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Reviews

leotard over a black long-sleeved unitard made of soft leather (or is it vinyl)?
Is black an allusion to ebony, another commodity in the Silk Road trade? The
plot does not seem to imply this, but in any case, the color makes already
short Jemima Reyes, who plays the role, look even shorter. It might be more
appropriate to give her black pointe shoes to lengthen her leg line. As reckless
is the design of the headdress, which looks too big and looks more like a
helmet, though one adorned with feathers. The spines poking from the front
and sides and the longer one at the back are unnecessary encumbrances. They
add nothing to the role and are merely statement pieces.

The weakest point, though, is George Birkadze’s choreography, which
is a pity, since neoclassical ballets are purer realizations of movement and
technique. They focus on precision and the physique of the dancer, a focus
maintained by their refraining from heavy costumes and other props, which
might detract attention from the dance. Neoclassical technique, moreover,
requires faster, more intricate footwork, which sometimes barely allows the
dancers to rest on their heels. Birkadze takes out the dancing which defines
the Firebird as a character. Instead of the elusive, darting jumps and elongated
extensions in the sharp zemps levés and stark développés, his Firebird affects a
menacing profile, the head tilting obliquely from left to right like a dummy’s.
Moreover, with glaring eyes and black lips, she looks hostile most of the
time. Maybe Birkadze also wants her to be a gargoyle? The gnarled carriage
certainly suggests this. As puzzling is the Balinese-inspired movement of the
arms while the dancer is stomping her feet on point. The pas de deux with the
merchant is likewise poorly conceptualized. Why is the merchant nudging her
arabesque a few inches higher as a motif? Is the merchant a demanding ballet
master? With the Firebird out of the picture, the best dancing roles go to the
princess and the merchant. Although it was not much of a role, the princess
is warm and effusive while the merchant cuts a striking figure.

Ma. Gabriela P. Martin
Department of English
Ateneo de Manila University
mgmartin@ateneo.edu

The Tempest Reimagined. Directed by Nona Sheppard. Written by Nona
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In November, 2016, the Philippine Educational Theater Association
(PETA) staged The Tempest Reimagined, a work that weaves the original
Shakespearean text into a narrative set in the present day about a Yolanda-like
disaster. Directed by Nona Sheppard of the Royal Academy of the Dramatic
Arts in London and written by Sheppard and Liza Magtoto of PETA, The
Iempest Reimagined functions as two plays in one. The first is Shakespeare’s
The Tempest, which is set in an island inhabited by Prospero, Miranda,
Caliban, and Ariel, upon which are shipwrecked Ferdinand, Alonso, Antonio,
Trinculo, and Stephano. The second is set in a typhoon-ravaged Philippine
island whose inhabitants have names but whose struggles are collective rather
individual—first in dealing with the tragedy of the disaster, then later with
the government and with aid agencies. Their story runs alongside that of 7%e
Tempest. Finally, the two plays come together, and the all’s-well-that-end’s-
well of The Tempest is made to parallel the closure arrived at by the typhoon-
victims and the recognition that life goes on after the disaster.

The Tempest Reimagined was one of two bilingual productions of
Shakespeare plays from major Philippine theater companies in 2016, the
other being Tanghalang Pilipino’s Pangarap sa Isang Gabi ng Gitnang Tag-
araw (A Midsummer Night’s Dream), based on Rolando Tinio’s translation.

Navigating questions of language in the staging of Shakespeare in the
Philippines must be like walking the proverbial minefield. Shakespeare may
be the apotheosis of the development of poetry in the English language,
but Shakespeare has also come to embody the imperial project that claimed
moral, intellectual, and cultural ascendancy—what Victorian poet and critic
Matthew Arnold called “the best that is known and thought in the world”—
to justify military and economic aggression. Postmodern Philippine theater
of the twenty-first century mounting Shakespeare must surely grapple with
questions of the plays’ and their translations’ relevance and intelligibility.

Tanghalang Pilipino employed a very clear and simple approach to the
bilingualism of their project, so clear that it was immediately apparent to the
audience why and when the code should switch from English to Filipino and
back. The English text was used when the setting was Athens, which signified
order and authority, and the Filipino text was used for most of the production
when the action was set in the forest, which signified whimsy and passion.

The logic behind the codeswitching in The Tempest Reimagined was not as
obvious. An easy and sensible choice might have been for the actors to stick to
English when they were playing scenes from 7he Tempest and to use Filipino
when they were playing the new material; and both languages could have
been adopted when two worlds met. There were, however, whole swathes of
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dialogue in English and Filipino regardless of setting or occasion. The effect
was that, at times, the dialogue felt artificial and discomfiting. When C. B.
Garrucho, playing Prospero, delivers a lengthy soliloquy about Prospero’s
banishment from Milan (act 1, scene 2 of The Tempest), she does it masterfully
in English but for one phrase. In the middle of the monologue, the lines “the
ministers for th” purpose hurried thence / me and thy crying self” become
“the ministers for th’ purpose hurried thence me / umiiyak ka noon.” The
shift to Tagalog is uncalled for and even threatens to violate the sense of the
original. When the typhoon victims are in the throes of the storm they cry
out a most unnatural, almost comedic “Help me, someone!” and “Why is it
us getting punished like this!” Finally, Caliban, who has come to symbolize
the enslaved colonial subject and whose lines would appear eminently suited
for translation into Filipino, is actually the only character who never shifts
from English to Filipino.

The hazy relationship between the languages in this play seems a
symptom, really, of the unsteady and vague connection between the two
narratives that run alongside each other. Prospero’s conflict with his brother
Antonio and his conflict with Caliban and the shenanigans of Ariel with
Trinculo and Stephano play out and get resolved without their ever merging
with—whether as plot point or as thematic commentary—the action of the
other narrative. There is some organic merging of the two worlds toward the
end when the story of Miranda and Ferdinand begins to resemble the story of
the two victims of the typhoon. In both cases, the couple fall in love despite
desperate conditions, and the play actually ends with a double wedding. The
most wonderful merging of the two worlds, however, comes when Prospero’s
disappearing feast is depicted as the promised relief goods that disappear
as well. By and large, though, the two worlds play out independently of
each other.

To be sure, there is much within each narrative that is moving,
entertaining, inventive, masterful, and thought provoking. Theater veteran
Garrucho does a wonderful gender bender and plays Prospero both with
great force and with great ease. Some of the singing is really quite delightful.
Ariel (who is played by three actors as three sprites in one being) sings a
charming ditty in harmony, and a witty song about what the victims dream
of (“chicken adobo every day, a house with running water”) is set to music
that somehow sounds like a Philippine folk song and a renaissance jig at the
same time. Finally, the play manages to make a statement about government
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bureaucracy and false promises and very movingly closes with stories of real
victims of Yolanda.

Shakespeare’s The Tempest ends with Prospero revealing that his project
was to please and to enchant. The Tempest Revisited, as drama and as
performance, did please and enchant; it even moved the conscience. As a
literary text lacking organic unity, however, it left much to be desired.

Maria Teresa P. Tinio

Department of Literature and Humanities
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