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On the Couch
The American Living Room
Teturnsto Here, sofasintact
BYJOHNBEER

ith its comfy chairsand amiable
' w atmosphere, Here's American
Living Room festival aimsto in- -
-vest cutting-edge theater with the cozy
familiarity of a night in front of the TV: It’s
awinning strategy: Now in its 18th year,
. the festival drew capacity audiences for
'_its opening weekend. The three pieces -
" performed—the fifst of 24 in th festi-
- val—displayed impressive technigue and

quirkyimagination. Atthe sametime, each -

- fitabittoo easily into its experimental
genre: meta-theatrical whimsy, abstract .
dance-theater, and biographical study of
anéglected historical figure, These pat-
terns gave the works atentative flavor:
Theyseem poised to meet one’s idea of
agood theater piece, notto changeit.

" Pete McCabe’s play In the Company
of Treesemploysa few tricks that would
havebeen long in the tooth at the first’
American Living Room (which also
_opened with one ofhis plays). Afteran
uncomfortable initial pause; the first of
twounnamed Men (James Scruggs) de-
clares, “I'mbored.” Eventually, the Men,
along with the Woman (Caitlin Summer
Mulhern), discoverthe:Audience and
realize their'status as CharactersinaPlay.

‘Despitethe sense of Avant-Garde 101 that
suchgoings-oninspire, Treeslargely suc-
ceedsincreatinga compelling theatrical

-world. McCabe exploits hisknack for
rhythmic modulation, which as dirsctor
he supports with deft pacing, seamlessly -
shifting his characters from fairy tale
scenariosin a forestto lovetriangles on
an airplane. Embedding stories within
stories, the piece matches the i improvisa-
~ tory spmtof Al McCabe’s accompanying
music. Treestakes a determined shark-

-jumpin its final minutes, though, when'it
" Hiesits ramblingmeditations to the events -
of Septernber 11; rather than conferring -

-Spiit @fﬁhanﬂqeﬁmg 80 minutes

deeper significance on theplay, themove
3 tion, anhoior,

Sun Sheets and Small Shoes; choreo-
graphed and designed by Michael Bodel in-
conjunction-with his dancers (Jenay Hip-

_scher, Lana Wilson, Hannah Lundeen, and

Rishauna Zumbierg), offers an altogether
more enigmatic and evocative experience.
Bodel hasa talent for conjuring striking
and mysteriousimages; this quietly tor-
mented and mournful piece at itsbest mo-
ments resembles Robert Wilson without
the European arts funding. Women twist
and fold themselves along with bedsheets -
that, as they hang from a line transversing
the stage, seemingly mutate intoflags and
shrouds. The dancers take baby steps with
baby:shoes they hold on the ends of hinged-
controlrods; a miniature picket fence )
slowly glides across the back of the space.
Alingering absence suffuses the piece,:
mostvisible in the empty pairs of shoes
that emerge, tied to the clothesline, toward -
the end, butalso apparent in the ghostly
half-life that the dancers' movements
grantto thesheets. Like the Appalachian
musicthatbacksmost ofthe dance, Sun .
Sheetsis at once spirited and melanchaly,

_anaptanswerto war-haunted times.

Likei Its Appalachian music,

Sun Sheetsis atonce spirited

and melancholy.

Atthe turn of the Zﬁth century, ‘Henri-
etta Leavitt defied pervasive institutional
sexism tobecome a staff memberatthe . -
Harvard Observatory, where she pioneered

- thestudy of the correlation between

apparent and actual star brightness.In
Absolute Brightness, Sharptoolstheatre

" juxtaposes Leavitt's story with cameos by

such luminaries as Mark Twain and Gior-
danoBrupo. A striking conceit livensup
whatmight otherwise seem at times like
aPBS special: The theatrical space is kept
miostly dark, illuminated only by small
spots, flashlights, and laser pointers. Be-
sides simply looking cool, this visual ploy
usefully evokes both the petty ignorance
that condemned Leavitt to.ohscurity (and
Bruno to death) and the cosmic enigmmas
that she helped tounravel. Marya Errin
Jones and Peter Deffet perform the numer-
ous characters of thiselliptical drama
with crisp clarity, ablynavigating the -
piece’s multiple historical layers, Like
theirsubject, they optforcraft over ambi-.
mce perhaps too’ :
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