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Sophia Caruso, 10, plays the starring 

role in “Annie,” which opens at 

Spokane Civic Theatre on Friday and 

runs through June 17. “Sandy,” a 

local shelter dog, co-stars.

If you go

“Annie”

When: Friday through June 17, 

curtain times 7:30 p.m., Thursdays, 

Fridays and Saturdays and 2 p.m. 

on Sundays 

Where: Spokane Civic Theatre’s 

Main Stage, 1020 N. Howard St. 

Cost: $29, $27 seniors, $22 students 

Call: (509) 325-2507 or TicketsWest, 

(800) 325-SEAT or 

By end of ‘Annie,’ theater hopes to find rescued 
dog a home

Tags: ‘Annie’ Pets sandy Sophia Caruso Spokane Civic Theatre SpokAnimal Val Hughes  

There are two stars in the Spokane Civic Theatre’s 

upcoming production of “Annie.” Both are cute, both 

have adorable curls, both are talented vocalizers – but 

only one was rescued from a shelter. 

That would be Sandy, the shelter dog playing the role of 

Li’l Orphan Annie’s lovable mutt. No one really knows 

the dog’s original name – he was brought to 

SpokAnimal as a stray – so trainer and rescuer Val 

Hughes decided to name the dog Sandy, the same as 

his stage name.

“It just seemed less confusing that way,” said Hughes.

We’ll tell you more below about the other remarkable 

star, Sophia Caruso, 10, who plays Annie. But first we 

need to explain that Sandy won’t be going back to the 

shelter. Sandy will be going to someone’s home – 

maybe yours.

Hughes is a longtime Spokane dog-trainer, a veteran of 

supplying dogs for stage and screen roles. In the past, 

she has supplied her own well-trained dogs. This time, 

though, she came up with an inspired idea. She told 

director Yvonne A.K. Johnson that she would find a 

rescue dog, train it for the role, and then, at the end of 

the run, give it away to a good home, maybe to a family 

that had fallen in love with the dog on stage.
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(http://www.ticketswest.com/) 

More info: 

www.SpokaneCivicTheatre.com 
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To see Sandy’s own Facebook page, 

go to www.facebook.com/pages/ 

(http://www.facebook.com/pages/) 

 Sandy/160293900701641. 

Johnson loved the idea. However, Hughes immediately 

ran into challenges. She trolled the shelter websites 

looking for possibilities, but she knew she needed not 

just any dog. She needed one that had stage presence.

“We needed a big, fluffy guy,” she said.

She finally found her big fluffy guy’s picture on 

SpokAnimal’s adoption website.

“Just like I met my guy on Match.com (http://Match.com) , I found my dog on 

Petfinder.com,” said Hughes, who added that she really did find her (human) guy online.

She went to SpokAnimal and met Sandy, who turned out to be a friendly, adorable and 

highly energetic neutered male. In fact, someone had previously adopted Sandy, but 

returned him to the shelter after a couple of days, saying he was too energetic. Hughes 

thinks he’s some kind of shepherd/golden retriever mix and is just past puppyhood. She 

has been training him for a few months – but not nearly as long as one of her usual stage 

dogs – and he likes to yowl along with the songs. And he still retains plenty of his 

natural rambunctiousness. 

That can be an issue when Sandy outweighs Annie by about 20 pounds.

Which brings us to Sophia Caruso. Spokane audiences might remember her as the 

diminutive bundle of energy who played Helen Keller in Interplayers Professional Resident 

Theatre’s “The Miracle Worker,” directed by Patty Duke, last season. This year, Caruso 

has been in the running for two “Annie” productions – the Civic one, and the biggest one 

of all, the upcoming Broadway revival. Sophia and her mom, Deena Caruso, went to New 

York City and stood in line with thousands of other girls at the auditions (her picture 

appeared in the New York Times). Sophia made it past numerous callbacks and very 

nearly to the plum title role.

“Out of 5,000 girls, I made it into the top three,” said Sophia.

The producers ended up choosing a girl with previous Broadway experience. Yet there’s 

still a chance that Sophia could jump from the Civic to Broadway over the next year or 

two. She is high on a list of possible replacements – and replacements are common in a 

show where little girls routinely outgrow their roles.
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“I do have a chance to be one of the orphans or the lead,” said Sophia. “I get rolled in, 

they get rolled out.”

Right now, she is giddy over just getting to play the role she has always dreamed of. Her 

mom bought her the DVD of the movie when she was little. She remembered looking at 

the cover and saying, “It looks boring.” And then she watched it.

“I watched it over and over and over again,” said Sophia. “I knew all the words to all the 

songs by the second time I watched it. Sometimes I’d say the lines along with the movie. 

‘Leapin’ lizards!’ ”

Sophia first auditioned to play Annie when she was 4. She didn’t get it. Yet that just 

motivated her. Now that she finally landed the role, she’s finding that it’s both more fun 

and more challenging than she dreamed. More challenging, because Annie has to carry 

the show with her singing, dancing and comic acting. More fun, for the exact 

same reasons.

“I love a great challenge,” Sophia said.

She is also finding it fulfilling in a deeper way.

“Maybe you’re mad, or you’re sad, or you’re hurt inside,” she said. “But when an audience 

is in front of me, it makes all of that go away.”

Sophia already has her next role lined up – Tina Denmark, the ruthless 8-year-old child 

star of “Ruthless!,” which will be Interplayers’ summer musical.

“I have to play that role because it’s so me,” Sophia said.

