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BERNARD B. JACOBS THEATRE

Whew! Heave a huge sigh of relief as the best musical of

2011 has transferred beautifully with its charm and

intimacy intact. If anything, the show has improved.

Next stop -- the Tony Awards, where even road

producers will have to acknowledge the broad appeal of

this quietly powerful show.

You may know the story from the Oscar-winning film or the acclaimed Off Broadway production which

has transferred to the Great White Way in a blink of an eye. Guy (Steve Kazee) is despondent over the

one that got away when he meets Girl (Cristin Milioti). They have immediate chemistry and a shared love

of music, but this is a story of friendship and song, not a story of simple romance. They do fall in love, in

a way, but the Czech Girl has other ideas than moving on from the husband that has left her in Ireland

with a small child to raise. She knows that Guy's music must be heard and that he has unfinished

business with the woman that inspired his heartbreakingly good songs. So Girl snaps Guy out of his

doldrums, somehow raises the money to record a demo and sends him out into the world. He is

"stopped," she tells her mother, and she's going to give it a jolt and get him moving again.
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That essentially is it. But what a wonderful thing this exquisitely directed show creates from such modest

material. Almost every element of the original production is the same (you can read my rave review here

and every single word of praise still holds true). But the two stars are even more confident and precise in

their performances. Plus the humor of the piece works better in a larger house where the laughs can

build. I believe Paul Whitty has modestly toned down the buffoonish nature of the music shop owner

Billy; but in any case his clowning and Girl's pointed one liners ("I'm always serious. I'm Czech.") simply

work better now.

The big fear was that the intimacy that is so key to this show would be lost on Broadway. In fact, the

intimacy is even more pronounced. Has there ever been a musical where the audience was reluctant to

clap because they didn't want to spoil the spell the cast was creating? That's what happens here. In this

day and age of cell phones and jabbering and candy eating, it's a genuine thrill to hear an entire Broadway

house absolutely hushed and focused on the action onstage. Sometimes it happens with key scenes in a

great play. But for an entire show? That makes the roar of applause at the end all the more ecstatic.

Playwright Enda Walsh has done a masterful job of re-imagining a rather slight film, pulling out what

works about it (essentially a shared love of creating music) and transforming that into theatrical terms.

Every tech element is ideal. Bob Crowley's costumes and set (the stage is filled with a semi-circular bar

and the walls are filled with faded mirrors and lights that lend the show a warmth and sense of place)

couldn't be bettered. The same is true for the marvelous lighting by Natasha Katz and sound design by

Clive Goodwin, which work together to enable that intimacy. When the show begins with Guy doing a

number, obviously the song by Glen Hansard & Marketa Irglova and the performance by Kazee are front

and center. But it's the lighting and sound and set and costumes and every other element that support

that performance and allow it to end so movingly and yet with the audience somehow knowing they

shouldn't applaud, and simply watching what happens next in complete and utter stillness.

I think the dance moment for the Girl when she's listening to the Guy's music on headphones has also

been tweaked. Or maybe I was just ready for it. In either case, this modest moment when the show broke

out of the natural style it had maintained bothered me less. (In general, the movement by Steven Hoggett

is marvelous.) The same is true of the band members infighting that felt like filler like the first time

around. Since those were the only modest complaints I had the first time around, it seemed worth

mentioning that they're still there, but because the actors have settled into their roles or the dialogue has

been tweaked, it all works a little better.

And what seamless direction by John Tiffany. The transitions from scene to scene are simply marvelous,

with each moment flowing into the next. The actors stay on stage for much of the show, sitting in chairs

along the sides of the bar, watching and joining in with the making of music. That sense of community,

that shared love of creating is at the heart of Once. When we watch two people start to sing a duet for the

first time and know they're creating something genuinely lovely and special, it's heart-stopping. When

our hero is performing at an open mike night and the audience slowly stand up one by one with their

instruments and join in, it's as moving and enthralling a spectacle as any big budget spectacle could ever

hope to achieve.

Some people saw the movie over and over again. You can bet the same thing will happen here. On

Broadway, quiet is the new loud thanks to this gentle, bittersweet, romantic and lovely musical.

NOTE: A friend who bought a ticket to the same show wanted to buy the cast album on the way out.

Twenty five dollars? That's too much money for a new album by the Beatles! When you go to a rock

concert, it's always great to buy a CD at the show because you know the artist is going to keep a much

bigger chunk of the proceeds. I'd love to encourage people to do the same thing here, but $25 is absurdly

over-priced. Imagine how many they'd sell if the CDs were $10 and employees stood at the exit with

stacks of them.

DEATH OF A SALESMAN ** 1/2 out of ****

ETHEL BARRYMORE THEATRE

When you're tackling a towering masterwork like Arthur Miller's Death Of A Salesman, words like

"respectable" and "solid" seem like faint praise. When you hope to scale the mountaintop, getting most of
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the way up is cold comfort.

But that's the case for this generally well-acted production by director Mike Nichols that presents the

famous drama but never quite gets under your skin.

