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WOW.  CHOOSING ART.

YOU women and men, you humans who have chosen a life in ART 
are just about to explode on out of here. This ISU, this cantankerous, 
inspiring place, this cocoon of art built for doing dangerous things. 
Because I went here and because I’m REALLY old, I can actually 
promise you; this place will stick in your heart. Through super thick 
and razor thin this place, this time, these people will sustain you, will 
now be in your DNA as you explore and redefine and make art out of passion, just like you’ve 
done for the last four years.

However grateful you are for this diamond in the cornfield, I gotta imagine that it is just sinking 
in right? You are suddenly, shockingly, blissfully, terrifyingly untethered… from CLASS, 
PRESCRIBED METHODOLOGY, GRADES, TESTS and FACULTY OPINIONS & 
JUDGEMENTS.

THE whole wide world is about to become your class, a vast waterfall of writing, dancing, music 
making, acting, and visual art of every stripe pouring forth for you to see, hear, feel, soak up 
and soak in.  Everyone gets an opinion now, critics are paid for them, audiences express them 
with their wallets, people who can pay you for your art, who can, if you let them, represent the 
difference between you doing what you love and doing something less, will now express their 
opinions with profoundly personal thumbs ups and thumbs down.

JOHN COLTRANE…“If you’re not hitting some wrong notes, that means you’re not 
playing hard enough.”

Each of you have likely struck pride and a bit of terror into your parent’s protective, loving 
hearts and chosen art as your path. It is hands down one of the most demanding choices 
available on the ‘what do you want to be when you grow up’ list.  It is one of the most 
precarious, hardest, most joy filled, ‘most necessary to the survival of the planet as a decent place 
to live choices’ a person can make. It is a profoundly beautiful choice. When you choose to 
make art you choose to make the study of the human heart and soul your life’s work…As a dad 
I’m not without empathy for your parents and your ‘civilian’ friends reactions, you know, where 
pride & pity wrestle for first place. As a fellow artist, I’m in full soccer mom mode – cheering 
and screaming and pulling  - for each and every one of you to be queen and king of the world 
triumphant – Seriously, I am in genuine awe of what you are burning to create.



THE world of art, now your world, has changed gigantically since I first stumbled into it – now every 
reality show can create the illusion that you are either the winner or the loser – every magazine cover, 
every breathless comparison of who has the most twitter and Facebook followers is, simultaneously, a 
valuable tool of promotion and a pollutant. You guys are the undisputed masters of the social media 
self-promotion landscape. One uniquely contemporary obstacle you face, in a world where fame and 
fortune may or may not have anything to do with actual achievement, will be to use the business of 
art wisely — if for instance you spend 90% of your soul’s energy mastering the promotional landscape 
and 10% mastering your art, you will end up a resident of ‘Kardashian-ville’, rich and omni-present and 
devoted to promoting a great American mirage…

WHEN I told my Steppenwolf tribe I was going to speak to you today I asked them if they would share 
any wisdom about ‘a life in art’ that had especially stuck with them, eased their soul or helped light 
their way…the responses were gorgeous and I’ve sprinkled a few of them through today’s sermon in case 
they might prove handy for your spiritual survival kit…

Ora Jones, an actress in Steppenwolf ’s ensemble wrote…

“Approaching the Holiday break of our senior year, my friend Maureen and I were becoming 
anxious. A theater major, a humanities major, watching business and pre-meds running back and 
forth on the campus, interviewing, getting jobs. We didn’t know what to do, our futures were 
not so visible.

Maureen said, ‘I’ll talk to my dad; he’s smart, he’ll know what to do.’ She returned from 
break with probably the most important phrase I’d learned in my young life, and I employ it 
constantly:

‘Life is not a matter of deciding what to do; it’s just a matter of deciding what to do first.’

If it sings to you, if it seems to be answering a question you didn’t even know you had, if it gives 
you a flutter of joy, if your feet start to tap and move, move them in that direction. Even if you’re 
not sure what you’re going to find when you get there. Even if you look silly or wrong to others.

