News

by oBiancestif}mf
https://www.newspapers.com/image-view/726840363/

Evening Standard (London, Greater London, England) - Wed, 28 Jun

2000 - Page 8
Downloaded on 29 Nov 2025

A few shots of daring
for this Deep South
brew, bartender

HE OLD shock-horror of a

Tennessee Williams /. in which sexual
desire usually springs disaster, has lost none of its appeal. Even
though Nicholas Hytner aid production could do with several
shots of daring and Vitamin B12, Orpheus Descending lands in the
West End again with all the force of a direct theatrical hit. Nowhere
else does Williams paint the Deep South in such convineing, racist or poetic
colours. In no other play of his, apart from A Streetcar Named Desire, is there
such an exciting sense of ill-matched lovers, hustling each other to their
unfair doom. To watch the play is also to bear witness to creeping sexual
hysteria. Val Xavier, a young man with guitar and snakeskin jacket, arrives

in a small southern town and
unsettles the womenfolk with the
force of his sex appeal.

Williams wanted the stage design

but elements of the my
realistic and romantic as
Crowley's grey shop set with its
steep staircase remains, though,
disappointingly earthbound and
prosaic. Yet the spirit of this
smalltown society of lady hypocrites
and gossips, where the black, the
non-conformist and the eccentric are
outcast, is vigorously evoked by
Kristin Marks, Lolly Susi, Janet
Henfrey and William HootKins,
lumbering on as a sinister sheriff.
Saskia Reeves's Carol Cutrere, the
bad little rich girl banished by her
family for too many sexual
misdemeanours, and a gabbling
Julia Swift as the sheriff's repressed
wife who takes to painting divine
pictures, are the first of the lonely
female line to fall for Val. Both seem
too normal and could do with more

to conjure up not just a general store,

by
Nicholas de
Jongh
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ardour in their pursuit. Stuart
Townsend is not the sensitive hunk
of Williams's imagining but a
slighter cut of meat. His Val has the
look of a sulky, handsome youth,
well used to a bath every night. He's
not the strange, charismatic
traveller down on his luck, tired of
one-night stands. There's even
something oddly furtive about him.
Helen Mirren appears in the happy
position of not having looked her age
for as many years as most of us can
remember. It is nevertheless a
challenge for her to play Lady, an

Commanding:

Helen Mirren
is a tough,
determined
wooer whose
vulnerability
only emerges
at the last

"MUIR

Italian-American in her thirties who
ends up pregnant. For although Miss
Mirren remains alluringl uthful,
she is up against an almost juvenile
Val. Her commanding Lac SS
sentimental or ostentatious
suffering than Vanessa Redgr
more than a decade ago, and s
is less a desperate wooer than a
tough, determined one. The
vulnerability emerges in the late

stages when Richard Durden,
gleefully mocking as her racist,
dying husband, reveals how he has
ruined her early life.

Hytner’s production, hindered by
snatches of jazzy, jovial guitar, does
not quite rise to the climactic pitch
of horror Williams demanded, but he
deftly tightens the theatrical screws
amid the gathering menace of the
final act, when Val is roughed up

and urged out of town. And
Durden’s last appearance, slithering
down the stairs in a deathly or
death-bringing descent, is a terrific
coup. Williams' eerie poetic diction
and engendering of high emotion
prove rare theatrical pleasures.

Ratings: - D adequate, * good,
*% very good, % x % outstanding,
X poor More reviews: Page 54
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