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Art is not essential. You can live without it.

But would you want to?

Sure, you could live without the Mona Lisa or Michelangelo’s paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel — works established as great masterpieces.
But the heart of art is a more everyday thing — it’s in the design of our clothing and electronic devices and cars.
Typography is an art form. So is the weekly sitcom.
And then there’s music, an art form so fundamental to the human experience it may have originated in the womb, where the deep rhythmic beat of the
heart echoes between ﬂuid and ﬂesh.

Could we live without that?
What follows is a collection of quotes from local folks — and a few famous ones — on the importance of art.
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“Art is
essential. You
maybe can
exist without it
but you can’t
truly LIVE
without it.”
Bob Emser, sculptor
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“Humans recognize art in nature from the beauty
of sunrises and sunsets, the raging waters of rivers
and the majestic trees in the forest to the
mathematical cosmos we inhabit. We see form and
function, symmetry and asymmetry,
harmony, beauty and rhythm… Yes, art is essential
and necessary for human survival but artists are just
copycats of nature’s beauty.”
Joe Richey, artist, local art activist, co-owner of Tri-City Machine
and the Prairie Center

“ART IS THE ONLY WAY TO RUN AWAY WITHOUT LEAVING HOME.”
Twyla Tharp
COMPILED BY LESLIE RENKEN OF THE JOURNAL STAR
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“ART IS WHAT
MAKES EVERYTHING
MORE PLEASANT
TO ALL OF THE

“To practice any art, no matter
how well or badly, is a way to
make your soul grow. So do it.”

Kurt Vonnegut

SENSES. WITHOUT ART, THERE
IS NO CONTRAST,

“Art is more than a product that adds vibrancy to our lives. It is a process

language that bridges cultures and continents. It speaks love and fear

MONOTONES.”

with and without words. It sparks our imagination and causes us to

Robert F. Renner, art collector and former
Peoria Art Guild board member

dream. Art is what makes us fully human.”
Doug and Eileen Leunig, photographers, local art activists

significant art has been that which

“DOES ART KEEP OUR HEART FROM
STOPPING? MAYBE NOT, BUT WHEN OUR
HEART IS BREAKING IT HELPS US COPE.”

just survival and existence.

to bring people together
— whether that is taking
in Sculpture Walk Peoria,
attending a First Friday
event, going to the Peoria
Symphony Orchestra, or
even just watching a great
TV series. These shared
experiences connect us to

“Art defines us . . . and, if

Phil Theobald, retired Journal Star reporter

that life is about more than

in a shared experience

Jenn Gordon, executive director of Arts Partners of Central Illinois, Inc.

unlimited horizons.”

without art… (but) I think

expression. It has the ability

beauty. As long as contemporary

we look closely, promises

premise that we cannot live

selves and think freely. We have a desire to create and this is driven by a need to find balance within

Dana Baldwin, fiber artis

Paul Krainak, artist, Bradley professor

“I’m not sure I agree with the

individual and communal

than representing a consensus on

fundamental.”

Nichole Roller, artist, art teacher
at Tremont High School

“The most vibrant and joyful communities are those in which people are encouraged to express themourselves. Therefore, I think art is essential for a beautiful and meaningful life.”

critical thinking then yes, I think it’s

“Living with art
is as natural as a
society developing a language to
communicate.”

Art is a vital component of

critiques the culture at large, rather

art continues to be the product of
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of problem solving and persistence. It teaches mastery. It is a universal

JUST ENDLESS

“Since Impressionism the most

|

one another and separate us
“The arts are not just a nice thing to have or to do if there is free time or if one can afford it. Rather,
paintings and poetry, music, and fashion, design and dialogue, they all define who e are as a people
and provide an account of our history for the next generation.”
Michelle Obama

“The purpose of art is
washing the dust of
daily life off our souls.”
Pablo Picasso

from ordinary animals.”
Christopher Setti, assistant city
manager, city of Peoria

“The Artist, however faithful to his personal
vision of reality, becomes the last champion to the
individual mind against an intrusive society and an
officious state.”
President John F. Kennedy, remarks at Amherst College, Oct. 26, 1963
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Capturing their story
Young filmmaking team who won contest in October focuses on human experiences of living in suburbia
By Tim Rosenberger

Y

of the Journal Star

oung local filmmakers
who received first
place in the Peoria
Riverfront Museum’s 48-hour
Filmmakers Fest
in October are
using their short films to explore the
hidden problems of young adults
living in suburbia.
Freelance photographers and Illinois
Central College students by day, Daniel
Gebert, 20, and Cody Hilliard, 19, did
not have filmmaking aspirations growing up, but they were always fascinated
by movies and a good story.
“You get sucked into it,” Gebert said,
“and it’s almost like the borders of the
screen disappear, you forget you’re sitting in a movie theater and you’re just in
that world. You’re just being taken for
a ride in the world that is being shown
on the screen, and you forget about the
cuts. You forget about all that. It just
takes you.”
Tiffany Mullins, a 20-year-old ICC
graduate and website designer, was
different. She began writing screenplays
halfway through high school, and when
she started at ICC, she immediately
began pursuing movie making through
multimedia courses.
Originally graphic design majors,
Hilliard and Gebert only took a multimedia class because it was required. In the
fall of 2015, however, the classes sparked
an interest in filmmaking. They created
a YouTube channel — Radial Imagery
— and began making movies together.
As young, inexperienced filmmakers, they wanted to make their movies
pop and stand out, Gebert said. Their
early work dealt with crime, not a
subject either of them had personal
experience with. Gebert went after those
types of stories because he thought they
were interesting and what people wanted
to see.

RYAN MICHALESKO/JOURNAL STAR

Daniel Gebert, Aaron Berger, Tiffany Mullins and Cody Hilliard review footage on the set for their new short film Feb. 26 in Morton. The local filmmakers won first place in the Peoria Riverfront Museum’s 48-hour Filmmakers Fest in October.

A few months later, during winter
2016, they met Mullins while collaborating on a class documentary. They had
a similar drive and set of sensibilities,
Mullins said, and she joined as a writer,
director and actor.
It was during this time that Gebert and
Hilliard learned about the division of
labor that goes on in a film and that they
could not do everything themselves.
They welcomed Mullins’ screenwriting
experience and the opportunity to learn
from each others’ skills.
Mullins coming on board was a real
turning point, Gebert said. Even though
some of her ideas were fantastical, they

were grounded in humanity. She did not
want to do crime stories and was honest
about what she thought was good or
important and which ideas they should
go after.
“I think,” Gebert said, “it was letting in and trusting that someone
else can offer ideas and input into our
projects was when we started to realize
that we can grow into a different genre,
different themes, different subjects, all
that kind of thing.”
They are maturing in their filmmaking, tackling unique stories they find
relatable and trying to capture a perspective they have that others do not. As

much as Gebert strives to tell larger than
life stories or grounded, gritty tales,
he does not have experiences in either of
those types of places. He and the others
live in a gray area in the middle of those
extremes.
There are an inexhaustible list of stories about suburban American kids that
Gebert said are untapped and need to be
told. He said they are stories with hidden
problems that are hard to get at like
mental illness, judgment and bullying.
They are problems, Gebert said, “that
might seem petty, but in the grand
scheme of things are very important to
the lives that we all live.

