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Siblings’ love 
triangle from all 
possible angles

When Simon Gray 
was watching 
rehearsals in 
2001 for his play 
Japes, he had a 

strong sense that the characters 
would have arrived at different 
outcomes if  they had made 
different choices.

Experimenting with that 
“sliding doors” moment – and 
exploring the same situation from 
different perspectives – he wrote 
three more plays, all set in the 
same house in Hampstead’s Vale 
of  Health.

Now for the first time they 
are performed together in rep at 
Hampstead Theatre.

Michael and Jason (Japes) have 
inherited the family home after the 
accidental death of  their parents.

But their close sibling ties come 
under strain when they both fall in 
love with the same girl, Anita.

Tracing their lives back and 
forth over 30 years, the four-play 
cycle carries a risk of  madness for 
the performers admits director 
Tamara Harvey.

She said: “The practicalities are 
mammoth. On the first day I said 

‘welcome to the insanity’.
“In Japes we meet them in their 

early 20s and hit them at different 
moments – at one point in their 
60s. 

“We see them go through so 
much and make choices about how 
to live their lives and survive the 
challenges life throws at them.

“It’s an actor’s dream, as well 
as a nightmare, because it gives 
so much scope to think about how 
different and similar we are as we 
age.”

‘Sanctuary’
Harvey, whose biggest recent job 
was steering the Sir Tim Rice 
musical From Here to Eternity, says 
the location is important in setting 
the brothers’ bohemian middle-
class context.

“It also feels symbolic, to do with 
recuperation, how we take care of  
ourselves and each other through 
our lives.

“Anita comes from a different 
world, she’s described as a bit 
of  a waif  and finds herself  in 
this intellectual house where 
everyone’s quoting poetry at each 
other – it’s both alien and the stuff  

Late Simon Gray’s difficult four-play cycle 
‘an actor’s dream, as well as a nightmare’

of  fantasy.  
“It’s that thing of  meeting a 

family in the house they’ve grown 
up in and finding yourself  wanting 
to be a part of  it. 

“But the house becomes both a 
sanctuary and a prison for her.”

At times the different stories 
overlap and interweave as Gray 
explores how different choices 
might lead to different paths and 
conclusions.

“We’ve all had those moments 
when we’ve wondered, what if  I 
had made the opposite choice – 
what would I be now? 

“He plays that out. Sometimes 
you get the same line in a different 
play with a different tense or 
adjective.” 

Jason and Michael’s relationship 
is supposedly modelled on Gray’s 
rivalry with brother Piers, who 
died of  alcoholism aged 49, 

but Harvey is uninterested in 
biographical facts.

“He clearly loved these 
characters and wanted to explore 
their stories, but autobiographical 
questions are not for the rehearsal 
room. It’s not something you can 
ever play,” she says.

Gray, who died in 2008, was 
famed for his self-deprecating 
sardonic wit and subjects that 
are unashamedly intellectual and 
unfashionably, middle-class.

But Harvey is thriving on these 
factors and on the craftsmanship 
of  these late works.

 “The confidence it takes to 
embrace the possibility that you 
haven’t written the definitive 
version is quite interesting.

“What I’m loving about his 
writing is the depth of  what’s 
unspoken. What’s fascinating 
about these characters is they use 

language in the way of  people who 
love words but it explores how 
intellectual arguments can be a 
means of  not saying things that 
are in their hearts.”

She added: “It gives that sense 
of  the potency and the risk of  
language  – words can be by far 
the cruellest things we use against 
each other.” 

Irrespective of  class, she says 
the questions raised, of  who we 
love and what we do to them, are 
universal.

“These plays are concerned with 
exploring the human condition 
and human beings in all their 
complexity and beauty, which 
resonates far beyond a little house 
in Hampstead.”

� In The Vale of Health plays in rep at 
Hampstead Theatre Downstairs until 
May 8. Visit hampsteadtheatre.com.

Solid but unremarkable Lear 
does what it says on the tin
KING LEAR
The Cockpit 
Marylebone
�����

Indefatigable character 
actor David Ryall, stalwart 
of  Olivier’s Old Vic and 

Peter Hall’s National, now 
best known to youngsters as 
Dumbledore’s pal and Grandpa 
in Outnumbered, finally 
graduates to leading man in 
Darker Purpose Theatre’s King 
Lear at The Cockpit.

It’s a family affair, with 
Ryall’s daughters Charlie and 
Imogen playing Cordelia and 
the doctor respectively. Their 
natural bond adds weight to the 
elegiac later scenes, Charlie’s 
briskly matter-of-fact Cordelia 
softening believably as her 
father’s tyranny slides into 
fragility.

Unfortunately, Ryall senior 
wasn’t at full strength, relying 
on the script after a recent 
course of  chemotherapy 

affected his memory. There 
were tantalising glimpses of  a 
great interpretation, fiercely 
heartfelt, but his performance 
– understandably – was more 
irascible than indomitable. 

Darker Purpose’s production 
felt similarly hamstrung, 
although the cause was 
harder to fathom. Stripped-
back staging suggested a raw, 
intimate experience, in contrast 
to Mendes’s stylish National 
Theatre version, but that 
intensity never materialised. 

Soul
Big emotional beats landed with 
a whisper, from the shocking 
banishments to the raging 
storm, the latter most notable 
for an intrusively loud wind 
machine. The fights contain 
swordplay rivalling the BBC’s 
Musketeers for artificiality.

Still, there are sparks among 
the supporting cast. Wendy 
Morgan’s vexed Goneril, 
Dominic Kelly’s physically 
courageous Edgar, and Ryan 

Wichert’s energetic Fool. His 
jester antics occasionally grate, 
but his quieter moments offer 
much-needed soul. 

Michael Luke Watson tips 
over into moustache-twirling 
baddie during his villainous 
soliloquies, but plays Edmund’s 
false sincerity effectively. 
Ian Hallard’s self-important 
Cornwall and Nikki Leigh 
Scott’s gleefully deranged Regan 

provide the evening’s high point 
in their torture of  Stephen 
Christos’s overly mannered 
Gloucester, committing enough 
to splatter the front row.

That risk is an anomaly 
in a solid but unremarkable 
production. It’s something of  
a Ronseal Lear, it does exactly 
what it says on the tin.
Until March 29.

Marianka Swain

� King Lear is at the Cockpit Theatre Picture: Robert Workman

� Director Tamara Harvey with actor Gethin Anthony in rehearsal

 Words can be by far the 
cruellest things we use 
against each other   

Director Tamara  Harvey

� Restaurant critic 

Joseph Connolly 

reviews Hix at 

Selfridges 
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FROM CLUTTER 
TO CALM

In the UK everyone has £400 
clutter in their homes

Let me help you clear it and make your life better

“OMG Kelly in 2 days you have 
transformed not only my living 
space but also my life” – MAL

“Kelly you are on speed dial forever, 
my house is now clear, spacious and 

a wonderful place to relax” – ML
Trying to sell your home? Need some help 

reorganising your spcae to get that all 
important Sale? We can help!

Get It All Sorted 
Telephone 020 8523 4843 or 07930 468289


