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Characters

Fanny Sedgwick Church: An eccentric woman in her 60’s who was raised in an
affluent family. Married to Gardner, with Mags as their only child. She has had
a complicated relationship with Mags and isn’t convinced painting portraits is a
real career. Sometimes overtly critical and unsympathetic, she has grown
increasingly frustrated by Gardner’s memory loss. 

Gardner Church: An elderly poet in his 70’s. Married to Fanny, with Mags as
their only child. He has grown very forgetful but is unaware of it. He also
suffers from incontinence.  It is his dream to write a book of criticism, but he
is unable to complete a thought on the project. He has slowly shifted from being
a Pulitzer Prize-winning poet to personifying the absent-minded professor.

Margaret Church: Fanny and Gardner’s adult daughter, in her early 30’s, who
returns home to help her aging parents move to a smaller house and paint their
portrait. She has happily left her privileged, high society life behind and finds
the return to her childhood home uncomfortable. Independent and confident, she
finds herself falling back into old dynamics when she spends time with her
parents.

Synopsis
Scene 1

At the opening of Tina Howe’s Painting Churches, Fanny Church sits in the
living room, packing the family silver, surrounded by moving supplies. Fanny and
her husband, Gardner, have decided to downsize and move to their “summer home.”
Fanny calls to Gardner and when he finally appears, it is immediately obvious
that something isn’t right with Gardner. He seems to fit the description of the
absent-minded professor; he appears distracted and confused. The couple awaits
the arrival of their only child, Margaret (Mags) Church who has promised to
come home and help with the move.

Mags arrives in a panic, exhausted from her travels and out of breath after
running from the train station to her childhood home. While all three are happy
to see each other, it is obvious that the family has a complex relationship.  Each
character speaks, but no one really listens. Fanny is preoccupied with
insignificant details. Gardner is focused on food and cocktails. Mags fights for
attention as she announces her upcoming one-woman show in an art gallery in
New York. They finally find common ground in discussing Mags’s plans to paint
their portrait. When Gardner leaves the room to retrieve drinks, Fanny
complains to her daughter about Gardner’s serious decline in mental health, but
Mags doesn’t quite understand the magnitude of the situation.  Fanny shows off
the lampshade she has created, and it is clear that this is a very creative
family.

Scene 2
As the next scene begins, Gardner has gone out, and Fanny continues packing
while Mags begins to prep for the portrait sitting. When Gardner returns, he is
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confused and cannot seem to make connections in his memory with friends he
has known for years. He recovers by suggesting the nightly cocktail hour. Again,
all three characters carry on in their own worlds until Mags grows
overwhelmingly distressed with her parent’s lack of support, recounting the
story of her first important gallery show and how her mother humiliated her.

Scene 3
In this scene, Fanny and Gardner sort through old clothes and try to decide
what to keep and what to give away. As the couple banters back and forth,
there is a moment of calm between them, and Mags is able to snap a photo of
them for the portrait. The conversation shifts into Fanny being critical of
Mags’s style and looks. Out of frustration, Mags agrees to join in the nightly
cocktail hour. It isn’t long before she is tipsy herself and joins her mother in
criticizing herself.  She tells the story of the sculpture she created as a child
from melted crayons and how it devastated her when her mother destroyed it.
It is at this moment that the truth of Mags’s childhood is revealed. 

Act 2
Scene 1
The house is now almost completely empty, and Mags is focused on painting the
portrait of her parents.  Fanny can’t relax because Gardner’s office still needs
to be packed. Gardner is distracted and talks about a dream he keeps having
about moving. Fanny announces that she admires people who commit suicide when
they reach old age, remembering a family member who made that choice. When she
realizes she cannot convince Gardner to pack his things, she leaves the room and
returns with items from the office. She dumps Gardner’s things carelessly on the
floor, upsetting him. Fanny begins to poke fun at Gardner, but he remains
unaware that he is the object of the joke; he even joins in on the “fun.”  Fanny
notices that Gardner has wet his pants and laughs at him. Mags is outraged at
her mother’s behavior. Fanny responds by telling Mags she has no right to
express frustration with her because she hasn’t been around to help or even
lend support. This is when Fanny says the most important line in the play: 
“Paint us? How about opening your eyes and seeing us. “

Scene 2
For this final scene the house is packed, and the entire family is preparing to
leave for the last time. Gardner’s pet parakeet is coerced into reciting poetry,
a trick that Mags has never heard. Fanny is treating Gardner with gentle
kindness, and the love and history they share is clear. The mood is sentimental,
and Mags recalls a trip she and her father took to the beach when the ocean
was filled with phosphorus and they swam and dreamed it could last forever.
Fanny and Gardner realize that Mags has stayed up all night to finish their
portrait but is nervous about revealing it. When they see their portrait for the
first time, it is not what they expected, but they absolutely love it. Fanny
exclaims that it reminds her of the Renoir she used to see at a museum where a
couple is dancing with such force that the lines of their bodies are blurred.
Fanny and Gardner begin to dance around the room, and Mags watches them with
tears in her eyes as the play ends.

