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When the season selection committee approached me about the possibility of creating a comedy festival last 
spring, the opportunity was clear: after being apart for the last… however long, how can we acknowledge the 
ways that we’ve changed and are changing as we walk toward the mess of being together in this building again? 
Rather than trying to summon the energy and grind to put on a perfect and polished show, what if instead, we 
made a raucous, playful mess together? 

I believe in mess, and in the power of messy thinking to solve complex problems in novel ways. And friends, I 
share this with empathy and love: we as leaders in this place have a complex problem. We are simultaneously 
married to the work of making radical, relevant art while also being stubbornly allergic to a central requirement 
of making radical, relevant art: MESS. There are other words we can use that are softer like “experimentation,” 
“play,” or “improvisation,” but the truth is that what we’re really talking about when we talk about this mess is 
harsher still. Mess, in its full transformative, chaotic glory, is a warm friendship with failure. 

The mere possibility of failure makes us itch. I have witnessed all of us as we have scratched our way through 
scheduling emails, production meetings, floor plan presentations, writing sessions, and collaborative creative 
practices fighting our fear of failure. And I have been proud of us the whole time for returning again and again 
to a curious question at the heart of MessFest: what if a lot of what we’re afraid will be failure is actually just a 
loss of control? What if we’re conflating “different” and “failure”? What if we’re afraid to go exactly where the 
really exciting art that’s uniquely ours to make is — in the place where something doesn’t match our 
expectations, but exceeds them in a way we couldn’t plan for, anticipate, or force? 

Making a mess means forging a new relationship with control. As an artist I reject control as the primary (or 
even a necessary) function of creative leadership. As a community we have practiced intentional messiness in 
lots of ways in the development of this festival. We determined what events would be included in the schedule 
based on what students wanted to create and participate in. We tried to push a capacity-first model of working 
for all involved. We tried to only do or say “yes” to work that we wanted to do and had the capacity to offer. 
Some of the  design students needed to start their work on the festival before we knew what the needs of the 
shows would be, so we decided to start with the designers’ needs and build the shows with those decisions in 
mind. The production and creative teams were similarly encouraged to advocate for their wants. Mia wanted to 
create otherworldly drag aliens, so we created Miss Intergalactic 1967. Grace wanted to create a fabulous farce of 
a dress, so the cast of Mess Up wrote sketches that would put it in the spotlight. Devin wanted to make a space 
for femmes to be downright dirty and disgusting which she and her collaborators developed into Judy Did You 
Get the Memo, the Theme is Femme-o. Chris wanted us to take another crack at the tech schedule to make sure 
everyone was getting what they needed. We tried to take stock of people’s wants and needs and say yes to each 
other whenever we could. 

Students created all the work you see in this festival. And while they were supported and guided by me and all 
the incredible faculty and staff that worked on this festival, the creative content and execution is all theirs. I hope 
you can feel how cool, smart, funny, and READY the future of comedic theatre is. I hope we can remember that 
we’ve got to keep fighting to make this place worth inheriting for these talented and passionate artists. 

In this messy process we were met with laughs, which was and is wonderful. I am convinced that our 
laughter-inducing messiness leads us closer to the work that is uniquely ours to make. Our mess, our weird, our 
strangeness is not a distraction or a difficulty to try to train out of ourselves when we’re making comedy. It’s our 
greatest strength. It’s the thing that we show you in this work as if to say “See? I am a mess too. The messy parts 
of me are the parts that delight you right now. Doesn’t it make you wonder if maybe the messy parts of you are 
charming and beautiful too?” My hope is that this work invites us to wonder “what if we’re more than enough, 
just exactly as we are?”

I am writing this before I really know what the festival will be like — feel like — look like. It could be a failure 
if we define that as anything that deviates our narrow expectations. More probably, it will be a different kind of 
success. I hope that it will invite us to heal, grow, and expand our sense of what is possible. And I think I have 
very good reasons for my hope. I say this because the other night in rehearsal for Mess Up, Gaby (our fearless 
stage manager) sat in the middle of the rehearsal room on a break, eating a plum. As students walked back in 
one by one, she noticed that they laughed at her. And when we returned from break and I asked for more sketch 
pitches, Gaby’s hand shot up. “I HAVE A PITCH!” everyone snapped to attention by this loud, unexpected 
voice from the back of the room. “I think I should just do that in the show. Just sit on stage in my headset, 
holding my binder and eat a plum in the middle of the stage.” My heart cracked all the way open. Something 
about the way these students were working invited her to find her own curiosity — to notice something 
delightful and then nurture it — in seconds — into a desire to share it with an audience — to invite you all into 
her delight. I certainly wasn’t expecting a pitch from my stage manager, but I sure am glad I didn’t dismiss it 
because it didn’t match my expectations. “Can I try it?”