Finally, we must mention one potential glitch in Hughes’ plan to give Sandy away at the 

close of the show. Hughes has fallen in love with Sandy. She may want to keep him.

“I retain the right of first refusal,” Hughes said.

A special benefit performance of “Annie,” to benefit SpokAnimal, will take place May 30, 

doors open at 6:45 p.m., show starts at 7:30 p.m. Festival seating is $30, assigned seating 

is $40. There will be a silent auction with all proceeds benefiting homeless animals. 

Contact Gail Mackie for tickets at (509) 534-8133, ext. 202, or 

email gmackie@spokanimal.org.
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Yvonne A.K. Johnson stands on the

stage at the Spokane Civic Theatre,

where she has been executive

artistic director for the past five

years. Johnson has led the the

theater from financial turmoil to its

best-selling season at a time when

many arts organizations

are struggling.

Tags: Interplayers Professional Theatre Michael Muzatko Reed McColm Spokane Civic Theatre Yvonne

A.K. Johnson Yvonne Johnson

The recession has been brutal for Spokane’s live

theater. Two theaters closed, others teetered.

Meanwhile, the Spokane Civic Theatre has just come

off its biggest ticket-sales season ever. How do you

explain that?

The answer: Yvonne A.K. Johnson.

Johnson, 40, has been the Civic’s executive artistic

director for five years – a period of

remarkable turnaround.

Michael Muzatko, president of the Civic’s board,

certainly gives her the credit.

“What Yvonne has, which is very rare, is that she is an excellent artistic director and a

brilliant businesswoman,” said Muzatko. “We are very lucky.”

It’s hard to argue with the results. When Johnson arrived from Minneapolis in 2005, the

theater was in turmoil and in desperate fiscal peril.

“The endowment board said, ‘You don’t have a lot of time. You have to get this theater

turned around or we’ll have to close the doors,’ ” Johnson recalled.

The week she arrived, the Civic was staging a show playing to 33 percent of capacity. So

Johnson went to work drafting a budget and scheduling shows that would get patrons

into the seats.

“Now, if a show is under 70 percent, I have a heart attack,” she said.



The theater is not only coming off its best ticket season, it also produced the best-selling

individual show in its history, ’s “The Pirates of Penzance,” last fall.

Johnson, not coincidentally, directed it. She turned what could have been a stuffy dud

into a show that was a boatload of high-energy fun, with nods to ,

Elvis and Queen Victoria.

“A lot of forward planning came into that,” she said.

Sometimes, budgets are balanced at the expense of quality. Johnson said she never

wanted to go that route.

In fact, she came in convinced that high production values were crucial to restoring the

faith of both the audiences and the performers. In a community theater, which does not

pay actors, the enthusiastic participation of performers is crucial.

Listen to what one local performer and director has to say about Johnson: “I think she’s

been a gift to the community. She has helped the Spokane Civic Theatre regain its

standards as a glorious and reliable theater.

“I don’t think what she has done has been easy. But she’s done it and I admire her

very much.”

And that’s from someone you might call a competitor: Reed McColm, the artistic director

of Interplayers Professional Theatre.

Muzatko, who is also an actor and performer (he was the Pirate King in “Penzance”), said

she has won the respect of the acting community.

“She runs a very efficient rehearsal and does not waste the performers’ time,” he said.

“And she takes input very well and is also respectful of talent.”

Johnson has actually increased the Civic’s full-time staff by several positions. For the first

time, the Civic will have a full-time music director.

How can a theater increase staff and still remain fiscally solvent?

By increasing revenues, which in the Civic’s case, are almost entirely dependent on ticket

sales. Revenues have, essentially, doubled since she arrived.

She also built up the theater’s training camp and classes for youth, called the Academy.

 (#) Gilbert & Sullivan

 (#) Monty Python



It now accounts for 10 percent of the theater’s budget – and it has another advantage

as well.

“You start them early, and they might be actors, directors and theatergoers,” she said.

Johnson grew up in Waukesha, Wisc., a suburb of Milwaukee. She discovered her love of

theater by sixth grade, when she dressed up as a cavewoman and sang a song in a

school show.

She earned a bachelor’s degree from nearby Carthage College in speech,

communications and theater, and spent a few years as a freelance director in the

Milwaukee area.

Then she decided that England was the place to immerse herself more fully in theater.

Johnson went to the University of Essex in Colchester and earned her first master’s

degree, in contemporary theater practice. She directed shows in London and Edinburgh.

Johnson returned to the states and earned a master of fine arts at Minnesota State

University-Mankato. After that, she was hired to run both the teaching company and the

performance company at CLIMB Theatre, a large professional educational theater troupe

near Minnesota.

There, she was mentored by an executive director who taught her about budgets, audits

and balance sheets – things they don’t teach in MFA programs.

From there, she applied for the Civic post, where that financial training came in handy.

“Yes, I am comfortable with the business side (as well as with the artistic side),” said

Johnson. “I feel blessed to have both. But I certainly prefer the artistic.”

Sometimes, her artistic instincts have been crucial to business success.

For instance, last year she chose a show that few in the Northwest were familiar with: a

raucous farce by , “Escanaba in Da Moonlight,” set in a Michigan hunting

camp. It included a seven-minute flatulence gag.

“A lot of people said, ‘This is not going to go over. Spokane will hate this show,’ ” said

Johnson. “I said, ‘I totally disagree. Spokane will love it.’

“Troy Nickerson is a great director of farce and I knew if we got the right people in it, they

would have fun. And we sold out almost every show.”

