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The Center of It All

WESTPORT’S CENTER STAGE THEATRE COMPANY

I has takem Womiport's Cenler Stage

Theatre Company only a few years 1o

cstablish a presence and reputation that

bowders on sational o nastone. Tl

Javsen, a former Wall Street stockhm
kier and soap opera actress who now apetics
a Wesipon -hased commumcations company,
Optimuom Edge, created Center Stage in the
spricg of 2004 as a place whene young poople
could learn ol cnldy abot acting but aho valu-
ahle hife lessons that would enhance their self
cileem,

Jaysen, whose eves display 2 passion and
fine a5 she talks aboon Cenler Stage, wan able
io recrunt a iiimber of Broadway theater pro-
fessionals to teach at the school, which has
produced eve-opening productions such as
“HRE0;  The Musical” performed o
Broadwav's Beckenr Theatre o= part of the
Mew Yook Moxical Theatre Festival,

The musical received a Moss Han
Award-—the regional version of the Tony
Awand, sayd Jaysen—by the New England
Theatre Copference

Lawrence Rosen, who co-orehestrated
Elen John's production of “Aida,” wrole a
song lor cach actor in 068807 (Wesipon's
wip oode) after receiving input from the
young actors, The musical focuses on o
ieenager s high schoo] life, following several
characters fromi their freshmen thoough sen

por yedars, Jaysen, who b on the board of the
National Music Theater Network, hiopes the
production can be produced off Broadway or
used by other schools sround the country.

This Jume the Center Stnge Thenler
Coampany presented “Into (he Woods. Tumiorn,™
a Stephen Sondheim musical, using mary of
the theater’s clementary school studenis.
“Intervention”™ the group’s lalest onginal
musical just won the Moss Horm Memorial
Award and was performed this September
Off-Broadway at the Musical Theatre
Festval.

Center Stage productions are first class,
with playbills that faval those handed oul ul
Brondway and off-Broadway shows, Jaysen
serves ad anistic director and has welcomed
sues directors for several productions. Mato
Lochr, who directed last year's origmal pro-
duction of “Middle School Madness.” can be
seent an Bert in Mary Poppins on Broadway,
Michelle Mallardi, who hax  directed
“Godspell” and "Fiddier On The Roof™ for the
elementary and middle schodl troope was
Belle in Broadway's “Heauty And The Beaat,”

Sheldon (Scott Shaefitz) is being advised by
one of the “smart™ kids, played by Matt
Gurren in “Intervention,” right. Scenes from
Center Stage's award-winning musical
“0GRE0," below and opposite page.
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At the very core of Center Stage
is Jaysen’s mantra, which is 1o
develop young actors through
“pure positive energy by surround-
ing them with the best.”

As she sips a coffee at a
Westport café, Jaysen talks in a
straightforward manner, *My goal
is to help each student discover
their strengths and make them
stronger. So much of our society
is based upon turning weaknesses
into strengths. When that is your

into the world. When friends and
family come to see our productions
their jaws drop. They can’t believe
the high degree of professionalism
that these children have achieved in
a relatively short period of time.”
This is pretty groundbreaking
stuff, and Jaysen believes her the-
ater company is unique. The
process by which she selects stu-
dents for Center Stage is rather
unconventional in this first-come-
first-serve-everybody-is-welcome

bial fork in the road in 1999 when
her sister, June, passed away at a
young age.

“I was so close to my sister who
was my only sibling,” Jaysen
recalls. “It dawned on me that I
couldn’t take one more moment of
life for granted. I had a strong
vision that opening a school like
this was what 1 was meant to do.
These children are our future lead-
ers. They possess a beautiful, ener-
gy and are open to nurturing and

focus,

entire you  become
mediocre at best. The key in life is
to spend 95 percent of your time
discovering and developing your
strengths and the other five per-
cent of your time bringing your
weaknesses up to par. This allows
for one to live a very passionate,
fulfilling life.

“When ['ve conducted adult
workshops and seminars, most
adults have a very difficult time
verbalizing their strengths. But if
you ask them to talk about their
weaknesses they can do so in a
moment’s notice. If you empower
children with their strengths at a
young age they stand on their own
two leet with pride and bring their
positive energy into the world,
making it a better place.”

The formula for Center Stage’s
success is relatively simple yet pro-
found at the same time.

“We want to empower each child
with knowledge, surround them
with the best people, and give them
center stage, so that each child has
an equal opportunity (o shine,” says
Jaysen. “We provide the path by
which they give themselves per-
mission to release their energy out

world. She interviews each appli-
cant to determine whether the child
is committed and passionate about
acling.

“I want children to be doing this
for the right reasons,” says Jaysen,
who herself is a mother of two
teenage daughters. “l always meet
personally with each student and a
parent. It may take more time but
we assemble a very passionate,
supportive troupe and avoid any
potential negativity down the
road.”

Jaysen doesn’t hold auditions for
Center Stage productions either. “If
a student is passionate, it is our
responsibility to bring their per-
formance to a higher level. It is so
gratifying to watch each child
beam as they reach levels that they
had never dreamed of reaching. We
do twice the work so that we can
double cast a show. I’s worth it
because every child gets to shine as
a lead.”

While Jaysen credits Fairfield
County’s legendary director, Al
Pia. as her mentor and inspiration,
she has brought much of her own
life experiences to Cenler Stage.
Jaysen suddenly faced the prover-

accepting positive direction. One
of my strengths is my ability to
bring out the gilts in others. The
beauty of our program is that each
child rises to their own potential as
the group rises together. All stu-
dents support each other at all
times. This makes for a very pow-
erful group dynamic. In the three
years since we've started the
school T am pleased to say that it's
working!”

Jaysen continues, “This is an
expensive program to run. Qur
motto is to awaken dreams one
heart at a time. To accomplish this,
each child needs to be surrounded
by the industry’s best, so we keep
spending money.” She adds with a
chuckle, “I keep hoping for an
angel to stop by, someone with a
philanthropic nature who loves
what we are doing and who wants
to make it possible for us to contin-
ue to awaken children’s dreams.”

Center Stage is more than acting
classes, wonderful stage produc-
tions and winning awards, says

- Jaysen.

“I am always talking to parents
and finding out about their chil-
dren’s lives and how we can help







