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Bangor, ME – Having read in the Bangor Daily News a glowing review of the play, On Golden Pond, I thought that it might make a good road trip to drive the 75 miles to Bangor to see for myself.   As one of the few Americans who has not seen the 1981 movie version featuring Henry Fonda, Katherine Hepburn, and Fonda’s daughter (I refuse to use her traitorous name), I was curious to see what the play is about.

The play, written by Ernest Thompson at age 28, preceded the movie by two years and ran on Broadway for just 126 performances in early 1979.  Later that year, it reopened in a small off-Broadway theater for an additional 256 shows.  It probably would have had a quiet death but for the enormous success of the movie (screenplay also by Thompson) winning three Academy Awards.  Since then the play has been produced in many venues, including once with an all African American cast.  It has become one of the staples of regional theaters, particularly here in the Northeast, where audiences easily relate to a couple spending the summer in a “camp” on a lake [the term “camp” is used in the Northeast to refer to any structure on a lake or in the deep woods whether it be a very rustic small structure or a ten million dollar palace].

Here the play was being put on by The Penobscot Theater Company in the Bangor Opera House, which is now close to a century old.   It is located in a rather sketchy part of Bangor; I parked my truck on a nearby street with several homeless (and probable druggies) loitering nearby; I locked the truck and said a brief prayer that it would still have tires and windows upon my return (it was fine).  I asked my neighbor, Lynn, to accompany me so I had a wingman.

The play features just six actors, and all were excellent.   The premise is simple.  An aging couple, Norman and Ethel, return to their camp in Maine for the summer.  Norman is apparently in the early stages of mental decline and Ethel cheerfully takes care of him.  They are visited from California by their only daughter, Chelsea, with whom Norman has a long history of not interacting well.   Chelsea brings her current boyfriend, Bill, who has his teenage son, Billy with them.  A local postman inserted for some comic relief rounds out the cast.

There are predictable squabbles, mostly due to Norman’s prickly attitude, but it ends well with reconciliation between Norman and his daughter and a surprise friendship and bonding between Norman and Billy via fishing.   What I found most interesting was the emphasis on differing approaches to death.  As the play develops, Norman is totally fixated with what he believes is his impending death.  He continually speaks of dying, often in a sarcastic manner as if it is not only inevitable, but soon.  Ethel, meanwhile, scolds him gently for this fixation and presents a totally cheerful attitude focusing on what they have been given and how the future will continue to be joyful.  Basically it is the old “glass half full, glass half empty” scenario where Norman is stuck in a continuous loop of half empty.

The theater was not full, but it was a decent crowd for a weekday night.   Most of us were senior citizens and there was only one Black person in the audience (not unusual for Maine – my small town has none).  The sound, lighting, and costumes were all done well – I still do not know how the actors were so well mic-ed.  The ushers were  volunteers from the Penobscot Theater Company.  As we entered, they handed out a typical Broadway Playbill stuffed with ads for local businesses, but containing all the usual bio info on the actors, directors and others involved in the production.  Lynn and I both came away pleased that we had invested the long drive and the evening to see the play.

In coming weeks I will be seeing three plays on Broadway and am anxious to compare and contrast.   At this moment I cannot imagine a better actress than Dee Pelietier who played Ethel; she has a long resume including Broadway performances.  Billy was played by a local high schooler who did well.

Oh, the tickets were a whopping $43. 

I thought you might like to know.
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