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Made for Her
Jessica Lange’s
haunting role in
Mother Play, like so
much of her work,

is one only she
could perform.

BY MATT ZOLLER SEITZ
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‘Were you apprehensive about being
on Broadway for the first time in 1992,
when you did A Streetear Named Desire
with Alec Baldwin as Stanley?

Oh, 1 should have been. 1 should
have thowght about this a lot instead of
saying “yes” to Blanche DuBois. | mean,

I really opened myself up to being
cructfied. [ know [ should never say this,
but I didnt have the kind of director

I needed for my first ime onstage in a big
Broadway theater in something like that.
I needed a lot of help, even in terms of
understanding what it means to project
beyond the footlights.

What do you get from stage acting
that youcan’t get frem movies?

The main thing for me is that moment
when you step onstage and it's like vou've
toarded a train and it'’s going to go, no
matter what. There are no stops. And
that is thrilling, I just wish I had been
heetter prepared for the experience of
playing Blanche. I knew I could play her,
but when I signed up, there was a lot
I didn't understand about theater at the
time. I pretty much drove myself mad
because there was no separation. Blanche
was there all the time.

“There,” meaning inside your head?

Yeah, through the whole thing, long
after the run ended.

Tell me about Mother Play, whichis
built around a series of five evictions.

Part of the reason | immediately agreed
to do this play, besides being knocked
out by it, was the idea of doing a new
play. Nobody had ever presented me
with that passibility before —to actually
create the character. That whaole process
is fascinating becanse we're still making,
adpustments, which of course you don't do

ITTING IN A CHAIR next to a window in a break room at

the Hayes Theater, where she’s rehearsing Mother Play, the

new work by Paula Vogel (How I Learned to Drive), Jessica

Lange has a regal presence and a storybook narrator’s

voice. There's a subdued gravitas to the way she tells

her own tale: She was a hippie intellectual from rural  seginspreviees
Minnesota who went off to Paris and New York to study mime
and dance and figure herself out. Despite having no money, no
industry connections, and almost no formal training as an actress,
she landed the lead role of Dwan in the 1976 King Kong, played her as
a daffy sexpot, made the cover of Time, and got pilloried by critics. She’s
still brutal on herself and her work, delivering the sorts of scathing
assessments you would expect to hear from the many fearsome women
she has played over the past half-century. She also keeps challenging
herself, even though, at 74, she has nothing to prove.

with Eugene O'Neill! [t's a moveahle feast.
Alzo, the idea of playing a character who
ages from her 30s to 80 was incredibly
interesting because its not the same as
daing something on film where they

put on makeup. When I did the older
version of Edith Beale in HBO's Grey
Gardens in 2004, [ spent four hours in
the morning with people pasting on all
these prosthetics to make me look like
Iwas 78 years old or something, How

do you bring a character from 30 to

A0 onstage? With the spirit or the energy
level? And externally, with the voice, the
body language?

How do you play somebody in their
30s? Talk faster?

1 think there would be a completely
different energy to it, and maybe vou'd
even [she ratses the pifch of her votce to
ke it girlish ] move it into a head voice,
rather than [throatily, scratehily] drop it
way down from years of sormow,

Are they geing to de anything
with lighting or sound to convey the
passage of time?

Without grving too much away, yeah,
there will be dnematic properties to it.

In your career, would you say you
have been selective inwhat you chose
to actin?

1 wish I'd been maore selective. The only
regrets | have are having said “yes™ to
things when [ should have known better,
But you talk yourself into it because you
haver't worked in two years or something.
Or you think, I ean do something with this.
1 can malee something of this part. And
then down the line, you think, I showldn¥
have bothered; it wos o waste of time.
When I look back, I've done, what, maybe
35 films? There are probably omly a third

MOTHER PLAY

April 2at
r_ﬁ.-”!ih Themrer, L second act was almost across-

of those that I feel really great about.

‘Which films are in the other
two-thirds?

Oh, I don’t want to get into them.

‘Were some periods more creatively
fulfilling than athers?

Without a doubt. | mean, the first third
I'would say was thrilling. And then [ hit
a really dry pateh for the middle
third. If I think of my work, my
so-called career, it's three acts.

the-board disappointing.

And 1t wasn't just the people [ worked
with that were disappointing, It was
also me. ['was distracted. | had children
growing up, a family at home, alot of ...

I can't blame anybody but me, really.

A great deal of my distraction was the
regret that I'd be sitting in a trailer
somewhere in Bumfuck, America, rather
than being with my children. And that
tortured me. It made me incredibly
unhappy. I think that was reflected a lot
in my work. ['d be ona set and all | could
think about was, Fwdsh Daoere kome.

It felt to me like I'd come to the end
of something. I was too disheartened.
The work and the roles and the films were
not interesting to me anymore. [ was
disenchanted with all of it except for
occasionally doing a stage play.

I've really enjoyed this recent
phase of your career, in which
you jump between playing very
respectableroles and enes thataren't
respectable atall.

