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SHOW YOUR FACE! Conceived by Betontac 
and Umka.lv. Directed by Matjaž Pograjc. 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis. 6 January 
2011.

WOYZECK ON THE HIGHVELD. By Wil-
liam Kentridge and Handspring Puppet 
Company. Directed by William Kentridge. 
Restaged by Luc de Wit. Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis. 24 March 2011.

Adventures in New Puppetry, the Walker’s five-
part performing arts series, assembled local artists 
from the Twin Cities, as well as international per-
formers from Canada, the United Kingdom, Slo-
venia, Latvia, and South Africa. Two of the pro-
ductions, Show Your Face!—a collaboration among 
Slovenian troupe Betontac, pop-electronic group 
Silence, and Latvian object theatre artists Umka.
lv—and Woyzeck on the Highveld—a restaged col-
laboration between South Africa’s artist and director 
William Kentridge and Handspring Puppet Com-
pany—demonstrated the unsettling consequences 
of passive, unquestioned spectatorship in society. 
The companies’ use of puppets as the central fig-
ures underscored this passivity, as human actors 
physically manipulated and ventriloquized these 
violent anti-heroes. While Show Your Face! took aim 
at the unintended results and victims of scientific 
and sociocultural developments in the twentieth 
century, Woyzeck on the Highveld revisited Georg 
Büchner’s incomplete, fragmented text to depict a 
socially alienated South African character pushed to 
commit one deadly act. Each performance exposed 
the limits of individual agency and the dangers of 
social estrangement.

Betontac describes its work as, on the one hand, 
investigating feelings of individual powerlessness in 
the larger worlds of politics and society and, on the 
other, querying the ethics of individual indifference 
to developments in modern society. The stakes of 
political passivity reverberated throughout Show Your 

Face! At once a command and a plea, the title chal-
lenged its protagonist—a puppet consisting only of 
a child’s snowsuit—to complete an impossible task, 
since he had no face to show. Furthermore, the nar-
rator, one of the production’s musicians, observed 
that “nobody actually knew the man didn’t have a 
face.” His comment highlighted the alienation ex-
perienced by the puppet in the world of the play 
and challenged the audience’s certainty of what it 
witnessed onstage.

The performance began with a crime-scene in-
vestigation team (played by the seven performers), 
diligently searching for remains of a “body” blown 
to pieces by a bomb. As the team searched, its 
headlamps swept across dozens of objects perched 
on two parallel tables stretching the length of the 
proscenium stage. Their searchlights occasionally 
scanned the faces of spectators seated in the au-
ditorium, tacitly implicating us in the crime. The 
investigators found no proof of identification; they 
located neither fingerprints nor photo ID for the vic-
tim. Slowly and methodically, the team reassembled 
the victim’s body into the snowsuit and brought him 
to life. The flashbacks from his life that followed 
revealed a world rife with suspicion, anxiety, and 
pain. The puppet figure spent the duration of the 
play running and hiding from accusations that he 
had carried out the bombing that had killed him.

The puppet’s movements became a motif that 
connected the vignettes of the story. Along his 
way, the puppet’s encounters with objects and 
characters baffled or disoriented him as he walked 
aimlessly and often into dangerous circumstances. 
Actors transformed metal springs and hedge clip-
pers into benign insects and menacing sea creatures, 
and they embodied multiple characters, often us-
ing various objects as props. A fortune-teller, po-
liceman, and torturers interacted with the puppet, 
alternately forecasting his doom and accusing him 
of involvement with the bombing. Depending on 
which performers interacted with him, the puppet 
also occupied, albeit unwittingly, multiple subject-



440 / Theatre Journal

positions: a feared revolutionary, a tortured scape-
goat, a tentative seducer, and a disfigured bomb 
victim. The transitional and transformational quali-
ties of both human and nonhuman actors created 
an environment of instability, flux, and transience. 
The puppet protagonist, although central, neither 
understood nor recognized anything or anyone. His 
naïveté resulted in a passive, reactionary experience 
of the world, preventing him from taking charge of 
his life and defending himself against accusations.

The accusations leveled against him found paral-
lels among the puppets, performers, and audience. 
Relationships among them were not, however, un-
remittingly wary and hostile. In one oddly roman-
tic scene, for example, the performers extended 
the notion of passivity from the puppet to one of 
the human actors. Here, the ensemble physically 
manipulated the actor—the object of affection—to 
engage in the courtship. Looking into the miss-
ing face within the snowsuit, she observed: “I see 
myself in you if only for a second.” Thus began a 
pas de deux–like dance choreographed by the en-
semble that controlled her head, arms, and legs in 
the same way that the puppeteer manipulated the 
puppet. Lack of agency drew human and puppet 
actors together, and this brief emotional and physi-

cal connection made the puppet’s isolation all the 
more poignant, as he seemed to stand in for each 
one of us. Elsewhere, as the human actors took turns 
standing atop and falling from one of the downstage 
tables, they shouted directly at audience members, 
condemning us for our complicity in the physical 
and psychological damage of the last century caused 
by terrorist bombings, global capitalism, and reli-
gious and governmental corruption. Decrying their 
inaction and insensibility, and linking their behavior 
to the passivity of the clearly manipulated puppet, 
they instructed the audience to “wake up!” 

The production neared its conclusion when a 
bomb explosion ended the puppet’s life. In this mo-
ment the performers inverted the puppet, turned it 
inside-out, and the narrative returned to its open-
ing moment immediately following the explosion. 
The reversed protagonist (the antagonist?) lay ut-
terly alone and still. His new form resonated with 
the unidentifiable remains—animal, vegetable, or 
mineral—of other victims of physical or emotional 
trauma. Although generated by human actors, his 
former mobility suddenly seemed incredibly poi-
gnant and hopelessly futile amid the motionless 
emptiness in which he now found himself.

The ensemble helps the protagonist to walk in Show Your Face! (Photo: Gints Malderis.)
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While Show Your Face! foregrounded political and 
ethical dilemmas, the intentions behind Woyzeck on 
the Highveld remained more obscure. The produc-
tion was the first collaboration between William 
Kentridge and Handspring Puppet Company in 
1992. For Kentridge, Büchner’s fragmented Woyzeck 
resonated with contemporary South African so-
cial and political conditions. While the “Director’s 
Notes” from the 2008 revival illuminated the pro-
cess of the artistic collaboration and the centrality of 
Büchner’s play in modern theatre, neither Kentridge 
nor Handspring provided a rationale for this most 
recent revival, in either the program or the visually 
intriguing, well-executed production. 

Faithful to the South African artists’ original 1992 
staging, the production retained much of Büch-
ner’s dialogue, while using puppets to accentuate 
Woyzeck’s social alienation. During several scenes, 
for example, Woyzeck sat or walked alone, speaking 
aloud to himself (instead of to another character) 
about his desires and fears. The creators also reduced 
the number of characters in the play, which created a 
more sparsely populated world, and introduced the 
Barker (played by a human actor), who functioned as 
a narrator and bridge between the human and pup-
pet worlds by interacting directly with the Woyzeck 
puppet. Finally, the performance almost completely 
erased the military component of the play. Only 
one character—the Captain—hinted at the original 
military element, and even he behaved more like an 
exploitative businessman than a disciplined military 
officer. If Büchner’s play focused on the individual in 
conflict with society, the production focused on the 
psychological conflicts within an individual. While 
other characters demanded his action and attention, 
the puppeteers manhandled Woyzeck (along with 
the other characters), thus rendering him as obse-
quious, isolated, and introspective.

The physical environment of the play also empha-
sized Woyzeck’s subservience. As the title indicates, 
the play took place on the Highveld, a high-plateau 
inland area of South Africa that encompasses rural 
and urban locales, most notably Johannesburg. Ani-
mations depicting the contours of this environment 
flickered on a projection screen. Kentridge created 
moving pictures by sketching with charcoal, par-
tially erasing the images, and redrawing the figures 
and landscapes. The animations retained traces of 
earlier stages of the drawings and, as such, reflected 
the palimpsestic nature of memory. While the ani-
mations at first provided a glimpse into Woyzeck’s 
internal world and point of view, they eventually 
functioned as environmental signifiers instructing 
him on how to behave.

Still drawings transitioned into animations. For 
example, Woyzeck (the puppet) made his way home 

through an illustrated shantytown, striding toward 
the screen as images of housing structures passed 
by him. Just as this interaction between puppet 
and animation created motion in the performance, 
other images depicted the transformational quality 
of memory and imagination. Woyzeck labored to 
make sense of his surroundings and relationships. 
His handler’s utterances expressed disbelief and 
surprise at what occurred around him; he began 
to doubt his own memories. Twinkling stars in the 
night sky became ambiguous constellations before 
morphing into everyday shapes, such as a boot and 
bones. The objects became words, such as “on and 
on and on and on.” This reoccurring phrase reflected 
a dizzying dissolution of Woyzeck’s mental state. 
Later, the animations depicted explicit instructions 
to Woyzeck: a command to “stab” Maria directed 
him to act, and Woyzeck obeyed.

Similarly, the Barker’s rhinoceros (substituting for 
Büchner’s horse) illustrated the violent outcomes 
of passivity. Brought to life by two performers, the 
rhinoceros puppet was a perfect specimen of pas-
sivity, demonstrating that he knows how to count 
and perform gestures on command, but little else. 
As the Barker instructed Woyzeck to “observe the 
progress of civilization,” the rhinoceros picked up a 
gun and began to shoot, aiming first at targets and 
later at itself. Here, the production drew a parallel 
between Woyzeck and the rhinoceros as two sub-
human figures that required instruction on how to 
live in society, even if those lessons culminated in 
their own demise, as well as the death of others. 
Violence resulted from unquestioned obedience. 

Woyzeck took violent action in the production’s 
final scenes. In front of the animations depicting the 
shantytown, he led Maria into the night. After stab-
bing her quickly, the stage went black. As the lights 
came up again, Woyzeck fearfully threw the murder 
weapon into a pond, but returned later to bury it 
deeper. The accompanying animated sequence de-
picted Woyzeck going under water, which instantly 
transformed into a starry sky. He sank down and 
floated up and away, out of sight. This almost serene 
moment blunted the violence of the stabbing and 
was, arguably, Woyzeck’s only independent action 
in the play. He seemed to find peace, which made 
me uneasy because this final ambivalent moment 
liberated him. He, like the rhinoceros, had learned 
nothing about the consequences of his actions. Did 
Woyzeck gain agency with this killing? If so, what 
was I to make of the violence directed at the female 
character? Was the performance suggesting that a 
passive subject has no choice but to act violently?

Both Show Your Face! and Woyzeck on the High-
veld staged the relationship between passivity and 
violence, but they used puppets to articulate the 
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relationship differently. While the actions of the 
puppet protagonist in Show Your Face! depended 
on the collective, organic engagement of multiple 
performers, in Woyzeck, each puppet had a central 
handler who became an extension of the character. 
While Show Your Face! expressly argued that so-
ciopolitical passivity and innocence are different, 
Woyzeck suggested that prolonged social passivity 
can lead to violence without consequences. The 
enthusiasm, focus, and innovative staging of each 
company deserve critical attention, but Show Your 
Face! emerged as the more vital of the two produc-
tions because it challenged spectators to consider 
our roles as social actors. Betontac and Umka.lv 
also presented its work in a more self-reflexive way 
that questioned what it means to create a theatrical 
performance in the twenty-first century—one that 
confronts specific local problems having global im-
plications for humans and nonhumans alike.

JOANNE ZERDY
Penn State Erie, The Behrend College

$pENT. By Dean Gilmour, Ravi Jain, Adam 
Paolozza, and Michele Smith. Directed by 
Dean Gilmour and Michele Smith. Factory 
Studio Theatre, Toronto. 13 November 2010.

In $pent’s signature moment of pure physical 
theatre, two young men in suits appeared to float 
softly in the wind, their ties flapping in slow mo-
tion as they glided easily down, the initial panic 
in their eyes giving way to acceptance and even 
delight as they began to enjoy the ride. Beautiful, 
and yet subversive, the two performers portrayed 
stockbrokers attempting suicide by jumping from a 
tower on Bay Street, the center of Toronto’s financial 
district, following the bankruptcy of Lehman Broth-
ers and ensuing financial crash of 2008. While the 
United States has remained mired in an economic 
and spiritual depression in the wake of this crisis, 
some of Canada’s most talented theatre artists have 
opted for beauty and dark humor over direct politi-
cal comment, in this collaboration of two generations 
of Toronto-based, Lecoq-trained physical comedi-
ans: writer-directors Michele Smith and Dean Gilm-
our of Theatre-Smith Gilmour, and an outstanding 
duo of writer-actors, Adam Paolozza of TheatreRun 
Canada and Ravi Jain of Why Not Theatre. In this 
respect, $pent can be compared to what have been 
called “second-generation” AIDS plays, which sac-
rificed the agit-prop of first-generation AIDS plays 
like Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart and Bill Hoff-
man’s As Is for the flights of fantasy seen in Paula 
Vogel’s The Baltimore Waltz and Tony Kushner’s 

Angels in America. Combining the irreverent politi-
cal humor of Michael Moore’s documentaries with 
a riches-to-rags daydream reminiscent of the films 
of Buster Keaton, the performers’ absolute commit-
ment to the truth at the core of this fantasy lifted 
the play above simple satire.

