New play on life and death of
Inge raises curtain on festival

By GARY MITCHELL
Guest Reviewer

The 25th Annual William Im&sﬂval opened Wednesday night with the
world premiere of Marcia Cebulska's specially commissioned play on the life
and death of William Inge, a play called “Touched.” It was more than a fit-
ting opening to an event that this year will not honorancw.\mcﬁcanrlay-
wright of note but instead celebrates the history of the festival itself and

" William Inge in particular.

Cebulska, a playwright now living in Topeka and a former Inge Center
playwright-in-residence who lived at the lrtﬁ'home. was originally asked to
write a one-man play about William Inge that might be used as a instruc-
tional aid in schools. What she and Peter Ellenstein, the festival's artistic
director and director of this production, have come up with goes light vears
beyond a didactic show-and-tell for the classroom.

“Touched" has evolved into a two-person play. Willlam Inge is played with
great depth of feeling by John Herzog: the second actor, Carmen Thomas.,
portrays a wide range of characters, from the allegorical “Hope™ through
Inge's mother, the flamboyant Tennessee Williams, the uns Barbara
Baxley, Inge’s psychiatrist, Inge’s sister, and his -school sweetheart,
with a deftness and sureness that makes such | emain look casy. The
two veteran actors worked through rapidly shifting scenes. changing an

- article of ciothing here or adding a simple prop there, always in character
and always in focus.

There is nothing easy about the task that playwright Cebulska has set for
the two actors or the team of behind-the-scenes wizards. The play starts
with the sound of a car engine switched on and then a heart beat, project-
ed images of Inge’s life, symbolic use of lighting and color, and swaths of
curtains that suggest the delicacy of peach blossoms and the fragility of life

- itself. Having the two actors carry all the lines of the play while at the same
time juggling all the technical challenges is onerous, but Herzog and
Thomas covered any slip-ups with professional poise. Each provided a ver-
itable tour-de-force of acting virtuosity.

There is also nothing facile about Cebulska’s examination of the life and
death of William Inge. Starting the play with his attempting suicide is a neat
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