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March 20, 2003. A date that the ordinary people of Iraq will never forget. A
day that changed their lives forever. In June 2008, the award-winning
creators of THE EXONERATED were commissioned by New York Theatre
Workshop to travel to Jordan to find out firsthand what happened to the Iraqi
civilians as a result of the events that began on that fateful day. They
interviewed some 35 people—a cross-section of lives interrupted—who fled
the chaos and violence that befell Iraqi society for the relative safety of
Jordan. Following the visit to Amman, Jessica and Erik crafted their
conversations with the Iraqis and turned them into an unforgettable theatrical
event.
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Bios
Jessica Blank & Erik Jensen are writers, actors, and
directors. Together, they are authors of THE EXONERATED, a play
based on interviews they conducted with over 40 wrongfully convicted
death row inmates across the United States. In 2002, Erik and Jessica
co-directed The Exonerated at the Actors' Gang Theater. That production
was nominated for five Ovation Awards and 3 NAACP Awards; it won the
Ovation for Best World Premiere Play. Bob Balaban’s New York (Culture
Project) and London (Riverside Studios) productions of The Exonerated
won Lucille Lortel, Outer Critics Circle, Drama Desk, Fringe First and
Herald Angel Awards, and were nominated for the Hull-Warriner Award
and the John Gassner Playwriting Award. The Exonerated has also
received awards from Amnesty International, the American Bar
Association, the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers,
Death Penalty Focus, and Court TV, and was listed by the New York
Times as "the number 1 play of 2002." It has been translated into
Spanish, French, Italian and Japanese, and was made into an awardwinning movie for Court TV adapted by Jessica and Erik and starring
Susan Sarandon, Danny Glover, Brian Dennehy, Aidan Quinn and Delroy Lindo.
As an actor Jessica Blank has appeared on television in Rescue Me, HBO’s Bored to Death, The Bronx Is Burning, Law and Order: Criminal
Intent, One Life to Live, and Guiding Light; film credits include The Namesake (dir. Mira Nair), The Exonerated (dir. Bob Balaban), You’re
Nobody Till Somebody Kills You (exec. prod. Spike Lee), and the indies On the Road With Judas (Sundance 2007) and Undermind. She has
acted in theaters throughout New York City, at the Sundance Film Lab, and internationally at the Dublin Theater Festival. Her play Liberty City
(co-written with April Yvette Thompson) ran Off-Broadway at New York Theater Workshop in 2008 (with Jessica directing) and was nominated
for the Lucille Lortel, Drama Desk, and Outer Critics Circle awards. Jessica’s first novel, Almost Home, was published by Hyperion in 2007, was
optioned by Jon Bon Jovi’s production company, with Jessica and Erik adapting the screenplay, and is slated to go into production in 2010. Her
second novel, Karma for Beginners, was published by Hyperion in August 2009, and was recently nominated by the American Library
Association as a 2009 Best Book for Young Adults.
Erik Jensen has co-starred in over twenty feature films, including Black Knight and The Love Letter. He recently starred in Virtuality, a FOX
telefilm by Battlestar Galactica creator Ron Moore. He starred opposite John Turturro and Oliver Platt as NY Yankee Thurman Munson in the
ESPN miniseries The Bronx is Burning, and has appeared on television regularly on CSI, Law and Order, and Love Monkey, as well as Alias and
Century City, among others. He co-starred in the TBS pilot The Dark (dir. Walter Hill), and was a member of the acting ensemble for the 2006
Sundance Filmmakers’ Lab and the 2007 Sundance Theater Lab. Notable stage appearances include Arthur Kopit’s Y2K (dir. Bob Balaban) and
Terrance McNally's Corpus Christi at Manhattan Theater Club, The Good Negro at the Public Theater, and as free-speech martyr Lenny Bruce in
Schmucks at the Wilma Theater. He is also at work on Main Street, an independent documentary about corporate farming’s impact on smalltown America. Jessica and Erik’s writing has been published in several magazines and journals, including The Believer, The Dramatist, Another
Magazine, and Theater History Studies. Living Justice, their book on the making of The Exonerated, was published in 2005 by Simon and
Schuster. Their work has been supported by the Ford Foundation, the Soros Foundation, the New York State Council on the Arts, the MAP
Fund/Creative Capital, and the New World Foundation. They are developing a play based on the writings of rock critic Lester Bangs, in
conjunction with the Lester Bangs estate. They are married and live in Brooklyn with their dogs Zooey and Yoda.

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL is the world’s largest human rights movement.

