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LIVING
SINGLE:
CHARLIE
LEVIN AT
SFIAF 

"When you're right and everyone else is wrong, there's
no room for anything else," says the artist Charlie
Levin, who spent time in a community of Israeli Jews
and Israeli Arabs "living together in conflict."

The community's schools teach children in Hebrew,
Arabic, and English, and they actively engage in
conversations that frequently reveal opposing
viewpoints. From this came Single Point Perspective:
A Meditation on Race, Loss, Grief and The Other, a
piece in which Levin uses wax pigments, a pane of
glass, and a nonfiction narrative read by the audience
to create a unique live experience — a performed
painting, if you will.

Levin will perform Single Point Perspective at the
Fort Mason Chapel, which features stained glass
windows and a vaulted ceiling, as part of the San
Francisco International Arts Festival, which will bring
together artists from across the Bay Area (and 12
countries) for three weeks of performances, lectures,
and talk-backs.

Audiences entering the dimly lit space might note the
smell of beeswax, one pleasant side effect of Levin's
practice of painting with wax — known as encaustic
— a method that can be traced back to ancient Egypt. 



we see them differently. This performance is the

inverse of seeing a finished painting. At the end, the

audience will know what went into making it."

Levin's performance is not an improvisation, but

neither is it a literal, illustrative response to the text

that audiences will read (moving at the rate of one

page per reader, Passover seder-style). Rather, each of

her four performances will yield a different painting

and a different experience for the audience.

"I come in with a plan in mind," Levin says. "But

depending on the energy of the audience, I can paint

lyrically or I can paint aggressively. In some ways, the

performance has some aspects of dance."

Although other contemporary artists work with

pigmented wax, Levin's particular combination of

expressive modes is unique. She cut her teeth in

Chicago's theater scene, where her company Local

Infinity created work that combined performance and

installation art, focusing on what Levin calls the body-

to-body experience of performer and audience.

"We did things like use piles of dirt as a metaphor for

home, and electricity for power," Levin says. "We built

suits that could be plugged in, manipulated 800

pounds of dirt, and we won an excellence award from

the New York Fringe Festival for another show where

we plunged a performer into molten wax. Things like

that."

Levin will provide the audience with a text that

includes her own writing interwoven with quotes that

reflect a range of American assumptions about safety,

power, and access to resources. As audience members

take turns reading the text, Levin will paint on a

backlit glass panel, creating and changing a visual

character. Offering an evolving experience of seeing

and listening, she invites the audience to consider

multiple perspectives at once.

Having returned to Oakland just as the local reaction

to the fatal police shooting and subsequent unrest in

Ferguson, Mo., was in full swing, Levin was struck by

the long-standing situation of different realities

existing side-by-side in her own community.

"I was looking at the shootings and at the stories that

are becoming more widely known about different

experiences, such as violence, that are common [for

some people] but seen as aberrations to others," she

says. "[And I wondered] how you keep going in

situations that don't have a quick fix. It requires a

different kind of patience."

Levin cites perceptual artists such as James Turrell

and Robert Irwin as influences. Her work looks very

different from theirs, but she shares with them an

invitation to audiences to reflect on the experience of

seeing. In Single Point Perspective, she provides an

environment that encourages a contemplative mode,

and a willingness to avoid leaping to conclusions.

"[Our impression of an artwork] may provide a parallel

to our first impression of a person," she says. "We

don't know what anyone went through to get to

where they are. When we learn more about a person, 

���������������	�
����� ������������������������������



Levin is in good company at this year's SFIAF, which

features a truly eclectic lineup of theater, dance,

music, and performances as hard to classify as Single

Point Perspective. The festival emphasizes broad

audience engagement by offering talk-backs, lectures,

and family-oriented programming that invite us all to

be open to sharing our views, and, perhaps more

importantly, to listening to others.

"When we speak other people's stories, we hold them

in our mouths and we can start knowing what to look

for and learning to listen," Levin says. "I don't have

answers, but I can offer a starting point for reflection."
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FIFTY YEARS ON,
DAVID KLEINBERG'S
HEY, HEY, LBJ!
TAKES A
JOURNALISTIC
VIEW OF
VIETNAM

“I don’t have a background in theater. I’m not a
performer,” says David Kleinberg. “It’s all been
learned in the last eight years. I think it took 50 years
for be to be ready to do it.”

The longtime San Francisco Chronicle editor is
speaking about Hey, Hey, LBJ!, a one-man show
recounting his experiences in Vietnam in 1966-67 that
opens on Friday, May 27 at The Marsh and runs
through June 5. Party of the San Francisco
International Arts Festival, it’s his second foray on the
stage, afterThe Voice.

“I thought I was going to write something and I did but
it never got published,” Kleinberg says. “Fifty years
later, I decided to write a play, and I had all this source
material.”

He isn’t worried about the corrosive effects of the five
intervening decades on his memories, either. “The stuff
you’re gonna remember 50 years later is the core, the
most important things,” he says.



Nailing the spirit is what inspired him to take a few

creative liberties himself. Kleinberg’s script has Bob

Hope on a USO tour quipping to assembled soldiers

that America’s “behind you 18 percent.”

“It’s not necessarily the truth, but it has to be in the

spirit of the truth,” he says. “What he actualy said was

’50 percent,’ but it’s a better joke at 18.”

