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A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o

C a t h e r i n e  S l a d e

. . . Inter v iewing Cather ine  S lade,

on the 20th,  is  that  r ight ,  o f

November?

I think so.

1998,  Saturday.  And thank you

for  ca l l ing .  I  wonder  i f  we cou ld

star t  at  the  beg inn ing,  wi th  when

you came to  Co lumbia  and what

brought  you there .

Well, um, let’s see... I came to
Columbia, I think, in about 1968,
and I graduated in ‘71, and I was
just sort of, um, out there. I had
been in school in the South, a
music major, and it was a, you
know, really traditional conserva-
tory program, where there was no
room for, you know, personal reve-
lation or any, um, sense of myself in
relation to what I was learning,
myself in relationship when I was
learning. It was more, you know, I
was dealing with the paradigm of
someone who knows, and I don’t
know. And that’s what learning was
like, you know, so it was sort of a
continuation of that sort of life of
primary school. 

Yeah.

And I just was unable to find
myself in that situation, and I knew
that I needed to finish college, and
I knew that music, as it was, was
not enough for me, just, you know,
to get a degree in music education
and play the piano and the organ,
you know. I mean, it just wasn’t—

You were  an organ ist  and p ian ist?

You know, I was looking for a
different way, a different way of
being in the world, and a sense of
meaning and purpose in perform-
ance. I mean, as it was, my experi-
ence with learning before was, like,
good enough or not good enough.
You know?

Mm-hmm.

I mean, there was—I wasn’t asked
to think (laughs), you know, I was
asked to perform. And so, you
know, I was searching, I was really
searching, and it was that kind of
time where everybody in America
was, like, looking to discover life
on personal terms, you know. They
were no longer fitting in modes
and whatnot, it was the late ‘60s,
the early ‘70s, you know, everyone
had a purpose, was committed to a
social ideal. Before I came to
Columbia I had been in North
Carolina working for the textile
unions, to union organize.

Oh,  my.

And SNCC was going on, you
know, all through the South. The
women’s movement was on the rise,
you know, the antiwar movement
was on the rise—and all these
things were happening in the
culture, that, you know, I mean, so
there was a lot to listen to, and
being in America, you know, an
African-American, it’s a call to
consciousness and a call to attend
on, you know, where you were in
the bigger picture. 

Mm-hmm.

So, there you are. And I was told
about Mike Alexandroff.

Ah.   I ’m cur ious ,  who to ld  you?

You know, I don’t know, I mean, I
don’t really remember how all that
came about. Oh, I do remember. I
had a friend whose name was Frank
[Cornecker], and he was a struc-
tural engineer who has since passed.
He was Hungarian, I believe. I
believe Frank did the structural
engineering for Marina City. He
was a genius, and I was working
part-time in a little office during
my theoretical Marxist period

(laughs), you know, reading all the
big heavy books, and I was lost,
you know, I was lost. I was 21, 20,
something like that, yeah, and he
just sort of knew where I belonged.
He said, “You know, you should
look into acting, my dear,” because
I had done writing, I had done
some work with the public—
Chicago Defender, I was—

So wai t ,  were  you a  Ch icagoan to

begin  wi th?

Yeah. 

OK.  So you sa id  you were  a  mus ic

major  down South.

I had a scholarship to Tennessee.

I  see.  

I don’t really want to mention the
school, I don’t want to bad rap
their program, you know.

But  you had a  Ch icago connect ion

f rom the star t?

Yeah, I grew up here.

OK,  OK.  

So—and you know, I mean,
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Tennessee State is renowned for its
music, but it’s more like, you
know, great people have come from
Tennessee State. It’s just that that
was my experience there as a piano
player, music major, you know, was
going the classical route. But it
wasn’t right for me.

Did you have sense o f  companion -

sh ip  in  these fee l ings  there?

Huh?

Did other  peop le  fee l  the  same

way?

Where?

In  Tennessee.

Uh, well, actually, you know, the
school was a—it was a great school,
but, you know, you have to realize
that it’s a pretty—the music world
was a male kingdom, and as a
woman, fitting in, it’s kinda funny.
I wasn’t on the jazz route, so there
was this sort of really hip thing
happening with jazz at the school.
The band was all men, 100 players,
so I got to be a majorette, but I
couldn’t play. 

Uh-huh.

You know, so there was a lot of
restrictions that were there for a
woman. I mean, it was a great place
to be for having fun and partying
and all that kind of stuff, but I’ve
never been that kind of person. I’ve
never been interested in... you
know, hanging out and just sort of
partying and not taking my life
seriously, even then. I was really,
really searching.

