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Freddie
Sayers
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Notes on a Scandal

15 CERT, 81 MINS

he burlesque relish with which

the two main characters of Notes

on a Scandal are drawn is

revealed already by their names.
The aging spinster (Judi Dench), envious
and infatuated by her younger colleague,
is called Barbara Covett; the married
object of Barbara’s desires (Cate
Blanchett), on whom she works a complex
strategy of seduction, is called — remem-
ber the story of King David? - Bathsheba
Hart.

The evolving relationship between these
two women (as gradually revealed
through Barbara's diaries) and our evoly-
ing moral assessment of each of them is
the whole fun and terror of this piece. It is
a film that appears to be a thriller, with
some of the extravagance of a Restoration
wmr:dy but it will remain with you,
tugging away at you, not letting you rest,
with the persistence of a medieval moral-
ity play

Barbara Covett is an old battle-axe of a
teacher at a state secondary school in
London, and we join her for the arrival of
new art teacher Sheba Hart. Sheba is
everything Barbara is not — beautiful,

mother, wealthy, open,
arbara views her with wry
interest. Tt is only when she discovers that
Sheba has been having an affair with 15-
year-old pupil Steven Connolly that it
becomes clear how obsessive that interest
has become. She tries to leverage this
knowledge o “liberate™ Sheba from her
family and allow her to become her own

Beguiled by the fluttering wings

BALLET
REVIEW
Dennis
Chang
<
ho would have guessed that
the genteel world of ballet
would fall vietim 1o two of
the biggest headlines of the
New Year? Television cameras and
paparazzi photographers have hovered
around the English National Ballet ever
since a principal dancer was “outed” as
a fee-paying member of the British
National Party. To compound the PR
nightmare, Britain’s whiz-kid choreogra-
pher Christopher Wheeldon announced
that he would be starting a new transat-

lantic clusscal balle company. putting
the ENB under more pressure than ever

Judi Dench and Cate Blanchett: battle axe and beauty

lover and life-partner. revealing justhow
creepy she really is in the process.
Judi Dench is spectacularly good. She
looks terrifying, her thinning chestnut
wash giving way to white roots and no
make up. big naked varicose legs in baths.
gnarly old hands. We start off loving her
as we usually love Judi: fierce, witty and
wonderfully authoritarian. When she

10 prove its raison d*étre. What a glori-
ous redemption. then. that the company
was able (o triumph in Mary Skeaping’s
Giselle. a production unique to the
company. Hailing from Paris in 1841,
Giselle is one of the earliest works in
today’s performing repertoire, predating
Tchaikovsky and Petipa’s The Sleeping
Beauty by nearly half a century. In
contrast fo the fabled queens and
prineesses of imperial Russia, Giselle is
a guileless country bumpkin often
saddled with a pastel peasant outfit. She
falls for the handsome Albrecht, who is
a count in disguise. but then dies from
heartbreak upon discovering he is
already betrothed to someone else.
Albrecht. shaken by guilt and eompelld
by love, visits Giselle's grav
evening, only to be attacked bv he
vengeful ghosts of spurned women, led
by Myrtha. the Queen of the Wilis. But
Giselle, as a new member of the group,
shields Albrecht from her

daylight separates the magic
her repentant lover’s solitude

Agnes Oaks was refreshingly under-

imagines “hubby’s pruny old mouth at
Sheba's breast” (of hushand Bill Nighy).
we laugh and are only slightly surprised:
she is clearly an old lesbian. but a benevo-
Tent one at that point. Suddenly. with the
revelation of Sheba's affair with the pupil.
the monster Machiavel is revealed: *T
could gain everything by doing nothing.”
Atevery point, when we think Barbara

stated in both her dancing and acting
When courted by Thomas Edur’s noble
Albrecht her initial embarrassment at his
advances seemed genuine — not the mere
teasing of a cloyingly sweet debutante
which one often sees. As a Wili, Oaks’s
weightless feet were the wings of a night
moth in a cemelery — fluttering with the
last flicker of life

The Royal Ballet was also staging an
early 19th-century ballet involving
fecKless male chasing after the ghost of
a woman in a long white skirt. La
Sylphide. a Scottish story adapted by an
Italian choreographer for the Paris
Opera Ballet, is now best known in
Danish choreographer August
Bournonville’s 1836 version. La
Sylphide has survived well, in contrast
16 the historical bastardisation inflicted
upon Giselle. thanks to the Royal
Danish Ballet's militant guardianship.
The current Royal Ballet production
from 2006 is staged by principal dancer
Johann Kobberg, whose pristine Danish
training is evident in his weightless
jumps, quick steps., and graceful bearing.

