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Washington, DC.-1
pulls up outside the Jo
Performing Arts as the purp

dawn fade into morning d

the entir
pro duction of Lynn Nottages

Its going to be a big day for the
students, faculty and scaff gachered
at this early hour to prepare for
UMBC’s appearance at the American
College Theatre Festival (ACTF).
But before the cast performs before
a sold-out Terrace Theatre 13 hours
from now, there’s a truck chat needs
to be unloaded. And a set to build.
And a show to rehearse. And all of it
accomplished on an unfamiliar stage.
The first hurdle has already appeared.
A broken freight elevator means that
the picces of associate professor of
theatre Elena Zlotescu’s dynamic set
must be taken up bit by bit through the
Kennedy Centers standard elevators.
Greggory Schraven '97, the
departments technical director, is
already rallying his bleary-eyed troops
- from the back of the
pickup truck. “God
gave you muscles
aswell as good
looks.” Schraven
says to one student
without a piece of
the setin hand.
Director Eve
Muson clucks like

amorther hen over

¢s7 am.anda pickup truck

hn E Kennedy Center for the
|es and pinks of a May
ayhght. [nside the cruck is

set for the UMBC Department of Theatres
C ’ play Las Meninas.

cast members feeling the crush of pollen
on this warm spring day. Other students
hope for a glimpse of Broadway legend
Bernadette Peters, who is rehearsing for
a production of Stephen Sondheim’s

Follies elsewhere in the building.

MBC’s pcrformancc of Las
Meninas at the Kennedy Center

tonight is the capstone to another
tremendous achievementin the
theatre departmencs rich history. The
American College Theatre Festival
is American college theatres biggest
event, and UMBC’ selection as one of
four universities to perform full-length
plays here at the festival finale is the
equivalent of reaching the Final Four in
men’s and womens college basketball.

“Participating in the ACTF affords
us the opportunity to celebrate the
unique contributions that university and
college programs make to American
theatre, says Alan Kreizenbeck, a
professor of theatre who also serves as the
department chair. ‘UMBCs long—tr:rm
success in the festival demonscrates
that we take this opportunicy
seriously and that our colleagues and
audiences respond enchusiastically.”

UMBCs path to the Kennedy Center
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we do unusua
ways -
in unusual way

“Iny the world of UMBC theatre,

| plays in unusual

wasnt easy, but it was straightforward.
Las Meninas advanced through an
initial round of judging on campus in
November 2010, and then riumphed in
asecond regional round of adjudication
held at Towson University in January.
The investment of time, energy and
money required for success in the ACTF

isimmense — so the universicy only enters .

every four years or so. And this year's
success with Las Meninas is only the
latest chapter in UMBCslong legacy of
appearances at the ACTE
Only Boston University
has appeared more times
at the Kennedy Center as

arc of the festival than
or plays thatyou know  parcofthe festiv

UMBC, and Las Meninas

S. So Las Meninas joins a string of winning

productions that started

i is in hnC Wlth our a,CSthCUC- in 1975 wich Joure a

Good Man, Charlie
Brown and continued in 1979 with Five
by Becketc. The theater departmentwent
two years in a row in the 1980s - wich
a 1987 production of The lnportance
of Being Oscar and again in 1988 with
Springs Awakening. The last two visits to
the Kennedy Center were in 1996 ( The
Diary of a Scoundrel) and in 2004 (Buried).
“Theres clearly a commitmentat
UMBC Thearre o never rest on laurels,
or to simply warm-over an old idea,”
says ACTF artistic
director Gregg
Henry. “The program
always seems to
be investigating,
probing, and
challenging the
cross-disciplinary
boundaries of
the performing

arts, consistently

Eve Muson

collaborating to make unforgetable
and vital theatre evencs.”

The foundation of UMBC’s winning
production was the play itself. Zas
Meninasis an early work by Pulitzer Prize-
winning playwright Lynn Notrage, who
used a mysterious 17th century rumor of
an affair berween French Queen Marie-
Therese of Austria and an African dwarf
named Nabo as the springboard for a
tragicomic meditation on race, sexual
desire, politics and the clash of cultures.
Las Meninas begins as a broad but
brainy physical comedy and ends having
explored dark corners of the human soul.

Muson recalls being attracted by the
plays provocative intelligence when
she first read Las Meninas in 2001 in
American Theatre magazine, and says
itwas near the top of her lisc when
the department decided to compete
in the 2010-2011 ACTF cycle.

“But it wasn't just the director’s passion
for it} says Muson. “The faculey was
immediately taken with it, too. The play
speaks to the departments aspirations.
We can bring alot of design creativity to
it. In the world of UMBC theatre, we do
unusual plays in unusual ways - or plays
that you know in unusual ways. So Las

Meninasis in line with our aesthetic”

The students in the cast and crew
shared that view. Rising senior Katherine
Hileman, who played Queen Marie-
Therese, says that “in reading the play
last summer, I never looked at it as
aperiod piece. Its so contemporary
and so true to today.... [Muson]
couldnt have picked a better script”

Las Meninas had another plus
inits favor. The play’s diversity of
gender and race allowed a broad
range of roles for studentactors ata
university as diverse as UMBC.



