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As a law professor, John Rago, L’87, concentrates on the areas 
of criminal law, criminal procedure and wrongful convictions.  
In the classroom and in his work, he stresses the need to preserve 
the rights of the accused while providing law enforcement with 
the best available means for separating those who are guilty from 
those who are not. He is known for his students-first approach to 
teaching, and that includes instilling in his students the concept 
of influencing positive change in the world. “I tell students that 
truth is a difficult conquest in any setting and that despite our 
best intentions, truth is not always achieved in the criminal justice 
system,” he says. “It is one thing to say that we make mistakes, but 
to countenance them, to fail to try to do our best as fully as lies 
within our means—that is just plain wrong.” 

Beyond the classroom, Rago’s work on wrongful convictions 
and conviction integrity locally has significantly influenced 
criminal justice reform throughout Pennsylvania. In recent years 
he has joined forces with Allegheny County District Attorney 
Steve Zappala, L’84; the county court system, led by President 
Judge Jeffrey A. Manning, L’72; and the local law enforcement 
community to spearhead a conviction integrity initiative in 
Allegheny County. “We all recognize that the integrity of the 

criminal justice system requires us to develop policies and best 
practices that serve the interests of law enforcement, victims and 
the accused—with equal vigor,” Rago asserts. 

Rago is a lifelong resident of Pittsburgh, and he and his wife, 
Ann, have raised their children Annie, Emily and John Henry, 
within the Steel City limits. With undergraduate and graduate 
degrees from Duquesne—the same grounds he currently patrols 
as an associate professor—it makes sense that the majority of 
his service work is centered on the needs of his hometown and 
home state. But Rago is also a citizen of the world, and his vision 
expands well beyond geopolitical boundaries. For instance, one 
of his most stringent passions resides with a special school in the 
United Kingdom: the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts in 
the port city of Liverpool, England.

LIPA is a relatively young school, but one with fascinating 
links to history. A university-level institution dedicated to 
developing a unique blending of specialist and generic skills 
within the performing arts, LIPA was founded in 1996, and since 
that time has become firmly established as a leader among the 
U.K.’s higher education performing arts academies. Celebrity 
performing artists are part of the school’s landscape, but this is 

L-R: Ann and John Rago, Sir Paul McCartney, and Rago’s children, Emily and John Henry. Missing from the photo is daughter Annie.
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nobody’s personal showpiece; it’s a serious 
institution absolutely committed to using the 
performing arts as motivation for cultivating 
attributes and skills aimed at breathing life 
into the world.

LIPA was founded by current principal 
Mark Featherstone-Witty, OBE, with 
considerable help from the Institute’s lead 
patron, Sir Paul McCartney. McCartney’s 
initial interest was in restoring the building 
that once housed the Liverpool Institute High 
School for Boys. His motivation was partly 
sentimental. He had attended the school as 
a youth, as had his friend George Harrison. They would go on to 
gain a certain measure of success during the 1960s as members 
of a rock ’n’ roll band called the Beatles. When the soon-to-be-
knighted McCartney casually visited the original school building 
a few years after the Institute had officially closed in 1985, he was 
troubled by its dilapidated condition. Ever the artist, he began 
envisioning ways to refurbish and restore the site. As rain falling 
through the ceiling interrupted his visionary wandering, he 
determined then and there that he would find a way to fix  
the holes. 

Featherstone-Witty came to the project from a different 
direction. His own eclectic background included time spent as 
an accountant, an educator, a writer, an editor, a theater director 
and an actor. During the 1980s he founded or assisted with 
the founding of three colleges: Capital College, the London 
School of Insurance and the London School of Publishing. After 
absorbing the blockbuster movie Fame, a 1980 film directed by 
fellow Londoner Alan Parker, Featherstone-Witty was inspired 
to work toward establishing a performing arts school as his next 
educational project. 

Interested contributors, including Alan Parker and 
entrepreneur Richard Branson, began coming on board, but 
the project would require a number of miniscule pieces to 
come together in a particular manner in order to be realized. 
Making it happen would not be easy, but one vital personality 
emerged as a unifying force in the form of Sir George Martin, the 
multi-talented icon of the London music scene. Martin was an 
accomplished musician, arranger, composer, conductor and audio 
engineer—though he was primarily known as the producer of the 
Beatles. He had a knack for turning ingenious ideas into reality. 
Among other connections, Martin put the word in Featherstone-
Witty’s ear that a certain Liverpudlian bass player might have a 
useful idea to contribute to the performing arts school project.

This meeting of the two minds, Featherstone-Witty and 
McCartney, was the starting point of several difficult years of 
planning, fundraising and building, but the Liverpool Institute for 
Performing Arts officially opened its doors to students in January 
1996. With a royal flourish but with predictably few words, the 

Backstage at Wembley Arena (London, England): Ann and John 
Rago interviewing Paul McCartney for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 
July 24, 1990.
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historic building was officially opened 
by Her Majesty the Queen in June of 
the same year. LIPA was a reality.

