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On stage in your living room
'Sublet' producers experiment with apartments as theater
venues
BY STEVEN SNYDER
Newsday Staff Writer

December 6, 2006

In a city bursting with theater, where amateur groups
have to fight alongside multimillion-dollar productions for
audiences, reviewers and money, it's not the actors or the
story that are drawing audiences to "The Sublet
Experiment."

It's the address.

A small-budget, four-character play about New York's
subletting culture and the larger, philosophical question of
how much your surroundings determine who you are,
"The Sublet Experiment" has evolved into a situation of
life imitating art.

Just as its characters portray subletters, hopping from
one apartment to the next, the producers have opted to
sublet apartments across the city to use as performance
spaces, planning to move the show to a new location
every weekend.

The ultimate goal, organizers say, is to take this
experiment to all five boroughs and to test a new model
of fringe theater few have tried before.

"It's a different way of thinking about theater," director
Michelle Tattenbaum says. "We rehearsed in six different
locations because I wanted the actors to be thrown into different spaces ... .
We're performing to smaller crowds and selling few enough tickets so that we
don't really need to advertise.

"We're using apartments so we don't have to pay thousands of dollars to rent
a space. It's an adventure."

Set to make its Queens debut tomorrow night in an apartment on 29th Street
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in Astoria, "The Sublet Experiment" has enjoyed packed audiences during its
first two weekends of performances. The play premiered before Thanksgiving
in the Washington Heights section of Manhattan and then resurfaced last
weekend in a one-bedroom apartment in the West Village. (The tour
continues next weekend in Chelsea and after New Year's will move to
Williamsburg in Brooklyn and then to the Upper East Side.)

Where the action is

Playing to crowds that range in size from 12 to 22, Tattenbaum, 30, says the
audience is quite literally put in the middle of the play's action.

"It was more raw and exciting," says Heidi Altman, 29, who saw a magazine
listing for the show and spent $40 on two tickets when she realized the
Washington Heights performance was only a few blocks from her apartment.

"It felt more complete for me. It felt, as an audience member, that we were in
on a secret we're not typically let in on, and seeing things that you don't
typically see."

Seeing the play for the first time from a second-row seat in the apartment's
living room, Altman says she's tempted to see the show in another apartment
and compare the experiences.

Ben Kalevitch - a longtime friend of Tattenbaum and the playwright, 29-year-
old Ethan Youngerman - donated his West Village apartment for last week's
shows. Much like Altman, he noted how intimate the performance space
became.

"At many times the actors were literally 7 inches from me," Kalevitch recalls.
"It eradicated any split between their space and mine, and you could feel that
this was the first time for them in my apartment, feeling their way through."

Kalevitch says he volunteered his apartment as a favor to his friends, but also
because the project is pointing theater in another direction.

"I don't enjoy traditional theater - the physical arrangement, where you sit in
long rows and can't move comfortably," says Kalevitch, 29. "I've always liked
smaller venues and informal venues ... . It's pretty hard for someone at my
age to help the arts - I can't donate to the theater - but I have a space that
can be used."

A liberating experience

Youngerman originally thought of placing the show in an apartment because
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the story existed entirely within one apartment. But that decision has gone on
to affect every aspect of the production.

Actors Erin Maya Darke and Adam Hyland, who are the play's lead couple, say
that the changing performance space and lack of set stage directions have
been a liberating experience.

The show is constantly evolving, Hyland says, requiring the actors to revise
the play's structure to accommodate each new space.

"As an actor, you get your blocking and then you can at times drift into
autopilot mode," Darke says. "But here, performing in a different apartment
every weekend, shakes you out of that. It's more intimate, it's more freeing."

Tattenbaum points to this model of theater as one that is more affordable for
an amateur theater group. Measuring costs in hundreds rather than
thousands of dollars, the producers also have been able to pay small stipends
to their cast - rare for non-Equity actors.

During the setup of last week's West Village shows, it became apparent that
the project has required some improvisation by all the parties involved.

Tattenbaum, the director, was researching insurance issues facing the
performances, drawing diagrams of the apartment and configuring the space
to fit in an audience. Youngerman, meanwhile, was tweaking the script, while
also preparing to pack and transport supplies from venue to venue.

It is an experiment in every sense of the word, a recalculation of the
traditional theater formula. The question now is how often can they profitably
replicate the results.

WHEN & WHERE

"The Sublet Experiment," 35-33 29th St., Astoria, tomorrow through Saturday
nights. Tickets, $20. For more information, check online at
subletexperiment.com
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