The Show
Pepperdine Theatre

On March 13 we packed our bags and
moved home, but the learning didn’t stop.
Along with colleges and universities across the country, Pepperdine moved to virtual instruction for the remaining weeks of the
spring 2020 semester. The dramatic disruption made us aware of the deep resilience within our theatre community and the
dedication of our theatre students. Our virtual theatre classrooms became our lifelines where we relished the opportunity to
gather together and continue exploring, risking, experimenting, and making art. The adaptability of our professors and students
also revealed that theatre makers are some of the most dedicated and innovative thinkers out there. “The show must go on” isn’t just
a motto—for theatre makers, and for Pepperdine, it’s a way of life.

Highlights of the Pepperdine Theatre Virtual Semester

Production/Design
THEA 101 - Rendering Techniques

THEA 243 - Stage Makeup

“All in the Timing” white model by first-year Mallory Bedford

When art stores closed and model-making supplies became scarce, we
spent some time discussing what could be used as substitutes for foam
core and bristol board, specialty craft glue, and precision cutting tools.
What we ended up with were brilliant projects built out of cereal and
shipping boxes, glued together with Elmer’s School Glue and Disappearing
Purple Glue Sticks, popsicle sticks, and cotton balls. The ingenuity of
design and execution compensated for whatever the projects may have
lacked in "proper" materials. Each and every student came willing to try
and had the safe space to fail with grace or to succeed to the roaring
support of their peers. The students learned not only the intended skills
of Rendering and Model Making for Theatre, but also how to pivot and stay
flexible in the face of change. Perhaps most importantly, they learned how
to support and inspire one another in the face of adversity, and how much
we thrive when we are in community with each other.

Senior music major Nate Thompson

Within 24 hours I got approval to go ahead and buy additional products
for students to work remotely on their Stage Makeup assignments.
They were provided with packets of makeup products that they used to
supplement the kits they already had. Between Zoom meetings, video
instruction (which included me wearing a wig on the day I lectured on
wigs), FaceTime, and text, all of the students and I kept in close contact.
We kept on schedule and learned about color mixing, advanced makeup
techniques, and special effects from our own homes. We also laughed,
shared where we were at, brought our pets on camera, and kept up the
spirit of resilience.
—Costume/Stage Makeup Professor, Melanie Watnick

—Lighting Design and Rendering Professor, Yelena Babinskay

Acting
THEA 215 - Audition Practicum

Tabitha Brown

As we know, technology and the
cyber-age are at the forefront of most
careers in our country, and so it is with
theatre. Gone are the days of traveling
across the country for auditions (at
least for the initial ones). Today, artists
are challenged with shaping their
performances for the camera. What
better time to use our cameras than
when video is the only way to safely
communicate with one other.

I challenged our student artists to acquire the tools that I use as a
professional artist to help them produce dynamic auditions, scenes,
and self-tapes. My students were emailed scenes and auditions from
actual television series courtesy of working Hollywood producers and
actors. Students purchased simple lighting equipment, camera stands,

and backdrops, all of which they will
continue to use as they move into the
professional setting. I invited guest
artists like social media influencer and
actor Tabitha Brown and Hollywood
casting agent Twinkie Byrd to watch
our students’ work and to give them
tips and feedback.
The outcome was extraordinary.
The silver learning from
Tracy “Twinkie” Byrd
our COVID-19 challenge is
that, through Zoom meetings and virtual viewings of solo
pieces and even scenes, students were able to get a glimpse
of their work from the perspective of casting directors.
—Acting Professor, Nic Few

Acting
THEA 320 - Role Development

THEA 495 - Senior Master Class

Professor Thomas-Grant and students of THEA 320 saying a
heartfelt goodbye.

I felt that it was important for the young artists in my acting classes
to document what was happening inside of them and around them as
they adjusted to a new COVID-19 world. We explored prompts and shared
personal narrative on a variety of subjects that focused on ever-widening
circles of concentration—from the inner life of the actor, to the immediate
surroundings, and finally branching out to the community, the nation, and
the world. This process led to the creation of 10-minute one-person shows
shared through the medium of video. The final projects were powerful.
THEA 320 actors shared stories about the struggle of quarantine, of being
separated from loved ones, and about death. They created messages to
our country’s leaders, spoke out about hate crimes against Asian
Americans, created prayers to God, told stories about the stages of
grief, loss, the future, and more. I was very impressed and humbled
that each young artist was willing to share such an array of profound
concerns with one another. We found our twice-weekly Zoom sessions
a lifeline to our creative spirits and a time to also express our all-toohuman struggles and joys.
—Acting Professor, Cathy Thomas-Grant

THEA 322 - Improvisation
The fundamentals of improvisation had been
practiced in the first half of the term. Now,
the trick was to retain that shared language
of agreement and cooperation despite
the distance. We explored staying deeply
present when listening, because when
your screen might be highlighted for your
reaction shot at any time, you need to let
Brian Lohman
everything your partner says to you land.
Students’ self-assessments revealed certain skills were being developed
more deeply—such as relying on castmates to further the story—because
the listening demanded by the new medium took the focus off the self
and one’s own ideas. Acting from their separate homes, the students
presented plays they truly wrought as an ensemble. Most satisfying of
all, the characters they improvised were true to the writers they were
tasked with analyzing and embodying. The technology created a series of
windows that let us peer into other times and other places where people
were, just as they are today, flawed and fiercely human.
—Improvisation and Comedy Professor, Brian Lohman

Pepperdine theatre seniors meet with Tony-winner Annaleigh Ashford.