It seeks
to hold states accountable for human rights violations on the basis of its impartial research,
lobbying, campaigning action and advocacy. Amnesty is thrilled to be associated with Aftermath,
which highlights our work campaigning for a fair and effective asylum system. Amnesty has a
proud history of working with musicians, directors, actors, comedians and others in the artistic
community. These supporters have added their impassioned voices to millions of Amnesty
members worldwide in the demand for dignity, fairness, freedom, justice and truth.
Add your voice. Join Amnesty. www.amnesty.org.uk
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…Praise for AFTERMATH
“CRITICS’ PICK! Utterly real..How can you turn away?”
- The New York Times

“This aura of fraught intimacy has been achieved with subtle ingenuity by
Mr. Jensen and Ms Blank”
- Ben Brantley, The New York Times
“ A superbly staged and beautifully acted testimonial to the innocent
victims of an ugly war…This wonderful piece of agitprop theatre challenges
us all.”
- Marilyn Stasio,Variety
“Graceful and gripping work…The stories unfold bit-by-bit over 80 minutes
and are haunting and harrowing, but there’s also room for humor…The
staging is fluid; the performances excellent across the board.”
- John Dziemianowicz, NY Daily News
“Critics Pick! Simple is not easy, but playwrights Erik Jensen and Jessica
Blank prove just how powerful it can be in their disquieting, moving,
intensely human docudrama…Blanks’s invisible direction knows just when
to linger and when to accelerate…aided measurably by the superb company.”
-Erik Haagensen, Backstage
“A docudrama of the highest order, one that personalizes and puts into perspective the staggering human cost of the
last six years in Iraq...AFTERMATH is an impressive addition to journalism as theater.”
-Michael Kuchwara, The Associated Press

…Praise for THE EXONERATED
"Jaw-dropping. . .an intense and deeply affecting new play.”
-Ben Brantley, New York Times
“The #1 play of the year!”
-Margo Jefferson, New York Times
“Stark; riveting; cunningly orchestrated.”
-John Lahr, The New Yorker
“Artful and moving. . .pays tribute to the resilience of human hearts and minds.”
-Charles Isherwood, Variety
“What has been done through The Exonerated is one of the most extraordinary events I have ever seen, and it will do
more to promote justice than any literary efforts I have seen.”
- Former U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno
“Don’t miss it! Ten great actors will rock your views of the world, justice, and the American way.”
-Dr. Joy Brown, WABC Radio
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C ritic ’ s P ick
“Utterly real. How can you turn away?”
–Ben Brantley, The New York Times

“Vivid, heart-tugging
and powerfully acted.”
– David Cote, NY1

“Superbly staged and
beautifully acted.
This piece holds
us mesmerized.”

the new play from the AWARD-WINNING writers of the exonerated

AFTERMATH

“A docudrama of the
highest order.
A heartbreaking
evening of theatre.”
– Michael Kuchwara, Associated Press

“Graceful and
gripping.
Marks a strong
start to the
season at
NYTW.”

– Marilyn Stasio, Variety

– Joe Dziemianowicz, Daily News
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Aftermath – Old Vic Tunnels, London
Writer: Jessica Blank & Erik Jensen
Director: Jessica Blank
Reviewer: Toni Stott-Rates
The Public Reviews Rating:
In Britain every time a soldier dies we are confronted with his
picture an account of what happened – if possible – and comments from
the bereaved family, sometimes a picture of the funeral mourners. Where
is the reporting of the daily death and injury toll for the citizens of the
countries we have invaded? This leaves us the British and the West
outraged by the loss of life of our soldiers but indifferent and ignorant of
the daily atrocities the populace living in warzones have to live through.
Part of LIFT 2010, a festival focused on bringing events and experiences
that would transform the audience’s understanding of ourselves, and the
communities within London and the world around us. Director/writers
Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen have presented a piece of agitprop verbatim
theatre comprised of interviews from Iraqi refugees now living in Jordan. They have skilfully interwoven stories
using a translator as a guide, as key that unlocks the stories of a people who have had their suffering ignored for
years.
This piece starts by gently introducing us to the lives and loves of these refugees with self told stories of their
families, how they made a living before the war, how they met their spouses, their children. In this way we are
introduced to a way of existence and a people who are quietly and happily getting on with their lives in Fallujah or
Bagdad despite Saddam’s regime. We invest our emotions in their happy memories and as their memories turn sour
with the start of the war, the occupation and eventually exile, so our stomachs curdle with our empathy and our
outrage.
This piece is biased, it is not a balanced story of Iraq it does not include a 1st person narrative of an American
soldier’s fear and anxiety of the unknown enemy, there are no stories from Iraqi government officials or militia
police about the strain or pressure of the job and any tales of their fear or regret, because this piece is not about
them. It is about giving a voice to the citizens of Iraq who’s only crime, was being Iraqi.
The Old Vic tunnels make for an atmospheric venue lending a feel of an underground bunker to the show, the
rumbles of the overhead trains, which sometimes make it a wee bit difficult to hear the actors speak, are like
echo’s of bombs blasting in the distance. The set like the acting is bare and basic there are no trappings here, we
are not observers of a spectacle, we are witness to people’s lives and their stories of survival. This bareness allows
us to intuitively empathise as opposed to having our emotions coaxed and played like a violin; this leads us to
believe in the honesty of the narrative, which in turn gives these people real human faces. You walk out in tears of
rage motivated to do something about what you’ve heard as opposed to the cathartic elements of most theatre
which allow for a comfortable barrier to be constructed between audience and the make believe that happens to
characters on stage.
This piece should be seen by as many people as possible, I’d even go so far as to say should be compulsory viewing
for GCSE levels school kids, politicians and soldiers, because this piece isn’t just about Iraqi refugees, its about how
easy it is to let our government go to war and simply ignore another nation’s suffering as long as we don’t have to
live with the consequences.

