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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
 
 
 

Attending to the Sacred in the Everyday 
 
 

by 
 
 

Dylan Key 
 

Master of Fine Arts in Theatre and Dance (Directing) 
 

University of California San Diego, 2019 
 

Professor Robert Castro, Chair 
 
 
 

My time at University of California San Diego (UCSD) has been a moment of intense 

learning and development of artistry. I hoped to come to UCSD for the purpose of gaining new 

techniques, skills, and credits, all of which I have received. However, the real learning has been 

deeply personal and deeply spiritual. Through the classes, productions, and collaborations at 

UCSD I have learned the multiplicity of powers which are moving through our lives at any given 

moment, that in addition to the rules of physics, there are always forces of history, politics, 

metaphysics, philosophy, and spirituality at work in every moment. But I am only occasionally 

attending to those forces. Through my teachers both formal and informal at UCSD I have learned 

how those forces ripple through every moment and how the theatre can be a space to create a 

new concrete world that makes those forces manifest and perceivable in the theatrical form. This 

paper is an examination of the processes, experiences, and relationships which have taught me 
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what I define directing to be and how I myself can be one—that is, by creating a concept, using 

the tools of the theatrical form to express my vision of the way the world works through the 

images, rhythms, and situations of a specific production. This expression of the way the world 

truly works is what I call revealing the divine and this paper is a reflectios on God, the divine, 

and using theatre to make God manifest in the theatrical concrete, and therefore our lives. 
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CHAPTER 1: Attending to God 

 

My three years through graduate school have been a journey towards God. My teachers 

in the faculty, friendships, and collaborators have all taught me how that God can be discovered 

in every moment of life and that through directing the theatrical form I am able to express that 

realization to others. The journey started before I came to graduate school but the conversations, 

classes, relationships, productions, and experiences while being here have made me explicitly 

aware of this learning and have challenged me to move through the world with an awareness of 

the power and possibility of attending to sacredness in everyday life.  

When I was a child I developed a very specific vision of God, deeply rooted in the rituals 

and rules of Catholicism. I remember many mornings walking with my family to St. Patrick’s 

Shrine Church for daily Mass at 8:30a. At Mass my senses were filled with an abundance of 

images, above me a green and white ceiling full of portraits of saints (since painted over), along 

my sides were walls full of stained glass window images of the Evangelists and Old Testament 

Prophets, and between the windows were tiny relief sculptures of The Stations of The Cross 

colored with thrilling backgrounds and vivid costumes. Ahead of me was an altar with about 20 

candles with a fabric Baldachin hanging from the ceiling. 
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Image 1. St. Patrick’s Shrine Church, Carlisle, 2016 
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 I spent many, many, many hours watching the rituals of Mass along my parents’ side, 

and after hours and hours of attending Mass, bearing witness to this worship and ritual, the 

performance has become seared in my memory. The framing of the ritual, the cold walk to the 

church, the hot blast of radiator heat in the front door, then the intoxicating paintings and stained 

glass all along me, created an experience that, while all understandable and apparently held in 

my intellectual, rational brain as a worship of God, began to create meaning in ways so beyond 

anything I could logically comprehend. As time has passed and I have aged, those rituals and 

gestures seared into my memory have become real in so many other ways and carry attendant 

meanings, evocations, references, which rouse experience and concrete encounters with my past, 

present, and future selves, my family and ancestry, emotions of boredom, transcendence, play, 

humor, and despair. Most importantly, all of those rituals and gestures made clear to me of 

another way that the world existed—A world that existed beyond my own limited, rational, 

prefrontal cortex-driven, linear-time oriented conception that I typically live my life. Over the 

years I have discovered ways of touching and being touched by that world, but it wasn’t until I 

reached graduate school that I begin to notice that capacity within directing.  

Through the course of my time at UCSD that vision of reality beyond the physical has 

deepened and complexified and the experiences here have clarified for me the way that I think 

theatre directing connects to my deeper purpose and project, that is, to be with God and others. 

There were many steps and people along that learning but perhaps my journey towards God in 

directing at UCSD began during callback weekend. Over iced coffees at the Mandeville coffee 

cart Robert and dreamed of better ways to bring Jesus into the room. Gabor Tompa asked me 

about productions with questions that pushed beyond the story of an individual plays or various 

directing skills and into the deep philosophical, historical, and spiritual materials I was 

unknowingly already weaving with. I think Kim Rubinstein and I talked about Leonard Cohen 
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and Brecht’s Dark Times and getting to the heart of the thing. I immediately knew I had to come 

here and be in relationship with these incredible arts. They felt like they were digging into 

something bigger than any one of us and was eager to be in relationship and mentorship with 

their projects.  

Once I got here, I got wrapped up in possible new friendships and classes, my ego’s need 

to be perceived as smart and special, and my heart’s desire for people to feel loved. Mostly I felt 

lonely and struggled to know anything bout what I wanted other than to do what I thought others 

wanted me to do. I would try to follow Will Detlefsen wherever he went, I think he felt kind of 

lonely too sometimes. But amidst this loneliness, in Gabor’s Film Process class I read three 

books that planted seeds that would bury themselves deep inside me and become the source of 

three crucial lessons that are still revealing themselves to me.  

The first was Vladimir Propp’s The Morphology of the Folktale, which was full of 

numbers and charts describing the 31 functions in Russian fairy tales. I found the charts and lists 

boring and hygienic at first. Then I started to notice the ways in which human’s necessarily must 

make and weave story to create meaning out of experiences. And that this need is universal 

across cultures and histories. That all the stories that we are telling have perhaps already been 

told before by our ancestors and we can be in active conversation with them. The second was 

Andrei Tarkovsky’s Sculpting in Time, a bewildering and deeply personal text. I had only fallen 

asleep in Andrei Rublev before coming to UCSD, but nonetheless I found Tarkovsky’s 

expression of his vocation as an artist being one with an intensely spiritual dimension to be 

incredibly exciting, if terrifyingly far away from me. The third was Roland Barthes’ Camera 

Lucida, which followed one man’s quest to understand what made a photograph of his mother so 

striking for him. On the journey to an answer he discovers many truths about art and 

photography, especially the value of a “Punctum” the element of a photograph whose 
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strangeness punctures a viewer’s expectations such that they can see something in a way that 

they never would be able to otherwise. He showed an example of a Koen Wessing photo from 

Nicaragua in the seventies. The image showed a nun clothed in an ancient habit glancing at two 

soldiers decked out in aggressive military apparel. The strangeness of the juxtaposition was a 

shocking punctum. While I didn’t know it at the time, these three books provided a coda that I 

could have read to anticipate the journey that was ahead of me.  

