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A of question authenticity in ‘Bakersfield Mist’ 

WELLFLEET - There comes a moment in Stephen Sachs’s “Bakersfield Mist’’ when a hitherto stuffy art expert works himself into a frenzy as he reenacts the convulsive process Jackson Pollock used to create his paintings, all while delivering an erotically charged aria of commentary.

It’s a scene that illustrates the power of great art to transport us, or maybe just to make us act plumb strange. But in the case of the woman watching the expert’s gyrations with a look of wry amusement, art has the power to make her rich beyond her wildest imaginings.

In an absorbing Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theater production of this new comic drama under the direction of Jeff Zinn, the question of authenticity, in more than one sense of the word, is at issue.

As Willy Russell did with “Educating Rita,’’ Sachs throws together two characters from different worlds in “Bakersfield Mist’’ - one overeducated, the other street-smart - and lets the sparks fly.

Like Russell, Sachs has a weakness for overly glib repartee, a sentimental streak, and a tendency to italicize his message. But Sachs also has a Russell-like empathy for his characters and a knack for constructing verbal showdowns through which we can see that, for at least one of the two people onstage, the stakes of this encounter are life-or-death.

Maude Gutman, an unemployed bartender in a leopard-print blouse who is played by Paula Langton, lives in a trailer decorated with bric-a-brac she has bought at thrift stores. On the wall of her trailer hangs a kitschy painting of two clowns, but that’s not the painting the renowned and haughty Lionel Percy (played by Ken Cheeseman) has grandly deigned to inspect.

Lionel has arrived at Maude’s trailer (by limousine, no less) to determine whether or not her latest thrift-store purchase, a work of abstract expressionism that she bought for a paltry $3, is actually an undiscovered Pollock worth many millions of dollars.

After reeling off his credentials, including a lengthy stint as director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Lionel tells Maude that he is an expert at detecting forgeries. Indeed, he is a “fake-buster’’ with absolute faith in the infallibility of the Gladwellian “blink,’’ his instant, intuitive knowledge of whether a painting is genuine or not.

As Lionel will discover, Maude is no slouch herself when it comes to sizing things up and detecting fakery. (“Be a person,’’ she says to Lionel at one point, a line he will sardonically echo later on). Their verbal clash escalates as she insists, with increasing adamancy, that he authenticate the painting. Beyond the question of whether the painting is the real thing or not lies the question of whether greed, or something deeper, is driving Maude’s pressure campaign.

Slowly, Lionel’s sneer gives way and he stops seeing Maude as a cartoon figure. He comes down from the Olympian heights of art and confronts the complications of a flesh-and-blood human being who has a tragic personal history that is connected, at least in her mind, with the painting.

At times, Langton captures Maude’s combination of ferocity and desperation; at other times, the actress leaves you with the feeling  that there are depths to the character that she hasn’t plumbed. Cheeseman, though, gives an exceptional performance that leaves no facet of Lionel unexplored. When the art expert trains the full force of his scrutiny on Maude’s painting, Cheeseman contorts himself into a pretzel, turning the simple act of appraisal into a Buster Keaton-like ballet of physical comedy. When Maude forces Lionel into a discussion of a major, reputation-damaging career setback, the once-formidable art expert quivers with impotent fury at the memory.

Lionel starts from a place of such certitude that he can say to Maude, without a trace of irony: “My opinion means something. Yours does not.’’ By the end, “Bakersfield Mist’’ suggests that not just Lionel’s authority might rest on a shaky foundation, but everyone else’s authority, too.

Don Aucoin can be reached at aucoin@globe.com. [image: image2.png]
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WELLFLEET — Maude Gutman's style of art includes pictures of clowns with bulbous red noses, a plastic Santa and a bookcase full of kitsch she's picked up at flea markets and thrift shops. But when she decides one day to buy an "ugly" painting as a gag gift, she discovers it actually could be a Jackson Pollock. So into her trailer comes an art expert from New York who is there to determine the painting's authenticity.

And that is when the fun, along with some fiery conflict, begins in Stephen Sachs' clever, witty and even poignant "Bakersfield Mist."

You couldn't put two more opposite people together than elitist Lionel Percy and trailer park occupant Maude.

Sachs has written a smart and insightful play not just about art and truth, but also about class differences.

Lionel's credentials — Princeton professor, former Metropolitan Museum of Art director and author of a string of books — are as long as his arm and then some, and his arrogance puts his resume into the realm of royalty. Poor Maude is just that, a recently fired bartender mourning a bad marriage and a lost son and longing to put her life on the right track by being the grand owner of a canvas dripping like a real Pollock.

