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Advice to Future Honors Students


Pick a project you will enjoy.  Choose to do something fun – something that you’re eager to devote your time to.  In my case, this was finding a project that combined several of my talents into one.  My honors thesis project was an opportunity to do something I’d always wanted to do.


Because it was fun, it never felt like work.  Don’t get me wrong: it took plenty of time and plenty of energy.  And I certainly stressed out on occasion.  But my thesis was never a huge, scholastic project hanging over my head in addition to all my other school work.  Instead, it was an escape.  It was fun.  It was a hobby, and because I was able to keep this mindset, I think I did some of my best work.
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Preface

Because I originally planned to graduate in three and a half years, I thought I wouldn’t have time to do a thesis project.  But, when I made the decision to stay on for full four years, a thesis project was something I wanted to pursue.  And I had only my senior year to do it.

I didn’t make it easy on myself.  By making my decision so late, I gave myself a shortened time frame.  I took the first seminar, all the while trying to decide on a type of thesis project.  My goal was to incorporate my television/radio/film work and my drama work.  I soon realized that directing a radio drama was a perfect way to combine the two major components of my coursework.  Toward the end of last semester, I began frantically searching for plays.

But the process truly began way before this year.  For the written component of my thesis, I’ve decided to include a timeline of events that influenced my production of The Shakespearean Baseball Game.  I believe that by detailing these events, my readers can know a little bit about my decision-making process and even begin to interpret some of the creative choices I made.

The greatest struggle of producing this radio drama was telling the story completely, clearly, and entertainingly without the visual element.  The greatest joy in producing this drama was succeeding in telling that story.  

I now have a different story to share.  I want to share the excitement I experienced, the obstacles I faced, and the inspiration behind my process.  The story of my thesis project truly began in the Fall of 2003.
Fall 2003 – A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Syracuse Stage Children’s Tour

One of the fondest memories of my college career will always be performing in Syracuse Stage’s touring company of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  I was in a cast of six, and every Tuesday and Thursday morning for an entire semester, we'd wake up at five in the morning, load our set into a U-Haul, travel to an elementary school in the area, and do two performances of Bruce Coville’s A Midsummer Night's Dream.  We did his children's version of Shakespeare’s classic 50 times over the course of four months.  I played Demetrius, one of the young lovers, and my friend and colleague Rich Prugh played the other lover Lysander.  We had a blast playing up the comedy of the piece and stretching the conventional limits of Shakespeare.  After each show, we'd do a talkback with the elementary school students.  We'd answer their questions about the show, about Shakespeare and about our lives as college students.  What amazed me about these kids was how well they understood the action of the play.  It was my first realization of how fun Shakespeare can be.  The heightened text wasn’t a problem, even for a young audience, because we managed to tell the story with our bodies, with our vocal inflections, and with Cory Pattak’s music.  He composed the original score for our production, and it captured everything from our movements to our emotions to the magical nature of the play.  It was an experience I'll always cherish.  Many of those children had never seen a play before, and asked us questions about how to become actors.  Doing Midsummer inspired me to spread theater – and specifically the works of William Shakespeare – to new audiences.
February 2004 – Arms and the Man
The second semester of my junior year I had the good fortune of acting in George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man.  It was a great lesson in heightened text and ensemble work.  Shaw, like Shakespeare, uses language archaic to the average tongue.  Performing Arms was a lesson in making that voice my own.
Because this wasn’t a Children’s show, I had to make Shaw’s text more organic; that is, my performance was less showy and more naturalistic.  My actions weren’t as big, and there certainly wasn’t music underscoring my performance.

Arms and the Man is a great ensemble piece.  I had a great experience with the other actors in the production.  I watched my director Craig MacDonald (Professor, VPA) deal with each actor kindly and respectfully, helping him or her to find the right choices on their own, rather than always instructing them precisely what to do.  Arms was a fantastic lesson in director-actor interaction.

