1/4/2013      THE TEMPEST                New American Shakespeare Tavern

****  ( B )


BACK TO THE ISLAND


For the fourth time in two years, I find myself at a production of "The Tempest," and writing about it.  I also find myself confirming that it is more than likely my favorite Shakespeare play. It was the first that I read "for fun" (that is, outside of a classroom assignment), and I've seen more than a dozen different productions and film adaptations, including one in Stratford-upon-Avon, England (truly awful), and one in Stratford, Canada (truly wonderful). I've always enjoyed its combination of fantasy and Jacobean vengeance, its mixture of primal innocence (Miranda) and calculated evil (Antonio and Sebastian), its over-the-top theatricality and understated subtexts and emotional connections. But what really sells this piece for me is its resolution, its choice of forgiveness over revenge, its assurance that mistakes can be acknowledged and forgiven, and its humanist celebration of the mundane over the phantasmagoric. I declare this bias now so you know my standards for this play (productions of which I always anticipate with the greatest of excitement) may be higher than yours, and my expectations stricter.

This is the third time I've seen "Tempest" at the Shakespeare Tavern, and like the others, it is skillful and moving with some very good ideas and concepts, and some by-the-numbers but still-good-enough sequences.  Here, director Laura Cole (more or less) remounts her 2009 production, thankfully letting J.C. Long repeat his amazing Arial.  Overall, I liked this production a little bit more, and was happy to see Maurice Ralston step into Prospero's magic robes and back in form after his "off night" in last year's "Titus Andronicus."   

Once again, the play starts with a theatrical flourish, a whiz-bang storm-at-sea in which, once again, I couldn't tell if the tempestuous sounds were mechanical "live" gimmicks, pre-recorded enhancements, or a combination of the two. Movements were tightly choreographed, so that wave-driven "lurches" were in the same direction at the same time. And, walking calmly through all, unaffected by the wind and rocking deck, a tattooed-and-buffly-raw Ariel sings his Latinesque spell with a monk's passion, with a profane intensity that seems literally sacred.

Once the storm is over and we go to the island, Mr. Ralston as Prospero gives us the story, and centers the play with a dispassion that lessens as the swirling emotions of those around him calms into normality. Kati Grace Morton as Miranda positively drips with innocence and life, wildly embracing all the new joys and sorrows that life casts her way, keeping a Brave New Embrace for each new experience. .

As in the 2009 production, the visitors are the “by-the-numbers” part.  Stuart McDaniel, Doug Kaye, and Tony Brown all give professional, comprehensible readings, but little else -- there is no character development other than what’s scripted, no originality, no personality to any of these characters other than what these actors bring to every role they play. There was nothing new to set this mounting apart from 2009’s.  Still, they told the story, and did what was necessary to get us from plot point A to plot point B.

On the other hand, the comic trio of Caliban, Trinculo, and Stephano (Matt Felten, Daniel Parvis, and Nicholas Faircloth) milked their story for all the laughs possible, and then some.  These three have worked together often before, and they played off each other like seasoned vaudeville troupers.  Sure, Mr. Felten looked a little too human as Caliban, but HE seemed to believe what everyone said about him, so that created the illusion of monstrousness.  These three were the highlight of the show.

Still and all, royals scenes aside, the play works very well indeed. Mr. Ralston and Ms. Morton capture a very fine father-daughter dynamic, the comic-drunk sub-plot cooks on all burners, Chris Rushing gives the traditionally bland Ferdinand some personality, and the spirits scene with its live music is, for once, actually magical.

To conclude, I can’t praise Mr. Long’s Ariel enough in this. Rarely smiling, he is called upon to sing (with a voice that seems to carry bits of his heart into the Tudor rafters above him), play several musical instruments, and convincingly make us believe he is other than human, trapped by the human world and his human savior. I have seen Ariels in thrall to Prospero, in love with him, resentful of him, and one who even spat in his face at the end. But this is the first (well, second) time I have seen all those disparate Ariels in one seemingly whole creature, and, not to put too fine a point on it, the first (well, second) time I’ve seen anyone capture this character with all his contradictions (and passions) intact. It’s a breathtaking performance that should not be missed.

As to the rest, well, sometimes the old world can propel a story as eloquently as a brave new one. As they have before, and probably will again, the Tavern’s ensemble tells this oft-told story well, and keeps it alive in my affections.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


1/11/2013      SWELL PARTY			Georgia Ensemble Theatre

****½  ( A )


POINT OF VIEW

Amazingly, some facts of this intriguing historical footnote are NOT in dispute. On July 6, 1932, Reynolds Tobacco scion Z. Smith Reynolds was shot in the head with a .32 caliber pistol.  He had just brought home his new bride, actress Libby Holman, and the starched Southern Reynolds clan was not pleased.  Investigator Eric McMichael tries to get to the root of the tragedy, and, of course, everyone disagrees.  Atlanta playwright Topher Payne has fashioned an exhilarating and original piece that Roshomons together a series of recountings and digressions, that, ultimately is more enjoyable in its many wonderful parts than in its collective effect.  I really enjoyed the sharp characters, the witty banter, the period details, and the sly hindsight jokes.  I only wish I had cared more about young Smith and his death than about the eccentric characters in his orbit.

In my reviews of Mr. Payne’s “Tokens of Affection” and “Evelyn in Purgatory,” I could not hide my fan-boy enthusiasm for his work, for the way he builds character, for his fluency in the way people talk and interrelate.  Here, he continues his streak of original play-building with a nicely ambiguous script that filters the plot through the characters’ (usually) faulty and bias-ridden memories (sort of how I filter my analyses of all the plays I see – but I digress).  Here, he builds character not only through what his creations say and do, but in how they tell their stories.

Built as a series of interviews with investigator McMichael, we see the same events through quite skewed lenses, the characters through how they see each other.  For example, when uptight widow/assistant Babe Vaught talks about the new Mrs. Reynolds, we see a sultry lounge singer / gold-digger, quite different than how Mrs. Reynolds appears in others’ recounting.  And, of course, when eccentric-to-the-eye-teeth “Acting Coach” Blanche Yurka tells anything, what we see is an over-the-top hilarious picture of a diva-amok-among-the-extras told as a formally-staged digression.  

This is an approach that works on almost every level, drawing humor from the off-kilter “disconnects” between the stories, the obvious biases, obsessions, and annoyances that can’t help but find their way into the individual stories.  The biggest problem with this approach is that, because he is dead at the start, we never see a “real” version of young Smith Reynolds, only everybody else’s idea(l) of him.  Fortunately, this only drives the narrative better, making us truly wonder who he really was and what really happened to him.

All this back-and-forthing is aided immensely by Bryan Rosengrant’s spot-on (no pun intended) lighting design – the “now” is clearly established as being a rainy-gloomy day, with cool colors prevailing and grey blahness on the background cyc.  As each story takes us back, the gorgeous set (by Jonathan Rollins) is bathed in the golds and glory that is the true south, sunshine a-plenty, and shadows erased.  Period details are proudly pronounced in Linda Patterson’s costumes, and the quaint and curious props that dress the set.

No small credit needs to go to this cast, who have the unenviable task of playing several versions of their characters – well, except for Tess Malis Kincaid’s Blanche Yurka – she’s nicely over-the-top looney-tunes no matter who’s telling the tale.  I especially liked Scott Depoy’s McMichael, who seems to be the “voice of reason,” asking telling questions while staying strictly within the tight confines of Southern Gentility’s “Rules of Engagement.”  He does a brilliant job of showing anger and disdain without really showing anger and disdain.  It’s a multi-layered and subtle performance that grounds the play and, ultimately, gives it wings.

I also liked Kate Donadio’s Babe Vaught, who changes the most with each person’s view point.  The point is that, to most of these people, she’s a fade-to-the-background cipher, who, we come to learn, isn’t at all comfortable in that background.  Jo Howarth brings her usual light gravitas to matriarch Kate Reynolds and Suehyla el-Attar is lovely and appealing as the new Mrs. Reynolds. If the young men of Weston Manders (the ill-fated Smith Reynolds) and Tony Larkin (Smith’s friend Ab Walker) remain leading-man bland, well, that’s their role in everyone’s story, isn’t it?

The interesting thing about this piece is that I left the theatre liking, but not loving it, giving my initial “capsule” thoughts a knee-jerk “B.”  Since I’ve seen the show, though, it has stayed in my memory more than expected, and, after actually reading Mr. Payne’s script, my initial memories have become rosier, and the play has been crystallized as another in what I hope will be the endless stream of Topherscapes that will inevitably follow.

This is a beautiful play by one of Atlanta’s most talented writers, and I thoroughly encourage you to not pass it by.  There are no wallflowers at this particular party!  If you are a musical-theatre geek (as am I), I challenge you to think of that title without also hearing the Cole Porter melody that usually accompanies it--  What a Swell Party this is!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


1/4/2013      BLOODY BLOODY ANDREW JACKSON		Actors Express

**  ( D )
 

BLOODY BLOODY AWFUL

Okay, this review’s title is a cheap shop that may not really reflect what I think of this play.  Still, despite a wonderful set and cast, there are some truly awful moments and the play itself is an incredible disappointment.

I’m talking about Actors Express' energetic staging of "Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson," a rock musical by Michael Friedman and Alex Timbers that tells the story of our 7th President.  The Actors Express playing area has been transformed into a Honky Tonk, complete with working bar, grandstand seats on three sides, and an ensemble that sets the mood with some pre-show pickin' and singin'.  Once the play starts, though, we're given a loud and profane series of skits and songs that goes no deeper than a Saturday Night Live sketch embellished with pointless obscene tableaus, incomprehensible lyrics (this has got to be one of the most unfortunate sound mixes I’ve (failed to) hear in recent years), and rampant cultural smugness (Look how dumb they were in the 19th century!).  It's almost as if the creators wanted to put the start of the Democratic Party in the worst possible light.  Not to put too soft a point on it, but watching this show turned out to be an exercise in endurance that ultimately left me feeling a little bit soiled and unclean.

It must be begrudgingly noted that mine will no doubt be a minority opinion, as the opening night crowd was rabidly stomping and clapping right along with the admittedly talented cast.

Let me start with the “elephant in the room,” the unfortunate sound mix.  It may be the result of the unorthodox arrangement of the venue, and my seat may have been in an auditory “dead zone,” but the fact of the matter is that in almost every musical number, the accompaniment so overwhelmed the singers that their lyrics were reduced to mumbly mystery.  

If criticizing a sound mix may seem nit-picky and judgmental, consider this – since I had no idea what the songs brought to the story, I had to piece together the plot “in the dark” (as it were).  And the plot is nothing but rude bits and shallow contemporary stereotypes.  George Washington is dismissed as a dandy who “sucks cock” (yes, that phrase is actually used), the Washington establishment are ALL effete dunces (literally – their conical hats may be an amusing sight gag at first, but they become really really stupid really really quickly), Jackson’s wife Rachel is reduced to a randy slut with NO other purpose in his life or the plot.  Oh, and the play thinks it’s funny for Jackson to shoot a wheel-chaired narrator stone-cold dead so he can “tell his own story.”  We’ve seen that plot device many time before (most notably in “Into the Woods”), and here, the device is quickly abandoned as the narrator comes back as a bartender (only to be “punched out” – that’s the sort of character Jackson is played as), later as a tacky Las Vegas “Angel.”

Looking over this last paragraph, it’s clear why I disliked this play so much – Andrew Jackson, a supposedly “populist” character, is writ as a saloon bully, a thoroughly repugnant creep who lies about everything and everyone, and who reduces anyone who disagrees with him to a negative stereotype (if not a corpse).  It’s not an historian’s view of him, or even a Democrat’s – it’s a modern-day conservative take on the “founder” of the Democratic Party, and, it is, not to put too fine a term on it, offensive.

Oh, but he can sing and toss back the brews, so he must be “Our Kind of President.”

To further lower the standards of decorum, at several times during the course of the play, people die (or fall unconscious) in pornographically compromising positions.  I have no idea if this device is scripted or was director Freddie Ashley’s contribution, but, it served absolutely no purpose other than “Wouldn’t it be funny of he died with his face in her crotch.”  My short answer, “No, it wouldn’t.”  I may have smiled the first time, but by the fourth, I was just checking my watch.

I also have to concede that the music left me cold.  Sure, it was bouncy and lively (and loud), but, much of it was pointless.  The show ended with a rousing, foot-stompin’ number called “The Hunters of Kentucky,” which, in my bad-sound-mix-befuddled memory, seemed to be nothing but that line repeated endlessly.  I have to ask, “WTF?”  Jackson wasn’t from Kentucky, none of the other characters were from Kentucky, none of the action takes place in Kentucky.  All I can speculate is that the creators of the show are so damned “culturally smug” that one frontier state is as good as another.

Giving credit where it’s due, despite the fact that I despised the play’s characterization of Jackson, I truly respected Maxim Gukhman’s portrayal.  Mr. Gukhman is a marvelous singer and dancer, and has an incredibly expressive face, giving us many moments of vulnerability that I’m not sure were justified by the script.  I also really liked Galen Crawley’s hot-humpin’ Rachel – it was another case of an actress taking a one-note character and “filling in the blanks.”  She also had the best voice of anyone, and was able to move me with the sheer musicality of her numbers.  Kerrie Seymour made a pleasant (if snarky) narrator, but her role depended far too much on stereotypes and been-there seen-that unoriginality

Unfortunately, the rest of the ensemble failed to make any distinguishing characterizations, preferring to keep well within the “safe zone” of Honky-Tonk floozy or bully, or occasionally delving into pop-culture portraits of Indians or other people-not-us stereotypes.  All the Washington “elite” were interchangeable, and none of the minor characters stood out for me.

Andrew Jackson was, historically, a polarizing and complex figure.  There is plenty of material in his life to make a compellingly rich and emotionally deep musical.  To reduce him to what this show does is to do a disservice to his life, to anyone who cares about history (or even “tall-tale” revisions of history), or to “Populism” itself.

Yes, I really hated this show!  Bloody Hell!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


1/23/2013      GOOD PEOPLE                                      Alliance Theatre

*****  ( A+ )
 

THE TURN OF A FRIENDLY BINGO CARD

During last year’s presidential campaign, a boatload of time was spent on the “I Did it Myself” paradigm, with one side saying, “No one gets ahead without the support of a whole bunch of people and a whole bunch of luck!”, and the other side saying, “Baloney!  I pulled myself up by my own bootstraps and did it all myself!”  Of course, it being a highly polarized political atmosphere, we only heard the extreme versions, as if this were an “all or nothing” proposition.

In David Lindsay-Abaire’s “Good People,” the playwright makes the point that success (and failure) depends on both personal choices (and actions) and luck.  While this concept may seem obvious to those who flirt with the political center, Mr. Lindsay-Abaire’s singular accomplishment is to make it blindingly insightful (and entertaining).

Welcome to South Boston, “Southie” to its struggling working class denizens. Margie (hard “g” sound) Walsh is a middle-aged single mother of an adult “special needs” daughter, who has just lost her job.  She’s told that “something will come up.”  Her friends advise her to look up her old flame, Mikey Dillon, who has become a doctor and “gotten out” of the neighborhood.  What follows is a series of scenes of culture clash between two people from the same culture, and personality clash between two people whose long-dead relationship has still-alive issues.

Mike is in a floundering marriage with a women of a younger generation (and different race), and wallows in a (perhaps) well-earned pride in his accomplishments.  Margie often wonders what her life would have been like if she made different choices all those years ago.

And of course, there are mountains of secrets and lies that are gradually opened and revealed, none of which are truly surprising, all of which are so habit-ingrained that the truth doesn’t even matter anymore.  More to the point, it is soon made clear that Margie’s hard times have an element of hard luck to go along with her bad choices, and Mike’s good fortune have an element of good luck to go along with his hard work and “right” choices.

And, just when you think you have the characters “figured out” and pigeon-holed, along comes a stray comment that makes you realize such-and-such choice was not as “nice” as you’ve convinced yourself.

In a nutshell, there are no heroes or villains here, but a group of recognizable people, all of whom often say (and do) mean things, all of whom have redemptive qualities, all of whom have a sense of humor and a flair for hyperbole that makes them “look over” each other’s lapses and shortcomings.  Not so surprisingly, so did I.  There are a few disgruntled “audience comments” who say none of the characters are truly likeable, and I thoroughly disagree.  They are, indeed, “good people” whose choices and “crossroads” moments are not larger-than-life, but often trivial, and everyday simple.

It doesn’t hurt that Mr. Lindsay-Abaire is a master craftsman of dialogue, of giving his characters individual voices, and of writing conversations that are laugh-out-loud funny even when they are deadly serious and armed with venom-tipped verbal arrows.

It also doesn’t hurt that director Susan Booth has gathered an ensemble that makes these people live and breathe with heart-beats hearts that are as fragile as they are enduring.  Kate Buddeke (Margie) is a true find, a still-attractive woman who can hide her emotions from everyone except herself (and us).  Thomas Vincent Kelly is a Mikey who can simultaneously embrace his roots, even he’s trying to run away from them.  He has perhaps the most difficult task – making us like him even when he’s being a jerk (which he is fairly often).  Kristen Ariza as Mike’s young wife Kate is also amazing – a person so removed from the “Southie” neighborhood it’s like an alien world to her, who can’t understand it, but who has a knack for understanding the people it produces, even when she has just met them.  Her staunch defense of her faltering marriage speaks volumes about her strength of will and her capacity for forgiveness.  They are backed up by a some wonderful Atlanta faces (Andrew Benator, Brenda Bynum, and Lala Cochran), who are able to create marvelous characters who flirt with working class stereotypes without really falling into them.  

Oh, and a hearty “well-done” to dialect coach Elisa Carlson, who made everyone sound like they’re from where we’re told they’re from.  Admittedly, I’ve never been to Boston myself, so this judgment is eminently arguable.  Let’s just say that everyone sounds like what I think someone from South Boston would sound like.  Mr. Kelly is also able to sound “un-Southie” when he has to, letting his accent thicken as he grows more comfortable (or angry) with Margie.

On a technical level, let’s not beat around the bush.  This is one of the best sets I’ve seen at the Alliance.  Ever.  The first act is primarily in front of a South Boston brick wall, cramped scenes coming out of a rolling metal “garage door.”  You get the sense that this neighborhood not only defines these people, but overwhelms them, “bricks them up,” as it were.  When the action moves to Mike’s palatial home in Act II, the scene is revealed in one of those applause-inducing moments when the brick wall flies up to reveal an enormous, even cavernous showplace home with two levels, cathedral ceilings, and forced perspective to make it seem even larger.  If the “Southie” scenes are cramped and prisonlike, this scene is open and free, with room to move.  

This is one of those rare productions in which everything – script, design, performance, production – come together in a “perfect storm” of theatricality that appeals to the heart, to the head, and to the funny bone.  It left me amused, moved and thoughtful, thinking back on those moments my life could have gone in totally different directions, moments of “luck” that changed my course forever. (*)  It can also be a bellwether indicator of what you bring in – I read one review of the original New York production, in which the (obviously politically conservative) writer took it to task for showing us that “…success is purely a matter of luck, and virtue inheres solely in those who are luckless. So what if Mikey worked hard? Why should anybody deserve any credit for working hard?”  In fact, the play does give Mike plenty of credit for working hard to “get out” of the old neighborhood.  This writer sees “heroes and villains” where I just saw people (not always “good,” never fully “bad”).  Like the pundits covering last year’s political campaign, this writer saw a worldview of “either/or” rather than the actual “both/and” paradigm I saw.  

The recurring Bingo scenes are beautiful reminders of how transient (and long-reaching) the elements of luck can be.  This play acknowledges the impact of luck on your life’s course, but echoes the Alan Parsons Project’s lyric, that there has to be more – “The game never ends, when your whole world depends, on the turn of a friendly card.”  It was my luck to see this production, and our luck that Alliance chose this play and staged it so well.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

* My most evident example of this is a day in 1997 – I was working in Philadelphia (living in Jersey), and was about to leave for home.  On a whim, I checkout the local audition schedule and found there would be one that night for an Oscar Wilde play I’d always wanted to do.  I got lost trying to find the theatre, and was one step away from throwing up my hands and going home.  I stopped for a bite to eat, saw a poster for another production at that theatre, and asked where it was.  I was about two blocks away and decided to go ahead and find it.  I was cast, and it was that show that introduced me to my lovely and talented spouse.  Three elements of luck – checking the audition schedule that particular day, having the evening free, and stopping at an eatery in the theatre’s neighborhood – any of which could have “gone the other way” and changed my life forever.  I can’t even imagine a Julia-less universe any more.


1/26/2013      BOB - A LIFE IN FIVE ACTS       Aurora Theatre

****  ( B+ )


THE PINBALL EFFECT  -  A REVIEW IN FIVE STANZAS

Stanza One, in which the writer ponders the universe and introduces the reader to Bob:

It's a favorite theme of movies and plays and television -- call it the "Wonderful Life" trope.  One life touches another, which touches another, which touches another leaving no one and nothing unaffected.  No one can be deleted from the "human equation" without radically altering the universe.  Not to put too grandiose a spin on it, but it gives each and every life Meaning (note the capital "M") in what should be an existentially pointless existence (or, to paraphrase the near-forgotten philosopher Oblio, “Just because you don’t have a point doesn’t mean you don’t have a point!”).

Which brings us to "Bob," a thoroughly charming piece of whimsy by Peter Sinn Nachtrieb, now cruising through Lawrenceville's Aurora Theatre.


“'Twas then when the Hurdy Gurdy Man
Came singing songs of love…”    (Donovan)


Stanza Two, in which the writer muddles and muddies a plot synopsis:

In the middle of the world, in the middle of time, in the middle of a White Castle Rest Room, Bob enters the world from Helen’s “Magic Chamber.”  Who she is and why she chooses this venue for her “confinement,” I leave for you to discover.  That it is Valentine’s Day should not go unnoticed.

Jenny finds Bob and makes the abandoned tyke her own.  Who she is and why she chooses sudden motherhood, I leave for you to discover.  Suffice it to say, she is fated (or so she is told) to be the mother of a “Great Man” (note the capitals).  How (or If) she achieves this fate, I leave for you to discover.

In the course of his life, Bob embraces romance, heartbreak, Triple-D cuisine (if you have to ask, Google “Guy Fieri”), good fortune, bad fortune, good (if transient) friendships, animal trainers, wolves (wolfs?), and any number of good (that is to say, bad) times and experiences and stuff.

Eventually, he disappears into legend.  How the world finds him (if indeed it does), how the world remembers him (if indeed it does), how his life becomes a pinball bouncing off other lives (if indeed it does), I leave for you to discover.


“I never knew just what it was
And I guess I never will …”  (Tom Paxton)


Stanza Three, in which the writer turns into a fan-boy stalker and drools over the cast:

This cast brings out the rabid fan-boy in me. Dan Triandiflou is Bob, achingly ordinary, blithely extraordinary, sometimes nice, often-times naughty, occasionally so-mean-Taylor-Swift-should-write-a-song-about-him.  Always optimistic.  Always ready to become great.  Always ready to find the greatness in, well, no one other than himself.  Okay, he can be a bit of a dick a lot of the time.  So why did I like him?  Why ask “Why?”

In support is a thousand-character chorus of chameleons wearing the terribly attractive faces of four of Atlanta’s best – the strikingly wry Scott Warren, the terribly versatile Veronika Duerr, the hopelessly yummy Wendy Melkonian, the persistently lupine Doyle Reynolds.  They play hookers and demons, animals and waiters, fathers and mothers and critters (oh, my).  And they all never pass up an opportunity to tell us the story, to follow a digression, to make us part of Bob’s world.
 

“It’s a Good Thing He Can’t Read My Mind …”  (Christine Lavin)


Stanza Four, in which the writer decides that Technical Artists deserve praise, too:

Just as Jenny expects greatness of Bob, I’ve come to expect greatness of Sean Daniels.  Sure enough, Mr. Daniels directs with a sure (if impish) hand, creating vignettes and pictures and moments that hurdy-gurdy us through Bob’s life, pacing it all as if he were a juggler calmly keeping every-ball-that-ever-was in the air.

Michael Raiford has built a set that is pure “Bob”  Large letters in which the cast lounge and play and sing and dance and bicker and tell-the-tale.  Sparkly lights give it all a side show feel – of course, Lighting Designer Mike Post gets a Bob-ful of credit for figuring out how to make the whole thing bedazzle.  Sound Designer Matt Callahan calliopes a marvelous soundscape and gives us a neato-Bobdeato microphone effect in the opening moments.  As to Alan Yeong’s costumes – well, let me just confess I was glad I had a book on my lap during the prostitutes scene – all are simple and versatile and effective.


“Just take a pebble and cast it to the sea,
Then watch the ripples that unfold into me…”  (Emerson, Lake, and Palmer)


Stanza Five, in which the writer re-ponders the universe and relegates the “Bob” experience to memory:

It's a favorite theme of movies and plays and television -- call it the "Wonderful Life" trope.  One life touches another, which touches another, which touches another leaving no one and nothing unaffected.  No one can be deleted from the "human equation" without radically altering the universe.  Not to put too grandiose a spin on it, but it gives each and every life Meaning (note the capital "M") in what should be an existentially pointless existence (or, to paraphrase the near-forgotten philosopher Oblio, “Just because you don’t have a point doesn’t mean you don’t have a point!”).

Which brings us to "Bob," a thoroughly charming piece of whimsy by Peter Sinn Nachtrieb, now cruising through my too-rapidly-aging memory.


“You're a scary old place out there world
But I couldn't be happy without you”   (Harry Nilsson)  

(Only because the lyrics of “You’re Breakin’ My Heart” are not a gentle fit at this point)

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)
 

1/27/2013      VISITING MR. GREEN              Stage Door Players

***½  ( B- )


CONDITIONAL LOVE

Jeff Baron's "Visiting Mr. Green" is a somewhat dated play that left me feeling not a little ambivalent.  A brilliantly performed two-character "chamber play," it purports to examine how friendship can move mountains and how love can be too easily trumped by pride.  It has scenes of remarkable emotional power and ends on an almost perfect note.  It is also filled with the sort of {Deleted by the Spoiler Police} you'd expect from a play from the sixties or seventies (it was actually first staged in 1996).  And, it is built upon a contrived set-up that falls apart before it's even established, and seems a bit out-of-place on the far-too-large Stage Door playing area.

Yet, in spite of all my problems with the script and design, I liked the play and the two characters whose unlikely friendship is at its core.

Because I can articulate my quibbles a bit better than my strangely insupportable overall “liking” of the play, let’s get the “bad notes” out of the way first.

Take note of the “Spoiler Police” edit above.  I had originally “filled in the blank” when I posted the capsule version of this review earlier this week, then decided that the playwright wants it to be a big “just before intermission” reveal.  These days, this “reveal” is really no big deal, and the character spends a lot of time in Act 2 wishing it weren’t such a big deal.  Dramaturgically, given how the character of Mr. Green has been established, it WOULD be a big deal within this particular almost-friendship.  Still, I can’t help but think it makes what is a relatively recent play seem “clunkier” than it should be.

Now, the premise – Ross Gardiner is a young(ish) New York yuppie who has been found guilty of reckless driving.  His community service sentence is to visit with the elderly Mr. Green once a week for six months, bringing him food, helping him clean, basically doing anything that needs to be done.  To make this work, we have to “suspend our disbelief” that a person can be so convicted for “almost hitting a pedestrian,” who, by the way, was just standing in the middle of the street.  We also have to “suspend our disbelief” that a frail shut-in like Mr. Green – a man who apparently needs a social worker and a judge because he can’t even go down the steps to get his mail, was actually outside and in the street.

Well, the set-up is what the set-up is, and the play is filled with the sort of been-there seen-that contrivances that pepper the “Forced-Friendship-of-Polar-Opposites” genre – the surly barking back and forth, the not-gradual-enough opening up of confession and memory, the let-me-give-you-a-hug moment exactly when needed (despite being lamely motivated), the my-angst-is-bigger-than-your-angst pissing match, and, the ultimate you-made-me-see-the-error-of-my-lifelong-mindset conclusion that works a lot better than I think it should.

And let’s not even start on the set.  The script describes the scene as an apartment in which it looks as if “nothing new has been purchased since the 1950’s … and nothing has been discarded since then.”  The required “clutter” here is a few loose papers on the kitchen table and a couple of neatly stacked bundles of stuff along the front of the stage.  Most of the set, from the start, is spotless, well-swept and polished, and tidy enough for guests.  All the furnishings are of a “timeless” variety that bespeaks no particular era, so the whole “frozen in time” concept is completely lost.  This becomes an issue when Ross’s “clean-up” is accomplished in quicker time than most of the scene breaks.

As to the real period – well, we see a Compact Fluorescent Bulb, setting it squarely in a “now” period, yet American Express executive Ross apparently has no cell phone and talks of using a pay phone.

As Faust realized when it was too late, the Devil is in the Details.

Okay, now that I’ve spent almost an entire page peeing on this production, I hope it’s not too late to admit that I really liked it

Reason the first – Theo Harness.  It has been many years since I’ve seen Mr. Harness on stage, and he has been most missed.  His Mr. Green is an extraordinary creation.  Stubborn and absent-minded, he also shows moments of extreme vulnerability, and even more moments of harsh judgmentalism.  He is a man who doesn’t open up easily, who places strict conditions on love and affection, but who can charm the socks off the most surly antagonist.  It is Mr. Harness’ singular achievement to “paint over” the script’s considerable contrivances – to give fresh breath and real humanity to what should have been a playwright’s puppet.  He inspired a wide range of reaction – affection, anger, frustration, sorrow, and, in the final analysis, true sympathy in spite of the harsh way he treats everyone.

Reason the second – the thematic thread of conditional love.  Is pride (even hatred) stronger than love?  The romantic in us would swear, “Never.”  Yet, how many of us know those who have “disowned” a child because of a choice, or, even more tragically, because of a sudden revelation?  This play goes to an extreme – Mr. Green is so distressed at the choice of {Deleted by the spoiler police} that he “sits shiva,” effective saying “You Are Dead to Me!”  His love was conditional – dependent on the loved one NOT crossing a line of tradition.  This is a resonant idea, one we reject time and again, yet one that smacks us in the face when we least expect it.  Think about it – is there anything your loved one could do that would leave you NO choice but to turn your back?  Think carefully, and hope you will never be tested.

Reason the third – Mr. Baron’s dialogue.  Sure the set-up and plot are clunky and contrived, but I never found myself “cringing” at the dialogue.   The conversations are almost musical in construction, voices in counterpoint, in theme and variation, words and syntax that reveal as much about character and actions.  This play was a joy to listen to, and, when watching this production (and rereading the script the next day), I found “suspension of disbelief” not only easy, but the plot errancies eminently forgivable.

Granted, the direction and design and plot of Stage Door Player’s production of “Visiting Mr. Green” will win no praise from me.  That being said, when a performance such as Mr. Harness’ is in the service of words and ideas such as these, when I find myself cheering and applauding in spite of all my critic’s-bag-of-tricks reservations, then there is more going on that can be smugly “written off” with a few snarky comments.

My positive reaction here may be conditional.  But then, so are the parts I didn’t like.  Perhaps the lesson to be learned here is that “unconditional praise,” like “unconditional love,” is a concept more compelling in its breach.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


.


2/13/2013      BIKE AMERICA			Alliance Theatre

***  ( C )


GONE WITH THE SCHWINN

Imagine, if you will, a “road” play in which a character goes “in search of herself,” but never grows, but continues to show herself to be essentially self-involved and shallow until she dies (no spoiler – we learn this at the start).  Imagine that same play indulging in an “outsider’s” view of all the locales it visits, essentially giving us tried and true stereotypes that our feckless heroine tries to emulate.  Imagine a stage design that shows us a sky-blue and featureless stage, accompanied by no more than one or two projected slides that “set the scene.”

Would you really want to see such a play?

Now, imagine it is a play about the character of the “millennial” generation, about trying to define “who I am” and “what I need to do with my life.”

Does that make it more appealing?

I suppose it would, if you were born after 1985.  To me and (perhaps) those of my generation, though, “Bike America” is a minimalist (and often contrived) look at a self-indulgent character who is “damaged,” who goes on a picaresque journey that teaches her nothing about herself (or her country), and, basically, tries to build character through broad-stroke stereotypes and too-little surprise.

It’s not that I hated this play or this character.  It’s just that I found nothing to really like about this woman or her story.   

Meet Penny.  She starts the play with an in-your-face shout-out to the audience, letting us know she’s “damaged” (a description she apparently wears with pride) and is going to tell us about the bike trip that took her life.  One day, she decides she’s going to join a cross-country bike tour “for cancer,” even though it’s happening within the week and she will have no time to train (or raise money for “the cause”).  She (apparently) can’t wait to get away from her neurotically clingy boyfriend, Todd. Or, she wants to get away from her life as a “professional graduate student,” though we never learn what she is studying, or what her “principle means of support” may be (she’s obviously comfortably not-poor).

Let us count the contrivances that smack us in the face from the start –

Is “Penny” a good name for a twenty-something millennial?  Sure, we have that marvelous character on “Big Bang Theory,” but when we look at actual demographics, “Penny” has had no traction as a “popular name for babies” since the early eighties, with “0 per 1,000,000” after 1985.  Did the playwright really name his main character for the sake of one late-in-the-play lame joke?

If Penny is so unguided and “what-will-I-do-now,” what the heck is she doing in graduate school?  What graduate school would accept a student with, apparently, no major or no goal?  (I’m seriously asking – it’s been a while since I’ve been in “academia,” so this very well may be an issue these days.)

Okay, we get it!  She’s “damaged!”    But how?  What happened to damage her?  We learn absolutely nothing about her background and her family, and her “damage” could be anything from sadistic abuse to “Daddy wouldn’t let me go to the mall as much as I wanted.”  

Can anyone, with no preparation to speak of, really handle the rigors of a cross-country bicycle trip?

While “breaking the fourth wall” can be an exciting way to tell a story, here, it’s used very lazily – at the beginning, at the end, and nowhere in between.  Its only purpose is so we can see Penny tell us of her own death, then react to it (which she does in a predictably shallow and I-really-haven’t-learned-anything manner).

And, oh yes, who can blame her for avoiding commitment when she’s stuck with such a whiny jerk like Todd?  

Let’s just say that these early scenes quickly put me in a cross-my-arms-and-judge frame of mind rather than a I-really-want-to-engage mood.  Sure enough, once we get into the trip,  we encounter stereotype after stereotype, all of them used for cheap laughs, none of which say anything about Penny or the country she’s peddling through.  And then she dies.

Let me digress here so you can get an idea of why I was so resistant to this story.  Playwrights, especially young playwrights, are a little too fond of writing something that “investigates what to means to be {insert any descriptive generality here}.  I can understand this urge – often, the arts attract those who don’t “fit in,” who are striving to find a place where they do fit in, who use their talent to “define” what it means to be – well, whatever-group-they’re-identifying-with-at-this-point.  In this case, it is an urge to investigate what it means to be a “millennial,” part of the generation who were born and raised “plugged in,” as it were.

The problem with this is that it forces the playwright to look at those qualities that make a group alike, the similarities that “characterize” them, if you will.  As a play-goer, my preferences are for the opposite – what makes this character, this story special, this situation exceptional?  In this case, Penny is anything but special.  Her story has been told and seen a million times before, and there is little in this script to warrant all the attention she’s given here.

Granted, in actress Jessica DiGiovanni’s hands, she has many moments of attractive self-deprecation, and, truth to tell, she made Penny’s whiny self-indulgence palatable, and even attractive.  And, truth to tell, her yearning for purpose does resonate.  What doesn’t resonate are her blatant attempts to put on various personae as if they were today’s outfit.  What doesn’t resonate is her penchant for using everyone around her for quick gratification and for easy answers.  What doesn’t resonate is her inability (or unwillingness) to truly grow, to look within herself for the answers she thinks are “out there.”

A factor that doesn’t help is the limited design on stage.  At first, it seems to work – Penny is on a stationary bike against a sky blue background, ground silhouettes receding into the distance.  But, when other cyclists join her, they carry handlebars on single wheels, and “walk in place” to simulate cycling, a device which actually clashes with the stationary bike (especially since the actors are inconsistent in their Walk-in-place pace and style.  When a character raises the bike overhead at a moment of “triumph,” it’s obviously a stationary bike, and it’s just awkward.

Worse, the projections we see are NOT a photographic portrait of America, but a single slide or two to let us know we’re in New York, or Ohio, or wherever.  Why set up the projection leitmotif if you’re going to use it this sparingly?  And, once we leave Ohio, the rest of the country is treated like “flyover” America – we see nothing really until we get to that deadly Arizona highway.

This is, by far, the most disappointing of all the Kandeda Award winners that have crossed the Alliance’s stage.  I obviously did not seeing the qualities (or hearing the “voice”) that apparently appealed to the panel of judges.  To my eyes, this is a been-there seen-that effort that depends too much on contrivance and stereotype, that tries to find similarities where it should be finding exceptionalities, and which concludes on a melodramatic note that lets its immature heroine remain immature.  It’s a road story that, basically, goes nowhere.

Like I said, I didn’t hate the play, nor am I sorry I saw it, nor will I avoid future works by this playwright (did I mention he’s very good at cleverry snappy dialogue?  I should have.). The supporting cast is quite good at playing multiple roles (especially Maurice Ralston as “Man with the Van” – a truly original character, whose lack of a name is yet another irritant).   I just don’t think it convinced me to really care about Penny or her journey.  And it occasionally made me angry at its wafer-thin examination of America and its millennial generation.  The both deserve more.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


3/30/2013      EQUUS				Actors Express

****½  ( A )


UNSTABLE

It's been a month and a half since I've had an opportunity to see a production on which I wasn't working, and I am so glad my return is with this piece, a play I've loved for horse-years.  I was fortunate enough to see the late Anthony Perkins' wonderful portrayal of Dysart a number of decades ago (from the vantage point of a stage seat -- yes, in my youth I appeared on a Broadway Stage with Norman Bates -- and Marian Seldes -- though most casting directors seem unimpressed by this credit {Insert embarrassed smiley face here}).  I was also fortunate enough to play Nugget/Horseman, back in the days when I was young (and fit) enough to carry a full-grown actor on my back and shoulders.  I still even have my now-falling-to-pieces horsehead.

So, it was with great anticipation that I ventured Actors-Express-ward to see one of the finest stables of character actors being put through their paces.  Quite simply, this is one of the best ensembles I've seen this year in one of the most creative, most engrossing, and most satisfying productions I could hope to experience.

Martin Dysart is a psychiatrist in a children's mental hospital in rural England.  He is asked to take on as a patient a young man, Alan Strang, who has blinded six horses with a metal spike.  As he uncovers layers of obsession and suppression laced with extremes of religion and sexuality, he begins to question his own actions.  If "normal" cannot be fully defined, can "abnormal?"  Is normal worth the loss of such an integral facet-of-being as an object of worship?  What, indeed, causes a series of incidents to snap together to form a chain of obsession?  If these questions cannot be answered, what indeed can psychiatry ever to hope to accomplish at a fundamental level?

These are the issues and problems that confront Dr. Dysart as his young patient leads him along the trail to that bloody night in the stable.  And it is all mounted in a highly theatrical structure that plays with expectations by putting us behind Alan's eyes, by letting us see the horses themselves as objects of worship, as semi-human creatures locked in rite and ritual and desire.  (This was the big mistake made by the movie version -- it replaced the "Gods" with real horses, which reduced them to objects of pity and Alan to a creepy object of scorn.)  It is staged on a small, square arena, a "boxing ring," as it were, that can convert, with a mere shift of lighting, to a "consulting chamber," a homey living room, a stable, a meadow, or even (perhaps) a courtroom.  The principal actors are on view throughout as witnesses, and the "horses" are played by athletic actors wearing stylized heads.

One of the creative choices made by director David Crowe was to have the horse-actors play in a bent-from-hip posture, as if the actor's legs were the horse's hindquarters.  At first, this seems a questionable choice, since it reduces their stature (traditionally, the horses stand tall on elevated footwear, so they tower over the more human characters).  Why this choice worked against expectation is that Alan is reduced before them, he spends a lot of time "on his knees," and the horses still seem "larger than life."  This apparent contradiction adds a level to the immediacy of Alan's story that gives it plausibility.

 On the other hand, the heads themselves are structured so we do not see the actors' faces, which robs us of the empathy that Dr. Dysart shows when he talks about wondering "What the horse was thinking -- not the boy, but the horse."  When the faces are visible, we wonder too.  This is a bit of a misstep, but not a laming one.

What works on almost every level here are the performances by the cast.  Led by the unarguable talents of Chris Kayser as Dysart, and the equal-but-younger talents of Kyle Brumley as Alan, the cast includes some of Atlanta's best character actors in peak form -- Joanna Daniel and Rial Ellsworth as Alan's parents, Kathleen Wattis as the Magistrate in charge of Alan's case, Eric Brook as the stable owner, Sarah Elizabeth Wallis as the young girl who inadvertently sets the tragedy in motion, Rachel Shuey as a take-no-guff nurse,  and Jason-Jamal Ligon as the Horseman and Nugget.  The rest of the horses are played by Christina Boland, Niki Edwards, Matthew Busch, Jordan Hale, and Bryn Striepe (the Actor's Express Intern Troupe).  All ably interact and find extraordinarily difficult "moments of truth."  If their dialects occasionally whisp away, they invariably find their  way "home."  All roles have been perfectly cast, and all actors can claim a personal responsibility in the success of this production.

Also to be commended are the simple, yet expressive set and costumes by Isabel and Moriah Curley-Clay, the lights by Mary Parker, the sound by Joseph Monaghan, and, of course, the direction by David Crowe.  This is a highly theatrical piece, and all the designers proved more than capable of using their creative talents "making it so."

This is, without question, a modern classic of the theatre.  It has aged gracefully, and I was more than happy to take another ride around this particular meadow.  The show definitely has its nay-sayers (I'll almost resist the urge to say "neigh-sayers"), both for its jaded view of psychiatry and for its nudity.  But to me, it has always been not only an emotionally gripping, intellectually powerful ride into the effects of religion and class and sex on our minds and actions, but on how our own minds can self-destruct as obsession consumes us from inside out.  One of the best aspects of this play for me is not Dr. Dysart's empathy for Alan, his dedication at unlocking the obsessions which led to a singular act of violence, but for how his blindness to his own obsessions threaten to lead him into his own meadow of self-destruction.  He sees the "sharp bit in his mouth," but he is blind to what is holding the reins that control him.  

Powerful stuff!

    --  Brad Rudy    (BKRudy@aol.com)



3/31/2013      THE DROWSY CHAPERONE			Aurora Theatre

****½  ( A )


A STAKE THROUGH THE FUNNY BONE

You know, I think it’s time to put a stake through the heart of the “shallow but fun” school of theatrical criticism. You know what I mean! “This was a guilty pleasure for me!” “I’m so ashamed I liked this!” “A Zillion Laughs a Minute, but is it Art?” The reasoning behind this is a very pedantic It-must-be-deep-if-it’s-going-to-be-remembered paradigm.(*) The problem with this is that it’s not especially valid (Aristophanes, anyone? Plautus?). It also blinds the pedant to depths that can be deceptively delicious.

