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Pinter’s unsentimental geni

Theatre

The
Caretaker

Comedy Theatre, London
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Forty years after its premiere,
how does Pinter's play stand
up? With the resilience of a
classic. Watching Patrick
Marber's excellent revival
what astonishes one is the
way a play, at once so famil-
iar and so strange, vields new
meanings through the chem-
istry of the particular actors.

‘The surprise casting here is
Michael Gambon as the itin-
erant, Davies. Partly because
of the prototype performance
of Donald Pleasance, one al-
ways imagines the character
to be a ferrety figure. But
Gambon has the bulk and size
of a Dickensian grotesque. His
accent possesses a residual
Irishness. His hair, at once
matted and lank, meanders
over his Humpty Dumpty
pate in coiled strands. And,
when he undresscs, he reveals
longjohns that adhere to him
like a second skin.

Gambon offers the most
physically repelient Davies I
have scen; which, of course,
makes all the funnier his at-
tempts to cling to a pathetic
dignity as when he claims “I've
had dinner with the best”. Bul
what Gambon brings out
specifically is the chameleon-
like nature of the dispos-
sessed. This Davies shifts from
ingratiation to aggression as
the occasion demands; and
when he turns on the brain-
damaged Aston and warns
him “they can have you inside
again” it is with a cruelty that
springs from deprivation. You
never pity this Davies: what
astonishes one is the unsenti-
mental accuracy with which
Pinter records his plight.

It is a brilliant performance.
But it never overshadows the
other actors nor does it pre-
vent you realising that Pinter's
play is both about the loss of -
identity that comes from so-
cial exclusion and the way we
all eling to life-sustaining
dreams. Davies’s personal Nir-
vaina lies in Sidcup where his
papers arc ostensibly housed.
But when Rupert Graves's
sleek, fly, property-owning
Mick reclines on a sofa and
talks of turning this tumble-
down room into a penthouse,
vou realise that he is equally
gripped by illusion. And as
Douglas Hodge's kindly yet de-
fiant Aston speaks of the shed
he plans to build in the garden
weare in the world of Gorki's
or O'Neill’s pipe-dreamers.

‘T'his is the key to the great-
ness of Pinter’s play: it is about
three lost souls who never
fully know who they are and
who, while mercilessly expaos-
ing others’ illusions, are all in
the grip of private fantasies.

‘That is why the play makes
sensc everywhere from Cairo
to Caracas. But the tone of
Marber's production, given a
design by Rob Howell full of
rotting verisimilitude, is set by
Gambon who assumes whalt-
VT PErsona is necessary.
‘When it's suggested he was in

the services, he cries 1 was
one of the first over there” and
raises his fingers in a trem-
bling military salute: it’sa mo-
ment that epitomises Pinter’s
amazing play in which a se-
cure identity is constantly
sought but never found.
Michael Billington

Until January 13. Box office:
020-73691731.
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Did the young Elvis Costello
once dream of fronting a
21-piece band, swinging and
singing his heart out, just like
his dad, Ross MacManus, or
Frank Sinatra, with a hat on
the back of his head? If 5o, his
dream came true at the end of
Tuesday night when he sang
the role of Singleton, the
narrator of Roy Nathanson’s
Fire at Keaton’s Bar and Grill,
which had its UK premiere at
the London jazz festival.

But though this magnum
opus used a big band, with a
six-piece rhythm section, six
horns, eight singers and an
accordion (Karen Street), they
only appeared together on
stage for the final Fire Suite
Reprise, with Costello on
terrific form while the band
wailed and images of smoke,
bars and close-ups filled the
video screen behind in what
was also a live, global webcast.

Nathanson, the saxophonist
and co-founder (with trombon-
ist Curtis Fowlkes) of the Jazz
Passengers, deployed his
augmented forces sparingly.
Smart changes of mood, tempo
and timbre meant singers such
as David Driver, Darius de Haas,
Nancy King and Kenny Wash-
ington had only a few minutes
to shine before making way for
the next linc-up.

Nathanson apart, the most
constant  presence  was
JT Lewis, a terrific drummer
whose sure-footed swing was
teamed with Brad Jones on
double bass and organist
Reuben Wilson’s bass pedals.
Guitarist Adam Roberts and
pianist Deidre Rodman
fleshed out the chord changes
and percussionist Bosco
d’Oliveira was a great asset.

Ashley Slater, suitably
villainous, sang Last Call and
Cleveland Watkiss, yet another
local hero, led a male voice
quintet for Carol Ann, a
driving groove augmented by
the banshee sax wails of
Nathanson and Marty Ehrlich.

Carol Ann is “Cups”, the
Keaton's bartender and a
character sung by Jazz Pass-
enger regular Deborah Harry,
who delivered a couple
of songs — Imitation of a Kiss,
with its live fade, and the
closing Cups (for which she
wrote the lyries). Harry
announced Jazz Night at
Keaton’s in brisk, barkeep
style: she has a certain iconic
presence, which Nathanson
deploys as skilfully as he
directs his improvisers.

His achievement is to make
his show sound something like
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