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Making the political personal

Lillian Heilman s “  Watch on the Rhine”  at age forty-five 
retains its immediacy; the New Rose production is taut, polished.

B Y R O D G E R L A  R S O N

J ust before my birthday last year I
went downtown to a used book store 
and bought a copy of Life published 

the day I was bom in the early 1940s. I was 
fascinated by the magazine — not only by 
the new s stories, photo essays, and feature 
articles, but also by the ads, the products 
and the graphic style.

Something in the New Rose Theater’s 
production of Lillian Heilman’s play 
Watch on the Rhine reminded me of my 
birthday magazine. This is a play set in 
1940; the spirit and sense of the time is 
captured, but in this case what the audi
ence sees is not nostalgia.

Lillian Heilman was a powerful writer 
and creative dramatist. In Watch on the 
Rhine she has skillfully made political 
ideas personal. The story is about commit
ment and the struggle against evil. And 
while there is no easy optimism in the 
play's ending, there is a strong sense that a 
person’s choices do matter; that we can 
make a difference.

Crystal Visions:
A Way of Personal 
and Planetary Peace

learning to work with the urgent v of the times and 
t reate a viable and peat etui hie is the t hallenge of the 
'80s W e will tot us on ways ot transforming the mind 
of separation into the mind of unity W hen we realize 
ourselves as t onnected individuals we t an develop the 
means to t reate peate within ourselves, our families 
and throughout the world

Friday, February 13th
At the Echo Theater 

1515 SE 37th 
8 pm
$5.00

Lovers & Warriors:
Integrating Compassion 
and Action

Ivrry human hem# has many la« els or asp«-» ts ot 
self (  >tten these aspei ts seem i ontlu ter) and we 
struggle with an either/or position The most i hal- 
lenging integration is the synthesis ot the lemale and 
male polarities In this workshop we will look at ways 
(I t I  elehrating both our radiant anti ret let live 
tgjalilies v ) that our hearts are open and our at lions 
are iTear and purposeful 

We will draw upon a variety ot let hntques 
mt lotting guided visualizations, movement anti 
theater exert ises meditation, fountil sharing

Saturday, February 14
PSU Smith Center 

2nd Floor 
Portland 

10 am to 4 pm 
Call to register: 
Phoenix Rising 

1-223-8299

shuli (,oodman. M A  
Pxyt bother aprst, 

humorist and ritual 
maker

Diane Vianet hild. M.A. 
Teat her and Author 
ot Mother Wit and 
CrysUl Irsrons
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benefits

Phoenix Rising
Foundation

Watch on the Rhine is refreshing in its 
directness. There is very little theatrical 
trickery and no attempt to disturb the illu
sion that we, the audience, are watching a 
bit of real life as it unfolds. The story 
begins as Sara Muller returns to her 
mother’s elegant home near Washington, 
D.C., after an absence of twenty years. 
Her husband, Kurt, a German, and their 
three children are with her. They have fled 
the war raging in Europe and are seeking 
sanctuary in America. Sara’s mother, 
Fanny, has already opened her house to 
two other refugees, Teck and Marthe De 
Brancovis, who are poverty stricken mem
bers of the Romanian nobility. Sara’s 
brother, David, is also on the scene. He 
lives with his mother on the comfortable 
family estate.

It is not long before tensions develop 
between the European guests. Teck, the 
Romanian, has been cultivating the friend
ship of some pro-Nazi colleagues. Kurt, 
the German, is an outspoken anti-fascist 
with a mysterious past. Their American 
hostess watches in dismay as the wars of a

Vana O’Brien as Sara and Ted Roisum as Kurt in New Rose Theater’s production of 
Watch on the Rhine.

distant continent invade her living room.
Fanny will not remain a spectator for 

long. By the end of the play she will be 
involved in the struggle. By that time Kurt 
will have been exposed as a member of the 
anti-Nazi resistance and Teck will have 
shown his true colors as a Nazi sympa
thizer. Kurt will have been forced to 
choose between the safety and comfort of 
his American sanctuary and a renewed 
commitment to a seemingly hopeless 
struggle. His choice will deeply affect the 
lives of all the characters in the play.

Heilman’s play is not subtle; it is not a 
study in shades of grey. The good guys are 
very, very good and the bad guys are 
thoroughly evil. As the naive Americans’ 
eyes are opened they have to choose sides. 
There is no question about which side is 
the right one. Such clear lines of demarca
tion are a source of the play’s strength. It 
becomes a call to arms, a summons to join 
the struggle.

On the other hand there is a question that 
occurs to me as I watch this play from the 
early forties in the present, the late eigh
ties. Do I have such choices to make? 
Certainly we gay men and lesbians are

called upon to struggle against racism and 
sexism and homophobia, but can the fight 
against such abstractions inspire the same 
sort of passionate commitment as the 
battle against hordes of goose-stepping 
Nazis? Surely our present struggles pose 
less of a threat to life and limb than Kurt’s 
did. Perhaps when the enemy is amor
phous and ill-defined it becomes so much 
more difficult to maintain a sense of 
urgency, a sense of fervor.

The New Rose Theater is to be com
mended for bringing us Watch on the 
Rhine. The directing is taut and polished 
and the acting is excellent. Ted Roisum’s 
performance as Kurt is extremely effec
tive. Jeremy Whelan’s portrayal of the evil 
Teck makes the Romanian seem so loathe- 
some that even the act of smoking a 
cigarette inspires hatred. Vana O’Brien, 
too, puts in a fine performance as Sara, a 
woman who is tom between a desire for 
security and the political commitment she 
shares with her husband. The three children 
are also quite good, especially David 
Folsom, who plays the Muller’s preco
cious, slogan-spouting younger son. •
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