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drop to a whisper with unnecessary frequency. 
They can’t even pronounce the Italian names 
consistently, let alone correctly. Richard 
Chassler, playing aggrieved nobleman Guido 
Franceschini, does the single-note noble-bearing 
thing until his final monologue at the end, when 
he is in his cell waiting to be executed. It’s a good 
thing there are no set pieces within his reach — 
they’d be chewed to splinters. Let’s just say 
William Shatner shows more restraint. 

Then there are the costumes. I 
understand how difficult it is to put together 
period costumes on a tight budget. But doing 
some research (which designer Deborah Byrd 
has done), making some creative substitutes 
when necessary (again done), and taking care 
of the costumes can go a long way. It’s the 
taking care part that was not done. Lisa Zee 
Ziembicki, as the murdered wife Pompilia, can’t 
move without clutching at her too-long dress. It 
could have been hitched up a little and still had 
that trailing effect. One surcoat has a huge 
bottom button and no hole. Another waistcoat 
has buttons sewn on in a crooked line. That’s not 
a budget problem. That is sloppiness. 

I love the concept of literature on stage. 
But Browning’s dramatic monologues usually 
aren’t very dramatic, and East Heights 
Productions’ execution of them is, well, 
dramatically wanting. 

Reviewed by Anne Louise Bannon

Critics have hearts — honest, we do. And 
we do appreciate the immense amount of work 
involved in getting a show up and running. But 
when that show is just plain bad, there is little 
we can do but call it that way. 

The Ring and the Book is bad. It’s bad on 
so many levels. Director Brenda Urquhart has 
the good sense to keep the actors moving just 
enough. Shellene Cirri’s backdrop of an Italian 
villa is quite lovely. But the rest …

Let’s start with the script. It’s a cutdown 
version of a two-volume series of “dramatic 
monologues” by Victorian poet Robert 
Browning. I generally like Browning, but like 
most Victorian poets, he can get a bit full of 
himself. His take on a late 17th-century trial of a 
nobleman who had killed his wife and her 
parents in a jealous rage is English Romanticism 
at its fulsome worst. The poem “My Last 
Duchess” says essentially the same things in 56 
lines.  

While the monologues may ramble, the 
language is still densely packed. But the entire 
cast do their monologues on fast forward. When 
you have to read the written plot line in the 
program to get a hint of what’s going on, what’s 
going on had better be sung with full orchestra 
and in a foreign language with a translation 
superscripted above the stage. If it isn’t, you’ve 
got a problem with your actors. 

Most of them play on single notes and 

"The Ring and the Book” presented by East 
Heights Productions at the Metropole 
Theatre Works, 1277 N. Wilton Pl., 
Hollywood. Fri.-Sat. 8 p.m., Sun. 3 p.m. Aug. 
20-Sept. 11. $10. (323) 660-8587.

THE RING AND THE BOOK
at Metropole Theatre Works
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