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C
URIOUS, isn’t it, that
we can understand how
a blue sky can make
one happy, but find it
more difficult to see
why five red cars could

give one a super good day? For
Christopher Boone, though, while
red cars are good, a yellow car her-
alds all the gloom of a dark storm
cloud and more. 

Describing himself as someone
with “behavioural problems”, he is
at a special school because 
he suffers from Asperger’s Syn-
drome, at the far end of the autism
scale, but he is also extraordinarily
gifted in maths.

Mark Haddon’s book, The Curi-
ous Incident of the Dog in the Night
Time is one of those rare finds – a
book that appeals to adults and chil-
dren alike, as I found years ago
when my young son enjoyed it as
much as I did. 

For both of us, Haddon unlocked
the detail of Christopher’s world in
such a way we had a deeper under-
standing of what made one of his
classmates tick. The book has built
up something of a cult status and
won 17 literary awards and been
translated into 44 languages. 

Personally, I wasn’t sure how it
would make the transition to the
stage, but the play was sold out long
before it opened at the National’s
small Cottesloe Theatre. 

The book is an intensely per-
sonal autobiography narrated by
Christopher, written as he begins
investigating the killing of his
neighbour’s dog. Simon
Stephens, who adapted the
novel for the stage, has got
around this by adding an-
other layer, so Christopher
is now producing a play of
his own story, at the prompt-
ing of his mentor, Siobhan.

And as another young
maths student pointed out
to me, the production has
kept true to all that matters
to Christopher, a person not
prone to fantasy or imagi-
nation. So the dog (not the
dead one, but the puppy at
the end) is real, as is the pet
rat and the train set. 

The policeman even has
a yellow leaf stuck to his
shoe and Christopher at one
point demands a change of
actor when he feels one is
too old for the role!

For the rest, the stage is spare,
laid out on a maths grid paper and
making clever use of lighting to
create fluid and fast-paced changes
of settings. The desperate moments

on the London under-
ground tracks, where
Christopher tries to recap-
ture his rat, to the terror of
the onlookers, are achieved
only with a basic stage lift
and lights. 

And while I feel the
boy’s inner shutdown when
faced with the mental over-
load of the Tube became
simply a cacophony of
noise and movement, the
play broadens the story
from Christopher’s per-
spective to the impact he
has on those around him. 

Adults and their messy
emotional lives, parents
and their fumbling at-
tempts to reach their off-
spring, well-meaning

neighbours and ill-timed words –
we are all in there somewhere. 

It’s never easy playing a child,
but Luke Treadway, who starred in
the stage production of War Horse,
does a fantastic job of showing us

the child that inhabits the young
man’s body, at that awkward transi-
tion into adulthood. 

He combines the boy’s rather
pedantic approach to detail, his de-

light and solace in the rigid struc-
tures of mathematics, his confu-
sion and petulance in family mat-
ters with an engaging charm. 

Niamh Cusack as Siobhan, the

only adult he can trust, is rather too
syrupy for my liking. Paul Ritter’s
dad, Ed, gives a brilliantly textured
portrayal of a father’s love with
frustration, anger and remorse,
while Nicola Walker as the mother
who seems to come back from the
dead, is also nuanced in her dream
of personal fulfilment and bonding
to an offspring whose demands are
endless and exhausting. 

Director Marianne Elliott uses
wit and insight in a play that is per-
haps not quite as intensely power-
ful as Haddon’s novel, but neverthe-
less captures much of its essence. 

A tightly meshed design concept
from Bunny Christie and Paule
Constable is evident from the mo-
ment you walk in to find all prime
numbered seats marked in white, to
the spectacular mathematical proof
Christopher gives as a finale. 

l This performance was filmed
live at the National Theatre in 
London, and will be broadcast at
Cinema Nouveau nationwide to-
day, and on October 17 and 18.

Luke Treadaway as Christopher Boone and Paul Ritter as Ed, his father – difficult relationships in “The Curious incident of the Dog in the Night-Time”.

Christopher and Siobhan (Niamh Cusack) building trust.
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TAKEN, a movie about a former CIA
operative who uses his considerable
brawn and brain to rescue his
teenage daughter from a bunch of
sadistic sex-trade traffickers, was a
surprise hit in 2009.The nervy kid-in-
jeopardy thriller opened quietly at
the beginning of the year, chugging
along to make a respectable $100
million-plus at the box office.

The appeal of Taken, apart from
its straightforward,unpretentious ap-
proach to otherwise pedestrian ma-
terial, was Liam Neeson. As Taken
protagonist Bryan Mills,he infused an
otherwise by-the-numbers proce-
dural with an ineffable, highly ap-
pealing blend of Celtic soul and 
6-foot-4-inch heft. As an instantly
sympathetic embodiment of pater-
nal reassurance and alpha-male fe-
rocity, Neeson reinvigorated his ca-
reer with Taken, embarking on a
series of similarly pulpy thrillers (Un-

known,The Grey) that seemed to sur-
prise even him.

The sequel is every bit as clumsy,
ham-handed, outlandish and laugh-
able as the original was sleek, tough

and efficient.
Taken 2 finds Bryan back in Los

Angeles, teaching his daughter Kim
(Maggie Grace,now officially past her
sell-by date playing teenagers) to
drive and gazing wistfully at his ex-
wife, Lenore (Famke Janssen), when
he picks Kim up for their weekly Sat-
urday tutorial. When Bryan travels to
Istanbul on business, circumstances
conspire to bring Kim and Leni there
in order to surprise him. Soon, all
three are caught up in a nasty web of
kidnapping, sadistic torture and 
revenge spun by the very Albanian
bad guys Bryan recently vanquished
on behalf of his daughter.

Bryan is still the man with all the
answers, the modern era’s dream of
competence and moral clarity rolled
into one hunky package. But in the
clunky hands of Taken 2 director
Olivier Megaton (working from a
phoned-in script by producer Luc
Besson and Robert Mark Kamen),

he’s become little more than a know-
it-all who dispatches every obstacle
as if he’d anticipated it all along.
There’s no crafty fun to be had
watching him figuring it all out.– Ann
Hornaday, Washington Post

TTTHHHEEE   MMMAAAGGGIIICCC   OOOFFF   BBBEEELLLLLLEEE   IIISSSLLLAAANNNDDD
MONTE Wildhorn (Morgan Freeman)

is a man in the third act of his life,
with his glory days first as a young
athlete, cut short by an accident, and
later as a successful novelist now be-
hind him. His wife has recently died
so for Monte, long confined to a
wheelchair, nothing is left except
long bleak days and drinking booze.

When Monte’s nephew Henry
(Kenan Thompson) deposits Monte,
against his will, at a ramshackle
house in a small lakeside town where
Henry’s made arrangements for
Monte to house-sit for the summer,
the urbane Monte is not happy
about the situation. But there he
finds himself, forced to take care of
the house and its dog for the sum-
mer. And Henry has brought Monte’s
old upright typewriter which sits
silent on the kitchen table. For Henry
it’s the hope Monte might write
again. For Monte it’s only a reminder
of what once was.

Directed by Rob Reiner.
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Liam Neeson stars in “Taken 2”

Morgan Freeman in “The Magic
of Belle Island”

Book’s transition to
play stays true to
main character,
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