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A powerful tale of doomed love, booze and post-socialist angst

VICTOR QUINN used to be a
communist; now he's a com-
missar of the internet boom.
Played with inscrutable wag-
gishness by Tom Wilkinson,
this wealthy entrepreneur is
one of the three characters in
David Hare’s new play My
Zinc Bed, a fascinating and
forceful contribution to that
new class of dramas that frets
about the moral vacuum left by
the collapse of the old ideolog-
ical certainties.

What do you do when your
faith in a cause or in yourself
evaporates? Hare's play con-
trasts Victor's way of coping
with such loss to the survival
techniques of Paul Peplow
(Steven Mackintosh) a young,
broke poet who comes to in-
terview him and finds himself
recruited as a copywriter.

Apart from his talent, what
intrigues Victor is the fact that
Paul is a recovering alcoholic.
In fact, the poet reminds him
of his own much younger Dan-
ish wife (played by a tremen-
dously moving Julia Ormond),
who was herself a helpless ad-
dict until he saved her.

But Victor is no fan of Alco-
holics Anonymous, the group
that haa become Paul's lifeline.
He sees it as a cult whose aim
is less to free people from drink
than to create a dependency on
its own doctrines. So Victor
can't resist waving the mar-
guerita jug in Paul’s direction.
What's more, he comes close to
waving his wife at him too, as
though there is some obscure
lack in the marriage that the
younger man could remedy.
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The play is partly a story of
the doomed love between Paul
and Elsa. She identifies with
him to such an extent that it ex-
poses the dreadful strain she
had been under, having to live
up to Victor’s belief that to be
“cured” means being able to
drink moderately.

1t is also, like Mark Raven-
hill's recent piece Some Explicit
Polaroids, a play about the dif-
ficulties of adjusting to the val-
ueless post-socialist world. “I
had faith,” says ex-communist
Victor, “but then it was stolen
from me. I was the victim of a
robbery like millions of others.
History came along and clob-
bered us on the head. No victim
support scheme for us.”

My Zinc Bed has its faults.
The initial set up is not very
plausible; it is repetitive; and
some of the lines bristle with
thematic obviousness, as when
Paul tells Victor: “You must live
with your anger as I must live
with my disease.” But the pas-
sion of the writing is enor-
mously impressive.

At the close of the first half,
Paul succumbs to temptation
and accepts a cocktail. It feels
worse than watching Eve eat
the apple. It would be interest-
ing to find out what this moment
has done to the Royal Court’s
bar takings during the interval.
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