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by Victoria Lovscleaf
ohn Malpede, founder of the theater group
T Los Angeles Poverty Department (LAPD),
A agroup of homeless actors from Skid Row,
has strong opinions.
But in his comnpany’s Tatest production, Agents
aneed Aseers, 2 uninue three-day ovent that combines

cutling-edge performance followed by in-depth
discussinn, Malpede said there is “po tilt in any di-
reclion” of the comtent matler.

That content malter happens to he transeripts
from the *Report on the Central Intelligence
Agency's Alleged Tnvolvernent in Crack Cocaine
Trafticking in the Los Angeies Region™ As a re-
sponse to journalist Gary Webb’s articles in the
San Jose Mercury News in 1996, these lranscripts
were prcsuntcd to the House of Représcntatives
Intelligence Committee in March 1998, Webl's
reporting was later found to be faulty and the
CIA exonerated, but discussion of the issue con-
tinues.

Agents and Assets thus capitalizes on the radical
incmgruity of inner-city actors taking on the roles
of Congressmembers and CIA officials, and ex-
plores the human cost of bigh-level profiteeting.

“In a barge sense it has to do with our sleep-
walking demncracy,” exphiined Malpede, wha
also directs the production. “The show is pre-
etnpted by clection stuff. You gol Lo see the seams
unraveling a bit and you got to see what was go-
ing on hehind the perfect vencer. The reason for
this show was exactly that”

0)f course, a theater piece born out of detailed
transeripts might be somewhat dry—hardly the
staff of high drama, With Malpede at the helm,
| however, provocative seems more the operative
[ word.

“Fvervone in this show has been profoundly af-
fected by the Crack epidemic, which s what's
tatked about” he said. “The cast is people whn
can’t avoid being atfected hay the sn-called drug
cpidemic—-it's ublguitous—playing these very
people wha are tatking about it and making pali-
¢y decistons svound it. There's a certain kind of
tension between the two.”

Malpede, whn is also on the board of Peter
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LAPD Deploys Its *(Nggs

Theater Group Dramatizes Congressional Hearing to Tackle War on Drugs

Sellars’ O1d Staries: New Lives, a nonprofit pro-
duction company that uses the performing mits
l‘].ltrlll‘l)] 133 gCH(‘F'BlC AwAreness Fil]l‘ Ilftil‘ll'l in
response forces affecting America, has
teamed with acclaimed director Sellars
ard Side Street Projects in Downtewn to
present this event,

“This is an issue.~the drug war—
that Peter felt strongly about and
thought the project was cool when |
mentioned it to him. The idea was 1o
wark together Lo create the panels
around the show.”

The Drug Debate

To that end, the [3-member cast
performs the show, followed by dis-
cussions with authorities, including
Dave Fratello, manager of the Yes on
Praposition 36 Campaign (medical use
of marijuana), Sandra Alvarez, head of
the Colombia Human Rights Program at
Global Exchange, and Alfred McCoy, author
of The Polities of Heroin: CIA Complicity i the
Global Drug Trade. Seilars and Malpede will also
be on the panel.

“If art is abowt thinking and engaging people
on many levels—(rom the fecling level to the
idea level to the spiriteal level—then you have w
be able to see what's going on and say what's go-
ing on. If you're making art and yoire vicwing
art, it's important to call a spade a spade,"
Malpede says.

Malpede began working with the issues of
poverty and homclessness in 1984 in a project he
undertook while living in New York, His work al-
timately brought him to Los Angeles, where he
founded LAPI 15 years ago.

“There was a time working as a wellare advo-
cate where we were into not coating the pill. We
wanted to be inclusive and representative of the
reality that cxisted Downtown. LAPD was a very
wild form (hat reflected the chaotic nature of the
area. 1t veered in the direction of people acquir-
ing skills and getting much more focused, more
wmagistic”

Then came Crack cocaine, followed by the war
2painst drugs, which was also a topic at the
Shadow Convention last August that convened in
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Phete e Lorart Lo Feiirecades
Rick Mantley plays Fred Hitz, inspector gencral of the CIA. Agents
and Assets wses theater and discussion to take a pravocative look ai
Americals waron drugs.

Patriotic Hall

“It was the first time that T felt like it popped abeve the
surface to say that this drug war is insane, counlerprodu
tive, and a violatinn on 3 lot of levels,” Malpede sald, “Up
Nk that time, 1 felt it was a sacred cow. You couldn't tafk
against it. n a certain way, three things in the last veay
have come to the surface—Seattle with regard 1o globatiza-
tion and multi-national corporations, when the governm
of Ninois decided to stap executions becanse (he justiee
behind them was so unjust, and the war on drogs.”

A Different Kind of LAPIX

Originally an impravisational group, LAPLY Has maved
into mere scripted projects, ke its carrent showy, Many of
the acters in the company are active in other avts and quai-
ity of life issues in Skid Row. And while Las Angeles re-
mains the homeless capital of America, with between
S0,000 to 75,008 in LA, County, Malpade acknowledged
some changes.

“On the one hand you drive down Filth Strect in the mid-
dle of the night and it looks exactly the snme” Malpede saiel.
“Om the other hand, it's changed in a huge way. Fiftecn years
aga there were no other arts activilies.

“Also, 50 ot 60 hotels have been converted inte SRO {sin-
gle room occupancy| dwellings,” he addedl. “Those are all al-
fordabie, low-income housing. There are a lot more re-
sources in place and a ipt of people have come out the other
end of the [hometess] cycle. There's more emphasis on op-
portunity and transformation 25 opposed to heans and
blankets’ and maintenance and containment.”

As for the parallels between Agents and Assets and the re-
cent election, Malpeee said that the disheartening things that
were revealed during the election exist in his presntation.
“When you find the endless legal stuff employed pmrcly 45 a
smokescreen for power politics, that's what you see here, too,
in the show”

Agents and Asscts, at Side Street Projects. 125 Svath b fzin
Street, sccomd foor, Tanuary 11, 12, 12 Tor mose informa-
tion cali {213) 62(1-8855.




