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Sls nice to think of

that ultra-respectable D
resort came a play lhat
'was famously banned in
1892, that was the source of
Strnl.lss 'S violenuy sensual
that now turns up
at the Lyltelton iu alethally
h Steven Berkoff pro-
that has been totaily
t since its premiere at
lhe Gate Theatre, Dublin.
My doubts about the play

ducﬁo

Berkoff in the splendid new
Faber edition (which comes

language in which sound
takes precedence over sense:
when, for instance, Salome

Michael Billington on Steven Berkoff's
incantatory Salome at the Lyttelton

‘Herod and the
hypnotists

one I saw Alan Stanford give
when the Gate 'prm'lllcunn
moved to Edinbur

T
Wilde himself, Mr Berkoff
offers us a crazed, bullet-
headed tyrant.

His voice oscillates be-
tween a hollow boom and a
sinuous rasp. He teases
vowel-sounds out to unnatu-
ral lengths so that his cry of
“Salome, let us be friends"”
evokes childhood memories
of Darrell Fancourt’s Mikado
prescribing lingering pun-
ishments. And he snickers to
the courtiers as he accuses
his wife of sterility.

It |s a demonically compel-

formance, but its mi-
metic busyness rather works
against the production’s ver-
bal purity: when, for
instance, Herod promises Sa-
Iome “Four fans fashioned
from the feathers of par-

rots”, Mr Berkoff flaps his
arms like a bird with ruffled
plumage. You admire the

says togokanaan, Thy hair | technique at the expense of
like the cedars of Lel e il
that give their shade to the But if Mr Berkoff some-
lons,” one s struck by the | times out-Horods Herod, the
inapposi of comparing | other performances are in
his ‘:.‘{.f‘gﬁ'e'i‘im”&'.' 10.:)‘53 harmony with the overall
0 a cone-bearing tree with | style.
spreading branches. rine Schlesinger's
|| But, instead of apologising | Salome is mge e me wickedly
for the language, Mr Berkoff | depraved child,
nakedly confronts it: the ac- tively stroking h!r thlehs in
tors hald every phrase up front of . Jnkanaan and de-
light like jewellers pan | man d ead with the
mmg a precious stone for nagging insistence of a
flaws. spoilt, sensual brat.
And instead of swathing Carmen du Sautoy is also
the play in the kind of Bibli- | an unforgottable Herodias.
historicism one asso- Cla lack, our-
ciates with the paintings of plated Eneesq\le gown, she
Alma-Tadema or John Mar- | moves through the action
tin, Berkoff locates itina | with the slow steeliness of a
spare, stark 1920s world. spider enmeshing a fly; and
Everything on stage is cal- | she signals her moment of
culated, demm-me. artificial | triumph by revealing a smile
from the measured intona- | like a Toledo blade and a
Hon'to fhe mavements of pair of legs that make you
Herod's sycophanti, gig- wonder at Herod’s obsession
gling - (with with her daughter.
their patent-] lenlher hairand | [Istill think the play is
sheath-like frocks) who seem scented rhetoric, bu! Mr Ber-
to be mincing through a koff's production, Roger
. Doyle’s Satiesque piano
"he pt (as of a Sym- by Eleanor Al-
e-poem 5~ berga) and the highly disci-
planted to a Michael Arlen | plined chorus work combine
world) is so strong that it to create a world of hermetic
sily survives a total cast- 3
change. 1 should, in fact, like to see
But, am:ongh Mr Berkoff | the National emulate Joe
is at pains to point out that | Papp in New York k by letting
he always intended to play | Me Borko a contre
Herod himself, I cannot say | maverick, loose on an uu—
his performance eclipses the | thentic classic.
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