Lyndon Baines Johnson’s presidency ended in disgrace,

and he died a broken man four years and a day after

leaving office. But in hindsight, there have been at

least two administrations whose reputations have

fallen even lower as a result of foreign entanglements.

Does Kleinberg think the Vietnam War destroyed

Johnson? Does he have any sympathy for the man?

“Absolutely,” he says. “He inherited it and didn’t know

how to get out of t it. You could just see the man in

anguish: ‘If I put in more boys, there’ll be more killing.’

”

Hey, Hey, LBJ!, May 27 - June 5, at the Marsh, $20-$25,

1062 Valencia.

That’s not to say he’s content dredging up

recollections of the ’60s. Kleinberg has traveled to

Southeast Asia, to speak with the large American

expat community that lives there. (He has also

performed the play for Vietnamese audiences.) And

much has changed: Still nominally a communist state,

Vietnam and the U.S. now enjoy a cordial relationship,

with Pres. Obama recently permitting arms sales to

the very country it nearly destroyed to prevent more

dominos from falling to Marxism.

One wonders if the world needs more bombs in it, but

when it comes to America and Vietnam, ironies and

contradictions abound. Hey, Hey, LBJ! makes much of

the bizarre situations that resulted, especially after a

bunker deemed safe gets bombed.

“Mike Wallae was out there to ask why the bunker had

no top,” Kleinberg says. “He was told we were in the

middle of the base camp, and all the media and

dignitaries wanted to convince people we were

winning this war, and they took all the tops off to

convince people how safe it was … You had a general

decorated all the way back to World War II telling us

the war was still legal and moral, and Pete Seeger

was singing we’re waist-deep.”

As a topic for art, the Vietnam War has attracted its

fair share of exaggerators. Francis Ford Coppola’s

Apocalypse Now, for instance, was hardly

verisimilitude.

  

“I would say what Coppola did was somewhat

exaggerated,” Kleinberg says, “but it was bitter

entertainment.”
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The San Francisco International Arts Festival
continues this weekend with performances,
including three shows featuring alternative
dance troupe Steamroller Dance Company,
which presents “Legendary Children” at the
intimate Firehouse space at Fort Mason this
weekend.  

Investigating LGBT history through the lens of
personal interviews is at the heart of “Legendary
Children,”

Steamroller explores
meaning of ‘queer bodies’ The shared program also features

experimental performance artist Laura Larry
Arrington.
— Mary Ellen Hunt

San Francisco International Arts Festival:
Steamroller Dance Company in “Legendary
Children” and Laura Larry Arrington. 8 p.m.
Thursday, May 26; 9:30 p.m. Friday, May 27;
6 p.m. Saturday, May 28. $20-$25. Firehouse,
Fort Mason, 2 Marina Blvd., S.F. (415) 345-
7575. www.sfiaf.org



           an Francisco playwright-actor Brenda
Wong Aoki relates the tale of her great-uncle,
Gunjiro Aoki, a Japanese immigrant and
descendant of a samurai noble house, and his
1909 marriage to Helen Emery, the daughter of
John Emery, the archdeacon of San Francisco’s
Grace Cathedral. The scandal that erupted at
the mixed-race union, complete with death
threats and the loss of Helen Emery’s
citizenship, even now affects the couple’s
ancestors.

Aoki first premiered “Uncle Gunjiro’s
Girlfriend” at Yerba Buena Center for the
Arts in 1998. She returns to the Bay Area
with the show, which has been updated
over the years as she has learned more of
her family history, as part of the San
Francisco International Arts Festival.

Emmy-winning composer Mark Izu performs
his original score live with koto player
Shoko Hikage, while multimedia images of
Victorian era Japanese photos and “yellow
peril” headlines also accompany the tale.
— Pam Grady



Discover a world of avant-garde ideas
during the 14th annual San Francisco
International Arts Festival, which
colonizes Fort Mason Center for Arts &
Culture starting Thursday, May 19. The
three-week event showcases artists
from the Bay Area, France, Lithuania,
Iran and beyond in plays, concerts,
exhibitions and symposia — and with
all events at Fort Mason, rather than
spread around the city as in years past,
it’s easy to map an itinerary.
New this year are Relaxed
Performances, an inclusive format
created by performer Jess Thom (see
Theater Highlights). Thom, who has
Tourette’s syndrome, writes on her blog
that these shows welcome “anyone
who might find it difficult to follow the
usual conventions of theater etiquette.”
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Dance highlights

Hiroshi Koike Bridge Project: “The
Restaurant of Many Orders”: Acclaimed
dance-theater artist Koike and his
Tokyo company present the U.S.
premiere of “Restaurant,” based on
Kenji Miyazawa’s 1924 children’s story.
75 min. 8 p.m. Thursday, May 19; 9:30
p.m. Friday, May 20. Cowell Theater.
$20-$25.
Bonus: “The Role of Context in the
Creative Process,” panel discussion on
modern and postmodern dance with
festival artists Hiroshi Koike (Japan),
Lora Juodkaite (Lithuania), Sara Porter
(Canada), Christine Cali (U.S. and Korea)
and Jesse Bie (U.S.). 6 p.m. Thursday,
May 19. Gallery 308. Free.

