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A Word from the Playwright... 

 
“Twenty years ago, I read a New Yorker essay by Sidney Blumen-
thal called “The Ruins of Georgetown.” It was about the world of 
the dinner party as it existed under [journalist] Joseph Alsop and 
his wife, Susan Mary Alsop, where people would be invited from 
both sides of the political aisle. They would be fighting all day 
about, say, a congressional bill, and at night they would socialize. 
And, because of that collegiality, you were more likely to achieve 
a compromise because you knew the person you were fighting 
against. I was deeply compelled by that…. I’d like the audience to 
take in… how a certain kind of partisanship, in general, blinds us 
to nuance. I want an audience to feel that they’ve heard a real 
conversation in which both sides have been given respect.” 
 

 
    —Playwright Anthony Giardina 
       speaking to Gary Goldstein of  
       the Los Angeles Times about  
       The City of Conversation 

 
 

Delaware Theatre Company thanks the following sponsors for supporting its educational and artistic work. 

 

      

This program is made possible, in part, by a grant from the Delaware Division of the Arts, a state agency dedicated 
to nurturing and supporting the arts in Delaware, in partnership with the National Endowment for the Arts. 

The United States Capitol at night 
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Summary 
 

The play opens in 1979 in the living room of the Georgetown home 
of Hester Ferris.  Hester’s son Colin and his girlfriend Anna arrive at 
the home to the surprise of Hester’s sister, Jean, who says the two 
women expected Colin’s long-awaited return from the London 
School of Economics the following day.  Colin greets his aunt, then his 
mother, affectionately.  Hester, though happy to see her son, explains 
that she is preparing for an important dinner party for Senator Mal-
lonee and his wife, and cautions him to be on his best behavior.  Colin 
explains to Anna that his mother hosts dinner parties for important 
members of the Washington, D.C. political circle.  Though Hester is a 
little put off with Anna’s seemingly overzealous interest in how Hes-
ter navigates in these parties, she encourages Anna to wear one of 
her dresses and attend the party.  Hester tells the two that the pur-
pose of this party is to gain the Kentucky senator’s vote on a matter 
proposed by Senator Ted Kennedy and supported by Senator Chand-
ler Harris, with whom Hester has a longtime intimacy.  Hester reveals 
that if the vote is successful, Kennedy could challenge the incumbent 
President Jimmy Carter for the Democratic nomination in the 1980 
election.    
 
After dinner that evening, Senator Mallonee, Chandler, and Anna are having brandy and cigars.  Chan-
dler would prefer that Anna leave the two men alone to talk.  In contrast, Mallonee enjoys her pres-
ence.  As Hester and Carolyn Mallonee, the senator’s wife, enter the room, Hester inadvertently 
makes a remark that Carolyn infers is an insult to her cultural literacy and her home in the South.  
Hester attempts to smooth things over quickly.  Colin enters. The conversation shifts to the political 
topic at hand—the proposal that federal judges must not belong to racially exclusive country clubs.  
Mallonee explains the difficulty of convincing his constituency that this law is necessary and appropri-
ate.  Anna chimes in, offering that in her family’s community in Minnesota, the citizens believe that 
Northeasterners, particularly the Kennedys themselves, are forcing their opinions on the rest of the 
country through legislation rather than letting the good of human nature make its eventual progress.  
Hester argues that black Americans should not have to wait for that slow progress when the govern-
ment can help matters now.  Mallonee takes even more interest in Anna and her thoughts.  Hester 
hints to Colin that he should step in, but he refrains.  Hester hints to Carolyn that Mallonee’s interest 
in Anna may be physical.  Carolyn, still offended by Hester’s earlier remark, encourages her husband 
to stay in contact with Anna.  The party ends.  As Anna leaves the room to change clothes, Hester 
accuses Colin of purposely coming home a day earlier than planned to disrupt the party and its in-
tended purpose.  He acknowledges that he and Anna did just that.  Hester and Colin argue about 
Colin’s choices.  As Anna reenters, Colin implies that he and Anna plan to marry.   
              (continued)  

A Note to Readers:  To assist educators in preparing their students for seeing our shows, the Department of 

Education and Community Engagement at DTC prepares and shares detailed summaries of the plots of our 

productions.  These summaries disclose important plot points, including the climax and resolution of each 

play.   Furthermore, our study guides are constructed under the premise that the educator has read our sum-

mary, and additional articles herein may reference these same plot points.  This notice is intended to provide 

a “spoiler alert.”   

Susan Wilder plays Hester 

Ferris in DTC’s The City of 

Conversation. 
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Summary (continued)  
 

As Act II opens, it is eight years later.  Hester is at home trying to entertain her six-year-old grand-
son, Ethan, while also attempting to craft a letter over the phone to political activist Ralph Neas that 
criticizes Robert Bork, President Reagan’s nominee to the Supreme Court.  After hanging up, Hester 
is reminded by Jean that she promised Colin she would keep her speech neutral in front of his son.  
Hester looks lovingly on her grandchild as he watches a video of Cinderella.  Chandler enters and  
sends Ethan outside, promising him a game of catch.  Hester asks Jean to supervise Ethan outdoors.  
Chandler seeks a romantic moment with Hester when Colin arrives at the house earlier than ex-
pected.  Chandler steps outside and Colin and Hester discuss their opposing viewpoints on the nomi-
nation of Bork.  Colin reminds Hester that she promised him she would not interfere with his work-
ing towards the confirmation of Bork.  Despite the disagreement, the mother and son still regard one 
another with love.  Colin goes outside to join his son and Chandler in the game.  Jean reenters and 
reminds Hester to hide the letter.  Hester muses over whether she’s doing the right thing.   
 