	
  

Aftermath of war
OneWorld UK
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Actor/directors Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen talked to 35 of the 500,000-700,000 Iraqi
refugees in Jordan, each with more than an ordinary lifetime’s drama to tell, and have
boiled the interviews down to 90 minutes – funny, gripping, moving, tragic minutes.
The testimonies have been edited, shaped and intercut for maximum dramatic effect,
and Aftermath, in London until 17 July, doesn’t make the claim of most “verbatim
theatre” that every word is real. But the overall result tells a truth about the US-led
invasion and its impact.
The staging is simple. Nine characters - a translator, a dermatologist, a mother, an
artist, a theatre director, an imam, a pharmacist, a cook and his wife – recount their
experiences. But what experiences. The words and acting are riveting. They grab your
attention and never let it go, despite the noisy train rumblings that are an inescapable
feature of a venue fashioned from the tunnels under Waterloo station. (The Old Vic has a
lease on some of the tunnels for 2010 and a chance to view a rarely seen slice of
subterranean London would be reason enough to go, even if the production were not so
gripping.)
Their stories are pure theatre – from a theatre of war, to use an absurd and dishonest
euphemism much loved by the military. So though powerful, the evening is
“entertaining”. And the people on stage are not stereotypes of the Noble Victim: their
stories are shaped to produce maximum impact on audiences from the invaing powers,
but the characters have their failings and frailties, indeed their absurdities. They can be
seen for what they are, but are never mocked.
Britain played a big role in the unforgivable invasion and incompetent occupation, and
this show ought to be seen by a wider audience. Humanitarian instincts - whether a
reminder of the unintended consequences and human cost of conflict, or of the crushed
hopes and ambivalent feelings of Iraqis - always need re-enforcing.
+ Amnesty points out that 23,000 Iraqis have sought refuge in Europe, and that several
EU governments - including the UK - are forcibly returning Iraqi nationals to Baghdad.
Amnesty believes that this is unsafe and that returns should take place only when the
security situation has stabilised.
* Aftermath runs until Saturday 17 July at The Old Vic Tunnels, Station Approach Road,
London, SE1 7XB. Tickets £15/£12 from the Old Vic box office, or on 0844 871 7628.
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Aftermath at the Old Vic Tunnels, SE1

Demonthenes Chrysan as Abdul Ali and Fajer al-Kaisi as Shahid are ordinary Iraqis telling of survival after “liberation” Alastair Muir

