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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 In this thesis I explore the ways in which my artistic, political, and 

personal values led me to propose Naomi Wallace’s THE TRESTLE AT POPE 

LICK CREEK as my thesis in order to both reflect and enact what I believe in and 

also to respond to the dearth of those principles within the Theater 

Department. I address how those same ethics subsequently informed every 

facet of my direction of and programming around the play. Through the dual 

lenses of activating my values and my technical growth as a director, I analyze 

the “what” and “how” of my work on TRESTLE, the “what” being the artistic 

substance of what I was aiming to create and the “how” being my methods of 

engaging in the work. Ultimately, I assess the major takeaways from my 

experiences in Temple’s MFA program in Theater Directing overall, highlighting 

the major lessons I will take with me into my career.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 When I applied to four MFA programs in Theater Directing in the winter 

of 2014, including the one at Temple University, I did not expect to get into any 

of them. My intention was to use the application process to learn how to 

become a better candidate, so that at some point down the line I could be 

accepted into a program that would help me develop my skills and offer me 

mentored experience in a structured environment, which would propel me into 

the next phase of my artistic journey. At that point, with four years of 

educational theater directing under my belt and zero professional directing 

experience, I was, in many ways, simply working off of a gut instinct that 

directing should be my life’s work. Armed with a rigorous, interdisciplinary 

academic background, six years of professional freelance modern dance work, 

and a lot of passion, curiosity, and audaciousness, I walked into my first round 

interview with Temple’s Head of Graduate Directing, Ed Sobel, and the former 

Head of Directing, Doug Wager, with nothing to lose.  

 Ed’s offer of a second round interview and, subsequently, one of two 

available spots in the program were two of the greatest shocks of my life. While 

I knew I had a lot of artistry and intelligence to bring to the table, and believed 
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that one day I would be the right fit for a directing program, I was utterly 

stunned that this head of program believed in me so much that he could look 

past my significant deficits in theater training and experience to invite me to 

train within his purview. Although we had only met briefly at my first interview in 

New York City and again for three hours a few weeks later when I had my 

second round interview at Temple, Ed must have understood enough about my 

values, life experience, intellectual and artistic capabilities, and worldview to 

know that I could be successful in his program and in this career. When he 

called to offer me the opportunity, I accepted with barely a second thought.  

 For my part, leading up to and through the application process I had 

done a lot of self-reflection around why I wanted to become a professional 

theater director as well as on the type of work I hoped to create once I 

graduated, but, looking back, I probably did an inadequate amount of research 

on the degree to which Temple’s program was a good match for me. I chose to 

apply to each of the four schools that ended up on my list for vastly different 

reasons. Upon review of my Temple application’s Statement of Purpose, I see 

that though I was clearly interested in creating non-traditional work – which is 

not a part of Temple’s theater training – Temple appealed to me for the 

grounding it would give me in rigorous, text-based work “that is the basis of all 
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effective, engaging, and emotionally potent theatre.” In my Statement of 

Purpose, I went on to note: 

Along with the extensive experience I will gain directing work from 
a wide range of genres and aesthetics, the concentrated 
mentorship model, individualized program design…dramaturgical, 
acting, and design training that are touchstones of the Directing 
MFA program, make Temple University’s Department of Theater 
the ideal environment in which to advance my creative dexterity 
and range. 
 

I had gathered this sense of what Temple would offer me based off of my 

admittedly surface-level research into the Theater Department’s history, the 

nature of the directing program as presented on the Department’s website, and 

Ed Sobel’s and a few other professors’ bios. I did not reach out to any previous 

MFA directors who graduated from the program, though I looked at a number 

of their websites to see what they were up to, and overall did not seek out any 

critical assessments of the Department or program.  

 Though I am embarrassed to admit how much I did not know about 

Temple when I sent in my application, I did learn a lot about Ed and his vision 

for the upcoming three years of training when I met with him in Philadelphia for 

my second interview. Leaving Temple’s campus that day, I was confident that 

Ed was the exact right person to teach and mentor me, and I distinctly 

remember knowing that if I was to be so lucky as to be offered the opportunity 



	 4	

to study, teach, and direct at Temple, I would take it. In hindsight I realize I 

assumed Ed was a reflection of the entire Theater Department, and I did not 

question whether the structure of the Department and its other professors 

would value and be eager to support me; without any basis in fact, I assumed 

that if Ed was invested in me as a person and artist, the rest of the Department 

would be, too. 

 My time at Temple proved both revelatory and immensely challenging, 

but the ideals and worldview I held when I entered this graduate training 

program are still what attract me to being a theater director and are what drew 

me to study under Ed’s mentorship. Those ideals guided me through the 

program, even when I felt as though I had lost track of what I had to offer and 

even who I was, and eventually led me to propose Naomi Wallace’s THE 

TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK as my thesis production. As I will explore in this 

paper, my artistic, political, and personal values led me to pick TRESTLE as my 

thesis in order to both reflect and enact what I believe in and also to respond to 

the dearth of those principles within the Department. Those same ethics 

subsequently informed every facet of how I directed and programmed around 

the play and how I dealt with the challenges and opportunities that arose. 

Throughout this process, both in moments of profound mentorship and 
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sometimes in the face of insufficient departmental support, I was able to make 

significant strides towards greater technical proficiency as a young director 

about to make her way in the world.  

 I chose to look at the process and product of directing and programming 

around THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK through the dual lenses of how I 

attempted to enact my values through every facet of the work and how I aimed 

to use the process to advance my technical abilities as a director, as a means of 

grounding, focusing, and synthesizing this extensive reflection paper. In the first 

chapter, I identify my core guiding principles by reflecting on the life 

experiences and intellectual and artistic influences that shaped me and continue 

to push me to approach my work in the ways that I do. Throughout the second 

chapter, which centers on my time with TRESTLE, I highlight exemplary 

moments within each major phase of the process and production that 

demonstrate how I tried to bring specific values to life; I point up instances of 

both success and failure and address how each result came to be. In this 

section, I also feature illustrative examples of distinct attempts to grow my 

technical skill sets, and analyze the degree to which I was able to make those 

strides and why. Starting in the second chapter I address the “what” and “how” 

of my work on TRESTLE, the “what” being the artistic substance of what I was 
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aiming to create and the “how” being my methods of engaging in the work. In 

the third and final chapter, I assess my major takeaways from my experiences in 

Temple’s MFA program in Theater Directing overall as well as from my 

culminating thesis process, and highlight the major lessons I will take with me 

into my career.  

 I am endlessly grateful to Ed Sobel, Anne Marie Cammarato, TRESTLE’s 

creative team, the cast and crew of undergraduate actors and technicians, and 

to Naomi Wallace and her beautiful play for allowing me to make massive 

strides in my growth as a person and theater artist while directing THE TRESTLE 

AT POPE LICK CREEK. This time will continue to inform my life and directing 

practice for years to come. 
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CHAPTER 2  
BASELINE: COMING BY MY VALUES 

 
 

 Aside from attending and working as a counselor at a musical theater 

summer camp for a number of years and participating in a few middle school 

plays, I was not actively involved with theater until just four years before 

realizing I wanted my life’s work to be directing. Even once I started working on 

theatrical productions in 2011, my entry point was through educational theater 

once again, but this time as a teacher. However, despite my lack of formal 

theater training or experience, the foundational values that define me as a 

person and artist were already long established when I entered Temple’s MFA 

program. I came by these foundational ideals through the formative events 

within my family throughout my childhood and early adulthood, my educational 

background from my earliest schooling through college, my training and 

professional life as a dancer, teaching middle and high school arts in an 

underserved minority community, and my personal experiences with misogyny 

and violence.  

 In some sense, my earliest training as an artist came from observing the 

disconnect between some of the narratives I was being taught and my actual 

experiences of family and community. My family was a Jewish one, actively, and 
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not by accident. Though my parents were born Jewish, they each grew up with 

very little understanding of or attachment to Judaism, but after they met, they 

made the choice to, as a family, engage in a Jewish life. Together they decided 

to join a synagogue, observe Shabbat and most of the Jewish holidays, keep a 

Kosher home, and send my two older sisters and me to a Jewish day school. It 

is my understanding now that they did this despite, or perhaps because of their 

respective dislocation from their own immediate families. They could not (or 

would not) provide my sisters and me with ties to our familial roots through 

relationships with any of our extended family, but they gave us something else, 

something they did not have as they came up in the world. In consistent 

engagement with our Jewish community, they gave us a link to our history and 

culture. I knew where I came from in the larger sense. I knew what my cultural 

identity was, and I was born into a life that actively affirmed that identity. 

 Along with my Jewish life, came a clear, if not always overt narrative that 

a Jewish life was a happy life. In myriad ways, I was taught at school, in my 

synagogue, and in my friend’s homes that the Jewish community was all I 

needed and I should look no further for fulfillment, a sense of home, an 

understanding of politics and my place in the world, and eventually a Jewish 

husband at some point down the road. But my life experience was teaching me 
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otherwise, and long before I could articulate what I was noticing, my critical 

mind started sensing red flags.  

 Though my family was functional and even fairly happy for a long while, I 

knew something was amiss. My oldest sister deals with debilitating anxiety and 

depression, and struggled with learning disabilities and social cues. Neither my 

parents nor my Jewish Day School were prepared to help her, and she has 

spent her whole life trying to fit in and find her way. And through all of this, 

Judaism could not help us.  

 My parents’ marriage, perhaps always uneven and functionally 

dysfunctional, really began to show the signs of strain when I was in the 8th or 9th 

grade. This was right around the time when my middle sister had her first major 

depression and manic episode, my dad had prostate cancer, my mom started 

confiding in me about her pain and loneliness, and my dad’s drinking began to 

be more of a problem. And through all of this, too, Judaism could not help us. 

 I instinctively knew to escape to the homes and families of my closest 

friends, and I found refuge in their easy love for me and for each other, but I felt 

different. My sweet, sad family was doing everything right, according to the 

narrative I absorbed each day, but we were falling apart at the seams. Even as I 

saw the “happy Jewish family” story playing out for so many of my friends, I 
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became increasingly aware that either something was wrong with us or 

something was wrong with the narrative – or both - because my life was not 

working out like it was supposed to, and I was furious. For years, I turned this 

anger inward, and demanded more and more from myself to try to “fix” the 

broken pieces of my family and my parents’ broken hearts. Luckily, though, I 

also expanded my dubiousness with my socialized personal narrative outwards 

to question the larger ideas, principles, and propaganda that I was learning in 

my high school and through mainstream media and culture.  

 In my later Jewish Day School and college years, this eagle-eyed critical 

point of view helped shape everything from my politics to my dating life. Why 

should I hate Palestinians? Why should I support an Israeli government that 

forces Palestinians to live behind a fence without their basic rights, let alone 

their political autonomy? Why should I only date Jewish men when I have no 

desire to replicate the consuming sorrow of my nuclear family? The observation 

and questioning of the stories I had been socialized to accept grew more 

pointed as time went on, but the nugget of it was present in me starting in early 

high school. And I see now, after the past three years of graduate training, that 

the skills I picked up to square my socialization with my lived experience 
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prepared me early and well to watch, listen, and engage with the power and 

potential of story – key elements in a director’s work on any project. 

 Without me always being aware of it, my wonderful teachers, community 

of friends at school, and my loving parents were encouraging my early 

intellectual-emotional training. My high school English teachers demanded 

unrelenting text-analysis at every moment of reading and writing, while also 

encouraging my passion-centered approach. Although much of my K-12 

education was Judaism-centric and Euro-centric, my high school English 

teachers broadened my world at every turn, having us read texts from a wide 

array of viewpoints and lived experiences, including everything from African 

American literature of the Great Migration to plays by William Shakespeare to 

contemporary writing by South Asian, African American, Latino, and Asian 

American authors. Beyond simply exposing us to these texts, my English 

teachers taught me how to write, analyze, and passionately debate about their 

themes, structures, and significance. Through these classes I knew that I wanted 

to be a part of something much bigger than my insular community. I felt 

connected to these stories which were not mine, but I did not know how. In 

those years I thought I might become a journalist or a civil rights attorney; I 

wanted to either tell or help shape the stories we were all carrying with us in our 
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bodies. I wanted to engage with politics and history and justice, and I knew I 

needed to surround myself with a diversity of experiences that I simply was not 

in contact with throughout my first 18 years. 

 It was in my 11th grade English class that I fell in love with novelist and 

short story writer Richard Wright, and in discussing this mind-blowing writing 

with my mom, I learned that her dad was Richard Wright’s best friend and the 

person who introduced Wright to the Communist Party. I discovered that 

scholars have written all about my grandfather, as his story relates to Wright’s, 

and though Grandpa Abe died when I was two, I could now get a sense of who 

he was through both this scholarship and Wright’s books and stories. I was 

immediately hooked and chose to write my 11th grade term paper about 

Wright’s Big Boy Leaves Home in order to dive deeper into this research.  

 I have identified as a politically liberal person for as long as I can 

remember, but this sudden connection to Communism afforded me clarity 

about my identity and pride in my leftist roots beyond anything I had 

experienced before. My ties to Richard Wright through my grandfather also 

gave me a sense of attachment to writings by African American authors and 

invested me further in African American history, struggles for liberation, and 

efforts towards reparations. In this early stage of linking my personal story to 
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larger political and social movements that aim towards justice, if not revolution, 

I began articulating a worldview that has driven my work as a teacher, artist, 

and now as a director. 

 And through all of this intellectual and emotional ground laying, I 

danced. Dance was my refuge from the anxiety of my family and the pressures 

of school. It was a world in which I could feel present with whatever I was 

feeling, and express myself in a wholly embodied way without having to explain 

in words the complexity of my experience in the world. A contrarian from the 

start, I chose tap dance when I was five years old in order to be different from 

my sisters who my mom was sending to ballet class. Seven years later, I was still 

tap dancing, but I began taking an interest in studying other dance forms. At 

twelve, I picked up jazz dance, and finally, when I was fifteen, I decided to take 

the advice of my dance teachers to try ballet; I immediately kicked myself that I 

had not started sooner. One year later, when I was sixteen, I began studying a 

Martha Graham-based modern dance technique. The demand for simultaneous 

collaboration and intense individual focus, as well as a sense of communicating 

a larger truth grounded in body-based expression, drew me further and further 

into dance, even as I still only saw it as an “extra-curricular activity” rather than 

a path towards an eventual career. 



	 14	

 Intensely focused on academic achievement, and not having any 

examples of what life as an artist might look like, when it came time to apply to 

college, I knew I wanted to find a school with a good dance program, but I had 

no intentions of becoming a professional dancer. Still expecting law school or 

an advanced journalism degree in my future, I was anxious to find a liberal arts 

college with stellar traditional academics as well as a reputable dance program 

with a focus on both ballet and modern dance. 

 Though I was initially turned off by the idea of attending a women’s 

college, upon visiting the campus, I immediately fell in love with Barnard 

College in New York City. Barnard was the only school I wanted to attend, and I 

applied and was accepted through the early decision process. Originally 

founded as the sister school to Columbia University, Barnard was the feminist 

model for existence I never knew I needed.  

 I was lucky to have a number of key women role models as a young 

person, but I was also daily privy to sexist dynamics playing out between my 

parents and, without knowing it, grew up in a household steeped in the 

oppressive effects of my father’s childhood trauma from familial physical abuse 

and sexual violence. And so, although I likely would have identified as a feminist 

before studying at Barnard, the impact of immersing myself for four years in a 
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world where brilliant women led, mentored, inquired, and supported one 

another at every turn was completely transformative in ways that continue to 

reveal themselves to me almost ten years after my graduation. The baseline of 

self-realization, respect for others, and critical thinking that surrounded me at 

Barnard gave me time and space to start processing the lessons of my first 

eighteen years. 

