For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway 
(1940), The Fountainhead by Ayn Rand (1943), The 
Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams (1944), The 
Diary of Anne Frank by Anne Frank (1947), Nineteen 
Eighty-Four by George Orwell (1949), and Death of a 
Salesman by Arthur Miller (1949). 

 The most popular music style during the 1940s 
was swing, which prevailed during World War II. In the 
later periods of the 1940s, less swing was prominent 
and crooners like Frank Sinatra, along with genres such 
as bebop and the earliest traces of rock and roll, were 
the prevalent genre. 

 Hollywood was instrumental in producing dozens of 
classic films during the 1940s, including “Casablanca 
“(1943), “Citizen Kane” (1941), and “The Maltese 
Falcon” (1941). Also in the 1940s, Disney released 
some of its most iconic animated feature films: 
“Pinocchio” (1940), “Dumbo” (1941), and 
“Bambi” (1941).  

Dora Miles and Dorothy Johnson working at the Douglas Aircraft Company in 
Long Beach, CA (1944). Photo from Library of Congress. 

Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman in “Casablanca” (1942) 

Source: Wikipedia 
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1946 VS 2020 
IN AMERICA 

 

  1946 
World War II ended in September 1945, after  

over 400,000 U.S. deaths and 670,000 U.S. 
military personnel were wounded. 1946 marked  

a year of transition for America as millions 
returned home from war.  

Population: 132,122,000 

Unemployment rate: 3.9% 

National debt: $43 Billion 

Average annual salary: $2,600 

Federal minimum wage: $0.40 per hour 

New car costs $1,120 

Gasoline is $0.21 per gallon 

One-year tuition at Harvard: $420 

55% of U.S. homes have indoor plumbing  

  2020 
A pandemic swept the nation in 2020, with over 

220,000 U.S. deaths and more than 9 million  
U.S. cases as of October. Millions of American are 

staying home, social distancing, and wearing 
masks to slow the spread of COVID-19. 

Population: 331,000,000 

Unemployment rate: 7.9% 

National debt: $23.3 Trillion 

Median family income: $68,703 

Federal minimum wage: $7.25 

New car costs: $37,850 

Gasoline is $2.13 per gallon 

One-year tuition at Harvard: $72,391 

81% of U.S. adults have a smartphone 

Poster designed by Shepard Fairey’s Studio Number One and  Camilla Lonis 
as part of the L.A. Mask Print Project (2020). 

WPA poster by Louis Hirshman and William Tasker (1942/1943). 
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WHAT IS REDLINING? 
For decades, many banks in the U.S. denied mortgages to people, mostly people of color in urban areas, preventing 
them from buying a home in certain neighborhoods or getting a loan to renovate their house. The practice — once 
backed by the U.S. government — started in the 1930s and took place across the country. That includes in many of the 
nation's largest cities, such as Atlanta, Chicago, Detroit, Tampa and others with large minority populations.  

As a result, banks and other mortgage lenders commonly rejected loans for creditworthy borrowers based strictly on 
their race or where they lived. As part of that practice, financial firms, real estate agents and other parties demarcated 
geographic areas that were effectively off limits for issuing loans.  

Scholars who study housing discrimination point to redlining as one factor behind the gulf in wealth between blacks 
and whites in the U.S. today. Black families have lost out on at least $212,000 in personal wealth over the last 40 years 
because their home was redlined, said real estate app Redfin.  

 

WHERE DOES THE WORD COME FROM? 
The term redlining is a nod to how lenders identified and referenced neighborhoods with a greater share of people 
deemed more likely to default on mortgage. Using red ink, lenders outlined on paper maps the parts of a city that were 
considered at high risk of default, as well as more desirable neighborhoods for approving a loan. Riskier neighborhoods 
were predominantly black and Latino.  

Physical copies of such maps are stored in the National Archives. The University of Richmond has digital versions of 
about 200 maps once used for redlining, including the one [on the next page]. 

Robert K. Nelson, who oversees the University of Richmond's mapping inequality project, said the maps were created in 
cities with 40,000 residents or more. The federal government, through a now-defunct agency called the Home Owners' 
Loan Corporation, worked with local real estate agents and banks to create the maps.  

"The federal government, at the time, called this best practices for responsible lending," he said.  

