1/5/2012	BECKY’S NEW CAR			Georgia Ensemble Theatre           

BECKY’S NEW LIFE

****½  ( A )

Someone (it may have been Becky herself) once said that when a woman says she wants a new house, it means she really wants a new husband (**), and when she says she wants a new car, it really means she wants a new life.  I guess I’ve always been one of those doofuses (doofi?) who never “got” the “code” of inter-gender communications.  If you want a new life, just say “I want a new life!”

On the other hand, if the speaker is as charming and pleasant as Becky Foster (as played by Wendy Melkonian), I’d sign up for a lifetime supply of “Code Lessons.”

“Becky’s New Car” is a completely winning new play by Steven Dietz (whose “Shooting Star” I loved a few years ago at the Horizon Theatre). In it, he not only “breaks the fourth wall,” he shatters it completely and rebuilds it behind the audience.  Becky starts out the play by talking to us, even having some folks in the front row help out with some housekeeping chores.  She’s feeling used and abused, the spark has gone out of her marriage, and her “professional student” son appears to be a permanent resident of the house.  She’s also the office manager of a new car lot, and, when one night, a befuddled old widower comes in to order nine cars for his office staff, there is a slight misunderstanding, a little lie of omission, and soon Becky is back-sliding into a sorta kinda affair with the widower and creating a very fragile house of lies to cover her tracks.

Toss into the mix a few more eccentric characters and a few plot contrivances that wear their artificiality proudly, and we’re left with a tasty Mulligatawny of a play, filled with wit, heart, spice, and surprise.

It’s true, Becky makes some questionable choices, with a loosey-goosey relationship with honesty, but she is so, well, nice, that it’s easy to forgive her.  In fact, the irony here is that her husband, definitely the wronged person in this situation, comes across as a bit of a stick-in-the-mud for not being as forgiving as we are. To be sure, the play ends on a note of {Description deleted by the spoiler police} that went a long way in helping me rationalize my odd acceptance of all the lies and machinations.  But, still, it’s an unusual (and morally suspect) reaction.

The wonderfully energetic cast goes a long way in taking responsibility for how well this play works.  In addition to the always wonderful Ms. Melkonian, Allan Edwards is a charmingly befuddled Walter Flood, Becky’s guide into her new life.  The always luminously yummy Kelly Criss sparkles as Walter’s daughter, Kenni, and the always sparkly Jacob York shines luminously as Chris, Becky’s intelligent, not-as-slacker-as-she-thinks son.  Add in Randy Cohumas as Becky’s grumpy husband Joe, Lala Cochran as Walter’s hot-for-his-money friend Ginger, and Vince Pisani as an oddball co-worker, and you’ve got a dream ensemble, better than the sum of its parts, and those parts are pretty durn good!

Jamie Bullens has put together a functional set with discrete playing areas lit by Bryan Rosengrant that lets the action flow seamlessly from scene to scene, with its sparseness underscoring the meta-concept of theatrical contrivance.  And, of course Shannon Eubanks directs it all with high energy, well-orchestrated stage pictures, and easy rapport with the audience.

In the final analysis, the theatrically contrived style of the piece perfectly underscores the “code” concept of the title character (alright, Becky does get an actual new car, but it’s not what’s important).  I love how the characters all play well off the audience.  At one point, during the final scene, Becky’s husband even says “You don’t think I don’t see all of them out there?”

And I really really love the character of Becky Foster.  Even with the wonderful ensemble, this is Wendy Melkonian’s play (she spends the first 10 or so minutes alone on stage with us), and she is wonderful.  She had me from her first line and didn’t let go until her last.  She takes us all for a heck of a ride, and ,,, you know, now that I just said that, it could be that sometimes a new car is just a new car.  Sometimes you need a new car to make you appreciate how comfortable the old one was.  More often, though, two days into the “new car” experience, you’ve totally forgotten that dull old rattletrap you’re glad to be out of.

But, I digress…

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

**  Should I be concerned that my wife keeps talking about getting a new house?





1/7/2012	ANNIE                                                Theatre of the Stars           

FLAT AND EYELESS

***  ( C )

Maybe far away
Or Maybe very near
Someone is listening to “Annie”
And sticking a fork in their ear.
 
Admit it.  You too are an “Annie”-hater.  The thought of sitting through almost three hours of little girls, sticky-sweet optimism, and drill-them-into-your-mind melodies sounds about as appealing as an acid enema.  “Annie” is the new “Cats” for the aren’t-we-so-hip in-crowd.
 
It’s so easy to fall into that trap.  I’ve been involved in more productions than I’d care to admit, and truth to tell, it would not be my first choice for an evening out.  But, I’m also a Daddy, and, since my gifted offspring had a 2011 run in “Annie Jr,” I thought it was time for her to witness a professional production of the “real thing.”  So, Fox-ward we wended on a drizzly Tuesday night.
 
Theatre of the Stars has put together a vehicle for Sally Struthers to strut her comic chops, for Brad Oscar to show he has a post-Producers career, and for more than a few Atlanta actors (and children) to collect a pay check.  All do fine work, and all try their durndest to give folks the “Annie” they expect.  But they are stymied by a lifeless production that poses them in static tableaus for almost every number, and that pads the pace so the 160-plus minute running time seems like it’s over two-and-a-half hours.
 
“Annie” started its life with a bit of an identity crisis.  It was based on the long-running Harold Gray comic strip “Little Orphan Annie,” who used it to make pointed conservative political jabs at (among other things) labor unions, communism, and the New Deal.  But, the musical, debuting in 1977, uses the story to make pointed liberal political jabs as (among other things) Herbert Hoover, big business, and rich folks.  Really, the only thing they had in common was a little orphan, a rich benefactor, and that blindingly awful red dress.  At least the strip was written with cliff-hanger sensibility totally drained from the stage version.  Even FDR’s New Deal, a target of some of Gray’s most venomous attacks, becomes the plot-resolving “happy ending” of the musical.  Go figure!
 
So, here’s the story, as if you didn’t know.  Annie lives at the New York City Municipal Orphanage for Girls Annex, cared for by the comically mean Miss Hannigan.  She runs away, is returned, and becomes the ward of billionaire Oliver Warbucks.  A few mild complications involving a locket and a half-baked scheme by Miss Hannigan’s rascally brother Rooster are quickly dispatched, and Annie is set to live happily ever after.
 
It’s easy to see how this show is a cynic’s nightmare.  It’s filled with cute little girls (no obese or funny-looking children need apply), and Annie’s brand of optimism is the kind that affects the other characters more than the audience.  There’s little real threat to the characters, and the score by Charles Strouse and Martin Charnin is filled with addictive melodies that linger in your head longer than you’d like.
 
But, (and here’s where I lose my snarky cynic’s certification), I find some of it not only enjoyable and clever, but self-deprecatingly so – it KNOWS its pluckier-than-thou heroine is over-the-top sunny, and actually gets comic mileage out of that knowledge – look no further than the Hooverville exchanges (“We use newspapers for blankets!” “At least you can read in bed.”)  And, the script is filled with sly allusions and jokes that register nicely (“Harpo called.”  “What did he want?”  “He didn’t say.”).
 
Sure, it would have been nice to add a layer of real threat (the orphan’s gruel diet is made into a joke rather than a cruel facet of their lives).  A few scenes of real danger would have also been welcome.  But, as it is, “Annie” should be a warm and friendly show for families and kids of all ages.
 
Here, though, everything is static and slow, giving the whole thing a flat and lifeless veneer that’s hard to shake.  The cast stands still for most of the musical numbers.  And, the population of the orphanage is increased to over thirty (giving “Hard Knock Life” an eardrum-busting shrillness).  If it weren’t for the elaborate sets, I’d almost believe we were watching a concert version of the show.
 
The cast is fine – I liked Sally Struthers’ randy and raspy-voiced Miss Hannigan, Brad Oscar’s gruffly affectionate Daddy Warbucks, and, especially, Mary Peeples’ winsome and winning Annie.  It was good to see a lot of familiar Atlanta faces in the supporting cast (including Claci Miller, Glen Rainey, Christy Baggett, and Lisa Manuli), all doing excellent work.  And they are given a polished and well-executed sandbox in which to play – backdrops evoke Edward Hopper, scenes appear and disappear with a smooth pace that should have been used in the scenes themselves, and the orchestral is tuneful without being overpowering.
 
But, when all is said and done, this is still “Annie.”  This show will always be with us, will always be popular, and will always be the launch pad for stage-struck girls.  I can tolerate it, even enjoy it if done correctly.  
 
But here, they might as well have given the actors pupil-covering contacts, because it was as flat and eyeless as the comic strip itself.
 
    -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


1/8/2012	GOD OF CARNAGE                                     Alliance Theatre           

RED IN TOOTH AND CLAW

****½  ( A )

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

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

Ms. Reza is a French playwright (“Art” is perhaps her best-known prior work), and “The God of Carnage” was first produced in Paris, then London, before coming to Broadway. On its way across the Atlantic, the characters lost their French identities (becoming New York suburbanites) and the play’s title lost its “The.” Making its way to Atlanta, the characters have become African American, and their locale suspiciously Southern.  This play is nothing if not adaptable to locale.  

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

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

One of the strengths of the play is the presumed guilt or victimhood of the families’ sons. The Novaks, of course, consider their son to be the victim of a thug armed with a stick. The Raleighs believe their son resorted to the only means necessary to defend himself against a gang of bullies. Since we never hear the sons’ story, both (or neither) explanation is true or false, and serves only as a catalyst to open up wounds within the two marriages, and to spark warfare between the two couples.

I also like how easily the façade of courtesy falls victim to minor irritations and mis-placed enthusiasms. We can all be civilized when our children rend at each other, but pay more attention to your cell phone conversation than to us, and watch out!  We can calmly discuss our son’s broken teeth and arrange a détente between your son and mine, but, accidently [deleted by the spoiler police] onto my prized books, and watch out!  We can sit and calmly snack on Clafoutis (a pastry of apples, pears, and gingerbread), but side with THEM against OUR SON, and WATCH OUT!

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

The choice to populate this play with African-Americans works in every sense, though I have to say, a mixed-race cast would add another layer of sub-text that would fit in nicely with the threads of hidden violence (especially when a specific racial epithet is tossed out casually at one point).  The play gets at the universal animal nature in us, where instinct trumps veneer, when hostility leaves civilization in the dust.  In the final analysis, ethnicity (even race) is just another veneer that proves irrelevant when the gloves come off.
 
And this cast is truly a joy to behold.  Jasmine Guy and Keith Randolph Smith are the Novaks and Crystal Fox and Geoffrey Darnell Williams are the Raleighs, creating characters who not only distinct and compelling, but COUPLES with individual dynamics and emotional complexities.  I believed them not only as couples meeting for the first time, but also as partners with distinct “unspoken signals” and long-suppressed grudges.
 
Edward E Haynes Jr has built a set that isolates them in the center of the spacious Alliance stage while paradoxically evoking a large and airy living space.  It’s a beautiful set in which the Novaks seem right at home (and the Raleighs seem like aliens).  And Kent Gash makes a welcome return to Atlanta to direct the play with a bristling pace that keeps the evening nasty, brutish, and short.
 
So, of course, the question remains – are we, as a species, defined by how civilized we are, or by how brutal we are? Is it an accident that most of our sense of history is rooted in whatever wars or conflicts are occurring at any particular time? Is our fascination with atrocity and violence a symptom of moral decay or a “safe” release of a primal darkness hard-wired into our species? Is our true creation a product of a God of Carnage or a Prince of Peace? Can two couples talking about their kids escape their own bestial roots?

Yasmina Reza’s “The God Carnage” raises all these questions and lets us discuss the answers among ourselves. Just leave the cell phones, the weapons, and the Clafoutis at home.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Postscript:  The Roman Polanski film of this play just opened in Atlanta – hopefully I’ll have a look at that within the next week or so.
 
 


1/19/2012	THE LADIES MAN                 Theatre in the Square

THIS ROOM SMELLS OF OLD FARCE

****  ( B+ )

What’s that I smell?  Can it be the flopsweat of a desperate actor, trying to get his mouth around a word-burger big enough to choke Olivier, while dodging a bustier-sporting (and whip-wielding) mother-in-law while countless doors slam with synchronized abandoned?  Or can it be a new(ish) translation of an old(ish) French farce?

Considering the actor in question floats through the evening with appallingly professional aplomb, I’m willing to bet on the latter.

Sure enough, welcome to “The Ladies Man,” Charles Morey’s translation of Georges Feydeau’s 1886 farce “Tailleur pour Dames” (literally, “Tailor for Women”).  The plot is classic Feydeau:  In “Belle Epoque” Paris, the recently married Dr. Hercule Molineaux (and you know, with a name like that, there’ll be at least one post-Feydeau Agatha Christie reference before all is slammed and done) tells "one, tiny, little, hardly noticeable lie" to cover an innocent but embarrassing indiscretion. From that tightly wound moment springs an explosion of misunderstandings (deliberate and otherwise), lies both large and larger, and mutually exclusive mistaken identities that threaten sense, sanity, and probably the fabric of the cosmos.

The players include Molineaux’s sweetly suspicious spouse, his epically proportioned (and epically fierce) mother-in-law, a saucy patient who would like nothing better than to make the supposed indiscretions of the good Doctor real ones, the saucy patient’s outrageously Aryan spouse, a lisping friend, a secretive maid, and a valet with curious tastes in undergarments.  Toss them onto a set with too many architecturally ludicrous doors (none of which actually slam) and …  well does it really matter what happens next?

Because a good bedroom farce requires a lot of slamming doors, let’s start with an analysis of those doors.  Painted a garish pink, they exist in a wall-less set (by the talented Sara Ward Culpepper) that allows them to spin on their axes, making all the perfectly timed entrances and exits swoosh by with nary a slam.  On paper it sounds like a “what were they thinking?” faux pas.  On stage, it makes the pace whoosh faster than a French feint, and gives the whole mousetrap a frenetically frantic desperation that suits farce to a not-spilled Tea!

When the setting switches from the Molineaux’ finely furnished sitting room to an abandoned dressmaker shoppe (at “70 Rue Sans Souci”), a few tweaks of furniture is all that is needed to take us there.  After all, it makes as much as sense as this octet of characters all showing up at the same abandoned shoppe at the same time, that is, none whatsoever.  Not that there’s anything wrong with that …

And special giggles to the ludicrously over-the-top cast, led by Chris Kayser’s polished and desperate Molineaux.  Lane Carlock is stunning as his winsomely sinned-against spouse, Yvonne.  Andrea Frye is a treasure, literally filling the stage as Yvonne’s bulldog of a mother, who makes everyone cower when she brings out her whip.  Veronika Duerr is charming as the secretive maid Marie, Katherine LeRoy is wonderful as the brash and brazen Suzanne, Robin Bloodworth is unrecognizable beneath a Prussian uniform, a German beard, and an Austrian accent as Suzanne’s jealous husband Aubin.  And, as if that weren’t enough, we’ve also got Enoch King as the good Doctor’s valet, and Andrew Benator, as the good Doctor’s lithping (and badly-rugged) friend, Bassinet.  These are extraordinarily well-written, well-performed characters who deeply mine the characters for every vein of humor.

Much of the credit to the success of this piece has to go to director Susan Reid.  She knows her way around farce, and has staged it with equal parts precision blocking, character-centric business, and breath-taking pace.

It’s said that Farce is an acquired taste, that it is the “unwelcome uncle” at the theatrical picnic, that is difficult to get “right,” and that it results in little affection or respect.  To that I say, “BTHHHHRRRRRRP!”  I love farce for its blithe refusal to cater to realism, for its unashamed embrace of stagecraft over “theatre art,” and for its ability to make me laugh out loud.

Theatre in the Square’s “The Ladies Man” (is the lack of an apostrophe in the title intentional?  But I digress …) made me laugh out loud.  It also made me amazed at the physical and verbal skills of its talented cast and production crew.  It is a tightly-wound construction that springs forth to brighten any evening spent in its company.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




1/20/2012	NEXT FALL                Actors Express

THIS DAY

****½  ( A )


Geoffrey Nauffts’ “Next Fall” is many things.  An emotionally-charged excursion into a five-year relationship, a family drama dealing with homosexuality, a conflict between facing what today holds and putting off critical decisions until “next fall,” a witty character study, a debate on religion, a whimsical study of the random nature of sudden death.

Before you dismiss this as “too much meat for one play,” let me say it is first and foremost the story of Adam and Luke, of their relationship, of their friends and families.  All the other themes and motifs I cited above are merely facets of their lives, things folks discuss with friends and lovers and families over warm snacks and chilled wine.

Luke has been critically injured in a random Manhattan traffic accident, and the hospital waiting room is the gathering place for those whose lives he touched – his father Butch, his mother Arlene, his friends Brandon and Holly, and his “longtime companion” Adam.  Through a series of flashbacks, we see the birth and lifespan of the relationship between Adam and Luke.

To say I could relate to this couple is an understatement.  Adam is a forty-something nebbish, a hypochondriac trying to find his “purpose,” an atheist.  Luke is a twenty-something actor, er, I mean waiter, a hot-looking “boy toy” who could have his pick of the Manhattan gay population, a born-again Christian. (The fact that this seeming oxymoron seems natural and unforced is just one of the measures of playwright Nauffts’ skill.)  Why would I identify with such a relationship?  Well, leaving aside the fact that I was a forty-something nebbish atheist when I met my lovely and talented spouse, a twenty-something knockout devout Catholic, not much.  Needless to say, I found many of their discussions and arguments familiar, their resolutions natural, their continued relationship reassuring.

And that’s the crux of why this scenario works so well – Adam and Luke are deeply in love, and that gets them over and through all the “rough spots” the differing worldviews and generational paradigms put in their path.  The one thing they really can’t get around is Luke’s refusal to “come out” to his father, a refusal he keeps promising to end “Next Fall” or some other elusively future time.  Now that Luke is in a coma with no hope of survival, Adam is left in the cold, a stranger to Luke’s family.

The play is filled with tiny nuances and irony that made me smile with delight.  I liked how playwright Nauffts avoids taking sides in the religion arguments, letting each character have their moments of triumph and aggravation, giving equal weight to Adam’s “seize the moment before it’s too late” preference and Luke’s “It’ll be better in heaven” optimism.  I was when Luke discusses how Matthew Shepherd’s killers can achieve heaven, while Shepherd himself cannot.  And I was amused at how  devout father Luke “hides” from is himself a “serial monogamist,” separated from Luke’s mother for twenty years.  These are six perfectly realized characters each carrying a full weight of back-story and attitude and eccentricity.

The wonderful ensemble, led by Mitchell Anderson’s quirky and soulful Adam and Joe Sykes’ charmingly charismatic Luke is tight and distinct – William S. Murphey brings to Butch (and don’t you just love the faux-macho splendor of that name?) a vulnerability that’s never at odds with his frequent explosions of cruelty and anger.  Patricia French brings a bizarre talkativeness to Luke’s eccentric Mother (Arlene) that is funny without being grating or unrealistic.  And John Benzinger and Jennifer Levison bring even more warmth to Luke’s friends, a not-so-faux family that has always been “there” for him.

Scenic Designer Seamus M. Bourne and director Kate Warmer have devised a three-quarter thrust playing space, in which the waiting room dominates.  All the other scenes are played in the thrust area, using versatile “sofa cubes” to create the scenes.  It makes for occasional awkward sight lines, but nothing that lasts too long or is too intrusive,

You may write off my praise of this piece as a bias influenced by the similarity between my own marriage and the Adam / Luke relationship.  You may even be right to do so.  But I have always maintained (and will continue to do so), that what we bring into a play as an audience member, can (and should) carry far more weight than any “objective” “list of standards” brought by critics who come to judge rather than to engage.  To be blunt, I don’t believe in objective criticism.  Writers who describe “guilty pleasures” or who pretend there are objective yardsticks that apply to every production are just being dishonest with themselves and with their readers.

Speaking of “what we bring” to a play, one of the audience members at the performance I saw chatted with me before the show, saying he had come directly from the funeral of his best friend (and he was dressed in black).  During the climactic scene where we actually see Luke’s comatose body on stage, this man openly wept with sobs that could be heard throughout the theatre.  Who am I to deny his reaction because he came to the show with “baggage?”  Who are you to deny me the added intensity his weeping brought to this scene?

“Next Fall” is an emotionally moving, funny play about a relationship.  It’s about two people who are able to squeeze a lifetime of companionship into five short years.  Regarding the religious issues in play, I naturally fall on Adam’s side – if you keep putting something important off until “Next Fall,” what happens if you have seen your last autumn?  Sure, you may be blissing out in the afterlife of your faith, but you’ve also left all your loved ones to pick up the pieces you’ve left behind.

Maybe I’ve just seen too many productions of “Rent,” lately, but, to my mind, there is no day but today.  And, if that is true, think how wonderful that makes this day.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)







1/21/2012  	BODY OF WATER			Aurora Theatre           

IN MEMORIUM

***½  ( B )
 
It’s very sobering reading on-line reviews of various productions of Lee Blessing’s “Body of Water.”  Writers seem generally agreed that Mr. Blessing has created a “puzzle play” without “thinking through” the story or offering a clean resolution.  I found nothing positive written about this play, and almost every writer talks about its shallowness and frustrating storyline.

Maybe I’m dimmer than other writers, but I did not find this piece frustrating or shallow.  I found it be a superbly realized meditation on the nature of memory, and on the cruelties of power.  A bit much?  Let me explain.

Two people wake up in a house with no memory of who they are, of where they are, or of what brought them there.  They seem to be in a luxurious house isolated by a surrounding body of water, with a local village within walking distance.  As they try to jog their memories (Is this their home?  Are they married?  Do they even know each other?), they are soon joined by a young woman, Wren.  Wren may be their daughter, their psychiatrist, their lawyer, or simply their caretaker.  Since we see her from the point of view of the protagonists, we never know (because, well, duh, they never know).  

What follows can only be called a psychodrama of cruelty, as Wren tells them differing stories on who they are and how they got there.  At one moment, they are suspected of murdering their own daughter, and being isolated to determine if their memory loss is just a “dodge.”  At another, they are victims of a suicide attempt gone wrong (Wren even produces an authentic looking note to support that story).  At various times, the man is told the woman is dead, and the woman is told the man was never there.

One thing that is constant is that the main characters (called “Moss” and “Avis,” but that could be just as false as anything else they’re told) have problems with their memories – they wake up each day totally ignorant of their situation, and they often forget what they were told mere minutes before.  Another thing that becomes obvious to us (if not to Moss and Avis) is that Wren is a consummate liar who seems to take an impious joy in the self-loathing horror her tales bring to the older couple.

What centers this play for me and makes it work are the character constants we see in the couple, the personality traits and whims that remain independent of memory and that arise in curious ways (Avis’ fascination with Moss’s anatomy, Moss’s sudden interest in sex and gardening, Avis’ horror at the photos of the murdered child, Moss’ sudden panic when left alone, their varying abilities at the minutiae of crossword puzzles, both characters’ indifference to Wren.  These two come across as real people in an extremely unusual situation.

And, because the play is experienced totally from their point of view, it comes across as a “puzzle” play to those unwilling to engage.

Public mis-perception of the accuracy of memory is well-documented.  Assured “eyewitness testimony” is constantly being discredited by more accurate DNA evidence, “suppressed memories” are usually found to be “created memories” of events that never occurred, and experiments have shown that most of what we remember is colored by our own wishes rather than being an accurate “videotape reconstruction” of events.

Here, we see two people acting as I suppose most of us would upon suddenly waking up with no sense of who or what we are.  We see a young woman manipulating them, telling them stories they accept at face value, but which nevertheless turn out to be false (perhaps).  And, because we know they’ll wake up tomorrow with no memory of what happened today, it’ll all start again.  And, we’re left with the distinct message that who we are is far more than the sum of our memories, that memory may, in fact, be largely irrelevant to what makes us who we are.

Moss and Avis are played by real-life couple Mark and Tess Malis Kincaid, while Wren is played by Cara Mantella with an irritating nasal twang that made me dislike (or at least distrust) her from the first.  Isabel and Moriah Curley-Clay have created a breath-takingly beautiful set, an elegant living room with Cathedral-height floor-to-ceiling windows that shows us only a murky skyscape, often at odds with its dialogued description (they say “sunny blue skies,” we see folds of roiling grey).  It’s too nice to be an institution, and that leads credence to the possibility that it is their home.  And Freddie Ashley has directed it with his usually attention to detail and pace.

In the final analysis, your enjoyment of this play will depend on how much you trust memory, how much you believe it can be corrupted, how much you like the couple at its mercy, and how much tolerance you have for unresolved (irresolvable?) puzzles.  I found it compelling (as I do all of Mr. Blessing’s work), and I hope some of you do too.

Unless of course, my own memory of the play has itself been totally corrupted by the Aurora PR machine.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)







1/22/2012	AVENUE Q                            Horizon Theatre
           
SECOND IMPRESSIONS

****½  ( A )

As a boost to the new year, Horizon Theatre is remounting its 2011 production of “Avenue Q.”  Even though I liked it a bit more this time than last, I think I can get by with remounting my own 2011 review of the first outing.
 
“Avenue Q” is one of those shows that, upon first impression, should be dismissed as a cynical one-joke exercise in snarkiness.  Supposedly an “adult” parody of “Sesame Street,” it has little to offer beyond its shocking content (Cursing!  Drugs!  Sex!) and its strict allusion to “Sesame Street” (Rod & Nicky = Bert and Ernie, Trekkie Monster = Cookie Monster, etc).

I mean let’s look it with an honest eye.  “What do you do With a BA in English?(**)” appeals to the anti-intellectualism running amok these days, and was apparently written by someone who never went to college.  “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist” is a cynical wallow in self-justification.  “The Internet is for Porn” is … okay I’ll buy that one.  The puppets are paper-thin characters who survive on stereotypes.  And does (the late) Gary Coleman really need this much abuse?

And yet … And yet … And yet …

And yet, when I first heard the CD, I couldn’t stop laughing.  And now that I’ve seen it on stage (again), I still can’t stop laughing.  Maybe because I pre-date the “Sesame Street” generation (though I confess to getting through college with Grover and company), maybe because I have a healthy streak of snark myself, I respond well to the cynicism on view, and respond more to the healthy streak of heart that underscores the entire show.

To recap, Princeton is a recent college graduate moving to Avenue Q (because it’s all he can afford).  There he meets all the residents who will be his friends – Gary Coleman, the building super (yes, THAT Gary Coleman), Rod and Nicky (two friends who share an apartment), Brian and Christmas Eve (two non-puppet characters – who says there’s no diversity here!), the winsome and lovely Kate Monster, and the reclusive (and single-minded) Trekkie Monster.  Into Princeton’s world comes the “Bad Idea Bears” (a brilliantly mean conception), not to mention the what-you-see is what-you-get Lucy the Slut.  Throughout the course of the play, Princeton is trying to find some purpose, and, well, each scene can be read as a little “lesson” in living on the grittier side of the tracks.

It doesn’t hurt that the Horizon has put together a cast of local favorites and put them through their puppetry paces to sell the show.  Nick Arapoglou brings to Princeton a wide-eyed innocence that carries through his second act “bottoming out.”  J.C. Long and Jeff McKerley bring to Rod and Nicky an originality that transcends the “Bert and Ernie” impersonations that too often saddle the actors who play the roles.  Mary Nye Bennett is a sassy and strong Kate Monster, and her singing (especially in “There’s a Fine, Fine Line”) is one of the highlights of the show.  I also liked the non-puppet characters played by Bernard T. Jones, Leslie Bellair, and Matt Nitchie.  And, as expected, Jill Hames gives the Lucy the Slut puppet a “Special” life force that is funny and memorable.

Moriah & Isabel Curley-Clay have put them all in an impressively seedy back-street set (much sturdier than it was last year) that flows from scene to scene with little delay, and Heidi Cline McKerley directs it all with a pace and energy that creates a non-stop romp into the “dark side” of being a grown-up.  I liked every minute of this show.

Now I can’t leave this review without commenting on some remarks I heard from some friends who were less-than-impressed with the performances.  These were folks who did see the touring companies, and didn’t like the changes made to the show, particularly the lack of “Bert and Ernie” impersonations on the part of Mr. Long and Mr. McKerley.  Admittedly, I’ve been known to unfavorably compare one production of a particular show with another version seen previously.  In this case though, they seem to focus on something I DIDN’T like about the CD (and apparently the tours).  We “get” that Rod and Nicky are supposed to be like Bert and Ernie – slavishly imitating those familiar voices is, to my ears, a distraction from the unique qualities brought to this show by these characters (for the record, Rod is firmly “in the closet” gay, and Nicky is not – his song “If You Were Gay” is one of the nicest, non-cynical and non-judgmental songs in the show).  So, my response to such criticism is simply this – I liked the show, you didn’t!  Neener Neener Neener!  Since this is my second impression of the show, I can honestly say that my 2011 First Impressions were “on the money.”

So, I invite you all to take a trip the “Avenue Q,” where you will see the most interesting puppets doing the most interesting things to each other, and singing the most interesting songs with an energy that is contagious and infectious.

I can tell you how to get there!

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

**  So, just what DO you do with a BA in English?  Call me!  I have one.  And what I had to do to get it is one of the main reasons this song should rub me the wrong way.  Why it doesn’t is just an interesting psychological phenomenon that has absolutely nothing to do with Denial.  At least that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it!
 
 
 
 
 
 


1/26/2012	MY WAY:  A MUSICAL TRIBUTE TO FRANK SINATRA     Stage Door Players
           
WRONG-A-DING-DING

***  ( C )

As a rule, I tend to really like revues.  I also confess a great fondness for the songbook of Frank Sinatra.  Which is maybe why I’m a bit strict with this particular revue, an evening that is filled with talented singers singing “good songs good.”  To be honest, there are more things “right” with this production than not, but those “nots” really interfered with my total enjoyment of the show.

Let’s start with the “right.”  For starters, there are the songs.  Throughout mid twentieth century, the best of the best of American songwriters were grist for the Sinatra mill.  Johnny Mercer, Kander and Ebb, Rodgers and Hart, Cole Porter, Sammy Cahn, Irving Berlin – they’re all represented here.  There are a wide variety of styles, and tempi, and themes on tap, and the results go down as easily as a scotch with enough ice to “melt into the flavor.”  Old favorites like “Strangers in the Night,” “Witchcraft,” “New York, New York,” and “The Best is Yet to Come,” bend elbows with more obscure tunes like “Can I Steal a Little Love,” “My Lean Baby,” and “You Go to my Head.”  And, of course, everything builds to the grand finale of “That’s Life,” “My Way,” and “I’ll be Seeing You.”

And there are a few familiar (and perhaps too-oft told) tales of Sinatra’s likes and dislikes and antics and escapades, just to color the songs and set up by the “thematic” medleys – the love songs, the “moon” songs, the drinking songs, the travel songs.  The whole thing is played in a space reminiscent of a small nightclub, complete with dance floor, full-service bar, and on-stage band.

Which is where we find the first “mis-step.”  The band sounded great (with Linda Uzelac providing her usual top-notch direction).  But, well, to be frank (pun alert), they didn’t look like they were part of the scene.  They were just there, doing their job, but they didn’t seem of the period or of the show (60’s clothes or a stand-up bass may have helped).  One of the hallmarks of a Sinatra show was the evident camaraderie between the singer and his band – they were his friends, his drinking buddies, and they always shared some unspoken joke or remembrance.  Here, there was only minimum interaction between cast and band, and, while not fatal, it was distracting.

And, of course, this brings me back to another “plus” with the production – the singers.  Bryant Smith and Marcie Millard are the older couple, wise in the ways of the world, but just as “at sea” when it comes to matters of the heart.  Mr. Smith gives us an outstandingly spot-on “That’s Life,” and every note Ms. Millard touches turns into cold.  The younger couple is played by Courtney Godwin and Drew Archer.  While they have no over-the-top moments, they are still charming and entertaining, despite Ms. Godwin’s heinously awful wig and Mr. Archer’s weaker-than-the-rest belt.

But, to my mind, the biggest drawback of the evening, was the lack of a clear awareness of the style of Sinatra.  No effort was made at impersonations (which is all to the good), but no effort was made at hinting at the distinct style I’ve come to expect.  Having a woman singing “L.A. is my Lady” is more than a little bit wrong, and having the exquisitely personal “My Way” done as a group number is a lotta bit wrong.  It was less “Ring-a-ding-ding” than “Wrong-a-ding-ding.”  To be honest, I found the recent Twyla Tharp dance piece “Come Fly With Me” to be much more evocative of Sinatra than this show.

What we’re left with, then, is really less a tribute to Sinatra himself than a well-done tribute to the masters of the 20th-Century American Songbook.  Granted, to my mind there’s nothing wrong with that, but it is at odds with the intent of the whole affair.

In any case, director Robert Egizio has put together a marvelously entertaining evening of music and banter, a pleasant wallow in nostalgia, and a taste of ALL the best songwriters of the mid-Twentieth Century.  All I’m saying is, it’ll go done smoother if your memories of Sinatra are a lot fuzzier than my own. 

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





1/28/2012	SONGS FOR THE NEXT STAGE			Next Stage Theatre Co
           
A NEW PREVIEW REVUE REVIEW OVERVIEW (WHEW!)

****½  ( A )

Okay, this will be short.

It’s not that I don’t have a history with Next Stage Theatre, or that my biases in favor of work by Mr. Hardie (sir) have been well-documented, or that I’m hoping for a “leg uP” on this weekend’s “Julius Caesar” auditions..  It’s not that I’ve been working at Children’s Garden Theater since it opened its doors last year, or that my daughter is there rehearsing almost every day.  It’s not that I’ve complained before about the not-there-yet technical capabilities of the old Blackwell venue or about the bad lighting and sound mixes that seem to be the best any designer (including myself)  can effect with the available equipment.

It’s not that this was supposed to be a performance of other shows before rights/actors/circumstances created a perfect storm of last-minute schedule changes or that citing specific songs performed may lead to litigation or that even mentioning that most of the songs performed may (or may not) be from upcoming Next Stage productions could raise the hackles of rights clearance houses.  It’s not that different “guest artists” for each performance make any review problematic, since the show I saw will be substantially different than the show you saw.  

It’s just that when a collection of singers this talented gets together to sing (and sell) these songs as well as they did, attention MUST be paid.  Congratulations to Chris Brent Davis, Danielle Girardeau, Lisa Hatt, Rob Hardie, Jenn Loudermilk, Trevor Petty, Quintez Rasha, and Traci Weisberg (not to mention guest artists Kathleen McCook and Charlie Bradshaw) for giving me and my lovely and talented spouse one of the most consistently well-performed evenings we’ve had the pleasure of experiencing.

Whatever fate the Gods of the Theatre have in store for Next Stage Theatre Co, it WON’T be a lack of talent.

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




2/4/2012	RED				Theatrical Outfit
           
WHAT DO YOU SEE?

*****  ( A+ )

What do you see?

This is the primary question at the root of any discussion of Abstract Expressionism.  Why is it that one person can look at a seemingly formless collection of color and shape and drizzle and drablessness and turn away with a so-what sigh, while another stands rooted for hours, profoundly moved to tears by the same image?

What do you see?

This is also a question that is it the heart of my own critical philosophy, the engine that drives my desire to see and write about theatre in all its diverse splendor.  I was forcefully reminded of this several weeks ago, when I got into a spirited discussion with another frequent theatre-goer about the merits of a current production, one which I praised to the heavens one which he considered one of the “worst ten plays I’ve ever seen.”  What did I see that he didn’t?  What did I miss?

What do you see?

When I see John Logan’s “Red,” a compelling play about artist Mark Rothko being given an insanely intelligent and exciting production at Theatrical Outfit, I see a play about two men in a single room, a meditation on art and aesthetics, a glimpse into the process of a great artist (with whom I was not only unfamiliar, but totally ignorant), a dynamic two-year journey into a man and his employee that never develops into friendship, a non-teacher who can’t help but teach, a worker who can’t help but learn, a man fighting the demons of his own pretensions and depressions while remaining true to the convictions that gave them birth, a young man whose own convictions can’t help but be molded in the furnace of this intense period of creativity.  In short, I see a perfect play being given a perfect production that appeals to head, heart, mind, and soul.

What do you see?

It is 1958 and Mark Rothko is at a crossroads. He has been given a prize commission, the creation of a mural to decorate the walls of the Four Seasons restaurant in the new Seagram’s Building on Manhattan’s Park Avenue.  It is his chance to create a “space” in which his work can be experienced, contemplated, revered,  It is an opportunity to create a thematically connected series that expresses basic human emotion writ large.  It is also a temptation to sell out to the highest bidder.

He has hired a young man, Ken, fresh out of art school, to be his assistant, to “fetch food and cigarettes, to clean brushes, to lay down base coats, which is not really ‘painting’” (and indeed, we see Rothko and Ken transform a large blank canvas into a blood-red base for whatever will follow).  He makes clear that he is not Ken’s teacher, but his employer.  Throughout the next two years (90 minutes our time) the two work together, building a relationship through bickering, never really getting too close …until they have to.    

These two are played by Tom Key (Rothko) and Jimi Kocina (Ken) in two of the most outstanding performances we are likely to see this year.  Mr. Key is all Lion-in-Winter, quick to anger, arrogant in his victory over the schools of Cubism and Surrealism that preceded him, not prepared for the Pop Art era of Warhol and Johns that will follow.  He wears plainly on his sleeve his devotion to his art and his craft, the meticulousness with which he approaches his work, his disdain for the less-than-satisfactory aesthetic training of his young assistant.  His growing respect for Ken comes hard, not without too many moments of harsh cruelty.

Mr. Kocina starts out all eager puppy, willing to perform menial tasks just to pick up any drops of wisdom Rothko splatters around like so many droplets of red (crimson, scarlet, burgundy, wine-red, blood-red) drops of paint.  As the months go by, he begins to see the man beneath the idol, the less-than pure motivations of the Four Seasons project, the arrogant peccadilloes of the cloistered creative genius.  He sees the depressed man (who history tells us will eventually commit suicide in 1970), but, like Rothko, he is not immune to stooping to casual cruelty to make his points.

The final two scenes are riveting in their passion, in their laying bare the raw insecurities and passions that drive these two men, riveting in the clarity of the aesthetic divide that separates them, men of different countries, different generations, different expectations.  It is very simply a perfect moment of theatre.

I could delve into the contributions of director David De Vries, or the wonderful set of Lee Maples that looks airy and spacious, but becomes almost prison-like by the end.  I could praise the  lights of Joseph Fultral, the sound design and music of Kendall Simpson, the props of MC Park (including several Rothko reproductions), and the costumes of Linda Patterson  Indeed, all the technical aspects of the show are letter-perfect, and serve the story well.

But, when all is said and done, what I remember are the words of John Logan and the performances of Tom Key and Jimi Kocina.

Let me end with two quotes from Mr. Rothko (thank you Wikipedia for these):

“We favor the simple expression of the complex thought. We are for the large shape because it has the impact of the unequivocal. We wish to reassert the picture plane. We are for flat forms because they destroy illusion and reveal truth.”

“I realize that historically the function of painting large pictures is painting something very grandiose and pompous. The reason I paint them, however . . . is precisely because I want to be very intimate and human. To paint a small picture is to place yourself outside your experience, to look upon an experience as a stereopticon view or with a reducing glass. However you paint the larger picture, you are in it. It isn’t something you command!”

This production of “Red” is the diametric opposite of this thought – it is a large play devoting to nothing less than the nature of art and how it relates to being human.  That it is writ on a small canvas, a 90-minute, two-character chamber play, and that it succeeds in all of its lofty ambitions (even to one like me who went with zero prior knowledge of Rothko or his work) is nothing short of miraculous.

That’s what I see when I watch this production of “Red.”

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





2/5/2012	THE EYES OF THE STORM			14th Street Playhouse
           
FALSE DICHOTOMY

No Grade

Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t even write this review.  I left at intermission, so I didn’t see the entire play.  Why take the time to make a few vacuous comments about a show I couldn’t be bothered to stay through ‘til the end?  Is it even fair?

Well, I have to confess to a little curiosity.  What makes you walk out on a performance?  What are the breaking points for your patience?  We’re all different, and we all have buttons that really don’t like to be pushed, and I want to know, what are yours?

In my case, it usually has to do with religion.  In THIS case, it’s a perpetuation of the false dichotomy that “you’re either with Jesus or you’re evil”  and “Eyes of the Storm” lays it on with a trowel (at least for the first half).  Described in the program as “A Raw Spiritual Triumph” and based on a book by “Minister Dwayne L. Turner,” “Eyes of the Storm” follows a group of characters from New Orleans as Hurricane Katrina tests their faiths and life styles.

I may have found this compelling if it had been constructed like a play rather than a sermon.  The characters are there just as types to either wave around a gun or a bible.  Most are performed in a mush-mouth what-are-they-saying laziness that made relationships, even names difficult to understand.  A few gospel-driven songs were ably performed (and popular with the small audience), but they weren’t enough to keep me around.  And, given that 14th Street is a rental facility, I’ll be durned if I can learn the producing company from the program – it could be DLT Publishing or Dance Conservatory of Fine Arts and Music or … well, why go on?  Director “Earth” is to be congratulated on creating a “preach to the choir” pageant that tells us little about the survivors of Katrina while insulting all “Godless” people who managed to maintain their moral compasses after the storm without fawning over a supernatural entity who, truth to tell, if responsible for the salvation of all the “good” folks must also be blamed for the storm in the first place. 

Anyway, I’ll bow to fairness and refrain from “rating” this piece, even though I will judge the first half as a D+ (* ½).

So, tell us – what makes you walk out on a show?

      -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




2/8/2012	THE FAIRYTALE LIVES OF RUSSIAN GIRLS, OR,  Девочек
		Alliance Theatre

жили были

****  ( B+ )

Zhili Byli (“They lived, they were”).   

Once Upon a Time.

In Russian or in English, those words launch the reader (or the viewer) into the realm of the fantastic, where innocents struggle with predators, where real life rubs elbows with magic.  Where fantasy is grounded by Grimm tragedy and where the mundane takes wing with imagination.

We are blessed to be living in a resurgence of wistful fairytale entertainment.  “Grimm” and “Once Upon a Time” are two television series that mix the magical with the contemporary, and no less than two big screen looks at the “Snow White” story are scheduled for Spring release.  The Alliance started their season with the almost-a-classic “Into the Woods,” and, in a bit of synchronous timing, they are now staging the 2012 Kandeda Playwrighting winner, Meg Miroshnik’s “The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls, or Девочек (girls),” a marvelously entertaining look at a few Russian Fairy Tales told in the context of a modern feminist coming-of-age story.

Anya (“call me ‘Annie’ because I feel like an orphan”) was born in Moscow, but raised in Los Angeles.  Now that she is twenty, she journeys back home to discover her roots (and to lose the American accent her Russian carries “like rust.”).  Before she leaves, her mother reveals a Russia-shaped scar on her chest, and warns her to never “stray from the path.  In Moscow, she stays with an “Aunt” who bears more than a passing resemblance to the witch Baba Yaga, and who tries her best to “fatten up” Anya.  The woman across the way, Masha, lives with a man who seems to have become a bear.  And she meets two women, Katya and “the other Katya” whose stories come complete with riddles, Tsars, and fatal sibling conflicts.  Toss into the borscht a prostitute and a Grimm societal underbelly, and you’re left with a totally original play, one that tells fairy stories as if they were modern urban tragedies, and looks at urban life as if it were in a land far far away.

These characters (and critters) are brought to glorious life by six tremendously talented (and, not that it matters, attractive) women. Sarah Elizabeth Wallis (Synchronicity’s “Best Christmas Pageant Ever”) brings an innocent exuberance to Anya that charms completely.  We see the dangers along her path, and worry that she may be too young to discover them while she can still fight them.  Bree Dawn Shannon brings us two totally contrasting characters, the prostitute “Nastya” (whose “prohibited” fairy tale is a highlight of the show) and the sorta kinda nice-to-a-fault “Other Katya.”  Alexandra Henrikson is an imposing and strong Katya, Diany Rodriguez an earthy Masha, Judy Leavell a slyly sympathetic Baba Yaga (Auntie Yaroslava), and Kate Goehring a plethora of characters both real and (perhaps) not.

This is also one of the best technical designs in town.  Collette Pollard has created a thrilling set with scrimmed stone walls that turn into a forest at the flick of a switch, and that includes an enormous bear-sized oven (which you KNOW will be used for some nefarious purpose before all is happily-ever-aftered), and it is lit by Howell Binkley in a fast-paced multi-cued mix that must be pure hell on the logistics of getting actresses from one place to another (or from one character to another).  Costumes by Ivan Ingermann combine peasant practicality with urban sleaze with a remarkable ease of transition, and the sound by Clay Benning (with original music by Joshua Horvath) is all Mother Russia melancholy, night club chic, and what’s-that-noise mystery.

I liked how this was all about the women, the “girls” of the title, with the less-than-admirable males relegated to off-stage impotence.  I liked how each character tells us a tale to tell that informs (if not totally echoes) her own back story.  And I liked how multiple threats come to fruition in perfect sequence, building to a suspenseful climax that mixes the right amount of danger with a sprinkling of both magic and realism.  If I have one complaint, it’s that not all the stories carried the same clarity – I had to listen carefully to discern what happens when Annie, Masha, and Katya go out clubbing, and the place of the doomed Valentina isn’t as clear as I would have liked.

Still and all, what we’re left with is a journey into Russian folk tales, from the opening Zhili Byli to the “happily ever after” that’s not as final as it seems.  We’re left with a marvelous evening spent in the company of all these women (and critters) who chafe at being called “girls” at the same time the wear the name like a badge of honor.

And we’re left with the classic elements of an innocent girl, a witch, and a hungry bear.  Believe me when I tell you there’s more than one story there.

Zhili Byli!

      -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





1/10/2012	JANE EYRE:  THE MUSICAL		The Legacy Theatre

SIRENS SWEETLY SINGING

***½  ( B )

For my first visit to Tyrone’s Legacy Theatre, I was brought face-to-face with “Jane Eyre – The Musical,” a rewritten version of the musical that managed to win five 2001 Tony nominations.  This is indeed one of those heavily-workshopped, constantly-changing shows (compare “Jekyll and Hyde,” “Martin Guerre,” even “Merrily We Roll Along”), one in which the creators tinker ad infinitum, and one which divides the audience over which version is the best. This being my first contact with the show (excepting, of course, the original Broadway recording, the novel, and the many film versions), I am perhaps not in the best position to judge its comparative quality.

Not to delay my judgment too long, although I am an ardent admirer of Charlotte Bronte’s novel, and enjoy listening to the songs on the Original Cast recording, I have a few, nay, I have many reservations about the structure of this show and its effectiveness.

That being said, I have absolutely no reservations about the quality of the leading performances by Katie Mitchell (Jane) and Stephen Mitchell Brown (Rochester).  Both have star-making belt voices that blend together perfectly, and, both voices have a dramatic range that traverses the gamut from soft and tender lullaby to shake-the-rafters intensity.  Mr. Brown possesses a strong baritone that surprises like a fine sherry – at once velvety smooth and bone-shatteringly strong, and Ms. Mitchell, perhaps a shade too attractive for the quintessential “plain Jane,” sings with a full-throated vulnerability that wins us to her side from her first notes to her last.

My reservations about the structure of the play involve the apparent lack of narrative drive inherent in the admittedly admirable songs.  Too much of the story relies on the music (it is almost – not quite – completely sung through), and yet, each individual number is more reflective, introspective, than tell-the-story driven.  We get songs about faith, about love, about temptation, about greed.  We get few songs about what the characters are doing, about what came before, about what comes next. This makes the story and the supporting characters, by necessity, shallow and thin.  Apart from Jane and Rochester (and perhaps Mrs. Fairfax), everyone is either too too good or too too evil.  We get no sense of why they are the way they are or why they do the things they do.  Even this revision chose (for whatever reason) to add the completely unnecessary characters of Jane’s parents, who start the show with a forgettable new song that adds nothing plot-wise or character-wise.

And, given the drama of the original novel, this is a major consideration.  Too often during this production, I was confronted with a song I would normally like, but which here seemed to provide nothing but delay in the progression of Jane’s life story.  Songs I’d enjoyed on the recording, I now waited impatiently to complete.  

On the other hand, the decision to have the adult Jane interact with her younger self works extraordinarily well, giving the entire show a “patchwork memory” veneer that serves the story well.

And yet, despite the overlong progression of the production, I still found myself entranced and moved.  Despite the questionable choices and lies-of-omission made by Rochester (**), I found myself rooting for his romance with our heroine.  Despite the “marking time” aspect of too many of the songs, I found myself listening with (impatient) pleasure.  And because of the overwhelming talents of the two leads, I found myself leaving the theatre with fond thoughts for this story and for this show.

If some of the supporting performances were just-off-book bland, if the staging of too many songs were recital-static and movement-deprived, if the (many) projections and scrim effects were unclear or distracting or simply unattractive, that made little difference.  This is Jane and Rochester’s story, and it rises and falls on their songs and their interactions, and, in the more-than-capable voices of Ms. Mitchell and Mr. Brown, it succeeds.  Greatly aided by a small and skillful (albeit unseen) 9-piece orchestra, this musical journey is indeed the “siren-song” so dramatically voiced by Mr. Rochester that leads the hapless audience onto the rocky shoals of (slight) structural disappointments.  

Not to rise above my station as a mere scribbler of praises and pans, but I can’t resist alluding to Ms. Bronte’s original text, and conclude by acknowledging  I feel ever so compelled to temper judgment with mercy.

      -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

** For a harsh look at the young Rochester, I recommend Jean Rhys’ 1966 novel, “Wide Sargasso Sea,” a Jane Eyre “prequel” that looks at his courtship and marriage to “the madwoman in the attic.”  It was made into a 1996 opera, a 2006 TV movie, and a 1993 “artistically erotic” (ahem) movie .  And don’t get me started on the wonderfully “out there” “The Eyre Affair” by Jasper Fforde.





2/11/2012	ROMEO AND JULIET (2012)	New American Shakespeare Tavern           

LONG FORM 

***  ( C )

Two houses, both alike in dignity,
At Shakespeare Tavern, where we watch the play,
From year to year to celebrate the day
St. Valentine is honored and obeyed,
Is staged with no ironic purpose hid
(For surely ‘tis an irony that death
Ensues from such a passion young,
And love and death describe an arc that bears
No ‘semblance to the Hallmark platitudes
That seem to foul this day too much for some).

I can’t say for sure whether this year’s February sojourn in Verona is a return to the “long form” R&J that last year was edited to a fast-paced gallop.  I can say, though, that this year, the show was a three-hour slog with too many slow patches for comfort and too many less-than-exciting performances from some of the supporting cast.

Like last you, the leads are Matt Felten and Kelly Criss, providing the chemistry expected of acting couples married in real life (as if any time off stage can be described as “real”).  And, like last year, they ably convey the characters’ youth, convincing me they were indeed just-teenagers swept away by awakening hormones and new-found lust.  Both found opportunities for full-tilt kick-the-floor tantrums, both aroused in their older companions moments of eye-rolling exasperation.  Even their first meeting provided an unexpected moment of youthful bravado that surprised and amused with its “this-feels-so-right” playfulness. Their combination of immaturity and to-the-heart passion amplified the emotional impact of their story, and made their tragic circumstance all the more effective.  They were, in fact, that best thing about this production.

But, there are too many less-than-wonderful factors burying their story in just-off-book blandness and by-the-numbers recitation.  The show opens with a slowly-paced fight in which you can almost see the actors “counting” the chorography.  Led by a Benvolio with chronic mush-mouth, the opening scenes were surprisingly lackluster.  Even this year’s Mercutio was lifeless (surprising considering how much I usually enjoy Paul Hester’s work) and dull – it wasn’t until he launched into a monochromatic “Queen Mab” speech that I realized he was even Mercutio.  There was little bawdy camaraderie amongst the Montague friends, and what was there seemed insincere with a surprising “bored-with-it-all” mood.

