WHO BARES WINS

STEAMING – The Classic Play by Nell Dunn
Yes, the all-female cast wore tight fitting pink bath-towels. And yes, these skimpy robes were more-or-less the only attire worn throughout the play. And true, the play was delivered to the very high standard that is the hallmark of any S.P.A.C.E. production. But, did the girls get their kit off? Would those towels drop to the floor revealing all? That was the big question on the night.
Steaming is the heart-warming, ribald classic by Nell Dunn. Set in a run down Turkish bath house in East London, this enduring, prize-winning masterpiece is funny, sad, fascinating, and a thoroughly entertaining foray into the lives and loves of six women. The show is known for its razor-sharp, acerbic dialogue and YES, its nudity.
Superficially, this group of disparate women find common sisterhood in their protest against the Council’s plans to close the loss-making ancient (1909 built) local public baths and convert it into a library. The gorgeously worn-out bathhouse was designed to the last dilapidated detail by George Beevers, Alan Churcher, Neil Jackson, Christine Matthews and Carole Pharoah. The play, set in the Thatcher years, is by nature somewhat archaic: with physical fitness all the rage and public book facilities on the wane would a Health Club and Spa really be turned into a library nowadays? Anti-men rhetoric figures heavily in the banter and chatter. “Most men aren’t worth bothering about” and “A decent man is as hard to find as a needle in a haystack”: these clichés seem somewhat stereotyped from an earlier era
But deeper emotions lie below the surface.
Josie (Rebecca Scoble), working-class, takes the hedonic lead in the fight against closure and is frankly spoken – the f-word is wielded with shocking abandon as she describes her pathetic and sometimes obsequious sexual dependency on men. “I’ve got to have excitement or I’ll die”, declares Josie. One of her fantasies is to lie naked and have people pay to see her. In repose or capering about the stage Rebecca Scoble seizes the role. Her performance is smashing and steals the show.
Jane (Caroline Stace), a remnant of the 1960’s, has left her husband and Nancy (Elaine Newman) is an uptight organiser whose lawyer-husband has left her. Josie doesn’t want to be like Nancy who she calls “boring, boring, boring” and no one wants to be like Jane. 
Then there’s Dawn, the resident psycho, who runs around in plastic and on occasion nothing else. This is a tricky part and it is no surprise to see the superbly convincing Nand Cassily cast in this demanding role. Ann Constantinides piles a lifetime of grouchiness into Mrs Meadow, Dawn’s smothering mother.
Jane too is portrayed appropriately blandly by Caroline Stace and Elaine Newman does wonders with Nancy, despite this being her first outing on the big stage since schooldays.
Carole Cording has a mother’s warmth and her very own mellifluousness as Violet, the attendant, and is always busy on stage, counselling and scurrying the regulars, nicely maintaining continuity and depth. 
Literally, the behind-the-scenes hard work of the backstage team was in evidence from the polished direction of Bill Potter and the production crew. The costumes (or what there were of them) were cleverly styled by June Ross and Margaret McGarva; the seamless lighting and sound cues delivered by Sandy Ross, Richard Matthews, Bob McGarva and Chris Cording respectively. Prompt Wendy Dyson was hardly needed although always at the ready to assist with the sometimes very long lines.
This was a brave, pioneering play when it first opened in the West End sporting Diana Dors, Vanessa Redgrave and Sarah Miles in the lead roles. The emotional diversity central to this comedy-drama is a challenge for any company to revive. S.P.A.C.E. is to be heartily congratulated for producing a highly entertaining, lively and accurate rendition of a social comment period-piece. Let’s have more. And did they get their kit off? If you saw the play you would know!

