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University of Kansas theater professor
Peter Zazzali wanted to challenge his
students. So, heading into Thanksgiving,
they're putting on a play called “The Big
Meal (http://www.kutheatre.com/) .”

It follows five generations of a family
through a series of important dinners.
Most of the actors play several different
characters of varying ages; some switch
characters over generations. The set is sparse — just three restaurant tables. There’s
little in the way of makeup and costumes. And in most of the scenes, people talk all
over each other. In other words, your basic family dinner.

Meal %28Custom%29 %282%29.

The cast of KU University Theatre's 'The Big Meal.'
Credit Courtesy of Lindsey Roesii

“I've never done a play that’s felt so naturalistic in the writing where it’s just been
overlapping and overlapping,"” says Lindsey Roesti. "I love attending plays like that
where everyone’s talking on top of each other because that’s how we talk in real life.
Also, I'm playing a child. Even though I look like a child, I've never played a child
before so that’s been fun."

Roesti's character is listed as simply "Girl.” Sometimes that's a character called Maddie.
Early in the play, Maddie's grandfather gives a present to her older brother. Young
Maddie feels left out. The grandfather tries to apologize, but Maddie's unmoved.

"I hope you die!" she shouts, which sets up a recurring pattern.

As the kids grow up to have kids of their own, this family struggles with resentments
and disappointments that pile up over generations. Making each character come to life
amid the chaos is one of the main acting challenges.

“There’s little set, there’s little lighting, all the main focus is on the characters and the
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actors who are portraying them. So you have to bring your A-game every day. If you
don't, people can tell. It’s very noticeable when not everybody is on top of it and
bringing it together as an ensemble,” says Kevin Siess, who plays "Man Two."

“In any other show, if the audience is not feeling it in a moment, a musical number can
cut in and revive the audience,” Roesti says. "But in this case, it’s completely actor
driven. If we fall off the ball, a little bit, we lose the audience.”

Zazzali says he chose this play for his students because of its unique writing — with all
of the voices blending together, he says, it’s like a symphonic piece of music. That
makes it a good teaching exercise for practical things such as listening to other actors,
and working on movements and timing. And the universal themes resonate, too.

“Specifically what I'd like them to learn is the value of a cast coming together to provide
an audience, a community, something larger than any one of our individual
contributions,” Zazalli says. "I want the audience to feel like they’re having a seat at the
table.” (Actually, audience members won't really want to sit at the table. Because
whenever real food shows up, bad things happen.)

Their fellow KU students might be thinking about heading home for Thanksgiving, but
the actors in "The Big Meal" have a few intense shows to put on before the break.

“You know, I haven’t even thought about that. I've been so focused on this meal, I
haven’t even thought about the next one yet,” says Siess.

But by the time this show finishes its run, these actors will have earned a break.
Hopefully their Thanksgiving will be a little less dramatic than "The Big Meal" they've

just put on stage.
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KU Theatre tackles family, love and loss in 'The Big
Meal'

November 12, 2014

It's been said that food brings people together. And while that’s certainly the case in Kansas University Theatre’s newest
production, “The Big Meal,” gathering to eat also provides the catalyst for tearing loved ones apart.

The play, which debuts Friday at KU’s Murphy Hall, follows one American family over about 70 years and four generations,
exploring their many trials and triumphs through one continucus, metaphoric meal at various restaurants and around the dinner

table.

The drama unfolds as one couple, Sam and Nicole, meet as teenagers, fall in love and get married. As their family expands with
children and eventually grandchildren and great-grandchildren, new characters are introduced and others, as in life itself, fade

away.
Each time a character dies, the family gathers together for a meal.

“The meal is metaphoric for passing out of this existence,” says director Peter Zazzali. “It’s that vehicle to get at those family
relationships, because oftentimes relationships are shaped in part by sitting down and sharing a meal, whether it's at home or at a

restaurant.”

The whole thing unfolds like a piece of music, Zazzali says, as cast members rotate on and off the production’s minimal set.

A 16-by-20-foot platform acts as the meal space, with three tables and six chairs that also move throughout the play. The whole
cast is present on stage at all times, seated on benches to the side of the platform and stepping onto it whenever their character

enters the action.