Not everyone in the supporting cast was in “phone-it-in” mode – 2011 carryovers Jeff McKerley’s (a concerned and oft-distracted Friar Lawrence), Daniel Parvis (a cocky and volatile Tybalt), and Josie Burgin Lawson (a hovering and garrulous Nurse) were decidedly bright spots.  Everyone else may have had moments or two of sparkle or confidence, but overall, came across as a troupe at the end of a long long run who have become bored with their show.

A casting note to make – it may have been a mistake to double the parts of Lord Montague and the dim servant Peter – though Doug Kaye was fine in both roles, he has such a distinctive look (and their scenes are so close together), that it was almost as if we were seeing the same character with a change of clothes.

Anyway, let me close with my usual (heavily-edited this year) Prologue pastiche:

And Mr. Reeves (director of it all)
Has taken us on yet another trek
To fair Verona, where our story lies.
The show’s still here, and will no doubt return,
So if you miss this year’s too-average stroll
Into the passage of this death-mark’d love,
Do not despair or wallow in regret.
It was an “off night” when I made my trip,
But if the troupe engages in their wont,
By next week (or at least next year)
It will be back to its expected form.
And that light taste of rue that holds your heart?  
My strained, uncivil words shall hope to mend.

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


2/17/2012	AIN’T MISBEHAVIN’				Atlanta Lyric Theatre           

A PHAT WALLOW 

*****  ( A+ )

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 Atlanta Lyric 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 thirties or forties, and “Fats” himself is at the keyboard.  A quintet of singers sashays and belts and coos and seduces us with ballads and dances and most exquisite wallows in nostalgia and high energy.  A fortunate few in the audience gets to watch from an array of tables in the enlarged pit, but even the rest of us are made to feel like intimate guests, despite the cavernous reaches of Marietta’s Strand Theatre.

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 many who venture Marietta-ward for this show.

This is, by far, the best production I’ve seen by Atlanta Lyric, and, by even farther, the best ensemble I’ve seen in any musical for quite some time.  D. Woods, Eric Moore, Kenya Hamilton, Jevares C. Myrick, and Kayce Grogan-Wallace all have their moments in the spotlight, but they’re never as good as when they’re on stage together, in various pairings or group numbers.  Their voices blend beautifully, and, combined, they are the singular definition of “greater than the sum of its parts” casting.

Add to the mix a marvelous orchestra led by conductor Brandt Blocker and on-stage pianist Andrew Fazackerly, all of whom deserve their share of the inevitable accolades in store.  Mr. Fazackerly not only plays the piano like a master (or a lover), he adds his own moments of wit and character to this theatrical “waller” in jazz and ragtime and stride.  Ricardo Aponte has done a marvelous job of staging and choreographing the ensemble, and all the creative elements click like a roomful of snapping fingers.

Bradley Bergeron has put together a seedily elegant night club, smoky and hazy one moment, blue and sorrowful the next.  This is one of the best-looking shows I’ve seen at the Strand, and Mr. Bergeron has made excellent use of the not-too-wide, perhaps-too-tall area.  Vertical lines done in old brick and haze compete with faux-deco trimmings that all evoke just-past-its-prime Harlem.

To be completely honest, I wasn’t as familiar with this show as I should have been, and 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, and here 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-period slang.  The first thing I did after seeing the show was order the CD of the 1978 cast, just to relive all those wonderful moments.

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 (BK Rudy@aol.com)


2/18/2012	NEIGHBORHOOD 3:  REQUISITION OF DOOM	       Aurora Theatre           

SHOOTING (VIRTUAL) FISH IN A BARREL 

***  ( C )

> Open Play with Old DOS-Style Game Commands

> Have four actors play a group of character types.  It is not necessary for there to be any distinction between types – All adults are interchangeable as are all teenagers.

> Engage in easy-target marksmanship.  Obsessed gamers and distraught parents are especially vulnerable.

> Blur the lines between virtual reality and reality reality.  Then eliminate them.

> End play without going beyond Level One.

And that pretty much sums up my disappointment with this one-act, currently on the Aurora’s black box stage.  This is a small play, slightly more than an hour in length, and pixel-thin in its ambitions and characterizations.  We’re taken to a neighborhood where all the kids are obsessed with an on-line game called “Neighborhood 3,” in which their own neighborhood is overrun with zombies (who look like their parents) and where the game threatens to cross into the “real world.”

We’re introduced to “types” of characters – the “Father” type (all played by Bryan Bendle), the “Mother” type (Rachel Garner), the “Daughter” type (Jaclyn Hofmann) and the “Son” type (Greg Bosworth).  All play various characters with little or no distinction (apart from Ms. Garner’s wigs), and none carry enough heft or depth for us to care two figs about what happens to them or what they do.  While this approach may make for okay video-gaming, it makes for dry and, sometimes deadly-dull theatre.

Yes, it is intriguing sussing out the “rules” and smiling at the confusions of real-life and virtual-life, and a modicum of suspense is generated in the final couple of scenes, but, for me, it’s just not enough.  Maybe if I liked on-line gaming a little better, or if I weren’t constantly annoyed by the on-stage video screens displaying the play for us (*), I might have found it a little more engaging.  Maybe if the characters had shown a little initiative, or behaved a little against “type,” they may have been better company.  Maybe if director Daniel May had chosen less awkward-to-sight-lines blocking, it wouldn’t have been so difficult to watch.  And maybe if the obsessions and petulance on display hadn’t been such “easy targets,” or if the playwright had chosen to examine aspects about gaming other than those espoused by its critics, it would have progressed a little beyond Level One easy-targeting.

As it is, as it stands, watching “Neighborhood 3: Requisition of Doom” is a little too much like watching someone else play a video game. It is unengaging, unsurprising, and, in the final analysis, a bit unpleasant.

> Review Over.

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

(*) Okay, there was one surprising moment – when the screens showed something OTHER than what we were seeing on stage.  In one version, a father assaults a girl.  In another, she assaults him.  In the third, they hug and reconcile.  The fact that it makes absolutely no difference to the story which version is on-stage and which two are on-screen is, perhaps, another problem with this script.  The fact that we know nothing about these characters other than their “types” (maybe their names – I forget), is just video-game shallow.
 
2/25/2012	PETITE ROUGE			Synchronicity Theatre           

INTO THE SWAMP

****½  ( A )

It’s a familiar tale – a young girl wearing a red cape goes on a journey through a danger-filled swamp to bring her ailing Granny some Gumbo (with cornbread and hot sauce).  Along the way, she is tempted by a HUNGRY gator who does all he can to tempt her from the path.

Okay, maybe it’s a Cajun twist on a familiar tale, but, to my mind, that flavors it with enough hot sauce to make me stand up and shout “A-HOO-AH!”  Welcome to the zydeco-flavored mini-musical, “Petite Rouge,” currently being given a rousing romp by Synchronicity Theatre.  This a show filled with toe-tapping musical numbers, colorful Mardi-Gras-inspired costumes, extreme over-the-top characters, and an almost-familiar story.

Directed by the energetically talented Justin Anderson (Synchronicity’s “Best Christmas Pageant Ever”), it is a high-octane kid’s play, certain to please the 5-to-10-year-old set and their parents alike (In fact, I did enjoy it a bit more than my own 11-year-old gator-ette, who “liked some of it”).  It offers opportunities to sing along, shout along, even dance along with its bayou bunch, and left me leaving the theatre humming the virtues of hot sauce (Don’t go into the swamp without it!).

I really liked Brian Harrison’s Gator-with-a-Gastronomic-Goal Claude, whose “I’m Hungry” (“It’s French for ‘What‘s on the menu?’”) is an early highlight.  He struts, he preens, he plots, and he salivates over the tasty morsel that has wandered too close to his eatery, and, his comeuppance is equally joyous to behold.  Also on tap are Renita James’ petulant and resourceful “Petite Rouge,” Steven D. Brun’s geeky cat “Tejean,” and an ensemble filled with characters created by Michael Stiggers (“Frog” and others), Taryn Janelle (“Crayfish” and others), and Jessica De Maria (“Turtle” and others).  Six people creating a vast swampy populace that really knows how to “Let the Good Times Roll.”

The book, music and lyrics are by the wonderful Joan Cushing, who has given us previous Synchronicity “Family” shows “Miss Nelson is Missing” and “Junie B. Jones and a Little Monkey Business.”  She seems to have the pulse of the under-ten crowd, and, indeed, the packed house at this show were squirm-free and enraptured (it probably helps that our villainous Claude bears as much resemblance to a Gator as chalk does to cheese).  There were enough puns and references to keep us grown-ups happy, with plenty of bright and vivid characters (and short running time) to satisfy the bored pre-tween

On a technical level, Set Designer Jeffery Martin, Light Designer Katie McCreary, and Sound Designer Erica French have filled the small 7 Stages Black Box with a smoky swampy shacky atmosphere in which I could almost smell the moldering plant life and amphibian home life before Petite Rouge even starts her adventure.  Costume Designer Abby Parker has created a wide array of outfits that sell the many characters and critters, not forgetting those ubiquitous Mardi Gras beads and head-dresses.

So, for a grand and glorious time with the short folks who rule your life, I strongly recommend a trip into the swamp with “Petite Rouge.”  Bring the Hot Sauce and Laissez les bons temps rouler!”

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



2/25/2012	THE WIZARD OF OZ				Alliance Theatre           

CULTURAL PARADIGMS 

***½  ( B )

It’s always a risk “messing with” an iconic story.  The 1939 film of “The Wizard of Oz” is so ingrained in our cultural consciousness that any variation from it seems almost sacrilegious.  Author Gregory Maguire has made a mark telling “grown-up” variations on the tale (“Wicked” and its three sequels(*)), but he is the exception – his plots are so far removed from the classic film that they seem another story altogether.

Then there are the various stage adaptations that use the Harold Arlen / Yip Harburg songs from the movie.  Make it too similar, and you get a “copycat” production.  Make it too different and you get a “what were they thinking?” reaction.

Which brings me to the Alliance Family Series production of “The Wizard of Oz.”  Heavily edited to a brisk 75 minutes, this adaptation drops a lot of what are sure to be SOMEONE’s favorite lines or songs or moments.  On top of that, director Rosemary Newcott and her design team have dressed the production in the trappings of “folk art,” using puppetry, no extras, and “found objects” to create a totally new Oz experience.

It will not appeal to everyone.  My daughter, in fact, found it “cheesy” and wondered why Dorothy “did not wear a blue dress.”  So, you see what the production is up against!

On the other hand, I liked it (a few quibbles aside) and thought it was a lot more fun than last year’s full-length production that toured through the Cobb Energy Center.

I thought the “folk art” concept was a decent idea, and liked some of its manifestations.  Where it “dropped the ball” (so to speak) was on inattention to scale and unintended effects.  As one example, the Tin Man’s torso was an Altoid’s tin – clever in and of itself, with a nice bit where he “opens up” to reveal no heart.  But, Altoid tins are not that large, they’re tiny!  And seeing it through the entire length of the play came across less like “folk art” and more like “product placement.”

I also liked the small replica of Dorothy’s house that eventually flew to the raters during the “twister.”  But, I had to stop and note, what was it doing there?  It was placed “outside” and was ignored by the cast, so it came across as less a dollhouse and more a clumsy “you-know-what’s-going-to-happen-with-this” device.

On the other hand, I really liked the puppetry, the replacement of all the Munchkin Extras with a number of very cleverly constructed marionettes and puppets.  I liked the Toto hand puppet, and how it kept jumping from character to character.  And I REALLY liked the “twister,” a thing-of-beauty-and-joy-to-behold that combined old-fashioned stagecraft and shadow-puppetry with a few modern whiz-bang effects.

What also really sells this production is the marvelous and sparkling cast.  Led by Sharisa Whatley’s plucky and resourceful Dorothy, it’s really a nine-member ensemble, all of whom play multiple roles (and puppets) and “knock them out of the ball park.”  Lowrey Brown is a rubber-limbed Scarecrow who spends more time on the ground than on his feet, Jordan Craig is the sensitive (if heartless) Tin Man, and Brad Raymond is a nicely fearful Lion, whose real bravery sneaks up on us as much as it does on him.  Also on hand are Je Nie Fleming (the Wicked Witch), Patrick McColery (Uncle Henry), Erin Meadows (Glinda), Brandon O’Dell (the Wizard) and Reay Kaplan (as a bajillion supporting characters).

As expected, Kat Conley has put together a nicely “raw” “folk art” set that pays homage to the concept without losing sight of the story.  Musical Director Christopher Cannon has led the cast in their recreations of all the familiar songs, and Henry Scott has contributed some clever choreography that made the stage look a lot more crowded than it really was.

So, will your own munchkin like this show?  A lot depends on how “indoctrinated” they are with the classic film.  I suspect it will appeal more to the under-ten ages (and opening night’s full house was awash with smiling and attentive small faces).  Older kids may react much like my daughter and shrug it off with a “Meh.”  As to all you non-Munchkins, I say, give it chance!  It may surprise you!

Just pay no attention to that expectation behind the cultural paradigm!

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

(* The third sequel, “Out of Oz,” dealing with Elphaba’s granddaughter, has just been published.)


2/26/2012	THE FOREIGNER			Georgia Ensemble Theatre           

BLASNY BLASNY BLAH BLAH BLAH

****  ( B+ )

Larry Shue’s “The Foreigner” is one of those “guilty pleasure” Regional/Community Theatre staples that can always be relied on to fill houses and please subscribers.  It is a lot funnier than it should be, given that most of its humor depends on cultural stereotypes and characters being dumber than rock-boxes.  And it is fairly “production-proof” – even badly acted and directed stagings can be winning and enjoyable.

Fortunately, Georgia Ensembles new production is anything but badly-acted and directed.  An ensemble of marvelous actors wanders around David Manuel’s marvelous two-story set while James Donadio’s marvelous direction keeps the pace jumpy and swift.

For the none of you who have never encountered this play, here’s a recap – Charlie Baker, a neurotically shy man on the rebound from a bad marriage to a dying wife has come to a Georgia bed-and-breakfast.  His best friend Froggy LeSueur (and with a name like that, you know the late Larry Shue’s forte is not subtlety) is friends with the owner, a gamely spunky Betty Meeks.  To avoid having to talk to anyone, Charlie pretends to be a foreigner who doesn’t understand English.  “Anyone” is, of course, the other B&B guests – winsome ex-debutante Catherine, her simple brother Ellard, her fiancé the Reverend David Marshall Lee, and Owen Musser, a local bigot and thug.

Of course, because they think he doesn’t understand them, everyone is soon confiding in Charlie, projecting on him a character that he never had in his former life.  Faster than you can concoct a language filled with nonsense words, Charlie is a local hero (or pariah), nefarious plots are laid bare for the world to see, and the “good guys” are quickly mounting a really dim-witted defense against the Klan.

Sure, only a numbskull would hear Charlie’s made-up language and believe it to be real, and sure, the plot depends on everyone being (in one way or another), a dimwit.  Sure, all the Southern characters wallow in stereotype and shallowness.  But, truth to tell, the stereotypes are so blatant that they seem exaggerated, becoming funnier (and more acceptable) each time I see this show.

It doesn’t hurt that Hugh Adams is such a warm and winning Charlie.  Even his opening “boring man” scenes come across as charming.  He has such an open and honest face that we can’t help but warm to him, even in the cavernous G.E.T. Roswell house.  Although the other characters don’t offer many opportunities to go beyond the stereotypes, the efforts of John Stephens (Froggy), Nita Hardy (Betty), Jonathan MacQueen (Reverend David), Tracy Vaden Moore (Catherine), Scot Warren (Owen), and especially Bryan Mercer (Ellard) seem effortless and almost sublime.

As I said above, David Manuel has built a terribly attractive set that combines log-cabin rusticity with Cathedral ceiling elegance.  Chuck Tedder’s lights add to the hominess of the look – this is a B&B I’d like to visit -- and all the technical birds come home to roost in the very silly “Bees Come Down” climax, which really can’t be described without sounding, well, very silly.

But, let’s not be too quick to dismiss this script.  Mr. Shue’s dialogue – even the made-up words – snaps and jangles with life, gives the characters aspects that transcend their “type” and is truly a joy to hear, and, let me be honest, to laugh with.  The plot is constructed like an elegant watchwork, with casual toss-off lines foreshadowing important “stuff to come.”  Although the characters are stereotypes, they occasionally surprise, and, in the hands of a talented cast like this, they charm (even when being pretty charmless).

Yes, I sometimes feel guilty when I laugh at the antics that accompany any production of this perennial house-filler..

But, still, I laugh, indeed, I laugh.

And, sometimes, that’s all that’s necessary!

Blasny Blasny!

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



3/2/2012	BRILLIANT TRACES			Synchronicity Theatre           

INDISTINGUISHABLE

***½  ( B )

What distinguishes us from each other?

Some say it’s “the mark we leave on the universe,” the things we have done or said (good and bad) that leave traces behind.  Others say it’s the characteristics that “separate us from the crowd,” the eccentricities we pride ourselves on nurturing (or, as Luisa says in “The Fantasticks,”  “Please don’t ever let me be normal.”)  Still others claim, it’s those we love and who love us back, the people we choose to accompany us through life and whom we nurture along the way.
 
This last, of course, begs the question – what about those who choose solitude?  Do they just fade away, lost in an indistinguishable sameness, like a polar bear in an Alaskan white-out blizzard?

This last is the thematic backbone to Cindy Lou Johnson’s 1989 play, “Brilliant Traces,” now being given a revival by Synchronicity Theatre at the 7 Stages small backstage space.  Though I admired its crisp characterizations and energetic delivery, I found its contrivances to be less than convincing, and its conclusion a bit, well, inconclusive.  For all intents and purposes, despite a blizzard of virtues, this play suffers from much of the same “indistinguishableness” so feared by its heroine.

We’re in a wilderness cabin, a howling wind freezing us to the marrow.  Suddenly, there’s a pounding on the door, propelling a single quilt-clad resident to alertness.  In stumbles Rosannah Deluce, clad in a bridal gown that has seen happier times.  She babbles a bit too coherently for about ten minutes before passing out from hunger, exhaustion, and exposure.  Our quilt-clad cabin denizen, in a vaguely creepy sequence, lifts her onto the bed, cleans her up, and sits and waits,  Two days later, Rosannah awakes to a steaming pot of day-old soup, some baggy clothes, and a snow-bound cabin mate as socially awkward as she.

What follows is a short winter’s journey into night as Rosannah and cabin-guy (he says his name is “Henry Harry” and there’s no reason to disbelieve him) take turns confessing and consoling, their emotional journey drifting from point to point until a final resolution that seems “final,” but, given what has gone before, could seesaw in another direction a minute after curtain call.

And that’s the problem here.  Rosannah and Harry each have very sound psychological reasons to be anti-social and proximity-to-anyone-phobic, and, as a result, have little psychological reason to be so open with each other.  Considering they “spill their guts” mere minutes after being acquainted, I had trouble accepting them as real characters beyond the playwright’s contrived constructs.  It doesn’t help that a plot point regarding Rosannah’s family is casually revealed late in the encounter, making it a “from left field” detail that doesn’t especially jibe with her previous stories,

In other words, this encounter has nothing new or surprising about it, and seems indistinguishable from a thousand other “let’s throw two characters into an inescapable scene and see what happens” scenarios.  They could just as easily been on a lifeboat, a stalled bus, or a desert island.  Okay, the icy Alaska setting does offer some thematic and symbolic resonance, but what good is that if we don’t accept the characters as “real people?”

And yet, here I am, almost a week later, still thinking about them and about “what may happen next.”

Credit has to go to Kate Graham and Chad Martin, who make Rosannah and Henry stay on the right side of that charming/annoying divide that threatens to overcome them.  In particular, Ms. Graham starts off the play in a very grating fashion, barging in and soliloquizing for no apparent reason, too coherent by half given what we learn is her physical condition and emotional ordeal.  Yet, for some reason, the combination of wedding dress and Alaskan blizzard seemed to put me in a frame of mind to accept it, and her.  And, as her damaged side becomes more apparent throughout the play, the annoying parts of her take on a charm all their own.

Chad Martin seems a tad too young to carry the character of Henry (he is a supervisor on an oil rig who, years before, left behind a wife and child because of [deleted by spoiler police].  He would be more believable in his 40’s or 50’s, not as a contemporary of Rosannah’s.    A bigger age disparity would make their reaching out have a more “hard won’ aspect, less a “Will they fall in love?” undertone.  Sucjh a disparity would (may) make that initial scene a little less (more) creepy.

Still and all, I can sit here and nit-pick about all the dramaturgical deficiencies I saw in this play, and whine about “it should have done this” or “it didn’t do that.”  I can pontificate about the heavy-handed symbolism of the “below floor” lights which overemphasized the shack’s seediness without adding any emotional heft.  I could kvetch about how too much of the set design was in service more to the repertory with “Petite Rouge” than to any “organic” (meaningful) analysis of this particular piece’s needs.  But, when all is said and done, these two lingered with me, and may stick in my memory for some time to come.

And, that’s what makes this play stand out from the other indistinguishable “character studies” that may drift our way.  

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



3/10/2012	TALKING WITH…			Out-of-Box Theatre           

LISTENING TO …

No Grade

(Bias Disclaimer:  I cannot “Grade” this show, because I designed its lighting, because I’m close friends with Out-of-Box artistic director Carolyn Choe, and because my lovely and talented spouse was part of the cast.  These biases, of course, won’t stop me from writing about it.  Just keep your supply of grains-of-salt nearby.)

Let’s get one thing straight, right from the get-go.  I’m not the biggest fan of monologues. It may be because I prefer to watch characters inter-acting, and most monologues are more “I’m-all-alone-sololioqizing”, or, “I’m spilling my guts to all y’all out there in Audience-land,” both of which can easily become contrived and tedious.  Or, it may just be that I’m bad at them, and usually audition better with “cold readings.”

That being said, I’ve enjoyed one-character plays in the past, almost as often as not.  Still, I approach these productions with a slightly cynical you-better-wow-me attitude.  For that reason, I gratefully accepted Carolyn Choe’s offer to light the premiere production of her Out-of-Box Theatre, Jane Martin’s “Talking With…,” a series of twelve monologues about women and performed by women.  I suppose I assumed helping with the show would relieve me from actually writing about it, and publically “passing judgment” on another Barbara Rudy performance.

For reasons too complicated to dive into now, I didn’t actually watch the show beginning to end, until after my task list was complete and the show had opened, so I watched it with the eyes of an actual audience member.

In a nutshell, it wowed me.

We meet twelve exceptional women (played by twelve exceptional actresses) who quickly pull us into their sharp-edged worlds.  These are characters who have been wounded or have inflicted wounds, who embrace eccentricity as if it were a life preserver, who face adversity with a smile and joy with skepticism.  They are, in fact, some of the most engaging women you’re likely to meet on this or any stage.

Just to skim over the highlights, Jessica Fern Hunt as an actress, facing that dreaded “15 minutes” call while reminiscing about all the “directors-from-hell” we all like to kvetch about.  Leigh-Ann Campbell is in deep labor, literally agonizing about the dragon she may be producing.  Judith Beasley uses a container of “Clear Glass Marbles” to wage war with loss.  Carolyn Choe is an Oz-obsessed housewife holding onto the last scraps of sanity.  Barbara Rudy is a devout snake handler, praying she’ll get through life unbitten (just a warning – do NOT sit in the front row if you’re at all Ophidiophobic).   Candace Mabry is a baton twirler whose skill is a religion, a drug, and a transport down the razor-blade of life.  Peg Thon is a light-obsessed senior, Linda Place a bizarre auditioner, Karen Thornton a Rodeo rider, Margo Dietrich a worshipper at the Golden Arches, Latifah Johnson a finder of beauty, and Stacy Vaccaro is a wounded woman just trying to leave her mark.

My own biases aside, I can’t even begin to choose a favorite among these small “play-lets.”  Each woman is portrayed with utter conviction and specificity, each finds her own unique way into my sympathies, each carries a full burden of virtues and sins and aggravating-affecting idiosyncrasies.  And each treats us as if we’re a specific person, not as if we were a generic “blank-faced audience.”

Atlanta actor Tom Thon has directed them with a firm grasp of variety and pace, and has conceived a series of monologues that, despite their disparate nature, seem naturally cohesive and of a whole.  It’s a credit to the entire production that this does NOT feel like a day at Unifieds, as you may expect a bunch of monologues to feel.  It feels like a glimpse into the lives of a group of women who, as a group, seem more comfortable hidden behind a veil of emotional defense.

Before I finish, I want to say a few words about Out of Box.  Carolyn Choe has designed the company to be a “gypsy” organization, with no permanent home or talent pool.  “We seek out alternative-use spaces and create a production that fits that space.  Beyond the “box,” we seek to work cooperatively with other groups, organizations, and people to expand the possibilities, the types and size of the productions we create.”  I like the idea of finding a space, and then finding a production to fit that space – too often, start-up companies try to force a particular show into a venue for which it isn’t particularly suited.  Too often, they do not even achieve “one-hit wonder” status.  Starting with the venue is a good idea, one I hope will achieve fruition.

“Talking With…”” may be a little difficult to find – it’s being performed at the Artisan Resource Center, a cozy little arts warehouse hidden between a bowling alley and a pawnshop off Cobb Parkway in Marietta.  It’s worth seeking out.  Even without my own (and my wife’s) contributions to this production, it’s one I wouldn’t hesitate to recommend most enthusiastically.

Just try not to get bit.

	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




3/11/2012	THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR    New American Shakespeare Tavern  

FALSTAFF IN RUT

****½  ( A )

I have a strained and strange relationship with “The Merry Wives of Windsor.”  I was part of a production a number of years ago that challenged both patience and good will and was seen by few and remembered by none.  Shortly after that, I faintly smiled through Georgia Shakespeare production that made me forget, if fleetingly, the recent death of someone near and dear.

Still and all, it’s a play I truly love, one that lets Shakespeare wallow in his own Middle Class peers rather than the princes and paupers we’re used to seeing him over-inflate.  It’s filled with character and caricature, wiles and whimsy, jealousy and cheekiness, buck-baskets and bottom-feeders.  In short, it is a delightful trifle that never fails to amuse

Yes, “Merry Wives” is gossamer-thin, lighter than air, and about as serious as the Marx Brothers contemplating Margaret Dumont’s bosom.  Legend has it that it was written in fourteen days at the express request of Queen Elizabeth I, and scholars have been dumping on it ever since.  It is over 80% prose, and has little of the soaring language Shakespearean addicts such as myself long to lose ourselves in.

But Preston Sturgess was right.  Sometimes, a gossamer comedy is just what is needed, just what can give you a grip on your sanity, just what you want to give you the strength to face what lurks outside the theatre doors.  It was just what I needed when I spent most of 2001 messing it up, just what I needed in 2002 when I was in deep mourning, just what I needed in 2012 when life if throwing little at me I can’t blithely smile away. 

So, to summarize, we have the return of Sir John Falstaff, the bellicose, belly-quivering knight from the Henry IV plays, this time in lust with the comely wives of two Windsor merchants.  Appalled at his assault on their good character, they conspire to give the lecherous knight his come-uppance, creating a whimsical and merry romp that leads Falstaff under the river and into the woods, donning a set of antlers to actually become his “stag in full rut” for the entire village to see and to mock.  Throw in some standard sub-plots involving true love and fortune-hunting and poor parental match-making and every other comedic trope Shakespeare had developed by this point in his career, and what’s not to like?

This production at the Shakespeare Tavern is a delight from beginning to end.  From the traditional Tudor stage set to the joyous merriment of Laura Cole and Mary Russell as the wives, to the raving jealousy of Matt Nitchie as Master Ford, to Tony Brown’s larger-than-life-Falstaff, to the fractured English of Jeff McKerley’s Evans and Drew Reeve’s Caius, to the bonhomie of Troy Willis’ Host, to the cluelessness of Paul Hester’s Slender, to the simplicity of Matt Felten’s Simple -- everything conspired to make me smile, even laugh.  If the Fenton and Anne love story came across as the least interesting aspect of the story this time, I didn’t especially care, since the whole affair was just so durn pleasant.

So, you may criticize “Merry Wives” for not being as deep or as poetic or as weighty as other works in Shakespeare’s comedic canon.  You may puzzle at its lack of princes or villains, or its constant allusions to Elizabethan “Humors” Theory.  You may even quibble that it finds lechery and unrestrained jealousy faster fodder for our entertainment appetite than love and virtue.  But you won’t be able to ignore its joyous passion, its rabidly appealing ribaldry, or its full-frontal assault on your funny bone.

   --  Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)


3/23/2012	Theatre in the Square – A Remembrance           

On Monday, March 19, Marietta’s Theatre in the Square closed its doors after 30 years of bringing professional theatre to us suburbanites north of the city.  The irony was, I was going to see its last production (Pearl Cleage’s “Flyin’ West”) on Tuesday, which would have been today’s review.  

The causes of the Theatre’s demise are depressingly familiar – when money gets tight, artistic contribution seems to be the first casualty.  The theatre continued doing outstanding work, continued to play to sold out houses.  But the harsh reality is that ticket sales will never fully off-set a professional theatre’s cost (unless they’re priced in the stratospheric range that none of us can afford on a regular basis).  What’s needed are donations from corporations and individuals, and these were becoming as rare as a chilly day in Georgia.

So, rather than bemoan the loss of still another theatre (this one hurt, since it’s the closest to my home), I thought I’d use this space to celebrate the theatre’s history.  It was, after all, Theatre in the Square’s 2001 production of “Fully Committed” that inspired my first “Theatre Review” posting, And I’ve added dozens since.  I haven’t always been kind, but I hope I was at least respectful, recognizing quality work even on plays I wasn’t especially fond of.

What I appreciated most about this venue was the wide range of productions.  Impossible to “pigeon-hole” Theatre in the Square was equally comfortable with edgy contemporary plays (“Take me Out,” “Blue Door,” “The Little Dog Laughed”), Classic Classics (“Much Ado About Nothing,” “The Persians,” “The Importance of Being Earnest”), Modern Classics (“The Little Foxes,” “Streetcar Named Desire,” “A Man for All Seasons”), and writers who run the gamut from Christopher Durang to Harold Pinter to George Bernard Shaw to Ray Cooney.

So, to celebrate the last decade (or so) of its history, here are my thoughts on a bevy of productions from Theatre in the Square.  What are your favorite memories?  And, what shows did I miss (there have been many that passed me by)?


The Ladies Man (2012)

Theatre in the Square’s “The Ladies Man” made me laugh out loud. It also made me amazed at the physical and verbal skills of its talented cast and production crew. It is a tightly-wound construction that springs forth to brighten any evening spent in its company.


On Golden Pond (2011)

Still, when all is said and done, this is a welcome revival of a well-liked play, a chance to visit characters and relax with them by the shores of a favorite lake. If the play has always been the theatrical equivalent of a still-life watercolor (and if the tableau backdrop makes it even more so), what of that? It makes its simple points gently and easily, then lets us relax, kick back, and bask in the company of these characters.


Red, White, and Tuna (2011)

Still, if you liked these characters, you’ll probably like ‘em again. If you never met ‘em, well, you just might like ‘em too. After all, I’m just a narcoleptic old smarty-pants who needs to get more sleep and see fewer high-falutin’ shows, so what does what I say really matter? It don’t, it don’t!   So, all I can say to all y’all is you could do yourselves a favor by moseyin’ on over to the Theatre in the Square (which, of course, the Smut Snatchers won’t let me abbreviate) in Marietta GA (a big city by Tuna standards, I reckon), and visit with some folks you may (or may not) have visited before.


The Little Foxes  (2011)

“The Little Foxes” is a production that does justice to a classic of the American stage that highlights how plot can be used to reveal character and character to propel plot. It is also a production that showcases an actress and a costumer at the peak of their abilities, doing work that will be remembered for a long time to come.


A Tuna Christmas  (2010)

Somethin’ that made my weekend shine a little bit more was another trip to Tuna, TX, just for the Halibut! I’ll be durned if Theatre in Square’s Alley Stage didn’t just put an ole Lone Star flag on its floor and plunk down two fine and dandy actors on top of it to play all the folks of Tuna TX. And I’ll be durned if the whole blamed thing don’t just wiggle along like a sidewinder dumped out of a tub of motor oil.


Stealing Dixie (2010)

The physical production is probably this show’s greatest asset. Scenic Designer Dale Brubaker has filled the stage with a silhouetted locomotive (complete with moving parts), with the downstage playing area convincingly alternating between “flashback,” “now,” and “the plan” sequences. It is well lit by Ken Yunker (one of the best lighting designs of the year, in my humble opinion), and Thom Jenkins has created a soundscape that combines night sounds, train sounds, and musical ambience that mix nicely with the usual passing train noises that are this theatre’s unfortunate lot in life.


Ethan Frome (2010)

This show is an example of that old adage that there is nothing depressing about a depressing story if it is done well (with the converse, even a happy story done badly can be depressing). Paul Hester gives another in a series of wonderful performances that bring us into this story, and takes us back safely to the warm comfort of our own lives, lives hopefully free of the bleak durance endured by these denizens of Starkfield, Massachusetts. As our own winter melts towards spring, it is harsh reminder of the cold days that will soon be left behind.


Caught in the Net  (2010)

And, for the most part, I really liked Theatre in the Square’s production of “Caught in the Net.” Co-directors Alan Kilpatrick and Jessica Phelps West have composed an almost musical stream of perfectly timed door slams, dialogue and action, allowing no moment to drag with excess exposition or linger with ill-timed “moments.” If I wasn’t laughing at every gag, at least I was smiling. If I wasn’t fully convinced by all the characterizations, at least I was semi-seduced by them. If I was a tad distracted by the patchwork wallpaper of the set, I wasn’t disappointed by the plethora of doors, primed and ready for slamming.


Tradin’ Paint  (2009)

Oh, and you definitely don’t have to pity anyone racin’ up to Marietta’s Theatre in the Square for Catherine Bush’s “Tradin’ Paint,” one of the funniest and most engaging plays I’ve seen this year.


A Man for All Seasons  (2009)

Theatre in the Square has mounted a marvelously designed and performed spectacle, one that uses theatrical razzle-dazzle to tell its simple story. This production shows us a panoply of characters who are seduced by the dazzle, who find theatricality in everyday interactions. And at its center is a thoroughly grounded and honest man whose feet are planted more in the earth than on the stage, yet who plays a central role in one of the major turning points of post-medieval history. John Ammerman gives an outstanding performance as More, showing us a man who lives on the cusp of sanctimony, a humorous and self-deprecating moralist who nevertheless shows us the steel behind the sanctimony, the honesty behind conscience. He repeatedly pronounces faith in his king and in the safety of the law, even when that king uses the law against him.


Secrets of a Soccer Mom  (2009)

Taking place in “real time,” the play is a snapshot into the lives of three suburban Moms at a Mother-Son Soccer game. Throughout one two-hour afternoon, they bond, confess, kvetch, plot, reminisce, and let the behavior of their always-in-view (but unseen) children take priority over everything else. And, somehow, at the same time, they glimpse that ever-elusive perspective that helps them see their lives as less a trap and more an adventure.


Christmas at Sweetapple  (2008)

The play itself is woven together like a tapestry – actors break character to assume roles in the story they’re telling. They spontaneously burst into song for no other reason than to underscore a mood, or to express a thought mere words cannot encompass. Staged in the small, thrust, Alley Stage, it provides an intimacy that invites us into the worlds and stories of the characters. Humor comes out of the most grim scenarios, and tears come unbidden when things should be happiest. 


The True Story of the Three Little Pigs (2008)

Can this really be so? Is he indeed innocent? Or is he the classic “Big Bad,” lying his bahooky off in an attempt to take home the bacon and eat it too?  A fitting spectacle for the young and for those who keep them, this trial has been extended through October 24, and can be witnessed at the Piggsylvania Courthouse, near Theatre in the Square, Marietta.


Looking Over the President’s Shoulder   (2008)

To be sure, not much happens in James Still’s “Looking Over the President’s Shoulder,” currently on view at Marietta’s Theatre in the Square. A man, waiting for a bus, talks to us, alone and unsupported. At the end, he catches his bus and moves on with his life. That’s it.  But, oh my stars and bars, what he talks about!  His name is Alonzo Fields (played with quiet intensity by Barry Scott). And, for twenty-two years (1931 – 1953), he was a servant at the White House. He was a silent witness to four presidencies, two wars, one economic recovery, and countless state visits by the dignitaries from abroad and the not-so-dignitaries from Hollywood. He knew Marian Anderson before the world ever heard a note. And, today, no one knows his name.


The Poetry of Pizza (2008)

There is an axiom of cooking that the best meals require the best ingredients. While it is true that good ingredients will give a “head start” on creating that perfect meal, I believe that the best chefs can create wonders using little, if any, quality parts.  I submit, in evidence, Theatre in the Square’s production of Deborah Brevoort’s delectable concoction, “The Poetry of Pizza.” Ms. Brevoort has taken the most stale and time-rotted ingredients and fashioned a play that not only goes down easily, but also provides the sort of satisfaction only the best of meals can give. And, as directed by Jessica Phelps West, the meal is given a presentation that would satisfy the tastes of even the most discriminating gourmand.


The Little Dog Laughed (2008)

(Editor’s Note: The following is a Transcript of a one-sided Telephone Conversation overheard at Shillings on the Square in Marietta. Certain Euphemisms have replaced a few Colorful Character Descriptions.)

Yeah, I just saw this play that’ll make a good property. It’s like “The Player” only with {Gay Men and Women}. Hold on, a second … I SAID NO BACON IN MY COBB SALAD! I SAID DRESSING ON THE SIDE! WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH YOUR HEARING? COMPRENDE? … Where was I? Oh, yeah, this property, it’s called “The Little Dog Laughed,” but don’t worry, we can change that to something with some more zip.


The Belle of Amherst (2008)

William Luce's "The Belle of Amherst" was written over thirty years ago, but, in the capable hands of Theatre in the Square, director August Staub and his design team, and, especially Holly Stevenson, it is as fresh as yesterday's sonnet, as tasty as a slice of Ms. Dickinson’s Black Cake (get a first row seat if you want a slice), as welcome as a visit to a well-loved, oft-missed relative.


Blue Door (2008)  

To be sure, this play made me angry, and, as such, I’d actually like you to see it, to show me where I’m wrong in my analysis. Contrary to the popular trend, I dislike writing negative columns – it’s hard to let go of the anger, and it puts the lie to my pretentions of being “an advocate of theatre” rather than a critic. But being an advocate, I suppose, sometimes means providing a “tough love smackdown” when it is needed. And I would like nothing better than to be proven wrong.

In summary, this play raises topics that should be discussed, conflicts that need to be resolved to maintain a healthy society, stories that, if not known, should remain familiar (almost cliched) to prevent them being forgotten. Under normal circumstances, this would have rated a high score in spite of misgivings I may have had about the production or play. But, here, the contrivances, the conclusions, the judgments, and the blatant self-stereotyping all make anything good about this play bitter. This is what drove my ultimate “Grade” to absolute zero. So, regretfully, I will stand by it.


Room Service  (2008)

It’s finally happened! A farce is being produced in the Atlanta area that looks as if the design and conceptual team know what they’re doing! That creaky old Community Theatre stand-by, Murray and Boretz’s “Room Service,” is being given a top-notch professional mounting that is face-paced, funny, ludicrous, funny, rife with desperation, funny, filled with inspired directorial flourishes, funny, and way-way over the top. It’s also very funny.


The Persians  (2007)

At its basic level, Greek Tragedy is stylized and ritualistic, as far removed from the realism we expect from our contemporary theatre as you can get. Highly poetic language and song are used as cautionary tales about overreaching pride and the very real,very strict dividing lines between the actions of mortals and the actions of gods. The productions that work the best today are those that employ ideas of theatricality – performance concepts that try to recreate that same awe in us that original Greek audiences felt. 

“The Persians” at Theatre in the Square adds layers of theatricality that work. Act curtains that get magically “sucked” into invisibility, Choral characters that bear an individuality absent from the script, Blood-red sand pouring constantly onto the set, presaging the inevitable collapse of the Persian Empire with its accompanying reclamation by the war-soaked desert sands – all these hide the lack of any plot (in its contemporary sense) without hiding the poetic language and larger-than-life characters and emotions on display.


Pecos Bill and the Ghost Stampede  (2007)

Anyway, like she said, all the kids at the performance we saw were havin’ a rip-snortin’ good time. Grown-ups may find the tale a little too tall and the goings-on a little too silly, but, like all Clint Thornton-directed stuff, it’s fast-paced and short. The sets and costumes and puppets are deliberately cheesy (like the best-remembered worst-produced Westerns we Baby-Boomers grew up with), and a bigger-than-life time was had by all. 


Miss Witherspoon  (2007)

I’m usually a fan of Durang’s work. As such, I had high expectations of this play. The idea of a depressive woman engaged in eternal struggle with the afterlife struck me as a fertile playground for Durang’s humor and satire – ample opportunity to skewer new age philosophy, after-life mythology and mis-placed optimism (like my own). To say I was shocked that Durang not only left these targets “off the hook,” but also seemed to actually embrace them would be an understatement of cosmic proportions.


	
The Story  (2006)

It is my humble opinion that, when Truth becomes a variable, trust becomes impossible. It is this state of affairs that Tracey Scott Wilson’s “The Story,” currently on view at Marietta’s Theatre in the Square, examines with irony and effect. Everything pulls together in a compelling story that, in less capable hands, would have come across is a mere political polemic. Theatre in the Square has assembled a dynamic cast who attack the material with an eye on the truthfulness of each moment. The setting is refreshingly simple, though some of the lighting cues are a bit muddy. Still, all elements of the production gel into a coherent picture of the dangers of building a story out of the shifting sands of a variable truth. Would I lie to you?


Bus Stop   (2006)

Take the Bus up to Marietta’s Theatre-in-the-Square. You will get to pleasant attraction that, luckily enough, is still running. William Inge’s “Bus Stop” is a popular piece that hasn’t lost its appeal.  An interesting thing happened while I’ve been writing this. This started out as another “good but not memorable” production I’d been putting off writing about. But, as I’ve been focusing on the play and performances, and how it all actually sits with me at this point in time, the production has grown in memory, in resonance.  And isn’t that what it means to be classic?


Charley’s Aunt   (2006)   

Curse the evil that chooses to manifest itself so! Curse the liberal conspirators who undermine our Godlike civilization! Curse the manic talent of Chris Ensweiller that make my own efforts in the same role pale like the flailings of a Guffmanesque amateur! Curse the rest of the cast for their skilled support! Curse the theatre that can bring such happiness to so many people, when it is a truth self-evident that such happiness and pleasure are the only real harbingers of chaos!


Take Me Out  (2005)

Oh, what a difference a decade makes. In the same theatre that was closed by Cobb County for daring to mount Terrance McNally’s “Lips Together, Teeth Apart,” we now see a shower-full of Atlanta Actors showing everything they’ve got. Not only that, but they let it all dangle in a play centered on a Star Baseball Hero coming “out of the closet” as a (dare I write this word in Georgia?) homosexual. It’s a credit to the theatre-goers of Marietta and Atlanta that “Take Me Out” has proven to be so popular that it’s been extended throughout April.


Much Ado About Nothing  (2004)\

To be honest, [this play is] one of my all-time favorite Shakespeares, Mr. Ammerman carried the show through a lot of low spots (Gary Yates as Don John was also very good). The set (an early 20th-century Italian courtyard with running fountain) worked for the most part (other than not providing enough hiding places for the “Noting” scenes). Even the orange trees worked until the staging required the actors to carry them around, drawing attention to the fact that they were potted. 


Red Herring  (2002)

Michael Hollinger’s “Red Herring,” recently closed at Theatre-in-the-Square’s Alley Stage, was a well-directed, well-acted and funny parody of 50’s crime melodrama which had a script that too often sabotaged the good work that was happening on stage. The pace is lively, with scene changes performed in full character by the cast. The set works well in the small Alley Stage space. And the evening was filled with laugh-out-loud moments.


The Caretaker (2002)

In this case, it was the performance by ... were they brothers? Yes, they blustered or whispered or ... paused. But their pauses were not Pinteresque, filled with meaning and mystery. They were only filled with silence. They came across not as characters (even Pinteresque cyphers) with unspoken subtext, they came across as actors following the author's direction to ... pause.

And this was fatal.

After all, why should we, a poor slumbering audience, delve into the mystery that is Pinter, if the actors choose not to do their homework?

In essence … "The Caretaker" had a beautiful mounting, was directed intelligently, but was undermined to the point of pointlessness by two very shallow performances.

But, I could be ... wrong.


Fair and Tender Ladies  (2002)

Theatre in the Square's production of "Fair and Tender Ladies" is filled with good acting and is staged on an effective set with the best lighting I've seen this year. The set is a break-away of Ivy's childhood home, with the front porch being the focus of her life and the center of activity. It is lit (by designer Ken Yunker)in a palette of primary blues and yellows, with a cyclorama adding emotional underscoring and beautiful skyscapes of a sort difficult to find in large theatres, let alone one as small as Theatre in the Square.


The Importance of Being Earnest  (2002)

Sometimes, a production has a concept that is just so darn clever, it can be overlooked that it doesn't serve the production especially well. Such is the case with Theatre in the Square's production of "The Importance of Being Earnest."  This was a lively, and fast-paced show, most of the witticisms found their target, and all of the performances were above par.  Now if, they can just get over their cleverness ....


Far East (2002)

Watching Theatre in the Square's production of "Far East" is a little like taking a ride on a Steam Locomotive, only to have it ran out of steam before getting to its destination. Starting out beautifully, it presents a story of culture clash by clashing cultures -- presenting Gurney's usual Country Club cast of characters in a semi-Kabuki setting. 


Fully Committed  (2001) 

I loved this production. When I first read the play a month or so ago, I thought it was an amusing bit of fluff; but seeing it performed by a highly competent actor made it fly! Filled with distinct characterizations and well-aimed satire, it was a tour-de-force for actor Bill Murphey. And, it has an essential quality for a week-night show -- it was over by 9:15.

   --  Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)


3/25/2012	CLYDE ‘N’  BONNIE:  A FOLK TALE			Aurora Theatre           
LEGEND … WAIT FOR IT …

****½  ( A )

This story is absolutely true.  Only the facts have been made up.  

History tells us that Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker weren’t heroes,   Petty thieves and publicity hounds, they robbed and killed their way across Middle America until their May 23, 1934 ambush along a Louisiana highway.  The LEGEND of Bonnie and Clyde though is quite a different story, and had its start while they were still shootin’ and stealin’ to survive the depression.

And Folk Tales are nothing if not about the Legends, the spin-doctor white-washing that makes heroes out of the lowliest scoundrels.  And I, for one, have no problem with that, as long as we know what we’re seeing (*).

“Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie: A Folk Tale” is a snappy entertainment in the Bluegrass mold of “The Robber Bridegroom” – a bunch of good old folks get together in a barn somewhere to tell the story of when things were excitin’ and of the people who made them so.  (In fact, truth to tell, “Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie” is so reminiscent of “Robber Bridegroom” that that 1975 musical could easily be performed with the same cast and on the same set as the show we’re seeing here.)  

It’s the depths of the depression and bankers are foreclosin’ on Moms and Pops everywhere.  Bonnie Parker is a waitress with a hankering for the Hollywood life.  When sweet-faced Clyde steals the money she wanted to steal for herself, she goes chasing after him, and the rest is less history than legend-in-the-makin’.  Clyde and Bonnie don’t really shoot anyone (on purpose), they just steal from those mean old bankers, and they’re pursued by the comically incompetent yokel lawmen and the prissily anachronistic J Edgar Hoover until their final confrontation with destiny.

And along the way, they sing and dance and joke and sorta kinda shyly find themselves maybe sorta kinda fallin’ in love.

I have to confess, in spite of its fast-and-loosin’ with history ‘n’ fact, in spite of its no-doubt intentional echoes of “Robber Bridegroom,” I really REALLY liked this show.  I chalk it up to three factors – my pre-existing fondness for tall tales (and purposefully exaggerated retellings of familiar stories), the good-spirited pleasantness of the whole script with those toe-tappin’ songs that fill it to the brim (PLEASE tell me there will one day be a recording of it), and the breezy charm and don’t-take-us-too-seriousness of the players.

Let’s start with the cast.  J.C. Long and Laura Floyd make a slyly charming Clyde and Bonnie – he all bluster and tongue-tied shyness, she all starry-eyed ambition and take-no-prisoners sass.  They don’t really acknowledge their attraction until its almost too late (and much is made of how love makes you crazy but alive – “Loco Pero Vivo”), and their “courtship” is downright sweet.  Karen Howell is Martha, our matron-of-ceremonies who is telling the story (or, I should say, is wranglin’ the townfolks to show us the story), and she is spunky and wistful, and full of the local pride that always turns a blind eye to “just the facts.”  Bart Hansard plays the cross-dressing J.Edgar Hoover surprisingly straight (if you’ll pardon the expression) – it’s essentially a paper-thin one-note role based on all the innuendo about Mr. Hoover’s … um … sartorial predilections, but Mr. Hansard makes it all blithe and no-big-deal and why-would-anyone-make-a-fuss.  Caitlin Smith is a full-voiced force-of-nature as Blanche Barrow, whose faux-gospel “Turn Away” shakes the house and rattles the rafters.  She’s very ably matched by Bryant Smith’s hen-pecked (but still manly) Buck Barrow, whose “I See Heaven” is a delightfully silly parody of all those musical “I’m Dying” numbers sung by characters about to meet their maker.  Also on hand is Googie Uterhardt as a sheriff with a bit of a crush on Bonnie, Greg Bosworth as a dimwitted deputy, Tony Larkin as Clyde’s even-more-dimwitted crony,  Stephen L. Hudson as Hoover’s unflappable aide, and a multi-talented ensemble filled out by Kevin Daugherty, Rachel Miller, and Jennifer Smiles.

As to the Songs by Rick Grom, the tone is set early on with the grand and glorious “This Can’t Be It,” in which Bonnie and the chorus kvetch about the dull banality of life on the up-and-up.  There’s the brilliant patter of “Run With Me,” the aforementioned “Turn Away,” “Loco Pero Vivo,” and “I See Heaven,” and host more of memorable melodies.  It all comes home to roost with the “Land of Opportunity Finale” in which everyone dresses like Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie (and I DON’T have to tell you which of the two Mr. Hoover chooses).  The book by actor Hunter Foster is filled with over-the-top exaggerations and silly caricatures, but there is enough heart to fill an organ donor bank, and enough witty one-liners to keep me smilin’ on through.

Director Lonny Price has given the whole thing an imaginative veneer (I just LOVED the car chases) and a gee-whiz Let’s-Put-on-a-Show innocence that I find appealing and that sells the whole “Don’t-Bring-Me-Down-With-the-Real-Story” concept, or, I should say, made me swallow the concept, hook, line, and sinker. Musical Director Ann-Carol Pence wraps it all up with her usual adeptness (she makes it all look so easy – not a simple task), though, it may have been nice to see the band as a more integral part of the goings-on.

So, to wrap this all up, let me just say that “Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie” is marvelously entertaining show, a tuneful look at how legends are made and how the criminals of the past become the heroes of the present.  It’s well-acted, well-directed, well-designed (marvelous sets & lights by Phil Male and Bradley Bergeron and great period costumes by Joanna Schmink), and well worth a trip to Lawrenceville.

Now, where was I?  Oh Yes …

 … DARY!

   --  Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)
 
*  Which is the difference between this and the whole kerfuffle about monologist Mike Daisy’s Steve Jobs piece – Mr. Daisy puts himself out as an “observer” of social trends and events, and, as such, has to indulge in “dramatic license” with a bit more discretion and forbearance than someone coming out and saying, “I’m tellin’ a whopper of a tale, and I hope you like it!”


3/27/2012	SAME TIME, NEXT YEAR			Stage Door Players           

HAPPILY EVER AFTER

****  ( B+ )

Love stories are all well and good, but what happens after that final bow?  What exactly goes into “happily ever after?”  Bernard Slade has built a body of work that examines this very issue – his plays start where most romantic comedies end – two people have found true love (or not).  Now what?

