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Unrealized Portrayals In Gretna's
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By Douglas J. Keating, INQUIRER THEATER CRITIC
POSTED: June 23, 1997

MOUNT GRETNA, Pa. — The director's use of intrusive music and
strident sound effects is the most obvious and annoying fault of
Gretna Theatre's A Streetcar Named Desire, but the primary reasons
this production is so uninvolving are the more basic ones of unrealized
portrayals of, and lack of connection between, the two main
characters.

The featured performer in director Jack Cummings 3d's version of
Tennessee Williams' 1947 play is Barbara Walsh, as Blanche DuBois.
Although Walsh - whose Broadway work has been in musicals (she
was nominated for a Tony Award for her role in Falsettos) - seems
perfectly at home in a dramatic work, she has trouble integrating the
somewhat conflicting aspects of Blanche's personality into a credible
and, more important, a sympathetic person.

Blanche, for reasons the play gradually reveals, was forced to leave
her small Mississippi town, and as the play opens she has arrived in
New Orleans to stay with her sister, Stella, who lives in a one-bedroom
apartment in the French Quarter with her husband, Stanley Kowalski.
In the first part of the play, Walsh - and director Cummings - seem to
present too strongly the hard, manipulative, cynical side of Blanche's
personality. It isn't until the play is into the second act that the
audience is shown, almost as if it were a second Blanche, that the
character possesses a softer, more appealing, ultimately tragic side.
Walsh presents both aspects of the character well enough, but what
could be called the hard Blanche and the soft Blanche never really
come together, complicating and ultimately short-circuiting the viewer's
responses.

The key relationship in the play is the conflict between Blanche and
the physical, brutish Stanley. He regards Blanche, quite correctly in
many regards, as a phony whom he sees, again correctly, insinuating
herself between him and his wife. The animosity between the two
should be intensely felt, but it barely registers.

The blame lies primarily with Lawrence Woshner's portrayal of Stanley.
Large and muscular, Woshner looks great in and out of an undershirt,
but his visible physicality doesn't necessarily translate into convincing
physical behavior. Woshner acts the role; he doesn't inhabit the
character.

Williams' script calls for music to introduce some scenes, but he
probably never envisioned a director placing a female nightclub singer
and a piano player behind a scrim at the rear of the stage. The singer
not only croons between scenes, sometimes she keeps singing into a
scene, and though the vocalizing is soft, it still obscures the dialogue
in the large, tent-shaped Mount Gretna theater, where hearing can be
difficult under the best of circumstances. Although jazz and blues are
an integral part of New Orleans nightlife, they are not a part of the
play. Indeed, the only evening recreational activity the working-class
Kowalskis engage in is bowling.

More irritating than the gratuitous singing are the unusually loud noise
of a streetcar occasionally rumbling by (it sounds more like a train)
and the high-volume, ominous buzz Cummings injects into key
monologues by Blanche. He seems to think it heightens the dramatic
effect; he'd be better off just trusting the script.

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE Written by Tennessee Williams;
directed by Jack Cummings 3d; settings by John Story; costumes by
Maurice Halfhide; lighting by R. Lee Kennedy. Presented by Gretna
Theatre.
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The cast: Barbara Walsh, Lawrence Woshner, Amy Tribbey, Carl
Palmer, others.

Playing at: Mount Gretna Playhouse, Mount Gretna, Pa., to Saturday.
Tickets: $13-$21. Information: 717-964-3627.
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