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“The past is never dead. It's not even past.” 
	 	 	 	 	 ―	William	Faulkner

In These	Shining	Lives, playwright Melanie Marnich has given voice to a specific 
event in American history: the atrocity committed against women working for 
Radium Dial in Ottawa, Illinois in the 1920s and 30s.  This era and this story 
may initially seem far away, a grave mistake, an appalling act that occurred at a 
complicated time during which we as country didn’t know any better; however, 
while this	particular story occurred in the past, its themes and effects are still very 
much with us.  History repeats itself…. 
 
I grew up in Western Montana, about one hundred miles from the beautiful Rocky 
Mountain town of Libby. The mineral Vermiculite was discovered in the mountains 
near our town, and in the 1960s W.R. Grace & Company purchased a mine and 
began producing 80% of the world’s vermiculite, a fact that brought the community 
of Libby great pride. The company provided well-paying jobs, and built schools, 
an ice rink, baseball fields, and a beautiful track that my sister and I ran on during 
our four years competing in high school.  Little did the community of Libby know, 
however, that for decades they were being poisoned. The material being mined 
contained tremolite asbestos, a substance the company wrongly told the workers 
was harmless. It wasn’t just the workers themselves being poisoned, the beautiful 
buildings and public spaces throughout their town now also harbored the lethal 
material extracted from the mine.  Since then hundreds of people in the area have 
died or acquired severe asbestos-related illnesses, many of them friends of my family. 

Stories like this illuminate the ugly side of capitalism, the side that can lead us 
to view human life — especially the lives of the marginalized or isolated — as 
expendable, the drive for profit and power prioritized over the health and wellness 
of human beings. Starting in the 1800s, U.S courts began assigning corporations the 
rights previously reserved for human beings; corporations were created to serve the 
people, yet “corporate personhood” continues to overshadow “human personhood.” 

A quick internet search today would yield an increasing number of such stories. So 
what do we do? Why do these things keep happening? Who is to blame? These are 
complicated questions that I can’t pretend to have answers for.  What I do believe is 
that we shouldn’t look away from human injustices such as these as, uncomfortable 
as they may be.  If we do…if we all keep looking away, what will our future hold?

— Sarah Butts
     Director

Director's Note



Dramaturgical Notes
“This isn’t a fairy tale, though it starts like one. 
It’s not a tragedy, though it ends like one”
	 	–These	Shining	Lives	

Once	upon	a	time—1922, to be exact—in the not so far off land of Ottawa, Illinois, 
a most curious thing took place. A factory opened, providing employment 
opportunities for young women with dexterous hands. This factory was not like 
any ordinary factory. By using the wonders of radium to paint the small numbers 
and dials on the faces of watches, this factory made time glow. Because the factory 
painted radium on dials, it was called The Radium Dial Factory. And because the 
young women, with their crafty little hands, painted the glowing substance on 
the dials, they were called dial painters. 

Now the dial painters loved their jobs. The factory provided them a space to 
commune with other women, the work was fairly easy, and the wages were 
almost too good to be true. But it all was true, and the dial painters considered 
themselves very lucky. They were part of something novel, something exciting, 
and something that made them feel as if they were shining like new money. 
Needless to say, the dial painters were very content, and their futures, like the 
digits on the timepieces, seemed radiant.

 Time was magical. 

Until one day, one of the dial painters became very ill, and no one understood 
what it was that ailed her, but there was something curiously wrong. Then 
another fell ill. No one would tell them what it was, but there was something 
surely wrong. Then more dial painters got sick, and they got sicker and sicker. 
Until one day…until…well—you see the radium substance did glow like magic, 
but like any good magic trick, one must fall victim to the illusion. The truth was 
that this newly discovered substance, with its ability to make even the darkest 
of times “undark”, had a dark side of its own. In the end, many dial painters 
became very ill, many died. All of them realized, “making good money doesn’t 
come cheap,” and “work that pays well costs you something.” 

The factory finally closed its doors and left the small town, but the stories about 
this curious time remain. Even some of the radiation remains, and resting in the 



cemetery on the hill are many of the remains of the dial painters, their bones still 
glowing, their stories still radioactive.  