$pent was developed in performance over a year 
and a half, from its original version at the Clown 
Festival of Toronto in June 2009, to the Dora Award–
winning production at the Factory Studio Theatre 
in October of that year, through the most recent 
staging at the Factory and a subsequent run at 
the 2011 Edinburgh Festival. The opening tableau 
introduced us to two former stockbrokers-turned-
beggars competing for sympathy and handouts on 
Bay Street. Each silently pleaded with the audi-
ence for a job, although it is clear from one of their 
signs, which read “Will Work for $600,000,” that 
although they relinquished their income, they did 
not surrender their sense of entitlement. But the 
actors rapidly disrupted the slow dreaminess of 
the initial tableau with a shift to rapid-fire parody, 
in which they portrayed an international cast of 
characters from BBC World News Tonight, includ-
ing hosts, foreign correspondents, and “men on the 

Ravi Jain and Adam Paolozza in $pent. 
(Photo: Elisa Gilmour.)
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street.” While effortlessly managing these seamless 
transitions, Paolozza and Jain worked together in 
extraordinary coordination, virtually becoming a 
single human machine and transforming themselves 
from character to character at lightning-fast speeds. 
Having set up these two strands of the story—the 
two brokers and the news commentary from around 
the world—the play then catapulted back and forth 
between verbal parody and physical comedy/mime 
to reveal the two men’s odd destiny.

In what the mock BBC newscasters termed “The 
Miracle on Bay Street,” the men attempted suicide 
from a tower, only to find themselves transported 
to heaven, then to hell on the long journey down. 
From a hell that included quick-tongued serpents 
to a heaven that lent the men butterfly wings and 
was equipped with an imaginary ATM machine that 
spit money, the hilarious silent descent ultimately 
landed them safely on the ground, uninjured. From 
this moment on, the mock BBC newscasters became 
obsessed with the men, who are seen at first as a 
media sensation and then, following their even more 
miraculous ascent from ground to sky, as saviors of 
the economy. Throughout it all, Paolozza and Jain’s 
precise and fluid mime and mimicry continued to 
delight the audience with unexpected surprises, 
such as when they first eat and then defecate the 
invisible money shooting from the ATM machine. 

Their virtuosity as mimes and physical comedians 
carried with it the implication that only a clown 
could navigate the insanity of the financial crisis, 
and only those with extraordinary physical abili-
ties could ride the ups and downs of the hyper-
volatile markets.

Throughout the production, the design contribut-
ed effortlessly to the flow and pace of the action. An-
dre du Toit’s lighting design allowed the performers 
to glide from simple storytelling, to magical fantasy, 
to their manic BBC parodies—including a scathing 
impression of Lehman Brothers CEO Richard Feld, 
which nearly silenced the audience through its dead-
on accuracy—supporting every twist and turn the 
performers took. The sound design, by performer 
Paolozza, alternated between gentle underscoring 
and cinematic soundtrack, most notable in the se-
quence in heaven, which was accompanied by John 
Lennon’s classic song “Imagine.”

In the wake of the men’s ascent, the play’s BBC 
newscasters traced rumors of their reappearance 
around the globe, only to find that wherever they 
were sighted, the markets experienced inexplicable 
recovery and growth. In the final scene, the men 
rode the rails together like hobos during the Great 
Depression, in a mime that made a final nod to 
Chaplin’s tramp. Indeed, there was a bit of Chaplin’s 

Adam Paolozza and Ravi Jain in $pent. (Photo: Elisa Gilmour.)
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physicality in the entire show, but the undercurrent 
of the play, in particular during the last scene, owed 
more to the darker humor and ambiguous endings 
of Keaton’s film—for the two men seemed happiest 
at the end of the play, when they found themselves 
unexpectedly freed from societal expectations. Per-
haps most impressively, $pent ultimately avoided 
a pat ending to wrap up the evening, instead leav-
ing audience members to figure out what it was all 
about for themselves.

ROBERT KNOpF
University at Buffalo

IN THE WAKE. By Lisa Kron. Directed by 
Leigh Silverman. The Public Theater, New 
York City. 20 November 2010. 

THE LITTLE FOXES. By Lillian Hellman. 
Directed by Ivo van Hove. New York Theatre 
Workshop, New York City. 26 September 
2010. 

After a decade of troubling proceedings that were 
impossible to fathom in the moment—September 
11th, George W. Bush’s War on Terror, and the 
collapse of America’s financial giants, to name only 
a few—it makes sense that theatres across the na-
tion are mining the historical past for clues through 
which to understand contemporary problems. New 
York’s 2010 season featured two productions that 
used distinctive theatrical methods in order to ex-
plore the blind spots we failed to see during the 
decade known as the “aughts.” Lisa Kron’s In the 
Wake at the Public Theater employed conventional 
realism and authentic media footage from that pe-
riod to transport audiences back to the contested 
presidential elections of 2000 and 2004. Meanwhile, 
director Ivo van Hove took a far more surreal and 
anachronistic approach to characters, costumes, and 
sets in his revival of Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes 
(1939) for the New York Theatre Workshop (NYTW).

An interesting preface to these performances is 
the word “aught” itself, which can be defined as 
“anything at all,” or as the opposite—”a cipher; 
zero.” From anything at all to nothing is the basic 
trajectory of both plays. In the Wake begins near the 
start of the new millennium, on Thanksgiving 2000, 
whereas NYTW’s program attributes its decision to 
revisit Hellman’s melodrama about an entrepre-
neurial Southern family destroyed by greed to the 
deepening global financial crisis of 2008–10. As their 
characters slowly plummet from a world of seem-
ingly infinite options to the brink of disorder and 

ruin, Kron and van Hove ask us to consider who 
gets hit the hardest (and who gets away with tak-
ing more) when the American system as we know 
it cannot hold itself together anymore. 

The opening scene of Kron’s In the Wake set up 
a subtle yet ongoing tension between the domestic 
and political realms. On the one hand, the play’s 
protagonist, Ellen (played by Marin Ireland), had 
an abundance of relational blessings for which to 
give thanks: her devoted boyfriend Danny (Michael 
Chernus), her friends Kayla and Laurie (Susan Pour-
far and Danielle Skraastad), and even the tiny New 
York apartment she shared with Danny (designed 
with meticulous realism by David Korins). On the 
other hand, however, Ellen’s own rise as a public 
intellectual was beginning to cause rifts in her family 
circle. Thanksgiving unfolded festively until Ellen 
ignored Laurie’s well-known aversion to political 
talk and insisted on debating the Florida recount, 
until a disgusted Laurie walked out. Kayla (Laurie’s 
female partner) sided with her upset girlfriend and 
left before dinner as well. This early conflict revealed 
a fundamental tension between Ellen’s commitment 
to analyzing the bigger picture and her improvised 
family’s desire to keep intrusions out; speaking 
one’s expansive mind was pitted against keeping 
the household peace. 

The play’s central question was whether or not 
Ellen wanted too much. Throughout act 1 we wit-
nessed her burgeoning success, as well as the wid-
ening gyre of her desire. At a high-status conference 
in Boston Ellen abruptly became intimate with a 
filmmaker named Amy (Jenny Bacon). Director 
Leigh Silverman staged this blossoming romance 
downstage, symbolically removed from Ellen’s 
upstage life with Danny, yet not so far away as to 
allow us to forget that prior and seemingly satisfy-
ing relationship. Ellen and Danny were rooted in 
a common past, realized onstage by their cozy yet 
cluttered tenement; by contrast, whenever Ellen got 

Marin Ireland (Ellen) and Michael Chernus 
(Danny) in In the Wake. (Photo: Joan Marcus.) 
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together with Amy, the props that surrounded them 
were minimal: two chairs or a bed. This lack of bag-
gage suggested the freedom Ellen found with Amy, 
at the same time as it implied their lack of history. 
Like Kayla and Laurie, Danny disapproved of El-
len’s infidelity; yet he encouraged her to resolve her 
conflicted feelings, hoping she would gradually re-
alize that she wanted to be with him. Yet more than 
a year later Ellen continued to traverse the stage, 
seeking Danny’s calming dependability alongside 
the exciting new passions that Amy ignited. 

What made In the Wake so provocative was Kron’s 
handling of the relationship between personal 
transitions and larger political upheavals. In the 
background of Ellen’s onstage conversations with 
other characters, a projection screen spanning the 
theatre’s proscenium announced the news of the 
day. For example, as Ellen and Amy debated art 
and life, we watched a video of Rudolph Giuliani 
condemning the World Trade Center attacks. This 
overlap of images gave rise to a jarring moment 
when Amy proposed, and Ellen agreed, that human 
progress requires chaos: “Nothing really extraordi-
nary happens without some irrational leap.” Later 
in the play, after Bush invades Iraq, Ellen indig-
nantly flip-flopped on her earlier stance: “Do they 
really believe that democracy emerges from chaos?” 
Kron’s protagonist was a bit of a hypocrite: she ac-
cepted that impulsive choices can lead to freedom 
when it suited her agenda, yet she refused the same 
vision of messy transcendence when it was voiced 
by the right wing. 

A product of American culture, Ellen failed to 
see the blind spots in her ideology. She thrived 
on her arguably naïve belief that one can “have it 
all” in a system that embraces its diversity. In act 
2, her capacious worldview came crashing down 
on multiple levels. On a personal level, Danny left 
her, even though she finally chose him. Betrayed by 
Ellen’s decision, Amy found a more faithful lover. 
Meanwhile, Kayla and Laurie tired of Manhattan’s 
endless part-time options; they moved to Wiscon-
sin to pursue more stable careers. Politically, the 
nation’s election choices led to greater forms of ex-
clusion. As footage of Hurricane Katrina projected 
across the proscenium revealed New Orleans’ 2005 
despair, Ellen confided her own downward spiral 
to the one friend she had left, an older woman who 
had spent her life working in African refugee camps: 
“Judy, how much further do I have left to fall?” Yet 
even Judy responded with a blunt critique of Ellen’s 
“American assumption” that there is a bottom or 
limit to life’s injustices. 

By the end of Kron’s play, our limitless golden 
girl was left alone downstage, with only the audi-
ence to address. A visible crevice in the set floor 

now divided her from the snug upstage world she 
once shared with Danny and her circle of friends. 
Despite her obvious capacity for sociopolitical analy-
sis, Ellen ultimately failed to understand her own 
predicament: “How is it I built my life around an 
idea of risk, but never imagined that I would lose the 
things most precious to me? I said I wanted more. 
Maybe this is what more looks like?” Ellen posed 
these questions to viewers while she gestured con-
fusedly at the dark emptiness that now enclosed her. 

Ellen’s questions about how growth leads to loss 
are undisputedly our own. Eager to acquire higher 
rates of return, many investors gambled and lost 
everything in the Ponzi schemes, mortgage scams, 
and accounting scandals of the aughts. Meanwhile, 
the Bush administration wagered and squandered 
our nation’s credibility. Mindful of these larger con-
texts of corruption and shortfall, Kron’s punishing 
conclusion initially struck me as overly harsh. Af-
ter all, our heroine was not Bernie Madoff or Dick 
Cheney; she was an idealistic if self-entitled young 
woman who simply wanted more choices about 
how to live her life. Kron’s true-to-life portrait of 
Ellen’s strengths and flaws led me to identify with 
her, and I left the theatre feeling deeply conflicted 
when the playwright finally depicted her quest for 
self-expansion as unsustainable. 

Like Kron, van Hove asked us to reflect on relative 
innocence and guilt in the context of an American 
dogma that drives individuals to want more than 
they need. By incorporating a corporate-America 
veneer, van Hove connected the Hubbards’ ruthless 
feud over a family business to the ethical bankruptcy 
that spurred the meltdown of the world’s econo-
mies. His production designer Jan Versweyveld 
created a set that menaced in its minimalism. Four 
chandeliers starkly illuminated the corners of the 
stage, which represented the Hubbards’ living room, 
but could have also passed as the lobby of an up-
scale, fly-by-night corporation. At center stage was a 
rectangular hearth housing a flat-screen monitor and 
a staircase. The monitor added to the feel of corpo-
rate surveillance; it functioned like a giant camera 
and allowed us to monitor banal private activities 
taking place off-stage, in other parts of the house. 

Although they dressed in modern business at-
tire or elegant evening wear, the characters in van 
Hove’s revival were as primal and bare as their 
environment. Unlike Kron’s play, which called for 
psychologically credible acting, van Hove’s per-
formers displayed exaggerated, archetypal facial 
expressions and gestures. Regina Hubbard Giddens 
(Elizabeth Marvel) was the character whose emo-
tions seemed most extreme. Marvel used her face 
and body to unleash the fear, disgust, jealousy, and 
rage of a strong Southern woman whose desire for 
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self-determination had been thwarted by the rules of 
her male-centered society. Van Hove’s Regina was 
both seductive and domineering: when she wanted 
something, Regina had no qualms about rubbing up 
against her husband Horace or her brother Ben; yet 
she quickly turned on these male characters, push-
ing them away or pummeling them with her fists. 
Regina always looked professional on top, but wore 
outrageously short skirts; a conspicuous ankle tat-
too hinted that she was more than a little crude. 

