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The mood 1s black,
but play 1s gripping

GEORGE BERNARD Shaw's
contention that the profes-

FIRST NIGHT

sions are a “conspiracy BLUE/ORANGE
against the laity” receivesa  COTTESLOE THEATRE
powerful endorsement in LONDON

Blue/Orange, a provocative,
blackly funny three-hander
by Joe Penhall in Roger

de-sectioned. He claims, not
wholly improbably, that he is
the son of the exiled Ugandan
dictator, Idi Amin. He also be-
lieves the oranges in the hos-
pital fruit bowl have turned
blue. Because oranges are
known to be a favourite snack
of his “father”, he interprets
this colour-change as a “sign”.

His junior doctor, Bruce
(Andrew Lincoln), is anxious
to keep Christopher in for
further observation, and for
his own good. He appeals for
advice to his supervisor,
Robert, an ambitious, pro-
fessionally frustrated senior
consultant, played with a bril-
liantly comic raffish ruth-
lessness and seedy elegance
by Bill Nighy.

in a diamond formation round
a boxing-ring-like stage, the
scene is set for an acrimo-
nious battle over Christo-
pher’s future. The issues
thrown up include, crucially,
why there seems to be more
mental illness among the
Afro-Caribbean population in
London than any other ethnic
group. Is this objectively the

With the audience packed

case? Or is it, as the consul-
tant proposes, the result of

Michell’s lucid and gripping “ethnocentric” diagnosis,
production in the Cottesloe. ~ with the white medical es-

The settingis an NHS psy-  tablishment failing to appre-
chiatric hospital in London. ciate that what looks to them
Christopher (excellent Chi- like insane behaviour could be
wetel Ejiofor), a deprived considered perfectly accept-
young black patient withiden-  able in the minority culture?
tity problems, is about to be The set-up of Blue/Orange

rests on a couple of hefty im-
plausibilities. Only someone
hell-bent on career suicide
would be as confrontational in
the early stages as Bruce is
with Robert. And the book
Robert is writing on the nor-
mality of schizophrenia and
the cultural specificity of delu-
sionary belief systems sounds
like the kind of R D Laing-ian
mish-mash that would have
trouble finding a publisher.
But the dramatised contest
is so taut with ambiguity that
these irritations are quickly
overlooked. As the debate
turns uglier, the piece forces
a constant rethinking of re-
sponses to the two doctors. Is
Robert’s campaign against
ethnocentricity a disguised
form of racism, or is he a gen-
uine libertarian who wants to
save people from the fascist
political correctness, rather
than the punctilious care, of
doctors such as Bruce? Keep-
ing you guessing throughout,
Blue/Orangeis a boost to the
National Theatre’s currently
undistinguished new writing
programme,
PAUL TAYLOR
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