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ARTS
Tim Crouch on 'I, Malvolio,' His One-Man Show at the Duke

Marcus Yam for The New York Times
Tim Crouch in his one-man show, "I,
Malvolio."

By PATRICK HEALY
Published: January 12, 2013

Even the most audacious actors rarely play a suicide attempt for laughs. But in his acclaimed one-man show
"I, Malvolio," the British performer Tim Crouch flings a noose over a ceiling pipe, slides a chair underneath
and blames everyone for his lot in life - audience members included. So will they muster compassion for
this character, a puritanical blowhard who has just spent 30 minutes attacking them for a variety of sins, or
will they indulge baser instincts and mock him in kind?

And what if the audience is made up of New York City teenagers?

Exploring cruelty is what Mr. Crouch is after in his latest riff on a Shakespearean character, the manservant
Malvolio from "Twelfth Night." And his first American audience for the work, 150 students in an Off
Broadway theater, did not disappoint him on Wednesday.

"Is this the kind of thing you like to see?" Mr. Crouch asked from atop the chair, after drafting two
teenagers to help with the suicide.

"Yes!" some cried.

"No!" others said.

"Pull the chair!" one boy yelled, to laughter, nervous and not.

After a lingering look of disgust at the audience, Mr. Crouch hopped down.

"I'm not going to give you the satisfaction," he said with a growl. Later, his voice turned giddy as he recalled
the scene.

"I wanted to present an odious authoritarian figure and then see if I could get the audience response to be,
kill this hated man," Mr. Crouch said. "And then maybe, even for a second, the audience will think about
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their reactions."

Since 2003 Mr. Crouch has been creating works that aim to "unlock Shakespeare for young people," as he
puts it, by spotlighting minor characters and refracting themes from the plays through their eyes.

The first three were commissions from an arts festival in Brighton, England, where Mr. Crouch and his wife
and three children have lived for years. "I, Caliban" featured the enslaved man-beast of "The Tempest,"
ruminating on ugliness and loneliness; "I, Peaseblossom" was a meditation on love and the unconscious by
a fairy from "A Midsummer Night's Dream"; and "I, Banquo" dissected friendship and envy from the point
of view of the murdered comrade in "Macbeth."

"I, Malvolio," first performed at a Brighton high school in 2010, has become the most popular of Mr.
Crouch's shows, with its blend of comedy (witty one-liners, bathroom humor) and ethical considerations.
Malvolio, a character in one of the many subplots of "Twelfth Night," starts off as a priggish scold; he is
brought low by a household of wastrels preoccupied with "cakes and ale," and his abuse fuels a memorable
final line: "I'll be revenged on the whole pack of you."

Mr. Crouch said he set out to "reclaim" Malvolio and resolve his unfinished business - Malvolio takes his
revenge, in a sense, on Mr. Crouch's audiences - while also testing whether theatergoers will feel
compassion for this degraded, unlikable man. The play has been seen at the Edinburgh festival and around
the world, and is now running through Jan. 20 at the Duke on 42nd Street, where the New Victory Theater
is presenting it.

A classically trained actor, Mr. Crouch, 48, has deep-set eyes and an orblike, hairless head (it brings to
mind Ralph Fiennes's Voldemort), which help make for the transfixing stage presence so essential to one-
man shows. He began developing the idea for his "I" plays while touring England in a National Theater
production of Tom Stoppard's "Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead," itself a drama that plucks two
supporting characters from Shakespeare. During stops on the tour, Mr. Crouch led classes in which
teenagers and others took minor characters from famous works and created monologues and stories about
them.

"I especially wanted to show young people that there are other stories than the Great Man side of history,"
Mr. Crouch said during an interview in his dressing room, sitting next to a clothes rack holding Malvolio's
sight gag of a costume: soiled long johns and tattered yellow stockings.

"Children and teenagers don't easily relate to stories about kings and dukes, and to tell only stories about
kings and dukes is to ignore the regular people," he said. "It's important for me, politically, to see that
theater isn't just about the powerful."

Years of auditioning and performing in professional theater gave Mr. Crouch his interest in cruelty. Like
many actors, he said, he felt subjected to "abusive treatment" at the hands of directors. He sees the
traditional system of auditions as unethical, because actors make themselves vulnerable and are then mostly
rejected for roles, without feedback or thanks.

Mr. Crouch began writing plays that rejected realism in favor of theatricalized works, including fare aimed
at adults, like "An Oak Tree" (which ran Off Broadway in 2006) and "The Author," a drama in which the
actors casually sit in the audience and tell stories that range from unsettling to horrific. (Some audience
members have reacted with audible disgust; others have just walked out.)

He took "The Author" to Los Angeles and other cities, but said New York producers had rejected it so far,
mostly because the final speech - delivered by Mr. Crouch - is a disturbing tale involving sex and infants.

As for "I, Malvolio," Mary Rose Lloyd, director of artistic programming for the New Victory, said she was so
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impressed with the play's respect for young audiences - Mr. Crouch doesn't condescend "for a second," she
said - that she made a handshake deal with him in Edinburgh.

After Wednesday's performance several students said they were still absorbing the play, and they seemed
more preoccupied with the basics - what inspired Mr. Crouch to write the play? did he make the costumes
himself? - than deeper dialectical concerns. To Mr. Crouch, that was normal, and fine.

"It would be far too tidy for audience members to have epiphanies about the laughter and even pleasure
they get in seeing cruelty," Mr. Crouch said. "But hopefully teachers and parents worth their salt would pick
up that idea afterward and have a chat with their kids."
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