In van Hove’s production, Ben and Oscar were 
even more vulgar bullies than their sister. Although 
threats of force are implicit in Hellman’s script, ac-
tual physical violence is rare. By contrast, van Hove 
dramatically amplified the intimations that make 
Hellman’s play so chilling. One memorable example 
of this escalation occurred when Oscar caught his 
aristocratic wife Birdie instructing Regina’s daugh-
ter Zan not to wed her son Leo or else she would 
end up just like her—mistreated and discarded. 
In Hellman’s script, Oscar slaps Birdie across the 
face to silence her. Meanwhile, van Hove’s Oscar 
(played by wiry Thomas Jay Ryan) delivered three 
ferocious blows to Birdie’s midsection, causing the 
girlish performer who played her (Tina Benko) to 
double over. Van Hove’s Oscar also humiliated his 
son Leo by periodically knocking him down to the 

floor, which never happens in Hellman’s text. Oscar 
and Leo dressed in identical Brooks Brothers–style 
suits and ties. This visual symmetry implied that it 
was only a matter of time before Leo began repli-
cating his father’s physical violence. 

Kron’s protagonist wanted more than her so-
ciety tolerated because she was intellectually cu-
rious. Regina’s own desire was less cerebral yet 
perhaps more complex: on the one hand, all she 
really wanted was a loan from her husband so that 
she could invest in her brothers’ cotton mill; yet on 
the other, despite her keen sense of profit and her 
ability to present a strong argument, Regina was 
also an attractive woman at the mercy of more 
powerful men. Petty Horace refused his wife the 
money, because she did not love him; yet when he 
discovered that Ben and Oscar had secretly stolen 
his railroad bonds, he spitefully opted to “lend” the 
brothers the money, thus protecting the cowardly 
embezzlers from legal repercussions while cutting 
Regina out of the picture. 

There was a familiar irony in van Hove’s take 
on The Little Foxes. Not unlike America’s recent 
meltdown, the play’s businessmen recovered at the 
expense of housewives. If Horace had just loaned 
Regina the money, she would have surely invest-

Elizabeth Marvel (Regina Hubbard Giddens) and Marton Csokas  
(Ben Hubbard) in The Little Foxes. (Photo: Jan Versweyveld.)
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ed wisely and prolonged their loveless marriage; 
instead, he backed her into a corner, forcing her 
to spend the latter half of the play huddled on the 
stage floor while her fat-cat brothers thrived. The 
floor was a lowly space that Regina shared with the 
play’s other victims and scapegoats: Birdie, Leo, and 
Zan. However, she refused to stay there. Gradually, 
her rage took over and she willfully induced Hor-
ace’s fatal heart attack. Horace died offstage after 
his slow, desperate, and suspenseful climb up the 
set’s staircase in effort to reach the crucial medica-
tion that Regina refused to give him. 

Van Hove’s production ended tragically for both 
Horace and Regina. The only family member who 
escaped was young Zan. The play’s closing image 
appeared on the monitor, where we saw Zan at 
an unspecified airport with a carry-on bag. John 
Lennon’s 1972 song “Woman Is the Nigger of the 
World” loudly filled the theatre. For me, this musi-
cal conclusion was at once cathartic and troubling: 
although it felt liberating to have a male director 
side with the play’s oppressed women (including 
Regina), there was also the fact that African Ameri-
cans were often referred to as “niggers” in the play. 
If van Hove sought to position women as universally 
exploited by men, where did this leave cultures per-
ceived as subservient at the level of race? To a large 
extent, racial oppression was taken for granted (or 
only contested along the lines of Hellman’s script), 
while gender oppression was specifically marked 
and challenged by van Hove’s production choices. 

Kron’s candid, not always likeable portrait of El-
len subtly invited white liberal women to recognize 
our complicity in an untenable cycle of using and 
hurting others. By contrast, van Hove’s monstrous 
depiction of the Hubbard clan made it easier for 
such viewers to distance themselves from the play’s 
extreme villains and to identify with pretty, idealis-
tic young Zan. In retrospect, this felt like a too-easy 
way to sidestep the difficult lessons of the aughts. 

THERESA SMALEC
Bronx Community College/CUNY

K. By Greg Allen. Directed by Greg Allen. The 
Hypocrites. Chopin Theatre, Chicago. 23 
October 2010.

Because it appeared to anticipate important 
events, Franz Kafka’s The Trial (and subsequent 
adaptations) is often discussed as political com-
mentary. In the 1920s, when he wrote the novel, the 
Nazis had not yet annexed Kafka’s home country of 
Czechoslovakia nor had they forced Kafka’s sisters 

and millions of others into the ghetto and concentra-
tion camps. In 1962, when Orson Welles completed 
his film version of The Trial, President Kennedy and 
Dr. King were still alive and Watergate was a decade 
away. In 1996, when Greg Allen first directed K., 
his stage adaptation of the Kafka novel, the events 
of 11 September 2001 were unimaginable, warrant-
less wiretapping of US citizens by their government 
was illegal, and Abu Ghraib was largely unknown 
outside of Iraq. Although Kafka’s text remained 
terrifyingly prescient during the 1920s, 1960s, and 
1990s, it was, at least for US audiences, fictional.

However, this 2010 restaging of K. appeared be-
fore audiences whose contexts were vastly differ-
ent. The world that Kafka created was no longer an 
invisible, secretive infrastructure for US audiences. 
Current events seemed to come straight from the 
plot of The Trial: for example, the imprisonment 
of US citizen José Padilla as an enemy combatant, 
and the debate on the potential benefits of torture. 
The initial pairing of the experimental, iconoclas-
tic Neo-Futurist Allen with the textually reverent 
Hypocrites, echoed the imprecise line between real 
events and Kafka’s fiction. What made K. unique in 
its new political context was that Joseph K. became 
a much more complex character, as guilty as he was 
innocent and a singular embodiment of both our 
fears and darkest desires. The central conflict in this 
production was not, as might be expected, between 
K. and his accusers, jailors, and executioners; rather, 
it was within the character of K. himself. 

Unlike Allen’s 1996 production produced by 
Chicago’s Neo-Futurists (creators of Too Much 
Light Makes the Baby Go Blind), this K. was pro-
duced and performed by The Hypocrites, best 
known for restaging character-centered modern 
dramas by Wilder, Miller, Brecht, and others. Al-
len’s postmodern aesthetic, on the other hand, has 
been predominately influenced by his theories of 
Neo-Futurism, which dictate that performers only 
perform as themselves, that performances happen 
in the physical theatre and not in an implied/imag-
ined setting, and that both performers and audience 
acknowledge each other’s presence. So, unlike Paul 
Tamney who originated the role of K. as a purely 
Neo-Futurist performer-protagonist, this K., played 
by Hypocrite actor Brennan Buhl, was tasked with a 
contradiction: to create a distinct fictional character 
under the guidance of a writer-director for whom 
the words “fictional” and “character” were, at the 
very least, unstable. 

The play’s first few moments effectively illustrat-
ed this contradiction and simultaneously provided 
a reason for K.’s arrest. The first scene repeatedly 
detailed K.’s morning routine: matches struck and 
blown out in blackout, alarm clock, lights, ritual 
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stretching, Mrs. Grubach’s (Tien Doman) entrance 
with K.’s breakfast, small talk, and another black-
out whenever K. repeated the line “Always eggs.” 
Other than K., the characters continued to faithfully 
reproduce their actions, but with each recurrence, 
K. became more aware of the repetition, the audi-
ence, and his fellow characters’ obliviousness to 
both. When K. deviated from the routine by getting 
out of bed he was immediately arrested. So, unlike 
Kafka’s original character, whose arrest occurred 
without reason, Allen’s K. was apparently appre-
hended because he choose to acknowledge his status 
as a performer. Additionally, although Allen and 
Buhl could not escape K.’s script, instead of render-
ing K.’s rebellion as tongue-in-cheek metatheatrics, 
his jailors stripped him in front of the audience as 
part of his arrest, revealing a physical body that 
was obviously only Buhl’s. The remainder of the 
play served as a literal and metaphorical dressing 
of Buhl’s body in the costume and actions of K. 

Not only was K. the expected everyman charac-
ter, confounded by an irrational legal system and 
corrupt bureaucracy, but he was also Buhl’s K., a 
performer affably and precisely aware of his circum-
stances—an attitude that ultimately belied K.’s ap-
parent innocence. While this production presented 

no overt parallels to current events, because of the 
then-imminent publication of George W. Bush’s 
memoir Decision Points, K.’s character seemed to 
cite not only the former president, but also a critique 
that held that Bush’s so-called charm hid either his 
ineptness or his deviousness. The 22 October 2010 
WikiLeaks publication of 400,000 documents about 
the Iraq War that included evidence that the US 
government concealed organized torture in Iraq 
further reinforced this comparison. In a haunting 
reminder of this and of what was either Bush’s ig-
norance or complicity, a scene in K. showed K.’s two 
guards, Franz One and Franz Two (Erik Schroeder 
and Dan Granata), on the brink of being flogged by 
The Whipper (Clifton Frei). After some ineffectual 
efforts to stop the whipping, K. crawled into bed 
and covered his head in an attempt to block out 
the two Franzes’ (now offstage) screams. In Kafka’s 
original, K.’s regret at the part he played in his 
guards’ whipping is palpable. Conversely, Buhl’s K. 
simply buried his head, appearing to wish not that 
the whipping would stop, but only that he would 
not have to listen to it. 

Several scenes later, as his struggles continued, K. 
decided that his best defense would be to publish 
his memoirs. However, he was unable to identify 
events in his life sufficiently significant to warrant 
his arrest. Nonetheless, when two new characters, 
identified only as Kafka and Kafka, (Clint Sheffer 
and Dan Granata) began rifling through K.’s pa-
pers, they declared that his memoirs constituted a 
confession of multiple, unnamed crimes—again, not 
directly linked to, but reminiscent of the editorial-
izing of Bush. Was he unfairly maligned? Or, at the 
other end of the spectrum, did his actions represent 
punishable war crimes? 

Ultimately, the dual nature of Buhl’s character-
ization neatly, if disconcertingly, embodied these 

Brennan Buhl (Joseph K.) and company in K. 
(Photo: Paul Metreyeon.)

Erik Schroeder (Franz One), Brennan Buhl  
(Joseph K.), and Dan Granata (Franz Two) in K. 

(Photo: Paul Metreyeon.)
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questions. At the end of the play, when K.’s trial 
culminated in his execution, Buhl simply closed 
his eyes to establish K.’s death. After a long, silent 
pause, Buhl reopened his eyes and stared at the au-
dience as the remaining characters exited the stage 
and lights faded to black. Buhl’s stare was defiant, 
accusatory, and heartbreaking—a combination that 
should have been at best bewildering or at worst 
meaningless. Instead, the stare reflected the ten-
sion of K.’s characterization, just as his execution 
illustrated the execution of the two men Buhl had 
been performing all along: K. the expected victim 
of unconscionable harassment and murder, and K. 
the man whose jocularity in the face of numerous 
atrocities both met with an equally barbaric and un-
comfortable yet somehow satisfying justice.

ERICA A. MILKOVICH
Bloomington, Indiana

BLUEFINGER: THE FALL AND RISE OF 
HERMAN BROOD. Written and directed 
by Jason Nodler. Music by Black Francis and 
Herman Brood. The Catastrophic Theatre. 
Diverseworks Art Space, Houston. 19 No-
vember 2010.

In 2007, Charles Thompson (known as Black 
Francis while fronting the legendary 1990s rock 
band Pixies, and then as Frank Black during his 
successful solo career) recorded his concept al-
bum Bluefinger about the life and death of Dutch 
rock’n’roller, painter, and outspoken speed-junkie 
Herman Brood. Though Brood failed in his goal 
to achieve massive popularity in North America, 
he did become the biggest star in the Netherlands. 
His story reflects the stories of so many artists who 
nearly made the big time, but instead had to live 
and die with the seemingly paradoxical experience 
of “localized fame.” 

In 2008, Pixies biographer Josh Frank attended a 
production of playwright/director Jason Nodler’s 
Speeding Motorcycle, an experimental music play 
based on the work of outsider-artist Daniel Johnston 
that became a darling of the Houston and Austin 
theatre scenes that year. Afterward, Frank met with 
Nodler and suggested translating some of Thomp-
son’s work to the stage in similar fashion. They 
eventually agreed to an adaptation of Bluefinger. 
After two years of development, including extended 
research trips to Holland and consultations with 
Thompson, Bluefinger: The Fall and Rise of Herman 
Brood premiered in Houston. Together, the script 
and the production offered a complex case study of 

the artist as cult object, simultaneously celebrated 
and aloof, as well as an opportunity to consider 
how varying degrees and spheres of fame can be 
enacted—on and off the stage.

