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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the two hundred TheaterMakers who have 

appeared on my podcast over the past five years. You’ve taught me so 
much, and inspired me even more.

Thank you for your generosity in giving me and my listeners your 

wisdom and even more importantly, the most valuable resource of all . . 

. your time.
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Note from Author

About the timing of this book . . .

This book wasn’t even my idea. It was one of the very first Mentors I 
interviewed back in 2015 who suggested it (I told you they gave great 

advice!). “You’re going to turn this into a book of some kind someday,” 
he said.

That someday turned out to be in 2019. It took us some time to edit the 

interviews, format the book, get permission of all those mentors, and so 

on.

It’s ok, I thought. We’ll publish by Q4 in 2020.

And then, you know that Covid thing happened.

I thought about pressing the pause button, like I did on all my shows that 

were about to open.

But then, one dark day in April, when NYC was approaching the apex 

of its curve, a week after my father passed, I found myself needing some 

advice.

And with my dad gone, I picked up the draft of this book. I opened it to 

a random page.

And, well . . . here we are, in Q4 of 2020, and you’re reading the book.
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The advice in this book is timeless. It will help TheaterMakers and Non 

TheaterMakers, during a pandemic and post pandemic.

Because it helps me everyday.

Enjoy.

Ken Davenport

11/19/20
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Introduction

I didn’t even listen to podcasts when I decided to start one.

But, like my blog that I had started ten years prior, I knew that the 

platform could assist me in my mission, to help TheaterMakers and future 

TheaterMakers all over the world, understand more of what it takes to 

make it on Broadway, so they’d have a better shot on their own. (For 
more about my specific mission, visit www.TheProducersPerspective.

com/5000By2025)

So I started one.

And judging from the emails I got after my first podcast hit the 
e-waves, it worked. It gave people all over the globe an insight into the 

world that I’m lucky enough to work in every single day.

What I didn’t expect was how much it helped me!

See, I had been working in the business for twenty-five years 
and thought I understood it. But shortly after I started talking to the 

Superpowers in this book, I realized that the only way to really under-

stand anything is to shut up and listen to other people’s perspective for a 
while. And doing that, has been one of the most profound experiences of 

my life, not to mention my career.

I never had a mentor while I was coming up. And now I had 50.
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Over all these interviews, I’ve learned why choreographers should 
be brought into the writing of a musical before any writing is done! I’ve 
learned why costumes need to cost so damn much. I’ve learned that one 
of the most commonly used phrases from super successful people at the 

beginning of their career was “I didn’t know what the @#$ I was doing.”

Because so many truth bombs have been dropped into my micro-

phone, I’ve become obsessed with getting the wisdom of my guests to 
as many people as possible. Because I know the words of these Mentors 

will inspire others to create, fail, get back up, fail again, succeed, and 

frankly, just be effin’ happy.

And since there are plenty of people who don’t listen to podcasts and 
never will (my late Dad was one of them), I had to find another way.

Enter this book that you’re reading.

Inspired by a similar work by Tim Ferris, I took the podcasts of 50 

of my guests, and pulled out some key thoughts and takeaways, and 

aggregated them for you here. Each entry can be read in a few minutes. 

I’d call it bathroom reading, but I don’t think some of my guests would 
appreciate that. I like to think of it as what-you-should-do-instead-of-

scroll-through-social-media reading.

Read one at a time. Read it all in one sitting. Read a random entry 

when you need to be inspired to keep going. Read it however you’d like.

And I hope the words of these mentors help you.

Because now, YOU have 50.
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Rick Miramontez
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On what makes a great producer:

There are two attributes that I look for. One – and this is a basic – is 

good taste. Somebody with good taste, by which I mean they are pas-

sionate about the theater, about making good shows happen, and about 

Broadway. They know how to deliver something with class and some-

thing that’s worth a $150 ticket. Secondly, the really great producers are 
the ones who are the most collaborative, who you really have a relation-

ship with. They listen to you and they take your opinion to heart.

On the impact of a Tony on ticket buyers:

Nowadays the imprimatur of a Tony for Best Musical or best play is 

truly, more than ever, the good housekeeping seal of approval. It’s a mar-
keting shorthand. If somebody comes into town, they go to the theater 

in a more limited way than they used to (obviously that has to do with 

the cost of tickets) and they need to see the show, instead of a moment 

in time when they might have gone to four of five shows a year. It’s not 
as casual a decision. Nowadays the Tony Award, as I’m discovering with 
the winner of last year, means more than it ever has.

On not sweating it over the New York Times review:

There is this idea that it is make or break with a New York Times rave, 

but I don’t think the Times can make or break a show anymore. I think 

it can be helpful and for all kinds of reasons, but mostly opaque, not at 

the box office. I wouldn’t say it’s the most important ingredient in the 
selling of a show.
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On spinning gold from straw:

One thing I learned from Spider-Man – which is a very practical and 

powerful PR lesson – is that you should take the most negative aspect of 

what your project is and turn that into your shiniest object.

On working on competing shows:

You know, it’s funny, the adventure of last year (2014), where we were 
literally involved with all four best musical nominees. It was really inter-

esting, because it taught me two things (not that I don’t behave that way 
anyway, but there were two factors at play that were required because of 

the unique circumstances).

Number one, campaign on your positives. Do not try to tear down 

the competition. We’ve all been involved in campaigns where the con-

verse was the case. It’s a much better approach, a much more powerful 
approach.

Number two, what this is all about is a much bigger assignment than 

any one show. It’s about making the Broadway experience more excit-
ing. Not that I’m not fiercely competitive, just focusing single-mindedly 
on any one show, but the Broadway assignment is the idea that theater-

going, seeing any one of these 50 shows that are on at given time, is the 

ultimate good that I can provide my industry with. That became very 

apparent then. It almost made the one show competing against the other 

puny. Then you’re just dealing with personalities and managing person-

alities. It felt very high school in a way, which I love. I do tell nervous 

nominees, “Don’t sweat it. This is like running for class president in high 
school.”
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Charlotte St. Martin



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

10

On the primary function of The Broadway League:

The League was formed to provide labor negotiations for multi-employ-

ers, but we’ve done a lot more than that since. We brand Broadway, 
we work on audience development, like Kids Night on Broadway or 

Broadway Week. But to me, probably one of the most important things 

we do is we create a place where a disparate group of people, à la the 

farmers and the cow hands, or the producers and the theater owners, can 

get together, discuss differing points of view, and then come to some 

kind of consensus about what needs to be done. They can walk out our 

door, shake hands, and move on.

On what she credits the “Broadway Boom” to:

We weathered the 2007, ’08, ’09 recessions better than almost any other 
industry because we continue to diversify our audience. If you look at 

what’s showing on Broadway, there is something for virtually every age 
group and every interest level. When I came to Broadway, there were 

three kinds of shows, and then Disney. There was the serious play, the 

comedic play, and the big musical, and then you had Disney’s Beauty 

and the Beast and The Lion King. Today, there’s stuff for teens and 
tweens and 20-somethings and 30-somethings. Yes, there are going to 

be big, popular musicals where everybody knows the brand, and when 

somebody doesn’t know what to see, they’ll go to see that. But once you 
have one great experience on Broadway, then you want to explore and 

go a little bit deeper. I think that’s what’s happening.

On the characteristics of a great producer:

I heard a saying, many, many years ago, about sales people. It was, 

“Nothing happens until somebody sells something,” and I really have 
adapted that for producers. Nothing happens until somebody produces 
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something. And the producer is the jack of all trades. Some of them are 

more creative, some of them are more business-minded, but at the end 

of the day, the best producers are those who are actively involved in 

all of those things, whether they’re personally making the decisions or 
finding the people who are good at making a decision in that given area. 
There are certainly some that are very wealthy who go and hire great 

executive producers, and we need those, but I know those that become 

successful over the long run have continued to develop that multi-talent 

and multi-interest component to their productions. Enthusiasm is one of 

the things that is very healthy for a producer. I have never met a producer 

who didn’t believe that their show was going to be one of the five that 
recoups its investment.

On the theater industry’s biggest challenge:

You get on an elevator; people don’t even look at each other––they’re 
so busy looking at their iPhones. One of the most important things the 

League can do is to continually work on audience development and 

audience engagement with our young people. We’ve got to get them 
interested before they think the only form of entertainment comes from 

something that you plug in and charge.

What she wishes she could do:

I’d wish to get all of the people that work on Broadway and for Broadway, 
and that would include our colleagues in the unions, into a room, and 

get them to understand what the obstacles are for helping Broadway 

do even better. If that happened, we would have different pricing on 

Broadway, we would have different union contracts, we would have 

more profit-sharing when something was a big hit, and we would have 
profit-taking at a lower level when it isn’t a big hit. And I think everyone 
would do better if we could do that.
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Nina Lannan
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On the changing nature of general management:

So much more is being done now with marketing and dynamic tick-

et-pricing. None of that occurred two or three decades ago. I find that a 
general manager’s job is taken up more and more with different meet-
ings on marketing, on dealing with social media, on how we’re going to 
price a show, or reviewing what’s actually happening with ticket sales. 
We have so much more data in these areas than we had previously, and 

it requires maintenance and review. It’s no good to produce data and not 
look at it.

In the old days, let’s say in the ‘80s and into the early ‘90s, the gen-

eral manager was much more involved with designers and technical 

personnel in the development of a show. A lot of the design and techni-

cal processes are now being left to the production managers of a show. 

I even had Natasha Katz, the award-winning lighting designer, ask me 

last year, “Nina, why don’t we see general managers in more of our 
production meetings?” My answer? Because we’re busy in these other 
meetings.

On not being a victim:

There was a wonderful production supervisor, Peter Feller, who always 

said, “Don’t be a victim.” That’s stuck with me in many ways. I tell that 
sometimes to young managers who are too ready to apologize for their 

actions when something goes wrong. Don’t give other people a stick 
to beat you with. You can apologize if there was a mistake but don’t 
over-apologize. Or, just acknowledge a mistake and say, “I’m going 
to make this right and I’m going to move forward.” If you start going 
around beating yourself up, you encourage someone else to beat you up, 

so don’t do that!



C A S T  O F  M E N T O R S

15

On making the right move entering the field:

I would say to anyone coming in: put yourself in the place with the most 

energy, the most excitement, the most activity. The only regret I have is 

perhaps, right out of college, I should have come to New York instead 

of working at ACT and San Francisco Opera, although I loved my expe-

riences there. People coming out of school have an enormous amount 

of energy and that is seductive, interesting, and incredibly appealing to 

would-be employers. I tell people when they meet with me: try not to 

work in an office with just one person, unless you really like that person 
or you’re looking at it as a short-term job. You don’t want to be sitting 
in an office answering phones or handling correspondence for some-

one unless that person is really a genius or there’s some extenuating 
circumstance. Get yourself in a position where you can bump into as 

many people as possible. It’s a collaborative business and it’s all about 
working with people. We work with people on one show and work with 

a different assortment of those same people on another show. It’s about 
being in touch with all of the creative people we have in our business.

On the frustrating economy of Broadway:

What’s frustrating is the production cost for getting a show up, partic-

ularly the cost of advertising a new show, which is so high that to do 

limited runs is really tricky. What if I had a really nice show with no star 

and I wanted to do a twelve-week run on Broadway? Assuming I could 

engage a theater––it would almost be impossible to make it financially 
viable. I wish there was a way we could have more turnover of shows on 

Broadway, with more limited runs, so it can’t cost as much to launch a 
show. I would like to see more shows coming and going. We have a lot 

of long-running musicals that people say clog up some of our theaters, 



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

16

but, with my other hat on, those investors have a right to make as much 

money as they can from their shows.

If we have to only rely on the 1% of people who have the money to 

come to the theatre, theatre will die.
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Terrence McNally



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

18

On the long road to turning failure into success:

The first play I ever wrote that was done on Broadway was a big flop. 
It took me maybe 20 years to get a sense of humor about that and write 

It’s Only a Play and it’s taken me another 20 years to get that play onto 
Broadway, where it probably always belonged. Happily, it’s very suc-

cessful now.

On taking advantage of opportunity:

There is talent, sure, and there is luck, but you’ve got to be prepared 
when the moment happens. If James Coco said, “Can you write a play 

for me overnight? I’ll give it to Elaine [May] in the morning,” I prob-

ably could not have written the play overnight. But I had one ready to 

go. That’s the basic story of my career––suddenly I was earning a living 
writing plays and I loved it.

On turning ideas into words:

Very often it’s a long way from getting an idea to actually sitting down 
at the keyboard and writing it. It’s been a different experience with every 
single play that I’ve written. What I’ve learned is not to turn on the com-

puter until I’m ready to begin writing. I don’t enjoy staring at a blank 
screen, I wait until it’s really time to go.

On getting discovered (and improving) as a writer:

The advice I would give people is what I did––hang out with really 

talented people. There are all these newer groups which are almost off-

off-Broadway that are welcoming to new writers, directors, and actors. 

That’s my advice: hang out with your peers. The odds of your first play 
going to Broadway in this day and age are pretty remote. Yes, anything 

can happen, but you should be with your peers anyway and learn from 
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one another. The other bit of advice is try to work with people who 

are smarter and more talented than you so that you learn something. If 

you’re the smartest person in the room, you tend not to learn anything, 
so challenge yourself.

On being a control freak in the theater:

That’s what’s exciting about the theater: the unexpected thing happens. 
That’s also the source of a lot of frustration about theater, because it’s 
not a good industry or way of life for a control freak. Yes, there are a lot 

of control freaks who end up in the theater, but they’re usually broken 
pretty thoroughly and quickly. You could say: “You’re the biggest con-

trol freak of all, you’re the playwright––you’re dictating whether she 
lives, she dies, he gets married or falls down the stairs, he inherits $1 
million,” but I’ve learned to let go. You acquire a certain wisdom about 
theater the older you get, but I love the impatience of young people and I 

still have my youthful impatience. I want it to happen now, I want it to be 

good. They did it right on Friday, why does the Saturday matinee suck? 

Why can’t you bottle lightning?

On the rewards of a theatrical life:

I know we all have to eat and have a roof over our heads but, other than 

that, if you can do theater and not starve to death and not shiver in the 

cold night because you’re sleeping in the park, you’ve got to consider 
yourself well paid because it’s an amazing life.

On musical collaboration:

The musical should seem as if one person, one mind, one sensibility, 

wrote the book, the music and the lyrics. There shouldn’t be a big dis-

connect from the dialogue to the music, where the lyrics don’t sound 
remotely like the character who’s been speaking. It’s finding the right 
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collaborators and being willing to really see that your main job is in pro-

viding the structure for the show. If you want a really good scene and the 

actors, your composer, lyricist, and collaborators come up with a really 

good song that accomplishes exactly what that scene did, you have to 

be glad for them and let your scene go. If you’ve got a big, needy ego, 

you’re not going to be happy writing the book for a musical.

On choosing your collaborators:

Your choice of collaborators on a musical is as important as choosing a 

life partner, a spouse. You’re with these people a lot, you have to com-

pletely trust them. You have to really look out for one another, and it’s a 
lot of tough love.
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Jordan Roth
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On finding your theatrical role off the stage:

The way that I participated in the theater growing up was as a performer, 

which I think is true for most people, because there’s not a third-grade 
theater owner. Had there been, I would have been it––but you’re excited 
about the theater as a young person, and you go onstage. You either 

continue to do that, or you figure out that the theater is the space that 
you want to be in but performing is not the role you want. Or you figure 
out, “This is not where my life is and I will be a very happy audience 

member.” For me, I was performing all throughout grade school to col-
lege, and in college, I figured out that I really didn’t want to be an actor. 
For me, I connect that realization over time with coming out. I came 

out sophomore year of college. I don’t connect this with anybody else’s 
reason for performing, but for me, as I became more comfortable with 

my own voice, with my own body, and with my own self, I became less 

interested in being somebody else, in “taking on another role.” Those 
were very hard-fought places of comfort. My fascination, my escape, 

and my exploration became more about my real, offstage physical, vocal, 

and mental well-being.

On falling into producing:

I didn’t say, “I want to be a producer,” and I didn’t say, “I am a pro-

ducer.” I just was interested in a show and wanted to make it happen, so 
I did. I talk about that a lot when I talk to people who are either begin-

ning their career in the theater or transitioning. What’s wonderful about 
a life in the theater is that there are so many ways you can come at it, and 

they don’t all have to be the same throughout your whole career. Or at 
the very least, that ability is something we should offer each other. What 

was significant for me, and what can be helpful for people as they think 
about it, is that calling your shot can be hard. This is a business of a lot 
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of pressure, and so much of the pressure is from ourselves. Think, “Are 

there any elements of that pressure that we can remove?” For me, saying 
“I’m a producer and now I’m going to go and find a show to produce,” 
was calling my shot in a way that I didn’t want to… I wasn’t saying, 
“I’m a producer.” I was saying, “I’m doing a show called The Donkey 

Show.” That was it. That was as far as I had gotten. I don’t think any of 
us expected it to run for as long as it did, so that part of my story is not 

prescriptive. Trying it, figuring out, “This is a show that I want to do and 
have a role in,” that’s as far as you need to get. Now, what do we learn 
from that experience? Do we want to do it again? If so, how should it be 

different? That was the beginning.

On the day-to-day of being a theater owner:

One of the things that I love about what I do is that I don’t have a “normal” 
day. They are all very different, all filled with really interesting, talented, 
and wonderful people. A large part of what I do is operational. We are 

very focused on delivering a unique experience and a unique feeling for 

both our theatergoers and our theatermakers. That feeling starts with the 

feeling we create for our team members, meaning everybody up here in 

the office and at each of our theaters. Creating that feeling is a combina-

tion of a million different little pieces, decisions, and priorities that all 

of us make and that requires a lot of deliberate focus every day. That’s a 
big part of what I do. Happily, a big part of what I do is also connected to 

each of our shows, whether it be a long-running show, a new show that’s 
coming in, or perhaps a future show that’s a year or two or three down 
the road. My relationship to each show is very different, depending on 

what the show is, where it is in its life cycle, and who’s involved but, for 
me, it’s a special relationship with each one of them.
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On choosing what shows get Broadway theaters:

What goes into the decisions? When I’m thinking about a show, I think 
about three buckets, three areas of ideas. The first: is it uniquely theatri-
cal? Does the fact that it’s live make sense? Do we, the audience, have 
to be there to experience this? That, I think, is really about the project of 

theater. Does this show use what is unique and, therefore, valuable about 

the theatrical form? That’s where we need to be. If everything about 
what you’re putting on stage can be filmed, do it on film. That’s cool, 
we love film; but if we’re coming to one room at one time of day, which 
is a highly inefficient mode of storytelling distribution, there has to be a 
really great reason. We are there as a community. We are there as a group 

of strangers that, at some point, are transformed into a community called 

“the audience.” The fact that you are up on that stage in the same breath-

ing space that we are in, that is why this thing is special and you have to 

be there. I think there are lots of ways in which creative teams answer 

that question, but we need an answer and we hope it’s compelling.

The second thing: Does it matter? Does this have to exist in the 

world? Do we need this? That is not to sound heavy. Joy has to exist in 

the world, laughter has to exist in the world, but if we’re doing laughter 
I really hope we are doing gut-bustingly funny. For me that speaks to the 

responsibility and the understanding that our stages are scarce resources; 

if we are putting a show on the stage there are several other shows that 

we are not putting on that stage. So, the show that is getting put on that 

stage should matter in some way, at least, that is the goal.

The third is: Is it going to sell tickets? Is it commercial? We are a 

commercial theatre.

Those are the three buckets. Two out of three, we’re doing great. 
Three out of three? Home run.
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Tim Rice
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On the paradox between freedom and fame:

One of the best ways to avoid interference is to be unsuccessful, or at 

least to be waiting for success. This is weird, it’s a paradox that I’m often 
baffled by––but the longer I go on in my career, the more people tell me 
how to do my job. You’ve got to have a bit of confidence and occasion-

ally fight changes, but sometimes people are right. You have to admit the 
ghastly possibility that you might not be the only person who’s correct.

On the differences between Broadway and the West End:

I think a big difference, for me, is the audience. In England, we’re much 
more laidback and we don’t leap up and down and cheer as much as they 
do on Broadway. Sometimes I think Broadway audiences are almost too 

enthusiastic; even the program sellers get a standing ovation. In England 

though, we’re often too quiet and audiences are a little wary of revealing 
what they think. Somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, there’s the 
ideal audience, who are neither too extravagant nor too quiet.

On the key to writing lyrics:

The first step is to get the story right. The story is the key to any musi-
cal. I believe that very strongly. It’s even more important than the score. 
You’ve got to make sure that you know what the character has to say 
before you start writing a word and even before you start writing a note 

of the music. The modus operandi for most of the shows I’ve worked on 
has been get the story right, get the scene right, and know who’s in the 
scene and what they have to say. Always the story has to be the key.

On writing hits:

I think you know when something works artistically, but whether or not 

it will work commercially is in the land of the gods. We never, for one 
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minute, thought that “Don’t Cry For Me, Argentina” would be a hit song 
outside the concept of the show. It was written as a scene in the show, not 

as a single. If we had tried to write a hit single for that scene it wouldn’t 
have been half as good.

