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Plays and players
but no public

WHEN you come to think of it,

the Kenya Drama Festival
is a remarkable institution.

At a time of political iransi-
tion and fluctuating public inte-
rest—and at a time when many
up-country groups have vanish-
ed from the theatrical scene —
we can still stage .a four-day
festival that boasts five Euro-
pean, five African, and one
Asian entry, of which four were
.original plays.

We have little cause to be
smug about the position of
theatre in the cultural life of
East Africa (let alone the posi-
tion of the National Theatre) —
but the Festival Committee,
headed by Mr. Robert Buller,
must be congratulated for its
achievement.

The entries ranged from the
slickly professional to the down-
right amateurish, but a good

 deal of hard work went into
every production, regardless of
the result.

- This was especially true of
the last two offerings, both pre-
sented by the Mwadui Players,
who flew up from Tanzania for
the occasion.

Variation

The first of these, Pygmalion
and His Galatea, was not a gond
choice.

Yet another variation on the
Greek myth, it demanded a
more stylised production, and
nimbler playing, than it receiv-

ed.

Of the cast, only Ian Living-
stone, in a robust performance
as Phobus, came anywhere near
the mark.

The second presentation, an
excerpt from Sailor Beware,
was much more successful, with
the producer, Mary Foster,
giving a virtuoso performance
as the harassed, domineering
Emma, and Joyce Morland pro-
viding a hilarious impersonation
of the dithering aunt,

She would have been ny
choice for the Best Supporting
Actress, but as it was, Sailor
Beware carried away only one
award, for The Best Up-couniry
Entry.

In his final speech (and many
of the performers could profit-
ably have studied the adjudi-
cator’s immaculate sense of
timing), Mr, Peter Carpenfer
commented on the change of
scene since he was here four
years ago— and had some very
apt things to say about the fes-
tival as a whole.

He had already suggested that
he would like to take two of the
original plays back to Uganda
for production there — Twika
Buys a Wife, and With Strings.

For the latter, Mr. Kuldip

Africa Theatre Guild Award fur
the best original play.

Timothy Bungey
looks back at the
Kenya Drama
Festival

With Strings.carried off an-
other award when Mr, Sharad
Rao was presented with the
Best Supporting Player’s Trophy
for his performance as Mohan.

The Kenya Drama Festival
Bowl went to Mr. Peter Pearce
for his moving performance as
Daniel de Bosola in the Nairobi
City Players’ presentation ¢f an
extract from The Duchess of
Malfi.

This sombre exercise in the
macabre trembles on the verge
of the ridiculous, but is redeem-
ed by the beauty of the lan-
guage, and Len Pierrepoint’s
stark production, doomladen
and darkly lit, had just the
right touch of brooding tragedy.

The play that carried away

most of the awards was the |

Nairobi Amateur Dramatic Sc-
ciety's presentation of The Trap
— an essay in “kitchen sink”
drama that was
moving and had some very true
things to say about the subtle
variations of mood in family

. life.

All Kathleen Ross’s affection-
ately observed characters were
done justice by the excellent
cast, and Winifred Ferguson
well deserved the Kenya Drama
Festival Figurine for her truth-
ful performance of the slattern-
ly cockney housewife who tries
desperately to hold her family
together.

Exuberant -

Norman Montgomery received
the Producer’s Trophy; Derry
Shannon was awarded the

Kenya Drama Festival Cup for |

the best decor; and The Trap
not only carried off the Kenya
Drama  Festival Challenge
Shield, but won the Audience
Award as well.

On Saturday the -four win-
ning entries were performed at
the National Theatre — The
Trap; an exuberant musical
entertainment provided by the
Railwa;,r Players, A Minicture
Beggar's Opera; and the two
plays that tied in third place,
The Duchess of Malfi and
Twika Buys a Wife.

But it was sad to see that the
theatre was by no means pack-

We seem to be in the odd
position where there is no lack
of theatrical activity in East
Africa, but there is a consider-
able lack of public su;:port.

Perhaps, instead of trying to
find ways of encouraging local
dramatists and actors, we
should look for a way of educat-
ing the public into becoming
theatre-goers,

intensely |










Festival

ELL, well — my
innocent sugges-
tion that we should have
done with awards at drama
festivals seems to have
stirred up a bit of contro-
versy, although it does not
appear that the powers
that be have any intention
of taking the suggestion
up.
I do not propose to reopen
this one, but my attention was
caught by a remark made by

the president of the East Africa
Theatre Guild. Mr. R. Kingston

Davies, in a letter on the
subject.
He said; “We have good

reason to believe that several
groups, including some of our
regular entrants, would cease
to be interested if the stimulus
of competition were to be
removed.”

Now there is a damning
statement if you like. I am not

suggestion causes

dispute

—BEHIND ——
THE
CURTAIN
with
Peter
—— Macdonald ——

sure to which groups M.
Kingston Davies is referring.
but it means that they have
a completely wrong attitude to
the festival and particularly to
their role in it. It suggests that
maybe we should reappraise
the condition of the amateur
theatre movement.

