
“The theater, the theater, what’s happened to the theater?  Especially when it comes to dancing,” says Danny Kaye in one of my favorite movies ever: Irving Berlin’s 1954 “White Christmas.”  He sings of the removal of kicking and tapping because now “they’re doing choreography.”  What’s happening to the theater here in Santa Clarita is something quite exciting; something way beyond the change to choreography.


Mark Salyer and Andrea Slominski have a dream to be a part of the cultural heart in our valley by bringing Broadway caliber productions to the Santa Clarita Performing Arts Center at College of the Canyons.  To accomplish this, they have started what’s known as The Theatre Project/SCV.  “Many of us have traveled over the hill and paid big money to see professional theater.  Now we will see it right here in our back yard for half the price,” says Andrea. 
 “There is something very magical about a live performance.  The audience is close enough to see the actors’ breathe.  Sometimes the actor makes a mistake: how will they handle it? The experience quickly changes from script to improv and the audience is riveted.  With movies, everything is identical every time you watch it, but with live theater it’s always different.  Something new is created right in front of you.  There’s just nothing else like it,” says Mark. 


Mark grew up in a small town in Virginia where he was “bit by the bug” in the seventh grade.  The Barter Theater in his town was a state run theater showcasing professional actors.  Opening its doors during the depression, there was little or no money to pay the actors but they came from New York and performed anyway for two simple reasons:  Virginia is warmer in the winter than New York and “the audience, they didn’t have money to buy tickets so they brought food as payment.”  The actors literally worked for their dinner!  The first professional performance Mark saw there was “Quilters” and the long road to The Theatre Project was underway.  

Andrea grew up in a small town in Connecticut.  “It had a dairy farm, a general store, and a post office!” she says.  At the age of eight, a professional theater company did an outside production of “Kiss Me Kate.”  “My mouth did not close the entire time,” she recalls. “I was so totally taken in.  There is something very sensual about live performances.  All of the senses are called into play at the same time.  It was breathtaking.”



Both Mark and Andrea have filled their theatrical resumes over the years with acting, producing, directing, marketing, and college degrees.  Their paths crossed four years ago when they each took part-time teaching positions in the drama department at College of the Canyons.  They felt a certain connection in the way of work ethic, teaching strategies, and goals.  It was then that they came up with the idea to start The Theatre Project which is a non-profit organization dedicated to bringing top-notch productions to the Santa Clarita Valley.  “We felt we were the right combination to do something really big together,” says Andrea. 
The ‘specs’ of The Theatre Project are unique:  “How to bring big value productions in a way that does not require a $10M budget, like an opera would, but charge hometown theater prices.”  This is where the non-profit aspect comes into play.  Show in big theater houses must give a return to the investors.  A non-profit doesn’t do this.  People donate for the sheer love of theater. Non-profits also qualify for certain discounts and donations on equipment, rentals, etc.  The goal is to keep the average ticket price to $40.  The investors will be ‘The Founders’ as well as a group called the Corporate 100.  Each business will donate $5000 and in return will receive season tickets, be able to attend readings of plays to determine which plays will be produced, tickets to after-parties, advertising in promotional materials, etc.

Perhaps the most unique aspect of The Theatre Project is the benefit it will bring to area college students.  “We feel that an apprenticeship program is really needed.  We just don’t have apprenticeships today; they’ve gone out of style in today’s culture.  They are so important though; we’d like to bring back the concept,” says Mark.  “Once we have a production in process, the students will be able to apply for paid internships in literally every area from marketing to lighting to costuming to set design and construction, you name it.  Wherever their interest level is, they can be an intern and we hope in the future they will be able to earn college credits.  They will not only be an apprentice in the area they’ve chosen, but they will get the added benefit of professional experience on their resume before they graduate.  This is so important because the first thing a (prospective) employer asks is ‘do you have professional experience?’  They can’t get the experience if they don’t get hired and they can’t get hired if they don’t have the experience.  It’s a real catch-22 that we would like to combat.  We really want these kids to succeed,” adds Andrea.

The icing-on-the-cake for the students this past summer was participation in masters classes, which were a segment of the production course taught at COC by national and international ‘masters’ of the theater trade.  The classes covered everything from script writing to business affairs of show development. “The students were just eating this up.  They loved it,” says Mark and adds that he hopes this particular course will continue to be offered.  “The professional, real-world connections they make here will help them launch their careers.  It’s just very exciting to make this type of program available,” adds Andrea.  “The community has been so supportive and there is real excitement at the prospect of local professional theater.  The PAC center is a beautiful venue for this project. We can’t wait for opening night!”
For more information about becoming involved with The Theatre Project/SCV, call (661) 633-3550 or send an e-mail to SCV_theproj@hotmail.com. Visit them on the web at www.theatrescv.com.

