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Witness For The Prosecution 
London County Hall 

The star of this new 
production of Agatha 
Christie’s cracking 
courtroom drama has no 
lines, doesn’t move and 
takes no bow.  

But without the novelty of  
using County Hall’s old 
Council chamber as stand in 
for Court No1 of  the Old 
Bailey, an excellent evening 
would have merely been a 
good one.

Both venues were designed 
at the start of  the 20th 
century and share many 
features. Many years ago I 
spent three months sitting in 
No1 as a juror, and can testify 
that the atmosphere evoked 
by director Lucy Bailey and 
designer William Dudley is 
eerily spot-on.

Young Leonard Vole 
(skilfully given the Uriah 
Heap treatment for most of  
the action by Jack Mullen) is 
accused of  the murder of  a 
rich older woman he has 
befriended. 

Her body has been 
discovered soon after one of  
his visits by her fiercely 
defensive housekeeper, 
waspishly played by Jules 
Melvin. Vole voluntarily goes 
to the police to tell them what 

he knows, then is taken by his 
solicitor to tell his story to 
brilliant barrister Sir Wilfred 
Robarts (played with much 
authority by David Yelland). 

Policemen in big hats and 
swirling gabardines arrive, 
caution and arrest him – he is 
distraught but, as Robarts 
assures him, the British legal 
system is the finest in the 
world.

Robarts’ next visitor is the 
extraordinarily assured Mrs 
Voles: all black leather, red 
hair and lipstick and with the 
coldest German accent this 
side of  Dogger Bank. 

The audience, luxuriating 
in the most comfortable 
leather chairs of  any London 
venue, collectively wonder “Is 
Romaine all she makes 
herself  out to be ...?”. 
Catherine Steadman relishes 
this succulent femme fatale 
role in a trial that’s presided 
over by 

Patrick Godfrey’s superb 
Judge, with Mr Meyers QC 
(the perfick [sic] Philip 
Franks) prosecuting.

The rest of  the this review 
must remain in camera. It 
would be folly to reveal the 
many plot twists which had 
the audience gasping in 
amazement.

Verdict: guilty of  being 
London’s Christmas 
must-see.

David Winskill

Review

Kinnear is excellent as 
self-centred writer but 
this is unwieldy drama
Young Marx 
Bridge Theatre 

✩✩

London’s first new wholly 
commercial theatre in 80 years, 
run by former National Theatre 
duo Nicholas Hytner and Nick 
Starr, and named for its Tower 
Bridge location, is distinctly 
audience-friendly – from its 
airy open-plan foyer to the 
freshly baked madeleines, 
water fountains, copious loos 
and comfy leather chairs in the 
flexible 900-seat auditorium. 

The opening play doesn’t quite 
measure up, but is still a  
good opportunity to experience 
the grand but intimate audito-
rium and its handsome revolve.

Richard Bean and Clive 
Coleman’s comic romp visits Karl 
Marx as a young, penniless 

political refugee in 1850 Soho. We 
meet him debating the value of  
possessions – not with great 
thinkers, but with a suspicious 
pawnbroker. 

Hardship is played as giddy 
farce, with Marx clambering 
over rooftops or hiding in 
cupboards to avoid creditors, 
policemen and spies. His 
bromance with Engels becomes 
a musical hall double act, and 
the groan-worthy puns and 
mistranslations are pure 
Blackadder. But it’s unwieldy 
drama, reproducing strange-but-
true episodes because that’s how 
they happened, rather than as 
part of  a clear arc. 

It could interrogate what we 
allow great men (and it’s 
generally men) to get away with: 
does Marx’s higher purpose 
excuse him from being a good 
husband, father, friend? Instead, Rory Kinnear in The Young Marx  Pictures: MANUEL HARLAN

the light-hearted tone is at  
odds with his dangerously sick 
child and exploited wife and 
maid.

Roy Kinnear is nevertheless 
excellent as the self-centred, 
procrastinating writer, as is 
Oliver Chris’s suave Engels, 
Tony Jayawardena’s avuncular 
doctor, Eben Figueiredo’s 
acolyte, Nicholas Burns’s  
love rival, and Miltos 
Yerolemou’s hot-headed French 
terrorist.

Nancy Carroll and Laura 
Elphinstone invest their roles 
with dignity and rigorous 
intellect, but the play’s 
celebration of  collective 
enterprise seems dubious, given 
the lack of  corresponding 
collective credit. A decent 
opener, but the building is the 
real star. 

Marianka Swain


