
The Ring
and the Book

've got to say that I’m all for ambitious projects. Especially when the commitment level of those 
involved matches the heights of the undertaking. Such is the case with a new stage adaptation of 
Robert Browning’s 19th century  novel “The Ring and the Book,” now playing at MetropoleI

—Meg Donivan

Theatre Works. 
It seems that during his Italian market 

wanderings, the old poet happened upon 
transcripts of a sensational trial in the Rome 
courts which occurred some 200 years earlier. 
The juicy subject matter? A nobleman, Count 
Guido (Richard Chassler), who had killed his 
much younger wife and also her parents. Or 
rather, the people who had “adopted” her as an 
infant, giving a chunk ‘o change to a street 
woman for her kid. Why did he kill his wife, 
Pompilia (Lisa Zee Ziembicki), who had been 
literally sold to him when she was 15 by her 
so-called parents? Because he was pissed off at 
the courts for not taking any action after she 
ran away from him, aided by a young priest 
(Jerry Goble). Why did Pompilia fly the coop, 
especially since she was pregnant with the 
Count’s child? Because old Guido was a brute 
who treated her like property, that’s why. And 
besides, she had the hots for this hunk of a 
clergyman, who likewise yearned for her. Not 
that they did anything about it, this being the 
17th century and these being the heroes of our 
story.

Anyhow, this is the stuff of Browning’s 
epic, which it seems he penned as a bunch of 
dramatic monologues. He even added Richard Chassler and Lisa Zee Ziembicki 
characters like narrators (Barry Shay 
Schaeffer and Heather Hiltermann) and lawyers in the courtroom (Vito Viscuso and Ken 
McFarlane) and stuck in the Pope (Dave Hawthorne) for good measure. So, you’d think that this 
material would be a natural for the stage. 

Unfortunately, this version gets mired in archaic language, indulgent pacing and murky 
staging, and is perhaps too loyal to Browning’s narration — sorry, but all of the really good stuff 
happens offstage. But it’s also buoyed by many strong, impassioned performances, and when the 
actors do manage to make the text come alive (Ken McFarlane, Lisa Zee Ziembicki and 
Richard Chassler all have their moments) you understand why those who believe in “The Ring and 
the Book” have invested so much time and talent. 

Performing at Metropole Theatre Works, 1277 N. Wilton Place, at Fountain Ave, in Hollywood, Friday 
& Saturday at 8 pm through September 11. Tickets $10, Call 323/660-8587.
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