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Exercising pure
British restraint

TO GREEDY modern eyes, fed on the
visual equivalent of fast food, the
lack of instant gratification on offer
here may be alarming. Fifty pieces

BEN NICHOLSON []
Helly Nahmad Gallery, W1

make it the largest Nicholson exhibi-

Nick Hackworth

tion in Britain since the Tate’s of
1993. They span 56 years of artistic
activity, and chart Nicholson’s
progress from halting, naive and fig-
urative to the quiet, abstract style he
developed in the 1930s. It was this
style that made him a leading British
modernist, and to which he stuck
until the end of his life.

Like many of his European contem-
poraries, Nicholson was interested in
the abstract investigation of form
and colour, but while many of them,
like Mondrian, investigated boldly,
Nicholson did so quietly. Instead of
primary colours, it is light olive
greens, greys, blues and beiges that
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fill the gallery, and instead of using
bold, thick lines to mark off one
shape from another, Nicholson
creates his forms with gentle pencil
lines or simple collage. Thus he
emerges as a model of British under-
statement.

Inevitably, it is Nicholson’s reserve
that is his strength. It is the quietest
and purist works that are the best in
this exhibition. Several drawings from
1960 share a sense of an absolute and
simple beauty: fluid, semi-abstract
outlines of cups and jugs are marked
out in pencil on cards stained with a

sepia wash.

e s  The same quality

infuses Nicholson’s
carved reliefs,
begun three
decades earlier and
influenced by his
then partner Bar-
bara Hepworth.
White Relief 1936
consists simply of
a board, painted
white, with a shal-
low circle recessed
on the right side
and a square pro-
truding from the
surface on the left.
While the fare may
be simple and old-
fashioned, the plea-
sure is enduring.

e Until the end of
November. 2 Cork
Street, W1, Mon-

Ben Nicholson’s June 1949 (Lorca)

Fri 10am-6pm, Sat
10am-1pm.

Glittering but dull

TO WESTERN ears, the opening notes
of Uttar Priyadarshi sound unmistak-
ably like the Last Post. It is a curious
cross-cultural echo, because like the
Last Post, this piece of Indian theatre
focuses on the devastation of war, and
develops the theme by offering a Bud-
dhist interpretation, replete with gig-
gling ghouls, comedy monks and a
fabulous fake elephant.

But although this production is visu-
ally startling, and stridently rhythmic,
it is a very difficult piece of theatre to
engage with. Steeped in Manipuri tra-
ditions from north-east India, which
use the whole body to express the
human character, it is almost impossi-
ble to decode if you do not know your
dharma from your korma. To which,
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Family saga still packs punch

NINE years after it first took the
stage and all available awards,
Stephen Daldry’s thrilling, expres-
sionistic revaluation of JB Priest-
ley’s repertory war-horse still
packs a real, theatrical punch. And
the play’s envisioning of the “fire,
blood and anguish” that might be
inflicted upon post-Second World-
War society acquires ghastly,
prophetic resonance in the light of
the terrorist atrocities on 11
September. Daldry envisages An
Inspector Calls as a Ghost, Time
and Morality play, with a cue or
two from Pirandello. His produc-
tion, after years at the Garrick, fits
neatly into the smaller Playhouse,
even though the third act spectacle,
when the collapse of a house mir-
rors that of its inhabitants, is now
slightly less dramatic.

lan MacNeil’s remarkable stage

AN INSPECTOR CALLS [
Playhouse Theatre

Nicholas de Jongh

design serves as an eloquent
framework for Daldry’s inventions.
It converts the nouveau riche, Bir-
ling family’s Yorkshire drawing
room into a giant dolls’ house,
from whose insulating protection
smart-dressed Edwardians reluc-
tantly emerge. Nervily, they
descend by spiral staircase to the
mean, cobbled streets of the world
below. Down there, Niall Buggy’s
eerily enthralling Inspector waits
to question the Birling’s about the
recent suicide of a girl, for whose
death each family-member proves
to bear some responsibility.