Founded in 1825, the Institute 
where future Beatles George and Paul 
attended school was first known as 
the Liverpool Mechanics’ School of 

Arts. In 1856 a new name was bestowed upon 
the evolving school: The Liverpool Institute 
and School of Art. In the 1880s, a new building 
next to the principal building on Mount Street 
was opened to house the School of Art, and 
the two academies would officially separate in 

1905. Among those who were admitted to the art college in the 
late 1950s were John Lennon and Stuart Sutcliffe, two rebellious 
artists who would in time hook up with Paul McCartney and 
George Harrison from the Institute in the aforementioned rock ’n’ 
roll band. After the School of Art was relocated to the new Art & 
Design Academy, LIPA purchased the original building in March 
2012, thus reuniting the two buildings as well as the collaborative 
energies of the famous pupils who had passed through the halls on 
their way to altering the course of music history. 

Because of its famous lead patron, LIPA is popularly 
associated with music, but as its name suggests, it is indeed devoted 
to the performing arts. This includes courses in acting, applied 
theater, community drama, dance, management, sound technology, 
and theater performance design and technology. Almost a third 
of the undergraduate students come from countries outside of 
the United Kingdom, with more than 40 different nationalities 
represented. Only 250 of over 4,500 applicants are accepted each 
year for LIPA’s three-year BA (Honours) degree programs and 
one-year Foundation Certificate programs. Although competition 
for acceptance is high, the academic programs emphasize 
collaboration rather than competition between students, thus 
encouraging students from different disciplines to work alongside 
each other during course work just as they will when they enter 
the performing arts industries. 
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The connection between the Liverpool Institute for 
Performing Arts and Professor John Rago of the Duquesne 
School of Law began when LIPA was still just an idea in the heads 
of its co-founders. Rago had an affinity for London, and he would 
come to think of the English city as a second home. He and his 
wife Ann were married in London, with their wedding reception 
being held in the canteen of Abbey Road Studios—the same 
studio where the Beatles had recorded much of their classic work. 
For Beatles fans such as the Ragos, celebrating their marriage in 
such a hallowed place was the stuff of fantasy. But their personal 
magical mystery tour had barely begun.

In 1989, John and Ann Rago were expecting their first child. 
John had graduated from the Law School just two years previous, 
and they were living on a shoestring budget. Still, when they 
heard that Paul McCartney was planning a concert tour of the  
U.S.—his first since 1976—they were intent on scrounging 
enough cash for a couple of tickets. But getting tickets to see a 
McCartney show required more than money; it required luck and 
timing. The shows sold out as soon as they were announced. John 
tried Chicago, New York and other cities, but the answer was the 
same for each city: sold out. But this was in the days before the 
internet, and he was searching for the tickets via telephone, which 
is where he ran into timing and luck. While he was on the phone 
trying to purchase tickets, three new shows were announced in 
Los Angeles. Before he even had a chance to think about it, he 
bought two tickets for each of the three shows. He would soon 
add two more tickets for a show at Wembley Stadium in London. 
Their savings were depleted, but this was for Paul McCartney. 
One day their baby would understand why those first few months 
were a little spare of luxuries.

Ann Rago worked as director of public relations at 
Duquesne University, and as such she was able to get press 
credentials for both Ragos, which would at least make sure 
they were going to get their money’s worth. They soon found 

themselves at the L.A. Forum attending a press conference for 
their favorite Beatle. At Ann’s suggestion, John approached one of 
the tour coordinators with the intention of inquiring about the 
possibility of press passes for the London show. The man turned 
out to be publicist Geoff Baker, and when he heard that the Ragos 
were from Pittsburgh, he assumed John was looking to write a 
preview for a show in Pittsburgh that had been scheduled but not 
announced. “Oh, do you want a one-on-one with Paul?” Timing 
and luck once again shined on the Ragos. The interview was lined 
up to coincide with their London trip, and the Post-Gazette was 
pleased to be getting such a scoop in advance of the Pittsburgh 
show. 

The big day in London finally arrived, and with Ann’s skills 
leading the way, the interview began. Early in the meeting, a very 
nervous John blurted out his first question: “Why do you have 
mud all over your shoes?” Before he could take the question back, 
the music icon responded, “Because I was dipping sheep this 
morning.” A 45-minute casual and friendly conversation followed, 
with Paul McCartney asking as many questions as he answered. 
The shows that followed were wonderful and the Post-Gazette 
article was well-received. The Ragos had experienced a storybook 
encounter with a legend—one who, for their generation, could 
be called THE legend—just as an even more profound chapter of 
their life was beginning—their family.

But as it turned out, the Beatle story wasn’t over. A few 
months later, John received a phone call from London. Paul and 
Linda McCartney were sending their compliments for a fine 
article, and they had a request. Paul was at that moment trying to 
get LIPA off the ground, and he was wondering if the Ragos had 
any thoughts about how to get publicity going from the States’ 
point of view. The answer was yes.

