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HANDS-OFF APPROACH
Marine explorer Jean-Michel Cousteau

said that while he mourns the recent death
of “The Crocodile Hunter,” Steve Irwin, he
disagrees with Irwin’s hands-on approach to
nature television. He said Irwin would
“interfere with nature, jump on animals, grab
them, hold them, and have this very, very
spectacular, dramatic way of presenting
things. You don’t touch nature, you just look
at it. And that’s why I’m still alive.”

BACK TO THE STUDIO
Ashanti and her first producer, Genard

Parker, have dropped all litigation in a contract
dispute, ending a trial that began a day earlier.

– PATRIOT LEDGER NEWS SERVICES
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Gender-bending role in ‘Wife’ a challenge for Derrah
THEATER REVIEW
I AM MY OWN WIFE
by the Boston Theatre Works at Zero Ar-
row Street Theatre, Harvard Square,
through Oct. 8. Tickets $22-$40; call 617-
728-4321 or www.BostonTheatre-
Wo r k s . c o m

Thomas Derrah is appearing as all the various characters in the
Boston Theatre Works production of Doug Wright’s one-man drama
“I Am My Own Wife,” winner of the 2004 Pulitzer.

MUSIC REVIEW
BOSTON FOLK FESTIVAL
at UMass-Boston Saturday and Sunday.

A TRIBUTE TO FOLK MUSIC

T
he UMass-Boston
campus was abuzz this
past weekend with the
twang of acoustic
guitars and savory

vocals for the ninth annual Boston
Folk Festival.

Some 6,000 people attended the
event over its two days.

Highlighting the main stage
performances on Saturday were an
ensemble performing songs
influenced by Phil Ochs, Irish
supergroup Eileen Ivers and
Immigrant Soul, and the always-
passionate folk legend Richie
H ave n s .

Phil Ochs, a seminal ’60s folk
musician, cut his teeth in
Greenwich Village and was known

for his anti-war songs. Suffering
from bipolar disorder, Ochs took
his own life at 35. The festival
tribute, with narration and stories
by Ochs’ sister, Sonny, was led by
Kim and Reggie Harris, Greg
Greenway and Pat Humphries and
Sandy O, who sang Ochs’ classic
“I Ain’t Marchin Anymore.”

Joining fiddler Eileen Ivers and
her multicultural group Immigrant
Soul were dancers from The
Harney Academy Dancers of
Walpole, who thrilled the crowd
with fast-paced Irish step-dancing.
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In this overview, Tish Hinojosa is on the main festival stage at the Boston Folk Festival 2006, held at the University of Massachusetts Boston campus.

Phil Ochs retrospective among fest’s highlights

Singer-
songwriter

Jesse
W inchester

per forms
at this
year’s

Boston
Folk

Festival.

Kim and Reggie Harris perform songs written and inspired by Phil Ochs. The tribute also included
narration and stories by Ochs’ sister, Sonny.

Richie Havens, wearing a
flowing navy-blue tunic, joked
with the audience about how “our
government spends trillions and
billions of our tax dollars to get
into outer space – where we
already are.” Havens’ playing, in
which he chords the guitar neck
with his thumb while strumming
madly, was marked by classic
songs, from “All Along the
Watchtower,” the anti-war ballad
“Blood on the Wire,” to Joni
Mitchell’s “Woodstock,” and
ultimately, to “Freedom,” the
rousing song that brought Havens
fame at Woodstock in 1969.

Highlights on Sunday included
Canadian folk-rocker Bruce
Cockburn, soft-spoken singer-
songwriter Jesse Winchester and a
power-packed performance from
the husband-wife duo of Pete and
Maura Kennedy.

The Kennedys conjured sounds
of the Everly Brothers with their
tight duet harmonies and jangly
acoustic guitars. They got the
crowd to their feet in their pensive
song “Stand,” performed in
memory of Woody Guthrie’s
celebration of all religions. They
exploded into a medley of ’50s and
’60s pop interspersed with classical
music, with Pete Kennedy
switching between fiery guitar and
ukulele leads and eventually using
the ukulele neck as a guitar slide.

The soft-spoken style of Jesse
Winchester quieted the throngs of

festival-goers, as he picked his
nylon-stringed acoustic guitar and
offered tender tenor vocals to
original tunes of love (“If You Love
Somebody”) to his southern roots
in “Talk Memphis” to kicking back
and taking it easy in “Gentleman
of Leisure.”

