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Theater: New Comic Play The Ugly
One Only Goes Skin Deep

The Ugly One ** out of ****

Soho Rep

Beauty is skin deep and so are the conceits in this high

concept, low content comedy. The play by Marius von

Mayenburg sounds very Neil LaBute-like in description.

Lette, the valued engineer of a brand new 2CK electrical

plug, is dismayed to find out he won't be presenting the

product at a convention. Instead, it will be his assistant,

a gloried coffee getter who doesn't even have a degree.

Both the assistant and Lette's boss are confused by his reaction. Surely Lette understands why he couldn't

possibly be the face of this important new product? Surely he knows? Knows what? That he is

exceptionally... ugly.

Our hero goes home to find out his wife feels the same way. She loves him but never looks him directly in

the face, not if it can be helped. They make love, presumably, in the dark. Dismayed, Lette goes in for

radical plastic surgery. The result is a new face that is unexpectedly beautiful.

How would someone react to that? An interesting play might have trod a different path but The Ugly

One takes the obvious course: Lette is swarmed by women who want to sleep with him and becomes

quite a jerk. When the doctor starts performing the surgery on other people, they all look exactly like

Lette's new face so "copies" of him start popping up everywhere. This annoys him to no end, though by

the end of the play he's inexplicably attracted to another man who looks like him, though before that he's

been furious at every sighting.
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The Twilight Zone and countless other works of imagination have played with ideas of beauty and cloning

and how people might react. Twilight episode "Number 12 Looks Just Like You" showed a superficial,

sex-obsessed world where a girl who doesn't want to get surgery to look identical to everyone else is

finally bludgeoned into doing it. The result is unnerving, bland conformity and we're dismayed when the

girl is pleased. In "The Eye Of The Beholder," we know a woman is desperately trying to get plastic

surgery to end her extreme deformity. The punch line appears when she's revealed to be beautiful but

we're told the surgery has failed: everyone else is hideous so the ideas of beauty on her world are

radically different.

I suppose The Ugly One has some comment on beauty and superficiality to make but it's too

straightforward and unsurprising to offer even the modest insight of those TV episodes. Since the play

itself is muddled, it's not surprising this production is as well, with director Daniel Aukin sometimes

allowing a broad comic tone and other times a seriousness of purpose to prevail. The cast is generally

game, though the material and direction keep their work from cohering.

Steven Boyer had a great success recently in Hand to God (which returns February 29) and he has

moments here in dual roles of the lab assistant and the gay son of a wealthy, dominating female business

owner that sleeps with Lette. I'm not quite sure why they gave him scraggly, unattractive facial hair but I

am sure why he speaks in a low, oddly distinctive voice as the assistant. It's simply so our hero can have a

meltdown and argue with himself at the finale and we can distinguish his "good" side from the "bad" side

that sounds like the assistant. It was not a good choice.

Lisa Joyce has fun as the wife and the elderly businesswoman, playing one straightforwardly and the

other in a broad, farcical style that scores some laughs but again keeps the play off kilter and from ever

finding the right tone throughout. Tossed in bits of incest and crude sexuality that don't really build on

the play's ideas seem there just to provoke. Andrew Garman is good as both Lette's boss and the plastic

surgeon.

Alfredo Narcisco has the most consistent performance style as Lette, helped by the fact that he plays only

one role. He's good-looking, so the early scenes have an interesting disconnect when he's told how ugly

he is. Narcisco gets his laughs by treating this seriously, which is surely the right way to go. But the

dramatic finale -- which combines potential suicide with a Caryl Churchill-like attempt at word play and

an emotional meltdown -- is far too muddled as written for him to pull it off.

Ultimately, the piece is not ugly or pretty enough to be memorable. Cyrano could turn even a giant nose

into a distinctive advantage. But here the concept and story of The Ugly One is too bland to make an

impression, even a bad one.

