L R R R TR AR LR LR TR ﬁos Augeles @imes LR AR LR RR AR RA

CALENDAR

TUESDAY,OCTOBER 4,2022 : LATIMES.COM/CALENDAR

Photographs by JENNY GRAHAM

HARRY GROENER, center, with Nicole Erb and Gerard Joseph in Antaeus’ “Everybody.” He says “you learn simplicity” over time.

Life 1s the great instructor

Not everybody has this depth of experience. What veteran actors bring onstage.

CHARLES McNULTY
THEATER CRITIC

Gifted actors, like fine wines, grow
richer as they mature. This was the les-
sonI took away from the Antaeus The-
atre Company production of Branden
Jacobs-Jenkins’ “Everybody” at the
Kiki & David Gindler Performing Arts
Centerin Glendale.

Directed by Jennifer Chang, “Every-
body” is an adaptation of “Everyman,”
the medieval morality play that has a
prominent place in theater history
textbooks but is rarely seen on the
secular stage. Once thought to be in-
vented by monks in “Old Timey Eng-
land,” as a character cheekily explains
in this unapologetically modern re-
write, “Everyman” is now believed to be
derived froman earlier Dutch play that
was itself based on a Buddhist fable.

Jacobs-Jenkins, the audaciously in-
novative author of “Appropriate,” “An
Octoroon” and “Gloria,” puts his own
playful stamp on an allegorical work
that exposes the vanity of worldly am-
bition. Religious doctrineis filtered out
but spiritual pedagogy is preserved as
Everybody, chosen by God to die, seeks

ALBERTO ISAAC has a secret moment in the show.

a companion for the terrifying journey
and finds that neither kin nor closest
friend is prepared to make such a sacri-
fice.

Taking inspiration from the origi-
nal work’s unbounded imagination,
the 37-year-old Jacobs-Jenkins briskly
traverses heaven and earth with a ros-
terofcharactersthatincludes God and
Death, as well as the personifications
of abstract concepts such as Love,
Understanding and Time.

One ofthe novelties of this update is
that Everybody israndomly selected at
each performance out of a pool of five
actors. These Somebodies are seated
in the audience and called onto the
stage after God, unhappy with his cre-
ation, asks Death to retrieve humanity
for an accounting of its dismaying con-
duct.

Uncertain of which part they’ll be
chosento enact, these performers have
had to memorize much of the script.
The rest of this ensemble is fixed,
though the dynamics ofthe production
change with each permutation.

Four members of the acting com-
pany are seniors. (Ageism, still being
alive and well in the entertainment in-

[See ‘Everybody,” E3]
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dustry, there was some hesi-
tancy to provide exact ages,
but all are over 70 and the
range extends into the
mid-80s.)

The youngest of this
group, three-time Tony-
nominated veteran Harry
Groener, is part ofthe Some-
body troupe. He played Stufl
onthenight Iattended, gaily
tromping around with shop-
ping bags as Everybody,
looking for some support,

‘Everybody’

comestor that this
embodiment of acquisi-
tiveness cares nothing
about salvation.

The other three seniors
who were part of the open-
ing weekend cast — Anne
Gee Byrd (Death), Dawn Di-
dawick (Girl and Time) and
Alberto Isaac (Love) —have
fixed roles. But as the play
takes pains to point out,
nothing is stable in this
ephemeral world.

After I had arranged to
speak to these four sea-
soned performers, it was an-
nounced that Byrd would be
leaving the production to do
a television series. (Tony
Amendola is the new
Death.) But Byrd, who im-
bued the role of Death with
craggy wit, was gracious
enough to join our Zoom
conversation. Groener and
Didawick, long married in
real life, appeared on the call
together to join their es-
teemed colleagues in an un-
usually frank discussion of
what maturity brings to ac-
tors who never stop chal-
lenging themselves. The in-
terview has been edited for
length and clarity.

Anne Gee, I just found out
that you would be leaving
the show for a TV opportu-
nity. Can you tell us about
it?

Byrd: It's a new series
call “Straight Man.” I play
Bob Odenkirk’s mother.
He's a college professorina
meh college in the Midwest.
He's akind of jamoke, so it
should be real fun.

‘What drew you to this play?

Byrd: My first response
was I don't really want to be
schooled by a 30-something
about how to live. Later, it
did occur to me that Jesus
was in his 30s, so maybe I
should keep my mouth shut.
But Iknow that Harry and
Dawn thought it was good. I
love this writer’s work.
“Neighbors,” I thought, was
astounding. SoIsigned on
despite my reservations and
have grown to love it, actu-
ally.
Didawick: I was very
excited to be working with
Jennifer, our director, who is
very bright. Since the time
we saw “Appropriate” at
Actors Theatre of
Louisville, we have been
champions of Branden
Jacobs-Jenkins and wanted
in some way to be part of
doing his work when some-
thing came around that was
right for Antaeus. I think
he’s amajor voice. We're
very excited to beable todo
it. Inever thought that
anyone could adapt “Every-
man.”

