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World Premiere Wisconsin: 
A yearlong, statewide celebration of new 

plays and musicals returns in 2026! 
January 1 - December 31, 2026 

-Festival features theaters premiering new works throughout Wisconsin- 
 

World Premiere Wisconsin 

[January 5th, 2026] – Three years ago, World Premiere Wisconsin (WPW) launched its inaugural 

statewide festival, bringing together nearly 50 theater companies, hundreds of artists, and 

thousands of audience members from across Wisconsin to celebrate bold new work created 

right here at home. The 2023 festival not only energized the state's creative ecosystem—it 

captured national attention. Among the six finalists for The American Theatre Critics Association 

(ATCA) 2024 Harold and Mimi Steinberg/ATCA New Play Award were two plays, The Heart Sellers 

by Lloyd Suh and I Carry Your Heart With Me by Jennifer Blackmer, which proudly premiered at 

Milwaukee Repertory Theater and Third Avenue PlayWorks, respectively, as part of the 

groundbreaking World Premiere Wisconsin initiative. The festival was recognized in outlets such 

as American Theatre Magazine and The New York Times for its innovation and statewide impact. 
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https://americantheatrecritics.org/finalists-announced-for-2024-steinberg-atca-new-play-award/
https://www.milwaukeerep.com/
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In 2026, World Premiere Wisconsin returns—bigger, bolder, and now spanning an entire year. 

Festival Producer Samantha Martinson and Assistant Festival Producer Allie Babich, in tandem 

with the board of directors, are spearheading WPW’s second incarnation. Now a newly-minted 

not-for-profit, WPW continues its mission to build connections amongst Wisconsin artists, 

strengthen the state’s creative economy, and showcase the vibrant arts, culture, and tourism 

that make this an extraordinary place to live and visit. 

WPW remains the only statewide festival of its kind in the country—a coordinated, 

multi-institution effort focused exclusively on launching new theatrical work. Its model has been 

cited by arts leaders nationwide as a potential blueprint for collaborative revitalization in the 

performing arts sector. The 2026 festival aims to build on that success, demonstrating that 

Wisconsin remains a national leader in new-play development and community-centered arts 

innovation. 

“WPW proved in 2023 that when Wisconsin’s theater community comes together, remarkable 

things happen,” said WPW Founder and Board Chair, Jen Uphoff Gray. “The success of that first 

festival exceeded our hopes—it built new relationships, amplified Wisconsin on the national 

stage, and celebrated the incredible storytelling happening in every corner of our state. In 2026, 

we’re expanding that work across a full year, deepening our investment in local artists and 

inviting even more people to discover the power of original Wisconsin-made theater.” 

WPW Festival Producer Samantha Martinson added: “WPW continues to show what's possible 

when creative artists get together to build something new. This festival proves that Wisconsin 

theaters know how to lead the way forward.” 

About the 2026 Festival 

The 2026 World Premiere Wisconsin festival will run January 1 - December 31, 2026 and 

feature new world premieres from theater companies statewide; workshops, readings, and 

productions supporting both emerging and established writers; community partnerships that 

link theater with cultural tourism and local businesses; and statewide events designed to 

engage audiences and highlight regional arts ecosystems. 

As in 2023, WPW will highlight the breadth of Wisconsin’s theater-making—urban and rural, 

emerging and established, experimental and traditional—inviting audiences to travel, explore, 

and celebrate stories born from Wisconsin communities. WPW welcomes any and all theaters, 

producers, and artists to join the festival and produce new works throughout the year with no 

financial barriers.  

 



 

WORLD PREMIERE WISCONSIN 2026 FESTIVAL SCHEDULE 
 

WPW Festival Schedule 
 
Please refer to the website for additions and any updates to the full WPW festival schedule. 

Listings are subject to change. For specific production updates, please refer to the producing 

theater’s website for the most up-to-date information, including runtimes and how to purchase 

tickets.  

 

This list captures the world premiere productions that are currently announced by individual 

theaters. Additional performances from other participating theaters will be provided as theaters 

release information and season announcements.  

 
Currently announced productions: 
 

MILWAUKEE/SOUTHEASTERN WISCONSIN​
 

●​ MAYBE WE’LL FLY by Marie Kohler and Josh Schmidt at Milwaukee Opera Theater, 

January 16-18 
●​ GEORGE & GRACIE: A LOVE STORY by Tami Workentin at Milwaukee Repertory Theater, 

May 1-June 14 and at Northern Sky Theater fall 2026 

 

MADISON/CENTRAL WISCONSIN​
 

●​ BEFORE THE MOUNTAINS OF MADNESS by David Daniel at Two Crows Theatre 

Company, January 22-February 1 

●​ A LOVE LETTER by AJ Juarez of BARRIO Dance and Theater LILA at ART House 360, 

February 5-15 

●​ EVERLASTING FAINT music by Scott Gendel and libretto by Sandra Flores-Strand at 

Madison Opera, February 13-15  

●​ MIDWESTERN GOODBYES by Charly Sparks at Madison College, February 20-28 

●​ TIARA’S HAT PARADE by Paige Hernandez at Children’s Theater of Madison, March 7-22 