 

IS REDLINING STILL LEGAL?  
No. Federal law prohibit home lending discrimination, notably the 1968 Fair Housing Act and the 1977 Community 
Reinvestment Act (CRA). The first of these laws bans discrimination based on someone's race when the person is trying 
to rent or buy a home, as well as apply for a mortgage. The act also makes it illegal to impose predatory interest rates 
or fees. 

Under the CRA, lenders must track how often they approve and deny loans to people in low-income households. Based 
on their records, lenders are assigned a rating on their compliance with the law: "outstanding," "satisfactory," "needs 
to improve" or "substantial noncompliance."   

 

DOES REDLINING STILL HAPPEN? 
The answer depends on who you ask. Although banks deny engaging in redlining, some housing advocates and lawyers 
say the practice continues, though in different form. 

"You're not going to see someone with a map on a wall with red lines around it," said Stuart Rossman, director of 
litigation for the National Consumer Law Center. "Although we rarely see redlining, what we do see is a lot of reverse 
redlining."  

 

U.S. HOME OWNERSHIP & 
THE LEGACY OF REDLINING 

Home ownership in the United States has a complicated and troubling history. The below article originally appeared on CBS News 
under the title “Redlining’s legacy: Maps are gone, but the problem hasn’t disappeared.” It was last updated on June 12, 2020.  

https://www.redfin.com/news/redlining-real-estate-racial-wealth-gap/
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=5/37.8/-97.9&text=downloads
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/redlining-what-is-history-mike-bloomberg-comments/
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Source: CBS News. 

In reverse redlining, banks may engage in predatory lending in the same neighborhoods that were once marked as off 
limits for borrowers, Rossman said. For example, in the years leading up to the 2008 housing crash, mortgage lenders 
peddled hundreds of thousands of risky subprime loans, including "no doc" and balloon-payment loans, on low-income 
borrowers. Many communities in cities like Detroit and Newark have yet to recover. 

The National Consumer Law Center in 2018 joined the Connecticut Fair Housing Center in a lawsuit against Liberty 
Bank, alleging the company was redlining black and Latino neighborhoods in Hartford and New Haven.  

There are many other cases of applicants being denied a home loan because of their race, said Nikitra Bailey, executive 
vice president at the Center for Responsible Lending. Bailey pointed to a 2018 investigation by the advocacy group 
finding that black, Latino and Asian applicants were turned away for loans at a higher rate than whites in many U.S. 
cities.  

In this digital image of a map used decades ago for redlining in Chicago, areas marked in the faded pink show where lenders were discouraged from avoid issuing 
mortgages.  Map from University of Richmond. 
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THE GREATEST GIFT BY PHILIP VAN DOREN STERN  
WITH ORIGINAL ILLUSTRATIONS 

The little town straggling up the hill was 
bright with colored Christmas lights. But 
George Pratt did not see them. He was 
leaning over the railing of the iron 
bridge, staring down moodily at the 
black water. The current eddied and 
swirled like liquid glass, and occasionally 
a bit of ice, detached from the shore, 
would go gliding downstream to be 
swallowed up in the shadows under the 
bridge.  

The water looked paralyzingly cold. 
George wondered how long a man could 
stay alive in it. The glassy blackness had 
a strange, hypnotic effect on him. He 
leaned still farther over the railing… 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a 
quiet voice beside him said.  

George turned resentfully to a little man 
he had never seen before. He was stout, 
well past middle age, and his round 
cheeks were pink in the winter air as 
though they had just been shaved.  

 “Wouldn’t do what?” George asked 
sullenly.  

 “What you were thinking of doing.” 

 “How do you know what I was 
thinking?” 

 “Oh, we make it our business to know a 
lot of things,” the stranger said easily.  

George wondered what the man’s 
business was. He was a most 
unremarkable little person, the sort you 
would pass in a crowd and never notice. 
Unless you saw his bright blue eyes, that 
is. You couldn’t forget them, for they 
were the kindest, sharpest eyes you 
ever saw. Nothing else about him was 
noteworthy. He wore a moth-eaten old 
fur cap and a shabby overcoat that was 
stretched tightly across his paunchy 
belly. He was carrying a small black 
satchel. It wasn’t a doctor’s bag—it was 

too large for that and not the right 
shape. It was a salesman’s sample kit, 
George decided distastefully. The fellow 
was probably some sort of peddler, the 
kind who would go around poking his 
sharp little nose into other people’s 
affairs.  

