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THE BIG INTERVIEW ATOM EGOYAN

Richard Ouzounian's Saturday feature on the most intriguing names in entertainment

Bringing light to our darkness

Anyone is capable
of anything: the why is
what captivates director

Ifyouwanted someone to show you
the dance of the seven veils or offer
you a severed head on a silver plat-
ter, there isn’t a better choice than
Atom Egoyan.

The award-winning film and stage
director has spent his career strip-
ping away the shrouds of secrecy
that people hide behind and pre-
senting their bleeding psyches to us
in all their ravaged splendour.

No wonder the Canadian Opera
Company first turned to him to
mount a controversially trium-
phant production of Salome in1996,
and hasbrought him back to reima-
gine it in the production that opens
at the Four Seasons Centre for the
Performing Arts on April 21

“It was the late, beloved Richard
Bradshaw who had seen my film
Exotica and thought I would be a
great mix with Salome,” says
Egoyan over a late morning coffee
at Bar Italia, “and it was Alexander
(Neef) who graciously invited me
back to take another look at it 17
years later.”

Normally, an opera revival in-
volves bringing the creative team
together with new vocal artists to
duplicate their original production.
but this particular show has its own
unique challenges.

“Inthe mid-"90s, when we first did
it, all of our technology — the 16-
millimetre film, the glass slide pro-
Jjections — were fund: dly an-
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Director Atom Egoyan returns to the Canadian Opera Company to update his production of Salome, which opens at the Four Seasons Centre April 21.

things have changed in his own life-
time.

“T remember as a kid in Victoria

alogue;” Egoyan explains. “Today, a
lot of these elements have been dig-
itized.”

And some new features have been
added.

“A few years ago, I went to a Feist
concert at the Sony Centre and was
blown away by the incredible shad-
ow play of Clea Minaker and I knew
her work could add a whole new
level of visual artistry to the work.”

Egoyan’s desire to present the fin-
est technical package possible isn’t
because he feels there are any
weaknesses in the work itself. Far
fromit.

“To me, it's one of the greatest
operas ever: an incredible marriage
of an amazing libretto by Oscar
‘Wilde and a revolutionary piece of
music by Richard Strauss.”

Its the story of how Salome, step-
daughter of Herod, becomes so ob-
sessed with John the Baptist and
his failure to acknowledge her pas-
sion for him, that she entices her
stepfather with the dance of the
seven veils and then claims John’s
head on a silver platter as her re-
‘ward.

“At the time Wilde wrote the origi-
nal play, it was considered orie of
the most shocking things ever, but
nowadays it may seem tame to
many people,” Egoyan says.

The 52-year-old recalls how much

being raised in a world where the
naughtiest thing possible was a
store in Chinatown that sold a nud-
istmagazine wrapped inplastic that
you could maybe see if you climbed
up and reached for it on the back
shelf. Nowadays you can see every
possible kind of porn on the In-
ternet. Everything. Things you nev-
er even imagined. And you can find
itatavery young age.” y

While not denying the technical
advances we're privy to, Egoyan la-
ments a certain loss of innocence.

“Technology has the ability to give
us access to memories and experi-
ences that we might have buried or
never discovered. It both enhances
and trivializes every moment of our
lives.

“There are certain processes that
we’re designed to cope with
through our memories that tech-
nology challenges because it make:
everything present.” ”

These thoughts are foremost in
Egoyan’s mind not just because of
Salome, but because of his next film
to hit the screens this fall, Devil’s
Knot.

Starring Reese Witherspoon and
Colin Firth, it tells the story of the
West Memphis Three, three men
convicted of torturing and murder-
ing a trio of 8-year-old boys back in
1993.

“My challenge is to place the viewer inside the minds
of the leading characters, whether it's Salome or Devil's

Knot, and not pass judgment.”
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“The bodies of three young boys
were found naked and bound in a
swamp.

“It’s a horrible act, to be sure, but
once it has been revealed, it ceases
to shock us,” says Egoyan. “Acts
cannot do that to us anymore. Now
we look for the motivation. We
want to find out what would have
made a person do so dark a deed.

“It was a challenging film to make
onmany levels. The case is now the
stuff of mythology; there have been
numerous documentaries made
about it. So to me, it became about
the examination of motives and the
seeking of justice.”

Egoyan reaches back in time to tie
the two projects together.

“That’s what’s fascinating about
Salome. She grew up in an atmo-
sphere of abuse and exploitation.
Her demand for John the Baptist’s
headisnot the ultimate revenge of a
femme fatale. It's rooted instead in
something that hasbeen instilled in
her quite systematically over the
years she’s spent in the Herod
household.

“We're still learningabout the hor-
rors that a legacy of abuse can pro-
duce. The heritage of the residential

schools, for example, is something
we're still dealing with on a daily
basis.”

Still, even with a great deal of psy-
chological ammunition and com-
prehension, Egoyan doesn’t want
to take sides.

“My challenge is to place the view-

‘er inside the minds of the leading

characters, whether it's Salome or
Devil’s Knot, and not pass judg-
ment.

“Ialways think of what the Roman
playwright Terence wrote, ‘Homo
sum, humant nihil a me alienum pu-
to’ T am a human being. I consider
nothing that is human alien to me.’

“You have to accept that anyone is
capable of anything. You have to try
to understand what made them do
such things.

“Great words, great music, great
actors, great singers, they bring all
that to life.”

Egoyan smiles at the thought that
he has been pursuing this journey
all of his life.

“I was drawn to drama at a very
youngage back in Victoria when we
put on Edward Albee’s The Sand-
box. I got excited by it and I said to
myself, “This is a world that I don’t

inhabit, but I can understand it.”

‘With so many fascinating projects
on his plate (he also just finished
shooting Queen of the Night, about
the kidnapping of a child, starring
Ryan Reynolds, Scott Speedman
and Rosario Dawson), it’s fascinat-
ing to hear him talk about “the one
that got away.”

“I wanted to make a new movie
version of Rodgers and Hammer-
stein’s Carousel. I was going to set it
in the American South in 1956,
when the original film was released.
We would be in a movie theatre
showing the picture.

“Billy Bigelow would be white, sit-
ting downstairs. Julie would be
black, sitting in the balcony. But
they would project themselves into
the movie and wind up making it
their own story.

“T had spoken to Hugh Jackman
about playing the lead and he was
very excited, but I couldn’t get the
idea past the Rodgers and Ham-
merstein estate. Maybe another
time.”

Meanwhile, he’'ll set Salome and
her sevenveils whirling on the stage
of the Four Seasons Centre, making
it look as wonderful as he can, be-
cause, “There has to be some ele-
ment of seduction about our pro-
cess. It's notenough to say, ‘There is
pain”

“We have to find a way of making
people understand what causes the
pain.”
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