Michael Unger: Jill Anna, welcome
back to Skylight.

succeeded beyond any sane expectation.

Jill Anna Ponasik: It’s so good to be
back.

MU: Also, it was four months since
Shackleton left. You would think he's
not coming back – or thinking that he
died.

MU: What was the last thing you did
with us?

MU: But there is a universality about
her that brings it home to us.
JP: Yes. They recognize in each other,
themselves.
MU: Do you think this is a fantasy? Is
it Kat’s dream?
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JP: Thanks. The miracles abound –
none of them should have made it, right?
It's an amazing story that, in addition to
the overall journey, Shackleton travelled
800 miles in a rowboat and then climbed
a glacier to find a boat to rescue his
men. But it's also a miracle that the guys
camping on Elephant Island didn't kill
each other or die of despair. They also

JP: The examination of what it means
to be optimistic during really dire circumstances has been a source of infinite inspiration and energy throughout
the rehearsal period. Every time we
start to get down about pandemic life or
the difficulties of producing theatre in
this day and age, it’s impossible not to
draw strength and resilience from the
two journeys of these two people a
century and continents apart.

A Show Frozen in Time: An interview with
Director Jill Anna Ponasik
Meet the Authors

MU: You speak in beautiful metaphors.

Ernest Shackleton: A Brief Bio

JP: Yes, and no. I think it could really
happen, and we've played a bit with
wondering what if when the time space
continuum ripped, and when Shackleton
was perhaps despairing and about to
give up, perhaps he had a vision from
the 21st century of a 45-year-old composer telling him to persist. What if he
want
to
throw
attention
on
Kat’s
jourMU: I am so glad you're doing it.
had a hallucination in 1915, that led
ney as well because she's going
Could you encapsulate the theme of
him to carry on? And at the same time,
through her own epic struggle.
this show in a couple of sentences?
in 2021, he's visiting a down and out
Across the expanse of time, it may
JP: In the smallest capsule it would be
not appear as large a struggle as what composer in her apartment and helping
persistence in the face of impossible
Shackleton went through. Talk a little her find her path.
odds. And then beyond that, looking at
bit of how why you think the authors
MU: Anything you want to tell the
hardship from different points of view,
put Kat and Shackleton in the same
audience or hope they receive from
and what it means as a human to endure room.
this journey?
and thrive in those circumstances.
JP: Well, they're both metaphors. It has JP: I hope they receive the ebullience
MU: How does it relate to the now?
to do with the spirit that animates both
of wild creativity and the joy of live theexplorers and artists. But then I would
atre, and perhaps a perspective of what
JP: When you first brought it to my atwe are all coping with every day, just
tention, it was approximately a year and also say Kat is an artist who is also a
from coming into contact with this story
a half into the pandemic experience, and mother. And I think parenting is just as
that happens both now and 100+ years
then learning that it took them two years formidable a challenge as rowing about
800 miles through an Antarctic hurriago. It's really inspiring, right? You
and some months to return to England.
cane…
don't even need any context. But when
The fact that this show will be opening
you see the actual footage of the ship
approximately two years from the first
MU: Speaking from experience as a
bashing its way through the ice you
closures... Just thinking about that time- mother of a ten year old, right?
don't even need to know what you're
line matching in an odd and interesting
watching – it’s so compelling you can’t
way. Also, the fact that there is no way of JP: Yes, it happens to be a challenge
that lots of people do. So, it's not unusu- help but be pulled into it.
knowing what's coming. When you look
al, but it's insanely hard. She's undertakback, you see setbacks, or you see the
MU: ‘the backdrop is 20 feet high by
moments of open water ahead when you ing that challenge while attempting to
30 feet wide. It's so epic to see the
survive
in
a
landscape
of
scarcity
in
a
think you can sail back home, and then
world that doesn't understand her. She is actual footage from Australian phoanother wave comes or something else
a misfit, perhaps cut from the same cloth tographer, Frank Hurley, a man who
hits us. But you have to find a way
was actually there for those two
through that new obstacle. That resonatyears, stuck on that ice with his eared as well, just how many setbacks they
ly 1900’s-era movie camera and still
faced in different ways throughout their
camera. It’s just mind blowing. Any
journey.
final thoughts?

