THEATER

Campbell’s Soup Plays

NDY WARHOL'S Camp-
bell’s soup cans said
'something about this

time of ours. They said that criticism is
no longer necessary. His silk screens
didn't distort the cans to comment on
the pervasive influence of advertising.
They didn't have to. The cans them-
selves said it all. Warhol assumed we
were aware of basic taste and sense. He
could present the thing and let it criti-
cize itself. All things could. I think
nowadays they do.

Timbuktu! is a new Broadway version
of the 1953 musical Kismet, which was,
in turn, a new version of (a) an old play
by Edward Knoblock with (b) “new”
melodies culled from the music of
Aleksandr Borodin. It its own day,
Kismet was a gross affair, actually sub-
titled A Musical Arabian Night. It had
wazirs and caliphs and Omar Khayyam
and Alfred Drake and “‘Stranger in
Paradise.”

Timbuktu! is an all-black adaptation

of Kismet. Need more really be said?
Speaking in terms of Warhol’s soup
cans, I don't see how words can say as
much about the production as it says
about itself. All-black versions of any-
thing are commercial these days on
Broadway. Timbuktu! has tried to justify
its blackness by resetting the Kismet
story, caliphs, wazirs, and all, in west-
ern Africa. Borodin’s music, which is
vaguely Eastern in its Russian exoti-
cism, has been provided with occa-
sional drumbeats. Otherwise, this
show is not black. It is not musical the-
ater. It is a parade of costumes by Geof-
frey Holder.

These costumes are bizarre at best
and grotesque at worst, drawn from a
palette apparently shared with the Cas-
tro Convertible people. Half the
company is on foot-high platform
shoes. As the show’s choreographer-
director, Holder has the performers
march to and fro, exhibiting his cos-
tumes, too burdened by the bulk and

“Just a few questions, if you don't mind.”

26

by Martin Gottfried

weight of their dress to be either di-
rected or choreographed. There are
many men flexing greased, body-
builder muscles. They are nude except
for sequined jockstraps. They are all
Holder has allowed to distract from his
costumes. Eartha Kitt has top billing
but a small part, which she plays as a
self-parodied sex kitten. The curtain
calls seem her major assignment. After
elaborate curtsies, she flings an enor
mous wrap into the orchestra pit. I
think comment would be superfluous.

Thrillers come to us from the same
era as Kismet. Aiming to update the
genre, Ira Levin (Rosemary’s Baby, The
Boys from Brazil) has doubled the tricks,
as if more equals different. The propo-
sition of his play, Deathtrap, is that we
are watching a thriller as it is being
written. The main character writes
mysteries. He comes across a play that
seems a surefire success and, not hav-
ing had one of his own lately, is
tempted to steal it at the expense of its
author’s life. His wife is appalled, even
more so when the young man is stran-
gled in the living room. And that’s only
the first 15 minutes.

I'm not sure whether thrillers are ob-
solete. I'd guess good ones would still
be enjoyable, but Broadway hasn’t
been producing them regularly since
the days of Witness for the Prosecution
and Dial "M" for Murder. Was Wait Un-
til Dark the last? Sleuth? Deathtrap
seems to remember a lot of them, but
then Deathtrap is about the writing of
mysteries as much as it is one. Satire is
never far from its mind. The trouble is
that it’s never sure whether to con-
centrate on satire or on thrills, or even
whether laughter and fright are the-
atrically compatible. John Wood, the
play’s main actor and a marvelous one,
plays the lead as if the part were a lot
more challenging than it is. But ham-
burgers do not improve with cream
sauce. The first act of this play is funny
and exciting. The second act, however,
is repetitious, boring, and finally silly.
Is Deathtrap worth it or not? Is it passé
or contemporary? Now there’s the mys-
tery; but it is a solvable one. Once
more, the thing speaks for itself. Death-
trap is what it is: ingenuity running out
of steam.

Timbuktu! and Deathtrap are repre-
sentative of a Broadway that has grown
ever more conservative. The business-
men are in charge. Why else would we
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have still another revival of Hello,
Dolly!, the second since the show’s 1964
opening (and it ran till 1970)? Hello,
Dolly! is a wonderful example of the
Broadway musical. Its script enjoys an
original sense of humor. Using bright
caricature, it bridges the gap between a
musical’s heightened level of reality
and a drama’s naturalism. The directing
and choreography are models of style,
and the show never stops dancing. The
music is catchy, and the settings are
striking (though a touch seedy in this
revival). Carol Channing’s marvelous
original performance has become part
of Broadway lore, and here she is,
doing it again.

Can this be real? The same show
with the same star, 15 years after the
fact? What has happened to time? Are
we trying to restore the past? In the
past couple of seasons, Broadway has
had Zero Mostel repeat his Fiddler on
the Roof; Yul Brynner, his The King and ' ‘
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theater would just as soon fill up au-
ditoriums with sure bets. If those bets
include every single production that
ever succeeded, with every original
star, so be it. Broadway is becoming a
theatrical wax museum on America’s
Main Street.