JOURNAL STAR, PEORIA, ILL.

We all can relate to those as suburban people. These are problems we
can relate to, because we’ve experienced them, for the most part. We’ve
all lost somebody, we’ve all had
doubts and self-image issues, and all
those things that we have experience
with and (they are) stories that we
can truthfully tell without reaching
outside of our limits.”
Their nearly four-minute short film
at the Riverfront Museum’s 48-hour
Filmmakers Fest, “Future Mr. Shop ’N
Save,” was about a recent high school
graduate, played by Mullins, frustrated
with her future when she fails to get a job
at a local grocery store after she basically tells the manager she would rather
die than work there. A friend, played by
Hilliard, is leaving for college, and he
essentially tells her to grow up, while
she says no one really grows up.
“Sometimes it’s OK to not more or
less act your age,” Hilliard said of his
interpretation of Mullins’ script. “It’s
OK to kind of relax and take a break
from adulthood and that really stressful
life that it brings upon you.”
The film was targeting college students, and while it is about the repressed
child in everyone, it also touches on how
people view success and moving on. It
hit home for Gebert, who felt like he was
standing still when he went to ICC while
many of his high school friends were
leaving town and going to big colleges.
He felt like they were tugging at him to
move away and leave his comfort zone
when he was not mentally or emotionally prepared to do that.
The team did not find out about the
film festival until about a week before
the deadline, and the 48-hour period
when everyone was supposed to shoot
their short film was the same weekend
Gebert and Hilliard were shooting a
wedding. So 48 hours turned into 12
hours. Pre-production became essential, and without it, Hilliard said, they
would have been running around “with
no heads.” They still were up late, with
Gebert going 42 to 43 hours without
sleep. Gebert said it was probably the
most challenging thing they had ever
done.
“Every time we make something, we
want to challenge ourselves,” Gebert
said. “If it’s easy, I don’t know, really, if
we should do it.”
While for “Mr. Shop ‘N Save” Gebert
served as co-director and cinematographer, Hilliard as co-director and actor,
and Mullins as writer and actor, their
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Daniel Gebert, Cody Hilliard and Tiffany Mullins collaborate before taking a lunch break on the set
for their new short film Feb. 26 in Morton.

roles change depending on the project.
Sometimes Hilliard will take the lead,
and other times, Mullins is in charge.
Everything they do is a collaborative
effort.
“That’s the beauty of film,” Hilliard
said. “You get all these people together.
You’re working different jobs. You’re
in different parts on set. It’s all the
work (that) everybody does that kind of
makes the film it.”
Their most trusted team member,
Gebert said, is not at the forefront of
the glory and recognition, but he is
essential to the team and their creative
process. Aaron Berger, 21, was in the
classroom when Gebert and Hilliard
were talking about filmmaking and
creating a YouTube channel. Berger
said he wanted in. He has gone on to
handle sound, props and locations.
Serving as the team’s producer, Berger
is alien to the idea of excuses, Gebert
said, and is the hardest worker Hilliard
knows.
“If he isn’t there,” Gebert said, “we
start freaking out.”
The three all have their inspirations. Gebert looks up to 13-time Oscar
nominated cinematographer Roger
Deakins. Hilliard is a fan of writer and
director Christopher Nolan. Mullins is
influenced by the original screenplays
of writer and director Wes Anderson
and the adapted screenplays of writer
and director Stanley Kubrick. Lately,

though, the three have been looking at
various filmmaking styles in order to
find their own, Mullins said. They try
their hand at each style — giving their
own interpretation of them — and take
what they like from each.
“Like a painter would experiment
with different types of paint and different brushes, we’re trying different
genres,” Gebert said, “and we’re trying
different styles, different lighting
techniques, different writing techniques so that we can eventually find
one that really sits with us well and
something that we can take with us and
hopefully maybe even make a hallmark
style for each one of us.”
After about 10 short films, their
newest film, “Blacksmith,” is a
romantic comedy, with a Wes
Anderson-based visual style, about a
20-something couple on their wedding anniversary. The wife thinks
the husband has forgotten about it,
and she leaves the house in a huff. In
the meantime, the husband, with the
help of a little boy, attempts to use his
blacksmithing skills to make his wife an
anniversary gift.
Directed and written by Mullins
and Hilliard, the lighthearted film
has no dialogue. That was not the
original plan, but while writing the
movie, they realized they did not need
dialogue, “especially with filmmaking since it’s so visual,” Mullins said,
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“and it’s good to rely on visuals as much
as you can without having to say too
much.”
The absence of dialogue also spoke to
the message of the film — actions speak
louder than words — and Hilliard liked
the idea of the audience figuring it out on
their own.
In April, the team will submit “Blacksmith” to the Milwaukee Short Film
Festival. If accepted, the movie will
screen there in September.
The team’s film budgets usually come
out around $100, with the exception
of their last film which ran from $300
to $500. Minus a few donations from
family and other anonymous donors,
the team has always paid for movies
themselves. They either were gifted
their filming equipment from family or
they bought it with money Gebert and
Hilliard made from their freelance photography. They put $150 of their own
money into “Blacksmith,” but it was also
funded by a Kickstarter campaign that
raised $550, the first time they have
received this level of outside funding.
“It’s really nice, because it shows that
people want to see our work,” Hilliard
said. “They’re willing to pay to help us
out. There’s something about that that’s
just really inspiring to know that people
want that from you.”
Most of the “amazing” filmmakers the three met at the 48-Hour Film
Fest were older than them, Gilbert
said. People kept telling the three they
needed to go west. It enforced their
dream to take the next step and move to
Los Angeles at the end of the summer.
They are looking to attend the UCLA
School of Theater, Film and Television, but they will not enroll right away.
In-state tuition is half the price as out of
state costs, Gebert said, but to qualify,
the trio have to live in California for a
year. So for a while, they will just be
trying to keep their heads above water.
“Not only is this something that
we’re passionate about, but this is
something that people are telling us is
worth pursuing, is worth pushing for,”
Gebert said. “‘See this thing through,’
essentially, and it’s definitely been cool,
because every step of the process, we’ve
had those two primary motivators. It’s
been the drive, passion and love for
the craft that all of us have, but also,
appreciation from our fans and from
people who see it and say, ‘You know
what? This is something that you guys
should keep doing.’ And that’s keeping us going, I think.”
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Art abounds outside Peoria
Artists and galleries work to support and promote their works in all corners of central Illinois
By Steve Tarter

