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When I was young and emerging, I was lucky to 
assistant direct for over 20 different directors. 
Each had a unique style, each taught me 
something different, and each contributed to 
the director I am today. I pulled inspiration and 
methods from them, picked their brains about 
why they made certain choices, and tried my 
best to support them in creating their vision on 
stage. 

As an assistant, I would usually participate 
starting first rehearsal, and occasionally I was 
in the process earlier for auditions or design 
meetings. But there was something else I 
was always curious about: these directors’ 
preparatory processes. I would ask what they 
did in that crucial phase before they started 
working with collaborators, and most directors 
were generous with their insights, but I always 
wanted to know more. Believe me, I understand 
that it’s complicated to let people into that stage 
of work. It’s intimate, it’s a conversation with 
yourself—how could you bring an assistant into 
that without ruining it? 

The last show I ever assistant directed was 
in 2009-10 at the Goodman Theatre, where 
I was the Michael Maggio Directing Fellow. I 
assisted Robert Falls on a new Rebecca Gilman 
play, and participated in both a workshop 
and an extended rehearsal process that were 
scheduled not only to develop the play but 
also for Bob to investigate and experiment 
with rehearsal methods. While he was already 

an artist who inspired me, my admiration for 
him grew exponentially over the course of that 
workshop and rehearsals, as I watched him with 
transparency, humility, and rigor lead the room 
in techniques that he had not yet mastered. I was 
shocked that a successful director like him had 
gone abroad to study and research, had come 
back armed with books to reference, and was so 
openly investigating a different way to approach 
text and rehearsal than he ever had before. 

It was thrilling to watch and participate in this 
process, and to see the incredible results of that 
work in productions he’s directed since. And 
while I wasn’t exactly in that preparatory stage I 
always longed to see, it was the closest I could 
get as an assistant director. 

There were so many lessons I learned on that 
show about approaching text, dramaturgy, scene 
work, and staging that I continue to use. But 
the biggest lesson I learned while working with 
Bob is that I must keep investigating, try new 
approaches, and treat my creative process as 
an ever-evolving practice. Watching a master 
of our art form passionately experiment with 
his technique inspired me to cultivate a spirit of 
ongoing development in my craft. Not only has 
this perspective pushed my work to places that 
are deeper and riskier, but also it has manifested 
a deep creative fulfillment that can only come 
from the love of the work. 

I am forever grateful for assistant directing and 
for getting to have this vital experience before I 
retired from it. 
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If you wish to contribute to IN YOUR WORDS, 
would like to respond to any of the articles, 
opinions, or views expressed in SDC Journal,  
or have an idea for an article, please email  
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city + state. We regret that we are unable  
to respond to every letter.
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Hit the Wall at WaterTower Theatre, directed 
by Joanie Schultz PHOTO Jason Anderson