Without “conventional” scenes written into the script, the actors must suggest subtle “shifts” in time or place, Zazzali says.

“It can come in somebody’s voice or the repositioning of a chair in a theatrical way or the pounding of a glass on a table to
punctuate a change in the location,” he says. “And likewise, when the actors come off the benches onto the playing space, it’s like
imagining a full orchestra when the string section comes into play. It creates a sort of symphonic dynamic."

The play’s eight actors play 15 different characters, representing Sam and Nicole at three different ages. Aside from adding a touch
of gray to hair, the student actors mainly rely on “the power of imagination” to imply the passing of time, says Zazzali, who didn’t
want to use aging makeup or white-hued wigs on his young cast.

While touching on milestones like marriage, childbirth and death, the production doesn't reference historical events or popular
culture. The costumes, likewise, “are as timeless as the play itself.” After all, a “standard pair of Levi’s jeans are as hip now as they

were 50 years ago.”
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Dating the characters, or the time period they live in, would only distract from the work’s universal themes, says Zazzali, who
admits he was deeply moved by “The Big Meal” when he first saw it a few months ago.

Much like a character in the play, he too lost his mother to breast cancer — a heartbreaking event that happened to coincide with

joy of his niece’s birth.

“The issues that are addressed in the play are presumably the same sorts of issues that our ancestors dealt with,” Zazzali says.
“We love our children today the same way we did 80 years ago.”

Originally published at: http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2014/nov/12/ku-theatre-tackles-family-love-loss-big-meal/

http:/ /www2.ljworld.com/news/2014 /nov/12/ku-theatre-tackles-family-love-loss-big-meal/?print Page 2 of 2



Ho9s essAjy Aq payp3 —

DU M
Suwmorioy sy3 sawmn awes ay)
18 se [am se ‘urd ggig je fep
-ung pue ‘urd (¢:Z 18 Aepinjeg
derd [ pue qreH Aydmp
1e joo], afeis uo wrd g/ e
Kepug suado reapy 8ig sy,
LISIX3 1 usa0p A[ear ut
‘3OUIIPTIE I3 INOYILM 38511EIAq
Y 3o 1red v aq Afpeas 03 [watp
10j] “22UBIpTE 9} W1} azowr
saxmbai i1 ‘ajqedjed s ‘[euots
-UIUIIP-221Y} S]1 '3A1[ S]], ‘Pres
oy srandwod mod uo sucqe
XN vo Junpawos je Sur
-0O] uey JUaIYIP 0] 2 53],
‘3duanadxa ey
-OUIWOD © UT 2IRYS pUe 1ayjaf
-0} 2wod 0} 3doad 10j aary

E %N 4 5.55.5
pines.

sns £~ 17 "hojj ‘fepiyy

am saprunyioddo isep 213 jJo
3UO ST T se Ajiunuiuios sy ur
-y 2aJ3531d 0) Jueyrodur st
133e2y} pres 1ezzez ‘afejs oy
UO OS[e SI 20UIPNE 31) UM
pasn uonemiguos ajewnur
2y} 03 819521 YITYM joor, a8erg
uo pajuasaid aq s Aed ayp
Arens aq ued jey; pue
I IN0A UT WIY) Yym Jeap
nod Moy pue jjasmo4 Je yoo|
0} Surey nogum suonowa
3501} JO auros alo[dxa o) 3[q
-1ssodwrt jsoue §31 Inq ‘13308
-IBY> INOA w0010 sBuraay
o4 3] 0) Juem Juop nox
'Pres $S3IG 9DBJINSaI JO PUTy
43y} ‘parm»d0 daey ety $atpa
-8 pue A[rwey Aur urisofaa ]
adoad woiy pey aag s3ureay
asoyy jo awos ‘ssazoxd sy
y3nory; pue ‘uayo jery a1o[d

