








BOOK REVIEWS

All This. . .and Evans Too! A Memoir. By
Maurice Evans. Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 1987. 331 pp. $22.95.

To the under-30 group, or even the
under-40 crowd, Maurice Evans is known
as Samantha’s warlock father in the televi-
sion series Bewitched or as the philos-
opher-scientist orangutan, Dr. Zaius, in the
movie Planet of the Apes. This informal
memoir—Evans considers “autobiogra-
phy” too pretentious a description—re-
minds us of his rich background on the
stage in a range of productions stretching
from Shakespeare and Shaw to Dial M for
Murder and the musical, Tenderloin, as
well as his success as a producer of the
award-winning Broadway productions of
Teahouse of the August Moon and No
Time for Sergeants.

Evans was born in 1901 in Dorchester,
England, deep in Thomas Hardy country,
one of five children. His father was a phar-
macist by profession, but both parents
were active in amateur theatricals, and it
was natural for their son to turn to the
local stage as a relief from his regular job
as cashier in a music-publishing house.
Evans soon turned professional, eventual-
ly finding his way to the West End and
then the Old Vic, where he received his
grounding in the classics.

In 1935, Guthrie McClintic invited Evans
to come to New York to play Romeo oppo-
site Katharine Cornell’s Juliet and the
Dauphin to her Saint Joan. Soon after-
ward, thanks to the generosity and faith of
joseph Verner Reed, he became an actor-
manager, working very closely with direc-
tor Margaret Webster in developing pro-
ductions. Both as dramatic actor, (Richard
11, Hamlet) and clown (Falstaff, Malvolio),
Evans’ performances received generally
rave reviews—many excerpts are quoted
in the book —with the notable exception
of Rosamund [sic] Gilder of Theatre Arts
magazine, who was always rather cool to
his efforts. The general reception was
equally enthusiastic outside New York,
with Variety reporting ‘‘boffo”” business
throughout his various tours.

Granted U.S. citizenship in 1941, Evans
soon found himself in the U.S. Army,
where he was put in charge of the Army
Entertainment Section in the Central
Pacific Area. Pursuing his philosophy that
soldiers conscripted from all walks of life
should be treated as adults who could
enjoy a wide array of entertainments,
Evans’ group provided theatrical fare
ranging from a show called Four Jerks in a
Jeep to Hamlet (in which he starred),
shortened to comply with military curfew
regulations, to personal appearances by
lack Benny, Bob Hope, Yehudi Menuhin
and other U.S.O. stars. He also arranged
for Gertrude Lawrence to appear in Blithe
Spirit, which Noel Coward had written for
her but which she had never played on the
commercial stage. During this period he
recruited Sergeant George Schaefer into
his unit; Schaefer became a close friend

and colleague, producirg andfor directing
several Evans productions on stage, film
and television.

In the postwar period, Evans turned to
G.B. Shaw and presented both Man and
Superman and The Devil’s Disciple in New
York and on tour. He did a stint as Monor-
ary Artistic Advisor for New York’s City
Center, adding drama to a schedule which
until then had concentrated on opera and
ballet. With Lawrence Langner, a Connec-
ticut neighbor, he embarked on an adven-
turous jeep ride along the marshy banks of
the Housatonic River in search of a site for
a Shakespearean festival in Stratford, CT.
The book includes an interesting account
of how the original concept of a tent with
a simple platform stage gradually grew
into a large-scale enterprise that became
economically unworkable.

In 1953, the Hallmark of Fame series
began, and Evans re-created many of his
Shakespearean roles for television. Live
performances were the rule at this time,
necessitating an undignified off-camera
slide down a fireman’s pole in order for
Richard 1l to descend from the battle-
ments of Flint Castle in time for the next
scene with Bolingbroke. They also hit
upon an ingenious method of audience
measurement by checking with local
water boards as to the increase in water
consumption during the half-time com-
mercial, and were gratified at the number
of “bathroom breaks” which this indi-
cated.

