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Afghanistan: it’s time to act

A long, muddled conflict in

1 The Produgers, Max Biabystock’s
idea of how-office poison was Spring-
tirme for Fitler.a musical love-etter to
the exterminator of the Jews, Were
Max aronnd today, perhaps e wold
{ stage The Great Gome, a two-maonth
arts festival aboul the history of
Afehanistan,  Certainly, - conventional
theatrewisdom duesn't equatearcane inler-
nafional affairs with commercial success.
The Tricycle Theatrein northwest London
| has never much cared for conventional
wisdor: mind you— bt “theres no deubt
thisisa big samble for us’, says the director
WNicotas Kent, whobears sero resemidance
to Bialystock save the knack of producing
theatre hits from the least auspicious raw

materials,
It wits the Tricycle that invented verba-

derived from redl-life testimony {The Col-
oy of Justice, Srebrenica, Guantanamo)
that repositioned theatre at the heart of
pubtic and political life. With: The Great
Cigmie, the intention is stmilar: “To raise a
debate” Kent says, “lo raise consciousness,
b pet peaple interested in the subject, and 1o
try and understand what's going on.” kent
savs that this s the higpest festival
Afghan culture mounted in Britain and
features 12 new plays by top playwrights
{David  Bdgar, Simon Stephéns, Abi
Meran) alongside a ten-day film season, a
programme of talks: photography and
ceramics exhibitions and & concert by a
Sl pkisic group.

Kenl 15 too exated by these events o
worry Lhal s festival, avear inthe making,
has been gazumped by happenings m the
| real world He conceived the season
because " Afghanistan was in the back of
peoplesminds’ hesays, “notthe forefront”
Avearagg, [ragdominated the news, while

war was ignored. But, with Obama in silu
and Baghdad dropping down the bulletins,
“Fye been astonished,” Kent says, "at how
the media has really shone the light on
Afshanistan,” In fact, that makes The Ceest

nenw know that the Taleban are back, that

tim drama, with a series of docu-plays |

of |

Gamie season more nrgenl Yes, we may |

the-Alhan President jsa lame dugkand |

WAR STORIES
Sheena Bhatlessa,
above fefl, and
Jemima Roper

| and, below,
Daniel Belis and
Sagar Arva in
The Great Game

the other war, which had stoted éadier, | -

! forsomething, vouwantto get as muchout

.. 2
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of itasyoucan”

Frorm The Gregt CGame, MNicolss Kont savs
that audiences will get " forensic ook al
where we are pow using the events of
history” So.as far as Afghanistan 5 con-
cerned. where are we now? Omn this poinl,
there is unexpected unapimity. ~1 feil

| hefore! Bhattacharieesavs. “that wehad to
| get the hell out of the country, and quick.

Mow, I'm re-evaluating that” Likewise
Kent, who “started this project foeling we
shonaldet be there™ but naw — haying met
politicians, aid workers and civilians in
Afhanistan and the UK -— is “convinced
we're in for the long haul” Partly, that’s
ahout fulfifling our responsibilities to 2
state [hat (as the plavs will show) we first
saddled with unworkable borders, and
have tinkered with eversince. But Kenl will

have no talk of the white mans

Ew L horden IS oot just white
men. India is the bieuest aid
. F  donor. Thers are lots of

eountriestryingto help, And most
Afphans feel the internationat

community has toostay They'd
love that not to have to happen,



dieel i Afghanistan sinee 2000, Bul we |
barely know why — which is the gap that |

| theTricyclecanplug:

| -among 12, you needto create a memorable |

It not been cheap to do so. “1ts cost 2%
times purnormal bodeet” Kent Savs-—and
drummming up those funds was “very diffi
enlt”, Enthusiasm was more freely avail-
able “Normally writers' agents sav, 'Ohnio,
they resobusy . But this ime everyone was

-oung-hoforthe project” Kentduly commis-

sioned British or American dramatists {he
failed tofind any Afghan playwrights) to
focuson different moments in history from
thi 18405 to the present. “T used to hear
people talking about the first 2nd second
Afghan war” Kent savs, "and T'd think, °1
know nothing about any of these? ™ Mow,
Tie conalel brief plavwrights 1o help himoul,
“Helt like anair teafiic controller at Heath-
row.” e says, “hringing all the writers into
land on a particular decade of Afghan his-
tory, and making sure no one touched
dirwn at the sume fime.”

The challenge for those writies was to
brinatoiifethese historical moments in dis-
crebe; halt-hour chunks: The plays are pre-
sented in evenings of four at a ime — and
“segingthe work of different weitersin con-
Junction will be interesting for-an audi-
ence,” theplaywright Stephen Jeffreys savs,
There was no party line to'toe, he adds. The
only edict was “to be true to your material
anid not do teo much”. Tt has to be drama-
lic. If vou're doing one hali-hour play

image” His own play, Bugles af the Gates of

| Jatalabad (which opens the festival), 15 |

abiout the first Afchan war— "asnapshot”
Jeffrevssays “ofanarmy goingtoacountry
to prop up d puppet king whom nobody
wants? The contemporary paratlels, here
as elsewhere are glaringly obvious. In Ben
Crekrent’s ply Honey, a CLA agent urges
Bill Clintons administration to deal with a

| troublermaker called Bin Laden. Through- |
| out,"therearetroops onthe ground, therek |
a fack of understanding hetween collures, |

In all the plays Tve read” Joffrevs savs,
“thesethemes recir”

Of course, 150 vears of historv equalsa
lot of datatecommunicate— “and, theatri-
cally, that can be tricky” says the actor Paul
Bhaltacharjee, who stars insix of the plays.
“And theyre all shost plays” he adds,
“which ¢an be g constraint.” David Edgar’s
plary Black Tulips, in which Bhattacharee

slars, is 4 case in poini. “1ts all about the |

Soviet Hme there Thewholeplay s setina
bricfine room. It just briefing after
briefing. You think, ‘Bloody hell, this is
dry ™ But then, when you gel it up on i3
foet, suddenly it has a Kind of life and
vitalitvaboutit.. y

Joy Wilkinson, one of the vounger play-
wrights involved, at first questioned her

| right to comment on Afehanistan, “Youre |
alwaivs told to write about what you know, |

aren'tvou® shesays Now, having penneda
playaboutl Amanullan Khan, the countrys
modernising 1920s ruler, Wilkinson is an
evamgelistforthetheatreofthe hithertoun-
known, 1t been @ real leskon to me aboul
what vou can write about” she says, “and
what its vour responsibility Lo find out
alrout”

After all, she savs, “when [ go o the

| theatre, I want to feave knowing things |

didn't Enewe hefore. Something about the

worlidinwhich welive about differentways |
“of ife, When vou'ne giving up vour evesing

“The Great Game will help
you 1o do so, or otherwise,
withauthority. And tounder
stand a fittle more about one of
the most inscrutable, intractable
countries on Earth. “Plays like
this give me the opportunity o
deepenmy knowledge of things”
Bhattacharieesayvs— “andalso
to feel the uman lossofit. No
matter what our  palitical
views, weall ave theability fo
ernpathise And s terribly im-
partant that, every nowand then,
we'regiventhechancetodoso.”
The Great Game, Tricycle
Theatre, London NW6
3t (D20-73281000),
- from Friday
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