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Crooked House Theatre Company are developing a reputation for staging difficult and narratively layered and complex modern drama. Following last year’s very successful Breathing Corpses, they have now put their skilful hands to Kevin Elyot’s funny and tragic drama Mouth to Mouth, a play about the absurd respectability of the middle classes in the light of personal despair and loneliness.

Although there is fine ensemble playing on show, Mouth to Mouth essentially focuses on the existential angst of a playwright called Frank, played here by Nick Devlin who beautifully understates Frank and all his frustrations and pessimism. As if giving truth to Kierkegaard’s dictum that life can only be understood if lived backwards, Mouth to Mouth opens with Frank talking incessantly to Laura (Jillian Bradbury) - who, by contrast, says nothing but nods impressively and silently, her eyes covered by imposing dark glasses - then works more or less backwards from there. We have a sense that something tragic has happened but at this stage we’ve no idea what. In fact, we won’t know the exact nature of this tragedy until Mouth to Mouth returns to the opening scene at the very end of the play.
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In between these two almost frozen moments that frame the drama, we are treated to a series of snapshots, mostly of Frank’s life and those closest to him. Most hilarious of these is Frank’s attempt to talk to his coke-sniffing gay friend, Dr Gompertz (Joseph Paul Travers), over dinner at a restaurant bespattered with celebrities. As we learn that Frank’s health is fast deteriorating, the good doctor, high on cocaine and self-obsessed, is mourning the fatal loss of a lover who has been hit by a bus and is no more.

The narrative giddily jumps from the restaurant scene with Dr Gompertz to an evening of drinks in Laura’s home in non-chronological fashion. At the drinks soiree, Laura’s son, Philip (Ian Armstrong) causes a stir when Laura accidentally discovers he’s had a tattoo of a girl’s name imprinted on his thigh while on holidays in Spain. The lightness of the dialogue and its humour serve to mask deeper and darker themes. Laura’s marriage to Denis (Patrick O’ Donnell) is on the rocks, while Roger (Steve Gunn) an old boyfriend of Laura’s has returned to England with a dizzy blonde Australian girlfriend on his arm.
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Clocking in at 75 minutes, Mouth to Mouth cracks along at a fair old pace, with a number of short scenes punctuated by a set transformation conducted in the semi-darkness, the scene changes delivered theatrically by figures dressed all in black. The minimalist, shifting set reminds us of how transient and changeable life is. In the blink of an eye, it can all change; passions can be released that transgress the code of control and respectability that otherwise strangulates. Slowly we realise that Frank has something to confess. The final scene at first appears to repeat the opening one but there are subtle differences: Laura now speaks hesitantly and with difficulty, for example.

A play that is full of surprises, Mouth to Mouth manages to entertain fabulously yet at the same time ask serious questions. Director Peter Hussey excels in his ability to tease out performances that require intricacy and boldness combined with subtlety. In particular, Laura and Frank’s roles require a variety of tones and Hussey’s direction brings out these tones with edge and knowing. As evidenced by Mouth To Mouth, Crooked House are developing a mastery of light and dark that is, at a formal level, a joy to behold even when, paradoxically, the subject matterof the drama is of very tragic proportions.