•
•

JP: They had no way of knowing that
someone would come back to save
them; and also knowing that chances are
overwhelming that Shackleton and the
MU: It was wonderful. So tell me, what five other men would not make it back.
drew you to this piece?
And no one in the world knew they were
still there. We talk about the pioneers
JP: Well, I would say yes to anything
who climbed the glacier, but not so much
coming from you. But when you invited
the 22 others who somehow figured out
me to participate in the piece I popped
how to keep each other alive, all sleepthe CD in my car and was smitten with
the music. Then I read the book, Endur- ing in one upside down lifeboat.
ance, and was captivated by the story
MU: The Shackleton journey is a masand just wanted to learn more and more. sive epic backdrop to this story. But I
JP: Ruddigore. Before the pandemic
started.

as Shackleton. That's what we've been
playing around with – that there is a
kinship between them; or that they are
two of the sorts of souls that may only
appear every few 100 years.

AUDIENCE GUIDE

2021-2022 | Our 62nd Season | Issue 3

A Show Frozen in Time: An interview with Director Jill Anna Ponasik

2021-2022 | SKYLIGHT MUSIC THEATRE

Meet the Authors of Ernest Shackleton Loves Me
Joe DiPietro
(Book) is a
playwright and
lyricist. He has
won two Tony
Awards, a
Drama Desk
Award and 3
Outer Critics
Circle Awards.
His musicals
and plays
have received
thousands of
productions across the country and
around the world. Broadway: Nice
Work If You Can Get It starring Matthew Broderick and Kelli O’Hara (10
Tony nominations, including Best
Book, Best Musical), Memphis (4 Tony Awards including Best Musical,
Best Book, Best Score) All Shook Up,
Living on Love (starring Renee Fleming). Off-Broadway: Ernest Shackleton Loves Me, Clever Little Lies
(starring Marlo Thomas) The Toxic
Avenger (Outer Critics Circle (OCC)
Award – Best Off-Broadway Musical) The Thing About Men (OCC
Award – Best off-Broadway Musical), the much-produced comedy,
Over the River and Through the
Woods, and I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now Change (the longest running musical revue in off-Broadway
history)
Other recent regional credits include: The Second Mrs. Wilson (Long
Wharf Theatre & George Street Playhouse) Hollywood and Chasing the
Song (La Jolla Playhouse,) The Last
Romance (The Old Globe,) Creating
Claire (George Street Playhouse.)
His murder mystery, The Art of Murder, won the Edgar Allen Poe Award
for Best Play and his adaptation of
Schnitzler’s La Ronde, called F-ing
Men, is the longest running Fringe
play in London history. He sits on the
board of Only Make Believe, a charity
dedicated to bringing interactive, therapeutic theatre to chronically ill children. (from www.joedipietronyc.com)

