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James Baldwm s first play
arrives in London, more than
&0 years after he wrote it, in

is - outstanding - production
by Anton Phillips and Carib
Theatre.

The Vogue dismissed an off-
‘Broadway- producuon as
1 “shamelessly maudlin”, prob-
ably because Baldwin, without
shame, dares to suggest that a
death-bed reunion might be
capable of affecting the life of
the survivor. So much for The
-Vogue's understandmg of
humankind.

Againsta background of the .

h ns and preaching of a
black American church - lit-
erally there in the background
of the stage with altar and

piano .and Jesus in stained
:glass — the play focuses on the -

“home life of the chansmaue
- woman pmcher

For 10 hartlﬁywrs S:ster

The Amen Corner
Tricycle -

Margaret Alexander has been
herding her flock of sinners
into her Holy Ghost Station
and on towards the Lord,
preaching against liquor, jazz
musicians, cakes and ale. Bal-
dwm shows, almost in pass-
ing, the fragility of this sort of
religion, where a leader’s hold
over the led is only as safe as .
their last shouted “Amen"'.u

Margaret’s position is Tost
once her feet are found %0 be
clay. What Baldwin is telling
us is that this is our;own
mortal clay, and as someone

else put it, You must  love one:
‘ano

or died .
¢ Margaret‘s trial begmswh
her long-lost husband Luke
staggm's Tback to f'*ber sull

21st January,

1987

 clutching the trombone that
"once brought him fame if little

money. For. years' their life

~ . together has been unmention-
““able in the family home. Their
son David is knotted up with

guilt at his own longing to play
jazz on the piano, and one of
the core speeches at the centre
of the play is the long-delayed

confrontauon between fathcr g

and son.

" ‘The 'son (Sylv&qter Wil
_the life of the congregation

lxams), hurt, trying not to be
. judgemental, torn between the

‘wones and the Lord, and

. Luke (a masterly performance
by Al Matthews), flat on his
‘back- on-a brass bedstead,

» clutching the mouthpiece of

his trombone, denied the

'ohance to+clutch - his . wife,
gnspmg ‘out:the human need

.and “Stacey - Zuckennan are

]

those between Luke and Mar- |
garet, a scene in each act, in
which Baldwin sets out three
stages .in her growth of self-
perception, ~which Carmen
Munroe magnificently
presents® to. us, without
sennmcntahty, without histri-
onics (reserved for the pulpn)
but with a restrained, refined !
skill that ends by bemg mov- \

ing and just. -

Around . thls oentral focus

seeths -on. ‘Baldwin has’ a
marvellous abxllty for showing
characters “twitching ~ with
resentment which they mask
behind weasel declarations of
support neatly undermined
with- venom. Alibe Parsons

or love. I feel sure The Vogue. e s
i ~dec1dedthatWasmaudlm. ) .
The other flajor scenes are J el’emy KlllgStOll
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. ®'The Amen Corner’ by James Baldwin

~(Tricycle)

" Erom the first breathtaking blaze of vocal

harmony, Anton Phillips' pellucid
production of Baldwin's mid-fifties classic

. evinces a remarkably corrett sense of

-time and place, drawing on religious
ritual to create a captivating theatrical
representation of spiritual celebration and
physical hardship. The excellent Carmen
Munroe, moist of eye but full of steely
resolve, plays Sister Margaret—the pastor
of a 'store front’ harlem church who,
seeking refuge from her jazz musician
husband and the harsh realities of life
and pain of love, has turned to the holy
ghost for comfort and strength. Over-
protective towards her eighteen-year-old
son and demanding of her congregation,
Sister Margaret eventually understands
the power of love, but at a terrible cost—
her husband, son and church. Baldwin’'s
sharp, funny script cunningly mixes
simplicity and subtlety—hooking the
audience with a gripping narrative and
skilful characterisation, while also
revealing the injustice of a world where
black babies die of starvation, and ‘folks
like us ain't got nothing, and ain't
supposed to have nothing; we're
supposed to live on the joys of the Lord'".
The acting is good, the singing superb.
(Lyn Gardner) : &

parm”’d@
)
S

1981-1986

Working for London
ind ir.

archive.parmindervir.com



TIME OUT 21lst January, 1987

_“_ o —

‘The Amen Corner’ (Tricycle)

Jame Baldwin's first play, set in a small
parlour church in Harlem and here neat-
ly staged (design by Marsha Roddy) by
Carib Theatre under the able direction
of Anton Phillips is a touching, humo-
rous and nudgingly satirical look at the
roles, relationships and revelations
existing between men, women and their
church. Pastor Sister Margaret Alexan-
der is a self-righteous matriarch who
rules and guides her flock with an intim-
idating blend of harsh kindness and
devotional determination. Through this
character Baldwin explores the nature
of power — not just that of the Lord but
the power of one person over another
and above all the power of the mind to | .
control emotion — that eternal struggle |

of the physical with the spiritual. When |

her renegade husband whom she left ten |

years previously, turns up dying of sin
and cigarettes Margaret (lovely control-
led performance from Carmen Munroe)
has to face the glowing embers of a
physical love bitterly repressed and

denied, and finally accepts the strength .

of her own true emotional self. Her C R I'I\I C S 4
inner cl:onﬂict is Leflected in the power

struggle within her congregation and =

the whole moves to the rhythm of gospel C H O I C E
songs. This is a fine production, expert-

ly staged and excellently performed. _ “The House of Bernarda Alba’ (Globe)
Il:)[l;aki;e }l?)oes.e ' The transfer is every bit as good as the

original. The combination of Spanish
director Nuria Espert and a remarkable
British cast produces creative fire-
works. .

2 ‘The Amen Corner’ (Tricycle) ‘
Excellent production of Baldwin’s
classic which moves to the rhythm of
gospel songs.

3 ‘The Triumph of Love’ (Gate) _
Gate’s adventurous policy continues
apace with Marivaux’s deliberations on
love, friendship and justice. :

4 ‘Twelfth Night' (Donmar Warehouse)
Declan and Nick do it again, delving into
the text to find new romantic relation-
ships to be exposed. cK&

5 ‘Faust Part I' (Young Vic)g¢®

Welcome return of the R}xﬂe ic- 4%
als’s .energetic versio@ of eﬂ
.masterpiece. '3
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