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That bio sounds pretty impressive, doesnôt it? Itôs funny to hear youréuméactually, when I was asked to do this, one of the things that 

I started to think about wasétwo things, reallyéone was in what way my work and what Iôve been doing with my life in the theatre 

was relational to whatôs going on here. And, the other question that came to my mind was, when you start to think about telling your 

story, there are all theseéyou know how we all doéyou know, there are these things you repeat about yourself and after awhile youôre 

not sure if theyôre true or if its apocryphal. Itôs all part of creating some sort of mythology that is you. That is the public you. And Iôve 

been made aware in thinking about telling my own story about just how many of the things I have to say or things Iôve said in various 

contexts over and over again, sort of become the story that is me, the public story that is me.  

 

But, the other thing I wanted to say, as a frame, for this, for what I have to say, is that my life has been, as you will understand as I tell 

the story of itéthe theatre part anywayéhas been about not conforming to conventional institutional frameworks. Sometimes by choice 

and sometimes by being rejected by those institutional frameworks.  But, what I really like about what is going on here, and what Todd 

has formulated and put into practice is that it is outside of an institutional norm that tends to haveéyou know, these things tend to take 

on a life of their own, -  evolving, and so programs form and each one in some way tries to emulate the last one and maybe improve on 

it a little bit, or get the hotter person, or get the bigger name, or whateverébut this is very particular, very special, and, I think, unique 

in the country. So, then, it would seem to be the case, then that Iôm making the assertion that I am, in fact, unique, but, weôll see if thatôs 

true.  

 

Before I really start in earnest here, I just want to thank you all. Itôs all been very welcoming and Iôve felt very warmly received here 

and I really like whatôs going on. Iôm grateful for being invited into your readings and also invited into your space downtown (Studio 

Roanoke). Itôs just really an interesting community in many, many ways. I had no idea about Roanoke, so itôs been a lovely opportunity 

for me. 

  

I think that one of the great good fortunes that I had was that I got involved in the theatre very late in my life, in relative terms. You 

know, except for the time I was the Martian in the fourth grade play with the football helmet covered in foil and hangers for antennae. 

But, except for that kind of thing, I really wasnôt involved in the theatre until I was in my early twenties. And I think it turned out to be a 

good thing. I wasnôt the kid who did all the plays in school, all the high school plays, and knew that that is what I wanted to do with my 

life. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life.  

 

I wound up bouncing around a little bit during a time when it was sort of dangerous to do that and I wound up. . .I was drafted into the 

service and when I got out I went back to the first college I had gone to, one of the many I had flunked out of, and I had to go back there 

just to get my grades up. And when I went back there, there was a man named Sydney Spade whoéThis guy I was hanging out with 

said, ñCome on, man, we have to go to the theatre, I have to do production work.ò  

 

So, I went with him to the theatre and I wound up buildingðit was a summer termðand I wound up in there building scenery. They had 

a small festival of plays and I just really liked it. It was therapeutic. I had been in the war, and I didnôt realize it, but I wanted the peace 

and quiet. I was in Iowa, it was a small town in Iowa, where this college waséand people in the theatre didnôt seem to care one way or 

another about me or what I did or what I said. I really liked that. Not being paid attention to. In the army youôre always being paid 

attention to.  

 

So, I wound up doing this stuff and one day the guy called me in and said, Syd, said, ñWould you like to be paid for your work?ò And I 

couldnôt even believe it. I mean, I was doing something I was really enjoying. I was, you know, building flats and platforms and using 

wheat paste, and painting with scene paint, and you know, animal glue stuff, and it was all just really cool to me. And, he offered me to 

be paid, and so, I was paid. And then he put me in a play, which I didnôt want to do at alléand I quickly backed away from that. But, 

what happened was, that my interest was verified or affirmed by his gesture in my direction.  He recognized that I seemed to have some 

kind of passion for it.  