Huh.  So your  f r iend urged you to

take up act ing? 

Well, he said, “You are an actress,
my dear,” and really, he was right,
because I loved literature, I always
have, and writing was something
that I wished to do. I’m writing
these days, but at that time, I just

didn’t have the self-discipline to sit
alone in a room with the type-
writer. So I had written some
poetry, and some short stories and
things like that, so there was that
love. There was the music on the
other end, so the theater was the
perfect place to combine all of my
talents and interests. And it was a
place that allowed me to be expres-
sive, you know, to be imaginative.
It wasn’t a matter of—like what I
had said, was my training in music
was a matter of learning, of coming
not knowing to learn technique,
you know, technique, you have to
get your technique, you know.

Right ,  r ight .

So, anyway, I hope that’s enough
stuff around that.

Yeah.  So you were  to ld  about

Mike A lexandro f f ,  and then what?

Well, um, I mean it was just—
yeah, I came over to Columbia, and
I remember having a conversation
and just really being sort of
awestruck by—as a listener, you
know, as a student, you know, I
became a listener, rather than a
student, if you can understand that.
I mean, it was a [felt] shift, you
know, that it was more about some-
thing being revealed to me, and my
life learning was taking on this new
character rather than something I
had to perform on a test, you know,
a concert, it was just a shift in
knowing what school was about
and for, you know? It was like
taking on a new truth. And it was
also understanding that coming to
Columbia, you know, it was like
one goes on their own human jour-
ney, and that includes the possibil-
ity of failure, because I was asked
then to, you know, get involved
with my own ideas, which, of
course, I, you know, I didn’t know
what I wanted. But I was asked a
question, to think about my own
mission, and why an artist, and

how important it was for me to
have a clear picture of who I was,
and who I—well, who do you think
you are? (Laughs) Just, you know, I
mean, I got hauled into a realm of
reverence for learning, you know,
that was—it changed my life
completely.

Hmm. Can you—

I mean, then there was direction,
you know, then there was... a way
of determining what I was going to
do next, you know? I mean, either,
you know, as a theater person, you
know, I could get to be an inter-
preter of someone else’s work, or I
could get to choose, you know, I
could get to choose what I wanted
to do, what I wanted to say, why I
was doing the work. You know, I
was asked to participate in my
choices, and that was the extraordi-
nary role that Mike played, Jim
O’Reilly, the great Jim O’Reilly—
did you know Jim?

No.  Te l l  me about  J im O’Rei l l y.

Well, Jim was the chairman of
Theater, and there was another—
Don Sanders was there for a time,
but Jim O’Reilly was the chairman
of Theater when I was at Columbia,
and he was one of Chicago’s great-
est treasures, as a communicator
and artist, thespian, educator,
leader... He was an extraordinarily
creative man who stressed the role
of creativity and imagination in
learning, you know? I mean, it
wasn’t about just learning the lines
to a play, you know, I mean, think-
ing was critical, learning was criti-
cal, and—because as an actor, you
can end up being a puppeteer, you
know, going through some
dramatic experience that’s defined
by a director. So his only direction
was, like, one’s role was defined,
you know, in terms of an artist, a
creator in the world. It was extraor-
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dinary. I mean, to feel—you know,
radiating... to have a sense of self-
radiating in that way, through the
expressive arts, the expressive arts, I
mean, just, you know, the nomen-
clature changed. Everything
changed. I mean, that’s what—I
mean, Columbia, like, was this
incredible revelation in terms of my
own personal growth, in terms of
understanding what learning and
education was about, what relation-
ships to teachers, you know, and
that, in turn, relating to subject
matter with subjectivity in relation
to what I was learning, appropriat-
ing that, you know, how is this
meaningful in my life, I mean,
just—it was a holistic experience
that just—

Wel l ,  what  do you—I’m cur ious

now,  do you—

I know I’m not being clear, but
that’s hard for me, I mean, I’m just
sort of... 

No,  no,  no ,  th is  makes per fect

sense,  but  I ’m wonder ing,  can

you po int  to  the teachers ,  po int

to  someth ing about  the st ructure ,

po int  to  the students ,  po int  to

just  the  atmosphere? Is  there  any

one o f  these that ,  sor t  o f ,  i s

espec ia l l y. . .  gets  the cred i t  fo r

creat ing th is  exper ience,  r ea l l y?

Well, Bill Russo was there, and Bill
had his wonderful music groups
that were doing the Civil War and
Aesop’s Fables and... I worked with
Bill, you know, just—it’s hard for
me now, ‘cause it’s so long ago, to
remember teachers specifically.
There was... oh my God, the
woman from the Goodman, I just
can’t recall her name right now.
You know what you ought to let
me do? You ought to give me your
questions. I can continue this with
you, if you don’t mind.

