Banjo Bonanza
by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC – The longest running show in the history of our nation’s capital is not the funny farm up on Capitol Hill where our legislators periodically meet to “help” us.  I say this only because our earnest senators and representatives cannot qualify as legitimate theater – they are indeed a bundle of laughs, but only for those fortunate enough to avoid the consequences of their profligate spending.  No, our Congress must be placed in a special category, and a not very flattering one.
In terms of legitimate theater, the longest running show is Stephen Wade’s Banjo Dancing.  This two hours of pure joy is a one-man show which has been running continuously in the Old Vat room of the Arena Stage since January 13, 1981.

Wade is a premier story teller.  He uses five or six banjos (only one at a time!) throughout the performance to provide a musical background as he narrates the American experience in terms of folk stories, tall tales, and occasional popular history.  Many of his stories are accompanied with clog dancing and harmonica playing.  He works his audience much as a panhandler or con-artist.  Throughout the performance the dominant mood in the audience is awe – here is one man keeping 200-plus people in a constant smile.

The actual full title of the play is:

BANJO DANCING

Or

THE 48TH ANNUAL SQUITTERS MOUNTAIN

SONG DANCE FOLKLORE CONVENTION

and BANJO CONTEST

….and how I lost

Wade discusses this subtitle throughout his performance, so that by the end of the show you have some idea about what happened to him on Squitters Mountain.  Mostly, however, you find yourself longing for the days of simpler pleasures, when entertainment was less electronic and more personal.  People really did spend evenings talking to each other.  Many developed skills and hobbies which helped to pass the evenings.  Without the omni-present force of television, the human spirit sought out activities which sharpened the mind, or at least used our brain cells for more than the passive reception of those ideas which Madison Avenue selects to feed us nightly.
So thank you Stephen Wade for causing 4 years of audiences to reflect on what we have been losing as we have become “modern.”

I thought you might like to know.

E-R

