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White guilt goes 1n
search of a drai

REBECCA GILMAN’S last play
at the Royal Court, the award-
winning Glory of Living, was
about white camper trash.
Black campus trouble is at the
heart of her new piece, now
given its English premiere in
a fluent, committed, but ulti-
mately unpersuasive pro-
duction by Dominic Cooke.
The theatrical twist, given
the contentious subject mat-
ter, is that there is not a sin-
gle black character on stage.
The setting is a small, pre-
dominantly white college in
Vermont where one of the
very small intake of black
freshmen starts receiving
hostile notes. Simon Brick, the
recipient, remains an off-
stage presence throughout.
The primary focus is on the
reactions of the “liberal” fac-
ulty to the unsavoury turn of
events. In particular, the spot-
light falls on the young new
dean, Sarah, played by Emma
Fielding with just the right de-
gree of bright helpfulness and
then over-the-edge intensity.
Gilman's target is the bla-
tant difference between the
politically correct jargon of the
faculty members and the real
feelings that such lip service
camouflages. In this he recalls
David Mamet's Oleanna, the
notoriously divisive drama in
which a male college profes-
sor is goaded to violence and
career suicide by a PC-crazed
female student. Here, it's
Sarah’s colleagues who drive

e

= St

FIRST NIGHT

SPINNING INTO
BUTTER

ROYAL COURT
LONDON

her to the climactic confession
of deep-seated racist instincts
and of such dangerous views
as that Toni Morrison’s nov-
els “suck”.

In America, this outburst
had a colossally cathartic ef-
fect on the largely white au-
diences. At last someone had
admitted to the unsayable. In
Britain, though, the impact is
different. I was reminded of
the Irish Catholic chap who
crossed the road to help a
dying youth, and later admit-
ted his first thought was that
this was a violent set-up. An
acknowledgement of our in-
stinctive racism is the first
step towards overcoming it.

But Spinning Into Butter
comes across as a confes-
sional outburst in search of a
play. From the undergraduate
who spearheads a “Students
For Tolerance” Committee
to beef up his CV, to the vari-
ous caricatures on the facul-
ty, the other characters
simply don't have the round-
ed life to give their scenes
genuine tension or to absolve
the play from the charge of
being a parade of self-con-
gratulatory white guilt.
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