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Behind Walls of Sing Sing, Inmates Find Freedom Onstage -

By KATE STONE LOMBARDI

LISSIMING

UST before the curtain opened, there

was an announcement from the stage,

The audience was to remain seated

after the play, so that the guards could

conduct a count. Such is theater at the Sing

Sing Correctional Facility: a serles of para-

cloxes, in which freedom of creative expres-

sion takes place within the quite literal
confines of prison walls,

The drama that followed was the Tourth
and final performance of “Stratford’s Deci-
slon,” written, performed and directed by
Inmates at Sing Sing. It was produced
through Rehabllitation Through the Arts, a
program run by volunteers [rom outside the
prison, which has helped stage 10 plays at
Sing Sing over the last six years.

The play, which ran for two and a half
hours, was set in Ellzabethan times and
involved palace intrigue, where jealousy
over the Queen's favorite, Lord Stratford,
leads to conflict and murder. But while the
language was mostly appropriate to the era

et Why hast thou summoned ma?' 1 shall

o forthwith,” and the like — it was also
spliced with contemporary street tatk for
comedic effect.

Lines like *What hast thou been smo-
kin'?"" had the audience roaring with laugh-
ter, as did many others that contained lan-
puage unprintable here, At varlous points,
the actors would break out of character with
asides to the audience. The dashing Lordl
Stratford, played by Dino 5. Johnson, an
impasing man with long dreadiocks, is about
to seduce Lady Pembrook when he stops
suddenly to say, “What are these writers
doing to me? I've been a rogue all this time
and now they give me a damn consclence!'
When young Lord Tooley, played by David
James, draws out his death scene, he pops
up from the grave and asks, “Walt] What's
my motivation hare?"

It was odd to walch murders on stage
within a comedic setting and [isten to lines
like: "“if it would make you happy, my homi-
cidal friend,” and then to remember that the
performers themselves may be serving
time for these very acts. At times the play
was 80 engrossing that the drama could
have been unfolding on any professional
stage. Al other moments, the audience was
reminded of exactly where they were, with
phones  ringlng, puards' walkie-talkies
squawking, and trains rumbling by just oat-
side the prison walls.

Those involved with the theater program
— both inmates and volunteers — say that it
i5 truly rehabilitative, giving the men a

sense of responsibility and community, and

valuable communication skills, which may
help them when they are released. The
program is [inanced solely through private
donations and foundation grants and is run
by volunteers, many with backgrounds in

professional theateor,

“Theater is like lfe," said Katherine
Vockins, the director of the Behabilitatlve
Theater Program and one of three volun-
teers who played the female parts in the
play. “You've got to show up; you have Lo be
on cue; you have to work with people you
don't always like; you've got short and long
term goals and most of all, to pull off a
production, you've Fot to work as a team.”'

Ma. Vocking said she had discovered a
great deal of talent within the walls of Sing
Sing. She noted that the heater program
allowed the men not only to explore their
creativity, but also to help them build social
and leadership skills, She said it also helped
them give freedom to emotions that are
often dillleult to express in the harsh envi-
ronrment of prisan,

“Drama allows you to [ry on emotions

and see what happens,' Ms. Vocking said.
*“You can't o that in prizon, You have o
wear 4 mask 1o protect yourself,"
Brian Flscher, the superintendent of Sing
Sing, said he had seen positive results from
the program. He noted (hat the inmatos
involved with the theater projeces had fewor
disciplinary problerns. Still, Sing Sing is a
maximum secutity prison, and cverything
related to the program — puests, costurmes,
props — is closely scrotimzed,

The FHrst three nights of the play were

Ehappsphs by Chires fnynard foe The Bew York Times

petrformed solely for prison audiences; the
[inal night was open to some visitors from
the outside, including those who volunteer in
other capacltles at the prison, as well as
some inmates. Secarity was tight. The audi-
ence members [rom the outside, after deiv-
ing along the high, thick, granite walls and
razor wire that surround the prison, were
searched thoroughly, as were their belong-
ings,

ISITORS, who needed to be cleared

through the Department of Correc-

tion well in advance of the perfarm-

ance, passed through metal detec-
tors, signed log books and wore badges
throughout their time inside the prison.
Once inslde the grounds, they were driven in
a caged van down to the chapel auditorium
where the performance took place.

The inmates said they were thrilled to
have an audience “from the outside” and
were cager 1o talk about the program, Sean
amith, 31, played Captain Quinn, one of the
Quecn's puards in the play. ““Stratford’s
Drecision™ was his fourth play, and he cred-
its the program with teaching him discipline
and instilling a sense of pride.

I like the [resdom of expreszion,” Mr.
smith said. Tt gives me a chance to explore
new Lhings and also to work with issues
pertalning to my being in prison. IU's a

David Allweiss, as Bighop
Hathaway, above, Brian
Figcher and Katherine Vock-
ins, hackstage, top right.
Eight: Kelly Watts, left, and
David Wayne Britton,

chance to get way from everyday prison
life. It also gave me something to feel good
about. You feel like you accomplished some-
thing."

Many of the prisoners are physically im-
posing, with bulging muscles and copious
tattons, S0 it was somewhat surprising to
hear from several performoers that they
suffered stage fright al each performance.

"My heart is beating so fast and 1 have
outterflies in my stomach,” said Jeflrey
Hogan, who played Lord Hemmings.

Mr. Hogan said that in the past he had
trouble expressing his emotions. “T was
always in this box,” he said. *Being part of
this program allowed me to communicate,
o express how [ feel. At first T thought no
way could Ido this, T started by saying “T'll
mave furniture around.” But they sald, *We
need you, come on, man, we need you.’
Anather guy said, ‘I"ll work with you." Then [
realized, wow, this is powerful, I gol bit. This
i3 my cighth production. I've played sensi-
tivie roles, hard roles. This is the best far me,

living in that time, working with thal dia-
logue,™ :

David Wayne Britton, who with Winston
Ishon Williams, wrote ‘Stratford's Deci-
sion,” had been tryving to persuade the thea-
ter group to put on a Shakespeare play fer
some time, He particalarly wanted to try
“Jullug Caezar,”

Rut Mr. Britton’s fellow inmates argued
that the prison audience would find Shalce-
speare too boring,

“Stratford’s Decision™ was written in 19
days. Mr. Britton sald he wanted o write a
play that addressed the destructiveness of
hatred. Mr. Britton starred as the villain,
Lord Cross, He was beaming after the audi-
chee gave him a standlng ovation,

“This feels really, really pood,"” Mr. Brit-
ton said. *'1"ve been in prison 10 vears, When
! get out, § intend to pursue this. 1 want my
mother to be proud, How proud could she
really be now? I'm in prison, But some day 1
want her to look at me on stage or in film
and say 'I'm prood. ”



