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Packing thought-provoking theatre into par-
cels of just forty-five minutes, the Bridewell
Theatre serves up lunchbox-sized slices of
the arts. Cradled between office blocks and
museums, with city workers and tourists from
around the world in the audience, it's packed
with diversity. Not a bad venue, then, for a
show about the sometimes painful incompat-
ibility between our individual and collective
identities in a multicultural world.

Treya's Last Dance is a delicious treat for the
lunch hour: whip-crack sharp, funny and
touching. It’s a one-woman show that feels
more like a million-strong Dickensian cast of
characters. Shyam Bhatt gives voice to rasp-
ing old ladies, middle-aged Indian men, Afro-
Caribbean preachers, bitchy cousins and
howling seven-year-olds with breathless
ease. Each of them is convincing and deeply
charming. Bhatt is not only bang-on accurate


http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/author/ettie/
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/category/theatre/
http://www.rsc.org.uk/mercy
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/

but delivers her impressions with a kind of
tender affection. Without both, her ethnicity-
spanning impressions — okay, maybe just
that homophobic black preacher — might play
uncomfortably.

In under an hour, Bhatt's performance builds
the kind of character complexity you hope for
in a feature film. Bhatt takes a simple conceit
— a speed dating event in a dive bar — and
uses it to shine a light on her protagonist’s
past and present. Treya’s answers are direc-
ted straight towards us, as though we are
her speed-dating companions. They are
weird, frank, utterly unguarded vignettes. It's
a brilliant means of inducting us into her
world, and something of a metaphor for the
sudden intimacy between performer and
audience. So credible is Bhatt's awkward
performance as Treya that one almost feels
voyeuristic bearing witness to it all.

Bhatt's script is sharp and well-observed.
She draws excoriating portraits of a date
who learnt all his charm “from Bollywood and
porn”, the kind of bar that serves “red or
white”, and a cousin with “maximum three
brain cells”. This lends the play a robust and
raucous tone, but beneath the surface it's a
more subtle affair. It's delicate and deftly writ-
ten: interwoven themes circle, touch and re-
turn throughout the piece. The metaphor of
“lavender shortbread thins” transports Treya
into her past — like a twee update on Proust’s
Madeleine — towards her dead brother Than-
vir. The motif of mild versus spicy food
speaks to the tension between being both
Indian and British, and the symbolism of
Treya’s Ghunghroos (Indian classical dan-
cing anklets with bells on) lingering in a
dusty attic suggest the dangers of losing
touch with one’s roots. These details lend
Bhatt's play a deeper poeticism beneath the
witty mimicry and chortle-inducing one-liners.

Much has been made of the play’s LGBTQ
focus. While it undoubtedly addresses the
continuities and clashes between gay, British
and Indian identities, Treya’s Last Dance is
so much more than a play about being gay
and Indian. It treats Asian LGBTQ issues
and the prevalence of suicide with the great



respect that they deserve, but it also man-
ages to be a play about dancing, dating and
the difficulties of a socially awkward Indian
girl from Croydon.

Treya’s Last Dance is playing at the
Bridewell Theatre until 19 February. For
more information and tickets, see the
Bridewell Theatre website (http.//www.sbf.or-

g.uk/lunchbox-theatre). Photo: Jay Snell
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