BACK TO THE BAYOU

Director Perry Martin returns home with new theater
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So Perry Martin and his friend Boudreaux, they was drivin' out of Lafourche Parish when Boudreaux sees a sign and makes a U-turn right in the middle of the highway and started back toward Lockport.

Officer Thibodeaux pull him over and say, "Boudreaux, why you make dat turn in the road like dat?"

And Boudreaux say, "I was gonna keep goin,' but I saw a sign that said, "No, U turn here."

Theater director Martin has made a U-turn in his life that has brought him back home, where he'll hold the grand opening of his Bayou Playhouse in Lockport on Aug. 29 -- the third anniversary of Hurricane Katrina -- with John Biguenet's richly human hurricane play, "Rising Water."

"This is the result of 30 years of hard work, looking for a theater space of my own," Martin said. "Originally, I thought it would be in New Orleans. Who would have thought it would be Lockport?" Martin was born in nearby Galliano, also in Lafourche Parish. "So I'm coming home," he said, "to my natural habitat.

"This whole thing started by having a cup of coffee with John Biguenet," Martin said of the novelist-turned-playwright. "I wanted to do a reading of his 'Rising Water' in south Louisiana . . .

"I tried to do the reading in Thibodaux, but nobody was interested. However, Richard Champagne, the mayor of Lockport, told me, 'Come look at a building we've got. It was the old Louisiana Power and Light Building on Main Street, which had been renovated into a performing space by the Lockport Arts Council, but not much had been done with it for years. The city of Lockport took it over, held wedding receptions there. Glenn Pitre, my filmmaker friend from high school, had filmed a fais do-do scene there for 'The Scoundrel's Wife.'

"It was a big, empty, beautiful building with a stage, high ceilings and a huge deck built right over the bayou. I talked to the city council about using it for a reading, maybe even a production of 'Rising Water' and the council made me an offer: Why didn't I take it for a year? They gave me a decent price and it was like fate telling me to go for it."

A series of happy coincidences then occurred.

-- David Guidry came on board as the theater's technical director, bringing with him lighting equipment from the defunct True Brew Theatre, where Martin had staged many plays, and 100 seats from the Saenger Theatre in New Orleans, which was under renovation when the storm hit.

-- "The only person I wanted as my producing managing director was Karissa Kary, who was in China," Martin said. "And when she returned, I was sure she'd be going back to work for The Tennessee Williams/New Orleans Literary Festival. I get a call from Karissa. She's back, and she said she would be working the Williams Festival only in an advisory capacity. She was looking for a Louisiana heritage arts project."

Since Martin wanted to feature work set in Louisiana by Louisiana writers, it was kismet.

"Then, I swear, within days everybody started calling me," he said. "We had a big hit at Southern Rep and True Brew with Anne Galjour's play, 'Okra.' She calls from San Francisco and says, 'I hear you're opening a theater.' So we're doing 'Okra' and then she's coming down to do her one-woman show 'Hurricane,' which we'd also done at True Brew.

"Out of the blue, Pitre tells me he's written his first play, 'Floating Palace,' so we had that. John Doucet's play, 'Tant Que Durera La Terre' 'As Long as the Earth Lasts' is about the Great October Storm of 1893. That's on our schedule. And we wanted a children's play and I'd heard good things about a New Orleans 'Cinderella,' where the stepmother was named Evangeline and the stepsisters were Feliciana and Tangipahoa." This is "Cinderella Battistella," composer Freddie Palmisano's last show, written with Bob Bruce and me, which will close out the Bayou's first season next summer. (Theater Guy's royalties, as usual, will go to the UNO Fred Palmisano Scholarship Fund.)

Martin placed a small ad asking for volunteers to work on the theater, "and 63 people showed up with lumber, paint -- it was like the Amish coming to build a barn."

Martin didn't know it, but a number were old friends of his.

"Anyway, I got up to tell them who I was and a voice calls out, 'We know who you are, Perry, just point us in the direction of where you want the seats.'

"We've got a 13-year-old kid named Todd Punch, he's never seen a live show, but he's here every day, willing to do anything to get the theater up and running.

"And we're right in the middle of Lafourche Parish, surrounded by swamp tours, plantation tours, museums, a beautiful park right outside our door, we're planning to have Sunday celebrations out there.

"But none of this would have happened without the mayor and city council of Lockport. I'm just floored by their insight and forward thinking.

"Louisiana stories told by Louisianians, that's what this is going to be."

. . . . . . .

CURTAIN LINES: "The levee? Oh, don't talk crazy, woman. The U.S. Army built those levees. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. You think they don't know how to hold the water back. A levee's not just mud. There's steel inside. No way a storm like what we had today could breach a levee."

-- "Sug" to "Camille"

in John Biguenet's "Rising Water."

. . . . . . .

Theater writer David Cuthbert can be reached at dcuthbert@timespicayune.com or 504.826.3468. Read him online at www.nola.com/arts/.
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RISING WATER

WHAT: Halifax Theatre Company presents John Biguenet's drama, directed by Perry Martin.

WITH: Randy Cheramie and Lorna Gianelloni.

WHERE: The Bayou Playhouse, 101 Main St., Lockport in Lafourche Parish.

WHEN: Opens Aug. 29 at 7:30 p.m., with performances Fridays and Saturdays at 7:30 p.m. and Sundays at 2:30 p.m. through Sept. 28.

TICKETS: $23 and $20.50; opening night party, $10 extra.

CALL: 888.992.2968 or visit www.bayouplayhouse.com.

UPCOMING AT THE BAYOU PLAYHOUSE

"Okra," by Anne Galjour, Oct. 24-Nov. 23

"Floating Palace," by Glenn Pitre and Michelle Benoit, March 6-April 5.

"Tant Que Durera La Terre," ("As Long as the Earth Lasts") by John Doucet, May 1-31.

"Hurricane," written and performed by Anne Galjour, July 10-19.

"Cinderella Battistella," by Fred Palmisano, Bob Bruce and David Cuthbert, July 24-Aug. 16.

