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THE ST, NEOTS PLAYERS -

A MIDSTNWER MIGHT'S DREAIM by William Shakesneare

The Play

I find it extremely difficult to start to write about this play in a way
thot will not lead me on to an interpretive discourse that would cover
pages. After 2ll, weighty books have been written on this play alone.
Certainly, the play ronks as one of my favourites, despite the fact
that most of the productions of it that I have scen have been painful tc¢
watch, It is the play of Shakespeare's that has probably been ‘done’,
the most either in whole or in part. As far as the latter is concerned
the sub~plot of the 'rude mechanicals' is popular becausc it stands as ¢
unit on its own, provided the transformation of Bottom is omitted.
Popularity, however, has probably constituted the biggest disservice

to the play itsclf,

So many groups embark upon a production which is an imitation of one
that has impressed the producer sometime in the past. Others see the
play as a marvellous opportunity to indulge in o costume spectacular,

io i al khn Faindoe honamo protty ot totallsr meaningless ballerinas,
Some onynot resist the temptation to floz the humour of the rehearsal
sequences by giving them pure farce treatment, instead of regarding

the participants as mamial labourcrs seriously attempting somet hing
intellectual Tor the first time in their lives, Tew toke o leaf

from Pcter Brook's copybook and actually get down to reading the play wi
a clear mind. Only then can one get down to questions like - "™rhat kinc
of dream is this?" — "whose dream is it?" How does one interpret

Puck, when Robin Goodfellow is traditionally on evil sprite? I

have seen productions in which the relationship between Puck and Oberon
is blatantly homosexual - and it made sense, This was part of an
interpretation that originated in Germany, in which the whole play

was seen an eve of marriage erotic dream, containing almost every

knovm sexual perversion.

All this stresses the importance of the producer taking a clear and
definite line on the play, The production must be positive, . otherwise
it will inevitebly become a wishy-washy hotchpotch of visually pleasing
confusion. The main virtue of the St. Neots Players production was thai
it did take a clear line, and one that had duve regard for the venue

and conditions of the performance. The line was one of simplicity,

in which 2ll the stress was laid on the clarity of the story. The
intermingling of the sub-plots was not allowed to confuse. It is futil«
to attempt a deep, intellectual approach in a situation where an audien
con be attracted from the bar at any point in the action, and where the
presentation is that of a shortened version. The cutting of the toxt,
incidentally, was most judicious. Clarity and purposefulness formed thi
keynote, and the result was most effective.

The Acting

Thesus played by John licCabe - I have rarely sccn this part playcd we
It looks deceptively easy., A1l you have to do is play it 'straight', w
that means. But if you do, you are likely to create a Theseus that is
so negative that he is totally devoid of personality. John was off to
o good start with a strong stage presence and a good, powerful voice

to go with it, His first appcarance was impocing and his whole perform
was well-controlled, Theseus! function in the first scene is pure
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exposition, which gives bim 1ittle to got his teeth iato. He fulfilled
this function well, howsver, — the ciposition wes clsor and mesningful,
2lthough the poetry tended to suffer in the telling. Llthoush expository
the verse is good. He did, however, do justice to the poetry later in
the play. Sponitancity was also 1'»0’{1:1(; in places, There was a moment

of anticipation, for instance, when he said "But coft, what nympias

are these' before he had seen anrything ~ o small point but an unfortunsic
one, John wos undoubtedly ot his best in the final scene, Here, the
personality came over in no smoll way, and the spontaneity was there,

His approach was expansive and his dialogue extremely well-pointed. In
total, this was one of the most impressive performances in the production
and it should be noted that it was a performence of 2 character that is
among those that have the least to do in the action.

pr{(}}: plared by Ted P‘yvo»t — This is a short part but the line
te he taken and the function of the character is clear aznd definite,
Ted needed more confidence in his approach and more certainty of his
lines, Vocal hesitations were wenkening and very much ot odds

with the good physical control and strengch thot he possessed,

Lysander played by Derck Moyhew - I hed the feeling by the end of this
perf ormance that Derek hod much more to offer than he actually gave,
Technically, he gave a great deal. Both vocally and physically he

hed positive strength ond attock, and ployed with confidence and control.
The whole performance went at o cracking poce and he did mich to kzep

tre play encrgetically alive and moving, He prOJectcd o geod, strong
nhn'nnn'l' rwm antinm af Lyaemdoan, et 3t wes 2l 2 little (oo surface.
M'Ghr:ﬂ()ul he wag more conscious of words thon feelings, and in this
esense he needed more commitment. A1l the outward show was there,

it the heart was missing.

