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REVIEWS
Review: Network (National Theatre)
Bryan Cranston stars as news anchor Howard Beale in Ivo van Hove's production of the hit '70s film

Daisy Bowie-Sell • London, West End • 13 Nov 2017

WOS Rating:     

Reader Reviews: Be the first to review this show

"I'm mad as hell and I'm not going to take it anymore": the rallying cry made famous by Paddy Chayefsky's
1976 film Network was emblazoned on placards at women's marches throughout the world earlier this year.
And the refrain is back, as loud and as provocative as ever, onstage at the National Theatre. This time it's in
Lee Hall's stage adaptation of the movie, spoken by Bryan Cranston as the prophetic news anchor Howard
Beale who urges his newly burgeoning TV audience to shout it from the rooftops.

Such is the film's enduring relevance. Belgian director Ivo van Hove sticks with the original Oscar-winning
film's '70s setting and yet still manages to underscore everything on stage with a sense of just how much this
is a piece about now – and about us. The plot revolves around 'old man of the news' Beale, whose career as a
news anchor is about to be cut short due to a slow decline in viewing figures of his regular slot.

Bryan Cranson in Network 
© Jan Versweyveld
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During one of his final broadcasts, Beale announces he's going to kill himself live on air
and all hell breaks loose. But not in the way you might expect: the television executives –
new, business-minded stooges, only recently in charge of the station – decide the ratings
spike caused by Beale's revelation may be the entire network's saving grace. Howard
Beale stays, and the nation watches, enthralled, as he is allowed free rein on air to call
bulls**t on the world, and finally tell the truth, convincing the masses to take action
against injustice, against capitalism, against corporations and ultimately against the men
who own the television channels. Is this a very public breakdown, or actually the work of
a genius?

This slick, beautifully paced production is a non-stop, fluid roller coaster that segues easily between the
worlds of news studio, restaurant (audience members chomp through a three course meal onstage as the
action unfolds around them) and production room. Everything is onstage all at once, enhanced by huge
screens that surround the action which offer second, third, fourth perspectives on everything that happens.
When Howard Beale makes his declaration of suicide, we are watching it from the screen, we are watching
him onstage and we also see how the producers - oblivious in their sound proofed glass box – initially don't
hear a word of it.

It's an intense, riveting way of viewing that never allows the audience to turn off. So much happens on stage
at the same time, your attention is constantly focused on the next thing. There are moment of immense
beauty in Tal Yarden's video design too, especially when he makes shots echo each other so we see five
versions of Cranston's confused, lost face, distorted and pixelated.

Cranston himself - and the rest of the excellent cast - is magnetic. There's very little of his most famous TV
role Walter White from Breaking Bad here. He entirely embodies the slightly wearied news man whose life
begins and ends in the studio and who seems to strengthen visibly as he continues to spout his truths to a
beguiled audience. It is a layered, subtle turn, which sits amid an entire ensemble of them. Michelle Dockery
is a spiky, taut figure who holds her own as Diana Christensen, the young soulless TV exec. Douglas Henshall
feels very real as Beale's long-serving producer and friend, tormented by Christensen's inability to care
deeply about anything but her work.

For all its smooth seamlessness, however, the whole set up of Network is a little distancing. Perhaps that's
the point, but it ultimately means this show is a piece that's easy to admire but hard to really love. Still, Hall's
superb adaptation is one of the shining lights of the entire night. He manages to keep deftly and succinctly to
the entire central thread throughout - that it is people who matter, not screens, not big business and not
ratings. He makes sure every line lands, leading us through the madness to some semblance of hope at the
piece's end. Hell isn't other people, says Network, other people are the only thing that will save us. If that's
not a message for today, then I don't know what is.

Network runs at the National Theatre until 24 March.

National Theatre  Bryan Cranston  Ivo Van Hove  Michelle Dockery  Douglas Henshall 

Network 
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BLOGS
Theatres must be more than just a space for
performances
Two stories from rising stars about how they came to the industry prompts Daisy Bowie-Sell to
reflect on the importance of opening theatres' doors

Daisy Bowie-Sell • London • 14 Jun 2017

When I interviewed rising star director Roy Alexander Weise recently, he said something which clicked in my
mind. At first, however, I couldn't work out exactly why. He was talking about how he first got into theatre.
What he said was this:

"My first trip was after school and walking home. I needed to pee so I popped into a building that was open,
which happened to be the Ovalhouse."

That moment, as a 13 year-old school kid, was the first time Roy had ever been into a theatre. And his visit
wasn't with the intention of doing anything theatre-related. It was instead to answer an urgent call of nature.
It's a great story, but that's not the reason it clicked in my head. The reason for that was that I had heard it
before.

The Arcola Theatre 
© Lidia Crisafulli
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They didn't even really know what sort of building it was, they entered the
theatres out of necessity

It took a tweet from Matt Trueman, highlighting the two stories together, to jog my horrendous memory. It
was Arinze Kene, who I interviewed last year. The theatre was different – it was the Arcola this time – but his
words were remarkably similar.