On his start as a songwriter:

I never thought about writing songs as a career until I was doing it. It 

came about by accident. In a desperate attempt to become a pop singer 

in the swinging ’60s, I made a tape. In order to sell my perhaps less than 
memorable voice, I wrote one or two songs with a limited range that 

no-one had ever sung better than me. No-one went for my singing but 

to my amazement, one record company liked one of the songs and it got 

recorded with one of their beat groups. It wasn’t a hit but it made me 
think that I should stick to songwriting rather than continue trying to be 

a singer. Through writing pop songs, I met Andrew Lloyd Webber, but 

he was trying to write for the theater. He was 17 and I was 20. We were 

just two struggling songwriters, each needing the other half. I was better 

at the words and he was better at the music. I felt as a team we had more 

chances of making it in the theater than in the pop charts so I fell in with 

Andrew’s ambitions. In the end, we succeeded in both departments.
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On how critics watch shows:

You watch on two levels. As a critic, there’s a part of you that’s calculat-
ing. The cerebellum is processing it all and thinking, “Okay, do I have 

a lead here? Where is this play going?” But then you’re watching with 
your gut, too, which I think is the most important part. What you want 

to do is translate what you’re feeling into what you’re thinking. What 
you’ve got to trust is the feeling much more. You can intellectualize it if 
you want to figure out why you responded in the way you did.

On the changing landscape of criticism:

I think it was beginning to change even under Frank Rich in that you 

couldn’t take the public’s interest in theater for granted anymore. It used 
to be such a central part of the New York conversation, but now it hasn’t 
been for a long time. You have to raise your voice a little more. You have 

to be more emphatic. We’re also in a culture now where people don’t 
like nuanced opinions. Some people may respect it, I certainly do, but it 

confuses people. They want: did you like it or did you hate it? It’s one 
extreme or the other.

On star casting:

I think it’s nice when the theater has a slight coolness quotient when it’s 
something that people actually want to do. You could say that it’s also a 
place where dead stars go to have their careers reborn, but I don’t really 
think that’s true. When Julia Roberts made her Broadway debut, that 
wasn’t the reason. It was just something she wanted to do. With Nicole 
Kidman, I think it actually really did help, professionally. The theater is a 

testing ground and it’s good in that it challenges people who are already 
proven successes in other fields.
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On being wrong:

People say, “Do you ever think you were wrong?” and the arrogant 
answer is no, because what you’re doing is writing about what you saw 
and how you saw it at that moment, and that changes. The glory of the-

ater is that it changes from moment to moment. No performance will 

ever be the same and you will never be the same person who sees the 

next performance.

On crying at the theater:

I get moved pretty easily. It’s rare that I go to something by Shakespeare 
that I don’t have tears in my eyes at some point, really from the language 
as much as anything else. And musicals . . . I mean how can you not 

cry? Whether it’s good or bad, there’s just something about people being 
able to find a rhythm, a song, and a dance in life’s drudgery or agony or 
ecstasy that I find very moving.

On pull quotes:

I have learned that if I haven’t read reviews and I see pull quotes, not to 
trust the pull quotes. But years ago, long before I had this job, I remember 

I was doing a freelance piece for Harper’s Bazaar––an interview with 

Catherine Deneuve. I wrote the piece and it was fine. She was appear-
ing in a movie that I hadn’t yet seen, but we talked about it. And the 
deck––that is the copy right below the headline––said, “In this movie, 

Deneuve goes beyond stardom to become a spellbinding actress.” Well, 
shortly after the magazine came out I saw an ad for the movie and it said, 

“Deneuve goes beyond stardom to become a spellbinding actress.” I had 
not seen the movie; I had not written those words. They were editorial 

window dressing that an editor had tacked onto it. So I’ve learned to 
never, ever trust what you see critics say in the ads.
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On reviewing Off-Broadway:

I try to do as much Off-Broadway as I can because I think there’s usu-

ally more of interest there. Obviously, the news is what’s happening on 
Broadway and that’s where the commercial interest is, but if you’re look-

ing for innovation, you don’t look to Broadway. If it comes to Broadway 
and it’s new, it’s been new somewhere else before. I try to get to the 
periphery as much as I can.

On the best revivals:

There are perfectly pleasant revivals, passable revivals, but I think the 

best ones are the ones that do make you rethink and say, “But this is 

new.” Or one response is, “This must have been what it was like to see it 
when it opened, even though it’s been retranslated for our times. This is 
the kind of energy and newness it must have had, the freshness.”
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On making the shift to directing:

I’ve done a lot of plays, musicals, television, and film. I really started to 
become interested in it when I was working with Trevor Nunn, because 

I found myself obsessed with how he approaches a text. I remember 

spending time with him in London during Aspects of Love, watching 

him, and thinking that I wanted to be him. I wanted to help actors and 

artists achieve their best work. I find that to be much more rewarding 
than being onstage. I love assembling a team. I find directing to actually 
be much more difficult, because you have to do everything. As an actor, 
you’re required to know nothing; when you set foot onstage, you have to 
be ignorant to everything. You have to enter knowing what the character 

knows, which is usually not very much. I have such great respect for 

actors, because I am one myself. As a director, it gives me a chance to 

ask out loud all the questions that I had been asking as an actor.

On labels:

It’s hard to say that you are something unless you feel like you are suc-

cessfully something, but I think that’s damaging in a way. You have to 
step into a room and wear whatever hat you put on with pride, regardless 

of how shabby that hat may be. If I’m on an airplane and somebody asks 
me what I do, today I say I’m a director. A year and a half ago I said I 
was a writer because I had just sold a pilot. I answered that way because 

it was what I was doing at the time. Now, I’ve started walking into rooms 
declaring, “I’m an artist. What can I do to help create something?”

On education, opportunities, and taking risks:

You’re not supposed to audition while you’re at Juilliard, but I did. 
Actually, it was going to work out really nicely because Big River was 

a show at Roundabout, which are limited runs. It was set to open and 
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close, all within my summer break. I was just going to do a Broadway 

show on my summer vacation. Then, the show was a big success and was 

extended. The moment they announced the extension, I got a call from 

Juilliard asking if I was quitting the show to come back to school. I was 

faced with a dilemma. Jeff Calhoun actually gave me some really great 

advice at that time. I was really afraid that if I didn’t go back to school, I 
wouldn’t learn all I needed to know to work in the business (even though 
I was working in the business). Jeff said, “Any decision you make, if it 

doesn’t involve you being scared shitless, say no.”

On the intersection of sign language and theater:

In Deaf West’s production of Pippin, I was a voicing actor (I didn’t 
sign), which is when I realized that I’d love to work with the company. 
I wanted, possibly for the first time, to highlight how everyone was dif-
ferent rather than the same by having characters who are deaf. Not just 

in a musical or living in a world where everyone knows sign language, 

because everyone doesn’t know sign language. What it highlights is that 
language is a dividing thing: not only for sign language, but when we 

visit China or with tourists on the street with whom you don’t share a 
language. We have differences and they bring us closer together. It’s 
been on my mind ever since–how we interpret for each other and why 

we need to communicate across a language divide. When people choose 

not to communicate, what does that mean? In theater you can’t only 
show the good, you have to show the bad too. You have to be honest. By 

creating theater that’s simultaneously done in two languages, Deaf West 
elevates the material in a way that, even if you’re a hearing person that 
doesn’t know any sign language, you’re able to somehow understand 
the text more by seeing it come to life. Even if it’s not a language you 
understand, just like going to an Italian opera, you’re able to understand 
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some of Puccini’s romance more than if you’d heard it in English, just 
by osmosis.

On not sweating other people’s success:

If I could wish one thing away about the industry, it would be the idea 

that one person’s success is another’s shortcoming. We should all be 
looking forward in a common direction and thinking about how we can 

all take a step forward and create the absolute best work. There are a lot 

of people trying to do this. No one is trying to make work that is less than 

spectacular, because we’re all fighting. We’re all marching in that Les 

Mis triangle forward. It’s really exciting that we all get to tell different 
stories. We should celebrate each other a little bit more.
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On why choreographers make good directors:

It ends up being one vision, which is a great thing because with two 

people there’s a higher chance of them not getting along or having dif-
ferent visions. A musical has to move with pacing, and choreographers 

know pace well. Since the shows I’ve been doing are comedies, it just 
has to go. There’s a natural build that has to happen in a musical. A 
choreographer is also very helpful with the transitions: Someone who 

is directing and choreographing can literally move things more quickly.

On constructing a musical:

Writers say, “It’s an energetic scene, so it sort of acts like a song.” No, 
it really doesn’t. It really doesn’t. If there’s not a song in it, it doesn’t 
act like a song. An audience can sense it. It’s like the rule I learned at 
Encores!: Three pages, song, three pages, song, three pages, song. It’s 
a pretty good rule to follow anyway because then, if you’ve got 13 
pages between two songs, the show is going to lag. You have to figure it 
out, you have to restructure it somehow. There’s always a moment in a 
show, like in Aladdin, we suddenly realized we didn’t have a production 
number in the middle of Act One, and we needed one. We completely 

changed “Babkak, Omar, Aladdin, Kassim,” which was just a small, 
cute number with the four guys. It didn’t go anywhere and it was song 
number three in the show, so we pulled it out and made it a giant pro-

duction number in the middle so that we had major ensemble buoyancy 

in-between “Arabian Nights” and “Friend Like Me.”

On making it as a director or choreographer:

Honestly, everyone takes a different path, but if you’re passionate about 
doing it, just make it happen. Figure out a way to do it and work really 

hard. I know that’s easy said than done, it was a different thing for me 
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because I didn’t start by being an associate or anything first. I think 
my work ethic as a performer and my experience being a performer on 

Broadway showed people that I was reliable, had a sense of humor, that 

kind of thing, before I started doing this.

On what he looks for in shows:

Something that I’m going to want to see. I look at a show and I go, “I 
would love to see something like this.” It’s that, but it’s also a combina-

tion with the storytelling of it. If it feels like it’s a good story or script, it’s 
something that interests me. All of those three shows [Book of Mormon, 

Aladdin, and Something Rotten!] have that in common––the writing and 
storytelling are fantastic in those shows.

On coming to New York and losing his hair:

I got to the city and I waited tables for a really long time. I came as a 

performer, had $50, nowhere to live, slept on people’s couches, which 
you could have done then, waited tables absolutely everywhere, watched 

all of my friends get their Equity cards, and I lost my hair. Once I lost 

my hair, I started working. I sort of developed my sense of humor when 

I lost my hair. It was a very self-deprecating sort of sense of humor, but 

I wanted to be the first to talk about my hair loss before people started 
commenting on it. Everyone was looking at my forehead when they were 

talking to me, like, “Hey, I haven’t seen you in a long time, great! How 
are you?” And their eyes were just focused on the top of my head. Then 
I started getting into the ensemble of all of these shows and I was always 

the waiter or the gangster or the stagehand, but I loved it.

On how he knew Book of Mormon was a hit:

[After the lab], we knew we had something special, absolutely. I didn’t 
know it when I started for sure, and I was also petrified. I was really 
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nervous about it all, but then I just got this feeling. And it was that feel-

ing that when I had friends come to the workshop, they said after it, “Oh 

my God, that was amazing. I loved it.” Then they texted me later that 
night, “I can’t stop thinking about that.” And then two days later calling 
me and saying, “I just have to say, I have not stopped. I still have that 

song stuck in my head,” or, “I still am thinking about this moment.” 
That’s three times, as opposed to someone just saying, “That was cute,” 
or, “That was sweet,” or, “Fun.”

On how he knows when changes need to happen:

Usually, it’s my own gut response. And audience response, of course. I 
watch half the show looking up and down the rows. But mostly it’s my 
gut. Like I said earlier, it has to be a show I want to see. When we were 

out of town in Toronto with Aladdin I wasn’t really enjoying myself 
when I was watching it, so we made big changes before Broadway. I 

thought, “Well something’s wrong. If I’m not looking forward to the 
next number, it’s not right.”
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On the differences between writing plays and musicals:

Writing a book for a musical is actually quite humbling. When you write 

a play, you build a scaffolding, dramatically. You’re building to the big 
monologue or you’re building to the big conflict and then you get to 
write that. When you’re writing a musical, you build a scaffolding, but 
then you don’t get to have the orgasm. You hand the orgasm over to 
the lyricist and the composer. It’s much more structural and much more 
about craft. It’s tricky. Now that I’ve worked in a number of different 
forms, in every form there’s somebody who’s the primary creative artist 
and other people support that. If it’s a play, it’s the playwright. If it’s a 
movie, it’s usually the director. In an opera, it’s the composer. In a musi-
cal, you need to do a mind meld between the book writer, the lyricist, the 

composer, the producer, and the director.

On the development process:

We overdevelop shows. Every show is its own kind of beast, and dif-

ferent shows need different things. When we get into a one-size-fits-all 
development model, that’s a problem, because some shows are ready 
when they come out. Others do need as much development as we have 

now. There are probably examples in the old days where shows didn’t 
get enough development. The point is to try to be very sensitive to what 

each particular project needs

On audience feedback:

I’m certainly listening to the audience as an organic entity. I feel like 
the audience is never wrong, in the sense that, if you think something 

is funny and they’re not laughing, it’s not the audience’s fault. It could 
be the actors, it could be the production. I learn a lot from the audience. 

One of the most harrowing part of the process, and also one of the most 
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important and revelatory, is that first preview. You learn so much by lis-

tening to the audience. Usually it’s about stuff that isn’t working and you 
have to fix, and that’s why it’s scary.

On starting off as a writer:

I’ve come to feel that you never know what is going to be commercial. 
Maybe producers do, but I don’t and I don’t think artists necessarily have 
to know or really should know. In a way, it’s a good thing because it 
forces writers of all ages to fall back on writing what you really believe. 

That is just as likely to be successful as something that you calculate for 

commercial gain. If you write something that explores the questions that 

you need to ask yourself as an artist, and you make the discoveries that 

you need to make as an artist, then you’ve already won. No matter what 
happens to the play. Success is the icing on the cake. Success shouldn’t 
be the cake, it has to be the icing.

On bringing diversity to Broadway:

I don’t feel that we’ve quite figured out how to do it yet. Hamilton is a 

step: it’s certainly a great direction and I love that show. But, in general, 
I don’t know that we’ve figured out how to make diverse audiences feel 
welcome in the theater. People talk about the ticket price, and it’s certainly 
a huge issue in the theater, but it’s not the same as the diversity issue. 
Our tickets are no more expensive than tickets to see Beyoncé and Jay 

Z, but their audiences look much more like America than ours. I believe 

that when audiences feel welcome, they will buy tickets. As an Asian-

American, Asians generally have a fair amount of purchasing power and 

yet are not particularly well-represented in Broadway audiences. We still 

have a lot of work to do, and to me, it relates to diversifying content and 

who we cast. Everybody wants to see themselves onstage.
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On what makes a great musical (and why R&H were the 

masters):

They’re just very well-written. What a lot of the younger generations 
have discovered is how hard musical theater is. The alchemy of speak-

ing, singing, movement, dancing… “In a musical, when you can no 
longer speak, you sing. When you can no longer sing, you dance.” Easy 
to say, but hard to construct a story in which you can validate all of 

those things while making it interesting and enlightening to an audience. 

In the old days, there was a kind of process in the Broadway world by 

which people would learn as they went along. That kind of built-in train-

ing grounds is very different today. As people are learning how shows 

should be constructed, there’s always a Rodgers and Hammerstein show 
that you can go back to and realize, “Oh my God, that first scene in The 
King and I (on the ship) gives you so much information without anybody 

telling us anything explicitly.”

On emotional connections, business connections and protect-

ing a legacy:

First of all, I’m a hired hand. There are a lot of estates that have people 
with enormous emotional connections to what their relatives wrote, and 

it’s more complicated when you have an emotional connection. My 
emotional connection is to the theater. A lot of people who do estate 

management, as I said before, are either members of the family or they’re 
lawyers. They have a very different mandate because they’re always ter-
rified they’re going to do the wrong thing. My feeling was that I was sure 
I was going to do the wrong thing. Anytime you have everything lined 

up and think you will work perfectly, a curveball will get thrown in. It’s 
always something that would never have occurred to you.
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On the future of Rodgers and Hammerstein:

Show Boat is the first one that’s going into the public domain. Then, 
15 years later, it will really get going with Oklahoma! Nobody knows 

what’s going to happen. I put before you what happened with Gilbert and 
Sullivan. They were rigidly controlled when they had copyright protec-

tion. When they fell out of copyright, they fell out of fashion. Perhaps 

if Gilbert and Sullivan had allowed other people to do them in different 

ways, they wouldn’t have fallen off the cliff.

On routine and modern disruptions of the creative flow:

There are a lot of distractions in this day and age. When Rodgers and 

Hammerstein, Cole Porter, and Lerner and Loewe were working, there 

were fewer distractions. The idea of focusing on work was proba-

bly easier. There was a kind of discipline they had that is still possible 

today, but is very hard. Hammerstein wrote Allegro about how when you 

become successful, there are all of these things that grab at you (commit-

tees, boards, etc.) and actually take you away from the thing that got you 

there to begin with. There’s a consistency to Rodgers and Hammerstein 
shows, even though they take place in vastly different locales, with dif-

ferent people who have different personalities. There are some basic, 

theatrical storytelling tenets that both of them understood instinctively. 

With The Sound of Music, they knew that there needed to be the older, 

wiser person at the point in the story where the lead needs to get a little 

push, so they gave the moment to Mother Abbess. She followed a long 

line of similar characters in their shows: Aunt Eller, Nettie Fowler, Lady 

Thiang, etc.
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On how writing = rewriting:

Any young writer must understand that every Rodgers and Hammerstein 

show was as much rewritten as it was written. In Hammerstein’s orig-

inal song titles, the essence of what the song needs to be is there, but 

he was not afraid of writing something down that wasn’t good enough. 
Originally the idea for “Climb Ev’ry Mountain” was personal: “I will 
ford every stream, I will climb every hill…” Then it evolved into a song 
in which the Mother Abbess addresses Maria directly, following the 

notion of her saying: “You have to face the life you were born to live.” 
You can see, through all Hammerstein’s drafts, how it evolved into the 
song we know today. Then, he had to go back and think, “Okay, how 

does the Mother Abbess say to Maria: ‘You have to face your life. You 
have to face the life that you were born to live?’” From there, we get 
“Climb Every Mountain.” You can see, through his drafts, how it went 
and got turned around to Mother Abbess saying, “You will do this.”
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On how music can drive storytelling: 

At a very young age, I was inspired by watching Fred Astaire and Ginger 

Rogers’ movies. It was a big deal when they came on television. I could 
see how, when Fred Astaire would dance, the orchestra completely sup-

ported his movement. I understood that at an early age, if Fred Astaire 

jumped in the air, so did the orchestra. Arranging the music for the dance 

is also a big part of what I do when I create a new piece. As I work with 

the composer and the dance arranger, the staging, choreography, and the 

music become one. Even the musical time signature tells a story. For 

example, in Crazy for You, during the number “Shall We Dance”, if I 
want Bobby and Polly to be coy and shy with each other, we play the 

music in a soft-shoe rhythm. If I want them to fall in love, we play it in 

3/4 time. If I want them to chase each other, we do it in a fast two. The 

manipulation of the time signature in a melody can help you tell the story 

and elicit emotion from the audience. 

On knowing your collaborators’ business: 

The more you know about the other designer’s job and their art, the 
better off your own work is going to be. I can make the most fantastic 

dance step, but if the costume is not right, it won’t matter. I can do the 
most fantastic dance step, but if it’s not lit right, it won’t matter. You all 
have to come together and collaborate to make everyone’s work better. 

On the changing landscape of Broadway: 

On Broadway, the audiences have changed. There are many more tour-

ists, and I think producers are gearing towards more tourist shows, which 

is why you see so many revivals now. Financially, it’s so costly to mount 
a show; producers would like to have a sure thing. Anyone would like 
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to have a sure thing, but it’s a little different now. People won’t take 
chances like they used to. There are not enough chances taken on artists. 

On taking notes: 

If you do get notes from producers, even if something is off-base or you 

don’t totally agree with it, it certainly highlights that area to perhaps 
make you analyze your decision and possibly think of something else. If 

there’s a moment that bothers somebody, even if you don’t quite agree 
with them, it puts a little star around the area and that makes you ponder, 

“Oh, maybe I could try this instead.” I don’t mind at all hearing from 
people, but there is a way to do it––a diplomatic way and a respectful 

way. In the end, you just want the room to feel safe for the actors and the 

creators.

