The Stage Review

Dinner

Published Friday 15 February 2008 at 15:30 by Catherine Usher
From the moment the play opens and the sombre, sharply-suited waiter skulks about the scarcely lit room preparing the table for dinner, while the audience members take their seats, it’s clear this play has a heavy dose of blackness in its comedy. 

Preparing for a sophisticated dinner party hosted by Paige (Trudi Boatwright) and Lars (Nick Kneller), the pair generate the type of frosty atmosphere that almost makes you want to head for the door. But Paige is so hostile and cutting, her behaviour grips the audience, who can only wonder how brutally she’s going to insult her partner or even her guests next.

Although the actors battle admirably with the tools they have been given - Lainey Shaw’s Wynne is the adorably dippy hippy and Sian (Nila-Louise Cotter) is the dismissive vamp with an enviable job as a television presenter - all the guests at the soiree are distractingly stereotypical. 

From the top of Wynne’s dishevelled mop of hair down to Sian’s fishnets and killer heels, none of the characters deviate from their caricature depiction. On top of that, all but Wynne aren’t even sympathetic personalities. It’s like the cast of a Richard Curtis film without the charisma. And it does make you wonder why any of them would want to share the same postcode as each other, let alone socialise by choice.

Having said that, as with any dinner party there are some memorable moments and when stranger Mike (Davin Eadie) arrives to shake things up, the change in dynamics of this carefully-orchestrated evening is fun to observe. But the cliches continue as class divisions are not only drawn up but debated clumsily - with author Moira Buffini seemingly wanting to imply that many assumptions are justified.

The far more enjoyable aspect to observe is the cleverly portrayed battle between the competitive women Paige and Sian, who try to out-flirt each other by seducing both Mike and the waiter (Oliver Wallace) in equal measure. It is in this subtle interaction that the strength of the play lies, and indeed where Boatwright and Cotter excel, but unfortunately it moves on all too swiftly to its dramatic, yet highly implausible, end.
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Moira Buffini's play 'Dinner' has already had successful runs at the National Theatre and Greenwich Playhouse, and the Actor Works Company have certainly done it justice.

A sinister story of a dinner party with a twist there is some lovely bleak humour and some wonderful relationships in this tale. It is a surprisingly easy to watch piece considering that none of the characters are particularly likable, my one bugbear in terms of the play as a whole. 

The Brockley Jack is a small but charming and indeed adaptable theatre and the Company made exceptional use of the space with a set that showed how much love had gone into attention to detail. Equally, under Daniel Brennan's direction the cast traversed the space with a confidence and rhythm that lent to the pace of the play. This ultimately led to the play's affecting conclusion, where employing brilliant use of light or lack thereof, there were some satisfying audience gasps! 

This isn't in any way a subtle piece, however, so don't expect to necessarily be surprised. Similarly there was some overly un-naturalistic acting, where performers struggled with delivering the right intonation of sentences that were cut off part way through for example. Saying this, for an opening night and with a script that demands a lot of bustle and confusion, the cast as a whole did a great job of conveying dinner party conversation at its most heated and hectic. There is an exceptional performance from Lainey Shaw as Wynne, easily the most comedic character but played with aplomb, slowly revealing herself as being as big a cretinous snob as her companions. Equally, Davin Eadie does a sterling job as Mike, the outsider who toys with us convincingly as to the nature of his background.

This is a great example of new writing produced on a small scale, well. It is not without its stumbling points but rarely is a thriller so funny and brassy. If you need to tut every time you here the C-word (like the older lady in front of me!) then it's not for you - if you're anyone else, it is.

Dinner
By Moira Buffini
The Actor Works Company and Southside Arts 
Brockley Jack Theatre

Review by Sandra Giorgetti (2008), British Theatre Guide

Forget Delia Smith opening a tin of mince; for shock factor it doesn't get close to what socialite Paige cooks up for her guests in Moira Buffini's award-wining play Dinner.

Privileged Paige, whose hostess skills were polished at finishing school, herself describes the meal as a "creation, like Frankenstein's monster" so we are on alert from the outset to expect a twist in the tale - in this case, in fact, a twitch from the main course served up not only raw, but still alive.

The dinner party has been convened to celebrate the success of Paige's husband's book, and for this special occasion Paige has hired a strangely silent waiter she found on the internet to serve the unique feast she has painstakingly planned. 

