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Mﬂ Sister I This House
aymarket, Leicester
Paul Taylor

THIS BRILLIANT production hits you

like a breath of stale air. At the end, you .

rush from the theatre as though you had
just spent two hours trapped in an unusu-
ally confining broom-cupboard. The play

recounts the real-life tragedy that oc- .

curred in Le Mans in 1933 when two
young sisters, maids in the stifling and
neurotic bourgeois household of Ma-
dame Danzard, battered to death their
employer and her daughter, Isabelle.
This story inspired Jean Genet’s play
The Maids, but here Wendy Kesselman
returns to it to explore the complex and
disturbing inter-relations between female

solidarity and mutual oppression — how *

women can support and devour one an-
other by turns, Christine (Suzanna Ham-
ilton) and Lea (Maggie O’Neill) are lucky
.to find jobs in the same household when
they are both employed to look after
Mme Danzard (an hilariously unhinged
Maggie Steed) and her pettish daughter
(rxlxyﬁm%ment suits both par:
ties well, since Christine and Mme
Danzard are joint sticklers for excellence.
Gradually, though, the power-relations
within both pairs begin to look sinisterly
similar, Mme Danzard feeds vulture-like
off Isabelle, whom she keeps under vir-
tual house-arrest.

THE

123 Tottenham Court Road London W1P 9HN

Christine’s more understandable
grotectivenm towards Lea has compara-
le drawbacks for the younger girl. When
rsuades Lea to stop visiting their
er and handing over her wages, the
advxce is, in the abstract, good, but is un-
healthily prompted by Christine’s emo-
tional grudge against her mother and de-
sire to have Lea all to herself.

She, too, uses clothes as bribes, and
seals their bond in a cumbrously official
photograph. The physical relationship
they develo‘: in an effort to wrest affec-
tion from a loveless world, has touches of
the vampirism that afflicts Mme
Danzard’s nelanons with Isabelle. In pre-
senting the Danzards as stereotyped
bourgeois grotesques and Christine and
Lea as all sensitivity, the play tricks you
into siding with the sisters, but slowly

Who’s the most evil of them all?: Suzanna Hamilton and Maggie O’Ni

makes you realise that, in feminist terms,
such class-based discrimination is invalid.
The director, Nancy Meckler, creates
an atmosphere of unbroken tension and
foreboding where the upsetting of a vase
of flowers can seem like the end of the
world. And the beautifully compact setby |
Stephanie Howard, which cramps scul-
lery, dining and drawing rooms, and the
girls’ attic into one small space, makes
you all the more aware that, eerily, each
group prowls rqund the other without ad-
dressing a single word until the hysterical
confrontation moments before the
killings. The acting of all four women
(members of Monstrous Regiment) is ex-
cellent, and ‘this hypnotically gripping
production is not to be missed. :
OAt the Leicester H. t until 25
Apnil. Bax Office: (0533) 53021

INDEPENDENT -~ 7th April 1987

Monstrous Regiment Limited
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LEICESTER
Pat Ashworth

IN THE hands of Monstrous
Regiment, Wendy
Kesselman’s exploration of
the bonds of sisterhood, is as
sensitive as you could wish.
It's a brave director who can
_allow silence to dominate a
glay,. but at the ‘Haymarket
Studio Nancy Meckler's pac-
ing is so confident that the
heavy silence suppressing so’

is_more disturbing-than the
grisly murder which is the
climax of the play. .

My Sister. . . "

many undertones of emotion -

-~ ARTS GUARDIAN

The subtleties of Stephanie
Howard's sets and Veronica
Wood’s lighting reinforce an
illusion that you're seems
the events of the househol
distantly as if through a
skylight.

The play is based on a
bizarre crime in Le Mans in
1933 which scandalised
French society with its reve-
lations of the *abnormal”
relationship between ~ two
maids, sisters Christine and
Lea, that drove them to mur-

der their employer and her-

daughter. The two pairs live
separate : lives, conversin
only with each other un

the final,

: confrontation.

Suzanna Hamilton as
Christine, emotions bound as

dreadful

lessons.