 

And so then, you know, I took a couple of classes and then the next summer there was going to be no theatre activity and I had nowhere 

to go so just I went to the administration and asked them if I could use the space and they let me and I just produced a play. I produced a 

three-act play. I designed it. I built it. I painted it. I directed it. I hung, I did the lights. I did all this stuff. Publicity. I got the agency to 

forego the royalties, forgive me the royalties, and you knowéit was bad. It was not good, but I wanted to do it, so I did it.  

 

Anyway, that was towards the end of my college time, I just had a couple of years left. I wasnôt going to stay there, but because this man 

was there, I stayed and then he retired. Which left me a little bit at sea, but I right away applied for a job right out of college to run a 

community theatre. And one of the reasons I did that was because this man gave me an orientation to theatre that had everything to do 

with community. He had been a part of the Little Theatre movement, which happened in the late Teens and early Twenties in this 

country as a reaction against the touring syndicates that were out there just pumping dreck out into theéI mean, every small town had 

an opera house. They were usually upstairs from the drug store, or upstairs from somethingéand sometimes there were a little larger 



than that. Iôm sure you have some around here, but in the Midwest in particular these were very prevalent. But believe it or not the first 

places to have these Little Theatres were Madison, Wisconsin and Peoria, Illinois, and places like that. And really, in a very real way, 

they were the beginningéthey were the seeds of what became the regional theatre movement in this country.  

Well, anyway, my orientation to what the theatre could be as an aspect of the culture had everything to do with it being what I would 

calléyouôd have to call it the campfire of the community. Where the stories got told in the community. Thatôs sort of a hackneyed 

image, but, never the less. And I was a young idealistic kid and I believed in this stuff, I believed in the power of it and so I appliedé

somebody put up a notice on the board that a town down the road from where I was, Ottumwa, Iowaéwas looking for a director for 

their community players. And so, I applied for this job.  

 

Oh, it was a sort of long circuitous thing, but I basically lied my way into the job. I told them I was better than I was, I told them I had 

more experience than I had. And, they bought it. And the job was to direct threeétwo plays and a musical. I had directed only one play 

and a one act. That was all I had ever done. And it was a thousand dollars for the job. The whole job. And so, I had to get a day job, and 

so I got a day job writing ad copy and making commercialséfilming commercials for a TV station, a local TV station. I lied to get into 

that one too. I told them I was a writer. I wasnôt a writer, but it was instructive, because, if you can deliveréwhy not lie? I mean, 

sometimes they want to see credentials, but the credentialsð  

some people that have credentials canôt do the job, so why canôt it be the other way?  

 

So, I did that, and it was very challenging, and I learned a lot. But I also learned that I wanted more skill. I wanted to know more about 

what I was doing. So, I tried to find my way into graduate school and I went to the University of Northern Iowa for one semester, and it 

wasnôt what I wantedéand I left and I went back to this man, and I said, ñIôm really disenchanted by this whole thing. I donôt know 

what to do.ò  

 

And this guy was blind, by the way. He was blind. He was an amazing man. He said, ñWell, Iôm interested in taking students. Would 

you want to study privately?ò  

 

So, I moved back to this little town and by now, my college had closed, by the way. There was no more college. It was done. And I took 

a job, whatever, some day job, and I went three days a week and I studied with this guy and he taught meðand this is where the benefit 

of not having gone institutional wasðhe taught me acting, he taught me eurhythmics, he taught me vocal technique, he taught me 

design technique, lighting design, light theory, color theory. He taught me how to render in watercolor. He taught me how to build 

models. And all the time. . . and then a couple of other students came and we started to do things in this guyôs basement. Weôd invite 

people in. And I did this for like, a year and a half, and it was like graduate school.  

It was an astonishing education, and I had the good fortune of telling this guyéHe wound up in a nursing home. He died when he was 

in his nineties. I lost track of him for a few years, and I finally got him on the phone and we talked and I feltéI wanted to tell him 

something about what he had given me. And I just said, you know, that he had never told me anything about art that wasnôt the truth. 

