1/14/2021     MEMORIAL DAY       Theatrical Outfit’s Unexpected Play Festival / 
                                                        Working Title Playwrights
	
A DIFFERENT SORT OF DEATH

(Work in Progress Alert:  The Unexpected Play Festival features new plays from Atlanta writers given professional readings in a workshop situation.)

(Bias Alert:  Over the past weeks, I have become Zoom-friends with actor Robert Wayne, and have always viewed his work through approval-tinted glasses.)

My 2020 review file was bookended by two plays dealing with AIDS and its effects on families and care providers  (We are a Masterpiece and Love, M.)  2021 is following form, with my initial column being on Paul Donnelly’s moving Memorial Day, a look at the 1990’s height of the AIDS pandemic. 

In a Prologue-Monologue, today’s Nate brings us to the beach house in Rehoboth Beach DE where he first met his husband.  Nate has been living with AIDS since the early ‘90’s and has just lost his husband to a sudden aneurysm.  He warns us that this will not be a “meet cute” story, and, indeed, it is not.

As the prologue ends, we are swept back 30 (ish) years to a weekend-on-the-beach getaway.  The house is owned by partners George and Martin.  George has suffered a broken ankle and hobbles about on a leg cast while Martin kvetches about all the “cooking equipment” George insisted on bringing (“No one needs a cappuccino machine at the beach.”  George respectfully disagrees.)

Their guests are an old friend, Joe, who is bringing the new man in his life, the much younger Nate.  The two shared a grief counselling group, both having lost significant others to AIDS.  George and Martin ruefully anticipate a weekend of high drama, which is pretty much how Joe tackles life.

Unknown to all except George, another guest crashes the party, Terrence “Evelyn” O’Brien, an old-school Cole-Porter-singing drag queen who was an ex-lover of George.  The problem is that Evelyn died in the early days of the pandemic.  Is she a manifestation of George’s injury-clouded mind, or is she a blithe spirit on a mission?

This script is a terrific tapestry of sharp characters and incisive dialogue, of legitimate rom-com humor and devastating grief and depression, of strident rhetoric and rueful reminders of the true cost of pandemics ignored by our nation’s leaders (“You can thank everyone who voted for Ronald Reagan for the last ten years of deaths”).  There are heroes and villains, arguments and celebrations, in short, the full panoply of what it meant to be human and gay at a time when being closeted was a survival choice and homophobic parents trumped any “partner rights.”  It was a time of a “different kind of death,” the kind that remains shamefully hidden by parents more concerned about their peers’ good will than their own sons.

And it is a most moving, most compelling work that hopefully will be on its feet on a stage before too many more people have died.

There are so many motifs that Mr. Donnelly explores here – the emotional toll on caregivers who can do little more that watch friends disappear, the hard choices made by caregivers who help the suffering ease out of life (and the stern judgment of others who insist doctors “do no harm” – along with the struggle to decide if “harm” is a fast and easy death or an insistence on living in pain and indignity), the cruel randomness of who lives and who dies, the blind ignorance of bureaucratic care center managers, the sheer panic of what happens “when the condom breaks” (a singularly complex scene that is simultaneously funny, terrifying, and angry), the need for a sick young man to find someone who will be with him “at the end,” the sheer cruelty of a parent who has disowned his son but insists on taking ownership of his home (not caring that his partner of eight years is made irrelevant by death), the casual litany of lost friends (a reading of the backed-up mail includes many Chinese Restaurant menus, many Real Estate ads, and many many memorial notices).

I really appreciated the structure of the play, with Nate’s opening monologue telling us that, even though he is the sickest of the characters, he will survive to enjoy a legal marriage to his partner, and to mourn his eventual non-AIDS passing,  I would have appreciated a return to the present-day Nate to close the play, rather than the rather dry vignette of the father locked out of the beach house, which, to my eyes, fell completely flat and gave the “villain” of the piece the “last word,” as it were.  But this is a work in progress, and to be honest, I’m not sure what today’s Nate could say that would make a satisfying ending.  Maybe an ironic aside that the character in the condom-breaking scene survived only to eventually die of COVID.  

Theatrical Outfit and director David Crowe have assembled a dynamite cast who give performances that seem more on-its-feet ready-for-prime-time than dry reading.  Lee Osorio is terrific as George, displaying so many layers of emotion, so may thoughts unspoken, so many secrets gnawing away.  In contrast, Terry Guest is a joyfully flamboyant Evelyn, finding music and humor in an afterlife that is all-too imminent for the young men of the time.  Ben Thorpe is fresh-faced, almost innocent, as Nate, extraordinarily likeable, winning over the skeptical older men before they’ve even unpacked.  It’s easy to see how and why he became life-long friends with (some of) them.  Markell Williams is great as Joe and David Rossetti is an appealing Martin.  More to the point, all these actors are a textbook ensemble, finding happiness in just being together, experiencing the myriad “currents” that characterize friendships, both old and new,

And, as the father, a southern senator nicknamed “Scooter,” Robert Wayne is an unapologetic homophobe on a single-minded mission to erase his son’s “shame” from his life.  He “lost his son” once (when he came “out”) but will not brook any attempt to steal him “from the family” after death.  

The entire production used Zoom extraordinarily well, with actors’ home backdrops appropriate for beach house rooms, and wardrobes revealing style and character.  Credit needs to go to Stage Manager Courtney Greever-Fries for “wrangling” the various Zoom feeds and keeping the pace tightly edited and effective.

Since last fall, Theatrical Outfit has been blazing the trail for bringing new works to us, and I look forward with delight to the remaining shows of this Unexpected Play Series (Erin Considine’s Raising the Dead on January 21 and Sonhara Eastman’s Pearl on January 28).  These readings are free, but you need to register in advance (See link below).  The readings are proving popular (almost 200 participants in each of the first two), and I cannot recommend highly enough that you join the viewing party and the post-show discussions.

Memorial Day is a strong play, an effective look at the early nineties. Its first draft was actually written then in tribute to a friend of Mr. Donnelly.  The friend succumbed to AIDS and the play was “put in the drawer” until recently, when current events made it uncomfortably relevant.  Yes, families today are (a bit) more accepting than then, marriage laws have “declawed” most of the “Scooters” of the world, but there is still a ways to go to Make America Honest Again.

--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #MemorialDay  #UnexpectedPlayFestival  #Theatrical Outfit  #WorkingTilePlaywrighd)

https://www.theatricaloutfit.org/shows/unexpected-play-festival-2020/




1/20/2021     HER LAST EXPEDITION       Synchronicity Theatre’s Stripped Bare Project
	
BASED ON A SUPPOSEDLY UNTRUE SORY

(Bias Alert:  I have often worked with and am friends with Actor Bob Smith and have always viewed his work through approval-tinted glasses.)

“Fear not that I shall be the instrument of future mischief. My work is nearly complete. Neither yours nor any man’s death is needed to consummate the series of my being and accomplish that which must be done, but it requires my own. Do not think that I shall be slow to perform this sacrifice. I shall quit your vessel on the ice raft which brought me thither and shall seek the most northern extremity of the globe. (…)   Farewell.”

He sprang from the cabin-window as he said this, upon the ice raft which lay close to the vessel. He was soon borne away by the waves and lost in darkness and distance.

Such was the icy doom of one of literature’s most memorable monsters, the “unholy” creation of Mary Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein.

But was it the end?  And was he only the product of an opium-fueled imagination or was there a germ of truth in her tale?

Meet Margaret, explorer and dreamer, preparing (with her partner Edie) for one last expedition – the quest for the frozen remains of Frankenstein’s monster.  And meet Percy, Edie’s son, the voice of reason to their Quixotic tilt at a frozen windmill.  Such is the conceit of Daphne Mintz’s psychological thriller, Her Last Expedition, the second entry in Synchronicity’s current Stripped Bare series.  

Because this was a one-night only Zoom recording, spoilers are irrelevant.   I shall nonetheless endeavor to avoid them, as this is a crackerjack script filled with plot twists that are a joy to watch unfold.  It deserves a full post-pandemic staging, and perhaps will one day wend its way back into our theatre-going lives. To avoid said spoilers, this essay shall eschew my usual plot recap, and will instead focus on thoughts and motifs that occurred to me as I was watching last night’s video.

The elephant in the room (so to speak) is the new president’s inaugural address, highlighting our national antipathy toward respect for facts, for reality.  It was an address too recent to NOT resonate in my mind-filter of new works and ideas.  Frankenstein was, of course, a work of fiction, as has been shown ever since its composition.  And yet, Margaret and Edie have documents, maps, “original” letters not included in Ms. Shelley’s work.  Are they real or are they fabrications?  How is a contemporary “fact-checker” expected to validate or dispute their accuracy?  How are we today expected to validate or dispute the accuracy of the latest Facebook Rant or Twitter meme or “Analog News” article?

Dr. Frankenstein’s work, of course, has no scientific validity and becomes less and less credible as our body of knowledge increases.  But science, even empirical rational science, can be affected by bias, by conjecture, by leaps of logic that defy critical thinking, leaps that are sometimes validated by observation and maverick experiment.  Can we deny the validity of the creature when a new “Modern Prometheus” is discovered living and breathing among us?

Given the penchant for Margaret and Edie to live out their flights of fancy, can an argument be made that Percy does not really exist, but is a product of their shared delusions?  After all, there is that keyboard player in the up-left corner who provides the underscore to their story, to their expedition preparations.  To us, he is there and real.  Is he equally there and real to the women?  If not, how can we describe Percy as anything but an image, an avatar, a shadow floating on wall of this particularly icy cave?

Someone states early in the play that “all science fiction is based on reality.”  Is this the philosophical center of the play, or merely a contrivance to help us accept the reality of the situation, accept the possibility that maybe, just maybe Margaret’s “last expedition” is rooted in reality?

The original Frankenstein is very clear about the role of “The Monster,” about the role of the scientist who plays God.  A more ambivalent argument is made here – the “creator” is motivated not by seeking a longed-for victory over death, but by a more primal need to save a child at any cost.  And, apropos of everything, can it be truly called “Godlike” if the process is discoverable (and repeatable) through observation and experimentation? 

In any case, the homage to Frankenstein is made complete as the explorers say farewell, and head out into the arctic night to fulfill their quest, which, just may be the same quest that drove Dr. Frankenstein’s creation into his (its?) own literary ice storm.

I have to confess to finding the format of this production a bit “less than,” in that it was taped in one apparent take from the back of the house.  We are denied close-up access to the actors’ faces, to the immediate intimacy of witnessing the thoughts behind the eyes.  And this is such an intimate piece, dependent on how the three characters relate, so any real ensemble feel, so critical to a full enjoyment of the story and its cornucopia of ideas, is lost.  It has been my experience, beginning at the start of the Videotape era, that recording a production does not recreate the experience of witnessing it live.  Pixels and sound bytes can never hope to replace the validity and accuracy of flesh-and-blood faces or acoustically fine-tuned dialogue.  The irony is that a socially separate Zoom Windows approach would have given us a more compelling ensemble than taping the actors together on stage. 

That being said, Her Last Expedition was well-staged by director Pamela Turner (with some clever lighting and sound ideas filtering through the camera), and well-performed by Sharon Mathis (Margaret), Nicole Swanson (Edie), and Bob Smith (Percy).  On-Stage musician and composer Mark Swanson was spot-on, with all of his (semi-improvised) score coming at the perfect evocative moments, and all of his silences building the tension and suggesting the freezing chill that is at the heart of this piece.  Kristin Storla also did her usual excellent job of staging the fight that drives the play’s climax.

Daphne Mintz has created a powerful piece, part fantastical journey into the imagination, part homage to Mary Shelley’s seminal work, part philosophical treatise on the nature of life and death and mind.

It is a memory that will not soon be borne away by the waves and lost in darkness and distance.

--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #HerLast Expedition  #SynchronicityTheatre  #StrippedBareProject)


1/21/2021     RAISING THE DEAD       Theatrical Outfit’s Unexpected Play Festival / 
                                                               Working Title Playwrights
	
TOUCH-STARVED

(Work in Progress Alert:  The Unexpected Play Festival features new plays from Atlanta writers given professional readings in a workshop situation.)

“Mama needs a Time Out.”

Harlowe bursts onto the stage trailing attitude and “twenty years of pent-up rage.”  Her husband has been caught in (another) infidelity and is (drunkenly) passed out on the couch.  Where Harlowe has bound him up, giving her the freedom to finally leave.  Her daughter is sitting in jail, rounded up with many peaceful protestors of color.  Harlowe just wants a break.

“I’m not agoraphobic.  Something is wrong with my hands.”

Myra is the yin to Harlowe’s yang.  Meek, quiet, small, unprepossessing, she finds refuge in the solitude and isolation of pandemic quarantine, even though she seldom strayed from her home during the months before the lockdown, taking refuge from the anger and violence she believes is the dominant ethos of 2021 America.  She’s not wrong, as a wayward brick-toss has shattered her window and her sense of security and self.

“Plagues and Protestors.”

Harlowe and Myra are neighbors, friends for many many years.  Their balconies abut high above a back alley in New Orleans, a nearby bar providing a constant underscore of jazz and drunken revelry.  A reference to the January 6 capitol riots reveals that this is today, probably this very hour.  And Erin Considine’s marvelous new play, Raising the Dead, gives us an intensely dramatic, intensely revealing, intensely human journey into the hearts and souls of two women whose very sanity (if not survival) just may hinge on each other. 

The philosophy of dualism posits that yin and yang are opposites but complementary, both required (and interdependent) in the natural world.   The philosophy of Raising the Dead posits that Harlowe and Myra are opposites but complementary, both required (and interdependent) in the natural world.  

Harlowe is a quintessential diem-carpe-er, bold and brassy and LOUD, sucking the marrow out of life with larger-than-life appetites and larger-than-life capacities for joy and love.  Myra is virginal, approaching middle age, resolute in her standards but unable to reconcile those standards with the reality of, well, of human nature (or at least the nature of the humans who intersect her life).

For ninety minutes, Harlowe and Myra bond and kvetch and play and cry and plan and bicker and comfort.  Will Myra find the strength to escape her self-constructed bubble-fortress?  Will Harlowe convince her to join her on an adventure before the bastard tied up on the couch wakes and stops them?

Both women are, by their own confessions, “touch-starved,” Harlowe because of a marriage long-gone dead, Myra through her own sense of what is acceptable (even desired) and what is “gross.”  It isn’t the sex that Myra craves, it’s the contact, the touch, the comfort found in someone else’s arms.

And to be honest, this play left me with a wonderful sense of optimism, a warm feeling that if such opposites can find comfort in their friendship, how can the anger and violence of America in 2021 ever hope to survive? But then let me remind you that I have enjoyed 22 years with a spouse who is my polar opposite in almost every way imaginable, so I’m inclined to be optimistic about the death of political extremism. 

Two-character plays (and films) can be most effective at contrasting opposites, at distilling character traits to simple sound bites, at peeling layers of silent defense to expose “what lies beneath,”  They are some of my favorite works to read or to experience -- Dramas like Strindberg’s The Stronger, Bill Davis’ Mass Appeal, Lee Blessing’s A Walk in the Woods, Marsha Norman’s ‘night Mother.  Comedies like Lanford Wilson’s Talley’s Folly, Donald Coburn’s The Gin Game, Richard Alfieri’s Six Dance Lessons in Six Weeks.  Even musicals like The Last Five Years, Daddy Long Legs, or John and Jen.  All paint compelling portraits of characters and relationships (semi-sorta) uncomplicated by “other people.”  Ms. Considine’s script is a marvelously effective addition to this esteemed collection.

It helps that last night’s reading was performed by two actors at the peak of their abilities.  Mia Kristin Smith (Harlowe) and Lauren Boyd (Myra) are women I have seen (and been impressed by) in many plays before.  Here they are breathtaking, creating deeply ambivalent characters who transcend their surface differences, finding a core of commonality that unites them even as their surface traits make them unique and compelling.  I especially appreciated how Ms. Smith’s loudly proclaims, “I CAN DO GENTLE, DAMMIT!” and then less than a minute later does just that, quietly expressing her affection for Myra with a soft caress and an unexpected kiss.  Even though they are separated by Zoom windows, they give the feeling of being in the same place at the same time, creating a two-character ensemble that rivals any you care to remember.

“The women in my life haven’t let me disappear.”

In last night’s talk-back, Ms. Considine cites as (one of) her “sparks” for creating this piece, her own sense of solitude and depression, feeling as if quarantine comes with a danger of “disappearing from the lives of those I love.”  She cites her friends as those who would not let that happen, and, here, creates two women who have each other’s backs, who will be instrumental in keeping each other present and relevant, bringing each other “back from the dead,” even if that “death” is a self-imposed sanctuary from an unbearable America.  Even from my privileged male perspective, it is a compelling portrait of empowerment, of facing the unknown with courage and not a little joy.

I absolutely adored Raising the Dead, and truly hope it soon finds a home on a stage (once live theatre itself finds itself “raised from the dead”).  It is a beautiful story filled with dialogue that snaps and crackles, and characters who pop from the page and from the computer screen.  I can’t think of a more satisfying way to have spent my Thursday evening.  

--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #RaisingTheDead  #UnexpectedPlayFestival  #Theatrical Outfit  #WorkingTitlePlaywrights)

https://www.theatricaloutfit.org/shows/unexpected-play-festival-2020/


1/26/2021     IN & OF ITSELF                                          Hulu
	
I AM DOG AND WOLF

Derek DelGaudio despises labels.

Often referred to as a “magician,” he chafes at the restrictions (and misplaced expectations) that come with that label.  Sure, he excels at illusion and sleight-of-hand, but he wants his audiences to leave his shows with more than a “Wow! That was cool!” reaction.

In 2017, he created a one-man show, In & of Itself, that let him display his considerable “magic” skills while exploring ideas of identity, expectation, and self-definition.  A film of the show (directed by Frank Oz and produced by Stephen and Evelyn Colbert) is now available to watch on Hulu.  And it is a singularly jaw-dropping, moving, and brain-teasing experience that … well, that can ONLY be experienced and not described.

Which puts me in a bit of a quandary.  Sure, I can describe in great detail what he does (but not HOW he does it), I can describe in great detail moments of awe and moments that gave a deep kick to my emotional core.  But…   I cannot do it without (not only) spoiling any (perhaps all) pleasure you will get from it; (but also) I cannot do it without putting my own limiting labels on those moments, a direct violation of the premise of the piece.

So what shall we talk about for the rest of this column?

Well, there are some things I can mention, if not pass judgment upon.  Know that it begins with a story of a man and Russian Roulette that becomes a springboard for the show.  The specifics of that story and its relevance to Mr. DelGaudio (not to mention how it resonates in the structure and appearance of the show) I leave for you to discover.

An audience member (and we see audience members of more than a few performances of the piece) is “kicked out” and asked to return tomorrow.  I will leave for you to discover the why, the task assigned to “Mr./Ms. Tomorrow” and whether or not “Ms./Mr. Yesterday” shows up.

All audience members are asked to select an “I AM” statement prior to taking their seat, a statement that may (or may not) define themselves.  They can be snarky or tongue-in-cheek (I am a Unicorn, I am a Superhero), they can be utilitarian (I am a Mom, I am a Friend, I am an Accountant), they can be deeply (and philosophically) revealing (I am a Reflection, I am a Possibility, I am a Multitude, I am Everything).  How this pays off (besides giving me a title for this piece – a title I will NOT parse for you), I leave for you to discover.  And believe me, it pays off in a way that will make your jaw drop.  Or at least made MY jaw drop.  (I could be wrong, but “I am a Millionaire” looks very much like Bill Gates).

We are actually shown “behind the curtain” of various magician’s secrets, such as the requirement that it takes eight years to learn how to hold a deck of cards, and the singularly profound confession that it isn’t the deal that’s at the root of the trick (or the cheat), but the shuffle, that essentially to succeed one must know the identity of literally every card in the deck (even blindfolded) and be able to place it in the deck wherever you need it to be.  Knowing that may be a “spoiler,” but in no way does it dilute the awe you feel when he demonstrates the skill.

There are several tricks on display, including one with a gold brick that pays off over the end titles,  But the most effective (and affecting) one I won’t mention because, well, it would create an expectation that just may ruin it for you.  Just know it reduced me to tears as it did specific members of his audience(s).
  
In & of Itself is a devastatingly original play/film  It offers so many questions, the answers of which just may be irrelevant.  How are you defined by the eyes of the world?  Will your autobiography have an unreliable narrator?  Is your “true identity” that which exits in your heart or what is seen by the closest person in your life?  Am I really defined by the things you will never see?  What exactly is the time between dog and wolf?  

Is it worth a subscription to Hulu just to see this?  Once again, I leave that for you to decide.  It is, after all, only your identity.  

--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #In&ofItself   #DerekDelGaudio)

Preview of In & of Itself –

https://youtu.be/_62BeXxd_jo


Stephen Colbert’s Interview with Derek DelGaudio and Frank Oz–

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dyliEeIthpw


2/6/2021     OTHELLO       			Shakespeare Tavern Playhouse
	
JEALOUSIES

An interesting thing happened on my way to this screening of Othello, performed on the stage of the Shakespeare Tavern and brought to us in a (seemingly) continuous one-shot video.  I was sent a link to a scholarly article on Fathers and Daughters in Shakespeare (*), focusing on the "patrilinear, primogenitural, and patriarchal” nature of family life in the late 16th and early 17th centuries.  The article had a lot to say about Othello, particularly Othello’s “sin” against Brabantio -- the theft of property, to wit, Desdemona.  It was a breaking of the traditional ritualistic transition between a woman’s father and her husband.

So, when we see the opening scene with Roderigo and Iago alerting Brabantio of the “theft,” I was inclined to put a decidedly “period” spin on the conflict – Brabantio is not incensed at the miscegenation of the match, but at the sheer effrontery of this foreign, alien man making a mockery of his rites (and dues) as a father.  And the production took care to preserve that “reading,” making it clear that the conflict could only be resolved through the intercession of the Duke, the “political father,” as it were.  That the Duke was played by a woman only served to deepen the ironic contemporary “spin” on a centuries-old ethos.

Director O’Neil Delapenha has even more concepts that appeal to historical irony – a young-appearing Brabantio, a BIPOC Duke and Cassio, even an Othello who occasionally displays (slightly) effeminate mannerisms and expressions.  That these innovations ALL serve the story in unexpected ways, all make it one of the more intriguing Othello’s I have seen,

If you didn’t know, Othello is the story of gaslighting, of power, of ritual, of war, of the dark side of the “patrilinear, primogenitural, and patriarchal” family model of the era.  And, more than anything else, it is a story of jealousies -- jealousies of rivals, of wives, of friends, of husbands, of richer and lesser “snipes” who can be used “for sport and profit.”

And, in this production, it is a powerful and affecting tragedy, a finely-acted journey into the brutal result of intentional dis-information, if you’ll forgive the modern allusion.

Othello, the Moorish general of Venice,  has stolen away Desdemona from her father, Brabantio, and married her.  Before the rite can be consummated, he is called off to do battle with the invading Turks, leaving his new wife in the care of Iago, his ensign and Emilia, Iago’s wife.  Iago, though, vehemently “hates the Moor,” jealous over the advancement of a rival, or because of racism and “Moor-o-phobia,” or suspicious of Othello and Emilia, or just because … reasons.  Iago’s true motivations are merely suggested, not overtly stated, and have been the subject of more than a little scholarly (and theatrical) debate.  Iago sets in motion a plot to make Othello doubt Desdemona’s faithfulness, awakening that “green-eyed monster” of jealousy and sending events spinning to the inevitable tragic conclusion.

To put it in other words, Iago wins.  This is really his story.  The soliloquies are all his.  The plotting is all his.  And actor Sean Kelley’s victorious smile at the conclusion, despite what lies in store in Venice’s torture chambers, is all you really need to know.  He may be doomed, but he beat the hated Moor!  And, in spite of his wounds, he deserves a “victory lap!”  Mr. Kelley is by far the best Iago I’ve seen on local stages.

In other roles, Charlie Thomas is an imposing figure as Othello.  Yes, he may stumble on a word or two, he may have a (very) few fey mannerisms, but he is every inch the manly warrior, the domineering husband, the strict commander.  J.L. Reed as Cassio fades into the background a bit at the start, but as he becomes embroiled in Iago’s machinations, his true strength comes to the fore.  As Desdemona, Patty de la Garza fulfills the promise she showed in last year’s G.E.T. Family Stages season, giving us a Desdemona so young, so spirited, and far too innocent for the political minefield she is doomed to traverse.  In other roles, Tavern regular Nick Faircloth is quite engaging as Roderigo, Mary Ruth Ralston makes for a sternly affectionate (and righteously vengeful) Emilia, Chris Hecke is fine (if perhaps too young) as Brabantio, and Destiny Freeman and Kati Grace Brown play multiple roles (and genders) quite well indeed.

As to the filming, the continuous “shot” creates a wonderful “live theatre” ambience, despite weak sound for more distant actors, and manages to create more than a few wonderful visual compositions, particularly the last image of a victoriously grinning Iago triumphant in front all the bodies of {Spoiler Alert, but c’mon, we all know people die at the end of tragedies}. 

Another filmed production, All’s Well That End Well, with the same cast will be available in March, and, based on the quality of Othello, it is a broadcast to anticipate.

This is an Othello that was planned wisely, pandemic restrictions considered, and it was executed very well indeed.

--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #Othello   #ShakespeareTavern)

(*) Boose, Lynda E., “The Father and the Bride in Shakespeare,” JSTOR, MLA Library

http://scholarshipweekend.oglethorpe.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2021/01/THEATRE_Father_and_Bride_Shakespeare.pdf?fbclid=IwAR2-_L4FF9S-yxVX1p5ClKBa24S35AkiS--FONw7lNuzQO8zGx9CQ8p5wyc



2/14/2021      FIRST DATE                                                BroadwayHD
 `
WORTH A SECOND GLANCE
 
In 2018, the metro area saw two productions of the off-Broadway musical, First Date, one of which I saw countless times from the Light Booth.  I really liked both productions (all biases considered), and it rapidly became one of my favorite go-to shows to see at every opportunity.   Just in time for Valentine’s Day, BroadwayHD brings us a new London production, re-vamped for the pandemic and filled to the brim with energy and skill.

Make no mistake, this is NOT a filmed stage version, but a video, taking full advantage of video tropes and effects and giving us an extra intimate look at what is already an intimate musical.

Let me start by copying and pasting a few "background" paragraphs from my 2018 columns --

Have any of you noticed the similarity between buying a CD of a show you don't really know, and going on a blind date? 

Case in point -- when I was assigned the gig of lighting First Date: The Musical, I ordered the Original Cast CD and played it through once.  As background to a housecleaning chore.  I thought "Meh!"  Bouncy, but not memorable -- I'll listen more closely as Tech Week draws near, following in the script to match characters with songs.  In other words, due to my commitment, I was REQUIRED to give the score a second chance.  Which, of course, I failed to do before starting tech rehearsals.  I am nothing, if not foolish.

And now, I can't get those songs out of my head.  Even three years since working this show.  And you know what?  I like having them in my head.

This, if anything, is more anecdotal evidence supporting the theory that First Impressions are NEVER right, that true appreciation comes with second glances, deeper knowledge and increased familiarity. (*)

Which, of course, is the very point of First Date: The Musical.  Casey and Aaron are thirty-something New Yorkers hitting a local bar for a blind date (HE works with HER brother-in-law).  At first glance, they are totally unsuited for each other,  He is a buttoned-down cubicle drone still obsessing over the woman who {Deleted by the Spoiler Police}.  She is a wannabe-free-spirit artistic type who has left a trail of bad boy beaus in her wake.  They go through all stages of first date angst -- First Impressions, Awkward Silences, Pre-Arranged "Bailout" Calls, Missed Communications, Unintentional Hurts -- truly the full list.

And, along the way, they receive advice (and condemnation) from all the people in their imaginations (unlike the original stage version, here those roles filled by three actors with an apparently bottomless well of talent).

This is a musical that should appeal to anyone who has ever endured a blind "first date" or even a not-so-blind one.  There are so many songs and moments that strike recognizable chords, even in older folks like me.  And so many moments that are just laugh-out-loud funny.

For my part, I identify most closely with Casey's wrenching "Safer" ballad, in which we learn her spirit is NOT as free as our First Impression would have us believe.  Let's just say that there is a reason I didn't lose my -- umm, will to remain alone -- until 26 and didn't marry until 45 (Forgive me if that's TMI, but I am, after all  trying to wright an autobiographical style of writing about theatre.)