March 2004 – Sports Talk Show Director at WAER Jazz 88.3
I had worked on the sports talk show staff at WAER each of my first two years at Syracuse University.  As I prepared to enter my senior year, I was named Sports Talk Director.  That means I became responsible for the identity and content of our two radio shows: the Double Overtime and Sportsnight.  The Double Overtime is a caller-based show, a true talk show.  Sportsnight, however, is a magazine-style sports issue show.  My primary objective as Talk Director was to improve Sportsnight, and I chose to do so by increasing the pre-produced content.  I wanted less live radio and more highly edited features.  I taught my staff to – and, in so doing, improved my own ability to – create packages that were interesting, told clear stories, and used music effectively to spark interest.
I was able to incorporate a lot of my drama training into my sports features at WAER.  I made sure my stories had a build.  I wanted a clear beginning, middle and end.  Wherever possible, I wanted conflict and obstacle.

Still, in the end, my chief responsibility at WAER was journalistic integrity.  A sports feature, no matter how hard I tried, did not provide the creative outlet that a work of fiction can provide.  My increased role at WAER prompted me to truly think about radio drama – before I even entertained the idea of doing a thesis!

Summer 2004 – Meeting with Prof. Peter Moller

Prof. Moller had served as my advisor for my summer internship with ESPN Radio Pittsburgh.  He’d truly been with me every step of the way throughout my growth as a student and a radio professional.  With the school year approaching, it was becoming increasingly clear to me that I would stay on until May, and that I therefore wanted to bounce some thesis ideas off him.  We had lunch on Marshall Street.

We discussed several ideas – all of which included some combination of my television/radio/film major and my acting major.  The only truly viable ideas that came up were (1) a theatrical performance of a television or film script or (2) a radio theater performance.  I didn’t make a decision then, but I did contact the honors office to inquire about pursuing the honors thesis – even though I was already a senior.  My new plan – my plan to graduate with honors – was  beginning to take form.

Fall 2004 – Honors Thesis Seminar with Deb Dohne

Early in the fall I realized I would in fact stay enrolled at Syracuse for my entire senior year.  Given that I had more time than originally anticipated, I decided to pursue an honors thesis.  The seminar with Deb Dohne was tremendously useful because I learned everything an honors thesis could be.  Students had made films, performed one-man shows and painted pictures.  It wasn’t too long before I knew the radio play would be the genre I explored.
November 4, 2004 – Swan Song

Perhaps the most valuable experience of the entire process happened completely by chance.  I heard through mere rumor that Heidi Holtz, a theater history professor down at Syracuse Stage, was directing a radio drama.  At this point I was pretty certain my honors thesis would be a radio play, so I wanted to be some part of Heidi’s process.  That way I could be introduced to the medium before tackling my own project.

I wrote her and inquired about listening in on rehearsals and watching the process.  She said it’d be no problem if I observed, and then a few weeks before the piece was to air, one of her two actors had to bail on the process.  Extenuating circumstances forced him to quit, Heidi was in a bind, and I was thrilled to step in for him.

Performing a radio play was unlike any performance I’d experienced.  Taking direction was sometimes painstaking.  Heidi would often tell me exactly how to read a line.  She wouldn’t let me pause, explaining that it was killed the rhythm.  I’d have to vocalize sighs and gasps very loudly.  It felt like over-acting to me, but given the medium, it was necessary just to get the story across.

I made a lot of decisions based on my experience with Swan Song.  I knew I wanted an ensemble piece.  I knew I wanted a comedy.  And I knew I would heavily incorporate sound effects and music.  I made these decisions and got on with the process.
February 2005 – The Front Page 

This is another drama production that profoundly impacted my thesis not because of the play itself, but rather because of the people I met doing it.  My director Rodney Scott Hudson (Professor, VPA) has been an actor for over 25 years, and before directing The Front Page, he directed the The Great Peanut Butter Radio Hour, the Children’s Tour production about the golden age of radio.  I met with Rodney several times and discussed acting in general and my radio piece in particular.  His input, particularly on vocal manipulation and vocal health, significantly helped my piece.
I also had the privilege of working with Jason Frydman on The Front Page.  Jason starred as Walter Burns, and won rave reviews.  He gave Burns a perfect Chicago accent, and his vocal talents made a big impression on me.