Libby Purves
Last updated July 9 2010 12:10AM

Yasima remembers how her husband’s legs were heat-welded to the plastic car seat so she
couldn’t drag him out, but it was weeks before her father told her that her husband, sister
and baby son died in the attack. Twinkly, hospitable Rafiq was a Fallujah pharmacist, proud
to let the local poor off paying for their prescriptions. Fouad and Naimah ran for the border
after their Shia neighbour was murdered and their fellow Sunnis demanded they turn
informers. Both cooks, they miss their kitchen. Asad is a theatre director: used to do Albee
and Pericles before the Islamists moved in and banned things. Dr Yassar became a
dermatologist because he doesn’t like blood: when war came he saw more than enough.
They are Iraqis, telling their stories to researchers in Jordan to be made into a verbatim play
by Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen for the New York Theatre Workshop, the only major US
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/arts/stage/theatre/article2636495.ece
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performance taking the Iraqi point of view. It begins with prewar reminiscence, complete
with shrugging black jokes (the TV repairman who just pasted a picture of Saddam on the
screen saying “he’s always on”). Life wasn’t perfect, concedes Rafiq, “but we didn’t walk
down the streets in grey with sad faces, we’re not Russians!”.
There were spies and informers, and when sanctions bit it was upsetting not to be able to
give a kid his medicine, but old tribal tenets of justice held things together and Sunni, Shia,
Jew and Christian rubbed along and wise people avoided politics. But Shock and Awe
brought bombs, raids, shootings, and such poor planning that policing and social order were
a lethal vacuum, in which forgotten rivalries festered and Islamists arrived from elsewhere
with ridiculous dress rules to baffle the easygoing majority. The whole “liberation” was, says
one sadly, “like saying to a young woman ‘I will get you a better garment’ and taking her
garment away so she was naked . . . but giving her no new garment, she’s still naked”.
It’s set in the labyrinthine Old Vic tunnels under Waterloo, with trains overhead like distant
bombers. Thus oddly, for the next week the station is a metaphor. Above in the old Eurostar
terminal, The Railway Children evokes a happy-ending Edwardian Britain where daddies
are let out of prison because it was all a mistake. Below is chronicled another world, where no
childish courage or adult integrity will save you, because your land is stripped naked.
Box office: 020-7566 9767, to July 17
Contact us | Terms and Conditions | Privacy Policy | Site Map | FAQ | Syndication | Advertising
© Times Newspapers Ltd 2010 Registered in England No. 894646 Registered office: 1 Virginia Street, London, E98 1XY
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Interviews come alive in Aftermath
By Henry Hitchings, Evening Standard 12.07.10
More reviews by Henry Hitchings

Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen established their reputation with The Exonerated, a dramatic study of
wrongly convicted inmates on Death Row.
Aftermath reasserts their interest in the documentary possibilities of theatre.
This verbatim performance is part of the London International Festival of Theatre and is a product of
the New York Theatre Workshop. It’s the fruit of interviews with Iraqis who have fled the conflict in
their country and started new lives in Jordan.
The characters are initially presented to us by Shahid, a translator who is engagingly played by Fajer
Al-Kaisi. His role as a linguistic and cultural go-between is intriguingly precarious. Shahid introduces a
pharmacist whose nephew has been killed by American troops, a theatre director who spars enjoyably
with his artistic wife, and an imam who insists that the guns found at his mosque have been set aside
for purely defensive use.
Their stories and several others, told courteously though with a mounting vehemence, are neatly
interwoven. The material could do with being more varied but the result is a corrective to the all-toocommon indifference to the plight of Iraqi citizens whose homes and hearts have been ravaged by
war. We’re struck by the characters’ courage and genuine affection for the land that they’ve left
behind.
Blank, who directs, has created a satisfying intimacy and there are attractive performances
throughout, with Amir Arison especially striking as a playboy dermatologist who models himself on
Tom Cruise and Richard Gere.
A fanciful explanation would be that the background noise suggests the sound of nearby explosions.
In practice, it simply compromises the piece’s effectiveness. Until July 17. Information: 020 7566
9767. 	
  

	
  
	
  

Aftermath
Until Sat Jul 17 Old Vic Tunnels, Station Approach Rd, SE1 7XB Full
details & map

By Andrzej Lukowski
Posted: Tue Jul 13 2010
A little on the schematic side and ill-served by this noisy venue, Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen's
'Aftermath' is a nonetheless emotionally gripping piece of theatre that throws the present reality of
post-war Iraq into painful focus at a time when Western attention has drifted toward Afghanistan.
Largely verbatim, the dialogue is culled from interviews Blank and Jensen conducted with Iraqis who'd
fled the militia-ridden chaos of their home country. Structurally, it's a touch hackneyed, especially the
beginning, where all the interviewees smile, joke and extend good Middle Eastern hospitality, as if we
really needed to be told that Iraqis are normal people too.
We're here for the hard stuff, and in time we get it. These bewildered stories of American callousness
and the chilling pointlessness of Sunni/Shia strife are devastating. Almost unbearable Demosthenes
Chrysan's old Iman, falsely imprisoned by the Americans and tortured at Abu Ghraib . It's hard to say
which is more shaming: his suffering, his anger, or the dignity with he continues to conduct his ruined
life.

