Studio Players go virtual with “Superhero
Princess Tales”

COURTESY STUDIO PLAYERS Malcolm (Richard Douglass, top right) slays a dragon in “Superhero Princess Tales.”

By GWEN OREL
orel@montclairlocal.news
The little boxes in which the actors appear seem interactive, in “Superhero Princess Tale,” the children’s show
at Studio Players that opens online tonight, Aug. 13.
Actors not only appear in them, they also seem to look at other actors — gesturing up to an actor in a row
above them; glaring at an actor beneath them.

“It’s kind of like special eﬀects,” says director Alyssa Hynes, who also wrote the show. It is a kind of cross
between a fairy tale medley and a superhero story. Princess! (the exclamation point is part of her name) and
Frog, the heroes, need to escape the evil Big Bad Sheep (a wolf in sheep’s clothing); they tell tales of
“SuperElla,” a young girl who saves herself from the Step Gang, and “Slaying Beauty.”
The show, which is part of the Magic Trunk series for young audiences, is free. It is about one hour long.
“Superhero Princess Tale” went into rehearsals in March, and originally was set to open in May.
Then COVID-19 happened.
Hynes continued to hold rehearsals over Zoom, reminding the company of what their blocking was and what
sightlines would be.
“It was theater therapy for us,” she said. “It was fun to get together, and see people we wouldn’t see, and
work on something.”
By June, Hynes realized that the show would not be able to go on as originally planned. The only way to do it
would be virtually, and to do that, she had to do it over the summer: some of the company were students and
teachers, and waiting for the fall would mean losing them. And there was no certainty they would be able to
do it live in the fall.
So, like many theater productions on Zoom, what audiences see will not be live, but a ﬁlm. However, Hynes
said, it is kind of a hybrid.
“We ﬁlmed each scene twice,” she said.
Sound eﬀects were added after the fact, as well as cue cards like in a silent movie, announcing whether time
has gone by or the scene has shifted.
“We’ve been rehearsing as if it would go live.” Cameras are turned oﬀ of performers not in a scene.
The set is established through actors’ use of Zoom backgrounds. Hynes’ mother designed costumes, with
capes and other pieces handed out in individual bags in the parking lot at Studio Playhouse, where the cast
will arrive in a staggered schedule. Actors will also use their own clothes for pieces.

FUNNY FACES
Tricia Zygnerski, of Montclair, plays the Big Bad Sheep, F.A.I.R.Y. G.O.D.M.O.T.H.E.R. (who is also an inventor),
and the Dragon.

There are a lot of quick changes, but being on Zoom has made that part of an actor’s stress a little simpler.
But getting used to appearing in a square has been a challenge.
“I am such the big actor,” Zygnerski said, gesturing. “I like to have my space. And now I stay in my little box.
And then, do I have to turn this way, or do I have to turn this place — is the person above me, or are they
below me?” How Zoom squares appear and in what order is not necessarily the same for everyone on a call.
Fellow Montclairian Richard Douglass, who plays Brawn (a kind of handsome baddie), Prince (modeled after
the prince in Cinderella), and aspiring hero Malcolm, agrees that acting on Zoom is diﬀerent.

COURTESY STUDIO PLAYERS F.A.I.R.Y. G.O.D.M.O.T.H.E.R. (Trica Zygnerski) meets Ella (Lisa Annitti).

“I have never looked at my own face so much,” he said with a laugh. “When I’m talking to people at ﬁrst it can
be self-conscious-inducing, but actually, you ﬁnd as an actor, in some ways it is really helpful. I’m basically
making funny faces into my computer. I get to frame my own visual experience for the viewer, and it has been
kind of cool to experiment.”
He demonstrated by ducking his head below the Zoom box frame, and coming up slowly, scowling.
“A couple of times in the play, Tricia beats me up,” he said. “I like to throw myself out of frame.”
He works on bringing some slapstick and physicality into the show, to keep it from being talking heads.

