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Shorter Review: Rotterdam by Jon Brittain

After a successful run in New York, Jon Brittain’s award-winning play Rotterdam has returned to London for a highly anticipated month of performances. The play follows the relationship between still-closeted lesbian Alice (Alice McCarthy) and her partner Fiona (Anna Martine Freeman), who reveals that they are transgender and wish to live as a man called Adrian, just as Alice prepares to “come out” to her parents.
Accompanied by the sounds of fast-pace European club tunes, we watch as the couple struggles to come to terms with each other’s realities: Adrian’s transition, Fiona’s awkward friendship with her Dutch workmate Lelani (Ellie Morris), and the annoyance caused by Adrian’s ever-present brother Josh (Ed Eales-White), all mixing together to cause the mayhem and mania that you would expect from a Greek tragedy or a Shakespeare play.
Full of bright lights, big ideas and big laughs, Rotterdam is one of the better “new” plays to come to London in recent years and should not be missed in this short run. The constant puns and witty humour will have you laughing out loud, while the quieter moments will have you empathising with the couple and considering how you, yourself, would react to the situations.
With its short run in London’s Arts Theatre, Jon Brittain’s Rotterdam gives an often-unheard voice to transgender people and is a play you do not want to miss.


Longer “Guardian-style” Review: Rotterdam by Jon Brittain

[bookmark: _GoBack]Jon Brittain’s Rotterdam:  Arts Theatre – 3/5 stars	
With transgender issues and celebrities appearing more and more in media, there is never a more appropriate time for Jon Brittain’s Olivier Award-winning play Rotterdam to return to London than now. After a massively successful run in New York, Brittain is once again gracing the streets of London with a short run of his most successful and well-known play, attempting to bring a discussion about transgender issues to the European theatre capital.
Taking place in the Arts Theatre, one of London’s smallest theatres, Rotterdam explores the struggles of the relationship between lesbian Alice and her partner Fiona, who comes out early in the play as transgender and asks to be called Adrian, instead of his “deadname.” Time passes quickly within the play, with Adrian soon wearing a binder and taking testosterone (often referred to in the trans community as ‘T’), a process which in the UK can take years.
The main focus of the play however, is not Adrian’s transition to appearing how he wants, but the feelings of his partner Alice as she struggles to come to terms with Adrian being transgender; she lashes out, refuses to call him by his new name and separates herself from him by forming a twisted friendship with her workmate Lelani. The Dutch native introduces Alice into a world she previously existed far away from: drugs, alcohol and loud rave music, which may often be slightly too loud for audience members near the speakers, but quite accurately resembles the clubs of Rotterdam. While Alice goes out with her suspiciously-close friend, Adrian is left home with his brother Josh (resembling gangly comedian James Acaster) as he speaks in puns – specifically to do with the similarity between “cis” and “sis” – and awkwardly attempts to understand his sibling’s feelings and experiences.
Not one of the actors struggles to bring life to their character, with each one embracing their part and allowing the audience to clearly understand them. The “prologue” scene, which runs until the audience has completely arrived, is silent apart from the blaring European rave anthems, shows the characters going about their business and allows the audience to understand what their personalities are like before the show has even started; Adrian is excitable and snarky, where Alice is uptight and focused.
Though the majority of the scenes are held together well, there are a couple that seem cliché and clumsy. For instance, Adrian’s breakdown and subsequent “fight scene” appears rather like the music video of a 1980s power ballad, as he punches and kicks the air while dropping to the ground. Of course, it may be done for dramatic effect to show the fragile state of Adrian’s mind in the moment, but it seems not to belong amongst the easy-going steadiness found in the rest of the show. Brittain seems to stumble here in his writing, but manages to bring it back shortly after for the play’s (slightly-expected) conclusion.
Jon Brittain’s choice to tell the story of a trans man is sometimes seen as a welcome one within the trans community; it has received praise from activists for discussing the issues surrounding coming out as transgender, in its exploration of how family and friends react to the situation. However, while he does attempt to bring transgender issues to light, Brittain himself admitted that he could have been more inclusive in relation to the casting of the play; Adrian’s character is played by a cisgender lesbian woman, adding to the naïve myth that heterosexual trans men are nothing more than “lesbians in suits.” Very few plays feature transgender actors, so to cast a cisgender woman for a role that could easily have been played by a trans man attempting to find a way into the acting industry is a rather strange move; had a trans man been casted as Adrian, it would have added to the inclusive meaning of the play and allowed a disadvantaged trans actor his way into the industry. While there are multiple trans women in the public eye (Laverne Cox, Lana Wachowski, Chelsea Manning), there are few trans men for transgender youth to look up to or relate to, something which the casting of a trans man as Adrian could have done.
While like most plays it suffers from controversy, Rotterdam is the kind of play that will have you laughing one minute and then thinking profoundly the next. If you’re looking for a play to watch in London, and don’t mind some cliché and the overwhelming sound of house music, you should catch Rotterdam before it ends it short returning run.
