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“Can’t We Just Watch the

Movie?”
by George Halitzka

A few weeks ago, at the advice of a friend, I finally watched
The Big Kahuna. As Roger Ebert points out, this character-driven,
poignantly funny movie examines the two religions of America—the
Sacred, represented by a sincere but naive Evangelical, and the Secu-
lar, seen in the life of a win-at-all-costs industrial lubricant salesman.
It’s well worth the price of admission. While you may not find it at
your local Lackluster Video, and a few parts will cause much head-
wagging in fundamentalist circles, I found it to be worthwhile, enjoy-
able, and thought-provoking.

The Big Kahuna didn’t begin its life on celluloid, however, but
as a stage play called Hospitality Suite. And as you watch the film, its
theatrical origins are clearly evident. There’s nothing particularly “cin-
ematic” about it—there are few changes in locale, no essential visual
metaphors, and not a single eye-popping boom shot. In fact, other
than a few crowd scenes not essential to the story, the whole thing
could be played on stage “as is.” Sure, it’s very well-acted, by the trio
of Kevin Spacey, Danny DeVito, and Peter Facinelli—but other than
the big names, there’s no particular reason not to just watch it on stage.

A few days after my encounter with The Big Kahuna, 1 went to
see The Miracle Worker, as performed by the Olde Towne Hall The-
atre, a local community theatre group. It was my first time watching
the play, and I was quite taken in by the story. Even my sister (who I
dragged along) agreed that by community theatre standards, it was
well-acted and directed.

Sure, the set, which crammed three rooms onto a tiny
proscenium stage and looked a little flimsy, wasn’t on par with a flaw-
less movie set. And unfortunately, the director cast an Annie Sullivan
who, while not terrible, just couldn’t manage the protagonist’s role
like a Hollywood star. And the scene changes were too slow, and the
“lighting design™ utilized a grand total of twelve fixtures, and the actor
portraying Captain Keller sounded like he was in love with his own
voice, and . . . but that’s okay. For what it was, it was an above-aver-
age production. It was a play of faith, of the human condition, of love
and of triumph over odds. There were some moments of inspired acteye

It was a play
of faith, of
the human
condition....
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Is live theatre
as worthwhile
as cinema?

Apparently, Judging from the theatre-going public’s tastes, many
people agree with her. Artistic directors know that if they need to make
some fast cash at the box office, they should produce a well-known musi-
cal comedy, and the world will beat a path to their door. As for dramas, it
seems that most people are willing to wait for the video (if they watch
them at all).

I confess that T was a bit disturbed by the whole conversation with
my sister. | have nothing against comedies—though I would like to see
less Andrew Lloyd Webber spectacles occupying valuable theatre space.
But for those of us serious about the art of theatre, it’s not pleasant to think
that in the opinion of many, we could be relegated to the world of Lend Me
a Tenor and The Phantom of the Opera!

If T can only produce laughs and show tunes on stage, I should dust
off my black beret and g0 to film school. After all, T got into this business
partly because it’s fun (and partly because I can’t do anything else). But
mostly, I decided on a theatrical career because I'm passionate about cre-
ating art: expressing the wringings of my soul, the questions of my heart,
and the sparks of the Divine in my life. T want to move people, to illumi-
nate the human condition, to reveal the transcendent in life, to transform
hearts and minds—not just to entertain!

Theatre vs. Film

I’'m not here to bash the art of filmmaking. Ienjoy sitting back and
relaxing with a fun video as much as the next guy. I appreciate it even
more when an excellent cinematic experience challenges me and makes
me more fully human. But after the discussion with my sister, I honestly
had to do some soul-searching. Is live theatre as worthwhile as cinema?
Can it still “compete” in an intensely visual culture? Most importantly,
does my medium of choice have any benefits that film does not offer?

While I'm a wee bit biased. I came to the conclusion that there is a
strong case to be made for theatre as a distinctive and valuable art form.
No, plays aren’t films minus the special effects. They aren’t just musical


