On learning from your flops: 

It’s very sad when a show doesn’t work. A show can be a financial flop, 
but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t an artistic success for you––that’s how 
you have to think about these things. Each show I do is a stepping stone 

to the next show. When people refer to something as a flop, it doesn’t 
really register with me. I do feel bad about flops financially, but artis-

tically, there’s always good work. There are always great images to be 
seen and always great performances to be witnessed. As Mel Brooks 

says, “You hope for the best and expect the worst.” You have to hope 
that people love what you love. I haven’t done anything that I feel that I 
didn’t put my whole heart or soul into. Whether it takes to an audience is 
a different story. If we all knew what that formula was, we’d all be doing 
it. In the end, you just never know what’s going to sell tickets. 
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On getting yourself out there: 

The best advice I can give you is: don’t be afraid to ask the question. The 
worst thing that can happen is somebody could say no, and then you go 

on. If you believe in your work and believe in your talent, get up there 

and ask some questions. Also, you have to start it up yourself. You can’t 
wait for somebody to call you. You can’t wait for the phone to ring. You 
have to go out and create it. If you really believe in your art, you have to 

go out and create it yourself.
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On choosing projects that matter:

I remember feeling like a bit of an outsider in high school, which gave 

me more empathy when reading plays that concern others who feel that 

way. I decided that it would be my mission to produce plays that would 

open people’s eyes and get people to start thinking about things from a 
new perspective. In the beginning of my career, that was a good guiding 

principle, because some of the plays that I chose had extremely challeng-

ing subjects. Truth be told, most other producers didn’t want to touch 
them, but I thought they were meaningful and powerful and had to be 

heard.

On what it takes to be a producer:

I’m a tenacious person by nature, which is really one of the tent poles 
needed to be a producer. If you get behind a project that you really love, 

you can’t give up on it. A producer needs to be dedicated and loyal to 
the people they are working with. A lot of it has to do with the feeling 

of responsibility, which I have always felt very keenly. Part of being a 

producer is making the commitment and then doing your best to see it 

through. Not only willing, you need to be excited to do it all; even if 

that means selling the merchandise at intermission or handing out the 

Playbills. Off-Broadway, where I started and still love producing, is very 

scrappy, but what you do for yourself, you reap the benefits of for the 
production.

On the value of Off-Broadway as its own entity:

There are a number of stories that need to be told in more intimate 

settings. Off-Broadway is not, for me, a stepping stone to Broadway; Off-

Broadway is its own world. I think the most important thing is choosing 

the right venue for the piece that you want to produce. Oftentimes, the 
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experience that audiences have is so determined by the space in which 

they experience it. For example, I could fall in love with a very beautiful 

piece. If it doesn’t have a major star in it and it doesn’t have any bells 
and whistles, it would be foolhardy to think that (just because I love it) it 

would thrive on Broadway. Chances are it won’t. Doing it Off-Broadway 
is an opportunity to bring new voices forward, to have these wonderful 

actors and writers have a place to develop their craft. It just feels com-

fortable to me.

On responsibility in criticism:

Critics should encourage people to make up their own minds about any 

given piece of theater; they should of course, give their opinion, but they 

should also tell them honestly what the show’s about, what is important 
about the show, and what is entertaining about the show. It troubles me 

when critics come in with the sword of the pen and destroy someone’s 
life, career, hopes, and dreams, without sometimes understanding what 

the show is actually trying to say. To me, that’s the biggest problem right 
now. Mind you, I am certainly happy to be on the side of a great review, 

but I speak for other people, too. I’m not just talking about my own 
shows. I’m talking about the industry and how so quickly someone can 
destroy something valuable by not being fair-minded, open minded, or 

understand it within a larger context.

On what drew her to producing:

I have always loved theatre, and I thought about what I felt I was capable 

of doing, what I enjoyed doing, and what I felt I could offer. I was always 

pretty good at putting things together, starting with raising my family 

which, to me, is a big production. I felt that producing would be my nat-

ural place. I’m not talented enough to be an actress, writer, director, or 
designer, but what I felt I could do, what I felt in my heart I really had, 
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was the ability to facilitate other people’s talent. That’s what I feel being 
a producer is.

On failure:

It’s really the hardest part of the job for me because I feel very person-

ally responsible when a show closes and that I let everybody down. Not 

only the company of marvelous people that created the work, but the 

people that believed in it and invested in it. It is truly the most difficult, 
depressing, and hardest part of this business. For me, particularly, I can’t 
just go merrily along after something doesn’t work. I think there must be 
another word for it, but it’s like postpartum depression when you have to 
close a show that you believed so thoroughly in. It’s difficult and I don’t 
think I’ll ever feel differently about it. It doesn’t get easier.

On female producers:

There are a lot of women who are joining the ranks of producers now and 

they’re feeling more welcome than certainly years ago. There are more 
opportunities for women, and hopefully those same women are the ones 

reaching back to produce women playwrights and hire women directors, 

designers, and staff. When starting new projects, I think we should all 

think about parity and who we’re “inviting into the room.” If producers 
“don’t know” women who can fill those roles, they should take those 
meetings and get to know them.
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On picking the perfect project:

It’s a slightly mysterious process, similar to meeting someone at a party 
and slowly falling in love with them. There’s something that sparks your 
curiosity, there’s a response to a kind of intelligence and honesty that 
makes you want to see them again and turn the page. It really is that, 

it’s the material. I described it at one point as being like a little bell that 
goes off in my head, where something about it instinctually feels right. I 

would say that in recent years, it’s important to me that there’s someone 
in the room that I’m going to learn from and/or be challenged by. I don’t 
have it in me as much anymore to do a project just for the sake of doing 

a project. I want to do something that’s going to make me better.

On being on the director’s side of the audition table:

I loathe auditions. I think that’s left over from the days where I was on 
the other side of the door. I have a great sensitivity to the bravery, cour-

age, and fearlessness it takes to walk through that threshold and face a 

table full of people. In fact, I don’t sit at a table. I’m usually to be found 
standing wedged in the corner, writhing with sympathetic nausea for 

people who have to do it. I never sit at the table. I tend to greet actors at 

the door so I can just have a moment where I check in with them. Then, 

if I have an adjustment or want to continue the work somehow, I will 

pull them way to the other end of the room and we’ll just have this pri-
vate little conversation. It’s really my time and their time to see whether 
we’re a match. Do we speak the same language? It’s so brief, the time 
together where you have to make that really crucial decision, and I want 

to see if we’re communicating. Am I saying something that’s going to 
make sense to you? It’s your chance to check me out as well.
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On being on the actor’s side of the audition table:

Come in, do your best, share your take on it, walk out with your head 

held high, go have a hamburger, and know that there’s nothing else you 
can do. Quite often you know that a really brilliant person will come in, 
give a fantastic audition and not get the part. I wasn’t aware of that when 
I was acting.

On the essential rehearsal questions:

You ask the same series of questions. Does it make sense? Are you stay-

ing on track? Why does it need to sing here? Is this the right song? It’s 
just a series of questions that you keep asking yourself. What I try to do 

when I come to rehearsal is literally let go of the day before, sit down in 

my seat, and approach the material from a fresh point of view––watch it 

as if I’m seeing it for the first time. Does it make sense? Are we tracking 
it? I ask the same questions if it’s a musical or a play.

On failure:

What I’ve been able to learn over the years is that I cannot let the critical 
or commercial outcome be the defining moment of the experience. If 
you’re in theater long enough, you know that there are going to be those 
moments where, for whatever reason, smart people come together in a 

room and it just doesn’t work. If we knew why, someone would have 
done something about it. I try to have my own definition of what makes 
something a success. You have to have those moments where you fall on 

your face. That’s inevitable. It’s how you deal with it.
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On how being oblivious may lead to better test scores:

Some people are good test-takers and some people are not. I think it 

has to do with your attitude. If you really think about how the outcome 

of this test is actually going to affect you, then probably you don’t do 
so well. But if you think of it as a mind game, a puzzle that you’re just 
doing for fun, then you may do quite well at it.

On choosing the right project:

It’s an instinct. It’s coming across an idea, being excited by it, and think-

ing both, “This is something I would like to see” and “This is something 
that feels right for me.” It’s also a world that I am willing to be in for five 
years because it usually takes at least five years from the time you get an 
idea to actually getting the show on.

On structuring the creative process:

What appeals to me about musical theater is the combination of music 

and a compelling story. I ask myself, “What is the essence of the story 

and how can it be structured for maximum impact?” Of course, that 
is something I collaborate on with the book writer because I usually 

don’t write the book myself. For Wicked, Winnie Holzman and I spent a 

year outlining the show before we wrote anything. Meanwhile, I fooled 

around with tunes and themes: “This music sounds like it could be for 

Elphaba, this sounds like something the citizens of Oz would sing” and 
so on. But we waited to start the actual writing until we had worked 

out the story. I once read an interview with J.K. Rowling, in which she 

talked about her process for writing the Harry Potter series. She spent an 

entire year working out the world and the rules of that world before she 

wrote anything. I was inspired by reading about her process.
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On writing for film:

When you write for movies, you have to be aware that the camera has 

to be in motion. You can’t have a character who’s going to stand in the 
middle of the stage and sing for three and a half minutes, which can be 

very exciting in the theater but not so much on film. There’s only so 
many times the camera can go in a circle around somebody. You really 

have to think about how what you’re working on can be a motion picture.

On giving notes to family members:

My director son Scott and I have become truly collegial in terms of how 

we relate to one another. I have always asked him to come see shows 

I’m working on. I asked him to come and see Wicked and he had very 

helpful suggestions. One of his notes led to the creation of the song, 

“The Wizard and I.” And I just went to the first preview of a new show 
that he’s directing, and I called him today and said, “Here are the notes 
that I have for you, for whatever they’re worth.” It’s like working with 
a colleague you like and respect, but also one whom you know shares 

your basic aesthetic. Scott has no hesitation about saying what he thinks 

doesn’t work about something of mine, and, frankly, neither do I about 
his work. It’s really no different in that regard than working with Joe 
Mantello or Diane Paulus.

On breaking into the industry:

My advice would be to write something that you can show people. That’s 
what happened for me. I came to New York with an embryonic version 

of the show that would become Pippin. By the time it opened in New 

York, not one single word, note, or lyric of the show was the same as 

the show that came out of Carnegie Mellon. Nevertheless, I had written 

something people could listen to and say, “Oh, I think this guy could 
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maybe do something.” That was how I came to be asked to write the 
score for Godspell.

On the inception of Wicked:

I was out in Hollywood and working very happily in animation. Then I 

went on an unexpected vacation with some friends for a couple of days 

in Hawaii. We went snorkeling one day and one of my friends [Holly 
Near, the folksinger] happened to say, “I’m reading this really interest-
ing book. It’s called Wicked. It’s the Oz story from the Wicked Witch’s 
point of view.” I thought, “Well that’s just the best idea I’ve ever heard. 
It’s so me in so many ways.” It had the kind of thematic content I like, 
a colorful (pun intended) leading character and it was set in a magical 

and musical world. It was obvious to me that it had to be a stage show, 

and it was obvious that it was such a big idea, it was going to have to be 

a Broadway show. I thought, “I really want to do this, so it’s worth it to 
suffer through doing it on Broadway.”
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On finding your groove as collaborators:

When you begin, everybody walks on eggshells. If your collaborator 

writes something that you don’t like or that strikes you as not right, you 
have to find very delicate ways to express that––as opposed to ‘that 
really stinks.’ As you go on in a relationship, you can be more direct. 
You always have to be kind and explain why you think that something 

might not be right, but you can just cut to the chase and not dance around 

something that you’re unhappy with. And it’s always wise to have an 
alternative suggestion––“Maybe not this but that”––to keep the creative 
conversation going.

On starting the songwriting process:

Usually, Stephen and I talk a lot about what the character is feeling, 

what they’re thinking, what we’re seeing on stage. Is she lonely and all 
by herself, or is she surrounded by people who don’t hear what she’s 
thinking? Is she upset, is she exuberant, is she frustrated? Sometimes a 

song is inspired by an actor, as in the case of “Your Daddy’s Son” from 
Ragtime, when we were working with the great Audra McDonald. It’s 
usually a matter of trying to “become” the character in a strange way, to 
try and think like them. What are they feeling? How would they express 

themselves? What kind of language do they use? That’s where it begins 
for me.

On getting more women in the field:

Hire women. Read their plays, produce their plays. Keep it in mind as 

something that is a goal. Obviously producers and artistic directors go 

for the best work. But as a male producer you may not be as interested in 

subjects that women writers are interested in, and you may have a certain 

propensity not to choose those projects because they don’t speak to you 
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even though they speak to women. I think you have to be hyperaware of 

that when choosing projects.

On what makes great source material:

I think it’s great characters. Great, juicy, emotional characters and a 
wonderful story, something where all of the blanks aren’t filled in. Like 
with Ragtime, for instance. It’s a dense novel. It’s a big, fat, full meal of 
a novel, but it’s very emotionally cool and there’s no apparent passion––
it’s all in between the lines. We thought to ourselves, “Songs could go 
flesh this out. Songs could fill in the emotions that the author left unspo-

ken.” Doctorow [the author] agreed with that, eventually. He understood 
and loved the way the songs fit.

On adapting material:

The source material can be very inspiring for words or for characteriza-

tions. It can also be harmful if you try to recreate anything too slavishly 

for the stage. You have to free your mind a bit––to try and make some-

thing fresh and original, while honoring the source material in the right 

ways.

On building your story:

I’m a beginning, middle, and end person. I try to start by finding the key 
structural points and I tend to rely on a three-act structure. How is Act 

One going to open? How is Act One going to end? In a three-act struc-

ture, how does the technical Act Two begin and end? What is the big 

crisis in Act Two that propels us toward the climax? And then in tech-

nical Act Three, how do all the ends tie up? If you have those moments, 

you can plot out a story pretty easily.
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On first career steps as a writer:

Try to meet as many people who share your interests as you possibly 

can. Join workshops and find actor friends who can help you present 
your work. See as much theater as you can, even if it means standing 

room. Listen to show albums, join the Dramatists Guild. That would 

almost be my number one: join the Dramatists Guild, because there’s so 
much information to be had from their magazines and on their website. 

They have seminars, the DGF Fellows’ Program, and they have all sorts 
of resources for beginning writers. It’s a wonderful place to start and to 
become part of a community of writers. It gives you a sense that you 

belong somewhere and that you have places to turn. That would be my 

number one. Get out there, meet people, tell them you want to write, try 

to do presentations of your work, and make opportunities for yourself.
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On transitioning from downtown to uptown:

Hair was a big and symbolic musical for me because it’s all about break-

ing rules. I had grown up on the music. I always felt I missed my decade. 

I had a whole romantic notion of what it would have been like to be part 

of the youth culture in the 60s. The Public Theater called me and asked 

if I was interested in staging a concert version of the show. They gave 

me nine days to do it, so it was already non-traditional! That kind of 

gauntlet or challenge was critical to the inception of the production. I 

said to Oskar Eustis, “You can’t do a concert for Hair and not have the 

right hair or the hippie clothes. It wouldn’t make sense.” I also expressed 
how important it was to get the casting right, so we did a gigantic search 

and found an extraordinary cast who accompanied the production to 

Broadway. It was also just the right moment for that show––you could 

feel young people engaging in politics again with the promise of Obama 

becoming President.

On knowing when and how to engage your audience:

I’d followed the whole history of Hair, including how they got the audi-

ence to dance on the stage. I insisted that we get the audience to dance 

on the stage, as it was part of the lore of the show. I’ll never forget 
the first night when the show ended. I was standing in the back of the 
Delacorte wondering what was going to happen. The show ended and we 

did a reprise of “Let the Sunshine In.” We were all thinking, “no one’s 
going to go onstage. People will probably be too embarrassed.” Then 
one person got up, then two, then fifty, then hundreds. I remember our 
production manager ran into the bowels of the Delacorte because, all of 

a sudden, there was a panic that the stage might not be able to hold the 

weight of three hundred people jumping and dancing.
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That was a real rulebreaker. Then, when we went to Broadway, I 

knew that the audience had to be allowed to dance on the stage. The 

powers that be (Jordan Roth and Paul Libin) understood that. Paul actu-

ally said (when we were moving to the Hirschfeld), “Tear this theater up, 

that’s my one request.”

On developing new musicals:

New musicals are exceptionally challenging. As hard as a revival is, 

you are primarily focused on execution, even if you’ve been asked to 
create a “revival production” script; you’re not questioning the actual 
architecture of the piece. With a new musical, you have to work just as 

hard on the execution, and then stand back and say, “Do we even have 

the book right? Do we even have the right song here?” You have to let 
go, back up, be willing to drop a song, and rewrite. The work involved 

is like doing a revival on steroids––it’s incredibly hard. But, when you 
get it right, there’s nothing like it. There’s something undeniably special 
when an audience comes to see something new––when a story is being 

unveiled for the first time.

On supporting art, and especially experimentation:

When I heard A.R.T. wasn’t doing well (subscriptions were down and they 
were playing to 50% capacity), I remember thinking, “What is wrong? If 

the A.R.T. isn’t flourishing, this critically renowned cutting-edge theater 
at Harvard University, located in Boston which is filled with thousands 
of young college students, then this would be a case study for the state 

of American theater. If I can figure out how to reignite the A.R.T., then 
maybe it’s a worthy undertaking for the field.”

I was also feeling like I wanted to have an official voice at the table 
as a producer because when you’re a freelance director you’re not 
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always invited to make decisions regarding the finances of a production. 
There is an idea that the director might only be concerned about the art, 

and therefore would be irresponsible about the budget, and that makes 

me crazy. My whole experience as a young director making theater was 

inextricably linked with the business side; as an artist, you had to think 

about how to get audiences to come and see your show. The not-for-

profit movement was born out of the notion that audiences might not 
always want to buy tickets for “art”––it had to be subsidized. I am inter-
ested in making theater that audiences want to buy tickets for. I feel that 

when audiences want to buy tickets for a show, that is like your public 

subsidy. God knows philanthropy for the arts is necessary. It’s still nec-

essary at the A.R.T., no matter how many tickets we sell. We absolutely 

rely on philanthropy, but the philanthropy that we need is to support the 

research and development (R&D) for our productions. You have to fund 

the experimentation, trial, and error. I have a lot of entrepreneurs on 

my board. Any big successful innovation or invention in big business, 

and true, big buck success is born from many failures. You’ve got to do 
R&D. If you don’t, you don’t have a chance at innovation.
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On choosing projects:

Either something sings to me or it doesn’t.  It’s really evident right away. 
It’s like looking at a meal and thinking, “That’s appetizing.”  If a story is 
porous, almost like pumice stone, and you see that it can absorb another 

layer, that music can serve it in some way, it’s not complete.  If some-

thing is already complete, then I’m not sure what my purpose would be. 
I also have to find myself in it in some way.

On learning and adapting:

I like learning, especially from playwrights.  I like being in the room 

with people who are smarter than me, where I can learn something.  I 

don’t want to keep making the same thing. I really enjoy the newness 
of that relationship and not knowing where the other person is going to 

go.  I’m writing another piece with all the playwrights I work with, but I 
really enjoy their strengths. Their strengths bring out a different strength 

in me.  You watch Serena Williams play with all of these players and it 

brings out a certain thing in her game. She’s got short staccato when she 
plays the Italian player who was long and very legato.  It brought out 

something different in her game and she had to respond to it. I thought, 

“That’s exactly what it’s like to work with someone different. Why 
would a tennis player always play with the same player?”

On being creative during crunch-time:

I think that for a career in theatre you have to be not just good, you have 

to be good and fast when it matters.  I used to do a lot of recordings 

in Nashville, it’s what they call the ‘red light syndrome.’ They say a 
lot of people can play really well, but when the red light goes on and 

you’re recording, then you really have to play.  It’s hard because there’s 
an awareness, a third eye. You’re looking at that light and it’s the mind 
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game of, “I have to write well right now.” For some reason, it doesn’t get 
to me that much. I don’t know if it’s being a parent and I think, “Okay, I 
have two hours to write. I’m going to write for two hours and come out 
with something. It might be terrible, but there will be something at the 

end of two hours, that’s non-negotiable.” I think that’s the same thing in 
previews.

On unexpected sources of feedback:

I always ask the dressers and stagehands, because they really know.  The 

dressers are, in my experience, the smartest, greatest people.  They hear 

the rhythm of the show; they don’t always watch it. There’s an under-
standing. I remember asking someone, one of the technical directors, 

about a show and he said, “It’s not going to work, there’s too much scen-

ery.”  He could tell by the load-in that it was not going to work.

On the important distinction between plot and story:

It was Mike Nichols who had the greatest definition of plot and story.  
The plot is “the king dies, the queen dies,” but the story is “the king dies, 
the queen dies of a broken heart.”  It’s such a great and quick definition 
of the difference. The story is the one that sings. I’m not going to sing 
about the tragedy of it; people are going to get that.  What I’m going to 
sing about are the consequences, the stakes of loving someone, the need 

to be recognized as a daughter or a father in society and what happens 

when it doesn’t happen.  That’s why we tried to work with the party/pain 
ratio really carefully [in Fun Home] so that it wasn’t constant heartbreak.  
You get some relief from it.

On getting more women into the room where it happens:

At the end of the day, I’ve really found that there are certain things that, if 
you’re in the room when it happens, it’s gender-fluid.  The idea matters, 
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the presentation of the idea matters, the life force behind it matters, the 

way that you take a stand for someone else matters.  But being allowed 

in the room is so key. It’s one of the reasons that I’m just trying to do 
everything I can to usher in young women and to learn the science––

what I understand the science of writing is, the science of collaboration.  

