
Review of Network adapted for the stage by Lee Hall
based on the Paddy Chayefsky film 


	Layed out flat on a map the world looks cohesive. Blocks of land broken off and bordered. Mountains and edges and lakes. Closer in, towers with reflective windows, floors and floors of offices, printing rooms, and twenty-four hours of lit up screens. On one such screen a man cries as his wife dies, bombs crush children on bikes, and the weather rolls in from the East. 
	From the cult classics of 1970’s American film, Lee Hall brings us a pertinent adaptation of Paddy Chayefsky’s film Network. Starring actor Bryan Cranston as belittled and brilliant news anchor Howard Beale, Hall’s vision brings us into an ultra-reality in which capitalism and corruption shine on the evening news. Keeping with the scathing tone of the original, Hall manages to create clear lines of connection between the fears of 1970’s media consumption, and what has more recently been referred to as our “Age of Anger.” Hall demonstrates not only the cyclical nature of media fear mongering, but also the structures of capitalism as it stands versus the individual. Beale begins as a messianic figure, defying the generic structures of journalism and news casting to allow truth of mediocrity, pain, and futility to be publicly demonstrated. He is soon devoured by the machine that is the UBS network, and then the beast of capitalism itself as he slowly slips from his once honest podium. 
	Howard Beale begins as a man who is fed up with the current structures of corporate America. He takes to his newsroom to show the struggle of the working man, the hollowness of the American dream, and the anger he feels at being bested by the capitalistic machine. “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore!” The famous line, taken from the original screenplay, comes at the climax of Howard’s declining mental state, in which he shows up to his nightly broadcast in pyjamas, and preaches anger and protest to his viewers. His defiance of his professional position, combined with his primal fury gives the audience hope that he will topple the system of oppression that has forced him into his mania. A brilliantly written monologue is intermittently interrupted by the associate producer Harry Hunter, played by Charles Babalola, and the director of programming Diana Christensen, played by Michelle Dockery, who focus the episode to the scope of viewers it is reaching and the possibility of record ratings. This scene perfectly juxtaposes Beale’s raw defiance with the greed of the machine that wishes only to consume his ideas, and turn them into profit. 
	Bryan Cranston’s portrayal of Beale is both enraging and depressing in it’s brilliance. In the first act he shows the complexity of Beale’s mental state, both the ignorance and exploitation that it receives. He delivers his monologues with fervour and fanaticism, pleading with the audience in a way that seems to reach outside of the theatre and into the bellies of the global consumer. By the second act Cranston shows Beale as a sold man, one whose ideas have been captured by the executive branch of his broadcasting company. He retains his earlier cynicism with a sense of power, delivering his nightly news as though he has accepted his prophetic role. He exudes ignorance to the fact that he is being used by the corporation, and ironically continues to call out the structures that have trapped him through his now famous program.Though the play is set in America, it seemed no less honest performed on the British stage, calling out individual agency in the submission of our world to capitalist greed. 
	Network’s ability to stay relevant from the seventies through to now is striking throughout the piece. Hall stayed true to the original film, admitting only to omitting certain scenes that made terrorists seem like “cynical media whores,” a viewpoint that Hall felt is no longer laughable to share. The parallels between this story, which was originally intended to portray the assimilation of corporations through the vessel of news, and the intense scrutiny of our current media in the age of “fake news” is chilling. Though the piece stayed stationed in the seventies, the audience holds no doubts that distrust of corporate media, unequal distribution of global power, and the gripping strength of capitalism have only grown stronger since the original film was aired. Hall finishes the play with an “after-credit” projection sequence, which shows American presidents such Richard Nixon, Bill Clinton, Barrack Obama, and current president Donald Trump, swearing their honesty and allegiance to the American people on their Inauguration Day*. This final scene clearly brings the performance of Network into the present day, and cements the irony of the trust we place into the hands of our nations. 
	Hall’s use of monologue is especially bold in the play, centring the speakers in spotlight, raising them above the stage in God-like preachings, and delivering cold corporate truths to the salivating audience. The monologues manage to sweep in with a preachers voice, but not let the spectators feel disconnected from the narrative of the play. In act two, a startling monologue is delivered by Mr Arthur Jensen, the head of UBS, played by Richard Cordery, in which his stands suspended above the stage on a walkway, illuminated like a God, and bellowing the words: “There are no nations. There are no peoples… There is only one holistic system of systems, one vast immanent, interwoven, interacting, multi-variate, multinational dominion of dollars.” This encounter crushes Beale’s final store of anger, and when he returns to his nightly program he delivers the speech of a submissive; a tool in the greater machinery. “What we all know is finished is the idea that any country can be dedicated to the freedom and flourishing of every individual in it… we are bees in the hive, it’s not our individuality which makes us rich, but our communality.” Once again, Howard Beale is morphed into the voice-box of the corporation, falling down on his promises to stir up the big business and bring back the American dream. His final word to his head of news, Max Schumacher, is “What good did the angry man stuff do us, Max? Did you see revolution in the streets? I have a wage, I have a purpose.” That night at his broadcast, Howard Beale is shot by a terrorist cleanly in the head. 
	Chayefsky’s story is one of loss and terror. The absorption of individuality into corporate greed, the insufficiency of a singular voice, and the consumption of citizens for global profit are all prominent themes in both the original and the Hall adaptation. Neither author brings us a happy ending, both leave us writhing and scratching at our doors. It is the hope of many Western peoples to be autonomous, un-conjoined with their governments, existing alongside greed but not in line with it. The reality is that what we see at community is no longer valid. Jensen was correct in his assessment that there are no nations, only capital; a large and swarming global economic system. No nation stands apart from it, no citizen is exempt from it. We are all sinking in the bog of capitalism. The re-launching of Network through the stage is an indisputable reminder of the power and influence that the one percent hold above us: IBM, Exxon Mobil, AT&T, Coca-Cola. The future does not lie in the hands of the people, but in a network of swirling numbers far above our heads, and out of reach.




it should be noted that at the performance this writer attended Barrack Obama received a standing ovation when his inauguration was shown, whereas Donald Trump received a long resounding boo. 