Patrick Brennan was chief theatre critic and arts writer with the Irish Examiner from 1990-2004. He is currently writing a book on the theatre of Tom Murphy.
Excerpt from Metro Herald 26/08/2010
Mouth to Mouth. ****4 stars.
Kildare-based Crooked House theatre company has to be commended for bringing edgy, seldom-seen modern British drama to an Irish audience; their last show at Project, Laura Wade’s Breathing Corpses,was a real chiller. They’re at it again with Kevin Elyot’s inventively structured Mouth To Mouth, a tense meditation on the interplay between sex, death and morality. Nick Devlin plays Frank, an unsuccessful writer dying from Aids who, though cavalier when itcomes to his illness, is haunted by an unfortunate episode from his past involving Phillip, the teenage son of his best friend Laura (JillianBradbury). The play opens with Frank’s failed attempts to confide first in Laura and later in his coke-snorting doctor (Joseph Paul Travers)before working back in time to the fateful night of his undoing: acringe-worthy social gathering that might make even Mike Leighblanch. It would be unfair to give more away in what is at times atense, highly-charged examination of longing, regret and the corrosive power of things unspoken. Devlin gives a strong turn as thedissatisfied, wrong-headed playwright who comes to the realisationthat his deeply unsavoury fixation on an adolescent is just that, and the key scene between him and Ian Armstrong’s Phillip is every bit aswince-inducing as it should be. Bradbury also impresses as theoverbearing mother who loves her son a tad too much but manages to remain stoic in the face of tragedy. Director Peter Hussey could have gone further in plumbing the play’s emotional depths (it all ends in a whimper rather than a sucker-punch) and some of the accents waver

a little, but this is memorable stuff all the same. 
Daragh Reddin
“a tense meditation on the interplay between sex, death and morality …  highly-charged examination of longing, regret and the corrosive power of things unspoken … this is memorable stuff” **** 4 stars (Metro Herald)

From The Irish Times 26/08/2010

Project Cube, Dublin

“LOOK AT US,” commands one sour, self-obsessed character in Kevin Elyot’s early 2001 drama; “conglomerations of meat and juices tarted up in Armani. And where do we all end up? In a mass of stinking putrefaction.” There may be a shiver of recognition in the overwrought nihilism of the London bourgeoisie now that our own party of excess is over. But it’s hard to find a more compelling reason behind Crooked House’s staging of Mouth to Mouth. 

Invoking both Proust (explicitly) and Pinter (more implicitly), Elyot’s memory play moves backwards in time towards the source of his protagonist’s guilt. We first find Nick Devlin’s Frank, a playwright living with Aids and struggling with writer’s block, in the kitchen of his friend’s home, his circuitous chatter of his deterioration heavy with foreboding. Jillian Bradbury’s Laura listens impassively and at one point the kitchen itself seems to judder with portent. At least it seems to know what’s going on. 

The play becomes less interesting the more it reveals, though, and while director Peter Hussey leads his cast through admirably restrained performances, even his economical production becomes overburdened with frequent set changes and a distractingly clunky sound design. The mechanics of the plot seem no more delicate: a tangle of lust and betrayals among self-described “classless snobs”. 

The most interesting of these is Laura’s jealousy for her 15-year-old son’s holiday romance, a tension that Ian Armstrong’s Phillip implausibly tries to resolve by dancing with his mother, leading Bradbury’s nicely poised Laura in an unsettlingly Oedipal tango. The most pivotal betrayal, though, is a remembered incident in which Frank dubiously resuscitated the young boy after a swimming mishap – a manoeuvre he now attempts on dry land. In the tragedy that follows, the kitchen is again asked to comment. It doesn’t like it one bit. 

As a meditation on the corrupting force of lust and social privilege, Elyot’s play is slight enough, relying on misty symbol and aching self-reference to convey its meaning: the play itself stands as the confession its character cannot make. But that self-consciousness thwarts the more subtle efforts of the company, nowhere more so than in Sophia Cadogan’s sincere performance of a character never allowed to be more than a blonde joke. As hard as Crooked House tries, the play resists attempts to breathe some life into it. 

· Peter Crawley.
…director Peter Hussey leads his cast through admirably restrained performances … economical production …
Kevin Elyot’s 2001 Olivier Award–nominated play bears favourable comparison with Mike Leigh’s seminal ‘Abigail’s Party’ of 1977.  While Leigh’s play comically exposed the pretensions of working-class Britons to middle-classdom, Elyot punctures the lid on a representative group of middle-Englanders to reveal the can of worms beneath.

Like ‘Abigail’s Party’, Elyot’s play is a perfect intermeshing of comedy and drama, creating a smooth, naturalistic whole in which neither predominates.  Nor does the tragic death at the play’s centre upset the balance.  

