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A New Stage

UWM dropped its professional theater conservatory in favor
of a more populist program. Is that good for the community?

by Paul Kosidowski

t's been a fine year for alumni of the
UW-Milwaukee Theatre Department.
Mark Corkins and Torrey Hanson
have continued their long association with
the Milwaukee Repertory Theater. Han-
son played key roles in Transiations and The
Vaysey Inheritance (a production directed by
former UWM professor Sanford Robbins),
and Corkins performed in Translations and
Tartuffe. Corkins even took a break from
The Rep to play Macbeth for Milwaukee
Shakespeare, quite a feat after tackling the
title role in King Lear only months before.
James DeVita, after his original show
about Charles Dickens was staged at
Milwaukee Chamber Theatre, is back
at Spring Green preparing to play sev-
eral roles at American Players Theatre.
Brian Mani, too, is returning to Spring
Green (to play the title role in Shake-
speare’s Timon of Athens), but not before
appearing in Chamber Theatre’s A Les-
sor From Alpes. Chris Flieller, artistic di-
rector for In Tandem, directed Equus for
his theater as a joint production with his
alma mater. Laurie Birmingham showed
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her chops by playing Wisconsin’s first Na-
tive American female physician in Honor
Song! The Dr. Rosa Minoka-Hill Story atIn
Tandem. She also played several charac-
ters in Renaissance Theaterworks' String
of Pearls. Chike Johnson performed with
both Renaissance and The Rep, and Nor-
man Moses with both Milwaukee Shake-
speare and Skylight Opera Theatre.

But what's wrong with this picture? The
roster here overwhelmingly represents
Milwaukee’s veteran actors. In fact, John-
son (who graduated in 2000) is the only
sign that UWM’s program existed af-
ter 1990. In truth, its Professional The-
ater Training Program, once one of the
nation’s leaders, has never really recovered
since Robbins, its founder and director,
took the PTTP to Delaware in 1988. Af
ter years of gradual decline, the program
was put on hiatus in 2002.

The apparentdeath of the PTTP, though
there are hopes of someday relaunching a
graduate program, has had an unmistak-
able impact on Milwaukee’s theater com-
munity, leaving many questions unan-

swered. Just what happened to UWM?
And where is its program going?

hen Robbins arrived at UWM

in the mid-"70s, pitching his

ideas for a professional train-
ing program, the idea was pretty radical.
The program would admit one group of
actors and theater technicians every three
years, and they would get the exclusive at-
tention of the faculty. This would be a selt-
contained, classics-oriented conservatory
plopped in the midst of a public universi-
ty: Production work and courses were ex-
clusively for its students. It was a unique
step in American theater training, as Rob-
bins assembled an impressive faculty and
recruited top-notch actors from around
the U.S. For years, the PTTP was an
unqualified success.

"T'he university touted the program’s suc-
cess, says longtime UWM theater pro-
fessor Corliss Phillabaum, but “never re-
ally responded to the success of the pro-
gram with any infusion of funds.” For stu-
dent fellowships, for example, Robbins was
forced to go outside UWIM, securing sup-
port from the Bradley Foundation.

Eventually, the scramble for money
helped drive Robbins away: the University
of Delaware made a generous offer to buy
out the entire program. Robbins and the
PTTP moved there in 1988, and to this
day it’s ranked among the country’s finest
actor training programs.

Robbins’ replacement, Malcolm Morri-
son, brought in a new group of faculty and
kept the UWM program going with near-
ly the same success and prestige. But, ac-
cording to Phillabaum, Mortison also be-
came increasingly frustrated at the lack of
support from UWM, the final straw com-
ing when the university pulled the plug on
what many considered a very successful
TLake Park summer theater season.

When James DePaul took over in
1996, there was optimism anew, with
talk of taking ambitious UWM produc-
tions to international theater festivals.
People also anticipated DePaul using his
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eatre

connections — his previous position was
at Yale — to bring in stellar guest artists.
But DePaul was a better talker than lead-
er. Alienated by his avant-garde aesthetic
and testy personality, the faculty removed
him by a vote of “no confidence” in 2000.

