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when asked why he chose and still chooses a life in

theater. It’s advice SAS rowing coach Dave Washburn
gave him on what could make him a better rower. Phil took the
advice and worked his way up from the JV crew to the first boat
of 1983, which took second to Eton in the Henley. “Watching
them pull ahead at the end is one of my more painful memories.
We had already rowed five races in two days and had no reserves
left. I learned then that it’s not always best to finish first and you
have to keep striving.”

(44 Brute force and stupidity,” Phil Smith 83 answers

That kind of drive has also
helped Phil in the competitive
and often thankless field of
theater. Phil is a member of
Chicago’s Lookingglass the-
ater company, which spawned
David Schwimmer of TV’s
Friends and director Mary
Zimmerman, who this year
won a MacArthur “genius”
grant. Lookingglass is a group
of graduates of Northwestern
University’s theater program
committed to producing
shows using a communal,
democratic method of work-
ing rather than having a direc-
tor cast from outside and dic-
tate the form of the produc-
tion. Phil appeared in their
recent adaptation of
Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot, starring Schwimmer. “I played Granya,
whose name means ‘gray,” and he’s an Everyman who aims low
and hits lower.” His background in English at SAS and else-
where helped him with the classic text. “It’s nice to be able to do
slapstick, but it’s also nice to be able to do the more intellectual
stuff, too.” Before that, he played in New York City in
Lookingglass’s production of Arabian Nights.

Company members kid Phil about his boarding school experi-
ence, elongating his name in the program to “Philip R. Rayburn
S. Smith” and putting on fake pretentious accents. “Of course
the inevitable equation with Dead Poets Society also rears its
ugly head. Everybody thinks if you were an actor coming from
the same school, that you had the same experience. In fact, my
parents were very supportive.”

Phil’s dad was a successful businessman and his mother, who
passed away just last year, was more artistic. “She had a way of
engaging people in earnest conversation no matter what their
walk of life. You would think she was the bigger influence, but
it was my dad who really supported me in pursuing theater.
Maybe because she knew some of the hardships of that life bet-
ter, she tried to steer me away from them. You sacrifice so much:
your personal relationships, money—you have to get a day job,
rehearse all night. I was also lucky to have a lot of creative
friends at SAS; I got a lot of support from them, too.”

After SAS, Phil went to St. Andrew’s in Scotland to decide
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octor or an actor. His first night there he was
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Another big influence was his SAS director, Hoover Sutton.
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