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Here is a record of the iU3A Theatre Visits 
group visits in 2018. For more recent visits 
and future plans, go to our web page 

 

2018 

January 

 The January visit of the Theatre Visits Group was 
to Hampstead Theatre to see Simon Gray’s play 

Cell Mates, infamous as the play from which 
Stephen Fry fled whilst having a breakdown. It 

details the story, and aftermath, of George Blake, a 
convicted Soviet spy, from Wormwood Scrubs to a 

life in exile in Moscow. Blake befriends another 
prisoner, an Irishman Sean Bourke, who edits the prison newspaper and who, after 
his own release, engineers Blake’s escape; the pair end up in Moscow in the custody 

of the KGB living in a flat with a housekeeper. The set is organised to make clear that 
the pair have swapped one set of cells for another. Gray uses the device of having 

them dictate their memoirs to fill in the detail of their story, while the action on stage 
reflects the pair’s very different emotional responses to their new imprisonment far 
from home. 

 
Cell Mates started life as a radio play and is a wordy and slow-moving drama apart 

from a few cartoonish episodes with the very accommodating and sympathetic KGB 
agents. Essentially it is a play about betrayal; Blake betrays country and family and 
finally it is revealed that his friend has been virtually imprisoned in Moscow by 

Blake’s wish to keep his friend with him. One’s sympathies are with Sean, who is kind 
and accommodating to the whims of the older man but who drowns his sorrow at the 

waste of his life in a bottle. I am glad I saw it but it has not really improved with age 
and one wonders what the 95-year-old Blake, still living in Moscow, thinks about the 
mutation of his dream world into the Russia of Putin. (Rosie Walden) 

February 
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February — Long Day's Journey into Night: All 
Mary Tyrone yearns for is a “proper home”, to 
replace the shabby beach house in which she has 

spent her lonely summers in the company of her 
miserly husband James, her philandering older son 

Jamie and her TB-infected younger one, Edmund. 
During a roller-coaster three-hour plus bravura 
performance, throughout one long day’s journey 

into the night, we, together with the foursome on 
stage, live through a lifetime of disappointment, 

intense love, loss and a yearning for salvation. 
 
A Long Day’s Journey into Night, Eugene O’Neill’s autobiographical play completed in 

the early 40s but first performed after his death, is currently playing at the 
Wyndham Theatre, with Jeremy Irons and Lesley Manville in the lead. In 

meticulous and intimate detail, the stories of this family and its four principals 
unravel. We, the fly-on-the-wall audience, peel away one layer at a time to descend 
further into their familial and individual depths of guilt and sadness at lost 

opportunities. 
 

The elephant in the room, setting the tone and moving the action forward, is Mary’s 
addiction to morphine. She is back from a sanatorium and treatment, and everyone 

on stage mentions how well she looks and behaves: an expression of hope that 
dissipates as the reality of her addiction becomes clearer, first to her sons and 
husband and, ultimately and despairingly, to herself. 

 
Lesley Manville’s towering performance is breathtaking, and she dominates the stage 

portraying a victim with a steely backbone, and a loving mother who is utterly self-
absorbed by her own fate of loss and abandonment. Lesley Manville is the 
consummate tragic heroine; whose story moves us profoundly to reflect on our lives 

too. She moves effortlessly from self-pity to self-delusion; from shrill accusations of 
her husband for neglecting their union and her health, to an eleagiac and tender 

description of falling completely and utterly in love. Jeremy Irons’ presence on stage 
is elegant; he moves with the effortless grace of a born actor (a role he also portrays 
on stage, except that O’Neill accuses him of “selling out” his craft for the attraction of 

money). He is the consummate artist with the power to portray different people at 
the same time, depending on the interlocutor. He is tender and accusatory toward his 

wife, their love for each other is palpable, but his disgust at her relapse and at the 
life they lead together is also obvious and very raw. Irons is utterly contemptuous of 
his older son, but very caring and apologetic when it comes to Oliver and his ill 

health. His nuanced performance is a perfect counterpart to Manville’s. Between 
them, they dance a story of a life that has produced two immobilized sons, one by 

drink and licentiousness and the other by confusion and disease. 
 
In a very similar manner to Albee’s Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf, this play carried 

me in a maelstrom of emotions and deep empathy unto the stage. I was present in 
the room, I could feel the excitement of their first meeting, I was afraid to remain 

alone with the demon of more morphine for company… in short, I was there every 
step of the way. Thanks to O’Neill, the amazing acting ensemble, and the IU3A 
Theatre Group, this was an experience of a lifetime. (Edna Kissman) 

March 



In March we went to the charming Harold Pinter 
Theatre to see The Birthday Party, Pinter's second 
full length play. The play is set in one room of a 

boarding house. All the action takes place in this 
one room, but the direction is so skilful that the 

room acquires different atmospheres throughout 
the play, and the simple set was a credit to the 
stage manager. 

