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By Jeff Favre

"I should like to see any power of the world destroy this race, this small tribe of unimportant people whose history is ended, whose wars have all been fought and lost, whose structures have crumbled, whose literature is unread, whose music is unheard, whose prayers are no longer uttered."

The above quote from William Saroyan (1908-81) best captures the driving force behind this two-voice ode to Armenia and its people, created and originally performed by Gerald Papasian and director Nora Armani from poems and short stories by more than 15 writers. Despite great diversity in the texts, Sojourn at Ararat is a surprisingly emotionally and intellectually cohesive work, which likely will enlighten many people about the tragic history of Armenia, while also introducing them to wonderful poetry. The production's 75-minute running time is ideal for such layered text, which is delivered with grace and enthusiasm by the cast. The performances, along with Armani's direction, turn what could be a static reading into a vibrant, if nonlinear, play.

Called simply He and She, actors Korken Alexander and Mary Kate Schellhardt greet the audience by shaking hands and reciting a poem with the refrain "Good day." The first section deals mostly with romantic love, which transitions to poems and stories about love for Armenia. As the bright gold lighting (designed by Henrik Mansourian, based on Papasian's original) fades to dark and somber reds, the subject matter turns to the 1915 Armenian Genocide, before hope is restored again with defiant poems, such as the one by Saroyan noted above.

The set is simple -- only two chairs, a drum, and sheets of paper. But through a great deal of movement, including some traditional dances, and much music, the colorful and diverse Armenia can be imagined.

Alexander, a wonderful singer, excels at presenting poetry. His piercing stares and full command of tone and volume provide a romanticism needed for the text to come to life. Schellhardt's strong suits are physical and verbal comedy. Her exaggerated movements and sarcastic demeanor provide the laughs needed to balance the darker moments.

Sojourn at Ararat premiered 20 years ago, but the poems it incorporates remain timely and timeless -- and they are a worthwhile experience for anyone, regardless of cultural background.