 (#) Jeff Daniels



Johnson said she was lucky to arrive at a place with such a talented core. She said

Nickerson has “been here every step of the way,” and she has appointed him

resident director.

She also gives credit to the Civic’s professional design team: Peter Hardie, David Baker,

Dee Finan and Jan Wanless. Johnson said she is also grateful for the support of

the board.

It hasn’t always been easy. She arrived at the Civic in the wake of staff layoffs. Emotions

were running high. On top of that, the theater had a fire and a flood in the boiler room

during her first year.

“Peter Hardie would say, ‘Well, you came back again today!’ ” remembered Johnson.

With all of her family back in Wisconsin, she admitted that it got a little lonely in those

days. Even now, being the person who is, in her words, “responsible for every dollar and

every word at the theater” can be difficult.

“I jokingly say to her, ‘Is the crown a little heavy today?’ ” said Muzatko,

paraphrasing Shakespeare.

Johnson doesn’t have much time for hobbies, although she loves travel, water-skiing,

wine-tasting with friends and a daily walk through Manito Park, near her home. But she’s

doing what she loves – and doing it well.

Will she stick around?

“I’m planning on being here,” she said. “There’s still work to be done.”

Get more news and information at Spokesman.com
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Theater review
“Metamorphoses,” Friday night,

Spokane Civic Theatre’s Firth Chew

Studio Theatre. It continues through

April 17. Call (509) 325-2507 or

TicketsWest outlets (800-325-SEAT

or www.ticketswest.com).

Theater review: Cast succeeds in pooling talent

Tags:  Art  Firth Chew Studio Theatre  Metamorphoses  Spokane Civic Theatre  Theater  theater reviews

Yvonne Johnson

The main character of “Metamorphoses” is 24 feet wide,

4 feet deep and smells sweetly of chlorine.

It’s a swimming pool, which gurgles center stage in the

intimate Firth Chew Studio Theatre space.

And it’s only one of the many reasons why

“Metamorphoses” is such a memorable full-immersion

theatrical experience. It helps that Mary Zimmerman’s script, based on the Roman poet

Ovid’s poems, tells tales that have captured the human experience for thousands of

years – the tales of King Midas, Narcissus and Orpheus, to name a few.

And it also helps that director Yvonne A.K. Johnson uses the pool not as a gimmick, but

as a metaphor. Sometimes it’s the River Styx, sometimes the stormy Mediterranean,

sometimes the glistening well of human desire. She and her 10-person ensemble also

use the pool as an all-purpose staging tool and a rich source for new kinds of

body language.

Where else can characters express their feelings by kicking water in each other’s faces?

Forcing someone’s head underwater? Or, in one extreme case, diving to the bottom and

staying there? (Scuba gear makes that particular effect possible.)

Zimmerman’s sometimes funny, often moving script is divided into 10 vignettes, each one

dealing with the ways in which mythical gods and goddesses alternately meddle with the

lives of mortals and screw up their own private lives.

One of the most powerful is the story of Alcyone, who mourns her husband Ceyx,

missing at sea, and ultimately reunites with him by transforming into a seabird. The final,

powerful image has them swooping together, through the waves. Transformation is the

theme of all of these pieces, as befits a work titled “Metamorphoses.”

The story of Phaeton, the son of Apollo (you might say the son of the Sun), is staged in a

more lighthearted manner. Phaeton rocks a pair of Ray-Bans and acts like a spoiled

SoCal teenager, who just wants the old man to hand over the car keys. But this car is the

golden chariot of the Sun, and Phaeton, unfortunately, commits some

reckless charioteering.

The most moving vignette comes at the end, when the kindly old couple, Baucis and

Philemon, ask Zeus to grant them a remarkable wish. They want to die at the same time,

so neither has to endure the grief of losing the other. Zeus does them one better. He

turns them into trees so they can be entwined forever. My face was wet at the end of this

scene, and not from the splashage.

The mostly young and seaworthy ensemble – Marilee Bailey, Nancy Gasper, Bethany

Hart, Morgan Gilbert, Rosie Mandel, Dalin Tipton, Kevin Connell, Taylor Pedroza, Brian

Gunn and Gabriel T. Short – all play multiple roles. I have great admiration for their ability

to embody such otherworldly characters as Aphrodite, Orpheus and the half-naked Eros,

all while, literally, staying afloat.
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This is one play in which the costumers and set designers star. All of the actors wear

basic bathing suits, but they often cover these with, for instance, a shimmering Greek

gown, or a toga, or even a contemporary men’s suit. Lead costumer Jan Wanless made

80 costumes – many of which end up soaking wet at the end of every show.

And set designer Peter Hardie successfully turns a huge swimming pool – donated by

Pool World – into a genuine stage. The entire pool is surrounded by decking, with an

elaborate doorway leading offstage.

So some scenes take place on dry land. Yet because the pool is integrated so well into

the space, it seems perfectly natural when a god or goddess turns, leaps and dives

gracefully into another realm.
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 Buddy: The Buddy

Holly Story
Through Oct. 24

Spokane Civic Theatre

Buddy is a rock 'n' roll museum with moving dioramas and the bobby-soxers are screaming.
Michael Bowen

Rock 'n' roll's Father, Son and Holy Ghost [Photo: Young Kwak]

He didn’t want any plucking restraint. He wanted thrashing

passion. Buddy Holly aimed to turn sedate country music into

ravenous rock ’n’ roll.