 
The peace and tranquillity of the boarding house is 

turned into turmoil when two unexpected and 
uncharacteristic guests suddenly arrive to stay. The action centres around Stanley, a 
longstanding resident of the boarding house, and there is a birthday party thrown for 

him. However, the party results in total chaos and horror. We never find out exactly 
why the unexpected guests have come, and are left wondering right until the curtain 

falls. The level of suspense is extraordinary. 
 
The six characters are perfectly cast and each of their performances is West End 

acting at its very best. 
It was a privilege to see this wonderful production and when we met afterwards to 

discuss the play we all agreed it was terrific, and we would really recommend it! 
(Sarah Ninian) 

April 

Another April visit was to the Park Theatre to see 
Pressure, which will be transferring to the West End later 

this year. Who’d have thought that a play about the 
vagaries of the British weather could be so riveting? But the 
subject of this play wasn’t any old weather forecast — as 

we were reminded several times, hundreds of thousands of 
lives depended on it. All the action takes place in a hastily-

prepared room which was to become the nerve centre of 
the meteorological forecast for the English Channel on D-
Day 1944. 

 
Arriving on Friday 2nd June 1944 in glorious sunshine, 

crack Scottish meteorologist Dr James Stagg, played 
superbly by the play’s writer, David Haig, immediately 
establishes himself as an intense, humourless, meticulous 

man with the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
However, given that it’s General Eisenhower (Malcolm Sinclair) who is calling the 

shots and wholly reliant on knowing the weather conditions for Monday 5th June, he 
insists on involving his own forecaster, Krick (Philip Cairns), who claims, on seemingly 
flimsy evidence, that the weather is set fair. The two forecasters are never going to 

agree, hence one of the pressures of the title. 
 

As if opposition from his American counterpart is not enough, Stagg is also on edge 
at the imminent arrival of his second child when his wife’s first birth had been so 
fraught with difficulty. Just when you think you’ll be engulfed by the intensity, Haig 

comes up with one-liners so funny you laugh out loud. Pressure is a hugely involving 
play which takes you on an emotional roller-coaster. (Celia Ballantyne) 



Our first April visit was to Hampstead Theatre to 
see Caroline, or Change. Sharon D Clarke rightly 
holds centre stage as the eponymous hard-working 

exploited maid working for a Jewish family in 1960s 
Louisiana. Caroline is single-handedly trying to 

bring up her family of four children on 30 dollars a 
month with old-fashioned respect for family values when her new mistress tells her 
that she can keep the loose change swilling around in the pockets of the clothes she 

loads into the washing machine each day. Although the gesture is casually and kindly 
meant, it offends Caroline’s sense of dignity and self-worth. The Jewish family is 

represented sympathetically while taking Caroline for granted and having no 
appreciation of her situation. The second wife (Caroline’s mistress) and her parents, 
New York liberals, contrast with the old style Southern husband. 

 
The musical explores 60s America with depth and sophistication with Clarke giving a 

sublime performance enhanced by her extraordinary voice. With a book and lyrics by 
Tony Kushner, this sung-through musical shows America with a hunger for equality; 
her friend Dottie is in night school and her daughter Emmie is politically engaged. 

Caroline, however, resists the mood of upheaval surging around her. It’s a thought-
provoking, exuberant portrayal of a country on the brink of radical change. 

 
The set economically depicts the upper level of the house and Caroline’s basement 

domain inhabited by animated kitchen appliances. I particularly admired the 
Supremes-like trio representing the sounds of Caroline’s radio. Written by Tony 
Kushner in 2003 and directed by Michael Longford with a rich score by Jeanine Tesori 

incorporating many styles of music, Caroline or Change is a terrific show with the 
dynamic Sharon D. Clarke as its star. (Jill Coningham) 

May 

Our May visit was to see Absolute Hell at the National 
Theatre. It was first produced in 1952 as The Pink Room, 

and was heavily criticised by critics and the public as out of 
touch with post-war optimism and insulting to the British 
people, with its depiction of feckless wasters and loutish 

debauchery in a Soho club. But a revised version in 1987 
was warmly received, and revived at the National Theatre 

first in 1995 and again now. To an extent it is still a play of 
its time, depicting convincingly how the characters were 
trying to escape the reality of their lives — both personal 

crises and the last days of the Second World War. The 
testimony of a military officer returning from having seen the 

recently liberated concentration camps provides one of the 
most dramatic jolts in the play, the brutality of the real world 
contrasting pointedly with the self-obsessed posing and 

promiscuity at the club. The play is perhaps less a conventional drama than a series 
of striking tableaux; there is little narrative or development of character, but rather 

many memorable vignettes illustrating the various players’ uninhibited attempts at 
escapism, and their interactions. Despite its dramatic limitations, this is a powerful 
study of how people try to deal with serious levels of stress on many fronts, delivered 

with sympathy and understanding. (Jeremy Stickings) 

June 



The June theatre visit was to see Noel Coward’s 
Brief Encounter, adapted by Emma Rice. It appears 
to have been rather a marmite event — members 

seemed either to love it or hate it.   
 

