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On Stage: 'Marsupial Girl' splendidly cosmic

It's been a long journey from when that first fantasia entered her mind, but playwright Lisa D'Amour is eager to see how her creation takes flight at Children's Theatre Company.

By Graydon Royce, Star Tribune

It was just a 20-minute fantasy that playwright Lisa D'Amour twirled off her pen in 1996 -- about a girl born with a pouch under the open skies of west Texas. Written like a dream, the playlet flew from the girl's expulsion from her small town, to more trouble in another village (because of her freakish attributes) until she ended up as a crone in the desert, receiving visitors who want to see her pouch and listen to her wisdom. Wild stuff. 

When "Tale of a West Texas Marsupial Girl" opens tonight at Children's Theatre Company, the girl and her pouch will still be at the center, but the work has pushed through painful and happy travails into a full-length spectacle jammed with swampy hip-hop music, leering townsfolk, impressionist dialogue and a fantastic universe that has been reined in, even if it still bears the distorted reflections of a funhouse mirror. 

For D'Amour, the stakes are high. Familiar to a slice of Twin Cities theatergoers, this is her first chance on a major Twin Cities stage, an important piece in her development as a playwright whose work blurs the edges of fantasy and reality. 

"Lisa's work in this play feels very down-to-earth, but also very cosmic, splendidly cosmic," director Whit MacLaughlin told his cast, designers, CTC staff and hangers-on who gathered for the first rehearsal of "Marsupial Girl" back in mid-December. 

"There's always some element of the fantastic in all my work," D'Amour said in an interview last week. "Maybe it was growing up in New Orleans, where you celebrate by becoming some other character. Or being raised Catholic and realizing that when you're taking in the host [in communion] there is a metaphor at work." 

Whatever it is, her characters are generally grounded in everyday life, but with the specter of a ticking imagination nearby. "Marsupial Girl" fits that pattern. Even though the character now ends up as the beneficiary of tolerance and acceptance rather than as an iconic and fearsome harridan, she still shows off a "Carrie" side, D'Amour said. Angry at being betrayed by a friend and ostracized by townspeople, she seizes their voices and stuffs them in her pouch. 

"It's pretty extreme what she goes through," said D'Amour. "There's a real threat to her by people who say she doesn't belong in the world." 

The process begins 

In 2002, D'Amour, who had moved to the Twin Cities in 1997 for a Jerome Fellowship at the Playwrights' Center, applied for a commission sponsored by CTC, New Dramatists and the Jerome Foundation. As a condition of the commission, she would need a project and a partner. She immediately knew she wanted to adapt "Marsupial Girl," which she originally intended for adult audiences, and to work with composer/musician Sxip Shirey. D'Amour had worked with him on a one-woman show she wrote and performed at Intermedia Arts in 1999. 

In the CTC show, Shirey provided a musical pulse that matched the askew sensibilities of D'Amour's work. He was essentially a "Junkyard DJ," D'Amour said, using human beat box and twangy guitar as his primary instruments, essentially to voice the character of Dr. Pouch, a surreal figure who sat above the action as a psychic force -- a guardian angel -- rather than a real person. 

"I was performing the play as a maestro of musical wonderment," Shirey said of his involvement as he and D'Amour, who moved to New York in 2003, developed the work. 

More importantly, as the play fleshed out to full length, D'Amour and Shirey kicked out the jams with a bizarre second act in which Marsupial Girl leaves her town and travels into a mythic America where she meets other creatures akin to herself. They brought the draft to CTC artistic director Peter Brosius and new-work director Elissa Adams and caught a cold splash of reality. Too much, that second act. Lose it, they said. 

"I'd never been in that position before," D'Amour said. "The producer is saying that if you want to continue working, the second act has to go. If you'd asked me then, I'd say this play is going to be terrible." 

Shirey agreed that it was "really kind of shocking when they told us it wasn't working -- it was definitely painful." 

But this is part of the learning curve for playwrights. D'Amour -- who recounts these moments without a hint of animosity -- says a writer needs to trust the producers' knowledge of their own audience. 

"The hard part was admitting that they were right," D'Amour said, laughing. "As a writer, the hard part is to let things go. You're loving a line and they're telling you to get rid of it, and finally you let it go." 

Both she and Shirey said they came to realize the value of keeping the play within the boundaries of the town. 

Further, CTC wanted the story framed more within the friendship of Marsupial Girl and her friend Sue. 

"I was more interested with having her struggle through it, but they felt she needed a friend," D'Amour said. 

Friendship, of course, allows for greater conflict and betrayal -- as so many relationships experience. 

Getting on its feet 
MacLaughlin was working on that relationship during a rehearsal shortly after Christmas. 

On his hands and knees with actors Nadia Hullett (Sue) and Anna Reichert (Marsupial Girl) he spoke in fits and starts, mixing small-bore suggestions that investigated every phrase with broad concepts about what universe these characters inhabit. 

"Careful, don't skip any steps," he said, cautioning the actors against taking physical shortcuts. "Without that 'push-me/pull-you thing' we don't have a scene." 

As the play moved from page to stage, the most significant changes began to center around what to do with Dr. Pouch, that vestige of Shirey's early character who sat high above the action with a belly full of sounds. 

"We found ourselves concocting a back story about him," said MacLaughlin. "We separated him from the mastermind sitting at the music table and decided that he had to have a life. He's so mysterious but now he's like an outsider, a scary, interesting guy, kind of like a clown-like mystery." 

He still narrates the play, D'Amour pointed out, and his relationship with Marsupial Girl hasn't changed much. But as MacLaughlin wrestled through that post-Christmas rehearsal, he confronted the age-old issue of ideas and language becoming a flesh-and-blood presence on the stage. 

"With a new piece, you're trying to render something up on its feet," he said. "This was workshopped four times and you hear stationary voices. The question becomes whether you get tied to decisions that are made in the workshop which change here. There's a physical dramaturgy we go through." 

For all the effort, though, D'Amour said she welcomes the process and changes and the sort of panic that sets in as opening night nears. 

"My favorite thing is putting myself to the task," she said. "The challenge is that as the clock ticks and you're watching it, wanting it to succeed, how do you reduce the panic and keep communications open, manage the stress? 

"It's like becoming a member of a commune, working with people I really trust, and every talent going to support the community." 
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