The Origin of Species
BIRMINGHAM REPERTORY
STUDIO

Reviewer: David lan Rabey

By Bryony Lavery. Directed by Nona Sheppard.
Designed by Jenny Carey. Lighing design by Michael
Rowntree. First performance: 22 November 1984.
Cast: Gillian Hanna, Mary MeCusker.

Archaeologist Molly — a woman whose
*career is in ruins’— goes on a dig in search
of a man, but instead finds a four-million-
year-old woman, whom she christens
Victoria, then smuggles her neanderthal
adoptee back home to the Yorkshire coast.
This unusual version of mother-and-
daughter relationships forms the premise

of Bryony Lavery’s seasonal fantasy for
the Monstrous Regiment company,
hosted by Birmingham Rep, and the
proceedings show more adventurousness
and ease than most recent main house
offerings at this theatre, despite the sadly
meagre audience on the night I attended.

Nona Sheppard’s deft, fluid direc-
tion helps play and players through some
potentially problematic gear changes. Gil-
lian Hanna gives a characteristically excel-
lent performance as Molly, engaging the
audience from the outset like a cheery
Northern nanny {more benign than her
counterpart in Angela Carter’s Company
of Wolves), describing rock formations
with sculptures in chocolate cake and
blithely informing us about classical
anthropologists as comfortingly as Betty
Turpin might proffer a pint of Newton &

Ridley’s. Mary McCusker also deserves
praise as the cavewoman progressing from
simian grunts and shambles to childlike,
slightly slavic speech and adult responsi-
bility. Jenny Carey’s set facilitates tonal
changes, as its cosy Yorkshire hearth
melts into desert sand and moonlit sea,
the sounds of which provide pervasive
atmospherics with a particular sense of
elemental (and menstrual?) rhythms.
Victoria’s first-hand accounts of
stone-age life bring Molly to an awareness
of how exceptional women, like herself,
have been eclipsed or dismissed by speci-
fically male anthropologists, whose values
would also be appalled by Victoria’s
cannibalism; but his trait represents, for
her, a form of regenerative communion
redolent of Christ’s. Molly similarly
learns to accept Victoria as natural for-
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bear, for all the playful chaos which might
be expected from introducing an animal
force into an orderly household replete
with knitting, classical music and volumes
of Shakespeare. There is also a fine
counterpoint between youth and age, the
senses of time which make a New Year or
birthday ‘the death of a year’ or, for
Victoria, slow but telling progress to the
birth of new knowledge. Some passages
(such as Victoria’s language acquisition)
are uneconomic, but, like the evolution-
ary progress it begins by describing, the
play prepares for a final spurt of accelera-
tion as_Victoria tests her new-found im-
agination, Her discovery of Molly's male-
inflicted stigmata causes a real enough
theatrical shudder, but nearly scuttles our
previous sense of Molly as 2 character; in
contrast, Victoria’s response to the ulti-
mate threat to her evolutions and species
is touchingly necessary in its simple,
practical resolve,

The symbolic resonances of Origin
may sound portentous in summary, but
its surface is distinguished by its simplic-
ity and accessibility, along with notably
enthusiastic performances, Here is a sea-
sonal play without forced holiday-camp
cheer; its comfort and joy are hard-won in
the face of threats, but more valuable for
that. Molly says fun is like fire, yielding
warmth and sharp weapons, and the play
succeeds best in the intimate glow of this

sympathetic production; but she also...

reminds us that the principle of evolution
is that the greater the knowledge, the
greater chance of survival, and that, to

“quote her harmonium party piece, ‘fun-

damental things apply, as time goes by’.
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Absolute twaddle

BRYONY LAVERY and Wil-
liam Douglas-Home, - two
practitioners who seem effort-
lessly to find new work coming
out of their ears, both open
plays in London that explore
«the-=mysterious recesses of
history. Beyond this point, all
similarity ceases. To witness
their work in the same week is
to marvel, if not at the richness,
at least at the diversity to which
the performing arts can aspire,
if aspiration is quite the right
word. = - _

Douglas-Home’s - After the
Ball Was Over (Old Vic) is set in
‘the near future, but historical
inasmuch as it plunders the barrel
of clichés that constituted pre-
1950 British drama. The subject
is fox-hunting, which the dashed
rotten House of Lords (Bol-
sheviks to a man) are voting to
ban. What'’s more, a couple of

. hunt saboteurs have the bare-

: iaced cheek to gatecrash the hunt
ball! Luckily they’re frightfully
. {Hice——Came:to think of it, she’s
2| pretty~fittle minx when she’s
‘angry, and-he’s a 'I‘ory, which
‘just goes to show you can’t judge
& chap on one issue alone.

Nice is not 2 word you would

-hapless performers-

-ROS ASQUITH on
London theatre

use for the Duke who plans to

pursue the chase, even though his’

wife and best pal have just
plunged to their deaths from his
minstrel’s gallery, which at least
gives them a merciful respite from
the subsequent - action. What
makes this experience verge on
the tragic is the spectacle of the
(Anthony
Quayle, Maxine Audley, Patrick
Cargill) forced to thrash around
in vain pursuit of such unspeak-
able twaddle simply to pay the
gas bill. The fortitude of the
actors, and that of the audience,
at least half of whom were kind
enough to engage in a wan
flapping of hands at the end, are
the only signs of virtue in the
whole sorry business.

From a dodo to genuine pre-
history. in Bryony Lavery’s
quirky Origin of the Species,
presented by Monstrous Regi-
ment at the Drill Hall. An ardent
archaeologist digging for prehis-
toric man finds .instead a four-
million-year-old woman com-
pleteand ready to run. Molly, the
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archaeologist, carts her back to
Yorkshire, names her, rather

‘against appearances, Victoria,

and proceeds, on the premise that
her brain, though old, is perfectly
formed, to educate her like a
daughter.