Philip Seymour Hoffman stars as the hapless salesman Willy Loman. All great works are timeless but it's

certainly easy to see how little things have changed: Willy worked for 36 years for his company, but now

that he's not producing as much, they've cut his salary completely and put him back on commission, just

like a kid starting out. There's loyalty for you.

Willy is easily confused these days and more grumpy than garrulous with customers. His hopes and

dreams used to reside in Willy's sons, golden boy Biff (Andrew Garfield) and Happy (Finn Wittrock). But

Biff has returned home penniless after floundering out west and Hap is a glorified sales clerk who hits on

woman after woman in a desperate attempt to prove himself. Willy has one more hope for the future:

maybe Biff can make something of the absurd idea that he can raise money to start a company from the

businessman he ripped off years ago in a petty theft. or there's always the life insurance policy: Willy

slowly realizes he's worth more dead than alive. And since he's never felt that alive, the idea of suicide

isn't hard to swallow.

Some have suggested Hoffman is miscast as Willy, but I've no idea what they're talking about. Hoffman

easily embodies a shambles of a man like Willy and always has. He might have been better advised to

wait another ten years (Hoffman is only 44) but essentially he seems right in the role. And unlike his

throat-shredding work in Long Day's Journey Into Night, here Hoffman is more modulated and subtle.

When he finally breaks out that animal roar of his, it's more effective. The high points of the show are

almost all his, like the moment when he's asked how work is going and Willy collapses within himself.

Andrew Garfield (star of the upcoming film The Amazing Spiderman) is a terrific film actor and proves

himself on stage, as well. His accent is convincing enough not to draw attention to itself and he too seems

well cast as a golden boy who listened too often to a dad who promised him everything would come easy

to a kid that people liked. Garfield specializes in a jangly nervousness well-suited to Biff and he's good

here. Linda Emond may not completely nail Willy's wife Linda, but she too has her solid moments.

The supporting work is even better. Wittrock is excellent as Hap, Fran Kranz is strong as the geeky

Bernard (a kid who blossoms into a powerful lawyer) and Bill Camp is marvelous as Charley, the

neighbor who is always there to lend a helping hand. Willy treats Charley with disdain but Camp

somehow shows us that Charley knows Willy really despises himself, and makes the patience and

friendliness Charley shows understandable. In the tricky role of Willy's brother Ben, John Glover brings a

little too much flash, but that's probably the director's fault.

With a generally solid cast, why doesn't the show catch fire more? First, the scenic design by Jo Mielziner

is ugly. It's dominated by the Loman home, which contains one bedroom plopped here and another

plopped there and an odd curtained exit in the middle of the kitchen people are forever wandering in and

out of towards the parents' bedroom or offstage. Who has a curtained doorway in the middle of their

kitchen? It's all poorly thought out and deeply unhelpful in capturing the family dynamics. In a show with

such powerful entrances and exits, sweeping aside a nondescript grey curtain just doesn't cut it.

Watching it anew, one is struck by how ambitious and bold Salesman is, with its constant shifts in time

and place and the mix of the real and the imaginary. Director Mike Nichols keeps us firmly grounded

throughout (we're never confused about what's going on). But he never lights a fire under the show. He's

got a strong cast but didn't pull the work out of them or the technical team to justify why they had to

revive this show at this time. Employees being set adrift by their companies? This Salesman could speak

to today like it never has before. But Nichols can't close the deal.

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 **

Assistance **

The Atmosphere Of Memory 1/2 *

Blood Knot at Signature **

Bob *** 1/2

Bonnie & Clyde feature profile of Jeremy Jordan

Broadway By The Year: 1997 ** 1/2

Carrie ** 1/2

The Cherry Orchard with Dianne Wiest **

Chinglish * 1/2

Close Up Space *

Crane Story **

Cymbeline at Barrow Street Theatre ***

Damn Yankees **
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Death Of A Salesman with Philip Seymour Hoffman ** 1/2

Dedalus Lounge * 1/2

Early Plays (Eugene O'Neill at St. Ann's Warehouse) *

Ernani at Met w Angela Meade *** 1/2

An Evening With Patti Lupone and Mandy Patinkin ***

Follies *** 1/2

Fragments  ***

Galileo with F. Murray Abraham **

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

Godspell ** 1/2

Goodbar * 1/2

Hair ***

Hand To God ***

Hero: The Musical  * 1/2

How The World Began * 1/2

Hugh Jackman: Back On Broadway ***

Hurt Village ***

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 ***

The Lady From Dubuque ** 1/2

Lake Water **

Leo ***

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

Lysistrata Jones *

The Maids **

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  **

Painting Churches * 1/2

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

Once *** 1/2

Once on Broadway ****

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

Richard III w Kevin Spacey at BAM *** 

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

Song From The Uproar **

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

Tribes *** 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 *

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

Read more from Huffington Post bloggers:

Fern Siegel: Stage Door: Death of a Salesman
Now at the Barrymore, starring Philip Seymour Hoffman as Willy and Andrew Garfield as his lost son
Biff, this soulful lament of missed dreams and misguided desires is staged with aching sensitivity by
Mike Nichols.

More in Entertainment...
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