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Off Broadway

Disfarmer
(St. Ann's Warehouse; 274 seats; $42 top)
By SAM THIELMAN
A St. Ann's Warehouse presentation of a play in one act conceived, designed and directed by Dan Hurlin, created by the ensemble with text
by Sally Oswald.
With: Matt Acheson, Eric B. Davis, Chris M. Green, Hurlin, Guy Klucevsek, Tom Lee,
Darius Mannino, Eric Wright.

As beautiful and precise as a model railroad, Dan Hurlin's lush "Disfarmer" fills
the stage with all the tiny, heartbreaking miracles that make up the lonely life of
his puppet hero. Scale is just for fun here: A doll-sized hat blows through a
four-inch-high forest, sticking in a miniature tree; a door large enough for a garden gnome flaps; and the first of Hurlin's many tornadoes blows life-sized detritus across the stage. The final result is much more than the sum of its carefully
crafted parts. Moving, poignant and occasionally hilarious, "Disfarmer" is a
wonder.
Given life by five talented puppeteers, Mike Disfarmer claims to be a foundling child blown onto his mother's doorstep by a tornado.
He's now working as a portrait photographer while living alone -- very alone -- in Arkansas.
When we first meet him, Disfarmer is at about half scale: large enough to come up to the waists of the puppeteers. The Disfarmer
puppet itself is dressed in Depression-era workday clothes, with glasses perched on a colorless, hairless, expressionless head.
Amazingly, we know what he's thinking nearly all the time simply by watching his body language. We see him get drunk, ponder the
inevitability of change and cower in terror of further inclement weather. Either that or being alone.
There's never a moment in which Disfarmer isn't fascinating, but it's particularly interesting to watch him go to sleep: He takes off his
shoes, lies under the covers, and while the other puppeteers move on to rearrange the set, one stays behind to make sure Disfarmer
breathes, deeply and evenly.
Using the puppet as a guide, Hurlin (aided by Dan Moses Schreier's wonderful bluegrass underscoring) shows us around smalltown
Arkansas as rendered atop a half-dozen rolling carts that unfold or roll together to form Disfarmer's house, his studio, his local grocery
store and the roads he uses to get there.
All these are populated by furnishings that vary from Disfarmer-scale to wildly larger or smaller -- here a tiny countryside, there a lifesize grocery store manned by a puppeteer (whose interactions with the cranky Disfarmer are a lot of fun to watch). The stagehands
themselves are costumed in navy and black by Anna Thomford, doubling as townspeople when they're not providing our hero's arms
and legs.
Hurlin's counterpoint to all this obsessive attention to detail -- his own and the subject's, as seen in Disfarmer's pictures -- is the tornado itself, which can and will destroy any object in its path. Each time it passes -- and sometimes it seems to be blowing by only in
Disfarmer's mind -- it leaves our hero diminished, literally. By the end of the show, he's a tiny little thing, railing about the quickest and
safest ways to escape the ravages of the weather.
In an odd and totally unexpected way, Hurlin is using his misanthropic, shrinking hero to illustrate transience, both in the character's
slow miniaturization and in his portraits, regularly displayed on a scrim behind the main action. The people in the photos are mostly
dead. And this man can't keep himself from fading away, not even with his work. By the time our 90 minutes with Disfarmer has
ended, it's become more than a clever biography or a series of dazzling technical feats: It's shown us life, in miniature.
Costumes, Anna Thomford; lighting, Tyler Micoleau; original music, Dan Moses Schreier; video, David Soll; production stage manager,
Aaron Rosenblum. Opened Jan. 27, 2009. Reviewed Jan. 29. Running time: 1 HOUR, 30 MIN.
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Theater review

Disfarmer
St. Ann’s Warehouse. By Sally Oswald. Dir. Dan Hurlin. With ensemble cast. 1hr 30mins. No intermission.