"I was 13 and on my way to basketball training in the summer and it started to pour down. I ducked into the
nearest place, which happened to be a theatre - the Arcola Theatre in east London."

In both instances, after entering through the doors of the theatre out of necessity, and not even really
knowing what sort of building it was, they were approached by the youth theatre. The rest, as they say, is
history. Weise won the JMK directing award in 2016 and subsequently directed a hit production of The
Mountaintop, he was assistant director on Hangmen, X and Escaped Alone at the Royal Court and is
directing two of his own shows this year. Kene won best supporting actor at the Evening Standard Awards
last year and has starred in EastEnders, One Night in Miami at the Donmar and has written a host of plays.
These guys are two of our brightest young British acting, writing and directing talents, and they first
stumbled through a theatre's doors entirely by accident.

It's more and more vital that theatres are buildings which bring people in, act as
community centres and places of connection

I don't think Arinze and Roy's stories are in any way isolated. I expect there are hundreds of stories like that
out there. And it demonstrates a vital, important thing for theatre buildings today. That as well as being a
theatre, they need to be an open, accessible space within their community.

I interviewed Ellen McDougall the other day, ahead of her first announcement of shows at the Gate Theatre,
and one of the most important things for her, was trying to open up the theatre. For anyone who hasn't been,
the Gate Theatre is tiny. You enter through a small unassuming door, up a steep flight of stairs, and round a
corner into a tiny, 75-seater theatre. It's not open before 6pm when the box office opens and there's very little
foyer space.

Following the terrible Grenfell Tower fire, there will be a real need for the
community to come together

But that hasn't deterred Ellen. She's intent on connecting with her wider community and trying to open the
theatre's doors to them. Her first event, before any of her shows start, is this weekend, where the venue itself
will be open between 12 and 6pm on Sunday for anyone who wants to pop down for a visit. The theatre is also
taking over the Portobello Pavilion in Powis Square on Saturday as part of InTransit Festival, and will offer
free food, events and talks from names such as Ben Okri and Paterson Joseph. It's safe to say that following
the terrible Grenfell Tower fire, there will be a real need for the community to come together.

This is no new idea, of course. Last year Rufus Norris expressed a desire to see the National Theatre as space
for the community both day and night. Stella Duffy, heading up the excellent Fun Palaces initiative - founded
by Joan Littlewood, no less - knows the power of theatres as buildings which bring people in and act as
community centres and places of connection. That, in our current world, is becoming more and more vital.
And if Roy and Arinze are anything to go by, out of these palaces could come the theatre heroes and heroines
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of the future. That's too important to ignore. Can we try to make sure theatres keep their doors wide open?
Even if that is just for people to duck in for a wee.

National Theatre  Gate Theatre  Arcola Theatre  Joan Littlewood  Stella Duffy 

Ellen McDougall  Arinze Kene  Fun Palaces initiative 
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INTERVIEWS

Rufus Norris: 'Now is not a time to be polite'

We talk to the National Theatre's artistic director as he announces his latest season at the
theatre

Daisy Bowie-Sell | London, West End | 27 January 2017

Rufus Norris in rehearsal for wonder.land 
© Brinkhoff and Mogenburg

"A theatre is a community centre," the artistic director of the National

Theatre Rufus Norris tells me as we meet ahead of his latest season launch.
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I must admit, I'd be pretty surprised if the likes of Walter White strolled

through the doors of my local community centre, but he certainly will be

coming to Norris'. Breaking Bad actor Bryan Cranston, it has been

announced today, is the latest addition to the illustrious line up of actors to

tread the boards at the NT under Norris' tenure. He will be making his UK

theatre debut in Lee Hall's adaptation of the '70s drama film Network in

November this year.

As Norris explains, youth clubs are closing, bingo halls have shut, church

congregations are getting smaller. Theatres, goes Norris' argument, should

be – and are – filling the gaps these community spaces are leaving. And if

you spend any time during the day at the National Theatre, it certainly feels

like a welcoming, local space. The new café is open plan and the foyer is

easier to navigate after a redesign. During the day, groups of school

children, young adults, old adults and young professionals wander past its

concrete walls.

Throw into that mix some of the most exciting acting, directing, writing and

creative talent around and you have what I would describe as the best

community centre in the entire world. Cranston is the latest in a roster of

big, big names to arrive at stage door: by the end of this year we will have

seen Oscar-nominee Andrew Garfield, American legend Nathan Lane,

Denise Gough, Russell Tovey, musical stars Imelda Staunton and Janie Dee,

Ruth Wilson and Lucian Msamati. Not to mention Rory Kinnear returning

with Anne-Marie Duff in Macbeth. Is Norris subtly turning the NT into an

actor's theatre?

