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"What Happened in Boston, Willie" 

Reviews of Current Productions 

note: cnlire contcnls cop) right 2012 b) Sheila Barth 

"Cafe Variations" 

A Review by Sheila Barth 

At the recent opening of the world premiere of Charles L. Mee .lr.'s ··care Variations" in Boston's Cutler Majestic Theatre. Arts Emerson 
Executin: Director Rob Orchard enthusiastically praised the I hour-l-0 minute, one-act collaborative work between Emerson Stage and 
Nell' York's SIT! Company. Hc called it a ··most ambitious performance". 

He spoke from balcony box seats. saying there ll'as no room ror him on stage. ll'ith 70 people bustling about, behind the curtain.The cast 
alone boasted -l-0 members. composed or SIT! members, 22 Emerson College students, and Equity performers. Behind a backdrop of 
glillering strips. an impressiYe orchestra feel b) Jon Goldberg ll'as occasionally ,·isible, thanks to 81ian H. Scoll's colorful lighting 
shining through and Neil Patel's set design, ll'hich lifted the backdrop part ll'ay. 

Orchard had especial praise for his prestigious rriend. Director Anne Bogart, who teaches graduate courses at Columbia Universit) and 
is SrITs co-rounder and artistic director. 

rusing Charles L. Mce's book and anecdotes of cafe encounters ll'ith some or George and Ira Gershwin's songs. Bogart created a 
patchwork of people meeting at a cafe, lincling lol'e, breaking up. dancing. rejoicing, weeping, fighting. and resolving. 

The primary cast is dil'idcd into three sets of 10 characters: Henr). Peter. Harold. Raymond, Andre\\', Tilly. Edith, Ya-Ya. Nanette and 
Lucia A.1:3, and C. Although the actors arc listed in the pla) bill. it's diflicult to identify who's who, especiall) when the set or three 
characters is dressed in similar outfits. The \\'Omen \\'Car Sll'ishy. crinolined I 950's je\\'el-hued and polka-dotted dresses, ll'hile the gents 
an; garbed in ll'aitstalT or tu\eclo attire. 

"Care Variations'' has all the right stuff - Neil Patel's lol'ely st:t. Rafael .laen's costumes and a talented ensemble, but Barney O'Hanlon's 
choreograph), sm e one jazzy ensemble rendition of '·Lady Be Good." is uninspiring. At times, taped interludes of George Gershwin's 
masterpiece. '"Rhapsody in Blue," fill the air. It 11ould hm·e been superb to sec a fully choreographed number, but that didn't happen, 

Excluding a brief. ethereal, chorus singing the Gcrshll'in Bros.' lmTly. "Embraceable You," or an actress' lively solo of "Blah, Blah, 
Blah,'' most of "Cafe Variations" was blah. and philosophical speeches sound empt) amid "Cafe's" perpetual motion. 

Thert: \\'as one ll'ild scene in 11·hich an older couple meets, and the lad). ll'ho has lived an unromantic life, hotly pursues a clod. For 
some unknoll'n reason. the) engage in a strip card game (in the care). a dcspt:ratc embrace and short-lived relationship. "You're 
poisonous," she shouts. "You're old, and )Ou're ugl) - artcr midnight," he retorts. Ranting, she races offstage, around the theater, out the 
door. thcn bounces back. Later. she begs him to stop ignoring her and return 10 her. In another vignelte, a guy who's rejected, \\'ants his 
lo\'e back. Although he sings near her, he then jumps up 011 the bar counter to finish his solo of "Love is Here to Stay;'' but his voice and 
the moment fall flat. 

In an earlier musical set. a young \\'Oman sits weeping. bawling, hoping to tind the love of her life. The dignified, older waiter sa)S he 
IO\'cs her - it's lo,·e at first sight - and comrorts her. Bui in the final number. he releases her, sa) ing he's too old for her, singing a 
plainti1-e, sentimental "They Can't Take That A\\'a) rrom Mc". 
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