It’s no wonder puppet master
Dan Hurlin was attracted to the
story of Mike Disfarmer, an
eccentric small-town photographer from the 1920s whose pictures have climbed the rickety
ladder into high art. Disfarmer’s
portraits—some of which are on
display at St. Ann’s
Warehouse—spread a small
stillness, even with a lobby full
of theatergoers craning to see
them. And while Hurlin’s elegiac
Disfarmer is full of sound (Dan
Moses Schreier’s excellent,
folksy score) and repressed
fury (Sally Oswald’s fragmented
text), it too gives an impression
of expanding silence.
From the outset, when we see
a tornado striking an Arkansas
landscape, the piece shushes us with details. The puppeteers—an all-star assortment including Tom
Lee and Eric Wright—make a storm out of minutiae: a hat caught in a fence, the juddering of a
street sign. By the time we get to Disfarmer himself, a two-foot-high Bunraku puppet with a bad leg,
we’ve been trained to look closely and keep still.
OVER THE THRESHOLD The puppet Disfarmer answers the door.
Photograph: Pavel Antonov

Disfarmer was every bit the outsider artist: He believed he was a tornado’s changeling, and he kept
aggressively to himself. The effect of Hurlin’s Bunraku style, in which multiple handlers operate a
child-size figure, gives this depiction of a loner an unexpected note of tenderness. The puppeteers
don’t “disappear”—we see them moving Disfarmer with gentle concern, like a grateful future version
trying to alleviate the sting of his past. We do eventually see a self-portrait of the man himself, but it
fades quickly. The piece will not.—Helen Shaw

Disfarmer

1 of 2

http://www.printthis.clickability.com/pt/cpt?action=cpt&title=Disfarmer...

Powered by

SAVE THIS | EMAIL THIS | Close

Disfarmer
February 02, 2009

Reviewed by Leonard Jacobs
How do you dramatize an enigma? In Disfarmer -- a piece about the mid-20th-century
portrait photographer Mike Disfarmer-conceiver, director, and designer Dan Hurlin, the
endlessly inventive master of puppet theatre, deliberately chooses not to fill in any of the
gaps. Disfarmer was so elusive, so odd as he lived quietly and alone for decades in rural
Heber Springs, Ark., that it's Hurlin's conceit to dramatize not what we know of the man but
what we don't.

Photo by: Richard Termine

For example, we don't know why Mike Meyers rejected the farming life and his German
ancestry and changed his surname to Disfarmer, which sounds like it's intended to deny his
heritage. We don't know why he claimed to have landed in the Meyers family by dint of a
tornado. We don't know why he worked in glass-plate photography, passé by the time he
began in 1917. Questions, not answers, are Hurlin's focus.

Whether accompanied by a bluesy, evocative onstage band (including banjo, drum, and fiddle) or by prerecorded music from Edison
wax cylinders and other aural artifacts, a succession of Disfarmer look-alike puppets, each one two inches smaller than the last, are
seen heading to bed or awakening, drinking too much, and engaging in such neurotic pursuits as measuring the distances around his
ramshackle home or his photography studio to ensure that all is stable in his world. (I could not help but notice that all the Disfarmer
puppets resemble the American architect Philip Johnson.)
There is such precision in this winsome work that puppeteers Matt Acheson, Chris M. Green, Tom Lee, Darius Mannino, and Eric
Wright must be congratulated. One wonders how Hurlin, serving as the narrator, experiences his piece from a corner of the stage,
watching us watch his work.
Then again, maybe it's a reflection of the idea that a man living hermetically, isolated from society, is apt to be strange but not
inaccessible. As David Soll's excellent film sequences prove, the beauty that Disfarmer couldn't see in his own life unmistakably comes
through in his extraordinary photographic art.

Presented by and at St. Ann's Warehouse,
38 Water St., Brooklyn, NYC.
Jan. 29-Feb. 8. Tue.-Fri., 8 p.m.; Sat., 2 and 8 p.m.; Sun., 4 p.m. (212) 352-3101, (866) 811-4111, Theater Mania, or St. Ann's
Warehouse.

Links referenced within this article
Dan Hurlin
http://www.backstage.com/bso/about/Dan+Hurlin
Mike Meyers
http://www.backstage.com/bso/about/Mike+Meyers
Theater Mania
http://www.theatermania.com
St. Ann's Warehouse
http://www.stannswarehouse.org
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Disfarmer inspires puppeteer
BY KYLE BRAZZEL
Posted on Sunday, February 1, 2009
URL: http://www.nwanews.com/adg/Style/251178/