Take “The Drowsy Chaperone” (but leave enough for the rest of us). On its surface, it’s a frothy 20’s style confection, tuneful, funny, and diverting. In a move to “have my fun, but criticize it too,” the thing is framed by a contemporary “Man in Chair” commenting on the play and being uplifted (literally) by it. So, we hear him relish the stereotypes of the stock characters, but see him berate us for doing the same thing to him. We hear him pointing out the banality of a set of lyrics, but see him in a transport of ecstasy as they’re being sung.

And, true to form, our friends at the AJC once described it as being “high in giddy empty calories” (a nice turn-of-phrase, but I digress ). In my somewhat less-than-humble opinion, these calories are anything but empty.

Point -- I don't think the main theme  -- Theatre can and does lift our spirits and make our shabby boring petty lives actually fun --  can be called "empty" at all. I think I made the same point many years ago in a review of "The Merry Wives of Windsor." 

Point -- The commentary of the "Man in the Chair" gives of some 20th-century theatrical history along with its faux stuff, making real points on how tastes and attitudes have changed over the years. If his commentary on current musicals is a tad blithe and shallow, it is certainly true to his character.

Point -- The "Man in Chair" has real problems and real depth, both of which are underscored by the counterpoint of the "Musical within the Comedy."

Point -- In the original, the characters and scenes emerged from the "Man in Chair's" apartment, coming to unrestricted life through the confines of his own restricted life.  The design team at Aurora has chosen instead to put the Man-in-Chair in the down right corner, and have the world of the show come to life behind the very real very present show curtain.  This choice actually works in that it implies the Man-in-Chair literally has theatre on his mind, and that his vision is more real than the shabby walls of his apartment that are invisible to us.  That the cast still reproduces all the skips and tics of his old LP turntable helps to remind us that something is being said here, and should not be as blithely dismissed as Man-in-Chair dismisses contemporary theatre.

Don't you just love the irony that Man-in-Chair has depth, but no name, while the musical characters had names, but no depth? Isn't it fun how Steve Hudson quickly develops a rapport with the audience and never lets us go?  Didn't Courtney Patterson make you giggle with delight every time she opened her mouth?  Didn't you just love the delicious parody of the "What is it About the Asians" interlude when the "wrong LP" is put on the turntable?  Didn't you love how the faux-deco skyline of Phil Male's set evoked the 20's?  Wasn't it wonderful that Ann-Carol Pence's Musical Direction (and the talents of her band) were so durn good it was mistaken for pre-recorded tracks?

I, for one, love this show, and loved this production!

I, for one, am not at all ashamed of that!

When all is said and done, "The Drowsy Chaperone" is like a stake through the funny bone. It makes its points, makes you laugh, and moves on. And, "empty calories" or not, I can't get its songs and people out of my head.

Take that, you clueless pedants (if any of you are out there)! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

(*)  Case in Point -- All the brouhaha over "Shakespeare in Love" winning "Best Picture" over "Saving Private Ryan."  Granted, the D-Day invasion scenes of Spielberg's movie are some of the best movie-making sequences ever done.  But once the story gets going, it pulls out all the war movie clichés and fills the movie with plot holes and structural mis-steps big enough to drive a tank through.  It really falls apart on repeated viewings.  "Shakespeare in Love," on the other hand, gets better every time I watch it (and I watch it often).  Rant Over.


4/5/2013      I LOVE YOU, YOU'RE PERFECT, NOW CHANGE        Stage Door Players

****½  ( A )


LOVE TO LOVE YA, BABY!

Last week, I ranted about how some folks like to turn their noses down at plays that (allegedly) only want to give you a good time, about how (for some reason) folks of (alleged) taste feel embarrassed about daring to like their guilty pleasures.  My rant centered on how such easy dismissal can blind the (alleged) "arbiter of taste" to real virtues, to real artistic merit, and to (dare I say?) works that will "stand the test of time."

Take, "I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Change," an (alleged) trifle of a musical that, for me, never gets old.  This is the fourth production of it I've seen, and, true to my expectations, it is a memorable mix of hits-close-to-home laughs and unexpected heartstring tugs.  For this column, I looked back over some reactions to previous productions.  Sure enough, I came across the requisite number of I'm-ashamed-I-liked-its and thin-as-gossamers and pulls-out-every-cliché-in-the-books.  To all this, I say, "{Insert Bronx Cheer Here}."

What this play does, in its wonderfully sly way, is to show us some clichés about relationships and men and women, and then turn them on their heads,  It shows us all the ambiguities and ambivalences that define modern romance  But more than that, it provides (allegedly) many cases in which we can recognize the cliché in our own lives and experiences.

Constructed as a series of sketches that look at a host of "aspects of love" -- meeting, courtship, sex, marriage (and NOT marriage), babies, family life, the take-each-other-for-granted years, the growing-old-together-years, and, poignantly, the what-do-I-do-now-that-he/she-is-gone years.  Each sketch uses a particular cliché or stereotype to get started quickly, then, just as quickly, goes into unexpected directions, mining for unexpected emotion, always gilding the jokes with songs that quickly stick in the memory.

My favorites change from production to production, but, as in previous outings, my FAVORITE favorite remains the "Shouldn't I be Less in Love with You?" number, in which an elderly man finds himself amazed that, even after all these years, his taken-for-granted wife behind her bathrobe and breakfast newspaper, still manages to fan that spark of love and desire.  Here, Jeremy Wood manages to convey a character well beyond his own age as well as all the layers of experience and affection that inform the scene.

Other standout numbers this time out are Erin Meadows ecstatically belting out "I Will be Loved Tonight," the always-marvelous Laura Floyd in the comic "Always a Bridesmaid," and Craig Waldrip trying to find his new-Daddy footing with "The Baby Song."

All four actors play a plethora of characters in a cacophony of combinations, and are more-than-ably supported by the piano and violin of Paul Tate and Nina Ray.  It's a credit to music director Peter Hauenstein and sound designer Dan Bauman that the singers were never overwhelmed by the orchestra, even from my vantage point that was really close to the instrumentalists.  Director Don Farrell has made excellent use of Stage Door's unusual audience-on-two-sides playing area, orchestrating a show that flows simply from scene to scene, with short-and-sweet scene/costume/wig changes.  This shows moves faster that a speed-dating event!

Chuck Welcome has built a simple set that features silhouettes of couples along a flat wall that opens and closes to quickly provide set pieces and actors.  Michael W. Magursky has provided a lighting and projection design that fits the show like a silk kimono.  I especially liked seeing (for the first time) all the tacky dresses sung about in "Always a Bridesmaid."

If I have one complaint in general about this show, it's that there are no sketches involving same-sex couples.  It is (allegedly) politically correct to acknowledge that same-sex couples go through all the same hassles and doubts and certainties as everyone else, so such a scene would not be out of place.  Even if the writers (Joe DiPietro and Jimmy Roberts) choose not to add such a scene to later productions, I could see the "Waiting" scene and the "Shouldn't I Be Less in Love With You" scene both working with little or no tweaking.  (Of course, this may be moot as licensing agreements may forbid such a configuration).

In any case, love is love, and we can't help loving being in love.  The point of the show, as evidenced by its title, is that love would be the most marvelous thing in the world, if weren't for the "Love" part of it.  And the "You" part of it.  And the "I" part of it.  To paraphrase "Annie Hall," relationships are filled with frustration and misery and angst and turmoil.  But we can't help falling in love, because, well, because we need the eggs.


-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)






4/6/2013      THE FABULOUS LIPITONES					Theatrical Outfit

This week, we introduce you to a new writer,  Betty McKibben.  Ms. McKibben ushers at most of Atlanta's theatres, so she sees a boatload of shows.  I hope this is the beginning of a long and fruitful collaboration.


THE (FABULOUS) FABULOUS LIPITONES

****½  ( A )  


If you don’t care for Barbershop-style music you will still love "The Fabulous Lipitones," now playing at the Theatrical Outfit through April 21, 2013.  If you love (or like) Barbershop-style music you will love The Fabulous Lipitones. This play is for everyone who needs a good laugh (isn’t that all of us?). And a laugh that goes on for 90 minutes, at that! While there are brief respites from comedic dialogue, even those sober moments are funny in light of the story. I laughed out loud (as did the entire audience) or chuckled pretty much the entire play.

"The Fabulous Lipitones" is a world premier play by Mark St. Germain and John Markus, award-winning writers and veterans of theater and television (both wrote for "The Cosby Show.") The writing is economical and full of punch, with nearly every line reminding you of what good comedy writing is about (irony and our vulnerabilities). The director, Justin Anderson (who won 2012 kudos for his production of "Assassins") and the “fabulous” cast keep the lines crisp and moving, all “lulls” making their quiet point (and usually producing laughter.) 

And the music? It is the glue. While you might not be a fan of barbershop style singing, musical director/arranger, Michael Monroe has produced magic from (frankly), “regular guys”.  Did you know Tom Key could really sing? I didn’t. Well, he can. He plays Howard, a conflict-resistant, kind baritone who panders to a cheating wife who is now bedridden with a mystery “illness”. William Murphey, a Theatrical Outfit regular, plays Phil, the bass. Phil is a cranky, cynical, past-his-prime gym owner who, BTW, can sing pretty darn well, too. The Lead (melody) is Wally, wonderfully played by Glenn Rainey. He can really sing. Wonderful voice! Then there is the character that provides the comic twist: “Bob”, played by "Assassins" veteran Daniel Hilton. OMG, what a well-written character and so perfectly delivered. Daniel has a beautiful voice that is a joy. 

While all four of these talented actors know how to sing, Michael Monroe has manifested their ability to deliver song after song (or song snippet) of in-tune close harmony required of this style of music. The songs are hilarious in their placement, without a doubt, but having sung a cappella (no instrument accompaniment) myself, I know the challenge. I really did not detect any dissonance, only perhaps the occasional hesitation (to hear notes the others are hitting first before you sing your own note.)

But, as I intimated, this play is NOT about the music. The message, and the delivery of that message, is what makes this play and its production so “fabulous”.   The message is:  We are suspicious and afraid of individuals, cultures, and situations that are new to us but once we get to know them, our fear dissipates. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The plot is simple: One of the Lipitones’ members has died (hilariously) after the last note of the last song of a barbershop singing competition. The judges award the group first prize anyway. The result is an invitation to compete in the national competition. The members all react differently to the circumstance, with Phil wanting to disband the group. Wally wants to find another member but they only have a little more than a week. Howard, who never takes sides or makes up his mind about anything, is the swing vote. His decision is made for him when they hear Daniel over the phone and Wally begs the others to give the guy a try. When Bob arrives for his audition, the hilarity thickens. He is a young enthusiastic Sikh half their age, having recently arrived in America.

That is as far as I will go. You can imagine the situation is ripe for irony: three late-middle aged men, with disagreement amongst themselves about whether to continue as a group, confronted with a delightful but culturally polar opposite who has a beautiful voice. The very interesting thing is that the cultural misunderstandings touch just the right spot, not at all disrespectful towards Sikhism or other cultural references. In fact, the Sikh community was consulted in this matter and one member is quoted in the playbill as saying “This comedy demonstrates how diversity is accepted in today’s world, and narrow-mindedness, rejected….We are moved by how respectful they have been about the Sikh way of life.” (Gulbarg Singh Basi of the Sikh Study Circle, Inc.)

Much of that respect is in how the play is written and directed. But I have to call out the skill and humor with which Daniel Hilton plays Bob. He is perfectly cast and ultimately charming. While I’ve found that any production Tom Key has to do with is typically marvelous, this young actor is a gem. I hope he decides to take Tom’s lead and bestow a long acting career to the Atlanta community.

In summary, I believe "The Fabulous Lipitones" is off to a long career of theatrical production, here and beyond. The credit goes to many who have brought this fine experience to the Theatrical Outfit. Thank you for the fun and laughter. Thank you for the reminder to laugh at ourselves. Too often there is not enough of that. 

  -- Betty McKibben


My own thoughts on the play are similar to Ms. McKibben's.  I'm not as fond of Barbershop, but I don't really DISLIKE it.  I did really like how "Bob" finds the literal meaning behind some of the traditional Barbershop songs, and then how his own traditional song is then equally dys-analyzed (I would have entitled my review "Lessons in Dys-Harmony").  I thought the show was perfectly cast, directed, and designed.  On the negative side, I thought a (very) few of the jokes mis-fired, producing a wince instead of a chuckle.  And, I thought the script would be improved with a bit more development -- it can easily work (perhaps better) as a longer piece with intermission.  Still, my grade is a B (****½), and I do recommend it, especially for those of you who can't get enough beautiful four-part harmony.

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




4/24/2013      ZORRO                              Alliance Theatre Co

*****  ( A+ )


SWASH-TACULAR

Heroes!  Villains!  Gypsies!  Deeds of derring-do daringly done by dauntless daredevils!  Feats of Flamenco fleetingly frolicked by feets of finesse!  Romance!  Pyrotechnics!  Moonlight!  A fiery "Z" blazing across the curtain!  The only thing that would make this the most fun you can ever have at a musical would be if all the above came with a compelling story and a memorable score.

Did I mention that the Alliance Theatre's production of "Zorro" comes with a compelling story and a memorable score?

I loved loved loved this show!

Once upon a time (1919 according to the program notes), a story called "The Curse of Capistrano"  by Johnston McCulley introduced the world to the character called "Zorro,"  a masked avenger who fights for justice and truth and freedom and the lingering kiss of a grateful senorita.  Since that time, there have been hundreds of stories and books and movies and serials and merchandisings.

And now, we get the American premier of the musical that has been playing London and Europe for a while, and it's long past due.

Adapted from Chilean writer Isabelle Allende's 2005 "biography" of the character, the show is smothered in the golden glow of a 19th-Century California and drenched with the lush melodies of the Gipsy Kings.  It is given a big big production that fills every inch of the Woodruff Arts Center with pull-out-the-stops fun, intense over-the-top emotion, and pound-the-floor production numbers, not the least of which involve tightly choreographed swordplay and flight.

It is 1805, as the curtain rises on three children at play -- Diego, his brother Ramon, and their close friend Luisa. Don Alejandro is the patriarch, and before you can say "This is exposition, it has to go somewhere,"  Diego is off to Spain to be trained to inherit his father's title and nobility, Ramon is left behind to nurse a resentment that we know will blossom to villainy and Luisa is left behind to nurse a longing that we know will blossom to true love.

So quickly it's performed as a magic trick, it is 1815, and Diego has grown into a carefree street entertainer ("It took me a full year to break all their rules").  Don Alejandro has died and Ramon is now the patriarch, ruling his domain like a petty tyrant.  Luisa goes to Spain to bring back Diego to save the day.  But Diego is happier hanging out with his gypsy friend, particularly the intoxicatingly lush Inez.  

One love song later, Diego is on a ship to California, his gypsy friends stowing away for the adventure.  From that point on, it is non-stop energy as Diego assumes more than one disguise ("Why couldn't the cape be red?"), Luisa and Inez battle for the heart of the hero, and everyone battles their inner demons and foxes and pumas ("You can kill a tyrant, but can you kill a brother?").  It all ends in a multi-level church where a forced marriage, a not-as-dead-as-we-thought character, and a stageful of marvelous fighting bring the story to its inevitable but very satisfying conclusion.  (Is it a spoiler to note that the track over the audience's heads that runs between the balcony and the stage WILL be used?)

I have to confess here that I am not the biggest fan of flamenco.  I don't DISLIKE it, but it's not something I'd go out of my way to add to my "playlist."  I do have a Gypsy Kings cassette from a few decades ago, but I rarely pull it out of the stacks these days.  This being said, the score of this show pulled me in from the opening guitar chord to the final curtain call "fiesta."  Although the entire score shouts its Hispanic roots, there is an unexpected (and wholly welcome) variety on aural-dispaly -- from the bombastic flamenco and full-chorus throttle of "Bamboleo" and "Djobi Djoba" to the gentle lyricism of "Remember" and "Hope" to the Big-Broadway-Belt emotion of "Senor" and "Man Behind the Mask," this is a real score that is informed by the place and time and character it highlights.  This is an outstanding (and rare) perfect fusion of music and story and style and period.  The live orchestra is housed on two balconies specially built as an extension to the stage, and, for all that, they never overpower the singers, even when they "descend" to the stage to play characters in the story (as they sometimes do -- you can't have a gypsy troupe without a guitarist or a mariachi band without a trumpeter).

Tom Piper has built an enormous and effective set that combines draperies and multi-level "pueblo" walls, and rising dungeon cells that fills and flows through the space like a living breathing character.  I really loved how the red draperings can transform from a sail to a stage curtain to a confessional with such little effort.  The lights by Ben Ormerod drench the stage with California Heat, and bump between passionate reds and lyrical blues with a perfectly timed flamenco stomp.  

But the true stars of the design team are fight choreographer Terry King and Flamenco choreographer Rafael Amargo -- this is a collaboration that is seamless and effective, even with the addition of "D2 Flying Effects" taking charge of the fights (and dances) that happen off the ground.  British Director Christopher Renshaw  makes the whole production dance as smoothly and intricately and passionately and intoxicatingly as an Andalusian Duende Flamenco.

Just to put the polish on the whole thing, the cast is filled with immensely talented actor-singer-dancer-gymnasts who seem to be able to handle anything the story throws at them.  Adam Jacobs makes a singular impression as Diego/Zorro, handling comedy, romance, dance, and derring-do as if he were born to it.  Andrea Goss is a winsomely attractive (and brilliantly surprising) Luisa, Natascia Diaz gives us a fiery Inez who would melt the butter of the most hide-bound asexual (either gender), Nicholas Carriere gives us a Ramon with just the right mix of villainy and vulnerability, Eliseo Roman soars in the comic role of the plodding Sergeant Garcia, and Atlanta's own Mark Kincaid is noble and effective as Don Alejandro.  It was also good to see more than a few familiar Atlanta faces in the ensemble that was made up mostly of trained flamenco dancers.

I've been liking most of what I've been seeing lately, but this show is head and shoulders the most fun I've had a musical this year.  Other most-excellent shows may inspire the heart or the brain or the gut or the funny-bone.  But, at one time or another, "Zorro" appeals to all -- with the added benefit of appealing to the little-boy adventure addict all men (of a certain age) never set free.

It truly buckled its swash in a most spectacular way!

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)











  
4/25/2013      HELLO, DOLLY!                Georgia Ensemble Theatre

***½  ( B- )  


GOING DOLLY'S WAY


The story of "Hello Dolly!" has one of those circuitous histories that are fun to uncover and retell.  Beginning life as an 1835 one-act farce ("A Day Well Spent"), it was soon (1842) expended into a full length play by an Austrian playwright.  The first American version came in 1938 with Thornton Wilder's "The Merchant of Yonkers," a failure that Wilder later re-wrote as "The Matchmaker," in which he took a minor character, "Dolly Gallagher Levi" and made her the centerpiece of all the farcical festivities.  Which brings us to 1964, when Gower Champion, David Merrick, Jerry Herman, and Carol Channing made musical history with "Hello, Dolly," which ran for over six years and has been revived three times.

I have to confess here, that this is actually the first time I've seen the show live on stage -- it's big and expensive and usually beyond the means of most community theatre groups, and regional revivals have been few and far between.  That being said, I am a huge fan of the original story itself, the Tom Stoppard Dolly-less version ("On the Razzle"), and the music on the original cast album.

So, why did this production leave me with a "Meh!" "Liked-it-didn't-love-it" reaction?

Looking at the source material itself, I suspect there is a bit of a disconnect between the high-farce antics of the story-line, and the "It Only Takes a Moment" whimsy of the score -- they're both great in their own way, but may have a few too many irreconcilable differences to really make a workable marriage.  The farce aspects require little emotion beyond the normal desperation, little character development beyond the stock types required to make the farce fly.  On the other hand, the songs require a few layers of emotion and character to really work.  In essence, the music kills a lot of the farce, and the farce undercuts a lot of the music.

If that's the case, why was the original production (if not the 1969 movie) so successful?  I suspect a lot of that had to do with Gower Champion, David Merrick and Carol Channing.  The show was produced and directed as a big brassy showstopper with a strong character at its center -- elements which forced the disparate parts of the show to settle down and just get along.  It should be noted that the show's longevity was due, in part, to its succession of strong Dolly's -- Ms. Channing, Pearl Bailey, Ethel Merman, Eve Arden.  When unknowns took over the role (and for all three revivals), the show essentially died.

Which brings me to issue number one with Georgia Ensemble's production -- its Dolly.  Courtenay Collins is an immensely talented actress / singer.  She brings to the role a heaping helping of ability, vocal power, and character.  But it struck me as too internal to make the show truly soar -- too intent on "getting the emotional moment right" and not intent enough on "earning the jazz-hands moment."  There was charisma, but not the right kind.

Without this "Dolly-glue" (as it were), the seams of the show showed far too clearly -- I never saw the moment Cornelius falls in love with Irene Malloy, or the moment she falls in love with him.  I didn't believe Horace Vandergelder's "change" at the end.  And the high-farce climax at the restaurant was too much unfocused energy and bustle to truly click as the focused chaos it needed to be.

The other element that missed for me was the disconnected scale.  My expectations, based on the 1964 recording, were for a big and brassy spectacle that would overpower with its production numbers and energy.  What I saw was a scaled-down version that seemed to be pretending it was still full size.  To be clear, I am big believer in scaling down large shows to fit small venues (or budgets).  That, of course,  presupposes a creative energy that can fit a show to a smaller concept.  Here, though, the orchestra was small (no brass -- sigh) and the cast was small (twelve).  But the staging and set were big.  This required forcing principals into chorus roles for some numbers (which actually worked -- my old man eyes have trouble discerning faces from the back of the house, so I was easily fooled).  But it also led to a smaller "big chorus" sound that had too many unbalanced harmonies (soprano-heavy, baritone-light) and not a few moments of dissonance.  

The large set was clever and vaguely suggested a turn-of-century calliope, but it wasn't quite large enough to give the title song its intended grandeur and sweep.  Most of Jeff McKerley's choreography was clever and well-practiced-well-performed, except for the startling exception of the "Waiter's Gallop" that builds (or should build) to Dolly's entrance.  In this case, it consisted of a few very energetic moves repeated a not-so-few many times -- the scene did not build in energy and intensity, it just went from moment to familiar moment.

All this being said, I still did not dislike the production.  The brilliant set and costume design helped the show in its cruise, and a truly remarkable supporting cast handled both the musical and the farcical aspects with equal skill.  Jeff McKerley and Chris Lewis were simply wonderful as Cornelius and Barnaby, the two shop clerks having their night on the town.  Mary Nye Bennet And Kylie Brown were also winning as the objects of their (easily ignited) affections.  Daniel J. Cook was a pleasantly rounded Horace who didn't let his "villainy" overshadow his charm.  Marcie Millard, Anna Kimmel, Chase Crandell, Trey Getz, Lauren Rosenzweig, and Tucker Weinmann made for a sterling ensemble, and, as I said before, Courtenay Collings was a good Dolly, if not a particularly memorable (or anchoring) one.

And, when all is said and done, the music of Jerry Herman and the story of Michael Stewart, Thornton Wilder, Johann Nestroy, and John Oxenford are enough for me to still recommend the show.  (For those of you on the south side of town, Newnan Theatre is opening a production of Stoppard's "On the Razzle," which would make for an interesting compare-and-contrast with this show.

I daresay, most of last night's almost sold-out audience would disagree with me on a number of these points, but, to paraphrase Dolly herself, most of you will probably go her way, and I'll go mine.

Dolly's way is probably much more fun!

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




4/27/2013      RAGTIME                                  Atlanta Lyric Theatre

****  ( B+ )  


WHY MUST THE SHOW GO ON?

One of my favorite songs in the Noel Coward canon is a little ditty called "Why Must the Show Go On?", a send-up of all the stiff-upper-lip shenanigans theatre folk do to spare their audiences a dark night.  I couldn't help be reminded of this when it was announced at "Ragtime's" Saturday matinee that "Mother" would not be able to perform due to a medical emergency.  Rather than cancel the show (no understudies seem to have been  hired for this production), Stage Manager Liz Campbell bravely donned a white turn-of-the-century(ish) dress and walked through the production, script in hand.  Although she handled the songs nicely, her voice blending well with the rest of the cast, her dialogue scenes turned out to be characterless and, not to put too strong a phrase on it, fairly monotonous and colorless.

But, when a production is (otherwise) this well conceived and executed, when the other performances are this good, and when it is in the service of a show that contains probably the most rapturously beautiful score of the past twenty years (did I mention Ms. Campbell handled the music beautifully?), the dialogue lapses could be easily forgiven.

And that, Mr. Coward, is the answer to your question -- even when a member of the cast is suffering "personal grief and private woe," it doesn't matter because the audience is there for a show, and, by golly, it's our (that's an editorial "our") job is to give them one, come, medical emergency or mumbled lines!

"Ragtime" syncopated its way into existence as a 1975 tapestry-novel by E.L. Doctorow that combines historical and fictional characters into a portrait of America from 1900 to 1917.  Its central upper-class-white family (unnamed) proves to be a magnet for several storylines that show us glimpses of the imminent softening of barriers between classes, races, and genders that may be the defining characteristic of 20th-century America.   It is started by "the coming of the Negro" to New Rochelle NY in the person of Sarah, a depressed "woman of color" who has tried to bury her new-born infant.  She is soon followed by "Coalhouse" Walker, a professional musician and the child's father.  When an act of racism clashes with Coalhouse's towering pride, tragedy and terrorism follow.  In the meantime, an immigrant single father of a young girl struggles with crushing poverty, but never falls into despair and soon is swept up by his own American dream.  By the end of the book, World War I "changes their lives forever," or it would if the characters hadn't already changed their own lives from within.

The story's next incarnation was a 1981 movie, that featured Mary Steenburgen, Mandy Patinkin, Elizabeth McGovern, Brad Dourif, Debbie Allen, Howard Rollins Jr., and, in his final role, James Cagney.  It was well-received, winning eight Academy Award nominations, and, at the time, was a personal favorite of mine.

The musical (book by Terence McNally, Lyrics by Lynn Ahrens, music by Stephen Flaherty) opened in Toronto in 1996, moved to Los Angeles, then finally landed on Broadway in 1998.  It was a large and lavish spectacle of a show, one that was sometimes criticized for letting its razzle-dazzle overwhelm its story.  It was a costly show to "run," and only lasted two years.  A subsequent revival closed early, again because of its high production costs.

My own opinion was that the razzle-dazzle did not distract, that the music and story were powerful in their own right, and that the fireworks and such were merely "icing on the cake," even symbolically relevant icing considering the source of "Father's" fortune ("Fireworks, bunting and other accoutrements of patriotism").  I saw it twice, once in New York, and once here at the Fox and immediately became a rabid fan.

Now, A.L.T.'s scaled-down production re-affirms my original reaction.  Here, the piece is performed on a clever and adaptable unit set (by the ever-talented Kat Conley), the "fireworks" are clever (and inexpensive) Lighting Designer tricks (thanks, Mary Parker), and the full-scale Model-T Ford is a set of chairs.  But the powerful web of story and song provides the only razzle-dazzle this show needs.  Alan Kilpatrick has directed his cast with an eye on the small space available to him, making it look spacious and uncrowded, even when everyone is crammed elbow-to-tintype.  The scenes flow together as smoothly as summer lemonade, and the talent of designers and performers explodes like a bottle rocket.

Jeanette Illidge brings to Sarah a vulnerability that tears at the heart, and Kevin Harry's Coalhouse is a force of prideful nature, a lion raging at the world while his cub languishes behind him.  I also really liked Matthew Kacergis' "Younger Brother," Bryant Smith's "Father," Ingrid Cole's "Emma Goldman," and Lyndsay Ricketson's vapid but affecting "Evelyn Nesbit."  The ensemble is large and versatile, roles quick-changed into and out-of with speed and skill.

The show has closed, rolling out its time like a scroll on a player piano.  But it proved, if nothing else, that the beauty of the piece can thrive without "breaking the bank," that a weak spot in a principal role will not be fatal, and that, music and story will always have their own special power.

All I can say is, thank you for "letting the show go on." 

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



5/5/2013      LARK EDEN                                         Aurora Theatre

****½  ( A )  


I'LL BE THERE FOR YOU


Natalie Symons' "Lark Eden" is a beautiful and affecting piece that celebrates friendship, giving us a portrait of three close friends as they grow and age.  It is also a moving portrait of how friendship can provide the anchor as the winds of change and time ravage family and children and everything else we tend to call "our own."

Conceived as a "Readers Theatre" piece, it is essentially a series of letters written from one friend to another, from their childhood in the 1930's in the small town of "Lark Eden" (was it Mississippi or Alabama?).  Here, though, it is given a full production with enough interaction to keep it lively, enough humor to keep it enjoyable, and enough tears to drown a Kleenex factory.

When we first meet Emily, Thelma and Mary, they are giggling school girls, passing notes in class.  It's not long before Mary has to move out of town, as her mother needs to go take care of her own aging and ailing mother.  It's not long before we realize that Mary's life will be defined by caregiving, and a not-unpleasant spinsterhood.  Meanwhile, Thelma falls in love, marries, and becomes the matriarch of a large (and ever-expanding) family.  And Emily is swept off to Florida as the wife of a travelling salesman, but soon suffers a miscarriage that prevents her from ever having children.  It's not long before she becomes the "breadwinner" for her husband.

And all of this is before any of them are thirty.  Since we are with them until they are in their eighties, you know there are a lot of tales I'm leaving left unsaid.  Needless to say, their lives are a web of ecstatic highs and bottomless lows, tragedy and joy mingle like old friends, tears come at joyful christenings and laughter at funerals.  The outside world intrudes on their lives in unexpected ways (you know Viet Nam will affect Thelma's family, but it happens in a way that took me by surprise).  My only complaint along those lines is that this is a "racially mixed" cast, the characters themselves seem to be "racially neutral," but we're in the south.  I'm sure this was an intentional design by Ms. Symons to keep the roles open to anyone or to not have racial politics affect the friendships, but, since no mention is made of race, it comes across a bit like contemporary we-can-all-be-friends political correctness.

That being said, the quality of the production is such that I was swept along by the unfolding of these characters, and didn't even think about that until days later.  

And this is a marvelously elaborate production.  The set is three houses, dappled with Southern sunshine, personalized for each inhabitant.  The women spend a lot of time on their own porches, reading their letters as if they were talking to each other, engaged in mundane tasks as they do so (taking care of a garden, rocking a baby, tidying the mail).  They come together for momentous events, but never seem to be able to get together for the "small stuff" (a vacation together, for example) without a crisis intervening at the eleventh hour.

Naima Carter Russell (Emily), Minka Wiltz (Thelma), and Rachel Garner (Mary) bring these women to full and vibrant life.  They convincingly age from teenagers to octogenarian dowagers without changing costumes or make up.  And they made me life and cry so often I felt like I was on an emotional roller coaster.  

This was an all-female creative production team, but that's not as important as the fact that it is a production team at their peak.  Everything about this show clicked for me, and I really can't recommend it highly enough.  Kudos definitely go to director Melissa Foulger, Set Designer Lizz Dorsey, Lighting Designer Mary Parker, Costume Designer Linda Patterson, and Sound Designer Angie Bryant.

Yes, it made me regret that I have no friends this close (spouse notwithstanding), and it made me regret that letter-writing is a "dying art" (if not already dead).  But, to see the twentieth century through the eyes of these women is a remarkable trip.  We see them grow and change and become women their younger selves could never imagine (and might not even like).  And, for me, there is nothing more compelling.

And, just to close on a sorta somber note, after a character who has been thoroughly disparaged throughout (not a single kind word said about her) finally passes on, a woman shakes her head and comments that (and I paraphrase here) "love is, I guess, something you never know you feel until it's gone."  These women are bound by a fierce love that was borne in childhood, and grows throughout their lives, seeing other loves grow and fade, seeing other loves striking with the speed of a viper, or being torn from their hearts by tooth and claw,

But through it all, they are there for each other,  And to witness it is a thing of joy and sorrow and whimsy and rueful acceptance.

For a few more weeks, this show is there for you.

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



5/18/2013      THE BOOK CLUB PLAY                                         Horizon Theatre

****  ( B )  


“LORD OF THE FLIES” WITH WINE AND DIP

Karen Zacarias’ “The Book Club Play,” now getting its area premier at Horizon Theatre, is an entertaining little curiosity that hides a heady examination of the conflicts between Art and Entertainment in what is itself a stand-by of “low-brow” entertainment, a one-set theatrical sit-com with what is essentially a “reality TV” set-up.  The result is a pleasant combination of stuff that tends to appeal to me – pretentious literary pontificating, see-it-coming-a-mile-away character stereotypes, and more than a few cheap and bawdy laughs at someone’s expense.  And there were enough character surprises mixed in with the stereotypes to make it worth the effort.  A cracker-jack set by Moriah and Isabel Corley-Clay and a dynamite cast nailing these strongly-written characters makes it an even better discussion.

Ana’s Book Club has deep roots (“We were doing this before Oprah”) and strict standards.  Most important are the RULES(!!) that govern their gatherings.  Now, a “world class” documentary filmmaker has placed a camera in their midst, and they find themselves becoming more self-aware than their comfort-level can tolerate, “playing to the camera” and revealing more than they like in those few moments they forget the camera is ALWAYS RUNNING.

If that weren’t enough to bring out the slings and arrows, a newcomer joins them, a “professor of comparative literature” who gets as much pleasure out of the latest best seller as he does from another journey through Proust.  The very idea of “My Club” daring to read “Twilight” or “The Da Vinci Code” is enough to send Ana into an emotional Dante’s “Inferno.”

In between scenes, the actors play a bunch of folks giving whimsical vignettes on books and libraries and book clubs, all of which, IMHO, add nothing to the play other than costume-change “space.”  In fact, I found most of them pointless, unfunny, and distracting.  But they were short, so easily forgivable.

As I mentioned, the real appeal of this play is in the characters and the actors who bring them to life.  Wendy Melkonian gives Ana all the requisite prickly charm and nose-in-the-air “cultural snobbery,” but she also has enough vulnerability and likeability that it’s not difficult to see why this disparate group has managed to stay together for so long.  As her husband Rob, Bryan Brendle is all jock and patient spouse (“I’m here for the food”) rarely stooping to actually read the book under discussion.  The irony here is that when he finally does read one, it affects him in the way that “all good literature should.”  Maria Rodriguez-Sager is Jen, a shy, but passionate young woman who finds a life in books that seems to be just beyond her reach in the unbook world.  John Benzinger is Will, Ana and Rob’s old college friend, who also finds the world of books far easier to navigate than the world of attraction and love.  Danielle Deadwyler plays Lily, a co-worker of Ana’s. who may have been asked to join in the name of “diversity.”  At least she went through the official “vetting process,” which is more than can be said about Alex (Dan Triandiflou), the charmingly persuasive literature professor who manages in one short visit to overturn everyone’s ideas about the strict boundary between art and entertainment.

All this is played on a marvelously detailed set by the Corley-Clays that not only shows us the up-scale living room of Ana and Rob, but also has a number of clever little slide-away hidey-holes for the between-scene vignettes that suggest spaces as disparate as a mall, a prison, and a sky-diving aircraft.  Mary Parker provides her usual excellent lighting support (is anyone else working these days?) as does Thom Jenkins at the sound board and Abby Parker with costumes.  Jeff Adler has directed with a fast-paced verve that keeps the one-liner jokes at the fore, the literary discussions never-dry interesting, and not a few nods to classic sit-commery and Reality TV “don’t look at the camera” looks at the camera.  (Not looking at a running camera is apparently about as easy as not talking about the elephant soiling the carpet.)

So, if you want to be prepared, be sure to come to “The Book Club Play” having read “Moby Dick,” “The Age of Innocence,” “Twilight,” “The Da Vinci Code, “ “The Return of Tarzan”, and {deleted by the spoiler police with support from the it’s-not-available-anywhere-anyway volunteer squad}.

So, are there any books that changed your life?  I read so much as a kid, it’s hard to say.  But, as a semi-grown-up, Joyce’s “Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man” knocked my socks off – Great Scott!  Style IS Content!  Who knew? – and convinced me it would be a good idea to change my major from Astronomy to Literature (and seems to be at the root of the pure joy I can take in playing with style and syntax and neologism in these columns).  So, I suppose that’n changed my life more than any other.

The fact that these well-read and intelligent characters confess to never reading Joyce’s “Ulysses,” which I read three times in less than a year made me feel snobby and erudite and artsy-fartsy and all the things that Ana values in a book club member.  On the other hand, the fact that I also devour Science Fiction, fantasy, graphic novels, mysteries, and all the other “pop fiction” that drives Ana nuts (more of a putt, I’d say) makes the point of the play especially resonant for me.

So, let me leave you with some words of wisdom I once read at a book-lovers convention – Outside of a dog, a book is a person’s best friend.  Inside a dog, it’s too dark to read.

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



5/24/2013      THE STRANGE ATTRACTOR                Act 3 Playhouse

***½  ( B- )  


EMBRACING CHAOS


Grief can be a compelling subject for a play.  Think of "Rabbit Hole" or even "Next to Normal" for some recent examples.  The truth is, everyone deals with a grief, especially a long-endured grief, in highly personal ways that can be fertile ground for character development and conflict.

Now, Atlanta-based playwright Jesse Cramer has brought a world premiere of his "The Strange Attractor" to Sandy Springs' Act 3 Playhouse. The show has closed, but it was a strangely compelling, if occasionally maddening production.  Compelling, because it showed us four likeable characters eight years into a mourning period (their sons were best friends who were killed in a construction site accident), all of whom have moments of intense focus balanced by character-based humor.  Compelling, because it made a strong connection between the assured predictability of applied mathematics and the true cost of those who "fall into the error-factor cracks" of that assurance.  Maddening, because it seemed to judge those coping best with grief most harshly, as if coming to terms with grief is somehow "wrong."

More to the point, the production was maddening because it made the common mistake of assuming staging a show in the round makes it more "intimate."  It can, but no more than any other traditional and small(ish) venue.  Unfortunately, "in-the-round" can add too much of a distancing/alienating quality, if close attention is not paid to certain details, and this was definitely true in this case.

The Stewarts and the McDermotts are seemingly upper middle class couples, close neighbors who have been avoiding each other since their ten-year-old sons were lost in that construction site accident eight years ago.  Now, they have renewed their acquaintance -- Calliope McDermott is a former "wunderkind" artist whose recent work Elaine Stewart is gathering in a gallery sale.  Wade Stewart is a professor of Applied Mathematics who is doubting the basis of the claims of his profession. Eli McDermott has been out of work since the accident.  The two husbands have a prickly mutual dislike of each other due to some well-constructed character details and plot points, and it is their moments of conflict that drive the play, bleeding into and infecting the wives' budding friendship..

Somewhere along the line, the various expressions of grief have run into thick walls of defense the characters have built around themselves, walls that are only now becoming evident.  Elaine and Eli are meeting in secret, not for extra-marital reasons, but because their respective spouses cannot bring themselves to "talk about" their lost sons.  Before too long, we're into a second act punctuated with intense encounters, angry bickering, long-unspoken resentments, and all the layers of behaviors that mask the true sorrow and pain that have come to define the characters' lives.

One of the (slight) maddening moments comes in an Act II lecture by Wade.  Starting out as a planned description of certain mathematics that define aspects of "the universe," it is quickly discarded in favor of an impromptu rant against the arrogance of mathematicians who try to reduce the chaos of day-to-day activity to complicated formulae.  Why I found this less-than-convincing is because he uses long-refuted arguments that have been co-opted by the pseudo-scientific fringe (think Deepak Chopra or "The Secret"), and sound, well, odd coming from a supposed Mathematics Scholar.  The examples given are bias-based experiments by folks who set out to "prove" the fundamental nature of chaos.  (Just one simple refutation here - Wade uses the by-now-clichéd argument that weather-prediction formulae invariably fail, which is an argument based on "Confirmation Bias"  -- we all remember when the weatherman gets it wrong, but rarely take note of when he's right -- and as weather models get more detailed and more complex, the accuracy of predictions has taken a measureable "upturn."

Don't get me wrong here -- I think it's a very valid construction for a mathematician to question his assumptions in the face of such gut-ripping tragedy, and a very compelling argument to be made.  I simply thought that in this case, it would have been more convincing for him to question the practicality of the mathematics rather than the reality of them. I would have liked to hear him say that "99% accuracy is little comfort to those who fall into the failing 1%."   Of course, my reaction may be based on my admittedly layman's perception of chaos theory and the mathematics behind it, so, for the sake of fairness, I'll defer to Mr. Cramer's better-researched view and concede, referents aside, that it was a well-written, well-delivered speech.

All this esoteric and high-falutin' talk, though, has to take a back seat to the failings of the staging.  When I walked in and saw two sofas face-to-face with their backs to large swaths of house, it was apparent that minimal research was done into in-the-round blocking and staging.  The harsh truth is that proscenium staging and in-the-round staging are two completely different paradigms, with totally different (some would say opposite) standards of "strong" and "weak" stage position.  With "in-the-round" someone's back will always be to someone in the audience, and the trick for the director is to minimize this "backside view" without making it look like "movement for movement's sake."  It's not easy!  The fact that I did not see Eli's face until his third scene confirmed that the staging was not well-planned or "checked" from all possible angles.  The face-to-face sofas struck me as far too contrived to be fully affective, and the "monologues on the coffee table" all failed to create the necessary empathy.  (As a rule-of-thumb, a monologue-heavy script may not be the best choice for in-the-round staging.)

Without letting this devolve into a technique-heavy dissertation more suitable for a Direction Classroom, the simple fact is that when a character's back is to the audience for any length of time ("Cheat out, Louise!"), it carries a distancing, alienating effect on that portion of the audience.  An effective director will utilize that paradigm appropriately, keeping moments of empathy in "corners," while an ineffective director will simply pretend it doesn't matter.  I'm afraid too much of this production fell into that second category.

This is not to shortchange this cast, all of whom had moments of excellence, all of whom, at one time or another, got right to where I live -- the frustrations came when I wanted to feel their pain, but was stuck watching their backsides.  Nancy Young (Elaine), Stuart Schleuse (Wade), Michael Filisky (Eli), and especially Selena Anduze (Calliope) all looked great, interacted brilliantly, and overcome a lot of the staging obstacles.  They were not only convincing in their on-the-surface moments of anger, affection, bemusement, and frustration, but were also convincing in showing those unspoken rents and despairs and pains that lay underneath it all.  

I know I spent a lot of time picking at this piece, but my bottom-line reaction was that it is a fine work that can easily hold its own against other plays about grief.  It is built with four wonderfully-constructed characters who speak dialogue that is believable, character-driven, and compelling.  The performances were as good as anything I've seen at this venue, and the production managed to evoke a wide range of positive emotional responses.

That being said, I also think it could have been even more effective if it had been staged in a more traditional format. 

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)







5/25/2013      SEMINAR				Actors Express

*****  ( A+ )  

WRITERS AND OTHER VICTIMS


It is a truth universally acknowledged that an artist, having created a great work, when asking for feedback ("criticism"), is, in reality, actually asking for praise.  In fact, in my {mumble mumble} years of writing reviews, the question I've come to dread the most is, of course, "So, what did you think?"  Harsh experience has told me that those who want an honest answer are rare to non-existent.

