THEATER REVIEW _

THE FAMILY BUSINESS. A new play written,
directed and choreographed by Ain Gordon and
David Gordon. Lighting designer, Stan

Pressner. Sound designer, David Meschter. With .

Valda Setterfield, Ain Gordon, David Gordon.

At the New York Theater Workshop, 79 E. 4th St.

Manhattan, .through April 16, Seen at Friday. .
“evening's "preview.

By Jan Stuart

STAFF WRITER

NYONE WHO has never suf-
fered an aging and infirm rel-
ative might be mystified by
all the laughing, crying and
cheering down at the New

York Theater Workshop, where the de-
lightful “The Family Business’’ has
opened for a criminally llmlted engage-
ment.
You couldn’t find a more authentic,
or profoundly felt, family operation in
town than this Obie-winning show,
‘which has not only been co-written and
directed by choreographer/actor/auteur
David Gordon and his son Ain Gordon,
but is performed with stunning elastic-
“ ity by the two along with the Gordons’
wife and mother, Valda Setterfield.

”V'ac'lddgsetlerfield,‘, pevid ng;gon and Ain Gordon, from left to right, in ‘The Family Business’

A Memorable

Family

named Sol (whose own' father, Chaim,

changed the family name at Ellis Is-

land from Fearandiscomfort to Smith)

and carried on by his son, Phil, and
~Phil’s son, Paul. The business that

captivates our attention, however, is

the family stuff, the whining and‘;
- breast-beating and soul-searching en-

dured by father and son when the

clan’s self-appointed matnarch suffers'

a stroke.:

David Gordon, mustached beefy and
bedecked in simple hausfrau drag,
plays Aunt Annie, a plow-truck of a
woman headed into her 80s kicking and
kvetching. Widowed, childless and
felled by a stroke while nephew Philis
away on' business, she heaps all her

fears and frustrations on her gay

grand-nephew Paul (Ain Gordon), who
is being quite literally eaten alive asher

- caretaker. For Paul, it’s just one more
reluctant life role:* A would-be play-

wright, Paul carries on the Smith tradi-

tion of artists who deferred their call- - -

ing to earn a living by’ the monkey
wrench.
To call Anme a tough patlent would

FAMILY from Page B9

The business of the title is a fa- -
ther-and-son plumbing concern start-
ed by a first-generation American .

be to do her an injustice. Terrified of .
surrendering control, she becomes: the
ultlmate invalid tyrant, harassing a
nurse’s aid for putting out Roach Con-
trol without her blessing, sendmg Paul

‘on exhausting searches for the perfect

polyester housedress and cnt;clzmg Qs
aspirations as'a “play writer.” ¢
“That’s playwright,”’ Paul barks de-

fensively, “‘One word!”’ Annie, the
‘champion spoiler, counters, “Two

words! No money!”’

If this smacks to you of Jew1sh do-
mestic sitcom, rest assured that ‘Beau
Jest” this is not. ““The Family Busi-
ness’’ may take off from a situation, but
it’s really about a state of mind, a lega-
cy of inner turmoil that gets passed

. down from generation to generation.

Note that Ain and David Gordon also.
share a choreography credit: From its
first rude expletive, every movement in

_the show is intricately mapped out to

create a blistering, non-stop family frug
which simulates the frenzy and discom-
bobulation that only a blood relative
can inspire.

- The ingenious, rapid- ﬁre deployment
of the three performers heightens the

..mishegas. In the second half, Ain Gordon slaps fake
noses on and off'as he switches between playing Paul,
_ his father and his grandfather. (Ain Gordon’s sensi-

tively delineated multiple' roles, taken with his fa-

ther’s hysterically accurate Aunt Annie, magnifies

our sense of the endless trap of inherited family pat-

terns.) As Miss Wonder, the Smith’s miracle-worker

in secretary’s clothing, Valda Setterfield is called

upon to do everything from order the morning coffee

(no mean feat, given the rotten deli service) to per- - )

‘form ambulance sound effects. In between scenes, the
three performers serve as set changers, stirring up a
whirlwind of shifting spaces with shower-curtain lin-
ers on rolling coat racks.

"7 Call it postmodern Jewish domestic sitcom, if you
| will. But the surfeit of cool and clever stage business
| should in no way disguise the fact that Ain and David
: “Gordon have written a hilarious, moving and memo- -
| rable play about the pathologmal self-preservatlon of :
| family. E
| In the program notes, Gordon Gordon and Setter-".
| field self-mockmgly refer to themselves as“The Won-

| derful Family.” In this instance, at least, they could
j save the irony for another day. “The Farmly ‘Busi-

ness” is a wonde‘




