SIX DEGREES OF SUCCESS

Ian Higham’s production ‘Six Degrees of Separation’ by John Guare was without a doubt, a resounding success. Having gone on opening night, I was expecting a good performance, as they usually are on opening night – but almost without exception, it was an amazing one.

The first thing that struck me (without stating the obvious) was the set and lighting. A good solid set, which the actors seemed very at home on, I especially liked the use of the projector at the back – the images changed to show different artwork that quickly became relevant as the play progressed. The circles painted on the floor (to imitate parquet flooring) were used to great effect as stepping stones for the actors and the lights, and were a clever tool to signify development within a scene or character and the passing of time. The tinkly piano noise that was used occasionally was a quirky touch of humour that made the audience laugh.

Ian Higham’s casting was, for the most part, perfect – particularly his leads; Freya Brett as Ouisa and Richard Brent as Flan. Both obviously intelligent actors, they were a joy to watch together and quite frankly I felt slightly bereft when they weren’t onstage. They managed to capture that slight ridiculousness that has so satirised the wealthy and oblivious for hundreds of years, without turning them into caricatures. They had excellent comic timing – Freya with a quick wit and Richard with an languid charm - and a keen understanding of their characters, so much so that the age disparity between the actors and the characters (particularly Miss Brett) became completely irrelevant most of the time. The fact that Freya and Danny Parsons (who played Paul) are so close in age made some of Ouisa’s scenes with Paul slightly less maternal and slightly more sexual – and I think if an older actress had been cast it may have added a completely different dynamic to the play. 
Danny as Paul lent a  smoothness and charm to the part that is completely necessary for the role if the rest of the characters are to fall for his tall tales   and as an actor new to the theatre, he did a fabulous job of holding his own against a more experienced cast. The rest of the cast were more character type roles, and most of them did a fabulous job as their various characters. 
One of my favourite scenes was the kids all lined up on the couch looking by turns sulky, taciturn and paranoid. My other, which caused shrieks of hilarity from the audience, was the nude scene. Theodore Best as the Hustler handled the whole thing with aplomb and grace, and pulling the finger at the end added a certain dignity to a scene that could have easily been embarrassing and stilted. 
John-Paul Conway and Rufus Cooper really stood out in their various bit parts, I would really like to see both actors tackling bigger roles during the coming season – they both have fabulous stage presence and are extremely entertaining to watch. Andrew Margerison as Trent Conway was fantastic – he did a lot with a very small role. 
I have to say how nice it is to see the lovely Sarah Jillings as Kitty flinging off her backstage blacks, donning a fabulous hairdo and a New York accent and taking a well deserved turn in the spotlight – more of her I say! And the fabulous Michael Rossi as Larkin who has been cast in several productions this season – with very good reason. Rhiannon Edwards, Rachel Branton, Aiden Kershaw and Doug Graham were all very likable and watchable additions, rounding out a large cast.

Ian Higham is without a doubt a Director who knows how to get the best out of his actors. The play was sharp and snappy without being hurried and flowed easily from one scene to the next. The only real criticism I would make is that some of the smaller scenes between the less prominent characters seemed slightly less natural, more forced actually, and were lacking pace and ease that were apparent throughout the rest of the show. 
While this may seem a bit of a love letter to the cast and director, it is truly nothing more than the production deserves. A well cast, directed and staged production; I believe it has to be the highlight of a great season at Putney Theatre Company.

A big, fat thank you to Ian and his cast and crew for providing me with an evening of truly great entertainment. 

Victoria Stevens