Frank (Nick Devlin) tries to unburden himself of his part in this tragedy to his lustful, coke-sniffing homosexual friend Doctor Gompertz (Joseph Paul Travers), but the not-so-good doctor is too consumed by his own concerns to listen.  The would-be confession is intercut with the source of the tragedy, a family gathering to celebrate the homecoming of Frank’s friends’ teenage son Philip (Ian Armstrong).

Here in Laura (Jillian Bradbury) and Dennis’s (Patrick O’ Donnell) comfortable suburban home, all the simmering tensions and miseries threaten to erupt. But there’s extra pressure to be polite as Dennis’s brother Roger (Steve Gunn) is showcasing his new bride Cornelia (Sophia Codogan). 

For all their self-assurance and outward solidity, we never know what these people are going to say or do next.  There are unexpected confessions, heated grapplings in the kitchen – and none of them is quite what it seems. Even the blond and gloriously dumb Cornelia can quote ‘Beowulf’ in the original Anglo-Saxon.
They’re all slippery characters and, though Elyot steers well clear of any moral lessons, the implication is that slipperiness isn’t the answer to life’s classless dilemmas.  However, even the non-slippery ones, such as the brusquely outspoken Roger, are eaten up by a secret regret.

A cleverly compacted set contributes maximum fluidity to director Peter Hussey’s Crooked House production. With outstanding characterization from the cast, all human life is here, poignant, hilarious, and ugly.

· John Mc Keown

The Irish Independent 27/08/2010

“A perfect intermeshing of comedy and drama … with outstanding characterization from the cast, all human life is here, poignant, hilarious, and ugly.”

As a then voracious teenage reader, I once blasted my way through Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People. As cloyingly folksy as it was to peruse, one of the things that I do remember from it was the truism that people only like to talk about themselves. Therefore, old Dale decreed, if you want someone to like you, let them do most of the yapping… Here, English playwright Kevin Elyot certainly does not disagree, at least, with the idea that people are decidedly self-absorbed. However, in an unkind portrayal of early twenty-first-century middle-class living, he also feels that they are much too preoccupied with themselves to be more than superficially aware that they are conversing with a fellow human being. It is not that any of the characters in his mildly supernatural play are especially nasty individuals, mind. Rather they are just the sort of dreary middle-aged egocentrics that you know – just know – that you will never turn into!

Moreover, they are drowning in their own inertia. Roger (Steve Gunn) blames it on them having nothing left to fight for anymore. Although it is not quite what he meant, an amusing representation of this occurs when his brother Dennis (Patrick O’Donnell)  announces in dispirited fashion to Frank (Nick Devlin) that he is losing his wife. With his flaccid frame, frightful shirt-and-tie combination, and unkempt, greasy hair, the life has gone out of him at forty. Even talk of building on a relationship with his nineteen year-old Australian dental assistant just bears all of the hallmarks of pathetic self-delusion. Why fight for something when a glass of red, some maudlin remembrances, and a fantastical future justified by self-serving rationalisations will suffice instead?

That said, it is Frank who is the real focal point – or should that be aural point? – of this piece. Single, gay, terminally ill, and a struggling playwright to boot, people seem to easily share their confidences with him. However, a timid nature ensures that he never really gets the chance to reciprocate. Initially, so, Frank acts as the foil for how the other characters reveal their inner worries and foibles to the audience. However, as is alluded to in the first two scenes – set a year after most of the events depicted here – Frank seems perturbed by some secret that he is wrestling over telling his best friend Laura (Jillian Bradbury) about. As such, he will turn out to be the only character of any real complexity in a play that disappointingly also turns to crude caricature, on occasion, such as the bubbly dumb blonde (Sophia Cadogan as Roger’s wife Cornelia) for some of its humour.