Nodler’s company, The Catastrophic Theatre, is 
known as the foremost avant-garde theatre company 
in Houston, and their work attracts serious atten-
tion within the city’s arts community. However, the 
buildup to Bluefinger transcended the usual buzz 
that surrounds noteworthy new plays; the mystery 
was such that people outside the production began 
to see it as a secret society. T-shirts emblazoned with 
a mysterious black-haired man looming in front 
of a brick wall with “brood” graffitied on it began 
turning up at plays and rock shows, bars and cof-
fee shops. Beyond the tantalizing involvement of 
Thompson, Nodler cast two Texas musicians with 
great cachet, Matt Kelly and Michael Haaga, to play, 
respectively, Herman Brood and Black Francis. The 
strength of Kelly’s immersive and virtuosic perfor-
mance made him the centerpiece of the play (he 
appeared every bit Brood’s equal as a blues-based 
piano player, and his near-equal in rock-star cha-
risma). Kelly also headlined late-night shows with 
his band Lick Lick at Houston rock clubs after select 
Bluefinger performances, leading a cross-section of 
cast, crew, and audience from one haunt to another 
and calling to mind a latter-day Dionysus.

The Bluefinger audience first met Haaga as Black 
Francis, performing songs from the album abetted 
by a full backing band (one of two flanking the 
stage—Brood had his own band as well) and pro-
viding oblique narration via evocative lyrics about 
Brood’s life and death. The dual bands were used to 
great effect throughout the play. For the most part, 
they performed separately, with Brood’s band cap-
turing a scruffy, late-1970s punk/new-wave sound, 
and the Black Francis band nailing the complex sonic 
flood for which Thompson is well-known. The two 
bands occasionally came together, most notably on 
Thompson’s “Your Mouth into Mine”—a rousing, 
guitar-heavy song about one artist drawing inspira-
tion from another. This number made exhilarating 
use of the stereo setup, with the two bands trading 
off musical phrases—an effect highlighted by quick 
lighting shifts. It even incorporated a few bars of 
“Where Is My Mind?” to the delight of Pixies fans 
in attendance.

Although billed as a rock opera, the show’s la-
bel proved only partially accurate, since spoken 
scenes, often transcribed from and/or inspired by 
interviews with Brood and those who knew him, 
comprised much of the production. The first such 
scene depicted Brood’s widow, tour manager, art 
dealer, and biographer memorializing and estab-
lishing him as a major possessor of that knack for 
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Matt Kelly (Herman Brood) in Bluefinger: The Fall and Rise of Herman Brood. (Photo: Anthony Rathbun.)
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fascinating others that Joseph Roach has termed “It.” 
As the production progressed, its emphasis became 
less about Brood’s identity and more about what it 
felt like to watch or be with him. The overture and 
opening scene stoked a strong desire for Brood’s 
presence, but the audience had only his absence. 
Before we could meet Brood as a character, we had 
to sort through conflicting viewpoints—listening, for 
example, as the manager and art dealer screamed at 
each other about whether or not Brood was “hap-
py.” The opening scenes thus treated Brood as con-
structed by other people’s heated fantasies—suitable 
preparation for meeting a rock star.

A valid critique of the standard “biopic” approach 
is that the form oversimplifies complex motives and 
messy personal contradictions. But for the rest of 
the first act, which was essentially a theatricalized 
künstlerroman, linearity matched form to content. 
Brood first emerged from a drunken crowd scene 
as someone who takes partying too far. After re-
ceiving fellatio in the bathroom while shooting 
up (a sequence overlaid with the ominous, sexy 
rumble of Black Francis’s “Tight Black Rubber”), 
he then suffered the overdose that got him kicked 
out of his first band. Brood/Kelly’s intoxicating mix 
of magnetism and self-destructiveness gradually 
turned the audience into stargazers, particularly 
in a scene in which Kelly sang Brood’s vulnerable 
yet self-aggrandizing anthem “Proud” from behind 
prison bars—a performance that evoked Brecht’s 
seductive antihero Macheath. The play then coaxed 
a sense of tragic inevitability from a series of ex-
plosive rock’n’roll numbers, as Brood relentlessly 
pursued international rock godhood at the expense 
of separating himself from friends and lovers. In a 
climactic scene set in a fabled New York club, The 
Bottom Line, Brood discovered that he had exhaust-
ed his precious supply of high-grade Dutch speed. 
Performing without speed but high on alcohol, he 
stumbled through the onstage audience, sitting 
in laps and spilling drinks, and sometimes nearly 
splashing the play’s actual audience. Undone by his 
addiction, Brood shambled out of the theatre, while 
his manager wryly remarked: “That’s America.”

If Bluefinger’s first act dramatized a man testing 
how far he could hurl his talent into the world, 
the second act depicted that talent dropping into 
a pinball machine. In the wake of Brood’s failure 
to achieve his singular goal of fame in the US, the 
play’s structure became less linear and more as-
sociative. In a succession of short scenes, Brood 
played a variety of new roles: house painter, fine 
artist, husband, biggest rock star in Holland, and 
troeteljunk, a word unique to Dutch that translates 
as “cuddly junkie”—a sort of charmingly huggable 
drug abuser. Bluefinger captured the real Brood’s 
mercurial appeal and challenged the audience to 

react to a thoroughly alluring though utterly self-
absorbed artist. 

By the end of the play, Kelly’s Brood seemed to 
have aged thirty years. Shortly before the scene de-
picting his suicide (which Brood accomplished by 
leaping from the roof of the Amsterdam Hilton), 
he mused: “It is a funny world in which a junkie is 
asked for advice on how to live. I regard it to be a 
sign of progress.” In the end, Brood’s provocative 
story reminded us that the point of fame is not 
pleasure, which is fleeting, but rather immortal-
ity. Bluefinger ended with a final gesture toward 
that idea: a YouTube video, originally posted by 
a Dutch fan, of the actual Herman Brood floating 
among clouds and singing “I’m in Heaven.” We left 
the theatre wondering not only whether we should 
care about Herman Brood, but also whether art and 
fandom can really offer a life after death.

ROBERT B. SHIMKO
University of Houston

A FREE MAN OF COLOR. By John Guare. 
Directed by George C. Wolfe. Vivian Beau-
mont Theater, Lincoln Center, New York 
City. 9 January 2011.

John Guare’s A Free Man of Color celebrates human 
potential. Set in a small part of the world struggling 
against the civilizing forces of “order” and “control” 
Guare’s play is nonetheless sufficiently expansive 
to fill the Vivian Beaumont stage, where the pro-
duction reminded me of both the carnivalesque 
explosiveness of John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera and 
the high metatheatricality of plays like Timberlake 
Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good. A Free Man of 
Color not only celebrates self-invention and sensual 
indulgence as the characters embrace mutability, 
chance, and materiality, but also undermines the 
life-limiting constrictions of order, civilization, and 
law. Imbued with life-embracing vitality, this bril-
liant production created a sort of three-ring circus 
of continuous action.

The play is set in New Orleans during the early 
nineteenth century, a time when Spanish, African, 
French, British, and US influences were all vying for 
the soul of what one character called “the free-est 
city in the world.” This production’s colorful open 
set, scattered with representative portable props, 
propelled the play from one imaginative locale to 
another: from marketplace to bedchamber; from a 
planter’s home to a riverfront haunt; and even to 
Napoleon’s bathroom. With an ornate proscenium 
arch erected as backdrop, the set befitted the theat-
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rical nature of the play and the rococo extravagance 
of colonial New Orleans. Against this background, 
director George C. Wolfe created a colorful New 
Orleans antithetical to the Yankee restraint of cities 
like Boston during the same period. The result was a 
feeling of openness and endless possibility, a world 
of opportunity for independent men of adventure 
and spirit, and a place of personal invention where 
“you can be whatever you declare yourself to be.” 
The play’s central character, Jacques Cornet, is just 
such a man, a free man of color who declares to the 
audience his intention to create his own character 
and write his own play. In essence, the main char-
acter writes the play (Cornet initially titles it The 
Happy Life of a Man in Power), and this city of mul-
tivalent influences is his fertile site of self-invention. 

In this world-premiere production, Jeffrey Wright 
played Cornet with the larger-than-life expansive-
ness that the role demands, assuming the mantel of 
Lord of Misrule and using his wit, sexual magne-
tism, and full-bodied appetite to mesmerize those 
characters around him. As master of self-invention 
and author of the play in front of us, Wright’s Cornet 
mastered the stage like a circus ringmaster, trumpet-
ing orders and directing attention to various corners 
of the spotlighted stage, where the many vignettes 
added up to the story of Cornet in New Orleans. 
Wright mastered the surface arts of appearance and 
seduction in a manner reminiscent of the Restoration 

rake, after which his character is clearly modeled. In 
fact, Cornet knew the stratagems used by Horner in 
William Wycherley’s The Country Wife and literally 
assumed the disguise and masterful deception of 
his English namesake. This—Guare’s most obvious 
reference to the libertine excesses of the Restoration 
world—admirably captured its comic legacy, and 
Wright masterfully translated eighteenth-century 
theatricality to the modern stage. 

Director Wolfe set the pace, moving the play along 
expeditiously in the best tradition of the comedy 
of manners. Seduction plots interwove political in-
trigue, unbridled buffoonery (Napoleon appeared 
several times in a bathtub scrubbing himself like a 
child while ranting about world domination), a cho-
rus of prostitutes, a comically caricatured Spanish 
king and infanta, a wily manservant, and several 
insanely impotent captains of industry tricked like 
Keystone cops at every turn. It wasn’t all fun and 
games, however. Wolfe’s comic devices generated 
more than laughter; incorporated within them were 
instances of cruel injustice and hypocrisy among 
the ruling classes. Guare depicted these dissipated 
masters of their domain as purely self-interested 
colonial merchants and politicians: ignorant and 
easily manipulated, they are saved by the newly 
devised US legal system. The comedy and acting 
are broad, and the reversals of fortune brought on 
by the Americanization of Louisiana are stunning, 
even unexpected. Wright’s Cornet embodied the 
spirit of Mardi Gras, and Wolfe’s severely Lenten 
reversals struck hard as the play concluded. In its 
final moments, Cornet was captured and sold into 
slavery, ending a riotous play on a somber note and 
reminding us that civilization and absolute freedom 
cannot coexist. In A Free Man of Color, Cornet’s fate 
in the raucous city of New Orleans suggests that 
freedom in the US was never limitless, even during 
periods of seemingly endless expansion.

The exemplary supporting cast should also be 
congratulated. Hip-hop artist Mos Def as Murmur, 
Cornet’s not-so-faithful servant, exhibited a dignity 
in servitude that reminded us of the inhumanity of 
slavery throughout the play, particularly in scenes 
when slavery’s inhumanity would be callously 
ignored. On a lighter note, sexual independence 
found comic outlet in Nicole Beharie, the effer-
vescent “country wife,” and Wendy Rich Stetson, 
the sexually awakened Lady Harcourt. Among the 
loosely historical characters, Triney Sandoval as a 
delusional Napoleon Bonaparte and John McMartin 
as a hypocritical Thomas Jefferson created memo-
rable caricatures of these larger-than-life personages, 
clearly inventions of Cornet’s imagination. 

Guare’s previous plays attest to his wit and lin-
guistic skill; this one confirms his reputation. The 

Jeffrey Wright (Jacques Cornet) in A Free Man of 
Color. (Photo: T. Charles Erickson.)
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size and ambition of the play—there are as many 
as forty roles—speaks not only to Guare’s mastery 
of this dramatic form, but also to the collaborative 
“fit” between playwright Guare and director Wolfe, 
who clearly shaped the production. Much more 
ambitious than most commercial theatre today, A 
Free Man of Color imagined a moment in US national 
history when decisions were made that led inevi-
tably to a devastating civil war, decades of brutal 
racial strife, and continuing economic inequality. 
A Free Man of Color is a play that should be read 
and viewed for the highly theatrical and thought-
provoking masterwork that it is.

WILLIAM W. DEMASTES
Louisiana State University

AN ILIAD. Adapted from Homer by Lisa 
Peterson and Denis O’Hare. Directed by 
Lisa Peterson. McCarter Theatre Center, 
Princeton, NJ. 24 October 2010. 

The deeply performative nature of Homer’s po-
etry is all too often lost on his modern audiences. 
Although the Iliad and Odyssey are the products of 
a rich oral tradition, that vital context frequently 
remains distant and abstract to modern readers 
encountering the poem on the page and in transla-
tion. Lisa Peterson and Denis O’Hare’s adaptation 
bridged that gap by staging unaltered passages of 
the Iliad annotated with witty exegesis and copious 
parallels to contemporary society. This structure, 
combined with historical contextualization and skill-
ful choice of translation, established An Iliad as an 
effective popularization of Homer that, through a 
focus on solo performance, demonstrated the the-
atrical potential of Greek epic.