Does your experience of
working in classics help
with a play that has one
foot in the 15th century and
another in the 21st?

Byrd: I had a different
take because of the history
of “Everyman.” I thought
that those playing Every-
body should seem like they
weren't really actors, that
they just came off the street,
and were believers. It took
me a while to adjust to the
circus quality of it all, but it
hasjust been tremendous
fun. Charles, I want you to
see it the night that Harry
does Everybody.

But how would anyone
know in advance when that
might be ifalottery deter-
mines the casting?
Groener: Jennifer
[Chang] was committed to
doing the lottery. I have
some issues with that
mainly because I believe
that when Branden con-
ceived this he was thinking
about an openrun, with
eight shows a week. If you
doit that way, the odds are

Where: Kiki & David
Gindler Performing Arts
Center, 110 E. Broadway,
Glendale

When: 8 p.m. Fridays,

2 and 8 p.m. Saturdays,
2 p.m. Sundays, 8 p.m.
Mondays. Ends Oct. 17.
Tickets: $40

Contact: (818) 506-1983 or
antaeus.org

Running time: 1 hour, 30
minutes

that the five actors who are
putting in all this work will
hit all the roles a number of
times. We only have 20-
something performances
and so I think it should be
more controlled. You can
stilldo it in a way that every
night will be different, but
the actors won't get stuck
with the same role every
time. I've talked to people
who have seen the produc-
tionin New York and the
one here, and they don’'t
know whether the lottery is
real.

Iconfess that Ialso won-
dered ifthe roles were
decided in advance on the
night I attended.

Didawick: This reminds
me of when Harry did
“Oklahoma!” on Broadway
and spent enormous
amounts of time studying
with Montie Montana how
todo thelariat. He learned
how toreally doit. And then
when he did the numberin
New York, they said, “Oh,
youuse one of those trick
ropes.”

Groener: Actors in other
productions were using a
trick rope with a hinge onit.
Iwas taught you have to
twirlit. My lariat was a real
lariat.

Didawick: That's what I
mean: You put in all this
work and people think it's
rigged anyway.

Groener: Now that we've
opened, I've said that we
have to fix this because I've
done Stuffthree timesina

like, “Oh, yeah. I've done
something like this 40 years
ago.” And soIfind thatin
my old age there’s some-
thing from my youth coming
back and being useful to me
asaperformer.

Alberto, you play Love, the
character who sticks by
Everybody at the end.
‘What’sit like playing
against five different ver-
sions of the protagonist?

Isaac: I haven't done that
many plays at Antaeus, but
1find it an absolute joy and
aprivilege to be working
with these three wonderful
performers in the same
production. I've worked
with Harry and Dawn on
another play before and I
just lovedit. I'm sorry I
haven't had as many
chances to play against
Harry’s Everybody. Each
Everybody has been a differ-
ent performance. I have to
make this marvelously
complicated adjustment in
my mind because I watch
the whole play up to the
point of my entrance and it
feels like a new work each
timeIdoit.

Groener: It's like double
casting, multiplied five
times. When we had double
casting at Antaeus — Iloved
it, by the way — it was al-
ways interesting. Even
though you rehearsed with
the actors, it’s still sort of
new. So you have to be really
present, really listen, really
be there. And now we have
todo that with four other
actors and totally different
interpretations.

Didawick: The difference
isyoudonot get arunat the
role. Actors need to be able
todo arolelike Everybody
more than once in tech
before they have todoit
eight days later.Idon't have
the burden that they have,
butIsitinthe audience and
get nervous when the lot-
tery comes on. The benefit
that comes with doing
something again and again
isn't there. Classical train-
ing helps for sure. Butit's
also the fact that we've done
many new works. Working

row already. on new plays makes you
approach things differently
Your performance as Stuff and gets you ready for the
was sogood I this unexp d because stuff
can’tberandom.Butthen  happens.
you have such a wealth of
stage experience to fall Do you think, generally
back on. speaking, that younger
Didawick: Combined actors today have a default
with experienceis the ele- torealism? Television is so
ment of ensemble playing. pervasive. Has it changed
Many of us have worked the way performers tackle
together before and that is even nonrealistic materi-
one of the benefits of the al?
long-haul members of An- Didawick: I'm not sure
taeus. We have relation- whether they think they
ships with each other. On have to explain everything
the other hand, I enjoy the through movement or reac-

enthusiasm and bravery of
the young. Ifeellike the
older you get, the more you
know how hard it really is.