Sam Shepard is a playwright who
sees America’s Main Street in one of
Warhol’s frames. To Shepard, the coun-
try has come to seem a picture of itself.
His Curse of the Starving Class is a sort
of photo-realist The Cherry Orchard. Tt
is about the children of the Broadway
people—the Broadway people who
make these shows and go to them. The
children are starving (food, or the lack
of it, is the play’s running metaphor).
They are starving for roots. In
Shepard’s play, a pair of adolescents
are fighting their parents’ wish to sell
the old homestead. For all their aliena-

tion, their new and strange ways of
thinking and talking, the children see ) e

this home as a metaphysical one; it rep- .
resents basic values. But it is being sold e er

anyway to make way for commercial
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Is the Broadway theater also being been sharing America’s best
sold out by cheap capitalizers? resources: teaching, training,
Shepard’s play is being done Off- helping — leaving behind the
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food theater trade. Are they theater or
Campbell’s soup cans? @
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Five years ago the publishers of Forbes Magazine began
offering for sale a portion of their 260-square-mile Trinchera
Ranch in five acre minimum sections called Sangre de Cristo
Ranches. More than 95% of that land has been purchased
to date. Sangre’s success exceeds all expectations.

Fifteen miles northeast of that area, deep in the heart of
Forbes Trinchera country, is a spectacular alpine valley of
unsurpassing beauty. This hidden mountain valley was once
the hunting ground of Indians and later conquered by
Conquistadores. It remains today almost as it was when

man first saw it.

We've named it Forbes Park.

And now Forbes Inc., through its subsidiary Sangre de Cristo
Ranches Inc., is inviting people who have a special appreci-
ation for the beauty of nature and who want more out of life,
to acquire a homesite in this unspoiled mountain valley.

Obtain the HUD property report from developer and read it
before signing anything. HUD neither approves the merits
of the offering nor the value, if any, of the property.

Development of
Sangre de Cristo Ranches inc.
Box 303, Fort Garland, Colorado 81133

Obtain the New Jersey Public Report and Broker's Release from the
developer or New Jersey broker and read it before signing anything.

‘Own yr own icle of the Rockies!

Cash prices range from $3,500 to $12,000. Easy credit terms
are available.

Forbes Park is a completely private area surrounded by the
San Isabel National Forest and the rangelands of the
Trinchera Ranch. It is accessible year-round through a main
gate restricting entrance to owners and their guests. Hunting
is not permitted here, but many sports including fishing,
cross-country skiing, boating, swimming, horseback riding,
tennis and mountain climbing will be available in the
recreational areas of the vast common acreage.

Starting immediately, you may purchase one or more acres
for a mountain homesite where you will share with your
neighbors the exclusive use of over 5,000 acres of common
lands, including ponds, streams, woods, meadows and other
recreational areas set aside for the enjoyment of Forbes Park
land owners for all time.

For complete information, including pictures, maps, and full
details on our liberal money-back and exchange privileges,
without obligation, please fill in the coupon or card and mail
to: Forbes Park, Box 303, Fort Garland, Colorado 81133.

Address

City State Zip

Telephone
Preferences: [] $3,500 [7] $5,000 [] Higher

A statement and offering statement has been filed with the Secretary
of State of the State of New York. The filing does not constitute ap-
proval of the sale or lease or offer for sale or lease by the Secretary
of State or that the Secretary of State has in any way passed upon
the merits of such offering. A copy of the offering statement is avail-
able, upon request, from Sangre de Cristo Ranches Inc. NYA77-432
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Kalki
by Gore Vidal
Random House, 288 pp., $10

Reviewed by John Simon

NTIL NOW, Gore Vidal’s

fiction has mostly been

wickedly clever. With his
latest novel, Kalki, Vidal ascends into a
new category: diabolically clever. I say
“diabolically” rather than the more in-
nocuous “devilishly” because what has
increased is not the cleverness but the
nastiness. Kalki is a hybrid: part social
satire; part slick entertainment (in the
Graham Greeneian sense); and part
doomsday comedy in the manner of,
say, Stanley Kubrick’s cinematic black
comedy, Dr. Strangelove.

Some of Vidal’s diabolism manifests
itself right away, in the plot’s con-
struction. For Kalki is a thriller, and by
an ancient and honored custom, re-
viewers are not allowed to give away
the main twist in a thriller’s plot. What
comes to their aid, however, is that the
twist tends to be a single fact near the
end of the book, one that the critique
can easily sidestep. Here, however, the
presumably unbetrayable twist comes
much earlier and permeates and affects
everything before and after it, just
about tying a reviewer’s hands before
he can properly begin.

Still, if I tell you that in Kalki the
world does come to an end, I am not
committing an unpardonable crime.
For such is Vidal’s cleverness that the
suspense continues beyond Armaged-
don and hinges on such fascinating
posers as “Will anyone survive?” and
“If so, who?” and, above all, “Can a
new race arise, and if so, what will it be
like?”” With such tricks still up his
sleeve, Vidal can go on flaunting his
mastery of suspense within suspense.
And about his eschatology—or is it
dysteleology?—I shall keep strictly
mum. Continued on page 32
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