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Dean takes Eldridge’s Festen hallway
down Dogme path

Jennifer Sarah Dean wrangles her 15-strong Festen cast exceptionallywell Picture: Sarah Walker.

CHRIZ BOYD
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Tennifer Sarah Dean’s production of Festen, David Eldridge’s English-language
adaptation of Thomas Vinterberg®s 1998 Danish film, had me wondering what a Dogme
95 movement in contemporary theatre might look like, and how healthy it might be for
the Australian stage.

The “vows of chastity” that Vinterberg and his compatriot Lars von Trier codified in
cinema’s centenary year eschew high fidelity in favour of an entirely different kind of
fidelity. Dogme 95 was cinema’s attempt to reclaim the immediacy, flow,
responsiveness and single-take truth of theatre. It s to cinema what the Aristotelian
unities are to drama.

Dogme 95 rules call for location shoots and no sound effects or artificial lighting, No
music even, unless it is created within the scene being shot.

Festen (lterally “the party”) was the very first Dogme 95 film, and it’s hard to fathom
why Vinterberg have would allowed an adaptation bound for a 325-seat theatre in
Tslington, London.

The story is set in an isolated family-run hotel in rural Denmark. Family and friends
gather for a black-tie celebration marking the 60th birthday of family patriarch Helge.

Dean, sensibly, stages the play in the grand ballroom of Rippon Lea, the heritage-listed
mansion and gardens in Melbourne’s inner southeast. And she wrangles her cast of 15
exceptionally well

However, I can’t help but feel that we’re only halfway down the Dogme path of
authenticity.

The Rippon Lea mansion begs to be used more fully. In 1991, Performing Arts
Projects staged Julia Britton’s I've Danced with a Girl Who Danced with the Prince
of Wales in the very same ballroom. Like an Edwardian Dimboola, audience members
were guests at a ball bidding farewell to the prince, later Edward VIIL.

In Festen, we're somewhat closer to the action than we might be in a theatre, but we're
not in it.

In recent weeks, Melbourne has seen a couple of scintillating promenade productions
in unusual venues.

Hotel Now performed Her Father s Daughter (Keziah Wamer’s clever modernisation
of Hedda Gabler) in various rooms of the old Prahran Council Chambers, built when
Tbsen’s play was new.

‘The filigree acting and Cathy Hunt’s brilliant mise-en-scene made us an integral — if
invisible — part of the action.

Across town, Charlie Cousins and Laura Maitland directed each other in an
unforgettably visceral production of John Patrick Shanley’s Danny and the Deep Blue
Sea.

With audiences limited to just 16 a night, only a few hundred people got to see their
violent intimacies up close.

Maitland acts like Ali boxed, with hypnotic beauty and brutal force.

Festen, by David Eldridge. Play Dead Theatre. Rippon Lea Estate Ballroom,
Elsternwick, July 6. Tickets: §43. Bookings online. Duration: 90min, no interval.
Until July 22.




