
Greg Kotis is no stranger to
Actors Theatre of Louisville’s
Humana Festival of New Amer-
ican Plays. In 2009, he joined four
other writers to pen the script of
“BRINK!,” performed by the
Acting Apprentice Company. The
next year, the festival featured
his 10-minute play, “An Examina-
tion of the Whole Playwright/
Actor Relationship Presented as
Some Kind of Cop Show Parody.”

But this time, the playwright
— whose work includes writing
the book and lyrics for the Tony
Award-winning musical “Urine-
town,” a title even many infre-
quent theatergoers recognize —
is in Louisville for his first full-
length play at ATL.

This play, titled “Michael von
Siebenburg Melts Through the
Floorboards,” tells the tale of a
preposterous protagonist who is
500 years old and has to sneak
around for his required suste-
nance (blood), an increasingly
difficult task in the contemporary
world.

Kotis, who followed “Urine-
town” with the musical “Yeast
Nation,” said this play contrasts
with his other work because it’s
not completely fantastical. He
described it as having many
naturalistic qualities.

That seems at odds with the
brief description of the story,
until the playwright explained
that it tries to balance our very
real and contemporary world
with one that he imagined after
traveling to and reading the histo-
ry of the Balkans.

“Any plays that I have pro-
duced have had a heightened,
moody, stylized feel to them, and
this has that, too. But it also has
characters grounded in the real
world, so you have this magical
world and a real world butting up
against one another,” he said last
week in a telephone interview

from New York.
The play depicting Michael

von Siebenburg’s story, like Kotis’
other work, isn’t exactly plucked
from the pages of history, but
definitely is inspired by it. He
called history, a subject he stud-
ied at the University of Chicago,
his “preoccupation.”

He said he conjured up the
world in this play — including its
monsters and contemporary
characters — after considering
the 1453 fall of Constantinople
and what it has reaped in sub-
sequent centuries, in addition to
his study of the Balkans.

In his interview, Kotis talked
about his path to becoming a
playwright and how he came up
with his grisly story.

What motivated you to be-
come a playwright?

I started as an actor in high
school and college, but I didn’t
study acting. It was an extracur-
ricular activity. But at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, I took a course
called The Short Comic Scene
taught by Bernie Sahlins, who
was one of the founders of Sec-

ond City. (He also helped develop
and produce the TV comedy show
“SCTV.”) I’ve always loved
sketch comedy and comedy writ-
ing. And in this class I had to
write, and I’d never done that
before. I found it was something I
loved to do. It was different, but a
richer thrill for me than perform-
ing.

What writers and/or subjects
have influenced your writing
most?

There are established writers
I’ve read and admired, David
Mamet and others. Beyond that, it
was the characters that I was
coming up with who motivated
me. Then I think my contempo-
raries more than anything else
were who I watched and learned
from. Often more than the estab-
lished writers whose work you
find in bookstores.

It happened from my start
with Cart of Giants, a storefront
theater in Chicago, where we
were all learning how to write
together. Theo Ubique (Cabaret
Theatre), a vital theater company
in Chicago, and the Neo Futurists,

which I later joined, as well as
Second City, which I saw. The
advice I got from Bernie was get
yourself in front of a paying
audience as soon as you can and
let that be your teacher. And I
took that advice to heart.

What planted the idea for
“Michael von Siebenburg Melts
Through the Floorboards”?

This trip I took to Transylva-
nia in 1995 has provided a well-
spring of play ideas I’ve been
chasing down since then. When I
was part of a tour there with the
company the Neo Futurists, we
were in an international theater
festival in Sibiu, Romania. So I
spent a week or so in Transylva-
nia. We also traveled to Bucha-
rest, and I remember seeing
Belgrade, Zagreb and all these
places in Yugoslavia that had
been at war in the previous three
years or so. That was the closest I
had ever been to any kind of war
zone. It felt like there were a lot
of ghosts there.

Before I had left I read a book
called “Balkan Ghosts.” I learned
more about the region’s bloody
and brutal history and began
thinking about the mythology in
the West about Transylvania. It
gave me the initial inspiration for
this character, a person who was
not specifically from this region
but who had fought the Turks in
the fall of Constantinople.

