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By Bob Mondello

Martin Guerre

By Alain Boublil, Claude-Michel -
Schénberg, and Stephen Clark
Directed by Conall Morrison

At the Kennedy Center Opera House
toJan. 16 ;
Lionin the Streets

By Judith Thompson

Directed by Michole Biancosino

At the District of Columbia Arts Cener
toFeb. 5

The trouble with washing garbage

is that you can get it really
clean—sparkling, even—but it’s
still garbage.

The folks responsible for Martin
Guerte, the much revamped new pre-
Broadway musical at the Kennedy Center
Opera House—so revamped that the
revamping itself has become part of the
show’s sell—have reportedly cleaned up
the plot, streamlined the staging, neat-

Martin’s having
conjugal troubles.

mate pros—the same guys who wroteand
produced Les Misérables and Miss
Saigon—the show is now about as

assertive, forthright, and passionately sung

. asanyone could wish.

Still, it's junk—easily the least involy-
ingt\mertnhittownsince%&tkbowu

. the Wand (and Titanic fits in there some-

where, 50 that’s saying something). The
problem is chiefly that the authors made
their central characters compelling, so
concerned were they with fitting them
into a religious 16th-century socio-
economic diorama. As in both of the
team’s earlier smashes, the figures mount-
ing the barricades are mostly there so the
audience will have someone toroot for. It’s
the political background that inspired
Boublil and Schonberg— which is whyso
many of their best tunes are anthemic.
Here, the background is a schism
between greedy Catholics and secretive
PmtestantsmﬂmFmdﬂownofAmga!

+.circa 1564. The hapless ciphers in the fore-

ground are Martin, who marries yoiing

Martin Grrrrrr .

’ andise:dedbythetwnwbmhewon’t,

bed his wife; Bertrande, his abandoned but

Joyal spouse; and Amaud, who befriends

Martin on the battlefield and then, like
some proto-Mr. Ripley, appropriates his
fnendsndmtxryuponreummgtouvﬂm
life. Bertrande ends up liking her user-
friendly new husband better than she liked
the one who went off to war— which adds
alittle spice to the mix.

Both The Return of Martin Guerre, the
1983 French film version of this French
legend, and Sommershy, the 1993 Holly-
wood remake that set the tale in the Amer-
ican South during the Civil War, kept the
other principals and the audience in the
dark as to whether the man who returned
from the war was an impostor. The musi-
cal doesn’t. Rather, it makes much of the
notion that the real impostor in the story is
the Catholic village that piously runs Mar-
unoutoftownandmenembmocsbls
replacement. Villages, alas, don’t make
very distinct characters, and that’s espe-

photos

the folks they replaced), a wearying same-
ness quickly infects the proceedings.
When every tune is belted to the rafters
(d:euﬂcdmmmanagsthsswuhhls
jaw clenched most of the time), they start
to blend together after a while, no matter
how pretty they are. It's not fair on first
hearing to dismiss the sonigs as much of a
muchness, but although there are 33 indi-
vidual titles listed in the program, I would
almost swear they’re all being sung to the
same four melodies.

Part of the problem is Boublil’s ten-
dency to craft clear but determinedly
bland lyrics of the sort that don’t draw
distinctions between characters. Putany
of Martin’s liries in Bertrande’s mouth
and they’d sound equally apt—some-
thmgthatwwldn‘twmkatallm,say,
Guys and Dolls across town. Granted,
Boublil must fit rhetoric about religion,
superstition, and betrayal into his thyme
schemes, without having his 16th-

century farmers sound asif they’re gab-|

bingata Noél Coward garden party. Still,
sure.ly someone, somewhere on stage

muldbchvenadeftmmofphnsea.md,

all the poetic platitudinizing.

For what it’s worth, meperformexs
give their all. Understudies Jodie Langel ¢
audPnemePeteerdtacmuﬂedtbcm :
selves quite nicely at the performance I :
saw as Bertrande and Arnaud, though :
theycou]dutmakemuchsenseofﬂx:
emotional waffling the characters must -

do all evening. If Hugh Panaro came
across as a stick with a great voice in the
title role, that’s largely because the authors
made Martin’s motivations impenetra-

ble. The only performers to register -

strongly enough with the audience to
bump up the applause at the curtain call
were Michael Arnold as the village idiot
(his love for a scarecrow is a good deal
more affecting than the central story)and
Jose Llana as Guillaume, a secondary
character who loves the leading lady unre-
quitedly and (for reasons best known to
the authors) consequently ends up mur-
dering Protestants.