And while he won’t get to hear childish laughter from an audience, his 7-year-old daughter has been helping
out by sitting behind the laptop and handing him props. Zygnerski calls her Douglass’ special helper.
In addition to the challenge of interacting with actors not in the room, learning the show itself is diﬀerent with
actors not “on their feet,” but sitting in front of a computer.
“It really showed me how much I rely on my blocking for my lines for memorization,” Zygnerski said. “It
deﬁnitely is a mind/body kind of experience to learn to come up with the characters. I also like to react to the
person next to me. It’s ﬁne to see them on Zoom, but it’s something else when you can actually touch them or
interact with them.”
There is not the usual team-building of hanging out backstage for weeks at a time.
“You don’t get to have side conversations,” Douglass agreed. “It’s hard to build a sense of camaraderie and
ensemble.”
On the other hand, the script itself can be up on the screen as they act, like out-of-sight teleprompter cards.
“There is no opportunity for the awkward silence,” Zygnerski said, a little wistfully. The onstage improvisation
that happens when someone “goes up” on a line is something she misses, that ability to think on your feet.
Figuring out whether made-at-home props looked right on camera was like a tech rehearsal, Douglass said.
Zygnerski enjoys the moments of special eﬀects that are only possible on Zoom: there is an invisible cat, for
example, that is represented by a blank screen.
Ultimately, the show is still told by “the actors’ bodies on stage and their voices,” Douglass said.
Though it’s hard to perform without a live audience.
“Nothing beats the sound of laughter and applause,” Douglass said. “Actors live for that, and it is a huge
driver, kind of like instant gratiﬁcation.”
But just as in the live world, he noticed that actors began to hone their performances once they put on
costumes and acted in front of scenery — the virtual backgrounds.
“It comes to life in that magical way. It’s go time. Whether it’s in a Zoom box, or on the boards, we’re going to
put on a show,” he said. “We’re going to do our best to make it interesting and entertaining and fun and
funny.”

How to watch
“Superhero Princess Tales” by Alyssa Hynes
Studio Players’ Magic Trunk Show
Virtual performance; link available Thursday, Aug. 13, at
Studioplayhouse.org/superhero- princess-tales-online
Free, but donations welcome

Happy birthday party, despite COVID-19

COURTESY JESSICA SCHACHTER A ninth birthday party for Jacob Schachter had balloons and good wishes.

By REBECCA JONES
For Montclair Local
Though many things have changed in recent weeks, birthdays remain one of the constants. There is no
stopping them, no rescheduling them. They fall stubbornly on only one day of the year.
Social distancing has made hosting celebrations hard, but not impossible. People around town are coming up
with creative alternatives to traditional parties and are ﬁnding themselves pleasantly surprised with the
result.
“My husband Wil turned 55 on April 1 and had wanted a party to celebrate, but then COVID-19 happened,”
says Montclair resident Ghana Hylton, who organized one such party. “He was pretty bummed because the
last big birthday party he had was when he turned 40, and because he didn’t do a big 50th, he wanted to have
a big 55th.”
Since that was impossible given the current situation, Hylton asked friends and neighbors to drive or walk by
to wish him a happy birthday from afar. “Some decorated their cars or made signs,” she said, “some yelled
out their open windows, others stopped and had short conversations while he [Wil] sat on the porch.”

Friends and family gather on Zoom for a surprise birthday party. COURTESY GHANA IMANI HYLTO

The bigger surprise, however, was waiting for Wil inside, where Hylton had gathered together almost 40
friends and family members via Zoom to scream happy birthday from the big screen TV in their living room.
Wil was amazed. “There were people there who would never have been able to make it to a real party,” he
later told his wife.
“He got to see old high school friends, family from California and North and South Carolina, his godson —
people he never gets to see,” Hylton said.
The Zoom party lasted more than an hour. “We talked, we had a cake, everyone sang him happy birthday. A
friend serenaded him, and we danced. Everyone misses a hug,” she said, “but there was more of a physical
connection than we thought. We were tearing up. It was so great to see.”