Such is the basis of Theresa Rebeck's marvelous new play, "Seminar," now on stage at Actors Express.  Leonard is a legend amongst the tyro writing community. He has a reputation for brutal honesty, and for turning out world-class writers.  Enter Martin, Kate, Douglas, and Izzy, four young writers who hire Leonard to teach them the finer points of turning a phrase and turning out a literary landmark.  One problem - the "brutal honesty" part of the process. 

Kate has been working on the same story (a pretentious little Jane Austen pastiche) for many years, refining endlessly with every enthusiastic commentary.  It doesn't take Leonard more than five words to call it for what it is -- a piece of sophomoric self-indulgence.  But, since Kate was obviously more interested in praise than honesty, Leonard is a bullying asshole who doesn't know what he's talking about.  

Izzy has her eye on the quick sale, and turns out a sleazy (but apparently well-written) soft porn piece that catches Leonard's eye almost as quickly as her youth and tight outfits.  Douglas is a very intelligent scion of a literary family whose output shows more promise than his highly pretentious mode of conversation.  And Martin, well, Martin quickly becomes too afraid to share anything with anyone, so there is no telling if he has any talent.

But, this play is more than self-referential writer ruminations and let's-get-to-the-root-of-art aestheticism. It's also another example of Rebeck's penchant (would you object to me coining the term "Rebeckian?") for character surprise and not-saying-what-we-really-want-to-say subtextuality.  That we know what these characters want (or WHOM they want) long before they do is typical of many writers, but where Rebeck surprises is, well, letting the characters we think we know still surprise us.  This is evident in her earlier "Bad Dates" and the remarkable "Mauritius," but can also be gleaned by some of the script-ruined-by-committee early episodes of "Smash."

I have to confess that part of my enjoyment of this piece comes from my experiences in writer workshops as well as my loooooonnnnnnggggg learning curve in actually listening to criticism, to treating my labors as easily replaceable plot points and turns-of-phrase, and not some sacred "output of my soul."  Part of the glory of this play is seeing these characters go through that same process, often with mixed results.

But the real glory of "Seminar" is the etched-in-acid performance of Andrew Benator as Leonard.  Yes, the Leonard we meet is a hard case, a teacher who seems to delight in cruelty for its own sake, and not because it's an effective teaching tool (though, in fact, it IS an effective teaching tool).  Mr. Benator walks a fine line between sympathy and meanness -- sure he treats this young(er) folk harshly, but we can't help but think "they have it coming."  As we learn more and more about Leonard, he begins to lose the respect of his students, but not me.  I could, in fact, enjoy watching him endlessly (and silently) read through a few pages of manuscript, casually tossing the discarded pages to the floor.  And I could enjoy waiting in anticipation for his "judgment."

As the students, Cara Mantella gives Kate a brittle spinsterishly quality that easily turns into anger and, eventually admirable determination.  David Plunkett gives Douglas an every-English-Major pretense that hits a bit (uncomfortably) close to home. Bryn Striepe gives Izzy a drive and quality that goes beyond her sexy aspirations.  And Barrett Doyle gives us a very conflicted and ambivalent Martin whose ever-shifting affections prove more affecting than annoying.  

Freddie Ashley has brought a nicely-paced drive to the proceedings, making it more than a collection of dry seminars.  He emphasizes Ms. Rebeck's considerable story-telling abilities, and makes us like these characters, even when they are behaving like spoiled immature aggravations.  Philip Male has designed a set that suitably creates Kate's upper-class apartment (as well as a late-in-the-show insert of Leonard's lower-class work space) and Mary Parker (once again) gives us a light design that creates different "pictures" for evening and afternoon, as well as different "looks" for Kate's well-lit home and Leonard's dingy and shadowy digs.

Last week, I praised Horizon's production of "The Book Club Play," which bears some superficial resemblances to this play -- both plays show a group of "friends" in a literary setting -- and, truth to tell, I might have enjoyed the Horizon play a little less if I had seen "Seminar" first.  But, in the final analysis, both plays effectively and skillfully show us the core that drives their respective characters -- in one case, a love of reading, in the other a love of writing.

In the final analysis, since I am passionate about both reading and writing, I can also be passionate about both these plays, and can enjoy the different roads they take to get to the same destination -- an examination of what drives folks to love the written word.

Now, no matter how I beg, please do NOT tell me what you really think of this review!

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





5/31/2013      DANCING AT LUGHNASA		    Stage Door Players

****½  ( A )  


BURNED-OUT ENDS OF SMOKEY DAYS


Sometimes, a memory play cheats -- it shows us scenes for which the "narrator" character was (perhaps) not a witness.  Sometimes, the Narrator admits "imagining" the scene, such as the Gentleman Caller scene in "Glass Menagerie."  In other cases, the memory is so vivid, that the "unseen" scenes are obvious, and we don't even notice the absence of the story-teller.

Such is the case with "Dancing at Lughnasa," Brian Friel's 1990(*) dance with memory, a thinly-disguised look at the playwright's family in the summer when he was seven.  It is August of 1936, and the five Mundy sisters, all unmarried (though Christina has a seven-year-old son whose adult self is our guide), share a small cottage near the village of Ballybeg in County Donegal, Ireland.  They have welcomed home their brother, a priest whose "mission" kept him in Uganda for much of his life.  Also on hand is Gerry, the charming drifter who fathered Christina's son, and who may (or may not) want to stay for good.

Throughout the month, the sisters grapple with matters of poverty, faith, family, and broken dreams.  Throughout the play, Michael (our narrator) tells us of all their fates (none of which are "happy endings").  Throughout the play, the conflicts between the rigid Catholicism and strict "rules of behavior" espoused by eldest sister Kate and the more "free form" and pagan influences of Father Jack's "gone native" past in Uganda and local festivities  of Lughnasa (a Celtic harvest festival) threaten to tear the family apart - the difference between dancing and kneeling.

But through it all, this is a house filled with love and affection.  Though we never see Michael's seven-year-old self, it is obvious that he is a well-loved boy in a comfortable home.  That this August is obviously the "end" of that makes the dancing all the more moving and effective.

And, of course, all eight characters speak in musical brogues that highlight the lyrical fluency of Friel's dialogue.  This is a beautiful play to watch, to hear, to remember.

In addition to Kate, the sisters include:  Maggie, the "comic relief" "earth mother" who acts as maid and mediator; Rose, the "developmentally challenged" innocent who tries to make a living sewing gloves;  Agnes, also a seamstress, who acts as Rose's confidant and protector, and Christina, ever-hopeful, ever romantic.  Throughout the month, a lessening population of children threaten Kate's job as a teacher, and a new glove factory threatens the small income made by Rose and Agnes.

And then there is the adult Michael, always on the sidelines, occasionally tossing out lines as his seven-year-old self, apparently a frequent visitor to this memory.  He is filled with affection for his long-lost mother and aunts, but can't help "wallowing" in this memory, smiling as he watches, even as he tells us their dire futures.  And, as played by Travis Young, he is a better-adjusted adult than any of his elders, more successful, and ever grateful for this short month when he was seven.  This is a wonderful performance and a wonderful character.  We see his aunts through his eyes and his recollections, and we recognize that these memories represent the "burned out ends" of his childhood.

All the other characters are also perfectly cast.  Ann Wilson as Kate is more "mother" than eldest sister, and it is her strict sense of "decorum" that drives most of the conflict.  Mary Saville is marvelous as the not-as-dim-as-she-seems Rose and Erin Considine is perfect counterpoint as the caring Agnes.  Gina Rickicki brings a churnful of humor to Maggie, and Rachel Frawley is all sensual affection as Christina.  Jeremy Harrison brings a boatful of broguish charm to Gerry, making it perfectly reasonable for everyone to fall in love with him.

The only (slightly) weak spot is George Deavours' Father Jack.  Mr. Deavours is mostly fine, but he occasionally falls into brogue-free drop-the-end-of-the-line reading rhythms that slog more than sing.  I have no problem with the brogue-free aspects -- his character, after all, tends to forget his English, so why not his accent? -- but the reading rhythms tended to drain the lines of their music.  Fortunately, this didn't happen often enough to ruin my enjoyment of this always enjoyable play.

Tess Malis Kincaid has directed with a fine eye for pace and stage picture and with a fine ear for the music of the dialects and the syntax.  Chuck Welcome has built a beautiful set that shows us the "gathering room" / kitchen of the Mundy Cottage and a little of the yard beyond, and John David Williams has lit it in the warm and rosy tones of memory.

This is a play I've loved for a good many years, so let me close with Michael's final words, just to give you a sense of the music of the words:

"But there is one memory of that Lughnasa time that visits me most often; and what fascinates me about that memory is that it owes nothing to fact.  When I remember it, I think of it as dancing.  Dancing with eyes half closed because to open them would break the spell.  Dancing as if the very heart of life and all its hopes might be found in those assuaging notes  and those hushed rhythms and in those silent and hypnotic movements.  Dancing as if language no longer existed because words were no longer necessary."

And words are no longer adequate to describe this production and the spell its dance has left on my memory. 

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

(*)  This play actually won the 1992 Tony for Best Play (and few more besides), but its first production was in Dublin in 1990.





6/8/2013      JOSEPH AND THE AMAZING TECHNICOLOR DREAMCOAT
                    Atlanta Lyric Theatre

***  ( C )  


MORE THAN ENOUGH COLOR AND FLASH

Our tale today beginneth with the book of Genesis, the XXXVII'th Chapter, the third verse:  "Now Israel (that is to say Jacob) loved Joseph more than all his children, because he was the son of his old age, and he made him a coat of many colors."  And the brothers were sore aggrieved, being, well, human, and arranged for their baby bro to be hied unto Egypt in chains, whereupon the brothers, being dicks from the youngest to the eldest, lied unto Israel.  And you know THAT always ends well.  

After the passage of many millennia filled with event and heavenly strife and conflict and loads of dark ages, we came unto the year of our (later) Lord, 1968, whenin two children of Albion, not-yet-Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber and not-yet-Sir Timothy Rice created a 15-minute contata based on the idea, and later, a "concept album" (which concept was soon lost to the mists of time), which padded the story to fill a long-playing two-sided album (another concept soon lost to time). 

And lo, the accountants were not pleased.

But, in 1970 came the duo's next "concept album," "Jesus Christ Superstar," which made youth of many nations more than giddy, but not half-so-giddy as the accountants for whom the work was truly created.  And, as night must needs follow day, the remaining copies of "Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat" were pulled from the many remainder bins of record stores across the many lands, whereupon a stage version was created that filled portions of theatres in a few places.

But "Joseph" would forever remain the unattractive elder brother of "Superstar," and only appear whenever there was nothing better to do.

For the Lords of Theatre have decreed that even when produced by insanely talented casts and creators, "Joseph" would forever remain a dull and over-padded affair, filled with flash and flair and pastiche and razzle-dazzle, that has, in reality, only fifteen minutes of story.  Every experience of this show has made my heart longingly ache for that first fifteen-minute version.

In what other show can you find twelve almost indistinguishable characters (the brothers) who somehow merit a full curtain call song apiece?  In what other show can one brother be a different ethnicity than his siblings, and, of course, be assigned the Calypso number?  Would the mavens of Political Correctness be, well, correct, to cry "racism" at this blatant stereotyping? In what other show can youngest brother Joseph have a brother who looks like he's ten years younger, and who maintains this youth even after fourteen years of plenty and famine?

In what other show can two immensely talented performers give us solid-to-the-rafters performances that get drowned out by all the flashiness and dullness that underlines this show?  In what other period show can everyone go through the story in brilliantly conceived and constructed biblical-era costumes, only to do the endless curtain call in modern white pep rally clothes that make them totally unrecognizable?

For lo, it has become sore apparent that I thoroughly dislike this play, and have ever since I first heard the album AFTER I first heard "Jesus Christ Superstar" way back in 1971.  There is only one really memorable melody ("Any Dream Will Do"), and that's a 1960's hippy-dippy anthem to airy-fairy-dreaming-is-better-than-feet-on-the-ground-practicality that totally gets wrong the spiritual (and religious) underpinnings of Joseph's relationship with dreams, not to mention 20th-century findings on the inter-connectivity of dreams and the subconscious.  The rest of the score is made up of lame parodies and pastiches that only amuse, never fully entertain or move.

So, does my disdain for this particular play carry over to the production we're seeing?  A little bit, only insofar as they chose to retain that endless headache-causing curtain call (time it out -- Act II is over 50% Curtain Call).  But, the performances are so good, the technical aspects so well done, that I really feel a bit churlish not liking the end result.  The Narrator (the always exciting Galen Crawley) and the Joseph (the insanely talented Matthew Kacergis) are both wonderful, giving us moments of music that more than make up for the lack of substance.  The large ensemble (over thirty adults and children) sound and look great together, filling the cavernous Strand with enough fullness and harmony and beauty to distract me from my stubborn dislikes.

And, the collaboration between Director/Choreographer Dustin Lewis and the Design Team of Lee Shiver-Cerone (Sets), Andre C. Allen (Lights), Bobby Johnston (Sound), and, especially Lindsey Paris (Costumes) gives us a production that flows smoothly, looks great, and manages to have so many people look "not crowded" on this stage.

Still, to be honest, most of the audience last Saturday was a lot more "into" the show than I was, so you can probably take all my long rants of neener-neener of with a proverbial grain of salt.

Oh, nerts!  I went and lost the thread of my original pastiche.  Let me try again ...

For lo, it came to pass that the multitudes attending the Atlanta Lyric Theatre's production of "Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat" were amazingly entertained, and went forth to their many lives with a smile upon their faces and a song within their hearts, leaving this one nay-sayer alone in his pillar-of-salt grumptitude.  I could not refrain myself and cried (well, texted) into the cybervoid, and made myself known to my brethren, whereupon, I was soon standing alone  And I wept aloud, but the Egyptians and the House of Pharaoh heard me not.

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)








6/25/2013      MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING                  Area Movie Theatres

*****  ( A+ )  


A HAPPY ENDING FOR WESLEY AND FRED

“Much Ado About Nothing” is probably my favorite of Shakespeare’s “mature” comedies, and has become more so as I’ve matured myself.  I’ve always liked the fine line it walks between potential farce and potential tragedy, the richness of its characters, and, especially, the (im)balance it paints between mature and immature love.  I’ve seen dozens of productions, ranging from traditional stagings to those set in 1950’s Cuba or in early 20th century America, and I was part of a not-very-good production set in 1970’s Any-Country.   I thought Kenneth Branagh’s 1993 film with its Italian-Leather-and-Lace approach one of the best “Shakes-Screen” adaptations, and, now, we have an opportunity to see how Joss Whedon's modern-dress black-and-white let's-have-a-party-at-my-house-and-make-a-movie version stacks up.

The great news is that this version is every bit as good as Branagh's (though in different ways).  It succeeds at giving us a rich and layered and entertaining "Much Ado" as much as it succeeds as a movie.  Not only that, but here we see a repertory of actors with whom Mr. Whedon has created some of the best entertainment of the past decade (or so) really show off their very real, very commendable acting chops.

For those who haven't read my past {many} "Much Ado" reviews, here’s a quick plot recap.  The Prince, Don Pedro, and his troops are returning home from suppressing a rebellion by his half-(bastard)-brother Don John.  They are invited to spend some needed post-battle R&R at the palatial estate of Leonato.  The Prince’s closest friends, Benedick and Claudio, become romantically entangled with Leonato’s niece and daughter, Beatrice and Hero.  Meanwhile, the not-quite-reconciled Don John plots to “get back” at his brother by foiling the romances.

Most of the play (I mean movie) is concerned with the contrasting Benedick/Beatrice and Claudio/Hero romances.  Benedick and Beatrice have a long history of squabbling and “merry-war-making,” and resist their attraction as long as they can.  They are, after all, good humored bachelor(ette)s, and shudder at the thought of losing their well-earned independence.  Claudio and Hero, on the other hand, are young and in lust-at-first-sight, sharing a tie that is shallow at best, easily foiled at worse.  

Throughout, we have a series of plot turns that rely on overheard conversations, deliberately arranged deceptions, and both good-natured and malevolent machinations.  Indeed, much ado does ensue over characters “noting” conversations that have been arranged for their eavesdroppings.

In this, more than any other play, the humor is based on character, on what we learn about their natures, on how we soon know them better than they know themselves.  And, in more than any other play, the appeal lies in how easily everything can go wrong, in how the “day is saved” not through any plot contrivance, but through the trust and affection the characters ultimately have for each other.

And this, more than anything else, is one of the reasons this movie works so well.  Here we have a repertory of actors who have worked together often, and who obviously have a lot of off-screen affection for each other.  We have a director who has opened up his house to his friends, and used it in very effective ways.  We have actors and filmmakers who thoroughly enjoy what they’re doing, and who allow us to enjoy watching them do it.  They seem to know the text well, they seem to know these characters well, and they constantly find fresh and new “moments of truth” in the convoluted speeches and plotting, not to mention new "moments of comedy" in the modern-dress accoutrements and setting.

Take note of all the "touches" that could only work in a movie.  Benedick and Claudio chagrined that they are apparently sharing the bedroom of sibling children, and the childlike rough-housing that soon ensues.  Dogberry and Verges making a pseudo-dignified exit, only to find they have locked their keys in their car. A Don John set-up scene performed in a snorkeling mask in a swimming pool.  And, most dramatically, the range of emotion that goes across the faces (and eyes) of Amy Acker and Alexis Denisof in that most-perfect scene in which Benedick and Beatrice declare their love just as they grieve over Hero's betrayal.  This is a beautifully shot and acted scene that does NOT short change the anger or the attraction -- take note of the moment when Beatrice pounds on Benedick's chest, only to have it turn into a quick caress.

While we're talking about casting, I was at firs a bit puzzled over the use of Jillian Morgese as "Hero."  She is not a "classic beauty" like Kate Beckinsale was in Branagh's film, but is a little sharp-edged and tall and gawky.  But she has a radiant smile that makes it easy to see how and why Claudio falls for her.  (So much for first impressions!) When she slowly reveals her face in the veil scene, she literally took my breath away.

What makes her casting really work, is that she is paired with Fran Krantz as Claudio,  Mr. Krantz had previously played dorky nerd characters in Mr. Whedon's "Dollhouse" and "Cabin in the Woods."  Here, he's still a little goofy looking, but not that much.  He plays Claudio with enough swagger and confidence that I, at least, bought him as a soldier and "romantic hero."  In any case, Mr. Frantz and Ms. Morgese LOOK good as a couple, and totally sell their wide-eyed lust-at-first-sight affection.

Other casting choices are also near perfect -- Nathan Fillion as Dogberry, Tom Lenk (Andrew in "Buffy") as Verges, Clark Gregg (Agent Coulson in "The Avengers") as Leonato, Reed Diamond (Dominic in "Dollhouse") as Don Pedro, and Sean Maher (Simon in "Firefly") as the treacherous Don John.  I also liked the cross-gender casting of the lovely Riki Lindhomme as Don John's partner-in-crime Conrade, making the references to her as "Fellow" fairly funny.

But it's Amy Acker's Beatrice and Alexis Denisof's Benedick who really tie all the pieces together.  Every scene they're in positively drips with suppressed desire and affection, in spite of what their well-practiced words are saying.  Maybe their interplay works so well because Mr. Whedon allows us glimpses of an old affair that seems to be at the root of their "merry war."  Or maybe I'm just recalling all those "Angel" episodes of Wesley and Fred staring at each other with unrequited longing  Whatever the reason, they are attractive multi-dimensional characters who we root for and who carry us through all the plottings and ado

I may have gone into the movie with a number of biases.  I have been a fan of Mr. Whedon's since "Buffy the Vampire Slayer" hit my TV Screens (best NOT talk about the earlier movie).  I've also enjoyed the non-Whedon work of almost all these actors.  And, I have a soft spot for black-and-white movies.

Still, I hope you leave your "grains of salt" behind as you read that I think  “Much Ado About Nothing” is a quality edition to Mr. Whedon's body of work, that it withstands detailed comparisons with Kenneth Branagh's version of the play, and that it is miles better than many recent Shakespeare-to-Screen adaptations.

The play itself is more “meaty” than the more farcical doings in “Comedy of Errors” or “Midsummer Night’s Dream,” but not quite as obscure or dark as the later “As You Like It” or “Winter’s Tale.”  It is literally in the “Goldilocks Zone” of the Shakespearean canon, light enough to generate its fair share of laughs and smiles, deep enough to stir an emotional wrench or two, warm enough to make it truly memorable, breezy enough to go down as smoothly as all that wine Mr. Whedon seems to have had flowing on set..

In any case, it was wonderful to finally see Wesley and Fred get their happy ending.

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)



6/26/2013      METAMORPHOSES				Georgia Shakespeare

*****  ( A+ )  

PLUS ÇA CHANGE

Plays, I have in mind, and how they can change to assume new shapes -- human memory is as fickle as the whims of the gods, and will metamorphose as time passes, as new stimuli replaces old, as experiences paint new layers of subtext on all we survey.

It has been six long years since Georgia Shakespeare last brought us Mary Zimmerman's "Metamorphoses."  Six years of stories, of life, of children changing into the people they will become, of family hanging onto what they once were.  Six years of loss, of roller-coaster emotional bumps and dips, of hundreds of plays and movies and serialized story-telling.

Will the words I wrote in 2006 and self-plagiarized in 2007 suffice to describe this 2013 production?  Or will the six intervening years have changed my cranial neurons to a degree that my experience is no longer the same?

Herewith, my friends, are words and thoughts that may have been created 2006 or may have sprung full-grown from my 2013 forehead.  The distinction is moot.

Many leagues away, in the Kingdom of Oglethorpe, a theatrical phenomenon has returned to burn its fiery muse in a watery collection of myths and stories and legends. The muse is still vital, and the results sing their melodies of love and change and the emotional core of being alive.

As a peddler of words, a self-appointed critic of the efforts of those with more talent than I, I make it my duty to prattle forth on what the show really means and the talents engaged in bringing it to life.  This remains unchanged.

Other things remain unchanged.  The Rilke digression still makes the Orpheus tale drag.  The "interludes" remain pleasant "palate cleansers" between the longer tales.  The final candlelit anthem to everlasting love still gut-punches with its lyrical beauty.  The storm at sea is still dramatic and exciting.

What has changed?  Perhaps I'll address that question later.  After all, Plus ca change, plus c’est la même  chose.

Let me copy-and-paste my prior summary.  The question on the table is this -- Can a Theatrical Amalgam of Ovid, Rilke, Joseph Campbell, Anti-Rational Rhetoric, Freud, and Intellectual Juxtapositions have the power to transform a cynical writer into a blubbering cliché of soggy emotion? Let's just say I never Metamorphosis I didn't like and we can move on with our lives.

For its 2013 season, Georgia Shakespeare has cleared its summer slate to once more venture forth unto faraway lands and times, again with an old swimming pool. As before, it has taken Mary Zimmerman's compendium of myths from the Roman poet Ovid's "Metamorphoses," given them a somewhat contemporary ambience, and thrown them at ten marvelous actors who, quite literally, dive into their roles with relish, bombast, subtlety, and real, honest-to-the-Gods emotion. The pieces vary in emotional tone across the entire spectrum from slapstick to parody to social comedy to lyrical meditation to the slightest of whimsies to political satire to stories within stories within stories, and colors them all with a theatrical flair that will take your breath away, as it does mine (and apparently, a few of the actors -- just how long do they have to hold their breath underwater?  Yes, I know it's a trick, but it's a good one that wasn't apparent, even when it was explained to me).

Okay, here's a change.  In my prior pieces, I talked about my objection to the anti-rational rhetoric of the script.  Perhaps these six years have softened my political edge somewhat, but this time, I see that as a cultural artifact of the lands and times described by Ovid, and the script NOW seems to present both sides of that argument.  Now it seems no more irritating than the idea of young single females somehow being an offense to Aphrodite.  

To elaborate on my previous nattering, a "straw man" definition of rationality is set up that defines rationality as that which is opposed to the imagination.  I saw a paradigm in Ms. Zimmerman's script that said (and I paraphrase here),  "The answers that rationalism give to the nature of the universe cannot touch us at our core as well as the stories of myth can."   In my experience, the exact opposite is true -- the more "facts" science uncovers about the universe, the more awesome and mysterious it becomes to me (Google "Hanny's Voorwerp" as a prime example), whereas myth provides more-or-less comforting stories that actually stop us from asking more questions. In my cynical and rational mind, it is science that opens us to a wonder of mystery, and it is myth and religion that reduces it to a simplistic and childlike story.

Now, though, more than before, these myths and stories touch a primal place in me, an emotional core quite alien to the bullying brain that tries to reign it in.  This time, as these stories were told, they reached that core, the part of me that responds with laughter, and tears, and, yes, let me honest, with awe to stories I recognize as stories.  To placate the bully-brain, the emotional core is telling it that "just because the story is not an "accurate window to the universe" does NOT mean the story is not an "accurate window to another time and place and people."

This suggests an aspect of the piece I was a bit blind to before -- a consideration of the changes that happen in cultures between then and now, between there and here.  That we can react so empathetically with these people who are so different from us in time and place and paradigm shows we are, at root, the same.  That we can calmly discuss differences in thought and paradigm and religion shows how we have changed.  Once again, Plus ca change, plus c’est la même  chose.

To view the final images of the play, where floating fire and eternal love and redemption and kindness all come together in a complex web of feeling is to be transformed. Not because I believe the stories are factual, that the events are real, that the gods really act on our behalf, but because I believe the human needs and choices and responses are real and, not to belabor the metaphor, transformative.

It may be that theater and film and even television play the same function in our lives as myth did for the ancients, as religion does for our contemporaries who aren't saddled with the skepticism of us rationalists. Perhaps Campbell is right in that these transformations aren't merely good and functional, but necessary. It may very well be that without these metamorphoses, we become the mere animals our genetic code implies.

It is no accident that we all have our favorite books and movies and plays, stories we return to again and again, stories that never fail to reach that emotional core, that never fail to open new windows.  For me, this is one of those plays. 

I cannot recommend "Metamorphoses" enough. It has tales of greed and happiness, and loss, and incest, and lust, and redemption, and, of course, transformation. It is told with ten actors and a swimming pool. And it screams godlike melodies of life into every part of who you are or ever want to be. 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

And, just because it bears repeating, here's a postscript from my 2006 review.  Note -- What? You thought I'd chose a pen-name like "Dedalus" and not respond to the myths and stories of legend? Sure, I chose it mainly for the very pretentious reason that James Joyce is one of my favorite writers, and Stephen Dedalus is a major character in both "Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man" and "Ulysses." But the reason Joyce chose it himself also resonates with me -- Dedalus, the Architect, the Artificier, the one who builds but does not participate, the one who loses his son because (in his own mind) he couldn't build well enough. I suppose, in these columns, what I am really trying to do is design and create an "uncreated conscience of theater," not through the intellectual checklists most critics bring with them to their aisle seats, but through the surprise and revelations that real theater artists bring to their work. I hope to instigate arguments that can shed light on the mysteries of what we do. I want the artists I write about to disagree with me and defend their choices. As an actor and lighting designer, I am, at best, competent (never inspired). But as writer, I can throw out seeds of ideas that may grow into weeds or flowers, may fall onto barren or fertile ground, or may remain completely unheard (How's that for a metaphor --  "The wailing cry of an unheard unrooted seed?"). Bit by bit, column by column, I can build an edifice that may exist only in my imagination, but that may also transform into a legacy that will stay with Atlanta Theatre long after I have moved onto the void religious folks promise awaits me.  



6/27/2013      A WALK IN THE WOODS			Serenbe Playhouse

*****  ( A+ )  


THE QUEST FOR AN APPEARANCE OF A QUEST FOR PEACE

Lee Blessing's 1988 drama, "A Walk in the Woods," has become a classic of Cold War politics, as well as a personal favorite of mine.  A series of "informal" meetings between a cynical Russian diplomat and his idealistic American counterpart provide a theatrical minefield for pointed conversations about diplomacy, nuclear brinkmanship, friendship, botany, the interdependence of geography and history, and the critical part played by trust in any negotiation.  Contrary to "accepted wisdom," the end of the cold war did not make this play "dated," but gave it even more relevance, as tactical political negotiations have moved from the woods of Switzerland to the halls of congress and the airwaves of talk radio.  Besides, the American and Russian nuclear arsenals remain at M.A.D. levels, and I can imagine the 2013 counterparts of these characters still walking the woods of Geneva, trying to make sense of the wishes and secrets of their respective governments.

Now, Serenbe Playhouse has made the brilliant decision to stage the piece outside in an actual forest grove, and, this most perfect setting, combined with outstanding performances by Allan Edwards and Robin Bloodworth, has given us an outstanding theatrical experience that bristles with tension, humor, and relevance.

Russian diplomat Andrey Botvinnik has coaxed his American counterpart, John Honeyman, into joining him for an informal walk away from the table.  Honeyman is new at the job, formal, official, wary, idealistic.  Botvinnik expresses a desire to be "friends."  The formal freeze between the two thaws (a bit) but never fully melts.

Between late summer 1984 and early spring 1985, they meet in the woods several times, devising a workable treaty, a "good plan" for both governments.  Of course, politics and pride and (lack of) trust cannot allow such an agreement, and we are left with a stark awareness of the pointless hamster-wheel nature of their mission.

You may ask, what is the relevance of a 25-year-old play about a cold war that (maybe) no longer exists?  After all, we are on such pleasant trusting terms with Russia, now.  And we have reduced our nuclear arsenals to ... um ... 2013 levels.  You may better ask, when will this play NOT be relevant?

One of the motifs running through the script is how much appearances matter in any negotiation.  We may both embrace the treaty, but if it looks as if it's coming from your side, we'll have to reject it!  Closer to here and now, it may be a conservative health care plan, but if it comes from Obama, we have to reject it as "Socialism in action." Look no further than the percentage of congressional actions resulting in strict party-line votes.  "We agree with you.  We just don't TRUST you!"  It is obvious that the art of negotiation has NOT changed in decades.

You may ask, why does Botvinnik want to be friends?  Again, look at our lawmakers and pundits.  "Off line," they can be the best of friends, the closest of chums.  On screen, they trade insults like guests on Jerry Springer.  Friendship can and always could break negotiational log jams.  Again with this word, but it is where (and how) TRUST develops.

And, Mr. Blessing has created such marvelous and compelling characters we can't help but like them.  We want them to succeed.  We want to spend more time with them.  We trust the playwright to bring us safely to his conclusion.

Now, thanks to Serenbe Playhouse for bringing us into the below-Atlanta forests for this play.  They have made a long path to the playing area, so we walk up to the clearing just as the characters do.  As the play proceeds, the characters use the forest well, "finding" props and costume pieces just out of sight in the underbrush.  At one point, Andrey chases a "rabbit" into the distance.  We watch them approach, picking up their conversation as they get close enough to overhearing their conversation.  And it is deeper, wider than any stage (with incredibly realistic trees).  Acoustics also change the "feel" of the piece, as in-theatre reverberations are gone, but "outside voices" still resonate.

The actors react to planes overhead, to distant thunder, even to a rainfall that interrupted opening night Act II for about twenty minutes.  I couldn't help but notice that the entire audience stayed -- the rain "scared off" no one.  After all, what are a few raindrops on the head, if it means spending more time listening to intelligent conversation?

And what conversation!  Mr. Blessing writes beautifully eloquent dialogue -- At one point, Botvinnick describes in detail how history and geography are irrevocably intertwined, how the conflict between America and Russia is fed by that connection -- "Americans, who never had to confront themselves as conquerors, are still under the delusion that they are idealists.  And Russians, who did have to confront themselves, are under the equally powerful delusion that they are realists."   Honeyman responds with a passionate defense of his idealism -- "It's possible that I'm the one who sees clearly, not you!  Precisely because I haven't been here -- slowly going blind from my failures. ...If we fail now history itself will disappear."

It certainly doesn't hurt that Allan Edwards' Botvinnick is a wonderful creation, a quietly boisterous bear, whose slight accent never wavers, never obscures.  Robin Bloodworth's Honeyman is stiff and formal at first, then quietly polite, then enthusiastic and passionate.   Together, their scenes are an elegant dance of control, a gentle probe here, an elegant avoidance there, an angry response, a sly apology.  Watching the two actors is akin to watching two diplomats weave a tapestry from the slightest of threads.

"A Walk in the Woods" has long been a favorite of mine, and this is the third production of it I have seen, the first in the last twenty years.  This production reminds us that it still has the power to move, to amuse,  to tickle the passionate parts of our brains that respond to slight twists of ideas, that respond to looking at the world, at conflict, in ways we never thought of.  It takes us into the woods with its characters and lets us share their work.

And think on this -- the last few decades have taught us that the diplomats' task may be more pointless than Sisyphus' struggle with his rock, but, as long as they are in the woods, talking and bickering and becoming friends, the apocalypse remains in its silos.

And, the outdoor summer setting really makes us hope they get to the end before that rumbling storm on the horizon gets to us.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



7/1/2013   Nominations for the 2013 M.A.T. Awards are Announced

Nominees are listed in chronological order

PRESIDENT'S AWARD
In recognition of a cumulative 10 Nominations or more
Jay Tryall

BEST SET DESIGN, MUSICALS
Tammy Murphy & Angie Short - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
James Maloof & Jay Tryall - "The Great American Trailer Park Musical"
Christopher S. Dills - "Cabaret"
Theresa Dean - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

BEST SET DESIGN, PLAYS
Katy Clarke - "Of Mice & Men"
Mercury & Danielle Gustaveson - "Deathtrap"
Morgan McCrary Brooks - "Foxfire"
Theresa Dean - "Arabian Nights"

BEST SOUND DESIGN, MUSICALS
Charlie Miller & Harley Gould - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Jon Liles and Rob Hardie - "Cabaret"
Elliot Beckner - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Greg Windle - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

BEST SOUND DESIGN, PLAYS
Mercury - "Deathtrap"
Jarrett Heatherly - "Arabian Nights"
Jay Tryall - "Rabbit Hole"
Thomas Strickland - "Measure for Measure"

BEST LIGHTING DESIGN, MUSICALS
Elizabeth Cooper - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
James Maloof - "The Great American Trailer Park Musical"
Chuck Tedder - "Cabaret"
Travis Seminara - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

BEST LIGHTING DESIGN, PLAYS
Gary White - "Of Mice & Men"
Daniel Pino - "Arabian Nights"
Jon Liles - "One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest" 
Jeffery Martin - "The 39 Steps"

BEST COSTUMES, MUSICALS
Jane Kroessig - "The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas"
Frances Beaudry - "Cabaret"
Nora Carter - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Brad Dickey - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

BEST COSTUMES, PLAYS
Lisa Cox, Sherry Ingbritsen, Karyn West, Bruce Saarela - "The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial" (at New Dawn Theater Company)
Brittany Quigley - "Arabian Nights"
Nikki Strickland & Alyssa Jackson - "Measure for Measure"
Anna Jenny - "The 39 Steps"

BEST CHOREOGRAPHER, MUSICALS
Colleen Shannon Gaenssley - "The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas"
Chandler Clark - "Cabaret"
Johnna Mitchell - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
John F. Parker, Jr. and Zac Phelps - "Legally Blonde"

BEST MUSICAL DIRECTOR
Paul Tate - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Annie Cook, Ali Ramsaier & Chris Brent Davis - "Cabaret"
Shelia Gatlin, Kasey Hawkins, Ross Iddings - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Lyn Taylor - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

BEST STAGE MANAGER
David Cheatham, The Company Players
Liz Bigler, Lionheart Theatre Company 
Dawn Zachariah, Act 3 Productions
Jennifer Hartshorn, ACT1 Theater
Barbara Gantt O'Haley, Essential Theatre

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Colleen Gaenssley as "Angel "- "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Katy Clarke as "Grandma Tzeitel" - "Fiddler On The Roof"
Liane LeMaster as "Lady Beasconsfield/Accordian Player" - 
"Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
Hayley Flanders as "Nellie" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Josie Burgin Lawson as "Atwood" - "Evelyn In Purgatory"
Kara Duke as "Holly Burrell" - "Foxfire"
Katie Patterson as "Helen" - "Laughter on the 23rd Floor"
Josie Lawson as "Nat" - "Rabbit Hole"

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, MUSICALS
Ken McMillian as "Senator Wingwoah" - 
"The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Clay Sasser as "Bobby" - "Cabaret"
Gary Wofford as "King Sextimus" - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Patrick Hill as "Glossop/Jekyll’s Father" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
Zac Phelps as "Kyle, Chad, and Nikos" - "Legally Blonde"

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, PLAYS
Joel Altherr as "Jesus Costazeula" - "The Odd Couple"
Gabe Russo as "Manolo Costazeula" - "The Odd Couple"
Preston Watson as "Timothy" - "The Divine Sister"
Ray Hilton as "Ira" - "Laughter on the 23rd Floor"
Billy Woods as "Elbow & Abhorson" - "Measure for Measure"

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, MUSICALS
Trent Pines as "Governor" - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Jay Tryall as "Duke" - "The Great American Trailer Park Musical"
Jordan Van Matre as "Sir Harry" - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Zac Phelps as "Stride" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, PLAYS
Rial Ellsworth as "Fred" - "Evelyn In Purgatory"
James Connor as "Candy - "Of Mice & Men"
Adam Bailey as "Jeremy" - "The Divine Sister"
Adam Bailey as "Clown 1" - "The 39 Steps"
Charlie Miller as "Clown 2" - "The 39 Steps"

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Kristel Wunderlin as "Jewel" - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Whitney Van Matre as "Lady Larken" - "Once Upon A Mattress"
Michelle Davis as "Emma" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
Jennifer Loudermilk as "Paulette Bonafonte" - "Legally Blonde"

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Betty Mitchell as "Roberta" - "Evelyn In Purgatory"
Megan Hayes as "Candace" - "Evelyn In Purgatory"
Gloria Szokoly as "Helga Ten Dorp" - "Deathtrap"
Vanessa Outlaw as "Izzy" - "Rabbit Hole"'

LEADING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Cathe Hall Payne as "Miss Mona Stangley" - 
"The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Sarah Peavy as "Sally Bowles" - "Cabaret"
Ansley Gwinn as "Lucy" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
Haley Devaney as "Elle Woods" - "Legally Blonde"

LEADING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Frankie L. Earle as "Acacius" - "The Divine Sister"
Elizabeth Miller as "Scheherezade" - "Arabian Nights"
Amy LeCates as "Becca" - "Rabbit Hole"
Barbara Cole Uterhardt as "Anabella/Pamela/Margaret" - "The 39 Steps"

LEADING ACTOR, MUSICALS
DeWayne Morgan as "Melvin P. Thorpe"  - 
"The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Carl Barrington as "Tevye" - "Fiddler On The Roof"
Jordan Stovall as "Emcee" - "Cabaret"
Chris Ikner as "Jekyll/Hyde" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"

LEADING ACTOR, PLAYS
James Beck as "Lennie" - "Of Mice & Men"
Travis Young as "George" - "Of Mice & Men"
Mercury as "Sidney Bruhl" - "Deathtrap"
Topher Payne as "Mother Superior" - "The Divine Sister"
Geoffrey *Googie* Uterhardt as "Hannay" - "The 39 Steps"

YOUTH AWARD, MUSICALS
Olivia Banford as "Randolph Hedgehog, Reader" - "Wind In Willows"
Cam Perkins as "Billy Hedgehog, Reader - "Wind In Willows"
Matt Alea as "Newsboy" -  "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical"
Amanda Burnette as "Brooke Wyndham" - "Legally Blonde"
Miranda Crowder as "Enid Hoopes" - "Legally Blonde"

YOUTH AWARD, PLAYS
Jeb Sexton as "Johnny Cade" - "The Outsiders"
Max River as "Gerald Sims" - "Every Little Crook & Nanny"
Devin Bacon as "Jason" - "Rabbit Hole"

BEST DIRECTOR, PLAYS
Joanie McElroy - "Of Mice & Men"
Rob Roy Hardie - "Laughter on the 23rd Floor" 
Brian Clowdus - "Arabian Nights"
Dr. David Klein - "The 39 Steps"

BEST DIRECTOR, MUSICALS
Charlie Miller & Cathe Hall Payne - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"
Jay Tryall - "The Great American Trailer Park Musical"
Rob Roy Hardie & Paul Gourdeau - "Cabaret"
Patti Mactas - "Jekyll & Hyde"

BEST ENSEMBLE, PLAYS
"Of Mice and Men" - Lionheart Theatre Company
"Laughter on the 23rd Floor" - Next Stage Theatre Company
"Arabian Nights" - Act 3 Productions
"The 39 Steps" - OnStage Atlanta

BEST ENSEMBLE, MUSICAL
"The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas" - Onstage Atlanta
"The Great American Trailer Park Musical" - The New Depot Players
"Cabaret" - Next Stage Theatre Company
"Once Upon A Mattress" - The Henry Players
"Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act3 Productions

BEST ORIGINAL WORK
"Bat Hamlet" by Jordan Pulliam - The Essential Theatre
"The Local" by Atlanta Theatre Artists - The Essential Theatre
"Scorned" by Raymond Fast - Out of Box Theatre
"The Strange Attractor" by Jesse Cramer - Act 3 Productions

BEST OVERALL PLAY
"Of Mice and Men" - Lionheart Theatre Company
"Laughter on the 23rd Floor" - Next Stage Theatre Company
"One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest" - Out of Box Theatre
"Arabian Nights" - Act 3 Productions
"The 39 Steps" - OnStage Atlanta

BEST OVERALL MUSICAL
"The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas" - Onstage Atlanta
"The Great American Trailer Park Musical" - The New Depot Players
"Cabaret" - Next Stage Theatre Company
"Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act3 Productions


See you September 29!


7/2/2013      CARNAGE                               Blu-Ray / DVD / On-Demand

****  ( B )


MUZZLED


(NOTE:  I finally caught up with Roman Polanski's 2011 movie version of "God of Carnage."  Much of this review is self-plagiarized from my review of the Alliance's 2012 staging of the play, despite the fact I thought the piece was not as effective on screen, and some of Ms. Reza's "Red in Tooth and Claw" motifs came across a bit muzzled.)

“Behaving well gets you nowhere. Courtesy is a waste of time, it weakens you and undermines you …”

That is the central conceit of the characters in Yasmina Reza’s Tony-winning “God of Carnage” (translated by Christopher Hampton). And, yet, I can’t escape the notion that the play (and Ms. Reza) are more optimistic than her characters, more “living in hope” that the veneer of civilization we wear is more than a façade, that it (all evidence to the contrary) keeps the “God of Carnage” from running amok and elevating anarchy to an ideal.

Ms. Reza is a French playwright (“Art” is perhaps her best-known prior work), and “The God of Carnage” was first produced in Paris, then London, before coming to Broadway. On its way across the Atlantic, the characters lost their French identities (becoming New York suburbanites) and the play’s title lost its “The.” Making its way to the screen in a new translation by Michael Katims and directed by Roman Polanski, the characters names have changed, but the locale remains Manhattan and the setting remains confined to a single apartment (though a prelude and coda show us a local park and slyly hints that the children may be more civilized than their parents).  

