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THEATER REVIEW: “Okra”

Bayou Playhouse delivers another winning play

By: Jackie Jackson

http://www.houmatoday.com/article/20081226/BIGFUN/812249959

If you attend the Bayou Playhouse’s new play “Okra,” you may leave hungry from smelling all the cooking, but you won’t leave unhappy. Like a magician, producer/director Perry Martin has pulled another piece of magic from his hatful of Louisiana products.

Lafourche native Anne Galjour’s play employs a wide range of technique and topic: from slapstick to subtle insults, from tragedy to comedy, from Cajun Louisiana to France, from English to French, from white to black. Its main focus is on relationships, relationships between a mother and her two daughters, between those two daughters, and between those daughters and the men they are interested in.

Jana Anselmi Cheramie portrays Marie Bourgeois, the daughter who stays at home to take care of Mamma. Cheramie displays considerable stage presence despite this being her debut performance. Her character is the one who changes the most. Marie suffers from a strange paranoia: She is afraid of a giant rooster who has attacked her in the garden, and she no longer leaves the house.

She is befriended by Antoine Broussard, a shrimper who had worked for many years with her father. Antoine tries to play the hero for Marie but fails. He treads softly in the house because he is acutely aware of his position as African-American. Despite this, sparks fly between the couple.

Tory Andrus of Lafayette handles the part of Antoine with finesse and white shrimper’s boots. His soft-spoken ways are in direct contrast with the roaring of the women. He comes into his own with his story of the girls’ father’s death and with his depiction of his ancestors at the end of the play.

Another contrast is between the two sisters. Michelle Becnel’s blonde sophistication contrasts sharply with her stay-at-home sister’s demeanor. Becnel has handled many performances with aplomb, and with Claudine Bourgeois, she adds another success to her repertoire. She makes us wonder about her character: Claudine has interrupted her job teaching in New Orleans to help look after their mother — or is it to check up on what’s left of her inheritance?

The household is stressed because of a visit from a “kissing” cousin from France. Dan Ruiz Salvatura of Des Allemands as Cousin Henri sends the women into a tailspin by arriving early, without luggage, and with a bit of devilment in mind. Claudine is soon interested in more than what’s on his mind. Salvatura is best in the comic side of his role, sprawling hilariously and vulnerably from a range of humiliations.

But all these young folk are eclipsed by the matriarch of the family, Ms. Lillian. Ms. Lillian loves two things: her chest of medications and Treasure Chest Casino.

As for her two daughters, she believes they are trying to kill her by putting salt in her food. She declares they are plotting to put her into an institution so they can take her house and money away. She wishes she could die and just get it all over with.

She knows that she is ill: She swears that all the shock treatments she took never helped her, just popped open her head, until finally she had to have her heart removed! She is so depressed that only the Darvocets help her — and trips to the casino. The only problem is those trips entail side trips to the ATM.

Lois Duet of Cut Off makes the character of Lillian come alive — in more ways than one. Though this is Duet’s first real role on stage, the part was made for her. Her sighs, her groans, her despair, her pitiful wailings, her angry attacks, her bitter protestations about ill treatment from her husband in the past and her daughters in the present, her manipulations, her prayers, her put-downs, her beatings — all make Lillian into an unforgettable mother, and one we are glad is not ours.

Daughter Marie can get past her fear only when she takes fate into her own hands, and she heads out of the house with a butcher knife to confront the rooster. This confrontation leads to others: with Antoine about his deception, with her mother about Antoine’s color and with herself about her own future.

Galjour’s play makes you laugh when you see it and makes you think when you leave it — and we couldn’t ask for more from a playwright.

Want to go?

What: Anne Galjour’s award-winning Cajun comedy “Okra.” Perry Martin directs the Halifax Theatre Company’s production of the play, presented by Evangeline Entertainment and Greenlight Operations.

When: Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays through Feb. 1.

Time: 7:30 p.m. Fridays and Saturdays and 2:30 p.m. Sundays.

Where: Bayou Playhouse, 101 Main St., Lockport.

Tickets: $23. $21.50 for seniors and students.

Information: www.bayouplayhouse.com or 888-99-BAYOU (22968).
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