“YouTe always looking for
something with a mixed race cast,
says Muson. “When you find that
play, you get really excited. You
say: Thave the kids to do this.”

The cast of Las Meninas was not
only diverse, butalso talented enough
to pull offa difficulc and idiosyncratic
play. Among the leads, rising senior
Sean McComas had the sensitivity
and steel to play Louis XIV as a boy
king, Katherine Kopajtic "11 doubled
up in roles as a Mother Superior
and Queen Mother of France - two
women perched on preciscly opposite
po[es of sexual PCrmissiveness.

Hileman was selected to tackle
the broad tonal shifts from comedy
to tragedy in Nottage's depiction of
Queen Marie-Therese —a spoilcd
naive monarch who falls in love with
atiny African jester and bears his
child. But the greatest challenge was
assigned to Keilyn Durrel Jones
"11 who had to answer the question:
How doesa 617 actor play a dwarf?

Mostly in a swaggering crouch, it
turns out. It was very taxing,” Jones
says with a gentle laugh. “I was icing
my knees often, and there was always
the smell of Ben Gay and ibuprofen.”

Muson concurs. ‘Tt was hard, she says.

“The body had to be believable enough.

But what I find with theatre audiencesis -

that if you say, "This is how weTe going to

do a dwarf the audience will be happy to

go with you as long as you dont violate it”

Terrace Theatre — 11 a.m.

Its late morning, and allis quiet
backstage. The costumes are hung
carefully in silent drt:ssing rooms.

But the stage buzzes with activity
and high-spirited banter. Departmenc

associate staff member Terry Cobb has
got the lights arranged, and now everyone
clse (actors included) lay down the
gaudy floor of the setand wipe down the
Mylar panels that evoke the multitude
of mirrors at the pa[acc of Versailles.
Greggory Schraven’s voice puncruates
each accompiishmcnt witha persistent
and enthusiastic cry of “‘Rockn’roll!”
Indeed, spirits are a little too high and
unfocused for Eve Muson, who comes
back into the theatre as the set nears
completion and tries to get everyone
refocused on the imminent performance.
She asks sharp questions, assigns tasks,
sets a time to break for lunch — and frets.
“Its getting a little oodgie-poodgie”
observes Muson of the mood
onstage. She wants less oodge and less
poodge and more concentration.

A nother factor in selecting Las
eninas as UMBCs entry in the
ACTF was the possibilities offered

for Elena Zlotescu to depict French
King Louis XIV's sumptuous court at
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Versaillesin her set
and costume design.
Butasan
accomplished and
award-winning
designer, Zlotescu
is less obsessed with
the look of the
play (‘anyone can
design a beautiful
set’) than with
how the play’s
richness will shine through in her work.
Las Meninas is told from the point of view
of the convent-bound child of Queen
Marie-Therese and Nabo, and an air of
fable and fact mix uneasily in the story.
“You can tell from the play what is real,
what is memory, what is imagination,
says Zlotescu. “Its a combination of
different worlds.” The two-way mirrors
used by police in interrogation rooms
were one inspiration: “You are behind
the mirror, but you sce everything.”
Versailles and its

| “YOU C‘éll’l)t tCH from the Play startling mirrored halls

were also an inspiration,

What 1s I'CE].L What is memory, Zlotescu adds, as much

what is imagination. Icsa
n of different worlds.  ofche French courtas

combinatio

for their usefulness in
the political ambitions

their grandiose beauty.

“The most impressive moment
in Versailles is when you are in the
lobby with 2 lot of mirrors, Zlotescu
observes. “Bur why did Louis XIV
choose to have mirrors on both sides?
Wellif you are in that hall wich just
five people, you will be multiplied and
it seems as if you are surrounded by
100 people. It was about power.”

Zlotescus set mirrored the plays
intellectual complexity, butitalso
possessed a remarkable simplicity in

its practical design —a key to allowing
the technical team to meet the festival’s
requirements that departments build
and strike the setwithin a single day.

“Tdont like things too complicated;
says Zlotescu. “You can suggest
everything with simplicicy.”

Despite its simplicity, Zlotescus se
did challenge the technical capabilities of
UMBC’s department. The departments
secret weapon in making things work
smoothly, she says, is Greggory Schraven.

“He will never say 'no.” says Zlotescu.

Schraven says that the planning
required for the traveling versions of
Las Meninas at Towson University
and the Kennedy Center “is
intensive, almost military.” There
are spreadsheets and schedules
coordinated with a team led by senior
stage manager Kiirstn Pagan ’11.

Pagan says that “things do have to
change a bit” when the show shifts to a
new theatre. At Towson, she says, the
crew and actors were “super enthusiastic
and energeric to get the show up in
the three hours that we had to do it.”

The careful preparation and energy,
Pagan and others say, led to the
performance at Towson being one
of the best of the entire Las Meninas
experience. “We were all shocked
at Towson at how well and how
relaxed we were with the show.”

Interviewed a week or so before the
Kennedy Center performance, however,
Schraven was already wrestling with
the fact that “the Kennedy Center was
not made for the modern truck.”

Little did he know that the freight
elevator would be busted, too. Yet
Schraven made sure that everything
went to plan on the big day - even
with that unexpected hurdle.
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