Anna arrives at the house, also having left her Washington workplace at 
the Justice Department a little early.  Hester and Anna attempt to have 
a civil conversation but find themselves butting heads over the issue of 
Judge Bork.  They back off the conversation and talk about Ethan, and 
Anna admits feeling uncertain about her effectiveness as a mother.  
Hester’s silence affects her.  Anna goes on to speak of her dissatisfac-
tion with the unending battles she must fight in her job even under a 
presidential administration she supports.  Hester recalls the better 
times in Georgetown when the fighting ended after the workday and 
opposing parties could socialize in a friendly manner.  Anna dismisses 
Hester’s remarks and the two are at odds again.  Ethan and Colin reen-
ter.  As Anna, Colin, and Ethan prepare to leave, Anna finds the letter 
Hester has written opposing Bork’s nomination.  Anna privately con-
fronts Hester about the letter and asks her not to send it to the news-
papers.  Anna further emphasizes that Hester’s sending the letter will 
have a negative impact on Colin’s career and on Hester’s relationship 
with her son.  Hester returns criticism to Anna, accusing her of not 
loving Colin.  Anna accuses Hester of the same type of disrespect to-
wards Colin, with both women pointing out that the other makes her 
views and agenda a priority over family.  Anna threatens to remove 
Ethan from Hester’s life if Hester insists on sending the letter.  Colin 
notices the tension when he reenters and is caught in the middle of 
Hester’s and Anna’s argument, wanting his son and his mother to have a 
relationship, but wanting his mother to respect his and Anna’s views.  
Hester invites Colin to stand up to her and fight over politics.  Colin 
instead stands up to her by supporting Anna’s position.  The couple and 
their child leave.  Jean offers to take the heat and send the letter under 
her own name.  Hester refuses, insisting that the relationship will sur-
vive and that she must continue her work.   
        
       (continued) 
 
 

Characters and Summary (continued) 

Jessica Bedford, above, plays 

Anna, and Jered McLenigan 

plays Colin and the older Ethan 

in DTC’s production.   



Characters and Summary (continued) 

Summary (continued)  
 

It is 22 years later, the evening of the inauguration of President Barack Obama.  Ethan, now a young 
man in his late twenties, is with his African-American boyfriend, Donald, in Hester’s Georgetown 
home.  Donald appreciates the photographs and the history in Hester’s home.  Jean enters the 
room and tells Ethan his grandmother will be down shortly.  Through the conversation, Jean learns 
what has been happening in Ethan’s life over the past years when, clearly, the family was not in com-
munication with one another.  Ethan and Donald tell her they are in town to attend an inauguration 
party to which they were invited for having worked on the Obama campaign in the Northeast.  Jean 
tells them she and Hester were invited to the party, too, for their having hosted a fundraising din-
ner.  Hester enters, and she and Ethan acknowledge one another distantly.  Donald speaks of 
Ethan’s admirable work as a classroom teacher in an urban school in the Bronx, then tells of his 
doctoral studies about American Liberalism.  Hester offers her assistance as needed.  Hester and 
Ethan speak of Colin and Anna and their careers and relationship.  Hester suggests she and Jean also 
attend the inauguration party, and Donald and Jean leave to get a cab.  Hester and Ethan discuss the 
severing of their ties.  Ethan is hurt and says that he was told his grandmother chose championing 
an idea over a relationship with her family.  Hester tells Ethan it was more than an idea and tells him 
she tried to mend fences for years, to no avail.  She encourages Ethan to marry Donald and tells 
him that it is only possibly because of the choices she made years ago to fight for what she believed.  
Though Ethan does not answer, he joins Hester and the two leave to attend Obama’s inauguration 
party together.   
 

 

Above, the crowd at the 

inauguration ceremony of 

President Barack Obama.  

Left, the White House at 

night.   
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Characters  
 

Hester Ferris is a social maven in the Georgetown section of Washington, D.C.  As the play opens, 
she is in her early fifties and is attractive, intelligent, and determined to advance the liberal causes 
about which she is passionate.  She is masterful at maneuvering in social situations with an end game 
in mind.  Both forceful and feminine, Hester enjoys the sparring that comes when those with oppos-
ing viewpoints take her on, but she also has a softness about her with regard to her son and grand-
son.   
 
Jean Swift is Hester’s sister.  Also in her early fifties, she cares for the same causes her sister does, 
but works chiefly behind the scenes almost as an assistant for Hester, carrying out the administrative, 
organizational, or household duties needed to support both Hester and the cause at hand.  A widow, 
Jean finds purpose in her work and knows its value in the long road to progress and in helping Hester 
maintain her home and family life.  
 
