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Actors in ‘Shadow Box’
save a disturbing story

By HELEN ZUCKER

Superb ensemble acting saves the
Birmingham Village Players produc-
tion of Michael Christofer’s play, “The
Shadow Box.”

1 use the word saves because I'm not
sure “Shadow Box" isa play, despite

the fact that Christofer’s work has won -

both the Tony Award and the Pulitzer
Prize since it opened in New York in
1977. There is a puzzling new genre
abroad; plays that ask us to accept ger-

iatrics, disease and death, not only as

subject matter but as central thesis.

The play runs through Friday-Satur-
day, Nov. 30 and Dec. 1, at the Bir-
mingham Village Players playhonse on
Chstnut and Hunter.

In “Shadow Box,” we journey from
three people dying in pleasant cottages
near a hospital in California to three
people dying (in the same place). In
other words, we go from point A to
point A, and we leave the theater know-

ing no more about death than we can- '

ever know. Death is not a funny busi-
ness.

SEVERAL PEOPLE left the theater
on opening night, reminded of relatives
who died in similar fashion. Ileft, won-
dering if social workers had taken up
playwriting.

“Shadow Box” ends on an affirma-
tive note, telling us to appreciate each
moment, each word while we are here
and the play reminds us to be kind to
each other while we're around. The
heart of the work deals with the terri-
fying effects of terminal illness.

Somewhére the message is dutifully
sounded that we should all be told in
childhood that we die, that everythng
dies, that death should be accepted as
natural. )

I'm not so sure about that. P'm with
Dylan Thomas who wrote to his father:
“Do not go gently into.that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the
light.”

The play follows Dr. Elizabeth
Kebler-Ross' five stages, leading to ac-
ceplance of deam Denial, anger, bar-

Reviéw

Parrish implicitly when she cried des-
pairiogly:

“Corne home! I want you to go bowl-
ing four nights a week so I can yell at
you for coming home late. I want to get
up at six in the morning to make you
breakfasts you never eat just because
you want my company! What will I do?

, Fall asleep on the sofa watching TV for

the rest of my life?”
Death, it seems, is hagder on the liv-
ing than on the dying. But Schless, who

- has accepted the fact that he is dying,

cannot accept what his life has been. In

. avery nice twist, he shouts his answer:

“What was it? What did I have?
‘Twenty-four years in a flatwork facto-
¥

Maggie reminds Joe, ““You had a sa-
Toon for two years.” “Gone,” Joe says.
“A truck for a while,” Maggie says.
“Gone,” Joe replies. “All gone.”

And the two discuss the house they
built together, the neighborhood that
came up around it, the grandchildren
they never had, Through it all, Joe
rages, “What, what was it all?”

They are a touching pair. The final
scene, when Maggie reconciles herself
to Joe's death, rang false through no
fault of Ms. Parrish. Christofer should
have stayed with the people he created
and forgotten abont theories. A woman
who drags a ham 3,000 miles, who buys
a red chair for a husband she is deter-
mined to have home in any condition,
does not smile and climb into a cottage
(the shadow box) where death waits. i

AS THE WIFE who rages against thex
dying of the light, Ms. Parrish is mar-
velous., Especially since: Christofer's
prose isn't always the most inspired.
Brian Clouthier as their son is intense,
confused and bent on strumming his
guitar,

Diane Lodewyks turns in 2 stunning

gaining, and

HELEN. PARRISH as Maggie, a
New Jersey housewife who cannot ac-
cept her husband’d death, and Jim
Schless, as Joe, her Willie-Loman-like
husband steal the show. I believed Ms.

as Agnes, the unloved
daughter of a blind, strong-willed old
lady. Having played second fiddle to
Claire, her older sister, as a child in a
fatherless horne, she now writes letters
she signs "Clanre” to read to her
mother.

Felicity, the dying old woman, won-
derfully acted by Martha Welton, will
not accept the fact of Clair's-death in
an accident many years ago. This is a
pair out of “Psycho.”

Agnes sings hymns; the perverse old
Felicity sings “Roll me over in the clo-
ver,” and argues with “The interviewer
— Death.” Agnes, who has had no life
before her mother’s death, who can en-
vision no life after, is on speaking
terms with “The Interviewer,” too.

‘Ms, Lodewyks gives us the most tru-

Iy piﬁahle person in the play, a girl ..
who gains no insight, who is dead in .

youth, who has never known anything
but pain,.

NONE OF THESE people have any
money, and how they all came to this
faney dying place is never explained.
Tae only one with the means to be
there is a bad writer named Brian,
played with gusto by Tom D’Agostino,

If anyone ever ranted their way to
the grave it is Brian, who writes four
autobiographies, under different
names, and reams of terrible verse. His
brain is always working, and if it
werer't for his worried Jover and
nurse, Mark, played by Jim Robertson,
I could've sat back and thought that
there were worse ways of departing.

Trudy White turns in an excellent
performance as Brian's ex-wife, a fad-
ing beauty named Beverly. Thank
heavens for the welcome note of black
humor delivered by Ms. White,

Entering the cottage, carrying a
needed bottle of scotch, Beverly says,
"“Amazing what you can do with a cof-
fin when you put your mind to it.”
When faced with Brian's announcement
that he is facing “the unknown abso-
lutely alone,” Beverly answers, “That’s
how I felt when I lost my virginity.”

Scattered among the too-long
speeches.are nice touches like these,
and Ms. White manages to convey the
pain she feels behind her brashness.

BILL, HAYCOOK, the wonderful
Renfield of last season’s “Dracula,” is
smooth as glass as “The Interviewer.”

Director Tom Wittlinger and assist-
ant director Grace Gilmore deserve ku-
dos for bringing such a difficult work

o life. The set, by Tim LaRoy, was
marvelaus Lights by Larry Sweet,
were effective. And the lack of a cur-
tain was positively ingenious.

Area man plays in ‘Godspell’

Richard’ A Schrot, don of Mr. and
Mrs. John Schrot of Bloomfield Hills, is
appearing in “Godspell,” a musical re-
vue based on the Gospel according to
St. Matthew. - L

“Godspéll’ is playing at the Wayne
State University Studio Theatre, down-
stairs at the Hilbetry, through Wednes-
day,Dec 5.

11" was written in 1970.by
John-Michiel Tebelak as a project for
his master’s degree at Carnegie-Mellon
University: It has since become one-of
the most popular musicals of this dec-
ade, having been produced both on and
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off Broadway, adapted into a success-
ful film version, and at one time per-
formed by more than 16 professional
companies around the world.

It has’been called one of the most
innovative plays in modern theater and
combides many theatrical devices —

* antics and minstrel show acts.

THE SOFT ROCK score by Stepen
Schwartz, composer of the hit musical
“Pippin” (to be produced at the univer-
sity's Bonstelle Theatre later. this sea-
son), includes such familiar song as
“Day by Day” “By My Side” and “Turn
Back, Oh Man.”

Tickets and information are avail-

able from the Wayne State University

~- Theatre Box Office, Cass and Hancock,

- Detroit. The telephone number is 577-

2972, Most performances are already
sold out.
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