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PRODUCTION A ‘DISGRACE’

Sad opening at Stratford

by JAMIE PORTMAN
Southam News

STRATFORD, Ont. —1Is
the Stratford Festival
afflicted with a death
wish?

Having already admit-
ted that it's in a mess fi-
nancially, it now seemsin-
tent to prove that it’s in a
mess artistically.

Moliere’s The Misan-
thrope, which landed sog-
gily on the boards of the
Festival Theatre Monday
night, is a sad and leaky
launching for the 1981
Stratford season.

The most charitable
thing that can be said is
that it suffers gravely
from delusions of adequ-
acy — unless, of course, it
is the intention of new
Stratford management
that the ideal classical
theatre should reject flesh
and blood in favor of the
odor of moth balls and de-
cay.

This production is a dis-
grace to virtually
everyone connected with
it — including a lot of
people who should know
better. One of the latter is
its director, Jean Gascon,
who made an inglorious
return after seven years
to the theatre he once

headed.

Another accomplice in
the carnage is that nor-
mally magnificent actor,
Brian Bedford, who deliv-
ers the least interesting
performance of his Strat-
ford career in the title role
of the jaded Alceste.

Bedford, whose as-
signment it is to portray
the character in despair
with his society, tends
mainly to behave like an
actor in despair with this
production. His major de-
vice is his grimacing
mannerisms; it's all
rather like a bargain-
basement Malvolio, the
character whom, inciden-
tally, Bedford has played
with distinction on two
previous Stratford out-
ings.

The Misanthrope is
supposed to be a blockbus-
ter productions and also
the potential salvation of a
season which is currently
$1 million down in its ad-
vance salesfrom thesame
period a year ago. The
season is opening in the
wake of public forecasts
by incoming artistic di-
rector John Hirsch of a
possible $2 million deficit
by the fall.
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of The Misanthrope — a
production the festival is
stuck with through to the
end of September — is not
a happy omen for the fu-
ture.

Some members of the
new Stratford hierarchy
have already suggested
publicly that if this season
is a disaster, it won’t be
their fault — they have

seemingly attempted to .

buy themselves insurance
for, whatever disasters
may result by blaming all
their troubles on the con-
troversy over the Festi-
val's artistic succession
which rocked Stratford
last winter and to make
much of the limited time
they have had to assemble
a season. e
The problems have cer-
tainly be real ones but
they can't take the new
Festival leadership com-
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pletely off the hook. The
fact is that this year's
schedule is offering eight
productions half the size
of Robin Phillips's final
remarkable season a year
ago.

Yet, virtually the same
number of actors is being
employed, and the $7.7
million budget matches
the 1980 one in size.
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