	 The	end	
	 	 and	the	beginning

These	Shining	Lives isn’t a fairy tale, nor is it a tragedy; it is something	else, 
something different. What is this something other than, this undefined or 
perhaps indefinable alternative that haunts from deep in Marnich’s dramaturgy? 
What can we learn from the space in between fairy tale and tragedy, past and 
present, life and death, that which is spoken and that which is unspeakable? 

	 “If	one	woman	were	to	tell	the	truth	about	her	life,	
	 The	world	would	split	open.”	
 –Muriel Rukyser 

The quote above by poet Muriel Rukyser serves as the epigraph to These	Shining	
Lives. The quote comes from a poem titled “Käthe Kollwitz”; its last two lines a 
question: “what would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?” and 
an answer: “the world would split open.” Kollwitz was a German painter whose 
artwork depicted the bleak conditions of German workers toward the end of the 
19th century. Her work is unapologetic in its portrayal of the poverty stricken 
circumstances that the workers faced. Much of Kollwitz’s art focused on the affect 
these conditions had on women. There is something haunting about the level 
of truth she achieved in her paintings. Pain and suffering jump off the canvas. 
There is also an element of beauty in her portrayal, perhaps a sense of hope, most 
certainly a sense of something	else. Rukyser gestures towards this in a descriptive 
line of the poem that reads, “the faces of the sufferers / in the street, in dailiness, 
/ their lives showing / through their bodies / a look of music / the revolutionary 
look / that says I am in the world / to change the world.” What is the connection 
between a look that changes the world, indicated in these lines, and a truth that 
would split it open, as suggested in the epigraph? 

I believe that the epigraph functions as both a lens and navigational compass, 
guiding our direction, even when the traditional markers of dramatic realism, 
which we often use as points of orientation, fail us. The quote calls us to listen 
closely to the words of these women, but also to pay close attention to their 
silences. It demands that we must, in the words of Cornel West, “let suffering 
speak, if [we] want to hear the truth.” But how does one hear a truth that would 



split	 the	world	open? More importantly, how does one tell such a truth? The 
epigraph forces these questions, and the weight of these questions troubles the 
play text, as well as our production. 
  
Director Sarah Butts and the artistic team have found creative ways to keep 
the gravity of these questions in fruitful tension with the play’s many aesthetic 
layers. Marnich describes the play as being “at times choral, at times docudrama, 
at times just a play.” Elsewhere she mentions that, the play “moves between 
fact and fiction, between reality and imagination, to create a theatrical world.” 
Rather than attempt to situate the play neatly in time and space, this production 
finds strength in the in between spaces. It locates its forceful presence in the 
elusiveness of poetry. It works to grasp hold of what Rukyser terms, “the music 
of truth,” and bear witness to it, even when it is whispered, even when, as Emily 
Dickinson understood, it is told slant. 

	 “The	sky	twinkles	with	a	few	stars	of	luminous	numbers,		
	 fugitive	hours	that	have	ran	away	from	the	clocks.”	 
    –These Shining Lives 

As a dramaturge I am interested in the notions of time and history. With each 
production I ask two initial questions: Why a particular play here? And why now? 
These	Shining	Lives is a play about time and history, perhaps time as history. 
Suzan-Lori Parks suggests that, “history is time that won’t quit.” The exploitation 
represented in the play as a historical event, I argue exists in a continuum of “time 
that won’t quit”1 . Today we still live in a world where the desire for profit eclipses 
the compassion for people. What to do with this relentless time? Especially when 
Dr. King reminds us that “time is not neutral…it can be used for good or for evil.” 
The untimely, question is what to do now? Who will be courageous enough to tell 
a truth that would make time turn its face? 
 
I encourage you, as you view this play, to keep Rukyser’s words “If	one	woman	
were	to	tell	the	truth	about	her	life,	the	world	would	split	open” in mind. Let it 
guide you as you watch this production unearth these radioactive stories, not 
fairytales, nor tragedies, but something else—something perhaps akin to what 
Catherine explains in the final moments of the play as, “Faith at the edge [end] 
of the world.” 
  