Cali & Company dance and Dana
Lawton Dances: In a shared bill focused
equally on contemporary music and
movement, dancers Cali & Company
and singer-songwriter Matt EL
collaborate with the Bay Area’s Korean
troupe Kyoungil Ong/Ong Dance
Company and South Korean composer
Sooyeon Lyuh; choreographer Lawton
presents three works to music by
Stephanie Webster, Viet Cuong and
Keiko Abe. 80 min. 7 p.m. Friday, May
20; 9:30 p.m. Saturday, May 21; 2:30
p.m. Sunday, May 22 (post-performance
discussion). Cowell Theater. $20-$25.
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Performance art highlights

Embark Gallery: “Enact”: Media mix in a three-act work

combining light, sound, movement and visual art,

performed byMarissa Katarina Bergmann, Lorenzo

Cardim, Christopher Squier and Minoosh Zomorodinia

throughout the Firehouse space. Approx. one hour.

9:30 p.m. Friday, May 20; 6:30 p.m. Saturday, May 21; 5

p.m. Sunday, May 22. $20-$25.

Hatch Performance Collective:

“FireHouse/WatersEdge”: S.F.’s dance-music-improv

collective performs in the Firehouse and on the edge

of the bay during this site-specific work. Each show is

created spontaneously, so no two will be alike. 70 min.

2 p.m. Saturday-Sunday, May 21-22; 4 p.m. Saturday,

May 28*; 2 p.m. Sunday, May 29. Firehouse. $20-$25.

Theater highlights

Nassim Soleimanpour: “White Rabbit, Red Rabbit”:

Soleimanpour has been unable to leave Iran since

refusing to serve in its armed forces, so 11 artists will

perform his allegorical solo work (written in English)

on his behalf — one time each, without direction or

rehearsal. Among them are San Francisco Mime

Troupe’s Rotimi Agbabiaka, 8 p.m. Friday, May

20*;Theater MadCap founder Eric Reid, 6 p.m. Saturday,

May 28*; Russell Blackwood of ThrillPeddlers, 7 p.m.

Sunday, May 29; and Venezuelan actress Eliana Lopez

(in Spanish), 2 p.m. Saturday, June 4. One hour. Chapel.

$15-$30.

Music highlights

Jon Jang Quintet: “Can’t Stop Cryin’ for America: Black

Lives Matter!”: Activist poet Amanda Kemp and

composer-pianist Jon Jang present a musical work

about violence against people of color, with vignettes

honoring Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, Mario Woods and

others. 50 min. 7 p.m. Saturday, May 21. Gallery 308.

$20-$35.

Bonus: Ericka Huggins moderates a #BlackLivesMatter

panel discussion with festival artists Anthony Brown,

Amikaeyla Gaston, Jon Jang, Charlie Levin and Genny

Lim. 3:30 p.m. Sunday, May 22. Chapel. Free.

Ackamoor/Molina Duo, Yvette Janine Jackson, David

Molina: Duets in the Key of Dada: One of several

Dada-themed festival events, this collaboration

features improvised duets by multi-instrumentalist

Molina, electronic musician and trumpeter Jackson,

and Molina’s duo with jazz saxophonist Idris

Ackamoor. Two hours, one intermission. 8 p.m.

Thursday, June 2. Gallery 308. $15-$30.

Bonus: “Dada Here and Now,” an exhibition of art,

film, technology and viewer interaction. Gallery 308

and Cowell Theater Lobby. Ongoing through June 5.

Free.

Peter Whitehead: Musical Mini Marathon: Spend a day

with Bay Area composer Whitehead as he and guest

artists make music on hand-built instruments —

perhaps he’ll play the baking-tin banjo or a lyre

crafted from an old lawnmower. Combos change

hourly, and the audience is free to come and go. Eight

hours. Noon Saturday, June 4. Gallery 308. $20-$25.
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San Francisco International Arts Festival: Thursday,

May 19-June 5. $12-$35. Fort Mason Center for Arts &

Culture, 2 Marina Blvd., S.F. www.sfiaf.org

Watch the Japanese promo for Hiroshi Koike Bridge

Project’s “The Restaurant of Many Orders”:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=OG9Z2rKfA8U

See a Peter Whitehead flute performance at

Gallery60six: www.youtube.com/watch?

v=aWJKX7xwoS0

See Minoosh Zomorodinia’s video reel:

https://vimeo.com/42709301

See excerpts from Pan Pan Theatre’s “The Seagull and

Other Birds” (caution: strong language):

www.youtube.com/watch?v=D6a3wiSlziY

See interviews and clips from Jess Thom’s “Backstage

in Biscuit Land” reel (caution: strong language):

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=7JbYydxzMis

Pan Pan Theatre: “The Seagull and Other Birds”: The

Republic of Ireland’s award-winning experimental

troupe plumbs the nature of art by transplanting

Chekhov’s comedy classic into other plays, TV shows

and imaginary settings. 80 minutes. 8 p.m. Thursday,

May 26; 7 p.m. Friday, May 27 (post-performance

discussion); 7 p.m. Saturday, May 28. Cowell Theater.

$20-$25.

Bonus: Pan Pan Theatre Co-Artistic Director Gavin

Quinn leads a workshop for aspiring actors. 2 p.m.

Saturday, May 28. Cowell Theater. Free.