And on the strength of Yvonne Johnson’s audience-participating

directing style and Brian Gunn’s likable performance in the title

role, the Civic’s Buddy: The Buddy Holly Story turns jukebox nostalgia into a rousing of the

rock ’n’ roll rabble.

As Buddy, Gunn is even more than a singing-dancing-acting triple threat: He quintuples his

impact by shredding his Strat and looking good in horn-rims, too. Gunn’s acting rings the

changes from nervous kid to defiant artist, from gentle balladeer to rockin’ rebel.

Johnson and co-music directors Jim Ryan and Michael Saccomanno succeed in showing

Buddy’s development as a musician. When the Crickets are still playing roller rinks — and in



 

their initial recording sessions — they sound tentative and rough. By the time they’re recording

“Everyday” and signing contracts, though, they’re rocketing up the charts.

Along the way, however, the intra-band squabbles and fights with producers lacked conviction.

And the sound balance was off during the first half of opening night, unfortunately, with

Gunn’s guitar amped too high and his mic turned too low. As a result, the wonder of being in on

the recording of “That’ll Be the Day” and the surprising-the-black-folks impact of “Peggy Sue”

at the Apollo was lessened.

But the balance got restored after intermission. And while Act Two contains too much clunky

exposition, the payoff is exciting. Johnson sends bobby-soxers screaming down the aisles and

distributing programs in a you-are-there simulation of Buddy’s final concert.

On that frigid Iowa night in ’59, Jhon Goodwin — joshing and flirting as the Big Bopper —

exudes confident stage presence. As Ritchie Valens, Paul Villabrille got laughs for his pelvic

thrusts but earned approving whoops for how he tore into “La Bamba.”

It’s unexpectedly moving to watch Buddy and the Bopper join in on that song with Valens when

you know it’s their last night on earth.

The report of their deaths, when it arrives, is sudden. But it’s handled without schmaltz, and

soon the encores and curtain calls restore a rousing sense of being in at the birth of rock ’n’ roll.

Buddy: The Buddy Holly Story • Thurs-Sat at 7:30 pm; Sun at 2 pm; through Oct 24 •

Tickets: $28 (top); $10, student rush • Spokane Civic Theatre • 1020 N. Howard St. • Visit:

http://www.spokanecivictheatre.com • Call: 325-2507

For more photos of Buddy and a longer version of this review, visit

http://stagethrust.blogspot.com.
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Review
This review is based on “Buddy: The

Buddy Holly Story,” performed Friday

night at Spokane Civic Theatre, 1020

N. Howard St. The show continues

through Oct. 24. For tickets, call

(509) 325-2507.

Rock ’n’ roll’s draw modeled in Civic
Theatre rarity

Tags:  Spokane Civic Theatre  theater reviews  The Buddy Holly Story

The Spokane Civic Theatre’s “Buddy: The Buddy Holly

Story” isn’t merely about the rock ’n’ roll of the 1950s; it

IS the rock ’n’ roll of the 1950s.

By that, I mean its appeal is exactly the same – it’s

upbeat, energetic, youthful and just plain fun. I also

mean that the show consists largely of rock ’n’ roll

performed concert-style. And finally, I mean that if

someone from Mars were curious about why rock ’n’ roll took over the Earth in the late

1950s, this show provides a pretty good answer.

In fact, it provides the answer in the first scene, when an unknown Lubbock, Texas, band

called the Crickets, fronted by Buddy Holly, starts playing a country song. It’s slow,

forlorn and plodding. In the middle of this weeper, Holly turns to his band mates with a

mischievous grin and breaks into his own raucous, good-time song, “Ready Teddy.” It’s

blazing fast, catchy and alive.

Which is not a bad description of the Civic’s production overall.

None of this would have worked without a charismatic and wholly successful performance

by Brian Gunn as Buddy Holly. “Buddy” is a show that relies to an exceptionally high

degree on one performer. That performer must be able to play a guitar, sing in a sweet,

high voice (with some country and blues overtones), and create a quirky and

charismatic character.

Gunn makes it all look easy. First, there’s the guitar-playing, which he learned in an

intensive crash course with Spokane guitar master Joe Brasch. Gunn not only

reproduces Holly’s chiming sound with reasonable accuracy, he makes it look effortless.

His voice is sweet and pure on songs like “Everyday.” And he easily pulls off Holly’s

characteristic hiccups in songs such as “Peggy Sue.” He clearly has a good musical ear,

which is hard to teach.

More importantly, he carries himself with a confidence and charisma absolutely essential

to conveying Buddy’s story. Holly had a gawky, unusual appeal – all thick glasses and

sly grins – and Gunn’s performance made me realize how Holly was able to become an

object of rock adoration despite having none of the standard Elvis sex appeal.

Gunn has plenty of help, of course. The two other Crickets, played well by Dave Turner

and James Elvidge, are amiable characters with good musical chops. Michael Hynes as

Lubbock’s disc jockey Hipockets Duncan and Daniel Griffith as Holly’s indispensable

producer Norman Petty contribute solid supporting performances.

Yet I would not go to “Buddy” expecting much in the way of riveting drama. Buddy’s life is

portrayed in a series of predictable and often stiff scenes, which can be summed up in

one quick sentence: Buddy overcame all doubters to become a beloved

national sensation.
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The one truly touching moment in the show is powerfully staged by director Yvonne A.K.