Wel l ,  um—

And I can just ask—‘cause I’ve just
forgotten, and I really would like
to, you know, be as thorough as I
can.

Wel l ,  maybe I  cou ld—I wonder  i f  I

cou ld  sor t  o f  p roceed with  some

other  th ings,  and maybe we cou ld

come back to  th is ,  in  that  fash -

ion ,  a  l i t t le  b i t  la ter.  Would  that

be poss ib le?

Yeah.

I  was gonna ask you i f  you

remembered,  sor t  o f ,  what

c lasses,  any  o f  the  c lasses you

were s igned up fo r.  Were they  a l l

in  theater?

Yeah, but see, you’re asking me
questions now that are hard for
me...

Yeah,  yeah. . .  d id  you take

courses in—

I had theater classes, I had music
classes. I had creative writing
classes. 

Anyth ing l ike  te lev is ion?

No, I don’t think so.

Dance?

I don’t think I... I think I had... I
think Schultz was there. Wasn’t
John there at that time?

Uh,  I  th ink r ight  a round then.

Yeah,  yeah,  I  th ink so .  I  th ink so .

I ’m not  good on these dates ,

prec ise ly,  e i ther.

Right. I remember I did the
creative writing, and it was really
fun. 

Hmm. Te l l  me about  some o f  the

other  students ,  when you were  a

student .

Oh, well, the students, I mean, that
was, you know, I mean, it was—
Columbia was, like, the hub of the
city, I mean, everybody was there.
Everybody there was, like, really

involved in everything, you know,
people were, like, doing shows in
the city, running—you know, Paul
Sills, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Victoria
Gardens was on the—I mean, you
know, it was just, like, Grand
Central Station in terms of—I
mean, everybody who taught there
was a working professional, so, you
know, you were involved in their
lives and off to see their work in
the evening. It was just—I mean,
all of the sudden, it was like a little
New York City. It was just great. It
was just great, you know, this
wonderful building, the old
[Crafts] Building down there on—I
think—was that at 540?

540 Lake Shore .

Yeah.  It was... it was just really
wonderful being there, I mean,
people knew your name, it was, you
know, people would call me by
name and I had no idea who they
were, you know. So there was this
sense of care and recognition and
validation that was just in the envi-
ronment, you know, the environ-
ment was exciting, you know, we
were empowered, we were asked to
do our own work and become—you
know, messengers and teachers
ourselves. I remember when I was
in school there, I went off and
started a theater workshop on the
West Side—I mean, I went and
started it. I mean, it gave me such
belief in myself that to think—I
think, therefore, I am, I can do, you
know, what are my intentions here?
I can enter the world with purpose,
you know. I started a workshop at
the County Jail—

Wow!

That was volunteer, that ended up
statewide, I mean, all of these
things were a part of, like, this
sense of power and commitment
that was, you know, just—sort of—
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I mean, it was the mission message
of the school, you know. If you
want to do, you can do.

Tel l  me about  th is—at the ja i l .

Th is  sounds interest ing,  espe -

c ia l l y  interest ing and a  b i t

unusua l .

Mm-hmm.

What was i t  l ike? How d id  you do

i t?

Well, I just went over and saw the
warden, and I said—you know, “I
want to start a theater workshop.”

Did you have a  connect ion? 

And I remember, I was doing... I
had—you know, you had to have
projects when you were there, so as
a project, I decided I was gonna go
over to the County Jail and start a
theater workshop and I—

Did you dream th is  up?

Yeah.

Wow.

I dreamed it up because, you know,
I mean, I’m working with Bill
Russo, he’s doing the Civil Wars,
you know, everybody had a real
sense of what was going on—poli-
tics, you know, I mean, it was not
about “Let’s be entertainers and
make some money.” It was just like
“Why do you want to be an artist,”
you know? What—

And they  let  you do th is  at  the

ja i l?

Huh?

They let  you do th is  at  the  ja i l?

They let me do it, you know, they
let me do it, it was, like—it was to
awaken possibilities in the, you
know, like, population, the inmate
population that was there, you
know, to tap into their... expressive
needs and allow them a sense of
creativity and self-esteem, you

know, to like, sort of, create some
sort of tension between possibilities
other than where they are right
now, you know, what they might
do in the world if they were not in
this jail experience. It was about
using the jail experience for learn-
ing, and...

So d id  you walk  in  there  wi th  a ,

you know,  10 cop ies  o f  th is

scr ipt  o f  Hamlet  and have them

do th is ,  o r  what  d id  you do? D id

you have them wr i te  someth ing? 

