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THE spotlight falls, first of

all, upon a girl dressed
in white, with a turquoise
sash and ribbon, gaiiy cele-
brating her birthday in a
Russian provincial villa
circa 1900, and recollecting
with her friends the life she
had led in Moscow, eleven
years before, when her
father was alive. She is
called Irina: but immedi-
ately our attention is drawn
away from her, to another
young woman with deep
brown hair who sits, like
Hamlet, detached from the
merriment, dressed in
“nighted colour’; a young
woman who sits on a sofa
reading, indifferent to her
companions’ chatter, break-
ing silence only by a brief,
careless whistle, though
across her dark-eyed, red-
lipped, peach-blossom face
fleet from time to time ex-
pressions of boredom and
sadness.

Then, suddenly, at last, she
sna shut her book,
ghtens, stares muginkly into
space, an recites, In an in-
stant of surrounding quiet,
“An oak tree green by the

winding shore,

Upon that oak, a chain of

gold” . . .

This is how Frangcon
Whelan a to us as Masha,
the second of Chekhov's “Three

utes of Alfred Emmet’s pre-
sentation currently running at
the Qlucstors Theatre until May
2. It is a mesmeric appear-
ance, and enough to

a trip. But Mr. Emmet and
his star both repeat and in-

tensify its mesmerism, its sense
of isolation, privacy and
cmotional iIntimacy ived

from subtle variations of phys-
ical re in the Acf Two
scene following Lt.-Col, Ver-

shinin's speech of love. The
, T am told, has been

Sisters,” in the opening min-

A SMASHER OF
A MASHA

Finely-acted ‘Three
Sisters’ at Ealing

rehearsed for a hundred and
si;tg hours. At least a hun-
dred of these must have gone
into perfecting such an ach-
ingly beautiful, musical coun=
terpoint between the talk of
the rest of the interrupting
household and the mute com-
munion of the couple in the
corner. :

X X ¥
Kenneth Conington's Ver-
shinin looks and sounds
throughout (for once the cliché
has meaning) “an officer and
a gentleman.” Here he is a

married suitor too, ving
illicit court to a marri ladr
yet how freely, how happi

y
does he lean in his chair and
drink in the sight of the person
opposite him whom
ships with his heart and soul !
With what tender possessive-
Babtind Bac chals, gt

ind her chair,
at her; while Miss “’helm‘s
Masha, try as she may to join
in the conversation, can't
grevent her head turning slowly
ack or upward to meet his
regard, her initially disturbed
flutter of lids and quiver of
mouth replaced, as moment
stretches into moment, by a
frankly welcoming, answering
adoration in her warm-envelop-
ing glance and wide-glowing
smile. As they raptly watch
cach other, the room about
them seems to fade from our
consciousness, and we can do
nothing but share their luxuri-
ant pleasure in an unexpected,
secret passion no less thrilling
for being without real hope.
We surrender, in fact, to a
spell of exquisite romantic
magic and melancholy unat-
tained by Chekhov in “The
Orchard”™ or “The
Seagull ”: the spell of Tur-

enev’s “A Month in the
untry.”
In the poetically contem-

plative ‘passages of statuesque

rouping where reaction as
istinct from action matters,
Mr. Emmet’s handling is seen
at its best. Those requiring a
fluid continuity of entrances,
exits, s movement and
business—in particular during
the play's latter half—find him
a shade unequal to a challenge
that might baffle a West End

he wor- -

1

'] virago.
‘| brings an appealin

director. Still, his is a de-
voted effort. True, he has been
helped by Juliette Ho
costumes. rich

as Polonius munsclled’."and by
Jane Kingshill's stuffiilly re-
spectable interiors, redolent of
the bourgeois smfmmon from
which the sisters long unavail-
ingly to escape. But to him
alone the credit for
imposing on his cast, despite
their  occasionally  discon-
nected manoeuvrings, a unified
interpretation of the author,
temperately  blending  the
serene humour emphasized by
Soviet producers with the wists
ful elegance favoured by our
own,

*
The result is a consistent
excellence of portrayal. Every-
one his or her chance,
and takes it: Dorotle?f -
Taylor’s Irina, delicately aristo-
cratic as a Dresden rine, in
her bursts of trap despair;
Elizabeth Oddic as the eldest
sister Olga, when she patiently
resigns herself to never visit-
ing the capital; their brother's
wife Natalya (Una Chapman),

{who changes with her new con-

jugal power from a pseudo-
genteel spinster into a matronly
Roy Montgomery
simplicit

to Baron Tusenbach’s farewell

i | to Irina, even if Stuart Hartley,

|as his rival for her affections,

.| fails to persuade us of the
. | fanatical ienlousy which causes
«|him to

ill Tusenbach in a

«|duel. (Mr. Hartley sirikes one
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*| her now

rather as an “eternal student”
in the tradition of Trofimov.)
Francis Smith discreetly com-
municates the pathos in the
old army doctor Chebulykin's

confession of medical inade-
quacy. Ned Gethings, remem-
be from “ The Birthday

Party,” responds similarly to
the brother Andry's forlorn
dreams of intellectual emin-
ence. And Paul Imbusch, re-
membered from “ The Drunke
ard,” gives perhaps the even-
ing’s most professional Chek-
hovian performance in the role
of Masha's placid, modest,
kindly husband. As for Frang-
can Whelan, she didn't attract

*|my notice in “The Beggar's

Opera.” (Incredible, after this
Masha, to think of her doing
a doxy.) But T shall remember

DOUGLAS McVAY.
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THE plays of Anton Chek-
A hov}:.,i rige centexlmgy
whose was celebra
DATE__ four months ago. are ma.r%
by an odd mixt
humour and sadness.
characters are usually
moody members of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia who ever-
‘astingly talk of their hopes
and  desires but never
achieve them.
«yhe ‘'Three isty <3
which the Questors ;
been presenting a

theatre at , was
last but one of his five full-
length plays. In it he fore-
shadows the cha ich
were to come over RuSsia 88—
a very short time. b
Alfred Emmet, in his ~
ction, has not "
brought out the atmosphere
exceeding well but has

ness- in- the drama O the
three sisters who have seen
betters days and are 1

face a drab future. But there
is humour 113 many.

characterisations and in the
relationships between the

characters.