●​ MISS DOOR COUNTY by Nathan Fosbinder at Music Theater of Madison, March 20-21 

●​ STEADY SHE GOES by Erica Berman and Scott McKenna Campbell and DAN SEAVEY: 

CONFESSIONS OF A GREAT LAKES PIRATE by Tom Kastle at Four Seasons Theatre, March 

28-29 

●​ LADY DISDAIN by Lauren Gunderson at Forward Theater Company, April 9-26 

https://www.milwaukeeoperatheatre.org/current-season-2
https://www.milwaukeerep.com/shows/show/george-gracie-a-love-story/
https://www.twocrowstheatrecompany.org/2026
https://www.theatrelila.com/tickets
https://www.madisonopera.org/everlastingfaint/
https://madisoncollege.edu/student-experience/performing-arts?utm_source=print&utm_medium=vanity-url&utm_campaign=performing-arts
https://ctmtheater.org/see-a-show/2025-26-season/
https://www.mtmadison.com/
https://fourseasonstheatre.com/on-stage-on-air-2025-2026/
https://fourseasonstheatre.com/on-stage-on-air-2025-2026/
https://fourseasonstheatre.com/on-stage-on-air-2025-2026/
https://forwardtheater.com/show/lady-disdain/


 

●​ THE IMMORTAL’S GUIDE TO DEATH by Grace Heine at Parkview Playhouse, October 

25-November 1​
 

DOOR COUNTY/NORTHEASTERN WISCONSIN​
 

●​ DR. BELLBOY AND THE FANTASTICAL BATTLE WITH THE ENERGY VAMPIRE with book & 

lyrics by Thomas Cambell and music by Benjamin Olejniczak at UW-Green Bay, February 

20-21 

●​ THE THING WITH FEATHERS by Robin Share and Clay Zambo at Northern Sky Theater, 

Summer 2026 

●​ THE CALL LIST by Brian James Polak at Third Avenue Playworks, Sept. 23-October 11 

 

Current full festival participant list: https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/join/  

 

Media Assets, Interviews & Questions 

Visual assets 
 
For WPW logos, headshots, and other visual assets, please go to: 
worldpremierewisconsin.com/media-kit/ 
 

Reviewer tickets 
 
Please contact the individual theaters to request reviewer/media tickets and to inquire about 
their comp ticket policies and procedures.  

Interviews 

Interviews with WPW team or board members, participating artists, and partner organizations 
are available upon request. High-resolution photos, logos, and additional press materials can be 
provided to support coverage.​
 

For press and media inquiries, contact:​
Samantha Martinson, Festival Producer​
admin@worldpremierewisconsin.com 

For general festival questions, contact: ​
Allie Babich, Assistant Festival Producer​
marketing@worldpremierewisconsin.com 

https://www.parkviewplayhouse.com/shows.html
https://www.uwgb.edu/theatre/events/
https://northernskytheater.com/
https://thirdavenueplayworks.org/project/season-announcement/
https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/join/
https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/media-kit/


 

There's a wealth of information on the World Premiere Wisconsin website 
(worldpremierewisconsin.com), especially on its Frequently Asked Questions page 
(worldpremierewisconsin.com/faq/).  

​
### 

About World Premiere Wisconsin 

World Premiere Wisconsin is a statewide organization supporting the Wisconsin theater 

ecosystem through the execution of World Premiere Wisconsin’s new play festivals and ongoing 

efforts to promote relationship-building amongst theater-makers, foster the development of 

new plays and musicals, and draw attention to the dynamic work being done by theaters in 

Wisconsin. WPW is proudly led by producing theaters Forward Theater, Milwaukee Repertory 

Theater, Northern Sky Theater and Ten Chimneys Foundation, with additional support from 

Festival Theaters across Wisconsin. Learn more and explore the 2026 festival at 

worldpremierewisconsin.com. 

Producing Theaters 
 

Forward Theater Company 

Forward Theater Company is the resident professional theater company at Overture Center for 

the Arts in Madison, Wisconsin. Specializing in contemporary plays, Forward was founded on a 

commitment to the cultural fabric of the Madison community, and works to provide locally 

produced, exceptional theater experiences for area audiences and to give Wisconsin’s 

professional actors, designers, and directors an artistic home. The company is committed to the 

civic life of Madison, and partners with many nonprofit organizations to bring exciting, 

engaging, and challenging theater experiences to the community. forwardtheater.com 

 

Milwaukee Repertory Theater  

Milwaukee Rep is the largest performing arts organization in Wisconsin with its new artistic 

home in the Associated Bank Theater Center featuring three unique performance venues—the 

Ellen & Joe Checota Powerhouse Theater, Herro-Franke Studio Theater, and Stackner Cabaret. 

