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Janis Stevens as Vivien Leigh in-
California Stage’s “Vivien.”

Film legend
comes to life
on the stage

By Patricia Beach Smith
Bee Arts Critic el

-

ay you have just arrived on

the planet from the fourth

rock from the sun, you are
under the age of 40 or you have
seen neither “Gone With the
Wind” nor “A Streetcar Named
Desire” on the movie screen. No
problem.,

Janis Stevens so vividly plays
a woman named “Vivien” at Cali-
fornia Stage (through May 28)
that one needn’t necessarily know
she is portraying a famous two-
time Oscar-winning actress
named Vivien Leigh to appreciate
the drama, sadness and complexi-
ty of this character,

Knowing to whom Vivien refers’
when she speaks of Larry Boy (Sir
Lawrence Olivier, her husband),
Finchy (one-time lover, actor Pe-
ter Finch) or Winston (Sir Win-
ston Churchill) might let one pre-
tend to be in on all the little se-
crets*But aside from expanding
one's appreciation of the play at
* the soap opera level, it isn't all
that important.

Please see “VIVIEN," page I-3

‘Vivien’: Play
spans pleasure,
pain of her life

Continued from page I-1

Stevens deftly wends her way
through a minefield of depression,
mania, love, hate, frustration and
fury with amazing alacrity and
compound talent. One minute she
is extolling the virtues of the the-
ater — “In the theater, chaos has
the most exquisite structure” —
the next, contempt for the hands
that feed her in Hollywood — “Hol-
lywood starts to infect my brain
..."or “The only true acting is on
the stage.”

he strength of the lan-
guage in native Sacramen-
tan Rick Foster’s poetic

one-person play brilliantly propels
the character from one facet of her
life to another. Stevens returns
the favor by delivering Foster’s
language with astute timing and
eloquence.

As she mimes the action, she
talks about her “Ship of Fools”

character, Mrs. Treadwell, mak-"

ing up her face. It is one of the
best examples of the cooperative
effort that makes this writer-actor
team a success. Likewise a scene
where she describes the action
when playwright Edward Albee
(“he was wearing tennis shoes”)
visits her London flat:

“I drifted down the stairs, and
nobody drifts down the stairs like
me!”

Also powerful are the play-
wright’s gifts of silence. The preg-
nant pauses Foster built into the
play allow Vivien’s breathing and
jagged cough, plus the chilling
buzz she makes to imitate the
sound of her electric shock treat-
ments, to affect the audience, es-
pecially in the intimate California
Stage theater. Together, Foster
and Stevens have created a mar-
velous work that spans the swath
of pain and pleasure that so often
is the fate of legendary characters.

On a minimally dressed, yet
cleverly conceived set by Ron Ma-
donia, Vivien moves adroitly from
an imaginary stage to her dress-
ing room, a mental hospital and
the Oliviers’ country house.

“I just love my dressing room,”
Vivien says. “When [ go out, I
have to play Vivien Leigh. In here,
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8 tonight, 6 p.m. Sunday and

8 p.m. Friday, May 20, 26 and 27
and 6 p.m. May 21 and 28 at Cali-
fomia Stage, 1721 25th St. Run-
ning time: 95 minutes. $12; $10
students, seniors and SARTA
members. (916) 451-5822.

I can be anyone — even myself.”
Over a basic black silk sheath,
Stevens constantly changes cos-

tumes (imaginatively devised by |
Mary Campbell-Dohring), picking |
up a single red satin glove to sig- |

nify “Madame Mania” or a black
silk searf to symbolize “The Duch-
ess of Darkness” (depression) “. ..
two little visitors who drop in on
me.”

When Stevens enters to begin
the nonstop play, she’s wearing a

lustrous mink coat — what else be-

comes a legend? She slings on a
red velvet gown and becomes
Scarlett O’'Hara, ties a large
square of lavender silk on one
shoulder and becomes Antigone,
dons the drapery on one side of
the set to become Juliet and sinks
in desperation dressed only in her
dour black dress.

Barbara Bosch directed the

original production by Sierra Rep- -

ertory Theatre in 1997 when Fos-
ter was playwright-in-residence
there. Direction for this joint ef-
fort by Duende Productions and
California Stage was reworked by
Thomas F. Maguire, Foster and
Stevens.

The play opens and closes dra-
matically in the unforgiving glare
of the solemn “ghost” or work
light, a traditional single bulb in a
lamp always left on in theaters so
they are never dark. It is just one
aspect of a beautifully lit produc-
tion, also by Madonia, that helps
define the various venues.

Stevens plays to the light, turn-
ing just so to exhibit her stunning
profile, one amazingly similar to
the real Vivien's.
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