
 
Sunday, May 4, 2014 

Tony winner Michele Pawk: Wagner prof plays tough 
mama in off-Broadway’s ‘17 Orchard Point’ 

by MICHAEL J. FRESSOLA 

 Actress and academic Michele Pawk is playing the kind of mother no girl wants — or so 
it sounds — in “17 Orchard Point,” a new play by Anton Dudley (“Substitution” and “Getting 
Home”) and Stephanie Maggio. 
 The show opens tonight at the Beckett Theatre, 410 West 42nd St., between 9th and 10th 
avenues in Manhattan. Visit 17OrchardPoint.com for showtimes and ticket details. 
 Tony winner (for “Hollywood Arms”) Pawk directed “Rent” last season at Wagner 
College, where she’s been teaching theater for several years now. 
 In her own stage life, she has found that admirable good girls are less fun to play than 
their imperfect counterparts. Someday, she confessed she’d love to play the disorderly (but 
wildly entertaining) Alexandra Del Largo of Tennessee Williams’ “Sweet Bird of Youth.” 
 
Q:  Lydia, your character in “17 Orchard Point,” lives by the motto “leave your baggage at the 
door or it will end up on your face.” She’s no shrinking violet, is she? 
A :  I like to think of Lydia as a woman who is living a “full” life. She has suffered losses and 
setbacks in her life, and yet moves forward with zest and zeal. Not to mention, some alcohol. 
 
Q:  Is it fun being her? 
A :  I truly am having a ball with this woman! It’s always fun to play someone larger than life. 
There seems to be a bit of a party wherever she goes. Who wouldn’t want to live like that for a 
while? At least, vicariously. 
 
Q:  Have you ever had to play a well-behaved, nice, even-tempered sort of character. Would you 
enjoy such a challenge? 
A :  Well, I actually am a well-behaved, nice, even-tempered sort of gal! At least, I think I am. We 
all have our moments, don’t we? But ... nobody ever asks me to be the good girl. Which is kind 
of ironic because I think I’m a pretty nice gal. 
 
Q:  “17 Orchard Point” is about some very human women with a complex family history who are 
at each other’s throats, a classic set-up. Is there fresh terrain in the script? 
A :  You bet. There are many secrets revealed and histories divulged throughout, but ultimately 
it’s a beautiful story about a mother and a daughter trying to connect, perhaps for the first time 
ever. I don’t think there’s a mother/daughter relationship around that hasn’t struggled to find a 
common ground at times. We don’t always “like” our mothers, but somewhere we always “love” 
them. 
 
Q:  Ideally, what does it give audiences to think, laugh or cry about afterwards? 



A :  Ultimately, I think audiences will be left reflecting upon their own familial relationships. 
There will be moments from this play that will live with people, I think. I believe this play is that 
rich. And I hope some of it will come as a surprise because they are laughing so hard. It’s quite 
funny. 
 
Q:  Some teachers assert that the best teachers are great actors. Plus, it’s a great way to keep 
students awake and engaged. What do you think? 
A :  I don’t know about the awake part, but I feel fortunate to be able to speak to my students from 
my own perspective and experience. I have been, and am in their shoes quite often, so it is an 
honor to pass down knowledge and craft in that way. I have had many great teachers, some with 
professional experience and some without. I just feel blessed to be able to share what I have 
learned thus far in my career. 
 
Q:  Imagine: A deep-pocketed producer offers to bankroll any play you choose, provided you 
take the lead role. What are you choosing? 
A :  Wow, this is like Fantasy Island! I want to do some Williams, so right now I would choose 
“Sweet Bird of Youth.” Let me know when you meet this deep-pocketed producer, will you, 
Michael? I’m all in. 



 
Thursday, May 8, 2014 

Stage review: Wagner theater prof outshines script of ‘17 
Orchard Point’ 

by MICHAEL J. FRESSOLA 

 Just in time for Mother’s Day, Wagner College professor and Tony Award-winning 
actress Michele Pawk is playing no one’s idea of an admirable parent. 
 What great company she is! Raucous and bossy, dissolute and bawdy, Pawk’s Lydia is 75 
percent of the reason to see “17 Orchard Point” a black comedy newly opened on Theater Row. 
 The script, by Anton Dudley and Stephanie DiMaggio (who also plays Vera, Lydia’s 
frightened rabbit of a daughter) depends upon classic dysfunctional-family issues — ancestral 
real estate, old griefs, too many cocktails and long-ago infidelities. 
 What playwright could manage without such useful devices? They won’t be retired 
anytime soon, of course, but their deployment in “17 Orchard Point” seems clumsy and rushed. 
Too much backstory gets piled on too fast for an 80-minute two-character enterprise. 
 But, simultaneously the writing is fast, painful and funny. Director Stella-Powell Jones 
moves things along briskly and Pawk and DiMaggio are well matched. 
 Mama Lydia is all cleavage (“20-year-old boobs and a $100 bra”) and bravura. Vera, an 
ungainly 30-year-old who becomes remarkably pretty with a swipe of lipstick and a fingertip’s 
worth of blush, is responsible but inert. 
 She’s a virginal churchgoer who has been caretaking her mother’s small Cleveland 
apartment building for years, while Mama, good-looking party gal that she is, has been 
whooping it up in Las Vegas, with a live-in who doesn’t even know she has kids. 
 This is where it gets interesting: She has two living offspring, Vera and another daughter; 
a son died young, around the same time her husband did. He drank. The two deaths “nearly 
killed me” she recalls. 
 Mama never tells us exactly how that nearly happened. But she has other life-shattering 
news bombs that she drops one by one as she and Vera play “Truth or Dare” emboldened by 
gulps of bourbon. 
 As even the least thoughtful playwright will begin to see, “17 Orchard Street” is all about 
Vera even though Lydia is its principal figure. 
 Will Vera grow up and get going? She will — it’s a medium-wattage surprise. Nicely 
underplayed by DiMaggio, she reveals all. She is her mother’s daughter, it turns out, in all the 
ways that count. 
 Again, Pawk (who took home her Tony Award for an earlier boozy mother, Louise of 
“Hollywood Arms” in 2002) is the funny, cagey, sharp-tongued reason to catch “17 Orchard 
Point.” 
 Another might be its shabby, elaborately appointed apartment set, the kind of hyper-real 
interior that John Lee Beatty used to build for playwright Lanford Wilson’s dysfunctional 
families. It’s the spot-on work of designer John McDermott.  
 (Visit www.17orchardpoint.com for more information.) 
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