Johnson. In the middle of Buddy’s final, fateful concert in Clear Lake, Iowa, in 1959, the

music stops mid-song. The lights go black. In a niche above the audience, Hipockets

Duncan sits alone in his radio studio, delivering an elegy to Buddy Holly, dead in a

plane crash.

Then, after a pause, the lights flash back on and Buddy is singing again. The message:

The music did not die that day.

This was staged far differently than it was in the national tour – but equally effectively.

This is, as Johnson has said, a different kind of show for the Civic. Staging it is more like

staging a two-hour rock concert. The first half re-creates an Apollo Theater gig in Harlem,

with great supporting performances by the excellent David Allen McElroy and

Keyonna Knight.

The second half re-creates the Clear Lake concert, with spot-on impersonations of J.P.

“The Big Bopper” Richardson by Jhon Goodwin, and of Ritchie Valens by Paul Villabrille.

This creates a whole new set of challenges in staging and technical direction. Johnson

and technical director Peter Hardie pull it all off smoothly, although they might want to

tinker with the sound levels and sound mixing on a few numbers.

Still, the message comes through loud and clear, summed up in Gunn’s final line:

Buddy’s back in town.
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Annie Oakley, gang fun to watch

“Annie Get Your Gun” has always been, first and foremost, a star vehicle for its lead actress.

It worked for Ethel Merman in 1946 and for Bernadette Peters in 1999. Now, the Spokane Civic

Theatre is fortunate to have its own made-to-order Annie Oakley, the gifted Tami Knoell, who knocks

it right out of the ballpark.

Excuse me, wrong analogy. She blasts it right outta the sky.

She’s funny, she’s loaded with energy, she has fine vocal command and she’s just plain adorable.

Knoell, her curly mane flying, is enough to make this production fun to watch, but we get the added

bonus of seeing a first-rate Frank Butler, played by a man who can match Knoell’s stage presence,

Patrick McHenry-Kroetch.

“Annie Get Your Gun” can survive without a great Frank, but it’s sure nice to have one. After all, the

show’s main plot – really, its only plot – turns on whether an enormously talented sharpshooter can

stand to share a stage, and a marriage, with an equally talented sharpshooter.

Director Yvonne A.K. Johnson proves again that she has a light and intelligent touch for musical

comedy. She understands what people want in a show like this: They want to watch a cast having a

great time for 2 1/2 hours. They want high standards of stagecraft and professionalism (yes, even

in community theater), but they don’t want any of it to look like work. They want it to look like fun,

and fun is infectious.

Johnson, along with Knoell, McHenry-Kroetch and music director Michael Saccomanno, get that

tone just right in the funny and catchy “Anything You Can Do (I Can Do Better).” They also get it right

in three different versions of “There’s No Business Like Show Business.” Let’s give Irving Berlin

some credit, too.

Still, the best number of the night belongs to Knoell, with a jaunty “I Got the Sun in the Morning.”

Knoell has already shown in the first act that she can nail the aw-shucks backwoods ragamuffin

aspect of Annie’s character. Here, she gives us the mature, more womanly Annie, with her

infectious optimism still intact.

Nobody could make a case for “Annie Get Your Gun” as any kind of high point in musical theater

history. Its plot is too thin, its jokes are too ancient and its lyrics (as opposed to its melodies) are

not the stuff of great art. The 1946 version, with its jibes about Indians and women, would be

unwatchable today. The Civic wisely uses the rewritten 1999 revival version, which is

significantly updated.

But when I say updated, I mean updated to, let’s say, 1968 “Dean Martin Show” standards. You’ll

still go home shaking your head if you expect a sophisticated portrayal of Sitting Bull.

The Civic’s costume and set standards are high. This show has a challenging succession of

settings, from a state fairgrounds to a trans-Atlantic cattle boat to a fancy New York ballroom. Set
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designer Peter Hardie solves these problems partly with big, beautiful painted backdrops. One

recreates the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show posters. Another gives us a gorgeous, green-mooned

New York skyline.

A solid supporting cast is anchored by Doug Dawson as Buffalo Bill and Gary Pierce as Charlie

Davenport, who functions as a combination stage manager and court jester.

This show has an exceptionally large cast totaling 33 people, including plenty of kids.

They often seem to be having the time of their lives. It’s catching.

“Annie Get Your Gun,” reviewed Friday night, continues on the Civic Theatre Main Stage through

June 20. Call (509) 325-2507 for tickets.
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September 27, 2009

Jim Kershner

jimk@spokesman.com

It’s hard to imagine a better start to the Spokane Civic Theatre season than “The Pirates

of Penzance,” by Gilbert and Sullivan.

Here’s a show that reaches back to the best classic theater traditions, yet is full of

modern snap and Monty Python-like fun. The hero, Frederic (Russell Seaton) isn’t above

doing an Elvis hip swivel.

This production is also an ideal example of the collaborative nature of great theater. Let

me just list a few of the people who contribute crucially to the almost total success of

this show:

•Director Yvonne A.K. Johnson, who fills the show with nonstop comic business involving

swords, candlesticks, parasols, ship’s wheels, Queen Victoria and just about anything

else that catches her creative eye. She is also responsible for the bright, brisk pace.

•Choreographers Troy Nickerson and Jillian Wylie, who create some of the best comic

dance numbers I’ve seen at the Civic, including a Chaplinesque number with the baton-

wielding constables and the high-energy “With Cat-Like Tread.”

•Music director Trudy Harris, who delivers the memorable and infectious Arthur Sullivan

music with a fine pit orchestra.

