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For over two decades, Los Angeles-based playwright Tom Jacobson has repeatedly proven
himself to be one of the most prolific innovators in all things theatrical in our too often
culturally-challenged reclaimed desert. Long cherished in our community for the magical and
edifying body of work he has created, there’s no doubt he would be my top choice as
someone to be crowned as the Playwright Laureate of Los Angeles theatre.

With over 60 plays presented in over 100 productions in the last 20-plus years, it's almost
unconscionable that Jacobson isn’t more universally acclaimed along with such dramatists
as Tom Stoppard and David Hare for continuously engaging our imaginations and our
curiosity as he seamlessly blends versification with history—for him, often focusing on queer
history—over the last two decades.

Many of his works blend real-world biography with his ingenious knack for speculating about
what might have been, as in last year’s Crevasse, which in its world premiere at the Victory
Theatre Center imagined what might have happened behind closed doors during an actual
meeting between Walt Disney and controversial German film director Leni Riefenstanhl,
Hitler’s propagandist and rumored to have once been his lover. The production was one of
the major highlights of 2024 and earned Jacobson our annual LA Drama Critic Circle Schmitt
Award for Outstanding New Play.

Now Jacobson returns with another riveting work, Tasty Little Rabbit, also based on historical
fact and speculating about the relationship of German photographer Baron Wilhelm Von
Gloeden, his main model and muse Pancrazio Buchiuni, and a mysterious visitor called
Sebastian Melmoth who, without question, is in reality Oscar Wilde hiding out and trying
desperately to regain his dignity after his release from prison in 1897.

Von Gloeden was one of the most prominent of the Uranian poets and artists of the time who
made Taormina their home, a picturesque, sun-drenched little community perched on the
seaside cliffs of eastern Sicily where they could explore their adoration for ephebic male
beauty away from the narrow constrictions of conventional society.

The idyllic town’s crumbling ancient ruins and breathtaking views of Mount Etna provided a
perfect backdrop for the Baron’s obsession with photographing the archetypical beauty of
Sicilian young men and boys in pastoral poses recalling Greek and ltalian antiquity, most
often captured in the nude or wrapped seductively in togas while sporting wreaths or holding
flowers that accentuated their classic looks and naturally fetching physiques.

Jacobson’s Tasty Little Rabbit winds through two time periods, from 1897 when Von Gloeden
worked and kept the local boys appreciated and their pockets filled with coinage, to the same
exact spot in 1936 when ltaly found itself overpowered by the censorship and cultural control
of Mussolini’s Fascist regime.
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LA theatrical wunderkind Rob Nagle plays both Francesco Maffiotti, an envoy of the
government who arrives in that later time period to investigate the randy nature of Taormina’s
past with particular focus on the decades-old photography of Von Gloeden, and he also
appears in flashback as Melmoth/Wilde trying to find himself a quiet and accepting place
where he can escape his past.

Robert Mammana plays Von Gloeden and also must morph in a quick light change into
Cerare Acosso, the town’s stiff-backed chief magistrate who believes the Baron’s remaining
photos are a blight on the good name of his community and that the remaining plates and
images must be destroyed. As the conservator of the collection, Pancrazio Buchuini (Massi
Pregoni), once the Baron’s lover and one of his most frequent photographic subjects, must
face prosecution for his protection of the images and defiance against the customs of those
restrictive modern times.

Pregoni plays Buciuni in both eras that Jacobson so fascinatingly and painstakingly explores,
as a boy of 18 and also an older man of 57. This would be a Herculean task for anyone to
undertake, yet this exceptional young actor easily makes it his own—something especially
daunting playing opposite such dynamic and established performers as Nagle and
Mammana.

Nagle is, as always, amazing in both his roles, finding a depth and import that might not have
been unearthed in less talented hands. As the governmental representative, he finds a
sympathy for and advocacy of Von Gloeden that he makes entirely believable despite the
odds, while as Melmoth/Wilde, he successfully presents a broken, humiliated man who
clearly still has not yet lost his passion for life nor his advocacy for the things in his past that
so unfairly destroyed him.

Mammana is completely convincing as the inflexible bureaucrat with a secret of his own he’s
fiercely trying to eradicate along with Von Gloeden’s archives, seamlessly shifting to the
gentle, unapologetically hypersexualized artist whose gorgeously otherworldly yet highly
naturalized artistry still mesmerizes us to this day.

As Buciuni, finding Pregoni, a dual citizen of both LA and Rome, must have been the most
exciting and defining moment for Jacobson and director George Bamber. With a face that
could have been painted by Caravaggio and a body appearing to be sculpted by
Michelangelo out of the finest marble, even if he couldn’t act his way out of the proverbial
paper bag, he still would have been the perfect choice to cast in the role even though this
character is the omphalos of the play. Serendipitously, that is certainly not the case here.
Pregoni is hauntingly honest and passionate in the role, conveying with ease both the
younger man’s vulnerability and the older Buciuni’s ardent defense of the preservation of his
mentor’s life work.
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Bamber directs with consummate skill on the tiny Moving Arts stage, never leaving his
performers looking cramped or victims of the space, something perfectly accented by
designer Mark Mendelson’s glorious depiction of the Sicilian countryside that instantly
brought back a particularly indelible image to me: Bob Crowley’s 1998 design depicting a
sweeping Mediterranean view from the veranda of a Naples hotel in another study of Oscar
Wilde’s post-prison exile in Hare’s Judas Kiss in the West End.

Dan Weingarten’s lighting helps define the shifting of time between 1897 and 1936, complete
with lyrical flourishes of natural softness in the earlier era to harsher tones in the later period,
both accentuated by flashes of light between them that resemble the oxygen-hydrogen
fueled burst of early photography. John Zalewski’'s redolent sound, Garry Lennon’s ingenious
costuming that converts from one era to the other without a change, and Nicholas Santiago’s
often erotically-tinged projections of some of Von Gloeden’s most familiar images, work
together to create an enchanted diorama that proves you don’t always have to have an
Ahmanson-sized budget to create great art.

This Tasty Little Rabbit of a play is one of the great and often underappreciated Tom
Jacobson’s best efforts, chockfull of his love of history and the evolution of our species
through what has remained behind for us to study. It is a commentary on the true nature of
what constitutes art and above all, it is a declaration of how male-male love and the
appreciation of its contribution to the evolution of the human experience from its earliest
incarnations should be appreciated and revered for its endowment to our culture, rather than
buried in shame and hypocrisy.

THROUGH JUNE 6: Moving Arts Theatre, 3191 Casitas Av., LA.
movingarts.org/project/tasty-little-rabbit/
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