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CACTUS FLOWER * out of ****

WESTSIDE THEATRE

So many things went wrong during one of the press

nights for the revival of this comedy directed by Michael

Bush, I thought perhaps we were seeing Noises Off (a

show about a problem-plagued theater company) instead

of Cactus Flower. Star Maxwell Caulfield struggled with

his lines (messing up one bit at the beginning about a

stewardess that should have had a pay-off at the very

end), a music cue blared into action too soon, and some

props clattered around. You might be tempted to dismiss

this comedy as a tired work that was dated when it

opened 35 years ago; it should have been left on the

shelf instead of (finally) being revived for the first significant production in New York, right? Except for

one notable exception.

I'd heard of the show but never saw it or the film adaptation. It certainly has a terrific pedigree. Cactus

Flower was adapted from a French play by Abe Burrows (who should get a much happier revival with

How To Succeed In Business Without Really Trying). In it, a dentist tells his ditsy but sweet girlfriend

that he's married so she won't get serious. When he gets serious, his nurse has to pretend to be his wife to

reassure the girl she's no home-wrecker. It's no surprise that the nurse loves her dentist and the nebbishy

writer next door (Jeremy Bobb) loves the kooky girl. Complications ensue. Somehow, it was a smash hit

and ran for more than 1200 performances. Lauren Bacall and Brenda Vaccaro starred, but they were both

shafted when it became a film and their roles were played by Ingrid Bergman (such a great comedianne!)
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and Goldie Hawn, who won an Oscar, though even the trailer for the film is quite leaden. The film was a

smash hit too; one of the big hits of 1969/1970.

Caulfield plays the dentist here, jauntily running around the set to create a little energy (and perhaps jog

his memory at times). For all I know Jenni Barber has never even seen the film, but her performance

(not so bad) certainly evokes Hawn. The set by Anna Louizos is an all-purpose wooden affair that is

meant to double as an apartment, a dentist's office (the closest to success they come) and a nightclub.

Despite all the flipping of posters and moving of furniture it remains stolidly, boringly familiar

throughout. Pop songs from the era punctuate every scene -- as the show progresses, they have a nominal

link to the action (like playing "Born Free" when the nurse stands up to the dentist and walks out). But

that just underlines the many times when the songs feel random and without purpose, just a noisy way to

distract us from the lack of action.

So why the caveat? Because in the midst of this mess, Lois Robbins (a mainstay with roles on four

different soaps) somehow manages to deliver a solid, funny performance. While everyone else is playing

for laughs and delivering punch lines, Robbins is playing a character and delivering dialogue -- and

naturally, that means she garners most of the laughs. I don't mean to oversell her work here. Just

maintaining your dignity would be accomplishment enough. But Robbins is good enough to make me

think that -- who knows? -- maybe Cactus Flower could be revived with the right attitude and cast, a la

Boeing Boeing. Not that I'm eager to see it brought back anytime soon. But I am eager to see Robbins

again in a show that let's her show her real talent at its best.

THE 2010-2011 THEATER SEASON (ratings on a four star system)

Angels in America revival at Signature *** out of ****

Beautiful Burnout at St. Ann's Warehouse **

Blood From A Stone ** 1/2

The Broadway Musicals Of 1921 at Town Hall ***

Devil Boys From Beyond **

The Diary Of A Madman with Geoffrey Rush at BAM ***

Driving Miss Daisy **

Elf *

Elling **

A Free Man Of Color ** 1/2

Gatz ***

Good People with Frances McDormand **

The Grand Manner **

The Great Game ***

Gruesome Playground Injuries ***

The Hallway Trilogy: Nursing **

The Hallway Trilogy: Paraffin ***
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The Hallway Trilogy: Rose ***

The Importance Of Being Earnest ** 1/2

The Interminable Suicide Of Gregory Church *** 1/2

John Gabriel Borkman * 1/2

La Bete ** 1/2

Les Miserables ***

Lombardi **

The Merchant Of Venice *** 1/2

Middletown ***

The Milk Train Doesn't Stop Here Anymore *

Mistakes Were Made ** 1/2

Nixon In China *** 1/2

The New York Idea **

The Nightingale and Other Short Fables at BAM ***

Other Desert Cities ** 

Our Town with Helen Hunt ***

The Pee-wee Herman Show ***

The Road To Qatar *

The Scottsboro Boys ****

Small Craft Warnings zero stars

Three Sisters (w Maggie Gyllenhaal and Peter Sarsgaard) *** 1/2

Timon Of Athens at Public with Richard Thomas ***

The Whipping Man **

Wings **

Women On The Verge Of A Nervous Breakdown **

AT THE NEW YORK MUSICAL FESTIVAL

Blood Ties ***

Fellowship * 1/2

Fingers and Toes ** 1/2

Frog Kiss *** 1/2

The Great Unknown ** 1/2

Nighttime Traffic **

Our Country *

PopArt *

Shine! The Horatio Alger Musical ** 1/2

Show Choir **

Tess: The New Musical **

Trav'lin' ***

Without You *** 1/2

*****

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.

Follow Michael Giltz on Twitter: www.twitter.com/michaelgiltz
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