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THEATRE: Irish melodrama is happily revived at
the National and fine acting makes for an
outstanding touring Government Inspector

A fine bag

Michael Billington
at the Olivier

of the English Ba]z
tain who keeps beginning sen.
tences with “You Irish.” And, if
you lislen to the text you real-

EN the Abbey
Theatre
brought Dion
Boucicault's
The Shaugh-
vaun to the Aldwych in 1968,
many Dubliners voiced the fear
that it would project the wrong
image of their country. And my
good friend, Frank Delaney,
raised a similar point this week
about the validity of a revival
in the wake of Enniskillen and
Gibraltar. It is a serious ques-
tion; but the best answer is pro-
vided both by Boucicault's Elay
and by the affectionate exubel
ance of Howard Davies's su-

ise th

avowed enemy of (hose who
want to translate Ireland into a
picturesque escape-route. One
of the key charges against the
villainous Kinchela is that he
has turned the Ffolliott family
estate into a tourist trap and is
even charging sixpence a head
for admission. Odd moments
make one uneasy: the illiteracy
of Conn, haughraun, is
treated as a humorous plot-
point. But Andrew Parkin gets
it dead right in his published
Intmducnon when he says that
Conn is tough, good-

and crafty xmi “totally dlf!er
ent from the blustering buffoon

the drum-revolve, Mr Dudley
has created a wonderful Guthm
folly of a set combining brick
turrets, ivy-covered abbeys,
tumbling rocks, thatched cot.
tages and narrow ginnels lead-
ing the eye straight to the shim-

ing sea.

My only quatm would he that
scenes such as that in which
Conn’s apparent Corpse Springs
to life and runs rings round a
pair of thuggish criminals are
50 fiuently choreographed as to
lose some of their rough fun.
But Stephen Rea's Conn is a
miraculously tactful perfor-
mﬂnce that plays down colvur-

ful Oirishness and instead
brings out sheer good-hearted-
ness; when, for instance, Mr
Rea whips trout and grouse out
of his hunting-pink jacket like a

perb production. of a stage Irishman. deft conjuror you are reminded
‘The Shaughraun is comic Boucicault also opsned the that it is his charitable poach-
melodrama rather than social | door to Synge, O'Casey and ing that is keeping the women
realism. But it invites us to Behan by bringing on stage the | alive. Like a Synge hero, Mr
laugh with the Irish rather spendthrift richness of Irish Rea also combines mercurial

than at them and strikes me as
a plea for political tolerance. Its
abundant plot has to do with
efforts to thwart a villainous
squire who has had a Sligo gent
deported to Australia on
trumped-up charges of Fenian-
ism. He is outwitted by a combi-

speech. The best moment
comes when Conn, taxed with
his promise to leave off drink-
ing, replies “I did, barrin’ one
thimbleful a day, just to take
the cruelty out of the water.”
Boucicault may romanticise
rural Ireland. But he also cele-

bravado with pure filial terror.
Shaun Seott as the English
captain exudes exactly the
right bloodless courtesy, Felic-
ity Montagu makes his Irish
love a twinkling equivocator
and Stephen Moore as the
squire and Anthony O'Donnell

nation of the returning convict, | brates it and enters a plea for | as his stubby accomplice give
the eponymous ragamuffin clemency towards political pris- | the villains a comic edge. With
poacher and a compassionate | oners. And Howard Davies's the aid of Dominic Muldow-
English redcoat. production not only hits the ney's sweetly melancholic

It is, in fact, the very reverse | right note of unpatronisihg de- | music, the evening offers a

ofa lathd:entury Irish joke. It
celebrates wiliness and bravery
rather than stupidity. It con-

siantlx punctures the racial

light but also, in William Dud-
ley’s design, creates some of the
most remarkable effects yet

seen on the Olivier stage UsmE

folksiness.
—

pleasurable vindication of
melodrama rather than a taste-
less exploitation of Irish

Romantic idyll? Julia Dearden and Stephen Rea in The
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