 In no small part because of my love for African American literature, I 

eventually became an Africana Studies major and also pursued a minor in 

Dance. Africana Studies is an interdisciplinary major, and allowed for me to 

explore through a host of different entry points the history, politics, art, and 

social movements of Africa and the African Diaspora while also uncovering 

larger narratives that are generally silenced by white, oppressive systems. As a 

white woman, this major required that I humbly engage with feeling like an 

outsider; it taught me better how to listen, and to think about my privilege and 

overall role in oppressive structures, while also learning how my own story and 

lineage relate to and interact with the experiences of Africans and African 

Americans. Though I did not enter the major with this in mind, Africana Studies 

was an expression of my politics and also helped me ground those politics in 

theory and intellectual practice. 
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 Studying dance at Barnard gave me a home in modern and postmodern 

dance traditions, which moved away from the patriarchy of ballet. It grounded 

me in an artistic tradition of seeking equity amongst bodies, questioning the 

meaning of virtuosity and what can be considered “valid” dance, and a constant 

push to re-write the rules of the game. And though I could never have 

anticipated this at the time, my dance training in college offered me a 

foundation in theatrical skill sets, which would eventually serve me as a director, 

including: understanding the power of abstraction, how to organize bodies in 

space to create clear and powerful stage pictures, and using elements of time 

and space (tempo, repetition, pathway, spatial relationship, etc.) to generate 

moments of theatricality and emotional resonance. 

 Though my endeavors within and through the Africana Studies and 

Dance departments were quite distinct, both departments taught me what it 

was like to study and create within communities that deconstruct hegemonic 

structures, norms, and values and centralize the narratives of the traditionally 

silenced and oppressed. And beyond my specific areas of study, Barnard as a 

whole walked the walk of humanist and feminist ideologies. In every classroom, 

dance studio, email interaction, health services appointment, advising meeting, 

and Barnard-run social event my intellectual and artistic offerings were taken 
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seriously, I was encouraged to stand by my beliefs, I was expected to do the 

highest quality work, and I was celebrated for my achievements. Prior to 

attending Temple, I had the privilege of knowing academia to be a place where 

my point of view would be reflected back to me and valued. 

 During those college years, I survived several traumatic events in my 

personal life that distinctly shaped the way I move through the world and 

continue to drive my artistic practices and creative output. In the spring of my 

sophomore year I was drugged and raped, and just a few months later my dad 

died by suicide. While I would never choose to experience either of those 

traumas, and daily contend with their effects in myriad overt and invisible ways, 

they have also tied me to countless people who have survived or been in 

relationship to similar violence. These events deepened my capacity for 

compassion, interconnectedness, and empathy in ways I could never have 

expected. They have also afforded me an unquenchable anger towards systems 

that create and perpetuate violence, which has necessitated the political point 

of view I carry with me into my art making. Nothing personal is only personal; 

we are all products of our social and political environments, and as an artist, I 

am driven by the need to shift the structures that cause hurt. 
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 The traumas I survived also prompted me to start going to therapy, a 

practice I have continued off and on throughout the eleven years since the 

events, which not only continues to help me process my grief, anxiety, and 

depression, but also facilitated a process of self-reflection that has shaped who I 

am as an artist. Through therapy, I have learned to value my own vulnerability 

and resilience, and have discovered that in order for me to continue healing 

and growing, I very actively need to go towards and engage with the more 

challenging experiences of my life. While the  members of my immediate family 

tend to avoid talking about and exploring the impacts of our shared and 

individual traumas, I am compelled to dig into those hard spots. This desire to 

look honestly at what has happened, even if it is painful to do so, is part of why I 

am drawn to theatrical content that is, at times, distinctly emotionally and 

psychologically challenging. Going to therapy has also taught me the need for 

outside support, and I bring that to my artistic process as well; while I certainly 

invite my actors to be vulnerable in rehearsals, I am quick to understand the 

limitations of my role as a director, and encourage my actors to reach out to a 

therapist when it seems appropriate.  

 In the first few years after my dad died, I lost all sense of who I was or 

what I was capable of. I could no longer imagine myself as a lawyer, journalist, 
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or anything else for that matter. For a long while, it felt as if I might not truly 

exist anymore. But I somehow instinctively knew to keep dancing, and though it 

did not necessarily feel joyful anymore, dancing became the only way I knew 

how to feel present on this earth. And so at some point in the last two years of 

college, I decided that I would become a professional dancer after I graduated. 

This had not been a life long dream, and I was not clear on what type of art I 

wanted to put out into the world or why, but I knew that if I wanted to re-

discover and re-formulate my very existence, I should devote as much time as 

possible to thinking, feeling, and creating through my body. 

 For the six years between graduating from Barnard and applying to 

Temple University’s MFA program in Theater Directing, I lived and worked as a 

freelance modern dancer in New York City. Though no longer in a women’s 

college environment, my artistic life remained women-centered as I continued 

working with and for mostly female choreographers. In the later years of my 

performing life, I began learning and performing Merce Cunningham repertory 

through the Merce Cunningham Trust’s programming to keep his work alive 

after the company disbanded after his death. Even though in this phase I was 

learning and performing choreography created by a man, most of the stagers I 

worked for were women, and the work itself defies the confines of traditional 
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gender norms in dance, and felt freeing. And though the dance work I did over 

those six years was quite fulfilling at times, it was never quite enough. 

 Early on in my dance career, after a few artistically unsatisfying projects, I 

decided I would only pursue dance work that I thought would contribute 

something new both to me and to the audience. Having started pursuing dance 

in a serious way quite late in my life, I was never quite skilled enough as a 

dancer or auditioner to get into extremely high level companies or projects, and 

though my dancing continued to evolve, I knew that I might never be able to 

achieve a dance career with consistent, high quality, artistically evocative work. 

This was a difficult reality to face, at times, but I also continued to feel drawn to 

many other areas of interest outside of dance, and with my liberal arts 

background, I was able to successfully pursue work in other fields. 

 Over the years, I had many jobs outside of the dance world, the most 

meaningful being in a public charter school system in Harlem, NYC called 

Democracy Prep Public Schools. Initially, during a period when dance work was 

slim, I began interning in the Office of the Superintendent ten hours per week 

just to learn about education reform. I had heard a lot of talk over the years 

about education reform, but did not actually know what that phrase meant, so I 

decided to immerse myself in a charter network to learn more. The network was 
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made up of just two schools at that point, and I was immediately introduced to 

the theater teacher, Lisa Kowalski, who became a fast friend. Within a few 

months, Democracy Prep’s Superintendent offered me a job as his Special 

Assistant, and I was choreographing Lisa’s GUYS AND DOLLS in the evenings. 

 Though I left the administrative position after a year and four months, I 

continued working with Lisa for another four years. In that time, my role in her 

productions grew to co-director/choreographer, and I fell in love with creating 

theater with middle and high school kids. The processes were intoxicatingly 

alive and joyous, and I was intellectually, emotionally, and artistically challenged 

to grow at every turn. Through the work of telling resonant stories with and for 

our specific Harlem community, I began realizing that I was craving a career 

rooted in storytelling in ways that my dance work was not. While modern dance 

can certainly evoke narrative and clear thematic content, the far wider array of 

storytelling tools available to me once language was in play grew increasingly 

appealing. Moreover, I started to wonder if the barriers to entry with modern 

dance were too many and high, and began imagining I might be able to reach a 

wider audience through a language-inclusive medium. I still wanted to create 

physical, body-based work, and even tell non-linear stories, but initially through 

my work at Democracy Prep, and soon through seeking out books and a few 
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short courses on directing theater I began realizing that my future lay in crafting 

performance that melded language with the body. 

 Moreover, the political nature of the work Lisa and I were doing at 

Democracy Prep stoked the leftist fire in me beyond anything I ever felt in the 

dance world. In creating HAIRSPRAY with an all Black and Latino cast, we had 

to engage with the discussion of what actually happened with desegregation, 

and this played out in our production. When entering into the process of 

directing RENT, we contended with openly talking about sexuality, 

homosexuality, and HIV/AIDS in a largely religious and sometimes homophobic 

community of Muslims and Christians. There was almost always at least one 

political element to the work we did with our students, and we could see and 

feel the community engaging in those topics with us. It was thrilling, and I was 

hooked.  

 By the time I started the Theater Directing MFA at Temple, my personal, 

political, and artistic values were well formed. My point of view was one 

grounded in questioning traditional narratives, attempting to place my privilege 

and perspective in a larger social and political context, listening and 

collaborating with others, respecting and drawing on the body as a respected 

resource, feminism, enlivening stories of the silenced and oppressed, and a 
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desire to foster political change with my work. Though I came into the program 

with very little theater training, I knew well who I was and was ready to cultivate 

the theatrical skills necessary to put my values into practice.  
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CHAPTER 3 
APPLICATION: ENACTING VALUES AND ADVANCING TECHNIQUE  

IN MY DIRECTION OF THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK 
 
 

The Years Leading up To TRESTLE 
 

 I have learned more in graduate school than I could have ever 

anticipated, and certainly not always by means I would have expected. The road 

to proposing and directing Naomi Wallace’s THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK 

CREEK for my thesis production was long and, at times, tumultuous. Prior to 

TRESTLE I studied hundreds of plays, pursued numerous modes of text analysis, 

experimented with countless rehearsal techniques, assistant directed two 

productions, choreographed three, directed two one acts and two full length 

plays, and reflected on my work in dozens of papers and meetings to better 

assess and integrate my learning.  

 In the years before TRESTLE, I experienced departmental support of my 

technical growth and the lack thereof, and departmental affirmation of my 

values, identity, and worldview and the lack thereof. I built community, lost it, 

and built it again. I grew in my technical and artistic abilities because of 

astounding mentorship, and at times because of, or in spite of, deficient 

mentorship. I met my breaking point, took a leave of absence, found my 

grounding, and returned with renewed strength and confidence. And perhaps 
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most importantly, I learned to articulate that, for me, values are only meaningful 

if they encompass both content and form – not just what plays we do, but how 

we do them. In accepting my proposal to direct TRESTLE, Temple’s Theater 

Department afforded me the astounding opportunity to put into practice the 

‘what’ and ‘how’ of my ideals in a proactive, substantive way, and I took that 

opportunity seriously from the start. 

 Throughout my first year in the graduate directing program I felt highly 

supported by mentors, professors, and fellow graduate students within my own 

and other theatrical disciplines. Day in and day out, I learned how much I did 

not yet know about the practice of making theater, but most of the professors I 

studied with those first two semesters, alongside my largely positive 

experiences assistant directing and choreographing two main stage 

productions, helped me frame my deficits within the context of my creative, 

intellectual, and lived experience-based assets. Rather than feeling 

overwhelmed by the countless and supremely nuanced technical skills I was 

trying to master and integrate as quickly as possible, I felt inspired and well 

equipped for the challenges ahead. 

 Beyond feeling encouraged by Ed and many of my first year professors 

to experiment, fail, and grow in the process of advancing my technical skills, 
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that first year I also distinctly felt as though many of my teachers and a small, 

but mighty group of my cohort members actively affirmed my system of values. 

Due to Ed’s leadership, the entire graduate cohort – Noah Herman, the other 

graduate director, six incoming actors, three new and one returning playwright, 

two new and six returning designers, and me – was required to take a year-long 

Seminar in Dramatic Literature with brilliant professor, practitioner, and former 

Department chairperson Bob Hedley. The way Bob taught this seminar 

resonated with my artistic and ethical ethos, even as the content urged me to 

incorporate new ways of thinking and working, and by the end of that first year 

Bob had become a significant mentor in my training. Equally as significant as 

the content of the course and Bob’s encouraging pedagogical methods was the 

way this seminar served as a vehicle for developing the friendships and artistic 

partnerships I was beginning to forge with the actors, playwrights, and 

designers. Some of the most valuable learning I have done in grad school has 

been with and from a number of my amazing colleagues, and we started that 

journey with Bob. Though I was not inspired by all of my cohort members, 

within the larger group, I felt as though I was part of a small, but spirited 

community of questioners, feminists, and visionary theater artists, which 

validated my point of view and reflected my artistic and ethical ideals back to 
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me. This resonance and reflection of my values within my cohort galvanized my 

desire and ability to implement my ideals in my daily practice of exploration and 

creation, even if I did not always see those ideals in play in Department-run 

rehearsal rooms, productions, and interactions with certain faculty members.  

 Though I certainly hit roadblocks my first year, almost every challenge I 

faced felt illustrative of the technical and artistic skills upon which I needed to 

improve, and thus, in the end, almost every challenge felt productive. Early in 

my second year, I began to notice that the difficulties I was facing felt distinctly 

different and far less constructive than those I had met the year prior. Most of 

the challenges my second year were shaped by two critical factors: a lack of 

departmental support for my technical areas for growth and a loss of consistent 

affirmation of my personal, political, and artistic values. 

 A neophyte in the field of theater directing, I needed to learn how to 

approach and accomplish the ins and outs of making theater, and then I needed 

the time, space, and feedback to practice and refine those skills. Only in my 

second year of studying theater, practically everything I was learning in each of 

my five classes and Shakespeare directing project was new to me, and I needed 

guidance. Among other coursework and projects, that first semester of second 

year I was learning how to analyze for myself and then teach undergraduate 
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actors how to actively use Shakespearean text, cutting a full Shakespeare play 

down into a cohesive hour-long script, going through a difficult audition 

process when very few skilled actors were available, accruing costume research 

and drawing renderings for ten characters, going through the beginning stages 

of a semi-supported production process for the first time. I would have felt 

overwhelmed even under the best of mentorship circumstances.  

 Unfortunately, though Ed and I understood that my late entry into the 

field meant that I might require additional and pointed support in a number of 

areas, starting my second year in the program, the department seemed to lose 

track of this, essentially forgetting who I was and what my specific needs were. 

Throughout first year, my clear sense of my values gave me the emotional and 

intellectual bandwidth to absorb and contextualize new techniques. On the 

flipside, beginning in my second year, I discovered that when my skill-based 

learning is almost entirely unsupported, I have a far harder time putting my 

artistic, personal, and political values into practice. Without the comprehensive 

model of teaching and mentorship that I experienced my first year, wherein the 

department treated me as a whole person, I quickly began to feel incompetent 

and, even worse, as though I did not know what I stood for anymore. 
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 Moreover, within weeks of starting second year, I acutely felt the 

absence of the ideals-affirming community that had fueled me the previous 

year. Unlike first year, when almost all of my courses overlapped with and 

helped engender my community within the cohort, fall semester of second year, 

I was only in two courses with the group with which I had intellectually, 

creatively, and politically aligned. When we did gather for those two courses, 

everyone was so slammed with work that our energies all turned inward 

towards our own survival. All in all, the only person I saw with any consistency 

was Noah, and though he was a very supportive colleague, our relationship was 

one more of logistics than artistry or passion-centered connection, and I felt 

almost entirely disconnected from a sense of belonging in the program. I no 

longer had any sort critical mass reflecting my guiding principles back to me, 

making it much harder for me to keep them at the center of my creative 

processes or actively and consciously enact them through my work. 