An Iliad was structured as a commentary on the 
text, rather than as a reworking of the original. In-
terpretative philological commentaries on classical 
texts have been written since antiquity and are cen-
tral to their modern study. As such, An Iliad was an 
innovative dramatization of how (at least in terms 
of form) Homer has been studied for centuries. 
Approximately ten distinct passages from the Iliad 
were included unabridged. Most of the canonically 
famous scenes received treatment, including the 
initial conflict between Agamemnon and Achilles, 
Patroclus’ death, the ekphrasis describing the shield 
of Achilles, the death of Hector, and Achilles’ final 
reconciliation with Priam. The recitation of these 
unaltered passages was the backbone of the show, 
adumbrating the contours of the plot in a succinct 
and fast-paced format. The remainder of the per-
formance consisted of material written by Peterson 
and O’Hare discussing, inter alia, the historical and 
literary context of Greek epic, the explication of vari-
ous passages, and parallels between the burdens 
of war in the Iliad and in contemporary conflicts. 

Within this framework, Peterson and O’Hare 
sought to argue for the relevance of the epic to the 
modern spectator. On many occasions, An Iliad drew 
a direct parallel between a passage in Homer and 
a familiar event or motif of US society. One strong 
example involved the catalog of ships in the sec-
ond book of the Iliad, a notoriously dry passage for 
most modern readers. In the performance, Stephen 
Spinella, the lone actor in the piece, transitioned 
seamlessly from reciting the details of the Greek 
warships moored at Troy to listing numerous US 
towns and cities—some familiar, others obscure—
in which residents had been recently conscripted 
for an unnamed war, thereby enlivening a mori-
bund passage with a compelling analogy. A few 
such comparisons, however, were inadequate, as 
when Achilles’ grief over the death of Patroclus 
was likened to the anger one feels after being cut 
in a supermarket checkout line—a hopelessly trite 
and diminishing juxtaposition.

Peterson and O’Hare’s use of Robert Fagles’s 
1990 translation of the Iliad, which he composed 
with careful attention to the tradition of Homeric 
performance, contributed to the effectiveness of 
their adaptation. Fagles’s loose and recitable trans-
lation was a natural choice for a popular staging of 
selected passages in the Iliad. Additionally, due to 
his distinguished reputation as a translator and the 
widespread adoption of the text in high school and 
undergraduate literature courses, his Iliad is one of 
few translations of a classical work with substan-
tial cache among the general public. The familiarity 
of Fagles’s works—especially strong in Princeton, 
where Fagles lived and taught for decades before 
his death in 2008—both enhanced the commercial 

Nicole Beharie (Margery Jolicoeur) and Jeffrey 
Wright (Jacques Cornet) in A Free Man of Color. 

(Photo: T. Charles Erickson.)
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Stephen Spinella in An Iliad. (Photo: T. Charles Erickson.)
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potential of An Iliad and provided many audience 
members with an immediate connection to the 
production. 

The popularizing features of the production were 
balanced by inclusion of material that made con-
nections to the original language and performance 
contexts of the Iliad. An Iliad was configured as a 
solo performance piece, in which Spinella, as an 
itinerant reciter of epic poetry, portrayed all char-
acters—from Achilles to Hector, Patroclus to Thetis. 
In this regard, Spinella’s character was based on the 
scores of traveling bards who performed Homer’s 
poetry for Greek audiences in the centuries after 
his death and functioned as an implicit reminder 
of the poem’s historical context. Additionally, Spi-
nella performed several brief segments of the Iliad, 
including the famous opening lines, in the original, 
in a rough approximation of the Greek dactylic hex-
ameter. These passages provided a glimpse of the 
integral role of meter to the performance of Homer’s 
poetry and a connection to the background behind 
Fagles’s translation.

Structuring the production as a solo performance 
also highlighted the theatricality implicit in the 
Homeric epics. The bard character, in addition to 
reflecting historical background, required Spinella 
to alternate rapidly between the range of characters 
in the Iliad. For instance, he was required to play 
both Agamemnon and Achilles in their opening 
quarrel over Briseis. Throughout the argument, Spi-
nella jumped abruptly between two different posi-
tions on the stage when switching characters. His 
physical presence was thus a direct performance of 
the acts of representation required to stage a piece 
of Homeric poetry. Additionally, the fluid nature 
of Spinella’s character allowed for an innovative 
staging of the invocation of a muse, a hallmark of 
the epics of Homer and other classical authors. For 
conversations with his bard’s muse, Spinella gazed 
upward and spoke in the direction of several mu-
sicians located in a balcony at stage right. At his 
request, the musicians tailored their playing to the 
current action in the epic. These interactions effec-
tively translated an abstract literary device into a 
dynamic part of the performance. 

Throughout An Iliad, the stage was bare except 
for a single wooden table and chair and some met-
al scaffolding far upstage, a design that naturally 
complemented Peterson and O’Hare’s arguments for 
the universality of Homer and evoked the wartime 
destruction narrated in much of the performance. 
Spinella’s appearance—barefoot, sporting a scruffy 
beard, and carrying a worn briefcase—reinforced the 
transient disposition of his character. The modest 
personnel and technical requirements for An Iliad 
should make it an appealing and economical option 

for theatres looking to mount a classical piece other 
than a Greek tragedy, something I hope will become 
more frequent in the coming years.  

JOSEpH p. DEXTER
Princeton University

ROSMERSHOLM. By Henrik Ibsen. Directed 
by Elinor Renfield. The Pearl Theatre Com-
pany. New York City Center Stage II, New 
York City. 20 November 2010.

Henrik Ibsen’s Rosmersholm (1886), which had not 
received a major Equity run since 1977, depicts a 
society where political efficacy requires abandoning 
ideals in favor of partisan, selectively truthful ver-
sions of reality constructed by the media. Notable 
for its parallels to present-day America, Elinor Ren-
field’s production yoked the construction of parti-
san realities to a struggle for semantic control over 
domestic space, and questioned the universal value 
accorded to the ancestral home of the title. Through 
direction, lighting, and depictions of media rhetoric, 
Renfield’s production defamiliarized and distorted 
how personal and political perspectives appeared 
within the play. The production’s distortions of do-
mestic space suggested that Ibsen’s central concern 
in Rosmersholm was not only divergent construc-
tions of reality, but also the outmoded ideological 
and social foundation that shaped those realities.

The Pearl Theatre Company chose an apt cul-
tural moment to revive Rosmersholm, which stages 
a battle for political and semantic control over 
domestic space through divergent, media-driven 
constructions of reality. The play’s liberal and con-
servative factions are equally keen to enlist the 

Austin Pendleton (Doctor Kroll) and Bradford 
Cover (Johannes Rosmer) in Rosmersholm. 

(Photo: Gregory Costanzo.)
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support of Johannes Rosmer (played by Bradley 
Cover), a former pastor who has embraced liberal 
ideals. The characters fight for Rosmer’s allegiance 
not because Rosmer is inherently powerful, but be-
cause Rosmersholm and the Rosmer name stand for 
tradition, nobility, and de facto conservatism in the 
surrounding community. Through Rebecca West, 
the upwardly mobile engine behind Rosmer’s shift 
to liberalism, the play shows both the endurance of 
traditional domestic ideology and its stagnation. In 
act 1, Rebecca dominated the set, filling it with fresh 
flowers (which Rosmer’s dead wife Beata hated) and 
giving orders to the housekeeper, Mrs. Helseth. Fol-
lowing Mike Poulton’s adaptation and translation, 
Margot White’s Rebecca repeatedly laughed in the 
face of political opposition and provincial supersti-
tion in the first act. The significance of this laughter 
was not apparent until Mrs. Helseth (Robin Leslie 
Brown) revealed a Rosmersholm tradition: in this 
house, children never cry and adults never laugh. 
The disappearance of Rebecca’s laughter over the 
course of the play signaled the dominance of Rosmer 
traditions, as well as the loss of vitality they entail.

If Rebecca tried and ultimately failed to revitalize 
Rosmersholm through her role as mistress of the 
house, the conservative Doctor Kroll (Austin Pend-
leton) and the liberal Peder Mortensgaard (Dominic 

Cuskern) imposed their political perspectives on 
the house through media rhetoric. Rosmer’s po-
litical shift and scandalous unmarried cohabitation 
with Rebecca spurred journalistic warfare between 
these characters, whose partisan newspapers pub-
lish whatever versions of the truth are most useful 
to their causes. Rosmersholm’s centrality to each 
character’s agenda suggested the disingenuousness 
of political disputes that share social and rhetorical 
foundations, both in the play and in our own soci-
ety. Moreover, Mortensgaard’s open hypocrisy and 
political success, which Ibsen’s play calls the way 
of the future, connects the media with disparate 
versions of reality. This connection was familiar to 
an American audience accustomed to seeing parti-
san, contradictory realities on every news network 
and suggested that Rosmersholm’s projected future 
was our present. 

If Ibsen’s play projects a future that Renfield’s 
audience recognized as our present reality, Stephen 
Petrilli’s subtle lighting design depicted Rosmer-
sholm as steeped in tradition at the expense of its 
own futurity. Rosmersholm’s respectable interiors 
were beautifully executed in blues and purples. The 
lighting retroactively created the impression that 
Rebecca’s dual mission—to become the mistress of 
Rosmersholm, and to make Rosmer an agent of en-

Margot White (Rebecca West) and Bradford Cover (Johannes Rosmer) in Rosmersholm. 
(Photo: Gregory Costanzo.)
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lightenment—was doomed to failure from the start. 
Abstract patterns of light were projected across walls 
and floors at intervals throughout the performance. 
After Rebecca and Rosmer drowned themselves at 
the end of the play, the light projection was no lon-
ger abstract—it was water. In conjunction with the 
color scheme, this final projection suggested that 
the house and its inhabitants were underwater all 
along. The ancestral home that everyone wanted to 
claim as an ideological and social foundation was a 
sinking ship. The lighting implied the uselessness 
of mooring our politics to outdated configurations 
of home and family. To a potential audience of 
migratory apartment-dwellers steeped in news re-
ports about America as a declining world power, 
the production suggested the dangers of preserving 
our traditions at the expense of the social present.

In the production’s final moments, Renfield used 
blocking to undercut the domestic set’s capacity to 
structure reality for the audience. Rosmersholm is 
traditionally haunted by white horses that are asso-
ciated with the equally haunting memory of Berta, 
whom Rebecca urged toward suicide. As an old 
family servant who is invested in Rosmersholm’s 
superstitions, Mrs. Helseth is aligned with the 
backward pull of these hauntings, which, though 
not staged, are invoked verbally. Mrs. Helseth also 
gets the last word in the play; after Rebecca and 
Rosmer agree to drown themselves in the mill-race 
like Beata did, Mrs. Helseth narrates their actions 
from inside the house. This ending threatens to over-
whelm Rebecca and Rosmer’s perspective on their 
joint suicide—which they considered tantamount 
to marriage and proof of their shared ideals—with 
a conservative ghost story in which the dead wife 
gets her revenge from beyond the grave. But Ren-
field juxtaposed Mrs. Helseth’s final speech with 
a melodramatic tableau of Rebecca and Rosmer 
clasped in each other’s arms, which tempered the 
ghost story’s framing function. Brown, who was 
supposed to be looking out the window at Rosmer 
and Rebecca, was blocked downstage facing the au-
dience, even though the play’s opening scene placed 
the window-view upstage, facing away from the 
audience. The tableau, on the other hand, was up-
stage, which separated what Mrs. Helseth reported 
from what the audience saw—Mrs. Helseth and I 
were literally seeing different versions of Rebecca 
and Rosmer. The production thus broke with real-
ism to fracture its own perspective. If Mrs. Helseth’s 
ghost story replaced Rebecca and Rosmer’s view of 
their deaths, the tableau and the altered stage space 
prevented the audience from perceiving her fram-
ing story as reality. The production undercut the 
authority of domestic space to structure multiple 
simultaneous realities and thus resisted the domi-
nance of a single perspective.

The ending implicitly offered up the audience 
as an alternative position from which to develop 
perspectives, although the concluding fracture did 
not fully counter the backward pull of the conven-
tional tragic-romance plot. Renfield’s anachronistic 
use of tableau—a formal component of nineteenth-
century melodrama—reflected this ambivalence: al-
though the tableau of Rosmer and Rebecca divided 
the audience’s perspective from Mrs. Helseth’s, the 
image itself was more romantic than groundbreak-
ing. With the stage split between ghost story and 
melodrama, the play’s fractured perspective favored 
dated forms. The production thus effectively con-
veyed the political and personal stakes of structur-
ing reality based on domestic space and suggested, 
at the same time, that perspectival rupture is not 
inherently radical.

SARAH BALKIN
Rutgers University

THE pIANO LESSON. By August Wilson. 
Directed by Liesl Tommy. Yale Repertory 
Theatre, New Haven, CT. 29 January 2011.