This production pulled me in right away, with a catty and appropriate “curtain speech” by Oscar Conlon-Morrey, who plays the high-stepping waiter with a heart of showtunes (among other roles).  The video then goes to a Zoom-Heavy opening number, “The One.”  Once we got into the show, it focuses on Casey (Samantha Barks, Eponine in the movie of Les Misérables) and Aaron (Simon Lipkin, original London Casts of Avenue Q and Rock of Ages), as they sit at the bar and have their date.  All the “voices in their heads” are played by an ensemble of three, Mr. Conlon-Morrey, Nick McLean, and Danielle Seers (Catherine Parr in Six).  They appear “IRL” as the restaurant’s wait staff and in fantasies as any number of characters, taking full advantage of video editing and effects, going through a drag-queen’s cache of wigs and costumes.  All sing beautifully, all give razor-sharp characterizations, all transcend gender and ethnicity to create a full range of imaginative “voices.”

Specifically set in a mid-COVID world, there are only a few nods to the pandemic --  masks and shields in the opening number, empty tables in the restaurant, a gag with hand sanitizer that truly works, and the elimination of that final kiss.

“What?” you ask.  How can First Date end without a kiss?  I have to admit, it ends beautifully.  The final scene harkens back to a lyric in “First Impressions” that brings the story to a most satisfying (if kiss-free) conclusion.

There are many marvelous moments that could only be accomplished on video – the aforementioned instant costume changes (including a quick cut change in the middle of the waiter’s “I’d Order Love”), a final scene on the real streets of New York (which I was assuming was actually shot in London until I noticed the cars were on the American side of the street), and a full-fledged British “Interval.”  Okay, it’s only three minutes, but Mr. Conlon-Morrey spends it all looking right at the camera and making snide comments, so, you really should watch it.

As to the leads, they are well-nigh perfect.  Mr. Lipkin comes across as a clone of Daniel Levy, and he makes it work for him.  Ms. Barks is drop-dead gorgeous with a voice that soars and thrills (her “Safer” is breathtaking and sucker-punch-to-the-gut effective.  More to the point, their chemistry works – yes, the characters are polar opposites, but the actors share a warmth and connection that makes the odd-couple pairing credible, smiling and honestly laughing as they discover new things about each other, finding true delight in each other’s company.  

They are charming and flawed, and they capture the attention quickly, not letting it go until the final credits.  Their charm is the lubricant that helps us accept their flaws, and their flaws are the "meat" that humanizes them.  Yes, Aaron's thoughts can be annoying at times, especially when he actually listens to his best friend, Gabe, who is a chronic womanizer and "prick."  And Casey's can be just as annoying, especially when she tries to distance herself from her yenta of a sister, Lauren.  But, when they connect at a basic level, it is a satisfying counter-argument to the entire "Romantic Compatibility" dating mindset.  I'm reminded of the old adage, "When two business partners agree on everything, one of them is unnecessary," which I could easily paraphrase, "When two romantic partners are perfectly compatible, it's the same as being alone."

To put it simply, First Date is a joyful and ultimately moving show, on stage, on screen, on Zoom, anywhere you can find it!  Share it with someone you want to love!

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #BroadwayHD   #FirstDate)


First Date: The Musical
Book by Austin Winsberg
Music and Lyrics by Alan Zachary and Michael Weiner
Directed by Dean Johnson
Musical Direction by Josh Winstone

(*) As long as we're stooping to "anecdotal evidence," my most awkward "First Date" was a mostly silent dinner at a cheap pizza place with a fellow actor in a production of Oscar Wilde's An Ideal Husband.  I was mostly tongue-tied, she was mostly angry at why I brought her to such a cheap and seedy place (truth to tell, I didn't know the area and it was close to the theatre).  Worst. First. Impression. Ever.  OTOH, here it is more than 22 years later, and she still seems to be content to be my lovely and talented spouse.

It should also be noted that I was initially cool to the scores of so many shows that have rapidly become favorite favorites -- Company, The Last Five Years, Hamilton, Floyd Collins, In the Heights, The Light in the Piazza, The Wild Party (Lippa version -- I'm still cool towards the LaChiusa version). 





3/7/2021      THE CATASTROPHIST                              Theatrical Outfit / Marin Theatre Company

SHADOW LIFE
 
In (or around) 375 BC, the Greek Philosopher Plato wrote in The Republic about Socrates’ Allegory of the Cave.  In its simplest form, the allegory posits that what we see of reality is as ephemeral as shadows projected on a cave’s wall, the wall being all we are permitted to see.  The “true” reality is the basic “form” that creates the shadow.  This is why we recognize every chair as a chair, even if we have never seen that specific chair, why we recognize a threat in every mysterious night-time sound, why we ascribe to lunatic conspiracy theories despite reason and evidence, why we ascribe the allegory (and The Republic) to Plato despite the entire book being the teachings of Socrates.

In essence, we live in a shadow world and can only make sense of it because of patterns (forms) our brain (eventually) grows to recognize.

In 2013, the Weird Sisters Project performed Lauren Gunderson’s play, Emilie: La Marquise du Chatelet Defends Her Life Tonight, in which we see a woman on a mostly bare stage, in theatrical limbo, as she tells us of her life and works.  It is a shadow of the real woman, a shadow life created in the writer’s creative cauldron, giving us an image of a woman of science, (semi) forgotten by history, worthy of respect and study and (especially) remembrance.

And now, our digital “cave wall” brings us the shadow of another scientist in another play by Ms. Gunderson, another series of images and words dancing in the light of her creative imagination, another “shadow life” that represents a real person.  Person is Form is Shadow is (curiously) Substance!  In this case, though, the scientist happens to be Ms. Gunderson’s husband, virologist (catastrophist) Dr. Nathan Wolfe.  And what can be more invisible, more “shadow-like” than the multitudes of viruses that make up the lion’s share of life on earth?  If viruses can even be said to be alive.

As in Emilie, we see Dr. Wolfe in limbo, isolated on a bare stage, surrounded by darkness, as if we’re in Socrates’ cave itself.  The video editor occasionally shares glimpses of stage lights or (empty) auditorium seats but keeps the focus on the man.  The man who recognizes he is a shadow, who knows he’s in a play (“It’s what happens when you marry a playwright”), who is granted the grace to actually rage at the playwright (“This is NOT your story to tell”), who recognizes the artificiality of his being here.

Dr. Wolfe tells us (is forced to tell us by his wife?) about his life and work.  As said above, he is a virologist.  He tells us what drew him to the field – the sheer magnitude of viruses that exist in and around us (“Are they alive?  I don’t care!”) , their total count “outnumbering all the stars in the universe,” and the “minitude” of our knowledge about them.  He worked on a team in Cameroon, tracking zoonotic viruses “jumping” to human hosts, and eventually leading the team that surveyed the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa.

And he proposed something called “pandemic insurance,” because loss of life is not the only cost of a viral pandemic, but loss of livelihood and loss of purpose, especially if your identity involves an art or trade totally cut off by a pandemic.  This was more than ten years before COVID.  But, unfortunately, the idea of “Pandemic Insurance” fails because of the abstract nature of “what might happen someday perhaps maybe.”  It’s like people buying flood insurance only AFTER their first experience with a hurricane.  (“I’ll be ready the next time.”)

Dr. Wolfe gives us the depressing news that, like with hurricanes, with pandemics, there will ALWAYS be a “next time.”

But The Catastrophist isn’t just a dry lecture by an expert in a field too much in the news these days. It is also a (shadow) portrait of the man, the son who (at ten years old) almost loses his father to heart disease, the husband who wryly passes on to us his wife’s “notes,” the ecstatic new Dad whose son is born soon after a devastating loss, the man who is concerned about a family gene that “causes all males to die of heart disease when they are in their forties (especially now that he is now in his forties), an Atheist of Jewish heritage, a husband, a father, a son.  And it is these human aspects, this wry self-deprecation, this “battle of wills” with wife and playwright that make this such a compelling piece.

To be blunt, I was totally enraptured by Dr. Wolfe and his life for the (far too) short running time of this play, and, because of the theatrical “Cave Wall” so similar to that of “Emilie,” totally convinced I was witnessing a man after death defending his life.  Will we witness that tragic moment when he “cashes in his genetic chips?”  The Spoiler Police (rightly) forbid me from saying.

The play was directed by Jasson Minadakis, former Artistic Director of Actor’s Express and current AD of the Marin Theatre Company near San Francisco, where the production was taped under strict COVID protocols.  It stars William DeMeritt who delivers a masterful performance, emotionally wide ranging, scientifically compelling, and brutally honest.  He is not afraid to show pique, even anger and outrage at the nil-researched press blaming his team for “mis-handling the Ebola outbreak.”  He is visibly uncomfortable at some of the things his wife is “forcing him to say,” and even refusing angrily to discuss his climactic health crisis.
	
Like many of Lauren Gunderson’s masterpieces, this concludes with an emotionally wrenching visual flourish – yes, she is in her own play with her children – that ties together many of the emotional and thematic threads she created.  It especially evokes that old Platonic (Socratic?) analogy – is there anything more “allegory of the cave”-esque than home movies or filmed plays?  Even staged plays often evoke the cave, putting us in the dark and focusing our attention on the shadows on stage.

The Catastrophist is a vivid and compelling monologue, a video that uses the camera well, featuring an actor who knows how to work a camera, an audience, a playwright.  The play may be about Dr. Nathan Wolfe, but the real star is Lauren Gunderson, who here (as always) creates dialogue that remains lyrically memorable even as it reflects character and specific speech patterns.  More to the point, she creates a loving portrait of her husband without idealizing him, without inflicting undue praise or uncritical white-washing.

It is quite simply one of the best shows you’re likely to see this year.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #toCATASTROPHIST   #LaurenGunderson)


3/10/2021     ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL       	Shakespeare Tavern Playhouse
	
SPIRIT AND HEART

I haven’t seen All’s Well That Ends Well since the Tavern’s 2003 production, and my reaction then was an honest “Meh.”  The play has some (almost) irredeemable issues, and the production itself was on the “just adequate” side of the engagement scale.  More to the point, the final scene, much of it redundant plot recap, was an over-long trial to my (even then) aging bladder.

Thankfully, the Tavern’s new video production is stream-lined to a brisk less-then-two hours, is directed with style and energy by the talented Chris Hecke and features a cast whose performances gleefully conquer the “problems” scholars assign to the original text.

Let’s start with a plot recap, because odds are this is a title most of you have never encountered, either on-stage or in a library or class.  

Helena is the humble ward of the Countess of Roussillon.  She loves Bertram, the Countess’s son, beyond all reason or hope of requitement.  He is, after all, the son of a Count while she is merely the daughter of a common (and deceased) physician.  When Bertram goes off to serve the King of France (currently suffering a usually-mortal fistula {shudder}), Helena follows in hopes of using her father’s knowledge to cure the King’s condition.  

What follows is a maelstrom of complications and adventures and betrayals and even a round of “musical beds” designed to meet Bertram’s unmeetable prerequisites to accept Helena as a wife.

The main “problem” with the play is that Helena is pursuing a callow young man with nothing to recommend him, with nary a single favorable aspect-of-character.  How are we supposed to care if she succeeds (or not hope that she fails)?  How are we supposed to ever accept Bertram is a worthy “object of affection” when he is totally in the thrall of his lieutenant, the ever-conniving, never-honest Parolles?

Let’s start with Kati Grace Brown’s Helena.  When we first meet her, supposedly in mourning for her father, she is looking a Bertram with the hungry gaze of a puppy pondering a Beggin’ Strip™.  She is sassy and wry and intelligent, and we immediately accept not only her passion, but we start the play “on her side.”  Because at this stage, Bertram doesn’t seem so bad.  He is fine of face and virile of calf, and he willingly accepts his duty to the king.  As played by a Fabio-coifed Sean Kelly (Iago in last month’s Othello), he seems to have escaped from the cover of a paperback romance novel.  And we know from the start that Helena (more or less) grew up with him, that her affection is long-standing, and that it will brook no barrier.

By the time Bertram shows us his true off-colors, we not only hope for Helena’s success, but we nurse a residual hope for Bertram’s redemption.  Because by that time, we’ve seen Helena’s cleverness (yes, she quickly dispatches the King’s fistula and wins the right to whichever French Courtier she wants as husband).  And to be honest, we’re a little sorry to see Bertram being compelled into marriage he doesn’t want.  

Next, let’s talk about Parolles, sublimely played by O’Neil Delapenha (director of last month’s Othello).  He wins us over at the start with his whimsy and rascality, venting against virginity and encouraging the chaste Helena to lose hers ASAP.  As the play continues, that rascality smoothly segues into base cowardice and betrayal, until he is finally exposed to the disbelieving Bertram.  This is a multi-layered performance of a multi-layered character, and his part in the plot(s) is surprisingly compelling.

Now let’s talk about the direction.  In his program notes, Mr. Hecke describes how he wants to get at the “Spirit and Heart” of these characters, irrespective of how we perceive them on the surface.  Accordingly, he has cast a bearded Charlie Thomas as the Countess, who immediately wins us over with (his? her?) their devotion to both Helena and Bertram.  Conversely, the lovely and talented Destiny Freeman portrays the very male LeFeau with manly demeanor and attitude.  J.L. Reed, Mary Ruth Ralston, and Patty de la Garza fill many roles, male and female, and, as with Mr. Thomas and Ms. Freeman, get quickly to the spirit and heart of each.  And ALL are directed to go “over the top” to find the extremes in each scene, to go boldly bigger than any cast has gone before.  And it works.  Rapturously, sublimely so.  I found especially giggly every moment when the King (an as-expected hilarious Nick Faircloth) has an entrance, always accompanied by an anachronistic movie theme (including Superman, 2001, and New York New York).  

Finally let’s talk about that final scene.  Stripped of its redundant plot recap, it is a very contemporary-feeling #MeToo moment, as Bertram faces the king and the woman he wooed and wronged; only to hear him say it, she was a strumpet of long (dis)repute, bought and paid for.  Of course we know that she is chaste and honest, and Bertram is a lying cad.  (I’ll let you discover for yourself the “musical beds” episode that sets up this scene, because it is an honest joy to discover).

But the truth will eventually out, all is revealed, and Bertram accepts Helena as his wife (No Spoiler – the title of the play tells you this has to happen).  But is he happy about it?  Well, he has known Helena most of his life and only objected to her because of her “lowly status,” which has changed.  Now he sees how cleverly she duped him, how worthy of respect she has become, and how she is actually carrying his child.  Although Mr. Kelly keeps his demeanor ambivalent here, I’m inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt, that even if he isn’t over-the-moon ecstatic now, he (maybe) eventually will be -- once the reality of life with Helena takes root.

This is perhaps the perfect way to become acquainted with this play.  It is energetic and funny, the cross-gender casting adds enough wit to keep us amused, the plot is clear and easy to follow, and the characters, even with their blind passions and obsessions, are relatable and compelling.

Most to the point, the production captures the Spirit of the piece with enough Heart to overcome all the dry scholarly objections to the play’s “problems.”

  --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #AllsWellThatEndsWell   #ShakespeareTavern)




3/15/2021      WILDE SALOMÉ / SALOMÉ                                    Amazon Prime / BroadwayHD

LOOKING FOR OSCAR                                    
 
In 1996, Al Pacino gave us Looking for Richard, a documentary about his quest to make a movie of Shakespeare’s Richard III.  It included “Behind the Scenes” moments of his first directing-a-movie-gig as well as snippets of what would have been the final product.  It was enthralling and proved to be one of my favorite movies of that year.

Fifteen years later, he created Wilde Salomé, a similar effort to document his staging of Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, and two years later, released Salomé, the actual film of the production.  Salomé alone is currently available on BroadwayHD, and both films are available as a moderately-priced Amazon Prime double feature.  Although I can heartily recommend Salomé as a stand-alone piece (particularly because of the outstanding performance of a pre-fame Jessica Chastain in the title role), it takes on much more resonance and impact when experienced after watching the documentary.

The documentary gives us a remarkable look into the process of the ambitious goal of staging a play, making a movie, and filming a documentary all at the same time and all in a very limited time span.  It is also a deep dive into the life and career of Oscar Wilde and a (sometimes unflattering) portrait of Pacino, the actor and artist, including compelling scenes of how the director and the actor are unable to reconcile the often conflicting demands of “getting in the moment” within the tight confines of a shooting schedule.  (The staging at L.A.’s Wadsworth Theatre was spear-headed by director/actor Estelle Parsons so Pacino could focus on his acting and his movie, but it is apparent he has “Veto Power” over her choices.) 

Within the documentary, Pacino offers glimpses of the desert, of the characters as they may have looked, at stock images of Masada and the ruins of Herod’s palace, all to “set the stage” for the play itself.  He also includes commentary on the play and on Wilde from the likes of Tom Stoppard, Gore Vidal, Tony Kushner, Wilde’s grandson, and Bono, who all agree on the reason Bosie treated Wilde in such a despicable manner – “He was a shit!”

Pacino became obsessed with the play after seeing an avant-garde production, particularly the way it reflected Wilde’s obsessions and passions.  He decided to stage it as a modern-dress reading, although it is very obvious all the actors are “off book” and fully in the moment.  The staging itself is static (Salomé’s climactic dance excepted) as is common for staged readings.  This is no doubt what created much dissatisfaction from the opening night audience and critics, who were expecting a fully-staged production.

Just to recap the plot for those unfamiliar with Wilde’s play, Salomé is the stepdaughter of Herod, Tetrarch of Judea, who married his brother’s widow Herodias.  Currently imprisoned in a cistern on the palace terrace is the prophet Jokanaan (John the Baptist), madly ranting condemnation of “Herodias’ sin” in marrying her husband’s brother.  On the evening of Herod’s birthday, a party is in progress with guests from Rome and from the Temple, and the moonlight on the terrace is a welcome haven for Salomé from her stepfather’s lascivious attentions.  But she overhears Jokanaan’s rants and becomes obsessed with him.  The prophet scorns her attention even as she expresses her fervent desire to “kiss him on the mouth.”

When the dinner party (as a whole) moves onto the terrace, Salomé remains aloof and silent.  Herod implores her to dance for him, promising anything he has to give “Up to half my kingdom.”  She finally concedes and performs a seductive dance that has all entranced.  That the moon (and stage lighting) turns blood red for this moment only underscores its passion.  When she has finished, she asks for Jokanaan’s head on a platter.  One way or another, she will kiss those lips!

Wilde’s play, originally written in French to side-step the British restriction against showing Biblical figures on stage, is full of long monologues containing highly florid language.  Salomé’s “ode” to Jokanaan’s skin and lips is especially “purple” fully revealing her obsession with his physicality.  And Herod’s post-dance listing of everything he’d rather give her than the head she asks is a litany of excess.  Wilde is very good at covering harsh undercurrents with over-the-top speech, as the beauty of his words masks the rot at the heart of the royal family.

Pacino, Chastain, and the entire cast are all excellent at delivering the reality behind the unrealistic language.  Pacino makes the very smart choice of focusing his camera on reactions and eyes (seemingly) more often than those speaking, and the faces carry the lion’s share of story-telling.

Though Pacino is very good as Herod, it is Jessica Chastain who really stands out here.  Although virginal, her face glows with passion and purpose, her eyes telegraph every subtle shift in mood, and her climactic dance burst with sexuality and sensuality.  To  be honest, I couldn’t take my eyes off her, even when she was “being herself” in the documentary.  Roxanne Hart’s Herodias is strong and a good match for Pacino’s Herod, not afraid to stand up to him or express her disgust with his obsession with her daughter.  And Kevin Anderson’s Jokanaan is more than just a wild-eyed prophet – he is able to express in equal parts sympathy for Salomé and disgust for her desires.  Yes, he can be priggish and judgmental and obsessive, but he is also compellingly human.

Yes, Wilde Salomé makes the point that the staging of the play was not very successful, owing chiefly to the expectations created (and perhaps to over-charging for admission – “Only doctors and dentists will be able to afford to see this”).  But, based on Salomé, Pacino’s vision and obsession paid off and created a work of art that would make Oscar Wilde proud.

  --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #WildeSalomé   #BroadwayHD  #AmazonPrime)


Link to the Amazon Prime Double Feature:

https://www.amazon.com/Al-Pacino-Presents-Wilde-Salomé/dp/B07BHGGZ8D/ref=sr_1_2?crid=4YPEDA9OVJTE&dchild=1&keywords=wilde+Salomé&qid=1615896841&sprefix=Wilde+Salo%2Cprime-instant-video%2C160&sr=8-2

Link to Salomé on BroadwayHD:

https://www.broadwayhd.com/movies/AW2GtxYApx3F9_4AqevO?display=portrait






3/26/2021      ADA AND THE ENGINE           Pumphouse Players
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(Bias Alert:  I have worked with Pumphouse Players and with actor Joel Rose and am inclined to view their work with approval-tinted glasses.)

So, computers.

We all use them.  Our cars use them.  (Too) Many objects in our homes use them.  We carry them in our pockets, a mere seventy years after the smallest computer filled a large room.

So, when did all this madness begin?  1911's Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company (Soon to become IBM)?  1946's ENIAC?   1950's Turing Test?   1981's DOS?   All of the above?

Let's go the whole way back to 1833, or "When Charles Babbage met Ada Lovelace!"

You see, Mr. Babbage had conceived and modeled what he called his "Difference Engine," a machine that could perform simple arithmetic functions.  Ms. Lovelace, (pronounced "love-less," interestingly enough), the only "legitimate" daughter of Lord Byron, had been raised by her (bitter) mother to eschew anything artistic, becoming a bit of a mathematical genius.  She saw the potential of Babbage's machine to do more than simple addition.  

In 1840, Babbage gave a lecture at the University of Turin about his engine, which was transcribed in French.  Ms. Lovelace translated the paper into English, including a "Notes" section longer than the paper itself.  That appendix included what is thought to be the world's very first "program," instructions for the "engine" to calculate a series of Bernoulli Numbers. (I'd explain what they are, but I'm not a mathematician.  See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bernoulli_number if you must.)  

Okay, there is some debate over whether or not Lovelace actually conceived the program, or whether she merely transcribed Babbage's work.  Whichever is true, it is definitely factual that she was an infinitely more accomplished communicator than Babbage, and it is reasonable to assume she had input to the production of the "program."

Although Babbage was never able to get funding for his admittedly expensive engine, he had the last laugh -- In 2011, researchers in England actually produced a working model from his notes, and Lovelace's program worked perfectly.

All this is basic Wikipedia background to Lauren Gunderson's marvelous Ada and the Engine, another in her series of plays about "forgotten" women of science.  I loved both Emilie:  La Marquise du Châtelet Defends her Life Tonight and Silent Sky, and I expected to love this one as well.  And indeed I did when it was produced in 2017 as part of the Essential Theatre’s New Play Festival. The play has been (slightly) rewritten and retitled since then, and Cartersville’s Pumphouse Players has produced a respectable mounting of the piece, sharing it in an online video format.

The biggest issue with this show is the video format itself.  Shot from essentially three angles, the camera occasionally lets us see “behind the yes” of the characters.  To their credit, this cast is often able to convey close-up quality subtleties even across the socially distant space between stage and camera.  As often happens, the camera is not kind in “recreating” a live experience, with lines (and accents) often forced to “reach the back row.”

That being said, the genius of Ada Lovelace (and of Lauren Gunderson’s script) is very much center stage and is a welcome respite from all the “lowest common denominator” intelligence too many writers insist on giving their characters.  Caitlyn Raye Keller gets under Ada’s skin, making her an energetic advocate for Babbage’s machine and, more impressively, an advocate for the role of women in marriage and in society.  As her illness dampens her spirit, it never darkens her light.

As Babbage, Joel Rose is equally driven and impressive; he adds the requisite amount of period-specific pomposity and pride, but when he visibly struggles with his unexpected feelings for the much younger Ada, he displays a vulnerability that is heartbreaking.

Also in the cast is Ross McLeod as Lord Lovelace, Ada’s husband, who convincingly suppresses his “man’s due” expectations of marriage for the sake of Ada’s happiness.  Stephanie Rhobotham tackles two roles here – Ada’s bitter mother Lady Byron, and Babbage’s friend Mary Somerville, giving equal justice to both roles.  And in a late-in-the play appearance, Michael Davis brings forth the ghost of Lord Byron himself.

It is that last scene between Byron and Ada which really ties together all of Ms. Gunderson’s plot and theme threads – fathers and daughters, art and science, mathematics and music.  The finale is a literal embodiment of the symbiosis of math and music, as the ghost of Ada is able to construct a melody using only the ones and zeros of her programming theory.

In truth, today’s dominance of computers in our lives is a direct legacy of Ada Byron Lovelace.  Without her efforts there would be no NASA, no Video Games, np Facebook, no GPS, no Zoom, no Atlanta Theatre Buzz.  That we are watching this production by means of equipment and programs that are part of that legacy is especially compelling.

Lauren Gunderson shows WHY she's the most-produced living playwright in America.  Ada and the Engine is a sparkling look at another forgotten "Woman of Science," a well-researched, well-executed look at a specific period of history, complete with its own ethos and shortcomings, and peopled it with characters that dominate the stage.  Ms. Gunderson writes like no other playwright, and the theatre is richer for her efforts.

And we are richer for Pumphouse Players sharing this play with us!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy   #PumphousePlayers   #AdaAndTheEngine )


(*)   Translation:  LOGICAL INTUITIONS


3/31/2021      MIRANDY AND BROTHER WIND                Synchronicity Theatre
 
AND THAT’S ALL I GOTS TO SAY

(Note: This production is available as both a live in-person event and as an on-demand video.  This review is based on the video version.)

Mirandy and Brother Wind started life as a 1988 picture book by prolific BIPOC author Patricia McKissack, who wrote several other books centering on Southern African American girls and “written in an old style of African-American Vernacular English.”  It was adapted into a one-act musical in 2011, which now cakewalks onto Synchronicity’s stage and onto our streaming screens.

It is 1906 in the rural community of Ridgetop SC.  It is a year of racial violence in Hamburg and in Atlanta, but here, insulated from big towns and big anger, “There’s no time for that,” as chores need doin’.  Besides, the annual cakewalk contest is comin’ and Mirandy desperately wants to win that many-layered cake with vanilla icing, so would much rather be off practicin’ her steps than helping Ma Dear and Grandmother Beasley with the laundry and the yard sweepin’.  If only she could capture Brother Wind and force him to be her partner, she’d be sure to win!

But it’s only a single generation from slave days, and Grandmother believes “forcing anyone to do anything” is not the best use for a young girl’s imagination, and “that’s all she gots to say,” a favorite phrase that always seems to precede much more to say.

Will Mirandy heed the wise lessons of her elders and partner with the shy and clumsy Ezel, even though she’d have to teach him to both walk and dance?  Will the rowdy Orlinda succeed in her Sadie-Hawkins pursuit of Monroe and take the cake for the second year in a row?

Well, now it would be a sin against storytellin’ for me to tell, and that’s all I gots to say!

Mirandy and Brother Wind is an energetically alive little show, filled to the brim with song and dance and earworm tunes (I challenge anyone to clear “Hambone” out of their brains after watching), and left me with a warm and rapturous feeling of joy, not to mention a craving for a many-layered cake with vanilla icing AND a desire to run in an open field with the wind as a dance partner.  It is filled with down-to-earth characters whose love and joy are anything but earthbound, and it is a gentle reminder that “growing up” is not the chore the young imagine it to be.  Sometimes, all it takes is making a kind choice rather than a selfish one.

And this cast succeeds in creating a multi-generational roster of characters, despite being similarly aged themselves (that is, too young for the old folks and too old for the kids).  Dionna D. Davis (Mirandy) especially captures that energy and blind-to-all-else determination that characterizes the young (and sends us elders to the nearest liquor cabinet).  Drieka Lloyd is also sensational as the flirty Orlinda, as is David E. Wells as the object of her pursuit, Monroe.  Both are athletically impressive dancers (Ms. Lloyd has a high kick that threatens the lighting grid and Mr. Wells flips like an Olympic gymnast).  As the shy Ezel, Jarius Cliett is a warm and fuzzy teddy bear with a ton of likeability.

As the older generations, Loren Bray doubles as Ma Dear and as the “Voodoo Woman” Ms. Poinsettia, Adam Washington doubles as Brother Wind and the kindly Mr. Jessup, and Terry Henry brings a ton of gravitas and dignity and appeal to Grandmama Beasley.

