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Melinda Pacha creates clever set for JET drama

By Cnthin Broidonbach
special writer

N THE SET of “Slow Dance
Q on the Killing Ground,"
cigarette butts lay seat-

tered under the pay phone,
fuclory grime coats the windows of
the little Brooklyn store, and Elvis
es from 4 record jacket in the
e box

Minute attention to multiple de-
tnls recre: the avra of time and
-+ 1952 in a run-down factory
sstrict of Braoklyn ~ for the drama
playing through Sunday at the Jew-
ish o Ensemble Theatre jn West
Hlomfeld
nic designer Melinda Pacha
hah) created the
Hanley's “Slow
" Ske deseribes her detailed
sugiestive realism”™ — re-
ishie because she strives for the
conwes from accurate de-
il as making certain the Marl-
bore Reds and Mars bars in the
store's showease really were sold n
the carly "60s and that the toaster
and vadio are of appropriate vintage
ive because, “Surfaces are
sted and they look painted,” and
the set partially lacks walls

[
and ce <

Her sets are realistic but leave
roum for imagination, an essential
part of the magie of theater, Audi-
ences know the drama and set are
pretend, vet they believe at the same
time in thieir treth and reality.

PACHA EXPLAINS how a set
warks before the action even begins.
“When people walk into the theater
tefore the show and see the set, it
wold eteate a sense of anticipation,
ke them wonder *Who Jives in this
I envision audience mem-
ving time o slowly absorb

. to move into the mood,
sphere and tone of the set.”
chi, a tenured professor at the
of Detroit, begins her
s resident scenic and
ne designer for the unlversity's
Theatre Company. She also deslgns
free lance for olher theaters Includ-
Attic Theatre, Lansing's
Hoarshead Theatre and the new Jew-
1sh Ensemble Theatre.

A goed set like the wne she de-

the visu,

ing the

After the design phase
comes construction of
a set and scavenging
for props to bring the
concep! to reality.

DAN DEAN/statt pholographes

Scenic designer Melinda Pacha has done sets for many theater

groups in the Detroil area.

signed for JET goes beyound time
and place to reflect the character of
the people who live there. In the
three-character play, “Slow Dance,”
the store and its adjacent living
quarters belong to Glas, a German
refugee as haunted by what he did
during World War I as by what he
failed to do.

Pacha cays, "The work of a de-
signer 15 to try to dig through the
seript to find what will lead to mak-
ing decisions to underline the spoken
words. The space is an outward man-
ifestation of Glax Tt must reflect
him."

The play opens with Glas taking
careful inventory of his store’s stock.
This man lives behiod {isthy windows
and seldom sweeps his floor {re-
member the accumulated cigarette
butts under the phone). How cauld a
metlculons man ignore such dirt?

Pacha says that despite his order-
iy character, there are memories
Glas cannot face, so he lets some
things slide rather than take a thor-
ough psychic inventory. The condi-
tion of his shop is an oulward repre-
sentation of the condition of his
psyche.

THE WINDOWS are so grimy the
characters can't see through them.
Only the ominous, rotating blue lght
of a police car un the street outside
cuts through 1the nearly opaque
grime. The filthy windows cut off the
outside world and create what Pa-
cha calls a "cocuening effect” — an
apt for what happens to

three strangers onc night inside the
little store.

The windows closc in the tense in-
terior, separate it from the night and
the “kitling ground" outslde and al-
low a subtle metamorphosis to take
place as three unlikely and separate
people touch one another's lives.

Something as minimal as coating
doors and windows already dusty
from storage in the U of D's drama
department works on multiple levels
in the production. The dirty glass
places the play in a gritty, factory
district. 1t reveals aspects of Glas'
character and also amplifies the dra-
ma's mood and underscores its
themes, Not bad for a little carefully
cuitivated dirt.

Explaining her philosophy of set
design, Pacha says, "When you go
back to the basics of what theater is,
an actoer speaking words, al! the rest
— sets, lights, costumes — are mere
embellishment. They're really not
needed, so you have to subjugate
them to the play. The set helps cre-
ate movement, spectacle, mood and
character.”

Before she begins designing a set
50 it will echo and underscore mean-
ing and yet remain subjugated to the
play, she reads the seript and “lis-
tens to what the characters have to
say about themselves and about cach
other,” and she gets a feel for the
mood and meaning of the play. She
talks to the director and the lighting
designer te sec how they visualize
the set because she says, “Making
theater is a collzborative art. I can't

A grimy litlle store in 8rookiyn, back in 1962, is
lliam Hanley's play “Slow

the selting for

Dance on the Killing Ground,” current produc-

do what I'doin a void.”

SOME SCRIPTS give ample stage
directlons, either written by the au-
thor or added in early preductions.
Others are bare bones, and she must
totally Imagine the set and visualize
where action will take place. She
says of her approach to design, “I try
10 present the director with as many
visual options and movement possi-
bilities as possible.”

