











BLACK COMEDY AND FARCE

A farce is a comic dramatic piece written for the stage or film whose objec-
tive is to entertain the audience through unlikely and extravagant situa-
tions, disguise and mistaken identity, verbal humour, and a fast-paced
plot. Farce also employs broad horseplay and deliberate absurdity or
nonsense.

Farces tend to steer clear of a traditional plot, such as two lovers who
overcome all obstacles to unite, and instead focus on a transgressive act
or a character’s attempt to hide something from the other characters—
and the unforeseen chain reaction that results. The character who has
something to conceal soon passes the point of no return, mistakenly
believing that any course of action is preferable to being exposed. Conse-
quently, the protagonist sinks deeper and deeper into trouble. The skel-
eton in the closet, either real or imagined, may be a secret concerning the
immediate present or the long forgotten past that has just re-emerged
and begun to threaten the main character’s security or peace of mind.

In the late 19th century, this secret was usually related to a woman lying
about her age or a man fathering an illegitimate child. In the 20th century,
infidelity became a popular theme.

Farces typically move at a frantic pace as they near the climax, where the
initial problem is somehow resolved, often in a happy ending. In some
cases, poetic justice is not always rendered—that is, the protagonist may
get away with what he or she has been trying to hide at all costs, even a
criminal act. Highly tolerant of transgressive behaviour and tending to
depict human beings as vain, irrational, and venal, farce is a natural com-
panion of satire. In fact, farce is not merely a genre but a highly flexible
dramatic mode that often occurs in combination with other forms, includ-
ing romantic comedy.

Bill's Notes: Black Comedy COSTUME SKETCH FOR BLACK COMEDY BY DESIGNER SHEILA WHITE

In Black Comedy, struggling artist Brindsley Miller and his fiancée, Carol,
are having a party with the aim of impressing Carol’s father, Colonel
Melkett, and millionaire Georg Bamberger, who may buy some of Brinds-
ley’s sculptures. They have borrowed (without permission) the furniture of
a neighbour, the camp and fussy Harold Gorringe, to make the flat more
presentable.

When the fuse blows, plunging the flat into darkness, only we, the audi-
ence, can see what is happening. This brings an elderly spinster neigh-
bour, Miss Furnival, to the door. She is followed by the Colonel; Harold
Gorringe, unexpectedly returning early from a weekend away; Brindsley’s
true love, the caustic and willful Clea; and the man from the Electricity
Board who, having a German accent, is easily mistaken for their would-be
benefactor, Bamberger.

Brindsley must return Harold’s furniture before the lights are restored, and
keep Carol and the other guests in the dark about Clea’s arrival, while mak-
ing a good impression on the Colonel. The result, as you might expect, is
chaotic, disastrous—and very funny.

Q&A WITH DIRECTOR DEAN PAUL GIBSON

You've directed It’s a Wonderful Life, The School for Scandal, and

The History Boys for the Arts Club. Is there any common thread that runs
through those pieces? If so, does it connect to Black Comedy?

What they have in common is style and heart, hopefully, and that’s what
we want to exemplify, whether we’re working on the greatest comedies or
the greatest tragedies.

At the Arts Club, especially, you’ve had a lot of success with “comedies
with bite.” Is there something about the form that speaks to you?

| think that kind of represents a little bit of who | am. By that | mean | think
| have a pretty good sense of humour and | think I'm known for being a
little bit edgy, a little bit outrageous. So, | take some liberties. But | think

it comes from, hopefully, a place where there’s no malice involved, so that
it's all about having good fun. Ultimately, that’s what keeps me alive in

my own life, having humour around me. Because without the humour, I'm
dead. | would wash away in puddle of tears, | think [laughs].
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You've also tackled tragedies—notably Othello for Bard on the Beach this
past summer. Do you have a preference?

No, | don’t have a preference, because when someone talks to me about,
you know, “you are going to be working on this play and that will be so
easy to work on because it’s such a good play and such a well-known sto-
ry.” Well, with that comes a ton of expectation from people (and they all
know how it should be done, incidentally). But, no, each play—it doesn’t
matter whether I’'m working on the greatest tragedy or comedy—is a lot
of hard work, and | can’t help but invest 100% fully who | am. Even if I'm
working on a script that someone would consider trite or lightweight, it’s
serious business; the serious business of comedy and finding the humour
in tragedy, so that we have balance. Ultimately, we have to have balance.
So both of those things, they gratify me enormously because they bal-
ance me. | love working in pathos, | work through that every day with my
own stuff, and with family and friends, we see that and then we all laugh
together at the end of it. That’s the way we know we're alive, by having the
whole gamut of emotions.

What are the most exciting things about directing Black Comedy?

The most challenging?

An exciting thing about directing Black Comedy is going to be everybody
working in broad light and pretending they can’t see each other [laughs].
That is going to be exciting. And then challenging is going to be the physi-
cal business that comes with that kind of invention. How do they encoun-
ter each other and act like they can’t see each other?

When you take on a new directing project, do you begin at the same place
with each show in terms of deciding on an overall vision or direction

for the piece?

