Intellectualizing with mad 'Lucia'
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Literary history swarms with accounts of fragile psyches undone by
love, and "Lucia Mad" undoes with the best of them. Don Nigro's ornate
fantasia about James Joyce's daughter and her unrequited yen for
Samuel Beckett is nothing if not faithful to the existentialist
underpinnings of its real-life figures.

In its valiant Alive Theatre staging in Long Beach, the audience sits
in L-formation around a playing area framed by candles floating in
bowls of water. Director Craig Fleming opens with a note of disarming
lunacy, as a knock on the outside doors admits Lucia (the vivid Jill
Taylor), who cranks up the gramophone and lip-syncs in cracked Dennis
Potter fashion.

This recurring motif, like the various others that Nigro deploys in
his stream-of-consciousness scenario, works because of Taylor's
restlessly controlled title portrayal. As lithe as a Denishawn dancer,
Taylor's sudden silences and piquant timing nicely offset lighting
designer Chris Batstone's deadpan Beckett.

Rory Cowan makes an enjoyable Joyce, clipped and authoritative, and
though Danielle Dauphinee feels faintly anachronistic as
long-suffering wife Nora, her dry sarcasm fits the absurdist
vaudeville ethos. Ryan McClary and Aaron Van Geem are broad but
serviceable in dual supporting roles.

Whether their agreeable fervor and Fleming's direction will translate
to general audiences is a trickier paradox. There is skillful pastiche
in Nigro's script and sly symbolic juxtaposition, but also a raft of
references that may tickle devotees of "Ulysses" and "Waiting for
Godot" while baffling the uninitiated.

Although "Lucia Mad" announces a company well worth watching, the net
effect is highly specialized, most recommendable to scholars and
cognoscenti.

-- David C. Nichols

"Lucia Mad," Hotel Lafayette, Executive Ballroom, 528 E. Broadway
Ave., Long Beach. 8 p.m. Fridays and Saturdays; 4 p.m. this Sunday
only. $18. Running time: 2 hours, 10 minutes.

