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" asmina Reza has
acquired a big inter-
national reputation as

: the author of Art (still

. prospering in the West

End, and soon to have yet another
change of cast). Her first play,
Conversations after a Burial, was
originally produced in Paris in
1987; now it is being presented at
the Almeida Theatre (supported

by Barclays Stage Partners), in an
elegant translation by Chris-
topher Hampton. Would it ever

have reached London if it weren't
for Art (which was also translated
by Hampton)? Probably not — but
that would have been our loss

The setting is a house in the
Loire countryside. The owner, a
widower, has just died and been
buried, following his wishes, on
the edge of the garden. His three
children linger on after the infor-
mal ceremony. They are all in

their forties, and all unmarried.
Nathan has failed to fulfil his
early promise as a musician and
has become a lawyer, Alex is a lit-
erary critic — angry, leather-
jacketed, discontented. Edith,
frustrated in love, thinks of her-
self as “‘a dried-up old apple™.

There would be tensions in the
air anyway, but they are made
much worse by the unexpected
presence of Elisa. She is Alex’s
former mistress, though it is
Nathan she has always longed for.

The stage is set for confessions,
laments, the opening of old
wounds, some provocative love-
making. The only other family
members present, a genial
worldly uncle and his new wife,
try to serve as a soothing
influence, but they too get drawn
into the whirlpool.

Reza is adept at tracing the ebb
and flow of relationships and the
large implications of small
incidents: resentments and rival-
ries are brought home through
the preparation of vegetables for
a pot au few or Alex's inept

| attempts at making coffee. She

has a tough humorous sense of
her characters’ frailties, but a
sense of charity, too. The ambigu-
ities of grieving for a father who
was often harsh and sarcastic are
delicately explored

At the end a reconciliation is
achieved through a sudden
change of gear into dreamlike,
almost supernatural mode. It's a

Emotionally satisfying (from left) Clare Holman, Amanda Root and Claire Bloom in Yasmina Reza's Conversations after a Burial

cheat, I suppose, but I found my-
self going along with it — partly
because I had come to care about
the characters, and it is emo-
tionally satisfying; partly because
of the excellence of Howa
Davies’s production.

Every performance tells, from
Paul Higgins's Alex, maddening
the others and then maddening
them twice over by asking what
he has done wrong, to Amanda
Root’s Edith, who has the most
moving single moment of the eve-
ning. As the older couple, David
Calder is admirably sturdy
(though you can catch a glimpse
of cruelty, too) and loom
combines warmth an,
Matthew Marsh is an imp:

Nathan; Clare Holman’s Ehsa has
a largely passive role but a far
from passive personality. And
Rob Howell's all-purpose indoor-
outdoor set binds the whole thing
beautifully together.

In David Hare's My Zinc Bed, at

the Royal Court, a young poet
called Paul, who has been
reduced to working for a cheap
paper, goes to interview a dotcom
tycoon called Victor Quinn. Vie-
tor, who admires his poetry,
offers him a job, and in no
all he has become involved with
Elsa, his benefactor's much youn-
ger wife.

It isn’t only mutual attraction
that draws the two of them
together, but a shared history of
addiction as well. Paul is a recov-
ering alcoholic. Elsa (who is
Danish) turns out to have a
spectacular history of cocaine
addiction, from which Victor res-
cue

Much of the meat of the play
lies in the scenes that focus on
addiction and its problems
directly —in the recurrence of
temptation, for instance (a jug of
margaritas is like a ticking bomb)
or in the opposing attitudes of
Paul (pro) and Elsa (anti) towards

at

Alcoholics Anonymous. These
scenes are well written, some-
times witty, and dramatically
effective as far as they go—
which is far enough to hold our
attention, but not far enough to
engage us very dee|

Unlike Reza's characters, Paul
and Elsa don’t have much of an
emotional hinterland. We learn
something about their pasts, but
only in the splnl of “‘new readers
begin here”. And Hare seems too
impatient to present addiction as
a metaphor, or as a symptom of
the way we live now, to linger suf-
ficiently over the condition itself.

Victor is a stronger personality
than the other two. I'm not sure
what his game is when he puts
temptation, both alcoholic and
sexual, in Paul's way. Sometimes
it seems like a roundabout form of
therapy for his marriage, some-
times like a malicious exercise of
power. But he also despises the
world which has made his power

possible. He has some scathing
things to say about the illusions
(as he sees them) of the market
economy; he believes that most
contemporary ills, including
addiction, can be explained by the
collapse of an active social faith.
He doesn’t make these criti-
cisms in a vacuum. Hare has
kitted him out with a specific
political history. He was a Com-
munist; he left the party as late in
the day as 1975; he condemns
Stalin at one point, but he still
echoes Lenin approvingly (the
party taught him “‘who is doing
vhat to whom"'); he wishes poli-
ticians still talked about ideology;
and he looks back to the Com-
munism of his youth, unapologet-
ically, as a ‘*chaos of goodwill”,
In a word, he still hankers after
a drug that has killed many more
people than cocaine — but if that
is the light in which we are meant
to look at him, the play can’t be
said to succeed in getting the

point across. Hare himself
directs; there are powerful perfor-
mances from Steven Mackintosh
as Paul, Julia Ormond as Elsa and
(especially) Tom Wilkinson as
Victor.

rief Encounter, at the Lyric,

is an adaptation, by

Andrew Taylor, ol the film
rather than an expansion of Noé&l
Coward's original 1936 one-act
play. The world it evokes is 5o
remote from ours that it is hard to
decide whether it is as untrue to
the way people used to behave as
modern critics tend to assume.

At any rate, the new version is
still mildly touching. Jenny
Seagrove and Christopher
Cazenove, though not to be
spoken of in the same breath as
Celia Johnson and Trevor How-
ard, give decent performances as
the nobly abstemious lovers, and
Elizabeth Power is unfailingly
funny as the lady with the
refained accent who runs the
refreshment room.

Philip Ridley’s Vincent River, at
lhe Hampstead Theatre, takes

ac an unfurnished East End
ﬂal with bare boards and
begrimed windows. Anita (Julie
Legrand) has been forced to move
in there after her son has been
found beaten to death in a local
gay haunt.

But why is 17-year-old Davey
(William Mannering) hanging
aroun nows something
about her son’s death; and though
he begins with a barely audible
mutter, he eventually reveals and
re-enacts a great deal. She has
something to tell him, too —
about how her son came to be
born, and about the prejudices
she had to confront at the time.

The play combines elements of
mystery, horror-story and sober
reportage; it is trenc
ten, and equally grippin,
three aspects. Matthew Lloyd
directs; Legrand and Mannering
both give completely convincing
performances
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