By ALAN RIDING

i San Paulo
: HETHER GERALD THOM-
RE"S principal objective wiwen
ne retdrned hepe from Mew
York four years ago was lo
ini roduce & new genre of (he
aker, 4 upsel the local culiural establishment
or simply 10 gain fame, the Anglo-Brazilian
staige director can fairly claim — and [fe-
guendy doed — 1o have achieved all throe.
“The ogo ssie has beEen more than satis-
fied,™ he sawd, peering through Brechilan
speclecles a3 if confessing ta the sinof pride
1 have becomd & presence in Brazils culiue-
al life.. People are already wlking aboul the
pri-Thomas s theé pesi-Thomas eras af
Braglun theglor™
Inlegl, By exciding some, angormg olhers
and sniring jealousy smong quie a few, the 34-
yenr-gld direciar has m a rrmark.ﬂhl} shior
livne: @merged 08 the most polemical figure an
the Brazdian theainenl scens, polarzing pub-
lie, crvlics, actors and fellow directors with his
provocalive views and  avani-garde  work
Starting Thursday, Mew Yorkers will have a
chapee wo see whal the (uss ig abosl when hree
ol Mr., Thomas's mdasl recent pleces a5 3
threesweek nup in reperiory at the La Mama
Ann sl B8 Exsl Fourth Stresl

M Thimos &, lor & sterl, @ master of
publicily, wih inlerviews, reviews and round
Luldey mbowi his pioces — and opinions —
Irequently occupying entire pages of e cul-
tural suppiements of major Brazifan newspa-
Pors Blud bz ks sksn, o least lor Broil, 5 IJ:J.riI'I|g\I
mwrarvdalor al farm and comenl. inspdred by
winal he déscriles a5 the “subversion” by the
ks of the AmeEccan direcior Roberl Wiklson
and the Enss German playwrighl Heiper Miill-

B, =
g far, he has wsed works by Beckeld, Wap-
ner, Meérnmde and Kafks as vehicles Tor his
producions, but be s mawing weward highly
porspnal and visualhy bemnilul crealions that

he calls “dry opera,” characterized by & cine-
matcgraphic use of lights and biackouts, pre-
recartded muske, almost choresgraphlc acting
and 0 °sori of anti-language that he describes as
=“verisal hemarrhage"™

The three pleces he s Laking w La Mama —
“The, Process,” "Praga” ard “Curmen Com
Fillrp®' = are Thomas creations within bor-
rowed Srameworks. “The Process,” Lhe mast
L.,;I'I.llL-i’lj' praised of the three, follows the swey
hine'al Kalka's “Trial” and uses music from
Wapner's opera, “Parsifal.” “Praga’ (which
in Pociuguese means both Progoe snd plague),
with, music by Shaatakovich, is evocative of
Kofka but nod based on a text, and "“Carmen
Copm Filtre™ (*Carmen Wilh Filtertips™), with
an origingl soore by Philip Glass, EdﬂFlE amd
galiriies Blzel's version of the Mérimée story.

The works have been sdapied o reduce the
murmber af lines spoken in Porwguese; La
Mama's eriistic direcior, Elien Stewart, saw
wversigng af Usesn bn reperiory bn 53c Paulo
bekire deciding they would work in New
York A recorded narration ln English will
netompany each piece,

Although Mr, Thomas direcied 18 plays by
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n Brazil, It's Lonely in the Avant-Garde

The direcitor who has
stirred up his country
with Kafka and
Carmen brings ‘dry
opera’ to La Mama.

Binglkett ol Lo Mamia botwoon 1973 anad 1984,
b sayy be s nervous about the reactsen tolis
pew pisced Mow York looks like a very
open-minded place, but i s o f&acl Wery
narrow-minded,'” he explained. " The most
interesting things happening in Mow York
are broughi frem Germany. The mosl impor-
tand theater ariise of ithe second hall of dhe
20th eentury is Bob Wilsan, and e 2an hardly

work in the Unived Scates.

Cermalnky, Brazil gl sseme unswre what o
make of Mr. Thomas. In &8 sense, Brazilian
theater wis ripe for the shakeup be provided
In the 1970's i@ was suffocared by the Censor-
ship of & military dictavorship and in the 1980%
awamped by highly commercial productions
thai Mr. Thomas dismisses &8 “S0aps withoul
camaras'” Yommg people in partkcular hive
embraced his workes with enthesiasm and ewen
wrmed him inws semetking of & cullt Fipars,
whille the fury of scrme of hds Crithes has belped
draw the wordd of drama into the pubdic spol-
legha for ihe flrst dme in almost wo decades,

AL times, though, it seems Lhil big eritbed
are reacting more Lo the man than his works,
When he speaks scathingly of the twealer
here, for example, they ask: 18 he dolng =0 as
a Brazilisn (he was borm here and is faenl in
Portuguese) or a3 an Englishman (he spent
his late teans and early 20°s in London and he

sounds Englizh) or as nelther (his father was
& Gearman Commumnist who Ned Hitler and his
mother was a Welsh psychoanalysi of Lithua-
ninn Jewlsh exiraction)

Similarly, when he inlrodwces and JnI.H'r"-
prets the somber colors of Bechety, Wagner
or Kafka i the sensunl and tropical envirms-
ment of Brazil, is he cobonkeer or colonized?
Is he n foreigner imposing American o
Egropean theatrical walwes or 8 Brazilinn
wha has become alenated frome his own
cullury] rools, "posing a8 o colonizer withou
beiag English," 85 ane critle pu it?