“Looks like snow, doesn’t it?” the 
stranger said, glancing up appraisingly at 
the overcast sky. “It’ll be nice to have a 
white Christmas. They’re getting scarce 
these days—but so are a lot of things.” 
He turned to face George squarely. “You 
all right now?”  

“Of course I’m all right. What made you 
think I wasn’t? I—,” George fell silent 
before the stranger’s quiet gaze.  

The little man shook his head. “You 
know you shouldn’t think of such 
things—and on Christmas Eve of all 
times! You’ve got to consider Mary—
and your mother too.” 

George opened his mouth to ask how 
this stranger could know his wife’s 
name, but the fellow anticipated him. 
“Don’t ask me how I know such things. 
It’s my business to know ‘em. That’s 
why I came along this way tonight. Lucky 
I did too.” He glanced down at the dark 

water and shuddered.  

“Well, if you know so much about me,” 
George said, “give me just one good 
reason why I should be alive.” 

The little man made a queer chuckling 
sound. “Come, come, it can’t be that 
bad. You’ve got your job at the bank. 
And Mary and the kids. You’re healthy, 
young, and—”  

“And sick of everything!” George cried. 
“I’m stuck here in this mudhole for life, 
doing the same dull work day after day. 
Other men are leading exciting lives, but 
I—well, I’m just a small-town bank clerk 
that even the army didn’t want. I never 
did anything really useful or interesting, 
and it looks as if I never will. I might just 
as well be dead. I might better be dead. 
Sometimes I wish I were. In fact, I wish 
I’d never been born!” 

The little man stood looking at him in 
the growing darkness. “What was that 
you said?” he asked softly. 

“I said I wish I’d never been born,” 
George repeated firmly. “And I mean it 
too.” 

The stranger’s pink cheeks glowed with 
excitement. “Why that’s wonderful! 
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You’ve solved everything. I was afraid 
you were going to give me some 
trouble. But now you’ve got the solution 
yourself. You wish you’d never been 
born. All right! OK! You haven’t!” 

“What do you mean?” George growled.  

“You haven’t been born. Just that. You 
haven’t been born. No one here knows 
you. You have no respon-sibilities—no 
job—no wife—no children. Why, you 
haven’t even a mother. You couldn’t 
have, of course. All your troubles are 
over. Your wish, I am happy to say, has 
been granted—officially.” 

“Nuts!” George snorted and turned 
away.  

The stranger ran after him and caught 
him by the arm. “You’d better take this 
with you,” he said, holding out his 
satchel. “It’ll open a lot of doors that 
might otherwise be slammed in your 
face.” 

“What doors in whose face?” George 
scoffed. “I know everybody in this town. 
And besides, I’d like to see anybody 
slam a door in my face.”  

“Yes, I know,” the little man said 
patiently. “But take this anyway. It can’t 
do any harm and it may help.”  

He opened the satchel and displayed a 
number of brushes. “You’d be surprised 

how useful these brushes can be as 
introduction—especially the free ones. 
These, I mean.” He hauled out a plain 
little hairbrush. “I’ll show you how to 
use it.” He thrust the satchel into 
George’s reluctant hands and began: 
“When the lady of the house comes to 
the door you give her this and then talk 
fast. You say: ‘Good evening, Madam. 
I’m from the World Cleaning Company, 
and I want to present you with this 
handsome and useful brush absolutely 
free—no obligation to purchase 
anything at all.’ After that, of course, it’s 
a cinch. Now you try it.” He forced the 
brush into George’s hand.  

George promptly dropped the brush 
into the satchel and fumbled with the 
catch, finally closing it with an angry 
snap. “Here,” he said, and then stopped 
abruptly, for there was no one in sight. 

The little stranger must have slipped 
away into the bushes growing along the 
river bank, George thought. He certainly 
wasn’t going to play hide-and-seek with 
him. It was nearly dark and getting 
colder every minute. He shivered and 
turned up his coat collar. 