The Playwright
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TINA HOWE's plays include The Nest, Birth and After Birth,

Museum, The Art of Dining, Painting Churches, Coastal Disturbances,
Approaching Zanzibar, One Shoe Off, Pride's Crossing, Such Small Hands,
Rembrandt's Gift, as well as a host of shorter plays, and new translations of
Eugène Ionesco's The Bald Soprano and The Lesson, as well as a host of
shorter plays. These works premiered variously at the New York Shakespeare
Festival, the Kennedy Center, Second Stage Theatre, the Old Globe Theatre,
Lincoln Center Theater, the Actors Theatre of Louisville, and the Atlantic
Theater Company. Her most recent play, Chasing Manet, opened at Primary
Stages in the spring of 2009. Among her many awards are an Obie for
Distinguished Playwriting, a Tony nomination for Best Play, an Outer Critics
Circle Award, a Rockefeller grant, two NEA Fellowships, a Guggenheim Fellowship,
the American Academy of Arts and Letters Award in Literature, the Dramatists
Guild Fund Madge Evans/Sidney Kingsley Award for Outstanding Achievement in
the Theatre, the New York Drama Critics' Circle Award, two honorary degrees,
and the William Inge Award for Distinguished Achievement in the American
Theatre. Twice a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize, Howe has been a visiting
professor at Hunter College since 1990 and has also taught master classes at
New York University, UCLA, Columbia University, and Carnegie Mellon
University. Her works can be read in numerous anthologies as well as in
Coastal Disturbances: Four Plays by Tina Howe, Approaching Zanzibar and
Other Plays (both Theatre Communications Group), and most recently her
translations of Ionesco's The Bald Soprano and The Lesson (Grove Press). Howe
is proud to have served on the council of the Dramatists Guild of America since
1990.
(From www.americantheatrewing.org)

A few articles on Tina Howe:
http://www.albany.edu/writers-inst/webpages4/archives/howetina.html

http://www.filmreference.com/film/55/Tina-Howe.html

http://www.theatermania.com/new-york-city-theater/news/03-2012/tina-howe-still-
shimmers_51418.html

Great videos with Tina Howe:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nN0NUJhqtfo

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_dcpQNHVHw

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMG_YzINFgc
Production Photos
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Christi Eanes, Margaret Church

           

Terri Pena Ross, Fanny Church
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Allan S. Ross, Gardner Church
Director’s Notes

When asked about the autobiographical elements in Painting Churches, Tina Howe
says she usually responds, “It’s all true but none of it happened.”  That there
are parallels in the play to her real life is undeniable. Her father was Quincy
Howe, a prominent CBS broadcaster who gained national fame for his reportage
of World War II and often spent his spare time at home teaching the family
parakeet to recite poetry. Her mother, Mary Post Howe, was an artist with a
slightly antic side; she collected animal skeletons and would often fill the
house with artificial flowers.  In her childhood years in New York, the
playwright would relieve her boredom by taking her mother’s advice to “go to the
museum and play,” and Howe's work draws heavily on the many artworks she
first saw in her youth.  
Howe has stated that she does not like to explain her work.  She prefers the
aura of mystery, of leaving some things unsaid.  We certainly had to delve deep
in search of answers to some of the questions the play presents, particularly
the religious references.  For example, despite the slyly deceptive suggestion of
the title, Painting Churches has nothing to do with slapping on a second coat
to refurbish religious buildings but is instead about portraiture by and of
people named Church.  When the parents play with silly poses, they imitate
famous art works that evoke religious themes.  And Howe's stage directions
describe the most prominent feature on the set: three windows whose style is
commonly used in church architecture, representing the Trinity: three windows,
three characters.  Howe's play invites us to explore the emotional and intuitive
implications of these pervasive references.

Painting Churches is not a play about plot.  The events of the story are spare
and simple.  Rather, the play is actually three character studies.  It is also a
comedy, albeit one with moments of poignancy and tenderness.  Ultimately, as
the play unfolds, we learn that this is a story about two parents and their
child.  They visit, they talk, they fight, they laugh, they taunt, and they love–
just a typical family.  But as the light shifts through those three windows, we
see the three characters in different lights; just as changing daylight alters a
painting’s look and mood, the play's action over its course shows us various
sides of these characters, their personalities, needs, and desires.  The daughter
has some maturing to do, and the parents must accept a new life they may not
want. It is the fate that awaits all of us, if we’re lucky.  Painting Churches
is about growing up and growing old. 
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Glossary of Terms from Painting Churches
This play is filled with art and culture references that the average person might not
know the meaning of. The following is a glossary of some of those references.

