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Heart and soul

THEATER REVIEW: Lee turns in moving portrayal of Billie Holiday in 'Lady

Day'

12:00 AM CST on Saturday, January 26, 2008

Denise Lee plays Billie Holiday in Lady Day at
Emerson's Bar & Grill.

By LAWSON TAITTE / The Dallas
Morning News

About halfway through the first act of
Lady Day at Emerson's Bar & Grill,
Denise Lee goes into a zone rarely, if
ever, seen before on a Dallas stage.

Playing Billie Holiday in the
Contemporary Theatre of Dallas show
that opened Friday, she has been
singing an artful imitation of the jazz
legend's style between telling stories
from the tragic life that brought the
real-life Holiday to perform in a shabby
South Philadelphia bar rather than an
A-list Manhattan spot or Carnegie Hall.

But when she starts to reminisce about
the lover who introduced Holiday to
the drugs that landed her in prison and
estranged her from her mother, Ms.
Lee breaks through into a realm of
feeling so tender and intimate that we
feel we are eavesdropping on a soul in
torment.

Then, as the performer launches into
the key songs that made Billie Holiday
a legend, like "God Bless the Child"
and "Strange Fruit," she takes them
into that same incandescent region of
memory mixed with despair. Ms. Lee
has always known how to sell a song
and give it genuine feeling. Here she
goes far beyond that.



We hear a voice that indeed reminds
us of Holiday's: Ms. Lee gives us just
enough of the well-known quirky
rhythms and tiny slides of pitch for us
to get our bearings. She even
roughens up her usually creamy tone
to suggest Lady Day's unique rasp -
though Ms. Lee would have to
sandpaper her throat and gargle acid
to really sound the way Holiday's
fragile instrument did during the last
year of her life.

The imitation, though, has ceased to
matter. We've crossed over into the
realm of tragedy and transcendence.
You've never heard or seen anything
SO moving, so pure, so simple and
haunting.

Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, by
former Dallasite Lanie Robertson,
alternates rather baldly between its
cabaret reconstructions and its zigzag
narration of Billie Holiday's sad life.
The language frequently gets pretty
raw - but then so did the heroine's
turbulent personal history. With the
help of director Phyllis Cicero, Ms. Lee
transubstantiates the sometimes
clumsy material into high art. She
enters the depths of Holiday's spirit by
giving us glimpses of her own.

Jubilee Theatre pianist-composer Joe
Rodgers from Fort Worth makes his
Contemporary Theatre of Dallas debut
as Holiday's accompanist. Wade J.
Giampa's set turns Contemporary into
an atmospheric 1950s jazz joint, and
Russell K. Dyer's lighting plot gives
Lady Day the blazing brightness and
the protective moonlight she so
craves. Unfortunately, the normally
reliable Aaron Patrick Turner has

designed a costume with awkward
lines for Ms. Lee. Not that it matters
when that fire goes on inside her in
Act I.

e Through Feb. 17 at Contemporary
Theatre of Dallas, 5601 Sears St. Runs
120 mins. $27 to $32, discounts. 214-
828-0094, www.con
temporarytheatreofdallas.com.