The street lights had been turned on, 
and Christmas candles in the windows 
glowed softly. The little town looked 
remarkably cheerful. After all, the place 
you grew up in was the one spot on 
earth where you could really feel at 
home. George felt a sudden burst of 

affection even for crotchety old Hank 
Biddle, whose house he was passing. He 
remembered the quarrel he had had 
when his car had scraped a piece of 
bark out of Hank’s big maple tree. 
George looked up at the vast spread of 
leafless branches towering over him in 
the darkness. The tree must have been 
growing there since Indian times. He felt 
a sudden twinge of guilt for the damage 
he had done. He had never stopped to 
inspect the wound, for he was ordinarily 
afraid to have Hank catch him even 
looking at the tree. Now he stepped out 
boldly into the roadway to examine the 
huge trunk. 

Hank must have repaired the scar or 
painted it over, for there was no sign of 
it. George struck a match and bent 
down to look more closely. He 
straightened up with an odd, sinking 
feeling in his stomach. There wasn’t any 
scar. The bark was smooth and 
undamaged. 

He remembered what the little man at 
the bridge had said. It was all nonsense, 
of course, but the nonexistent scar 
bothered him. 

When he reached the bank, he saw that 
something was wrong. The building was 
dark, and he knew he had turned the 
vault light on. He noticed, too, that 
someone had left the window shades 
up. He ran around to the front. There 
was a battered old sign fastened on the 
door. George could just make out the 
words: 

FOR RENT OR SALE 
Apply 
JAMES SILVA 
Real Estate 

Perhaps it was some boys’ trick, he 
thought wildly. Then he saw a pile of 
ancient leaves and tattered newspapers 
in the bank’s ordinarily immaculate 
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doorway. And the windows looked as 
though they hadn’t been washed in 
years. A light was still burning across the 
street in Jim Silva’s office. George 
dashed over and tore the door open. 

Jim looked up from his ledgerbook in 
surprise. “What can I do for you, young 
man?” he said in the polite voice he 
reserved for potential customers. 

“The bank,” George said breathlessly. 
“What’s the matter with it?” 

“The old bank building?” Jim Silva 
turned around and looked out of the 
window. “Nothing that I can see. 
Wouldn’t like to rent or buy it, would 
you?” 

“You mean—it’s out of business?” 

“For a good ten years. Went bust. 
Stranger ’round these parts, ain’t you?” 

George sagged against the wall. “I was 
here some time ago,” he said weakly. 
“The bank was all right then. I even 
knew some of the people who worked 
there.” 

“Didn’t you know a feller named Marty 
Jenkins, did you?” 

“Marty Jenkins! Why, he—” George was 
about to say that Marty had never 
worked at the bank—couldn’t have, in 
fact, for when they had both left school 
they had applied for a job there and 
George had gotten it. But now, of 
course, things were different. He would 
have to be careful. “No, I didn’t know 
him,” he said slowly. “Not really, that is. 
I’d heard of him.” 

“Then maybe you heard how he skipped 
out with fifty thousand dollars. That’s 
why the bank went broke.  

Pretty near ruined everybody around 
here.” Silva was looking at him sharply. 
“I was hoping for a minute maybe you’d 
know where he is. I lost plenty in that 
crash myself. We’d like to get our hands 
on Marty Jenkins.” 

“Didn’t he have a brother? Seems to me 
he had a brother named Arthur.” 

“Art? Oh, sure. But he’s all right. He 
don’t know where his brother went. It’s 

had a terrible effect on him, too. Took to 
drink, he did. It’s too bad—and hard on 
his wife. He married a nice girl.” 

George felt the sinking feeling in his 
stomach again. “Who did he marry?” he 
demanded hoarsely. Both he and Art 
had courted Mary. 

“Girl named Mary Thatcher,” Silva said 
cheerfully. “She lives up on the hill just 
this side of the church— Hey! Where are 
you going?” 

But George had bolted out of the office. 
He ran past the empty bank building and 
turned up the hill. For a moment he 
thought of going straight to Mary. The 
house next to the church had been 
given them by her father as a wedding 
present.  

Naturally Art Jenkins would have gotten 
it if he had married Mary. George 
wondered whether they had any 
children. Then he knew he couldn’t face 
Mary—not yet anyway. He decided to 
visit his parents and find out more about 
her. 

There were candles burning in the 
windows of the little weather-beaten 
house on the side street, and a 
Christmas wreath was hanging on the 
glass panel of the front door. George 
raised the gate latch with a loud click. A 
dark shape on the porch jumped up and 
began to growl. Then it hurled itself 
down the steps, barking ferociously. 