P

of the Journal Star

eoria isn’t the
only thriving
art scene in
central Illinois.
Just ask arts
activists John
and Sharon
Amdall, who, while based in
Washington, make it a point
to promote arts throughout the
area.
“Our real vision is for Peoria
to become an arts destination
— just like it was in the 1920s
for vaudeville,” said Sharon
Amdall, who, with her husband,
has painstakingly collected
information about hundreds of
permanent public monuments
and sculptures in the central
Illinois area.
“Between all these arts
presenting organizations
and all this public art, we feel
Peoria already has what it takes
to become a recognized arts
destination to drive economic
development,” she said.
To see that connection
between art and business one
need go no further than the
Amdalls’ home base of Washington, where Five Points
Washington has proved to be an
economic success, said Sharon
Amdall. “Five Points accomplished its five-year business
goals by year three,” she said.
“Getting five organizations
together in one building and
getting them to agree is not
easy but there are some real
benefits,” said Sharon Amdall,
identifying the five partners as
the city of Washington along
with the local high school,
library and park district as well
as the Washington Area Community Center.
“There’s something going on

FRED ZWICKY/JOURNAL STAR

Painter and sculptor Connie Andrews works on a dancer sculpture in her studio at Rozanne Hubbard’s Jefferson Street
Studio and Gallery in Morton.

at the center almost every week.
The manager told me there
was something booked every
weekend from Nov. 16 to June
17 with the exception of Easter
weekend,” she said.
Upcoming programs at the
Performing Art Center at Five
Points include performances by
the Heartland Festival Orchestra, Peoria Ballet, stars of the
Grand Ole Opry, Peoria Area
Civic Chorale and a dinner theater production of Neil Simon’s
“Rumors.”
Another art highlight for
Washington is Marlene Miller,
said Sharon Amdall: “She works
in clay and has her studio on the
square in Washington.”
Miller, who has had her studio
in Washington since 1986,

pointed to a summer arts festival in Washington that enables
local artists to showcase their
work. “I welcome people into
my studio by special appointment. However, most of my
local collectors live in Peoria,
Morton, Germantown Hills and
Metamora. I show my work at
Exhibit A in Peoria Heights, in
galleries around the country and
venues overseas,” she said.
While Miller confessed to
liking living and working in
Washington because “it gives
me the privacy and affordable
space to do my work,” another
area artist said there were challenges in setting up shop in a
small town.
Rozanne Hubbard has operated Morton’s Jefferson Street

Studio and Gallery, 206 Jefferson St., for the past four
years. While a successful artist,
Hubbard said running a gallery
in a small community isn’t the
easiest thing in the world. “It’s
been slow. It’s a struggle. I’m
an artist. What I want to do is
paint,” she said.
“When artists have to do
organizing and marketing they
don’t always do those tasks that
well,” said Hubbard. “It’s a lot
of work to do marketing. I think
a marketing intern would serve
a great need and might find it
very satisfying, too,” she said.
“Typically, it’s people from
out of town who visit my gallery. I’ve had Morton residents
who, when they bring visitors in, apologize because they

haven’t been in before,” she
laughed.
Hubbard has participated in
the First Friday celebration-ofthe-arts events that have been
held in Peoria for the last few
years. She’s even opened up her
own gallery on the first Friday
to expand the event to Morton.
In an effort to attract more
attention to galleries and art
outside of Peoria, she and others
now look for a Fourth Friday
event starting in April to offer
art events on that date simultaneously in Morton, Pekin and
Tremont from 4:30 to 6:30 p.m.
“Lots of artists are looking
for a venue to show their work.
I’d have to say that things have
improved over the past 10 years.
Communities are much more
supportive than they used to
be,” said Hubbard.
Susan Pyles, Morton’s director of tourism, said the Morton
arts scene is supported by a
series of five concerts held each
winter at the Bertha Frank Performing Arts Center in town.
“Those shows pay for the free
park concerts held during the
summer,” she said.
While the Amdalls are very
excited about the Sculpture
Walk in Peoria rolling out a new
line-up of pieces in June, they’ll
say that it’s not the only sculpture walk in the area. You’ll
find another in Hanna City at
Wildlife Prairie Park.
“The Amdalls are heading up
the project, documenting the
27 or 28 sculptures that we have
spread all over the park,” said
Eva Kirschbaum, the Wildlife
marketing coordinator. A flier
is in the works that will give
visitors background on the
many works of art on display,
most dating back to when Bill
and Hazel Rutherford set up the
park in the 1970s, she said.
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COMMUNITY TIES

The Mansion on Walnut has become home base for arts, outreach, therapy and special events in Pekin
The mansion also is hosting monthly meetings of the
Greater Peoria Environmental
he Mansion on
Science Society, with topics
Walnut has a long
such as “Do You Know What’s
driveway that
in Your Water?” and “Why
seems to beckon
Fish Don’t Freeze in Winter.”
visitors, not
For the meetings, adults
discourage them. Perhaps the
meet in the living room while
residential setting has somea children’s program occurs in
thing to do with it.
the nearby dining room.
Moving last October from
“The adult program is
the Speakeasy on Court Street
formatted as a presentation
in downtown Pekin to a neighand Q&A, while the children’s
borhood has helped attract
program answers the same
attention from children,
essential question through
said Shannon Cox, executive
activities combining science
director and founder of the
and art,” according to a news
Pekin Academy of Fine Arts.
release.
“They ride their bikes here
Cox, a native of Manito,
from the neighborhood.
worked
in health care before
They ride them up here to see
turning
an interest in photogwhat’s going on. They’ll say
raphy
into
a small business.
‘what are you doing?’”
She rented a studio at the
Cox, who also is managing
RON JOHNSON/JOURNAL STAR former Speakeasy art center
director of The Mansion on
and began meeting artists.
The
Mansion
on
Walnut
is
the
new
location
of
the
Pekin
Academy
of
Fine
Arts,
formerly
at
the
Speakeasy.
Walnut, at 420 Walnut St.,
“Artists are great people.
likes that question. It gives her
Well rounded, great people.
an opportunity to discuss her
lives,” said Bonnie Harken.
Cox is eager to keep the
and funeral home, the manTo be able to work with them,
vision, plans and programs.
Harken, a nationally certified mansion busy with such
sion has rooms with plenty of
to support them, I love it,” she
Those curious kids on bikes carpeting, soft lighting and
life coach, is founder and CEO attractions as Fourth Friday.
said. “I never feel like I’m at
probably are drawn first to the well-kept furniture, and local of Crossroads and has been in
February’s program was
work.”
art academy’s colorful garage artwork on display.
the treatment field since 1987. “Love Yourself,” held in conCox is looking for grants
area, instead of the white
She also owns the mansion.
junction with National Eating
The mansion was built in
for
an art summer camp for
mansion’s front entrance. In
Art and therapy go hand
Disorders Awareness Week
1862 by Gideon Rupert, one of
children
this July. The camp
the garage area art students
in hand for Harken. “Art is
and featuring the work of area
Pekin’s original settlers, and
would
include
pottery, weavare free to “make a mess,”
a crucial part of any therapy
photographers Loni Wenzel
much of the woodwork and
ing,
comic
books
and perhaps
Cox said, while the academy
and Amber Autrey.
molding are original, Cox said. program,” she said. “It’s a
works to fulfill its stated miscircus
performances.
Children
discovery tool.”
“The body-positive move“It’s never been let go. It’s
sion: “to embrace the public
would
be
able
to
paint
horses
Harken and Cox also are part ment is rooted in ideals such
always been maintained,” she
by enriching the culture of
of a small group of business
as self-love and appreciation,” that are trained to keep still.
said.
our community through the
“If we can make it work, it’s
women who formed a busiaccording to the program.
These days the mansion is a
arts; to encourage artists by
going
to be a great thing for
ness fusion marketing group
“It’s a backlash against a diet
venue for special events such
providing an opportunity to
the
kids,”
she said.
that meets at the mansion
culture that defines beautiful
as small weddings, showers,
create and exhibit; and to nur- graduation parties, banquets
While busy looking forward,
and encourages women to get
as slim and encourages us to
ture the artistic bent of youths and birthday parties.
Cox took a minute in February
together and work for mutual
continually strive for ‘better’
and adults alike through
to look back.
success.
bodies.”
The mansion also is the
mentorship, instruction and
“It’s only been five
Harken said her goal for the
In March, Fourth Friday’s
home of Crossroads Programs.
workshops.”
months,” she said of her
mansion is “to have it busy
scheduled program was
“It has been a dream of mine
Mess is not a word that
activities on Walnut. “We feel
every day — fully utilized
“Off the Wall: A Preview of
to open Crossroads to serve
comes to mind in most of the
like we’re doing pretty well for
every day as a community
New Sculptures by Connie
women who suffer with emomansion. A former house
five months.”
resource.”
Andrews.”
tional issues that disrupt their