Touretteshero: “Backstage in Biscuit Land”: Londoner

Jess Thom combines puppetry, song and humor to

explore life with Tourette’s syndrome, which causes

her to curse and say “biscuit” countless times a day. 1

hour. 8:30 p.m. Thursday, June 2*; 4 p.m. Saturday,

June 4*; 7 p.m. Sunday, June 5*. Southside Theater.

$20-$25.

Bonus: “Laughter as a Catalyst for Change,” a staged

conversation with Cultural Odyssey Co-Artistic

Director Rhodessa Jones and Touretteshero Artistic

Director Jess Thom. 2 p.m. Saturday, June 4. Southside

Theater. Free.

* Relaxed Performances

Claudia Bauer is a Bay Area freelance writer.

������������	��

��������
������� �����������������������������



BY PAM GRADY PUBLISHED 1:39 PM, WEDNESDAY, MAY 25, 2016  

As a young man, David Kleinberg fulfilled his
military service in the role of combat
correspondent attached to the Army’s 25th
Infantry Division at Cu Chi, Vietnam. It was the
mid-1960s and Kleinberg was initially a
Vietnam War supporter, but what he witnessed
in the country changed his perspective.

Those experiences form the basis of longtime
former Chronicle writer and editor Kleinberg’s
one-man show, “Hey, Hey, LBJ!” — which he
first performed in San Francisco in 2015 at the
Marsh.

Kleinberg returns to the Bay Area for six
performances during the San Francisco
International Arts Festival, with the show that
Marsh director-performer-teacher Charlie Varon
calls “a very special experience. ... Wars never
end in the hearts and minds of those who lived
through them. This show makes that palpable.”
— Pam Grady

“Hey, Hey, LBJ!”: 7 p.m. Friday, May 27; 9 p.m.
Saturday, May 28; 2 p.m. Sunday, May 29.
Through June 5. $20-$25.Southside Theater, Fort
Mason Center, 2 Marina Blvd., S.F. www.sfiaf.org

SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE |    MAY 2016

PHOTO: JOHN CARMAN, COURTESY "HEY HEY, LBJ"
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Among the more than 100 offerings from 13
countries in the 2016 San Francisco
International Arts Festival is the home-grown
piece “Uncle Gunjiro’s Girlfriend” by Brenda
Wong Aoki and Mark Izu, a veteran performance
art duo based in The City.

Aoki is thankful to festival organizer Andrew
Wood not only for supporting international
work, and people’s fascination with what is
“other,” but also for giving the programming a
strong local presence.

“You need to talk about the bridge,” says Aoki.
“It shows the reality of the world. America gets
so skewed, and boundaries are so permeable
now.”

“Uncle Gunjiro’s Girlfriend,” onstage at
Thursday’s festival opening at Fort Mason, is a
boundary-breaking duet for storyteller and
contra bass that the husband-and-wife team
(who have been performing together for 40
years) created in 1998 and revised in 2007.

It’s a story of interracial — and forbidden —
romance, based on the life of Aoki’s grand uncle
Gunjiro Aoki, son of a legendary samurai, who
in the early 1900s, fell in love with Helen
Emery, the daughter of the archdeacon of Grace
Cathedral.

The couple became the subject of public
outrage. Newspaper headlines decried the
union, her great uncle lost his position as head
of a Japanese mission, his wife lost her U.S.
citizenship, and they were forced to flee the
area.

As a youngster, Aoki had no idea she had upper-
class Japanese ancestors. She grew up in an
atmosphere in which it was “cool to be so
ghetto.”

Wanting to break out from being “actively
downwardly mobile,” she started to research
and “found the secret family shame.”

It came through a 106-year-old relative who was
introduced to her as a cousin, whom Aoki thinks
might be Uncle Gunjiro’s little sister; other
relatives told Aoki the woman “wasn’t going to
die” until the story of how the family lost face
was told.

“It was my job to tell this story,” says Aoki, who
was fascinated to find out that her family
founded one of the first Japanese settlements in
America.

“I’m a living remnant of the beginning,” she says.

Aoki, who lived with Izu in The City’s primarily
black-and-Japanese Fillmore for 35 years, says,
with a laugh, that when their young son (now
going to Stanford University) got a scholarship to
a swanky private school, it “must have been
Uncle Gunjiro pulling some strings.”

On the same note, she says, his spirit also may
have helped them assume the loan on a building
in San Francisco after they were evicted from
their Fillmore home in 2008. (It’s on Parsons
Street, she says, noting that a socialist bishop
named Parsons was among the few who helped
Helen after Gunjiro died.)

Being performance artists hasn’t made Izu and
Aoki rich, and the couple says the arts climate
has changed throughout their decades creating
one-of-a kind works that meld music, spoken
word and history.

“Uncle Gunjiro’s Girlfriend,” too, has varied
through the years, as family members and others
who see it (and know the story) offer Aoki and
Izu additional details. “Every time we do the
piece, it changes dramatically, and I have to keep
writing new music for it,” says Izu, an Emmy-
winning composer also appearing in a June 5
SFIAF event with Anthony Brown’s Asian America
Orchestra based on the seminal 1960 jazz and
poetry album “We Insist! Freedom NowSuite.”