 The confluence of these factors was too much for me to manage, and in 

early November 2016, I walked into Ed’s office and tried to quit graduate 

school. Out of embarrassment and fear of being too needy, I had not previously 

communicated with Ed about the extent to which I was falling apart that 

semester, and my desperation caught him off guard. He immediately stepped in 
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to provide encouragement and guidance, convincing me to take a leave of 

absence instead of fully dropping out. Ed took a few days to speak to the 

department and came back with a promise that my spot in the program, as well 

as my funding, would be there for me if and when I decided to return. In his 

words and actions, Ed reminded me how much he believed in me as a person 

and artist, and though I could not truly hear him at the time, his support at this 

juncture would come to be some of the most important mentorship I have ever 

received. I did not know it at the time of my leave, but I would return again to 

school in the Fall of 2017 a semester behind my incoming cohort in terms of 

coursework - and miles ahead of where I was when I left in confidence, 

perspective, and strategy for success. 

 During my time away from the program, I re-grounded myself in my 

ideals and returned to my deep, albeit still new desire to become a theater 

director. Through individual and collective reflection with friends and family, I 

arrived at a conscious understanding of both what went awry during the first 

few months of second year and what I would need to do in order to be 

successful in the program if and when I decided to return. After wrapping my 

head around what had happened, it did not take long for me to realize that I 

did want to return to Temple, but this time with a keen awareness that I would 
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need to vigorously advocate to obtain the necessary ongoing support for my 

technical learning. Moreover, I came to understand that I would only be able to 

function in the program and create valuable art if I found a way to center my 

work around my personal, political, and artistic values, but I recognized that I 

could not depend on the Department to provide me with a community that 

would shore up and enact these principles with me. I saw that it was my 

responsibility to seek out and cultivate the community and working 

environment that I wanted and needed, and by the time I came back, I felt 

equipped to do so. Though I may not have articulated it this way at the time, 

during my leave of absence I figured out which aspects of my experience in the 

MFA program I could control and which I could not control. With this 

awareness, upon my return to Temple in Fall 20I7, I focused my energy on those 

facets of my training that I could effect, and this gave me the emotional, 

psychological, and energetic bandwidth to undertake the massive and 

unimaginably rewarding challenge of proposing and directing Naomi Wallace’s 

THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK. 
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Proposing THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK 

 Within the first two months of returning to school, it was already time for 

me to submit thesis proposals to Temple Theaters’ season planning committee. 

For this endeavor, Ed noted that the goal was to propose roughly six plays, out 

of which the planning committee would choose one; he explained that each 

play I proposed should both encapsulate my artistic identity and push me in the 

areas where I most needed or wanted improvement. Re-grounded in my values 

as I was upon resuming graduate school, choosing six plays that, under my 

direction, could communicate some part of who I am, what I believe in, and 

what I want to add to the world felt thrilling. I was also quite clear at that 

juncture about the technical skills I most needed to address and the ways in 

which I wanted to approach those areas for improvement. As I considered plays 

to propose, I kept in mind that through this process I needed to focus on 

effectively using a play’s language to tell the story, rather than just my ability to 

create physical stage pictures, articulating and cohesively enacting a complex 

play structure in service of the story and its meaning, and seamlessly integrating 

dramaturgical research into every facet of the creative process.  

 Though Naomi Wallace’s THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK was my 

first choice from the start, I would have been overjoyed to direct any of the six 
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plays I ended up proposing. True to my values, the content and/or form of all 

the plays I proposed deal with power, politics, or both. In relationship to my 

grounding in feminism, four of the six are penned by female playwrights, two of 

whom are women of color, and those same four plays by women, plus one of 

the two by men, communicate narratives about people who are traditionally 

silenced or ignored. All six plays would have demanded that I put my privilege 

and overall worldview into a broader social and political context. And I was 

confident that directing any of the six would have given me the opportunity to 

create a collaborative community rooted in respect with my actors, designers, 

stage managers, and crew. 

 Of the six plays I proposed, TRESTLE was my first choice largely because 

of its uniquely pertinent political and social content. In October 2017, when I 

was crafting these proposals, I – along with so many other liberals around the 

country – was still processing the implications of the 2016 presidential election. 

I wanted to understand why so many people turned to Donald Trump and his 

hateful rhetoric instead of a more progressive, compassionate message. 

Meanwhile, on the local and national news, I remember hearing daily reports 

about the opioid crisis sweeping the Philadelphia region and the nation writ 

large. At the time, I was newly living in a neighborhood that is adjacent to an 
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area struggling with rampant drug abuse, and I was frequently seeing people of 

all ages, but many young and mostly white, walking around high on opioids. In 

my initial reading of TRESTLE, I saw themes related to Trump’s election and the 

opioid crisis at work, and I immediately wanted to delve deeper into the larger 

implications of those themes. 

 Without doing rigorous text analysis, rather with just a few close readings 

in preparation of drafting the proposal, I gathered that TRESTLE was about the 

way people’s sense of purpose and identity decays in the face of economic 

despair. As I wrote in the proposal: 

Set in 1936 small town America, each of the characters tries to 
identify their  individual purpose, but the lack of opportunity 
corrodes their identities and relationships with each other. 
Ultimately, without a realistic chance to contribute meaningfully to 
the world, the characters are driven to do crazy things to feel 
temporarily alive and seen. This story speaks directly to the 
despair facing many Americans today, as labor-based jobs dry up 
and entire towns with dying industries decay. 
 

In my proposal, I went on to tie both the present day opioid crisis amongst 

young Americans as well as so many white folks’ attraction to Donald Trump to 

this sense of economically driven despair, and argued that “THE TRESTLE AT 

POPE LICK CREEK is more relevant than ever before.” 

 I was also drawn to TRESTLE for the ways it would challenge me to grow 

as a director in the specific technical areas I had identified as critical to my 
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overall advancement, including my direction of rich, complex language. Wallace 

was a poet before she was a playwright and this shines through in much of her 

writing, including in THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK. The heightened, 

poetic quality of some of TRESTLE’s language combined with the visceral 

earthiness of other moments of spoken and body-based action would provide 

me with an ideal chance to focus on creating the arc of the story with the 

verbal/aural narrative working in tandem with the physical/visual storytelling. As 

I noted in my proposal, “Still quite new to text-rich work, but inclined to lean on 

physical storytelling, I would have my work cut out for me.” This particular play 

seemed like the perfect opportunity to connect complex, language-driven 

action to my visual storytelling proclivities that benefit from my background in 

dance. 

 The other technical aspects of TRESTLE that initially spoke to me as 

opportunities to grow distinct directing skills were its balance of realism and 

non-realism and the dramaturgical research I would need to do to accurately 

tell a period story. As someone highly interested in non-traditional theater as it 

relates to subverting hegemonic, patriarchal values, I knew that TRESTLE, with 

its movement between realistic and liminal spaces would provide me with the 

perfect opportunity to practice using form as a means of questioning power 
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structures. To successfully communicate TRESTLE’s meaning, I would need to 

utilize the play’s structure and integrate that with telling the story of each 

scene. I was also aware of needing to practice rooting a creative process in 

historical research, but in my brief experience as a director up until that point, 

had not yet applied any substantive historical research to my text analysis, 

design, or rehearsal processes. TRESTLE, set in the middle of the Great 

Depression in a small factory town outside of a city, would be the first non-

contemporary full-length play that I might have the chance to direct; I was 

eager try my hand at gathering and applying dramaturgical research in service 

of bringing the play to life. 

 I submitted my thesis proposals to Ed via email on October 19, 2017, and 

in this exchange ranked the proposals in order of preference, with TRESTLE at 

the top. Ed stated in this email thread that he would forward the proposals to 

Peter Reynolds, Temple Theaters’ Artistic Director, right away, and a season 

selection meeting took place on Friday, October 27. When the Department 

announced the 2018-2019 season to the student body on Friday, January 19, 

2018 I was overjoyed to learn that the selection committee had approved 

TRESTLE as my thesis, and had given me the first slot in the season with 
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permission to audition, cast, and have two weeks of rehearsal in the spring of 

2018. 

 Though, historically, directors at Temple do not have the chance to begin 

rehearsals for a fall show during the previous spring semester, from the start of 

the season selection process, Ed advocated for me to have my auditions and at 

least two weeks of rehearsal in the spring of 2018. Traditionally, the first 

production of any upcoming Temple Theaters season auditions late in the 

spring of the season prior, alongside all the other shows auditioning for the 

upcoming fall semester. That first production usually starts rehearsals with a 40-

plus hour workweek the week before classes start in the fall. They then only 

have one more week of rehearsals before tech week, which is immediately 

followed by the show’s opening weekend. With his keen understanding of my 

assets and deficits as a new director, as well as his awareness of TRESTLE’s 

complexity, Ed knew that I would need far more than two weeks of rehearsal if I 

was to properly make use of this thesis production process and do justice to the 

play.  

 Ed managed to convince the committee that this request, which was in 

my best interest, was also in the best interests of the undergraduate students 

who would be involved in the production and the department as a whole. His 
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uncompromising stance is a clear example of how Ed mentored, taught, and led 

with a steady eye towards who I am as a whole person – particularly after my 

leave of absence and return to the program. In the season selection process, 

and throughout so much of my time at Temple, Ed took into account my needs 

as a new director, driven artist, and human being with a history extending far 

beyond my experiences at Temple. Rather than holding it against me that I 

might need more time than is traditionally allotted for the first slot in the 

season, Ed made sure that I had the sufficient technical support in terms of time 

and space necessary for me to succeed. Without this type of foresight and 

advocacy within the department, I would never have been able to complete this 

MFA. 

 After the season was announced in late January 2018, I started my 

preparatory work on TRESTLE almost immediately. My production of a new 

play, which I directed for the 2017-2018 season, closed on February 4 and, with 

Ed, set a deadline of February 20 for a first round of TRESTLE text analysis. With 

preliminary costume and set designs due March 2, casting the week of March 

26, and table work set to begin the week of April 9, I needed to articulate for 

myself what TRESTLE is about and what I wanted to say with it very quickly. 
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Fabling - Crafting a Living Vision 
 

 Though I was passionate about the play, and eager to get working on it, I 

had a rocky start with my earliest text analysis. Ed teaches his mentees to 

analyze plays by means of crafting Brechtian Fables. Fabling is a tool of play 

analysis adopted from Bertolt Brecht’s practice of distilling the main thrust of a 

production’s action into a short, but materially complete narrative of roughly 

ten sentences. The goal is to synthesize all of the relevant action of the play in 

such a way that through those ten sentences a director can communicate the 

entire story they aim to tell through their production. As Ed always says, our aim 

with this exercise, as with so much of our work as directors, is to be concise and 

replete.  

 In addition and in relationship to the process of demonstrating the play’s 

story in ten sentences Ed also asks his mentees to craft a moral, which is what 

we understand the play to be about. The moral is the visceral feeling or idea 

that we want the audience to have upon walking away from our particular 

production, even if they cannot put it into the exact same words that we might 

use in our fable. As Ed often reminds us, drafting the narrative of the play’s 

story and crafting the accompanying moral is a dialogic process – the story 

should inform the moral and the moral the story – and if they do not seem to 
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“go” together to communicate fully the vision for the production, than one or 

both of them need to shift. Fabling is an ongoing process, and we can and 

should redraft it as our understanding of the play shifts through the different 

stages of pre-production and production. In short, in the School of Ed, play 

analysis is the evolving process of creating a living fable that dialogically 

communicates both the story of the play and what the takeaway from that story 

should be.  

 In my first years of graduate school, I found fabling to be so torturously 

hard that I practically panicked every time I had to craft one, and could not 

understand how to apply such hyper-cerebral text analysis in an active, 

generative rehearsal room. However, in the years leading up to TRESTLE, I had, 

with practice, improved my fabling skills and had, with the rehearsal and 

production process immediately prior to TRESTLE, found some success in 

actively using my living fable to clarify and implement my vision for that 

production. With mild confidence, I went about drafting my first fable for 

TRESTLE, but quickly realized just how challenging this particular play is to 

harness in a synthesized way.  

 Naomi Wallace structures THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK in a non-

linear format, with some scenes happening in the present and some happening 
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in the past, and this posed a uniquely difficult challenge for me as I attempted 

to draw causal lines between adjacent, though not temporally continuous 

timelines. We must tell all stories with an understanding of how each event that 

the audience receives causes the next event that plays out, even when those 

events would not be causally linked in a chronologically linear configuration of 

that same story. As a director, it is my job to discover the causal relationships 

between events according to the order in which they play out for the audience, 

or I will not be able to make the story make sense or have the impact that I 

want it to have. Thus, beyond the content of the play, the structure and form it 

takes is also what the play is about, and it is imperative that I figure out how to 

deal with the structure in a cohesive way that aligns with my overall vision for 

the play if I want the audience to walk away with a particularly takeaway. This 

particular task was a major challenge when I started fabling TRESTLE. 

 For my earliest fable, I ended up documenting the action of every scene 

in one lengthy paragraph, without any articulation or synthesis of the main 

thrust of the story, and did not manage to write a moral of any kind (see 

Appendix A). As part of this first round of analysis, I also made a spreadsheet 

cataloguing my impulses regarding each scene’s tempo, mood, important visual 

and aural moments, forwards, setting, space and volume, chronological 
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placement in the story, costume, lights, and props. I loosely based this tracking 

document on a play analysis worksheet that Bob Hedley gave me when he was 

my Directing Practicum professor in the fall of 2017. While both of these 

exercises helped me understand what was happening in the course of the play 

from a variety of useful vantage points, I did not feel any closer to grasping 

what overall story I was trying to tell or what that story was about. 

 The night I turned in my first TRESTLE fable to Ed, we debriefed my work 

over the phone, and I broke down crying with frustration and fear that I would 

not “get it.” Ed assured me that my analysis of each scene’s action was strong, 

and asked me a series of pointed questions to help me hone in on the 

overarching story. These questions included: What are the major events at the 

beginning and end of each act, and what does the evolution of those events tell 

you about what this play is about? Why does Wallace set the play in the Great 

Depression when she was writing it in 1998? Why are the play’s protagonists 

teenagers and the supporting characters in their 40’s and 50’s? Why does 

Wallace structure the play on two parallel tracks – the present and the past – 

and why does she go back and forth between them? Why is the play as sexually 

graphic as it is? Why is the play as violent as it is? And what are the meanings of 

the various metaphors in the play? 
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 In this conversation, Ed also offered a number of other incredibly useful 

suggestions before sending me off to do another round of text analysis on my 

own. He encouraged me to track the lines of cause and effect within each 

timeline before worrying about discovering the causal links between timelines. 

He suggested I commit to a moral statement, even if it would change drastically 

in the long run, so that I could truly begin the dialogue between my 

interpretation of the play’s story and the story’s meaning. And he encouraged 

me to trust my instincts regarding what the play is about and suggested I begin 

looking at the play through that lens. Finally, Ed reminded me to consider 

theater’s most basic questions: what does each character want and what are 

they doing to get it? 

 Through some painful discussion about my own history with violence, Ed 

also helped me see that I might be shying away from some of my instincts 

about the play because of my fear of delving into dark territory within myself. 

By the end of our conversation, I understood that the reasons I was drawn to 

TRESTLE were likely exactly the same reasons why directing it truthfully and 

well might be immensely emotionally challenging for me. Though the details of 

the event are non-traditional in our socialized understanding of sexual assault, 

the male protagonist, Dalton, sexually violates Pace, the female protagonist, in 
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the moments after she dies. The play also includes the threat of suicide as 

Dalton’s father, Dray, begs his wife and Dalton’s mother, Gin, to shoot him in 

the head with a gun. As a survivor of rape and the daughter of a man who used 

a gun to die by suicide, I instinctively wanted to direct TRESTLE to address and 

perhaps shift the paradigm around these horrific actions, but I also initially 

subconsciously avoided dealing with those elements in my conception of the 

story and its meaning. In my initial analysis, my protective survival instincts 

kicked in and limited my understanding of the play. 