The answer to that, according to Norris himself, is no. "If you look at the

famous actors who have worked here recently, they are all fantastic theatre

actors. That's the point.

"Of course actors like Bryan or Nathan are going to draw the headlines, but

they aren't going to come unless there is an idea. Lee Hall is a brilliant writer,

Network is a brilliant story, Ivo [van Hove, who is directing] and Jan

[Versewyveld, his designer] are an amazing team. Bryan's not an idiot, he's

 

 

 

'Bryan Cranston isn't an idiot. He's not going to turn up just to be at
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not going to turn up just to be at the National Theatre. It's the whole

package."

He has a point: most of us may know Cranston for the hit TV series where he

played a cancer sufferer who turns to meth manufacturing, but let's not

forget that he's also a Tony Award-winner. "It's about breadth," explains

Rufus. "If I have one word which describes what we are trying to do here it's

that. Breadth of audience, breadth of programme, breadth of national reach,

diversity and the artists we're inviting to make work."

And if you look at the new season, his words ring true. Yes he has acting

magnets, but he's also got star writers and directors too. There's the

European premiere of Pulitzer Prize-winner Annie Baker's new play John –

directed by James Macdonald; there's a new play in the Olivier by Rory

Mullarkey about Saint George (that makes three new plays running in the

Olivier this year, which is unheard of); Harry Potter and the Cursed Child

director John Tiffany is staging Disney's Pinocchio over Christmas; Polly

Findlay directs David Eldridge's new play Beginning in the Dorfman and Rob

Drummond will bring a new one-man show about democracy called The

Majority to the theatre too.

And within all that mad hubbub, Norris himself will be directing. He's taking

on Macbeth and it will be the first time he's directed a Shakespeare play in

over 25 years. He last directed a play by the Bard in 1992, in a tiny fringe

theatre in London. Why has it taken him this long to get to another one?

"I haven't focused on his work or on classics generally partly because there

have been so many great directors who have done it and I am drawn to the

new, to the great writers of the future." But, funnily enough, he floated the

idea of Macbeth at the Roundabout theatre in New York with Kinnear and

Duff "years ago" but it never came to anything. "Now we're building the

team and I'm thinking ‘Oh shit, what am I going to do?'" he laughs.

Does he have a plan? A radical reworking (shock horror – not another
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.#Ricegate) of the text? It sounds not. He says he wants to "sit down in the

room with the two of them [Duff and Kinnear] and with an expert who really

understands, in all the ways that I don't, what that play is, so we can just go

line by line."

Line by line, step by step is something Norris is familiar with in his

programming work. Network, for example, has been a while coming. Initially

it was van Hove who said he wanted to work with Cranston and getting

Cranston on board was a long process. Norris hasn't watched much of

Breaking Bad ("I am Billy No Mates. I have no life, I go to work. I never watch

TV") but his youngest son is a fan. "Though it has obviously been a secret, all

the way down the line, as we've been trying to make it happen, he is the

person I have been talking to about it," Norris says, "And every week he's

been saying – have you got him?"

Given the length of negotiations, it is surprising how relevant a

programming decision Network feels. Cranston will play anchor man

Howard Beale, in the adaptation of Paddy Chayefsky's 1976 film. One of the

things the film is most famous for is the character's rant about the state of

America. "It is timely," says Norris, "somebody sent me a photo the other

day of an image from the march in Washington DC and it had a huge placard

of a still of Network."

It's fair to say that America has loomed large both in his and in his

predecessor Nick Hytner's seasons. But though Norris wants that to

"deepen" and continue, he also wants to work on their European

programming. "I hope that over the next few years we can really start to

follow the lead that's been set by the Young Vic and the Barbican in

engaging more with European drama," he explains. He also has his sights set

on Canada, New Zealand and Australia. So many places, in fact, that he's

occasionally been - in his words - "smacked down". "We are already at full

tilt, so we have to do things one step at a time."

In fact, it seems Norris has settled into his stride. After a rocky beginning "it

was a tough first year" - where he faced criticism from reviewers and the
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press as well as the sudden departure of his chief executive Tessa Ross, he

looks relaxed. Box office takings are good, the many tours (including a new

one of People, Places and Things just announced) are bringing in money. "It

feels like the organisation is more and more mission led. We all know what

we are doing and why we are doing it."

More than ever, it seems, Norris is also aware of the importance of being a

cultural organisation that can stand up for itself in a troubling, unstable arts

climate. Funding-wise, of course the National Theatre is better off than

most, but it's not that simple, says Norris. "There are certain parts of what

we do that we won't be able to sustain if we have to shrink our budgets.

We've got to make the best argument for the fact that the cultural industries

in this country are massively important," he explains.

"It's not a time to be polite and quiet about it," he adds. Indeed, and in a

place like the National Theatre, it's not hard to see the way theatre can

connect, engage, galvanise and delight a vast number of people. It's one hell

of a community centre.

Click here for the full story on the National Theatre's new announcement
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