Monstrous Regiment Limited

tightly as her braids, meticu-
lously carries out the ritual
of the household chores with
a tightlipped passiveness
that Madame Danzard takes
for subservience, while
Maggie O’'Neill gives an
equally disturbing Berfop
mance as Lea, a frightened
child demonstrating a welter
of only half understood
passion. -

_As Isabelle, Tilly Vosburgh
displays resentment of her
mother’s suffocating pres-
ence in every silky move,
even the set of her hair
angry, but it is Maggie Steed
who delights, wearing a be-
atific smile and moving at a
tilt as though conforming to
half remembered deportment

.
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MY SISTER IN THIS HOUSE REVIEW - JOHN FLORENCE - RADIO LEICESTER

3 April 1987

MY SISTER IN THIS HOUSE is the name of the play which has just
opened at the Haymarket Studio. It’se being presented by one of
Britain’s leading feminist theatre companies, "Monstrous
Regiment". MY SISTER IN THIS HOUSE tells the true story of a
ghastly murder which took place in France in 1933. Grim subject
matter ... but does it make an enjoyable play? Here’s John
Florance with his review.

If one of the functions of drama is8 to take us into unsuspected
worlds of human experience, to let us feel and understand things
in ways we otherwise wouldn’t, MY SISTER IN THIS HOUSE discharges
this function in an overpowering fashion. It’s a play which
draws us unrisisting into the claustrophobic lives of Christine
and Lea, the maids, and Madame Danzard, thier mistress, and her
daughter Isabelle. Madame’s world is bounded by stultifying
social convention and oneupmanship, it’s a vacuocus and small
minded existence. The convent educated sisters on the other hand
retreat steadily into erotic absorbtion with each other, all
they’ve got in their world is each other. Until the last minutes
of Wendy Kesselman’s remarkable play not a word is exchanged
between Madame and maids but then the worlds coclide with
appauling consequences. It sounds a cliche but I in the company
of the rest of the audience left the Studio at the Haymarket,

-

stunned:

"I thought it was excellent, very moving, they were very
disturbing performances but it held you.

"It was absolutely amazing, it was .. words cannot describe it,
it turned from funny to tragic in one fell swoop, quite amazing. "

"Aaagh I haven’t got over it yet so I haven’t really formed
an opinion but it was really quite terrifying at the end. "

"But you enjoyed it?"
"Yes in a fashion, yes."

"The difference between the second part and the first part is
guite stunning. And the end is absolutely frightening. "

As I hope I have made clear, this is an extraordinary production
of an extraordinary play. One of its virtues is that it is not a
wvordy piece and, especially in the first half which is rooted in
the domestic routine of the household, actions speak louder than

vords. And what actresses there are to perform those actions,

. Suzannah Hamilton, Maggie Q’Neill, -Maggie-Steed and Tilly -

Vasburgh, all turn in faultless, high definition performances
which compel total attention. Nancy Meckler’s production is
played out against a substantial, beautifully detailed,
split-level set designed by Stephanie Howard, and the whole
evening is sensitively 1lit by Veronica Wood. The pity and terror
of this play will, I am sure, remain with me for a very long
time. Something wonderful is happening in the studio - get your
tickets now - before the rest of Leicester’s theatre going public

finds out!
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THE HEAT OF THEDAY
Sheffield Crucible

Elizabeth Bowen's very literary novel as
drama? Not easily, | thought. Wrong.
Shared Experience, always so brilliant at
adaptations, bring out wonderfully its
theatricality with a sensative script by Felicity
Browne and Giles Havergal.

It's elegiac September in blitzed London. A
double plot: Stella’s love affair with Robert
Kelway (who turns out fo be a spy) brooded
over by the sinister Harrison, government
agent tailing Robert who falls for Stella; and
Louie, the naive soldier’s wife, protected by
ARP warden Connie. The theme of a fractured
England is emphasized by Robert’s mean-
ingless stockbroker-belt childhood and Louie’s
griefs. Everyone s rootless.

The setis an inky-blue interior evoking black-
..ondon, with a backeloth suggesting the
U glare of the blitz. Feet crunch over
autumn leaves and glass shards. At once we're
in Bowen’s world of devastation and glamour.
We hear George VI's clipped, nasal tones
over the radio, the howling banshee of the air-
raid siren, and jump out of our seats at the
sound of a ‘direct hit’. Then, the peaceful
wing-beats of Louie’s swans anticipafing
Bowen’s memorable final moment. The two
plots are cleverly rationalized by lighting -
they sit together better on stage than in the
novel, in fact. We watch the romance of Stella
(not sexy enough, frankly) and the raffish
Robert being preyed on by Harrison. We see

Robert’s empty past, a gallery of photographs
guarded over by his fiendish mother (splen-
didly emphasized here by Patricia Lawrence).
But above all we are pulled into the plight of
Louie, whose painful innocence and sexual
waywardness are miraculously caught by
Charon Bourke, and her exasperated new
friend Connie.

