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Arts & Literature
Theater review  
by Robert Lee Hall

I learned something I didn’t 
know at Newsies, the high-flying 
Disney musical now at the Or-
pheum Theater under SHN aus-
pices. I learned that the boys who 
used to hawk newspapers on the 
streets of New York a century ago 
had to buy the papers they hoped 
to unload. In other words, they 
were on their own. 

They lined up in the morning 
to fork over 5 cents for 10 copies, 
and if they failed to sell all ten, 
tough luck.

Practiced by the likes of Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst (The Eve-
ning Journal) and Joseph Pulitzer 
(The Evening World), the system 
was a form of exploitative child 
labor. Because it didn’t happen in 
factories, it’s been under the radar 
for more than 100 years, but now 
it’s onstage.

A musical based on child ex-
ploitation? Oliver paved the way, 
and Newsies follows the same 
path – or, rather, it jumps and 
stomps all over it. At times its tes-
tosterone-fueled dancing seems 
determined to pound it into dust.

Ten-papers-for-5-cents turns 
out to be the key event in the show. 
Pulitzer is its villain and, boy, is 
he a villain (you can practical-
ly hear a snake hiss whenever he 
leans over the desk in his fancy 
office). Profit is his aim. His circu-
lation isn’t high enough, he’s not 
pulling in enough dough, so he 
ups the price the helpless newsies 
have to pay.

Helpless? Not these spunky 
lads. Based on an actual 1899 
newsboy rebellion, the musical 
traces how the urchins bond and 
battle with a seemingly unbeat-

able foe.
They form, believe it or not, a 

union.
And they go on strike.
It was astonishing at the time, 

more than a hundred years ago, 
and it’s astonishing onstage now, 
for a different reason: the dancing, 
choreographed by Christopher 
Gattelli, blows you away. Marked 
by back-flips and front-flips, by 
cartwheels and somersaults, by 
high kicking and low spins, and 
by Baryshnikov-like ballet moves, 
it has a supercharged exuberance. 
Its young, grinning practitioners 
look like they’re having a great 

time. 
Director Jeff Calhoun has said 

of them, “These are the best danc-
ers in the country. The bar is so 
high – much higher than when I 
was a dancer. The kids just keep 
getting better and better.” 

This sounds like hyperbole un-
til you see the show.

Despite this, it’s a show I want-
ed more from. Its stage design, 
comprised of a giant erector-set 
of a structure that folds and un-
folds, doesn’t do much to evoke 
the story’s era; it’s too imposingly 

Photo by Deen Van Meer
Dancers perform in the road show of Newsies at the Orpheum Theater. 
The show, under the SHN auspices, plays in San Francisco through 
March 15.

Newsies somersaults into town

See NEWSIES on page 23

The current art exhibit of abstract painters Valerie Corvin of Pied-
mont and Heather Sawtelle of Oakland will continue at the Piedmont 
Center for the Arts, with gallery hours on Saturdays and Sundays from 
12 to 3 p.m.

Heather Sawtelle’s abstract art is 
now on display at the Piedmont 
Center for the Arts.

Artist Valerie Corvin in front of 
one of her works of art currently on 
display at the Center for the Arts.

Corvin-Sawtelle art exhibit 
continues at Center for the Arts

Theater review  
by Elizabeth Costello

Things are not going well in 
Thebes. Sure, the war is over, but 
it would be hard to find a better 
symbol of the futility of violence 
than that of two brothers on oppo-
site sides of the conflict killing one 
another. Eteocles and Polynieces 
have done just that, and to make 
matters worse, their uncle, the 
new king Kreon (Jason Wong), 
has declared that only Eteocles is 
worthy of burial. 

As the brothers’ upstart sis-
ter Antigone (Madeleine H.D. 
Brown) points out, the king has 
chosen his own law over that of 
the gods, who require that all the 
dead be buried, regardless of their 
political affiliations.