Lily Dache–1898–1989–Most famous French milliner and fashion designer of the
50's and 60's.  

Parke Bernet Galleries–acquired by Sotheby’s in 1964, the largest auction house
in the U.S.

Castelli Gallery–420 W. Broadway–opened in New York in 1957.  In 1958, it gave
Jasper Johns his first exhibit. Within 10 years, it had become the international
epicenter for Pop, Minimal, and Conceptual Art. This gallery also introduced
Roy Lichtenstein and Andy Warhol.

Pierre Bonnard–1867–1947–French painter and printmaker.

Mary Cassatt–1844–1926–American painter and printmaker.

David Hockney–1937–English painter and printmaker

The Athenaeum–The full name is The Boston Athenaeum, a research library

Sergent painting–a reference to John Singer Sargent’s masterpieceMadame X,
painted in 1884.  A painting of a woman in a black dress, with her face turned
profile.

“Why, from the land of Skye”–Isle of Skye in West Scotland.

Andre Malraux–1901–1976–French novelist, art theorist and eventual Minister of
Cultural Affairs.

1st edition of Charles Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal–  (Flowers of Evil), a volume of
French poetry, published in 1857

“L’homme propose, Dieu dispose!”–Translates as “What man proposes, God
disposes!”
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Before the Performance

Students: Please plan to keep your cell phones off during the performance.
Audience must arrive on time. Food and drinks are not permitted in the theater.
Out of respect for the actors, talking and flash photography are not permitted. 

Here are some great resources to view before you attend:

http://www.dramatistsguild.com/eventseducation/intheroomhoweruhl.aspx

http://theater.nytimes.com/2012/03/07/theater/reviews/kathleen-chalfant-and-john-
cunningham-in-painting-churches.html

http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,20364394_20576505,00.html

http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117947196/

http://www.playbill.com/news/article/159831-PHOTO-CALL-A-Look-at-Painting-
Churches-With-Kathleen-Chalfant-and-John-Cunningham

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nN0NUJhqtfo

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_dcpQNHVHw

"Howe's delightful, disturbing, and ultimately moving 1983 play. ... Under a
discreet, seemingly naturalistic surface lurks the flamboyance of a highly
American cartoon Absurdism, half Looney Tunes and half Ionesco, always ready
to turn a mild reminiscence into ribbons of gaudily insane slapstick. ... the
stylistic indeterminacy poses a challenge for performers: Exactly how "real"
should these characters seem? Unlike the 1983 cast, each member of which
twinkled in a galaxy of his or her own, Forsman's trio answers the question
with handsome teamwork, each having one foot firmly anchored in reality, yet
each seeming capable of floating off at any moment into the shadow area where
sanity becomes wholly unhinged."
— Michael Feingold, Village Voice, reviewing the Keen Company production of
2012.
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After the Performance

You Are the Critic
After the students have attended the production, ask them to write a review
for the local newspaper of Classic Theatre of San Antonio’s Painting Churches.
Prepare for this lesson by reading in class several published reviews from
newspapers. Make sure they include information about their impression of the
production values and design choices. Ask students to write about the actors’
performances, what they liked and didn’t like about the acting choices. Once the
reviews are written, share them in class.

Reflection:
1) Did everyone agree about the production?
2) What were the biggest differences in opinions?
3) Ask the students to imagine you will send these reviews to the theatre to be
read by the entire cast and crew. Does that change what they want to say? Do
the students think it’s valid to worry about the feelings of the cast and crew
of Painting Churches.

Is this Absurdism?
Tina Howe, author of Painting Churches, admits to being heavily influenced by
absurdism. According to Merriam-Webster, absurdism is defined as follows: 

A philosophy based on the belief that the universe is
irrational and meaningless and that the search for order
brings the individual into conflict with the universe.

At first glance, this play seems like a very traditional play about family. But
critics often find absurdist elements in the play. According to American
Heritage Dictionary, absurdist drama can be defined as follows:

A form of drama that emphasizes the absurdity of human
existence by employing disjointed, repetitious, and meaningless
dialogue, purposeless and confusing situations, and plots that
lack realistic or logical development.

Ask your students to evaluate the play from the absurdist perspective. Can
they find examples of absurdism in the play?
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