You have to be in the room and you have to be invited in. Lisa Kron 

made an observation once that she felt men were rewarded for promise 

and women were rewarded for the product. I thought that was really 

true. You see these men advancing––they’ve made one indie and then 
suddenly they’re directing a $100 million movie.  You just don’t see that 
with women. It means that people need to look at their decision-making 

process and say, “Well, it’s a risk either way, but I’ve seen women lead a 
crew when there was no money.”

On the one thing to do as a new writer:

Don’t wait.  That’s the key–do not wait.  Don’t wait for the phone call or 
for the right singer or for the room to be open or to get the right studio.  

Make the work, study other people’s work, and be kind. Time is the only 
thing we run out of. I think because we all lost so many friends in the 

late ’80s and ’90s, so many men were not allowed to have the careers 
that they deserved and should have had.  We all learned, painfully so, 

that you run out of time, so you have to use it. Not in a crazy way, but in 

a way that’s filled with intention.
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On the songwriting process: 

Pasek: Writing songs feels similar to crafting the five-paragraph essay 
that you had to write in high school. What is your thesis statement? 

Your “thesis statement” in songwriting is usually in your chorus and 
it’s sometimes even the title of the song. It’s the central idea you need 
to consistently support throughout the lyrics. We like to find a phrase 
or thesis statement that has a unique enough angle that we can keep 

coming back to it again and again while approaching it from different 

perspectives, making sure that as the song moves and grows, we are still 

examining the same central question.

Paul: From there, I’ll start working on a way to musicalize that thesis 
statement. Sometimes we’ll just start with a chorus idea and then work 
backwards. Sometimes the only way in is to go through the song chrono-

logically, by starting where it wants to start, and continuing it as we go 

from there.

On being creative entrepreneurs: 

Pasek: The world has changed a great deal since the advent of the inter-

net. We now live in a time when there are fewer gatekeepers than ever 

before who can determine if work will be heard. Artists are able to con-

nect much more directly with an audience and that direct connection 

and the excitement that it generates can propel a musical to a Broadway 

stage.  Writers have the opportunity to act more like entrepreneurs, and 

generate their own opportunities to get their work out there.

On exorcising personal demons with Dear Evan Hansen: 

Pasek: I’ve been thinking about why we wrote the story. For me, at 
least, so much of Dogfight, but particularly Dear Evan Hansen, is about 

asking a question and trying to get to the answer through the creation of 
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something artistic. I don’t really know if I have the answer myself, but I 
see a lot of myself in these characters and in much of the plot. The songs 

wrestle with identity and try to investigate who we are as humans. They 

are meant to shine a light on the dark, weird, and scary parts of ourselves 

that are sometimes terrifying to examine. Getting to explore that in a 

theatrical way is exciting.

On when they feel like they “made it” (this was pre-Evan 

Hansen…):

Pasek: I don’t know that you ever really feel like you’ve “made it” but I 
definitely feel like we’re on the right path when we write stories that feel 
true to our lived experiences. We’re trying to create work that has a sense 
of authenticity—sometimes hopeful and often messy—and hope that by 

sharing something honest about ourselves in our writing, we can create 

something to which others might relate.

Paul: I would agree with that. I would also say that it takes so much 

work––not just for the writers, for everyone––and a confluence of 
events, people, and artists to create a show that plays on Broadway and 

runs on Broadway. It’s like magic in a way. It’s lightning in a bottle. It 
so rarely happens: a show that works in all those ways. A show where all 

120 people or 270 people or however many, in the orchestra, on stage, in 

the crew, all of the designers, etc. are all speaking the same language at 

the same time throughout the two and a half hours the show plays. The 

audience comes and sees it, sees it again, and tells their friends to come 

and see it.
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On working with producers:

My favorite dynamic is that they’re there when you need them, in the 
development. That if you need a workshop or a reading, they’re able to 
make it happen. That they’re able to challenge you to go beyond what 
you think is possible. They’re able to give notes but not force you to 
follow them to the letter. That they’ll understand if you try to hear the 
problem behind the note and address that they’re not prescriptive of how 
the plot will go. And that they’ll be brave . . . that they’ll be risk takers. I 
think a lot of writers are risk takers. I know I’m a risk taker, but I’m also 
profoundly conservative with my money––I could never write a check 

the way producers do. It’s the risk-taking, gambling, high-risk, high-re-

ward attitude for which they provide the bravery.

On when your romantic and creative partners are the same 

person:

What we share together as a result of both being writers and writing 

together . . . There’s just so much where we communicate so intimately 
about so many things during the day. We have the opposite problem of 

most married couples, who are like ships passing in the night. They don’t 
see each other because one takes over when the other one gets a rest. 

We’re full on partners. When we’re both up, it’s great. When one of us is 
up and one of us is down, that’s fine because we’ll bring each other up. 
But when we’re both down, it can be challenging because then who’s 
going to bring us up? It feels like everything has collapsed.

On adapting a movie like Frozen for the stage:

I always thought, “It’s like fifteen songs on Broadway.” It’s really more 
like 20, (or 20-22, counting the little ones, the big ones, the reprises, 

and all of that). It’s a far more musical medium (the stage) than cartoon, 
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musical-fantasy adventure because you don’t have the benefit of close-
ups or action. On stage you’re really talking about emotion. The stories 
have to be told through song and emotion. While the plot is happening, 

information and events are not as important––they jump over a big ravine 

and something important falls into the ravine, that’s not really something 
that registers on stage. So much of what we’re doing is communicating 
cinematic moments (the same story) and turning them into songs.

On hopes for the future of Broadway:

I’m part Filipino. I was not raised as ethnically different. I was assimi-
lated, basically. To me, in “normal” America, a story would be about a 
white person. I would change that. Having daughters and having written 

Frozen, I learned just from the response to that, how much my expe-

rience as a man has been affected by the white male privilege of our 

society and how insidious it is on a very basic level. It’s the lens we 
see the world through. Men run it, that’s just the way it is. But I would 
change that. I would want the stories that we see to reflect all the stories 
that are out there.

On blurring the lines of collaboration:

The less definition between the roles, the better. I started as a lyricist 
and a composer mixed together, and I always feel stifled if I can’t write 
lyrics. I’ve never worked as purely a composer with anyone. I like an 
open atmosphere; I like not feeling too precious about things. I like when 

my collaborators are allowed to say, “I don’t like that melody, what if it 
went like this? Can you change the bass line there?” I like that dynamic. 
It takes it away from preciousness and ego and brings it into the realm 

of, “What’s going to connect with people? What is going to speak to 
people?” Because, in the end, that’s what I want to do. I don’t want to 
write stuff that’s ethereal and admired, I like to connect with an audience.
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On defining a director’s role:

Directing can be a mystery to people, hard to define because the job is 
different every single time. I believe the director is the captain, conduc-

tor and manager of all personalities and creativity. It is the director’s job 
to unify all members of the creative team, articulate the vision, shape all 

aspects and deliver a show to an audience in a way they can see, appre-

ciate, and understand. It requires a huge amount of vision, tenacity, and 

flexibility. You have to know what to say, when, and to who. Directing, 
ultimately, can be the most collaborative role, but also much of what 

a director does can be invisible, misunderstood and attributed to other 

people. Frequently a director will get blamed for the exact element they 

had been rallying against in a performance or text. It’s the hardest to 
define and yet the most central role on a production. My dream is to 
collaborate with a writer whose vision is both challenging and in concert 

with mine, an inspiring, rigorous relationship filled with shared aspira-

tion and creative tension, but overflowing with respect and trust in our 
process.

On not reading reviews:

I’m one of those people that must work very hard to tune out the noise. 
I’m not on Facebook, Twitter and barely on social media. It’s not out of 
honorable intentions––it’s just self-protection. I read a review once that 
was so mean and it’s burned in my brain. I could easily dissolve into a 
daily panic of scanning the internet trying to see what others think of 

me, but it’s better for me to disengage with that part of the business. It’s 
a survival tactic. Total protection is not realistic, but I still endeavor to 

insulate myself for my own sanity and ability to work bravely.
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On the state of the American play:

The new American play is thriving, because most playwrights are also 

now writing for television. It is relatively new phenomena that play-

wrights can find a sustainable way to have a playwriting career and the 
boom in television/cable/streaming has done a great service to the whole 

field. Although it also drains our talent, it gives back in undeniable ways.

On the rising prominence of female directors:

When I directed Lisa Kron’s play Well in 2006, I was only the seventh 

woman to ever direct a straight play on Broadway. That’s appalling. 
Thankfully that number has started increasing although it must be 

said that there has been some movement towards gender equality on 

Broadway when you factor in race the same despicable statistics hold 

fast. Off-Broadway, off-off-Broadway, and regionally (in places where 

there’s not a huge amount of money involved), there’s a much more 
concentrated effort towards gender and racial parity. Sadly, the closer 

you get to the money, the fewer women there are and anyone non-white 

hired for any part of the process. There are women who are thriving in 

the Off-Broadway community, who are not, and probably never will be 

given the opportunity to direct a Broadway show. I will also say that for 

younger women it’s hard to get hired to direct anything, however young 
white men are frequently exempt from this rule . Jill Solloway has this 

incredible quote about how men are hired for their potential and women 

are hired for their experience.

On advice for early-career directors:

People ask me how to get a job and if you’re asking that question, you’re 
already in trouble. So much about directing is about creating worlds 

and convincing people to trust you and willingly, freely embark on the 
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journey with passion and dedication you’re your vision. Your number 
one job as a director is to figure out how to be proactive and create 
the environments and stories that you believe in. Practice with your 

trusted friends and colleagues. Learn how to advocate for yourself and 

to talk about your work clearly, effectively and in a way that will get 

people excited. Make yourself undeniable. Essential. This is harder for 

women and exponentially harder for non-white women, who are taught 

many damaging fallacies including to be accommodating and hide their 

ambition.
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On being the first African-American producer on Broadway:

It doesn’t bother me, or it doesn’t affect me one way or another. I know 
it’s a rough business and that every time we do a new production, it’s like 
starting a brand-new business. You’re starting everything from scratch. 
You’re raising money, getting a theater, and a million other things, so 
everyone is welcome to do it, if they want the challenge. It doesn’t have 
to be just the people currently doing it. It is a pretty rough business if 

you don’t have a demonstrated track record. I was fortunate enough to 
have some of my ex-guys from Wall Street come on board initially. They 

struck gold, so they thought I was a genius. It’s a wide-open field for 
anyone who can raise the money, get a theater, put together the talent, 

and get a great story that they’re passionate about.

On what Wall Street can teach Broadway:

Give headaches and not get them. There are basic business practices 

in the theater world that have been done that way over the years, and it 

tends to perpetuate itself. We try to come in with new ideas and look at 

new analytics with a new approach to the market. We go after the tradi-

tional theater goer first and then we’re fortunate because we also go after 
the African-American market. We get two bites at the apple, because if I 

did an all-white production and we got a bad review, I’d be done. Here, 
I get a second bite at the apple because they want to see the Lapita play 

or they want to see Terrence Howard. They don’t care what the critics 
write, and they know what they want to see. It’s a huge market that’s 
been neglected.

On the necessities for bringing in diverse audiences:

Outreach. I think that you have to do outreach in the community, beyond 

the typical musicals. For example, I took the cast of Eclipsed over to a 
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church in Brooklyn which has a 45,000-member congregation. You get 

10% of those people to come to the theater, you’re doing pretty well, 
and we’ve sold several tickets to many groups just from that particular 
church. People, when they can touch, see, and feel an actor, they natu-

rally feel closer to them. You’ve reached out to them. It’s not just build 
and they will come. It’s a broad outreach, but you have to do those little 
things for that particular audience to bring it in, as well as advertising 

and bringing in non-traditional media.

On what Hollywood actors need to learn for Broadway:

Discipline. When you’re shooting a movie, you can do one to ten takes 
and go back to your Winnebago. Here, the discipline comes when the 

reality sets in that they have to do the same role eight times a week 

before a live audience. A lot of them don’t have that discipline, so I 
surround them, to the best of my ability, with people who are theater 

veterans and have a lot of experience that can give them that guidance 

and mentor them.
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On the important parts of a director’s job:

Intellectually, it’s really important to separate the interpretative from the 
creative impulse. Directing is an interpretive art, like conducting. There 

is a pre-existing reality. You take this pre-existing reality and you make 

something of it. It’s different than if I sit down as a composer or a writer 
to write a piece and shape it myself. Now, directors help in the develop-

ment of scripts, but essentially, we’re interpreters. We’re also unifiers; 
we unify all of the arts around us and in order to do that, we have to be 

immersed in everything. We have to be able to build a concept about 

the piece. That can be really special and there are a lot of approaches to 

what makes an interpretation interesting. We’re enormously skilled at 
convincing everybody else to be good and holding together everybody 

else’s talent. It’s different than the actual talent of an actor or a singer––
we draw all of those parts together, reveal them, and pull together the 

rhythm, the storytelling, and the action; all of those things get integrated 

through the ways in which a director decides where the whole piece is 

going.

On what has changed over two decades of directing:

Fundamentally, it hasn’t changed. The influences have changed––who 
influenced me, through the middle part of the twentieth century, from 
Peter Brook to Strehler, is different to who is influencing people now, 
both experimentally and classically. The place that theater has in the 

world is changing wildly. In a traditional sense, theater was seen as a 

place to “hold a mirror up to nature.” I think now social activism has 
taken a strong lead in the work of theater artists as we steer through 

incredibly uncertain times. And rightly so.

The basic function of what you do with a text on a stage has not 

changed. The technology has changed; the way people listen has 
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changed; what they’re capable of handling in terms of absorbing the 
amount of information or how it’s delivered has changed; their capac-

ity to hear has changed. Audiences don’t share the same history of the 
work, which is more difficult in this sense. They’re not all in the same 
place when they get in the room, which can be quite wildly fascinating 

and hard. Directing essentially hasn’t changed, but who we are, how we 
perceive, and what influences us has changed radically.

On expectations for actors in the audition room:

I don’t expect them to come in and deliver the role for me to use. I’m 
really searching for talent and whether you’re good for the role. Then, 
whether you have the collaborative skills to build the thing quickly with 

me because, as you know, I’m going to be chaotic and we’re going to 
make it together as we go along. I want people who are versatile and 

have a certain kind of collaborative skill. I may find that they’re really 
good for the part, but I may smell that they’re difficult or they don’t quite 
have a good vibe with me. So, I still won’t hire them, even if they’re per-
fect. I would rather build a team of people who are going to be enjoying 

the adventure with me and have the intellectual, physical, and actual 

talent for acting that I need. If you have a great actor, you are going to 

have a great show, but you also need a collaborator.

On advice for producers:

First of all, there are some really good Broadway producers. And it’s 
the most difficult job to be good at in the theater. What the producer 
has to do is balance everything, between capitalism and the commercial 

nature of the work, to finding a way to allow the director/artist to be rich 
and complete in their artistic enterprises. They have to steer everyone 

towards accomplishment, especially if it’s solely in the commercial vein. 
That’s incredibly difficult to do because the concerns and the costs are so 



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

96

high. I wouldn’t know exactly what to tell them, except perhaps to trust 
as much as possible that the best level of art may make them the most 

money. Look at The Lion King, Hamilton, or Wicked. It’s never been 
true that a purely commercial piece, which will make your money back, 

is necessarily worth it without the art. It’s that balancing act, which is 
going to be different each time.
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On finding your people and taking the big leaps:

Sue: We were both on the board of the National Alliance for Musical 

Theater. We met there in the early days of NAMT and it was as much 

about revivals as it was new work. New work was kind of like...

Randy: The bastard child...

Sue: Randy and I were, of course, were really passionate about new 

works and that drew us together. We realized that we were developing a 

lot of the same writers and that we had very similar tastes. It was a huge, 

crazy leap. We looked at our collective knowledge from over those many 

years, and we realized that until you play in the big pond, nobody’s ever 
going to take you seriously. We had to find a way to make our mark here 
in this town. Even though I knew a lot of people from my company man-

agement days, it’s a different beast when you’re a producer. That’s how 
we ended up with Memphis. We knew we had to start with Broadway. 

Broadway is the center of the universe when it comes to musical theatre, 

so you have to be able to negotiate there to make anything else happen.

On what they’ve learned from nonprofits that has helped them 
in the commercial world:

Sue: Don’t spend money if you don’t have to. Our experience in nonprofit 
means we understand that world. As commercial producers, it’s been 
very helpful for us to build on partnerships that we’ve developed over 
the years, as well as having a real understanding of what those theatres 

need. Going into our relationships, we developed Memphis [and First 

Date and Come From Away] through partnerships with regional theatres. 
It’s an acknowledgement of what we all bring to the table when it comes 
to developing a new work, which is risky, expensive, and challenging.
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Randy: We also spoke that language. One of our funniest stories is when 

we had our general manager of Memphis, Carl Pasbjerg, and Debby 

Buchholz from La Jolla Playhouse on the phone. They were talking 

about something that was in the contract and they were both saying the 

same thing, but using different language. We said, “This is what you’re 
saying, right?” They said, “Yeah! Okay, let’s move on!” It was fascinat-
ing. We know how that system works and we know the players, but we 

also know how it felt when people would come into our house and work 

with us. So we’re really good people to go into other people’s houses 
and work within their system. Your job is to bring the very best of what 

you’re doing, yet not try and screw with their system because that’s what 
they do and they do it really well.

Sue: Also, don’t spend more money than you need to.

On communication and being present as a producer:

Randy: You have to work with so many different people. You really 

have to make sure they’re all communicating with each other as well. 
If the process isn’t working, it doesn’t really matter what’s going on, 
you’ve got a whole different issue at hand.

Sue: You’ve got to communicate first and foremost with your creative 
team. Then, you’ve got to communicate with your financial partners, 
communicate with your sales team, your general management team. If 

we have a show in the rehearsal studio, we make sure we’re there every 
day for at least the beginning of the day, the lunch break, or the end of the 

day to check in and see what’s going on and ensure we are a comfortable 
presence. We love that part of it.

Randy: Otherwise, how else do you get to know what’s going on? How 
do you know what’s going on in rehearsal? How do you know what’s 
happening and the temperature in the room? How does everybody feel 
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about the way it’s going? You can’t just drop in for five seconds and get 
that. You have to be around in order for people to be comfortable enough 

to talk to you.

On saying ‘no’ and letting go:

Sue: I don’t think saying ‘no’ is hard if you’ve done your work and 
everybody understands that you all want the same thing. Then it’s a con-

versation, and everybody understands where the ‘no’ is coming from. 
We’ve been really blessed to work with creative teams who understand 
the business as well as the art, who really genuinely listen when you say, 

“That’s a bad idea.” Some of that has to do with the fact that they’ve 
had other experiences where it didn’t work out so well. Sometimes it’s 
a compromise. Sometimes I think it’s probably one of the hardest things 
a producer has to do, but maybe the hardest is to know when to let go. 

That’s very painful.

Randy: I think part of it is just that conversation we have with the cre-

ators. They know we’re all going after the same thing. It’s not like we’re 
just trying to penny-pinch. On Memphis, there were conversations like, 

“Well, it’d be really nice if we had this and this.” We’d say, “Well, here’s 
what that would mean and…” They got that and they’d go back and 
figure out another creative way. It’s really just about everybody working 
together to try and make it the best it can be.
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On casting in the age of instant information:

I miss having more time. Everything needs to be done in an instant––

“Get me a list. Get me five people. Set up an audition for tomorrow.” It’s 
possible because the internet allows information to fly out in a second 
but I miss the time when someone would send us a script, we’d all read 
it, and then Vinnie [Liff], Geoff [Johnson], and I would sit in the con-

ference room to discuss it. The director and producer would come by 

and we’d talk about the play, what the plans were, and get to know the 
director a little bit. And then, a week later, you would probably meet 

again because we’d all been thinking about it, we’d all made lists, and 
we would put the lists together. There was time for reflection and consid-

eration that I miss sometimes.

On what to look for in the audition process:

The most important thing you need to get started, is: who are the right 

people to tell this story and what are those people like? Are they bright, 

are they people made of primary colors, are they people made of pastels? 

The actors who have that gift of being able to share who they are easily, 

you get to figure out where they fit, either the world of the play or just 
the world of my office and projects that I’m working on. Being able to 
show me who you are, I love that. I look for that.

On the dos and don’ts of getting a casting director’s attention:

I always say hard work is the best thing that an actor can do because gim-

micky things––like mailing campaign, I remember a woman who sent a 

letter in a lavender envelope every Tuesday because she wanted to be in 

Les Mis––those kinds of things make us think that you’re not taking this 
work very seriously. When an actor comes in and she’s prepared and it’s 



C A S T  O F  M E N T O R S

103

clear that she has brought her full self to the audition, that’s the best way 
to get my attention.

On when casting isn’t going “your way”:

I remember a teacher who said, “When a director gives you a note, 

always say thank you and take that note and do it to your best ability. 

Don’t resist it, don’t criticize it or analyze it, because it will be clear if 
the note works if you do it properly.” I think I’ve always applied that 
to my work in casting. I take a lot of notes from directors and writers, I 

try to follow their concept – I always say we are in the business of serv-

ing their imaginations. Most directors have enormous bandwidth in their 

imaginations and can accommodate the ideas that come from the casting 

process––so I will add people into the sessions that might not exactly fit 
the initial brief to see if we can expand or enhance the original concept. 