Val Vigoda
(Lyrics/
Original
“Kat”) Val
Vigoda uplifts and connects with
people
through her
unique combination of
gorgeous
vocals, dazzling electric
violin, trailblazing technology and heartfelt, authentic musical storytelling. Whether
she is lighting up New York stages
with her award-winning femaleempowerment musical Ernest Shackleton Loves Me, sharing the stage
with Michelle Obama at a cuttingedge educational conference, performing solo with her acclaimed livelooping project Just Getting Good, or
inspiring thousands of executives and
students toward more presence and
vividness through her musical keynotes, Val brings a magnetic, contagious spirit of peak aliveness to everything she does. Granddaughter of
world-renowned cantor/RCA "gold
record" tenor, Samuel Vigoda, and
daughter of masterful Washington,
DC society pianist Bob Vigoda, Val
grew up immersed in her musical heritage. She learned how to sing and
sight-read at her father's side on the
piano bench, and started classical
violin at age eight. Her natural curiosity and love of learning, combined with
a rebellious spirit, led to a highly unusual educational path: skipping three
years ahead in school, she headed to
Princeton at age 15, and joined Army
ROTC to pay for college. The discipline she learned in the military
served her very well, even as she
followed her heart into the wilds of the
music industry, and switched from
classical to electric violin. Val honed
her skills touring the world with Cyndi
Lauper, Joe Jackson and the TransSiberian Orchestra, and founded the
band GrooveLily, which toured for
many years on the indie circuit.
(www.valvigoda.com)
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Brendan
Milburn
(Music)
2009 recipient of the
ASCAP
Foundation
Richard
Rogers
New Horizons
Award,
Brendan
Milburn is a
composer
who writes musicals, produces records and plays in a theatrical power
trio called GrooveLily. With his former
wife and collaborator Valerie Vigoda,
Brendan has written music and/or
lyrics for Striking 12 (Off-Broadway,
regional and Theatreworks, directed
by Ted Sperling), Sleeping Beauty
Wakes (Center Theatre Group and
Deaf West), Toy Story: The Musical
(Disney Creative Entertainment),
Long Story Short (Pittsburgh City
Theatre, Theatreworks), and A Midsummer Night's Dream (Paper Mill
Playhouse and McCarter Theatre,
directed by Tina Landau) and Ernest
Shackleton Loves Me. Their songs
are prominently featured in three upcoming Disney animated films about
Tinker Bell. Brendan and Valerie are
two time recipients of the Jonathan
Larson Award (2006 and 2008).
(from https://www.kennedy-center.org/artists/m/ma-mn/brendanmilburn/)

Vigoda and Milburn performing in their show
Sleeping Beauty Awakes
at La Jolla Playhouse in 2011.

Ernest Shackleton
A brief biography of the hero that lead a nearly impossible mission.
Sir Ernest Henry Shackleton was born February 15th, 1874 in Ireland. He graduated from school at age
16 and registered for the merchant navy. Although his first job on water wasn’t his most heroic, his
interests of travelling by ship and expeditions flourished as he assisted many loads of cargo overseas
during his 10 years in the merchant navy. After joining the Royal Navy reserve in 1901, he became
sublieutenant and joined his first expedition, the British National Antarctic Expedition under Captain
Robert Falcon Scott. He worked as third lieutenant for the journey which lasted from 1901-1904. Their
ship, The Discovery, set off to become the closest to The South Pole at that time, ending a mere 400
miles from its destination. Ten years later on December 5, 1914, he embarked on his infamous TransAtlantic Expedition on a ship called Endurance. The expedition left him and his crew stranded in the
Antarctic for nearly two years. It began with hopes of being the first to traverse by land the entire
continent of Antarctica crossing the South Pole. Unfortunately, four months after their departure, the
Endurance became stuck in ice and for nine additional months the men and the trapped ship floated
along with an ice floe. The ship was eventually crushed by the converging ice. To add to the peril, they
were stranded during summer months, and the glaciers slowly drifted away from the continent they
intended to set foot on. A year and a half after their departure, the men launched rowboats to land on
Elephant Island. There 22 of the crew could inhabit solid ground and find more resources to live on until
their ultimate rescue. Shackleton and five other men took one of the lifeboats, The John Caird, and
began rowing north for the 800-mile journey back to South Georgia Island to secure help and any
chance for the rest of his crew to survive. They encountered treacherously rough seas in which they,
“felt our boat lifted and flung forward like a cork in breaking surf.” They landed on the uninhabited side
of South Georgia Island but could not dock because of, “one of the worst hurricanes any of us had ever
Ernest Shackleton
Photo: PA Media
experienced.” With no map, Shackleton and the only two other men strong enough to make the journey,
traversed up and down uncharted glaciers for 36 hours straight. They found a whaler to go back and rescue the three men on the
other side of South Georgia Island. Three months and four ships later, on August 30, 1916, they rescued the 22 remaining men
from Elephant Island. They returned to the place their expedition started, over two years later. After his return, he travelled and
gave lectures on his Trans-Atlantic Expedition entitled “The Endurance of the Antarctic Expedition.” His final expedition on the
Quest started in 1921, but he passed away from a heart attack shortly after the journey began on January 5th, 1922.