I agree. It feels like a great time. In
this third act, it's all very interesting to
me again.

Especiallyin American Horror Story:
Murder House, the anthelogy's first
season, where you go full Bette Davis.
There's even an episode that opens
with you carryinga ham inte adining
reom and exclaiming, “Ladies and
gentlemen: the ham!"

The first couple seasons were fun
because they were so out there and the
characters were so baroque, and they'd
say to me, “What should we do?” and
I'd say. “1 don't know. Write me some
monologues” And they would wnte these
wonderful monologues, as outrageous
as could be. Those characters were
overwritten and fun to play. And each
ome's so different. The great thing about
this premise Was every Season was a
different story. [ don't know how, if you
were in a long-running series, you would
keep one of those characters going for
SEVEN OF LET SeAs0ns.

It was brilliant how they didn't tell
anyone it was an anthology at first.
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I gotto the end of season one and
they'd killed everybody off and

I was thinking, How can they possibly
renew this?

Right! How's this moing to work ? | knew
they were miniseries from the beginning
becanse otherwise I don't think I would've
signed up!

In run time, American Horror Story
is equivalent to doing six feature
films a year. How did you justify
it to yourself?

It was a hrand-new project, and RByan
Murphy is ineredibly persuasive. When
he called me out of the blue in early 2011
oy sk me if | would do this, [ was at my
farmhouse in upstate New York, bored out
of my mind, and it sounded like a great
idea. But it was only for that first vear that
I agreed to doit. Then they came back
tor mie and said, “Would you do another
conple years?” The thing that's seductive
about doing something like that is they're
writing specifically for you. They know
your voice, in a way, and they know what
you like to play. And that first season,

I enjoyed it. [ was in Los Angeles, and

[ wasn't working that much because it was
a supporting character. So 1 thought, Well,
why not do a couple more seasons# 1 ended
up doing four altogether. Then at some
pont after the fourth season, I thought,
I'm done. My contract was over and

I didn't want to do it anymaore,

From anactor's point of view, how
would you deseribe a bad directing
experience, as opposed to a good one?

I don't want to be told what to do.
['want to be given the opportunity
for discovery. But vou also want some
puidance. Bob Rafelson could move things
in & direction that he wanted without
saying, “Dio this, do that” Sometimes,
they'd just say one or two things, and
it was as if a light went on and you
understood what they were looking for
I remember Karel Reisz talking to me
about playing Patsy Cline. He said, “Its
like a Champagne bottle exploding: the
cark blowing off, Champagne spraying”

I thought, Ok, akay. I understand that.

What era would you have really
loved to livein?

Obwiously, the "20s. In Paris. What
could have been more exciting than that?
Everything was blowing wide open.

The art. Just people Eving a different way.
Theyre coming out of that Edwardian era
and then soddenly it just explodes.

The modern era is defined by social
media, where you're consistently
praised.

Well, that's nice to hear. You know,

[ have no access to social media, which is

Im A Streetear Named Desire
at the Ethel Barrygmore Theaire in 1952,

“Nobody had ever
presented me

with the possibility
to actually create
the character.”

probably for the best. Everybody seems to
comment on everything. That's a rabbit
hale I have avoided at all costs, Ive always
had a hard time seeing myself in the
public eve. After King Kong was released
amd I was flyimg home to Minnesota,
somebody on the airplane had Time
magazine and that was the cover: me

in the hydraulic hand. And [was so, s0
horribly embarrassed—I don't even know
what the word is, but [ almost started

to ery. | thought, OFf no. Is this what its
going to be? Some kind of something
happening that you have no control over?
In some way, it’s always been that way for
me. Does that make any sense?

It does. What has it been like to have
relationships not only scrutinized
by strangers but commented
upon negatively: “She never should
have gotten involved with Mikhail
Baryshnikov or Sam Shepard*?

Well, heres the good thing: During
those years, in those relationships and
when my children were young and
growing up, there wasn't the kind of
serutiny there s now. Every once in
awhile, vou'd be hounded by paparazzi,
but it's nothing compared to now. I don't
know how people maneuver through
this today, where everything is suddenly
public. But also, I don’t understand why
people choose to make their personal
Irves public. Why are you posting about
that? It's private, it's family—it’s whatever
it is. I guess that's just old-fashioned.

But privacy has always been incredibly
important to me.

What sustains you, drives you
forward?

Coffee. Sometimes that's the only thing
that gets me up. And family, I guess, more
than anything. That has always been the
case. Motherhood's big, That's why this
play is fascinating.




| wrote down one of your

character's lines from a draft

of Mather Play: *You are twice

the man your father was. You, my

/ son, have my blood. You have my balls.
Fear nothing. Crush the invaders.
Kill, kill, kill.” | thought, Yeah, thisis

a Jessica Lange part.

I hope I can deliver that property!

[ don't know: But its a wonderful play.

I think it’s going to be a great challenge.

And it’s hearthreaking.

In what way?