Mr. Slade’s examination of the effect of time on long-term relationships started with this very popular 1975 play.  At rise, we discover George and Doris the “morning after” a one-night stand.  It’s 1951, and both are married to other people, both seem to be nice folks who would “never dream about cheating.”  Yet here they are.  They find, to their utter embarrassment (and joy) that they are almost “soul mates,” that they find excitement and connection with each other that escapes their “every day marriages.”  So, they agree to meet on the same weekend every year.

What follows is a collection of vignettes, six “mini-plays” each set five years apart during which their affair passes the “test of time” and appears to grow stronger with each passing year.  

To be sure, there are a lot of “sit-com” elements here – each scene hits all the expected points of whatever era it embodies – fifties innocence and neuroses, sixties rebellion and establishment-conservatism, seventies self-actualization and “be-in-touch-with-your feelings” excesses.  When George and Doris are “out-of-synch,” it seems to come from the writer’s plotting contrivance rather than the characters’ own logical progression.  And the “tell a good and bad story about your spouse” set up is a blatant exposition device right out of the playwright’s bag of tricks.

Yet, Mr. Slade is an accomplished writer of sit-coms (he worked on “Bewitched” and created “Love on a Rooftop” – a “Barefoot in the Park” clone I thought only I remembered -- “The Flying Nun” and “The Partridge Family”).  So the contrivances work, and the characters work.  His point here seems to be that even when George and Doris are “out-of-synch,” their relationship transcends their differences, and they find they have just as much to offer each year, perhaps more.

In Stage Door’s marvelous production, Bryan Brendle and Cara Mantella breathe new life into these characters I’ve seen too often before (this has to be the tenth production of this play I’ve seen).  He’s winning, even when he’s whining, and she defeats a series of successive wigs to create a real character who truly grows before our eyes – the mousy, squeaky-voiced housewife of 1951 believably grows into the flaky hippy of 1964 and the confident businesswoman of 1970.  

Director Tess Malis Kincaid and Sound Designer Dan Bauman have overcome one of the inherent challenges of the script – keeping the audience’s interest during the necessarily long between-scenes costume and make-up changes – by giving us quick-cut sound bites that lead us from one year to the next – songs, commercials, TV and Movie clips – ANYTHING to “set the period.”  And for the most part, it works really well – the “mini-breaks” weren’t too long, and I enjoyed how the clips were put together. 

Chuck Welcome has designed and built a very impressive set – a “timeless” cottage bedroom suite with faux oak beams, fireplace, and large four-poster bed – it’s the perfect room for a weekend “getaway,” and served the play very nicely.

“Same Time, Next Year” was only the first of Mr. Slade’s plays to deal with relationships and time.  There is a seldom-produced sequel, (“Same Time, Another Year”), which takes George and Doris into their eighties (and the 1990’s) and lets them face aging, problem-children, and their (finally) marriage to each other.  “Romantic Comedy” looks at a long-term relationship between two playwrights, “Return Engagements” takes four couples at a Stratford Ontario bed-and-breakfast over the course of twenty years, and “Special Occasions” flashes back to show how a couple got to “here and now” from “there and then.”  Taken as a body of work, it’s a varied look at ALL the different ways time (and constant companionship) can wreck or bolster a “happily ever after.” These plays aren’t afraid to tackle the petty irritations and accommodations that are part and parcel of relationships over time.  And they constantly surprise – things that seem implied at one time become overt a decade or so later.  Things that are minor in the beginning become monstrous in the middle (and vice versa).  And time inevitably does what we expect time to always do – separate the couples who were truly meant to be together (all appearances to the contrary) from those that are just passing flings or momentary passions.

Some may argue that George and Doris are in a needlessly artificial situation – is it really a relationship if they only see each other one weekend a year?  I would say yes. As far apart as George and Doris grow during the sixties, the fact that they come back together every year, the fact that they can’t be apart even when they ARE apart is critical here.  They spend enough of their weekend NOT in bed that they become aware of (and tolerant of) each other’s idiosyncrasies, and the time apart can make new discoveries possible year after year.

And, it doesn’t hurt that, with Ms. Mantella and Mr. Brendle, we have a Doris and George we like spending time with, a Doris and George we cannot help but root for.  It’s a measure of their success that I would like to see them tackle the “what happens next” pleasures of “Same Time, Another Year” (once they’re old enough for the roles).

   --  Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)
 



3/30/2012	THE GLASS MENAGERIE                      Next Stage Theatre           

NOT READY FOR PRIME TIME

***  ( B- )

Sometimes, a series of unfortunate events collude to prevent a production from reaching its full potential.  Watching such a show, particularly one involving friends and a favorite script, can be a frustrating experience.  You can see the bare bones of what can (or should) be a wonderful experience, but something makes the supporting backbone fall apart and leave you (or the production) wishing you had waited a bit longer for your visit.

Before pulling out my nit-pick pick-axe, let me start by plagiarizing my own “Glass Menagerie” review template.

Memory has a way of smothering us in its comfort-blanket embrace of rose-colored assurances even as it deceives us with its lost details, its manufactured incidents, and its pleasing fallacies.  They say there is no consciousness without memory, no memory of early years before consciousness.  What does it say about us when the core of who we are may be (and usually is) a blatant lie?

“The Glass Menagerie” is arguably Tennessee Williams’ most well-known “Memory Play.”  In it, he attempts an exorcism of his own memories of his mother, his sister, and his youth in St. Louis.  Tom Wingfield is telling us his memory of his final days living in that tenement that may or may not resemble Williams’ own.  His memory is filtered, biased, and selective as he tells us of his overly eccentric mother Amanda and his crippled and shy sister Laura, of the “Gentleman Caller” who was supposed to pull Laura out of her fragile solitude, of the circumstances that shattered forever the memory of hearth and home and family.

Like all memories, Tom’s ebbs and flows with detail, sometimes fuzzy and unfocused, other times sharp and clear.  It is through Williams’ genius that these ebbs and flows transfer into a workable dramatic framework, that what we see is unalterably “infected” with Tom’s feelings – his mother a bit too jagged, his sister a bit too fragile.  And we accept the conventions, because, at their root, they carry the very real emotions Tom will always carry.  His story conveys all too realistically the emotional upheavals and consequences of the choices he made and regrets.

The first hurdle Next Stage’s production must clear is, ironically, one of memory.  Georgia Shakespeare’s October production was a glossy, high(er) budget success, a near-perfect mounting of the play.  It is fresh in the memory, perhaps a bit idealized, and any new production will almost necessarily fail in comparison.  Because Next Stage has a more bare-bones venue, of necessity the flashy (and highly conceptual) set is replaced by a simple black-box look with furnishings only.  Even within that context, a few structural mis-steps (a “fire escape” that is entered by the actors squeezing through a too-narrow pathway, lights that leave legs in brightness but faces in shadow) distract from the good stuff the actors bring to your visit.

The next hurdle is the performances themselves.  Because of my connections with the company and the actors, I’m aware of the challenges faced by this production – it was a last-minute replacement to a production that couldn’t be cast, and the actors had a very limited time to prepare.  And, to be perfectly honest, they weren’t quite ready, giving some “just-off-book” recitations.  Even so, there were many moments that sprang from the stage with welcome honesty, and, for three of the performers, another week of preparation would have made all the difference needed.

However, with the actor playing narrator Tom, I saw little emotional connection between his words and the object of his narration.  He rushed through everything, and, except for a few over-the-top moments of theatrical (not real) anger, he played everything at a monochromatic level of pitch and volume. I was left with an impression that another week, another several weeks, would have borne little fruit.

On the other hand, the remaining cast (Phyllis Geller as Amanda, Christie Lee Fisher as Laura, and Michael Filisky as the “Gentleman Caller”) had only few moments of struggle and quite a number of moments of grace.  The climactic scene with Ms. Fisher and Mr. Filisky was especially effective, and, aside from a few directorial distractions, worked very well indeed.  

The production was directed by Stephen Banks with an eye more toward actor interactions that tended to ignore some obvious “stage picture” disconnects – the aforementioned “squeeze to get onto the fire escape” convention in particular.  There was also an overly long moment in the Jim/Laura scene in which they stood with an awkwardness totally disconnected from the scripted awkwardness – it was a moment of “I’m standing because the director told me to” rather than “I’m standing because this situation makes me uncomfortable.”  It may be that Laura’s lameness made any unnecessary on-her-feet blocking  stand out, or it may be that the actors had not had enough time to fully integrate the move into the “moment” – whatever the reason, it was a major distraction in an otherwise beautiful scene.

“The Glass Menagerie” has always been a delicate figurine of a play, easily shattered by over-the-top acting or heavy-handed direction.  In the hands of Next Stage, it is frustrating evening of “what should have been” theater, an awkwardly-lit reverie of potential, often obscured by too-vivid memory of another production.

When Tom implores Laura to blow out her candle, to darken her memory forever, it should be a sublime moment, a moment that reassures us that no matter how many tricks memory has up its sleeve, no matter how often it lies and deceives, it is always as true as it needs to be.  Here, it is a final moment of grace that moved me to forgive too many moments too-quick, too-rushed preparation.

Still and all, it is and always will be “The Glass Menagerie,” a play that, no matter how it bends and shakes and quivers, will always be a (semi)sublime experience.  

It would be satisfying to wish Mr. Williams a gentle “Blow out your candle, Tennessee.”  Since he has already passed into our own memories, all we know of him is what he has shared.  And I will be forever glad that he chose to share this particular moment, this particular shard of shattered memory. 

	-- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)





4/11/2012	THE GHOST BROTHERS OF DARKLAND COUNTY   Alliance Theatre           

PASSIVE SPIRITS

***  ( C+ )

AN OPEN FAN LETTER TO STEPHEN KING

Dear Mr. King:

I am one of your biggest fans.  Before you start having Annie Wilkes nightmares, rest assured this is the last time (perhaps) I’ll cross your particular dreamscape.

However, I do have to express my (modified) disappointment with your first excursion into musical theatre, “The Ghost Brothers of Darkland County.”  Yes there were some moments of shivery delight, some others of musical giddiness, and even a few of theatrical flourish.  However, in overall structure and tone, it seemed to break a few too many cardinal rules of character and plot.

Since this is, in fact, an “open” letter, let me do a bit of a recap for all the readers who aren’t Stephen King.  In 1967, two brothers, Andy and Jack McCandless and the young woman loved by them both meet a mysterious end, witnessed only by their 10-year-old brother, Joe.  Forty years later, Joe’s sons Drake and Frank and the young woman loved by them both (or at least lusted after by both) are following a similar path.  The adult Joe gathers the family at their doomed-by-destiny lake house to tell the story, hopefully to prevent history from repeating itself.

The entire story is punctuated by songs by John Mellencamp, that, on their own, are fine and dandy, but do a little too little to embellish this particular tale. 

Let me start with the most obvious shortfall -- the ghosts.  Would Stephen King, the popular writer of books and stories, ever create a supernatural “MacGuffin” like a set of ghosts who are this passive and who play such a small role in the actual development of the plot?  These are ghosts who do nothing but stand around and “witness,” who never really interact with the 2007 characters.  In a Stephen King book, they would be the creepies who crawl into Gentle Reader’s subconscious, who would make the plot pay off in unexpected, and ultimately, satisfying ways.  Here, they are passive sprits who do little except watch and whine.

Along those lines, would Stephen King, the popular writer of books and stories, create a mythology as inconsistent as the “ghost rules” on display here?  This is, after all, the writer who re-invented the haunted house mythos with “The Shining,” the space-time continuum with “The Langoliers,” and time-as-a-living-monster in the exquisite “11/22/63.”  Here we see spiritless ghosts who, at one point, stick around because someone living has unresolved issues, at others, stick around because they themselves have unresolved issues.

I also have to ask, would Stephen King, the popular writer of books and stories, create a horror back-story with so little horror?  The McCandless brothers (both generations) are less the victims of supernatural shenanigans than they are of arrested adolescence.  Their story, when (finally) told, is petty and mundane, Joe’s lies and evasions unmotivated and pointless, the final apocalypse almost an afterthought.  

Stephen King, the popular writer of books and stories, could easily create a story with this structure – a man gathering his family to unburden himself and lay to rest the ghosts that have haunted him his entire life.  And it would work, because, on the page, a ghost story will inflame the gentle reader’s imagination, and take him on a journey into fear and darkness.  The stage, however, is an entirely different animal (and it has claws).  When we see a set full of folks sitting around talking, it is less a journey to the dark side than a static exercise in fore-stalling.  There is little point in Joe stretching out this story for two acts, since the story itself has so little meat on its bones.

If you plan on developing this piece any further, may I humbly make the following suggestions:

(1) Make Young Joe more an active participant in the 1967 story.  His “hiding of the truth” would have more resonance if he himself caused part of the tragedy.  Yes, I know things we witness at ten can resonate throughout our lifetime (I was ten when I witnessed Jack Ruby kill Lee Harvey Oswald live on TV), but passive witnesses tend to be “Meh” stage characters.

(2) Make the 1967 ghosts active participants in the 2007 story.  Think how much more dramatic, more moving it would be if Frank and Drake were actually loving and supportive siblings who become alienated (and violent) because of the actions of ghost-Jack and ghost-Andy.  And it would eliminate the need for “The Shape,” a clichéd and irritating character whose every line (when I could understand it) stopped the flow of the story dead in its tracks.

(3) Find some better driver for the Act One finale “Tear This Cabin Down.”  It’s probably the best musical moment of the show, but it comes out of nowhere.

(4) Clean up the mythos.  Stephen King, the popular writer of books and stories, would give us a “ghost culture” that is new, compelling, and, above all, consistent.  Wouldn’t it be better, for example, if it were hinted that the 1967 story were driven by ghosts from an even earlier generation, or that the 2007 story affects (infects?) a future generation?

(5) Make adult Joe less passive.  His actions seem more of opportunity than of intention, and Shuler Hensley here has no opportunity (and too few songs) to show us what he’s really capable of.  (Along those same lines, I’m an Emily Skinner fan from way back, so, if she stays with the production, any additional songs you and Mr. Mellencamp could put into her mouth would be a thing of beauty and a joy to behold.) 

There are so many good Stephen King moments and lines here (I loved “Too late always comes too early!”) that it does disappoint when the whole thing falls even slightly flat.  Violence on stage is always more effective than in the movies (though not as effective as on the page), and your climax here is creepy and spectacular, but it would be better if I could have been a bit more emotionally invested in the characters.

Yes, last night’s Opening Night audience was a thousand times more enthusiastic than I seem to be here, and, overall, I had a pretty good time watching this.  I just wanted to have a better time.

Maybe you (or I) should check out some of the books on writing by this Stephen King guy.  He knows what he’s talking about!

Sincerely,

	Gentle Reader, Your Biggest Fan   (Brad Rudy  BKRudy@aol.com)



4/12/2012        THE MOTHERF**KER WITH THE HAT                          Actors Express           

GET WITH THE PROGRAM!

*****  ( A+ )

Jackie can’t catch a break.  On parole after being busted for dealing, he has finally found a job, his relationship with his main squeeze Veronica is reaching steadier ground, and he has been sober for, well, longer than he’s ever been.  Then he comes home, finds Veronica’s bed reeking of Aqua Velva and Dick, and, more to the point, the motherf**ker left his hat on the dining room table.  Jackie’s always had this anger management issue, so he’s off to see his sponsor before he finds a gun and takes care of the motherf**ker once and for all.

Unless the motherf**ker is really {deleted by the spoiler police}!

So, will he lose his job before the cops find out he has a gun and has fired it in some asshole’s living room?  Will he let himself be seduced by his sponsor’s wife before Veronica finds out about his other little infidelities?  Will Veronica bash in his brains if she does find out?  Will Cousin Julio tolerate him long enough for him to regain his twelve-step footing?

Such is the set-up for the funny, profane, and altogether terrific “The Motherf**ker with the Hat,” a 2011 Tony nominee from Stephen Adly Guirgis (“The Last Days of Judas Iscariot” and “Jesus Hopped the A Train”), now being given an altogether terrific staging at Actors Express.

You can tell by the title that Mr. Guirgis is poised to inherit David Mamet’s “Poet Laureate of Profanity” hat, but what you can’t tell is how good he is at putting together fractured English, stark imagery, original phraseology and sharply piercing cruelty along with the frequent “F Bombs.”  Like Mamet, he is especially good at making inarticulate people find just the right words to articulate their cluelessness, their limitless frustrations, and their basic humanity.

These are people that educated suburbanites like myself rarely encounter in real life, but whose struggles speak to that “we’ve got to be better than this” optimism everyone strives for.

Everyone is (too) quick to let Jackie know how low he really is, how brutal life is, how hopeless any idealism would have to be.  Cousin Julio even remarks on how wide is “the gap between who you think you are and who you really are.”  But what makes Jackie such a credible and compelling hero is that, even when life proves the pessimists right, when those he trusts the most turn out to be the least trustworthy of all, when his quick-to-flare anger makes him his own worst enemy, he still remains an optimist, still believes everything will turn out for the best.

And, even though the play leaves him {deleted by the spoiler police}, we leave the play with the same optimistic belief in his future.

Director Freddie Ashley has assembled a wonderful cast and orchestrated a fast-paced, constantly compelling production.  Randy Cohlmia is a terrific Jackie, part woebegone puppy-eyed victim, part bulldozing wide-eyed avenger.  Neal A Ghant adds to his ever-growing resume with a treacherously smooth and calm Ralph D, Jackie’s Twelve-Step sponsor.  Stacy Melich is Ralph’s wife Victoria, “Mussolini reincarnated” in one moment, vulnerable seductress in the next.  Denise Arribas is Veronica, foul-mouthed and coked-up, petty and cruel, cold-hearted and loving, all in rapid sequence.  And Luis Hernandez is a revelation as Cousin Julio, gently fey and starkly Von Damme, compellingly watchable and funny.  Philip Male has put together a seedy every-apartment set that becomes three separate residences without losing its gritty Manhattan air, and the whole production roars along, firing on all cylinders and barreling towards its disarmingly sweet finale like a speed freak on a crash-course recovery program.

So, the questions remain, can a person with a hair-trigger temper find happiness with a spitfire who’s still using?  Can a hen-pecked husband really be this duplicitous and cynical and remain a viable sponsor?  Can a friend made after the age of twenty ever become a real friend, or are we stuck with the friends we had as kids?  Will there always be some “motherf**ker with a hat” to derail all our best intentions?  And will anyone offended by the word “motherf**ker” care enough to explore these questions with Jackie and company?

Grant me the serenity to accept those who can’t, the strength to convince those who can, and the wisdom to know the difference!

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)




4/13/2012        RING OF FIRE                                   Georgia Ensemble Theatre           

JUKE JOINT MUSICAL

****  ( B )

Johnny Cash is, unarguably, an icon of American popular music.  Equally at home with country, pop, rock, and gospel, his hits always defied easy categorization, other than the fact that, throughout his fifty-plus-year career,  a whole bunch of different kinds of folks really really liked a whole bunch of his recordings.

In 2005, “Ring of Fire,” a “juke box musical” of his songbook became a hit in small studio theatres around the country, but its 2006 transition to Broadway only survived a month.  Based on this energetic production by Georgia Ensemble Theatre, it’s not hard to speculate why.

Essentially a concert with no story arc and only minimal narration, “Ring of Fire” stands or falls on the merits of its cast and on the fan-base of Mr. Cash himself. And, that fan support is, I suppose, based more on the man himself than his songs.  Johnny Cash could (and did) fill Madison Square Garden, but, I imagine the songs themselves performed by not-Johnny-Cash could not be expected to do the same.

Which is a shame, because many of them are classics of Americana, tuneful longings, exuberant celebrations, and wistful reminiscences.  In GET’s production, only one performer (the awesome Chris Irwin) even comes close to reminding us of the rugged macho appeal of Mr. Cash, but everyone, singly or in chorus, is firmly able to run the distance with whatever song is on the table.

I do believe the show would have been better served by a set suggesting a country “juke joint” rather than the idyllic (idealic?) farmhouse of Mr. Cash’s youth, or a wider distribution of the block of slow down-beat numbers which leaves a “black hole” in the middle of Act II.  But it is definitely all the better for abandoning the Broadway production’s “mixed couples” concept (the cast composed of three couples of various ages representing different stages of Mr. Cash’s life) – the idea always struck me as oddly pretentious and limiting, and I welcome its non-appearance here.

In this production, we have six very able performers (two women, three men, and a drummer) who take turns in the spotlight and on the accompaniment, playing their own pianos and guitars and harmonicas and basses and accordions (is there anything Mark Schroeder DOESN’T play?), and engaging in “tag-team” groupings for duets, trios and full-harmony numbers.  They are, more or less, playing themselves, and, in the context of this show, there is absolutely nothing wrong (and much that is right) about that approach.

Joining Mr. Irwin and Mr. Schroeder are Jeremy Wood, Scott Depoy, Tracy Vaden Moore, and Denise Hillis, with J.R. Hawkins on drums (and a few patter choruses of “I’ve Been Everywhere”).  All have moments to shine and all interact and harmonize and blend with compelling skill and apparent ease (Mr. Irwin’s contribution as Musical Director is a definite asset).  I liked this show far more than I expected to, and it gave me a new appreciation for many old favorites, and even a few numbers that barely registered on my radio-radar at the time of their release.

To be honest, there are some Johnny Cash songs I really don’t like (“Ragged Old Flag” always irritated me by its patriotic pandering and its exclusion of anything American not associated with a war or battle, and I find it hard to sympathize with the “hero” of “Folsom Prison Blues”).  But, taken as a whole, these songs paint a diverse and compelling portrait of middle America, illustrate the life of a troubadour who created a memorable “living on the edge” persona, and remind us of how much fun it is to sit in a juke joint, dance with your lady (or a stranger), pound your feet to a compulsive rhythm, or just cry in your beer.

GET’s “Ring of Fire” is a “Juke Joint” “cover concert” of the songs that made Johnny Cash great, and a celebration of the man who sold them to us.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


4/14/2012    MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING     New American Shakespeare Tavern    

GOLDILOCKS ZONE

****½  ( A )


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

All of this is a not-very-subtle way of saying I tend to enjoy any production, even when mis-directed or sloppily acted.

Fortunately, the Shakespeare Tavern’s “Original Practice” approach works on every level, hits every comedic note right, and doesn’t shy away from the more tragic potentiality of its Don John plottings.  It doesn’t hurt that it’s filled with crackerjack performances that manage to give even my oft-Ado’d eyes moments of surprise.

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

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

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

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

And this, more than anything else, is one of the reasons this production works so well.  Here we have a repertory of actors who have worked together often, and who obviously have a lot of off-stage affection for each other.  We have a troupe who thoroughly enjoy what they’re doing, and who allow us to thoroughly enjoy watching them do it.  They obviously know the text backwards and forwards, they obviously know these characters well, and they obviously find fresh and new “moments of truth” in the convoluted speeches and plotting.

Take note, especially, of Beatrice’s surprised reaction at Don Pedro’s half-serious marriage proposal; even more, take note of Don Pedro’s surprise at his own response to her rejection.  Take note of the inherent violence in Beatrice’s appeal for Benedick to “kill Claudio,” after Claudio rejects a seemingly faithless Hero.  This has always been an over-the-top angry moment for Beatrice, but here, Erin Considine reinforces her rage with actual physical violence that not only surprises us and Benedick, but herself as well.  And, of course, take note as Andrew Houchins’ Benedick finds his whole “reason for being” completely overturned by the realization (rightly or wrongly) that Beatrice loves him.  Mr. Houchins and Ms. Considine anchor this production with their wise and witty portrayals, and make us love Benedick and Beatrice as much as they (eventually) love each other.

So, “Much Ado About Nothing” is a distinct feather in the cap of the Tavern’s “Evolution Series.”  More “meaty” than the more farcical doings in “Comedy of Errors” or “Midsummer Night’s Dream,” but not quite as obscure or dark as the later “As You Like It” or “Winter’s Tale.”  It is literally in the “Goldilocks Zone” of the Shakespearean canon, light enough to generate its fair share of laughs and smiles, deep enough to stir an emotional wrench or two, warm enough to make it truly memorable, breezy enough to go down as smoothly as a flagon of Tavern wine.

Much ado, indeed!

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)



4/15/2012        A WRINKLE IN TIME                     Theatrical Outfit    

HYPER-TESSER-ACTIVE VOICE 

****  ( B+ )

It was a dark and stormy night!

Such is the purposefully banal opening of Madeleine L’Engle’s totally un-banal 1962 book, “A Wrinkle in Time,” the young adult speculative fiction book that gave us the marvelously eccentric Mrs Whatsit, Mrs Which, and Mrs Who, not to mention the faster-than-light travel concept of the “Tesseract,” a “folding” of space and time that found its way into countless classics of science fiction ever after.

And now, Theatrical Outfit gives us a marvelous staging of John Glore’s 2010 stage adaptation in which six chameleon-like actors give us Tardis-full of odd and alien characters as they tell us the story of Meg Murry’s quest for her father.

Meg is a young girl of extraordinary intellect and even more extraordinary imagination.  She is lying in bed as the dark and stormy night rages around her.  The daughter of scientists, she can’t sleep, so she joins her genius little brother Charles Wallace for a cup of late night cocoa.  Faster than you can say “too much exposition,” Meg, Charles Wallace, and an older schoolmate (Calvin O’Keefe), are “tesseracted” away to find Meg’s missing father.  Their guides are a trio of eccentric characters who hide in the guise of the dotty Mrs Whatsit, Mrs Which, and Mrs Who.  Their adventures take them into the heart of “the black” as they visit the mechanistically grim planet of Camazotz.  They find Father, but lose Charles Wallace during their escape to a kinder, gentler planet, where the nurturing Aunt Beast obscurely leads them to the path of happily ever after.

This is, of course, an over-simplification of an insanely imaginative story, which leads me to one of the shortcomings of this adaptation – there’s a lot of story to squeeze into a quick 90-minute one act, and there’s nary a breath-taking pause before we are confronted with a new wrinkle in plot, a new creature breaking the bizarro-tron scale, a new narration sequence to fill us in on what we’ve just missed.

Constructed in the Nicholas-Nickleby style of tight-ensemble-giving-narration-while-flitting-from-character-to-character, the script relies perhaps too much on our listening (and imagining) abilities, but, this is a style I’ve always enjoyed, and here, the ensemble is small and talented and makes the story-telling look easy.

Maybe I have an advantage because I (more or less) went in knowing the story, so I find it difficult to judge how smoothly this adaptation goes down to the uninitiated (and the very young).  I was, in fact, supposed to see this with my daughter, but was stood up for (shudder) a day of shopping (the nerve)!  In any case, I had a good time, primarily because of the time and care that went into the design and construction of this production, and, if I am any judge of audience, so did the grown-ups and kids I saw this with (I’d say it’s a tad long and scary-dark for the under-eight set, but everyone else should enjoy it).

The costuming by Shay Buckley is especially impressive, creating from scratch the metal-and-red-light denizens if Camazotz and the organically towering Aunt Beast, who, at first, looks like a Lovecraftian horror, but who grows on us as her gentility comes to the fore.  The transition of the dowdy Mrs Whatsit into the smoothly elegant winged alien is also jaw-droppingly fun to witness.  A combination of projections and quickly adapted shapes and objects and platforms and wagons makes all the scene transitions fly by as if they’re being tesseracted by the cast and crew.

And what a cast!  Emma Jackson makes for a plucky and witty Meg, and she is most ably supported by veterans Marianne Fraulo, Kate Donadio, Andrew Crigler, Mark Cabus, and Lowrey Brown, all of whom create a marvelous array of characters regardless of age and gender and species.

But, in the final analysis, all the critters and creatures and phantasmagoria are merely props and hurdles in what is essentially the story of a young girl in quest to find her Daddy and to reunite her family.  As fun as the Science Fiction trappings are, it’s the heart and soul of Meg Murry that provide the heart and soul of this play, and it’s the heart and soul of this ensemble and production team that makes it all work.  Director Justin Anderson adds another “win” to his quickly-becoming-overwhelming list of successful stagings for young audiences.

Ms. L’Engle returned to the Murry and O’Keefe families many times throughout her career, never failing to create a tale that excited the imagination even as it warmed the heart.  This is, in fact, a perfect play to watch with a daughter or a Daddy.  And, in my humble opinion, it’s a lot more fun than shopping with Mommy.

     -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)

4/20/2012        GREASE                                            Atlanta Lyric Theatre           

GREASING THE BOTTOM LINE

***  ( C )

For many years, “Grease” was “The Little Musical That Could.”  Scrappy, profane, and energetic, it achieved an almost cult status for its wildly original song pastiches, it’s crisply delineated characters, its sweetly sentimental heart, and its celebration of the “Bad Boy/Girl” in all of us.  I saw it a number of times, loving it every time, and a production in Harrisburg became one of the first musicals for which I worked on lighting design.

Then came the insanely successful 1978 movie, and all of a sudden, “Grease” became “The Big Musical That Couldn’t.”  The movie rode on the crest of the popularity of John Travolta and Disco, and eliminated most of the smaller “character songs,” adding too many that substituted ‘70’s Disco Drive for the original ‘50’s Back Beat.  And, it substituted the crowd-pleasing finale “All Choked Up” (which I always thought of as a proto-feminist “I’m Running the Show Here” coming-of-age anthem for Sandy), with the blandly sentimental “You’re the One That I Want,” a song which, to my ears, has no redeeming qualities whatsoever.

Since the movie came out, revivals and community productions have tried to “cash in” by retaining the movie’s songs, blanding down the dialogue and lyrics (particularly “Greased Lightning”) and using it as the cash cow it is.  Not that there’s anything wrong with selecting shows that’ll bring in the audience, unless that’s your ONLY motivation for including it in the season.  Even worse than that, I haven’t seen a production I liked since the movie came out – I’ve even walked out on a few that were as lifeless as Rizzo’s virtue.

Which brings me to the Atlanta Lyric Theatre’s current production.  It’s in the time slot for which the exquisitely rapturous “A Light in the Piazza” had been scheduled.  The substitution was made not through any problems with the “Piazza” rights, but because the “Grease” rights “suddenly became available and we’ve wanted to do it for years.”  

Granted, “Grease” will make a lot more money for A.L.T. than “Piazza” could even hope to (a LOT more), and, these days, that’s a major consideration.  I can also concede the affection the A.L.T. production team has for “Grease,” and allow the sincerity of their desire to produce it over and above its commercial appeal.  That being said, I do have to acknowledge that the “appearance of selling out” rubs me the wrong way, especially since I REALLY wanted to see “Light in the Piazza”  (and I’m not the only one, if opening-night subscriber comments are anything to go by).  (For the record, “Piazza” is NOT on A.L.T.’s 2012/2013 schedule, but I’ve been assured it WILL be produced.  Eventually.)

Now that that’s out of the way, let me turn my attention to the show I saw, rather than the one I didn’t.  This was, perhaps, the best “Grease” I’ve seen since the movie came out, but, truthfully, that’s a bit of a “faint praise.”   The voices and performances were all up to A.L.T.’s usual out-of-the-ballpark standards, and the (resurrected?) character songs (“Those Magic Changes,” “Freddy my Love”, and “Mooning,” especially) were welcome and well-done.  The set (a stylized juke-box with two levels and many “wagons”) looked great (at first sight).  And “You’re the One That I Want” was actually given a doo-wop back beat which made it sound a lot less ‘70’s than the original.

But, I still have some grave reservations about the not-so-magic changes done to the script, and a few questionable design/directing choices that kept the show from being the over-the-top joy ride I was (secretly) hoping it would be.  As far as the script, the “cleaning up” of the language and lyrics really runs counter the “bad boy/girl” celebration of the original – How seriously can we take them if they use so many euphemisms?  It makes them too bland, too why-do-we-even-care, and seriously undercuts the ending.  These are, at root, kids who are going nowhere, and their absence from the opening “reunion” was always a reminder that the (probably) chose the wrong path.  Making them “kids next door,” more or less says that they’re choices and actions are okay, just another part of growing up.  No wonder parents hate this show!  

Also, replacing the original Alma Mater parody with a “pre-prise” of “We Go Together” is also a questionable choice.  We all remeber “dirty lyric” parodies of school songs, and the original was a thing of beauty.  Now, the show opens with a bland fizzle instead of the usual snarky sizzle.

Speaking of “fizzle over sizzle,” what’s with the looooonnnnnnnggggggg scene changes?  This is, at first glance, a nicely designed-for-quick-changes set, a multi-leveled, many-wagoned construction that should let the scenes actually overlap.  However, we are stuck here with long gaps between scenes (was it a not-designed-for-quick-change costume issue, or a the-wagons-are-too-large-to-move-quickly issue?).  In any case, the scene changes dragged down the pace to a crawl – pre-movie versions of this show clocked in at under two hours WITH intermission – here, it’s pushing 2:45.

Overall, I liked the energy of Ricardo Aponte’s choreography, and the staging of directors Brandt Blocker and Alan Kilpatrick (scene changes aside), with one glaring exception.  The show, for me, always built its energy to the explosion of the Act One finale of “We Go Together.”  Here, though, that number loses steam as it goes along, until, at the point it should be lighting the stage with energy, the cast actually sits on the steps to just sing.  After I was through rolling my eyes, I could only wonder. “what were they thinking?”

The cast, however, did “go together like rama-lama-lama ka-dinga da ding dong.”  Maxim Gukhman and Anna Kimmel were pleasantly well-matched in the lead roles of Danny and Sandy, and, more to the point, they let their co-stars shine with eccentricity and character.  This is an ensemble show at root, and the ensemble here rises to the occasion.  I especially liked Michael J. Austin’s Doody, Nick Morrett’s Roger, and Alison Brannon Wilhoit’s Rizzo, but that’s not to downgrade the contributions of Findley Hansard (Jan), Jill Ginsberg (Marty)*, Bradley Bergeron (Kenickie), Jimi Kocina (Sonny), Kelly Schmidt (Frenchie) or Caroline Freedlund (Patty Simcox).  Jevares Myrick was an interesting choice to play Vince Fontaine and Teen Angel – he put a definite Motown spin on the characters that worked (in spite of the the expected period racial tensions).  G Devours, Jono Davis, and Elizabeth Neidel Wexler were also memorable in smaller roles.

So, I daresay, if you’re a fan of “Grease” (post-movie), you’re gonna love this.  If not, there’s still a lot to like and appreciate.  Yes, it’s not the same show I fell in love with back in the late ‘70’s, but there’s enough of that show left to … Oh, who am I kidding?  There’s enough left to really gripe about what was lost, about what was put in its place, and about what “should have been.”

And, it’s NOT “A Light in the Piazza.”   (Insert angry snarling here.)

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)

** A side note to Ms. Ginsberg – mispronouncing a teen idol’s name makes it look as if you haven’t done your homework,  Imagine a 2030 play set in 2011 in which a star-struck ‘tween characters refers to “Justin Bye-ber.”  I’m sure there are some “77 Sunset Strip” videos on line that’ll let you find out how to pronounce “Kookie.”





4/20/2012        A FEW NEW SEASONS           

It’s that time of year where those companies on an August to July season announce their coming 2012/2013 slate of offerings. As a public service, we offer her a compilation of all those we could gather. 


ALLIANCE THEATRE (www.alliancetheatre.org)
Main Stage
   What I Learned in Paris (Pearl Cleage) 9/5/2012 – 9/30/2012
   Next to Normal 10/17/2012 – 11/11/2012
   A Christmas Carol 11/23/2012 – 12/23/2012
   Good People (David Lindsay-Abaire) 1/16/2013 – 2/10/2013
   Zorro (4/3/2013 – 5/5/2013
Hertz Stage
   Apples & Oranges (Alfred Uhry) 10/5/2012 – 10/28/2012
   Holidays with Chalks 11/30/2012 – 12/23/2012
   Bike America (2013 Kandeda Winner) 2/1/2013 – 2/24/2013
   The Whipping Man 3/8/2013 – 4/7/2013
Family Series
   The Real Tweenagers of Atlanta: The Final Assembly 10/27/2012 – 11/3/2012
   Charlotte’s Web 2/20/2013 – 3/10/2013


ATLANTA LYRIC THEATRE (http://atlantalyrictheatre.com/)
(Dates TBA)
Anything Goes
White Christmas
Beehive
Ragtime
Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat


AURORA THEATRE (www.auroratheatre.com)
Sweet Charity 8/2/2012 – 9/2/2012
Betrayal 10/4/2012 – 10/28/2012
Christmas Canteen 2012 11/23/2012 – 12/23/2012
Bob 1/17/2013 – 2/10/2013
TBA (Musical) 3/14/2013 – 4/7/2013
Don’t Dress for Dinner 5/2/2013 – 5/26/2013


BROADWAY ACROSS AMERICA (www.broadwayacrossamerica.com/atlanta)
War Horse 9/25/2012 – 9/30/2012
Disney’s Beauty and the Beast 11/27/2012 – 12/2/2012
Flashdance 2/5/2013 – 2/10/2013
Million Dollar Quartet 3/12/2013 – 3/17/2013
Sister Act 4/23/2013 – 4/28/2013


GEORGIA ENSEMBLE THEATRE (www.get.org)
The Man Who Came to Dinner 9/6/2012 – 9/23/2012
A Taffeta Christmas 11/8/2012 – 11/18/2012
Roswell Dance Theatre does “The Nutcracker” 
Swell Party (Topher Payne) 1/10/2013 – 1/27/2013
TBA 
Hello Dolly! 4/11/2013 – 4/28/2013


GEORGIA SHAKESPEARE (www.gashakespeare.org)
The Tempest (Shakespeare in the Park) 5/9/2012 – 5/13/2012
Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical 6/6/2012 – 8/5/2012
Much Ado About Nothing 6/21/2012 – 8/4/2012
The Importance of Being Earnest 7/5/2012 – 8/3/2012
The Emperor and the Nightingale 7/17/2012 – 8/3/2012
MacBeth 10/4/2012 – 10/28/2012


THEATER OF THE STARS (www.theaterofthestars.com)
The Producers 7/24/2012 – 7/29/2012
Peter Pan with Cathy Rigby 8/7/2012 – 8/12/2012
The Addams Family 8/14/2012 – 8/19/2012
The King and I 9/5/2012 – 9/11/2012
Blue Man group 1/15/2013 – 1/20/2013
Mary Poppins 4/2/2013 – 4/7/2013


THEATRICAL OUTFIT (www.theatricaloutfit.org)
My Name is Asher Lev 8/25/2012 – 9/16/2012
Two Drink Minimum 10/27/2012 – 11/18/2012
Fly 2/2/2013 – 2/24/2013
The Fabulous Lipitones 3/30/2013 – 4/21/2013 


4/21/2012        EL INSÓLITO CASO DE MISS PIÑA COLADA                Teatro del Sol     

EL CASO TRISTE DEL ESPECTADOR MONOLINGÜE  (THE SAD CASE OF THE MONOLINGUAL VIEWER)

(For English-Only Speakers)  ***  ( C )
(For Spanish Speakers)  ???? (How Can I Know?)

Last year, Lawrenceville’s Aurora Theatre launched its “Teatro del Sol” project, an outreach to Atlanta’s Hispanic community of plays performed in Spanish.  The inaugural production, “Barrio Hollywood,” was an evocatively poetic piece that transcended language barriers to deliver a knock-out punch of a play-going experience.

For this year’s piece, a dialogue-heavy farce, “El Insólito Caso de Miss Piña Colada” (“The Preposterous Case of Miss Piña Colada”), the results were a lot less satisfying to the non-Spanish speaker, but, judging from the reactions of last Saturday’s audience, extremely satisfying to those who don’t have to rely on the super-titled translation.  I have to admit that a lot of the humor did come across, and I found myself smiling, even laughing, with the rest of the audience (at least through the first act).

Ofelia is a widow who wants to live the good life, but lacks the means to do so.  When a beauty pageant looms on the horizon, she pushes her daughter, Loreley, to enter.  She hopes this will put her on firm financial footing, as well is count coup against her arch-rival, Esperancita.  However, the cost of pageant proves prohibitive, so she pushes all her adult children (not to mention her slacker brother) to get jobs to make the dream happen.  To say the paths chosen by all the characters lead to absurd heights of embarrassment is an understatement.

The problem for the non-Spanish speaker, like last year, is the short-sighted decision to “Color code” the English super-titles.  Ofelia’s white dialogue is easy to read as is daughter Abigail’s yellow lines.  But, when we get to the dark reds and browns and greens of the other characters, they are totally washed out by ambient light, and totally unreadable.  For Act One, this isn’t much of a problem since Ofelia has the lion’s share of speech, and lost-in-translation blanks can be (presumably) filled by context and visuals.  Unfortunately, in Act Two, I completely lost the thread of the plot, and have no idea what happens or how the story concludes.

Which is a shame, because I really enjoyed the set-up and the vividly over-the-top performances of the cast (not to mention the fact that everyone around me was having a rollicking good time).

Let me say, right off the bat, that this is not necessarily a bad thing – the mission of Teatro del Sol is to reach out to Hispanic audiences, and the packed, laughing house was evidence that they are succeeding tremendously.  And, the fact that what I saw made me regret my mono-lingualism, made me want to learn some Spanish is a definite plus.  If I were as fluent as I should be, I suspect this play would deserve an Easy A, based on the set, the performances, and the obvious delight of the audience.

Here, I am able to say that the performances made much of this work.  Here were some actors I’ve seen and enjoyed in other shows, Diany Rodrigues (scholarly daughter Abigail), Ricardo Aponte (musically incluined son Nataniel), and Alexandros Salazar (slacker Uncle Nataniel), and they all created indelible characters that were not lost in translation.  And I really liked the head-butting pendulum-mood conflict between Rose Bianco’s Ofelia and Marfia Eugenia Arboleda’s Esperancita.  And, as the shy and manipulated Loreley, Blanca Agüero is a delight from beginning to end.

For the sad monolingualist, though, I have to ask the production team to give us a little credit.  We can figure out who’s talking even if all the supertitles are in white.  I have to ask, why even use them if they’re unreadable?  Didn’t anyone notice this during Tech Week?

So, just to show I can be just as patronizing, I’ll run this review through yahoo’s Babelfish translator.  I welcome all my Spanish-speaking friends to let me know where it really messed up.

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)


(Para los altavoces del inglés solamente)  *** (C) 
¿(Para los altavoces españoles)???? (Cómo puedo saber?) 

El año pasado, el teatro de la aurora de Lawrenceville puso en marcha su proyecto de “Teatro del Sol”, un outreach a la comunidad hispánica de Atlanta de juegos realizados en español. La producción inaugural, “barrio hispano Hollywood,” era un pedazo evocadoramente poético que superó barreras linguísticas para entregar un sacador de golpe de gracia de una experiencia juego-que iba.

Para el pedazo relativo a este año, una farsa diálogo-pesada, “El Insólito Caso de Miss Piña Colada” (“The Preposterous Case of Miss Piña Colada”), los resultados era mucho menos satisfying al altavoz no-Español, pero, según las reacciones de la audiencia del sábado pasado, satisfaciendo extremadamente a las que no tienen que confiar en la traducción estupendo-titulada. Tengo que admitir que mucho el humor pareció, y me encontré sonrisa, incluso riendo, con el resto de la audiencia (por lo menos con el primer acto).

Ofelia es una viuda que quiere vivir la buena vida, pero carece los medios de hacer tan. Cuando un desfile de belleza asoma en el horizonte, ella empuja a su hija, Loreley, para entrar. Ella espera que esto la ponga en pie financiero firme, también sea golpe contra su arco-rival, Esperancita de la cuenta. Sin embargo, el coste del desfile prueba prohibitivo, así que ella empuja a todos sus niños adultos (sin mencionar su hermano más flojo) para conseguir trabajos de hacer que el sueño sucede. Para decir las trayectorias elegidas por todos los caracteres llevan a las alturas absurdas de la vergulenza son una subestimación. 

El problema para el altavoz no-Español, como año pasado, es la decisión miope al “código de color” los super-titles ingleses. El diálogo blanco de Ofelia es fácil de leer al igual que las líneas amarillas de Abigail de la hija. Pero, cuando conseguimos a los rojos y los marrones y los verdes oscuros de los otros caracteres, son eliminadas totalmente por la luz ambiente, y totalmente ilegible. Para el acto uno, éste no es mucho de un problema puesto que Ofelia tiene la parte de león del discurso, y los espacios en blanco de la perder-en-traducción pueden (probablemente) ser llenados por contexto y representaciones visuales. Desafortunadamente, en el acto dos, perdí totalmente el hilo de rosca del diagrama, y no tengo ninguna idea qué sucede o cómo la historia concluye. 

Cuál es una vergüenza, porque disfruté realmente de la disposición y vivo sobre - los funcionamientos superiores del molde (sin mencionar el hecho que cada uno alrededor de mí tenía un buen rato rollicking). 

Déjeme decir, enderece del palo, que esto no es necesariamente una mala cosa - la misión de Teatro del Sol es alcanzar hacia fuera a las audiencias hispánicas, y la casa llena, de risa era evidencia que están teniendo éxito enormemente. Y, el hecho de que qué vi hizo que lamenta mi mono-lingualism, hecho me quiere aprender un cierto español es un definido más. Si fuera tan fluido como debo ser, sospecho que este juego merecería una A fácil, basada en el sistema, los funcionamientos, y el placer obvio de la audiencia. 

Aquí, puedo decir que los funcionamientos hicieron mucho de este trabajo. Aquí estaban algunos agentes que he visto y que he gozado en otras demostraciones, Diany Rodrigues (hija de estudiante Abigail), Ricardo Aponte (hijo musical incluined Nataniel), y Alejandro Salazar (un tío más flojo Nataniel), y ellos todos los caracteres indelebles creados que no fueron perdidos en la traducción. Y tuve gusto realmente del conflicto head-butting del péndulo-humor entre Ofelia de Rose Bianco y Esperancita de Arboleda del Eugenia de Marfia. Y, como el Loreley tímido y manipulado, el Blanca Agüero es un placer de comenzar a terminar. 

Para el monolingualist triste, aunque, tengo que pedir que el equipo de la producción nos dé un poco crédito. Podemos imaginar quién está hablando incluso si todos los supertitles están en blanco. ¿Tengo que pedir, por qué incluso los utilizo si son ilegibles? ¿Cualquier persona no notó esto durante semana de la tecnología? 

Así pues, apenas demostrar me puedo estar apenas como patronizando, funcionaré esta revisión a través del traductor de Babelfish de yahoo. Acojo con satisfacción a todos mis amigos de Spanish=speaking para dejarme saber dónde ensució realmente. 

I can' t cree este idiota pomposo piensa realmente que las páginas de internet pueden hacer una traducción exacta de su revisión mal concebida. Si él tenía una onza de sentido, he' d aprende un poco del español tan he' d sabe cuándo se están reventando sus bolas.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com) 


4/27/2012	STEEL MAGNOLIAS				Act 3 Productions           

RETURN TO CHINQUAPIN PARISH

****  ( B )

Why don’t y’all pull up a cushion, sit by me here on the couch, and I’ll tell you ‘bout yet another trip down Louisiana way, with that ever-popular piece, Robert Harling’s “Steel Magnolias.”  If you’ve been living in a cultural bubble for the past couple of decades, this is an oft-produced, oft-enjoyed, off-Broadway play that was made into a hugely popular movie (that will be remade by Kenny Leon this year).  Originally conceived as a “love letter” that playwright Harling conceived to cope with [deleted by the spoiler police], this is an enjoyable portrait of Southern womanhood that gives equal attention to your heartstrings and to your funny bones (“Laughing through tears is my favorite emotion”).  

It is Shelby’s wedding day, and we’re in Truvy’s hair salon as all the characters gather more for gossip than tonsorial couture.  They joke, kvetch, and shower each other with home-fried wisdom and affection.  We stay in Truvy’s salon as the next scenes take us through a year or so of joys and tragedies and incidents both small and too-large-for-the-men-to-handle.

This play succeeds or fails on the shoulders of the six women whose stories we share, and Act 3 Productions has assembled a doozy of a cast.  Debbi Berlon, a newcomer to Atlanta stages, is a revelation as M’Lynn, the central role over-played by Sally Field in the movie version.  She is a granite-filled force of nature, a mother to die for, who runs the gamut of emotion from deepest grief to over-the-top ecstatic happiness, stopping at every rest stop along the way.  She has a quiet, but forceful voice that demands attention (and obedience), and her brilliantly under-played last scene monologue had me in tears, despite my (perhaps) over-familiarity with the scene and the words.  This is an actress to watch for!  

As her daughter, Shelby, last year’s MAT winner Maggie Taylor shows she’s just as talented in non-musical roles (though she does get to lend her voice to a heart-breakingly appropriate song during the last scene change).  Ms. Taylor is as fragile as a blossom, but has a firm determination that even her mother can’t deny. She hits every note right, and was a definite joy to watch.  (And, incidentally, LOOKS as if Ms. Berlon could be her mother.)

In the other roles, Kandice Arrington brings a unique African-American sass to Truvy that works in every way (and gives a nice preview of how Kenny Leon’s upcoming all-black film version will work).  Johnna Mitchell and Judy Seaman are wonderful in the “old lady” parts (Ouiser and Clairee), equal parts vinegar and molasses.  And Ansley Gwinn rounds out the cast nicely as Annelle.

Like I said, this play succeeds and fails on the strength of the cast, which, in this case, is a good thing, as there were so many questionable choices made in the actual design of this production.  The most glaring problem is the set, a (to be honest) sorta kinda attractive piece that is just plain wrong.  Supposedly a converted car port, the set designer made no effort to make it look like one, instead creating a pink and grey back wall that looks as if a Pepto Bismol bomb went off in a Pep Boys garage (for the record, pink is SHELBY's signature color, not Truvy's).  Two free-hanging window frames downstage do nothing except hide the actresses at critical points, and no effort was made to disguise the fact that the space has no back-stage areas -- the actresses use an architecturally awkward door a level or two below the main playing area.  (“Negative Space” and “False Walls” are two concepts the Act 3 designers should become acquainted with.)

Also questionable was the decision to update the play from the 1980’s to the 2010’s.  On the surface, this is an idea that has merit, but, in execution, it just wasn’t handled consistently at al.  References to “Princess Kate” (who, by the way, is a Duchess, not a Princess) seem out of place when there are references to Donny Osmond remaining.  Considering that the play covers more than a year, using current references in the first scene also leaves you in a bind as to what can you refer to in the “future” scenes.

But, let me repeat a third time, this play succeeds and fails on the strength of the cast, and Act 3 has given us a group of women I found downright pleasant to visit, who quickly distracted me from the distractions of the wrong-headed set and inconsistent time references, and who made this play what it was designed to be – a love letter to Southern Womanhood that is equal parts laughter and tears.

And, in the final analysis, that’s all you need to know.

	-- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)




5/5/2012    THE FOX ON THE FAIRWAY		Aurora Theatre    

DEFINITELY BETTER THAN PAR

****½  ( A )


A big event is imminent, and a “ringer” pro has been brought in.  The pro backs out and has to be replaced by a talented young minion.  Complications ensue, desperation mounts, and all can be saved by a single “Hail Mary.”  To celebrate their hard-won victory, the cast does a 15-second recap of the entire story as an encore.

The fact that the above paragraph can be used to describe Ken Ludwig’s “Lend me a Tenor” AND “The Fox on the Fairway, may be a sign he’s fallen into a formulaic rut.  Or it could indicate he’s stumbled onto a formula that can hold an infinite number of stories.  I’m inclined to believe the former, but, based on the results currently on stage at Aurora Theatre, I hold out hopes for the latter.  This is a fast-paced, side-splittingly funny piece, tightly directed and exquisitely performed.  Those feelings of déjà vu experienced by those of us (too) familiar with “Lend me a Tenor” (more on that piece in a couple weeks after Stage Door’s revival) are quickly drowned out by laughter at the antics at these too-obsessed, just over-the-top eccentric characters and the wonderful actors hiding behind them.

It’s time for the annual Golf Tournament between rivals Quail Valley Country Club and Crouching Squirrel Country Club.  As usual, Club Presidents Bingham (Quail Valley) and Dickie (Crouching Squirrel Hidden Nutjob) have made an outrageous bet on the outcome.  If Crouching Squirrel wins, Bingham must turn over the keys to his wife’s Antique Shop along with $200,000.  What Dickie doesn’t know is that Bingham has recruited a ridiculously talented pro to play for his side.  What Bingham doesn’t know is that his wife’s store is soon to worth millions from a land deal, and, oh, yes, Crouching Squirrel has stolen his “ringer.”

