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Paintings themselves are characters in 'Exhibit This'
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“Exhibit This: The Museum Comedies” isn’t the first show that Playhouse on the Square has performed in an actual museum. A few years ago, the theater company staged “Inventing Van Gogh” in the small auditorium at the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art.
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Danny Armitage, Ron Gephart as Socrates and Pamela Poletti perform a scene from "Exhibit This: the Museum Comedies" at the Dixon Gallery and Gardens. 

The surrounding concept of both collaborations, of course, is that the plays’ artistic themes will get the audience excited about artists and art. Paintings, once humanized, take on a new context, and even a new sense of drama. It’s presumed that audiences will want to return to the museum to see what other surprises await.

According to executive producer Jackie Nichols, the production of “Exhibit This” at the Dixon Gallery — running through Sunday — is the first time the play itself has been performed in a museum, which certainly makes it a more immersive experience. 
Playwright Luigi Jannuzzi’s full-length play is inspired by about 50 famous works from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, which that most students of art history know by heart. Stage productions elsewhere have shown projected images of the referenced art, including a bunch of Manets, Renoirs and Picassos, among others.

At the Dixon, you just have to use your imagination as a tour guide compares her crumbling life to scenes from Hopper, O’Keefe, Bellows, Bonnard and Freud. 

“Exhibit This” is a series of quirky vignettes that range from comically silly to the weirdly surreal. In the former category are a security guard (Jason Gerhard) who convinces his mother that a Michelangelo painting is his own, and actress Melissa Harkness’s absolutely hilarious tour guide having a breakdown.

Things get stranger as the audience changes galleries (don’t worry, there are seats in each). In several scenes, the paintings and tapestries come to life. Socrates, from the Jacques Louis-David painting, decides he doesn’t want to drink the hemlock and makes his way for the exit, blocked by a gentle guard. In one of the funnier scenes, a desperate curator (Ed Porter) alerts security that the entire cast of Seurat’s painting “Study for a Sunday on La Grande Jatte” has escaped, making the pointillist observation that catching them is difficult because when you get close, they disappear.

Though not the full play, the eight scenes of “Exhibit This” at the Dixon, running about an hour, are enough to whet one’s appetite for this kind of show.  And perhaps the flashes of color in one’s peripheral vision are enough of a tease to get folks back to the Dixon, and in that respect, Playhouse’s production is a dramatic marketing concept.

