
Overnight Sensations is Mill 

Mountain Theatreõs version of 

the 24 Hours Plays and an 

annual fundraiser done in 

cooperation with the 

Playwrightõs Lab at Hollins 

University.  This, the third 

offering, was the most 

successful yet.   

Each year we randomly pair six 

selected playwrights with six 

invited directors.  They 

randomly draw from six pre-

selected casts using area 

actors, local celebrities, and 

guest artists.  Additionally, at 

the opening reception writers 

randomly draw from a hat 

writing prompts such as a 

location, theme, genre, first 

line, and last line.  Writers are 

allowed to look at the Trinkle 

Main Stage where the plays 

they are about to write will be 

performed.  Mill Mountain 

Theatreõs props and costume 

departments also lay out a 

wide selection of interesting 

items that can be incorporated 

into the plays. 

Then, at 8:30PM, the six 

playwrights are rushed off to 

the Wyndham Robertson 

Library to craft their 10-minute 

plays before 12:30AM.  At 8AM 

the next morning, writers and 
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rehearsal.  At noon, the actors 

arrive and each cast goes off to 

rehearse the play until 6PM, 

when cues are set.  At 7PM, the 

audience begins arriving and the 

curtain goes up on the show at 

8PM.   

Nearly all the MFA playwrights 

participated in some capacityñas 

writers, directors, or actors.  

Additionally, notable guest 

participants included playwrights 

Lucy Thurber, Don LaPlant, 

Jonathan Dorf,  and April 

Drummond; directors John 

Woodson and Lenora Inez Brown; 

and Monica Bell, Annaliese 

Moyer, Raina Lewis, Ionia 

Zelenka, Big Lick Conspiracy, and 

Becky Freemal as performers.  
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directors read through the 

freshly minted scripts and 

make revisions and a plan for 

http://viewmorepics.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=viewImage&friendID=216200552&albumID=1097899&imageID=14000017


Guest Profile: Paul Meshejian  

The Lab Report  
Playwriting News from the  Playwrightõs Lab at Hollins University Page 2 

Paul Meshejian speaking to students in the Lab 

Paul Meshejian is the Founding 

Artistic Director of PlayPenn. 

Since 1989 he has served as a 

company member at Peopleõs 

Light and Theatre (PLTC) 

outside Philadelphia where he 

has both acted and directed. In 

addition to his work at PLTC he 

has performed with all of 

Philadelphiaõs major theatre 

companies, and has been 

nominated for the Barrymore 

award numerous times.  Paulõs 

work has been seen on film 

and television. In the 1980õs 

he was the founding artistic 

director of Stage One: 

Collaboration, a professional 

theatre in Minneapolis/St. Paul 

devoted to new and rarely 

produced works. Paul is on the 

Acting Faculty at University of 

the Arts in Philadelphia, also 

teaching at Arcadia University. 

He has a long history of new 

play development work as both 

actor and director in his 14-

year relationship with The 

Playwrights Center in 

Minneapolis.  He serves on the 

Board of Directors of the 

International Institute for 

Theatre Research and is a 

member of LMDA, Literary 

Managers and Dramaturgs of 

the Americas. 

As someone who has been 
doing new works development 
for a long time, what do you 
think of this program? 

Youõve forged something that I 

think will develop into a program 

with longevity and lasting value. 

Your conception of how to bring 

the world of the theatre to your 

students is well conceived and 

will, I believe, prove to be not 

only a useful model for the 

program but a central element in 

helping to shape the 

professional and personal lives 

of your students in ways that will 

lead them toward productive 

lives in the theatre.  

How do you know if a writer is a 
good match for PlayPenn?  

Intuition. Iõm not always correct, 

but I explain what weõre about, 

and listen to playwrightsõ 

responses, and what they want 

to accomplish. I ask people for 

ten pages up front, and from 

those ten pages I decide if I 

want to see the whole play or 

not.  

What are you looking for in the 
first ten pages?  

Iõm interested in having my 

attention grabbed. All I want is to 

want to know more. I want to be 

intrigued. I want to know more 

about the people. I want to know 

more about the story. I want to 

know more about the language. I 

mean, all you have to do is hold 

me for ten pages.  

What bores you, then?  

When I read something that 

feels like the writer is trying to 

speak to me rather than the 

characters speaking to me. I 

want to be grabbed. Donõt ever 

send me ten pages from the 

middle of your play. I just put 

those in the trash. Thereõs no 

way you can grab my attention 

with ten pages from the middle. I 

want the first ten pages. Hereõs 

what I tell my directing students. 

Youõve got people who came to 

the theatre, voluntarily, they paid 

money. They want to be here. 

They sit in anticipation. The lights 

go down. The curtain opens. The 

lights go up on the stage, and 

theyõre watching. Youõve got 

them. Now, all you have to do is 

keep them for two hours. If you 

canõt keep them for ten minutes, 

youõre not going to keep them for 

two hours.  

How would you go about bringing 
a newer, more eclectic vision of 
theatre to a community that 
�K�D�V�Q�·�W���E�H�H�Q���H�[�S�R�V�H�G���W�R���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J��
out of the mainstream?  

Well, with Studio Roanoke, I think 

that the first thing that you have 

to do is to think about who lives 

here, and what they do, and how 

they do it. I mean, the advantage 

you have is that you live here, and 

you know the area. You know 

what people have to deal with to 

go to the supermarket, what the 

weather is like, what the local 

politics are. What things people 

make noise about. You have an 

opportunity to actually have a 

conversation with these people, 

and not to stand up and tell them, 

òI think youõre wrong.ó But to tell 

them òI think youõre right.ó And to 

speak to them in terms that they 

understand.  

I learned early on that any 

organization is about the person 

who is running it. It starts there. It 

has to be about the relationship 

between the person who is 

running it and the people that she 

or he serves. Whether that be just 

the people in the room or the 

people in the larger community, it 

has to be an active and ongoing 

relationship at work.  

I mean, how many people do you 

know who donõt like meeting 

people? They donõt like going out? 

I mean, thatõs a hard job. I think it 

takes a certain kind of person to 

want to pursue intimacy with that 

many people.  

For me, the first rule is you have 

to know who youõre speaking to 

and you have to have utter and 

deep respect for them. You have 

to require of yourself that you see 

all the people that you come into 

contact with as human beings 

who are struggling on this earth 

just like you are. Most of what we 

do, we do out of fear, and your 

theatre is going to try to alleviate 

some of that fear. 