The Longstreets (Penelope and Michael) have invited the Cowans (Alan and Nancy) into their tastefully furnished home. It seems that a scuffle between their respective 11-year-old sons has resulted in the Longstreet boy losing some teeth. The civilized thing to do would be, of course, to talk through the whole thing without resorting to lawsuits and insurance claims. Civilization doesn’t stand a chance, as the evening degrades into a petty, bickering verbal slug-fest, leaving us envious of a child’s ability to just pick up a stick and whack the heck out whoever it is that’s pi$#&ng him off.

And it isn’t the couples at each other’s throats as much as it is a free-for-all, wives after husbands, men after women, both couples after the others’ son. The irony of it all is that the carnage here is not the red-in-tooth-and-claw variety exhibited by the off-stage children, but the more “civilized” modes of passive-aggression, thinly veiled insult, cold-shoulder contempt, and pretense. The only victims of real physical violence are a cell phone and a pot of tulips (I do not include the coffee-table art books, victims of a sudden [deleted by the spoiler police], in this list).

Maybe I've been jaded by too many action / violent movies, but this gentle carnage, so effective on stage, seems muted on the screen.  Though the emotional fireworks remain intact, the God of Carnage comes across now as a rather tame beast, a muzzled pet well within the control of the characters. 

On the other hand, one of the strengths of the play (and the movie)  is the presumed guilt or victimhood of the families’ sons. The Longstreets, of course, consider their son to be the victim of a thug armed with a stick. The Cowans believe their son resorted to the only means necessary to defend himself against a gang of bullies. Even though we do see the actual attack, it is ambiguous enough to make either (or neither) explanation true or false, and serves only as a catalyst to open up wounds within the two marriages, and to spark not-quite-warfare between the two couples.

As with the play, I also liked how easily the façade of courtesy falls victim to minor irritations and mis-placed enthusiasms. We can all be civilized when our children rend at each other, but pay more attention to your cell phone conversation than to us, and watch out!  We can calmly discuss our son’s broken teeth and arrange a détente between your son and mine, but, accidently [deleted by the spoiler police] onto my prized books, and watch out!  We can sit and calmly snack on Cobbler (I suppose "the play's Cafloutis" would be too much of an unknown for movie audiences), but side with THEM against OUR SON, and WATCH OUT!

And, of course, once the rum comes out, civilized courtesy goes right down the loo like so much effluvia.

What works best on screen are the currents of emotion writ large across this divine cast's faces.  Every suppressed grimace, every forced smile, every concealed wound becomes an open book.in their well-trained faces.  Camera Angles and sheer pig-headedness keep their true reactions from each other, but not from us.  Every frame is a textbook image of layered reaction -- what they really feel softly cushioned by what they want THEM to think they feel.  Jodie Foster and John C. Reilly play the Longstreets as slightly pretentious just-clear-of-the-working-class nouveau riche, and Kate Winslet and Christoph Waltz play the Cowans as "old money" almost "slumming" in the name of civilization.  All four are slow to let the veneer of civilization fall away, all four are totally convincing in the moment-to-moment, well, moments.

What doesn't work so well are the efforts to keep the action confined to the single room.  The playwright's contrivances may work on stage, where a single setting is well within the expectation of play-goers.  But here, the efforts to keep the Cowans from just walking away ring false, highlight the contrivance.  Since Ms. Reza did the adaptation herself, I suspect the urge was to keep the screenplay as close to the play as possible.  But somehow, I suspect opening up the script to other locales would have worked somewhat better
 
So, of course, the question remains – are we, as a species, defined by how civilized we are, or by how brutal we are? Is it an accident that most of our sense of history is rooted in whatever wars or conflicts are occurring at any particular time? Is our fascination with atrocity and violence a symptom of moral decay or a “safe” release of a primal darkness hard-wired into our species? Is our true creation a product of a God of Carnage or a Prince of Peace? Can two couples talking about their kids escape their own bestial roots?

Yasmina Reza’s “The God Carnage” and Roman Polanski's film of it raise all these questions and let us discuss the answers among ourselves. Just leave the cell phones, the weapons, and the cobbler at home.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


 
 


7/3/2013      MIGHTY MYTHS AND LEGENDS			Georgia Shakespeare

***  ( C )


MISSES AND LESS-THANS


This review will be totally unfair.  I saw it too soon after "Metamorphoses," and, my less-then-enthusiastic response may be influenced perhaps too much by how much I enjoyed the more mature work.

As a "Children's Companion Piece" piece to the exquisite "Metamorphoses," "Mighty Myths and Legends" is a series of stories staged within the confines of a swimming pool.  Designed for the under-ten set, it gives the stories straight, no philosophical or poetically lyrical flourishes, no over-arching thematic connection, just a group of stories.  Still, like previous entries in Georgia Shakespeare's family series, there are genuinely enjoyable moments of music, of puppetry, of buffoonery.

But, the piece as whole felt slapped together to me, not doing the stories much justice, and not giving kids credit for being able to respond well to even the least bit of complexity.  More to the point, the pool was not used particularly well, and the cast was garbed in garish swimming suits that clashed with their characters and stories.  And, maybe my feeble old man eyes were totally off-base, but under some lights, their gold "trunks" appeared flesh-toned, and I thought they were flashing their butts at the young audience.

More to the point, the piece failed to "grab" my "inner kid," that dorky four-eyed reader who loved any story from mythology.

Rather than keep confined to the myths of one culture, as in "Metamorphoses," "Mighty Myths and Legends" gives a sample of many stories from many countries and many times.  We see an American Indian creation myth, a couple stories from the "Metamorphoses" playbook (making comparisons inevitable), a Celtic mermaid story, the classic Japanese "Crane Wife" story, Africa's "Anansi and the Turtle," and Scandinavia's "Thor's Fishing Trip," a story I found singularly pointless and "moral-free."

This last illustrates my chief problem with the whole collection -- most myths and legends have a "moral," a lesson to be learned -- too many of these did not, or, if they did, it was confusing and offered counter-intuitive themes -- Is the point of the Icarus story "Listen to your father!" of "Do not strive to go too high!"?  Is the lesson of the "Anansi" story really "It never pays to be clever."?  Even the more familiar stories were told in such a way that they showed characters being punished for actions arising out of simple human nature.  None provided any lesson I would want my child to learn.

One of the strengths of the "Metamorphoses" collection is that the compelling stories open a window into the civilization that created them -- they were all of a time and place, so the collection itself told more about the culture than any single story could.  Here, the approach is too scattershot, too "donuts for dinner" to learn anything about the worlds that gave rise to the stories.  They were too short to make any emotional connection, too "told-in-the-same-voice" to highlight their diverse origins.

In the final analysis, these stories were more blandly innocuous than anything approaching legendary.  

Still, most of the younger folks at Wednesday's show seemed to enjoy it, and their was little-to-no impatient rustling a whispering.  Georgia Shakespeare's troupe of interns does a fine job at creating many characters, and their work is nothing less than excellent.  I just wish they (and the adults in the audience)  had been better served by the script and by the director.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

7/3/2013      FIVE LESBIANS EATING QUICHE		Weird Sisters Theatre Project

****½  ( A )  


HOLD THE SAUSAGE


Welcome to a church basement in Oak Free Falls, USA, (today's date), 1956.  It is a meeting of the Susan B. Anthony Society For the Sisters of Gertrude Stein, and YOU are a member.  (For the record, my name tag identified me as "Hannah").  Apparently, we are all "widows" and we gather to celebrate the sacred Egg by eating quiche.  And our quiche is never NEVER filled with meat, especially sausage.

This is a fun, frolicking piece that sends up the repressive 50's, satirizes "women's groups," wallows in cold War paranoia, and celebrates taking away the barriers that keep us from becoming all we want to be.  It is silly, it is rude, it is laugh-out-loud funny, and it's all over too soon.

The cast are our "officers," and they are an eclectic bunch of misfits.  Jaclyn Hoffman is "Wren," our events chairwoman, and is giddy with excitement about the upcoming quiche-eating.  Vern (Megan Rose) is in charge of Buildings and Grounds.  We may be in a church basement, but Vern has made DAMN sure it's the safest, most secure, church basement anywhere.  Bryan Lee is Dale, everyone's favorite "doll" come to "dress-up" life.  Tiffany Porter is Lulie, our president and chief cook.  Make no mistake, she is in charge.  And Annie York is Ginny, the British newcomer.  Can she fit in?

These five ladies run the meeting with an iron (if always bickering) hand, leading us all in the SBASFSGS anthem, dropping gossip (if your nametag is "Margery," you'd better {deleted out of fear of retribution}), unveiling today's quiche,  and acting like every 1950's sit-com woman you've ever seen.

Then, faster than you can say "duck and cover," something happens.  Maybe.  And the gloves come off.  And, before too long, "eating quiche" is no longer a metaphor.  

This is a sly play that has fun with innuendo and fifties stereotypes.  Thankfully, after the "something happens" moment, the play never loses its light tone, but shows us some of the harsh realities that gave rise to all those stereotypes.  The laughs don't stop, but we start seeing harsh realities and cold futures.  It remains fun, but celebrates the "coming out" mentality that only an extreme  "something happened" can initiate in this repressive decade.

And we see that women, even "quiche-eaters," can be as brutally alpha-female as any male pack leader.

The Weird Sisters Project started as an outlet for Shakespeare Tavern actresses to explore quirky, more female-centric plays (Shakespeare's plays are particularly sausage-heavy).  Last year's "Anton on Show Business" showed that they have a penchant for crisp characteristics and out-of-the-ballpark humor, a reputation that is only reinforced here.  Kelly Criss is a first-time director, but shows a confidence and flair for comedy that many experienced directors would envy.  The raucously off-kilter humor never obscures the more serious grace notes and sub-texts, and the casting of (reputed) male Bryan Lee was a stroke of genius, in that (s)he soon made us forget the gender under the dress, without making us lose that "what is (s)he hiding?" subtext.

"Five Lesbians Eating a Quiche" (by Evan Linder and Andrew Hobgood) is a funny absurd look at women (of a certain nature) trying to survive the fifties.  It is silly and sweet and The Weird Sisters Project has mounted a marvelously fast and furious production.  More to the point, it takes you into the embrace of the Susan B Anthony Society For the Sisters of Gertrude Stein, makes you a member, and lets you repopulate the world.

Just leave the sausage at home

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Note:  The good news is that this year, there will be a second Weird Sisters production, "Emilie: La Marquise Du du Châtelet Defends Her life Tonight" (by Lauren Gunderson), apparently centered on the same character who drove Horizon's marvelous 2011 "Legacy of Light."  It will be produced in August at Aurora's Black Box space.  I, for one, can hardly wait.





7/7/2013     FORTINBRAS			New American Shakespeare Tavern

***½  ( B- )  


WHAT DREAMS MAY COME


In perhaps the world's most famous soliloquy (*), someone (who shall remain Hamlet), says:

	For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
	When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
	Must give us pause ...

In Lee Blessing's sorta kinda sequel, "Fortinbras," the question of "What Dreams May Come" is answered to no one's satisfaction (least of all, mine).

It is Elsinore, the corpses of the royal family are strewn hither and yon, and Fortinbras, Prince of Norway, shows up.  He is made king, and sets out on a PR campaign justifying his crown, and explaining the slaughter of the last group in power.  (Hint -- a Polish Spy dunnit!)  All the ghosts are a tad displeased, and do what they can to set the story right.  (Weren't Hamlet's almost-dying words "report me and my cause aright to the unsatisfied?")

To make a long story short, soon there are more ghosts, and the battle between "truth" and "truthiness" is never fully resolved.

The good news is this is a highly entertaining romp, with enough laughs and clever ideas to make Blessing's theme come alive.  It is filled with the Tavern's usual array of talented performers (Kelly Criss has to Atlanta's richest comic treasure) and unbridled energy.

There is also one not-so-clever idea that needs to be raspberried.  Hamlet's ghost first appears trapped in a wide-screen TV.  (???)  It's funny to see Ophelia hit his "mute" button, but the whole idea simply rips us out of the period and the world of Elsinore.  It comes across not as an integral facet of the play, but as a playwright's clumsy comic bit to "work" his whole PR motif, and, a few laughs aside, it just doesn't work.

What also doesn't work is the character of Fortinbras himself.  He is pretty much a cipher -- shallow, cocky, and trying desperately to distance himself from the "late" royals. But all we really learn about him is that he is obsessed with image.  It's really a wafer-thin portrait of a shallow character. Paul Hester does a nice job of bringing him to life, but he never becomes more intriguing than the ghosts, and I left the play knowing less about him than what Shakespeare had already told us.

The ghosts, on the other hand, are truly wonderful.  I love how Polonius stays mute, because all his advice (in life) went badly.  I love how Ophelia is a randy minx (yes, there are physical things ghosts can do), but remains fragile (if assertively angry) in her scenes with Hamlet.  Claudius and Gertrude are nothing but contrite, but they have limited stage time, so that's okay too.

Hamlet remains a bit thin -- his transition to "what dreams may come" seem to have changed him little, and, maybe that's the point.  Still, he made a rather dour ghost who becomes no one's idea of "pleasant afterlife company."

This the idea that the afterlife consists of "hanging out" in the old castle, trying (in vain) to fix all your mistakes strikes me as a tad depressing.  It makes my own skeptic's view of the afterlife (all the null and void stuff we were doing before we were born) seem almost heavenly.  I don't know if that was Mr. Blessing's main point here, but it's certainly the one we're left with.

And the final moments of the play in which all the ghosts come together to welcome the "newcomers" sorta kinda felt "tacked on" and not very, well, conclusive. 

I am a big fan of Lee Blessing, "Hamlet," and the Tavern's Repertory Company, so I perhaps my expectations were too high.  Up until this point, I never saw a Lee Blessing play I didn't love.  True, I didn't hate this.  Still, maybe working in the shadow of the Bard made Mr. Blessing tone down his usual ear for clever dialogue, his usual skill at layering motifs and themes and characters into a compelling story.  Or, maybe there was a lot of "stuff" my foggy brain missed on this first encounter.

Or, perhaps, Mr. Blessing should have just left the "rest" be "silence."

The bottom line is, I merely liked this play, I didn't love it.  That won't stop me from buying the script, and re-reading it a coupla times -- if for no other reason than to learn Polonius' Act II opening monologue, which is truly a(nother) comic gem.  So, obviously, all my denials aside, there is something here to enjoy.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


*  There is some scholarly debate that "To Be or Not to Be" may not even have been meant as a soliloquy.  Derek Jacobi once wrote a pretty convincing essay arguing that it works if addressed directly to Ophelia, and really sets up her later "mad scene" and suicide.  I saw it done this way once, it did work very well.  Other scholars give Hamlet a more Machiavellian purpose here -- that he is very much aware of the characters witnessing the scene, and is (more or less) playing to them as part of his assumed "role."  The beauty of "Hamlet" (and Shakespeare in general) is that all these disparate ideas
"work," each in its own way.  And it gives actors and directors so many options when bringing this play to life.


7/13/2013   	From the Light Booth:  Valerie Kennedy Recitals

For the past eleven July’s, now, I’ve designed and worked lights for the annual marathon of Valerie Kennedy Student Voice Recitals.  In the past, I’ve written about the experience, talking about new shows and songs discovered, and, more important, giving some notice to some seriously talented up-and-coming performers.  Part of Ms. Kennedy’s agenda is to give her students a taste of real performance in front of a real audience, including detailed technical design and execution.  As we all know, part of the performing life is exposing your hard work and developing talent to the incoherent ramblings of pompous pundits and artistic yea-or-nay-sayers.

That's where I come in.  

I’m always in a bit of a quandary at this time of year.  My Cobb County employers have made it abundantly clear that I am NOT to review shows I am paid to tech.  On the other hand, Ms. Kennedy explicitly asks me to do so each year, simply because she likes to see her students’ good work acknowledged by someone who is not a friend or relative.  I’ve resolved this conundrum by writing a yearly recap, a sort of “this is what it’s all about, this is what really knocked my socks off, this is why I love doing this so much” piece that sheathes all the negative critical claws I sometimes use.

For those who are new to the area, Valerie Kennedy is one of the best voice teachers in Georgia.  Her graduate students can be found on Broadway, in touring companies, in opera companies, even in the wilds of Summer Stock.  Ex-students have appeared in the past year in musicals at the Aurora Theatre and at Atlanta Lyric Theatre.  One of the pleasures of having this gig over the span of many years is seeing how her students grow from year to year.  Today’s breathtakingly talented seniors were little more than children trying to stay on key when I started doing this.  Not that there aren’t amazingly talented children in the bunch, but even they get better year-by-year.  A hallmark of Ms. Kennedy’s recitals is the number of “alumni” who return every year to participate in the recitals, as well as the number of adults who turn to her.  

Here are a few highlights of this year’s concerts:

Best Pop Performance(s): I’m not the biggest fan of much of today’s “Pop” sound, so this category may be a bit skimpy.  In fact, the "pop" selections were thin overall, and there was only one that really knocked my socks off.    As with many years, there was a torchy cover of Christine Aguilera's "Hurt," this year knocked out of the ballpark by Caroline McLeod.  This is not to lessen the few other pop numbers, but merely a comment on my own preferences.

Best Musical-Theatre Performances: On the other hand, since most of Ms. Kennedy’s students are musical geeks, er, I mean fanatics like me, this category had an embarrassment of riches.  Just skimming from the top, I really REALLY liked Meg Harkin's "With You" (from "Ghost" -- are all that show's songs this good?), Brooke Dorris' "Wishing You Were Here Again," Sydney Shulte's "What it Means to be a Friend," Elliott Brabent's "Mr. Cellophane" (Thanks also to Mr. Brabent for being my go-to guy on the follow spot), Meredith Cohen's "They Keep Moving the Line," Erica Morchower's "I Think He Likes Me," Melissa Rosenson's "Out Tonight," Andersyn Jones' adorable "The World Above," and Nicole Melissas' "Bring on the Men."  In addition to the "Ghost" number, I was also brought to tears by Jo-Jo Steine and the "Spelling Bee" ensemble in "The I Love You Song," and to tears of laughter by Robbie Corner's "I'm Not That Smart" from the same collection.  There were some truly wonderful ensemble numbers from the  "Les Miserables" and "Spelling Bee" collections, as well as some nice trios and duets sprinkled throughout the day (Jenny Hawk, Alex Catlin, and Elizabeth Williams' "You Could Drive a Person Crazy," Ruthie Evans, Morgan Geisler, and Caroline McLeod" doing an Andrew Lloyd Webber "Love Song" trio and Robbie Corner and Mary Hannah Skelton doing "A Stud and a Babe").

Best Classical Performances: For the first time, this year's classical numbers were all accompanied by "tracks" rather than a live pianist, which made the logistics of the day a bit easier, if a bit less "classy."  Still, once again, it was all about the singers -- I liked Meredith Cohen and her nice "Love is a Plaintive Song" (I'm always a sucker for Gilbert and Sullivan), Morgan Geisler's lively "Ouvre ton Coeur," and Nicole Melissas's "Tu Che Di Gel."  Olivia Buck did double Magic-Flute duty with the blisteringly sad "Ach Ich Fuhls," and the oh-yes-this-is-a-COMIC-opera trio "Zu Hilfe" (with Morgan Geisler , Elizabeth Williams, and Marshall Howell).   But the "star" of the classics had to be eight-year-old Lindsay Horine, whose "O Mio Babino Caro" was achingly clear and beautiful.   I sometimes wonder if maybe some of these voices are “peaking” too early.  I can only optimistically assume that, if these students “keep with it,” their voices will only broaden and deepen.

I’m looking over the 88 numbers that were performed, and I could cite at least three dozen more pieces that were marvelously performed, that moved me or touched my funny bone in surprising ways. As I’ve often said, these students (and graduates) are all insanely talented, all have a marvelous sense of character and showmanship, and, when given the opportunity, blend together in group numbers that look as if they’d been rehearsed for weeks.

As you can see, these recitals are made up of a very eclectic collection of sources, styles, and genres. I’ve come to look forward to this week every year, and, although the schedule is long and grueling, the talent and eagerness of everyone involved is infectious and invigorating. Most of the audiences were comprised of family and friends of the students, but, anyone who loves musical theater, opera, pop music, or just seeing young talent reach for the stars, should seek these out. 

These are the singers we will be reviewing (favorably) in years to come. I could find something good to say about each and every artist (and I apologize here to all the students I didn’t mention). I am impressed more each year, and look forward to discovering new and obscure musicals, fresh favorites, and unbelievably exciting music.

And now, there’re only 51 weeks until we get to do it again! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


7/17/2013     STRAY DOGS			Essential Theatre Festival

****  ( B+ )  


A FRESH TAKE ON AN OLD THEME

(Disclaimer:  The performance reviewed here was actually the last preview before the 7/18 official opening, so any production-based comments should be taken with a grain of salt.  Still, a few easily-fixable "glitches" notwithstanding, I thought the show was "ready for prime time.")

In his 1961 novel, Mother Night, Kurt Vonnegut (sort of) jokingly claims it's his only novel for which he knows the moral -- "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be."  In the years since, this theme has become a favorite of writers, even developing its own subset -- the undercover cop who "goes native," a subset that is used to tremendous effect in the movies "Donnie Brasco" and "The Departed" and the TV Series "Wise Guy."

So, here is another take on this.  Okay, the idea may be a bit too much "been there seen that," but, in Matthew Myers' new "Stray Dogs," The characters are so fresh, the dialogue so compelling, and the story so I-can't-wait-to-see-what-happens-next that it wasn't long before I was swept along in its noir-lite energy.

It starts innocently enough with a high school reunion in South Boston.  Jackson is waiting outside a bar for his date to arrive.  Said date, Violet, turns out to be a sixteen-year-old "escort" (or so she says).  Jackson turns out to be a small-time "enforcer" for the local mob.

Faster than you can say "femme fatale," Jackson and Violet are trading snarky dialogue and bodily fluids, the "boss" has a new job, bullets and blood-sprays are flying faster than double entendres, and everyone has a secret and a betrayal that may or may not be revealed.  That's pretty much all I can say without incurring the wrath of the Spoiler Police (and, in South Boston, they can get pahticulahly cranky), and my implication that one character may be an undercover cop is probably enough for them to knock on my door, intent on bashing my kneecaps with their blue pencils.

Like all good noir plots, the bad guys aren't all bad and the good guys aren't all good.  Like all good noir plots, virtue isn't always rewarded and despicable deeds (done dirt cheap) aren't always punished.  Like all good plots, we have a couple of characters trying to survive in an amoral universe, and, somehow, sometimes through no action of their own, manage to leave the universe a little bit less amoral than they found it.

Lake Roberts plays Jackson with a Southie accent as fragile as his tough-guy exterior.  He claims to be main and hard-core, but he's so likeable it's hard to believe him.  As dumb as a box of rocks, he nevertheless possesses a sort of streetwise wisdom that makes him see things more clearly than anyone else, yet he persists in actions that serves no one's best interests, least of all his own.

Amanda Lindsey is a baby-faced Violet so angelically sincere we believe that she might actually be only fourteen years old, just as easily as we believe every other age she pretends to be (or actually is -- who knows?).  She comes across as both naive and intelligent, an oxymoronic combination that makes her seem like she's obliviously aware of the danger breathing down her backside -- it's always an even-bet as to whether she's one-step ahead of the danger, or falling into its maw. 

The rest of the ensemble (Marc Gowan, Aaron Gotlieb, Ashleigh Hoppe, and Larry jr) play another dozen or so assorted low-lifes, thugs, cops, and passers-by, giving the characters a distinct touch without losing the similarities that connect them.  There is a reason certain roles are doubled, and this cast makes that reason blissfully clear.

I love how Peter Hardy directs with an obvious affection for the genre, the characters, and the story.  The pace is fast, the effects bloody brilliant, and the tension and humor joined in a perfectly balanced dance.  Fight Choreographer Christen Orr keeps the action lively and violent, and Lauren Rondone and Harley Gould have collaborated on a beautiful set and lighting design.

This play says nothing new or inspired about the human condition, about our capacity for self-deception, about life as a Southie hoodlum.  In fact it says nothing that we haven't seen or heard or read dozens of times before.  It doesn't pretend to be anything but a slick and slippery entertainment, a violent romp
 with a pair of characters we can't help but like.

And, according to Mr. Vonnegut, since that's what it pretends to be, that's what it is.

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

(I promised a full review would be here.  Please, please don't hurt me.)




7/18/2013     BEDROOM FARCE				Out of Box Theatre

****  ( B+ )  


NO SEX, PLEASE, WE'RE IN AN AYCKBOURN PLAY

(Disclaimer:  I received a "Lighting Design" credit for this production, so, normally, I would not review it due to conflict of interest.  However, in this case, my participation consisted solely of aiming the few instruments in Out-of-Box's new playing space, and leaving the actual mix and cuing to others not credited in the program.  I saw no rehearsals and went to this performance with "fresh audience" eyes.  Still, you may want to take these comments with a grain of biased salt.  Except my criticism of the wish-I-actually-spent-some-time-on-it lighting.)

Don't let the title fool you.  This is less a slam-the-doors, drop-the-trousers traditional sex farce and more of a comedy of manners.  It just happens to be set in three bedrooms.  With four couples (it is by Alan Ayckbourn, after all).  Its central occurrence has nothing to do sexual indiscretion, and everything to do with an eccentric couple using what should be a swell party as their latest marital battlefield.

That's not to say it isn't as fast-paced, as desperation-filled, and as laugh-out-loud funny as what it pretends to be.  Just don't expect anything non-PG-rated happening in any of the bedrooms.

So, here's the set-up. Delia and Ernest, a couple (of a certain age) are preparing for a "night out."  Delia is concerned about the degenerating state of their son's marriage.  Ernest is concerned about leaks and rising damp.  In any case, it's obvious they would have preferred their son, Trevor, to have married his old girlfriend, Jan, instead of his current wife, Susannah.  Next, we meet Jan and Nick.  Jan is preparing to go to a housewarming party for their friends Malcolm and Kate.  Nick has hurt his back and is confined to his bed.  His chief concern, besides immobility and pain, is that Jan's ex, Trevor, might be at the party.  Next we meet Malcolm and Kate as they prepare for their party.  They are both incorrigible practical jokers, and their pranks seem to escalate as party time nears.  Their chief concern -- Trevor and Susannah may use their party as their latest domestic battlefield.

So there you have it -- three bedrooms crowded on one stage, three couple concerned about the behavior of a fourth.  That fourth couple charging through the three bedrooms like a dysfunctional bull.

This is a very tricky show to pull off.  I saw it in New York way back in 1978 with John Lithgow playing a beautifully manically hang-dog Trevor and the late great Mildred Natwick at her stiff-upper-lip best as Delia.  I remember laughing myself into stitches.  Since then, every time I've seen it performed, it has been an unmitigated disaster.

The chief reason is that these characters need to come to life to make the humor work.  If the director takes the "Farce" part of the title seriously and tries to stuff the thing with comic business and "schtick," the characters get lost and the bedlam and the humor dries up like dehumidified dry rot.  And every production I've seen since that New York experience has been stuffed to overflowing with "schtick" leaving the actors to mumble through just-off-book not-yet-readiness.  In one case, it was enough to make me leave at intermission.

Now, at last, here is a production that, for the most part, gets it right.  Director Zip Rampy has collected a cast that nails these characters beautifully, that brings them to life, that lets the humor come from who they are and what they say, rather than what they do.  And they all nailed the accents that keep these characters quintessentially British.  Americans would not be half as funny (as was dismally proved in a Pennsylvania production I choose to mostly forget).

Jane Bass and Jerry Jobe start the show beautifully as Delia and Trevor, comfortable together, finding little pleasures in portraying a couple of long standing with small irritations buried by years of accommodation.  Their scenes are punctuated with moments of gentle humor and wry observations.  Leigh-Ann Campbell and Jim Dailey bring Jan and Nick to back-aching life with Mr. Dailey being especially deft at balancing physical comedy with rueful dialogue.  Thomas Strickland and Katie Patterson played Malcolm and Kate as a young couple whose marriage is built on fun -- they obviously liked playing together.  My only (slight) disappointment was with the central couple of Trevor and Susannah.  Although Will Brooks gets the manic-and-mopey part of Trevor spot on, I found a few of his moments (slightly) less inspired than the-director-told-me-to-do-this by-the numbers.  But it was only a few, and they were more irritating than distracting.  Rebecca Danis is a beautifully whiney Susannah, and I loved her scenes with Mr. Brooks.  But, when she gets to Delia and Earnest's room, I felt there were a couple of missed opportunities.  Only a couple.

Out of Box's new venue at Marietta's Artisan Center seems to be a perfect fit for this piece -- the bedrooms need to look cramped and "stuffed" together, which they do, and the small size lets the actors' more intimate moments breathe fresh life into the story.  Yes, sight lines are a problem, as they always all when the stage is only slightly higher than audience-level, and the hot-spot-and-shadow lighting mix by (mumble mumble) made me wish I'd actually spent some time on it.  Still, I'm expecting nice things as the group gets even more accustomed to their space.

So, in a nutshell, this is a very funny production featuring eight good-to- excellent performances that bring to life a play that is too often mis-read based on its title.  Yes, there are farcical elements to it, and it takes place in three bedroom.  Just don't expect  any slammed doors, dropped trousers, or any, well, sex.  The "naughtiest" thing that happens is a practical joke that leaves Kate (supposedly) naked in a bed with an ever-increasing pile of party-guest coats.

And, as long as I'm laughing, that's more than enough for me. 

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



7/19/2013     ONCE UPON A MATTRESS                    Stage Door Players

***½  ( B )  


SMALL IRRITATIONS

Stage Door Players' "Once Upon a Mattress" is a crowd-pleasing romp, a comic entertainment filled with comic songs and tuneful gags.  It is beautifully staged on a marvelous set and brilliantly performed by a troupe of talented actors who mine the material for every crowd-pleasing moment it can.  And it sports some of the best costumes you're likely to see for a while.

So, why did I only like the show and not love it?

Truth to tell, listening to the "lobby talk" at intermission and after-show, it is obvious that Stage Door's audiences are really loving this show, much more than I.

So, I'm afraid I have to admit to a little bias here.  I've never seen a production of this show I could love -- I've always found the story too not-there, the comic business too not-quite, and the songs too thank-goodness-that's-over.  I'll confess that I liked this production more than any other I've seen, but I'll also confess that I'm not the biggest fan of the show itself.

Let's start with the songs by Mary Rodgers and Marshall Barer.  I've heard this score dozens of time, seen maybe half-a-dozen productions, yet, when I look over the song list, only two melodies come to mind -- "I'm Shy" and the irritatingly stick-in-the-head "Song of Love" (or "I'm in Love With a Girl Named Fred").  The rest are so blandly innocuous that, no matter how well performed, they'll more-or-less go in one ear and out the other.  This score drives home the axiom that "the opposite of a good song isn't a bad song, it's a forgettable song."

Next, let me talk about the story.  It's basically a variation on the "Princess and the Pea" fairy tale.  Let's be honest here.  Is that anyone's favorite story?  Is that even a lesson we want our daughters to learn -- that the ideal Princess is one so delicate a minor irritation will bruise her?  This show hints around that this is not such a good idea, but, being a product of the keep-them-in-the-kitchen fifties, it also subtly approves of it.  And, once again, I find that a bit irritating.

Don't get me wrong here -- I can understand the appeal of producing this show -- it's filled with simple yet distinctly fun characters and it is obviously a pleasure to perform.  Renita James is a comic force, a bundle of high energy belt who gives Princess Winnifred a down-home spin that's all her own.  Jon Weirenga is a delightfully hapless Prince Dauntless, Christy Baggett a pull-out-the-stops villainess as the Queen, Robert Egizio a delight as the mute king (his attempt at a silent birds-and-bees talk is a comic gem), and Caleigh Allen and Jordan Harris suitably smitten as the "straight" couple.  The ensemble fills the other roles with aplomb, and, if the Jester and the Minstrel and the Wizard were not as energetic or comic-force-of-nature as I would prefer, the script doesn't give them nearly enough opportunity to be so.

And that's my chief irritation with this show -- it is a set-up rife with opportunity for over-the-top silliness, for pull-out-the-stops mayhem, for can't-wait-for-the-next scene drive.  But, whenever this talented cast gets close, they are hamstrung by another bland song or another we-have-to-put-this-here plot exposition.  I know of no other show that can "suck the juice" out of an energetic cast like this one can.

Still, all the parts are here for what should be a wonderful show.  Clinton Thornton's direction is crisp and clear with no "saggy" spots between scenes (we talk about the script-based "saggy" spots within the scenes), Chuck Welcome's set is a delightfully mobile collection of throne-shaped walls that work for every scene, Ricardo Aponte's choreography keeps the cast on its collective toes, and Clint Horne's costumes are a delightful blend of fancy period and comic overkill.  And I freely admit the cast creates a marvelous collection of characters who tell the story as best as they can.

I only wish they were telling a better story.  It's a small irritation, but it's enough to keep me tossing and turning until the final bow.

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





7/21/2013     EVERY TONGUE CONFESS			Horizon Theatre

*****  ( A+ )  


WATER AND FLAME

It's Alabama, it's summer, and it's hot.  It's 1996, and someone is burning down "Black" churches.  A church full of singers are raising their voices in praise, and their fervent devotion is a flame all its own.  Three remain just as the church burns down around them.  They seem to have all the time in the world to confess before they are consumed.

Yet, the Elder decides instead to tell of another's sin, another's "fire" that needs to be quenched.  What follows is a highly theatrical, highly lyrical tale of grief and revenge and mystery and redemption.  Welcome to "Every Tongue Confess," Marcus Garvey's brilliant new play being given an outstanding production at Horizon Theatre.

This play is like no other play I've ever seen, filled with astonishing images, harsh characters, cruel words and deeds, and not a little magic.  It tells its story(s) in totally original ways, and is mounted with a technical design that leaves its characters floating and burning and singing and weeping.

Bernadette is accidentally shot and goes into a coma.  Her daughter, Benny, is struck mute and is sent to Alabama to live with her father, Stoker Pride, a loner who combines charm and cruelty as if they were the same thing.  A gravedigger named Jeremiah finds a book and goes to a seer, Mother Sister, to learn his fortune, his task.  A mysterious stranger named Blacksmith comes into Mother Sister's life and changes it forever.  Mother Sister's son, Shadrack, wants to be a musician, and meets Benny (remember Benny?), taking her to a church that may soon be the latest in a series of church burnings.

All of these characters carry secrets, tell lies, hide sins.  Even the supposedly devout gospel singers aren't above a little gossip that starts a chain of events that lead to fires in churches and fires in souls.

And overriding everything are water images that are as much a salvation as they are another danger.

This is one of the best-looking productions I've seen.  The set (Moriah and Isabel Curley-Clay) is an impressionistic collection of ruins that could be burned-out churches, burned-out trees, burned out souls.  The lights (Mary Parker) are a well-saturated palette that alternates between deep fire reds and cool moonlight blues.  And there are some truly astonishing special effects.  Most impressive is the moment Benny loses her voice -- she opens her mouth to reveal fire-red teeth, throws back her head and lets a white light rise from her mouth and transform into a dove which flies off.  I have no idea how any of this was accomplished, but, from my vantage point, it was truly spectacular as well as moving, given the context.

And the cast is uniformly bright and burning. Minka Wiltz brings to Mother Sister a lion's share of sadness and wariness and hurt.  Lauren Boyd's Benny is waiflike and delicate, a flower that could eith thrive or shrivel in the heat that is to come.  Brian Kurlander gives Stoker all the requisite pride and meanness, but has occasional flashes of charm and vulnerability that keep him from becoming stock-villain caricature.  Others are equally impressive -- Bernadine Mitchell as a missionary and a social worker, Enoch King as a church Brother, Victor Love as Blacksmith, Deborah Bowman as a passionate if clueless Bernadette, Brad Raymond as an Elder and as Jeremiah, and Richard Hatcher as Shadrack -- all create characters that are tightly  woven into the tapestry of these stories, all of which combine to make a vivid image of (seeming) chaos and redemption.

Thomas W. Jones II has directed all with a clear concept, an original visual style, and an ear for language and pace, and Renee Clark has added some appropriately vital gospel songs and incidental music.

Normally, I'm not the biggest fan of gospel music, and the sort of wear-it-on-your-sleeve religion of most of these characters is an object of skepticism to my own mindset.  But this production, these actors, this script all find the magical core of being-human in all of them, giving the good moments of cruelty and questionable judgment, giving the bad moments of grace.

And everything is wrapped in a compelling theatrical story that moves as it amuses, that shocks as it inspires awe.

This is far and away one of the best productions of the year.

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




7/24/2013     SHAKIN' THE RAFTERS			True Colors Theatre Co

***  ( C )  

NOT SHAKIN';  NOT STIRRED

Let me start with a bias disclaimer -- the Gospel sound is not my "cup of tea," so any musical with a Gospel sound has a high bar for me.  I can respond favorably if  it is embedded in a compelling story with intriguing characters behaving in surprising ways.  I can even occasionally enjoy the music, if it is performed with from-the-gut raw emotion, if its passion literally "shakes the rafters."

Unfortunately, David H. Bell's "Shakin' the Rafters" meets none of these admittedly arbitrary standards.  The story is a been-there seen-there "Let's put on a show" backstage story, a thinly disguised concert piece with a tawdry soap-opera veneer.  And even though there are a few memorable "story songs" outside the Gospel setting, the concert pieces themselves are too from-the-head-instead-of-the-gut cerebral.  Not to be too negative, but, to my ears, this show did not seem to shake the rafters, and it certainly did not stir my heart.

World-Class gospel star Eva Davis has died.  Throughout her career, her four daughter have been her background singers, and, apparently, her obsession.  Now the Davis sisters are offered an opportunity to go out on their own, forging their own lives and career.  They're just not sure they can trust their manager, Milton.

Well, faster than you can say plot-with-no-conflict, Milton proves himself an able manager and the sisters are rising stars.  Long-buried family resentments soon surface, secrets become unveiled, and it soon becomes a race between the act breaking apart and it "reaching the top" by performing at the National Baptist Convention in Chicago.  One problem with the script is that both options would be a "favorable" outcome, so it's a bit difficult to "take sides."

One thing the script does do well is create four distinct and memorable characters.  Eldest sister Della Mae (Chandra Currelley) is the harsh glue that holds the family together.  Abrasive and dictatorial, it's apparent she is trying desperately to fill their late mother's shoes.  Youngest sister Bernice (D. Woods) is the "baby," the innocent naïf discovering the twin worlds of men and music outside the Gospel-genre boundaries.  Viola (LaTrice Pace) is the "true believer," the one who cannot conceive of being paid to sing the praises of the Lord.

 Willa Jo (Adrienne Reynolds) is perhaps the most problematic character.  She is mentally challenged, and has the arrested personality of a young child.  This gives her a lot of opportunity for pathos and humor, going from grieving sadness to tantrum to delight with breathtaking speed.  Still, I couldn't help but feel that her "disability" was more a contrivance -- it seems to vanish entirely during the concert pieces.  Willa Jo is unable to keep secrets, EXCEPT for a giant bombshell of a secret she manages to keep from half her family for half her life.

There are other plot contrivances, particularly a cache of cash their late mother had kept hidden.  Where this money came from and why Mama never shared it with her family (who spend too many years in poverty) is never questioned.  It gives Della Mae an opportunity to belt out an angry-at-Mama song which does shake the rafters.  The whole "Is Milton a good guy or a bad guy" problem is hinted at then abandoned too quickly, and the entire Jim Crow South setting is exploited barely at all, outside of a remarkably unfunny "comic" bit involving a "whites only" water fountain.

So, that leaves the concerts, the songs.  Make no mistake, these four actresses sound wonderful together, their voices blending beautifully, their solos hitting the stratosphere in range.  Yet, again, they all seemed peculiarly passionless, soulless.  This may have been a directorial choice -- they were always background singers to "Mama," and all their concerts indeed sound restrained, as if they are holding back for a soloist who is no longer with them.  

I suppose that is a legitimate choice, given the background of the characters, but it makes their rise to stardom a bit contrived and unrealistic.  I don't believe the word "restrained" should ever be used in the context of describing Gospel Singing, yet it's a word that dominates my reaction to the songs.

I'll leave it to Gospel fans to give a less-biased view of this play -- it was obviously a crowd-pleaser for the nearly sold out Wednesday night crowd.  That I am not of their number is a point of regret, since they were enjoying the show much more than I was,

Still, if you call your show "Shakin' the Rafters," some rafter-shaking and some soul-stirring  is the least you could provide.  This tawdry little dysfunctional family tale is not it.

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





7/25/2013     SWIMMING WITH JELLYFISH		Essential Theatre Festival

****  ( B+ )  


THE TIES THAT BIND (AND GAG)

I am a big fan of dysfunctional family drama.  From "Long Day's Journey Into Night" through "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf" through "August: Osage County," there is something inherently compelling (Schadenfreude mayhap?) in watching folks who (supposedly) love each other vent long-suppressed resentments and slights, burying the family hatchet (as it were) in each other's backs.

So, now we get to spend some quality time with the Holloways, a comfortable suburban Atlanta family as they go "Swimming With Jellyfish."  Father Jim (James Baskin) is a contract attorney who recently "strayed" with a co-worker.  Mother Lily (Ann Wilson) wears her victimhood like a badge of honor, using every passive-aggressive tactic she can to make Jim pay.  Eldest son Paul (Matt Busch) is a college graduate, still in the grips of his "life plan," despite the fact it offers little to no financial compensation.  Daughter Gillian (Audra Pagano) is riding the roller coaster of a bad reputation as she slithers towards her own college days.

Through a number of scenes spanning the last days of summer vacation, we watch as the family bickers and reconciles, plays together and fights together, airs old grievances and creates new ones.  Playwright Katie Grant Shalin has created a totally normal and recognizable family, and has set them in an extreme situation that creates a battlefield between deep wounds and even deeper affections.  That the family can survive or fall apart at any point (even after the end) is evidence that betrayals don't have to be fatal or that deep ties don't always mend what's broken.  That either resolution - family failure or family restored- would work within the context of this play is a testament to the strength of the writing, to the solidness of the characters.

And, like all good dysfunctional family drama, the play itself walks the razor-sharp tightrope between high comedy and high drama.  A laugh line turns into a barbed attack with head-spinning suddenness, and dark brooding moments erupt into unexpected laughter more often than not.

The cast is very effective in creating characters with a palpable connection that still binds even as it threatens to tear them apart.  They each have their in-the-moment outburst opportunities, their ponder-where-it-all-started moments of rumination.  They all get to interact in total believable, totally compelling moments that add up to an uncomfortable picture of a family in decay.

Wally Hinds has created a nice living space that truly reflects who the Holloways want to be, that must be a bear to tear down and rebuild in the Essential's repertory format.  If the lighting is a bad mix of hot-spots and too-shady areas, that can no doubt be mitigated/explained by that repertory format, though it seemed as if some of the strip lights on the upstage cyc were out-of-action. And Bill Murphey has directed them all with a keen eye for stage picture and timing.

If my praise seems slightly muted, it's because I couldn't escape the feeling that, in spite of the quality of the production and the cleverness of the script, there seemed to be a muted energy over the whole show, as if someone (cast, writer, producer) were holding something back.  The fights seemed more playground scuffle than arena-bloodsport.

