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rical form of opera on twenty-first-century theatre. 
Opera, for Aucoin, is not dead—no more than Whit-
man himself is. The instant ovation that followed the 
performance—applause that sounded more loudly 
for the opera’s composer/conductor than it did for 
Crossing’s singers—demonstrated that this twenty-
first-century audience has been waiting, perhaps 
even impatiently, for someone to say exactly that.

AARON C. THOMAS
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OKLAHOMA! Music by Richard Rodgers. Book 
and lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II. Directed 
by Daniel Fish. Bard Summerscape, Luma 
Theater, Annandale-on-Hudson, New York. 
27 June 2015. 

Ted Chapin, the President and Executive Direc-
tor of the agency that maintains the rights to the 
Rodgers and Hammerstein estates, repeated the 
sentiment of many theatre historians in his program 
note accompanying the production: that Oklahoma! 
represented a stylistic, musical, and choreographic 
revolution when it premiered in 1943. But Chapin 
moves his argument into the present, claiming that 
modern-day directors should take precisely the same 
sort of gambles with Rodgers and Hammerstein’s 
revered canon. If the successes of Daniel Fish’s 
radically reimagined production are any indication, 
Chapin’s company may feel empowered to let other 
directors tinker with these works in the future. By 
opting for a simple chamber version rather than a 
lavish staging, Fish and his collaborators allowed 
the source material to speak to a contemporary audi-
ence. Cutting the cast to nine, scaling the orchestra-
tions down for six musicians, and introducing an 
unconventional and intimate performance space, 
Fish’s production placed particular emphasis on the 
tense relationship between the frontier community’s 
social mores and the urgent complications of teen-
age sexual awakening. 

Set designer Laura Jellinek, adapting John Conk-
lin’s original concept from Fish’s 2007 workshop 
production of the musical, shrunk the black box into 
a tiny rectangle of untreated plywood. Audience 
members entered the space and found the floors 
and walls paneled with unfinished planks, an in-
stant metaphor for the rough-hewn Oklahoma Ter-
ritory. Along the outside walls two concentric rows 
of wooden chairs and tables built atop sawhorses 
awaited audience members. Decorated with garish 
tinsel in outdated disco colors, the space evoked a 
recreation hall or fraternal lodge from a half-century 
ago. Strips of white butcher paper served as the only 

barriers between the tables and strategically placed 
slow cookers full of chili, which continued to sim-
mer and gently perfumed the theatre throughout the 
first act. At intermission, audience members feasted 
on a family-style meal featuring the chili, wedges 
of cornbread, and plastic cups of instant lemonade, 
often having to ask their neighbors for help with 
serving. This communal meal functioned as more 
than a gimmick, filling the narrative gap between 
the musical’s two acts and allowing the audience to 
physically experience the potluck that immediately 
precedes the second act’s fateful auction. 

Because the space was so cramped and the actors 
often utilized the audience’s tables as playing spac-
es, lighting designer Scott Zielinski opted to keep 
the audience fully lit for much of the performance. 
This produced a profound pleasure for me dur-
ing the preview performance I attended: watching 
the rest of the audience tap their toes to Rodgers’s 
classic tunes and grin at Hammerstein’s one-liners. 
The book scenes played wonderfully in this cozy 
setting, and Daniel Kluger’s new bluegrass orches-
trations allowed the well-worn score to be heard 
anew. The twangy strains of banjo, mandolin, and 
pedal steel guitar introduced a new musical idiom 
that often dovetailed beautifully with Rodgers’s 
melodies, proving most successful in soaring bal-
lads like “The Surrey with the Fringe on the Top” 
and “People Will Say We’re in Love.” When Damon 
Daunno’s sexually magnetic, cowboy-crooner Curly 
began the performance by walking onstage with an 
acoustic guitar, accompanying himself for the open-
ing strains of “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’,” Lau-
rey (Amber Gray), Aunt Eller (Mary Testa), and the 
audience found themselves instantly smitten. Yet, 
while the bluegrass arrangements were one of this 
production’s strongest departures from the source 
material, they proved less successful in up-tempo 
group numbers drawn from Rodgers’s background 
in operetta like “It’s a Scandal! It’s an Outrage!” and 
“Many a New Day.” Forced to divide the complex 

The company and audience consider Amber Gray 
(Laurey) in Oklahoma! (Photo: Cory Weaver.)
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harmonies among just nine voices, Kluger’s arrange-
ment sacrificed much of the choral grandeur in the 
musical’s title song. 

