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Humana event loads up 
on gimmicks but again 
unveils promising plays 

ByM-'-a 
DispaJch Th«lter Critic 

WUJSVILLE. Ky. - Most editions of the annual Humana 
Festival of New American Plays have contributed 
substanUal works to the American repertoire. 

The 23rd festival olI<,111 a cautionacy comedy and a 
powedUI drama, but it may be remembered more for its 
gimmicks. With auch playful ""!lerimentalion, the Actor., 
Thealre of Lo~e seems to slight traditional, well­
construCU!d pla.Y,,. 

Ql.LllJltily counts for more the.11 qualicy-, with a record 2.6 
new works presented last weekend to some 400 produce111, 

directo111. agents and 
critics. 

Producing Director Jon 
Jory denies IJia1 entries are 
seleCU!d by theme, but 
history indicates otherwise: 
Last year. the festival 
focused on chil<lren in 
crisis; this year. it explores 
various fears - most 
commonly. the fear of 
growing up. growing old or 
losing control 

The fear of losing 
control is most powerful in 
God~ Man in Thros, the 
probing portrait of a power 
struggle in a Baptist 
church; and nx; a 
caulionary come<ly about 
computer hacking 

The fear of growing old 
Is most achingly 
lransparent in Life Under 
30, a promising collection 

Dalla.s Roberts in Y2K by young pla,ywrights. 
All eight JO-minute plays 

reveal the authentic voices of more youthful writers. 
Three stand out Dancing With a Devi.l, Brooke 

Bennan's sorrowful. lyrical memory piece about a 
dissociated rape survivor (Carolyn Baewnler and Monica 
Kaskey); Jw,t Be Fronk, Caroline Williams' perky comedy 
about 1ho ruinous ~!Teet of honC$,' pn om,-e pollllcs; and 
Drive tlng,y,'MR(t Tu;Ilrcy's thrill dcl!! about o cimeru­
slricken teen-ager (Brian Richanls of Columbus) and hLs 
buddy out for an anything-goes good time. 

The fear of growing up is most amusing in Whal Are You 
i\fraid OJ? - a deft, lo-minute "car plai' in which a 
seductive hitchhiker (Ginna Hoben, a Bishop Hartley High 
&hool graduate, alternating with Jessica Jory) stimulates a 
young man's fantasiC8 and feam 

The fesival's hot.test ticlret, the Richan! Dresser work 
allow,i only three audience member.I at a time into the back 
seat of a parked car to share the cozy ride. 

Similar in theme but incoherent in structure and 
cluuacterizatlon: Aloha, Say the PreUy Girls, Naomi 
lizuka's scattelllhot comedy about scatterbrained women 
saying goodbye to love and hello to other infatuatioru,. Also 
disappointing: The Coc/ifi.ghler, director Vmcent Murphy's 
emotionally Oat and predictable adaptation of the Frank 
Manley novel about a teen...ger's bloody initiation into rural 
manhood. 

Of the live full-length works, nx; Cabin Pressure and 
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AeoVE In Cabin 
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Wlllllood,Kelly 
Maww,F.llen 
Laun,n and Steph<n 
Webber 

LEFI: Tripp Hope, 
left,andGlnna 
Hobeo or Columbus 
In What Are Yon 
Afrr,JdOf! 
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The Cac/ifighte,· run a trendy 90 minutes or less 
Less can be more, but many of the shorts this year 

don't add up to much. 
Of the five three-minute, taped conversations over­

heard at phone booths in the upper lobby, the most 
entertaining are Speech 17,empy. Rebecca Gilman's 
touching drama a.bout a hesitant marriage proposal; and 
Happy Bir1l1ooy Jock, Diana Son's comedy about a 
yoWlg man (Jon Brent Curry) who calls a former lover 
(V. Craig Heidenreich) to boast about a career coup 

Only a few minutes are needed to read all sLx "T-shirt 
plays," on sal~ in the lower lobby throughout the festival, 
which will end Sunday_ 

In the spirit of George Onvell's seminal essay about 
"Politics and the English Language.'" I would urge Actors 
Theatre to be more clear. A "T-shirt play is no/ a play; it 
is merely an upscale T-5hirt. 

