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Director Matthew Holmquist’s take on Dürrenmatt’s “The Visit” presented an interesting and impactful insight into relevant themes present today. However, sometimes these messages were lost in the complexity of the play within the play and the audience had to really concentrate to follow the two stories. Holmquist (2023) said of their adaptation of the play “myself and Hannah McPake have said for years that we have wanted to tackle it for its relevance … its relevance has grown, especially when considering personal responsibility.” 

The play follows the story of acting students, as well as their characters from “The Visit”, telling parallel stories highlighting the play’s relevance today. It starts with an introduction to the students and a rehearsal of their final year show and are informed of a special guest (Claire Zackary, a lawyer offering money to the University) who then makes a dramatic entrance during the rehearsal. We then watch the rehearsal which starts with the characters awaiting Claire Zachanassian’s arrival at the train station. The production flips between the themes of betrayal, responsibility, communication and empathy within the students’ lives, and the characters’ lives. For the students this is between Alex (Alfred Ill) and Louise (Claire Zachanassian), as Alex had betrayed Louise’s and his friends’ trust by sharing explicit photos of Louise (his ex-girlfriend). In “The Visit” these themes are between Ill, the town and Zachanassian, as she is offering money to whoever kills Ill due to a past relationship.

The Brechtian style set, used especially in Ill’s scenes, helped to highlight his lack of control and power in the town once Claire is around. This is shown by his shop being very bare and literal, for example the shelves and items on them were all painted black and labelled simply with what they are in white text. This also helped to separate the student’s scenes from the play’s scenes, as it reminded us when watching their scenes from “The Visit” that this is a play within the play. It also created a plain background against which important colours could stand out. Zachanassian was represented by the colour yellow, and as the play went on characters began to gain aspects of her colour in their shoes or certain props which illuded to her growth in power and control over the townspeople. This was clear in the play and represented this idea well, and was confirmed in a conversation I had with the assistant production manager Aly Arzente (2023) who said, “yellow represented the influence that Claire Zachanassian had on the townsfolk and as the play went on there were more and more changes to costume and cast to show this”. However, I’m not sure yellow was the best representation of Zachanassian’s characteristics as yellow is often used to represent joy and happiness. While it can also symbolise cowardice, fear, jealously and betrayal, it is more often associated with positive feelings. I therefore feel that green could have been better to represent jealousy and greed, or red to represent anger and betrayal. The yellow theme was continued into the makeup of the ensemble (played by students from Coleg Sir Gâr) to further represent Zachanassian’s influence, as well as two main characters (the Police Officer and the Priest) having red tears to show they had been completely corrupted by Zachanassian.

Although the play was good, it was quite confusing and disjointed at times. It wasn’t entirely accessible for all audiences as it took a lot of concentration and understanding of theatre techniques and symbolism. The ending fell flat as the forgiveness seemed sudden and unexpected, and I think revenge or responsibility being taken would have been more impactful.
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