Rosie the Riveter in Richmond
Shotgun dramatizes women at war

The spunky Berkeley theater troupe, Shotgun Players, has come up with an engaging and deeply satisfying winner in its latest offering, the world premiere of This World in a Woman’s Hands, and the achievement is all the more to its credit because the play was conceived, commissioned and developed by the company itself.  Too, it’s a local story, focused on the women who worked as welders and fitters at the Henry J. Kaiser shipyard in Richmond during World War II.
It’s Rosie the Riveter with a twist.

That twist is a sympathetic look at the African-American women who did the same jobs as white women but who were paid less.  Yet that look is placed in the larger context of all the working women, whatever their background—black, white, Latina, educated, uneducated—as they forge a solidarity with one another, in their mutual poverty and struggle for dignity, in often man-less lives.
The seed for the play was planted a few years ago, when playwright Marcus Gardley, Shotgun artistic director, Patrick Dooley, and others were preparing another locally-based original, A Dream House in Lorin.  Interviews with women who had worked in the Richmond shipyards provoked Gardley and the Shotgun team into creating this work, with the valuable help of director, Aaron Davidman, in collaboration with actors.
Collaborative plays don’t always come together well, but this one does, beautifully.  It tells two stories, one focusing on a black woman, Gloria Cutting, who leaves her daughter in Louisiana order to travel west to Richmond, where war-effort jobs for women, that offer “equal pay for equal work,” are promised.  She longs to be a welder, but she has to start lower in the pecking order, and she soon learns that the equal pay pledge was a lie.  When some of the women secretly try to start a union, Gloria is caught in a bind as she’s forced either to inform on them or to cause many of them to lose their jobs.
The other story is collective, a look through a series of brief scenes, at what these women as a group face economically and emotionally.  We see the dreams they dream as well as the reality they’re forced to live, and we share it with them in a remarkable intimacy created by set designer Lisa Clark’s factory space, made up of two-by-four scaffolding that encloses both the stage and the audience. 
What’s surprising about This World in a Woman’s Hands is how wittily conceived it is, eschewing any undue reverence or clichéd notions that might diminish the material.  From the first moment, when the women gather in a flirty chorus, singing a little boop-boop song, we sense we may be about to experience something fresh.  Fortunately we do, in wonderfully inventive moments, like a hilarious spoof of noir movies, or a raffish but pointed satire of Jim Crow laws about riding in the back of a bus.  Valera Coble provides convincing costumes, Richard Olmstead does the fine lighting, Chris Paulina adds projections and sound, Molly Holm supplies exemplary musical direction, Baruch Porras-Hernandez fashions brightly watchable dances, and Bay Area jazz treasure, Marcus Shelby sits just offstage to add fine acoustic bass accompaniment.

The game and engaging cast is headed by Margo Hall as Gloria.  Laura Evans, Rebecca Frank, Dena Martinez, Gwen Loeb, Liz T. Rogers-Beckly, Dawn L. Troupe, Beth Wilmurt and Kathryn Zdan make up the wonderful ensemble, fretting, gossiping, longing, singing, dancing and breaking hearts—ours.
A lively and appealing new work, The World in a Woman’s Hands plays at the Ashby Stage, at Ashby Avenue and Martin Luther King Jr. Way, until October 18th.  For tickets/information call 841-6500 or visit www.shotgunplayers.org. 