 

Image 2. Street View with Soldiers and Nuns, Nicaragua, Esteli, photo by Koen Wessing 

1978 
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Each of these three books were trying to teach me an overlapping series of lessons that I 

now recognize as core to my concept of Directing: From Propp that we are all in deep 

relationship with all the souls and ideas who come before us and will follow after, from 

Tarkovsky that all of our work could be of deeply serious spirituality, and from Barthes that the 

quality of strangeness and disruption might be more important than clarity and that great truths 

can come from an exploration rooted in personal specificity.  But still, I barely knew what to do 

with these ideas or what they meant for me. I was still feeling very lost and lonely. We had to 

make a documentary for the end of the class and mine was of the La Jolla Farmers Market. There 

were almost no people in it, but a couple long shots of dogs waiting to be petted. On election day 

we watched Juliano Salgado and Wim Wender’s The Salt of The Earth while I covertly refreshed 

the NYTimes election page on my phone. I suppose it was some comfort to have the context of 

Salgado to remind me that the world is in a constant state of death and renewal.  
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CHAPTER 2: Attending to Voice 

 

The Winter Quarter included my first public projects, and my first opportunity and 

challenge to start to express myself in relationship to others somehow. Robert Castro was 

guiding me through an exploration of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons which would culminate in 

some a final showing of what we were to create. I read the play in the fall and was struck by 

righteousness of the characters. The Kellers and the Deevers knew what they believed in, damnit, 

and they expressed themselves with a level of full-blooded point of view that felt like a shock 

and a challenge all at once.  

When we began work, I was met with a few initial challenges, a group of performers who 

were nervous about being in a show that felt outdated and a process that felt unknown. They 

looked to me for guidance. Why are we doing this? They asked. I didn’t quite know myself (or 

didn’t let myself look deeply enough within to see what I did know), and perhaps that’s why the 

Keller’s angry fights felt so riveting. These people believed so strongly in their point of view and 

were fighting hard to express it. But Robert had given us a collective dramaturgy assignment that 

encouraged each performer to bring themselves to the play by researching a specific theme or 

topic of my choosing and building a solo performance around it. Each of the actor’s created truly 

wonderful pieces. I neglected to give a topic to myself.  

Still we had such thrilling raw material and Robert guided us into a room which if not 

always “productive” in the traditional sense, always allowed all of us to express fear and 

loneliness, questions, and concerns, and we began to create something full of many thrilling 

moments and surprising types of storytelling.  I also began to build deep collaborations with 

some of my classmates, staying up late to write with Janet Fiki and meeting at Galbraith at seven 

to rehearse with Hannah Finn and Enrico Nassi. The day of the final performance, we had a 
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rehearsal in the morning. One of the parts of the show featured a significant amount of improv 

and some of the performers expressed discomfort with the unknown. Because I had been unable 

to articulate a point of view as a director which we were all committed to, I struggled to defend 

the piece’s inclusion. Ultimately after discussion we decided to keep the piece with some 

alteration, but it lacked its full spark and expression. In the crush of opening, I failed to offer a 

coherent individual vision that could pull the piece across the finish line. I felt seen and a bit of 

belonging but lacked the confidence to fully express my voice. 

 I was lucky to have exactly the antidote. Collaborating with Lily Padilla on (w)holeness 

was a gift in so many ways, perhaps most of all in incredible collaborative space we were able to 

create where Lily challenged each of us to bring our full vulnerable expressive selves into the 

collaboration and worked with me to develop a process and space that could hold all of us. The 

artists in that room every night will always hold a special place in my heart. (w)holeness is a play 

about four recovering sex and love addicts who are participating in a therapy group led by an 

intern counselor named Venna. Each of the characters come from radically different 

backgrounds and are healing from wildly different traumas. The play is structured with a series 

of scenes from a sex addiction therapy group, as week by week characters sought to un-weave 

their internalized self-hate or at least do the bare minimum to get by and receive the paperwork 

that would mark them as whole.  

In Lily’s (w)holeness, a play about the wounds we all carry and the possibilities of 

collective healing I learned that those wounds, healing, and theatre itself is all carried in the 

body. Lily’s a master of writing rhythm in dialogue and working with the actors to clarify their 

actions and set the rhythms was an enjoyable task. However Lily had also created several 

situations of physical exploration, and Anna Robinson had created a detailed and rich set for the 

actor’s to explore and as I look back on the production, the parts that for me seem to leap into my 
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memory and I felt leapt out to the audience were the careful juxtaposition between situation and 

dialogue, between body and mind, between hope and desire. I began to begin to understand what 

Gabor was talking about by situation and Robert encouraged me to clarify action and Anna’s set 

gave the performers a wealth of tools to play both. In that production I began to find the magic of 

the play in the small delicate moments where a bid for coffee cake or stacking chairs could 

contain the weight of a human’s entire self-worth. The commonplace had become extraordinary, 

the quotidian stretched in time, and the banal became sacred.  

 

Image 3. Janet Fiki and Nicole Javier, (w)holeness, photo by Manuel Rotenberg, 2017 
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(w)holeness ends with the stage direction that the characters dance in the final one of 

Veena’s exercises as the space shifts and the setting shifts to the beach, the forest, and the 

universe as they dance deeper and deeper. In our production the characters movements flowed 

from normal dance party choreography into something more expressive, embodied, almost 

violent. As the character’s dance became more frenetic, the lights pulsed and shifted until the 

performers reached the top of their energy. They leapt across the cut line and stood panting in 

front of the audience. The lights cut off and a projection of the galaxy’s starscape blanketed in 

the space. The character’s situation of becoming whole was manifest in the full expression of 

their bodies placed in the context of the entire universe. The internal was external and the 

individual was collective. As the performers stood panting for breath inches away from the 

audience the actor’s collective reached even further to include the audience in that expression. 

The dynamism rippling through the room was palpable and real as the audience would almost 

always sit in shocked silence with only the sound of breathing in the dark until bursting into 

applause. The individual body could be in relationship with all of existence.  
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Image 4. (Danielle E. B. Wineman in (w)holeness, photos by Jim Carmody, 2017 

 

Image 5. Nicole Javier in (w)holeness, photos by Jim Carmody, 2017 
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 After the collaboration with Lily and the cast of (w)holeness I began to feel more 

comfortable stepping into my individual voice as an artist and a deeper sense of belonging with 

the community here at UCSD. As I approached my second year, I was interested in exploring the 

construction of identities within the pressure of systematic oppression. I was eager to create a 

theatrical form that could peer into the ways that identities shifted between public and private 

spaces and explore the possibility of ever reaching some sort of pure sense of self within the 

ways we are raced and gendered by society.  

I was working with the verse text of Othello, a play whose drama rests heavily on the 

distance created between lovers due to race and gender and the impossibilities of true connection 

and trust across vast divides of positionality. And of course, the identities in Othello itself are not 

pure expression of identity, but constructions in themselves, further complicating the question of 

discovering one’s “true self”. I had done over a dozen Shakespeare productions prior to graduate 

school and researched Shakespeare extensively in undergrad and as my research deepened, I 

became more and more interested in treating the text itself with some irreverence and exploring a 

way that theatre itself is both a tool to explore identity and in itself is continually reiterating and 

creating identity. In conversations with Matthew Herman, Minjoo Kim, Junior Bergman, and 

Zhongran Wang we worked to create a production in which the mechanics of theatre are 

themselves implicated in the construction of identity.  

To manifest this concept of theatre creating and reiterating identity, the scenic design was 

stripped bare with the theatrical elements made evident. The lighting instruments were made 

visible in the space, allowing her to cut the scenic space in a variety of ways, allowing the “real” 

scenic space to necessarily be a constructed one, minute to minute to minute. The sound design 

moved in lockstep with the light changes, showing the didactic pushing forward of the story from 
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cue to cue to cue. The costumes were almost superficially expressive, with each character 

dressed to see and be seen, but always existing in monochrome, a world of individual identities, 

all trying to be different in the same way.  The performance began with a silent sequence of the 

ensemble of actors stepping through 11 choreographic gestures, each of which was attempting to 

be an expression of a dynamic of systematic construction of identity, gestures that were sourced 

from work in rehearsals that focused on the intersection of character and perform, perhaps 

linking the production’s exploration of systems with the real identities of the performers in the 

Shank.  

