
Monday, May 6, 2019L i f e s t y l e Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 21

French singer and candidate for the upcoming European
election Francis Lalanne (center) holds a banner during a yel-
low vests and alterglobalists demonstration on May 4, 2019
in Metz, eastern France, ahead of the G7 environment to be
held on May 7 and 8. — AFP

As scandals under the Donald Trump administration
offer a steady stream of fodder for satirists and
comedy show hosts, now the world of musical the-

ater is taking a stab at lampooning the White House. This
weekend a New York take on “The Mikado”-a 19th centu-
ry comic operetta originally intended to satirize British
politics through Japanese imagery-sees its characters take
on decidedly Trumpian airs. Ben Spierman’s revamp of the
Victorian musical in which a clownish despot rules over his
juvenile population is an attempt, he says, to show that the
more things change, the more they stay the same.

“For me ‘The Mikado’ is a perfect example,” Spierman,
the director of the Bronx Opera, told AFP. “The politics
and the reality of the fact that we have corruption, and
that we have unqualified people in jobs or whatever, nepo-
tism: these things have not changed.”  Performed this week
as part of New York’s Opera Fest, the themes of the piece
originally staged in smog-choked 1880s London by
dramatist W.S. Gilbert and composer Arthur Sullivan res-
onate “almost too well,” says Spierman. “We’re in a time
that’s shadowed not just by this person, by Trump himself,
but by ‘Trumpism’-by this kind of cultural battle that we’re
having,” he added.

Spierman’s production, set in the White House press
room, doesn’t match characters one-to-one with members
of the US president’s administration, instead weaving ele-
ments of real-life personalities into the show. The likeness-
es of Trump’s daughter Ivanka and his son-in-law Jared

Kushner are featured alongside elements of former chief
strategist Steve Bannon, senior advisor Stephen Miller and
press secretary Sarah Sanders. Another character evokes
the personalities of Hillary Clinton and presidential candi-
date Elizabeth Warren-a champion of progressive causes
in the US-while the titular Mikado himself recalls none
other than Russian leader Vladimir Putin.

Trump himself is an overarching presence rather than a
specific character, with all of the players in the comic romp
inhabiting aspects of his persona. “To put Gilbert’s words,
or even the adapted words of Gilbert, into the mouth of
Donald Trump just didn’t make any sense to me,” Spierman
said. “He’s just not that clever with the language.”

Art as critical vanguard 
Opera has long been a potent medium for provocative

takes on the contemporary moment, according to
Spierman-one that can make audiences laugh before
encouraging more sober reflection on the state of our
times. “I think that one of the things we have in this coun-
try which is important to remember is that we are allowed
to poke fun at the president,” he said.  “It’s important that
we use that right, because if you don’t... you lose that. It’s
important to be aware that yes, we’ve just laughed, but we
also need to understand the serious issues that underlie
what you just saw on the stage.”

Spierman continues to update the script as events
unfold at the White House, and even squeezed in some

tweaks when the infamous Mueller report into Russian
interference in US democracy came out last month. “We
all as artists have to be aware of what’s going on; I think
that part of our job is to be the vanguard in some ways of
political criticism.” At one moment in ‘The Mikado’ a char-
acter presented as a female challenger to authority
describes herself “an acquired taste,” Spierman’s nod to
the double standards in contemporary coverage of male
leaders and their female counterparts. “I really think that is
very telling, when it comes to talking about how strong
women are looked at in our political discourse,” he said.

From footnote to chapter 
Considered a classic of British musical theater, “The

Mikado” is no stranger to controversy: modern critics
have skewered it not for its political commentary but for
what they dub casual racism. Many point to the traditional
production’s setting in Japan that includes excessive bow-
ing by white actors, who sing in pinched voices while
wearing yellow-tinted makeup. The Bronx Opera’s
revamped version eschews those ingredients, aiming
instead to “focus people on the fact that it is ultimately
about the political state,” Spierman said.

Actresses on his stage sport the business casual
pantsuits quintessential to the halls and corridors of
Washington’s great institutions while several of the men
don excessively long red ties, a clear visual nod to Trump.
Twitter also features strongly in the show, whether via a

series of Trump tweets or allusions in the libretto to direct
messages between characters. For now, the production is
running solely as part of the city’s annual Opera Fest-a bid
to bring shows to a wide audience and highlight the diver-
sity of New York’s contemporary opera scene-but
Spierman sees it as fitting into a broader narrative of the
Trump presidency.

“He’s just a fact of history,” the director said. “That’s
what happened when he was elected president-he went
from being a footnote to a chapter.” Though he is satiriz-
ing the 45th US president’s term, for Spierman it remains
to be seen whether Trump is comedy or a tragedy: “I think
we’re not at the end of the show yet.”—AFP

Film stars Juliette Binoche and Emmanuelle Beart
joined hundreds of people from the arts world in
backing France’s “yellow vests” movement, as the lat-

est anti-government marches took place Saturday.
Binoche and Beart joined more than 1,400 signatories to
an open letter published in the left-leaning daily
Liberation. Entitled “Yellow Vests: we are not fooled!”, it
denounced what it said were attempts to discredit the
movement. It also backed the demands of the protesters,
which it said included calls for greater social and fiscal
justice, and radical measures to tackle what they called an
ecological emergency.

The open letter condemned what it said were the
increasingly repressive measures taken against the move-
ment, noting that international organizations such as United
Nations and the European Union had already expressed
their concern. Binoche and Beart were among the most
prominent signatories, which also included directors,
scriptwriters and composers. Binoche won an Oscar for her
role in “The English Patient” while Beart is perhaps best
known internationally for her role in the first “Mission
Impossible” film. Official estimates suggested that turnout
for Saturday’s marches was down, in the wake of the May
Day rallies when yellow vest activists joined the traditional
trade union march.

The interior ministry said 18,900 people demonstrated
across France, 1,460 of them in Paris-well down on their
count for the previous weekend, when they said 23,600
turned up across the country. The yellow vest organizers,
who regularly dismiss the accuracy of the official count, put
the turnout across France on Saturday at 40,291. The day’s
marches were relatively calm, with only a handful of arrests
and eight people detained in Paris. In the southwest city of
Bordeaux, where support for the movement has been
strong, 61-year-old teaching assistant Jose acknowledged
that the movement was running out of steam a little. “That’s
25 weeks that we have put our life on hold for a bit to at
least get back a minimum of dignity,” he said.

At Charles de Gaulle airport, meanwhile, around 20 yel-
low vest protesters handed out leaflets objecting to gov-
ernment plans to privatise Aeroports de Paris (ADP), which
runs the capital’s three airports. Saturday’s protests come
just days after Wednesday’s May Day protests, and the
fallout over the violence was still being discussed. The
IGPN, which investigates allegations of police misconduct,
is looking at three incidents caught on video that appear to
show police violence against May Day protesters.—AP
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‘The Mikado’ revamped for 21st century with Trumpian twist

Any person taking the Lebanon
Mountain Trail will be fascinated
by the beauty of nature, tradition,
culture and environment of

mountains, a 440-km-long trail extending
from Andaket in the north to Marjayoun in
the south. 

Hikers taking the trail will pass by 75
towns and villages as well as three natural

reserves at altitudes ranging between 570
to 2,011 meters above sea level. Lebanon
Mountain Trail Association (LMTA), estab-
lished in 2007, is overseeing and maintain-
ing the trail with the major aim of protect-
ing this natural resource. — KUNA
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