Indeed, Mr. Elyot’s writing here produces mixed overall results. In the main ensemble scene, for example, there is an easy assuredness to how the snide remarks and one-liners get rattled out. At the same time, the clumsy reference to Proust and the unlikely exchange that takes place later on between Laura’s teenage son Phillip (an equivalently-aged Ian Armstrong) and Frank do jar. The former just comes across as that annoying tendency that some writers have to spell their influences out to the audience (albeit there is an element of ironic self-awareness to it here) and the latter simply sacrifices the integrity of the play’s climatic scene for the sake of a humorous line or two.

Fortunately, under the direction of Peter Hussey, the cast of the Crooked House Theatre Company all put in quite measured performances here. Ms. Bradbury, for example, does not overplay the fact that her character’s feelings for her son may be more than just maternal (despite a script that invites racy interpretations), whilst Ms. Cadogan and Joseph Paul Travers (as a camp coke-snorting doctor) are also pleasingly understated in parts that could easily have spilled over too into horribly clichéd excess.

On the other hand, the numerous changes of location are established here through a disruptive re-arrangement of the stage between scenes. Given the absence of curtained-off wings at the Cube, the actors and the teenage stage hands, in this instance, all enter and exit through two adjacent points at the back of the set. As a result, it has the congested feel of a busy restaurant kitchen door, i.e. a sense of functionary rush to get the next scene ready at the expense of the sort of stylish choreography that a larger stage can afford. At the same time, the musical and lighting transitions work well. Also, in the aforementioned scene between Frank and Phillip, the score (perhaps not coincidentally) sounds like the one used to such great effect in Tom Ford’s A Single Man (2009)!

Still, thoughts once more turn back to Frank. Mr. Devlin convincingly makes him out to be an intriguing sort of monster here. Forced to live with his appalling illness alone, neither the brave face that he puts on things nor his claims of being happy single quite ring true. Indeed, the mild-mannered nature that he exhibits around peers is finally unmasked for the desperate, lonely, selfish, and manipulative soul that lies beneath. However, with Laura, Dennis, Roger, and Cornelia all ultimately hollowed out by their own tragedies, the question perhaps being posed by Mr. Alyot here is that in a world of much suffering, inconsideration, and isolation, just how wrong is it to try and grasp whatever happiness and gratification that we are able to find? And, once the milk has been spilt, what is to be gained afterwards by candour and honesty? After all, there are, arguably, worse things to live with than a guilty conscience…

· Longman Oz

No Ordinary Fool (Blog) www.noordinaryfool.com 
Theatre: Mouth to Mouth 

Mouth to Mouth reminds me of those nested Russian dolls - rather than proceeding linearly from scene to scene, the play is structured as a series of nested flashbacks, one within the other. Whereas in film-making flashbacks have been so heavily overused as to be dull and irritating, in a play they're something of a novelty. It's a refreshing narrative structure and works well for the story being told.

The story itself is a mix of tragedy and comedy, principally concerned with the romantic (or at least sexual) relationships of the characters. The play explores quite a range of concepts in this respect. It would only spoil the play if I went into detail - I'll just say that there's much more to the relationships than the typical "rom-com" material so frequently seen in both films and plays.

The play takes a little time to get into its stride. This is perhaps because of its unusual structure: Mouth to Mouth is most intense and most enjoyable during the flashback-within-a-flashback at the centre of the play. That series of scenes is a delight: revealing, varied, and well-paced. Whereas the 'outer layers' of the play are slower scenes with no more than two characters, these central scenes benefit greatly from the presence of secondary characters. (It is no criticism of Nick Devlin, playing the main character Frank, to suggest that Frank is a self-centred and at times annoying individual: almost certainly the least attractive character in the play.)

For comic value, in her professional debut Sophia Cadogan steals the show with her portrayal of stereotypical dumb-blonde Cornelia. (Beauty and talent are a powerful combination.) Also making his professional debut is Ian Armstrong (Philip); as debuts go, this must be a tough role, and he handles it well. Both of these actors have come directly from the involvement of the theatre company (Crooked House) with Kildare Youth Theatre. They're clearly doing something right.

Project Arts Centre have a knack for picking good shows: Mouth to Mouth is both funny and at times discomforting.

Rating: ****