Demetrius s played by Eric Usher — If any production of this ploy is to

have clarity, a sharp and clear delineation between the four lovers

is absolutely vital, If any of these ever get confused in their numerous

comings ond goings, the audicnce will he completely lost. There is no do

that Eric made Dowetrius a complete contrast to Lycander and realised the

importance of doing s I felt, however, that he could have effected

morc, contrast bottyeen thc "‘Orr‘:.] and the spellhbound Denetrius, possibly
y being more storry-eyced with Hermia. The choracteris ".tmn w s positiv

encu{rh though, and 2ll played with an air of not guite knowing what

wat going on, which was well in kecping.

Philostrate ployed by Colin Daines —  Colin hod little to do, but did
T Adeqiat el e His des cription of "Pyramus and Thisbe® nceded more
expression, and his voice control needed more ottention. Words tended
to be lost on failing breath.

Guince played br Doug Young - The fact that none of the rehearssl ccencs
were ever in danger of dragging wos largely Doug’s doing. He played ot
o good pace ond kept things moving, He nlso resisted any temptation to
send the character up. He never regarded Peter Quince as odd or funny,
but succceded in identifying with the mon, The result was that the humou
vas captured ond wos genuine,

Snug pleyed by Haurice Wildman ~ HMaurice provided o good visual contrast
and his poker-faced concern was a nice touch, His lion mask was most
effective ond he put it to meximum use,

Bottom ployed by Tony Gaskell - Tony made the most of his technicnl
experience, but lacked the kind of identification that Doug gove to
Peter Quince., He mastered the art of the "throw-away® line, and was
responsible for some very good timing, The oudience warmed to him very
quickly, and he was always in danger of gsetting carried avay by tneir’
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reactions, It was an energstic and lively perforiance, to which he
gwe his all, The clovming, which is fer fron easy, wes well done,
anC the comic was achieved, but Bottom the weaver - the man of the
lower working orders ~ was not,

Flvte played by John llerry - Here was another good character identifica
His concern 2t playing the part of Thisle was real enough and the doeilis
of the character came over, The role of Flute, especially vhen playing
Thisbe, is fun to play, and John filled it well.

Snout played by Tan Naylor — There is little for Snout to do but make up
the mumber of this motley band, He is usually played as the 'thickie?
of the group, Tan éid not do this, and there is no reason why he should,
He di¢ however succeed in giving Snout an individuality,

_S:‘:arvelin;r ployed by Tom Wright — Ton provided =n excellent contrass
and en excellent performance, that at times was hilarious., There

is no doubt that he made the most of every moment and hic sense of

comic timing was well wtilised, There wae always a dorger of his
overdoing it, twt it never quite materialised, He provided a
Starveling who was living proof that Peter Guince ias really

scraping the barrel in putting his play together, Starveline's

nced for physical assistance to move from one spot to another
successfully heralded the risk that he was going to Le in verformance,

It was also a cleaver touch in that it helped to weld the group together,
g nresemtation of Toonshine, with red-faced indignation at the sudiose:

WIIEITL S, Wes particnlarly well done.

Hipoolyte ployed by Thelma iiright ~ Hyppolyta is the most thandlens
: ¢ part in thc play,  Apart from looking beantifnl and good
and svitably aguiescent at the side of Theseus, she hos little to

he
occupy her, and. as a character she certainly doesn' develop,
Physically and visvally, Thelma filled the role, vut the character
doce have to speak and it was here that the weakness lay. Iuch morc
vocal expression was necded. As it wags, her voice hit & monotone
from vhich she never deviated., Tt must be remerbered that monotony
of emy lind spells denth to ~ny performance,

Hermis plaved by Mo Pearce — The major resson for lic's succoss
that she plays with the whole self and not just the voice, The resnlt
here woe rot another very creditable performance, full of life

verve and commiiment, Her charactcrisation was very &pposite to

the role that Hermia £ills in the play. Hor interprctation wag
honest anc sincore, and her exccution of it was very compolont and
purposcful, resulting in 2 most valuable combrilntion to the impact

of the whole production.

Helena plaved by Pat Se.liu‘ﬁ:xrz ~ Pat provided a sood and essential contra
to Hermia in both voice and chrract erisation, the masochistic n~ture

of which came over well, The main aspect that needed attention hire

was Pat 's movement, which vng too lateral and repetitive for most of the
time, She caught the situ~tion - comedy, howvever, and prejected it

with precision ond very good timing.

