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Chekhov’s estate-of-the-nation tragicomedy is still bearing fruit

It has become an old joke that no one laughs at Shakespeare's comedies - and the same is often assumed of Chekhov's. But this production of The Cherry Orchard at Bristol's Tobacco Factory is not only moving and poignant but also very funny.

Director Andrew Hilton has created a world in which objects are the only things that have value - humans just get in the way. Madame Ranevskaya returns from a stay in Paris to her house in Russia to discover that she is so seriously in debt that the estate – including the cherry orchard of the title - has to be auctioned off.

Julia Hills as Ranevskaya remains just the right side of irritating. Her adoration of the house, the furniture and the orchard is touching, rather than grating: she sing-songs her delight in lilting phrases and contorts her face into smiles that have more than a dash of pain about them.

Her counterweight in the play, the lumbering businessman Lopakhin, is from peasant stock and Simon Armstrong in the part seems to dominate the stage in a way the buttoned up aristocratic characters are incapable of.  But our sympathies lie with Ranevskaya's adopted daughter, Varya. Dorothea Myer-Bennett creates a finely drawn portrait of frustration - which comes to a head in the agonising scene in which Lopakhin doesn't quite manage to propose to her.
Pain, though, is never allowed to take over for long in Hilton's production: after one emotionally charged scene the idealistic student Trofimov (Benjamin O'Mahony) promptly falls down the stairs - to the other characters' amusement. 

Much of the evening's comedy comes courtesy of the clerk Yepikhodov,"the walking disaster". In a brilliantly judged performance from Paul Brendan, the miserable clerk is both touching and funny - all that's missing is the sad painted-on face of a clown. There's fine comic work too from Saskia Portway who plays Charlotta the governess cum magician; and Eleanor Yates plays the youngest daughter of the house, Anya, with guileless charm.
The Cherry Orchard is a play that tempts directors to take sides - on class, on capitalism, on philosophy. But Hilton is even-handed. Each point of view is presented as equally fallible, all the characters equally selfish, and the evening is made funny, clever and thought-provoking as a result.
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