No, we evolved all our text. I
mean, like I said, from doing stuff
like the Story Workshop, I mean,
you knew you could go in and
make it fit. You just knew you
could do it, and, you know, like
youth is, you just don’t even think
about not doing what you want to
do, you’re just determined and out
there. So we evolved our texts. No,
all of our texts were texts that came
out of their own personal journeys
and stories and don’t forget, at that
time, just like right now, there was
this very strong underground—it
wasn’t underground, it was a move-
ment of the poets, and... sort of the
bards of the last poets, you know,
making albums, and that was really
hot stuff. There were poetry read-
ings everywhere, so everybody
wanted to do these things. It was
like, you just could ask the ques-
tion, make the call, to do some-
thing different, you know, to see
different possibilities in existence.
And I got that from what had just
happened to me. I mean, it’s years
later, I can look back and give some
definition to it, I mean, I certainly
wasn’t thinking like that at the
time, I was, like, doing my work.

Now,  d id  you do th is  wi th  any

other  Co lumbia  peop le?

Um... no. I mean, I didn’t have any
other Columbia people on the job
with me, no.

So how long d id  th is  go on,  at

the ja i l?  Was i t ,  l ike ,  a  semes -

ter ’s  p ro ject ,  o r  a  year?

It eventually ended up a statewide
funding program, with The Free
Street Theaters of Chicago. You
know, I asked Patrick Henry, who
was a director, if, you know, I could
join with their organization, and
then, you know, he raised the
money. David Mamet worked with
me. David had just come back to
Chicago, I needed a playwright, so
I recruited David, and we went off
together.

To the ja i l?

Yeah. Pontiac, downstate, Dwight,
county jail, Statesville, there was—
where was it... over there on the
West Side, the Audie Home. You
know, we got around. 

Now,  you sa id  you d idn ’ t  just

come to  just  be  enter ta iners  or

anyth ing,  and that  you had a

st rong sense o f  what  you were

do ing.  D id  you have a  sense that

you were  gonna get  some k ind o f

a  job  at  the  end o f  your  t ime as  a

student  at  Co lumbia? Or  what?

Well, actually, um... because I had
been in college and out of college,
and back in, I was always working.
I always had both lives. I mean, I
was mature, I wasn’t a kid at home
with my parents taking care of me.
I had my own apartment and what-
not. And then after I had done the
[volunteer] program and I asked
Patrick Henry, he fundraised—see,
there was plenty of money around,
he got money, so I had a salary. A
nice one. It wasn’t great, but at the
time, I mean, how much do you
need if you’re in college, really? I
mean, really, in college, you know,
being—getting by is part of it.

Now,  is  that  typ ica l  o f  the  other

students  at  that  t ime?

Well, yeah, everybody was doing
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stuff. I mean, the other theater
students who were involved with
Paul Sills and that company even-
tually, you know, ended up in New
York with the Grimm’s Fairy Tales.
I mean, that was the thing, that
students were involved in the artis-
tic life of the city. And so there you
were learning, I mean, you could
walk out and see, you know, like
your teachers or your mentors, you
know, you could come to the
University of Chicago and there
was Jim, playing Lear, you know, as
a star in the city. So there was this
great sense of community, of the
greater Chicago community, not
that kind of isolated sense of
another world that you have when
you’re in a university, you know
what I mean, where you’re sort of
living in never-never land. No, we
were extended. And Columbia has
that strength today, where its
faculty is a part of the local and
national picture, you know, that
they are involved, and they can
offer opportunities to students
and—you know, I get calls all the
time from students for their other
projects that are happening outside
of the school. These are kids, I just
had a call this morning—some-
body’s getting ready to get her
book published, and she wants to
take a voice class with me next
semester because she’s planning on
making a CD and—do you see
what I’m saying? So there’s that
kind of entrepreneurial spirit that
certainly was there in the old days,
because, I mean, everybody was an
entrepreneur, it was that sort of
maverick spirit that created the
school.

And the boundar ies  between

school  and l i fe  a re  not  ver y

st rong,  i f  they ’ r e  at  a l l .

No. There’s a sense of our family
and our community. Which is
much more like a family. You know

what I mean? It’s like, there’s your
nucleus family that functions
within the community, and so
that’s more of an appropriate para-
digm, rather than the hallowed
walls that, you know, that you are
in, isolation, cloistered in, where
you do your learning, and then you
have to do a re-entry. (Laughs) So,
you know, that is a significant
difference, I think, and extraordi-
nary quality of Columbia’s role in
education, higher education in the
city, you know, in terms of students
being prepared, I mean, that
preparedness is a part of the learn-
ing process.