If a perfcrmance is mounted
purely as an entertainment —
such as The Wizard of Oz, of

[

which I have written below —
then it is natural that the
company should be looking for
some reward, in the shape of
at least recovering the exoendi-
ture of the produclion.

Bul I repeat, the primary
purpose oi a drama festival
should be instructive, and if it
is to be reduced to a pot-hunt-
ing event it might as well be
scrapped and replaced, possibly,
by a straightforward commer-

cial presentalion of one-act
plays.
It will breed an amateur

theatre whose members are
only -concerned to demonstrate
their skill. rather than to seek
to improve it, and once we

reach thay stage we bhave
reached a dead end.
I think it is also worth

drawing the attention of the
Guild, and others, to the poing
made by Mr. Ezekiel Mphah-

lele, of Chemchemi Cultural
Centre. about the need to
attract — if necessary by
seeking out - African
audiences. !

To move out of Lhe sphere

of controversy — the Nairobi .

City Players are hard at work
preparing for their.Christmas
show, which is to be The
Wizard of Oz, and they promise
another ‘‘spectacular musical”
E?;nning from December 9 to

I am told
group’s most

that it is the
ambitious and

costly production to date, and.

it has been chosen -as being
close to the pantomine tradition
and therefore suitable for
children. For this reason week-
day performances will be at
6 p.m. g

It has & cast of almost 80
with about another 20 involved
in the various back-stage jobs.
The producer is Robert Young
who gave us Oklahomia! and
South Pacific, with musical
direction by Geoffrey Knight.

The cast will include
Dorothy Mathews, in the lead-
ing role, Winifred Ferguson,
Dorothy Patience, Pamela Bull,
Julie Eames, Sheelagh O'Meara,
Sheila MecKnight, Robert
Butler. Benny Goodman and
Jack Highman, together with
a large chorus of children and
a corps de ballet directed by
Jennifer Butler.

Mary Epsom once again is
in charge of the wardrobe and
the sets have been designed
by Peter Chiarletti.

Booking opens at the
g!xatlonal Theatre on November



§ EST recent com-
ments hsﬁm?ﬂd

seem fo imply that the
Theatre Guild is clinging to
the competitive type of
festival against the wishes

of -ntrants, critics, and
even  the theatre-going
public, please let me

assure your readers thal we
are only anxious to present
our two annual drama
festivals in Kenya in what-
ever form entrants and
public like best.

We are aware that some
would prefer a non-competitive
festival, but e have good
reason to believe that al least
as many (including some of our
regular entrants) would cease 10
be interested if the stimulus of
compefition were o be removed.

Some of the arguments
against competitive festivals
are, in my view, of doubtful
cogency, I{ seems to be assumed,
for example, that if marks are
awarded and the winners and
runners-up in certain classes
announced, then no group can
possibly enter the festival ex-
cept _with the sole object of
winning this, that, or another
award, Why? ST

If a group should want to
enter a play which they think .
will stand litfle chance of win-
ning an award, there is nothing
o stop them doing so. They will
still get what credit is due to
them, ' for diseriminating
theatre-goers will be just as im-
pressed by an adjudicator’s
respectful com_me‘nt?h on_some

- over-ambitious, worthwhile ex-
periment as by his ungualified
praise of, and award of prizes
{0, an easier piece which was
obvionsly well within the com--
pass of the group concerned.

Peter Macdonald’s notion that
competitive festivalg cause en-
trants to ‘confine themselves 10
“safe”’ choices of ‘play seems

equally hard to sustain, One

group alone, for example, has
performed, in the course of four
* competitive festivals, Sarire’s

Men Without Shadows, Exton’s

No Fized Abode, Simpson's A

Resounding Tinkle, part of

Shaw's Saint Joan, part of

Becketl’s Waiting for Godot,

and part of Webster's Duchess

of Malfi. It these are safe
choices, I should be intrigued
do know what Mr. Macdonald
would regard as advenlurous
. ones.

g'—‘ﬁ

anon-competitive festival e
mﬂ?nbe relaxed an

Then there is the idea that in Mphahele's plea for
liberal” dram p

. —

should express a clear prefer-. ance: Still, one of these

ence for a non-competitive
eveni, we should be prepared
{o give the idea a trial. In the
meantime, it might, perhaps,
seem a little discourieous to
the generous souls who pre-
sented the various trophies to
withdraw these arbitrarily
from cireulation. =

Rather. shall we seek 10 get
_the hest of both worlds by -

refaining adjudication and the
award of trophies for those who
like them, while assuring those
who do not that it is well
understood by all concerned
that the winning of an award
(affected as it must be by such

imponderables as the adjudi--

calor's personal tastes and the
state of his digestion at the
time). is by no means the “be-
‘all and end-all" of entering
{he festival, and that good
work in the theafre, whether
‘it wins or loses, may - justly
be regarded as its own reward.
_To turp. finally, to Mr.

festi

days. ..

R. KINGSTON DAVIES,
: ' President,

East Africa Theaire

Guild

(Kenya).

Nairebi, Nov, 2, 1965.
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