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 I took my hat off for this. In other words: this is a big freaking deal to 
me. I’m still a little stunned at the invitation to speak to you today. I think this 
feeling is what it was like the first time, as I watched Sportscenter in my living 
room, that Casey Leach’s head popped onto my rather large television screen, 
telling me about student housing options and grinning as he told me how I 
could get “that personal touch.” Like that moment, this one is a bit 
bewildering. 
 
 I’ve gotten to know pretty much all of you as your classmate, your TA, 
your instructor, your dramaturg, or as an audience member admiring your 
work. I’ve gossiped with Abby Langstead, and known the profound joy that 
comes with eating ribs smoked expertly by Paul Anton for an entire afternoon. 
Those ribs. Oof.  
 
 Whether I knew you passing or you were a fixture in my office hours, I 
want you to know how much I appreciate this invitation. I take the privilege 
seriously. I’ve watched mentors and brilliant colleagues of mine, Geroge 
McConnell and Aaron Thomas and Jeff Paden and others, give amazing 
speeches here. I’m gonna do my darndest to be quick and not to screw this up. 
Let’s get started.  
 
 Most of us got here four years ago. The world seemed, in big and small 
ways, like a very different place then. The sovereign governments of Libya and 
the Ukraine were relatively stable. So were the behaviors of Kanye West and 
Amanda Bynes. The FSU football program was mired in the final months of 
“the lost decade” and Jimbo Fisher was a totally unproven head coach. A 
national championship was a pipe dream. Yeti was a name for a mythical 
Himalayan monster, not an iPhone app that no faculty member in his or her 
right mind should ever download. I’m serious. Don’t do it. It cannot be unseen. 
 
 One of the perks of the PhD program here is that before I got to teach 
many of you, we were students together in theatre studies courses. Dr. Beth 
Osborne taught us how theatre had fit into American history and how to 
search out new artists and companies that were making it feel fresh today. Dr. 
Mary Karen Dahl lovingly but persistently challenged our writing and our 
thinking about dramatic structures and conventions. We studied with Dr. Kris 
Salata, Dr. Daniel Sack, and George (sorry, George slash Shamus, I know you 
have a PHD from a very snazzy school, but Dr. McConnell is just weird. You 
are George. And we love you) They exposed us to new ways of working, new 
canons of theater history, and new modes of performance that lived miles 
beyond the Method and far outside the proscenium arch. But I think what I’ll 
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remember most from those classes is the performances they produced. I 
remember Joey Newfield unleashing his versions of Andy Kaufman pieces at 
unsuspecting open mics across town and filming the results for the Live Art 
class. I remember Jiana Estes pulverizing a toaster with a golf club as a loving 
tribute to Sam Shepard’s True West in World Theater History II.  
 
  I write about contemporary performance. Doing this in Tallahassee is 
really only possible because you all make such interesting performance happen 
here. Thank you for sharing your work and for shaping my own. Your talent 
and energy are infectious and intoxicating to us older folks. You sing like angels 
and you sometimes dance like you might be possessed. You’ve cut your teeth 
on Chekhov, Shakespeare, Mamet, Nottage, and Wertenbaker. You’ve 
designed, built, and marketed productions of impressive scale and 
craftsmanship. In the classroom and in the subscriber season, you’ve teamed up 
with faculty members and graduate student directors alike on work that is smart 
and polished, laying down a springboard for your professional careers. 
 
 You’ve embraced the focus this university places on research, 
experimenting through performance and finding new laboratories for your 
work. Wade Howard wrote a play for his living room and his backyard. Darius 
Rivera and his directors decided that the perfect home for their clever, campy, 
and heartfelt examination of masculinity and sexuality was the men’s bathroom 
on the third floor of this building. Alex Hovi showed us how gathering in the 
feezing cold on the top floor of a parking garage late at night for an epic dance-
off could facilitate a new kind of audience energy and create a tense but playful 
feedback loop between performers and spectators. I’m Team Alex, by the way.  
 
 The art galleries and disused spaces of Railroad Square have become 
your personal playgrounds, hosting surprising new works by Josh Inocencio 
and many, many, many others on a seemingly weekly basis. Natalie Rankin 
experiments with the documentary form to think through current events, 
politics, and aesthetics. Heck, Miles Postlewait literally flies the trapeze in his 
spare time. Don’t lose your expansive understandings of what performance can 
be and your bravery in making new modes of performance happen in new 
places. 
 
 If you leave here for work in the American commercial and institutional 
theatres, that is cool. The faculty has given you the technique, and the warm 
arms of the FSU Mafia in New York, LA, and elsewhere wait to welcome 
you.  If you leave here to try to find other ways of performing, creating, and 
devising, that is also cool. The faculty has given you the toolkit. Temporary 
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Distortion, an insanely innovative and internationally-renowned ensemble that 
melds theater, visual art, and film was founded by an SOT grad who sat here 
for his mug and hug not long ago. And if you leave here to escape the theater 
entirely or to try something else, that is also cool. The faculty has given you 
means for criticial writing and critical thinking that will serve you anywhere. 
 