Enter Justin and Louise, the young employees in lust/love.  Justin has just been hired as Bingham’s assistant, and Louise is the waitress at the Quail Valley Tap Room.  Toss into the mix Pamela, from Bingham’s Board of Directors, who happens to be Dickie’s ex-wife and also [Truly Absurd Plot Twist Deleted by the Spoiler Police].  Oh, did I mention that Justin has a golf game that scores in the mid-sixties?  

Mr. Ludwig has pulled out all the stops here, tossing in clever-entendres pure slapstick, a fragile antique vase, a purple-pimpernel birthmark (Hooray!  Someone else knows “The Court Jester”!), a battle-axe wife, a crouching-dimwit hidden-genius blonde bombshell, a lot of free-flowing wine and champagne, a number of ridiculously mismatched golfing “togs” (with one of Dickie’s sweaters matching the modern art painting on the set), drug-induced hallucinations, an engagement ring down the sink, and that hoariest of clichés, the microphone with a mind of its own leading to an embarrassingly broadcast confession.  All familiar stuff, all used here to tremendously effective, um, effect.  And to top them all, there’s the amazingly funny sight of a drunken Courtney Patterson (as Pamela), lying flat on her back with a golf ball in her mouth for Bingham’s swing aimed right at us.

Director Kevin Gillese (from Dad’s Garage) has assembled a tremendously talented cast led by Dan Triandiflou’s calmly desperate Bingham,  Mr. Triandiflou creates a character who is an anchor of calm in the midst of all this craziness, but he is the one with the most at stake.  Courtney Patterson flexes her comedic chops with her serial-divorcee Pamela (“I had a nightmare all my ex-husbands were in the tournament and I was the seventh hole”) with a few secrets of her own (not to mention a way with an ad-lib that covered a few technical faux’s pas).  As rival president Dickie, Robin Bloodworth is delightfully dim, mangling idioms as easily as he mangles his wardrobe.  Jacob York and Jenny Holden are simply marvelous as the young lovers Justin and Louise, and generate plenty of on-stage heat.  And, to round out the cast, Suehyla El-Attar is marvelous as Muriel, Bingham’s Margaret-Dumontesque wife and tormentor.

Lizz Dorsey has put together a beautiful set (the Quail Valley Tap Room) that breaks apart at just the right moment, backed by a superbly designed and executed backdrop that looks positively three-dimensional.  Lights (Mary Parker) and Sound (Bobby Johnson) add just the right amount of support, and the Costumes of Alan Yeong are equal parts silly and elegant.  Everything in this production was a “hole in one” and kept the entire thing humming along like a finely-tuned golf cart.

So, yeah, this play doesn’t break any new ground, doesn’t reveal anything about human nature we haven’t seen before, and taps into a structure Mr. Ludwig has used before.  It’s variations on a successful theme, yet I certainly don’t begrudge his return to it, if the results are this funny and this effective.  After all, we don’t criticize Tiger Woods when he repeats moves he’s made before. 

	-- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)




5/6/2012    THE WAFFLE PALACE – SMOTHERED, COVERED, & SCATTERED 24/7/365    
	       Horizon Theatre

PADDED, CONTRIVED, AND SCATTER-SHOT

**  ( D )

In 2007, after enjoying “Charm School,” their comedy about political correctness and corporate faddism, I called Larry Larsen & Eddie Levi Lee “an Atlanta treasure as writers, as actors, and as artists.”  Now comes “The Waffle Palace – Smothered, Covered, & Scattered 24/7/365,” and all I have to say is, I’d like to eat those words, preferably with plenty of syrup.  

Conceived as an homage to all the quirky things that have happened at Waffle House, and as a tribute to Southern Hospitality, the play, to me, came across as an unfunny wallow in stereotypes, a tasteless mixture of styles and moods, and as a meandering and (far too often) just plain dumb waste of time.

John runs a family-owned “Waffle Palace” just off the 14th-Street exit of Atlanta’s connector.  It’s 2009, when that exit was closed for a year for re-construction of the 14th-Street Bridge, so business on the over-night shift is, well, to be kind, non-existent.  On top of that, a business conglomerate wants to buy the place to make way for a (very) profitable commercial venture.

That’s about it.  We get stories of the cook’s desire to start a church and the new waitress’s contrived romance with a garbage collector, neither of which are developed to a believable level.  We also get John’s totally pointless delaying tactic in giving the developers an answer – we know from the start he doesn’t want to sell.  And we get a boatload of “quirky” stories on the Palace’s customers, all of which are about as quirky as a National Enquirer exposé.  We get the overused and almost-a-cliché [Deleted by the Spoiler Police]-left-as-a-tip story, a dead [Deleted by the I-can’t-believe-they-pulled-out-this-lame-chestnut police] that turns out to be a [Deleted by the I-can’t-believe-they-pulled-out-this-stereotype police], a pair of cops who do a painful-to-sit-through hip-hop number about the joys of self-tasering, a Jeff-Foxworthy clone who gives us a “You may not be in a Waffle Palace” routine without a single funny line, a proctologist with way too many butt jokes, a guy from Texas who … well, is just a guy from Texas, a punk band, etc etc etc – all adding nothing but padding to an already too-long running time.

At one point, we get an expensive-looking (and admittedly fun to watch) special-effects sequence in which the Gates of Hell apparently open because someone dared order pancakes (lame!), we get a representative from the Real Estate demons who turns out to be a literal devil (lamer!), we get a funeral for someone we never met in which we’re asked to sing along with “Amazing Grace” AND “The Dreidel Song” (lamest!).  We even get a guitar-playing interlude in which the pre-recorded guitar is too loud for the lyrics of the song to be heard.

We get a whole hash-load of stuff, none of which is particularly interesting or funny.  What we DON’T get are characters who go beyond surface single-quirk stereotypes.  One waitress is an is-she-Catholic-or-Jewish immigrant from Nicaragua named Esmeralda Bernstein, another is a ruler-of-the-staff Earth Mother who is always espousing “Connie’s Rules.”  And John himself shows no depth at all, following a predictable path, and, to quote Dorothy Parker, runs the gamut of emotions from A to B.  And the whole Evil Corporate Empire stealing a family business plot trope has been done to death – and here we get absolutely nothing new to give it any spark of interest.

I REALLY did not like this play.

Maybe part of my dislike is based on my personal distaste for Waffle House itself.  I always resent pandering waitresses who call me “Hon” and have always left the place with an upset stomach.  I’ve never experienced the sort of camaraderie and “Southern Courtesy” this play seems to claim can be found on the menu there.  And I haven’t returned to one in years.

This is, admittedly, one of the best-looking sets I’ve seen in a while.  Front row seats are really demi-booths (missed opportunity – having the cast keep the front-row audience supplied with coffee throughout), and it looks as if the behind-the-counter kitchen can actually provide breakfast for us all.  Unfortunately, the lighting mix is a bit scattershot with shadows-in-the-wrong-places and the sound mix is often a bit too loud.

Still, the cast almost makes it worth the trip.  Larry Larsen himself plays John, and I appreciated his efforts as an actor much more than his efforts as a writer.  Maria Rodriguez-Sager plays Esmeralda as an innocent abroad, and I liked her in spite of her clichéd thicker-than-molasses accent.  And Marguerite Hannah brings to Connie a pleasant warmth that is downright welcoming.  Then we have Enoch King, Allan Edwards, Lala Cochran, and Eric Mendenhall playing the other twenty-plus roles in a whirlwind of costume and character quick-changes that can be downright dizzying while remaining impressive.

But, it all is in service of script that I found far too lame and forgettable.  One of the few good lines is “A four-dollar breakfast is like a ten-dollar [hooker] – you never know what you’re going to catch.”  Watching “The Waffle Palace – etc etc etc” was like eating at Waffle House – I felt pandered to and left the place with an unpleasant feeling in the pit of my stomach.

And I really REALLY hate being called “Hon” by someone I don’t know.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


5/19/2012	THE STORY OF MY LIFE			CenterStage North

A WONDERFUL LIFE

****  ( B )

“The Story of My Life” is an effective little tear-jerker that, despite numerous script problems, manages to tug at just the right heart-strings and funny-bones to end up working like a charm.  It tells the slight story of two friends, Tom and Alvin, who drift apart and reconnect from childhood through abbreviated grown-up-hood. Alvin has died (no spoiler) and Tom, a writer of some repute, is struggling to prepare his friend’s eulogy.  The ghost (memory) of Alvin pulls out stories from their lives to try to “kick-start” Tom’s permanently writers-blocked mind.

And that’s about it.  The cast of two goes through the mostly sung-through piece, energetically switching from winsome ballads to angry anthems to silly digressions. And, thanks to some clever staging and two over-the-top wonderful performances, it works like a charm.

So, what’s so bad about all this?  Well, the writer-slash-English-Major in me wants to tick off the numerous mis-steps – too many ill-conceived “It’s a Wonderful Life” allusions that only serve to underscore the shortcomings here, stories that are too banal and not-especially-special for serious attention, contrived character points and blank-slate backgrounds (How does Tom make a successful career out of writing about JUST his friendship with Alvin?  What does Alvin really want to do with his life that is interrupted by his father’s illness?  Why does Tom’s engagement fail?  Does Alvin even have a “Significant other?”).  There are hints of submerged homosexuality that are never explored.  There are hints that there are aspects of Alvin that Tom never knew (or wanted to know).  And, because the play is TOTALLY from Tom’s point of view, there are so many unanswered questions about why Alvin makes the choices he does, and what leads them to this point their (after) lives.

So, then, why did I like this play so much, and why does it “work like a charm?”  After all the songs aren’t that memorable (although I did enjoy the early-in-life “Mrs. Remington” and the climactically tear-jerking “I Didn’t See Alvin”).  The life being examined isn’t filled with incident and meaning.  And we don’t even have the luxury of seeing the effect this particular life has on anyone around him.  The works we hear from the “great writer” are not particularly compelling, not even close-to-great.

So, then, why did I like this play so much, and why does it “work like a charm?”  The answer is probably because John Stanier (Tom) and Kelly David Carr (Alvin) have charisma by the bucketful, talent to spare, and could probably charm the socks off anyone.  They each have dozens of solo moments that soar to the rafters, and, though their voices don’t blend particularly well, they still manage to harmonize in the duets in a way that is “better than the way it sounds.”  Barbara Capogna Macko is their energetic accompanist, and embellishes the musical experience without overwhelming it.

And Julie Taliaferro has directed the show in an intimate manner that does full justice to the story.  Set Designer Jasmine Vogue Pai has constructed a white-on-white set, a heavenly “library” filled with the blank and wordless books of Alvin’s life – a set that pays off beautifully when pages are scattered to the wind, only to “disappear” when they reach the floor.  And John Parker has lit it all in a way that captures the vagueness of the set with the specificity of each scene – lighting white sets is an incredibly difficult task, and Mr. Parker has come up with one of the best designs I’ve seen at the Art Place (including – especially – my own).

I think it works because it’s an intimate story, told in an intimate venue.  It is directed and performed by a cast and production team that wants to share a friend’s story – it may not be of great import to the world or to art, but, because it’s about a friend, it becomes of great import to us.  I can’t imagine this show ever working in a large proscenium venue (and, indeed, the Broadway production closed after only five performances), but here, everything about the piece “works like a charm.”

And, being a wannabe-writer myself, I can definitely relate to all the sly references to problems and inspirations faced by those who have the more-courage-than-I-had to choose writing as a career rather than an avocation.  I once had a button that said “Writing is easy – All you have to do is stare at a blank piece of paper until drops of blood form on your forehead.”  I’m sure Tom can relate, as his planned eulogy remains stubbornly blank.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


5/22/2012    THE ALLIANCE OFFERS US A “TASTE OF THE NEW SEASON”

This week, the Alliance Theatre had its annual “Taste of the Season,” giving us snippets and segments and songs to introduce us to the familiar and not-so-familiar treats coming our way.  Based on the “best-foot-forward” scenes on display here, I have to say there is not a single show in this list I’m NOT gleefully anticipating.


ZORRO

DeWayne Woods sang the beautifully evocative “Hope” as Antonia Daza and Masha Chubenko danced a pleasant pas de deux in accompaniment.  I’ve long been a fan of the Gypsy Kings, and, if this song indicative of the show, I can’t wait for the buckles to swash and swords to to sing.


WHAT I LEARNED IN PARIS

Pearl Cleage is a local playwright whose works I’ve loved and not-so-loved.  Here, she told us a story about going to Paris, which was warm and funny and compelling.  She is a master at the telling of tales, and, her new play promises more of the same.


GOOD PEOPLE

This is  David Lindsay-Abaire’s 2011 Tony-nominated play about middle-class life in South Boston.  Though the preview gave us little about the play itself, the scene we got was a comic gem – Brenda Bynum, Carolyn Cook, and Tess Malis Kincaid are in a heated game of Bingo, and, in the space of a short couple-minutes sketch, create compellingly original characters more than a few laugh-out-loud moments.  


HOLIDAYS WITH THE CHALKS

Mary Brienza, Kathryn Markey, and Leenya Rideout play a country-twanging, y’all come in and fight with us trio of sisters who, apparently, will be bringing us everything the holidays are supposed to be about – namely, songs about trucks and family dysfunction.  “The Car Song” is a hoot-and-a-half, a hard-driving anthem about a girl who wants to grow up to be a “Mud-Flap Mama,” the sexy silhouette you find hanging low behind the back-end of a long-distance hauler.


BIKE AMERICA

This year’s Kandeda Winner, playwright Mike Lew described his play as “a journey across Americqa on a stationary bicycle.”


CHARLOTTE’S WEB

An acrobatic spider, a happy-go-lucky pig …


THE REAL TWEENAGERS OF ATLANTA:  THE FINAL ASSEMBLY

…and an energetically hip-hopping almost-a-teenager.  What’s not to love about this year’s Theatre for Youth and Familes?


APPLES AND ORANGES

Alfred Uhry joined us via video-feed to introduce us to his new play.  Steve Coulter and Courtenay Collins give us a long-distance scene in which a brother and sister (different as chalk and cheese), one in Washington State, the other in Manhattan, endure a visit that turns into something more.  


THE WHIPPING MAN

John Stewart gives us a compellingly powerful monologue from this play about just-freed Slaves and their ex-Confederate masters after the Civil War.  Did I mention that both masters and slaves are Jewish?


NEXT TO NORMAL

This is the one I’m most looking forward to.  Lyndsay Ricketson and David Bryant Johnson sang two of my favorite songs from the piece – “I’m Alive” and “Superboy and the Invisible Girl” and nailed them.  I can’t wait!


Of course, throughout the evening, Chris Kayser wandered in and out in his Scrooge nightwear, reminding us that some shows never grow old.  

I’m hoping the actors we saw at this “preview” have been cast in the actual productions, but, that remains to be seen.  What isn’t in dispute is that the Alliance has put together a season-to-love, and I thouroughly enjoyed this “sneak peek” at what’s to come.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



5/25/2012    LEND ME A TENOR			Stage Door Players    

FRACTURED FARCITURES

****½  ( A )

A big event is imminent, and a “ringer” pro has been brought in.  The pro backs out and has to be replaced by a talented young minion.  Complications ensue, desperation mounts, and all can be saved by a single “Hail Mary.”  To celebrate their hard-won victory, the cast does a 15-second recap of the entire story as an encore.

The fact that I was able to use the above paragraph to introduce my recent review of Ken Ludwig’s “The Fox on the Fairway” validates my original assertion that he’s fallen into a predictable rut.  Or it could indicate he’s stumbled onto a formula that can hold an infinite number of stories.  I’m inclined to believe the former, but, based on the results earlier at Aurora Theatre and now at Dunwoody’s Stage Door Players, I am more confident that the latter is the case.  Both plays are fast-paced, side-splittingly funny pieces, tightly directed and exquisitely performed.  Those feelings of déjà vu experienced by the current Ludwigfest are quickly drowned out by laughter at the antics at these too-obsessed, just over-the-top eccentric characters and the wonderful actors hiding behind them.

Welcome to Cleveland OH and 1934.  The Cleveland Opera has planned a gala fundraiser, a one-night only performance of Verdi’s Otello starring the world-renowned tenor Tito Merelli (“Il Stupendo”).  After a series of unfortunate events (you know the list – a jealous wife, a hidden fan, a talented minion, an accidental overdose, a misplaced corpse, too many tenors in black-face, too many lustful ladies, too many complications, too many slamming doors), the desperation level rises to absurd heights, the silliness goes over the rafters and through the roof, and the applause lasts almost as long as the echoes of laughter.

This play has been very popular with regional and community groups since its arrival more than 25 years ago (this is the fourth production I’ve seen, and my lovely and talented spouse has been in enough of them to play three of the four female roles), and it’s easy to see why.  Tightly-written characters that never grow tiring, fast-paced segments of dialogue that are almost physical in their choreographed sound bytes, absurdly contrived farcical situations (exactly how likely is it that one amateur tenor in blackface can fool both his fiancée and the opera-obsessed audience of Cleveland?), and just enough singing to satisfy some of our we-sorta-kinda-like-real-(“legitimate”)-singing pretentions – what’s not to like?

And Stage Door’s Robert Egizio has cleverly staged the whole thing with an eye toward absurdity (a set with doors with a formal look that suggests tuxedos) and with a cast that finds every comic note and belts them all through the roof.  John Markowski is delightfully sheepish as Max, the opera manager’s assistant.  At least he’s sheepish until he gets to hide behind the Otello-face, at which time his exuberance and his love of singing propels him over the top.  If his singing his more musical-comedy belt than operatic every-tone-is-perfectly-formed, it can be forgiven.  Squeaky-voiced Kelly Chapin Schmidt is marvelous as Maggie, Max’s Tito-obsessed fiancée.  Megan Hayes, Mark Gray, Karen Whitaker, and Charlie Bradshaw provide terrific support, and Larry Ruth is a Tito that is beautifully over-the-top pompous and dim.  And I REALLY enjoyed Eliana Marianes as Tito’s ever-jealous wife Maria, a woman whose every line is an aggrieved shout-out to those who inflict upon womankind the injustice of a (shudder) husband.  She is so over-the-top and so pull-out-the-clichés Italian that every line is a comic delight.  This is, in fact, a beautifully effective ensemble, much greater than the sum of its parts, and its parts are pretty good to begin with.

So, this is a beautifully-performed farce that throws in some sly commentary on the nature of artists (and “artistic” fans), a tightly-written word-and-gag-fest that delights the ears as it dazzles the eyes, and a valentine to opera, to laughter, and to the over-talented amateurs we know lurk behind the scenes in every artistic ensemble.  It’s a story that does not overstay its welcome, or lose its appeal even after multiple productions.  And it’s a troupe of actors and a production team in peak form, creating a marvelously memorable evening, whose overture is a medley of all the staple ingredients of the best comedies and farces.  

All I can say after seeing this, is, “Encore!”

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)







5/31/2012    XANADU				Actors Express    

OH, FOR A MUSE OF CHEESINESS

***½  ( B- )


I have to ask, what is it about the music that was popular when you’re in your twenties, that sticks (for good or for ill) forever?  I was in my twenties in the 1970’s and it was the height of the disco era.  At the time, though, I was heavily into concept albums and “rock-goes-to-college” artists (and, of course, musicals), and I absolutely, positively, unequivocally HATED Disco.

Today, I still enjoy the occasional air-keyboard session with Rick Wakeman or Keith Emerson, the classic licks of Alvin Lee guitar, and even the flute-y sounds of Ian Anderson.  And I still shudder with dread and exasperation at even the slightest disco beat.

All this may explain my ambivalent reaction to the marvelously cheesy “Xanadu,” the tongue-in-cheek adaption of the 1980 Olivia Newton-John flopperoo movie that helped establish the Razzie awards.  Like the rest of the audience, I really enjoyed the first half, with its over-the-top ridiculous plot, its just-plain-fun silliness, and its everything-but-the-kitchen-sink approach to getting us to laugh.  Then it makes the mistake of letting us catch our breath with an unwelcome intermission that gives us time to ponder what it is we’re really watching.  In other words, it’s a marvelously entertaining 90-minute musical that goes on for about 30 minutes too long.  

Let me try to recap the plot without descending into a NSFW fit of giggling.  It is 1980, and Sonny Malone is a struggling artist who has reached the end of his rope.  The Muse of History, Clio, takes pity on him and assumes earthly form – an Australian roller-skating beauty named Kira – to inspire him to achieve the heights of his ambition – to open a multi-media Roller Disco center.  Clio’s less-than-friendly sisters, Melpomene and Calliope, conspire to make her break Zeus’ written-in-stone commandments by falling in love (with a mortal!).  

I’m sorry, I just fell into a giggling fit at the idea that the height of anyone’s artistic ambition would be to open a roller disco.  Sonny is painted as a very dim-bulb Southern California beach boy, and, unfortunately, has little to recommend as anyone’s object-of-affection, let alone the leave-immortality-behind passion that comes over Clio.  This is about where I skipped the track, where I began to stop laughing at all the silliness and wince at all the mis-steps that made the original movie so awful.

The script (by the extremely talented Douglas Carter Beane who also gave us the marvelous “The Little Dog Laughed” and “As Bees in Honey Drown”) is filled with laugh-out-loud jokes at the expense of Andrew Lloyd Webber, Southern California, creativity after 1980, and, of course, musicals based on bad movies.  But it’s a level of silliness that is fragile, that can come crashing to a dull sameness if the audience is given time to dwell on it for too long.  And here we’re given too much time to wonder why the Muse of History is inspiring a painter, on why Clio/Kira even likes this guy (and didn’t like the older-and-much-more interesting Danny Maguire – or, for that matter, Mozart and Chopin), and on why they keep slowing down the story to sing all these god-awful songs, songs that are repeated in a seemingly endless encore during which the audience is invited on stage for an impromptu dance party – always a sure sign of desperation that I always thoroughly detest.

By the time we get to the second act sojourn to Mount Olympus, I was only able to shudder at the desperate cheesiness of it all, and I was not able to get in tune with the rest of the audience’s giddiness.  Oh, yes, this is definitely a crowd pleaser (especially if you’re a “forty-year-old gay man” as the show itself admits).  I just wish I had as much fun as everyone around me seemed to be having.  

Then again, I really really enjoyed this cast.  Lindsey Lamb Archer is breathtakingly muse-like as Clio/Kira, and I only wish I had her behind my shoulder now as I struggle to articulate my ambivalence.  Al Stilo makes a welcome return to the stage as Danny Maguire, and Marcie Millard and Jill Hames pull out all their prodigious comic talents as Melpomene and Calliope.  I liked that two of the sisters were played by men (Craig Waldrip and Greg Bosworth) and the rest of the ensemble-muses created pleasant and distinctive characters that never descended into caricature (Mary Nye Bennett and Christen C. Orr).  Yes, I wish Jordan Craig’s Sonny had been less of a wishy-washy blandly dumb doofus, but, Mr. Craig gave him a sad-eyed sincerity that filled in many of the under-written gaps.

But, that music.  Blecccchhhhhhh!  Sure, I loved ELO at the time, and it was great to hear “Evil Woman” and “Strange Magic” again.  I was even pleasantly entertained by the forgettable “Have You Never Been Mellow,” especially in the context used here.  But everything else was just so dull and filled with throbbingly banal sameness that I wanted to stab myself in the ears to keep from listening to it.  Even the choreography was simplistic to a fault, with Ms. Archer’s roller skating confined to two poses and a lot of gliding (though kudos for the sight gag used in the finale by Ms. Millard).

I am second to none in my appreciation for cheesiness.  I’ve even been pleasantly surprised by musicals with a disco retro style (“Mamma Mia” in particular).  Even here, I went into the intermission with a song in my heart and a smile on my face.  But, apparently,  cheesiness soon wears out its welcome, and, mid-way through the second act, that’s pretty much what happened to me here.

Oh, for a muse of cheesiness that would lift the second half of this show to the Olympian Heights achieved by the first.  Then, THEN I could grit my teeth, grimly smile, and say, “Great Caesar’s Pinstripes, but that was fun!”

As it is, I will merely sigh and get on with my life.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



6/3/2012	CORIOLANUS			DVD / Blu-Ray / Pay-Per-View

ANGER MANAGEMENT

****  ( B )

In what is surely an act of extreme hubris, actor Ralph Fiennes has chosen, as his first venture as a Shakespearean “actor/director” (move over Welles, Olivier, and Branagh), one of Shakespeare’s longest, densest, and obscurest tragedies, Coriolanus (not to be confused with Disney’s “Corey O’Lanus and the Little People”**).  Once more, he and adapter John Logan (“Red” – the recent play, not the 2010 movie thriller or the 1994 Kieslowski film) have taken away all the togas, set it in current-day Italy, and reduced it to a two-hour fast-paced movie of high ambition and not-to-be-sneezed-at achievement.

It is “A Place Called Rome,” and the people in the street are in an “occupy” frame of mind – food is scarce, and the one-percent are getting more than their fair share.  A spontaneous uprising is cruelly put down by the police under the direction of General Caius Martius (Ralph Fiennes).  Soon, an external threat in the form of a Voscian invasion supplants all the internal strife.  General Martius is the hero of the day, and defeats the enemy, led by the fierce Aufidius (“300’s” Gerard Butler), winning the stronghold of Corioles.  Returning to Rome the conquering hero, Martius is given the honorific of “Coriolanus” and is convinced to run for consul.  Ever the proud Patrician, Martius soon alienates the masses, and is banished from Rome after the pundits apparently convince everyone he’s really a Socialist.  Joining his former enemy, Martius seeks revenge by helping coordinate another invasion.

Clearly, there are Anger Management issues going on here.

I may be a little tongue-in-cheek with my plot summary here, but it is the singular achievement of this film to show how closely Shakespeare’s tragedy reflects contemporary ebbs and flows of political partisanship.  We see a Rome deeply divided along class lines and even more sharply divided along party lines.  It is a political milieu in which a perceived snub can have fatal consequences, in which a lie repeated often enough becomes a “truth,” in which there is no room for compromise or concession.

It is paradoxically also a milieu in which the bitterest of enemies can form an uneasy alliance whenever it becomes mutually convenient.  Martius and Aufidius have a long history as blood-foes, and their hand-to-hand fight in the rubble of Corioles is predator-fierce no-holds-barred extreme.  Yet, when Martius’ anger leads him to seek revenge against Rome, Aufidius is only too willing to put his hatred on hold to achieve his own goals.  That the truce is fragile and uneasy is the primary plot-mover of the coldly vicious climax.

Make no mistake, this is an extremely brutal movie.  The battle scenes may start out “war-movie sterile” with firearms and explosions taking the place of traditional swords-and-shields, but it doesn’t take long for the fighting to move from the streets into the close quarters of ruined homes and halls, for the bayonets to come off and the blood to flow and ebb.

By making the Voscians (and the Roman “citizens”) very Slavic, the filmmakers also evoke post-war Serbian and Bosnian films (it doesn’t hurt that the cast is filled with a consonant-stew of Balkan actors), as well as such 1980’s Italian riot-in-the-streets films as “Three Brothers” and “The Night of Shooting Stars.”  It also puts the conflict in a modern context that gives the “sides” clarity and purpose.  And it is a real “film” with just as many non-verbal action scenes as intense scenes of Shakespearean dialogue.  Considering how many “words” are in this play (it’s Shakespeare second-longest), it boggles the mind that this version is so coherent and compelling (unlike Georgia Shakespeare’s 2004 adaptation, which was both longer and muddier).

Both Mr. Fiennes and Mr. Butler giver over-the-top performances that hit every note right (and are perfect foils for each other), but I also have to give credit to Brian Cox’s sympathetic Senator Menenius and James Nesbitt’s not-so-sympathetic Tribune Sicinius.  Vanessa Redgrave is, as expected, wonderful as Martius’ martial mother Volumnia, though her role is greatly reduced in this version.  I also really like how a lion’s share of exposition is given by TV Newscasts with short-and-concise “banner scrolls” that fill us in on what is happening and why it matters.

So, with all this going on, why is that I only liked this film (a lot) but did not really whole-heartedly love it?

It may be that Martius is a very difficult character to warm to.  He has few (well, no) soliloquies to let us know what he’s really thinking, and “Anger” as a “tragic flaw” is not particularly compelling.  It may also be that Mr. Fiennes can be cold and cerebral in his best performances, and, like Martius himself, cares little about the esteem of us lowly and Plebeian audience folk. Or, it could just be that, with his shaven head, he reminds us too much of Voldemort, and we just want Harry Potter to show up and break him into a bajillion pieces.

Still, this is a very good concept that works, an introduction to the play for those not too familiar with it (which, by my count, is just about everybody), and a triumph of acting and filmmaking.

And, for those of us who love Shakespeare even more than Harry Potter, it is a welcome addition to the video catalogue that should do well on repeated viewings.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

** So many folks make rude (and usually unfunny) jokes about the “-anus” part of the title, I thought it was about time someone made a(n unfunny) joke about the “Coreo-“ part  …


6/3/2012	AS YOU LIKE IT			New American Shakespeare Tavern           

OUT OF THE WOODS

****½  ( A )

At Last!

Since Kenneth Branagh’s 2006 film of “As You Like It,”  I’ve been (im)patiently waiting for an on-stage version that brings alive the characters and themes as clearly and as entertainingly as did that marvelous adaptation.  This has always been a “problem” play for me, and I’ve never embraced it as a favorite as I have “12th Night,” “Much Ado,” and “Merry Wives.”  Most productions (apparently) have trouble clarifying the various aspects of love on display, or tend to give short shrift to the town/forest court/county dichotomies, or come up with a “concept” that is more “clever” than “smart,” doing little to illuminate the plot’s dark corners and ambiguities. 

At last, here is a staging that is pure delight from start to finish, that gives equal weight to over-the-top clowning and beneath-the-surface emotion.  Sticking with their traditional “original practice” approach, the Shakespeare Tavern has this time collected a cast that brings these characters alive, that hits all the highs and lows our literature professors told us were there, and even gives a sly nudge-nudge wink-wink to some of the plot contrivances that usually bug me.

Let’s start with the Plot.  As its place in the Tavern “Evolution Series” implies, this is probably one of Shakespeare’s most “mature” comedies – equal parts slapstick, wordplay, and dark potential.  It has more depth than the earlier successes of “Midsummer” or “Two Gentlemen,” but it also does not have the overabundance of drama found in later plays like “Winter’s Tale” or “Pericles.”  The Duke of Whatever has been o’erthown by his brother and banished to the Forest of Arden.  The exiled Duke’s daughter, Rosalind, remains behind, as companion to the “bad” Duke’s daughter, Celia.  In a parallel plot, brothers Oliver and Orlando are undergoing a similar upheaval – their father has died, and oldest son Oliver would be happy if Orlando just disappeared.  

There is a pivotal wrestling match, during which Orlando (barely) defeats the new Duke’s favorite, so must run for his life, but NOT before falling in love with Rosalind, who is subsequently also banished from the court.  Celia decides to join her, and the two disguise themselves as a boy (“Ganymede”) and his simple sister.  Soon, the paths of Orlando and “Ganymede” cross, and … well, you know what’s to come.

Why this complex web of relationships and politics and philosophical ruminations on love and courting works so well this time is simple – the cast.  Truth to tell, that’s apparently ALL that was needed to make this work for me!  I’ve been a dyed-in-the-wool fan of Veronika Duerr’s for a long time now, and here, she gives us a Rosalind every bit as tasty as her Viola was in last year’s “12th Night” (a role she’ll be repeating next month). This is a Rosalind at home in both court and forest, comfortable in both gown and breeches.  More to the point, we see the connections she has with all the characters – the “Lust at First Sight” attraction to Orlando that gradually blossoms into something deeper as her Ganymede charade continues, the giddy-girl BFF interactions with Celia, the heartfelt reunion with her father, the sense of betrayal from her uncle, the friendship with Touchstone – all these aspects were real, and often rib-tickling funny in Ms. Duerr’s more-than-capable hands.

As Celia, Kelly Criss is every bit her match, equal parts little-girl lost-in-the-woods and proud heir-to-the-dukedom, loyal friend and betrayed daughter.  These two actresses are a true delight together and bring out every morsel of plentiful humor that is in this script without neglecting the darker under-belly of Shakespeare’s court intrigues.

As Orlando, Jonathan Horne is able to show us a “male ingénue” with depth.  Yes, he moons and swoons over his lust-at-first-sight attraction to Rosalind, but he never neglects the subtle sexual politics of his “unseemly” attraction to this Ganymede fellow, and embraces their friendship with ALL that that implies.  As he is “schooled in love” in the forest, we soon see that he is not only a suitable match for Rosalind, but a deserving heir to title and nobility.

I also have to praise newcomer Jay Peterson, large and imposing, who makes a vivid appearance as the wrestler Charles, then, in an impressive switch, comes back almost unrecognizable as the exiled Duke. Other roles are filled with a forest full of familiar faces and newcomers.  Jeff McKerley gives us a marvelously depressed Jacques, spellbinding with the all-too-familiar “All the World’s a Stage” speech, Daniel Parvis continues his run of comic roles with a delightfully off-color Touchstone, Matt Nitchie gives us a woefully forlorn hysterically woebegone shepherd-in-love Silvius, and Jacob York is a reluctantly nasty Oliver, actually convincing in his late-in-the show conversion to “good guy.”

The staging by Troy Willis is much more interesting than the stand-in-a-line-and-orate blocking of the Tavern’s 2010 staging, with a well-choreographed and executed wrestling match at the start, a series of nicely-blocked pas de deux couplings of various characters, a gorgeous sampling of pleasant musical interludes (nicely composed by Mark Schroeder, Bo Gaiason, and Clarke Weigle), and an attention to pace that makes the (sorta kinda) long running time pass in a seeming whirl.

But, when all is said and done, this production soars on the wings of Veronika Duerr and Kelly Criss – I feel almost like a creepy old-man fan-boy as I gush, but watching them take on this story is an exercise in sheer joy and a true theatrical geek-asm.

Not to be too creepy, but that’s just as I like it!

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



6/10/2012	ILLYRIA:  A 12th NIGHT MUSICAL	           Georgia Shakespeare

PLAY ON!

****  ( B+ )

If Music be the Food of Love, Play On!

“12th Night” is one of those Bardic Pleasures that sing to me no matter how often I see it, and I have seen it very often.  Filled with the music of love and comedy and wit and heartfelt emotion, it never fails to find a wide range of emotional buttons to play with in my over-stimulated imagination.

Add to that the fact that I’ve enjoyed the CD of Georgia Shakespeare’s 1999 production of “Illyria” for years, and the stage is set for a whole sack-full of preconceptions, biases, and I-Can’t-Wait-To-See-It expectations before the first guitar is even strummed.

To be sure, this production was filled with “hits,” with ecstatically entertaining production numbers and “moments” and performances.  I left the theatre smiling (even laughing) at lingering memory, and the songs have been ricocheting through my mind all week.

That being said, there also a few too many “misses” that I have to talk about, misses that, to my mind, may be more the result of tech-week burn-out than conscious choice (or insurmountable performance shortcoming).


“What is this Land?”

The short answer is, of course, Illyria, the strange and alien landscape upon which our mourning heroine, Viola, finds herself shipwrecked.  The longer (and more meta) answer is that it is a mythical Arabian Nights Middle East, a purely theatrical locale in which those with scimitars consult priests and not mullahs, in which the local royalty are Counts and Countesses, not Emirs and their nameless, faceless, multiple spouses.  It is a world in which the musical idiom is the panoply of American popular music, riding the range of folk, country, pop, rock, gospel, blues, and even a little Day-O pseudo-reggae.

If you don’t know the story, you should have paid more attention in English class.  Viola and her twin brother are cast overboard and shipwrecked on the shores of Illyria, each thinking the other has perished.  Viola disguises herself as a boy (not difficult here, since the males seem to wear tutu-esque dresses), names him(her)self Cesario, and enters the service of the Count Orsino, with whom she falls in love-at-first-sight.  But Orsino is pining for the Countess Olivia, a woman who has forsworn all men due to grief over her own lost brother.  Orsino sends Cesario to carry his message of love to Olivia, who immediately falls in love-at-first-sight with Cesario.

Okay, you got all that?  Viola is disguised as Cesario and loves Orsino who loves Olivia who loves Cesario who is really Viola.  Viola and Olivia are both mourning dead brothers, one of whom is not really dead.  And let’s not even talk about Sir Toby Belch and his feud with Olivia’s steward the holier-than-thou Malvolio (“I am NOT of your element!”).

It’s a wonder there aren’t more musicals based on this story, “Play On!” and “All Shook Up” notwithstanding!


“If you would laugh yourself into stitches, then follow me!”

And, indeed, I often found myself laughing at the sudden and bizarre song transitions -- a tequila-soused Viola suddenly becoming a girl-band leader with “You Can’t Wait,” Feste donning a cowboy hat for the Opry-esque “Come Today Death,” a robed choir joining Feste and Malvolio for the tambourine-spangling amen-rousing “Lord Have Mercy,” and Feste (again) channeling Elvis for “Oh, Mistress Mine.”  In fact, the only numbers that didn’t quite gel for me were Sir Toby’s, the drinking song “Let it Drink” (could use a lot more abandon), and the comic tango “Tango of the Blades” (could use more clarity and more, well, comedy).  

The cast was made up of actors who sing, rather than musical belters, but that was fine.  I thought Courtney Patterson’s 2006 Viola was a much more interesting creation than her work here, and though she has a pleasant voice (and a way with a microphone that truly works), she seemed to be “trying too hard” during the musical numbers.  Joe Knezevich’s Orsino breaks no new ground or finds no new levels, despite “nailing” what I sometimes think is the best song in the show (“You’ve Never Loved”).  I did enjoy Anna Kimmell’s Olivia, Megan McFarland’s Maria, and Mark Cabus’s Sir Andrew.  I was (only a trifle) disappointed with Chris Kayser’s Sir Toby and Allen O’Reilly’s Malvolio, bth who were competent, but “by-the-numbers,” needing a bit more spark to truly sing to me.

The stand-out for me, though, was Travis Smith’s Feste.  This is a role that sometimes disappears beneath the shenanigans filling the story, but here, he was a true troubadour, carrying the lion’s share of musical numbers with a wide range of style and tone, and building a unique characterization that made all the disparate elements hold together.  This was a fine ensemble, and Mr. Smith seemed to be the glue that held it together.

I also liked the “Arabian Nights” concept that clarified the “alienness” of Illyria to Viola, giving ample opportunities for over-the-top costuming with its it-doesn’t-have-to-synch-with-any-real-historical-era style.  As to the music by John Briggs, while it doesn’t have the consistent style of his “Shrew: the Musical,” it’s stew of genres becomes a style itself – it becomes the world of popular music and all the various nooks and crannies and pigeonholes into which we love to sub-divide our likes and dislikes.  And it is ALL Broadway Musical, all over-the-top razzle-dazzle and can’t-get-it-out-of-my-head melody.  If the few moments of singalong or clapalong fell flat with Sunday’s sleepy matinee crown, it shouldn’t have.

This is a boisterous, funny, toe-tapping retelling of an oft-told tale, one filled with song and dance, signifying not nothing, but a terrifically exciting good time.  If some of the performances and numbers seemed a little tired and not-quite-there, I’m sure that a lot of that can be traced to opening-weekend exhaustion, and I trust the show will find it’s “A+” footing by mid-July.

And, if not, we’ll let Malvolio be revenged on the whole pack of them.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)









6/14/2012	THE TEMPEST	Fathom Features (Stratford Shakespeare Festival)           

THE STUFF OF DREAMS

*****  ( A+ )

For the third time in less than a year, I find myself writing about “The Tempest.”  I’ve said it before (often), I’ll say it again.  “The Tempest” is one of my all-time favorites from Shakespeare’s “play list,” and I’ve seen over a dozen different productions and film adaptations. I’ve always enjoyed the play’s combination of fantasy and Jacobean vengeance, its mixture of primal innocence (Miranda) and calculated evil (Antonio and Sebastian), its over-the-top theatricality and understated subtexts and emotional connections. But what really sells this piece for me is its resolution, its choice of forgiveness over revenge, its assurance that mistakes can be acknowledged and forgiven, and its humanist celebration of the mundane over the phantasmagoric.

This time, it’s the one-night-only Fathom Features showing of the Stratford (Canada) Shakespeare Festival’s “Tempest” (from 2010), with legendary actor Christopher Plummer playing Prospero.  Not to put too fine a point on it, this is one of the finest “Tempest’s” I’ve seen.  Ever.  

Let’s start out with an irony.  A few short months ago, I expressed my disappointment with Julie Taymor’s CGI-heavy film, lamenting its lack of magic (even in the face of all that CGI gimmickry).  In this case, in theory we have not a real movie, but a “video record of a theatrical experience.”  According to the post-film Q&A, it was filmed by setting up a shipload of cameras during two performances, and, in fact, the faces and reactions of the audience are an integral part of this experience.

Even with that restriction, I have to say that this was a more satisfying MOVIE than Ms. Taymor’s – a great deal of planning went into the actual framing and composition of shots to not only heighten the emotion and story, but to minimize that “project to the back row” artificiality that can torpedo too many filmed theatrical events.

And the theatrical magic in place, the acting fireworks, and the do-it-live technical creativity gave this film all the magic (and more) that was missing from the Taymor version.  When this is released on video (and you can already pre-order it at the Stratford site), it WILL be joining my library.

To recap the story, Prospero was the Duke of Milan.  After he withdraws into an intense study of magic and arcane lore, he is overthrown in a coup engineered by his brother Antonio and by Alonso, the King of Milan.  Exiled to a deserted island with his young daughter Miranda, he engineers a tempest that sweeps all his enemies into his control.  Witnessing the burgeoning love between Miranda and the shipwrecked son of Alonso, he begins to soften his harsh notions of revenge.  

One of the aspects of this play that seems to be as malleable and elusive as mercury is the character of Ariel, the “aery spirit” who is Prospero’s aide.  Some productions have treated Arial as a bitter slave, others as the true force of magic behind Prospero’s power, still others as a fawning childlike daughter-figure (in my review of a 2003 staging, I cited her plaintive “Do you love me?” query to Prospera as a “perfect moment” that made clear their relationship).  Here, Ariel is played by a VERY small Asian actor of marked androgyny (Julyana Soelistyo) who brings to the role a childlike quality that reinforces Prospero’s fatherly instincts.  He treats him (her?) with kindness and patience, and takes true delight in her (his) company.  That she is costumed and made-up entirely in blue and spends as much time in the air as she does on staga-firma brings new exciting elements to the character that I found truly delightful, emphasing the character’s “otherworld” qualities.

I also have to commend the young actors here (Trish Lindstrom and Gareth Potter), who, despite being a little too mid-thirties to be fully convincing teenagers in close-up, still manage to portray a first-love awkwardness and gawkiness that is positively endearing, and, eventually, made me even accept them as true adolescents (perhaps wearing “grown-up” make-up).  And it is Ms. Lindstrom’s relationship with Mr. Plummer’s Prospero that creates an empathic  “hook” to this story – their scenes together humanize Prospero and really make his character’s transition not only plausible, but inevitable.

And, indeed, it is Mr. Plummer’s performance that makes this piece soar.  This is truly a masterpiece-making turn, a career-capping role that hits a wide spectrum of emotional benchmarks, and that makes Shakespeare’s language sing with music and meaning, and, above all, clarity of thought and subtext.  His eyes are expressive of every facet of this man, and his voice, a true leader’s voice, is able to awe and woo and cajole and condemn and comfort – often at the same time.  Not to go over the top with my praise, but this performance should go into the textbooks as the ultimate achievement in Shakespearean acting.

I’ve only been to the Stratford Festival once, but long to return.  This venue in particular (the Festival Theatre) is well suited to Shakespeare’s work – a thrust stage in an 1800-seat arena, it makes even the grandest plays seem intimate, and the acoustics are a wonder.  There is usually no set other than what can be done with platforms and trapdoors and moveable floors – the backdrop is usually black or faux-Elizabethan woodwork.  In this film, we’re always aware of the stage, of the audience, of the wires and mechanical gewgaws that make the magic work.  But for all that (maybe BECAUSE of all that), the production captures all the wonder and illusion and magic that is the measuring-rule of any “Tempest,: a standard profoundly missed by the more “movie-magic” tropes of the 2011 movie version.

If you can, try to find a copy of this, and let yourself wallow in the wonder of it.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

Afternote – This is the first time I’ve gone to one of those Fathom Features that frequently find their way into your local mall-plex.  If this is what they’re like, I WILL be back for more.

Link to the Fathom Website:

http://www.fathomevents.com/

Link to the DVD Pre-Order page with navigation available to the full Stratford Festival site:

http://store.stratfordfestival.ca/product.php?productid=859&cat=0&bestseller=Y


6/16/2012	ASSASSINS			Next Stage Theatre Co           

DARK ANTHEM

****  ( B+ )

(NOTE:  This production changed venues halfway through the run.  Although these comments reflect the show as staged during opening weekend, he “grade” reflects my overall judgment on both versions.  Afterwards, I have a few words about the “re-staging” at Alley Stage.)

Although our Declaration of Independence lists “The Pursuit of Happiness” as an “unalienable” (the, word, Mr. Adams, is “inalienable”) right, our actual Constitution kinda skirts around the whole happiness issue.  Even so, we demand our happiness, and when it doesn’t happen, SOMEONE must be to blame, and SOMETHING must be done!

Which is why, according to John Weidman and Stephen Sondheim’s musical “Assassins,” thirteen people, successfully or not, have tried to kill the President of the United States.  In this play, set in a symbolic limbo of a carnival shooting gallery sideshow, we meet nine of them as they tell us what landed them on the delivery end of a gun.

We know some of them – everyone learns about John Wilkes Booth and Lee Harvey Oswald in school.  Those of us of a certain age, easily remember John Hinkley, “Squeaky” Fromme and Sarah Jane Moore.  If we aced American History, we certainly know that Garfield and McKinley were killed in office, but we probably don’t know anything about their killers (let alone how to spell their names).  That leaves a few we don’t know, even more who don’t even appear in this show.

“Assassins” can be very problematic for many people.  Does it glorify these misfits at the expense of their victims?  Does it try, in a dark way, to justify their actions?  Or is it just an exercise in dark comedy, an excuse to get some laughs at the expense of some dead presidents?  I can’t help but wonder what Jodie Foster thinks of Hinkley’s song, “I am Unworthy of Your Love.”

As for me, I think the play wants to do something profound – it wants us to look at the dark side of the American Dream through the eyes of a group of people for whom that dream has failed.  It wants us to take the extraordinary step of empathizing with “people not like us,” of seeing the human being beneath the skin of the sideshow freak.  It wants us to recognize that we are not so very different from the very people we supposedly revile.  And it wants to turn that empathy upside-down, making us afraid of these people we were feeling sorry for not two minutes ago.

Script-writer John Weidman wrote the following shortly after the original 1991 Playwrights Horizon production:

“Thirteen people have tried to kill the President of the United States.  Four have succeeded.  These murderers and would-be murderers are generally dismissed as maniacs and misfits who have little in common with each other, and nothing in common with the rest of us.

“Assassins suggests otherwise.  Assassins suggests that while these individuals are, to say the least, peculiar – taken as a group they are peculiarly American.  And that behind the variety of motives which they articulated for their murderous outbursts, they share a common purpose:  a desperate desire to reconcile intolerable feelings of impotence with an inflamed sense of entitlement.”

This is, in fact, one of my favorite Sondheim scores, filled with musical stylings that exemplify the history of American Music.  The score itself, is pure Americana, reflecting each of the eras that produced an Assassin.  More to the point, the songs can be funny and chilling at the same time, lyrically provocative as they describe twisted emotions, dark yearnings, and soon-to-be-misplaced passions.

And, over-riding everything is the iconic American dream of making the world notice!  Attention must be paid!  The fact that the witnesses at the attempted killing of FDR are every bit as shallow and attention-craving as the killers themselves is the key to this show, the song that tells us we’re seeing not the marginal and insane, but the there-but-for-fortune-go-I people-like-us.

And, it’s a measure of the strength of this show that, even though I think director Rob Hardie and the next Stage Production completely miss the boat on this theme, despite a WTF ending that is many times less effective than that written, this show still works, still moves and tickles, still gives a tuneful look into the darkest reaches of American-Dream-gone-wrong.

Let me try to articulate my reservations about this production.  It seemed to me that Mr. Hardie made the unfortunate choice to go for cheap laughs, to emphasize the wide-eyed craziness of these people.  While this approach is definitely funnier than a more measured interpretation, It’s also more donuts-for-dinner forgettable.  For this outing, we’re not touring the side show of a darker American History with these people.  They’re not our fellow-travelers – they’re the exhibits.  We’re there to gawk at them, to point and stare, to more or less “Look at the Freaks.”  Yes, all the marvelously ambiguous Sondheim lyrics and juxtapositions are there, not ignored, but they are now stuff to be endured while waiting for the next laugh.

And the bottom line for me, with this approach, is that over-the-top crazy-people become alienating.  We can’t “walk in their shoes” when we’re laughing at them.

And, Mr. Hardie ends the show by having the cast “turn on” the side show proprietor, the Red-Suited tempter who talked them into committing murder.  Normally the show ends with the cast taking aim at the audience – a strong “this is what you get for liking me” finale.  Here though, there’s little point to this action beside the obvious “Here’s Someone Else to Blame” moment, and its dramatic effect is, to say the least, tame.  That point has been made many times already, and It just doesn’t ring true for me, leaving me very unsatisfied – just another nail in the coffin-lid of my “what-do-these-people-have-to-do-with-me” response.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Even with this substantial criticism, I found the production more effective than I would have expected.  Mr. Hardie’s cast look and sound great, and his design and technical crew have worked magic with the resources available to them.  If Matt Jones’ Booth had a too-quiet-for-Victorian-actor voice. if Katie Patterson’s Sara Jane Moore was more aging hippie than suburban housewife, if Danielle Girardeau’s “Squeaky” Fromme was more wide-eyed stage whacko than disturbed Manson acolyte, if Don Goodner’s Hinkley was more petulant adolescent than obsessed young man, if Jeff Boyce was far too old for the not-yet-thirty-when-he-died Leon Czolgosz (so that’s how you spell it!), it didn’t stop them or any of the cast from having a wealth of beautifully sung, perfectly realized “moments.”  Everyone here was eccentric and funny, and everyone was able to master Sondheim’s intricate melodies and lyrics.  My favorite of the assassins was Zip Rampy’s Charles Guiteau, a pompous and preening dandy with an elevated sense of adequacy (“I killed Garfield because I wanted to be Ambassador to France!”), but I also really liked Alan Phelps Zangara (*), Paul Gourdeau’s Sam Byck (**), Phyllis Giller’s Emma Goldman, Monte Howell’s Proprietor,  and Nick Crawley’s Balladeer.  The cast was filled out by a dynamite ensemble of Ted Persky, Kaylee Bugg, Max Chambers, Cayla Franzman, and Ethan Lasenyik.  And, Music Director Annie Cook led them all through the traps and peaks of this difficult score as well as leading the live orchestra with nary an overwhelm-the-singers moment.  The show sounded great!

On the other hand, I was a little less fond of the slide shows and projection.  Some of the slides had too much information to be read in the short time they were up, others highlighted too many of the differences in the appearances of the actors and their real-life characters, and others were just over-obvious distractions.  On the other hand, the Kennedy funeral and assassination footage during “Something Just Broke” was the perfect counterpoint – the emotional kick that reminded us that these killers did have victims, that these actions “broke” the country (for a very short time).  More to the point, it (as well as the Balladeer) reminded us that these actions ALL failed to get the killers anything they wanted.

In the final analysis then, I have a strong difference of opinion with Mr. Hardie on what this show is really about, on the emotions and reactions it should evoke in its audience.  This did not stop me from appreciating the approach taken here, for what it was.  For me, though, it was a series of strong and wonderful moments that added up to a whole that was too much less than the sum of its parts.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

*  It has been speculated that Zangara’s real target in Miami was Chicago Mayor Cermak, whom he did kill – this is based on the fact that Zangara was a marksman in the Italian army and that Cermak had a problem with the Chicago mob.  That’s it!  That Zangara was never in Chicago, that he was a marksman with a weapon and a distance not used here, that Cermak was killed by the wild spray of gunfire after Zangara’s initial shot at FDR is not, I suppose, relevant to the conspiracy-mongers who apparently think ALL Italian immigrants are part of the mob.