 As I began to look closer, I saw that my value of turning towards, rather 

than away from what is most challenging demanded that I, with compassion and 

outside support, invest fully in the darkest elements of what TRESTLE is about. I 

also realized at that juncture, though I had no idea how this would actually play 

out with my designers, cast, and crew, that if I were to ask others to be 

vulnerable and generous in their work on this show, then I too needed to be 

vulnerable at every stage in the process. And while I would not have been able 

to frame it as such at the time, this was the first moment in the process when I 

started actively connecting the what, how, and why of this particular project. 

The how of making myself emotionally available in my text analysis was entirely 
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tied up with why I needed to do this play and what I wanted to accomplish with 

the production as a whole.  

 Following my phone conversation with Ed, I began thinking and writing 

more about the play, including analyzing the play’s action for causal links 

between events within each timeline. Soon, my sense of the play’s meaning 

began hovering around several major themes. I could not yet synthesize my 

ideas, but I began understanding that my reading of TRESTLE had something to 

do with the characters’ desire to create meaning in the face of economic 

despair, their desire for redemption or absolution from violence they had each 

committed, the devastating impacts caused by a lack of socio-economic 

opportunity, the expectations for what each person should achieve based on 

society’s ideas about gender and class, and the limitations for what each person 

can actually achieve because of those same gender and class norms. With a 

better sense of TRESTLES’s overall action, at least within each timeline, and 

some guiding themes to track, I went about synthesizing my analysis into a new 

fable and first attempt at a moral statement. 

 The fable and moral I landed on by mid-March was clear and focused 

enough to intelligently guide me through the design process, casting, and table 

work (see Appendix B). It allowed me to keep my vision of the play consistent 
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between the various collaborative processes happening pre-staging, and gave 

me a steady checkpoint as I felt certain ideas about the play shifting. While I 

discovered that much of my March fable and moral proved accurate and useful 

throughout the first half of the process, as a result of table work with the cast 

and through my ongoing individual research and analysis, I was later able to 

refine some of my understanding of the action, get clearer on the connection 

between the play’s action and its non-linear structure, and evolve and deepen 

my moral statement. The following moral and fable was my final full draft of this 

evolving document, which I crafted in the week before staging rehearsals were 

about to begin in August: 

In a rural county jail in the middle of the Great Depression, Dalton 
Chance hides from what he has done to Pace Creagan, but her 
ghostly form doggedly reminds him of their unfinished business, 
thrusting him months into the past when Pace first recruited him 
to run with her against the train that crosses the trestle bridge at 
Pope Lick Creek. Dalton rejects Chas the jailer’s latently distraught 
attempts to connect with him, returning instead to his pressurized 
parents’ failure to guide him and Pace rattling his unquestioned 
beliefs in what a young man of his class should expect. Though 
Chas, undeterred, discovers in Dalton a channel to his dead son 
Brett, Pace returns Dalton to her vigorous attempts to reshape his 
mother Gin’s and his assumptions about what intimacy with her 
looks like. And while, after meeting Pace, Gin clings to the norms 
she always knew as she tries to motivate her furiously suppressed, 
out-of-work husband Dray, when Gin visits Dalton in jail, she 
recognizes both her own and Dalton’s need to welcome a new 
way of engaging with the world. For a brief moment under the 
trestle, through fierce negotiation, Pace and Dalton recognize 
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each other for who each of them is and commit to consensual 
intimacy, but in her first haunting, Pace’s ghost and Gin uncover 
the violation Dalton committed against Pace immediately after her 
death. Increasingly desperate to reach Dalton (and Brett), Chas 
provokes Dalton to surrender to the brutal tendencies that have 
come so naturally to both of them, but discover they will not find 
redemption through more violence. Her son in jail, and her factory 
job killing her, Gin embraces a new, collectively forming labor 
identity and threatens to leave Dray behind, and Pace really does 
leave Dalton when he spurns her after their last and most 
unconventionally intimate union yet. Although Dalton and Dray 
test out a dynamic based in vulnerability, and Chas and Dray 
fleetingly support each other as equals, ultimately Dray retreats 
into his ingrained inferiority; Dalton’s experience with Dray, 
though, allows him to welcome Pace back into his life. Chas and 
then Dalton confess to the horrors they committed against Brett 
and Pace respectively, but Dalton pulls back from taking full 
responsibility and can only free himself so far. At the last moment, 
Dray follows after Gin and the potential for a yet to be discovered 
sense of self, and in a melding of the past and the present, Dalton 
allows Pace to fill/fulfill him completely and he carries her with him 
into the future. 
 
Moral: When white Americans live by the prescribed and received 
parameters of gender and class, but cannot realize their most 
basic desires because of the limits of those parameters, violence 
ensues. The only way to move forward from this violence is to 
abandon what we have been taught about gender and class and 
build new identities rooted in collaborative, consensual 
relationship. 
 

 In both the content of my fable and moral and the process by which I 

arrived at them, I was able to successfully put into practice many of my artistic, 

personal, and political values while simultaneously making strides in specific 

technical areas I had identified as areas for growth. As it is a huge part of my 



	 48	

artistic ethos to aim for political change with my work, I was very pleased to be 

able to craft a reading of and vision for this play that identified structural 

violence, rather than individual actors, as the ultimate cause of violence 

between people. Through the lens of political action, I was also thrilled that my 

reading included a hopeful message about how we can, collectively, make 

change. Between the women in this show, who face violence and sexual 

violence on so many levels and are expected to bear that burden silently, and 

the entire cast of working class and poor white characters who have been left 

behind by capitalism and the American government, my vision for the 

production satisfied my philosophical and ethical inclinations to bring to life the 

stories of the often silenced and ignored. Some members of that latter 

demographic are now turning to hate and violence in our country, but I was 

eager to get at why those people might be making those choices, so as to 

uncover how things could be different. Needless to say, I was also excited 

about the degree to which my understanding of the play lived in the body and 

was rooted in a feminist worldview. 

 Process-wise, though I did all of the writing on my own, I was able to 

listen to Ed, receive his feedback, and intellectually collaborate with him as I 

worked through my drafts – particularly in the early stages of fabling. Receiving 
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feedback has never been the easiest for me, as I can get very stubborn about 

wanting to figure everything out on my own. However, perhaps because of my 

leave from school and clear need and desire for engaged mentorship, I 

welcomed Ed’s thoughts and advice while still feeling ownership over and pride 

in my work. I trusted that Ed would guide and question without giving me any 

“answers,” as I knew he valued my artistic process and growth as much as I did. 

Not only did he give me the tools throughout my training to be able to 

successfully analyze TRESTLE in this way, but his ongoing presence and 

supportive critiques at key moments in my early analysis ensured that I used 

those tools intelligently and to their fullest. Moreover, I am excited about the 

degree to which I was able to use my research and table work rehearsals to help 

me develop my second round of text analysis, eventually leading me to my third 

and final full fable. Truly engaging in the dialogic process of adjusting my 

analysis based off of findings in the rehearsal room and vice versa was 

immensely satisfying. 

 In terms of my technical progress, while I could certainly stand to 

synthesize the action further, my reading of the play captures and connects 

both the details of the pertinent events and the broader ideas at work. It also 

accounts, to some degree, for the causal connections between timelines, which 



	 50	

was a major challenge and goal of mine. Aside from what I was able to realize in 

the writing, the major technical success of this fable was how I was able to use it 

as a guiding and grounding force throughout the design, casting, table work, 

staging, and tech processes. In many ways, my fable and moral statement 

encapsulate my overarching vision for the production, and I feel comfortable 

using them to measure the degree to which I succeeded in realizing this vision. 

 And though I would not have framed it this way at the time, as I moved 

through the production process, I worked to enact my artistic, political, and 

personal values in the content and form – the ‘what’ and ‘how’ – of this work at 

every juncture. I was not always successful in giving my ideals legs, and made a 

variety of mistakes out of ignorance, blinding privilege, or lack of experience, 

and these moments pushed me further to hone in on what is most important to 

me and why. Concurrent with realizing my guiding ethos, directing TRESTLE 

also afforded me consistent opportunities to grow in my technical skills, often 

because of the consistent support of several mentors throughout the process 

and sometimes in the face of a distinct lack of support from the Department 

more broadly. In the following sections I will examine the various elements of 

the production process, highlighting exemplary moments when I made strides 
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towards enacting my values or evolving my technical abilities, and will bring to 

light some of the challenges I faced along the way. 

 
 

Design Processes 
 

Scenic Design Process 
 

 The set design process with TRESTLE’s scenic designer, Fred Duer, was 

collaborative, communicative, and fruitful from start to finish. Fred also serves 

as Theater Department Chair and Head of Design and we had an established 

student/teacher relationship going into this project. Throughout my time at 

Temple, including when I took my leave of absence and in troubleshooting 

design problems on previous productions I directed for the department, Fred 

worked hard to support my needs as a student and new director. Though I 

believe there is immense value in working with peer designers in the MFA 

cohort, and had initially hoped to work with 2nd year designer Kate St. John, I 

was excited to hear that the department had assigned Fred to TRESTLE. 

 In the earliest stages of the design process, I held a meeting with Fred, 

costume designer Hannah Compton (MFA ’20), and lighting designer Jason 

Norris to get us all on the same page. We discussed everyone’s reactions to the 

play and I shared my reading of it. Fred stated that he had not experienced my 
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reading of the play, but he was excited about what I had said and was eager to 

re-read the text with all of that in mind. He also brought to that earliest meeting 

some excellent research on trestle bridges and wooden structures in small town 

America during the Great Depression. As some indication of the trestle bridge 

would be very important to our production, as well as an overall sense of the 

town’s destitution, I found this research to be quite useful. 

 Prior to the preliminary design deadline, Fred and I met to discuss his 

initial drawings, which included one clearly delineated jail space and one 

identifiable home space on either side of the stage. Though I generally loved 

the way Fred was creating an open ground plan with three focus areas, in 

addition to an open playing space at center, the gesture towards realism in the 

stage left and stage right spaces worried me. Before going into this meeting, 

Ed had already advised me that this type of realism in our ground plan would 

force certain staging patterns that would limit my storytelling options and 

would become predictable. I also kept coming back to Naomi Wallace’s words 

in her description of the play’s characters and setting, the first information she 

gives us about the play, that the set “should be minimal and not ‘realistic’.”1  

																																																								
1 Naomi Wallace, The Trestle at Pope Lick Creek (New York: Broadway Play   
Publishing Inc., 2000), iii. 
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 As I kept thinking about Wallace’s note, I understood that it was offering 

me a direct route to understanding a lot about both how to do the play and 

what the play is about. In terms of the play’s structure, we would be dead in the 

water if we tried to harness TRESTLE in the world of realism, as we would need 

the flexibility to jump between timelines seamlessly, and eventually to escape 

time altogether. Moreover, Wallace uses the structure of her play to question 

hegemonic storytelling methods, and I would immediately fall into the trap of 

prescribed and received storytelling norms if I leaned into a realistic set design. 

Wallace’s note also helped me see how the set can communicate, or at least 

support, the play’s meaning, as we can only ask the audience to see gender and 

class norms, and their accompanying violence, anew if we offer them an 

abstracted landscape upon which they can simultaneously experience both the 

horror of the way things are/were and the potential for things to be different. 

 Fred supported my desire to lean into Wallace’s note about the set, and 

came back with a scenic design that ended up being truly perfect for our 

production. He created an entirely non-realistic landscape with hints of place 

that allowed us to later use staging, lights, and props to focus in on and 

reimagine each stage area as the location it needed to be on any part of either 

timeline (see Appendix C). This collaboration and the set we ended up with 
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embodied so many of my values, including my desire to enliven traditionally 

silenced narratives and to rely on principles of feminism. I would not have been 

able to successfully bring to life a traditionally ignored story if we were playing 

in an already “known” space that bore the markings of accepted history 

through realism. In listening to our playwright’s note, we also engaged in a 

feminist act, as we trusted a woman to tell us how her play should be done. 

 Fred also offered support for my technical needs a bit later on in the 

process, though more from his role as Department Chair than as TRESTLE’s 

scenic designer, when he ensured that the scenic shop built our set before our 

forty-eight hour rehearsal week began on August 20. From the moment 

TRESTLE was given the first slot in the season, and the production calendar was 

set, it was the plan for the shop to build our set the weeks of April 16, April 23, 

and April 30. As Fred explained in an email exchange, the goal was for the set 

to be built, loaded into the theater, and painted by May 4. As we moved into 

April, and the scene shop was behind on other projects, it became clear that 

they were not on track to get TRESTLE done according to the proposed 

schedule. With the shop closing for the summer months, I grew increasingly 

anxious that we would not be able to stage TRESTLE on the set, as we had 

planned. It is never the norm that productions get to rehearse or stage on their 
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sets, but between the truncated timeline once we returned in August, the 

complexity of the story and staging, and my lack of experience, I was worried 

that I might lose precious tech time overhauling the blocking if we were 

experiencing the set for the first time just a week before opening. 

 Taking into account all of my worries and needs, Fred stepped in and 

pressured the shop to finish the set before our August rehearsals began. I do 

not know everything he had to do to make that happen, but I am beyond 

grateful for his efforts. Fred’s eye towards supporting my technical growth 

allowed for me to focus on my artistic vision for the production. 

 
 

Costume Design Process 
 
 My collaboration with costume designer Hannah Compton was also 

smooth, respectful, and built on trust. Hannah’s reading of the play was aligned 

with mine from the start, and I deeply trusted her instincts, research, and artistic 

vision. We agreed that costumes, along with props, needed to ground our story 

in its time and place. Thus, for both Hannah and me, dramaturgical research 

was very important in making sure that we accurately expressed the details of 

the period. While I certainly offered Hannah feedback on her preliminary, 

rough, and final renderings, and brought in suggestions for additional 
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outerwear we might need to help clarify specific timeline shifts and plot points, I 

mostly watched as Hannah masterfully designed the show. 

 With this collaboration, it was not until a bit later on in the production 

process, when it was time for the actors’ fittings and while figuring out costume 

logistics during tech, that I experienced the real life application of my values. 

Before fittings, I met with Hannah to discuss my desire for the entire process to 

be based in consent. The previous May I took a training with an organization 

called Theatrical Intimacy Education, wherein I had learned about how to 

implement policies that would keep all parties in a theatrical setting feeling safe 

and in control of their physical boundaries. While I was aiming to incorporate 

much of what I learned in that training, on the most basic level, I hoped to 

ensure that everybody involved in our process asked before they made physical 

contact with another human being. And so before Hannah’s team was to start 

measuring our actors for their costumes, I wanted to bring her into the loop 

about this goal. 

 Hannah graciously listened to me and explained that while she agreed 

with the policy in theory, she was not sure how this would work for her team on 

a practical level. The process of taking an actors’ measurements is inherently 

very hands on, and it did not seem reasonable to ask the folks taking 
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measurements to ask every single time they needed to make contact with the 

actors. From my privileged stance of being able to take the time to ask actors 

every time I might need to make contact with them, I forgot that this might not 

be logical for every production area. As an alternative, Hannah suggested that 

her team could ask each actor at the beginning of their session to let the 

measurers know if they were about to touch a location on their body where 

they would prefer not to be touched. If and when an actor told them not to 

touch a specific location on their body, Hannah and her team would come up 

with a work-around. This felt like a pragmatic and ethical approach to my 

suggestion, and Hannah agreed to engage in this practice throughout the 

fittings. In this instance, I learned that my particular approach to enacting my 

values may not make sense for everyone on a theatrical team, but if we 

collaborate mindfully, we can probably come up with a solution that aligns with 

all of our needs and my personal  ideals. 