 — Wind Dell Woods
	 					Dramaturge

 1  See	Elements	of	Style	by	Suzan-Lori	Parks,	1995.
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Phil Anthropy House is proud to support UCI 's 
Drama Department. Culture is currently dominated 

by the scientific, technical, and profit-making 
communities. What does it say about a culture that 

lavishly funds athletic programs yet underfunds 
fine arts? The fine arts, especially the Drama 

Department, present our humanness and remind us 
that we are soulful beings. 

Please join me in supporting UCI Drama. 

Theatre Guild 2015-16
Celebrating 50 Years of Excellence

As we celebrate the UC Irvine Department of Drama’s 50th anniversary season, 
we invite you to join our newly reimagined Theatre Guild.  Annual membership offers unique 

benefits to our patrons, including invitations to private events, pre- and post-run receptions which 
could include discussions with directors and actors, as well as access to rehearsals and production 

meetings. Higher levels of sponsorship offer opportunities to support targeted design 
elements of a production, or the production itself.

In addition to enhancing your enjoyment of our season, Guild membership increases the interaction 
between our faculty and student artists and their patrons, a reciprocity we believe benefits all involved.

We hope you join us as a Golden Anniversary Member of Theatre Guild, and look forward to seeing 
you soon. For more information, please call (949) 824-8062, or email UCIDramaNews@uci.edu

More information may be found at http://drama.arts.uci.edu/theatre-guild



Theatre Guild 2015-16
Membership Options

YES! I want to support aspiring actors, directors, designers, 
and stage managers engaged in producing exciting theatre 

productions at UC Irvine Drama.

We invite you to stop by the Theatre Guild table in 
the lobby during intermission

 _____ Golden Anniversary Member $100 
With a basic membership to Theatre Guild, you will enjoy benefits never before offered at 
this giving level: 
∙  Invitation to three informational wine and cheese receptions, one in the fall, one in 

the winter, and one in the spring, to discuss the upcoming shows and answer any 
questions on past shows 

∙  Invitation to tech/dress rehearsals for any three season shows of your choice, on a 
date designated by each director 

∙ Recognition in all season programs 

_____ Inner Circle Member $500 
All benefits listed above, plus: 
∙  Priority seating 
∙  Pre-show discussions 

_____ Show Design Sponsor $1,000 
All benefits listed above, plus: 
∙  Choose an area of any show to sponsor – costume, lighting, scenic, or sound – and 

receive special recognition in the program 
∙  Meet the student designer of your area of support, to learn more about the process 
∙  Attend a production meeting 

_____ Show Producer $2,500 
All benefits listed above, plus: 
∙  Producer credit above the title for the show you sponsor 
∙  Attend up to three staging rehearsals 
∙  Private tour of the set with designer, director, or artistic director

Please return this completed form with your contribution (payable to the UCI Foundation) to:
University of California, Irvine
Claire Trevor School of the Arts

Department of Drama
249 Drama

Irvine, CA 92697-2775

There are business reply envelopes available in the lobby at the Theatre Guild table. 
Please print your name as you would like it to appear in programs and other printed recognition materials:

Name _________________________________________

Address _________________________________________

City _________________________________________

Phone ________________________________

E-mail ________________________________



The  Claire Trevor School of the Arts would like to thank our supporters for their gifts of 
$500 to $100,000 during the past academic year. A complete list of all our contributors can 

be found in the performance programs distributed at the majority of our plays and concerts.  
We thank you all for your generosity!

Thank You!
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Andy Warhol Foundation 
  for the Visual Arts
Joan and Donald Beall
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$25,000 – $49,000
Carol and Eugene Choi
Leo Freedman Foundation
Cedd Moses
Cheryll and Richard Ruszat
Lori and Karl Tokita
Sandra and Kenneth Tokita 
United Exchange Corp.

