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FIRST NIGHT

by Nicholas
de Jongh

The Cherry Orchard
Cottesloe Theatre %

REVOR NUNN has cast a revolu-
tionary light upon Anton
Chekhov's great comedy of
farewells, in which the landed
gentry lose their property, their
past and their power. I have rarely seen a
production of The Cherry Orchard that so
vividly reminds you of the play's under-
cover class-antagonisms or the fact that
when the play premiered in 1904, the first
flash of revolution was mere months
away in Russia. Roger Allam’s socially
awkward Lopakhin, a speculative busi-
nessman who buys the Orchard to raze it
to the ground and Ben Miles's excited
eternal student, Trofimov, who envisages
a better class of future for Russia’s poor,
are highlighted as the only two charac-
ters with dynamism. In Nunn’s wistful
production they are serious rebels
against the corrupt old world order.

That old Russian world cannot be
brought to powerful life at the Cottesloe.
For Nunn's Cherry Orchard is riskily
staged with the audience ranged on three
sides around a central, rectangular play-
ing area. A small upper gallery contains
a miniature Cherry Orchard in blossom,
conceived by designer Maria Bjornson,
that looks ravishing at dawn, though it’s
later decorated with hideous flickering
lights. Props are distractingly moved
around, so it’s no surprise that the pace
slackens, and the axe is not finally put to
that orchard until three hours have
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The production seethes with bustle,
energy and action from the moment
Vanessa Redgrave's Madame Ranev-
skaya, the estate owner, sweeps home
from Paris with her daughter, Anya
(baby-voiced Charlotte Emmerson), pow-
ered by waves of nostalgia. In the role of a
woman who has been destructively gen-
erous with both her body and her money,
Miss Redgrave flirts on all fronts, even
kissing the furniture. She dresses to
seduce in sumptuous long dresses and a
picture-hat. Her performance lays too
great a stress on winsomeness, except
when she raises a chilling howl of grief
for her dead son, thereby revealing her-
self apt for Greek tragedy. But by playing
Ranevskaya as both scatter-brained
mother and pleasure-prone teenager who
has never quite grown up, Miss Redgrave
lets you see how the character has con-
tributed to the family’s decline and fall.

Corin Redgrave as her brother Gaev,
with the airs of a prim, pedantic school-
master, is a matching study of windy vac-
uousness. Eve Best, dressed in funereal
black as kaya's ad d »
grimly observes the family rent asunder.
Nunn's love of opulence and sentimental-
ity does cause occasional aberrations. The
family dance festivities are far too sump-
tuous. And Miss Redgrave is permitted a
sickly gesture when before leaving the
estate, she leaves a music box playing. But
there's no missing this production’s
value. It shows why the orchard’s destruc-
tion is an act of hope, not vandalism.

Ratings: - O adequate, * good,
ok very good, %k outstanding, X poor
More reviews: Page 53
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