I don’t think I have ever said to a director, “I don’t think that’s right. I 
don’t think we need that person.” The casting process will usually make 
it all very clear.

On the biggest (and most overlooked) mistake made in the 

audition room:

The biggest thing to do is be prepared and bring your whole self to the 

audition. Also, try to read the social signals . . . whether the room is 

warm and open––a handshaking group––or a more reserved team at the 

table. It helps the process if the actor can key into the tone of the room. 

Casting directors try to make the actors feel comfortable and welcome; 

we are all together for the same purpose: to shine a light on the actor’s 
talent and explore his or her appropriateness for the story we are telling.
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On a producer’s role in supporting diversity:

Producers taking a strong position that there must be diversity in the cast 

is critical. That support takes casting with a diverse imagination beyond 

an initiative and makes it a practice.
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On self-doubt:

When I was 40, Roger [Rees, Rick’s husband] and I went to see Tom 
Stoppard’s Arcadia, and afterward, Tom, Rog, and I went across the 

street for a meal. Tom said to me, “You seem awfully glum, Rick. Didn’t 
you like the play?” I said, “Like it? I think it’s proof that there’s God. 
You’re like Mozart or Michelangelo or something. I think I have to kill 
myself.” “But why?” Tom asked. And I said, “I’ll never be that good. 
What’s the point of going on?”

I remembered in that moment how, years before, I’d given up acting. 
I was 25, I’d finally seen The Deer Hunter, and I thought, “Look at De 

Niro. Look at Meryl Streep. I’ll never be that good. What’s the point 
of going on? Who needs one more decent actor?” Nobody tried to talk 
me out of it, so I stopped. Now here I was, across the table from Tom 

Stoppard, the De Niro of writers, asking (I thought rhetorically), “Who 

needs one more decent copywriter; one more average playwright, when 

there’s you?” Only, Tom answered. “Rick, don’t you think that there are 
writers about whom I feel just the same way?” I said, “Who? Tolstoy?” 
And he said, “Well, yes, for one. Why don’t you just write? Stop worry-

ing about whether it’s good or great or shit or anything. Just write. If it 
gives you pleasure, then do it.”

The difference between stopping acting and keeping writing was 

the difference between my being 25 and 40, which was the difference 

between sulking and understanding Tom’s point. Thanks to Tom, I kept 
writing. And a few years later, Tom’s advice gave me the moxie to ask 
Marshall [Brickman] to write a musical about Frankie Valli and The Four 
Seasons. All I said was, “Hey, if we screw it up, we’ll just have wasted 
our own time, but we’ll have fun.”
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On finding passion for your work:

I think it’s a little bit like anything else in life––you don’t have to love 
everything about a project; if you can find something to love, you can 
write it. There’s only one rule, it seems to me: If I drop a hammer, I don’t 
need to look to see if it’s hit the ground, the law of gravity takes care 
of that. In the same way, if there’s a good story to tell and compelling 
characters to tell it, people will enjoy it. Call it the Law of Theatrical 

Gravity. When a good story smiles at you from across the room, passion 

follows. Finding that passion is the most rewarding measure of success. 

Thinking, “Maybe this is the sort of thing that could be successful,” is 
not a good reason to write something. But if you burn to tell a particular 

story, if you have a real passion for it, then you’ll never be wasting your 
time.

On dreaming of more real estate:

If I were asked for one Big Idea for Broadway, I would say, “It’s the 21st 
century. Let’s build a second and third tier of theatres over the Booth 
Theatre, over the Schoenfeld and the Jacobs and the Golden and the 

Shubert and the Broadhurst and the Majestic. Three tiers of new the-

atres––new spaces of several sizes that are up-to-date and technically 

fitted out, so that more work can be produced and more people can see 
it.” Tony Kushner, Jeremy Harris, Lynn Nottage and Lin Miranda can 
write fifty more plays, but if there’s not a theatre for them to appear in, 
we can’t see them. Plays don’t exist on the page; they live on stage, in 
front of an audience. The industry is bursting at the seams with new 

voices and visions, but we are starved for actual theaters to put them 

in. My wish would be for more theaters here in New York so that more 

voices could be heard, more actors and dancers and singers could be 
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seen, more ushers could usher, and more magic could be made. That’s 
my fantasy about realty.
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On women in the arts: 

I didn’t have a role model.  An important part of my career, and one of 
the things about which I feel very proud, is that I helped to create a path 

as a role model for so many talented women who chose to direct and 

produce, and chose an area of the theatre which was very sparse when I 

started out in 1971. I had to start my own theatre because no one would 

hire a woman director at that time. There simply weren’t any. When I 
was at the Yale School of Drama in 1970—in a three-year program—

there was no other woman in their directing division in the school. There 

is extraordinary work being created by directors who are women now 

and I am thrilled that women are present in positions of power.  It was 

not my intention to be a role model, but by exemplary action, by the very 

fact that I chose to be a director and to helm a theatre validates the idea 

that doors can open where they seemed shut tight for years and that artis-

tic change can influence other areas of society as well. It makes me very 
proud to see, finally, the breadth and scope and excitement of the plays 
and musicals that are directed by women now.  I once taught at Yale 

University and told my students, “Just because you’re a woman doesn’t 
mean you can’t direct, and just because you’re a man doesn’t mean you 
should want to direct. It’s a characterological issue, not a gender issue.”

On what’s important in the (non-profit) business of show: 

I’m wary of trends emerging where boards of directors feel that non-
profit institutions or artistic institutions should be run by business people 
and not by artistic people.  I think the heart of an artistic institution is the 

art. Any non-profit needs leadership that is practical and business savvy, 
but that position must not create the agenda and the priorities of an artis-

tic institution. They must work with the artistic leader to find balance 
and financial practicality. But the budget is a statement of the mission 
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and if that is created by a purely practical sensibility, you will feel it in 

the work that is created. Every non-profit theatre needs a central artistic 
vision.

On the differences between commercial and non-profit theatre: 

Our mission and our goal is not to make our shows financially success-

ful.  Our mission is to create new work for the theatre. At the end of the 

day, if you’re producing in the commercial theatre your obligation is to 
create a financial success––that doesn’t mean there isn’t incredible suc-

cess in our wonderful Broadway theatre, but their success is measured 

by, “Did the show recoup? Did the show make money?”  Our measure 
of success in a not-for-profit setting uses a different metric system. A 
show at the Manhattan Theatre Club can have not generated the ticket 

sales we had hoped for but it can be considered successful in many other 

ways. A playwright is discovered who, two plays from now, is going to 

write a really successful play.  Actors are discovered who are going to 

have major careers and we are going to be instrumental in helping those 

careers. There are a lot of other measurements of what constitutes suc-

cess in a not-for-profit theatre and we have to make sure that the art stays 
at the center, not just the idea of business and survival. 

On priorities in season selection: 

One of them is to create a diverse season.  The first thing on my mind 
is always quality and excellence.  I’m looking for artists who have great 
talent. I’m looking for a variety of voices and subjects. I’m looking for 
writers who have a voice. I’m looking for work that, in some way, is 
going to speak to us now, something that I respond to and that hopefully 

other people will respond to.  It takes a long time to do that Sometimes 

I wish it were like an assembly line, where you could say, “I’ll take that 
one, that one and that one,” the way we look at cupcake at Magnolia 
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Bakery. But the process of producing involves identifying and determin-

ing the quality of the material, then assembling the best talents to bring 

that material to life and guiding the rehearsal and preview process to 

make the best show possible.  We are there to serve artists and to intro-

duce audiences to something new.

On starting your own company: 

Get a lot of sleep before your first day because you won’t sleep again.  
Don’t let anybody tell you that you can’t do it, that it’s too hard, that you 
shouldn’t, that it has been done, or that it isn’t a prudent thing to do.  You 
really have to ignore all the reasons not to do it and follow your heart. 

If you want to do it, you must go ahead. Every day you face the chal-

lenges, you try to look ahead and plan.  Make a five-year plan of where 
you think you’d like to be, then throw that out because it probably won’t 
turn out to be what you thought. I think you have to have the kind of 

determination, will, and unwillingness to fold in the face of a bad notice 

or financial challenges. I can’t think of a day in over 40 years of being 
the Artistic Director of this theatre when there wasn’t some problem to 
solve. And many days when there were many. The I Ching advises that 

“perseverance furthers.”
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On what to do after a flop:

My first Broadway show got terrible reviews. The next morning, I got 
calls from a lot of friends in the industry. They all said, “Now you are 

a producer.” Jimmy Nederlander Sr. said, “It’s easy to have a hit. It’s 
easy to have a flop. The hardest thing to do is to have a hit after a flop. 
You have to get back up on your feet and do that.” Somehow knowing 
that producing a flop was the thing that made me “part of the club” was 
tremendously reassuring. I don’t love the word “failure,” because things 
can flop financially and still succeed in other ways. But, in a business 
where seven out of ten shows do not return their investment, it quickly 

becomes clear that everyone experiences this sort of thing and a flop 
doesn’t feel so lonely.

On running, not just opening, the show:

I have always been confused by how many people, even those within the 

industry, still ask me what I am working on. There are multiple produc-

tions of Wicked all around the world, and yet people wonder what I am 

doing with my days. Wicked still takes up an enormous part of every day. 

However, when I produce new shows (which I have to do, since only 

working on Wicked would quickly put me into a rut), I get to use parts 

of my brain that subsequently help the Wicked part of my brain. Left 

vs. Right. Operating vs. Production. It all interacts. There simply isn’t 
enough respect given to operating the show, but that is really the name 

of the game: running the show. For the investors, it is where the profit is. 
For the cast and crew and creatives, it is where the employment is. I feel 

an incredible amount of responsibility for all the people who work on 

Wicked week after week after week around the country and around the 

world. It is more glamorous to open shows, but you’ve got to pay just as 
much attention (if not more) to running them.
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On marketing a long-running show:

It sounds vaguely Stalin-esque, but Wicked does have five-year plans, 
like they had in the Soviet Union in the 1930’s. At all marketing meet-
ings, we discuss the messages for this year versus the big idea for next 

year. We don’t have a ten-year plan, as that might be getting ahead of 
ourselves. The world changes too quickly. But we have general ideas of 

the kinds of campaigns that we are going to implement for the next few 

years. I have had that strategy since about two or three years in, when I 

understood that we needed to think about more than just what was right 

in front of us.

On the state of the road:

The road is wildly successful right now. The Lion King, Wicked and now 

Hamilton are the cornerstones. They are consistent blockbusters on tour. 

The problem the road has is the “middle” shows. The very big shows put 
up numbers that were not even imaginable when Wicked started touring. 

The smaller shows also tour very well: Next to Normal, Spelling Bee, 

Avenue Q, Fun Home, Dear Evan Hansen, etc. The problem comes with 

the shows that are not the biggest brands, the ones in the middle. They 

do not sell like blockbusters and yet they cost much more than the small 

shows. The current economic structure of the touring business is not 

really built for those shows that straddle the middle. .

On why producing solo may be the best for young producers:

A lot of people think that the best way to start to produce is to be on a 

producing team of 60, 70, 80 people. The benefit there is that you can 
develop investors and get them into successful shows. Then, they will be 

loyal to you when you have your own show. The problem is that it only 

delays the point at which you produce your own show. When you are in 
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a room with that many people, you cannot learn anything substantial. 

Being billed with that many people does not put your name or reputation 

out there in any meaningful way. My advice is, as controversial as it may 

sound, try to find your own project and find a way to get it on. It may not 
make as much economic sense as being a small part of a large producing 

team––and you may not make a living doing it––but it is the only way 

you are going to learn. You have to learn by doing. You just cannot learn 

by going to one meeting every two months with dozens of people in a 

room where things are being presented that have already been decided.

On a concern regarding contemporary creative teams:

An older generation of writers/composers/lyricists would traditionally 

focus on one show at a time. In our current environment, that may not be 

practical, because you can work on a show and it might not get on and 

that does not make economic sense for the creators. I understand that. 

However, the scale has tipped too far in the other direction. There are 

people writing many, many shows concurrently. It is not good for the 

collaborative process. It is distracting to the work itself (and could be 

blamed for disappointing the creator’s talent in general or diminishing 
the passion for a project in particular). And, it makes too much of our 

time about scheduling work rather than actually having the time to do 

the work.
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On moving from regional theater to Broadway:

Being in a regional theater and serving as an artistic director trains you 

for Broadway because you see the entire picture. You understand the 

mind of producers. You understand where the money goes. You under-

stand how to balance the budget. You understand how important the art 

itself is. You get to see everything. You know you’re responsible for the 
costume department, the production department, and the technical direc-

tor. You work with the development director, and you work with a board 

of directors. Running a regional theater is like running a small Broadway 

show. I simply understand Broadway better because of my time running 

a fifteen million dollar a year regional theater.

On what makes televised musicals unique and awesome:

You have Ariana Grande working with Kristin Chenoweth, which is 

beautiful. The audience sees that Ariana Grande is more than just a pop 

culture singing icon. I love all of these artists coming together and having 

the opportunity to grow their talent. I like the idea that the audience sees 

a one-time event and thinks, “Wow!” They want to go see a play in their 
community, not just Broadway, and they want to tune in for the next one. 

I like the fact that it’s cross-generational, in terms of audience and also 
casting. We have a ten-year-old actor, a thirty-year-old, and a fifty or 
sixty or seventy-year-old. They all have followers on social media and 

they’re all talented. All of them get the chance to merge their audiences 
and to broaden the minds of their audiences.

What the average person can do to promote diversity in the 

theater:

People could write to their local papers. Write to the New York Times 

or anywhere you can in order to say what you want to see on the stage. 
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Also, go support things that are on Broadway that you think are interest-

ing and exciting, not just because it’s a fun musical or because that story 
might be interesting. It’s also good to take someone to a Broadway show 
who normally wouldn’t see the show that you would go see.

On choosing projects:

I’m looking for the potential to change lives and to inspire people, which 
ultimately comes to the timeliness of it. Even when I look at a revival, 

I ask myself, “What does that say to an audience today?” When I did A 

Raisin in the Sun for the second time on Broadway, it was nothing at all 

like the first time. I never thought about the first time when I was work-

ing on it the second time. But I felt like the country needed that particular 

play and I wanted a big play to feel intimate. So I moved it closer to the 

audience, to make them feel included in it. I wanted to put black and 

white together, in subtle ways, so I did that. I’m always thinking about 

not only if I feel like I have to do a piece, but do I feel urgently possessed 

to present it?
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On a love for musicals:

I love the way that somebody will break out into a song. Today, with 

the more realistic, authentic musicals, it’s almost as if it gives voice to 
your deepest feelings. On Dear Evan Hansen, we get so many emails 

and tweets. One of the ones that I repeat constantly was a teenager who 

tweeted, “Dear Evan Hansen is the soundtrack to my life. It’s a blanket 
on my heart.” The music brings emotion to the script like nothing else.

On the similarities between Broadway producing and 

publishing:

I cannot believe how similar being a commercial producer is to being 

part of a magazine editorial staff. My job as the senior editor at Town 

& Country, which was the last job I had in journalism, was very much 

about being the leader of the team. It’s about finding an idea. You need 
many, many ideas to make the magazine flourish. We’re all interested 
in storytelling and what makes a good story. It’s about taking one idea 
and finding the writer who has the chemistry with it to write it. Then, 
you need to pair that writer with an illustrator or a photographer to make 

that story come alive on the pages, going so far as to have the graphic 

designer create that look on the pages of the magazine. In the general 

sense, the editor of the magazine has to keep that magazine alive. It’s 
exactly like what we talk about when we’re developing audiences. It 
took me a while to get the lay of the land on Broadway, and certainly 

there are many, many differences, but I find that I got home more quickly 
here when I realized that my skillset was actually the same.

On being a woman in the industry:

I always want to have the sort of salty answer that people are craving, but 

I feel very fortunate in that I have not felt at a disadvantage for being a 
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woman. I felt welcomed by both male producers and female producers. 

I feel I have had some wonderful mentors, both female and male and 

young and old. I do see it in other parts of the industry––I’m very proud 
to have been one of the first board members of the Lilly awards, which 
recognizes female achievement in this industry and comes up with very 

innovative programs for women artists.

On mentoring:

We have a duty to teach the people coming into this industry how to do 

it. When I came in, it was my second career. I was 40 years old when I 

started producing, and I was looking for people to show me how it really 

works and that was actually quite hard to find. I have interns in this office 
who are young and they’re not ready to produce, but they’re ready to 
learn the ropes. Because of the people who did take the time to show me 

the ropes, and I have to mention my dear friend Margo Lion who just 

passed away, I feel committed to the idea of mentoring others as a way 

to give back. I like to surround myself with young people in the office 
and to include them in meetings and hear their thoughts and ideas – and 

I hope to do more of that at the theater when we open again.

On Dear Evan Hansen:

I asked Benj Pasek and Justin Paul what they really wanted to write, 

because at that moment they were doing shows that weren’t who they 
were. They told me a story that is not what Dear Evan Hansen is now, 

but there was a germ of it in that story. It was a real-life experience that 

Benj had in high school. Beyond the experience, it was the feeling he 

was left with about his generation. They said that’s what they wanted 
to be their next musical or that it would be a musical that they would 

absolutely love to write. Benj and Justin relaying that it was what they 

wanted to do made me want to do it. It didn’t matter that it ventured into 
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new and bold territory for a musical, that the writers were 24, or that I 

didn’t know exactly how it was all going to happen. I knew that I was 
going to dedicate myself to it. Strangely enough, over the years it has 

unbelievably begun to speak to me and my life, even though I never 

thought that it would.
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On the director’s role:

As a director, your job is to get the most creative people you can in a 

room, from the writing team to the design team to the musical team to 

the cast. You try to get them all on the same page and telling the same 

story. You can’t assume anything and your job is to state the obvious. 
Does everyone know that we’re doing a comedy? What is the style of 
this piece? What is the story we’re telling? How are we going to tell this 
story? We lead, inspire, and shepherd. We also receive and filter all ideas 
so that we’re all telling the same story in the same style.

On grounding dance in story:

For me, it’s always about going into the story of the characters. Who are 
they, why would they dance, and how would they dance? I love research, 

so if it’s a period show like Nice Work If You Can Get It, I research all 

kinds of dance from that time. I found some old footage of Josephine 

Baker that inspired me. My process is about doing research, but also 

figuring out the characters. I find that if I’m having trouble finding the 
steps and the actual vocabulary, it’s because I don’t know why they’re 
dancing. 

On the universals of story:

I mentor with a group called the Wendy Wasserstein Project, which, 

through TDF, brings high school students to see Broadway musicals 

and plays. They’re all sixteen and seventeen-year-old kids from Queens, 
Brooklyn, and other areas. Some of them have never seen a show before, 

and you know what they all respond to? Sure, they all love the spectacle, 

and they love great music, but they also love plot, story, and characters. 

No matter all the bells and whistles you have or the fabulous music and 
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choreography or a flat-out spectacular production, people respond more 
to stories and to human connection.

On learning by watching: 

To quote a show that everybody knows a bit about, you want “to be 

in the room where it happens.” Choreography is an apprenticeship art. 
You want to get in the room and watch other people do it. Do your own 

work and your own shows as much as you can, but watch other people. 

I was very lucky being the assistant choreographer to my brother [Rob 
Marshall] and being a choreographer before I became a director. I got 
to watch people like Hal Prince, Jack O’Brien, Jerry Zaks, and Susan 
Schulman at work. I got to see how they run auditions, how they talk to 

writers, how they talk to designers, how they run a tech, how they run 

a production meeting, and how they give notes. It’s informative to the 
ways that you want to work and the ways that you don’t want to work.
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On failure:

My first show, Joy, went terribly. It did, at least, last six weeks and not 

the four that I think it probably should have lasted. However, it was all 

okay because if I had succeeded my first time out, I don’t think I would 
have learned nearly enough. The best thing about starting a career or 

something new that’s challenging is failing first and picking yourself up. 
Keep going and learn from those mistakes.

On learning from those mistakes:

I instinctively felt that I was good at producing, even though, practically, 

I was not because I wasn’t succeeding. The things that I thought, the 
decisions I made, and the impulses that I had, I thought, were good at 

the time. I remember so clearly: there was free Wi-Fi at the Cosi up on 

49th. I would put my laptop in my backpack every day, go up to that Cosi, 

and I’d send emails, and do extensive research. I even started meeting 
people for coffee dates, and eventually, I figured out that you need to 
raise money for projects, you need to option shows, and you need to 

create a revenue stream for your producing office that was more than just 
waiting for royalties to come in. By choice or by mistake, whatever we 

want to call it, I taught myself how to be a producer while also building 

my general management business.

On believing in and pitching your show:

I was truly passionate, as well as emotionally and authentically true in 

my pitch. I believe this every time I put on a show. Maybe things change 

six months later, but I truly believe at that moment that a show deserves 

a life. I believe that the economic strategy of the show makes sense 

for investor return. I believe that the artists involved in the show have 

something important to say and deserve the platform of Broadway or 
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off-Broadway or a tour. I think that, ultimately, my authenticity is what 

pulled me along the way.