Aftermath at The Old Vic Tunnels
13 July, 2010 by: Naima Khan
Naima Khan finds Aftermath provides a louder voice for the human sounds of conflict.
Of all the great things there are to say about Aftermath, nothing stands out more than the script. It’s
95% verbatim, and it could go either way. When you rely almost completely on the words of real
people you risk a long-winded and un-theatrical production but Aftermath at The Old Vic Tunnels is
graceful, evocative theatre.
It’s the result of some very clever choices by the creators Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen. Using the
testimonials of Iraqi refugees in Jordan, they allow their characters to tell their own stories, which,
collated in this way, form the story of a nation at a turning point. Aftermath reminds us that this isn’t
history yet.
Being born of war and with its nature so political, Aftermath is placed in a category of theatre that you
expect might leave you feeling guilty, if not heartbroken. But its core is human nature and so the
stories that unfold are full of romance, and bad jokes: people are married, houses are built, babies are
born and families grow – both before the war begins and as it goes on. The array of characters
include an ageing Imam, a young couple, a wealthy doctor, Christians, Sunnis and Shi’as. Blank and
Jensen have created a well rounded production that cleverly ties the stories of the past together with a
simple, effective current narrative. With storytelling like this, everything hinges on the actors, who are
all excellent.
The venue will split the crowds. If you’re near the front, the trains rumbling overhead heighten the
atmosphere, the underground grows cooler and the intensity is heightened. But if you sit further back I
imagine it’d be difficult to hear the actors. More importantly, these are intimate stories, chosen to forge
a delicate connection with the audience; The Old Vic Tunnels might be too vast a space to achieve
this in.
Some viewers – like the woman sitting next to me – will see Aftermath as a collection of civilian war
stories. Having grown up in Australia amidst memories of Vietnam from the sizeable immigrant
community there, she felt Aftermath to be generic, that you can change the name of the place and still
have much the same stories of gratuitous violence, unanswered questions, lawlessness and a lack of
consequences. I disagree. What Aftermath provides is a chance to hear something different among
the onslaught of news images of the Iraq war. It’s those images that have become generic. With few
theatricals on stage, director Jessica Blank gives a louder voice to the human sounds of conflict and
the cyclical nature of war. She further brings home how civilians deal with the chaos and onslaught of
hidden enemies that we rarely see. It won’t please everybody but it’s definitely recommended viewing.	
  

	
  

	
  

Aftermath
Old Vic Tunnels, London
By Michael Billington
The Guardian, Friday 9 July 2010
Fortitude and love of their homeland ...
Maha Chehlaoui and Daoud Heidami in
Aftermath. Photograph: Tristram Kenton
for the Guardian
Underground theatre is all the rage. But this
brick-walled space directly beneath Waterloo
Station strikes me as an ill-chosen venue for a
piece of verbatim theatre comprising
interviews with Iraqis driven to seek refuge in
Jordan. The material is fascinating. However
the production, part of the London
International Festival of Theatre, is not helped by having to compete with the thunderous rumble of trains
overhead.
The show's creators, the American husband-and-wife team of Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen, have realised
one crucial fact: verbatim theatre, like any drama, has to have a narrative arc.
Their interviewees start by describing their lives in Saddam's Iraq: undeniably a world of fear and terror, but
one that bred its own ironic survival mechanisms. The subjects move on to relive the trauma of the bombing
and its aftermath, where they are often caught, literally, between two fires: those of the occupying American
forces, and those of brutal local militias. Finally, they sum up their feelings about being refugees.
And what is striking is both their fortitude and their passionate love of their homeland.
Blank and Jensen have the ability to focus on telling detail. A dermatologist recalls his shocked disbelief at
hearing George Bush say on TV that "we will fight the sons of al-Qaida on Iraqi soil". A theatre director and
his artist-wife, endangered by accepting American money for a festival, are asked what fictional work
present Iraq reminds them of. "Braveheart" she says, "King Lear" he replies. A pharmacist describes how
his nephew was gratuitously killed by US soldiers, and repeatedly asks what law allows this. An imam
imprisoned in Abu Ghraib tells how even a single word was savagely punished.
For the most part, the refugees recount their experiences factually rather in rancour. Blank's production also
hits the right note of sombre reminiscence as the interviewees, introduced by Fajer Al-Kaisi as the
translator, come forward in turn.
Amongst the cast, Amir Arison as the hedonistic dermatologist, Demosthenes Chrysan as the imam, and
Leila Buck as a grieving wife and mother make a strong impression. But the show's final importance rests
on two things: one, it comes from a US source, the New York Theatre Workshop; two, as even the Chilcot
inquiry has slipped from front pages, it reminds us of the tragic consequences of the Iraq invasion. It is
compelling theatre that deserves to be staged in a more sympathetic space.	
  

