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"You shouldn't go to plays, you should take a good look at yourself," snaps Madame Ranevskaya in The Cherry Orchard. One of the things that elevates Chekhov's play to the sublime is that, in good productions, these two pursuits never seem mutually exclusive. Andrew Hilton's brisk staging doesn't overdose on elegy (often the default mood for Chekhov). It's full of darting perceptions as it shows us the hectic toings and froings, and indolence, at the Ranevskaya family estate, which will soon have to be sold to pay off ever-mounting debts. Julia Hills's Ranevskaya is an oblivious prattler, yet she bobs about with the alertness of an animal sensing imminent danger. And she's wise to life in ways that aren't immediately apparent, as when she rebukes the eternal student Trofimov for thinking he is above love. On losing her home, she sobs like a little-girl, momentarily inconsolable. Simon Armstrong's peasant turned businessman, Lopakhin, who acquires the orchard, is obtuse rather than unkind. There are a few weak links in the ensemble, but this production captures the sense of a family and a country in flux, and our impossible yearning to stop time. 
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