When we moved online to start remote teaching, I was very hesitant
and anxious about how the process would go. We used Zoom every
week, and it actually turned out beautifully. While I wish the students
had the opportunity to be in the room with these guest artists, I used
the remote teaching to our advantage, and we ended up having guests
that we would not have otherwise been able to feature. Tony Award–
winner Annaleigh Ashford was able to Zoom with us from New York
City for one class. She spent two hours with us telling her story and
answering questions regarding a career in both theatre and TV/film.
We were also able to have casting director Matthew Maisto, also based
in New York City, join us. For this class we focused on self-tapes
because the students needed to present scenes to Maisto. Now more
than ever, self-tapes are an extremely critical tool, so the fact that we
were able to learn about the dos and don’ts of a proper self-tape, in
addition to audition technique, was of great benefit to the students.
—Industry Liaison for the Theatre
Program, Mason McCulley (’05)

Spring Production—The Cherry Orchard
by Anton Chekhov

Theatre History

Senior Buddy Kennedy presents his educator’s guide

The students in Theatre History II completed a semester-long project
that began in person and ended online. Each student selected a 20th- or
21st-century play that reflected the theatre’s ability to serve as an agent
of social change and built an educator’s guide for the play. The premise
of the exercise was to create a guide that high school teachers could
use to prepare their own classes for seeing a live production of the play
in question. Once they had completed the written guide, many of which
ran to more than 30 pages of well-researched information about the
playwright, the play, and its themes and challenges, the students then
made a 10-minute video presentation in which they introduced the guide
to their audience of high school teachers. The class then came together to
discuss the guides and the video presentations, and many of the students
noted that learning about these plays from their classmates was one of
the most meaningful elements of the entire course.
I always tell my students that the educator’s guide should be included in
their professional portfolio because it could help them get a job with a
theatre company some day. Several of this year’s entries were ready to be
published and put to actual use. I was really proud of the way the students
embraced this assignment, and I loved seeing the scholarly satisfaction
that they took from having completed such a significant research project.
—Theatre History Professor and Dean of Fine Arts Division,
Bradley Griffin

A rendering of Act II of Pepperdine Theatre’s The Cherry Orchard
by scenic designer Tanya Orellana

When the remaining rehearsals and the live performances of our spring
production were canceled, I wondered what to make of the months of hard
work and creative investment of the actors, the designers, and the technicians.
It felt like a wasted opportunity to merely cancel a show that was shaping up to
be so beautiful and so very human.
With the help of sound
designer Jonathan
Snipes, we spent one
long night on Zoom,
individually recording
15 discrete audio
tracks, one for each
of the actors. With
Snipes in his studio
the addition of an
original prologue addressing the COVID-19 epidemic, Snipes created
an otherworldly soundscape that would provide texture, musicality, and
dramatic underscoring. Now we have a radio play made up of selected
scenes from the Tom Stoppard adaptation. It is not the product that
we originally intended, but it is something that we can enjoy together,
save as an artifact of this unprecedented time, and potentially share with
an audience, rights permitting.
—Professor of Shakespeare, Voice, and Movement, Hollace Starr

An Evening of Fine Arts
With the assistance of the President’s Office,
the Fine Arts Division hosted An Evening
with Pepperdine Fine Arts on April 17. This
event featured students from each of
the four academic disciplines within our
division: studio art, art history, music, and
theatre. Using the Zoom platform, students
performed monologues, sang classical

pieces, performed instrumental works,
discussed works of historical significance,
and shared new visual and digital artwork
with an audience of nearly 500 online
spectators. Despite being separated, our
students continued to develop their artistic
and intellectual abilities throughout the
spring semester.

Pepperdine Choir

All 90 members of the Pepperdine Choir

In conjunction with the Pepperdine music department and many theatre
and music alumni, Pepperdine theatre/music and theatre majors joined
together to perform a hymn that was shared with the whole Pepperdine
community. The audio of these voices was a combination of live
performance and prerecorded video. Altogether, 90 different files and faces
were combined to create a spectacular Pepperdine virtual choir!

Looking Forward to Fall 2020
As we head into fall, we will take the lessons of the
remote semester and use them to inspire and inform our
steps moving forward. And we will tighten those bonds
that are integral to the Pepperdine theatre family.
And the show? Well, it will go on!

