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Michael Billington on a telling Mamet
metaphor at the Haymarket

Life in the
final stages

AVID Mamet's A Life
In The Theatre, first
seen in New York
welve years al;u. pre
dates bﬂ!h Runxld Harwoo
‘The Dresser and Michael
Frayn’s Noises Off yet has a
great deal in common wi
holh It is both about the pathos
that clings to old actors and the
precariousness of theatrical il-
lusion. But it is also, as Bill
Bryden’s excellent new produc:
tion at the Haymarket makes
clear, a satiric valentine to a
medmm Mamel palpably loves.
in 25 cryptic scenes
it ook easl]y between back-
stage and onstage in an Engllsh
Tep, it homes in on the shi
relationship m kil
tor (Robert) and a young one
(Johin). At first, Robert is all
wise saws and ancient
instances: the complete pro.

But gradually
his vulnerammy and isolation.
"We all have an outside

.!ahn," he sagely cnunse]s.
bul it is John who gets the
letters and |he phone-calls

rt, in his twilit
years, r:nmes 'to see that the
theatre both represents life and
devours it. Although the action
is confined to a theatre, it
works asa telling metaphor for
all professions in which the ex-
perience of age is supp]anled by
the energy and ambiti

ut Mamet also provides a
b'hthely witty, kaleidoscopic

book example to aspiring dra-
matists. On the surface, itis a
nervous backstage encounter
in which Robert is seeking reas-
surance that his performance
went well: underneath it is
about a lonely old actor’s desire
to be asked out to eat. In_mal.'(y
John alone is “famished”; at
the end Robert echoes the
word, signifying his grateful ac-
ceptance by the younger actor.
My sole reservation about
Bill Bryden's production is
that, by inserting an mtervul lt
punctures the vital rhythm
the piece: surely one onvu
met’s polnts is that a play has
the same rise-and-fall curve as
life itself, But thereis a first
rate set by Hayden Griffin that
contrasts the naked-bulb tacki-
ness of dressing-rooms with the
artificial glamour of the stage
and even of the au\lltonum
which we see in a receding per-
spective. Mr Bryﬂen alsu never
lets us forget that, just as much

y played.
Irgnically, Denholm E!.lmn is
not an actor who has devoted
his life exclusively to the
boards, but he brings out all of
Robert’s passion for theatre
and pained insecurity. Payiny
|nbute to "Ymmg people in
hes w's lead-
evs" MI Elliott: exudes a wrin-
Kly testiness; he hovers around
the ﬁmgedour ike an elderly

ofthekindofplaysa | arphan looking for 2 home: and
‘working actor encounters. One | in the '.I|eamcal pamdl L
or two (such as the American | diabolicall} e brir a t
a) seem outof | Gielgud uemnlo (o che Che d
place in a British pmvmcml rep | khov scene and in the Rattigan- t
‘bt they are all hilarious Coward sequence bats every
tightTipped Rattiganesque o |fine ot frant Bk & nascemtic 1
‘mestic piece, the autumnal neo- | matinee-idol. Only the flag-wav-
Chekhovian comedy, the flag- | ing scene needs more thetori
‘brandishing romantic epic (the | But Mr EXliott gives us.a beauti- i
speech at the barricades might | ful piece o acting wresthed in i
Do alitobest dra, | > Sam St John praves an . a beautiful plece of acting wreathed in siivery sadness PMOTOGRAR. 0OUGLAS JEFFERY | 1
Mamet also anumpates MmhaEI advmrabie fo:l He plots pre-
‘Frayn by s d " ?sewd“}! chal ur;ilv!ers growth
IhEa“’E treads a deucale US it- rom deferen nervousness to
pebetween manufactured il | trucylent 'Eﬂﬁﬂgg;l;"w" “Wiﬁ:-r ams Sadler’s Wells
lusion and ﬂ‘agmemed chaos: doed assurance: even the ¢a- tay 0 ¢: d he e L ity S ey et
cath seene is wickedly bedev. | sual way heborrows twenty | Cripplegate it whils watne more | Mary Clarke
illed by mon-ringing phﬂnes. quid off the old actor in the | ————————————— | Sive ability while s ing more
missed entrances or six pages. | il scens tells you everythule Gerald Larner bt b fl M
O alogus SrSItsanly Sbppec. | about their reveroed stat TTMAME st erce #
Marmet simultaneously sati- | And that, in the end, is une of i Sl o Jozse = oy i"y -
vises the fraglity nfmme and | Mamets mostpowertulpents Kurtag for voiee alone s a partiowlarly | Gunmingham
GEiplrert R | L pralt e e i
Trituals. But what motors the ide 1 lerarchis strus N
Py Cren ety Dl | e th hea it e | POFtran Both of the fixst twa concerts in | THE heart of the first pro-
isthe an insti n the Kurtag Portrait. On each mmm bem by the 1
e The frstsoene | which alent alono s the it | THERE e been Kupag Por- | cecalon she gtroned'grl’nurmg e We b A |
; _ rlin, onf 5
e igh: serve 23 8 fxt mate arbiter of success. i Viering an ngittaly, | melodc phrasing. and a tions, of 1987. It is 3 marvell- |

Adrienne Csen| i Lheexsence of | ously constructed, marvell- n
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