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Review/Interview: “American Farm” by Danny Lanzetta

Review: “Art” by Ed Meisel

“Art”
The Center for Performing Arts at
Rhinebeck, Route 308, Rhinebeck
Friday & Saturday, April 15 & 16,
8 p.m.
Tickets: $18
845.876.3080
www.centerforperformingarts.org

Artfully done
Editor’s note: Ed Meisel’s review originally
ran in the Feb. 3 issue of Pulse. However, the
following weekend’s performances of “Art”
were cancelled due to an injury to a member
of the cast. Now, that cast member is healed
and the production is ready to resume its final
weekend of performances.

OK,
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this is going to be a bit
difficult to read but see if
you can handle it: “If I am
who I am because I am who I am, and you
are who you are because you are who you
are, then I am who I am and you are who
you are. But – if I am who I am because you
are who you are, and you are who you are
because I am who I am, then I am not who I
am and you are not who you are.”
See? I told you it would be difficult to read.
The essence of this rather convoluted statement
from Yasmina Reza’s “Art,” however, maintains
the heart of the French playwright’s celebrated
play and its exploration of friendship,
individuality and perception.
“Art” opened (Jan. 27) as the third and final
installment of CenterStage Productions’ “Art
Imitating Art” repertory at The Center for the
Performing Arts at Rhinebeck. A polished and

professional cast coupled with Reza’s sharp
dialogue made this the strongest of CenterStage’s
three productions. The story focuses on three
men living in France – Marc (Lou Trapani),
Serge (James Klosty) and Yvan (Wallace
Norman) and how their 15-year friendship
is brought hurtling toward destruction by a
seemingly innocuous modern painting.
The play opens with Marc explaining to the
audience that his friend Serge, a dermatologist
by trade, has just bought a painting. It consists
entirely of white diagonal lines on a white
background. When Serge reveals that he has
paid 200,000 francs for a painting that Marc
considers absurd, sharpened opinions are
unsheathed and the sparks of conflict fly as
these three friends both attack and defend their
individual values.
Trapani captures wonderfully the critical and
acerbic pomposities of Marc and yet garners
them with sincere moments of concern, regret
and vulnerability. Likewise, Klosty is entirely
believable in his portrayal of Serge in this
character’s newfound youthful enthusiasm for
his recently acquired painting and his confused
and angry sadness at his close friend’s sudden
attacks. Matching point and counterpoint,
Klosty and Trapani play well each against the
other. Caught in the middle of this verbal duel

of values and aesthetics is the third friend,
Yvan, who Norman plays with great success.
Norman places a cloud of befuddlement over
his character, who seems painfully sincere in his
desire for the friends to get along. Reminiscent
of a deer in headlights, the world seems to move
just too fast for him. His effort to placate the
sparring friends only results in their turning
on him, and, to Norman’s credit, we respond to
this much as one would if you were to witness a
puppy being kicked. The hilarious monologue,
in which Yvan recounts the frustrating
events surrounding his upcoming wedding,
moved the audience to spontaneous applause
mid-scene.
Of course, there is much more below the
surface of these events than merely a lesson
on art appreciation. Ultimately, the painting
is representative of a newcomer in an old
friendship. Reza’s script explores the value we
give ourselves through our friendships and
where the lines are drawn regarding who we
are as defined by our friends. Anyone who
has ever tried to bring a new friend into an old
relationship with mixed tension and results can
relate to this piece.
Nicola Sheara did an excellent job of
directing these three very talented performers.
Their movements and speech alike displayed a

polished smoothness and familiarity with their
characters that was a pleasure to watch. One
only wishes that Sheara had used to greater
effect the full space of the intriguing fixed set
by Andy Weintraub which of itself seemed
reminiscent of modern sculpture. Additionally,
the solo spotlights that isolated each character
in turn throughout the play as they delivered
introspective monologues to the audience cast
oddly distracting shadows on the features of the
performers, which seemed inappropriate to the
piece. The absence of sufficient front lighting
in these moments seems odd given the overall
professionalism of the production.
Ultimately, “Art” is a wonderful production
and a fitting final note in the composition played
out through CenterStage Productions repertory
on “Art Imitating Art.” The three productions
offered in this unique cluster created an effective
and entertaining study. “Sunday in the Park
with George” explored how the artist views the
world; “Nude with Violin” pokes fun at how
society often deifies art; and “Art” explores the
significance of individual taste and perception
mirrored in the value we give art. ■

what's
pulse-ing?
“My Fair Lady”
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The Bardavon will screen the 1964 classic film musical
“My Fair Lady” starring Rex Harrison and Audrey Hepburn
on Friday, April 15, at 7:30 p.m. Arrive at the Bardavon
at 7 p.m. for a concert on the Mighty Wurlitzer Organ.
All seats are only $5.

An ideal ‘Farm’
Danny Lanzetta got an advance
screening of the new documentary
“American Farm” and interviewed
director Jim Spione, a native of Fishkill.