And, that was true about him. He gave me principles on which to build work. He didnôt tell me what kind of work to do, he didnôt tell 

me how to do the work. He just gave me principles. And Iôve gone back and back and back to them. I have a journal that I kept during 

that time, at his insistence, and I go back to this thing and I look at it and it reminds me about sort of fundamental precepts that inform 

everything I do now. Sometimes Iôll be in the middle of my work and he just sort of shows up there.  

 

Well, after that, there was sort of a bunch of bouncing around stuff that I did. I went from thereéI founded a community theatre in, 

Fairfield, another little town. That was a short-lived thing, because I needed to move on, I needed to do other things.  

 

I wound up in New York City for about a year. And I just didnôt, I just had no legs, I mean, I didnôt know what to do there. It was too 

big. You know, in the context of this idea of communityéI was just lost. Because, I couldnôt find a community thereéI mean, I had a 

place to live and I had money saved up so I was beating the streets, but I really didnôt know what I wanted to do.  

 

So, eventually I started taking the trade papers and applying for every job that was listed. I made a rule with myself that I was going to 

send five letters out every single day. And I did that, and somebody answered my letter. It was a civic theatre in Jackson, Michigan. A 

town about thirty miles, twenty-five miles west of Ann Arbor and then it was just south of East Lansing. And these people, they called 

me in there and I interviewed with them and they hired me. And it was an explosion of my own ideas. It was a palate on which all that I 

was thinking about could come to fruition. And the theatre was on hard times, it was in the red, there were people, factions, you know, 

how in community theatre thereôs this group that hated this group, these people over here said, ñIôll never work here again because 

didnôt like the way so and so did such and suchéò  

 

And because of the ideas that I was carrying with me, the principles that I was trying to operate on about having the theatre serve a 

community, because those were dominant in my mind, all those other things became secondary or tertiary problems. So, all I was 

looking to do was to eliminate whatever friction there was that was in the way of us doing the kind of work that would be a conversation 

between meðand I did believe it was about me, and I learned later that it isnôt always about the guy who is in charge, the person whoôs 

in chargeðbut it was about a conversation between me and this community.  



And I just invited people to come to the theatre, indiscriminately. I gave them free tickets. I just opened myself up to the community and 

they, in turn, opened themselves up to me. And during the two years I was thereéit was a big mistake when I leftébut, during the two 

years that I was there we did classical work, we did Shakespeare, we did Moliere, we did some musicals, we did some Neil Simon, but 

we also did new plays, we did American classics, serious plays that had been done in New York and Off Broadwayðand weôre talking 

the 70ôs now, so Off Broadway wasnôt the sort of brand name that it is nowðand the audience ate it up. They liked it, they liked it, they 

liked it.  

 

And I was telling this to Todd the other day, that one of the thingséwhen I left town, they wrote an editorial in the newspaper about me, 

which completely shocked me, but what it said was that not all the work was great. Not all the work was successful. But, there was 

always a challenge of thought to the community. And I really, it just really brought me to tears, because that was what Iôd been trying to 

do and they got it. You know? They just got it.  

 

I was on my way up a ladder at that point, in the world of community theatre. But the community theatre in this country had changed, it 

was beginning to change in substantial ways and the places where you could do not just the Neil Simon stuff but the serious stuff were 

diminishing very quickly. And I waséwhat would be the right word? Enticed? How do you say that? Seduced? Noéuh, I wasnôt really 

seducedéwell, maybe I was, I donôt think I was seduced, but these people, they came after me. They wanted me to take over their 

theatre. Wooed, yes, this was Sioux City, Iowa.  

 

My wife is from Iowa. . .by now I was married and my wife is from Iowa and we had roots in Iowa and I thoughtéHer folks were 

getting older and so we decided to go back there. And we took this job. I mean, they flew us out there and wined and dined sort of stuff. 