Whereas men prove to be hollow in
Bowen's novel, the adaptation emphasizes the
strength of women. It's a strength that is
undergoing healthy social change. From the
Medea-like Mrs Kelway, then the cool poise of
Stella, we come to the New Woman in the
boiler-suited Connie. War throws up strange
connections: the moving moment of real con-
tact between Stella and Connie; the sisterly
support Connie gives the hapless Louie. The
novel is Stella’s tragedy; the play, Louie’s
triumph. When she holds her baby up to the
swans at the end it's a Chekhovian moment.
Bowen would have liked that.

¢ SHEILA GRAHAM

MY SISTER IN
THIS HOUSE
Haymarket
Leicester

Le Mans 1930 the rain unmercifully forces us
all to remain incarcerated in the claustropho-
bic opulence of la maison de madame
Danzard.

This is the ‘other” version of the true story on
which Jean Genet based The Maids - this time
by Wendy Kesselman and performed by
Monstrous Regiment. In 1933, two sisters, Lea
and Christine, were charged with and found
guilty of the brutal murder of their mistress,

ISNOH SIHL NI ¥31SIS AW NI TTIAN, O F199VW ANY NOLIWYH YNNVZNS

Madame Danzard, and her daughter, Isabelle
after several years of loyal service.

It should be emphasised that My Sister in
This House is not Wendy Kesselman’s adap-
- tation of The Maids. Instead she has gone back
to the source and looks differently af the rela-
tionship between the two sisters exploring in
greater detail the reasoning behind the
murders. The result - and comparisons are in-
evitable | suppose - is tender and sensitive
where Genet’s is intense and passionate. The
sisters, played by Suzanna Hamilton
(Christine) and Maggie O’Neill (Lea), are
forced into service by a money grabbing
maman. After years of moving from house to
house they are eventually placed together at
the Danzards where Christine sternly but lov-
ingly protects Lea her younger, clumsier and
prettier sister.

The sisters are primarily just delighted to be
together but especially after relations with
their mother completely break down they
come to resent the mistress who takes up
valuable time they could be spending with
each other. Their respect for the exacting but
reasonably fair Madame Danzard develops
joltingly into a hatred of what they see as a

harshness to their love for each other.

Maggie Steed plays the wonderfully
meticulous and ridiculous Mme. Danzard. The
dust is checked for under the table by her white
glove, which covers the steel hand and pushes
and pulls her sulky daughterinto womanhood.
I found it strange that her French Ma’am is un-
cannily reminiscent of the Margaret Thatcher
figure she played in Sink the Belgrano, but it
certainly added credence and justification to
the muderers.

The play is made up of two very separate
plots: the sisters’ story and the Danzards’
story. Their interaction is through silent and
sleekly choreographed moves around each
other and through overlapping conversations.

The set divides, the text divides and although
the divide is the crux | needed further develop-
ment of the servant/mistress relationship to
make the eventual murders both understand-
able and shocking. It's all a bit too calm and
the final attack which takes place, symboli-
cally, on the stairs - the link between the two
worlds — too abrupt. An understated relation-
ship tying Lea and Isabelle and the rather
beautifully-clumsy development of a sensual
bond between the sisters accompanied by the
haunting melody ‘Sleep my little sister sleep’
manage fo override the stultifying set and the
text's obssessive attention to detail.

But while the oppressiveness of the situation
was well evoked by Nancy Mackler’s direc-
tion, the action became so internal and
inwardlooking that | felt shoved out onto the
Le Mans streets and was quite surprised fo find
| hadn’t been drenched by French rain but
could only look forward to a Leicestershire
soaking.

BRIDGET SMITH

1-25th April - Leicester Haymarket

7,8 and 9th May - Birmingham Triangle

19, 20 and 21st May - Mitchell Theatre

26th May-27th June - Hampstead Theatre Club

WOMEN’S REVIEW NUMBER NINETEEN/39
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ngnant look at
s mgu - =i
horrific murder
AN ENLIGHTENING pbrtrayél of a horrific
1933 murder — that’s My Sister In This
House at the Haymarket Studio.

