Shotgun/Encore stage a must-see play about fixing the world
The world in Adam Bock’s new play, The Shaker Chair, isn’t perfect, but that can’t be said about the play itself.

It’s about as perfect as a play can get.

Too rarely a fine new work is matched with a creative team—director, actors, sound, lighting, set and costume designers—that fulfills what you hope from theater at its best: a stirring hour or two that heightens your awareness of issues and your understanding of life, by tugging you irresistibly into its milieu and holding you there by the combined force of thought and feeling.
That’s the Shotgun Players and Encore Theatre Company co-production of The Shaker Chair, now at the Ashby Stage in Berkeley.

It opens on a beautifully spare set, by James Faerron—a blond-wood floor, a pale yellow wall, an open archway in that wall, and two chairs: one cushioned and comfortable, into which you can sink and relax, and the other sturdily upright, a standing-at-attention chair that stiffens your back: a Shaker chair.  We’re in fifty-ish Marion’s living room.  “I love my new chair!” she sighs to her weepy sister, Dolly, even though it’s only a copy.  Marion has lived a comfortable-chair existence (“I wear sunscreen!  What kind of life is that?” she exclaims), but her new possession has sparked a thrilling and troubling need in her.  Of the Shakers, who built and then sat in such chairs, she says, “They probably thought, ‘I could get up and do something!’”
She does something, all right.  When her militant old friend, Jean, shows up full of righteous anger about the huge pork-packing plant nearby, where pigs are mistreated and from which a river of sewage creeps, she’s persuaded to head there with her and a pair of other guerillas, on a night-time raid.  Too late Marion realizes what the deeply-flawed Jean has led her into.  There’s a destructive fire, and it turns out that Jean’s two cohorts are not high-minded adults making informed choices but a disturbed fifteen-year-old girl and a doofus of a guy who accidentally shoots his hand with a nail gun.
Setting out as comedy—the opening night audience was in hysterics during its first ten minutes—but growing rivetingly grave, The Shaker Chair is remarkable in many ways.  It’s a play about issues, but one of its finest aspects is how fully dramatized those issues are; they’re embodied in the characters, and no one, especially the playwright, makes long-winded speeches (George Bernard Shaw could take lessons from Bock).  As to those issues, is it okay to break the law, destroy property, endanger life, for purposes you deem right?  On the other hand is doing nothing acceptable?  If you’re not part of the solution, are you part of the problem?  And what about love?  Marion’s sister can’t get past the psychodrama of her life with her philandering husband, Frank; she’s blinkered, helpless.  Fed up with her, Jean paraphrases Karl Marx: “Love is the opiate of the masses!”  Is she right?  Have the likes of Oprah and Dr. Phil trivialized us?  Are we mesmerized by our petty/personal selves?  Doesn’t assuring the race’s health and survival take precedence over personal feelings?

Shouldn’t we all get up out of our chairs and do something?

Bock writes wonderful overlapping dialogue, and he’s expert at the partial sentence that’s more eloquent than finished thought.  Fortunately director Tracy Ward is equally expert at orchestrating the tumultuous talk that tumbles out of the characters, from ecstasy to fear to anger.  Among her support team, Heather Basarab supplies elegant washes of light, Sara Huddleston adds helpful sound, from crickets to sirens to a gunshot, and Valera Coble dresses the cast in understated contempo garb.  So far as I could tell, the production’s “pig wrangler,” Jessica Clark, did excellent work, too.
The very fine cast plays together with crisp precision: Francis Lee McCain as the quietly passionate Marion, struggling toward rebirth; Scarlett Hepworth as the explosive Jean; Nancy Shelby as the sexually victimized Dolly; Will Marchetti as her slyly manipulative husband (Marchetti shows veteran expertise in the turn he gives even brief lines like, “I grilled”); Andrew Calabrese as the skittish Tom; and Marissa Keltie as lost, rebellious Lou.

A top-notch production of an exceptional new work, The Shaker Chair plays at the Ashby Stage until January 27th.  For tickets call 841-6500 or visit www.shotgunplayers.org. 

