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SPIRITUALITY OF GiE3. SHAW REFLECTED I N  "APPUC CART" 

by F r .  Kevin Shanley,  O.Carm. 

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE, 0NT.t To a t t e n d  v i r t u a l l y  

any drama by I r i s h  playwright  George Bernard Shaw proves  t o  

be bo th  an en te r ta inment  d e l i g h t  and a s p i r i t u a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

cha l lenge  f o r  t h e  average playgoer .  And t h i s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  

of  those  f o r t u n a t e  enough t o  a t t e n d  Shaw's  he .Apple Cart t1 a t  

t h e  Shaw F e s t i v a l  here  i n  Canada.., f o r  t h e  c u r r e n t  season.  

Even Shawts choice  of a t i t l e  seems a s t r o n g  i n d i o a t i o n  

t h a t  whatever s o c i a l ,  r e l i g i o u s  o r  p o l i t i c a l  views an audience 

i s  l i a b l e  t o  hold,  t h e y t ~ w i l l  be "upse tN i n  a v a r i e t y  of ways 

by t h i s  e x c e l l e n t  drama. 

The p l ay ,  w r i t t e n  i n  1929 and o r i g i n a l l y  p resen ted  i n  

P o l i s h  a t  t h e  T e a t r  Po lsk i  i n  Warsaw t h a t  same y e a r ,  w i l l  b i l l e d  

a s  a " p o l i t i c a l  extravaganzatt  f o r  a modern audience.  It was 

a l s o  p re sen ted  i n  Eng l i sh  t h a t  same yea r  a t  t h e  Malvern F e s t i v a l  

i n  England, and had i t s  Canadian premier  i n  1931. 

The time of t he  p l a y  o r i g i n a l l y  is  p r o j e c t e d  40 y e a r s  o r  

more i n t o  t h e  then f u t u r e  of t h e  1970s. Richard Greenbla t t ,  

the  capable  d i r e c t o r  f o r  t h e  c u r r e n t  p roduc t ion ,  p r o j e c t e d  the  

p l a y  i n t o  the  modern time of  t h e  yea r  2042. 
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M o d e r n i s t i c  c o s t u m e s ,  s t a g e  d e s i g n  and  l i g h t i n g  a t t e m p t  

t o  p r o j e c t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  o f  t h e  i n t i m a t e  Cour t  House r heat re 
- 

i n t o  t h e  f ~ i t ~ u l e .  The p l a y  comes c l o s e .  t o  making Shaw not: .  
".. I 

o n l y  a  f u t u r I s t  b u t  v i r t u a l l y  a  p r o p h e t .  .. . 

"What m u s t  have  seemed f a n t a s t i c a l  t o  h i s  a u d i e n c e  t h e n  
I/ 

i s  a c c e p t e d  f a c t  t o d a y , "  s a i d  d i r e c t o r  G r e e n b l a t t .  American 

economic and c u l t u r a l  I m p e r i a l i s m  i s  rampant .  'The c o r p o r a t e  

agenda h o l d s  i n o r d i n a t e  i n f l u e n c e  o v e r  o u r  eve ryday  l i v e s  

and o u r  s u p p o s e d l y  democFra t i c  r e p r e s e n t a t t o n s .  The . t q u e e r  
d 

o l d  g e o g r a p h i c a l  e x p r e s s I o n s t  o f  n a t i o n a l  b o u n d a r i e s  a r e  f a s t  

d i s a p p e a r i n g  u n d e r  t h e  f l a g  o f  g l o b a l i z a t i o n .  Our g r e a t  

p r o s p e q i t y  a n d  e x c e s s i v e  w e a l t h  a r e  g a i n e d  on  t h e  b a c k s  o f  

t h e  T h i r d  World '  and  l undeve loped '  c o u n t r i e s .  Apathy and  
r 

cynicism a b o u t  p o l i t i c i a n s  and p o l i t i c a l  p r o c e s s e s  a r e  a t  

a l l - t  ime h i g h s  .'I 

And s o  i t  was t h a t  70 y e a r s  ago ,  Shaw warned t h e  wor ld  

t h a t  we had " b e t t e r  t e a c h  o u r  c h i l d r e n  t o  be b e t t e r  c i t i z e n s  

t h a n  o u r s e l v e s . " '  

The e o c u s  o f  t h e  p l a y ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  

t h e  f i c t i o n a l  K i n g  Magnus ( " g r e a t "  ) o f  England ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g l y  
P 

p l a y e d  b y  David  Schurmann, and h i s  e c l e c t ~ i c  c a b i n e t  l e d  by - 
Prdme M i n i s t e r  P r o t e u s  ( " s e a  god")  e x c e l l e n t l y  p l a y e d  b y  

P e t e r  M i l l a r d .  



