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Alan Howard (left), Adrian Scarborough and Simon Russell-Beale

HENRIETTA BUTLER

Rosencrantzand Guildenstern are
back at the National and very much
alive, says MICHAEL BILLINGTON

TwotoaT

EARLY 30 years

after its premiere,

which made Stop-

pard famous over-
night, Rosencrantz And Guil-
denstern Ave Dead is back at
the National Theatre. And,
even though I still feel that it
aver-extends a brilliant ini-
tial conceit, I readily admit
that Matthew Francis's Lyt-
telton production with Simon
Russell Beale and Adrian
Scarborough is as exuber-
antly funny asany | have
seen.

My doubts about the play
are twofold. Stoppard. by
focusing on
dant figures caught up in in-
cmnpl-cl ible eventsat El-
sinore, f1 iL ai
Shakesy
dence that lllev.nou\ friends
of Humlet specifically hired
to spy on him. Move seri-
ously, while treating them as
symbols of all humanity in
that they retrapped ina
meaningless universe with
death as the only exit, Stop-
pard also makes them
remorselessly self-conscious:
I would feel more sympathy
with their predicament if
they themselves did not so
y define it.

s production
that objection in sev-
hy dwellingon the
verve of the cross-
highlighting the
play's variety of texture; and
by demolishing the stock
image of Elsinore as a place of
dark impenetrability. In Lez
Brotherston’s highly inge-
nious design. the two heroes
find themselves surrounded

by a windowecd, transparent,
conservatory-style structure
behind which the torchlit
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world and | give:
a physici
ity ely known it o pos:
I_Illl it |\ tlmmun;, wh
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e
the ratincinative
Guildenstern and the slower-
witted Rosencrantz. Si
Russell Beale, who simply
gets betrerall the time, plays
the former in college scarf
and corduroys like
intellectual
lumbered wit
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point.a very funny jigging

excitement at the prospect of
1

borough. with beak:
and close-eropped h
touch prests Rosen:
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uite keep up with
c (riend: theone

share is 2 keen
on ofdeath. Alan
)i

1l
wonderful mix-
sh hauteur and
maoril seediness

I still prefer Stoppard's
later, more emotionally dy-
namie plays. But this produe-
tion has a manic vaudeviltian
quality that effectively coun-
terpoints the worl nher-
ently self-canscious
cleverness,
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