The Nearly-Tragic Trek
A map and timeline of the Imperial Trans-Atlantic Expedition

This picture is provided by the National Library of Australia from the Hurley Negative Collection
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Conducting Electricity
A Chat with Shackleton’s Music Director, Eric Svejcar, and Artistic Director Michael Unger
discussing music looping technology and its thrilling infusion with musical theatre.
Michael Unger: Eric Svejcar, welcome to Skylight Music Theater.

MU: So Kat’s voice is coming through the synthesizer in real
time as she sings it?

Eric Svejcar: Thank you, happy to be ES: Yes.
here.
MU: Tell me how it was different working with the performers
MU: So, what is your job on Ernest on this show then a conventional show in which you teach the
Shackleton Loves Me?
music and then conduct them and an orchestra?
ES: Well, I am the music director, but
in this case it’s a little different than
what I'm used to doing. This entire
show is run through a computer program called Ableton, which is a piece
of recording software. The main character of Kat is a musician working in
her home studio in Brooklyn so the
music that we're hearing is the music that she is creating through
the course of the show.
MU: So, in a conventional musical, you'd be playing piano or
synthesizer and/or conducting an orchestra. Tell me about
your “orchestra” on Shackleton.

ES: Normally, the first two days of any process are spent learning
music but because Matt (Shackleton) and Janice (Kat) are so on
top of their game, they came into the first rehearsal already knowing their music. And in the case of Janice, she's not only singing
she's playing violin through 75% of the show—sometimes while
she's singing. Sometimes she's recording her violin and then playing back a loop on top of herself. She's playing fiddle, she's playing
classical violin, she’s playing rock and roll guitar solos on the violin,
she’s playing drums, and playing a keyboard as well. And Matt also
plays banjo and some guitar. So, everybody's doing a lot more
things than they would normally do in a show. As music director, I
feel more like a traffic cop than a conductor. It's just sort of making
sure everything happens at the right time and that all the settings
are right; the microphones are set properly for this particular cue,
the right music is playing, etc.

ES: Well, the orchestra is me and a computer and a keyboard. So,
I'm alternating back and forth between playing some live piano and
MU: Eric, I’m sure you’re doing a lot more than that. But we
some live synthesizer but, perhaps more so, triggering cues in
can agree it’s a very complex musical – that you will make look
Ableton; some of which are pre-recorded. Sometimes we record
effortless. Thanks for being here.
what's happening on the stage, and then immediately play it back.
And sometimes we loop it and build layers on top of layers. And
sometimes it's just the orchestration which has been created digitally. It sounds like a big epic adventure movie – but that epic orchestration is living inside the computer and is triggered by me pushing
a button that activates the Ableton software.
MU: Tell me a bit more about what Ableton does. It’s something I’ve never encountered before in the theatre.
ES: Normally you create music horizontally, left to right. This is a
way of stacking it vertically. Ableton goes top to bottom, where it's
sort of triggering a list of things that are going to happen in a certain
order. I have this 64-button controller and the buttons are assigned
to various actions. I have a stop button, a go button, buttons that
turn on certain microphones, certain echo settings, certain vocoders, etc. But that same 64-button controller can have all different
drum loops, all different melodic progressions, all different chord
progressions.
MU: What’s a vocoder?
ES: A vocoder is a synthesizer that is controlled by a voice so as
you sing into it, whatever notes you're playing on the keyboard will
sound as though they're coming from your voice.
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Eric Svejcar at his station behind the scenes of Skylight’s
production of Ernest Shackleton Loves Me.
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