Playing The Cape, Inside And Out

WHAT Builds A Theatre Beyond A Theatre In Cape Cod
By Davi Napoleon

Problem:
When the Wellfleer Harbor Actors

‘looked like

I'hearre (WHAT

an old oyster shack on the beach and had

-.]~|-|-._\| in « Th Cod

n 1985, the house

only 35 folding chairs.” Dramaturg Dan Lombardo sayvs those limitations

contribured to the magic they made, bur the problems were many

left because there was no wing on the lefr. *1f they

I 'ILl ian

SO |_H-uil|.' OIS Wik b f-.-.t'l_-_‘ the

couldn’t enter from stage

were in the wings on stage-right and had to entrance on stage-left

the only way to do 1t during buslding,”
iif SAVS il‘.l (&

Mavbe because

mpany always had umbrellas on hand.”

thev had little room for spectal effects—a steel beam

niersects ‘i'l taEe. just over r|n_ ctors. hi |.|- directors invited -.'|u':|:

tors to look outside at some key moments where parts of scenes occurred

I he T}H 1Ty -il \-."- [|:‘| i reputation tor intimacy |||\§ \-i'.: niurg I'Hi '.Lh‘,rl

t came to building an addivional theatre, evervone agreed the goal was to

maintamn closeness and Hexibilin
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\ctors

of Platt

tor Jeff Zinn wanted

lohn Freeman « Anderson Freeman Architects says artistic dire

to be able to start a play in front of the building or

in the lobby and then segue into the house. “We began calling this con
cept ‘theatre-all-around’ because the actors could play from any side of the
house. The action of the play could move out around the audience or even

move its location!™ Balconies with removable sears and with stairs leading

directly to the stage were a must.

Easier suid than done: Site restrictions limited the footprint, height, and

depth of the new building. Because zoming restricoons on the ( 1 ket pt the

structure to 28" above narural mean grade, a planned fly gallery went by the

hoards

Fire codes [rlrl\wi |w|--|-h matic

himited oatdoor lighting dis
ALl walls,

tor how Fast fire might pass

Sky preservation restrictions cted up

ncluding the pro

s well

scenium, were rated according through them

‘Every nme we penetrated the wall with a door or passageway, we had 1o

make sure that the fire ratngs were maintained three-dimensionally.” This




Some performances start in the lobby of Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theatre (WHAT) in

Cape Cod

was particularly tricky in a theatre that would have two sets of balconies, one

of these in the lobby when the two sets overlapped

Solution:

*Since we couldn't [ereate flexibility] by making

building bigger, uller, o
deeper, we designed the theatre to have as much dual use as we could,” Freeman
savs. Placing passagge Goors at i h end of the dressing room corndar, which lt_n'.li
lels the back of the stage, makes the full depth of the stage available to performers;
they use the comndor for crossovers

“We also placed passage doors on both the

first- and second-floor level around the stage I'has wary, the sex ond Hherwor 1[1-; =ing

“We began calling this concept
‘theatre-all-around’ because the
actors could play from any side

of the house.”
—John Freeman

room comidor could be used for a second-floor crossover, as well.”

Flexibility triumphed if actors could play from all sides of the house. “This
really means thar they need o get fram the stage to anywhere around the
penmeter of the house without going through the house,™ says Freeman, who
lFt"-.i_::!lL'-‘ doors and passageways around the auditorium, .iinn_u_f u|lh balconies
on both sides of the house that were accessible from the stage

Ihe pidee de résistance is a building entrance that resembles a proscenium
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Unable to make the bullding larger, the designers created the new space to serve

dual purposes, whanever possible

arch. When performances ocour or begm outdoors, actors can |||;1\ on the
large “apron” in front of the faux entry arch. *It’s all exposed steel so they can
fly banners or a curtain,” Freeman notes

*There is an intimacy when vou reveal some of the secrets behind a show,”

adds Fred man, who left tructure and ducts ¢ I]Hl'»ui panong the steel inside

the house black to avoid inopportune reflections, The 210-seat house has just
ten rows with no middle aisle, and actors work at eye level. Stadium seating
ensures there’s not a bad sear anywhere

Although local authonties have not approved outdoor performances, the
theatre hopes to show it can work without disturbang anyone, and the courtyard
15 S€t up ullh outdoor theatrical In_'!nm-..! Ihe two-sti Wy lobbw also features a
balcony, with carefully planned sight lines, light bars, and a dimmer cireuit. *The
structure of the lobbwy s set up so they can pat h rigEing m," savs Freeman

The team tried wo recaloulate !M']_'_:hf L] ||||u1|_i.r XIS Sy ahove the sta

iself, but for 2 mix of economac and Pracix al reasons, hewght remained huniged
to 28, Instead, a fully n':l:]u,-d stage compensates for the hirted I'|_\ space, elite
uvely creating a second story. Dropping cut-outs of arbors into the basement
Hloor freed some room stage-right, compensatng for the imited stage wadth

[o work within fire codes and accomplish the design, *We worked closely
with the constructnon manager to make sure that every wall was buile with
the proper ratings and that each door had the proper fire ratings, hold-opens
that were tied into the fire-alarm system, and closers that were tuned o the
proper rate,” says Freeman, “Since we were proposing more penetrations
than usual in a theatre, we also had to work closely with our code consuleant

and the building department to make sure they were comfortable with our

design and process.”

WHAT will continue to use its oyster shack as a second stage, but the
company can now also work in its new proscenium house, with bells and
whistles that give 1t the Aexbility it needs when it chooses not to present
behind a fourth wall, LD
desiemeng or buildmg a concert, event,

If you bave encountered a problem whil

exhibur, or play, please tell uy abont it at dai@comcast net




