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No matter what the Tony Award voters said,
"Ragtime" is truly the best musical of the last two
decades of the 20th century.

It doesn't have the pixie dust of Disney or the
navel-gazing angst of "Rent," but in terms of sheer
theatrical power, this musical blending of fact and
fiction that tells the story of the early 20th century —
the American Century — wins hands down.

You can find convincing proof in the Tri-Valley
Repertory Theatre Company's production of the
show in Livermore's Bankhead Theatre. It tells the
story in a minimalist fashion, at least compared to
the lavish Broadway and road show productions and
to productions by larger Bay Area regional theaters.

Depending more on intelligence and imagination
than megabucks stagecraft, the company trusts the
compelling story to cast its spell, and adds to that a
remarkably able cast, directed by Carol Hovey. The
result is a production that uses guile and theatrical
savvy to deliver a version of "Ragtime" with all the
historical sweep and emotional intrigue intact.

It is a stunning little jewel of a production that
doesn't shortchange you in the least if you've never
seen the adaptation of E.L. Doctorow's novel, and, if
you have seen it before, reminds you just how
compelling the musical is, and what an important
story it tells.

What is so amazing about "Ragtime" is how it
manages to blend real life characters from Henry
Ford (Tom Farris) to Harry Houdini (James Koponen)
with fictional characters and, at the same time, keep
the story intimate and amazingly believable.

It begins with Father (Ken Blair), who has grown

rich making and selling fireworks, and Mother
(Christina Martin), who ignites some fireworks of her
own when she finds a black baby abandoned in the
family garden. It turns out the baby is the child of
Sarah (LeNeac Weathersby), a washerwoman at a
nearby home in suburban New York, and Coalhouse
Walker (Harold Hardin) a popular ragtime piano
player in the city.

Mother takes responsibility for Sarah and the baby
and gets to know Coalhouse as he frequently visits
the home to convince Sarah to see him. A racial
incident leads to the destruction of Coalhouse's
prized Model T Ford and touches off a firestorm of
activity that involves an array of real-life characters,
including, Emma Goldman (Joan Evans), Booker T.
Washington (Jesse Martinez) and J.P. Morgan (Ron
Houke). The incident also takes Mother and Father to
Atlantic City, where they encounter Tateh (Ron
Pickett), a movie pioneer, who radically changes the
lives of several family members.

In short, Tri-Valley Rep's production is an absolute
delight. It is staged simply — a riser toward the rear
of the stage with staircases on either side is the
main set.Set pieces roll on and off as large
photographs representing the various scenes are
projected on a screen at the rear of the stage. The
only bit of lavish stagecraft is Coalhouse's Model T
Ford, which drives on and off the stage.

The show is well performed from top to bottom,
with some particularly outstanding work by Pickett
and Martin, Hardin and Weathersby, and a wonderful

supporting turn by Evans.
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