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Long night of lost souls

Michael Coveney
on true confessions at
the National.

Nantucket cinema and on a Sin-
gapore sampan, dignifying

ese tawdry encounters with
the simple poetry of tolerance,
and pinning down at last a play
which seems ever likely to fly
off in any di

AMID a ritual bout of fatuous
jeremiads concerning the ‘state
of the West End’ — what if the
managements are pooling their
resources (about £17.28) to put
on a compilation musical of the
compilation musicals? — it has
been a fascinating week of res-
cue and revival in theatres that
really matter to London: the
National, Greenwich and the
Lyric, Himmersmith.

The Night of the Iguana
(Lyttelton, RNT) is Tennessee
Williams’s last great play of any
size or texture. The author had
not quite fallen apart with booze
and drugs in 1961, and he cre-
ated a steamy scenario of guilt,
demons and sexual confusion
among a few lost souls on the
veranda of Maxine Faulk’s hos-
pitable jungle shack overlook-
ing the Puerto Barrio in Mexico
in 1940.

Richard Eyre’s production,
for which Bob Crowley has fil-
led the stage with plastic jungle
greenery and a monster garden
shed, is none the less a little lost
in the Lyttelton’s acoustics,
which are for confes-

Eyre imposes the right
rhythms, and a rich atmo-
sphere, while not skimping on
the imagery (of a captured
iguana struggling at the end of
its rope) or on the peripheral,
horribly gleeful quartet of fat

tourists who are cele-
brating the bombing of London.

An equally forgotten and
even more pmblenuucxl rarity,
Shaw’s 1898 Caesar and Cleo-
patra, has been handsomely
revived at Greenwich by Mat-
thew Francis, with Alec
McCowen as Shaw’s ideal polit-
ical hero and Amanda Root as
the kittenish Queen of the Nile.

There

Shaw’s impracticable demands
for a

the

ing his alone-ness to the Sphinx.
His_condition is reinforced by
events in the play, and lus
brusque, uncaring 'y
with his promise of sen out
Mark An«my, isa dnll
sion of defeat lish

There is mor: stylish skirting
of history in David Hirson’s Lt
Béte at the Lyric,
smith, a Broadway ﬂnp
New York Times didn’t lt)
entirely composed in rhyming

Once you spot that Elomire i ls
an anagram, the rest falls into
pln.c; this is Moliere’s vaga-

remains an

element of stilted baloney in the
vexed issue of the Egyptian suc-
cession. But McCowen  and
Root manzge to smuggle in a
warm and shifting mmr/pupnl
tclauonshlgl not unlike that

between Higgins an Ehzn

The casting, even though
McCowen is not the Roman-
nosed supremo Forbes-Robert-
son must have been, is just
right. At this El:ge of the Synanhu

sional intimacies.
But it does contain an ubso~
lutely k

mid-fifties. Shaw mfumhsed
Cleopatra by nbom six yean to

Alfred Molina as the tour gulde
Larry Shannon, a heretic priest
from Graham Greeneland who
has molested one of his young
party of Texan girls and is dry-
ing out and lying low in a fever
of exultant edginess and halluci-
nation. Molina’s performance is
weighty and light, full of lungs
and twinkle, lit with bright
energy and a positive and sym-
pathetic rage.

Shannon finds God in other
people: in the raunchy Maxine
(Frances Barber, not exactly
‘bigger than life and twice as
unnatural’, but impressively
joyful) and, especially, in the
impecunious artist and spinster
Hannah_Jelkes, whom Eileen
Atkins invests with an astrin-
gent melancholy and a moving
spiritual toughness.

Hannah is tending her 97-
year-old poet grandfather
(Robin Bailey) who finally
expires, with the play, on com-
pleting his last, Rilkean verses.
She has released to Larry her
virginal experiences in a

cancel the ‘dﬂl’ cation of love’
he despised in Antony and Cleo-
patra. Rool grows to near-
wo! acquiring a Judi
Dench-style "catch in her voice
to sublimate the childish, eager
tones of the early scenes.

A peevish sacrificial murder
(the victim, Frank Moorey, is
incomprehensibly got up like

idow Twankey) brings
McCowen to the boil, and to the
furious discharging — body
still, eyes blazing — of the gxat
speech about murders commit-
ted in the name of right and
honour and peace.

The tone of the playing is
perfect throughout: dry, wry
and muscular, McCowen sen
the pace but is admirably fol-
lowed by Michael mnd.nge as
the Sicilian carpet dealer Appo-
lodorus, Jim Dunk as Rufio and
Timothy Kightley as Theodo-
tus, who humorously doubles as
2 bobbing boatman at the Alex-
andrian quayside.

i McGowan’s  witty

designs  ingeniously match

bon

several

g]ory at the Palais Royal.

he preface to Tam,//z and
the issues of the ‘Comic W
are previewed in Elomire’: s
defence of the moral purpose of
comedy, while the new boy Val—
ére, with

ment unpenuves

Whereas Bulgakov, in his
Muhere phy, pits the successful
dramatisf )us sponsoring
monuch, — a promis-
ing 33-yenr—old New Yorker —
cleverly launches a theoretical
dispute between unknowns
within a provincial sponsorship
crisis. Elomire has been served a
writ by a popinjay Prince. The
troupe,  against Elomire’s
wuhes, is embroiled in a com-

formance of Valere’ x
pamble of the two boys of
Cadiz, and Elomire is left se:lh-
ingly to contemplate the beast
within his comic muse.

The structure is audacious,
with an opening half-hour
‘monologue of infiltration for the
pretender which is stupen-
dously well executed by Alan

ummmg, preening, ~ self-

mocking, improvising, teasing,
boasting and fawning in a fan-
tastic flood of controlled and
campy histrionics.

Jeremy Northam’s bleary-
eyed, half-shaven Elomire can
only await the glorious inter-
vention of Prince Conti, whom
a tear-drenched Timothy
Walker in a poodle wig, mauve
stockings and a stage-filling

purple closk, portrays as a bul-
lying, hot-headed patron highly
gifted in grabbing the wrong
end of the stick.
The evening is wholly sur-
and delicious, and sets
new standards for our own busy
rhymesters Ranjit Bolt and Jer—
emy ere are, inevita-
bly, a few longueurs with so
much doggerel-into-verse. But

Frances Barber and Alfred Molina in “The Night of the Jguana’/Photograph by Rickard Mildenhall.

the stage looks ravishing, and
Hirson lns Moliére’s trick of
verse scheme
with thought, féeling and
argumerit.
A bad news postscript from
the Salisbury Playhouse, where
an admirable project under-
l"‘lﬁ:hin S concert with Paines
and a company based at
Chalon-sur-Sione, near Dijon,

has come seriously unstuck on
Nigel Gearing’s adaptation of
George Orwell’s ann and Out
in Paris and Lon
Anna Furse’s mme produc-
tion fails to capitalise on the
ensemble potential of life
among t.he P.m plongeurx and
too

London
little of Sally Jacobs’s ‘mobile
array of eight tin trunks.
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