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Actors put some life in SF Playhouse’s Party
Chad Jones 1 comment Amy Glazer, Julia Brothers, local theater, plays, Remi Sandri, SF Playhouse, Susi
Damilano, theater review
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Light my fire: Bev (Susi Damilano, far left) and Tony (Patrick Kelly Jones) grind into some dirty dancing,
while Laurence (Remi Sandri, center) and Sue (Julia Brothers) keep things a little more polite in the San
Francisco Playhouse production of Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party. Below: the revelers of Abigail’s Party, from
left, Allison Jean White, Jones, Brothers, Damilano and Sandri. Photos by Jessica Palopoli
If you’ve seen a Mike Leigh movie, the conversational rhythms and that true-to-life quality of nothing
happening/everything happening will seem familiar on stage in Abigail’s Party, a play Leigh devised in 1978
with the help of his actors (Leigh is famous for improvising scripts). Though not nearly as substantial or
illuminating as some of Leigh’s best movies – Life Is Sweet, Secrets and Lies, Another Year – Abigail’s Party
has some delightful gin-soaked moments as an older couple and a younger couple mix it up Virginia Woolfstyle under the wary (and woozy) eye of a neighbor who would probably rather be anywhere but this party.
At San Francisco Playhouse, director Amy Glazer and her quintet of actors is working wonders with the
subtext in Leigh’s script, finding laughs that perhaps Leigh never even knew about. There’s a manic energy to

this two-hour production that intensifies with each gin and tonic (for the ladies) or rum and Coke (for the nearly
monosyllabic gentleman) or whiskey (for the host). While this can be very entertaining, especially each time
the hostess grabs an empty (or nearly empty) glass from someone’s hand and gives them a “little top-up”
whether they want it or not, it’s also a little unsettling, which is as it should be.
We’re on Richmond Road in a London suburb. As designed by Bill English, the living room/dining
room/kitchen set evokes the late ’70s so perfectly you may feel time travel really is possible.
Beverly (Susi Damilano) and Laurence (Remi Sandri) are hosting a little neighborhood soiree. Their guests
are the new couple in the ‘hood, Angela (Allison Jean White) and Patrick Kelly Jones), and Sue (Julia
Brothers), whose teenage daughter is having a rowdy party a few houses down where mom is distinctly
unwelcome. With her blond hair in a Farrah-like flip and a bright green dress cut down to here (terrific
costumes are by Tatjana Genser), Bev is raring for a good time. Laurence is preoccupied with work, and poor
Sue, an uncomfortable divorcee, is worried about her daughter (the unseen Abigail of the title), her home and
her ability to withstand an evening with her neighbors.

Sweet-natured, gabby Angela is game for anything and never minds Bev’s constant “topping-up” of her G&T,
while Tony grunts an occasional word and makes no move to dissuade Bev from her flagrant flirtation with
him. Laurence can’t help but notice the devouring looks being shared between Tony and his wife, and rather
than address the situation directly, he reacts in passive-aggressive, wounded-ego ways that only intensify his
indigestion.
The party is all fun and games for a while as the booze flows, the cigarettes turn to ash and social formalities
begin disintegrating.
The entire cast is wonderful, but Brothers all but steals the show as practically silent Sue. Brothers can say
more with a look than anyone else on stage, and she’s brilliant at conveying British reserve and good manners
underscored by fear, loathing and utter disgust. It would be hard to tear your eyes away from Brothers if White
weren’t so wonderful as Angela. Her accent is spot on, and though Angela can be annoying (you begin to
understand why her husband is such a withdrawn caveman), she’s well intentioned and harmless – and in
White’s capable hands, hilarious.
When the play decides to veer in a dramatic direction, it goes there in a hurry, and the inevitable hangover the

next morning arrives early…and hammers hard. Director Glazer has modulated her production in such a way
that the shift in tone isn’t a complete surprise. There are dark, serious currents to even the most frivolous scenes
early on (Damilano is especially good conveying the nasty edge to the comedy), so when this party is over, you
feel like the revelers are actually getting the evening they deserve.
FOR MORE INFORMATION
Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party continues through July 6 at the San Francisco Playhouse, 450 Post St., San
Francisco. Tickets are $30-$100. Call 415-677-9596 or visit www.sfplayhouse.org.
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Thanks, Chad! And for the kudos on the set. Time travel is possible but maybe to an era with better taste.
That wallpaper. Oy vey!

Leave a Reply
Name (required)
Mail (will not be published) (required)
Website

Submit Comment

Recent Posts
What you should know about Impact’s What Every Girl Should Know
Personal is political in Aurora’s fiery Revolution
Wesla Whitfield’s dazzling Street of Dreams
Bonnie & Clyde live (and die) by the Shotgun (Players)
TheatreWorks’ shining Desert Cities
Good People is good theater at Marin Theatre Co.
Drag, disco, divas and – surprise – delight in Priscilla

Follow Theater Dogs on Facebook!

Follow this blog

Blogroll
Alert Nerd
Chloe Veltman's Voicebox and more
CounterPULSE blog
Dark Knight Dramaturgy
Dino-Ray Ramos’ A Finer Dandy
Peter Sinn Nachtrieb's Blog
Prince Gomolvilas' Bamboo Nation
Sam Hurwitt's The Idiolect
SF Bay Discounts
The Backstage Door
The Broadway Critic
Theatre Bay Area Chatterbox
Tim Bauer's Direct Address

Playbill
Spider-Man Alternate Justin Matthew Sargent Graduates to Broadway's Newest Superhero
PHOTO CALL: NYU Steinhardt Program Presents Marvin Hamlisch's Sweet Smell of Success Sept. 1214
PHOTO CALL: A Look at Ethan Coen's Women Or Nothing at Atlantic Theater Company
PLAYBILL.COM'S BRIEF ENCOUNTER With Eric Simonson on Lombardi and Bronx Bombers
ON THE RECORD: "A Little Night Music" (Soundtrack) and the 1961 Revue Seven Come Eleven
PLAYBILL VAULT'S Today in Theatre History: SEPTEMBER 15
Old Jews Telling Jokes Ends Off-Broadway Run Sept. 15
Barry Manilow's Harmony Musical, With Tony Yazbeck, Will Blum, Leigh Ann Larkin and More,
Opens Sept. 15
Reeve Carney Flies Out of Spider-Man Sept. 15; New Superhero Will Be Announced at Curtain Call

Playbill Poll: What Should Lea Michele's Next Broadway Musical Role Be? Readers Respond

NY Times Arts Beat
A New Spider-Man on Broadway
‘Murder for Two’ Finds a New Home
Toronto Video: Errol Morris on ‘The Unknown Known’
‘Insidious: Chapter 2’ Has Strong Start
Popcast: ‘Money,’ ‘Y.M.C.A.’ and the Blurred Lines of Song Ownership

Search Theater Dogs
Search

Theater Dog Archives
Select Month

Categories
Select Category

For the chief Theater Dog
Log in
Entries RSS
Comments RSS
WordPress.org
Powered by WordPress | Designed by Elegant Themes

