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Mouning a production of The Philadelphia Story is far from an easy task. While
the tale is not quite new enough to be conddered OnodenOby 21% century
standads, it is also not old enoughto be fully regarded as a period piece. Locked
into this netherworld are sodal, political and gender conflicts tha, if not played
with conviction and honesty, run therisk of appearing caricaturish.

The script itself also presents a minefield of potential disasters. The dialogue
rockets with reckless abandonthrough a myriad of both inne and outer conflicts,
pausng only long enoughfor a quick breath, then bolting off into more verbd
maelstroms. The Philadelphia Story is a blizzard in a bottle and, when the cork is
unleashed, there are a million ways to get log in the storm Ba million ways to get
it wrong.

Fortunaely, this produdion getsit right
The director and dramaturge of Stagebrush Theatre’s offering, Mark S.P.

Turvin, has made two wise choices tha save this serio-comic story from itself.
First, he has massaged the rough edges of the script jus enough to let the story
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dlide into the modan era without logng its true character and, second, he has
chosen an actress fully capable of serving as thefulcrum for the cacophony.

As the soonto-be-wed-for-a-second-time Tracy Lord, Cristina Rae Stewart is an
absolute joy, blending humor and pahos into a character tha both intrigues and
ddights the audience. She masters the emotiond, verba and physcal gymnastics
of therole, breathing sincere life into all three dimensonsand taking the audience
for a glorious ride in the process. No matter wha one might think of the subty
misogynistic character arc provided by playwright Phillip Barry, Stewart rides the
wave with reckless aplomb.

By it@ very naure, Act | of Philadelphia Story is amost entirely expostion B
establishing rules for the raucous game tha is to be played out in Act Il B and
maintaining the prope pace is essential, lest the viewer get bogged down in the
complexity of it all. Turvin@® direction is tha of never-ending movement which
correspond with the continuaus, fast-paced dialogue This combination misfired a
bit on opening night, as the actors seemed to be Qhinking rather than actingOin
places, althoughby Act Il they had settled into arhythm tha truly married the pace
of thewordsand ther actions

There are four pivotal men in Tracy@ life D all of them completely QvrongOfor
her. Tracy@ smarmy first husand, Dexter D self-confidently played by Scott
Brooks D represents her past and is both charming and manipulative. Her fiancZ,
George D a role tha could easily be overlooked but is not, thanks to a sincere
portrayal by Kane Anderson Dis Tracy® future: traditiond and predictable. Her
present is represented by Mike, a tabloid reporter with a podic heart D fully-
formed and expressed by Steve Medeiros B who serves as the key to unlocking
Tracy@ self-discovery. The fourth man in Tracy@ life is her father D played

© 2006, golckieh publishers. llc



ungologeically by Charlie LeSueur D who embodies the socda assumption of
the day, which is tha all the problems men have in life are ultimately caused by
women.

Other characters have less influence on Tracy@® life. Her mother, Margaret, whose
entire presence is appaently designed to display the author@® vision of wha a
dodle, easily manipulated woman should be, is played passively by Shari Watts,
while little sister Dinah is filled with fiery, adolescent energy. As played by Faith
Shoemaker, Dinah seemed unaure of herself throughoutmos of Act I, but by the
second act she settled into the role nicely. (Her Shirley Temple, song-and-dance
routine is priceless!) The only othe strong femae character is tha of the
phographer, Liz Imbrie, played by Toni Robinson-May. Robinson-May came
on like a firecracker, but seemed unaure of where to take tha energy once she got
going. Her facial expressions provided a wide, wondious variety of emotiond
variation, but her vocal projection did not echo these changes. Taking this to the
next level was Jan van Amerongen. As Tracy@ brother, Sandy, his vocal range
varied from shrill to annoying, and although he played Sandy with both physcal
and emotiond correctness, it was impossible to ignore the vocal monaone that
permeated his performance.

As Act | ended and Act |l began, the roller coaster really began to get moving.
Even David Middleman, as the requisite drunken unde, found his footing, which
was noticeably lacking in thefirst act. By this point, it was obviousthat the plot of
the play was far less important than the entanglements of the characters. In fact, by
the time the story reached its conduson, no onereally cared about how it turned
out, it was the people (and ther intricate interactionswith one another) who truly
ganered our interest. Any and all frugrations with the occasiond stumbling in Act
| were tossed aside as the audience truly tuned into the inne workings of the

© 2006, golckieh publishers. llc



4

persond relationships Where were they headed? Who cared? We were happily
along for theride, cheering for Tracy as she bouned throughthe pinbdl maze of
desire, confuson, expectationsand passion.

Onetechnical area of the production deserves mention, and tha it the set. Credited
to both Paul Wilson and Bob Nelson, the entire upgage portion of the performing
area was dedicated to a beautiful-yet-massive outdoar setting. Had this exquisitely
executed forest scenario been used for more than the occasiond entrance or exit (or
if the Stagebrush was, perhaps, presenting a simultaneous produdion of A4
Midsummer’s Night Dream) it would have been undestandable. As it was, it
served merely to take up a subgantial amount of potentially usable performing
space, relegding the action to cramped quaters on the downgage hadf of the stage,
induding small, apron stages tha hdd more fumiture than IKEA. It was the Paris
Hilton set: beautiful, butartistically and functiondly pointless.

While this produdion of Philadelphia Story is not without its faults, it does
ultimately manageto rise abovethem B particularly in Act Il Bandtheendresult is
a show tha succeeds in overcoming a troublesome storyline and engaging the
audience in a lively romp through the hearts and heads of the characters. Thisis a
show tha depends totally on the audience@ willingness to suspend any and all
soda judgment and to focus ingead primarily on the inng adventure of one
woman b Tracy. In productions when this fails, al is log, but with Cristina Rae
Stewart in the spotlight, Philadelphia isthe mos magical place in theworld..
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