I was getting a facility that I didnôt have to share with anyone. I was getting a staff, which Iôd never had before.  

 

This other job, in Michigan, I was directing seven plays in nine months and I was running the whole thing. And I had a Tech Director, 

thatôs all I had, was a Tech Director. But, I was young and it was good, it was great, it was great training and I learned very quickly. And 

you get facile. I donôt mean that in a negative wayébut you become facile at making decisions. You donôt wallow around, you figure 

out how to get these things done and you know the people thatéit was like having a company. Because the community of people 

thereéwere all theéyou know, the main actors who sort of came back and back. They were experienced and so they came back and 

they dragged other people in and we became a company of people and we started to share a language, which is an important part of this 

stuff. Not just in the work itself in the rehearsal room, but we started to share a language with the community at large. The language that 

I was using in talking about what we were doing was beginning to seep into their consciousness and they were beginning to take it out 

into the world that they operated in and then I was taking every opportunity that I could to be on the television station, the radio, and 

newspaper to talk about the theatre as a resource in the community. So we started to share this language and it was really very exciting.  

 

And when I left, and went to the other place, it was just the opposite. They had lied to me about the financial condition of the theatre. I 

arrived there and things were different than they said they were going to be. I didnôt even last the whole season. I resigned after nine 

months there.  

 

So, by this point, my wife, who was an academic, really needed to have a place to work, an institution, and I didnôt. I thought Iôd 

freelance. And we went to Minnesota because she got a job at a college there. Nobody hires freelance directors. If they donôt know you, 

they donôt hire you. And nobody knew me. Somebody offered me a job, acting. And I really, I wasnôt an actor, by any means, but I took 

the job. And then I got another job. And then I got another job. And I started making my living as an actor and I kept saying to myself, 

ñIôm just acting to support my directing habit.ò That sounds pretty stupid, right? It is really stupid.  

 

And the Twin Cities was burgeoning. It was a great theatre town at that time, in the early 8͍0 s͍. I mean, I directed occasionally, but 

there was really nothing going on. And, so, Iôm acting, and I decided, ñWell, I have to start a theatre.ò And so, I just started a theatre. I 

started a small Equity theatre, with the same principles in mind, except that I was interested in new work.  

 

Part of the reason for that was that in the Twin Cities, everyone spent time at the Playwrights Center, which is an organization that was 

founded by a group of writers and they wanted a place to hear each otherôs work. And a fellow there, named Tom Dunn, who had the 

gift of gab, and a gift for money-raising, was able to raise a lot of money. And they bought this church over in a questionable part of 

town and it became the Playwrights Center. Every Monday night there was a reading of a new play, and there were workshops 

sometimes during the course of the week. It was a place where writers could congregate.  They provided services. You know, copies, 

they provided copy machines, and that kind of stuff, and a place to hang out. Well, everybodyðbecause there were so many writers 

coming thereðall the actors knew, and the directors knew, if you wanted to advance your work you wanted to be tight with a writer, 

because these writers start to get produced, they want to work with people theyôre comfortable with. So, we were all over there all the 

time. You know, it was a way to make a quick eight or ten bucks an hour for doing a workshop or a reading or whatever it was.  

 

And so, that became part of the way that I created or formed this theatre. The theatre did alright, but it didnôt do well enough. And it was 

the Reagan Years and all the money went away. The money went to social welfare needs, which, why wouldnôt it? The government sort 

of stopped funding that stuff.  



So, a lot of theatres started to close, and mine was one of them. It lasted about four years. In the interim, you know, during that time, 

someone asked me to come and work in Chicago in a theatre calledéI canôt remember the name of it, but it doesnôt exist anymore. It 

was one of the major theatreséduring Chicagoôs big movement. And I went there and did a show and people said, ñOh, you should 

stay here, youôll work hereéò Steppenwolf was interested in having me around, but Iôd already started this theatre, so I said, ñNo, 

Iôm going back.ò And, um, we did, really pretty well.  