Dan Hurlin remembers the first time he looked upon the baleful gazes, bony shoulders
and weatherbeaten nobility of the subjects of the Heber Springs portrait photographer
Mike Disfarmer.
"I was in a Barnes & Noble, of all places," Hurlin said Tuesday, the morning he was set
to debut a new stage show inspired by the final week of the photographer's life. Hurlin's
medium is something he calls "table-top puppetry," and the venue for the show, titled
Disfarmer, is a spacious former spice factory in Brooklyn, N.Y.
"The people just sort of jump off the page at you," Hurlin continued, in reference to the
portraiture of Disfarmer, which occupied the photographer throughout the Depression
and war years as the residents of Heber Springs furthered flirtations, sent their men off
to war and generally documented Saturday trips to town with a stop by the photography
studio.
"By all accounts, Disfarmer was a curmudgeon," Hurlin said pointedly. "I think he
frightened people. They have this look about them that looks like they're ready to flee. I
think that's why they jump out at you. They're not daydreaming - their reflexes are
really wired up."
So, too, that morning, was Hurlin, the curtain-raising on his 80-minute puppet show
mere hours away. "Nap! I have to take a nap!" Hurlin exclaimed when asked what the
remainder of his preshow day would entail.
But the puppeteer sounded way too caffeinated for rest. "Oh, good Lord, you name it,"
he sputtered upon being prompted to muse over what could still go wrong. "A leg could
fall off."
In a way, this puppeteering catastrophe would complement a central conceit of the
show. Of the Disfarmer-related narrative threads available to him, Hurlin had chosen
the one with the least amount of primary-source material: Disfarmer's inner life. This
meant he had rejected focusing on the photographer's posthumous celebration by New
York's fine-art world, or on projecting what was going on in the minds of Disfarmer's
often inscrutable subjects.
"I didn't want to write monologues for those people in the pictures," Hurlin said. "I
thought that would be kind of corny."
Instead, the artist began to think of Disfarmer's cipherlike profile as an opportunity. "It
gave me the freedom to make stuff up," he said.

1 of 3

2/3/2009 1:04 PM

NWAnews.com :: Northwest Arkansas' News Source

http://www.nwanews.com/adg/Style/251178/print/

Structurally, this act of invention translates onstage (the production continues at
Brooklyn's St. Ann's Warehouse through Saturday) to a depiction of the last seven days
of Disfarmer's life. He has become reclusive and is shown compulsively taking his own
height and measuring his feet. He has filled his refrigerator with chocolate ice cream
and beer. Two swapouts of the puppet representing Disfarmer are made - Hurlin is
speculating here - before the audience realizes that the puppet is getting smaller and
smaller. The man is literally shrinking as he dies, but the downsizing also evokes the
photographer's gradual withdrawal from town life and his own work. (The grocery
stockpiling is for a time when he is too small to visit the grocery store.)
"It's a very surreal little play," Hurlin said. Of the score, which blends banjo and flash
guitar, "it's sort of like country music," Hurlin said, "but country music meets the avantgarde."
MULTI-MEDIA
In order to visually represent the photographer's peculiar sense of composition, Hurlin
wrote into the script a montage of Disfarmer photographs, used near the end of the
show. But these soon swirl into a tornado of imagery, a reference to Disfarmer's dark
fixation on funnel clouds.
Otherwise, the production is not even so literal as to use a faithful physical resemblance
of Disfarmer. In designing the Disfarmer puppet, Hurlin took cues from a photograph
Disfarmer shot of himself, but did not replicate it.
"In that one self-portrait, he has enormous ears, but I felt like a puppet like that is going
to read to people of a certain age as Howdy Doody," Hurlin explained. "So I gave him a
big nose instead."
In a sort of puppet-world retelling of The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, Hurlin built
six versions of the Disfarmer puppet, each a little smaller than the previous one. He
worked in the studio, a renovated former Catholic church on the banks of the Hudson
River, that he also uses as a weekend and summer escape from his Manhattan
apartment.
"The heads are papier-mache, the bodies are a combination of wood and wire and steel
and rope and foam rubber," Hurlin said of his Disfarmers. "Anything that works. The
correct term would be multimedia. He's got clothes that are very well-made."
Disfarmer is not Hurlin's first foray into the genre of semi-biographical puppetry. His
most recent work was Hiroshima Maiden, in which he used puppets to tell the true
story of a group of Japanese women who traveled to the United States in the 1950s for
surgery to repair injuries from the atomic blast, and who raised money for the
procedures by appearing as contestants on This Is Your Life. Before that, he created a
puppet version of Alvin Straight, the Iowa man who traveled to Wisconsin on his
lawnmower to visit his ailing brother.
"David Lynch made a movie about the same subject," Hurlin allowed. "But I got there
first!"
But Hurlin feels perhaps a stronger connection to Disfarmer than his earlier
protagonists. For one thing, the photographer's outsider status reminded him of
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eccentrics from the small New Hampshire town where he grew up. There was a crossdressing woman called the Man-Lady, he recalled, as well as another woman who would
walk in front of moving cars on the highway then, once they'd stopped for her, enter by
the passenger-side door and announce her destination with a casual sense of
entitlement.
For another thing, Hurlin developed an affection for the town of Heber Springs when he
repaired to a bed-and-breakfast there three years ago, supported by various grants
including one from the National Endowment for the Arts, to begin researching
Disfarmer's life and times. Hurlin remembered an episode in the Cleburne County
Courthouse in which he came across the original documentation of Disfarmer's legal
name change from Meyer, believed to have been sought by the photographer to
disassociate himself from "farmer," the German meaning of his family name.
"It was really like we were treasure hunters," Hurlin said. "We started shaking and
screaming - 'Here it is!'"
After Disfarmer wraps up its Brooklyn run, the show is bound for a handful of East
Coast universities, but beyond that - "Oh, good Lord, beats me," Hurlin said with some
trepidation. There has been some talk of mounting the show in Arkansas, perhaps in
conjunction with the Arkansas Literary Festival, but nothing has been settled. As Hurlin
spoke, Peter Miller, the Little Rock lawyer credited with helping Disfarmer's work reach
the gatekeepers of New York galleries, was en route to New York, scheduled to
participate on a panel discussion following this past Wednesday's performance of the
work.
"Oh my God, can you imagine doing it in Heber Springs?" Hurlin gasped. "I would
plotz!"
Copyright © 2001-2009 Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, Inc. All rights reserved.
Contact: webmaster@nwanews.com
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Creations of the Offspring of ‘Orestes’
By CLAUDIA LA ROCCO

