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W AT
Helen Mirren as Lady Torrance and Stuart Townsend as Val Xavier, who brings joy to her loveless existence

INTHE programme to the new ‘s
production at the Donmar FIRST NIGHT
Werehouse, a Delta irines ad- O ppHEjS DESCENDING

vertisement invites you to
enter a raffle for a “Discover
The World of Tennessee
Williams” long weekend in
New Orleans. This treat will, it
promises, enable you to explore
the beautiful French-inspired
architecture, learn a few
Voodoo spells and sample the

and jambalaya.
It does not indicate whether
this stimulating away-break
will also include the opportu-
nity to be sexually reawak-

| ened by a virile young stud in

a T-shirt-a rather frequent fea-

ture of Tennessee Williams'’s
wnrld. as we are reminded
now by Nicolas Hytner’s pow-
ex‘lhl. lfwex\emD phatic, revival

escending.
lt stars Helen Mlmn, who

DONMAR WAREHOUSE
LONDON

ever, but not, for once, the soul
source of satisfaction. She
gives a moving and wittily hu-
mane performance as Lady
Torrance, a middle-aged Ital-
ian American trapped lnlban-
ren, sexless marriage with a
terminally ill, Southern store-
owner having lost the love of
her life to a wealthy socialite
and her liberal-minded father
to the brutality of racist bigots
who burned down his wine-
garden when they discovered
he was selling liquor to blacks.
At the start, Mirren shows
you a dour, no-nonsense
woman who seems to have

Mirren shines through dark tale of eroticism and Southern bigotry

vagabond who takes a job at the
store and threatens the rigid
patriarchy of the town with his
'wayward erotic potency. It’s a
tall order for an actor to have

to suggest magnetic male sex-

ner bathes Stuart Townsend in
blue light during the more
soulful moments, a touch that
comes to feel like a vote of no
confidence. But Mirren's re-
sponse to him, tenderly
amused at the boy's cockiness
and, by the end, heartbreak-
ingly joyous at the new life he
has planted in her, tells a dif-
ferent story.

Orpheus  Descending,
shows Williams in the unfa-
miliar guise of social protest
dramatist, but it is mediated
through myth and symbol.
With strong comic perfor-
mances from the chorus of

has made a habit recently of hardened and shrivelled
shining in theatrical duds. She  through lack of love, her true
was the only figure t i i

with credit from the debacle of - bursting forth

the National’s Antony and
Cleopatra and the one good
reason for going to see Col-
lected Stories. Soit's pleasing
to see her in a production

Geraint Lewis where she is as excellent as

Italianat, taires. As the title

lised old biddies and
hypocritical hussies, Hymer H

indicates, this racist and ma-
terialist Louisiana backwater
is presented as a kind of hell,
with Orpheus recast as Val
Xavier, a sexy guitar-playing

world
of narrow- lmudedness, evenif
it doesn’t allay one’s discomfort
at an artist-figure appropriat-
ing the suffering of blacks.
PAUL TAYLOR
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