One-woman show flawless portrait
of troubled, talented Vivien Leigh

By Sherman Spencer
Special to The Record

Two virtuoso performances are
on view in Sierra Repertory
Theatre’s production of “Vivien.”
The achievements of Rick Foster,
who wrote the one-woman show,
and Janis Stevens, who performs
it, combine to offer a theatrical
experience not to be forgotten
soon.

Vivien Leigh, though best
known here as Scarlett O'Hara,
had on the British stage a posi-
tion of absolute ascendency as the
co-star and wife of Lawrence
Olivier. Their home just outside
London was the mecca of the
British theatrical and literary
world. Yet she pursued her life on
a sell-destructive course as surely
as that of any of the figures of
classic tragedy she portrayed.

A victim of manic-depression at
a time when that illness was little
understood and could only be
alleviated- temporarily by electric
shock treatment, her mood swings
often assumed control. Her hold
on sanity seemed to come from
her total identification with the
roles she played. She vacillated
between the self-discipline and
purpose of Antigone and the
defeat, fantasy and promiscuity of
Blanche Dubois of “Streetcar
Named Desire.”

Playwright Foster has taken the
strands of Vivien's domestic life
and stage triumphs and woven
them into a remarkably coherent
cxposition of her great theatrical
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WHAT: “Vivien" (one-woman
show)

WHO: Sierra Repertory
Theatre

WHERE: 13891 Highway
108, Sonora

WHEN: 8 p.m. Wed-Sat; 3
p.m. Sat., Sun.

TICKETS: $12-317
SOURCE: 532-3120

gift and personal tragedy.

As the lights come up on John
Stevens’ evocative set, we see a
stage empty but for some shroud-
ed furniture, trunks and costume
rack. Through Ron Madonia’s
clever lighting, this space becomes
the star's dressing room, the
Oliviers' country home and vari-
ous theater sets.

Vivien enters for a rehearsal;
but apparently early, she waits
and muses on the vicissitudes of
her life. She has by then divorced

Olivier, who could not live with-

her ever-increasing instability. Few
desirable roles come her way. Her
tuberculosis, which soon is to
prove fatal, worries her, but not
enough to quit smoking.

While speaking, she interweaves
dialogue from the roles she has
played, often grabbing up an
appropriate costume from the
racks.

Stevens portrays Vivien in a
passionate and absolutely flawless
performance. She captures not
only the aspect of Leigh's great

facial beauty, but also many of
her expressions, mannerisms and
vocal qualities. _

She switches seamlessly and
convincingly from a menacing
Lady Macbeth to the love-struck
adolescent Juliet without pause or
loss of dramatic tension.

Though Stevens has herself
starred in some of the roles we
glimpse, she plays them here as
the aging Vivien. Now, trapped in
remorse and painfully derived
experience, she comments, “The
trouble with Shakespeare’s hero-
ines is that by the time we really
understand them, we're too old to
perform them.”

She has imaginary conversa-
tions with various associates that
serve (o illuminate sections of her
life. With Katherine Hepburn, she
tells how Olivier jealously reacted
to her Academy Award. She con-
fronts critic Kenneth Tynan about
the malicious reviews he gave her
work, but recognizes the truth of
some of his comments.

-~ By this device, Foster cleverly

presents some others’ viewpoints
of Vivien’s career and personal
problems.

Few roles require such relent-
lessly high-tension effort from the
performer. Yet given Leigh's situa-
ton, her actions seem both psy-
chologically and dramatically
credible.

Mary Campbell-Dohring pro-
vides elegant easily-assumable

- costumes, and Barbara Bosch's

masterful direction is above

- reproach.
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