


Judge Said to Be Frustrated Over Lack of Settlement in 'Spider-Man' Battle - NYTimes.com

http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/...-frustrated-over-lack-of-settlement-in-spider-man-battle/?ref=theater&pagewanted=print[3/13/2013 9:15:36 AM]

MARCH 12, 2013, 1:16 PM

Judge Said to Be Frustrated Over Lack of Settlement in ‘Spider-Man’ Battle

By PATRICK HEALY

A federal judge had tough words on Monday for the parties struggling to reach a settlement over
copyright control and profits for the Broadway musical “Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark” as the legal
wrangling entered a seventh month and a trial date of May 27 loomed.

According to two people who attended the closed-door session with Judge Katherine B. Forrest, of
Federal District Court in Manhattan, she expressed frustration that an agreement had not been
completed in spite of the parties’ coming to terms in principle in August.

“The judge is pretty fed up,” said one person involved with the lawsuit who was at Monday’s session, and
who spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss closed-door deliberations. “For months we’ve all been
saying we’re a week or two away from a deal, but it still hasn’t happened.” The second person, who
declined to be identified by name for the same reasons, said the judge had not set a deadline for a
settlement but noted that the trial was set to begin in two months.

The reasons for the long slog are unclear. The lawsuit is primarily between Julie Taymor, the musical’s
former director and one of its script writers, and the producers (who fired her from the show in March
2011) and the “Spider-Man” composers, Bono and the Edge of U2; other parties include Marvel
Entertainment, which holds the license for the Spider-Man brand. Ms. Taymor initially sued in
November 2011 on copyright grounds, saying the producers were making money off her ideas and script
and owed her more than $1 million. The producers then filed their own suit, saying that they had fired
Ms. Taymor for breach of contract and that her legal claims were overstated or baseless.

The two people who spoke about Monday’s court proceedings said that Ms. Taymor and the producers
had come to terms on money, so the hold-up did not involve her compensation. Rather, the two people
said that there were so many parties in the case and interests at stake – such as Bono and the Edge’s
copyright protections and share in the royalties, as well as licensing of the show for future productions –
that several teams of lawyers were causing the negotiations to become protracted.

“It is a settlement process with a great many layers of people,” said the second person who was in court
on Monday.

Rick Miramontez, a spokesman for the lead producers of “Spider-Man,” Michael Cohl and Jeremiah J.
Harris, said that the producers had no comment on the session with Judge Forrest. A lawyer for the
producers also declined to comment, and a lawyer for Ms. Taymor did not respond to phone messages
or e-mail seeking comment.

“Spider-Man,” by far the most expensive musical in the history of Broadway with a budget of at least $75
million, opened in June 2011 to largely negative reviews after months of preview performances that had
been plagued by cast injuries as well as infighting among the creative team before Ms. Taymor’s
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dismissal. The show has gone on to be a fan favorite, grossing more than $1 million a week, though its
weekly ticket sales have dipped slightly in recent months. The producers have not announced future
productions but are known to be considering venues in London and elsewhere in Europe.

Ms. Taymor, meanwhile, is set to make her first return to New York theater since “Spider-Man”: She will
direct Shakespeare’s “Midsummer Night’s Dream” this fall for the inaugural production of the new
Brooklyn home of Theater for a New Audience, an Off Broadway company.
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THEATER REVIEW

At This Movie House, the Drama Is Off Screen
By CHARLES ISHERWOOD

Love, friendship and the daily grind all take on a distinctly sticky quality in “The Flick,” the moving,
beautifully acted and challengingly long new play by Annie Baker that opened on Tuesday night at Playwrights
Horizons in Manhattan. Ms. Baker, one of the freshest and most talented dramatists to emerge Off Broadway
in the past decade, writes with tenderness and keen insight about the way people make messes of their lives —
and the lives of people they care about — and then sink into benumbed impotence, hard pressed to see any
way of cleaning things up.

In “The Flick,” directed by Ms. Baker’s frequent collaborator Sam Gold with the customary feathery touch he
brings to her work, life’s messy nature takes mild metaphorical form. The three central characters in Ms.
Baker’s comedy-drama work in a single-screen (!) movie theater in Worcester County, Mass., realized in
grungily acute detail by the set designer David Zinn.