Colin Ferris is Hester’s son.  He is in his late twenties at the beginning of the play.  Raised in private 
schools and a graduate of Harvard, Colin looks to find his own voice after having been brought up by 
a strong-willed and strong-voiced mother with liberal views.  Though he is accused by both his 
mother and his wife of being less than a man for his mild ways and his ability to mingle with people on 
different ends of a political spectrum, he eventually demonstrates his independent thought and pur-
pose in his personal and professional life.   
 
Anna Fitzgerald is Colin’s girlfriend, then wife.  Young, attractive, and energetic, Anna espouses 
conservative views that she advances through shrewd social engagement and tough political action.  
Anna is strong-willed and unafraid to make choices that support her ambitious goals.   
 
Chandler Harris is a United States Senator from Virginia.  Though a strong member of the Democ-
ratic party, his longtime tenure in the Senate has allowed him to build relationships with lawmakers, 
lobbyists, journalists, and other powerful figures that are useful in making deals.   He is married but 
has carried on a longtime romantic intimacy with Hester.   
 
Senator George Mallonee is a Kentucky Senator who is viewed as a potential swing vote in the 
Senate; however, he is keenly aware of the conservative sympathies of his constituents and the role 
they play in his work.   
 
Carolyn Mallonee is the wife of George Mallonee.  Proudly Southern and proud of the traditions 
and heritage of her home, she bristles when she notices stereotypes of ignorance and ill-breeding 
being associated with the South.   
 
Ethan Ferris is Colin and Anna’s son.  In Act II, he is a typical 6-year-old boy who enjoys his days 
with his grandmother, Hester.  In the final scene of the play, Ethan is a 27-year-old teacher who is 
guarded around his estranged family.  His activism is seen in his personal dedication to the students in 
his urban classroom.  He is in a serious romantic relationship with Donald.   
 
Donald Logan is an African-American man in his twenties.  He is a doctoral student working on a 
dissertation on liberalism and is fascinated with the historical connections of Hester and Jean in their 
work.  Donald is in a serious romantic relationship with Ethan.   
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The Role of Social Gathering 
 

From The Daily National Intelligencer:  Washington, D.C., July 14, 1849: 
 
 “It is with saddened hearts that we announce to our readers the decease of Mrs. Madison,  
 widow of James Madison, ex-President of the United States…. Beloved by all who knew her  
 and universally respected….she continued until within a few weeks to grace society with her  
 presence, and lend to it those charms with which she adorned those circles with the highest,  
 the wisest, and best during the bright career of her illustrious husband.”  
 
With these words, a Washington, D.C. newspaper remembered First Lady Dolley Madison as a 
woman who fostered a social scene in the earliest years of our nation’s capital and, in doing so, made 
a lasting and positive impact on the cultural and political life of the young city.   Power brokers and 
dealmakers in Washington, D.C. may influence legislation or agenda-setting today, just as they have 
for many years; however, Dolley Madison and others like her are credited not only for building a 
community out of a group of transplants, but also for enhancing opportunities for political leaders, 
foreign diplomats, and even average citizens to talk, to enjoy one another’s company, to improve re-
lations among diverse peoples, and to move forward the dialogue necessary for making progress to-
wards the betterment of the nation.   Social conversation and camaraderie have served as a bridge 
between Republicans and Democrats like Herbert Hoover and Harry Truman, between Americans 
and Soviets like Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev, and between men and women of different 
economic classes, social strata, and belief systems.   The role of social recreation in Washington, D.C. 
has been significant to our country’s development for over 200 years.   
 
Perhaps one reason that social gatherings became so important in 
our early history is the reality of our nation’s capital being estab-
lished as a new district in a somewhat uninhabited area rather than 
in a city with its pre-existing social and cultural scene. One of the 
first compromises of our early government was the selection of the 
area that would become Washington, D.C. as our nation’s capital.  
The specific acreage was selected by George Washington, but the 
selection of the area in general was a compromise that appealed to 
both Southern and Northern states.  By moving the “federal city” 
south from Philadelphia, the city was now more easily accessible to 
Southerners, and the give-and-take was the agreement that the new 
federal government would take over war debt.  Construction in 
what was virtually a swamp in land ceded by Maryland and Virginia 
began during Washington’s presidency.   In 1800 John Adams, the 
second President of the United States, became the first president to 
live in Washington, D.C., moving into the White House in Novem-
ber of that year.  That same year, Abigail Adams wrote her sister of 
the young city, “The Presidents House [sic] is in a beautiful situation 
in front of which is the Potomac with a view of Alexandria. The 
country around is romantic but a wild, a wilderness at present.”  The grand buildings of today’s Dis-
trict of Columbia were yet diagrams on paper or merely dreams. While in session, congressmen 
lived, for the most part, in boarding houses and taverns, away from families and “proper” social 
spheres.  The few roads in existence were riddled with potholes or became swampy in wet or wintry 
weather.  As for the gentrified Georgetown of today, Abigail wrote of the conditions of the area sur-

  Benjamin Latrobe’s architectural  

  design for the first floor of the  

  White House.   



Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Social Gathering (continued)  
 

government center, “(Georgetown) is the very dirtiest Hole I ever saw for a place of any trade, or re-
spectability of inhabitants. It is only one mile from me but a quagmire after every rain.”  The lack of 
culture, commerce, and society were certainly felt by the Adamses, who were used to the bustle of 
Philadelphia.  They lived in Washington, D.C. only a short time before Thomas Jefferson became Presi-
dent and moved into the White House.  
 