•Set designer David Baker and technical director Peter Hardie, who create a set-filling

pirate ship, complete with figureheads, crow’s-nests and yardarms, and then in the

second act, a gloomy chapel with ruined, artful arches. The silhouetted “reveal” of the

ship was worth some oohs and aahs all by itself.

•Jan Wanless and the rest of the costume crew, who fill the stage with dashing

buccaneers and sunny Victorian maidens.

And then there’s the big, boisterous cast.



Yes, they, too, hit home runs – although a cricket metaphor would be more apt for this

most British of shows.

The showstopper, without a doubt is Doug Dawson, as Major-General Stanley. He

delivers a flawless and hilarious “I Am the Very Model of a Modern Major-General” with a

great ear for both the diction and the music. It’s a lightning-fast tongue-twister of a patter

song, made even funnier by his Python-like appearance, all skinny legs and giant

mutton chops.

The core of the show is handled exceptionally well by a quartet of fine singer-actors:

Seaton as Frederic, Andrea Dawson as Mabel, Michael J. Muzatko as the Pirate King and

Darnelle Preston as Ruth. I tried, at one point, to figure out who had the best voice

among the four, until coming to the conclusion that all are thoroughly professional. Yes,

the Civic is an amateur theater, but all four are vocal music pros in their day jobs.

It would take far more space than I have here to describe the flair they bring to their

characters, the clever way they have with comic business and the confidence with which

they sing these sometimes-tricky operetta pieces.

All I can say is, there can’t be too many other community theaters that can deliver

something as ambitious as full-scale Gilbert & Sullivan with such high production values

and high musical quality.

And by the way, don’t hesitate to bring the kids. Some children sitting behind me on

opening night clearly loved the tender-hearted pirates and laughed hard at the big

Keystone Kops chase scene. The Civic should be proud for breathing so much life into a

nearly 130-year-old classic.

“The Pirates of Penzance” continues through Oct. 25. Call (509) 325-2507 for tickets.

Get more news and information at Spokesman.com
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November 2, 2008 in City

Study in contrast offers grist for discussion

The Spokane Civic Theatre paired two one-act plays, “Graceland” by Ellen Byron and “Never Swim

Alone” by Daniel MacIvor, mostly for purposes of contrast.

One’s about two women; the other’s about two men. One’s about cooperation; the other’s about

competition. One’s about the power of empathy; the other’s about the tragic consequences

of selfishness.

On opening night in the Studio Theatre, the audience discovered yet another contrast. One,

“Graceland,” is clichéd and predictable. The other, “Never Swim Alone,” is experimental, provocative

and full of original ideas that ricochet off the walls for 45 minutes.

It certainly doesn’t hurt that “Never Swim Alone” is brilliantly staged by director Yvonne A.K.

Johnson, and brought to life in tour de force performances by George Green and Luke Barats.

The setup is anything but conventional. A woman in a red bathing suit, played with grace and good

comic timing by Lauren Waterbury, leaps up from under a towel and proceeds to tell a story about

how she once challenged two boys to a swimming race across the bay and to “the point.” She

doesn’t so much tell the story as chant it, Greek-chorus style.

Then on come the two boys – now men in gray business suits – who proceed to tell the story of

their friendship. They grew up together and were best friends most of their lives. MacIvor has them

proclaim much of it in unison, with occasional individual flourishes, like a musical duet without

the music.

And then things turn even more comically bizarre. The bathing-suit woman takes a seat in a

lifeguard’s perch, blows her whistle and announces, “Round One: Stature.” The men proceed to

argue, in a stylized comic way, about who is taller. The woman blows her whistle, walks over and

raises the hand of the winner, A. Francis DeLorenzo (Barats), who is, by the way, taller. Then she

gets back on her perch and flips a scorecard.

This goes on, in roughly the same manner, for 12 more rounds, the men increasingly antagonistic

over issues that are sometimes silly (Who falls dead the best?), sometimes fraught with nastiness

(Whose dad was more worthless?).

This all leads up to a devastating revelation. Suffice to say that MacIvor makes a point about how

some men can’t relate to each other except through selfish, pointless and, in the end,

destructive competition.

Both Green and Barats are machine-gun fast, delivering dialogue in David-Mamet-like staccato

bursts. Their mastery of precision unison-speak is not only technically impressive, but also vital to

making the play comprehensible. Director Johnson deserves enormous credit for imposing discipline

and structure on what could have been free-form chaos.

Both Green and Barats have exactly what the roles require: wise-guy sarcastic timing, exceptional

physical comedy skills, and the depth to display undertones of pure selfishness.
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It’s hard to fathom anyone doing it better.

The two actresses in “Graceland,” Kathie Doyle-Lipe as Bev and Ashley Cooper as Rootie, are also

well-cast and loaded with talent.

Doyle-Lipe is funny and fitting as a middle-age Elvis fan, camping outside the gates of Graceland in

hopes of being the first-ever visitor. Cooper is funny and believable as a younger, more

down-market Elvis fan with the same goal.

They and director George Green (yes, the same George Green) are, however, saddled with a script

that never veers from its cliché low-class women with no-good husbands and boxes of Mallomars

who seek romance in the form of Elvis.

The dramatic trajectory contains zero originality. The two start out as rivals, but gradually grow to

understand each other. It’s especially difficult to work up enthusiasm for “Graceland” after the

prodigious energy of “Never Swim Alone.”

Yet I wonder: Might “Graceland” be more realistic? Are humans truly as selfish and nasty as in

“Never Swim Alone”? Or is the more maudlin view the more accurate one? Discuss among

yourselves after the show.