You can practically smell the stale popcorn that the veteran Sam (Matthew Maher) and the newbie Avery
(Aaron Clifton Moten) spend their days — and what feels like a full hour of stage time — slowly sweeping into
dustpans, row by row. But popcorn is just one of the indignities left behind by the theater’s customers: spilled
soda, chewing gum and, well, worse.

Even as the characters rail against the outrageous lack of respect shown by moviegoers, they find their own
interpersonal relations getting pretty gummed up as Ms. Baker’s play gently unspools in scenes marked by her
usual acute sensitivity to the tangential, minimally verbal (and often subverbal) manner in which people often
communicate — or gingerly avoid communicating.

Mr. Maher’s Sam, already into his 30s, takes a modestly paternal attitude toward the new kid on the job, the
20-year-old Avery, who has dropped out of college for a semester after a family trauma. Drawing him out as he
walks him through the monotonous routine, Sam discovers that Avery is a film geek with preternatural recall.

His attempts to stump Avery with highly absurd pairings in the parlor game Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon leave
him dumbfounded at Avery’s prowess. Pauly Shore and Ian Holm? That’s like two plus two equals four for
Avery, whose obsession with movies extends to an ardent belief that digital filmmaking is not just an
oxymoron but a cultural scourge. One of the reasons he’s come to work at this seedy theater is because it’s
among the last in the state to still use a 35-millimeter projector.

Projection, the loftiest of the jobs at the theater, is the purview of the play’s third principal character, Rose
(Louisa Krause). Like both Sam and Avery — and almost all the characters in Ms. Baker’s plays — she’s a bit of
a misfit. Her pale, luminous beauty is purposefully clouded by long fronds of green-dyed hair, and she dresses
in shapeless black T-shirts that proclaim her alienation from traditional norms of femininity.

Among the many small grudges Sam shares with Avery is Rose’s advancement over him at the theater: Sam
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feels he should be up in the booth by now. Worse still, Rose seems completely oblivious to the bone-deep
crush Sam has on her (despite the fact that he believes that she’s a lesbian). Avery, who greets Sam’s
confidences with unfailing geniality, finds himself uncomfortably drawn into the unspoken tension between the
two when Rose makes an aggressive come-on one night.

Ms. Baker specializes in moments of intimacy that are awkward, hilarious and ineffably touching. Here Rose’s
blunt attempt to ignite a sexual spark with Avery, as they sit next to each other in the theater’s seats, becomes
emblematic of the way all three characters remain tone-deaf to one another’s yearnings, sensitivities,
frustrations. In scenes separated by quick blackouts, we are brought into intimacy with these characters
through casual chitchat about the irritations of the workplace, random banter about movies (the persnickety
Avery argues forcefully that no work of genius has emerged from Hollywood in the last decade), time-killing
conversations about astrology.

Gradually, a sense of the emotional and ethical problems that plague even small lives like these begins to
accumulate. In one of the play’s most affecting scenes, Avery sits alone in the dark theater, talking to a friend
on the phone and exposing his sadness in a way that, despite his clear yearning for friendship, he can never
seem to do with Sam.

“Maybe it’s never gonna be better,” he says. “Maybe I’m gonna live with my dad for the rest of my life and,
like, the actual problem is just that I’m waiting for things to change. Like maybe I’m just gonna be that weird
depressed guy and I should just, like, accept it. And that’ll be the life I get.”

That the life we get is not often (if ever) the life we expect is both a commonplace and a sad, fundamental
truth. Ms. Baker’s peerless aptitude for exploring how people grope their way toward a sense of equanimity,
even as they learn to accept disappointment, is among the things that make her such a gifted writer.

And her writing is a great blessing to performers: “The Flick” draws out nakedly truthful and unadorned acting
that is a pleasure in itself. Mr. Maher has emerged as a reliably endearing character actor Off Broadway. Here
Sam’s simmering exasperation at Rose’s shrugging indifference strikes notes as funny as they are
heartbreaking, and his interactions with Avery are often hilarious.