John became passionately involved from that point on. He 
helped create a nonprofit for LIPA in the U.S. and organized 
various fundraising events and other means for bringing in 

Sir Paul McCartney, front row center, with newly named fellow companions: Back row (L-R): Scott Rodger, John Rago, Mark Featherstone-
Witty, Conor Murphy and Hugh Padgham; and, front row (L-R): Sharon Watson, Noddy Hodder, Gemma Bodinetz, Fran Healy and James 
Thompson, ahead of the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts graduation ceremony at the Echo Arena, Liverpool.
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funds for the school. Whenever McCartney toured, 
the Ragos were in charge of the “LIPA Ticket” for 
each show, a $1,000 ticket that included special 
seating, meeting the band and other perks, with all 
of the money going to the nonprofit. Over the years, 
there have been various charity events and special 
concerts internationally, and John Rago has been 
there, continuing to represent the States’ point 
of view. In the process, he has brought scores of 
interested donors into the project, not because of 
Paul McCartney’s name, but because of a genuine 
dedication to the mission of LIPA.

When the subject is broached, John treads carefully. He 
wants it understood that his involvement with LIPA comes from 
a much higher calling than Beatlemania. “I have a passionate love 
for the arts,” he explains. “The highest form of human expression 
is not the law; it’s not accountants; it’s not engineers; it’s not even 
physicists or the natural scientists. The highest form of human 
expression is through the arts—man and woman’s ability to 
create beauty. (Professor Robert) Taylor, my colleague on the 
faculty, now retired, introduced me to this concept of beauty, the 
hierarchy of creation: When people create beauty in any artistic 
form it’s pleasing to God. That inspires me.” 

Nourishing the arts, working toward providing the means 
for passing on artistic talent from generation to generation, is the 
motivation. For John Rago, art transcends the earthly struggles. 
“When Paul McCartney performs, there’s a spiritual dimension 
to it. Life is suspended. I’m a lawyer, not an artist, but anything I 
can do to aid that process, I’ll do it. The point of service is to help 
people who need the help. That includes people who have been 
wrongly convicted, police who need evidenced-based practices to 
earn the public confidence, or someone who needs direction for 
artistic expression. Helping is the key.”

But at no point does Professor Rago lose sight of his own 
professional calling. “The message for the story, particularly 
for people considering whether or not they want to pursue a 
legal education, or even for lawyers who are in their profession 
and looking for other ways to be fulfilled, is that the ability to 
do good things is all around us. We have to be mindful of the 
opportunities. God opens up these little portals for us all the time. 
The opportunity to interview Paul McCartney in 1989 was such a 
portal, and it was opened by something simple my wife said to me 
in passing.”

Much has happened for the Ragos since that day in L.A. 
Not only are both widely recognized for accomplishments in 
their fields, they have seen their family blossom. “My life has 
been blessed with a wonderful family. Anything good that comes 
out of me is a product of my faith, a product of my family, and 
a product of the people in my life who I love and who love me. 
That naturally includes the people of Duquesne University. Many 
friends have come through Duquesne, a place that I love. And 
I especially have to give my wife a lot of credit. Aside from her 
talents, her heart and her spirit are much sharper and much better 
than my own.” 

The spiritual concept of service through the arts is also 
being strongly displayed by the younger generation of Ragos. 

“Our daughter Annie studied opera and was graduated from 
Northwestern University and the Royal Academy of Music at 
London; she’s a first class artist,” John explains. “My daughter Emily, 
currently studying in London, is an exceptional film artist. Our son 
John Henry, the youngest at 15, is studying Production Technology 
at a performing arts high school and is a very talented self-taught 
guitarist, and like me he’s still searching. But when it comes to the 
arts, they all ‘get’ it. My three kids are all better than me, and I’m 
thrilled to be able to say that.”

In July of 2015, the Ragos returned to England, this time to 
attend the LIPA graduation ceremony and to witness Sir Paul 
McCartney’s bestowing of the annual LIPA Companionships. 
LIPA Companions are individuals in the midst of outstanding 
careers within the performing arts who share their experience 
and expertise directly with LIPA students. Over the years the list 
has included Giles Martin, Billy Ocean, John Hurt, Robin Gibb 
and many other notable artists and people from the business 
of performance art. Each year an Honoured Friend, someone 
who is not directly involved in the performing arts but who has 
had a positive influence on the school, is included among the 
Companions. The Honoured Friend for 2015 was American law 
professor John T. Rago.

“My passion for the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts 
has everything to do about the honesty and the integrity of LIPA, 
its people and their program. Whether we teach lawyers, or artists, 
or history majors, we have a fundamental duty to our students to 
do our best and to be faithful to our mission. LIPA does this and so 
much more. To be an Honoured Friend with such a distinguished 
group is something that never would have crossed my mind 
under my wildest imagination. The attraction was and remains the 
honesty I saw in Mark Featherstone-Witty, Paul McCartney and 
the folks at LIPA.”

Trying to put his experience with LIPA in context is 
important to John. He recognizes that selflessness is important, 
that the ego needs to be quieted in the act of true giving, yet he 
also realizes that carrying the message is a vital part of service. “If 
you are an honest broker of ideas, if you are a passionate person, 
if you are truthful with your feelings to yourself and others, in the 
end good things will happen,” he muses, adding, “Being a lawyer 
helped me to do certain things that I might not have otherwise 
been able to do. But without the Lord, without Jesus Christ, I don’t 
have hope for doing anything right.” 
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The LIPA Ticket
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