 

 

Image 6. Enrico Nassi and the cast of Othello, Othello, photo by Manuel Rotenberg, 2018 
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Each of the 11 gestures was enacted by/with the rest of the ensemble upon/in relationship 

to the individual performer, showing how the identities were imposed by or created from the 

collective community, in different and nuanced ways according to each person’s identity. Claire 

Roberson/Desdemona’s desire to fight and defend expressed via rage and boxing was 

transformed into the collective’s desire to primp and groom her into traditional feminine beauty, 

Max Singer/Roderigo’s expulsion from the status quo, expressed by his being pushed from the 

group onto the ground, resulting in a strong desire to assimilate and belong to the collective, as 

he sprinted back and leapt into the crowd, who caught and incorporated him. Deleon 

Dallas/Othello’s relationship with a white institution was expressed as he walked through a 

gauntlet of encouraging kind fellow actors, who turned their backs on him as he walked past 

while a white actor sneered behind his back. We were trying to express how the identity of the 

characters (and in fact all of our identities perhaps) were products of and resistance against the 

systemic pressures that move through and against them.  

As the play continued, lights and sound chopped up the space and conversations with 

interlocked precision, framing each encounter of the characters within the context of the 

designed scenic space, showing that the situations of the characters’ stories were only 

constructions by the theatrical machine itself. The strongest moment of this was in the murder of 

Desdemona, a moment which perhaps could be seen as a dangerous reiteration of stereotypes of 

black violence and feminine passivity. The encounter between Othello and Desdemona was 

staged upstage, behind a sheet, perhaps expressing a canopy bed. As we were about to approach 

the violence itself the lights switched, lighting the sheet from downstage, turning it opaque, 

apparently shielding us from the expected suffocation. However, in the violence the sheet was 

ripped down and the performers spilled out into the downstage space in front of the audience, 

light harshly and brightly. The theatrical form did not hide the violence but rendered it more 
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vivid and lurid, making explicit the ways that the theatrical form can replicate a melodramatic 

trope in a vivid and realistic form which sears itself into our perception of identity, reiterating 

and constructing new identities in old grooves. The production ended with an inversion of how it 

began, while previously the collective had been integral in building each character’s identity, 

now, as the bodies of Othello, Desdemona, and Emilia lay on the ground, the collective 

characters pulled away from the violence, washing themselves clean of any implication, while 

the actors then dropped their individual lines and characters and gathered withdrawn to the sides 

of the stage to speak the final words of the play chorally through the technological barrier of two 

microphones. The community of characters denied their involvement with the violence on stage 

while the theatrical machine itself was made explicit, as the theatrical form superseded the 

dramatic form. The production was a complicated process which I discuss further in Question #2, 

but I was beginning to deepen my exploration of creating a world driven by rules of its own 

different from our own. In Othello it was the rules of the theatrical machine, inexorably 

constructing our identities and obfuscating our true selves.  

My next process was another new play and a challenging lesson in the importance of a 

clear theatrical situation and the beginning of a growing awareness of the importance of 

estrangement that had been buried there since reading Roland Barthes in my first quarter. Ava 

Geyer’s new play, SERE (and perhaps all of her plays), was a torrent of words. She writes 

characters that, like herself, are incredibly smart, verbose, and always working on something. A 

story about a community of Navy SEALS and their families who are fractured when one of them 

decides to report a war crime. Each of the seven characters in SERE, three couples and a 

teenager, are always trying to get something over on another. They use words as weapons, with 

levels upon levels of condescension, strategy, cruelty, humor, and castigation. SERE also was 

animated by a fairly thrilling plot, as extramarital affairs, military investigations, and inter-squad 
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backstabbing ripple through the play via various conversations in a kitchen in each of their 

homes. It typically takes me two or three reads of an Ava Geyer play to know exactly what the 

characters are fighting for, much less an audience who has to process it all in real time. The task 

became how to clarify situation--how would the audience know what was going on so that they 

could recognize the whirring layers of dialogue as the means to an end, not an end in itself?  

I knew from my experience with (w)holeness the year before that characters can use 

props and stage business to pursue their intentions in ways that run counter and in conjunction 

with their dialogue, and that the juxtaposition of bodies and dialogue can be a helpful way of 

communicating to the audience what the real situation is, not just what people are talking about. 

So we asked our scenic designer Sam Keamy-Minor, to create a set with a kitchen full of real 

objects, but also to think about the tone of the piece, a show about soldiers, the perhaps cliched 

war abroad brought home and the weaponization of words and marriages. He created a cool grey 

set, monochromatic with shining chrome, grey carpet, and a gun metal table, all set upon an 

ocean of black rain tarp with a cavernous black void upstage. It was very much not a real space, 

very much a scenic design, and while I wasn’t quite sure yet what to do with the lack of walls 

and a scarcity of objects, time was running out and the design was certainly clear and assertive.  

As we worked in rehearsal, we struggled to create situation, the script was changing 

every day as Ava clarified the story she sought to tell, but slowly the actors grew in their 

capacity to use objects and language and physicality to play layered and complex intentions. 

However, the paucity of objects left me with only a small selection of tools to clarify those 

situations to the audience, so I tried to fill the world with more and more props, a veggie tray in 

one scene, several six-packs in another, a whole cooler full of leftovers. Each addition gave the 

actors more tools to play with but also cluttered the scenic space. The bright colors of a carrot 

clashed with the matte grey of the kitchen counter, and not in a good way. The stage was also 
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often populated with six and seven characters, providing many points of focus for audience 

already dealing with quick paced dialogue that was full of Navy SEAL slang and insider-

language. How was I to make the situations clear?  

After letting me throw more and more stuff on stage, Sam invited me to pull back. He 

challenged me to find what was essential and keep those objects and those alone. He hoped that 

the loudness of those spare materials we kept would allow the audience to recognize what was 

important and what juxtaposition of dialogue and intention they should pay attention to and to 

thereby notice the situation. As we began tech we pulled out as much as we could, with one 

scene simply involving three glasses of water, another just a paper chain and some scissors. 

Slowly the action and situation began to clarify, and the performers were left unfettered by a 

cluttered material world and could just use one or two things to pursue their objective. Hopefully 

the lack of clutter would make those one or two objects very loud and apparent to the audience 

so that the situation would be readily apparent.  

As we finished tech, I realized Sam had also created another opportunity. Stripped of a 

cacophony of objects, the performers began to become strange, almost mythic. Chris’ beard and 

long hair and untucked shirt contrasted with Malcolm’s buzz and tactical pants. Des’ skin-tight 

athleisure was agile and deadly next to Paige’s business woman in heels. The characters became 

archetypal, and the conflict and situations gained important beyond the melodramatic plot. 

Ultimately this discovery manifested itself perhaps too late into the process to fully integrate, but 

the climax of the play, where Malcolm bribes, cajoles, taunts, warns, threatens, and then begs 

Chris to not turn him in lifted out of the everyday and into a world of pure human conflict. 

