THEATER

hen I last checked in with Brian Haimbach, writer, actor, and
head of the theater program at Lane Community College, it
was February 2016, and he was about to premiere his one-
man show, How to Be a Sissy.

I couldn’t give it away in print then, but can happily ad-
mit now that I was in on a little secret. At the close of the show last year,
Haimbach was going to propose to his longtime partner, Vincent Mays.

“I got down on one knee,” Haimbach says. “And said, ‘Now that we
can — I think we should.””

Well, it worked — Mays accepted. And now, in addition to planning his
wedding this summer, Haimbach is taking Sissy to the granddaddy of them
all, the world-famous Edinburgh Fringe.

Founded in 1947, the Edinburgh Festival Fringe is the world’s largest
arts festival. In 2016, the festival spanned 25 days and featured 50,266
performances of 3,269 shows in 294 venues.

“Every nook and cranny of that city becomes a theater during that
month,” Haimbach says. “It’s a madhouse.”

Haimbach sought support to present at the Fringe from the Oregon Arts
Commission’s Individual Artist granting program, and he learned this win-
ter that his project was selected.

“The Fringe is the most visible theater festival in the world,” Haimbach
says. “I don’t know what did the trick, but I'm grateful. I feel extremely lucky.”

Haimbach will be at the Fringe for the whole month of August. And he
won’t be idle.

“I’m performing every day, once per day, for 26 days,” he says.

He has secured a venue, but the audience is not guaranteed. In fact, at
the Fringe, Haimbach will have to hustle to get butts in seats.

“I’ll be busking all day long — handing out flyers,” he says with a laugh.
But he’s serious. “And I have to run my own tech,” he adds.

“Getting this grant has been such a boost to my confidence — that peo-
ple believe in me,” Haimbach says. “This is a one-person production, self-
directed, and I’m looking forward to doing it day after day, to seeing how
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it settles into itself.”

How to Be a Sissy explores Haimbach’s experience growing up gay.

“You have to tell your story — that’s it,” Haimbach says. “It’s only though
telling our stories that we’re going to recognize each other’s humanity.”

For Haimbach, theater affords the opportunity to create empathy.

“This is what I’ve gone through, this is how I responded to it. Theater
does that better than any other art form,” Haimbach says. “But I am a the-
ater guy.” — Rachael Carnes

How to Be a Sissy plays 7 pm June 29 at the Wayward Lamb. Or you can fly to Edinburgh
during the month of August to see Haimbach'’s world tour.

MASOCHISM IS AS MASOCHISM DOES

Sex and sexism collide in OCT's excellent, if challenging, production

of David Ives’ Venus in Fur

ven now, several days after seeing it, digesting
it and churning it all over in my mind, I find I'm
having a mixed response to Oregon Contemporary
Theatre’s current production of Venus in Fur, David
Ives’ two-person play-within-a-play based on Leo-
pold von Sacher-Masoch’s 1870 novel of the same name.

Of several things, however, I am certain. The produc-
tion itself is magnificent, revealing once again the sure
touch of director Craig Willis as an elegant and economical
manager of dramatic tension.

More important, the acting is divine. This vicious little
chamber piece of a play essentially spools out as one long
erotic téte-a-téte between the sexes: Thomas, the haughty
playwright-director who has adapted Sacher-Masoch’s
masochistic work, and Vanda, the seemingly flighty and
Brooklyn-trashy actress who muscles her way into an audi-
tion for the lead role.

The demanding part of Vanda, which calls for quick and
sophisticated transformations in tone and character, is an
actor’s dream role, and Inga R. Wilson launches herself
into it with grace and furious energy. Her performance is a
tour-de-force, at times literally breathtaking.

Joseph Workman, so good in OCT’s recent production
of Melancholy Play, is also strong in the role of Thomas,
though, compared to Vanda, he’s given much less to work
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with. And here, precisely, is where the play itself seems to
undermine its own significant artistry.

For the first, say, two-thirds of Venus in Fur, the interac-
tion between Vanda and Thomas is exquisitely rendered, a
compelling and hilarious back-and-forth that is fraught with
sexual and psychological ambiguity, equal parts seduction
and battle. As Vanda reads for her part, she flips back and forth
between naiveté and supreme confidence, even dominance.

For his part, Thomas is perpetually thrown back on his
heels, as he questions both his own assumptions about Van-
da and the true nature of her identity. Unfortunately, as the
play progresses, his character becomes less and less subtle,
more and more two-dimensional, until at last he is turned
into a strawman — a parody of infantilized masculinity.

George Orwell pointed out that all art is, at bottom,
political, but not all politics makes good art. To be sure,
there’s much to be said about male aggression and female
subjugation, but it reveals a failure of faith — perhaps,
even, the most insidious kind of sexism — to stack the
decks in such an obvious way.

By slowly but relentlessly reducing the character of
Thomas to slapstick chauvinism and misogynistic truisms
(the Thelma & Louise maneuver) while at the same time
elevating Vanda to the status of an avenging angel, utterly
free of fault, the playwright plays to the cheap seats, elicit-
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ing millennial cheers from an audience afraid to question
the difference between feminism and male-bashing (and
none cheering more than the men, as they glance askance
for approval from the women ...).

In overcoming one error, a fool often rushes to its oppo-
site, and it sometime seems that the ideological arrogance of
the left has bled into intolerance and caricature, the enemies
of art. Ives is a supremely talented playwright, sharp with
dialogue and riotously funny, but I fear that, in so arduously
placing his bull’s-eye, he shoots himself in the foot. The
whole thing turns mean-spirited and pandering. The gun in
the first act misfires in the last, figuratively speaking.

Am I dismissing this production? Not in the least. Far be it
from me to make up your mind for you. In fact, I thoroughly
enjoyed Venus in Fur: It’s enthralling, mesmerizing at times,
witty and adroit. I was laughing right along with everybody
else. It wasn’t until the whole thing was over that T paused
and thought, “Now, wait a minute. ...” — Rick Levin

Venus in Fur plays through June 10 at Oregon Contemporary Theatre;
$20-$30, tickets at 541-465-1506 or octheatre.org.




