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Big ‘Little Eva’   

Saturday, June 13, 2009

SAM GOODYEAR


ART BEAT

National focus on our region is not unusual.  Mention Cooperstown and the next word out of the mouth of just about every citizen of the United States will be “baseball.”  There are those who will also evoke the Father of American Literature, James Fenimore Cooper.  A growing number of opera lovers will think “Glimmerglass!”  But these associations are benign, friendly.  

When did you last rub your hands and follow the tabloids about anything remotely prurient to do with our idyllic little corner of the world?  Time was – some 75 years ago – when booze, prostitution and murder right here riveted the attention of upstanding people like you and me.  One Eva Coo, run out of railroad boomtown Oneonta for bootlegging and brothelkeeping (she moved as far as Colliersville) in 1934, masterminded the murder of a hapless, drunken and handicapped hired hand for insurance money.  She was caught, arrested and tried in Cooperstown with all of America hanging on every gruesome detail.  

The story continues to fascinate and you can witness the entire saga from start to finish by seeing “Little Eva,” a brand new play by New York City (by way of Milford) playwright and director Isaac Rathbone, now in a powerful world-premiere run at the Upper Susquehanna Cultural Center in Milford (this weekend) and the County Courthouse in Cooperstown (next weekend).  Rathbone and his wife Jennifer have co-directed a taut and commanding production marked by especially strong performances by the entire ensemble.  Fast-paced, crisp, gripping and unsettling, the play cuts back and forth from the trial to the sequence of events leading up to it.  

The Rathbones have made excellent use of a basically rudimentary performing space.  Particularly striking are the costumes and props, all rich and earthy variants of black, white, gray and brown, blending harmoniously with the solid gleaming interior of what was once Milford’s Presbyterian church.  

The setting in the courthouse will no doubt echo this period feel even more. How, one wonders, authentic can one get?

It would be nice to give deserved individual praise to each actor, but space does not allow for it.  Special mention must be made, however, of Sarah Lynn Hazard’s phenomenal tour de force in the title role. She is bold, brassy, sexy and very, very bad. Scary and heartbreaking at the same time.  

But go see for yourself. And when you run into the representatives of the Oracle Theatre, Inc. (Brooklyn) and the Greater Milford Historical Society, who produced this excellent play, thank them warmly for bringing such an important event to town.


Sam Goodyear’s column on the arts in Otsego and Delaware counties appears weekly 
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