 “Brownie!” George shouted. “Brownie, 
you old fool, stop that! Don’t you know 
me?” But the dog advanced menacingly 
and drove him back behind the gate. 
The porch light snapped on, and 
George’s father stepped outside to call 
the dog off. The barking subsided to a 
low, angry growl. 

His father held the dog by the collar 
while George cautiously walked past. He 
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could see that his father did not know 
him.  

 “Is the lady of the house in?” he asked. 

His father waved toward the door. “Go 
on in,” he said cordially. “I’ll chain this 
dog up. She can be mean with 
strangers.” 

His mother, who was waiting in the 
hallway, obviously did not recognize 
him. George opened his sample kit and 
grabbed the first brush that came to 
hand.  

“Good evening, ma’am,” he said 
politely. “I’m from the World Cleaning 
Company. We’re giving out a free 
sample brush. I thought you might like 
to have one. No obligation. No 
obligation at all...” His voice faltered.  

His mother smiled at his awkwardness. 
“I suppose you’ll want to sell me 
something. I’m not really sure I need 
any brushes.” 

“No’m. I’m not selling anything,” he 
assured her. “The regular salesman will 
be around in a few days. This is just—
well, just a Christmas present from the 
company.” 

“How nice,” she said. “You people never 
gave away such good brushes before.” 

“This is a special offer,” he said. His 
father entered the hall and closed the 
door.  

“Won’t you come in for a while and sit 
down?” his mother said. “You must be 
tired walking so much.” 

“Thank you, ma’am. I don’t mind if I 
do.” He entered the little parlor and put 
his bag down on the floor. The room 
looked different somehow, although he 
could not figure out why.  

“I used to know this town pretty well,” 

he said to make conversation. “Knew 
some of the townspeople. I remember a 
girl named Mary Thatcher. She married 
Art Jenkins, I heard. You must know 
them.” 

“Of course,” his mother said. “We know 
Mary well.” 

 “Any children?” he asked casually. 

 “Two—a boy and a girl.” 

George sighed audibly.  

 “My, you must be tired,” his mother 
said. “Perhaps I can get you a cup of 
tea.” 

“No’m, don’t bother,” he said. “I’ll be 
having supper soon.” He looked around 
the little parlor, trying to find out why it 
looked different. Over the mantelpiece 
hung a framed photograph which had 
been taken on his kid brother Harry’s 
sixteenth birthday. He remembered 
how they had gone to Potter’s studio to 
be photographed together.  

There was something queer about the 
picture. It showed only one figure—
Harry’s. 

 “That your son?” he asked. 

His mother’s face clouded. She nodded 
but said nothing. 

“I think I met him, too,” George said 
hesitantly. “His name’s Harry, isn’t it?” 

His mother turned away, making a 
strange choking noise in her throat. Her 
husband put his arm clumsily around 
her shoulder. His voice, which was 
always mild and gentle, suddenly 
became harsh. “You couldn’t have met 
him,” he said. “He’s been dead a long 
while. He was drowned the day that 
picture was taken.” 

George’s mind flew back to the long-ago 

August afternoon when he and Harry 
had visited Potter’s studio. On their way 
home they had gone swimming. Harry 
had been seized with a cramp, he 
remembered. He had pulled him out of 
the water and had thought nothing of it. 
But suppose he hadn’t been there! 

“I’m sorry,” he said miserably. “I guess 
I’d better go. I hope you like the brush. 
And I wish you both a very Merry 
Christmas.” There, he had put his foot in 
it again, wishing them a Merry 
Christmas when they were thinking 
about their dead son. 

Brownie tugged fiercely at her chain as 
George went down the porch steps and 
accompanied his departure with a 
hostile, rolling growl. 

He wanted desperately now to see 
Mary. He wasn’t sure he could stand not 
being recognized by her, but he had to 
see her. 

The lights were on in the church, and 
the choir was making last-minute 
preparations for Christmas vespers.  

The organ had been practicing “Holy 
Night” evening after evening until 
George had become thoroughly sick of 
it. But now the music almost tore his 
heart out.  He stumbled blindly up the 
path to his own house. The lawn was 
untidy, and the flower bushes he had 
kept carefully trimmed were neglected 
and badly sprouted. Art Jenkins could 
hardly be expected to care for such 
things. 