The entire cast is to be especially commended for making the whole thing work, despite the encumbrances of COVID-Safety face shields, which eventually just seem no more than an “interesting costuming choice” and not the distraction they were in previous events.  And congratulations also to sound designers Jeremiah Davison and Johnathan Taylor for erasing that “hollow” tone that too often comes with videos of face-shielded singers. 

The show is directed by Taryn Carmona and choreographed by Kimmie Gee, who are true stars, keeping the movement constant (but not distractingly so), the pacing fluid and lively, and the overall tone folksy and rural.  Kudos also to Music Director John-Michael d’Haviland for creating and maintaining that Appalachian tone so critical to setting the time and place.

Mirandy and Brother Wind is whirlwind of energy and appeal, keeping a light touch with its “lessons,” and focusing on the excitement of community and dance and imagination.  It is sure to appeal to anyone who, as a child, slogged through the endless time BEFORE a highly-anticipated event, and to anyone who has ever just cut loose and danced with the wind.

And that’s all I gots to say!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy   #SynchroMirandy )



4/1/2021     TITUS AMDRONICUS: THE MUSICAL (JR)     Hazzard Children’s Theatre and Bait Shop
 
WHAT WERE THEY THINKING?

(Bias Alert:  I worked with this company and was cheated out of several pay checks by them and tend to view their work through loathing-tinted glasses.)

So, how much credence are we to give a writer-director, who casts children in their musical adaptation of Shakespeare’s bloodiest work, and even mis-spells the leading character’s name?

I cannot imagine the trauma experienced by these kids as they slog their way through such mis-guided musical numbers as “Cutting Out Her Tongue with Love,” “Tamora’s Tasty Tampons,” and “The Saturninus Samba.”   And Sondheim should really sue over “The Worst Pies in Rome-don.”

Writer-Director-Producer {Name withheld at their lawyer’s request} has created a deplorable four-hour musical without a single redeeming quality that should only exist to draw confessions out of political prisoners.  Parents should sue for compensation for the inevitable therapy bills to bring their (admittedly talented) progeny back to some semblance of sanity.

The less said about their choice to play Tamora themselves and to use THAT image for poster and publicity, the better.

Titus Amdronicus: The Musical (Jr) is a bad show with a bad script and bad music (the accordion, bagpipe, and banjo accompaniment was especially pain-inducing), badly directed and giving anyone unfortunate to sit through its entire four hours a bad feeling that no amount of hot showering will erase.  

And I refuse to spend another moment even thinking about it,

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy   #TitusHazzard )


4/3/2021     THE MOTHER OF GOD VISITS HELL       Merely Players Presents	

PARADISE REGAINED

In his novel The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky describes an epic 4th century poem in which the Virgin Mary journeys to Hell to comfort the tormented souls there.  Struck by their suffering, she pleads with God to have mercy.  A war between God’s angels and Satan’s minions ensues.  

Of course, no such poem exists, but Atlanta playwright Daniel Guyton took many years to rectify that literary “gap,” creating The Mother of God Visits Hell, an epic undertaking that consumed ten years of his life.  His ambition was to create a classically-structured Iambic Pentameter rhyming-verse play that explored Dostoevsky’s themes of sin and redemption, mercy and sacrifice, and those old favorites, pride and prejudice.  Merely Players Presents gave us a two-day Zoom performance of the play, which, of course, I didn’t see until the final day.

My first reaction is that Mr. Guyton succeeded in created an elegantly poetic work, with rapturous rhythms and clever rhymes, as wonderful and lyrical as his ambitions.  As a piece of Zoom Theatre, the Merely Players production hits all the right notes, with performances that sell the characters, the mythology, and the story.  As a piece of theatre, however, the work is good, but needs some tweaking to enter the heavenly realm of great.

My biggest problems with the dramaturgy are the fairly thin characters, ideal for a mythological allegory but not so much for a compelling piece of theatre.  Of course, constrained by the demands of the verse, the characters all sound very similar, with word choice dictated more by what rhymes and what fits the meter. The Mother of God is merciful and heroic, sacrificing her own eternity for the sake of the underserving residents of “The Pit.”  The battling angels are mostly one note – Michael is angry and stubborn, Gabriel is bombastic and bellicose, Uriel is gentle and musical, Azrael is grumpy and distant.  God himself comes across as less omnipotent benevolence than narcissistic autocrat.  Even Satan is written as only condescending and devious.  The minions Moloch and Abaddon are completely interchangeable (masks excepted).

All this being said, the cast and production were able to truly bring this story, this language, to life.

Let me see if I can recap the story in a way that respects the mythology.  The Mother of God, as per Dostoevsky’s description, convinces God (here God and Jesus are one and the same) to allow her to visit Hell to offer comfort to the tortured souls.  God reluctantly agrees (Mary is his Mother after all) but only if the Archangel Michael accompanies her to “watch her back.”  In the caverns outside hell, Satan easily traps and disarms Michael and leads Mary on a tour of the fiery pit.  There, Mary is struck at the eternal nature of the torment, all sins punished equally – the mass murderer doesn’t burn any hotter than the mere blasphemer.  Mary bargains with Satan – she is willing to sell her soul if all those in the pit are released and returned to life.  It’s too good a deal for even the devil to pass up.

Meanwhile, back in heaven, God is being serenaded (and soothed) by Uriel, when he hears of Mary’s sacrifice.  The ancient angel Azrael assures Him there is nothing that can be done.  Undeterred, God sends Uriel and Gabriel to win Mary’s release.

Of course, it isn’t too long before the fiery pit is refilled, as the freed souls wreak havoc on humanity, slaying with wild abandon.  But Mary’s Will will not be corrupted, and, after numerous swordfights and even more rhymed couplets, everyone, Satan included, find themselves redeemed and basking in the Power and the Glory and (especially) the Mercy of Mary’s omnipotent son.

As I said above, Merely Players has collected a cast that truly soars.  Kate Guyton is especially good as Mary, giving her enough sass to sharpen her “Standard BVM” virginal aura.  Jesse Kuipers is wonderful as Satan, relishing every evil thought, every nasty rhyme.  Cameron Smith is a heavenly-voiced Uriel, singing like an Angel (you knew that description was coming, didn’t you?) and showing us the truly gentle side of the heavenly host.  The entire ensemble gels beautifully, and even the smallest roles are elegant and memorable.  For the record, here is the entire cast, all deserving kudos –

God - Louis Alfred
Mary - Kate Guyton
Satan - Jessie Kuipers
Michael - Fred Galyean
Gabriel - Jerrell Brown
Uriel - Cameron Smith
Cobbler - Brad Corbin
Cobbler's Wife - Courtney Loner
Abaddon - Matthew Carter Jones
Moloch - Josh Vining
Azrael - Cameron Lafoy
Souls in Torment - Courtney Loner, Matthew Carter Jones, Josh Vining, Cameron LaFoy, Savannah Rootes, Kathleen Seconder & Daniel Guyton

Most excellent use was also made of the Zoom platform, with virtual backgrounds keeping the locations clear, and Greek-God-inspired costuming keeping it in the realm of myth.  Swordfights were Jib-Jab inspired spectacles, with some recognizable hit movie conflicts adjusted to carry the faces of the Zoom cast.  It was all a bit cheesy, but it also worked and provided some adrenalin when it was most welcome.

Daniel Guyton has written an ambitious and (mostly) successful play that may one day see (after) life on a stage, one I’d look forward to attending.  It may be churlish of me to suggest another few cycles through the word processor, since the play has been over ten years in the creation so far.  But then, when you are writing about eternity, what’s a few more years added to that ten?  (Asking for a friend.)

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy   #MerelyPlayersPresent   #MotherOfGodVisitsHell )


4/4/2021        VANYA AND SONIA AND MASHA AND SPIKE	Lincoln Center Theatre      

SHARED MEMORIES

The scene is the sunroom 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 despite this blatantly Chekhovian set-up, a lot of laughter ensues.

That is the genius of this wonderful play by Christopher Durang, winner of 2013'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 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 cannot 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 is 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, 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 is 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 Actor’s 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.

You may recognize all the above from my review of the 2017 Horizon / Aurora co-production of the play (Not to mention my 2013 “From the Bookshelf” analysis of the script). Sloth is, after all, my favorite sin, and now that Lincoln Center is releasing video archives of some of their productions (beginning with this one), it seemed logical to cut and paste from my own archives.

This is, indeed, the original cast production, recorded October 31, 2012 at Lincoln Center’s Mitzi Newhouse Theatre prior to its Tony-winning Broadway engagement.  The cast is in fine form, all delivering performances that may (at first) seem over-the-top.  But the video camera is NEVER kind to performances meant for a live audience (basic projection coming across as unrealistic and hyper-stylized).  But, even before the first scene is over, that “effect” becomes mere “background noise” to the miracle that is Durang’s dialogue.  As Vanya, David Hyde Pierce layers on the Chekhovian ennui and exasperation without losing the Durangian sense of the absurd.  He is near perfect and his performance is the match of any “legitimate” Vanya in my memory.  When he gets to that climactic rant, he lets loose all the repressed anger and loss with a textured emotional reality that went right to my gut.  As Sonia, Kristine Nielsen is superb, jumping from emotion to emotion, thought to thought, with the unpredictability of a pinball on acid.  And when she trots out her Maggie Smith impression, it is comedy gold.  And, in a role written for her, Sigourney Weaver is hysterically moving, channeling her own inner Diva through layers of insecurity and vulnerability.

More to the point, all three (who apparently bonded through the various stages of the development of this play) all share that unbreakable family bond, underscoring their sibling bickering with a basic love and respect that spreads to the younger members of the cast.

And those younger actors are all terrific!   As Cassandra, Shalita Grant (NCIS: New Orleans and the upcoming Season 3 of You) gives a performance more nuanced and complete than you would expect from a “first professional gig” actress.  As Spike, Billy Magnussen (Kato Kaelin on American Crime Story and Rapunzel’s Prince in the movie of Into the Woods) is all shallow narcissism, completely clueless to anyone’s needs and emotions but his own; he is also hysterically funny.  And, as Nina, Genevieve Angelson (Uncle Nicky’s love Sally in a recent This is Us episode) is innocence and ambition, floating through the play like the ethereal molecule Vanya’s play demands.

Staged in a thrust configuration (*) by Director Nicholas Martin, the blocking is fluid and natural, with all aspects of the live audience fully invested.  Of course the camera work here is able to always give the “best view” of the action, so any lapses will be invisible to us.  But Mr. Martin is able to keep the pace lively and the characters securely on that balance beam between the comic and the dramatic.  The set by David Korins is a beautiful construct, stony and rustic, the sunroom perfectly furnished to pass muster as a converted back porch.  And the surrounding floor space gives Spike plenty of opportunity to flaunt his glutes to the first row inches away.

Not to put too fine a point on it, I love this play and I loved this production of it.  I strongly recommend streaming it (it’s free as will be the Lincoln Center archives planned to follow **). Watching it is almost like relaxing in a wicker chair in the sitting room of your summer cottage, looking out the window, sighing, and longing to fulfill a dream.  Like seeing live theatre again!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #LincolnCenter   #ChristopherDurang #VanyaOn66thStreet)

* I saw David Rabe’s Streamers here {mumble mumble} years ago and can attest to its intimacy.

** Dates are still to be announced for The Wolves by Sarah DeLappe, Marys Seacole by Jackie Sibblies Drury, and The Royale by Marco Ramirez


Find access to the free stream of Vanya and Sonia and Masha and Spike here -- https://www.lct.org/shows/private-reels/




4/10/2021     THE ARSONISTS       Agnes Scott College Theatre
	
FLAMING LOVE

(Bias Alert:  Over the past weeks, I have become Zoom-friends with actor Chris Kayser, and have always viewed his work through approval-tinted glasses.)

Tyger Tyger Burning Bright
Who I Ask Set thee A-light?
 --  Richard Armour  Punctured Poems: Famous First and Infamous Second Lines

In Jacqueline Goldfinger’s terse but layered The Arsonists, the answer to Armour’s tongue-in-cheek question is obvious – the nameless father and daughter arsonist team who comprise the roster of this elegant, evocative two-hander, being streamed this weekend by the Agnes Scott College Theatre as part of its 50th Annual Writers Festival (*).

Riffing on Sophocles’’ Electra, The Arsonists provides a deep dive into the mind of “M.” who has dragged her father’s charred remains to their Everglades hide-a-way.  They were on a “job” that got “out of hand” (“It sometimes happens”).  But the father (“H” in the program, but never explicitly named) won’t stay down, apparently too burned to stay alive and too ornery to stay dead.  The ensuing brief encounter covers topics ranging from the mysterious death of wife/mother when “M” was a child, to why it’s better to leave the body behind (the fire erases all trace), to tigers in their flame-like glory racing through the forest like a wildfire, to the best way to make fuses (as father and daughter do throughout), to the demands of the three fates (Clotho the spinner, Lachesis 	the weaver, Atropos – Morta in Latin – the one who cuts the thread and ends the life) giving the fuse-making motif a tidy allegorical spin (as it were).

And it is blindingly evident, both from Ms. Goldfinger’s dialogue and from the performances from Emily Parrish Stembridge and Chris Kayser, that they are more than just a crime family, they are a father and daughter totally devoted to each other.  It’s no mystery why “M” can’t leave her father’s remains behind, no mystery why “H” can’t just fade away and “lay down the burden of life.”

What remains a mystery is what exactly happened to Mother when ”M” was a child (she spends a harrowing night with the body) – was is another “fire gone wrong” or was it something more sinister?  How was this particular “Fuse of Fate” actually cut?

This is a terrifically atmospheric play, filled with silences and even occasional song, some traditional hymns, some written specifically for this production.  It helps that both actors are terrific singers (Mr. Kayser was in Aurora’s Mamma Mia! and Ms. Stembridge was in Actors’ Express’ Company).  The music gives the setting verisimilitude and provides welcome respite from the intensity of the action, much like Sophocles’ choral strophes and antistrophes do in Electra.  The production opens with a moody juke joint ballad (“Ain’t No More Liquor in This Town”) and closes with the ironic “Small Town Penny-Ante Low Rent Blues” (written and performed by Mr. Kayser). And when (spoiler alert) “M” finally lets go, her rendition of “Nearer My God to Thee” is positively heart-wrenching.

The Arsonist is a wonderful play (I’ve already ordered the script to become part of my “permanent collection”) being given a wonderful production.  Nicholas Ryan’s abstract virtual backgrounds fit the themes elegantly (even resembling a “Tyger Burning Bright” if you squint just so), and David S. Thompson’s direction perfectly balances pace, silence, song, and mood,

But it is the performances of Ms. Stembridge and Mr. Kayser that provide the true fire here.  I doubt if they were ever in the same room together, but their well-tuned ensemble intimacies make it seem as if they were truly family, completely breaking down the virtual walls surrounding them.

To end on a literary note, the final irony is that William Blake’s original poem could have provided an equally relevant lead-in to this piece as Armour’s snarky rewrite:

Tyger Tyger, burning bright, 
In the forests of the night; 
What immortal hand or eye, 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies. 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand, dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? & what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain, 
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp, 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp! 

When the stars threw down their spears 
And water'd heaven with their tears: 
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

Tyger Tyger burning bright, 
In the forests of the night: 
What immortal hand or eye,
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

  -- William Blake, Songs of Innocence and Experience

The Arsonists is a wonderfully conceived, wonderfully produced, wonderfully performed work that suffers only in its brevity.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #TheArsonists  #Agnes Scott College)


(*).Ms. Goldfinger is an Agnes Scott alumna.


4/18/2021     A HUNDRED WORDS FOR SNOW                     Theatrical Outfit
                                                        
BEARDY DEAD MEN

Is there a stronger, more all-consuming experience than grief?  Playwrights old and new have turned to grief to drive their plays – Euripides’ Women of Troy, David Lindsay-Abaire’s Rabbit Hole, Ngozi Anyanwu’s Good Grief, Michael Brady’s To Gillian on Her 37th Birthday, Mike Leigh’s Grief, and, of course, the epitome of them all. Hamlet, by that “beardy dead man” in Elizabeth I’s London.

To this embarrassingly too-small-to-be-representative list, we can now add A Hundred Words for Snow, by Tatty Hennessey, a monologue centered on a 15-year-old London teen gob-smacked by the accidental death of her father.  Rory (short for “Aurora,” a name she absolutely despises) has so many memories of faux adventures with her Dad, a middle-school Geography teacher with aspirations of exploring the “blank spaces on the map.”  Finding a notebook in her father’s study, she reads about his plans to take her on an actual adventure, a trip to the North Pole, “when she becomes old enough.”

Devasted by learning the trip would be in less than a year, Rory impulsively takes her father’s urn of ashes, and, without a word to her grieving mother, runs off on her own adventure.  Her father will have his final trip to the pole.

But which one?  Rory adores quoting facts.  “There are actually five north poles.”  “The assumption that the Inuit have a hundred words for snow is a myth.”  “The Beardy Dead Men who perished on their own polar quests were racist assholes.”

But Rory is only fifteen – can she possibly complete her quest?

Well, I suppose that is the backbone of the play.  Not as ill-prepared as you may imagined – her father left copious notes and details and plans – she nevertheless acts impulsively and makes a lot of mistakes.  But she also wins the protection of several people she meets, including an older teenage boy in Norway (who has a different kind of exploration in mind) and an older woman “with a long grey queue,” a painter and explorer herself, who takes Rory under wing until ….    Well, let’s leave the plot spoilers behind at this point.

This is such a well-constructed monologue.  little factoids recited at one point bear fruit in experiences later.  Ms. Hennessey never lets us forget Rory’s age, as we see her excitements and fears, and wide-eyed discoveries.  And it concludes with a beautiful resolution that depends for its considerable impact on casual comments dropped along the way, on vivid descriptions of the people in Rory’s life (at least how she sees them), and on our own experiences with working through grief.

Playing Rory is Kristen Jeter, who we saw previously in last year’s Flex from Theatrical Outfit’s Downtown Dialogues, in School Girls, or the African Mean Girls Play at Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre, and in Ghost at the Alliance Theatre.  She nails a perfect London lower middleclass accent.  More than that, she captures that mammoth black hole of grief that seems to be consuming her, without losing her youthful sense of adventure, her sassy wry humor that brightens even her darkest observations.  And when it gets cold – and of course it gets VERY cold – Ms. Jeter shifts unto teeth-chattering perfection, even making me shiver in the snug warmth of my laptop space.  This is such a terrific, multi-layered performance, that I can only rejoice that it was “permanently” captured on streaming video.

This is the first play fully staged at the Balzer Theatre at Herrens since the start of the pandemic, with a basically bare stage that provides a “limbo” for Rory to tell us her story.  Ben Rawson’s lights are evocative and help establish place and mood, and Brian Wallenberg and Saturnblu Productions’ videography and editing elegantly serve the piece well. The play was directed by new T.O. artistic director Matt Torney, and he was able to make what is essentially a two-hour play of a young woman standing and talking to us seem dynamic, fluid, and compelling.

I have always had a weak spot for stories of grief, so, you could probably claim that I was bound to like this play.  That being admitted, I more than liked this play, I adored it.  Weaving an elegant tapestry of grief, loss, adolescence, hope, coming of age, and good old-fashioned adventure, A Hundred Words for Snow is a spell-binding experience, a play to savor more than once, a character who will echo in your memory so much more than those beardy dead men whose bones lie under the arctic ice (the “nothing they died trying to find”).  Watching this play is an exercise in hoping a certain urn-full of ashes, the last remains of a man who never fulfilled his own dreams, eventually joins those long-frozen explorers,  It is an exercise in hoping the young Aurora accepts the brilliantly glorious legacy of her own name.  It is an experience whiter and purer than snow itself.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #toSNOW)



4/24/2021	[title of show]                            BroadwayHD / London Coliseum

[title of review]

This is the first sentence of my review.

The first paragraph of my review will acknowledge my history with this show, having designed lights for (in my very biased opinion) the truly marvelous 2018 production at Marietta Theatre Co.  I went so far as to also build a PowerPoint slideshow for the “Monkeys and Playbills” number featuring images of ALL the shows name-dropped in that number.  I’ll be glad to share it with anyone who asks.  Please ask!

That being said. this review will drop all pretense of objectivity and allow me to come right out and say I loved love love this musical and the London Coliseum production currently available for on-demand viewing at BroadwayHD, despite the British actors playing these quintessentially American characters.  

This is the part of the review where I describe the show, blatantly plagiarized my 2011 review of an Oglethorpe University staging.  [title of show] is a metamusical by Jeff Bowen and Hunter Bell (“I never metamusical I didn’t like”) about two guys named Jeff and Hunter writing a musical about two guys named Jeff and Hunter writing a musical.  It is small, hilariously funny, and filled to the brim with obscure musical allusions that make geeks like myself positively moist with glee (Yes, I know who Mary Stout is and – digression # 2 -- when will WENN be available for streaming and purchase?).

There are tons of “meta” moments to treasure.  Just to cite some of my favorites:

“A D D D D F# A are the first notes of the show”
“If the completed script is in that envelope, why are we still talking?”
“Do we have to name the characters ‘Jeff’ and ‘Hunter?’”  “Well, it’s a lot better than [insert actor’s real name here]!”
“If people are going to spend a dollar a minute to see us, we just have to make every minute burst with energy and excitement.”  (Followed by a silent moment as Jeff and Hunter write in their note-pads)
“We need to get out of this scene – it’s gone on far too long.”
“This is the last note of the show.”

It’s all done in a rehearsal studio with a barre, a wall filled with post-it notes, four actors, and a keyboard player.  It is simply video’d, with occasional dips into fish-eye distortion, either out of a desire for conceptual surrealism, or because it’s a small space and it’s the only way to get all four actors on camera.  For the record, all four give wildly vibrant and energetic performances, creating characters that sell the show, despite their obvious Britishness.

I’ve been a fan of the score for many a year now, and the cast made all the songs work.  I especially liked how they attacked “Two Nobodies in New York,” “Die, Vampire, Die,” and, my personal favorite, “Nine People’s Favorite Thing.”  And Lucie Jones’ performance of “A Way Back to Then” is shake-the-rafters incredible, the best performance of this song I’ve seen (or heard) in many a year.

Now, this is the paragraph in which I (furtherly-er) praise the cast and production team.  Marc Elliott (Jeff), Tyrone Huntley (Hunter), the aforementioned Lucie Jones (Heidi), and Jenna Russell (Susan) are all wonderful and charismatic.   Yes, Ms. Russell’s American accent lapses a few times when it shouldn’t, but she creates such a vivid character, it comes across as more a character eccentricity than an actress-lapse.  And the whole rehearsal room concept (I presume from director Josh Seymour) fits the script like a well-chalked glove.  

Now, this is how I’ll start the last paragraph of my review.   I will have to end it by mentioning that I really need to get out of this review, as it’s been going on for far too long, and I don’t want to spill over onto a second MS Word Page.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #BroadwayHD   #[title_of_show]   #LondonColiseum)

Oddly enough, one of my cast-praising comments for the 2011 Oglethorpe production stated they “were all wonderful and show a promising future in musical comedy.”   Of that cast, both Kyle Brumley and Jessica de Maria fulfilled that promise and have given us more than a few incredible performances in the ten years since.


5/7/2021	LITTLE WOMEN: THE BROADWAY MUSICAL                     Pumphouse Players

THE CHAIN ARMOR OF PROPRIETY

Louisa May Alcott’s 1868 novel, Little Women, is a study in contradictions.  Arguably the work that put her on the literary map, she chafed at the characters and story, writing in her journal after publishing its second sequel that she wished an earthquake would “swallow Jo’s school and bury it and its residents so deeply no archeologist would ever find it.”  Glamorizing the very real poverty that plagued her family (due chiefly to her father’s religious zealotry), she hated the idolization her contemporaries placed on “artistic endeavor,” preferring instead the “blood and thunder tales” she published under the pseudonym “A.M. Bernard,” tales which (more or less) put food on her family’s table, writing in her journal, “I can’t afford to starve on praise, when sensation stories are written in half the time and keep the family cozy.”

One of the joys of the 2005 Musical (book by Allan Knee, lyrics by Mindi Dickstein, and music by Jason Howland) based on the novel is that we see some of her more lurid stories dramatized, stories that allowed her female protagonists to enjoy the independent life her publisher (and readers) would not permit her to give Jo March.  Another joy is that the “married and happily ever after” ending of the book is left open-ended and ambiguous, giving the musical Jo more agency in her own future.

To be perfectly honest, I have never actually read Alcott’s original novel, nor could I begin to tell you what happens in its sequels (1871’s Little Men and 1886’s Jo’s Boys).  But I have seen many of its filmed adaptations and have enjoyed the score to this 2005 musical adaptation since its release.  In every retelling, I have been struck by the independence and spirit of Jo March and her sisters and “Marmee.”  I have also responded well to its criticism of the mid-19th century social paradigms and restrictions, though I suspect those criticisms were more a product of the eras that produced the adaptations than to the original novel, despite Alcott’s journal showing she herself shared those criticisms.

All of which is a verbose way of confessing my anticipation for Pumphouse Players’ production of the musical, enjoying a live production this weekend as well as a video stream (taped two weeks ago) available through May 16.  Of course this is a no-budget non-professional production, so I could provide a snarky list of its shortcomings (untrained voices clashing with professionally produced tracks, ill-thought-through blocking choices, blandly functional set, could-have-been-better videography, by-the-numbers choreographic choices, missed lighting opportunities, clumsy sword play), but that would be totally unfair and, to be honest, pointless.

The bottom line is that I really enjoyed watching this, and even thought some of the performances and choices were better than expected.  This production provides a welcome revisit with the March family, and a perfect “Mother’s Day” gift for that older generation who enjoyed the 1994 movie version (with Winona Ryder, Kirsten Dunst, Claire Danes, and Susan Sarandon).  

For the few of you not familiar with the story, let me inset a plot summary here.  Jo March is a single writer living in New York City and trying (in vain) to have her stories published.  The male-dominated industry won’t even read her manuscripts, advising her to “go home and get married.”  But a fellow boarder at her rooming house, Professor Bhaer, takes an interest in her work, and she reads him some of her more lurid stories “Roderigo appears in magnificent splen-door!”  She also tells him of her family, her “Marmee” struggling to survive while Father is off being a chaplain for the Union Army, fierce “Aunt March” who insists she become a “lady of society” (maintaining a “Chain Armor of Propriety”), her neighbors (the Laurences), and especially her sisters, Meg who is romantically-inclined to find a husband (ANY husband will do), Amy (the youngest) with artistic ambitions of her own, and the gentle Beth, a skilled pianist who wins (and melts) the hearts of everyone she encounters.

Throughout that winter, the sisters bond and bicker, perform Jo’s stories “for all of Concord to enjoy,” and invite young Laurie to join their band of merry siblings.  As expected in a 19th-century story, Laurie develops feelings for Jo, but she prefers to keep him at arm’s length, more a brother than a husband,  As winter turns to spring, Marmee must leave to care for their ailing father, Meg falls in love with Laurie’s tutor, Amy goes off on a European Tour with Aunt March, and one of the sisters catches scarlet fever and begins a slow decline (the song “Some Things Are Meant to Be” is a truly heart-rending punch to the gut to viewers who know what’s next).  It all ends with a marriage, with an unexpected visit, and with a publisher wanting Jo’s book about her family.

There are some special melodies in this score, particularly the aforementioned “Some things Are Meant to Be.”  I also really enjoy the numbers accompanying Jo’s ”Blood and Thunder” stories that open both acts, Laurie’s “Take a Chance on Me,” Beth’s “Off to Massachusetts,” the all-for-one March family march “Five Forever,” and Jo’s Act I closer “Astonishing.”  But truth to tell, all the numbers serve the story well, evoking time, place, character, and mood.  This is a remarkably well-constructed libretto.

And this cast is especially good at creating a family, an ensemble of characters who “feel” as if they were siblings and friends.  Grace Weeks heads the cast as Jo, with fine support given by Christie Lee Fisher (Meg), Caroline Geckler (whose Beth has the finest singing voice of the sisters).  Amy was played at two separate ages by El Bern (*younger Amy”) and Mary Grace Elliott (“older Amy”) and the casting was so seamless I didn’t realize they were separate actors and characters.  Also impressive vocally were Ann-Marie Thomas (Marmee) and Joshua Rapp (Laurie).  Filling out the cast were Cal Silvers as Professor Bhaer, Duane Ellis as Mr. Laurence, Karen Stinard as Aunt March, Matthew Luce as Mr. John Brooke (Meg’s Intended), and Imani Anderson as Mrs. Kirk (Jo’s NYC landlady).  The production was directed by Stacey Bern, with a video streaming production team consisting of James D. Lu and Laurel Ann Lowe.