I’d rather look wrong and feel right, than give the appearance of perfection, and cry myself to 
sleep every night.”

By virtue of the path that probably chose you as much as you chose it, each of you grads join a merry, 
ancient band of saints and fools, you are one in a million, and a million strong, your path is shared and 
is yours alone.

My particular path has both toughened and tenderized me with survival lessons and one of my abiding 
comforts is this -- You can be a solo artist and yet never be alone in your art.  Many inspiring artists and 
teachers have shaped me into the artist I am still practicing to become.  The theatre I helped start and 



count as one of my precious artistic homes, Steppenwolf, is the product of many gifted souls who came 
before – souls who supplied my friends and I with inspirations that evolved into a passionate practice 
that continues two hours north as I speak.

In high school Gary Sinise and I rented a 16 mm projector.  Mr. Alsberg, the audio visual teacher at 
our high school showed us the catalog he ordered movies from so that we could rent a film we were 
obsessed with, “On The Waterfront.”  Gary was Marlon Brando to me. He was my best friend and 
artistic hero; a teenager whose modest vocabulary literally swelled to bursting as he assailed parts 
like Tartuffe and Cyrano and Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger with pure, instinctual, visceral 
talent.  We watched ‘On The Waterfront’ nonstop until we ran out of money to rent both film and 
projector.  It burned a hole in our hearts.  We had become infected and our path defined — we had to 
do what those people were doing.

In 1974 I saw John Cassavetes film “A Woman Under the Influence” with my new co-best friend 
for life, Terry Kinney.  We had met in the halls of the theatre department of ISU.  Terry was and is 
a beautiful force: passionate, big hearted, argumentative, and above all an empathetic champion to 
underdogs everywhere.  He and I sat slack-jawed in these cornfields and watched this seminal movie 
that would further infect and define us.  We knew then that we had to try and pretend as ruthlessly, 
authentically and as heartbreakingly as John Cassavetes, Gena Rowlands and Peter Falk did.

In the Allen Theatre on this campus I remember watching John Malkovich and Moira Harris in Harold 
Pinter’s one-act The Lover. John and Moira were genuinely crazier than any of us, constitutionally 
unable to plan what they were doing beyond saying the lines in the order Pinter had written them. 
Because they were shooting star unpredictable, I felt immediately and indelibly, the difference between 
creation and presentation, between jazz and the preordained.  On some level, watching John and 
Moira, I caught a glimpse of Steppenwolf ’s future ethos; we had to find plays we loved, we had to do 
them together and devote ourselves to making the footprints of our rehearsals disappear.

Kim Rubinstein, UCSD teacher & director…

Steal everything you can that moves you, and take it into yourself until it creates an alchemy 
mixed with your very own beat and jazz. Then you will be creating authentic art. It is up to you 
what kind of life you want to live, what kind of artist you want to be. You are equipped with 
everything you need to commence.  JUST SAY YES.

Steppenwolf Co-Founder Gary Sinise wrote…

“We wanted to do whatever we could to get better at what we loved doing. And to do that, 
we thought it was important to control our own work. Instead of going to New York or LA 
as a solo artist on the hunt for an acting or directing job hoping to break into the business, we 
made the decisions of what plays we would do and what parts we would play. We learned it 
all by doing.  We challenged ourselves by working on great plays by great playwrights and the 
energy was always through the roof. We fought, we laughed, we cried, we broke up, we got back 



together and on and on. But above all we admired and respected and entertained each other.”

Steppenwolf Co-Founder Terry Kinney…

“We thought we’d found something we could do, onstage, that we hadn’t yet seen. We couldn’t 
articulate it, but we were finding a common theme of expression. A kind of operatic naturalism 
that celebrated losers, people gone crazy from their own thoughts, lonely outsiders, characters 
that, we hoped, made audiences fear for our safety while performing them, if not their own.”