STAGE REVIEW: 'Aftermath' examines the
plight of Iraqi refugees
By Michael Kuchwara
The Associated Press
NEW YORK - An unrelenting sorrow swirls through "Aftermath," a collection of remembrances
by people without a country.
Actually, they have a country - Iraq - but all have fled to Jordan since the American arrival in
2003. Their stories have been collected by Jessica Blank and Erik Jensen who interviewed more
than three dozen refugees before winnowing down the stories into a heartbreaking evening of
theater.
The result, which opened last week at off-Broadway's New York Theatre Workshop, is a
docudrama of the highest order, one that personalizes and puts into perspective the staggering
human cost of the last six years in Iraq.
In a brisk 85 minutes, Blank and Jensen present a scrapbook of lives interrupted and forever
changed. The structure is fluid, with an ingratiating translator, played by Fajer Al-Kaisi, giving a
reportorial veneer to the production. He introduces the people to the audience and then, more or
less, gets out of the way. The man lets them speak quietly, almost matter-of-factly of their
journeys to freedom and uncertainty.
The refugees are a careful cross-section of society - ranging from a well-to-do dermatologist to a
theater director and his artist wife to a pharmacist to husband-and-wife cooks to an Imam, who
ends up at the notorious prison, Abu Ghraib.
One of the most affecting stories is delivered by Leila Buck, playing a young Christian woman
who loses most of her family, including a child, in a horrific explosion. Buck delivers the
chilling details with an overwhelming sense of despair.
Outrage of a more political kind is introduced by the Imam, played with a righteous anger by
Demosthenes Chrysan. His descriptions of incarceration are unnerving, all the more so because
they leave a lot to the imagination.
There are fleeting moments of black humor, most of them provided by Yassar, the dermatologist,
portrayed with a swaggering confidence by Amir Arison. The man says he went into
dermatology because he couldn't stand the sight of blood. After the war starts, he has no choice
but to look.
Yassar is also the one refugee most attuned to Western luxuries and culture - a fancy

neighborhood, expensive cars and a frame of pop reference that ranges from Tom Cruise to
Whitney Houston.
Blank and Jensen have created this type of theater before, most notably "The Exonerated," their
look at wrongfully convicted inmates on Death Row. "Aftermath" is an impressive addition to
journalism as theater.
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THEATER
Life After Death Row
Two actors traveled the country to meet people wrongly convicted. The result: a drama and a new
perspective.
By HUGH HART
Two summers ago Jessica Blank and her boyfriend, Erik Jensen, embarked on a road trip from New York to
Minneapolis. It was no vacation. They were visiting survivors of death row.
"We'd drive to one person's house, do an interview for two or three hours, get back on the road, drive 12 hours into
the next state to get there just in time for the next interview. One of us would sleep and one of us would drive,"
recalls Blank, sitting in front of the empty stage at the Actors' Gang theater.
Beside her is the congenially rumpled Jensen, who picks up the tale: "And the whole time we've got the cell phone
in the car with this weird Radio Shack recharger, and I'm charging the phone and Jessica's typing on the laptop
transcribing stuff while we're driving in the car."
In the course of that frenetic journey and six other trips through Texas and other Southern states, New York actors
Blank and Jensen interviewed 20 people who'd been released from prison after being wrongly convicted of murder.
"The Exonerated," a documentary drama opening for previews April 13 at the Actors Gang, weaves together six of
those stories.
Stories like Gary Gauger's. His mother and father were found stabbed to death on Gauger's Wisconsin farm. After
being questioned for 14 hours, the disoriented hippie farmer gave a "vision statement"--a what-if scenario in which
Gauger described how he would have killed his parents, if he had killed them. That statement was described in
court as a confession. Gauger was sentenced to death and spent seven years in prison before two motorcycle gang
members confessed to the killing.
Then there's Kerry Cook. In 1977, he was a frightened 22-year-old bartender who made the mistake of lying when
homicide investigators asked if he'd ever been in a murdered woman's apartment. Cook's fingerprints were found on
the door frame. He was convicted of murder and spent 20 years in a 6-foot-by-14-foot Texas prison cell before
DNA tests proved the victim's ex-boyfriend was the culprit.
Or Sunny Jacobs. She and her husband, ex-convict Jesse Tafero, were sentenced in 1976 for murdering two
policemen at a Florida rest stop. Tafero was executed before an associate, Walter Rhodes, admitted his guilt. By
then, Jacobs had spent 16 years in prison.
Jensen says, "I think our initial idea was that these stories would be very dramatic, like 'Hamlet' dramatic, and very
serious"-- "and maybe just very, very sad," adds Blank. "But when the interviews started happening," Jensen
continues, "it was weird because they were also filled with incredible hope and gratitude. Like with Sunny, the one
time she teared up in our interview was when she talked about this juror who had gotten in touch with her when it
was all over and said he was sorry. She just had this incredible forgiveness."
Blank is reminded of their visit with Gauger. "We went to talk to Gary on his amazing organic farm where he gave
us garlic..." "... that's still growing on our fire escape in New York," adds Jensen.
"And here's a guy, when they found the people who really did kill his parents," Blank continues, "Gary requested
that those guys not be given the death penalty. You hear things like that, it's pretty astounding."
Listening to the survivors' tales first hand shook the couple considerably, Jensen says. "I've been in New York for
the last 10 years, and I take pride in what I can handle. But hearing these stories blew us away and the people
themselves blew us away. I'd never seen anyone so courageous as the people we met that summer.