Returning to the stage, Evans co-pro-
duced and played Captain Shotover in an
allstar revival of Heartbreak House, which
involved the de facto dismissal of Harold
Clurman as director (although he received
credit in the program) because the cast
felt they were receiving no direction from
him. During this period there was also a
new film version of Macbeth, co-starring
Judith Anderson and directed by George
Schaefer, the musical Tenderloin directed
by George Abbott, The Aspern Papers with
Margaret Webster at the helm, and A Pro-
gram for Two Players, consisting of selec-
tions from Shakespeare which Evans and
Helen Hayes performed on a bus-and-
truck tour covering 69 cities in 19 weeks.
From 1964 on, a series of television shows
and films occupied his time, although he
did return to the stage once more, at age
80, to appear in On Golden Pond at a Flor-
ida theatre.

All This. . . is a candid account of a pro-
fessional life in the theatre. Along with his
various successes, Evans recounts his fail-
ures and disappointments. Among the lat-
ter is the dramatization of The Teahouse of
the August Moon, which he decided to
produce in large part because he hoped to
play Sakini, the Okinawan interpreter. Un-
fortunately, early on there was a serious
falling out with the playwright, which pre-
cluded any such development; in fact, at
the celebratory opening night party, john
Patrick hurled a full glass of champagne
at Evans the moment he appeared. Happi-
ly, things went much more smoothly in
Dial M for Murder and No Time for Ser-
geants, which brought fame to Andy Grif-

fith in the starring role.

Evans freely admits that he doesn’t like
to waste money. What others may call
penny-pinching, he regards as canny busi-
ness practice. He is forthright in express-
ing his general philosophy and opinions
of various theatrical practices. He is gen-
erous in his praise of many of his col-
leagues but is also frank about the short-
comings of others. While his personal life
does not figure largely in this account,
there are descriptions of the various
houses he has owned and trips he has
taken for various purposes.

Although this book is called a “mem-
oir,” it has been carefully constructed in
a straightforward chronological arrange-
ment, with a useful index and a list of
Evans’ written works and recordings. The
book is informal, informative and highly
enjoyable.

— Dorothy L. Swerdlove

Caught in the Act: New York Actors Face
to Face. By Susan Shacter and Don
Shewey. New York: New American Library,
1986. 304 pp. $22.95.

A more popular approach to a collec-
tion such as this would be hard to imagine.
Fifty-four interviews with photographs of
actors (no ladies present), some famous,
some not, are included. The term ““New
York actor’” is defined as one who “'trained,
made (his) name, continues to work on
stage, and/or appear in films ostentatious-
ly set in New York” —thus the subjects
range from Phillip Bosco and Barnard
Hughes to Kevin Bacon and Christopher
Reeve. The men are of varying ages, act-
ing styles, and recognition levels; “stars”’
such as William Hurt are in with “support-
ing” actors David Rasche and Anthony
Zerbe. Shewey’s interview questions en-
courage short but dense answers, leaving
no room for gossip and name-dropping,
creating an impression rather than a how-
to of what a working actor does. They talk
about acting as a job, an art form, and a
way of life. They describe the realities of
bankability and the choices one makes,
from the soaps to the plays and movies.
Some of their responses are cosmic, some
are crazy, one (Matt Dillon) is so cryptic
that his interview is in prose. The appen-
dix, listing each actor and his credits, is ex-
cellent. The black-and-white photographs
are evocative, reflective of current trends
in both stylization and portraiture. This
book has something for everyone —a cof-
fee-table book doubling as a satisfying in-
sight into “lives of performers.”

~— Adele Bellinger

The Mahabharata. By Jean-Claude Carri-
ere. Translated by Peter Brook. New York:
Harper & Row, 1987. 239 pp. $18.95.

The Shifting Point: Theatre, Film, Opera,
1946-1987. By Peter Brook. New York:
Harper & Row, 1987. 255 pp. $22.50.

