
Commencement Address to Class of 1978 

Given by Liz Swados ‘68 

I'd like to thank you for inviting me here. I'd like to be able to tell you how happy I am to do this because 
it's ten years since I graduated from this same school in this same church and I feel that you are helping 
me get a grasp on my own personal history. Very little in our present day life is geared towards 
celebrating an individual's growth, or an individual's struggle—we don't have too many rites of passage 
or interesting initiation rituals—so while I am helping celebrate the conclusion of four important years 
for you, you should also know that you have helped me realize what an important ten years I've had. No 
awards, names in the paper, pictures on billboards, etc. can touch me nearly so closely as an intense 
moment between my past and your future. So anyway, know that as we go carefully along this 
frightening new area for me called a commencement address, we are doing this together and there is 
nothing that I'm saying to you that I'm not saying to myself. I'm very moved by this and although I'm 
somewhat cantankerous by nature, I treat this moment with respect.  

I'd also like to note that I received this invitation long before Runaways opened on Broadway. 
The senior class letter said something to the fact (and these aren't the exact words) “We saw you when 
you did a workshop at Sem and your music was okay but it was really your spirit we wanted.” Well I like 
that. I'm impressed by any group of people who are still in search of a human being and not a famous 
commodity. I'm in a world right now where they will package anything from Historical genocides to 12-
year-old girls, disguise it as “art” and sell it like Prell shampoo (which is also terrible for you). I'm 
disgusted by the whole scene. I don't even trust my own success, and I know I didn't cheat too much. 
Andy Warhol said it absolutely right when he proclaimed that anyone and everyone can be or will be 
famous for fifteen minutes in his or her lifetime. And I certainly don't trust Andy Warhol and can't 
believe for a second the junk that has made him famous. So it's best to go slowly when you pick anyone 
to listen to.  

No Advice 

Perhaps at best what I am to you is absolutely equal only ten years later, with a good career in my 
chosen field—the arts. I'm certainly not going to give you any advice. I'm much too young, and even if I 
was twenty years older I'd have no way to explain this messy, totally vague time of history. I can stand 
up here and bring you a message of hope: There are still fighters around; there are a few values left that 
are unamenable and haven't been sold to Bantam Books or packaged as a mini-series for CBS; But I am 
really much more interested in you. When I first received your invitation I sort of sniffed cynically. But 
that lasted for about a half a second. Then I began to giggle uncontrollably for about a half hour with 
something resembling nerves and exhilaration. Because I really do remember this excruciating fragile, 
special time. Best friendships and lifelong bonds. The immense intellectual hunger and simultaneous 
sensual hunger. Incredible bouts of depression and laziness that come on like a spiritual flu. Do you 
know why I remember all that? It's because nothing changes much in ten years, except for this – a 
person can give into a kind of cynicism, or organized political or religious belief that can explain it all and 
stop all the gutwrenching questions that keep us alive. I look around at my friends-certain mystical types 
entrenched in the teachings of Gurgjieff or Zen or black musician friends who pull away because they 
join phoney Uruba cults, or friends who will only touch the Greek tragedies or others who sniff at 
anything that isn't absolutely radical, terrorist and so called “relevant.” God forbid I should ever eat a 



Ring Ding in front of my macro-biotic fanatics or that I should dare swoon over a gorgeous male in front 
of my women's liberation cohorts.  

Liberal Bigotry 

All of this is liberal bigotry, aristocratic snobbery. I respect any private belief that is lived and practiced 
for positive reasons, but boy am I sick of people escaping behind ideas. When some particularly bad 
reviews came out about Runaways I was interviewed and asked to respond. I went to one of these super 
chi-chi luncheons at an antiseptic theater restaurant called Sardi's and watched the immortal Carol 
Channing not unfreeze the dumbest grin I've ever seen for one full hour and a half. I thought her eyes 
were going to pop out of her head. I watched actors and actresses-so-called legitimate ones-smiling all 
over themselves, compromising, saying, “Well what would the theater be, without our critics?” Of 
course most of our critics happened to be seated at the same tables munching complacently on their 
toast and school books. So it was not very well taken when I stood up and said I'd like to punch so-and-
so in the nose and that I wouldn't mind it ¡f blah-diddy-blah ended up writing recipes for the rest of his 
life. “Oh!” they said, "firey new young artist type—she'll mellow with time or make herself unpopular.” 