On the producer’s role:

The producer’s responsibility is to do everything he or she can do to 
create the best outcome for that show, and for that show’s investors. 
That would include everything relating to its artistic success, its business 

success, and the legacy that the show needs to leave for itself. No stone 

unturned, no email unreturned, no phone calls ignored. It’s beginning 
your day and ending your day knowing you did everything you can to 

make that show successful.

On being a producer today:

I think the most important skill a producer has to have is in understand-

ing the world we are in. If you’re producing a show or you’re behaving 
in a way that is not cognizant of the world around you, then you’re fail-
ing. You’re failing your show, you’re failing the audience, you’re failing 
your artists, and you’re failing your investors. That means the topic has 
to resonate and be relevant to the world we’re in right now. There has 
to be a reason for it. You also have to exist in light of the times, and that 

means you must be smart about how you market the show. Be smart 

about the message you use to talk about it and the mechanisms in which 

you sell your show: from how you price it, to what sort of platforms your 

ticketing is on, to how you utilize social media in the digital sphere to be 

relevant. I think people who ignore the time and place that they’re living 
in while producing is so foolish. We’re so connected. It’s an entertain-

ment option in the list of 3,064 entertainment options that Americans 

have each day, from Netflix to Quibbi to YouTube to the Apple Watch; 
there’s just so much to consume. If you’re not going to be cognizant 
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about the world you’re in, in both the art itself and the narrative you’re 
creating to sell your art, go home.

On making a living, not a killing:

When I left the news business, I told my parents on Thanksgiving that 

I was going to go and become a Broadway producer. My mother said, 

“I don’t understand. How will you make money?” I said, “You can’t 
make a living, but you can make a killing, and that’s all you gotta worry 
about.” Ten years later, I have not figured out how to make a killing, but I 
have figured out how to make a living, which is actually fun. Apparently, 
you can live in New York by just being normal, and I’m fine with that 
and grateful for that. I looked at Broadway as a place I would always 

work––a community that I would be a part of and find ways to produce 
for. I also knew that there was a “beyond Broadway” that was fruitful 
and creating great work, which was a home for me also.

On the struggles of off-Broadway:

My opinion of off-Broadway is that it has become the most exciting 

breeding ground for new artists. I’m not going to forget that, and I’m 
not going to turn my back on the off-Broadway space just because it’s 
hard to recoup. I want to be doing exciting work. I want to be supporting 

new artists and telling new, different stories. I can’t keep an arm’s length 
approach to it; I have to be there. I don’t have to be there every season, 

and I don’t have to be there all the time, but I have to be there. I have 
to support it, and I have to like it. Off-Broadway is how every producer 

learns how to be a producer, unless they get lucky, right? If you’re going 
to start off being a producer and you’re likely going to fail anyway, I say 
fail where the stakes are lower.
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On transitioning from acting to writing:

There was a summer where many of my friends were all unemployed. It 

was a summer where the BBC were only doing Jane Austens and period 

dramas. At that time, they didn’t integrate them, which meant that none 
of us could work in TV or theatre. So, we would meet every week com-

plaining––but I hate complaining. I decided at that point that I would 

start to write. I would write to tell the stories that we were saying were 

not being included in theatre and TV. I would write for the actors that I 

enjoyed looking at, some of which were actors of color. Then, I didn’t 
start writing a play until 1998, two years later. A director that I worked 

with, Andy Haigh, asked me what I was doing, and I told him that I 

wanted to start writing. Andy told me that if I wrote a play for the theatre, 

he would commission it. I wrote my first play, A Bitter Herb, which got 

produced at the Bristol Old Vic and went on to win a couple of awards. 

One of those was the Peggy Ramsay Award, which included compen-

sation of about $50,000. I thought, “I must be a writer if I’m winning 
50K!” That was the beginning of my transition from acting to writing.

On seeing potential in writing:

What Andy Haigh saw was that I had something to say and potentially 

had a voice. I remember Andy saying at the time that he would much 

rather get a very badly structured play that has voice and energy than a 

well-structured play that said nothing. The structure you can work, the 

voice you cannot create. As I developed into an artistic director, I kept 

that with me. I would rather read a script with a voice.

On art as service:

I’m the eldest son of economic migrants. What that means is that I was 
born into a Britain that was much colder––racially, socially, and in-class 
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terms––than it is now. Life was relatively hard. It was less hard for me 

than it was for my parents. I hope that for my children it is less hard. 

There were many issues that we had to deal with and so, in an odd way, 

I discovered at quite a young age that art was my weapon. My mother 

wanted me to be a lawyer that could serve our community. Once I dis-

covered art was my way of doing that, I could look my mother in the 

eye and say, “Look, I know I’m acting, but I’m also serving.” Serving 
through art has been right at my core from a very young age.

On process and a delicate political hand:

My process has always been the same. An idea lands either through 

dreamscape or through media-scape. I read something, I hear some-

thing, and I stop to think, “What does it mean? Why am I fascinated by 

that story, and how might I encapsulate it within four or five characters? 
What’s the theme? What’s the political point I wish to make with this?” 
I’m a political playwright, so invariably that’s what happens. I think, 
“Is there something politically I want to say, and how can I humanize 

that political theory?” If I don’t wish to humanize it, I’ll write an article 
for the Guardian. If I want to make it into something that people sit and 

muse with for two hours and see it manifest into human flesh, then I 
need to find the human story. I go about finding the character that might 
best inhabit this theme or this political point that I wish to make. That’s 
my process. I attempt to bury my political point as deeply as I can in the 

story. Invariably, the political point that I wish to make will probably be 

negated throughout the play, because it’s not about having a soapbox. 
Invariably it will be negated and be deeply buried, much like theme. 

However, if I get it right, the audience will use their intelligence to hook 

and find that theme. Then the applause at the end should simply be the 
beginning of the debate about the theme that I wish to talk about.



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

136

On being an artistic director:

One of the big things I’ve learnt is that it looks easy on the outside, but is 
bloody hard on the inside. Don’t do this job because you want someone 
to say, “Well done.” There will always be someone saying, “You messed 
up,” and you just have to know that that is part of the gig.

On ways to bring equality to theatre:

I think we still need to look at the structural inequalities that allow boards 

to think there isn’t a qualified person of color out there to lead their the-

atres. Theatre knows we need to address this. We want to live in a more 

equitable environment than the numbers currently show. Further, let’s 
look at the structural inequality of the gender imbalance. Roughly 70% 

of tickets to plays are bought by women, and less than 30% of plays on 

our stages are directed by women. As an artistic director or anyone in the 

theatre, we know that it’s wrong and that we need to do something about 
it. If you’re an artistic director, seek gender balance in your season. If we 
acknowledge that something is wrong and then figure out how we’re able 
to influence our sphere, it becomes easier to say, “I can do that.” In terms 
of people of color, we look at the structural inequality and say, “How 

many directors of color get to direct plays that are not linked to their cul-

tural background?” Then when we’re looking at the next big classic that’s 
happening at my theatre, I think, “Maybe I need to help the infrastructure 

by making sure that there’s a director of color.” Maybe that director of 
color says, “Actually, my sound person that I’ve been working with for 
years is someone of color,” and they bring them in. There were ways 
in which we can look at our immediate environment and think, “How 

do I diversify it? How do I look at the structural inequalities? How do I 

identify those?” Then, we know what to do. I arrived at Baltimore Centre 
Stage and there wasn’t much diversity, but I left Baltimore with 40% of 
the senior managers being people of color. I’m proud we just did it.
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On reading the audience during previews:

You can feel whether that collective group is going on a ride. Are the 

heads facing forward? This is a pressure cooker moment, and if people 

are getting distracted, heads are moving, programs are getting dropped, 

or it’s “rustle, rustle” and people are digging into their purses, there’s a 
problem. They’re not paying attention. Certainly, it’s not about “Do they 
leap to their feet?” Still, you can feel whether they’re engaged, whether 
they’re excited. Obviously, not all plays are “leap to your feet” kind of 
plays, as they’re not constructed that way. It’s a big public moment, early 
previews. They make you nervous; you’re sharing something that still 
needs work and you are working on it, but you have to try to be relaxed 

enough to take in the collective feeling, and not so much of the individ-

ual whispering.

On Broadway’s biggest (and cruelest) surprise:

It is cutthroat that stuff can close. Stuff that is fantastic doesn’t neces-

sarily find its audience. I’ve had some very bittersweet moments. Who’s 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf closed early. We did not find her audience. It was 
beautiful, and then a couple of years later, I did a wonderful revival of 

The Heidi Chronicles. People didn’t come. The company was so amaz-

ing and Lizzie [Elizabeth] Moss as Heidi was so relevant. Vulnerable 
and strong. So that’s the shocker…

I’m also very fortunate that my career calendar is kind of booked, 
so people expect me in a couple months, or sometimes the next day. We 

closed A Delicate Balance on my first day of tech of The Heidi Chronicles 

across the street. I have a great support system, but then another room 

expects me. Other producers and another group of actors expect me a 

day or a month later. That’s also an incredibly rarefied, fortunate posi-
tion to be in. Even if it does work out, it eventually closes too. It all 
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eventually winds up in the dumpster. It’s great when a show completes 
its run and it’s great when it exceeds expectations, but it’s eventually 
going to disappear.

On the state of female directors on Broadway:

There are so many great women directors out there right now. There are 

not that many working consistently on Broadway. I have to think there 

will be, but it is a crazy statistic. There are certainly more celebrated 

women working on Broadway (meaning getting awards), but the per-

centage actually hasn’t shifted at all since they’ve been keeping records. 
About 17% of the plays directed on Broadway are directed by women. 

That has been true since the early eighties. There is no change to it. It’s 
17%, it’s not even, “Oh, now it’s 22.” It’s shocking.

On the importance of relationships in show business:

It’s a business like any other business. You make relationships, and cer-
tainly my relationship with Edward Albee, for instance, opened a lot 

of doors for me. I did a production of a play of his for a small the-

ater in Philadelphia, which we rehearsed in New York. He came in my 

rehearsal hall. He liked what he saw. We got to know each other a little 

bit. Eventually, he gave me a new play at a regional theatre, and it was a 

17-year relationship before he died last year. I had someone like that. I 

had someone who was both in his third chapter or third act of his career 

and being produced widely. It was very fortunate, unusually fortunate 

for a young director (man or woman) to have someone. The first time I 
worked in Chicago was on an Albee play because David Petrarca got a 

movie, and an Albee play that he was going to direct needed a director 

all of a sudden. So those kinds of writer-director relationships are hugely 

important. It’s not about “This writer will take me to Broadway,” but it’s 
“This writer, we clicked for whatever reason. Let’s continue what this 
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relationship is and let’s see where we go.” You have your people and 
sometimes those people wind up taking you to interesting places, and 

you take them to interesting places.
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On changing paths and knowing when to be a big fish in a small 
pond:

You have to have a really clear vision and path, so I knew that when I did 

Fosse, that was going to be my last show. I had made a decision that I 

wanted to choreograph. I knew that being a choreographer in New York 

City was extremely competitive. Having seen that Jerry Mitchell, Rob 

Marshall, Rob Ashford, and Katherine Marshall were all competing, I 

thought to myself, “Oh my God, I can’t compete with you; I just got 
here!” I realized that I was going to either stay in New York and try to 
compete with people that had been going at it for fifteen years, or I was 
going to figure out how to be a big fish in a small pond.” I decided to 
choreograph in Toronto, Canada.

On choreographing:

For me, it’s not about imposing how I dance, how Sergio moves, but 
rather figuring out what is the language of Hands on a Hardbody? What 

is the language of that show? What is the language of Memphis? What 

is the language of Jersey Boys? That’s the first thing. No matter how 
many shows I have done, I’m always a nervous wreck until I get into the 
rehearsal room to begin preproduction and start to dance. The minute I 

walk into that room and begin, even if I spend two hours just sitting there 

moving a little bit with a couple of the dancers, that’s where the process 
begins to germinate for me. It’s not always me dancing around. I have 
the script, and I figure out what section I’m choreographing. I have a 
blueprint for each of the numbers, and I’m very pragmatic and organized 
about it. I generally block the numbers out so that when I walk into the 

room, I have a blueprint and then I can play.
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On self-diagnosing choreography:

I may fall in love with different sections of a number, but if they’re not 
working or they aren’t telling the story or moving the plot along, I’m the 
first one to cut it. So, again, if I’m looking at a piece of dance and we 
haven’t learned anything or elevated the storytelling, then I have to look 
at it again. The audience will inform you of that. It isn’t about how they 
applaud; it’s how does it help the narrative? Does it help carry the plot 
along? Do we learn anything as well as letting the audience have joy? 

Do we liberate? Do we transport them to a different place? I have to look 

at the whole piece, not at just each number, but the piece as a whole and 

where we are losing the audience.

On finding your niche as a director/choreographer:

Fosse, Bennett and some of the contemporary ones right now like Casey 

Nicholaw and Jerry Mitchell have gotten something special, which is 

that they understand what kind of material they are good at. They’ve 
honed in on the tone of the shows and the kinds of stories that they know 

they can tell. Fosse knew that if he could take stories like Pippin, dark 

stories, but figure out a concept and add his trademark, they would all be 
“Fosse.” Tonally, they’re all the same. Susan Stroman knows how to do 
that as well. She knows the kind of stories that she can tell. It’s under-
standing that, for me, I want to take stories where dance is a big character 

and a big driving force.
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On taking risks:

In high school, I started to get the feeling that I could get to the end of 

my life and realize that I didn’t live my life because I was afraid, and I 
would be horrified. So I made a rule for myself that if a door opened, I 
needed to step through it, even if I was scared, which ended up taking me 

to a lot of different places.

On the most important relationship in the theater:

I often ask my students what their primary relationship within the theater 

is or will be. They often talk about artistic directors, as that’s who they’re 
trying to forge a relationship with. My response is that their primary 

relationship should be with an audience. The artistic director is only the 

guy you’ve gotta get through, sometimes the woman you’ve gotta get 
through, to get to that audience.

On rigorous collaboration:

All great collaborations are rigorous. The very best are also humane and 

kind. The best collaborators know how to keep pushing for their vision 

while staying open to the idea that their collaborators may have a better 

idea––or maybe, nobody has the right idea yet and it’s something you’ll 
figure out together. The best collaborators try things out, even things 
they don’t understand. To do this work you have to learn to tolerate dis-

comfort. You have to learn to sit in disagreement and be able to handle 

not knowing the answer––to not just get past it, but to work through it.

On how white male playwrights are valued against others:

Every time somebody chooses a play, they’re making a leap of faith. 
Every single time. The unconscious assumptions underlying their deci-

sion making have led artistic directors to look at white male playwrights, 
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and think, “This might be interesting, I’m going to give that guy a chance,” 
but with women and people of color they think, “I don’t know… We 
should probably wait and see on this one.” Thus, white male playwrights 
are lifted based on their potential, while women and people of color are 

allowed in based on their accomplishments.
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On breaking into the business:

It’s a tough industry. When I started out, there were few women directors 
getting jobs. I knew it would be a struggle, and that I would need to be 

strategic …and relentless. I remember feeling that there was a locked 
gate, and I couldn’t seem to find the key. For a long time, I walked around 
with a giant portfolio and would introduce myself to artistic directors 

through those photos. Finally, finally, finally - someone took a leap of 
faith on me, then another, then another...

A lot of young directors now ask me how to break in. If you can’t 
imagine yourself doing anything else – just do it, don’t give up. Temp if 
you have to (I did a lot of that), waitress if you have to (that too), live on 

friends’ couches (yep), make your own opportunities (hell yes), dream 

big beautiful dreams (oh yes), believe in yourself (the most important, 

and often hardest, part).

On what makes a show worth directing:

I ask myself: does this story or language or idea move me? What makes a 

piece of theater great or full of potential is hard to define and varies from 
person to person. I don’t think there is any one single right way to tell a 
story. I trust my instinct. If I’m moved, I believe I will be able to release 
the story such that it moves an audience. Ultimately that’s the goal: to 
invite empathy, open hearts, inspire, make people laugh, cry, lose them-

selves, remember themselves... Hopefully the experience leaves behind 

a meaningful imprint.

On what she looks for in the audition room:

Same thing really: I want to be moved. If an actor’s read of a script 
moves me, I get super charged and often work with that person in the 

audition. I want to know that we can communicate well, that they feel 
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safe with me, that we can create together. Usually it helps to see some-

one twice. When it clicks, ideas start flooding in and I can start to really 
see or feel the piece. It’s a slow process, and a meticulous one.

I think auditions can be tiny acts of violence if we’re not very careful. 
I do my best to make the experience safe and the atmosphere generous.

On gender parity in the theatre:

You can’t deny numbers. The facts tell a clear story. There’s inequity 
and it’s extreme. The theater industry is far too homogenous, and it’s 
way past time for change. There’s extreme gender, and racial inequality. 
We have to shift the balance. When I walked off the stage at the Tony 

Awards and realized I was the sixth woman ever to win, I was of course 

personally gratified but also rocked by the paucity of women directors 
getting those large Broadway shows. A woman of color has never won 

that award. That’s just plain WRONG.

On advice for the next generation of writers:

I would say: write, write, write! I find often the greatest art is the most 
honest and vulnerable, or real. I don’t mean that a writer should write 
only about themselves. I’m suggesting that trying to be “cool” or “clever” 
usually yields less interesting or exciting work than striving to ask the 

big questions or tell the deepest truths.
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On being the rookie in the room with legends:

I mostly stood up for myself by not standing up for myself. I don’t mean 
that I backed off things that I felt were right that were going wrong, 

but I had enormous confidence in Hal and Steve’s experience and their 
sense of stagecraft. Pacific Overtures started with Hal—as producer and 

director—at the center of the collaboration. When Steve and I wrote 

Assassins later on, the two of us went into a room and didn’t talk to any-

body until we had a finished piece of work. But Pacific Overtures was 

created differently. I did occasionally feel like we were playing a little 

fast and loose with history. That we were allowing ourselves to be inac-

curate when it was convenient with the facts of what actually happened. 

I would raise that from time to time, but I remember Hal saying, “We’re 
not writing a history book, we’re doing a musical.” Because I’d studied 
Japanese history in college, I came to the show with a kind of baggage 

none of the other guys did. Still, there was never a moment where I 

thought: “I know what’s right, they’re wrong. How do I stand up to these 
two giants?” I was a kid. They were the kings of Broadway. But I can’t 
imagine two better collaborators.

On whether every idea can be made into a musical:

Having written Assassins, my first answer would be yes. Although if you 
pick an idea that’s outside the box, you should be prepared for the conse-

quences. When Assassins opened at Playwrights Horizons, most people 

hated it. Now the reviews all tend to be positive, but the first time around 
a lot of critics and a large segment of the audience rejected the piece 

because they felt there was something inherently frivolous about treating 

material that serious in musical theater, as if the fact that Assassins was 

a musical meant that we weren’t taking the subject matter seriously. To 
me, what musical theater provides is a larger bag of tools for the work 

that any playwright does. So, no, I don’t think there’s anything that’s 
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off-limits. That said, people do have a certain set of expectations of what 

a musical is going to deliver and you should be conscious of that when 

you decide that you’re going to devote the next five years of your life to 
a show.

On form, function, and not always following the rules:

I don’t recommend that people go to Yale Law School as a first step in 
creating a career in musical theater. That said, law school was helpful for 

me because it gave me a particular way of thinking about things. A way 

of seeing things from different points of view, different perspectives. 

Whatever I had absorbed from seeing dozens of musicals was churning 

around someplace in my head and that definitely had an impact on the 
way in which I put things down on paper. Still, I didn’t approach Pacific 
Overtures, either the straight play or the musical, with any kind of BMI 

workshop rules about where the “I want” song goes and what the open-

ing number is supposed to accomplish. It was just: Let’s see what feels 
like the most effective way to get from A to B to C to D. To tell people 

what they need to know when they need to know it, to try to hang on to 

them as the story progresses. I don’t mean that conventional rules aren’t 
valuable, but Assassins is an interesting case in point because it’s a show 
where form really does follow content. The structure of the show is what 

it is, a structure which doesn’t feel like the structure of any other musi-
cal, because the shape of the piece was driven entirely by what we were 

writing about.

On the writing process:

Anxiety tends to inform almost all aspects of my life, so I try and control 

it as much as possible when I’m writing. That requires that I know where 
I’m going to end up when I start. Since I’m a librettist, not a playwright, 
I work collaboratively as opposed to sitting down in a room by myself. 
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And I believe collaborators—book writers, composers, and lyricists—

should get together and talk until they’ve basically exhausted each other, 
until they really feel like they’re all on the same page and they all under-
stand that they’re going to write the same show. Then there’s a point 
where it’s embarrassing that you’re still talking about writing instead of 
writing and everybody has to go off and do their part. I find that sooth-

ing, because now I know we’re in the same world doing the same thing. 
It will evolve, it will change––it’s not paint by numbers. Things can 
change dramatically as you work on them, but I like to have that sense of 

shared shape and purpose at the beginning.