now to be real

could not be any more miserable, deluded,
obsessive or freaky, we are proved wrong
And yet, oddly, we still feel sorry for
Barbara. This is not just the story of a
monster. It is about loneliness, and old
age, and the persistent taboo of lesbian-
ism. Particularly, it is about the isolation
of people whose desires have been forbid-
den (by themselves as well as others) and
whose solitude is coloured by self-
loathing. Barbara’s sweet sister, who at

Itis also a story about class. Sheba’s
world in her Primrose Hill ision, with
children running around and light and
beauty, is a different world to Barbara’s
Archway basement. When invited to
lunch, Barbara’s impeccable accent and
manners are let down by her overly smart
dress, and awkward bunch of flowers —
the elegant bohemian class is impossible
to emulate. Both Barbara’s fetish for
Sheba, and Sheba's fetish for young Irish
boy Steven, are class obsessions: as
Barbara herselfl says, Steven was basically
attractive because he was poor and still
liked art, “like a monkey who'd stepped
out of the forest and asked for a gin and
tonic™,

Sheba, meanwhile. is as extravagantly
naive as Barbara is wicked. Achingly
vulnerable, she is wooed and dumped by

There is something about Cate Blanchett’s
face that, as well as being beautiful, i
very grand, and, coupled with her slightly
100 polished English accent she seems like
ing princess let out of the palace too
t is incredibly important we keep

There is no one really to like in this
story, and yet there is no one fully o hate.

over the top and yet eerily convincing
—if you don’t know Barbara’s equivalent,
you know at least that she is rml This is
the moral difficulty that lingers and, like
one of Barbara’s barbed remarks, hangs
heavy and unresolved

of a moth

As with last vear, those unique

“Bournonville” qualities remained more
evident in the male corps de ballet than
in the female, which had greater trouble
2 10 the speed of the choreogra-

Sarah Lamb. as the amoral Sylphide
who lures a hapless Scottish farmer from
his fiancée, perfectly captured the char-
acter’s naiveté and irresistible charm
She skipped, hopped. and slid across the
Scottish highlands (or forest. in this
instance) with nary the faintest whisper
from her feet. The target of her affec-

mpa-

thetic character. but his escape on their

ng night seems even more pathetic
in the egalitarian 21st century. Viach-
eslav Samodurov didn't try (o make
James likeable. With the exception of
Sylphide. whom he pursued with single-
minded lust, James was nasty or impen-
etrable to everyone else in the drama.
For the first time I was struck by the
utter unfaimess of Sylphide’s death: I'd
rather have put the poisoned scarf
around James’s neck.
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When the crossword
compulsion takes me

he other day a
colleague caught
me reaching the
bottom of the

“down” escalator from our

office in the middle of the

afternoon, my newspaper

under my arm, and imme-

diately getting on the one
ack up again, looking for

all the world as though I

had nothing better to do

than ride these
conveyances to pass the
working day. | explained
that I'd left my pen behind
and, quick as a Flash, he
asked why I didn’t do it in
my head. I wold him [ was
popping out for a break to
make some notes. o work,
actually, not to do the
word, .\nd he was suit-
ably abas|

]n fact, I(:fldn do the
crossword in my head  or at
least a good proportion of
it, before filling it in. This
is because I try not to clut-
ter my home with discarded

paper, preferring to take the

Telegraph to the pub and

leave it there whenT've

finished with it for some-
one else to pick up. so that
my good taste and civilised
values might begin a jour-
ney round the world: and
the last thing I want is for
some stranger 1o conclude
that the Tel is read by
dunderheads who can’ l see
that “Train not prosaic” is
an anagram of *Procrasti-
nation”. Better that they
think its readers consider
such games beneath their
notice altogether. Hence the

‘mental pencilling in.

Actually I'm sure some

Telegrapli readers do

disdain the crossword

because it’s a great deal
easier than those in the

Times or the Guardian,

which is also why it’s one

of the paper’s broader sell-
ing points. Many people
who like something
tougher will buy one of the
other two for that reason
alone. Silly, T know, but
true, and it does no harm
for hacks to be humbled by
the knowledge that their

copy is competing with a

- Left, a
great
N British
’/ | tradition

[T word as »\ell ;u. bein;
64

SN -,

compiler for the attention
even of someone who has
already paid for it

But why are these things
so popular? It's a very
English phenomenon, the
cryptic crossword, and one
that never caught on in
America, where they prefer
simple general knowledge
questions, with the letiers
established in one axis
providing helpful clues to
the answers in the other.
Puns and anagrams seem to
bore or mystify Americans,
alien us they are (o & proud
tradition of straight talking
and often wearying literal-
mindedness. We are natu-
rally devious of habit and
thought, we English. No
wonder the Yanks don't
trust us.