When he knocked at the door there was 
a long silence, followed by the shout of 
a child. Then Mary came to the door. 

At the sight of her, George’s voice 
almost failed him. “Merry Christmas, 
ma’am,” he managed to say at last. His 
hand shook as he tried to open the 
satchel.  When George entered the 
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living room, unhappy as he was, he 
could not help noticing with a secret 
grin that the too-high-priced blue sofa 
they often had quarreled over was 

there. Evidently Mary had gone through 
the same thing with Art Jenkins and had 
won the argument with him too. 

George got his satchel open. One of the 
brushes had a bright blue handle and 
varicolored bristles. It was obviously a 
brush not intended to be given away, 
but George didn’t care. He handed it to 
Mary. “This would be fine for your sofa,” 
he said. 

“My, that’s a pretty brush,” she 
exclaimed. “You’re giving it away free?” 

He nodded solemnly. “Special 
introductory offer. It’s one way for the 
company to keep excess profits down—
share them with its friends.” 

She stroked the sofa gently with the 

brush, smoothing out the velvety nap. 
“It is a nice brush. Thank you. I—” There 
was a sudden scream from the kitchen, 
and two small children rushed in. A 

little, homely-faced girl flung herself into 
her mother’s arms, sobbing loudly as a 
boy of seven came running after her, 
snapping a toy pistol at her head. 
“Mommy, she won’t die,” he yelled. “I 
shot her a hunert times, but she won’t 
die.”  

He looks just like Art Jenkins, George 
thought. Acts like him too.  

The boy suddenly turned his attention 
to him. “Who’re you?” he demanded 
belligerently. He pointed his pistol at 
George and pulled the trigger. “You’re 
dead!” he cried. “You’re dead. Why 
don’t you fall down and die?” 

There was a heavy step on the porch. 
The boy looked frightened and backed 
away. George saw Mary glance 

apprehensively at the door.  

Art Jenkins came in. He stood for a 
moment in the doorway, clinging to the 
knob for support. His eyes were glazed, 
and his face was very red. “Who’s this?” 
he demanded thickly.  

“He’s a brush salesman,” Mary tried to 
explain. “He gave me this brush.” “Brush 
salesman!” Art sneered. “Well, tell him 
to get outa here. We don’t want no 
brushes.” Art hiccupped violently and 
lurched across the room to the sofa, 
where he sat down suddenly. “An’ we 
don’t want no brush salesmen neither.”  

George looked despairingly at Mary. Her 
eyes were begging him to go. Art had 
lifted his feet up on the sofa and was 
sprawling out on it, muttering unkind 
things about brush salesmen. George 
went to the door, followed by Art’s son, 
who kept snapping the pistol at him and 
saying: “You’re dead—dead—dead!” 

Perhaps the boy was right, George 
thought when he reached the porch. 
Maybe he was dead, or maybe this was 
all a bad dream from which he might 
eventually awake. He wanted to find the 
little man on the bridge again and try to 
persuade him to cancel the whole deal.  

He hurried down the hill and broke into 
a run when he neared the river. George 
was relieved to see the little stranger 
standing on the bridge. “I’ve had 
enough,” he gasped. “Get me out of 
this—you got me into it.”  

The stranger raised his eyebrows. “I got 
you into it! I like that! You were granted 
your wish. You got everything you asked 
for. You’re the freest man on earth now. 
You have no ties. You can go 
anywhere—do anything. What more can 
you possibly want?”  

“Change me back,” George pleaded. 
“Change me back—please. Not just for 
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my sake but for others too. You don’t 
know what a mess this town is in. You 
don’t understand. I’ve got to get back. 
They need me here.”  

“I understand right enough,” the 
stranger said slowly. “I just wanted to 
make sure you did. You had the greatest 
gift of all conferred upon you—the gift 
of life, of being a part of this world and 
taking a part in it. Yet you denied that 
gift.” 

As the stranger spoke, the church bell 
high up on the hill sounded, calling the 
townspeople to Christmas vespers. 
Then the downtown church bell started 
ringing.  

“I’ve got to get back,” George said 
desperately. “You can’t cut me off like 
this. Why, it’s murder!” 

“Suicide rather, wouldn’t you say?” the 
stranger murmured. “You brought it on 
yourself. However, since it’s Christmas 
Eve—well, anyway, close your eyes and 
keep listening to the bells.” His voice 
sank lower. “Keep listening to the 
bells...” 

