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You Must See What I Heard About Iraq
And Remember, You Heard it Here First 
By Cynthia Citron
For ReviewPlays.com/KABC Radio
 
“Hard facts are superfluous,” says the Colonel in charge of briefing journalists in Tim Robbins’ Embedded.  In turn, the journalist sees his mission as “Telling the truth without getting weak-kneed about lying.”  It’s an entertaining conceit: the war as seen by the journalists who cover it.
        In David Hare’s Stuff Happens the 22 actors play the actual people who perpetrated and orchestrated the run-up to the Iraq war.  There are no composite characters, no imagined conversations here.  It’s a brisk and gripping enactment, abetted by explanatory narration and actors who physically resemble the people they are portraying.
        And now comes the third---and by far the best---of these plays about the war.  In What I Heard About Iraq writer/director Simon Levy and his five pluperfect performers juxtapose their horror-inducing comments with humor, irony, oxymorons, contradictions, and a naïve sincerity that is the most horrifying of all.  And, Levy assures us, he has spent the last 18 months ensuring that every word was actually spoken by the officials that the actors represent.
        Prefacing each comment with “I heard…” the actors finish each other’s sentences, shifting from one voice to another in a crisp, energetic and straightforward manner.  To indicate the passage of time, one of them will suddenly announce the number of American soldiers killed and wounded, the rising number of attacks by insurgents per day, the number of casualties among Iraqi civilians.  Amplified sound effects designed by David B. Marling add to the sense of immediacy, of inevitability, of consequence.
        Meanwhile, in the background, projections of the fighting, of the president making belligerent speeches, of bombed and devastated neighborhoods, offer a counterpoint to the benign comments being offered to the people at home.  Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, whose callous comments come most often from actor Tony Pasqualini, carries much of the dialogue, and the brunt of the outrage that builds within the audience.  “Death has a tendency to encourage a depressing view of war,” he says.
       For What I Heard About Iraq is, first and foremost, an emotional, gut-wrenching exposition.  Far more than either Embedded or Stuff Happens, What I Heard About Iraq leaves you with a growing despair, a sense of helplessness, and a burning rage.  It isn’t as if we hadn’t heard it all before.  But presented as it is here, all at once, the brutality and innocence, the unrelenting, repetitive, and negligent indifference, the cynicism and lack of accountability are overpowering.  “We have achieved a catastrophic success,” Bush says.  And we appear to be following him to the dark side of Hell.  Shrugging our shoulders and laughing all the way.
 
       For, grim as it sounds, What I Heard About Iraq is actually funny, in a diabolical sort of way.  That is the work of Simon Levy as author and director, and the performances by an impeccable cast, which includes, in addition to Tony Pasqualini, Marc Casabani, Darcy Halsey, Bernadette Speakes, and Ryun Yu.  Each performer has the remarkable ability to sound like the people they represent (Ryun Yu does a dead-on Arnold Schwarzenegger).  But what makes each of them so authentic is the fact that they actually appear to believe what they’re saying, as their counterparts obviously do.  They are chilling characterizations, expertly presented.
        Simon Levy, who put all of this together, claims to have adapted his script from an article by Eliot Weinberger entitled “What Is Happening in America?”  Weinberger’s piece, written for the official magazine of the German Social Democratic Party, is a brisk expose and denunciation of the Bush Administration and its policies.  But the quotes that enrich and enliven Levy’s script were chosen by Levy, not Weinberger.  So if there is an award to be given---and there definitely should be---it belongs to Levy.  Bravo, Levy!  Good job!
        What I Heard About Iraq will be performed at the Fountain Theatre, 5060 Fountain Avenue, Hollywood, Thursday through Sunday until October 9th.  For reservations, call (323) 663-1525.
 
 
 
 
 