By Brad Erickson
of the Journal Star
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Dream becomes a career

violin and the cello. Wuthrich said it
takes a certain personality to enjoy
playing the instrument that rarely finds
iane Wuthrich
its way into a melody.
learned to play the
“As a violist you get a little bit of a
viola in the sixth
different perspective than say, violin,
grade. It’s harder
because you have to have this inner
to pinpoint at what
voice that is rarely the melody. You’re
age the instrument
always fitting in with somebody else
consumed her life.
and you are always listening around and
“I started with the Morton school
I really enjoy that.”
orchestra in sixth grade,” Wuthrich
She called violists the unsung heroes
said during a recent interview in Eli’s
of the orchestra.
“We sometimes get the really
Coffee Shop in Morton. “That’s pretty
crummy parts. If you’re going to play
unusual to start in the sixth grade and
a waltz, for instance, you are going to
progress well enough and far enough to
need someone to play the downbeats
where it actually becomes a career and a
and the off beats. Well, it’s not fun to
focus. Usually, professional players start
play, it is definitely not this beautiful
younger. One of my good friends who is
melody. It’s not fun, but somebody’s
a professional violinist started when she
got to do it and a lot of times we’re
was three.”
given the dirty work.”
Wuthrich lives a musician’s life. MarNow she strives to find the proper
ried, and the mother of four children
RYAN MICHALESKO/JOURNAL STAR
balance
between work and family
all younger than seven, the Morton
Diane Wuthrich works with student Ken Johnson on March 13 in her Morton home. Wuthrich also
life.
She
has found that she loves to
native has a bachelor of music degree
serves as chief violist for the Heartland Festival Symphony Orchestra.
teach the viola almost as much as she
from Illinois Wesleyan University in
likes to play it. This is her first season
Bloomington, a graduate degree from
I wanted that environment. It was the
enjoyed it from the very beginning, but
of performing only with the Heartthe Cleveland Institute of Music and
best place for me to go, and I’m so glad
really I was ready to enjoy anything.”
land Festival Orchestra, although she
is an alumna of the Tucson Symphony
In seventh grade Wuthrich auditioned I did. It’s very much an immersion
continues to substitute with the Illinois
Orchestra. She is currently the prinfor and earned a position with the Illinois experience and you really are studying
Symphony and Peoria Symphony
cipal violist for the Heartland Festival
with some of the best musicians in the
Youth Orchestra and played with that
orchestras and with the Sinfonia da
Orchestra while also performing for the
country
and
in
the
world,”
she
said.
“It
group and with her school orchestra
Peoria Symphony Orchestra, the Illinois through high school. Next, she won a
was very intimidating at first. Kids at the Camera out of Champaign.
She receives high praise from David
Symphony Orchestra, the Sinfonia da
spot in Wesleyan’s school of music and a school were winning huge competitions,
Commanday,
the artistic director of the
Camera and various other paid groups of career in music was coming into focus.
international competitions and doing
Heartland
Festival
Orchestra, and not
professional musicians.
amazing
things.
It
was
amazing
to
watch
She practiced constantly and in her
Oh, and she teaches, too.
and observe and I just learned so much.” solely as a musician
freshman year she earned a position in
“Diane is a real star,” Commanday
It’s a musician’s life.
After Cleveland, she moved to Arizona
the Peoria Symphony Orchestra while
said
recently “She is a terrific musician,
“If you find the right job, then work
with her husband, Daniel, and joined the
also playing in the university orchestra,
a
very
gifted teacher, and a source of
isn’t work and you never have to work a
Tucson
Symphony
Orchestra.
practicing three hours or more a day
great energy within the orchestra.”
day in your life,” Wuthrich said. “If you
“In Arizona I was part of the core,
while taking, and studying for, a full load
Even though it has been unfolding
love it that much and it is your passion,
and the cores had salaried positions
of college course work.
since the sixth grade, Wuthrich still
then it is worth all the time that you put
that came with medical and insurance
“We had a Monday afternoon
gets excited talking about her musiinto it. Every day I get to go have fun at
benefits,” she said “But the salary was
rehearsal for orchestra at school so I
my job.”
so small I don’t think you could call it
cian’s life.
went 4 to 5:30 p.m., got to Peoria for
Discovering a life’s passion in the sixth Peoria Symphony rehearsal from 7 to
full time. There were evening rehearsals
“It’s kind of a crazy world, and yet
grade only sounds late in life to a person 9:30 p.m. then headed back to Bloomand evening concerts and then we had
when I got the job in Tucson I rememwho has friends who discovered their
daytime services, too, so most people
ber thinking if I was going to explain
ington,” she said. “And then the rest of
passion at age three. Wuthrich started
in the orchestra did not have any sort
this to my four siblings, none of whom
the cycle was Friday evening rehearsal
her musical journey with piano lessons in then Saturday afternoon and then a Sat- of regular 9 to 5 position. So they had
are musicians, and told them how much
the first grade. She originally was drawn urday night concert. It sounds like a lot,
a lot of students, private students, and
money I was to going to make at this
to the cello.
some taught at the university there to
job they would say ‘Are you crazy?
but it is just what you did.”
“But there weren’t a ton of cello teachsupplement their incomes.”
What are you doing,’” she said. “But
Wuthrich graduated from Wesleyan
ers in the area,” she said. “There were
Two years later the family returned to then anybody in the business would
in 2005. She continued her education in
many that would teach the viola that my Cleveland.
Morton.
be like, ‘You got a job with the Tuscon
piano teacher recommended highly. So
The viola is the middle or alto voice
Symphony, that’s amazing.’ You don’t
“Cleveland was the only conservaI just went with her recommendation. I
in the orchestra between the smaller
generally do it for the money.”
tory I auditioned at, and I wasn’t sure