Mextly Almeda lit the stage with brilliantly sharp sidelight and the character’s silhouettes spun 

and danced and hulked around the stage, the meticulously trained soldiers revealed to be animals 

fighting for survival and supremacy.  
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Image 7. Sidney Hill, Allyn Moriyon, and Brandon O’Sullivan, SERE, Photo by Jim 

Carmody, 2018 

 

The coldness of the set shifted in the final scene, in which we jump several years into he 

future and see the character Malcolm’s life has fallen apart as a result of the investigation and 

has brought down with it Ellen, the young daughter of a deceased SEAL from Malcolm’s unit 

whom Malcolm had helped raise. We covered the stage in garbage and take out boxes, dirty 

plates and old newspapers. The final scene contained yet one more juxtaposition of situation and 

dialogue, as Ellen, who has stopped by to do some housekeeping teases Malcolm to get off his 

depressed ass and dance with her. He does, but as she sings and dances to the music in her 

headphones, he finally speaks aloud his doubt and uncertainty as to whether his life was worth 

anything, all while dancing and a smile on his face. The heartbreak of that moment was partially 

created by the fact that we finally filled the space with objects and made the archetypal and 
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stripped-down specific and personal. The characters shifted from weighty symbols to 

complicated broken humans, a shift that was only possible due to the estrangement that Sam had 

urged us towards with his scenic design. 

 

 

Image 8. Sidney Hill and Serina Estrada, SERE, 2018, photo by Jim Carmody 

 

My final and thesis production, Mother Courage and Her Children by Bertolt Brecht, 

was the occasion of so many series of lessons beyond just what we made in production. I have 

detailed the collaborative process in Question #2 (p. 30) and gone deeper into the concept and 

research in Question #3 (p. 40). While for me much of the production felt like a disappointment, 

there were many wonderful moments in it and many lessons learned, including ones I had no 

expectation I would be learning. One of the core lessons of the production was the danger of 

subordinating my expression and voice to the wisdom of the institutional authority. I learned 

again that I can only make my own choices and that it is treacherous to venture into a production 
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without first knowing completely what I want to say, without a deeply personal concept and 

point of view. And I learned that leading others into a process without first having discovered 

where I stand is a dangerous place to be and a real capitulation of leadership. The second is that 

the play itself will never save you. It will lie and deceive you and promise certainty which fades 

away in theatrical expression. Looking back at the production I suppose I am particularly 

disappointed with how conventional so much of it was, the weight of all of my research resulted 

in passivity and humility and adoption, not reinvention, creation, and personalization. I had not 

taken the lessons of estrangement I was beginning to learn from SERE.  

 After opening Mother Courage and Her Children I had the opportunity to return to the 

Interferences Festival at the Hungarian National Theatre of Cluj under Gabor’s invitation. In the 

wake of completing my thesis production, I was tired, weary, confused, and overwhelmed and 

the festival was a blessed opportunity to perhaps gain some perspective and reflect on the two 

years that had passed since I had last been there as a first-year student. The festival was full of 

highlights, the long walk up to the hotel each night, András Visky’s deep complex questions 

during the morning-after talkbacks, the exquisite lesson in Concept that was Gabor’s Merchant 

of Venice, but the event that shook me to my core was the performance from the Klaipéda Drama 

Theatre of Lithuanian of a play called Sons of a Bitch by Saulius Šaltenis, under the direction 

of  Eimuntas Nekrošius.  

The play was difficult to grasp in its entirety, but I understood it to be a weaving together 

of Lithuanian history, folk mythology, and the Bible. And while the plot and story may have 

been difficult to grasp, the production itself was a revelation. Every element, from the set design, 

acting style, physicalizing, sound and music, dramatic rhythms, props, seemed completely and 

entirely idiosyncratic and specific. I was completely estranged from my normal expectations of 

how people moved or spoke or how the “normal world” functioned and launched into this other 



    

 

 

21 

way of being. The estrangement was made through randomness or arbitrary nihilism, but through 

the creation of something new and specific. I had total certainty there were a set of rules and 

stipulations guiding this world and they were not our own (or at least not how I normally allow 

myself to perceive them). While I couldn’t grasp all of the rules, I could know many things about 

it. And that was that the characters and situations moved lightly but with total power, and 

possessed spiritual, historical, metaphysical, human, and material value and weight all at once. 

Above the stage were three objects hung in a row parallel to the proscenium, to large branches 

and then a fluorescent tube. It was lighting for the space, it was beautiful, it was an organic 

context to the domestic scenes below, but it was also Calvary, the three crosses, one of which 

was not wood but a fluorescent tube (perhaps the thief who was saved?). And it wasn’t Calvary 

metaphorically, it was that actually, in the material world of the play.  

 

Image 9. Darius Meškauskas, Sons of a Bitch, 2018 

What else was contained in that world? Many things, perhaps for many people. But when 

I saw Sons of A Bitch in Cluj I saw God on stage. And God in people, and God in sticks and 
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branches and water and movements and dance and music and paper and the grasping of fingers. 

And of course, I realized again something I had always known, that God is in each of those 

things (and everything else). And over the course of the three-plus hours of performance, each of 

those elements, props, movements, gestures, actions, stories, contained things in addition to God 

(or rather contained within God?). Things like culture, ancestral trauma, hope for a future, 

humor, magic, my grandmother, my mother, my potential children someday, a whole history was 

collapsed and manifested in the theatrical space in a way that I deeply believe was real. And it 

was real because it was Eimuntas Nekrošius specific and personal vision of the world and 

because he contains (as we all do contain) so many elements touching all aspects of reality, in as 

much as he was expressed, they all were expressed and made real in the theatrical concrete. It 

was his world and I saw it and it was real and therefore I saw him and also the universe at once.  

We had been reading Artaud that quarter in Gabor’s process class and Artaud had told me 

time and time again that the symbols don’t just point to the real but can become the real in itself. 

And that sometimes it takes a shock, mortification of the body, peyote, maybe just falling asleep, 

to recognize those symbols for their full meaning. The strangeness of Nekrošius’ world allowed 

me to see the reality of its own, and I recognized anew that to create a more real reality on stage 

is our task as directors. To fully awake ourselves to the reality of our experience in all of its 

physical and metaphysical layers and then to share that world to others. The stage is the context 

for that encounter though perhaps there are others? A field? A bedroom? A dance studio? St. 

Patrick’s Church in Carlisle Pennsylvania. 
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CHAPTER 3: Attending to Thesis Committee Questions 

 

QUESTION #1 

In our current Directing Seminar: Theatrical Introgressions, we are discovering that a country 

and its cultural identity is expressed through the theatre it puts on its stages. With this in mind, 

share your thoughts on the productions you have directed at UCSD over the past 3 years. How is 

this idea revealed in (w)holeness, Othello, Sere, and Mother Courage. What are those identifying 

characteristics, values, morals, etc., for each of the productions and how where they ultimately 

discovered, created and presented in your productions. Be specific with regards to choice of 

play, the overall production process, the design, the acting and the role of the audience. I invite 

you to have an honest reflection of the successes and challenges you experienced. Finally, how 

would you sum up our current theatre and how do you envision your place within it? 
 