Don't get me wrong -- in this context, that may be the right way to go.  After all, this is supposed to be an "every family" experiencing what is probably a too-common melt down.

And maybe that's why I'm being a bit restrained with my praise.  To paraphrase Tolstoy, "Every family is unhappy in its own way."  Perhaps the Holloways, when all is said in done, are just unhappy in a too familiar, too common way.  As much as I liked this play, this production, it relied a bit too much on familiar types and situation.  

A dearth of surprising moments is not always fatal to a script.  But it can certainly lead to a restrained production, a restrained response.  If you enjoy swimming with jellyfish, you have to expect the occasional sting.  But, if you're not stung, you may be slightly disappointed.

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




7/26/2013      LES MISÉRABLES                    Aurora Theatre

****½  ( A )  


THE BARRICADES GO LOCAL
 
This is the fourth time in the last few years I get to write about  Boublil & Shoenberg,s “Les Misérables,” and I couldn't be happier.  Even though I've seen it dozens of times, it never fails to move me, to excite me, to send me from the theatre with the music lodged in a permanent (and friendly) area of my brain.  This time, the Aurora's production rethinks many moments, and presents us with a thrilling new vision that fulfills (most of) my admittedly high expectations.

As usual, let me start by plagiarizing myself from a number of previous columns.

“Les Misérables” has always been a particular favorite of mine, both as a book and as a musical. Although some of Victor Hugo’s original plot machinations have been whittled down to the point of clunkiness (I’ve always found the love triangle especially contrived, albeit effective), these shortcomings have always been overwhelmed by the sheer emotional appeal of the music and singers. Throughout the eighties, I saw four productions, all following Mackintosh’s original grandiose staging, all pushing the emotional buttons that still get affected by just listening to the score. I’ve recently seen two productions that “blazed their own path” with new stagings.  I even have three recordings -- the Broadway Cast, the Symphonic “Complete Show,” and a hard-to-find tape of the original French production.  Should I even mention that I was one of the few writers who found Tom Hooper's 2012 movie worthy of a rabid rave?

Please indulge me, then, as I recap the libretto and music for those whose memory may be as spotty as the Thenardier's hospitality. The plot condenses Victor Hugo’s sprawling epic into a concise 3-hour sung-through entertainment, sacrificing some plot credibility for an emotional through-line that carries us on a life-long journey with its hero, Jean Valjean. As a young man, Valjean stole a loaf of bread to feed his starving family, and, as a result, spent nineteen years as a slave in the French penal system. Upon parole, a small-town bishop with a few pieces of stolen silver. Valjean creates a new life and name, and eventually becomes mayor of a small town. Through a series of unfortunate incidents, his identity is revealed to Javert, an officer of the law who has made Valjean his personal obsession. Valjean escapes and raises an orphan girl, Cosette. Eventually, the years lead them to Paris where a sudden student uprising captures them all in a web of love and duty and honor. The epilog takes us through Cosette’s wedding and the peaceful end of Valjean’s long and painful journey.

To digress a bit, let me talk about some other encounters with this show, this story. I saw a production in Los Angeles with a friend who was a Production Assistant in Hollywood. She didn’t like the show because it didn’t follow the rigid Hollywood story “arc” where everything must lead to the climax. (For the record, I thought that production was fairly weak with too many bad singers and too little energy.) When I reminded my friend that 19th-century novels had no such restrictions, that the uprisings of Valjean’s later years hadn’t even occurred when Hugo wrote the first part of the novel, it seemed to make no difference. I’d be curious as to her reaction to last year's movie, but, sadly, we have lost contact through the turning of the years.  

I do have to admit a rabid enthusiasm for a 1995 French movie by Claude Lelouch, which moved the story to the 1940’s and made it work.  I did have less fondness for the 1998 movie with Liam Neeson and Geoffrey Rush, though it has its own virtues.  

I have no idea what this has to do with anything, but I just wanted to add it to the conversation. Hugo’s book is, after, full of many similar digressions and abandoned plot pathways.

Where was I? Oh, yes, I always thought one thing the musical did right, plotwise, was the elevation of the poor, “les misérables” if you will, into a recurring character and motif, a through-thread that ties the decades-spanning plot together. They’re the “Greek Chorus” who give the show a unity that transcends the episodic nature of the original source. And, it’s fitting that the show’s epilog shows their passing, the guides-folk into the undiscovered country that lies beyond the story. But, that may be a grandiose reading of what is essentially a tear-jerking chorus number.

So, now to the usual question, what does this production bring to the story? 

Like "Theatre of the Stars'" 2008 tour, the chief design change was the elimination of the turntable.  The turntable  was a symbolic reminder of the passage of years as well as a utilitarian device to quickly move the story from scene to scene. After the barricade falls, it even dazzled with its rotating reminder of the true cost of the uprising, as it shows the dead on both sides. What can possibly replace it?

What Set Designer Phil Male has done is construct a unit set that can quickly move from scene-to-scene with a change of focus, a re-alignment of lights.  Mike Post's lighting design is all shadow and back-light, keeping the mood somber, the images vivid.  The set itself is a thing of beauty and a joy to behold, a structure that can pass for chaotic barricade, seedy tavern, dark waterfront, even cavernous church.  It gave Javert a platform for a "real" suicide leap, it gave a "stairway to heaven"  for those in sudden need of one.

True, we lose the symbolic "turning years" motif, but is that really essential? After all, the plot itself takes us through the years easily enough without symbolic support. If the Gavroche before the barricade sequence is reduced to an off-stage voice, it was more than made up for by the stirring "disposition" of the post-battle dead.  After all, the score has that long beautiful moment  when the barricade would rotate and we'd see the dead on either side.  What director Justin Anderson replaced that with is ... well, I won't tell you, but it was one of the stronger moments of the play.

The cast was an interesting combination of wonderful singers who were "only" decent actors and wonderful actors who were "merely" decent singers.  As Jean Valjean, Bryant Smith nailed the character's intensity, anger, remorse, affection, and all the other emotional colors Hugo invested in him.  If his voice was pitched a bit lower than other Valjeans, and his belt not as Shake-the-rafters as we may be used to, he had enough strong moments (the end of "Bring Him Home" in particular) that he made the character his own.  Kevin Harry's Javert was not as dimensional as I usually expect, but man-oh-man could his voice rattle the ribcage -- every note was pitch perfect.  Leslie Bellair's Eponine was a performance that met every expectation, both acting-wise and music-wise -- as she often is, she was a joy to watch (and hear).  If the other principals had a few moments of nit-picky "not quites," all had their share of moments of "now that's what I'm talking about."  The ensemble was well-rehearsed and glorious in melody and harmony, and the kids (Hoke Faser, Alma Kent, and especially Mabel Tyler at the performance I saw) were letter-perfect.

What wasn't so excusable was the sound mix.  Admittedly, we were seated at the extreme side a bit too close to a speaker, but too much of the music, effects, and voices were distorted.  In particular, there was a children's-voices cue before Fantine's death scene that sounded like so much static -- friends more centrally seated assured me it sounded right from their perspective.  Still, I've always contended that blocking, lighting, and sound needs to WORK from all seats in the house, not just those clustered around the center aisle(*).  It also did not help that Fantine's mike kept going off and on during "I Dreamed a Dream."

As usual, Ann-Carol Pence's musical direction was the highlight of the production, with the 12-piece orchestra hitting very few off-notes and the large cast and chorus hitting none.  This is an incredibly difficult show to pull off musically, and this one, if you'll forgive me, hits every note right.

So, performance quibbles and sound glitches aside,  this is a beautifully wrought production of one of my favorite shows, filled with unforgettable images and monumentally perfect moments of power and grace.  It appealed to my affection for the original novel, my rabid fan-boy love of the score, and my enthusiasm for the talents of Ann-Carol Pence, Justin Anderson, and this large and talented cast.  I was once again caught up in the sweep of the story, the roller-coaster emotion that drives the plot, and the sheer elegance of the conception and design of this production.

I relished every moment hearing these people sing.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

* Not to be a nay-sayer, but Julie Taymor's "Lion King"  seemed to have been designed specifically for center-aisle seats.  When we saw it in New York, our sight line hid from us the main "rock" of the opening number, ALL the climactic fight between Simba and Scar, and most of the Wildebeest stampede.  And yet, we paid so much more for our seats because they were in the orchestra section.  That's just, well, wrong.


7/28/2013      MYSTERIOUS CONNECTIONS		Essential Theatre Festival

*****  ( A+ )


DANCING WITH DRAGONS

We all have our demons, our dragons, those memories and guilts that feed our neuroses and our current questionable choices -- and which of us does NOT make six questionable choices before breakfast  every day?

We all have our dreams, our myths, our "safe place" hideaways where our brains can unbind the knots tied by the chaos of the universe, tightened by the thousand natural shocks our consciousness endure each and every moment.

In "Mysterious Connections, " Peter Hardy's marvelous play that opened this year's Essential Theatre Festival, we meet four characters, residents of an unnamed University town, all battling their dragons in one form or another.

Jonesy (a marvelous Nancy Powell) has a roommate, Pamela (Celia Gunn-Zaboli) who spends sleepless nights in lonely depression.  Jonesy tries to forge a connection between Pamela and Isobel (Daryl Lisa Fazio), a new friend, fighting her own demons.  Pamela occasionally sneaks out for illicit adventures with a young student, Travis (Ben Silver), adventures involving strict rules and handcuffs.

As Pamela and Isobel become closer, they begin to find themselves sharing elements of their particular dreamworlds, elements that evoke Joseph Campbell's archetypes to slowly reveal the hidden face of the dragons that torment them.  As more and more is revealed, it is readily apparent that, although easily identifiable trauma forms the fire in the dragon's belly, it is given strength and form by layers of events, sequences of guilty choices, complex webs of memory and dream.

And this is the strength of Mr. Hardy's script (a 1993 play being given its first Atlanta production here).  It's easy to create a character with traumatic events in the past driving current behavior -- "Mommy Beat Me, So I'm a Neurotic Mess."  It's much more difficult to do what Mr. Hardy accomplishes here -- create an escape from the trauma that gives form and substance to today's issues -- "It's not the slaying of the dragon that's my problem, it's what slaying that dragon has done to me!"  Or to put it more succinctly, sometimes Saint George IS the dragon.

Before you get the idea that this play is an angst-filled wallow in emotional dragon-poop, let me assure you that it is filled to the brim with laughs and surprises and character.  Mr. Hardy himself has (half) jokingly described it as a cross between "Crimes of the Heart" and "Equus," a description I find particularly apt.  The chief "entertainment factor" driver is the character of Jonesy.  It's not her "journey," she is not the "damsel in distress," but she is the very un-mysterious  connection that brings the characters together and, not to belabor a metaphor, starts the music to which all these dragons begin their dance.  An ex-debutante, she is outgoing, talkative, and more open-minded than anyone could expect.  She may seem like a Southern airhead at first meeting, but it doesn't take long for her to show us how deep her openness goes, how wide her heart is, how attractive her sense of humor is, and how quickly she sees the connections that will sound bind everyone else.  It doesn't hurt that she gets most of the best lines in the play, and, as he showed in "Sally and Glen at the Palace" a few years ago, Mr. Hardy is very good at filling his plays with "best lines."

And, the "mysterious connection" between Isobel and Pamela is both unusual and compelling, more so as it deepens.  Isobel is "out of the closet," but is not looking for any new ties.  Pamela, as we see from the start, is straight, if bent.  There seems to be an undercurrent of sexual tension that manifests itself in unusual ways in the dreamworld.  But, since sexuality is the burning core of each of their dragons, there is never any question that this part of their connection will ever reach maturity.

And, I have to confess being very moved by this dreamworld.  The set is rigidly divided into four playing areas -- the living room shared by Jonesy and Pamela, the sparse bedroom rented by Travis for his liaisons with Pamela, an upstage platform that is a close-to-the-stars hill Pamela and Isobel use to make their deepest connections, and a downstage "bare space" that holds changeable set pieces to indicate different locales.  But, when the dreams start, the barriers between areas melt away, one playing area bleeding into another as a symbolically masked man stalks through Pamela's subconscious like a childhood boogeyman.  Elegant scarves turn into binding shrouds, tiny dolls become terrifying totems, the Dreams Man is both frightening wizard, and ludicrous con man.

And, because they share the same dreamspace, Pamela's and Isobel's very different dragons too often share the same non-face, leading to confusion, desertion, and the potential failure of the hero's journey.  But when the confusions are dropped, when one dragon is sent in retreat, when the layers of Pamela's story become revealed to us, it's not the terrible things that were done to here that moves us, it's the more terrible things she has done to herself, the things she blames herself for that provide the punch to the emotional gut.

Not to be too lavish in my praise, but, this is a production that succeeds in every aspect,  The characters quickly pulled me into their story and Ellen McQueen's fast-paced direction and clear concept kept me interested, desperate to learn more -- this is one of those rare productions for which I actually resented the intermission from keeping me from the rest of the play for that seemingly endless whatever-it-was minutes.  Wally Hinds' set, Harley Gould's lighting, Spencer Stephens' Sound, and Jane Kroessig's costumes all brought this story to vivid life, an accomplishment made more profound by the repertory nature of the Essential Festival.

But, again, the chief reason I really loved this piece was the script by Mr. Hardy and the marvelous work by the cast.  It is a funny, moving, provocative, lyrical, and sensual journey into the darkest corners of the mind, a dance with the dragons that burn from within, an ultimately exhilarating "hero's journey" resolving itself without the contrived "tie-all-the-loose-ends" approach too many playwrights would give us.

For In the final analysis, this is only a temporary victory.  The dragons may have gone to rest.  But it won't take much for them to wake up and dance again.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Note -- okay, sure, it may be a stretch to reference the latest "Game of Thrones" book in my title here.  But, on the other hand, Mr. Hardy's script is drenched in the archetypes of Joseph Campbell, archetypes which George R.R. Martin not only embraces, but subverts in his series.  Maybe not such a stretch after all
...



8/1/2013      HAIR					Serenbe Playhouse

***½  ( B )  


AU NATURELE

Having been disappointed by the 2011 tour of the recent Broadway revival of "Hair," I approached this back-to-nature let's-do-it-in-a-meadow production with tempered anticipation.  The good news is that the show fits the outdoor setting like a comfortable pair of sandals and the better news is that director Brian Clowdus and his cast have mounted an exuberant and exhilarating show that solves so many of the problems I had with that 2011 tour.

On the other hand, a single questionable choice at the end almost torpedoes the whole thing, muting the sucker-punch power I've come to expect from the finale.

So, let me combine some self-plagiarization with some judicious rewriting to articulate the modified rapture of my "Be-In Experience."

Groovy, Far Out, and Outta Sight!   Serenbe Playhouse is going au naturele for its production of "Hair," the "American Tribal Love-Rock Musical" by Gerome Ragni, James Rado, and Galt MacDermott.  I have long been a fan of the show, its songs, its high spirits, and its break-the-fourth-wall free-flowing style. I was a huge fan of its 1979 movie adaptation. 

I liked the movie so much, in fact, that Twyla Tharp's eccentric and energetic choreography, for some time, ruined this play with anyone else’s dance vision for me.   Fortunately, here, choreographer Bubba Carr has created some beautiful dance moments (even, dare I say, suggesting some of Ms. Tharp's moments) that keep the cast and audience breathless with excitement and energy.

On the other hand, let’s be honest here, what was “ground-breaking” in 1968 has become overdone to the point of triteness by now. The show is showing its age. Granted, there are some excellent high points, but there are even more low points -- an LSD sequence that takes forever and can probably be used by anti-drug groups to keep kids AWAY from acid, and a gaggle of self-indulgent characters who seem allergic to any personal responsibility.  The LSD sequence, in particular, always jars with the show's -concept -- up to that point, we are seeing the tribe interact and playact, often becoming part of their party.  Now, suddenly, we're inside Claude's head with the tribe taking on numerous roles, most of them fairly silly and pointless (his fear of the war is long established, so bringing out all these historical figures in conflict grows really redundant really quickly.  We in the audience are suddenly ripped from being participants to being observers, and, frankly, watching someone else's acid trip is NEVER a good time.

Let me just touch on a few other things that haven’t aged well. The original “Do your own thing” vibe that permeated a lot of the hippie culture, now comes across as more “Do your own thing as long as it’s the same as ours.” Since 1968, “countercultures” have proliferated with the wild abandon of evolutionary microbes. The anti-establishment milieu on display here is only one of many various subcultures that capture the attention of the young and the idealistic, and it makes all the characters disturbingly alike. While the personal journey of Claude is still compelling (and the driving force of the plot), the movie made the absolutely brilliant choice of making him a true outsider. In that case, we saw the “tribe” through his eyes, and it made his acceptance of them (and their acceptance of him) so much more dramatically compelling than the “view from the inside” look the play offers. Here, I got the feeling “my thing is not lying around all day getting stoned” would not be an acceptable choice.

Another thing is the infamous nude scene at the close of Act One. In 1968, it was indeed daring and vivid. We’ve now been jaded by so much on-stage freedom and on-line pornography that its unmotivated from-left-field nature is fully apparent. It’s not shocking now so much as distracting.  As in the 2011 tour, here the  distraction was minimized by the really REALLY dim lighting – disappointingly dim considering how attractive most of the cast is.   Okay, I'm putting my dirty-old-man mind back in its cage.  Sorry about that.  Where was I?  Oh, yes --- Still, I can think of at least a dozen more better-motivated moments in the show for spontaneous nakedness.

Many of these problems were mitigated by the talented cast and quirky ensemble -- everyone showed stark moments of character and individuality that greatly reduced the homogeneity of the tribe too many productions fall into.  Indeed, the principals very capably delivered distinct performances, finding many moments to lighten the heavy-handed sameness of the scripted characters.  Maxim Gukhman gave us a Berger filled to the brim with charm, even when he's acting like a jerk -- it's plain to see why these characters are drawn to him, why he is the heart and soul of this "tribe."  Corey James Wright brings a deep-eyed soulfulness to Claude, a vivid portrayal of an almost-man anxious about the future and his place in the world.  Of all the characters, he alone sees the emptiness at the heart of the tribe and longs for something more.

The other principals -- Liberty Cogen as Jeanie, Jeremiah Parker Hobbs as Woof, Kayce Grogan-Wallace as Ronnie, Kylie Brown as Sheila, Apollo Levine as Hud, Galen Crawley as Crissy, and Dasie Thames as Dionne -- each have their moment to shine, each bring breathtakingly beautiful moments to life.  Ms. Brown's "Easy to be Hard" is particularly memorable. The ensemble of young interns also has many many striking moments, most vividly an elevated love scene performed over the audience's heads in red-lit thin draperies that scores high on the erotimeter without losing its athletic grace and lyricism.

The set itself, supposedly a Central Park hangout, suggested more a mini-Woodstock.  Scaffolds and towers (for both audience and cast) can be seen from afar, as a muddy path leads from the main road to a haphazard impromptu parking lot.  The "Box Office" is in a day-glo and hollowed-out bus, and the "facilities" are port-a-potties that have seen better days.  Early-comers can see and hear mike checks and, once seating starts, the cast meets and greets with a friendly smile and a friendlier roach.  Once the show starts at dusk, the lights makes the playing area (including the audience) a cave of light in the middle of what seems a million miles of starry Georgia night.

Now.  About that ending.  "The Flesh Failures" normally revolves around Claude cutting his hair, donning a uniform, and, amidst the chorus of "Let the Sunshine in," coming home in a box (I assume this is no spoiler, considering the age of the show).  The tragic circumstances coupled with these particular songs never fail to deliver a gut-punch that underscores the "Live for Now" theme with real consequence.  Here, we see Claude with his hair clipped, but wrapped in a flag, not entombed in a uniform.  It gives the moment a political spin not earned by the set-up -- Claude is, after all, going to fight to discover himself, not because of any overwhelming sense of patriotism.  And symbolically assigning "blame" to patritosm alone short-changes the thousands of complex rationales that drove the Viet Nam debacle.  

Of greater consequence,  we never see Claude in his box, he just leaves the playing area.  Not to be blunt, but this totally robs the "Let the Sunshine In" chorus of its power -- it comes across as just another exuberant chorus number because we don't see the tragedy underscoring it.  More to the point, we never really see any of the characters truly mourning -- it comes across as "Well, Claude went away, let's get back to the party" time.

Maybe I'm being obtuse here, maybe I'm being unduly influenced by my own preconceptions, but this ending was an unfortunate conclusion to what had been, up to that point, a truly outstanding experience.  Still, when all is said and done, I would much rather see a show that soars until its final moments than one that tries to recover from a series of disastrous choices with a "sorta kinda better" strong ending.

All criticism aside, this is still a wonderful experience.  The songs have the same power they always had, the portrait of youthful idealism tempered by painful (possibly fatal) choices is still relevant, and the show itself is much redeemed by the in-the-middle-of-nowhere meadow setting.  We have a group of performers here who possess the talent and energy to sell the songs, even much of the muted-by-time philosophy and plot.

In spite of the creaks and cracks that forty years have added to the show, it’s still a pleasant wallow in the songs and ideals of (some of) our youths. If the intervening years have shown that the Age of Aquarius is yet to come, possibly receding farther and farther into the future, it’s still good to be relive that idealism that only youth and tasting-freedom-for-the-first-time can provide.

With the weather being what it is these days, we don’t really need a trip to “Hair” to “Let the Sunshine In,” but it certainly doesn’t hurt.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

(Note to Serenbe -- I could have used a "traffic guide" to help get out of the meadow.  The parking lot at the end of the show is dark dark dark, and I drove through a lot of weeds before I found the track leading out to the main road. I can image the chaos if it's rainy and muddy with everyone finding their tires spinning in the muck.  Just sayin' ...)


8/18/2013      EMILIE: LA MARQUISE DU CHÂTELET DEFENDS HER LIFE TONIGHT			          Weird Sisters Theatre Project

****½  ( A )  


LEGACY OF LIGHT

I first encountered the enchanting Marquise du Châtelet in Horizon's marvelous 2011 staging of "Legacy of Light," Karen Zacarias' intoxicating tapestry of love and fate and science.  The experience of that play drove me into the depths of Google, learning all I could about this criminally-lost-to-popular-history woman.  Now, the Weird Sisters Project has unearthed another  play about her  -- Lauren Gunderson's 2010 "Emilie: La Marquise du Châtelet Defends Her Life Tonight."

Before delving into the (many) merits of this play and this production, let me re-animate the Voltaire-esque background stuff from my "Legacy of Light" review:

In the country of France, in the estate of the writer and philosopher Voltaire, lived a woman whom nature had endowed with a most curious disposition.  Her face was the true index of her mind.  She had a solid judgment joined to the most unaffected optimism; and hence, I presume, she had her name of Gabrielle Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet.

She believed she lived in the best of possible worlds, writing and loving and challenging the greatest minds of her generation.  And yet, one of the brutal facts of life in her world was that, when older women become pregnant, they invariably die.  So, when, at the age of 42, she conceives a child with her young lover (the poet Jean François de Saint-Lambert), she knows she has only nine months to complete her life’s work. 

Mme. du Châtelet spent these fecund nine months producing the definitive French translation of  Isaac Newton's work Principia Mathematica, even as she was building on (and, at times, contradicting) Sir Isaac Newton’s famous laws.  These (and many earlier) works contradicted many rigidly held tenets of Physics and resulted in all the weight of the French scientific establishment rolling onto her presumably bewigged head.  Yet, time (and later research by men) has validated all her theories, and Einstein himself has cited her work on the nature of energy, light, force, and matter as the foundation of much of his Theory of General Relativity, with its "E=MC²” conversion (remember that and you will be rewarded with a nice emotional jolt in the final moments of this play).

In Ms. Gunderson's play, she trots out the over-used (and to my mind ultimately contrived) trope of having the Marquise use the short time between her death and (whatever comes next) to defend her life.  What makes it so effective this time is that Emilie wastes no time in making us respect and like her.  She acknowledges her bad decisions and "human failings" but never once abandons the science and research that sustained that life.  

Not to put too metaphoric a spin on it, but, in this play, Emilie is the center of gravity controlling the orbit of everyone in her life, even such luminaries as Voltaire and the long-dead Newton.  We never learn the names or natures of her inquisitors (I suspect it might be us, or an allegorical "History"), but we learn just enough about the Marquise to mourn her loss and celebrate her life.  Indeed, this is a celebration, not a wake or a trial.

And it all rests on the very capable talents of Veronika Duerr, here giving one of the finest and widest-ranging performances of the year.  On stage for the entire play, she essentially gives an extended monologue while a supporting ensemble slips from character to character in scenes that seem more like scientific illustrations that plot-driving expositions.  I've praised Ms. Duerr's comedic and acting skills often, and here she shows a dramatic range that is positively astounding.

In support, Joe Sykes is Voltaire, not afraid to wallow in what was (apparently) "the gloriousness of being Voltaire," not afraid to let the public mask slip to show an attractive vulnerability that made the relationship seem not only logical, but inevitable.  Erin Considine plays all the "soubrettes," the young women that included Emilie's daughter, Pauline, who very rightly calls out the hypocrisy of Emilie's arranging a "good marriage" for her.  Holly Stevenson brings a nice note of stern-faced humor to the "Madames," the older women in Emilie's life, and Tony Larkin plays all the other "Gentlemen," including Emilie's older husband and younger paramour.

The set is a sort of "limbo," black and stark with an Up-Center blackboard from which Emilie explains her theories, including the central Force = Mass x Velocity ratio that is the source of conflict with the "Scientific Establishment."  Columns to Left and Right let her tally life "points" for either Love or Philosophy, depending on the context of whatever event she is discussing.

I was a little less enamored of the costume plot,  Apparently the script or the designers decided it would be a good idea to put the women in 18th-century underwear while the men enjoyed full decorous costuming.  True, it thematically underscores the gender roles of the time, and, true, women's dresses of the time were probably too wide to actually fit on the stage.  Still, it caused a few tense moments with Ms. Duerr threatening to bust out of her low-cut top, and, the gender contrast was a bit too distracting in a clever-not-smart way.

On the other hand, we get to spend some quality time with the Marquis du Châtelet and with Veronika Duerr's crazy-talented portrayal of her.   This is an absolutely outstanding experience for anyone with a fetish for science, for philosophy, for history, and for just plain great theatre.

So, as Voltaire's Pangloss may have said to Madame du Châtelet after her death:

"There is a concatenation of all events in the best of possible worlds; for, in short, had you not been deprived of a fine life for the love of Saint-Lambert; had you not been ignored by the French Academy; generations unborn would have been deprived of the joy of celebrating your life." 

"Excellently observed," answered I; "but let us cultivate our garden." 

	-- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com)


9/3/2013	Dispatches from DRAGON*CON 2013           

Last weekend was Labor Day weekend, which means I spent a couple days feeding my “Inner Geek” by wallowing in Dragon*Con, Atlanta’s annual collection of fanatics, fans, nerds, actors, designers, outcasts, scientists, skeptics, writers, geekery, gawkery, and (maybe-not-so-surprisingly) regular people. 

As the convention gets bigger and bigger, I am less impressed each year by the organizers’ abilities to fit more and more people into smaller and smaller spaces.  The ever-increasing popularity of the convention has caught up with the high-tech registration process, leading to an hour-long (but fast-moving) line.  I shudder to think how long it would have taken without the techie innovations.

The cross-line con-fusion of previous years was reduced this year due to some logistical tweaks that seemed to keep the chaos of "crossing the lines" at (sorta kinda) bay.  Many many of the most popular programs filled their rooms, but, I found myself "shut out" of only one panel (a Q&A with the cast of "Walking Dead").

This year, trolley construction necessitated a change in route for the Saturday parade, which seemed to create "crowd bottlenecks" afterwards, with the people-to-sidewalk ratio being, shall we say, sub-optimal.  It boggles the mind that so many costumed and sweaty bodies could squeeze into so few blocks of real estate.  The parade itself was lots of fun, giving me an opportunity to try out a new Netherworld character while helping getting the over-sized float under (well around) all the too-low trees and street signals.

Like previous years, I spent most of my time in the Space Track, learning about the latest attempts to revive the "Space Elevator" (that pesky "here a miracle occurs" carbon-nanotube step of the process has yet to be simplified), debunking the moon-landing-hoaxers, the futility of fighting gravity,  the latest photos from Saturn, and other wonderfully compelling and intriguing and informative presentations.  The highlight has to be the image of the earth and the moon taken from Saturn (which I've included below).  

As to the fan panels, I enjoyed the discussion of Joss Whedon's "Much Ado," a reunion (of sorts) of the cast of "Time After Time," a catch-up with Adrian Paul (you know, he doesn't look any older than when "Highlander" faded away.  Hmmmmm!) and several "Game of Thrones" panels, some of which tried (in vain) to dance around "spoilers from the book" for those who have only seen the HBO Series.  On the other hand, William Shatner's presentation was a bit tired and filled with "stories we have heard before"  -- a good line to avoid next year.

In any case, rather than bore you with a day-by-day, panel-by-panel recap of my weekend, I thought I’d indulge my “Inner Sloth” and just give you a photo-recap.  My apologies for all the fuzziness, but, apparently, iPhone auto-focus wallows in fuzzy.

Excelsior!

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




9/7/2013      VENUS IN FUR				Actors Express

*****  ( A+ )  


ROLE PLAYING   or   IN THE HANDS OF A WOMAN

David Ives' "Venus in Fur" is an exciting and sexy tour-de-force that peels away the layers of sexual (dys?)function in the context of a close encounter between an actress and a director.  Ives had wanted to adapt the 1870 novel by Leopold von Sacher Masoch (from whom Krafft-Ebing coined the term "masochism") that details a man's submissive longing for a dominating woman, but the subject matter failed to ignite any theatrical sparks (*).  So, he made the brilliant decision to "stage" the story in a grungy New York audition space, where a frustrated writer-director, Thomas, is fed up with the clueless actresses he's been seeing for the central role of Vanda.  Into his domain bursts Vanda Jordan, a young actress arriving late, and full of all the same aggravating modernisms that have driven him to his metaphorical (for the moment) knees.  What follows is a recreation of parts of Masoch's story as well as a modern analysis of them.  If that sounds a little too English-Major-esque for you, rest assured it is funny and sexy enough to keep the most avid non-reader entranced.

It is equal parts actress versus director, man versus woman, reader versus writer, maybe even a little goddess versus mortal.  At its root it is a compelling portrait of relationship dynamics -- when are partners equal, when is one dominant and another submissive, what makes those roles change, and, most obviously, who has the power and where does it come from?  Or, as "How I Met Your Mother" would put it, "Who's the reacher and who's the settler?"

It's this aspect of power that I find most intriguing -- Thomas seems to have all the power -- he is the director and the creator after all, but it is Vanda who seems to get everything she wants.  Spirited, modern, funny, sexy, and incredibly manipulative, she is a case study in power -- Masoch's Vanda is a dilettante in comparison.  And, in Veronika Duerr's capable hands, Vanda comes alive like few characters you're likely to see   I loved how she can transform from the very New York Vanda into the very European Vanda with no effort, sometimes in the middle of a line. I loved how she can make a frumpy 19th-century dress look alluring.  And I loved how she can make a sorta-semi-fully-dressed mid-show Venus digression "feel" absolutely naked.

Pity poor Adam Fristoe, as Thomas, the hapless director!  He thinks he's in charge but is so easily dominated, it's as if he wanted those metaphorical to-the-knees moment to become literal.  And, yet, Mr. Fristoe is letter-perfect -- he has moments of pure fury that reveal more than just anger, moments of submission that fail to conceal considerable longing.  He is the perfect counterpoint to Ms. Duerr.

David Crowe has staged it all on a marvelously seedy space (set by Philip Male), complete with poles that provide fewer sightline problems than you'd expect.  Mary Parker lights it with equal parts realism and magic (don't ask, the answer involves too many spoilers), and Elizabeth Rasmusson costumes the actors for two distinct eras and characters, making large period pieces that fit easily into a modern duffel bag and emerge totally wrinkle-free.  Nice trick, that I hope doesn't rely too much on my bad eyesight!

This is a full two-hour play performed with no intermission, and yet it flies by faster than a ball on a chain.  It is filled with brilliant dialogue and two over-the-top performances, supported by a design team that accentuates the story perfectly.

But, more than that, it made me want to, against all my better instincts and previously documented preferences, fall to my knees and put myself into the hands of a woman.

This play is sheer ecstasy!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

(*) A 1980 Taviani film (seen here only on the Film Festival circuit) called "Masoch" tried to tell the story in the context of Masoch's own life, but overemphasized the pain/pleasure kinkiness rather than the dominant/submissive dynamic.  The film did take an intriguing left turn into emotional (rather than physical) pain/pleasure, but it wasn't enough to make it, well, palatable.  I don't think you can see this movie today for love or money (or pins or handcuffs).  Nor would you want to.

(BTW, there is a 2012 film of this play by Roman Polanski which has yet to schedule its American release)

9/8/2013      ALMOST HEAVEN -- JOHN DENVER'S AMERICA    Georgia Ensemble Theatre

***  ( C )  


ECOMONOTONY

I'll confess it.  I used to like John Denver's music.  His melodies tend to stick in your head, and his "Sunshine on my Shoulders"  worldview appealed to my youthful sense of "being one with life."  I was (and am) a fan of the "folk" genre, still finding pleasure in old Tom Paxton and Phil Ochs recordings.

But, now that I have a few decades under my belt, my worldview has gotten a bit more prosaic, my fondness for "natural high" tempered by a more immediate fondness for Pinot Noir.  I admit feeling cynically snarky when I hear lyrics like "the children and the flowers are my brothers and my sisters."  Unconfirmed reports of Denver's abusive proclivities have made most of his love songs seem a bit creepy, now.   And, to be honest, "Sunshine on my Shoulders" no longer makes me happy, it makes me get out the sun-block and run for shade.

Still, I went to "Almost Heaven" with a (slightly) open mind, expecting a nice wallow in nostalgia and melody.  And that's pretty much what I got.  The only problem was that hearing all these songs at one sitting wore thin a lot a quicker than it would have forty years ago.  And, we find out very little about Denver himself, only enough to put each song into a very shallow context.  We hear about his divorce, granted, and warm tales of his family and children, but nothing of his "darker" side.  Even his death goes unreported.  This is basically a "cover band" concert, with five very talented, very enjoyable singer-musicians playing the songs.  No attempt at acting is made, but, in this context, no attempt is necessary.

And, truth to tell, the (very) grey-haired audience at Sunday's matinee had a marvelous time, singing along with "Rocky Mountain High," clapping to "Thank God I'm a Country Boy."  It was a pleasure hearing many of my own favorites.  But, I couldn't help noticing the relenting sameness of Denver's melodies, his lyrics, his theme.  Nature good, civilization bad!  It's a distinctly monochromatic worldview, and,  it begins to grow, well, dull.  

And, it's a sad criticism that my favorite number in the show was not even written by John Denver, but by Phil Ochs ("Draft Dodger Rag") -- now there's a singer whose life and works would make an intriguing, if dark, "juke box" musical.  It was the only song that showed any humor, any cynicism, any life.

Still, I didn't dislike the show enough to title my review "Almost Heavin'," but only because that doesn't describe my reaction.  Most of the joys come from the marvelous ensemble (Dolph Amick, Mary Nye Bennett, Chris Damiano, Scott DePoy, and Jeremy Wood).  All proved to be wonderful singers and musicians (they were their own accompanists, switching off on piano, guitar, bass, piano, drums, banjo, and bunches of other instruments).  They brought the songs to life, often with slight variations that made them NOT carbon copies of the originals.  And, in their few interactions, they made it plain that they loved the music and playing with each other.  And that goes a long, long way in "selling" this show.

I did think some of the lighting was a bit too dark to fully convey the "joy" of the piece, but, i suppose that was keeping in line with the "concert" concept.  And, there were some wonderful projections of mountains and sunsets and sky and  ...  well, mountains and sunsets and sky (I did say there was a certain sameness to the songs).

Still, the takeaway here, is the music, not the theatrical design and trappings.  If you're a John Denver fan, you'll like it, if you're not, you may like it up to the half-way point.  I enjoyed some of the songs and all of the singers.

And that's what really makes me happy. 

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


9/9/2013    Nominees Announced for Atlanta’s 2013 Suzi Awards 

Atlanta, GA, September 9, 2013:  The Suzi Bass Awards, Inc. announced nominations for the 2012-2013 Atlanta professional theatrical season this evening to theatre patrons and industry artists. The Suzi Nomination Party, which rotates venues, was hosted this year by 7 Stages in the Little Five Points neighborhood of Atlanta. Guests enjoyed drinks, hors d’oeuvres and mingling with their colleagues and admirers. Guest announcers and former Suzi winners Ingrid Cole and Glenn Rainey revealed Nominees and quipped about the past season.  

Included in this year’s nominations were several internationally-recognized artists. Scott Schwartz, nominee for directing the Alliance’s Next to Normal, is known for his New York work such as Golda’s Balcony, Bat Boy: The Musical and tick, tick . . . Boom!  Broadway triple threat Natascia Diaz is nominated for Featured Actress – Musical for her feisty Inez in the Alliance Theatre’s Zorro. Other well-known artists also nominated for Zorro are Helen Hayes-nominated musical director Fred Lassen, choreographer and Olivier Awards nominee Rafael Amargo, Olivier Award-winning scenic and costume designer Tom Piper, UK lighting designer Ben Ormerod, and 2012 Tony Award Nominee for sound design, Kai Harada.  

Atlanta resident artists fared well with multiple nominations. Justin Anderson received two directing 
nominations for his work on Aurora Theatre’s Les Miserables and on 7 Stage’s World Premiere of Angry 
Fags by local playwright Topher Payne. Actors Bryant Smith (Les Miserables and Kiss of the Spider 
Woman), Kevin Harry (Ragtime and Les Miserables) and Suehyla El-Attar (Swell Party and Angry Fags) garnered two nominations each. And twin designers Isabel A. and Moriah Curley-Clay continue their four-
season streak of multiple nominations with two more this season in Scenic Design – Play. Other multiple 
nominees included sound designers Dan Bauman and Bobby Johnston, and lighting designers Liz Lee, 
Mary Parker and Mike Post.  

New this year, the Production – Theatre for Youth category recognizes the outstanding productions 
professional theatres create for younger audiences and families. Atlanta’s internationally acclaimed Center for Puppetry Arts received three of the six nominations in the TYA category for their productions of Cat in the Hat, The Adventures of Mighty Bug, and Brer Rabbit and Friends. Atlanta playwright Megan Hayes’ anti-bullying play Unnecessary Monsters, produced by Aurora Theatre, The Velveteen Rabbit, produced by Serenbe Playhouse, and the co-production of Le Petite Rouge by Aurora and Synchronicity also received nominations. 

Although the Alliance Theatre lead the nomination tally with a total of twenty-five (25), Aurora Theatre 
received twenty-three (23) in musical and play categories, and the Center for Puppetry Arts received fifteen (15) in musical and TYA categories. Even with large groups of nominations going to the above, a wide distribution of Atlanta area theatres were recognized, with multiple nominations also going to Atlanta Lyric Theatre, Actor’s Express, Theatrical Outfit, Horizon Theatre, Georgia Ensemble Theatre, 7 Stages, 
Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre, The New American Shakespeare Tavern, Serenbe Playhouse, 
Stage Door Players, The Legacy Theatre, Synchronicity and Suzi newcomer The Collective Project.  

 In addition to the Suzi Performance Awards, the organization presents the Lifetime Achievement Award, 
the Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwriting Award to an Atlanta playwright, the Spirit of Suzi Award, the Volunteer of the Year Award, and the publicly-voted Audience Choice Award for Outstanding Season. 

Final Ballot voting for the Suzi Awards begins this week and culminates in the presentation of Suzi star statues at the 9th Annual Suzi Awards Ceremony on Monday, November 4, 2013 at the Porter Sanford 
Performing Arts Center in DeKalb County. Members of the Suzi Awards may also vote the final ballot, and 
the results of Member voting will be tallied in as a percentage of the panel judge votes. The Suzi Awards, Inc. is a member non-profit organization, and anyone may join by paying annual dues of $25.  

For further information on the awards process, becoming a Member of the Suzi Bass Awards, or taking 
out business or congratulation ads in the Awards Event Program, please go to www.SuziAwards.org or email info@suziawards.org.
 