“Graceland” and “Never Swim Alone” continue through Nov. 23. Call (509) 325-2507.
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September 30, 2007 in City

Some casting gems add a shine to
‘South Pacific’

Most people know exactly what to expect from a community theater production of “South Pacific”:

“An enthusiastic cast of amateurs.

“Some heartfelt, if not exactly world-class, renditions of great Rodgers and Hammerstein standards.

“A few performances that rise to the standard of the truly professional.

That, in a coconut shell, is exactly what we get in the Spokane Civic Theatre’s first musical of

the season.

This show, directed by Yvonne A.K. Johnson, actually exceeds those expectations in a number of

ways. The men’s chorus – one of the most difficult areas for any community theater to cast – is

well-drilled, loaded with talent and far better than merely “enthusiastic.” Those fightin’ Seabees are

vital to the success of any “South Pacific” production because they are responsible for the success

of two of the most beloved numbers: “Bloody Mary” and “There Is Nothin’ Like a Dame.” Credit

choreographers Troy Nickerson and Kathie Doyle-Lipe along with Johnson.

Also, we get two absolutely top-tier performances in the key supporting roles of Bloody Mary

(Marianne McLaughlin) and Luther Billis (Jerry Sciarrio). These two seem born to these roles, and

they have the talent to step comfortably into any production of this show, amateur or professional.

We also get a nice directorial accent – a troupe of eight skilled hula dancers providing true

Polynesian grace and spirituality to the “Bali Hai” number.

On top of that, we get well-done performances in the lead roles, Nurse Nellie Forbush (Briane

Green) and Emile deBecque (Michael J. Muzatko).

Green brings out the Little Rock hick in Nellie better than other Nellies I’ve seen – she’s all twang

and country girl enthusiasm – which strengthens the cross-cultural conflict with the French planter

deBecque. It also strengthens the contrast within Nellie herself: Green plays her as a beautiful,

charming young knockout, all the more endearing for her down-home simplicity of soul.

Muzatko nicely embodies deBecque, with his strong French accent and impeccable white double-

breasted suit. Muzatko also has a strong, professionally trained voice, fully up to the task of

delivering a satisfying “Some Enchanted Evening.”

As musical numbers go, it would be hard to beat McLaughlin’s “Bali Hai,” delivered in what I can

describe only as her pitch-perfect, high-output alto. My only complaint here is one of staging: My

attention was torn between the hula dancers and McLaughlin. I would have preferred McLaughlin to

be closer to the dancers, so I could give them both the attention they deserved.

The set by Peter Hardie is an elaborate mix of gorgeous painted backdrops (one complete with a

magical, shimmering waterfall effect), ingenious wing interiors and a working shower.
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Still, I must confess to occasional bursts of irritation with this show. The first act, especially, was

vocally weak (exceptions noted above). My expectations of the Civic are so high – it is one of the

best community theaters in the country – that I sometimes forget that it is a community theater. It’s

probably not fair to hold it to the same standards, especially musical standards, as a

professional theater.

By the second act, I was in a more forgiving mood, especially because the acting performances and

the overall ensemble (men and women) were so winning. This is a community theater production of

“South Pacific” – and more.
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May 15, 2005 in City

This ”Dolly” deserves a big welcome back

“Dolly’s” back and (as they say in the song) it’s so nice to have her back where she belongs.

It’s been about 18 years since the Spokane Civic Theatre has revived this jaunty 

musical, and yes, the Civic has done it up right.

This production features a brassy and lovable Dolly, Jan Neumann, a talented supporting cast and

razor- sharp comic direction by the Civic’s artistic director Yvonne A.K. Johnson.

Neumann, of course, is the key to the entire enterprise. Some musicals might survive without a

strong lead, but not this one, which became a career-making vehicle for both  and

. Neumann slips easily into those formidable shoes. She’s glowing, confident

and commanding.

Her big, old-fashioned alto voice makes you think of , but her comic persona

reminded me even more of . She has the same knowing smile, the same easy stage

presence and the same bigger-than-life charisma. From her first number, “I Put My Hand In,” to her

big staircase entrance in the title song, Neumann played Dolly Levi as if she were born to the role.

Plenty of other talent is evident in this 40-person cast, especially in some of the comic supporting

roles. I had forgotten just how funny this show can be, but Johnson brought the comedy to the

forefront, especially in the priceless hat shop scene. Young Cornelius and Barnaby (played with

talent and verve by Andrew Ware Lewis and Jimmy-James Pendleton) are trying to hide from their

boss, Horace Vandergelder (played with Scrooge-like comic pomposity by Michael Hynes). The

resulting scene is a classic farce, with people hiding in closets, emerging from under skirts and at

one point, causing a table to walk across the room.

This is delicate comic territory. Strike the wrong tone, and it just seems silly. In the hands of this

cast, it was deft, clever and utterly hilarious. You might find yourself a little embarrassed, in fact, by

how hard you laugh at the old hiding-under-the-skirts ploy.

The musical numbers are plenty of fun as well, especially “It Takes a Woman,” “

” and the big dancing-waiters number “Waiter’s Gallop.” The choreography credits

go to Troy Nickerson, Kathie Doyle-Lipe and Amanda Lochmiller.

Some fine voices are in evidence, especially Neumann, Lewis and Kendra Kimball as Irene Molloy.

Gary Laing’s musical direction was first-rate, as he presided over a six-person combo in a pit at the

front and center of the stage.

