oo
o8
&
=
-
B
o
A
£
o
=
C!
=
@

Shakespeare in Vancouver:

Guy Sprung’s Midsummaei
Night’s Dream

by Malcolm Page

During Christopher Newton's term as Artistic
Director {1973-79), Vancouver Playhouse had a
good record with Shakespeare, in quantity and
quality. He offered re-thought Julius Caesar,
Powys Thomas as a distinguished Lear, a pretty
18th-century Twelfth Night, a perversely un-
heroic Macbeth, the Shrew set in a Victorian
railway station in Italy, and an Edwardian Hamlet
showing a justified faith in the potential of Andrew
Gillies in the lead. Since then, an adequate Henry
IV, Part I, an enjoyable As You Like [t characteriz-
ing the principals by their taste in pop music, a
Tempest with an o’erparted Gordon Pinsent as
Prospero, a disastrous Romeo and Juliet, and
another unheroic Macbeth.

For two years (1984—-85), Vancouver also had a
Shakespeare Festival in a tent and the University
of British Columbia has offered some striking
productions. I remember Much Ado as a musical
comedy from John Brockington, All's Well in a
gay club from Richard Ouzounian, and standing
on the stage in Donald Soule’s environmental
Macbeth. The city’s most recent event was the
collaboration of Peter Eliot Weiss and Shakespeare,
The Haunted House Hamlet, a triumph for
Tamahnous.

Irecall three Midsummer Night's Dreams. The
one at the Arts featured the mechanicals doubling
as fairies, showing when they were fairies by acting
uncomfortably kneeling down! The students at
City College gave a high-spirited 1960s look to the
play, with Norma Matheson first showing her
talent as Puck. The 1980 usc production by
Klaus Strassmann was greatly and effectively
influenced by the celebrated Peter Brook version.
Over the past fifteen years diligent bard followers
could see more than half the plays although the
histories conspicuously were missing (unpopular
because they are not Canadian history, perhaps).

Guy Sprung’s first hint of an unorthodox
approach to the Dream came in an interview
when he said he would set it in the future “within
aB.C. where maybe the forests are gone. Allyou see
is stumps. What it may be is a re-created forest
playground of some kind so that now all the forest
is dayglo pink or something — B.C. after free trade
maybe” (Georgia Straight, 29 May-5 June 1987).
The actual production had little of this: perhaps
the place and time are B.C. in the future — but only
Sprung knows for sure. The next word was the
press release: “It has Shakespearean language, but
it also has a fire-eater, jugglers, Caterpillar fork-
lifts and a musical saw. It has a concert violinist,
an ice cream truck” and so on. Oh dear, I thought,
so trucks loom larger than actors. Then came the
poster and advert, a large, threatening, futuristic
figure who suggested menace from outer space.
Others correctly picked up the visual allusion to
Mad Max—who also had nothing to do with the
play Shakespeare wrote. By opening night we were
prepared for anything: uneasy, hoping for some-
thing not only different, but good.

The curtain rises |yes, this is traditional enough
to use the curtain) to reveal an officer pointing a
revolver at the head of a blindfolded, kneeling
woman in khaki uniform. Behind are four more
blindfolded prisoners (the program refers to them
as guerrillas) guarded by soldiers. I thought I had
come to the wrong play, that this was Macbeth or
Julius Caesar set in a police state. Then the officer
fires in the air, removes the blindfold, embraces
the woman and starts the play. As in the BBC
television version and at Stratford in 1984, we
have been vividly reminded that Theseus has
“wooed thee with my sword,” not a significant
insight., In Richard Cook’s set, a semi-circular
ramp encloses the playing area, with shiny black
plastic arches hinting at both modernity and
Greece.

The lovers arrived, in bright, vaguely punk
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