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Liberals with a racist heart

Theatre 5
Spinning
into Butter

Royal Court Theatre
Upstairs, London
ok dedk it

Itis rare to find an American
playwright dealing with ideas
as well as emotions, Rebecca
Gilman, who wrote a fine
de-glamourised account of
Bonnie and Clyde called The
Glory of Living, here confronts
the topic of racism. Even if her
conclusion — that it’s a crime
of which we're all guilty — is
less likely to come as a shock-
horror revelation in Britain,
the play still generates a
prickly unease.

Gilman’s setting is a Ver-
mont liberal arts college,
Belmont. And, misquoting
Shakespeare, one might say
in Belmont is a lady slightly
left. Her name is Sarah
Matthews, she is the dean of
students and, when a black

nervous flickers behind her|
eyes and the tension of her
body language belies her
laundered efficiency and)
implies from the start that
her liberalism is only skin-
deep. David Horovitch as a
posturing  faculty  boss,
Robert Bowman as Sarah's
deceitful lover and Susan
Engel as a status-conscious
establishment toady all rein-
force the impression that lib-
eral arts colleges are part of
the racial problem rather:
than the solution. As Ameri-
cans say, it's better to walk
the walk than to talk the talk.
Michael Billington

Until January 27. Box office:

020-7565 5000.

Theatre
LadyDay at
Emerson’s
Bar and Grill

Playhouse, Derby
Jookokk 7t

fr is thr d with
racist graffiti, she is the first
to spring into action. While
her  colicagues  pompously
assemble public forums, she
informs the police. But, as the
racist notes continue and she
herself is accused of being
patronising, her liberal facade
crumbles. In a long scene
with her ex-lover, she con-
fesses she fled to Vermont to
escape black students and
that she is a covert racist like
everyone else.

Where Gilman scores is in
her damning portrait of the
evasions of political correct-
ness. Just as David Mamet’s
Oleanna was really about the
American tendency to address
social problems through liti-
gation, so this play is partly
aboul  verbal  camouflage.
Sarab’s academic colleagues
belicve that as long as you've
formed a committee or issued
10-point  proposals, vou've
dealt with endemic racism.
But I wish Gilman took the
argument even further. Some
years ago & New Yorker article
drew a crucial distinction
between racial equality and
racial civility: agtion is pref-
crable to words. Although
Gilman  touches  on  this
obliquely, she never quite
clinches the point that the
real problem lies in a higher
cducational  system  that
reinforces white privilege.

Her play also has technical
flaws: Sarah’s unstoppable
confession leaves little room
for argument and the ending
has a strained optimism. But
1 can forgive Gilman’s faults
for her attack on the timor-
ousness of a society where
political correctness takes
precedence over legislation
and where to criticise black
writer Toni Morrison is tanta-
mount to racism. She also has
several moments guaranteed
to make white liberals wince,
not least Sarah’s belated
realisation that “to idealise is
not to respect”.

Gilman is well served
by Dominic Cooke’s tight,
focused production and by
Emma Fielding’s outstanding
performance as Sarah. The

‘The colourful version of Billie
Holiday’s break has it that she
staggered, wild and hungry,
into a Harlem speakeasy and
danced so appallingly that the
pianist was moved to ask:
“Honey, do you sing?” The
more mundane truth is that
she probably started perform-
ing in a small club on New
York’s Upper West Side around
1932. What is certain is that
she never appeared in a
subterranean car park in
Derby. She can be found there
now — or at least her earthly
representative, in the form of
the musical actress Dawn
Hope, can be.

Heroin, hunger and love
gone wrong sct a strange
agenda for seasonal entertain-
ment, but Playhouse artistic
director Mark Clements has
had a strange season, hosting
Cinderella upstairs and Billie
in the basement. Derby Play-
house being located in ashop-
ping precinct, it stands to
reason that the studio should
be ashort detour across an un-
derground car park. Yet for 90
intense, unbroken minultes,
you arc prepared to believe
that this bunker is a smoky en-
clave of Southside Philadel-
phia.

The year is 1959, the place
LEmerson’s pokey jazz joint,
where Philadelphia’s most
famous singing export has
come full circle. A dizzy
descent from jazz diva to jail-
bird has seen the singer they
called Lady Day degencrate to
Lady Yesterday — a convicted
drug felon legally prohibited
from carning a crust. Back
home to croak again through
the songs she no longer cares
about, Holiday keeps singing
because it’s the only way she
can be sure she’s still alive.

Clements caught the original
production of Lanie Robert-
son’s compelling musical
monologue off Broadway and,
having spent time in Harlem
and Philadephia, his mes-
merising production has the
ring of authenticity. Dawn
Hope produces a sensationally
well-modulated performance,
never allowing the sparkling
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