Paige is as sarcastic and wounding to husband Lars as to their guests, the first of whom to arrive is Wynne, newly re-found college mate of Lars, who upsets the table arrangements by failing to arrive with her partner, having just been jilted.

Next are odd couple Hal, a scientist working at "the cutting edge of germs", and his new wife, Sian, a "sexpot" TV newsreader for whom he has a barely-disguised loathing.

The empty place at the table is taken by unexpected working class stranger Mike, who has crashed his van in the thick fog and comes to the house for help, and whose presence provides a murder mystery quality to the event. 

With all the diners present and wine flowing freely, retributive abuse is flung about like razor-sharp confetti. It is often unsettling but always entertaining, being acutely well observed and witty; it is cruel and yet easy on the brain.

The cast work extremely well together and I soon forgot that they are rather on the young side for their parts and, in spite of a couple of fluffed lines causing a blip in an otherwise smooth, 90-minute haranguing, their timing is spot-on. 

Davin Eadie makes a welcome return to the Brockley Jack (having been a most agreeable Joe in Great Expectations there over Christmas). As Mike he has some of the same charm and keeps us guessing as to how much, if anything, we should believe.

Lainey Shaw is wonderfully funny as the hippy erotic artist Wynne who, even under the harshest provocation, speaks as if addressing a small child; her tormentor, sharp-minded Paige, is well executed by Trudi Boatwright whose diction is well-suited to spitting out all that invective with callous precision.

The audience are set around three sides and the staging works well with the guests sometimes appearing to prowl around the dinner table like hunters eyeing their next victim though the lighting is too harsh and the set design is disappointingly un-thought out. 

The music has been well selected and O Fortuna from Carmina Burana (familiar as The Old Spice music) is used to particularly good effect when Paige's lunatic idea of dinner reaches a crescendo.

One of the characters remarks that Paige is "very good at enjoying the discomfort of others"; having been greatly entertained by this display of savage cruelty, I am somewhat disquieted by the thought that so am I!

"Dinner" is on at the Brockley Jack until Saturday, 1st March 2008, Tuesdays to Saturdays only starting at 8pm and running without an interval. This play is not suitable for young people and contains strong language.

Dinner, The Brockley Jack Theatre ****

By Kerry Ann Eustice News Shopper
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	Trudi Boatwright nails uber bitch Paige


SITTING on the edge of the action, very nearly within the stage itself, I soon form an understanding of in-yer-face theatre; coined to describe the work of playwrights in the late 1990s such as Moira Buffini, author of Dinner, currently playing at the Brockley Jack Theatre.

But being seated formidably close to the action isn't what it refers to. In-yer-face alludes to Buffini's unwaveringly dark and furiously witty script and the bold and honest attention to unsettling themes such as suicide, nihilism and existentialism.

All of which are explored when unhappily married couple Paige and Lars throw an ambitious dinner party, seemingly designed to back-pat Lars on his bestselling modern philosophy novel, Beyond Belief.

As he and a carefully-designed assortment of guests superficially debate the book's theme, posh bitch Paige (an Anne Robinson meets Grace Kelly hybrid) does her utmost to discomfort them.

Her malicious motivations aren't the only mystery. Just what does the silent waiter's £25,000 job description include and how will the sweary poshos deal with the unexpected guest Mike (played with organic charm by Davin Eadie), whose background defies his sophisticated grip on humanity and existence?

Anyone who thought the cuisine of Heston Blumenthal was too avant-garde for their tastes should hold on to their weak stomachs. With primordial soup (complete with living algae), Lobster Apocalypse, Frozen Waste (as it sounds) and a helping twisted resentment on the menu, the pitch black comedy which infuses the starter courses soon takes an ostensible turn for the worst, giving the disaster-dinner-party device a morose and modern spin.

The Actor Works Company takes this fine modern play and delivers a stylish production, where dips in the action are overlaid with moody lighting and unsettling classical arias. It's kept to a minimum though to allow the clever clogs script and great performances (Trudi Boatwright nails uber bitch Paige) to be the focus.

As if this wasn't enough, the production serves up a genuinely surprising and utterly terrifying ending.
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	Come to Dinner and be devoured


Some will find the script so complex at times it's as difficult as frozen waste to digest, but it's well worth persevering with. Theatregoers with the appetite for something smart will find, unlike Paige's meal, The Actor Works' adaptation is a real feast.

Until March 1. Brockley Jack Theatre