On dealing with failure:

Visiting my therapist is definitely part of the process. It’s difficult. If 
you’ve written something that you’re really invested in and you’re really 
satisfied with where you’ve come out, then a negative reception can be 
bruising, but you’ve still got the satisfaction of the thing you created. If 
you’ve written something you weren’t that invested in (you were doing it 
for reasons other than a pure authorial reason), then you’re not left with 
much except unhappiness. The night Assassins opened at Playwrights 

Horizons, a bunch of us went out to have drinks afterwards. At a cer-

tain point, somebody wanted to go get a copy of The Times and––this is 

probably the healthiest thing I’ve ever said  ––I said “Let’s let tonight be 
a satisfying celebration of what we all just created, and we’ll look at The 

Times in the morning.” Then I went home, got a good night’s sleep, and 
woke up.

So much time and so much effort goes into creating these things, and 

you’re so exposed. Maybe novelists feel the same way, but we have audi-
ences of 1,400 people come in. If they don’t laugh at a joke, if they’re 
shuffling their playbills, or if a bunch of people don’t come back after 
intermission, that’s hard. Rejection is hard.
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On making your own opportunities:

I did not fully grasp how long it takes for musicals to get on a stage, even 

musicals that everyone was excited about. My first year out of school, 
I was in development with Black Suits when I realized that the timeline 

was going to be more protracted than I initially anticipated. I immedi-

ately felt like I wanted to do live concerts because, in addition to the 

material I wrote for Black Suits, I was writing standalone songs that were 

theatre songs, but I knew they were contained. I had so many of those 

songs and I wanted to do them. I wanted to be in musical theatre because 

I wanted to do musicals. So, we did the show and very soon out of school 

I started doing these concerts, which then became the things that intro-

duced my work to a much larger number of people. That was the thing 

that allowed me to continue on. It wasn’t like I had one musical, it fizzled 
out, and that was that. I had a whole other body of work, which then led 

to everything else that I’ve done since.

On concerts as their own medium:

When I first started doing concerts, there wasn’t a huge musical theatre 
concert scene. Certainly, writers had done a night of their work, but the 

ones that I had seen always felt more like a recital. I always wanted to 

do something different, something that could be a live experience that 

isn’t just a song resume or an audition. I wanted someone to be able to 
go there and have an actual experience. I want to put on a good show, I 

want it to feel like itself, and I want it to be specific. The whole “Iconis 
family” thing is sort of born out of that, about it being an event and 
performance that is, in and of itself, a fully satisfying evening. It’s not a 
taste of something else or teaser or something––it’s its own thing.
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On process:

My process for writing standalone songs is different than when I’m writ-
ing a book for a musical or even a song in a musical. I tend to think a lot 

before I ever put pen to paper; I obsess over things. On any musical that 

I’ve done, even if it’s something that’s adapted from source material, it 
usually intersects with ideas that I’ve been fixating on for a really long 
time. With something like Be More Chill, that was a book that my agent 

at the time gave me to read, but I had already been excited about doing 

something that was more of a naturalistic story. I took a huge tonal shift 

at a certain point, with a sci-fi/horror thing. I had been wanting to explore 
some heavy issues in a light way. I had been wanting to write a proper 

musical comedy. I’d been very obsessed with ’70s and ’80s horror film 
scores. All of these ideas had been floating around and then they con-

gealed. I’m also a big outliner; when I start a project, I outline fairly 
explicitly. It’s a lot of thinking and brainstorming, with other people and 
with myself. There’s so much that goes into it before I ever actually start 
to write anything, that by the time I really get in there to write, I tend to 

write pretty quickly or it’ll come in bursts because I feel like I’ve been 
writing this thing in my head for a month or a year or six years. When it’s 
a fine time to finally write it, I have all of the grunt work done already. 
My actual writing process is pretty messy; I’m not someone who has 
a specific time of day that I write. I write whenever inspiration strikes, 
which usually means when there’s a deadline.

On the pressures of revising a show with a fanatic fan base:

There’s a lot of pressure, and it was something that I never experienced 
as a writer when revisiting something. We did quite a bit of rewriting on 

Be More Chill for the Signature production. Anything that I did, I had a 

voice in my head saying, “Millions of kids are going to be so pissed off 
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that you just changed that word... There are fans who know every single 

syllable of that cast album.” I was very aware that anytime I changed 
something, it was going to be notable. I also believed that the people 

who responded to Be More Chill in the first place responded to my voice 
and Joe Tracz’s voice. Those voices are the same as they were in 2015, 
but I’d like to think that we’re better writers than we were in 2015. I 
believed that they would go with us no matter what we did, but it was 

still scary.

There’s one song that I never thought that we got right, and it always 
made me cringe. I always felt that if I was given the opportunity to do 

something else with Be More Chill, then I’d do some work on a song 
that clearly needs work (“The Pitiful Children”). Then, we had this box 
office opening event for Be More Chill before we went into rehearsals. A 

lot of fans came and I got to interact with people; a woman came up to 

me. She was so excited about the show, so passionate, and was telling me 

how much the show means to her. She took me by the shoulders, looked 

into my eyes, and said, “Just promise me one thing: promise me you’re 
not going to touch ‘The Pitiful Children.’” I gave some politician type 
answer, but it was so heart-stopping. I’ve literally thought about her so 
many times, and I am so terrified for her to see the show.

On advice for future writers:

All of my advice has become very cheesy. Believe that you can do it. 

I am someone who would not have thought that what happened to my 

show was possible. I just tried to make the best show I possibly could. 

Just try to make good work. Don’t try to think about how you can make 
something go viral or whatever. Just focus on the good work. If it con-

nects with people, it’s going to connect with people, but it has nothing to 
do with the making of it. All you can do is try to be honest and truthful, 
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to believe and keep going. All I know is my own experience, but where 

I am right now is not where I thought I would be even a year ago. It’s 
amazing. The world is changing, and there’s new ways of doing things. 
There will only ever be new ways of doing things.
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On bucking the “spectacle” trend on Broadway:

I’ve been fortunate enough to be connected to great stories with really 
accessible and flawed, but identifiable characters. Theater is about seeing 
yourself up there, and people want to identify with those characters or 

identify with a former part of their history when they were that charac-

ter. I also feel very fortunate that I’ve gotten to work with extraordinary, 
extraordinary composers.

On being okay with knowing you need more education:

It’s just about how much can you put yourself out there. I just wasn’t 
ready and knew I couldn’t put myself out there. I certainly have a lot of 
regard for some people who come right out of undergrad and make it. 

That’s fantastic, but I knew it wasn’t for me. I always tell people who ask 
about that, that people have different paths. I certainly needed more lab 

incubation and support to try and sell my wares. That’s important too: 
On some level you really, really, at some point, need to sell your wares.

On reading reviews:

I feel like I’m the one who needs to be the link. I’m the one who needs 
to be responsible for how my work with the actors and creative team is 

ultimately received, so I feel like it’s an important part of my responsi-
bility. Sometimes it’ll take me a day or two, or I’ll ask someone to let me 
know about the good ones first, but ultimately, I do read them all, and I 
take them very seriously.

On the ideal producer relationship:

I look for a collaborator. I feel like the best projects begin with a producer 

putting a team together. I’ve been fortunate for when David Stone or 
Stacey Mindich have put a team together, and I recognize the incredible 
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wisdom of how we all got there. A lot of it starts with that. In the case 

of David, some of the things we’ve done have also been his idea. He 
looks for a group of people who can execute an idea and inspire me 

and, by extension, others. What I’m looking for in the trenches is some-

one to believe in me, trust me, and certainly question and challenge me. 

But also someone who’s going to recognize that I’m doing something 
unique. All that we directors have is a real, unique thing to bring to the 

process.

On the importance of actors:

I have a lot of respect for what they do. Maybe because I was a rotten 

actor myself, or because I also was partnered with an actor, but I under-

stand what their life is like. We also go to the theater to see the actors 

interpret the material. Of course, it’s all about the material, ultimately, 
but the first line of communication is through the actors. They carry that 
responsibility. From that, we have a tremendous responsibility to them to 

give them every possible tool to do their absolute best.

On the dangers of making everything “accessible”:

I feel like there’s some mistaken notion that Broadway needs to be as 
accessible as the biggest studio movie. I don’t think it has to appeal to 
everyone. It has to be about something and be somewhat challenging in 

order to become well-loved. Sometimes I believe that people are just 

trying to make the material much more accessible and likable than they 

need to. I don’t feel like that makes for the best work in the end.



.
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On working with Bob Fosse:

It was actually really wonderful. What I really admire about him and 

everybody that works for him is the level of work ethic. We’re not even 
talking about the talent; we’re not talking about all of these other things. 
It’s just the commitment to work. He was kind of a workaholic, and all 
the people that were around him were workaholics. If you were not one, 

woe to you, but the beauty in the situation was that you didn’t have to 
be the best dancer, you just had to try. You just had to try your best to do 

the work. He admired and respected that. He respected people for their 

various levels of ability. If they were trying to give 110%, that was what 

was important.

On becoming a writer:

A big part of my career as a performer was the era of the AIDS epidemic. 

I lost a lot of friends and it became very difficult for me to perform. Still, 
I loved the business very much and wanted to find another way into it. 
Also, I performed in an all-black version of The Boys from Syracuse, 

which was the first time I had been in a show where pretty much every-

one was a person of color. What struck me was the level of talent in 

acting that I had never gotten the chance to witness before. This was 

because black performers, basically, were either doing the all-black 

version of a show that was formerly created for white people, or they 

were doing a musical revue, or it was just one black person in a show of 

all-white people. And here I was, watching all these people doing this 

incredible work. I thought that there should be shows that were about my 

people’s experience. I realized that I was going to write the show and 
that I wouldn’t care if it was bad, I was going to attempt to write some-

thing that spoke to my experience. The theater is full of very competitive 

folks, so I knew that pretty soon afterwards somebody was going to push 
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back on my work. They were going to say: “That’s not how you do it. 
Let me show you how to write a show for black people.” . . . Then, there 
would be two shows, a bad one written by me and a really good one by 

somebody else. More theater jobs for folks like me! That was my secret 

plan.

On faking it until you make it:

I was always hiding. I never told anybody I was a dancer or performer, 

even when I was trying to be. When I was a writer, I never told anybody 

I was an actor. I was always hiding who I was, which is really stupid, 

but there you have it. In a way though, it was also smart, because there 

were certain people who have bad attitudes towards people who are not 

in their particular part of the business. As you get older, you just don’t 
care as much. I’ll tell you all: I was a dancer. I was a musical theater 
performer. I was an actor.

On collaboration:

There are some things about collaboration that are gold to me. It’s a way 
of trying to communicate with somebody who is not you, but you’re 
both working on the same project. How can you find the way to spark 
each other’s imagination, yet merge both your visions into a piece of 

theater and a piece of art? How can you make it so it isn’t one person’s 
way or the other person’s way, but both of your ways? How do you com-

municate that but still maintain your strong convictions about what the 

piece should be? At NYU they teach you, if not that, find a way to try to 
do that more effectively, which is incredibly valuable.

On diverse representation:

There needs to be more producers of color, although there are all sorts 

of areas in the entertainment business where we could more heavily 
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embrace diversity. We have to take whatever steps we can. As long as 

we keep pushing, realizing that there’s work to be done, and we aren’t 
resting on our laurels, we have a good thing going, although we can 

always do more. We can do more, not just in terms of diversity of ethnic-

ity, but also in terms of gender and disability. There are all sorts of ways 

in which people are actually opening their eyes and their hearts. It’s an 
ongoing process and it always will be. The human race is an ongoing 

process.



171

Dominique Morisseau



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

172

On serving yourself and your community with art:

I was an actor, but I’ve always been a very problem-solving, solu-

tion-oriented person. I came to school to act and to do the kind of work 

that I was interested in doing, but that work wasn’t being produced at 
my school. It was a no-brainer to me then––I needed to write! When I 

discovered that we had a student-run theater that we could submit work 

to, it was clear that I was going to contribute. I was going to do my own 

thing. I don’t think I was conscious of filling any larger gap than the gap 
I was personally feeling. That revelation didn’t come to me until after the 
work was up on its feet. Then I saw what it meant to everyone else, and 

I said, “This is bigger than me.”

On not letting the fear of “no” limit you:

I’m a poet. I’ve always been good at writing, since my youth. Since 
I was in second grade, my writing has always been applauded by my 

teachers. I’ve always gotten encouragement as a writer from my mother 
and from my family members, and also encouragement as a performer, 

frankly. I have some sort of special connection to the written word. I 

don’t think I cared who thought I was good. There was a point in my life 
where the idea that my writing wasn’t good just never even crossed my 
mind. Caring about that didn’t come until much later in life, when I got 
older. Sometimes I have to go back to the girl that didn’t care. You can 
forget her really easily in an industry that is so focused on opinion.

On adjusting to Broadway:

With Broadway, there’s always the constant reminder that it is a com-

mercial production and a commercial industry. It does not have the 

same principles as Off-Broadway. It just doesn’t. Decisions are not 
made strictly for artistic purposes; they’re also made for the potential 
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of consumerism. I think when you know that, it allows you to weather 

information and scrutiny differently, yet still hold fast to a mission. I 

am an Off-Broadway, underground artist on Broadway. Broadway is not 

changing who I am, what I do, or why I do what I do. For me, when you 

see my work on Broadway, you’re gonna see me on that stage. That is 
the thing I don’t compromise. I cannot always dictate the curation of 
that work, but when it comes to the content of the work; I am an Off-

Broadway, underground artist on Broadway.

On the writing process:

Sometimes I do nothing. I think about it. If I think I have an idea for a 

play, I don’t go write it down necessarily. Some people do and some-

times I might. Some days I might come up with a list of all of my ideas 

that I’ve had in my head, but I don’t really go back to them. If it comes 
to me twice, or it starts to come to me three or four times, then that’s 
when I know that’s something I need to move towards. Another week 
or month goes by and that’s still on my mind, or maybe I start to think 
about it even more. It starts to take up space in my brain. Then I know 

that I’m ready to move to the conceiving of it, and that means a lot of 
different things. What was interesting about The Detroit Project is that it 

came to me as a project, as a three-play, connected project. Three is one 

of my favorite numbers, and I knew that’s what I wanted to do. There 
were three eras in Detroit history; that really excited me. The way that 

they came to me, I knew how I wanted to write about it.

On the current state of representation on stage:

What I’m learning to say, to effectively convey my feelings, is that I’m 
cautiously optimistic. There’s a lot of great work happening right now. 
This past season in New York City I saw a lot of plays by people of 

color and by young African American playwrights, which was exciting 
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to see. That was not happening when I first got produced. Something’s 
changed, and I’m excited about that. I’m also cautious about it, because 
it’s also a very trendy thing. I hope we’re not a trend. When you just 
haven’t been doing something and then do it really aggressively, it feels 
like overcompensation and I wonder if it’s sustainable. And not just for 
African American playwrights, but Latinx playwrights, Asian American 

playwrights, Native American playwrights? Are we making space for 

everybody? Or are we picking hot topics? That’s what concerns me. I 
don’t want to be somebody’s pick for the week. I want to be fully indoc-

trinated into the industry.

On what she’d change about Broadway’s audiences:

There’s still this idea of elitism with Broadway. There’s a limited idea 
about the people we think actually have the money to come, so we cater 

to only one specific age group, racial group, and economic demographic. 
That’s what we pour all our energy and resources into, as if no one else 
matters but them. That makes me sad, because I wish we would take 

more time to study the buying patterns of communities of color and to 

study the trending buying patterns of young people. My God, young 

people matter. We really don’t pay attention to them because we think 
that they have no money. I say, whoever the young people are always 

turn the tide for what will be and how commerce will go in the future. 

They become ambassadors for the industry that we’re trying to keep 
alive. I would change the way that we engage those communities in a 

commercial space so that they are thought of and are not afterthoughts. 

That we actually aggressively seek them with the same fervor that we 

are seeking what I feel like is predominantly the older, over 60, white, 

affluent audience.
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On the importance of representation:

I perform, but I’m always looking for ways to give back to people; it’s 
something really beautiful that happened when I became an actor and 

began to get some publicity. I realized that there are so many people with 

disabilities who were needing, wanting, and ready to see themselves rep-

resented. I was one of those kids. When I was young, I came into the 

city from Jersey, and saw tons of shows, but never saw anyone like me 

onstage. So, in many ways, this dream of being on Broadway was some-

thing I always wanted but I didn’t know quite how it would happen. I 
had never seen it done before. I believe that representation does that for 

young people; it allows them to see that something is possible. I was so 

fortunate to have parents that said, “Even if it hasn’t been done, it is pos-

sible, you are a superstar, you can do anything.” And then, I happened 
to meet the right people along the way, like Ken Davenport and Michael 

Arden, who were like, “Yeah, this has never been done, but we’re doing 
this, no matter what it takes.” It’s changed my entire life.

On the power of singing:

My love for singing and being on stage was so strong––to this day, when 

I don’t feel well, I will sing: it’s similar to someone going for a run, it 
kicks my endorphins. When I’m singing, I feel this sense of freedom that 
I don’t feel anywhere else in my life. I think it’s because, having a physi-
cal disability, you feel your limitations all the time. I feel what it’s like to 
not be able to jump out of a car. With my voice, there are no limits. That 

is a powerful feeling for someone who lives in a body that has these very 

concrete limitations.
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In memory of discouraging moments:

There were many moments that I remember people saying, “This isn’t 
going to work, because the stage isn’t accessible,” or “We don’t know 
how this is going to work.” My mom has been really great about pushing 
me to advocate for myself, even at a young age. Growing up it was small 

things like making phone calls to my physical therapist and doctors. In 

college, this was a moment where I needed to advocate for myself. There 

was a little piece of me that said, “I’m going to show you all that I can do 
it.” I just have a genuine love and desire to be the best actor that I can be 
and the best singer that I can be. There was nothing that would distract 

me from performing. I just love performing so much.

One time my mom took me to a dance class and the teacher had no 

idea what to do with me, so I just watched. Those were really painful 

moments. I think because of how I was raised it created this mechanism 

in me to always find a way to do it, even if it was different from anyone 
else. I call it translation. When you have a disability as a performer, your 

greatest tool is your ability to translate. I’ve never done a show where 
everyone is in wheelchairs, ever, but when I need to translate the move-

ment or whatever it is we’re doing onstage, it’s so automatic for me. 
Ultimately in those moments of pain of having to watch others, I realized 

I can become my greatest ally and figure out how to do it on my body. 
My dad was a coach, so we were raised with all these mantras. He would 

say to my brother and I: “You never ever, ever give up, ever.”

On accessibility on Broadway:

For so many performers, there isn’t an opportunity because there are 
major accessibility issues backstage and offstage. We talk a lot about 

practicalities, but again, if there is a will, there is a way to create access. 

I’d like to see the theatre community come together and figure out ways 
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to create accessibility for performers and crews with disabilities. It 

continues to blow my mind that all of the houses are accessible, but 

backstage is not. This is an issue that I want to start working on, espe-

cially with a lot of these cabaret clubs. A lot of those clubs are where 

I was seen for the first time, and at many of those venues, I have been 
carried on and off the stage. Part of fully embracing the disabled move-

ment and community is saying, “We will create access.” This is a civil 
rights issue, because when there isn’t accessibility it tells me that I am 
not welcome for who I am, and it is on me to accommodate the needs 

of the venue, not the other way around. I now won’t perform anywhere 
that’s not accessible. If it’s not accessible, we have to come together and 
figure out a way.

Accessibility looks like a lot of things: there should be captioning 

everywhere. We live in the digital age; there’s so many ways to do this, 
creatively, beautifully, and powerfully. The same thing goes for ramps, 

lifts, and accessibility overall––we shouldn’t hide it. This is a part of 
our world. To quote my boyfriend, David Perlow: “We, in many ways, 

are trying to preserve history by not making things accessible. Is that 

really a part of history we want to hold onto?” We should not tell people 
with disabilities that they are not welcome in public spaces for the sake 

of preserving history. That, to me, is incredibly frustrating. That is why 

I feel a real responsibility to say no to venues that aren’t accessible, 
because I know it helps all the people coming up behind me. The back-

stage of these theaters, clubs, and cabarets need to get it together. Not 

just for their patrons, where they’re making money, but for the people 
who work to entertain them.
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On advice that she received when she was learning the ropes:

It’s funny, I don’t have a specific pearl of wisdom, but there were people 
who were very influential in my early years. Gordon Davidson, who was 
the Founding Artistic Director of the Mark Taper Forum, was somebody 

who demonstrated what vision-oriented and mission-driven leadership 

was about, and how important it was to make work that was in conver-

sation with the times and with your community. Oskar Eustis, who was 

Associate Artistic Director at the Taper, taught me a lot about how you 

build trust with artists and get them to trust you in the service of their 

story. Corey Madden, who was a Producer there at the time, was prob-

ably the person who helped me see, specifically, what being a Creative 
Producer could be. Emily Mann, Artistic Director at McCarter Theatre, 

helped me understand that every production needed to be an “event”, 
and that rigor was essential in the artistic process. The greatest lesson I 

learned early on, when I did not yet have vast experience, was to listen 

to my gut and trust my instinct.