ART, like nature, is cyclical. It is also a fabulously messy, sprawling business, especially in
periods when artists are intent on questioning definitions and boundaries. Is it dance? Is it
theater? Is it performance art? Does it matter? Not in years like this one.
Few artists make categories seem as happily irrelevant as Paul Lazar and Annie-B Parson of Big
Dance Theater in their exquisitely constructed collaborations. I reviewed their Orestes as
theater, but the work, which ran at the Classic Stage Company in the spring, is a choreographic
knockout as well, one that has grown more resonant for me as the months have passed.
“It seems funny to me to have any theatrical event where people don’t dance,” Ms. Parson said
when I interviewed her this fall. “It just doesn’t feel true.” (The interview was about another
richly layered Big Dance work, “Comme Toujours Here I Stand”; the article ran under a dance
label, thank you very much.)
“Orestes” felt unerringly true. It’s no small thing to make Euripides (as brilliantly translated by
Anne Carson) fly in the 21st century, and Ms. Parson’s deft, sometimes surprising
choreographic choices were a major reason for the production’s success, as they allowed the
body’s physical, sensual logic to complicate and ground Euripides’ fiery onslaught of language.
There were other reasons behind the production’s power, namely the keen directorial eye of
Mr. Lazar and Ms. Parson and the staggering talent of the cast, including the wickedly funny
David Neumann, whose new work will have its premiere at the Kitchen in March.
Like Mr. Neumann, many “Orestes” cast members are creators themselves, and they provided
some of 2009’s other category-defying highlights.
Steve Mellor, who dazzled as the suave, perfidious Menelaos in “Orestes,” put his deadpan face
and fluttering fingers to use this month at the Chocolate Factory, where he and the
astonishingly adroit Deirdre O’Connell gave audiences a free-associative, absurd yet touching
song-and-dance routine in The Dream Express, Len Jenkin’s disreputable lounge act.
Dan Hurlin and Karinne Keithley made up the affecting chorus in “Orestes,” mixing dance,
music and words into a funny, poignant, sometimes biting commentary. At the time Mr. Hurlin
was fresh off his own puppetry show, Disfarmer, a quiet tour de force which ran at St. Ann’s
Warehouse in January and February.
nytimes.com/2009/12/…/20larocco.ht…
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“Disfarmer” was verbally spare, relying heavily on the exact, delicate choreography of puppets
and props to evoke the strange inner life of the 20th-century photographer Mike Disfarmer.
This intimate portrait also offered a larger meditation on the act of creation, both through its
craft and content. The tender devotion of master puppeteers to their puppets is a deeply
human endeavor. At its most sublime this relationship acquires a spiritual dimension, and such
was the case here.
Meanwhile Ms. Keithley’s Montgomery Park, or Opulence was a treasure trove of oddities and
styles: half-told stories shared time with gentle songs and funny little dances. It had a too-brief
run in September at the Here Arts Center, but the script, an adventure all on its own, can be
purchased through 53rd State Press, Ms. Keithley’s one-woman publishing house for
contemporary performance writing.
One of Ms. Keithley’s authors is Miguel Gutierrez, and a mention must be made of his Last
Meadow, which ran in September at Dance Theater Workshop. The relentless, grand
exploration of American culture saw Mr. Gutierrez reaching for new heights. His undeniable
