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Michael Billington on revolution by negotiation in David Edgar’s
thoughtful new play, The Shape Of The Table, at the Cottesloe

Table that straddles the wall

NE of the few bright
aspects of British
theatre this year is
the speed with
which dramatists have res-
ponded to events in Eastern
Europe. But, in so doing, they.
have also revealed a good deal
about themselves, Brenton and
Ali gave us a carnivalesque,
Meyerholdian vision of Soviet
history in Moscow Gold and

between November 14 and De-
cember 16, 1989 in a stately,
barogue banquetmg room dom-
inated by a rectangular table,
Around this table we see how
a communist government col-
lapses through a combmauon

fairy tales, haggling with the
Communist Party over the de-
tailed agenda for talks. But the
second, and larger, thing Mr
Edgar is doing is asking
whether a new order will genu-
inely arise or whether it too

would give him freedom (echo-
ing an earlier gesture by the
once-banned writer) and warns
against the insidious corrup-
tions of office. The points are
well-made but, in a play that
argues there are no fairy tale
h: gs in politics, it is

of its own internal
tions, discreet Muscovite
string-pulling, the reformist as-
pirations of a group called Pub-
lic Platform and, significantly,

will be D} by power,
r.‘conomlc uncerlainty and its

It's tho nght question to be
asking but there is a touch of

dlscuncemng to see a corrupt
demon being miraculously
transformed into a pragmatic
spokesman.

Caryl Churchill an obligue, sur- | the advances of modern tech- theatrical manipulation about But it is a good play pl”CClSEly
real evocation of Romania in nology. In a world where satel- | the way Mr Edgar poses it. The | because it understands that
Mad Forest. lite TV can flash pictures of a key ﬁgure here is Josef Luu radical change derives from

Now comes David Edgar's ad-
mirable The Shape Of The
Table at the Cottesloe which
displays his usual hard-headed
fascination with the detailed
processes of polif

Mr Edgar sets ms play inan
unnamed East European
country that bears a distinct

popular d round

the globe in seconds it becomcs
difficult to keep the lid on
protest.

Mr Edgar is doing two things
in this thoughtful play. The
first is to show how revolutxun
can be accomplished partly
through negonduon where
other

you will find here rough equiv-
alents of Havel, Dubcek and the
former Czech prime minister,
Ademec. The action takes place

images, Mr Edgar gwes us com-
mittees. Thus we actually see

Public Platform, led by a dissi-

dent writer and collector of

Stratford Johns) who in !.he
first half is pure fairytale ogre:
a hardline First Secretary of
the Party who has crushed ear-

hard work rather than heroic
gestures. Jenny Killick, who
formerly ran the Traverse, also
makes an exemplary debut at
the National wuh this strongly-

lier reforms with
brusqueness.

In the second half, however,
he becomes a rational critic of
the new regime. In a final en-
counter with the fairy tale an-
thologist Pavel Prus, about to
be installed as President, he re-
fuses to sign a pardon that

acted, well-p:
Karl Jchnson as lhe anti-Uto-
pian Prus is first-rate,

It is an intelligent evening in
which Mr Edgar suggests that
the Common European Home,
if it is to be a reality, will unly
be constructed through pains-
taking effort.

Karl Johnson: first rate as Pavel Prus
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