
In 1925 some 1,000 spectators looked  
on as 14-year-old Howard Morgan took the 
stand in a small courtroom in Dayton, Tenn. 
Howard was a high school freshman, and his 
new science teacher, John Thomas Scopes, had 
been teaching evolution in the classroom. A 
Tennessee law passed earlier that year banned 
such teaching because it strayed from the 
Biblical story of divine creation. Nervously, 
Howard admitted that Scopes told the class 
that all animal life, humans included, developed 
from a single-celled organism. The jury deliber-
ated for nine minutes, found Scopes guilty and 
fined him $100. The verdict was overturned two 
years later on a technicality, and Scopes contin-
ued teaching evolution in his classroom.

On Sunday and Tuesday, the radio theater 
company L.A. Theatre Works will bring this 
legendary trial to MU’s Jesse Auditorium when 
the University Concert Series hosts The Great 
Tennessee Monkey Trial. The Peter Goodchild 
docudrama is based on transcripts from the trial, 
Tennessee v. John Scopes.

“What attracted us to this project is that it 
uses the exact language of the trial,” says Mike 
Dunn, director of the University Concert Series. 
“We’re not interested in presenting one side as 
right and wrong. This is actual history.”

L.A. Theatre Works formed in 1974, and in 
1987 it shifted its focus from conventional  
theater production to producing radio dramas. 
This is the first time in the company’s 31-
year history that it has toured so extensively. 
Columbia will be the seventh of 23 nation-
wide performances, which began on Oct. 11 
at California’s Humboldt State University. 
In Columbia, a live audience will watch the 
radio play, and National Public Radio station 
KBIA/91.3 will broadcast it at a later date. This 
performance will be remarkably similar to the 
original broadcast 80 years ago when WGN 
Radio aired the trial live to listeners in Chicago.

The play’s set will be stripped down and 
will involve only minimal use of props because 
the performance is centered on the strength of 
the dialogue. The show is presented as though 
audience members are actually sitting in the 
courtroom. The company has a revolving cast, 
and the actors who are scheduled to appear 
in Columbia are John De Lancie, W. Morgan 
Sheppard and Alley Mills. De Lancie will play 
well-known defense lawyer Clarence Darrow. 
Sheppard will play William Jennings Bryan, the 
three-time presidential candidate and famous 
fundamentalist orator with a passionate  
opposition to Darwin and his theories. Mills 
will play the narrator. One local student actor, 
Rock Bridge High School junior Max Colburn, 
will be joining the cast on stage as young 
Howard Morgan. He has been given a script 
to study and will rehearse with the cast before 
the first performance. The cast is planning to 

work with local students in actors’ workshops at 
Hickman and Rock Bridge high schools and on 
the MU campus in between performances.

“We try to get some involvement from the 
students in local schools,” Dunn says. “It wasn’t 
the reason we booked [the show], but it cer-
tainly helped.”

Coincidentally, the tour coincides with a 
national political movement to have intelligent 
design taught alongside evolution. 

“We really had no idea that it would be as 
hot as it is right now,” says Susan Loewenberg, 
L.A. Theatre Works founder and producing 
director. “I don’t want to say we got lucky, but it 
sure didn’t hurt.” 

Just last year, a school board in Dover, 
Penn., passed a resolution mandating that Dover 
students “be made aware of gaps/problems in 
Darwin’s theory and of other theories of evolu-
tion including, but not limited to, intelligent 
design.” In much the same way it fought to keep 
evolution in the school’s curriculum during the 
Scopes trial 80 years ago, the American Civil 
Liberties Union is now leading the legal war to 
strike down the Dover resolution advocating 
intelligent design. 

The language of this resolution echoes that 
of the 1925 Butler Act, the Tennessee law that 
sparked the Scopes trial. The Butler Act stated 
that no student be taught “any theory that 
denies the story of the divine creation of man 
as taught in the Bible.” The key differences in 

today’s legislation are the omission of the term 
Bible, and the term intelligent design replacing 
divine creation. The Supreme Court decided in 
1987 that divine creation, otherwise known as 
creationism, could not be taught as science. 

The National Center for Science Education 
reports that 14 states have introduced anti-
evolution efforts since the beginning of 2004. 
With waves still being made surrounding this 
issue, the former trial of the century seems to be 
finding a new calling. Interestingly, L.A. Theatre 
Works will be taking its production to Dover in 
January.

“There was a feeling this issue was quaint 
history,” Loewenberg says. “The truth is, it never 
went away. 

“People are saying this [issue] might go all 
the way to the Supreme Court,” Loewenberg 
says. “We wanted to revisit the past with this 
play. It’s our hope that what we’re doing will 
really provoke a national conversation.”

— CLINT CARTER
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Monkeying around with history
Anybody’s uncle can come to see The Great Tennessee Monkey Trial revived at MU

In a scene from the original trial, defense attorney Clarence Darrow cross-examines William 
Jennings Bryan outside of the courthouse. It was too crowded for the trial to remain indoors.

DOWN TO  
MONKEY BUSINESS

Rock Bridge High 
School junior 
Max Colburn, 17, 
answers some 
questions about 
the biggest 
small role he 
has ever had. 

When did you find out you were up 
for the part?
I guess it was probably the begin-
ning of October. [My drama teacher] 
Mrs. Coffield approached me and 
said that they were looking for a high 
school student to play a 14-year-old 
in this play, and they were aware that, 
obviously, not everyone’s going to be 
14 who’s trying out for it. They thought 
that I could probably pull off being a 
14-year-old, so they asked me if I was 
willing to do this part.

What excites you about this role?
The exposure. I’d always thought that 
I might like to do acting as an actual 
career, acting and writing. This, and 
I thought this would be a great way 
to get out there and do something a 
lot of people had heard about, a lot 
of people know about in advance. 
It’s really a way to get my name out 
there. I mean, that might sound a little 
bad, but it’s an ambitious endeavor. 
It really would help to get my reputa-
tion up a little bit, add it to my acting 
record. Plus, I’m always excited to act. 

Are you nervous about sharing the 
stage with such prestigious actors?
The short of it is, if they’re a big name 
or something, they might not like work-
ing with me, but I will work hard to 
make it so that they’re not ashamed 
or disappointed with my acting. I 
hope to be able to meet whatever 
expectations they lay for me, rise 
above them even.

What do you know about the play?
I’m already familiar with the trial. In 
fact, right now I’m doing something 
in U.S. studies about this trial and 
Darwinism and everything. It definitely 
sparked my interest — pretty neat little 
coincidence there.  

What:  The Great Tennessee Monkey Trial
Where:  Jesse Auditorium, MU campus
When:  Sun. and Tues., 7 p.m.
Cost:  $17-26
Call:  882-3781
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