Little Women is a well-loved classic that deservedly sees new life and new adaptations every couple years or so.  It is also worth a deeper examination in the light of Alcott’s journal commentaries (and I have every intention of actually reading it some day).  This musical wasn’t a big success – it closed after only 137 performances – but it is seeing a healthy post-Broadway life, being a popular favorite of regional and non-professional theatres.  Pumphouse’s streamed version is a delight to watch, and I daresay the remaining live performances will be well-worth a visit.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #LittleWomen   #PumphousePlayers)



5/30/2021	OSLO                                     HBO Max

A VAST OCEAN

History tells us that in 1993. the Oslo Peace Accords, negotiated through “back channel” talks devised and hosted (unofficially) by Norwegian diplomats (acting as private citizens), opened the door for an end to hostilities between Israel and Palestine.

History also tells us that that peace was a chimera, snuffed out of existence by the 1995 assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, the  2000 2nd Intifada, and Hamas’ 2006 electoral defeat of the PLO’s Fatah party. 

Current Events of the last two weeks confirm that any peace will be hard-won and likely short-lived.

And yet, this is the moment that HBO Max decided to air Oslo, a new film adaptation of J.T. Rogers’ 2017 Tony-winning play, a play that details those “back channel” talks.  And the movie, edited to a tight 118 minutes from the play’s original 3-hour running time, is successful at building suspense and drama  in spite of our hindsight knowledge of the ultimate failure of the endeavor.

Because, in a very real sense, it was NOT a failure.  It proved to both sides that enemies can see each other as human beings rather than the demons they have been fighting their entire lives.  It proved that seemingly intractable differences can ease in the give-and-take of negotiation.  It proved that the seeming “vast oceans” between combatants can be crossed.  And, in an artistic sense, it proved that “watching the sausage of diplomacy get made” can be a smart choice for a play or a movie.

Mona Juul (Ruth Wilson) is an official of the Norwegian Foreign Ministry, married to Terje Rød-Larsen (Andrew Scott), director of a Social Sciences think tank.  Following a visit to war-torn Jerusalem Ms. Juul adopts a belief that despite centuries of ingrained animosity, both sides want peace, and develops this idea of an unofficial way for the warring sides to get in the same room and “hash things out.”  Up until this moment (1992), Yasser Arafat and the P.L.O. leadership is in exile in Tunis and Israeli law prohibits any elected official from talking to anyone in the P.L.O.  So Ms. Juul  arranges for the P.L.O.’s Finance Minister, Ahmed Qurie (Palestinian actor Salim Dau) to meet an Israeli Economics professor, Yair Hirschfeld (Israeli actor Dov Glickman), ostensibly to discuss a recent Economics paper published by Mr. Qurie.

The whole idea was based on a negotiation model devised by Mr. Rød-Larsen that highlights the “sharing of the personal” – the diplomats will be “left to their own devices” behind closed doors, but when they come out to the “common area” for meals and relaxation, all issues “except the personal” are left behind.  It is an effective approach that truly pays off when an Israeli and a Palestinian realize they both have beloved daughters named Mia.

The movie was directed by Bartlett Sher (his first film), who directed both the London and American premieres of the play, and its screenplay was written by playwright Rogers.  It is filled with wonderful cinematic flourishes – Mona Juul walking the winter streets of Oslo dressed in a yellow coat that recalls nothing less than Spielberg’s Schindler’s List red-coated girl, ash-filled air in the Middle East suggesting snow-filled air in Norway, Jerusalem flashbacks bathed in tones of gold and Norwegian present in tones of blue, overhead shots of angry men facing each other across a tiled floor --- all moments impossible to do on stage but vividly memorable on film.

It all concludes with the White House ceremony celebrating the signing of the Peace Accords with the movie actors photo-shopped into the newsreel footage of Arafat, Rabin, and Bill Clinton, with a reminder that this small step towards peace would probably be the last, as it was followed by too many giant leaps away from peace.

The large cast is uniformly excellent, with Ms. Wilson, Mr. Scott, Mr. Dau, and Mr. Glickman standing out, with good appearances made in the roles of other Israeli officials (Jeff Wilbusch as Uri Savir of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Igal Naor as Joel Singer, a bull-headed legal advisor, and Sasson Gabai as Shimon Peres, Israel’s Foreign Minister and future President.   

Oslo is a dense and moving film about tilting at windmills, about finding a way for combatants to find common ground, about naive idealism finding its way into a hopeless negotiation.  It can also be a litmus test for getting at your own biases – I read two separate reviews, one of which accused it of making the Israelis into villains, the other accusing it of doing the same to the Palestinians.  I personally found the movie (and the play on which it is based) to be as steadfastly neutral as the Norwegian hosts.  

I can’t help but wonder what that says about my own prejudices.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #Oslo   #HBOMax)


6/3/2021	NINE                                     Jennie T. Anderson Theatre Concert Series

STYLE AND SUBSTANCE

Nine is a musical with a very unusual pedigree. Based on what many consider Federico Fellini’s masterpiece, 8½, its original production traded cinematic razzle-dazzle for theatrical flourish, and was largely successful in doing so.  A 2009 movie version was a major “mis-fire,” although it had a few moments to remember.  Now, the Jennie T. Anderson Concert Series has jettisoned all pretense of style and given us a concert version that strips the show to its basic elements – music and performance.  The result is surprisingly effective and memorable.

Before going into my commentary on this production, let me trot out my “background template” used in my review of the 2009 film.

Fellini’s film, made in 1963, is a cinema geek’s wet dream.  A movie about moviemaking, it shows us Maestro Guido Contini mired in a creative block.  He is ready to make his next masterpiece, but he doesn’t have a clue where to begin.  Fellini mixes fantasy and reality at random, until real life and reel life collide in a phantasmagoria of fantasy and disappointment, ending in an elegiac musical parade of all the figures in Guido’s life.   Watching it in 2009 was a little deflating.  Stripped of its style and visionary structure, there’s not much there – and what’s there is a tad smug and self-serving, too infused with a sixties Italian macho to fully withstand the “test of time” as well as Fellini’s earlier masterpieces (especially La Strada and Nights of Cabiria).  Yes, Fellini lets us into Guido’s imagination, but, to my middle-aged eyes, it is a sadly prurient and childish imagination – which, I daresay, was Fellini’s point all along.  Still, I’ll bet you anything that another twenty years will make these minor disappointments disappear into moody nitpicking, and the film will be restored to the pantheon of my all-time favorites.

Nine was developed by songwriter Maury Yeston  between 1973 and 1983.  When Playwright Arthur Kopit and Director Tommy Tune joined the project, it developed into a very stylistic journey into Guido’s obsession with women as well as his writer’s block.  Essentially re-telling the 8½ story and stripped of its juggling of fantasy and experience, the musical put the whole thing in Guido’s head.  One Actor and a chorus of women told the entire story, with a young boy occasionally coming on stage as the young Guido.  The play scraps the movie’s remarkable finale for a gentle epiphany, as Guido “makes peace” with his younger self and goes on to make the movie that will be his 9.

Since this is a concert version of the show, we see the actors in front of the orchestra, with scripts close at hand, though kudos to the cast for rarely – if ever – referring to the scripts.  A “rehearsal cube” center stage and a pair of rolling stained-glass wall units provide the only set pieces.   But director Susan Reid has wisely chosen to make her minimal blocking underscore and enhance each scene – the opening vocal “overture” has Guido (a most excellent Juan Carlos Unzueta) sitting amidst all the standing women, basking in the adoration of their ecstatic “La La La” refrains, not noticing how ironically bitter most of them appear.  Closest to him are his wife Luisa (Diany Rodriguez) and mistress Carla (Emma Yaniger), giving him free rein to lavish adoring glances at whichever woman is occupying his thoughts at any particular moment.

As the plot progresses (a plot that has him visiting a spa in an effort to break his writer’s block), each woman gets an opportunity to join him for what become very pointed interactions.  In addition to his wife and mistress, these include his producer (Jillian Melko), a critic who has always thought him over-rated (Janine Ayn), his mother (Christy Baggett), his “muse” – an actress who is tired of playing the “same role” in every movie (Natalie Pitchford), an earthy beach prostitute from Guido’s childhood (Jessica de Maria), Guido’s younger self (Connor Jacobs), and a pair of spa employees (Megan Zhang and Tetrianna Beasley).  Six additional talented women fill out the ensemble.

Guido’s imagination recreates moments of his past and infects moments of his present building to a highly effective scene in which everyone leaves him alone on stage, letting him reconcile with all his bad choices and fond memories.

Yes, because of the concert format, it is sometimes a challenge to know what is past and what is present, but that is quickly overcome by Mr. Unzueta’s marvelous readings and reactions.  It is always clear where (and when) we are.

And Maury Yeston’s memorable score takes wing in the talents of this finely tuned cast.  Ms. Rodriguez’ “Be on Your Own” is especially compelling.  Equally impressive are Ms. Melko’s “Follies Bergères” (with a great counter-melody from Ms. Ayn), Ms. Baggett’s lullaby (“Nine”), Ms. Pitchford’s “In a Very Unusual Way” (with another marvelous counter-melody from Mr. Unzueta), and Ms. de Maria’s “Be Italian.”  As Carla, the talented Emma Yaniger has two contrasting numbers that both “land” successfully – the sensuously erotic “A Call From the Vatican” and the ruefully regretful “Simple.”  Kudos to Musical Director Anna Wansa Morgan keeping the choral moments consistently elegant and the solo moments note-perfect,

If Nine is a model of the excellence to come with the remaining entries in the Anderson series, I look forward to each and every one of them – Chess in July, Sunday in the Park With George in October, and White Christmas in (when else?) December.  These are short runs, so I highly recommend you plan out your calendars as soon as you can.

For now, though, Nine is a good fit for your streaming screens, and, I daresay, it would be just as good (perhaps even better) live and in person. 

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #Nine   #JennieTAndersonTheatre)


6/10/2021	IN THE HEIGHTS                                     HBO Max

EL SUEÑITO

It is a hot summer morning and the (mostly LatinX) residents of Washington Heights are gradually coming to life.  Over the course of a few short weeks, they experience life-changing choices, life-affirming luck, life-challenging tragedy.  And they come together as a community.  And each and every one of them has a dream, big or small, unattainable or within reach.

Meet Usnavi, a young man trying to make ends meet at a small bodega, his "Abuela Claudia" who raised him after his parents died, his cousin Sonny.  Meet Nina, the young woman "who got out" to attend Stanford but now returns in defeat, her proud and domineering father Kevin, her ex-boyfriend Benny (a non-Hispanic employee of her Father).  Meet Vanessa, who has Usnavi's eye.  Meet Daniela and Carla whose salon has been sold and who are "moving downtown."  And don't forget the Piragua Guy and the Graffiti Guy, two neighborhood denizens who slide into and out of the story at just the right moments.

Most important, meet In the Heights, the long-awaited movie adaptation of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s ground-breaking debut, first produced in Connecticut in 2005, reaching Off-Broadway in 2007 and finally landing on Broadway in 2008 (not to mention hitting Atlanta in a breathtakingly dazzling 2016 co-production from the Aurora Theatre and Theatrical Outfit).

Fans of the musical will surely note the changes that happen – the dropping of characters (Nina’s mother, for example), a new Miranda song over the closing titles, new references to DACA, the adding of a framing story featuring Usnavi comfortably ensconced in his beachside Dominican Republic dream restaurant telling his story to an eager gaggle of children.  So, we know from the start it will end differently than the stage version.

Fans of Lin-Manuel Miranda will surely note the participation of Hamilton cast members in key roles (Anthony Ramos as Usnavi) and “background” roles (Christopher Jackson as Mr. Softee).  Others will note also the participation of Rent star Daphne Rubin-Vega as Daniela, Latinx Superstar Marc Anthony as Sonny’s father, television icon Jimmy Smits as Kevin, original cast member (and Tony nominee) Olga Merediz as Abuela Claudia, and Miranda himself as the Piragua guy.  And everyone will (or at least should) note the incredible talent displayed by newcomers Melissa Barrera as Vanessa and Leslie Grace as Nina

Let me be a little honest with you here.  When I first heard the score to In the Heights, I was not overwhelmed.  I'm not the biggest fan of hip-hop, and really needed a lyric sheet to follow the words.  But then, at some point, I saw a PBS documentary on the show's gestation and growth.  Seeing these songs in context gave them new life for me (especially Nina's breathtaking "Breathe"), and the more I listened, the more I heard. And truth to tell, without this show as reference, I never would have understood the universal appeal of Hamilton.  But Mr. Miranda's work is now thoroughly (and perhaps eternally) "under my skin."

And  truth to tell, In The Heights has so many characters, so many stories crammed into such a small space (one cul-de-sac, one summer, one show, one movie), that picking any out is problematic for a writer of my limited ambition.

So, final truth to tell, I loved this movie from beginning to end.  Its high spirits, high energy, and high creativity from director Jon M. Chu (Crazy Rich Asians) and Pulitzer-prize winning screenplay writer Quiara Alegría Hudes (Water by the Spoonful), and the ridiculously stratospheric talent of its cast – all made its running time fly by faster than a Carnivale celebration.  Since this review is based on watching the HBO Max small-screen version, I honestly am chomping at the bit to see it on a big screen (it will be my first movie in well over 18 months), at which time I may have more comments to add to this piece.

Watching In the Heights is an experience like no other, a celebration of community, of friendship, of heritage.  And, more obviously (and much more clearly than in the original musical) a celebration of the power of a dream, whether that dream is of a return to one’s roots, an escape from one’s situation, a new job in a new neighborhood, a creative outlet, success for your children, or the kind of gravity-defying love that breaks the rules of expectations and physics.

This movie is itself a dream, a dream that fans of musical theatre always have -- seeing a favorite translated successfully to the big screen!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #InTheHeights)

(Please note that there’s an “Easter Egg” scene (and song) AFTER the end titles.)


6/11/2021     FIRES IN THE MIRROR                     Theatrical Outfit
                                                        
IDENTITY

The On-Line Program gives us the following background:

On August 19, 1991, in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, New York, one of the cars in a three-car procession carrying the Lubavitcher Hasidic rebbe (spiritual leader) ran a red light, hit another car, and swerved onto the sidewalk. The car struck and killed Gavin Cato, a seven-year-old Black boy from Guyana, and seriously injured his cousin Angela. 

As rumors spread that a Hasidic-run ambulance service helped the driver and his passengers while the children lay bleeding, members of the district’s Black community reacted with violence against the police and the Lubavitchers. That evening, a group of young Black men fatally stabbed Yankel Rosenbaum, a 29-year-old Hasidic scholar from Australia. For three days, Black people fought police, attacked Lubavitcher headquarters, and torched businesses while Hasidic patrols responded with their own violence.

(C) 1993 WGBG Educational Foundation.  Excerpted from educational materials created for AMERICAN PLAYHUSE’s public television production of “Fires in the Mirror” and published in the 1993 Anchor Books edition of the script.

Actor and playwright Anna Deavere Smith rose to prominence with her “Documentary Theatre” style of writing and performing.  Essentially, she conducts hundreds of interviews with eyewitnesses to an event as well as with “national spotlight” personalities who “joined the conversation.”  She then edits the interviews to a series of monologues, performing them all herself.  This approach was first used in Fires in the Mirror (1992), which she soon followed up with Twilight: Lost Angeles, 1992 (1993) about the riots following the Rodney King beating.

This approach is an effective means of stripping a situation of political bias while retaining the very real politics of the individuals involved.  It goes to the heart of the forces and trends that stoke the fires of an incident.  And putting contradictory points of view into the mouth of a single actor humanizes them, creates a compelling empathetic response to characters you may not (make that WILL NOT) see eye-to-eye with.

I remember seeing both these plays on PBS’s American Playhouse series and being impressed with Ms. Smith’s ability to morph into characters of any age, ethnicity, or gender, and being impressed with the style’s ability to tell stories I only thought I knew.

Sadly, the (almost) thirty years since these plays were first produced has done nothing to change our penchant for identity politics, for reducing any volatile situation to “us and them,” to “heroes and villains.”  Sadly, any protest/riot event from the past year (especially January 6) would benefit from Ms. Smith’s approach and talent.

Happily, though, Theatrical Outfit has chosen Fires in the Mirror (*) as its final Live Stream prior to returning to Live Shows in the fall.  Even (more happily)  they have chosen January Lavoy to act and co-direct (with Adam Immerwahr), and she (most happily) excels at both.

The play is composed of 29 monologues arranged in thematic groups (“Identity,” “Hair,” “Seven Race,” “Rhythm”), but the piece ends with a 15-monologue block focused on the riots themselves and the Crown Heights ethnic ethos that provoked them.  

Some of the monologues are of recognizable public figures (Rev. Al Sharpton, Director George C. Wolfe, Activist Angela Davis, Poet Ntozake Shange, Rapper Monique “Big Mo” Matthews), some of whom, truth to tell, come across a bit facile and self-serving.  Most of the monologues are from “people on the ground,” residents of Crown Heights, witnesses, victims.   It is a combination that gives a truly vivid tapestry of all the various long-standing resentments and identities (and some of the public drum-beating) that were (perhaps) at the root of the riots.

For me, the most effective pieces were from “Anonymous Girl,” a middle-schooler who innocently catalogues all the Caribbean and African :identities already taking root at her school, Norman Rosenbaum’s description of his brother dying in the streets, and the final gut-wrenching testimony from Gavin Cato’s father, Carmel Cato.  This is not to diminish the other monologues, all of which are the witness’s own words, edited to a poetic and compelling rhythm, and delivered by Ms. Lavoy with utmost sincerity and skill.

Make no mistake, this is a powerful piece of theatre, and forcefully reminds us that anger and resentments can be (somewhat) assuaged by seeing the humanity in the other, in the villain.  As Ms. Lavoy said in a recent interview, “No one sets out to be a villain.”  And these 29 voices, powerfully amplified by Anna Deavere Smith, are all equally human, even if equally complicit in the fiery situation.

Ironically, only a few weeks ago I praised the movie version of Oslo for reminding us that seeing the humanity in the enemy is always the first step to peace,  Now, Fires in the Mirror elegantly reinforces that ideal.  Hopefully, it’s not an ideal echoing in a vacuum.

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #toFIRES)

(*)  Full Title:  Fires in the Mirror: Crown Heights, Brooklyn, and Other Identities.


BTW, I also recommend finding the published script to this piece to complement your viewing experience.  In addition to a compelling introduction, Ms. Smith includes “scene set-ups” for each monologue, giving the context pf her interviews with each subject, and revealing minutiae that Ms. Lavoy is not shy about incorporating into her characterizations.

For example, compare this description with Ms. Lavoy’s portrayal of George C. Wolfe:

(The Mondrian Hotel in Los Angeles.  Morning.  Sunny.  A very nice room.  George is wearing denim jeans, a light blue denim shirt, and white leather tennis shoes.  His hair is in a ponytail.  He wears tortoise/wire spectacles.  He is drinking tea with milk.  The tea is served on a tray, the cups and teapot are delicate porcelain.  George is sitting on a sofa, with his feet up on a coffee table.)

Here’s a link to the Kindle Version:

https://www.amazon.com/Fires-Mirror-Anna-Deavere-Smith-ebook/dp/B00RKO6NP0/ref=sr_1_1?crid=NHITVKWNDTKR&keywords=fires+in+the+mirror+by+anna+deavere+smith&qid=1623503930&sprefix=Fires+in+the+Mirror%2Caps%2C151&sr=8-1

[bookmark: OLE_LINK29][bookmark: OLE_LINK30]6/19/2021	ONCE ON THIS ISLAND	Jennie T. Anderson Theatre Concert Series
		
WHY WE TELL THE STORY
  
Earlier this month. I praised the live stream of Nine, part of the Jennie T. Anderson Theatre’s 2021 Concert Series, saying it was so well done, I anticipate with enthusiasm seeing “each and every” entry in the series.  Faster than you can say “catch up on the one you missed,” the April/May production of Once on This Island was offered as a one-night only LIVE Drive-in concert.  Last night’s rain forced it inside, so, welcome to my comments on the FIRST LIVE THEATRE EVENT to capture my attention since March of 2020.  
And, let me say it up front, the production met my expectations, apart from some technical glitches (forgivable because of the hasty move from the parking lot to the stage), and one unfortunate design choice, which I’ll address shortly.  But first, let me plagiarize a template I first created for Aurora Theatre’s marvelous 2009 production of this play.
It’s a familiar story. In fact, it’s a couple of familiar stories. Girl falls in love with boy from other side of the island, Gods bet on humans’ constancy, tragedy ensues, Gods engineer happy ending. It’s Romeo and Juliet, Ariel and her Prince, Tony and Maria, Captain Kirk and Edith Keeler, Buffy and Angel. And no matter how many times it’s told, no matter how many settings it’s placed in, no matter how many hearts it breaks, what really matters is that it really matters.

In Once on this Island, the peasant inhabitants of a small nameless island are watched over by the Gods of Love, of Earth, of Water, and of Death. They live in isolation from the “others,” the city-dwellers, the descendants of the original inhabitants and their slaves. The God of Water sends a storm and young Ti Moune survives, now an orphan. When she grows up, the antic God of Death wants to prove that death is stronger than love, so he sends the lighter-skinned Daniel to the peasant side, victim of a car crash. The rest of the play follows the expected story. Ti Moune follows Daniel to the city, nurses him back to health, and falls in love with him. But societies isolated from each other have separate and contradictory traditions. Will death be stronger than love? Will tradition and duty?

This is a sweet little musical  filled with marvelous Caribbean-influenced songs by Lynn Ahrens and Stephen Flaherty (Ragtime and Seussical). If the archetypical story is familiar enough, the specific trappings are not. I really like the transformative dénouement, the specifics of the Gods’ characters, and the unconditional devotion of Ti Moune to both Daniel and her traditions. If Daniel’s embracement of his own traditions and commitments is a bit unexpected, he has the good graces to not like the choice he feels compelled to make.
If the concert format (really Readers’ Theatre for musicals) makes some plot points fuzzy and just out of reach (the addition of a narrator to fill in the gaps would have been welcome), the cast burns with fire and talent.   Led by the incomparable L’Oréal Roaché (who gives the adult Ti Moune an innocence and sincerity that is effective and memorable), they all have voices that soar, that sparkle, that drive home each emotional beat like a punch to the solar plexus.   As the “Gods,” Janine Ayo (Erzulie, Goddess of Love), Fenner Eady (Agwe, God of Water), Stephanie Zandra (Asaka, Goddess of Earth), and (especially) Trevor Rayshay Petty (Papa Ge, God of Death) all create vividly spectacular (dare I say “Larger than Life”?) characters who gleefully drive the plot, making its tragic aura almost joyful.

Kudos also to the “humans”:  Arjay Johnson as young Ti Moune, Jarius Cliett as Daniel, Kayce Grogan-Wallace and Adam Washington as Ti Moune’s adoptive parents, Kendra Johnson as  Andrea (Daniel’s intended), and Lamont J. Hill as Daniel’s father (and ancestors).  Overall, this is a cast to love, an ensemble whose every musical moment proves the power of the concert format.  Much credit for the musical success is definitely attributable to Music Director John-Michael d’Haviland and his talented instrumentalists.
Okay, admittedly the sound tech was a “work in progress” as mikes dropped out (forcing the performers to impressively belt-project to be heard), and the mix occasionally let the accompaniment overpower the lyrics.  But, considering the rapid move indoors, that is not only forgivable, but actually a bit welcome, a “rough edge” to remind us that we are once again experiencing LIVE THEATRE (Huzzah!).
What’s not so forgivable is the lighting designer’s choice to make full use of the venue’s computer-controlled razzle-dazzlers to project dizzyingly elaborate images that dance and change color, moving from backdrop to house ceiling, and, in general, that distract from the story and the artists.  If the aim of the concert format is to put focus on the music and the performances, why steal that focus with a (basically pointless) light show?  When the lights are dancing around and the performers are standing still, it is natural for audience eyes to follow what is moving, especially egregious when that movement is above our heads and not behind the cast.  The numbers that truly worked the best were those with no razzle-dazzle, just a singer, an orchestra, and a saturate-color back drop THAT DIDN’T MOVE.
All that being said, these actors, these musicians, had the energy and talent to capture my attention, even when the light show threatened to derail them.  

So the question remains, why is such a familiar, and oft-told tale so enjoyable, so compelling, so moving? Can it be something so simple that we are genetically programmed to believe love transcends death, tradition, and expectation? Can it be that we know love can be a two-edged sword, that it cuts both to the heart and through it? I suspect this latter may have something to do with it. We’ve all felt the pain of heart-break, the joy of requited love, the frustration of accommodating those loved-one quirks that drive us bananas. Simple tales of unconditional love reaffirm the choices we have made, the affections we have built, the ties we have chosen to bind us.

And when things go south, as they inevitably do in small ways, as they too often do in large ways, it is comforting, moving to see a story that reassures us that even when things go completely wrong, we know that love can kick death’s butt anywhere anytime and in any tradition.

And that, my friends, is “Why We Tell the Story.”  And that is why we WANT to see the story in a live theatre, with a roomful of friends we’ve yet to meet, with a cast who astound, and especially, with a story that dances.
	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #OnceOnThisIsland   #JennieTAndersonTheatre)


7/9/2021     SUMMER SURF PARTY                                       Georgia Ensemble Theatre
	
HALCYON DAYS

Grumpy old folks like me often describe the “Best Time of Our Lives” as those carefree summers of our junior and senior high school years.   We were out of school, our hormones were in attack mode, and some of us (unfortunately not myself) were experiencing first love.  My own “Best Times” were the summers of 1965 through 1970, the heyday of the Beach Boys and “Surf Rock.”

Which is why I anticipated this concert with all the glee of a kid on the beach on the first hot day of summer.

Okay, truth be told, those days may not have been all that our nostalgic wallow wants us to remember – they were also the days of grueling summer jobs, rampant acne, pre-air-conditioned homes, and (fortunately not myself) first heartbreak.   But the glory of the Beach Boys (and other memorable summer-song artists) is they focused our attention on what was really important – quitting time, day-off fun, and all those parties!

Chris Damiano and Jeremy Wood have compiled a marvelous tribute concert of (mostly) Beach Boys hits, gathered a band of talented musicians (Dolph Amick, Christopher A. Kent, and Zion Glenn) and taken over the Chattahoochee Nature Center for a delightful evening of song, dance, and fun.   Interaction is encouraged, as is copious imbibing and slow dancing (the target audience – my generation – may just be too decrepit for the fast kind, though I was encouraged by the brave souls who made the attempt).

All your favorite Beach Boys hits are here – “California Girls,” “Surfin’ Safari,” “Good Vibrations,” “Barbara Ann,” “God Only Knows” (which, of course, can’t be heard any more without thinking of the ecstatic finale of Love, Actually), and more.  There are few hits from others – “Wipe Out,” “Under the Boardwalk,” even “Sweet Little Sixteen” just to show how “Surfin’ USA” is a direct copy.

What’s so joyous about these songs is that they make us all feel like Surfing is the Answer to all Life’s Problems, even if we have never touched a surfboard in our lives (and probably never will).  There’s also a fair shar of “Worship the Muscle Car” songs that make us forget that we don’t know the first thing about big engines, not to mention that these puppies went through gas like a perfect ride cutting through a wave.  Of course, gas was much cheaper then.

It is an irony, I suppose, that most of these musicians are about a generation (or two) behind those of us whose summers were dominated by this music.  Drummer Zion Glenn is probably young enough to be a grandchild of a Boomer – but his talent is as outsized as anyone’s, as he proves on the drum solos of “Wipe Out.”  He also has a velvety rich singing voice, admirably on display with “Under the Boardwalk.”  Lead Guitar Dolph Amick has done this sort of thing before, and he has a ball playing elaborate solos and back up.   Mr. Damiano and Mr. Kent are great on Bass and Rhythm Guitar, and Mr. Woods plays the keyboard to perfection.   They all have their moments to shine, their songs to front, and their talent to share.

Summer Surf Party is the first post-pandemic (are we really “post” yet?) from Georgia Ensemble Theatre, and it’s a rapturously enjoyable wallow in songs those of us of a certain age grew up with.  And, hopefully, it’s joyous enough to chase the rain away for the rest of its run.

