
	
	
	
		
	

		
			
			
																																															

			

			
			[image: Chicago Theatre Review]
			
			
			
				
											
				Search:
				
				
			
							
							
			

			

			
			
					Home
	ABOUT
	REVIEWS
	NEWS


			
		
		

				

							Chicago Theatre Review

					

				
										
					
				
					
					
										Change Partners and Dance


	Colin Douglas
	April 9, 2024
	Reviews
	No Comments






	[image: ]





Cock

There was a popular song written by Irving Berlin in 1938 for the musical film, “Carefree.” It was sung by Fred Astaire and entitled “Change Partners and Dance.” The song referred to the indecision of dancer Ginger Rogers to accept a marriage proposal and she eventually ends up with Astaire. This Oscar-nominated ballad could also be used as the theme song for this bold battle of the sexes, now playing in a brilliant production on Chicago’s North Side.  
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Rosencrantz & Guildenstern Are Dead

Sent for by Claudius to discover the reason for his nephew’s madness, Hamlet’s two childhood friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, find themselves in a world of confusion and absurdity. They’ve been told to find Hamlet, their childhood friend, and figure out what’s bothering him. The young men run into a troupe of actors who are playing roles in a production of HAMLET. A line between reality and theatricality merge and separate and, while there’s no real plot in this 90-minute performance, there’s a score of images that come and go throughout. Tom Stoppard’s fascinating and perplexing one-act explores free will, how fate plays a role in everyone’s lives and the inevitability of death that comes to each of us.
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The Choir of Man

Step into the Apollo Theater and you’ll suddenly be conveyed across the Atlantic to a British pub called The Jungle. The stage has been totally transformed into a comfy locale that blends immersive theatre with a more traditional form of musical. Walking through the doors, theatergoers will immediately meet nine of the pub’s most faithfully devoted regulars who spend their nonworking hours telling jokes and stories, comforting each other, and downing beer and the occasional shot. The genuine bonhomie emanating from this amiable group of guys creates a family of choice, a “Choir of Man,” that extends all the way into the audience. Opening with the rousing Axl Rose hit, “Welcome to the Jungle,” the fun and festivities commences from the moment that the doors open.
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The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time – Skokie Theatre

Another beautiful performance at the Skokie Theatre telling the story based on the 2003 mystery novel by British writer Mark Haddon.  The story is about Christopher, a 15-year-old boy with behavioral difficulties living in Swindon, Wiltshire, with his father, Ed.  Christopher is somewhat of a mathematician, an outsider due to his disorder, and sees the world in a revealing way although he is ill-equipped to interpret everyday life.  
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Inanimate

Your local Dairy Queen strives to show customers how “Happy Tastes Good.” The drive-in’s menu of mouth-watering hot foods and delicious treats are perfect for any occasion. Choosing from a variety of customized flavors, most patrons actually find the tasty Blizzard to be their favorite frozen treat. However, a 30-year-old loner named Erica has her own favorite DQ treat. You see, Erica only tastes Happy when she’s lingering in the drive-in parking lot. It’s there that the lit Dairy Queen sign radiates its warmth and affection upon Erica because she’s in love with the red and blue beacon, or at least sexually attracted to it.
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Freddy Mauricio, Kat Evans, marssie Mencotti, Jimmy Hogan, Shraman Ghosh
City Lit Theater’s new production, TWO HOURS IN A BAR, is a double bill of new one acts. They are the world stage premiere of a play by Kristine Thatcher (with material by Larry Shue) and the world premiere of a musical by Kingsley Day. It is a night of one acts with only two things in common: they take place in a bar and have the same roster of actors. They were both directed by Terry McCabe, Set Design by Ray Toler, Lighting by Mike McShane, Costumes by Andres Mota, Stage Managed by Hazel Flowers-McCabe and Musical Direction was by Shraman Ghosh.

The first play, WAITING FOR TINA MEYER is the only collaboration between Kristine Thatcher, City Lit’s resident playwright, and Larry Shue, the late playwright of the farces THE NERD and THE FOREIGNER. Written while they were best friends and resident actors at Milwaukee Repertory Theater in the 1980s, it concerns a pair of best-friend actors sitting in a bar because one of them is expecting to be met there by Tina Meyer, a woman he doesn’t know who sent him a note backstage earlier that evening.

The script is sharp and funny, the one-liners, observations, and banter smack of Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld but with a warmth and kindness that the former have never captured.  In fact, it is so reminiscent of a well written sitcom of the 80s and 90s, that I wasn’t surprised to learn it had begun as a spec script for Norman Lear’s One Day at a Time. The set is a simple bar, much like any you might see in Chicago. However the costume design and props trended a bit odd; for example, it took quite a while to figure out the leads were supposed to be actors, as they were dressed like 80s businessmen also, a tequila bottle that played a prominent role was inexplicably a ceramic fish – lending an incongruous air of the absurd.