 

We attracted people to come to these shows, they were interesting shows. We produced some new plays. We produced some plays 

that were not being produced very often or for a long timeébut I couldnôt raise enough money. I paid myself nothing, and I just was 

working 18 hours a day and I was burning out. Just like Randy (Rollison) was saying. I burned out. You can only do that sort of 

thing for so long before you just say itôs time to pack it up.  

 

So I did. I shut the doors. And I waséI became veryédeeplyéBy now, the scene there was just bad. A number, a bunch of theatres 

had closed and there was no work, and I got very depressed. Suddenly, I got this offer to come to Philadelphia to be a member of this 

company. And our kid was grown and out of the house and so, I said to my wife, ñWhat do you think? Could you do this thing long 

distance?ò  

 

And she said, ñDo it, youôre miserable here. Just go do it.ò  

 

And so, for two years we did this long distance thing, I would go home for a few days, or a week or sheôd come and visit. You know, 

for these conjugal visits, you know, and the work was sort of satisfyingénot really, but it was, it felt very prestigious, everybody 

was envious. Everybody who called me was enviouséBut meantime, Iôm digging myself deeper into this acting world, which I 

donôt really want to do. And, then some movie work started to come along. You know, it gets under your skin. I donôt mean it gets 

under your skin like, oh, this is exciting, thereôs a little bit of that but youôre making a living, you know? Youôre getting affirmed by 

these people who have the money. And they have the power to hire you and they are saying youôre good enough to make a living. 

And, uh, Iôm saying to myself, ñMaybe you ought to go and see whatôs going on downtown and audition.ò The company I belonged 

to was outside the city And so I started doing that. And then these people start hiring me and Iôm working, like, 45, 48 weeks a year. 

It was unheard of for an actor to work that much. People are envious of my life, and Iôm saying, ñI donôt really want to do this.ò  

 

But, I kept doing it, because, again, the directing work happens for people who form their own theatre. Thatôs why they do it. They 

form their own theatre because they direct plays. And the longer Iôm away from this stuff, the less confident Iôm feeling about my 

skills, and so Iôm caught in this middle place. And Iôm a member of this company and Iôm like their leading guy. Iôm playing these 

big roles. Eddie Carbone, Shylock, and then plays you wouldnôt know, Iôm playing the leads in these plays, and Iôm thinking, 

ñWhatôs going on here? I donôt want to do any of that.ò It got to the point where I was pretty miserable, and everybody knew it, 

including me, finally. And we just agreed to part company, me and the theatre that I was in.  

 

During that transition time, I had started to think about what I wanted to do with myselféthis is like five years agoéand I started to 

think about the fact that there was no place to develop new work in Philadelphia, and in every other city, every other major theatre 

city in the country, had a place. Thereôs Chicago Dramatists, thereôs the Bay Area Playwrightôs thing, thereôs New Dramatists in 

New York, JAW/West in Portland, so forth and so on.  

 

So, I started to talk about my idea. I started to formulate my ideas and talk about them to friends, close friends, peers. And then I 

started to talk to the artistic leadership of all the theatres in Philadelphia. And everyone said the same thing, ñPeople have been 

talking about this for years, but nobody has come up with the money.ò  

 

And one day, I was talking to a guy who was also a colleague of mine, an actor, and heôs also the heir to a major fortune and he said 

to me, ñHow much would it take?ò And I said a number, which was too low. He said, ñIôll give you half for three years.ò  

 

So, with that money, I was able to go and leverage a bunch of support from other people and ask them for three years of support. The 

amounts were much less, but they were enough to bankroll the operation the first three years, which I felt that I needed in order to get 

the conference going to the place where I could raise the money from foundations because you need a track record to attract 

foundation support.  

