
'Heiress': A 'Chick Flick' for the stage  

Gary Puckett/Theater Critic 

Message to all the guys out there: Valentine's Day may be over, but you 
can still make points with the woman in your life by taking her to the First 
Street Playhouse production of The Heiress.  

Why? Because not only is live theater a classier date than a movie (and 
only slightly more at expensive at this local venue), but this play is 
definitely geared towards reaching the heart-strings of the ladies in the 
audience. It's about LOVE and, even better, UNREQUITED LOVE — so 
she is sure to think you are one sensitive son-of-a-gun for suggesting this 
show instead of some rock 'em, sock 'em action movie.  

(Message to all the gals out there: I apologize for the blatant sexism of that opening paragraph. And 
for all of you who are currently contemplating a trip to Massachusetts to tie the knot, I apologize for 
the shameful heterosexual bias. But what's the point of having stereotypes if you can't use them for a 
couple of cheap laughs?)  

Just for the record, I went "stag" to this production, so I didn't make any points whatsoever with my 
wife, which may have contributed to my occasional regret that I wasn't watching something starring 
The Rock. Also, Henry James, the author of Washington Square, the novel which Ruth and Augustus 
Goetz adapted and retitled The Heiress, has never been exactly my cup of tea. He is just a little bit too 
precious for my taste, a fancy pants stylist with more technique than talent.  

But there is no question that his tale is well-crafted, as is the Goetzes' stage version. And with the 
right actors, it can be a satisfying, if somewhat long-winded, evening in the theater.  

Fortunately, the First Street cast, ably directed by Larry Boller, is generally up to the task at hand. 
Though they started off a bit stiff, they eventually found the fire at the heart of this drama and made it 
come alive.  

The Heiress is a costume drama, a story of high society in New York City in the mid-19th century. 
Catherine (Carrie Schafer) is the painfully shy daughter of the rich and overbearing Dr. Austin Sloper 
(Jerry Hage). Although he loves his daughter, Dr. Sloper has never been able to completely forgive 
Catherine that his beloved wife — in his eyes, the epitome of feminine charm and beauty — died 
giving birth to her. Consequently, his incessant criticisms have slowly but surely eroded Catherine's 
self-esteem, to the point where she avoids all social occasions — and all possible chances of 
matrimony.  

Then one day Morris Townsend (Jason Creighton) swoops into her life. Handsome and well-spoken, 
he seems just too good to be true when he turns his attentions on the mousy Catherine. And that is 
precisely her father's opinion, who sees Townsend (correctly, as it turns out) as a shameless fortune-
hunter . But Catherine, not surprisingly, is quickly swept off her feet and the two make plans to wed.  

While Hage is fairly effective as the domineering Dr. Sloper, he undercuts an essential plot point by 
making his contempt for his daughter's abilities obvious from the get-go, thereby failing to provide the 
motivation for Catherine's transformation from dutiful daughter to bitter opponent. While always 
cruel, the doctor's sniping should be carefully concealed beneath his avowed intentions of improving 
her character. Then, when the level of his contempt is finally revealed, it would be clear why 

'The Heiress' 

Who: First Street Playhouse  

When: 8 p.m. Fridays and 
Saturdays, and 5 p.m. 
Sundays through Feb. 29  

Where: 160 S. Water St., 
Batavia  

Tickets: $15/$12. Call (630) 
406-6367. ··· 



Catherine is so devastated — and so angry. (It also keeps the character of Dr. Sloper from being such 
a Johnny One-Note.)  

But despite this liability, the show works, in no small part the result of the excellent performances by 
Shafer and Creighton in the leads. Shafer makes both sides of Catherine's character truly believable — 
first as the Mouse and then as the Mouse That Roars. Creighton, too, is very strong as the immoral, 
comfort-loving Townsend. He rightly makes Townsend a very good liar, leaving the audience in doubt 
as to his real intentions nearly as long as his intended victim.  

Several of the supporting players are also quite good. As Lavinia, the busybody aunt who is just a 
little in love with Townsend herself, Bethany Evans delivers a nicely nuanced performance, as does 
Genevieve Levin, who gives the small role of Maria, the Sloper's Irish maid, a fully fleshed-out sense 
of character. Victoria Jozef, Mandy Habel, Deborah DeLorenzo and Ricardo Quintanilla, while not 
quite as capable as the others, are generally effective in their roles, too.  

Joe Petrie has created a handsome set for the show and the costumes (by Levin) are faithful to the 
period and very attractive. So fellows, if your Hallmark card, box of chocolates or dozen roses didn't 
make the grade, consider taking her to The Heiress. She'll love you for it.  
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