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“I’ve barely scratched the surface in terms of
what’s inside me - what I can give of myself
to mankind.” - Lilia Skala
In 1995, a few months after my grandmother Lilia passed on, I came across a
remarkable improvisation teacher named Gary Austin. One day, in his workshop, he
invited students to talk for a few minutes about someone real or fictitious who we
found compelling or fascinating. I talked about my grandmother, and he cast me in a
scene portraying her working in a factory, as a refugee. At that moment, the “Lilia”
character was born. Later, when he learned she became an Oscar-nominated
actress, he said, "You've got to write a one-woman show about your grandmother!"
Baffled about where to begin, Gary encouraged me to go home and write down
everything I remembered about her. Each day, my goal became to write one
sentence. Over the next couple of years, “Lilia” developed improvisationally in
Gary’s workshop, later in acting class with Carol Fox Prescott’s and in playwriting
class with Jeffrey Sweet. Gary directed early works in progress.
In 2001, Gabriel Barre directed Lilia! for Cape Cod Theatre Project, and the show
went on to receive rave reviews internationally. It ran successfully Off-Broadway at
the Arclight Theatre, produced by Mirror Repertory Company; at The Groundlings
Theatre in Los Angeles, presented by Gary Austin; and was performed to sold-out
houses in London, Seattle, Toronto and Winnipeg, where it was selected “Best
Show” out of 118 shows by University of Manitoba Radio (CJUM) at the Winnipeg
Fringe Festival. It received additional raves at Pacific Theatre in Vancouver; at the
Edinburgh Fringe Festival in Scotland; in London, sponsored by the Austrian
Cultural Forum; in Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia; and in Berlin and Dresden, Germany.
As Lilia! moves forward, I continue to plumb the depths of each nuance and life
lesson to be gleaned from my grandmother’s experiences. She often said, “I’ve
barely scratched the surface in terms of what’s inside me - what I can give of myself
to mankind.” She was constantly teaching and guiding me. I wasn’t always receptive.
Well, it's never too late.
The lessons continue as I have the privilege of performing this play - not only as a
tribute to my grandmother, but as an ever-evolving experience between actor and
audience.
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Her American debut in the Broadway production of Letters to Lucerne, was
followed by a featured role in Call Me Madam, which she later repeated for the
screen, The Diary of Anne Frank, in which she later toured, and the New York City
Center German language production of The Three Penny Opera, in which she sang
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