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FEATURED

VACT reaches its dream
Theater group moves into $2 million building

Helu Wang Unified Newspaper Group  Jul 20, 2017

Over her eight years working with Verona Area Community Theater, Denali Kraemer has gotten used to waiting for rehearsal space.

But on a recent Monday, the 12-year-old had plenty of time and space to recreate a scene from “Mulan” in a red silk robe at the theater company’s new
building.

“It’s amazing! It’s so much more room,” Kraemer repeatedly told the Press.

“The old place is basically like a barn, with mold and bugs,” she added.

VACT moved into its $2 million building at 103 Lincoln St. on July 8 after three years of fundraising and almost one full year of construction. The
building increases the theater’s space to 14,625 square feet, compared to the 5,000-square-foot old building, a converted barn on Bruce Street where
the theater produced shows for 13 years.

Founded in 1992, VACT has grown from its initial 30 members to 2,200 today.

The new building will only be used for rehearsal and small performances because of the limited 150 seats. Baldock said all musicals and any plays
expecting a large crowd will still be performed at Verona Area High School.

VACT board secretary Lynn Vilker said it has almost tripled the number of students VACT can work with at one time, from 60 to 160. That allows the
group to open up its offerings — like summer classes — to more than double the students it had in the past.

Participants in a Verona Area Community Theater summer camp, front from left, Elizabeth Farritor and Callie Lederer; back row
from left, Jordan Doeppers and Lanee Joe perform a commercial.
Photo by Helu Wang
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The two-week camps going on right now, for example, used to be limited to 30 students, but are now open to 80 each.

“When we used to rehearse, we basically rehearsed in front of all the props,” Vilker explained, because they only had one room to store and build the
sets.

VACT founder Dee Baldock said now each camp has its own rehearsal space, “singing in music room, dancing in dancing room, acting on the stage,
making sets and storing costumes in set-building and costume areas.”

All of that, Vilker said, will allow the group to ensure community members see the value of their contributions to the new building.

“We’ll provide more opportunities to involve the community and reach out to more people,” Vilker said.

Dividing spaces
During a recent afternoon at summer camp, youngsters sang “The Aristocats” with piano and stereo playing in the music room while teenagers
rehearsed “Mulan” on the stage.

With set-building and prop rooms surrounding the room, the kids were easily able to grab their materials for rehearsal. And on the second floor,
costumes such as 1960-70s jackets, mermaid dresses and colorful T-shirts are organized in racks, making them easy to spot.

Bella Becker, a 13-year-old summer camper, said she and her peers have been anxiously awaiting the new building for awhile, especially since the
division of space makes it much easier to concentrate.

“It was really hard to focus (in the old building) because there was so much going on in one space,” she said.

Growing program
Last year, 400 kids participated in the four VACT children’s shows.

The new space will allow the group to add an additional children’s show this year, which will get at least another 50 kids involved. Baldock said they
might have had to turn down those kids if VACT had not moved in the new building.

Although VACT already met its capital “Follow the Dream: It’s Possible” fundraising campaign goal of $1.7 million early this spring, Baldock still has to
figure out how to pay off a $300,000 city loan and cover daily operating expenses. There are no fundraising plans yet, but tickets, camp earnings and
donations will go toward that for now.

The public can rent the building for dancing, performing and recitals. Baldock said the participants of the city’s recreation dance program have been
dancing on VACT’s “sprung” floor, which she described as easier to tap on.

Most importantly for VACT, though, the new space will allow it to continue its rapid growth in recent years and allow even more people to be a part of
its shows.

“Our mission is to provide a place where people could learn about all about theater – on stage, backstage, volunteering, performing singing and have
fun here,” Vilker said. “That will continue in the new space.”

Contact Helu Wang at helu.wang@wcinet.com.

If You Go
What: Verona Area Community Theater Open House

When: 1-5 p.m. Saturday, Sept. 23

Where: 103 Lincoln St.

Info: vact.org
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