And t o  add  a  s p a r k  i n t o  an  a l r e a d y  v o l a t i l e  mix ,  Shaw 

i n t r o d u c e s  a  new c a b i n e t  member Roanerges  [ " s o n  of t h u n d e r f ' )  
. - 

who i s  t h a  p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  Board of  T rade .  M i c h a e l  Ba l l , '  .. . 
who p l a y s  t h e  r o l e  t o  a  h i g h  l e v e l  w i t h  h i s  f o r c e f u l  v o i c e  

and p r e s e n c e ,  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  v i e w p o i n t  of  t h e  Labor  Novement 

b u t  a l s o  seems,  a t  t i m e s ,  t o  f a v o r  t h e  monarchy. 

O t h e r  c a b i n e t  members, b o t h  male and f e m a l e ,  add  v a r i o u s  

v i e w p o i n t s  and  f i n e  a c t i n g  a b i l i t i e s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  

t h a t  e v e n t u a l l y  w i l l  comment on many a r e a s  o f  human c o n d u c t  

and e x p e r i e n c s .  

A good p a r t  of  t h e  d e b a t e  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  drama 

i s  s i m g l y  t o  q u e s t i o n  w h e t h e r  England,  o r  a n y  s i m i l a r  n a t i o n ,  

i s  l i v i n g  n o t  a  d e m o c r a t i c  r e a l i t y  b u t  a d e m o c r a t i c  i l l u s i o n .  
r 

The c a b i n e t ' s  . d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  King Magnus o f t e n  f o c ~ l s e s  on 

t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  a  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  monarchy w i t h  i t s  r e a l  o r  

imagined  powers .  When t h e  King o f f e r s  t o  a b d i c a t e ,  a s  King  

Edward VIII ( l a t e r  t h e  Duke of  Windsor)  wolild d o  n o t  t o o  many 

y e a r s  l a t e r ,  t h e  c a b i n e t  s imp ly  r e f u s e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  s u c h  a  

p o s s i b i l i t y  e v e n  though t h e y  r e f e r  t o  King  Magnus a s  j u s t  a 

" r u b b e r  stamp" t y p e  o f  r u l e r .  T h i s  ty-pe of  a m b i v a l e n c e  i s  

t r u l y  Shaw t r y i n g  t o  make p e o p l e  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s ,  

and t h e  consequences .  
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When t h e  e n t i r e  m a t t e r  seems t o  b e  f a i r l y  r e s o l v e d ,  

Shaw th rows  a  new and  u p s e t t i n g  s e t  o f  c i r c ~ m s t a n c e s  i n t o  
/- - 

t h e  mix. The A m e r i c a n  Ambassador M s .  Vanhabtan,  a b l y  
b .. 

by Lynne Cormack, , b r i n g s  t h e  news t o  King  Magnus t h a t  tbe 

lTnited S t a t e s  w i l l  r e v o k e  i t s  D e c l a r a t i o n  of' I ndependence  and 

r e g j o i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Commonwealth. However, i t  b e g i n s  t o  

u n f o l d  t h a t  t h e  U.S. i s  more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  c o n t r o l l i n g  t h a n  

j o i n i n g  t h i s  new u n i o n .  

The re  i s  a n  I r i s h  d i m e n s i o n  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  when Shaw 

i n t r o d u c e s  a  p r o p o s a l  f r o m  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  P r e s i d e n t  o f  I r e l a n d  

Mickey OfRourke,  t h a t  a d d s  much t o  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  o f  t h e  

members o f  t h e  c a b i n e t  o f  England .  

The f i n a l  r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e  p l a y  i s  a n  e x c e l l e n t  e x e r c i s e  
r 

by G.B. Shaw o f  making p e o p l e  r e a l i z e  t h e  v a l u e  of' t h e i r  

d e c i s i o n s ,  and  t h e  consequences  t h a t  n a t u r a l l y  f o l l o w .  And 

a l w a y s ,  shaw wan t s  h i s  a u d i e n c e s  t o  t h i n k  d e e p l y  a b o u t  t h e i r  

o u t l o o k  a n d  a s s u m p t i o n s  on l i f e .  

Niagara-on-the-Lake,  Ont., a  d e l i g h t f u l  Canadian  V i l l a g e ,  

w i l l  h o s t  t h i s  and  o t h e r  p l a y s  u n t i l  Nov.. 1 1 t h .  F o r  a f r e e  

b r o c h u r e ,  o r  o t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  c a l l :  1 ( 8 0 0 )  S ~ ~ - S I I A W ,  o r  

c o n t a c t  them a t :  www .shawfest..sgmpatico.ca. 


