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Upon donating the land that is now Griffith Park 
GRIFFITH J. GRIFFITH told the Los Angeles City Council:

“It must be made a place of rest and relaxation for the masses, a resort for the rank and file, for the plain 
people. I consider it my obligation to make Los Angeles a happy, cleaner, and finer city. I wish to pay my 

debt of duty in this way to the community in which I have prospered.”

December 16, 1896

WE THINK MR. GRIFFITH WOULD LOVE OUR FESTIVAL BECAUSE...

“This is about showing the best of who L.A. is, the best 
of who California is, and what we can do better in our 
country. [The Festival brings] folks together around a 
common experience, especially in a world that right now 
is encouraging divisiveness. This is about showing that 
we are all in it together.” 

  – SENATOR KAMALA HARRIS,
       speaking at the Griffith Park 
     Free Shakespeare Festival

FROM ARTISTIC DIRECTOR MELISSA CHALSMA:
2018 will be our 15th season of performing free Shakespeare 
in Los Angeles. As I look back, what’s present to me is that the 
experience has been so deeply collaborative. Through the years 
we have benefitted from some extraordinary partnerships, from 
the Los Angeles Department of Recreation and Parks, to local 
businesses, to our amazing artists. It is truly a group effort! Most 
particularly, it’s a collaboration with our audience, whether they 
have been watching us grow through the years or are coming to 
us for the first time. I’m excited for what we can accomplish to-
gether in our next 15 years!

Melissa with ISC Managing Director, David Melville



> T HE FESTIVAL CREATES AN EXPERIENCE UNLIKE ANYTHING E L SE    
                                                                  IN THE CITY

> THE  FESTIVAL SUPPORTS OUR ARTISTS

EVAN LEWIS SMITH (Actor): The 
tight-knit group dynamic of the 
company makes it easy to grow 
from collaborating with many tal-
ented artists. I do my best work 
when the environment is warm. 
I always look forward to working 
with ISC because it feels like 
working with family. Their pro-
ductions have challenged me as 
an artist, allowing my creativity 
to grow and manifest in a wide 
range of characters and stories. 
This company locks on to your 

strengths while also challenging 
you to confront your weaknesses.

JENNY PARK (Stage Manager): I 
believe that my contribution as 
an artist  [to the Griffith Park Free 
Shakespeare Festival] has been 
a positive experience, because 

it shows others that a person of 
my ethnicity and color can be 
an artist. Being able to work as 
a stage manager in Los Angeles 
makes me feel more included 
than I would be anywhere else. 
But when I go into stage manage-
ment meetings, I still see a lack of 
ethnic diversity. For me, it’s hard 
to find an Asian-American role 
model in stage managing, so I 
would love to become one myself 
for young women who want to 
become stage managers. Just the 
fact that minorities are showing 
more in the field and are start-
ing to be taken more seriously 
[shows that things are starting 
to change] slowly, but it’s still an 
obstacle.

XAVI MORENO (Actor): The cast and 
crew of the Griffith Park Free Shake-
speare Festival is a reflection of my 
Los Angeles. One of the greatest 
things I’ve witnessed is seeing youth 
from the inner-city communities 
that I come from literally laughing, 
enjoying, and understanding Shake-
speare’s plays. Those of us on stage 
have the power to make connec-
tions. And that’s a revelation.

IN 201 7,  WE  HAD: 

49 
PERF ORMANCE S

OVER 

40,000 
ATTE NDE E S

MEASURE FOR MEASURE, 2017 
Called “powerful magic” by the LA Times, this pro-
duction was equal parts screwball romantic comedy 
and deliciously dark social satire.

ISC is committed to collaborations that span racial, cultural, 
and economic differences, as well as generational and 
experiential divides, in order to create performances that 
are more vibrant, have greater artistic merit, and speak to 
our community. Therefore, we seek out artists and theater 
professionals from across the spectrum of our community. 

THE TWO GENTLEMEN OF VERONA, 2017 
This coming-of-age comedy, featuring live rockabilly 
music and swing dancing, was pegged by Stage Raw 
as “another sensational production.”  