 

The first year we did this, waséthere was no way for the playwrights of this country to know who I was in this context. Some of 

them knew me because Iôd worked with them. In fact, my advisory board was made up of people I had worked with, many of them at 

the Playwrights Center. The Jeff Hatchers, the Lee Blessings, the Steven Dietzeséthese are all old friends of mine who were 

nobodies when we were tryingéwho were just trying to get along, just the way I was. They became, really, wonderful, vocal 

supporters and I was blessed in the fact that there was a dramaturg in town who had been a dramaturg at Steppenwolf and for Actors 

Theatre of Louisville and who joined my theatre company.  She no longer wanted to do institutional work - another one, right, who 



didnôt want to do institutional theatre work - and went to work, to teach dramaturgy at a college, but it was close enough that she 

wanted to be involved with what I was doing.  

 

So, this whole series of things started to fall into place. It was like this confluence of thought and attention and circumstance. And 

so, I didnôt know how I was going to get writers to submit work to me, you know, like, ñWhoôs this guy? Who does he think he 

is?ò  

 

So, I called up all the artistic directors and literary people that I knew, and some that I didnôt know who had been recommended to 

me by friends, and said, ñWould you nominate five writers for this thing?ò And so, I had about 80 people send me stuff. And they 

sent me stuff because someone they knew and trusted and said to them, I was able to say, ñYouôve been nominated by so and so.ò  

 

And, of the four writers we chose that first year, three of them...one of them, his play went right to the National Theatre of Great 

Britain and then came to the Roundabout, another one went right to Actors Theatre of Louisville and premiered at the Humana 

Festival. Another had her play produced, like, four places in the next year.  

 

So, we were instantly on the map. It was a veryéYou know, I could say it was a lucky thing, I feel like it was a lucky thing, but I 

also think that it was a function of a lifetime of thinking about this stuff and havingéand sort of part of the point of what Iéof 

these elements of my story that I offer, is thatéitôs the seeminglyédisparate nature of my experience that in the end became the 

structure on which the organization that I founded is now functioning. If I had gone in a straight line, this thing wouldnôt exist. 

This thing I have now wouldnôt exist. It just wouldnôt exist. I mean, itôs not to say thatéMany of us do go in a straight line. You 

guys in particular are, I think, are people who have not gone in a straight line. And, youôre sort of zig-zagging your way across the 

landscape in one way or another. And that seems really an admirable thing.  It takes a lotéI donôt speak for myself, about myself, 

but I do think it takes a lot of courage, because not that you know youôreénot that youôre saying, ñIôm going to be courageous and 

brave here and do thisðò  

 

But it is a brave thing to say, ñYou know what? To hell with that, Iôm going over here now.ò  

 

I think it is a tempering, a kind of tempering that gives one certain kinds of strength. And you donôt even know you have it until 

youéitôs not somethingéat least I donôt feel that Iôm conscious of it, but what Iôm confronted by now quite oftenéwith my 

students, I teach at a couple places and my studentséthey come to me withéthey are all questions aboutétheyôre all based 

around security, issues of personal security. And itôs very, very tough to tell someone, ñYou know, it doesnôt mean anything. 

Abandon it. There is no security. Youôre going to die whether you like it or not.ò  

 

This is not something people particularly want to hear. Nor does it make sense to them, because theyôre living in a world where 

every gesture thatôs made, in the commercial world, is a gesture to tell you that you need to be more secure. Your toilet paperôs not 

soft enough. Your deodorant doesnôt stifle the smell enough. Your hairôs not beautiful enough. I mean, youôre made to feel 

insecure unless you graspéYou know, your insurance isnôt good enoughéwhatever it is. You need a car alarm, you need a this 

alarm, you need safetyéYou need airbags. I mean, do you need air bags? I donôt even think you need airbags. I think thatôs one of 

the more ridiculous things I ever encountered in my lifeéAirbags.  

