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Dissing the Bard?®

Romeo and Juliet i chopped and changed for a young audience

By Chris Rohmann

Romeo and Juliet

By Willlam Shakespears, directed by James Vescae,
UMgss Amharst, 545-2511 or (B00) 998-UMAS, Through
April 10,

and fuliet now playing ar Ubdass, you might be

forgiven for wondering if you've wandered inmo
the.wrong show. The Tempen, maybe, if you're sill
thinking shakespeare, as diaphanous spirits rise our of
the smoky earth,

O, considering the look of the place, The Lord of she
Flies. The swaggering boys and girls who soon fill the

e with taune and brawls are not the sleek youth of
old Verona bur barefoot castaways dressed in parched
and tattered sackcloth, wild survivors of some catastro-
phe. They loirer and squahhlc in a post-urban
wasteland licered with slabs of broken stone.

This is na blood feud berween proud fami-
lies of the merchant elass, foughr with gliter-
ing swords. Here the rivalry of the Monrague
and Capulet clans, which forms the backdrop
i this most famous of love stories, is a diss-
ing match berween reenage urchins who duke
it ourwith fists and feet, sticks and stones.

This vision, half primeval, half apocalyptie,
belongs o direcror James Yesce, *1 wanted o
create 3 world in which no one knows where
the moral center is," he explained during a
break in last weeks dress rehearsal. “These
rwo lovers find themselves in a world char’
soit of loveless. This is a warld of young peo-
ple, where moral authoricy, especially adule
authority, has broken down,”

Ta h:gh]igi.ll that point, Vescz and dra-
marturg Yael Prizant have taken the radical s1ep
of ousting all the play’s authoricy figures from
the script, The necessary lines of exposition
spoken by Juliets parents have been given o
rwo minor characters in the I:a,_:.-u]c; houge-
held. The prince-magistrare’s decrees autlaw-
ing the strees brawls and banishing Romeo
from Verona are spoken by the Chorus
{Lauren Berpamo) — here envisioned as an
earth-spirit attended by a troupe of dancing
sprites. {These specters represent, for Vesce,
the primal passions thar drive the characrers.)

With lepal and parental authority offsage if
not entirely ahsent, the hosility to the love
between Romeo and Julier (Marthew Ferraro
and Melista Fendell) becomes a marcer of
peer pressure, Their supposed accomplices,
and the only grown-ups o survive the cuts,
are Julier’s nurse (Tary Chevalier) and Friar
Lawrence (Wan Farrier). These swo are the
levers” go-hetweens, bur in Vesce's view chey
are dubious allies; the nurse’s advice is conera-
dictory and the friars is disasrous.

The production creators havent only
alvered the cast of characsers. Listen closely and
you'll hear subtle changes in Shakespeare's
verse. All the Eleabethan pronouns and verbs — the
thees and thous, shalts and goests — have been updased
1o “you” and “shall” and “go” (with onc exceprion, Tulieds
inviolably famous *Whesefore art thou Remen?”). These
and other substitutes for archaic terms are intended 1o
make the play more accessible to the production’s Gen X
and ¥ asget audience — young people for whom the
antiquated lanpuage is unfamiliar and alienaring. The
changes are minimal, though, almost subliminal, and
most of the Bard's words are intact, along with his fambic

w hen the '.iﬂ]‘:[i. o up on the production of Bemee

In this staging of Romeo and fuliet, Verona is a closed

pentameter and chymed coupless, which the student
ACTOTS spﬁ]{ with an -:mpha.sh mare on slru.ighf-nrwurd
meaning than lyrical Hights.

OF all the modern :cll:]l.ing.-. of this classic mle —
feom Zeffirelli in wide-screen Technicolor to Leanardo
DiCaprio as Venice Beach slacker in Baz Luhrmanns
adaptation to Shakerpeare in Love — the one Vesoe was
mast influcnced by is Wi Sidde Story. Vesce's Romeo and
Juilier reaches for the same modern, rdm- feel, the same
closed universe ruled by kids — though Vesce has con-
sciously tried o avoid any specifically contemporary
connotations, And while its not 2 musical, this version
places a similar emphasis on music and movement; in
fact, the production’s focus is more on action than en
Ianguag;.'. The masked ball where the young lovers first
meet has an explosive tension expressed in an MTW-
style dance routine (by choreographer Ter Parker) and

universe raled by kids,

the lethal ﬁgh.l: berween Mercutio {Ricardo Foster) and
Tybale {Uzay Turner) is pasitively acrobaric.

Much of the pl.::.r is anemarically underscored with
music by guitarist Par Metheny and his collaborator, Lyle
Mays. For Vesee, Metheny's eclectic sampling of musical
styles and reworking of the farz masters provides a firrin
counterpoing to his own rethinking of Shakespeare, Bulﬁ
are attempts to pay homage o masterworks withourt sim-
ply restaring them in slavishly liceral performances, bur

racher by injecting them with new perspectives, W