George did as he was told. He felt a 
cold, wet snowdrop touch his cheek—
and then another and another. When 
he opened his eyes, the snow was 
falling fast, so fast that it obscured 
everything around him. The little 
stranger could not be seen, but then 
neither could anything else. The snow 
was so thick that George had to grope 
for the bridge railing. 

As he started toward the village, he 
thought he heard someone saying 
“Merry Christmas,” but the bells were 
drowning out all rival sounds, so he 
could not be sure.  

When he reached Hank Biddle’s house 
he stopped and walked out into the 
roadway, peering down anxiously at the 

base of the big maple tree. The scar was 
there, thank heaven! He touched the 
tree affectionately. He’d have to do 
something about the wound—get a tree 
surgeon or something. Anyway, he’d 
evidently been changed back. He was 
himself again. Maybe it was all a dream, 
or perhaps he had been hypnotized by 
the smooth-flowing black water. He had 
heard of such things.  

At the corner of Main and Bridge Streets 
he almost collided with a hurrying 
figure. It was Jim Silva, the real estate 
agent. “Hello, George,” Jim said 
cheerfully. “Late tonight, ain’t you? I 
should think you’d want to be home 
early on Christmas Eve.”  

George drew a long breath. “I just 
wanted to see if the bank is all right. I’ve 
got to make sure the vault light is on.”  

“Sure it’s on. I saw it as I went past.” 

“Let’s look, huh?” George said, pulling 
at Silva’s sleeve. He wanted the 
assurance of a witness. He dragged the 
surprised real estate dealer around to 
the front of the bank where the light 
was gleaming through the falling snow.  

“I told you it was on,” Silva said with 
some irritation.  

“I had to make sure,” George mumbled. 
“Thanks—and Merry Christmas!” Then 
he was off like a streak, running up the 
hill.  

He was in a hurry to get home, but not 
in such a hurry that he couldn’t stop for 
a moment at his parents’ house, where 
he wrestled with Brownie until the 
friendly old bulldog waggled all over 
with delight. He grasped his startled 
brother’s hand and wrung it frantically, 
wishing him an almost hysterical Merry 
Christmas. Then he dashed across the 
parlor to examine a certain photograph. 
He kissed his mother, joked with his 

father, and was out of the house a few 
seconds later, stumbling and slipping on 
the newly fallen snow as he ran on up 
the hill.  

The church was bright with light, and 
the choir and the organ were going full 
tilt. George flung the door to his home 
open and called out at the top of his 
voice: “Mary! Where are you? Mary! 
Kids!” 

His wife came toward him, dressed for 
going to church, and making gestures to 
silence him.  

“I’ve just put the children to bed,” she 
protested. “Now they’ll—” But not 
another word could she get out of her 
mouth, for he smothered it with kisses, 
and then dragged her up to the 
children’s room, where he violated 
every tenet of parental behavior by 
madly embracing his son  and his 
daughter and waking them up 
thoroughly.  

It was not until Mary got him 
downstairs that he began to be 
coherent. “I thought I’d lost you. Oh, 
Mary, I thought I’d lost you!” 

“What’s the matter, darling?” she asked 
in bewilderment.  

He pulled her down on the sofa and 
kissed her again. And then, just as he 
was about to tell her about his queer 
dream, his fingers came in contact with 
something lying on the seat of the sofa. 
His voice froze.  

He did not even have to pick the thing 
up, for he knew what it was. And he 
knew that it would have a blue handle 
and varicolored bristles.  

 

                  The End. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

AMERICAN FOUNDATION FOR SUICIDE PREVENTION - ILLINOIS CHAPTER 
The grassroots work AFSP does focuses on eliminating the loss of life from suicide by: delivering innovative prevention 
programs, educating the public about risk factors and warning signs, raising funds for suicide research and programs, 
and reaching out to those individuals who have lost someone to suicide.  
 

BIPOC MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES 
A collection of treatment directories and mental health resources curated by NAMI in support of community members 
who are Black, Indigenous, and People of Color. 
 

CHICAGO CONNECTS 
A tool from the Chicago Department of Public Health to help find behavioral health and social service resources in 
Chicago. 
 

