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MICHAEL BILLINGTON on the first public
staging of The Children’s Hour in Britain

False pretences

OW GOOD a play is

Lilian Heliman's The

Children's Hour (1934)?

It certainly gained an
unfair notoriety through being
banned by the Lord Chamber-
lain. In its treatment of adoles-
cent evil and false witness it
anticipated The Bad Seed and
‘The Crucible. It holds the atten-
tion, Yet, even in Howard Da-
vies's fine revival at the Lyttel-
ton, one is aware of the way
Hellman lapses into melodrama
at erucial moments and changes
tack in the last 15 minutes.

Hellman's ostensible theme is
the destructive power of
rumour. Two teachers, Karen
Wright and Martha Dobie, who
run a private New England
boarding school are falscly
accused of lesbianism by a mali-
cious pupll Mary Tilford.
Mary's charge is believed by her
plutocratic grandmother,
against whom the teachers
bring a vain action of slander;
both the school and Karen’s
planned marriage are ruined
but finally Martha admits that
she has always had a profound
love for her partner.

The play starts perfectly cred-
ibly. Hcllman builds up a richly
plausible portrait of the board-
ing school in which Martha’s
aunt, a lapsed thespian, con-
ducts booming lessons in verse-

speaking. Even old Mrs Til-
ford's moral revulsion at her
granddaughter’s whispered ac-
cusations seems perfectly in
character for a woman of her
class and type. But, as the play
gathers momentum, so Hellman
falls back on melodramatic con-
trivance, Mary’s blatant ma-
nipulation of a fellow pupil
wouldn't impose on a rabbit.
And the last act -— with its con-
fessions, rejections, gunshot and
recantations — is palpably over-
burdened, 've nothing against
melodrama; but Hellman starts
naturalistically and then
switches styles,

‘That, in a way, cchoes her
own thematic confusion. [ni-
tially this is a play about a soci-
ety which punishes the mnount
by swallowiny lies; the real tar-
get is American credulity and
hysteria. But although Hellman

in the third act makes a vital
point about the way false accu-
sation debases language — as
Karen says to her disenchanted

turns it into a play about sexual
guilt. Lesbianism is simply a
metaphor in the first two acts;
in the third act it becomes the
issuc but one which Hellman
cvades through an improbable

imperfections, the

ingly, this is its fi
formance on a Bri
And Howard Davis
tion shrewdly bii
by emphasi
downplaying, its melodranatic
aspects. Jason Carr’s music
undcnscurLs the action at criti
cal moments, lightning pla
outside the windows of Mrs Til-
ford’s penthouse apartment and
Ashley Martin-Davis’s set
shows the schoolreom itself
hna]ly stripped to a bare, bleak

S -
s it together
ather than

'l‘he acting is also first-rate.
Harriet Walter makes Karen an
instinctively tactile person, con-
stantly caressing her pupils and
partner, who in the last act
shrinks nervously from Karen's
touch: a perfect way of convey-
ing the inhibitions of social
pressure. Clare Higgins also
carefully prepares the ground
for Martha's final coming-out by
seeming lazly relaxed with Ka-
ren and stiff with tension when-
ever her fiancé appears. And
there is sterling support from
Emily Watson as the evil pupil

-actually the play’s most inter-
osr.mg character — from Gillian
Barge as her stately, pearl-en-
crusted gran and from Alison
Fiske as the berouged ex-actress
who has the unmistakable wi
of number-two tours. The pre-
sentation is immaculate; but it
can't disguise Hellman's di-
lemma as to whether she is
writing about a socicty that is
guilty of witch-hunting the inno-
cent or of ingrained sexuat
intolerance.

Me National Theatre, Lyttelton
(071-928-2252).
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