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Chair, Communication Department



University of Wisconsin-Parkside

From:

Lisa Kornetsky



Director, Office of Professional and Instructional Development (OPID)



University of Wisconsin System Administration

Re:

Jonathan Shailor and The Tempest at Racine Correctional Institution


I am writing this letter as a way of documenting my intellectual and emotional response to the work that Jonathan Shailor has done at RCI through his production of The Tempest.  I had the good fortune to be able to attend three rehearsals of the play, along with a session of Jonathan’s Conflict Resolution class where Parkside students worked with the RCI inmates.  In addition, I have spent many hours talking and e-mailing with Jonathan about this project and its connection to many things, particularly teaching and learning, and student engagement.  Each of these has been an ‘event’ for me – from individual conversations or rehearsals, to the final performance of the text, to the amazing talk-back on Wed., May 16th.  The entire experience has, in fact, been so powerful as to be transformative.  I felt that way upon seeing King Lear, in 2005, and feel that even more strongly after seeing rehearsals leading to production this year with The Tempest.  It was an amazing experience and one I feel truly honored to have been able to have.  I know that I will be forever changed by these men and their commitment, their incredibly hard work, their honesty, and their willingness to enter so fully into the text and embody it.  While they deserve a tremendous amount of credit for what they have accomplished, it is Jonathan who has made this not only possible, but extraordinary.   His level of commitment to the play, to the actors, and to the text was really exemplary and he is to be commended for that work.  This project is a testament to Jonathan as a teacher, as a very strong director, and as a human being.


Despite the lack of resources, lighting, and other theatrical ‘effects’, Jonathan’s production had a lot of polish.  He was very creative in his solution to problems, while having a very clear vision of the play.  He worked with the inmates on the music, the casting, and numerous other facets of the production.  Despite a strong directorial hand, the cast and crew were able to make a lot of production decisions themselves, with his input.  In observing his rehearsal process, I was struck by the way that he created a strong framework for the actors to work within, allowing them a fair amount of freedom to make choices.  He focused as much on process as on product – a crucial distinction in academic theatre – to allow for experimentation and deeper learning.  In the end, the cast obviously felt that they had been part of a larger creative process beyond the development of their individual roles.  As a theatre teacher myself, I can’t imagine a better outcome.  The fact that the production itself was rich, nuanced, exciting and quite polished was icing on the cake.   


By the time I came into rehearsal, it was clear that Jonathan had been working carefully with the actors around the text, both in terms of theme and literal meaning.  I have rarely seen non-professionals with such a clear understanding of what they are saying.  That is not easy with Shakespeare, but they made it seem so.  The language is rich with metaphor and, at the same time, uses some very antiquated speech.  Nonetheless, the actors were very clear on what they were saying and doing.  They had all spent a great deal of time developing their characters and connecting those characters to their own lives.  As individuals and an ensemble, he clearly had their respect so that they were willing to listen to his direction and take risks.  Obviously there was a range of ability in the actors, but all were committed to the process of putting this play together.  They also seemed to feel quite comfortable with Jonathan and, as I observed a few times, felt able to discuss things that they felt weren’t working.   As a director, Jonathan treated his actors with respect and, at the same time, pushed them.  He pushed them as actors, and he pushed them as individuals who needed to develop skills in cooperation and perseverance.   I enjoyed watching his work and appreciate his style.  I also found it interesting (and unusual) that he was willing to let me in to observe, and asked me to speak directly to the cast about those observations.  In my experience it is highly unusual for a director to actually want feedback during the process.  To allow another director to come in and give notes during rehearsals is quite rare.  I appreciated Jonathan’s invitation for me to do so, and it clearly showed me how open he was to letting the play grow organically – with input from outsiders like myself, and particularly from the inmates as part of the ensemble.


Through the performance of great texts with great ideas, it seems that these inmates have achieved a broader view of the world and their role in that world, both in and outside of prison.  Through the creation of art, they have been inspired and challenged to reach higher and to work harder.  This is what I heard in the talk-back after Wednesday’s performance, as the inmates really opened up and talked about the relationship between their lives and their work on this production.  They emphasized the transformative nature of this experience – of the collaborative process, the nature of being part of an ensemble, and the importance of self-reflection in stimulating personal change.  Listening to the talk-back was amazing.  As each cast member introduced his family and talked about the experience of working on The Tempest, there was complete silence in the room.  Their words were so honest, their words to their family members so moving, and their response to the themes and language in the play so powerful.  It clearly demonstrated the importance of education in the prison system, and the power of theatre to create change.  


Observing rehearsals and attending a performance of The Tempest has affected me in powerful ways that I am still struggling to articulate.   In some sense my realization is that my response is a very self-absorbed one.  I want to be able to make the kind of difference in a life that Jonathan is making in so many.   So, finally, I’d say that participating, however minimally, in this project, has created some honest self-reflection on my own part about the importance of art, the power of theatre, and the role of the teacher as a mentor and a guide.  Jonathan Shailor has clearly made a difference in the lives of these men, and watching that has made a difference in mine.   What a wonderful example of the confluence of teaching, research, and service! 
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