After August Wilson’s death in 2005, controversy 
swirled around the relative freedom taken with the 
2009 production of Joe Turner’s Come and Gone. While 
alive, Wilson insisted that black directors direct his 
plays. After his death, Wilson’s widow Constanza 
Romero permitted Bartlett Sher, a white director, to 
stage a revival of Joe Turner on Broadway. Romero’s 
choice to disregard Wilson’s posthumous directo-
rial provision has opened up new possibilities for 
post-2005 productions, such as the Yale Repertory 
Theatre’s 2011 revival of The Piano Lesson, that stray 
from the aesthetic and the ideology Wilson culti-
vated throughout his life. Yale Repertory Theatre’s 
latest production of The Piano Lesson, to riff on a fa-
mous quote from Toni Morrison’s Beloved, confirms 
that the definition of Wilsonian theatre belongs to 
the definers. While alive, Wilson put specific man-
dates on his plays in order to control productions 
of his work (including the race of directors). After 
his death, a more expansive range of interpretations 
of Wilson has emerged.

No other place is more fitting to begin a new chap-
ter in Wilson’s theatre history than Yale Repertory 
Theatre, the theatre that premiered The Piano Lesson 
and served as the site of one of Wilson’s most pro-
ductive collaborations with director Lloyd Richards. 
Wilson’s successful collaboration with Richards met 
a fitting expression in the director’s signature use 
of ensembles, which mirrored and drew attention 
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to the importance of collaboration within theatrical 
production. The Piano Lesson, in particular, demon-
strates the importance of communities in helping 
protagonists to find their singular voice through 
the influence of secondary characters, including 
Doaker and Wining Boy, who help to articulate the 
family’s history as the siblings jockey for control of 
their precious heirloom. In undeniable resistance to 
the singularity of a leading role, Wilson’s The Piano 
Lesson emphasizes the equal importance of Boy Wil-
lie and his sister Berniece. 

The 2011 revival, directed by Liesl Tommy, 
marked a significant shift from Wilson’s use of 
traditional ensemble acting and language-driven 
performances, to a production with a singular domi-
nant character and an emphasis, in certain scenes 
featuring Boy Willie, on physicality over language. 
Unlike previous productions of The Piano Lesson that 
called attention to the equal footing of Boy Willie 
and Berniece, including the 1987 Yale Rep’s pro-
duction, the 2011 revival focused on Boy Willie’s 
singular ability to influence the final outcome of the 
play. Moreover, this production predominantly re-
lied on gestures and physical movements to realize 
Wilson’s finely crafted narrative. Productions dur-
ing Wilson’s lifetime often emphasized the spoken 
word to communicate its story through the strong, 
crisp, and spellbinding voices of the actors—as, for 
example, Phylicia Rashad’s stirring performance in 
the 2004 Broadway production of Gem of the Ocean. 
The Piano Lesson also provides fertile ground for 
Berniece to tell her story, with moving descriptions 
of the heartache the piano has caused her and her 
mother, but the force of Berniece’s performance de-
pends on her appearing to have equal footing with 
Boy Willie throughout the play.

In the final scene of the play, Berniece’s ability to 
put the piano to good use abates Boy Willie’s de-

sire to sell it, and he leaves with the warning that 
if she stops playing the piano, he will be back. In 
Tommy’s production, the tone of Boy Willie’s warn-
ing suggested that his own authority influenced the 
outcome of the story. Notably, Berniece’s victory 
over the ghost at the end of the play did not take 
place in the original production, although Wilson 
incorporated the resolution for the first Broadway 
production. The original production emphasized 
Boy Willie’s and Berniece’s mutual equality, end-
ing ambiguously with the fate of the piano unde-
cided so as not to let either character overwhelm 
the other. Conversely, in the 2011 production, Boy 
Willie (LeRoy McClain) dominated the play with 
the loud tone of his voice, in stark contrast to the 
subtle tone of Berniece (Eisa Davis). Several scenes 
in the play featured the siblings facing off, in which 
Boy Willie’s expressiveness and generally dominant 
demeanor suggested that he won the verbal spar-
ring matches. For example, in one scene, Berniece 
insisted that Boy Willie leave her house, but the 
only voice that could curtail his protest was that 
of his date, Grace. 

In the same scene, Tommy’s emphasis on physical 
humor came into full view. While Wilson filled his 
drama with bawdy humor, the productions staged 
during his lifetime featured more sexual inference 
than explicit physical demonstration. In a classic 
Wilsonian scene of comic relief, Boy Willie brings 
a woman he just met to Berniece’s house to sleep 
on the couch for the night. In the play, Boy Willie 
says “Let me heist your hood and check your oil,” 
and the stage directions indicate that they knock 
over a lamp as they embrace. The stage directions 
do not specify just how they knock over a lamp, 
however, and productions during Wilson’s life of-
ten emphasized the humor of the request to “heist 
your hood,” rather than the actual sexual act. In the 
2011 production, in the middle of the living room 

Eisa Davis (Berniece) and cast in The Piano Lesson. 
(Photo: Joan Marcus.)

Joniece Abbott-Pratt (Grace) and LeRoy McClain 
(Boy Willie) in The Piano Lesson. (Photo: Joan 

Marcus.)
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the two began to fool around, and at one point, Boy 
Willie simulated oral sex on Grace. With one leg 
up in the air Grace knocked over the lamp, waking 
Berniece and summoning her downstairs. This dis-
play marked a significant shift in the interpretation 
of Wilson’s work, which relied less on language to 
communicate the humor and sexuality and more 
on the physical actions of the actors. 

These shifts from the ensemble to the individual 
and from using language to physical action were 
liberties made possible by the death of the play-
wright. Tommy thus shaped Wilson’s drama to 
cultivate a legacy of her own. Similarly, McClain’s 
choice to play Boy Willie as aggressive, instead 
of with the boyish exuberance that his name sug-
gests, transformed the play from the story of two 
siblings—one representing the haunting legacy of 
the past (Berniece), the other representing possibili-
ties in the future (Boy Willie)—to Boy Willie’s story 
alone. As I have argued elsewhere, Sidney Poitier’s 
portrayal of Walter Lee Younger in Lorraine Hans-
berry’s watershed play A Raisin in the Sun defied 
Hansberry’s vision of the play as a women’s play, 
but it catapulted Poitier to fame and defined the 
role. The actors’ and director’s choices in this 2011 
production created an additional entry in the defini-
tion of Wilsonian drama, demonstrating a director’s 
or actor’s ability to transform a play. While greater 
innovation in productions of Wilson’s drama will 
surely lead to prolonged interest, Wilson’s depic-
tion of the power of history should not be lost in 
any production of his work, and therefore neither 
should the voice of Berniece be lost in any produc-
tion of The Piano Lesson. 

SOYICA DIGGS COLBERT
Dartmouth College

TERMINUS. By Mark O’Rowe. Directed by 
Mark O’Rowe. Abbey Theatre. Wexner 
Center for the Arts, Columbus, Ohio. 9 
March 2011.

In 2011, the Irish government funded an initiative 
called “Imagine Ireland,” bringing some 400 cultural 
events to forty US states. These events were meant to 
spark interest in Irish arts and culture, while shaping 
the ways in which Americans think about Ireland 
and Irish culture, broadly defined. Supported by this 
initiative, the Abbey Theatre’s tour of playwright/
director Mark O’Rowe’s Terminus represented a bold 
programming choice. The play is hard-hitting, con-
taining vivid descriptions of back-room abortions, 
brutal murders, domestic violence, demons, angels, 

and graphic sex; it is dark, heavy, and frightening. 
At the Wexner Center, Terminus featured a highly 
stylized text, moving performances by committed 
actors, and an elegant design. While the Imagine 
Ireland project provided funding and visibility for 
the production, the brilliance of Terminus in the 
context of this worldwide outreach project was the 
way in which the play complicated the very ways in 
which audiences “imagine” contemporary Ireland. 

The play itself was written in a style that has 
become increasingly familiar lately, particularly in 
Irish theatre: the serial monologue. Terminus con-
tained three stories, each told by a different narrator 
in rotation, in smaller, interrelated narrative pieces. 
These narrators, named A, B, and C, addressed the 
audience directly and recounted events from the 
course of a single epic day. A, played by Olwen 
Fouéré, was a woman on a mission to save the life 
of the unborn child of one of her former students. B, 
played by Catherine Walker, was a young woman 
experiencing demons and angels during the last 
moments of her own life following a fall from a 
construction-site crane. C, played by Declan Con-
lon, was a painfully shy serial killer who sold his 
soul to the devil for the ability to sing, and thus, he 
hopes, to find true love.

While the Irish serial monologue was familiar in 
style, hearkening back to Brian Friel’s Faith Healer, 
Conor McPherson’s This Lime Tree Bower and Port 
Authority, Elaine Murphy’s Little Gem, and Enda 
Walsh’s Disco Pigs, the comparisons between these 
and O’Rowe’s piece end there. Yes, Terminus is 
Irish—profoundly so. It is set in Dublin at the end 
of the Celtic Tiger era, as evidenced by the host of 
cranes peppering the skyline in the text’s narrative. 
The characters are all Irish, and the playwright cer-
tainly comments on contemporary Irish political 
issues like abortion. The writing itself, however, 
makes Terminus unique. While all of the other plays 
mentioned above are rather poetic, O’Rowe’s play 
is not only written in verse—a free and rollicking 
verse—but also in rhyme. The rhyme scheme is ir-
regular, sometimes offering a discernable pattern, 
but most often planting a rhyme in ways meant 
to surprise. 

This heightened language at various times calls 
attention to the words spoken by the characters (put-
ting the words themselves directly in front of the 
audience), and at other times is jarring enough to 
provide a bit of comic relief (a forced rhyme calling 
attention to itself). While this rhyme and verse felt 
unusual and a bit unnerving, they were terribly en-
gaging to hear in a contemporary play. In lines like 
“This Samaritan shit’s the pits, I think,” it was also 
very clear that the inhabitants of Terminus were not 
bound by the linguistic contours of the naturalized 
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world, but rather existed in a world of imagination. 
An additional upshot of this intense rhyme scheme 
devoid of any pattern was the continuation of the 
thematic perpetuation of momentum. Throughout 
much of the play, the rhyme dictated tempo, driv-
ing the language and the story forward toward 
unavoidable destruction. 

Visually, Terminus was set in a sort of limbo. 
Thanks to the brilliant scenic design by Jon Bau-
sor (who also designed the costumes), lighting by 
Philip Gladwell, and sound by Philip Stewart, the 
production transported the audience though a shat-
tered mirror and into the world beyond—that is, into 
the world of imagination itself. The set consisted of 
shards of mirrored glass floating in the air against 
a dark background. Characters each stood on their 
own islands of broken mirror. The lights, streaming 
through a ubiquitous dense haze and illuminating 
the characters from the sides only—never from the 
front—made the actors seem to float. This setting 
highlighted the sociopolitical position of Ireland at 
the production’s historical moment, including the 
shattered illusions of Celtic Tiger prosperity and 
the ever-present fog of uncertainty. The produc-
tion opened in darkness with the sound of a large 
object rolling menacingly toward the stage, fol-
lowed by the sound of breaking glass. This sound, 
the centerpiece of Stewart’s design, was repeated at 
the end of the play as lights fade to black. Like the 
language of the text, the visual elements suggested 
the inevitable destruction of runaway momentum (a 
theme all too relevant in post–Celtic Tiger Ireland) 
and highlighted the disastrous ramifications of un-
bridled “progress” throughout the play.

If the Abbey Theatre intended this production to 
spark spectators’ imaginations, to make them con-
sider Ireland (and, by extension, their own world) a 
bit differently, Terminus was an ideal programming 
choice. It was an innovative example of the profound 
wealth of brilliant theatre in Ireland. Terminus, by be-

ing narrative—by telling instead of showing—forced 
its audience to imagine Ireland—most significantly, 
to imagine a contemporary and complex Ireland, a 
cosmopolitan and diverse nation riding waves of 
time and an economy toward possibly frighten-
ing ends. That is to say, the production asked us 
to imagine Ireland as a “terminus”—in all of the 
complexities of the word’s meaning—as a nation 
at the end of a long journey, at the edge of Europe, 
and as an end in and of itself.

C. AUSTIN HILL
Ohio State University

HARRIET JACOBS. By Lydia R. Diamond. 
Directed by Jessica Thebus. Kansas City 
Repertory Theatre. Copaken Stage, Kansas 
City. 30 October 2010.

Harriet Jacobs, a slave in nineteenth-century 
America, documented her life and the ordeal of her 
escape in her memoir Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
Girl. Fleeing the torments of a lecherous, sexually 
obsessed master and his jealous wife by hiding for 
seven years in a tiny attic garret above her grand-
mother’s house, Jacobs finally seized an opportunity 
to board a ship to freedom in New York. Written 
after her escape and published in 1861, the slave nar-
rative became one of the most important texts of the 
abolitionist movement and was the inspiration for 
Harriet Jacobs, Lydia Diamond’s newest literary ad-
aptation for the stage. Harriet Jacobs provided artists 
and audiences alike the opportunity to understand 
the American slave experience through the live per-
formance of one individual’s journey to freedom. 
Seeing Jacobs’s struggles embodied onstage created 
an intimacy and urgency to her story that is not im-
mediately accessible in the formal language of her 
memoir. Kansas City Repertory Theatre director 
Jessica Thebus used spare yet versatile design ele-
ments, staged the act of writing to locate Jacobs’s 
voice within and as the basis of the performance, and 
juxtaposed energetic ensemble scenes with quietly 
arresting monologues to emphasize the communal 
struggles and individual isolation of slavery in this 
dramatic representation of Jacobs’s story. 

