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Turning a dirty business into a violent nightmare

MAZING how potent young

revolutionaries and their

assassination plots can be — when

they cut up rough, longing for the

stuff that political dreams are
made of. Jean-Paul Sartre, the French
philosopher, novelist and playwright, as
fashionable as flower-power in the
Sixties, was dramatically rescued from
theatrical obscurity last night. Director
Richard Eyre infuses Sartre’s 1948
political drama with a thoroughly post-
modern air of suspense.

Jamie Glover’s Hugo, a 21-year-old
hardline, “rich-brat”, aspires to kill the
communist boss, Hoederer. For the
Leader plans to betray The Party in
power-sharing government with liberals
and Right-wingers. Hugo’s Hamlet-like
vacillation, his reluctance to commit the
murderous deed, becomes the brooding
source of The Novice's excitement.
Cerebral Hugo dreads committing
himself to action, runs scared of
Existentialism, that glib Sartrean creed
by which man is required to be the
author of his own destiny. The play’s
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furious bickering between communists
and pragmatic compromisers even comes
to seem relevant to our own Blairite age,
a time when revolutions only come by
th~ minute, on CDs. “Lying is the grease
that keeps politics going,”

unleashed causes shudders of surprise.
Light filters in film noir shadows across
the stage and Richard Hartley’s creepy
music raises the odd goose pimple. But
far more than mere atmospherics are at
stake, Hugo has just been released from
prison, and scenes from his past, from
his politicised and married life begin to
run before us.

At first, Glover overpitches his voice
and emotions. But as he faces up to the
taunts and teases of Natasha Little, in
splendid seductress form as his cool wife,

remarks in tones that reverberate today,
when politicians are unctuous enough to
fry their own reputations.

The Novice, as Eyre calls his own fine,
fluent version of Sartre’s Les Mains
Sales, takes place in cheap rooms and
austere offices, which designer Anthony
Ward beautifully evokes with bare
boards, grimy, greying walls, dingy
furniture and scenic decrepitude. Eyre’s
terrific production achieves nightmarish
velocity and abrupt transformations.
Scenes dissolve into each other. Violence

J he begins to display an
interestingly fraught and neurotic
temperament.

HE slinks and goads her way around
Hugo’s ample weak spots. And
Glover’s not afraid to revel in the
character’s vulnerability. His Hugo
seems too timid, too fastidious, too
imaginative to pull the trigger and
commit murder for the communism with
which he has hopelessly fallen in love.
He oozes fear and foreboding. When
Kenneth Cranham’s Hoederer takes the

stage, looking as tough and durable as
old mutton, you imagine that Hugo will
never rise to the murderous occasion.

Cranham’s leather-jacketed, pragmatic
man of the people gives a delicious feast
of a performance. Voice and manner as
rough as pumice stone, smile like a
grimace, Cranham swivels his watchful,
wary eyes about the rooms where he cuts
royalty, liberals, Hugo and Jessica down
to less than bargain size, in rasping
phrases of dismissal. He has the look of a
man to whom suspicion is second nature,
s0 his scenes with Hugo are tense as
stretched wire. It would spoil Sartre’s
scathing climactic ironies to reveal
whether Hoederer escapes his assassin
and Hugo lives up to his ideal. But The
Novice forcefully demonstrates that,
since politics is such a dirty business, no
one taking part can hope to keep hands
or conscience clean.

Ratings: - O adequate, % good, %% very good,
*kx outstanding X poor
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