What I appreciated was
how the four of you were
able to play in a heightened
mode without overdoing it.
You veterans know how to
achieve this without push-

Didawick: Ido think that
somehow the older actors
take human bites.

Ihave to assume thata
lifetime spent in and
around world classics has
made you comfortable with
arange of theatrical styles.
Isaac: I was involved
with East West Players
shortly after it was founded,
40-plus years ago. And in
the early days of the com-
pany there was alot of Asian
theater training. Classesin
Chinese opera. We touched
on Noh and Kabuki. I'mnot
sure how much that has
helped meinthelongrun.I
doknow there’sa moment
in“Everybody” when I flash
onto a Nohmoment.Iwon't
tellyou where. It's my se-
cret. But it makes me feel

tion orthat thisis just how
actingis beingtaught these
days.

Byrd:Ithink the theater
is suffering from too much
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ANNE GEE BYRD, left, and Dawn Didawick in archetypal roles in “Everybody.”

olderin this work is that you
learn how much you don’t
have to do. You learn sim-
plicity, youlearn economy,
you learn you don't need to
have all this energy to tell
the story. It is simpler than
that, and that’s almost a
reliefto learn.

This is a play about mortal-
ity, a subject that I know
from my own experience of
aging no longer seems as
distant as it once did. Anne
Gee, you play Death. What
has it been like for you and
how do you think your
experience compares with
your younger cast mem-
bers?

Byrd: I had a wonderful
husband who died at the
turn of the century, and
sharing his death changed
my view of it. He was so
graceful in doing it that my
hope is simply that I will be
able todoit with as much
grace as he did. I don’t know
how a young person could
have that insight.

Didawick: In the first
week of our rehearsal Ilost
one of my very best friends,
whodied in Croatiaand I
was trying to get the body
back. And so I was sur-
rounded by death in my
personal life and sur-
rounded by death in re-
hearsal. I'min the Decem-
ber of my life. And thenI'm
watching Harry do Every-
body for the first time — just
watching as a colleague and
anactor. At the end, I burst
into tearsinaway that I
couldn’t get control of my-
self. And all the young peo-
ple came running down and
tried to comfort me. I said to
them, because I was embar-
rassed and couldn’t get it
together, “You all are acting
it. We're living it.”

Groener: Thereisa
difference with how the
audience receives this play
depending on the age of the
actor playing Everybody. If
you have someone old like
me, you see the whole thing
differently than if you have
someone who's in their
mid-20s, early 30s. I think
it’s a fascinating aspect of
this play.

Byrd: Speaking of roles
for older people, there’s a
play I so much want todo, I
can taste it. “Escaped
Alone” by Caryl Churchill.
‘The four women characters
are all over the age of 70.
Maybe ifI make enough
money on this series, I'll just
produce it myself.

Please, somebody, do this
play! Has anything sur-
prised you about the re-
sponse to “Everybody”?
Didawick: It's been excit-
ing during previews because
we've had a very young and
ethnically diverse audience.
Younger than we usually
have. And hearing their
reaction to this play is very

university training. I think different than when our
most of these young actors older friends come up tous
have learned to act in afterwards. Maybe because
classesasopposed tolearn-  what’s personally happened
ing to try to reach an audi- to them or because how
ence. close they are to the surren-
Didawick: We were lucky  der.
because we got to work. We
went from regional theater The image of the dumpster
toregional theater, doing that Death insists Every-
every kind of play imagi- body enter at theend is
nable in our careers. Those harrowing. Especially at a
theaters barely exist any- time when we’re all just
more. emerging from the pan-
Isaac: I could be totally demic.
wrong, but one thing that Groener: I think allofus
strikes me is that the inner on this screen have lost
work doesn’t seem to be someone to COVID.
translated into what I think Didawick: We’ve had two
is an attempt at stylization. years of g ce and
Butit'snot connecting. The  death.

thing that Harry doesasa
matter of course and so
easily. “Yeah, do that,” I
want to say. “Connect
what's happening inside
with movements that are
spare and large and at the
same time true. It's so sim-
ple. Just watch Harry.”
Groener: WhatIthinkis
so wonderful about getting

Byrd: I've been busy.

Didawick: One of the
reasons I wanted todo
“Everybody” was because of
the people you see here. We
don't know when an oppor-
tunity like this will come
around again. Wedon't
know how many more
chances we will have to work
together.



