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THEATER j PREMIERES NEW VERSION OF CHEKHOV’S THE SEAGULL ADAPTED BY ARI ROTH

                                                   
(Washington, DC) – To end the 2008-2009 season, Theater J presents, for the first time, one of Anton Chekhov's major plays in a new adaptation created by Artistic Director Ari Roth, based on a translation by Carol Rocamora. THE SEAGULL ON 16TH STREET explores the dynamic clash between spiritual yearning and artistic ambitions. 

This new twist on a staple of modern drama runs June 17–July 19, 2009 in the Aaron & Cecile Goldman Theater at the Washington DCJCC. Performances on Wednesday, June 17 and Thursday, June 18 at 7:30 pm are Pay-What-You-Can previews. Performances on Saturday, June 20 at 8:00 pm and Sunday, June 21 at 3:00 pm are $30 previews. Press night is Sunday, June 21 at 7:30 pm. On Thursday, July 9 at 7:30 the show will have open captioning for the hearing impaired. On Sunday, June 28 and Sunday, July 12 Theater J will offer free babysitting during the 3:00 pm matinee with a reservation at least one week in advance at (202) 777-3210. Tickets are available for $30-$55 at boxofficetickets.com or (800) 494-TIXS. Tickets for all patrons 35 and under are half-price for all performances! 

Youth is envied, challenged and mortally wounded in this tale of lovelorn artists, civil servants and household workers, penned by the great Russian writer, Anton Chekhov. Theater J’s adaptation draws inspiration from Louis Malle’s brilliant 1994 film, Vanya on 42nd Street, a cinematic rendering of  Andre Gregory’s theatrical production of Uncle Vanya set in a Times Square theater.  In Theater J’s version of The Seagull, the corner of 16th and Q streets (and our assembling of recognizable DC actors in the DCJCC’s Goldman Theater) provides the contemporary portal through which we journey back in time to the Russian countryside to reveal a clash between Arkadina, a famous actress, her aspiring literary son, Treplev, and their respective lovers, Trigorin and Nina, at the estate of Pyotr Nikolayevich Sorin, Arkadina’s brother.  As the play begins, Treplev, in long-standing search for an authentic identity, embraces his long-lost Jewish heritage while pursuing a lofty artistic calling.  Rejecting the bourgeois, assimilationist aesthetic of his mother’s career, Treplev announces the formation of his own Jewish theater company, gathering all assembled for an el fresco fundraiser and performance of his experimental creation. But all does not go well. Treplev tries to convince the young actress Nina to embrace his peculiar script, while his mother pointedly rejects his religiously infused art, deriding it as “Hebraic tripe.” Treplev’s passionate excesses lead to jealousy, heartbreak and lots of laughs. All this is mirrored by subplots involving unrequited love among visitors and the working staff alike. 
Just as Chekhov sprinkled popular music of his time throughout the original script, this new version incorporates snippets of songs from the 50s, 60s, 70s and 80s The talented cast will be led by Jerry Whiddon (6-time Helen Hayes Award nominee and founding Artistic Director of Round House Theatre) as the famous author Trigorin, Naomi Jacobson (who has received 10 Helen Hayes Award nominations including one award) as his lover, the grande dame Arkadina, and Theater J Artistic Associate-in-Residence Alexander Strain (Helen Hayes Award nominee for Pangs of the Messiah) as her son, the romantic and raging young playwright Treplev. J. Fred Shifman (3-time Helen Hayes Award winner and 12-time nominee) will play the highly successful and fully assimilated Dr. Dorn, who holds a long-standing torch for Arkadina but is moved by Treplev’s plight. Veronica Del Cerro (Marisol, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents) makes her Theater J debut as the young, beautiful actress Nina who tragically falls for Trigorin. The rest of the cast is rounded out with Brian Hemmingsen as Shamraev, Nanna Ingvarsson as Polina Andreevna, Tessa Klein as Masha, Mark Krawczyk as Medvedenko, Stephen Patrick Martin as Sorin and Jason McCool as Yakov.
 
