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Theatre

The gods and Greek bureaucracy almost robbed Peter Hall of his triumph with Oedipus in the open air

Greek chorus of approval

Lyn Gardner

T 1§ Saturday night, around
midnight. and a white moon
shines over the ancient open-air
theatre at Epidaurus, illuminat-
ing the tips of the pine trees
where they meet the mountains ina
haze of violet
On the stage below, Alan Howard's
Ondipus, the blinded. blooded but un-
howed old man of Sophocles’ last
play. Oedipus At Colonus, written
when the plavwright was inhis nine
tice s heing summoned witha clap
nder and a Nash of lightning
de the underworld Howard's
omen( figure, fully masked like the
restof the actors, and swathed ina
cloak the colour of dried hlood. 1ooks
tinv and huge at the same time, as il
the natueal grandenr of the amphi
theatee dwarfs his physical presenee
while magnifying the immensity of
his Lear-like sullering
erid hours hefore as dusk el
Vhaut Opm, 10,000 peaple il elimbed
the stony tontpaths of the hillside
takine then placeson the rongh
fane seats i the amphitheatee
(whieh dates ivek Lo 21080 (o wat
ness the premiere of the National
Theatre's productions of Oedipus
The King and Oedipus At Colonus
diveeted by Peter Hall 1tis Hall's
first produetion with the National
Fheatre sinee 1988, when the compa
ny’sartistic directorship passed to
Richard Evee
The atmosphere isall expectation,
like a crass between i pop concert
b anicghtatthe opera Women in
evemng deess mingle with Ganilies
encumbered with squabbling ehil
drenand pum chewing teenagers A
black Labadonr, evading the efforts of
several policemen toeateh him,
honnds joxfully across the open cir
cleofsand that represents the lower
stage area, sniffing at the masked
actors whostand and sit in stark
gy mificd poses The dog weaves in
I it ol the circle of oil divums that
he stage and which will soon e
o ahbaze sending smoke across the
dark mountanside
As Peter Hall enters the amphi-
theittre there are bursts of spontine
ansapplanese He makes his way (o
hos seat ke aoweiny athlete doing his
Lip of honour Well wishers appein
immedately, asking (o ke his
photaeraph I there were habies to
b bissed, vou imapimne that they
nueht be (st imto his arms
In the Greek theatre world Hall

has the status of a minor god,
regarded as the world's leading au-
thority on the staging of Greek
drama Ilis work has been widely
seen in Greeee 1lis production of the
Oresteia played Epidaurus in 1982,
the late Shakespeares six years later
He also directed Coriolanus at Her
odes Atticus in 1985 and Lysistrata,
inaversion by Ranjit Bolt. translator
of the Oedipus Plays here, in 1993

The skies darken, sheets of flame
iluminate the stage il Alan tHow
ard hobhles down the long, erimson
coloured catwalk - created hy
Greeee's leading designer, Dionysis
Fotopoulos - addressing the chorus
huddied below hut speaking directly
tothe audience. “Lam human and |
pity you . " Thedrama has hegun

Off stage. thedrama has been go
ingon for months. tis three years
since the Greek government invited
Hatland the National Theatre to
stage the Ocdipus Plays al Epidaurn
as partof the 1996 Athens festival
They wereawiare that the interest
generated would be agreat opporiu
nity (o sell contemporary Greece and
s ancient culture v ound the workl

Butattitudes and the government
have changed There were mutter
ings that the festival should consist
entirely of work produced in Greece
by Greeks for Greeks. There wasa
feeling that outsiders. whatever their
reputation, were not wanted. Aler a
meeting with the Greek ministry of
cultute earlier this year, Halland
Evredecided that there was little
sipn of cooperation on the project
and that they hawd no choice hut to
withdrinw

The news made headlines in the
Greek papers, afurious row erupted
and asaresult of diplomatic activily
atambassadorial fevel a further in
vitation and assurances of full coop
eration were extended