Ms. Krause nails her character’s offhand insensitivity, which she wears with the same casual slouch as she does
her goth-lite wardrobe. We come to see how vulnerable Rose is, in her own way, when she finds herself
suddenly faced with the possibility of losing her job. To her, as to Sam and Avery, what appears to be a dead-
end grind is really a lifeline to the world that none can afford to let slip from their grip without a fierce fight.

But Mr. Moten gives the evening’s most revelatory and affecting performance. Moving with the mechanical
aspect of an action figure whose batteries are running down, his Avery is a quintessential nerd, right down to
the oversize eyeglass frames and the polo shirt buttoned to the top, but one whose quiet rectitude and
sweetness are indicated in his every speech. Like many people who lose themselves in art from an early age,
Avery will take a longer time than usual to find his bearings in the real world.

For all the delicacy and insight of the writing, the epiphanies certainly take their sweet time coming in “The
Flick,” which at three hours (with one intermission) runs about as long as your average Shakespeare
production. The emotional impact of the events that gradually leave one of the characters feeling alienated
from the others is somewhat vitiated by the play’s inordinate length. (Ms. Baker’s plays “The Aliens” and
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“Circle Mirror Transformation” achieved equally potent effects at considerably shorter duration.)

And yet if you have any feeling for ordinary people in furtive search of those extraordinary things — requited
love, true friendship, a sustaining belief in man’s humanity to man — that can ennoble any life (or blight it,
should they be lost), this lovingly observed play will sink deep into your consciousness, and probably stay there
for a while. Without question “The Flick” requires your patience, but it rewards that patience too, bountifully.

The Flick

By Annie Baker; directed by Sam Gold; sets and costumes by David Zinn; lighting by Jane Cox; sound by Bray
Poor; production stage manager, Katrina Herrmann; production manager, Christopher Boll. Presented by
Playwrights Horizons, Tim Sanford, artistic director; Leslie Marcus, managing director; Carol Fishman, general
manager. At Playwrights Horizons, 416 West 42nd Street, Clinton, (212) 279-4200, ticketcentral.com. Through
March 31. Running time: 3 hours.

WITH: Alex Hanna (Skylar/the Dreaming Man), Louisa Krause (Rose), Matthew Maher (Sam) and Aaron
Clifton Moten (Avery).
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Down in the Basement, Family Tensions Stir
By CHARLES ISHERWOOD

The streets are aflame with conflict in Dominique Morisseau’s play “Detroit ’67,” but the temperature in the
basement recreation room where the action takes place never rises much above a mild simmer. An overly tidy
drama that uses the riots that roiled the title city as the background to formulaic stories about a brother and
sister at odds and an interracial romance, Ms. Morisseau’s play blends sentiment and social history in roughly
equal parts, with results that feel studied and disappointingly bland.

The production, presented as part of the Public Lab series in association with the Classical Theater of Harlem
and the National Black Theater (where it moves after the Public run), evokes the period with vibrant
specificity. From the record player, and eventually the eight-track tape player, comes a steady stream of
Motown hits: the Temptations, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, Martha Reeves and the Vandellas, the
Four Tops. The costumes, by Esosa, are slick vintage duds that would fetch nice prices on eBay. On the cinder-
block walls of the set, by Neil Patel, are photographs of an assortment of celebrated African-American figures,
from Malcolm X to Aretha Franklin.

Despite all these vivid signifiers of the 1960s, the blueprint for the play’s dramaturgy might almost have been
drawn up decades before. Chelle (Michelle Wilson) and Lank (Francois Battiste) have recently inherited their
childhood home. They have converted the basement where they played as children into an after-hours club,
hoping to bring in some extra money to supplement their modest inheritance. With his best friend, Sly
(Brandon J. Dirden), Lank — it’s a nickname for Langston — secretly has ambitions to buy a real bar with the
money. He knows the more conservative Chelle will put the brakes on his dreams — she has a son at Tuskegee
to support — so he keeps his plan under wraps.