If you’re familiar with the 
tragedy that bears her name, you 
know that Antigone’s choice to 
act in accordance with a higher 
law and bury Polynieces does not 
lead to sunshine and roses. The 
Cutting Ball Theater’s fresh take 
on an old story of civil disobedi-
ence is a deep ride into the dark, 
but there is much pleasure to be 
had along the way. Part of the joy 
of this very fine piece of physical 
theater is Daniel Sullivan’s trans-

lation, which pours everyday En-
glish into clever rhythms and rep-
etition, making at times for some 
salty, tricky wordplay.

As Artistic Director Rob Mel-
rose notes in the playbill, this is 
not a literal translation as much as 
it is a scene-by-scene rendering of 
the original into language that is 
fresh and compelling for a con-
temporary audience. The tight en-
semble cast never missed a beat, 
using their training at a summer 
intensive at Poland’s highly re-
garded Grotowski Insitute to 
move and sing and speak with 
great skill and fluidity. Brown and 
Wong are among the standout per-
formers that also include Emma 
Jaster (Sentry, Eurydice, Boy) and 
Wiley Strasser (Haemon).

But my top vote goes to the 
chorus. Their heavy breathing 
during Tiresias’s (Paul Loper) 
warning to Kreon that the signs 
portend against his rigid rule was 
chilling, and their singing set the 
tone throughout the play. They are 
the voice of the people who are al-
ternately with and against the her-
oine and the king. Their change-
ability well reflects our fearful, 
fickle human ways. 
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Antigone (Madeline H.D. Brown, left) talks with her sister, Ismene 
(Hannah Donovan) in Cutting Ball Theater’s production of Antigone, 
playing through March 22 on Taylor Street in San Francisco.

Wonderful production of 
Antigone at Citting Ball

See ANTIGONE on page 25
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By Perry Kennan

Fifty years ago on reach-
ing the hallowed shores of the 
U.S.A., “This Beautiful Land,” 
(lyric #1), it was my good fortune 
to spend a week in New York, 
long enough to see eight perfor-
mances of six Broadway shows: 
The Roar of the Greasepaint, the 
Smell of the Crowd with its eigh-
teen delightful songs, starring 
Anthony Newley and Cyril Rich-
ard, was attended three times in 
the space of seven days, the third 
time admittedly in a greater state 
of sobriety than the previous two, 
“That’s What It Is To Be Young” 
(lyric #12). 

Last week while sitting at 
home in Belmont, “Feeling 
Good” (lyric #14), basking in 70- 
degree sunshine and reminiscing 
over so many wonderful  “Things 
To Remember” (lyric #4) in my 
life, a light bulb in my aged cra-
nium lit up. Why not search for 
The Roar of the Greasepaint, the 
Smell of the Crowd on YouTube. 
(Alas, the musical never made it 
to the silver screen). 

After enjoying 14 minutes of 
Anthony Newley and Sammy Da-
vis Jr. duets on YouTube (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=cY-
idEbwudQY), another light bulb 
flicked on. Maybe some amateur 
production of the musical might 
currently be running somewhere 
in the U.S. Within seconds, 
thanks to Google, there it was.

Manhattanville College’s De-
partment of Music and Dance in 
Purchase, New York, had sched-
uled four performances through 
February 2. Next question (for this 
transplanted Californian): “Where 
the hell is Purchase?” 

The long and the short of it was 
that by hopping on a transcon-
tinental flight, courtesy of some 
accrued airline miles, for a week-
end trip to the Big Apple and tak-
ing a 30 minute Metro Line train 
ride from Grand Central to White 
Plains in Westchester County, 
there I was seated front row in the 
College’s quaint Little Theatre.

The effort was well worth it. 
Stage and Musical Director Mark 
Cherry’s youthful and energetic, 
well-honed cast sang and danced 

wonderfully. Their enthusiasm 
and enjoyment in so doing was in-
fectious. As to the accomplished 
two lead actors, Nicholas Barbera 
mastered the role of the despica-
ble Sir, with underdog Cocky por-
trayed magnificently by Christo-
pher Pecci. 