In supporting roles, Music Director Shraman Ghosh played a good-hearted pianist who’s a bit slow on the uptake and Kat Evans the sarcastic and poker-faced bar owner. The best friends are played by Jimmy Hogan, a sleezy, over-confident leading man type, and Freddy Mauricio as a gentle, romantic. Hogan and Mauricio were stilted at first, the words didn’t feel natural coming out of their mouths. Then came veteran actress marssie Mencotti, who commanded the stage the minute she entered it. She exuded a warmth, wry humor and gentle wisdom that seemed to gather everyone, cast and audience, around her. Her presence elevated the performances of both leading men, creating a sincerity in them that had been missing at the start. Then they in turn delighted with an unexpected climax: a hokey, ridiculous musical number from a Richard III musical that Hogan and Mauricio are meant to be touring with. Both actors went all in and it was a delight to see. The ending has a bit of a twist, that will leave you smiling.
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Kat Evans
The second play, TEXT ME, is a world premier by Kingsley Day. This time, Jimmy Hogan plays a hopeless romantic meeting a potential new boyfriend at a bar. Kat Evans plays his best friend and support – she’s there to save him if the date goes south. Mauricio plays their waiter, and Mencotti is in a much smaller role as the bar manager. This time Ghosh stayed off stage, but played the music and was the voice of most of the texts that Hogan and Evans received.

In many ways, TEXT ME is an example of why local theater is so vital: it is a classic musical that takes place in the modern day, with cell phones, text lingo and emoji. How to incorporate this integral part of modern life is something theater, television and cinema have been grappling with for a few years now. Some of it worked, some of it didn’t, but larger, national productions have reached the financial point of “too big to fail,” leaving the smaller companies, the local artists, to experiment, an invaluable aspect of any living art form.

The shining moments: Evans has a classic, lovely soprano, and Hogan is a solid musical theater singer as well. This was especially evident as both of them sang nearly every note while seated – no easy feat once you’re an octave above middle C. They also acted out all the emojis with choreographed movements and facial expressions that were creative, funny and impressively recognizable. Both Hogan and Mauricio seemed to fit their roles a little more comfortably in this play, and Evans’ character was a complete 180 from her role in TINA MEYER; she was every bit the warm and loving best friend.

The moments for pause: In order to demonstrate when they were texting (either each other, or Hogan’s potential date and Evans’ boyfriend) a spotlight would center them and the stage would go dark. However, as mentioned earlier, with only one exception, they stayed in their seats for every song. This led to a rather static staging, and I couldn’t help but wonder why not have them act out their conversations a little more broadly. As it was, in a peak moment, when Hogan finally did get up to sing and dance his feelings, it was startling.

Overall, both shows elicited several laughs, and in the case of WAITING FOR TINA MEYER, a moment or two of real pathos. Not a bad way to spend an evening.

Somewhat Recommended

Reviewed by Alina C. Hevia

Presented at City Lit Theater, 1020 W Bryn Mawr Ave, Chicago, IL 60660, Fridays and Saturdays at 7:30 pm, Sundays at 3 pm. Mondays April 1, 8, 15 at 7:30 pm through April 21st.

Tickets for TWO HOURS IN A BAR are $34.00, seniors $29.00, students and military $12 (all plus applicable fees) are now on sale, online at www.citylit.org and by phone at 773-293-3682.

Additional information about this and other area productions can be found by visiting www.theatreinchicago.com.
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Jersey Boys

“Who Loves You?” Chicago audiences, that’s who, because, “Oh What a Night!,” theatre history is being made here in the Windy City. The very first “built-in Chicago Production” of the multi award-winning musical, JERSEY BOYS, has opened with a bang. This highly entertaining production promises to be a very popular and long-running theatrical offering. The show is especially tailor-made for all those Baby Boomers who grew up with the music of the Four Seasons. And the professional quality of this show is just like a little bit of Broadway has dropped into the intimate North Southport Theater.
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Peter Pan

A newly updated musical version of the boy from Never Never Land, who refused to grow up, has soared into Chicago for only two weeks. The title character in this version’s portrayed with adolescent finesse by a handsome young actor. But this is just one of the many differences in this newly modernized musical. The original production, based upon the novel and play by Sir J.M. Barrie, was adapted, directed and choreographed 70 years ago by the late, great Jerome Robbins. This new, updated version, directed by Lonny Price, sports an “additional book” credited to Larissa Fasthorse (the first female Native American playwright to have written a show for Broadway, THE THANKSGIVING PLAY). The libretto and most of the songs in this revised, non-Equity production, are based upon the original 1954 version, but everything is served up with a 21st century sensitivity and realness. 
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John Mellencamp’s “Live and in Person 2024″ tour has him performing one-night stands in 27 cities across America, and Overture Center for the Arts in Madison, Wisconsin was among those lucky few venues to grab a night on this tour. 
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Love Song

Remy Bumppo Theatre is known in the Windy City for its productions that are guaranteed to make audiences think. John Kolvenbach’s 90-minute one-act is such a play. The theatre company is also famous for plays that celebrate language. Kolvenbach’s LOVE STORY features a script that’s a banquet of precise and poetic communication, often incorporating beautiful and unusual combinations of words that stir the imagination and tickle our fancy.
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