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%. Personal Reflection on
|IATC Young Critics’
Seminar in

St. Petersburg, Russia
" (12-17 April 2011)

Text & Photo: Winnie Chau

“The critic is a privileged member of the audience.”
The statement is first of the 21 items in the manifesto
by Scottish theatre critic Mark Brown, who is also
IATC’s adjunct director of seminars and leader of the
English-speaking group in the Si. Petersburg young
critics’ seminar. With the practised incredulity of a
critic, | greeted the assertion with suspicion the way |
did with the forewarnings of Russia's grave cold
weather and the lukewarm reception of the local
people. During the six-day performances in the 14th
Europe Theatre Prize, | pondered the notion of myself
“being a privileged member of the audience® and
came up with more questions than answers on the
profession of theatre criticism.

Given my short history of theatre-going experience,
sitting in the audience has been a rather humbling,
albeit increasingly (but naturally) disappointing,
encounter. However disheartening a performance
has been, | never leave the theatre without a sense of
sceplicism about my perception. Hence, | duly
questioned Brown's assumed privilege of the critic.
The critic, Brown explained, is a person who shares
his views with those beyond the auditorium. With
privileges come responsibilities. The critic should be
true to himself and discern without agenda. Brown
doesn't believe that everyone can be a critic, as
criticism is not just opinion, but educated and
professional opinion. Nevertheless, critics are not
elites but people who have particular experience and
skills that allow them to practise a particular
profession. On our first meeting where the three
groups (English, French and Russian) gathered, one
of the young critics introduced herself, saying *I'm just
a crtic", and was immediately and half-jokingly
rectified by the group leaders who declared: “we are
not just critics; we are critics.”

Perhaps, we do need such confidence to sit in the
dark alone - “The true critic: suspicious of consensus,
prepared to be in a minority, even of one.” as stated in
Brown's manifesto. On the very first evening, | was
thoroughly let down by a play titied Honey directed by

Special Prize winner, 93-year-old respected Russian
director Yuri Lyubimov. A dramatised rendition of an
autobiographical poem by Lyubimove's friend, the
production turmed out to be a facile narrated parade.
Audience's, including critics’, judgments are often
interfered by a production's fame and reputation, the
seeming fascination and sometimes undue sympathy
for the cast and crew. Yet, very often, our intuition
speaks a lot about the most direct and un-verbalisable
feelings of the performance. And it's the critic's job to
put those intangible feelings into words.

If theatre is about the suspension of disbelief, theatre
criticism may well be the suspension of common
belief. With this conflicting mindset, | began to realise
it was no small feat to stay until the end of a
performance. One of the Festival's Parallel Events
was a play based on a postmodernist Russian prose
poem Moscow-Petushki by Russian director Andriy
Zholdak. Within the first fiteen minutes of the three
hours and forty-five minutes production, the actions
and presentation on stage inspired nothing but a
painfully strong sense of disorientation, not within the
story, but in the director's execution. Audience
members left one after another, including a local who
shouted something rude in Russian before he left with
his friend. Soon |, too, was convinced by the feeling of
being deceived by a half-hearted production. | gave
my most critical opinion so far for a performance - by
leaving the auditorium.

As an emerging critic, it is unsettling to come to face
the fact that critics are going to upset people. *If you
want to be friendly to directors, you shouldn’t be a
critic.” said Brown bluntly. Like every ordinary human
being, we, critics, have our own prejudices, personal
like and dislikes. Yet, it's our duty to acknowledge
them in our reviews. We are not only saying if we like
(or dislike) a production but why we do (or don't).
There is a statement in Brown's manifesto | embrace
without scepticism: “The critic is subjective. She does
not deny her subjectivity. Her only responsibility is to
be worthy of it.”
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