I. Country and Cultural Identity 

  

In class this quarter my classmate Joseph Hendel posed a question, perhaps for the 

umpteenth time, perhaps rhetorically, “how does one make work within a country that has no 

real culture?”. It’s a question we’ve been living with implicitly and explicitly this entire quarter. 

Built into the question is the assumption that our country has no real culture. I watch the shows 

at Gabor’s theatre with envy, seeing production from National Theatres that are built upon and in 

relation to a deep cultural inheritance stretching back for over a thousand years. The signs and 

rituals available to those artists feel expansive, rich, potent, powerful, sacred, and also specific, 

tangible, and real. As an American I feel like our most shared symbols are a white “f” in a blue 

box or two golden arches in a sea of red, potent indeed but perhaps not tangible or very sacred. 

But it’s not for me to complain but to respond, and perhaps my response is that we are a country 

of many cultures, as many as there are people in America, and each of us are a culture unto 

ourselves which intersect and collides in thrilling and powerful ways.  
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During my audition Skype call, Robert lovingly teased and complimented me on my 

location tag for my Skype ID, “citizen of the world”. While perhaps the tag was a bit of an 

adolescent joke from when I first created a Skype account when I was 16, I suppose I do in fact 

bring many cultures with me, only some of which are rooted in any sense of Americanism. I’ve 

lived in many countries, was raised Catholic and Irish and by an artist and a scientist. I’ve been 

taught and transformed by a variety of mentors, bosses, movies, heartbreaks, arguments, and 

exes.  

I carry with me the culture of my friend John Arnone, a set designer who through my 

twenties gave me book after book and told me story after story of New York in the 70s and 80s, 

trying to build a bridge that would carry the ancestral memory of his generation, which had been 

devastated by the AIDS crisis, to mine. I carry with me the culture of my dear mentor Kat 

Owens, an adopted daughter and artistic director who creates homes for wanderers and outsiders, 

the avant-garde and the forgotten who taught me how to create institutions that don’t strangle 

wild expressions but are bewildered by them! I carry the culture of my dance teacher Lena 

McGinley who hollered at me five days a week in high school about the importance of keeping 

my feet out and my breath steady and my arms straight, that adherence to rhythm and form can 

reveal incredible beauty, and that the journey to that precision is one of incredible work and 

sacrifice. And, like Eimuntas Nekrošius, as I contain so many cultures within me, so too do my 

collaborators, and I think the productions I’ve directed at UCSD demonstrate a cultivation of a 

series of values that for me do build to a kind of holistic cultural expression. Though it is mine 

and mine alone. 

 

II. The Identifying Values in Productions And “My Current Theatre” 
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 I discuss each of the productions and processes in specific detail throughout the paper and 

particularly in Question #2. But here I’d like to take summary view and identify the core features 

that seem essential and particularly expressive of me.  

In (w)holeness, Othello, SERE, and Mother Courage and Her Children I have 

consistently found myself exploring the creation and articulation of self, relative to the 

environment around oneself. That environment could be the traumas just outside (and 

occasionally within) Veena’s therapy group, Othello’s slippery Venetian friends, the Navy SEAL 

community, or a world run by war and money. I am interested in the dyads of public/private, 

individual/collective, present/ancestral. 

Because that relationship of the self to others is specific to each individual, I am 

interested in cultivating collaborations and ensembles with a diverse polyphony of voices and 

identities, to better discover the similarities and differences of that dynamic of relating.  

Because the western world forces us to live almost exclusively in our intellect, creating 

an endless circularity of doubt/knowing, I am interested in using the theatre to explore those 

questions via the undeniable reality of bodies. The exercises throughout (w)holeness, the 

beginning of Othello, the climax of SERE, and the ending of Mother Courage and Her Children 

all privilege the embodied experience over the articulated argument.  

I wouldn’t say these four productions successful include the totality of my only emergent 

sense of self and interests, so in addition to the values of the individual relative to the 

environment, a multiplicity of perspectives, and the embodied truth, I would like to add two 

more, both of which I’ve brought up throughout this paper: The first is a desire to express reality 

not as we appear to see it but as it really is, creating a theatre where the metaphysical, sacred, 

political, historical, philosophical, and material layers are all rendered onstage in the concrete 

theatrical form. Second is a temporary value that feels important to me now but perhaps will not 



    

 

 

26 

always be the case: Given an environment in which all of us move through the world with an 

overabundance of stimulation from an infinite amount of over-determined symbols, it is 

necessary to make work that prioritizes estranging the audience in order to draw their attention to 

the particularly specific semiotics of an individual production. So, I place a value on the strange, 

unusual, and shocking, as I try to create what Joyce would label “static art” by using 

contemporary symbols within a contemporary context for a contemporary audience. The WoW 

Festival Piece And Then You Wait which Lily Padilla created with John Burnett and I used time 

and sound to estrange audiences within an abandoned grain silo, remaking an old space anew and 

invoking the audience to reflect and engage with the real world in a radically different way.  

 

Image 10. Dylan Key, Lily Padilla, John Burnett, and Kasson Marroquin, And Then You Wait, 

photo by Jim Carmody, 2017 
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QUESTION #2 
 

Reflect upon the collaborative dynamics that were present during your fully realized productions 

at UCSD. Write a brief description of each one, focusing on a specific triumph and challenge. 

Think about your connection to the text as well as the overall collaborative team. 
Remember your experiences in Crossing Boundaries and how you embodied the prompts and 

projects. Did you feel a difference in your collaborative experiences from the unscripted to the 

text bound? How would you characterize your overall connection to the work in Crossing 

Boundaries? 
Create a map for us of your collaborative journey at UCSD and how your experiences will 

inform your aspirations and expectations of your future directorial endeavors and 

collaborations. Specifically describe how you have changed and the most important learnings 

you will carry with you into future work. 
 

I. Collaborative Dynamics in Scripted Productions 

  

Through my four full productions at UC San Diego I have learned of the importance of 

strong individual leadership to incorporate the staggeringly powerful talents of my collaborators 

into a production. My first production here, Lily Padilla’s (w)holeness for the Wagner New Play 

Festival was an incredible experience of community and big-heartedness. Lily’s play is 

compassionately embodied exploration of our collective capacity for communal healing. My 

challenge was negotiating the intense collaborative triangle of the three people responsible for 

holding the room, myself, the playwright Lily Padilla, and the Stage Manager Bryan Runion. It 

was Bryan and I’s first full production, Lily had a powerful grasp on acting and space and I had a 

lot of ideas about the script, and, well, Lily and Bryan are both Scorpios. Bryan and I’s 

collaborative styles were like oil and water at first and my (and perhaps his) machismo gander 

would prick up whenever one of us was contradicting what I so foolishly believed was the 

established power hierarchy. But as theatre artists our goal is not to propagate and reiterate 

hierarchies of power but the opposite, to resist structures which seek to limit the ways we relate 

to each other and instead hold each other as full and complex humans with deep compassion. 
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And from that compassion find the roles of expression that bring us the most joy. Time and time 

again Lily would teach me how to connect with Bryan on a human to human level instead of the 

expectations of our positions. And from that experience we then found the roles of our triangular 

collaboration that each of us felt most called into. Bryan gave notes through the run, I’d type up 

Lily’s verbalized script edits, and once Lily cued sound during a run through. One of the chief 

successes of (w)holeness in my purview was the creation of a room and collaboration in 

rehearsal (including the actors) that was unlike any other I’ve experienced at UCSD, where each 

and every person brought so much of themselves into the collaboration each night, collaborations 

I’ve continued to build on and hope to do so for the rest of my life. 

