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Wit and sadness

ALAN BENNETT’s funny,
rueful journal about Miss
Shepherd, an elderly
eccentric who lived in a van
parked in his front garden
for 15 years, is one of his
finest pieces of prose.

Adapting this short book
for the stage looked a tricky
proposition, however, even
with the great Maggie Smith
as the star. The journal is full
of fleeting thoughts,
fragments of speech and tiny
anecdotes. It doesn’t seem to
have the narrative drive or
the dramatic substance of a
fully fledged play.

That, however, is reckoning
without the considerable
subtlety and cunning of a
writer who is nothing like as
cosy as he sometimes

pretends to be. This isn’t just

a play about Miss Shepherd,
but a play about Alan
Bennett himself, and a
revealing one.

It's a surprise when you
open the programme to
discover that two actors are
playing a character called
Alan Bennett. Nicholas
Farrell plays Bennett the
man, the bemused and
whimsical Camden resident,
and it is this Bennett who
converses directly with Miss
Shepherd and the other

people — neighbours, ghastly

social worker, doctor etc —
who appear in the play.

The other Bennett is
Bennett the writer,
impersonated with almost
spooky verisimilitude by
Kevin McNally, who is
constantly musing about his

experiences, arguing with his :
: filthy clothes, Maggie Smith
: is barely recognisable. Just

. occasionally she seems to be

: doing her Maggie Smith

: number rather than fully

: inhabiting the character, but
: her comic timing is

: irresistible, her vocal

: delivery lethal in its

: precision. Better still, there

: are sudden moments here

: when Smith seems to peer

: deep within, capturing a

: sudden terrifying sense of

: anguish and fear.

alter ego, and turning Miss
Shepherd’s arrival in his life
into the very play that we're
watching.

So the play works on three
levels simultaneously: as a
portrait of Miss Shepherd; as
a portrait of Alan Bennett;
and as a portrait of the artist
who admits that old ladies
are his “bread and butter”. It
asks tough questions about
the way art feeds on life, and
the way artists lie in the
process of creation.

Such a description makes
The Lady in the Van sound
daunting and difficult, but of
course it isn’t. Bennett is the
most generously entertaining
of writers, and as always the
piece is packed with jokes.
How could one fail to warm
to a writer who comes up
with a line such as “What
memory was to Proust, the
lay was to my mother".

But it is also a play shot
through with sadnesss. The
strange life of Miss Shepherd
is contrasted with the life of
Bennett’s mother, who in the
course of the play becomes
stricken with Alzheimer's
and, to her son’s considerable
grief and guilt, is moved into
a home.
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Nor is the life of Miss

: Shepherd exactly jolly,

: though her dotty remarks are
: often hilarious, and her

¢ grumpy, graceless

: determination to survive on

: her own terms is strangely

: admirable. But Bennett is

: unsparing in his depiction of
: bodily frailty and the stench

: of incontinence, and the

: drama develops into a

¢ haunting, distressing account
: of the way a life can be

: warped out of shape by

: religion.
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Irresistible: Maggie Smith

With her grimy face and

Nicholas Hytner’s fleet and

: continually absorbing

: production absolutely isn't a
: one-woman show, however.

: McNally and Farrell are

: superb as the two Bennetts,

: immediately persuading the
. audience to suspend its

: disbelief at their double

: imposture while brilliantly

. capturing the drama’s

: bracing mix of wit, remorse,
: sadness and stimulating

: debate. This is, without

: doubt, the best new play of

: the year.
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: This review appeared in some
: editions yesterday. Tickets:

2 0171494 5040. Telegraph Box
: Office: 0870 160 7000
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