Jefferson, who had spent a great deal of time in France during the American revolutionary age, was a 
person who enjoyed the company of others both for his own enlightenment and entertainment as well 
as for the opportunity to meet men and women whose knowledge, experience, and connections might 
be useful for the young country.  Jefferson established what he called the rule of “pele-mele” (pell-mell) 
in terms of social etiquette, dispensing with hierarchical behaviors such as bowing, seating important 
guests ahead of those deemed less important, toasts, and other traditions he thought were too courtly 
for a country where all were created equal.  He wanted dinners to be pleasant and useful to all invited.  
Benjamin Latrobe, instrumental in the architecture of Washington, D.C. and, later, during the Madison 
administration, in the décor of the White House, attended one of Jefferson’s dinner parties, and wrote 
of the occasion, “The conversation, of which Mr. Madison was the principal leader, was incomparably 
pleasant, and though Mr. Jefferson said little at dinner besides attending to the filling of plates, which he 
did with great ease and grace for a philosopher, he became very talkative as soon as the cloth was re-
moved. The ladies stayed till five, and half an hour afterwards the gentlemen followed them to the tea 
table, where a most agreeable and spirited conversation was kept until seven, when everybody with-
drew. It is a long time since I have been present at so elegant a mental treat. Literature, wit, and a little 
business, with a great deal of miscellaneous remarks on agriculture and building, filled every minute. 
There is a degree of ease in Mr. Jefferson's company that everyone seems to feel and to enjoy.”   The 
“Mr. Madison” was James Madison, a former Federalist turned Democratic-Republican, and Jefferson’s 
Secretary of State.  Madison and his wife spent many hours in Jefferson’s company at the White House.  
It was during Jefferson’s administration that Dolley Madison began serving as a hostess for several of 
Jefferson’s engagements (though not truly acting as a First Lady might) when Jefferson’s daughters were 
absent.  In one illustrious incident, though, Dolley became aware of being used by Jefferson as a sort of 
political statement when he escorted her instead of the British ambassador’s wife into dinner.  The hul-
laballoo that followed “The Merry Affair” taught the Madisons the importance of providing a welcom-
ing atmosphere when James became the next President.   
 

During her husband’s administration, Dolley Madison orchestrated a 
social scene that had lasting effects both politically—through James 
Madison’s presidency—and culturally, as an example to future First 
Ladies, political wives, and D.C. society itself.  The Madisons insti-
tuted more formal state dinners again, but Dolley recognized the 
value of the message of egalitarianism and openness to all citizens 
that Jefferson embraced.  She hosted regular open houses on 
Wednesdays at the White House to which diplomats, cabinet mem-
bers, congressmen, as well as local residents, could attend and enjoy 
refreshments, music, and the company of one another.  These gath-
erings were so popular they became known as “squeezes,” so named 
due to the crowded conditions. Dolley herself would mingle in these 
drawing room parties, and her prowess at navigating in a social situa-
tion with diverse individuals and their disparate agendas was appreci-
ated by many present.  Her cousin Catherine Coles wrote of  
        

                              (continued)  
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Social Gathering (continued)  
 

Dolley’s grace in a party, “Mrs. Madison passes from one guest to another and from room to room, 
greeting everyone. All are taken with her wish to please and her willingness to be pleased.”  Dolley’s 
interactions at these parties often led to an exchange of letters between her and her guests, some 
seeking the President’s assistance or appointments to key positions in the government, and others 
simply making their opinions known to Madison through his wife.   
 

After the Madisons left Washington, D.C., the social scene continued to have importance to the po-
litical process.  Andrew Jackson’s “big block of cheese”—though not the first big block of cheese 
gifted to the White House—drew a crowd of locals to consume the cheese (which they did).  
Though Jackson’s invitation had a certain democratic flair in the way that all citizens were welcome to 
an event at the White House, historians agree that his move was also logistically favorable as a way to 
get rid of a 1400-pound block of cheddar.  Other Presidents used social gatherings as a political tool.  
Of course, state dinners have been held through every administration for the express purpose of 
“talking shop.”  But many parties and receptions over the years have had a social purpose, too.  Abra-
ham Lincoln held open house receptions at the White House, sometimes twice weekly, as a way to 
stay informed about the concerns of the citizens and as a means to an end both for those seeking 
special attentions and for his own public relations purposes.  And from 1801 to 1932, excepting a few 
years due to war or other extreme circumstances, the White House held an annual New Year’s Day 
reception for all who cared to attend.  No matter a person’s social status, job, or affiliation (or non-
affiliation) with the government, he or she could line up in front of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and 
attend the reception, possibly even meet the President himself, and be a part of one of the most cele-
brated social events of the D.C. calendar.   
 