Surf’s Up!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #GETSummerSurfParty   #ChattahoocheeNatureCenter)


7/10/2021     HOW I BECAME A PIRATE                        Destination Theatre / Horizon Theatre
	
A_GOOD_ONE_TO_BOOT.ARG

Jessica Jacob is up for an adventure!  One she can finish in time for soccer practice.  Just in time, she meets Captain Braidbeard and a motley band of .... pirates?  The pirates are looking for a “Digger” and Jessica happens to have a plastic Beach Shovel, so, Perfect!  She’s a fine new recruit (a good one to boot)!

Based on the popular kid book by Melinda Long and David Shannon, How I Became a Pirate is a tuneful adventure (for the young) from newcomers Destination Theatre Company, hosted by Horizon Theatre outdoors, a perfect Saturday Excursion for families and swashbucklers!  Unless it rains.  Arggggh!

Sure this scurvy lot of brigands are so nice and pleasant they could be singing Gilbert & Sullivan (and indeed “Read this Map” recalls G&S patter songs of yore.), sure the adventure is figuring out where to bury the booty (and yes, there is an appropriately vague “Booty” joke for Mom and Dad to silently chuckle at).  But for a bored youngster, that IS an adventure!

More relevant,  there are laughs a-plenty and the score (by Janet Yates Vogt & Mark Friedman) is a bouncy delight (it is downloadable, and in fact, I’m listening to it now).  Songs like “Talk Like a Pirate,” “A Good One to Boot,” “Pirates Dot Arrgh,” and “How I Became a Pirate” combine the tropes of kid’s musicals and sea chanties, and, as mentioned above, even a little G&S.

This is a young and talented cast.  Zemirah Davis is an energetic and sassy Jessica who isn’t afraid to go toe-to-toe with a band of scurvy buccaneers.  Anthony Nash is wonderful as Captain Braidbeard.  The crew is filled out with Amy Duffy as Max (whose stuffed fluffy parrot as almost as good as the real thing), Destiny Freeman as Swill (whose vacant manner belies an encyclopedic knowledge of facts and trivia), Colby Johnson as Pierre (the crew’s French gourmet chef), and Barry Westmoreland as Sharktooth (the 2nd most feared rover of the seven seas).  Together they become a dandy ensemble of likeable marauders.

Ms. Duffy also is music director and choreographer and approaches both tasks with tongue fully planted in cheek, making the whole experience a delight for young and old.  All are wrangled beautifully by director Cory Phelps, who hopes “Destination Theatre can broaden the place for art in your heart.”

Sure, Mom and Dad know that pirates are really despicable villains who usually deserve a fate at the end of a sword. a rope, or a gangplank.  But, for some reason, popular children’s books downplay the viciousness and highlight the adventure and goofyness and eccentricity.  How I Became a Pirate is a fine addition to that trope, and nay-sayers who insist on reminding young readers and viewers that a REAL pirate would rather eat their hearts and tickle their funny bones, well, you deserve a lonely old age and a scurvy end.

ARRGHH!

	--  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com  @bk_rudy    #HowIBecameAPirate   #DestinationTheatre #HorizonTheatre)


7/11/2021     INTO THE WOODS                        City Springs Theatre Company

INTO THE WORDS AND INTO THE STORY

I have seen well over a dozen productions of Lapine and Sondheim's Into the Woods and can pretty much recite it by heart.  When you add in multiple viewings of the several productions I was a part of, it would be safe to say I’ve seen well over thirty performances of this show.  And yet, I look forward to any new production with an anticipation that is probably certifiable.  

Some shows just don’t get stale for me, and this one is at the top of the list.

Fortunately, the City Springs Production ranks as one of the best, despite yesterday’s matinee suffering a storm-induced blackout (*) and a few other technical glitches.  This production hails back to the original Broadway production, dropping the 2nd wolf added for the 2002 Broadway revival as well as the beautiful (but pace slowing) “Our Little World” Rapunzel/Witch duet.  It also does not indulge in the sort of conceptual creative flourish that was so successful in the Aurora’s 2016 production (and so unsuccessful in the Alliance’s 2011 effort).

What this production has is a wealth of talent, a wealth of energy, and a wealth of commitment to the stories, to the music, to the characters, and, especially, to the words.

Let me begin with my usual cut-and-paste job from some of my (many) earlier reviews.

It’s all about the stories.  And the words.  And the music.  Yes, you can concoct scholarly theses centered on the influences of Bettelheim, on the threads of Campbell’s archetypes, on the historical synchronicities and similarities across various cultures, on the seemingly conflicting themes of maturity, wish-fulfillment, responsibility, and “children-as-witness.”  All of these (and more) scholarly analyses have come out of the forests of academia.  But, in the final analysis, any production of Into the Woods is all about the stories.  And the words.  And the music.

First produced in 1986, Into the Woods combines several popular fairy tales with a new unifying story, sending its cast off on a classic quest and letting their fondest dreams come true.  In the second act, they reap the dire consequences for the choices and compromises they made to win their “I wish” journeys.  In other words, Act One is a happy excursion into childhood, the stories we always remember, the “happily ever afters” we always dream.  Act Two is the darker journey of adulthood, the taking of responsibility, the bonding together to achieve a goal, the moments of loss and despair.  I have friends who insist that Act Two ruined the play for them, that they preferred the happy endings alone.  I think Act Two is really what the play is about.  Act One makes Into the Woods a good and fun-filled musical.  Act Two makes it a GREAT musical. 

So, what makes this outing so memorable?  

Let’s start with the cast. Jeff McKerley brings to the Narrator his usual energy and panache, but he goes one step further, imbuing him with a love of story-telling, keeping his face a-glow, chomping at the bit to let us know “what happens next.”  Throughout the pandemic, Mr. McKerley has been a reader for an evening story time series, and he brings all that same energy to this performance pulling us into the stories and making us (well, at least me) forget we’ve seen this show so many times before.

As the Witch, the exquisite Terry Burrell pulls out the stops, taking such joy in being vicious, in being bad, in being “right,” yet still breaking our hearts with her losses and burdens.  As our “heroes,” Billy Tighe and Felicia Boswell (The Baker and his Wife) bicker and bond like any couple of many years should.  We WANT to take this journey with them.   Leigh Ellen Jones is an athletically winsome Cinderella, stumbling and tumbling like an acrobat, but keeping sincere and focused.

As the youngsters, Haden Rider as Jack and Jalise Wilson as Red Riding Hood quickly make us forget they’re far too old for their characters, and come across like kids, not like adults pretending to be kids.   And the remarkable Ingrid Cole brings to Jack’s Mother more than a few surprises and moments-to-remember.   

Individually, Colt Prattes (Cinderella’s Prince) and Benjamin H. Moore (Rapunzel’s Prince) are perfectly fine, leaping rather than walking, preening rather than prince-ing, giving vent to their appetites, like the wolves they are (and, for the record, Mr. Prattes is one of the most lithe, limber and oozing wolves it has been my pleasure to see).  However, when they are on stage together, they just seem... well, wrong.  Mr. Moore seems so much older (and larger) than Mr. Prattes, it’s (sometimes) an effort to accept him as the younger, “lesser” Prince.  But that quibble disappears as soon as they break into “Agony,” probably the comic highlight of the show.

Which brings me to the music.  This is one of Stephen Sondheim’s most accessible scores, and it is filled with musical moments of greatness.  “No More,” my favorite, reduced me to tears (as usual), and, if it’s not overstating, this was the best of the thirty or more performances I’ve seen of this number.  Ms. Burrell totally “owns” “Stay with Me” and “Last Midnight.”  Other outstanding moments this time include Ms. Wilson’s “I Know Things Now,” Mr. Rider’s “Giants in the Sky,” Ms. Jones’ “On the Steps of the Palace,” Ms. Boswell’s “Moments in the Woods,”  and the aforementioned “Agony” (and its reprise).  I truly love this score, and this production displays  it extraordinarily well.  So, kudos to Music Director S. Renee Clark and Musical Supervisor Chris Brent Davis.

I was mostly impressed with the set by Paul Wonsek – these woods are indeed lovely dark and deep – but having the three houses on a drop cloth makes the Giant’s rampage at the top of Act II a bit “less than” I would have liked – it’s always more effective to see shelves fall and dishes break.  Still, it did make for an exceptionally smooth segue from village to forest.  And it was all beautifully lit by Mike Wood (missed cues notwithstanding).

To be honest, I didn’t like the long pause for the witch’s Act I transformation, and there were some (very) occasional sight-line issues (why wasn’t the Witch on the highest platform for that final number?).  But again, these are quibbles that would only be noticed by someone who has seen more productions of the show than is psychologically sound.  Ands even I chose to overlook them as I wallowed in the rapturous pleasure of the production as a whole.  So, kudos to first-time director Kayce Grogan-Wallace.

So, how far would you go to realize your most fervent “I wish?” How much of a “mess” will your wish leave for someone else?  How many of your arguments will your children hear and forever remember?  What do you want to leave behind?

More than a collection of children’s stories, Into the Woods is a journey into the heart of adulthood, into what we bring from our childhood, about what we save for those we leave behind.  It’s a musically rich, profoundly moving dream of a show, imaginatively staged, lyrically complex and emotionally involving.  It’s Sondheim at his peak, and I anticipate every new production with a sense of excitement like that of the start of a new forest journey.

Here the focus is on story, on words that frame our experience, on characters that give our hearts wings, on music that gives our spirit sustenance.  And, indeed, City Springs’  Into The Woods made my spirit truly soar!  

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #IntoTheWoods   #CitySpringsTheatre)

(*) Kudos to the “It’s an Eclipse” ad lib when the lights went out!


7/17/2021	IN THE GROOVE                 Jennie T. Anderson Theatre Drive-in Series /
                                                                        BUICEntennial Productions

I CAN’T HELP MYSELF

You may observe that there is little point to writing about In the Groove.  It is not really a play, but a cover-concert, featuring Motown hits from the ‘60’s and ‘70s, and it was a one-night-only production.  But, as the song says, I can’t help myself.  I really am compelled to write about shows I have no business writing about.

As I mentioned last week in my review of G.E.T.’s Summer Surf Party, the late sixties and early seventies were my high school years, so these songs seeped into my soul while I was adolescing, and, as a result, are part-and-parcel of who I am at my musical core.  Which, I suppose, is a highfalutin’ way of saying that, even after all these years, they make my toes tap, my heart race, and my mind echo in nostalgia.

The show is structured like a series of “Cover Band” sets, starting with the Four Seasons, then continuing with The Temptations and Four Tops, with Stevie Wonder, with the Supremes (and other female  hit-makers), with the Beatles, and with others.   Obviously, the focus was on the era rather than Motown itself (though more than half the songs had a Motown pedigree).

But what really sold this for me was the energy and talent of the gentlemen in front of the band –
Telvin Carter, Fanner Eady, Koby Parker, and Leo Thomasian.  Meticulously directed and choreographed by Ricardo Aponte (with musical direction and arrangements by Nick Edelstein), these guys channeled the style and stature of the artists to whom they were paying tribute; they certainly conveyed a non-stop joy with the era, with the songs, with the steps.  Sure, I may have preferred to see women sing the female-centric songs, but these four guys sold them (and small consolation, the backup band was more than half female).

But, more to the point, I actually feared I’d fall asleep as I had been awake since 3:00 AM (for .. reasons) and was nodding off before the show started.  But once that first chord hit, I was as awake as if I were mainlining liquid caffeine, and, if my rickety knees and legs weren’t so old and feeble, I would have joined those dancing in the aisles.  As it was, I had to remain content with wallowing in the High School memories these songs evoked.

BUICEntennial Productions has chosen to focus on live performances with various “Tribute” themes, and they are very good at it. – look for the upcoming July 30 Kokomo (which may echo much of Summer Surf Party as it is from the same creators and features the same cast) at  the Mable House Amphitheatre,  as well as She’s a Rebel (Rock ‘n Roll Women), Respect (Black female Artists), and Sinatra (His Way). Details on these (and earlier) shows can found at the BUICEntennial web site, https://buicentennial.wordpress.com//

And, who knows?  These shows just may be available to be restaged and revived!

I somehow suspect this won’t be the last time we’ll be In the Groove!

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #IntoTheWoods   #CitySpringsTheatre)

Watch excerpts from In the Groove Here:
[bookmark: _Hlk77493711]https://videos.files.wordpress.com/sZz4khMf/in-the-groove-promo-v4_dvd.mp4

7/24/2021	CHESS		Jennie T. Anderson Theatre Concert Series

BORDERS AND HEARTS 

Chess all started with a concept album in 1983.  Lyricist Tim Rice and the creative force behind ABBA (Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus) put together a series of songs that sorta kinda told a fictionalized version of the Fisher-Spassky World Chess Championship.  Layered with Cold War politics, the players are “handled” and manipulated by their respective countries, hoping to win a major propaganda victory.  Toss into the mix a beautiful woman who loves both players, a defection, and a ravenous media corps, and you have the potential for a dynamic and compelling piece.

A few of the numbers have taken on lives of their own – “Anthem,” “One Night in Bangkok, “”I Know Him So Well,” and “Pity the Child” have been “covered” often, and, usually, well.  But Chess didn’t become a “show” until 1989, with some very dramatic plot changes (instead of two tournaments a year apart, we’re given a single contest).  Songs were added and dropped, and, the show was not a huge hit, though it does have a devoted following.  I saw a touring company in early 1990 starring Broadway diva-to-be Carolee Carmello, but my memory of that production is dim and unreliable.  I do remember not liking it too much, but not hating it, either.

And, Rice is continuously tinkering with it, so the version you see today may be decidedly different than the version you saw last year.

To begin, it must be asked, have world events passed this piece by?

In 2009, writing about a PBS Great Performances Concert Version, I said, “Yes!” I thought Cold War political brinkmanship may work as a period piece curiosity, but 2009 audiences would be hard-pressed to sit through a three-hour allegory on the Cold War.  Of course, that was before Putin started flexing his Hacker Camps and Russia resumed its status as the “Big Bad.”  It now seems, despite its period setting, as timely as ever.

I also found previous productions colder than a Russian winter, and was never moved by it, by its characters, or by its finale.  I always thought it was a triumph of musical craftsmanship over compelling storytelling.  After all, chess as a metaphor for politics and love has to be a thematic trope as old as chess itself.  

But now, Jono Davis, Artistic Director of Cobb County’s Jennie T. Anderson Theatre and its exquisite concert series, has produced a concert version that makes all the right choices – filled the stage with talented musicians and actors, put a very talented first-time director (Lilliangina Quiñones) at the helm, and let her focus our attention on the characters and relationships, delivering an emotional gut bunch that will forever change my appreciation of this piece.

At the start, we are thrust into an intimate scene between a father and daughter, as he tries to forge in her an appreciation of the finer points of chess as it applies to life.  It is Budapest on the eve of the 1956 Soviet invasion of Hungary.  Father and Daughter are soon separated in the chaos, and the show storms ahead to the 1980’s and the World Chess Championship in Bangkok Thailand.  The players are American Freddie Trumper and Soviet Anatoly Sergievsky.   They are accompanied by their “seconds,” Florence Vassy and Molokov, a charming but sinister figure who (more than likely) is KGB.  The match is overseen by The Arbiter, a strict arbiter of rules and behaviors whose word is law, so far as the game is concerned.

As the tournament continues, Freddy shows himself to be arrogant and quick to anger, leaving the game at a perceived slight over some suspicious yogurt.  Florence arranges a rapprochement, and in the process, falls in love with Anatoly, which leads to a defection, and to a possible reunion with her father (yes, Florence was the young girl of the opening and, since the invasion, has grown up so American she no longer understands the Hungarian language.)  We soon get to meet Anatoly’s wife, Svetlana, who, despite Anatoly’s claims to the contrary, still has a hold on him.

It all builds to a second round of games in Budapest, where the stakes couldn’t be higher.  The player’s countries, more than the players themselves, are soon engaged in a series of schemes and moves and feints and betrayals.

Like diplomacy (and chess), the plot is a series of moves and counter-moves, lies that may be hidden truths, and evidence that hides possible lies.  Ms. Quiñones keeps the twists and turns of plot clear, if not the veracity of the claims and deals.  

This is a dream cast, and it was obvious that the leads have been working on this show longer than the usual seven days given to these concerts as prep time. (*)   They know these characters and songs intimately, and never need to refer to script or score.   More to the point, they find the emotional core of their choices, and create credible forces and trends in an ever- shifting emotional web.

Kylie Brown (GET’s Ghost and Aurora’s Unauthorized Autobiography of Samantha Brown) is near perfect as Florence.  She has a voice that soars and a presence that fills the room.  Juan Carlos Unzueta follows on the heels of his Guido in Nine with a layered performance, giving us a Freddie who is immature and irritating, but capable of moving us (“Pity the Child”).  Maxim Gukhman ( ALT’s Rent and Thoroughly Modern Millie) brings to Anatoly a gravitas and musicality and vulnerability that puts us on his “side,” regardless of how deep our loyalty to America may be.

In other roles, Stuart Schleuse is a perniciously amiable Molokov, Skyler Brown brings to Walter (Freddie’s publicist) a grasping greed that totally makes the revelations about his character credible, Mary Nye Bennett is a sweetly sad Svetlana, and Diany Rodriguez is beautifully profane and strong as the Arbiter.  The cast is filled to the brim with an extraordinary ensemble (14 strong) with Tecia Chavez and Sammy Fossum extraordinary as dancers whose pas-de-deux provide elegant transitions and “covers” for the actual chess matches.

This is a strong cast and musical director Chris Brent Davis is to be commended for making this difficult score sound note-perfect, and for keeping the 12-piece orchestra balanced and melodious.

At the production level, the show sparkles with an intricacy and design that belies its short prep time and concert trappings.   Projections (concepts by Ms. Quiñones, images curated by Jono Davis, design and execution by Bobby Johnston) and lights (by Michael Carver) dazzle and keep time and place clear, and the costumes (coordinated by Ms. Bennett) cleverly put the Americans in white and the Soviets in black but keep Ms. Brown in a dazzlingly clinging red dress that guarantees she’ll be the focus of every scene she’s in, which, of course, is (almost) every scene.

There are so many outstanding musical moments to cite – Florence’s “Someone Else’s Story,” Anatoly’s “Where I Want to be,” the aforementioned “Pity the Child” from Freddie, the Florence/Svetlana duet “I Know Him So Well,” the garish “One Night in Bangkok,” and of course, Anatoly’s “Anthem,” which Florence semi-reprises beautifully for the heart-breaking finale.

Yes, it would be easy to dismiss Chess with its easy metaphors and cold war mentality, which I have done for the past thirty years or so.  But, when all is said and done, THIS time, I truly responded to the characters, to their music, and to their stories.  More than anything else, Florence sums up the virtues of this production when she sings, “my land’s only borders lie around my heart.”  It is a sweet and idealistic image, but a closer look shows those borders to be not so identifiable.  Especially when a choice must be made between long-lost father and new-found lover.

It’s a choice that broke my heart and (finally) sold me on this show

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #Chess   #JTAndersonTheatre)

(*)   Mr. Davis tells us in his curtain speech that this show has been scheduled for three years, and I suspect, the leads have used that interim time wisely.


7/27/2029        THE WOLVES       Broadway on Demand / Lincoln Center Theatre Archives

WOLFPACK

(Sloth Alert:  In 2019, Horizon Theatre produced a most excellent production of this piece.  Since my reaction to this video of the original Lincoln Center production is similar, most of this is cut-and-pasted from my review of the Horizon production)

Let’s make it quite clear.  This is THEIR turf!  Nine High School Soccer Players, known only by their numbers.  These are “The Wolves.”  And they are fierce!

To my delight, the final offering from the Lincoln Center archive series is the original 2017 production of The Wolves, Sarah DeLappe’s Pulitzer Finalist.  I say this because Horizon Theatre’s 2019 staging was one of my favorite theatrical experiences of that final year before we all shut down.  I anticipated (with not a little fervor) experiencing this play again.   I was not disappointed.

Yes, it’s about Girls’ Soccer, it’s about a tribe of young women (and, at a meta-level, young actresses), it’s about character, it’s about facing the future with a little help from your friends, even if they are punk-ass mean girls.  It was produced with a (mostly) female creative team. And it was a riveting experience I won’t soon forget. 

So, we meet the Wolves as they warm up for their regular “Saturday in the Bubble” game.  They play all winter in an indoor arena.  Eight teenagers chattering and gossiping, snippets of conversation coming to us like phrases in a symphony.  A 9th young woman (#46) seems to be an outsider, trying (in vain) to join in, treated as a leper by the others, because, well, we’ve all grown up together and who does this b**** think she is?

Each scene carries us through the season, one week at a time, and we learn a little more about the members of the team, but it is the TEAM that is center stage, and, eventually, center field.  # 7 and # 14 have some bad blood, the sketchy details of which comes out as the season progresses.  The goalie, #00, rarely, if ever, speaks, until her “Time Out” primal scream.  # 25 is the team captain, and she tries to keep everyone focused on their warmups.  Each “Number” reveals more and more about herself, her fears and desires, her idiosyncrasies and history.

And then one (who shall remain nameless -- um, numberless -- here to avoid spoilers) is injured.  The new girl, #46, reveals herself to be better than any of them, and is soon embraced by the team.  And, finally, there is a tragedy, and we are left to play detective, wondering who will not be part of the final scene, as the girls come in one-by-one.  In that scene, we learn two are actually sisters, and another finds a new zit more tragic than the death of a friend.  These are teenagers after all.  The use of the “lost” teammate’s name is no help, as we haven’t heard ANY of their actual names.  And we meet a Soccer Mom, in emotional extremis, desperate to “go on” in spite of her devastating loss.

I really like the gradual way playwright DeLappe reveals the characters, how the first scene is a cacophony of overlapping conversations, how the team “gels” as the season progresses, how it doesn’t really matter that we don’t learn any names until the final scene (and only two names then).  I like how the actresses totally commit to this production, showing a skill-level that bespeaks hours of pre-production training.

I really like how the offstage characters made themselves known to us, #46’s globe-trotting Mom, #11’s therapist parents, the consistently hung-over coach, #7’s creepy boyfriend, and more.

I really REALLY like how all the girls, all the WOMEN, mature and develop, how they keep up an exhausting level of energy and physical stamina, how they become distinct individuals without sacrificing the distinct character of the team itself.

I like the simplicity of the set (by Laura Jellinek) – an AstroTurf-covered bare space staged as a thrust in Lincoln Center’s Mitzi Newhouse Theatre (so we catch occasional glimpses of audience members).   I like how the “Soccer Choreography” keeps the team moving and stretching and showing tiny moments of skill, despite the absence of scripted “game play.” I  especially like how Lila Neugebauer’s direction creates clarity out of simultaneous “teen-speak,” and “punches” moments of off-stage “plot” that need our attention.  Like a Greek Tragedy, this is a play in which a large group of women gather and talk, in which major plot conflicts and incidents happen “off,” and in which a “chorus” of voices plays the major role.

And I LOVED the work of this ensemble, none of whom you’ve ever heard of before or since (although they ALL have TV credits you’ve probably seen) – Lizzie Jutila (#00), Sarah Mezzanotte (#2), Brenna Coates (#7) , Midori Francis (#8), Suzannah Perkins (#11), Jenna Dioguardi (#13), Samia Finnerty (#14), Paola Sanchez Abreu (#25), Tedra Milan (#46), and Mia Barron (“Soccer Mom”) act like they’ve been together since grade school.  Kudos especially to Ms. Barron, who, in the space of a single short scene gives us a truly heart-rending portrait of grief and support, and to Ms. Jutila, whose silence speaks volumes and whose “primal scream” sequence skillfully sets up the tragedy of the last scene.

So, while waiting for area theatres to fully re-open, or to just fill an empty spot on your mid-week calendar, I can’t recommend The Wolves highly enough.  It is the perfect arena for a group usually omitted from “American Football.”  It is funny, aggravating, compelling, and it lands with the emotional punch of a soccer ball bicycle-kicked to the gut.  It just may bring out your own primal howl.

    --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com   #TheWolves   #LCTArchices)

Note:  The Wolves is available for FREE on-demand viewing from Broadway On Demand (using the promo code FREEWOLF.   It is available until August 15.

https://www.lct.org/shows/private-reels/?utm_source=delivra&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Private%20Reels%20-%20The%20Wolves%20announcement&utm_id=41638657&utm_term=LEARN+MORE

 



8/1/2021      GLENGARRY GLEN ROSS                     Merely Players Presents

F#$%iN' DIGNITY

(Bias Alert:  I have worked with Merely Players Presents Artistic Director Joan McElroy, and with actors Jerry Jobe and Dan Brown, and tend to view their work through approval-tinted glasses)

(Sloth Alert:  I have seen this play numerous times, so, of course, I have a pastiche-y template stored in my Slothly Archive, and am always happy to trot it out.)

Editor's note: For the purposes of the following dialog, here is a family-friendly pronunciation key:

f#$%in' / f#$% should both be pronounced like "Durn," as in "Those Durn Yankees."

p@@$$y should be pronounced like "Kitty," as in "Kitty tastes good with teriyaki sauce (or after a shower)."

as$%^&le should be pronounced like "Noble," as in "I am As Noble as can be."  

Readers with long memories may recognize much of the following as being plagiarized from my own 2007 review of the Alliance Theatre's production of this play and Pinch ‘n’ Ouch’s 2017 production.  

They can all Bite Me!

Thank you, and if the following offends any of you jagoffs in any f#$%in’ way, GOOD!

You: Tell me about --

Me: You want me to tell you --

You: Yeah, y'know, I want to know --

Me: You wanna know about what?

You: About this show --

Me: THIS show?

You: This show, you know, Glengarry Glen Ross?

Me: You want ME to tell YOU about this f#$%in' Glengarry --

You: Yeah, that show, Glengarry --

Me:  -- Glen Ross, that show?

You: Yeah, that show.

Me: Well, it was almost f#$%in' brilliant?

You: Almost?

Me: What the f#$% did I just say? What are you, a f#$%in' jagoff -- (*).

You: Do you have to use that word?

Me:  -- or just a p@@$$y?

You: Or that word?

Me: What f#$%in' words?

You: You know --

Me: I know?

You: Yeah, you know --

Me: Well, how the f#$% should I know? Do I look like a f#$%in' mind reader? Do I look like I'm from f#$%in' Wisconsin?

You: Come on, you know --

Me: F#$% you! I'm not "Coming" anywhere with you or f#$%in' "Coming" near you or even f#$%in' "Coming" on you. Just tell me the f#$%in' words you don't want me to f#$%in' use!

You: I can't.

Me: You can't?

You: No, I can't.

Me: Why the f#$% not?

You: It's not a word nice people use.

Me: So you worry about nice people?

You: Well, sure --

Me: You like nice people?

You: I guess --

Me: You like plays about nice people?

You: Um --

Me: F#$% Nice People! Nice people make lousy plays. You want nice people? Go to a f f#$%in' convent. Go see f#$%in' On Golden Pondscum! Go watch f#$%in' Elmo on your f#$%in' kid's f#$%in' TV.

You: Um --

Me: You don't want to f#$%in' see this one!

You: I don't?

Me: You don't --

You: I really don't?

Me: You f#$%in' don't. And you f#$%in' can't.

You:   I can’t?

Me:  What did I say?

You:   You said I can’t.

Me:  I said you f#$%in' can't.

You:  Why not?

Me:  ‘Cause it’s closed, Dipsh#@t.  Today was the final performance.

You:  It’s over?

Me:   It’s over.

You:  Well, what was it like?

Me:   It was f#$%in' terrific!

You:  Didn’t you say “ALMOST brilliant?”

Me:   Bite me!

You:  But it’s not nice.

Me:  Definitely not nice.  But if you like plays about f#$%in' guys, manly f#$%in' guys, on the edge, on the ever-lovin' razor-f#$%in' edge, trying to get through life with a little f#$%in' dignity, this is one you can't miss.  Or shouldn’t have missed!

You: It's manly?

Me: What the f#$% kinda question is that? "Is it manly?"

You: I just want to know ..

Me: Know what?

You: Well what's the manliest thing you've ever done?

Me: You want to know the manliest thing I've done?

You: You, the manliest thing you've done. The manliest thing you do.

Me: Why should I f#$%in' tell you?

You: Why not?

Me: I listen to f#$%in' Show Tunes. Is that manly enough for you?

You: Well --

Me: What else do you want to know?

You: Do they say --

Me: Do they say what?

You: You know.

