
 

  
 

October 14, 2021 

 

  

To: Dr. Lorenzo Garcia, Ph.D.  

Department of Dance and Theatre, 

University of North Texas 

 

From: John-Michael Marrs, MFA 

Head of Performance, Associate Professor of Acting 

Baylor University Department of Theatre Arts 

 

Re: Teaching Observation for Bob Hess 

 

CC: Bob Hess, Assistant Professor of Dance and Theatre 

 

 

Dear Dr. Garcia:  

  

It is with great pleasure that I write in reference to Bob Hess’s recent production of Fugitive Songs. I 

have worked professionally as an actor in New York and various regional markets for almost twenty 

years and for the last eight years have served on the faculty of Baylor University’s Department of 
Theatre Arts where I am currently the Head of Performance. I first met Bob Hess in 2017, acting 

together in the regional premiere of Kate Hamill’s Pride and Prejudice. Bob’s reputation as an actor 

preceded him and I was immediately struck by his inventiveness, professionalism, and charisma. 

Four years later, I am struck by those same qualities watching his work as a professor and director.  

 

Theatre in the time of COVID is a uniquely challenging medium. Like so many audience members, I 

have grown weary of watching “Zoom theatre” and felt the fatigue so many of us have experienced 

in the last year and a half. Plays and musicals adapted to a digital format often feel of lesser quality 

and lacking in the liveliness and joy that attracts so many to live performance. Even with the most 

talented performers, musical theatre seems particularly difficult to translate to film. What’s more, 

song cycles are notoriously challenging directorially. So, when Bob shared that he was directing 

Fugitive Songs, it seemed the odds were stacked against him and I was curious how it would come 
together. I was pleasantly surprised and am happy to say that it not only came together, but was a joy 

to watch.  

 

It is obvious that Bob’s extensive career and understanding of digital media served this process 

incredibly well and his particular skill set was invaluable to this production. Bob’s creative filming 

and editing enhanced the overall experience tremendously. The thoughtful blending of location, 

transitions, greenscreen, and stock footage in the song “Kansas Highway Sky,” for instance, leant a 



grandeur and scale so often lacking in filmed pieces like this. As mentioned, song cycles can be 

tricky, if for no other reason than there is frequently a lack of through line or central narrative to tie 

the piece together. The result is often disjointed and less rewarding than more traditionally 

structured musicals. Fugitive Songs suffered from none of these traps and felt both narratively and 

aesthetically cohesive and consistent. The characters were compelling, each demonstrating a central 

need and desire and the actors were clear in their choices and tactics. Whether chasing an elusive 

dream, lover, or calling, each character was in some way searching desperately for something more. 

Under Bob’s capable direction, this theme was highlighted to great effect. With Bob’s leadership and 
vision, what might have been merely a collection of fragmented parts, became a meaningful and 

unified whole. This was made particularly apparent in the final moments of the piece which offered 

a callback to the opening and several significant moments from the show. The result was a satisfying 

and unique glimpse into a distinctly contemporary American experience in which audiences, no 

doubt, saw themselves.  

 

Finally, I was so impressed by the vocal ability and acting technique of the performers. Despite the 
limitations of a digital medium, the students were dynamic, interesting to watch, invested, and 

consistently made clear strong choices. In educational theatre the director is so often forced to play 

actor coach, mentor, professor, and advisor. This jack-of-all trades persona can be exhausting, but 

Bob clearly performed each of these tasks with great success.  

 

Not every actor can teach and not all those who teach make strong directors. It is clear Bob can do 

each of these incredibly well even under extraordinary and potentially limiting circumstances. This 
combined with his innovative staging and mastery of theatrical and digital formats made for a 

wonderful production and viewing experience. I am proud to call Bob not only a friend, but also a 

peer whose work I continue to learn from and admire. I am so thankful this is the caliber of artist 

and educator training the next generation of actors and I look forward to seeing what projects he 

tackles next. Should you wish to discuss this individual or his many talents, please do not hesitate to 
contact me—I would welcome the chance to sing his praises further!  

 

 

Best,  

  
John-Michael Marrs, MFA 
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