Oberon plaved by Peter Jepson - Uhatever interpretation iz placed upon
the pley, some distinction betwewn the immortals and the mortzls is
cssentinl, Costume is an nid to this but it is not the complete ancwer -
is done with the costume is of far grontor relevance, The wvisual

impaet of Peter's costume wos considerable (the hemdpizce wans pariicularl
cffective) and this sot him off to a good start as Oberon., But Peter,
fortunately, went far beyond this., His whole performance height encd

his interpretation of the character ~nd g~ve it the essontial 'not-of-thi
quality. His bearing ond voice were excellent, =and the gracoeful, expross

S0
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use of the honcés is w of soparate commeat, s
wos imposing and effective, It wos zleo o very purg ormonce -~ his
irterdions were aever in doubl, Dvorything thot he Vas 8 msi'».‘.,vcly
comirolled and constiiuied a most valucble comtribution to the play's
success,

Pitanis played by Ceormipa Ellett — There is much to be said in praisc
Sl L8 PSSl N SN Lol T o : o -

of Georzinats performance, but ithe distinction That moried the inmortal
in Peter's performance was not there, Georgina hod s rength, presence
and regality. She had a clear understonding of Titania's purposcs

and function, and she also hod a good ear for the poctry in her diclogue
bot the 'Taery' quality wos missing.

¥ ployed hy Jemnifer Craipg = As with Oberon, e distinction Lorc
:1ly cstaoiishod, Puc‘:, for me, is essontially male, but in all
Prirness it mmst be said that in this production the fach the orpcﬂ‘ ite
wns the cose 4id not matter. The mischicvous sprite w
+he dominamt factor in Jemnifert's perforinnce; which was (--:-ounom»r
with life and vitality. Her comtrilmtion to the pacc of the production
was considersble, Her dance and movement was extremely well
controiled and excouted, None of it was forced, 1imt it conbal
an apposite air of unreclity. This wes lorgely effected by her

series of postures thot were va,ry vell devised and helde Shc

successiully signposted the audicnce throngh the play through very

clear pointing, in which she used her eyes as much os her words,

She used her voice and her whole body to gradually buald up ihe
Py M tadedacte port of Puolk and of the pl X4 itsel f.

™ wes o simple interpretotion thet morricd perfecily with the

simplicity of the production and coni tlbutec. o most impressive achievement,

124

Rg,zj—%lo"som, Cobuah, iloth & iustardsecd nloyed by Kobe ‘lJ;.hCI‘,
& White, FPenny Dowor and Pom Plinmb., — The fo $7ies vore simply

chiod 6 Aitordmrs 1o Titamoe, ond as such thoy wers ademabo,

Thig ngoin fitted the simple style of the production - there were

no ovcrtones or undertones. Bven Bottom's coaversation with them

‘was kept ot the level of simple fun., Viecually they were Fechive™ -

and this applicd particularly to the use of the trec -- and veeally

they comtributed well, Thoy werc used largely to adorn the stage

and had little elsc to do, but what they did do was well accomplished.

Production & Staging

There is little control of the sc 1;‘3;2 in these productions, The
setting is hosicolly that of the King's Head, which provides o very
pleoasing, intimote open theatre. What was impressive, however,

was the very imnginative usc of the spnce and mildings available,
Optrances were such that the action could 'flow! cosily on ond off
the staging., Carc had been telion with the dressing of the sct,
which agoin had been kept simpic. As I hove alrendy mentioned,

the vse of the treec was very cffective.

The usc of sound was cqually off cetive, This was well chosen nnd
sensitively “used., The singing from the tree during Titonla's slcep

~d on excellemt ctherenl ¢uality. The mixture usced of live and
recorded sound is very difficult ‘Lo cnginecer with success, but it worked.

The costume was w,ll sclected nnd ndded o great desl of colour to the
pI‘O@DOulO[!. The \ozear of Puck, Overon and Titonia was robicularly
out stending, oltl ‘*1 I thought thot the donkey mask of Bottom's would
have been botter hz*d it covercd the lower helf of the facc.

Practically all of what I wamted to say about Vick:
production hos ~lready been said or implicd. s
only stross what was the most impressive. The producer had obviously
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token greet pains to preserve clerily throughout the production, and
this showed itsclf in overy aspect, thruagh sctting, staging, ccsiume,
grouping to the actunal performences themselves. Uhen there is this mckh
care, the results ore cluays worthwhile, The space aveilable was

used to the full, and nothing was aldowed to clutter the stage that

was not going to be used, The whole production revenled o Inowledge

of the verme and the oudience ns well os of the plag This was

» simple, uncomplicated production that moved ot o cracking pace

and captured both the charm and the comedy of the play, which was truly
prescented os he fierce vexation of a dream'.

John Boylan
County Drame Adviser.




