UtterKiosk

Look Quick

B ONSTAGE

ETC’s ‘Off-Center’ staged a wonderful
double-bill, but now it’s time for the nexl show

REVIEW BY RIGK

orry is the word I'd use to deseribe
s 1y feelings about writing this review

of the Off-Center/On-Stage series al
Ensemble Theatre of Cincinnati (ETC). Most
specifically, [m serry if vou didn't see last
week's presentation of two one-acts,
Skivmishes by Elizabeth Logan Harris and
Whisperings by Boe Friedmann. They only
ran for a week,
clnsing last
Sunday. You've
missed ‘em.

That's the
tough part of run-
ning o theater
like ETC, which
bills itself as
“your premiere
Lheatre.” They're
in the business of
produring shows
nut seen before
It's a tough task
[rom a marketing
perspective, sinee
peaple are much
more likely to
turn out 1o see &
play that's been
staged elsewhere
and been validat-
ed by other andi-
ences.

During its reg-
ular scason, of
course, ETC has
a bit mora chanece to seiect shows by well-
known playwrights, such as Lee Blessing or
Warren Leight, and to let, their shows run for
geveral weeks, Often it word of miouth —
peaple hearing from-enmeone else aboul &
good show or (occasionally) reading a
review and taking a chance — Lhat cranks
up attendance,

This year's Off-Cenler series is presenting
shows by local writers, so familiaricy is even
less likely. And with a limited budget fer
marketing, it’s tough to get the word out.
Yenr pretty much have to take it on faith,
buying a ticket in advance and hoping you'll
see comething Interesting. Ovcasionally,
woui'Tt Aind & gem. Lastweek I found two

Skirmishas was a powerful, poignant but
amusingly told story about Sadie (Kristin
Burkhead), who wrestles with her role as a
contemporary woman by meeting the
specters of several female ancestors, who
deprecatingly call themselves the “Sinclair
Hysterical Society.”

Brilliantly staged by Gyllian Raby (who
directed Sabina'’s Splendid Brain, the
Tighlight of last vear's series), Skirniishes
was a quickly paced but provocative one-act
drama that eould gasdy expand to two. The
atrong cast included the playwright as Meta,
a woran living in Victorian Cincinnati who
wazted mors from her life and caeeer; Mardi
Kring Perry, Nuoii Bailis (who suloed as
Sabina lzst year) and Sara Michelle Smith as
Sinelair women from three different cen-
turies who audition members for their “hys-
terical” women's society; and Chuck Haungs,
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who seamlessly doubled as Meta's philander-
ing husband and Sadie's sulicitcus, smother-
ing spouse.

Whisperings, the other ong-act on the
evemung's bill, was a story of a young woman
who flippantly dismisses her Jewish heritage,
but then can't escape it after a conversation
with her grandmother, a survivor of the
Holocaust.
Playwright
Friecmann plays
the central role of
narrator and sever-
al characters —
including her
grandmother and a
young bey who
drew pictures of
butterflies
accompanied by
five dancers who
evoke moods from
Joy and grief to ter-
ror and oppression.
1t's a powerful
piece, enhanced by
Michael Burnham's
focused direction,
and underscored
by Friedmann's var-
ied (she handles
several aucents
effortiessly), heart-
felt and courageous

Skirmishes and Whisperings showed little
evidence of heing workshop preductions.
Their work-Ineprogress nature was easily
avercome hy effective lighting, diligent
rehiearsal and a clear hand on the directorial
rudder. Either show would find an audience
if it were returmned Lo ETCs stage fora
longer run,

0Of course, the Off-Center series can be
sumething of a crap shoot. The previous
week's production of Ron Mielech'’s The
Four "H" Club was as dissatisfying as the
two onc-acts were memorable. An odd and
intentionally unrealistic story about a totally
dysfunctional family baring their quirks for
the purpose of inflicting pain on one another,
the play failed to engage me at any level:
writing, acting or directing.

But that'’s the risk one takes in seeing
shows as they are being refined and devel-
oped. You have one more chance withi this
series, and while | haven't seen it, [ can only
urge vou to get & ticket quickly to ETC's
final Off-Center show, a staged reading of a
new musical, Green Gables, based on the
classic children's novel, Anne of Green
Gables, With a strong cast (including
Broadway veteran Pam Myers and local pro-
fessional Deb Girdler) and one of the arca’s
best directors (Drew Fracher), the odds are
it be good. But you don'l have time Lo wait
Lo hear from sumebody else, -

't ot going to be sorry. I be there.

GREEN QABLES, peenontod by Ersomble Theatre ef Ginannnli,
runs theough Sundsy. s = d N
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