‘wd g:g - 91 ‘AoN fepung
Wi - GI Aoy Kepinies
Wrd g/ - 1 Aoy ‘Repuy

S31¥Q MOHS

-X3 0} Juem 1uop noA aoeid e
ut umop s3uifaay asoyy nd Aje
-DSTL *3501} JO auo ux ] pue ‘aid
-03d Jo 107 © ‘aJi] U geap pue
Apafex; qum [eap nod usym
'ssad01d [esreayal 3y y3noiyy
o punoj s1ope ayy Juryy
-3UWIOS ST DIYM ‘UOIIOW YiMm
Papeo] AQavay ate jeryy Aerd
A UM SJUBWIOUS Sfeuelp
PUB SNOM3S AUIOS 3le AIal)}
PIES PIAJOAUT 250} ‘BWIBIP JIP
-owod & st Aegd ayy ySnoyy,
<
yanoIyy Aem 15y 1o ST sayew
Iopererd Jenonred jei; se
s10108 Juetapip Aq padeid a0y
-OBIRYS Jwres oY1 Jumess aq
T.0og,, ‘pres 1ezzez ‘a8unoi
2145y uaym srapereys Aeid
ey} s1030e Jo Ired e a1e 2131
Aps13auod aqym epro Sun
-338 31do se szaperEyD AU
deld prheyy os Spen iappo
oy Aejd oym s1ojoe Jo ajdnon
B 2je 213y} ‘oqdurexs 104,
‘pareadar are jeyy
$3]01 JUIIBYIP AL 313 JO U0
1se3] 3e Aerd way jo Luew pue
‘SI0J3E JUIU 91 313U} Pres 3]

§LIES
fezzez Uapum sit Aem ot
‘uizo} sy st snbrun Aprenon
-1ed ded sryy sodew jeym

Uiy
uni ajnuru-gg sAepd sy ueds
Jeyj) sapedap oy ydnory safe
pakentod Juraq 1aroererd ay)
Se I019® 0} I0JOB UIOL] JAOWI
s1apeIRYD ‘Teay S1g ayr, Uy
‘qurod meIp £ay e s1 payeId st
Aeid a3 yo1ym ur Aem aandun
-STp Y} PIEs OS[e IeZZe7 13134
a1Qq Iopaang quepodurn are
Aerd ayy ur pajuasaid sansst
313 paaide oy pies sy ydnoyy,

Jasuas
JWOS U T 0} 9)2[21 0} PUNOY
sApoqdiana jey; Aed supy ur
P212A0D 31 Jel) SInssT Aueur
0S 918 213Y],, pres ss315  9ferr
-TRUX ‘SAO[ DIUBPIOAR IOIJU0d
‘STaqUIsW Aflre} mau ‘Ujesp
‘YT :seMSSI [esIaAtun 3143y}
Inq ‘sanssi siseq isnf Jou e
IFIM S[ED I JB) Sansst Y],
11 woly Aeme SuIyamios
axe} ued Apoqdiass syumyy o
18Ul AeM E UDNS Ut 2u0p ST Aefd
31 pres 21qqoy] pue wes yioq

Burlerd aq [m oya aousIme]
WIOL} JOIU3S B ‘SS3IG UTASY
L1 0] 3jepaI
ues apdoad jo 10f & a1 Py |
os ‘Arurey noqe st Suryy urew
3], ‘JutePIp Sunyprowos 29
o3 Ayrumyzoddo 1ea18 e 537 31 ur
Apauro Jo 31q apury € sey 31 Inq
‘Aerd Furyousim-1reay 410a ®
s31, Aeqd ay3 ur symod juatey

_~JIP J® 2D{2¥| pUe PP 3[0d

-IN sAenzod oym uejBuing
wozy arowoydos & Touuod O
udpnboe( pres [sesuey] u
395 Amuwey uonersuaf-aay e
[inoqe] st reay Sig oyf,,
eI
ueq ydrmderd pawrepoe
woy Pwelp JIpawos Juru
~ULM-PIeME SIY] UT A[TIIE] U0
ul suonerausd e1aaas ssorde
s1apoeleyd adnmuuw jo sajor
SYl U0 e} [IM sjuapmis £
-isaatuny [eyg Aydingy ur
ioo1 38eig uo ‘Teapy Brg ayp,
WOYS 15217 S| NAIP M 213e
-3YL NN WS Aepiig sy

quigjsaielay)m

WY1 SINvr |

saauaipne Asies 0} jas jeay 5ig alfl,

PLOZ '¢1 YIAWIAON AVOSHNHL