By Scott Hilyard
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A HAVEN FOR DANCE

Central Illinois Ballet continues to grow as its artistic director takes the next steps in her own life
and academy director.
With four instructors and six students, the school opened in the
ebekah von
Cornerstone Building in Downtown
Rathonyi is in the
Peoria. Enrollment grew so quickly that
middle of a very
the following year it moved into its curexciting year.
rent location at 3117 N. Prospect Road.
As artistic
Today, with 105 students, it is planning
director of the
another move.
Central Illi“We are bursting at the seams,” said
nois Ballet, von
von Rathonyi. “We need about 10,000
Rathonyi is preparing for the April 29
square feet so we can take on new
opening of “Romeo and Juliet,” one
students. We have been looking and
of two annual productions created for
we have some possibilities. We hope to
the newly formed professional dance
move by June.”
company.
As a leader, von Rathonyi believes
The production is a little bitterin democracy over dictatorship. She
sweet, however, since it will be the last
attributes the company’s success to the
time von Rathonyi will dance a lead
board of directors.
role with the ballet.
“We have a very good board of direc“This is our swan song,” she said.
tors,”
she said. “We trust each other
Von Rathonyi, 39, and her husband,
immensely.
We all have the same vision
LESLIE
RENKEN/JOURNAL
STAR
CIB president Josh Gullett, 31, are both
Rebekah
von
Rathonyi,
artistic
director
with
the
Central
Illinois
Ballet,
directs
a
warm-up
session
and
share
the
same mission.”
retiring from dancing after the producContinued success hinges upon the
tion closes. They will be performing the at the Cornerstone Academy of Ballet in Peoria recently.
ability to balance artistry and business,
lead roles. The pair have invited some
said von Rathonyi.
Rathonyi. “Beyond that, we will be
Botsford/Orcutt School of Dance, the
of the important people in their lives
“They have to be equally strong. It’s
looking
at
the
whole
package
—
if
they
sister
school
to
the
American
Ballet
to join in the event — the guest perwill fit well into our environment,
Theater, under the direction of Mikhail always a compromise. The two sides
formers are longtime friends, and von
if they work well with students. We
Baryshnikov. As a young dancer, she
have to co-exist peacefully and equally
Rathonyi’s mother, a former ballerina,
want them to be happy here.” She will
received full scholarships to National
and respect each other.”
will have a role on stage.
likely have many applicants to choose
Ballet School in Toronto, Pittsburgh
“She is going to be my nursemaid,”
Von Rathonyi is in charge of artistry
from — last year, when CIB hired seven Ballet School and Boston Ballet School. while her husband, the CIB president, is
said von Rathonyi. “She probably
When she was 14, von Rathonyi joined
won’t dance, but she will be by my side new dancers, they had more than 300
in charge of business. Frequently they
applicants.
Compania Nacional de Danzá in Mexico fight, said von Rathonyi with a laugh,
through most of it.”
The CIB was founded in 2015 as the
City. In 1994, she was accepted into
Von Rathonyi and Gullett are retiring
but it works.
performing arm of the Cornerstone
the year-round apprentice/trainee
from dance because they are ready for
“We’ve learned a lot in the past five
Academy of Performing Arts. The
program at The Rock School of the
the next step in their lives.
years. My husband and I had some
academy, which offers classes in all
Pennsylvania Ballet, where she per“We have been very artistically
incredible mentors back in Rochester
formed in many of Pennsylvania
fulfilled during our career, and it’s time types of dance, was created by Gullet
and Columbus (where Gullett is from).
Ballet’s productions. She later joined
to let the younger blood take over,” she and a group of parents in 2012, shortly
Without them helping us through the
said. “We want to focus on molding our after von Rathonyi left the Peoria Ballet, Rochester City Ballet as a principal
business portion, we wouldn’t be where
where she’d been academy director for dancer, performing numerous principal
students and expanding our family.”
we are today.”
almost 10 years. Though von Rathonyi
roles in “The Nutcracker,” “CinderBy family, von Rathonyi is talking
When asked about her wished for the
ella,” “Don Quixote,” “Firebird,” and
about having another child. The couple won’t discuss the details, the parting
future,
von Rathonyi grows wistful.
with Peoria Ballet was difficult. For
“Gaite Parisienne.” It was there that she
have two children, including a 3-year“Oh,
so many things. For the here
about eight months she was so heartbegan teaching, a role which eventually
old daughter who just started dancing
and
now,
I want to find a building
broken she strongly considered leaving brought her to central Illinois.
in February. But the pair are also planwhere
we
can grow. For the future,
dance.
In 2012 while von Rathonyi conning to expand their ballet family,
I
would
like
it to be a place where
“I thought about enrolling in nursing templated a career change, those who
too. They hope to bring in four more
professional
dancers can come and be
school,” she said.
knew her best knew better. They quietly
professional dancers — two to replace
artistically
fulfilled.
And I want it to be
It
would
have
been
very
big
change.
laid
the
groundwork
for
the
fledgling
themselves and two additions to the 14
a place where any child can come, no
Von Rathonyi has been dancing since
school, and in the end, von Rathonyi
already on staff.
matter what career path they choose. I
she was 8 years old. Growing up in
and her friend Jennifer Reiter Hand
“We are looking for a tall male
would just like to see this place grow.”
Rochester, N.Y., she studied at the
became the school’s artistic director
to replace my husband,” said von
By Leslie Renken
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Staging a comeback
Carver Center puts fresh emphasis on the arts with plans for concerts, youth programs
By Phil Luciano

