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’fcult occupation — I once did a short spell of.it fqr
the Press, so | know. It’s as difficult as any job in

the theatre.”

Mervyn Thompson was an actor before he was a
producer, but from the first he found himself
looking for the overall conception of the play —
looking at it from a producer’s point of view, in
fact. How does he go about producing a play?
What factors are paramount?

“First, to pick a good play. | can’t be bothered
with little naturalistic things which anyone could
write or produce, or with puerile sensationalism.
As | said in the Peer Gynt programme notes, the
play has got to extend my imagination and that of
my cast in the same degree as it extended the
imagination of its creator, :

“What more? All | know is that it’s 10% inspira-
tion and 90% hard work. I’'m a perfectionist, and

! PROFILE: MERVYN THOMPSON
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hperance, the review about the prohibition
Lbout to go on tour. CANTA grabbed the
unity to interview its writer and producer,

b his departure.

e is a notice outside Mervyn Thompson'’s
saying: .
e to find the elusive M.G.T.

G0 inside and telephone . .. . . ]

Dial 1 to get out).

no reply leave a note and a phone number.
| live across the road and can most often be found
Enere.,

e the elusive M. G. T. wasn't in his office |
jihe given number and was told he’d be a few
bs late. Sit down and read if | felt like it.

Ln attic office in the English department,
rIy shaped. One narrow window peefs
h 2 beam and past plumbing to the sunset,
r, obliquely opposite, looks out on the
hied roofline, The whole effect is quite
ly original, yet ordered, neither tidy nor
" Books, plays and programmes from past
h Thompson productions lie in the bookcase
et of costume designs from The Cherry
disopen on the desk. There is a copy of The
March 20 issue in the room also. A play
or preview? There wasn’t time to find out as
kphone rang. Mervyn has broken his toe and
o0 to Casualty.

oken toe and O Temperance too? CANTA
bl itself to no Profile this week since both
I\ deadline and the opening night of ‘O
rance’ were less than 36 hours away. But
h arranged another interview which seemed
ficate the consideration for others that stu-
have noted in him. ‘“He’s thoughtful and
ius, he drives, his actors hard, he loses his
i and he’s got charisma’, said one student in
itically all-inclusive sentence.

meeting him he gives the impression of being
d powerfully built. One can believe it when
Is he has spent four and a half years coal-
.. Like the new academics in Britain, his
I3 class background is a badge with him.

1
l

ihich goes on in April next, has two themes,
Which draws upon my childhood and tries to
ltto my present areas of obsession. The other
s the New Zealander overseas. | wrote it
I Britain two years ago. That trip opened
%2 lot. At heart I’m a Kiwi — as most New
lders of my background are — and the seeds
_l0nalism stirred once more when | ran into
g’ of people in England who had com-
I fepudiated their country. | abhor the Dan
1Syndrome and find it difficult to communi-
. Vith self-exiled members of ‘our cultural
- The trip had a powerful effect on me. It
! 2 feeling of commitment to my own coun-
d especially in the field of theatre. At least
o the plays I'll do from now on will be NZ
1 Ut, getting back to my own play — |
] Managed to fuse the two themes yet. It’s
rpersonal play I've got to get it right.”
Y0 Thompson has been lecturing at Canter-
c(l)r: the last seven or eight years as well as
tu§ Plays both inside and outside the univer-
‘poetent.s enjoy his lectures. “‘Just hearing him
il ft\r’] 'S an experience.” “Reading plays, he
o € parts”’, “He has such a facility for
L People told me. | attended a lecture
14 it a taut, muscular production, good-

Ollre,
d ang self-assured. It struck me as both

l )

‘athy\a'(‘jﬁj hurhorously linked to the present

bing ang 1d he ever find any conflict between

i the.theatre?

ring’ tporgd%‘”g is my first love, but | enjoy

sity pe(; l e one feeds the other. And I like

ir Worstp o bot:h students and staff. Students
dré unimaginative yobs; at their best

fond Return’, my rather tortuous and angry

they are people you can learn from — which is one
of the real joys of teaching. I’ve met some great
people, -especially through my dramatic activity.
University staff members, are, as a group, the most
generous, gentle, warm, objective and unselfseeking
people | have known, But then, we ARE privileged.
The ivory tower DOES screen one off from some
of the pressures of ordinary life. It is relatively easy
to be tolerant and ethically aware in this job.
However, I’ve never taken part in university
politics. If | DID, perhaps my view of university
staff members might be different, and my faith in
them seen to be naive. | don’t know.”

He enjoys producing student plays. ‘“‘Students
have immense vitality, and once you’ve chosen
a play worth doing, they’ll give all their love,
intelligence and skill to it. They’re willing to work
and to learn. They lack the ‘star’ mentality, the
irrelevant egotism of some actors outside the
university.”

As for student producers — ‘“We’veé produced a
few good ones — David Dowling, Bill Stalker, Brian
de Ridder, to mention a few””. (Mervyn Thompson
was one himself, once). The great problem has been
we haven’t had a profession in Christchurch for
them to work in. But that may change very soon.

