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So many plays, so. Jittle time; 
but Humana Festival is worth it 

BY JUDITH NEWMARK 
Post-Dispatch Theater Critic 

LOUISVILLE, KY. - Nineteen 
plays in three days. The Humana 
Festival of New Ametican Plays 
packs them in. 

Actually, there were 25 produc­
tions, counting the T-shirt plays. 
But yciu really can't include them. 
These original works, commis­
sioned from playwrights like Wen­
dy Wasserstein and David Henry 
Hwang, are meant to be worn, not 
performed. The scripts are com­
plete, though they're definitely on 
the short side, 

But they · represent the logical 
extension of the theme that ran like 
an underground river below the 
polished surface· of the 23rd Hu­
mana Festival: Committed artists 
need to find ways to make theater 
wherever they can, however they 
can. 

It's an optimistic thought at a 
time when everyone - from avant­
garde puppeteers to Pulitzer Prize­
winning playwrights like Lanford 
Wilson to thtater-goers standing in 
line at the box oflice - share U1e 
same wonies. ls theater becoming 
too lavish to stage? Too pricey lo 
attend? Too snooty to attract new 
audiences? 

Humana makes a key point: The­
ater isn't as much· about money as 
it is about imagination. ·n1e chal­
lenge lies in discovering new ways 
to stretch its boundaries. And that 
exploration could lead to theater 
that is less expensive to produce 
and attend, more exciting to estab­
lished customers and more appeal­
ing to new ones. 

For example, maybe you can't 
afford to build a theater. You still 
might have _a:t:ar. 

Hence, '.'What Are You Afraid 
Of?" Or, as everyone in Louisville 
called it, the Car Play. 

1'he Car Play is the brainchild of 
Jon Jory, producing director of Ac­
tors Theatre of Louisville, which 
presents the annual festival. He 
asked veteran author Richard 
Dresser ("Below the Belt," "Gun 
Shy," etc.) to wtite a play tbat 
would take place entirely iri a car 
- actors in the front seat, audience 
in the \;>ack. 

"I told Jon I wasn't sure that was' 
a compliment Didn't he think my 
work could draw an audience of 
more than three?" Dresser chuck-· 
led. But as he got into it, he found it 
a healthy challenge, one that re­
quired him "to strip away every­
thing that is no~ essential. Not an 
extra word, not an extra syllable. 
The -limitations turned out to give 
the play its shape." 

"What Are You Afraid Of?" r 
about an inhibited mariwho picks 

I 
I 

up an alluring hitchhiker, doesn't/ 
even take 10 minutes. But it's al 
runy realized play, offering ro 

1 maoce, humor, tension and a poi 
gmmt_ concl11sior1: Orif!inally, Jory 

Actors Trip Hope and Ginna Hoben take to the "stage" in Richard Dresser's "What Are You Afraid Of 
better known as the Car Play. · 

surance company said no (inspired, "Cabin Pressure" is made up 
no dnubt, by that old safety slogan, of scenes that echo many diffcr­
''Don't act and drive"). · ent theatrical styles: a smart 

Staying at the curb doesn't mat- snatch of Noel Coward, a sly Res­
ter, though. The play is an intense toration-era promenade, a snarl 
experience simply because of the f.rom Edward Albee. They flow 
proximity of actors to audience. one into another, intercut with 
How ofien at the theater does pause-laden, uncomfortable con­
clothing land in your lap? Bow o(- versations about the stage. 
ten do you really look into an ac- ("What were your expectations?" 
tor's eyes? · "Did you learn anything?" "I felt 

People were ·confused about ... chilly.") Parts of these con­
how to react. Some tried to be in- versations came from interviews 
visible; some talked to the actors; that Bogart conducted with Lou­
Dresser found himself subjected isville residents a couple of years 
to "the playwright's ultimate par- ago, when she directed "Private 
anoid fantasy" when he found Lives" at Actors' Theatre. , 
himself squeezed into the back It's a ot of fun to see this tight 
seat between two critics, taking company work together and 
notes. create, in just a stroke or two, an 

The play challenges ingrained entire theatrical world: a crash­
assumptions about what consti- ing teacup for Coward, cavaliers 
tutes theater and about the audi- in wonderfully towering white 
ence's role in shaping it. Do we wigs that seem to be. made out of 
just sit back and say, "Entertain hair curlers. 
me," or can we alter the experi-
ence if we are more involved in- But here, stripped of their 
tellectually, ''eniotionally or, in usual context, the familiar styles 
this case, physically? have to be re-evaluated. We see 

1 The nature of theatrical expe- things like teacups and wigs with 
I rience was also explored in the the vivid particularity of images 
most controversial .play at th . in d_reams; an actor cu~!~ up on a 
festival, "Cabin Pressure," creat- : cha1_r or coughs, _and it~ as ar­
ed by Anne Bogart and her- New restmg as a stophght. Without a 
York-based SIT! Company. (St. plot_ to direct us, we're ob

1
li~ed_to 

Louisans hadacnance to see Bo- decide at every step whats ms1g­
gart's work recently when she di- nificant and what's important. At 
rected the world premiere of the . end, ~hen the actors us_~ 
"Gertrude and Alice" at Wash- foldmg chairs to become an aud1-
ington University.) ence ~e~elves, . watching us, 

Some people hated "Cabin the dpomt 1s unmistakable: We 
ressure," considering its sub- nee to ma~e. those mom~nt-by­

ject matter too inbred and its moment dec1s1o_ns every tu~e. In 
style too mannered. Others fQun<l , the theater, artists and audience 
it a work of heart-stoppirlg imag- are lovers. We have to rely on 
ination and grace. Seeing this ex- each other. 
traordinary play is like I The .experiments with theatri­
stumbling into someone else's \ cal forms continue with five 
dream, a strange, beautiful world short telephone plays that were 
where nothing is familiar. You're "performed" in one of the Actors 
forced lo figure out everything Theatre lohhies. /\ bank of p;iv 

someone lifted a receiv< 
plays included a Jove s 
mystery, a fairly incohere· 
ing on communication. 
were slight, but they 
scored the idea that tht 
lots of. ways to create the 
you use your in1agination. 

Of course, more convr 
approaches were not over 
At Humana, the emphasi 
writing. The stars are 
wrights, not actors. Thi~ 
the biggest star was Lanfo 
son. He came to Humana 
up the American Theatre 
Association's new play aw. 
"Book of Days" (which op< 
1999-2000 season at the R< 
ry Theatre of St. Louis), to 
ble a little about 
impossibility of opening an 
on Broadway unless you A 
musicals or B) are British, 
praise regional theater 
maintaining a venue f01 
American scripts. 

The Humana festival is, 
it~elf, one of the most imp 
of those venues. Plays th 
'buted at past festivals i1 
·"The Gin Game" by D.L. C­
"Getting Out" by Marsh, 
man, "Crimes of the Hea 
Beth Henley, "In Firewor 
Secret Codes" by John < 
"Redeemer" by Douglas 1 
Ward, "Agnes of God" by 
Pielmeier, "Courtship" by 
ton Foote, "Danny and the 
Blue Sea" by John Patrick 
ley, ilThe Queen of the 
Roof Circuit'' by Jimmy 81 
"Extremities" by WiUiam 
trosimone, "God's Countr: 
Steven Dietz, "Stained Glru 
William F. Buckley Jr., "In 
est America" by Joyce 
Oates and "Slavs!" by 
Kushner. 