By then, scores of theater training pro-
grams, many of them modeled on Robbins’
ideas, had sprung up at universities around
the country. Graduate students were get-
ting harder to recruit, as DePaul had
found. The increase in competition made

it tougher for UWM to keep the program
going. A search for DePaul’s replacement
yielded no qualified candidates. A second
search one year later found just one possi-
ble director, Southern Methodist Universi-
ty’s Michael Connolly. He considered the
offer, but said no.

“Graduate theater programs are resource
rich; you can't do one on the cheap,” says
Connolly today. Without sufficient fund-
ing, he adds, reviving the program would
have required “a very heavy lift.”
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onnolly’s rejection gave William

Robert Bucker, dean of the Peck

School of the Arts, and then- b
department chair Pam Rehberg a clear g
sign it was time for a change. After in-
tense discussions, the faculty decided to
put the graduate program on hiatus and
concentrate on the departments under-
graduates, including a new Bachelor of
Fine Arts program in acting.

The primary reason was money. As state
funding has declined as a percentage of
budgets, “weve become more dependent
on tuition,” Bucker says, “and you've got
to have students in your classrooms to get
those tuition dollars.” A specialized con-
servatory couldn’t do this. “You can’t have
eight students being taught by four faculty;”
says associate professor Sandra Strawn.

Adds Bucker, “I'm looking for some-
thing sustainable.” ]

A broad undergraduate focus is also '
more in tune with the current spirit at
UWM. “If you listen to the rhetoric o
higher education in Wisconsin, ‘exclusiv-
ity’ isn't something that shows up on the
radar,” Bucker notes.

For Bruce Brockman, a former Okla-
homa State University set design professor
who joined UWM in January, the depart-
ment’s move is part of a nationwide long-
overdue pendulum swing that follows the
overwhelming growth of Master of Fine
Arts programs in the 1980s. “Departments
are not terribly satisfied with the graduate
students they’re recruiting,” he says. “A lot
of programs are refocusing their mission
toward the undergraduates.”

Interestingly, the new approach has
largely been accepted by a faculty that had
a reputation for being fractious and inert
(one UWM faculty member described its
ethos: “Too much excitement is scary”).
“There’s much more of a collaborative con-
versation taking place now,” says Bucker.

Brockman transferred in as the depart-
ment chair and jokingly admits he’s “arriv-
ing in the middle of the second act.” But
unlike past PTTP directors, he’s not an
outsider who's come to impose his agenda.
Instead, he’s inheriting a program that’s
already on a collectively determined path.
In fact, he was reportedly hired over can-
didates with more impressive artistic ped-
igrees because some thought that Brock-
man’s experience at a large state university
and a national theater organization would
help him “play the university games”
needed to give the program a step up.

Brockman was the last of five new




faculty hired since 2002, most of whom
are devoted to the new B.E.A. acting pro-
gram, which was launched in 2005. The
new Kenilworth Building will wrap a
snazzy package around the department’s
new activities. Its rooftop black-box the-
ater will bring a fresh peri‘-ormance space
to one of the city's fastest developing
neighborhoods (whea enough donations
are raised to finish its Loma—uhnon). And
its two spacious fifth-floor studios have
been home base for the acting program
since January. Watching students careen
around the sleek warehouse space during
a movement class, you begin to believe
the program could become, as Rehberg
describes the goal, the “leading B.E.A.
theater program in the Midwest.”

But they are not there yet, and are not
without competition. Several smaller UW
campuses like Parkside and Whitewa-
ter have strong BFA programs and are
placing graduates on stages in Milwaukee.
More notably, UW-Madison has been in-
vesting heavily in the professional training
side of its program nce the late "90s.

Through the "80s and "90s, the Mad-
ison department strong reputa-
tion for theater research and academics,
but not for professional training. Former
Letters and Science Dean Phillip Certain
saw strong potential there and made what
he now calls 2 “stratesic investment,” cre-
ating five new fzculty positions in the
space of six years. Two of those new pro-
fessors, Patrick Sims 2nd Susan Sweeney,
once worked for WAL

Mike Vanden Heuvel \Iadison de—
partment chair, souss
creased presence zmound the state. The
department has collsborated on produc-
tions with the Madsson Repertory The-
atre and the Miksaukee Chamber The-
atre, and recent _T.'_".:_I.E.IE Carrie Coon has
become a key performer at the Madison
Rep and Ame:i\__ Players Theatre.