** I’d actually never heard of this guy or his attempt on Nixon until this show came out.  Apparently, his failed highjacking (with the resulting deaths of a pilot and a Police Officer) was described to the media as just that – another failed highjacking, lost in a news cycle that was obsessed with Watergate.  Apparently, the secret service didn’t want to give anyone any how-to-kill-a-president ideas.


AFTERNOTE ON THE SECOND WEEK MOVE TO THE ALLEY THEATRE:

In one of those “Love the Theatre Hate the Drama” episodes that we’ve all come to know and regret, “Assassins” was ... ahem … given the opportunity to let Next Stage move into its new Alley Stage home sooner than expected.  Because of the new venue, many moments had to be completely restaged, and one role recast (director Rob Hardie stepped into the role of [Deleted by the I-Still-Have-Friends-in-Both-Camps Police] and didn’t completely embarrass himself).

Aside from the remarkable achievement of completely restaging the show in less than a week, I have to say the more intimate venue really helped the show.  Mr. Jones now came across as a lot stronger as Booth, the projection screens were repositioned in less-distracting line-of-sight areas, and, the Guiteau execution was many times more effective (my College Directing professor was RIGHT about weak/strong stage positions – who knew?).  The band and sound design were, again, well balanced and the closeness mitigated most of the alienation I felt opening weekend.

On the other hand, I still hated the ending and the over-the-top Fromme/Moore sequence, but, overall, I left the theatre much happier, giving my grade here a bit of a bump.

And, the show did generate a boatload of (not rancorous) discussion between myself and Mr. Hardie, and that’s always a pleasure, and very much what this production really wanted to do.



6/17/2012	GYPSY				Atlanta Lyric Theatre           

INGRID’S TURN

*****  ( A+ )

Since its Broadway debut in 1959, “Gypsy” has been almost universally accepted as the quintessential American Musical, a big and brassy entertainment about entertainment, centered by a larger-than-life character who has become the dream role of any actress/singer “of a certain age.”  Ethel Merman, Rosalind Russell, Bette Midler, Tyne Daly, Bernadette Peters, Patti Lupone – all have taken a “turn” wearing Mama Rose’s Orthopedic Oxfords and along with her smothering over-inflated sense of self and motherhood and entertainment.  All have played to accolades and awards and none (in my recollection) have ever been fully panned – it’s as if something about the role precludes a bad performance – even an actress who doesn’t “get it” will be swept along by the tidal force of Arthur Laurents’ dialogue and Jule Styne and Stephen Sondheim’s music to turn in an unstoned turn.

Now, Atlanta Lyric Theatre has opened (and sadly closed far too soon) a delightfully old-fashioned production.  And now it is Ingrid Cole’s turn to knock off our collective socks with a larger-than-life belt voice, a layered and complex characterization and a way of shouting out “Sing Out, Louise” in a manner guaranteed to shake the knees of the most steely-nerved watcher.  That she is matched by one of the most wonderful Louise/Gypsy’s I’ve seen (Jill Ginsberg), is supported by an ensemble of actor/singers that would be the envy of any production company, and is allowed to play on a nicely retro (and expensive-looking) set is just icing on the cake that is this show.

Loosely based on the memoirs of Gypsy Rose Lee (and substantially “cleaned up”**), this is the classic backstage story of a mother striving to achieve her dreams of Vaudeville Stardom through the exploitation of her daughters, Louise and “Baby June.”  But Vaudeville is dying, her daughters could care less, and the world of entertainment has few (if any) opportunities for women “of a certain age.”  What sets this show apart, makes it more than the tale of a monster stage mother, is the vulnerability of Rose, the very real slings and arrows that afflict her, the cross-currents of popular taste and limited offspring talent.  She earns our sympathy (in spite of her outrageous actions) when each setback strikes her like so many personal failings, especially when these setbacks are the result of actual personal failings.

The final moments of the play, in which Rose sees her daughter’s fame outstrip her own, in which she shows us (and Gypsy) what she could have been (the exquisitely angry and introspective “Rose’s Turn”), in which mother and daughter take the first steps towards uneasy truce and possible détente -- it’s one of my favorite moments in Musical Theatre, one in which this cast and production realize perfectly.

So, what makes this outing so “delightfully old-fashioned” and “retro?” Let’s start with the uncut Overture and Entr’Acte.  When was the last time a musical was actually written with an Overture?  When was the last time you saw one included with a revival?  It’s an aspect of musicals I’ve decidedly missed.  Not only does it give us a sampler of “what’s to come,”  it gives us an opportunity to “ease into the show,” to remind us that this is something special, something you can’t get with another media format.  Here, it made me love the production before a note was even sung. 

The extravagant set design was also unabashedly old-school.  There were no (apparent) computerized gimmickry to quickly fly out and replace a set.  No, here there are long scene shifts, curtains closed, as the show progresses from one seedy location to another.  Normally, I would whine and moan about long scene changes slowing down the pace of a production, but, here, for whatever reason, I not only didn’t mind it, I embraced it – once that Overture brought me into a mindset of a vanishing style of production, the scene shifts reminded me that that was where I would stay.

As is usual, Atlanta Lyric gathered together an outstanding ensemble, led by Ms. Cole and Ms. Ginsberg.  I especially liked Alan Kilpatrick’s ever-patient Herbie, Alison Brannon Wilhoit’s June, Alyssa Payne’s Baby June, Emerson Steele’s Baby Louise, and the “Gotta have a Gimmick” trio of Karen Hebert, Marcie Millard, and Kathleen McCook – these ladies achieved the impossible task of making the low-class bump-and-grinders downright respectable (without losing that smutty edge we’ve come to know and expect from this number).  All things considered, with everyone playing multiple characters and filling out the many choral numbers, this was another cast that added up to an ensemble greater than the sum of its parts.

So, I really must apologize for my delay in posting these comments.  This was a truly wonderful show, and I loved every minute of it.  It was a reminder of how musicals have evolved over the past decades by going “old school” and showing us the real pleasures that have been lost as shows have become more modern, more electronic, more razzle-dazzle, and less heartfelt.

And, as Ingrid Cole vividly reminds us, a musical’s gotta have heart!

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)

** For a frighteningly vivid (and not-suitable-for-any-stage) look at Mama Rose and Gypsy’s lives, I heartily recommend Karen Abbott’s recent book “American Rose.”  If “Gypsy” weren’t such an almost-perfect show, it would be difficult to watch without thinking of the dark dark life of the real Mama Rose.  As it is, all memory of Ms. Abbott’s book vanishes with that first “Let me Entertain you.”



  
6/23/2012	BY WHEEL AND BY WING				Act 3 Productions           

IN THRALL TO “WHAT REALLY HAPPENED”

****  ( B+ )

Three years ago, on a long flight from New York to Atlanta, Act 3 Productions Artistic Director Patti Mactas sat with a woman named Jeannie Wechsler.  Throughout the flight, Ms. Wechsler shared the story of her family’s remarkable exodus from pre-Nazi Russia to the United States, a journey that would ultimately take fifteen years to complete.

Ms. Mactas took the story to heart, and decided to guide the creation of a musical theatre piece based on it.  Spearheaded by Creative Director Corey-Jan Albert, a team of young writers and musicians have put together a remarkable entertainment, a musical journey through Nazi-threatened Russia, a story of a large family that is as much about the achievement of young artists as it is about this remarkable family.

Esther and Mickey Parnes head a poor Jewish family of seven children.  It is June of 1941, and they lived in “the bustling town of Skalat on the Polish/Ukrainian border.”  Worried about the advancing German army (and already victims of local anti-Semitic bullies), the family packs up a small cart and travels deeper into the Soviet Union, accompanied by eldest son Moishe’s good friend Azriel.  Azriel is also attracted to eldest daughter Sally, but is thought “not good enough” for her by the parents.

Throughout the next four years, they endure many by-the-skin-of-their-teeth escapes, a few separations, and being snowbound by extreme winter and near starvation.  Throughout it all, they maintain a strong sense of family, and a yearning to survive that is positively inspiring.  By the end of the war, they have remained together, and have been fortified to face the new challenges of Deportation Camps and American Immigration Bureaucracies, challenges that will ultimately take over a decade to surmount.

Although I have some reservations over this version of the show (which I’ll get into later), I have to praise the remarkable achievement of this show’s creative team.  Lead by Corey-Jan Albert, they include Cameron Albert-Deitch (Book and Lyrics), Haley Chung (Book and Lyrics), Dara Epstein (Book), Leah Quattrochi (Book), Parish Turner (Book), Sam Barge (Music), Leslie Doctor (Music and Lyrics), Justin Nash Fisher (Music), Greg Windle (Music and Lyrics), and Maital Gottfried (Lyrics).  With such a large (and young) creative team as this, I would normally expect a “musical-by-committee” hodgepodge, a mix of styles and disconnects that miss all the unities Aristotle was so fond of.  Instead, what I saw was an internally consistent piece with songs that were stylistically unified, and characters that remained the same with no jarring inconsistencies.

This last point, may, in fact, be one of the problems with this approach.  The characters were so consistent throughout that there was no change or growth in them.  They go through a number of extreme situations, yet come out the same as they were at the beginning.  In one sense this is a good thing – each of the characters is a multi-dimensional creation, with more individual nuance than you may expect from a musical with such a large number of characters.  What I found problematic is that they only took a “journey of incident,” not a “journey of growth.”  They were, in effect, the same people at the end as they were at the beginning.

This may actually be an expectation when the writers are writing about real people with whom they’ve had contact.  Most of the surviving Parnes family met with the production team to flesh out their stories in person, and many in the cast actually got to interact with the contemporary versions of the people they were playing.  This may have had the effect of giving the artists a tendency to create the characters “as they are now,” rather than showing them as “they were then” and letting them grow and change.

Not to put too blunt a point on it, but characters who don’t grow can make threadbare drama.  It’s often been said that “reality makes for poor theatre,” and, when dramatizing real events and real people, being overly devoted to showing “what really happened” may not be the best idea, simply because, in the process of putting words in their mouths, the writers are changing them, re-creating them in way that may not be in service to the overall story.

As an example, I have no doubt that the animosity between Azriel and the Parnes parents was very real, and very memorable (to the contemporary Azriel).  NOT getting the parents’ perspective, may, of necessity, make that whole plot point seem contrived, especially when it does a complete turnabout at the end.  I’ve learned some things that give the animosity perspective and dramatic “Oomph,” but these things were not included in the play as it was presented here.  I would have liked to see, perhaps, a moment where the Father tells us (or at least sings to us) all the reasons for his distrust of Azriel, not the simplistic “He’s not good enough for her” that we have now.  Having Azriel grow and change throughout the show could also justify a change in perspective from the parents.

Now, all this being said, I have nothing but praise for the cast and production team here.  Director Mactas has gathered a marvelous ensemble of adults and children to play the Parnes family (Elyssa Brette Mactas, Douglas Berlon, Connor Crank, Traci Weisberg, Brandon Kalusa, Caroline Grace Carter, Jeremy Kemalov, Ella Owen, and Sophia Kemalov, with Benjamin Harris as Azriel).  Erin Hamilton is a lithe and expressive “Neshoma,” a “spirit” of the life force that unites the family and helps them survive – in a truly theatrical conception that I absolutely loved, she overlooks everything, adding choreographed moments to underscore emotional high (and low) points.  A 10-person ensemble of Act 3 veterans fills out the cast with numerous other roles.

And, music director Lyn Taylor leads a seven-member orchestra that makes the many musical moments sing, and which never overpowers the singers.  This show looked and sounded very good indeed.

This is a work in progress, and it follows an initial 2011 workshop reading of the show.  There are some structural and dramatic problems that can (and, I presume, will) be addressed in future revisions.  The bottom line is that this is a compelling story that should find an appreciative audience, no matter what shape it takes.  More to the point, it’s a vivid reminder that Act 3 is a “hotbed” of creative talent, and their shows will only get better and better as they gain more experience.

If this may be used as an example, I look forward to seeing more original work from them.

            -- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)




6/24/2012	MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING		Georgia Shakespeare           

LETTING LOOSE

*****  ( A+ )

Let me start by plagiarizing myself.  A short two months ago, I wrote the following about the Shakespeare Tavern’s “Much Ado” –

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

All of this is a not-very-subtle way of saying I tend to enjoy any production, even when mis-directed or sloppily acted.

Fortunately, like the Tavern before it, Georgia Shakespeare has mounted a production that more-than clicks on every level, hitting every comedic high note just right, not shying away from the more tragic potentiality of its Don John plottings.  It doesn’t hurt that it is overflowing with crackerjack performances that manage to give even my oft-Ado’d eyes moments of surprise.

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

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

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

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

And this, more than anything else, is one of the reasons this production works so well.  Here we have a repertory of actors who have worked together often, and who obviously have a lot of off-stage affection for each other.  We have a troupe who thoroughly enjoy what they’re doing, and who allow us to thoroughly enjoy watching them do it.  They seem to know the text backwards and forwards and they seem to  know these characters well.  After all, they find fresh “moments of truth” in the convoluted speeches and plotting, and they made me really care about them, familiarity and eccentricity notwithstanding.

Director Richard Garner and his design team have chosen a similar concept to that taken by Kenneth Branagh in his still-enjoyable movie.  We’re in Italy, it’s summer-hot, and the characters can’t want to unload all the layered-formalities that rule their life (and dress), and let loose with some unrestrained passion.  We’re in Leonato’s courtyard (set by the ever-talented Kat Conley) and there are plenty of levels and nooks and crannies and miscellaneous hiding places, including a full-sized working fountain, which you just know will be fallen into – the better to add a wet-tunic-contest look  to the shenanigans (or is it an excuse for Joe Knezevich’s Benedict to strip down to his Elizabethan skivvies?). Some incredibly spot-on lighting effects (Mike Post, designer) drench the play with Mediterranean sun-tones, and even make it seem like other locations, such as an underground crypt approachable only by water.

And the cast, oh the cast!  What can I say?   It is an almost perfect ensemble, centered by Mr. Knezevich and by Courtney Patterson, who are like fire and ice – mutually destructive, but looking ever so good together.  Ann Marie Gideon and Eugene H. Russell IV are lustily doe-eyed as the young lovers Hero and Claudio, and, as the “older generation,” Allen O’Reilly as Leonato and Marianne Fraulo as his brother Antonio (um I mean his sister Antonia – an intriguing gender-swap that seems purposeless, but fits this production like a tailored swimming tunic) are both wonderfully childlike and quick to anger and, well, compelling and credible.

In the comic subplot, Chris Kayser pulls out all the stops as the master constable Dogberry, here looking like nothing less than a wannabe pirate who’d be more at home in a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta than on the high seas.  His crew of watch-folk are an enthusiastic brood of bozos and bumblers who stumble onto Don John’s nefarious plot in spite of themselves.  Mr. Kayser also gets beaucoup kudos for making Dogberry’s fracturing of the Queen’s English actually understandable and hysterical.

So, “Much Ado About Nothing” is a charming and delightfully entertaining addition to the summer season at Oglethorpe. Thanks to the Tavern’s Evolution series, I’m beginning to think of all these comedies in the context of their order of composition, This one  is more “meaty” than the more farcical doings in the (earlier) “Comedy of Errors” or “Midsummer Night’s Dream,” but not quite as obscure or dark as the (later) “As You Like It” or “Winter’s Tale.”  It is literally in the “Goldilocks Zone” of the Shakespearean canon, light enough to generate its fair share of laughs and smiles, deep enough to stir an emotional wrench or two, warm enough to make it truly memorable, breezy enough to go down as smoothly as a flagon of chilled wine.

And, in these hotter-than-a-bar-stool days of summer, it is a refreshing splash of doesn’t-get-any-better-than-this for the discerning theater geek.  And that’s certainly not too much ado!

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)




7/6/2012	EVELYN IN PURGATORY     		Essential Theatre Festival      

*****  ( A+ )


LIES AND SECRETS

Atlanta’s Topher Payne is rapidly building a body of work that should be the envy of any writer anywhere.  If I sound like a rabid fan, I’d have to plead guilty.  When I walk into a Topher Payne show, I can confidently expect a foray into the human experience that entertains, moves, and, above all, convinces.  His particular talent is setting up our expectations about a character or situation or even theme, then find an entertaining and convincingly theatrical way to upend those expectations.

Now, he’s turned his attention to teachers, to public schools, and to the bureaucracy and popular (mis)conceptions that assail the whole educational establishment.  Welcome to the purgatory of the New York City Public School Disciplinary Waiting Room.  It’s a “Breakfast Club” for the grown-ups. 

But first, a soapbox digression.

What is it about the teaching profession that makes it such a lightning rod for (intensely emotional) debate and discussion and remembrance?  We all have stories about favorite teachers who inspired us and set us on our life’s paths.  And we all have stories about feared teachers who “ruined our lives” while staying in our nightmares throughout adulthood.  Teachers’ Unions are an easy target for venom-dripped commentary.  Public School Bureaucracy has inspired comedians from here to eternity.  Teachers can inspire hyperbole from both ends of the spectrum, from those who call it the “most important job in the world” to those who say it’s “not a real job, but a haven for those who can’t do anything.”

I can’t pretend neutrality.  I flirted with the teaching profession at a time when no one was hiring teachers (hence my 36-year “temporary” job until something “opened up”).  I student-taught high school English at a small-town, mostly rural high school in Central Pennsylvania, and those ten weeks had to be the hardest (and most important) work I ever experienced.  So my tendency is to bristle when I hear pundits pontificate about how teachers “don’t work enough” or “have it easy” or, to be blatantly political, “don’t deserve the protection of collective bargaining.”  

To put it at its simplest, teachers have an enormous impact on us, for good or ill.  And, for those of us that have achieved a minimal level of adulthood, they have an equal impact on our children.  

So, now, to open this year’s Essential Theatre summer repertory, the insanely talented Topher Payne has written a marvelously wide (and deep) examination of everything that is good and bad about teachers and the Public School System   Five teachers have run afoul of the New York City Public School System Disciplinary Board and cannot return to the classroom until they’ve had their hearing before, well, before the “powers that be.”  The problem is that it can take weeks, even months, for any particular case to be heard.  So, they sit in a featureless institutional room and wait.  When Evelyn Reid joins this little group, she brings a passion for justice and an aversion to inactivity.  Faster than you can say “Aging Brat Pack,” the teachers are bickering, discussing books, bickering, falling in love, bickering, and, well …. when all is said and done, waiting for their cases to be heard.  One (Betty Mitchell) is there on purpose – she’s nearing retirement and hopes a series of not-so-accidental “senior moments” will let her out of the classroom until her time runs out.  Another (Rial Ellsworth) is a sports coach, a bit of a bully, who (too) violently stopped a group of bullies from tormenting a smaller (gentler) classmate.  Another (Jon Weirenga) is a first-year teacher who suffered a moment of it’s-too-much-for-me panic.  Another (Jo Howarth) is a dedicated Art Teacher feeling the encroaching claws of politically-motivated obsolescence.  Then there’s Evelyn herself (Amanda Cucher), accused by a student of being indiscreet with another student – the classic my-teacher-hates-me-so-I’ll-blackmail-her story (perhaps).  Rounding out the cast is Megan Hayes, as the room “proctor,” who is dragged into their small circle of situational “friendship.”

I love how these characters are introduced, how they change before our eyes (through an unlayering of truth and falsehood rather than through arbitrary plot contrivances).  I love how they surprise, how they make me laugh and move me, how they represent a broad spectrum of teachers and styles and ambitions. There are no villains here (well, there is, but it’s not who you expect).  Even the faceless “powers-that-be” are more than the expected bureaucratic villains, as they say things and make decisions that (gasp) sometimes actually make sense.

But what sends this one out of the ball park is its unswerving respect for education and its insistence on giving each character their fair share of humanity.  Conflicts are honestly raised and (sometimes) resolved.  Attachments and resentments are real. Eccentricities aren’t dwelled on, but seeming afterthoughts (embellishments?) on fully realized characters.  And there is an overwhelming acknowledgement of the true impact these people have on their students, that the best of them have a real affection for their students and a passion for their subjects.

Reed Higgins has designed and built a paralyzingly purgatorial set, a colorless institutional “way station” that looks like every other schoolroom or workroom or waiting room or prison cell ever built.  Director Betty Hart has filled it was a vast and glorious array of color and incident and character.  And Topher Payne has put words upon the page that have most successfully found their way into the mouths of this marvelous ensemble, words that splatter the cinder block walls with gold and blood and bile and warmth.  It’s the perfect storm of the chaos of living thrust into a hopelessly banal order that can never be imposed, but is still strangely comforting.

I loved every minute of “Evelyn in Purgatory,” and I urge you to watch it carefully.  It WILL be on the final!

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)




7/8/2012	THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST	           Georgia Shakespeare

WILDE-LY OFF TARGET

***  ( C )

You can’t mess with Oscar Wilde.  His plays are elegant constructions filled with ridiculously eloquent characters who can’t help being charming.  They are also very fragile, and, if a clever director tries to impose a conceptual idea, it more often than not shatters the cloud of triviality that serious people look for in a Wilde play.  Such was the case a number of years ago when Theatre in the Square flattened all the sets and props to highlight the (mis)perception of the shallowness of the story, and the whole production was, well, pretty durn flat.

Now, director Sabin Epstein and the repertory company of Georgia Shakespeare have tried to be cleverer than Wilde, and, once again, the effort fails.  The entire production, though fast-paced and edited down to a fast (if incoherent) two hours, is charmless and unfunny and, not to be too blunt, downright ugly.  

To start with the physical “look” of the show, this is an incredibly unattractive set!  The three acts (different locales) are staged on a unit set consisting of a dark muddy green wall filled with doors fronted with a black-and-white tiled floor.  Let’s take a moment here to ponder that.  A black and white tiled floor would look great in a set for a restaurant or a kitchen or a  -- well, that’s all I can think of now.  But as part of a Victorian Sitting Room, Library, and Garden, it serves only to distract.

Any location “dressing” consists of paintings on the furniture – a semi-nude portrait for the sitting room, shrubbery for the garden, and books for the library (at one point in Act III, a character even pulls a book out of the sofa).  Not only is this a concept that draws attention to itself (and away from the play), it serves no purpose (repertory needs aside) I can see unless it’s to once again suggest (erroneously) that we are seeing shallow characters in shallow situations.

Moving on to the costuming, Courtney Patterson’s Gwendolyn is forced to wear a mis-matched monstrosity that is out-of-character, out-of-period, and out-of-the-ballpark ugly.  All the female characters, in fact, are given exaggerated frocks that must have been fun to design, and may admittedly make you smile when they first appear, but are decidedly wrong wrong wrong in conveying the lighter-than-air wit of Wilde and his creation.  It’s as if a troupe of vaudeville clowns decided to do drawing room comedy rather than slapstick.  Why the men are given traditional tuxes and Victorian formalwear I cannot even begin to fathom.

All of this may be (somewhat) forgivable if the cast were up to the not-inconsiderable challenge of making Wilde’s dialogue dance and sing.  The good news is, with one critical exception, they are.  As John Worthing and Gwendolyn Fairfax, Joe Knezevich and Courtney Patterson continue their run of successful pairings, brilliantly playing characters who love absurdity, elegance, and language.  Ms. Patterson even makes that frightful costume seem natural (almost).  Ann Marie Gideon makes Cecily Cardew a creature of guileful innocence (if you’ll forgive the oxymoron), at times petulant and stubborn, at others charming and whimsical.  

In a bit of gender-reversal gimmickry, Mark Cabus dons Lady Bracknell’s gowns and haughtiness, and Megan McFarland tuxes up to play the manservant Lane.  Although both do okay in the roles (I would have preferred to see Mr. (Ms.?) Cabus relish the sound of his (her?) own voice a bit more), the casting struck me as purposeless cleverosity – another “Look-at-me-I’m-a-Director” indulgence that adds nothing to the proceedings. Toss in the usual suspects (Chris Kayser, Allen O’Reilly, and Marianne Fraulo) doing their usual highly excellent “thing,” and the result should have been a parfait of a show that overcame the pseudo-cleverness of the production team.

Why the result missed by a Bunbury Mile can be laid at the feet of the production’s Algernon, Caleb Clark.  This is Mr. Clark’s first season with the repertory, and, indeed, he did fine work in “Illyria” and “Much Ado.”  Here, though, he gives us an Algernon who drones with a monotonously nasal voice, who doesn’t seem to grasp the “music” of Wilde, and who, frankly, goes through the play seeming bored with it all.  Granted, he is made to look very much like Oscar Wilde himself, but the resemblance is only skin-deep.  This is an Algernon who, in spite of his witty words, come across as country-clod dull-witted, and, frankly irritating.  Algernon has some of the funniest lines ever penned in the English language, and Mr. Clark not only makes the wit seem witless, he shows no comprehension that he even “gets the joke.”  Algernon is nothing if not a character amused by his own cleverness – here he is just a badly groomed oaf mangling the language and dragging the production down to that unpleasant just-off-book level of readiness.

Please forgive me if I seem too harsh, here.  This is one of my all time favorite plays, and I am always very disappointed when it fails, especially when a director and a design team grossly misinterprets the self-described “trivial” nature of the plot and characters as being truly trivial and superficial (they’re not).  I think most of the cast could pull this show off in their sleep.  That doesn’t mean it’s the right choice to actually sleep-walk through it, as Mr. Clark seems to do.

But all this may merely be a metaphysical speculation, and like most metaphysical speculations has very little reference at all to the actual facts of real life, as we know them.

   -- Brad Rudy   (BKRudy@aol.com)




7/15/2012   	From the Light Booth:  Valerie Kennedy Recitals

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

That's where I come in.  

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

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

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

Best Pop Performances: I’m not the biggest fan of much of today’s “Pop” sound, so this category may be a bit skimpy.  There were a host of Carrie Underwood songs, a few by Taylor Swift, a lot from artists new to me.  My favorites in this category were Elizabeth Roberts’ “Man, I Feel Like a Woman,” Morgan Geisler’s (self-written) “Who I’m Gonna Be,” Melissa Rosenson’s “Skyscraper,” Mychael O’Brien’s “His Name,” and the “Civil Wars” duet “Barton Hollow” (Annie Scierka and Sam Holtzen).

Best Musical-Theatre Performances: On the other hand, since most of Ms. Kennedy’s students are musical geeks, er, I mean fanatics like me, this category had an embarrassment of riches.  Just skimming from the top, I really REALLY liked Kate Verdeyen’s “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend,” “Superboy and the Invisible Girl” (Amanda Buck, Daniel Mata, and Natalie Fennell), “Breathe” (Alexandra Caitlin), “Gimme Gimme” (Julia McClure), “Whatever Happened to my Part” (Erin Deeble), “Sunset Boulevard” (Marshall Howell), and especially “I’d Give My Life For You” (Luana Scienza).  MAT Award winner Jo-Jo Stein returned this year with two brilliant pieces, “Only in New York” and “All Grown Up,” both of which showed that her growing reputation in the local theatrical community is well-earned and only likely to grow.  Group numbers from “Thoroughly Modern Millie” and “Spamalot” also worked well, in spite of limited resources and rehearsal time.

Best Classical Performances: This year was a bit light with the classics, but the few on hand were impressive.  Last year’s “break out” tenor, Daniel Mata, returned with a nice “mash-up” of “Torna a Sorriento” and “Granada.”  Every bit his match were Olivia Buck’s “Volta la Terra,” Morgan Geisler’s “Il Bacio,” Laura Kinney’s “La Zingara,” and, once again (no surprise) Jo-Jo Stein with a memorable “Quando M’en Vo.”  I sometimes wonder if maybe some of these voices are “peaking” too early, and, rarely do Classical “graduates” return to show how much their voices have developed (well, Ms. Kinney is a graduate).  I can only optimistically assume that, if these students “keep with it,” their voices will only broaden and deepen.

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

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

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

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

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


7/20/2012	HIGH SOCIETY     		Stage Door Players      

****   ( B )


A SWELL PARTY

Have you heard?  It’s on the stage –
“High Society” defies its age!
Will did you evah?
What a swell party this is!

I confess to being a big fan of “The Philadelphia Story,” Philip Barry’s 1939 play, which became a marvelous 1940 movie, which became a not-quite-as-marvelous 1956 movie musical called “High Society.”  My fondness for the piece is best left unscrutinized – the characters are mostly wafer-thin screwball-comedy “types” – the spoiled heiress, the bratty sister, the stuffed shirt fiancé, the charming ex-husband, the lecherous uncle, the scruffy reporters, the working class “dame.”  They are thrown into a plot that has them in the preparation throes of a high society wedding that seems doomed from the start.

Yet, I’ve always found the play eminently readable (if difficult to produce), the 1940 movie laugh-out-loud funny and charming (no matter how often I watch it), and the 1956 movie enjoyable in its own right (thanks more to the Cole Porter score than to the incredibly wrong-for-the-parts Bing Crosby and Grace Kelly).

So, it’s no surprise that when, in 1998, “High Society” was finally getting its play-to-screen-to-movie musical-to-Broadway musical adaptation (complete with a bevy of new (well, relatively obscure) Cole Porter songs), I had to rush to see it.  I enjoyed it, but it was marred by an awful performance in the central role, and an unnecessarily dizzying array of scene changes and technical effects (Let’s not even mention that tacky and ugly three-cat poster).  Still, one couldn’t walk away unamused by John McMartin’s marvelous Uncle Willy (listen to the original cast recording to see just how dirty he makes the line “Peek-a-Boo”), and the added songs are beautiful in that Cole Porter way – you can’t listen to the score without wishing you were tux’d up and martini’d down.

That brings us to Stage Door Player’s mounting of the 1998 version.  Centered by a clever and adaptable unit set and an absolutely wonderful Galen Crawley in the central role of Tracy Lord, it is already miles ahead of the Broadway production.  This production is smooth and elegant, well sung and (for the females) nicely acted.  I waltzed out humming the songs, and still have to smother a smile when I recall many moments.

The only thing that brings this airy confection down to earth is a couple of adequate-but-little-more performances by some of the principal men.

First, though, let me recap the plot.  Like the 1956 movie, the story has been moved from Philadelphia’s Main Line to “A Glorious Weekend in June 1938” on Oyster Bay, Long Island.  There is a wedding in the works – beautiful heiress Tracy Lord (the aforementioned Ms. Crawley) is tying the knot with coal magnate George Kittredge (Christopher Lewis).  NOT attending the festivities is Tracy’s father (George Devours), in hiding due to a scandal (and public) affair with a dancer who’s, um, “Got That Thing” (as explained in one of the new Porter songs).  Just to complicate matters, Tracy’s ex-husband, C.K. Dexter Haven (Jeremy Wood) has come with a couple of reporters from a scandal magazine, Mike Connor (Jeremy Varner) and Liz Imbrie (Caitlin Smith). Also on hand to keep things lively are the bottom-pinching Uncle Willie (Robert Wayne) and Tracy’s sassy kid sister Dinah (the wonderfully sassy Hope Valls).  Before long, everyone is pretending to be someone else, the gin and champagne are flowing like gin and champagne, and the lyrics to “Let’s Misbehave” are taken as commandments.

Keeping the action flowing smoothly (and the sets changing quickly) are a quartet of servants, played with panache by Caleigh Allen, Anthony Owen, Kelly Chapin Schmidt, and Trey Getz.  Keeping the plot lighter than air are the ecstatically perfects songs of Cole Porter – both the familiar (“Who Wants to be a Millionaire?”, “Well, Did you Evah?”, “I Love Paris,” “Once Upon a Time,” “Little One,” “True Love,” and “Let’s Misbehave”) and the not-so-familiar (“She’s Got That Thing”, “I’m Getting Myself Ready For You,” “Say it With Gin”, and the lively opening “Throwing a Ball Tonight.”)

As I said before I really REALLY liked Ms. Crawley’s Tracy.  She had just the right combination of elegant charm, just-spoiled-enough haughtiness, wry humor, and downright sexiness the role requires.  No, she’s not Katherine Hepburn (who is?), but she has so much more than the cold and distant Grace Kelly gave the role, and she’s better by a Long Island Mile than Mellissa Errico, who played the role in 1998.  I also liked Ms. Smith’s Liz Imbrie and Ms. Vall’s Dinah.

On the other hand, I found Mr. Wood’s Dexter a bit lifeless and bland.  Yes, he sings beautifully and has the kind of good looks the role requires, but I found his performance, on the whole, “by-the-numbers” and not remotely up to the level he achieved in “Singin’ in the Rain” a couple years back.  True, his duet with Dinah (“Little One”) had none of the air of creepiness that Bing Crosby’s movie version had, but I was expecting (hoping for) more, well, more charm.  By contrast, Mr. Lewis’ Kittredge was all charmless bluster and nervous energy – the perfect foil for Tracy’s energetic embrace of fun and life (I also liked his yellow sweater with the black diamonds – a not-so-subtle nod to a certain round-headed comic strip lad).

I also found Mr. Varner’s Mike Connor equally vapid and substanceless.  Seeming far too young for the role, he was (granted) swell of voice but not so swell of appeal.  As to Mr. Wayne’s Uncle Willie, he had a number of nice moments, and seemed to be having a really good time, which more than made up for his not-as-filthy-as-I-wanted-it-to-be “Peek-a-Boo.”

Fortunately, this is Ms. Crawley’s production to make or break, and make it she does.  If the men weren’t as memorable in their acting choices, they were more-than-equal to the music, and all of them nailed the songs, making it clear why Cole Porter is now and forever-after a master of sophisticated melody and wit.  Director Robert Egizio and Scenic Designer Chuck Welcome have come up with a smart and clever unit set that holds all the many scenes and lets the quartet of servants blithely prepare the stage with nary a lagging moment.  Music Director Linda Uzelac has accomplished the remarkable feat of coaching the cast to make Mr. Porter’s intricate lyrics flow as smoothly and elegantly as a dry martini (shaken or stirred), and Choreographer Jen MacQueen has created some steps that trip eagerly across the stage, as if these characters were born to dance.

After seeing this show, I stumbled home, intoxicated with delight, ready to “Mow the bubbly and pour the lawn.”  A Swell Party, Indeed!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)







7/21/2012	THE EMPEROR AND THE NIGHTINGALE          Georgia Shakespeare      

****½  ( A )


SOOTHING THE SAVAGE BREAST

Once upon a time (and not very long ago it was), there lived a man named Hans Christian Anderson who devised a tale.  The tale told of an Emperor who captivates a nightingale whose song has captivated his heart.  When a mechanical device supplants the nightingale, the bird is given its freedom and flees the emperor’s palace.  In later years, the Emperor’s musical device loses its charms, and the Emperor deteriorates, almost unto death.  Hearing of this, the nightingale returns and her song restores the emperor and the kingdom.

This classic tale was always a Westerner’s idea of China, a “from the outside” approach based solely on a popular decorative style of nineteenth-century Europe (“Chinoiserie”).  Now, Allen O’Reilly and Georgia Shakespeare’s Family Series have found an adaptation of this story by April-Dawn Gladu that takes a decidedly Eastern Approach.  The story is basically the same, but it is now layered with elements of Chinese history, with rituals and traditions associated with New Year festivals, with woodcut backdrop projections that take us from rural village to elegant palace, with music that “mashes up” Eastern and Western styles and genres, and with whimsical puppetry  that charms as it amuses.  The result is a lyrical and effective tale, spun by a troupe of artists that seems to take no false steps.

I suppose, to be honest, my limited background precludes me making a judgment on the accuracy of the Eastern styles and tropes and elements.  Still, I daresay most of us have been exposed to more actual Chinese arts than did those of Anderson’s day, and, to me, this show works on that level.  The costumes and projections are indeed similar to images I have seen from China, and from scenes and styles of recent historical films by directors such as Zhang Yimou.

More to the point, director O’Reilly has gathered an ensemble of young actors who flit from role to role with ease, and who capture both the imagination of the grown-ups in the audience as easily as they (apparently) capture the attention of the not-so-grown-ups.  I really loved Ann Marie Gideon’s elegant movements in the all-dance role of the Nightingale, as well as Terrance Jackson’s wounded gruffness and authority as the Emperor.  Seth Langer is screamingly funny as the jealous music master and Anna Kimmell is nicely animatronic as the mechanical “Jade Bird.”  

But, the real standout (for me) was Caleb Clark’s “Imperial Choir.”  Wearing a towering headdress composed of five marionette-esque puppets, Mr. Clark creates five distinct characters, often at odds with each other, without losing an overall personal attitude towards them.  In other words, he’s really playing six characters at the same time – the five individual singers and the choir itself.  It’s a dexterous performance that works on every level.

And the production looks great.  A simple set backed by a large projection screen, the images (presumably by Set Designer Jon Nooner – the program lists no “background artist) combined with the rich reds and golds of Liz Stewart’s lighting design, creates a world that is both beautiful and exotic.  Katy Munroe’s costumes are better than anything from the main repertory season, and the puppets (by Stephanie Kaskel Bogle), including a marvelous “New Year’s Dragon,” are captivating.

The acid test, though, is how well the kids respond.  At last Saturday’s early morning show, there was nary a restless whimper from the totally engaged kids.  It may be the newness of the story for them, the exotic and bright costumes, the silly joking of the music master and choir, or the moments of audience participation, but they all seemed entranced.

As was I.  This is, perhaps, my favorite of all the Family productions Georgia Shakespeare has offered, and I (for one) really appreciate the effort they are making to find new stories that appeal equally to boys and to girls and to the grown-ups they’ve let into their lives.

Just as the Nighingale’s music has the power to soothe the savage breast of the Emperor, this production soothed the cranky-morning critic breast that yearned for caffeine and surprise.

Gong xi fa cai!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)






7/22/2012	BAT-HAMLET     		Essential Theatre Festival      

*****  ( A+ )


THE BARD AND THE BAT

Holy Mash-Ups, Gentle Readers!  Who’d’a thunk a “Hamlet” parody drenched in the characters of “Batman” (the sixties TV parody, not the recent “Dark Knight” versions) would be the genesis of so much laughter?  Decatur resident Jordan Pulliam has put together a confection of a play that made me laugh-out-loud more than any other this year.

Welcome to the Kingdom of Gothic, a modern day metropolis ruled by a just and kindly Police Commissioner.  The Commissioner is murdered by the Jester, who assumes his crown, takes his daughter for a bride, and turns the city into a hotbed of crime and mayhem, sending the Commissioner’s son Hamlet into a depressed tail spin.  Faster than you can say BAM!  POW!  SPLAT!, Hamlet has become a cowled and caped crusading crime-fighter and his friend Horatio has become his sidekick, um, Songbird-Boy.

Most of the familiar characters from both worlds are here, the jester’s advisor (the bird-obsessed “Puffin”), his children Ophelia and Laertes, “Riddles,” the Gravediggers – even other heroes from the DC universe step in with surprisingly silly but effective roles.  Even the final orgy of death and destruction is grist for the comedy mill here.

In theory, this should work.  After all, both the worlds of Shakespeare and Comic Books deal with over-the-top characters in extraordinary situations.  Both deal in hyper-realistic, even poetic language. More to the point, both deal with characters who are obsessed, obsessed with love, with justice, with vengeance – all those high-and-mighty lofties that rarely cross the paths of those of obsessed with the mere day-to-day banalities of making it to the weekend.

But what puts this particular mash-up over the top is the ensemble.  As Bat-Hamlet, Topher Payne is a dim-bulb caricature, but he plays it with such straight-faced sincerity that you can’t help but laugh.  Playwright Pulliam has given him a plethora of tongue-twisting speeches that mangle Shakespeare with modern idiom.  As an example, at one point, Hamlet just can’t come up with the right word for what he’s thinking, so he can only say “The play’s the, um ,er, THING …”  In other words, the play manages to poke fun at Shakespeare’s vocabulary at the same time it’s paying it homage.  

I was also amused by Stuart McDaniel’s Jester and Aaron Gotlieb’s Puffin, both of whom are pure DC villains playing the roles of Claudius and Polonius, but have a grand old time being evil and layering their voices with all sorts of gimmicky mannerisms.  Again, these are more Batman-parody villains, than Heath Ledger journeys to the Heart of Darkness, and, as such create a delightful juxtaposition with their darker Bardic antecedents.  

Gertrude has been youthened to “Barbara,” and Megan Hayes makes her a funny little nagging “sister” who eventually transforms into {Deleted by the Spoiler Police}.  And the delightful Kate Graham makes Ophelia a mopey little he-never-loved-me cast-off, who has a super-heroine of her own ready to come out of the sewing closet.  (Not to be too creepy, but both Ms. Hayes and Ms. Graham look GREAT when they trade in their gowns for spandex!)

As to the rest, Lake Roberts is a scream as the reluctant sidekick Songbird Boy, and Emmett Furrow, Kenneth Wigley, Bob Smith, and Ashleigh Hoppe do yeomen’s duty, juggling about a thousand roles each.  I have to add that Ms. Hoppe has a death scene (who was she and why does she die?  Does it really matter?) that is especially grand and glorious, a thing of beauty and a joy to behold.

Yes, “Bat-Hamlet” fits practically the entire Hamlet story into its plot, so some may think it goes on for far too long.  But, it is (and always has been) a grand and glorious story that, for me, never out-stayed its welcome.  Some may also be disturbed by a comedy in which everybody {Deleted by the Spoiler Police, but if you know “Hamlet,” you know what I’m saying, know what I mean?}s. I was not.

In fact, this is one of the funniest, silliest, laugh-out-loudingest plays I’ve seen in a while, peopled by one of the best ensembles I’ve seen in a while, and directed by Peter Hardy (who I actually have seen in a while).

What’s not to love?

BANG!  POW!  SPLAT!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)






7/24/2012	Coming Home – An Interview with Sean Daniels      

On August 2, Lawrenceville’s Aurora Theatre launches its 2012/2013 Season with “Sweet Charity,” the 1966 musical with a book by Neil Simon, music by Cy Coleman, and lyrics by Dorothy Field.  Returning to Atlanta to direct will be Sean Daniels, co-founder of Atlanta’s Dad’s Garage.  Since leaving Atlanta, Mr. Daniels has been Associate Artistic Director and Resident Director for the California Shakespeare Theatre, Associate Artistic Director for Actors Theatre of Louisville, and, at present, “Artist-at-Large” at the Geva Theatre in Rochester, NY.

I recently had an opportunity to tele-chat with Mr. Daniels about “Sweet Charity,” and about coming back to his roots.  He brought the idea of a “scaled down” show to Aurora Artistic Director Anthony Rodriguez who jumped at the opportunity.  Mr. Daniels worked on a college production during which he was struck by two things – “Sweet Charity” is a fun and joyous show, but it is also big big big, requiring a bajillion performers and some very large set pieces.  He knew it would be a blast to revive, but would require some serious conception-shrinkage.

He also realized that the show has not aged particularly well, rooted in a 1960’s ethos that would not translate into contemporary terms.  As an example, not only are “taxi dancers for hire” an anachronism, but most audiences today would not even understand the concept.  Still, many of the songs are still popular (if only through compilation shows like “Fosse”), and the sixties, themselves, have never been more “ripe for retro.”

So, the first choice was to keep the play set in the 1960’s.  This would keep the free-wheeling, fun-and-groovy rhythm-of-life” attitudes intact, but would let the designers and cast go wild with hairstyle and dress code anarchy.  Context is everything, so, once the period is established, all those “oddly quaint” activities would make perfect sence.  The source material (Fellini’s 1957 movie “The Nights of Cabiria” – one of my own all-time favorite favorites) could get away with making the central character an actual prostitute, but, the musical adaptation needed something a little less bad-for-bluenose-business, hence the dance hall “hostesses” trolling for “Big Spenders.”

To reduce cast size, Mr. Daniels took a three-pronged approach.  First, to underscore how Charity makes the same mistakes over and over with the men in her life, ALL of them will be played by the same actor, also-returning-home-to-Atlanta Trent Blanton (whose real-life spouse, Rebecca Simon, will be playing Charity).  In addition, the ensemble will be reduced to a manageable six versatile actor/musicians.  Finally all the small roles will be played by Jimi Kocina, who will engage in a dizzying display of “Athletic Acting” (Mr. Daniel’s phrase), sometimes changing from character to character while still on stage.  It’s a style familiar to anyone who has seen the recent “The 39 Steps,” and which, I expect, will serve this production well.

As mentioned above, also returning to Atlanta for this production will be Trent Blanton, who worked with Mr. Daniels at Dad’s Garage (“Cannibal: The Musical”) as well as the Jewish Theatre of the South.  He has spent seven years touring the country in “Les Misérables,” and will here be playing all of the men in Charity Hope Valentine’s life (Oscar, Charlie, Martin, and Vittorio).

In addition to Mr. Blanton, Ms. Simon, and Mr. Kocina, the cast of “Sweet Charity” will include Caroline Freedlund, Taryn Bryant, Jevares C. Myrick, Loren Lott, Jenna Edmonds, and John Markowski.  Ann-Carol Pence will be Musical Director, Jen MacQueen will be Choreographer, with sets by John Thigpen, costumes by Joanna Schmink, lights by Thom Beaulieu, and sound by Daniel Terry.  Anthony Rodriguez is the Producer, and Sean Daniels is the Director.  It will run August 2 through September 2 at Lawrenceville’s Aurora Theatre.  For tickets, call 678-226-6222 or go to www.auroratheatre.com.

Coming up next for Mr. Daniels will be a trip to Eastern Europe, as he has been chosen to be the United States representative at the National Balkan Festival in Estonia.  So, basically, he’ll be going from small-town Georgia to small-town Estonia.  To paraphrase what we said when he moved west those few (but far too many) years ago – Atlanta’s loss is Estonia’s gain!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)







 


7/24/2012	THE LOCAL     		Essential Theatre Festival      

***  ( C )


A PORTRAIT OF THE CITY WITH SOME YOUNG PLAYWRIGHTS

For my third visit to this year’s Essential Play Festival, let’s hop aboard “The Local.”  “The Local” is an anthology portrait of Atlanta, as told by some of Atlanta’s best playwrights.  Developed and Directed by Ellen McQueen, it wants to multi-media-zoom from topic to topic with freeway-like speed, but, its ultimate effect me was more of a back-roads-meander inside the perimeter.  The pieces were all too short or too shallow or too been-there seen-that to shed any new light on the city or to provide any compelling narrative, and, indeed, looking at the list of pieces is a bit of a challenge for my memory cells to recall what some were even about.

The play starts off “in the wrong lane” (so to speak) by giving us a musical parody of Atlanta’s traffic woes.  Not only have we already seen an identical jab in one of Second City’s recent pieces at the Alliance (complete with rolling office chairs playing the roles of cars), it’s a too-easy shot that doesn’t tell us anything we don’t already know.  Right from the start, I was given the impression we were getting more of a rant than a true portrait of the city, a home-grown knock-off of the Second City shows, none of which I was especially entertained by.

Here though, it was especially disappointing, since local authors do not (or should not) have the “outsider’s” perspective that, to my mind, dragged down the shows from Chicago.  But, there it is – a lead-off rant about traffic, followed by a silly piece about all the “Peachtree Streets” in town.  There are far too many monologues that go no deeper than a PR release (in other words, filled with information but not much character).  There are even a few videos (but to me, too many – I DON’T come to the theatre to watch movies), one of which is no more than a commercial for the Beltline that could have come straight from the Public Outreach and Media department of the project organizers.

Even ignoring all these (admittedly) personal reactions I had to this piece – I would be hard-pressed to identify anything particularly “Atlantan” about the people on view.  One of the better pieces, Ellen McQueen’s “Cyclorama,” even used a character from the north to try to examine the south’s ambivalent memory of the Civil War.  The “Atlanta” on view was strictly events and landmarks that fail to illuminate any local “character.”

That’s not to say that everything here was forgettable.  I liked Margaret Baldwin’s “Deepest Part of the Creek,” a sort of gothic “memory” tale that owed more to Flannery O’Connor than to Atlanta (or even Georgia) writers.  Stephanie Schrag’s “CDC” was also clever, couched in the form of a Middle School report (marvelously performed by young Mei Nathan), but, again, it was more facts and figures than people and events.  Ms. McQueen’s “Manuel’s” was a nicely ironic slice-of-theatre-culture that ended too soon, and the always reliable Topher Payne gave us “Everybody Ends Up here,” a character-driven comedy set during the Atlanta Pride parade which actually succeeded in showing a spectrum of attitudes and behaviors characterizing the gay community.  But, yet again, place references to Atlanta aside, it could have been set in any metropolitan city anytime in the past forty years.  I also really enjoyed the dance numbers, especially the final “Phoenix Reborn” piece that seemed to rise organically out of a generic talking-heads “Occupy Atlanta” video.

The ensemble cast also puts forth a grand and glorious effort – Spencer Stephens is our sorta kinda “conductor / emcee” who shepherds Christina Boland, Cheryl Evette Booker, Dre Camacho, Terry Guest, Madeline J. Kahn, Mei Nathan, Nancy Powell, John Stanier, and Charles Umeano through a plethora of roles and times and places that truly highlights what a marvelous pool of talent can be found in our city.  There’s not a bad performance in the lot, and, in some cases, some truly remarkable turns.

Still, I can’t help but grumble about the “to what end?” aspect of all this fine work.

Perhaps the problem here is the short-work format.  It is incredibly difficult to capture any emotional resonance or depth of theme in a 5 – 10 minute sketch.  The best that can be hoped for is a quick sketchy comedy or monologue, or “theatre-lite” experience.  While the attempt may have been to make a tapestry that eventually yields a memorable portrait, here, the pieces were too generic, too monochromatic to make any overall vision truly legible.  Perhaps another problem is the “guidebook to Atlanta” aspect of the local references.  Places and events are talked about only, they have little resonance or effect on the characters we see.  Perhaps a smaller vision, fewer, but longer plays would have made a more coherent work.  Right now, the piece includes twenty-five individuals, fewer than half of which I can recall with enough clarity to describe here.  And, one final perhaps – there is a lot of history in Atlanta that could provide a “backbone” to a collection such as this – the Civil War, the early Indian era, Jim Crow, the Child Murders of the 1970’s. the Olympics.  Even the local premiere of “Gone With the Wind” could provide a framework for several writers to discover a “character” of Atlanta.

But, a generic “This is Atlanta” theme is just too broad and subject to too many skim-the-surface (and clichéd) to support this many short works.  The fact that 25 of them failed to show any compelling portrait is evidence of that.

Or maybe I was just too mind-numbed by traffic on Howell Mill Road to truly appreciate what I saw.  

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



=


[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]8/9/2010   From the Bookshelf:  “Clybourne Park” by Bruce Norris

It’s been a while since I’ve been to the script section of my local (within walking distance) Barnes & Noble, so it’s long past time for a new script review.  Ever eager to jump onto the Awards bandwagon, I recently picked up a copy of Bruce Norris’ “Clybourne Park,” winner of the 2011 Pulitzer Prize and Tony Awards.  It’s easy to see where all the hype comes from – this is a clever, highly theatrical, eminently readable play that finds humor in the darkest corners and pathos in the brightest.  I’m hoping it soon finds a production in Atlanta.

The play spans two generations fifty years apart.  Act One is a “parallel-quel*” to Lorraine Hansberry’s “A Raisin in the Sun.”  We’re in the middle-class house soon to be occupied by Hansberry’s Younger family, and the cozy community is not happy.  Reverend Jim and community leader Karl can’t understand why Russ and Bev decided to “undersell” to a black family – don’t they know what that will do to the neighborhood, to property values?  Russ and Bev are going through their own long-simmering crisis that started with the death of their son, and now threatens to bring the whole house down on their heads.

Act Two jumps ahead fifty years, and now the house is being sold again.  The neighborhood is now middle-class African American, and it’s a white well-to-do couple that wants to upset the applecart, starting a process of gentrification that may (or may not) swallow the whole neighborhood.