February and March 2005 – Rummaging through Bird Library
February and March were rough months to try to get any work done on my thesis.  The Front Page opened and closed, I started rehearsals for Kiss Me, Kate (more on that later), and Syracuse was wrapping up its basketball season, which kept me remarkably busy with my sports talk duties.

I did manage several trips to Bird Library, and found some great old time radio dramas.  Things like The Shadow and old Abbott and Costello routines.  There was nothing, however, that shouted out at me.

My original ambition was to perform the play live on the radio.  I needed to find a station willing to air it, book a time slot, and rehearse with the cast.  But I didn’t have a cast yet.  I didn’t even have a play yet!  And time was running short.

March 10, 2005 – Discovering The Shakespearean Baseball Game

After countless long afternoons and evenings cramped at Bird Library, who would thought I’d find the perfect drama simply perusing the internet.  I stumbled upon Johnny Wayne and Frank Shuster’s “Comedy of Errors, Hits and Runs” and knew I had the perfect piece to direct.

I read it and immediately loved it.  The sports theme was perfect for the resources at my disposal.  It was a chance to expose new audiences to Shakespeare, a goal I set for myself a year and a half ago.
It was a challenge, too, because the piece wasn’t written for radio.  It was written to be performed on the stage.  Many of the gags were visual.  I was going to have to be innovative enough to find a way for slapstick comedy to work without the visual element.  I also needed to find actors who could pull off the impossible.

March 21 – Auditions 

I use the word audition very loosely, because I knew immediately who I wanted for this piece.  Shortly after finding the script, I approached my old acting colleagues Rich Prugh and Jason Frydman.  Both jumped on the chance to act on the radio, so after some discussions and some quick read-throughs, I offered them the parts.  I sent them the script and told them, don’t worry about memorizing, ‘cause it’s radio!

I told each actor I cast them for their creativity and their ingenuity as much for their voices and their acting talents.  Any ideas they could bring to the piece were welcome, because making this thing work was going to be a challenge.

March 22 – Meeting with new Talk Show Director Jeff Tiberii

Once Syracuse’s basketball team lost in the NCAA Tournament, my tenure as sports talk director was officially over.  I handed over the reigns of the talk show department to the very capable hands of Jeff Tiberii.

Letting go of the talk department was difficult.  It was bittersweet.  Sports talk radio brought me all sort of great times and happy memories.  I won’t get into them all here.

In terms of my thesis, it presented a problem: I was no longer in charge of Sportsnight.  Had I aired the piece sooner, I’d have the luxury of putting it on the air any Sportsnight I saw fit, since I had ultimate creative control.

Now I needed to ask Jeff for the favor.  I explained to him that it was a baseball themed piece, and it likely wouldn’t last more than 15 minutes.  He graciously agreed to give me a time slot sometime late April.  The Shakespearean Baseball game would air after all!
Late March – copyright discussions with Prof. Moller

The plan all along was to air whatever radio play I found, but I’d never dealt with copyrights before.  The Shakespearean Baseball Game was written in 1958, and originally performed by its authors Johnny Wayne and Frank Shuster.  Prof. Moller and I guessed that airing the piece would fall under fair use.  It would air on a student radio station, I wouldn’t be making money of the process, and it was for my thesis so it was ultimately educational.  Still, I agreed to sick further verification.
March 31 – First recording sessions
I brought Rich and Jason into WAER to record the play.  It went well, but I told them I’d likely try to schedule a second recording session.  Now that I’d heard them read through it together, I wanted some time to think about my approach to the piece.  I wanted them to have a second chance to read some of the scenes after they’d gotten used to one another’s acting styles.  Still, this first meeting was productive in that it was an introduction to the piece and to the project.