What a wa,,1e of talent and cotton: Puli12er Prize-­
winning Wendy Wasserstein makes her nominal festival 
debut in To Tor Nol To T, with a few cutesy quotations 
from other playwrights searching for the perfect T-shirt 
slogan. Pulitzer winner Tony Kushner. whose S/m1s! 
highlighted the 1994 festival, returns largely in name only 
with A>td lite Torso Even More So, a lyrical sonnet about 
a shirt's warp 8Jld weave. 

Humana favorites Jane Martin, Da,id Henry Hwang 
and Naomi Wallace, and 01I-01I-Broadway maverick Mac 
Wellman, also have written mildly humorous T-shirts -
but no sale. Any new-play festival has occasional lulls. 

Yet, despite several off years in the ntid-19805, the 
Actors TI1eatre and Humana Foundation have earned a 
reputation for presenting the best in North America 

Notwithstanding the gimmicks that don't work, the 
23rd festival ranks as the decade's most adventurous. 

The three best plays: 

'Y2K' 
Aside from its misleading title, Y2K stands alongside 

lhe most styli2ed and sophisticated plays that Arthur 
Kopit has writtell 

The sleek, sinister and deliciously paranoid work re­
volves arow1d an affluent New York couple whose lives 
are destroyed by a revengeful hacker. 

Variously nicknamed ISeeYou, F1owBear and Costa 
Astrakhan Caka BCuz!Can, the hacker (punky Dallas 
Roberts) inffltrates the life of a Random House editor 
(Graeme Malcolm), seduces his wife (Lucinda Faraldo) 
and transfonns their computerized records into a dan­
gerously illicit fantasy. 

The director, Bob Balaban, reinforces the wban para­
noia and dark comedy whlle highlighting the underlying 
anxieties about identity and famil1• 

Brimming with allusions to mysterious authority fig­
ures, the thriller updates Orwell's 1984 and Kafka's The 
Trial for the nervous '90& 

'Goo's MAN IN TDA&' 
Faith and power jockey for primacr in the souls of 

three men within "God's locker room," the pastor's study 
at the world's largest Protestant congregation 

How large is the Rock Baptist Church? Large enough 
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From lert, Carolyn Baeumler, Monica Koskey and C. 
Andrew Bauer in Brooke Bennan.'sDancing With a Dnil 

to have the nickname "the Baptist Super Bowl" but;not 
large enough to make aging pastor Philip GottschalJ1WU­
liarn McNulty) feel comfortable with Jeremiah Mears (V 
Craig Heidenreich) as copastor and eventual successor •. 

The first act is so funny that playwright David Raqlbo 
arouses suspicions of another easy satire about Southern 
fundamentalisls. On the contra,y, in his Humana debut, 
he is more ambitious, pcm-pm and compnss!Ofllllo. _ 

Refusing to condescend "' Id.• cl,wact fS. R4m 
deepens the second act inl.o a sobertng por!IDll of fear, 
hope and self-0elusio1t 

Three Humana veterans milk the plum roles for co11u,­
dy and drama: Heidenreich is plaintive as the deferential 
idealis~ McNulty is hilarious but pathetic as U1e para11oid 
Gottschall. Bob Burrus balances humor and pathos as a 
recovering alcoholic whose loyalties become divided 

Despite the need for some editing and better transi­
tions, God's Mau in Texas rivals Elmer Gantry ~ the 
story of a devout preacher's rise and fall 

'CABIN Pll£ssuRE' 
Perhaps only innovative Anne Bogart could con~eive 

and direct Cabi>1 Pressure, a mysterious, romantiQ ex­
ploration or the relalionship between actor., and audi­
ences. 

Bogart blends audience inteniews and scenes from 
her previous Actors Theatre productions - including 
Private Lives and Going, Going Gone - to weave a 
self-referential tapesliy of deconstructed theater. • · 

As one actor (Barney O'Hanlon) asks questions,:-Will 
Bond, Ellen l..auren, Stephen Webber and Kelly Maurer 
parody Noel Coward, Edward Albee and Victorian melo­
drama in an increasingly hallucinatory state of exalta­
tion. 

Just as Jilmmaker Francois Truliaut put his h~.\nto 
Day for Night, about the romance of movies, Bogart 
shows more of her oil-mysterious heart in her strangely 
haunting theatrical essay. 


