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Sarah Topham as Titania, Dion Johhstone
as Oberon and cast in Shakespeare Theatre
Company’s 2015 production of,

A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
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Ethan McSweeny’s delightful, free-spirited production of
A Midsummer Night's Dream breathes new life into one
of the Bard'’s best-loved plays, writes Richard Lord
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Topman as Titania, Mawell Balay as the Changeling Boy, Johnstone as Oberon and cast. Right: Ethan McSweeny.
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OR AUDIENCES unfamiliar with his work,
Shakespeare can sometimes feel like
a challenge. Fortunately for Macau’s
Shakespeare neophytes, the city is set to host
a performance of what is perhaps the Bard’s
most accessible play, A Midsummer’s Night
Dream. A riotous comic love story, it notionally tells the tale
of the wedding of Theseus, Duke of Athens to the Amazonia
Queen Hippolyta, but is actually a phantasmagorical grab-bag
featuring four intersecting plots, a comical group of labourers
who put on a play within a play, and regular supernatural
interventions from a group of fairies.
“My analogy is that the play is like a three-ring circus,”
says Ethan McSweeny, director of the forthcoming Macau
production. “There is the world of the court and the lovers;
the world of the so-called mechanicals, ie labourers, striving
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to put on an amateur play; and of course the world of the
fairies. The rules of the world we are creating onstage permit
fairies to swing on chandeliers, lovers to have a mud-fight, and
mechanicals to occasionally sing show tunes.”

The Macau production, at the Grand Auditorium of the
Macao Cultural Centre on April 30 and May 1, is the work
of the Shakespeare Theatre Company, based in Washington,
DC, which has recently staged the play twice in the US, first
in 2013 and then again last year. Featuring most of the cast
from the 2015 production, it’s one of several performances
at the 27th Macao Arts Festival festival that mark the 400th
anniversary of the deaths of two of the greatest dramatists in
history, William Shakespeare and Tang Xianzu.

McSweeny says he was immediately interested when he was
approached by the festival, asking if he would be interested
in bringing a Shakespeare production to Macau, and quickly
decided that his version of A Midsummer’s Night Dream was
the most appropriate. It wasn’t entirely ready to be shipped to
Macau, however; the first thing he and the organisers did next,
says McSweeny, was “set to work ironing out the details of
how to send a production not originally designed to tour on a
trip to the other side of the world. We’ve made a few changes
in scenic design that will enable us to get set up quickly in
the venue in order to meet a festival timetable. The essentials
of the production, however, remain very much the same: the
setting is an abandoned theatre space that transforms into the
woods, and then back into a theatre at the palace.”

McSweeny has extensive experience with the Shakespeare
Theatre Company, starting his career as assistant director
there, and directing productions of The Tempest, The Merchant
of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, Love’s Labours Lost, Romeo
and Juliet, Julius Caesar and Twelfth Night. He has impeccable
credentials when it comes to interpreting other classics of
Western literature, having also directed productions of works
by, among others, Aeschylus, Euripides, George Bernard Shaw,
Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller.

Johnstone as Oberon and Adam Green as Puck.
Johnstoneffi;Z0Oberon * Adam Greentfi;ZPuck
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He has worked both on and off Broadway,
as well as all over the US and further afield,
directing Williams” A Streetcar Named Desire
and Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband in the
city of the latter’s author’s birth, Dublin
(McSweeny is Irish-American himself); and
Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance
and Christopher Hampton’s Dangerous
Liaisons at the Stratford Festival in Canada.
This, however, will be his first experience of
working in Asia.

“I am particularly excited that Macau will

mark my continental debut,” he says. “I was in

Macau a few days before the Lunar New Year
on a preliminary site visit to see the theatre
and meet the technical directors, and it was
wonderful to once again discover that while
we sometimes have different vocabulary,
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a diplomatic family and grown up in Washington, DC, I have
always felt that art has an important role to play in bringing
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Green as Puck. Right: this striking rendition of A Midsummer Night’s Dream /s
presented in commemoration of the 400th anniversary of William Shakespeare’s death.
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Members of the cast in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
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in both directions, as sometimes an outsider can bring a new
perspective that illuminates a solution.

“Really the language differences—not barriers—play out
in two ways: one is communicating with the crew and the
other is communicating with the audience. With the crew 1
know we will have a shared familiarity with the stage as our
foundation. With the audience, I think the main thing will
be for me to concentrate as an artist on telling a clear story.
I believe in the universality of great art, and that words are
only one form of communication. Shakespeare himself wrote
for a diverse Elizabethan audience.”

As the play that most often successfully introduces people
to Shakespeare’s work—the sort of Shakespearean gateway
drug—A Midsummer’s Night Dream comes with a particular
sense of responsibility for a director, says McSweeny.

“Dream was one of my first, formative theatre experiences
as a young person and it started me on a lifelong love of the
Bard. When I directed this particular production in 2013, I
also knew it was going to be my nephew’s first real play—he
was four and a half at the time—and so a part of me created
the show with him and other young audiences in mind. When
we remounted the show in Washington last summer, my
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Tom Alan Robbins as Nick Bottom, Herschel Sparber as Tom Snout and Avery Clark as Francis Flutein.
Tom Alan Robbinstfi&Nick Bottom + Herschel Sparbertfi;&Tom Snout * Avery Clarkti;&Francis Flutein

nephew auditioned and was cast to play the Changeling Boy,
so he had a whole other first experience. That’s a role that will
now be played by a local boy in Macau, and I am eager to have
a member of the community in our production and create
another important first for a young performer.”

McSweeny has clearly been bitten by the Asia bug, and says
he hopes to come back here soon. “I am very much hoping
that Macau will only be the beginning of more work in Asia,
where there is seems to be a great appetite to experience
Western-style theatre, and where I have a deep desire to spend
more time. One of the great privileges of what I do is the
opportunity to live and work in different environments and I
can already tell you that I felt an immediate excitement and
affinity for working with the festival staff.” @
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Other highlights of the 27th Macao Arts Festival
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MAY 21-22 | 5821Z22H

This production of Samuel Beckett’s one-act classic of
alienation and disappointment, featuring an old man
looking back over his life, will be a particularly intense
experience for American actor-director Robert Wilson:
not only does he star in the one-man performance, but
he is also its director and set designer.
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This unclassifiable performance, from
Portugese musicians Manuela Azevedo
and Hélder Gongalves and director
Victor Hugo Pontes, is set in a tennis
court, and features dance and music
inspired by the work of David Byrne,
Gilberto Gil, Sonny & Cher and others.
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MACAO CULTURAL CENTRE GRAND
AUDITORIUM
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The work of Japanese choreographer
Saburo Teshigawara, performed

as a duet with Rihoko Sato, this
challenging story of unconscious
drives, love and death is inspired by
Luis Bufiuel’s seminal 1929 surrealist
film Un Chien Andalou.
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MAY 14 | 5814H

This year marks four centuries since

the death not only of Shakespeare, but
also of one of China’s greatest ever
dramatists, Tang Xianzu. Excerpts from
his masterpiece The Peony Pavilion, the
story of the romance between Du Liniang
and Liu Mengmei, are performed here as
Yue opera, the second most popular form
of Chinese opera, renowned for its sweet,
elegant melodies.
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