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While you're watching and listening to it, Third Person seems to be about sex and desolation: the hot rise and sad, cold decline of a love affair gone strangely sour for no clear reason. It's narrated by two men (in the third person; hence the title) who recount the tale with a detachment that almost feels like objectivity, aided by a variety of visual and aural evidences such as drawings, photographs, slides, video, and a voice recording on DVD. We can see that the men in the photos, etc. are these men, but so artificial is the setting for this would-be confessional that we're always aware that they're actors—this didn't happen to them, although it may have happened to the men they're pretending to be.

It's clear, too, that Third Person is about how to tell a story, and how to use (surprisingly low-tech!) multimedia to really arrest and engage an audience in the theatre. The creator of this piece, Peter S. Petralia, has been experimenting with "show and tell" for years; in plays like Cheap Thrills, Bunny's Last Night in Limbo, and About Silence, he's employed a variety of devices (screens, curtains, microphones, plastic wrap, laptop computers) to withhold information from his audience and also to comment on the quality of information being imparted. Here, he keeps his actors—Carlton Ward and James Tigger! Ferguson, both superb—and the audience frequently in the dark: the actors provide what little literal light there is using hand-held fixtures, a slide projector, and an overhead projector. Meanwhile, they move through the segments of their tragedy with a dexterity that's weirdly impressive and a dispassionate efficiency that's a little bit alarming. Don't they hear what they're saying?

It's all strangely dissociating (and disarming, distancing, disaffecting; lots of disses): and at the end of the piece, the characters in it have completely disappeared, as if they were never there, which is not just disturbing but downright discombobulating. Once I had time to process Third Person, I began to see that it's a parable about alienation—the ways that contemporary mores in 21st century America, which may feel cheery enough on the surface, are turning us into reactive automatons. Image has replaced substance: as soon as Eddie and Joel, the protagonists of this particular tale, have experienced the sensate rushes of orgasm, cocaine-induced high, and money-induced vacation, they're sated; finished.

The writing is spare, poetic, and beautiful; Petralia's restless innovation as a director sometimes threatens to overshadow his astonishing talent for playwriting, but the two go hand in hand to make surprising, profound theatre that lingers in the consciousness. A number of artists have collaborated with him to create this work, including Laura Klein (film and photography), Grace Kline (film), Sarah Ibrahim (film), J. Morrison (transparency art), and Nicole Jung (music). All deserve our gratitude for working together to stretch not only the way audiences experience theatre but the ways we are made to see—and confront—ourselves in a world where meaningful self-reflection seems ever more removed from daily existence.