A two-character play is always challenging. The writer has to keep the dialogue swinging with wit and a zinging rhythm. The director needs to keep the pace sharp and determined, and the actors must command attention with vibrant performances. And all of this works beautifully in the Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theater production. WHAT artistic director Jeff Zinn directs "Bakersfield" with a sure hand that captures the comic elements with alacrity and, when the moment turns somber, manages a seamless transition.

Paula Langton is powerful as the crude and vociferous Maude. Langton ably portrays the underlying desperation of a woman who sees her life as a failure and finally has a chance for some measure of success. She is loud and coarse, foul-mouthed and abrasive as she challenges the opinion of an expert.

Ken Cheeseman takes art expert Lionel to another stratosphere as he depicts his character's insufferable arrogance with a strong note of irony and a vulnerability that nearly puts him on an even keel with Maude. When Cheeseman describes the workings of Jackson Pollock, he uses his whole body and extravagant gyrations to imitate the artist's process of circling his canvas laid out on the floor and moving around it with a brush loaded with paint, dripping lines and arabesques in an excited dance.

During Maude and Lionel's debate about the authenticity of the painting, questions arise about the value of the opinion of an "expert." Lionel says he knows what is authentic in the blink of an eye. It's about "knowing without thinking" whether a painting has an "artistic soul." Although Maude believes a painting should look like something in real life, she values her $3 purchase for the chance it could give her.

Ji-youn Chang's design of a trailer with all the trappings of Maude's junk-shop bargains sets a lively scene for the action.

Thankfully, Sachs doesn't bend to sentimentality. Based on an actual event, although fictionalized, the play is true to reality as it intelligently, yet subtly, examines class struggles, the aesthetics of art, the power of the privileged, the anger of the disadvantaged and the desire of all of us for self-worth.
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Value of art and life shine through 'Bakersfield Mist’ 


By Reva Blau 

BANNER CORRESPONDENT 

In “Bakersfield Mist,” a play by Stephen Sachs at Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theater, trailer parkdwelling Maude Gutman (a stunning Paula Langton) reveals that she knows far more about Jackson Pollock than anyone would expect. Her response cannot be explained by the fact that Google allows her access to the molecular structure of Pollock’s famous paint drips. 

An unemployed bartender, Maude buys a huge, ugly painting as a gag gift for a pit bull-owning neighbor. When the friend rejects it (drunkenly), Maude decides to unload it at a yard sale for a few more dollars than she paid for it. 

When the play opens, art expert Lionel Percy, whose repressive snobbery is channeled exquisitely by Ken Cheeseman, arrives at the trailer park to authenticate the painting. He has the power to decide whether the painting is worthless junk or a one-of-a-kind masterpiece. 

Sachs based his story on an actual event involving Terri Horton, a retired truck driver, who bought a painting for $5 at a yard sale only to be told that it might be an undiscovered Pollock. The subject was examined in the documentary “Who the #$&% Is Jackson Pollock?” 

The story has reallife connections. Percy, for example, is based on Thomas Hoving, the director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and an expert on forgeries. In the play, Percy uses the word “connoisseurship” to explain how he authenticates paintings, the same word used by Hoving to describe the intuitive voice that told him if a painting was a fake. In the play, Percy says, “I am waiting for the tingle,” the feeling that an experienced viewer has in front of the real thing. And yet in the play, we are allowed to imagine that Maude has greater intuition than any expert. 

Despite the factual basis for the play, the key figure is Maude, a character with more layers than a genuine and controlled drip painting. The parallels between her life and Pollock’s start stacking up to brilliantly encompass living life, as an artist does, on the brink, always on the verge of catastrophe. Langton and Cheeseman, real-life husband and wife, have a chemistry that makes it hard to look away as they fight and then come together with a lustful, Pollock- like intensity. As the play progresses, the parallels between Maude’s life and the true meaning of modern art pile up in the play in ways that are as original as the genuine Pollock himself. 

“Bakersfield Mist,” directed by Jeff Zinn, plays at 8 p.m. Thursdays through Sundays through Sept. 4 at WHAT’s Julie Harris Stage. Tickets are $29, with a student price of $15.
Cape Cod Chronicle

WHAT Play Explores The Meaning Of Art 


by Ellen Petry Whalen 

“Bakersfield Mist” opens with an explosion of expletives, like a starting gun at a race, and with that, the clash of the classes begins at Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theater. Award-winning California Playwright Stephen Sachs compares and contrasts the arrogance and pomposity of those who make the art world go round with the “uneducated and uninformed” masses in his 2011 play. (It is opening nationwide through the National New Play Network’s Rolling World Premiere program). 