Unquestionably Peter Brook’s epic pro-
duction of The Mahabharata, staged at
BAM'’s reconditioned ruin of a theatre,
Brooklyn’s Majestic, in the autumn of 1987



was the theatre-event, possibly even the
cultural event, of the season. True, it
didn’t have much competition. But by any
standards, Brook’s Mahabharata was a
major undertaking and a magnificent
achievement. Nonetheless, there were
some professional critics who were not
moved nor much impressed, wanting
either less or more. The three parts of this
Hindu religio-historical myth, not counting
intermissions, took nine hours to perform
in marathon. For some specialists and
spectators, that was just too long. Others,
however, aware of the depths of meaning
and the epic scope of the original Maha-
bharata texts, complained variously that
Brook’s version didn’t contain enough,
didn’t go deeply enough into the many
meanings, or that it was, in some sense, an
unfair appropriation of an ethnic master-
piece by non-ethnics, and a veritable
UNESCO of them at that.

In Mother India, where specific parts of
the Mahabharata, performed as dance-the-
atre, puppet-play, or live drama, may
themselves exceed the “two-hours traffic
of our stage,” attempts to present the en-
tire panorama, it’s reported, have taken
some forty days. Because Brook and Carri-
ere, themselves first fascinated by this
work in short sessions of story-telling by
Philippe Lavastine, experienced the effec-
tiveness of the work in India through story-
telling as well, that is the direct and simple
route they chose for making this notable
poem accessible to western audiences.
Purists may regret the loss of some mem-
orable events or major characters, but the
adapters had to draw the line somewhere.
The result, in Brook’s straightforward Eng-
lish, is a compelling and cautionary tale
about the lust for power and riches, the
quest for love and justice, and the final
possibility of human survival on this earth.
Those are of course large themes, and
they are largely explored in a vivid series
of confrontations—also visually vivid in
Brook’s stage evocations—linked by two
mythic story-tellers, Vyasa and Ganesha,
the Elephant God. For those who missed
the BAM production, Brook’s published
text may actually be a small blessing, in
that they will lose no word of the epic tale
in the reading, as some spectators com-
plained they did, hearing some roles
played in alien accents. What readers
have lost in the visual dimension, how-
ever, they will have to make up in their
imaginations, which Brook would surely
welcome. The power and the simplicity of
this new Mahabharata drama will surely
also inspire some capable readers to emu-
late Brook with productions—or at least
scenes—of their own.

Together with The Empty Space, now
virtually a bible to many drama students,
Brook’s collection of essays, The Shifting
Point, certainly helps document and ex-
plain the evolution of a theatre prodigy, an
enfant terrible, into the innovative, exper-
imental theatre theorist and director that
Peter Brook has become. Even those crit-
ics who have complained of specific stag-
ings usually express their respect for his
undenied talent and their admiration for

his continuing search for theatre’s es-
sences. The Shifting Point, unlike the
earlier work, which is a fundamental anal-
ysis of the kinds of theatre now extant,
with their powers and problems, is an ab-
sorbing collection of pieces Brook has
written over five decades.

Quite aside from the often profound
and provocative insights Brook offers on
theatre, opera, film, performance, person-
alities, and culture in general, the essays
are also eminently readable and enjoy-
able. They reveal much of Brook’s own
charm, enthusiasm, and thoughtfulness.
This past autumn, at the CUNY Graduate
Center, | conducted a seminar surveying
all aspects of Brook’s long career, includ-
ing opera, theatre, dance criticism, film-
making, TV directing, and theatre re-
searches. To that end, | had searched the
files of British newspapers and journals for
early comments by Brook on theatre and
its allied arts. Many of the best appear in
The Shifting Point, especially Brook’s com-
ments on Shakespeare and his portraits of
Craig and Beckett. But there are some,
such as his thoughts on Musique Concrete,
that one would also like to have readily
available. Next collection?