But the production’s strongest deviation came 
in cutting Agnes de Mille’s original dances, which 
are often recreated for revivals. With a tiny playing 
space and no ensemble to populate the dance num-
bers, John Heginbotham’s choreography became 
utilitarian and simplistic. The energy of de Mille’s 
sprawling company hoofing for “Kansas City” was 
replaced with a few bars of Will Parker (James Pat-
rick Davis) circling the stage alone or with Aunt 
Eller in tow. Instead of a dozen or more women 
fusing ballet and modern dance together in “Many 
a New Day,” Heginbotham’s staging featured the 
only three other female characters available standing 
alongside Laurey and suggestively snapping cobs of 
corn. The production’s least successful scene was an 
unconventional version of de Mille and Rodgers’s 
famous “Dream Ballet.” After cutting the Overture 
and Entre’acte, Fish moved the iconic scene to the 
start of the second act. The previous acoustic energy 
of the orchestra was pumped through digital-effect 
filters and became dissonant and discordant. When 
the cast finally entered the stage toward the end 
of the number, they stood perfectly still in place, 
silently and obstinately refusing to dance. The ap-
proach placed new emphasis on Rodgers’s score and 
the reprisals of the first act’s melodies, but failed to 
develop the individual character trajectories.

Played in the twenty-first century for an audience 
that was quite literally placed within the action, the 
sexual coquetry and euphemism of Hammerstein’s 
scenes often fell away. With the entire cast onstage 
for most of the production, many of the intimate 
scenes between the young lovers became frank and 
explicit points of discussion for the community. 
Allison Strong abandoned much of the standard 
naiveté in her interpretation of Ado Annie, grin-
ning and glaring at her beloved Will Parker as she 
described the sexual advances of her suitors in “I 
Cain’t Say No!” As she sat on the lap of Ali Hakim 
(played without the usual accent or shtick by Benj 
Mirman) and negotiated the erotic details of their 
honeymoon, her father sat just a few feet away, 
gritting his teeth and slamming down his can of 
beer. The production’s final trial scene, where the 
speedy consummation of Curly’s new marriage is 
privileged over the legal process, best showcased 
the contrasting sexual attitudes of the two genera-
tions. If Fish’s feel-good distillation of the musical 
emphasized one pointed critique, it was the older 
characters’ simultaneous and conflicting desires to 
regulate and revel in young lust and sex. By placing 
the audience within the dramatic conflict spatially, 
the production invited them to join in this exercise 
of prurient community voyeurism.

SEAN BARTLEY
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 EDWARD FOOTE. By Phillip DePoy. Directed 
by Chris Coleman. Alliance Theatre, Hertz 
Stage, Atlanta. 18 April 2015.

The sounds of thunder and wind enveloped audi-
ence members as they entered the Alliance Theatre’s 
Hertz Stage to see local playwright Phillip DePoy’s 
Edward Foote. Steeped in the Southern gothic genre, 
DePoy’s play is a fusion of religious fanaticism, 
ghost story, and revenge tragedy set within southern 
Appalachia. Edward Foote capitalizes on the Ameri-
can South’s fascination with this rural region and, 
in performance, produced an evocative tension be-
tween its mythic and material qualities. This tension 
was brought forth via the plot, staging, and design 
choices of the Alliance’s production.

As suggested by the title, DePoy’s play retells 
the Oedipus narrative with a mysterious stranger, 
presumed to be the good-for-nothing Edward Foote, 
who comes to a backwoods religious community to 
stop the marriage of the fanatical preacher, Reece, to 
his unknowing daughter, Nigella. The tight structure 
of DePoy’s play revolves around the stranger, whose 
actual name is Ray Earl, entering the isolated com-
munity on the eve of the wedding between Reece 
and Nigella. Ultimately, the ceremony is interrupted 
as the audience learns that Reece had raped Nige-
lla’s mother—the anxious and angry Mrs. Nevins 
(performed powerfully by Bethany Anne Lind)—
and that the preacher is his betrothed’s father. The 
drama ends with the community turning on Reece, 
as Nigella, aided by her mother, slits the throat of 
the preacher, thus ending his fanatical control over 
their lives. While Earl is mistakenly called “Edward 
Foote” in reference to Oedipus Rex (“Swollen Foot”), 
it is Nigella whose incest and patricide most strongly 
manifests Sophocles’ myth. 

To bring Edward Foote to life, the acting company 
and the director, Chris Coleman, used authentic, 
aural details, including Appalachian pronuncia-
tion and the use of live, traditional music. From 
their work with dialect coach Elisa Carlson, the 
cast transported the audience from the downtown 
Atlanta locale of the Alliance to their imagined Ap-
palachian community through a hard “r” in words 
like “far” and the repeated mountain pronuncia-
tion of “Daddy” as “Day-dee.” The cast was aided 
by the contributions of DePoy in rehearsal, who in 
addition to writing the script, also served as music 
director and included live shape-note music in the 
production. Shape-note singing, which began in 
the United States in the early nineteenth century, 
is both a musical tradition of social singing and a 
way of notating music by adding distinct shapes to 
each note head to easily indicate pitch to singers in 
rural church and community settings. 




