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On the Surface, the Moral. Beneath That, the Blood.
By

They are not cute or cuddly, these furred and feathered creatures who have arrived from
France, demanding your acquaintance. And despite' the presence among them of a lap dog
with a Louis XIV coiffeur and a cicada dressed like a bootleg flapper, you wouldn’t call any
of them precious either, which was probably what you were expecting.

Instead the members of the menagerie overseen with such deep-burrowing insight by
‘ _in the Comédie-Francaise’s revelatory “Fables de La Fontaine,” part of the
. Festival 2007, are most memorable for their capacities for inflicting and
suffering great pain. And whether predator or victim, none is morally unblemished. They're
just trying to get by, get through and, in some cases, get to the top, just like the people
sitting around you in the audience.

The unlikely coming together of Mr. Wilson, a Texas-born avant-gardist deluxe, and the
Comédie-Frangaise, the three-and-a-half-centuries-old classical theater company of Paris,
has produced one of “t’h ose rare, mutuaily beneficial marriages of opposites that take both

partners in brave new directions while allowing - them to retain their own identifies.
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With a palette of light and sound that finds a primal scream within the statelv rhvthms of a

minuet, Mr. Wilson and combpany wre neh La Fontaine out of his frozen niche in the

académie and thrish him bhack into the re:éi teeming world he ohserved with snch passion

angd dignassion.

These are not La Fontaine’s “Fables” as vou studied them in introductorv French literature,
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these are the fables as life itself,

b

th tidy morals and sharp bite
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Before I go on, I should point out that those who saw this production when it opened on

and you may never have another chance to see just how scary they are.
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movements, the glamorously menacing figures of eccentrically varied body types — this
director’s signature style has never felt so unnervingly immediate.

In relating familiar tales like “The Crow and the Fox,” “The Lion and the Gnat” and “The
Oak and the Reed,” Mr. Wilson isn’t going for obvious satire. Instead he insists that we
sense the ravening fear, hunger and sadness that imbues each tale of power, duplicity and
survival.

It’s quite an act of prestidigitation, this balancing of Baroque elegance and primal ferocity.
But it infuses every level. The costumes, as might be expected, are a marvel of stylish
suggestion and wit, from that of the skyscraping silver-horned stag to the sanctimonious
ant, who wears a mask rather like a steel welder’s and a dress like Queen Victoria in
mourning.

But the same double-edged eloquence is evident in the movements of all the performers,
who bring their own specific steps to the bestial gavotte. Their physical presence is matched
by the sounds they make: the unforgettable cry of a lion, about to be torn to death by dogs;
the frightened bleating of a lamb in conversation with a wolf; the pomposity-deflating
punctuation of a frog’s hiccup.

Mr. Wilson has often insisted on the primacy of image and sound over word. Here, more
successfully than in other instances I can think of, he lets words lead and yet still be
transformed by the sights and sounds around them. In doing so, he demonstrates that there
is richness, fluidity and flexibility in a text that has been carved in marble.

By the way, the official word is that this “Fables” is great for children. But it offers
absolutely none of the consoling hope of this summer’s other great exercise in Gallic
anthropomorphism, the sublime animated feature “Ratatouille.”

The talking animals of Mr. Wilson’s world are not sharing, caring types. They’re solipsists,
flatterers, betrayers in a scary every-quadruped-for-himself world. Come to think of it, kids
who have grown up in New York in recent years shouid feel right at home.

FABLES DE LA FONTAINE

Directed by . in French, with English supertitles; sets and lighting by Mr.
Wilson; original music by Michael Galasso; costumes by Moidele Bickel; dramaturgy by
Ellen Hammer. Presented by the Comédie-Francaise, as part ofthe = Festival
2007, Nigel Reddin, director. At the Gerald W. Lynch Theater at John Jay College, 899 10th
Avenue, at 58th Street, Clinton; (212) 721-6500. Through Sunday. Running time: 1 hour, 40
minutes.
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WITH: Christine Fersen (Jean de La Fontaine), Gérard Giroudon (Donkey/Small
Cock/Cock), Cécile Brune (Mouse/Goat), Christian Blanc (Wolf), Coraly Zahonero
(Cicada/Lamb), Francoise Gillard (Hare/Young Mouse/Little Dog), Céline Samie
(Crow/Tree/Circe), Laurent Stocker (Frog/Tiger/Man), Laurent Natrella (Fox/Man),

“Nieolas Lormeau (Monkey/Ox/Spider), Madeleine Marion (Ant/Heifer/Cow/Lady), Bakary
Sangaré (Lion), Léonie Simaga (Shepherd/Cat/Grass Snake/Sheep), Grégory Gadebois
(Bear/Frog) and Charles Chemin (Stag).

Note:Injury Interrupts 'Fables'

Injury caused cancellation of Thursday night's sold-out performance of "Fables de La Fontaine" at the Lincoln
Center Festival. A matinee at 2 p.m. on Sunday has been added to accommodate exchanges for Thursday
night's ticket holders. The injury was suffered by Madeleine Marion, whose roles include the Ant, Heifer, Cow
and Lady in the Comédie-Francaise presentation at the Gerald W. Lynch Theater at John Jay College. She will
be replaced by Muriel Mayette, president and artistic director of the Comédie-Francaise. Information on ticket
exchanges or refunds: (212) 875-5456.

Lincoln Center Festival 2007 continues through July 29. Information: (212) 875-5456,
linconcentet.btY.
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