Fven so, there were plenty of times
in the weeks before the performances
when it seemed as if fate was conspir
mg to prevent the praduction taking
place. Roger Chapman, the National
Theatre's head of touring, savs that il
has been the mostdifficalt produe
tion thit he has ever worked on. The
party from the National Theatre ar
rived last Sunday, ready for six
nights of ehearsal sehoduled o run
from I tpmta Zam inorder to heat the
100-degree midday heat i comply
with regalations that demand that,
anancient sife, Epidaarus must e
keptopen (o the public during day
lipght hours

The non appearanee of the soldiers
from the Greek army who hiul heen

Chosen (nappear as extras wis a
mere hiceup heside (he hombshell
that the areheolopists who manage
Fpidanras had decided that, despite
several months notice, under no e
camstances could fire he used on the
site. Hall and Fotopoulos insisted
that fire was crucial to the produe
Cion, thesithories were equally aul
amant that iewould nof e allowed
Alter consuliation with Evee, whao
hid to be summaoned from the audi

enceat the Royal Courtin London,
Halland Chapman decided to po
ahead with the technical rehemrsal
on Thursday night, so they would he
inaposition to premiere on Friday
and Saturday if the archeolopists
relented. As the rehearsal began,
Chapman was served with awrit
threatening immediate anrest ifa
mateh was struck

Warse was to follow. A couple of
hours into the technical rehearsal,

Man behind the mask . . . Greg
Hicks as Tireslas, whose strange
allen appearance, snaky tongue
and pelvic contortions are one of
the evening's greatest pleasures

Alan Howard, whao prefers not to
wear his contact lenses when fully
masked, veered off the catwalk and
fell. breaking his wrist ‘The gods
were not being kind

Howard, despite being in consider
ahle pain, was still eager to perform
but the dispute with the archeologi
cal authorities remained unresolved
At this point Greek tragedy turned 1o
farce, with the arrival on stage of a
fire engine The authorities declared
that fire could be used provided that
the fire engine was left where it was

in full view of the audienee ol
A Greek fireman was assigned (o
stand by each hlazingoil deam. read
to douse it ifnecessary Hallan
nounced he was going home The
British ambassaedor and the Greek
ministry of culture intervened Hall
eot his fire, minus the firemen and
engine The show wonld goon

In the early hours of Saturday
morning an hout after the vapturon
applause for Hall's vituatised, vl
garly theateieal production has dieed
away. the national team e fishting
exhaustion with elation The teehni
ciams are grabhing something to eat
before spending the rest of the night
clearing the site and preparmg for
next week'sopening in the Olivies
auditorium itself loosely modelled
on Epidaurus

Chapman exudes the Laid back
pood spirits of a man who might hay
spent the last week lyingon a Greek
heach rather than prappling with
Greek intransipgence and bureau
cracy Hallis talkimg animatedly
about improvements to he made for
the Olivier opening “Breasts.” he
says. catching sight of Greg Hick
who plays Tiresias. and whose
strange alien appearance. snaky
tongue and pelvic contortions are
oneof the evening's greatest plea
sures “We must eet vou hreast
immediately

Tasked Hallifall the worry and
effort has been worthwhile “Of
cotrse,” he savs CEpidanrus is mag
ical Wtakes vou hack to the bepin
ning ol theatre 10is where the sky
meets the earth 1T the sparits
Perhaps the Olivier will prove tohe
harder nut to erack

The Oedipus Plays are at the Olivier
National Theatre, from September
Rox office 0171-978 2952
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Ou Beoi kaL n eAAnviK ypagelokpatia napaiiyo va oTepriocouv
tov Peter Hall ané tov Bpiappé Ttou otov Odinoda. ApBpo mou
neplypd@el TI¢ SUoKOAIEG Kal KaBUOTEPNOELG TIOU QVTLHETWTILOE
otnv EAAGSa o Peter Hall oto otriolo Tng mnMapdactaong oTO

Apxaio ©éatpo Tng Emdaupou.



