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Methuen Drama’s Modern Classics series showcases landmark plays from around the world. Drawing on the Modern Plays series, which launched in 1959, Modern Classics celebrates plays from the contemporary repertoire by world-leading dramatists and presents their work in a definitive edition, alongside new introductions by leading scholars and industry professionals. With writers such as Pulitzer Prize-winners Jackie Sibblies Drury, Ayad Akhtar and David Mamet through to Lucy Prebble, Katori Hall and Caryl Churchill, Modern Classics are ideal for students and anyone wanting to deepen their knowledge of the plays that form part of the modern dramatic canon.

Deep Blue Sound


Rich, funny, and devastating. As Abe Koogler’s sweet, sad village mosaic revealed itself heart fissure by heart fissure, silence spoke volumes. – Observer



A small island community in the Pacific Northwest comes together to search for answers when a beloved pod of whales goes missing. As the seasons pass and the search grows cold, the islanders struggle to work together, while grappling with changes in their own lives.

Abe Koogler’s play is a warm and surprising portrait of a group of idiosyncratic people looking for connection and meaning in the face of loss.

After an acclaimed remount at New York’s Public Theater, Deep Blue Sound is published by Methuen Drama’s Modern Classics series, featuring a new introduction by Crystal Finn.

Abe Koogler’s plays have premiered at Playwrights Horizons, Manhattan Theatre Club, and Lincoln Center Theatre. He won an Obie Award for Playwriting, the Dramatist Guild’s Lanford Wilson Award, and Williamstown Theatre Festival’s Weissberger Award, among other honors. He earned graduate degrees in playwriting from UT-Austin and Juilliard. He teaches playwriting at Bennington College and also works as a political speechwriter.
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Introduction

In 2023, and then again in 2024, I was lucky enough to be cast in Deep Blue Sound, Abe Koogler’s beautiful play, which was produced by Clubbed Thumb, and is set in and amongst an island community off the Pacific Northwest.

Participating in both productions was a thrilling and profoundly gratifying experience for me.

It was also a hugely embarrassing one, for a singular reason, which was: the number of times during performances (for paying audiences!) when I broke character and openly laughed on stage like a complete amateur.

I’m not talking about the kind of laughter that comes when someone in the audience answers their phone and talks to their therapist for a couple of beats, or when someone farts on stage—I’m talking about unprompted guffawing from simply saying one of my own lines on stage. This kind of corps-ing is not only totally unprofessional, it is also hard to justify in a play which is about, among other things, death, ecological collapse, and endemic loneliness.

In my defense: Abe is the funniest writer I know, and Deep Blue Sound is, arguably, his funniest play, and just because it happens to be about death, ecological collapse, and endemic loneliness, doesn’t mean it is not also hilarious, because I don’t think Abe could write something unfunny if he tried.

And also, maybe, in my defense, the play isn’t funny in spite of those themes, but because of them, since Abe’s humor, like any humor that is worth anything at all, is the lashed-to-the-mast-of-humanity variety, the variety that makes you laugh and then makes you cry, because it is so undeniably true.

Actually, crying was a problem too. Crying on stage when you shouldn’t be crying! I did it. My castmates did it. We got yelled at. We were told: you can’t cry here, your character isn’t crying … But that line! We would say, it makes me think of the time when … It makes me remember my own mother when she …. And the director would stop us and remind us we were doing a play.

So it wasn’t our fault! We were confused. The play felt too real.

The characters in Deep Blue Sound, all of them members of the same small community, all of them trying their best to be good members of that community, feel so real because they are surprising. They don’t follow plots, or themes, or revelations. They follow their own idiosyncratic needs, desires, prejudices, love. These are full people who act on their own impulses, willfully and heartily, no matter the time allotted them in a scene, no matter whether they are major players or barely mentioned by anyone.

I’m thinking of one character who shows up at a Christmas sing-along who really wants to have a beer with another character. That’s all we know about her! She doesn’t have a name, or a plot point. She exists in a glimpse of peculiar intimacy—peculiar to her—which is to say, real to her. She’s not a character from a play; she’s a character from life—from some potluck your parents dragged you to when you were eleven, some woman you sat next to on a plane one time.

Or take the town therapist: we know nothing about her life. She is just a voice offstage. But she is such a good therapist. She says the right things—the things an actual therapist would say. You can tell she takes her job seriously. She is warm, but firm. She reminds me a little of a teacher I once had who—oh no, I’m just projecting again. From my own life.

That’s what the play does to you. It cracks open the fourth wall—invites all the people you know to join you on stage and suddenly you’re laughing and crying when you shouldn’t be because you’re thinking of your own mom, your own Grandma, your own acting teacher from childhood.

And then …

Well … the play does something funny with these very real characters.

Something almost unbearable.

It picks these characters up from their grounded, real lives, and it drops them into a strange, dark ocean, and it tells them to swim.

All great plays move the form of theater forward in some way. They teach us something new about how to watch plays, how to act in them. What Deep Blue Sound does, that no other play has done before it, is it gives us characters utterly true to life, of the earth, quotidian, small even in their ordinariness, and places those characters in a composition that is the very opposite of those things, that is in fact, cosmic.

That composition, which you will experience on the page when you read the play, is a swift-moving, hang-gliding swoosh of language, which doesn’t just gesture toward themes of temporality, but also, or maybe rather—mimics the experience of that tempo itself. Scenes move quickly in this play, which is not to say they should be played fast—but rather that they are always and precisely left unfinished. Two characters may be just on the verge of figuring something out about each other, when we are pulled away, plunged forward, never learning what is being truly said, truly meant. The end of one scene is always the beginning of another—so that interruption takes on the feeling of continuity, the result of which is a fluidity of rhythm between disparate stories, disparate needs. We switch topics with no warning, we switch seasons with no warning, we switch identities with no warning. All these small, beautiful moments, existing in an expanse of blue which the play insists, lovingly, but firmly, is ferrying us along at an untraceable pace—toward an unknown end.

The play is so so small in its familiarity and intimacy, and so so expansive in its engagement with time. In this way also it is exactly, indelibly, like life.

Other plays have given us similar magic tricks. I’m thinking of Our Town primarily, which many people mentioned to me after seeing Deep Blue Sound. That play also centers on a small town; it also is fundamentally about time and how to be aware of it.

Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it? Emily asks.

No is the answer.

The question is one of proportions really: how do I live? In the big or the small? In Our Town Wilder gives us that question, by way of a guiding stage manager, who takes us over the threshold of the living, and into the land of the dead.

In Deep Blue Sound there is no guide. The question is asked in the very structure of the play itself.

It is asked by placing two different metronomes in one play, and letting them play against each other in a reckless kind of battle for dominance.

Which will win out: the day-to-day exchange between one man and another sitting on a porch talking about some day from the 90’s? Or the merciless and unbreakable wave of infinite epochs?

In the end, neither, since there is no way to separate out lived-daily life from the grander meaning it carries, just as in Abe’s play there is no way to separate out the importance of small, individual exchanges, from the tapestry they are a part of.

Three pages from the end of the play, however, for one character, a woman named Ella, who up until this point in the play has been denying her cancer diagnosis to her friends, and to herself, the two tempos of the play do get very close together. For Ella, in fact, in the last moments of her illness and life, I think maybe they move close enough that they become, for a brief second, truly and transcendentally indistinguishable.

She is in her room, having chosen the day which she will die, helped by the aid of a nurse, and her best friend John has just delivered flowers to her.
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