 

Image 11. Lily Padilla and Dylan Key, (w)holeness, photo by Bryan Runion, 2017  
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 Othello was a “canonical” script which I felt a deep amount of excitement and 

irreverence towards. With a group of brilliantly talented and opinionated actors I longed to 

plunge deep into the script for its questions and then tear it apart to answer them for ourselves. 

But almost from the beginning the collaborations during Othello in the rehearsal room were 

fraught and divergent. For some people Shakespeare was up on a pedestal, for others he was a 

misogynistic racist. For all of us the play touched core parts of ourselves very deeply.  I 

struggled to hold a room successfully as we tried to engage in a text and process that was calling 

us to examine the deep intersectional oppressions that so many characters in the play and artists 

in the room were struggling through. People tried to express their wounds and fears in the room 

and somehow discovered that expression came at another’s expense. I deeply believe there is 

always potential to find community and healing. I also believe I lacked the skills and perhaps 

inner grounding to create that dynamic.  

 

Image 12. The cast of Othello, Othello, photo by Matthew Herman, 2018  
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That said, I feel so deeply proud of the courage and rigor of my collaborations with the 

designers. Junior, Matthew, Minjoo, and Zhongran each applied themselves rigorously to the 

challenge of creating a space in which the mechanics of theatre were vigorously pushing the 

storytelling forward and framing it for the audience in a particularly intentional way. And they 

challenged and inspired myself and each other in pushing to greater specificity and ambition in 

that pursuit. We weren’t completely successful, but the energy was invigorating and the results 

often quite thrilling. 

 Ava Geyer’s SERE provided me with the challenge of holding a room of actors together 

while working on a new play whose script was constantly shifting. Night after night I had to lead 

the actors forward into the forest to see what was there, unsure if the path we were on was 

necessarily going to be one ultimately needed for the script. The actors and I were in constant 

dialogue about how much uncertainty and change they could take in stride and I continually 

challenged them to be more and more ambitious about the amount they could take on, down to 

the final tech. I feel so grateful for Allyn Moriyon, Brandon O’Sullivan, and Sidney Hill’s 

incredibly focused work to dig deep within themselves and create the climax of the play in the 

last half hour of the last tech while Mextly Almeda lit overhead and their trust that there was a 

climax to be created. 

 Mother Courage and Her Children became a project that deeply challenged my 

relationship to institutional authority. My late interest in it was partially motivated by all of the 

things the production would make possible, as opposed to the play itself: it would give me the 

opportunity to collaborate with some actors I was excited to work with and I’d get to study under 

Robert and Gabor, both of whom knew so much about Brechtian technique. But those reasons 

are not in themselves reasons to do a production, and when we began rehearsals, it became clear 

that for so many people involved in the production, the thing they perhaps desired to do most of 
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all was to not do a show. From the second day of rehearsals when we began to have 

conversations about what type of space we wanted to build in order to allow people to be able to 

express their bravest selves, it became clear that people had a deep level of institutional distrust 

and a deep desire to do almost anything other than be in a play. From that point on the 

collaborative challenge became how, given a room of people who on a fundamental level don’t 

want to do a play, does one do a play? I think my best and bravest self would have immediately 

pivoted and built a production around that question. But designs had already begun to be built, I 

still hoped for a particular pedagogical experience, and I lacked the courage to respond 

authentically to that need within an institution from whom I desired to be seen as competent, 

smart, and successful within a very narrow definition. But even within that structure I had some 

tools to help solve this problem of building a collective.  

In the summer before my third year, while preparing for Mother Courage and Her 

Children, I read adrienne maree brown’s Emergent Strategy. Emergent Strategy is a text about 

social-change, organizing, that the planet that examines the swirling processes of the world 

around us and the way humans naturally come together and make meaning to see what structures 

are already latent amongst humanity. It was an incredibly eye-opening experience that above all 

taught me that wherever I was, whichever relationships and collaborations I was in, there was 

already more than enough material to create from, and that there was a structure of relating and 

collaboration waiting amongst those artists to be discovered.  

As I began Mother Courage and Her Children, I found myself needing to lean on that 

encouragement from brown and her book more and more as we built the production. We began 

daily check-ins, with frames for the artists in the process to speak about what they were moving 

through in daily life or their relationship to the show/process. We had a series of warm ups that 

shifted day to day but always included space for human touch, silence, rest, and energy, bringing 
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people’s bodies alive and in contact with one another in ways that had been too often nonexistent 

through the early part of the day. Inspired by Lily Padilla and Oregon Shakespeare Festival we 

came up with a series of protocols and community agreements to hold ourselves accountable to 

each other and safe within the context of what many felt was a toxic environment. These 

processes laid the groundwork for some real triumphs of collaboration, many of which exist 

almost entirely separate from the production that was performed on stage. Instead these triumphs 

lie in the space of compassion that allowed the third years to heal from the violence of losing a 

classmate and be seen in their feeling of neglect by their mentors. They lie in the radical self-

knowledge and expression of herself as an artist that Janet Fiki grew into. And they lie in the 

emergent leadership that shifted around the table night after night as I saw third-year actor 

Sidney Hill empowered to carefully guide a company through deep personal and political 

exploration and undergraduate Ariana Mahallati challenge her cast members to a more complex 

vision of acting style.  

 

II. Collaborative Dynamics in Crossing Boundaries 

 

Two things immediately come to mind when thinking about the differences in collaborative 

dynamics in Crossing Boundaries, which is that form preceded text and that form was sourced by 

all creators in the room instead of a perceived primacy of the playwright. Obviously that primacy 

of text and writer does not necessarily have to be the case, but I think is often the default 

expectation. Once the form(s) begin to take shape, and they are deeply important to the creators 

themselves, the task becomes one of framing, orientation, juxtaposition, and collage. Even in the 

case of a piece created so multi-laterally, there was a desire amongst the group to locate a central 

core to orient the pieces around, even in contrast. There was a collective discussion of themes 
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and Kasson Marroquin, Paolo Zuñiga, and I were selected to facilitate the collaborations into a 

final shape. I think my personal connection to the final performance mostly came through the 

consistent exploration of embodiment and gender. The two pieces I initially created both 

involved putting my body into extreme positions, the first as I adopt a gnarled and violent walk 

to perform as some kind of druid, the second involved me sprinting across campus to conduct 

aggressive dance pieces and then run back into the rehearsal studio. Many other pieces also 

touched on embodiment and gender and I was excited to be able to co-facilitate deeper 

conversations both verbal and performative around those topics. The ultimate performance 

featured me dancing in a one piece, acting with a disembodied piano, and conversing about 

myself and my relationship to gender. The invitation and commitment modeled by others (and 

perhaps partly encouraged by me) allowed a space for me to directly express myself in powerful 

and diverse ways. 

