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ICHAEL BLAKE-
MORE'S produc-
%nn of Utntcde
anya at the
Vaudeville
shines like a good deed in
naushly world. itisa Eem
amidst the fake jewellery of the
West End For me it misses
Htcﬂon because of de-
interpretation but, as
should happen with Vanya
found myself watching the end
through a mist of tears.
0ddly enough, one of my
doubts centres on Michae‘l
Gambon's Vanya. He is, of
course, mesmerising to watch.
Abulky ﬂ%urein a crumpled
Tinen suit, he presents us with a
,47-yanmld emotional adoles-
of his first actions is
lnm hhnself on a garden
B and, whenever Yelena
weaves into view, he gazes at
her with adoring eyes set in a
Iolling head.

Gambon has inherited Ralph
Rithardson’s ability to exist in
two dimensions at onﬁe. Half

in a private dream: thereisa
magnificent moment when he
is aceused of an
*‘possibly, possibly” ina
voice so alien and remote it
be coming from a man
under hypnosis.

Gambon offers a brilliant
monument to inef ia
man crippled by un.reuu.\!ed
love and professional futility.
But I am reminded of some-
thing Eric Bentley once wrote:
that Chekhov’s elegiac note is
moving “because the senss nf
death is accompanied wi
rich a sense nfl!fe "It is the
element of might-have-been in
Chekhov’s characters that
makes their waste 5o tr:
Gambon’s Vanya for me just
misses greatness because he is
directed to play defeat irom the

tart: all hope and dignity have
been shredded But Astrov
points out that he and Vanya

Michael Billington on Chekhov’s might-have-
beens triumphantly realised in Uncle Vanya

Glorious rage

are the only two penph n!‘ cul-
ture in the district; and

though Gambon, hrusl\mz
hand across his thinning hair
and erupting into childish fury,
is wonderful to watch he needs
more of that Chekhovian
thwarted rage for life,

There is, however, the sense
of a real, tangible relationship
between him and Jonathan
Pryce's Astrov: it is summed up
in the superb moment when
Astrov essays a drunken
and crashes into Vanya landing
them in a targlsd , jocular heap
on the floor. But Pryce’s mag-
nificent Astrov also has that
crucial sense of life's worth
which is what makes its unful-
mment S0 moving.

Fresenls us with a dam-
dealist who is quh’ky. ec-
cemnc. sensual and used to
urying his pain in vodka:
there is an unforgettable mo-
ment when he complies with
Sonya's request not to drink
and then, suddenly remember-
ing the patient who died under
chloroform, his eye steals long-
ingly towards an unclaimed
ass. Pryce gives us the might-
ave-been; and there is an
exact psychological truth about
the way he fondlu Sonya \mth
the thoughtle:
exhnnrs to lhnse one does nm

At its best, Blakemore's pro-
duction grasps the essential
pmnt tha! Chekhov’s l:hlrac-

e: there is
mtenslty in their ]assxluﬂ
That is why Imelda Staunton is
the best Sonya since Plowright:
she is a woman who is quite
despera!e!y in love, parrating
Astrov's opinions as if they
were her own and gigeling over
their midnight feast in sheer
pleasure at getting him to her-
self. And the hrava, falsely he-
roic smile she puts on at the
doctor’s departure is one of the
most moving examples of 2
breaking heart I have ever
seen.

It is also a sign of the produc-
Iions memﬁntiuedlseg;eﬂ

an almost
in 'Telegin, the impoverished
landowner who lives on the es-
cate. Jorwuwl Cecil plays him
t, buzoyant man in

midtlle-age permanently af-
fronted by the [act tlmt peoplg

cannot
gives you the man’s whole his-
tory; and when he rushes from
the room in terror at Vanya's
explosive anger, you sense ex-

actly the n vulnerability
mngledhﬁ%tomnm

kov has a tetchy amour-propre
but little of that sense — com-
m‘:g hrod. tion at E%.h-
production

bursh last year — of an arre-

ant peacock who treats the
umverse as if it were created
for his convenience. And al-
though Greta Scacchi is radi-
antly beautiful as Yelena, she
doesn’t use her body to the full:
the character

w

tion) actually describes as
“inadmissible.”
These are cavils, however, at

a production which is stmnglv
cast, excellently
(Tanya M

up
scale of pain.” I know of no
more moving climax in worle
drama.
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