“There’sa great need for tuition schemes for stu-
dent directors. They are the key to the advance-
ment of theatre in NZ. Some of the mistakes a

- student producer makes have got to be made if

there’s to be any development — but some could
be avoided if there was adequate tuition.”

This has been a good year for student drama,
“one of the best I’'ve known in the university.
But, traditionally, Canterbury has provided the
best student drama in New Zealand.”

Asked to comment on the standard of Christ-
church theatre, generally, he’s loath to comment,
thinking . it leads to parochialism, but says it’s
improving with audiences growing. “But some of
the old dead wood has to be culled out. There is
too much inertia from the old women of both
sexes who sit on the various committees.”

What about drama criticism in Christchurch?
“The Press has a high standard. | have great faith in

their reviews 90% of the time. Howard McNaughton'
is the most intelligent critic writing in New anla‘nd
at the moment.” As for Mr. Poynter of the ‘Star’,
“I've exchanged words with him on several occas-
ions. He’s a sound man and knows quite a bit about
the practical problems of the theatre, but he some-
times lacks bias in his criticism.”

“But drama criticism is an irrelevance anywhere
as its presently conducted. People put too much
faith in the written word without questioning the
critic’s preconceptions. However, it’s a very diffi-

that means a great deal of attention to detail,
especially with the actors. Apart from that, | try
to make the cast and the backstage people feel that
what they are doing is important and needs to be
"done. The key to my work is probably the empha-
sis on generosity, both in actors towards each
other and towards the audience for whom the play
is being done, and an emphasis on precision and
rhythm. | feel a play initially as a tune in my head,
hence my attempt to achieve precise vocal orches-
tration; and as a kind of atmosphere of unusual
intensity. The theatre is a temple (but a temple of
joy) or nothing. Life’s too short to play around
with stock plays.”

It stands to reason, then, he has fervently
believed in all the plays he’s produced for the
university. Which does he think have been the
most significant?

“These don’t always coincide with those the
students enjoyed the most, although they some-
times do. I’d say that ‘Peer Gynt’ has been one of
the most significant. It’s one of the great ‘Every-
man’ plays-dealing in its freewheeling way with
my problem — and probably yours; the ego, and
how it may be a barrier to real fulfilment and self-
realization. It’s the most difficult production I’ve
done — a great but amorphous play' which needed
every minute of the 700 hours | spent on it. Tech-
nically, too, it was very demanding. The James
Hay Theatre is a bit of monstrosity to play in. It
also made great demands, as any good play should
do, upon the imagination of its audience. Peer
Gynt was seen by 8000 people, most of whom
seemed to find it satisfying. But you can’t please
everybody — especially when you’re doing a play
that demands an active response. |’'m disappointed
that CANTA didn’t see fit to review it.

“MARAT/SADE was the play which really
stirred the students and helped me establish a
reputation. One of my crisper productions and a
better play than it’s normally given credit for.

-The CHERRY ORCHARD was less sensational,
but a beautiful, delicate and satisfying piece. Like
SERGEANT MUSGROVE’S DANCE, it’s a play
I’d like to do again one day. From this you can see
that Ibsen and Chekov are among my favourite
playwrights — Brecht and O’Neill too, and, of
course Shakespeare, but he’s no greater than

Ibsen.”

What about your current production, O Temper-
ance?

“PIl leave O.T. to the audiences who see it to
judge. It’s been a very exciting venture.”

You're performing O Temperance at the mo-
ment. You've just completed Peer Gynt on top of
lecturing. Do you have time for any other activi-
ties?

“l have a belief that work is the greatest of joys.
I’'m not a Christian and don’t have religion to
support me, but | have a strong wish for transcen-
dance. When one is living creatively, at times one is
freed from one’s own ego. | have a very large ego
and | need to be freed from it. Ideally, I’d like to
be swallowed up in a purpose that is greater than
myself. The problem of New Zealand is that it’s so
easy to relax into a complacent and lazy approach
to life. One of the things that attracted me to T. E.
Taylor, the prohibition leader is that he literally
burnt himself out in his cause. | don’t believe in the
kind of life circumscribed by insurance policies
and mortgages — the present labour government
schemes scare hell out of me.”

“l used to play sport, | wager on the nags (I'm
one of the few people in the university who does),
| liKe the occasional game of chess and | love the .
company of women. And I’d like to do more
writing. In a sense I’m a writer manque — maybe
all producers are.

“No | don’t have any dreams for the future.
Basically I’'m a pessimist and | don’t look very far
forward — three months is about all I’'m able to
take in at one time. My life to date has tended to

-be a succession of three month dreams and |
imagine it’ll continue that way.”
D.H. M.
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This piece of technology can knock 48 hours, and two
hundred miles of fetching and carrying off the time it
takes to transport a day’s supply of water from a well to @
village. It does not have a sonic boom. It costs about $4.00.
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