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Family trouble: Lindsay Duncan as Laura and Michael Maloney as Frank

by Nicholas de Jongh

Mouth To Mouth
Royal Court 4

0U would hardly imagine

the sight of a couple

sealed in a lengthy

meeting of mouths and

tongues would raise even
a theatrical eyebrow in these
sexually free and grab-it times.
But the fact that such kissing
stirred a flutter of unease in the
first-night audience for Mouth To
Mouth, Kevyn Elyot’s disturbing,
mordant comedy of family
manners, is entirely
understandable.

For the not altogether unwilling
recipient of the kiss, which comes
out of the blue in a middle-class
Balham kitchen, is a teenage
youth, just below the age of
consent. And the kisser is Frank, a
middle-aged, male writer in the
grip of Aids. The HIV virus is not
transmitted through kissing, yet
Elyot makes the impact of this
brief flash of illicit passion luridly
melodramatic.

Even Sir Arthur Pinero, the
Victorian theatre’s master of
drawing-room problem plays in
which ladies of no fixed morals
received their proper come-
uppance, concocted nothing more
sensational. So the kiss, which is
Mouth To Mouth’s big out-in-the-
open incident, has consequences. It
ruins or damages four lives. It
haunts the play like a ghost and its
repercussions are excessive. But
Elyot has his virtues too. In his
witty, mocking way, he
unflinchingly describes how Aids
still cuts ghastly swathes through
lives. He shows up people who
conceal important truths and
regard life as solitary confinement,
none more so than the exploitative
Frank whose failing Aids therapy
has become one long pain.

Elyot’s characters remain so self-
absorbed they are deaf to any
complaining or confiding voice.
These voices are raised at a
reunion in a Balham home and in
some chic, nameless restaurant.
Designer Mark Thompson gives
the house a slightly sinister air
and a segment of blue-sky
backdrop. The scene moves
between two successive high
summers, with a sprinkler,
strimmer, bird-song and Bach
playing in the background. But
only the music comes clearly
through. The time-shifts make it

Open
mouths
greet a
haunting
kiss of
betrayal

intriguingly hard to be sure what's
going on and when, in Ian
Rickson's poised, satirically sharp
production. It's clear though that a
reunion has been arranged.
Lindsay Duncan'’s languid, aimless
Laura, with Dennis her dull
dentist-husband in attendance, has
invited her best friend, Michael
Maloney’s Frank, an unproductive
playwright, to help welcome her
teenage son Phillip home from
Spain. Dennis’s brother and sister-
in-law, a yobbish businessman and
his culture-crazy wife, also arrive
to serve as crude comic targets.

UT it's Frank, the play’s one
fully developed character,
who is Elyot’s real object of
concern. In scenes with his
Aids doctor, a frosty Calvinist coke
and ego gueen, whom Adam Godley
turns into a star comedy turn of
preening hauteur, you first gather
that no one bothers to listen to
Frank’s desperate cris de coeur.
Maloney's performance is terrific.
His doleful, youth-molesting writer,
a shambles of droopy, tentative
mildness with a capacity for
ingratiation, reeks of quiet despair.
The opportunistic kiss, inflicted by
Frank upon Andrew McKay's jaunty
Phillip, and his subsequent
emotional blackmail tactics, come to
seem both repellent and pathetic.
The play’s final scene completes the
sad pattern, as old secrets are coaxed
into the open while Frank betrays his
friend Laura by refusing to confess
the nasty truth about himself.
Ratings: - O adequate % good,
* % very good,
* %% outstanding, X poor
More reviews: Page 52
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