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Michael Billington

The Forest
Lyttelton Theatre, London

don theatre. After G
Vassa (1909) at the Alber:

! t's Russian week in the Lnn
\\'e

now have Ostrovsky's The
Forest (1870) at the National.
Both plays offer a vivid por-
trait of a money-worshipping
female autocrat. But where
Howard Davies's Vassa has an
ultra-theatrical exuberance,

by a dogged naturaiism.
Page starts with many
advantages. Ostrovsky's play
itseif, rediscovered by the RSC
in 1981 and adapted by Alan
Ayckbourn, is a cracker. Gen-
nadiy, a romantic tragedian,
fetches up at the country
estate of his skinflint aunt,
Raisa, in the company of
Arkadiy, a stubby vaudevil
lian. Together they expose the
false values of the world they
have invaded: in vnulcuhl
the widowed 12y
infatuation  with a \'olgkx
opportunist and her shrivelled
meanness to a lovelorn, do;
deprived [emale relative.

Ayekbourn eaptures exactly
s satiric _attitade

his shapkeeper
claims 11 was 4% 1 they'd died
and nobudy bad bioken the
news 1o them.” and. Michs

tm n the ragge mox s 0to A
classic Beckettian double-act.
Feast, whose speech is stuffed
with Hamlet and Lear quota-
tions, has a wonderfully dotty
fake-grandeur: Williams, wi
his cropped carroty hair and
spitting  consonants, s &
superb foil, a wily pragmatist
who regards the rich as a
source of plunder:

Bul  Page’s  production
seems to have learned nothing
from recen( British ventures
into Russian drama. Declan
Donnellan  and  Richard
Jones's versions of Ostrovsky,
.lonaman Kent's Ivanov and
all shown
read

lhalll\mel ac
of demonic, Dickensian

chant and landown-
ing classes, Their productians
have been filled with the hec-
tie vitality of caricature: Page
akenly, for a sober,

05

Yousce the conseq
Frances de Ja T strangely
n performance  as
Raisa. The character has two
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Adr
RQL revivy \l she

ing of
1rmhm9nlm her mm\t\ bax.

S
you feel every v

ident would be

Pd[.,l: also :rgummu

sky's point that the i

in many ways. mose the

} limn the
I

two Michacls. 1t &
down to the level of &
Maugham,

omerser
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