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T’s	A	 CHIll	ANd	dREARy	spRINg	dAy	 IN	
Milwaukee, but it’s warm inside Luther Manor Health Center, 
an elderly-care complex that sprawls over the flat landscape 
of the city’s northwest side, a slightly tarnished, middle-class 
bedroom community dotted with modest brick homes and 
duplex apartments.

Inside, several dozen people are ambling down one of 
Luther Manor’s hallways: some residents, but mostly guests. 
“Gonna take…a sentimental journey,” they sing, accompanied 
and encouraged by two young actors playing acoustic guitars. 
The path twists past nursing stations, dining rooms, and even 
up a nondescript, institutional staircase. It takes us past the 
small rooms of Luther Manor residents. Some are lying still 
in their beds, some visit quietly with a guest, but many have 
moved a chair or wheelchair into the doorway, sitting, smiling 
and waving as this unusual parade passes by.

Then, as we turn the last corner before our destination, 
Jackie Darwin comes into view, an 81-year-old resident 
arched over the keyboard of a small electric piano. Her thin 
fingers curl tensely over the keys, but they play the tune loud 
and clear: “…Why did I decide to roam? / Gotta take that 
sentimental journey / Sentimental journey home.”

THIs	IsN’T	JusT	A	bIT	of	NuRsINg-HoME	ENTER-

tainment, designed to give the residents a little afternoon 
break. It’s part of Finding Penelope, a site-specific theatre 
project that has been more than two years in the making. 
A collaboration between Luther Manor, Sojourn Theatre, 

the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee’s Peck School of 
the Arts, and UWM’s Center on Age and Community, the 
project has been celebrated as an innovative and pioneering 
collaboration between theatre artists and caregivers. 

For writer and producer Anne Basting, the germ of the 
project lay in a play she had written several years before. 
Unraveling Alice explores the tenuous ways that family stories 
are passed along through generations, and uses the knitting 
and unraveling of an afghan as a metaphor for the different 
forms memory can take. “The links among weaving, narrative, 
identity, memory loss, generational transfer and relationships,” 
explains Basting, “were all kind of swimming in there.” 

A similar link is a key element in TimeSlips, a prompted 
storytelling technique designed for people with dementia 
and Alzheimer’s disease, developed by Basting in her role 
as director of the Center on Age and Community. Trained 
facilitators use images and group conversations to inspire 
stories grounded in imagination rather than memory. Since 
its development in 1998, TimeSlips has become a national 
resource for caregivers, and will launch a new interactive 
training website in September. 

These projects reflect Basting’s unique history and 
position at UWM. In her early years as a writer, Basting was 
drawn to elderly characters, but was warned that this work 
had neither the actors nor the audience to make it on stage. 
She began to explore this idea just as the “senior theatre 
movement” was emerging. “My research and interest grew 
right along with it,” she explains.

The Old Nurse (Robin Mello) sets the scene for residents and visitors of Luther Manor at the final dress rehearsal of Finding Penelope.
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hallways of Memory

Odysseus’ journey wends a half-mile
through a senior-care facility

by	pAul	KosIdowsKI

Currents



Today, as an associate professor of 
theatre, she coordinates the playwriting 
concentration at the Peck School of the 
Arts. And as the director of the Center on 
Age and Community, she’s active in the 
intersection between the scholarship and 
practice of improving the lives of older adults. 
Since Basting’s arrival at UWM in 2003, 
the Center has hosted several artists-in-
residence, including artist David Greenberger 
and playwright Laura Jacqmin, who both 
developed work based on conversations with 
the elderly.

For Penelope, Basting stepped into the 
artist role herself, though the project drew 
on her skills as a teacher and administrator 
as well. She had just worked on a TimeSlips 
project that presented some of the stories with 
a professional company in a theatre setting. 
But for Penelope, she wanted something dif-
ferent. “The TimeSlips play felt removed,” 
she explains. “We had to explain where the 
stories came from. So I thought: Let’s stage 
this where the stories come from. Let’s make 
it in the setting with the actual people.”

For collaborators, Basting turned to 
colleagues and students at UWM, and to 
Sojourn Theatre, a Portland, Ore.–based 
collective that is well known for work cre-
ated through community engagement. A 
conversation with UWM professor Robin 
Mello, who has written about the journey 
narratives of classical heroines, confirmed 
the story she wanted to tell. “The story 
of Penelope was written 2,700 years ago,” 
Basting notes. “The mythic structure puts 
you into a different cycle of time that unites 
people rather than divides them around age. 
If the story is older than the old people, the 
generations can connect.”

In The Odyssey, Penelope remains at 
home during the long absence of her husband, 
Odysseus, and must endure 108 persistent 
suitors while she waits for her husband’s 
return. She fends them off by saying she can’t 
see them until she finishes weaving her father-
in-law’s burial shroud. But every night, she 
undoes her day’s work to prolong the process. 

For Basting, the story resonates with our 

perceptions of the elderly. “The story is about 
waiting,” she says. “That’s the seat of our fear 
about older people—that they’re just waiting 
to die. But the story allows us to demonstrate 
the complexity of that, and turn that fear on 
its head. People think the elderly are waiting 
to die, so they just leave them. And it becomes 
a self-fulfilling prophesy.”

