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ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT

Elizabeth Swados
Writer. Novelist. Composer. Performer. Screenwriter. Director.

Born in Buffalo, New York in 1951, Swados had an eye on working with
young people and focusing on the pressing social issues of her time. She
transformed the stage into a platform for political change and was devoted to
breaking down the elitist subject matter that permeated musical theater.
“Broadway is a museum that’s not moving forward, and musical theater
should reflect what and how we are now.”
- Liz Swados, 1991 New York Times interview
Swados got her start in downtown theaters like La MaMa and The Public
Theater. She wrote her first major musical, Runaways, in 1978, when she
was only 27. It was a runaway hit, and came to life after Swados conducted
interviews with groups of runaway and homeless youths.
Swados prolific career after Runaways included writing dozens of musicals,
three novels, seven children's books, one memoir, a collection of poetry as
well as collaborating with several artists. She received five Tony nominations,
three Obie Awards, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Ford Grant, a Helen Hayes
Award, a Lila Acheson Wallace Grant, a PEN Citation, and among others.
Elizabeth Swados’ music goes beyond conventional classification, combining
elements of calypso, East Indian ragas, rock and roll, American Indian
chants, ragtime, disco, Japanese theatre music, cabaret, and even birdcalls.
Her first major success came with Nightclub Cantata, a theater revue based
on text by major poets, including Sylvia Plath, Pablo Neruda, Isabella Leitner,
Muriel Rukeyser, and Nazim Hikmet. It was, according to New York
Times critic Clive Barnes, "the most original and perhaps the most
pleasurable form of nightclub entertainment I have encountered."
On January 6, 2016, Swados died at 64 due to complications from surgery
for esophageal cancer.
Source: The New York Times

ABOUT THE PLAY
Runaways first opened Off
Broadway at the Public
Theater in March 1978.
Three months and 62
performances
later,
it
transferred to Broadway
where it would continue for
another 199 performances.
In July 2016, the Encores!
Off-Center series produced
a limited revival of the largely
forgotten musical to honor
Swados.
“I always wanted to do it because it's a pivotal piece of theater -- she was
making theater in such a different way. My work has been deeply affected by
her—she was a very adventurous theatermaker, unapologetic for her
methods, ferocious and kind and fearless.”
- Jeanine Tesori, Encores! Artistic Director
The original production was nominated for five Tony Awards including Best
Musical, Best Book of a Musical, Best Original Score, Best Direction of a
Musical, and Best Choreography. It was also nominated for several Drama
Desk Awards and Swados earned an Obie Award for her direction.
Runaways is a collection of songs, dances, and spoken word pieces telling
the stories of young addicts, con artists, prostitutes...all homeless runaway
kids. Initially created from interviews with homeless children and those in
orphanages, Swados weaves songs about personal struggle and the world
at large through the eyes of youth in New York City in the 70s. The show
blends different musical styles from pop to hip-hop, jazz to reggae, while
asking why children can’t remain children.

Source: Playbill.com
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Swados’ innovative approach to musicals would pave the way for musicals
like Rent and Hamilton. Rent, a rock musical inspired by Puccini’s La
Boheme, centers on the lives of bohemian, starving artists in 1990s New
York living in the wake of the AIDS crisis. Playwright Jonathan Larson created
the play “to bring musical theater to the MTV generation.” Hamilton—which
also opened its first production at The Public Theater—is a musical about
Founding Father Alexander Hamilton and considered “an achievement of
historical and cultural reimagining.” Playwright Lin-Manuel Miranda, “rooted
[the play] in hip-hop, R&B, jazz, pop, and the choral strains of contemporary
Broadway” and credits Swados as the first playwright to use hip-hop on
Broadway with Runaways.
Sources: The New Yorker, The New York Times

Cast in the original Broadway production from Playbill.com

“The state inhabited by the title characters of Runaways is one of unbounded
energy and a matching capacity to reach the outer limits of emotions. People
feel irredeemably lost at that age to begin with; just imagine what it’s like if
they’re also homeless.”
— The New York Times

	
  	
  
Images: Cast of Encores! 2016 production of Runaways from Playbill.com

INTERVEIW WITH THE DIRECTOR
From an interview for UMass College of Humanities and Fine Arts between
HFA Communications Assistant, Mary Hogan and director, Lou Moreno
Your production of Runaways has quite the large cast! The original
Broadway production had about half the cast size, so where was your
inspiration for casting so many students in this production? What do you
think this large cast achieves?
Our production does have a large cast. It is by choice for two reasons:
1) homeless youth is not becoming a smaller problem, and 2) the production
is happening in a large theater. I wanted to make sure the vast space did not
dwarf the cast, and send the message that this is a small problem.
Runaways was mounted on Broadway in 1978. How is it's content still
relevant to today? Does this particular production have modifications or
does its political relevance remain true?
Sadly, the story is still relevant today. Although, I would maybe change the
title to “Castaways.” All too often I have worked with younger Americans,
either on the street, or elsewhere, and noticed that their situation is a
combination of them leaving and/or being pushed aside.
My concern is that we take a passive look with the title “Runaways” and
fault the child rather than the circumstances behind their home departure.
I'm splitting hairs but I think it matters.
Why Runaways, why at UMass, and why in today's world?
In my brief time here and in Northampton, I have noticed a substantial street
population. Keeping this conversation open and present is vital to any
community.
When people leave the theater after seeing Runaways, what do you want
them thinking?
I never know how to answer this question. I guess rather than thinking
something, I'd rather they are more present and able to notice the youth that
are living on the street. Hopefully, this will motivate a conversation.
Then action. Then change.