 During tech Hannah and I worked together again to ensure that all of my 

actors felt safe and respected. One actor had a number of changes to make 

backstage, sometimes after emotionally challenging scenes. They let me know 

that there were several dressers helping them during these changes, rather than 

just one, and this felt frenetic, overwhelming, and distracting. I asked Hannah if 
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she might be able to choose just one dresser to assist this actor, in order to 

help them feel calm and supported, and without skipping a beat she spoke with 

her team to make it happen.  

 
 

Lighting Design & Production Management Processes  
 
 Working with lighting designer Jason Norris was a bit more challenging 

than my set and costume collaborations, partially because of difficulties I was 

having with Jason in his concurrent role as our department’s and TRESTLE’s 

production manager. There were a number of instances throughout the process 

when I emailed Jason in his capacity as production manager with logistical 

questions that only he could answer, to which I received either no response or a 

terse reply sometimes weeks later and only after numerous follow up emails. 

The most problematic example of this type of interaction was our exchange 

regarding hiring TRESTLE’s sound designer, Liz Atkinson. 

 TRESTLE’s sound designer was the only design position I was allowed to 

choose, and Ed suggested we try to hire Liz, who he highly recommended 

based off of his experience working with her on a show a number of years ago. I 

knew sound design would be a critical part of telling this story, and I very much 

wanted to work with someone skilled. Moreover, since I was already working 
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with two male designers, and only one female designer on the show, I also 

hoped to collaborate with a woman in this design area. Liz seemed like she 

might be a perfect fit. However, as a graduate student, I did not have the 

power to reach out to Liz with any type of offer on my own, and needed Jason 

to pursue this hire on my behalf. I emailed him with this request on March 17 

and followed up on March 20, at which point he said he was emailing her right 

then. It took three more emails over the course of a full month after my initial 

inquiry for Jason to let me know that Liz had been hired and I was good to 

reach out to her to begin our process. In the last of these emails he quoted my 

language back to me in quotation marks.  

 The delay on hiring Liz was highly stressful at the time, especially as we 

were getting close to summer break, when the entire theater department would 

be away for three months and it would then be nearly impossible to make the 

hire before we returned for rehearsals in August. Worse than the stress of not 

knowing who I would be working with as my sound designer, was the added 

work of trying to communicate with Jason and the feeling of disrespect that I 

experienced in reading a number of his responses, particularly the last one. 

Unfortunately, this exchange and several others like it negatively affected my 

relationship with Jason in his capacity as TRESTLE’s lighting designer. 
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 From the start of our collaboration on lighting, I disagreed with Jason’s 

reading of the play. In the earliest, private design meeting I held with Fred, 

Hannah, and Jason to get everyone on the same page, Jason pointed out 

another note within Wallace’s description of the characters and setting, 

separate from the one about the set. The note says, “Characters touch each 

other only when indicated in the script.”2 Similar to my sense of the importance 

of Wallace’s explanation for how the set should be, I also understood this 

statement to be telling me a huge amount about both the play’s meaning and 

how to create the play. Rather than bringing up this stage direction to discuss 

what it could teach us, Jason laughed at it, saying something about how silly 

and overbearing playwrights can be. He also assumed the rest of the creative 

team would agree with him and would all want to ignore the stage direction.  

  Both Hannah and I immediately objected to Jason’s take on that note, 

and I explained that it was very important to me that we take Wallace’s words 

to heart. In terms of the play’s meaning, I suggested that this note was telling 

us that the play is at least partially about the power of touch, and how if we do 

not think about when and how we touch others, we can unconsciously reaffirm 

and contribute to structures of violence. Rooted in my lived experience and 

																																																								
2 Ibid. 
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values as a feminist, I noted that, on a meta-theatrical level, it is very powerful 

for our entire creative team to listen to a woman – Naomi Wallace – for 

directions on when touch should happen. Women in our society often deal with 

unwanted physical contact, and thus it is a revolutionary act to ask an entire 

group of people to look to a woman for permission for and details about the 

timing and tenor of each moment of touch in a play. I remember 

communicating all of this with a lot of passion and clarity, and I sensed that 

Jason heard my words, though I could not tell if he took them to heart. 

 Jason and I worked together fairly successfully during tech, largely due 

to Liz Atkinson’s professionalism and highly adept skills with collaboration. I will 

talk about Liz’ contributions separately, but with her focused questions and 

suggestions, the three of us were able to sculpt transitions and shifts within 

scenes together as a team, which made them specific, consistent, and rich. 

Jason and I butted heads a bit more when our work did not involve sound, 

particularly in one moment that I found to be critically important to the 

storytelling and over which we had drastically different viewpoints. 

 In the most climactic scene in the play, when Dalton confesses how Pace 

died and how he violated her body after her death, Wallace offers a number of 

stage directions that clarify who Dalton is speaking to at various points in the 
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monologue. As the stage directions note, Dalton begins his confession by 

shouting after Chas, the jailer, who has just exited from the scene. After these 

initial moments of yelling, “then he speaks to himself and finally he is telling us, 

as though we were the jury, what happened.”3 In the course of the monologue, 

Dalton gets thrust back into the past, but in the midst of reliving the trauma of 

watching Pace race against the train, he breaks from the past. The stage 

directions clarify that this is the moment when he is talking directly to the 

audience, stating, “Now he is back in the present, and he speaks to us.”4 After 

we all watch Pace’s death, Dalton, speaking to us “quietly now,”5 confesses that 

he kissed Pace on the mouth after she died, which is expressly what she told 

him she would never allow him to do. 

 As we worked this moment in tech, I saw that Jason was not initially 

inclined to make any drastic shifts in the lighting at the moment when Dalton 

admits to committing an act of sexual assault. For me, it was abundantly clear 

that we needed a major lighting change in this moment to highlight Dalton’s 

struggle to be accountable for his actions and to give the audience an active 

																																																								
3 Ibid., 61. 
 
4 Ibid., 63. 
 
5 Ibid.	
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part in this process of accountability. So much of what the play is about is 

wrapped up in this moment, and I needed the audience to feel a distinctly 

heightened emotional exchange between themselves and Dalton, in order to 

land the play’s message with the appropriate force. Moreover, as a survivor of 

rape and painfully aware of the statistics of how many people on college 

campuses experience sexual violence, I knew it might be immensely meaningful 

to all of the survivors in the audience to have an offender look us in the eyes as 

they try to reckon with their actions.  

 I suggested to Jason that we try bringing the house lights up in this 

moment to let the actor playing Dalton actually look us in the eyes as he got to 

this portion of the confession. Jason completely disagreed with my take on 

what that moment needed, suggesting that we stick with the spotlight we had 

on Dalton when he first started confessing to us in the audience. He also stated 

that, on a larger level, it did not make sense for us to bring the house lights up 

for this moment when we did not do this at any other point in the production. 

My values and training with Bob and Ed went exactly counter to Jason’s notion 

of how and when to do something theatrical. For me, theatricality means 

setting expectations and then breaking them in service of the story, which 

means that doing something only once can have the greatest impact of all.  
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 I do not enjoy putting my foot down, so to speak, but I essentially 

demanded that we try my idea, and once we tried the full monologue with the 

house lights coming up at the end, I could not imagine doing the moment any 

other way. Even though Dalton is just a character, played by an actor who has 

not done anything wrong, the fact of the confession happening in real time with 

a real person going through those actions was, from my perspective as a 

survivor, immensely restorative in ways I did not expect. As a director, I felt as 

though that moment of theatricality perfectly achieved my vision for 

communicating TRESTLE’s meaning on a visceral level. 

 
 

Sound Design Process 
 

 As I previously implied, my collaboration with sound designer Liz 

Atkinson was nothing but revelatory. She has years of experience designing 

professionally in large and small-scale theaters in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, 

and has recently been working on a number of devised and otherwise non-

traditional productions. Prior to meeting her, I was nervous that this project 

might seem too small or unprofessional for someone with her resume. However, 

when we met up over the summer to discuss the play, Liz could not have been 

more intrigued by the play and asked me a host of incisive analytic and 
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dramaturgical questions. From moment one, we rooted our dynamic in listening 

to each other and respectfully inquiring about the other’s point of view. 

 While this collaboration certainly aligned with and affirmed my values, I 

can also specifically see how working with Liz allowed me to grow in my 

technical proficiency as a theater artist. Liz let me know that she likes to work on 

her design while being present with us in rehearsal, in order to use the process 

and in-room discoveries as inspiration for her research and design. I was thrilled 

to hear how involved her practice is, and welcomed her any time she wanted to 

join us. However, perhaps because of her wealth of experience or because she 

was the only designer we brought in from outside Temple’s Theater 

Department, I also noticed early on that I feared she might judge me and my 

rooky mistakes in the rehearsal room, and tried to apologize for myself and my 

work on a number of occasions. Liz assured me she was there to be part of the 

process not to judge it, and over the course of our rehearsals and tech, I 

learned that she meant what she said.  

 Liz brought this open, accepting, team-oriented mindset to every aspect 

of her work on the show, while staying exacting and purposeful with her artistry, 

and I observed in awe. While I certainly aim to approach each part of the 

production process with Liz’ sensibilities, my stubbornness, ego, and judgment 
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of myself and others can get in the way, which ends up being detrimental to the 

collaboration and the art. For example, Liz was able to genuinely meet Jason 

wherever he was at and objectively weigh the merits of his proposals for 

whatever cue we were on. As a result of her approach, Liz and Jason 

established a working relationship built on respect and doing what was best for 

the show as a whole. I, in turn, benefited from their relationship, as I too was 

able to collaborate with Jason more effectively whenever we were in a three-

way discussion with Liz. Though I understand that a challenging history is 

difficult to leave at the door, I learned from Liz that the work of being present 

with what a person is offering in each moment, without assuming anything 

about them or their intentions, can yield higher quality artistry and an overall 

better atmosphere in the room. 

 

Casting  
 

 Casting THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK was a somewhat eventful 

and unexpectedly lengthy process, as I needed to return to casting after the 

first round of auditions and callbacks ended. Going into casting, I was grateful 

to be auditioning before the other fall shows, but was anxious about actor 

turnout. Many talented musical theater students would not even consider 
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TRESTLE because they wanted to be cast in SIDESHOW, the fall musical, and 

other skilled undergraduate actors were hoping to be cast in the far more 

famous straight play, A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM, happening in the final 

slot of the fall semester. I only needed five actors, but the roles were all 

challenging and specific, requiring proficient actors who had the right spirits 

and qualities for their respective parts. Moreover, all three of the male 

characters in the show absolutely had to read straight in order for the story to 

work. Within a cohort of inexperienced actors still early in their training, many of 

whom are expressing their sexuality for the first time, it can be difficult to find 

male actors who fit this requirement.  

 In the weeks leading up to auditions I sent out several catchy, descriptive 

blurbs about the play to the undergraduate theater student listserv, spread the 

word amongst the undergraduates I knew well, plugged the show in person at 

the undergraduate theater majors’ weekly practicum, and asked the acting 

faculty to encourage their students to attend my auditions. A huge part of my 

work at this juncture was simply trying to get the student body excited about a 

play and playwright that most of them had never heard of. By the time 

auditions came around, we had a good number of sign-ups, but I was still 

nervous about getting enough talent through the door.  
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 Prior to auditions, Ed encouraged me to write out character descriptions 

based off of my text analysis, so that I would have a clear sense of what I was 

looking for in each role (see Appendix D). This exercise, which I had never done 

before, was immensely helpful, if only because it helped me feel focused as I 

listened to each audition monologue. Ed attended most of auditions, and let 

me talk about what I was noticing in each person. If he thought I had missed 

something important in someone, he chimed in, but mostly he let me talk. By 

the end of auditions I felt fairly confident that I could cobble together a cast, 

though I did not have too many men to choose from for Dray and Chas, the two 

older male roles. 

 Callbacks went fairly smoothly, though I do remember becoming 

increasingly less coherent with my notes and adjustments as we got closer to 

ten o’clock. Despite my fatigue, the actors I eventually ended up casting as 

Dalton and Pace stood out from the crowd as perfect for their roles; both were 

musical theater majors, and neither had acted in a non-musical before, but I was 

so impressed with their abilities and energetic dynamic during callbacks that I 

was not at all concerned about their lack of experience. A relatively more 

experienced and older actor stood out in callbacks as a dynamic, intelligent, 

emotionally available risk-taker, and probably the only undergraduate who 
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could handle the role of Chas, with its dense, complex text and nuanced, yet 

drastic emotional arc.  

 Casting Gin and Dray was more difficult for me, as none of these young 

actors could possibly read old enough to believably be Dalton’s parents, and 

none of them stood out as exactly right for the characters, as did the actor I 

cast as Chas. Eventually, I chose the actor who played Gin because when, in her 

callback side, she threatened to leave Dray, I believed her. This moment is 

hugely important to Gin’s arc as a character, and I knew that if the actor was 

believable in that moment, then we could certainly work together to find the 

nuanced points leading up to that event. For Dray, though his mannerisms 

screamed intellectual rather than laborer, I cast a student I will refer to as Actor 

F6; of the actors who came out to audition who read straight enough, he was 

the best choice for the role. He made interesting choices in callbacks and was 

clearly a good scene partner, and that was going to be enough to work with. 

 All seemed well and we got through two days of table work before Actor 

F let me know that he was planning on transferring to another university in the 

fall. He realized at that point that he should have told me sooner – an 

understatement to say the least – and I got to work immediately on finding his 

																																																								
6 In this thesis, I use aliases for all undergraduates involved in the production in 
order to protect their privacy. 
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replacement. None of the other actors who came to auditions were suited to 

play Dray, and I racked my brain thinking of any undergrads who did not come 

out, but who might be right for the part. Eventually, I remembered a student 

who was performing in Temple’s spring musical, SPELLING BEE, which 

conflicted with TRESTLE auditions and the first week of table work, who might 

be right for the role, but could not audition because of his conflicts. 

 I reached out to this actor, had him read for the part, saw that he would 

do a great job, and set about trying to convince him to take the role. Another 

musical theater major, this actor was interested in auditioning for SIDESHOW, 

and I certainly did not want to keep him from pursuing his dreams. However, I 

did want to offer him a new opportunity to grow, and he let me know that, 

although he was interested in being able to perform in non-musicals after 

graduation, he had not yet participated in even a single straight play. As a 

junior at the time, he was not going to have too many more opportunities to act 

in a non-musical while still in school, and I encouraged him to consider how 

playing one of five roles in TRESTLE might help him in terms of knowledge, 

experience, and a credit on his resume, once he was out of school. I also 

suggested he think on it for a day or two, speak to some of his professors to 

get their opinions, and get back to me. 
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 I knew that encouraging this actor to check in with his teachers was a 

risk, as SIDESHOW’s director, Brandon McShaffrey, who is also a professor at 

Temple, might want him for his fall production and might imply that holding out 

for a role in the musical was the better option. I worried that Peter, who in 

addition to being Temple Theaters’ Artistic Director is also Head of Musical 

Theater, might say the same thing. However, I did not want the actor to regret 

his decision, should he choose to be a part of TRESTLE, and I did not want 

Brandon and Peter to think that I was trying to poach their student. In putting 

my values into practice, I realized that although it might not work out in my 

favor in this instance, it was important to me to be as transparent as possible 

with everyone involved. In terms of consent in the broader sense, I wanted to 

make sure everyone on my team knew what they were getting into and was 

choosing the process wholeheartedly. 

