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For the many baby boomers in the audience at the Herberger Theatre, it was as if
they had returned to their youth and were once again at a huge open-air stadium
rock concert. And as I looked around the theater, I saw many headbands, tie dyed
T-shirts and other ‘uniforms’ of the time so I did not even have to close my eyes to
feel this way. But for those of us with much whiter hair, who were already busy
raising families in the 60’s, when Joplin blazed onto the scene, it was time to go to
the lobby and ask for the ear plugs so thoughtfully provided by the management. If
you loved Janis Joplin when you were young, Arizona Theatre Company is the
place to be to see her come alive again. If you know of her only in passing and

want to keep your hearing intact, you had better stay home!
Everyone knows the outcome of the show when they enter the room, so it is

definitely not the quality of the plot line that made Love, Janis a hit when it first

appeared. It is a look into the heart and soul of an icon that makes people curious, |
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believe, and in that, I was not disappointed. Taken literally from the text of the
letters which Joplin wrote to her family between 1966 and 1970, this hard hitting
show bares all her warts as well as her intelligence, literate background and innate
sensibility, which was after all the reason for her demise. It was like watching the
slow death of a human being, mentally and physically, so often replicated in
society today by the likes of Britney Spears and who knows how many of the new
American Idols someday. Janis Joplin was really just a short 4 year blur on the

passage of time — 15 minutes of fame which framed a generation.

What makes this ATC production special, though, are the sterling performances of
its two versions of Janis Joplin. In a unique effect, the author presents us with a
speaking Janis and a singing Janis, who appear both separately and together. They
dress exactly alike and are almost a two-in-one actor. As Janis the singer, Cathy
Richardson is frighteningly realistic and has all the moves, intonations and
singing qualities of the original, down pat. As Janis the person, Marisa Ryan is
equally spectacular, her Texas drawl never faltering and her machinations and
revealing self incriminations right on the mark. The singer role i1s wisely double
cast because it is an extremely taxing one. It was very interesting to see Janis
mature and grow before my eyes. In her own words, she called her early
performances really ‘screaming’ but by the end of the second act, she had
mellowed and become a much more believable singer. This is a very tough show
but both Richardson and Ryan are up to the challenge. It is the portrait of an
unsure, self hating young girl who too quickly found fame and became the idol of

young America.

The two best songs in the show were “Mercedes Benz” and “Me and Bobby
McGee” (which also happened to be the ones I most recognized, of course). Sam

Andrews’ music direction was authentic, but as I have previously noted would
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have been better appreciated in a room four times the size. The virtuoso
performances by some of the band members were amazing, if loud. The set was
very simple and nicely enhanced by a series of beautiful projections tracing
Joplin’s life in authentic photos and background shots to set the scene. Director
Mylar managed to wring from the script humor as well as tragedy. The best comic
line of the night was, “My friend gave a ‘Come as a hippie party’ and I was the
guest of honor. So I came as a straight person!” And the most pathos came when
Joplin said, “I make love to 20,000 people every night and still go home alone.” Is

it any wonder that they found her dead of acute heroin and morphine intoxication?

Love, Janis is not my favorite kind of show and I only recommend it if you are a
real Joplin fan, but I must give credit to the production for its unique staging
elements and excellent acting. It is part of a RepFest being presented by ATC this
month and my ‘partner in crime’ here at Goldfish is handling the other two
elements so I can only comment on this show. Decide for yourself if you want to

go, but don’t forget the earplugs — you’re older now!!
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