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Theatre
The Shape
of Things

Metamorphosis. Justas |
Shaw’s Higgins tried to turn
a flower girl into a duchegs,
LaBute’s Evelyn transforms a
shy klutz into a sex object. So
strong is her hold over him

carry with it any moral re-
sponsibility? These — and a
host of other topics — are
raised by Neil LaBute in this
tantalising two hour play: the
problem is'that the twist
comes three-quarters of the
way through which means
that the really big issues kick
in very late in the day.

Given LaBute's portrait of
corporate brutality in his
movie In the Company of
Men, this piece at first seems
bland. Evelyn, workingon a
graduate art project, picks up
the nerdish Adam in a mid-
western museurn where she is
about to paint a graffiti penis
on a sculpture, Soon we see
her doing a similar makeover
job on Adam: through her
love he becomes a leaner, sex-
ier, better dressed figure. So
much so that he rekindles the
affections of ex-classmate
Jenny who is about to marry
his best friend, Phillip.

‘What exactly is LaBute up
to? To explain all would be to
Kill the play. But literary
clues are scattered through-
out, with references to Pyg-
malion, Frankenstein and

tlomngf: sRngROes, that when she asks him to

ditch his old friends to save
Fokkink their relationship he has lit-
What is art? Does creation tle hesitation.

The Shavian comparison is
illuminating. Where Shaw
threads his moral debate
through the whole of Pyg-
malion, LaBute reserves his
dialectic for the final scenes.
Only then do we get to the big
issues: the relation between
morality and art, society’s pre-
occupation with surfaces and
the thin dividing line between
genuine provocation and at-
tention ing. It is fasci

formation. Frederick Weller
as the philistine Phil and'
Gretchen Mol as the piratical
Jenny complete a glamorous
cast. But, although LaBute's
play is clearly on to some-
thing, it would be better still
if it cut more quickly to the
intellectual chase.

Michael Billington

Until June 23, Box office:
020-7359 4404.
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Alfred Brendel
Royal Festival Hall, London
Fkkk

There are two possibilities
when you reach 70; go into
hiding or face reality. I have
decided to do the latter.
Whatever the implications of
the reality that Alfred Bren-
del, quoted at the front of
this programme booklet, was
referring to, on one level it
involves a busy year giving
birthday concerts worldwide.

‘Why on earth this most dis-
tinguished pianist should
have considered going into
hiding will be a mystery to
the admirers who packed the
Festival Hall last night to
hear the first in a month-long
series celebrating Brendel as
recitalist, concerto soloist,
chamber musician, accompa-
nist, poet and writer: one of
music’s most eloquént re-
naissance men,

Perhaps the reality is the
fact that, inevitably, his dex-
terity may lessen with time.
But Brendel’s trump card has
always been intellectual clar-
ity rather than showman-
ship; he has a no nonsense
approach that works because
he knows exactly which notes
need a performer’s help and
which will speak for them-
selves.

And he need not fear that
he is turning into an elderly
pianist: his playing is as ro-
bust, as free of sentiment as
ever. In recent seasons he has
concentrated almost exclu-
sively on the classical reper-
toire, a direction that this
programme reflected.

Haydn's Sonata in G minor
was played with a matter of
fact firmness that occasion-
ally gave in to a hint of wist-
ful nostalgia, revealing a
sense of unease.

Brendel has called
Beethoven's Diabelli Varia-
tions a humorous work in the
widest possible sense. Yet
there s ine emotion in it

ing territory that relates to
our own preoccupation with
Tracey Emin’s bedsheets; but
too much of Labute’s play
feels as if he is vamping till he
gets to the climax.

His own production also
has too many between-scene
pauses for minimal changes
to Giles Cadle's set. But there
is a knockout performance
from Rachel Weisz who
makes Evelyn a fizzingly
erotic companion while also
hinting at a serene detach-
ment that treats Adamas a
scientific specimen. And,
even if Paul Rudd’s Adam
could initially be more of a
clueless no-hoper, he is good
at conveying the joy of trans-

too, and this reading was dis-
tinguished by the subtle im- .
mediacy with which Brendel
switched between affectionate
send-up and utter sincerity.
‘The changes came thick
and fast towards the end,
seeming to suggest that the
line between good and trite
music is thinner than one
might think, and thai this is
something to be celebrated
rather than reviled. Certainly
the audience, who roared
their approval, seemed to

agree,

Alfred Brendel’s 70th birth-
day series continues until
June 30. Boz office: 020 7960
4242
EricaJeal
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