Not all crossword solvers
are the same, mind. Some,
like my fiancée, who is a
smarty-pants literate
accountant, do the cross-
word and the sudoku,
whereas mere numbers
have never held any charm
for me. Then again | know
people who can’t work, or
sleep. or hold a conversa-
tion until they've finished
the day's puzzle, whereas if
I'm not in the mood. or a
compiler’s brain clearly
works in a radically differ-
ent way from mine, T will
toss it aside and do some-
thing else, like ride the
office escalators. On the
other hand, if the muse is
on me, simply completing
the grid is not enough. T
start thinking up clues to
the answers [ consider clev-
erer, more elegant and
economical than those
provided. Then I go off at a
tangent, and compose
crossword clues for random
words that catch my notice
in the street. The next thing
Tknow I'm pulling words
out of the midnight news
and inventing clues for
them into the small hours
The following morning 1
text them to people. and
feel my glee mount with
each passing minute it
takes them to respond.
Sometimes the return
message reads simply “you
need help”, which might be
true but is also an admis-
sion of failure

I happen t be going
through one of those phases
just now, so I'll leave you
with a teaser of my own
composition, and iry to
remember (o supply the
answer next week: Excuse

for not finishing cror

late? (.

Nick Thomas

tin

and Worldwide

THEATRE REVIEW
PETER PEGNALL

amuel Beckett
narrowed  himself
down uniil, like the
rest of the human race,
he entered silence. His writing
evolved from the grand
pyrotechnics of More Pricks
than Kicks and Whoroscope
to the mathematical white
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of creeping aphasia; and yet it
is quite beautiful. It would be
betier to say nothing with
Beckett than rant with John
Osbome or polemicise with
Arnold Wesker: he was, it

seemi, & shy,sociable man
who ond of cricket as
wellas his lfelong companion
uzanne.
Happy Days is effectively a
monologue., while nominally
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woman of about 50. is buried
first up her waist, then up 10
her neck: she meanders,
supposes. remembers and
wpsullnl:‘\ She puts words in

illie's mouth, a man o
“about 60", who does little
more than read aloud from
the newspaper, stare at a
pornographic postcard and
shift in his lair in the rubble.
Until the breathtaking finale,
that is.

Beckell's stage directions

muxlmnm of simplicity
and symmetry” - give a very
clear mdmuun of the style
he expects the presentation o
adopt.

So it was with curmud-
geonly palpitations that

waited 1o witness Fiona
Shaw’s performance at the
National's Lyttelton Theatre.
She is an actor of verve, fire
and energy, but scarcely noted
for restraint or delicacy of
tone. I still wince from her
grotesquely melodramatic
reading of TS Eliot’s “Waste
Land”, delivered without a
hint of irony, tendemess or
the still, sad music of human-
ity. Think of Peggy Asheroft
and weep, said my unfair,
inner voice.

Within minutes, I relented;
this was a mélange of charm,
tact, sinewy anguish and
exquisitely self-deprecating
humour. The audience fell in
love with her, as she loved
the text. Her performance
made the play feel o short,a
true refuge even as it realised
a circle of hell. How on earth
a woman buried up to her
neck can be sexy is beyond
me. But she was. even as she
stepped out of her hole and
winsomely acknowledged lhe

she patted the mound in which
she'd been planted, a ribute 10
the theatrical splendour of the

y favourite moments
were probably when Winnie
half-recalled lines from great
poetry and drama, possibly
because I'd own up to similar
inept enthusi
dence. “That is what I find so
wonderful a part remains, of
one’s classics, 10 help one

will have been another happy
day” comes close to perfec-
tion. In any event, to cherry-
pick is to be ungrateful. since

A sweet restorative

there was not a syllable or
sound out of place — with the
exception of the dire music
that was played before the
performance.

Which brings us to the
utterly unpredictable final
tableair, Willie. dressed to kill,
strains every current of
himself towards his impris-
oned wife. And she responds
by singing a musical box tune.

Every touch of fingers
Tells me what | know,
S‘u\\ for you,

S true, it true,

m love me so!
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song convinces and énchants
largely because the play has
been so unremittingly real, so
fimly located in life’s minu-
tiae. This vulnerable, solitary
woman, who cannot sleep,
make love, or move, except
through facial and ocular
muscles, reaches communion
in the best way possible: an
act of imagination. Willie's
devotion is such that she
deserves anything he could
 to her. The couple are as
conjoined as Paolo and
rancesca from the Divine
Comedy, but also as perm:
nently apart. The lyric g_mlﬁ:
of Shaw's interpretation still
brings liguid to my eyes and a
rueful grin to my Tips. So the
play is a love poem, (0 rank
ulung\nl: Shakespeare's
Sonnets, Tennyson's “In

these dark winter days, it is a
restorative sweeter than
Chiteau Margaux. and lasts
longer. A votre santé!
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