As security in the White House tightened over the years and invitations to parties at the president’s 
home were more selective, the now firmly established Washington, D.C. social elite often took the 
reins for hosting gatherings and inviting decision-makers and power players to enjoy dinners, cock-
tails, and conversations that both reinforced and crossed between party lines.  Author David Hey-
mann wrote of a group of women who were some of these social mavens in his book The Georgetown 
Ladies’ Social Club.  The term, coined by Ronald Reagan, described women such as Susan Mary Alsop, 
Katherine Graham, Pamela Harriman, and Sally Quinn, whose dinner parties were orchestrated to be 
both highlights of a social calendar and carefully manipulated structures to support moving forward a 
political agenda by way of gathering distinguished guests together.  Graham became friends with many 
of Washington’s officials, including Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Reagan.  A widely-circulated 
story recalls that at one of her parties, Katherine Graham and her husband, Phillip, persuaded the 
candidate John Kennedy to select Southerner Lyndon Johnson as his running mate.  Alsop, wife of 
publishing magnate Joseph Alsop, hosted a Georgetown party at which John F. Kennedy purportedly 
sought advice from another guest, the ambassador to France, about the Cuban missile crisis.  Pamela 
Harriman’s Georgetown home became a sort of Democratic Party social club during the Reagan ad-
ministration, offering a place for potential presidential candidates, senators, and other politicians of 
the party to gather, enjoy one another’s company, and strategize.  Sally Quinn, a journalist who mar-
ried The Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee, headed a column about the social scene in Georgetown, 
a scene with which she was familiar because of her own involvement as a hostess of dinners and par-
ties in her home.  Her column was dropped in 2010 after only a few months of existence as editors 
thought of it as archaic.  “People don’t know each other, they don’t go out, and it is more and more 
difficult to get people of different political persuasions together,” Quinn remarked to writer David 
Carr in responding to the demise of her column. “It’s just become far more toxic here.”  Carr, who 
wrote about the end of Quinn’s article and the changing social culture of Washington, D.C. politicians 
and powerbrokers, identified several possible reasons for the change in the federal city, including the 
          (continued)  
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Social Gathering (continued)  
 
widespread use of social media and the public’s fascination with celebrities and instant knowledge over 
the slow simmer of political dealings, the current lifestyle of senators and congressmen and women 
commuting to their homes and families rather than making a life in Washington, and the entrenched 
party lines of today’s politics.  Carr—and Quinn—agree that lobbying and fundraising, as opposed to 
policy-making, are currently the favored activity at social gatherings.  
 
The social scene in Washington, D.C., and particularly the George-
town society, provides the backdrop to Anthony Giardiana’s play 
The City of Conversation, in which the character of Hester Ferris sa-
vors her role as a social maven who helps shape public policy by 
inviting lawmakers, judges, and other political figures to her home 
for dinner, cocktails, and conversation.  As times and administra-
tions change, Hester finds that her role and relevance change, too, 
yet she finds value in the rationale behind her work that outweighs 
the importance of a dinner party.  Her home, once a hub for con-
necting powerful decision-makers who could put aside partisan dif-
ferences to learn more about one another’s personal lives and po-
tentially build friendships, becomes a site for a fundraising event for 
a candidate not yet a central part of the Washington scene.  But 
perhaps the lack of distinguished guests hearkens back to a Jeffer-
sonian model for a social gathering—the power is in the hands of 
the people as a whole, rather than in those of an elite class.   
 
 
 
 

Above right, row homes in the elite Georgetown neighborhood of 

Washington, D.C.  Above, social maven and journalist Sally Quinn, 

at right, with fellow journalists Lionel Barber and Andrea Mitchell 

and Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan at a party in Wash-

ington, D.C. in 2011. 
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Conversation and Compromise 
 

In Anthony Giardina’s play The City of Conversation, Georgetown hostess Hester Ferris invites a con-
servative senator and his wife to her home for dinner with a liberal senator, hoping the two men 
can find common ground for advancing a political call to action during after-dinner brandy and ci-
gars.  Hester explains the importance of their expected post-dinner conversation to her son and his 
girlfriend, linking this proposed political statement to the future presidential campaign of Senator 
Ted Kennedy.  And as the next scene unfolds, the two men from different political parties do seem 
to establish a friendly banter that both acknowledge is different from their daytime personas on the 
Senate floor.  They talk of the value of that social ease with one another in working towards com-
promise and, eventually, making progress for the American people.   
 
This fictionalized scene depicts the very real bipartisan activity that has often been the bedrock that 
supported groundbreaking initiatives in our nation’s history.  And frequently, those people who 
were the main architects of those initiatives regarded one-time political adversaries as personal 
friends, with that personal regard for one another forming a relationship of trust and—eventually—
spurring a mutual effort to find solutions to problems in ways that benefited the constituents of 
both parties.   
 
The relationship of President Ronald Reagan and Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill has been high-
lighted as one in which two political enemies (Reagan, a Republican and O’Neill, a Democrat) found 
in one another a friend.  They were known to share a drink together after hours to tell stories and 
jokes, some of which were appealing to their common Irish ancestry.  When Reagan was shot, 
O’Neill went to his bedside in the hospital and prayed with him.  Though they feuded over how tax 
dollars should be spent and the role of government in general, they worked together to pass meas-
ures to save Social Security and to make tax reforms.  When O’Neill retired, Reagan saluted his 
service, saying, “Mr. Speaker, I'm grateful you have permitted me in the past and I hope in the future 
that singular honor - the honor of calling you my friend."   
 