There are at least three aspects of The
Shifting Point which make it an essential
theatre reference, even if at first it appears
to be only a random selection of essays.
They are, in fact, organized by themes and
chronology. Many of them deal specific-
ally with notable Brook productions which
are now part of theatre history, making
them valuable documents in the study and
appreciation of the Brookian creations.
Brook’s astute critical judgments about
the performing arts permeate the essays as
well. Finally, as a partial panorama of
Brook’s work and developing thought, be-
cause the writing is so direct and personal,
The Shifting Point is also a kind of Brook
autobiography.

— Glenn Loney

Sondheim & Co. Second Edition. By Craig
Zadan. New York: Harper & Row, 1986. viii
+ 408 pp. $27.95.

Gershwin. By Edward Jablonski. New York:
Doubleday, 1987. xv + 436 pp. $21.95.

Seesaw and No, No, Nanette have
launched a new type of theatre book.
They are curious works, the product of the
tape-recorder and the diary, transcribed,
cut and pasted together for instant con-
sumption. Craig Zadan’s Sondheim & Co. is
just such a book —which is not to say that
it is without merit. To the first edition of
this book (1974), long out-of-print, he has
added material, updating it to include
even a brief account of the genesis of Into
the Woods, currently running on Broad-
way. Not only the creative artists behind
these works, but also the stars of the
shows, and others associated with them,
have been interviewed in detail and their
observations skillfully woven together. To
his credit, the author in no way glosses
over the troubles that have beset Sond-
heim. As every playgoer knows, his shows

are Rorschach tests for audiences and pro-
voke intense and divided reactions—one
of the true tests, surely, of possible genius.
What is unavoidably lacking in his book
is the perspective of time. In themselves
the chapters read like lead articles for the
Sunday sections. They are interesting, give
one the pleasing sense of backstage eaves-
dropping, and, are, unfortunately, quite
without perspective. Nevertheless, one
must be grateful to Mr. Zadan for collect-
ing the raw materials for future historians
of the musical theatre. Would that other
such accounts existed for earlier plays and
musicals. His book, however, contributes
little to our understanding or appreciation
of Sondheim’s talents. For such insights we
must turn instead to more reflective
pieces such as the composer’s own illumi-
nating article, “The Musical Theatre,” in
The Dramatists Guild Quarterly (1978), and
John Lahr’s brilliant evaluation of Sond-
heim in Automatic Vaudeville (1984).
Edward )Jablonski’s Gershwin is also, in a
sense, a revision. His earlier book on the
composer, published in 1958, was subse-
quently altered and improved in 1973. His
new biography is so thoroughly revised it
is, in fact, a new book. His scholarship is
up-to-date and he is well aware of recent
finds of Gershwin material. To cite an ex-
ample: Cershwin’s one-act opera, Blue
Monday, which expired after one perfor-
mance in George White’s Scandals of 1922,
is no longer briefly dismissed, but in his
new book discussed in detail, not for its in-
trinsic value, but as an early step towards
Porgy and Bess. Similarly, Let ‘Em Eat Cake
{(1933), earlier also given short shrift, is
recognized as an even more important
stepping-stone towards Porgy. In addition,
Jablonski has meticulously revised his
earlier check list of George and lra’s com-
positions to include many new titles.
Through the years Jablonski’s knowledge
and understanding of the composer have
greatly deepened. His early book, designed
for coffee-tables of the better sort, was a
respectable one, but his new study seems
guaranteed to become the standard work
on Gershwin. Fifty years have passed since
the composer died. To the raw materials
which Jablonski gathered earlier, he has
added new data and fresh insights —aided
by the perspective of time. Perhaps, after
a similar passage of time, Zadan can per-
form a similar service for Stephen Sond-
heim.
— William W. Appleton

The Theatre of Inigo Jones and John Webb.
By John Orrell. New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1985. xiv + 218 pp. $42.50.

In a field as well trodden as the seven-
teenth-century English playhouse, it is sur-
prising that the best surviving evidence,
offered by Inigo Jones and John Webb, has
not been studied in its entirety before.
John Orrell now expertly supplies the
omission with this major new book. Ex-
cluding the masque designs that have
been well documented already, he focuses
on the architectural plans for theatres and
stages Jones and his junior associate pre-
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