For over seven decades, Milwaukee Rep has been a centerpiece of Milwaukee’s vibrant arts and 

cultural scene with productions ranging from Broadway musicals to Shakespeare to American 

Classics and New Works that are entertaining, inclusive and impactful. Under the leadership of 

Artistic Director Mark Clements and Executive Director Chad Bauman, Milwaukee Repertory 

Theater ignites positive change in the cultural, social and economic vitality of its community by 

creating world-class theater experiences that entertain, provoke and inspire meaningful 

https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/
https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/faq/
https://forwardtheater.com/


 

dialogue among an audience representative of Milwaukee’s rich diversity. 

www.MilwaukeeRep.com 
 

Northern Sky Theater 

Northern Sky is a must-see Door County theater experience: original musicals presented 

beneath stars and towering pines in Peninsula Park Amphitheater, as well as indoors at the 

intimate, state-of-the-art Gould Theater. No matter the venue, Northern Sky is “a Door County 

tradition…one of the most exceptional professional troupes in the country” (Chicago Tribune). 

northernskytheater.com 

 

Ten Chimneys Foundation 

Ten Chimneys is the estate lovingly created by Broadway legends Alfred Lunt and Lynn 

Fontanne. Tours of Ten Chimneys not only celebrate the one-of-a-kind collection the Lunts 

amassed during their lifetimes, but also honor the values found in every corner of the Lunts' 

lives, both on the stage and in the house they called home for more than half a century. For 

decades, Ten Chimneys was a beacon to the theater community. Ten Chimneys Foundation has 

resumed a historic role as an important place for artistic creation, discussion, and leadership 

and is dedicated to being an inspirational resource for American theater.  Among our programs 

is the groundbreaking national Lunt-Fontanne Fellowship Program, where regional theater 

actors across the country are invited to participate in a weeklong Master Class and retreat with 

a nationally renowned Master Teacher.  This program does not exist simply to serve actors but 

to strengthen the ability of actors and all aspects of theaters to enrich people’s lives as artists, 

mentors, teachers, and leaders in their communities. tenchimneys.org 

 

Biographies 
 

Jennifer Uphoff Gray (Board Chair, Founder) (she/her) is the founding artistic director of 

Forward Theater Company. Jen dreamed up World Premiere Wisconsin in September 2018 and 

spent four-plus years advocating and organizing to turn that dream into a reality. After the 2023 

Festival, Jen became Chair of WPW’s new Board. In Wisconsin, she has directed for Forward 

Theater, Madison Rep and Milwaukee Shakespeare. She directed the National Tour of 

Copenhagen, and was Associate Director on Broadway of Copenhagen, Cabaret, The Blue Room 

(starring Nicole Kidman), and The Life. Off-Broadway directing credits include the world 

premiere of Suburb at the York Theatre Company. Jen grew up in the Madison area, holds a 

degree in Dramatic Literature & Stage History from Harvard College, and is the proud parent 

(alongside husband Peter) of Jamie, Seeger, and Arden. 

http://www.milwaukeerep.com/
https://northernskytheater.com/
http://www.tenchimneys.org/


 

Samantha Martinson (Festival Producer) (she/her) is a Midwest-based director, community 

facilitator, and arts administrator. She spent 15 years in Milwaukee collaborating with regional 

theaters and arts organizations including American Players Theatre, Milwaukee Repertory 

Theater, Milwaukee Chamber Theatre, Door Shakespeare, First Stage, and Milwaukee Ballet. 

Most recently, she worked with the Playwrights’ Center in Minneapolis, facilitating the 2024–25 

new play development workshops. Upcoming directing projects: Dinner with the Duchess at 

Next Act and Sandra with Two Crows this spring. Select directing credits include Gloria 

(University of Minnesota), She Kills Monsters (First Stage), The Wolves (Marquette University), 

The Tempest (Mad Rogues), and Twelfth Night (Milwaukee Youth Theater). Assistant directing 

credits include Ring Round the Moon (American Players Theatre), A Year with Frog and Toad 

(Children’s Theatre Company), and Lauren Gunderson’s world premiere of Artemisia (Forward 

Theater). Staged readings include Casey and Diana (APT) and ESCAPEGOAT (Jungle Theater). 

Samantha is a 2024 Kennedy Center Directing Intensive fellow and a graduate of Marquette 

University. samanthamartinson.com​
​
Allie Babich (Assistant Festival Producer) (she/her/hers) grew up on and in the fine theaters 

across Wisconsin, and has performed at many, including First Stage, Renaissance Theaterworks, 

Milwaukee Opera Theatre, Skylight Music Theatre, Third Avenue Playworks, Door Shakespeare, 

Northern Sky Theater, Sunset Playhouse, Waukesha Civic Theater, and Theatre on Main. She 

also works in other states. She is a graduate of the Young Company at First Stage and the 

University of Minnesota/BFA Guthrie Theater program, and is a student of the Back Room 

Shakespeare Project. While her stuff is now elsewhere, Wisconsin remains an artistic home, and 

she is pleased as punch to serve the amazing art and artists in this state through the 2026 WPW 

festival. www.alliebabich.com  

 

View the entire World Premiere Wisconsin team here: 

https://worldpremierewisconsin.com/our-team/ 
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