Yeah.  Yeah.  

And preparedness and participa-
tion, you know, I mean, one can
attempt things and fail, you know.
And you have—you can go through
that—it’s a part of your learning,
and hence of your dignity, you
know, which means you may goof
up here, you may not get it right.
You can try this thing, and it may
not work. I mean, I have two
wonderful students right now, I
have a wonderful class I just started
on—

OK,  excuse me just  a  second.

Thank you.

Oh, Chris, I’m gonna have to go,
too.

OK.  L isten,  can we do a  l i t t le

more at  some later  po int?

We can.

Today is  December  10th,  and th is

is  the  second ha l f  o f  an  inter v iew

with  Cather ine  S lade.  Um,  the

other  day,  we got  up  to  your  grad -

uat ion ,  and I  don’ t  th ink—I don’ t

know i f  you ment ioned the gradu -

at ion .  I  wonder  i f  you cou ld  just

ta lk  about  that  fo r  a  minute .

The graduation?

Yeah.

What do you want to know about
it?

What was i t  l ike? You graduated

in  ‘71,  and—who was there ,  and

what  happened? Who spoke?

Well, um, I graduated magna cum
laude from Theater, I gave a speech
during graduation. I had just had a
child, so I had my baby with me
onstage. (Laughs) [I came up] with
all kinds of goofy stuff, you know,
refused to wear robes and stuff like
that. It was the ‘70s, right? Early
‘70s. So, I mean, to my recollec-
tion, it was a wonderful time. You
know, Bill Russo was playing the
music, and... I can’t remember who
was the guest. I just can’t remem-
ber, it was too long ago. But it was,
you know, it was a really fun
evening, I mean, Columbia’s gradu-
ations have always been a bit extra-
ordinaire in terms of the mood of
the students, and the fact that
they’re all artists means that there’s
a lot of individual ideas and percep-
tions on how the graduation should
go that they bring to the room.
But, yeah, that’s...

Do you r emember  who e lse  gradu -

ated wi th  you?

No.

And d id  Mike A lexandro f f  speak?

Yes, he did.

Was th is  one o f  h is  famous

speeches?

Well, I mean, Mike has always been
a very inspiring speaker, and he...
oh, gee, I mean, it’s—I wish you
had talked—if I had known you
wanted to talk about this, I could
have thought about it for a while,
or...

Oh,  sor r y,  sor r y.  Wel l ,  te l l  me

what  you—

He’s a wonderful storyteller, you
know, and very inspiring, you



A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o C a t h e r i n e  S l a d e

5 3 4

know, there’s this—he’s a passion-
ate advocate of... entrepreneurship,
you know. He inspired us to go out
there and do our own thing, that
personally and professionally, the
world was limitless for us, you
know. He taught us—and because,
you know, Mike always had a polit-
ical point of view, you know, to
cross boundaries and to be compas-
sionate, a compassionate observer of
life... to care about people, the
environment, each other, learning,
fellow students, you know... 

Tel l  me about  the fe l low students

who were  there .  Do you r emember

how many peop le  graduated?

I don’t. I really don’t remember
that. I mean, of course, it wasn’t
huge, like now. But I can’t—it’s so
long ago, and I think I would have
a better memory, except I had just
had my son, like, within four weeks
before. So, you know, it was hazy
for that reason. I mean, even to
come back and try and finish under
those conditions, you can under-
stand...

Yes,  indeed.  

So the most significant event was
the birth of my son, and, you know,
so I had him with me, I was pretty
proud of him (laughs).

What d id  you do—you were ,  sor t

o f ,  out  in  the  wor ld  fo r  another,

what ,  a  dozen years  or  so ,  and

then you came back as  a  facu l ty

person.  What  d id  you do dur ing

those years?

Well, I was out longer than that. I,
um, I went to New York and—
well, first I started the prison
drama programs through the state
of Illinois, they started out as a
volunteer program over at the
county jail, and then we got fund-
ing and they went all over the
state, so I put that program

together. I did sort of activist
theater and created theater in the
city for the marginalized. I created
a senior citizens storytelling work-
shop that, you know, toured around
the country. They were under the
umbrella of the Free Street Theater
of Chicago, but those were my
programs: the prison drama
program and the senior citizens
workshop. David Mamet came to
town, left New York, came to
town, he was the playwright that
worked with me. We would drive
down to Pontiac and he would
teach playwrighting, I was teaching
acting, you know, and we would
pull together shows. I’m sure that
that influenced American Buffalo
in some way. 