The play explores the relationships of four
people who live under one roof but have very little
communication and poignantly expresses the ten- |
sions that arise, writes Sarah Pilkington. !
An incestuous relation-'

ship between two sisters
is portrayed in @ humane

|

light and the audience is |
left with an understand- |

ing of how the servants
could murder their mis-
tresses and the myste-
rious mutilations that
took place. . ooy

S TR
A delightfully intricate

set brings a fascinating
realism to the play. -

|
|

l
|

You really should wit- (

ness this passionate dra-
ma for yourself — and be
moved by the brilliant
acting of Suzanna Hamil-
ton and unusual direction
of Nancy Meckler. My

|

Sister runs until April

25.

3,
%

Presented with financual support from
Leicester City Coundl

SUPPORTED BY LEICE STERS-RE COUNTY COUNCR
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Suzanna Hamllton and Mag

ge O’Neil in My _Slé{sr in this House
at the Triangle. - ..lliie . -

at The Triangle, Gosta Green

In 1933 France was shocked by
the frenzied murder of a woman
and her daughter by their two
long-serving maids.

The murder inspired a well
known play, Jean Genet's The
Maids, but the American writer
Wendy Kesselman has returned
to it to produce her award-win-
ning play, My Sister In This

House, here receiving its British
premier.

Monstrous Regiment In associa-
tion with the Haymarket The-
atre, Leicester, is really first
class.

Stephanie Howard’'s compact
but substantial set vividly evokes
a suffocating middle-class inte-
rior of the period, in which

The production mounted by |

|

{

S

Madame . Danzard® (Maggie

Steed) keeps her. daughter Isa-

belle (Tilly Vosburgh) an.exas- ...

perated prisoner, « .- L g
Two parallel storiex unfold, th
sterility of life downstairs where
the extreme of excitement is .
cheatling at patience, and the |
increasing - introspection. of the '
maids — devoted sisters turned ..
lovers — in the garret. =« . .. .. ::
The two - palrs ./ of - women

inhabit entirely separate worlds,

even though they crowd so close ~

together as to stifle each other:
They play

across - the. class
divide until - the. final cata:
strophic confrontation:. - . s ) ]

As the sisters, Maggie O'Neill °
and Suzanna Hamilton suggest a
relationship which sets off not
far from the brink of mania and
eventually slips over. .

All four actresses give fine per-
formances under Nancy Meck-
ler's sympathetic direction.

It is a pleasure to see such
high' quality. touring theatre in
the city and sad to think that the -
Triangle's future as a theatre
venue is under threat. The play
continues there tonight and
tomorrow. $i Gatee

TERRY GRIMLEY"

Scanned by Ca

Is “cleverly con-
structed so that lines are never.:
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Mitchell Theatre,
Glasgow :
TONY PATERSON

My Sister In This

House -

BASING her play on the French
provincial crime ~of the early
thirties when two maid servants
apparently
mistress and her daughter with
appalling brutality and no motive,
. Wendy Kesselman explores none
of the obvious ways of treatment.

Detail is meticulous, but any kind _

of physical violence is minimal,
and the climax is a cacophony of
sound, followed by a taped voice
giving the sentences. The play
ends with a chilling snatch of a
nursery son, :
The - undercurrents become
gradually obvious as the years
pass, and we become familiar
with the- passionately devoted
sisters, and the infuriatingly
precise lady of the house locked in

murdered  their

ATEEIR Y &

a stifling relationship with her
daughter. Dialogue cross-cuts
from side to side of the split stage,
the corversations of one pair
often echoing those of the other.
The desire to dominate and a
fierce jealousy warp both couples,
and there is one remarkable scene
where mistress and ‘older sister
share emotions for a moment as

.they watch the young:r maid

se:nsuha ously brush the daughter’s
ir. 2 '

Monstrous  Regiment”. has
brought an impressive contribu-
tion to Mayfest. Nancy Meckler's
production, potent in ‘silence as
well ‘as is impeccable of
its kind. Maggie Steed, all angular,
refinement as the mistress, Tilly
Vosburgh as her daughter, gauche
but anxious to reach out, are
brilliant: foils to the darkly and
deeply felt sisters of Suzanna
Hamilton and Maggie O'Neill.
There is a-splendid composite set
lit -in a highly atmospheric
manner. Don't expect the cathar-
sis of great tragedy, but be
prepared to admire the precise

analysis of the crime’s ambience.
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16th June 1887