And of course, the answer was and is YES.				    - Liz Joynt Sandberg, Director

DIRECTOR’S NOTE



Comedy is ever-changing. Sometimes a joke from thousands of years ago can evoke a laugh. 
Other times a joke that would have landed ten years ago can make an audience cringe-or worse. 
But what about a joke that might have been funny last week? Or two days ago? You would think 
that it should still be fine, but the world changes everyday. This evolving nature of comedy has 
shaped the creation of Mess Fest. From the evolution of the title of the show from Freak Show to 
Mess Fest within the first few weeks of its announcement, to Mess Social expanding from 
full-length performances to a collection of interactive comedy and displays, the festival has 
continued to transform.

Sometimes change means good ideas end up on the cutting room floor. There were a variety of 
performances pitched for this festival that ended up being rejected for a variety of reasons: 
similarity to another performance, time limitations, lack of interest from the TTS community, etc. 
One was Seriously Funny, a show Theatre Arts Directing BFA III, Tisby Critchley, and I were 
originally student leads on. It was an anthology of scenes from Shakespeare’s most famous 
tragedies staged humorously without changing the text, using slapstick comedy, puppetry, and 
even stereotypical Nordic accents for Hamlet. While we were both very excited for this 
performance, it fell at the hands of the comedy gods.

Other times change comes in the form of reworking pre-existing sketches. For the first few weeks 
of rehearsals for MessUp, the festival’s anchor show, the cast brought in new sketches every day. 
Some were scratched right away and others were sent back for rewrites in order to make them 
more fleshed out and see what other comedy could be found in them, sometimes multiple times. 
One sketch in MessUp, “Pierre” by Kathryn Courtney, was originally a sketch about a French man 
who kidnaps two Americans in order to pitch a variety of restaurant ideas, only for the 
kidnappees to reveal to him that all of his ideas were, in fact, American chain restaurants. After 
its initial reading in rehearsal it changed to Pierre then solely pitching the idea of Cracker Barrel. 
As the rehearsals went on, Kathryn finally settled on the sketch to be about Pierre, the kidnapper, 
threatening the hostages with Cracker Barrel food, wine, and, finally, the infamous “peg game.” 

As I write this note, we are about to head into tech week for MessFest. What you are seeing on-
stage right now is most likely not what I am seeing at my current moment in time. The messiness 
of the festival, however, has allowed for this to happen. Mess in this context is not something 
negative, but rather a tool that can allow for failure as well as revision. This whole note was a 
mess, from my own definition. It has gone through five revisions over a few weeks. It started as 
a discussion on how comedy is never complete, then to how current events can recontextualize a 
sketch, to what you are now reading. Embracing this mess has helped me grow in my practice, as 
from the havoc something defined, mischievous, and boisterously funny has materialized.

-Carlie Goodlett, Dramaturg

DRAMATURGY NOTE
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BFA4/Costume Design. Grace is from Cincinnati, 
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winter, she will be designing costumes for 
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Grace Onofrey [she/they] (Costume Designer) 
BFA4/Costume Design. Grace is the lead 
costume designer for Miss Intergalactic 1967. 
Mess Fest will be her first in-person production. 
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She is excited to be working on The Theatre 
School’s first comedy festival and to be working 
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include production designer for Newsbreak and 
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Sara Johnson [she/her] (Asst. Technical Director) 
BFA3/Theatre Technology. Sara is from 
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School credits include Sunset Baby (Technical 
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(Technical Director).
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winter and assisting at Steppenwolf in the 
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Kirsten Krieman [she/her] (Carpenter) BFA2/
Theatre Technology. Kirsten is from Wilmette, 
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Theatre School include a stitching and dressing 
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2021 reopening season. Jess is thrilled to have 
been able to drape on a fully realized production 
for her last quarter here and says that it’s been 
a privilege to realize Grace Onofrey’s stunning 
design for Andromeda in Miss Intergalactic 1967.
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spring she will be a wig and makeup coordinator 
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Squirrel Girl Goes to College: A Squirrel Girl Play
by Karen Zacarías

based on the Marvel Comics by 
Will Murray & Steve Ditko

directed by Michelle Lopez-Rios

Doreen arrives at Empire State University to make new 
friends - and protect them from super villains - by 

keeping her superhero identity a secret. But when a 
beloved computer science professor suddenly disappears, 
can Doreen trust her friends with her inner squirrel so she 

can save the day?