N
of the Journal Star

o way could Carver Center
become a South Peoria
entertainment and cultural
hub.
That’s what Ken Hinton
kept hearing about the old
but rehabbed theater, with
fewer than 200 seats available. Yet as the center’s executive director, he took a leap of faith
and booked renowned jazz saxophonist Gerald
Albright for mid-December.
“People were saying, ‘The venue is too small. You
can’t do it,’” Hinton recalls. Then he smiles and
adds, “Now they’re asking, ‘Who’s next?’”
Not only did Albright pack the house — twice,
and during a nasty snowfall — but he joyfully kicked
off “A Year of Celebrating the Arts & Culture” at
the George Washington Carver Center, 710 W.
Third St. In turn, the yearlong effort hopes to spark
ongoing and renewed interest in arts programs at
the center by booking big-name concerts, reestablishing youth talent shows and igniting fresh
programs.
“That goes to what we’re trying to do at Carver,”
Hinton says. “For these kids, we’re trying to give
them the opportunity to feel that they can follow
their dreams.”
It worked for Richard Pryor, so why not current
Peoria youth? Not that the goal is necessarily to
groom the next entertainment superstar. The aim
remains the same as during the era of Pryor, who
seemed destined for a life as a street hustler if not
for the embrace of Carver Center. Its talent shows,
which he’d often emcee, encouraged his creativity
and provided approval — the same kinds of things
all kids desire.
During the rejuvenated year of arts — underwritten by Ameren, UnityPoint Health, PNC Bank and
Cullinan Properties — the core of the new thrust
will be concerts. Albright was lured to come to
Peoria via a connection between Hinton and a
Chicago promoter. On both ends, that show ($70 a
ticket) went so well that another event is targeted
for May, with multiple big-name artists under
consideration.
But the events are not just about entertainment.
The day before or after the performance, a visiting artist will meet with Carver kids and discuss
their craft. When Albright did that, he mentioned

DAVID ZALAZNIK/JOURNAL STAR

George Washington Carver Community Center executive director Ken Hinton hopes the center’s stage will become a frequent venue to engage area residents with established entertainers.

starting his musical journey on the bass guitar — an
anecdote that especially impressed a bass-playing
local youth. Weeks later, Hinton heard from the
lad’s dad, who gleefully reported, “He hasn’t
stopped practicing.”
Plus, visiting artists also are expected to meet
spectators after a show, as Albright did with spectators in December.
“They were enthralled,” Hinton says. “He was so
amiable.”
Amid the concerts and programs, Hinton hopes
the center can offer a new kind of outreach, drawing in newcomers. For instance, before the Albright
show, the center came in contact with a single mom
who has been working multiple jobs while attending college. When she revealed she’d not seen live
music in many years, the center found a way to get
her into the show free.
“She otherwise wouldn’t have been exposed to
something like that,” Hinton says. “Now we’re

connected with her and working with her.”
In that vein, Carver will continue but bolster its
offerings to youth. Plans include:
n A new painting competition, with two or more
winners selected from each high school. Those
students’ works will then be exhibited at the center,
with overall winners chosen by local artists and
awarded top prizes of $500, $300 and $100.
n New classes in music and eventually culinary
arts, maybe also creative writing.
n Talent shows for kids, as in bygone days.
n Gospel brunch, commonplace in larger cities:
a buffet meal with a side order of entertainment
before of after. Hinton envisions the menu to
include foodstuffs of “different cultures.”
These and other programs intend to foster a
tighter community and prosperous future, Hinton
says.
“We want to celebrate the arts,” he says. “But
we also want to uplift the entire community.”
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FINE ART OF TEACHING
Glass artist has found another calling in the classroom as a long-term substitute at Washington Gifted
By Pam Adams

H
of the Journal Star

iram Toraason strolls
around the
classroom,
reading
aloud. The
subject is
artist Edward
Hopper and the realism in his paintings. The assignment?
“Sketch a scene in a neighborhood.
Use light to depict the time of day.”
Light can set a mood or a narrative,
he tells the eighth-graders in his morning art class.
The setting and the mood seem out of
place for a man whose primary artistic
medium is molten glass.
But a combination of a national
teacher shortage and economic recession presented a unique perk for
students at Washington Gifted School.
Toraason, a glass artist, is the man
behind the glass-blowing studio
Downtown, well-known limited edition ornaments, and the 40-foot-long
sculpture of hand-blown glass in the
entrance of UnityPoint Health-Methodist. He’s also a long-term substitute
teacher at Washington.
After a series of coincidences, Toraason was hired to teach art at the middle
school. He supervises physical education classes in the afternoons.
“It’s kind of like another calling,” says
Toraason who has been an independent
artist and businessman for more than
a decade. “I truly enjoy getting up and
going in.”
A full-time art teacher, permanent
or substitute, is a welcome addition
at Washington, says Principal Dave
Poehls, but one with Toraason’s background multiplies the effect.
Toraason has taken students to his
studio for an overview of glass-blowing. Each child made a glass flower.
During the school’s fine arts night last
January, Toraason set up in a corner and
did glass-blowing demonstrations.
As Peoria Public Schools struggles to
fill teaching positions for classes such

FRED ZWICKY/JOURNAL STAR

Seventh-grade student Sophia Suarez, center right, watches as glass artist Hiram Toraason demonstrates an Edward Hopper drawing approach.
Toraason has brought his life of being an artist to the classroom, serving as a long-term substitute teacher at Washington Gifted School.

as math, science and special education,
district administrators expanded fine
arts classes to all schools. That meant
the district also had more positions for
art and music classes, but fewer options
to fill them.
Cue to a chance encounter between
Toraason and Poehls.
At the time, Poehls was looking for
a full-time art teacher. Washington
had only had part-time art teachers for
years.
With a daughter who happened to
be a Washington student, Toraason
wanted a consistent work schedule.
He was also looking for ways to offset
financial setbacks. The business of art
glass has not bounced back from the last
recession, he says.
“Honestly, I wanted a paycheck.”

Toraason had worked as a substitute
teacher at Lincoln School in the past.
When Poehls approached him with the
idea of filling in as a long-term substitute, he saw it as a sign he was supposed
to follow.
Toraason earned a business degree
from Southern Illinois University, but
most of his electives were art classes.
He’s learning to transfer those skills to
the fine art of teaching while he considers his options for earning a teaching
certificate.
“Over the year, I’ve learned a lot
about the process of teaching, the
motion of teaching,” he says. “Teaching
is not just textbook.”
He wants students to leave his classes
with more than what he calls “refrigerator art.”

Classroom walls are covered with
student artwork, including a mural of
the school’s namesake, George Washington. Each student contributed a
portion of Washington’s face and the
background on an 8x10 sheet of paper
for a lesson in how each piece combines
to make a whole mural.
He exposes students to different
mediums, different artists and their
approaches, and how art connects to
math, science and literature.
As class ends, students show him
sketches of scenes in their neighborhood. One student has drawn a scene
of a basketball court. He reminds her
the subtle ways artists use light to
depict time and mood.
“Where’s the light coming from,
what’s the angle of the light?” he asks.
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Up close with the actors
Peoria Cabaret Theatre offers intimate venue, original performances at the Maxam Building in Downtown
By Nick Vlahos