 

Thatôs just me. You get my point.  So much of the decision-making that goes on in peopleôs lives is about not taking the step into 

the place you donôt know. And thereôs just so much to be had by taking it. And you donôt even lose anything. You donôt 

necessarily leave anything behind when youôre doing it. And, my own experience, itôs all a retrospective thing, for me, I mean, itôs 

easy for me to talk about this stuff now, because it succeeded. My taking this step into the unknown, it succeeded. But, I donôt 

know what Iôd be doing if I hadnôt done that. Iôd be a miserable wretch somewhere. And because I took, I mean what if it had 

failed? So what? What if it had failed? If youôre told no twice as much as I was told no, in my life, it shouldnôt be enough to stop 

you from what you want to do. And as writers, youôre going to be told no plenty. Itôs just the nature of the beast. So, I think 

probably by nature you guys are all prepared for that kind of zig-zagging through the world.  

 

So, thatôs kind of, the what? The history. But, I wanted to talk a little bit, finally, about the way that PlayPenn is structured and 

what Iôm trying to do there. What weôre trying to do there.  

 

From the beginning, it was clear to me thatéand I spent some time, along the way, I told you, at the OôNeill Center and the 

Playwrights Center. The Playwrights Center has this thing called Midwest Playlabs. Now, itôs just called Playlabs, but it used to be 

called Midwest Playlabs. The same kind of arrangement where writers would go during the summer, to this adjudicated thing, 

people were chosen to come in and theyôd develop their work. And Iôve been at a couple of other of these places, and whatôs 

happening now in the world of play development, is thatéand this is really a function of the moneyéfoundations want, they want 

to see income streams. And they have all this language they use, and they are very deeply interested in sustainability. And, uh, 



whatôs another phrase they use? They call it, uh, capacity building. All these are sort of euphemisms for ñHow are you going to 

pay for it? Without our money?ò  

 

And, the truth is, the kind of work that I do, and some other people like me are doing, is that there is no element. It is strictly R&D. 

It is a laboratory. You need to invest in the research if you want the product. Not even the product, if you want to see what might 

emerge at the other end. Not product. I donôt even want to talk to them when they want the product, because laboratories start out 

looking for one thing and wind up with something else, or three things, or things that they didnôt even anticipate. And thatôs the 

model I wanted to foster, and engender at my, um, my shop, so called.  

 

So, I set about making an organization that was about developing plays, advancing the voices that are exhibited in these plays, 

locally, regionally, and nationally. And about cross-fertilization of artists. Those were the three points in my mission that we have 

tried to live up to. And we have, to a certain extent, done all of those things.  

 

I mean, I wonôt rattle off the successes, but 60% of the plays weôve developed are out in the world being produced. Four of  

the six plays we developed last summer are going to be produced at least eleven times this coming season. So, thatôs like, what, the 

end of July, so, starting in August, so a year and a month later, all these plays are starting to be produced. Theyôve been scheduled 

in seasons, itôs wonderful. Itôs wonderful for the writers. Itôs wonderful for us because it causes enough attention to us to give the 

funders a reason to say yes to what weôre doing, because we are succeeding at what we set out to do.  

 

But, we are trying to keep commerce out of the loop. And it is a desperately difficult pursuit. Because - I was just telling this to 

Todd, earlier - I am confronted every year by, now itôs over 300 people submit, and it will probably be more this year. And 

sometimes I get plays that I think are really cool, and a really interesting voice and beautifully crafted and I have to be careful 

becauseéI got a play like this, this year, and I almost invited this guy this year to come to the conference, and then, I thought, no. 

This is a function of him being touted to me by a number of people whose opinions I respect and it was also a function of the fact 

that I thought that the play was interesting. But, I finally realized that the play was finished. The playwright didnôt need me. And 

this happens, itôs happened with a number of plays. And, you know, the smart writers thank me, they say, ñThank you for 

considering my work, I feel honored to have made it to theéò You know, and then they get their plays produced. And so, you 

know, they didnôt need me. And so I feel vindicated when that happens.  

