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In the Preface to John Neville Takes Command
Robert A. Gaines points out the problems for
theatre historians who must rely on prompt-
books, reviews and memories to reconstruct per-
formances. While facts about how a produc-

tion was presented may be known, the underly-
ing reasons for the directors’ and performers’
approaches to the play may not be understood. In
an attempt to answer some of the “whys” be-
hind the productions presented in the 1986 Strat-
ford Festival season, Gaines attended rehear-

sals of all productions, and interviewed directors,
designers, composers and actors. Most of this
book is Gaines’ compilation of data on the pre-
paration, rehearsal process and performance of
the plays,

But in addition to describing rehearsals and
productions, Gaines feels compelled to discuss
some of the background behind the “election” of
Neville. In the first three chapters of the book
[the “Prologue” to the three “Acts” in which the
productions are described), Gaines attempts the
difficult task of outlining the political back-
ground without getting mired in controversy.
Gaines refers to works by Martin Knelman (A
Stratford Tempest 1982 ) and John Pettigrew
and Jamie Portman (Stratford: The First Thirty
Years 1985) on the political infighting of the
last decade. In spite of his desire to avoid contro-
versy, Gaines sometimes raises contentious pol-
itical disputes only to drop them. For example,
he mentions that an angry letter from Brian Mac-
donald, who had directed the successful pro-
ductions of Gilbert and Sullivan before Neville's
term, was not read to the board, but does not
describe the contents of the letter or do more
than hint at the reasons for dissension between
Neville and Macdonald.

Gaines’ account suggests that the Festival
board hired Neville partly for his artistic back-
ground, but more importantly for his experience
in improving the finances of theatre companies
with deficits. Budget control was clearly a priority

Canadian Theatre Review 54 / Spring 1988

of Neville’s first season at Stratford. Gaines often
refers in passing to the ways budget limitations
influenced crucial decisions about casting, sets
and costumes. The short chapter “The Season in
Review"” in the “Epilogue” also concentrates on
finances, giving many statistics about box office
revenues (up), attendance figures (down), and the
general budgetary position of the Festival. In
contrast, Gaines' final chapter offers only a per-
functory analysis of the artistic side of the 1986
season.

Gaines is more comfortable examining the pro-
duction process of the individual plays than the
political background. “Act One” deals with
plays presented at the Avon Theatre (Hamlet,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, Henry
VIII and A Man for All Seasons); “Act Two”
with the romances at the Festival Theatre (Cym-
beline, Pericles, The Winter's Tale) and the
musical The Boys from Syracuse; while the third
“Act” briefly discusses the productions of Mac-
beth and The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui at the
Third Stage. Gaines begins most chapters by
outlining the director’s recollections of his initial
thoughts about the play, and then presents the
considerations of director, designers and compos-
er in deciding on period, costumes, lighting,
music, etc. These crucial decisions having been
made, Gaines describes rehearsal processes and
concludes with a scene-by-scene description of
the production. The dominant narrative style
is indirect speech since most of the information
is condensed from interviews with the partici-
pants in each production.

Although Gaines provides enough data that
readers can compare the working methods of
different directors, he rarely draws comparisons
or analyzes differences in the ways produc-
tions evolve. Gaines’ scene-by-scene description
of Hamlet focuses on the lighting and on the
intentions of Neville and the designers. The
actors’' comments centre on the motivation of the
characters and often concern their offstage
“lives.” In contrast, the scene-by-scene descrip-
tion of John Wood’s Rosencrantz and Guil-
denstern concentrates on blocking and key mo-
ments in the production, as well as on connec-
tions between the two productions. The chap-
ter on David William'’s production of The Win-
ter’s Tale shows that William’s focus on the
text of the plays had a definite effect on the
actors, who seem intimately involved in an intel-
lectual analysis of the play’s language as well
as in a consideration of the characters’ emotional
motivation. An interesting contrast is director
Douglas Campbell’s instructions to the actors in
The Boys from Syracuse not to look for any
meaning in the characters deeper than appears on
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