April 3 – Kiss Me, Kate rehearsals and the Rescigno twins
Robbie and Paul Rescigno performed in a stellar production of Twelfth Night a year ago, and I’d taken notice of their work, specifically at how they mastered Shakespeare’s verse.  I wanted some talented actors to play the umpires in my piece, but I wanted to find a way to make it worth their while.

In the script, theirs is a small role.  They have the opening dialogue – which sets up the tone of the piece and establishes the parody.  They hardly appear again, except for briefly to argue a call with the manager.

Robbie and Paul were cast as the gangsters in Kiss Me, Kate, and I watched them do a rollicking rendition of Cole Porter’s hit “Brush Up Your Shakespeare.”  Inspiration hit.

And then I looked at my calendar.  It was already April, and I had already recorded tracks without Robbie and Paul.  Was there legitimately enough time not only to get Robbie and Paul in studio with Rich and Jason, but also to find an instrumental track of “Brush Up…” and have the guys sing a few bars from it?

I ultimately decided it was too good an idea to pass up, and even though it was a squeeze for time, I’d ask them to help me out.  They graciously agreed and we all got into studio the first date we could all agree on.

April 11 – Recording session with Jason, Rich, Robbie and Paul

I got all four actors into the studio and explained my new vision for the piece.  I told them that while I briefly considered bringing them in one at a time – so I could give each actor individual attention and each line of text its due attention – I decided it was a better use of their abilities to get them all there at once so they could work off each other and do what actors do: listen and react.

The session went wonderfully.  Most lines they hit on their own, and each actor took my direction very well.  Directing for radio was very tricky, because so much of it depended on the line-reading.  Sometimes I couldn’t settle for pure naturalism.  I’d have to give painfully specific (potentially annoying) direction such as, “Stretch out the vowels in this word.”  I was reminded of my frustration working with Heidi, and gave my actors as much freedom as I could.  She was definitely right, though: the rhythm of the piece is essential, or else it dies.  Jason, Rich, Robbie and Paul, thankfully, took it all in stride.
Mid-April – Fair Use

I contacted a Pat Longstaff, a professor of communications law at the S.I. Newhouse School.  She’d taught me communications law a year ago, and I knew she’d be able to offer some free legal advice.

She assured me that airing The Shakespearean Baseball Game and using “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” would both fall under fair use because it was for educational purposes on an NPR station, and I wasn’t making any money off the endeavor.  This was a relief.  Now I could move forward and onward with production.
April 12-13 – Editing 

I took many of my favorite takes from the recording sessions and started editing them together on WAER’s Cool Edit program.  I made a difficult decision this week, also.  I decide the piece would not air live.  It was becoming increasingly clear to me that in order for The Shakespearean Baseball Game to work, it needed to be heavily, heavily produced.  Sound effects and music had to be tight.  It had to flow just right.

And beyond all that, it was becoming impossible to get all my actors in the same room at the same time.

I had a time slot booked on WAER’s airwaves.  Robbie and Paul couldn’t make that time, but I had their voice tracks recorded.  I decided the play would air pre-recorded.

This was a tough sacrifice to make.  I was excited about the prospect of live radio drama.  This was a direct consequence, though, of the time crunch.  And if I have the privilege of directing one of these again, I’ll plan it better so it can be live.

I had bigger problems than this, too.  I had Robbie and Paul scheduled to come in and sing the following week, and had no musical accompaniment for them to sing with.  Thank goodness for Tim Davenport.

April 14 – Recording session with Tim

Tim Davenport is the principle accompanist in the pit orchestra for the Syracuse production of Kiss Me, Kate.  He’s the pianist and sometimes even conducts the orchestra when the music director is unavailable.  He’s a musical talent, and a tremendously nice guy, so I didn’t hesitate to approach him once I found myself in a jam.

