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Cometh the Iceman,
cometh the star

4 ilm stars sometimes shrink on
stage. But Kevin Space
Hickeyin the Almeida’s
plus revival of 0"

man Cometh, not only brings to the role a
long theatrical ;mhx- vchuta ipt'“hl di
technical assui 1 even more impoy-
tantly, in Howard Davies's exemplary pro-
duction, he is part of a first-rate ensemble
that gi us detail of an

dilapidated bar in
downtown New York in 1912, il
the great theme that dominates modern
drama from The Wild Duck to A Street-

ire: whether human hap-
ing life-lies or
confrontation with reality. O'Neill's
sundry barflies. lumped in drunken tor-
por as we take our seats, are all the non-
walking emotional wounded sustained by
cheap whisky and pipe-dreams. Only with
the arrival of Hickey. a travelling sales-
man and sudden, messianic convert to
truth-telling, are they forced to act out
their red-eyed fantasies with predictably
disastrous results.

You could easily make out a case against
O'Neill's play. He never uses one word
where 20 will do: typically Larry Slade,
the ex-unarchist and grandstand philoso-
pher who acts as a sardonic chorus, says of
Hope's watering-hole “It’s the No Chance
Saloon. It's Bedrock Bar. The End of the
Line Cafe. The Bottom of the Sea
Rathskeller.” You kind of get the point. In
arguing that mankind needs its protective
illusions, O'Neill also seems to demolish
any hope of Utopia: again in the words of
ou can’t build a marble \emple
xture of mud and manure.” But
can you generalise about all humanity
from a cross-section of bar-room dere-
licts?

The great thing about O'Neill as a play-
wright, however, is that he has the virtues
of his defects. He turns repetition into a
dramatic strength, drawing us into the
hermetic circularity of these topers’ fun-
tasies: he even has the wit and confidence
to send up his characters’ prolixity so that,
in the midst of Hickey’s final confession,
an exasperated Harry cries “Get it over,
you long-winded bastard.”

Even O'Neill's defe
the quality that, I believe, the play its
universality: its warning against crsatz
messiahs whose reformist zeal camou-

m is balanced by

II|~

('Neill's is spurred on by the need
te a domestic
not less. topical a
r.seems filled with raucous
evangelists and self-help merchants

ngs their own neuroses, W m nan

cial >

but also the son of an Indiana preacher:
he brings to the role the dapprr carnest-
ness. Ilw ability to al\sorh !

the squashed barfli
contact with the ou

form of faith-healing. touching cach of
the bar's occupants in turn as if they
were his disciples.

arry, the bar-room philosopher
plagued hy the son of une of his old
hist lovers, is no less pivotal a

arely recognisable Tim
Pigott- Smnh his bald pate surrounded by
greying tufts of uaruly hair, catches
exactly the weary nihilism of the lapsed
agitator. Seeing through Hickey, h
observes the disruption he causes
cackling, mordant glee. And, from a
remarkable ensemble, I would pick out
Patrick Godfrey and Nicholas Day as a
pair of warring old soldiers who fought on
opposite sides in the Boer war, Clarke
Peters as an angry ex-gambler smarting
under a barrage of racial insults and Dun-
can Bell as a wrecked law-school alumnus.

Bob Crowley's set, with its long, curved
bar. tacky frosted mirrors. flophouse heds
suspended from the wall and faint projec-
tions of the outside world, has exactly the
right stylised realism. And Howard Davies,
who dirceted the 1976 Aldwych production,
is sensitive both to O'Neill's tragi-comedy
and his fundamental argument: that
humankind cannot bear very murh re:
and that the 7eal of the salvationis more
often than not, an echo of private distur-
bance. - MB
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