	'Art of Dining' tasty morsel in small setting
By Keith Kreitman, CONTRIBUTOR
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UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL: Dana Zook (left), Kyla Gibboney and Mary Lou Torre star in Dragon Productions' "The Art of Dining." Dragon's small theater makes for a good presentation of Tina Howe's comedy.
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ONE OF THE interesting developments in Bay Area theater in the past few years has been the establishment of what are called black box theaters, small venues of about 40 seats in unexpected places. 

These were at the core of the golden age of theater in Chicago during the 1960s-1970s, which produced playwrights such as David Mamet, the musical "Grease" and actors like John Malkovich, Gary Sinese and Ed Asner. 

Pear Avenue Theatre was the first on the Peninsula, in a warehouse in Mountain View, and now we have Dragon Productions in a Palo Alto storefront. 

Both have been founded by excellent actresses who look upon theater with great seriousness and wish to present the best, irrespective of box office potential. 

I believe Dragon Productions, midwifed by Meredith Hagedorn, will be as successful as Pear Avenue has been. And why not? The best of the Bay Area's performers and directors are being drawn to both. 

In a play like Tina Howe's "The Art of Dining," which opened last weekend at Dragon Productions, when you have a director like Kay Kleinerman and actors like John Baldwin, Sondra Putnam and Maureen Coyne coming to perform for you, success is a slam dunk. 

The others in the cast I had not reviewed before and I'm happy to report they are right up there with the rest of them. 

This is not so much a play as an incident on a freezing November evening in a small gourmet restaurant in New Jersey (great set by Ron Gasparinetti). 

The restaurant is actually located in the home of Ellen (Putnam) and Cal (Baldwin). She is a passionately committed gourmet chef and he is a lawyer who has given up a high-paying job and gone into great debt in the hopes of building a thriving business. 

That's the core of their personal tensions. She is looking for quality of food and he is looking for quantity of guests to pay off the debt. He also has the disconcerting habit of thoughtlessly eating the best of the food she is preparing to serve. 

The playwright uses consuming food as a metaphor for the tensions, hopes, dreams, frustrations and all the other anxieties that plague American man- and 
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womankind. 