The spare staging echoed the bareness of Jacobs’s 
hiding place, her bleak prospects for escape, and 
the stark world of slavery. Collette Pollard (set de-
sign), J. R. Lederle (lighting design), Andre Pluess 
(composer/sound design), and Jeffrey Cady (projec-
tion design) developed an integrated aesthetic that 
evoked a sense of entrapment and desperation in the 
world of the play: Edenton, North Carolina, 1827–32. 

Olwen Fouéré (“A”), Declan Conlon (“C”), and 
Catherine Walker (“B”) in Terminus. (Photo: Chris 

Sweda, courtesy of the Chicago Tribune.)
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The set consisted of a large, splintery wooden struc-
ture reminiscent of a primitive slave shack. In the 
back wall of the set were several tall, thin windows, 
which opened to a scrim that was lit for dramatic 
effect. At the beginning and end of the performance, 
projected on the scrim was the title page of Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl, in homage to the inspira-
tion for the play. Throughout the performance, the 
scrim displayed acres of cotton and tall pine trees, 
defining the topography where the slaves lived and 
worked. Through the windows, the performers’ 
silhouettes appeared against this backdrop during 
scenes of harvesting, singing, and dancing. Viewing 
the performers through the set’s narrow windows 
created the impression of looking between the bars 
of a jail cell, symbolizing the slaves’ entrapment in 
the system. This eerie, stylized depiction of slaves’ 
extreme physical labor, psychological burden, and 
resilient humanity both allowed the audience to 
imagine their experiences and created an aesthetic 
distance to facilitate critical reflection on the insti-
tution of slavery itself.

Other design elements also communicated the 
desperate circumstances of the slaves’ world. Using 
only essential hand-props and the occasional stool 
to establish location and action during scenes, the 
slaves’ labor often involved stylized pantomime 
(Tyrone Aiken, movement director). The all-black 
cast played slaves, masters, and mistresses, the lat-
ter being designated by the donning of blindingly 

white costume pieces like gloves, top hat, and coat-
tails or a corset and skirt worn on top of the actors’ 
slave costumes. These pieces stood in stark contrast 
to the neutral and muted tones of the set and the 
slaves’ clothing and threw the white characters into 
high relief against the slaves’ environment. Jeremy 
Floyd’s multilayered costume design emphasized 
the arbitrary designation, social construction, and 
material conditions of racial identities both during 
Jacobs’s lifetime and in our contemporary society.

Diamond’s script dramatizes Jacobs’s documen-
tation of her time in hiding. In this production, 
Jacobs’s handwriting visually scrawled across the 
scrim, while the sound of writing aurally scratched 
through the air. This theatricalization emphasized 
the sheer volume of her writings and the passage 
of time. The prominent use of writing in the show 
highlighted Jacobs’s narration of events and created 
a distinction between her voice and the performers’ 
embodiment of her story. It became the dramatic 
tool by which Nambi Kelley as Jacobs transitioned 
from scenes with other characters to storytelling 
addressed directly to the audience while she was 
confined in her attic hideout. Since much of Kelley’s 
performance took place in hiding, writing helped 
forward the action and defined the hiding space’s 
physical, emotional, and psychological characteris-
tics. The long, narrow, triangular cutout space was 
built into the proscenium high above the stage and 
hovered just below the eaves of the house. Although 

Cast of Harriet Jacobs. (Photo: Don Ipock.)
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the space limited physical movement, it glowed in 
the light of Jacobs’s candle and swelled with the re-
solve, desperation, and hope reflected in her writing. 
It was simultaneously a womb- and tomb-like space 
that the audience (and Jacobs herself) wondered if 
she would ever succeed in exiting alive.

As an ensemble, the cast performed traditional 
spirituals and dances aimed at underscoring slaves’ 
solidarity and struggle for dignity in the face of 
collective hardship. Smaller scenes depicted the 
bonds between Jacobs and other family members 
and slaves, such as her Grandma (Cheryl Lynn 
Bruce) and sweetheart Tom (Phillip James Brannon). 
Throughout the play, Diamond alternates these 
scenes of communal strength with monologues of 
individual slaves. In these solitary moments, per-
formed by actors in direct address to the audience, 
the glaring truth and hardships of slaves’ lives were 
stripped of any cultural nostalgia or sentimental-
ity. This staging lent intimacy and immediacy to 
Jacobs’s slave narrative. She not only dared to tell 
her story, but also relayed the ordeals and suffer-

ing she observed all around her. These monologues 
heightened the dramatic conflict and tension among 
the slaves, their masters, and their environment and 
underscored the necessity of escape and emancipa-
tion not only for Jacobs, but for all slaves. 

Diamond’s work enabled artists to embody these 
stories, making them accessible to contemporary 
audiences who may either be unaware of the atroci-
ties of slavery experienced on a personal level or 
lulled into a false sense of these practices as irrel-
evant in our current “post-racial” moment. Kansas 
City Repertory Theatre’s Harriet Jacobs disallowed 
these dismissals of history in favor of a dramatic 
representation of one woman’s story of struggle 
and triumph that facilitated reflection upon past 
truths and their impact on our collective present.

JOCELYN L. BUCKNER
University of Pittsburgh

THE IMpORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST. 
By Oscar Wilde. Directed by Brian Bed-
ford. Roundabout Theatre Company. The 
American Airlines Theatre, New York City. 
17 December 2010.

Immediately after Oscar Wilde’s death in 1900, 
psychics and impersonators tried to summon back 
the Irishman’s spirit. The Roundabout Theatre 
Company’s production of The Importance of Be-
ing Earnest (itself reincarnated from the Stratford 
Shakespeare Festival’s 2009 season) faithfully and 
successfully channeled Wilde and the target of his 
humor—Victorian morality, fin-de-siècle fashion, 
and English manners. While the 1895 production at 
London’s St. James’s Theatre held an elegant mir-
ror up to audience members, who were invited to 
laugh at fashionably attired characters not unlike 
themselves, the 2010 incarnation managed to elicit 
laughter from jeans-clad, texting-savvy spectators. 
Wilde’s pitch-perfect dialogue and visually nuanced 
farce disarmed and engaged accidental tourists and 
Wilde aficionados alike through Brian Bedford’s 
“earnest” rendering. 

With perhaps a nod to nineteenth-century theat-
rical tradition, Bedford served less as a visionary 
director than as an actor-manager. However, unlike 
the first producer of Earnest, George Alexander, who 
took the lead role of Jack Worthing, Bedford inserted 
himself into a noteworthy lineage of grande dames 
that includes such legends as Rose Leclerq (the origi-
nal Lady Bracknell), Dame Edith Evans, and Dame 
Judi Dench by assuming the now-famous dowager 
role. Bedford majestically entering from upstage left 

Cheryl Lynn Bruce (Grandma) and Nambi Kelley 
(Harriet Jacobs) in Harriet Jacobs. 

(Photo: Don Ipock.)
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dressed in elegant red satin that ballooned at the 
shoulder, replete with lace gloves and velvet purse, 
might have suggested drag performance; however, 
the actor offered no hint of gender-bending self-
consciousness. Instead, he genuinely embodied the 
role, assuming the haughty demeanor of a woman 
who has clawed her way into society and means to 
stay there. From a chair, Bedford exerted maternal, 
near directorial authority when grilling Worthing as 
to whether he is a worthy match for her daughter 
Gwendolyn, and also later, when unmasking Prism, 
whose carelessness with a manuscript, handbag, and 
baby caused the disgraced nanny to go into hiding 
disguised as a governess. 

The seriousness with which Bedford approached 
his performance, as well as his stewardship of the 
creative team, successfully unleashed the vibrancy, 
style, and life in Wilde’s 115-year-old play—a satire 
steeped in a critique of period-specific class—dated 
even in the wake of a royal wedding. That Bedford 
and his cast delivered such a well-tuned verbal and 
visual farce rested in large part on their fastidious 
concern for production details, down to the lace 
tablecloths and silver chargers. From the comport-
ment of the butlers to the frill on each parasol, the 
production’s nearly antiquarian concern for visual 
nuance evoked an elegance that verged on the “ut-

terly utter.” Breath-taking sets and decorous Victo-
rian fashions designed by Desmond Heeley were 
worthy of young Wilde, the apostle of aestheticism, 
who spread the doctrine of interior design and fash-
ion reform during his North American lecture tour. 
Heeley’s mise en scène was visually sumptuous and 
theatrically suggestive yet evocative of a real space, 
which supported the actors who inhabited this pe-
culiar though historically specific milieu. Footlights 
provided a constant nineteenth-century stage frame, 
as did the wing and borders in the garden scene that 
were further decorated with pink and yellow roses 
on climbing vines, lace tablecloths, and exquisite 
lawn furniture. 

While Wilde’s comedy may be fueled by an ex-
aggerated sensibility bordering on camp, the actors 
engaged the dialogue and physical humor, sparring 
over cucumber sandwiches and a particular cigarette 
case, for example, with a delicate mixture of refine-
ment and fearlessness. While Wilde surely hoped 
to provoke laughter, his farce demands complete 
gravity and formality in performance, perhaps best 
affected in Dana Ivey’s understated yet somehow 
scene-stealing Miss Prism, particularly as she hid 
behind her prim schoolmarm persona only to flirt 
youthfully with the awkwardly gallant Paxton 
Whitehead’s Reverend Chausable. Yet the more 

Brian Bedford (Lady Bracknell) and Charlotte Parry (Cecily) in The Importance of Being Earnest. 
(Photo: Joan Marcus.)
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famously funny scenes elicited amusement, in part, 
through each actor’s fast-paced mastery of Wilde’s 
rapier wordplay. These include two of the most well-
known scenes: Bracknell’s interview with Worthing, 
played with an appropriate balance of friskiness 
and gravitas by David Furr; and Charlotte Parry’s 
genteelly simple Cecily duking it out via cake and 
sugar cubes with her momentary rival Gwendolyn, 
as played with snobbish elegance by Sara Topham.

An unfortunate parallel to the original production 
was my sole complaint about the 2010 production. 
The 1895 production of The Importance of Being Ear-
nest premiered on Valentine’s Day, while An Ideal 
Husband ran simultaneously at the Haymarket. In 
the wake of these successes soon followed the oft-
told tale of trials, rent boys, cigarette cases, convic-
tion for acts of “gross indecency,” and imprisonment 
in Reading Gaol. On 6 April 1895 Oscar Wilde’s 
name was removed from the marquee of the St. 
James’s Theatre. Curiously, the Roundabout’s pro-
motional materials, including programs, posters, 
and the marquee failed to attach Wilde’s name to 
his most well-known work for the theatre. I was 
troubled that any producing organization, let alone 
one like Roundabout, would not give the author vis-
ible billing, on one level simply because this is an 
age of licensing regulations, but more significantly 
because of Wilde’s complicated history over a cen-
tury ago when producers and close collaborators 
had to decide whether they would associate with 
the Wilde name or hide it. 

Ultimately, however, Wilde won again, his play 
triumphant. With exquisite aesthetic choices, intel-
lectually adroit staging, and keenly sincere, smart 
acting, this 2010 reincarnation of Earnest proved that 
Wilde’s fin-de-siècle social critique remains efferves-
cent and witty, as his epigrammatic dialogue still 

takes bitingly satirical jabs at the heart of pompos-
ity. Wilde’s topsy-turvydom presciently reflects the 
play’s final subtitle as a “trivial comedy for serious 
people,” skewering his audience whether they, like 
their 1895 counterparts, realize it or not.

FELICIA J. RUFF
Wagner College 

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM. By Wil-
liam Shakespeare. Directed by Mark Rucker. 
South Coast Repertory, Costa Mesa, CA. 12 
February 2011.

Shakespearean productions remain haunted by 
prior iterations, even as audiences challenge them 
to present new ideas and visions. South Coast Rep-
ertory (SCR) took on this challenge in their success-
fully revitalized A Midsummer Night’s Dream by 
questioning themes of harmony, love, and marriage 
that are usually celebrated at the end of the play. 
Mark Rucker, who has directed world premieres by 
contemporary playwrights like Richard Greenberg, 
Christopher Shinn, and Annie Weisman, drew atten-
tion to the darker, unsettling side of human nature 
lying beneath the play’s frivolity and mischievous 
characters. By sharply contrasting settings in the 
forest of Athens and the court of Theseus, Rucker 
revealed the truth behind the cheerful joining of 
young lovers who, in reality, are capable only of 
deception. Scenic designer Cameron Anderson, 
known for her bold use of oversized, horizontally 
and vertically extended scenic objects, supported 
Rucker’s directorial concept by creating a “uni-
verse” in which transformations and revelations 
occur every time humans and fairies made contact. 

