Carte Blanche

Stratford, Ontario and
Stratford-upon-Avon
Holy and Deadly Theatre

Stratford-upon-Avon, July: I sat through a Julius
Caesar which played to a full house. At the

end I was surrounded by cheering Japanese
tourists; it looked like a success. The experience
was distinctly unreal, for the production (by
Terry Hands) was terminally undercast and con-
temptuously underdirected. Two weeks later |
attended a preview of Othello in Stratford,
Ontario. Again to a full house, the Festival Stage
offered a hollow and mechanical formula for a
great play. I did not then know that the lead,
Howard Rollins, was suffering from viral pneu-
monia, and that there was some doubt as to
whether he could go on for the second act. It is
much to his credit that he gamely discharged
his actor’s duty. Still, the two experiences had
enough in common to raise again the old dis-
turbing question: are the two Stratfords, in their
Faustian pact with the tourist trade, bound for
ever to celebrate the Deadly Theatre?

The answer is a qualified no, but on current
form can be asserted far more ringingly of
Canada’s Stratford. First, though, to Stratford-
upon-Avon. The difficulties of the RSC are not as
yet widely understood, in spite of the continuing
publicity given to its financial crisis. In essence,
the Government has refused to bail out an
institution which has managed its affairs badly
and has a genuine problem in enticing first-rate
actors to Stratford-upon-Avon for a long season.
The Rrsc directors have been there too long, and
the whole company stands in need of a thorough
over-haul which, on the evidence, it is not getting.
The commitment of an entrenched artistic
bureaucracy to its own form of Deadly Theatre
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can no longer be masked by the record of past
glories. And what plays well enough before the
droves of tourists processed through Stratford-
upon-Avon will, as we know, score very
differently when the production moves to the
Barbican for the following season. At the heart of
the financial crisis is artistic credibility.

The current season at the main house in
Stratford-upon-Avon is fairly dire. Anthony
Sher’s Shylock is the focus of an unpleasant and
depressing Merchant of Venice. For Twelth
Night, Sher has decided that Charles I's subtitle
should rule: Malvolio: A Tragedy. Sher’s Malvolio
is an unfunny bureaucrat who at the end goes
barking mad. The timeshare set, evoking a Greek
island, lost any sense of social location and class
identity; and Sir Toby Belch founded his part on
his surname. I could not believe it. The Granville-
Barker revolution of 1912 began with a Twelfth
Night which marginalized to history the buffoons
who belched their way to the public’s heart. Have
we lived to see their restoration cried up as the
latest triumph of the rsc?

The Swan, currently the most chic playhouse
in England, ought to offer better things. At present
it is merely marking time. Hyde Park is a prettily
dressed confection, a proto-Restoration comedy
done up in Bloomsbury garb, but the director
(Barry Kyle) had no sense of the sexual underplot
and the cast was left to do its own thing. The
Shirley Renaissance has not yet come. Far worse
was Titus Andronicus, a perverse and miscast
travesty whose director (Deborah Warner) made
the fundamental error of treating it as Rough
Theatre. It is Holy, as Brian Bedford demonstrated
so tellingly at Stratford, Ontario in 1978/80. The
Titus (Brian Cox) would have been at home in
English regional comedy (Hobson’s Choice, say)
and the Lavinia substituted twitches for pathos.
Prior to August, this Titus played to disgracefully
low audiences: in July the RSC was advertising
50% reductions in ticket prices, which in high
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