 

The point is, I turned him away because it would have been too easy. I could have said yes to this guy, his play would have been 

produced, for certain, for sure, and I would have felt great because the funders would say, ñAnother play out of PlayPenn is getting 

produced. Look how risk taking they are, with this guy with sort of an interesting voice.ò  

 

On the other hand, last summer, the play I was sure would be picked up all over the country, the playwright didnôt do the work, the 

director was the wrong match, and the play has not been picked up to be produced. Itôs the one. I donôt feel bad for having invited 

it, but Iôm just saying that there are these questions that come up along the way about commerce and I feel like maybe I duped 

myself into believing that this was a writer who was going to do the work because I saw the excitement of the play I thought was 

going to be successful in the end.  

 

And then, the other thing weôre trying to do is weôre trying to keep the friction out of it. From the time I say to you, ñI want to 

bring your play to PlayPenn, are you available?ò  

 

ñYes, Iôm available.ò  

 

ñOK. Here are the dates. Now, I need a casting breakdown and when are you available to come do casting?ò ñWho do you want to 

direct it?ò  

 

We give you the director you want to work with. If you donôt know somebody that you want to work with, we find somebody for 

you to work with. We donôt just decide, we look at the material, we either call you or write you, thereôs an exchange. If you feel 

comfortable with the person and you want to agree to get in bed with them, then we invite that person. And then we bring you both 

in to cast the play. If we canôt find anybody in Philadelphia to cast in the play, we will go to New York to find the actor. And when 

the play is cast, we give you as many hours as the union will allow, which is 29 hours, over two weeks time. We house you. We 

pay you a per diem, and give you a stipend. We pay your transportation in and out. And we keep food around all the time so that 

you donôt have to worry about much. We want you to write. And so, part of the judgment Iôm making is, is this someone who is 

going to come and write or is this someone who wants a vacation?  

 



You know, the word is out among the writing community in this country, I run into them all the time, I go into various places 

around the country for conferences or festivals or whatever and Iôm introduced to some playwright and they say, ñOh, man, I hear 

great things about what is going on.ò  

 

ñOh, really? From whom?ò  

 

ñOne of the writerôs thatôs been at the conference.ò  

 

That just warms my heart, because the idea is to keep it open, welcoming, comfortable and friction-free. Itôs a very tough thing to 

maintain, because there are, you knowéand then the other side of it thatôs commercial is that the foundations all want to have 

something to say. They see your success, they say, ñWeôd like to support you. Weôd like to see you do a little more of X.ò Or, 

ñWeôd like you to think a little more about this as a way of making your selections?ò Or they say, ñHave you thought about maybe 

having so and so involved?ò And these kinds of pressures are very real, and I am forced to make compromising decisions all of the 

time. And, you know, it becomes, sometimes, a lesser of two evils affair where you say, ñIôm willing to engage the local director, 

the best match possible, if I can, for this kind of money ï no travel, no per diem - , because it allows so much else to be 

happening.ò  

 

But I never want to make the decision thatôs going to interfere with the playwrightôs comfort or the playwrightôs workésometimes 

it intrudes on my comfort and my worké, but Iôm forced over and over again to have to reconsider what it is Iôm doing and 

remind myself what the point of the work is. And if you havenôt figured it out by now, I am an idealist. As an idealist, I am by  

definition also a cynic. And these things come to play at various times and the way I deal with people I have to deal with, whether 

it be the writers or, more often, the people from the City or the Foundations that are forcing me to alter my path, the path that Iôve 

imagined.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

É2007, Playwrightôs Lab at Hollins University.  May not be reproduced in part or in whole without the express permission of the 

copyright holder.     

 

Contact: 

 Todd Ristau, Director 

Playwrightôs Lab at Hollins University 

PO Box 9602 

Roanoke, VA 24020-1602 

TRistau@hollins.edu 

540.362.6386 

mailto:TRistau@hollins.edu