2012-2013 Suzi Bass Award Nominations  

Outstanding World Premiere Production 
     Angry Fags at 7 Stages 
     The Great McAnigan at The Collective Project 
     Shakin’ the Rafters at Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company 
     Swell Party at Georgia Ensemble Theatre 
     Wolves at Actor’s Express  

Outstanding Production – Theatre for Young Audiences 
     The Adventures of Mighty Bug by the Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Brer Rabbit and Friends produced by the Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Dr. Seuss's Cat in the Hat by the Center for Puppetry Arts Le 
     Petite Rouge produced by Synchronicity and Aurora Theatre 
     Unnecessary Monsters produced by Aurora Theatre 
     The Velveteen Rabbit produced by Serenbe Playhouse  

Outstanding Musical Production 
     The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre 
     Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Zorro at Alliance Theatre  

Outstanding Director of a Musical 
     Justin Anderson for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Alan Kilpatrick for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Jon Ludwig for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Scott Schwartz for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre 
     Anne Towns for The Drowsy Chaperone at Aurora Theatre  

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Musical 
     Christy Baggett for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Liberty Cogan for Kiss of the Spider Woman at Actor’s Express 
     Natasha Drena for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Catherine Porter for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre 
     Alison Brannon Wilhoit for Legally Blonde at Atlanta Lyric Theatre  

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Musical 
     Kevin Harry for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Kevin Harry for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Adam Jacobs for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Bryant Smith for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Craig Waldrip for Kiss of the Spider Woman at Actor’s Express     

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical 
     Leslie Bellair for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Mary Nye Bennett for Legally Blonde at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Natascia Diaz for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Marcie Millard for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Adrienne Reynolds for Shakin’ the Rafters at Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company 

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical 
     Jimi Kocina for Sweet Charity at Aurora Theatre 
     Anthony P. Rodriguez for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Bryant Smith for Kiss of the Spider Woman at Actor’s Express 
     Michael Stiggers for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Geoff Uterhardt for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre  

Outstanding Ensemble of a Musical 
     Beehive at Atlanta Lyric Theatre  
(With Mary Nye Bennett, Christy Clark, Jamie Wood Katz, Lisa Manuli, Chimere Scott and Kayce Grogan-Wallace) 
     The Fabulous Lipitones at Theatrical Outfit             
(With Daniel Hilton, Tom Key, William S. Murphey, and Glenn Rainey) 
     The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts            
 (With Scott DePoy, Kristin Haverty, Reay Kaplan, Jon Ludwig, Spencer G. Stephens, Robert Strickland and Jason von Hinezmeyer) 
     The Gifts of the Magi at Theatrical Outfit  
(With Nick Arapoglou, Caroline Freedlund, Jeff McKerley, Bernardine Mitchell, Glenn Rainey and Adrienne Reynolds) 
     I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now Change at Stage Door Players            
(With Laura Floyd, Erin Meadows, Craig Waldrip and Jeremy Wood)  

Outstanding Music Direction 
     BJ Brown for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Fred Lassen for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Michael Monroe for The Fabulous Lipitones at Theatrical Outfit 
     Ann-Carol Pence for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Boko Suzuki for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre   

Outstanding Choreography 
     Rafael Amargo for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Karen Hebert for Anything Goes at Atlanta Lyric Theatre  
     Bethany Hayes Smith for Tarzan at The Legacy Theatre 
     Jevares C. Myrick for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Sarah Turner Sechelski for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre  

Outstanding Costume Design of a Musical 
     Jamie Bullins and Stephanie Kaskel Bogle for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast  at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Lindsey Goodson Paris for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Amanda McGee for Tarzan at The Legacy Theatre 
     Tom Piper for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Alan Yeong for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre  

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Musical 
     Mike Baldassari for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre 
     Liz Lee for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Ben Ormerod for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Mary Parker for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Mike Post for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre  

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Musical 
     Kat Conley for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Joshua Flannigan for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Phillip Male for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Tom Piper for Zorro at Alliance Theatre  
     Kevin Rigdon for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre  

Outstanding Sound Design of a Musical 
     Kai Harada for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 
     Bobby Johnston for Hair at Serenbe Playhouse 
     Bobby Johnston for Ragtime at Atlanta Lyric Theatre 
     Gregory Montague, Kristin von Hinezmeyer & Mimi Epstein for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast             at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Daniel Terry for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre  

Outstanding Play Production 
     Equus at Actor’s Express 
     Fly at Theatrical Outfit 
     Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
     A Walk in the Woods at Serenbe Playhouse 
    The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre  

Outstanding Director of a Play 
    Lisa Adler for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
    Justin Anderson for Angry Fags at 7 Stages 
     David Crowe for Equus at Actor’s Express 
     Melissa Foulger for Wolves at Actor’s Express 
     Alexander Greenfield for The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre 
     Patdro Harris for Fly at Theatrical Outfit  

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Play 
     Kate Buddeke for Good People at Alliance Theatre 
    Carolyn Cook for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
     Veronika Duerr for The Summer of Daisy Faye at The Marietta Theatre 
     Crystal Fox for What I Learned in Paris at Alliance Theatre 
     Minka Wiltz for Every Tongue Confess at Horizon Theatre   
  
Outstanding Lead Actor in a Play 
     Nick Arapoglou for My Name is Asher Lev at Theatrical Outfit 
     Andrew Benator for Seminar at Actor’s Express 
     Rob Cleveland for Master Harold…and the boys at Aurora Theatre 
     Allen Edwards for A Walk in the Woods at Serenbe Playhouse 
     Theo Harness for Visiting Mr. Green at Stage Door Players  

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Play 
     Suehyla El-Attar for Angry Fags at 7 Stages 
     Suehyla El-Attar for Swell Party at Georgia Ensemble Theatre 
     Ann Marie Gideon for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
     Tess Malis Kincaid for Swell Party at Georgia Ensemble Theatre  
     Bernardine Mitchell for Every Tongue Confess at Horizon Theatre  

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Play 
     Barrett Doyle for Seminar at Actor’s Express 
     Brian Kurlander for My Name is Asher Lev at Theatrical Outfit 
     Chris Kayser for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
     J.C. Long for The Tempest at The New American Shakespeare Tavern 
     John Stewart for The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre  

Outstanding Ensemble of a Play 
     The Book Club Play at Horizon Theatre  
(With John Benzinger, Bryan Brendle, Danielle Deadwyler, Wendy Melkonian, Maria Rodriguez-Sager and Dan Triandiflou) 
Fly at Theatrical Outfit  
(With John E. Doyle, Fenner Eaddy, Joel Ishman, Brian Kurlander, Eric J. Little, J.C. Long and Doc Waller) 
     Lark Eden at Aurora Theatre  
(With Rachel Garner, Naima Carter Russell and Minka Wiltz) 
     Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts        
 (With Luis R. Hernandez, Reay Kaplan and Rudy Roushdi) 
     Wolves at Actor’s Express  
(With Brian Crawford, Kate Donadio, Clifton Guterman and Joe Sykes)  

Outstanding Costume Design of a Play 
     Anne Carole Butler for The Tempest at The New American Shakespeare Tavern 
    Jamie Bullins for Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Lex Liang for What I Learned in Paris at Alliance Theatre 
     Alexandra Matthews for The Great McAnigan at The Collective Project 
     Linda Patterson for Swell Party at Georgia Ensemble Theatre  

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Play 
     Andre C. Allen for The Mountaintop at Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company 
     Liz Lee for Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Liz Lee for The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre 
     Mary Parker & Rob Dillard for Fly at Theatrical Outfit 
     Ben Tilley for Wolves at Actor’s Express    

Outstanding Scenic  Design of a Play
     Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for Betrayal at Aurora Theatre 
     Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 
     Collette Pollard for Good People at Alliance Theatre 
     Jason Sherwood for The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre 
     F. Elaine Williams for Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts  

Outstanding Sound Design of a Play 
     The Atlanta Shakespeare Company for The Tempest at The New American Shakespeare Tavern 
     Dan Bauman for It’s a Wonderful Life: A Live Radio Play at Stage Door Players 
     Dan Bauman for Wolves at Actor’s Express 
     Gregory Montague & Brian Kettler for Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Jonathan Summers for Fly at Theatrical Outfit  

Breakdown by Theatre (ranked) 
Alliance Theatre - 25 
Aurora Theatre - 23 
Center for Puppetry Arts - 15 
Atlanta Lyric Theatre - 13 
Actor’s Express - 12 
Theatrical Outfit - 10 
Horizon Theatre - 9 
Georgia Ensemble Theatre - 4 
7 Stages - 3 
Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company - 3 
The New American Shakespeare Tavern - 3 
Serenbe Playhouse - 3 
Stage Door Players - 3 
The Collective Project - 2 
The Legacy Theatre – 2 
Synchronicity - 1  

Breakdown by Show (Shows with Multiple Nominations Only) 
Les Miserables – 15 
Ragtime – 10 
Zorro – 9 
The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast - 7 
Next to Normal  - 7 
Time Stands Still – 6 
Fly – 5 
Tales of Edgar Allan Poe – 5 
The Whipping Man – 5 
Wolves – 5 
Swell Party – 4 
Angry Fags – 3 
Kiss of the Spider Woman – 3 
The Tempest - 3  
Equus – 2 
Every Tongue Confess – 2 
Good People – 2 
The Great McAnigan – 2 
The Fabulous Lipitones - 2
 Legally Blonde – 2 
My Name is Asher Lev – 2 
Seminar – 2 
Shakin’ the Rafters - 2 
Tarzan – 2  
A Walk in the Woods – 2 
What I Learned in Paris - 2    



9/16/2013      From the Bookshelf:  "Vanya and Sonia and Masha and Spike" by Christopher Durang

WHEN CHRISTOPHER MET ANTON

The scene is the sitting room of a large country estate.  A brother and his adopted sister face another day of wondering where their lives went and what they are to do with the future.  Into their ennui bursts their sister, an aging diva longing to recapture the glories of her youth.

And, in spite of this blatantly Chekhovian set-up, a lot of laughter ensues.

That is the genius of this wonderful book by Christopher Durang, winner of this year's Tony Award for best play.  Any plot summary would only capture the bleak framework with its echoes of "Uncle Vanya," "Three Sisters," "The Seagull," and even "The Cherry Orchard" ("Aren't there only nine or ten of them?"  "THEY ARE AN ORCHARD!" "Lower your voice.  They're only trees.").  Yet, the dialogue, the characters, the absurdities are so quintessentially Durangian that you can't help but laugh, even if your only exposure to Chekhov is that guy on the Enterprise with the funny haircut and accent.

So, here goes.  Vanya and his adopted sister Sonia live in the country estate of their parents, "country" here defined as Bucks County PA.  Their sister, Masha, is an aging actress who has made her name in a series of schlocky horror movies, but it's her income that pays the bills.  She comes for a visit, her new boy toy, Spike, in tow.  Well, his real name is Vlad and he was almost cast in the sequel to Entourage, but that's a whole other sub-plot.  Masha drags everyone to a nearby costume party, with (almost) everyone dressed as a character from Disney's "Snow White," including a lovely young thing from the neighborhood ("Nina," of course) who is star-struck with Masha, but more intrigued with Vanya's "bad play" ("I was thinking of that play Konstantin writes in "The Seagull."  It's very experimental and mysterious, and I can never tell if it's meant to be a play ahead of its time or a play that's ... rotten.").  Toss in a fortune-telling housekeeper named Cassandra, whose portentous utterings include unhelpful hints like "Beware of chicken with salmonella" or long pseudo-Greek-chorus ramblings that are as funny as well as, sometimes, actually predictive.  Before the weekend is out, a threat to "sell the house" will be either stymied or realized, the Snow White costume will be upstaged in an unexpected way, Maggie Smith (well, Maggie Smith from "California Suite") will sorta kinda join the show, and we'll find out exactly why Cassandra was so concerned about the threat coming from Hootie Pie.

And all the characters will quickly deepen from silly figures in a Christopher Durang play to fully realized people who would not be out of place in a comedy by Chekhov.  The whole thing climaxes in a rant from Vanya that is as unexpected as it is satisfying (at least to those of us of a certain age).  It's one of those monologues you KNOW will be excerpted ad nauseum for future auditions (I'm thinking of taking a crack at reducing it myself).

I've had a love/you-can-do-better-than-that relationship with Durang's plays over the years, preferring his earlier plays like "Beyond Therapy," "Sister Mary Ignatius Explains it All for You," "The Marriage of Bette and Boo" and "The Actors Nightmare" to his more recent works.  I found "Mrs. Bob Cratchit's Wild Christmas Binge" and "Miss Witherspoon" especially aggravating and disappointing.  But here, he's back in form, layering a semi-cynicism over his characters without losing that emotional core that brings us into his world. Maybe it's the homage(s) to Chekhov that kept him "in line" or maybe it's those allusions that paved the way from his characters to my funny bone.  Whatever the source, I found myself laughing easily at the words on the page, and can only hopefully imagine what additional joy I'll get to see those words brought to life by living breathing actors.  (As far as I know, there are no local productions or tours in the year ahead.)

In any case, I strongly recommend finding a copy, and sitting back for one of the more joyous play-reading experiences you'll have this week.  Perhaps relaxing in a wicker chair in the sitting room of your summer cottage will make it even more pleasant.  But you may find yourself looking out the window, sighing, and longing to visit a city hosting a production.  Like Moscow.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


Links to purchase this book on-line:

http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/vanya-and-sonia-and-masha-and-spike-christopher-durang/1115617595?ean=9780802122384    (Also available here as a Nook Download)


http://www.amazon.com/Vanya-Sonia-Masha-Christopher-Durang/dp/0802122388/ref=sr_1_1_bnp_1_pap?ie=UTF8&qid=1379705853&sr=8-1&keywords=vanya+and+sonia+and+masha+and+spike   (Paperback Edition)

http://www.amazon.com/Vanya-Sonia-Masha-Spike-ebook/dp/B00E78HSF6/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1379705789&sr=8-1&keywords=vanya+and+sonia+and+masha+and+spike  (Kindle Edition)



9/18/2013      THE GUYS				Theatrical Outfit

***½  ( B- )  


EULOGIES

"The Guys" is one of those plays that really defy criticism.  First produced a mere twelve weeks after the 9/11 attacks, it tells of playwright Anne Nelson's efforts to eulogize some of the firemen lost in the attack.  It is a poignant and well-written piece, a two-character exploration of coming to terms with sudden and incomprehensible loss.

We're now at a twelve-year remove from the attack, and, even though in Theatrical Outfit's very capable hands, it is still a moving, well-designed, well-performed piece that is sure to stir deeply the hearts of its audience, I found a few questions popping into my head that would never have occurred to me in 2001 (or later when I first read the play).

First is an admittedly cynical thought that this play has a little too much "Anne Nelson" in it -- "Isn't it wonderful that this man came to me to write his eulogies, and isn't it wonderful that I'm a good enough writer to pull it off?"  After all, she makes herself the focus of the piece, and, everything she writes is "just perfect."

The second thought is less cynical, and, probably more disturbing.  We are given very vivid verbal portraits of four of the day's "heroes,"   Four, out of the hundreds of rescue workers who lost their lives.  Four out of the thousands of "just plain folks" who were not rescue workers, but who remain just as lost.  I'm sorry to say this, but the play takes an unattractively smug tone that all these others don't matter -- we've "humanized" the victims with these four portraits, so now we can forget all the others.  And that actually made me a little angry, even as I was being moved by the eulogies we do hear.

In other words, this play was the perfect vehicle at the time, a way to express via theatre a catharsis that helped "put it behind us."

Now, I'm not so sure it's such a good idea to "put it behind us,"  Now, I can't help thinking of those families whose loss(es) weren't paid tribute to here, whose loved ones weren't "important" enough to be so publicly eulogized.

Today, in 2013, it's easy to see how rushed this script was, how it contains little structure, little drama, no conflict.  It relies completely on exploiting a shared national tragedy, on moving us with its admittedly compelling portrait of four men (no women) who hated being thought of as "heroes."

A recap of the play is simple -- a chain of family/friend connections brings Nick and Joan together in the days following the 9/11 attack.  Joan is a writer, a journalist with "an afternoon free."  Nick is the captain of a Manhattan "Ladder Squad" that lost eight firefighters in the collapse of the World Trade Center.  Nick is, essentially, in a state of shock, unable to put words to paper to eulogize those men he lost.  He hires Joan to do that writing for him.  Joan is able to ask some particularly well-phrased questions that get Nick talking about the men he's eulogizing.  She is able to immediately jot down eulogies that, in Nick's eyes, accurately reflect the men he wants to pay tribute to, the men for whose loss he feels personally responsible.

And that's about it.  We hear four of the eight eulogies, and the play ends on a very moving collage of the fourth eulogy intercut with Joan's "snippets of lessons learned" by the tragedy.

I can go on about how, from a writer's perspective, Joan's immediate and "perfect" output strains disbelief (not to the breaking point, but still...).  I could ponder why she did not make the eulogy for Nick's best friend the climactic one.  I could self-analyze ad infinitum about why this play failed to (completely) overwhelm my cynical heart.

Or, I could praise the efforts of Jasmine Guy and Brian Kurlander who brought these characters to vivid (and immediate) life.  I could praise the efforts of Set Designer Lizz Dorsey and Lighting Designer Mike Post, who translated the bare-stage concept of the original production to a stunningly visual amalgam of personal space and New York imagery, who created projections and images that highlighted rather than distracted.  

But I'm left with a frustrating feeling that the years are making us forget all the others, those who weren't fortunate enough to have acquaintances with connections to a writer, those who lost their lives helping their co-workers even though they weren't official "rescue workers," those lost women of the Fire Department who are excluded, by definition, from a play called "The Guys."

Yes, there was a time and a place for this piece.  I'm afraid that that time has passed, that that place is not here.

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

Note:   My most vivid memory of that week, was NPR's Scott Simon's report from "Ground Zero."  Essentially, he spent a full hour walking through the rubble, describing the personal effects he found, the family portraits, the mugs, those items that survived when their owners did not.  That always struck me as a fitting memorial for ALL the victims, not for a select group of elite "guys."  

You may not be able to tell, but I left this play moved and somber.  But, as I've let the days go by, as I've spent time collecting my thoughts, as I've engaged in the process of writing this very much less-than-perfect example of wordcraft, I've become angrier and angrier. I hope I'm not alone in this feeling.


9/20/2013      TROILUS AND CRESSIDA		New American Shakespeare Tavern

****  ( B )  


CLAPPER-CLAWED WITH PALMS OF THE VULGAR

"Troilus and Cressida" is a seldom-performed, seldom-read entry in the Shakespearean canon that is built on contradiction.  It is a cynical romance, an epic story drained of heroism (and gods), an unfamiliar portrait of familiar characters of legend, a comedy of few laughs, a tragedy with no tears, a lot of talk about honor from characters whose actions show little of it.  It was so seldom performed that an early (1609) printed edition contained a statement that it was "never staled with the stage, never clapper-clawed with the palms of the vulgar" (obviously penned by an early Jacobean example of a self-styled "intellectual elite.").

In fact, it's themes and plot are totally antithetical to the expectations of the Elizabethan audiences, and a suggested "sequel" was never realized.  It's attitude towards war and heroism finally found footing in the zeitgeist(s) of the twentieth century, and, it is finding new (albeit limited) popularity.

Come with me back to the time of the Trojan War.  All of our favorite heroes are here -- Achilles, Ulysses, Hector, Ajax, Yadda, Yadda, and Yadda.  The war has reached that state of inertia wherein the root cause is long forgotten, long-ignored, between battles the foes gather for mutual admiration and feasting.   Achilles has withdrawn from the battle to lounge in his tent with boy-toy Patroclus.  And the actual fighting is passionless and stalemate-wallowed.

Priam's youngest son, Troilus, has developed a healthy lust for Cressida, daughter of a Trojan priest, who has defected to the Greek camp.  Cressida's sleazy uncle, Pandarus, arranges a liaison -- not a marriage or a betrothal, mind you, but a middle-of-the-night sheets-and-sweat encounter with all that that implies.  Almost immediately, Cressida is forced to join her father in a "prisoner exchange," and (apparently) willingly "hooks up" with her Greek "protector." 

Sadness, battle, and (unheroic) death ensue, though both title characters remain alive but apart.  Even the battle scenes are filled with cynicism and irony - a "planned" encounter between Ajax and Hector ends with an embrace and an avowal of kinship and respect, and Hector's final fate is definitely not what you may remember from the Iliad (or the Brad Pitt movie).  

And all this, especially in these days of "easy wars(*)" that seem to have a momentum and inertia all their own, the play reads and plays relevant, timely, and, compelling.

What I'm saying is that I'm especially receptive to the ambivalences and ambiguities on display here.  It doesn't hurt that Cressida is written with a lot of dimension (and spunk) that makes her "betrayal" seem very not-what-it-seems, that makes her attraction to Troilus to as insincere as you might think, that makes her reaction to her "exile" credible and moving.  It doesn't hurt that the "heroes" are filled with character and explicitness, that they don't rely on our expectations from other works.  It doesn't hurt that Ulysses' long-winded (and they are LONG winded) speeches are filled with some of Shakespeare's most beautiful language  

The only things that really hurt this production are a couple of seemingly "just-off-book" performances (Troilus especially delivers all his lines in a rushed monotone, though he looks perfect and has a few nice moments with Cressida) and some egregiously not-quite-right pieces of comic business.  This last was manifested especially with Agamemnon and Menelaus.  Agamemnon's constant inebriation was funny (and apt) in the early we're-all-just-sitting-around-bored scenes, but wildly out-of-place in the later we're-going-into-battle scenes (I could not imagine all these proud Greek rulers following him into battle).   Menelaus overplayed the "I'm-such-a-suck-up-to-Agamemnon" card to such an extent that I could not imagine him even being married to Helen, let alone going off to war for her.

These minor quibbles aside, this was a well-cast and performed piece, with Rachel Frawley giving a spirited and memorable Cressida, Jeff McKerley stopping the show with his funny (and ultimately sad) Pandarus, Jay Peterson giving a lumberingly slow Ajax, Bryan Lee giving a Patroclus that embodies his line "A woman impudent and mannish grown / Is not more loathed than an effeminate man / In time of action," and members of the Tavern repertory playing numerous and distinct supporting characters.

Overall this was a well-directed, well-thought-out mounting of the play, clarifying a lot of moments my quick pre-show reading of the script left muddy, fleshing out characters and scenes, and nailing all the emotional high and low points.

If the ending leaves most people (including myself) a tad WTF?, well, that was the intent -- even all these centuries later, the heroes of Troy don't wear feet-of-clay particularly well, cynical romance can disappoint, and using the character of Pandarus to give us the final word can be a bit off-putting.

But. for a play so saturated in ambivalences and contradictions, a traditional "satisfying" ending would be a bit, well, unsatisfying.

But, at least, this remarkable play s no longer "never staled with the stage, never clapper-clawed with the palms of the vulgar."   Consider my palms considerably "clapper-called!"

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

* By "easy wars," I mean no disrespect to those who are risking their lives in the Middle East.  I mean that today, war is something that "other people's children" fight, that we are asked to make no sacrifices (either through rationing, bonds, or even increased taxes) for, that only those directly involved actually worry about.






9/21/2013      BRIGHT IDEAS			Out of Box Theatre

***½  ( B- )  


LOVELY PRODUCTION / VILE PLAY

So, here's my dilemma.  This is a production that is very well performed, that is often funny, often disturbing, that is nicely-produced on a micro-budget.  But, over-all, I found its black humor was not dark enough or funny enough,  I found a theme often seen before, and I found an ending sequence that stumbles into "downright vile" territory.  This is one of those plays I left the theatre avoiding my friends who were involved, a facile smile frozen in place.  Basically, I sorta kinda liked the production, but hated hated hated the play.

Genevra (*) and Josh Bradley are the parents of an almost-four-year-old who are obsessed with getting their son into "Bright Ideas," the "perfect" pre-school.  They are not afraid to stoop to murder, arranged accidents, embezzlement, marital infidelity, or using a cell phone on a jet flight to get to their goal.  Once there, nothing is good enough, and, well, let's just say it devolves into a character waving a gun around at a four-year-old's birthday party.

We've seen comedies before about parents stooping to murder for the sake of their children ("The Positively True Adventures of the Alleged Texas Cheerleader-Murdering Mom" comes to mind), and, to be honest, parents obsessed with pre-schools and internet-based "best practices" hoohah is a topic ripe for satire, but, in this case, the dark humor seemed to be more important than the satire.

Genevra and Josh come across at the start as normal parents facing an insanely competitive pre-school world.  But it soon becomes obvious that playwright Eric Coble has "stacked the deck" with contrivance after contrivance -- the first pre-school we see is a nightmare that would never pass muster with any licensing board, let alone be attractive to any parent.

We soon learn that the Bradley child has been on the "Bright Ideas" waiting list since birth, a point that "feels" contrived considering their financial and family backgrounds.  The murder plot seems contrived, the dark humor of the actual murder is just simply awkward and not particularly funny, the "victim" not developed enough for us to care one way or another about her fate, and the "rationale" so full of holes that Genevra and Josh come across, well, like vile fools.

The play does get points for admitting that the "murderee's" child is the real victim, here, and by showing at this point the flaws of relying on the internet for any accurate "how-to" information.  But it more than loses them all by having Genevra take downright evil actions based on the pre-school "best practices" she finds on various "Mother's Little Helper" sites.  By the final scene, the characters (and the play) have lost all credibility, and, to be honest, I lost all interest in what they wanted.

Of course, a lot of this nonsense is made palatable by Emily Tyrybon, whose Genevra is surprisingly charming, even when she's acting like Lucretia Borgia.  We actually see her transitions from concerned mother to rabid Mama-Bear.  She even makes the stunningly pointless "affair" with the father of another "Bright Ideas" kid seem logical.  Matt Hoffbert has a certain puppy-dog appeal as Josh, whose hapless following of Genevra's every half-baked plan seems downright appealing.

The rest of the ensemble -- Davin Grindstaff, Jennifer Lee, and Parris Sarter -- go through countless character and costume changes that impress with their range and versatility.  Morgan Brooks has directed them all with a quick pace and a dark wit.  Christopher Dills' set is a generic "every pre-school" room that quickly transforms into about a dozen locales with a quick change in furniture or attitude.

With all this better-than-the-material work happening, it's an especial disappointment to be left so unsatisfied by the script.  Maybe my "Daddy Parts" just scream at the idea of putting really young kids through such competitive rigor only to threaten them at what should be a party.  Maybe my own experiences with pre-school were so comparatively smooth and easy-going.  

Whatever the case, I initially thought this was one of those plays about parenthood written by someone who was never a parent.  But, when I Googled Mr. Coble, I found a busload of Education projects and kids' plays (including the marvelous "Pecos Bill and the Ghost Stampede" that Theatre in the Square staged a number of seasons ago), so I suspect my dislike for the play has more to do with what's in my head than with what's in Mr. Coble's script.

Or maybe it takes several years of episodic television to truly appreciate a character who is "breaking bad."  Even if she's as charming as the immensely talented Emily Tyrybon.

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

*  Yes, "Genevra" is an unusual name.  Putting on my "English Major" T-Shirt, let me say I suspect it refers to Byron's "Sonnet to Genevra," a portrait that is an ironic mirror image of the "Bright Ideas" character:

Sonnet---to Genevra   by George Gordon, Lord Byron

Thy cheek is pale with thought, but not from woe,
    And yet so lovely, that if Mirth could flush
    Its rose of whiteness with the brightest blush,
My heart would wish away that ruder glow:
And dazzle not thy deep-blue eyes---but, oh!
    While gazing on them sterner eyes will gush,
    And into mine my mother's weakness rush,
Soft as the last drops round Heaven's airy bow.
For, though thy long dark lashes low depending,
    The soul of melancholy Gentleness
Gleams like a Seraph from the sky descending,
    Above all pain, yet pitying all distress;
At once such majesty with sweetness blending,
    I worship more, but cannot love thee less

On the other hand, Maybe Mr. Coble knows someone named Genevra, or just likes the sound of the name.  English Majoritis comes with a penchant for massive conjecture.

9/22/2013      THE CRUCIBLE			Next Stage Theatre Co.

NO RATING  


MASS APPEAL

(Bias Disclaimer:   My lovely and talented daughter was in this production, so, in all fairness, I shouldn't give it a "grade."  That being said, if I were grading it, it would be in the B+/A- range.)

"The Crucible" may be Arthur Miller's most-produced play (I've done it twice myself), and for good reason.  It is a dramatically gripping portrait of the Salem Witch Trials, written as a passionate condemnation of the McCarthy HUAC hearings of the early fifties, and a (sadly) always-relevant portrait of mob rule and political polarization ("You're with us or you're evil").

Next Stage has put together a marvelous production that adds all the modern touches that keep it timely with a few performances that knock the material out of the ball park.  Okay, there were a few questionable choices (John Proctor's anger being on/off rather than different points of a spectrum, Rebecca Nurse using anger in the last scene rather than quiet sadness(*)), but these are minor quibbles when put in the context of the undeniable power of this production.

Smoothly edited to a quick  two hours, the cuts were seamless and logical -- I only noticed them because some of them involved a character I once played and I noticed the missing lines.  Some may say the final video sequence is superfluous given the universality of the theme and the modern context of the production, some may bemoan the artificially-period language in the context of a modern dress production, some may even question the age-inappropriate actions of the age-appropriately cast Abigail Williams, but I am not "some."  I found none of these aspects worthy of quibble, only mention.

To recap the plot, it is 1691/1692 in Salem Massachusetts, a number of teenage girls are caught by their reverend dancing in the woods.  Several of them fall into seeming comas and witchcraft is the immediate suspect.  Faster than you can say "The Devil Made Me Do it," "experts" are called in, names are named, and a trial is convened.  At first, only the town's outcasts are accused, but it doesn't take too long for petty grudges and old animosities to find their way into the "zeitgeist," and soon even the most devout are not safe from the accusations of the children.

At the center is a farmer named John Proctor, who is good at heart, but guilty of a major lapse into sin.  How can he free his wife without ruining his own reputation?  Soon, truth is less black-and-white and honor becomes more important than life itself.

Miller's genius is that he can use this historical tragedy (**) to clearly show how power is corrupting to those with no doubt of the "truth."  He builds in the irony that those who "confess" to witchcraft are spared the noose, and guilt can only be "proved" by the accusations of the girls.  The tragedy, of course, is that to those in power, the word of the girls is enough, even if evidence is brought of their dishonesty.  More to the point, the tragedy is that those in power are those most invested in the "You are with us or you are evil" mind set.

Here, Paul Gourdeau plays John Proctor with a hair-trigger temple, an imperfect but likeable man who can go from quiet sincerity to pure rage with a flip of a switch.  He has many compelling moments of strength, but they are (slightly) offset by a (very) few moments of seeming over-reaction.  Maybe the size of the venue makes "loud" moments seem over exaggerated, but I would have preferred a variety of points midway between quiet and full anger.

Elise Stanton is a quietly sincere Elizabeth Proctor, and Jessica Isin a compellingly fragile Mary Warren, whose testimony was supposed to end the "reign of terror," but who instead becomes the catalyst for Proctor's downfall.  I was very impressed with Matthew Jones' Danforth, the colony governor in charge of the proceedings.  He positively dripped sincerity, and wore his conviction like a badge of honor.  He made Miller's faux-archaic speech sound perfectly natural.  Bekah Medford's Abigail Williams came across as far younger than those I've seen in the role before (historically, she was 11 at the time -- Miller makes her 17), making her relationship with John Proctor seem far more creepy than it needed to be.  (It's a disconnect between 1692 and 2013 -- in 1692, 17-year-olds were considered far more "sexually mature" and most were married at that age. The modern-dress aspect of the production unfortunately highlighted that disconnect.)

In other roles, Max Flick, Adrienne Harris, Stephen Banks, and Samuel Gresham all created credible, even indelible characters.  And, I know I'll be in trouble here at home to not mention that the other girls played by Tess Luman, Casey Hoffman, and Julia Rudy perfectly captured that aggravating peer-pressure-based mean-girls ethos that (ahem) can drive parents (and other grown-ups) batty with .frustration.

Rob Roy Hardie directed it all with a fleet hand (this production was a full hour shorter than others I've seen -- and done) and a sure concept.  The archaic speech pattern were (for the most part) easily understood, and  the edits (mostly) seamless -- the exception was the courtroom room, which, by the script,  really occurs in a meeting room elsewhere in the building.  Mr. Hardie has the scripted offstage voices of the start occurring on-stage, but has forgotten to edit out the later lines where Danforth establishes the room as the "court in earnest."  I suspect I'm the only one who would seize on a detail like that, but, there it is.

Daniel Polk has given us a set that suggests a prison and has lit it so that the four disparate scenes seem unified.  The play looks good, sounds good, and  it left me emotionally charged.  Any quibbles turn to dust under the onslaught of the sheer power of the courtroom, the silent tragedy of the final scene.  The projected reminders at the end of other mob-rule incidents since 1692 were short and quiet enough to come across as bitter coda rather than thematic overkill.

This is one of my all-time favorite plays, one of the works that shaped how I think about theater, about politics, about human nature.  I found this production emotionally charged and moving, and can only regret it has closed so soon.

And, to go all personal-bias on you again, I can't wait to see how being part of it shapes the mind and personality of my daughter.
 

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


*   In my (admittedly personal) opinion, a deeply pious woman like Rebecca Nurse would rarely, if ever, fall to the temptation of one of the "seven deadly sins" (anger).

(**)  Some of the "silver lining" bent of mind have written that the Salem trials were not so much a tragedy as a "death knell" for theocracy in America.  It's conjecture, but it's attractive conjecture, especially to those of us with a secular bent of mind.


9/30/2013   Congratulations to the 2012/2013 M.A.T. Awards Winners

Sunday the 29th saw a gathering of the Atlanta Theatre Community (semi- and non- professional division) for the {mumble mumble}th annual M.A.T. Awards ceremony.  The Roswell Art Center played host, and Emcees Zip Rampy and Thomas Strickland exuded Rat Pack charm as they guided us through an entertaining and fast-paced ceremony.  The evening was filled with not-a-bad-apple-in-the-barrel collection of musical numbers (highlight was Russ Ivey's heart-stopping "Gethsemane"), and everyone schmoozed and bonded like the family we have become.  

My only complaint -- no consolation PBR's for those us who worked on eligible shows, but were not nominated.   Sigh.

Here are the winners, listed in order of the nomination PR release, because, as usual, I'm too lazy to re-arrange them.

Congratulations to all of you!!

PRESIDENT'S AWARD
In recognition of a cumulative 10 Nominations or more
Jay Tryall

BEST SET DESIGN, MUSICALS
Tammy Murphy & Angie Short - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas"- Onstage Atlanta

BEST SET DESIGN, PLAYS
Morgan McCrary Brooks - "Foxfire" - Stageworks

BEST SOUND DESIGN, MUSICALS
Charlie Miller & Harley Gould - "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas" - Onstage Atlanta

BEST SOUND DESIGN, PLAYS
Jarrett Heatherly - "Arabian Nights" - Act 3 Productions

BEST LIGHTING DESIGN, MUSICALS
Travis Seminara - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

BEST LIGHTING DESIGN, PLAYS
Daniel Pino - "Arabian Nights" - Act 3 Productions

BEST COSTUMES, MUSICALS
Brad Dickey - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

BEST COSTUMES, PLAYS
Brittany Quigley - "Arabian Nights" - Act 3 Productions

BEST CHOREOGRAPHER, MUSICALS
Colleen Shannon Gaenssley - "The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas" - Onstage Atlanta

BEST MUSICAL DIRECTOR
Lyn Taylor - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

BEST STAGE MANAGER
Liz Bigler, Lionheart Theatre Company 

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Colleen Gaenssley as "Angel "- "The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas" - Onstage Atlanta

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Josie Lawson as "Nat" - "Rabbit Hole" - New Dawn Theatre

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, MUSICALS
Clay Sasser as "Bobby" - "Cabaret"

MINOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, PLAYS
Joel Altherr as "Jesus Costazeula" - "The Odd Couple" - The Company Players

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, MUSICALS
Zac Phelps as "Stride" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTOR, PLAYS
Adam Bailey as "Clown 1" - "The 39 Steps" - Onstage Atlanta

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Michelle Davis as "Emma" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

MAJOR SUPPORTING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Betty Mitchell as "Roberta" - "Evelyn In Purgatory" - The Essential Theatre

LEADING ACTRESS, MUSICALS
Ansley Gwinn as "Lucy" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

LEADING ACTRESS, PLAYS
Barbara Cole Uterhardt as "Anabella/Pamela/Margaret" - "The 39 Steps" - Onstage Atlanta

LEADING ACTOR, MUSICALS
Chris Ikner as "Jekyll/Hyde" - "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

LEADING ACTOR, PLAYS
James Beck as "Lennie" - "Of Mice & Men" - Lionheart Theatre Co

YOUTH AWARD, MUSICALS
Matt Alea as "Newsboy" -  "Jekyll & Hyde the Musical" - Act 3 Productions

YOUTH AWARD, PLAYS
Jeb Sexton as "Johnny Cade" - "The Outsiders" - The Henry Players

BEST DIRECTOR, PLAYS
Dr. David Klein - "The 39 Steps" - Onstage Atlanta

BEST DIRECTOR, MUSICALS
Patti Mactas - "Jekyll & Hyde" - Act 3 Productions

BEST ENSEMBLE, PLAYS
"The 39 Steps" - OnStage Atlanta

BEST ENSEMBLE, MUSICAL
"The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas" - Onstage Atlanta

BEST ORIGINAL WORK
"Bat Hamlet" by Jordan Pulliam - The Essential Theatre

BEST OVERALL PLAY
"The 39 Steps" - OnStage Atlanta

BEST OVERALL MUSICAL
"The Best Little Whorehouse In Texas" - Onstage Atlanta


Congratulations to all of you!!


10/1/2013      HARMONY			Alliance Theatre

****½  ( A )  


COULD THIS BE MAGIC

I have to confess a certain ambivalence towards the songbook of '70's icon Barry Manilow.  Although I dismissed many of his hits as bland earworm material, I did like a few, and, I'm a bit guilty to admit, I still have an album of his collecting dust with the rest of my vinyl (there's something about "Could This Be Magic" that appeals to my inner teenager).

So, you will understand when I say I approached "Harmony," the musical he has been working on for decades, with a certain, well, reluctance.  Imagine my surprise when I discovered an almost perfect show filled with tuneful delights, compelling drama, and the most perfect six-part harmony you're likely to hear this side of a "Pitch Perfect" sequel.

The Comedian Harmonists were the most popular "Boy Band" you never heard of.  "Harmony" is their story, who they were, what they did, their rise to fame, their (enforced) fall to obscurity.  Formed in 1928 in Berlin, Germany, they performed in subways, on street corners, in brothels -- they even backed up Marlene Dietrich before she was famous (or -- in a delightfully comic bit -- any good).  Eventually "discovered" by a proprietor of an upper class night club, they combined comedy with exquisite harmonies to drive their quick rise to fame, having countless international hits and appearing in twelve, well thirteen movies (Wikipedia claims 21, and you know Wikipedia MUST be more accurate than librettist Bruce Sussman).

But, this is Germany in the 1930's, and some of the Harmonists were Jewish. It doesn't take them too many years to fall afoul of the Nazi party, even though they earn an early exemption from the 1935 Nuremburg Laws.  Soon enough, after too much anti-Nazi material crept into their "diplomatic concerts abroad," their passports were confiscated, their concerts censored and eventually prohibited, their recordings and movies destroyed.  The Jewish members of the group escaped to America, and tried to create, without much success, a "follow-up band," as did the non-Jewish members who remained in Germany.  Although all six members survived the war, they were scattered, and finished as a group.

In a nicely constructed exposition number (the title song), we meet the Harmonists at the height of their popularity at a concert in New York's Carnegie Hall, then flash back to their meeting in Berlin.  Brought together by "Rabbi" Roman Cycowski (Shayne Kennon) and Harry Frommerman (Tony Yazbeck), they also included former opera singer Bobby Biberti (Douglas Williams), ex-doctor Erich Collin (Chris Dwan), pianist Erwin "Chopin" Boots (Will Taylor), and tenor Ari Leshnikoff (Will Blum).  We also meet Mary Hegel (Leigh Ann Larkin), the gentile woman whose love story with "Rabbi" provides the romantic core of the show, and Ruth Stearn (Hannah Corneau), a fictionalized amalgam of several of "Chopin's" wives.  A large cast from Atlanta and across the country fill in dozens of small roles, including the aforementioned Marlene Dietrich, physicist Albert Einstein, composer Richard Strauss, and, of course, lots and lots of Nazis.

This is, in a nutshell, a gloriously cohesive ensemble, and it is impossible to cite a stand=out.  Of course we see more of "Rabbi" and Mary than any other character -- he was the last surviving member, living long enough (he died in 1998) to see the Berlin Wall fall, so we see the story from his point of view -- but everyone convincingly creates memorable characters and interactions and moments that sing, even when no one is singing.

Once again, we see an Alliance high-cost set (by Tobin Ost) that dazzles without overwhelming the story -- dark walls and metallic bridges zoom in and out with computer-generated élan and speed.  Jeff Croiter's lights help create a world that is believably post-Weimer Germany -- sinister shadows leavened by bursts of light -- and projection designer Darrel Maloney fills the background with bursts of color.  Sound designers John Shivers and David Patridge do a nice job of blending microphone and effect tracks to create natural and cohesive soundscape.

But, after the story and characters,  it's the music you'll come away remembering.  Eschewing reproducing any of the Harmonist's actual hits, Mr. Manilow (and lyricist Sussman) instead researched the music of the period, and give us a slate a songs that sound as if they should have been recorded by the group (if they performed in English).  "Concert" songs and "Book" songs sound different enough to create a specific musical world, but alike enough to sound like they come from the same period and location.  My favorites include "Every Single Day" ("Rabbi's" love song to Mary), "How Can I Serve You, Madame" (the comically risqué number that launches their career), "Hungarian Rhapsody # 20" (a faux-classical piece that opens Act II), and the final, breathtakingly beautiful homage to memory and music, "Stars in the Night."

Every now and then, a period piece based on actual events comes along that touches something in me deep enough to compulsively research "what really happened."  Since seeing this show a few short days ago, I've read dozens of internet articles on the Harmonists, listened to excerpts from some of their (rescued) recordings, and tried (in vain) to track down a copy of the 1997 German film about them.

This is a Broadway-ready show, filled with spectacle and story, compellingly dramatic and wistfully comic, and, most important, filled with the kinds of songs that I love hearing in a musical.  It is easily my favorite musical of the year (so far).

This is indeed all the magic Mr. Manilow could ever want.

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



10/6/2013      THE ANDREWS BROTHERS                             Stage Door Players

****½  ( A )  


DELIGHTFUL TRIFLE

The set-up is basic Juke Box Musical stuff -- a handful of thinly-drawn characters find an excuse to perform a slateful of old favorites.  Perhaps some humor, maybe a little romance, definitely a lot of familiar songs, and everyone goes home happy.  An embarrassing number of shows lose their way with overblown plot devices or stretch-plausibility rationales ("{Jelly's Last Jam" and "Five Guys Named Moe" immediately come to mind), but a few hit the notes right, and leave us with a warm and funny show, a delightful trifle that defies criticism and goes down as sweetly as a rum cake.

Fortunately, "The Andrews Brothers," as performed by a wonderful cast of four at Stage Door Players, falls into this latter category.

Let's turn back the hands of time to 1945.  It is the South Pacific, and our boys in uniform are about to be deployed for the WWII Endgame.  A USO show by the Andrews Sisters is about to spring up, when, due to illness, the famous trio has to pass us by.  Three stagehand brothers (also named "Andrews") and a winsome back-up singer named Peggy come up with the lame-brained idea to go on with the show, with the boys donning drag to become the "Sisters."  The show must go on!

And that's about it!  The characters are paper-thin -- there's the one who stutters, the one with glasses, and, um, the other one.  The set-up gives an opportunity for some often-clever new-to-drag slapstick and a little romance between Peggy and -- um -- the one who stutters (one is Max, one is Patrick, one is Lawrence, but I'll be durned if I can remember which one was which).

But, for all intents and purposes, the whole "critic's checklist of standards" is irrelevant -- it's all about the music.  And the boys have a beautiful three-part-harmony that recalls the Andrews Sisters without slavishly imitating them (no falsettos here).  I'm familiar with only a handful of the hits, so there was a boatload of songs that were unfamiliar (but delightful to hear).  And the old favorites were beautifully done -- who can hear "Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy" without clapping their hands? Who can hear "Don't Sit Under the Apple Tree" without tapping their feet? Who can hear "Rosie the Riveter" with rolling their tongue?  Certainly not I!

Set Designer Chuck Welcome has put together a simple stage set that recalls cheesy "let's put on a show" venues without mocking them (respect has been paid), and Lighting Designer John David Williams has offered a design that eschews modern computer-generated whiz-bangery for period simple spots and brightness.  Costume Designer Clint Horne has created (or found) some simple period uniforms (and dresses) that perfectly fit the characters, the period, and the show.  And Sound Designer Dan Bauman has blended the voices and orchestra so well it any amplification is "invisible."

But it's the cast the truly sell the show.  As I said before, Christopher Lewis, Jeremy Varner, and Tucker Weinmann make for a beautifully blended trio.  But they also have outstanding solo moments, and their character work is simple, but effective.  As Peggy, the always welcome-to-see Galen Crawley is delightfully perky, her voice a perfect fit with the trio.

And, Jeez Louise do they sell the songs!  They give them so much energy, so much pure joy I imagine I wouldn't have noticed if there were any "missed notes."  Maybe I'm under-reporting the "story scenes" only because I was sometime impatient for them to stop so another song could start.  It's not that the story scenes were dull or badly done -- they weren't!  It's just that the songs were so delightful that I missed them when they were gone.

This is an admittedly short review.  But when a show is this simple, this well done, this much fun, there's really very little to say!   My Thesaurus does have limits!

"The Andrews Brothers" is a slight show, a trifling "concert" piece filled with heart and humor.  And, often enough to count, that is more than enough for me!