METROPO L\Tl\'t\g

Once again the Hampstead Theatre,
Swiss Cottage NW3 (Box Office: 722
9301), has staged a fascinating piece of
drama to follow its award winning
productions of the previous year,
“Orphans’”’ and ‘‘Observe The Sons Of
Ulster Marching Towards The Somme"",
Don't be put off by the outward
appearance of the theatre building (a
cross between a Portacabin and a giant
grey shoebox!) or the idiosyncratic box
office (it pays to telephone in advance).
What matters is that you would hardly
be able to find a more engrossing play at
any other venue in London.
Wendy Kesselman's script is based on an
event that occurred at Le Mans, France
in 1933, when the Papin sisters (Lea and
‘Christine) brutally murdered their
employer, Madame Danzard, and her
daughter, having served them for six
years as domestic servants. At the time,
no motive was discovered for the
gruesome  slaughter, which was

accompanied by the terrible mutilation
of the corpses, but the trial of the maids
did reveal the injustices of their
situation and employment.

It would that anyone who has

N

considered the case has endeavoured to
develop an individual theory. Jean
Genetsaw the slayingas part of a bizarre
ritual, while Simone de Beauvoir viewed
it as a symbol of social/political unrest,
Wendy Kesselman takes the line that the
murder was a result of an incestuous
relationship between the sisters, which
flashed in to violence after years of
smouldering like a dormant volcano.
She may or not have hit upon the true
interpretation of the crime, it really
does not matter. What is important,
however, it that her idea has produced a
truly unnerving drama, which draws its
audience into a claustrophobic world,
trapping them there until the horrific
climax is reached. .

Equal importance is given to both pairs
of women by the play’s Director, Nancy
Meckler, which is appropriate, since the
employers are as much the victims of
sexual repression as their servants are,
All four actresses take their parts quite
superbly, investing them witha sense of
reality that can rarely be found. The
love shared by the two sisters is
conveyed simply and without fuss by
Suzanna Hamilton and Maggie O'Neill,
BY MARK ABBOTT

who play Christine and Lea
respectively. Both of these young
actresses catch’the essence of their
characters perfectly, pointing out the
contrast between the staid practical
Christine and the sensual spirited Lea.
The part of Madame Danzard, mistress
of the household, is taken by Maggie
Steed, who is probably best known for
her television work, (which includes
“Fox”, “The History Man" and *“Shine
On Harvey Moon). In this role, she is
compelling, and gives it an almost
birdlike quality with her intricate and
genteel rituals, (she puts on a white
glove in front of the servants, running it
along the woodwork of the furniture, in
search of dirt' and thus the sisters
inefficiency). Her daughter “Isabelle
(Tilly Vosburgh) has the soul of a
mutinous monkey, constantly plotting
rebellion against her mother, but never
daring to execute her plans.

“My Sister In This House"" is a sinqularly
powerful play, which not only seeks the
motives for an hormrific crime, but
makes some telling statements on the
position of women in society at the

time. :
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The sadistic

sisters

MADAME DANZARD (Maggie
Steed) moves through her house on
a quiet street in Le Mans like a
woman overwhelmed by the
exquisiteness of her own good taste
and anxious to disturb the least
possible amount of air. Ladylike
and angular, she alone determines
the correct tone of each moment in
the day, and consumes the veal
Jrepared for luncheon by the new
.naid as though she were playing the
word game in ‘Hay Fever,'
lvrically.

Christine (Suzanna Hamilton) is a
triumph to flaunt among her peers
in the town. Madame's daughter
[sabelie (Tilly Vosburgh) is any-
thing but lynical. With her frizzy
hair and poor posture at table,
Isabelle hums in fearful disonnance
over the piano and clatters noisily
into her lunch like a half-starved
bird whilst complaining that veal is
really too heavy for the middle of

the day. Isabelle, sulky-and ‘malf=

cious, is Madame’s cross in life. Lea
(Maggie O’Neill) is Christine’s, but
also her joy. Impulsive, affec-
tionate, pretty and shy, Christine’s
younger sister is trained in the rules
of the house and learns to jump like
Christine, to the imperious ring of
Madame’s little brass bell. The
sisters, themseives in flight from a
greedy and indifferent mother
(unseen) become lovers and grow
careless in their cold little attic
room. Madame, excited by their
obedience hitherto, becomes dis-
mayed by their growing presump-
ruousness.

