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Two Ashland plays successful 
Reviews by Dorothy Velasco 

Curse of the 

Starving Class 
Sam Shepard does not write 

likable plays. His characters aren’t 
nice and his plots aren’t pleasant. 
This isn’t entertainment in the 

standard sense, but there is so 

much theatricality in Shepard’s 
plays, and such a strong look at 
the dark side of life, that the ter- 

ritory is worth exploring. 
Curse of the Starving Class, now 

playing at the Oregon Shakespear- 
ean Festival, offers a disturbing 
glimpse of Shepard’s grim world 
view. The action takes place at the 
rundown Tate homestead, an 
avocado farm in California. The 

Tates aren’t poor enough to be 
starving, but by their inability to 
function in a normal manner, there 

is rarely any food in the house. 
The lack of food is apparently 
real, but even more important is 
the lack of social nourishment. 

These people are starving for self- 
hood, for the dignity of valued 
lives. 
We might sympathize with them 

more if they demonstrated any 
admirable qualities, but since all 
of them are unlikable, it’s difficult 
to care whether they improve or 
even whether they live or die. At 
times we almost feel for Wesley 
the son, at other times we almost 
care about Weston the father, but 
they both inevitably earn our dis- 
gust rather than our sympathy. The 
mother and daughter are even less 
worthy of compassion. Shepard 
has never written a mother role 
that is not an absolute monster. 

In spite of the characters, the 
play is compelling, partly because 
of the physicality of the action. 
Shepard is a master at using real 
props and actions to create an 

atmosphere of menace. When 
Weston brings home food he fills 
the empty refrigerator with prickly 
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artichokes. A live lamb onstage 

gives a sense of real life and real 

vulnerability. Food is strewn about 
the floor and the refrigerator door 
is left open, actions that grate 
against our ingrained habits. 

Director Andrew Traister, 
formerly of Oregon Repertory 
Theatre and recently named Artis- 
tic Director of Alaska Rep, has 

guided a strong cast through 
demanding roles. Dan Kremer as 
Weston, Caren Graham as Ella his 

wife, Richard Howard as Wesley 
the son, and Kimberly Patton as 
Emma the daughter are all des- 
perate, all doomed. The minor 

characters, among them former 

Eugene actors Bill Geisslinger and 
Bill Ritchie, are hardly needed to 
destroy this self-destructive lot. 

In the program notes Sam 

Shepard states, “I try to go into 
parts of myself that are unknown. 
Catharsis is getting rid of 
something. I'm not looking to get 
rid of it; I’m looking to find it. 
I’m not doing this in order to vent 
demons. I want to shake hands 
with them.” In this production of 
Curse of the Starving Class, 
Shepard not only shakes hands 
with demons but allows them the 
run of the house. 

The Shoemakers’ Holiday 
The prologue of The Shoe- 

makers 
’ 

Holiday explains that the 
play was written merely for mirth. 
A play that exists only to offer fun 
needs no apology if it provides the 
promised fun, and the current pro- 
duction at the Oregon Shakes- 
pearean Festival does just that. 

The Shoemakers ’ Holiday, a 
comedy by Thomas Dekker first 
performed in 1599, is a charming 
entertainment that offers a rare and j 
democratic view of the strengths of 
the middle class and the working 
classes of that era. Rowland Lacy, 
a nobleman, is in love with Rose 

Otley, daughter of the Lord Mayor 
of London, a middle class mer- 
chant. Their families disapprove of 
the match, and to be near his love 

Lacy disguises himself as a Dutch 
shoemaker apprenticed to Simon 
Eyre, a merry and highly success- 
ful businessman. Simon and his 
wife aspire to greatness, and even- 
tually he becomes the new Lord 
Mayor of London, admired even 
by the King of England. 
Meanwhile, young Lacy is no 

snob, and he enjoys rollicking good 
times with the other shoemakers, 
and lusty good times with his Rose 
as they plan to elope. 

Director Jerry Turner fills out 
the light script with plenty of hap- 
py action, without resorting to 
excessive corn. Thomas Dekker 
wrote more than 40 plays, and he 
played with words adeptly. When 
Lacy pretends to be Dutch, the 
bilingual byplay is fast and joyful. 
Simon Eyre could fill a book with 
the epithets he slings at his wife, 
and one of his assistants, named 
Firk, often threatens to “firk you.’’ 
William McKereghan as Simon 

Eyre leads a solid cast, notably 
Dante DiLoreto as Rowland Lacy, 
the disguised nobleman, Douglas 
Markkanen as the ever-twitching 
Firk, Caren Graham as Simon’s 
ambitious wife, and Sheryl Taub 
as the eager Rose Otley. Ursula 
Meyer is a delight as Sybil the 
maid. To warn Rose of danger she 
displays a whole repertoire of ex- 
uberant antics, even pretending to 
sweep the floor while sprinting 
across the stage. 
Costume designer Claudia 

Everett provides plenty of laughter 
with her humorous costumes, 
especially a pair of ridiculous plat- 
form shoes for Caren Graham and 

exaggerated codpieces for the men. 
The Shoemakers’ Holiday is not a 
deep play (even Shakespeare’s 
lightest creations have far more 
thematic resonance), but it is sup- 

prisingly realistic for its era. The 
humor is still fresh, thanks in part 
to a liberal sprinkling of contem- 
porary puns added by the director. 

[Dorothy Velasco's reviews can be 
heard on The Ashland Report pro- 
duced by D. Roberts and airing on 
KLCC-FM’s Morning Edition and 
Sunday Morning programs.] 
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