   --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)




10/18/2012    Another Year at Netherworld Haunted House – This Time, it’s Dead Ones and The Boogeyman

Welcome, my friends.  With Halloween just two weekends away, I thought it was long past time to bring you my annual thoughts spawned from my “retirement job” at Netherworld Haunted House.

The nights have gotten longer, crisper, darker (until summer returns in a day or two).  A cold-prickly wind is struggling to push aside the warm-fuzzy highs and is stretching its drizzle-damp fingers into your heart, with skeletal claws scratching into your “safe place.”  Screams and crowds have been gathering for weeks in a certain antique mall in Norcross.  It can only mean one thing.  Netherworld Haunted House is once again raising its roof with thrills, chills, and more adrenalin than you can shake a blood-dripping axe at.

For the thirteenth straight year, I will be deserting the theaters of Atlanta (sorta kinda), donning the grotesque persona of the Netherspawn I am, and … Well, to be honest, I’m a big chicken, so I’ll be lurking in the parking lots rather than inside.  This year, I'll be assuming a few ops duties in addition to my usual story-telling stuff, as I seem to be one of the dwindling number of folks who understand the logistics of the lower lot (two lines in the same space can -- and often will -- lead to chaos), so you WILL find me there every night.  

This is Netherworld’s 17th year of operation, and the bones and omens say it will be a propitious time to talk about the Dead Ones and the Boogeyman!  www.fearworld.com will fill you in on the details of the story behind both haunts,  but for here, let me just quote the introduction:

"When the Dead Ones come there are no drums of war, no bugles that call legions to battle. A whisper on the winds, perhaps a coldness where no cold belongs, and a howling of animals are the only calling cards that history records.
In the dark of the moon when the Dead Ones come old people die, the weak grow sick and gray streaks stain the hair of children. To hear them brings madness, to see them brings pain and to touch them means a quick and agonizing death. Stone cracks, iron rusts and crops wither when they roam the lands, and where once laughter and life ruled only bones and dust remain.
The Dead Ones come when we ignore our superstition, when we laugh into the Abyss, when we think that we are the rulers of creation. The Abyss does not like to be denied."

Meanwhile, downstairs, there is the Boogeyman.  Designed as an experiment to find the root cause of the nightmare-filled comas of six patients, it has instead brought forth that dark figure of childhood fear - The Boogeyman.  You will find several chambers depicting various "Primal Fears" -- and behind each one is the very same face -- one that looks different to each visitor.

My character this year is Dr. Malcolm Pressor, the neurobiologist who began the Boogeyman Experiment and invented the "Neural Macro Phase Decoder," the device that has brought Primal Fear into our world.  You'll see a video of the initial prototype run while you wait in line for "The Dead Ones," and I'll be on hand in the lower queue to discuss with you the nature of Primal Fear, your own phobias, or maybe to share a joke or two.  With all this terror, it's a strong (if futile) defense to just laugh in its face.

As with prior years, the planners of Netherworld have drawn on the works of H.P. Lovecraft for inspiration for both houses, providing details that add to the uneasy sense of “we don’t know what’s coming next.”  How can you have expectations when you don't know who these monsters are, what they want, or how they feed?

We’ve also gotten more TV air time than you can shake a stick at.  We were the subject of a recent episode of Travel Channel’s “Monster Makers,” from which we acquired a marvelously ghoulish circular saw that seems to have a hungry mind of its own .  The head of our make-up department, Roy Wooley,  is back with another incredibly impressive showing as a contestant on this year’s “Face Off” from the SyFy Channel.  And all manner of bloggers and newsfolk and national media have been dropping by for a visit and an interview or two.

Yes, this is a simple PR piece, but, in my humble and biased opinion, Netherworld is worth a visit (or four), especially if you’re the type who is addicted to the adrenaline rush of sudden scares, creeping dread, and ghastly visions of cruelty.  And that’s just the line to get your tickets!  To get the whole scoop, as well as links to videos and other fun stuff, please visit www.fearworld.com.  Netherworld is open every night through November 3.. 

Now, as you’re running for your life, just remember, if you run, you will trip, you will fall, and you will die.  THEN WE’LL GET YOU!  

	-- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



10/27/2013      BY THE WAY, MEET VERA STARK                     Alliance Theatre

***½  ( B )  


STEREOTYPES

Every now and then, a script (or production) comes along that almost torpedoes itself with a single "lazy" choice.  In Lynn Nottage's "By the Way, Meet Vera Stark," we get a well-wrought comedic look at the stereotypes of a previous era that engages us with sharp and witty characters and dialogue, and drives us into an intermission that is almost unwelcome.  Then Act II comes along, shifts us into a different era, and, in the guise of "satirizing a certain kind of writer," indulges in its own stereotypes, giving us some over-the-top caricatures that would drive the whole production over the shark tank if it weren't for a final coda that delivers a powerful punch, redeeming the whole thing.

It is the 1930's, and spoiled actress Gloria Mitchell is practicing to screen test for "The Belle of New Orleans," a cheesy antebellum melodrama that seems to be drawing the attention of "Every actress in Hollywood."  Her maid, Vera Stark, is helping her, harboring acting ambitions of her own.  We also meet a number of Vera's friends, all of who are bristling under the inability of African Americans to win anything but "yassuh" Maid or servant roles in any film.

But it's a start -- better playing a maid than being a maid.

And, to make a long story short, both Gloria and Vera are cast, and "The Belle of New Orleans" becomes the defining moment in both their careers.

In Act Two, time has inexorably marched onward, and it's 2003.  A Los Angeles "Film Society" is doing a retrospective on Vera Stark's life and career.  Two feminist writers have their pet theories on "what brought Vera down," and snipe at each other with their conjectures, while the host screens a 1970's talk show that provides a final encounter between Vera and Gloria, both aging divas trying to maintain a hold on relevance and dignity.

I absolutely loved the theatrical flourishes of the second act, the combination of eras, the bit-by-bit mosaic we see of Vera's life after "Belle of New Orleans."  I loved the performances of Toni Trucks and Courtney Patterson as Vera and Gloria, their interactions perfectly capturing the complex nature of their relationship.  Letting them ham it up as the aging diva proved to be a masterstroke of comic bickering, and their final almost-lyrical "off screen" revelation is a beautiful grace note for their story, the legacy the pretentious scholars of Act Two cannot possibly ever learn.

Now, about those "scholars."  They are both painted as over-the-top extremists, more interested in "proving" their own pet theories than doing any real research.  While this sort of commentary is become increasingly popular, I see it as a symptom of the "dumbing down" of the everyone-except-me-and-my-friends America, and should welcome the theatrical skewering  on display here.

What it left me with, though, is an uncomfortable context of "this is what ALL 'feminist writers' are like."  We see no one in contrast, no one taking them to task for their sloppy research and their it's-really-all-about-me presentation style.  Since Ms. Nottage is herself a "feminist writer," this is a particularly hard pill to swallow.

 I'm willing to give Ms. Nottage the benefit of the doubt here.  I can't help but wonder if the over-the-top nature of these characters came from the actors and the director rather than the script itself.  They were blocked in a ludicrous manner than made no logical sense OTHER than to show them as objects of ridicule.

In any case, it seemed to me an example of using caricatures in a production about the breaking down of caricatures, and it was, to be kind, an uncomfortable fit.

All this being said, I have to give credit to the supporting cast of Andrew Benator, Nikiya Mathis, Genesis Oliver, Tiffany Rachelle Stewart, and Daniel Triandiflou who are called upon to play multiple characters.  Other than the two "scholars," all the characters were vivid and memorable, and provided perfect support for Ms. Trucks and Ms. Patterson.

And, when all is said and done, it is their story.  In the first half, they made us care about these two women, to be curious about their history, to wonder what they became.  The reason Act Two works, even with its flaws, is because we care what happened to them.  Maybe my adverse reaction to the "scholars" is based on them caring more about using Vera Stark to prop up their agendas, and, by that point, it was apparent to everyone watching that Ms. Stark deserves better.

In the final analysis, I was very happy to "meet Vera Stark."  Her story paints a compelling portrait of the world of classic Hollywood, both the appeal and the cost.  Her subsequent history is an even more compelling picture of the price she (and other African-American actors of the time) had to pay getting us to our current better-but-still-a-long-way-to-go situation today.

It is, after all, ironic that Toni Trucks, who gives us such a compelling portrait of Vera Stark, could only last two episodes in the "best-but-doomed friend" role in the new series "Hostages."

Well, better to play the doomed best friend than to be the doomed best friend.

    --   Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)







11/3/2013      GUYS AND DOLLS				Atlanta Lyric Theatre

****  ( A- )  


I GOT THE SHOW RIGHT HERE!

Every now and then, a show done to death by regional and community theatres needs an energetic and creative production to remind us why it is a classic, and why it is so popular.  Such a production is Atlanta Lyric Theatre's current mounting of "Guys and Dolls," the 1950 slice-of-Damon-Runyon with music by Frank Loesser and book and lyrics by Jo Swerling and Abe Burrows.

Come with me to visit a Broadway shadow world, a world of gamblers and dancers and hustlers and live-for-the-moment shills where even usage of the past tense is a thing of the past (or the never-was).  It is a world where one's real name is a thing of shame, where Harry the Horse and Big Jule call on Nathan Detroit for the location of today's floating crap game, where thousands are won or lost on the racing ability of a cockroach.  It is a world where crime is skin-deep but sincerity runs as deep as the Manhattan subway.

It is a world where Nathan Detroit can string Miss Adelaide along for decades without getting snared by actual marriage, a world where Sky Masterson can make another sky-high wager on getting innocent Sarah Brown on a plane to Havana.  It is also a world where Nathan really does love Miss Adelaide, where Sky will lie about winning the bet because he's in love for the very first time.  It is, in essence, a world peculiar to Broadway Musicals, where song and dance is as natural as a roll of the dice, where a revival meeting brings out the biggest showstopper of the season.

It is a world we've been to before, in the 1955 movie, in the 1992 revival with Nathan Lane, in countless adequate but spiritless local productions, in not a few not-even-adequate little theatre attempts.  We know the songs that linger like a Bacardi hangover, the dialogue that sings like a Salvation Army band, the characters that glow with an incandescence that is only eclipsed by their costumes.

And, snaking throughout this world like an I.V. of warm gin is the exquisite Frank Loesser score.  Rapturously beautiful love songs like "I'll Know" and "I've Never Been in Love Before" land with as much impact as the character-specific novelty numbers like "Adelaide's Lament" "Take Back Your Mink."  Even the expositional "story" numbers like "Fugue for Tinhorns" and "Oldest Established" could stand on their own in any concert hall.  This is a score you listen to over and forever.

So here, with Atlanta Lyric's production, we have a high-octane horse race, a production with enough originality, enough creativity, that its shortcomings (and there are some) are totally out-bluffed by a stronger hand on the following deal. 

I may prefer more scene specific choreography -- the opening "Runyonland" and the in-the-sewer "Crapshooter's Ballet" were too much look-Ma-I'm-dancing and not enough streets-of-New-York slice-of-life or look-Ma-I'm-gambling, and would not be out of place in any other musical.  But then along comes "Havana" and "Sit Down, You're Rockin' the Boat," and who can remember the  by-the-numbers numbers?

I may prefer a more clean-cut, less scruffy-looking Sky Masterson, but when Logan Denninghoff opens his mouth to sing, who can notice the beard?  Who can notice anything but the Orphean spell he weaves with his dulce-de-leche voice and manner?

And I cannot imagine a more perfect Miss Adelaide than Lisa Manuli, a more intriguing Nathan Detroit than Alan Kilpatrick, a more straight-faced comic force than Glenn Rainey's Nicely-Nicely Johnson, a more interesting (and less bland ingenue-esque) Sarah Brown than Jamie Wood Katz.  Director Brandt Blocker has, in fact, gathered the most perfectly Runyonesque ensemble I can imagine, and never lets them rest on their laurels.  Scene Designer Lee Shiver-Cerone has created a series of stylized neon-bright backdrops that consistently evoke that not-quite-our-universe feeling that makes this production soar, facilitating the many super-fast almost-invisible scene transitions.  And, as usual, Mary Parker and Bobby Johnston have given us a light and sound design that illuminates without distracting.

So, when all the cards are on the table, all the dice have been rolled, and the horse race is over, this is a definitely a show for the winners circle.  It is a production that makes me appreciate the virtues of another oft-produced "war horse" show.   

It's a show that "Can Do!"

    --   Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)





11/4/2013      Thoughts on the 2013 Suzi Awards Ceremony
Submitted, for your approval, is my report from this year's Suzi Bass Awards:

On Monday the fourth, much of the Atlanta Theatre Community gathered in Decatur's shiny new Porter Sanford III Performing Arts and Community Center for the Ninth Annual Suzi Bass Awards.  As usual, all the folks more talented than I cleaned up mighty fine, and a fine and entertaining time was had by all.

You know, since this year's ceremony will be televised for all to see (Saturday, December 14, 10:00 PM on PBA 30), I'll only say that I enjoyed (as usual) Rob Cleveland's hosting, the faux rivalry between presenters from the New American Shakespeare Tavern and the Georgia Shakespeare Festival at Oglethorpe, I was disappointed in the video summations of the "Best Musical" categories, I liked the medley's by the Best Actor and Actress in a Musical nominees, and the whole evening was as pleasant and good-spirited as these things are likely to get.

There were too many shows I missed this year to comment on the results, but, for those shows and nominees I did see, I was generally happy about the results.

All this being said, let me talk a little bit about the Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwrighting Award, since, for the third year, I was on this particular judging panel.   I won't tell you how I voted, other than to say winner Topher Payne's "Angry Fags" was one of my "top three."  What was difficult this year was the sheer number and variety of the nominees, thirteen in all, and a more eclectic collection you're not likely to see.  How exactly do you compare a literary adaption against something totally original?  How do you "read" a musical without hearing the music?

My process is fairly simple -- I read the script, and answer one question truly and simply -- Did I like it?  If I answer that in the negative -- and this year, there was only one script that fell into that category -- no further consideration is necessary.  In most years, many scripts can fall into that # 1 spot for many different reasons, but, in the final analysis, it'll ALWAYS be the script I liked the best that goes in as Number 1.

Of course, when there are this many different scripts, it's well nigh impossible to say you like one "better" than another -- that's when other questions need to be asked --

Is there any aspect of the play -- dialogue, character, story -- that was, well, less-than-perfect?

Is it easy to read?  A number of years ago, one of the scripts submitted was a "work in progress" edition that contained a lot of cross-outs and insertions and "see note at bottom of page" comments, and was, basically, a chore to get through (unlike the production that resulted from all this editing).  I may be lazy, but if a script is being submitted for award consideration, it should be a "clean" copy.

Do the characters speak in different "voices?"  -- that is, do you know who's speaking even without reading the character name at the head of the line?

Does the plotting contain any contrivances that make resolutions "too easy" for the protagonists?

If the play is an adaptation, Does it "bring something new to the table?"  That is -- does it tell us something about the source you couldn't learn by just reading that source?  For that matter, does the adaption truly represent the source material or does it comment on that material (either is acceptable at some level).

If they play is a musical, do the lyrics flow naturally from the dialogue, and vice versa?  Would the play "make sense" is the lyrics were merely recited with no musical accompaniment?

If the script is from a production that I saw, how does it "stack up" against the memory of that production?  (This year, there was one script I really liked from a production I didn't much like.)

And, again, once I've "winnowed" the list down to a final few, it comes down to "which one did I like best?" And, that my friends, is a question I could easily answer differently every time I ask it.  Especially when so many of the scripts were as good as this year's group.

So, without further ado, here is the list of this year's winners, listed, of course, in the order of the nominations in the original Press Release, so I don't have to re-arrange them:


2012-2013 Suzi Bass Award Winners  

Outstanding World Premiere Production 
     Wolves at Actor’s Express  

Outstanding Production – Theatre for Young Audiences 
     Unnecessary Monsters produced by Aurora Theatre 

Outstanding Musical Production 
     Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
[
Outstanding Director of a Musical 
     Justin Anderson for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Musical 
     Catherine Porter for Next to Normal at Alliance Theatre 

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Musical 
     Craig Waldrip for Kiss of the Spider Woman at Actor’s Express     

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical  (TIE!)
     Leslie Bellair for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 
     Adrienne Reynolds for Shakin’ the Rafters at Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company 

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical 
     Bryant Smith for Kiss of the Spider Woman at Actor’s Express 

Outstanding Ensemble of a Musical 
     The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts            
 (With Scott DePoy, Kristin Haverty, Reay Kaplan, Jon Ludwig, Spencer G. Stephens, Robert Strickland and Jason von Hinezmeyer) 

Outstanding Music Direction 
     Ann-Carol Pence for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 

Outstanding Choreography 
     Rafael Amargo for Zorro at Alliance Theatre 

Outstanding Costume Design of a Musical 
     Amanda McGee for Tarzan at The Legacy Theatre 

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Musical 
     Liz Lee for The Ghastly Dreadfuls: The Last Ghast at Center for Puppetry Arts 

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Musical 
     Phillip Male for Les Miserables at Aurora Theatre 

Outstanding Sound Design of a Musical 
     Bobby Johnston for Hair at Serenbe Playhouse 

Outstanding Play Production 
     Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 

Outstanding Director of a Play 
     Patdro Harris for Fly at Theatrical Outfit  

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Play 
    Carolyn Cook for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Play 
     Allen Edwards for A Walk in the Woods at Serenbe Playhouse 

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Play 
     Bernardine Mitchell for Every Tongue Confess at Horizon Theatre  

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Play 
     J.C. Long for The Tempest at The New American Shakespeare Tavern 

Outstanding Ensemble of a Play 
Fly at Theatrical Outfit  
(With John E. Doyle, Fenner Eaddy, Joel Ishman, Brian Kurlander, Eric J. Little, J.C. Long and Doc Waller) 

Outstanding Costume Design of a Play   (TIE!)
    Jamie Bullins for Tales of Edgar Allan Poe at Center for Puppetry Arts 
     Linda Patterson for Swell Party at Georgia Ensemble Theatre  

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Play 
     Liz Lee for The Whipping Man at Alliance Theatre 

Outstanding Scenic  Design of a Play
     Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for Time Stands Still at Horizon Theatre 

Outstanding Sound Design of a Play 
     The Atlanta Shakespeare Company for The Tempest at The New American Shakespeare Tavern 


Special Awards:

Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwrighting Award:
     Angry Fags by Topher Payne

2013 Volunteer Award:
     Betty Mitchell    Synchronicity Theatre

Theatre for Youth Production:
     Unnecessary Monsters     Aurora Theatre

Audience Choice Award:
     Aurora Theatre

Lifetime Achievement Award:
     Del Hamilton and Faye Allen     7 Stages


Let me be the next to congratulate all the winners, and the first to remind you that this will have no effect on your next contract negotiations.  However, you may appear on my own End-of-the-Year Recap in two months.

In all seriousness, those who read me regularly know that I have a passionate love for theatre, especially Atlanta Theatre.  Everyone at this year's party deserves my unending gratitude for the hours of enjoyment and enrichment you have given me.  If that pales beside the little statue the winners are taking home, I can live with that.  Just don’t stop what you’re doing.  I’ll see you at your next show! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



11/6/2013      WARRIOR CLASS				Alliance Theatre

****½  ( A )  


POLITICAL SPIN

In 2006, my favorite production of the year was Kenneth Lin's Kandeda Award winner, "...said Said," a dense and fast-moving political thriller about torture, language, and cultural assimilation.  It was a tour-de-force slice of writing, and I looked forward to what Mr. Lin had next for us.

Well, since 2006, Mr. Lin has had seven plays produced and has become a staff writer on the Netflix series "House of Cards." And now we have "Warrior Class," which had a premiere last year off Broadway and is enjoying productions around the country.

Maybe not as dense or affecting as "...said Said," perhaps tackling an "easier" political subject, "Warrior Class" is still a very-well-written thriller, a work by a mature artist pushing the edges of his "comfort zone."  And, here it given a production staged and directed with a genius concept that (almost) literally made my head spin.  In fact, I still may be a little giddy and dizzy from the ride,

Julius Weishan Lee is a political tyro, a rising Asian-American star in Republican politics, contemplating a run for Congress in a traditionally Democratic district.  Nathan Berkshire is his experienced "handler" or "fixer."  This is the guy who vets everyone Julius ever knew, trying to uncover the scandal before "the enemy" does.  It doesn't take long for him to find Holly Eames, Julius' college sweetheart, with a potentially damaging "secret" about the end of their relationship.

Immediately, we are in "handle this" mode, even when it's unclear whether Holly is a victim or a mere opportunist.

The things I like about this work seem to be the exact things others have criticized about other productions.  What?  Politicians are motivated by scandal and money?  I'm shocked!  True, but, to my knowledge, no playwright has tackled the subject, leaving it to the shouting-head pundits to set the agenda.  The genius of this piece is that it DOESN'T shout at us, it doesn't give us "demon-others" we can wave our self-righteousness at.  It is a quiet portrait of three people who may (or may not) be willing to build their lives in a quagmire, who may actually succeed in building their lives in a quagmire.

The script has also come under fire for its really mild "scandal," a youthful stalking incident that is (sadly) more indicative of college (first) romance than of heinous or even criminal behavior.  But the points here, and there are several, is that to the youthful minds caught in the  moment, it is bigger than an outside observer can ever know, and to a political "fixer," anything that even "smells" of scandal is bigger than an outside observer can ever know.  And the fact that the incident seems so "tame" to us makes all the hoops being set up for jump-throughs seem all the more ridiculous.

Another "ding" I've read is the nature of Julius' politics.  All we know is that he is Republican, very Christian, and once gave a speech at the "ground zero mosque" that was inclusive and compelling enough to have him dubbed the "Republican Obama."  We hear nothing about his specific agenda, his policies, his platform, the "stuff" he wants to accomplish.  To me, though, this is an asset.  Because of the nature of politics, any specifics would force half the audience to "pigeon-hole" the character, burying the real issues of the play under too many layers of extranea.  The fact is that. today, unfortunately, politics is less about policy than about power and strategy, and, any play that even brings up any specific policy, by definition becomes a play ABOUT that policy.

Now, why do I call the direction by Eric Ting a "thing of beauty and a joy to behold" display of genius?  What we have in the script is a series of static scenes - two people talking in a restaurant or an apartment or a "back room." What Mr.Ting has done has taken this structure, put it on concentric turntables in between two audience segments.  One scene will be still, two people face to face seen by both audiences in profile.  The next scene will be given a slow, almost imperceptible spin -- the actors move with the turntables, so they appear still -- but, lo and behold, one will be in "weak" stage position, the other in "strong" stage position.  To the "other" audience, though, those positions will be reversed.  The two audiences, in effect, see quite different plays.  We were told in an after-play discussion that the actors were given some benchmarks -- "at this line be on opposite sides, on this line be together" -- but for the most part, were allowed to "work" with the rotation of the stage to seem static or mobile.

Simplistically, this approach gives us two plays -- one play is about a popular politician who really ruined the life of his college sweetheart and is now trying to "sweep her under the rug."  The other play is about an opportunistic woman who is trying to blame her bad decisions on her college boyfriend, and to "cash in" on his new-found success.  But this is not a simplistic staging, and both plays are happening at the same time to both audiences.  Imagine!  A play about politics dividing an audience in two and giving them different "spins" of the same story!  Throw in some sports and boxing metaphors (yes, the set reminds me of a ring in center arena topped with video screens and scoreboards), and you have to wonder why all productions of this piece don't take this same approach.  (Though favorably reviewed, the off-Broadway production was basic proscenium, and was accused of being too static).

And it could have gone so wrong so easily -- slightly slower rotation and it becomes a pointless "gimmick."  Slightly faster, and it becomes distracting.  As it is, it is at the perfect speed that you don't notice it at first, but gradually see what's going on.  And, it gives you pause the minute you realize the "other audience" is seeing a completely different play.  If ever a production was a master class on directing, on the importance (and definition) of "weak" and "strong" stage position -- this is it.  If ever a production highlighted how audience placement is a creative choice, how blocking will change WITH the audience, this is it.
 
Definitive kudos have to go to this cast -- Moses Villarama as Julius, Clayton Landey as Nathan, and Carrie Walrond Hood" as Holly.  They play their cards "close to the vest," so what's REALLY going on remains ambiguous and just-out-of-reach.  They put so much subtext behind their well-written chatter that it's as if it were spelled out for them.  And they take to (and at) each other like a true ensemble, their group dynamics further defining, further obscuring the truth of what they are and what they want.

It's a telling point that one (female) writer has described Holly as the "emotional center" of the piece, her confession that "it should have been me going to New York" as a heartbreaking example of what Julius did.  To my eyes, that speech came across as just another calculated appeal to his emotions -- a woman bringing all she knows about her opponent into the battle.  If it was indeed her "that should have gone to New York," my reading of the play responds, "then why did you make the choices you made?"

Of course, it may also be significant that my old college girlfriend may also one day accuse me of "stalking" her when the relationship ended.  That that ex-GF is now an above-the-glass-ceiling VP of a Los Angeles PR firm, I guess shows that not all stalkings are created equal -- or our responses there to.

Or maybe, we're just not part of that "Warrior Class" that feels at home in the arenas of politics and blackmail and opportunism.  And I, for one, am happy to be apart from it.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





11/8/2013      PLUTO                                                 Actors Express

***  ( B- )  


PAYING THE PIPER

(Note:   The enjoyment of Steve Yockey's "Pluto" depends to a small extent on the surprise in certain plot "reveals" -- I'll attempt to construct this piece to avoid spoiling them -- but I'm not making any promises.  Consider yourself forewarned.)

I have a sort of love-it/don't-quite-like-it relationship with Steve Yockey's work.  I was impressed with the script of "Octopus," (if not the production), but I was absolutely blown away by last season's "Wolves."  He writes consistently excellent dialogue, and his characters always "pop" off the stage.  His ideas have a decidedly theatrical flair, and he creates intriguing allegorical worlds rife with metaphor and meaning.  

Leaving "Pluto," I was handed a little "discussion points" flyer that lists questions like "What does the upside-down tree in the kitchen represent to you?" and "At what point in the play did you start to figure out what was going on."  That's well and good - directed discussion is always a joy for me -- but the list sort of highlights why this one falls under the "liked it  didn't love it" column.  Would it be a spoiler for me to say the answer to that second question is "As soon as I read the program?"  Would it be a spoiler to complain that symbolism for its own sake -- like an upside-down tree in a kitchen -- can come across as pretentious twaddle if not rising organically from the story?  Okay - a half-hearted explanation for the tree is offered at the end, but that's after it was rooted like a distracting elephant-in-the-living-room all through the play.

Okay, let me try to summarize the plot without arousing the wrath of the spoiler police.  Bailey is a young college-age man who has "done something bad."  For the sake of argument, let's say that he played bagpipes without a license.  Now we are back in his home where the consequences of his ... um ... unlicensed bagpiping ... are coming home to roost.  We meet his ex-girlfriend, a bristling ball of anger named Maxine, and his mother, a desperate ball of denial named Elizabeth.  We also meet his mysteriously eloquent dog named {deleted by the Spoiler Police -- and you'll understand why when you read the program}, and eventually, a charming and dapper gentleman who emerges from the refrigerator wearing a deep-sea diving suit.  Let's just say he represents the bagpiper-license commission and is there to collect his ... um ... licensing fee.

Let me say right off that I loved this set-up, even with the "give-away" found in the program.  It's a set-up we've seen before on countless "Twilight Zone" episodes and horror/suspense movies.  Most of the cast (and I'll get to them eventually) create vivid characters who keep the "mystery" alive and transcend their symbolic "roots."  Enough clues are scattered throughout -- a clock stuck at 9:30, a "radio voice" that can apparently "see" what's going on in the kitchen, a menacing earthquake originating with that refrigerator accompanied by pseudo-scientific babble from that smarter-than-thou dog, and that upside-down tree -- .
to validate our suspicions and keep the narrative compulsively watchable.

And, grounding the whole affair, giving it a heart and soul, is that character of the mother -- a character desperately denying the truth, doing whatever it takes to keep the ... um .. bagpiper-licensing guy .... from collecting his fee.  I have to confess a certain ambivalence to her -- I mean, she is the reason we're here, the reason this whole affair can't be quickly concluded.  But, with the structure as set up, there is no reason for to be there, no way for her to come into this "universe."  Yes, some lip-service is paid to the transcending power of love, and the ... okay let's call him the piper-fee guy ... endlessly quotes Corinthians "Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal."  But, an irritatingly repeated quote does not an explanation make.  If the point of the play to show this transcending power of love -- and I suspect it is -- it may have been better served by a little more surprise at the Mother's presence from the guy and the dog -- or even a "not again" eye roll to indicate that this sort of love happens often in the ... um ... bagpiping world.

It didn't help that I didn't find Kathleen Wattis performance particularly interesting until the latter part of the play -- her initial scenes came across as expressionless and just-off-book reciting of lines.  This may have been an intentional choice to highlight her descent into desperation, which is indeed heart-rending -- there is a moment when she is literally on her knees repeating the same line over and over that positively tears at your heart and soul.  But it delays my empathy for her so I spent too much time obsessing over that stupid tree, too much time wondering why the character was even there, not enough time coming to terms with her heart and drive.

It also doesn't help that there are hints that this overwhelming love from the Mother actually contributed to Bailey's "I did a bad thing," or that Mother herself "built" a child who would grow up to be an emotionless little creep who would consider his action a valid response to an extreme situation.  

It DOES help that the cast, Ms. Wattis' early scenes notwithstanding, are uniformly effective. , Wyatt Fenner as the creepy son, Stephanie Friedman as the angry ex, Alison Hastings as the talkative dog, and, especially Joe Sykes as the charming and menacing "guy from the refrigerator": are spot on with their characters, their dialogue, and their ability to meld into a unified story-telling ensemble.  Mr. Sykes has been in all three Yockey plays produced at Actors Express, and with each performance, he gets more interesting and more compelling.

Okay, the symbolism of the tree and the deep-sea diving suit may be a little strained, the set-up a little too been-there seen-that.  But at heart, Pluto" is a very suspenseful, very compelling piece of allegory that takes us deep into a mother's heart, to the desperate measures she takes to save her son from the consequences of his actions.

It's a story that deserves to be told often, and told clearly.  It is a vivid warning that, when all is said and done, the piper must be paid. 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)









11/10/2013      DEATHTRAP                                                 Georgia Ensemble Theatre

***½  ( B )  


PLAYWRIGHTS AMOK

There's an old writing joke that goes something like this -- This guy opens up a Halloween Store.  His best-selling character is not the creepy zombie, the mad slasher, or the drooling monster.  It's the writers-blocked playwright.  Nothing scarier!

Meet Sidney Bruhl.  He's a successful playwright of a certain age.  He specializes in clever thrillers, intricately plotted jewel box shows that surprise and thrill and delight. But he hasn't had a hit in years.  Decades, actually, and, of course, he's counting. Enter "Deathtrap," a perfect thriller, written by a student of his, Faster than you can say "This is the only copy," the young playwright is targeted for an untimely demise so Sidney can claim the play as his own.  What follows is a juicy murder, a dramatic twist, some Act II complications, and a dark-and-stormy-night climax that may indeed make you jump up and scream.

"Deathtrap," written by Ira Levin, first hit the Broadway Stage in 1978, and immediately became one of the longest-running non-musicals ever* (four years).  It's one of the few shows I saw twice on Broadway (not to mention a professional tour and a handful of community theatre productions, one of which I did lighting or sound for -- who can remember after these years?).   In other words, this is a play I know better than most, and look forward to a revisit whenever possible.

But it's been a long time since I've seen it, and I was curious to see how it has "aged."  As one gets older, it's sometime depressing to see what time does to old favorites.  The good news is that the script holds up well, the dialogue still crackles, and the contrivances -- even knowing the twists and turns of the admittedly intricate plot -- seem natural, and the pleasure of seeing the "twists" being set up is the primary reason this one transcends that shock-and-surprise joy of the first-time viewer.

I'm just not sure this is the best production of the show I've seen, or even in the top five productions.  And I've been struggling with trying to figure out why.  It may be simply my over-familiarity with the story, or it may be the barnlike nature of the G.E.T. venue, or it may be something inherently "off" about some of the choices made here.

Let's start with my biggest reservation -- James Donadio's performance as Sidney Bruhl.  It's not a bad performance -- Mr. Donadio perfectly captures the frustrations of a past-his-creative-prime writer.  What he doesn't quite capture is the charming wit of the character -- so many of the play's jokes fell too flat -- or the sheer joy he takes in wordplay and fiendish plotting.  Maybe his hunched-over posture, his attempt at an "older" voice buried the joy, or it was lost on its way to my back-of-the house vantage point.

Brian Hatch's Clifford is also less-than-interesting.  Again, it's not a bad performance -- it's just one that doesn't go far enough.  This is a character who can match Sidney quip-for-quip, plot-for-plot.  As with Mr. Donadio, what was missing was the joy -- the sheer pleasure in going from line-to-line, plot-point-to-plot-point.  Mr. Hatch's Clifford was just a blandly attractive young man caught in a less-than-intriguing trap of his own design.

On the other hand, the supporting cast are all spot-on -- Mary Lynn Owen's Myra, Shelly McCook's Helga, and James Baskin's Porter are as good as any I've seen, even with some moments of "well-this-is-new" surprise and energy. Jonathan Rollins has built a beautifully evocative set complete with dark corners, raggedy-edged posters, and more weapons than you can shake a crossbow at -- and what's the sense of having so many weapons on a set if they're not going to be used? (Hint -- of course, some of them WILL be used.)  Mary Parker has delivered her usual outstanding lighting design, especially when we get to that climactic dark-and-stormy night.

Robert J. Farley has made some interesting choices as director -- keeping the action arch, specific, and quick, and underplaying a certain relationship that other productions have perhaps over-played.  This last choice threw a very different spin on the second act, one that works just as well and perhaps makes the characters a little less ... well ....I guess I can say a little "less evilly cold" without revealing what I'm trying not to say.  It's probably the correct choice, as the Levin estate has steadfastly refused to license any production that over-emphasized that particular relationship.

Now that I've gotten this all written down, I do think it's this lack of joy that is the primary root of my reservations about this particular staging.  In the original cast, British actor John Wood tackled the role with lip-smacking pleasure, and he was fun to watch -- more than once.  In the admittedly weak movie version, Michael Caine brought the same joie de vivre to the role.  Here, though, I'm afraid Mr. Donadio gives a skillful performance -- just not a particularly joyful one.  I sometimes got the impression he wasn't aware he was telling a self-aware joke or having fun with words.

All that being said, this is still "Deathtrap," a beautifully "meta" play about writing plays, a thriller about writing thrillers, a self-referential journey into the world of audience mis-direction, which mis-directs its audience better than any.  It is chockfull of the sort of puns and wordplay that (some would say) are my greatest joy in life.  It is populated by a quintet of characters who take on a life of their own.  

It's a play that says point blank "We're going to fool you!" even as it proceeds to fool you.  I have seen it dozens of times, and it never fails to grab me by all of my this-is-what-I-love-about-theatre bones.

It is a trap we should all be willing to walk into more than willingly.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

*  For trivia fans, it also earned a place in the Guinness Book of World Records for Marian Seldes, who played Myra in EVERY one of its 1,793 performances.


11/21/2013     ALMOST, MAINE				Out-of-Box Theatre

****½  ( A )  


THE LAST WHIMSEY

It's Almost time to get this written. Where to begin?

Ah, Merriam-Webster's on-line dictionary:

WHIMSEY: Variant of whimsy.

Not much help there.

WHIMSY: The quality or state of being whimsical.

Now we're getting somewhere.

WHIMSICAL: Full of, actuated by, or exhibiting whims.

Call me slow, but I'm detecting a pattern here.

WHIM: A capricious or eccentric and often sudden idea or turn of the mind, for example any of the vignettes in John Cariani's "Almost, Maine."

Ever since the demise of TV's "Northern Exposure,"  Whimsey as an artistic choice has fallen on hard times. It's so much cooler to be cynical, cruel, and acerbic, that the gentleness of a sincere and affectionate whim is crushed in the onslaught of 24/7 Type-A Life-Style Mindsets.

Which is a shame, because there can be something invigorating and soothing and even surprising about first-class Whimsey (I choose the variant spelling simply on a whim).

Consider the following:

A man and woman ("of a certain age"), shy and tongue-tied, sit silently on a bench in the dead of a Maine Winter night. It's Northern Lights season, and there is Magical Whimsey in the air. As they move closer together, the more philosophical of the two ponders the paradox of closeness -- because we live on a sphere, the closer we get to one another, the farther apart we also are. The farthest apart we can be is when we're clinging to each other -- after all, the entire circumference of the earth is now between us. Not wanting to be far, the woman walks away, so she can be closer. The play's running gag is a return to the philosophical man, sitting alone with his snowball, waiting for her return.

A woman has had her heart broken. She carries it in a bag with her. The heart has turned to slate and shatters more each day. She and her late husband parted on harsh terms, and she has come to Maine to ask his forgiveness. It's a well-known fact that, after three days, a dead person is carried to the afterlife on the wings of the Northern Lights. It's been three days since his death, and she wants to see him off. She has camped in the backyard of a repairman from nearby Easton Maine, who is also named Easton -- his parents got his Name-of-Birth and Place-of-Birth mixed up on the Birth Certificate. Did you know that repairmen can fix broken hearts that have turned into slate?

A couple have called it quits. She comes into his living room carrying a mountain of red laundry bags. She says she is returning all the love he gave her, and wants hers back. He gives her a single baggie-sized sack. Containing a ring.

Talking about "Almost, Maine" necessitates talking about each of the whimsical little stories, all taking place in the same night, all about residents of an "Almost" town called Almost (no one ever got the get-up-and-go to make it an actual town -- Government here is deciding to go for a brew at the local watering hole). Some of the scenes are happy, some are sad, some are surprising, all have a heaping helping of Maine Whimsey, that magical quality that makes fortune cookies profound, love-at-first-sight healing, misspelled tattoos prophetic, best friends declare love, and missing boots fall from the sky. Everyone is lost in Romance, either falling in love, being in love, finding love, losing love, or rediscovering love. 

Unlike the 2007 Horizon Theatre production, which had four chameleon-actors playing the nineteen characters, here director Julie Taliaferro has chosen to populate Almost with almost nineteen actors, each almost perfectly creating a tiny gem of a character, verbose or taciturn, angry or calm, shy or outgoing -- it is a good choice that adds a wider dimension to the town -- not the "everyman" aura which worked so well before, but an "each-and-every-human" aura that works equally well here.  This is an ensemble from which I can pull no highlights, no missed opportunities.  It'll be difficult to cite each performance without recapping each story, so let me just say that the character of Almost, Maine was brilliantly played by a finely tuned JamesConnor-LindaPlace-LeighAnnCampbell-MatthewYoung-JohnStanier-EmilyTyrybon-AmyLucas-HeatherYager-DavinGrindstaff-CandaceMabry-AndrewHibbs-JeffreyBigger-JohnStanier-JerryJobe-JulieResh-JesseKulpers-AllanDodson-LeeannaLamber-RClayJohnson ensemble.

Scenic Designer has transformed the miniscule Out-of-Box stage into a tiny corner of snowy heaven, and Jonathan Liles has created a lyrically whimsical lightscape that includes projections, moonlight, and a marvelous aurora effect.  John Mistretta has added a series of guitar compositions that bridge the scenes, setting the mood, and infusing the who thing with that long-desired air of whimsicality.

This is a marvelously affecting, visually poetic, humorously touching snowflake of a show.  I loved it six years ago at the Horizon, and I love it here.  Iit all works gloriously!

I'm afraid we have lost the ability to appreciate True Whimsey. In 2007, the AJC griped that this was "almost a play," with whimsey substituting for depth. To my mind, though, it revealed something deep about these people, something vulnerable and human and appealing. Yes, the vignettes are short, we only see a snapshot of each character. But don't even snapshots reveal hidden depths of their subjects? The kids mugging for the camera, the old married couple lost in comfortable silence, the teenagers looking at each other instead of the camera -- the depths are there to find. Simply because Whimsey has the durability and strength of a puff of dry snow, does not make it any less profound. 

To my mind, True Whimsey can be as theatrically meaningful and profound as the most esoteric masterpiece from the Great Playwrights of Western Civilization. It is a Poetry of the Imagination. It is the heart and soul of what it means to be human. It is becoming a lost art. And, in this techno-spectacle age, this play may very well be the Last Whimsey. I will mourn.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


11/22/2013      PARADE                                                 Act 3 Productions

***½  ( B )  


ALL THE WASTED TIME

Just to get my biases out of the way up front, "Parade" is one of my favorite shows of the last two decades, and any new production, in my eyes has a high bar to top.  That being said, the Act 3 Production has moments of power, even glory, a cast that knocks every role out of the ballpark, a set that displays a mountain of cleverness and hard work, and, of course, a book and score that makes its subject immediate and compelling.

I'm afraid, though, that I found some of the choices made by the directors to be less than compelling, resulting in a lot of time wasted on "clever" set-ups that actually (almost) undermined the entire show. 

With a book by Atlanta's Alfred Uhry and music and lyrics by Jason Robert Brown, "Parade" is the hometown tale of the infamous 1913-14 murder trial of Leo Frank. Mostly sung-though, it establishes a post-Civil War ethos of depression and bigotry, an Atlanta where outsiders are not welcome and insiders still bear the brunt of faded (even imagined) glory. When poor Mary Phagan loses her life in a hideous and heinous crime, is it any wonder that the closest "outsider" to the case is made the scapegoat, convicted on bias and lies rather than actual evidence?

But the trial and conviction is only half the story. In Act II, a few men of integrity begin to question the (lack of) evidence, and Leo Frank is granted a new lease on justice. That comes to a crashing end, when misguided men and women (supposedly with as much integrity), spurred on by political and religious demagogues, steal Frank from his jail cell and spirit him off to Marietta, where he is lynched in the shadow of what will one day be the "Big Chicken."

To this day, there are many people fiercely protective of their families' honor, fiercely convinced that Leo Frank was indeed guilty and was justly executed. Former governor Roy Barnes himself has a familial connection to the executioners, and spent years researching the incident before becoming convinced of Frank's innocence. In fact, it took until 1986 for the Georgia Pardons and Paroles to posthumously pardon Leo Frank, and that was because the lynching deprived him of the right to appeal, not because of the mountain of evidence exonerating him.

"Parade" was literally the last show I saw in New York before moving to Marietta. Produced at Lincoln Center and directed by Harold Prince, it was a big and elaborate production, which moved me completely (and caused more than a few second thoughts about moving south). My wife, on the other hand, found it cold and uninvolving. Still, I liked it enough to see the touring company that came through the Fox Theatre a year later, and it remains one of my favorite Musical CD's (and, in fact, Jason Robert Brown has become one of my favorite theatre composers).  About four years ago, Rob Hardie mounted an excellent production at the late and unlamented Blackwell Playhouse, and many from that production are also involved here.

Let me say at this point that the greatest strength of this production is its cast.  Chris Davis and Lisa Hatt are almost perfect as Leo and Lucille Frank, Mr. Davis "nailing" that "fish out of water" demeanor that alienated everyone Leo Frank met, Ms. Hatt beautifully embodying the "southern spouse" sense of duty that gradually becomes true love.  Both have singing voices that fill the small venue without overwhelming, elegantly conquering Mr. Brown's complex score.  They were supported by a large ensemble who combined sharp characterization with a well-blended choral sound.