Me: How many f#$%in' times do I have to tell you, I don't know. Speak your mind, Jagoff!

You: Never mind.

Me: You're such a p@@$$y!

You: You say that like an insult.

Me: A what?

You: An insult.

Me: A what?

You: A f#$%in' insult!

Me: Watch your language, there are young people on this site.

You: F#$% You!

Me: Not so f#$%in' nice now, are you?

You: Okay Okay, I'm an as$%^&le. Tell me about the shoulda --

Me:  The shoulda?

You:  Yeah.  You say it shoulda been --

Me:  I said it shoulda?  When the f#$% did I say it shoulda?

You:  Before --

Me:  Before?  What the f#$% does that mean?

You:  Fuggedabouddit --

Me:  F#$%, now I remember.

You:  Well?
 
Me:  Yeah, well here's the thing.  The first act is usually staged as three static scenes.  Two guys in each scene sitting at restaurant tables talkin’

You:  Sounds lame...

Me:  It’s not.  It’s meeting the cast as they’re face to face, mano-a-mano, begging and pleading.   Making plans.  Smoking cancer sticks.  Drinking Booze.  And they’re all short scenes so intermission comes real f#$%in' fast.

You”  And here?

Me:  Here they’re blocked all over the place, as if the director was afraid he’d lose the audience if he let them just sit and talk.   Never happened in any production I’ve seen.

You:  You’ve seen this before?

Me.  Twice.  And I was in it twice.

You:  So all that blocking ruined it for you?

Me:  Nope.  The actors were good enough to make it work.  But when they sit at the bar then move to a table then move to another table than stand in the middle of the floor, it f#$%in' upends everything we know about how people behave in restaurants.

You:  You ever eat at a Chicago Restaurant?

Me:  F#$% that!  

You:  Well, what the hell do you know about it then?

Me:   What the f#$% do I know?

You:   Yeah, what the HELL do you know?

Me:   Whatever.

You:  Well, what about the second act?

Me:  The director f#$%in' redeemed himself.  The blocking was fluid, natural, and convincing.  The pace was breakneck, the story beats came f#$%in' fast and furious, and the reveals semi-sorta surprises even after all these viewings.

You:  Well, what about the actors?

Me:  The actors?

You: Yeah, the actors.  You said they were all terrific.

Me:   I said that?

You:  Yeah -- 

Me:   I f#$%in' said that about actors -- 

You:  .. the ones in Glengarry --

Me:   Oh the actors!

You:  Yeah, tell me about them.  Who are they?

Me:  Michael Miller was great as Levene.   Phil Mann was also terrific as Roma,  the kind of young guy we old farts love to hate.  

You:  What about the others?

Me:  All terrific.  Dan Brown as a baby-faced Williamson, bringing a f#$%in' image of chum-among-the-sharks to the as$%^&le role.  Mike Stevens as the "mark" Lingk, Phil Keeling  as Moss, James Allen Nelson as the cop, and Jerry Jobe as Aaronow.

You:  Didn't you once play Aaronow?

Me:  Twice, as$%^&le!  Once in 1992, again in 2010 –

You: God, you're old.

Me: Bite Me!

You: So it's a good play?

Me: It's a great play.  It's always been a great play.  It always will be a great play Mamet creates characters that pop, writes dialogue that feels real, dialogue that includes interruptions and half-formed thoughts, that has a poetic and profane rhythm that is almost like music.

You: But is it a GOOD play?

Me: It's a f#$%in' brilliant play with f#$%in' brilliant actors in a f#$%in' brilliant production that shoulda run a dozen weekends longer.  

You: I still wanna see it.  Some f#$%in' day.

Me: You still GOTTA see it!  Some f#$%in' day.

You: Can I take the kids?

Me: Only if you want a f#$%in visit from f#$%in' Child Services. 

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@BiteMe.com  @Bi_TeMe  #WhichPartOfBiteMeIsUnclear  #MerelyPlayers Presents   #GlengarryGlenRoss)

*  Yeah, I shoulda defined "jagoff" for you as some jagoff said it's an “unwoke” word and could cause my posting to offend and me to be “cancelled.” Here's my definition:

JAGOFF: One whose thoughts and comments go off in abrupt and cranky directions. From the Old Chicago Dialect of the Middle English "Zigzaggen Jizzjaggeroff," or, "That which follows a serpentine course with abrupt and cranky changes of direction."  Often used affectionately, as in 'When the Ex-President tweets, he can be a bit of a Jagoff.'"  (cf the British “Wanker”)

Mamet may disagree.
 


8/7/2021        A MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM      New American Shakespeare Tavern
	
WELL_MET BY MOONLIGHT

Happy the Bardophile who wallows in a 2020 video Dream only to see the same play anew within a year!  Happy the Tavern-going public who gets a chance to return to the Beer and Shepherd’s Pie (albeit masked) after a too-long shut-down!  Happy the discerning play-goer who gets to see an original staging, performed (and created) entirely by women who gleefully play with gender and pronouns and (indeed) expectations! Happy the writer who can copy and paste a column previously written about a play previously praised!

Indeed, if this review gives you a sense of déjà vu, it’s because I wrote much of it ten years ago when I last witnessed this play gallop across the Tavern stage.  Bits and thoughts may also have found their way into numerous other Midsummers between then and now, especially last summer’s superb video stream from London’s Bridge Theatre.

My only quibble here is that the combination of new and experienced faces didn’t always gel to the best advantage, with over-the-top wonderful direction (and performances from the veterans) clashing a bit too glaringly with some of the just-off-book readings from (a small number of) the newcomers.

Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream is probably his most accessible and familiar story.  I have written about it often (probably more than any other Shakespeare piece)  I have personally been part of three separate productions and seen at least a dozen more in venues in and out of Atlanta (including Canada’s Stratford Festival – and the less said about that Zorba-esque exercise, the better.  Offa, Indeed!).

So, with all that been-there seen-that potential in my expectations slot, I once again ventured forth upon a midsummer eve to witness the New American Shakespeare Tavern’s return to live performance, hoping my exuberance for the Bridge Theatre production would not dim my enthusiasm for this (and future) mountings.

To recap, I’ve seen Midsummers set in a forest of beds-on-stilts, cast with “tag-team” Pucks, with mechanicals dressed in thatch, 2009’s GSF backstage-centric extravaganza, 2018’s Alliance / Looking Glass production set in Atlanta’s Botanical Gardens and performed by six chameleon-like gardeners, even one in which Puck wore Buddy Holly glasses and a superman shirt.  It should be difficult to surprise me with this one.

And yet, here we are, the all-female cast and director (the most excellent Laura Cole) wreaking havoc with our expectations of gender and doubling – Theseus and Titania are doubled as are Hippolyta and Oberon;  a few fairies Shakespeare never created (Pomegranate, Storm, and Brian) had to be added to Bottom’s awakening scene because the scripted sprites (Moth, Peaseblossom, Mustardseed, and Cobweb) are played by the actors currently asleep on stage as the lovers;  Mary Ruth Ralston and Sarah Beth Hester have a blast exuding machismo, testosterone, and not a little toxicity as Demetrius and Lysander.

And, in a visual flourish that truly astounds with its elegant simplicity and exquisite beauty, all the fairy minions and their leaders are costumed in silky butterfly wings they can flaunt or hide behind, depending on the anger/danger level of Oberon or Titania.  Its a breathtakingly simple design choice that dazzles and sends us into a wallow of magical rapture.  Kudos to Costume coordinator Anné Carole Butler!

Beyond that, the production returns us to a traditional “Quartet” scene that lacks the spark of the Tavern’s 2011 staging and a standard over-the-top go-for-the-cheap-laugh final Mechanicals scene.  Don’t get me wrong – both scenes are staged competently and performed with skill, but they just lacked that added layer of wit, silliness, zest, and effortlessness that characterize so many recent productions, and may have created in me unfairly unreasonable expectations.

And, we do have some truly remarkably talented women on stage here.  I particularly loved Cameryn Richardson’s Helena, who showed us a veritable smorgasbord of witty and wise character choices and an incredibly fluent and lyrical command of Shakespeare’s language.  This was a strong and compelling Helena, one of the best I’ve seen.  Shanté DeLoach was a wry and effective Puck, and really unlike any Puck I’ve seen before (come to think of it, have I ever seen a Puck who was like any other Puck?  I think not), and brilliantly effective for all that.  Kudos also to T'Shauna Henry for giving us a sweet and introverted Snug/Lion.

As expected, all the “veterans” gave outstanding readings – Rachel Frawley as Oberon and Hippolyta, Kelly Criss as Flute, Jaclyn Hofmann Faircloth as Egeus and Peter Quince, Destiny Freeman as Snout and Pomegranate.   I have to confess I thought Jasmine Renee Ellis’ Bottom was more underplayed than I preferred, though she did have more than few compellingly quiet and introspective moments.

Rather than listing all the others, let me just gripe that they were a little paler in comparison, a little more monochromatic than I would prefer, and a little too much in “recite” mode to be really effective.  But, like Miss Ellis, they all had moments of excellence, and none were in any way incompetent.  I truly expect great things from all of them in future roles. 

So the remarkable thing about this production is that it still reminds us that, no matter how familiar a particular Shakespearean piece may be, creative and inspired directors and actors can make it seem new and fresh and rich with “I-never-noticed-that-before” moments.  Going out on imaginative limbs can be fun and can be revealing, but not more so than simply knowing these characters so well they can move and amuse us with their fanciful story.

This is a supremely funny play, and you truly need put it on your summer calendar.   In this production, the well of laughter truly hath no bottom!

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #INAST_ASC_MSND)




9/4/2021     UNCLE VANYA               PBS Great Performances
	
SUMMER BLANKET

Summer has fallen on the Serebryakov estate like a suffocating blanket.  Dr. Astrov, called in to tend to Professor Serebryakov’s gout, drinks aimlessly, mourning his lost youth.  Ivan (“Vanya”) Petrovitch naps listlessly, only to wake and give vent to his resentment of the professor (his late sister’s husband), who has proved to be a pretentious fraud.  The professor’s new (young) wife Yelena mopes about joylessly, finally realizing the emptiness of her marriage.  The Professor’s daughter, Sonya,  hopelessly in love with Dr. Astrov, resentful of her father’s new wife, and bitter at having to assume Uncle Vanya’s duties caretaking the estate, somehow retains a cheery outlook.

Such is the setup of Uncle Vanya, Anton Chekhov’s dissection of the lives of the idle land-owning class.
Yet, for all their mopiness and ennui and aimlessness, somehow this production, in a terse translation by Conor McPherson, makes them sympathetic and compelling, if constantly aggravating.

This is, indeed, a beautiful production!  First staged in 2020 at London’s Harold Pinter Theatre, it prematurely closed last March with the COVID shutdowns.  For the purposes of this broadcast, the cast returned to the empty theatre to perform it one more time for the camera.  If this sounds reminiscent of Andre Gregory and Louis Malle’s 1994 Vanya on 42nd Street, I suspect that is fully intentional.  Unlike that film, here we never see the empty theatre, and the glorious set by Rae Smith is only metaphorically decaying.  But we are always aware that the Serebryakov estate is as empty of life as the venue it calls home.

So much of the appeal of this telecast rests with the translation by McPherson.  He creates an almost musical rhythm of speech, using English colloquialisms and idioms to a greater degree than more “respectful” translations.  Yet he and this marvelous cast retain the onion-like layers of the characters, the subtexts that are in full view on their faces, the yearnings and antagonisms that spring up like visible strands of emotion connecting them to each other, connections that, in spite of their best efforts to tear them asunder, remain stubbornly in place.

And this is a terrific cast.  Led by Toby Jones (MCU’s Dr. Zola) as Vanya and Richard Armitage (Thorin in The Hobbit movies) as Dr Astrov, they beautifully captured these characters on the brink of extinction.  Mr. Jones gives us a Vanya whose level of anger is so ingrained it’s almost visible oozing out of his skin.  And yet his suppressed love for Yelena bursts out in too many creepy moments.  And Mr. Armitage gives a near-perfect portrait of a character (the first time a character in a play expresses a profound fear of the connection between deforestation and the collapse of civilization) losing his battle with the bottle, even as he lets his fear of aging divert him from his more noble purposes.

Another standout in this cast for me is the Sonya Aimee Lee Wood’s (Netflix’s Sex Education).  Definitely too attractive to fully merit her character’s description as “ugly,” she still manages to use body language and downcast eye lines to sell that aspect of the character.  More to the point, she looks at Dr. Astrov with such puppy-eyed adoration, her love for him is painfully obvious to us (and to every other character except Astrov himself) before any word is spoken of it.  And best of all, she delivers that final optimistic monologue with so little guile, with such sincerity, that the full irony of its optimism is like a sucker punch to the gut.

Other members of the cast include Roger Allam as Serebryakov, Anna Calder-Marshall (Cordelia in Olivier’s 1983 TV version of King Lear) as Nana, Rosalind Eleazer as Yelena, Dearbhlas Malloy as Mariya, and Peter Wight as Telegin.  All have extensive British credits, and all create indelible characters who merge into a near-perfect ensemble.

As I noted above, this is a beautiful set, beautifully echoing a faded glory by being drenched in earth tones and unkempt detritus but stretching dozens of feet into the flies and perfectly backing the four different locations, even as the walls and doors remain the same.  Terrific lighting that beautifully reflects time of day and sources just outside the windows and French doors captures the moods perfectly and just looks wonderful.   Stage Direction by Ian Rickson and Video Direction by Ross MacGibbon merge beautiful for a one-of-a-kind Chekhovian viewing experience.

I consider it a miracle of dramaturgy that this disparate group of hopeless, aimless, frustrated characters can populate a play with so little driving action, and still create a work so full of drama, so full of life, so full of passion.   I consider it a joy of Public Television membership that this is available to watch now and forever.  And I consider it a duty to share it with any and all of you. 

This is a play that is “peaceful, tender, sweet as a caress,”  a diamond in the pantheon of theatrical gems that shines even upon the unhappiest of us all. 

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #PBSGreatPerformances    #UncleVanya)


WATCH PREVIEW HERE
https://www.pbs.org/video/uncle-vanya-preview-eoaudw/

WATCH THE PLAY HERE  (Must be a PBS Passport Member)
https://www.pbs.org/video/uncle-vanya-tfqfhr/


9/10/2021     COME FROM AWAY                              Apple + TV
	
WHAT WAS FOUND

As we move beyond the 20th Anniversary of the collapse of the Twin Towers, we are being inundated with specials and tributes and remembrances and documentaries, as well we should be.  Forgetting that day is NOT an option!  I for one was very moved by National Geographic’s six-part 9/11 One Day in America, which pulled out all the stops to give us a roller coaster of emotional highs and lows, and, more important, let us attach names and stories to some victims and survivors and heroes;  our attention is the very least we owe them.

One of the most surprising and unexpected specials is Apple+ TV’s airing of Come From Away, the hit Broadway Musical centered on Gander, Newfoundland, where one of the world’s largest airports became the home of 7,000 travelers stranded when American air space was shut down in the tragedy’s aftermath.

Originating in Canada in 2012, with book, music and lyrics by Irene Sankoff and David Hein, it eventually made it to Broadway in March of 2017, where it remained until last year’s shut-down, where it is scheduled to resume performances September 21.  It is currently the longest-running Canadian Musical in Broadway history.

The idea of a musical about 9/11 seems very wrong.  But Come From Away succeeds by focusing on the Newfoundlanders and the “Come-From-Aways,” the passengers making an unplanned (and unwanted) stay, by finding moments of joy and fear and connection without forgetting what was lost on that day; the climactic number “Something’s Missing” powerfully tells us in song what can’t possibly be expressed in words.

The show succeeds by its sheer theatricality of conception – all the actors play both Newfoundlanders and Passengers, often switching character, costume, and accent in mid-song and all are on stage for most of the show.  A turntable and some straight-backed chairs provide all the scenery, becoming airplane seats, cafeteria benches, bus seats, church pews, and, at one point, even a scenic overlook.  Everything is in constant motion, and everything is driven by an energy that is stubbornly infectious, lasting long after the final titles have shown us the actors with their real-life counterparts.

The show succeeds by its score, a bevy of ear-worm-worthy melodies and rhythms that express the vitality of the community and its people, a score that can only be described as throbbing with fire, spirit, zest, and (especially) life.

And the show especially succeeds in leaving us with the sense that, despite all that was lost that day, what was found is equally worthy of attention and honor.

On the morning of September 11, 2001, the residents of Gander are going about their business.  The school bus strike is ongoing, in spite of both sides “coming to the table.”  Beulah, the schoolteacher, promises her charges that the beautiful weather will mean just a “half-day this morning. We’ll have the other half this afternoon.”  Bonnie, who runs the local ASPCA, drops her human kids off at school and goes on to give her other kids the belly-rubs they deserve.  The one policeman is stopping speeders with a warning to “STFD – Slow the f**k down.”

But then, Air Traffic is advised that dozens of jets will be arriving, and thousands of passengers will need to be housed and fed.   Gander, after all, was once the largest airfield in the world, a refueling spot for all transatlantic flights.  Of course, since most jets are now able to make that journey non-stop, the field has been reduced to a lot of area for only a few flights (and the occasional moose).

We get to meet a diverse roster of “Come-From-Aways” -- Hannah, the mother panicked at the silence from her son, a fire-fighter in Manhattan; Beverly Bass, the American Airlines pilot who wants nothing to come between her and the sky; Phil and Phil, the gay couple whose differences are magnified by their little adventure; Ali, a Muslim “world class chef” who just wants to help with the cooking, even as his fellow passengers look on him with suspicion and even rage; the businessman from England and the housewife from Texas, who strike up an unusual friendship; Bob, the jaded urbanite who just can’t grasp the concept of the Newfoundlanders’ unconditional welcome and friendship.

There are also Africans who can’t communicate until someone gets the idea of using a Bible to find common language.  There are the animals in the hold (including two exotic Bonobo Monkeys), which become Bonnie’s obsession, despite Security prohibiting her from entering the planes (at least until she proves more stubborn than those in her way).

Over-riding all is the television news, keeping everyone on edge, the worry that leaving the planes on the tarmac for too many days will render them unflyable, and an approaching hurricane, just in case things weren’t too stressful.

But there is, ultimately, the celebration, a foot-stomping rager complete with foot-stomping music, Screech (don’t ask), and “Kissing the Cod” (REALLY don’t ask).

And, as the air space reopens, the passengers go back to their homes and their changed world, while the Newfoundlanders clean up the mess (“We just ran a Zamboni over the field and played hockey”), facing the sweet emptiness that 7,000 “Come-From-Aways” had filled so fully.

There is a “what happened next” coda, the aforementioned gut-wrenching “Something Missing” number, and a return-to-Gander celebration for the tenth anniversary. And, of course, a rousing curtain call that sends us away from our computers and televisions with a light heart and a bounce to our step.

This cast is very good at quick-change-characterizations, especially Tony-nominated Jenn Colella, whose Captain Bass is a centering force of authority and de-stressing, but whose Gander character –Annette – is a comic gem of a middle-aged woman on the prowl for a manly pilot.  Also impressive is Tony LePlage, whose Newfoundlander is a tough-as-nails union negotiator, but whose Phil is a gentle Californian who embraces everything Gander has to offer, which puts him at odds with his partner (also Phil –“It was cute for a while”), played with fey neuroticism by Caesar Samayoa, who also plays the Muslim chef Ali with a calm intensity that puts at ease even the angriest Islamophobe.  Also on hand, and giving outstanding performances, are Petrina Bromley,  De’Lon Grant, Joel Hatch, Q. Smith, Astrid von Wieren, Emily Walton, Jim Walton, Sharon Wheatley, and Paul Whitty.  And, of course, as they must, they all gel into a truly powerful ensemble, creating specific group characteristics for Gander, as well as for the individual planes.

Directed by Tony-winning Christopher Ashley, Come From Away is a triumph of conception, of staging, of composition, and of production.  It reminds us of the human aspects of history and tragedy, and is filled with the best of human nature, even in the midst of a darkness originating in the worst of human nature.  

It is an ode to an indomitable and joyous human spirit, to the tendency to find the best in each other, to embrace “what is found” even as we mourn “what is lost,” moving beyond loss and tragedy to a more palatable future.  Even if that future involves kissing a cod.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #ComeFromAway    #Apple+TV)

WATCH HERE:

https://tv.apple.com/us/movie/come-from-away/umc.cmc.262n0v53nmotkz7ulzuuco7rq?ctx_brand=tvs.sbd.4000


9/18/2021     DARLIN’ CORY                                                        Alliance Theatre

THE HUNTSMAN’S BEAUTIFUL DAUGHTER

The woman walks the Blue Mountain backwoods with her infant, searching for the child’s father.  She has the misfortune of finding him and is soon dead.  The infant would also be dead were it not for the intervention of those two mad Crows.

Many years later	, we are in the town of Blue Mountain, where the Reverend Bailey rules with an unwavering devotion to rules and virtue.  His (always bruised) wife, Truegood, can be as exacting with their daughter Honor.  Tucker, who runs the General Store, is still considered “an outsider,” despite being there longer than many in town have been alive.  His one employee is Doug, who came back “from the war” not quite right and has trouble remembering what he is doing, where he is, or even who he is.  Young Brody is the Reverend’s cocky protege, in love (or so he says) with Honor.  And the nemeses of them all is the widow on the mountain and her young daughter, Clara, women with a fierce independence, and a will to defy the Reverend’s entrenched misogyny.

But they are soon gone, and the town settles into a semi-state of normalcy.  That is until a year later, when a young boy named Cory comes into town from the lowlands, peddling moonshine with a familiar taste that strikes too many chords of recognition in too many of the town’s older residents.  As the Reverend says, nothing good ever comes from a road, and the new road from the lowland city is his latest nemesis.  The Reverend is, of course, a man whose faith is an Old Testament tapestry of God’s will, man’s will, and woman’s obedience.

Welcome to the Appalachia of the 1920’s and playwright Scott Depoy’s follow-up to 2015’s Edward Foote.  This time, he has eschewed that play’s traditional Appalachian Folk songs for an original score by Kristian Bush (2017’s Troubadour and the Grammy-winning duo Sugarland).  Even Edward Foote’s ominous preacher, Jeremy Aggers, has returned to play the equally menacing Reverend Bailey.

This is a moody and memorable work, the kind with incidents and guilts and reveals that sneak under your skin until you’re hanging onto every plot reveal, every song, every scene, every word.  Even Todd Rosenthal’s impressive scenic design is a character, a background that switches with the whim of lighting designer Xavier V. Pierce’s equally evocative choices from foggy mountains receding into the distance to plaster-esque walls threaten to collapse on the characters as their hypocrisies ooze out of the songs.   Slopes rise on either side of the stage, internally lit houses rising ever higher as the mountain asserts its rule over the characters, a rule that easily trumps the Reverend’s too often cruel control.

Like Sharyn McCrumb’s Ballad series of novels (the marvelous The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter was the inspiration for the title of this piece), Darlin’ Cory is a deep immersion into the culture and tropes of Appalachia, into its legends ,its history, its characters, its music.  The title itself is from a traditional ballad first recorded in 1927 by Clarence Gill (but never released) and covered numerous times, including versions from the Weavers, Flatt and Scruggs, Doc Watson , Harry Belafonte, the Monroe Brothers, Pete Seeger, and Burl Ives.  It was part of the landmark 1941 collection Smokey Mountain Ballads.

The song, like the play, is about Moonshine, Sorrow, and Death (See lyrics below),  The play, like the song, creates its spell with on- and off-stage accompaniment by both traditional Appalachian instruments and modern pop tropes.  Like Appalachian culture itself, inspirations from many sources help create the story, the characters, and the songs.

The casting is a revelation.  From Gillian Rabin’s multi-layered Clara, to Rob Lawhon’s heart-rending Doug, to Marcello Audino’s stalwart Tucker, to the aforementioned Jeremy Aggers as the Reverend Bailey, all create indelible characters who seemingly leap fully-formed from the porch of a mountain shack.  You may take exception to the casting of Jewl Carney and Maria Rodriguez-Sager as the indigenous (and mysterious) Crows, but they are both so good any “woke outrage” quickly fades into irrelevancy.  Filling out the cast are Jimez Alexander, John Bobek, Katie Deal, Kelli Dodd (whose pre-Intermission “Prayer of No Words” is a sucker punch to the emotional gut), Rhyn McLemore, and Asia Roberts, all turning in exceptional work, becoming integral parts of an ensemble as tightly woven as any homespun blanket.

Excellently directed by Susan V, Booth (do we expect any less?), Darlin’ Cory is an outstanding production to bring us back into the Alliance’s Coca-Cola Stage.   It is filled with the multi-layered characters we have come to expect from Philip Depoy, the memorable melodies we have come to expect from Kristian Bush, all with a complex tapestry of plot that constantly surprises and constantly satisfies.

It is a play that inspires one to find a mountain trail and climb it high enough to leave behind any hurly-burley and rule regimen, if for no other reason than to enjoy a jar of shine, peacefully among the trees.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #AllianceTheatre    #Darlin’Cory)




Wake up, wake up darlin’ Cory
Tell me what makes you sleep so sound
The revenue officers are comin’
Gonna tear your still house down

[Chorus]
Dig a hole, dig a hole in the meadow
Dig a hole in the cold, cold ground
Dig a hole, dig a hole in the meadow
Gonna lay darlin’ Cory down

Oh the first time I saw darlin’ Cory
She was standin’ in the door
She had her shoes and her stockings in her hand
And her little bare feet on the floor

Oh the next time I saw darlin’ Cory
She was standin’ by the banks of the sea
she had a 44 strapped around her body
And a banjo on her knee

Oh the last time I saw darlin’ Cory
She had a wine glass in her hand
She was drinkin’ that sweet liquor
With a low down gamblin’ man.

“Darlin’ Cory,” collected from oral tradition by folklorist Cecil Sharp 








9/19/2021     AN ILIAD                                                        Theatrical Outfit

Τραγουδήστε, Θεά, Το τραγούδι του γιου της Μούσας, Ποιητή  ( * )

( * )  Tragoudíste, Theá, To tragoúdi tou giou tis Moúsas, Poiití  ( ** )


( ** )  Sing, Goddess, The Song of the Muse's son, Poet 
How he comes forth from the darkness
With his song and his story,
Jaded from too many millennia of life,
Millennia filled with anger and violence
And audiences all too eager to hear another story
Of Heroes and Valor and Battles and Victories.

And yet, here we are, another audience in another hall,
An audience obsessively willing him to tell us the story
Of a war from three thousand years past,
A War oft told, oft played, oft filmed,
And oft repeated by countries and peoples
Who can’t seem to forget the characters
Larger than life and bolder than brave.
Who can’t seem to remember the heinous cost
Of Blood and Pain and Death and Loss,

Of course we know The Iliad, blind Homer’s saga,
Created to be memorized and sung,
Created before Mankind would write down
Their tales of blood and heroism and villainy.

We know of Achilles and Hector and Paris and Helen.
We know of Menelaus and Agamemnon, and Odysseus
We may even know of Briseis and Patroclus and Nestor.

Now we know of the Heroism of Lee Osorio,
Who bravely bares his face and his soul 
Alone on a mid-pandemic stage as we sit
Comfortable in the dark, our faces safely covered,
Our minds safely unattuned to his sage repetition,
Our ears lulled by the thrumming cello of Deisher Oliver,
Composer, Musician, Muse.
For we are here not for The Iliad, but for An Iliad,
An adaptation by Lisa Peterson and Denis O’Hare,
Directed with awe-inspiring skill by Matt Torney.

It is Homer’s tale, but from a modern perspective,
It is Homer’s tale, but viewed through the prism
Of three millennia of conflict and war and devastation.
Although several years old, it is painfully relevant
In the wake of America’s Longest War.  Ever.
A war that every day’s newscast reminds us
Has not really ended.  May Never end.

Yes the characters we know are all accounted for,
All recreated with impressive skill by Mr. Osorio,
All vibrantly alive and vital (until they’re not),
All making our mental memories of them
Fade into the oblivion of History forgotten and repeated.

More than anything else, though, this play,
These writers, this actor, this musician, this director, this theatre
Wants us to reject Homer’s lessons:
Scholars of whom have claimed not without cause
That Homer’s lessons (indeed the lessons of all epics) are
“To die in battle is better than to have lived and not fought.”
“Duty to war overcomes any other duty.”
“The greatest fear of any man  is be seen as a coward.”
“Duty to the state trumps duty to the family”
And, of course, “A Man’s duty is to fight.”