Aoki calls “Uncle Gunjiro’s Girlfriend,” a physical
work in which she plays 25 characters, “living
history,” with a perspective that particularly
affects children. “It teaches you that what one
person does matters. It ends up impacting
people exponentially,” she says.
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DANCE

Cali & Co: Christine Cali and her troupe collaborate
with Korea’s Ong Dance Company in a
contemporary-traditional dance fusion, sharing a
bill with Dana Lawton Dances performing to new
music. 7 p.m. May 20, 9:30 p.m. May 22, 2:30 p.m.
May 23, Cowell Theater

Hiroshi Koike Bridge Project: “Restaurant of Many
Orders” is based on a story for children where the
hunters make a fundamental mistake and become
the hunted. 8 p.m. May 19, 9:30 p.m. May 20,
Cowell Theater

Lora Juodkaite: The Lithuanian performer’s
“Atmintis” (“Memory”) is a work of experimentalism.
8 p.m. May 19, 9:30 p.m.May 21, 8 p.m. May 22,
Firehouse

Sara Porter: In “Sara Does a Solo,” the Canadian
dancer fearlessly combines fact, fiction, memoir,
fantasy, confession and caricature. 8 p.m. May 20, 7
p.m. May 22, Southside Theater

Shang-Chi Sun: The Berlin-based Taiwanese
choreographer appears in a solo performance. 8
p.m. May 26, 9:30 p.m. May 27, 5 p.m. May 28,
Firehouse

Surya Berthomieux: The French-American
choreographer performs in a 30-minute solo piece
accompanied by Musical Art Quintet. 7 p.m. June 3,
9 p.m. June 4, 4 p.m. June 5, Firehouse

T42 Dance Project: The biracial Swiss duo of Misato
Inoue and Felix Dumeril appear in “Another
Chopstick Story.” 9:30 p.m. June 3, 3 p.m. June 4, 7
p.m. June 5, Firehouse

MUSIC

El Corazon de la Mision: The festival’s inaugural
family event showcases children participating in
dance and music programs based in the Mission
district. 2 p.m. June 4, Cowell Theater

Trio Balkan Strings: The Starcevic family from
Serbia plays swing-world music with Balkan
ornamentations; their trademark is six-hand
playing on one guitar. 3 p.m. May 21,
Chapelplaying on one guitar. 3 p.m. May 21, Chapel

We Insist! Freedom Now Suite: The 1960 poetry
and jazz album is performed by Anthony Brown’s
Asian American Orchestra featuring vocalist
Amikaeyla Gaston and poet Genny Lim with the
Ojala Bata Ensemble. 2 and 7 p.m. June 5, Gallery
308

Wooden Fish Ensemble: The string group premieres
works for koto, bass and violin by Korean-American
composer Hyo-shin Na and Belgian composer
Boudewin Buckinx. 3 p.m. May 28, Chapel

THEATER

Kate Perry: The fringe fest favorite, from Northern
Ireland and a former San Francisco resident, plays
varied quirky characters in her one-woman show.
May 26-29, June 3-5, Southeside Theater

Pan Pan Theatre: The Irish troupe presents “The
Seagull and Other Birds,” a roller-coaster re-
imagining of Chekov’s classic. 7 p.m. May 27, 8 p.m.
May 28, 3 p.m. May 29, Cowell Theater

Touretteshero: Jess Thom, an English woman who
has Tourette’s syndrome, shares her unusual
perspective on life in a relaxed, fun program
weaving comedy, puppetry, singing, and tics. 8:30
p.m. June 2, 4 p.m. June 4, 7 p.m. June 5, Southside
Theater

White Rabbit, Red Rabbit: The allegorical solo
work, written by Iranian playwright Nassim
Soleimanpour, is presented, unrehearsed, by a
different actor each performance, per its creator’s
instruction. May 19-22, May 28-29, June 2-5,
Chapel
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     he 2016 San Francisco

International Arts Festival will run

from May 19 to June 5 at the Fort

Mason Center for Arts and Culture

and will feature artists from Canada,

Colombia, England, France, Japan,

Lithuania, Morocco, Northern Ireland,

Republic of Ireland, Serbia,

Switzerland, Taiwan and the United

States of America.

Including performances by (a–z):

Adrian Arias, AguaClara Flamenco

with Trio Garufo, Alma del Tango,

Anthony Brown’s Asian American Jazz

Orchestra, Ava Roy of We Players,

Avotjca and Modupue, Bandelion,

Borromeo String Quartet with

William Winant, Brenda Wong Aoki

with Mark Izu, CALI & CO in

collaboration with OngDance 

Company and Matt EL, the Caravan

Band, Charlie Levin, Chus Alonso and

Potaje with Fandangueros, Cascada

de Flores and Charmaine Clamor,

Cimarrón, Dana Lawton Dance

Company, David Kleinberg, David

Molina and Idris Ackamoor, Del Sol

String Quartet, Eliana Lopez, Embark

Gallery, Genny Lim with Marshall

Trammell, Hassan El Jai, HATCH

Performance Collective, Hiroshi

Koike’s Bridge Project, Impuritan with

Anna Geyer, Loachfillet, Flower

Pattern and Edna Mira Raia, Inferno

Theatre, Jon Jang Quintet, Kate Perry,

Kinetech Arts, Lora Juodkaite,

Musette, Musical Arts Quintet, Nancy

Wang of Eth Noh Tec, Pan Pan

Theatre, Peter Whitehead, Rob

Melrose of Cutting Ball Theatre,

Rotimi Agbabiaka of the San

Francisco

of Cutting Ball Theatre, Rotimi

Agbabiaka of the San Francisco Mime

Troupe, Russell Blackwood of Thrill

Peddlers, Sara Porter, Shang-Chi Sun,

Shinichi Iova-Koga of inkBoat,

Steamroller, Surya Berthomieux, T42

Dance Project, Tony Kelly, Theatre

Movement International,

Touretteshero, Trio Balkan Strings,

ViBO Simfani, Wooden Fish Ensemble

and Yaelisa & Caminos Flamencos.