Which brings me to my first quibble.  There is a character named "Fiddlin' John," a scruffy semi-street person who weaves in and out of the story. often breaking the fourth wall to comment.  It's a small role that's often doubled with others.  Here the character showed up, looking scruffy and streetwise, but without a fiddle.  Later, this same character was revealed to be demagogue Tom Watson -- it was as if the directors conceived as the two characters as the same -- an idea that just doesn't hold enough water to really work.  I can understand one actor doubling the two parts, but making them the same character adds confusion to the story, and creates a "Tom Watson" bearing absolutely no resemblance to his historical antecedent.  

More distracting though were two design choices that LOOKED good, obviously represented hours of work, but actually distracted from the show and undermined some of the plot.  First was the swing.  At one point during Mary's funeral is the line "She liked riding swings," so it's not an out-of-left-field choice, and its pre-show use nicely highlighted Mary's youth and innocence.  But to use it in place of the streetcar scene not only kills the we're-all-going-downtown-for-the-parade excitement Confederate Memorial Day has on the young characters, it also makes Frankie Epps later testimony actually plausible.  During his testimony, he adds some hearsay embellishment to make Leo Frank look more sinister -- and we see that because we actually saw the streetcar ride he's talking about.  But, now that that scene is staged around Mary's swing, Frankie could very well be telling the truth.

Another design gimmick was a wall that pulled out of the main pencil factory to back-up Leo's one office scene.  This was obviously carefully designed and built -- it had to pull out smoothly and have its translucent windows line up perfectly with the Pencil Factory windows.  But it forced Leo to be crowded on the lip of the stage with no desk, his ledger on his lap, making a two-person scene seem positively over-crowded.  Since most of the play is performed with suggested scenery and furnishings, the choice to do such a detailed ill-advised backdrop here is , well, puzzling.

There was another sequence that came across as a misinterpretation of place that I was willing to "write off" as the result of the inability of the venue's lights to use gobos.  As written, there is a climactic scene that takes place in Leo's cell in the farm prison to which he is ultimately sent.  Lucille brings a picnic, and through the course of "All the Wasted Time" (one of my favorite songs from the show), their imaginations take away the bars and lets them wallow in the idyll of their new-found love.  Here, though, I learned the directors thought the scene was actually set outside, in the open.  Not only does this not make sense dramaturgically, it makes the characters' flight of imagination less moving.  

Okay, I suspect my quibbles here will only be noticed by those who are as familiar with the show as I, (or who have the smallest awareness of what prison-farm life was like), and, although they lessened my enjoyment of the show, they didn't overwhelm it.  While I was shaking my head at the wisdom of the sliding wall, I was positively doing cartwheels over its clever construction.  While I was sighing over the "missed opportunity" of the vanishing cell bars during "All the Wasted Time," I was absolutely spellbound by raw emotion of the music and the singers (and I didn't imagine it was actually set outside -- it was only when I whined about the lighting that I learned they thought it was supposed to set outside.

In the final analysis, this is a very good production of an outstandingly moving piece of musical theatre, a slice of local history that will continue to haunt us even when those who debate the facts have fallen by the wayside (if ever they fall by the wayside).  I welcome every chance to see it, and am glad to see that it doesn't lose its power, even when choices are made that I find unusual or less-than optimal.

This is a show that is never a waste of time, either in the production, or in the experiencing.

    -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Afternote: This is a score that is not above ironic subtleties. Take note of the melody of Leo Frank's final Hebrew prayer -- it's the same as the opening anthem to the glory of the antebellum south, "The Old Red Hills of Home." It seems that at a basic musical leitmotif level, even outsiders are the same us "us."

Addendum:  I recently heard from co-director Michelle Peck Davis to correct a couple of my misconceptions:  The first is my "Fiddlin' John" complaint -- the version licensed by MTI now is a "streamlined" version that eliminates the character and two of his songs -- this is the only version authors Alfred Uhry and Jason Robert Brown will approve,  The other is the cell scene that surrounds "All the Wasted Time"  -- the directors did NOT believe the scene was outside, and any "blame" along these lines rests solely with Lighting Designer {Name Deleted Because He'd Hurt Me}.  I apologize to directors Michelle and Chris for the errors in fact, and I truly look forward to their future work.




11/26/2013      From the Bookshelf:  "An Uncommon Language" by Evan Guilford-Blake

HEAD CASE

About four years ago, I reviewed a play written by local playwright Evan Guilford-Blake based on Edward Hopper's iconic "Nighthawks" painting.  I thought then (and think still) that Mr. Guilford-Blake successfully captured the essence of a single work of art without writing specifically ABOUT art.  Now, in anticipation of next week's Dramatist's Guild reading, here are some thoughts on "An Uncommon Language," a play in which Mr. Guilford-Blake specifically addresses art, craft, talent, skill, and criticism, all in the context of  a period "potboiler" plot.

It is England, 1906, spring and autumn months mingling freely with the ease of a flashback.  John Batiste is an earnestly young (24), earnestly talented sculptor, with a weakness he would prefer remain secret -- an inability to sculpt heads.  On the other hand, his lover, Héloise Lacasse, is an older (33) French woman with a tyro talent for sculpting heads that scream life from the depths of clay or plaster.  In a devil's agreement, she finishes the heads of John's statues, and promises to keep his secret.

A few months later, Héloise's (supposed) eccentricities have landed her in a mental asylum, while John's reputation has soared.

Very loosely based on the situation of Auguste Rodin's lover, Camille Claudel, "An Uncommon Language," is not a tragedy of a talented woman being oppressed by a less-talented man (though that happens), nor is it an exposé of a less-than-modern mental health system (though it has that aspect), nor is it a culturally smug "neener-neener" aimed at the chauvinism of the 1906 British Art Establishment (nope -- only a little of that in evidence -- more on this point later). It is, at root, the tragedy of a woman who is cut off from her creative life.  Héloise's tragedy is not that she's unjustly locked away -- it's that she is prevented from shaping a face from clay. 

With Héloise, Mr. Guilford-Blake has created a vibrant character who comes to life, molding herself in your consciousness.  Our first sight of her is as a wisp of a patient, monosyllabic, basking in the asylum sunshine, barely able to make contact with her best friend.  Faster than you can say "How could this happen," we're back in John's studio, where John and Heloise bicker and flirt and plan, and, above all, talk about art.  It is rapidly apparent that the two are (more or less) suited for each other.  Though he is a proud product of his time ("I, my dear, am English sculpture’s destiny, its enfant terrible, its young titan. And everyone else knows it."), he nevertheless possesses enough charm that we understand his appeal to Héloise, her willingness to do whatever it takes to help him succeed.  It's easy from our smug and lofty position a hundred years hence to judge him as a villain, a man only out for his own interests.   But, because he doesn't really understand Héloise eccentricities, he is honestly afraid for safety and believes the asylum is the best place for her.

Another character I really like is that of Glynn Rausch, the not-as-pompous-as-we-expect art critic.  Remember when I said there's little in the way of condemnation of the British Art Establishment?  Sure, characters talk about it occasionally, but the only real representation we get of it is Mr. Rausch, who sees through the facade of the heads, and truly appreciates Héloise for her very real ability (and passion).  This is really a character "not of his time," but one, who, like Héloise, is totally immersed in the art, and all the other banal details of life and politics is just so much grist for the artistic mill or distraction to be ignored.

Fortunately, you all have a chance to see a staged reading of this play next Friday at Fabrefaction, and I strongly urge you to attend.  (I'll probably amend this piece after seeing it) This is a superbly-written play that goes to the heart of what it means to be an artist, that shows us the tragic consequence of separating an true artist from her outlet.  It is filled with lyrical dialogue and humorous incident, compelling characterizations and tragic circumstance.

Hoping it's not a spoiler, let me close with one of my favorite lines:

Héloise :   (At the top of her voice)  You see me.  (SHE closes her eyes.)  (Softly)  I will float, glide as a grand-wingéd swan, and the moonlight will follow my fall.
	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


Link to Download a .pdf of a sample from this script:
http://www.guilford-blake.com/evan/Samples/AnUncommonLanguage.pdf


Promotion for Next Friday's Reading:  
Héloise Lacasse, at 33 an untrained but gifted sculptor, chooses to subjugate her own prowess for the benefit of her 24-year old lover, the self-described enfant terrible John Batiste, by secretly crafting the heads for his celebrated pieces of statuary. Inspired by the controversy surrounding Camille Claudel's contributions to the work of Rodin, this is a play about the repression of women and the nature of madness. Winner of four playwriting competitions, including the Richmond (VA) Firehouse Theatre’s New American Play contest and Ireland’s Eamon Keane award.
The reading, which is sponsored by the Dramatists Guild, will take place at Fabrefaction Theatre, 999 Brady Avenue NW, Atlanta, on Friday, Dec. 6. It will begin promptly at 9:00, and must end promptly at 10:30 per DG rules.




12/8/2013      	THE GAME'S AFOOT, OR, HOLMES FOR THE HOLIDAYS   
		Stage Door Players                                                 

****½  ( A )  


FARCE?  ELEMENTARY, MY DEAR READERS

Ken Ludwig has become one of the most-staged writers of farce working in contemporary theatre.  We have seen recent productions of his "Moon Over Buffalo," "The Fox on the Fairway," and countless mountings of "Lend me a Tenor."  There have even been a few productions of his lesser-known 1983 whodunit farce, "Post-Mortem."  In 2012, he re-worked the piece, moving the action to a mid-depression Christmas, and called it "The Games Afoot, or, Holmes for the Holidays."  Stage Door Players has pulled out all its tools-of-farce, and the result is a marvelous mash-up of comedy and mystery that satisfies on both levels.

It's 1936, and playwright/actor William Gillette is acting in the final performance of his classic stage adaption of "Sherlock Holmes."  We see the final scene of the play and the curtain call.  Then it happens!  A shot rings out and Mr. Gillette is injured.  Who could possibly want to kill him, great writer, actor and man that he is?

To find out, he invites his friends and co-workers to his palatial Connecticut estate for a holiday weekend, filled with good friends, good food, and murder.  Is the culprit his Moriarty, Felix Geisel, a hound-dog currently feeling the wrath of his put-upon spouse Madge?  Could it be the blonde ingénue Aggie Wheeler, recently widowed and wealthy, or her current conquest, Simon Bright, a not-so-bright actor?  And what about the uninvited guest, acid-tongued critic Daria Chase, whose penchant for back-stabbery bitchery may come home to roost?   And isn't police inspector Goring a bit too suspiciously eccentric and, um, female?  Not even Gillette's dotty mother Martha is above suspicion.

Before Act One has passed, we have a clumsily conceived séance, revelations of infidelity and too-close-for-comfort coupling, attempts at blackmail, a fake killing, and a laugh-out-loud beautifully staged real killing.  In Act Two, an Inspector Calls amid a paralyzing snow storm, attempts at body-concealment go beautifully awry, and suspicious deeds fly faster than the witty bon mots that seem to pass for conversation.

Okay, let's overlook the fact that in 1936, the real William Gillette was in his eighties, and there seems to be nothing on the internet to suggest he was ever shot during a curtain call.  What we do learn is that he really did have a palatial estate such as described in the script, which still exists and is a bit of a tourist trap museum.  We also learn that the real William Gillette was an ego-driven, bombastic man of larger-than-life self-esteem, much as we see here.

And therein lies the source of much of the comedy in this play -- he fancies himself a real Sherlock Holmes (and even dons the traditional deerstalker cap as he stumbles closer to the truth), but he is less intellect than ego.  His attempts to draw out the villain (villains?) are downright laughable, and the only thing that makes him shine is that the villain (villains?) may be even dimmer than he.

It doesn't hurt that Set Designer Chuck Welcome has squeezed an elegant set onto the Stage Door stage that suggests it's only the smallest part of a massive mansion, including a nicely low-tech revolving bar unit that doesn't always work the way it's supposed to.  It doesn't hurt that Costume Designer Jane Kroessig has clad her cast in the most elegant of 1930's gowns and tuxes and tweeds (not to mention the glimpse into Holmsian Victoriana that is the opening sequence).

But what really makes this production soar is the tight and cracker-jack direction by Robert Egizio, and the off-the-hansom ensemble work AND individual character work by this cast.  Bryan Brendle is marvelously over-the-top as Gillette, chewing the scenery into splinters and spitting it back out in a barrage of dialogue.  Jackie Prucha plays the dotty-old-lady card beautifully as Martha, and Holly Stevenson plays the eccentric-inspector card even better.  Cara Mantella as all angles and guile as party-crashing Delia, and the other suspects are revealed through sharply delineated performances by Jacob York (Felix), Jenny Holden (Aggie), Amanda Cucher (Madge), and John Markowski (Simon).

Did all the changes make the play better?  To be honest, I've never seen "Post-Mortem" nor read it, but I've had people whose judgment I trust both damn it as the worst thing ever written and praise it is a shallow, but fun excursion into the world of theatre eccentrics.  I understand both the set-up and resolution are different here (different killer, different initial deed), and, of course, the 1930's milieu stretches the already farce-stressed connection to reality paper-thin, but I love the whole Howard-Hawks driven thirties look and sound.

But, antecedents aside, this version of the whodunit plot is tight and it works beautifully.  The resolution is surprising, but logical, the set-ups pay off nicely, the red herrings keep the speculator running at full power, and even the most villainous characters have something to like about them.  And, just as a bonus, there's enough Sherlockiana sprinkled throughout to, at least, keep this casual Holmsian happy.

And it includes the juiciest, most laugh-out-loud murder that I have seen in quite some time.

And, that my friends, is a theatrical gift worth savoring even as you prolong the unwrapping. 
	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)








12/13/2013      A CHRISTMAS CAROL				Alliance Theatre

****½  ( A )  


A FAREWELL TO SCROOGE

 “Marley was dead: to begin with.  There is no doubt whatever about that.”

I’ve been reviewing multiple “Carols” for years now, and, as usual, I’m a real glutton for more, though, this year there will be many fewer, as I am personally involved with enough holiday shows that I am unable to schedule anything not-my-show for a mere wallow in Christmas Play-time.  I didn’t warm to the Alliance’s over-the-top, multi-ethnic version at first, but now, I look forward to it every year.  I still really like this show.  It is a marvellously engaging and clever production, a testament to both the Alliance Stagecraft and ensemble work, and I thoroughly recommend it.  This year marks Chris Kayser's (allegedly) final season as Scrooge, so perhaps a little more effort than usual should go into my annual cut-and-paste job of my traditional parody.

Nahhh.  It's "A Christmas Carol."  It's pretty much the same as last year and the year before that.  It's still spectacular after all these years, and I'm not at all tired of seeing it.  Granted, Mr. Kayser's Scrooge is a thing of beauty and a joy to behold, and, I daresay, whoever steps into the role next year has some awfully big slippers to fill.  

But, it is, now and forever, an ensemble piece, and the real stars of the show are Mr. Dickens, director Rosemary Newcott, the marvellous ensemble, and, especially, the Alliance backstage crew and technological whiz-bangery.

So, once more, Merry Christmas, and away we go ...

 (With apologies to Mr. Dickens, Clement Clarke Moore, and anyone with a taste for poetry.)

‘Twas the month before Christmas, and on every stage,
“A Christmas Carol” played, it’s still all the rage!
A thousand-one Cratchits, four-thousand-four ghosts
Help Scrooge thaw his heart, help Fred make his toasts.

I may be soon writing of other forays,
Th’Alliance’s effort’s the subject these days.
It’s my tenth year seeing this marvellous play,
It’s my eighth year keeping my quibbling at bay.

Chris Kayser’s old miser’s a pleasure to see –
His road to redemption’s realistic for me.
I liked all the Cratchits, they could do no wrong.
I liked the extravagant staging and song.

Like last year the Ghost of Christmases Past
Is Elizabeth Berkes, most wonderf’lly cast!
Andrew Benator’s still Marley, most cold,
His chains and his darkness are vivid and bold.

And all of the costumes and all of the lights
Are beautif’lly rendered, are beautiful sights.
Yes, once again Rosemary Newcott succeeds
In staging this marvellous Holiday Deed.

This tale never tires, it gives me a lift.
For me it’s a welcome Victorian gift.
So, while you are wallowing in Christmassy cheer,
Catch up with this show ere the end of the year.

Before I sign off with my usual cheek,
Merry Christmas to All! May you have a safe week!

     -- Brad Rudy(BKRudy@aol.com)


12/19/2013      THE SOUND OF MUSIC			NBC Live (well, DVR'd) Broadcast

***  ( C )  


SURROUNDED BY MOUNTAINS OF TALENT

Early in December, NBC experimented with a live broadcast of Rodgers and Hammerstein's "The Sound of Music," starring popular favorite Carrie Underwood.  They were rewarded with one of the highest rated broadcasts ever, and plans are afoot to do the same with more broadcasts from the Musical-Theatre Library.

I'm certain that Ms. Underwood's presence was a contributing factor to the success of this broadcast, and truth to tell, she showed a lovely face and a pleasant singing voice.  Unfortunately, she also showed her negligible experience as an actress, a problem exacerbated by surrounding her with a supporting cast from the top ranks of the Broadway Musical Acting Pool.

Just for those of you who don't know (if indeed, such a you actually exists), This is the (based on fact) story of Maria Rainer, a novice nun who becomes the governess for the children of Captain Georg Von Trapp, an Austrian hero of the first world war.  She teaches the children the joys of music, and eventually, melts the heart of the Captain, previously frozen by an unhappy widowhood.  Eventually, Nazi Germany dominates Austria in a bloodless coup, and the Captain, a devoted Austrian nationalist, finds himself on the wrong side of history.  It all ends with an inspiring climb over the mountain into Switzerland.

Although this musical has never been a particular favorite of mine, the combination of a lively Rodgers and Hammerstein score with a gentle love story and evil Nazis prove irresistible to most audiences.  The show is often revived, and is a favorite of schools and community groups everywhere.  The 1965 movie version with Julie Andrews was one of the most successful film musicals ever (it played in one theatre near my childhood home for over 52 consecutive weeks).  It's not that I even dislike the show -- there are many moments in it I always enjoy.  It's just always been a "like it / don't love it" experience for me.

I also have to confess a keen interest in the whole concept of live (no audience) broadcast of a musical -- it brings the "it's happening now" excitement of sitting in a theatre without the nuisance of "other people" laughing and clapping at all the "cued" moments.  And sure enough, midway through the opening number, Ms. Underwood makes a slight stumble that seemed a little too surprising-to-her to have been planned.  I liked a lot of the transitions from one set to another -- it was obviously taped on a very large soundstage, and I am fairly certain the commercials were planned to coincide with the most difficult scene or costume changes.

I also like how many of the songs cut from the movie were here given fresh renditions -- most of them involving Max and Elsa, and Christian Borle and Laura Benanti sold them beautifully (as is usually expected of them).  All of the supporting cast, which included the exquisite Audra MacDonald and "Jekyll and Hyde's" Christiane Noll gave beautiful performances.  Even "True Blood's" Stephen Moyer was a credible Captain (so I was not to surprised to learn he had RSC credentials under his belt).

But, man-oh-man did they ever leave their leading lady in the dust!

Let's be honest -- Ms. Underwood is a talented singer, and has a well-deserved popularity.  But a nice face and a pop voice do not an actress make.  She had a penchant for monotone line deliveries when she wasn't over-emoting like a high school performer making sure Grandmother could tell she was "acting."  To be honest, I think directors Rob Ashford and Beth McCarthy-Miller have to bear some of the blame -- during a few of the songs (particularly those with the children), Ms. Underwood had a few "truthful" moments that showed an ability that should have transferred to the dialogue scenes.  Alas that it did not happen.

Still and all, it wasn't an awful night of television -- most of Ms. Underwood's shortcomings were obviously exaggerated by the mountains of talent that surrounded her, and the supporting cast's scenes were almost all a thing of beauty and a joy to be heard.  The sets were spectacular, the video work and compositions exceptional -- I especially loved the close-up of Mr. Moyer's face "softening" as he listened to his children singing in the background,

If this is the calibre of productions that are to come from NBC, it will not take long for them to become my favourite network.

Only next time, please cast real musical stars in the leads.  It really does make a difference.

     -- Brad Rudy(BKRudy@aol.com)


12/25/2013      FROZEN		  	                           Area Movie Theatre

****½  ( A )  


SPLINTERS OF FIRE

You may ask, so what's a review of the latest Disney animated feature doing on a theatre "Buzz" site?  Fair question!  And, if you ignore the fact that the music and lyrics were by the songwriter team behind "Avenue Q," "Book of Mormon," and the musical episode of "Scrubs,"  close your ears when Broadway stars Idina Menzel, Jonathan Groff, Josh Gad, Santino Fontana, and numerous others belt out the wonderful score, well, there's really no reason for theatre fans to care.  The trouble is, I couldn't ignore all those if-you-ignore-theses.

Very loosely based on Hans Christian Anderson's "The Snow Queen," ... okay let me stop before I go any further.  The only thing the movie has in common with Anderson's story is a journey of a young person to find her sibling and save her from a frozen fate worse than hypothermia.  Well, that, and a Prince who has more than a few secrets.  Oh, and a semi-magical sidekick with a strong connection to a childlike memory.  And let's not forget the poor companion with a heart of gold.  And that sliver of ice that can turn a heart to freeze-dried stone.  And trolls instead of gnomes.   Okay, to be honest, even with all the changes, the movie is truer to the spirit of the original story than so many other Disney efforts.  SO, let's just concede that "Frozen" is based on the "Snow Queen" like "Clueless" is based on "Emma" and "10 Things I Hate About her" is based  on "The Taming of the Shrew."

In this "adaptation," Princesses Anna and Elsa are living an idyllic life growing up in the palace of the King and Queen.  But Elsa was born with a magical curse -- when stressed, she can turn anything into ice.  After an accident that almost kills Anna, Elsa is isolated and kept from the world, leaving Anna to grow up alone and bereft.  When their parents are lost in a doomed voyage to wherever, the Princesses are brought out of seclusion and presented to the kingdom.

When Anna is betrothed to the handsome and charming Prince Hans minutes after first meeting him, Elsa goes nuclear and the Summer celebration is soon snowbound, iced-up, and heading for the cooler.  Elsa runs off and seals herself up in a castle of ice.  Leaving Hans in charge of the kingdom, Anna goes in search of her sister, helped only by a grumpy ice seller, his silent reindeer, and a magical snowman.  Toss into the plot a few major betrayals, a few magical trolls who have the secret of saving everybody, a greedy baron, and a lot of marvelous songs, and we have one of the best Disney offerings in years.

What makes this movie soar (for the discerning musical theatre geek) is the score by Bobby Lopez and Kristen Anderson-Lopez, as sung by the richly gifted voice cast.  Idina Menzel voices Elsa, and her "Girl Power" song "Let it Go" is the musical highlight of the film.  It has already been released as a single by Demi Lovato, and you can guarantee it'll be a mainstay of auditions and recitals for years to come.  "Love is an Open Door" gives us the courtship of Anna and Hans in two minutes, is an amusing introduction to both of them, and, when all the plot points are revealed, seems, well, darker in retrospect than it does in, um, frontrospect.

I also have to appreciate the feminist spin on the story, (not that the original, with its heroine Gerda, wasn't already ahead of its time).  I like how it is the Princesses who face and overcome the problem, how the Charming Prince quickly becomes not-so-charming, how the hunky ice-seller plays the "damsel in distress" role, frequently needing saving by Anna.  And, I love how the movie goes back to the original story in its resolution based on sibling affection and love.

It's ironic that my favorite musical scores of the year have been from films and TV (the other is the "Bombshell" score from TV's "Smash" with its gut-wrenching "Don't Forget Me" finale).  Of course, both these were written by Broadway veterans, so I suppose the take-away is, TV and movie fans are demanding (and getting) better musical presentations.
So, .let's just summarize that "Frozen" is splinter of fire to the heart of musical theatre geeks, providing hope that the Disney factory is entering a new phase of quality musical entertainment.

As for the nay-saying Hans Christian Anderson purists who have been griping about the liberties taken with the original story, I just hope you're happy over there in the embalming room of your icy little museum.


     -- Brad Rudy(BKRudy@aol.com)


12/29/2013      PETER PAN AND WENDY                     Synchronicity Theatre Co

***  ( B- )  


MIXED MESSAGES

Watching Synchronicity's production of "Peter Pan and Wendy" proved to be a difficult experience for me.  It was a well-done, highly energetic production, filled with flashy swordplay and well-done special effects (I especially liked how Tinker Bell was presented).  It was also apparent that the kids, who are, after all, the play's target audience, loved it and had a marvellous time.

For me, though, (and perhaps for other grown-ups), the show brings nothing new to the story, more or less hitting the plot points of J.M. Barrie's original story, as well as its prior musical adaptations (most notably the 1954 version with music by Jule Styne, Moose Charlap, Carolyn Leigh, and Comden and Green).  More to the point, I found the few songs in this version to be something less than memorable, evoking neither the period, the characters, or the "magic" of permanent childhood.  To be honest, I found myself wishing throughout that the show would magically transform to the earlier version, or even to Barrie's original non-musical version.

It didn't help that to make the show palatable to the very very young, all the "darker" aspects of the story were quickly brushed aside, and to make the show shorter, a lot of exposition and transition was given short shrift-- following the story may be difficult for the initiated.

But, when all is said and done, the play seemed so, well, unnecessary.  Nothing new was brought in, other than making Wendy almost-adult, and therefore, desperately trying to hold onto her childhood.  Although the script resolves her issues and makes growing up something to be desired, Peter Pan remains a figure of admiration, his perennial childhood somehow admirable.  While I like some ambiguity and ambivalence, this was a little too much "mixed signals," not enough "it's good to remain young as long as you also grow up."  My assumption is that this latter was the intent of the authors, but the message was lost in the rush to get to the next scene, the next song, the next swordfight.

But, when all is said and done, this is still "Peter Pan," this is still a production directed by the vastly talented Justin Anderson, with Musical Direction by the always inestimable Ann-Carol Pence.  Suzanne Stroup and Edward McCreary give us a Wendy and Peter filled with energy and not a little not-suitable-for-non-grownups longing.  They are surrounded by a young and talented ensemble who mine the script for every bit of humor and eccentricity, and then some, resorting to flashy effects, puppetry, and swordplay to move the story along.

So, when all is said and done, this show's run at the 14th Street Playhouse has ended, but it will be visiting the Marcus JCC in Dunwoody (1/9 - 1/19).  Your kids will love it.  And, I daresay, you'll like it to, if you leave all your memories of other Peter Pans safely locked up in your Childhood Memorabilia Chest.

Sometimes, it's tough being a grown-up.

     -- Brad Rudy(BKRudy@aol.com)


12/31/2013	A Dedalus-Eye look at 2013:  The Year in Review   

It’s become a tradition for me to recap the year at the end of December.  There’s another tradition that says that the theatrical season goes from July to June.  This strikes me as a needless confusion now that we live in a post-Air-Conditioner society, and, some theatres (Horizon most notably) have switched to a January to December Season.  I will refrain from judging the others, but, of course, I shall not refrain from blindly following my own tradition.  Herewith is a Dedalus-Eye View of 2013 in Atlanta Theatre.

Just like last year, I can be described as a “True Theatre Geek,” since, most of what I saw I liked.  Out of the 58 shows (and film adaptations)  I saw and reviewed, I rated most (50) as “B” or better (4-5 Stars), with an overall average score of 4.02.  Like last year, culling a “Best of” list will mean I have to relegate many deserving productions to “also-ran” status.  You could say that this makes me more of a cheerleader than a true critic, but, somehow, I think I can live with that.  For me, it’s been a very busy and very satisfying year!

This year, I was able to work on more productions than previous years, which actually limited a lot of my play-going (my total is a lot fewer than most prior years).  And, while I didn't "review" any shows I worked on, you'll notice that certain aspects of some of them wormed their way into the bias-acknowledged lists below.

This year, my favorites included “A Walk in the Woods” (Serenbe Playhouse), which brilliantly used its outdoor setting to bring us into the heart of this still-painfully-relevant cold war story.  Actors Express' "Venus in Fur" was perhaps the best amalgam of hot sexiness and intellectual brilliance, and Essential's "Mysterious Connections" gave a gut-wrenching look into how our battles with our demons can both rend and heal.  My favorite musical production was Alliance's swashbuckling "Zorro" and allow me to digress to ask when will fight choreography ever be acknowledged by the various awards groups?  Atlanta is chockfull of bedlam-making talent, and "Zorro" was a perfect example.

As to performances, well, look at the lists below.  I’m a sucker for good work by actors, and sometimes find it difficult to single any out.

As to the non-Professional scene, Act 3 Productions and CenterStage North continued their tradition of offering high-quality productions, and Next Stage Theatre unfortunately mounted its last production.  .Marietta's Theatre in the Square became the new home for Young Actors Playhouse and Marietta Players, providing programming for children, teens, and adults throughout the year -- since I worked most of these productions and I can definitely vouch for the group's no-dark-time policy,  And, as in previous years, the summertime Essential theatre Festival was a labor of love for both actors and designers, and offered some of the best plays of the year.  And, as in prior years, my insane schedule prevented me from visiting the many other non-Professional venues, though I have added a lot of them to my "Play-dar" that seeks out shows to promote.

This was a banner year for original works being produced, with thirteen scripts being judged for this year's Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwrighting Award (the winner being Topher Payne's marvelous "Angry Fags," one of the MANY productions falling in my "Did-I-Really-Have-To-Miss-That-?" column of regrets.)  I can also say that Don Goodner's original "Children's Garden Theatre" takes on the world of nursery rhymes and fairy tales continues to enthrall new generations of kids and their parents.

We are fortunate to live in an area with a rich and diverse theatre community, so, rest assured, whether your preference is for the professionals or the local Community productions (or both), there was plenty see and enjoy, and very little to be disappointed by.

This year, I again reviewed few film/video adaptations.  The best (by far) was Joss Whedon's modern take on "Much Ado About Nothing," but I also liked "Frozen" (see my new review this week) and I liked the IDEA of NBC's live telecast of "Sound of Music."  PBS' "Great Performances was barren of any theatre work this year, and I missed the Fathom Productions screening of "Private Lives" last month.  On the horizon though (1/10) is the release date for the movie version of :August: Osage County," and I started 2014 off right by watching DVD's of the Neil Patrick Harris "Company" and the final performance of "Rent," which will be my first 2014 reviews next week.
	 
As to my usual laundry list of “axes-to-grind,” I tend to review Professional and Community productions differently --  I’m more likely to rate on a curve when I’m watching non-professionals.  So, again, I’ll be making separate categories for Professional and Community productions.  That being said, even though my exposure to Non-Professional productions was limited this year, the separate categorization should not diminish the achievements on view.  

I still see no need to segregate “Actresses” from “Actors,” or “Supporting Roles” from “Leading Roles.”  If a performance moved me, it moved me, if it astounded, it astounded.  Making these distinctions levels a playing field that, in my opinion, was fairly level to begin with.  I also have to admit these are hardly the "Best" of the year, merely my favorites, and I'm not ashamed to include productions I was part of.

So, without further ado, here is the stuff that made me jump and cheer this year.  It will soon be obvious that I’d rather not limit myself to a “Top 10” or any other arbitrary cut-off count, but, this year, I will NOT try to keep smaller lists than last year.

PROFESSIONAL PRODUCTIONS

FAVORITE PLAYS

	The Tempest
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Bob
	Aurora Theatre

	Equus
	Actors Express

	Lark Eden
	Aurora Theatre

	The Book Club Play
	Horizon Theatre

	Seminar
	Actors Express

	Metamorphoses
	Georgia Shakespeare

	A Walk in the Woods
	Serenbe Playhouse

	Five Lesbians Eating a Quiche
	Weird Sisters Project

	Every Tongue Confess
	Horizon Theatre

	Emilie: La Marquise du Chatelet Defends Her Life Tonight
	Weird Sisters Project

	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	By the Way, Meet Vera Stark
	Alliance Theatre

	Warrior Class
	Alliance Theatre

	The Game's Afoot, or, Holmes for the Holidays
	Stage Door Players



 
FAVORITE MUSICALS

	The Drowsy Chaperone
	Aurora Theatre

	I Love You, You're Perfect, Now Change
	Stage Door Players

	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Harmony
	Alliance Theatre

	The Andrews Brothers
	Stage Door Players

	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre




FAVORITE MUSICAL PERFORMANCES  (In Order Seen).

	Maxim Gukhman
	Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson
	Actors Express

	Galen Crawley
	Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson
	Actors Express

	Steve Hudson
	The Drowsy Chaperone
	Aurora Theatre

	Courtney Patterson
	The Drowsy Chaperone
	Aurora Theatre

	Matthew Kacergis
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Jeanette Illidge
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Galen Crawley
	Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreammcoat
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Robert Egizio
	Once Upon a Mattress
	Stage Door Players

	Leslie Bellair
	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Maxim Gukhman
	Hair
	Serenbe Playhouse

	Lisa Manuli
	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre




FAVORITE MUSICAL ENSEMBLES 

	Ensemble
	I Love You You're Perfect
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	The Fabulous Lipitones
	Theatrical Outfit

	Ensemble
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	Hello Dolly
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ensemble
	Almost Heaven - John Denver's America
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	Harmony
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	The Andrews Brothers
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ensemble
	Peter Pan and Wendy
	Synchronicity Theatre




FAVORITE CHOREOGRAPHY / MUSICAL DIRECTION

	Sarah Turner
	Choreography
	Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson
	Actors Express

	Ann-Carol Pence
	Musical Direction
	The Drowsy Chaperone
	Aurora Theatre

	Fred Lassen
	Musical Direction
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Terry King
	Choreography  (Fights)
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Rafael Amargo
	Choreography  (Flamenco)
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	BJ Brown
	Musical Direction
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ann-Carol Pence
	Musical Direction
	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Patrick Vaccariello
	Musical Direction
	Harmony
	Alliance Theatre

	Paul A. Tate
	Musical Direction
	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre




FAVORITE DIRECTION OF A MUSICAL

	Alan Kirkpatrick
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Justin Anderson
	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Brandt Blocker
	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre




FAVORITE PERFORMANCES IN PLAYS  (In Order Seen).

	J.C. Long
	The Tempest
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	Scott DePoy
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Tess Malis Kincaid
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Kate Donadio
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Kate Buddeke
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Kristen Ariza
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Theo Harness
	Visiting Mr. Green
	Stage Door Players

	Maurice Ralston
	Bike America
	Alliance Theatre

	Chris Kayser
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Kyle Brumley
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Andrew Benator
	Seminar
	Actors Express

	Allan Edwards
	A Walk in the Woods
	Serenbe Playhouse

	Robin Bloodworth
	A Walk in the Woods
	Serenbe Playhouse

	Kelly Criss Felton
	Fortinbras
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Nancy Powell
	Mysterious Connections
	Essential Theatre

	Veronica Duerr
	Emilie: La Marquise du Châtelet Defends Her Life Tonight
	Weird Sisters Project

	Stephen Banks
	Quills
	Mixed Revues

	Jeffrey Bigger
	Quills
	Mixed Revues

	Christie Lee Fisher
	Quills
	Mixed Revues

	Veronica Duerr
	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	Adam Fristoe
	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	Rial Ellsworth
	Heart of Tuna
	Marietta Theatre Co

	Douglas Berlon
	Heart of Tuna
	Marietta Theatre Co

	Jeff McKerley
	Troilus and Cressida
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Toni Trucks
	By the Way Meet Vera Stark
	Alliance Theatre

	Courtney Patterson
	By the Way Meet Vera Stark
	Alliance Theatre







FAVORITE ENSEMBLES OF PLAYS

	Ensemble
	The Tempest
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	Ensemble
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	Bob
	Aurora Theatre

	Ensemble
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Ensemble
	Lark Eden
	Aurora Theatre

	Ensemble
	The Book Club Play
	Horizon Theatre

	Ensemble
	Dancing at Lughnasa
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	Metamorphoses
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ensemble
	Five Lesbians Eating a Quiche
	Weird Sisters Project

	Ensemble
	Mysterious Connections
	Essential Theatre

	Ensemble
	Quills
	Mixed Revues

	Ensemble
	Warrior Class
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	The Game's Afoot
	Stage Door Players




FAVORITE DIRECTION OF PLAYS

	Susan V. Booth
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Sean Daniels
	Bob
	Aurora Theatre

	David Crowe
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Melissa Foulger
	Lark Eden
	Aurora Theatre

	Tess Malis Kincaid
	Dancing at Lughnasa
	Stage Door Players

	Harrison Long
	A Walk in the Woods
	Serenbe Playhouse

	Kelly Criss Felton
	Five Lesbians Eating a Quiche
	Weird Sisters Project

	Ellen McQueen
	Mysterious Connections
	Essential Theatre

	David Crowe
	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	Eric Ting
	Warrior Class
	Alliance Theatre

	Robert Egizio
	The Game's Afoot
	Stage Door Players





COSTUMNES / LIGHTS / SETS / SOUND   (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)

	Jonathan Rollins
	Set
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Bryan Rosengrant
	Lighting
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Linda Patterson
	Costumes
	Swell Party
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Kate Conley
	Set
	Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson
	Actors Express

	Collette Pollard
	Set
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Ken Yonker
	Lighting
	Good People
	Alliance Theatre

	Michael B. Raiford
	Set
	Bob
	Aurora Theatre

	Matt Callahan
	Sound
	Bob
	Aurora Theatre

	Isabel and Mariah Curley-Clay
	Set
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Mary Parker
	Lighting
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Joseph Monaghan
	Sound
	Equus
	Actors Express

	Phil Male
	Set
	The Drowsy Chaperone
	Aurora Theatre

	Michael W. Magursky
	Lighting
	I Love You You're Perfect
	Stage Door Players

	Isabel and Mariah Curley-Clay
	Set
	The Fabulous Lipitones
	Theatrical Outfit

	Tom Piper
	Set
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Ben Ormerond
	Lighting
	Zorro
	Alliance Theatre

	Alan Yeong
	Costumes
	Hello Dolly
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Stephanie Polhemus
	Set
	Hello Dolly
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Kat Conley
	Set
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Mary Parker
	Lighting
	Ragtime
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Lizz Dorsey
	Set
	Lark Eden
	Aurora Theatre

	Mary Parker
	Lighting
	Lark Eden
	Aurora Theatre

	Isabel and Mariah Curley-Clay
	Set
	The Book Club Play
	Horizon Theatre

	Philip Male
	Set
	Seminar
	Actors Express

	Mary Parker
	Lighting
	Seminar
	Actors Express

	Chuck Welcome
	Set
	Dancing at Lughnasa
	Stage Door Players

	Lindsey Paris
	Costumes
	Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreammcoat
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Kat Conley
	Set
	Metamorphoses
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Mike Post / Liz Lee
	Lighting
	Metamorphoses
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Moriah and Isabel Curley-Clay
	Set
	Every Tongue Confess
	Horizon Theatre

	Phil Male
	Set
	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Mike Post
	Lighting
	Les Miserables
	Aurora Theatre

	Philp Male
	Set
	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	Elizabeth Rasmusson
	Costumes
	Venus in Fur
	Actors Express

	Lizz Dorsey
	Set
	The Guys
	Theatrical Outfit

	Mike Post
	Lighting
	The Guys
	Theatrical Outfit

	Jeff Croiter
	Lighting
	Harmony
	Alliance Theatre

	John Shivers and David Partiridge
	Sound
	Harmony
	Alliance Theatre

	Lee Shiver-Cerone
	Set
	Guys and Dolls
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Chuck Welcome
	Set
	The Game's Afoot
	Stage Door Players






NON-PROFESSIONAL THEATRE PRODUCTIONS

FAVORITE PLAYS

	Stray Dogs
	Essential Theatre Festival

	Bedroom Farce
	Out of Box Theatre

	Swimming With Jellyfish
	Essential Theatre Festival

	Mysterious Connections
	Essential Theatre Festival

	Almost, Maine
	Out of Box Theatre




FAVORITE MUSICALS

	Parade
	Act 3 Productions




FAVORITE PERFORMANCES (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)  (In Order Seen) 

	Stephen Banks
	Bedside Manners
	CenterStage North

	Sidney Silver
	13
	Young Actor's Playhouse

	Travis Young
	One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest
	Out of Box

	Carolyn Choe
	One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest
	Out of Box

	Alan Phelps
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Emily Tyrybon
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Davin Grindstaff
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Davin Grindstaff
	Play it Again Sam
	CenterStage North

	Chris Davis
	Parade
	Act 3 Productions

	Lisa Hatt
	Parade
	Act 3 Productions




FAVORITE ENSEMBLES  (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)  

	Ensemble
	Bedside Manners
	CenterStage North

	Ensemble
	One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest **
	Out of Box

	Ensemble
	The Strange Attractor
	Act 3 Productions

	Ensemble
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Ensemble
	Stray Dogs
	Essential Theatre

	Ensemble
	Bedroom Farce
	Out of Box

	Ensemble
	Play it Again Sam
	CenterStage North

	Ensemble
	Almost, Maine
	Out of Box



** I fully acknowledge personal bias in this selection 


FAVORITE DIRECTION / MUSICAL DIRECTION 

	Barbara Rudy **
	Director
	One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest
	Out of Box

	George Canady
	Director
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Peter Hardy
	Director
	Stray Dogs
	Essential Theatre

	Rob Roy Hardie
	Director
	The Crucible
	Next Stage Theatre Co

	Julia Taliaferro
	Director
	Almost, Maine
	Out of Box



** I fully acknowledge personal bias in this selection 

FAVORITE COSTUMES / SETS / LIGHTS / SOUND   (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)
	David Shelton
	Set
	Tokens of Affection
	CenterStage North

	Daniel Polk
	Set
	The Crucible
	Next Stage Theatre Co

	Jonathan Liles
	Lighting
	Almost, Maine
	Out of Box




So, thank you all for your marvellous work this year, and, I can’t wait to see what you have in store for me in 2014!	

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

TOTAL SHOWS SEEN AND REVIEWED (BY THEATRE):

	VENUE
	TOTAL
	Average Grade

	Alliance Theatre
	7
	4.3

	Stage Door Players
	6
	4.2

	Actors Express
	5
	3.9

	Aurora Theatre
	4
	4.3

	Video / Film Adaptations
	4
	4.1

	Georgia Ensemble Theatre
	4
	3.6

	Essential Theatre
	3
	4.3

	Out of Box Theatre
	3
	4

	New American Shakespeare Tavern
	3
	3.8

	Atlanta Lyric Theatre
	3
	3.7

	Horizon Theatre
	2
	4.5

	Weird Sisters Project
	2
	4.5

	Serenbe Playhouse
	2
	4.3

	Georgia Shakespeare
	2
	4

	Theatrical Outfit
	2
	3.8

	Act 3 Productions
	2
	3.5

	Next Stage Theatre Co
	1
	4

	Synchronicity Theatre
	1
	3

	True Colors Theatre
	1
	3

	 
	
	

	Video / Film
	4
	4.1

	 
	
	

	GRAND TOTAL
	57
	4.02



TOTAL COLUMNS WRITTEN AND/OR POSTED: 	67 

HAPPY NEW YEAR! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

