THEATER

Despite — or perhaps
because of — its extremely
small size, the Black Dahlia
Theatre has had an
impressive string of successes.

By Mixe BoEnwM
" Fiwes Slgff Wriler

O God, I eould be beainded in
a nulshell
And cound mpsella kg of
irfinite space,
Were & mol that I hape bad
dreams,
— HAMLET

F only the Royal Dane could
have checked with Matt Shak-
man over at the Black Dahlia He
appears to have the problem
modved
Shakman runs a theater that
is aboutl a5 nutshell as theater
gets 28 tattered and scuffed, creaky
wodd-backed seats that look as if they
mibght hirve done hard duty (n & jundor
high school auditorium durng the
Excenhower sdminkstrmtion, augmented
by a half-dozen black metal folding
chairs. The truncabed rows ascend on
fwe risers, overlooking a playing space
the zize of & modest — If that — bed-
TOOET,
To get In, you buy your thclkoets out
front, senoss Pleo Boulevard from a big
suto body shop. Look up, and a sign
pear what should be the front door in-
forms you: “Flease do not enter (you will
be onstage).” Instead, you are directed
to clircle chockwise around the L-shaped,
art-deco bullding to the brick-walled
back, where another sign, on a reddish
metal door, wams off latecomers: “The
play has begun. Do ot enter. You will be

It's a king's prerogative to execute
recalcitrant subjects, and Shakman, the
otherwise benevalent miler of this very
finite space, hates late arrhmls, Apart
from that, the Munder and artistic di-
mecior of the Black Dahlla a rownd-
faced, boyishly dimpled-and-scrubbed
Iooking fellow with tousled falr hadr,
seems not to have & complaint in the
world,

And why should ha? The dreams in-
side his nutshell are happy, and they
keep coming true. The story of the Bk
Dahila reads lke the wish futfillment af
every young thesplan who comes to
LA, hungering to do artful, warmdr re-
ceived work on stage, find mentors
Jpreferably amous, powerful ones) amd
reap some of the more remunerative re-
wards of film and televdsion,

Shakmuan, 5, sits in the front row of
hiz theater, telling the sign at chatty
‘length with his friend and ally, actor-
producer Steven Klein, who is 28, They
Epin it engagingly, In mild yet sager
volces, making even the backstage
yarns from thelr college days together at
Wbt sound interesting.

Bhakman and Hlein, who s dark,
slight, sharp-featured and just as bay-
ish-looking as his friend, pursuwed acting
careers in the Northeast after graduat-
ing. but by late 1968 they had made their
separate ways to LA, where they recor-
nected. Shakman, a doctor's son from
Ventura, sét about finding a cheap place
o tum into & theater, much as he and
the Boston-bred Elein hed turmed din-
ingg hualls mndd & former squash eourt nto
play-spaces at Yale,

He found an abandoned storefront
on Fles — the landlord eouldn't belbeve
he wanked to squeeze a theabter into
such a nook — and named It for o fa-
mous, unsobed 1840s LA, murder case.
The name it with Bhakman's enjoy-
ment of mystery and legend; duriig an
interdew, he says several tirses that
part ofthe theill of dolng plays ks walking
with the “ghosts™ of theater's traditions.
His mission from the start has been to
slage conbemporary plays never ssen
before in LA, weaving in new discower-
bea that haven't been done anywhere.

Whille Shakran was sl making his
plans, an actor friend working at Chi-
cagn's Steppenwoll ‘Theater, knowing
hizs fascination with Omson Welles'
youthfil rise and long descent, sent him
the script to “Orson's Shadow.™ a play
by veteran actor-director Austin Pen-
diston that Stepperwoll was premier-
ing. It revolved around & middie-aged
Welles knocking heads with a mbddle-
aged Laurence Ofbvier. Shakman
thiought it would be the ldeal show Lo
lmunch the Dahlla, catering to LASs
fixation with show bl and signaling
thit this young new theater was no oat-
sowing yemture by kids just speaking to
thelr oam generation, but a diverse com-
pany interested in enlisting older actors
and the whole gamut of LA, talent to
telll mll kinds of stories.

How small did you say?
HAEMAN contacted Pendle-
ton {another Yale alumbus)
through mutunl associates
The author Hoed his dess
and was agreeable to an LA
premiene in a small theater (o
makr SBoutherm Callformia
prembere &t San Diego's Old Globe had
been tepldly recelved). Re-creating the
conversation, Shakman aets out the
double-take Pendleton did over the
phone upon hearing just how small the
Black Dahlin aqs,

He enlisted Elein to produses and act
ini the show, then, having never directed
older petors, grew & goatee for the audi-
thons, hoplng 1t would give him & sea-
soned ook, The beard soon went — too
scrabchy, Shakman says: too caloulated
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UNLIMITED: Malf Shakman, left, founder and artistic director of the Black Daklia Thealre, and ally Steven Klein revel in the challenge of their space.

and silly-looking, Hlein as-

The reviewers came, and
“Oirson’s Shadow™ congquered,
running for six months, inchod-
ing & successful transfer (o the
¥-seat Tilfany Theater, Open-
ing during spring 2001, the
show won & passel of pwards
from Backstage West, the LA
Weekly and the Los Angeles
Drraumi Crities Clrele,

Among the iImpressed cus-
tomers wik vebernn televislon
writer Richard Kramer, who
plugged it as & must-see to his
asspcinte Edward Zwick, one
of Hollvwood's powers as di-
rectar of the flm “Glory,” crea-
tor of the TV series “Thirty-
something” and producer of
fims Including “Shakespears
In Lowe™ and *Traffe™

Zwick hed met Welles and
ancother fgure in the play, Brit-
izh critic Kenneth Tynan. He
was struck by how Shakman's
directbon brought them and
the: other characters alive.
tation of the parts, everything
was at & level that was really
extraondinary for this or any
other venue,” Zwick recalled
by phane.