Finding Penelope explores that waiting 
by juxtaposing the ancient and the con-
temporary. As the play begins, we meet 
Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, beginning 
his long journey home. We also meet Mira, a 
middle-aged woman struggling with the guilt 
of not visiting her aging mother for 20 years. 
The journey winds through the hallways 
of Luther Manor—a walk of a half-mile in 
total—stopping at different public areas to 
enact the scenes of the play. 

What distinguishes Penelope from simi-
lar performances is the participation of the 
residents. The play itself was built on stories 
and ideas gathered from discussion groups 
with residents. Designer Shannon Scrofano 
wanted Penelope’s weaving to be a dramatic 
part of the performance, so she had residents 
and staff do their own pieces of weaving—
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A scene in Luther Manor’s Lippold Faith and Education Center.
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using knitting, crochet and even fabric scraps 
and plastic six-pack rings—which were strung 
together into a tapestry that ran the entire 
half-mile length of the performance route. 

And the residents performed. Some 
took leading roles, with one playing Penelope  
herself (Joyce Heinrich, 81) and another play-
ing one of a pair of actors who athletically 
performed Odysseus’ battle with the 108 
suitors (Rusty Tym, 72). In a moving coup de 
théâtre, several dozen residents became part 
of the quiet, climactic scene—when both 
Odysseus and Mira meet Penelope at the end 
of their journeys—by performing gestures 
to a gentle mantra: “My heart is open to you. 
My soul and my spirit welcome you home.”

 
Working With residents on the 

project was both a challenge and a reward for 
the theatre artists involved. Maureen Towey, 
the Sojourn company member who directed 
the show, was thankful for an extended learn-
ing curve. “We had to learn how to talk with 
a person with memory issues,” she says, “how 
to connect with them and be present.”

In rehearsals, Towey had to learn to 
avoid saying things like, “Do you remember 

when we…?” Every meeting, in a sense, had 
to be started anew. But that challenge also 
offered insight. “That’s what theatre artists 
are supposed to do,” says Towey. “We’re 
supposed to be working moment to moment. 
They really reminded us of that.”

The theatre artists weren’t the only ones 
facing a steep learning curve. For the Luther 
Manor staff and residents, the collabora-

tions involved in the process required some 
adjustment. They wondered how everyone 
would see it, given the small audience space 
in some of the locations. The residents are 
not just an audience, Basting recalls telling 
them. “Even if everyone who lives and works 
at Luther Manor sees the show as audience 
members, this project has failed. It’s about 
them as makers of the performance.” 
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Actor James Hart and Luther Manor resident Caroline Irmhoff as Odysseus and Athena.

A
L

A
n

 M
A

g
A

y
n

e
-R

O
s

H
A

k
 /

 ©
 2

0
11

 U
W

M
 P

H
O

t
O

 s
e

R
v

IC
e

s

  

$14.95   ISBN: 978-1-55936-408-9

JERUSALEM
One of London and New York’s most highly acclaimed plays 
of the season, Jez Butterworth’s “wild, blissfully funny 
drug-and-booze-fueled comedy and tragedy” (New York 
Times) is a rousing exploration of national identity, living on 
the margins and the necessity of rebellion. 

2011 Tony Award Nominee — Best Play 
New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award — Best Foreign Play

“ One of the most exciting new plays in ages.” 
— New York Times

“ Make no mistake, this is a state-of-the-nation drama 
with an incendiary difference.”          — Telegraph (London)

    Jerusalem’s “Rooster is one of the most sensational 
creations in English drama of the past twenty years.” 

— New Yorker

TCG Books are available at fi ne bookstores or can be ordered at www.tcg.org.

NEWFROM TCGBooks

Currents



Basting calls the traditional approach 
“the tyranny of entertainment,” a one-sided 
equation that can easily leave the cognitively 
vulnerable behind. “I can sit here, and if I’m 
confused, you won’t really know it,” she says, 
“because you’re just ‘entertaining’ me.”

But with Penelope, the continued pres-
ence of the company eventually created 

interest and generated participation. As the 
company rehearsed in Luther Manor’s public 
areas, residents would wander in and watch, 
or ask questions. The play’s development 
process brought residents’ stories into the 
narrative. And, for the final scene, there was 
an open invitation for residents to be part of 
the chorus. At every show, no one knew who 
would be revealed as a chorus member when 
the curtain was drawn back.

And, of course, Finding Penelope took 
place in a home shared by hundreds of peo-
ple—in the places where they ate their meals 
and relaxed with friends, and in the hallways 
just outside their rooms. Basting recalls 
the first time they practiced moving the 
company through the hallways between the 
performance spaces: “People were sitting in 
their doorways. And they were waving. How 
do you not get overwhelmed by that? You 
feel the double layer of life and performance, 
and you see everything through a new lens. 
That’s when we said, ‘Oh my God. This is 
going to work.’”  

Paul Kosidowski writes about theatre 

and the arts in Milwaukee.
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Luther Manor resident Hildegard Wiedenhoeft 
in the role of a weaver.
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