That idea that there can be a decision—
awrong decision that comes out of some
kind of emotion or misinformation, some
misalignment of the stars—and suddenly
vour hife takes a turn and 1ts never the
same and its never right.

Story of my life.

Probably most peoples. And then, in
this play, there'’s the loss and the haunting
and the regret.

You've talked very frankly and
openly about depression. How have
you been able to channel that into
yourwork in a productive way, rather
than letting it paralyze you?

As an actor; you're abways drawing on
personal emotion in the Actors Stodio
sense: memory or emotional recall.

And a lot of the characters ['ve played
hawve a dark side. That sadness that vou
hawe in life, that sorrow, that anger—
whatever it is you're carrving with you—
that’s part of the instrument. That's
what you're drawing from. [ wish [ were
a happier person. [ wish 1 didn’t have
bouts of depression, but I do.

Is that why you love Blanche DuBois
so much?

Yes. That sense of her tremendous
vulnerability and the madness that's nght
helow the surface. Obwviously, Blanche
was close to Tennessee Williams. 1 think
she’s probably the best character he
ever wrote. You think about her young
hushand, who killed himself because of
what she said to him. How do you live
with that? How do you live with that kind
of remorse or guilt or loss? Even the last
line, where she takes the doctor’s arm
and talks about the kindness of strangers:
There's just something so lyrical and
poetic ahout that character. It seems to
me that she’s one of the most beautsfully
written characters in American theater
along with Mary Tyrone in Long Dy’
Jowrney Into Night. They're both dealing
with remorse and loss and sommow. There’s
that surviving, that desire to make
things—Oh God, I don’t even know if
I can explain it! To find the reason to
keep going, [ ]

CHEAT SHEET

The Voices of
the Season

The weird, wide-eyed, weepy, and wild. By Jason P. Frank

THESE DAYS IN THEATER, il seems like everyone is a belter with a healtly mix—talented,
of eourse, but lacking personality—thanks o an inerease in movie-based musicals, jukebox
musicals, and pop-influoenced songwriting. Casts now langely consist of musical-theater robats
designed to view Broadway as a place for technical ability without vocal storytelling.

Tet thers s reazon for hope. There are currently more types of volees on display than we've
seen in abong time—here are some of the standouts.

a8 combine a slew of musical-theater references. But its chief

E .#’H The Alicia Keys jukebax rusical doesn't innovate so rruch

T:g revelation is the newcomer in the lead role—Moon’s earthy
FOPSTAR tone is more common in pop and REB than on Broadway, and
Blabeals Joi Moon It's never mechanical or predetermined.
in Hells Kitchen

SEE ITIF: You got sad when Keys missed the opening
note of “My Boo™ during the Super Bowl.

T
ir

®+ Singing Adam Guettel’s seare. which eschews
x. easy melodies in favar of jazz-infused dissonance,
FHara ts at max capacity. She sells strange

NEW musical-theater arias in abundance. swerving
I:mm acrossvocal lines that depict her character's
n ﬂu;'ﬁ |g.|"F1|':ue doscent inte aloahelism,
and Roses SEE IT IF: You cry rewatching Barbara Cook
sing “Losing My Mind” from Follies.
B Her raspy vocal pyrotechnics have abways
3- impressed, especially mow as the tular Cubist
THE L painter—instead of just focusing on her belt, listen to
FREAK the way she flicks up her voice at the end of some lines
Eden Espinosa or packs vibrato into the Briest wond.
in Lenmpricka SEE IT IF: You want towatch an Elphaba performin

a show with a second act that doesn’t fall apart.

## Enown for ebullient performances, Faster is now taking
an rales nobody would assaciate ber with, first Marian the
Librarian frarm The Music Man and now Mrs. Lovett. Early

r;h buzz was unkind—her upper register wasnt warking in a
COMPLETE viral boatleg of “The Warst Ples in Landan™ from the first
150 show—but Loveit i a pusher, and Foster’s full-throated
Sutton Foster commitment to any role asked of her fits the character.
in Srovereyy Todd

SEE IT IF: You're curious and have a few
. hundred bucks to spare.

B Waoods has the ability to bleadlet through sang with emotions

§. gushing and the audience becoming unwitting voyeurs of
THE ., immense pain. Following a belawved rin as Audrey in Linte
E"“F“ Shap of Horrers, she s bringing her vocal bareneds o the
oy i":“""i“ Micholas Sparks rermantic tragedy as “Middle Allie.”
i The Wote book

SEE IT IF: You're not scared to ory in public.

® After years of Alan Cumming and Joel Grey sharing dual
b custody of the Emees, Redmayne is the first new blood to

THE take on the role on Broadway since 1998. |F you saw the
MUPFET Les Misdrables Flim, yeu know what he brings vecally:
Eddie Redimayne a certain Kermit-like guality, even as be cormpetently
in Carbrred sings this show's heartbreaking * Don't Care Much.”

SEE IT IF: You still miss Jim Hensan.
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