They even have a safe definition for passion. Passion is no longer a popular commodity. People 
are tired of too many assassinations; inexplicable, horrendous terrorism has frightened people into a 
kind of passive middle ground. On Broadway this season there is no musical that ¡s anything but pure 
entertainment. The hits are Ain't Mis-Behavin, Timbuktu!, On the Twentieth Century. They may have 
great talents behind them, but they do not challenge. They do not ask questions.  

Trends Clear-Cut 

Trends are very clear-cut. Black Revivals. Plays about old age and cancer. Star Vehicles, meaning plays 
like Golda or The Act which have no underlying. message to give their audience except, “Come and 
watch a celebrity.” On the cover of People magazine recently was a picture of 12-year-old Brooke 
Shields, which, if you look very closely, (or even not so very closely), is blatant exploitation of a child; of 
a woman. It abuses a child's right to be a child. It abuses a prepubescent woman's right not to be a sex 
object. It abuses and undermines the entire integrity of the theater. The theater (or the entertainment 
field as it is now called) started out to be a religious celebration—A kind of thank you to the earth and 
sky for everything that was beautiful and an innocent bribe to all our different Gods to stop what was 
scary [sic] and harmful. Almost none of that remains. It is now a business in the worst sense. The dirty 
business it deals in is a sabotage of one of the most important life-savers I know—Hard Work. Glamour 
is not hard work. Intellectual excuse is not hard work. Advertising concepts is not hard work. Cheating 
and false competition is not hard work. Grosses and net grosses, percentages, press agents, managers, 
agents is not hard work. We lose touch with our bodies, our breath, the air around us, other people's 
feelings. We lose touch with ourselves. And if there's anything I have to say about the ten years of our 
age difference, it is that when I was sitting where you are sitting now I knew all this—sort of. I mean, at 
least I was saying to myself “l know! I know!” when the commencement speaker was droning on and on 
about courage and loyalty and truth and making meaningful life journeys. But I ask myself, if all these 
people sit at graduations dreaming about their prom dates and thinking, “I've read this,” “Blake said it 
better than she did two million years ago,” then who are all the people that forget these ideals as soon 
as they leave their seats and get put into the sunlight?  

Why did I forget? 



No, you're the same people. And I ask myself why did I forget? Because I did—for about five of the ten 
years. Which is only to say that there are going to be severe tests of your beliefs along the way. I've tried 
to remain extremely arrogant and open at the same time. And I've failed miserably, made humiliating 
mistakes, but have also managed to come out with a fundamental sense of self-respect. We all have 
Dorian Gray's in our attics. lf anyone unveiled mine at this point I don't think I'd be too upset by how 
many pimples or scars are on the canvas.  

lf this were to be the basic message of my visit here, it would be rather cranky and grim. But I'm 
not going to lie. Things are extremely grim, and I feel very cranky much of the time. But there is also 
hope: a way to leave behind the dehumanizing effect of our present world. Rather than generalize 
(which is something I was taught by Mr. Foster never to do) I'll talk about my personal experience with 
Runaways the show I did. Runaways was singularly the most excruciating and life-giving experience I've 
ever had. And I want to talk about it first of all because everything I'm saying, you realize, is only my 
opinion. And the most giving/talking I can do is to share some of my life with you—not just opinions. 
Also it is your peer group who made the piece with me: ages 11 to 20, with the most predominant age 
14 through 19. And it is your peers who are out on the streets, in the foster homes and rehabilitation 
centers who are suffering its weird realities. And it's you and the you in me that inspired the special 
wisdom, anger and dangerous imagination that went behind the artistic vision of Runaways. Let me go 
back a second.  

