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‘Mansfield Park’

Written by Jane Austen and Adapted by Tim Luscombe

Theatre Royal, Bury St Edmunds until 29 September then touring UK until 29 November 2012.

You do not have to be a fan of Jane Austen to enjoy this most riveting adaptation by Tim Luscombe of this 200-year-old classic.  Performed in period costume and with a versatile yet minimal set you are immediately drawn into the eccentricities of the many colourful characters.  These workings by Tim Luscombe allowed for humour to feature throughout the play.

Set in a time when decisions about matrimonial alliances were based on material aspects of the relevant suitor, it was funny to see that a man’s height; state of his teeth and perhaps top of the list his finances were the main issues.  Of course such considerations would not feature today!

Ffion Jolly exquisitely performed the role of Fanny.  She found the right balance between being the dejected one, yet still retaining her strength of character and knowing what she wanted.  Playing opposite her was Pete Ashmore as Edmund and it was immediately apparent the respect between these two characters, but in Fanny’s case much more.

With the exception of Fanny the roles often doubled up, but in one case it was a trebled!   Geoff Arnold chopped between three roles with complete ease and the audience were left to keep up.  From being the drunken Tom to the stumbling and fumbling upper class Mr Rushworth then a spell as William Price it proved a most inspiring performance.  Poor Mr Rushworth’s marriage to Maria Bertram (Leonie Spilsbury) was short lived, but Leonie who played this role demonstrated the true colours of a gold digger

Proving the point about marriage check lists were the ever conspiring brother sister act of Mary (Kristin Atherton) and Henry (Samuel Collings).  There were perhaps no depths to which they would not stoop to gain a suitably endowed partner, but in the end neither gained the prize.

If there were to be a wicked witch it would be the haughty Mrs Norris who killer one-liners were always at the expense of Fanny.  Karen Ascoe’s portrayal of this role was utterly absorbing yet humour was created through such cruel remarks.

Richard Heap proved a most formidable Sir Thomas whose character mellowed as the play progressed.  

The pace of this play is just right, as there is never a pause or a dull moment.  Despite the age of the original novel you find yourself asking whether such behaviour exists nowadays.  The answer is probably yes.

The simplicity yet versatility of the set gives prominence to the superb acting from the team who clearly enjoyed themselves as much as the audience.

After 29 September this production will be touring the UK at the following locations: -

Theatre Royal Bath Mon 1-6 October

Exeter Northcott Theatre 16-20 October

The Haymarket, Basingstoke 24-27 October

Devonshire Park Theatre, Eastbourne 13-17 November

Oxford Playhouse 20-24 November

The Brewhouse. Taunton 27-29 November
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