star was the stellar dancer Michelle Boulé, whose haunting portrayal of James Dean showed her
to be every inch an actor as well and just might have been the revelation of the year.
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THEATER REVIEW; Humanity, puppets and scars of war
by David C. Nichols
Fifty years ago, the so-called Hiroshima Maidens, a group of young Japanese women gravely disfigured by the atomic
bomb, arrived in New York City for reconstructive surgery. Their sociopolitical saga, rending in its historical context and
application to current events, contributes mutely but vividly to the psychic and kinetic fallout from "Hiroshima Maiden" at
REDCAT.
By approaching this sorrowful tale from a distinctly acerbic personal viewpoint, puppet theater master Dan Hurlin
addresses America's tunnel vision about its global legacy, while he and a selfless company express its still-emerging
impact in delicately brilliant terms.
During the U.S. occupation, the families of hibakusha (survivors) kept their maimed out of sight. Buddhist and Shinto
beliefs viewed the keloid scarring of these young women as proof of ancestral trespasses. In the U.S., a State
Department intent on the Cold War banned images of atomic survivors from the media (a blackout that held until 1964).
U.S. schoolchildren prepared for nuclear attack by crawling under desks and closing their eyes.
In 1951, Kiyoshi Tanimoto, a Japanese Methodist minister, contacted Saturday Review editor Norman Cousins about the
situation. By 1955, 25 girls for whom reconstructive surgery seemed most beneficial flew to Manhattan. There, a crew of
surgeons performed more than 140 operations on the group, eventually known as the Hiroshima Maidens. Their appearance on Ralph Edwards' "This Is Your Life," which Hurlin caught as a channel-switching child, proved historic.
That televised catharsis, slightly tweaked, is the final destination of Hurlin's nonlinear, autobiographical focus. Using the
Japanese bunraku tradition as a template, Hurlin turns input from historian David Serlin and peace activist Michiko
Yamaoka (one of the hibakusha), into a coolly magical dreamscape.
Acting as the traditional tayu (narrator), Hurlin sits beside the stage, musing on "the young American boy." Beside him is
indispensable composer Robert Een, an Obie winner for his marvelous, jazz-flavored score. Approximating the Japanese
shamisen on his cello, Een melds with the prerecorded instrumental and vocal contributions of Jeff Berman and Bill
Ruyle.
They accompany nine fantastic functionaries in black, who freely control the panels, miniature settings and detailed
props of Hurlin's concept. Silhouettes, window boxes and forced perspectives dance to hypnotic effect, aided by Tyler
Micoleau's nuanced lights and Julie Alane Simons' shrewd slides. Photographic flashes and fragmenting faces become
ominous themes. A tiny kimono (one of many by costumer Anna Thomford) turns a puppeteer's arm into one of a line of
geishas, their egg-shaped heads gradually replaced by shattered versions.
The principal puppets are extraordinary throughout, from red- clad heroine to government official to Enola Gay pilot.
Such gracefully negotiated eloquence lingers well after the lights come up on this enthralling, sobering shadow play.
'Hiroshima Maiden'
Where: REDCAT at Walt Disney Concert Hall, 631 W. 2nd St., L.A.
When: 8:30 tonight, 3 p.m. Sunday
Ends: Sunday
Price: $28 and $32
Contact: (213) 237-2800 or www.redcat.org
Running time: 1 hour, 30 minutes
Credit: Special to The Times