Peterson and O’Hare and Osorio would rather the lessons be
“War is Grief. Honor is little comfort for grief.”
“War stems from selfish self-regard” (If that’s not redundant)
“War is unhumanitarian, makes slaves, is futile, separates senselessly.”  (***)

The real lesson sadly is “War has no regard for Time,”
A conclusion dramatically illuminated by
Peterson and O’Hare, and Osorio’s climactic litany
Od every war, every conflict, every battle fought by humanity
Since that 3,000-year-old 10-year battle on the fields before Ilium.

Saddest perhaps is the realization that this litany.
May NOT, is PROBABLY NOT, every war,
Every battle, every conflict, every heroic undertaking for glory,
For Honor, for Righteousness, for Patriotism, for Hearth and Home.

As the Poet finishes his song, as we stumble back into the world,
We realize we have been numbed, we too have been jaded,
We too know the Poet’s job, his life, will be endless repetition.
Endless Repetition.  Endless Repetition.  Endless Repetition.

As we scatter to the four corners and 29 counties of Metro Atlanta,
We will all too soon forget the saga and death of Hector Breaker of Horses,
The wrath of Achilles, the guile of Odysseus, the cowardice of Paris,
The stalwart faith and resilience of Andromache,
The death of Astyanax, the Sisyphean constancy of the poet.
	
Thus is the conclusion of my thoughts on An Iliad,
Thus is the conclusion of the play of Peterson and O’Hare.
Thus is the conclusion of the song of Lee Osorio,
Teller of Tales, Nemesis of Heroism, Hope of Humanity.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #TheatricalOutfit   #AnIliad)

(***)  As much as I’d like to cite the authors of these interpretations and epigrams, I cannot.  I found them, just now, on a mimeographed sheet from my Epic Literature professor, hiding and forgotten in my college edition of Richmond Lattimore’s’ translation of Homer and completely uncredited, as mimeographed pages from professors of the early 1970’s usually were, meant more to stimulate thought than to be published or cited.  My professor would be very disappointed in me. 	Comment by Bradley Rudy: 


9/26/2021     THE BLUEST EYE                                            Synchronicity Theatre

CHILDREN WILL LISTEN

See Pecola Breedlove.

Pecola is a dark-skinned, dark-eyed little girl.

Pecola lives in Ohio with her Father, Cholly and her mother, Mrs. Breedlove.

Pecola must call her mother Mrs. Breedlove.

Pecola is 11 years old.

For Pecola  it is 1941.

Because of reasons, Pecola goes to live with Claudia and her sister Frieda.

Pecola wants to be like Shirley Temple.

Pecola wants to be like Jane of her grammar school reader.

Pecola wants to be like the white girl that smiles from her candy wrappers,

But Pecola is told by everyone that she is ugly.

Pecola listens.

This is the background of Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye, adapted for the stage by Lydia Diamond, and being given a new production by Synchronicity Theatre.  (It was previously staged in 2007 by Horizon in a production I found singularly powerful and effective.)   This play is funny, heart-breaking, horrifying, and lyrical, often at the same time.  Filled with character and incident, this work embodies the lyrics of “Children Will Listen” from Sondheim’s Into the Woods;  that is, if you tell a child that they are ugly, they will believe you.  If you let your child overhear you saying they are “no one,” they will believe you.   They will listen and learn.

Pecola Breedlove was a born into a family of little love,  Papa was subjected to a horrifying racist incident as a young man in the throes of first love, and has carried that humiliation into his marriage, letting it eat away at his heart until it has grown a hundred-fold, creating a monster in place of a man.  He is abusive, he is alcoholic, and he commits an act that is unimaginable.

Mrs. Breedlove eventually finds work with a wealthy white family, and transfers all her (limited) maternal instincts to their precious daughter, rather than to her own.

We see Pecola’s story through the eyes of Claudia and Frieda, and we can only assume their “omniscience” is based on the gossip they overhear, when they are church-mouse quiet in the next room.  Ms. Diamond (and presumably Ms. Morrison) puts words in their mouths that constantly reminds us we are watching adult actors playing children, arranging their words in a syntax that flows and burbles in a lyrical stream that constantly reminds us that Toni Morrison is a poet-novelist whose young narrator has a charmingly adult perspective.  We are also reminded that Ms. Morrison grew up in Lorain OH and was ten years old in 1941 and could very well have been Claudia herself.

This production is not quite as effective as Horizon’s 2007 staging (if my ancient memory has any claim to accuracy), with a few technical glitches with a projector screen saver distracting from the look and a few overlong scene changes impeding the pace.   But it is filled with heartfelt and effective performances that do the play full justice, that do Ms. Morrison’s artistry full justice.  

As the girls, Brittany Deneed Hines (Claudia), Kerri Garrett (Frieda), and Niara Simone Robinson (Pecola) capture the impulsive and frenetic attitudes of kids, bored too often to the point that mischief is the only option.  Ms. Robinson also succeeds in making herself as “invisible” as everyone in the world seems to think she is.  Always hunched over, always with downcast eyes, she seems to walk through life expecting each moment to be harsher than the last. (It usually is.)  They are joined by Aminah Williams, perfectly bratty as a “high yellow” classmate and as the white daughter of Mrs. Breedlove’s employers.

As the adults, Dionna D. Davis and Dal’Sean L. Garrett have the unenviable task of portraying parents who say and do appalling things, yet still manage to invoke the tiniest spark of sympathy for their lives and histories.  Tanya Freeman is near perfect as the stern but loving Mama of Frieda and Claudia, and Enoch King does double duty as Daddy and as Soaphead Church, a well-Dressed dandy who, in a child’s eyes, has all the answers and all the miracles stuffed into one magic ball.  All the “adults” play multiple roles and slip into and out of characters as easily as a Sunday suit.

As directed by Ibi Owolabi, the cast tell Toni Morrison’s tale with the energy that only youth and experience in synchronous orbit can provide.

So, should we feel horror at Pecola’s fate, or joy that she achieves her dream, if only in her own mind?   Should we be appalled at Cholly’s unspeakable act. or be equally appalled at the history that led him there?    The answer to all these questions is a qualified “Yes.”  Appalling experiences lead to appalling actions, appalling fates can have silver(ish) linings.

In 2007, I was the father of a young child (who now turns an irritatingly sudden 21 next month) and I experienced Horizon’s production of this play, these characters with a father’s experience.  At that time, I was made constantly aware of how spongelike a young mind is, how a light joke could be remembered as a deep gash, how words whispered not quite out of earshot could lead to a call from a shocked teacher or baby-sitter.  And in that year when  my most apparently impotent  wish was that she would LISTEN TO WHAT I’M SAYING (!!), she would turn around and remind me that she was listening all along.

Now, 14 years later, these frustrations are a rueful remembrance, making me question all the choices I’ve made as a parent until I’m reminded that my daughter has turned into a most uncommon adult.  So, yay?

The Bluest Eye is a play that is sad and poetic and shocking.  

See Pecola Breedlove.

She sees the bluest eyes she can imagine when she looks into her mirror.

She listens to the world.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #SmartGutsyBold   #TheBluestEye   #ToniMorrison)


10/9/2021     SUNDAY IN THE PARK WITH GEORGE     Jennie T. Anderson Theatre Concert Series

THE ART OF MAKING ART

(Bias Alert:   Since the start of the pandemic, I’ve become “Zoom Friends” with director Heidi Cline McKerley and actor Jeff McKerley.  Even before that, I tended to view their work through approval-tinted glasses. Keep your grains of salt close at hand.)

White.

A blank page or canvas.

So many possibilities.

A blank stage that needs to come alive in seven short days.

So many opportunities for failure.

And yet, the JT Anderson concert of Sondheim and Lapine’s Sunday in the Park With George succeeds on every level imaginable, making me ponder what could have resulted from a more traditional staging and rehearsal schedule.

Let me fill in some of the white spaces for you.

From 1884-1886, Parisian artist Georges Seurat labored at his large masterwork, A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. It was groundbreaking in many ways, most notably in its use of “pointillism,” a technique in which the artist uses pixels (dots) of only a few pigments in proximity, allowing the viewer’s mind and eye combine them in a plethora of tones and colors. In fact, analysis reveals that Seurat used only ten colors in his masterwork. He coined the term “Chromoluminarism” to describe the effect. Seurat’s genius was prematurely cut off when he died in 1891 at the age of thirty-one.

After the 1981 failure of Merrily We Roll Along, the rumor was  that Sondheim was ready to give up musical theatre [citation needed]. After spending several days at the Art Institute of Chicago studying Seurat’s painting, Sondheim and Lapine dove into a new work fictionalizing Seurat’s life and imagining the worlds of the painting’s figures. Originally presented Off-Broadway in 1983 as a one-act, it added the 1980’s second act for its 1984 Broadway opening.  The finished script contrasted two artists, one burgeoning into his century’s art world, the other burned out in a rut of self-parody in his own  It was a “deep dive” into the worlds of art and commerce and inspiration, with an almost “pointillistic” score that reflected Seurat’s style even as it paid it due homage.

The musical went on to win the Pulitzer Prize in 1985,one of only ten musicals to do so.

Although, historically, we know that Seurat had a documented mistress and two children who did not survive infancy, Lapine and Sondheim imagine another mistress, called “Dot” here (of course), who cannot compete with George’s passion for his work.  Bearing Seurat’s daughter, Dot marries a “safe” baker and movies to America where her husband can work for a wealthy Southern couple. Her great-grandson is of course the 1985 George whose groundbreaking “Chromolume” sculptures are becoming passe and even a little trite.

Sondheim’s score is a singular achievement, sharply contrasting staccato rhythms of George at work with soaring, even rapturous melodies of passion and success, both acts climaxing with “Sundays,” a harmonious anthem combining many voices in artistic balance.  Both moments transcend the usual joys of musical appreciation, stirring something sublime, a recognition that true art, true music, appeals not to our joy, but to an indescribable core that drives and defines us. “Sundays” may just be my favorite musical number ever.

Director Heid Cline McKerley has collected a superb ensemble, led by Billy Tighe as George and Jane Ayn as Dot and Marie.  Ms. Ayn in particular is a revelation, a singer of apparently bottomless strength and range and an actress who nimbly navigates the character’s progression from obsessive mistress to proud model (“You taught me to concentrate”) to despair as she opts for the safe Louis for the sake of her daughter.  She then turns around to totally inhabit the 98-year-old Marie in Act II, a different character but one with the same spark and drive that characterized Dot.   Filling out the cast were Atlanta stage mainstays Jeff McKerley and Natasha Drena (Jules and Yvonne), Jill Hames (Old Woman / Blair Daniels), Eden Mew (Louise), Benjamin H. Moore (Soldier . Alex), Adam Washington (Louis / Billy Webster), Chloe Cordle (Frieda / Betty), Robert Mitchel Owensby (Boatman / Charles Redmond), Lamont J. Hill (Franz / Dennis), Marcie Millard (Mrs. / Nurse / Harriet Pawling), Charlie T, Thomas (Mr. / Lee Randolph), Hannah Lake (Celeste 1), and Jaymyria Etienne (Celeste 2 / Elaine).

The technical stars of the concert were Musical Director S. Renee Clark and Projection Designers 
Bradley Bergeron & Rick Frendt. The cast individually were able to convincingly “sell” Sondheim’s score, but they truly soared as an ensemble, giving the mega-harmonic “Sundays” the power and beauty it needs and deserves. The projections, very ably supported and enhanced by the lighting design of Michael Carver,  successfully accomplished the double duty of setting the scenes (primarily George’s Paris atelier and the Park on the River) and reflecting the painting as it evolved from blank page to finished painting.

It is a credit to Ms. McKerley as a director that the burden of the short rehearsal period was evident in only small easily overlooked moments – a projector that switched to screen saver mode for the briefest of seconds and a second act that was a bit less off-book than the first. But the overall impact was a confirmation that this is an ideal work for the “Staged Concert” approach, that the cast was fully prepared and at the peak of their considerable  talents, that the story, the characters, the music, all retain their power and their impact and their lasting memory.

Order. Balance. Composition. Design. Harmony. All elements that build on blank page or canvas or stage to navigate the inherent chaos of creation, the perfect navigation that is indeed the art of making art. Seurat was able to achieve it.  Sondheim and Lapine were able to achieve it.  And now, Heidi Cline McKerley with her cast and crew were able to achieve it.

Sunday in the Park With George was a profoundly moving experience, a breathtakingly rapturous submersion in the creative process, and a concert that only whet my appetite to see a full production. Hopefully with the same creative team.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #SundayInTheParkWithGeorge   #JennieTAndersonConcerts)


10/13/2021     HANDS UP                                  Alliance Theatre

THE UNBEARABLE DISMISSIVENESS OF UNCONSCIOUS RACISM

How can I know?   How can I judge?  How can I write about a piece that “deep dives” into the Black Experience in America, without “high-fiving” myself for being so damn woke?

My natural Boomer Liberal mindset urges me to empathize with these seven characters, these seven monologues, these seven experiences.

But the truth is, I am an older white American who has never faced the wrong end of a firearm, who has never been “profiled” by those sworn to protect and serve.  I could even say I have never had an intimate Black friend, but the truth is, I don’t make friends easily, and have not really had many (or even any) intimate friends of any ethnicity, devoted spouse notwithstanding

Yes, there are many in the Black Community I respect, many whose company I enjoy, many whose talents regularly astound me, many whose leadership is above reproach.

But I am singularly unqualified to write anything about this production, singularly unqualified to empathize with these characters.  But, after experiencing Hands Up, I sincerely hope to be singularly ready to begin a conversation. 

Hands Up is a series of seven short pieces, monologues really, though one is performed with three Actors.  Each purports to bring a well-to-do theatrical audience into close proximity with what being Black in America is like, the fears that become a daily experience, the soul-shredding experiences that give rise to today’s polarizing conversations about race and identity.

“Superiority Fantasy” (written by Nathan James and performed by Marlon Burnley) is about a successful actor/artist, whose pleasant nature and out-on-the-town wardrobe is no shield when being confronted by a profiling mindset.  

“Holes in My Identity” (written by Nathan Yungerberg and performed by Josh Turner) is about a man adopted and raised by white parents, who confesses to the same sorts of dismissive biases enumerated by all these stories. 

“Dead of Night ... The Execution of...”” (written by Nambi E. Kelley and performed by Charence Higgins, Jessenia Ingram, and Kala Ross) is about a woman in an abusive relationship with a white man, a man who beats her than has her arrested for “being a crazy bitch.”

“They Shootin! Or I Ain’t Neva Scared...”” (written by Idris Goodwin and performed by Marcus Hopkins-Turner), “Abortion” (written by NSangou Njikam and performed by London Carlisle), and “Walking Next to Michael Brown”  (written by Eric Holmes and performed by Sean M. Dale) are about ... well, I’ll leave it for you to discover.

“How I Feel”  (written by Dennis Allen II and performed by Brandon Burditt), the climactic piece of the evening, asks us all to experience a few minutes of discomfort, asks us all to step into the shows of those being profiled, shot at, abused, or dismissed.  I’ll leave it to you to discover his response to those who question “Why is it ALWAYS about race?” or those who dismiss his fears with an “It’s all in your head” or respond to Black Lives Matter with the cliched “All Lives Matter.”  Needless to say, his short response is entirely appropriate, entirely justified, entirely in line with How He Feels.

It is my belief that the most insidious part of race relations is the unconscious reactions, the knee-jerk dismissals, the biases that hide behind our blinders.

If you think that bringing race into any argument is a “conversation ender,” that is unconscious bias.

If you are more invested in finding the “skeletons in the closet” of the latest police shooting victim, that is unconscious bias.

If you firmly believe this production will only serve to divide audiences into polarized “sides,” that is unconscious bias.

If you think “color-blind” casting absolves you of racism, that is unconscious bias.

If you think 2020’s protests were only covers for looting and rioting, that is unconscious bias.

If you believe the January 6 insurrection was no different from the Portland riots, that is unconscious bias.

But, if you experience these characters, these stories as an excuse to start a conversation, as a reason to examine your own hidden prejudices, then these writers, these actors, this production team will have done more for the future of America than any border wall, any political rally, any television pundit or comedian.  If you even feel a glimmer of empathy for these characters in spite of your own privileged years up to this point, you just may be human, and there just may be a glimmer of hope for our future

And that, in my mind, is worth all the praise in the world.

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #HandsUp   #AllianceTheatre   #HertzStage)

Judgmental Postscript:

Do I wish there had been more from a female perspective?  Of course.

Do I wish the piece had been stage without ignoring audience members on the sides (sight lines from my usher’s seat were awful – the reason for my glossing over some of the stories was because my attention was distracted by backsides between me and the speaker)?  Of course.

Are these concerns relevant to the impact of the piece or the theme of my review?   Of course not.


11/6/2021     AIN’T MISBEHAVIN’                                  Georgia Ensemble Theatre

A PHAT WALLOW

(Sloth Alert:  Much of this is a semi-plagiarized cut-and-paste job from my reviews two prior productions, because, well, why not? The show is what the show is, and my enjoyment of it remains the same.)

This Joint is Jumpin’! 

Welcome to the world of Thomas Wright “Fats” Waller, a prolific jazz pianist and songwriter whose inimitable style will be recognizable to almost everyone. Ain’t Misbehavin’ is the 1978 revue that showcases some of his most recognizable tunes, and Georgia Ensemble Theatre has put together a terrific production that sends us on a high-octane rocket trip into the past.

We’re in a Harlem nightclub, anytime in the twenties or thirties, and “Fats” himself is at the keyboard. A quintet of singers sashays and belts and coos and seduces us with ballads and harmonies and dances and most exquisite wallows in nostalgia and high energy.  All that's missing is a smoky haze and a cocktail in hand. And the usual lobby barkeeper may even provide that, even if G.E.T.’s COVID policy forces you to remain in the lobby to guzzle it down.

Just as a sampler, we get the all-too familiar title song, “Honeysuckle Rose” drained of its Willie-Nelson twang, “Black and Blue” in exquisite five-part harmony, a fast and sleazy “Fat and Greasy,” an angry (but playful) “It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie,” an hilarious “Cash for your Trash,” and a bounce-off-the-walls and jump-for-joy “This Joint is Jumpin’,”  And this is only a small bitsy part of the total treats on tap for the lucky few who venture Roswell-ward for this show.

As Atlanta Lyric showed us in 2012 and (the late lamented) Stage Door Players in 2019, this show is a brilliant showcase for an ensemble of five artists, each superb individually, rapturously exquisite as a group. Fenner Eaddy (a holdover from the Stage Door production), Jaymyria Etienne, Lawrence Flowers, Melodie Fort, and Latrice Pace  all have their moments in the spotlight, but they’re even better when they’re on stage together, in various pairings or group numbers. Their voices blend beautifully, and when combined, they are the singular definition of “greater than the sum of its parts” ensemble magic.

Add to the mix a marvelous band led by Assistant Music Director (and pianist) Louis Heriveaux. Mr. Heriveaux not only plays the piano like a master, he adds his own moments of wit and character to this theatrical “waller” in jazz and ragtime and stride.  Director (and M.D.) S. Renee Clark and Choreographers Thomas W. Jones III and Lauren Crooke Tatum have done a marvelous job of staging the ensemble, and all the creative elements click like a roomful of snapping fingers.

Raquel M. Jackson has put together an elegant and clever set, making full use of G.E.T.’s vertical space and pit area, with piano keys a appropriately dominant motif.  If Toni Sterling’s lighting occasionally falls into foreground shadow and background “hot spots,” it is nevertheless unobtrusive and does the cast and the music full justice.  Jarrod Barnes has costumed the cast in elegant and expensive (looking) night club fare

Back in 2012, I wasn’t as familiar with this show as I should have been but was more familiar with Waller’s music than I thought. I’ve heard many of these songs by other artists (the aforementioned Willie Nelson, Mandy Patinkin, Spider Saloff, even the late great Steve Goodman) without realizing their provenance. Once more, I delighted in hearing (and seeing) them performed in a unified style that can only be described as a “phat wallow,” if you’ll forgive the out-of-style slang  (Hey! A good pun is NEVER passé!). I've listened to the score countless times since then, and that brings its own tyranny of expectations -- I would have preferred a less even-tempo-ed "This Joint is Jumpin'" that increases in freneticism with each verse, but I daresay, it had energy-a-plenty, and only a rabid fan like me would have noticed the difference.   

All this being said, Georgia Ensemble has chosen a perfect show with which to welcome us back after our long quarantine, and even though last night’s audience was criminally sparse (if enthusiastic beyond its numbers), it was well worth the long commute from ... wherever the heck it is I have chosen to hide from the pandemic.

So, nothing more needs to be said. I loved this show. It pretends to be nothing other than the revue it is (thank goodness no attempt was made to shoehorn a stupid plot onto the songs). I had a most excellent time, and “I’ve Got My Fingers Crossed” that you will too! Trust me! After all, It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie!

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #GETAintMisbehavin  @GeorgiaEnsemble)


11/7/2021     tick ... tick ... BOOM!                                 Act 3 Productions

SONGS OF YOUTH AND EXPERIENCE

It is impossible to watch Jonathan Larson’s tick ... tick ... BOOM! without the reality of Mr. Larson’s early death coloring how we react. The play is, after all, the Rent author’s autobiographical We-Do-Not-Last-Forever-and-Mortality-is-Staring-Me-in-the-Face meditation on Life and Art and Dreams and Compromises and, most especially, Turning Thirty. OF COURSE, Mr. Larson’s early death (at almost-36) is going to cast a pall of melancholic irony over the entire play. 
 
It is also impossible to watch this play from the advantage of 68 years of life without realizing it is a young person’s theme.  The final moving anthem, “Louder Than Words” has a recurring chorus of “Cages or wings, which do you prefer?” – a cry to seize your dreams while you still can. Mr. Larson’s death on the heels of his success with Rent makes this especially urgent and poignant.

But it is an oversimplification. We face many choices, many milestones, many crossroads that will define the remainder of our lives. Experience and age eventually teach us that not every compromise is a “cage” and the “wings of a dream” more often than not takes us into different unforeseen cages.  But dammit, it feels good to hear, to remember, to realize that even a Boomer of 68 still has the option to Seize that Dream!

I am part of the minority of  Musical Theatre fans who was not initially overwhelmed by Rent. I first saw it as part of the initial national tour at a theatre that chose to set the sound level at ear-bleed levels, and I almost left at intermission because of the very real pain it was causing. Since I quickly fell into “judging mode” rather than “engaging mode,” I found the characters shallow, the plotting predictable, and most of the songs (at least what I heard through the din) completely forgettable.

But the show was inescapable – I saw several more productions and even worked on more than one, and eventually fell in love with the characters’ artistic ambitions and idealism I even grew to like (even love) the music.

On the other hand, I first heard the music from tick ... tick ... BOOM! in 2004 and immediately fell in love with it, responding to the theatrical in-jokes, the youthful idealism, and especially the songs.  At the time I said that I liked the worst song in tick ... tick ... BOOM! more than I liked the best song in Rent (and no, I will not identify either song). What this affection did, though, was to lead me to reassess Rent, and see in it its very real virtues and strengths.

This production at Sandy Springs’ Act 3 Productions is everything I wanted it to be – funny, sad, sassy, filled with energy and life, and peopled by three young actor/singers who make non-professional “rough edges” a virtue that makes the show so much more memorable than the Alliance’s slick 2005 staging, which, truth to tell, I found clumsily staged if elegantly performed.

Eddie Estrada is perfect as Jon. playing an imperfect New Yorker obsessed with his approaching 30th birthday. He is an aspiring Musical songwriter – determined to bring Broadway into the rock era – who isn’t facing failure so much as irrelevance.  He’s talented, but no one seems to notice or care. Izzi Robles and P.J. Mitchell play a roster of other characters (for a full count, take note of the cast list on the IMDB site for the upcoming movie version), most notably Michael (Jon’s best friend/roommate) and Susan (Jon’s girlfriend).  Ms. Robles and Mr. Mitchell jump from character to character, often mid-scene and sans costume change, with a skillful change in posture, voice, and attitude.  They are both a joy to watch.

The casts’ voices sometimes crack, sometimes under-project, but always deliver – Ms. Robles (as ditzy actress Karessa) makes “Come to Your Senses” a powerhouse belt that stops the show, making any judgmental quibble totally irrelevant, and cementing in our minds Jon’s very real talent as a songwriter.

Director Michelle Davis uses the Act 3 space well and Set Designer Sophie Harmon has created a beautiful Mondrian-inspired set that feels equally “right” for Jon’s squalid Soho apartment and Michael’s upper-east side luxury apartment. The set is as clever and beautiful as any I’ve seen at this venue (and so much more interesting than the Alliance’s Black Box approach).

The show is a fast-paced 90-minute party that produces enough energy to light the whole Northside perimeter. And the music, so familiar to me, never seems to grow old.  I still like the blatant Sondheim parody “Sunday,” and the giddy movin’-on-up anthem to new wealth “No more.”  The highlight for me was, as stated before “Come to Your Senses,” which in no way underscores the impact of “Why?”, Jon’s recounting of  his friendship with Michael, or the finale “Louder Than Words.”  This is, in fact, a score to listen to over and over, often and always, and is, in fact, on more than one of my Amazon Music “Road Trip” play lists.

tick ... tick ... BOOM is an exuberant and memorable anthem to creativity and to facing that ole devil time with courage and equanimity. And Act 3’s production accomplished the no-small-feat of making this jaded old cynic positively quiver with youthful idealism.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #Act3Productions  #TickTickBOOM!)





11/10/2021     HOMETOWN BOY                        Actor’s Express 
	
THE UNBEARABLE OTHERNESS OF GOING HOME

Last October, Actor’s Express offered a Zoom reading of a new play I found compelling and moving.  For their first post-quarantine season, they have chosen to mount a fully-staged production.  It was a most wise choice!

After ten years, James is returning to his father’s house in a small Georgia town.  His girlfriend, Becks, is with him.   His father, Walter, is stubbornly clinging to his independence, even as his mind slips, and his memory threatens to burst out of the safe cocoon of secrets and lies that drove James away in the first place.  It doesn’t help that the house itself is a hoarder’s dreamscape of trinkets and memorabilia, reeking of mildew and rot and (whatever that is that’s clogging up the kitchen sink).

Keiko Green’s Hometown Boy is an explosive domestic drama, a “deep dive” into the price the past exacts from today.  More than that it is a cast-in-anger examination of what it means to be the “other” in your own town, in your own home.  You see, Walter is the only Asian-American in this town.  He is treated with respect, but it is a patronizing respect,  He has lived here his entire life and knows no other place, no other home.  James, on the other hand, has embraced Brooklyn as “his” home, and can’t help but feel like an outsider, cannot help but be treated as an outsider.

And, as the secrets and lies tear apart father and son, a storm outside threatens to flood the emotional house of cards so carefully constructed and nurtured throughout the years.

We also meet Phillip, ex-governor, ex-mayor, instrumental in keeping Walter safe, in keeping James educated.  We meet Sam, an ex-teacher whose secret is an actual crime that threatens to rupture her own family as well as destroy Phillip’s future political ambitions.  We meet Collin, a happy-go-lucky bartender, planning his son’s birthday party.  And throughout all is Becks who is our entry point to this family, an outsider trying to make sense of James’ distress, Walter’s stubbornness, and the past that everyone wants to either hide or bury.

This is a gripping and stylish play, and the design and “look” of the production brings it to vivid  life.  Isabel and Moriah Curley-Clay have fashioned a gloriously tacky set, a seedy room overflowing with detritus, including everything from cherished photos and keepsakes to several years’ worth of garbage and can’t-let-it-go junk.  Turntables give quick segues to a local bar and to Sam’s spotless kitchen, providing a beautiful contrast to Walter’s clutter.  Cody Evins’ clever lighting scheme underscores the contrast, giving Walter’s home a sepia-tinted gloom, the bar a festive Holiday-Season-All-Year glow, and Sam’s kitchen a sterile fluorescent glare.  Add to that scheme a continuous barrage of lightning flashes from the on-coming storm and you’ll be convinced (perhaps) that you’ll be walking back to the parking lot in a torrential downpour.

Last year, when writing about the Zoom reading of the play, I was able to avoid spoilers, hoping the script would get a full production once the quarantine was over.  Once again, I will leave it up to you to discover how all the characters inter-relate, how all their secrets fit into the tapestry of past  and present, of memory and forgetfulness, of lies and truth.  Because one of the joys of watching this production is the sometimes gradual, sometimes sudden revelations that totally overturn all the expectations set up for us like a shooting-gallery of red herrings (or basement rats).  