 This part is important. None of these options are better or worse than 
the others. BAs and BFAs alike, you must try to leave some of your broad 
classifications and value judgments behind. The field and the world are lucky to 
have you no matter which path you choose. Many of you will find yourself 
switching between them in the decades to come. I got my BA just eight years 
ago. If someone had told me then that I’d find myself back in school twice, I’d 
have rolled my eyes at them. If someone had told me that production 
dramaturgy would bring me the deep artistic fulfillment that my tries at 
performing and directing once had, I would have laughed. But what I could 
never have accepted then was that teaching you all would be the greatest 
pleasure and privilege of my career and of my life. That I’d toss and turn in bed 
the nights before Play Analysis or Dramaturgy met, too excited to hear what 
my FSU students had found in a new play to sleep. That what you would share 
with each other and with me would change the ways I saw the theater and 
myself. 
 
 When you leave here, keep the work and the energy of the classroom in 
your lives. Force yourselves to keep reading, writing, and creating new work no 
matter where you end up. The outside world frequently won’t offer time, space, 
or money for this. You’ll often need to make it happen on your own. Just as 
you’ll take physical and vocal warmups and exercises from your performance 
classes out into the field, find ways to keep to using critical writing to spur 
thinking, critical reading to inform your practice, and critical practice to enter 
conversations with your communities and your field.   Don’t become a 
performer who’s been living and auditioning in New York for five years but 
hasn’t been to a show in ten months. Don’t become a playwright who 
complains about the state of the American theater, but doesn’t read the Pulitzer 
finalists or the Humana Festival anthologies every year. When, someday, you 
find yourself with enough money and time off to plan vacations, think about 
reuniting with your classmates and heading to Under the Radar or Edinburgh 
Fringe instead of hitting the beach.   
 
 In my Play Analysis classes, we read Anne Washburn’s Mr. Burns: A Post-
Electric Play together. The first act takes places after a nuclear apocalypse. A 
group of survivors, forced into isolation in the woods by the radiation in cities, 



 Forum Speech 2016 

 4 

sit around a campfire and try to recall a favorite episode of The Simpsons. They 
start to act it out, to make theater. When another survivor approaches the 
group, after they disarm him, they all take out notebooks and begin to recite 
names to one another. Slowly, the purpose of this reading and writing ritual 
becomes clear. Each person is listing the other survivors they have encountered 
on their journeys and inquiring about their own loved ones. Until I shared the 
play with my students, this scene always seemed quite strange to me. 
 
 Three days before my classes met this fall to talk about the play, a 
gunman entered Strozier Library and shot three FSU students. Some of you 
here were in the library that night. As law enforcement moved hundreds of 
students into the Bellamy building and kept them there in classrooms for hours 
as they secured the scene and began to investigate, some of the students 
devised a remarkable convention for telling the outside world that they were 
safe. Groups of students in some of the classrooms wrote their names and the 
names of those they had seen were ok on the dry erase boards. They then took 
pictures of the boards and posted them to social media, disseminating 
hundreds of names in just minutes. As my Play Analysis students and I grieved 
and read the play that weekend, the resonance between the disaster response in 
the play and the high-tech response of FSU students touched us.  
 
(Sean grabs his phone) 
 
 These things are amazing. The nearest cell phone tower is a couple of 
miles away on Capital Circle. The satellites it connects to are 250 miles straight 
up into the sky. When I got to college, when many of us didn’t have cellphones 
yet and we couldn’t text each other, meeting up for dinner or a show often 
meant waiting desperately around our landline dorm phones for hours for our 
friends to call. Use all of this technology. Use it to keep in touch with each 
other and to keep your classmates up to speed on where you are and what 
you’re doing. Use it to keep us in the loop here in Tallahassee. Email the faculty 
to ask about their work and share your own. Tweet me and send me Facebook 
messages asking what new plays I think are interesting. I’ll often send you a text 
or a snap, asking what you’ve seen in the cities where you live and what trends 
you are noticing, as I’ve done with the graduates before you. 
 
 But if I get to burn only one thing into your minds today, it is this 
terrible cliché. In my Google searches so far, I’ve only found a few parenting 
bloggers who trotted out this cringeworthy phrase. This might mean I’m on to 
something, or it might mean that it is too cheezy to type, let alone utter. But 
here we go: 
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Don’t confuse the app Facetime for face time.  
 
 Graduates, look at each other. Take a minute. If you feel like it, take the 
hand of someone near you. You will never be this close to each other again. I 
don’t mean that metaphorically or emotionally. I mean it literally, spatially, 
geographically. Staying close, literally close, to these people who have meant so 
much to you for the past three or four years is going to be a royal pain. It can’t 
be done on Instagram alone. It will take huge sacrifices of time and effort. It is 
worth it. You will cherish the friends you stay close to and miss the ones you 
let slip away. I’m only 30, but the older I get, the more essential I find the 
perspective of people who cared about me when I was 19, running around 
telling everyone I knew that Chekhov sucked. Imagine what the people sitting 
next to you could help you see when you are 30. And 40. And 50. And 60. 
 
 Take your mug and your hug and enjoy. You will be sorely, sorely, sorely 
missed.  
 
 I want to leave you with advice from our greatest living philosopher, the 
wise sage Casey Leach. Go out there and give it  
 
 That personal touch. 
 
 We’ll miss you. Thank you.  
 