Wendy Kesselman's My Sister
in this House (Hampstead) is based
on the historic double murder case
of 1933 from which Genet drew
‘The Maids.” Driven by the
unspeakable life of service and the
provocations .of their employers,
the girls tear them to ?ieeu witha
sudden and extreme ferocity des-
cribed here in court transcriptions
“la the blacked-out climax to the
play.

A Monstrous Regiment/
Leicester Haymarket production, it
is a piece about the trapping
conventions of womanhood, the
consolation of craftsmanship and
the irrevensible accumulation of
despair. It is extremely well-
written, if about 15 minutes too
long, oriiliantly directed by Nancy
‘Aeckler and played by a quartet
ensemble as good as anything in

this year. It is a rare
pleasure to see a show so well run-

W THEATREY ‘
‘My Sister in this Housé’
at Hampstead Theatre,"
Vaclav Havel's
‘ Temptation’
at The Other Place
MICHAEL RATCLIFFE -

house before six o’clock in the
morning. There are the small rites
of suppressed gaiety as the ladies of
the house neat-foot it alone to
Offenbach or dance-music on the
wireless. There are rites of associa-
tion.

Organ music naturally puts Mad-
ame 1n mind of God and so to the

“~proper cleaning of her house by L2~ |

and Christine. Watched by the girls
and putting on a white glove like an
exploratory surgeon, she tests the
intimate unseen surfaces of the
furniture for dust, a sequence of
tiny triumphs until she pauses half
way up the stairs. The fervour with
which her hand sets to work on the
offending balustrades suggests,
perhaps, that other rites are subli-
minally disturbing her mind. All
this is done with a breathless
delicacy and wit. Food

Meckler, who directed a memor-
able Macbeth at Leicester, with
Julie Walters and Bernard Hill, is
exceptionally good on time and
space and sound. Tension mounts
in the second half of Kesselman’s
play to the drip of a wash-house
sink. Hairpins clatter to the bed-
room floor as the sisters make love
in the late afternoon and the
enraged ladies, expecting the
preparation of food, climb the stairs
towards their door. Christine, her
hair loose for the first time in the
play, defies them on the landing in
an ecstasy of spontaneous courage
as if she bad become a girl again, All
four actresses are superb, but Miss
Hamilton within is heartbreakingly
good, holding ber gravity the com-
plete injustice of the story and grief
of the play.

Vaclav Havel’s Temptation
(Other Place), translated by
Theiner, is a troubled but
exuberant piece lhlft ‘;aka the Ff:ust
legend as a point of departure for a
far from entgt.;iy fantastical comedy
based on Havel's own experiences
when first impnisoned by his fellow
Czechs in 1977. Hemm learn
unpleasant things about the nature
of self-knowledge and truthfulness,
and to believe that he was being
tempted by the Devil's power.,

Prague i, ateer all, the historic
home of hermeetie philasophy.

e

Suzanna Hamilto

- ; Ja

n as Christine and Maggie O'Neill as Lea

e

literature and the necromantic arts
and, when Dr Foustka (John
Shrapnel), a scientist at a state
research institute, chalks a pen-
tangle under his carpet, lets forth
cabalistic cries and explodes a foul
smelling blue flash, there are three
knocks on the door and Fistula
(David Bradley), shuffles in.
Claiming to be a spirit who can aid
Foustka in his exploration of black
magic, Fistula looks like a cross
between a French Resistance
veteran and a disabled bug. He is
plausibly unorthodox, carrying a
plastic bag from which he extracts
slippers for the comfor: of his
cheesy old feet.

Arourd these encountsrs, pro-
mises and “artans Tmperiectiy

struck revolves an institutiona
world poisoned by every shade o
treachery and sycophantic senten-
tiousness. There is no need for the
Devil when Devil’s advocates
abound, or when there are stil
women and men. Traps are sprur.:
for the Doctor. Beneath the worlc
of soap rationing, rotas for feedin:
the pi and promotion-seekinc
displays of technological kitsch, tie
dark heart of Bacchanalia beats

The end is both riotous an:
disarming. Roger Michell’s direc-
tion simmers a rich. an
entertaining brew and Shrapne!l’
compromised protagonist is & per
fectly judged component o
absurdity, intelligence and genuir
Jrtress
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THEATRE

(}ousins
in love

FRANCIS KING
on " The Two Noble
Kinsmen "

THE ARGUMENT against
accepting Shakespeare as
co-author, with John
Fletcher, of The Two Noble
Kinsmen (RSC, Mermaid) is
that the superficiality of
much of the characterisation
and the clumsiness of much
of the plot are beneath him.
But the play, so full of mem-
orable lines, is no worse
than another collaboration
between Shakespeare and
Fletcher, ‘*Henry VIII',
and better than
“*Cymbeline."”

