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There is a phenomenon in Arizona that blows my mind! Coming from the East 

Coast as I do, I am used to attending theaters in old storefronts, refurbished schools 

and churches and even an old barn. But here it seems that every little town is either 

in the process of or has just finished erecting its own lavish Arts Center, replete 

with the latest equipment and audience amenities. Now don’t misunderstand me – I 

enjoy sitting in very comfortable seats and watching computerized lighting systems 

and the like, but who pays for all this? Eventually what it comes down to is you --

the audience. 

 

Have you noticed how many community theaters are raising their ticket prices? It 

is no accident that there is a correlation behind the higher prices and the “new 

home” that so many groups are now opening. And that is fine as long as everything 

works well. 
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Unfortunately, this was not the case at Theater  WorksÕ new digs in the Peoria 

Center for the Performing Arts. During opening night’s performance of Working, 

the sound system was a real problem! When microphones were not cutting on and 

off, there was a tremendous amount of static and this did not improve at all during 

the performance so it probably was not a simple aberration. It was only in the 

second act when two experienced actors Aaron W. Kemp (playing Old Joe) and 

Rev. Char lotte M. Strayhorne (playing Maggie) came on stage (sans mikes, I 

believe, because well trained ‘old time’ actors don’t need them) that the sound 

really was good. Don’t get me started on stage mikes because this is one of my pet 

peeves. Any actor worth his or her salt should NOT need a microphone to be 

heard. We can thank rock and roll music concerts for this curse – young people 

simply are not taught to project so we bow to their lack of ability and everyone 

wears a mike (which too often does not work right)! Ah well, that’s a story for 

another day. 

 

Back to Theater Works’ production of Working…it was a noble effort and Director 

Joe Marshall had some wonderfully, creative touches. The entire production had a 

certain delightful homey quality to it. However, you have to have the correct raw 

material to work with and this, unfortunately, Marshall did not have. Most of his 

actors were well meaning but simply could not live up to the demands of this 

episodic script. In addition to Kemp and Strayhorne (who were excellent in their 

characterizations of a retired man and a cleaning lady with dreams for the future), 

only Darren Fr iedman, Hilary Hirsch, and Julia Cary in their several roles 

showed any capacity to create a believable working person. The show is difficult 

because it is simply a series of vignettes portraying the life story of a number of 

different American workers from teacher to fireman to executive to housewife etc. 

We get a glimpse into their souls. But in order to see that far into someone’s id an 

audience must be presented with raw emotion and talented actors who can mine 



 

 © 2007, Goldfish Publishers, LLC 

3 

that emotion to its fullest. In most cases at Theater Works this did not happen, I 

imagine, because the actors were not deeply experienced and with 19 people in the 

cast the director did not have enough time to spend with each one.  

 

The costuming was terrific and very appropriate; the set consisting of large block 

letters spelling out the word WORKING (which did double duty in very creative 

ways) was awesome; and the lighting was beautifully conceived for very dramatic 

effects (including an Act 2 tableau directly under the electric at the edge of the 

proscenium and an opening computerized montage). But all this is to no avail if the 

performers can not live up to the expectations such technical effects bring with 

them. That is a shame too, because with a better cast, the show would have been 

much more enjoyable.  Although a few of the individual singing voices left 

something to be desired, the choral numbers were fairly good and the 

choreography was clever and appropriate to the message of each worker. Musical 

Director Chr istie McKibben and Choreographer Denise Cottingham are to be 

congratulated. But as good as the direction was, the chorus still often seemed 

stodgy and disconnected. As I said before, you must have the proper raw material.  

 

One of the cleverest bits was in the truck driver scene, where glaring headlights 

and 4 cab lights suddenly lit up a corner of the stage so just the outline of a tractor 

trailer could be seen. It was very effective as was the actor who played this part 

(but whom I cannot praise by name because he was just listed as ‘singer’). The 

second act did pick up considerably – perhaps Marshall saved the best for last – as 

the well-written script made almost imperceptible segues from scene to scene. Of 

course, I wish that Old Joe had not moved out of the light every time he leaned 

back on the bench where he was sitting, again one of those slight technical errors, 

as was the smoke machine onstage for the fireman scene with only a tiny trickle of 

smoke being emitted. And the computerized sequenced lights in the finale would 
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have been more effective if the stage had not been left dark for so much of the 

rotating sequence. It is obvious that the director had very good ideas and intentions 

but all that new fangled equipment might have been just a little too much for the 

technicians running it. I am pretty sure that with more time in the new building and 

more experience under the belt of some of the actors, things will improve for 

Theater Works, but right now Working is just not working the way it should. It’s a 

decent show but just not up to the standards that beautiful new building suggests.  
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