January 17, 2008

"Cherry Poppin' Play Festival," Alive Theatre, Long Beach, CA, by James Scarborough
The press release may say that the Alive Theatre’s Cherry Poppin’ Play Festival at the Garage Theatre serves up seven original, local-written pieces with a cherry on top.
But I think that the poppin’ refers to the deflowering of Long Beach’s newest theatre, The Alive Theatre. As in alive and kicking. It refers to the bawdy quality of its productions, the slinky, slithering, in-your-face trumpeting of “Here we are!”
Of late they’ve skulked around Hollywood (“Ubu the Shit!” Booya!) as well as our own Rec Park (“The iShow”) and now they’re housed in the Garage, where they’re staging seven original pieces – each directed by someone different - with their customary brio and exuberance, energy and panache.
You walk away with a sense of giddiness. Giddiness at how much fun they were having on stage. Their enthusiasm was contagious.
You have to hand it to this daring troupe of Bright Young Things. They don’t do things half way. These all-or-nothing productions give the festival the sense of a happening, of a rave, of a school’s-out extravaganza.
It’s like when chefs get together on their day off to cook up a feast or when bartenders convene after hours on some watering hole.
In previews I saw three of the seven performances.
One, “The Danger Play,” written by Anthony Cretara, I simply didn’t get. It uses a series of events that befall sad sack Theodore (Aaron Van Geem) to comment on whether there is a place for theatre today.
Van Geem was amazing. Scrawny, loud, taut with suburban angst, he made you feel his impotent rage when he loses his job, his best friend, and his wife. But the references to the American Dream – breadwinner husband, Stepford Wife, best pal at work – just don’t gel.
Angela Lopez’s “Extraordinary Machine” did gel. It meshed, rocked, and hopped. A stageful of women danced, strutted, and pantomimed their way through a playlist (Methinks Ms. Lopez should put that list on the iTunes playlist web site) of pop songs. The movement was a thing to behold. At times the ensemble resembled, variously, a hydra, a conga line, something out of West Side Story, something out of Swan Lake. It entertained us with its gritty urban elegance and presented a cavalcade of the broad expanse of femininity.
Jasper Oliver’s “Tender Vittles” was hilarious. A tongue-in-cheek spoof of Westerns, anti-Westerns, psychological dramas, and action films, it was the perfect way to send us out the theatre in stitches. In a town in which young women have been disappearing (the horror), a married with kids mayor gets caught with a hooker (the scandal). How? A sheriff brings in the corpse of a coked-out old lady suicide (most excellently portrayed by Danielle Dauphinee). The sheriff goes postal and kneecaps the sheriff, the hooker, himself and, for good measure, the corpse. Great stuff!