Hmm, interest ing.  Do you have

any o f  the  mater ia ls?  Tapes,

v ideos,  scr ipts ,  o r  anyth ing l ike

that?  

From back then? No, you know, I
lost almost all of my records, ‘cause
I had a fire at my house. Our place
just—I mean, the whole place was
up in smoke, so there was, you
know, very—all that kind of stuff,
like the paper stuff, was either
waterlogged or destroyed. It was a
really bad fire, and my apartment
was on the 3rd floor, so—my bed
was in the basement. I mean, it was
a really bad fire, so, you know,
every now and then—actually, I
think we were able to salvage
hardly anything. Hardly anything,
though some wasn’t destroyed. But
it was, like, the brass bed, and it
was, like, crashed into the first
floor, and eventually, it ended up in
some second hand store. Actually,
that’s where we saw it, and we
knew it was our bed, and that’s
what we were told. “Oh, well, this
is from a fire.”

This  is  be fore  you went  to  New

York?

Yeah.

And when d id  you go to  New

York?

I went to New York... actually, um,
I went to New York in... ‘73,
maybe. 

And what  d id  you do there?

Um, I was—I was invited to New
York by [Kristen] Linklater to be a
part of the Working Theater, which
was a group she was training voice
and movement specialists to teach
in theater departments, because
that was her mission, and she
thought that there was just not
quality voice and movement work
being taught, that all the emphasis
was on acting, and not the body
and the voice. So she got this huge
grant, and we came there and
trained eight hours a day, voice and
movement, for three years. To be
teachers, a teacher training. So, I
mean, it was as intense as any
Master’s program—actually, we’re
all designated Linklater specialists,
which was, you know, a certifica-
tion as best as they could give at
that time. But certainly it was
Master’s training.

So—and then in  ‘76,  you came

back?

Where? To Chicago?

Yeah.  Or,  what  d id  you do a f ter

three years  o f  that?

I stayed in New York for 16 years.

For  16 years ,  oh  my!

I was in New York a long time. I
had my own company up there, I
performed all over New York, you
know, Off Broadway, and Broadway
and... then I had a job with the
American Repertory Theater at
Harvard. And in the ‘80s I was
back and forth to Harvard. Um, I
taught at New York University, the
graduate school of theater. I was
master teacher of voice and move-
ment at Hunter College for three
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years. I mean, for 10 years, not
three, 10 years, 10 years I was
teaching at Hunter College.

So what  brought  you,  f ina l l y,

back to  Co lumbia? How d id  that

happen?

Um, my husband died, he had a
heart attack and died, and I just
wanted—after that had happened,
you know, I had to review my life
and being in New York, my son
was just starting high school, and I
just wanted to come home. And
everything I had gone to New York
to do, I had done. I had gone there
to act in New York, I had been
acting in New York for 15 years. I
had gone there to create a theater
company, I did it, I had a company
called the Manhattan Bridge
Company, which was Off Broadway
in two years, you know, which is
just wonderful. And my son was
gonna go to high school, we didn’t
have any family up there or
anything, so afterwards, you know,
it was just like “Wait a minute, I
wanna smell the roses here.” We
never know how much time we
have, and New York was, as you
know, incredibly hectic and fast-
paced and career-conscious.
(Laughs)

Yeah.  Huh.  So you came back to

Columbia? Or  d id  you come back

to Co lumbia  r ight  away? 

I came back to Columbia. Yeah.

And—now,  that  was a f ter  16,  17,

18 years? 

I guess, I mean, ‘73, I came back to
Columbia, it was ‘88, I think. 

I ’m cur ious  about  your  sense,

when you came back,  o f  the

d i f fe rence in  the inst i tut ion .

Well, it had grown so much, I
mean, it was amazing, it was in one
building, a couple of floors, I think,
before, at 540 Lake Shore Drive.

And now, Columbia was all over
the South Loop. It was just incredi-
ble, the growth that had taken
place in the institution. And um...
the departments that had sprang
up, I mean, they now had—you
know, I mean, they had a graduate
school, they had—oh my goodness.
What’s today’s date?

The 10th.

Oh, OK. I’m OK. I was just think-
ing, I was supposed to be on some-
one’s tenure committee. Wait a
minute, hold on, hold on. 

Sure .

The tremendous growth and, you
know, the multiplication of depart-
ments, and the faculty had just
grown so much, it was just wonder-
ful to come back and, now, work
alongside people that had been my
mentors, like Bill Russo was there,
and—who else was around who had
been around all that time? Al
Parker had been around for ever
and ever, and Ed Morris had been
around a long time. I’m not sure
Ed was there then, though. 

