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The wounds from the McCarthy-era witch hunts may never heal. Consider stage and film 

director Elia Kazan, who identified friends and colleagues as communist sympathizers back 

in 1952 when he appeared before the House Committee on Un-American Activities as a 

friendly witness. 

Several prominent actors, directors and writers were put on a blacklist that made it nearly 

impossible for them to work, some for decades. Kazan created masterpieces, but was never 

able to shake the stigma associated with his testimony. 

Jewish Ensemble Theatre’s “The Value of Names,” a new production of Jeffrey Sweet’s 1983 

drama, takes a surprising look at the practice of naming names during the McCarthy era. 

More debate than satisfying theatrical experience, it benefits from solid performances by 

Thomas Mahard and Phil Powers, two of metro Detroit’s finest and most prolific actors. 
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The year is 1981, three decades after the fictional Benny Sherman (Mahard), a comic actor, 

felt the wrath of the Hollywood blacklist. He has revived his career via a popular TV sitcom, 

but still resents all the years he lost. 

Benny has every reason to hate the Kazan-like Leo Green (Phil Powers), who once 

cofounded a left-leaning theater company with Benny before betraying him and others in the 

group. Leo, however, has his reasons for why he did what he did, and they contain some 

uncomfortable truths. He’s on solid ground, for example, when he notes our culture’s 

fondness for publicly flogging entertainers and then forgiving them via the media (a now-

common practice). He also accuses leftists in old Hollywood of adopting McCarthy-style 

tactics themselves when dealing with colleagues who didn’t subscribe 100% to the party line. 

Under the direction of Yolanda Fleischer, the chemistry between Mahard and Powers is 

electric. They help us understand that, despite all the accusations and harsh words, these 

two old friends still love each other. 

Where the play goes astray is in the contrived way that the men are brought together in the 

first place. It involves Benny’s daughter, Norma (Kathryn Mahard, Thomas Mahard’s real-life 

daughter), who has the chance to work with Leo on a play but wants her father’s blessing. 

The irony rains down like the falling Berlin Wall as Benny is accused of holding Norma back 

from a role because of his own unyielding beliefs. 

In stark contrast to the awkward setup is Daniel C. Walker’s tasteful seaside set, which is 

embellished with a trio of Calder-like mobiles created by lead actor Mahard. This is yet 

another personal touch in a production that is loaded with thoughtful details, right down to 

playing of pre-show music by blacklisted composers. 

Playing without intermission, “The Value of Names” is uncompromising in its insistence on 

getting both sides of the blacklisting story. If only it had the strength of its own convictions 

and let Benny and Leo do all the talking. 

 