"Doing those interviews put our lives into an incredible perspective. Somebody cutting me off in traffic, that is not
a big deal anymore."
Blank interjects, "Who cares!"
Jensen: "Or like personal things between Jess and me, we can work it out, because there is nothing in our lives that
can compare to being on death row when you shouldn't be."
Growing up in Minnesota, where his grandfather worked as a highway patrolman, Jensen remembers being the only
student in his Apple Valley High School history class willing to argue against capital punishment.
Blank says she's been interested in prison reform practically all her life. Her parents were Washington, D.C.-based
antiwar activists in the '60s. She double-majored in theater and philosophy at the University of Minnesota,
gravitating early in her acting career to documentary theater as embodied by performance artist Anna Deavere
Smith.
Jensen, who earned a bachelor's in fine arts from Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, cites as an inspiration
his friend Moises Kaufman, who conceived and directed "The Laramie Project." Recently televised in a version on
HBO, the piece used interview material to reconstruct the aftermath of Matthew Shepard's murder.
By the time they began dating in early 2000, Blank and Jensen were paying the rent with film, TV and stage gigs
while tapping into Manhattan political circles through benefits and spoken-word performances. But they hankered
for a more ambitious project that would meld activist impulses with compelling storytelling. A few weeks after they
met in a New York restaurant, Blank and Jensen got the push they needed in the form of a heart-rending phone call.
Jensen recalls, "Jessica dragged me to this anti-death penalty conference at Columbia University. It was gonna take
six hours, it was a pain ... but I went." They sat through typical talking-head forums, then gathered around a speaker
phone. "It was this inmate in Chicago," Blank says. "His confession was basically tortured out of him. There was
something in him that was just pleading for somebody to hear his story."
Blank and Jensen decided it was time to act.
Raising $12,000 in dribs and drabs to finance their expeditions, Blank and Jensen hit the road with a tape recorder,
video camera and a list of contacts provided by the Center for Wrongful Convictions and other groups. In Chicago,
they visited Delbert Tibbs, who spent three years in prison after he was convicted for murder in Florida. Tibbs, a
former seminary student, was a foot taller than the real killer. But, like the actual culprit, Tibbs was an African
American, and that was sufficient for a witness to point to him as the guilty party.
When he was first contacted by a mutual friend, Tibbs recalls, "I wondered, 'What is this, somebody working on
their master's thesis?' And they tell me, 'Well no, they're artists and want to use their art to do something about the
death penalty. And I said, 'Do they have any money?' because I wasn't working at the time.
"'No, they don't have any money.' And to myself I say, 'Well, maybe this is something good. Just for the sake of the
cause--well, yeah, I'll talk to 'em.'"
When the two showed up at his door, recalls Tibbs, "they told me when they get back to New York, they'll be
looking for an angel and put it on, and I'm thinking, 'Well ... everybody's looking for an angel in New York to put
on a play.' But anyway, I did an interview with them, and I just sort of let it all hang out. They recorded it. And then
they called me three or four months later and said, 'We'd like you to come to New York. We're gonna pay your
fare.'
"They had pretty much put what I had told them right back in the play. When it was over, the people just kept
applauding, it seemed like for 10 minutes. They took, like, three curtain calls." Afterward, Tibbs met actor Charles
Dutton, who portrayed him. "He and I had some bubbly wine and hors d'oeuvres and all of that afterwards. I
thought it was a fine thing."
In September 2000, Blank and Jensen returned from their travels with 150 pages of unedited manuscript. They
didn't find an angel but did hook up with a priceless connection in the person of Bob Balaban. An astute New York
actor-director-writer-producer, Balaban hired character actor and first-time writer Julian Fellowes to create his
Oscar-winning screenplay for "Gosford Park."
Balaban had befriended Jensen after directing him in Arthur Kopit's play "Y2K" at the Manhattan Theatre Club in
2000. "My main contribution was access," says Balaban. "I knew celebrities who were very interested in the
subject, so when Erik and Jessica called me with the piece, the first thing I said was, 'Susan and Tim are friends of
mine. I'm going to ask them if they'd like to do a benefit.'"
That would be Susan Sarandon and Tim Robbins. When the two actors signed up for a staged reading at the Culture
Project at the 45 Bleecker Theater in November 2000, "The Exonerated" gathered momentum. Richard Dreyfuss,
Parker Posey, Blair Brown, Steve Buscemi, David Morse, Cherry Jones, Martha Plimpton, Debra Winger, Ossie
Davis and Dutton participated in four benefit performances, including one at the United Nations.