For tickets and more information,

visit: www.sfiaf.org
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This energy of creation sparks Pan Pan Theatre Company’s production of “The Seagull and Other Birds.” Like a seagull that patrols the
coast to find unlikely sources of food, this award-winning Irish theater company uses Chekhov’s play as a point of departure to discover
“other birds” — other forms of inspiration. Pan Pan Theatre Company scavenges from cultures across time and space — unexpected
and fun images that reverberate in your memory, images that must be perceived but not over thought, as from a strange and
compelling dream.

Upon entering the theater, we see all cast members on stage, warming up and stretching in pink and white ballet garb, tutus and all,
creating an ironic image for what’s to come. We are given a sheet with the lyrics to “I Don’t Like Mondays” by the Boomtown Rats and
are asked to sing along, dissuading one from accepting the kind of same-old, same-old feeling that Mondays bring. This is going to be
a new ride, a kaleidoscope of movement, dance, erotic tableaus, rap, Luche Libre masks, and even a type of reality show where
audience members are selected to interact with the cast on stage which becomes a dynamic canvas of innovation.

The seagull is not the only bird. “Other birds” loosely suggest points of divergence marked by hand drawn and hand held posters.
There is “The Seagull,” Chekhov’s metaphor for failed love and aspiration. “The Shag” (Cormorant). The indomitable Arctic Tern. The
huge and opportunistic Herring Gull. The “other birds” are facets or essence of characters: the dreamer Nina, literally running away
from tethers, the despondent playwright Konstantin, the jaded author Trigorin, and the dark Masha —are present as suggestions of
traits and dynamics.

Seeing “The Seagull and Other Birds” is a visceral, kinetic, and chaotic experience that seems oddly comfortable in this moving,
hyperlinked, fragmented, yet oddly cohesive world.

‘Seagull and Other Birds’ can be seen for one more performance on May 28, at the Cowell 

REVIEW: ‘THE SEAGULL AND OTHER BIRDS’ BY PAN PAN THEATRE AT SAN
FRANCISCO INTERNATIONAL ARTS FESTIVAL

Audiences booed Anton Chekhov’s “The Seagull” at its premiere in St. Petersburg in 1896. Its head-on foray into the nature of art,
creation, society, and relationships was not expected or understood. The characters in “The Seagull” churn in their own spheres of longing
in a world that is not linear or tidy. Love is unrequited, failures ensues, dreams are dashed, and souls collide.

But, like islands born from lava in combat with the sea, new audiences emerged to embrace new forms.

By Christine Okono MAY 28, 2016



Biscuit! I love cats! Have you helped a sailor f**k a goat?

Each of the statements above are random tics produced by Jess Thom, the
lady with Tourettes Syndrome and founder of Touretteshero.

Jess Thom is nobody’s victim. A few years ago, she wanted to attend a
theatrical performance. Knowing that her Tourettes symptoms could be a
distraction in the theatre, she contacted the producers and asked if she
would be welcome to attend if she purchased a ticket. Assured that all
would be well, she arrived at the theatre only to be asked to watch the
performance isolated from everybody else in an offstage sound booth.

Nobody would be surprised if she had decided that attending theatre was
not for her. But, considering a friend’s advice that it would be a terrible
waste not to capitalize on the creativity of her verbal tics, she responded by
creating her own educational organization (Touretteshero) and a singular
theatre piece: ‘Backstage in Biscuit Land.’ The title refers to her most
ubiquitous verbal tic: Biscuit!

REVIEW: ‘BACKSTAGE IN BISCUIT LAND’ BY JESS
THOM AT SFIAF (*****)

Written By Charles Kruger
JUNE 4, 2016

Backstage in Biscuit Land’ is unlike anything you have ever seen, or are ever likely to see, in the theatre. The set of  ‘biscuit land’ is among
the first things to be noticed: it is random, like the unexpectedly funny, filthy, bizarre, and oddly insightful verbal tics that explode continuously
from the star. There is a portrait of Mother Teresa, various inflatable dolls, puppets, an anvil, and more.

During the course of an hour’s performance, Thom might say anything. But what comes out of her is not improvisation, but irrepressible
random verbal tics produced by her Tourettes. “Have you helped a sailor f**k a goat” is fairly typical. At the start of the show, Thom invites the
audience to “please laugh” if she says something funny or shocking. She is quite often shocked herself.

Her performing partners, Jess Mabel Jones and musician Matthew Pourtney,
help to keep things on track and stand by in case Thom has a “Tourettes
seizure” which could happen at any time and would require an emergency
response. Jess Mabel Jones is a wonderful performer in her own right, and is
never upstaged by Ms. Thom — a fact that, in itself, deserves at least an
Olivier award or a Tony.

