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A history of recent Mark-led 

grants: 

Tyler Arts Council 

FY24  Community theater 

production of "Annie"  

FY24  12 Angry Jurors 

FY23  Summer Concert 

FY23  Love Letters 

FY20  Fall Arts Council Events 

FY18  501c3 Funding 
 

Lake Benton Opera House 

FY21 Operating Support Year 2 

FY21 Virtual equipment and 

software 

FY20 Operating Support Year 1 

FY19 Operating Support Year 2 

FY19 Equipment upgrade 

FY18 Operating Support 

FY16 Building Repairs and 

Lighting Upgrade  

FY16  Operating Support 

FY15 Sounds system upgrade 

FY15 Winter Project 2014-15 

FY14  Facility/Equip. Upgrades 

… plus 20 more years of grants 

and art projects…. 



The SW MN Arts Council proudly serves 18 counties in the rural communities of Minnesota. 

Th e a t er  has played a major role in the life of Mark Wilmes of Tyler, Minnesota. For more 

than 30 years Mark has been involved in community theater having served on the board of directors 
of the Lake Benton Opera House including being the president and artistic director. He has directed 
numerous productions over these years, both at the opera house and at Tyler High School. As such 
he has been a mentor to countless individuals in the area.  

A quiet, humble, and unassuming individual, Mark is a titan in his local communities. Since 1997 he 
worked as a newspaper editor, currently managing editor for Tyler, Lake Benton and Hendricks 
newspapers. Wilmes has been honored multiple times by the Minnesota Newspaper Association for 
ad creation, photography and as a columnist.  

What Mark is most proud of in all his work is the transformation he’s witnessed in community 
members through their participation in community theater. He credits grant funding and support 
from the Southwest Minnesota Arts Council as being “crucial to keeping area organizations open and 
thriving.” While the grants have supported upgrades to lighting and sound systems, operational 
expenses, advertising, and production which are all tangible benefits and easy to see; what is unseen 
is far more impactful and the hidden benefits go much deeper according to Wilmes.  

“I have witnessed many wonderful transformations over the years from people who have come to 
participate in a play or musical show who were filled with self-doubt and lack of self-worth. They’ve 
fought through those issues enough to come and do something that frightens them but attracts them 
just the same.”  

These impacts on individuals and organizations are a vital part of community building, on creating a 
sense of belonging. Wilmes is a fierce advocate of diversity and inclusivity. All are welcome to 
participate no matter what their skin color is, what their gender or orientation is, what their ability 
level is, whether they have a disability or not. Creating a welcoming and safe space for all types of 
people to come together and create an artform is the hallmark of success in these small community 
theaters in Southwest Minnesota.  

Another aspect of the impact of grant funding in rural communities is of an economic nature.  Mark 
knows first-hand that these small communities directly benefit every time a play or musical is 
produced because it draws individuals and families into town from all over the region. In addition to 
attending the production, these same people eat at local restaurants, gas up at the convenience 
store, spend a night or two in local hotels or B&B’s, and more. The economic benefits are tangible for 
local businesses.  

Proof of the impact on individuals and family members come in the form of letters Wilmes has 
received over the years from individuals thanking Mark for creating the safe space in the theater. 
One particular young woman whom Mark had been mentoring over the years was dealing with self-
doubt. He had been working with her since the age of eight or nine years old. She was never 
confident in her talent but couldn’t resist the lure of performing. Recently this same young woman 
from tiny Lake Benton, Minnesota participated in blind auditions on NBC’s “The Voice.” She chose to 
work with Gwen Stefani and has been a great sense of pride not only to Wilmes and to her family, 
but to the entire community and region. “When she learned that she was going to be auditioning and 
subsequently was chosen to continue, she contacted me to thank me for the confidence she gained 
from participating in our shows over the years.”   

Wilmes continues to be a positive force in the community and is currently focusing efforts to work 
with high school theater. He credits continued support from the granting system in Minnesota for 
keeping theater alive in rural communities. “A small community theater is still active in part from the 
support we have received from the Southwest Minnesota Arts Council. It is about far more than new 
lights or new speakers. It is about the lives that have been positively impacted, lives that have been 
changed forever. You cannot put a price on that kind of help.”  