Yes, this piece is heavily informed by “Avenue Q’s” “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist” meme, giving us characters who are clueless about dealing with anyone even slightly different.  In Act One, Bev offers to give her “chafing dish” to long-time maid Francine, as if anyone even knows what to do with such a useless object. In Act Two, assumptions are made all around that turn out to be wrong-headed, even a little bit mean, and it all spirals into an orgy of ethnic-jokes, ones that aren’t funny if you are truly “not a racist,” but which folks will laugh at anyway.  

This structure underscores the very basic point that racism is racism and does not really change in nature (or effect) with the passage of time or a shift in ethnicity.  The more things change, the more “others” don’t have a clue as to what “we’re” all about.

Throughout it all, the spats and squabbles within couples are every bit as trenchant as those between couples (and races).  This play is as much about domesticity and long-term relationships as it is about social pressures and calcified racial responses.  The same actors switch roles for the second Act, but much of each persona remains constant.  It’s worth noting that a deaf Act One character/actor becomes an Act Two character/same-actor whose husband doesn’t exactly hear her.  The African American buttoned-up maid of Act One becomes a buttoned-up neighbor in Act Two, trying to have her voice heard.  

There are other very well-planned and well-executed parallels between the characters, and some surprising plot connections between the two stories (an Act One pregnancy becomes an Act Two character, for example, and a trunk buried in Act One plays a major role in Act Two).  This is a very well-wrought piece and is, in spite of its schizophrenic nature, a miracle of construction and plotting.

The dialogue is also crisp and clear, with few lines going longer than a single sentence, and most lines being character-specific.  The only dialogue problem is the start of Act Two, a reader-unfriendly scene in which the characters all have generic names and have a talk filled with tons of real estate jargon – it takes a few pages to sort out who is who, and what their roles in this new story will be.  I daresay, though, this problem would not be an issue in production, as the characters will be wearing the faces of their Act One counterparts.

On an emotional level, Act One ends with a kicker of a revelation that goes to the root of Russ and Bev’s place in their community.  Act Two goes in a gentler direction, ending with a lyrical coda that takes the plot full circle.  

It also needs to be said that each act is very good about including period “tells.”   Act One has its unlocked door through which an unwanted visitor cannot be urged to depart, and its condescension towards the women, towards the deaf, and towards the African Americans (“Let me at least give you fifty cents”).  Act Two has its graffiti, its fears of gentrification and drug culture and its “Liberal Guilt” about unexpected attitudes and emotional responses,  

I’ve already read this play twice, and will probably read it several times more before we see a local production.  It is funny, profane, fast-paced, and sad in equal measure.  It is one of those scripts that directs itself” in your mind as you’re reading, and it is not one I’ll soon forget.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK5]
	-- Brad Rudy (BK Rudy@aol.com)

*   Of course I made up this word – it means “a sequel that occurs at the same time, but from a different point-of-view (or at a different place) as the original work.”

It should be noted that Atlanta émigré Crystal Dickinson played Francine and Lena in the original Playwrights Horizon production, and repeated the roles on Broadway.  She’ll be back in town in October for Georgia Shakespeare’s recreation of Orson Welles’ “Voodoo MacBeth.”  Here’s a link to an interview with her (by local writer Kathy Janich) about “Clybourne Park”:

http://encoreatlanta.com/artsscene/2012/bway-snapshot-crystal-dickinson.html


Links to purchase this book on-line:

http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/clybourne-park-bruce-norris/1101955115?ean=9780865478688
(Also available as a Nook Download)

http://www.amazon.com/Clybourne-Park-Play-Bruce-Norris/dp/0865478686/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1344532656&sr=8-1&keywords=clybourne+park+a+play
(Also available as a Kindle Download)




8/11/2012	ANTON IN SHOW BUSINESS	         Weird Sisters Theatre Project           

BEATING A DEAD HORSE … FROM THE INSIDE

****½  ( A )

So, what do you get when you combine a fictional playwright (Jane Martin) with a meta-story about theatre people doing theatre things with non-theatre people trying to keep up with the help of a shill of a character in their midst?

Well, as a theatre person, I have to say you get a delightful romp with a troupe of women that skewers all the absurdities of a life in the theatre at the same time it pays them due homage.  You get an ensemble of absurdly cast ladies pulling out all the stops in a blistering display of talent that’ll leave you breathless (if not with awe, then at least with laughter).  You get a gloriously no-budget production that hits every note right and whooshes you on your way, smiling and (as a theatre person) feeling a bit justified and empowered and smugly superior to those “not of our tribe.”

I suppose if I weren’t a theatre person, I’d get all the same stuff, but would occasionally lose my way in the fog of “in jokes.”  But, that’s an issue for the mundanes to worry about.  I’ll even lend them a fog lamp.

So, here’s the story.  Lisabette and Casey are two actresses in New York.  Lisabette is a wide-eyed innocent, fresh off the bus from parts south.  Casey is a veteran of too many unpaid off-off Broadway productions.  They are auditioning for a new “Three Sisters.”   After melting down at the feet of a pretentious British director, they are perversely hired by Holly, a jaded television star bank-rolling (or is it steam-rolling?) the production to give her reputation some “serious stage cred.”  Faster than you can say “Ta-Ra-Ra-Boom-De-Ay” (if only we could know), the “sisters” are off to San Antonio and an ever-bewildering parade of can’t-keep-the-job directors, all with a “vision,” none with a clue.  Toss in a tobacco magnate with deep (if fickle) pockets, a country singer leaving his wife for Holly, a stage manager keeping us apprised of what’s going on, and a cranky audience member (soon to be revealed as a {deleted by the you-can-figure-it-out-yourself police}) who seems to question every choice made by the writer and director and actresses, and … you know this sentence has gone on for so long now that I forget what I started out talking about.  .

What really elevates this play above a simple satire of stage shenanigans is an underlying respect and even affection for theatre and the eccentrics who keep it alive.  You’ve heard the sound byte “Love the theatre, hate the drama” that, at root, whines about ego and diva-ism and hissy fits and all the other excesses our kind is/are prone to?  This play is a case of “Really love the theatre and the drama is kind of fun too!”  It turns out that Holly can be directed and has some talent.  It turns out that the bizarre final director can actually get his cast to deliver.  It turns out that the “sisters” bond and have a grand time together.  And it turns out that these three have some Anton in them, even if they can show it only to {Deleted by the “Do-I-Have-To-Edit-Everything-You-Say-?” police}.

Which brings us to the Weird Sisters Theatre Project.  Here is a group of actresses. mostly associated with the Shakespeare Tavern (which plays host to this production).  All of them have shown out-of-ballpark talent in the past, and none of them disappoints here.  Comic force-of-nature Kelly Criss plays Holly as a sorta spoiled diva, over-confident in her (considerable) sexual charm, under-confident in her (also considerable) talent.  Jaclyn Hofmann gives Lisabette a Southern charm that oozes like butter from a bowl of grits, a sincerity that we used to have, but too many of us lose too quickly.  Megan Rose Houchins scowls and sulks her way as Casey, finding charm and sympathy in the most “olga-ish” of the sisters, warming slowly until burning brightly.  Rachel Frawley is (too often) invisible as the “heckler Joby, but she too gets to step into the light and express a sincere (if critical) love of theatre.  Three other actresses (Tiffany Porter, Taylor M. Dooley, and Annie York) play dodge-ball with about a dozen other characters, male and female, (and, a more than one meta-moment, females acknowledging they’re playing males).  I was especially impressed by Ms. York parade of can-you-be-more absurd directors (all male, of course – one of the deliciously ironic points of the play – “80% of the roles in the American theatre are played by men, and 90% of the directors are men”).  I also liked Ms. Dooley’s stark (and, at one point, insanely quick) transition from the flamboyant Kate to the reticent Joe Bob.  All were wrangled by first-time director Veronika Duerr, who here shows herself just as impressive behind the scenes as she has been before our eyes.  Based on her work here, it would be a crime if the Tavern let her nascent directing skills languish on the shelf.

So, what we have is a young female company (a sort of “lighter side” of Synchronicity Theatre’s overtly feminist vision) in their second production (unfortunately, I missed last year’s “Desdemona:  A Play About a Handkerchief”), and I was left simply hungry for more.  Granted, I’m a rabid theatre geek, so any play about the theatre (usually) works well for me.  But here, I was taken in and spellbound from the firsdt word to the last, which, of course, means I expect only the best from this group in the future.

I do have to end on a slight correction.  At one point, the “heckler” Joby describes a meta-theatrical event about the death of theatre as an art form like “beating a dead horse – from the inside” (can we coin the word sado-necroequifilia to describe such an activity?).  Because of the love of theatre that permeates this script, and the care and joy brought to it by this production, I prefer to think of it as “Tickling a Live Horse … From the Inside.”

If only we could know!

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




8/15/2012	SWEET CHARITY	         			Aurora Theatre           

IF THEY COULD SEE HER NOW

****½  ( A )

“Sweet Charity” is (or was) a big brassy musical with many memorable songs, and a heroine who (literally) wears her heart on her sleeve (well, her arm).  It’s also based on one of my all time favorite movies, Fellini’s 1957 “Nights of Cabiria.”  Now, Atlanta ex-pat Sean Daniels returns (with a couple of friends) to give us a down-sized vision that still fills the Aurora stage with energy, with song, with charisma, and with heart.

The Fellini movie is (and always will be) a work separate and different from this musical.  It is a whimsical and lyrical journey with a traditional “whore with a heart of gold,” a kindly waif who never realizes she’s the butt of every low-life’s cruelty, who, no matter how bad things get, can still greet the evening with a “Buona Sera,” can still find beauty in the squalor that is her life.  The final sequence in which she joins an impromptu parade as she stumbles home from the latest cruelty inflicted on her is one of the most elegiac, emotionally ambivalent, downright beautiful sequences ever put on film.

“Sweet Charity” retains most of the plot elements of “Cabiria,” even some of the mood and optimism.  Of course, the Broadway of 1966 would never tolerate a prostitute as a heroine (interestingly, “Charity” tunesmith Cy Coleman eventually was able to do his “Hooker Musical” – 1990’s “The Life,” but even that did not reach Broadway until 1997).  So, meet Charity Hope Valentine, a dancer-for-hire in one of those seedy Dance Parlors that surrounded Times Square in the sixties and seventies.  Of course, the dancers can take the clients to a back room for another kind of “dance,” but Charity makes it clear she has never done “that.”

But, like Cabiria before her, she leads with her heart, trusting the most untrustworthy of men, finding the best possible motives in the worst possible actions.  And, when things go into the lake (as they inevitably do), she’ll pick herself up, dry her dress and her eyes, and do it again.  And, like Cabiria before her, she finds her seeming soul-mate, a neurotic and kind accountant named Oscar.  Unlike Cabiria’s Oscar (who turns out to be a {Yeah, the spoiler police even monitors comments about 55-year-old movies}), Charity’s Oscar is actually a nice guy who really loves her.  So, what could possibly go wrong?

And, because Dance Parlors and “Rhythm of Life” churches and Oscar’s {Deleted by the psychological spoiler police} are a thing of the past, “Sweet Charity” is a show firmly ensconced in the sixties.

And the design and production team milk that for all it’s worth.  From the retro costumes and hair styles to the depressingly-in-my-memory steps of the “Rich Man’s Frug” to the tiny milk bottles carried by the “local color” milkman, everything screams the right period.  Even the (slightly) anachronistic Bon Ami ad on the back brick wall of the set will be familiar to anyone who remembers similar ads in the New York of the time (there was such an ad right outside my hotel room when I was there for the 1964 World’s Fair – unless my memory deceives me, which it probably does).

Since we’re talking about the set and chorography, I have to credit the production team (Director Sean Daniels, Music Director Ann-Carol Pence, Chorographer Jen MacQueen, Set Designer John Thigpen) for integrating all the elements into a nicely cohesive unit.  A two-story set with runways, staircases, balconies, and fires escapes surrounds the larger-than-the-cast orchestra, and all three dimensions are used fully.  Many dance numbers require the apparently-in-terrific-shape cast to gallop up and down staircases with breakneck abandon, creating stage pictures both simple and complex.  The cast never walks when they can run, never climbs when they can leap, never stands still when they can drape over the rails with brazen come-hitherliness.

And the cast itself is a thing of beauty and a joy to behold.  In the central role, Rebecca Simon is a lithe and fragile Charity, a big-voiced, big-hearted force of nature whose wide-eyed embrace of life makes us wince at the bumps and bruises she finds in her path.  As the three men in her life, Trent Blanton is alternately brittle and oily, suave and continental, and endearingly clumsy.  His face may be a bit too craggy and distinctive to fully “sell” his separate characterizations, but, that, more or less, is the point.  Once we accept the device that Charity falls for the same guy over and over, Mr. Blanton’s range comes into sharp focus.  It doesn’t hurt that his Oscar and his Vittorio both share a marvelous rapport with Ms. Simon’s Charity – it’s easy to see what each man sees in her.

They are ably supported by a Protean ensemble who slip in and out of various roles (and supporting chorus voices) with the ease of music hall chameleons.  Indeed, Jimi Kocina’s display of virtuosity (sometimes switching characters three or four times in less than a minute) recalls the recent productions of “Thirty-Nine Steps” in dexterity and simplicity.  I also have to commend Caroline Freedlund’s Nickie and Taryn Janelle’s Helene, Charity’s Dance Hall pals who range from the tear-up-the-stage athleticism of “There’s Got to be Something Better Than This” to the soft and supportive ballad-icism  of “Baby Dream Your Dream.”  The ensemble is filled out by Jevares C. Myrick (whose “Big Daddy” makes “Rhythm of Life” pulse with energy and, well, life and rhythm), Loren Lott, Jenna Edmonds, and John Markowski.

The ending is admittedly not as lyrical and moving as that of the Fellini film, but it is a far cry better than the scripted “She lived hopefully ever after” pabulum that mars other productions (as well as the “Sweet Charity” film version of 1969).  Instead, we’re left with a Charity belting out that she can take anything the universe throws at her and not only survive, but thrive.  And, by golly, in the hands of Ms. Simon and the Aurora production, I believe she can!

This is one production to “spend a little time” with!

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




8/21/2011    	Afterthoughts on the 2011 / 2012 MAT Awards
           
Sunday night, Roswell’s Cultural Arts Center played host to the 2011/2012 MAT Awards. The big winners were everyone at Act 3 Productions of Sandy Springs, who won a total of 14 Awards, 10 of which were for their production of “Xanadu.”

As with previous years, here are my standard cut-and-pasted caveats:  I refrained from posting my usual “second-guess the judges” piece because I saw such a small percentage of the nominees. I’m also close friends with many of those nominated, and would hesitate to irk one friend by preferring another. (Not that I don’t tend irk all of them at one time or another.)  

And, for the record, boo-hooing about who didn’t get a nomination (or victory) is really unfair to those who were so honored. True, there were those I would have liked to see in the winners’ circle, but I prefer to see that as a sign of the health and breadth of the Non-Professional Theatre Community – I tend to think it’s a good thing when there is too little room on the lists for ALL the exceptional work. I try to give as many as possible “shout outs” in my reviews and end-of-year wrap-ups, and an awards wrap-up is no place for a kvetch session about the judges.

What I’m gracelessly trying to say is that so many factors go into how we react to a particular piece, that, if everyone reacted in the same way, … well, let’s not even go there, because I don’t think it could ever happen. The best of plays will always have their detractors and the worst of plays will always have their defenders. 

This year, Alison Paul took over the presidency of the MAT Awards and the Producer responsibilities for these awards.  She deserves our heartfelt hosannas for putting together an evening high on entertainment. Zip Rampy and Thomas Strickland co-hosted the event with a Rat Pack joie de vivre that was positively contagious.  

The evening passed quickly and painlessly, and it was good to revisit musical numbers I’d missed (I actually saw NONE of the nominated musicals or plays this year).  As to the acceptance speeches, all the winners were gracious and brief.

So, without further ado, may I have the Envelope, Please? These were the winners:

2012 Metropolitan Atlanta Theater Award Winners

(Listed in Order of Presentation)

Costume Design, Musical Category
Jane Kroessig – A 1940’s Radio Christmas Carol – OnStage Atlanta

Costume Design, Play Category
Nikki Strickland & Alyssa Jackson – The Tempest – North Fulton Drama Club

Set Design, Play Category
Mercury & Danielle Gustaveson – The Miracle Worker – Gypsy Theatre Company

Set Design, Musical Category
Barry N. West -- A 1940’s Radio Christmas Carol – OnStage Atlanta

Youth Award, Musical Category
Jo-Jo Steine - "Calliope (Aphrodite)" - Xanadu

Youth Award, Play Category
Kealy Ford – “Helen Keller” – The Miracle Worker

Choreography
Tammie Roper – Chicago – The Henry Players

Minor Supporting Actor, Play Category
Aaron Gottlieb – “Schmendiman” –Picasso at the Lapin Agile

Minor Supporting Actress, Play Category
LeeAnna Lambert – “Poppy” – Noises Off

Minor Supporting Actress, Musical Category
Caty Bergmark – “Euterpe (Thetis)” - Xanadu

Minor Supporting Actor, Musical Category
Daniel Pino – “Terpsichore (Hermes, Centaur)” -- Xanadu

Sound Design, Play Category
Casey Lynn Hofmann – Noises Off – Act 3 Productions

Sound Design, Musical Category
Charlie Miller -- A 1940’s Radio Christmas Carol – OnStage Atlanta

Lighting Design, Musical Category
Dylan West – Chicago – The Henry Players

Lighting Design, Play Category
Harley Gould – A Sleeping Country – Essential Theatre

Special Award for Stage Management
Kathy Manning 

Major Supporting Actress, Play Category
Holly Stevenson – “Isabella Orsini” – A Sleeping Country

Major Supporting Actor, Play Category
Adrian Camacho – “John Hale” – The Crucible

Major Supporting Actor, Musical Category
Brandon Rose == “Orin Scrivello / Others” – Little Shop of Horrors

Major Supporting Actress, Musical Category
Kandice Arrington - "Melpomene (Medusa)" - Xanadu

Original Work
By Wheel and By Wing – Act 3 Productions

Music Direction
Lyn Taylor & Greg Windle - Xanadu - Act 3 Productions

Moira Thornett Director’s Award, Play Category
Thomas Strickland & Alyssa Jackson – The Tempest – North Fulton Drama Club

Moira Thornett Director’s Award, Musical Category
Patti Mactas - Xanadu - Act 3 Productions

Leading Actress, Musical Category
Maggie Taylor – “Kira (Clio)” - Xanadu

Leading Actor, Musical Category
Joe Arnotti – “Sonny Malone” -- Xanadu

Leading Actor, Play Category
Kip Henderson – “Raul” -- Extremities

Leading Actress, Play Category
Danielle Gustaveson – “Annie Sullivan” – The Miracle Worker

Best Ensemble, Musical Category
Xanadu by Act 3 Productions

Best Ensemble, Play Category
Noises Off – Act 3 Productions

Best Overall Performance of a Musical
Xanadu by Act 3 Productions

Best Overall Performance of a Play
Noises Off – Act 3 Productions

Now, what do all of you have in store for us this year?  I can’t wait to see.

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



9/5/2012	Dispatches from DRAGON*CON 2012           

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

As the convention gets bigger and bigger, I am less impressed each year by the organizers’ abilities to fit more and more people into smaller and smaller spaces.  On the positive side, the sophomore-year high-tech registration process reduced the normal three-hour line to a mere twenty-minutes.  Bravo for the techies!

On the other hand, over-demand for programs in adjacent ballrooms led to mass fon-queue-sion as folks for differing rooms “crossed streams” with abandon, leading to the end of civilization (as we know it).  When that didn’t happen, the over-worked volunteers indulged in their inner storm-trooper – “You VILL stand in Single File und You VILL enchoy it!”   Maybe there weren’t as many “big names” this year, but I found myself spending most of my time in the smaller (but still crowded) topic discussion panels, usually Space, Skeptics, and Science.

Anyway, the highlights of the weekend included a complete description of weightless bathroom breaks, an introduction to the Bradley Observatory’s Atlanta-based scale model of the Solar System (MASS), the assurance that it is not a slippery slope from Same-Sex marriage to Polyamory, the opportunity to climb into the Netherworld Mangler’s mask for the parade, and a chance to see some of this year’s SyFy “Face Off” contestants at work.  But, rather than bore you with a day-by-day, panel-by-panel recap of my weekend, I thought I’d indulge my “Inner Sloth” and just give you a photo-recap.

Excelsior!

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




9/6/2012     If I Picked the Suzi’s

On Monday the 10th, the Suzi Nominations for the 2011-2012 season will be announced, so I thought his would be a good time to recap the season and to state my own “druthers.”  Theatrical seasons are, by their nature, a tad schizophrenic, so some of these shows I already talked about in my 2011 end-of-the-year recap, and others I’ll probably talk about at the end of this year.  Sure, it muddles the logical section of my brain (that part that spouts smoke whenever I see an Escher sketch), but it sure does appeal to my ambiguity-rules section (that part that spouts glee whenever I see an Escher sketch).

So, with no further ado about nothing, here we go…


BEST PLAYS AND MUSICALS

So, what did I like best this past season? As usual, Atlanta had a great Year at the Theatre. My average scores hover in the upper 3’s, and I’ve tossed out more fives than an ace Cribbage shark. Of the 61 productions that have been “Suzi recommended” this year, I’ve seen only 41, so there’ll be a handful I’ll have little to say about.  

For me, the standout musical this year was Atlanta Lyric’s “Ain’t Misbehavin’,” which also boasted the year’s best musical ensemble.  That being said, I also had buckets of praise for Actors Express’ “Spring Awakening,” Atlanta Lyric’s “Gypsy,” and the Aurora’s “Chorus Line” and “Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie – A Folk Tale.”

As to non-musicals (the so-called “straight” plays, and what genius thought THAT would be a good word for anything theatrical?), my favorite (by a brush stroke) had to be Theatrical Outfit’s “Red.”  Other shows I hope are not forgotten include  Actors Express’ “Next Fall” and “The Motherf**ker with the Hat,” the Alliance’s “Broke” and “God of Carnage,” the Aurora’s “Fox on the Fairway” and “Underneath the Lintel,” G.E.T.’s “Becky’s New Car,” productions of “Much Ado About Nothing” at both Georgia Shakespeare and the Shakespeare Tavern, Georgia Shakespeare’s “The Glass Menagerie,” the Tavern’s “As You Like It,” and Synchronicity’s “In the Next Room, or, The Vibrator Play.”  I could also praise shows that failed to be “Suzi recognized,” but, I daresay, I’ll get to those in my end-of-year round-up.


BEST PERFORMANCES

Again, this year saw an embarrassment of riches with fine work from our home (and visiting) acting community. This list barely scratches the surface, but, for my money, the best work of the year was turned in by (in no particular order) Steve Coulter (“Underneath the Lintel”), Kate Donadio (“In the Next Room”), Tess Malis Kincaid (“Broke”), Mary Lynn Owen (“The Glass Menagerie”), Tom Key and Jimi Kocina (“Red”), Travis Smith (“Illyria”), Luis Hernandez (“The Motherf**ker With the Hat”), Courtney Patterson (“The Fox on the Fairway”), Veronika Duerr (“As You Like It”), and Ingrid Cole (“Gypsy”),   I didn’t go over my reviews too carefully here, so I humbly apologize to those whose performances took me to new heights of praise, but, which have faded with time.  Hopefully, the Suzi nominating committee has a better memory than do I.  

As far as ensemble work goes, I’ve already cited the cast of “Ain’t Misbehavin’” as the standout for the year.  But, I was also impressed by how well the casts of “Next Fall,” “A Chorus Line,” “A Wrinkle in Time,” “Lend me a Tenor,” and EVERYTHING at the Shakespeare Tavern and at Georgia Shakespeare  worked together. These casts all made each other shine, all creating credible “communities” that told their stories with style and elegance.


BEST DESIGNS

Like last year, I may be better disposed to comment on the actual nominations than to try to make any predictions. I tended to prefer designs that were minimalist and imaginative (the small-tweaks-make-a-big-difference approach of the Shakespeare Tavern, the small-scale big-effect styles of Theatrical Outfit). That being said, I did love how Georgia Shakespeare was able to create large-scale sets that could be quickly struck and re-mounted for its repertory work (though its set for “Importance of Being earnest” had to be one of the ugliest I’ve ever seen). I also tended to NOT like big and fast lighting designs that showed off the full-computer resources of some of the bigger houses – too often, the fast changes and non-stop motion called attention to the lights and away from the actors and play. For me, simple stuff done with a wide palette and a clever combination of angles trumps razzle dazzle (again, stuff at Theatrical Outfit, Horizon, and the Tavern). Still, props to the Alliance for its minimalist set for “God of Carnage” and the Theatrical outfit for its artist-loft in “Red.”  I also have to make special note of the marvelously imaginative costumes in Theatrical Outfit’s “A Wrinkle in Time.”

I have my peeves about awards in general – overgeneralization of categories, splitting into male/female awards (as if actresses and actors can’t compete on “the same playing field” or have different skill sets), and disconnects between how different theatres define their seasons. But, when all is said and done, winning one is an emotional rush better than anything chemically induced, and awarding one is almost as much fun.

And, of course, second-guessing the judges (or pre-guessing them in this case) is more fun than can be had staring at a blank page.  As you see by my grades below, I wasn’t as fond of some of these shows as the Suzi Judges.  Of course, that doesn’t mean they’re wrong.

As a reminder, the nominations will be announced on September 10, and the awards presented in November.  See all y’all there!

   -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


THIS YEAR’S “SUZI_ELIGIBLE” PRODUCTIONS:

7 Stages                        Hidden Man   

14th Street Playhouse:          Motherhood:  The Musical  (A)

Actor's Express                 Spring Awakening       (A)   
                                Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them   (C)  
                                Next Fall   (A) 
                                The Mother F**ker With the Hat  (A+)
                                Xanadu  (B-)
                                                                                                 
Alliance Theatre                Into the Woods  (B+)   
                                Broke   (A+)           
                                God of Carnage (A)     
                                The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls  (B+)    
                                I Just Stopped By the See the Man   
                                The Ghost Brothers of Darkland County   (C+) 

Atlanta Lyric Theatre           Thoroughly Modern Millie
                                The Sound of Music  (B-)
                                Ain't Misbehavin'  (A+)
                                Gypsy  (A+)

Aurora Theatre                  A Chorus Line   (A+)
                                Underneath the Lintel  (A+)
                                Gray Area   (B)
                                Body of Water  (B)
                                Clyde and Bonnie:  A Folk Tale  (A)
                                The Fox on the Fairway  (A)
                                               
Fabrefaction Theatre            Sweeney Todd

Georgia Ensemble Theatre        Glimpses of the Moon   (C-)    
                                Becky's New Car   (A)
                                The Foreigner  (B+)

Georgia Shakespeare             The Glass Menagerie  (A+)       
                                Illyria:  A 12th Night Musical   (B+)     
                                Much Ado About Nothing  (A+)      
                                The Importance of Being Earnest  (C)                  

Horizon Theatre                 Tree      
                                The Waffle Palace - Smothered, Covered, & Scattered 24/7/365  (D)
                                Sheddin'

JibJam Productions              Faith Healer                    

Kenny Leon's True Colors        Guess Who's Coming to Dinner            

Legacy Theatre                  Pippin    
                                The Andrews Sisters:  Christmas of Swing    
                                Jane Eyre (B)
                                Joseph and the Amazing technicolor Dreamcoat

New Shakespeare Tavern          The Comedy of Errors 
                                MacBeth  
                                The Merry Wives of Windsor   (A)
                                Much Ado About Nothing   (A)
                                As You Like it  (A)

Pinch 'n' Ouch Theatre          Body Awareness

Serenbe Playhouse               Shipwrecked 
                                Alice in Wonderland:  A Most Curious Dream  
                                A Midsummer Night's Dream 

Synchronicity Theatre           In the Next Room, or, The Vibrator Play   (A)

Stage Door Players              The Last Romance  (B+)      
                                Same Time, Next Year   (B+)       
                                Lend me a Tenor   (A)                 

Theatre in the Square           On Golden Pond  (B)
                                Ghost Writer  (B)
                                1940's Radio Hour
                                Flyin' West

Theatrical Outfit               The Green Book  (A)
                                Freud's Last Session
                                Red   (A+)
                                A Wrinkle in Time  (B+)


9/7/2012	ALMOST ELTON JOHN     		Mable House Amphitheatre      

****½  ( A )


FABULOUS!

Okay!  Strictly speaking, this was a concert, not a musical.

Of course, with so many “Juke-Box” musicals polluting the stage these days, in which lame-butt plots are slathered over songlists of one ilk or other, it’s sorta-kinda refreshing to see a simple concert featuring a popular artist’s songbook, performed by an accomplished actor breathing new life into our too-rapidly fading memories of the concerts of our young adulthood.

Okay!  Strictly speaking, this WAS a musical in the guise of a concert.

And, truth to tell, it was one of the best concerts I’ve been to in decades.  (The fact that it was one of the ONLY concerts I’ve been to in decades should in no way diminish how much fun I had.)

Craig A. Meyer has been part of the Atlanta Musical Theatre for some time now.  Winning the Suzi Bass Award in 2008 for his performance in “Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in Paris” (my own personal favorite that year), he has also appeared in local productions of “Forever Plaid,” “Anything Goes,” “Sister Act – the Musical,” and as the Snail in “A Year With Frog and Toad.”  So, who knew he was a “nationally-acclaimed Elton John tribute artist?”

Indeed, he looks and sounds very much like Elton John, and carries the flash and gaudy excess to just the right level – perhaps never going to Mr. John’s grandiose so-far-over-the-top-as-to-be-out-of-sight levels, but just enough to remind us of them.  He attacks the songs with a vengeance and a high-octane energy that not only had the crowd of past-middle-age fans on their feet rocking, but also struck the right notes with the younger generations dragged to the show.

He was, in a word, FABULOUS!

As were the songs!  Everything and anything Elton John was here, from the humble beginnings of “Your Song” to the Broadway-friendly “Can you Feel the Pain Love, Tonight.”  He even made me like “Saturday Night’s Alright,” a song that drove me crazy in my college years after my dorm neighbors would BLAST it away a thousand times a night while I was struggling to decipher Joyce’s “Ulysses.”

Okay, the opening act (which shall remain nameless here), described by Mr. Meyer as a “Human Jukebox of ‘70’s and ‘80’s music,” was a dreadfully bland and characterless group who reminded me why my interests strayed from popular music back them.  But they were (thankfully) done before the sun went down on us, and, when Mr. Meyer and his “Rocket Band” took the stage, the evening flew by like a, well, like a Rocket. 

So, this was your last chance, though the concert was filmed for perhaps future DVD/Blu-Ray/YouTube consumption, so keep your eye out for it.

So, even though this wasn’t Elton John, in Mr. Meyer’s case, “Almost” was more than good enough!

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





9/8/2012	THE MAN WHO CAME TO DINNER		Georgia Ensemble Theatre      

***½  ( B )


LIFE-SIZED

Sheridan Whiteside can best be described as a charming bull in a china shop.  He has built his reputation on his acerbic wit, his casual put-downs of the pompous and over-inflated, and his friendships with the rich and famous and powerful.  In other words, he needs to be larger than life, he needs to bulldoze his way through lesser mortals' existences and to bask in the gloriousness of being Sheridan Whiteside.  In Georgia Ensemble’s (mostly) entertaining staging of Kaufman and Hart’s 1939 “The Man Who Came to Dinner,” we meet a cranky, blustery, past-the-point-of-no-return obnoxious Whiteside, who seems to have left most of his charm off stage.  In other words, he is less-than larger-than-life, which, I suppose, makes him life-sized.  This is a distraction, but not a fatal one.

It is December of 1939, and erstwhile critic, writer, and radio personality Sheridan Whiteside finds himself the unwilling guest of the Stanley household of Mesalia OH.  A close encounter with a patch of ice has reduced him to a too-broken-to-travel state.  As he semi-heals, his acidic personality begns to infect everyone around him for good and ill.  In between visits from his famous friends, he manages to upturn the lives of everyone in Mesalia, and some folks aren’t too happy about it.  Take ingénue June Stanley (a radiant Corinna Reselle) – her secret romance with a young union organizer is just the right choice to send businessman father “Mr. Stanley” (Frank Roberts, oozing pomposity out of every pore) into apoplexy.  Son Richard (Alexander McCurley) is a burgeoning photographer who is encouraged in his artistic pursuits.

But, since Whiteside cannot abide losing his ever-loyal “gal Friday” Maggie (a marvelous-as-usual Wendy Melkonian) to marriage with local reporter (and talented playwright) Bert Jefferson (Jacob York), all sorts of machinations are hatched and plotted and sorta-semi foiled.  Add to the mix a Hollywood comic (Banjo), a British playwright and composer (Beverly Carlton), a randy and ambitious actress (Lorraine Sheldon), an absent-minded professor (Professor Metz), an almost-competent doctor, a battle-axe nurse, and a crate full of penguins (don’t ask), and Christmas in Mesalia will not be all silver bells and mistletoe.

Kaufman and Hart based almost all these characters on real people (Whiteside = Alexander Woollcott, Banjo = Harpo Marx, Beverly = Noel Coward, Lorraine = Gertrude Lawrence, etc etc etc), and throughout, names are dropped like rose petals at a wedding, so I was glad that G.E.T. put up a “Who’s Who” lobby display letting us in on all the “top names” in the 1939 news cycle.

But, my chief problem with this production was the Whiteside of Allan Edwards.  Mr. Edwards gives us a grumbling, obnoxious, downright mean Whiteside, which is expected (and good), but he has none of the charm or wit that would tell us WHY he’s so popular, WHY Maggie would even consider turning down a marriage proposal to stay with him.  Whiteside is supposed to keep his most venomous attacks to the pompous, hypocritical, downright stupid people he encounters, and temper his attacks with affection for those closest to him.  But, Mr. Edwards treats his closest friends as if they were insignificant and a pox on his life.

Not to be blunt, but this leaves a hole in the center of the play that, fortunately, for most of the time is mitigated (and alleviated) by the eccentricity of everyone who comes into his orbit.  I absolutely loved Jim Dailey’s Banjo and Shannon Eubanks' Lorraine, and all the local residents and comers-and-goers positively drip personality and character.  So, I suppose, my less-than-enthusiastic response to Mr. Edwards didn’t really hurt my enjoyment of the play – it only made it seem longer than necessary.

Jamie Bullins has built a set that perfectly captures the character of the Stanleys and the period, and Light Designer Mike Post has bathed it all in a nostalgic warmth that nicely belied the cold winter winds blowing outside.  If I have one complaint about the design, it’s in the costume for Beverly Carlton (and a too-young actor filling it).  Yes, the yachtsman’s duds fully suggest Noel Coward, but the point that he was travelling in winter far from any large body of water seems to have been missed.  A winter coat and evening wear, or period “travelling clothes”  would have been far more appropriate.

Still, this is a (mostly) wonderful mounting of a classic community theatre warhorse, filled with eccentric and marvelous performances, and studded liberally with laughs and smiles.  It’s very evident why this piece is still popular after over seventy years, and very evident why it will still be popular for decades to come.

Now, if we could give Mr. Edwards a transfusion of charm, it would be downright perfect.

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




9/11/2012    Nominees Announced for Atlanta’s 2012 Suzi Awards

Atlanta, GA, September 10, 2012: The Suzi Bass Awards, Inc. announced nominations for the 2011-2012 Atlanta professional theatrical season this evening to an enthusiastic crowd of patrons and theatre industry artists. The Suzi Nomination Party , which rotates venues, was hosted this year by the Aurora Theatre in Lawrenceville, GA. The spacious lobby allowed guests to enjoy drinks, hors d’ouevres and the chance to congratulate their colleagues. Guest announcers, Atlanta’s own funny men Bryan Brendle, Bart Hansard, Tony Larkin, Aurora Theatre artistic director Tony Rodriguez and Scott Warren shared the list of nominees while playfully riffing on the 2011/2012 Atlanta theatre season.

Nationally-recognized artists working in Atlanta were among this year’s nominees. Broadway director Lonny Price and Josh Rhodes received nominations for Direction and Choreography of the World Premiere of Hunter Foster and Rick Crom’s musical Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre . The show received 15 Nominations, the most of any show this season. In addition, Broadway producer G-Four garnered an Ensemble Musical nomination with their all-local Atlanta cast of Motherhood the Musical .

Other Atlanta resident artists fared well in all categories. Bethany Anne Lind received two acting nominations for her supporting work in Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company’s World Premiere of Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? And in Georgia Shakespeare’s The Glass Menagerie. Local sound designers Clay Benning and Bobby Johnston each scored three nominations for their work on different productions. In addition, identical twin designers Isabel A. and Moriah Curley-Clay continue their three season streak of multiple nominations with three more this season in two categories.

Although the Alliance Theatre lead the nomination tally with a total of twenty-two (22) , Atlanta Lyric Theatre received eighteen (18) in Musical categories and Aurora Theatre also pulled in eighteen (18) total nominations in play and musical categories . Even with large groups of nominations going to the above, a wide distribution of Atlanta area theatres were recognized, with multiple nominations also going to Theatrical Outfit , Actor’s Express , Georgia Shakespeare, Horizon Theatre, Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre, Georgia Ensemble Theatre and Serenbe Playhouse.

Companies newly participating with the Suzi Awards got first nods from the Judging Panels as well, with Nominations for Stage Door Player’s Lend Me a Tenor, Fabrefaction’s Sweeney Todd , and JibJam’s Faith Healer. In addition to the Suzi Performance Awards, the organization presents the Lifetime Achievement Award, the Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwriting Award to an Atlanta playwright, the Spirit of Suzi Award, the Volunteer of the Year Award, and the publicly-voted Audience Choice Award for Outstanding Season.

Final Ballot voting for the Suzi Awards begins this week and culminates in the presentation of Suzi star statues at the 8th Annual Suzi Awards Ceremony on Monday, November 5, 2012 at the Porter Sanford Performing Arts Center in DeKalb County. Members of the Suzi Awards may also vote the final ballot, and the results of Member voting will be tallied in as a percentage of the panel judge votes. The Suzi Awards, Inc. is a member non-profit organization, and anyone may join by paying annual dues of $25.

For further information on the awards process, becoming a Member of the Suzi
Bass Awards, or taking out business or congratulation ads in the Awards Event
Program, please go to www.SuziAwards.org.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------


2012 Suzi Bass Award Nominations - Atlanta

Outstanding Production of a Musical
Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Director of a Musical
Alexander Greenfield for Sweeney Todd at Fabrefaction Theatre
Dustin Lewis for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Freddie Ashley for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Lonny Price for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Ricardo Aponte for Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Musical
Claci Miller-Juday for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Courtney Patterson for Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical at Georgia Shakespeare
Ingrid Cole for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Kylie Brown for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Laura Floyd for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Musical
Clint Thornton for Sweeney Todd at Fabrefaction Theatre
J.C. Long for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Jordan Craig for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Michael Stiggers for Pippin at Legacy Theatre
Stephen Mitchell Brown for Jane Eyre: The Musical at Legacy Theatre

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical
Anna Kimmell for Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical at Georgia Shakespeare
Caitlin Smith for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Jill Ginsberg for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Karen Howell for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Marcie Millard for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical
Alan Kilpatrick for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Bart Hansard for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Bryant Smith for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Greg Bosworth for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Travis Smith for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Ensemble in a Musical
Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at Legacy Theatre
Motherhood the Musical at G-Four Productions

Outstanding Costume Design of a Musical
Erik Teague for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Joanna Schmink for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Lex Liang for Into the Woods at Alliance Theatre
Lindsey G. Paris for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Patricia M. Wesp for Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical at Georgia Shakespeare

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Musical
Bradley Bergeron for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Jeff Martin for Sweeney Todd at Fabrefaction Theatre
Joseph P. Monaghan, III for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Ken Yunker for Into the Woods at Alliance Theatre
Robert Wierzel and Adam Larsen for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance
Theatre

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Musical
J. David Blatt for Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical at Georgia Shakespeare
Phillip Male for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Seamus M. Bourne for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express
Todd Rosenthal for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance Theatre
Todd Rosenthal for Into the Woods at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Sound Design of a Musical
Bobby Johnston for Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Bobby Johnston for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Bobby Johnston for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Clay Benning for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance Theatre
Clay Benning for Into the Woods at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Music Direction of a Musical
Ann-Carol Pence for A Chorus Line at Aurora Theatre
Ann-Carol Pence for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Brandt Blocker for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Michael Fauss for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Seth Davis for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express

Outstanding Choreography of a Musical
Bethany Hayes-Smith for Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at Legacy
Theatre
Josh Rhodes for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Karen Hebert for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Ricardo Aponte for Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre
Sarah Turner for Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express

Outstanding Production of a Play
Broke at Alliance Theatre
I Just Stopped By to See the Man at Alliance Theatre
Red at Theatrical Outfit
Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse
Tree at Horizon Theatre

Outstanding Director of a Play
Brian Clowdus for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse
David de Vries for Red at Theatrical Outfit
Jason Loewith for Broke at Alliance Theatre
Lisa Adler for Tree at Horizon Theatre
Richard Garner for Much Ado About Nothing at Georgia Shakespeare

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Play
Donna Biscoe for Tree at Horizon Theatre
Elisa Carlson for Ghost-Writer at Theatre in the Square
Mary Lynn Owen for The Glass Menagerie at Georgia Shakespeare
Tess Malis Kincaid for Broke at Alliance Theatre
Wendy Melkonian for Becky’s New Car at Georgia Ensemble Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Play
David de Vries for Freud’s Last Session at Theatrical Outfit
Mark Kincaid for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse
Mississippi Charles Level for I Just Stopped By to See the Man at Alliance Theatre
Steve Coulter for Underneath the Lintel at Aurora Theatre
Tom Key for Red at Theatrical Outfit

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Play
Andrea Frye for Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? at Kenny Leon’s True Colors
Theatre Company
Bethany Anne Lind for Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? at Kenny Leon’s True
Colors Theatre Company
Bethany Anne Lind for The Glass Menagerie at Georgia Shakespeare
Elisabeth Omilami for Broke at Alliance Theatre
Minka Wiltz for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Play
Barry Stewart Mann for The Green Book at Theatrical Outfit
Dieterich Gray for I Just Stopped By to See the Man at Alliance Theatre
Jimi Kocina for Red at Theatrical Outfit
Luis R. Hernandez for The Motherf**ker with the Hat at Actor’s Express
Theo Harness for Faith Healer at JibJam Productions

Outstanding Ensemble in a Play
A Wrinkle in Time at Theatrical Outfit
Fox on the Fairway at Aurora Theatre
Lend Me a Tenor at Stage Door Players
The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
The Foreigner at Georgia Ensemble Theatre
Outstanding Costume Design of a Play
Christine Turbitt for The Importance of Being Earnest at Georgia Shakespeare
Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for The Waffle Palace: Smothered, Covered & Scattered at Horizon Theatre
Ivan Ingermann for The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
Jim Alford for Lend Me a Tenor at Stage Door Players
Jonida Beqo for In the Next Room or the Vibrator Play at Synchronicity

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Play
Andrew Carson for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse
Chris Whittle for A Wrinkle in Time at Theatrical Outfit
Howell Binkley for The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
Joseph A. Futral for Red at Theatrical Outfit
Mike Post for The Glass Menagerie at Georgia Shakespeare

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Play
Collette Pollard for The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for The Waffle Palace: Smothered, Covered & Scattered at Horizon Theatre
Isabel A. Curley-Clay and Moriah Curley-Clay for Tree at Horizon Theatre
Kat Conley for The Glass Menagerie at Georgia Shakespeare
Lee Maples for Red at Theatrical Outfit

Outstanding Sound Design of a Play
Clay Benning for The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
Kendall Simpson for Red at Theatrical Outfit
Kendall Simpson & Adair Mallory for I Just Stopped By to See the Man at Alliance
Theatre
Thom Jenkins for Sheddin’ at Horizon Theatre
Thom Jenkins for Tree at Horizon Theatre

Outstanding World Premiere Production
Broke at Alliance Theatre
Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre
Sheddin’ at Horizon Theatre
The Green Book at Theatrical Outfit
The Waffle Palace: Smothered, Covered & Scattered at Horizon Theatre

Awards Breakdown
17 Theatres Received Nominations out of 20 Participating Theatres (85%)
14 Musicals Received Nominations out of 19 Recommended Musicals (74%)
24 Plays Received Nominations out of 40 Recommended Plays (60%)
181 individual professional artists were recognized with Nominations

Breakdown by Theatre
Alliance Theatre -- 22 Nominations, 14 Play, 8 Musical
Atlanta Lyric Theatre -- 18 Musical
Aurora Theatre -- 18 Nominations, 2 Play, 16 Musical
Theatrical Outfit -- 12 Play
Actor’s Express -- 11 Nominations, 1 Play, 10 Musical
Georgia Shakespeare -- 10 Nominations, 6 Play, 4 Musical
Horizon Theatre -- 10 Play
Serenbe Playhouse -- 5 Play
Legacy Theatre -- 4 Musical
Fabrefaction Theatre -- 3 Musical
Georgia Ensemble Theatre -- 2 Play
Kenny Leon’s True Colors Theatre Company -- 2 Play
Stage Door Players -- 2 Play
G-Four Productions -- 1 Musical
JibJam Productions -- 1 Play
Synchronicity Theatre -- 1 Play
Theatre in the Square -- 1 Play

Breakdown by Show
Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale -- 15 Nominations
Spring Awakening -- 10
Gypsy -- 7
Red -- 7
Thoroughly Modern Millie -- 6
Ain’t Misbehavin’ -- 5
Broke -- 5
The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls -- 5
Shipwrecked: An Entertainment -- 5
Ghost Brothers of Darkland County -- 4
The Glass Menagerie -- 4
I Just Stopped By to See the Man -- 4
Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical -- 4
Into the Woods -- 4
Tree -- 4
The Waffle Palace: Smothered, Covered & Scattered -- 4
Sweeney Todd -- 3
Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? -- 2
The Green Book -- 2
Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat -- 2
Lend Me a Tenor -- 2
Sheddin’ -- 2
A Wrinkle in Time -- 2
A Chorus Line
Becky’s New Car
Faith Healer
The Foreigner
Fox on the Fairway
Freud’s Last Session
Ghost-Writer
The Importance of Being Earnest
In the Next Room or the Vibrator Play
Jane Eyre: The Musical
The Motherf**ker With the Hat
Motherhood the Musical
Much Ado About Nothing
Pippin
Underneath the Lintel



9/14/2012  From the Cast:  “To Kill a Mockingbird” at Young Actors Playhouse


Here is another in a continuing series of shameless self-promotions: This Friday, I'll be opening in a production of "To Kill a Mockingbird," channeling my "inner Gregory Peck" to play "Atticus Finch." The reason I'm pushing this one a bit harder (besides all the hard work involved in cramming all those words
into my rapidly decaying brain) is that it's a true family project ** – My lovely and talented spouse (Barbara) is directing and my lovely and talented daughter (Julia) is playing "Scout." The show will play this weekend and next at Marietta's Young Actors Playhouse off Canton Road (where America's Thrift
Store used to be, if you'll pardon a perfectly useless direction).

The play is based on the classic Harper Lee novel about race relations in 1935 Alabama, as seen through the eyes of 8-year-old Scout Finch (and her memories as an adult) – it's hard to tell what's more important to her – the efforts to see next door mystery man Boo Radley, or the life-and-death trial of Tom Robinson that Scout's Daddy is immersed in.

This project got started when the Don Goodner, artistic director of Young Actors Playhouse, started talking about wanting to expand the venue's mission to produce plays involving adults and children working side by side, and about how far Julia had progressed in the two years she'd been performing there. I (cough cough) hinted that "Atticus" was always a dream role of mine (even though I am ten years too old for it --- sigh), and here we are.

Anyway, it’s been a panic-filled week as we move closer to Friday's opening, as the words coming out of my mouth get closer to those in the script (PLEASE), and as my Southern accent stops wandering into bizarro-land (I think it has a mind of its own).

In any case, I've attached some details, and I hope some of y'all can come and see the Rudy clan at work. We're being supported by a ridiculously talented group of actors (both veterans and newcomers), and this is shaping into a production we'll be proud of!

-- Brad


** Two other father/daughter pairings are in the cast and crew, in addition to a Grandfather/Granddaughter team, AND a Mother/Son team


And here, to add to the discussion, are some comments from Mr. Goodner, artistic director of the Young Actors Playhouse:

Greetings! 

This Friday, we will begin performing "To Kill a Mockingbird." I first read this novel when I was in 5th grade (thanks to my mother) and I could easily relate to the material. After all, Scout, Jem, and Dill basically had the same type of lifestyle I did (sneaking into people's backyards, running around barefoot, getting into trouble, etc...) We didn't have video games, or an obsession with TV, cell phones, internet... so the biggest difference between my life in Baytown, TX and the Finchs' lives in Maycomb, AL were the racial injustices.

Today, the children who play Scout, Jem, and Dill in productions of "To Kill a Mockingbird" have lives that are so far removed from 1930's America, that they very well could be playing aliens. This leads me to wonder, can children today even relate to the characters in this work of literature? What do our children have in common with the children in "To Kill a Mockingbird?"

At the beginning of the novel, Scout is confused by the names being shouted at her father, as well as the way some people in the town are behaving. At the end of the novel, she has learned about racism. She has learned that there is an ugliness to this world that can lead otherwise moral and sound people to behave irrationally.

We still live in that same world. Our gadgets are shinier, but ugliness still exists. And even as we try to protect our children from the world, one day they will be out there living in it on their own. Scout had the advice and example of her father. Will our children have the same?

I hope you'll come down and enjoy this show with us. These characters have always had such a special place in my heart for almost 30 years now, and it's been a warming experience to watch them come to life on our stage.
Sincerely,
Don Goodner  


The Cast:


Scout Finch			Julia Rudy
Jean Louise Finch		Jennifer Lasenyik
Calpurnia			Kathleen Claytor
Miss Maudie Atkinson		Beth Hale
Sheriff Heck Tate		Dave Boggess
Judge Taylor			Randy Drake
Stephanie Crawford		Marge Krengel
Jem Finch			Hoke Faser
Mrs. Dubose			Diane Hail
Reverend Sykes		Scoville Walker
Mayella Ewell			Randie Crowder
Bob Ewell			Pete Borden
Dill Harris			Ethan Lasenyik
Nathan/Boo Radley		Don Goodner
Atticus Finch			Brad Rudy
Walter Cunningham		Todd Crowder
Horace Gilmer			Kevin Tillery
Tom Robinson			Rahshaun Cormier
Helen Robinson			Bridget Walker

The Crew:

Director				Barbara J. Rudy
		Producer			Don Goodner
		Assistant Director		Randy Drake
		Stage Manager			Kymberly Duym
		Set Construction		Kurtis Arzet	
		Scenic Artist			Alexis Mallis		
		Lighting Design			Bradley Rudy	
		Costumes & Props		Rene’ Voige and the Cast
		Publicity			Jenn Loudermilk
		Program			Mary Miller
		House Manager			Erin Eppihimer


Young Actors Playhouse is located at Blackwell Square,
3380 Canton, Marietta, GA 30066

Show Dates are:
September 14th at 7:00PM
September 15ht at 7:00 PM
September 16th at 3:00 PM
September 21st at 7:00 PM
September 22nd at 7:00 PM
September 23rd at 3:00 PM

Tickets are only $10 for adults and $5.00 for students and can be purchased ONLINE or at the box office.




9/19/2012	TIME STANDS STILL			Horizon Theatre      

****½  ( A )


POST-TRAUMA DRAMA

Sarah Goodwin and James Dodd are damaged.  She is a photo-journalist and he is a writer.  They have been sharing a life and a Brooklyn loft apartment for many years.  While covering the war in Iraq, they are each traumatized in different ways, and have come “home” to heal, and to, perhaps, rebuild their life together both personally and professionally.  They have each had their own life-changing “Time Standing Still” moment that forces them to reassess what they want and who they are.  The only question is, will they still want to stay together?

