
Norman strikes again!

Norman is a walking disaster.  When he shows up at the country house where his sister-in-law, Annie, cares for her invalid mother, he shows up three times, at exactly the same inconvenient weekend moment.  How?  Are there three of him?  No, but there are three plays into which he hilariously barges in Alan Ayckbourn’s famous trilogy, The Norman Conquests, which, in rotating repertory, is earning laughs at Shotgun Players this summer.

Most theater companies take a breather between June and September, but not Shotgun.  Not only is it staging the Ayckbourn trilogy, it’s taken on the Iliad as its annual John Hinkel Park, pay-what-you-wish show.

Is Shotgun nuts?

That Iliad adaptation, In the Wound, hasn’t opened yet, but by the evidence of the first couple of Norman plays, which premiered on successive weekends (the third, Round and Round the Garden sets out this Friday), the scrappy troupe is far from nuts.  It’s taken a chance and come up with a winner.  Table Manners and Living Together are brisk, funny and engagingly acted, and there’s no reason to believe Garden, featuring the same game cast, won’t come up to snuff.

Written in the 1970s, when the notion of “open marriage” was gaining titillating general currency, The Norman Conquests divides an English holiday weekend fraught with seduction and misdirection among three plays, each of which, set in a different location in a country house but taking place simultaneously, takes snapshots of two bad marriages and one potential bad marriage.  That country house belongs to a family of sisters: Ruth, married to the randy Norman, Sarah, married to the back-slappingly hearty Reg, and Annie, who may or may not have an understanding with a resoundingly clueless local vet named Tom.

Its comedy derives from wildly differing expectations.  Everyone except Norman longs for polite English normalcy.  They want peace, while Norman wants something else that begins with “p” and has five letters, and he’s dismayingly willing to go after it from either of his sisters-in-law, or even his wife.  When the trilogy begins, he’s made arrangements for a dirty weekend with Annie, but when that doesn’t work out, he gropes his other sister-in-law, Sarah, who gropes him right back.  Then he makes a beeline for his wife.

Women like Norman, and though he’s only an assistant librarian, and a shockingly bad dresser to boot, we see why.  He has a loose-limbed charm, and he zeroes in on his quarries with a puppy-like eagerness.  He believes himself when he tells them he loves them, and though they can’t credit him, they give in.

In Table Manners, briskly directed by Joy Carlin, and Living Together, equally handily helmed by Molly Aaronsen-Gelb, Richard Reinholdt (Norman), Zehra Berkman (Annie), Josiah Polhemus (Tom), Mick Mize (Reg), Sarah Mitchell (Ruth), and Kendra Lee Oberhouser (Sarah) mix it up with bright energy.  They have a good time, and the audience does, too, with the capable collaboration of Nina Ball (set), Valera Coble (costumes), Masha Tsimring (lighting) and Madeline Oldham (sound).

The Norman Conquests plays in rotating repertory at the Ashby Stage until September 5th.  In the Wound opens at John Hinkel Park August 21st.  For tickets/information call 841-6500 or visit www.shotgunplayers.org. 

