News
by Hfancestry

The Guardian (London, Greater London, England) - 30 May 1998, Sat - Page 9

Downloaded on Aug 5, 2023

very loud ones

Michael Billington

Atomic debate... Marsh, Burke and Kestelman in Michael
Frayn’s play about nuclear physics TRISTRAM KENTON

detail in layman’s language.
‘What we see are three charac:
ters, from the vantage-point of
eternity, replaying the endless
the collision

Copenhagen
Cottesloe, London

ICHAEL Frayn has

always been a philo-

sophic enquirer; and

his dazzling new
play Copenhagen is a logical
extension of everything he
has done before.

He starts from a fact and an
enigma. In 1941 Werner
Heisenberg, who was working
on the German atomic bomb
project, went to visit Niels
Bohr, his private father-figure
and Europe's leading quan-
tum theorist, in occupied
Denmark. What happened
between them? What did they
talk about? How did it affect
the future of mankind? After
all, the German project was
unsuccessful, whereas Bohr
Jater went to Los Alamos and
participated in the develop-
mentof the atomic bomb.

It's a brilliant starting point
for a play, and Frayn offers nei-
ther a docu-drama nor a defin-
itive  answer  but
exploration of what Heisen-
berg calls “the final uncer-
tainty at the core of things".

meet i

o
3

between these human parti-
cles in wartime Denmark.
ayn does superbly
is suggest a crucial equation
between science and charac-
ter. Heisenberg is famous for
the uncertainty principle: the
idea that the more accurately
'you know the movements of a
particle, the less accurately
ynu know its velocity and vice
versa. Bohr went on to derive
from this the theory of com-
plementarity: that, if I under-
stand it aright, mutually
exclusive pairs of measure-
ments_are an indispensable
part of quantum mechanics.
But the vital point is the dra-
matic use Frayn makes of this:
the two physicists become the
embodiment of their theories.
Heisenberg’s whole position in
Denmark is marked by uncer-
tainty: was he there to pick
Bohr's brains about nuclear
fission, to seek absolution for
his work on the bomb, or to
show off to his surrogate
father? Equally, Bohr recog-
nises the importance of com-
plementary phenomena: in his
productive marriage, in his
endless research partnerships,
in the fissile tensions Df his

nly
Bohr and Bohr's wife, Mar-
grethe, who acts as our repre-
sentative in that she demands
an explanation of scientific

But nothing in the play is
abstract or vague. Behind it
lurks the question Heisenberg
twice puts to Bohr: whether the

scientist has the moral right to
work on the exploitation of
atomic energy. Given today's
terrifying headlines about
nuclear tests in Pakistan, the
question has lost none of its
urgency And, in terms of the
a, Frayn presents us with
afasmnanng dilemma; was the
saintly seeming Bohr, who
eventually worked at Los
Alamos, morally superior to
Heisenberg, whose develop-
ment of a German bomb was
impeded by his failue to apply
a crucial diffusion equation to
uranium 235? Do we judge peo-
ple by their motives or the con-
sequences of their actions?
Frayn's play poses endless
questions, but its dramatic
excitement stems partly from
the way it uses science as a
source of moral debate, While
breaking new ground, the play
isalso is a natural extension of
Frayn’s previous work for the
theatre. He once said that the
key philosophical dilemma is
that “the world plainly exists
independently of us and yet it
equally plainly exists only
through our consciousness of

it", And out of our attempt to
impose our ideas upon the
world Frayn has created a
whole series of philosophical
plays. In Noises Off we see
actors vainly struggling to cre-
ate order through the complex
mechanics of farce: in Copen-
hagen we see phys 1sls seek-
ing to harness me fission
properties of uranium iso-
topes. Significantly, bm.h plays
end with an acknowledgement
of the power of uncertaint

Copenhagen finally strikes
me as a humanist play about
science: one that recognises
equally the darkness in the
human soul and the precious-
ness of earthly life, and that
suggests that our continued
existence may be due to “one
short moment in Copen-
hagen”. The play is also
directed with exquisite tact by
Michael Blakemore, and David
Burke's sturdy, paternalistic
Bohr, Matthew Marsh's mer-
curial Heisenberg and Sara
Kestelman's inquisitive Mar-
grethe express the ideas with
perfect clarity What Frayn
has done is show how theatre
can glamorise thought and
provide a potent metaphor for
the mystery of existence.
Details: 0171-452-3000.
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