Donald Margulies is a writer whose specialty is characters who talk like real people, using conversation more to shield than to reveal, exploring the dynamics of relationships and how “what we do” informs “who we are.”  His Pulitzer-Prize winning “Dinner with Friends” showed us two seemingly happy couples whose friendship is forever changed when one couple decides to split, whose choices as pairs ultimately affects their choices as individuals.

Here, we have two couples also, Sarah and James’ editor, Richard, is there to help them through their recovery and to shepherd their work into new and marketable paths.  And he has with him his new love, the perky and (seemingly) shallow Mandy, half his edge (She is NOT his mid-life crisis, as more than one character is quick to say).  Will their blissful happiness urge Sarah and James down a matrimonial path they may not be ready for?

Like Margulies’ other works, “Time Stands Still” is an eminently watchable play, populated by characters we get to know well, whom we get to like and root for.  They are alternately funny and sad, profound and banal, politically astute and politically-correct naïve.  They talk like adults, discuss things, fight about things, and avoid talking about what is truly important until it’s too late.

You see, Sarah’s trauma is primarily physical.  Caught by a roadside bomb, her leg has been shattered, her arm broken, and her face filled with shrapnel.  But she is self-reliant to a fault.  She can’t stand the fact that James hovers over her, trying to anticipate her every need (and wish).  She bristles at his overly-controlling attitude towards her recovery.

James’ trauma is more psychological.  After witnessing a brutal killing of a woman and her children (“Parts of their brains flew into my face, my eyes”), he returns home, so he wasn’t “there” when Sarah had her close encounter of the explosive kind. 

To put it bluntly, Sarah’s injuries do not affect her ambitions, and she is “chomping at the bit” to return to a war zone or to some other catastrophe.  James is done with war, with danger, with too-much-risk assignments.  How can a couple survive when that life-changing “time stands still” moment propels them down divergent paths?

This is an almost perfect production of this beautifully conceived and written play.  The chaotically full set by Moriah and Isabel Curley-Clay is a marvelous achievement – a beautifully-realized loft apartment that tells us so much about the people who live there before we even meet them.  And the cast breathes so much life into these characters that we can’t help liking them, wishing we could spend more time with them.

Carolyn Cook is the heart and soul of the show, giving Sarah a wounded vitality that reminded me of a caged panther – her injuries keep her in the apartment, but, for her, it’s a prison – she’d look much more natural in the middle of a battlefield with a camera in her hand.  Robin Bloodworth, in spite of a longish hair style that makes him look much younger than Ms. Cook, nevertheless brings to life a wounded man struggling to hold onto his human lifesaver who is drifting farther and farther away.  Alternately boorish and vulnerable, he seems like the perfect match for Sarah.  Until he doesn’t.

As Richard and Mandy, Chris Kayser and Ann Marie Gideon are a study in contrasts.  He is mature and weary and filled with affection for Sarah and James, but, when Mandy is on stage, he puffs up like preening peacock, shedding years and woes as if they were never there.  Ms. Gideon has perhaps the hardest job – playing a young (“there’s young and there’s embryonic”) woman who can’t hope to match the experiences of the others, but who nevertheless is incapable of keeping silent about them.  Her questions and rants seem shallow to everyone else, but she still somehow manages to win them over.  It’s a guileless naivety that is quite effective, quite appealing.  It doesn’t take long for Sarah and James (and us) to see what attracts Richard and Mandy to each other.

“Time Stands Still” is a play that resonates strongly with its complex characters and the unexpected twists of its story.  It’s a through-the-microscope look at two couples as much as it is a picture-book of the four people who comprise those couples.  It’s a funny and moving look at love, at trauma, at ambition, and, ultimately, of the range of behaviors we inflict on each other, from the most brutal to the most loving.

In a nutshell, it’s a play I won’t soon forget.

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



9/19/2012	WHAT I LEARNED IN PARIS			Alliance Theatre      

***  ( C )


WHERE WERE YOU IN ’73?

In the fall 1973, I was experiencing my first steady girlfriend and my first Broadway musical.  One of those is a pleasant memory.  Although Atlanta was still 26 years in my future, at the time, things here were on the cusp of historical change.  Maynard Jackson was elected as the first Black Mayor of a major Southern city.  And playwright Pearl Cleage was in the thick of things.

In “What I Learned in Paris,” Ms. Cleage has gathered together a group of African American characters basking in the glow of the Jackson win and its place in history and has a terrific time skewering the gender-based biases and idiosyncrasies of the era.  She has also added a quite forgettable romantic-comedy plot that isn’t fatal so much as distracting.

But it’s not nearly as distracting as the set, a supposedly middle-class residence that makes no architectural, theatrical, or aesthetic sense whatsoever.  But, gosh it sure is pretty!

Husband and wife JP and Ann Madison are at the rented Campaign Headquarters celebrating the win with campaign workers Lena Jefferson and John Stanton.  JP is a bit of a chauvinist control freak and Ann can be a bit of hide-in-the-shadows spouse (though the opening moments of the play, in which she describes a close encounter with an NBC reporter, shows a strength that is never realized).  It turns out that John and Ann are (sorta kinda) carrying on behind JP’s back and are looking for an opportunity to break away.

But, it turns out, JP is on the “short list” for a prestigious appointment in the new administration, and, truth to tell, he and Ann were never “really” married.  Will the course of true love (John and Ann) ever have a chance against the larger-than-life machinations of a bullying relic from the fifties like JP?  Enter Evie, JP’s ex-wife, and the owner of the house we’re visiting.  Equal parts force-of-nature and bull-in-the-china-shop, Evie comes with an agenda and a style all her own.

Why the political and period details are so much more compelling than the romantic comedy elements is simple – Danny Johnson gives JP too much bull-and-bluster, even a bit of cruelty, and none of the elegance and charm we’re TOLD makes him so attractive.  There is no earthly reason why Ann would balk at the decision to leave him, and no earthly reason why Evie would (possibly) want him back, Sure it’s easy to root for John and Ann, though, at least after the first scene, Kelsey Scott makes Ann far too wimpy and submissive that we …  well, I was going to say we wonder why the men would both want her, but, that’s pretty much what (too many) men found attractive at the time.

Still, for a contemporary audience, we’re left with a romantic comedy with no couples to really root for.  Fortunately, we’re also left with a terrific cast in the other roles.  Crystal Fox (Evie) returns to the Alliance stage with a vengeance, commanding the story from her first entrance until the last moment of the play.  She purports to come armed with everything she learned in Paris about modern feminism and about romance, but, the implication is that she ALWAYS knew what she wanted and ALWAYS went after it in the most direct way possible.  She’s never one to suffer fools, especially men.  You may think that would make us question her decision to (perhaps) return to JP, but she plays her cards close to the vest, and there’s a distinct possibly she may be after something other than romance – simple revenge, perhaps, or some male consciousness-raising.  The bottom line is that it doesn’t matter what she wants (or why she wants it), she makes us like Evie enough that we hope she gets it.

Eugene H. Little IV, turns in his standard excellence as John, and January LaVoy is memorable as Lena. everyone’s “go-to” friend for confession and advice.  I wish Kelsey Scott would have given Ann more of the fire she showed in the opening scene, and I wish Mr. Johnson would have give JP just the tiniest spark of charm or vulnerability.  Still, they were good enough with period details and mannerisms that my quibbles hurt only my enjoyment of the romance plot.

Now, let’s talk about that set.  In productions in the distant past, I have complained about set designers at the Alliance making very theatrical and bold choices, that made no architectural or logical sense (“Spinning Into Butter’s” office that could only have been approached by a thin gangway from a main building, and “Light up the Sky’s” window over a fireplace, for example).  Here, we have a two-story set that, at first glance, looks impressive, until you realize that the second story is a simple walkway that leads to a closet-sized room that is supposed to hold two bedrooms and a hallway.  The “downstairs” is a single open room that consists of kitchen, dining room, living room and foyer, all arranged in a way that makes no sense (living room area between the kitchen and the dining room, for example), and comes across more as a converted barn than an actual suburban house.  

Now, I was told the designer was aiming for a non-realistic “feel,” but I’m skeptical – such an approach has absolutely no textural support, and such an approach would be (and perhaps is) totally hamstrung by the use of realistic walls and shapes and furnishings and props.  All I could say is that I spent far too much time distracted by the anomalies built into the set that would have been better spent trying to find a connection to the actors and characters.  Whatever the reason and approach, it was a design that called too much attention to itself and totally failed to set the era or to focus our attention where it needed to be.

So, “What I Learned in Paris” was one of those plays I liked but didn’t love.  I loved some of the actors, all of the period detail, and most of the characters.  I really liked Ms. Cleage’s feel for the era, her dialogue, her plot construction, and the passion she brings to recreating a turning point in Atlanta history.

That being said, I think the romantic plot could benefit by a little bit of tinkering, and any future production would benefit by, well, not to be too harsh, but by employing a designer more interested in illustrating the period and the play than in creating an architectural folly that distracts when it doesn’t wallow in pretention.

Perhaps a trip to Paris would help his learning curve. 

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



9/26/2012   KISS OF THE SPIDER WOMAN     	Actors Express

***½  ( B )


THE WEB OF KANDER AND EBB

John Kander and Fred Ebb never fail to weave a seductive web of words and music to pull us into a show.   From hits like "Cabaret" and "Chicago" to lesser known "near-misses" like "The Act" and "70 Girls 70," their scores bring to life characters and stories that linger long after the final curtain falls.

I've been a fan of "Kiss of the Spider Woman" ever since its 1992 opening, having devoured the original Manuel Puig novel as well as the 1985 movie adaptation.  I saw Chita Rivera dazzling in the first nationwide tour, and, truth to tell, that may have hurt my full enjoyment of this scaled-down production.  Although most of the “make-it-smaller” choices work quite well, a few (barely) miss.  And, although the two actors in the lead roles captivate and make us forget “those who have played them before,” the Spider-Woman / Aurora at the center is talented and lovely, but bland and not particularly memorable.

The scene is a grungy grimy prison cell in a nameless South American country.  Molina is a gay window dresser serving a number of years for “corrupting the morals of a minor – male.”  He is joined by Valentin, a revolutionary fresh off the torture train.  What follows is a number of overlapping “battles of wills” – Valentin keeping his distance from his “fairy” cellmate, Molina sharing his fantasies and memories of movie star Aurora and the cheesy musicals she made, the warden trying to get information out of Valentin that would “break the ring of revolutionaries,” the prisoners trying to hold onto their lives “Over the Wall” before they fall victim to hopelessness or disease or the torturers’ kindnesses.

If this sounds dark and depressing, it often is.  But more often than not, it’s filled with exuberance and passion and love-of-the-life-we-left-behind.  What other musical would dare to end with a non-ironic “Only in the Movies’ song-and-dance number sparked by {spoiler ahead} the death of a character?  What other musical would make it seem like a happy ending?

The heart and soul of this production is Craig Waldrip’s Molina.  The flashiest of roles, it always attracts over-the-top performances (Brent Carver won a Tony for the original production, and William Hurt won his Oscar for the non-musical movie version).  Mr. Waldrip’s singular achievement is to make me forget those earlier performances (and others I have seen over the years).  He flounces, of course, but he also finds a passion that transcends the role – his love of movies, his flair for story-telling, his desire for love – all spring not from eccentricity or camp, but from a palpable dark center that DEMANDS these traits, that holds onto them as dearly as a drowning man grasps a lifeline.  This is (by far) the best work I’ve seen from Mr. Waldrip, and the best musical performance I’ve seen all year.

He is matched song-for-song, line-for-line, darkness-for-darkness by Bryant Smith’s Valentin.  This is a man devoted more to his friends than to his “cause” – his “anthem,” “The Day After That,” makes it clear that he is as disillusioned with the baseless rhetoric of his idealistic leaders as he was disillusioned by the promises of institutionalized religion that radicalized him.  But, for his friends, he would do anything, and it is his recognition that Molina would similarly do “Anything for Him” that drives the final fatal choices made in the cell.

One of the biggest mistakes the movie made was to make Aurora and her movies propaganda films of the fascist government – a choice that made Molina’s idolization of her and his obsession with the movies seem like the actions of a blind-sided cultist – it truly undercut his intelligence and wisdom, a shortcoming William Hurt’s performance actually succeeded in overcoming.  Here, fortunately, Aurora’s movies are escapist musicals filled with BIG emotions and simple moral choices – their world is Technicolor pure, not the ambiguous shades-of-gray world of the prison, and the contrast couldn’t be more vital.  These musical interludes are what keeps Molina going, and it doesn’t take long for Valentin to also rely on them to put aside the harsh realities both inside and outside the cell.

I just wish Liberty Cogen made for a more compelling Aurora.  True, it’s hard to compete with the memory of Chita Rivera, but that’s what I would have said about Brent Carver and William Hurt.  Ms. Cogen sings and dances well, but she is far too low key, too I’m-relying-on-my-microphone-instead-of-my-belt, too play-it-safe-in-the-cheesy-movie-parts,  This comes to a head in the second act during the title song, which should be a suspenseful ode to danger, an enticement to embrace death with a final kiss.  The razzle-dazzle original cast had Chita River crawling over a full stage web and luring even the deafest audience member with her spell.  Here, Ms. Cogen paces back and forth on an overhead walkway, and doesn’t let her voice grow stronger than a melodic whisper.  It’s a concert, not a seduction, and it almost killed the final sequence for me.

Other than that, I truly loved how director Freddie Ashley scaled down everything to just the cell, with the prisoners becoming Aurora’s “Chorus Boys” without losing their prison uniforms – a dose of reality to temper the flights of fantasy.  I loved how cabling imitated jail cells and let Ricardo Aponte’s choreography lift the cast and anchor them, often at the same time.  I loved how the music of Kander and Ebb pulled me into the story and wouldn’t ease its death-grip on my attention until the final kiss.  

Okay, I missed the large choral sound of “The Day After That” with its echoes of Argentinean documentaries of “The Disappeared,” and missed (a little) some of the flash and dazzle of Aurora’s “boys.”  But even these were replaced by thoughtful and evocative images that served the story well.  They were smaller, more elegant strands of the web this show weaves, different, but not weaker.

So the mark of a good musical is the romantic feel it gives you when it ends with a kiss.  Like all good musicals “Kiss of the Spider Woman” does indeed end with a kiss.  It’s the mark of truly great musical when the kiss means something totally unexpected and, perhaps, dark.  

It’s really what’s waiting in the center of the web spun by Kander and Ebb, by Freddie Ashley and his production team, and by Craig Waldrip and Bryant Smith.

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



9/30/2012   OUT OF ORDER          Stage Door Players

****   (B+)


OUT OF CONTROL

With last year's "Lend me a Tenor," Stage Door's Robert Egizio showed a deft hand at staging break-neck full-tilt-desperation farce.  Now, that promise is doubly ensured with the fast-paced, door-slamming "Out of Order," a play with absolutely no redeeming intellectual value, other than non-stop laughs at the antics of a stable of farceurs well-playing characters behaving badly.

And, to make things even better, the “people behaving badly” are from the political arena, feeding all of our primal instincts of the stereotypical sleazy politician.   Richard Willey (yes the hero is REALLY named “Dick Willey,” so there’s no danger of subtlety here) is a conservative MP playing hooky from an all-night debate going on in Parliament.  His brief encounter with the comely (and young) secretary (Jane Worthington) of an opposing MP is cut short by the discovery of a body in the hotel suite rented for the occasion.  Relying on his hapless assistant (George) to untangle the pieces may not have been the best of ideas, because soon, everyone has a different lie to tell, a different scheme that backfires, a different elaborate tale to remember.  Toss into the mix Jane’s quick-tempered husband, Richard’s not-as-absent-as-expected wife, the nurse of George’s ailing mother, the jaded hotel staff for whom this is just another day, and a free-slamming window with a mind of its own, and soon everyone is running ragged, slamming doors, dropping trousers, and otherwise misbehaving without MISBEHAVING, and the farce checklist is complete and filled.

In one sense, Ray Cooney’s play breaks a cardinal rule of farce – rather than have the complications compile to a critical-mass of desperation, he chooses instead to string together a series of problems, each one replacing the sorta-kinda-solved one that came before.  But, rather than undercut the “escalation” farce so desperately needs, this instead gives the gifted cast a chance to increasingly over-react to the next problem, so the effect is the same build-up, the same drive to desperation that becomes fuel for uncontrolled laughter.  I suspect he could have ended with a sequence depicting the most trivial problem imaginable, and this group would carry on as if it were Armageddon.

This is definitely a cast that plays well together, that seems to live and breathe the essence of farce.  Matthew Myers is so blithe and clueless as Richard, he literally stays “above it all,” calmly instigating shenanigans that he knows will be unraveled by everyone in his orbit.  Like many Cooney protagonists, it is his behavior that drives the plot, but he seems to be the calmest of all.

It is Terry Guest as George who has the lion’s share of fast-talking, quick-change desperation wallowing – He’s the one who has to “clean up the mess,” who has to improvise and live with the results of his not-always-very-bright schemes.  Just as George is often inspired in his far-fetched choices, Mr. Guest is equally inspired in the acting choices he makes, the stiff-upper-lip pseudo-calm that does little to mask the torrent of wild panic aching to run free.

As the ladies in their lives, Jenny Holden is a lovely and funny Jane, a worthy object of anyone’s affection.  Arriving late in the game are Stephanie Wilkinson as Pamela, Richard’s not-supposed-to-be-in-town spouse, and Dina Shadwell as the nurse to George’s long-suffering mother.  Both are women “of a certain age” who nevertheless find a burning core of passion brought to life by just the right phrase, just the kind-enough-to-convince gesture.  Both manage to wring more laughs out of the roles than a cursory read of the script would warrant.  In the supporting roles, James Baskin, Rial Ellsworth, and Pat Bell as the hotel staff, Doug Graham as Jane’s spitfire husband, and David Allen Grindstaff as the not-dead-yet corpse all create vivid unforgettable characters who earn their place, for good or ill, in the antics from the center.

Chuck Welcome has built a warm and welcoming hotel suite with a logistically impressive, seemingly self-aware window that falls (with a slam, of course) at all the right moments.  This is an obviously expensive hotel, and the set is built and dressed to truly showcase that expense.

Director Robert Egizio has orchestrated a show with a break-neck pace without letting the character and whimsy, the quiet moments slip by unnoticed.  This is his second farce in less than a year, and he can obviously make the genre sit up and bark.  Okay, maybe the third looks-like-fel***tio-but-really-isn’t gag may have been excessive (or not), but the whole production whisks by faster than the Underground missing your stop.

I’m told farce is an “acquired” taste, but I have my doubts.  We all love laughing at people behaving badly (or, more accurately, people trying to behave badly), and bawdy double-entendres are truly a thing of joy and a beauty to behold.  If nothing else, “Out of Order,” especially in the hands of a talented cast and director, finds the key to unlock almost anyone’s funny bone with its (seeming) ”Out of Control” characters and plot.

It really made me laugh! 

  	-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)





10/4/2012   ANYTHING GOES                                 Atlanta Lyric Theatre

****½  ( A )


PORT(ER) OF CALL

For the second time in a few short months, I got to wallow in an evening filled with the music of Cole Porter.  That it was accompanied by a truly silly, sublimely old-fashioned show done to the hilt by the talented designers and performers of Atlanta Lyric Theatre was only icing on the cake.  I loved this show, and, if audience reaction is anything to go by, I wasn't alone.

Anyone who loves musicals (and if you don’t, why are you reading this?) knows that “Anything Goes” is one of Cole Porter’s most-performed, most-revived, and most-revised shows (Wikipedia has a nice little spreadsheet that compares three versions -- http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anything_Goes).  For the record, the version chosen by Atlanta Lyric is the recent (2011) revision by Timothy Crouse (son of original book writer Russel Crouse)  and John Weidman (“Pacific Overtures” and “Assassins”) that won Tony’s for Best Revival and Best Actress in a Musical (Sutton Foster).  It includes at least two Porter songs not in any previous version (“The Crew Song” and “Goodbye, Little Dream, Goodbye”), adds a few old ones from the original 1934 version (“There’ll Always be a Lady Fair,”  “Gypsy in Me,” and “Buddy Beware”), and tweaks other songs by changing the order and assigning them to different characters.

When all is said and done, though, none of this really matters.  It’s a silly little story that remains (mostly) unchanged that is used to string together a collection of totally entrancing and “Delovely” Cole Porter songs.  I’ll try to recap without snickering – Billy Crocker stows away on board the luxury liner SS American to win the heart of sweet debutante Hope Harcourt, who is engaged to British nobleman Lord Evelyn Oakleigh to save her family from financial ruin.  Meanwhile, Billy’s Boss, Elisha J. Whitney, is making the crossing hoping to seal a financial deal, confident that Billy will make a strategic stock sale that will save him from financial ruin.  Meanwhile, evangelist-turned-nightclub-singer Reno Sweeney, a friend of Billy’s, is making the crossing to ..um .. do whatever evangelist-turned-nightclub-singers do in London, probably not involving saving anyone from financial ruin.  Meanwhile, Public Enemy # 13 Moonface Martin is making the crossing with his gal pal Erma to … well, the best I can figure is to provide some plot complications, to help Billy, and to show that gangsters are hoofers too.

Add to the mix a search for public enemy # 1, a real missionary with his reformed-gambler Chinese protégées, a boatload of farcical set-ups and complications, and, you know, the more I write, the more I realize it doesn’t really matter.

What really matters is that “Anything Goes” is REALLY about singers and dancers at their peak performing the songs of Cole Porter at his peak.  It’s about Lisa Manuli (Reno) and Alan Kilpatrick (Moonface) mooning over “Friendship.”  It’s about Jeremy Wood (Billy) and Laura Floyd (Hope) crooning and mooning  and “Delovely-ing.”  It’s about brilliantly comic turns by Jennifer Smiles (Erma – “Buddie Beware”) and Dustin Lewis (Evelyn – “The Gypsy in Me”).  And, of course, it’s about a cast of more than thirty bringing down the Strand rafters with high-octane versions of “Blow Gabriel Blow” and “Anything Goes.” 

Director and MD Brandt Blocker and Choreographer Karen Hebert spare no ounce of talent in creating the scenes and musical numbers, and set and lighting designer Bradley Bergeron creates a space that is a true thing of beauty.  The Strand stage is small, but tall, and Mr. Bergeron uses the space beautifully to fill it without crowding it.

Even with all the revisions, this is truly an old-school musical, complete with full orchestra, overture, and full-evening running time.  It harkens back to a time when a visit to Broadway was a special event and NOT a quick entertainment fix to be enjoyed and forgotten.  It is fast-paced, high-energy, and without a thought in its pretty little head.  It is filled with characters that start with archetypes and caricatures and fills them out with delightful eccentricities and recognizable heartaches.

After wallowing in the pleasures of the show, all I wanted to do was serenade it with another reprise of “I Get a Kick Out of You.”  In short, “It’s the Top!”

    --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


10/7/2012   MACBETH                                Georgia Shakespeare

**  ( C- )


MUDDY, PRETENTIOUS AND UNPLEASANT

The promise (and expectation) of Georgia Shakespeare’s “Macbeth” was great.  Advance word was it would be a restaging of Orson Welles classic 1936 “Voodoo Macbeth,” part of the WPA’s Federal Theatre project.  Directed by iconoclast Orson Welles, that production not only re-interpreted Shakespeare’s Scottish Play as a Colonial Caribbean rebellion, it also introduced a roster full of African American actors who excelled at classical works.  The bits and pieces I’ve seen showed it to be a vibrant, exciting, and compelling production.

Alas, would that this result met those expectations.  In this case, Georgia Shakespeare made the choice to go with a director totally inexperienced in Shakespeare’s works, who “re-imagined Welles’ production for the 21st Century.”  Unfortunately, that “re-imagination” goes no deeper than adding some high-tech effects that not only draw more attention to themselves than to the text, but also serves only to muddy the story and obscure the poetry.

You know something's wrong when the most common conversation overheard at intermission is along the lines of "I'm glad I read the play, otherwise I wouldn't know what was going on."  Director Raelle Myrick-Hodges has most of the actors mumble their way through their lines (when they're not pre-recorded and reverbed into incomprehensibility), has the costumer go with a "let's put them in pajamas" approach that makes character distinction and recognition a Sisyphean task, and overuses a projection design that looks as if it were filtered through a kaleidoscope (kneecapping any potential for tension or true horror).

Still, Neal Ghant's performance in the title role is a thing of beauty, and some really good fight choreography make the final conflict a joy to behold.  Still, all the good bits are totally destroyed by a final moment in which the entire cast (tries) to deliver the final lines in unison.

The program tells us we’re on a Caribbean Island still under Colonial rule, though nothing we see on stage helps set that scene (besides machetes being the “weapon of choice”).  Generic baggy (but comfortable-looking) costumes make no difference between soldier and citizen, between rich and poor, between witch and mortal.  The plot sticks with the basic “Thane meets witches and lets overwhelming ambition lead to tragedy” outline of the original play, though here, too much of the witch’s dialogue is pre-recorded and incomprehensible, too many of the actors make no effort at clarity, too much of the story experiences chronic disconnect between the Scottish references and the Caribbean pretensions.

The dialogue problem is especially stark with Lady Macbeth, who is completely incomprehensible.  At no point did I see any sense of the scheming co-conspirator, the “power-behind-the-throne” driving force that propels Macbeth into power.  At no time did I see any sense of transition from the power-mad queen to the tragically disturbed repentant.  Her last scene is even further hampered by having her in a silly phone-booth shaped box that blocks her face from most of the audience, pushed around on castors that drown out most of her lines.

And the projections do absolutely nothing to illuminate the story or the themes.  Images roll and roil with abstract self-importance, and, in places where they would have helped (the prophecies in the pre-final-battle witch’s scene, for example) they were no more imaginative than a student “cut-and-paste” art project.  They distracted and diverted my attention, and did absolutely nothing to set a scene, evoke a mood, or underscore a theme.

Which brings us to Neal Ghant.  He is the reason this production has any effect, any redeeming (and memorable) quality.  He gives us a Macbeth of power, of magnetism, of charisma.  It’s easy to see how this man is a leader, how he achieves his goals.  It’s easy to “buy into” his tragic qualities – the strengths that appeal are also the flaws that seal his fate.  He is comfortable with the language and with its place in telling this story.  

Credit also needs to go to Fight Directors Scot and Kelly Mann, who have staged a final encounter that is dazzling, exciting, and suspenseful.  The passions and fears and frustrations of the characters were an integral part of the choreography, and it made the play more than bearable for a few too-short moments.

Indeed, this is a production that requires patience to endure, that strings together disparate moments of muddy pretense and inappropriate sentimentality.  It is directed with too many self-aware gimmicks that are just that – gimmicks that show “look what we can do,” when, most often, the gimmicks add less-than-nothing to the story, to the words, to the experience.

This was, indeed, a tale full of sound and fury, all of which, in the final analyze, signified nothing.

    --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)





10/13/2012   BETRAYAL                                Aurora Theatre

****  ( B )

CHEMISTRY-LITE

Harold Pinter can provide the basis for some passionate arguments among theatre fans.  At appears no one is neutral -- he is either loved or loathed, depending on who's talking.  In the right hands, I find his work intriguing, if not always engaging.  In the wrong hands, his work is downright deadly-dull and crazy-pretentious.  The problem is, finding the "right hands" is nearly impossible.

"Betrayal" is, admittedly, my favorite Pinter piece.  Its reverse chronology "fills in the pauses" for us, lets us know what really goes on behind the words, beneath the shell.  It is the story of three friends, struggling to sort their affection for each other from all the anger their large (and small) betrayals have brought into their lives.  I've seen productions (well, one production), where the just-below-the-surface passion simmered in equal force with the anger and deceit.

The Aurora's production is smart, but curiously passionless.  It is very good about revealing all the unsaid words and lies, about charting to the source that first moment of giddy connection.  What it doesn't do very well is show us the passions that were (or should be) at the root of the betrayals, the uncontrollable force that made these seemingly intelligent adults abandon their promises and vows and discretion.

The play opens in 1977.  Jerry (Mark Kincaid) and Emma (Tess Malis Kincaid) are meeting at a café.  Their meeting is awkward, uncomfortable, more silences than words.  The words themselves are banal small talk.  Through it all, we can soon assume that these two were once lovers, that they are connected in the fact that Emma’s husband, Robert (Anthony P. Rodriguez) is (or was) Jerry’s best friend.  We can also assume that, even though the affair is over, it has left its marked, shattered confidences and emotional scars that must be borne whenever all three meet (and, it is assumed, they often do).

As the play progresses, we go backward in time to the firm and final end of the affair, the revelations of betrayal, the does-he-or-doesn’t-he-know=yet deceptions, the full-speed-ahead heights of passion, and, finally, the initial drunken overtures and acknowledged attractions.  This “reverse chronology” device does a brilliant job of heightening the emotional punch but layering on a “we know what’s to come” assurance, and a “your silences don’t fool us” confidence in the subtext.

And, on a technical level, this cast is absolutely brilliant.  In the initial scenes of scarred-over emotional remove, they bleed vulnerability and hurt in spite of the rigid emotional shield all three carry.  The Kincaids, in particular, bring us beautifully into the story with that almost-perfect first scene.

Where the production begins to lose ground is as we go through the times of emotional openness (and, yes, we can and should have a discussion on how emotionally “open” these people ever are.  Mr. Rodriguez, perhaps, keeps his anger too much in check, as does Ms. Kincaid with her affections and desires.  There is a scene of passion that is curiously passionless, a scene of revelation that is curiously anger-less.  I wanted to see some true emotional brutality to justify all the shields and scars of the early scenes, and I don’t believe they happened.

And the final scene, for me, was totally off-target.  Mr. Kincaid plays it so over-the-top drunk, so boorish, that I can’t imagine Ms. Kincaid succumbing to his seductions.  Ever.  That it ends with a tentative coming together is itself a betrayal of the unpleasant scene we have just witnessed.

The cast is very ably supported by an eloquent and adaptable set and costume design by Isabel & Moriah Curley-Clay.  The gray walls reach up to invisible cathedral ceilings, suggesting institutional confinement as much as various spots where the well-to-do plot their petty plans and hide their emotional embarrassments.  The costumes strongly suggest each year of the almost-decade 1968 to 1977, and the lights (by Rob Dillard).  I do have to chide sound designer Thom Jenkins, for selecting music that is Musak-bland, that may very reflect that carefully-planned facades of the characters, but drag the pace to a slow crawl.  With all of Pinter’s pauses intact, the pace needs no musical help to make the 75-minute play seem full length.

And, I’m also ambivalent about Freddie Ashley’s directions.  He is very good for the first half of the play, letting the cast hist each note on key, orchestrating character and scene like a chess master.  In the later scenes, though, he seems uncomfortable with “letting the actors go,’ with letting up on the reins enough for them to play more emotion than the evident shades of gray apparent here.

Still, I credit Mr. Ashley and his cast for creating a production that  for the most part, resonated with me, and even moved me a bit (though not as much as I wanted it to).  It stays firmly in my head and memory, but it does so without once touching my heart and emotions.  At the end of the day (and the play), contrary to my usual reaction to these characters, I just didn't care about them or their story. 

And that, I suppose, is the greatest betrayal of all.

    --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)


10/24/2012   NEXT TO NORMAL			Alliance Theatre

***** (A+)


THE PRICE OF LOVE

Let’s not beat about the bush here.  The Alliance’s production of Brian Yorky and Tom Kitt’s Pulitzer-Prize winning musical, “Next to Normal,” is nothing short of brilliant.  It is heartbreakingly on-target with its depiction of the stress mental illness puts on family, and it showcases an ensemble of actor/singers who make the material soar.  This is one of my favorite productions of the year.

Welcome to the Goodman household.  Mother Diana dithers around during the wee hours as son Gabe comes in late and daughter Natalie wallows in insomnia.  Dad wakes up and it’s soon apparent, under tension thick enough to butter, that something is amiss.  Diana suffers from schizophrenia, and everyone else struggles to cope.  Since her condition involves delusions and hallucinations, not all is as it seems.  As the play continues, Diana is subjected to one failed therapy after another, as her family struggles (in vain) to hold together with a modicum of normalcy.

This is, admittedly, a heartbreakingly sad, even downbeat play.  Yet it is filled with many many moments of joy and humor and love, all of which makes the sharp plot turns and points of sadness more poignant, more piercing.  Some have called it depressing, but I disagree – yes the ending can be interpreted as downbeat, but it is also, curiously hopeful.  Even if the household tears itself apart (and the spoiler police insist on me saying “Not that I’m saying it does”), there is hope for the characters themselves, that they have a future brighter than the shades of purple we’re witnessing,

Almost completely sung-through, this show boasts a score better than most recent shows I’ve heard.  From the opening “Just Another Day” through the satiric “My Psychopharmacologist and I,” through the wistful “I Miss the Mountains,” through the heartbreaking “Superboy and the Invisible Girl,” every song is a gem, every song uncovers layers of emotion and heartbreak and ecstasy.  But my absolute favorites have to include  the climactic “You Don’t Know”/”I am the One” angerfest in which Diana and Dan clearly outline the love/hate boundaries of their marriage that struggles to survive.  Even better is Gabe’s ecstatic anthem “I’m Alive,” in which nothing NOTHING will stop his every-breath-is-a-wonder appreciation of life.  Tom Kitt (music) and Brian Yorkey (lyrics) have created a score that gets better every time I hear it, and I’ve heard it more often than any other recent show.

To make things better, this is a near-perfect cast and production.  In the central role of Diana, Catherine Porter is a revelation – a massive bundle of vulnerability, sass, and need.  We see the world through her eyes, witness her hallucinations as reality, are surprised when painful truths are revealed.  And she makes us believe.  We share her every joy and frustration.  We share the grief which a too-simple analysis tells us is the root of her condition (it may be a trigger, it’s certainly not a cause).  More to the point, we agonize with her as she makes her final choice, understanding it even as we question it.  This is an outstanding performance that hits every note correctly -- musically, theatrically, artistically.

In support are the equally wonderful Bob Gaynor as husband Dan, patient, loving, clueless.  Atlanta’s own Googie Uterhardt brings to the dual (but similar) roles of Dr. Madden and Dr. Fry an ironic detachment, a caring solicitude, and that tongue-in-cheek wit that Googie excels at.  Jordan Craig is funny and hapless as Natalie’s stoner boy friend, and Lyndsay Ricketson makes Natalie all teenage angst and genius-prodigy-prickle.  Finally, as Gabe, Cary Tedder is cocky, arrogant, and alive, everything you expect (and want) in an “ideal” son.  When the six ensemble-ize, their voices blend like a dream, and make the production soar.

Physically, Kevin Rigdon’s set makes it clear this is a play about a household breaking apart, a space in which each character can be both isolated and connected, a three-story home that holds far more stories than its physical structure should allow.  Mike Baldassari’s lights make liberal use of all the razzle-dazzle potential of the Alliance without being distracting – it shows us “reality” and Diana’s delusions with sharp clarity, often at a bump-cue pace.  And, Scott Schwarz directs with a sure hand, making excellent use of the space, the designs, the talent.  This is a fast-paced show that slows in all the right places, then kicks into high gear with high-octane energy.

Schizophrenia (and mental illness in general) seems an unlikely subject for a musical.  But, when all is said and done, what better way to show a mind at war with itself, a complex web of emotion that binds and constricts even it as it frees and complicates?  No, this is a show that is fully deserving of its already considerable roster of honors, a show that moves an audience more profoundly that most “high-mindedly” serious musicals.  It is a show that tackles a subject in the way that theatre does best – by creating characters we care about and who have stories that mingle and conflict and divide, and then by framing it all in a musical whose songs persist in memory, even as time inexorably fades into the past.

It is a show that shows us the true price of love – to experience love is to experience grief and anger and frustration and patience and the whole d^&n array of obsessions that define us as human.  I can’t ask for any more from a show, and I have seen too few that deliver at the level of this production.

Day after the day, “Next to Normal” will linger in my memory.

    --  Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)







10/25/2012    Another Year at Netherworld Haunted House – This Time, it’s Banshees and Bugs

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

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

For the twelfth straight year, I will be deserting the theaters of Atlanta (sorta kinda), donning the grotesque persona of the Netherspawn I am, and … Well, to be honest, I’m a big chicken, so I’ll be lurking in the parking lots rather than inside.  

This is Netherworld’s 16th year of operation, and the bones and omens say it will be a propitious time to talk about Banshees!  And Bugs!  What is a Banshee, you ask?  My experience is that most of the people who brave the perimeter, the lines, and the box office don’t really know.  For the record, Irish legend tells us that Banshees are female spirits that wail when they are about to feed off the energy of dying humans.  When they scream, someone (probably you) is about to die. Our Banshees differ from the Irish originals by being of flesh-and-tooth-and-claw rather than of spirit.  They are not wholly female (don’t get close enough to check).  When they wail, the gates of Netherworld open wide to allow all sorts of creatures and gargoyles and forces of creeping chaos to come forward and feed on the flesh of poor pitiless humans.  When our Banshees wail, someone (probably you) is about to die.  

Meanwhile, downstairs, there is H.I.V.E., the Human Insect Vaccine Experiment, a decaying product of the cold war, a genetics lab sealed underground for fifty years, ostensibly to find a vaccine that links human and insect DNA in an effort to make us immune to radiation poisoning.  For fifty years, creatures have been evolving and feeding upon each other as the true nature of the DNA molecule reveals itself in all its horrific manifestations.  If it looks human, it’s probably not.   If it looks insectoid or arachnid, it’s probably hungry.  Your job will be to seek out and find any human survivors from 1962.  The odds will not be their favor.  And, owing to the darkness and intensely fetid stench, it will be a job for only the hardiest of hearts and strongest of stomachs.

I will be bringing back to life for the second straight year, Mr. H.C. Earwicker, a high school teacher who has hidden away in the Netherworld ever that 1975 incident in which a disgruntled student cursed him to wear Joyce’s Finnegans Wake for life – there is still mimeograph fluid in my veins, and Joyce on my clothes, and, like before, I am wearing the same suit I was wearing on that wretched day in 1975 when the curse fell on my hapless head (note to those with an ambition to teach – do not fail anyone without first making sure they’re not a freaking witch!).  I’ll be haunting the parking lot queues, introducing the stories, insulting the paying customers, and leaving as many puns as time (and strong hearts) will allow.

As with prior years, the planners of Netherworld have drawn on the works of H.P. Lovecraft for inspiration for “Banshee.”  “H.I.V.E.” is pure ‘50’s / ‘60’s cheesy sci-fi – when science goes horribly wrong.  These are all original creations, a detail that adds to the uneasy sense of “we don’t know what’s coming next.”  How can you have expectations when you know who these monsters are, what they want, or how they feed?

We’ve also gotten more TV air time than you can shake a stick at.  We were the subject of a recent episode of Travel Channel’s “Monster Makers,” fro which we acquired a new 10-foot long centipede.  The head of our make-up department, Roy Wooley,  has made an incredibly impressive showing as a contestant on this year’s “Face Off” from the SyFy Channel (I’ll have a full feature article on Roy next week).  And all manner of bloggers and newsfolk and national media have been dropping by for a visit and an interview or two.

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

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

	-- Brad Rudy  (BKRudy@aol.com)



11/9/2011	Winners of the 2012 Suzi Bass Awards are Announced

This year, fever and wracking cough kept me home from the Suzi Award ceremony.  Fortunately, the Suzi staff decided to “live stream” the ceremony, so I was able to sit at home and watch swaddled in quilt, hot-tea, and cough drops.  The Live Stream had some problems, and was a poor substitute for “being there,” but still, I enjoyed it, and hope some of the bugs can be ironed out for future attempts (like getting funding to pay the actors so we could actually see the live performances).

So, as in years past, I hereby submit for your approval, my report from Monday night’s Suzi Bass Awards:

Rob Cleveland once again played host, and he is getting more charming, more elegant as the years pass, much like an elegant and charming red wine (considering his vest and sneakers, it HAS to be a red).  He was ably supported by the ladies from the Weird Sisters project (Veronika Duerr, Kelly Criss, Jaclyn Hoffman, and forgive me if I get this last name wrong – Megan Rose Houchins), who showed the same comic flair that wowed audiences in “Anton in Show Business.”

Anyway, I could say more, but my day-job boss is looking at me with a scowl, so let me get on with the winners, here presented in random order:

Outstanding Production of a Musical
Spring Awakening at Actor’s Express

Outstanding Director of a Musical
Lonny Price for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Musical
Ingrid Cole for Gypsy at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Musical
Stephen Mitchell Brown for Jane Eyre: The Musical at Legacy Theatre

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical
Karen Howell for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical
Bryant Smith for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Ensemble in a Musical
Ain’t Misbehavin’ at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Costume Design of a Musical
Lex Liang for Into the Woods at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Musical
Robert Wierzel and Adam Larsen for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance
Theatre

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Musical
Todd Rosenthal for Ghost Brothers of Darkland County at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Sound Design of a Musical
Bobby Johnston for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Music Direction of a Musical
Ann-Carol Pence for Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Outstanding Choreography of a Musical
Karen Hebert for Thoroughly Modern Millie at Atlanta Lyric Theatre

Outstanding Production of a Play
Red at Theatrical Outfit

Outstanding Director of a Play
Richard Garner for Much Ado About Nothing at Georgia Shakespeare

Outstanding Lead Actress in a Play
Tess Malis Kincaid for Broke at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Lead Actor in a Play
Mark Kincaid for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse

Outstanding Featured Actress in a Play
Bethany Anne Lind for The Glass Menagerie at Georgia Shakespeare

Outstanding Featured Actor in a Play
Jimi Kocina for Red at Theatrical Outfit

Outstanding Ensemble in a Play
The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre
Outstanding Costume Design of a Play
Ivan Ingermann for The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls at Alliance Theatre

Outstanding Lighting Design of a Play
Andrew Carson for Shipwrecked: An Entertainment at Serenbe Playhouse

Outstanding Scenic Design of a Play
Lee Maples for Red at Theatrical Outfit

Outstanding Sound Design of a Play
Kendall Simpson & Adair Mallory for I Just Stopped By to See the Man at Alliance
Theatre

Outstanding World Premiere Production
Clyde ‘n Bonnie: A Folktale at Aurora Theatre

Volunteer of the Year
Sandra Meierhofer of the New American Shakespeare tavern

Spirit of Suzi Award
Theatre in the Square

Gene-Gabriel Moore Playwrighting Award
Broke by Janece Shaffer

Audience Choice Award
Aurora Theatre

Lifetime Achievement Award
Anne Carole Butler of the New American Shakespeare Tavern

So, obviously the big winners of the night were Aurora Theatre and “Clyde ‘n’ Bonnie”  and Alliance Theatre with eight awards  for five different shows.

My Final Predictoscore: 13 Hits  14 Misses  -- Not my best year, and, it must be admitted, it was not just for shows I hadn’t seen.  This is a great indication that for all of us, seeing a show is a personal experience, and our tastes are individual and unique to us.  My own tend to be outside the critical (and Suzi-Bass-Judgal) mainstream).  

And, being the lazy writer I am, let me just copy my final paragraphs from 2008 (they still apply):  

Let me be the first to congratulate all the winners, and the first to remind you that this will have no effect on your next contract negotiations.  However, you may appear on my own End-of-the-Year Recap in two months.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK32][bookmark: OLE_LINK33]In all seriousness, those who read me regularly know that I have a passionate love for theatre, especially Atlanta Theatre.  Everyone at last Monday’s party deserves my unending gratitude for the hours of enjoyment and enrichment you have given me.  If that pales beside the little statue the winners are taking home, I can live with that.  Just don’t stop what you’re doing.  I’ll see you at your next show! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


11/16/2012   TITUS ANDRONICUS                        New American Shakespeare Tavern

*** (C)


MIGHT-AS-WELL PHONE-IT-IN-ICUS

A tawdry little tale of Ancient Roman angst and brutal murder is hamstrung by a "phone-it-in" performance in the central role, and a few too many by-the-numbers directorial choices that unfocus a few too many plot points.  Still a number of terrific performances in supporting roles keep much of Shakespeare's Grand Guignol at a bloody-enjoyable level.  There's a lot to be said about a show that requires stage hands to mop up the blood at intermission.

Before following up on the quibbles just noted, let me plagiarize myself from my review of Georgia Shakespeare’s 2009 production of this play.  It’s still an applicable analysis, and I do have the pre-Thanksgiving sloth-mites:

“Titus Andronicus” was Shakespeare’s most popular play during his lifetime.  It’s easy to see why.  Filled with cataclysmic violence and mayhem, it is also filled with moments of self-righteous revenge, simple-at-first-glance characterizations, moments of clownish black humor, and many flights of poetic fancy, even if they pale when compared to the Bard’s best works.  All-in-all, it was a perfect Elizabethan afternoon’s entertainment, especially when you can take your flagon of mead next door to the bear-baiting pits afterwards.

Yet, in modern times, the “Titus Andronicus” star had faded a bit, tarnished, ironically, by the more mature Shakespearean canon that was to follow.  The story line is simplicity itself – imprisoned Goth Queen takes vengeance on the General responsible for her son’s death, then General takes vengeance for her vengeance.  No matters of philosophical import, no bravura complexity of character, no nuance or irony.  These are larger-than-death, almost inhuman characters in the tradition of the larger-than-life tragic heroes of the ancient world.

Still, watching any new production, I can’t help but be struck by how … well, with how Shakespearean it all is.  Goth queen Tamora (often described, with some justification, as a character who makes Lady Macbeth seem like a Girl Scout) is wickedly vicious to the core.  Yet the script still paints her with human tones – her actions are born out of the rage of a defeated monarch, the grief of a sorrowing mother.  Her actions are coldly horrible, yet the young Shakespeare makes them coldly understandable.  Aaron the Moor is from the “Appearance-Defines-Character” school of Elizabethan dramaturgy – he is dark of face, so, by definition, he is dark of character.**  And yet, the appearance on the scene of a newborn son awakens in him an empathy that cannot possibly extend to the Strangers-in-a-Strange-Land among whom he finds himself.  And Titus himself, long before Hamlet pondered mortality and madness, feigns insanity in the service of his own revenge plot.  He knows and acknowledges his lesser place in the Medieval “Chain of Being,” and even violently defends his own place in that chain.  Yet, when he is betrayed by those above him, he has no qualms about violating the sanctity of that chain with self-righteous regicide.

First and foremost, though, this is a tale of horror.  Innocence is defiled, limbs are hewn, and rule of blood is taught to the youngest of all.  We secretly wallow in the gore, sharing the victors’ sense of primal justice.  We say we flinch at the grotesque, but we can’t help staring with wide-eyed satisfaction, like a family picnic at a lynching.  This is a play that lets us indulge in the self-righteousness of our modern more-civilized ethos while still enjoying the excesses of a less-enlightened barbarianism.  It lets us judge our meat pies while we eat them.

And, for me, this is why “Titus Andronicus” cannot be dismissed as the immature product of a vengeance-besotted era, why it carries more than a promise of the classics that would follow it.  It uses its simplicity, its wallowing in the expectations of its audience, and its grandiose characters and gestures, all in the service of painting a portrait that is quintessentially human.  So human, in fact, that it still resonates to a 21st-century politically correct audience.

Unlike the 2009 Oglethorpe production, I found this “Titus” severely wanting at its center.  Veteran Tavernite Maurice Ralston plays the long opening scene with little energy, little commitment, little of the “wallow-in-the-poetry-of-it-all” I’ve come to expect from his performances.  What first seems world-weariness and “I-need-a-break-from-battle” fatigue, eventually drags out to an apparent actor’s lethargy – even his murder of his own son comes across as lifeless (no pun intended), casual, and exceedingly ill-motivated.  Worse, when we get to the climax, Mr. Ralston downplays the “faux madness” to such an extent that he seems merely eccentric, if that.  This is a peculiarly passionless performance, and it proves almost fatal to this tale of passions run amok.

Director Drew Reeves also seems to make some surprising mis-steps, most notably rushing the final confrontation to such a degree that, if you blink, you miss it.  It’s a suddenly-everyone-is-dead moment that truly undercuts the horror on display.  The Tavern usually excels at its fight choreography, at its stretching the violent episodes to the most extreme point (and, admittedly, Mr. Reeves does just that in the rape-of-Lavinia sequence).  He also does not blend the performances very well.  For example, after the degradation of Lavinia, there is a long scene where Titus’ brother Marcus laments her fate with a long exquisitely performed monologue by Tony Brown.  Meanwhile, Jennifer Alice Acker is lying there, more-than-convincingly moaning in agony and shame as the blood flows freely from her riven arms, tongue, and chastity.  Good performances both, but they did not blend.  The way the scene is staged, I wanted to shout to Marcus, “Shut up and get the poor girl some help!”

As usual, almost all the supporting roles sing with poetry and passion and character, particularly those of Mr. Brown, Ms. Acker, and the always-excellent J.C. Long as Saturninus, the weaselly emperor and tool of Tamora.  If Agnes Harty’s Tamora pales in comparison to the memory of Tess Kincaid’s assay in 2009, it still has moments of grandeur and horror.  The rest of the cast, made up of the usual Tavern troupe of chameleon-poet-actors tells the story clearly and credibly.

This is not a play for the squeamish.  It is deeply rooted in the traditions of Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy, and allows the youthful Shakespeare to indulge in his wildly imaginative love of theatrical gore and blood-letting.  Limbs are lost, heads are bagged, flies are eaten, blood pours like wine.

And yet, for all its Grand Guignol flourishes, this is still the simple story of two people seeking revenge on each other.  

And it proves, beyond any doubt, that the old proverb is wrong.  

Revenge isn’t best served cold.  

It’s best served hot and steaming in its own juices, preferably backed into a pie crust of bone and blood.
	
-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

** Doesn’t this Elizabethan world view make you respect the achievement of “Othello” even more so?  Shakespeare was, in effect, thumbing his nose at the overwhelmingly popular sentiments of the time, creating a character whose nature was belied by his face, and making the blackest of characters (Iago), the fairest of face.






11/17/2012   WOLVES                Actors Express

****½  ( A )

BLOOD ON THE DOORSTEP

Steve Yockey’s “Wolves” is a tawdry little tale of big-city angst and brutal murder that is elevated by a dynamite cast, the best light-and-sound tech of the year, a script that crackles with energy and tinged-with-blood dialogue, and, especially, the presence of a snarky narrator with a mysterious agenda.  I really REALLY liked this show.

Meet Ben.  When we first see him (before the show even starts), he is in a safe and quiet place, strumming a gentle guitar and humming a sweet melody.  With him is a woman who gives him harmony and comfort.  As the women begins to tell his story, we learn that he is “out of place,” an exile from a small town that ostracized him because he is “different,” now a big-city recluse, isolated by the very factors that exiled from “home” (surely a concept alien to him).  He shares a seedy little apartment with an ex-boyfriend, Jack.

Jack yearns for a night out, a bit of a vacation from Ben’s needy isolation, a bit of fun to brighten his own big-city angst.  This does not sit well with Ben, who sees the city as a dangerous forest, filled with predators that salivate and snarl in their quest to find a way into his “safe place.”  Against all pleading, Jack ventures into the woods (the corner hangout), and returns with a date, Ben’s “Wolf at the Door.”

It doesn’t take long before the blood is flying and {Too Much Information, my friends!  The Spoiler Police are NOT amused!}.

Through it all, the mysterious woman (remember her?) stops the action, comments on what’s “really” going through Ben’s head, and editorializes on what’s to come, always with a smile, or at least a smirk.  When she begins to interact with Jack’s lupine friend, it becomes apparent that she has an agenda, she was (maybe) someone in Ben’s life at some point, and she is not as omniscient or dis-interested as she pretends.  

Although “Wolves” suggests many of the same motifs (and shares some of the same actors) as Mr. Yockey’s previous Actors Express outing (2008’s “Octopus”) – relationships that are (perhaps) irretrievably broken. wildly theatrical metaphorical flourishes – this is a much tighter, much more original, much better piece.  The four characters are captivatingly compelling, apparently unable to share the same universe.  His dialogue is very character-specific, and sparkles with wit and yearning and terror and despair and even a little poetry.  The story is filled with surprise and sudden violence.  And the inevitable climax is couched in ambiguity and mystery.  Mr. Yockey wisely leaves many plot threads unresolved, which I like and respect – to have all our questions answered would have reduced this to a quickly forgettable piece of grotesquery that doesn’t rise above its tawdry plot-line.