Part of those movement possibill-
ties jnvolve what some people call
islands of action, areas on the set
where particular actlons will take
place. Next she does a rendering of
her design and usually bultds a mod-
el. She says, “A good floor plan will
almost block the show.” Consequent-
ly, the set design must be complete
belere rehearsals begin.

From an artistic standpolnt, she
strives “to make it, the set, as visual-
ly intcresting as possible” She
chooses colors both for thelr psycho-
logical and mood Implicatlons and
with an awareness for the way they
work under-lights. What pleases her
about the “Sow Dance™ set Is the
way the islands of action move In-
ward, with both a physical and psy-
chological progression, from the
store with Its public soda fountain
and pay phone to Glas’ private living
quarters wherc a goldfish bowl sits
on the chrome dinette table.

Pacha can philosophlze at length

tion by the Jewish Ensemble Theatre at the
Jewish Community Center in West Bloomfield.

P

‘When people walk into the theater
before the show and see the set, it
should create a sense of anticipation,
make them wonder “Who lives in this

space?”’

on the single detail of why Glas
keeps a pet goldfish. Glas, a man
who has trouble communicating with
the rest of the world, keeps a gold-
fish to talk to, plus the {lsh repre-
sents all he has in the world, his only
remaining family.

After the design phase comer con-
structjon of a set and scavenging for
props to bring the concept to reality.
Ordinarily, she says, “I decide what
the set’s going to look like, Then I
farm it out to everyone else.” At the
new JET, “They’re still working out
the details of producing theater.”

THAT MEANS there is po shop
space or construction crew on hand,
so Pacha and her husband, Blair
Vaugh Anderson, built the set them-
selves. Anderson, lighting director
for the play, recently finlshed hls
doctorate at Wayne State Unlversity,
where he works as technlcal director
at the Bonstelle Theatre, Pacha bills

herself a passable carpenter and
likes working with ber hands, con-
structing the set, then painting the
floor to slmulate marble and the
walls to look like paneling.

Pacha keeps busy “cranklng out
sets and costumes™ for five shows at
the Theatre Company. She says, “It's
healthy for me to work In dlfferent
spaces. It keeps me from gettingin a
rut.”

She also ks enthusiastle about sup-
portlng JET. “I'm glad to see a new
theater and a ncw space. It offers
another avenue for creatlve people
-~ directors and artists. They —
Evelyn Orbach and JET — have a
commitment to spawning talent and
Irespect that.”

‘The respect is mutual. Orbach, ar-
tistie director for JET and director
of the curvent JET productlon which
showcased Pacha’s talents, says the

seenle deslgoer “has a fine eye for -

detall and feellng.”
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| MExican sampLER
PLATTER FOR TWO
1" Dine In Only « With Caupon » £

|-

FAEE BANGUET ROOM AVAIL,
Mdezican or Ameyican Cuisine

Includes.

Stenk Fajila. 2 Tacos, |
Chepso  Enchifada, El |
Padro Burito, Tostada. |
Guacamole Dip, Rice &
Beans. )
Capres 7-28-90

-

24366 GRAND RIVER
(3 Blocks W. of Telegraph) » 537-1450

It’s The Stalk
Of The Town!
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Bring the
np Bugs’
you—with Loone

enjoy  the food and

« Wetcome Mts Tor each kid

*+ Looney Tunes activity room

« Paratte
+ Call hotel and ask for Bug Hunny

464-1300

The “Camp B;gs” Family Weekend.
It’s for the Whole Family.

Iy to our Holiday Inn® hotel for our new
ily Weekend! We'll spoil them—and
Tunes™ fun and activities. Our restau-

cant has special menus and treats for kids, and you'll
the

service.
“Camp Bugs” Family Weekend stare at $69.00.
+ Supenised Holidome & outdoor activties

« Spectal visiis from Loancy Tunes charactees
vicen gifts, peizes & sauvenirs

Holiday Inn ¢+ Livonia-West
1-275 at Six Mile

(Sublect 10 avatlabitiry June 29-July 29, 1950)

Best of all,

S wah womeone yau kros 2ot
TIAA € 1000 Viwret Bros e

Clarion Hotel
& Executive Suites

Farmington Hills

Sunshine Package
Guest room » Moonlight swim
6 pm checkout Sunday only
Starting at $49

Bucket of Fun Package
Guest room * -4 plovie tickets ¢ Zoo tickets
6 paek of mxda ¢ large bag of chips
Standard room only
6 pm checkout Sunday only
Starting at $79

Summer Lovers Package
Guest roam © $30 Clarion cash © 2 cocktail coupons
2 mowic tickets « Champagne + Chocolate”
Bubble bath » Moonlight swim
6 pm checkout Sunday only
Starting at $119

1adoor poat « Complimentary continental breakfast
Exercise room * Thvoli restaurant * Right Angle lounge

Alr G

Movics & restaurants within walking distance » Free,
showtime & ¢able * Direct dial phoacs * Local calls
Convenient location » S2unas » Whirlpool

31525 W. 12 Milc Rd. » Farmington Hills, MI 48018
313/553-0000
Package Rates Based v Availability