 

Image 13. Dylan Key and Veronica Santiago, Crossing Boundaries, photo by Jim Carmody, 

2017  
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III. Learnings to Carry into the Future 

 

The undeniability of the theatrical form, the thrill of deep artistic partnerships and the 

need to lead with vulnerability are the three main things I’ve learned from the sequence of 

collaborations I’ve been fortunate to be involved with during my time at UCSD. The first is that 

the theatrical form must always come first, and that the text of a play does not have theatrical 

form in itself. The text may be a suggestion, and inspiration, a component, but it can also be liar, 

a shield, and a distraction. The theatrical form, the composition of bodies and shapes and lights 

and sound and perhaps, yes, text, through space and time is what must be creating. The second is 

that I deeply respond to collaborations in which each artist can bring deeper levels of themselves 

into encounters with other artists. That commitment challenges me and contributes to a space of 

much more human relating than we typically permit ourselves in everyday life. The room in 

(w)holeness and Crossing Boundaries will particularly stand out for their vulnerability and 

intense expression. The third thing is that as a director, it is your responsibility to bravely call 

your collaborators into that way of relating, and you do that through courageously expressing 

your own point of view as a human in conversation and in the initial theatrical form you propose 

to create. Especially within the crucible of an institutional mode of theatre production, it takes 

radical individual vulnerability and expression in order to call your collaborators into that level 

of expansive connection/collision.  
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QUESTION #3 

How did you handle the challenge of having to switch my original choice of play at such 

a short moment? The second was how did I work with the actors to develop a Brechtian 

alienation style of working? How did you handle the unity of the design work? 
 

I.The Challenges of The Pre-Production Timetable. 

 

The selection of Mother Courage and Her Children late in the spring quarter led to some 

difficulties in pre-production in terms of my relationship to the piece, collaboration with 

designers, and over-all concept. I desired to make a piece that grappled with my deep sorrow of 

the ways that capital corrupted our communities, especially my family and relationships. Inspired 

by my discoveries during Crossing Boundaries my first year, I was drawn to the ways in which 

that corruption manifests as violence, sometimes even self-imposed, upon our own bodies and 

identities. I, and so many of my peers, are desperately trying to call in love, act with compassion, 

and build community within systematic forces that seem focused to annihilate those hopes. In 

Good Person of Szechwan I had found a piece that seemed to lend itself to some of the forms I 

was interested in exploring around the instability of the home architecture and transformation of 

the body.  

In switching to Mother Courage and Her Children some of those impulses had to find 

new forms and I struggled to find expression and resonance with some other aspects of the text. 

While Brecht seems to always be concerned with the power of money, the manipulation of the 

war for wealth is not the same as the manipulation of the family and the body. Mother Courage 

and Her Children’s emphasis on war was perhaps never something that I was able to 

successfully integrate. The collaborative team was only able to have one meeting shortly after 

the play was approved before summer break, so the designers began their work apart while we 

traveled. My summer of research involved deep dives into the 30 Years War and CV 
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Wedgewood’s landmark history of the conflict. I also researched Brecht’s original productions in 

La Vie de la Creation and reviewing the copy of his original promptbook. However, as I 

deepened my understanding of the text, I struggled to deepen my understanding of myself and 

relationship to it. While in 2018 the necessity for continual global war is perhaps as apparent as it 

has ever been, the concrete effects of that tragedy are kept at a long distance from my daily life, 

protected as I am by privilege, electoral politics, and global capitalism, a sentiment that was 

shared by my designers. What did we have to say about war other than that it seemed unending 

and far far away? What is to say about war when the assumption is already one of millennial 

irony and disenchantment? Ultimately it took much of the summer to begin to develop a rough 

design for our production, months after casting had been designed, that expressed the world of 

the play as one of a global conflict stripped of any specific time and place identifiers. The 

lateness of these revelations meant that it was difficult to allow it to inform our casting and to 

find composers whose work fit that world.         

 

II. Development of a Brechtian Technique 

 

I feel the development of a Brechtian technique was frequently a failure as I struggled to 

integrate a series of exercises  and vocabulary of acting that allowed us to all be working towards 

the same thing. Robert Castro offered an incredibly exciting lens for exploring Brechtian 

situation and characterization, partly inspired perhaps by El Teatro Campesino’s actos, which 

was an exciting revelation in rehearsal but was unable to be built upon due to the myriad of other 

challenges that the actors were trying to negotiate in relationship to the Theatre & Dance 

institution. The focus in rehearsal became particularly oriented towards creating a space where 
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people could feel safe and protected before leaping, and I struggled to negotiate the balance of 

the two.  

 

III. Unity of Design 

 

The design we were hoping to create was a sparse world full of rich textures, showing 

both the vacancy and lack of place in the scenic world but a complex and textured expression 

through the costumes and cart. That these people carried generational roots and traumas with 

them as they traveled through endless war traversing a Beckettian anywhere/nowhere landscape. 

Yi-Chien Lee and I eventually drew inspiration from border crossing and refugee camps, pulling 

our main scenic element, a hulking, looming, chain link fence with a massive double gate, from 

those images. Specific grounding scenic elements would be brought in with each scene, 

expressing the movement of camps and refugees, but the fence, the border, was always there. 

Minjoo Kim’s lighting design sought to create a bleak, spare landscape highlighting the 

wagon itself and the humans navigating the space. We hoped to create a feeling of barrenness, 

anywhere and nowhere, that existing just on the age of our time or perhaps after time has ended. 

Our inspiration for the wagon came by looking at various wagons throughout past productions 

and desiring to find a theatrical image that could be both contemporary and connected to the 

history of productions and refugees and wars which the image was so clearly in relation to. Yi-

Chien found several images of donkey carts in contemporary refugee camps around Syria and 

adapted it slightly to give it more layers, creating a sort of constructivist cart that could have 

been pulled by a jeep, a donkey, or by humans. Ultimately the wagon was richly textured to 

express the powerful journey towards accumulation of capital and into bankruptcy with various 

layers of history piled upon it that than could be peeled back over the show. The wagon gained a 
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second level, curtains, doors, tables, lights as we crisscrossed across the years and across 

countries. And the textures of the wagons shifted from soft fabrics to rusty chain link and barbed 

wire, until the play ended with it being torn apart in scene 12, with Mother Courage alone pulling 

a ghostly ragged wagon in endless circles around the stage, the violence of the endless war 

manifest upon the cart itself.  

 

Image 14. Mother Courage and Her Children Scenic Research, photo by Laura Tiragga Gariddo, 

2015  
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Image 15. Mother Courage and Her Children Scenic Rendering, Yi-Chien Lee, 2017 

 

Image 16. Mary Rose Branick, Hannah Finn, and Janet Fiki, Mother Courage and Her Children, 

photo by Yi-Chien Lee, 2017  
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The costumes were also trying to aim towards a Beckettian anytime, with various patches 

and elements that showed the character’s attachment to wars and conflicts through time 

immemorial. However, we struggled to find texture that expressed the inherited trauma of the 

characters on the costumes—perhaps due to the lateness of the design concept the costumes 

themselves were never deteriorated with the blood and patches and dirt and vomit enough to feel 

like they contained the ancestral weight layered upon them as the play progressed through its 

scenes.  

