By Doc Heide

August 20, 2008

What is it about “Lumberjacks in Love”?

Back for its sixth season, this hit by Fred Alley and James Kaplan is still our most popular show of the summer.    Tens of thousands have seen it over the years here, not to mention in Kansas, Colorado, and elsewhere. 

 Last night I was talking to a mom who said her family had seen it about a million times. “No”, said her grown daughter.  “Only thirty.”


And if that isn’t enough, this summer the Green Bay Press-Gazette called it “a timberland masterpiece”, and compared its book and lyric writer, Fred Alley, to Shakespeare.

Fred wrote or co-wrote around a dozen shows before he passed away at an early age.   All are good, and some are positively delightful.   But only “Lumberjacks” and “Guys on Ice” passed that mythic threshold of becoming “classics”, shows that audiences treasure like the memory of their first kiss.


So why is “Lumberjacks” a classic?   Partly it’s casting.  Jeff Herbst  (Slim) projects so much authenticity as a logger that you wouldn’t be surprised to see him behind our stage felling pines.   Doug Mancheski (Dirty Bob) is such a skilled physical actor that you could practically pour his body into a Jello mold.  


And the show has been directed with enough exuberance to call forth an admiring nod from Chaplin.


But I’d like to focus on the writing.   Fred created six lovable characters, all with a complete narrative arc.  That’s no mean feat in a show that runs under an hour-and-a-half.


For a laugh-filled romp, the show is also remarkably touching.  There are songs like “Winds of Morning” that could bring a tear to the eye of Paul Bunyan.  


But the thing I find most impressive about “Lumberjacks” is how giddily it careens along the edge of propriety without ever going too far.


Picture this.  A friend tells you, “I’m gonna write a musical comedy that deals with cross-dressing and suicide, satirizes fire-and-brimstone preachers, lampoons feminist excess, and will raise a sly question about whether God is exclusively masculine.  There’ll be drunkenness, a running joke about bosoms, and a song about naked lumberjacks.  To top it off, a central male character will spend the show thinking he’s in love with another guy, and right before the end he’ll choose that guy over a woman.  And, by the way, it’ll be completely suitable for children of all ages.”

Sound impossible?  Somehow Fred pulled it off.  And oodles of highly responsible Midwestern parents have brought their kids time and again, who embrace it as much as their grandparents.


Fred clearly took risks in writing a show like this.  But all truly fine theatre does.   For theatre to be important, it must explore departures from conventionality.  And for comedy to be important, it must raise questions about whether the conventional deserves your allegiance in the first place.


Fred accomplished this with such compassion that you feel uplifted by the journeys of this oddball collection of characters.


And you don’t need to be a lumberjack to love that.


* AFT performs at the Peninsula State Park Amphitheatre Monday- Saturday through August 30.  Fishing for the Moon plays Monday at 8pm, Wednesday at 8:30 pm, and Saturday at 6pm.  Lumberjacks in Love is at 8pm Tuesday and Friday and 6pm Wednesday, and A Cabin with a View returns at 8pm Thursday and 8:30pm Saturday.     Advanced and reserved tickets are available at www.folkloretheatre.com, by calling 854-6117, at the AFT office in the Green Gables Shops in North Ephraim, or at the theatre box office one hour prior to performance.  A park sticker is not required in the theatre lot.  

