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AT 

HOME 

WITH

‘Our Town’
Director Jeff Mandel first saw the

dramatic play “Our Town” during his
high school and college days. When the
script came across his desk again this
winter, his first thought was that it
would be an easy endeavor to stage giv-
en that it is routinely performed in high
school repertoires across the country.

After several read-throughs, Mandel
began peeling back the layers of this
complex work written by Thornton
Wilder. He subsequently realized why
the play has had such staying power in
America’s cultural lexicon since its de-
but in 1938. 

“The play is very rich with themes
about life and death, about America,
about small town living,” says Mandel.
“It doesn’t fit into nice, neat category

like comedy or drama, and that com-
plexity appeals to me because there are
wonderful characters in there.” 

Monticello Opera House’s run of “Our

Themes strike a chord in Monticello Opera House setting

Amanda Sieradzki Council on Culture & Arts

See OPERA, Page 6C

If you go
What: Our Town 

When: 2 p.m. on Sunday, March 3 

Where: Monticello Opera House, 185
West Washington St, Monticello 

Cost: $22 

Contact: For more information, visit
http://www.monticelloopera-
house.org/. 

George Gibbs
(Michael Shelfer) and

Emily Webb (Jordan
Marcum) have a

moment just before
going to the altar in

Monticello Opera
House's “Our Town.”

MONTICELLO OPERA HOUSE
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There’s Spring Cleaning... And Then
There’s Professional Spring Cleaning.

656-1777

Despite all she’s been through, Janel
Diaz always greets with a hug.

At 43, Diaz is now a street outreach
advocate for Capital City Youth Ser-
vices. The drop-in center where she
works on Dunn Street aids a revolving
door of about 150 at-risk youth, she
says. 

“What these kids want is somebody
who’s going to be able to listen to them,
you know, without trying to interrupt,”

Diaz says.
Diaz is one of the 25 Women You

Need to Know for 2019. In its 13th year,
the program is the Tallahassee Demo-
crat’s way of honoring women who lead.
Look for their profiles during March and
see videos on tallahassee.com.

She has long wanted to work with
people who identify as LGBTQ, espe-
cially people like herself who are trans-
gender. So, when she was approached
with the opportunity while working as a
peer advocate at Big Bend Cares, she felt
she could not say no.

“But I didn’t have a clue as to what

impact it has made on,
not only other peoples’
lives, but also mine, too,”
she says. “

Diaz hails from Brook-
lyn, New York, where she
was raised primarily by
her grandmother in a

Pentecostal and Baptist household. At
13, she moved with her family to South
Florida and it was there, at the end of
her teenage years, that Diaz began per-
forming as a drag queen. But the pres-
sures of a more conservative household
and familial obligations required that

Diaz put aside her makeup and dresses
for a while to raise her three children.

Over the next two decades while rais-
ing her family, Diaz stumbled through 

See DIAZ, Page 6C

25 WOMEN YOU NEED TO KNOW

Janel Diaz infuses compassion into community
CD Davidson/Hiers
Special to Tallahassee Democrat
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

Diaz

Presenting the 25 Women
The 25 Women You Need
to Know and 5 Young
Women to Watch is pre-
sented by Moore, a na-
tionally ranked communi-

cations and marketing agency.
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Town” will conclude on March 3, and
Mandel couldn’t be prouder of his
strong and talented cast. He’s also hon-
ored to have a setting for the work that
mirrors the time period of the play—the
plot of “Our Town” begins in 1901 and the
opera house was built in 1890. 

“The local historical society did an
event where they assembled old pic-
tures of Monticello in the opera house,”
says Mandel. “It reinforces the feeling
that even though the play is about a fic-
tional town in New Hampshire, the
town is the same size as Monticello is
today. There are a lot of connections
there.” 

Living in a town on the outskirts of
New York City, Mandel was exposed to
theater at a young age. He recalls seeing
“Oklahoma!” on Broadway and being
delighted by its western scenes. “Fid-
dler on the Roof” was another favorite,
and Mandel would go on to play Lazar
Wolf, the village butcher in a Quincy
Music Theatre production.

Though he enjoys musicals, Mandel
is more partial to dramas like Eugene
O’Neill’s “The Iceman Cometh” and
George Bernard Shaw’s “Saint Joan.” 

As an actor for the Florida State Uni-
versity’s film school, he is often cast as
the heavy —or main antagonist — tak-
ing on the roles of gangsters, mob
bosses and crooked businessmen. How-
ever, Mandel has since shifted his focus
from actor to director in recent years. He
directed his first show, “Look Home-
ward Angel” by Thomas Wolf in his early
20s, taking inspiration for his approach
to directing from his high school English
and drama teacher. 

