Theater: ‘Moonchildrer’

Bitterly Funny, Funnily

' Bitter Play at Royale

By CLIVE BARNES . .

Once in e while a play -
manages to provide an epi-
taph for its time. Sometimes :
it 1s a great play such as:
“The Cherry Orchard.” At
-others it is a less than great.

play, such as Clifford Odets’s

“Awake and Sing” or John

Osborne’s '“Look Back in

Anger.” But in each Inslance

the playwright takes a time
and a place and sums it up.
Last night at the ‘Royale
Theater this happened in a
bitterly funny 'and .funni}

bitter play called ‘“Moonchil.
dren.” The time is 1865-66,

and the place a university
town set d in the soul of
L.B.J.’s America. The play is
all about growing up in a
hostile country. It is about
taking a journey without
maps, about developing
ethics without. ethics, about
surviving without much be-
lief in survival. |
Seven or eight students
share  an apartment. The
landlord is a - patronizing

slob, but they learn to live.

with him. In one way this is
a. romantic view of student
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and the son of a chief of
police who goes to peace
rallies’ with a police pistol
is also perhaps hard to take.
But Mr. Weller is not only
recording the. life-style of a
time and place, he is also
wryly humorously comment-
ing on it. Accuracy of de-
scription is his - aim rather
than his method—this is no

-naturalistic picture of stu-

dents in 1965 but rather a

‘witty and-very human com-

mentary on them.

 The play, in-an earlier ver-
sion called, very daringly but
very aptly “Cancer,” was
originnally produced in Lon-
don at the Royal Court The-

life—=of course, you can be:

reminded of those rolsterous-.  Ater. This season it was pro-

‘ i duced at the Arena Stage in
ly playfu! Fenrl - Murger Washington, and this pro-
students in Puccini's “Ls duction ‘has

now been
brought most happily here. \
(What would Broadway do |
without the Royal Court or
the Arena Stage?) It is really
o welcome as one of the most

Their conversation {g sprin- lively and pertinent plays-o

ith harm tr the last few seasons. -
E?ﬁ wﬂc{qdle-clleaii 9%&2‘3’{ Alan ‘Schneider's staging
badge like mot-smoking and seems as -perfect in its low-
rock music. and thev talk keyed colloquiclism as does
for this is a comedy, umer- William Ritman’s student pad

, . setting, featuring 857 quart
S,,‘}i},y;.;';g;f‘eh ?nbgggh{:éa.tnftg -milk bottles, assorted posters

: : -and a refrigerator that prob-
e & lof about sox. And  Ably only just postdated elec-
they fantasize. R L tricity. Mr. Ritman i1s a mas-

‘e wa ' ter of organized chaos, and
th:hfi-igfaa-sll tl}ieg?am'tioo%g ‘Mr, Schneider has his actors
stream-of-cOnsciousness con- -lt’}:Ck %het‘}: way .1dehc?1§eiy
versation. Ideas balloon up- rough the special contlicts
ward in an age of pure un- of both play and setting.
reason and no cant. Non- ¢ '

sense is the marching song of Where Mr. Schneider and
the day, the code word for  his strongly convincing cast
survival. . ) - ‘are at their most brilliant is

The author of “Moonchil- in bringing out the many
dren,” Michael Weller, has levels of this play, which
gone to great pains to place runs from the, broadest of

his students, flip, witty, con- farce to, eventually, the deep-
cerned and disturbed, against est of despair. It is a large

the very world that has made  cast and it is almost unfair
them flip, witty, concerned to mention James Woods as
and disturbed. This is the  the embittered Bob, or Kevin
first Broadway generation Conway and Edward Herr-
gap comedy that is seen from mann as two cleverly articu-
the young side of the gap, late students with hearts of
and although it is going to stone. '

annoy and puzzle some mem- There are two kinds of
bers of the Broadway audi. comedy. The comedy that
ence, it 'will enchant and - makes . you laugh and then
instruct many more, Despite Jets you go, and the comedy.
its bleak ending, which:.$o that makes you: latgh  and
poignantly and successfully  ~then, for an encore, makes
parallels that of “The'Cherry you ' think. Eventually the
Orchard,” it is play full of  jatter plays are the better
zest and authority., . value for your money. “Moon-

@ ~ children” is fascinatingly and

Of course Mr., Weller exag- dazzlingly one of those.
gerates his world picture just
as Neil Simon ' exaggerates
his. Perhaps it is difficult to
believe the hippy girl “who
is so freaked out she has to-:
sit under tables and blow’
bubbles—although come to
think of it I once knew a
man Who sat under tables,
and that was centuries ago=—

Bohédme.” But the students
are not quite so playful now.
They talk of guns and war
and cancer.
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