Artistic Director Ari Roth reunites with Theater J Resident Director John Vreeke, for the first time since their 2002 collaboration on Roth’s Born Guilty, nominated for the Helen Hayes Award for Best Resident Production. Vreeke’s other credits for Theater J include the world premiere’s of Richard Greenberg’s Bal Masque and Joyce Carol Oates’ The Tattooed Girl.  Most recently, Vreeke has directed Boom at Woolly Mammoth Theatre and The Last Days of Judas Iscariot at Forum Theatre, and he promises to bring a fresh perspective and stripped down aesthetic to this eternal tale of love, loss and the drama of making art.  
Roth notes that the concept of this adaptation is not so much a modernizing of Chekhov’s classic tale as it is about creating a highly personal point of entry for a tale that still reverberates with present day meaning. “We meet this classic play just as Andre Gregory and Louis Malle did, from a very modern and candid point of view. We bring a bit of ourselves into the production wearing something of our own identities as DC theater makers, and from there, we sink ourselves into Chekhov’s plotlines renewing the language as we embrace it.  Additionally, we bring our very particular concerns as a mission-driven theater company—how much Jewish tradition should inform our artistic expression? —is a question we frequently ask ourselves—and we find a perfect articulation of this as Treplev rails against his famous mother’s godless life. Everyone in Chekhov’s play takes themselves way too seriously and we are having a great time as we develop this adaptation, poking fun at the outsized dreams and desires of our characters, finding ourselves in the hearts and souls of Chekhov’s unforgettable creations.”
Russian-born designer Misha Kachman (Honey Brown Eyes, Either Or and David in Shadow and Light), who is a graduate of the State Academy of Theatrical Arts and a long-time museum designer at The State Heritage in St. Petersburg, will create both the scenic and costume designs for the production. He’ll work in collaboration with Helen Hayes Award-winning Lighting Designer Dan Covey, Helen Hayes Award-winning Sound Designer Matt Nielson and Properties Designer Michelle Elwyn.
Artistic Director’s Roundtable Discussions will immediately follow Sunday matinee performances at approximately 5:15 pm. These discussions, which are free, bring together panels of leading journalists, authors, scholars, and artists exploring a variety of topics raised by the play, in conversation with the audience. Visit Theater J’s website at theaterj.org for up-to-date information on discussions. A talkback with Translator Carol Rocamora, Adapter Ari Roth, Director John Vreeke, and Dramaturg Jodi Kanter will follow the performance on Sunday, June 21. Talkbacks with the cast will follow performances on Thursday, June 25 and Thursday, July 16. 
Anton Chekhov is one of Russia's many important literary figures, and is considered one of the greatest playwrights of modern times. Winner of the Pushkin Prize, he is known for both his short stories and his plays. At the turn of the century, he authored four plays, commentaries on Russian society, which have garnered him lasting acclaim: The Seagull in 1896, Uncle Vanya (a derivative of on of his first plays, The Wood Demon) in 1896, The Three Sisters in 1901, and The Cherry Orchard, his last great play, in 1904. The leading actress of the Moscow Arts Theatre Olga Knipper performed in each of these four plays and in 1901, she and Chekhov married. Chekhov spent these years between Moscow and Crimea, dividing his time between his work and nursing his failing health. Chekhov died of pulmonary tuberculosis on July 2, 1904 in Germany. Chekhov had a huge impact on the theatrical world with these four plays, which he did not want performed as tragedies. He believed that the darker side of these plays should in no way undercut the immensely funny comic elements, which pervade in even the seemingly darkest moments. This confusion of the comic and tragic genres is one of Chekhov's important contributions. Chekhov is also known for the emphasis he places on dialogue and off-stage action, otherwise known as "indirect action,” a concept that continues to influence theater and literature today. 
Ari Roth is completing his 12th season as artistic Director at Theater J, where he has staged seven of his own plays including Goodnight Irene; Life In Refusal; Love & Yearning in the Not-for-Profits, a repertory production of Born Guilty, based on the book by Peter Sichrovsky together with its sequel, The Wolf in Peter (new versions of both were workshopped at The Epic Theatre in New York this January and will be produced in repertory there in two seasons) and Oh, The Innocents.  His many adaptations include Still Waiting (companion to Waiting for Lefty, co-written by Adam McKay and Shira Piven); Remaking a Melting Pot, and the recent American adaptation of Hillel Mitelpunkt’s Israeli play, The Accident.  His plays have been nominated for five Helen Hayes Awards, including Best Resident Production, and two Charles A. MacArthur Awards. 
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