BIRTHDAY CONNECTIONS
In a way, people are more connected than ever before because sharing time together is so much easier. You
can attend a gathering or celebration without having to leave your own living room. Another beneﬁt for the
host is that you don’t have to cook or clean up, except for the room behind you.
________________________________________________________________________
READ: COVID-19: FACING CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL DISTANCING
READ: COVID-19: MONTCLARITES USE TECH TO BOND WHILE STAYING APART
________________________________________________________________________
Montclair residents Sarah Nahabedian and Richard Douglass found another way to be connected with their
community when they threw a sing-along birthday party for their 3-year-old son Alex last week on the front
lawn of their downtown apartment complex.
Inviting friends and neighbors to join them, they stood six feet apart in a 50-foot-wide circle and sang some of
Alex’s favorite songs. “Alex’s big sister, Juliet, put rocks and leaves out as markers so people knew where to
stand so everyone could be safe,” Nahabedian said. “One of the things that made it so special was that there
were people there who wouldn’t have normally come — neighbors without kids, people just walking by. We’re
all feeling so isolated and disconnected. People wanted to feel part of something and celebrate something.”
Nahabedian and Douglass did not make a cake because they thought it was unsafe to share prepared food,
and they didn’t give out party favors or accept gifts, but they could tell their son really liked the party anyway:
“He liked seeing everyone he hadn’t seen in a long time.”

Virtual birthday party for Jacob Schachter. COURTESY JESSICA SCHACHTER

Jacob Schachter celebrated his ninth birthday, despite the pandemic, with a “Zoom Sing-along” intended to
celebrate Jacob and show the resilience of family, friends and community during a time when everyone’s
spirits could use a lift.
Even though the party was online, the Schachters decorated their front lawn with decorations, signs and
balloons, with help from event planner Michelle Shuey, so that party-goers who live nearby could see it from
their windows. Originally, friends and family planned to drive to Jacob’s home and stand outside of their cars
holding signs and balloons while they sang to Jacob, but when Gov. Phil Murphy issued the shelter-in-place
order, they decided to move the party online.

Jeanne Krausman looks out at her friends wishing her a happy birthday. COURTESY GAIL ABRAMOWITZ

DRIVE-BYS
Another Montclair resident, Gail Abramowitz, did something special for her friend, Jeanne Krausman, who was
turning 95. She organized a cavalcade of friends and neighbors in cars, with the Montclair Police Department
bringing up the rear with music, ﬂashing lights, and a policeman speaking through a bullhorn saying, “Happy
95th birthday, Jeanne.”
“The smile on her [Jeanne’s] face said it all,” she wrote the Local.

Montclair resident Aubrey Byrne, who also had a procession of friends in cars come wish

Jeanne Krasuman’s friends drove by to wish
her a happy 95th birthday. COURTESY GAIL
ABRAMOWITZ

her a happy birthday, said, “It was the best birthday I can remember.” She was resigned to spending her 35th
birthday inside with her signiﬁcant other.
“When I saw the ﬁrst car driving by I was excited,” Byrne said, “but then when I saw the whole line of 10 cars
after that, I cried. I was so overwhelmed. With everyone so stressed and worried about COVID-19, I couldn’t
believe they had taken the time. All the eﬀort and thought that went into that. One of my friends came all the
way from the Upper East Side.”
Even though they had to remain six feet apart, her friends took pictures and had a little dance party. Byrne
said her mom sent cupcakes from Baked Bouquet in Verona, and a friend sent them food from Taqueria.
A pandemic is deﬁnitely not the most ideal time for a birthday celebration, but people around town are ﬁnding
that birthdays are a great excuse to get everyone together, albeit at a distance, and celebrate something
good. And everyone could use a little of that right now.

Drive-by birthday for Aubrey Byrne. COURTESY AUBREY BYRNE

Apricot Sky creates a Montclair theater troupe

Stage Manager Alyssa Hines, producer Eric Alter, Will Palazzolo and Donna Fraissinet prepare to rehearse “The Upside Down Grief Cake.”
ADAM ANIK/FOR MONTCLAIR LOCAL

Apricot Sky
A collection of short plays and monologues
All by N.J. playwrights: Eric Alter, Lisa Annitti, Lyle Landon, Elaine Molinaro, Gwen Orel, Brian Parks, Stefanie
Sears
Nov. 8-10 and Nov. 15-16
The Grove Street Theatre, 130 Grove St.
Tickets can be reserved at 973-509-2350.
For more information, visit apricotskyproductions.com.
By KELLY NICHOLAIDES
For Montclair Local
Neighbors bond over grief and cake. A married couple tries to schedule time for intimacy. Skinny jeans battle
sweatpants. A teenager’s driving lesson brings up horriﬁc memories. A clown visits a hospitalized woman.
These stories and others reveal poignant layers of relationships — and the characters and conﬂicts are
condensed into 15-minute storylines.