January 22 - February 19, 2022

Detroit ‘67
by Dominique Morisseau

directed by Phillis E. Griffin

​In 1967 Detroit, Motown music is getting the party started, 
and Chelle and her brother Lank are making ends meet by 
turning their basement into an after-hours joint. But when 

a mysterious woman finds her way into their lives, the 
siblings clash over much more than the family business. 
As their pent-up feelings erupt, so does their city, and 

they find themselves caught in the middle of the ‘67 riots.

January 28 - February 6, 2022

Fefu and Her Friends
by María Irene Fornes

directed by Mallory Metoxen

Fefu invites her college friends to her home to catch up 
and prepare for an upcoming educational presentation. 
As they and the audience move through her home, the 

effects of oppression become evident through their stories. 
This absurdist drama examines gender roles and explores 
the ways in which women are controlled by a patriarchal 

society.​

February 11 - 20, 2022
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Jan Kallish		  Willa Taylor
Azar Kazemi

PRODUCTION STAFF
Bryan Back ........................................................... Lighting Supervisor
Tim Combs .............................................................. Technical Director
Dominic DiGiovanni ..................................... Scene Shop Foreperson
Jessie Gowens ................................................... Wardrobe Supervisor
Randy Handley ............................................ Costume Shop Manager
Chris Hofmann ............................................... Director of Production
Sheila Hunter ........................................................ Draper/Technician
Jim Keith .................................. Theatre Assistant Technical Director
Jen Leahy .................................................. Theatre Technical Director
Jennifer Lightfoot ................................ Wig and Makeup Supervisor
So Hui Nye ............................................................ Draper/Technician
Erin Paige ............................................................. Sound Technologist
Amy Peter ................................................................ Properties Master
Scott Slemons ........................................................... Theatre Specialist
Joanna White ..................................................................... Scenic Artist

AUDIENCE SERVICES
Bri Baiza ................................................................ Box Office Manager
Collin Jones ........................................ Manager of Audience Services
Mo Shipley .................................................................. House Manager

THE THEATRE SCHOOL BOARD
Michael J. Faron ............................................................................ Chair
Sondra Healy ................................................................ Chair Emeritus
Joseph Antunovich	 Brian Montgomery
Jax L. Black		  Marcello Navarro
Paul Chiaravalle	 Vonita Reescer
Lorraine M. Evanoff	 Linda Sieracki
Whitney A. Lasky	 Richard Sieracki
Tamara L. Meyer	 Monsignor Kenneth Velo
Irene Michaels	 Tomer Yogev

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATES
Paula Cale Lisbe	 Criss Henderson
Glenn Davis		  Paul Konrad
Scott L. Ellis		  Amy Pietz
Samantha Falbe	 John C. Reilly
Scott Falbe		  Charlayne Woodard
Zach Helm		  Dennis Zacek

HONORARY BOARD MEMBERS
Merle Reskin

The Theatre School at DePaul University Faculty & Staff
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OUR 2021-2022 SEASON
IN THE WATTS THEATRE

MessFest Comedy Festival
directed by Liz Joynt Sandberg
October 29-November 7, 2021

Fefu and Her Friends
by Maria Irene Fornes

directed by Mallory Metoxen
February 11-20, 2022

(Previews 2/9 & 2/10)

Meeting Points
by McLennan

directed by Megan Carney
May 20-29, 2022

(previews 5/18 & 5/19)

IN THE HEALY THEATRE

Everybody
by Branden Jacobs-Jenkins
directed by Christine Freije

October 15-24, 2021
(previews 10/13 & 10/14)

Detroit ‘67
by Dominique Morisseau

directed by Phyllis E. Griffin
January 28-February 6, 2022

(Previews 1/26 & 1/27)

Much Ado About Nothing
by William Shakespeare

directed by Rebecca Willingham
May 6-15, 2022

(previews 5/4 & 5/5)

CHICAGO PLAYWORKS FOR FAMILIES AND YOUNG AUDIENCES

Squirrel Girl Goes to College: A Squirrel Girl Play
by Karen Zacarías

based on the Marvel Comics by Will Murray & Steve Ditko
directed by Michelle Lopez-Rios

January 18-February 19, 2022

Tall Enough
by Gloria Bond Clunie

directed by Chris Anthony
April 19-May 21, 2022
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