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critic's notebook 

High Anxiety 
Peering over the edge at the Humana Festival 

By ~elia Wren 

C ulrure means vcrtig(r-{har wa5 

ml': dominanr message ar Aa:ors 
ll1e.i.tre of Lo~vlllc iu Febru­

ary and March. The works showcased 
at the 23rd :.imiual Hu111.ana fe£rival 
of New American Plays, under the lead­
ership of artistic direcror Jon Jory, 
depicted d~ra<.."Iers poised on tiny le~e& 
of knowledge and practice-the arr of 
cockfighting, or the science of Baptist 
ruinisny in T~, or die spooky habir:; 
of computer hackers--:iverlooking the 
abyss where our common ground falls 
aw~ AudiCJJ.CC$, toO, could. :,,eos,e the pos­
sibilicy of frre-iall, as .AJ::Iors Thea~ chal­
kuged conventions of draniaric form with 
plays on T-<:>hins, a play in a car and play,; 
over tclo::phone lines. 

Of all C1Jlruca1 precipice;,, the mo~t 
prc:c.arious may be du:arre itself-a facr 
amply demonstrated by Ca.bin Pres­
sure, Anne Bogan and the Sm Com­
pany's fascinating medication on 
actodaudience rdatioru;. Based on a 
year's wonh of inter:vicw5 with Low,ville 
th<:aucgoer.'J, this provocative work. 
canwheded du·ough die Big Quescion6 
rhar flummox th.esp~ns, administra­
tors and critics. What is die magic of live 
action on a ~ge? Whar do the specuro1-s 
concribute? Why do we bmher with 
theatre in the tint place? 

Simulated panel discussious mo,phed 
into parodies of genres and script.S­
froo1 welodra.ina. lQ Who'.s Afraid o(Vrr­
ginia Woolf? to a Mousetrap-pastiche 
wirh 5pokm stage directions. '\Virh ics 
wry allu~ion:; ro tradirion and theory 
("Drama is a post-lapsarian furm ... "), 
Cabm Pre:s:.--ure cace~d to theatre pro­
fes:.ion als. But the physical expres­
siveness of the five-person cast, under 
Bogart's direction, kcpr the piece,;~-

! ally .ua:esting and oflen hilarious, 
j whether the actors We!'e mincing ab-Out 
R in Louis XIV costume, to&liing :.111:rificial 
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snow or conduccing a hyper-stagy 
Parisian tea pacty, b.,u:hcd in candy­
col()red light. 

A different kind of theatn~--ru.c<li­
)y cuditional drama-was on view ac 
David Rambo's God's Man in Te:Kas, in 
which an ideali,;ric young preacher is 
pichd ro be second-in-command at a 

Bapci5.t mega ·mini~cr;: &.urrying between 
ul~sed $Ccvic~, .AA meetings and die 
Women's Ministry Weight-Loss Jello 
Jubilee, the ino:easin.gly disi1JUS1011ed hao 
finds himself caught up in a vicious 
power muggle. While limning rituab; 
d1ac, Ci) 111o~c of u~, will seem o::xork­
scaged conversions, congttgati()ll.S mon­
itored by "fid~ factor," sermons th.at 
begin in rhe makeup room-Rambo 
manages, impressively, to avoid dis­
paraging religion iaelf. His d1araaers' 
sincaicy is ne\'e,; in doubt, even as they 
founder on the slippery ethical ground 
of big-busine6s religion. 

The tight strucrure and controlled 
pa~ing of God's Ma,i met its opposite 
in Naomi lizuka', sprawling Aloha, 
Say the Prerry Girls. Iizuka'$ vi~ion of 
discontimili:y and rootl~ncss in rho: glob­
al village rii;es ro a w.ackiness of near­
hysrcrical dimensions. Afrer kicking 
off wid1 die inu1ge of a komodo drag­

on piiiara, the play pnx:eed.s to twine 
arowid a python, cart.oos, a hold-up in 
a pc,: store, a fl.arise in Alaska, surfboards 
in Hawaii, cbe seer Ti,:~~ and a man 
wl,o ruros into a lizard. The looping 
parhs of the char.icten (including .w .ur­
linc steward, a hula dancer and Demi 
Moore's personal a5:;i~tmt) cross aod 

recross so many times that a bird's­
eye view would look like a Jaclcson 
Pollock painting. 

lko:actors will blame Aloha fo1· self~ 
indulgence but the play's zany shape­
lessnus does have a purpose: to eiq,rc:;~ 
rJic fragmentation and confu~.ion of 
modem life. "I don 'r bdicve in fare,• oru: 
charactcf apdy rcmai:ks. "I think evei:y­
thing is kind of random."' Fate once 
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Dallas Roberts as a t0111pt1ler hacker 111 Anbur Kopl1'$ m. 

meant social coherence: and a sense of 
place. These days, we have aitPQrts. 

Of course, the Inter.net is wreaking 
yet mol"e havoc with our notions of 
commuuiry, as Arthur Kopit PQincs out 
in Y2K. This paranoid pomait of cyber­
terrorism inrrodllces a dapper New 
York edito1· and a gruugy, supeMini.s­
rer computer hacker vvho brood:; around 

the play's action, gloating in high-w:h 
j~n. Graduallr the rwo lives inrersecr., 
as Kopit demonstrates-for anyone 
who ha5 spent the ~ few years in a sen­
sory-di:privation tank-that you jeop­
ardize pri"-acy and security by going ()ll­

lin~. Y2K ends on a piquantly dystopi­
an nOte, but, <kspitc its rhrillct:-issuc plot., 
i, ,lack and a little dull en route. 

Other Humana offrrings that did not 

quite milize d1eir full pocencial includ­
ed Richard Dresser's car play What 
A,·e You Afraid Of?, which pur rad1er 
generic characcers in the driver',; (.1;1nd 
pa:.senger';;) scat. Of rhe IO-minute 
plays by wrirer5 llilder 30, the high 
points were Brooke Berman's night­

n~• Dancing wid, " Dt:11i~ about rape, 
and M,m Pelfrey's taut Drive Angry, 
which used strcer-poeny riffs. to study 
the relarion~hip bcrwt'en two di,af­
fcctcd young men. 

A5 for rhr.: phone and T-shin plays­
perhaps we'd better: .stick ro more tra­
ditional fonnau. 'Theatre:, .ire b, prone 
co credic,ca.rd fraud, and they don't 
shrink in the wa-;h . .W. 