> THE GROWTH OF THE FESTIVAL CONTRIBUTES TO THE LOCAL ECONOMY

> THE FESTIVAL SERVES OUR COMMUNITY

N UMB ER OF 
PAID POSI TI ON S

B UDGET

200 4IN
WE HAD OUR FIRST FREE 
S H A K E S P E A R E   F E S T I VA L . 
T H E  F I R S T  P E R F O R M A N C E 
W A S  A T T E N D E D  B Y

2004
 

2017

2004
 

2017

All 10 artists paid under a 
contract with Actors’ Equity 
Association (per performance)

13 artists 
paid  under 
AEA contract

“The place to bump into the rest of the city, in the best sense, is Griffith Park in 
general, and at one of ISC’s productions in particular…The company’s produc-

tions are fully professional, salaried, popular…and yet there’s no charge to see 
them…if theater can’t address and redress the conditions that ennoble and 

diminish us, it has no reason to be. ISC accomplishes this…in a culture where 
the value of an enterprise is defined by the profit it can generate, 

ISC’s model is more than revolutionary, it’s miraculous.”

– Steven Leigh Morris
STAGE RAW



> THE GROWTH OF THE FESTIVAL CONTRIBUTES TO THE LOCAL ECONOMY
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benefits

Caucasian 

53%

Multi- /other 

11%

African American 

6%

Latino/Hispanic 

16%

Asian 

14%

Under 13 

12%

Ages 13-18 

20%

Ages 19-34 

43%

Ages 35-65 

23%

Over 65 

2%

  BY                                       OUR AN N UAL AUDIEN CE INCLUDED

(To date, we have performed for over 220,000 people!)

2017

OUR AUD I E N C E S  ARE :



The 2017 Festival received visits from
Councilmembers Mitch O’Farrell and David Ryu, 

and U.S. Senator Kamala Harris.

We also hosted opportunities for voter 
registration and to write to elected officials.

Young audience members participated in our postcard-writing campaign, 
urging elected officials to #SAVEtheNEA and support arts funding.
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) I decided to volunteer because I really love this Festival and 
wanted to be part of it, even if it was a little part. I love 
theater in general, Shakespeare in particular, and especially 
the way ISC puts on the plays. As I’ve said many times, [this 
company treats] plays like old friends, with no ceremony and 
lots of love, and that makes these plays alive and more ac-
cesible for a modern audience. For me, that is the essence of 
Shakespeare. 
     On top of that, sharing it with my daughter Anna 
makes it extra special. It may sound cheesy, but theater 
was my life for many years, and it still is a very important 
part of it. And thanks to the Griffith Park Free Shakespeare 
Festival, Anna is getting to share it, is getting to know me 
better, not only as her mom, but as a woman with her own 
dreams. She is broadening her culture, and get-
ting memories and experiences that are going 
to last for years to come.

Actors Xavi Moreno and Nikhil Pai pose with our awesome volunteers, 
mother-daughter duo Anna and Sharon Robles. 

Every summer, as the sun draws closer—so does 
our anticipation of the Griffith Park Free Shakespeare 
Festival. We love ISC! My boys were young when we 
first stumbled upon this company. A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream (2012) was just the right touch of magic to seep 
into a child’s creative consciousness. It has been such 
a pleasurable journey to watch my children laugh and 
grow with this company.
    Every pun that is delivered casts a glow and a cry of joy. 
We are so happy to have ISC highlight every summer. 
Every year, new faces stare at us from the stage alongside 
familiar ones, and their energy and exuberance 
beckons us and allows us to feel welcomed 
and at home. 
     Now we are eager to spread the word to our loved ones 
to come and be a part of this community. Shakespeare is 
alive and relevant and ever so changing.We always look forward to seeing Crystal and her family, who are regulars at our 
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Had I been told what I was getting myself into years ago 
when I first stumbled upon the Independent Shakespeare 
Company’s ad for its summer festival in the Griffith Park 
Old Zoo grounds, I wouldn’t have believed it.
  Midway through that summer, I posted a long, 
stream-of-consciousness comment on their Facebook 
page. Go ahead and look at it...it’s still there I think. My en-
thusiasm is palpable, to say the least. Artistic Director and 
actor Melissa Chalsma read that post, and remembered 
my name, as she and co-founder and husband, actor 
David Melville, are prone to do with the people who attend 
their incredible creation...Melissa introduced herself, and 
thanked me for taking the time to write my story. She told 
me that they needed people to show up at a meeting of 
city officials, in support of a permanent stage in the Old 
Zoo. I did, and it started a relationship that I will always be 
grateful for. 
     I’m not sure how, but a spell was cast upon me and 
suddenly I was spending half of each week in 
that wonderful, grassy, natural amphitheater. I 
got to help set up the lawn for seating, volunteer in the re-
ception booth, and help put the gate up around the stage 
at the end of the night. In doing so, I got to rub elbows 
with the cast, and have had the privilege to see them grow 
as artists in different roles throughout the years. They’ve 
always been nothing but warm and receptive. 
     So, I looked at these amazing people, these hard-working, 
committed artists that approached their craft with dedica-
tion and enthusiasm, and I wanted something like that 
in my own life. I was fifty, in a dead-end job that 
didn’t appreciate me, and in danger of remain-
ing trapped there forever. But, by simply being 
around these gifted, artistic professionals, I was inspired 

