
 

 

Adapting a Piece of 
Literature for the Stage 
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Virtual Session Outline 
 
How do you translate the immersive world of a literary work into a 
living, breathing piece of theatre? This conversation will explore the 
difference between the two forms of storytelling; we’ll provide craft 
tips and share insights into how some theatre writers have 
approached this challenge in their own work. In addition, moderator 
Jessica Lit, Director of Business Affairs for the Dramatists Guild of 
America, will offer advice on the logistics of licensing and related 
practical considerations. 
 
 

Welcome and Introductions 
 
Hello everyone and thank you for tuning into today.  
 
The Dramatists Guild is the national trade association for playwrights, 
composers, lyricists, and librettists. Our mission is to aid dramatists in 
protecting the artistic and economic integrity of their work. Visit our 
website for more information and resources for theatre writers. 
 
As writers, you work might be the subject of an adaptation. Some of you 
may be interested in stepping into the world of adaptation.  
 
The theatre industry is increasingly embracing the novel-to-play 
adaptation route. We are excited to discuss this trend with authors who 
have previously adapted literary works for the stage.  
 
Our incredible panel will discuss their varied experiences, and I will be 
here to give some insight into the legal and business practicalities.  



 

 

 

 

 
We’ll now introduce our esteemed panelists. 
 

 

Panel Participants 

Moderator: 
Jessica Lit (she/her) serves as the Director of Business Affairs for the 
Dramatists Guild. In addition, Jessica has her own solo law practice, The 
Lit Esquire PLLC, aimed at educating artists of all disciplines about their 
legal rights to empower them to take control of their careers. 
Email: jlit@dramatistsguild.com 

Lauren Gunderson (she/her) has been one of the most produced 
playwrights in America since 2015. She is a two-time winner of the 
Steinberg/ATCA New Play Award for I and You and The Book of Will, the 
winner of the Lanford Wilson Award, and a finalist for the Blackburn 
Prize. LaurenGunderson.com 
 
Roger Q. Mason (they/them) was recently touted by The Brooklyn Rail as 
"quickly becoming one of the most significant playwrights of the 
decade." Their playwriting has been seen on Broadway (Circle in the 
Square Reading Series), Off and Off-Off-Broadway, and regionally. Insta: 
@rogerq.mason 
 
Matthew Spangler (he/him) is a playwright specializing in adaptation. 
His plays have appeared on Broadway, in London's West End, off-
Broadway, and at theatres around the world. Plays include adaptations 
of The Kite Runner, Beekeeper of Aleppo, Tortilla Curtain, Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner, and many others. 
 
Caridad Svich (she/her) is a playwright-poet, lyricist, translator, and 
editor. She received the 2012 OBIE for Lifetime Achievement, has 
written over fifty plays, and has adapted works by Isabel Allende, Mario 
Vargas Llosa, Shakespeare, and others. 

 
 
 



 

 

 

 

Facilitated Questions 
 
Q: (All): Can each of you share a brief overview of the work you’ve done 
in the realm of adaptation? We can start with Roger. 
 
Q (All): In general, when adapting work from source material that can 
be hundreds of pages long, with multiple characters – how do you 
determine which characters, scenes, and storylines to use? More 
broadly, what is the biggest challenge that you face in adaptation?  
 
Q (Matthew): I want to ask you about The Kite Runner. Can you give us 
some insight into the genesis of this adaptation? What was it like to 
adapt such a popular piece of modern literature for such a high-profile 
venue? What was the feedback from audiences who had a strong 
connection to the original source material?  
 
Q (Lauren): You are part of the team who adapted The Time Traveler’s 
Wife for the stage. That story went from novel to movie and now, to 
musical. Can you speak a bit about your approach to adapting this 
work? Did it make a difference that there was already a film version?  
 
Q (Roger and Caridad): I want to go back to commissions. You both 
expressed that you have been commissioned by theatres/producers to 
write adaptations. Can you give us some insight into how that process 
worked? What was it like to adapt a show at the behest of someone 
else, as opposed to choosing to adapt a piece on your own? 
 
Free flow conversation and conclusion. 
 
We take a break from questions so that Jessica can discuss legal and 
business considerations. 

 
Commissions 

• You own your copyright in the final product. 
• You should always be paid for your time and labor for writing 

the piece. This compensation is separate and apart from the 
royalties you should be paid when the producer wants to 
license the final script for production.  



 

 

 

 

 

 
Obtaining the rights 

• Is it still under copyright? Determining copyright is sometimes 
difficult. 

• Is it in the public domain?  
• How do you obtain the rights?  
• Explanation of the key terms to think about when entering into 

an agreement. 
o Exclusivity. 
o Cost and spending. 
o Approvals. 

 
Q (All): Are there any final pieces of adaptation-related wisdom that 
you’d to share with the group? 
 

Closing and Thank You 
 
Thank you to everyone for tuning into our conversation today. And a 
HUGE thank you to our panelists for sharing their experiences and 
insights; we are so grateful to have your perspectives on this panel. For 
more information about the Dramatists Guild, please visit our website 
or follow us on Instagram at @dramatistsguild. 
 

 

Event Organizer 
 
Jordan Stovall (they/them) is a playwright, arts administrator, queer 
events producer, and drag artist (Wanda Whatever). They presently 
serve as the Director of Outreach & Institutional Partnerships for the 
Dramatists Guild, where they have worked since 2016.  
Email: jstovall@dramatistsguild.com 
Website: www.jordanstovall.com  