 Within a few days I was overjoyed to hear from the actor that he wanted 

to accept the role. We rearranged our remaining table work rehearsals to work 

around SPELLING BEE’s run and within a few weeks got everyone on the same 

page; by the time we left for the summer, our cast felt complete. Although it 

was a huge headache at the time, recasting Dray ended up being a wonderful 

shift for our team. The actor who ended up joining us, with the gravitas and 
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physicality of a frustrated former laborer, was far better for the role than Actor 

F could have ever been. 

 In this extended casting process I learned what it is like to put my values 

into practice under pressure, and in full knowledge that I might not get the 

result I am hoping for. I do not know what I would have done had the actor who 

ended up playing Dray decided to hold out for SIDESHOW, but I am confident 

that I would have found comfort in knowing that he made the right decision for 

himself. Though I am sure this actor made the decision on his own, I was 

pleased to learn that both Brandon and Peter highlighted for him that TRESTLE 

would arm him with a host of new skills that he simply could not obtain by 

performing in yet another musical. Whether they were aiming to support the 

actor or me, or both of us, I am grateful. 

 
 

Mentorship 
 

 In late January 2018 Ed informed Noah, myself and his four playwriting 

mentees that he would be leaving Temple at the end of the school year for a 

position at another local university. While I was thrilled for him for this exciting 

opportunity, I was also concerned for what this would mean for the support and 

mentorship I hoped to receive through the staging and production portions of 
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my thesis the upcoming fall. Ed assured me that the Department would hire 

someone to mentor me for the second half of the process, and initially it 

seemed that Bob Hedley might take on the role. Bob was my first choice, next 

to Ed, as he had already successfully mentored me on a previous production 

and knew my areas for growth quite well. Unfortunately, due to some 

disagreements between Bob and Fred about the parameters of the job, about 

which I know very little, Bob did not end up agreeing to take the position. 

 Ed and I began brainstorming potential mentors to pitch to Fred and the 

Department, including one of my then peers in the Playwriting MFA program, 

Anne Marie Cammarato, who was a director and artistic director before she was 

a playwright. Still never having studied with or assisted a female director during 

my two and a half years at Temple, and bearing in mind the feminist nature of 

this particular project, our initial list of four accomplished local directors were all 

women. I sent an email to Fred with those four names on February 21, and soon 

thereafter we had a meeting to discuss how best to move forward with my 

mentorship needs. There were several holdups along the way, but I finally got 

word from Fred on April 10 that the department was hiring Anne Marie as my 

second mentor. I was overjoyed. 



	 74	

 Due to Ed, Anne Marie, and Fred’s work to keep me supported 

throughout my thesis process, what could have been a major road bump for my 

growth ended up offering me increased and more diverse opportunities for 

feedback and guidance. Anne Marie began mentoring me over the summer 

before my staging rehearsals began, and helped me through some of the most 

challenging moments of the rehearsal process in the days leading up to tech. 

Ed, though he left as my primary mentor for this particular project, came back 

to watch my first stumble through of the show in the week before tech, and 

spent an hour going over his highly incisive and actionable notes. And from 

what I can tell, Fred worked hard to move through the department’s 

bureaucracy to ensure that I had appropriate and productive mentorship for me 

entire thesis process. 

 Though this portion of my thesis process has little to do with enacting my 

value system, it does represent a stage of my technical growth as a self-

advocate. While, in the first few months of the second year of graduate school, I 

did not successfully stand up for what I needed, in this instance I was 

respectfully vocal and adamant that the department follow through on the 

implicit promise it made to support me when it accepted me into the program. I 

let myself be honest with Ed, Fred, and Anne Marie about how much I was 
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depending on having a guiding presence around through this last project of 

graduate school. Though a previous iteration of myself might have thought this 

a sign of weakness, at this juncture in my training, I was proud to proclaim that I 

still wanted and needed mentorship, and I count this as significant technical 

growth. From what I can tell, a good director knows what they do not know, 

and looks to those they respect and trust for their thoughts and advice. 

 
 

Rehearsal Process 
 

 In many ways we had two first days of rehearsal, one in April and one in 

August. This was always going to be the case because of the summer break 

built into our rehearsal schedule, but as a result of what I learned about our 

actors’ needs during table work and a training related to those needs that I did 

over the summer, I realized our reunion in August needed to be an even greater 

reorientation to the process than I had initially intended. Moreover, though I did 

not know it at the time, our initial first day included an actor who would soon 

leave the process, and even though the actor who ended up playing Dray 

joined us for the second half of table work in the spring, I never found the 

chance to truly start fresh as a group. And so, I made August 20, our first day of 

staging rehearsals, our second start. 
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 On the first day of our table work rehearsals in the spring, we did some 

introductory team building exercises, I spoke about my vision for the play and 

set some expectations for the rehearsal room, our stage manager talked about 

safety and logistics, and we did our first read through of the play followed by 

some initial discussion. Everything seemed to go smoothly until, during the 

discussion portion of the evening, I noticed that one of the actors was 

distraught. After rehearsal, the actor, who I will now call Actor E, clearly wanted 

space, but they emailed me the next day asking to meet. Though I still did not 

know what had upset them, I was very grateful for the initiative they took to 

communicate with me.  

 At our mid-day meeting, a few hours before our second round of table 

work, Actor E let me know that they had not fully read or understood the play 

when they accepted their role, and when we discussed the play as a team, they 

were triggered by some of the material. They opened up to me about their 

trauma, which was still only a year old, sharing that I was the first adult they had 

told. I immediately let them know that they could leave the process if they 

needed, as I was worried about their emotional health, and did not want them 

to re-traumatize themselves with our work. With notable willfulness, resilience, 

and drive Actor E said they felt even more committed to the project because of 
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their trauma and expressed their desire to engage in the necessary emotional 

processing that they had been avoiding for the last year; they wanted to use 

our work on TRESTLE as an opportunity to heal. While I realize now that I could 

have asked the actor to step down to avoid risking any further harm, my instinct 

at the time was to empower them to make whatever decision they thought was 

best, to encourage them to seek outside support, and to ask that they continue 

communicating with me as much as was possible.  

 Actor E chose to stay on in their role, and I immediately began shifting 

my approach towards the entire rehearsal process. While we engaged in our 

rigorous collective text analysis each day, I paid close attention to how my own 

and everyone else’s language effected one another. How and when did each 

person seem to feel heard? How and when did actors start closing off or 

shutting down? I watched body language during our physical warm ups in a way 

I might not have otherwise, and I set up one-on-one check ins with Actor E, as 

well as with the other four actors, to hear from each of them how this process 

was effecting them. In these one-on-ones, I also chose to open up to Actor E 

about my own trauma. While I regularly try to judiciously share of myself in the 

rehearsal room, with this actor I offered more details and personal insights than 

I usually do. I wanted them to feel understood and less alone, but perhaps more 
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importantly, I wanted them to see that I was willing to be truly vulnerable and 

scared, too. I hoped that if they saw my vulnerability, they would be able to 

trust me as their director. 

 With Actor E’s experience in mind, as we moved towards the end of 

table work rehearsals, I realized that I needed more training specifically related 

to directing potentially triggering material with a cast of young actors who may 

not yet have processed their trauma. Maggie Anderson, Associate Professor of 

Musical Theater and Movement, had brought an organization called Theatrical 

Intimacy Education (TIE) to Temple for a one-day training in late April. I was 

unavailable for the training, but knowing of my interest in creating safe and 

ethical rehearsal rooms, Maggie highly recommended that I pursue a weekend 

training this organization was planning for the summer. TIE’s mission is to 

“empower…artists with the tools to ethically, efficiently, and effectively stage 

intimacy and sexual violence in educational theatre,”7 and though the sexual 

violence in TRESTLE is described rather than explicitly enacted, much of the 

non-traditional intimacy and physical violence in the play could potentially 

trigger Actor E, and I figured this organization could offer me strategies for how 

																																																								
7 “About,” Theatrical Intimacy Education, accessed December 2, 2018, 
https://www.theatricalintimacyed.com/about/. 
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to deal with challenges that might come up during my upcoming staging 

rehearsals. 

 I took TIE’s weekend training in New York City in late May, and it 

transformed the way I thought about creating a safe, consent-based rehearsal 

room, particularly on a college campus. I spent much of the training thinking 

about how to implement TIE’s tools for the remainder of my TRESTLE process, 

and I could only imagine the work serving to shore up both the content of our 

work and the means by which we created our production. Reflecting on my own 

experiences with technical support and the lack thereof in graduate school, I 

clearly recognized that, for me, technical support facilitates higher quality 

artistic growth and output. Thus, it made perfect sense to me to implement 

technical measures of consent and safety for my TRESTLE team to both ensure 

everyone’s physical and emotional security and to allow for us to create the 

most artful production possible.  

 A few of my key takeaways from the training were: I would require our 

entire cast and crew to obtain consent before making physical contact with 

anyone throughout the rehearsal process. This would mirror what Naomi 

Wallace was asking us to consider in her stage direction about characters’ use 

of touch within the play. We would use ‘placeholders,’ which are high fives or 
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another agreed upon moment of physical contact that can stand in for physical 

intimacy or violence, in order to work around potentially triggering material 

whenever necessary or desired (i.e. an actor is not feeling ready, the repetition 

of tech, someone is injured or has a cold and should not engage in that 

physicality, etc.). Our entire team would use desexualized language at all times 

in our rehearsal process, and we would use TIE’s physical boundary 

establishment exercise before staging scenes with violence or intimacy. We 

would also establish a chain of accountability in the rehearsal room, which 

means giving the actors a point of contact in the room to report to, who is not 

me, if they wish to express concern about anything related to our rehearsals 

without the potential conflict of interest involved in reporting to the director. 

This point of contact then reports up an established chain of command. I left 

the training aiming to implement this with TRESTLE as it aligned perfectly with 

my values, even though it is not a policy in place in any Temple classes or 

rehearsal processes. 

 On August 20 our group reconvened on our stunning set, which was 

painted and loaded into Temple’s Randall Theater as promised, and I re-

oriented our group with this additional information about actualizing consent 

and safety. Everyone appeared to be on board, and took to some of the new 
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vocabulary I was using. I also offered the actors the pertinent details of some of 

my other summer work, which included a road trip to Louisville and the real 

trestle bridge at Pope Lick Creek about 30 minutes outside the city (see 

Appendix E), my third round of text analysis and fabling, creating a staging plan 

for each scene to use as a jumping off point, and crafting a day-by-day 

rehearsal plan for our forty-eight hour rehearsal week including time for staging 

violence and costume fittings so that we could be running the show be the end 

of our first week back. In turn, the actors shared with our team some of their 

summer discoveries about the play and their characters, which they had made 

while getting off book (i.e. memorized). I was thrilled to see that Actor E 

seemed to be doing well and was completely energized about the play; we had 

been in touch over the summer, and I knew they had started going to therapy, 

but seeing their new relationship to the text made me hopeful for the weeks to 

come. And with that, we dove into our first off book speak-through of the play. 

 Some of the challenges we would face over the course of the next few 

weeks were apparent right away in our staging rehearsals. While most of the 

actors were entirely off book on August 20, Actor C was not even close to 

being fully memorized. I had asked actors to get off book over the summer so 

that once we were up on our feet, they could really follow their instincts in 
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terms of movement choices, and we could dive far deeper into the nuances of 

the action. While Actor C certainly knew some of their lines, they were very 

shaky on the entire second half of the play, choosing to paraphrase many lines 

when they were not sure of their exact wording. I am a firm believer in being 

word perfect with the text, unless there is a clear reason not to, as the text is 

our first and most direct way into the action, characters, and meaning of the 

play; the words are there for a reason and we have to use them exactly as the 

playwright gives them to us if we are to discover what that reason is. This was a 

struggle for Actor C until close to tech, and I continually reiterated with firm 

compassion that though I understood they had a lot to memorize, they simply 

had to get word perfect.  

 Another major challenge we faced was that three of the five actors were 

musical theater actors who had never performed in straight play before, let 

alone a play as complex as TRESTLE, and though the other two actors were 

slightly more experienced, they were still early in their training. Thus, I spent 

much of the staging process teaching the basics of acting: listening and 

responding to what your scene partner gives you, knowing what your character 

wants and going after that with the language, including the audience physically 

by cheating out while still making physical choices that make sense for your 
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character, and including the audience vocally even in more intimate moments 

between characters. New to theater myself, teaching this material was difficult 

for me, especially as I tried to seamlessly weave it into the staging and detailed 

scene work.  

 In working with all five of my actors, I realized that each one needed 

different language to access both the technical and artistic aspects of our work, 

but it took a lot of trial and error to discover what that language was for each of 

them. Rooted in my training with Ed, I strive to direct with questions so that the 

actors make discoveries for themselves that are authentic and will stick with 

them. When not sticking to questions, I seek to make suggestions of actions 

they might try, literally offering verbs for them to go after as their action at that 

moment. While I used this approach with all of my TRESTLE actors, I needed to 

figure out how to uniquely and effectively communicate my questions and 

suggestions to each of them. 

 Actor D and Actor A knew what to do when I asked them what their 

characters wanted and asked them to go after it. That said, I did need to 

encourage actor D from time to time to make bolder choices, and I often 

worked with Actor A on breaking down their text into specific beats of action 

and then frequently had to them to keep going for that same action until the 
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beat shifted. Actor E took to my style quickly, though I learned it might take 

them a day to integrate the notes and suggestions; they are an incredibly smart 

and cerebral actor, and though they understood their character and the story 

inside out, they often needed a little bit of time to successfully embody 

everything we were discussing. Actor C innately understood what I meant when 

I asked them to go after what their character wanted, but did not know how to 

go after what their identified action was while also listening and responding to 

their scene partner. This translated into a problem of scale. If we realized the 

character was trying to threaten someone for a particular section, Actor C 

would come in at full force right away, even if the other character had not given 

them reason to fully threaten just yet. With Actor C, I learned I needed to 

constantly remind them to listen and to give themself somewhere to go with 

their actions; if they came it an eleven at the start of a beat of action, they could 

not successfully evolve the action towards its necessary shifting point. And 

Actor B struggled at times to scale back the volume of their voice and develop 

nuance with their physical presence, which they would absolutely need to do if 

they wanted to find the full range of their character. After many failed attempts 

at trying to offer verbs that, to me, seemed to be of varying scales, I began 

speaking to Actor B in metaphor, and this did wonders for them. They were 
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able to translate “walk on eggshells” or “make sure your voice does not crack 

open” your scene partner very effectively, when a verb like “test” or 

suggestions to scale back simply were not working. 

 As far as Actor E’s trauma was concerned, staging rehearsals started out 

very well, but grew increasingly challenging as we arrived at the grislier content 

within the story. Applying what I learned in the TIE training, I always gave Actor 

E a heads up about when we would be staging difficult scenes so that they 

could prepare themselves as much as possible, and made sure only the relevant 

actor(s) and one stage manager were present in the room during the first few 

passes at those scenes to make the room feel a bit more private and protected. 

However, these measures certainly did not alleviate the trauma Actor E was 

dealing with. In our continued check-ins, I encouraged Actor E to call their 

therapist from the summer, and offered local resources as I learned of them, 

and we talked about specific aspects of each scene that I might shift to make 

the scenes less triggering, but still clear in terms of storytelling. My main focus, 

though, was trying to create barriers for Actor E between themself and their 

character. I reiterated that Actor E did not need to feel what their character was 

feeling, they simply needed to go after what their character wanted. And when 

they were no longer playing those actions, they could hopefully leave the 
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character behind. Actor E said this was useful in theory, but it was difficult for 

them to figure out how to find that separation for themself in the moment. 

