Theater review: Players shine in ‘Royal’ comedy
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SCHENECTADY — In the finest theatrical tradition of screwball family comedies, Schenectady Civic Players is offering “The Royal Family,” written by George S. Kaufman and Edna Ferber.

The Royal Family

WHERE: Schenectady Civic Players, 12 S. Church St.

WHEN: Through Dec. 11

HOW MUCH: $15

MORE INFO: 382-2081, www.civicplayers.org.

Those names alone strike a positive chord in the heart of any theater-goer. Those names say “funny,” and the Players have served the playwrights well. The production, directed by Jeffrey Scott, is everything it needs to be.

The story follows the Cavendish family, royalty in theatrical circles ​— think Barrymore _ venerated for their long generational history on the stage. Fanny, the matriarch, played by the venerable and very lovely Joanne Westervelt, “played Ogden, Utah … and sold out there in 1924.” Her children, Gwen (Stephanie G, Insogna), Julie (Benita Zahn) and Anthony (Randy McConnach) are following closely in her footsteps. But conflicts and concerns are threatening the family tradition.

Anthony, in particular, has mighty troubles, in the form of a breach-of-promise suit that could cost him $100,000. Also, he has “punched out” a Hollywood director, and that could cost him, too. McConnach plays the character with broad, imposing strokes, which is exactly how it should be played. His arrival on the scene, in a fur coat and broad-brimmed hat ​— costumes by the gifted Joseph Fava — is like a sudden windstorm that sweeps the theater-goer onto the stage. McConnach dominates every scene he is in.

Gwen, the youngest child, who is on the verge of stardom, is contemplating chucking the whole show-biz thing for a quiet marriage to her fiancé (James Dick). Insogna offers both uncertainty and determination — a tough combination, done skillfully.

Julie is committed to her role as heiress to the family tradition, but she has doubts about the relevance of the theater. Her lost love, Gilbert (John R. Massaroni), arrives. He travels the world, and Julie just might wish to join him. Zahn plays Julie with gusto; her scenes bubble with the sparkling dialogue of Kaufman and Ferber.

Rounding out the large cast are Jeanne T. Carney as Della, the family maid, and John J. Quinan, as Jo, the butler. Both actors give the roles the quiet patience and resolve needed by servants in an unconventional and, quite honestly, crazy household. Mac, Julie’s trainer, is played by Lonnie Honsinger, Hallboy is Bryant Williams, who doubles as Gunga. Richard Michael Roe (Herbert Dean) and Pat Hoffman (Kitty Dean) give their always solid comic performances. Richard Harte plays Oscar Wolfe, the family agent. As might be expected, he is a comic gem on the stage. Bonnie R. Lake plays Miss Peake. But it is Westervelt’s lustrous presence that anchors the show and makes it soar.

The multi-leveled set, by talented veteran Duncan Morrison, won spontaneous applause when the curtain rose, and deservedly so. It is magnificent. Sound design, by director Scott, evokes a sense of royalty, especially in the final scene. I will not give away the secrets of the show, but in that final moment, Scott has created something you will think about long after you leave the theater.

“The Royal Family” is not exactly a “holiday” offering, but it’s as much fun as a holiday party.