Funny comic supporting performances came from Pendleton, Jaime Mathis as Minnie Fay and

Danielle Read as the wailing Ermengarde. The well-drilled chorus was like one big supporting

character of its own.

The only quibble might be with the production values. The grand staircase is nowhere near as grand

as it was in the Carol Channing revival that came to town in the ‘90s. But who expects it to be?

Frankly the title song worked just as well on this staircase.
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One aspect of the production was absolutely eye-popping. The costumes, designed and made from

scratch by Susan Berger and Jan Wanless, are sumptuous and meticulous recreations of 1890s

gowns, complete with corsets and bustles. Dolly looks gorgeous in burgundy in her big finale, but

then again, even the chorus members are outfitted with just as much attention to detail.

The Civic has had a tough year, and as Johnson announced at the beginning of the show, the

organization is still operating in the red. This show ought to make the cash registers ring. Horace

Vandergelder would be smiling.
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Johnson

Reception

Welcome reception for Yvonne A.K.

Johnson, Spokane Civic Theatre

lobby, 1020 N. Howard, Feb. 7, 5:30

to 7:30 p.m., formal comments at 6,

with light refreshments to follow. Free

and open to the public.

Yvonne A.K. Johnson has been preparing all of her life

for … well, a job much like the one she started two

weeks ago.

Johnson is the new artistic director of the Spokane Civic

Theatre. She’ll be directing at least two shows a

season, beginning with this season’s finale, “Hello,

Dolly!” in May. She’ll also be overseeing all of the

theater’s artistic operations, from the Main Stage to the

Studio Theatre to the youth classes to the

Reader’s Stage.

And she’s been training for it since her first show in

sixth grade in her native Wisconsin, when she

developed “a bug for doing theater.” By the time she

graduated from high school, she had her sights set

on directing.

“I went to college with the intention of being a director

and artistic director some day,” said Johnson.

She certainly acquired the necessary academic training

for the job. She went on to get a B.A. in speech

communications and theater from Carthage College in

Wisconsin, an M.A. in contemporary theater practice from the University of Essex in

England and an M.F.A. in directing from Minnesota State University.

Yet that’s only part of her preparation.

“Every experience that I have – whether education, production or travel – it’s all to be able

to be the best artistic director I can be, to be as well-rounded as possible,” said Johnson.

“It’s a constant in my life.”



Her resume includes being artistic director of the Kassiopia Theatre Company in London

(specializing in Irish contemporary theater); producer and company director of CLIMB

Theatre in St. Paul, Minn., an educational theater company for youth audiences; and

co-owner and producing director of JTR Productions, a Minnesota troupe which has

produced original musicals.

She is also a playwright, having written for musical theater and children’s theater.

So when she heard about the Civic’s opening, she knew it would be the right fit.

“I like being able to do both the adult theater and the children’s theater, the artistic side

and the business side,” said Johnson. “In my life’s preparation thus far, in the skills I have

been working to acquire, it all came together.”

The Civic’s board agreed. She was hired last month from a field of 90 applicants after a

national search.

Now she is busy putting her skills to work in what is clearly a critical time for the

58-year-old community institution. The theater is in a financial crunch, which forced a

significant and controversial downsizing in staff last summer.

Johnson said one of her goals for the next year is “quite frankly, to get us out of the red.”

“And I have a commitment to doing that in the next fiscal year,” she said. “So through

June 30, 2006, it is my hope and expectation that we will be out of the red by that date.”

While her job is focused on the artistic side (an interim director of operations and

marketing handles the business end), she said she has some ideas which might help on

the financial side. For instance, she would like to launch a legacy program, to encourage

planned giving through donors’ wills.

On the artistic side, audience-building is the key, she said.

“Season selection is absolutely crucial,” said Johnson. “So we are looking at a

blockbuster season (for 2005-2006), with, for the most part, very, very familiar titles. But

not ones that have been done recently (in Spokane), or even done at all.”

She said that she and the play selection committee have been collaborating on putting

together a “fresh, stimulating” group of shows, including the two big musicals which have

traditionally opened and closed the Civic’s Main Stage season.



The season will also include other Civic staples – a mystery and a pair of comedies, one

a “highbrow” comedy and the other a contemporary comedy.

“As far as drama, I have to admit I like Tennessee Williams and  and

Eugene O’Neill,” said Johnson. “It’s imperative to make sure it’s something that appeals

very much to the audience, but there are some plays out there that have not been done

yet in Spokane.”

She can’t yet say exactly what titles will be in the new season. Those will be announced

during her Welcome Reception on Feb. 7 at the theater.

Johnson said she hopes that the Civic can also pursue new work development, which

she calls her “greatest passion.” She hopes the theater can develop some original works

by contemporary playwrights – maybe even her own musical theater works.

“I’m hoping there could be a possibility of doing one of my pieces for next year,” said

Johnson. “That’s very exciting.”

Meanwhile, she said she has been more than pleased with the artistic atmosphere she

has found in her new city so far.

“I had a little fun that first weekend, being incognito and being able to ask questions

about theater and the Civic in particular,” she said. “I wanted to ask those questions

before everyone could say, ‘Oh, that’s Yvonne Johnson of the Civic.’ ”

And what did she find?

“Everyone is so supportive of the arts in general and of the Civic,” she said. “They want it

to be successful. … And I have made it clear that I need as much help and support as I

can get to rally around the theater.”

Get more news and information at Spokesman.com
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