Playwright Anne Galjour's 'Okra' comes home to the Bayou Playhouse in Lockport
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"You know, it will be 30 years this January since I moved to San Francisco," said playwright Anne Galjour. "And I had come to believe that I was a San Franciscan. But then I come here, and I realize this place is me. I feel it in the marrow of my bones."

Galjour, a native of Cut Off, was in Lockport to see longtime friend and theater colleague Perry Martin's production of her play "Okra" at the Bayou Playhouse, which she called "a perfect little jewel of a theater."

And it is, nestled on the bank of Bayou Lafourche, just across from the old locks that gave the town its name.

At pre-show and intermission, audiences can catch the breeze on the deck over the bayou, where you can see fish jumping in the moonlight.

"We got us a little alligator in there, too," Martin said.

Galjour, who had seen two previous productions of "Okra" that Martin directed in New Orleans, at Southern Rep and the much-missed True Brew Theatre, was taken aback by the Lockport performance.

"The people in the play are all Cajuns," she said, "but do you know, this is the first time that I've seen it with a Cajun cast? It's a comedy, but I find it very moving to see it with these actors, at this theater. I'm laughing, and I'm crying, and the audience response is so gratifying. It's their people up there, they recognize them, they get the play more than any other audience has."

"Okra" depicts an eccentric, stubborn, suspicious, self-medicating Cajun matriarch, her two daughters, one an agoraphobic, the other a New Orleans teacher, their visiting French "coozan" and a shrimp fisherman with strong ties to the family that are getting stronger. It is very funny, with serious subtexts lurking just beneath the laughter.

After this particular performance, Galjour gathered with the cast on the set to talk about the play. "You got every bit of this play," she told the audience, "every nuance.

"And the actors are extraordinary. You know, a playwright is completely dependent on actors to bring the characters and dialogue to life. And I have been very lucky, I have had great casts for this play. But this isn't like San Francisco, where we had to bring a dialogue coach in. These actors come onstage with Southern Louisiana in their DNA.

"It was only when I moved away that I realized what a rich, rich culture we have," Galjour said. "I began my career in theater as a children's storyteller and wild, outrageous things happen in children's stories. That's why, in my plays, I like to see how far I can take things.

"I grew up in my mother's kitchen, where all the women in the family would cook, tell stories, and that's where I learned our oral tradition.

"We wear our hearts on our sleeves and we love our stories, our music and food. People know us because of our cuisine.

"To me, food is sex. And sex sells. And that's why I think audiences everywhere like this play. We're a very earthy, sensual people. We love our pleasures."

Through comedy and the varied viewpoints of her characters, Galjour is able to explore such topics as addictions and racial relationships.

"I have heard some sad stories about things that have happened to people since gambling was legalized in Louisiana," Galjour said. "People losing everything, suicides.

"Also, we think of ourselves as French, but I think we are the northernmost Caribbean people, actually more African than French, especially in our food. When I went to Tunisia, I discovered that 'gumbo' is the African word for 'okra.'"

The trip home for "Okra" was a roundabout one.

"Ryan Rilette, the former artistic director of Southern Rep, happened to be in San Francisco and happened to see the play and told me he thought it would be very good for a director whose name was Perry Martin. Well, Perry and I grew up together. And in the two New Orleans productions, he took the play to another level.

"Now," she said, her eyes beginning to fill with tears, "It's gone to another, very special place entirely.

"And Perry has given us this wonderful theater in which we can keep our culture alive. But it's up to us to support it."

Galjour turned to the cast. "How many hours of rehearsal did you have?" she asked.

"Too many!" Martin called out.

"Well, it's hard for me to believe that this is community theater and that some of the cast has never been on the stage before," she said.

"The word 'amateur,'" Galjour said, "actually means that you love something passionately, that you do it for the sheer love of it.

"And I know it took great love to put this on tonight. It shows."

"Okra" (which will be reviewed in the Dec. 27 Living section), plays Fridays and Saturdays at 7:30 p.m. and Sundays at 2:30 p.m. through Feb. 1 at the Bayou Playhouse, 101 Main St. in Lockport. There are no performances Dec. 26, 27 and 28. Tickets are $23; $21.50 for seniors and students. For reservations, call 888.992.2968 or go to www.bayouplayhouse.com