HOMELESSNESS IN MASSACHUSETTS
According to the Massachusetts Office of the Education of Homeless Children and Youth, the
number of homeless children and youth enrolled in Massachusetts's public schools during the
2015-16 school year, according to grade level:
Grade
Level

Number of homeless
children/youth enrolled in
districts without subgrants

Number of homeless
children/youth enrolled in
districts with subgrants

Total

PK

109

315

424

K

469

1448

1917

1

456

1564

2020

2

433

1453

1886

3

425

1368

1793

4

390

1273

1663

5

356

1176

1532

6

355

1041

1396

7

328

1072

1400

8

341

979

1320

9

449

1513

1962

10

402

1096

1498

11

344

783

1127

12

439

836

1275

UG

9

4

13

Total

5305

15921

21,226

The total number of homeless children and youth according to their primary nighttime residence
at the time of their initial identification for the 2015-16 school year:
Primary nighttime residence

Total Number of homeless
children /youth

Shelters

6010

Doubled-up

8946

Unaccompanied Youth

987

Unsheltered (e.g., cars, parks, campgrounds,
etc.)

151

Hotels/Motels

2795

Awaiting Foster Care

2337

Total

21,226

HOMELESSNESS
On any given night, it is estimated that 1.3 million homeless youth are on the
streets in the United States. It’s happening in big citiies and small towns across
the country.
	
  
- 1 in 7 young people between the ages of 10 and 18 will run away
- Youth age 12 to 17 are more at risk of homelessness than adults
- 75% of runaways are female
- 20% – 40% of homeless youth identify as LGBTQ
- 46% of runaway and homeless youth reported being physically abused
- 38% reported being emotionally abused
- 17% reported being forced into unwanted sexual activity by a family or
household member
The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) defines a
runaway as:
- A child leaves home without permission or chooses not to come home
and stays away overnight.
A throwaway as:
- A child is asked or told to leave home by a parent or other household
adult, no adequate alternative care is arranged for the child by a
household adult, and the child is out of the household overnight.
- A child who is away from home is prevented from returning home by a
parent or other household adult, no adequate alternative care is arranged
for the child by a household adult, and the child is out of the household
overnight.
Homeless youth may be:
- Sleeping at a friend’s house or couch surfing
- Riding the subway or staying on the street
- Trading work or sex for a place to stay or other needed resources
- Living in a car, sleeping in parks, abandoned buildings, or other public
places
- Staying in a crisis shelter or transitional shelter
- Forced to leave their home with nowhere to go
Systemic causes for homelessness:
- Due to a lack of affordable, safe and stable housing, youth may spend
time in unstable temporary housing options, including family shelters
- Youth experience unstable foster care placements or are discharged from
foster care due to age
- The historical and current impact of racism has limited the access to
affordable housing and living wage employment for people of color
- Gentrification of urban areas has increased housing costs beyond the
means of poor families

Family causes for homelessness:
- Youth may leave home after years of physical and sexual abuse, parental
neglect, strained relationships, addiction of a family member; family
inability to provide for the youth’s specific mental health or disability
needs
- Family intolerance about sexual orientation or gender identity may result
in a young person leaving or being told to leave
Economic causes for homelessness:
- Families suffer financial crises that lead to family separation
- A youth choosing to or asked to leave the family due to overcrowding;
- Long term experiences of family poverty that make it difficult for families
and youth to rise out of poverty

LOCAL RESOURCES
Craig's Doors, homeless shelter located in Amherst, MA
Jessie's House, a family shelter located in Amherst, MA
Massachusetts Coalition for the Homeless, advocacy network striving to
eradicate homelessness in the state of Massachusetts
National Runaway Safeline, resource for current homeless youth those
contemplating runaway available 24/7

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
-

-

The style and tone of each song and scene changes throughout the play.
Why do you think Swados purposefully places an upbeat song beside a
dark monologue or a fun monologue between two very intense moments
in the play?
Does presenting the subject matter in the form of a musical make it easier
to digest or more difficult to deal with? Why?
What are some of the different musical styles you can identify out from
the show? Do these styles influence how you understood or experienced
the lyrics?
How is this musical different from other musicals you may be familiar
with?
In what ways have your views on homelessness changed since seeing
this production?