Mr. Thomas clearly enjoys ihe conlre
wirsy. nthe program for his Kafka trilagy in
tdo Pauke (it included his version of "“The
Metamorphosis™ and excluded “Carmen
Com Filtra,”" which was put on here las
yarr), b printed o poge of quotes Trom his

Kaftka Transformed, Via Brazil
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Young people in

to the light, he recalled " And since |
smoked Incessantly, | would see the
eflect of smoke. That was probably

"the best training | had, [ became a

fimatie for Naghlights and use all
kinds of (hem."

By the time he ook oo Wapgner's
“Flying Dacchiman® at Rio de James-
ra's grand Municipal Thester lass
yedr Nowever, Iig aracks on recent
Brazilian theaier hod sarmed bim an
sirmy of enemies wailing o block the
incursion of an experimental direcior
ivio (he culiural mainsiream. He in
lurn sef oul o provoke by seiting the
cipera Il Berlm 1887, changing Wag-
ner's ship indo a Lran and crosding the
stage with surrenlis imagery,

The reactson of some critics was
immedinw, with Marso Henrigus Si-
mansen, a former Finance Minjgwer
whio writes opera reviews for ihe
weekly magazineg Yeja, describing
tha scenery ai “'an exercise in the
absurd and anyone can da the ab-
surd.” Chhers were no less harsh in
thelr judgment and, when Mr. Thom-
ks responded Lo them in prind, the
exchanges insured that "“The Flying
thichman' did nol go unnoticed, |t
s0dd wut for all 17 performances.

Far ihal apern, Mr. Thomas re-

particular have
embraced
Thomas's works
and turned him
into a cuit figure.

spected the original words and music.
Bu ganee then, In “Coarmen Com Fil-
e and “Eletra Com Creta" as weall
as in the Kafka trilogy, he has im-
posed his personal vesion, ""You can't
coniral how & book is read in ithe
privacy of the home,” he axplainad,
“Well, my pleces are in the privecy of
the iheater. Afier all, Katka is a sym-
bol. | don't meed Kafka's lnes. | can
make better use of him by putiing
other liees in the bucket he has creat.
.

AL Umes, some critles arpue, b
Thomas almiost trips over the myriad
Flﬂ]i‘l.ll;.ﬂll Hiterary, mythologichl and
grlistic  referehces  he  scatiers
through his works, 'Puns are my real
inderesl " he explatnod, “viseal, philo-
sophiical, musical puns thal ssdoert
meaning. IU's good for any artisr *

machméegun  conditioned  waloea™
And 10 those who complain that iis
pieces are difficull o understand, he
added: "“As wrllen language, they
may ned be undersioed, bul visually
they will be sensod. And angway,
when does  “‘understanding’  afine?
When a piece ends? An hour Lul.l'_'ﬁ ,I'l.
wesh later?" o .
Ome aigi hac the Brazilian culual
establishment 1s learning to live with
him is the decision by the Mundsipal
Theater in Rio de Japeira, which
compees with S4o Paulo as the poun-
iry's culwral capital, o present-"The
Process’ in January, bot this time g@s
A "wet opera' with 8 full orchestha,
chodr and soduists rather than the pre-
recorded sections used for Wagner's
“Pargifal.’ ' They know Lthey will sell

»auk" Mr, Thamas suggesled -u-pd]m]l-

tically.

What seems clearer is that, '.rmlle
under ‘contract o Lake *'The Pro-
eess” "Praga"” and “Carmen. Com
Filleo'* on & Eurapean four nexl year,
Mr. Thomns has won a permanenl
place for himsell hers. As It was pat
recently by Octavio Frias Fitho, pub-
ligher of the daily Fotha de Sio Pqu]u.r
“slways pleasant and valn, al [rmes
confused and contradictory, Thafnas
Is the mosl lvely and animaled pres
ence on the moribund stage of-the
Brazilian theater iaday,™ -

a—:
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Lenise Pirheya

The Brazilian director Gerald Thomas with the actress Bete Coelho during a rehearsal for “The Process," one of his warks to be performed in repertory at La Mama |

harshesi critice One called him "o folss
Englishmun who |5 inventing vanguard the-
aler of the 36005 Ancther described him as
“prieresting a5 o person bul profoundly ridic-
wlous in 'whal he says,” A third said “he was a
prececious hoy who went sendle at the age of
30"

Such annpalh:.r wis not immedintely op-
paronl when he Divsy ||.‘1.|rn-u|J here in 1984
and presented (our shoed pings I:l'_'.' Becketl
Thl:_'f' were nol enly well receved for their
minimalisl dicecion Do sbeo prased for
their sels, which were desimod by Mr, Thom-
us's wile, Danlola, who s Brazilian. Subse-
quantly, Mr. Thomas directad Mr. hiolles's
*“Quariet,” which received mixed revicws

Even then his work was marked by digeine-
tive ust of stpge srmoke mnd spoilights. 'l
used Lo play arpund with & Nashlight in the
pitch dark e [est how my so0's (oys rescled™
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