T
of the Journal Star

he stage at the
Broadway Lounge
hardly is massive —
only 8 feet deep and
24 feet long. But it’s
big enough to fulfill
a lot of Andrew
Driscoll’s performance desires.
Light theatrical entertainment.
Comedy. Magic. Jazz. Even some
scripted productions.
“If we’re able to start looking
at things creatively and in a nontraditional fashion, there are a lot of
small-cast shows and revues in particular that work well in this space,” lounge
proprietor Andrew Driscoll said.
The lounge is part of the Waterhouse
Banquet and Catering Facility, 316 SW
Washington St. As the name implies,
the emphasis of Driscoll’s enterprise is
on banquets and catering.
But Driscoll, whose background is
in theater, has had designs on doing
something different with an intimate,
first-story corner of his property. Now
that his banquet business has established itself at the Maxam Building,
three years after it moved from a Water
Street space, the creative juices are
flowing.
The Broadway Lounge has played
host to the Howlin’ on Water duelingpiano series the Waterhouse long has
offered. Now it also is home of Peoria
Cabaret Theatre, an off-and-on concept Driscoll revived in earnest last
May.
Driscoll is the first to admit the lounge
isn’t exactly Radio City Music Hall.
“I love this space, and I think it’s a
very interesting space, especially from
an intimate-performance standpoint,”
Driscoll said. “But from a theatrical standpoint, it’s not a great theater
space. There’s no backstage, and it’s a
very small stage area.”
Driscoll and Cabaret Theatre specialist Nyk Sutter, who also is Waterhouse
banquet director, have been adapting.
Their plan is for the theatre to offer

RYAN MICHALESKO/JOURNAL STAR

Rebekah Dentino, left, Lee Wenger, Mariah Aberle Thornton and Dan Challacombe rehearse March 6 for an upcoming performance of “The Irish …
And How They Got That Way” at the Broadway Lounge, located inside the Maxam Building.

three or four productions annually in
a room that seats about 75. A recent
offering was “The Irish … And How
They Got That Way,” a musical written
by Pulitzer Prize-winning author Frank
McCourt.
Coming in April is Broadway and film
actress-singer Carol Woods, who is
presenting a show based on the songs
of Peoria native Richard Whiting. He
co-wrote “On the Good Ship Lollipop,”
“Ain’t We Got Fun?” and “Hooray for
Hollywood,” among other standards.
The Cabaret Theatre admission usually includes supper. Other productions
at the venue, which also has a full bar,
usually are a la carte. Those productions have included comedy shows and
live music that fits with the facility’s

“sophisticated nightclub” concept.
“What you present has to adjust
when you’re asking people to come into
a venue and eat and drink,” Driscoll
said. “Their expectation is one of pure
enjoyment and not necessarily being
challenged by the material, (not) to be
thought provoking.”
Broadway Lounge acts are designed
to fill niches that aren’t being filled
regularly at other Peoria venues,
according to Driscoll.
“I don’t want to be horning in on
a place that’s already established. I
want to complement it,” he said.
“There’s only so many people in
this market spending dollars, seeing
a show or seeing a band. I want to be
mindful of making sure that I’m not

doing something that’s making it
harder for all of us to succeed.”
So far in 2017, Broadway Lounge
events appear to be successful. Half
of the productions have sold out,
according to Driscoll, and the smallest
crowds still have filled two-thirds of
capacity.
The concept needs time and repetition, Driscoll said, and it’s still a work
in progress. But it appears the stage
might be ample.
“The audience is saying, ‘Yes, we
are interested in this,’” Driscoll said.
“Now we have to make sure they
understand we aren’t just a performance venue, we aren’t just a bar, we
aren’t just a food venue. We have all
of it.”
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‘Not for the faint of heart’
Lock and Key troupe resurrects burlesque shows in Peoria, including sideshow performances
By Matt Buedel

C
of the Journal Star

atharine
Littlefield’s
background in
performance
spans a wide
gamut: formal
training as an
opera singer,
show choir, community theater.
But she found her on-stage home
in a decidedly more niche genre, one
that has recently gained in popularity
throughout the United States after
several dormant decades: burlesque.
Littlefield first learned of the
sultry theater style — a mix of song,
satire and striptease — from a friend
in New Orleans before starting a
three-person troupe that performed
in Peoria area bars beginning in
2010.
“Nothing has ever been the same
since,” Littlefield said.
That first troupe, Bare Ankle Burlesque, ultimately paved the way for
the Lock and Key Burlesque troupe
Littlefield manages today. Born in
2015, the Lock and Key added sideshow performances a year later and
has been selling out venues for full
theatrical performances.
“Most burlesque performers just
perform in dirty dive bars and not
full theatrical productions,” Littlefield said. “I wanted to bring back the
old-school vaudeville burlesque.”
For sold-out shows at the Apollo
Theater in January and March,
Littlefield and troupe members
devised a show about Peoria history,
including a piece called Moldy Mary
that memorializes the role of Peoria
scientists in the development of mass
production methods for penicillin.
It includes a rendition of “Bad Moon
Rising” by Creedence Clearwater
Revival.
“There’s a whole development
to the show that’s not just about

RON JOHNSON/JOURNAL STAR

Lock and Key Burlesque cast members rehearse for an upcoming show at the Apollo Theatre in Downtown Peoria. Founded in 2015, the group
added sideshow performances a year later and has been selling out venues for full theatrical performances.

striptease,” Littlefield said.
Part of the development includes
the addition of the Lock and Key
Sideshow, which burlesque troupe
member Erica Pamson created in
2016 to give the entire performance
even more of an edge.
Those acts include fire breathing, whips, broken glass, a bed of
nails and Pamson’s performance
as a human pincushion, where she
pierces skin on her abdomen and
arms with hypodermic needles
adorned with decorations

such as feathers.
“I’ve always been interested in
body modification,” Pamson said.
“Sideshow scares some people away
because of the nature of the acts, but
you can’t look away.”
The performances may be shocking, but they are memorable — and
that’s part of the goal, Pamson said.
“When I create something like
that, I have this perception of what
it means to me,” she said. “Maybe
it makes people uncomfortable or
excited — my overall goal isn’t to

make them feel or think something
specific, but just to feel and think at
all.”
In that respect, Littlefield concurs.
Audiences may come just expecting nudity, but they’ll leave with an
experience that hasn’t played out on
local stages for decades.
“We’re not for the faint of heart —
we’re just as loud and obnoxious and
bawdy as we can be,” Littlefield said.
“But before you count us out, give
us a shot. It’s not what people think
it is.”
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Theater runs in the family
Son’s interest in acting rekindles father’s love of the stage and community theater

