Beyond the nose

[bookmark: _Int_aZOqUVQf][bookmark: _Int_vTekQdZQ]The only thing that most people know about the play Cyrano de Bergerac (Noël Coward Theatre) is about the title character’s appearance. Anyone, however, who saw Gerard Depardieu’s film - or maybe a few who once studied A Level French - will know that there’s more to the story than a ‘man with a long nose.’ It’s a well-crafted play, with an intelligent story, written by Edmond Rostand, in French verse in the 1890s.
[bookmark: _Int_brQwic6t]Adrian Lester has now brought to London this energetic yet touching story, reprising his acclaimed performance in the Royal Shakespeare Company production originally seen at The Swan Theatre in Stratford UponAvon. Lester has won many awards for his theatre, TV and film work over several decades, including an Olivier Award. He dominates this production with his brilliance, as the larger-than-life Cyrano, a swash-buckling soldier, philosopher and poet during the French wars of the 1660s. As the war moves closer, Cyrano lords it over his platoon of soldiers and everyone around them, but they have learned not to mention his nose!
[bookmark: _Int_TprwrsJu][bookmark: _Int_W4wqzbUe][bookmark: _Int_Vjov65Ux][bookmark: _Int_bkVmlFsb][bookmark: _Int_BpbI5XJ7]His self-confidence is dented by his appearance, showing his vulnerability, and it is this realisation that he believes stops any woman from loving him, especially Roxane, which causes him great consternation. When she, played with great variety and humour by Susannah Fielding, is attracted by Christian, a handsome new recruit, it is Cyrano who provides the love letters which win her over. This pretence is maintained as the soldiers leave for a dangerous battle.
Without giving away the ending, the play concludes with deaths and a kind of resolution. Roxane belatedly learns of the pretence, and Cyrano finds peace and a degree of satisfaction. This new translation cleverly updates the language for today’s audience, but keeping some of the original versification, very effectively showing how Cyrano’s own skilled use of language, as well as his extrovert personality, move the action of the play.
It’s played very much as a comedy, with the soldiers and their coarse humour offset by Cyrano’s superior language and domineering personality. At the same time, his vulnerability over his ugliness is all too apparent. Adrian Lester brings this off very effectively, and we really feel for him. Roxane is played as an intelligent, lively, even skittish woman who has been widowed once and desperately wants a romantic relationship, even with a simple country lad.
[bookmark: _Int_YHoMpY8h][bookmark: _Int_7O5TpH13]In this production, there is an ongoing joke with a group of musicians whom Cyrano has acquired, and who turn up, sometimes unwelcome, but whose music adds to the physical comedy and drama of tavern scenes and occasional sword fights. There’s even a little audience participation and characters moving around the theatre. Director Simon Evans has reprised his Stratford play with gusto, which deserves the enthusiastic response it has won.
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