Reagan also brought together the Cold War superpowers when 
he joined in conversations with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev.  
Though early in his presidency Reagan called the Soviet Union the 
“evil empire,” the many talks the two leaders had in the years 
that followed offered them opportunities to get to know one an-
other, to visit one another’s countries, to shake hands, and to call 
each other by their first names.  Reagan disclaimed his own 
words later, saying to reporters in 1987 that the evil empire he 
described earlier was “another time, another era.”  Reagan and 
Gorbachev signed one of the first treaties to begin eliminating 
nuclear weapons from their arsenals, agreeing that they wanted a 
world that freed their “children and grandchildren” from the 
specter of a nuclear war.  Through their friendship, the two lead-
ers changed the face of international relations in one of the most 
historically significant ways since the dawn of the nuclear age.   
      
      (continued) 
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Conversation and Compromise (continued)  
 

Reagan was not the first to try to find common ground with political adversaries.  Abraham Lincoln 
brought into his Cabinet his “team of rivals,” William Seward, Edward Bates, and Salman Chase, men 
who ran against him for President of the United States.  In doing so, Lincoln hoped to capitalize on 
their knowledge and assuage the bitter divisions within the party to bolster a spirit of unity so needed 
as the southern states began their plans to secede and the Civil War loomed. 

 
The aftermath of another war, World War II, led President Harry S Truman to 
seek an unlikely partner in rebuilding countries torn apart by the conflict.  The 
Democrat Truman sought the advice and, eventually, the leadership of Republi-
can and former President Herbert Hoover to champion the efforts to provide 
relief to famine-ravaged areas in three continents—Europe, Asia, and northern 
Africa.  With Truman’s support, Hoover led a fact-finding mission that became a 
relief mission asking Americans and citizens of other 
countries who had food to reduce consumption in or-
der to funnel provisions to the starving men, women, 
and children in the countries of Hungary, Romania, Italy, 
Egypt, and India, to name a few.   Hoover, who had left 
office nearly in disgrace as Franklin Roosevelt handily 

won the 1932 election, found new purpose and respect in his efforts and was 
personally grateful to Truman for his invitation to serve.  Truman, too, found 
that he and Hoover had more in common than he originally thought.  Though 
both men were of vastly different backgrounds and from different political 
parties, the two became friends through the famine-relief initiative and main-
tained a personal friendship until Hoover’s death nearly two decades later.   
 
And the Civil Rights Act of 1964 would not have been possible without the bipartisan efforts of De-
mocratic Senator Mike Mansfield and Republican Senator Everett Dirksen.  The Civil Rights Act, a 
culmination of a nationwide social movement years in the making and of the presidential support of 
the administrations of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, was pushed forward by northern De-
mocrats but lacked the votes even in their majority party to be passed.  Southern Democrats held 
out, and Mansfield approached Dirksen with a plea for bipartisan unity, saying, “I appeal to the distin-
guished minority leader whose patriotism has always taken precedence over his partisanship, to join 
with me … in finding the Senate’s best contribution … to the resolution of this grave national issue.”  
Dirksen rallied members of his party who ended a Democratic filibuster led by twenty-one Southern 
Democrats.  With the new bipartisan effort, the filibuster was ended and the Civil Rights Act was 
passed by the Senate just days later.  
 
Is bipartisanship a thing of the past?  U.S. Congressman Michael Castle, who served nine terms repre-
senting Delaware, explored the issue of bipartisanship over the past two decades in an interview with 
DTC’s Johanna Schloss.  Castle spoke of the practice among congressmen and women--and their 
staffs--of sitting down with one another to discuss potential legislation, to share research, and to edu-
cate one another so that informed decisions could be made by members of both parties when voting.   
“We had to work individually with people, give them background, documents, a chapter of a book, 
why this was ...in the best interests for the people of the country.”  Castle noted initiatives such as 
stem cell research and even the fifty-state quarters program as examples of the many bipartisan  
           (cont i nued) 
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Conversation and Compromise (continued)   
 
efforts he led in office.  “A lot of legislation occurs that nobody really hears much about or talks 
much about.   Particularly leaders of committees in the House and Senate will put their heads to-
gether and work with their staffs.”  Yet Castle also noted the trend toward hard-lined ideological 
positions that few elected officials today will take on for fear of attack from their own or the op-
posing party.  But the situation is not without hope, he offered.  “Even with all the problems that 
exist now, and the ideological drive, things can get done.  You just still have to deal with the big is-
sues.  Cooler heads need to prevail.”     
 
Can people (and politicians, especially) from different parties, varying backgrounds, and opposing 
viewpoints find common ground to make progress for the good of American people—and the peo-
ple of the world as a whole?  Giardina’s The City of Conversation asks that question.  As the play pro-
gresses, battle lines are drawn and the players take up entrenched positions that seem to lead to a 
stalemate.  But ultimately, characters reach their hands across the divide to one another, and in do-
ing so, recognize the common humanity and common vision for hope, for progress, and for peace.  
We can hope that this action of reaching out and bridging the divide for the common good is not 
just reserved for the stage, but is still part of our contemporary political and cultural spheres.   
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Name-Dropping:  A Who’s Who in The City of Conversation 
 

Though the characters of Hester Ferris, Jean Swift, Senator Chandler Harris, Senator Mallonee, and 
the others in The City of Conversation are inventions of playwright Anthony Giardina’s imagination, 
many of the people they talk about with one another are real men and women.  Here are brief de-
scriptions of some of the real people named in the show.   
 
