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When the San Francisco-born
but. Turkish-reared playwright
Sinan Unel attended the Univer-
sify of Kansas, he found ¢that
most Americans knew very little
about Turkey.

The predominantly Islamic
country’s proximify to many
Arsb states makes pechls “think
H's an Arab country,” he says.
“It’s like confusing America with
Mezico because they're both
Christian countries in the same
area”

Unel's “Pera Palas” Is likely to
enfighten s audience about
Turkey and the country’s high-
wire act of balancing Huropesn
and Islamic influences.

In a well-received production
at the Theatre ¢ Boston Court
in Pasadena, “Pera Palag” inter-
weaves three stories from dispa-
rabe perlods of Turkey's relation-
ship with the West: 161824,
1952-53 and 1894, Part of each
story 18 set in a oo at Istan-
bul's Pera Palas hotel,

The ideas for the three stories
arrived in Unel's brain while he
was hospibelized for an emer-
geney appendectomy. “I domt
know if it was the morphine,” he
says.

The play isn't hard to follow,
as Jong as theatergoers under-
stand that the three storles peri-
odically interrupt each other
3t there is an sspeet that might
look  slightly drug-induced -
gome of the characters. are
played by actors ofthe other gen-
der, and most of the actors piay
more than one role,

“The play is about identity
and its changeability — it's ex-
tremely changeabie in my view,”
{inel explains, Andthough he ac-

knowledges thaf the gender-

swapping can be strange, “the
challenge I8 to make it read, not
campy.”

Unels own identity has al-
ways fell divided. “In Turkey, §
felt American, Here, I felt Turk-
fgh,” he says. “Therg’s always a
feeling that I'm never home.”

in the piay, one character 1s,
like Unel, the son of an American
mother and & Turkigh fatherwho
lives in the U.8. but returng to
Turkey with his male lover inthe
'90s. Vet there gre differenes be-
tween the character and the
writer. mel's parents tived in
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‘Pera Palas’

Where: Theatre @ Boston Court, 70
N. Mentor, Pasadena

When; 8 p.m. Thursdays through
Saturdays, 2 and 7 p.m. Sundays

Ends: Sept. 4
Price: $30

Gontact: (626) 683-6883;
www.bostoncourt.org

southern Turkey, not Istanbul.
They met ab the University of
Michigan, notin Turkey. The fic-
tional character is a photogrs-
pher, not a playwright.

Stil, Unel spent time in Istan-
bul when he was attending
boarding school. He returns {o
Turkey for visits every couple of
years - inciuding a trip this year
for research on another play, His
mother lves In Mersin in
southermn Turkey; his father died
ilve years ago.

Contemporary Turkey, Unel
says, has “two roads veering
away from each other” along
similar lnes to what he per-
ceives in fthe T.8, A pay
presence has made itsel guite
vigible In the last three or four
years,” while al the same time
Islamic fundarmentalism- has
spread. “We never saw wormen
i veils as { grew up. Now they're
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alf over the place.”

el says he wasn't thinking
in political terms when he wrole
the play in 1985, Bub political
events have increased interast in
the play. “Every time something
happens,” he says, “the play
resonstes in a different way,”

Jeanie Hacketit, one of the ar-
tistic directors of the North
Hollywood-based Antaeus Com-

" pany, became excited by the play

at what she calls a “very ratni-
mally staged” 1968 production in
New Yok, She acknowledges |
that one of its attractions was a
role - actually, bwo roles - that
she warded to piay. Bub she had
other reasons, “It's about how
eghange and loss can rip us apars”
-— @ ftheme thal especlally
touched her becguse her flancé
had recently died of cancer,

THackett organized a reading
at the Antaecus theater in 2002,
but “if didn't work. I was a
ness.” With actors playing more
than one role apiece, “nohody
knewwho was who, It's the worst
play on the planet for a sit-down -
reading.”

A more fully staged workshop
in 2003 was more suceessiul,
“Turkish couples came and lefs
intears,” she says.

This year's staging is a co-
production hebween  Andaeus
and the Theabtre @ Boston
Court, directed hy Michael Mi-
chettt, a Bogton Court artistie di-
rector. Fackett is playing the two
roles that interested her, but all
ofthe parts are douhle cust.

{nel, who has Jived in Prov-
Incetown, Mass., since 1084, at-
tended four rehearsaly in Pasa-
dena, “We all wanted to pick his
brain,” Hacket{ says. “But you
had to ask. He wasy't going o
irpoge anything on anybody.”

While he was in Pasadena, fhe
playwright turned 47 He was
amazed when, within 10 minutes
of filling out, & seemingly routine
form that asked for his birthday,
the company walked o with a
cake that had his naome on it and
sang “Happy Birthday.”

Tt was a better reception than
he pot when he stayad ab the ne-
tusal Pera Palas hotel for the first
time, after the play had been pro-
duced. The hotel management
had heard about the play and of-
fered him a free stay of one night.
But “they idrt give me an espe-
cially nice room,” he says. ‘I
not a great hotel”