to return to Long Beach State to get my graduate degree in 
History. Melissa [wrote] the letter of recommendation that 
went a long way towards being accepted into the universi-
ty’s exclusive M.A. program. This spring I will graduate with 
my master’s degree, and will begin a career in teaching. I’ll 
always be indebted to this company for demonstrating to 
me that anything is possible if you want it enough and are 
willing to work for it.
     The faces on the stage are the faces you will see in South-
ern California. One of the things I love most about days 
and nights on that big lawn is looking into the crowd and 
seeing countless children of every shape and color, watch-
ing themselves up on that stage. There is an inclusiveness 
about the experience that envelops every single person in 
that wonderful crowd.  
     One year, I posted a sonnet I wrote about the festival, and 
Melissa asked if she could include it in that summer’s pro-
gram. It really was and is one of the most flattering things 
that has ever happened to me. I don’t know where else you 
can have that kind of an experience.
     One of my favorite memories will always be the closing 
night of the 2017 Festival. The house band, comprised of 
cast members, invited the crowd up on the stage to dance 
to several R&B numbers prior to the show. That was some 
happy crowd up there that day… all ages, shapes, and 
sizes sharing the sheer joy of movement under 
Shakespeare’s big sky. 
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Audience members dance on stage while the house band plays before The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona.

Frank Lopes now gets his Shakespeare on all over the world! Here he is in London.



> T HE FESTIVAL EDUCATES THROUGH INTERACTIVE WORKSHOPS
          AND CONVERSATIONS

All audience members are invited 
to learn with us!

Every summer at our performance site in the Old Zoo, ISC hosts pre-show 
discussions as part of the Salon Series. These conversations, which are held 
in a casual setting under a tree or around the bear caves, explore the inter-
section of Shakespeare and contemporary culture. Participants learn more 
about the conceptual and/or stylistic elements of the play being performed 
that night. Speakers have included directors, educators, and librarians, 
among others. 

# PARTICIPANTS 
THIS SUMMER

As part of the Salon Series, 
Park Rangers Sharie Abajian 
and Tom Mendibles, of the 
Department of Recreation 
and Parks, discussed the fas-
cinating history of the Old 
Zoo and how the urbanized 
wilderness of Griffith Park is a 
gift to Los Angeles.

 
PL AYERS IN THE PARK/ 

TEASTRISTAS EN EL 
PARQUE FAMILY 

WORKSHOPS

We’re creating the next 
generation of theater goers!

These high-energy, interactive workshops are 
taught by teaching artists from the ISC acting 
company, who provide insight into the charac-
ters, plot, and artistic choices of the evening’s 
play. The workshops attract and inform new 
audience members, deepen understanding of 
our performances, introduce key elements of 
theater production, and appeal to learners of 
all ages.

 
SALON SERIES

DISCUSSIONS



> THE FESTIVAL PARTNERS WITH LOCAL A R T S  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S
                 A N D  B U S I N E S S E S

This is Blancaware (their family)! Blanca is at the center.

Invertigo Dance Theatre, photo by George Simian

About the business: “Blancaware is a family owned business. My mom, 
Blanca, started the company over 17 years ago and I have been her right-
hand man ever since. My mother worked for two companies that did 
screen printing and embroidery for years before starting Blancaware. 
She ran the whole office. As a single mother of three, she wanted to have 
independence, to be there for her children, and to provide for us a better 
quality of life. She realized she had all the tools, knowledge, and confi-
dence to start her own company in the field that she had devoted years 
of her life helping others build for themselves. It was her turn now to 
build her own dreams. With her last $300 dollars she used that to get 
her business licenses and start Blancaware.”
On working with ISC: “For Blancaware to be a part of the ISC journey and 
family and to see the impact it has had on the arts community is just fan-
tastic. Having ISC as a steady client is a compliment; it feels nice to know 
that [they] trust us and like the quality of our work.  We love ISC and are 
honored to make the shirts and sweatshirts every summer. I always look 
forward to receiving the new artwork every year!” 