 
Jack Kennedy—President John F. Kennedy, elected in 1960.  He and his wife, Jacqueline, were highly 
social people whose interests and acquaintances ran the gamut from actors and singers to artists, au-
thors, and diplomats.  Assassinated in 1963, Kennedy’s legacy includes his work for civil rights, the 
establishment of the Peace Corps, support of the space program,  and his inspiration for young 
Americans at the time to become active citizens.   
 
Ted Kennedy—A United States Senator from Massachusetts for nearly 47 years, Ted was the 
youngest brother of John F. Kennedy.  Though his presidential run was unsuccessful, he is credited 
for his commitment to social progressiveness.  Known as the Lion of the Senate, Kennedy, a Democ-
rat, was instrumental in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the 1990 Americans with Disabili-
ties Act, and he worked with President George W. Bush on No Child Left Behind.  
 
Strom Thurmond—A Republican from South Carolina, Thurmond served almost 48 years in the 
United States Senate.  Thurmond was known for his long-held opposition to the Civil Rights Act and 
to efforts to desegregate schools.  His position moderated slightly in later years, and he supported 
the initiative for the federal holiday honoring Martin Luther King, Jr.  Thurmond died at age 100 
shortly after he retired from the Senate.  After his death, his mixed-race daughter revealed that 
Thurmond was her biological father.   
 
Joseph Alsop—Alsop was a journalist and, with his wife Susan Mary Alsop, a celebrated member of 
D.C. society in the 1950s and ‘60s.  Alsop’s deep knowledge of and interest in art, friendship with the 
Kennedys, and broad social circle made his parties legendary in Georgetown.  His homosexuality was 
a closely guarded secret but was revealed when the KGB (the Soviet national security agency) tried 
to blackmail him.   
 
Kay and Phillip Graham—The publishers of The Washington Post, the Grahams were part of the 
elite Georgetown social circle.  They were friends with President John F. Kennedy and First Lady 
Jackie Kennedy, with Lyndon Johnson, Henry Kissinger, and many other Washington politicians and 
families.  Phillip’s mental illness led to his suicide in 1963.  After his death, Kay (Katherine) led The 
Washington Post and continued to wield her social influence in the city.  She was the honoree of au-
thor Truman Capote’s Black and White Ball in 1966, considered the pinnacle of society parties.   
 
Richard Nixon—Nixon, a Republican, was President of the United States from 1968 through his 
resignation in 1974.  Nixon’s achievements in areas such as foreign diplomacy were often overshad-
owed by his involvement with the Watergate scandal, when his associates on his re-election commit-
tee were caught spying on the Democrat National Committee headquarters.  Nixon resigned as a 
result of this scandal.   
 
          (continued)  
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Who’s Who (continued) 
 
Jimmy Carter—Carter, a Democrat, was elected President of the United States in 1976.  For-
merly a farmer from Georgia, he eventually became the governor of that state.  During his admini-
stration, the country faced several crises, including the hostage crisis in Iran, intensification of Cold 
War animosity, and spiraling fuel prices, to name a few.  Carter’s contributions, though, included 
fostering the historic Egypt-Israel peace treaty between Anwar Sadat and Menachim Begin.  After 
Carter left the White House, he continued public service through multiple humanitarian initiatives 
and for such was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2002.   
 
Ronald Reagan—Reagan, a former actor and governor of California, was the Republican chal-
lenger to Carter for the U.S. presidency in 1980.  Reagan won handily, and the Americans held hos-
tage in Iran for over 400 days of the Carter administration were released the day Reagan was inau-
gurated.  Reagan’s contributions included tax reform and strategic arms limitation deals with the 
Soviet Union.    
 
Robert Bork--Bork was a former circuit judge in the U.S. Court of Appeals before being nomi-
nated to the U.S. Supreme Court by Ronald Reagan in 1987.  Bork’s conservative views and his phi-
losophy of “originalism,” that is, trying to interpret the language of The U.S. Constitution as the 
Founding Fathers intended, made him an unpopular candidate with Democrats, and he was eventu-
ally rejected by the Senate 58-42.  The seat on the U.S. Supreme Court later went to the Justice 
Anthony Kennedy.    
 
Ralph Neas—Neas is a political activist and was widely known for his work with the Leadership 
Conference for Civil Rights, a political action committee.  His aggressive style was both admired and 
criticized in the 1980s and early 1990s.  Neas was one of the most zealous voices opposing the 
nomination of Robert Bork.   
 
