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IN MOST ways, John Osborne
and Jonathan Harvey couldn’t be
more different, but both of them
were unlucky enough to write
their best play first.

Just as Osborne never quite
topped Look Back in Anger,
Harvey has never bettered
Beautiful Thing (1993), a
delightful urban fairytale about
two teenage boys falling in love
on a grim south-east-London
housing estate.

Harvey's subsequent work has
been full of vigour, but he can also
be dismayingly crude and glib. I
almost gave up on him after
watching a few episodes of his
relentlessly cheap TV sitcom,

: Gimme Gimme Gimme, but this
: new play marks a real return to
form.

If it doesn't quite match
Beautiful Thing, which had the
irresistible, unrepeatable bloom
of youth upon it, there is no doubt
that Out in the Open is certainly
his best piece since then — funny,
moving and satisfyingly plotted.

The action takes place overa
hot and boozy summer weekend
inasmall garden in Dalston,
north-east London, that looks as
though it has been made over by
the Ground Force TV show, all
decking, water features and fairy

ights (Michael Taylor is the
i meticulous designer).

The garden is the pride and joy

: of Tony, a 33-year-old gay man

who is HIV-positive, works in
Harvey Nicks, and is grieving for
his lover, Frankle, who died six
months earlier.

Tony is sustained by his
friends: Monica, a big, blowzy
black actress with a deeply
irritating line in modis!
psychobabble; Kevin, a waspish
gay alcoholic; and Mary,
Frankie’s absurdly garrulous
mum who, since losing her own
son, wants to mother everyone

else.
Tony, however, is ready to
move on, and at the start of the

: play he cops off with a much

: Theatre

: dramatic situation with both skill
: and wittily

Qut in the Open
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younger man, Iggy. There is a
problem though. Iggy, it turns
out, was having a secret affair
with Frankie at the time of
Frankie’s death (struck down by
lightning while cruising on
Hampstead Heath). Will Tony's
friends — who know the facts —
have the courage to tell both
Tony, and Frankie's mum, the
unappealing truth about the dead
man they both loved?

Harvey develops this piquant

camp dialogue and uproarious
drunken comedy with sudden
shafts of deep pain. And Kathy
i Burke’s marvellously acted
: production brings out all the
: play’s strengths, though she can't
quite disguise the fact that the
len shifts in mood are

sometimes accompanied by a
noisy crashing of the dramatic
gears. Harvey is so good at the
funnies that the darker
implications of his script are
sometimes neglected.

The second half, though, packs
a bruising punch as Tony,
: sympathetically played by Mark

Sparkling humour and deep pain in a tale of love, death and immaculate gardening

E Bonnar, finally realises the

: shoddy nature of his friendships
during some blazing scenes of
confrontation. The great Linda
Bassett is remarkable too as
 Frankie's dope-smoking mum,
making sure that our delight in
her banality gives way to a keen
awareness of the loneliness that
underlies it.

There are outstanding
performances too from Vllma
Hollingbery as a hilariously
malicious, drunken old slapper of
a barmaid, from Michele Austin

icenired

: boozy flatmate who carries a
: torch for Tony, and James
McAvoy as the engaging and
perceptive young Iggy.

The dramatic terrain may be
familiar — Kevin Elyot explored
similar themes with greater depth
and subtlety in My Night with Reg
— but there is a generosity, an
exuberance, and a tough moral
judgment in Harvey's comedy
that I find deeply attractive.
Tickets: 020 7722 9301
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