
By TOM WRONA

“

Cabaret” is one of the
best Surflight produc-
tions I’ve ever seen. It’s

right up there with my faves
like “A Chorus Line,” “Came-
lot,” “State Fair” and “The
Scarlet Pimpernel.” But you
won’t find it at the Surflight’s
Beach Haven theater.

Last year Surflight signed a
deal with Trump and Jersey
Shore Entertainment to pro-
duce shows at the Trump
Plaza. Sure, we (and our ad-
vertisers) would like you (and
your dollars) to stay on the Is-
land, but if you insist on going
to Atlantic City, “Cabaret” is
the only way I know you can
spend two hours in a casino,
have a guaranteed good time
and be out only $25 a person.

Just one week after telling
you that I’ll never like musical
drama as much as musical
comedy, I have to tell that this
musical drama (with a few
very funny lines) is a superb
play, superbly presented. And
scenic designer Ted LeFevre –
whose judgment on a minor
point in “Shenandoah” I ques-
tioned last week – has created
an ingenious and attractive set
that operates as a nightclub, a
train compartment, a boarding
house and more, with a mini-
mum of resetting. Give that
man a budget and he’ll give

‘Cabaret’ a Guaranteed Good Time in AC
you a marvelous set.

With longer runs and a the-
ater with almost twice the ca-
pacity of Beach Haven’s, the
Trump Plaza productions gen-
erate the cash needed for more
elaborate production values.
And the cast is top notch, too.

Erica Hanrahan plays Sally
Bowles, the part so completely
identified with Liza Minelli. If
you’re a fan of Minelli’s inter-
pretation of Sally, you’ll love
Hanrahan’s. Yet Hanrahan
doesn’t try to imitate Minelli;
she makes Sally her own. So if,
like me, you’re not a big fan of
Minelli, you’ll like Hanrahan
even more.

Sally’s leading man is the
American writer Clifford
Bradshaw (Tom Sellwood).
Next to Sally’s exuberant deca-
dence, Bradshaw is a rather
plain and reserved character.
And that’s exactly how
Sellwood plays him. He’s an
excellent choice.

The supporting cast is
equally good. Ed Romanoff is
appealing as the jovial smug-
gler Ernst Ludwig, and repel-
lent when we learn the unsa-
vory truth. Both Rebecca
Hoodwin as Fraulein
Schneider, the boarding house
landlady, and John Dewar as
her Jewish boarder, are funny
and poignant. As Fraulein
Kost, the boarder with a suspi-
ciously large number of “cous-
ins” and “nephews” who hap-
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HOME AWAY FROM HOME: The cast of ‘Cabaret’ is playing this month at
Trump Plaza in Atlantic City, but the glitzy show is a production of the Surflight
Theatre team. Christopher Sloan, center, is ‘perfect’ in a demanding role.

By RACHAEL K. BOSLEY

Hollywood’s fascina-
tion with the Great
Depression isn’t hard

to understand, given that
such movies offer opportuni-
ties for creative production
design and inspirational nar-
ratives about hard-working
Americans who have fallen
on hard times. Why, then,
doesn’t it yield better mov-
ies? The list of ingredients for
films such as “Road to Perdi-
tion,” “Seabiscuit” and
“Cinderella Man” might
look like a great recipe, but
when you actually tuck into
the meal, you can’t help won-
dering what went wrong in
the kitchen.

With “Cinderella Man,”
director Ron Howard was
probably hoping to re-create
some of the same magic that
made his drama “A Beautiful

Midnight Comes Quickly for ‘Cinderella Man’

pen to be sailors, Carolyn
Popp surprised me. I didn’t
care for her when she starred
in Surflight’s fall 2003 produc-
tion of “I Do! I Do!”  (I didn’t
care for the play, either). But as
Kost, she’s perfect, and appeal-
ing in a way I didn’t see the
first time I saw her.