African Roots 

When I was in Africa, I would sit around the village squares and I would imagine that there were 
incredible secrets going on all around me. Men would be carving drums; women would buy foods and 
colorful cloths. Everyone would talk in languages that had music, and secretive tones. There were always 
rituals being prepared for, religious customs that a stranger couldn't inquire about. The whole thing 
made me angry. I felt I could never know what the traditions were, and furthermore I didn't have the 
patience of an anthropologist to sort of stick around and intellectually find it out. Furthermore, if I'm 
interested in something I don't want to know about that thing – l want to become it. I suppose that is 
the most rewarding aspect of pure theater. You can create the power to have your own family, folklore, 
secrets and rituals. Acting is not pretending as the cheap theatrical types would have you believe. It's 
much harder work than that. Runaways was my attempt to create a community of young people who 
would develop a poetic world for themselves, stretch their imaginations, and break through every cliche 
that' the grown-up world had forced upon them.  

That's an important fact you should know. I can't stand the grown-up world. And like the Pied 
Piper, I'd like to go in and persuade every adult and child to get put as fast as possible before we destroy 
each other. My favorite adults are those who are still willing to sit on the floor, get their pants dirty, and 
laugh at themselves. By the time I got to the point where I was doing the Runaways project, I had 
already had six successful shows in New York, toured Europe up to 5 times, been in the Mid East, 
crossed the Sahara, slept outside in any number of African villages, suffered innumerable personal 
tragedies, given interviews, won awards and was exhausted beyond my years.  

Artistic Business Executive 

I was like an artistic business executive, on the verge of an ulcer. I had bounced from intellectual guru to 
intellectual guru, from analysis to Yoga, from Cadbury's chocolate bars and Chinese dinners to Anorexia 



Nervosa. I was able to live this full kind of life because I consciously sought it out. I don't do anything half 
way. I am not afraid to pay the consequences for my sometimes risky impulsiveness. But by the time 
Runaways came around, exactly one year ago, I felt I wanted to learn some real wisdom not 
manufactured wisdom; not wisdom from those consciously in search of it. But the kind of good, 
common, practical sense that comes from innocence and spontaneity, and I knew I would find it in 
adolescents. I don't idealize adolescents, especially after having lived and worked with them every day 
and night for a year. I even long for an old, creaky thirty year-old now and then. I do believe that if there 
is any hope in turning around this absolutely suicidal culture of ours it is with young people, you.  

ln New York City there are other kinds of kids. There are packs of them now who roam the 
streets like abandoned dogs and kill for absolutely no reason, not even joy. There are teenage bowery 
bums: 13 and 14 year olds, dressed like their punk idols, drunk and nodding on doorsteps with junk (like 
rubbing alcohol) that's burning out their insides. There are the abused kids who are scalded and cut in 
strange games of sick parents and then handed over as wards to the state. Then they are incarcerated in 
institutions where they are taught criminal habits by their peers, or forced into sexual favors by the 
administrative officials.  

None escape 

There are the upper middle-class, blonde-haired, blue-eyed types who, instead of having debutante 
parties or joining hockey clubs, get on buses, wind up at the Port Authority bus station, and can be seen 
a couple weeks later cruising Eighth Ave. as prostitutes or pushers. Or they are fed into the chicken 
farms where executives from Exxon and the Ford Motor Company pull pretty pictures of little boys from 
a snapshot market for discreet homosexual meetings on lunch hours at motels.  

I'm not generalizing. I know these things. I've seen it. I've heard it. I've checked my facts, and 
there are others far more qualified than I who know worse facts. And these are not isolated situations 
chosen to give you a spicy commencement address. There are over a million and a half runaways on our 
streets, and they are your age—and they are much like your children—and the horror is growing.  

I haven't even mentioned our upper-class children sequestered in expensive so-called special 
progressive schools, which rip off tortured, guilty parents and feed the kids tranquilizers until they are 
zombies. Or in my own field there is the stage child who is handed off to managers and agents for a 
percentage, carted to innane [sic] dehumanizing auditions, and, if lucky, gets into a commercial for 
Cheerios. Or if a kid is really lucky, maybe he or she can zoom like a rocket to the top and end up as 
bloated and empty as a Linda Blair or as confused as a Freddie Prinz [sic], and he's dead now, isn't he 
with a self-inflicted bullet in his head?  

