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Eras Intersect in 'Picture Show’

Musical about silent
film doesn’t sing

By Steven Winn
Cugonsges Svarv Ceimig
he American musical has always
loved the exhilarating agonies
of show business, From "Show
Boat” ro “Dreamgirls,” “Cabaret” to
“A Chorus Line.” an cxacts 3 harsh
vet redemnptlve price from the plays'
CleTS

“The Pirst Picture
Show" made 3 tanta-
lizing, unfulfilled en-
u:slé\;o tho fleld Wed-
aosday at the Geary
Theater. The Amen-
can Genservatoty Theater it co-pro-
dumnﬁ;:is world premierc musica)
with Angelog' Center Theatre
Group/Mark Taper Forum.

Ain and David Cordon's book yn-
canhs the litde-known true stories
o female film directors who flour-
ished during the silent era and van-
ished thereafter. That history s i
tered through a fictional fmme that
ralses meaningfl questions abour
sueeess and fmilure, women in the
arts and froe expression in American
culture. The musie, by jeanine Te.
son, invokes @ bittemweel air of
yeaming and regret, with rao pig-
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documentary Gimmaker in search of *

a subject. She finds it in her greae-
gIEdT guUnt Anne Fire, whom she
discovers through a Gamily diary and
then in person at 3 retieement home
in Los Angeles

Anne Cee Byrd portrays Anne a3
the cranky ¥year-old in 2 wheck
¢hair — she looks 4 ot closer to 69.
Ellen Greenge plays the eager Chio
sirl who moved 1o California, divect-
ed her first film at sge 19 and nover
looked back until the talkies came
in and her carecr ended.

Tlme slips avound as easily ac the
rolling steps, door frames and other

ings on Rober Brill's set As

jane pursues her research, Anne's
career comes Sickering back to life,
Cast members camy silent movie
litlc cards to place and comment on
the action

Gordon, who previoualy dicected
"Shlnor‘!_ﬂle[ the Finst” here, keeps hiy
cast 4 incesmntly occupied on
the dreasy blackand gray set, quick-
cutting from retirement home to
19205 Hollywood, modem airport
gates to 19th cenngy smalhtown
Ohio. “Ragume"d&shion. real life
chamecters and evenes are spliced in-
i the dusl Actional narratives.

Pioneor female Almmakers Alice
Guy Blache, Lots Weber, Marion E.
Wong and others — some of them
played by men — supply 8 kind of
choral punctuation to Annc's story.
There's crusty producer Canl Lae.
mmie, a crusading censer, 8 Sw
preme Court justice and & pragmal.
ic senator.

The Gardons’ book fills In a Jot of
Hr:l;‘m"ywood histary ;ﬁhc;eg i } bit
P . Anng er fosg

day (“] mude Gve dollarst™) and
eging to direct with s certain flaft
for suggesting subversive Buman
motives beneath the broad eonven-
tions of silent fitms. The censors
come down for “Denign delight.”
mgTc.iurm' lrl;‘nn; i!he stary with wigelo
songs that hint at antique waltz-
¢s and parlor ballady shaded with
meodern dissonsnce. Harry Waters
It 85 an g black producer, sings
an Mln;”;unnmm lament to
close the 6irst ger.

@ SHOW, Husieal ook anc vy
Iyrics Dy Ain Gordon gnd.

Gesry Thagrer, 415 Gawry S%. Sen
Farisco, Tickace $14-§55. Cad
(918) 7492228

103 2nd nathing mote ot her dispos.
Al-

But the show works only io fits
and starts. This “Picture Show" in-

tezcsts and educates without engag-

ing the audience very decply. Do
spite some witty and affecting
touches, directos/chareographer
David Gordon's production never
shakes off its dutiful fussiness to
ake us experence tho chamcters
and their concerns in an immediste
way,

With a film studio sound stags as
the common ground set, the story
unitez wo fictioaal directors from
different eras. Dinah Lanney plays
Jane Furstmann, a contomporary

& ACTi Page C13 Col. )

Farc: Loss

Oinah Lersoy poruses tamily dlaries in “The Rirst Pleture Show.”

Eate Luex # 72w Chroninls

Evan Pappas (Manty Latour) and the gnssmbls castin “The First Plcture

Show,” the warld p

So much of it seems like wheel
spinning. howeves, as neither of the
main charecters takes on much sub-
stance ov speelficity. The theatrical
possidilities of mingling past and
present go largely unrenlized.

s not uatil well intg the fint act
that @ musieal number, Wihfm A:\
Iin This?," emphatically joins the
nwo hatves of the show. Jane's hus-
band Ben (Watess) and Anne's sle.
ter-in-law May (s aortly ondersisted
Normg Fire) muse on getting lost in
their sespective families’ film obses.
3ians

“Plcrute Show” moves to make

soma g
in the second act. Jane and Anne
teveal @ rivalry thats unconvincing
but srikingiy expreased in song, The
younger Anne ang her brether Loy-

i (the salid Evan Pappas) [l oup

over thele conflicting ambitions.

In a complex scene set at a Senate
hearing on movie cengorship, Lhe
chamctery’ feellngs spill out with a
Sondheimian profusion and arder.
"1 found history still breathing.”
line sings. finally atirving to life a5 a
charscter. The spene flzzler, but
there's @ scnse here, at last, of what
this “Pictute Show™ guest Is all
about.

Later on, 83 Anne's carcer comes
to an abrupt close, she spools slowly
out of view In 0’1: of cotdcﬁngymm
telling images. hauntingly it by Jeo-
niler Tipton. Then Anne as an oid
woman reviews her life in the up-
:F;?a.ri;g “Who Stopped Laving Whe

ot

-

ACY i co-producing, ot Geary Thoater.

“The Fim Plewre Show” pays
honoreble tribute to these forgotten
women. But too much of it happens
ar & respeceful distance. The show
lacks the sirong einotional identif- |
cation, unell very late, chat offer o
way In for the audience.

Groene, the enchanting innocent
in “Little Shop of Horrors,” 't the
only wieat undorused here. From
Tesoni's Jovely fragments to a few
e o Wy e i
Show™ offers ng glimpaes in-
;; its world but never quite fills the

me.
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