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REVIEW

‘EVERY BRILLIANT THING’ 
DECLARES LIFE CAN TRIUMPH

Jeffrey Binder matures from preteen years to his adult life adding to, and learning from, his list of brilliant things in Every Brilliant Thing 
at Gulfshore Playhouse. Photo courtesy Gulfshore Playhouse

Every Brilliant Thing is a work 
about a not-so-brilliant subject: 
us.

The one-act, one-actor play that 
christened the Struthers Studio 
Theatre seats the audience around 
The Storyteller, who could be male 
or female, as that character fights 
to save a suicide-prone mother 
and, at times, his or her own soul. 

The Duncan MacMillan play, 
with script input by Jonny Dona-
hoe, is going to be frankly painful 
for some people. If you deal with 
manic-depressive conditions in 
your own family, you will recog-
nize the frustration, the unreal-
ized potential of your loved one, 
the pall it casts over family life in 
general.

“Happiness scared me,” our Sto-
ryteller recalls. “It was usually fol-
lowed by — you know.” 

Jeffrey Binder, former associ-
ate artistic director of Gulfshore 
Playhouse, returns for at least one 
production a year, and luckily for 
us he is the Storyteller here. Even 
when some of the play leaves sto-
ry gaps, it works because Bind-
er has you convinced he’s living 
through a deteriorating marriage 
with causes that aren’t credibly 
explained by the playwright. Bind-
er punches perfect holes in the 
fourth wall to bring in audience 
members as his foils, teasing them 
during their ad libs and cheering 
their breakout lines. 

He may need a month’s vacation 
after the sparse set — primari-
ly two rolling chairs and a trunk 
of record albums and books — is 
struck. Binder is onstage even be-
fore the lights dim, handing out 
slips of paper to theater goers who, 
when he reads their number, must 
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SEEING ‘EVERY 
BRILLIANT THING’

What: Gulfshore Playhouse production of the 
Duncan MacMillan-Jonny Donahoe play

Where: Struthers Studio at Gulfshore 
Playhouse, 100 Goodlette-Frank Road, Naples

When: Now through Dec. 15; 7:30 p.m. 
Tuesdays-Saturdays, 2 p.m. Wednesdays and 
Saturdays, 3 p.m. Sundays

Tickets: $39-$84; specials rates for students 
and educators; buy at gulfshoreplayhouse.org, 
the box office or 239.261.7529

Good to know: Dates for audience talkback 
and discussion are on the website

DESPITE OUR FRAILTIES AND FOIBLES ...

call out the brilliant thing written 
on it: 

The even-numbered episodes of 
“Star Trek.”

 Ice cream. 
Knowing someone well enough 

to ask them to check your teeth for 
broccoli. 

He is also likely sizing up the 
audience for the five people he’ll 
call on to improvise several lines 
as the veterinarian, his father, the 
school counselor, a college profes-
sor, even Samantha ‘‘Sam’’ — his 
wife-to-be. Binder is all over the 
stage, producing books for them to 
lecture from, or propelling them 
around it for car trip scenes via 
two linked chairs that Binder sub-
tly paddles in a circle with his feet.  
(To their credit, the actor recruits 
lived up to the roles thrust on 
them at the Nov. 14 show, includ-

ing the “father” who deftly riffed 
a speech to his Storyteller son at a 
crucial time in his life.)

The Storyteller has to be in tears 
over the feeling he is powerless to 
keep his dog, Sherlock Bones, alive; 

and much worse, his mother wants 
to die. Not long after he’ll immerse 
himself in a sugar-rush dance to a 
pop tune of his formative years, 
with snips of songs from Marvin 
Gaye and Etta James working as 
emotional hypodermics. Binder is 
the seasoned actor who can do the 
handsprings needed for those psy-
chic hurdles.

He has a good stage to work with 
in the Struthers Studio, the the-
ater that will serve as the black box 
for most dramatic productions 
in the new Gulfshore Playhouse 
complex that opened in October. 
It is a sort of theater in the square, 
four tiered sets of seven-seat rows 
that can be rolled back for caba-
ret-style productions.

