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PRISCILLA, QUEEN OF THE DESERT -- THE

MUSICAL * 1/2 out of ****

PALACE THEATRE

Bachelorette parties have a new go-to destination. The

musical Priscilla, Queen Of The Desert offers silly

costumes to let them giggle, enough male flesh in

fabulous shape to let them squeal and plenty of songs

they already know to let them sing along. Best of all,

there's only a wisp of a plot to distract them from their

revelry.
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Unfortunately, anyone who comes to the show expecting a little heart and soul from the movie along with

high heels and glitter will be sorely disappointed. It would be nice to say Priscilla  is harmless fluff. But it

just isn't true. The story is familiar if unusual: A drag queen gets a call from his one-time wife who says

their little boy wants to meet his daddy. (He is six, after all.) Why not bring some friends along and stage

a show at her casino in the middle of nowhere, specifically Alice, Australia? Before you can say "road

trip," our hero Will Swenson is in a fabulously decked out bus with his sparkly friends Bernadette (Tony

Sheldon), a voice of world weary wisdom; and Felicia (Nick Adams), the bitchy one who gets under

Bernadette's skin, loves Madonna and just wants to have fun!

So do we, but it's not to be. A disco ball appears at the very beginning, with a trio of divas floating over a

neon bridge belting out "It's Raining Men." The crowd claps hopefully, with a couple of cartoonish

costumes and a big cast revving the engine up. But that's about it for visual flair. Old disco tunes come

and go at random. At one point some confetti comes down in the first act; it could have happened at any

moment and you wouldn't blink an eye. That's not a good thing when confetti falling on the audience

feels arbitrary; your reaction should be a smile of delight, not "why now?"

Where to begin with the problems? The book by Stephan Elliott & Allan Scott is flat, with mild jokes

from the movie joined by milder rejoinders here. The high point, as such, is a gag about highway roadkill

that climaxes by having them run over a Teletubby. The emotional pull of a father looking to connect with

his son but fearing rejection is raised at the beginning and resolved at the end in about five minutes flat.

The three leads have so-so voices at best here (half the time they are lip-syncing to songs belted out with

flair by the divas). Will Swenson (so magnetic in Hair) feels anonymous here and struggles with most of

his songs (the random inclusion of "MacArthur Park" is his best number). Sheldon is a pro at this in

Australia but must compete with the tremendous gravity Terence Stamp brought to the role in the film.

It's not a draw. Adams has the best time of it with his flippant lines, not to mention being in such

spectacular shape that some of those brides-to-be might reconsider their standards for what a man can

look like.

The biggest problem -- literally -- is Priscilla itself. Much of the film takes place on and around that big

bus. They've dealt with this on Broadway by plopping a gigantic bus right in the middle of the stage and

basically leaving it there. Sometimes it rotates to the left; sometimes it rotates to the right. Sometimes

the side lifts and we watch the fellows trading quips on the bus. For those scenes, they're stuck in a tiny

set with a whole lot of nothing surrounding them on the stage. It feels lumbering and literal. Perhaps the

bus should have been fanciful (composed of gigantic high heel shoes?) or playfully part of their

imagination. Anything other than the hulking hunk of metal delivered by Brian Thompson. The costumes

by Tim Chappel & Lizzy Gardiner are diverting for a while. But even there we become jaded too quickly.

If they are painting the bus, we know dancers will come on stage decked out as giant paint brushes and

we merely shrug.

Whatever modest magic was conjured by Mamma Mia -- which has a similar clutch of great songs and an

equally thin plot -- is not conjured here by director Simon Phillips. The film and the actors involved all

deserved better. Lessons are learned by the lads. But the only lesson we take away is the old one: all that

glitters is not gold.

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
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Gatz ***

Good People with Frances McDormand **

The Grand Manner **

The Great Game ***

Gruesome Playground Injuries ***

The Hallway Trilogy: Nursing **

The Hallway Trilogy: Paraffin ***

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 ***

Priscilla, Queen Of The Desert -- The Musical * 1/2

The Road To Qatar *

Room ***

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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