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High Anxiety

Peering over the edge at the Hummana Festival

By Celia Wren

ulture means vertigo—that was
the dominant message ar Actors

Theartre of Lonisville in Febru-
ary and March. The works showcased
at the 23rd annunal Humana Fesrival
of New American Plays, under the lead-
ership of artistic direcror Jon Jory,
depicted characters poised on tiny ledges
of knowledge and practice—the arr of
cockfighting, or the science of Bapust
ministy in Texas, or the spooky habirs
of compurer hackers—overlooking the
abyss where our commmon ground falls
away. Audiences, oo, could sense the pos-
sibility of free-fall, as Actors Thearve chal-
leuged conventions of dramanc form wich
plays on Tsshires, a play in a car and plays
over telephone lines.

Of all culrural precipices, the most
precarious may be thearre itself—a fact
amply demonstrated by Cabin Pres-
sure, Anne Bogart and the SITI Com-
pany’s fascinating meditation on
acror/audience relations. Based on a
year’s worth of interviews with Loujsville
theatregoers, this provocarive work
cartwheeled duough die Big Questions
thar flummox thespians, administra-
rors and cridcs. What is the magic of live
action on a stage? Whar do die spectarors
conwibute? Why do we bother with
theatre in the first place?

Simulated panel discussions mosphed
into parodies of genres and scripts—
from welodrama o Who's Afraid of Vo-
ginia Woolf? to a Mowsetrap-pastiche
with spoken stage directions. With its
wry allusions to tradirion and theory
(“Drana is a post-lapsarian form...”),
Cabin Pressure catered to theatre pro-
fessionals. But the physical expres-
siveness of the five-person cast, under
Bogart’s direction, kepr the piece visu-
ally arrvesting and often hilarious,
whether the actors were mincing about
in Louis XTIV costurne, tossing arrificial
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snow or conducting a hyper-stagy
Parisian rea party, bathed in candy-
colored light.

A different kind of thearre—srurdi-
ly rraditional drama—was on view at
David Rambo’s God’s Ma in Texas, in
which an idealistic young preacher is
picked to be second-in~<ommand at a
Baprist mega ministry: Scurrying berween
televised services, AA meetings and the
Women’s Ministry Weight-Loss Jello
Jubilee, the increasingly disillusioned hero
finds himself caught up in a vicious
power struggle. While limniag rituals
that, to most of us, will seem exotic—
staged conversions, congregations mon-
itored by “fidger facror,” sermons that
begin in the makeup room—Rambo
manages, impressively, co avoid dis-
paraging religion itself, His characers’
sincerity is never in doubt, cven as they
founder on the slippery ethical ground
of big-business religion.

The tght structure and controlled
pacing of God’s Man met its opposite
in Naomi lizuka’s sprawling Aloba,
Say the Prerry Girls. lizuka’s vision of
discontnuity and rootlessness in the glob-
al village rises ro a wackiness of near-
hysrerical dimensions. Afrer kicking
off with the image of a komodo drag-
on pinara, the play proceeds to twine
around a python, tattoos, a hold-up in
a pet store, a flonist in Alaska, surfboards
in Hawaii, the seer Tiresias and 2 man
who rurns inro a lizard. The looping
parhs of the characters (including aa air-
line steward, a hula dancer and Demi
Moore’s personal assistant) cross and
recross 50 many times that a bird’s-
eye view would look like a Jackson
Pollock painting.

Detractors will blame Aloba for self-
indulgence but the play’s zany shape-
lessness does have a purpose: to expresy
the fragmentation and confusion of
modern life. “T don’t believe in fave,” one
characrer aptly remarks. “I chink every-
thing is kind of random.” Fate once

PAGE

— 3 ——

meant socizl coherence and a sense of
place. These days, we have airports.

Of counrse, the Internet is wreaking
yet more havoc with our notions of
communify, as Arthur Kopit points out
in Y2K. This paranoid portrait of cyber-
terrorism introduces a dapper New
York editor and a grungy, super-sinis-
ter computer hacker who broods around
the play’s action, gloaring in high-tech
jargon. Gradually the rwo lives inrersect,
as Kopir demonstrates—for anyone
who has spent the last few years in a sen-
sory-deprivation tank—rthat you jeop-
ardize privacy and security by going on-
line. Y2K ends on a piquantly dystopi-
an note, but, despire its dhrillerissue plot,
is slack and a lirde dull en roure.

Orher Humana offerings that did not
quire realize their full potential includ-
ed Richard Dresser’s car play What
Ave You Afraid Of3, which put racher
generic characters in the driver’s (and
passenger’s) seat. Of the 10-minute
plays by writers under 30, the high
points were Brooke Berman’s night-
marish Duncing with a Devil, abor rape,
and Mart Pelfrey’s raut Drive Angry,
which used streer-poetry riffs to study
the relarivnship berween two disaf-
fected young men.

As for the phone and T-shiut plays—
perhaps we'd better stick ro more tra-
ditional formats. Theatres are less prone
co credic-card fraud, and rthey don’t
shrink in the wash. a

AMERICAN

Dallas Roberls as a computer hacker In Arthur Koplt's Y24,
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