The show looks Like a million bucks,
but, given that producer Mackintosh

probablyqaeutsﬁmﬂhuu,thatsnotqme

the accomplishment it sounds. Director
GomllMomsuuanddsxg:n]ohnNap:—
er have come up with one-and-a-half nifty
effects. The opening image—a cannon fir-
inga perfect smoke ring over the heads of
the audience—sets the stage nicely; a sec-
ond-mwaﬂofﬂanmsalxm,umszder
ably less effective than, say, the torchlight
parade in Evita. Inmosto&m-mpwts-
and especially in its television commer-
cials—the show appearsintent on coming
across as a darker, skimpier, more agrari-
an incarnation of Les Miz. Obvious
impostor, I'd say..and I'd guess the vil-
lagers in Manhattan will concur.

ut with the old, in with the new. A
shot of theatrical adrenalin to ring
in the new year, Lion in the Streets
is pretty much the antithesis of the cal-
culatedly picturesque nonsense at the
RenCen. Rough, angry, funny, crude, and
bursting with youthful energy, this ghost
story by Canadian playwright Judith
Thampsou wants nothing more than to
energize audiences.
Theplayis neither subtle nor deep, but
it has a distinctive voice, which is appar-
ently what brought it to the attention of

Pm,ectYanewDC -based troupe that
aims to serve 20-something

theatergoers
.. whojustdoa’t care what Arthur Miller has

say about salesmen, dead or alive. As
staged by Michole Biancosino, one of the
company’s co-founders, Lion comes out
shouting and rarely lets up.
- The evening’s story, such as it is, cen-
ters on Isobel (Deanna Harris), the ghost
of an immigrant gid who was murdered
some 17 years ago. Isobel doesn’t know
she’saghos(mmﬂ;gbmdlekghtda\ms

as she realizes that most of the.people:.

around her don't see her. Children do;

pu:konSodosancum—m-,

The author’s general drift appears to be
that such behavior is less than commend-~
able—which may not be much to chew on

thematically, but it’s enough to give a- .

through-line to the show’s vignettes. So, as
Isobel watchesfrom the sidelines, a homo-
phobe taunts the gay geek who once
aroused him in grade school, a wealthy
woman who fanciés herself a nutritionist
publicly upbraidsa teacher for giving kids

jelly doughnuts as rewards, a journalist -

knocks a woman suffering from cerebral
palsyoutofberwheeld:an-fortalkmgtoo
brazenly about sex, and an insecure
groom-to-be harassés his fiancée about
her rape six years earlier.

These are not pleasant people for the
most part, but they’re embodied vividly
by Project Y’s cast—again, neither subtly

nordeepl}gbmwnhaeoﬂecmelyd:s-‘

tinctive voice. Harris’ ghostly immigrant
is appropriately haunting, with plaintive
eyes and a voice that accuses. Allen is
abrasively effective, both as a humiliated
homemaker who refuses to go quietlyand
asa cancer patient who wants togoas pic-
turesquely. as Hamler’s Ophelia, Sarah
Bragin lends aggressive sexuality to sev-
eral proletarian characters, while Christi-
na Anderson registers a chilly reserve as
their-patrician counterparts. Tyson Lien

blusters and-cowers by turns and is.quite -

ﬁmpywhmdeﬁvuingammicmmabmn
carving a 29-pound chicken. And Jon
Cohn hes & volcanic manner that serves
him well whether he’s playing a young gay
Catholic trying to get his father confessor
to confess or bringing menace to homo-
phobic thuggery.
Buncosmossmgngsmdsdmcwors
ricochetingaround the District of Colum-
bia Arts-Center’s tiny auditorium with
what can best be termed tightly focused
abandon. Gestures that seem random gen-

erally turnoutnot tobe, and raggedstage .

picturesalways seem to coalesce artfully by
the time the lights fade. Though it’s pos-

"~ sible to fault the director for encouraging

consistent high volume when softer play-
ingmigh:shedmo:eliginmdma_ctgd:g
attractive performers is undeniable.

. The troupe’s designers also handle

) their assignments well on what was obvi-

ously 2 minuscule budget, contributing
minimal lighting and sound effects, and a
setting that amounts to twisted bolts of
white fabric and a pair of swings. The
production is small and sharp, with noth-
mgcxtnnemsunywhem—asuongdebu(
on every front.
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- possibly. because they’re so afiipusito. - . -
»ﬁndsomconemkerdnnchmsdvsm_.