Thom’s performance is educational, wildly funny, charismatic, touching,
astounding, inspiring, fitful, bizarre, outrageous, and I don’t know what all else.

And you might get to see random audience members take to the stage to
enthusiastically sing a song inspired by one of her bizarre verbal tics: “I’m
having sex with the animals again, and they like it hard in the face.” (I very
much hope no one was taking video the night I attended.)

This show gives a new and wonderful meaning to “let it all hang out.”

Go. You’ll be glad you did.

“Backstage in Biscuit Land” plays a final performance at the San Francisco
International Arts Festival on Sunday, June 5th, at 7 p.m. 



The 75 minute piece has all six performers dressed in leotards, tights, and in some
cases tutus or ballet skirts. There is much physicality on view, everyone dances. Both
Una McKevitt and Judith Roddy do impressive acrobatics pretty much levitating over
Dick Walsh. It was weirdly awkward and showed much strength and skill.

It was a lively evening and there were many laughs. Many audience members were
brought up on stage to participate, most funny was when McKevitt demanded ten
handsome men, lined the up and had each say "I love you but I can't smile" to the
person to his right, one by one.

I found a small segment of Roddy and Andrew Bennett pretending to be rappers
rather tiresome, but for the most part it was a raucous, fun performance. It was
especially fitting that the seagulls outside of Cowell Theater could be heard during
the few quiet moments of the night.

* Tattling *
The panelists for "The Future of Theater Criticism" at the Magic Theatre had to
hustle over to make it in time for curtain.

Posted at 02:39 PM in SFIAF, Theater Review 
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* Notes *
Pan Pan Theatre performed a frenetic mash-up version of The
Seagull at the San Francisco International Arts Festival last night.
Chekhov's dark play of overlapping love triangles, artistic failure,
and suicide is not only interspersed with Bach and Tchaikovsky
(complete with balletic dancing), but with scenes of cocaine binges
and very self-reflexive commentary.
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ACTIVISM
TAKES
CENTER
STAGE AT SF
INTERNATIO-
NAL ARTS
FESTIVAL

M U S I C  A N D  T H E A T E R  P R E S E N T A T I O N S  T A K E  U P
S O C I A L  J U S T I C E  C O N C E R N S  I N  T H E  2 1 S T  C E N T U R Y .

The cogent political issues of the day—war, racism in all its varied forms, oppression, environmental concerns, religious conflict—are conveyed musically,
dramatically, even comically, in this year’s San Francisco International Arts Festival at Fort Mason Center.

The festival, under the direction of founder Andrew Wood since 2003, includes other themes and genres, too, among its 100-plus performances by more than 50
ensembles, both local and international (from 12 countries, including Northern Ireland, Serbia, South Korea, Lithuania and Taiwan). Also on the docket are panel
discussions, installations and exhibitions. According to Wood this event is now “the largest gathering of international performing artists in the Western United States.”

Among the offerings with a distinct political slant is Jon Jang Quintet’s “Can’t Stop Cryin’ for America: Black Lives Matter!” a work-in-progress in collaboration with
poet/performer Amanda Kemp. Jang expects it to take the form of seven vignettes, each one named for an African-American killed by police or white supremacists in
the past year, including Michael Brown of Ferguson, Missouri, and the eight men and women shot to death in the Charleston, South Carolina, church massacre. A final
vignette memorializes names from the past, as far back as Emmett Till, lynched in Mississippi in 1941 at age 14 for allegedly flirting with a white woman.

Jang, a San Francisco jazz pianist and composer whose music often explores his Asian roots, recently returned from New York, where he collaborated with Kemp, who
performed a poem she’d written about Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown and Eric Garner. That inspired Jang to create this new piece with her. He particularly wanted
Kemp’s poem to accompany “Prayer for Melvin Truss,” composed by San Francisco saxophonist Francis Wong; Jang had included that recording in his 1987 album
“The Ballad or the Bullet” and felt it was musically/poetically harmonious, “politically aligned,” he says, “with [the] Black Lives Matter [movement].” Truss, unarmed,
was killed by a (white) San Jose policeman in 1985. “Because of the controversy surrounding Akai Gurley [an unarmed black man fatally shot by a Chinese-American
police officer in Brooklyn in 2014], Amanda and I felt it was necessary that our work celebrate the history of black-Asian alliance,” explains Jang. The ensemble to
perform at the festival is multi-racial and includes Hitomi Oba, a young woman tenor saxophonist. May 21, 7 p.m., Gallery 308.

In addition, Jang is a panelist on “#Black Lives Matter,” a free discussion moderated by former Black Panther Party activist Ericka Huggins. May 22, 3:30 pm, Chapel.

Also on that panel is Dr. Anthony Brown of San Francisco’s Grammy-nominated Anthony Brown Asian American Orchestra. Originally created in San Francisco in
1997 as the Asian American Jazz Orchestra and comprising musicians Brown, Jon Jang, Francis Wong, Mark Izu and others, the ensemble eventually morphed into its
current iteration, headed by Brown.

The orchestra’s contribution to the festival is “We Insist! Freedom Now Suite: 2016,” featuring vocalist Amikaeyla Gaston of the Ojala Bata Ensemble (a local group
of women vocalists and percussionists), poet Genny Lim and 12 musicians (including Ojala Bata performers) playing a variety of jazz and traditional Asian wind
instruments plus traditional African percussion.

