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Parts mesh

‘in solid ‘P.J.’

By Alan Stern -

. Denver Post Drama Critic

After getling off {o a shaky atart;

.. the Colorado Playvrights Festival
- Isin top form with the second

offering in'its three-play series.
Mark McQuown’s “P.J."

| -Tepresentsa triumph of-

T
e ek
A play by Mark McQuown. Direcled by

Margaret Mancinelli; * Lighting,- Sheree
Goecke; scenery, Michael Barr-Durdn; cos-

- tumes, Kay Mosko; sound, Suzanne Pierson,

Wilh Dennls O'Farrell, Richard Beall, John
B. Bennet and Karen Erickson, Presented os
part of the Colorado Playwrighls Festival,
Town Hall Arts Cenfer, LiMleton, through
Oct. 27. Resprvations, 794-ARTS.

collaboration: The provocative
script, the tight direction, superb
design and a tap-notch cast all add
up to a thrilling evening.

As a psychological detective
story with spiritual overtones, -
“P.J." recalls such recent
successes as “Equus” and “Agnes
of God.” Once again we’re thrown
in the middle of a confrontation
between psychiatrist and patient.
The doctor, Hugh Shearson, is a
cool professional with a bad
marriage and-a wide streak of
mundanity; the patient — who
calls himself P.J. — has becoine
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ié{;}ﬂzophrexﬂc after wilnessing an
| automobile accident. As, Shearson
‘works with. P.J. and his former

- girlfriend. — who ‘reluctantly -

- agrees to help — we discover. that
_ the young, man believes he is con-
! nected to another world. Voices, he
* says, ordered him to lead'an-ascet-
ic life. Andthe same “voites” have
: sent him to save the young girl in-
jired in the accident -+

1t should be obvious that *PJ.”

1% one of those plays aboirt the limi--

tations of science, and- how we
‘tanst open onr minds 1o faith. And
1 thust confess that when I hear-a
I synopsis like this, my first reaction
is to shout “hooey!" But put an An-
thony: Hopkins or Elizabeth- Ashley
in the’cast, and I'm hooked. ‘
. In this  respect, “P.J." ‘doesn't
‘hinge on one bravura perfomance,
it on-aitight, fired-up ensemble.
Dennis O'Farrell is extraordinary
as the disturbed patient, giving his
stream-of-consciousness  blather-
ings a [ascinating conviction. The
actor also presents the most physi-
calized performance I've seen on a
Denver stage. As P.J. relives past
traumas and moves {rom incoher-
ence to lucidity, O'Farrell's body
modulates from violenl spasms to
fluid undulations. The actor's
movements form a tlext in itself
that perfectly complements
McQuown’s scripl.

As P.J.s girlfriend, Shelly,
Karen -Erickson matches O'Far-
rell's spiritual intensity with an
edgy, down-to-earth sarcasm.
Richard Beall provides a comic lift
as a numbers-playing orderly. And
in the central role of the doctor,
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Tension builds into
thrilling production

John Bennet is the play’s conduil
{0 the audience. At first, he pro
vides a steady foundation of nor-
“malcy, but as the doctor loses con-
trol of his case, the audience be-
. comes unsettled as well.

What keeps “P.J." from playing
like an “Equus of God" is thal
McQuown's script has its own life
and direction. For one thing, the
doctor does nof make self-flagellat-
ing hes “to the .audience
(thank God!),.and the play’s three
skeptics — Shearson, Shelley and
the orderly — keep the proceed-
ings from getting too high-blown.
McQuown also takes a refreshing,
prosentational  approach. Unlike
his_ Broadway predecessors, he
doesn’t overily analyze and inter-

pret: We're given the facts and are’

allowed to deaw our own conclu-
sions.

Under Margarel Mancinelli's
.perceptive direction, there isn't a
lax moment in the production —
the tension just builds and builds.
The director brings out unexpected
nuances in the characters, and she
gauges the audience precisely.
Mancinelli knows how far to stress
a point, how much information to
provide, when a flash of comic re-
lief is needed. And she ‘never con-
descends to the viewers.

Michael Barr-Duran's simple
black set is transformed by Sheree
Goecke's evocative -lighting, and
Suzanne Pierson’s sound effects
add to the thick atmosphere. As it
happens, the virtuosity of tlhese
technicians boosts the play's credi-
bility. While a drama about the su-
pernatural will raise any skeptic's
defenses, by the end of the evening
this production has yielded true
magic.
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