The Theater Season 2011-2012 (on a four star scale)

The Agony And The Ecstasy Of Steve Jobs ** 1/2

All-American **

All's Well That Ends Well/Shakespeare in the Park **

The Atmosphere Of Memory 1/2 *

Bob *** 1/2

Bonnie & Clyde feature profile of Jeremy Jordan

Broadway By The Year: 1997 ** 1/2

The Cherry Orchard with Dianne Wiest **

Chinglish * 1/2

Close Up Space *

Crane Story **

Cymbeline at Barrow Street Theatre ***

Dedalus Lounge * 1/2

An Evening With Patti Lupone and Mandy Patinkin ***

Follies *** 1/2

Fragments  ***

The Gershwins' Porgy And Bess *** 1/2

Godspell ** 1/2

Goodbar * 1/2

Hair ***

Hand To God ***

Hero: The Musical  * 1/2
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Welcome to the American
Republic, Mr. Eastwood
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How The World Began * 1/2

Hugh Jackman: Back On Broadway ***

Irving Berlin's White Christmas ***

It's Always Right Now, Until It's Later *** 1/2

King Lear at Public with Sam Waterston **

Krapp's Last Tape with John Hurt ***

Lake Water **

Leo ***

Love's Labor's Lost at the PublicLab ** 1/2

Lysistrata Jones *

Man And Boy * 1/2

The Man Who Came To Dinner **

Maple And Vine **

Master Class w Tyne Daly ** 1/2

Measure For Measure/Shakespeare in the Park ***

Milk Like Sugar ***

Mission Drift * 1/2

Misterman ** 1/2

The Mountaintop ** 1/2

Newsies  **

Pigpen's The Nightmare Story *** 1/2

Once *** 1/2

Olive and The Bitter Herbs ** 1/2

On A Clear Day You Can See Forever  * 1/2

One Arm ***

Other Desert Cities on Broadway ** 1/2

Private Lives **

Queen Of The Mist  ** 1/2

Radio City Christmas Spectacular ** 1/2

Relatively Speaking * 1/2

The Road To Mecca ** 1/2

Samuel & Alasdair: A Personal History Of The Robot War ** 1/2

The Select (The Sun Also Rises) ** 1/2 

Seminar **

Septimus & Clarissa  *** 1/2

Shlemiel The First ** 1/2 

Silence! The Musical  * 1/2

69 Degrees South * 1/2

Sons Of The Prophet *** 1/2

Sontag: Reborn *

Spiderman: Turn Off The Dark * 1/2

Standing On Ceremony: The Gay Marriage Plays **

Stick Fly **

The Submission **

Super Night Shot ** 1/2

Sweet and Sad ** 

The Table ** 1/2

Titus Andronicus at Public with Jay O. Sanders * 1/2

The Ugly One **

Unnatural Acts ***

Venus In Fur ***

We Live Here **

Wild Animals You Should Know ** 1/2

Wit ** 1/2

Zarkana **

NEW YORK MUSICAL THEATRE FESTIVAL 2011

Blanche: The Bittersweet Life Of A Wild Prairie Dame *** 1/2

Central Avenue Breakdown ** 1/2

Crazy, Just Like Me ***

Cyclops: A Rock Opera *

Ennio: The Living Paper Cartoon ** 1/2

F---ing Hipsters **

Ghostlight **

Gotta Getta Girl ** 1/2 for staged reading

Greenwood *

Karl Rove Serena
Williams

Barack Obama
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Jack Perry Is Alive (And Dating) * 1/2

Kiki Baby ** 1/2

Kissless * 1/2

Madame X **

The Pigeon Boys ***

Time Between Us * 1/2

Tut  **

FRINGEFEST NYC 2011

Araby *

The Bardy Bunch **

Books On Tape ** 1/2

Civilian **

Hard Travelin' With Woody ***

Leonard Cohen Koans *** 1/2

The More Loving One **

The Mountain Song *** 1/2

Paper Cuts ***

Parker & Dizzy's Fabulous Journey To The End Of The Rainbow ** 1/2

Pearl's Gone Blue ***

Rachel Calof ** 1/2

Romeo & Juliet: Choose Your Own Ending **

2 Burn * 1/2

Walls and Bridges  **

What The Sparrow Said ** 1/2

Yeast Nation ***

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 for 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 is provided with free tickets to shows with the understanding that he will be

writing a review.

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