Daldry aptly transforms the
Inspector into a magical Prospero
figure, who masterminds this
Priestley play about selfishly
Edwardian capitalists for hopeful,
post-1945 Labour voters. There’s a
thrilling sense of strangeness as
the Birlings are stripped of their
pomp and circumstance, and, with
all the trappings of realism gone,
collapse in the street. Stephen War-
beck’s musical score, although
overloud, intensifies the ominous
mood. The production’s bracing,
poignant impact is, unfortunately,
diminished as a result of some
wildly over-pitched acting, particu-
larly from Edward Peel’s bluster-
ing paterfamilias. But Diane
Fletcher’'s haughty mamma is a
fine period piece.

e Box office: 020 7494 5372.

Not just hot air

[]
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UTTAR PRIYADARSHI O
Barbican

Rachel Halliburton

perhaps, the answer is — you should
learn.

Given London’s huge Indian popula-
tion, this story of Ashoka could well be
part of people’s education: for he was a
great empire builder between 272-232BC
(one century after Alexander the Great),
who ditched flashing weapons and
bloody victories to embrace dharma —
an ethic of peace, tolerance and the wel-
fare of all living beings.

Director Ratan Thiyam has created a
production that has certain universal
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Steeped in tradition: RK Bhogen

appeal. The depiction of Ashoka’s proces-
sion into battle — with flashing silver
spears and red banners — becomes a mir-
acle of theatrical illusion, as a subtly lit
elephant’s head evokes the whole animal.
The ghostly white figures of the war
widows condemning Ashoka’s victory
haunt the memory too — almost as much
as the giggling ghouls, showing off their
execution machines in hell. But for the
uninitiated Westerner,
this is majestic but dull
theatre. Thiyam claims
to have created a the-
atre that uses sound
and movement to go
beyond text — and
against that premise,
the piece ultimately
fails to engage.

The symbolic charac-
ters become mere glit-
tering ornaments, and
the story an inter-
minable journey. The
effect is beautiful but
boring.

e Until tomorrow. Box
office: 020 7638 8891.

RULE One when you’re
the American star with a
European rhythm section
is Treat ‘Em Nice. You're
in their hands, after all,
and Curtis Stigers
appreciates this. A
former pop balladeer
turned jazz crooner, he’s
been touring the UK for
weeks and winning
friends on and off stage.

Horror Tuesday found
him in Aberdeen, where
he fulfilled his gig with
dour and unstinting
professionalism. In
Liverpool, he had to
survive a heckler —
“What does ‘ballicks’
mean?” — and by last
night there was an air of
mutual respect between
him and the trio he
quaintly introduced as
“uptown Jeremy Brown
on bass, Sebastiaan De
Krom, the swinging
Dutchman, on drums and
Sir Robin of Aspland on
piano”.

Stigers’s main jazz
influences stem pretty
obviously from Chet
Baker, the late trumpeter
and occasional singer
whose poignant, lyrical
style — not to mention
sunken cheeks and dark,
brooding looks — he
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Ratings: O adequate, O good, M very good,
outstanding, X poor

CURTIS STIGERS
QUARTET [II]

Pizza Express Jazz Club

Jack Massarik

shares. Instead of inspired
trumpet he plays just-OK
tenor sax, but his voice is
stronger and more pliable
than Baker’s was. He has a
talent for phrasing in an
airy, relaxed way that
swings. And on grown-up
love-songs such as But Not
For Me, All the Things You
Are, Let’s Get Lost and the
title track of his current
Concord album, Baby
Plays Around, he gives the
lyrics an emotional yet
manly run for their money.
In the second set,
however, Stigers suddenly
grabbed a folk guitar,
adjusted his capo and
strummed out earlier hits
like Don’t Go Far, All That
Matters and Keep Me
From the Cold. “I feel
kinda dirty playing pop in
a jazz club, but it’s great,”
he admitted with a smirk.
This was a bit of a jolt for
some, but the all-girl
tables out there in the
dark (and there were
several) lapped it all up.

e Until Saturday. Box office:
020 7439 8722.

Alastair Muir
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