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CHERRY POPPIN' PLAY FESTIVAL: THURSDAY NIGHT BILL Cal State Long Beach's theater-department undergrads have formed their own troupe to stage a new-play festival that bubbles with energy and meta-theatrical wit. This bill is like revisiting plays by Pirandello and Christopher Durang; that is, these plays show a vivacious glee that's still more emulative than original, but a good sign nonetheless of a company still searching for its reason to be. Buddy MacKinder's Musical the Musical takes a quintet of actors (Chris Chiquet, Alexis Ehrman, Joe Howells, James McHale and Marisa Duchowny) — accompanied on spinet by Alex Boyles — gliding with pro forma choreography (but with terrific energy and style, thanks to Scott Lennard's direction) through a terrible musical, until one (McHale) decides he's had enough and walks out. This turns the leading role of their lives over to the vainest thespian (Chiquet), who dares not ask who's really holding the puppet strings. Some of the singers have wispy voices, but in a comedy about bad theater as a metaphor for life, it's not a problem. Lights Don't Grow on X-Mas Trees is Ryan McLary's farce about the homecoming of young Billy (Chiquet) after he hears some undisclosed bad news from his doctor (Megumi Ageishi). His family is a compendium of self-absorbed asylum inmates in a play that settles too easily into the complaint that the family just won't listen to Billy. Samantha Richert stages this glimpse into the family nut house with such animated mania, she all but shrouds the farce's underlying petulance. Alive Theatre at THE GARAGE THEATRE, 251 E. Seventh St., Long Beach; Thurs., Jan. 24, 8 p.m. (562) 433-8337. (Steven Leigh Morris) 

CHERRY POPPIN' PLAY FESTIVAL: FRIDAY NIGHT BILL Justin Wheeler's Arc of Joan spins G.B. Shaw's meditation on spirituality and sacrifice — Saint Joan — into a lighthearted update featuring the devil (Jerry James), whom his droll assistant (Steve Sornbutnark) wakes from a centurieslong nap. Lucifer has a quota to fill, and there simply aren't enough incoming souls. For this reason, he contrives to breach the treaty between England and France (peace is so bad for business) by employing an innocent 13-year-old girl, Joan of Arc (Sarah Brooks, in a lovely performance), to stir the French soldiers against the Brits. The angel Michael (Jeremy Aluma) also makes a spectacle-laced entrance. The larger point of hell just being another global corporation has sly appeal, but Andrew Eiden's pallid staging — literally in dim pools — works against the comic tone. Brian Addison's Beco/Me juxtaposes the horrors at a Gitmo-like detention center against a Nazi concentration camp in a docudrama that parallels the plight of a Muslim enemy combatant (Angel Correa) with that of a Jewish internee (Ivan Rodriguez). It's both sobering and, at this point, painfully obvious — the pain deriving from both the powerful imagery and our familiarity with it. The play's overstatement is offset, somewhat, by Olivia Trevino's artful, choreographic staging. Alive Theatre at THE GARAGE THEATRE, 251 E. Seventh St., Long Beach; Fri., Jan. 25, 8 p.m.; (562) 433-8337. For information on Saturday and Sunday bills, visit www.myspace/alivetheatre. (Steven Leigh Morris)