The story is of two cousins,
Palamon and Arcite, whose
almost amorous attachment to
each other turns to bitter rivalry
when, captured in battle by
Theseus, they glimpse Hippoly-
ta's beautiful sister Emilia from
their prison window. A subplot
concerns their gaoler's daugh-
ter, who is driven mad, in the
manner of Ophelia, by her unre-
quited love for Palamon.

- It is unlikely that an imper-
fect play will ever receive a
production that comes closer to
perfection than Rarry Kyle's.
Both Bob Crowley's sets and
costumes and the stylised sim-
plicity of the climactic scenes of
war and love derive from
Japanese theatrc. Four or five
supple poles, wavering from
side to side, represent a forest.
Shimmering bales of cloth.
unrolled across the stage, or
coloured cords. pulled taut
across it, artfully suggest tem-
poral, spatial and even psycho-
logical divisions. A battle 15
rd as a ball

mance as the gaoler's daughter
from Imogen Stubbs, who
brings to the role a subtlety and
complexity missing in the text.
Gerard Murphy and Hugh Quar-
shic make an effectively con-
trasted pair of Kinsmen, even if
the former's Palamon is more
plebeian than noble. Whether
by accident or desien, Peter
Guinness's Theseus amusingly
suggests Malcolm Muggendge
in his prime,

* * *

IN LE MANS in 1933. two
maids, convent-cducated sis-
ters, hacked and tore their mis-
tress and her daughter literally
to pieces in an act of frenzied
violence. This folte @ deur has
already inspired one play, Jean
Genet's coruscating ‘' The
Maids.” Now it has inspired
Wendy Kesselman's sombre My
Sister in This House
(Hampstead).

I should guess that Nancy
Meckler's superb production
has much to do with the stun-
ning impact of this play. Except
at the climax, all the scenes
between the maids and the
ladies are wordless, to suggest
the social gulf that divides
employers and employed. Yet
skilfully orchestrated by Miss
Meckler, every surreptitious
glance, every tentative gesture
betrays how ravenously these
symbionts feed on each other.

As the mistress of the house,
her grey, towering angularity
suggesting a rhea, Maggie
Steed gives a performance
wholly memorable in its preen-
ing grotesqueness. Tilly
Vosburgh as the twitchingly
ncurotic daughter. and Maggie
O'Neill and Suzanna Hamulton
as the two sisters, one childlike
and ardent and the other steely
and repressed. are no less
striking.

* * *
] dinary that. 1n the

Coward's " The
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Morris Newcom

Suzanna Hamilton (left) and Maggie O’Neill in
- *“My Sister in This House " (Hampstead)

lies of the Twenties, namely
Ferdinand Bruckner's Pain of
Youth, should have appeared in
Austria. It is even more
extraordinary that a work so
powerful should only now be
having its first performance in
this country, at the enterprising
little Gate in Notting Hill.
Suffering from a psychologi-
cal hangover after the pro-
longed orgy of the First World
War, Bruckner's youthful
characters seek ever more dras-
tic remedies—in nihilism, in
gratuitous acts of cruelty, in
perverse sex, in drug-taking.
Their leader and destroyer is an
older man, Freder. a disciple of
Nietzsche, who brings to mon-
strous birth the devil in each.
By the close. he has induced
one of their number to become
a street-walker and another to
Kill herself  and has it

His person as irresistible ¢
his evil credo, this character
virtually impossible to mak
convincing. But Tim Woodwar«
his eyes glittering hypnoticall
does marvels with him. Sylv:
Rotter, often reminiscent ¢
Garbo in her height, her gawk
ness and the expressive beaut
of her deep voice, plays th
woman who at the close beg
Freder: *Murder me! Murde
me!"'. As the cocaine-sniffin
aristocrat who eventually finc
the oblivion that she desires i
an overdose of veronal, Joann
Pearce conveys a hard-edgec
quivering neurosis with pla:
zent skill.

With Patti Love's directio
imposing an increasingly fro
netic rhythm on this morbt
dance of death. Bruckner
stature 1s convincingly demao
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