One-act plays are Livingston resident Eric Alter’s specialty. He’s the founder of Apricot Sky Productions, which
showcases local playwrights, directors, actors, and production assistants at the Grove Street Theatre in
Montclair. Alter runs the Deron School, a private school for students with special needs, which houses the
theater.
“Live theater, especially one-act plays, are kind of a dying craft. I look for original work to give writers the
opportunity to share it,” Alter said. “I developed a small following of people

ERIC ALTER

who look forward to seeing local writers’ work and everyone involved in producing a play to keep theater alive
in New Jersey.”
Alter’s background in social work exposed him to people of diﬀerent socioeconomic backgrounds, races, ages,
and religions going through diﬃcult situations — and helped him hone his craft. “It helps me to write more
honest stories. It gives me a greater understanding of the human condition. I write mostly about the
complexities of human relationships and what makes us tick. Put that on a stage and people relate,” he said.
Apricot Sky’s “A Collection of Seven One-act Plays and Two Monologues” takes place Nov. 8-10 and Nov.
15-16 at the Grove Street Theatre.
The plays include “Pants Story,” “Sergeant Don’t Say Your Name,” “Upside Down Grief Cake,” “A Visit From a
Clown,” “The God of Porcelain,” “The Quarter,” and “P.L.” The two monologues are “10:10 p.m.” and
“Sandwich.” [Note: Culture Editor Gwen Orel wrote “P.L.,” and is directing Elaine Molinaro’s “Pants Story.”]
All of the playwrights and directors in the Apricot Sky production are from New Jersey. Many of the company
also perform in local community theaters such as Studio Players and Nutley Little Theatre. Overall, 29 people
are involved in the show — a lot more than would be possible if Alter were producing just one play.

The appeal of one-act plays is short, fulﬁlling stories. If audiences don’t like one, there are eight more coming
in quick succession, Alter continued. “You establish a world in 15 minutes, with a beginning, middle and end,
so you need to get to the meat of the meal quickly. For a one-act play, you’re judicious in the setup,” Alter
said. “It moves fast but you still get a satisfying emotional journey in one act. Take an idea and ﬂesh it out,
then add the conﬂict, comedy and drama. The ending has to be realistic, whether it’s happy, sad or
ambiguous.”

Stage manager Alyssa Hynes with Elaine Molinaro, setting technical cues for “Pants Story.” KELLY NICHOLAIDES/FOR MONTCLAIR LOCAL

At a Sunday tech rehearsal, actors rehearsed lines, stagehands set up, light and sound techs perfected timing
for scenes, and playwrights talked with directors. Theater veteran Bob Lowy, 72, of Parsippany, is directing
two of the plays at Apricot Sky. “I like to bring a comedic slice of life to the stage. My creative style is external
observation. Life presents me with scenes, and I like watching, so I use a voyeuristic approach [to directing],”
Lowy said. “I concentrate on the movement of the scene and I love to watch people interact.”
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Director Elaine Molinaro, artistic director of Culture Connection Theater, wrote her ﬁrst play “Pants Story”
about a pair of sweatpants and skinny jeans arguing while a woman tries to ﬁnd a date night outﬁt. Molinaro
created it in a playwriting workshop for the theater run by Gwen Orel, following a prompt to have inanimate
objects talk. “As a director, I interpret other people’s words and bring the script to life, using the playwright’s
vision; as a playwright I create the characters and story,” Molinaro said. “‘Pants Story” came out truthful,
humorous, and touching. The pants talk about the young woman’s relationship with her body and issues like
body image.”
Actors Richard Douglass of Montclair and Aaron Gutterman, 16, of West Caldwell, star in “P.L.,” Orel’s story
about a teenager triggered by a memory that aﬀects his driving. “I’m learning how to drive now so I picked up
diﬀerent ways to bring that experience to the stage,” Gutterman said.
An English/social studies teacher, Douglass took a hiatus from theater after college.
“It’s fun to pretend to be someone else and see what works. Short plays are perfect for me to get back into
the theater community. The arts are part of why so many people love Montclair,” Douglass said.