In 1976 my ISU classmates Terry Kinney, H.E. Baccus, Nancy Evans, Moira Harris, John Malkovich, 
Laurie Metcalf, Alan Wilder and I piled into a few cars headed to a school basement in Highland Park 
that Gary had secured as our first theatre.  Rondi Reed says I proclaimed to the entire group that ‘We 
can change the face of American Theatre!’.  In our minds we were the artistic sons and daughters of 
every collaboration that inspired us… Monty Python, Robert Altman movies, Saturday Night Live, 
John Cassavete’s films, I Love Lucy episodes, Ingmar Bergman films, Second City TV, Martin Scorcese 
films. One crucial insanity of the artist is the faith, usually without a shred of evidence, that you will 
blind the world with your talent – I suppose we were fortunately guilty of every bit of that necessary 
madness…

Oscar Wilde…“Be yourself – everybody else is already taken”…

BECAUSE you and art have fallen hopelessly in love and decided to tie the knot, you can be sure that 
your marriage, if it is to last through sickness and health, forsaking all others, will be tested to its very 
core, repeatedly.

The hardest most soul testing times in my adult life arose out of periods when I couldn’t figure out how 
to get hired to do the work I loved.

When I ventured outside of my precious Steppenwolf nest in the late 1980’s I felt for the first time true 
soul challenging failure as an artist.

The most pernicious, evil outcome of those periods of artistic starvation, bigger and uglier for me 
than my bouts of depression, was envy. Bitter, crippling, rage filled jealousy of anyone in my field, 
especially of my closest artist friends who in my mind were doing better than me.  Envy was the chief 
culprit amidst a crowded field of ‘self worth’ issues that landed me in my early thirties on a therapists 
couch for the better part of five years.

I came out of that period replenished with my love for my art intact and a vastly diminished need to 
compare myself to others.  I rediscovered what had always fed my heart - the joy of being inspired by 
those around me.

Two and a half years ago I miraculously found myself cast in Shonda Rhimes’s “Scandal.” “Scandal” 
has been pure actor heaven–a culture of great camaraderie and massive challenge I truly never thought 



I would find post Steppenwolf.  I bring it up to offer a another truth about art — YOU NEVER 
KNOW when your life will transform  — there is no recipe, no time line, no map for how to discover 
and rediscover your growing, ever changing, truest self.

Parents, teachers, fellow lovers of art, THANK YOU for this opportunity to remember what I 
care about…

ISU taught me, you, and hundreds of artists like us, to make art that we care passionately about. It 
taught us to tell stories we were desperate to tell...Thank you for helping us figure out how we might 
contribute something to the world. 

Martha Graham, Dancer, Teacher and Choreographer wrote…

“There is a vitality, a life force, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and 
there is only one of you in all time, this expression is unique, and if you block it, it will never 
exist through any other medium; and be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business 
to determine how good it is, nor how it compares with other expression. It is your business to 
keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open. You do not even have to believe in 
yourself or your work. You have to keep open and aware directly to the urges that motivate you. 
Keep the channel open. No artist is pleased. There is no satisfaction whatever at any time. There 
is only a queer, divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more 
alive than the others.”

REMEMBER, that who you are now may well morph into artistic selves you haven’t yet imagined. 

My wife Linda Lowy started her Northwestern University life as an actor, she added a second major 
and became a teacher of the deaf, post college she served as a film production assistant, an aerobics 
instructor, general manager of a multi-play theatre project, etc, etc… All these explorations came before 
discovering, in her thirties, her ultimate passion as a multi award winning film and television casting 
director. Who you are now may morph a dozen times in the years ahead but every exploration leads to 
who you become. Our job as artists is to Keep the channel open.

YOU are one in a million, your path is yours and yours alone and yet you are never alone.

You awesome graduates are about to join the fray. 

You choose to use your brief walk on this earth to make art.

This fragile world of ours needs you. It needs to be gob-smacked and in awe of everything you burn to 
create. It is ready to be transported by YOU. It is ready and waiting for you to explode on out of here, 
and soar.

Congratulations !!!