Juno-award (the Canadian

equivalent of the Grammys) winner
Cockburn, joined by a drummer
and keyboardist, got the crowd
singing with his classic from the
late ’70s, “Wondering Where the
Lions Are,” to the title track of his
newest CD, “Life Short Call Now.”

The festival offered four stages,
including one that featured

performers from WUMB’s
Summer Acoustic Music Week,
another from regional coffeehouses
and still another along the water
that provided a workshop
ex p e r i e n c e .

– STEPHEN A. IDE
The Patriot Ledger

T
homas Derrah, one of the
Boston theater
community’s most gifted
actors, has set an enormous

challenge for himself in his latest
assignment. A regular at American
Repertory Theatre, Derrah is
appearing as all the various
characters in the Boston Theatre
Works production of Doug Wright’s
one-man drama, “I Am My Own
Wife,” winner of the 2004 Pulitzer
and Tony awards for Best Play.
Problem is, the role is practically
owned by New York actor J e ff e r s o n
Mays, who appeared here in the
same work a year ago after starring
in the show’s Broadway run, which
brought him the 2004 Tony Award
for Best Actor.

Moreover, the central character in
the play, Charlotte von Mahlsdorf,
is a transvestite who survived the
mid-20th century under two
repressive regimes: the Nazis and
the Communists who persecuted the
gay community, meaning Derrah is
playing the role in drag. Born as a
boy named Lothar Berfelde, he
assumed the female identity of
Charlotte as a teenager and spent
the rest of her life dressed as a
woman in a severe black skirt,
blouse and string of pearls. The
strangest part of the story is that it
is true, although the shifting facts
about her slip and slide from reality
to fiction as she narrates her history
to Wright, the playwright, who has
put himself on stage alongside her

in the play.
Wright met von Mahlsdorf in the

1990s through a friend who alerted
the playwright to the eccentric as
possible material for a drama.
Wright interviewed her many times
in her native Germany, even
learning the language for better
communication, although von
Mahlsdorf spoke English. After von
Mahlsdorf’s Stasi file was made
public when the Berlin Wall came
down and the dreaded Communist
secret police records were released,
she was accused of betraying
neighbors and friends. Wright can’t
comprehend how to handle this turn
of events. An early collaborator
with Wright on shaping the material
suggests telling it as “a love story,”
to portray his affection for this
amazing character, despite her
flaws. Wright is also gay, which
further complicates his feelings.

The structure of the play is
chronological, following the course
of Wright’s interviews with von
Mahlsdorf to the end of her life,
when she moved to Sweden to
escape the reversals of public
esteem and the rise of hate crimes

in her native country. Wright
narrates one part of the story; von
Mahlsdorf another, and as the two
diverge, the play takes on a dual-
dimension of mythology and
recrimination. However, which one
of us can judge a person bent on
surviving, no matter the cost? As

von Mahlsdorf, Derrah plays the
cocotte, ever aware of her effect on
Wright and the viewer. The actor as
von Mahlsdorf rolls his eyes and
swishes his skirts, as if to display
the pride in pulling off the persona
he has become. What Derrah
misses is a projection of her slyness

and her constant scheming to get by
in whatever way she can, making
compromises that seem immoral.
It’s a crucial part of the role but
here submerged under too much
frippery. Derrah seemed to be
rushing the material in last Sunday’s
press performance, instead of
lingering over the possessions she
so proudly displays on exhibit in the
museum she has established. He
fares somewhat better in the
masculine characters of Wright; his
friend in Berlin, John Marks; and
the poignant Alfred, an antiques
dealer who was the love of her life.

Director Jason Southerland has
staged the work to take advantage
of the cavernous stage space of
Zero Arrow Street, but he often
distances Derrah as von Mahlsdorf
from the audience he needs to
capture. The stage is bare, except
for a raised platform at the rear, a
lower platform, and a desk. An old-
fashioned, wind-up phonograph and
a framed picture of Nipper, the
famous dog in the advertisement,
are among the few props to suggest
the stuffed rooms of von
Mahlsdorf’s home-museum,
designed in sparse fashion by Eric
Levenson. One suspects that Derrah
will grow into the role, given his
intelligence and wide experience on
stage.

– IRIS FANGER
For The Patriot Ledger

Jean-Michel Cousteau