The spectacle of said fierce and
hairy biped coming to terms with
skirts and teapots and clocks and
all civilisation’s gentler aspects is
crafted with great humour and
charm. The crunch comes when
the ‘child’ has to learn about
cruelty and war, in a gentle but
teliing allegory of the loss of
innocence.

- Lavery’s wit -and imagination
are unquestionably present, but
her story, though immensely
enjoyable, is marred by a lack of
sophistication and grit— never
really leaving the nursery, it
always hovers on the edge of
tweeness. None the less it has
much of the fascination of good:
science fiction, the moral
resonance of a parable, a beautiful
set that combines domestic bliss
with the call of the wild and
confirms Jenny Carey as one of
the most innovative designers
around, and marvellously funny
performances from Gillian Hanna
(Molly) and Mary McCusker |
{Victoria).
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‘Origin of the Species’ (Drill Hall)
A warm, homely, fireside yarn infused with
female solidarity but sadly lacking in ideas
or technique. Bryony Lavery’s ‘love story’
occurs on New Year's Eve in the form of a
tale spun by ageing archaeologist Molly,
who discovers ape-woman Victoria in dark-
est Africa, digs her up and brings her home
to Yorkshire to teach her all about twentieth
century existence. If Molly represents what
has become of woman, Victoria symbolises
hope for womankind and, as she steps
alone into the night to greet the genocidal
male race, it's a small hope indeed. Lavery's
writing is simple and accessible but she
doesn‘t develop themes and the one joke —
teaching the ape-woman to speak — is
stretched thin over two hours. The play, as
it is written and in what it intends to con-
vey, substantiates the idea of the passive
female impetus. What it lacks is not so
much a toughness as a sense of direction —
there's nothing peculiarly male about that.
(Suzie Mackenzie)

Is woman descended
from the apes?
Monstrous Regiment
re-examine Darwinism
in Bryony Lavery’s
ORIGIN OF THE SPECIES
(Drill Hall) reviewed

Molly Starkey, famous
archeologist and
raconteur is awaiting

the passing of the year
with a mixture of Y
excitement and dread.
As the clock ticks on
towards midnight, she 3
tells us a story. Itisa
love story set in Africa
and Yorkshire.

It is a story so very
strange that even
Molly’s lifelong friend
Victoria, finds it

difficult to believe ...

But it is true.

Will you believe it?

AN \
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MONSTROUS REGIMENT PRESENTS
A LOVE STORY BY BRYONY LAVERY
DIRECTED BY NONA SHEPPHARD DESIGNED BY JENNY CAREY
OF THE || /™ GILLAN HANNA AND MARY McCUSKER
TUES-SAT AT 8PM UNTIL APRIL 6

SPEC’ES THE DRILL HALL ARTS CENTRE

16 Chenies Street London WCI Box Office 01 637 8270

TIMEOUT MARCH 28-3 APRIL 1885
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this week.

H'Origin of the Species’ by Bryony Lavery
E'rehs)ented by Monstrous Regiment (Drill

a
Meet Molly, a batty old archeological
spinster in search of her origins. And
Victoria, four million years old, her hungry
hirsute ancestor. Bryony Lavery launches
here on another of her fantastical tales,
building an alternative mythology for
women with humour and a deal of sarcasm.
The trouble is, she tells stories rather than
creating theatre, and it is left to the
performers to pull together a three-
dimensional element for their audience.
But Mary McClusker and Gillian Hanna do a
fine job. There is comical tension as Victoria
is taught how to be a 'modern woman',
truimph when she spits out her first
word—"apple'—and sadness when she
leaves, as ultimately she must, to go out
and take on the world. There are
resonances here of Deborah Levy's
fabulous 'Pax’ with the same crucial vision
of our planet’s history, and of its horribly
precarious future. (Barney Bardsley)
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Origin_of | _
the Species

... at Biringham Rep
Studio

Sometimes you do

tend to wonder if auuj- !
ors are losing their
marbtes. The search for
novelty at any cost
gives risc -to some

\curious malformations

latest farce is & com-
plete confusion.

Miss Lavery belongs
1o that modern breed of ¢

i
Bryony Lavery's l
!

who protest the role of
womien  in- what is
believed to be a male-
dominated world.
Which is nonsense. The
plays are naturally .
propagandist material, </

A cosy middle-aged
Yorkshire biddy called
Molly (Gillian Hanna)
tells a story on New
Year's Eve. In flash
back  she recounts
experiences: on an
archaeological dig. In
the process of digging 1
in the sand she discov-
ers a four million year |
old live woman who she |
drags back to Yorkshire {
and teaches to speak.
(At this point ‘my heart
went out to these two
excellent -actresses bat- |
tling with ludicrous -
material). i

The creature is
named Vicioria (Mary |
McCusker uncomfor-
tably  draped with
sandy bodyhair) and
quickly learns the
fominist angle as she
ceases lo squeak and
grunl. By this time you
do wondcr why the
auIthor bothered.

n fact an engagin
half hour or sogwgl‘!ili(".\r
the plot flounders on-
can be spent looking for
frace clements of
Company of Wolves
perhaps, or An Ameri-
can Werewolf in Lon-
don. :

My private award for
the best production of .
theyear still goesto the - ’
Belgrade Theatre,

Coventry, for Death of
a Salesman, where 1
I suggest you go for some

bellyaching - feminist \

+

truly. splendid theatre
this weekend.
RICHARD EDMONDS
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