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SOME OF PLAYWRIGHT HARTLEY 
Wright’s favorite characters he’s ever 
written are on stage for only ten minutes.

Two teenagers who have to make a snap 
decision after their friend is shot and killed 
found a special place in Wright’s heart. 
“Regardless of their maturity level, before 
the curtain goes up, we’re watching them 
mature very quickly,” he says. In general, 
Wright thinks teenagers are underrated.

The play, called Ricochet, is one of 
Wright’s dozen 10-minute plays, which 
zoom through introduction, conflict, climax 
and resolution in eight to nine pages of 
writing.

Wright, a playwright who lives and 
works in Columbia, has also written several 
full-length plays and four one-act shows in 
addition to his 10-minute plays. His work, 
which is mostly used by student-run groups, 
has been performed in Columbia, St. Louis, 
Jefferson City, Springfield and Wisconsin; 
a company in Australia interested in one of 
his scripts even contacted him. 

From 2000 to 2005, he was resident 
playwright for Stained Glass Theatre in 
Jefferson City and contributed to works for 
the Jellybean Conspiracy Project and PACE 
until 2010. 

He’s working on a new play this 
summer that will focus, he says, on human 
trafficking in the U.S. 

Wright says he tends to write about 
people who are dealing with brokenness 
or tragedy in their lives. This is due to 
the turmoil in his own life and because 
he thinks people have trouble accepting 
tragedy. 

“It’s not natural for us to embrace that,” 
he says. “And most of us tend to run from it, 
or we don’t want to have to deal with it.” His 
plays, both tragedies and comedies, help to 
make the challenges of adversity accessible 
to the masses. 

Wright’s most popular and widely 
performed play, Window Pains, deals with 
autism and follows two families with autistic 
children. Wright says dramaturgs have told 
him that Window Pains, commissioned by 

local PACE Youth Theatre Company, is the 
only play written explicitly about autism.

His playwriting career began with 
eight lines of dialogue between two 
characters. Eight lines, and his high school 
drama teacher was hooked. The teacher 
encouraged Wright’s creative writing, 
which he continued throughout his life, 
sometimes front and center, sometimes on 
the back burner.

After graduating college, Wright began 
work on a novel. He collaborated with other 
writers in workshops in the Dallas-Fort 
Worth area where he lived at the time.

“They would ask for my input on ‘how 
can I make this dialogue better? Does this 
sound better?’” he says. 

As Wright was driving home one day 
and recalling the advice he’d given, it hit 
him. Characters and dialogue are what he 
wrote best; he had a gift for penning people 
in plays. 

“He just creates very complicated 
characters, and he creates wonderful 
situations that they’re thrust into,” says 
David Crespy, an MU Professor of 
Playwriting who founded the Missouri 
Playwrights Workshop. Wright is a regular 
participant at the workshop where plays of 
all lengths are read and critiqued. 

Crespy says Wright’s plays are genuine, 
and the dialogue exceptional. “He has a 
great ear for the human voice,” he says.

Carlynn Trout, who also met Wright 
through the workshop, says his work is 
provocative and makes viewers think in 
different ways. “He’s not afraid to tackle 
tough subjects,” she says.

Even now, having seen his work 
produced by many casts in numerous 
venues, Wright is still amazed when the 
characters born in his head appear in real 
life and perform on stage. 

“That this gift and this talent that 
I have has flown from me and is going 
through so many other people is just 
amazing to me,” he says.

+ CLAIRE LANDSBAUM
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Playwright finds inspiration in 
drama and tragedy

Hartley Wright focuses his work on life’s hurdles. In a 2010 performance in Wisconsin, three 
actors perform in his most popular play, Window Pains, which is about the challenges of autism. 
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