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:Quite fabulous

Review
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JANUARY is usually the month when the
theatre goes comatose, but Tamsin Oglesby’s
play is the fourth piece of sparky new
writing already this year, and the reopening
of the Royal Court is still to come. I have a
hunch that 2000 could preduce a fine burst of
new drama, in marked contrast to 1999, when
the great boom in British play-writing
seemed temporarily to falter.

This is Ogleshy’s second play, following
Two Lips Indifferent Red at the Bush in
1995, and confirms that she is a writer
capable of combining sharp wit with deep
feeling.

I don't want to overpraise the piece —
there are times when it seems stuck in
sitcom-land, others when it drifts into soap
territory, and the ending, though
dramatically startling, seems a glib
cop-out.

But at her considerable best, Oglesby has
you laughing at one moment and wincing
with rueful recognition the next. And though
all three of her sharply drawn characters are
women, men are likely to find much to

t identify with in the play’s study of strained
: friendship and painful childhood memories.

The action is set one night in Provence in a

: tumbledown farmhouse. Em and Bee, who

: have known each other since they were very

: young children and are now in their thirties,
- have come to stay for a week to try to catch

t up with their lives. Em (Teresa Banham) is

- married, with three young children, and isn’t
: quite as calmly contented as her Buddhism

: and gentle manner might lead you to believe.

Bee (Eve Matheson) is unmistakably driven

: and raw. She has recently broken up with her
. boyfriend and, we learn, she can't have

. children. Nor does it help her tension that
 she is trying to give up smoking.

But the play really kicks into life with the

. whirlwind arrival of Chris (the superb Sara
. Crowe), a ditsy, oversexed, motor-mouthed

. blonde with a devastating lack of sensitivity
- Lo other people’s feelings. If you were being
. picky you might reasonably complain that

¢ both character and performance owe a good
F deal to J Lumley in Absolutel,

Fabulous, but Crowe is so funny, and later so
malevolent, that she silences criticism and
powers the play irresistibly along.
Resentments simmer, old faultlines in the
triangular relationship crack open, and long-
buried secrets are dragged out into the open

- after festering for years. It's compelling and,
- just as importantly, plausible stuff, with

. Matheson giving an outstanding performance
. of sharply recollected pain as she remembers
- the humiliations heaped on her in her

- schooldays. But Crowe, at once horrible and

- horribly attractive, also lays bare the

. feelings of inferiority that inspired both her

: childhood cruelties and those of today.

Men watching this play may reasonably

 conclude that when it comes {o ingenious

bitchiness, women beat the chaps every time.
The 90-minute drama, strongly directed by
Anthony Clark, builds to a tremendous
gloves-off climax and only the final twist
disappoints. Life's enduring problems can’t
be as ruthlessly and neatly sorted out as
Oglesby suggests.

Until Feb 12. Tickets: 020 7722 9301. Then at the
Birmingham Rep, Feb 17-March 4.
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