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After a season heavy with productions of "King Lear,"
including an excellent one at the shining new Theatre
for a New Audience’s Polonsky Shakespeare Center,
it’s nice to see folks willing to take a risk on a
little-known production. Sometimes it pays off like
gangbusters; other times, not so much. The
Polonsky’s latest offering, Eugene Ionesco’s "The
Killer," falls somewhere in the middle.

Unlike Ionesco’s "The Bald Soprano," this absurdist
romp doesn’t see the light of day too often (and not
just because the second act was meant to be
performed in the dark). This staging is only the
second time it’s been performed off-Broadway since it
premiered in Paris in 1959.

The story revolves around a bucolic utopia, the "radiant city", in the middle of what is otherwise an
urban shithole full of ice and snow. In this bright, sunny area, it never rains, the sky is always blue,
winds are gentle and even the plants are watered from below. There’s only one catch; the
neighborhood is plagued by a faceless serial killer, who dispatches his victims at the rate of about
three a day.

"People who live here mostly want to leave. Or they make it a point of honor not to run away," says
The Architect (Robert Stanton), a no-nonsense government man who glibly takes calls at the same
time he gives a tour of the neighborhood.

The only one who seems surprised by this rampant killing is our lead character, Berenger, played by
Michael Shannon. He has a knack for the gory and grotesque, as evidenced in his fine turn in the
play "Grace" last year with Paul Rudd and Ed Asner.

While the people of the neighborhood band together in groups of 15 or more when they need to go
out, still the killer manages to find his marks; you only need to look away a moment for him to
strike. The Architect explains that he waits for them at the bus stop at the end of the road,
disguised as a panhandler. He offers to sell them things -- knick-knacks for the ladies, porn for the
men, toys for the kids. He lures them to the lagoon, shows them a photo of a mysterious Colonel,
and as they lean closer to look, into the drink they go.

For example, when the Architect’s female assistant Dennie (Stephanie Bunch) informs him that she
can no longer deal with the job, he informs her that "she won’t be under the office’s protection any
more." Within minutes, she’s a goner, much to the consternation of Berenger, who had proposed
marriage to the pretty girl upon meeting her.
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Michael Shannon shines in ’The
Killer’  (Source:Gerry Goodstein)
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But Berenger is the only one who seems to have a problem with the carnage. In Act Two, we find
his friend Edward (Paul Sparks) hunkered in Berenger’s apartment, clutching his briefcase and
waiting for his friend, with a deathly pale visage. When Berenger tells Edward about the killer, he
replies, "The whole city knows the story... even kids in school know about it."

When the man’s briefcase spills open to reveal numerous pictures of the Colonel, assorted trinkets
and murderous paraphernalia, it seems apparent that Edward is the murderer. But is he? Berenger
tries to get this "planted evidence" to the police in time to stop the next murder, but a comic mix-up
of similar briefcases thwarts him.

We get some comic relief in Act Two and Three via Kristine Nielsen in the role of the fussy concierge,
and again as Ma Piper, some sort of revolutionary politician hoping to unite people under her
"geese" banner, conflating volunteering with forced labor and the misery of all men with their
happiness. It’s quite a canard, puns notwithstanding.

There is much ado with police officers randomly beating civilians, and an awful lot of yelling and
bustling about before we find Berenger walking toward the police station and realizing that he is
caught between a dark place and a killer.

The killer, silent but for his demonic laughs, stands before Berenger as he talks through the reasons
why he should stop killing. He accuses the killer of hating life, of hating women, of hating society.
But the killer just laughs. In the end, Berenger has exhausted his reasons along with his hope,
saying, "how weak my strength is against your cold determination, your ruthlessness. And what
good are bullets even, against the resistance of an infinitely stubborn will?"

The outcome is ultimately unsatisfying, although the play is less so. Although one wishes that the
third act was more action and less Berenger screaming at a faceless killer, it is impossible to deny
that in this play, Shannon is a tour de force, the glue that keeps this absurdist farce together. For
that, we can all be thankful.

"The Killer" runs through June 29 at the Polonsky Shakespeare Center, 263 Ashland Pl. in Brooklyn.
For information or tickets, call 866-811-4111 or visit www.tfana.org

Winnie McCroy is the Women on the EDGE Editor, HIV/Health Editor, and Assistant Entertainment Editor for
EDGE Media Network, handling all women’s news, HIV health stories and theater reviews throughout the U.S.
She has contributed to other publications, including The Village Voice, Gay City News, Chelsea Now and The
Advocate, and lives in Brooklyn, New York, where she writes about local restaurants in her food blog,
http://brooklyniscookin.blogspot.com/
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