Sly and Lank’s business negotiations are interrupted when they find a more pressing problem on their hands:
driving home one night, they come upon a badly beaten woman stumbling along the street. Nervous about
what might result if two black men arrived at the hospital with a disoriented and battered white woman, they
bring her home and install her in the basement to recuperate.

Chelle, appalled at their impulsive decision, still helps to nurse the woman, Caroline (Samantha Soule), who
somewhat implausibly refuses to say much about who she is or what happened to her. Because Chelle could
use some help serving drinks and food at the club, she reluctantly agrees to let Caroline stay — only to regret
her decision when she sees Lank and Caroline warming to each other.

With its carefully charted plots and subplots, “Detroit ’67,” directed by Kwame Kwei-Armah, has the
diagrammatic feeling of an extended episode of a 1970s sitcom. Playing the role of the brassy sexpot Bunny,
who drops by to make sassy wisecracks, De’Adre Aziza almost seems to be paying loving tribute to the Willona
character from “Good Times,” which starred Esther Rolle as the matriarch of a working-class family in
Chicago. With her jangling bangles, thigh-high skirts and brash humor, Ms. Aziza’s spunky Bunny gives the
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play some lively comic relief.

The other actors inhabit their characters with ease, although the writing doesn’t give them scope to create fully
three-dimensional portraits. As the optimistic Lank, ready to help usher in the new world he sees rising from
the ashes, Mr. Battiste exudes a warm likability. Mr. Dirden, recently seen in the superb Signature Theater
revival of August Wilson’s “Piano Lesson,” brings a spiky seductiveness to the smallish role of Sly.

Caroline, who eventually reveals why she refused to divulge much about her past, is as much a device as a
character: a convenient way for Ms. Morisseau to bring the issue of the city’s stark racial divide from the
streets into the basement. Ms. Soule does her best to give this cipher some flesh-and-blood specificity. In
Chelle Ms. Wilson creates a convincing portrait of a woman whose family feeling runs deep but whose loyalty
to her son’s future ultimately trumps even her deep affection for her brother.

Though the play crackles with humor, Ms. Morisseau’s dialogue is less adroit when it comes to the drama’s
more serious subject matter: the bitterness arising between Chelle and Lank when she learns of his plans to
buy the bar. The characters tend to spell out their emotions in neat aphorisms, and repeat them as necessary.

“Life ain’t just about keeping what you got,” Lank says when Chelle upbraids him for going behind her back to
buy the bar. “It’s about building something new.” (The play’s plot, turning on a family dispute over a legacy,
owes debts both to “The Piano Lesson” and Lorraine Hansberry’s “Raisin in the Sun.”)

Later, Chelle confides to Bunny her resentment at Lank’s making eyes at Caroline. “I see him look at her, and
it makes me feel like we ain’t enough,” she complains. “Like he sees something better in her than he sees in us.
Throw us out like a scratched record. But ain’t we got no value?”

“Detroit ’67” could actually use some scratches along its too-smooth surfaces. Even after tragedy strikes, you
have the sense that all will be resolved with minimal lasting damage: just fire up some Motown, get those hips
moving and everything will work out fine.

Detroit ’67

By Dominique Morisseau; directed by Kwame Kwei-Armah; sets by Neil Patel; costumes by Esosa; lighting by
Colin D. Young; sound by Shane Rettig; production stage manager, Christina Lowe; associate artistic director,
Mandy Hackett; associate producer, Maria Goyanes; general manager, Steven Showalter; production executive,
Ruth E. Sternberg. A Public Lab production, presented by the Public Theater, Oskar Eustis, artistic director;
Patrick Willingham, executive director; in association with the Classical Theater of Harlem and the National
Black Theater. Through Sunday at the Public Theater, 425 Lafayette Street, at Astor Place, East Village, (212)
967-7555, publictheater.org. Reopens on March 23 and runs through April 14 at National Black Theater, 2031
Fifth Avenue, near 125th Street, East Harlem, (866) 811-4111, classicaltheatreofharlem.org. Running time: 2
hours 15 minutes.

WITH: De’Adre Aziza (Bunny), Francois Battiste (Lank), Brandon J. Dirden (Sly), Samantha Soule (Caroline)
and Michelle Wilson (Chelle).
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