I

By Andy Kravetz
of the Journal Star

t was a
simple question. Who’s
the more
natural actor
— 12-yearold Flynn
Robertson
or his father,
Zachary?
The elder Robertson said
his son, who then quickly
agreed with him. His dad, 39,
joked that they had missed a
classic comedy moment.
Zachary Robertson caught
the performing bug back in
high school in Burlington,
Iowa, where he was involved
with the speech and the debate
team. He did some acting but
then got married, had kids
and well, drifted away from
the stage. He was pulled back,
however, by a summer camp,
of all things.
Flynn, his son, was at camp
in 2015 when he was given a
chance to perform on stage.
It was a new feeling for the
boy who played youth hockey
and was a Cub Scout. For
him, performing wasn’t just
about the play but the sense of
accomplishment. It also made
a young boy who was relatively
shy and quiet open up at camp.
But first, he had to try out.
And that came two summers
back, when he auditioned for,
and got a part in, Corn Stock
for Kids’ production of “Charlotte’s Web,” where he played
the lead’s brother. He was
hooked.
“I just can’t describe the
feeling you have when you are
finished and you look out at the
audience,” he said recently.
“Getting up in front of people

community theaters want.
To tell stories, to give voice
to many and to showcase the
talent that is here in the River
City.
“They all have a common
interest. Here, they can come
from all walks of life and make
long-lasting friendships,” said
Nicki Haschke, the business
administrator for Peoria Players, which is among the oldest
continuously operating community theater groups in the
nation. The talent level here,
she said, is on par with anywhere else in the nation. And
here, Haschke said, people go
out of their way to make people
feel welcome and to learn how
to grow into their roles.
There are several options
for people in the area. There’s
Corn Stock for Kids, Community Children’s Theater which
RYAN MICHALESKO/JOURNAL STAR is through the Peoria Park
Zachary Robertson and his son, Flynn, 12, pose for a portrait at Corn Stock Theatre Center in Bradley Park in Peoria. District, and Corn Stock. Then
“I got back into theater after being out of it for a while,” Zachary said. “On his own, Flynn decided he wanted to
there’s the Peoria Players and
get into it, and he talked me into auditioning for a show with him. I went and had a great time. I had forgotten how
also Eastlight Theater in East
much I loved it, and how much fun it was.”
Peoria.
Acting has become a way of
life in the Robertson house,
and showing what I can do is
play “Spam-A-Lot,” which is
was part of Corn Stock Winter said Cristin Robertson.
really cool. You can look back
being produced at his school,
Playhouse. He then auditioned
“It is tough to manage the
and say, ‘I just did that.’”
Washington Gifted.
for the play “Into the Woods,”
family schedule when both
His mother, Cristin, agreed.
It was that experience in the which was produced by the
Zach and Flynn are in shows
“Flynn was soft spoken
tent, last summer, that brought Peoria Players, and portrayed
at the same time,” she said,
before, and theater has brought his father back into acting.
a cow.
him out of his shell. Given him
The play was “Cheaper by
And yet, he loved it so much adding that her youngest,
7-year-old Tobin, is showing
confidence. Given him stories
the Dozen,” and Zachary was
that he skipped playing in net
interest too. “Maybe I can get
to tell and a voice to tell it,” she encouraged to try out by his
for his recreational hockey
them all in the same show and
said. “I really appreciate the
son. He didn’t get the role, but team to be on stage as a cow.
social connections he made.
like his son, was thrilled with
And he has nothing but good I can finally get control of the
I love that the kids of all ages
the close-knit nature of theater things to say about the cast and TV remote.
“Just kidding, there are
grow so close during the run of as well as just the thrill of being crew. A newbie to the scene, he
plenty
of opportunities for
the show. They are very supon stage.
was taken in and made to feel
everyone
to be a part of it. I
portive of each other.”
“It was Flynn getting into
like he was family.
After “Charlotte’s Web,” he theater, and asking me to
“That was torture,” he joked. enjoy the behind the scenes
work. I can see my role workgot parts in other plays with
audition with him, that really
“I was black and blue. It was
Corn Stock, both the kids’ pro- reminded me of how much fun almost harder than being in my ing with more of that, if my
schedule would allow. There
duction and the main, in-tent
it was,” he said.
goalie gear.”
is a place for everyone,” she
theater for adult productions.
He tried out and got a small
And that’s precisely what
He’s now preparing for the
role in “It’s Only a Play,” which the members of Peoria’s many said.
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GETTING PERSONAL
Poets share their works
in front of an audience at
Whisper and Shout events
By Laura Nightengale
of the Journal Star

T

he first Thursday of each
month marks an intimate
gathering inside the Contemporary Art Center.
“Sometimes the poetry
is very sweet, intimate and quiet.
Other times it is loud and maybe even
hard to bear, because the content is
so disturbing or brash,” said William
Butler, executive director of the CAC.
Since its start in 2010, Whisper and
Shout has grown in popularity and
attracts an average of 80 poetry readers
and listeners each month. The crowds
of predominantly African-Americans
occasionally swell to more than 100.
Butler was intentional in creating a
stage that would serve as a platform
for all forms of expression.
The only limitations are that Whisper and Shout is limited to poetry,
rather than a general open mic, and
that negative comments aren’t tolerated during performances.
“If you don’t like it, just enjoy it
quietly,” host Ryan Lowry said as he
kicked off February’s Whisper and
Shout.
Folks start to file in to second-floor
Contemporary Art Center about
7:30 p.m. as DJ Yvaine Washington arrives. By the 8 p.m. start time,
guests are still mingling and sipping
their drinks — light refreshments are
sold at the CAC, but most opt for
the BYOB option or order from the
Rhythm Kitchen downstairs. Shortly
after, Lowry takes the stage as listeners settle into their seats, though for
only a moment.
“Ryan’s calm demeanor and sharp
wit keeps everyone on their toes while
providing a safe environment to share
their very personal thoughts,” Butler
said.
The first thing Lowry asks the audience members to do each month is to
stand and meet five new people. The
regulars shake hands with first-time
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Poets read a selection of their own favorites during Whisper and Shout at the Contemporary Art Center.

to a younger self and one man’s first
threesome.
What: Peoria's open mic night for poetry.
The range in artistic styles is nearly
When: From 8 p.m. to 10 p.m. on the first Thursd y of each month.
as great as the topics of the poems.
Where: Contemporary Art Center of Peoria, on the second floor of 305 SW ater St. (the
Some artists read with a bongo accomlower level houses the Rhythm Kitchen Music Cafe)
paniment, while others give short and
Who: The event is open to all, though many performances include mature content. Poets who funny performances. Some, true to
wish to perform can sign up when they arrive.
the event’s name, literally shout their
Admission: $7 for listeners or $3 for performers.
poetry into the crowded room.
Other: Light refreshments are available for purchase. Outside food and drink (including alcoThe audience may respond with
hol) is allowed, including food or beverages purchased from the Rhythm Kitchen downstairs.
laughter, silence, snaps or calls of
“Amen.”
Each Whisper and Shout performance includes readings from those
The atmosphere is relaxed and inclu- who signed up at the beginning of the
listeners and friends and families of
sive, and while there is no minimum age evening, each taking the stage after
poets who will be performing for the
requirement to attend, the crowd skews Lowry introduces them. The evening
first time. After the congregational
adult. As the audience sips on wine
greetings, Lowry asks the audience
concludes with a performance, usually
and cocktails, poets share softly about
members what’s on their mind and
about half an hour, by a featured poet
sexual encounters and brashly about
leads a brief discussion of current
known throughout the region. Februless sensual topics, sometimes using
events. The conversations set the
ary and March featured Peoria native
profanity.
tone for an intimate night of poetry,
Brandon “Real T@lk” Williams and
On a recent poetry night, poems
one in which the audience is a willing
touched on self love, a first kiss, advice Chicago-based K Love.
participant.
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