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March. Even more vividly than
Ravel's better-known La Valse,
Three Picces evoke images
of Vienna in terminal decline
— fragments of dance and
courtly music drift weirdly in
and out of the teeming musi-
cal nightmare.

But it was the Strauss that
dominated the evening, even if
it isn't ultimately as significant
or as emotionally searching as
the Berg. It certainly eclipsed
memories of the first piece,
Mozarl’s compressed, one-
movement Symphony No 32 in
(3. This is a fine picce. with a
muscular springboard of a
theme tosct it all in motion. But
the large, bass-heavy string sec-
tion used by Oramo weighed
the music down, despite all his
efforts to drive it forward —
rather like mud coliectingon a
runner’sshines, Even in Mozart,
success isn'l guaranteed.
‘Stephen Johnson

Thoetre .

Underthe
Blue Sky

Royal Court, London
ik

‘The playwright David Eldridge
has been labelled “promising”
ever since Serving It Up at the
Bush four years ago. With this
new play at the Royal Court's
Theatre Upstairs, that promise
is richly fulfilled. It's a kind
of teachers” La Ronde, which
deals, in wittily circular fashion,

with romantic and scxual agony
among the academic classes.

The play consists of three
interlinked duologues. In the
first Nick, a London compre-
hensive teacher, is cooking
dinner for the adoring Helen; a
crisis erupts when he tells her
he plans to move to an inde-
pendent school. The action cuts
swiftly to a horny Hornchuch
encounter between the vora-
cious Michelle and the prema-
turely ejaculating Graham; as
the randy maths teacher
humiliates her partner, we
realise the one-night stand is a
means of avenging herself on
the faithless Nick.

The off-stage drama is finally
resolved in the third section, set
in a Devon garden, where 58-
year-old Anne breaks the pat-
tern of platonic holidays with
42-year-old Robert, a colleague
of all the previous characters.

Eldridge’s point is that for
teachers it's peculiarly difficult
to harmonise public and
private lives. They're meant to
be moral guardians, yet they
are subjeet to as much sexual
confusion as the taught. You
see this most clearly in the
biliously brilliant middie sec-
tion, where professional duties
invade the bedroom. Michelle
is a female Don Juan who re-
gards her lovers as so many
mathematical conquests; the
shyly inexperienced Graham,
who runs the school’s Com-
bined Cadet Force, plays the
rale of a wounded combatant.

Eldridge is extremely good on
the devouring nature of teach-
ing. I am lcss persuaded by his
attempt to link the action to
cosmieviolence. The first scene
takes place at the time of the
IRA docklands bombing; in the
final scene Anne has a long
speech describing an aunt’s
romantic attachment to a first
world war soldier. But although
Anne’s male chum suggests
that “most of what's happened
in the last 80 years has been
because of that dreadful war”,
it's too bigan issve to launch so
late in the action.

But this is still an absorbing
play, directed with cool preci-
sion by Rufus Norris and finely
acted by the three couples.
Justin Salinger and Samantha
Edmonds invest their kitchen
encounter with a sense of
danger, Lisa Palfrey and
Jonathan Cullen romp exquis-
itely in the bedroom, and
Sheila Hancock and Stanley
Townsend subtly suggest that
mature teachers are best
cquipped to learn a lesson in
romantic love.

Michael Billington

Until October 7. Box office:
020-7565 5000.
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Cartoons and
Country Diary

In order to accommodate
enhanced arts review
coverage, IF and Doonesbury
as well as the Country Diary
havemoved to the Guide
section of G2
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