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The Flid Show will open off-Broadway this fall, but the Alfred University community will see its debut on the stage in
the C.D. Smith the Miller Performing Arts Center Wednesday-Saturday (April 9-12). Performances each day are at 8
p.m. with a 2 p.m. matinee also scheduled for Saturday.Alfred University alumna Eliza Beckwith, a member of the
Class of 1978, is directing the new play by Richard Willett, a playwright with whom Beckwith has collaborated several
times in the past. In theater terms, what they are doing at AU is "workshopping" the production, working through it
with a cast to determine if changes need to be made before it opens in New York.It's a play about a boy born without
arms because his mother took thalidomide, a drug that was prescribed to pregnant women in the 1960s to control
morning sickness but which caused birth defects in the babies born to those mothers. The boy grows up to become an
English lounge singer.Beckwith is a visiting instructor in theater this spring, filling in for Stephen Crosby, professor of
theater and chairman of the division, who is on sabbatical this semester.Beckwith connected with Crosby about a year
and a half ago when she brought her niece to visit the School of Art and Design. Beckwith met Crosby and toured
Miller Performing Arts Center. Looking around the green room, Beckwith said she remembers thinking, "Even in a
Broadway theater, you wouldn't find this kind of facility."When Crosby decided to take a sabbatical leave, he asked
Beckwith, who directs off-Broadway plays, if she'd be interested in spending the semester in Alfred, directing the
spring production. "I told him, 'What I do is produce new plays,'" said Beckwith. "I sent The Flid Show to Steve to
read, and he told me to go ahead."What's even more unusual than having a play workshopped in Alfred is the fact that
undergraduate students are part of it, said Beckwith. Most new productions done on college campuses use graduate
students in theater. It's been a good experience for her cast of 10, led by Shaminda Amarakoon, a senior theater major
from Alfred. "It's been really exciting, really fun for them," said Beckwith, particularly since Willett, who received
Arthur P. Sloan Foundation funding to develop the play, has been working closely with the students as they rehearse.
"I love having playwrights in the room when I'm rehearsing new material," said Beckwith, who has directed other
Willett's plays including Triptych and Random Harvest. "I love the collaboration."For students, it's been a new and
different experience, but "They're getting used to having him there," she said. Willetts, making the most of his trips to
Alfred, has met with Dr. Brad Bowden's biology classes, to talk with them about the difficulty of taking complicated
medical material and making it understandable by the general public. He's also conducting classes in playwriting,
describing the process by which he takes his inspiration, researches it, makes it work within the context of history and
turns it into a play. Beckwith says she's enjoyed working with the students, too, not just those who are in the cast, but
those who are involved with the technical aspects of the production, from costume design to lighting and sound. There
have been some adjustments. Working with experienced actors or even graduate students, Beckwith would have been
in rehearsal for about a month. Because she's directing undergraduates, though, the timeframe had to be extended to
allow students to complete their work in other courses.Both Beckwith and Willetts have found the experience
worthwhile. "It's been wonderful to be able to work the kinks out of a new piece without being in a fishbowl without
the critics, without the scrutiny" they would face in New York.Alfred provides "a great opportunity for playwrights
and directors to work in a safe, supportive environment," said Beckwith, noting that more and more directors are
choosing to do trials of new productions on college campuses.Beckwith got her start as a director in an AU production,
directing Under Milkwood, in Holmes Auditorium, Harder Hall as her senior project.After graduation, she left Alfred,
headed for New York City, convinced she wanted to be an actress. "I just knew I had to be on stage," she
admitted."After a few years, I realized what I had really enjoyed was directing that play in Alfred," Beckwith recalled.
She changed her career, and she's now winning accolades as a director of off-Broadway productions.She's directed
other plays by Richard Willett, including Triptych and Random Harvest. "That the characters in Triptych seem
complex even when their behavior is a little over the top is a tribute to Eliza Beckwith's direction," said New York
Times critic Anita Gates. Of Random Harvest, critic Elias Stimac wrote in Back Stage, "intriguing and entertaining.
Director Eliza Beckwith has staged Willett's quirky comedy-drama with fluid movement and pacing."


