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Letters Aloud brings history alive onstage
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Paul Morgan Stetler thought he had a great idea. It’s hard to make it sound great on paper,
though. As a veteran of Seattle’s theater scene, he loves the stage. “I’m a big fan of telling stories
live on stage,” he says. “I think that can be a very powerful experience if it’s done right.” He’s also
a longtime literature buff who got his undergrad degree in English literature.
“One of my hobbies has always been to read collected letters of some of my cultural heroes,” he
says. “And over the last five years or so, there’s been all of these culture blogs popping up and
people posting more and more letters on the internet from famous people throughout history, so
that became like literary catnip to me.”
As he was indulging his love for historical letters, he had the idea that he could combine his two
passions by bringing the letters alive on stage. But how would that work? “’You read letters
onstage?’ That could very easily sound dry and boring,” he says. But he gave it a shot in 2013 at a
small venue in Seattle. He curated a collection of letters to and from famous fathers for Father’s
Day and presented them on stage. “I got hooked,” he says.
Thus was born Letters Aloud, a stage show which to date has four “episodes,” as Stetler calls
them. He’s presented the Father’s Day show, one for Veterans Day, one for Valentine’s Day, and
now, the show that will appear in Anchorage on Saturday, Letters Aloud: FAME (they’re not going
to live forever)—letters about fame from the famous.

As he rehearsed the show with the two actors and the accordionist who will join him on stage, he
told the Press he was thinking, “I don’t know anyone with an interest in history or pop culture or
even reality TV, to a degree, who wouldn’t enjoy this. It’s literate, it’s very intimate—you shouldn’t
be reading these letters; they’re not meant for you, so that makes it very fun.”
In his continued role as curator of the shows, Stetler keeps a stash of some of his favorite letters,
ones that can be presented well on stage. “It’s been a real jigsaw puzzle,” he says.
For FAME, Stetler explains having to discover what journey he wanted to go on. “These letters are
all over the place; they cover hundreds of years. They’re not meant to be together.

“I decided it should be people at the beginning of their careers, before they become famous,
struggling, with maybe rejection letters along the way. Then letters from people who are just
hitting it big. I have a letter from David Bowie responding to his first ever American fan letter, and
how excited he was to have a fan in America. Then there’s letters from people at the height of
their careers, and they’re doing things at a level… There’s a letter from Alec Guinness, he’s talking
about how much he’s hating being in Star Wars because he doesn’t understand it. Then basically
it just continues on and by the end of the show we have people that are looking back on their
careers and reflecting on what their life was like. The audience isn’t going to necessarily get that
right away, but as they leave, they’ll feel like there’s been a narrative arc.”
It almost seems as though Stetler’s work with the Letters Aloud series is a cultural criticism of
our always-connected modern lifestyle, but he says it’s not. “I’m not a champion of this lost art
form. I’m just as connected to the internet and all that. But I do think there’s something about
watching this show and seeing how people used to correspond and the time and the effort they
took.”

Among the celebrities whose letters will be read in the FAME episode are F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tom
Hanks, Marilyn Monroe, Kurt Vonnegut, Bruce Springsteen, and many more. But Stetler promises
the actors—Rebecca Olson and Todd Beadle—won’t be doing impressions. “It’s not about getting
actors that are trying to become [the letters’ authors],” he says. “For example, there’s a great
exchange between John Cleese and the editor of a tabloid newspaper… all I want the actors to do
is capture the sort of rhythms that Cleese has, but not do a John Cleese impression. We try to
find the line and not cross over it.”
The Alaska tour—the show will travel around the state—is the first time Stetler and crew have
brought the show outside of the Seattle area. He calls it “a really great win for us to start our
touring world off with.” If all goes as planned, this won’t be the last episode of Letters Aloud that
audiences are treated to. With his stashes of historical letters, he hopes to build up a “menu” of
eight to 10 themed performances, like FAME, for performing arts venues to choose from.
But for now, the stage presentation at the Discovery Theatre promises to be a cultural odyssey
where the audience glimpses personal moments for historical figures. “There’s something about
watching a play onstage—the audience is kind of voyeurs to a certain degree, watching these
private interactions happening. Yet reading letters could not be more voyeuristic or more
intimate. It’s a connection to our past. Someone said letters are history when it’s actually
happening—history in the most personal form because it’s in the middle of what’s happening.”

Letters Aloud: FAME (they’re not going to live forever)—letters about fame from the famous
Saturday, November 14, 7:30 p.m.
Discovery Theatre
621 W. Sixth Ave.
Tickets range from $41.50 to $53.75; see anchorageconcerts.org (http://anchorageconcerts.org)
for more details
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