I had a murky notion of a
medieval man living in the United
States and a contemporary notion
of a medieval man’s value sys-
tem, his outlook on the world and
how he would see the United
States. How for all our problems,
we’re this progressive nation

which has this progressive pro-
ject reaching for an ideal of
equality and liberty. It’s elusive
and we can never truly attain it,
but we reach for it. I thought of
this man, he’s having a blind date
with someone. That was the snip-
pet that began me working on
this.

How has it changed in taking
it from the page to the stage?

The play that you have in your
head doesn’t always survive the
trip to the stage. And the play that
you put down on paper doesn’t
survive after giving it to actors
and directors to make it three-
dimensional. I think it’s been a
process of testing some of the
assumptions of the play and the
emotional reality of it.

The biggest change has been
the journey that the central char-
acter makes has become much
more complete in a lot of ways
than the draft I had a year ago.
When you’re writing, it’s like
looking at a painting through a
straw. You can only see a little bit
of it at a time. Then the readings
and the rehearsals are all an
effort to step back and see the
whole thing, what you are pre-
senting. That process of stepping
back has clarified it for me.

What does it mean to you to
have this play as part of the
Humana Festival?

It’s one of the major festivals
of its kind in the U.S. where new
work is presented. I was able to
participate in it a few years ago,
and that was a great thrill. So, to
have a full-length play on view at
the festival is an honor and oppor-
tunity for this play to have a life.
The great thing is also the oppor-
tunity to rub elbows and shake
hands with theater professionals
from around the country to see
what they are doing.

Reporter Elizabeth Kramer can be
reached at (502) 582-4682.

Medieval magic meets the modern world
Balkan history feeds
into Greg Kotis’ play
about a blood drinker
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‘MICHAEL VON SIEBEN-
BURG MELTS THROUGH
THE FLOORBOARDS’
BY GREG KOTIS
When: Thursday-April 15
Where: Actors Theatre of
Louisville, 316 W. Main St.,
Pamela Brown Theatre
Tickets: $24-$59
Information: (502) 584-1205;
visit www.actorstheatre.org
and gregkotis.com.

ONLINE
» Read more coverage of the
Humana Festival at
www.courier-journal.com/
humanafest.
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parkland.
Titled “The Vision of a Gener-

ation,” the photographs were
culled from more than 2,000
images of 60 separate parcels
acquired by 21st Century Parks,
and shot over the past four years
by three nationally recognized,
Louisville-based photographers
— Bob Hower, John Nation and
Ted Wathen.

Wathen’s masterful land and
waterscape work is in collections
at the National Museum of Amer-
ican Art, the National Archives,
the Kentucky Historical Society
and elsewhere.

One of the Floyds Fork im-
ages he shot is called “Tobacco
Barn at Turkey Run Park.” Wath-
en said it “was taken on the 50th
birthday of David Jones (brother
of 21st Century Parks CEO Dan
Jones). We had been running
through the woods and came to
the top of a hill, and there’s this
wonderful high meadow that
looked down upon this tobacco
barn. It was shrouded in mist,
and I photographed it. I have
been photographing that partic-
ular barn now for five years and
… I understand that it is slated to
be rehabbed for the Parklands.”

Nation, a veteran Louisville
Magazine staff photographer
whose works have appeared in
Time, Landscape Architecture
and other publications, took a
photo called “Father and Son
Fishing at Beckley Creek Park.”

“There was a boat-launch
there,” he said. “I was just check-
ing it out because it was pretty
territory, and I saw this man and
his son, handing him a little fish
he’d caught. I walked out there
and said, ‘Nice day for fishing.
Mind if I take your picture?’
They said, ‘Nope.’ I don’t even
know who they are.”

Hower, whose work has been
exhibited at the Smithsonian
American Art Museum, the
Speed Art Museum, Frazier
History Museum and elsewhere,
shot “Waterfall at Broad Run
Park.”

“That’s a very special spot,”
he said. “I was wandering the
perimeter of this particular
parcel of land, and I heard water.
I started to follow the sound and

came across a little stream in a
field, followed that, and the
water sound got louder. I went
through some trees and up a hill,
and there it was.

