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Echoes from the wilderness years

WITH new writing currently looking so
threadbare at the National Theatre. it 15 at
least good to welcome a heavyweight
contemporary dramatist to its ranks.

The prospect of the British premiere at
the Cottesloe of two plays by Edward
Albee, the author of Who's Afraid of
Virginia Woolf?. A Delicate Balance and
Three Tall Women. looked enticing.
especially since they were to be directed
by Anthony Page, an Albee specialist. Yet,
although both works are intriguing. they
cannot stand comparison with his greatest
plavs.

Thev were written in the Eighties. when
Albee found himself in a commercial and
critical wilderness — so much so that
Finding the Sun (1983) was written for a
student production. while Marriage Plau
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s Vairginia Woolf? teven the insults seem a

t touch stagv) and Albee’s analvsis of the

* the male mid-life crisis. with gut instincts

“ pulling one wav and a desire for peace and

: fidehty the other. seems decidedly stale

- buns. T'he play also recalls Pinter's

: Betrayal. most notablyv in an account of

Sanbidehty i Venice, but 1 fear the

: comparison does nothing to flatter Albee.

: However. Paterson and Gish give termiic

- pertormances. Gish combines wry

intelheence with raddled ¢lamour to bring

: out the deep hurt beneath her character’'s

(1987) was premiered in the unlikelv Switty manner she s @ woman who keeps

iocation of Vienna's English Theatre. Page © talking to stop lierselt from <creaming.

decided to revive them as a double bill. and @ Paterson captures ail the seething

Albee has made adjustments to Marriage  : trustration and turs of 4 man who realises

Play so that it 1s now set in Richmond. - that his time s runmine out. and that all

Surrey. with British characters. Shives must in any case end i feilure. But
Marriage Play is undoubtedlyv the Ceven these tirst-rate aotors can't disguise

stronger of the pair. revisiting Albee s : the fact that this is a second-rate play

most celebrated. and familiar, dramatic - Freima the Swoeas hittle more than a jeu

territorv — the marital battlefield. S diesprit, albert a bleak one. Eight well-
Jack (Bill Paterson). a businessman in : heeled chardacters assemble ona New

his mid-fifties, returns to his immaculate. : Fneland beach. rangine from a sexually

claustrophobic home to tell his wife of 30 curious 16-vear-old hov to a couple of

yvears, Gillian (Sheiia Gish) that he is “wrinklies. The emotional core of the play

leaving her. He 1s unhappyv with her * though 1s provided by two voung married

frivolous response to this big news. so they © couples in which the husbands are both

replay the scene several times until the gay — and former lovers

gloves really come off. Insults give way to  © Baftlingly. Vlbee neyver satisfactorily

a full-scale physical punch-up with Gish cxplains what prompted these docomed

putting in both the boot and the knee with  : marriages. The desperation of the

spiteful precision. " character as much as it

S Tarls to mose:

There are some fine. eriginal moments.
most notably Gillian's revelation that
throughout their marriage she has kept a
“clinical record™ of everv occasion on
which they have made love. ““Wiii he never
learn?” begins one mordant entryv. though
there are records of happier, more
passionate occasions. too. enough to
convince the characters and the audience
that this is a marriage worth grieving over

Yet there is nothing here to match the
booze-fuelled. slug-it-out intensity of

- should because the dramatist supplies
Sansuthicient intormation about them

I he prece Cblackly comic
Cand notably well-acted, creating a strong
Csense of both mortahits and indefinable
Sunedse. Nevertheless vou leave this
S double-ill teeling that vou have had a
S couple of tasty starters but missed out on
S the maimn course

s datmospher
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