As it is, it is brazenly theatrical (like “Octopus”), thanks in part to the efforts of light designer Ben Tilley and sound designer Dan Bauman, who have put together several perfectly synchronized sequences that combine sound effect, strobe flash, and lingering red “grace notes” to underscore scenes of violence.  This can truly be called “technical ensemble” work, as the combined effect is so much better than the individual contributions.  Kudos to both designers, and to their crew who execute the sequences.

And kudos to a wonderful cast.  Clifton Guterman turns in his usual excellent work as Ben, combining a gentle exterior with a quite dark, quite disturbed (and disturbing) inner life that is borne out of sheer terror and paranoia.  Brian Crawford’s Jack combines charm and insincerity that perfectly expresses a less-neurotic (psychotic?) need for a self-imposed “safe-place-solitude” – he won’t allow anyone the slightest peek behind his charming façade, and, when things “go south,” that façade crumbles like a house of cards.  Joe Sykes brings a scary sexuality to his “Wolf,” making him both threatening and sympathetic at the same time.  

But it’s Kate Donadio’s Narrator who is the standout here.  In spite of the plot outline, this is truly her story, her play.  For all intents and purposes, she is the wolf at our door, prying aside the barred gate of our empathy, and letting in her wildly disturbing narrative.  She is the one we learn the least about, but, who, perhaps not paradoxically, is the one we’re most interested in.  She comes quickly to the point, lets us know we won’t like what’s coming, then rubs out face in the mess she has left behind.

“Wolves” is a fast-paced firecracker of a play that resonates in memory long after the final bucket of blood has spilled.  And, it forcefully shoves aside the pop-psychology “face your fear” cliché, replacing it with the (perhaps) truism that, letting the wolf in the door ensures you will never be rid of him.

Now, we have let Ms. Donadio’s story into our safe little lives, and I, for one, cannot get it out of my nightmares.

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




 

11/18/2012   A TAFFETA CHRISTMAS            Georgia Ensemble Theatre

**** (B)

HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS

Georgia Ensemble has ended its far-too-short run of the faux-concert "A Taffeta Christmas," a cozy and whimsical piece of Americana about a small-town-girl-group-made-good returning to Muncie IN for a "Live Broadcast" Christmas Concert in 195-whatever.  This show was as comfortable as a warm fire, a cup of cocoa, and a pair of slippers, performed by four of Atlanta's most talented singers.  All the period details are just right, particularly the successful choreography of four crisscrossing microphone cords.  It's good to see that GET took the time to remember just what was involved with working with such "old school" tech.

And, considering the other shows I saw this weekend, it was good to see something with not quite as much blood in it.

As a piece of theatre, “A Taffeta Christmas” is as thin as gossamer, as light as tinsel.  It wants to do nothing more than rattle our nostalgia cages by exaggerating a lot of the 1950’s/1960’s idiosyncrasies and pop-culture references.  The “girls” wear matching bridesmaid’s gowns, sport mortally-permed hair and knock-your-eye-out-pointy glasses, sigh over Fabian and Ricky Nelson, use phrases like “ginchiest,” and sing like hometown angels.  Small-town life is both parodied and lauded – Muncie IN may have been a good place to leave, but it’s an even better place to come home to.

And, for those of us of a certain again, the frequent on-air “commercials” remind us that not everything is worthy of such wistful-sigh nostalgia.

But, it is the songs that drive this little gem, pop songs, spiritual songs, Christmas songs, all top-40 hits you’d expect to be “covered” by Muncie’s favorite daughters.  And the cast of four (backed up by a terrific “old-school” trio) excels in solo numbers and as an ensemble – you’re not likely to hear such lovely four-part harmony (or driving-belt unison) anytime soon.  Laura Floyd id the erstwhile leader, Kaye, but don’t let her sisters know that.  Caleigh Allen is the charmingly mischievous Donna, Kara Noel Harrington is the “smart” Peggy, and Galen Crowley is the brassy and high-energy Cheryl.  The four look and sound like sisters (at least from my vantage point in the back of the house), and, more to the point, remind us all too well of those “sister groups” who were the rage at the time.

And, though the fifties tech isn’t used consistently (the cabled mikes were occasionally left behind to give the choreographer access to the actresses’ hands), they were used often enough that the period cues worked.  I know (or at least my all-too-fallible memory seems to think) how difficult it was to maneuver around a microphone cable, let alone four used by never-a-still-moment groups – that they never tangled into uselessness took a miracle then, and is the sign of good drill and rehearsal now.

I liked how the Taffetas took a number of forays into the audience, drafting unsuspecting folks to play their friends and kin.  And I really liked how the whole shebang was able to grab the attention of the (admittedly my-generation) audience and never let it go.  My only surprise was that there was no “dancing in the aisles!”

My only problem was why go to the effort of putting on such a pleasant holiday show, only to schedule it for a mere 11 days that expire before Thanksgiving?  Still, I had a very good time at the show, digested it quickly, and went home, filled with the holiday spirit and a warm-and-fuzzy optimism about facing the chaos of the upcoming holiday season.

In short, “A Taffeta Christmas” was the ginchiest!

     -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

11/29/2012	A CHRISTMAS CAROL (2012)		Alliance Theatre
           
STILL SPECTACULAR AFTER ALL THESE YEARS
  
*****   ( A+ )

 “Marley was dead: to begin with.  There is no doubt whatever about that.”

 When the reading public first saw these words on 17 December 1843, there was little indication that the story that followed would evolve into a Holiday Icon.  Greeted with near-universal acclaim, Charles Dickens little “Ghost Story of Christmas,” written in five “staves,” soon outsold all his longer works, giving Mr. Dickens a second career as a performer.  Always a lover of amateur theatrics, he performed “A Christmas Carol” hundreds of times throughout the rest of his life.

 Some have even accused the story of “setting the stage” and popularizing many of our modern Christmas traditions and rituals.  Others have blamed it for the increasing secularization of the holiday.  Whatever the truth, it remains a favorite of mine and a favorite of theatres everywhere.  Thousands of stage (and film) adaptations exist, and many theatres create their own, tailoring the story to the particular talents of each group.

I’ve been reviewing multiple “Carols” for years now, and, as usual, I’m a real glutton for more.  I didn’t warm to the Alliance’s over-the-top, multi-ethnic version at first, but now, I look forward to it every year.  I still really like this show.  It is a marvellously engaging and clever production, a testament to both the Alliance Stagecraft and ensemble work, and I thoroughly recommend it.  This year, there were a number of cast changes, which gave the production a veneer of freshness that made it go down easier than warm egg nog on a frosty night.  So, I hereby resurrect my usual pastiche (slightly rewritten) for your reading displeasure:

 (With apologies to Mr. Dickens, Clement Clarke Moore, and anyone with a taste for poetry.)

‘Twas the month before Christmas, and on every stage,
“A Christmas Carol” played, it’s still all the rage!
A thousand-one Cratchits, four-thousand-four ghosts
Help Scrooge thaw his heart, help Fred make his toasts.

I may be soon writing of other forays,
Th’Alliance’s effort’s the subject these days.
It’s my ninth year seeing this marvellous play,
It’s my seventh year keeping my quibbling at bay.

Chris Kayser’s old miser’s a pleasure to see –
His road to redemption’s realistic for me.
I liked all the Cratchits, they could do no wrong.
I liked the extravagant staging and song.

Like last year the Ghost of Christmases Past
Is Elizabeth Berkes, most wonderf’lly cast!
Andrew Benator’s now Marley, most cold,
His chains and his darkness are vivid and bold.

And all of the costumes and all of the lights
Are beautif’lly rendered, are beautiful sights.
Yes, once again Rosemary Newcott succeeds
In staging this marvellous Holiday Deed.

This tale never tires, it gives me a lift.
For me it’s a welcome Victorian gift.
So, while you are wallowing in Christmassy cheer,
Catch up with this show ere the end of the year.

Before I sign off with my usual cheek,
Merry Christmas to All! May you have a safe week!

     -- Brad Rudy(BKRudy@aol.com)


11/30/2012   IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE:  A LIVE RADIO PLAY    Stage Door Players

****½  ( A )


REMEMBER WSDP

Welcome back to Bedford Falls, by way of radio station WSDP, (aka Dunwoody’s Stage Door Players).  It’s that old familiar holiday staple, “It’s a Wonderful Life,” retold (by adapter Joe Landry) as if a few good radio actors in 1946 were telling the story.  The show as a thing of beauty and a joy to behold (hear?) when Theatrical Outfit did it a few years back. And it’s a thing of beauty and a joy to behold now.  Once again, this show rang my metaphorical bells (giving some metaphorical angel a fine set of wings).

Rather than stage this story with a large multi-set production with oodles of performers, including children (a sure tactic to fill the seats at Christmastime), this script chooses a very literary format -- a production of Readers Theatre as it should be.  That is, this isn’t a few tired folks droning through a script while the audience struggles for alertness, but a troupe of well-trained actors using many characters to create a story in your mind. And, it’s an added pleasure to watch them create sound effects, music, and excitement with only their voices and a few true-to-period props.

I like how this version, ostensibly set in new York City, never let’s us forget we’re in a theatre in Dunwoody GA, from changing the Radio Station all letters to “WSDP” to featuring Stage Door’s actual sponsors into the on-air commercials (which were a true delight, by the way – kudos to whoever wrote those little gems!).

In the acting department, the cast was given the thankless job of doing impressions of the Movie Cast (the radio studio is, after all, billing this as “Frank Capra’s “It’s a Wonderful Life””), and, for the most part, succeed. I really liked Tony Larkin’s “Jake Laurents playing George Baily,” who managed to combine 3rd-tier matinee idol shallowness with a George Bailey who sells the story without stooping to a low-rent Jimmy Stewart impression.  Erin Burnett is arch and biting as star(let) Sally Applewhite, but quickly becomes  attractively warm and sincere as Mary Bailey.  The rest of the cast (Mark Grey, Marcie Millard, and Jacob York) play all the remaining characters in a whirlwind of quick characterizations and deft vocal stylings – they are often required to “play scenes with themselves,” and pull it off admirably.

Justin Anderson, as usual, directs with a good eye to Stage Door’s unconventional venue, and, if the actors occasionally move from microphone to microphone for little reason beyond opening them up to a different segment of the audience, it all goes down smoothly and gracefully.

Set Designer Chuck Welcome has constructed a nicely Deco radio studio that looks like a pleasant place to work, and Sound Designer Dan Bauman has assembled a table-full of stuff that the actors use to make the large menu of sound effects required.

As to the story itself, well, it is “It’s a Wonderful Life,” and is there anyone left who doesn’t know it?  After playing Potter a few years ago, I tend to look at it through Potter-tinted glasses, and usually see the characters’ more unattractive aspects, as well as the sometimes-hard-to-swallow effect George’s character has on the whole town (can one person really keep an entire town from descending into trailer-trash rabblehood, a bunch who find beating up the local drunk a source of fun?). But, that little bit of personal pretense was more difficult to sustain throughout this production.

Like Theatrical Outfit before it, Stage Door has taken this adaptation of this oft-told story and put their personal spin on it.  It helps to have a top-notch cast and production team and it really helps to have a story that doesn’t seem to grow old.

I sometimes wonder what Christmastime would be like if it had never been written!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Postscript: My Potter Backstory  -- I keep threatening to actually sit down and write this out as a story (or play). Maybe with retirement-from-day-job freedom looming, I may finally find the time to do it!

“CRAWLING, TO POTTER”

First Scene -- 10-year-old Henry (NEVER Harry) Potter has just been released from the hospital after his bout with polio. He is still learning to manoeuvre his wheelchair. One snowy day, he is struggling down the street past the Bailey home. He falls off and has to struggle to get back on. Teenage George Bailey (IAWL’s George’s Grandfather) is walking by with some friends, and they cruelly taunt Henry, even going so far as to steal his wheelchair. Henry has to crawl through two miles of snow to get back to the poor home he shares with his father. No one has offered to help, many laugh as he struggles home.

Second Scene – (20 Years later) This’n’s still a little fuzzy, but it involves Old George’s son Billy actually helping Henry with something and showing some kindness. Old George whacks Billy on the Head so hard he is concussed and hospitalized for over a week. Billy’s never the same after that. Henry also falls in love, but, of course, it ends unhappily.

Third Scene – (Contemporaneous with the action in IAWL). Henry has discovered one of the characters (I’m thinking Mary) is actually his offspring from the Scene 2 Relationship. After his “triumph” over Young George, he realizes it’s an empty victory, and will never make up for the childhood that was stolen from him, or the family he never knew.

Yeah, I know, it needs work …


12/16/2012   A YEAR WITH FROG AND TOAD           Synchronicity Theatre Co

****½  ( A )


GETTA LOADA TOAD (AND FROG)!

It's been five long years since Synchronicity Theatre last offered us a visit with Frog and Toad.  Speaking personally, it's been too long, and they've been too missed.  Bryan Mercer and Spencer G. Stevens truly bring to life the popular characters from Arnold Lobel's series of children's books.  Backed up by an ensemble playing a menagerie of woodland/swampland critters (Denise Arribas, Chris Brent Davis, and Janee Ann Smith), this show is a toe-tapping delight for kids and the grown-ups who pretend they’re in control.

Constructed as a series of short-attention-span length episodes (each from a different Lobel story, I presume), the show delivers pretty much what it promises – a year (shortened, of course, by hibernation) in the lives of BFF’s Frog and Toad.  For spring. it’s an anxious wait for Toad’s flowers to sprout, for summer, it’s a dip in the local watering hole (despite the fact that “Toad looks funny in a bathing suit” – it’s true, BTW), for autumn, it’s a “good friend good deed” raking of leaves spoiled by a pair of mischievous squirrels AND a shivery scary story of the “Big and Terrible Frog,” and for pre-hibernation winter, it’s breakneck trek down a slippery slope.  Oh, did I mention the cookies?  Or the Snail Mail letter that takes almost all year to deliver? Or the kite?  Goodness, but it’s a full year!

Each scene is built around a musical number, some of which may be a tad forgettable, but most of which stick with like a swamp reptile.  Just try to get Snail’s recurring “Delivering the Letter” out of your head.  Or the summertime “Get a Loada Toad.”  Or “Cookies” (sit close, BTW).  My own personal favorite is Snail’s “Coming Out of my Shell,” a pure Broadway Power-Ballad that never fails to knock my own shell off (here beautifully belted by Mr. Davis).  If some of the other songs seem a little less, they certainly make the show a little more.  

Tightly directed by Clinton Wade Thornton, it sports a scene design adapted by Rob Hadaway from the original Synchronicity productions originally designed by Nick Collins and Derek Kinsler.  Lights by Michael Callahan and Sound by Preston Goodson pull out all the green-gobo cricket-chirp stops to create a breathable swamp-and-forest-scape that is more cozy home than wet-and-smelly morass.  

“A Year With Frog and Toad” is for anyone who has ever had a friend.  Or a child.  Or a cookie.  This production is sweet and woodsy and friendly and filled with charm (and cookies).  It is a definite treat for young and old alike.  I really really liked it!

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)



12/21/2012   	CABARET			Next Stage Theatre Co

****½  ( A )


FLASH AND INTIMACY

Kander and Ebb’s “Cabaret” has a long history of production, revival, and revision.  It is a play of big ideas and intimate moments, a personal; story writ large on the canvas of history.  Every production (as well as the 1972 movie version) was a panoply of flash and spectacle and production.

And now, Rob Hardie and his Next Stage Theatre Company have performed their usual “Reduction Magic” and placed another big show on the small and intimate Alley Stage in Marietta.  The production is a triumph of performance and concept, and, aside from a few little nit-picky details (home of the devil, of course), I liked it very much indeed.

Based on Christopher Isherwood’s “Berlin Stories” (especially “Goodbye to Berlin”), “Cabaret” is a series of episodes in the life of Cliff Bradshaw, a writer “from Harrisburg PA (**)” who has come to Berlin for inspiration.  We see the people in his life, his neighbors in Fraulein Schneider’s Boarding House and his friends at the Kit Kat Club, a seedy little Cabaret specializing in the naughtier side of life.  And, especially, we meet Sally Bowles, a young singer with an over-sized zest for living and an under-sized talent, who “skillfully manages to talk her way into” Cliff’s room.

Like the 1998 Broadway revival, this production is staged as if everything were at the Kit Kat Club, including the “dialogue scenes.”  Chorus girls (and boys) set scenes and hand on props, then sit and watch, clearing set pieces in time for the next Cabaret number.  It’s an effective concept, reducing the need for elaborate scene changes, and underscoring the allegorical weight of the cabaret itself.  It’s, more or less, the exact opposite of the approach taken by Bob Fosse in the 1972 movie, in which all the songs outside the club were dropped (and the stories extensively rewritten).  That approach, effective for film, established a “Cinema Reality” that transcended the conceit of standard movie musicals and made the story extraordinarily effective.  The approach taken here creates the same effect, but with an opposite mind set – even though theatre-goers accept the conceit of musical theatre, putting everything “on the stage” is a constant reminder that we are seeing a story through a highly theatrical filter.

Where the production is not as effective is with the ending.  Rather than re-thinking it in smaller terms, it uses the 1998 set-up (the Emcee in a prisoner’s uniform) without finding a small-stage analog to that crushing imagery of the empty stage becoming a gas chamber.  I’m not sure of what could have been accomplished given the venue’s limited size, and the ending worked well enough on its own terms, but it couldn’t help but remind me of the more effective approach – it was as if we were given a teaser of an ending rather than a thematically unified moment.

Where the production succeeds is in its cast.  It’s rare to see this fine a collection of talent.  Sarah Peavey’s Sally Bowles is young and impetuous and fills the stage every time she’s on.  Her “Mayfair” accent seems intentionally false and exaggerated (as if her background were as thin and garish as her nail polish).  And she sings like an angel.  Yes, I know, Sally is supposed to be a sub-class singer, but there’s a lot to be said when the Kander & Ebb songs are belted out this well – dramaturgical verisimilitude be damned!  As the emcee, Jordan Stovall combines a sleaziness with a fresh-faced innocence that can be positively scary.  As the older couple (Fraulein Schneider and Herr Shultz), Kirsten Bensen and Michael Shikany are alternately funny and moving, and their scenes and songs together click like castanets.  Chris Ikner’s Cliff nicely suggest a soft “everyman” air, and, even though his role is more of an observer than a participant, his interactions all ring true. The ensemble is tight, and creates individual characters that are every bit as detailed as the “group character” they bring.  This is definitely a cast to be proud of.

There were a few “detail bits” I could find fault with (an “out-of-character” pit band who are nevertheless identified as the Kit Kat Club band, for example), but, overall this is a “Cabaret” to remember, and provided a nice (and bawdy) respite from the deluge of holiday shows filling our stages.  Even with its New Year’s Eve sequence, this can hardly be considered a “holiday show,” but iIt was definitely a cause for celebration.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)


** Of course, I’m also a writer from Harrisburg, PA, so I feel Cliff’s pain …






12/22/2012   CHRISTMAS CANTEEN (2012)           Aurora Theatre

*****  ( A+ )


REVIEWING THE REVUE  (AGAIN)

For the seventeenth year, Lawrenceville’s Aurora Theatre has put together a holiday revue it likes to call its “Christmas Canteen.” At times structured like a 60’s era variety show (think “Carol Burnett” or “Smothers Brothers”) and at others like a 40’s era USO canteen, it combines pop hits from different eras in semi-thematic blocks, sticks it together with some plotless banter and delivers it tied in a bow for the holidays. This is the second year I’ve seen it, and, it was just as much fun as ever (I do regret missing last year’s version). This is a delightful show that bristles with talent and energy, and even offers a nostalgic wallow in the sort of entertainments that filled the TV-scapes of my youth. 

I have to confess I enjoy this plotless approach far more than the sort of forced narrative that ruined my enjoyment of revues like “Five Guys Named Moe” and “1940’s Radio Hour.” The performers (mostly) play themselves and blithely disregard the period tropes that would ground the production in a single era. It’s as if the history of popular music is the sandbox, and the songs are the toys we all get to play with. That the show changes from year to year will make this one to look forward to in the future.  An inspired addition this year was the “Big” production number “Fun,” which combined child-like innocent joy with razzle dazzle effects and melodies.

A cast consisting of Kathryn Berrong, Eric Moore, Courtney Godwin, Jevares C. Myrick, Taryn Janelle, and Brandon O’Dell (who also takes a “compiler” credit) are all in fine voice and fit-as-a-fiddle physicality, combining simple dance steps with right-as-rain posture and gesture to convey a motley crew of characters and situations.  Ricardo Aponte’s choreography fits like a Christmas Stocking and nary a step seemed to be misplaced.

I was also glad to see Music Director Ann-Carol Pence add her voice to a couple of ballads, proving she can walk-the-tune as well as talk-the-melody (especially with the Dolly Parton “Hard Candy Christmas” number). In general, for a musical revue such as this, you expect the highest standard from behind the piano/baton, and, as usual, Ms. Pence delivers.

On a technical note, the simple bandstand-with-lit-stairs set was a perfect fit, and the razzle-dazzle lights were impressive without being intrusive. I was glad to see the projected “commercials” from two years ago gone, replaced with a larger projected scheme which was sometimes “set dressing” (masked to blend with the set), sometimes visual enhancement, sometimes mood and snow-fall filler.  More so this year than before, all the pieces of the production meshed beautifully and were a joy to behold. 

Now we’ve caught our breath and had a chance to look back on all the holiday offerings, this remains one of my favorites, and, I suspect, will continue to be so for many years to come.
 
-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com) 

12/22/2012   KILLER JOE                DVD / Blu-Ray / Pay-Per-View

***½  ( C )


TRAILER TRASH CHIC 

From “Married With Children” to Jerry Springer to “Honey-Boo-Boo,” “Trailer Trash” personalities have won a popularity that, to my politically-correctness-fogged vision, seems to exemplify a socially acceptable form of stereotyping. These are not “people like us,” so it is really really easy to laugh at them, feeling so very superior with our classier life styles.

The genius of Tracy Letts’ suspense-comedy “Killer Joe,” (the movie version of which is now available on Blu-Ray, DVD, and Pay-per-View} was that it threw all these stereotypes into a cuisinart plot, culling as many laughs and gross-out groans as possible from their exploits, then pulled the rug out from under us, making us see them as real people, with real reactions and mistakes, and a possible evil understructure to all their antics.  My biggest problem with William Friedkin’s film version is that it plays down the “real people” aspect of the piece, leaving only an ugly and vile portrait of America at its worst.

The plot is classic Springer -- son and father plot a “hit’ on father’s ex-wife in order to get their hands on ex-wife’s insurance money. Son and father agree to give daughter/sister to the hit man as a “retainer” for “services to be rendered.” Step-Mom complicates matters in a rather surprising manner which won’t be revealed here. All ends in violence and bloodshed and not a little exhilaration. Unfortunately, what seemed on stage like effective use of violence and nudity here seems gratuitous and pointless.

And worse, the cruel abuse-with-a-chicken-leg scene is shot to be downright pornographic.  Director Friedkin, in general, shoots the movie as if he were an adolescent trying to sneak in “naughty bits” and snickering at the results.

The contrasts that reminded me as to why I originally liked this play were the characters of Joe and Dotty, played by Matthew McConaughey and an unforgettable Juno Temple. Joe, the hit man, knows these people for what they are, and, at first, provides a calming and polite sensitivity that grounds the stereotypes of the Smith family. And daughter Dotty, innocent and simple, is another breath of fresh air. She recognizes Joe’s best qualities, the “blackness in his eyes” and Joe responds to her affection in ways that surprise even him. Their love story infects the sliminess around them with a sweetness that is engaging, erotic, and effective, without being cloying. And when the plot catches up with them, they act in character-true ways that are surprising without seeming contrived. 

As the Smiths, Emile Hirsch, Gina Gershon, and Thomas Haden Church are very good at pulling out the back-stabbing stops in creating truly dim-witted and despicable characters.  Where they fail is finding the basic human core that makes us even slightly care about their plot – they’ve made them so outrageous that they have few (that is NO) redeeming qualities – something that was not true with the Actors Express cast from too many years ago.

If the tacky trailer set went miles to establishing the mood and scene on stage, the same concept transferred to film shows it for what it truly is – a dark and dank and roach-ridden hovel.  In other words, what works on stage does not always work on film, and, as filmed through Friedkin’s dark and dismal lens, works even less here.  The movie finds few other locations, and the ones that are used do nothing to add to the world of this story.

On stage, this is one of those rare theatre events that entertained with characters we could laugh at and feel superior to, only to turn around and make us care for them as people. The film retains all of Tracy Lett’s marvelous dialogue (he wrote the adaptation himself), but director William Friedkin has turned into just another ugly movie showing us ugly people doing ugly deeds (dirt cheap).

It is a classic case of a work stage landing on screen with a wet and sloppy splut.

   --Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)




12/23/2012   A CHRISTMAS CAROL            Aurora Theatre

****½  ( A )


PARLOR TALES

For the fourth straight year, let me sing the praises of Anthony Rodriguez’s one-man “Christmas Carol,” playing in Aurora’s intimate black-box theatre. Since my reaction this year is on par with last year, let’s just revisit what I said last year (and the year before that):

If you feel a sense of déjà vu after seeing it, you won’t be surprised to see it is the same adaptation by Tony Brown that is used by the Shakespeare Tavern. This adaptation is, at heart, a “storyteller’s” version, and, fortunately, the Aurora has Mr. Rodriguez, on stage alone for the entire (BRISK!) 75-minute running time, engaging us completely with his spinning of this oft-told tale (though perhaps not “oft” enough for my Dickensophile tastes).

The small Aurora stage is set like a stripped-down Victorian parlour. Mr. Rodriguez comes out early, playing himself, greeting patrons he knows by name. He quickly segues into his story, pouring a childlike delight in his retelling of the tale. Occasionally interrupting himself with ad-libbed commentary (“Dickens apparently had some food issues”), often directing whole segments to specific audience members (especially any children present), tossing character voices hither and yon as if they were tinsel thrown on a tree, he makes the entire presentation a spell-binding delight. A sound technician occasionally throws in live effects or off-stage voices, but, when all is said and done, this is Mr. Rodriguez’s show.

I’ve always had a fondness for Patrick Stewart’s one-man “Carol,” (I listen to the recording every year), and this has set the bar high for any other version. Mr. Stewart gave a bravura actor’s turn, bringing all his training and experience into a seemingly endless parade of character and voice. Who could match that achievement? Mr. Rodriguez and Mr. Brown made the smart attempt to not even try. Rather than focusing their efforts on a singular achievement of acting, they created a singular achievement of story-telling. They are, in effect, showing us the English parlour readings that Dickens himself gave of the story, recreating the very real pleasure of sitting down and hearing a master storyteller spin his webs of imagination and delight. Mr. Rodriguez makes no bones about being himself throughout, and makes for a more compelling (and welcoming) story-teller. It’s a very different focus, and to my mind, provides very different (and perhaps greater) pleasures than the strictly Thespian approach.

Perhaps my memory is fooling me, but this year seemed to feature a new effect, a projected ghost-like Marley speaking pre-recorded lines (did I imagination it was Mr. Rodriguez’s own voice?).  To my mind, it frankly broke the “parlour story” concept, reminding us that we were in a theatre with special-effect capability.  It was an admittedly eerie effect that would have been welcome at any other time.  Here, though, it just seemed (only a little) out-of-place.  On the other hand, maybe this wasn’t the first year they used it, and my memory of past year’s is truly fading.

As usual, there are a lot of “Christmas Carols” from which you may choose this year, and, to my story-philic eyes, this adaptation is one of the best. If you love this story as much as I do, you can’t do much better than taking the trip to Lawrenceville and watching Mr. Rodriguez weave his spell.

It may be too late now, and Christmas is fading a lot faster than it approached, but some memories are as comfortable as a warm fireplace and a glass of mulled wine.  It matters not that it comes with a heinous commute.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com) 
 


12/25/2012   LES MISÉRABLES                    Area Movie Theatres

*****  ( A+ )


C'EST MAGNIFIQUE!

Musical purists may be disturbed that Russell Crowe’s rock-star voice and Hugh Jackman’s Broadway belt blend about as well as musicals and cinema.  Cineasts will be appalled that all the characters (gasp) SING almost every line.  Theatrical purists will chafe at the re-arranged and re-written songs.  Literary purists will be outraged with the liberties taken with Hugo’s novel.  For the rest of us, this is beautiful, heart-filled, tear-raising rendition of what is, for me, a favorite favorite.  Speaking personally, I can’t imagine a better movie version of the 1980 Cameron Mackintosh / Boublil & Schönberg musical.

Sometimes, seeing favorite theatrical works translated to the screen can be dispiriting. Go no further back than my pre-Christmas review of “Killer Joe,” or to the lame “Nine,” to the epic horse-flop that was “Equus,” or any other number of Stage-to-Screen misfires to see what I mean.  The hard truth is that the stage and the screen are two very different media, and what works in one often fails in the other.  Musicals are especially tricky, since they are an inherently unrealistic genre, and require of their audiences more than most movie fans are willing to give.

Still, there are many outstanding musical-to-film translations that work, either through some brilliant conceptualizations (“Cabaret” and “Chicago,” for example) or through the sheer entertainment “quotient” of the original work (“Hairspray” and “Rent”).  The currently playing “Les Misérables” should have been well-nigh impossible – much of its appeal was the sheer theatricality of the original piece, the quality most often “lost in translation.”  

Director Tom Hooper makes few changes in the original script – some re-ordering of numbers, a few straight-from-the-novel additions, and a new song for Valjean are the extent of the “adjustments.”  Still, he has replaced the theatricality of the stage version with a balanced mix of spectacle and intimacy that works on every level, that brings home the emotional sucker-punches peppered throughout, and, which, (bottom line) left me often in tears.

I loved loved loved this movie!

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

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

As an interesting digression, I saw a production in Los Angeles with a friend who was a Production Assistant in Hollywood. She didn’t like the show because it didn’t follow the rigid Hollywood story “arc” where everything must lead to the climax. When I reminded her that 19th-century novels had no such restrictions, that the uprisings of Valjean’s later years hadn’t even occurred when Hugo wrote the first part of the novel, it seemed to make no difference. I’d be curious as to her reaction to this movie, but, sadly, we have lost contact through the turning of the years.  

I do have to admit a rabid enthusiasm for a 1995 French movie by Claude Lelouch, which moved the story to the 1940’s and made it work. I have no idea what this has to do with anything, but I just wanted to add it to the conversation. Hugo’s book is, after, full of many similar digressions and abandoned plot pathways.

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

So, all of this begs the question, what does this movie bring to the story? 

First, the factor that seems to be driving most of the PR – Mr. Hooper’s decision to film the actors singing “live” rather than lip-synching to pre-recorded tracks.  It makes the music more “raw,” more “realistic” to plagiarize an over-used description, simply because it gives the actors more opportunity to use both music and narrative to “sell” the songs.  It widens the emotional range of the music, so that, within a few lines, the “moment” can go from a half-whispered introspection to a belt-to-the-rafters rant of exultation.  If this was, indeed, an experiment, it was a most successful one, and I hope to see more musicals use it in the future (though the idea of forcing a singer to go full-volume over the course of a 12-hour shooting day seems most sadistic indeed).

The new bits all broaden the story, especially the suspenseful “Entry into Paris” sequence of Valjean and young Cosette – a high point (for me) of the novel, but a scene that would have been difficult to mount on a stage.  Valjean’s new song (“Suddenly”) is a gentle foundation for his relationship with Cosette – showing that it’s starting with real affection rather than simple duty.  And the re-ordering ALL works – moving “I Dreamed a Dream” to after “Lovely Ladies” gives it more of a from-the-gut “I’ve gone as low as I can go” intensity that Anne Hathaway milks for all that it’s worth.  Moving “Do You Hear the People Sing”  to after “One Day More” brilliantly shows the spontaneous nature of the uprising.  The other changes all seemed to help create a continuous intermissionless flow to the story from the original two-act structure.

And this is a cast to dream a dream of.  Hugh Jackman brings his years of on-stage experience to bear and truly gives us a Valjean that etches himself in memory.  He takes to the on-screen singing as if it had been designed for him, and hits every emotional moment precisely.  As I mentioned earlier, Anne Hathaway’s Fantine can take her place with all the brilliant stage Fantines we’ve seen through the years.  I also loved Samantha Bark’s Eponine, Isabelle Allen’s Young Cosette, and Amanda Seyfried’s Cosette.  In the comic roles, Sacha Baron Cohen and Helena Bonham Carter were over-the-top funny, and in the “fiery young men roles,” all were suitable “fiery young men.”  Yes, Russell Crowe’s rock-star background isn’t as cozy a fit as the other voices, but he nevertheless creates an indelible character, and holds his own for his solo pieces.

I loved all the details of spectacle that went into this movie – from the French Alps, to the studio-built Paris street (with its “Flatiron Building” clone Tavern and Napoleonic Elephant), to the thousands of costume, prop, and set-dressing details that positively sold each period.  I loved the staging of the big set-piece numbers, the big emotional moments.  And I loved the sweep and scale of the final moments.

But, the bottom line is, even as familiar as I am with these songs, they still made me cry in all the same places, often for very different reasons that their stage counterparts.

So, this “Les Misérables” is well worth a visit if you’re a long-time fan, if you’re a young musical fan yet to make your first acquaintance, or if you’re interested in a beautifully wrought evening in the multi-plex. Victor Hugo fans who have yet to venture forth may be taken aback at some of the plot and character liberties, but, I daresay, even they will be caught up in the sweep of the story, the beauty and theatricality of the presentation, and the raw emotional energy of the performances.

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

Postscript – Many of the reviews have been decidedly negative on this.  But, when you look at them, most fall into the “I Hate Movie Musicals” predisposition.  One in particular, calling it one of “the most catastrophic failures of the year,” cited only the fact that all the dialogue was “sung” as the reason for disappointment.  Good thing being a reviewer is such an objective task …


12/31/2012	A Dedalus-Eye look at 2012:  The Year in Review   

It’s become a tradition for me to recap the year at the end of December.  There’s another tradition that says that the theatrical season goes from July to June.  This strikes me as a needless confusion now that we live in a post-Air-Conditioner society, and, some theatres (Horizon most notably) have switched to a January to December Season.  I will refrain from judging the others, but, of course, I shall not refrain from blindly following my own tradition.  Herewith is a Dedalus-Eye View of 2012 in Atlanta Theatre.

Just like last year, I can be described as a “True Theatre Geek,” since, most of what I saw I liked.  Out of the 71 shows I saw and reviewed, I rated most (57) as “B” or better (4-5 Stars), with an overall average score of 4.02.  Like last year, culling a “Best of” list will mean I have to relegate many deserving productions to “also-ran” status.  You could say that this makes me more of a cheerleader than a true critic, but, somehow, I think I can live with that.  For me, it’s been a very busy and very satisfying year!

This year, my favorites included “Red” (Theatrical Outfit), which combined complex ideas on Art with from-the-gut characters and pure narrative drive, “Much Ado About Nothing” (Both Georgia Shakespeare and the Shakespeare tavern’s versions), which proved once and for all that I can still see any number of productions of this without getting tired of it, “Ain’t Misbehavin’” (Atlanta Lyric theatre), which boasted the best musical ensemble EVER (this column will NOT be a hyperbole-free zone), and “Next to Normal,” which showed that feel-good-rock(ish) songs would work in a not-so-feel-good story.

As to performances, well, look at the lists below.  I’m a sucker for good work by actors, and sometimes find it difficult to single any out.

As to the non-Professional scene, Act 3 Productions and Next Stage Theatre gave several fine productions of musicals, and CenterStage North continued its tradition of offering high-quality productions of farces and comedies.  But, as in previous years, the summertime Essential theatre Festival was a labor of love for both actors and designers, and offered some of the best plays of the year. MOf course, I can’t let this category go without tooting my own horn, citing my lovely and talented spouse Barbara’s beautiful work in “Talking With” from the srappy new Out of Box Theatre, and my daughter Julia’s “Scout Finch” in Young Actors Playhouse’s “To Kill a Mockingbird.”  The fact that this latter gave me the opportunity to play one of my own all-time favorite woles (“Atticus Finch”) was merely icing on the cake.  

Because of tighter schedules (and more activity of my own) this year, I saw a lot fewer shows than in 2011, and there were tons of shows I wasn’t able to see.  We are fortunate to live in an area with a rich and diverse theatre community, so, rest assured, whether your preference is for the professionals or the local Community productions (or both), there was plenty see and enjoy, and very little to be disappointed by.

This year, I again reviewed few film/video adaptations.  The best is the current movie release of  “Les Misérables,”  but I also really liked the Stratford production of “The Tempest” (with Christopher Plummer) and the Ralph Fiennes “Coriolanus.”  I’ve yet to “catch up” with the movie versions of “God of Carnage” and “Rock of Ages.”  On the horizon is a movie version of “August:  Osage County,”  so 2013 will not be totally barren.

As to my usual laundry list of “axes-to-grind,” I tend to review Professional and Community productions differently, that I’m more likely to rate on a curve when I’m watching non-professionals.  So, again, I’ll be making separate categories for Professional and Community productions.  That being said, even though my exposure to Non-Professional productions was limited this year, the separate categorization should not diminish the achievements on view.  

I still see no need to segregate “Actresses” from “Actors,” or “Supporting Roles” from “Leading Roles.”  If a performance moved me, it moved me, if it astounded, it astounded.  Making these distinctions levels a playing field that, in my opinion, was fairly level to begin with.  I also have to admit these are hardly the "Best" of the year, merely my favorites, and I'm not ashamed to include productions I was part of.

So, without further ado, here is the stuff that made me jump and cheer this year.  It will soon be obvious that I’d rather not limit myself to a “Top 10” or any other arbitrary cut-off count, but, this year, I will NOT try to keep smaller lists than last year.

PROFESSIONAL PRODUCTIONS

FAVORITE PLAYS

	Becky's New Car
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	God of Carnage
	Alliance Theatre

	The Ladies Man
	Theatre in the Square

	Next Fall
	Actors Express

	Red
	Theatrical Outfit

	The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls
	Alliance Theatre

	The Foreigner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	The Merry Wives of Windsor
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	Same Time, Next Year
	Stage Door Players

	The Motherf***er With the Hat
	Actors Express

	Much Ado About Nothing
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	A Wrinkle in Time
	Theatrical Outfit

	The Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	As You Like It
	New American Shakespeare Tavern

	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Out of Order
	Stage Door Players

	Wolves
	Actors Express



 
FAVORITE MUSICALS

	Avenue Q
	Horizon Theatre

	Ain't Misbehavin'
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Clyde & Bonnie:  A Folk Tale
	Aurora Theatre

	Illyria: A Twelfth Night Musical
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Almost Elton John
	Mable House Amphitheatre

	Anything Goes
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre




FAVORITE CHILDREN’S SHOWS

	Petite Rouge
	Synchronicity Theatre

	The Emperor and the Nightingale
	Georgia Shakespeare

	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre




FAVORITE HOLIDAY SHOWS

	A Christmas Carol
	Alliance Theatre

	It's a Wonderful Life:  A Live Radio Play
	Stage Door Players

	Christmas Canteen
	Aurora Theatre

	A Christmas Carol
	Aurora Theatre




FAVORITE MUSICAL PERFORMANCES  (In Order Seen).

	Nick Arapaglou
	Avenue Q
	Horizon Theatre

	Mary Nye Bennett
	Avenue Q
	Horizon Theatre

	Stephen Mitchell Brown
	Jane Eyre
	Legacy Theatre

	Katie Mitchell
	Jane Eyre
	Legacy Theatre

	Lowrey Brown
	Wizard of Oz
	Alliance Theatre

	JD Long
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Laura Floyd
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Caitlin Smith
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Bart Hansard
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Emily Skinner
	Ghost Brothers of Darkland County
	Alliance Theatre

	Michael J. Austin
	Grease
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Nick Morrett
	Grease
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Lindey Lamb Archer
	Xanadu
	Actors Express

	Al Stilo
	Xanadu
	Actors Express

	Travis Smith
	Illyria
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ingrid Cole
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Jill Ginsberg
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Galen Crawley
	High Society
	Stage Door Players

	Rebecca Simon
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Trent Blanton
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Jimi Kocina
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Caroline Freedlund
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Craig A. Meyer
	Almost Elton John
	Mable House Amphitheatre

	Craig Waldrip
	Kiss of the Spider Woman
	Actors Express

	Bryant Smith
	Kiss of the Spider Woman
	Actors Express

	Lisa Manuli
	Anything Goes
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Catherine Porter
	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre

	Lyndsay Ricketson
	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre

	Bryan Mercer
	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Spencer Stephens
	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Chris Brent Davis
	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre




FAVORITE MUSICAL ENSEMBLES 

	Ensemble
	Avenue Q
	Horizon Theatre

	Ensemble
	Ain't Misbehavin'
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ensemble
	Ring of Fire
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	Grease
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ensemble
	Xanadu
	Actors Express

	Ensemble
	Illyria
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ensemble
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Ensemble
	High Society
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Ensemble
	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	A Taffeta Christmas
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Ensemble
	Christmas Canteen
	Aurora Theatre




FAVORITE CHOREOGRAPHY / MUSICAL DIRECTION

	Musical Direction
	Jane Eyre
	Legacy Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Ain't Misbehavin'
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Choreography
	Ain't Misbehavin'
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Ghost Brothers of Darkland County
	Alliance Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Ring of Fire
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Musical Direction
	High Society
	Stage Door Players

	Musical Direction
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Choreography
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Kiss of the Spider Woman
	Actors Express

	Choreography
	Kiss of the Spider Woman
	Actors Express

	Musical Direction
	Anything Goes
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Choreography
	Anything Goes
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre

	Choreography
	A Taffeta Christmas
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Musical Direction
	A Taffeta Christmas
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Musical Direction
	Christmas Canteen
	Aurora Theatre




FAVORITE DIRECTION OF A MUSICAL

	Direction 
	Ain’t Misbehavin’
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Direction 
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Direction 
	Ghost Brothers of Darkland County
	Alliance Theatre

	Direction 
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Direction 
	High Society
	Stage Door Players




FAVORITE PERFORMANCES IN PLAYS  (In Order Seen).

	Wendy Melkonian
	Becky's New Car
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Kelly Criss
	Becky's New Car
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Andrea Frye
	The Ladies Man
	Theatre in the Square

	William Murphey
	Next Fall
	Actors Express

	Patricia French
	Next Fall
	Actors Express

	Tom Key
	Red
	Theatrical Outfit

	Jimi Kocina
	Red
	Theatrical Outfit

	Sarah Elizabeth Wallis 
	The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls
	Alliance Theatre

	Bree Dawn Shannon
	The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls
	Alliance Theatre

	Kelly Criss
	Romeo and Juliet
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Matt Felten
	Romeo and Juliet
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Brian Harrison
	Petite Rouge 
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Kate Graham
	Brilliant Traces
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Chad Martin
	Brilliant Traces
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Tony Brown
	Merry Wives of Windsor
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Jeff McKerley
	Merry Wives of Windsor
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Cara Mantella
	Same Time Next Year
	Stage Door Players

	Luis Hernandez
	MF With Hat
	Actors Express

	Erin Considine
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Andrew Houchins
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Blanca Aguera
	Miss Pina Colada 
	Teatro del Sol

	Jenny Holden
	Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Jacob York
	Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Megan Hayes
	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	Eliana Marianes
	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	Veronika Duerr
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Kelly Criss
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Daniel Parvis
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Jay Peterson
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Matt Nitchie
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Joe Knesevich
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Courtney Patterson
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ann Marie Gideon
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Caleb Clark
	Emperor and Nightingale
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Jim Daily
	The Man Who Came to Dinner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Shannon Eubanks
	The Man Who Came to Dinner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Chris Kayser
	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Carolyn Cook
	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Ann Marie Gideon
	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Crystal Fox
	What I Learned in Paris
	Alliance Theatre

	Kate Donadio
	Wolves
	Actors Express

	Anthony Rodriguez
	Christmas Carol
	Aurora Theatre







FAVORITE ENSEMBLES OF PLAYS

	Ensemble
	God of Carnage
	Alliance Theatre

	Ensemble
	The Ladies Man
	Theatre in the Square

	Ensemble
	Next Fall
	Actors Express

	Ensemble
	Petite Rouge 
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Ensemble
	Foreigner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Ensemble
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Ensemble
	Wrinkle in Time
	Theatrical Outfit

	Ensemble
	Miss Pina Colada 
	Teatro del Sol

	Ensemble
	Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Ensemble
	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	As You Like It
	Shakespeare Tavern

	Ensemble
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ensemble
	Emperor and Nightingale
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Ensemble
	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Ensemble
	Out of Order
	Stage Door Players

	Ensemble
	It's a Wonderful Life
	Stage Door Players




FAVORITE DIRECTION OF PLAYS

	Direction 
	Red
	Theatrical Outfit

	Direction 
	Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Direction 
	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	Direction 
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Direction 
	Emperor and Nightingale
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Direction 
	Out of Order
	Stage Door Players





COSTUMNES / LIGHTS / SETS / SOUND   (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)

	Set
	God of Carnage
	Alliance Theatre

	Set
	The Ladies Man
	Theatre in the Square

	Set
	Body of Water
	Aurora Theatre

	Set
	Avenue Q
	Horizon Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Red
	Theatrical Outfit

	Set / Lighting / Sound
	The Fairytale Lives of Russian Girls
	Alliance Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Ain't Misbehavin'
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Petite Rouge 
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Set
	Wizard of Oz
	Alliance Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Foreigner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Set
	Brilliant Traces
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Clyde n Bonnie
	Aurora Theatre

	Set / Sound
	Same Time Next Year
	Stage Door Players

	Set
	Ghost Brothers of Darkland County
	Alliance Theatre

	Costumes / Lighting
	Wrinkle in Time
	Theatrical Outfit

	Set
	Miss Pina Colada 
	Teatro del Sol

	Set / Costumes / Lighting
	Fox on the Fairway
	Aurora Theatre

	Set
	Waffle Palace
	Horizon Theatre

	Set
	Lend Me a Tenor
	Stage Door Players

	Set / Costumes
	Illyria
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Set
	Gypsy
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Much Ado About Nothing
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Set
	High Society
	Stage Door Players

	Set / Costumes / Lighting
	Emperor and Nightingale
	Georgia Shakespeare

	Set
	Sweet Charity
	Aurora Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	The Man Who Came to Dinner
	Georgia Ensemble Theatre

	Set
	Time Stands Still
	Horizon Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Kiss of the Spider Woman
	Actors Express

	Set
	Out of Order
	Stage Door Players

	Set
	Anything Goes
	Atlanta Lyric Theatre

	Set / Costumes
	Betrayal
	Aurora Theatre

	Set / Lighting
	Next to Normal
	Alliance Theatre

	Lighting / Sound
	Wolves
	Actors Express

	Set / Sound
	A Christmas Carol
	Alliance Theatre

	Set
	It's a Wonderful Life
	Stage Door Players

	Set
	A Year With Frog and Toad
	Synchronicity Theatre

	Set / Lighting / Projections
	Christmas Canteen
	Aurora Theatre






NON-PROFESSIONAL THEATRE PRODUCTIONS

FAVORITE PLAYS

	Talking With
	Out of Box Theatre

	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Bat-Hamlet
	Essential Theatre

	Anton in Show Business
	Weird Sisters Project




FAVORITE MUSICALS

	Songs for the Next Stage
	Next Stage Theatre

	Assassins
	Next Stage Theatre

	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre




FAVORITE PERFORMANCES (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)  (In Order Seen) 

	Barbara Rudy
	Talking With**
	Out of Box Theatre

	Judith Beasley
	Talking With
	Out of Box Theatre

	Margo Dietrich
	Talking With
	Out of Box Theatre

	Stacy Vaccarro
	Talking With
	Out of Box Theatre

	Christie Lee Miller
	Glass Menagerie
	Next Stage Theatre

	Debbi Berlon
	Steel Magnolias
	Act3 Productions

	Maggie Taylor
	Steel Magnolias
	Act3 Productions

	John Stanier
	The Story of My Life
	CenterStage North

	Kelly David Carr
	The Story of My Life
	CenterStage North

	Zip Rampy
	Assassins
	Next Stage Theatre

	Erin Hamilton
	By Wheel and By Wing
	Act3 Productions

	Amanda Cucher
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Rial Ellsworth
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Topher Payne
	Bat-Hamlet
	Essential Theatre

	Kate Graham
	Bat-Hamlet
	Essential Theatre

	Aaron Gottlieb
	Bat-Hamlet
	Essential Theatre

	Julia Rudy
	To Kill a Mockingbird**
	Young Actors Playhouse

	Rahshaun Cormier
	To Kill a Mockingbird**
	Young Actors Playhouse

	Randie Crowder
	To Kill a Mockingbird**
	Young Actors Playhouse

	Ethan Lasenyik
	To Kill a Mockingbird**
	Young Actors Playhouse

	Sarah Peavey
	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre

	Michael Shikaney
	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre



** I fully acknowledge personal bias in these selections 


FAVORITE ENSEMBLES  (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)  

	Ensemble
	Songs for Next Stage
	Next Stage Theatre

	Ensemble
	Talking With
	Out of Box Theatre

	Ensemble
	Steel Magnolias
	Act3 Productions

	Ensemble
	Assassins
	Next Stage Theatre

	Ensemble
	By Wheel and By Wing
	Act3 Productions

	Ensemble
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Ensemble
	Bat-Hamlet
	Essential Theatre

	Ensemble
	The Local
	Essential Theatre

	Ensemble
	Anton in Show Business
	Weird Sisters Project

	Ensemble
	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre




FAVORITE DIRECTION / MUSICAL DIRECTION 

	Direction 
	The Story of My Life
	CenterStage North

	Musical Direction
	The Story of My Life
	CenterStage North

	Musical Direction
	Assassins
	Next Stage Theatre

	Direction 
	By Wheel and By Wing
	Act3 Productions

	Musical Direction
	By Wheel and By Wing
	Act3 Productions

	Direction 
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre

	Direction 
	Anton in Show Business
	Weird Sisters Project

	Musical Direction
	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre

	Direction 
	Cabaret
	Next Stage Theatre



FAVORITE COSTUMES / SETS / LIGHTS / SOUND   (PLAYS AND MUSICALS)

	Set / Lighting
	The Story of My Life
	CenterStage North

	Set
	Assassins
	Next Stage Theatre

	Set
	Evelyn in Purgatory
	Essential Theatre




So, thank you all for your marvellous work this year, and, I can’t wait to see what you have in store for me in 2013!	

  -- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)

TOTAL SHOWS SEEN AND REVIEWED (BY THEATRE):

	VENUE
	TOTAL
	Average Grade

	Aurora Theatre
	8
	4.2

	Alliance Theatre
	7
	4.1

	Stage Door Players
	6
	4.0

	Actors Express
	5
	4.2

	Georgia Ensemble Theatre
	5
	4.0

	New American Shakespeare Tavern
	5
	3.9

	Georgia Shakespeare
	5
	3.7

	Atlanta Lyric Theatre
	4
	4.4

	Next Stage Theatre
	4
	4.0

	Essential Theatre
	3
	4.3

	Synchronicity Theatre
	3
	4.2

	Horizon Theatre
	3
	3.7

	Theatrical Outfit
	2
	4.5

	Act 3 Productions
	2
	3.8

	Mable House Amphitheatre
	1
	4.5

	Out of Box Theatre
	1
	4.5

	Weird Sisters Project
	1
	4.5

	CenterStage North
	1
	4.0

	Theatre in the Square
	1
	4.0

	Legacy Theatre
	1
	3.5

	Teatro del Sol
	1
	3.0

	Theatre of the Stars
	1
	3.0

	14th Street Playhouse
	1
	1.5

	 
	 
	 

	Video / Film
	4
	4.3

	 
	 
	 

	GRAND TOTAL
	75
	4.02



TOTAL COLUMNS WRITTEN AND/OR POSTED: 	87 (Whew!)

HAPPY NEW YEAR! 

-- Brad Rudy (BKRudy@aol.com)
