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THE Library Theatre’s Re:Play season has done a sterling job of giving audiences another opportunity to see some of the best plays from the last year or so that have previously been presented in such non-traditional places as Studio Salford or at the 24:7 Festival. 

Pigeon Theatre’s exhilarating The Rehearsal, although it’s also part of Re:Play, is a bit different. It is itself a unique and brand-new show performed in an unusual space within the Library Theatre, their Horniman Bar. 

Its structure is also exciting. The Rehearsal is, in fact, three separate, but ingeniously inter-related, short plays, performed by three different sets of actors. You can watch and enjoy each part – Death Rattle, Clinging On and Happy Hour – quite independently and be dazzled, challenged, amused and perhaps even a bit frightened by each of them.

You can even enjoy a complimentary beer and a bit of cake or a sandwich, as well as taking part in a pub quiz (my team won, by the way, which tells you a lot about my knowledge of modern murderers and doomy pop music!) at various times during the trilogy as part of your admission price. 

But each of the three plays, performed by Martin Buchan and Peter Kennedy, then by Josh Moran and Anna Fenemore (director of the whole event), and then by Gillian Knox and Amanda Griffiths, addresses death and its anticipation and consequences. 

The characters are rehearsing for death at the same time as they are rehearsing for a theatrical event in the bar where we’re all sitting and we’re all involved, sometimes quite actively, in the planning and preparation of a ‘new show’. 

The Rehearsal both celebrates and mocks the very notion of acting and of directing actors, deliberately implicating and enfranchising the audience at the same time. 

This could all, of course, only too easily disappear up its own conceit but the sheer verve of the performances, even when they veer into shocking violence, as well as the inspiring and inclusive confidence of the production ensures that doesn’t happen.
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Take the contemplation of your own and loved ones’ mortality and three drastically different couples coming at it with a creative force so up-close that you can feel their spit on your face, and you are in for an exhilarating ride. 

Tucked into the cosy bar, onlookers brace their beer and join Pigeon Theatre in the ‘rehearsal’ of a show, with the subtleties of the creative and sheer exhausting process of theatre stripped down. 

Three radically diverse accounts of a single play reflect on imagining death and if it can make the reality of it not so bad. In Parts 1 & 2, two charismatic middle-aged men and a sexy but slightly unhinged couple with an age gap unleash their unique and captivating take on it.

Along the way, the audience becomes part of the fabric of the bizarre in-situ theatre that turns into a private party complete with pub quiz, sandwiches and birthday cake.

In Part 3, Happy Hour, we meet a couple of twenty-something girls in dangerous heels who, like the others, weave and punch the dialogue and themselves around the audience and every surface within reach. You find yourself so much a part of what is unfolding before your eyes that when the girls decide to literally ‘digest’ their script, you get the feeling you’re choking.

The characters seduce and intimidate with their intense eye contact, and it is so intimate, you could put your arm around them in their grief – if you were brave enough. Despite the uncomfortable moments and the uncertain prospect of being handed a script, if you didn’t engage with this captivating show, then you can stop daydreaming… you are already dead.

