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It
 doesn’t sound like anything terribly out of the ordinary.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream (As You Like It): how many of

those have there been? All right, so this one is from

Russia, a production of the Chekhov International Theatre

Festival, the Dmitry Krymov Laboratory and Moscow’s

School of Dramatic Art, and it plays August 10 –18 in

Stratford–on–Avon, and!August 24 – 26 at King’s Theatre

in Edinburgh. But still, w
hat’s so unusual about a foreign

company performing Shakespeare as part of the World

Shakespeare Festival?

Well, I hazard to say there will be little
 that is common

about this show, which, incidentally, enjoys its world

premiere during the two–stop British tour. I say that not

merely because I heard the rumours following closed dress

rehearsals in Moscow, but more importantly, because I

have followed the work of this director ever since he began

directing. I have yet to see him do anything that vaguely

could be described as commonplace. That’s not surprising

when you consider that he virtually reinvented himself at

the age of 48 and wrote himself into the history of Russian

theatre by doing so.

Dmitry Krymov today is one of those imaginative,

genre–busting artists we definitely would want to invent if

he didn’t exist. From 1976 through the 1980s he was a

designer who worked with many top Russian directors,

including his father, the legendary Anatoly Efros. But

following Efros’s death in 1987 Krymov became

increasingly disillusioned with theatre. Focusing his

creative energies primarily on painting, many of his

canvases found their way into such museums as the

Tretyakov Gallery and the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts in

Moscow, the Russian Museum in St. Petersburg, the Victoria

and Albert Museum in London, the Vatican Museum in

Rome, and the World Bank in Washington, D.C.

And then, in 2002, aged 48, Krymov embarked on a

new career. Working at Moscow’s Stanislavsky Drama

Theatre, he gathered a company that included some old

friends, some new ones and one of his father’s favourite

actors, Nikolai Volkov. With Volkov masterfully playing

understated versions of both Claudius and the ghost of

Hamlet’s father, Krymov unleashed a new interpretation of

Shakespeare’s Hamlet on the world. But what struck me in

this beautiful, tender production – even before it got

underway – was the set. Aside from mountains of soap

bubbles that occasionally oozed out of doors in the back

wall, the stage was utterly clean. There wasn’t a thing on it.

Krymov in Hamlet effaced himself entirely as a designer

and gave birth to himself as a director in a blank, empty

space.
But even that did not prepare us for what the director

would soon begin creating. In the ensuing decade Krymov

emerged as one of Russia’s most inventive theatre artists,

staging some 15 productions that boldly employed a mix

of dramatic acting, music, graphic art, puppetry, shadows

and other disciplines. And ever since that first mounting of

Hamlet he has turned over the responsibility of design to

graduates of the design course he has conducted at the

Russian Academy of Theatre Arts since 2002. Vera

Martynova, who has collaborated on a half–dozen of

Krymov’s shows (and who debuted in April as a director

with a rendition of Dido and Aeneas that claims to be a

response to Henry Purcell’s opera,) created the set for A

Midsummer Night’s Dream.

The visual aspects of Krymov’s shows often seem to

take shape as if spontaneously before the spectators’ eyes.

Sets are built, dismantled and rebuilt by the actors during

the course of the performance. Out of nothing something

arises. In Demon: The View from Above (2006), based loosely

on an epic poem by 19th–century poet Mikhail Lermontov,

the cast worked on top of a dozen layers of drawing paper,

scribbling or painting in details around themselves – a train

station, a beard, a banquet table, a bicycle or a violin –

before ripping the paper up to reveal a new blank slate on

which they created the setting for the next scene.

Krymov’s shows, however, are never defined by their

inventive visuals alone. Very much in the Russian tradition,

the director is intent on evoking emotional responses from

his audience. Speaking days before the 2010 premiere of

the extravagant and sweeping Tararabumbia: A Procession,

based on snippets of works by Anton Chekhov, the director

told me, ‘The best state in theatre is when people cry and

laugh. It’s all a matter of how you go about achieving that’.

Krymov has shown an affinity for classical literature,

reworking the writings of Chekhov, Andrei Platonov, Ivan

Bunin, Cervantes and Russian fairy tales. A Midsummer

Night’s Dream is his second foray into Shakespeare territory,

following the slyly title
d Three Sisters, a free adaptation of

King Lear in 2005. (In his professional debut as a designer

he created the set for Efros’s Othello in 1976.) The stories

he narrates are invariably dominated by personal attitudes

and relationships, whether his own or those of his actors.

He constantly strives to reveal the particular, the individual

and the unexpected even in the most familiar

surroundings. As such, his production of Dreams of Katerina

in 2009 only marginally touched on its source, the classic

Alexander Ostrovsky play The Storm, while offering up

highly imaginative scenes based on what his actors

brought away from the play after reading it.

Most of these shows have been mounted at the

School of Dramatic Art, where Krymov has his own

laboratory and small company, but he has also branched

out in recent years. C. O. Mixed Technique is an operatic

work staged at Moscow’s famed Stanislavsky and

Nemirovich–Danchenko Musical Theatre in 2011. In Paris,

produced in 2011 by Krymov’s laboratory and the Mikhail

Baryshnikov Art Centre, is a dramatic piece based on a

short story by Bunin and starring Baryshnikov. It continues

to tour the world, playing in Spoleto, Italy, in July and New

York at the Lincoln Centre Festival in early August.

Speaking by phone in July from high in the mountains

of Italy, Krymov described to me what attracts him to

Shakespeare. ‘Shakespeare is theatre for me’, he declared

after pausing to think for a moment. ‘He gives you the

opportunity to look at your complexes and pain from the

outside and to diagnose them. He allows you to hold them

in your hand and examine them as you turn them back and

forth. Shakespeare held the world up and constantly

flipped it around – fool/king, alive/dead, smart/dumb,

man/woman, grand/silly’.

In A Midsu
mmer Ni

ght’s
 Drea

m the

director focused exclusively on the

play–within–the–play put on by the

craftsm
en in the woods. The

characters of Pyramus and Thisby

are ‘played’ by two huge puppets

that, in
 turn, are worked by large

teams of performers.

The cast, in fact, is comprised of a mix of actors and

stagehands. Popular Russian actors Valery Garkalin, Lia

Akhedzhakova, Anna Sinyakina and Sergei Melkonyan

perform shoulder–to–shoulder with technicians venturing

out from their backstage haunts for the first tim
e in their

lives.
‘I asked myself, where am I in this theatre, in this

comedy that Shakespeare presents’, Krymov explained.

‘And I realized that my actors and I are with those

craftsmen. They want to put on a good show but they don’t

really know how. And they are very nervous. That’s close to

what I fe
el before I open any new show. I to

o race to the

newspapers and internet to find out what people think of

what we’ve done. We are these craftsmen, my actors and I.

I think what we created is a poetic, strange show in which

we pretend to be those silly craftsmen’.

Lest his usage of the word ‘silly’ be misunderstood,

Krymov immediately explains: ‘Being silly, of course, is a

crucial part of being an artist’.John Freedman profiles celebrated Russian director Dmitry Krymov whose

A Midsummer Night’s D
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