 When Anne Marie and Ed came to watch runs of the show, their primary 

notes were about the dynamic between Actor E and their primary scene 

partner. They both noted that those scenes, and thus the story as a whole were 

unclear and ungrounded because Actor E was neither fully present in their 

language or body during their scenes nor embodying the dynamic between 

their character and their main counterpart. I realized that I had been so worried 

about not traumatizing Actor E that I had lost track of whether the story they 

were telling was as full and clear as it needed to be. With some excellent 

suggestions from Anne Marie and Ed, I re-focused my energy during the last 

week before tech on helping Actor E find their character and the right dynamic 

with their scene partner. At some point I realized that Actor E did well with 

assigned physicality, so I went through each scene and gave Actor E more 

specific blocking, gestures, and qualitative notes on physicality. I also started 

using an animal metaphor with Actor E to help them find the rhythm, energy, 

and movement quality of the character. Finally, I shifted the blocking for one 

particularly challenging scene so that Actor E felt less vulnerable, and the visual 

story of the scene remained intact. In fact, this shift helped land the story even 
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more effectively than before. I also offered Actor E alternative options for their 

blocking within that scene that they could use at any point if they were having a 

hard time with the material in the middle of a run. Between these adjustments, 

and increasing comfort with the production overall, Actor E made massive 

artistic and technical strides with the character, and with each run found the 

character and the dynamic with their scene partner more effectively. 

 I leaned on my values quite heavily throughout the rehearsal process, 

sometimes subconsciously and sometimes quite purposefully, and do not know 

how I would have gotten this play up on its feet without them. That said, I was 

not always successful in enacting these guiding principles, even when I 

consciously set out to do so. Though, on our second first day in August, I 

oriented our actors and stage managers to the consent-based techniques we 

would be using, I failed to stick to all of them. Before our rehearsals with fight 

choreographer Ian Rose, I should have had the actors do physical boundary 

establishment exercises with each other so that they were confident with their 

own boundaries before getting choreography from Ian. In order to make this 

effective, I would have also needed to orient Ian to what we were doing, and 

had him agree to listen to the actors’ boundaries should they say they could not 

be touched in a given location on their bodies. Ian is completely respectful and 
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a wonderful choreographer, but he does not practice asking actors about their 

boundaries before giving choreography, and this would have been a shift for 

him. Due to time constraints and some anxiety about asking Ian, who has also 

been my professor, to adopt this new policy, I did not use TIE’s practices for the 

rehearsals when we staged violence. I was present and saw that the actors were 

a part of the conversation about their choreography, but I failed to fully 

empower them to voice if they had any particular limitations.  

 I also realized too late that although I had created a respectful, consent-

based room with my smaller team, I did not properly initiate our crew, the last 

team members to join the group right before tech. It simply slipped my mind 

that I should have a mini-orientation with our crew, and I did not build in the 

time for this. They did not know that in our community we always ask before 

making physical contact, and an actor was quite violently startled when a crew 

member gruffly tapped them to give them a cue to go on stage. The actor 

dropped their prop out of surprise, and I stopped tech to figure out what had 

happened. Realizing that this crew member acted out of habit and a lack of 

awareness of my policies, I took the time, mid-tech, to teach the crew members 

how they should ask the actors prior to giving them physical cues if they could 

touch them and encouraged them to work together to negotiate the location 
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and quality of the touch so that all parties knew what to expect. A number of 

moments like this happened throughout tech, where crew members engaged in 

behavior that went counter to my consent-based procedures, but it was 

because I had not properly taught them my expectations. I know now that in 

the future, on the first day of tech, I will build in time to make sure the entire 

team gets on the same page about safety and consent, so that we can focus on 

the art. 

 Overall, though, I believe I enacted my values to the best of my ability, 

and tried to make up for my mistakes as I caught them. Moreover, with my 

artistic, political, and personal ethos guiding me, I believe the rehearsal process 

was artistically rich and productive. All of the actors made huge strides in their 

technical and artistic abilities, and by the time we arrived at opening, the story 

felt absolutely clear and alive. Throughout the staging, I felt supported by Anne 

Marie, who attended several runs and rehearsals leading up to tech, and gave 

me pointed, encouraging, and actionable feedback. Though, in hindsight, I 

would certainly make some adjustments to my approach to our rehearsal 

period, I am proud of the work we did as a group and believe both the ‘what’ 

and ‘how’ of my process were firmly and successfully rooted in and driven by 

my values. 
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Programming and Marketing 

 Leading up to the production I directed for Temple Theaters prior to THE 

TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK, I collaborated with the Institute on Disabilities, 

Temple’s Occupational Therapy Department, my creative team, and the Theater 

Department to expand the accessibility options for our audience members. 

Throughout my time at Temple, the department has only offered one night of 

sign language interpretation and the option for ADA seating as its accessibility 

options. Due to my blinding privilege as an able-bodied person, I do not know 

if I would have awoken to the need for increased accessibility options if I had 

not been directing that particular play, which was written to have a character 

with a physical disability. Led by my values, I had focused a huge amount of 

energy ensuring that we hire an actor with a physical disability for the role, so 

that we could accurately discover in rehearsal and represent in production an 

often-silenced narrative. However, once I started thinking about representation 

in this way, I knew we also needed to consider representation in our audiences. 

Who was this story for? Who were we inviting in? And so I built the necessary 

partnerships for us to host an Enhanced Accessibility Night, during which we 

offered sign language interpretation, ADA seating, sensory friendly seating, and 

audio description. 
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 Although the content of TRESTLE did not deal with themes surrounding 

disability, as the previous production did, I still valued welcoming in as broad an 

audience as possible. I believe that theater should be for everyone, and if we 

are not actively making it accessible, then we are sending the message that this 

theater or this production is not meant for certain folks. Thus, from the start of 

TRESTLE’s process, I spoke with Fred about having another Enhanced 

Accessibility Night during the run. Fred was on board, and when we returned in 

the fall, I worked with the department’s new Assistant Director of Marketing, 

Jason Lindner, to facilitate this programming. 

 In terms of programming around the sexual violence in the show, I 

wrapped my brain around this a little late in the game. When I met with Anne 

Marie for the first time in August and discussed some of my concerns for my 

undergraduate actors and crew, she suggested I ask Temple Theaters’ Artistic 

Director, Peter Reynolds, to let faculty members know that TRESTLE includes 

violence, sexual violence, and sexually graphic content that may be triggering. I 

was so busy taking care of my team’s well being that I had let my focus on the 

audiences’ needs slip away. I immediately knew that Anne Marie’s suggestion 

was spot on. Professors often require their students to see all of the main stage 

plays in the season, and both Anne Marie and I believed they should have this 
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content warning in mind when assigning the play. Although this is certainly not 

a policy of the department, Peter obliged. I am immensely grateful for Anne 

Marie’s foresight, as although her suggestion completely aligned with my 

artistic and personal ethos, I do not know if I would have thought to reach out 

to Peter about this on my own. 

 After meeting with Anne Marie, I started thinking about how else I might 

be able to make space for my audience members’ experiences and needs. I 

decided it might be useful for us to have a few talkbacks during the run, in 

which scholars could put some of the productions’ themes into a contemporary 

context and audience members could share their thoughts, feelings, and 

questions as they relate to the play. As I only started this work in the few weeks 

before the start of the semester, I had to scramble to find interested and 

available Temple professors, but managed to secure one medical sociologist 

and one Brecht scholar, each for a separate talkback. Temple Theaters has 

never held talkbacks during my time in the program, so I had no idea if people 

would be interested in attending, but I thought it irresponsible not to offer at 

least a few opportunities for audience members to regroup and process in a 

collective space. Moreover, creating a community-oriented space wherein 
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people can collectively share of their identities also aligns with my production’s 

moral. 

 Jason Lindner was also immensely helpful in advancing my thinking about 

both these talkbacks and further programming I might provide surrounding the 

theme of sexual violence. Prior to working at Temple, Jason worked at a local 

theater company who built a partnership with Women Organized Against Rape 

(WOAR), Philly’s only rape crisis center, to support the theater’s audiences 

during the run of a show that dealt with sexual assault. During our first meeting 

after he started at Temple, Jason offered to connect me to his contacts at 

WOAR to see how they might able to partner with us during TRESTLE. The 

team at WOAR stepped up in a major way, offering to provide tabling 

materials, a speaker at each talkback, and information for us to give the 

audience on how to reach trained volunteer sexual assault counselors, should 

they be triggered and wish to speak to someone immediately. With Jason’s 

help, we were able to seamlessly incorporate all of the pertinent information 

related to this programming into the program, the curtain speech, and in 

printed materials directly outside the theater. 

 Creating this programming ended up being extremely important to me 

in the second half of my thesis process. I articulated in the course of this work 
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that my values demand I consider everyone who might be touched by the 

theater I make. If I am asking my actors and audience members to make 

themselves vulnerable as they experience emotionally taxing work, then I need 

to actively help them engage with and process the material safely. Moreover, if 

I seek to make political theater that aims for broader social change, then my 

work absolutely must expand beyond what happens on stage during the 

production. It is my job to help facilitate a continued conversation between the 

audience and the material in the form of talkbacks, written materials, and many 

other potential engagement opportunities that I was not able to tackle for this 

production.  

 In the future I hope to start thinking about programming far earlier than I 

did for TRESTLE, but I am pleased with what we were able to accomplish with a 

very short turnaround. Based off of our talkbacks – one on a Wednesday night 

small, but mighty, and one on a Saturday, well attended and lively – and the 

continued attention paid to WOAR’s tabling materials, my sense is that the 

audience response to our programming was, on the whole, very positive. The 

success of this programming feels like an even bigger accomplishment because 

the Department did not send out or post online any marketing materials for 

TRESTLE, or even post a listing of its performance dates and times or a link to 
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buy tickets, until after classes started in late August. This was just a few weeks 

prior to opening.  

 After the Department lost its previous Assistant Director of Marketing in 

Spring 2018, they seem to have stopped moving forward with any marketing 

materials for the upcoming season. Unfortunately for my production, we 

opened on September 14 with a preview on September 12, and Jason Lindner 

and I then had to scramble in order to get any and all information out to the 

public. We barely had time to publicize the show, let alone produce any 

marketing surrounding my additional, albeit certainly last minute, programming. 

Nonetheless, due to Anne Marie and Jason’s support, and a personal push I 

made to reach out to professors in other departments about inviting their 

classes to attend, we were able to bring in large houses and audiences were 

able to partake in our talkbacks, Enhanced Accessibility Night, and WOAR 

materials. Moving forward, I intend to advocate for the marketing of my work 

far earlier in my artistic processes, and will make it a priority to get the word out 

potential audience members. 
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Production Evaluation 
 

 The production, in large part, fulfilled my artistic vision for the play, along 

with many of my personal technical goals. Overall, the story felt clear and from 

what I could sense the moral shone through. I believe I mostly managed to 

weave together and enliven the visual storytelling and the physical storytelling, 

as I had set out to do, and much of the period detail felt alive and integrated 

into the action. All of the actors maintained their emotional health throughout 

the run, and all but one actor deepened their character and enriched their part 

of the story as the run progressed.  

 Actor A, who was a delightful person to work with as well as a skillful 

artist throughout the rehearsal process, engaged in some unexpected and 

troubling behavior during the later stages of tech and over the course of the 

run. Early in the process, Actor A told me that they consider themself to be a 

“method actor.” I am not entirely positive what this means for them, as their 

work during rehearsals was completely aligned with my action-based directing 

style. However, once we started running the show with all the technical 

elements, I began hearing complaints that crew members were afraid backstage 

because of Actor A’s seemingly aggressive behavior. I spoke with the actor to 

learn their perspective and they said they prefer to stay in character as much as 
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possible during the course of a given run; it was upsetting Actor A that crew 

members were calling them by their name and interrupting their focus. I 

personally believe that method acting is problematic, as it potentially allows for 

actors to go too far while in character if that action feels “true” to their 

characters in the moment, but I knew I could not change Actor A’s mind over 

the course of our rehearsal period. Trying to respect Actor A’s process, I held a 

meeting with the cast and crew during tech and asked each of them to state 

how they would like to be addressed backstage and when they could be 

interrupted for cues and handing off props. Though I hoped this meeting might 

mitigate any tension backstage, I was wrong. 

 A crew member reported that Actor A had threatening energy during a 

knife hand off before one of their scenes, and because a prop weapon was 

involved, we needed to take further safety measures. Jason Norris, in his role as 

production manager, met with me about this problem and together we 

choreographed the knife hand off in such a way that Actor A did not have to 

make contact with any of the crew members. Though this moment stopped 

being a problem, during the course of the run, I learned from Maggie Anderson 

that crew members had reported up the chain of command their continued 

concern over Actor A’s backstage behavior. To keep themself in character, they 
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would gesture and punch in ways that made crew members concerned for their 

own well-being, and this happened every show. I was very glad the actors and 

crew had utilized our chain of command, and asked Maggie’s advice on what to 

do. She suggested I meet with everyone to practice “de-roling” a TIE technique 

in which everyone who actively takes part in any violence in the production 

spends time after each run with their scene partners verbally separating their 

real life intentions and experiences as actors from the way the scene went for 

their characters. Maggie suggested we do this as a group and invite crew 

members to participate. The day after I learned of the crew members’ 

continued concerns, I required all cast and crew to stay after the house closed 

that night to de-role. The crew chose to just listen, but all actors participated, 

and Actor A addressed the crew when it was their turn. I am not sure how 

effective this exercise was so late in the game, but I hope that the crew at least 

knew that I was aware of and hoping to maintain their safety. 

 In addition to Actor A’s backstage behavior, their work onstage grew 

increasingly inconsistent and their rendering of their character changed 

drastically from what we had landed on by the end of the rehearsal period. I 

attended most of the shows, and noticed that Actor A was getting very slow, 

adding in pauses throughout their monologues and dialogue. Several of the 
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other actors noted this to me as well, concerned that Actor A’s choices were 

changing the tenor and action of their scenes. Aside from disturbing the rhythm 

and pacing of the show, Actor A’s additional pauses qualitatively altered who 

their character was and altered the meaning of their actions. This character 

engages in a host of violent behavior throughout TRESTLE, but is not an 

intentionally violent person. Like the other characters in TRESTLE, this character 

has fallen prey to the violence of the prescribed and received gender and class 

norms that surround them, and in turn becomes violent. They are a haunted 

soul and are desperately trying to keep their demons at bay by talking and 

acting on impulse. We discovered in the rehearsal period, and through some 

very helpful notes from Ed, that the character needed to have the heartbeat of 

a ferret and not a panther. In other words, the character is not thinking before 

acting. Based off of Actor A’s choices in production, the character became a 

brooding one who was thinking before every action, including the violent ones, 

which meant that all of a sudden, they were intentionally hurting others.  

 My sense was that these inconsistencies were due to Actor A’s 

inclinations towards method acting, and I wanted to bring to their attention 

how these inclinations were decreasing the quality and reliability of their work. 

Though directors are not supposed to give notes to actors once a production 
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opens, I chose to meet with Actor A to discuss what I observed in performance; 

Temple is, after all, an educational program, and this felt like an opportunity for 

this actor to grow. The conversation was difficult, at first, and Actor A confirmed 

that they were purposefully making new choices each show to try to “keep the 

story alive.” I let them know that their job as an actor is to find the same story 

anew each night, and directors have to be able to trust their actors to deliver 

what they found together by the end of the rehearsal period. By the end of our 

talk it felt as though Actor A understood what I was saying, but the next few 

times I saw the show, they continued to add in unrehearsed pauses and were, 

overall, inconsistent in their delivery of the story we had found.  

 Actor A’s behavior causing crew members to feel unsafe and their 

inconsistent performances are, for me, the biggest failings of the production. 