“I got from him the idea that the di-
rector has to have an artistic vision of
the whole production,” says Mandel.
“Even if you have 20 good actors, you
can’t have them doing 20 different
styles. In the end, the director has to
have a sense of shaping the actors to-
ward a vision.” 

Mandel finds the most joy in that
shaping process, molding actors into
their characters and allowing them the
freedom to make choices early on in the
rehearsal process. 

“I’m always looking for what made
the character say that or what happened
right before the line,” says Mandel. “Is
there something hidden? Is the line the
opposite of what the character means?
When you start digging into that, won-
derful things emerge.” 

Mandel found the casting process for
“Our Town” to be complex and quips you
“can’t cast an actor in a vacuum.” While
some people may immediately appear
to fit a role, he remarks on how they also
must contain the right amount of chem-
istry for onstage relationships. 

For his creative process with “Our
Town,” Mandel spent a lot of time with

the female lead discussing how to make
quick emotional leaps in the face of the
character’s conflicts. He also wanted to
highlight the many relationships in the
town and relished in developing each
character with his cast. 

“At the first rehearsal I tell the actors
that they have a few weeks to try out
anything,” says Mandel. “Do something
utterly different from the night before or
what I suggested. At some point you
have to nail it down and start rehears-
ing, but there’s a wonderful period of
freedom at beginning.” 

After six weeks of research into the
playwright, previous staging and histo-
ry, as well as pinning down technical el-
ements like lights, sound, sets and cos-
tuming, Mandel commends his cast and
crew for their hours of hard work before
they hit the stage. Everyone is a volun-
teer who is committed to their craft —
it’s this focus that Mandel finds to be
most rewarding as a director. 

Moving to Tallahassee nearly 35
years ago, he’s proud to see the ever-ex-
panding opportunities for thespians in
the city. He encourages everyone to
“show up” to auditions and not be afraid
to reach out and join the welcoming, in-
stant community that’s created in con-
centrated theater settings. As he “walks
the boards” of the Monticello Opera
House, he hopes audiences will feel a
similar chord has been struck about the
importance of community and telling
one another’s stories. 

“It’s an emotional play,” says Mandel.
“I hope people will be moved and think
about the themes of what community
and life are about. For our time here on
earth, what should be important to us
and how should we relate to others?
Whether or not they agree with the play-
wright or how I portrayed it, if people
leave thinking and talking about the
work, then we’ve done our job.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org). 

The Monticello Opera House is presenting “Our Town” March 1-3. JEFF MANDEL

Opera
Continued from Page 1C

Monticello Opera House COURTESY OF

JEFFERSON COUNTY TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

COUNCIL

hardship — she recounts brushes with
homelessness, a serious operation for
pneumonia and collapsed lungs, and an
inner struggle with her own identity.

Six years ago, a friend convinced Diaz
to try Tallahassee’s calmer pace and
cheaper cost of living. Once here in the
capital city, Diaz began to transform.

She embraced her identity as a trans-
gender woman, and again started don-
ning the wigs and makeup and dresses
she’d left behind to reinvent the drag
queen personality, Vashai Avionce.

As for her work at the CCYS drop-in
center, Diaz describes it as a “roll-up-
your-sleeves” kind of job. On her first
day, Diaz had to break up a fight that
started amongst the kids who had come
in for help.

“I was sore that weekend,” Diaz says,
and laughs.

To the young people in her care, Diaz
frequently says, “Don’t rush.” 

“Even in adversity, even in tragic
times, if you’re getting ready to say
something you have no business saying,
take a step back and look at your sur-

roundings and observe everything —
soak everything in,” Diaz says. 

It’s taken a lifetime for her to learn
this.

“I think, sometimes in life we try to
please everybody else, we try to adjust to
everything and everyone instead of tak-
ing the time to say, ‘Look, I’m going to do
me.’ It’s OK to be selfish when it comes to
you,” she says.

Diaz recalls a memory from her own
childhood when she would run across
the playground with a Barbie doll held
aloft.

“I would go to school and I really
wouldn’t play with the boys a whole lot. I
had my friend-girls,” Diaz says. “I re-
member that vividly — I used to take
each one of my friends’ Barbie dolls and I
would run with them across the field and
pretend that no one could really see me
because I was running so fast. I couldn’t
stop running because if I stopped run-
ning, they would see me.”

Diaz has finally stopped running.
“I feel right at home here because I’m

helping others and, you know, each day
is something different,” she says. “I’m
guessing that’s what people see in me —
they see my love and compassion for
other people and it’s infectious.”

Diaz
Continued from Page 1C
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