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Ron Cook and Russell Tovey in ‘Howard Katz’ at the Royal National Theatre, London

PATRICK MARBER has missed
a trick with the title of his new
play, Howard Katz. If only he'd
had the temerity to call it “Katz”
he’d have given us all a good
laugh and might have pinched
some trade off a certain long-
running musical. There aren't
many other missed tricks,
though, in this long-awaited fol-
low-up to Dealer’s Choice and
the international hit Closer.

Premiered in the author’s
own spare, fluent and blackly
funny production, the new piece
focuses on a Jewish showbiz
agent who is going through the
mother and father of all mid-life
crises, The drama is enacted in
his head as he sits on a seat and
contemplates suicide.

Played with an engaging,
driven energy and end-of-the-
tether recklessness by the
wonderful Ron Cook, Kafz is an
aggressive little hustler witha
Rolodex-full of B-list celebrity
wannabes “weather girls,
chefs, gardeners ... and
strange blonde ladies with one
name”. He lost his soul so
long ago, someone remarks,
that he can't even remember

Nigel Norrington the price. As the play unfolds,
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we see him wilfully and almost
systematically throw every-
thing away - his home, his job
and his family.

The dark attraction of flirt-
ing with self-destruction has be-
come a recurring theme in
Marber’s work. It was there at
the start in the addictive,
relationship-substitute gam-
bling in the restaurant/poker
school in Dealer’s Choice.

It grew uglier and more
disturbing in Closer, where
the men had a compulsion to
know every torturing, intimate
detail of their partners’ infi-
delities. In the determinedly
downward spiral of Howard
Katz, this preoccupation
reaches an extreme, but our
hero’s vertiginous free-fall is
also a search for faith.

In the past, redemptionina
Patrick Marber play would
have seemed about as likely as
Black Panther propaganda in

Marber’s dark night of the soul illuminated by new zest for life

a play by Noél Coward. Here,
though, after a rather embar-
rassingly Lear-like storm and
shouting at the gods, the dark
night of the soul ends with twit-
tering birds and the play-
wright, who is himself about to
become a father, grants his pro-
tagonist the grace of being
able to remember the sense of
universal connectedness and
meaning he experienced the
day that his son was born.
It’s good to report that Mar-
ber’s new fervent pro-life
stance hasn't robbed his writ-
ing of its bite. There are acute-
ly conceived episodes, such as
the one in which Katz asks his
wife for how much money she
would play Russian roulette,
and her saddened reply - sug-
gesting that they play a variant
where the fatal choice involves
him packing up and leaving -
exposes just how little his fam-
ily is an incentive to him now.
Katz's final words are: “1
want to live. Teach me how to
live” - and they are tentative
enough to allay any fear that
the expectant Marber has be-
come born-again.
PAUL TAYLOR
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