These two related shortcomings represent the importance of connecting the 

‘how’ and ‘what’ of my work. In Actor A’s case, I was not able to successfully 

relay the value of listening and responding to every person involved in the 

process so that everyone feels safe – actors and crew members alike. As much 

as I was trying to enact this value, I failed to fully bring it to fruition amongst my 

entire team. And missing the mark in the ‘how’ of creating a safe creative 

process simultaneously negatively affected the art. I hoped to reflect the play’s 
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moral in the way we did the work, and while I was successful at many points, the 

examples with Actor A highlight where I have a lot more work left to do in 

aligning my methods with the content I am creating. 

 Talking with my family about the production after the fact, I came to a 

final realization about my ability to convey a desired takeaway to the audience. 

Although I felt as though the production’s political message about structural 

violence being the root of interpersonal violence, and our need to name it and 

fight it collectively was strong, this was not the experience of a number of 

audience members who shared with me their reactions to the production. 

Several audience members of my mother’s generation, including my mom, my 

aunt, and my uncle, understood the characters to be “sick,” and this sickness to 

be the cause of the violence they inflicted on themselves and others. Knowing 

these people as I do, I realize that they could only see the play through their 

specific lenses, which for my family members happened to be the lens of mental 

illness. While I know I cannot control the perspective each audience member 

brings with them to the production, it was disappointing for me that my work 

could not break through my family’s limited point of view. Perhaps there were 

things I could have done differently, to make my story and moral clearer, 

though I am not sure at this juncture exactly what those things would be. In the 
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future, I may invite trusted test audience members who are not familiar with the 

play to see a run or two prior to previews to see how my work lands on them 

with time to make adjustments. I realize that my extensive relationship with the 

text and production may sometimes make it difficult for me to see how some 

portions of my work may be unclear to the uninitiated. It may also be true that 

my family’s experience of the production was completely valid, and I need to 

learn to make peace with the fact that I can only control so much. 
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CHAPTER 4 
LOOKING AHEAD: MY PERSONAL TAKEAWAYS FROM TRESTLE  

AND TEMPLE’S DIRECTING MFA PROGRAM 
 
 
 When I began Temple’s MFA program in theater directing I had 

practically no idea what being a director entails, and certainly could not have 

successfully directed a play as challenging as Naomi Wallace’s THE TRESTLE AT 

POPE LICK CREEK. Upon completing these last three years, and especially after 

directing TRESTLE, I am confident that I at least understand many facets of a 

director’s role, even if I am not yet able to elegantly achieve all of them. And 

while I am thrilled about my technical and artistic growth, some of my most 

significant takeaways from these last three years have far more to do with 

honing my overall artistic vision than the specifics of directing any singular piece 

of theater.  

 Throughout the program, but specifically during the process of 

proposing and directing TRESTLE, I learned that the value I hold most dear is 

my willingness and ability to align both content and form in the creation of a 

theatrical endeavor. TRESTLE was my greatest opportunity while at Temple to 

put my principles into action, and I quickly learned that this had to happen in 

both how I approached the work as well as in the content of the work itself. 

Though in TRESTLE’s process I was not always successful in my efforts, I learned 



	 104	

I am unwilling to preach the gospel of political impact and social change, if I am 

not also doing the work of implementing practices of equity, and even 

revolution, in every stage of bringing the production to fruition.  

 While at Temple, and during the creation of TRESTLE, I was fortunate to 

experience a lot of support from mentors, peers, and undergraduates, and 

sometimes from the department as a whole. There were also many moments 

when the department was either unable or chose not to offer the resources, 

training, or emotional backing that I assumed would be part of this graduate 

program. From those instances, I have learned that I care deeply whether the 

value system that governs an institution matches with my own, and this value 

system inherently has to include both principle and practice.  

 I realize that in the future, I may find myself working with people or an 

organization that root themselves in principles that differ from mine, but upon 

completing this MFA program, I now have a greater sense of how I might 

traverse those scenarios. Should an institution not actively promote the ideals I 

hold dear, but welcome me to activate those principles in my rehearsal room, I 

would take the opportunity to build the community I want to see in the spaces 

within my purview. This is what I did at Temple upon my return after my leave of 

absence, and while I could not address broader cultural standards within the 
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Department, I was able to make largely successful shifts within the spheres of 

my productions. For example, in its season planning year after year and in its 

failure to offer me the opportunity to study with or assist any female directors, 

outside of Anne Marie at the very end of my training, I have not experienced 

the Department as an institution that promotes a feminist agenda. However, I 

took the initiative to ground my work on TRESTLE in my values as a feminist, 

recruiting the necessary staff, faculty, designers, mentors, and undergraduates 

along the way to make the work a reality. I cannot control whether the 

Department takes up my values as its own, but I can certainly work to get 

individual players excited enough about my vision to help me bring it to life 

within my sphere.  

 Should I encounter individuals or organizations whose principles stand in 

direct opposition to my own, I hope to have the fortitude and confidence to 

find or create work for myself elsewhere. Working on TRESTLE taught me the 

values around which I am unwilling to budge. While I can certainly see myself 

working on plays that I do not connect to as deeply as I did to TRESTLE, and I 

can imagine accepting work with institutions that take a neutral stance on some 

of my guiding principles, should the play or organization either engender or 

mindlessly allow for a culture of violence and oppression, I would far rather walk 
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away from the project than create work behind which I cannot ethically stand. 

That said, I learned through the process of TRESTLE, that I am drawn to the 

comprehensive vision and planning aspects of artistic direction, and I may one 

day pursue that path in order to enact my values in a consistent and holistic 

way. 

 As I reflect on my experience at Temple overall, and specifically on the 

process of directing and programming around TRESTLE, I feel ready to go out 

into the world armed solidly with burgeoning technique, fully formed guiding 

ideals, and a vision for how I hope to work. I am grateful for the mentorship and 

countless opportunities for growth that this graduate program provided, and I 

am eager to continue my evolution as a person and artist, holding close the 

lessons I learned over the last three years. 
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APPENDIX A 
EARLIEST FABLE – LATE FEBRUARY 

 
 

THE TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK  
 By Naomi Wallace 

 
In the middle of the Great Depression in small town America, the recent past, 
present, and future are hopelessly bleak for the young and grown alike, and the 
line between the living and dead blurs. Months before the ghost of eighteen-
year-old Pace Creagan besieges sixteen- year-old Dalton Chance in his jail cell, 
the teens are just becoming pals, and Pace tempts him to run the train with her 
across the trestle at Pope Lick Creek. The track of the present runs parallel to 
that of the past, as Chas the jailer unsuccessfully tries to engage with 
unresponsive Dalton now, while months prior, the boy’s mother, Gin, nudges 
him to continue moving forward with life, unlike his depressed, layed off father 
Dray. While everyone is alive, attraction grows between the youngsters, despite 
Dalton’s attempts to fight it, but for Chas, whose teenage son Brett is long-
dead from an accident running the train, the only way to love is to imbue jailed 
Dalton with the love he cannot give his son. During their only living encounter, 
Pace humiliates Gin for accusing her of sexually entraping Dalton, but in truth, 
Dalton yearns for Pace to touch him and she attempts to set him apart - even 
from her old love Brett - on her terms, and with her eyes alone. Gin, failing to 
reignite Dray’s appetite to fight, watches him violently quake at the edge of his 
frustrated drive, and jailed Dalton fiercely warns his mother to respect that Pace 
made him desperate for more. Pace battles Dalton over his expectations for 
their relationship, and Dalton eventually opens himself to a non-traditional 
intimacy with her in command, but in her first haunting after dying, Pace 
triggers Gin to incriminate Dalton on her behalf, accusing him of taking from 
her what she did not consent to give. Too scared to do it himself, Chas tries to 
provoke Dalton into killing him for the sins he committed against his son, and 
Dray seeks Gin's permission to die by suicide, but she refuses to enable his self-
destruction any more. After leading him to undefined sexual territory, Dalton 
beseeches Pace to give him back his complacency and she leaves him behind, 
deciding to run the train alone. [In prison, Dalton tries to soothe his father’s 
suffering, but it is not enough, but Pace’s ghost and Dalton, share a moment of 
non-physical play that fulfills them both.] Dalton and Chas bear witness to the 
violence the other inflicted on Pace and Brett respectively, and in so doing 
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release each other into the future, even as the past and present collide and 
Pace entreats Dalton to bear witness to her death. Gin quashes Dray's appeal 
for her to end his life, and he follows her towards joining the communist party, 
taking a step towards controlling his life, no matter the outcome of the future. 
In both the past and the present, without ever making physical contact, Pace 
transports Dalton to a new reality, where they are something altogether 
different, together. 
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APPENDIX B 
MID-POINT TRESTLE FABLE – MID-MARCH 

 
 

The Trestle at Pope Lick Creek by Naomi Wallace  
A Fable 

 
In the darkness of the Great Depression in small town America, the [6/6 - the 
violence of the] past thunders raucously alongside the present, haunting each 
moment for the living. The ghost of seventeen year-old Pace Creagan agitates 
fifteen year-old Dalton Chance as he cowers in his jail cell, taking the blame for 
her death. Roaring back to the start of it all, Dalton enlists in a very much alive 
Pace’s plan to take their youthful ambition into their own hands by preparing to 
run the train together at the trestle at Pope Lick Creek. In jail, Dalton 
emotionally barricades himself against Chas the jailer’s attempts to engage with 
him, but in the early days of Pace, he unsuccessfully pleads with his mother Gin 
for truth about his limited future, meeting a motherly evasion and a silently 
imploding example of a father that drives him to follow Pace’s lead into 
increasingly risky and sexually-charged territory. Vibrating in his present 
paralysis, Dalton conforms as Chas conjures his dead son Brett in Dalton’s form, 
even as living Pace forcefully repudiates Gin and Dalton’s assumptions about 
her “feminine” identity and interests. When Dalton uncovers Pace’s obsession 
with her role in her former boyfriend’s death on the tracks he warily accepts 
non-physical sexual engagement on her terms, while Gin still hopes to adhere 
to the prescribed gender roles she has always known, but finds her husband 
Dray violently quaking at the edge of his frustrated drive. With Pace both dead 
and with her alive, Dalton threateningly battles with her demands that they 
sacrifice what they have been taught to expect out of life and each other to 
manifest desires that they can both control, but everything unravels and Pace’s 
ghost triggers Gin to incriminate Dalton on her behalf for sexualizing her dead 
body without her consent. [Intermission] Movement forward in the present 
becomes possible as Dalton rejects Chas’ attempt to incite him to further 
violence and as Gin refuses to continue enabling Dray’s cowardly self-
destruction. Back under the trestle, after a destabilizing non-traditional sexual 
encounter, Dalton spurns Pace’s solutions for their mutual desires and she 
chooses to run the train alone. In jail, Dalton forgives his father’s inertia, though 
Dray continues to desperately stall, and Dalton learns from Pace’s ghost how to 
be at peace right here and now. Chas’ confession of his sins against Brett allows 
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Dalton to re-live the true violence he did to Pace in trampling on her agency 
right before and after she died, and this sets Dalton free. Dray tries to impel Gin 
to end his life, but instead she offers him one last chance to follow her lead 
towards an alternative path, and he follows. In an elevated convergence of the 
past and the present, Dalton welcomes Pace inside of him, transporting both of 
them to an entirely new place.  
 

Moral: When our world fails to offer us opportunity because of gender or class-
based social restrictions, violence frequently results. The hope for redemption 
from that violence is creating a way to transcend the prescribed and received 
parameters of American gender and class.  
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APPENDIX C 
TRESTLE COLOR STUDY 

Courtesy of Fred Duer 
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APPENDIX D 
CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS FOR CASTING 

 
 

 
3/26/18 

For each character, what qualities do they need to possess: 
 
PACE - Pace IS life-force, burning bright, but also willing to risk burning herself 
up in the process. She is grounded insofar as she is assured, embodied, 
protective of herself, and smart as hell, but she has a major flighty streak in her 
willingness to take major risks, the constant haunting of what she did to Brett, 
and in her desire to test everyone else’s limits at all times. She is sexually 
curious and very embodied and athletic. She questions everything received, and 
is looking for a partner in crime in this endeavor. There is a gentle, loving, 
needing streak that runs through Pace, and she needs Dalton to achieve her 
ambition - because her ambition is about building a new reality of equality, 
which inherently involves other people.  
 
[She has every reason to be cynical about the world, but instead she puts her 
ambition into what she can control - her relationship with Dalton (and what 
running the train with him would symbolize for her). Through this relationship - 
as manifested in running the train together and exploring sexuality together - 
she aims for a fulfillment the world wants to deny her because of her gender 
and class.] 
 
Pace is NOT conventionally beautiful. But she can be attractive in an athletic, 
spry, tomboy, loud way. 
 

DALTON - Dalton is an eager follower, is not naturally a leader at all, and until 
he met Pace, he would have been willing to accept the cards life dealt him no 
matter what. Before Pace, he was satisfied. He has an ignorant, entitled streak 
in him that Pace battles hard. He is mostly loving, gentle, a very good boy, and 
a bit puny, though there is a violence that bubbles up in him when he reaches 
his breaking point. He is not particularly good looking, but he is quite typical, 
except that there is a tiny spark that wants more that Pace lights in him. By the 
end, he is someone who takes responsibility for creating the reality and 
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relationships he wants to have. He becomes the person Pace saw in him, one 
who takes it upon himself to make something more - a utopia. 
 

GIN - Gin is very grounded at the start of the show. She believes in the received 
gender roles, and tries to hold on to them for as long as she can. She has a 
playful streak, and is sexually charged, though at the top of the show very 
sexually frustrated because Dray continues to deny her. She is someone who 
finds a strength in herself she did not know she had, and makes demands on 
her husband she never thought she would make. She becomes a trailblazer, and 
shows her husband how to follow her lead, but will not hold herself back from 
trying to find a new, more fulfilled life because of him.  
 
She has to seem motherly. Older than Pace and Dalton. Notably much more 
traditional in appearance than Pace. 
 
DRAY - Dray was a metal worker for 19 years. His body is that of a laborer who 
has now been long out of work. He is, for most of the show, on the verge of 
breaking. He is stuck, repressed, and has a violence, which stems from a loss of 
self-worth, running right under the surface. He loves his family desperately and 
believes he is letting them down. He feels trapped and does not know how to 
do better for himself or his family. He has bought into the received American 
gender and class norms and expectations, and does not know how to think 
differently. He is law-abiding at every turn, and is afraid of doing anything 
against the government. There was once a playful streak in him though he has 
always been practical to a fault. He is a sexual being, though he does not allow 
himself to engage in touching or being touched anymore because he cannot 
handle feeling out of control. He fears feeling anything right now might lead 
him to violently rage. He is afraid of his own feelings. 
 

CHAS - Chas is tormented by the demons of what he did to his son and he is 
fending off those demons at every turn, until he must deal with them. Chas is 
playful out of a desperate need to change. He wants to redeem himself for 
what he did to Brett, but does not know how. A self-hating streak, which can 
easily spill into violent rage, is close to the surface with him. He has a big heart 
and wants to love/connect, but his guilt ravages his soul. There is a burning 
drive to Chas. He wants to get to the bottom of what he did, even if he does 
not have the words for it at the start of his show. There is a flighty, churning, 
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burning quality with him. He is not a sexual creature, though he can certainly go 
into the realm of the crude. Even though there is an openness to him, sadness 
runs through everything he does. 
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APPENDIX E 
PHOTOS AT THE REAL TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK 
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APPENDIX E 
PHOTOS AT THE REAL TRESTLE AT POPE LICK CREEK 
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