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Modern Miss Julie emphasizes race and the search for freedom
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Author's Product Rating

Pros

Powerful acting and adaptation

Cons

A few fumbles sometimes took you out of the play

The Bottom Line

Sach's adaptation brings new power to an old play.

Full Review 

The Fountain Theatre's Miss Julie is a dream come true for secondary teachers. 

A week into Black History Month, this Los Angeles production of Miss Julie offers a chance to explore civil rights issues through the use of a classic text—if students can get past the explicit language and the fact that August Strindberg is a dead white guy. 

Director Stephen Sachs has adapted this 119-year-old play, freely moving it into Mississippi of 1964, changing the language, movement, and concerns of all the characters. He’s made it less a play about gender and more a play about race and class. He's also taken the spotlight off the title character and put it onto John, the chauffeur. 

Sachs' adaptation breathes new relevancy into the story. While the original class structure holds little immediacy for today's audience, the world of civil rights in the 1960s is still raw and fresh for many Americans. 

Likewise, the move from Midsummer Eve to Independence Day is symbolic of his themes and not simply an Americanization. Miss Julie now explores freedom and independence far more than love and sex. 

Tracy Middendorf's Julie is brash, sultry, and seductive, but it isn't her play. 

It is Chuman Gault's John who drives the story and owns the stage as both protagonist and the most powerful presence on the small Fountain Theatre stage. He and Judith Moreland's Christine project a strength and longing that makes the transformation into simmering servitude in Julie's presence painful to watch. 

Worse, though, is Julie's pretense that she is different from the other white folks of Mississippi, a pretense that everyone but she can see through. John says it best to Christine right before Julie's first arrival: 

When white folk try to act like black folk, all they become is more white than the black folk they’re trying to be. 

Julie is doomed by her own lack of vision and finds she cannot survive once her illusions are stripped away. John's fate is far more complex, one that asks whether freedom is attainable only through violence. 

Christine's consistency and common-sense character book end the play, making John and Julie's desperate behavior stick out all the more. 

While the actors occasionally fumbled with lines and props on the Travis Gale Lewis' evocative set, they managed to recover each time. And if they’re not letter perfect, it becomes easy to forgive because of the vivid picture that they are painting. 

Recommended:

Yes 