Barack Obama--Current President of the United States, Obama, a Democrat, was elected in 
2008 and is the first African-American to hold the position.  Obama’s campaign theme was 
‘Change.”  Though his legacy will be determined in the years to come, universal health care and a 
stabilizing of a rocky economy are two of his major successes in office.   
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Questions for Classroom Discussion 
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Knowledge/Comprehension 
 

1. At the beginning of the play, why is Hester surprised to see Colin?  
2. Who is Anna?  How does Hester feel about Anna? 
3. Who is Jean?  What does she do?   
4. What are Senator Chandler Harris and Hester hoping the Kentucky senator will do?  Why 

doesn’t he want to do this? 
5. What is Hester’s relationship like with her young grandson?   
6. Why doesn’t Hester like the Supreme Court nominee Judge Bork?   
7. When the adult Ethan and Donald visit Hester, what do we learn about his parents’ marriage?  

What has happened to the family since the last time Ethan and his grandmother were to-
gether? 

 
 

Application/Analysis 
 

1.  Compare and contrast Hester’s and Anna’s personalities.   
2.  Compare and contrast Colin’s personality with that of his mother and Anna.   
3.  Trace the chain of political action that Hester hopes will come about from Ted Kennedy’s   
  proposal that federal judges must resign from all-white country clubs.   
4.  How is the role that Hester and Jean play different at the onset of the Obama administra- 
  tion from the one they played during the 1970s and 1980s?  Why is that role different?  
 
 

Synthesis/Evaluation ` 
 

1. To which political party do you think Hester belongs?  Anna?  Colin?   
2. Do you think Hester should have sent the letter about Judge Bork?  Why or why not? 
3. Do you think Anna and Colin should have given the ultimatum to Hester about taking away 

Ethan from his grandmother?  Why or why not? 
4. Is this a play about politics or family?  Do you think a person from another country would 

appreciate this play?  Why or why not?  
5. Do you think productive political conversation is possible in this day and age?  Why or why 

not?   
6. Do you think that social situations like dinners, parties, or other events are a good place for 

political conversation—both at the national and local level?  Why or why not?  
7. How can members of a diverse society make progress despite opposing viewpoints?  Should 

elected officials behave differently than common civilians?  Should we hold them to a higher 
standard?  Should we hold ourselves as civilians to a higher standard?   

 
 



Classroom  Activities 
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1.    Identify and contact the office of one of your elected officials.  (Think not only about your 
United States Senators or Representatives, but also about your state and local elected officials.)  
Arrange a visit to meet them personally.  (If you cannot get an official appointment, some state 
and local officials host town hall meetings, casual coffee conversations, or other “open house” 
forums which you may attend without scheduling a formal meeting.)  Before you go, think about 
issues that are important to you, whether those issues are of a national scale or a local concern.  
As you visit, share your concerns and ideas with your Senator, Representative, or Councilper-
son.  What is important to you?  Does this person share your views?  If so, what steps might be 
taken by all parties to make progress?  If not, how might the two of you better understand the 
other’s position?   

 
2.    Choose one of the presidents named in The City of Conversation.  What were his challenges 

upon assuming office?  What successes can be attributed to the work of his administration?  
What problems did he face?  Who were some of the other key leaders in the House, the Sen-
ate, and the Cabinet whose influence contributed to successes or controversy?  (Note:  the 
pronoun “he” is relevant to the conditions as they are at the time of the publishing of this study 
guide.)  Share your findings with your class.   

 
3.    Think about Hester’s choice to send the letter over maintaining contact with her grandson.  

Create a letter that shows how she tried to reach out to Ethan and Colin before Colin and 
Anna’s divorce and again afterwards.   What might she have said to the boy’s father or to her 
grandson himself?  Afterwards, discuss with your classmates:  Was she right in sending her po-
litically-themed letter in spite of knowing the potential harm it would cause to her family rela-
tionships?  Would you have done the same thing?   
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Why Go to the Theatre? 
State and National Education Standards Addressed Through 

Taking Your Students to a Live Theatre Production 
 
When your students view live theatre, they are taking part in a learning experience 
that engages their minds on many levels.  From simple recall and comprehension 
of  the plot of  a play or musical to analysis and evaluation of  the production  
elements of  a show, students receive and interpret messages communicated 
through words, movement, music, and other artistic devices.  Beyond “I liked it; it 
was good,” students learn to communicate about the content and performance of  
an artistic piece and to reflect on their own and others’ emotional, aesthetic, and 
intellectual points-of-view and responses.  And the immediacy of  live theatre--the 
shared moments between actors and audience members in the here-and-now--
raises students’ awareness of  the power and scope of  human connection.   
 
 

The following educational standards are addressed in a visit to a performance at Dela-
ware Theatre Company along with a pre-show DTC classroom presentation and post-
show talkback session at the theatre.  (Additional standards addressed through the use of the study 
guide or through further classroom study are not included here.)   
 
 
Common Core English Language Arts Standards:   
Reading:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, 6 
Language:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, and 5 
 
 
National Core Arts Standards—Theatre: 
Responding:  Anchor Standards 7, 8, and 9 
Connecting:  Anchor Standard 11 
 
 
Delaware Standards for English Language Arts  (DOE): 
Standard 2:  2.2a, 2.4bl, 2.5b, 2.5g, 2.6a 
Standard 3:  3.1b, 3.3b1, 3.3b2 
Standard 4:  4.1a, 4.1b, 4.1c, 4.2f, 4.3a, 4.4b  

 

 
 
     Compiled by Johanna Schloss, Associate Director of Education &  
     Community Engagement, Delaware Theatre Company, 2016.   
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