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THEATRE Heartbreak House

on’t you just love the chirpy

Almeida, London
mindlessness of the Evening

D Standard’s Hot Tickets guide?

This was the section that predicted, of
Richard Eyre’s King Lear, “It should
provide a suitably doomy contrast to the
irresistible feel-funky factor of his Guys
and Dolls.” And the other day it was
flogging the new Almeida production of
Heartbreak House with a similar euphoric
stupidity: “David Hare takes a break
from writing the seminal plays of the
century to make his directorial debut at
this Islington venue, with George
Bernard Shaw's characteristically biting
slant on the idle rich.”

I treasure the idea of Hare switching
off his word-processor on completion of
yet another massively influential
masterpiece and tootling over to the
Almeida for some light relief with a
lesser dramatist. Nothing, of course,
could be further from Hare’s own
perception of the matter. As the

uncomfortable extremes: the apocalyptic
calculatedly jars with the zanily playful.
When Trevor Nunn directed the last
London revival, the proceedings began
to the strains of the “Liebestod” from
Tristan, already insisting on the death
wish that is exposed in the exultant
reactions to the Zeppelin raid at the
end.

Hare’s aim is to bring the sense of
wasted passion and despair that lie under
the surface of a play it would be wrong to
regard as merely clever and cerebral. A
rich thread of feeling is triumphantly
provided by the superb performance of
Emma Fielding as Ellie Dunn, the young
girl whose unsentimental education
during a night at the house is the play’s
throughline. Fielding has always had the
gift of bringing a passionate radiance to
intellectual convictions (how one would
love to see her play Shakespeare’s
Isabella) and here she lends shining
emotional truth to every stage of the

Breaking up: Richard Griffiths plays unlikely paramour to Emma Fielding’s Ellie Dunn
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