The thought-provoking play asks, what is art? Is it simply something that is pleasing to the viewer’s eye or is it not deemed “art” until an “expert” declares it so? “Bakersfield Mist” (the title is a play on Jackson Pollock’s famous modern painting “Lavender Mist”) is based on an ex-truck-driving grandmother, whose story was told in Harry Moses’ documentary “Who the #$&% Is Jackson Pollock?” 

Maude Gutman (Paula Langton), a beaten-down, alcoholic, chain-smoking, ex-bartender living in a run-down trailer park, bought a Jackson Pollock-like painting for $3 at a thrift store that, if real, could be worth at least $50 million. She hires the pompous former Metropolitan Museum of Art Director and world-renowned art specialist Lionel Percy (Ken Cheeseman) to authenticate the piece. The uptight Lionel does nothing to hide his disdain for Maude’s kitschy décor, while he proceeds to regale her with his impressive and lengthy credentials. When he finally gets down to the business of examining the painting, (he does this in a very humorous and physical manner) the play takes a passionate turn, as each character reveals the cracks in their emotional armor. As the tension mounts, Maude shows she is not “uninformed” as Lionel first believed, as she reveals some hidden details about the potential Pollock that include some impressive forensic evidence. When everything comes to a head, a well-choreographed and surprising fight scene (orchestrated by Joe Travers) realistically breaks out. 

The 90-minute one-act stellar play is artfully directed by Jeff Zinn. Playing polar opposites on the socio-economic and education spectrum, both Langton and Cheeseman skillfully navigate the tragic comedy’s many twists and turns, as they wittily one-up each other. The sharp, cutting drama goes beyond whether the painting is a real Pollock, as each character examines his or her own authenticity. Ironically, many of Maude’s less-than-attractive traits that Lionel turns his nose down on are the very ones he touts as fueling Pollock’s artistic genius. 

Ji-youn Chang’s set is a feast for the eyes, as the weathered trailer is filled with a colorful, eclectic mix of items one commonly sees at the dump’s free shop. The impressive set, complete with a kitchen, can be wheeled off stage, just like a real trailer, so “Boeing Boeing” can be performed in repertory. 

WHAT’s “Bakersfield Mist” is a powerful play that not only examines the individual versus collective definition of art, but also breaks down the invisible and insulating walls that wealth can create between the classes, ultimately exposing the human connection, at its most basic level. 
Cape Cod Today
"Bakersfield Mist" at WHAT is wild and witty
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Lively and smart, new play packs as much punch as a Pollock
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   Ken Cheeseman as Lionel Percy and Paula Langton as Maude Gutman in "Bakersfield Mist" at WHAT. Photo by Jeff Zinn.

By Maggie Kulbokas

"Bakersfield Mist" premiered last week on the Julie Harris Stage at WHAT (Wellfleet Harbor Actors Theater) in Wellfleet before a very enthusiastic audience. From the Cape's gallery town comes a new play about the age old question--debate, really--what IS art?  If a painting evokes a particular feeling in the viewer, is it not art regardless of the artist, the medium or the viewer?

Written by Stephen Sachs and directed by Jeff Zinn, "Bakersfield Mist" is an engaging one act play featuring two very talented actors. Based on a true story*, "Bakersfield Mist" is about Maude Gutman, an over the hill, chain-smoking, unemployed bartender who purchases the ugliest painting she can find at a thrift shop as a gag gift for a friend. Turns out, Maude's $5-marked-down-to-$3 joke, may be an authentic Jackson Pollock. Pollock (1912-1956) was an abstract expressionist painter, known for his uniquely wild splatter and drip-style of painting. Potentially worth millions, Maude arranges for an art expert from the East Coast to personally inspect the painting in her Bakersfield trailer.

The esteemed Lionel Percy arrives at the trailer park by limo, straight off the art foundation's private jet from New York City. Percy is well-bred, snobbish and clearly mortified by Maude and Maude's home. Could this foul-mouthed, tattooed, whiskey-swilling woman be the owner of a masterpiece? Percy's arrogance and ignorance tells him otherwise and he dismisses both Maude and her painting with only a fleeting inspection.

In a cluttered kitschy trailer, the self-proclaimed pope of the art world goes toe to toe, or better, wing tip to cowboy boot, with a woman who may be lacking in polish and education, but is no dumb broad--the two soon learning they may be more alike then either would care to admit.

Paula Langton, as Maude, and Ken Cheeseman, as Percy, were both captivating.  They deftly avoided the all too easy trap of portraying their characters as caricatures, instead bringing two very different, but equal people to life.

The set, designed by Ji-you Chang had a lived in feel--the home of someone who, in her own words, likes to collect junk. Detailed props and design makes one wonder if there was anything left to purchase at the Wellfleet Flea Market this weekend. Whether worth millions or not, that Maude has quite a collection.

