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Disability as a
family affair

MICHAEL BILLINGTON asks whether
theatre is the right medium for an

of

or

disorder. Peter Brook’s new production
in Paris provides a convincing answer

ETER BROOK is ob-
viously not the first
person to spot the
dramatic potential in
e casebook studics
of Oliver Sacks. They have al-
ready yielded a Pinter play, a

om! ui. based on The
Ban Who Mistook His Wite For

Hat and currently playing at
the nnurl‘cs du Nord in Paris, is
ot in any sense a conventional
play: it is a serics of storics
about neurological disorders
told with a lucid compassion
that makes us keenly aware of
our common humanity and
that grapl
possibilitics of theatre.

he firt thing o say, hov.
ever, is that Brook avoids any

ind of showy (hcalrlcal magic:

cverything s as dircct a
simple as can be. We are con-
fronted by a rectangular stage
dotted with white chairs,
tables, a camera and two TV

spent a year not just research-
ing Sacks's book but also
ing a neurology clinic, alternate
as doctors and patients. An on-
Stage musieian provides tactful.
stringed ac
moments of picreing sadness

iscases is a sort

Lost Mari-
ner for nstance. Maurice Boni
choi plays a man who has
crascd he last 27 years of bis

e nent n s hocamial o La
Rochelle and whose memory

stops short at s vividyouthl
oxporience of
point the doctor crml'mnls him
Vith a mirror and hostares at
ing image with a
Baloful tack of recognition: we
arc moved to an imaginative
cempathy that gives a glimpse of
what thelos o self entalls
“This is the great lesson of the

ing out of a disorder ah:lrpcns
our awarencss. Sacks's book,
for instance, offers scveral
studies of visual agnosia. But it
becomes a living reality when
(ouyate as a
music proféssor mistaking a
hat-stand for.one of his stu
dents. when Yoshi Oida gazes
ata rose with led perplexity
or when the two of them, con-
{ronted by a TV image of ol
waves, sce only a
Bl' lines, colours and tones. Th
power of theatre is that it gives
us, however momentarily, a
patient's eye-viow of the
world'

g8

aspectacle. But Brook and his

actors scrupulously avoid this,
partly because they inkerit
Sacke's oun allcmbracing
Chekhovian sym;

ly because lhcy mnshnll}'
take us inside the patient’s
u, for instance,

e muttociog Tour.
E110s synarome which mai
fests itself in tics, jerks, noiscs

23

and gri ing at him
self on a s th identl
fies with the d disordor and feels

by its
Wbt ates be Hotens ioa
playback of himself reading
Alfreq de Vigwu Tha Uesth O
The Wolf be breaks down in
ears at lhu sound ofhis own
inction. Our re:
tom, et or hc!ng Voyeurs-
tic, is based on a strange Kin-
Ship with the e dder victim.
But this in itself raises all
issues. Why our fasci-
nation with neurological dis-
ordor? Isita it i subloct for

year when [ heard Oliver Sacks
speak at the Adelaide Festival's
Lhterary Week. Tho openair
crowd was vast and highly
Knowledgeable about Sacks's
“extended family” of patients.
It struck ma ther thal peoge

‘The potential danger of an
event like L'Homme Qui is
obvious: that sickness becomes

Brook . . . remains as much

o{lhmr own humanity i

curiosity, our compassion, our
simuitaneous hunger for cure
B NmLs-

Yoshi O1da 1n L'Homme Qul.

heightening as Pomerance's
he Elephant Man, Pintct’s A
d Of Alaska and now

the

gmurm:semhcd 2nd auhored

e dast,

schean argument t}

rticular, pmvcsu hat th

pa
peinis the timats bhesatar of | B ‘something about
and mm\sity of meaxrc that

spirit
Eore theatre the right
miedium for an exploration of

the sumn’« L treated. America
a deca roduced a rash of | us b
d.lsahll.lly Dlays", some o

Brook himself calls “the valley

o cxploitation. But, agamsl
that, one can set experierices as

ofa:

ieaves unanswered the
its into Brook's theatrical

ieato on of whers L Homme.

the power of theatre is that it,

pilgrimage. In his late sixties,
he remalns as much of a path-
finder as ever; but he is.
mcmasmgly fascinated by the
process as well as the product
and is more concerned wil

cxploring the nature of man
than with the flourishes of
showmanship.

Itis (Emp!lm,, fur mslancc, to
compare
Brook's wur‘k dD y gﬂ 0"
‘The Marat-Sade. Obvmllsly lhal

PHOTOGR)

givesusa p:uent 's eye-view of the world's

ctors researched the subject | the cerebral cortex. But Book,

thoroughly. But while an immensely practical
erediting a magnificent produc. | man of the theatee, o seem
tion, one remembers less as much a “philosophe” as a
internal dialectic than the t leoci: Even a work as rich,
uous vivi ca od a5 The
sess and visience ofthe alum. Hahabarata scemed partofa
dant lunatics. B personal quest 1o discover
mand of theairacay elect w was whether there wi regen:
exhilarating: now he seem: craiive buiman Instinct that
terested in philosophi. | would (ransend cosmic enaos.

cal enquiry.
Obviously, he knowsas much

er exploring what Michacl
Kustow abelled “The theatre of
in the sixtics.

wasa very
Peter Weiss play i
asylum at Charenton that com-
bined polemical debate with a
visiole dl display of madness.
Once again, Brook and his

Son oty Fas o ook ¢ e
physxczl clamy of L'Homme
 the 100 minut

and venturing towards political
nihilism, Brook now seems

s to
be'in @ period of afmative
cvening ends wi humanism. To me, the. Remsapor
Scopi, cojour filed close-aps of | The Mahabharata whs the

-

Shakespearean one that out of
destruction and dsorder comes
harmony and peace. And, al-
though | Homme ut has noth
ing 0 crude and obvious 25 a
Sage. 0sitive
stranye
manifestations of sicknss with

and feeling more at one with
tie human race.

Until carly May al the Boufies du
Nord, Paris. Box office: (010 33 1)
46 07 34 50.
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