THE THEATER

HE ASSASSINATION of Presi-
I dent John F. Kennedy is to most of
us a sacred tragedy. A man who
had come to symbolize a youthful, fresh,
and idealistic approach to politics was
cruelly erased from an era in which he
was the most hopeful figure. Yet at the
same time as we keep the memory of
that moment uncontaminated, we can
also look more dispassionately at the
American political scene and regard the
assassination simply as a historical fact,
one sentence in a continuing story of
self-serving political intrigue. And just as
Brecht was able to write in comic terms
about the tragedy of Nazi Germany in
Arturo Ui, Barbara Garson in MacBird
has made highly amusing the foibles that
can be found in the supposed Kennedy-
Johnson feud.
" To do so, Mrs. Garson has made a
number of far-fetched assumptions that
are historicallv unsupported by evidence
and which unfairly exaggerate deroga-
tory aspects of the public figures she
satirizes. Does this mean that she is abus-
ing the spirit of free speech? Perhaps,
but legally she is in the clear. Our laws
are based on the theory that whenever
elected or appointed public servants are
so attacked, the truth will out and b
sufficient protection. :
The play begins with a tongue-in-
cheek prologue (“Oh, for a fireless
muse” ) patterned after the one in Henry
V. Init, we are asked to ignore our intui-
tions and not to note the similarities Mac-
Bird and the Ken O'Dunc family may
have to Macbeth and the Duncan clan
in Shakespeare’s play. Then we meet
the witches, who are not supernatural
but simply such contemporary agitators
as a student demonstrator, a Black Mus-
lim, and a labor leftist. But now comes a
scene which has no counterpart in Mac-
beth that shows the Ken O'Dunes plot-
ting the establishment of a political
dynasty in which John will be succeeded
by Bobby, and Bobby by Ted, and Ted
by “princes yet imborn.” Furthermore,
John prophesies that a sweet haze he
calls “The Pox Americana” will descend
o'er the earth. A hint of hypocrisy in all
this is inferred by John's reproof of
Bobby for having warned him against
making MacBird his vice presidential
candidate just when John needed
Bobby’s “manly immorality,” And later
it is pointed out that John was able to
use confidence and style to get away
with attacking “that rebel isle,” denying
he did it, and then. announcing “1"was
1.” Here it becomes clear that Mrs. Gar-
son’s target is not so much our late Presi-
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dent but the American public’s naive
and irrational trust in its leadership.
Bobby is treated more harshly as he is
shown ruthlessly exploiting John’s “psy-
chosexual index,” and, because he is the
real second-in-command, snubbing Mac-
Bird. MacBird is represented as a coarse,
vain, and vindictive country boy as-
sisted by a clever, self-effacing wife who
does the dirty work for her husband’s
political advancement. The play sug-
gests that this pair is involved in the as-
sassination only to the point of inviting

* the President to their home state where

he will be exposed to the fury ot his foes.
But a more damning fabrication, which
parallels Macbeth’s explanation of
why he killed Duncan’s blood-smeared
grooms, is MacBird’s pious defense of
the quick murder of Ken O'Dunc’s sup-
posed assassin.

Now the new President, MacBird,
asks the Earl- of Warren to investigate.
When the Earl takes the request seri-
ously by spouting, “Oh cursed spite that
ever I was born to set things right”
(Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5), MacBird re-
minds him that he misunderstands his
mission, which is simply “to bury doubt.”
This is vicious but hilarious satire.

Even more vicious, however, is the
play’s treatment of the Egg of Head,
who is represented as not speaking out
against the new administration in order
to modify “the devil's deeds” from
within. In a parody of the “to be or not
to be” speech, he paints his fear of quit-
ting the club and being left looking in
from outside” that outsideness, that un-
familiar land from which few travelers
ever get back in.” Later it is announced
that the Egg of Head, who had reached
the point of breaking with the Adminis-
tration, has died of a heart attack, but
adds that a poison dart was found near
the body.

The play continues to poke fun at
MacBird when, at a press conference, a
reporter asks about the rebel groups in
Viet Land and MacBird replies, “What
rebel groups? Where is this Viet Land?”
When one of his Cabinet members re-
plies that it’s “a little land we're trying
to subdue,” MacBird snorts, “What crap
is this ‘we’re trying to subdue’®”

And we see how MacBitd’s “Smooth
Society” project can be simultaneously
benevolent and insidious. “For each,”
he says, “a house, a car . . . a private
psychoanalyst . . . This land will be a
garden carefully pruned. We'll lop off
any branch that looks too tall, that
seems to grow too lofty or too fast.”

Probably the most effective scene in

the play is the one in which the three
witches perform a minstrel show for
MacBird. In it, Mr. Interlocutor asks
what they are going to call MacBird’s
first grandchild, and Mr. Bones replies,
“Dey gwine to call it Early Bird.” Here
MacBird protests, “Now that's bad
taste.” Thus the play makes fun of itself
and of those who have criticized the
whole notion of treating current political
figures so irresponsibly.

In the end, as in Macbheth, we see the
dynasty of Ken O'Dunc triumph as Mac-
Bird dies from a heart attack during his
duel with young Bobby, who, just as
sanctimoniously as did his predecessor,
vows to carry on The Smooth Society.

Under Roy Levine’s vigorous direc-
tion, the performances on the Village
Gate’s two-level thrust stage are excel-
lent. As MacBird, Stacy Keach has
caught with amazing precision the bar-
bed inflections and the portentous em-
phases that are characteristic of the
President’s style of public speaking. Be-
yond this, his acting makes what might
in lesser hands seem thin caricature into
a devastating study of amusingly absurd
self-delusion. William Devane’s portrait
of Bobby with the tousled hair is perfect

-and frighteningly facile as he switches

into a Boston accent only on public oc-
casions. In the more restrained role of
John, Paul Hecht manages to suggest
both a godlike image and a shrewd abil-
ity to calculate and control. John Plesh-
ette plays the comparative weakness of
Ted without overdoing it, And Cleavou
Little stands out as the Muslim witch.
While some of the others are less adept
in their portravals, it is a feat for a cast
to sustain this touchy parody over u
whole evening with the degree of vi-
tality and fascination it does. We may be
disturbed by MacBird’s irresponsible-
ness, but we are almost never bored by
its wild antics.

'I‘HE BEST oft-Broadway play so far
this season is Lanford Wilson’s The
Rimers of Eldritch, currently at the
Cherry Lane Theater. The play, whicl:
began at the Café La Mama, is a beauti-
fully constructed effort to present a com-
plex portrait of the good and evil in «a
small midwestern community. Under
Michael Kahn's sensitive direction, a
large cast act and re-enact segments of
disparate conversations that slowly lead
to a killing on the one hand and a sexual
consummation on the other. Thus the
playwright seems to be saying that
small-town social attitudes tend to per-
vert natural sexual expression with both
tragic and comic consequences. The cast
is superb, and to say that Susan Tyrrell’s
very funny portrait of a contemporary
country copulative and Betty Henritze's
crystal-thin-voiced old woman are most
memorable is not to slight the com-
pletely disciplined yet relaxed perform-
ances of all. —He~NrY HEWES.
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