Spon, the producer hod invited
Shakman to hang out and obssrve on
the set of his then-curment TV series.
*Once and Again® By the smnd of the
show’s run in 2002, Shakman had musde
his TV debut directing one of its last epl-
sodes. Bteady tebovision work followed,
providing the Dahlia leader a Hving
while hié runs the theater without pay.
Hlein sagrs e could support hirmself with
scresn roles and stage producing but 1=
Lo invterested In his day job — a8 & fond-
ralsing consultant for nonprofiis — to
v bt up.

Klein found his own highly placed
Hollywood ally in Bruce Colen, & Yale

‘BELFABT BLUESB*: Geraldine
finghes” one-woman show cemeniod
the theater's repulalicmn,

alum and producer of “American
Beauty” and “Blg Fish"™ The two co-
founded Catme, & collective of do-it-
yoursell ilmmakers devoled to working
quickly with bare-bones means. Shak-
miin I5 @ member of the Eroup, whiose
name k= & jest on Dogme, Danish dires-
tor Lars von Trier's manifesto advocat-
ing austerity In filmmaking,

Cohen says there's nothing merce-
nary about the Dahlls's TV and flm con-
mections. “Tt's not in thelr nature to do
their theater work just to get dis-

covered. They'ne doing it becauss they
birve thet: work and the pleces they get to
do. A very nice parallel benefit of dolng it
In LA, Is it can help vou on the film and
TV side.”

The Bliek Dahlia comented its repu-
tation with “Belfast Bhes” a one-
waoman show by Geraldine Hughes, who
had played Joan Flowright in “Orson’s
Shadow.* Impressed by how Bhakrman
and Klein operated, she browght them
her memory play about growing up
ambd Northern Ireland's sectarian trow-
bles. The show, directed by “Hill Street
Blues™ alumnus Charles Hald, pre-
misred In 2003, It won awands and has
gone on o Belfast, London, New York
and Chicago. with Klein part of the pro-
daection team in the two oversons stops.

Helped by good notices and good
connections, the Hlack Dahila has
landed world premiberes of plays by es-
tablished writers Stephen Adly Guingls
and Diiver Miger, Erle Stoltz played a
downward-spiraling congressman dil-
lying with a prostitute in o Washington,
DuC. hotel room in the world prembers
of “The Bloreham™ by Charles Evered,
Next Bundny's Ovation Awards could
bring more laurels: The Dahlin's LA
premdere of Adum Rapp's dark, ome-ae-
tor drama, “Noecturne,” has Ave nomina-
thonz, Ineluding best play In 8 amaller
themter, best actor (Adam Stein) and
bt director (Shakmin)

In the current, two-actor show, An
Infinite Ache™ by David Schulner, Elein
doubles as producer and leading man,
paying the humorously angst-flled
hushand in o narathee that traces a
couple’s rough sledding through love
and marriage from youth to old age.

Bhakman enmvislons an ongolng ca-
reer directing in thester, film and televi-
glon, but he 15 in no nesh o grow the
Black Dmhlla. He enjoys dolng good
work at low oost and thinks that his
venue's smaliness and Hmited resources
(@ $80,000 anmueal budget) impose ne-
cesgity that begets Invention. Maybe the
naonproft company will apply for its first

M it .t ol BV Gl | :
‘An Infinite Ache’

Where: Black Dahlia Theatre,
5453 W. Pico Bhvd,, Los Angeles

When: E p.m. Wednesdays through
Saturdays, 7 p.m. Sundays

Ends: Mov. 21
Price: 520
Contact: (866) 468-3399

granis, s0 he can raise the stipends for
designers and hire & genermd manager.,
“T'm very happy working here,” he says,
“We've developed an sesthetic unigquely
connected to the space we've got.”

Part of that acsthetie for an actor,
says Elein, is listening for the creaking
of the chidrs, When so close an audience
becomes restless, the squenking s ke
an alarm, telling the players to focus,
bear down and pull viewers back Into
the drarmd.

When it's suggested that school thes
and leeky eonnections have helped the
Black Dahlin fourish, Shakman and
Elein gently profer “symchronieity” as a
beetbeer berm than “connections ™ By that,
they mean that when one good thimg
happens (o skillfully staged, astutely
chosen playl B ocan instigate others,
such ax links to powerful mentors and
impreasive collaborators

“The work has sérved as the anchor,”
Klein says. “If ‘Orson’s Shedow' had
been bad, nomne of this would have hap-
pened,”

Shakrman points to o fuvorite quote
from “The Cld Man-and the Sea” by Er-
nest Hemingway: “Its bebter to b
lucky. But I woukd rather be exact.”

“Then” he says, “when luck comes,
you're ready. You do everything you can
Lo do something well and put the rght
pieces together. Then, hopefully, that
magic happens.



