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Casting light on
visible darkness

Michael Billington

@ Real Inspector
Hound/Black Comedy
Comedy Theatre

HIS 15 a witty and dels
cious patring of two clas
sic comedies of the six

nies by, respectively, Stoppard
and Shaffer One contrists
reality and itlusion the other
light and dark. What links
them is the way they both feed
off the conventions of theatre:
itsell

Stoppard's play famously
confronts two theatre crities, a
vengeful deputy and a philan
dering first string. witha
creaky country-house thratler
of the kind. thankfully. they
don’t write any more.

The skill lies in the way the
twoaisle-squatters are drawn
into the stage eventsand are
thus fatally able to act cut
their vindictive and lubri
cious fantasies

At the risk of sounding hke
the pretentious deputy . Moon
the play is partly about the
dangers of wish-fulfilment
But what keeps italive s Stop
pard's merciless parody of the
fog-bound whodunit in which
the characters lob ureat
chunks of expositiol
other and the comie char
forever on the phone.

As played by Nichola M
Auliffe. with bedraggled stock-
ngs. a hat that looks ke a
curving pancake and atearful
premonitory stare. she turns
outto be the funniest chavae
ter. in that she reminds us just
how much the rep thriller dv
pended on condescending
class stereotypes.

Like Stoppard’s ply .

1
I

s Black Comedy abso
ona highiy theatrical
concept: a famous Peking

Opera sketeh in which two
men. supposedly fighting in
the dark. are brilliantly
illuminated

What 1s astonishing. how
ever,isthe way Shatier
wrings endless variations on
the basic joke in which i
South Ken sculptor. while
entertaining his fiancee’s
father during a blown fuse.
manages toreturn all the fur-
niture and objets d‘art he has
ecretly borrowed from hisan
tique dealing neighbour.

Shaffer has a serious point
tomake: thatonly in darkness
are hidden truths revealed

But what makes us laugh
nordinatel arming
physical consequences of
people stumbling around ina
supposed black-vut. handbags
ets speared on chair-legs., feet
land in travelling-bags. and
the peppery colonel at one
pointfinds himself at the
merey of anunexpected rock
ing chair

Tt becomes a plin about the
reachery of inanmate
obyects

Butitisalsovers mucha
diwector's and actors prece
Greg Doran's production has
the right frenzied choreo-
rraphed skilland there are
very funny perfornances
from David Tennant as
deceittul seulptor
Bartitas the ne
antique-dealer who suggests
campon the verye of being
struck. and Geoffrey Fresh:
witter s the electriety repanr
min mistaken fora million
aeart-lover.

ShafTer, Like Stoppard. plays
wittily sath theatrieal stereo
tupes But this brilliant
comedy fimallv restsonats
ability 1o w g endiess Laugh
teroutof what Milton called
“Nolight. but rather darkness
Visible
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