The play's dramatic potential was obvious to Robbins. "I think the thing that makes for interesting acting and
interesting plays is high stakes. I don't think it gets much higher than what you find in 'The Exonerated.'"
After the readings, Balaban urged Blank and Jensen to undertake another round of research. "I wanted to give 'The
Exonerated' a reason to be an evening in the theater and not just a benefit," says Balaban, who will direct the
expanded version of "The Exonerated" when it moves to New York for an off-Broadway production. "I suggested
that Erik and Jessica add court transcripts so that you feel some structure to the piece. And structure, whether it's
TV or plays or movies, is really everything--what to begin with, what you choose to put back to back."
The couple made more trips, read thousands of pages of trial records, examined microfiche newspaper articles,
sorted through affidavits, read depositions and looked up police interrogations to add dramatic counterpoint to their
protagonists' monologues.
Compressing all that raw material into a 90-minute performance required months of rewrites. Says Jensen, "It was
like writing a play the way Moby writes music: We were mixing words. Depending on how you juxtaposed things
together, different things, completely different meanings, would pop. That's what really created the power of the
piece."
While Jensen was in North Carolina shooting the medieval comedy "Black Knight" --he played a warrior sentenced
to be executed--Balaban and Blank labored on in New York. Last winter, Robbins offered to stage "The
Exonerated" at the Actors' Gang where he serves as artistic director.
One could easily imagine that Blank and Jensen, conversant as they are with crime statistics, pending legislation
and case studies of prosecutorial misconduct, would be more than happy to get on a soapbox.
But Blank and Jensen, who got married last summer, deliberately kept their personal views out of "The
Exonerated." Says Jensen, "The last thing we want to do is some kind of revolutionary beret-wearing, fist-in-the-air
kind of theater. That turns more people off than it draws in, and we're not doing that with this play. We just want to
present these stories as cleanly and clearly as we can."
"I see our roles as being a conduit," Jensen says. "People think actors are kind of self-involved, and it's kind of nice
to do something that doesn't really have anything to do with us."
The effects of imprisonment have left their scars on the real-life "Exonerated" characters, some literal, some
figurative. Cook still has marks carved on his body by convicts who attacked him in prison. Freed from Florida
prison, David Keaton cannot get a license to practice his former profession as a horse groomer, even though his
felony conviction was later purged. Blank says, "It's not just like, 'Oh, it's a happy ending, they're freed from prison,
yay, hooray!' You know, the effects are really not that different from coming home from a war."
Tibbs, for one, forges ahead in Chicago, where he's writing his autobiography in between odd jobs. "As the guys on
the road used to say, it was a hellified experience. I don't know if I will ever get over it," he says. "It's changed me
in ways I'm not even sure I can articulate. I'm not sure it made me a better person. But I did not allow those times to
make me a worse person. I'm not a kid. I'm 61. And yeah, it traumatized my life to an extent, but I'm a persevering
bastard. For the most part, it's good to be alive, man."
***
"The Exonerated," Actors' Gang, 6209 Santa Monica Blvd., Hollywood. Previews, Saturday; runs April 19-June 16.
Showtimes are 8 p.m. Preview, $10. Regular shows, $15-$20, with $5 student and senior discounts Thursdays and
Sundays. (323) 465-0566.
***
Hugh Hart is a regular contributor to Calendar.
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