W

hether or not you like Michael
Moore, there can be no
denying that the mischiefmaker behind 2004’s “Fahrenheit 9/11”
has heightened awareness of the American
documentary. And although Moore often
skewers subjects who are undoubtedly
deserving of scrutiny (Charlton Heston and
George W. Bush to name a prominent two),
his aggressive approach can be off-putting,
to say the least. Moore is never reticent to
cast himself as a character in his films, that
of the slovenly and unflappable crusader,
who resolutely fights evil without regard
for the right-wing backlash that inevitably
follows. Often, though, Moore comes across
as sanctimoniously as those he critiques,
which, of course, obscures the poignancy of
his message.
No such problem for Jim Spione with
his new film, the quietly urgent “American
Farm,” Spione’s examination of his family’s
efforts to sustain a small dairy farm in
Richfield Springs, NY. The film centers on
Langdon Ames, the fifth Ames son to own
the property over the last 150 years. “Lanny”
has run the farm for nearly 40 years, but
suddenly finds that there is nobody willing
to carry on the tradition. The film, which
premiered in Cooperstown in February, gets
its local unveiling this Sunday at Upstate
Films in Rhinebeck at 1 p.m. Spione will be
in attendance and lead a discussion group
after the screening.
Spione, who currently resides in New York
City, grew up in Fishkill. “My mother grew
up on the farm,” he says. “Every year, I go to
the family reunion there and one year, my
cousin showed me a five-page memoir she

had written about the farm over the years.
When I read that, I got to thinking about
telling the story. The movie is really the story
of rural America in the 20th century. But it’s
also an impressionistic look at the history of
a family.”
Despite his own memories of visiting the
farm as a child, Spione made a conscious
decision to keep himself out of the movie, a
choice that lends the film a sense of delicacy
and nuance. Although there is certainly
a real perspective – Spione does, indeed,
lament the disappearance of the family farm,
and his narrative voice is apparent through
his directorial choices – the film is careful to
let its “characters” do the talking, as opposed
to bombarding its audience with overt
editorializing. The result is not a film that
languishes in nostalgic clichés, but rather
thrills its audience with its examination
of real people involved in rich, complex
relationships. The farm acts as a symbol for
the more methodical times from which those
relationships were born.
“The types of relationships that I examine
in the film are probably in jeopardy,” says
Spione, resignedly, “because the pace
of life is greater, now, and the demands on
all of us are greater, as well. Now, technology
allows us to contact anyone at any time. But
when will you actually get to see people?
There was that closeness and sense of
cohesion that came from living and working
on the farm with each other. Most of that has
dissolved now.”
“American Farm” is Spione’s featurelength, directorial debut, but he already
shows the acuity of a veteran. The film does
occasionally become too sentimental. The
original music by Emile Menasche is effective,
if a bit melodramatically utilized at times.
But Spione has a terrific eye for imagery. He
views the film as if it were a novel, in which
he weaves together disparate voices into an
elaborate mosaic that ultimately reveals a
singular story. Perhaps the most haunting
image of the movie is of Lanny and his

“American Farm”
Morninglight Films
Directed by Jim Spione
84 min.
Not rated
Screening: Sunday, April 17, 1 p.m.,
Upstate Films, Rhinebeck, followed
by a discussion with the director
845.876.2515
www.upstatefilms.org

“It’s really just a character drama.
There are the farm issues, of
course, but the film is not about
those issues as much as it should
be a catalyst for discussing them.
But the movie is really about the
relationships that come from these
types of places.”
– Jim Spione, director

Langdon Ames, a fifthgeneration dairy farmer
whose three sons
rejected the family
tradition, in James
Spione’s (above)
documentary
“American Farm.”
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wife sitting at the breakfast table, pouring
cereal in silence. It is an image that is more
essential to the film than any grandiose
proclamation would be. Spione humanizes
the disappearance of the farms by showing
these people for what most of us are, anyway:
ordinary souls fighting for a little piece
of beauty.
“It’s not a political statement,” says
Spione, as he attempts to distance himself
from the recent onslaught of “polemical”
documentaries. “ It’s really just a character
drama. There are the farm issues, of course,
but the film is not about those issues as much
as it should be a catalyst for discussing them.
But the movie is really about the relationships
that come from these types of places.”
In the end, “American Farm” is a good
film because it offers no conclusions, and its
filmmaker refuses to compromise its subtlety
in the name of self-righteous indignation. It
is a distinctly American story about everyday
people and their struggle to preserve the
things they cherish. As one of Lanny’s sons
says toward the end of the film, the Ames’
family farm has run its course. But the stories
it has been home to can never be so callously
discarded. Spione is making sure of that.
“The Ames family is just a microcosm of all
the changes going on across the country. I’m
trying to convey the emotion associated with
this event, the end of this tradition. These
human dramas keep repeating themselves.
The farming issue is just the canvas they play
out on.”
For
more
information,
visit
americanfarmmovie.com. ■
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