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‘BY"ALISA SOLOMON

THE THEORY OF TOTAL BLAME. A play writ-
ten and directed by Karen Finley, presented at
the Kitchen (closed).

ican theater, heing American, re-

mains preoccuppied with the family.
These days, that national obsession has
become grotesque. The Bush campaign
won by exalting Mom and Dad and “the
Jittle brown ones”; meanwhile the demon
eyes of Joel Steinberg glare out at us
daily from‘the tabloid covers. The phony.
ideal and its all-too-real perversion are, of”
course, two faces of the same bad penny.
Bush’s refusal to fit such notions as de-
cent day care and housing into his fanta-
sy of family is the flip side of the the
evening news’s failure to see the Stein-
berg case in the context of a violently
sexist culture.

In the same way, Karen Finley’s The
Theory of Total Blame inverts the image
of Our Tbwn but shares the premise, that
the family is a hermetic, emotional unit,
independent of social or political struc-
tures. In her firat full-length play, Finley
presents her version of the Typical Amer-
ican Family at Christmas: the father, who
had committed incest with the daughter,
killed himself some time ago (the clumsy
exposition explains). All the kids, natu-
rally, blame their alcoholic mother
(played by Finley) and, to some degree,
themselves. Of course, all are nutcases:
‘one son is comatose, another has been in
meditation cults for 10 years, the third ia
an emotionally stunted reject from the ;

Fiﬂ}' yeats after Our Town, the Amer-

army, and so on. For ‘70 minutes they -

.scream_at_each other, taking turns"at .
“erying about how they need love and :
/flinging recriminations at their’ mother, -
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For her part, Mom yells to her daugh-
ter to “get out of my fucking house.” She
tells her son he doesn’t eat red meat
because “that’s a safe way of getting out
of eating live, bleeding pussy.” She re-
moves her panties and fans her crotch
with her skirt when her kids tell her she
stinks, and serves jello molds by digging
them out of the pan with her fingers and
slopping the slimy gook onto a platter.
_ Clearly Finley wants to say something
about the debasement of the family and
to show how we revert to stuck, childish
roles when we return to our homes as
adults, but her playwriting matches the
mother’s kitsch cuisine: ¢rude and shape-
less. Her characters shout out rhetorical
declarations, but there is no dranfatic ac-'

‘tion—a pity, since Finley has chosen

such a conventional dramatic form. She
seems to have missed the fundamental

‘point that simply to depict a disgusting

situation is not to offer a critique of it.
The writing vomits up contempt and
does not transform it into an experience
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“that provides any in;sigﬁt,'so what ought,
.to be excruciating about this family is,
instead, oddly banal,
Finley ends the play with one of her
trancelike monologues. Keening in a
chair, she speaks of being a black sheep,
an artist her parents and siblings could
never understand. Though these final few-
minutes take on a power that is lacking
in the rest of the performance, the mate-
rial drowns in self-pity and strikes some
offensive notés. “Some sheep are chosen
-to be sick,” she says, referring, no doubt,
to AIDS, “so families can finally come
together and say, ‘I love you.'” So much
for inverting Bush’s image of America®




