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Michael Billington stumbles upon a generation gap in
Bill Alexander’s beguiling Much Ado at Stratford upon Avon

The odd couple

WO YEARS ago the
RSC bombed badly
with a vogue-ish

Much Ado About
Nothing set in some Fifties
no-man’s-land. They now
make amends, at Stratford's
Royal Shakespeare Theatre,
with a visually seductive,
socially conststent Bill Alex-
ander production that
aroused the audience to ec-
stasy but that left me temper-
ately enthusiastie,

As always, Mr Alexander
takes Shakespeare comedy
seriously. He and designer
Kit Surrey eschew Sicily and
set the action squarely in an
elegantly-hedged English
garien that suggests Comp-
ton Wyngates or even

Glyndebourn
It lights beau (Don
-l' ahn's dark ploumuytﬂnga al
place in gather-
mg dusk). is cumi:al.ly fune-
gé]inal with the secreted Ben-
ck

us, Bea and Ben have been
‘badly bruised by a past en-
counter; here I got no sense
cl‘ a Inng-alandlng relation-

50 that Beatrice’s line
aboi.'t her heart (“"Marry,
once hefore he won it of me
Wl% false dice”) fell into a
vold.

composure, but it is odd how
one misdirected

scene can upset the balance
of a production.

The most complete perfor-
mance of the evening comes
from Jobn Carlisle as Don
Pedro. This is ro princely ci-
pher but an agetng Cavalier

That said, Ms Fleetwood is | shrouded in solitude and
a very good Beatrice for hungry for emotional
whgdm Hera&]as ;he right contact.
WO “self-endeary Carlisle enters im.- the
Like the heroine of Balzac S | pri i;‘.[;y wooing of Hero wit
story, The Dance At Sceaux, | suspicious enthusiasm md
she guards aj %:iin prop 1o i th
He creates a
aof the witty put-down. character where on the page
But what Ms Fleetwood one barely exists, so that
gets well is Beatrice’s trans- | even a tiny line like “The old
formation from self-absorbed | man's daughter told us all",

wit, dispensing one-liners
from a garden swing, toa
‘woman of true feeling: flat-
tened againsta lmdge, she
listens

after Hero's assumed death,
causes a sudden pang of
remorse.

That l.s the good side of Mr

Hero's analysis ul'her nbmh
acter end, in the ch

production — at-
tenﬁonm detail, And, among
the supporting roles, there is

ding inside a poplar, | Scene, delivers that death- | 4 mercifully sober Dogherry
and neatly suggests a hierar- | trep injunction to Benedick, | from George Ralstrick, more
chical, seventeenth-century | +'Kill Claudio,” with such in- | interested in gazing lovingly
world in which everyone tensity that not a titter runs | a¢ himself in mirrors than in
knows his or her place. But if | through the hause. This is advertising his malaprop-
we still delight in this absurd | real acting. isms, and an impassioned
comedy, in which gullibility Roger Allam's Benedick is | Friar Francis from Mike
is carried to inordinate good but erratically directed Dowling, notably short on
lengths, it is largely because | As a languid mﬂitury balsam.
of the merry war b elor, hing up 1 f Mr A
Beatrice and Benedick. clgru—-amuke from inside the | js elegant, pleasing, well-or-
g Susan peplar or himself | dered: it captures the pro-
and Roger Allam, [ had the | into passion, Mr Allam is gress of the comedy by start-
fecling of a marriege made in | very funny. ing with Beatrice
the casting department Bat, since everyone harps | dangeronsly fencing and end-
rather than in heaven. Indi- | on Benedick’s sadness and ing er softly kissing in
vidually they are fine but, melancholy when he comes the rural twilight.
without wishing to be ungal- | outas a lover, it seems ab- But if I was beguiled rather
lant, they seem to belong to | surd for Mr Alexander to than transported, it was be-
marginally different genera- | turn him suddenly into a

tions. That matters crucially
because, as the Dench-Sinden
pairing forcibly r.

tier.

cause | 1 nev::.ir quite felt this

to
ing about in high heels. Mr
Allam his

were
one of nature’s inevitable

par

. Susan Fleetwood as Beatrice and Alex Kingston as Hero in Much Ado

Making amends .
About Not.hmg at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre
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Billington on Much Ado
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