 
 
 

July 

The July visit was to Tartuffe: having studied 
‘Tartuffe' by Molière for A level French 50+ years 

ago I was quite keen to see this 2018 version, but 
was very disappointed. Although Tartuffe is 
beautifully written in French it doesn't work if you 

modernize Molière, and the constant change 
backwards and forwards to English did not help. 

The English translation seems too modern, too 
colloquial: if not in the original French it should be 
a good English translation. 

 
The minimalist scenery was interesting with the other room in the house seen on a 

large PC screen at the back of the stage. The French actress Audrey Fleurot, whom 
many will recognise as the beautiful lawyer in the TV series Spiral, was well cast as 
Elmire and her costumes were gorgeous. She did in fact switch effortlessly between 

the two languages, as did many of the other cast. Of particular note was Olivia Ross 
(Mariane), but I still ask if it was really necessary. 

 
Stage direction seemed somewhat lacking and for much of the time the cast just 

stood around. Paul Anderson played Tartuffe well, but bore little resemblance to 
Molière's Tartuffe. This Tartuffe would not have upset anyone but the family, whereas 
Molière's was a bigot claiming to be religious when he was in fact an impostor. 

Identifying Tartuffe with Donald Trump in the final scene was just ludicrous in my 
opinion: too much poetic licence.  

 
The majority of the group were also quite unimpressed with this production. (Roberta 
Levinson) 

August 

Our Summer Outing in August, on one of the only wet 
days of the long hot summer, was down to Chichester to 

see the musical Me and My Girl at the Festival Theatre. 
 

 
 
 

 
 



September 

The September visit was to The Bridge to see Allelujah!, in which Alan Bennett, at 
84, presents a thought-provoking, verging on alarming, play about life for a group of 

similar-aged patients in a northern ‘birth to death’ community hospital threatened 
with closure. 

 
Characteristic of Bennett’s style, not all is doom and gloom: the staff and patients 
have launched a media campaign to keep the hospital open, and we are treated to 

witty and wise song and dance routines from a cast with a wealth of acting 
experience, not to mention vim and vigour. 

 
Bennett doesn’t stint on covering all the bases with themes ranging from our beloved 
NHS, elderly care, the precarious position of immigrant staff, corruption, 

privatisation, compensation culture, bullying, and the ward sister obsessed with 
cleanliness and order who compulsively relieves the state of its burden by helping 

along her patients to ‘not live too long’. 
 
The Bridge Theatre worked quite well for this play although some seats are definitely 

better placed than others for both sight and sound. The actors who stood out for me 
were the retired teacher waiting for a visit from his former pupil, and the Asian 

doctor who is trying to imbue some compassion into this flawed, wobbling but still 
standing National Health Service. Allelujah! (Jeanne Phillips) 

October 

The October visit was to the Playhouse Theatre to 
see The Jungle, a play by two young writers, Joe 
Murphy and Joe Robertson, a work of fiction based 

on their work running the Good Chance Theatre at  
the unofficial Calais refugee camp, which became 

known as the Jungle. The play achieved the difficult 
task of creating a  coherent and powerful piece of 
political theatre out of the chaos and problematic 

reality of the Jungle, by concentrating  on few key 
characters and focusing on events leading to the destruction of the camp by French 

police in October 2016.   
 

Islington U3A had seats in the front row of the dress circle known for the purposes  
of this production as the Cliffs of Dover. The rest of the auditorium below had been 
converted into the Jungle’s Afghan café. The action took place on long raised 

walkways placed like café tables among the audience on the ground floor, as we 
looked down from the cliffs of Dover. It was a memorable and moving theatrical 

experience. (Antonia Benedek) 

November 

No visit. 

December 



The December visit was to see the National 
Theatre production of Shakespeare’s Anthony & 
Cleopatra. Overall, it was an excellent production 

with outstanding performances in the two leading 
roles (Ralph Fiennes as Anthony and Sophie 

Okonedo as Cleopatra) and some very good 
supporting roles. The director was Simon Godwin 
and he balanced the intertwined relationship of the 

lovers in Egypt with that of the political 
developments in the Mediterranean very effectively. 

The set was designed by Hildegard Bechtler, who 
used two sides of the revolving stage of the Olivier 
Theatre to contrast Egypt, with its sunken pools, 

with the military settings of Rome. Evie Gurney 
designed the costumes: the contrasts between 

Egypt and Rome and the colour coding of military factions supported the production. 
The musicians (guitar, cello, woodwind and percussion) enhanced the performance. 
Outstanding features of the production were the clarity and coherence of the 

language and the strength and complexity of the two main characters. Cleopatra was 
portrayed as quick-witted, fiery, sexy and witty though perhaps less of the political 

person she must have been. We saw glimpses of Anthony as he had been: the great 
commander and ruler of the Eastern Mediterranean; we saw him as a boozy middle-

aged, besotted lover and his tragic self-realisation and decline after the Battle of 
Actium. They were complex portrayals that developed through the play, which was 
exciting and thought-provoking.  (Margaret Caistor) 

 