It was band leader/percussionist Max Roach and poet Oscar Brown, Jr., who recorded the original “We Insist! Freedom Now,” back in 1960; it is described as “the first
overtly political jazz album LP.” A half-century later, it is still clearly relevant. Lim is contributing new poems, explains Brown, addressing “the political and social
issues embroiling the planet, the madness and hate-filled violence rampant in our country and around the world.” He says that he and his collaborators feel a sense of
urgency to share the message of social and racial justice promoted by Roach and Oscar Brown. June 5, 2 pm & 7 pm, Gallery 308.

Another local ensemble, the chamber music group Del Sol String Quartet, formed in 1992, takes on several different themes that address global concerns. Music by
Australian composer Peter Sculthorpe, featuring prominent didjeridu player Stephen Kent, looks at global warming and environmental destruction, while Arab-
American composer Mohammed Fairouz’s 2012 composition “The Named Angels” integrates melodies from a variety of Middle Eastern religions. And Gabriela Lena
Frank’s “Milagros” explores “landscapes, beliefs and traditions of Peru,” says ensemble violist Charlton Lee.
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Del Sol (including cellist Kathryn Bates and violinists Benjamin Kreith and Rick Shinozaki)
has worked in the past with all three composers and always chooses music that the ensemble
musicians react to strongly—“whether that is sadness, excitement, even discomfort.” Lee
notes that each of these composers focuses on the interaction between different cultures and
traditions, weaving compelling musical tales. Del Sol is known for exploring such music
—“narratives and cultures from around the world”—and has twice won Chamber Music
America/ASCAP Awards for adventurous programming. June 3, 9:30 pm, Gallery 308.

David Kleinberg’s solo show “Hey, Hey, LBJ!” joins the festival roster with a look at a
political dilemma of an earlier era—but one that also speaks to today’s ongoing wars. The
local comedian/performer (and former “San Francisco Chronicle” editor) has been touring it
around since 2014 to great reviews.

Kleinberg, drafted in 1966, initially supported the Vietnam War. But, assigned to be a
combat correspondent and armed with an M14, a still camera and an 8-mm Kodak movie
camera, he soon began to see things differently. The play, directed by Mark Kenward and
developed with solo-play guru David Ford, includes four video clips (one is Kleinberg’s
own film of Americans destroying a Vietnamese village “for no particular reason”; in
another, LBJ explains “why Vietnam”).

For Kleinberg, who says he cried often while writing the script, the play demonstrates “how
war taints everything it touches.” As the pivotal point in the play, he recalls his own worst
day: May 10, 1967. “I was in Bangkok on the R&R, and a rocket hit the bunker I would’ve
been in, killing three of my buddies and wounding all six others in the bunker.” As for the
subject: “I think it took me 50 years to be ready,” he says, “not so much to look at the
material but to be ready as a writer and performer.” May 27-June 5, see website for schedule,
Southside Theater.

When the festival first staged young Iranian playwright Nassim Soleimanpour’s solo play
“White Rabbit, Red Rabbit,” in 2012, it was electrifying, so Wood added it to this year’s
program as well; it runs throughout the festival. The play was created to be read from a script
by a different local actor at every performance—one who has not seen the script previously.
Among this year’s game but clueless performers are Ava Roy, Tony Kelly, Russell
Blackwood, Rob Melrose and Eliana Lopez (whose own solo show, “What Is the Scandal?”
is also on this year’s festival docket, May 29-June 5, see website for schedule, Chapel). They
will be told only a few things in advance, including the requirement to impersonate an
ostrich and how to pronounce the author’s name. Their only prop: a small vial filled with a
white powder.

Soleimanpour wrote the monologue in 2010 but it had to be toured by others because he
could not leave Iran (he’d refused to serve in the military). An allegory about five hungry
rabbits in a cage,
and a carrot placed tantalizingly atop a ladder, forms the play’s core. Soleimanpour uses a
variety of theatrical ploys to explore social issues and existential questions. Audience
members should expect to feel implicated, or at least uneasy. Check website for schedule,
Chapel.

Other noteworthy performances addressing social/political issues: storyteller Brenda Wong
Aoki’s “Uncle Gunjiro’s Girlfriend”—acted out with infinite grace and accompanied
musically by composer Mark Izu—about her great-uncle’s marriage to a white woman in
Seattle in 1909. (They’d traveled there from California, where Japanese/Caucasian marriages
were illegal.) May 19 -22, see website for schedule, Southside Theater.

Also: British performer Jessica Thom’s “Backstage in Biscuit Land,” in which she uses a
variety of performance disciplines, including comedy, puppetry and song, to share her own
frequently misunderstood-by-society syndrome, Tourette’s. June 2 at 8:30, June 4 at 4 pm
(prior to that performance, Thom is interviewed at 2 pm by Cultural Odyssey’s Rhodessa
Jones), June 5 at 7 pm, Southside Theater.

And the “bi-racial choreographing duo” of Misato Inoue and Felix Dumeril, aka T42 Dance
Projects of Switzerland, takes a comical approach to cultural stereotyping in “Another
Chopsticks Story,” which humorously references “Madame Butterfly.” June 3-5, see website
for schedule, Firehouse.
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