On what it means to be a Creative Producer:

The term has evolved in response to this perceived division in the way 

art is made: that there are people who are artists, and there are people 

who are good with budgets and numbers and being organized. To me, 

a creative producer is someone who approaches the work more holis-

tically, who has both the business acumen and also understands what 

creative process is, and how to support artists. Different creative produc-

ers are going to have slightly different approaches, but fundamentally, as 

a producer I am a storyteller. I’m not the one in the room directing the 
actors, I’m not the one writing the plays, but in the way I assemble artists 
and the way that I guide projects, I am serving the creative process. It 

looks different on every project, which is one of the reasons why even I 
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have a hard time defining it, because the artist I work with on project A 
is going to describe my work differently than the artist I work with on 

project B. I shape shift depending on what the need is. For some projects, 

they don’t need that hands-on creative voice, and so I’m a little bit more 
in the background.

On giving the audience credit and what stories she responds to:

I often hear myself say: “Don’t underestimate your audience.” Part of 
the fun of seeing a show is the act of trying to figure something out, and 
if it’s spoon-fed to you, it’s not as interesting. I would say I tell stories 
that matter. What does that mean, right? It doesn’t have to be edgy or 
political to matter; it could be delightful and joyful and matter. I take 

people’s time really seriously, and I don’t want to ask somebody to take 
two hours and however much money out of their day and spend time 

doing something if it isn’t somehow going to be meaningful to them. So, 
I look for things that are meaningful, however one defines what that is. 
I look for things that belong in the theater, that can’t be told in any other 
way, or form. I’m not a huge fan of the movie adaptation, but I’d make 
an exception if somebody made a case for me about why this is a really 

theatrical idea. I’m a visually oriented person, so I look for people who 
aren’t just writing ideas, but are writing three-dimensionally. I respond 
to language, but not exclusively, because I also work with a company 

that makes shows with no text, so anything is possible.

On the non-profit world vs. Broadway:

The similarities probably have to do with organizational size, the number 

of people. In every other way, it’s different. When you’re producing a 
Broadway show, you have a single show, a single cast, everything is 

about how you keep that thing fresh. I’m really talking about once the 
show is open and running, the operation—how you keep it alive and 
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fresh. In all of my years working in the not-for-profit, shows had limited 
runs rarely longer than six or eight weeks, so it’s a completely different 
mindset. You’re playing a show in the same building, for the same audi-
ence who’s coming back over and over again to see the next thing. As 
opposed to, with a Broadway show, what you’re trying to do is figure out 
who’s the next audience, and the next audience, and the next audience 
who’s going to come see this one thing that you have on offer.
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On what allows him to do so many different things so well:

I really believe that what keeps you fresh and makes you interesting as 

an artist is your ability to understand different forms and connect with 

different groups and to be eclectic. Even since I was a student at drama 

school, the course I did was not just acting, it was directing and writing 

and some teaching, and we did some stage management. I’m just very 
aware of not wanting to be obsessed with one part of my work. I think 

everything I do helps the other parts of what I do.

Having my own soap, I think, is good because it shows I am fun 

and I’ve got wit, and I suppose I am an entrepreneur, not just because I 
have soap and Club Cumming but… I also make my own work. I’m an 
entrepreneur of my own work… I write my own concert shows, books, 
and all these different things. To me it’s all part of the same thing. I’m 
a storyteller for hire. I feel that each disparate thing comes back to just 

being fascinated and interested in the world.

On pre-show jitters:

I think it’s healthy to be nervous; I think it means you care. Sometimes I 
get very nervous. I remember performing at the Tonys doing a song from 

The Threepenny Opera and my legs were shaking so badly. You have a 

thing that you do in the theater, and then when it comes to the Tonys it 

has to be a truncated version, the choreography is different, suddenly it’s 
all chopped up and changed, and you have so little rehearsal. With this 

song, normally I could decide when I entered, but on the Tonys it was 

to a click track. When I walked out the audience started to cheer and I 

was freaked out that I wasn’t going to hear the tape and that I was going 
to fuck it all up. When I get most nervous it’s when I’m ill-prepared 
because I don’t feel confident. I think you’re at your best when you feel 
confident in what you’re doing.
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On imperfection:

Very early on I did a thing that was very scary. In drama school, my 

friend and I did a stand-up comedy double act. That was terrifying. We 

would often walk onstage not knowing what we were going to say. I 

would often start playing a song on the piano not really knowing if I 

knew all the chords. I think that was probably the start of it… You have 
to admit to the audience that you’re not confident you’re going to be able 
to do this. I think you need to be vulnerable like that and make a joke of 

it.

At the end of this Legal Immigrant recording, on Audible, I wanted 

to have a secret track––remember how they did that at the end of CDs?

On the first day of recording Legal immigrant, I just decided that’s 
what I wanted to do––but I hadn’t really practiced the song very well. So 
the band started to play it, and I started to sing it and I fucked up. I had 

to start again. And then I fucked up again… I fucked up three times and 
then the fourth time, I looked at the words and I finally got it. It’s actually 
really lovely, at the end I go, “Thank you for indulging me.” I insisted 
that we keep that in the recording. I think that’s a good metaphor for me. 
I think that it’s really important to not pretend you’re perfect, and actu-

ally show your imperfections, that makes you a more interesting person.

On vulnerability:

I’m not afraid to look foolish. I’m not vain. I was talking to someone 
about Macbeth, and about how, at the curtain call, I looked like I’d been 
hit by a truck. It’s not an attractive look. When I look back at what I’ve 
done, I actually admire myself. I admire the fact that I’m willing to look 
horrible and damaged. It’s a big leap to make, to actually just think, “I 
am prepared to be very, very vulnerable.” That’s the thing in life as well, 
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you know, when you open yourself up to someone, but it’s like opening 
yourself up to a whole audience or a whole experience.



187

Asmeret Ghebremichael



K E N  D AV E N P O RT

188

On first getting bit by the theatre bug and manifesting her 
goals:

I always loved performing. As a little kid I would make up songs and 

make my younger sister perform with me. I remember going to NY when 

I was 11 or 12 years old, with a group from my dance studio. During 

that trip, we saw a bunch of Broadway shows... One of them was Kiss 

of the Spider Woman starring Vanessa Williams, and we got to meet her 

afterwards. And I thought: “there is a woman who looks like me, front 

and center, singing, dancing, acting... I can do that.” I already knew I 
loved to dance and sing but I remember going home and writing down 

on paper: “I’m going to go to NYU and be on Broadway.” And that’s 
exactly what happened!

On the audition process:

I think actually, you can get more in your head the older you get... When 

I was younger, I had this blind confidence and was so excited. And it’s 
important to remember why you’re there and why you love what you do 
so much, and to be yourself. People want to see your personality. With 

Footloose, they saw me coming in three or four times and I always had 

a smile on my face and worked hard; I was persistent and I was friendly. 

If it’s clear that you love it, that’s probably the biggest thing you can do.

On sharing her experience as a woman of color in the enter-

tainment industry:

I was approached by a friend of mine on a Wednesday morning with this 

opportunity to tell my story. So I panicked, first, and then I said, “Yes. 
I’ll do it.” And I had no idea what I was going to talk about. I was seeing 
friends of mine speak out and be vulnerable and honest.
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I had been ruminating over what to say but I didn’t know exactly 
what I wanted to say so I refrained from saying anything for a while… 
then it started to come to me: what was my perspective? I’ve been the 
“token” all my life. Growing up at my dance studio, amongst my circle of 
friends, in the theatre community. Then it just started to come together. It 

was the fastest thing I’ve ever written. I didn’t realize I had been sitting 
on those ideas and experiences for years. And you know, when you open 

the door, other ideas just flood through.

On summoning the courage speak up and using the arts to 

spark conversations:

I think that people as a collective are listening now. People look to the 

arts for inspiration, and for change to happen in society, it needs to start 

from the top. For change to be long lasting, conversations are important. 

This feels different, it feels like people are actively listening, so I’m 
hopeful.

They say courage is having the fear and doing it anyway. I think that 

for me, it’s always a split-second decision weighing whether the fear is 
either the vulnerability of being that exposed or something that doesn’t 
feel right. I think that’s cultivated over the last few years. I’ve gotten 
really good at knowing intuitively if something is going to benefit me or 
if it could benefit someone else––and in both of those instances, I’ve felt 
like if I can inspire at least one other person to speak out, then it’s been 
successful.
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On stepping into a new role while finding his identity in the 
arts:

Having the opportunity to learn under Kenny [Leon] what Artistic 
Direction would look like, as well as what Artistic Direction in Atlanta 

looks like for our specific audience, was a really great introduction to the 
job. It’s the best job I’ve ever had.

As an Artistic Director, a typical day involves balancing the artistic 

vision of the organization while also managing the day to day expenses. 

I would spend mornings meeting with artists––either in current produc-

tions or for future production––and then head into finance meetings or 
staff meetings; end of the day, I’m either in rehearsal or gearing up to 
watch a show. I’ve also learned you want to be an ambassador to the 
community. Because that’s what we do as a regional theater: we support 
our community.

And you need to give yourself grace and be comfortable where you 

are today. Writing was my first love and that’s how I got into theatre. The 
fact that I haven’t written in a while doesn’t mean I’m not a writer. Just 
because I’m directing or producing in this moment doesn’t make me less 
of another thing. I just have to be thankful I can sit where I am in the sort 

of “slash” or “hyphen” I’m currently existing in and try to do that to the 
best of my ability.

On his approach to thematic storytelling:

Especially working at a nonprofit organization, you are in service of a 
mission. For True Colors, our mission is to celebrate the rich tradition 

of Black storytelling, while giving a voice to bold artists of all cultures. 

We’re looking for plays that fit that description and our vision to thrive 
at the intersection of artistic excellence and civic engagement. So we’re 
really just trying to look for the artists that are telling those stories. We 
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listen to what’s happening in our community, and then ask how, as art-
ists, we can respond to that.

On the unifying effect of theater:

In times like these, we turn to our artists to answer the questions that 

often feel too big, too daunting, too heavy; we may not have the words 

to acknowledge and facilitate the conversation, but our artists do, and 

always have––they’re storytellers. And I’m trying to continue to share 
stories with our community. You can tell a story and have an immediate 

impact on somebody, live, in that moment. You can touch someone’s 
life who, before they had entered the theatre, had no idea what con-

nection they would have to someone’s story. That first breath when the 
curtain goes up, and the audience starts to experience a story––that’s 
worth fighting for.

On telling stories that are both timely and timeless:

When I identified that Artistic Direction was a thing that I favored, I 
wanted to be an AD of a culturally relevant theater company; at the time, 

I didn’t have the vocabulary of what that would look like. After years 
of traveling and working with different theatre companies, eventually 

landing in Atlanta, I’ve learned that it means responding to the moment.

It’s difficult because I’m often picking plays 18 months to 2 years in 
advance, but what you’re trying to find, often, is what’s an “evergreen 
topic” or what’s a play that has “multiple legs.” A play is never about just 
one thing, plays contain multitudes. So when thinking in advance, you 

have to understand that the perfect play will speak to a moment, but you 

need to be nimble enough to shift if you need to.

And when we have a theme each season, it allows us to connect 

a play to something that’s present. I’ve really enjoyed rooting myself 
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into the people who are telling stories. There’s always someone writing 
something and if you’re listening, you can help them tell their story on 
a bigger platform.
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On striking a balance between consistency and adaptability in 

his approach to costume design:

For Hamilton and any of the other Broadway productions that I’ve done 
that have gone on to tour, the design basically stays the same; there’s 
consistency with how we approach what we’re doing, but the way that 
the new actor is in those clothes is custom. We’re rebuilding new cos-

tumes for all the different productions that we have. It’s important for 
me as a designer to acknowledge and embrace how their own persona 

marries with the idea of the costume.

From the start, I’m working with the text, meeting with the direc-

tor to understand their intent and point of view, and researching and 

defining how we see the world of the show. Once everything is fully 
designed, then we go into fittings with different shops for different types 
of clothing. When the actor comes into a fitting they will have a reaction 
to how they look in the clothes, and it’s my job to introduce them into 
this world, as well as understand how they’re interpreting the character; 
through multiple fittings, we want to troubleshoot and bypass any issues 
or conflicts in creative vision that might come up later in tech.

On how his love of theater influenced his career path:

My love of theater started probably when I was in middle school or 

junior high, and at that time I wanted to be a performer and do musicals 

on Broadway, like Ben Vereen. My love of clothing came just before my 

love of theater, and carried me through my time at Pratt studying design. 

Before that I was designing the costumes for the high school produc-

tions that I was actually a performer in. I was designing my own clothes, 

staying up until two or three in the morning working on these designs 

with the help of my mom and my whole family, taking over the kitchen 

making the costumes for all the different productions. It wasn’t until I 
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was at the North Carolina School of the Arts completing my undergradu-

ate degree that I really buckled down and committed to my desire to be a 

costume designer, rather than a performer. Coming to that decision, I had 

to grapple with questions of longevity in the business, and type-casting, 

so I made the decision to pursue a profession where I could live vicari-

ously through all the characters, cross gender, and experience creativity 

in a much broader way than I could as a performer.

On using costume to tell a story:

Communication is vital in creating live theater. You’ve got experts 
coming together making decisions about how to best tell the story. 

Musical theater is so difficult to create as a theatrical expression because 
you have so many different elements that need to come together in the 

perfect way to establish a world. The entry into developing costumes, 

whether it be for the theatre, opera, TV, or film, I’m always referring to 
a director and their point of view, and making decisions specific to each 
character so that we understand their place in telling the story. In theatre 

you’re all in the same space making it happen. I love detail, and really 
pay attention to what you’ll see close up as much as making it look right 
from a distance.

On how to prioritize when juggling multiple projects:

Starting out in this business, you do what you have to do to survive. NYC 

is a beast of a city to make a living in, especially in theatre. So you’re 
taking on as many shows as you can to be able to pay your rent. You 

develop skills of multitasking which continue to grow. I’ve been fortu-

nate to be faced with working on three productions simultaneously, and 

it’s a gift to be able to do that, but you have to manage not being present 
for a certain director at times and make sure that you have backup with 

your team if you need to go someplace else, and figure out how to juggle 
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everything so that you can make a living. It’s just part of the job and the 
longer you do it the more skills you develop. I rely on my ability to mul-

titask as well as my engaged team to be able to manage professionally as 

a costume designer and in proactively maintaining the creative relation-

ships that I have in place.
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On what she looks for in new works:

I look for a fresh voice, someone that writes in a way that is completely 

individual. I also love to read something I’ve never seen onstage before, 
either a whole event, a character, or a way of looking at the world. That’s 
what the Underground [at Roundabout Theatre Company] is for me. 
The Underground is like a soul-feeder for me, because I love doing it 

and helping to bring out what people are trying to say and do. If you 

looked at the list of plays in the Underground, they all have originality 

to them—something special. You can feel it in writing, it’s got a kind of 
energy and freshness.

On what the theater can learn from television:

As a TV Producer, you get to sit in the writer’s room. There’s such orig-

inal writing on television. It’s extraordinary, you just don’t have enough 
hours in your day. The great thing about working on an overarching story 

is that, as a producer, you get to sit in the writers’ room and divide it up 
into days, weeks, and scenes. You work with the writers and the best idea 

wins. Then, you start to see storytelling in a very incremental way–how 

you keep the audience interested and how you build an arc over a long 

period of time. I think doing that job for four and a half years improved 

my skill of storytelling.

On the producer/writer relationship:

Respect is a given and extremely important. I interviewed Hal Prince 

once and we discussed how we both give notes to writers and directors. 

My philosophy was that directors don’t hear more than three notes, so I 
start with larger ones and limit myself. If it’s a dramaturgical note, it’s 
got to be the biggest one first. I never say phrases like, “This line doesn’t 
work.” I wait and I work my way through my list each time we get to 
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have a conversation. Hal was very different. He would watch rehearsals, 

take pages and pages of notes, but wait to give any notes to the director. 

He would check off the ones that the director was already doing and then 

begin to deliver the rest in small doses. It was a great idea, because when 

you start giving people a ton of notes, they just don’t hear you. Swing 
wide, and then if they’re not hearing you, each time you can get more 
and more specific. I can’t write the way a writer can and they’re going 
to come up with something better. Have faith in them and they’ll have 
faith in you.

On building relationships:

Relationships are so important. My father told me to always be nice to 

everybody. It comes naturally, hopefully, but treat people well because 

that person who’s an intern in your office will most likely be someone 
someday. Before Bernie Telsey was Bernie Telsey, he was a book keeper 

at Second Stage’s casting directors’ office. You never know where people 
are going to turn up in the future, and you could need something from 

them. Even so, it’s a nicer way to go through life, being nice to people.
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On how she discovered her passion for performing:

My love of theater started when I was very young. Both of my par-

ents played a lot of music in the house, from Elvis to the Beatles. They 

worked all the time, so on weekends we got to stay with my grandma. 

She used to sing showtunes to me and I’d sing along with her really loud, 
so she told my mom to put me in voice lessons! Every weekend from 

when I was seven years old, my grandma would bring me to my singing 

lessons, which were fabulous, but it was really those drives with my 

grandmother that made me fall in love with music, and musical theater. 

My family knew I had a love of singing so any opportunity that came 

up we would take. I’d sing at family functions, malls, anywhere! When 
I was 15, I received a scholarship to attend a theater camp in Florida; 

it was my first time really away from my parents, and all my teachers 
there were the best in the business, so that was when I really knew that 

performing was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life, and it became 

really serious for me.

On auditioning and working in New York:

For a while I thought I’d be a singer in my band, but in my first year 
of college I went to an open call for a Bette Midler show, and I got the 

job, which really started me on my journey to New York. I was excited 

and nervous, but as I always say, “Fearless doesn’t mean you don’t have 
fear––we feel the fear and we keep going.” That’s really been my motto 
throughout my whole life. Even though I might be nervous waiting in 

a room with 300 people for 3 hours, it’s exciting that maybe there’s a 
chance that somebody will pick me. You just never know what’s gonna 
happen next that could possibly change your life. That’s what I love 
about New York.
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On cultivating a strong support system:

I started the Fearless Squad about three years ago, because when you 

first start on Broadway, or as a performer, people write you letters. Now 
everything is so immediate with the internet, and I noticed people sending 

me a lot of direct messages that were so vulnerable, about feeling alone 

or like they had no place to belong. I always felt very lucky because I had 

my parents and my family behind me as my “squad.” So, after reading 
these messages I just felt like I had to do something. If people needed 

a place to belong and feel supported, I wanted them to know that they 

could count on me, which is why I created the #FearlessSquad. So many 
people started to connect to that idea, and in turn started to create their 

own communities around them on social media and it really promotes 

positivity, and hope, and strength. We help each other when we fall, 

embrace differences, look for the good, and dream big. It really has now 

reached thousands of people all over the world, which I’m very proud of. 
I never realized while creating this squad that, one day, I would be the 

one who needed it the most.

On her battle with cancer:

When I was diagnosed with breast cancer, I really didn’t know how I 
was gonna get through it. But by reaching out to my squad and being 

honest, they lifted me up and gave me so much confidence to continue 
to perform while receiving chemotherapy. It wasn’t easy but I was able 
to do it because I allowed myself to be vulnerable, and to see that not as 

a weakness, but as a strength. I hope my story inspires others to know 

that they can do anything. For me it was very important that I let having 

cancer be a part of me, but not define me; singing is my biggest outlet 
and a gift that I’ve been given that allows me to connect with people and 
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connect with myself. It’s a healing part of me, and when I’m singing, I 
can just be free.
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OTHER BOOKS
BY KEN DAVENPORT

l “How to Success in The Arts . . . or in Anything”

l “How to Write a Script in 30 Days”

l “Broadway Investing 101: How to Make Theater And Yes, Even 

Make Money”

l “The Action Journal For Artists”

Visit www.TheProducersPerspective.com/books 

to purchase any of these books today!

Cast of Mentors: Volume 2 is coming!

Sign up at www.thetheatermakersstudio.com/blog-registration to be 

alerted when “Cast of Mentors: Short Sage Advice from 50 Broadway 

Superpowers—Volume 2” is ready to launch AND receive a free copy of 
my first book, “How to Succeed in The Arts . . . or in Anything”!
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Interested in taking your career to the next level 
with help from industry mentors?

Join The TheaterMakers Studio to learn more about the business and 

art of Broadway from mentors like Susan Stroman, Kenny Leon, Jack 

Viertel, and more.

The TheaterMakers Studio is a digital training program and com-

munity for theater makers at all stages in the process who want to get 

produced and take their career to the next stage.

Whether you have a great idea and are struggling with where to start, 

or want to get the attention you deserve for your project, or need guid-

ance on what your next step should be . . . we can help. Our faculty 

of award-winning professionals provide expert training on a range of 

subjects, including playwriting, dramaturgy, producing, developing new 

work, directing, branding, and more. And our three certification courses 
with over 30+ video lessons lay the foundations for crafting more stories 

and developing more storytellers.

Plus, you’ll never be alone in the process again when you’re sur-
rounded with hundreds of passionate theater makers just like you who 

are already a part of our community.

No matter where you are in the process, The TheaterMakers Studio 

will get you to the next stage faster than you could alone.

For more information:  
www.TheTheaterMakersStudio.com.