There is also great joy in witnessing the performances of this cast, witnessing the way director Rebecca Wear orchestrates the characters and actors, witnessing the manner in which she keeps the pace unflagging.  

Glen Kubota brings to Walter a vulnerability that makes his frequent  lapses in memory, his sudden flares of confusion especially moving.  That he always treats Becks with respect, even affection, is another thread that deepened his character.  Michelle Pokopac is memorable as Becks (as she was in last year’s reading), juggling concern for Walter and James with heartbreak, even as her frequent picking at the scars of memory threaten to end her relationship with James.  Ryan Vo is all youthful passion and anger as James yet filled with a vulnerability that is appealing, even when his behavior is most unappealing.  Chris Kayser (another holdover from the reading)  is all oily Southern charm as Phillip, yet still convincing in his respect for Walter, his willingness to help him get by.  And Allison Dayne and Daniel Parvis bring to Sam and Collin easy-going natures that belie the secrets they hide.

The library of family plays in which a younger generation “invades” a parents’ home out of love when said parent begins to experience the inevitable decline of memory and basic survivor skills, is a rich and varied one.  Hometown Boy is a worthy addition to that list.  It is a well-written play with secrets and lies masquerading as family history and is given a memorable staging by a talented cast, crew, and design team.

It is a tale detailing the traps and pitfalls of “going home” as an adult.  It makes clear that the fantasy of rose-colored memory (or even sketched-in-acid memory) can never match the reality of houses and parents that are yielding to ruin and entropy.  And, as much as we hate to admit it, that is a reality we all will face at one time or another, both as the adults being the “other” to a failing parent, and as the parent being treated as an “other” by beloved children.

Hometown Boy is a riveting experience, a moving examination of emotional wounds laid bare, and a brilliantly performed portrait of a family and their home. 

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #AEHometownBoy)


11/18/2021     HIGH RISK, BABY!                              Essential Theatre Festival

THE EYES OF THE CHILD (WITHIN)

In my 2011 review of Lisa Kron’s 101 Humiliating Stories, I described actress Shelby Hofer as a treasure, echoing an opinion I wrote about her 2006 performance in Theresa Rebeck’s Bad Dates.  Both those plays were monologues in which Ms. Hofer commanded the stage and kept audiences focused and engaged.

Now she has written a monologue herself and performed it in a criminally too-short two-night run as part of the 2021 Essential Theatre Festival.  High Risk, Baby! takes the very adult subject of Infertility and examines it through the eyes of a child.  It is a risky approach, but it pays off in a wealth of irony, humor, pathos, and sensitivity.

Lenora is child bursting with questions, with picking at the scab of “things I don’t know I don’t know,” and, especially, with babies – where they come from, how they are made, what she can do to get one in her belly.

But the thing is, she is not really a child.  She is an adult pretending to be a child, “going through the motions” of being a child, sharing with us the adventure of conceiving a child when her own eggs are not cooperating.   And it is Ms. Hofer’s own story – she and her husband did travel to the Ukraine to take advantage of an egg donor and an experimental process that resulted in the child who is now a 13-year-old young man, apparently filled with energy and questions.

But because she is pretending to be a child, she gets advice along the way from the likes of Elvira, Elvis, a bevy of sassy Barbies, a clutch of stuffed fuzzy-buddies, the group of strangers sitting in this theatre witnessing her story, and the mysterious “Dr. Mark” who attempts (usually in vain) to keep her focused and on the right track (literally, as a train features prominently in her adventure).

Lenora the child is hysterically naive about all things reproductive, and Lenora the adult is filled with a bemused affection for her younger self.  It is a juxtaposition that explodes with anergy, vividly bringing Ms. Hofer’s own adventure to life, almost daring us to NOT empathize with her focus and her goal.  That we get to play games along the way, answer (or try to answer) her childlike questions (and react to her adultlike responses to our answers), and  even sing along with her just makes the entire short evening zip by as if on ADHD time.  That it ends with a sobering question from Lenora’s growing son in no way diminishes the joy that has been unfolding from the opening moment.

The set is a child’s room, complete with toys, games, boxes, gewgaws, and viewing screens – yes there will be videos.  There’s even an “:Invisible Playmate,” a puppeteer in black who animates things and makes sure all the props are where they need to be just when Lenora calls for them   

As directed by the brilliant Ellen McQueen, High Risk, Baby! is a compelling monologue that takes us on a journey few of us will ever need, few of us will ever experience.  By the same token, it shows us that the most adult thing we could ever do is to look at a problem through the eyes of a child, to strip away all the adult defenses that keep that inner child safe, to give that inner child room to breathe, to play, and to not grow.

Did I mention that Shelby Hofer is a treasure?

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com   @bk_rudy    #EssentialFestival   #HighRiskBaby)



11/19/2021     tick ... tick ... BOOM!                                 Netflix / Area Theatres

WRITING LIKE YOU'RE RUNNING OUT OF TIME

For the second time this month, I find myself writing about tick ... tick ... BOOM!, Jonathan Larson’s autobiographical precursor to Rent.  Just closed is Act 3 Production’s excellent staging, and now, (in a most unfortunate timing glitch) comes the release of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s movie adaptation.

It is, quite simply, terrific, one of the best stage-to-screen adaptations it has been my joy to experience.

Let me start out with a template that will give a feeling of deja vu to those of you who read my recent write-up of Act 3’s production.

It is impossible to watch Jonathan Larson’s tick ... tick ... BOOM! without the reality of Mr. Larson’s early death coloring how we react. The play is, after all, the Rent author’s autobiographical We-Do-Not-Last-Forever-and-Mortality-is-Staring-Me-in-the-Face meditation on Life and Art and Dreams and Compromises and, most especially, Turning Thirty. OF COURSE, Mr. Larson’s early death (at almost-36) is going to cast a pall of melancholic irony over the entire play. 
 
It is also impossible to watch this play from the advantage of 68 years of life without realizing it is a young person’s theme.  The final moving anthem, “Louder Than Words” has a recurring chorus of “Cages or wings, which do you prefer?” – a cry to seize your dreams while you still can. Mr. Larson’s death before the success of Rent makes this especially urgent and poignant.

But it is an oversimplification. We face many choices, many milestones, many crossroads that will define the remainder of our lives. Experience and age eventually teach us that not every compromise is a “cage” and the “wings of a dream” more often than not takes us into different unforeseen cages.  But dammit, it feels good to hear, to remember, to realize that even a Boomer of 68 still has the option to Seize that Dream!

I am part of the minority of  Musical Theatre fans who was not initially overwhelmed by Rent. I first saw it as part of the initial national tour at a theatre that chose to set the sound level at ear-bleed levels, and I almost left at intermission because of the very real pain it was causing. Since I quickly fell into “judging mode” rather than “engaging mode,” I found the characters shallow, the plotting predictable, and most of the songs (at least what I heard through the din) completely forgettable.

But the show was inescapable – I saw several more productions and even worked on more than one, and eventually fell in love with the characters’ artistic ambitions and idealism I even grew to like (even love) the music.  I also loved the 2005 movie version.

The first thing director Lin-Manuel Miranda and screenwriter Steven Levenson do right is remind us of Jonathan Larson’s fate, of the early death that will  provide the BOOM to his ticking clock.  Starting off with a video of a stage performance of the three-person play (a video that could easily be the work of Rent’s Mark), we hear the opening argument, that turning thirty is a crossroads, paradigm for the start of real maturity.  And we end with videos and stills of Rent itself.

That concert is a recurring leitmotif, a reminder that we are watching a musical, a film of a musical that segues easily into the scenes the songs are meant to illuminate.

Miranda also takes many opportunities to give us bravura sequences that go far beyond anything that can be accomplished in a stage production.   The most celebrated is the making “Come to Your Senses” a duet rather than a solo – we see Vanessa Hudgens (as actress Keressa) singing it at the workshop of Larson’s musical (Superbia) and we see Alexandra Shipp (as estranged girlfriend Susan) desperately singing it on the roof of Jonathan’s walk-up Soho apartment.  The juxtaposition is compelling, and the women’s voices blend so well, it’s as if it were written for two.

But I found even better the staging of “Therapy,” the comic patter song signaling the end of the relationship.  The concert version pulls out the comic stops, letting Andrew Garfield (terrific as Jonathan) and  Vanessa Hudgens mug and milk it for every laugh and gag.  But it is intercut with a very real, very desperate argument “in real life.”  The result is an emotional sucker punch that combines deep emotion with flighty banter, making what on stage is a snarky amusing song into a deeply resonate portrait of a relationship failing apart at a basic incompatibility level.  It is one of the many moments of “pure cinema” Miranda gives us.

The movie also includes a number of songs from Superbia that weren’t in the original stage version, making clearer what that show would have been like if it had been producible (not to mention finding a place for “Boho Days” a deleted song added as an extra to the original cast CD).  If the themes we are told were really in Larson’s original show, it was uncannily prescient – a future society in which people are obsessed with handheld technology at the expense of real human connections.  But described decades before the first iPhone.  

OTOH, I did miss some of the songs that were reduced or cut completely.  “Make Her Smile” is gone, “Sugar” is just a passing reference (“I wanted to see if I could write a song about anything”) and “Green Green Dress” is only used in the background (and over the end titles).

Did I mention the sheer joy of watching this if you happen to love musical theatre?  It’s about a writer obsessed with creating musicals, with music by the songwriter who changed the sound of Broadway, directed by the man who created Hamilton.  And it features roles and cameos by luminaries of the Musical world – “Sundays” (a Sondheim parody itself) is a veritable treasure trove of Easter Egg cameos – Chita Rivera, Bernadette Peters, Bebe Neuwirth Andre de Shields, Brian Stokes Mitchell, Joel Grey.  Phillipa Soo and Renee Elise Goldsberry are there being very Schuyler-Sister-esque, and Adam Pascal, Daphne Rubin-Vega, and Wilson Jermaine Heredia (from the original cast of Rent) come on as, of course, the “bums bums bums.”  In an even shorter “blink and you’ll miss it” shot, a theatre workshop sequence is chock full of almost every songwriter working on Broadway now, but, because songwriters are “behind the scenes,” you’ll be hard-pressed to recognize them.  Just know that they include the likes of Jason Robert Brown (Parade), Stephen Schwartz (Godspell and Wicked) , Jeanine Tesori (Fun Home), Tom Kitt (Next to Normal) , Marc Shaiman (Hairspray) and many many more.

The movie is filled with performances from actor/singers at their peak.  Andrew Garfield is the engine – singing like a seasoned pro and suffused with the desperate energy of one who is writing like he’s running out of time.  Alexandra Shipp is delightful as Susan, showing us the dark side of living with an artist (every private moment is a potential public expression).  Robin de Jesús brings a ton of heart and soul to Michael, and when he cuts loose in “No More,” it is a rapturous joy to watch.  Vanessa Hudgens is also excellent as Karessa, who, thank heavens, is not portrayed as a dimwit as she is in the stage version.  And Bradley Whitford does a spot-on Sondheim portrayal impressing in just a few short scenes.

This movie is a true delight, a moving and satisfying portrait of an artist the world lost too soon, and a brilliant plea for seizing the moment.  Forget all my quibbles about it being a “young person’s show” from my earlier writings on it.   Lin-Manuel Miranda’s movie of Jonathan Larson’s tick... tick.. BOOM! is for everyone who ever had a dream, who ever obsessed over a goal to the point of being a pain-in-the-ass to those who loved you, and a tuneful wallow in not-so-lost songs from a young genius.  It also happens to be a brilliant cinematic debut from a director who hopefully has more musical adaptations in his (and our) future.

I’ve watched it twice already and plan on watching it again.  Soon!

[bookmark: _Hlk89677933]     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #Netflix  #TickTickBOOM! #LinManuelMiranda  #JonathanLarson)



12/5/2021     BASKERVILLE:  A SHERLOCK HOLMES MYSTERY            Theatrical Outfit

NOT SO ELEMENTARY

Mr. Sherlock Holmes, who much preferred the soothing scale and soaring sounds of Grand Opera to the more plebian antics of stage farce, finds himself a secondary figure in this excursion into one of the most popular retellings of his adventures.   I found myself sitting in the rear center of the audience-allotted space of the Balzer Theatre at Herrens, fully anticipating the unfolding of a saga I hadn’t read in decades, yet throbbing with glee at the anticipatory antics of a typical Ken Ludwig script, layered with a new theatrical trope first established in England in 1995 with the adaptation of Hitchcock’s (NOT Buchan’s) The Thirty-Nine Steps, to wit, a central actor surrounded by a minimalist cast creating a plethora of other characters, turning a suspense classic into a comic masterpiece.

Our main character tonight is Dr. Watson, he who chronicled (some would say exploited) the exploits of his friend and companion for the enjoyment of a mass audience and thus created a legacy enjoyed more than a century later.  To my surprise (and quick delight), the role of Dr. Watson is essayed by a distaff actor, one Lala Cochran, who convinces within seconds via voice, accent, demeanor, costume, and the utmost talent that she is indeed a he – or a they.  Always the storyteller, they engage us directly as whimsically as they engage all the other characters (and their number can only be described as a plethora), and rapidly becomes the one with whom we engage, with whom we sympathize.

Holmes himself, portrayed by Atlanta newcomer John Keabler, while effective in the role, makes a more minimal impact, hiding (as it were) in the shadow of Dr. Watson’s point-of-view.  He is often off stage, either “back in London investigating a case for the King of Bohemia,” or in full view but buried under disguise or under other theatrical gimcrackery.

Which leaves three actors to portray everyone else, and, as anyone with prior exposure to this tale will tell you, there are many MANY “everyone elses.”   These yeoman-duty journeyman acting masters are Robin Bloodworth, Gina Rickicki, and Kathryn Tkel.  They essay such memorable characters as the stalwart Dr. Mortimer, the wide-eyed Sir Henry Baskerville, the mysterious butler Barrymore and his wife, the beauteous Beryl and her Lepidopterist brother Jack, Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard, Holmes’ landlady Mrs. Hudson, a pair of cockney urchins, the escaped convict Seldon, a Scotsman, an Italian, a Frenchman, all without a thought of gender or age or accent.  Sir Henry, in fact, is here given a Texan background, rather than Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s original’s Canadian provenance.  Yes, almost every character has a different accent (kudos to Dialect Coach Elisa Carlson, if you’ll forgive a congratulatory digression).

At first I had my doubts as to the efficacy of this approach.  All three actors are very distinct physical types and should have been hard-pressed to “disappear” into multiple roles.  Thankfully, director Shannon Eubanks (and, I suspect playwright Ken Ludwig), did not require such thespianic dexterity.  Instead, the actors’ unique physicality was exploited for comedy, for arch-juxtaposition, for building a unique and vibrantly cosmopolitan world of character and caricature.  Mr. Ludwig was also kind enough to provide telling verbal cues that would give one actor or another (or even all at the same time) a reminder that “you better find an excuse to exit and change costume!”

Let it also be said here that Costume Designer Marie Quintero, charged with the imposing (dare I say unpossible?) task of creating layered Victorian costumes that can be logistically quick-changed, succeeds most admirably at her Quixotic task!  There had to have been a small army of backstage dressers to accomplish the changes that were accomplished, yet, if the curtain call sports any accuracy, there was only one on each side of the stage.  I am simply gobsmacked by the sheer success of the organization, the design, and the effect.

I am long past the usual stage of my musing in which I summarize the bones of plot and style of whatever theatrical event I am (hopefully) describing.  I beg your forgiveness for this lapse, but I am presuming most of you who have any interest in this production are already familiar with the story, with the tale of the legendary mastiff terrorizing the Baskerville family (a legacy of a 17th century kidnapping and curse), the threat to the most recent heir, the red herrings of {deleted by the spoiler police} and {deleted by the spoiler police}, and the actual resolution, the solution of the mystery chiefly through the ratiocination of Mr. Holmes, the happy ending experienced by {deleted by the spoiler police}, and the poetic justice of Grimpen Mire finally consuming {deleted by the spoiler police}.

Well, perhaps I have a secret hope that some of you are discovering this tale for the first time.

Baskerville is a skyrocket of a play, a story of mystery and suspense told through a farceur’s lens, a cavalcade of comedy that pays due respect to Holmes and to Doyle and to Watson, that retains a smidgen of suspense amid the noise and calamity, that satisfies the mind as easily as it tickles the funny bone.

That it is not-simply staged on a set that is not as simple as it appears, by five actors of unmitigated talent, carrying a carpetbag-ful of gimmicky and comic-laden props (designed by the always estimable Carolyn Cook), using the words of a comic writer who wallows in the meta even as he exploits the miracles inherent in modern stagecraft, is grist for a mill of praise that will surely follow this production beyond the end of its run.

And now. my dear readers, we have had an hour of work and homage and pastiche, so now we deserve to turn our thoughts to other channels.  May I suggest a wallow in a Cumberbatchian binge or another equally ephemeral pleasure?

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #toBaskerville)




12/31/2021     WEST SIDE STORY                     Area Movie Theatres            

TRUE IMPEDIMENTS

To close out 2021, I (finally) ventured into a movie theatre to “catch up” with Steven Spielberg’s new version of West Side Story.  That I found it most excellent is an understatement.  That I found much of the criticism directed against it less-than-convincing is also an understatement.  Before diving into why this version is worthy of your time, especially if you have seen the soaring 1961 version often or if you have seen the original stage version just as often, let me self-plagiarize some template thoughts from past reviews I’ve written about this classic work of Americana.

There is absolutely no reason West Side Story should "age" well.  Its portrayal of New York street gangs "rumbling" with fisticuffs and switchblades looks just plain silly in our post "AK-47's for Everyone" ethos, with daily headlines of drive-by shootings and daily tweet-reminders of the astronomical urban body counts.  It's 50's-friendly condescension towards women would make any contemporary audience cringe.  It's portrayal of poverty-stricken youth "dressing to the nines" for a "dance at the gym" is simply ludicrous.

And yet, after watching Spielberg’s elegant version, which, truth to tell, addresses many (but not all) of these issues, I can only conclude that SOMETHING about this show still resonates, and, sad to say, will continue to resonate for far into the foreseeable future.

Two eras, both alike in Xenophobia
(On any stage where we lay our scene),
What here shall miss, our words shall strive to mend.

Leaving aside the compelling story, the beautiful score, the marvelous performances, let's talk about the politics.  In the original libretto for West Side Story, we're shown a "turf" suffering under the twin punches of poverty and immigration.  "We're out of work, because THEY'RE taking our jobs."  "We're forming a gang, because THEY won't let us work."  "THEY make our streets filthier!"  "Our Women aren't safe around THEM."  It's a hotbed of Xenophobia made worse by the authority figures and adults, who look down on all the kids as "Hoodlums" and "Thugs."

Is any of this sounding familiar?  As long as we wallow in an "Us and Them" mindset -- a mindset  political leaders and the pundits who cover them encourage -- West Side Story will always be relevant.

It helps that the story is "freely adapted" from Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, the quintessential Us-vs-Them tragedy.  Tony and Maria are two young people who fall instantly in love.  Both are intelligent and driven, both have jobs in a depressed economy, both have open hearts that are ready for romance.  But their worlds are at war, and they are of an age where anger trumps love with tragic results.

It helps that the Bernstein-Sondheim score is jam-packed with exquisite music, much of which has become a permanent part of the "American Songbook."   Yes, we (or at least those of us blinded by “emotional truth” expectations) may (at first) giggle as the gang members fall into their-ballet-friendly dance steps, but that giggling soon vanishes before the driving prologue has reached its ear-cutting climax.

It helps that star-crossed love is ALWAYS compelling, perhaps because we KNOW it is doomed, perhaps because witnessing first passion reminds us of our first heedless attractions, perhaps a little part of us is ripped out when we see the young couple ripped apart.

And all those quibbles I cited in my opening paragraph?  When pitted against a story and a score of this caliber, with this much strength, they fall to the wayside like so much detritus.

So, let me first address the main criticism I have heard from friends and writers alike – the central figures of Maria and Tony are bland cyphers compared to the vibrant vitality of the supporting cast.  I couldn’t disagree more.  Spielberg and screenwriter Tony Kushner have deepened the leading roles – Tony has spent a year in jail and is haunted by the demons within that almost led to another boy’s death.  Maria is older than before – eighteen – more mature, more driven, more fearless in her quest to get what she wants.  She is the aggressor in the relationship, the one who falls instantly in love and does what is necessary to win Tony.

These are more complex characters than most people expect.  And, as energetically alive as the supporting cast is, their characters are “in a rut,” unchanging, unambitious, almost shallow in comparison.  As played by Ansel Elgort and Rachel Zegler, (so much better than Richard Beymer and Natalie Wood were in 1961), Tony and Maria have more at stake, are less naive, are so much more than the standard ”Romantic Lead” caricatures we’ve seen before.

Another friend commented that, as much as they loved the performances overall, they were disappointed in the initial meeting at the dance, convinced Mr. Elgort “missed” that behind-the-eyes passion that should characterize “love at first sight.” Again, I have to disagree,  Yes, at first, he seems more attracted than smitten, less “all in” than Ms. Zegler.  But when she impulsively kisses him, you can see that passion rise like a sun, see his face light up with an instant “this is the one” realization.  It was a subtle acting choice that falls outside what we’ve come to expect but is all the more effective for that.

As to the criticism that it’s hardly realistic for a couple who have just met to be so much in love, all I can do is mourn how jaded we’ve become, how less likely we are to accept such passion, such instant love.  Is it really so “cool” to be cynical of instant love?  Is there anyone left who subscribes to Shakespeare’s sentiment as expressed in Sonnet 116?

Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.

O no! it is an ever-fixed mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wand'ring bark,
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.

Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle's compass come;
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me prov'd,
I never writ, nor no man ever lov'd.

Kushner’s screenplay makes clear that Tony and Maria have a “marriage of true minds.”  The brevity of their courtship is no impediment to their true connection.  Let us not forget that Romeo and Juliet themselves went from total strangers to true soulmates in the span of a 14-line sonnet.

So now, to switch gears a bit.  What is there about this version that makes it work, that makes it different, even deeper that versions we have seen before?  After all, I subscribe to the concept that new productions of oft-told stories, oft-produced plays cannot just copy past successes but must have a “reason for being,” a reason to elevate them from “been there seen that” tedium.

First, the “turf” of the warring gangs is explicitly shown to be the area where the slums are being cleared to make way for Lincoln Center.  So, the turf is actually vanishing, and, in a year (or less), all the characters will be evicted.  Existential Karma aside, there will be, there can be no winners in this war.  That “ups the ante” on the urgency of the struggle and adds “gentrification” to the poverty and immigration “punches” I talked about in my “template.”  This also adds a visually stunning haze of construction dust to everything, and the area around Doc’s Pharmacy resembles nothing less than a bombed-out warscape.

Second, Doc is now Doc’s widow, Valentina (of course it’s Valentina), played by the incomparable Rita Moreno.  She provides an example to Tony, an assurance that relationships CAN work between Anglos and Latinas.  She plays a more central role that Doc did, and even gets one of the iconic songs to sing.  It’s a beautiful choice that works on every level.

Third, Tony is no longer tasked with “stopping the rumble,” a naive expectation from the original that always felt contrived and false.  In fact, Maria doesn’t want him anywhere near that rumble, because she knows how uncontrolled her brother’s anger can be.  It is Tony that takes it upon himself to “calm down” his friends, leading “Cool” and demonstrating how Tony was the strongest of the gang, until now, even showing Riff taking the leadership away from him.  Of course, it doesn’t have the frenetic post-rumble anger from the original, but it really works in its new context.

Let me also praise the many additional flourishes added by Spielberg and Kushner: 

The opening “ballet” is less ballet and more Jets running amok in the barrio, showing what the neighborhood was like before the influx from Puerto Rico.

For “Maria,” we see Tony singing out at numerous tenement alleys until he finally finds Maria’s.  I was always a bit suspicious of how easily he finds her home in the original.

“America” is no longer a rooftop party, but a joyful street fiesta as the characters go to work, even including the next generation of children to grow up in America.

Maria no longer works in Anita’s dress shop, but as a maid in a department store in which EVERYTHING is too expensive for her pay grade.

“One Hand One Heart” is moved to an actual church, where Tony and Maria go on an actual date.

We see Riff buy a gun from a low-life who says, “You’re beginning to look a lot like your Dad.”  The gun will feature prominently in “Cool,” and is, of course, taken from the rumble by Chino.

Speaking of Chino, here he is an ambitious kid going to night school, with Bernardo doing everything possible to keep him out of gang life, making him more acceptable as a mate for his sister.

During the pre-Rumble “Quintet,” we see Maria walking home past the parading Jets, both oblivious to each other.

At the rumble, those demons Tony has been fighting come out, and he beats the stuffing out of Bernardo, despite Bernardo being a trained boxer.  This is all before the tragic inevitability of the rumble’s conclusion.  I also liked the setting in the salt warehouse as opposed to “under the highway.”

West Side Story is a superb addition to the pantheon of movie musicals, every bit as good as (if not better than) the 1961 original.  It is filled with a cast with incredible acting and musical abilities, with energetic choreography by Justin Peck that recalls Jerome Robbins’ original without slavishly imitating it.  And it is quintessentially Spielbergian, with all the elegant visuals, pace-setting editing, and emotional intensity we’ve come to expect from his work.

It is, indeed, one of my favorite movies of the year.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy    #WestSideStory)


12/31/2021     The Buzz Looks Back on 2021
	
For the past {Mumble Mumble} years, I have spent New Year’s Eve recapping the year in Atlanta Theatre.  It is with not a little dread that I anticipate that task for this year.  But traditions are traditions, so, for the sake of Auld Lang Syne, let’s dive into the mixed bag of tricks and treats that defined theatre in 2021.

The year started out much like 2020, with pandemic-forced closings driving theatre production into Zoom and other video formats.  The good news is that stages eventually began to reopen, albeit with many safety restrictions.  But theatre was live again!  Unfortunately, the December rise of the Omicron variant forced some premature closings and some 2022 delays.

So, for most of the year, local theatre was experienced through a computer screen, with a lot of outstanding work blossoming under those restrictions.  Technical skills abounded, and local venues began to get very good at remotely staging quality productions.

The bottom line is that I saw far fewer plays than in any year since I started this task, and, as such, this recap will be depressingly brief.

I liked Theatrical Outfit’s Memorial Day, The Catastrophist, A Hundred Words for Snow, Fires in the Mirror, and Raising the Dead (which was also staged in a live version by this year’s Essential Play Festival).   Also memorable was The Arsonists from Agnes Scott College, The Mother of God Visits Hell from Merely Players, and Nine from the Jennie T. Anderson Concert Series.

The Anderson Concert series later came through with some outstanding live performances, particularly Sunday in the Park With George (brilliantly staged by Heidi Cline McKerley) and Chess.

Other Live Shows I enjoyed this year were Into the Woods at City Springs, An Iliad at Theatrical Outfit, Hometown Boy at Actor’s Express, Darling Cory at the Alliance, Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Georgia Ensemble, The Bluest Eye at Synchronicity, and tick, tick ...Boom! at Act 3 Productions.

Once the theatres came back to life, I stopped promoting National/International streams, but the year did see a lot of memorable Videos – Apple TV+’s Come From Away, Hulu’s In & Of Itself, The Wolves from Lincoln Center Archives, Wilde Salomé / Salomé  and  London’s  [title of show] and First Date from BroadwayHD.

This year also saw some very good stage-to-film adaptations, most recently West Side Story and tick tick...Boom!, but also, Oslo and In the Heights, 

Here’s to the promise of 2022!  May we stay safe, healthy, and, if at all possible, sane!

     -- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com    @bk_rudy   #2021InReview)

For a deeper dive, here are links to the reviews of the shows I cited.  To get back to this page, go to “2021 Reviews” and click on the title of this essay.

Memorial Day
The Catastrophist
A Hundred Words for Snow
Fires in the Mirror
Raising the Dead 
The Arsonists 
The Mother of God Visits Hell 
Nine 
Sunday in the Park With George 
Chess
Into the Woods 
An Iliad 
Hometown Boy
Darling Cory 
Ain’t Misbehavin’ 
The Bluest Eye 
 tick, tick ...Boom! (Act 3 Productions)
Come From Away
In & Of Itself
The Wolves
Wilde Salomé / Salomé  
 [title of show] 
West Side Story
 tick tick...Boom  (Movie) 
Oslo 
In the Heights 