I think a second point of dissonance was in the musical numbers. While Sound Designer 

Zhongran Wang had created a spare electronic static atmosphere of a technological world 

unplugged and burning through its final staticky death sparks, our composed songs were more 

rooted in traditional American folk, cabaret, and religious music. Joey Bourdeau’s playful 

orchestration was sourced from instruments of the bar, the church, and the field, giving the 

impression of a world of organicism and joy that was out of concert with the dilapidated 

postmodern nuclear landscape. Minjoo Kim’s lighting design attempted to underline the contrast 

of tone instead of bridge the divide, shifting the lighting world into one of color and play, giving 

the impression that the world of song was one of healing and joy instead of cynicism and 

damnation. At times that juxtaposition worked in the performances of Michael Rishawn’s Yvette 

and Hannah Finn’s Chaplain’s drunken toast to death. At others the dissonance was simply 

awkward and foolish.  

The parts of the production that seemed the strongest to me were the beginning and the 

end. The production began with a scene of Mother Courage climbing a massive fence in the dark, 

we hear the fence shake as she swings over it and see only the pinpoint of a flashlight. Mother 

Courage sneaks through a camp full of unidentified bodies and cardboard boxes made into 

makeshift shelters as she tries to find her children and escape. Just as she wakes them a bomb 
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goes off and the stage is flooded with light and the silence is pierced by the sound. The camp 

vanishes and only two soldiers are left on stage, wondering how to find a poor soul to recruit to 

fulfill their necessary quota.  

The end of the play is a return to the motif of individual woman against the world, only 

this is not about escaping to a better world but about being stuck in the old. As Mother Courage 

hooks herself up to the wagon and prepares to depart in a futile search of her already-dead son, a 

Soldier resurrects her dead daughter and leads her offstage. While Mother Courage slowly pulls 

her wagon across and around the space, a procession of actors walks upstage from left to right, lit 

from the side in a solemn dance of the dead. As they process offstage, they turn and look, see 

Mother Courage pulling her wagon, as she screams “Take me with you!”. They continue off 

stage and disappear, leaving Mother Courage pulling the wagon alone in endless circles, as the 

lights fade to black and we are left with only the panting breath of the one women left alive to 

her Sisyphean task. The woman, played with incredible resilience and play by Janet Fiki, who 

sought to be special, to pull her children from the camp in pursuit of a better life and profits, is 

left alone, toiling endlessly on this earth, continuing in circles.  
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Image 17. Janet Fiki and the ensemble, Mother Courage and Her Children, photo by Yi-Chien 

Lee, 2018 

 
CHAPTER 4: Attending to the Sacred in the Everyday 

 

I arrived at UCSD full of so much but with so little organization. And while don’t want to 

privilege or prioritize organization over mess in any way, I think there is a deep value in self-

knowledge and moving through the world with a solid grasp on the many aspects of self, even if 

just to better appreciate the mysteries of the unknown when they present themselves.  

I arrived wanting to direct plays but not quite knowing why or what for. I generally 

thought theatre was good for the world and I think I’ve always loved the feeling of belonging I 

find in a rehearsal process so if it was nice for me and sure generally nice for others, why not? I 

departed a dearly beloved community of collaborators in Dallas but was eager to discover a new 

community in San Diego. I loved the stories of new plays but also Shakespeare and Chekhov and 

the images of Pina Bausch and the deconstructions of Wooster Group. I didn’t quite know how 

any of them related to each other or really even me. I assumed the value of my own voice and 
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contribution perhaps without thinking too much about what even my own voice and contribution 

was! I had a specific but perhaps simplistic vision of God and the places to discover and interact 

with God.  

At UCSD I have learned what theatre is and what directing is. I have learned the form of 

the theatre, the expression of bodies through space and time according to various situations and 

contexts, assisted by design and text. I have learned the importance of a director in creating that 

form or at least creating the processes of collaboration that I allow that form to take shape. I have 

learned how to work with actors by clarifying action and intention in order to create the situation 

with the help of, not because of, dialogue and text. I have learned that all of this work flows 

firstly from an expression of self, that the expression of one’s self in an encounter with the world 

manifests itself in a production built through the collaboration with other artists and ideas both 

immediate and in the past and future.  

At UCSD I have learned how to relate to power structures and institutions with more 

directness and interrogation. I am so grateful to my fellow students, the actors, designers, and 

stage managers I have worked with here who have shown me the specific and systematic ways 

that institutionalized power can be violent.  Through many difficult and vulnerable conversations 

with my classmates, especially those in the class of 2019, I have learned the ways that 

institutionalized models of theatre-making privilege efficiency and productivity (whatever that 

means!) at the expense of the natural contradictions and essential value of human expression 

without commodified purpose. I have seen how that dynamic harms people in specific ways 

which are deeply rooted in misogyny, racism, and capitalism and which I am product of and 

reiterate as well. I have learned that those institutions aren’t going anywhere soon but must be 

resisted and transformed and I have learned many tools as a director about how to relate to those 
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power structures in ways that are in more integrity to myself and the fellow humans forced to 

engage with them alongside me.  

At UCSD I have read so many books and have learned much about theory, history, 

philosophy, and theatre. I am particularly grateful to Joe Hendel, who asks the best questions and 

does the most research, to Gabor Tompa, who sees the intersecting layers of each person, 

production, and play we studied, and to Robert Castro, who has challenged me to read so much 

more than I lazily feel comfortable with and is perhaps the most curious person I know. We 

never got a formal “Labyrinth of Desire” class but I feel that could have been the title for all 

three years. As a result of these books I see the responsibility and possibility of theatre and can 

better recognize the sacred, material, philosophical, and political layers of my work and so much 

of life around me.  

At UCSD I have learned more deeply the sacred in the everyday. Ever since working 

with the SITI company I’ve appreciated how bodies and gestures can contextualize the quotidian 

within a sacred context, but at UCSD I have learned that life is always functioning with a sacred 

context and Liam Clancy has taught me that the cultivation of attention to that fact and then 

finding a way to express it to others is an artist’s lifelong project. Hour after hour in the dance 

studio I’ve been fortunate to develop my attention and have been inspired by how much 

sacredness my colleagues created out of such simple, banal, profane things. It’s always there, 

find the dance.  

At UCSD I have learned to more fully love the core of myself and the souls and hearts of 

others. I am particularly grateful to Lily Padilla and Kim Rubinstein who continue to push me to 

get to the heart of the thing. They have taught me (what do you I mean “have”? THEY ARE 

endlessly teaching me!) the importance of giving over my full self to the people I am in 

relationship with. By calling myself into greater vulnerability and expression with us, by 
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bringing my full self into an encounter with another, I create space for more of them to be 

expressed.  

As I leave this place and these wonderful, wonderful, wonderful people (at least within 

these particular labels of relating!) I head forward into an endless series of spiritual encounters 

with God and the universe around me. Directing is one of those spiritual encounters, and it is a 

hard one for it is the integration of my mind with the truths of my body and the humans 

surrounding me. Often times my intellect is afraid that I will not survive such a vivid encounter 

with God/reality. So, I must continue to cultivate a series of practices to inspire me to enter ever 

deeper into that encounter, an encounter that is ongoing in even the most banal parts of our days. 

If I can fully presence myself in those encounters I can then at times express myself through 

directing theatre, an expression which, if specific and personal enough, will be strange enough to 

wake another’s attention to the sanctity present in every moment of all of us. 
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Image 18. A tryptic of trees and wood found along the pathway to my apartment, La Jolla, photo 

by Dylan Key, 2019 




