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likhom Theatre Celebrates 20 Years of Perestroika

By Eric Walberg
Special 10 The Moscow Tribune

TASHKENT — lmggine Tashkent in
1976 — a physical and culiural desent

thousands of miles from Moscow at

the height of the era of stugnation.
But a brave thensre director unfurled
his own red Nag to start a quiet cul-
tiral revolution here in this pokey
provineia) cemree and helped pave the
way tor Gorbachev's reforms 10
years luter,

“1 never gave it a secund thougii,”
Muark Weil told me, “| knew | had
only one life and dit 1 was boen 1o be
a director, There was 10 conspiracy.
We cleared out a basement storeroom
aud began our theatre.” But what
Weil did was at that time unimagin-
able: create a completely independent
sindio theatre, which he named afier
the Uzbek word for inspiration,
itkham,

likhom is celebrating its 20ih sea-
sun this year, and though the Sovict
Union is no longer, the treatre still
breathes much-needed life into this
{ar-Nung corner of the former giant.

How did Weil manage what was
impossible elscwhere? “We didn't
tealisc how dangerous it was,” he told
me. “We just opened. We had no
maney, and actors performed free at
10 p.m, afier their regular perfor-
mances. They didn’t dure close us
dowa because it was so popular.”

‘It was only when they staged the
fi¢st production of Alexander
Vampilov's'Duck Hunting in 1977
that the authoritics stepped in 10 put a
stop to “anti-Soviet propaganda.”
Vampilov's plays have no positive
heroes, which was anathema to Soviet
culture, and were never performed
during his liferime. lle drowned in
Lake Baikal in 1975,

*“They tricd 10 buy us off by offer-
ing 10 et us form u Young Creaton'
Club, where we would of course put
on the plays they chose,” said Weil
with 3 wry smiile.

For all its Asian traditions of ¢on-
servatism, Tashkent has been o haven
‘or outcasis of Sovict rule. There are
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Boris Gafuov (L) performing in Camus’ Caligula produced by the
likhom theatre. From the time of its brave beginning in 1976 the
Tashkent-based theatre continues to battle the odds to survive.
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caplains the chink Weil was able to
tahe i the system.

Weil sad bes compaay lived on
nHerveus COCTEY, never paing up. In
1979, they were invited 1 o [Russian
eaare Bestinal i M o Despite
‘ . .t

Russian premicre of Duck Himting,
the Ministry of Culiure officials
would only allow them to perform a
Carcia Lorea pastiche. “From then on,
there was a constant pilgrimage from
Moscow to Tashkent by theatre peo-
ple. We got press in Moscow but
couldn®t perform there — maybe
that's why we could get the press,”
said Weil thoughtfully.

Finally in 1982, they made their
first tour to Moscow which was *an
absolute trivmph. All dhe inteiligenisia
came — Radezinsky, Rozov, Shatrov,
Atbuzov, We  perfonmed  au
Mossover.”

Did his persistence help create
more chinks in the Sovict monolith?
“No doutn about it. We proved it was
possible for David to take on
Goliath,” Weil said proudly.

The next year, they gambled again
with a production of Razumovskii’s
Dear Yelena Sergeevna, and the the-
atre was closed for a month, *They
insisted there were no such teuchers or
students in the Sovii?' Inion,” Uzbek
aciress Svetlana rhaceva, who
joined ttkhom at that time, told me.
(Eldar Ryazanov made a film based
on the play in 1987).

By contrast, Moscow's .first stu-
dio theatre, created by, Tabakov in
1979, had to be officially sponsored
by the regional Komsomol, and even
then Tabakov was blacklisied and
the theatre closed in 1982, 10 be
reopencd only after Gorbachev came

‘ to power.

As the Sovict Union wound
down, likhom blossomed, 1ouring
Russia, Europe, and eventually
America, working with actors from
Scattle, Tashkent's (win city.
Howcevzr, now that Moscow is free
of its culura! taskmasters, the semi-
nal role Hkhom played in the past
has been eclipsed, .

What of the future? Norbacva
speiks of the hemorthage of Tashken's
imetlipentsia. “Two of our best actors

lelt tor Isracl Yast spring, and anothe
leaves for Yolgograd in January,”

And then there's the probler:. of
financial independence, which, ironi-
cally, is more costly in the insccure
environment of a capitalist cconomy
than it was during the years of stagna-
lion. “But then Nemirovich-
Danchenko once said that a good the-
aire can only last 20 years,” she said
with resignation, :

Their maia sponsor is Airos, the
scrvice company for Uzbek Airways,
“but the National Bank now refuscs to
let Airos give us the money,” said
Weil, though lie insisted there is no
political imerference iavolved. “Whit
we nced are good laws, s0 we know
where we stand and can plan within
the constraints,”

The real problem sccording to
Weil is aot Uzbek politics, but the fact
that the breakup of the USSR means
the loss of their all-union sudience.
*“There’s no longer any Uzbek cinema,
and no opportunitics for my actors on
TV or radiv. Of course they have to
Icave. Actors must have recognition.
And without n constant flow of acw
wlent, no theatre can survive,” Weil
said with quict resignation,

Hlowever, he's not a quitier, as his
remarkable career proves. The other
side of independence is the constant
flow of forcigners. llkhom has plans
for a Japancse tour in May and while
we were speaking, European theatre
director, Roberto Ciulli, arrived to
discuss a tour 10 Germany in the
spring:

Incidemally, it turns out that Ciulli
was not allowed to mount his own
version of onc of llkhom's more suc-
cessful productions, Brecht's little-
known A Bourgeois Wedding. Weil
never thought to ask the Brecht estate
for permission (o put on this satirc on
manacrs, and it has beea in their
repertoire 16 years... Being at the end
of the world sometimes has ils advan-
tages.






