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Goethe - Close to Shakespeare

LONDON. British theatres rarely tackle German classics. But following on from Robert
David MacDonald's splendid adaptation of both parts of Faust in Glasgow, the "Magna
Carta Theatre Company" has surprised the London audience with an almost magical new
production of Faust Part I performed at the "Young Vic Studio", with only £ 4,000 from
sponsors, such as the Embassy of the Federal Republic of Germany and the brewers of Faust
Lager (who however do not advertise their product on the beermugs used in the
production).

Director Margarete Forsyth, a graduate in German, born in Nuremberg, has so far only
produced plays with students in Erlangen and London. Now she attempts Faust as her
professional debut and succeeds, as if she were not only in marital alliance with Julian
Forsyth, her splendid Faust, but also in a magical alliance with Mephisto, to draw sparkling
wine from wood — but for this scene in Auerbach's cellar, as for many others, she has
thought up an even more colourful magic trick.

The new translation by Nigel M. Fazal, based on an old one of 1835 by the Irish poet John
Anster, mixes verse and prose, rather stately language with cheeky modernisms, and lifts
Goethe to the level of Shakespeare. The young director doesn’t impose any idiosyncratic
interpretation, but settles for a traditional approach, faithful to the text, with a fully
equipped dusty book laden study, a real spinning-wheel, a white mouse, various gargoyles,
witches and devilry, all designed to make the text a delight for her English audience.

Added to these are a number of sprightly folk-dances and songs, a dashing fencing scene, a
small company of unknown actors, whose eyes sparkle with the joy of acting. Among them
Laurence Evans as a cynical Mephisto of brilliant virtuosity and Maralyn Heathcock as a
cheery and lively Marthe Schwerdtlein, secretly slipping a necklace from Gretchen's casket
into her bodice.

A wealth of such little inventions gives this lovingly prepared and performed Faust a
freshness and vigour which outshine many a jaded production. But why only two weeks in
a studio theatre with 125 seats? Cannot the larger London theatres learn from this that there
is something to be said for tackling foreign classics?

Julian Exner

Frankfurter Rundschau
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