Still, the Madison program is not an-
other Robbins—smic PTTP. It's always

served a broad population and supported a
variety of degre from Bachelor of Arts
to doctorate — exactly the kind of breadth

and “sustainabilicy” that Bucker wants for
UWM. While BEA. training for future
actors and technical artists is a key part
of the departments new direction, Bucker
2lso wants o foces on the B.A. program
and help those 130 or so students “think
more broadly about how you define a ca-
reer in theater” Thar includes not just be-
coming high school drama teachers, but

also career options like drama therapy and
activist community theater.

As UWM has changed its focus, the
primary source for young acting talent
in Milwaukee has become the Milwau-
kee Rep’s intern program, which recruits
nationally and helps recent MLEA. or
B.F.A. graduates start their careers with
local or regional companies. Local per-
formers like Leah Dutchin, Emily Trask,
Molly Rohde, Eddie Collins and Joshua
Atkins are all former Rep interns. So are

Rep company members Deborah Staples
and Lanise Shelley.

On the technical side, UWM has con-
tinued to graduate technicians during the
past uneasy decade, but at a slower pace.
“The program that should be feeding us
isn’t,” says Judy Berdan, production man-
ager for Milwaukee Rep.

Still, Rehberg believes UWM has the
potential to become more of a supplier. In
the near future, Rehberg sees a B.F.A. pro-
gram that will feed into the Rep’s intern

“When Experience
Matters”
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pool, and perhaps feed smaller local com-
panies. In Tandern’s Flieller (a 1984 PTTP
graduate) has seen the results of the B.E.A. INTRODUCING
training firsthand. He worked with sever-
al incoming B.F.A. students in 2005 as di-
rector of the UWM production of Orpheus
Descending. He now works with some of
those students in his production of Eguus,

- and finds they've made “great strides.” 7/
‘ The new members of UWM'’s acting
faculty have displayed a keen interest in
' the broader theater community here. Bill

~ Watson, head of the B.EA. acting pro-
gram, has performed with local companies
since his arrival and has brought irI; oth- S T E A K H O U S E
er faculty interested in new, cutting-edge
work. That'’s a welcome development, giv-
en the recent loss of Theatre X and Bial-
ystock & Bloom, which were perhaps the
city’s most adventurous companies. Voice
specialist Michelle Lopez has acted and
taught in Los Angeles and Houston, and
she’s interested in connecting to Milwau-
kee’s Hispanic community. Next year,
she’ll direct an evening of student-written
monologues about local Latino life.
Rebecca Holderness is a director and
choreographer previously based in New
York whose work has 2 strong visual and
physical bent. Her recent production of Mr.
Melancholy, a new play by Australian Matt
Cameron, was a startlingly fresh produc-

tion, a heady mix of Harold Pinter power NOW OPEN AT

games, Looney Tunes absurdity and Beck-
ett-like ennui. In May, she’ll direct a new BAYSHORE TOWN CENTE R
hip-hop play about life in Milwaukee, one :
the department commissioned from New
York playwright Zakiyyah Alexander. :
“I was drawn o Milwaukee based on A sophisticated 21st century American steakhouse
the reputation of Theater X,” Holderness
explains. “That’s more my kind of theater.
If UWM s : arch university, then
part of that research should be the devel-
artistic work.”
it Chancellor Carlos
search, but it certainly and a beautiful private dining room
or the Peck School as
tion between depart- accommodating up to 48 guests.
ments and genres, as well as his desire to
free the program from the shadow of its
past. It remains to be seen if the gradu-
ate program will be resurrected, but one
thing is clear: new UWM Theatre
Department is already beginning to fill 414.964.3663
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Paul Kosidowski s a frequent contributor to
Milwaukee Magazine
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