CHICAGO AREA MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES 
A list of mental health and wellness resources in Chicago, compiled by The Women’s Center at DePaul University. 
 

CRISIS TEXT LINE 

Text TALK to 741-741 to text with a trained crisis counselor from the Crisis Text Line for free, 24/7. 
 

NAMI CHICAGO 
Works to improve the quality of life for those whose lives are affected by mental health conditions by promoting 
community wellness, breaking down barriers to mental health care, and providing support and expertise for families, 
professionals and individuals in Chicago and beyond. 
 

NATIONAL INSTITUTE ON MENTAL HEALTH 
A collection of resources including links to get immediate help in a crisis, plus information on finding a health care 
provider and deciding if a provider is right for you. 
 

NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION LIFELINE NETWORK — 1-800-273-8255 
The Lifeline provides 24/7, free and confidential support for people in distress, prevention and crisis resources for you 
or your loved ones, and best practices for professionals.  
 

THERAPISTS PREDICT HOW THIS YEAR WILL SHAPE MENTAL OUR HEALTH  
An article from HuffPost titled that includes links for more information and resources. 

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Friday, December 11, 2020 at 7:00pm 
Rabbi visits to discuss Hanukkah at It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! 

Thursday, December 24, 2020 at 7:00pm 
Santa visits It’s a Wonderful Life: Live in Chicago! 

Sunday, December 27, 2020 at 3:00pm 
Community leader visits to discuss Kwanzaa at It’s a Wonderful Life: Live  
in Chicago! 

https://afsp.org/chapter/illinois
https://www.naminh.org/resources-2/bipoc/
http://www.chicagoconnects.org/index.shtml
https://las.depaul.edu/centers-and-institutes/womens-center/resources/Pages/mental-health.aspx
https://www.crisistextline.org/
https://www.namichicago.org/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/find-help/index.shtml
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/therapists-2020-mental-health_l_5f7dda48c5b6fc1dec78790a
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ABOUT AMERICAN BLUES THEATER 

Winner of American Theatre Wing’s prestigious National Theatre Company Award, American Blues Theater is a 
premier arts organization with an intimate environment that patrons, artists, and all Chicagoans call home.  American 
Blues Theater explores the American identity through the plays it produces and communities it serves. 

We believe in cooperative collaborations both on and off-stage. We provide community service for many not-for-
profits, such as the Chicago Public Schools, The Night Ministry, Chicago House, Suits for Success, Misericordia, and the 
USO.  Since 2009, we’ve held food, book, & clothing drives, distributed promotional tickets, and raised awareness for 
children’s surgeries and health needs. We donate proceeds from “Pediatric Previews” to St. Jude Children’s Research 
Hospital. 

We are Chicago’s second-oldest AEA Ensemble theater. As of 2020, our theater and artists have 221 Joseph Jefferson 
Awards and nominations that celebrate excellence in Chicago theater and 40 Black Theater Alliance Awards. Our artists 
are honored with Pulitzer Prize nominations, Academy Awards, Golden Globe Awards, Emmy Awards, and numerous 
other accolades. 

American Blues Theater is committed to developing the classic plays and musicals of tomorrow. More than half of our 
mainstage productions are world and Chicago premieres. Our new play development consists of a variety of programs 
– including world and Chicago premieres, the nationally-recognized Blue Ink Playwriting Award, Blueprint play 
development, and annual Ripped: the Living Newspaper Festival of new short-plays.  

Upcoming The Room 
readings include: 

 

DECEMBER 9 
Red Bike by Caridad Svich 

 

JANUARY 15 & 17 
The Lion by Manny Buckley 

 

More to be  
announced soon! 

ONE-ON-ONE CONSULTING 
CLASSES FOR THE MASSES 

SESSION 3 

 

COMING SOON 
When it is safe to gather together in person again, we look forward to sharing these postponed productions with you! 

by Chelsea Marcantel 
 

Directed by Gwendolyn 
Whiteside* 

*Ensemble or Artistic Affiliate of American Blues Theater 

by Billie Joe Armstrong  
& Michael Mayer 
 

Directed by Halena Kays 
 

Music directed by Zachary 
Stevenson* 

by Benjamin Benne 
 

Directed by  Ana Velazquez 

by August Wilson 
 

Directed by Monty Cole 
 

Starring Wandachristine* 