Well, | guess, the script, obviously. When you start with the script, you
start looking for metaphors and symbolism, and who'’s the protagonist,
what’s the crux of it all, what’s the theme, what’s the idea, why did the
playwright write the play, is it pure physical entertainment? You know, Pe-
ter Shaffer is known for some of the great tragedies, with the exception of
perhaps Lettice and Lovage, which has huge heart, but great physical com-
edy (you know, it was written for Maggie Smith), and then you pull that up
to Royal Hunt for the Sun, or Amadeus, or Equus, and you just start think-
ing, “wow.” So, the fact that he decided to have his little nod to the broad
farce is exciting. Because people want to pigeonhole you. It’s the same

Bill's Notes: Black Comedy

when you're a director. They want to say, “Oh, DPG, that’s what he does.”
But | keep messing it up. Because if | allow them, they’ll say, “That’s all
you can do.” And I’'m not that kind of an artist; hopefully I'm an artist that
will continue to learn and grow, and sometimes my successes are greater
than others, but at the very least, everything | work on has some kind of
integrity.

How will the curtain-raiser, A Marriage Proposal, by Chekhov, and

Black Comedy fit together?

This is interesting. The curtain-raiser play that was written with Black Com-
edy wasn'’t as interesting or exciting and Bill came up with the grand idea
of coupling it with A Marriage Proposal, which interestingly was written by
one of our great tragedians of the 19th century, Chekhov, known for his
great dramas. And this—again like Peter Shaffer, here’s their parallel—
Chekhov decides to do his broad comedy, which was A Marriage Proposal,
and The Bear, and The Anniversary, and they made him money so that he
could sustain. And it's a very broad comedy, like Shaffer’s Black Comedy.
So it’s really interesting that these two great tragedians decided to explore
their comedic flair and both were enormously successful with it. It just
shows that you are not only one thing. We are multifaceted; we have pa-
thos and humour that live in us side by side. It’s up to us to decide which
part we are going to show today. We make a decision, a conscious choice
everyday, of what we're going to give the world. And then of course, there’s
the Russian influence. Both thematically are about a marriage proposal,
and getting approval from the Father, etc., so there are interesting obsta-
cles there. The Russian artists of the day influenced a lot of artists in the
20th century, especially the new modern movement that was happening in
the ‘60s, mid-century modern. And you can see how that’s reflected from
the artists of the turn of the century, particularly somebody like Kandinsky.

Anything you can tell us about your plans for Black Comedy and

A Marriage Proposal?

| invite the audience members to see what the common themes are be-
tween the two shows, and see how we've linked them together, see how
we've sewn these particular ideas together to create an overall concept
that fits both of these comedies from these two great dramatic writers.
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You have a long history as an actor. Which do you like better—acting

or directing?

Again, it’s like comedy and tragedy. Each one is so gratifying on a certain
level, and each one informs the other so well. | don’t get to act as often
anymore because I'm so busy directing, but | kind of like that, because |
like being in charge. | like being able to hire people and create a team. To
create something; to go after something; to make a show a project; | love

that aspect. I've always done that. Since | was a kid, | took charge. | made
decisions, and | wasn’t afraid of that. But at the same time | love to relin-
quish everything once in a while and be an actor, and let somebody else
make those decisions.

Is it difficult to sit back as a performer and let someone else take the
directing reins?

No, it’s more or less easy. | think sometimes other directors can be intimi-
dated by that, but ultimately | just want to tell the story. I've got the same
goal as them: do the best we can, with the best people, and have a really
good time doing it. Because life’s too short.

SPOTLIGHT ON THE GRANVILLE ISLAND STAGE:
MOM'’S THE WORD: REMIXED

The first show to open our Granville Island Stage this season brings back
the fabulous Mom'’s the Word Collective. The intrepid women spent the
summer months creating Mom’s the Word: Remixed—a hybrid of their

hilarious play Mom'’s the Word (about being new mothers and raising small

children) and its hit sequel, Mom’s the Word 2: Unhinged (about mother-
hood and raising teenagers). In combining the two full-length shows into
one, the Moms have taken the best of their material—the poignant and
the comic—to bring audiences the full spectrum of their eventful experi-
ences of motherhood over the last 16 years.

The Moms have found international success with these plays: the first
Mom’s has played everywhere from Australia to Chicago to London and
Berlin. And many of these productions were helmed by the director of
Remixed, Wayne Harrison. His experience with the material and the collab-

orative process of the Moms collective made him a natural choice to direct

Bill's Notes: Black Comedy

this new compilation of stories. Wayne has seen firsthand the appeal of
the rollercoaster ride the Moms take audiences on. And like the Moms, he
knows that the devil is in the details and that all the idiosyncrasies of each
woman’s household is what makes their stories so personal and universal
at the same time. Mom’s the Word is an intimate experience for audiences,
both during the show because the performers are so warm and connect
directly to the audience, and afterward when friends, mothers and daugh-
ters, husband and wives share their own stories about the challenges of
living together, raising children, and trying to stay sane.

The mother

of all shows!

By the Mom’s the Word Collective
SEDtember 24 - NaVember 7

2% &
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ARTS CLUB THEATRE COMPANY
1585 JOHNSTON STREET
MY NOTES VANCOUVER, BC V6H 3RQ

BEFORE EVERY PRODUCTION AT THE STANLEY
INDUSTRIAL ALLIANCE STAGE, GAIN INSIGHT INTO
THE SHOW BY READING BILL'S NOTES. ARTISTIC
MANAGING DIRECTOR BILL MILLERD SHARES HIS
THOUGHTS ABOUT THE WORK YOU ARE ABOUT TO
EXPERIENCE. ENJOY—AND SHARE BILL'S NOTES
WITH YOUR FRIENDS AND FAMILY!
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