Hmm. Now,  was th is ,  essent ia l l y,

more  o f  the  same atmosphere  and

the same approach and so  on as

when you had been a  student?  

Well—

Had th ings changed then,  o r  have

they  changed s ince?

Well, Columbia has always had a
multi-cultural educational para-
digm that was integral to their
curriculum and all levels of learn-
ing in the school. We always
learned to—I mean, it was an ideal-
istic kind of rapport that we would
create with our students to encour-
age and teach them where they
were, and bring them along. You
know, we always appealed to first
generation college students,
students who, often, you know,
were maybe second generation

Americans, or first. I mean, many
of my students came from Eastern
European backgrounds and were,
you know, the students were the
English-speaking Americans. So
those kind of home-grown prob-
lems that face communities that,
you know, deal with different kinds
of prejudicial attitudes and differ-
ences, that suffer from injustices
that are in this country, certain
cruelties, I mean, Columbia had a
real, honest embrace of—you know,
the people that are marginalized.
And certainly, that meant every-
thing to me. And I believe that the
school still, you know, I mean, look
how they’re growing, the Hispanic
group now, and the kinds of
programs that are evolving to
support the students, the Asian
students—I mean, you know, so it’s
still there, it’s... unlike other places,
there’s this cultural and historical
interest that is incorporated into
the learning experience. I mean, I
daresay that you’re not gonna find
that at Julliard, or, you know, other
schools where the—you know, their
art schools, but, I mean, I teach at
the Art Institute, and certainly, I
have students who come in that
have an interest in political and
cultural affairs and considerations,
but, you know, many of my
students, say, are more interested in
art and that kind of observation
that comes from aesthetic, you
know, aesthetic paradigms rather
than political/cultural ones, you
know, there’s a different focus
that—I’m not judging it, I’m just,
you know, making that distinction. 

So that ’s—

So we stayed pretty true to mission
and, you know, those early tradi-
tions that were set up in the teach-
ing environment. It’s not easy, our
students, sometimes, but it’s always
challenging, and always fulfilling
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to find the way to bring everybody
around the corner together, you
know? It’s great. It’s really great.
And it makes me happy to be a
part of Columbia, the institution,
where we’re not about denigration
and dismissal of students because
they’re not up to snuff. We’re look-
ing at the bigger picture, I mean,
really, the mission of educators to
empower our students and study,
ourselves, cultural diversity. You
know, that’s my opinion, you know.
And facilitate that growth along
with our subject matters, whatever
that happens to be.

Yeah,  I ’m cur ious  about  the

sub ject  matters  now.  How would

you say  that  the miss ion  o f

Co lumbia  wi th  r espect—how

would  you descr ibe  the miss ion  o f

Co lumbia  wi th  r espect  to  ar ts

and communicat ions  media? The

ar ts  espec ia l l y,  wh ich you’ r e

invo lved in .

Um, you mean theater?

Yeah.

Umm... well, I think what we’ve
known all along is that—oh, that’s
a hard question to answer, ‘cause
I’m kinda tired right now. But, you
know, I would say that, you know,
say, the way we approach learning
is holistic, using whole language
skills, that, you know, that the
strategies that are developed in the
school—say, for learning and read-
ing, you know, one learns story-
telling, you know, the great work
of John Schultz there. And how
that work now is used to teach
language skills and create work-
books and text sheets for the
Chicago Public City school kids,
through students of his Story
Workshops. So, you know, I see
that whatever—you know, so if
you’re dealing with language skills,
or mathematical and science skills,
I mean, look at the work that goes

on in our science department, or
with Zafra, where, you know, the
creative projects that involved all
the other intelligences as well, like
one is learning science through
movement, or toymaking, or, you
know, some spatial kind of design...
futuristic projects and, um—do you
know what I mean?

Mm-hmm.

So there’s this artistic self-expres-
sive approach to learning that’s
everywhere. 

And i t ’s  had an impact  on educa -

t ion ,  sor t  o f  beyond the wal ls  o f

Co lumbia ,  i t  sounds l ike .  Is  that

r ight?  