$10,000 – $24,999
Toni Alexander
Diane and Dennis Baker
William Joseph Gillespie
Cloud Hsueh and Fang Hsu
InterCommunications, Inc.  
Pacific Life Foundation
Phil Anthropy House
H. Colin Slim
Susan and Eugene Spiritus

$5,000 – $9,999
The Boeing Company
Cheng Family Foundation
Jennifer Cheng
Katie and James Loss
Keleen and James Mazzo
Janae and Michael Muzzy
Janice and Ted Smith
Elizabeth and Thomas Tierney

$1,000 –  $4,999
Sally and William Kadell 
Jean Aldrich 
Ellen Breitman and Brien Amspoker
Linda and Michael Arias
Bingham McCutchen LLP
Daniel Gary Busby 
Cal Fund III
Paula and William Carpou 
Community Foundation of Jewish 
   Federation of Orange County 

Kirk Davis
Myrona Delaney
Isabel De Figueiredo 
Patricia and Michael Fitzgerald
Suzanne and Michael Fromkin 
Kathryn and Daniel Frost
Mary Gilly and John Graham 
Susan Hori 
Patricia and Kenneth Janda
Kay Becknell Jones
Bobi Keenan
Yong and Moon Kim 
Barbara Klein
Kube-It, Inc.
Emil Lau
Alexandra and Stephen Layton
Bruce Majeski
Peggy and Alexei Maradudin
Toni Martinovich 
Rachel and Anthony Maus
Miah and Jonathan Michaelsen
Yong Min and Allan de Souza 
Suzanne and Greg Munsell
Neurocare, Inc. 
Northwood Montessori School
Michael Oppenheim
Orange County Community Foundation 
Orangewood Children’s Foundation 
Sheila and James Peterson 
Susan Powers
Lisa Roetzel and Alan Terricciano
Marcia and Robert Ruth
Nancy Lee Ruyter
Ellen Seaback
Alison and Richard Stein
Elizabeth Toomey
Patricia Lester and David Trend 
UCI Alumni Association 
UCI Medical Humanities Initiative
University Montessori School 
Jason Valdry 
Leslie and Mark Van Houten
Village Montessori School
Vizio, Inc.
Sakura and William Wang

If you would like to support the Claire Trevor School of the Arts, a specific program, or a 
particular academic department, please contact our Development Director at (949) 824-8750.
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Sophia and Kumar Wickramasinghe 
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Colleen and James Hartley
Alyssa Junious
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   Walter J. Minton Foundation 
Lane Minton
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Amir Nikravan
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Mary Roosevelt 
Ryna Rothberg 
Santa Monica College 
Toni and Henry Sobel
Lorelei Tanji
Earleen Thomas
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Emilie Weir
Amelia Wood
Janet and Jen Yu
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Diane and Dennis Baker 
Lorna and Robert Cohen
William Daughaday
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Beth R. and Walter A. Koehler
Beth L. Koehler
Lucille Kuehn
Nancy Lee Ruyter
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www.arts.uci.edu      Box Office: 949.824.2787
View the entire season calendar on the website

UPCOMING EVENTS

DECEMBER
 Dec. 2* UCI Guitar Ensembles Concert 
 Dec. 3 – 5  New Slate 
 Dec. 4* Art Song & Artistry Series: 
  Songs of Jake Heggie
 Dec. 5 Faculty Artist Series: 
  Cecilia Sun, fortepiano 

JANUARY
 Jan. 9 – Mar. 12* H. M. by Kerry Tribe 
 Jan. 9 – Mar. 12* Critical Curatorial 
  Program Thesis Exhibition 
Jan. 9 – Mar. 12* Critical Curatorial 
  Program Exhibition 
 Jan. 9  Faculty Artist Series: 
  Lorna Griffitt, pianist with  
  Trio de Janeiro 
 Jan. 15  Chamber Music | OC  
  Presents: All Strings Attached 

 Jan. 20 – 23* EMERSE: A Media  
  Performance &  
  Installation
 Jan. 23*  Choral Music at UCI: 
  Anteater Choir Fest
 Jan. 30 – Feb. 7  C/C/C Series:
  Clybourne Park
 Jan. 30  Faculty Artist Series: 
  Maggie Parkins, cello

 
* Free concert


