'Okra': Theater magic on Bayou Lafourche
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Some nights at the theater are magical.  And the possibility of that happening is what keeps us coming back.  Seeing Anne Galjour's delicious comedy "Okra" last week at the Bayou Playhouse in Lockport was such an evening -- enchanted and enchanting. Everything was of a piece: a Cajun play performed in its natural habitat by Acadian-born actors; the moonlit night on the theater deck overhanging Bayou Lafourche; the charming, compact theater itself with 100 red-cushioned seats salvaged from the Saenger.

Best of all, this was a family occasion. Leroy Martin, director Perry Martin's father, played guitar with Harry Anselmi, cracked Cajun jokes and just talked with the audience in amusing, unhurried fashion. Galjour's parents were there, as were other family groups, nudging each other when they saw onstage behavior familiar to them, and there was a lot of it.

I've seen "Okra" on four occasions, at different theaters with different casts, and have always enjoyed and admired it immensely. At Lockport, however, I absolutely loved it, as did the rest of the audience. Beyond the play's abundant laughter, the sensual symbolism and more serious subtexts of romance, sibling rivalry, dementia and criminally bad behavior came through, stronger and spicier than before.  I think this is because everyone involved brought to the stage a genuine authenticity. Dis bunch is f'real, fo'true and no kiddin.'

Mothers have made great theater roles, from Medea to Mama Rose. Galjour has created one of these in Lillian Bourgeois, a long-suffering martyr matriarch, who moans, "You don' know the life ah been through."  "Believe me, Mama, we do," says Marie, one of her two daughters.

Lillian's losses include her shrimper husband, who had a heart attack on his boat, which she sold to his younger partner and friend Antoine Broussard, although now she claims he "stole" it. Her mind comes and goes. She insists, for instance, that she's been walking around without a heart for 10 years, removed by doctors because of her high blood pressure. Slowly but surely sinking into senile dementia, despite a slew of shock treatments, she is kept alive by a cabinet full of pills, Marie's cooking and the tenacity with which she guards her money, which she seems determined to squander on video poker.

Marie, an agoraphobic, is deathly afraid of a rooster from the cane fields she swears is trying to kill her, and is trying to deny her feelings for cock-of-the-walk Antoine, who is intoxicated not only by Marie's gumbo, but by Marie herself. Elder sister Claudine, who teaches school in New Orleans, is back home to help take care of Mama and to make sure she signs over power of attorney before her bank account is non-existent. Yet another ingredient in this rich, tasty brew is a dash of hot sauce: visiting French cousin Henri Richard, who wants to find "adventure" in Louisiana -- and does.

Martin's production of "Okra" on this occasion is his earthiest, sexiest and most exuberant yet. The comedy is broader, which suits his audience fine.  Lois Duet's performance as Lillian Bourgeois is not only fabulously funny, it has a kind of mean majesty to it, a manic maternal presence and perfect timing. She can bring down the house with a line about Marie's gumbo: "We all know Protestants can't cook like dis."

Jana Anselmi Cheramie is the casually beautiful, fearful Marie; Tory Andrus the gentlest and most masculine of patient, poetic lovers. Michelle Becnel is brisk and brusque as the sophisticated, practical Claudine, while Dan Ruiz Salvatura is all antic, uninhibited slapstick comedy as "coozan" Henri, with an eye for Claudine.

The play is very specific, yet universal. It shows mankind as the messy, imperfect people we are, usually at cross-purposes, but somehow managing to come together on occasion.

It's the kind of theater that makes the world seem -- against all evidence to the contrary -- a better place, a joyous place, in which to live.

CURTAIN LINES: "We love those who know the worst of us and don't turn their faces away." --Walker Percy
 OKRA
What: Evangeline Entertainment, Greenlight Operations and The Halifax Theatre Company present Anne Galjour's play, directed by Perry Martin.

When: Performances Fridays and Saturdays at 7:30 p.m. and Sundays at 2:30 p.m. through Feb. 1.

Where: The Bayou Playhouse, 101 Main St., Lockport. � Tickets: $23; $21 seniors and students.

Call: 888.992.2968 or go to www.bayouplayhouse.com.

Jana Anselmi Cheramie and Tory Andrus share a quiet moment amid the exuberant comedy of 'Okra,' at the Bayou Playhouse in Lockport.
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