About the organization: “Founded in 2007, Invertigo Dance Theatre creates connections and community through dance the-
atre programming that is compelling, fun, thought-provoking, and accessible to communities that might not otherwise find 
joy in dance.” 
On working with ISC: “Invertigo has been in partnership with the Independent Shakespeare Co. since 2008 and is proud to 
have a relationship with an organization with a similar mission and values. Every summer, Invertigo creates a dance piece that 
is performed as an opening act for ISC performances. Our connection to the Los Angeles community has been substantially 
enriched through this partnership, which has allowed us to connect with people who would not typically be considered a 
contemporary dance audience. Sharing our works with new and diverse audiences is core to our mission, and ISC has given us 
a platform to reach thousands of new people each summer season. We believe strongly in the importance of accessible arts 
programs and annual residencies at the Festival have enabled us to provide free high quality, virtuosic dance experiences to 
the people of Los Angeles alongside ISC’s own extraordinary work.”

From concessions to merchandise for the Festival, we have forged 
long-standing partnerships with local businesses, such as The Village 

Bakery & Cafe in Atwater Village, and apparel company Blancaware.

Pre-show performances by local artists 
Our Festival Arts Partners program provides opportunities 

to reach a new, wider audience for local artists. They in turn 
offer our audience an enhanced arts experience. 

We have welcomed to our stage groups such as Mariachi 
Midnight, La Victoria, The Silver Lake Chorus, and

 Invertigo Dance Theatre, among others. 

AM Y  U RB INA- T IG NER OF B LANCAWAR E :

L AURA KARLIN, ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF INV ERT IG O:



C O N T R I B U T I O N S 
F U E L  O U R  W O R K !

In our 15-year history we have been supported by:

FOUNDATIONS:
The Ahmanson Foundation
The Annenberg Foundation
Bloomberg Philanthropies
DEW Foundation
Holthues Trust
The James Irvine Foundation
The LEF Foundation 
Los Angeles Breakfast Club Foundation
Los Angeles Philanthropic Committee for the Arts 
Otis Booth Foundation
Pogosyan Care Foundation
The Ralph M. Parsons Foundation
Rosenthal Family Foundation
The S. Mark Taper Foundation
The San Diego Foundation
The Sheri & Les Biller Family Foundation
Union Bank Foundation
Willametta K. Day Foundation
William Morris Endeavour Foundation

GOVERNMENT:
National Endowment for the Arts
California Arts Council
Los Angeles County Arts Commission
Department of Cultural Affairs, City of Los Angeles
The Neighborhood Councils of: Atwater Village, 
East Hollywood, Hollywood Hills West, Hollywood United, 
Los Feliz and Silver Lake

75% of our contributed revenue 
comes from individuals making 
small and large donations.

Donations made at the Festival 
average out to $2.35 per person, 
telling us that people need the 
Festival to be free.

We are grafetul to have so many caring donors of all ages 
contributing  to our orange buckets!



> HOW A BOUT THE NEXT 15 YEARS?

It’s an exciting time at Independent Shakespeare Co. because we are continu-
ing to grow! 2018 marks the 15th year of presenting free Shakespeare 
in LA parks as well as the first year in our new, expanded ISC Studio 
where we will welcome more people to performances and events year-round. 

And in 2019, the City of Los Angeles and the Department of Recreation and 
Parks will build a permanent performing arts stage at our site at the 
Old Zoo.

ISC is steadfast in our commitment to offering the great works of theater at the 
highest standard of the profession to as many people as possible. Museums 
offer free admission days, providing access to visual arts. Libraries provide 
free access to literature. With the Griffith Park Free Shakespeare Festival, we 
provide equal access to the enduring works of theater.

Along with financial support from foundation and government sources, it is 
donations from individuals that provide the core support for our 
work. 

W H AT  D O  W E  N E E D  F O R  S U S TA I N A B L E  G R O W T H ?

Scout’s Honor: ISC was presented with this Girl 
Scouts badge last year. We pledge to continue 
our efforts to provide Los Angeles with free and 
entertaining theater all summer long. 

ISC + LA + YOU =
Shakespeare Set Free
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