I’ve saved the best for last.
Christopher Sloan is beyond
perfect as the Master of Cer-
emonies. This is a difficult and
demanding role, and Sloan’s
performance is flawless. Pick
any superlative you want to
throw at him and he’s worthy
of it: amazing, superb, remark-
able, to name a few. His perfor-
mance alone is worth the price
of a ticket.

I have only two complaints.
The Atlantic City audience
was, as usual, vulgar and boor-
ish, talking non-stop to each
other and even occasionally
into their cell phones. And this
show is a full two hours long
with no intermission. But don’t
let either of these issues keep
you away from this outstand-
ing production. What good is
sitting alone in your room?
Come hear the music play. ■

Tom Wrona is a writer and film-
maker based in Barnegat. You can
let him know what you think of
his reviews at tom@dangerous
movies.com. And for more Island-
area entertainment tidbits, visit
his web site at wrona.com.

Mind” a hit with critics, audi-
ences and the Academy of Mo-
tion Picture Arts and Sciences.
Both pictures are based on true
stories about men who over-
came daunting odds to achieve
a miraculous level of success,
and actor Russell Crowe and
Oscar-winning screenwriter
Akiva Goldsman were aboard
both projects. But whereas “A
Beautiful Mind” offered some
level of momentum and a dra-
matic character arc,
“Cinderella Man” spends
about two hours casting
around for something, any-
thing, to move events along.
Finally, in the film’s last 40
minutes, the story arrives.

The main character of
“Cinderella Man,” boxer Jim
Braddock (played by Crowe),
starts out as a decent, honor-
able man who loves his family,
and he ends up as a decent,
honorable man who loves his

family and also happens to
hold the title of World Heavy-
weight Champion. Perhaps
things were a little more com-
plicated for Braddock in real
life, but if so, those details
didn’t suit the narrative
Howard and his collaborators
had in mind.

In the film, Braddock’s life
is defined by two relation-
ships: his marriage to hard-
headed Mae (Renée Zell-
weger), and his sporadic con-
tact with his manager, Joe
Gould (Paul Giamatti). As the
Braddocks’ financial reserves
dry up, scenes of domestic
cuteness evolve into scenes of
domestic hardship; one or two
of these would illustrate the
point, but instead we get sev-
eral of them, punctuated by
the inevitable sorry close-ups
of the Braddocks’ three, wide-
eyed children.

These scenes are meant to

form the backbone of the
story’s drama, but instead they
somehow manage to be both
predictable and unbelievable.
With their earnest North Jersey
accents, Zellweger and Crowe
come across as college drama
students who’ve stumbled into
a meticulously dressed set.

After languishing in domes-
tic drama for the better part of
two hours, “Cinderella Man”
discovers its purpose when an
impromptu boxing match
takes Braddock back into the
ring. In their approach to the
fight scenes, Howard and cin-
ematographer Salvatore Totino
(who first collaborated with
the director on “The Missing”)
strove for realism rather than
stylization, and the results are
impressive. After scoring one
unlikely victory after another,
Braddock confronts the colorful
and famously vicious Max Baer
(Craig Bierko), and their climac-

tic bout delivers what little
genuine drama “Cinderella
Man” has to offer.

“Cinderella Man” begs
comparison to “Seabiscuit,”
another Depression-era, tri-
umph-of-the-underdog tale
based on a true story, but its
true soulmate is Ridley
Scott’s disastrous Crusades
epic “Kingdom of Heaven.”
Like that film, “Cinderella
Man” is a one-act drama
forced into a three-act struc-
ture whose creators struggle
to fill the time by wallowing
in period detail and periph-
eral characters, rather than
by developing the characters
who actually matter. As a re-
sult, what’s meant to be mov-
ing is curiously inert. ■
Rachael Bosley is the senior edi-
tor of American Cinematogra-
pher and a former assistant edi-
tor of The Beachcomber. She
lives in Los Angeles.


