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The programmes of Rodney
Ackldnd’s Absotute Hell at the
National and Ronald Harwood’s
new play Taking Sides at
Chichester both have pictures of
war-time devastation on their
covers: the first of a Beaton fashion
model in the ruins of the London
Blitz, the second of blasted Berlin.
Ackland’s glorious, sour play
studies the aftermath of war.in a
louche drinking ctub between VE
Day and-the Labour Party’s general
election victory in 1945. Harwood
has compiled a stern tribunal
drama.—.Sdrtre’s Altona meets
Hochhuth’s The Representative — in
wlm:h the Nazi ‘credentials’ of the

7| heels, with a Hairstyle

Christine, snapping out
first andlast orders,
precarious on high

like a well-ordered
bird’s nest and a voice
like a gin-sodden angel
of death’s. The spinal
narrative is that of
Hughv’s failing
homosexual affair with
a straight-laced dress
designer. (Pip Torrens)
and his desperation to
sell his screen version
of ‘The Blitz Story’. Thé
existentialist mood
muches all the

Wilhelm i are
examined by a philistine American
officer during the 1946 denazification
proceedings in Berlin.

Absolute Hell is a 1987 re-working
(premiered at the Orange Tree,
televised in 1991) 0f The Pink Room
(written in-1946, produced in 1952)
which Harold Hobson denounced
as evidence of talent in its death
throes. The West End impresario
Binkie Beaumont considered the
piece a libel on the British people.
Ackland wrote hardly anything else
(he died in 199r) and his
reinstatenent at the National in
Anthony Page’s fine production =
Page directed the TV version and
claims to have read the play in the
carly Seventies (and did nothing?) -
is long overdue.

Why the outtage? The drinking
club of La Vie en Rosc is a decadent
bolthole for d

+ despises herself for

from Hugh,
who looks in a mirror
and sees nothing there;
to the displaced
aristocrat, the ‘treacle
queen’ (Geraldine
Fitzgerald), who

slumming it; and,
especially, Christine,
who clutches at men’s
trousers in the small hours with
shameless abandon. Ackland’s sclf-
pitying conteinpt for the critics is
powerfully expressed in Hugh’s
long tirade directed at Betty
Marsden’s lisping, nearly immobile
lesbian literary critic, a drag
compound, surely, of Hobson and
his distinguished predecess
James Agate. Greg Hicks delivers it
with ferocious conviction. The
critic has her wig brutally removed,
and she dies, hilariously, onstage.

More critical wigging in
Il-uwoud' Taking Sides,

(/\lhon Piske) who yells Biblic:
hogwash at the club’s window,
disgusting film producer (Peter
Woodthorpe), and a drunk p:
(Richard McCabe) who recogn
fellow spirit (‘We keep it to
ourselves’) in the central fig
the failed writer Hugh Mar

“The real objection, I imagin,
as not to the bohemianism so

el as to the picture of anation
t'when we had all
supposedly just pulled mguhu‘
Crirics, of course, are habitu
bout playwrights, that is (hcn
ege. But whereas a successful
us like Nogl Coward survived

rd

years of rejection and dismay while
the thy ged around him'in
the Late: s, Ackland simply

buckled and faded. Coward’s own

well directed by
ll.nnld Pinter. Daniel Massey
cnnucw[ly smckcn Mr 1
.\k| pate wlrh

s rhc pl ay wears on. It
I feel, when the
charged with having

misdemeanours. The play ends on
the beginning of the smear
campaign. The American officer
(Michael Pennington, aci
feral) reports that a tame jo
“will write what we tell him
best performance:is that of Gawn
Grainger as a timid.second violinist
who needs authoritarianism —
musical and political - in order to
function. He ends up working as
security guard for the Americans.
Here is the real play. Allegiance and
moral dependency are much more
interesting a'subject than whether
or not Furtwiingler an agency
for both Hitler and Beethoven.

The. Hot Mikado is a modest
shake-up of Gilbert and Sullivan,
not a patch on The Black. Mikado in.
the mid-Seventies, wrecking the
plot, but enlivening the songs in a
Forties cool jazz sctting when
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1ouche epic, Semi-Monde (1926), an
upmzirket, upscale Absolute Hell set
in the Ritz Hotel remained
unproduced waril 1977 at the
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