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Perverse Redemption and Problematic
Earworms -- The World Premiere of
Crawlspace - the musical

I have been closely following the shows at Cookeville’s Backdoor Playhouse (BDPH) for 15
years, and | may have just witnessed their best production ever.

Charismatic creative director, teacher, and friend Mark Creter’s choices for theatrical
productions follow a wide range, from playful to provocative, silly to serious, and everything
in between. When the venue was transformed into a creepy caged-asylum

for Marat/Sade, we transformed one of our Open Mic nights into a “cage fight.” It was that --
or cancel our one-night variety show, because the set for the upcoming play had taken
hours to construct and wasn’t moving anywhere.

All this is to say that things can get very weird at the rear of the Jere Whitson building, just
off the Tennessee Tech quad. For the first time in memory, the university recently meddled
in the creative life of our thespian safe- space, by canceling by executive order the benefit
drag shows which had become a staple for our LGBTQ etc community and their friends.

Also, for the first time that | am aware of, just this season, Creter added a content-based
trigger warning for the fall musical, currently live through November 12th. So it’s with some
anxiety and much anticipation that | took my seat for the final dress rehearsal

of Crawlspace: A True Crime Musical, currently making its world premiere in Cookeville,
with writers Jason Spraggins and Matt Glickstein in the room.

| am not a “true crime” buff, though | watch more shows and movies and listen to more
podcasts now in this genre than ever before, thanks to my wife’s love of the style and
subject matter. Before seeing the show, | purposefully did not read the script or overdose
on serial killer theories or histories, either. Although | did mainline the John Wayne Gacy
Wikipedia entry over dinner at House of Thai, just across the road from the theater.



To put it mildly, the source of my anxiety concerned the chances of being offended or
grossed-out or just plain disturbed by the show, so much that | wouldn’t even be able to
write this review. Though the topics are terrible, the play is not. Rather | was swept up into
the universe of the story, moved by the songs, and shaken by the stunning set designed by
Bob Cardana and his many associates. It’s a mind-blowing, immersive experience.

Jason Spraggins has constructed a shocking, sickening, and yet subtly healing dose of truly
dynamic historical fiction; Matt Glickstein has made catchy earworm musical magic with
themes that seem problematically unfit for such treatment; Mark Creter has superbly
interpreted this for an all-encompassing theater encounter, befitting of a world

premiere. Also, the orchestra (directed by Mendy Richards) really lays down a gritty groove
to hold the musical aspect in perfect vibe, and all the actors heartily belt out their singing
parts with the feeling required.

As everything unfolds, it is clear that the facts of the Gacy case are basically in-tact, but the
names of all victims have been changed. The mystery of the play’s unique experience,
though, pivots around a fictional psychologist (Doctor Judith Matthewson, portrayed
expertly by Emma Olson) who interviews Gacy, in part to make sense and come to terms
with the violence and abuse in her own backstory.

We relive the horrors Gacy perpetrated through flashbacks, navigated expertly through
“layers” of reality and unreality. The set itself embodies these layers, and oversized
historical slides projected onto the show itself add a trippy quality to something that is
already bonkers. Cranky voices in Gacy’s mind, his first and truest prison, are portrayed by
different actors, including a cop and a clown. The entire effect pulls you into the monstrous
mystery tour; if you decide to go, accept the horror as part of the plan, then suspend all
expectations and assumptions and buckle-up for the carnivalride.

Cookeville staple Ryan Steele becomes John Wayne Gacy. It is some messed-up mojo as
an actor to take on a part like this, but Steele as a kind of trickster and troubadour himself
seems born for roles like this, as he becomes a very bad man, but also a kind of funhouse
freak, wack-job relative, and bad-Wonka-on-weed. Fans of Joaquin Phoenix’s Joker will
identify the kind of metamorphosis that | mean to hint at here. This alone is worth your
time, butitis not a one-man show. Every performer becomes their character, with all the
emotional weight and disturbing connotations included.

Because | came into this without having seriously studied the topic or script, | was ready for
surprises. They were all there. But what messed with me (and impressed me) the most, and
lingered long after the final curtain, were some of the theological implications. Real-life
John Wayne Gacy was a devout Catholic. His meanness and madness intertwined with



piety and shame. He sometimes recited the Bible when torturing his victims. Gacy was an
antiChrist who thought of himself as a Christ. We are at least forced to see him as a human
being and as a survivor of abuse by an alcoholic father. Chew on all that with your
communion wafer.

But throughout the play, there was an implied saga of redemption. The redemption is never
realized and perhaps the entire arc of redemption is perverted by reality, with lethal
injections and firing squads as modern-day crucifixes for damned people who cannot be
fixed or rehabilitated, much less saved. The play leaves us with more questions than
answers.

But as an entire body of work, it does nudge us to ask deep deep questions about human
nature, good and evil, the criminal justice system, psychology and psychiatry, bisexuality
and homosexuality, Christianity and religion, and finally the death penalty. | believe a work
like this does honor the victims of violence, but also asks us to soberly study the pervasive,
all-too-human sources of violence, from serial killers and state executions. Whoa. -

Andrew William Smith, 11-4-22, Cookeville, TN
For more information:
https://www.crawlspacemusical.com

https://www.tntech.edu/bdph/seasons.php
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