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What's absurd is
putting it on at all

Theatre

P T R R

The Walls

NATIONAL THEATRE

ANOTHER new play at the National Theatre and, it
almost goes without saying, another complete dud.
Since Trevor Nunn took charge of Britain’s flagship
theatre, new writing has appeared to be somewhere
near the bottom of his list of priorities.

There have been a few big successes — most notably
Michael Frayn's Copenhagen and Joe Penhall's
Blue Orange, the latter of which I was almost alone in
disliking — but there is no sense of vision behind the
NT's new writing policy, no feeling that the man at the
top is really passionate about new drama or wants to
put a lot of it on.

Worse still, Nunn seems incapable of distinguishing
a good play from a bad one, unless it has been hallowed
by time. How else could he have chosen to direct Frank
McGuinness's dire and incomprehensible Mutabilitie
right at the start of his reign?

What makes this nervousness with the new all the
more baffling is that the NT’s curiously shadowy
Studio is devoted to nurturing young writers. It is
praised by all who have worked there, and played a.
major part in the big renaissance of new writing in the
Nineties. Its most famous graduate is Patrick Marber
but a host of fine plays that found their way on to the
London stage began life at the Studio. The National,
however, seems content to let the best plays go
elsewhere while staging the turkeys itself.

Which brings me, regrettably, to The Walls at the
Cottesloe, as dire an evening as I have spent in a
theatre so far this year. Writer Colin Teevan, a
Dubliner now working in Belfast as head of drama
(God help us all) at Queen’s University, has clearly
tired of the craic'n’picturesque peasantry school of
Irish theatre, and has decided to focus on middle-class
characters in suburban Dublin.

Unfortunately he has also decided that what we need
now is a revival of the Theatre of the Absurd (we don’t,
Colin, we really don’t), and his play reeks of the stale
old devices of Tonesco and NF Simpson.

The action is set in a spotless suburban lounge which,
like all theatre sets, lacks a fourth wall so that we, the
andience, can see what's going on inside. The trick
here, though, is that the characters realise that the
wall is missing, and at least one of them is aware that
she is being watched by an andience. Wow! Radical,
man. Or it might have been in about 1959.

As the action develops in its tiresomely absurdist
way, full of unlikely coincidences, unreliable memories
and sudden revelations, the other three walls of the set
also vanish, one by one. I have a horrible feeling that
this is meant to symbolise the emotional insecurity
that underlies apparently secure family life, and that
the andience is supposed to question its own uneasy
role as voyeurs of other people’s unhappiness.

But who cares when the characters are mere cartoon-
like ciphers in Teevan's glib theatrical gamesmanship?
As the Young Vic's current revival of Six Characters in
Search of an Author proves, Pirandello did all this far
better, and far more movingly, 80 years ago.

The cast — including the great and underrated Clare
Higgins, playing a neurotic housewife who is desperate
to keep things “nice” — look understandably
uncomfortable in this dismal play, while the dreadful
jokes about underpants, skidmarks and the Carpenters
suggest that Teevan has a mental age of about 13. The
young hotshot Mick Gordon directs with soulless
efficiency, but The Walls is a play that should never
have come close to a National Theatre stage.
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