Every Brilliant Thing is also mal-
leable in that the playwright en-
courages the producing company 
to substitute his references to pop 
culture with its own. Thus, “ice 
cream” might become “sticky tof-
fee pudding” in a British produc-
tion, and the music would reflect 
that nation’s own Top 40. Here 
it’s thoroughly American, down to 
pronouncing the phenomenon of 
copycat suicides, the Werther ef-
fect, in a way that will make opera 
lovers cringe.

Although the play’s framework 
is the young Storyteller’s idea of 
creating a list of brilliant things to 
lift his mother’s spirits, it is not the 
sole source of salvation for him. 
Sparks are useless without fire-
wood, and we begin to see there 
is a milieu of love that keeps the 
flame burning: his father’s gruff 
dependability, the school psychol-
ogist’s sock puppet, a partner who 
cares even from afar. 

It may not have worked for his 
mother. But for our Storyteller 
hero, that love is the most brilliant 
thing of all.  

Harriet Howard Heithaus  
covers arts and entertainment for 
The Naples Press. 

from La Boheme with Artistic Director Ramón Tebar, 
with honorary chairs Mayor Teresa Heitmann and Joe 
Volpe, former general manager, Metropolitan Opera. 
$500. operanaples.org or 239.963.9050

A Holiday Taste of Opera
6 p.m. Dec. 5 at The Club at the Strand, 5840 Strand 

Blvd., Naples. Dinner at the exclusive club with 
Gulfshore Opera artists performing holiday melodies 
and more. $175. gulfshoreopera.org 

Naples Brass Christmas
7 p.m. Dec. 5 at North Naples Church, 6000 

Goodlette-Frank Road, Naples. Christmas brass music, 
featuring brass players from The Naples Philharmonic. 
Free; $25 VIP, including a Naples Brass Christmas CD. 
eventbrite.com

Celebrate VII
7:30 p.m. Dec. 5-6 at Marco Lutheran Church, 525 N. 

Collier Blvd., Marco Island. A collaborative grouping of 
seasonal solo and ensemble works. Free tickets at the 
church office. 239.394.0332 

Next weekend (Dec. 6, 7, 8)

Christmas on Fifth
See featured item, Page 2B

Breakfast with Santa
9-11 a.m. Dec. 7 at Immokalee Community Park, 321 

N. First St., Immokalee. Kids enjoy decorating cookies, 
sweet treats, crafts and pictures with Santa. $5. Pre-
registration required. collierparks.com 

Naples Jazzmasters
2-4 p.m. Dec. 7 at River Park Community Center, 301 
11th St. N., Naples. Dixieland jazz by local musicians. 
Freewill offering. thenaplesjazzsociety.com

Gulfshore ‘Nutcracker’
Noon and 6:30 p.m. Dec. 7 at Pulte Family Life Center, 

St. John the Evangelist Catholic Church, 625 111th Ave. 
N., Naples. Gulfshore Ballet presents the Tchaikovsky 
ballet. $50, VIP tickets online. eventbrite.com  

Snowfest
3-9 p.m. Dec. 7 at Paradise Coast Sports Complex, 

3940 City Gate Blvd. N., Naples. Snow for kids to 
play on, games, food for purchase, snow slides, radio-
controlled cars, a holiday bounce land, Santa Claus. 
Holiday film at 7:30 — bring blankets for seating. $8, 
free ages 3 and younger. playparadisecoast.com 

Marco Tree Lighting
6 p.m. Dec. 7 at Veterans Community Park, 901 

Park Ave., Marco Island. Tree lighting, community 
celebration. Free.

Handel’s ‘Messiah’
7:30 Dec. 7 at Hayes Hall, Artis—Naples, 5833 

Pelican Bay Blvd., Naples; and 7 p.m. Dec. 8 at First 
Presbyterian Church of Bonita Springs, 9751 Bonita 
Beach Road, Bonita Springs. Naples Philharmonic 
and chorus in the classic oratorio. $29-$77 Dec. 7, 
$35 ($15 student with ID) Dec. 8. artisnaples.org or 
239.597.1900 
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There are at least 10 seconds of smiles here in a family prone to drama with a wacky  
sense of humor about it in A Nice Family Christmas, the Studio Players production 

opening this weekend. Right, Jill (Jennifer Toral)  with Michael's mom (Patti Caroli) and 
Michael (Kevin Velando) get a quick love fest before another fruitcake hits the fan. 
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