The opening scene at the court of Athens, which 
already hinted at the dark forest beyond, served as 
a “liminal” space where the staged prosperity and 
perfection of love was merely a temporary decep-
tion. A huge white cloth covering the entire stage 
suddenly dropped to the floor to reveal the noble 
couple seated on an extremely long, stark white 
couch with elegant square cushions. This sudden 
transformation of the scene, along with visual el-
ements already on the stage, anticipated the later 
divorce between false and true, façade and essence. 
Here, Theseus, played by a muscular Elijah Alexan-
der, appeared during a photo session for the press 
corps in advance of his impending wedding to the 
Amazon queen Hippolyta (Susannah Schulman). 
An enlarged “painting” of a wild flower and a ser-
pent at the center of the white backdrop suggested 

Santino Fontana (Algernon Moncrieff), Charlotte 
Parry (Cecily), Sara Topham (Gwendolyn), and 
David Furr (Jack Worthing) in The Importance of 

Being Earnest. (Photo: Joan Marcus.)
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a seventeenth-century Dutch still life, pointing to 
the duality of human life (life and death) and du-
plicity of human nature (the existence of the serpent 
beside the sweet). An enormous mid-century style 
silver arc lamp hung over the couple, suggesting 
not only a spotlight, but also the couple’s status as 
celebrities constantly in the limelight. The produc-
tion’s eclectic scenography reflected contemporary 
celebrity-crazed, tabloid culture, particularly amid 
the flash of strobe lights and the sound of cameras. 

“Duality” describes not just the media celebrities, 
but also the other characters. The allegedly true love 
of Lysander and Hermia (maintained in the face of 
the King’s order) illuminated the young lovers’ im-
maturity and superficiality. Hermia, as portrayed 
by Kathleen Early, was both a spoiled daughter 
and wife-to-be who pouted at every opportunity. 
Nick Gabriel was a nerdish Lysander, alternating 
between extreme shyness and robust sexual desire. 
Demetrius, as played by Tobie Windham, appeared 
to be a young executive pursuing Hermia— despite 
her obvious dislike of him—in a quest for political 
and financial power through his future father-in-
law (William Francis McGuire). Wearing glasses 
and behaving like an awkward spinster, Dana 
Green’s Helena tried to defend her desire for both 
self-transformation and a lover, inviting advances 
from both Lysander and Demetrius.

The transformation of the four lovers began in the 
forest as the fairies stripped the characters of their 
clothes. The clothes, like their feelings for one an-
other, were apparently of so little consequence that 
the characters did not even notice their absence. 
The act of stripping away outward appearances to 
reveal a “natural” state signified the fairies’ ability 
to remove pretense and false feelings. Under the 
fairies’ magical spells, the lovers showed their lack 
of constancy and emotional commitment, falling in 
love with whomever they saw upon waking.

By stripping off the humans’ clothes, the fairies 
also demonstrated their superiority to the humans, 
who are blind both in love and in the pursuit of 
happiness and prosperity. The fairies’ costumes, 
designed by Nephelie Andonyadis, were colorful 
patchwork pants and skirts made of items scav-
enged from humans. Wearing human clothes in 
imaginative ways, this production’s fairies pre-
sented themselves not only as mischievous crea-
tures who trick humans, but also as creative and 
effective “artists” who are able to remove human 
facades. Puck (Rob Campbell), for example, dressed 
in a skirt made of neckties, jewelry, a woman’s high 
heel on one foot, a man’s boot on the other, and a 
derby hat. Campbell’s cynical demeanor seemed to 
critique the frivolity of the human characters lost 
in the forest. With his black derby hat, Campbell’s 
Puck also suggested a master of ceremonies who 
controlled “the stage” as well as the future of the 
young lovers. Powerful in his own right, this Puck 
was much more than King Oberon’s “assistant.” 

While regarded as elements of the subplot, Bot-
tom and his fellow worker-actors also attempted 
to transform themselves and their performances 
into art. The mechanicals’ wagon, decorated with 
colorful bottles, paralleled the fairies’ imaginative 
repurposing of human clothing and alluded to the 
power of transformation beyond the limits of the 
“ordinary.” The production’s aesthetic echoed the 
aesthetic of the Watts Towers in Los Angeles, which 
consists of recycled and found objects transformed 
by a common man into a now-celebrated work of 
art. Set against the creative energy and effort of the 
mechanicals and fairies, the human world felt lack-
luster and unimaginative. A vivacious fairy dance 
followed the rather lifeless final wedding scene; 
although perhaps unintentional, this juxtaposition 
emphasized the contrast between human and fairy 
worlds. If blindness to magic and self-imposed limi-
tations characterized the court, the forest was a place 
of limitless, supernatural, mysterious transformative 
power. Puck’s last speech cemented the contrast: 
“If we shadows have offended, / Think but this, 
and all is mended, / That you have but slumber’d 
here” (5.1.423–25). At this moment, the audience 
may also have felt the gulf between spectators and 
actors who belong, after all, to the world of magic 
and imagination. 

YUKO KURAHASHI
Kent State University

Nick Gabriel (Lysander) and Rob Campbell 
(Puck) in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

(Photo: Henry DiRocco.)
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WE HAVE ALWAYS LIVED IN THE CASTLE. 
By Adam Bock (book and lyrics) and Todd 
Almond (music and lyrics), adapted from 
the novel by Shirley Jackson. Directed by 
Anne Kauffman. Yale Repertory Theatre, 
New Haven, CT. 2 October 2010. 

Shirley Jackson’s work, recently anthologized 
by the Library of Congress in its American Gothic 
series (2009), often puts eerie and ominous forces 
into familiar settings. Such themes emerged in the 
musical adaptation of Jackson’s novella We Have Al-
ways Lived in the Castle, which dramatized two forms 
of evil: the psychopathology of a child-murderer, 
and the vindictiveness of small-town gossips. Shift-
ing the novel’s first-person narrative from Merricat 
Blackwood, the sulky, malevolent 18-year-old who 
allegedly poisoned her family, to her older sister 
Constance, their long-lost cousin Charles, and the 
villagers, lyricist Adam Bock and composer Todd 
Almond lessened the intensity of residing inside 
the head of Merricat, arguably a paranoid schizo-
phrenic. Even so, the musical successfully captured 
the cruelties and deep mistrust of others that char-
acterize a small-town in New England, where the 
Blackwood family’s elitism earns the ill will of 
the villagers. Articulating the hidden paranoia of 
suburban America, the production captured a xe-
nophobia no less timely in the current climate of 
anti-immigration legislation than it was during the 
cold war, when Jackson wrote the story. Through 
the eccentricities of the lead character, scenery that 
was slightly askew, and a musical score that alter-
nated between sunny and macabre, the production 
revealed the violence that lurks within an ordinary 
community.

In one of the most offbeat depictions of a preco-
cious adolescent in literature, Jackson depicts Mary 
Katherine (Alexandra Socha), or Merricat, as a case 
study in psychopathology: spunky one moment 
and obsessively controlling the next. The produc-
tion established a darkly comic tone in the open-
ing number, “We Blackwoods,” in which Merricat 
expressed her family’s superior attitude toward the 
villagers and her own preoccupation with the tal-
ismanic quality of certain objects to deflect change: 
“Home is where you love a thing so much you 
always put it back,” she sang. Although her older 
sister Constance (Jenn Gambatese) was tried for 
and acquitted of the family’s mysterious poisoning 
six years earlier, Merricat hinted that she might be 
the culprit. Winsome in her mischievous behavior 
(she does not like to wash, and she buries pieces 
of the family fortune outdoors), she rattled visitors 
to the Blackwood mansion with recitations of poi-
sonous mushrooms, and her sangfroid provoked 
nervous laughter from the audience as well. While 

the novel’s internal monologue permits Merricat to 
detail sadistic fantasies about harming the villagers, 
onstage she shared her vile cerebrations through 
direct audience address or with the help of an on-
stage chorus. One song in particular depicted the 
psychotic reverberations inside Merricat’s head as 
she accused her cousin Charles of mercenary mo-
tives (“I Know You”). Four ghostly women emerged 
from the walls and surrounded her, eerily echo-
ing her words in polyphony. As they repeated the 
threat inherent in lines like “These walls can draw 
swords, / These doors will bare their teeth,” they 
moved Merricat’s lyrics beyond idle fantasy into a 
lethal projection of her will. 

The music in particular emphasized the dark 
undercurrent of domestic spaces. For example, 
Constance’s defining song, “Tend Your Garden,” 
with its alternating tempos of speed and repose 
revealed how she longs to escape the responsibil-
ity of caring for their paralyzed Uncle Julian (Bill 
Buell), but also suffers from agoraphobia. Liberation 
came in the form of cousin Charles (Sean Palmer), 
whose song “Family Never Walks Away” conveyed 
a wholesome character (much more so than Jack-
son’s depiction of him as a boorish fortune-hunter). 
Charles’s arrival injected a bit of normalcy into the 
macabre Blackwood nightmare, expressed in mu-
sical contexts from his buying a radio to teaching 
Constance to dance. These moments of musical 
uplift contrasted sharply with the tense battle be-
tween Merricat and him for Constance’s affection. 
The production’s contrasting romantic songs re-
vealed Merricat’s unnatural desire to possess her 
sister. She wooed Constance in a lyrical duet about 
an imagined hideaway on the moon, coaxing Con-
stance’s soprano voice to rise ecstatically over her 
own. Charles, however, overpowered Merricat with 
his own lively bebop tune, “The Stomp,” and sup-
planted her proposition by inviting “his baby” to 
dance. Later, Constance called Merricat to the house 
for dinner, a plaintive chant of “Come to me” that 

Alexandra Socha (Merricat) in We Have Always 
Lived in the Castle. (Photo: Joan Marcus.)
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Jenn Gambatese (Constance) and Sean Palmer (Charles) in We Have Always Lived in the Castle. 
(Photo: Joan Marcus.)
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was seductive in its repetition. Charles, however, re-
sponded first, thereby trumping Merricat’s entrance; 
she arrived just in time to witness their kiss, barely 
suppressing her submerged longing for her sister.

While Merricat and Charles skirmished over 
Constance, the more important conflict between 
the townspeople and the family, manifested by the 
physical and metaphorical structure of the house 
itself, was also taking place. The skeletal structure 
of the mansion dominated the raked set. Thick 
blue studs and beams outlined the structure of the 
house, while two staircases met together along the 
back wall, allowing access to the upstairs balcony. 
A screen imprinted with a skewed door lifted away 
at the play’s opening, revealing the inner rooms; the 
audience entered only at Merricat’s behest, and, at 
the play’s end, discovered themselves outdoors—
with the villagers. Dressed in monochromatic Vic-
torian outfits, actors would move furniture during 
scene changes, suggesting a kind of haunting pres-
ence of the family lineage embedded with the house. 
So closely did they match the color and hue of the 
décor that they seemed almost like Blackwood fam-
ily ghosts, a thematic nod to Jackson’s own vision of 
the horror hiding in domestic spaces, the unheimlich 
of the familiar. 

For all of its threats, however, the house also 
protected against the malicious presence of the 
villagers. An early scene in Stella’s coffee shop felt 
like a Norman Rockwell print, but this small-town 
coziness belied the venom of the townspeople’s 
gossip. The upbeat, doo-wop rhythm in their song 
“Gossip” contrasted sharply with the men taunting 
Merricat, while the women’s cat-eye glasses glinted 
in rhythm with their acidic remarks. The villagers’ 

malevolence fully emerged when they vandalized 
the Blackwood home. Although Merricat started 
a fire by dumping Charles’s lit pipe into a waste-
basket, the conflagration provided the villagers an 
opportunity to scapegoat the sisters for their own 
class jealousy and small-mindedness. As smoke 
poured onto the stage, the sky turned blood-red, 
the slats representing clapboard siding collapsed 
like venetian blinds, and the villagers sang a song 
of biblical self-righteousness, “Burn the Devil Out.” 
Not satisfied to simply see the Blackwood house 
burn, the angry mob first ransacked it, destroying 
its furniture and possessions. Only after they en-
acted this violence did the townspeople experience 
a change of heart and leave the women gifts of food 
outside their door. Just as Jackson revealed in her 
well-known story “The Lottery,” the play enacted 
group ritualistic violence toward outsiders as a way 
of exorcising communal evil.

In their dramatization of the novella, Bock and 
Almond maintained Merricat’s witchery, but tem-
pered the unreliability of first-person narration by 
including the community’s own voice, which was 
both bloodthirsty and fascinated by horror. The 
house fire in the final scene, akin to burning a hu-
man at the stake, revealed the perversion inherent 
in the community’s desire to root out the evil it had 
projected on the two Blackwood sisters. In a twist 
on the typical fairytale ending, Charles abandoned 
Constance, leaving the sisters to dwell in their ru-
ined fortress, undisturbed by the townspeople save 
for occasional offerings of food left at the door to 
appease the eccentric sisters on the hill. 

MIRIAM CHIRICO
Eastern Connecticut State University
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