And here I am, still singing the 
lyrics back in California four days 
later.

Moral: Do something crazy 
once in a while, you might actu-
ally enjoy yourself. After all, you 
only live once. 

Perry Kennan, a former Pied-
mont resident, was an opera critic 
for the Piedmont Post for 10 years 
under the column title, The Stand-
ing Critic.

Familiar Piedmont guitar 
teacher and performer Mitch Pol-
zak and his long time student, 
Will Thacher, recently released 
“Monticello Tracks”, a bluegrass 
CD. The duo will celebrate the 
release with a performance at the 
Piedmont Center for the Arts on 
Saturday, March 14 at 7:30 p.m. 

The evening will feature tracks 
from their recording as well as 
other pieces the two have played 
together over the past five years. 
Vance Ehlers, will join on the up-
right bass.

Polzak, best known for his 
Rockabilly music group, The Roy-
al Deuces, began giving Thacher 
guitar lessons when he was in 
sixth grade. Over the years, they 
have played songs from The Beat-
les to Tony Rice to Benny Good-
man, and everything in between. 

Over many sessions in the 
Thacher living room the two have 
developed a tight coordination 

and intuitive anticipation of what 
the other will play next. 

The album name is based upon 
Will’s street, Monticello Avenue, 
where the music evolved. Monti-

cello Tracks is a natural product 
of two players who love music and 
want to share their unique style 
with their friends, family, and 
fans. 

Mitch Polzak, Will Thacher 
CD release party at PCA March 14

The great lengths some will go to enjoy live theater
Doing something crazy: transcontinental flight for college theater

The simple but effective set 
includes two giant photographic 
projections of Eteocles (Daniel 
Larlham) and Polynieces (An-
thony Nikolchev). Although they 
don’t appear in the play itself, 
their silent presence throughout 
frames the action beautifully – a 
pair of human faces staring at one 
another, a self and an other who 
cannot live together in peace. 

This Antigone is a marvelous 
meditation on the laws we make 
and how they might serve or doom 
us, one and all, It it is also a great 
pleasure to watch

Antigone plays through March 
22 at Cutting Ball Theater, 277 
Taylor Street, San Francisco. For 
tickets e-mail: info@cuttingball.
com or call 415-292-4700.

Antigone
Continued from page 21
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Theater review by Gloria 
Lawler

A huge “Mazel tov!” to the 
production team and talented 
cast of Youth Musical Theater 
Company (YMTC) for a mag-
nificent rendition of Fiddler on 
the Roof. On opening night, the 
crowd snapped to attention at 
the sound of the show’s famed 
theme, “Tradition,” and their at-
tention never wavered. 

The music comes quietly at 
first, from the fiddler (Christina 
Owens) balanced on a rooftop. 
As the fiddler plays, the show’s 
central character, Tevye (Ethan 
Ostrow), explains to the audi-
ence how the Jews of Anatevka, 

Russia, keep their balance while 
trying to survive under the 
most difficult conditions. They 
embrace religious and cultural 
traditions, which dictate many 
parameters of everyday life and 
offer certainty in a world of tur-
moil. 

The music blooms as a 
26-piece orchestra conducted 
by Music Director Eric Flat-
en accompanies the full cast 
in a brilliant choral account of 
their traditions. This prologue 
sets the stage for a story both 
heart-warming and painful. 

The story takes place in 
1905, the eve of the Russian 

Ethan Ostrow as Tevye and Lee Cash Chisholm as Hodel in the current 
YMTC production of Fiddler on the Roof.

Mazel Tov for YMTC’s 
Fiddler on the Roof

Photos by David I. Greenberg
Anatevka villagers sing “Tradition,” the prologue to Fiddler on the 
Roof, playing through March 1 at El Cerrito Performing Arts Theater. 
Pictured are Ariel Tenenbaum (left), Zoë Horowitz, Aya Newman, 
Shayla Lawler and Jessica Stumpf.

See FIDDLER on page 32


