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Theater: Ben Stiller Returns to
Broadway

The House Of Blue Leave * 1/2 out of ****

Walter Kerr Theater

History is repeating itself on Broadway. Ben Stiller made

an auspicious Broadway debut in a revival of The House

Of Blue Leaves 15 years ago. Almost to the day, he stars

in a new mounting of John Guare's blackly comic play.

And Christopher Abbott, the young actor playing Ronnie

(the same role Stiller first essayed) holds the audience

spellbound with his second act monologue.

It's a vivid, wonderful moment that stands out all the

more in this hapless, muddled production that is

notably lacking in good news for fans of Stiller or Guare.

The story is absurdist, with Stiller starring as a miserable married man and would-be songsmith saddled

with a nutty wife called Bananas (Edie Falco) and a girlfriend (Jennifer Jason Leigh) pushing him to get

out of Dodge (or in this case, New York) and head for LA where his gifts as a composer will be

appreciated. Meanwhile, the Pope is in town for a visit and everyone wants a glimpse, including Stiller's

son Ronnie (AWOL from the military and with plans to assassinate the pontiff) and a gaggle of nuns who

stumble into their apartment after getting stranded on the roof of his building.
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A certain energy builds very briefly in the second act with all the nuns creating a little chaos, aided

immeasurably by the presence of Mary Beth Hurt (as the lead nun) in a tiny part not worthy of her talent.

By and large no one seems to know what show they're in. My guest thought Edie Falco was the one who

captured the wounded but hilarious tone of the play right and indeed she scored a Tony nomination for

her work. I felt she was just as adrift as Stiller and Leigh. I blame the director David Cromer, who did

such a marvelous job with the recent revival of Our Town. That show featured a genuine theatrical coup

with its production design.

Here Cromer hopes for the same effect with a set that slowly pulls apart. Unfortunately, the effect is so

drawn out and mild that all you really remember is the creaking and groaning of the set that overshadows

the dialogue for the last 10 or so minutes of the show. It doesn't help that the set by Scott Pask is

especially ungainly, with a bathroom sink shoved into one tiny corner for no apparent purpose and two

apartment doors stacked on top of each other at the other end of the stage apparently to fill up space.

The stage itself juts crudely out into the audience for no reason other than to contain a very unnecessary

second piano that pops up out of the ground for the opening scene and is then swallowed back up again

for the rest of the show. Why not just use the piano already on the stage?

I was looking forward eagerly to this production since I missed the legendary 1986 version. But what

looked good on paper looks merely flat on stage. Still, if Abbott proves the find he appears to be in that

one riveting scene, the show will be able to hold its head high and say, "You saw him here first." Just like

they did with Ben Stiller so many years ago.

Thanks for reading. Michael Giltz is the cohost of Showbiz Sandbox, a weekly pop culture podcast that

reveals the industry take on entertainment news of the day and features top journalists and opinion

makers as guests. It's available free on iTunes. Visit Michael Giltz at his website and his daily blog.

Download his podcast of celebrity interviews and his radio show, also called Popsurfing and also

available for free on iTunes. Link to him on Netflix and gain access to thousands of ratings and

reviews.

Note: Michael Giltz was provided with tickets to this show with the understanding that he would be

writing a review.

Follow Michael Giltz on Twitter: www.twitter.com/michaelgiltz
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Related News On Huffington Post:
2011 Tony Nominations Announced, Hollywood Stars Snubbed (VIDEO) 
Standing before a podium straight out of a retro game show, Matthew
Broderick and Anika Noni Rose, the Broadway actress best known for her
star-making...

Ben Stiller In 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty': Star In Talks For Film
Reboot 
Finally, "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" will be exposed before the entire
world. According to Deadline, Ben Stiller is set to make the long-gestating...

ONN: Ben Stiller's Shaken Manchild PSA (VIDEO) 
The Onion News Network took a departure from their spot-on parody news
segments this week and released this hilarious PSA from Ben Stiller on the...

 

Read more from Huffington Post bloggers:

Arianna Huffington: Bill Maher Saves the Oscars... At Least for Me
For my money, this year's Academy Awards telecast was the funniest in ages. No,
not because of the show itself, but because I watched the show sitting next to Bill
Maher at the Vanity Fair dinner at the Sunset Tower Hotel.

Marc Ruxin: The Bestest 2010 -- Filmmage
Every year is a great year for films if you are willing to look hard enough. It would
appear that the broad unifying theme among my favorites for 2010 would be bleak,
gritty, and hyper-real films that depict a realistic human condition.

Regina Weinreich: House of Blue Leaves on Broadway: No Kindness From
Stranger
Bananas may be bananas in the revival of John Guare's play The House of Blue
Leaves directed by David Cromer at the Walter Kerr Theater,...
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SweetJeffrey I have a free ticket to see Ben Stiller on Broadway ("House of Blue
Leaves") tomorrow at 2pm. Matinee show.

23 hours ago from Echofon

AndrewBenvenuti Saw The House of Blue Leaves on Broadway last night. Ben
Stiller was mediocre at best but Edie Falco was exceptional.
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