Yeah, because—you deal with
human intelligence. You know,
you’re dealing with the treasure
chest of people’s special gifts, and
when you find these gifts where
they can be self-expressive, that’s
where their intelligence is and
that’s the way of making connec-
tions to the world of core disci-
plines, as well as, you know, some-
one coming there because they’re
actually interested in filmmaking,
or writing poetry, you know. That
we help them go on this treasure
hunt, you know, across the board in
the school. Across the board, there’s
this... creative approach to learning,
to—creative and experiential
approach, experiential, because we
deal with learning through experi-
ence, as opposed to, you know, the
kind of deductive rationale that’s
used in, you know, writing tons of
papers and reading libraries and all
of that, you know, that we help
students teach each other, you
know, there’s, like, this—everybody
becomes a smart person, you know.
The smart people approach. I have
a student right now who has
certain literacy problems, so other
students and he are, you know,
they’re working, making tapes and
CDs, and all that is helping this

friend learn. And everybody is
enjoying the work without putting
some sort of spotlight on him that
he needs to run away and hide
down the hall until he learns the
alphabet. Do you see what I mean? 

Yeah.

I’ve always liked that about
Columbia. And, if anything, I
worry what some of the new
requirements that say if you’re not
on a certain level, you know, then
you’re removed and sent away to
get yourself in shape, you know. I
mean, I wonder what the effects of
that might be. And I don’t know,
because it’s early on, it’s too early to
tell. I mean, I know that there’s
lots of stuff out there now, in terms
of requirements and assessing this,
that, and the other, but, you know,
I wonder what the outcome of all
that will be. And that’s coming
from the outside. 

Yeah,  I  was gonna ask:  where  do

you th ink Co lumbia ’s  headed?

Um... well, certainly, we’re in a
period of transition just now. I
mean, for many reasons, we’re
setting up an infrastructure to
handle the large student body that’s
there, which we have to do, you
know. We’re busy taking a look at
ourselves, and you know, and evalu-
ating what we offer and we have an
eye out to make corrections and
combine, you know, to get rid of,
you know, duplication of classes. I
mean, there’s a tidying up that’s
being done, and we’re entering the
technological scheme of the world
that’s moving into the 21st century.
We’re doing what needs to be done
to prepare ourselves and our
students to, you know, come out of
there and compete. Um, I think
that that has changed our approach,
or added on to the approach, you
know, a necessary kind of structural
awakening, because we have to fit
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into this, sort of, global organiza-
tional model that’s out there these
days, you know? And we have to
synthesize all of our, sort of, inno-
vative... energies into something
that’s more structural, you know. I
feel like this in terms of the growth
of the school. You know, it was one
thing, when I was there, there was,
like, all these wonderful, maverick
geniuses running the departments,
and, you know, everybody was
down the hall. Now, you know,
we’ve got buildings everywhere.
You know, we just—we’ve
changed, and it was necessary. And
it’s necessary, this emphasis on inte-
grating the curriculum, a sort of
across the curriculum... whatever
that is, I mean, don’t quote me
here, please, ‘cause I’m not really
up to snuff on all of that. 

Mm-hmm.

You know, I don’t have an adminis-
trative mindset at all. I think that
that’s good, as long as we continue
to understand that people come to
Columbia to be artists, practical
artists, that’s why they come there.
They don’t come to Columbia to be
historians, or mathematicians or—
you know, they come to Columbia
for art. And as the internal strug-
gles evolve, I mean, that’s... the
nucleus. As far as I know, that is
the nucleus and motivating force of
the institution, is its creative
approach to the arts and learning
and teaching. I mean, for those
areas, like, in the liberal arts and
whatnot.

I ’m a lmost  out  o f  tape here ,  but  I

wanted to  ask—

I’m getting tired

(Laughs)

I’m feeling like I’m incoherent, I’m
not really—

No,  you’ r e  do ing f ine .  You’ r e

speaking a  l i t t le  s lower  than you

might ,  but  you’ r e  do ing f ine .  Let

me just  ask you i f  your  persona l

v is ion  o f  educat ion  has changed

over  the  years .

If my personal vision of education
has changed?

Yeah.

Yeah, yeah, it has. I mean, I... when
I started out, and especially since
I’ve specialized in voice and move-
ment work, you know, I had a lot
of information to carry to my
students, and I have—the subject
matter was paramount, you know,
when I started teaching. And as I
grew as a teacher, there were other
possibilities I allowed in the class-
room, you know, awakening
thought, students having the possi-
bility to have time to reflect on
other areas, where what they were
learning from me, you know, could
fit into other areas I would allow.  I
mean, other than moving towards
theater, I mean, often my classes,
because I would have a large
number of filmmakers in there, we
would have our focus on text,
different types of text, and self-
knowledge and subjectivity,
because, I mean, that’s the work of
the writer. So I’d begin to, sort of,
awaken this creative tension, and
really like it in my classroom. I like
arousing, sort of, ethical, political
issues in the class. I mean, that’s
certainly a part of my training at
Columbia... but allowing that type
of thinking, content, to be a part of
classroom and the whole learning
curve for the semester.
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