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Sexual Chaos Rises in ‘Cloud 9” Whirlwind

John Angell Grant

With amusing, bawdy sexual results, two men perform as women and one woman performs as a man in English playwright Caryl Churchill’s angry, topsy-turvy, 1978 radical feminist comedy “Cloud 9,” which Palo Alto’s Dragon Productions opened over the weekend in a rich production at the Pear Avenue Theatre in Mountain View.

“Cloud 9” is a whirlwind of sexual and political chaos.

The first half is set satirically inside a sadistic, cartoony English family in 19th century imperialist colonial Africa.

The play then jumps 100 years in time to a park in modern London, although the characters age only 25 years.  In “Cloud 9” each actor plays at least two parts in the play, often changing gender or sexual preference.

No theme left spared

The resulting comedy then rambles through a variety of themes, including British imperialist politics, repressed women, homosexuality, open marriage, gay children, pedophilia and racial oppression, all portrayed by a mob of confused people who are largely chronic philanderers.

Director Jeffrey Hoffman has mounted a smooth, fast-paced, chaotic, amusing, well-managed production.

The show’s dramatic effect would be stronger if the modern realistic London second half was less satirical in its performances, thus allowing a greater contrast to the show’s opening act, and an opportunity for the audience to breathe.

Creative set design

Designer Ron Gasparinetti’s clever set features a large picture frame constructed around the stage action, and half-buried at a cockeyed angle. “Cloud 9” is partially a drag show.  The acting is good.  Falsetto-voiced Dale Albright is sweet and affecting as colonial housewife Betty.

As a Victorian African explorer, John T. Aney tries to have sex with anything that moves.  Later in modern London he morphs into a clueless feminism-spouting male.

Versatile acting

Laura Jane Bailey portrays three different lesbians.  As a new colonial widow, she fears that her African cook will let his entire tribe into the house through the window. Later, in modern London, she is very strong as a self-absorbed, divorced parent with a deep inner story trying to seduce another mother as both watch their children play in the park.

Liz Barbour finishes strong as an older London woman shedding her repressed sexuality late in life.

Meredith Hagedorn’s modern London wife might have created a stronger contrast in the play’s second half by playing against the lines rather than into them, to become more empowered and less resentful.

Compelling, moving acting

Impressively, Ryan Tasker ties the satirical, colonial Act One together with some honest feeling as a native African house servant holding his cards close to the vest in a world of abuse.  Calculating, confused, opportunistic and predatory, he turns in a rich minor key performance.

The play’s heavy-handed lectures on 1978 gender politics now sound very familiar.

At times the play is as much sociology as it is drama; at it’s best “Cloud 9” merges the drawing room comedy of Noel Coward with the absurdity of Samuel Beckett and the sexual adventure of Henry Miller.  This combo has made the play’s acerbic interweaving of sexual and political conflict one of the most widely produced stage comedies of the last 25 years.

“Cloud 9” presented by Dragon Productions at the Pear Avenue Theatre, 1220 Pear Avenue, Unit K, Mountain View, through Oct. 30.  Call (650) 493-2006 or visit www.dragonproductions.net 