“It’s one of those places where
you get the feeling that it’s kind
of a magic spot. It was graceful
and peaceful, the kind of spot
where it would be great to put a
stone bench where visitors could
sit, listen to the water and be at
peace.”

The Parklands of Floyds Fork
is the Louisville area’s last unde-
veloped corridor, according to
21st Century Parks, and was
chosen as a cutting-edge addition
to Shawnee, Iroquois and Chero-
kee parks — the signature public
spaces built in the late1800s by
Frederick Law Olmsted.

The Parklands will be four
major parks — Beckley Creek
Park, Pope Lick Park, Turkey
Run Park and Broad Run Park —
linked by a drive and urban and
water trails tracing the Floyds
Fork stream. 21st Century Parks
broke ground on the project last
year, and all four parks are ex-
pected to be completed by 2015.

Boone called “The Vision of a
Generation,” the photo exhibit,
“part of a comprehensive effort
to inventory and know this place

as it is now and has been for
generations. (Former Courier-
Journal columnist) Bob Hill is
working on an oral history for us,
talking to former landowners,
people the property was pur-
chased from, and people living
on adjacent land.”

Boone said extensive environ-
mental research had also been
done: “We had a naturalist come
in early on and walk every acre,
documenting all the special
places in terms of natural histo-
ry. There is a grove of beech
trees, which we believe are some
of the oldest in the state of Ken-

tucky. There are incredible
gravel beds full of fossils. ... And
we have inventoried all the spe-
cies of plants and mammals and
birds that lived here and called it
home.”

Wathen said the photogra-
phers shot the landscape during
each of the seasons, as well as
aerial photographs of the envi-
ronment.

“It is our hope,” he said, “that
viewers of the exhibit will wit-
ness the wonders of nature in our
own backyard, and revel in the
fact that this will soon be park-
lands open to us all.”

EXHIBIT: Photos reveal magic spots in The Parklands of Floyds Fork
Continued from Page D1

THE PHOTOGRAPHERS
BOB HOWER
A founding partner of Quadrant,
a Jeffersonville, Ind., firm special-

izing in corpo-
rate, advertising
and architectural
photography,
Hower has
worked on per-
manent exhibits
at the Museum
of Modern Art,
International
Center of Pho-

tography and Smithsonian Amer-
ican Art Museum, and has exhib-
ited at the Museum of Fine Arts
in Boston, the Speed Art Museum
and elsewhere.

JOHN NATION
Works by Nation, a longtime staff
photographer at Louisville Maga-
zine, have appeared in Time,

Landscape Archi-
tecture and
other publica-
tions. He has
photographed
four presidents,
has covered
former Soviet
leader Mikhail
Gorbachev and is
recipient of

numerous awards, including the
Society of Professional Journal-
ists’ Best Regional Magazine
Photographer.

TED WATHEN
Founder of the Kentucky Docu-
mentary Photographic Project,

Wathen is a
partner at
Quadrant
whose work is
on permanent
display at the
National Mu-
seum of Amer-
ican Art. He has
been exhibited
at the White

House, the Speed Art Museum
and elsewhere.

Bob Hower

John Nation

Ted Wathen

IF YOU GO
‘The Vision of a Generation: Photographs from The Park-
lands of Floyds Fork’
Where: The Green Building Gallery, 732 E. Market St., Louisville.
When: Through April 27. An opening reception and gallery talk
with the photographers is 5 to 8 p.m. Thursday.
Admission: Free and open to the public but reservations required.
Call 21st Century Parks at (502) 584-0350.
The Gallery and other parts of the Green Building are free and
open to the public weekdays 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Learn more:
21st Century Parks: 21cparks.org
The Green Building Gallery: (502) 561-1162 or thegreenbuild-
ing.net/gallery

“Foggy Morning Fishing, Beckley Creek Park” PHOTO COURTESY 21ST CENTURY PARKS

Time: 03-19-2012 17:51 User: bdgray PubDate: 03-20-2012 Zone: KY Edition: 1 Page Name: D 2 Color: CyanMagentaYellowBlack