I told him about my honors thesis, and my plan to use the Rescignos.  He loved the idea, and said we just needed to sign out a recording studio.  It took us a few days: once to work through the music, once to record the music on low quality, and finally once to get an air-ready recording.
I’m so glad I chose Tim, because while I love music, it’s not my forte.  I had this melody in my head of transitioning “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” into “Brush Up Your Shakespeare.”  To me they sounded like similar songs, so I figured doing this was possible.  Tim made it happen no problem.

April 18 – Recording “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” with Robbie and Paul

Now that I had the musical accompaniment, I had to get Robbie and Paul back in studio and record their vocals.  Before the arrived, I sifted through the “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” music and lyrics.  It’s a repetitive song with two encores, so there were many lyrics to choose from.  I didn’t want the lyrics identical to the way they appear in Kiss Me, Kate, but instead I wanted them in such a way that served my piece.  I mixed and matched them.  I put the “Hamlet/Damlet” verse immediately after the “to be or not to be” reference in my play.  That was followed by “play on and lay on MacDuffy,” which transitioned beautifully into the next segment of the radio play – where MacDuff’s apparent hit is ruled a foul ball.
I moved the “Defends Well/All’s Well That Ends Well” rhyme to the very final piece of the song, so that “Brush Up…” served as perfect closure to the play.

Now I had the song recorded, and my actors vocals recorded.  All that was left in front of me was a big time editing task.

April 18-April 22 – Final editing of The Shakespearean Baseball Game

I had edited the sound I’d recorded almost daily since I first brought Rich and Jason into the studio.  But these two weeks were the first time I had every sound I’d need to record, so it was when the most serious, strenuous, and meticulous editing took place.

I put the piece together… using “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” as a beginning, a bridge between acts, and an end to the piece.  I chose the very best takes from Jason and Rich’s acting work, and I inserted various Rescigno sounds that weren’t necessarily in the script, but served to tell my story more clearly.

I put the piece together without sound effects, and then went to the Newhouse editing suites to borrow their sound effects CDs.

I layered in tons and tons of natural sound – usually baseballs hitting gloves, players sliding in the dirt, bats hitting balls, and the crowd cheering or booing.  Something was missing, though.  I had not struck that balance between realism and abstraction.  The piece wasn’t presentational enough.  My actors had done big, silly, showy work for me – as a I requested – and the style of the piece wasn’t matching.

The single most important decision I made in editing The Shakespearean Baseball Game was incorporating the music of Cory Pattak.  It all started when I had trouble finding a horn sounding, like the script required.  So, I pulled out my copy of Cory’s Midsummer original music, since I knew it featured a trumpet sounding.  I immediately realized that his music was perfect to tell my story.

I called him to ask for permission, and he was thrilled to help.  I began to layer in his effects – which required a lot of re-editing.  I un-did a lot of the work I’d spent long nights doing, because new pauses and new amplitudes were required with the new underscoring.  The extra work, however, was definitely worth it.  Cory Pattak’s music – even more than Cole Porter’s music – really helped me to tell my story clearly and entertainingly.

April 23, 2005 – The Shakespearean Baseball Game airs on WAER 88.3 FM
My old friends at WAER graciously agree to air my radio drama.  It went on the air at 8:45 on Saturday, April 23.  Most of the feedback I received was positive.  People truly seemed to enjoy it.  The hosts who aired the play used the opportunity to plug Robbie and Paul in Kiss Me, Kate.  I was grateful for that.  It served as a thank you to the Rescignos for their work, and made the production of my play even more meaningful.  Hopefully, several of WAER’s many listeners heard the play, and decided to check out Kiss Me, Kate down at Syracuse Stage.  If that’s the case, then I achieved my goal.  I remember doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream for elementary students everywhere, and I remember the joy I felt introducing theater into their lives.  Spreading Shakespeare to new audiences was a goal I set for myself way back in the Fall of 2003.  With the direction, production and airing of this radio drama, I’d succeeded in doing just that.
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