I was becoming an adult 

Although I've been up very close to some of these realities, I see a lot of what I'm talking about as 
metaphor. Otherwise I'd collapse. I thought to myself (and here comes my only philosophical statement 
of the afternoon) “A society that doesn't like its children can't possibly like itself. Grown-ups who force 
children into being sex objects, cutesy, sentimentalized cliches, or conscienceless criminals must feel 
that way about themselves.” I saw myself as a person who had to reckon with the fact that I was 
becoming an adult, and I wanted to learn to like our society's children, to love them. I wanted, through 
my craft, to teach audiences to feel prouder of our young people, and to be not so afraid of their anger, 



their questions, or their mistakes. I didn't want to fulfill the usual expectations of audiences-boring high 
school productions with strained young actors reciting false emotion-or the new tough T.V. image: gum 
chewing, no brains, soft-hearted, sexy but innocent.  

We teach people absolutely nothing about the theater by having our children imitate cliche, or 
act in translations of Greek classics that are jaded, intellectual, and deadly boring. They learn nothing 
about the passion and the gut-level spirituality that guided those plays. And on and on.  

Making a company 

So I decided I wanted to make myself an acting company. And I hung out in New York City and its 
boroughs for four months. I met with street gangs and high school choirs. I met with church groups and 
PINS (Persons ln Need of Supervision). I met children with professional managers and the kids who 
skateboard and mug around Central Park. I went into the Italian neighborhoods, Hispanic 
neighborhoods, Black neighborhoods. I met kids who weren't about to finish high school and kids who 
had plans for Harvard. I met a group of girls who'd taken over a tenement on NY's lower East Side and 
had made it a home for themselves. They were 12 to 15 years old and lived alone. No one fit into the 
stories that the newspapers tell us. No one fit the descriptions that our psychologists and gurus give us. 
Not one kid, with an hour or two of real contact, was only sullen or only angry or only snobby or only 
troubled. The imaginations were incredible . . . the anger undeniable . . . the need for love was so 
apparent. And I knew then, before there was any script, any songs, or any stage that Runaways was 
going to be worth it. I knew that if I gave everything I had and that if I gathered around me other adults 
who were willing to sweat day by day, that we were going to have one of those once-in-a-lifetime 
experiences where human nature comes through in a truly heroic way. The way it always has through 
history when we have had to fight any forms of Fascism—obvious, as in the past, or subtle, as now. I 
don't want to go on at any length about the specific moments of the development of Runaways. The 
stories are too many, and it's hard to pick favorites. Its commercial success was very important to its 
final goal. Because it legitimized it in the eyes of the public. Imagine this. A group of 19 kids, three-
quarters of whom had never been on a professional stage before, met to involve themselves in a kind of 
theater that they'd never even heard of before and seven months later are playing on a Broadway stage 
to sold out audiences! And the message these children are conveying is a difficult and painful one. They 
are saying that our family life needs deep re-examination if our future generations are to have any hope 
of a peaceful and healthy existence. The audiences who are accepting the show are equally brave and 
caring. And finally, children and parents are communicating.  

A happy ending 

I am given so much hope by this. I do not expect the commercial rewards that those in this life waste 
their precious hours politicking and cheating for. This is all I'd hoped for. And it's what l got. And that's a 
happy ending for a cranky girl. ln a grim world.  

One thing I remember about 10 years ago is how badly I wanted the commencement speaker to 
be finished. I wanted to go and hug my friends. And smell the outside air and scream and say “Hooray!” I 
remember straining my neck to see how many more pages the person had in her folder. So I want you to 
know that I've padded my folder with blank pages—see—and this is the final page.  



Remember, I said I had no message to give you, no advice. lf my strengths give you something to 
agree with, or even disagree with, then that's good enough. The ten years longer that I've lived than you 
seem to be a time when a person makes certain decisions about her life. I haven't made mine yet. I'm 
doing a huge musical of Alice In Wonderland in the fall, and I will make it mean as much to me as 
Runaways did this year. I don't know how yet. But those are some of the secret passages of my life, and 
I'm glad I'll always have things to look forward to. I hope you do too. I wish you the best. And, if I may 
use the vernacular, don't blow it! lf anyone has had the opportunity to learn how special your time of 
life is, and how much can be squeezed into it if you work with a passion, it's me. And I need you to 
succeed and to be healthy and strong. We all do. 


