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‘Moonhght and Magnolias’ nothing short of a gullty pleasure

BY JESS HAINES

Times Features Editor

“Gone With the Wind” is
nothing but “moonlight and
magnolias,” muses writer Ben
Lieoht S e iiliotomliiPole
Playhouse’s latest offering,
which premiered June 14.

Hecht is referring to the
1936 bestselling novel by
Margaret Mitchell and the sub-
sequent movie of the same
name. Set during and after the
American Civil War, the tale is
the melodramatic story of
Scarlett O’Hara, Rhett Butler,
Ashley Wilkes and their
friends, and has been derided
by historians as being too
romantic of the Civil War peri-
od.

But it’s a good story any-

way.

So good that in 1939, pro-
ducer David O. Selznick set
out to make a movie based on
the book. After three weeks of
shooting, Selznick halted pro-
duction, fired the director and
the screenwriter, and pulled
new talent, director Victor
Fleming and writer Hecht into
his office to solve the problem.

And this is where Totem
Pole  Playhouse  enters.
“Moonlight and Magnolias™ is
a comedic look at the writing
process as Selznick pushed
Fleming and Hecht to rewrite
the script and reimagine the
movie in just five days.
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Selznick knew that the book
was wildly popular with
American  audiences and
hoped the movie would enjoy
the same success.

Written by playwright Ron
Hutchinson, the story is set in
Selznick’s office, located on a
Hollywood studio lot. Starring
in the Totem Pole production
are Ray Ficca as David O.
Selznick, Merideth Kaye Clark
as his overworked but devoted
secretary Miss Poppenghul,
Jon Liebetrau as Ben Hecht
and Paris Peet as Victor
Fleming.

All in the cast are extraordi-
narily well-suited for their
roles. Liebetrau’s disaffected,
idealistic Hecht clashes often
with Ficca’s insecure, success-
seeking Selznick. The two are

moderated by Peet with a

hilarious, and often vulgar
interpretation of Fleming. -

The point of the play is that

the three men are locked in
Selznick’s office for five days
with nothing to eat but peanuts
and bananas (or “brain food,”
according to Selznick), visited
at  intervals by  Miss
Poppenghul, who is stuck at
her desk continually trying to
explain to Louis B. Mayer why
he is still on hold. y

‘PUSHY’ —

at Totem Pole Playhouse, Fayetteville.

The situation results in
comedic moments as the men
become sleep deprived, hun-
gry and unwashed. Ficca and
Peet are genius as Selznick and
Fleming, at turns re-enacting
the birth of Melanie Wilkes’

baby, and a violent exchange
between Scarlett and Prissy, a
house slave.

At turns, Hecht becomes
disillusioned with the book
and the screenplay, with
Hollywood and with his life,
accusing Fleming of being
nothing more than a chauffer
(his first career) and Selznick
of abandoning his Jewish roots
in pursuit of becoming
Americanized and increasing
his wealth. Liebetrau delivers
morose monologues, and tran-
sitions adeptly between these
heavy topics and the more
comedic process of writing the
play. He has captured the typi-
cal tortured writer with ease,
making those tortured writers
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in the audience sympathize
deeply with him.

The static set, designed by
Chris Russo, draws heavily on
Art Deco style and is com-
pletely appropriate for the
office setting of “Moonlight
and Magnolias.” The set
becomes a fifth character in

‘the Totem Pole production —

an unobtrusive but integral
support to the exchanges going
on between the actors. This is
nothing short of a mark of
Russo’s talent and thoughtful-
ness when practicing his craft.
© Special credit is also due to
costume designer Lisa Streett-
Leibetrau. The costuming of
this production is impeccable,
with all of the men looking
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Paris Peet, left, Ray Ficca and Jon Liebetrau, seated, appear in “Moonlight and Magnolias,” now through June 26

very dapper in their 1930s
drag, and Miss Poppenghul
clad in the cutest orange
pumps. It is obvious that
Liebetrau put a lot of thought
into this production, and her
effort shines. : ;
To be frank, Totem Pole has
delivered another enjoyable,
visually appealing production.
“Moonlight and Magnolias” is
nothing short of a guilty plea-
sure for theater fans, especially
those familiar with “Gone
With the Wind.” The play con-
tinues at the theater in the
woods through June 26, with a
post show discussion planned
for June 23. Tickets are avail-
able at www.totempoleplay-
house.org or (888) 805-7056. -




