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It’s a hard to know what to make of “Bull,” which opened a
monthlong run at the Know Theatre Friday evening.

It’s a disturbing play, to be sure. But it’s one that manages to be
savage and humorous at the same time. It’s a curious combination.
But then, “Bull” is a curious play.

Is it a cautionary tale for the modern age? A tale of capitalism run
amok? Of self-esteem gone hideously bad?

Or is it just a parody of cutthroat office politics?

Three colleagues have been summoned to a meeting. Layoffs are
imminent. By the end of the meeting, only two of them will keep
their jobs. Or, at least, that’s what we think this is all about.

As staged by Brian Robertson, Mike Bartlett’s “Bull” takes place in a
completely barren space. In spirit, though, designer Andrew
Hungerford’s set has the feel of a cage-fighting ring. There’s no
blood. But there is plenty of savagery. At a certain point, the
dialogue grows so cruel that you wonder if this can possibly be real.
Maybe it’s one of those anxiety-induced nightmares filled with
worst-case scenarios.

Thomas, Tony and Isobel are the colleagues. Very quickly, it’s clear
that Thomas is the weak one. Tony, played by Jay Stratton, is a tall,
strapping man. Cocksure and flip, he’s the kind of guy who gives
privilege and private-school education a bad name. Isobel, as
played by Kate Glasheen, is disarmingly calm. She’s appealing, but
in an icy sort of way. While Tony taunts and mocks Thomas (Dylan
Shelton) mercilessly, Isobel’s attacks are far more personal, far
more biting, far more vicious.

And when the boss finally arrives, it only gets worse. Cold and
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callous, he believes himself to be committed to an efficient
workspace. Actor George Alexander plays the role so effectively
that you’re not sure if the boss is as blind to the bullying as he
seems or if it’s just an act of indifference.

What’s most disconcerting about all of this – at least in the early
parts of the play – is that it’s so humorous. Uncomfortably
humorous, mind you, but humorous all the same. You know you
shouldn’t be laughing at it. But you do. We all do.

I suspect that Shelton’s Thomas is the character that most of us in
the audience will associate with. He’s insecure, uncertain, feeling a
little helpless in an economy and a society that is unpredictable, at
best. Could he stand up for himself more effectively? Sure. But at a
certain point, the harshness of the assaults on him are enormous,
so disheartening, so all-encompassing that it’s hard for him to know
where to turn for safety.

Props to dialect coach Jennifer Skapeti. Playwright Bartlett is British
and his script is filled with Britishisms. Rather than Americanize the
script, director Robertson opted to perform it in full British English.
When working with American actors, that is almost always a
formula for disaster. But with Skapeti’s assistance, the accents are
flawless. It’s quite a remarkable accomplishment.

Director Brian Robertson shapes all of this with a remarkably light
touch. On paper, the assault on Thomas begins almost
immediately. But Robertson and his actors stave off that darkness
until there is no other way to play it. Without that approach, “Bull”
would be an unending exercise in ruthlessness. But Robertson
keeps us attached to these characters until it’s too late to bail out.
We have to know how it’s going to play out.

It’s hard to think of “Bull” as a great piece of theatrical literature. But
the Know’s production has given us a great piece of theater. It is a
brilliantly interconnected trio of character studies and a sobering
reflection on the harshness of the dollar-worshipping world that we
have allowed to grow up around us.

“Bull” runs at the Know Theatre until November 30.

Email davidlyman@gmail.com

mailto:davidlyman@gmail.com
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