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Helen Mirren
turns up the heat

Theatre
Orpheus Descending
DONMAR WAREHOUSE

TENNESSEE Williams is hot this summer in the West
End. At Sam Mendes's Donmar Warehouse, Helen
Mirren is starring in Nicholas Hytner’s highly
commendable revival of the 1957 Orpheus Descending.
The rarely seen play, obsessively rewritten by
Williams over 17 years, is a tragic romance set in the
Deep South. It's about a decrepit yet doggedly
surviving, xenophobic and repressive society, about
dangerously fresh blood and irresistible urges.

Mirren plays a middle-aged, unhappily married,
small-town shopkeeper’s wife called Lady Torrance.
Her bootlegging Italian father, remembered by locals
as “the Wop”, was burnt to death some years back. A
Ku Klux Klan-style posse torched his illicit wine
garden, a leafy haunt for lovers, where alcohol was
sold to blacks as well as whites.

Now Lady’s nasty patriarchal old husband, Jabe (a
sour-faced Richard Durden), is terminally sick but
hanging on. He’s lurking upstairs, above the
Torrances' dry-goods store, banging on the ceiling like
anagging memory, but also like a pounding heart.

Downstairs, Lady is being drawn into an ardent
affair with an attraetive young stranger, Val Xavier
(Stuart Townsend). He's an impoverished rover and
artistic type with a blues guitar — Williams’s modern
variation of the legendary lyre of Orpheus. He tells
Lady he’s looking for work and is sick of his sullied,
wanton past.

The pair’s slowly blossoming relationship brings
new life to Lady, but it is doomed as Val is hunted
down by the town’s threatened menfolk.

Mirren, who worked with Hytner on the film The
Madness of King George (1994), does her director
proud again. She develops subtly from an unsmiling,
painfully frustrated spouse dressed in black to a
warm, earthy matron. She then becomes girlishly
animated, padding around in the small hours in a
cotton nightie, with her hair in a plait, listening to
Val’s talk of azure-winged hirds and determining to
freshen up the store.

She can be an amusingly tough cookie and
simultaneously a bundle of nerves, before becoming
lustily liberated in the final act.

Mirren does have a Tew histrionic moments, and
Townsend needs to relax into his role. But he has
handsome, dark-eyed magnetism and mixes his
character’s surly arrogance and predatory slouch
with flashes of boyish tenderness. There’s strong
support from Saskia Reeves as Carol, a flamboyantly
loose young woman who desperately wants Val.

Hytner over-eggs several scenes, with strumming
guitars offstage backing Williams’s most heightened
speeches. Elsewhere his production goes for
naturalism, missing out on some of the
expressionistic and fantastical elements envisaged in
the author’s notes.

Bob Crowley's vaulty grey set with its stacks of
shoe boxes and its high ceiling of rotten wooden slats
suggests a strictly ordered world giving way to
perilous decay. And though Williams heavy-handedly
underlines his central theme of corruption and
purgation, the dialogue is shot through with
exquisite, vivid descriptions of lush nature in close-
up.

Finally this play, while inviting comparisons with
Williams classics such as Sweet Bird of Youth, also
has fascinating parallels with Baby Doll, another of
his lesser-known 1950s pieces, which has just opened
at the Albery Theatre and which also portrays age
versus youth, racist arsonists and fiery extramarital
passions. See both.

Tickets: 020 7369 1732, This review appeared in some

editions yesterday
Kate Bassett

Clipped By:
Orpheus Bassett Telegraph o Tharrie

29 Nov 2025

Copyright © 2025 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.



