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Theatre Review Essay
On Wednesday 19th February 2025, I ventured to the Wales Millenium Centre to view J.B Priestley’s world-renowned morality play An Inspector Calls. Having previously studied this play at length for my GCSE’s, I was well versed in its theatrical and social success. I was fortunate to receive a complementary ticket but put my bias aside to give a concretely candid review.  
From my knowledge, this crime thriller aims to pass on Priestley’s socialist views. The plot is centred around the tragic suicide of working-class Eva Smith and the wealthy Burling Family’s involvement in her death. Their fatal contributions are slowly revealed throughout the narrative as their picture-perfect family crumbles under the interrogation of Inspector Goole. Priestley hoped his audiences would leave the theatre reflecting on their actions and considering their responsibility for their decisions as well as the welfare of others. This play is brimming with dramatic irony; set in 1912 but first performed in 1945. My favourite example of this is the audience’s pre-conceived notion of the “unsinkable” Titanic submerging, much like the reputation of the play’s aristocratic characters (Priestley, 1945). In his book, A Concise Introduction to J.B. Priestley, Ed Madden states that tragic events may be preventable if we adopt a philanthropic affinity for community (Madden, 2017).  
I conducted some background research on this particular production so knew to expect an ‘updated version’, directed by Stephen Daldry. Having the weight of intricate human empathy on the creative team’s shoulders, I was intrigued to see how this renewed production would communicate Priestley’s original intentions to a modern audience. 
 When I arrived at the Wales Millenium Centre I was mesmerised by the stunning modern design of the venue. It was very clean and had multiple bar areas where you could purchase refreshments. However, overcrowding was a large issue creating long queues for the facilities. This could have been addressed with a larger number of, and appropriately placed, staffing to ensure smoother travel around the building. Despite this, my experience in the public spaces was still pleasant.  
An interesting element of the show was proxemics and design; more specifically, the utilisation of distinct levels. Ian MacNeil’s set was cleverly crafted, with the Burling house standing tall atop industrial-looking steel work, symbolising how their higher up status in society relies on the financial income from Mr. Burling’s factory and the hard work of all the workers. On the contrary, any character considered at a lesser social or financial station were placed underneath, symbolising the class-divide. However, as their trespasses unravelled, the Burling characters were literally lowered to an equal level. Then, at the tale’s conclusion, when the Inspector and his story were revealed as false, the characters of Mr. Burling, Mrs. Burling, and Gerald all ascended happily to their original level whereas both Sheila and Eric remained. This clearly represented how the older generation may be stuck in their selfish ways, but the youth are malleable and willing to adapt their viewpoints. I think the combination of this design element and blocking choice made for a great visual representation of hierarchy and social change. Additionally, the costuming symbolism with Sheila’s dress, gradually getting more and more striped back, starting with her giving the gloves away to a working-class child then losing the sleeves and the lavish sparkly train as the play went on, embodied her journey as a character. It really highlighted the impact the Inspector had on her and how she now wanted to change herself and society for the better. On this, Gale suggests that this is to get the audience to think about their own role in sustaining the class system and suggests seeking alternate behaviour and social structures (Gale, 2008, p. 23). 
 In unfortunate contrast, a component that disappointed me was the sound quality during the opening scene. At this point, the audience is presented with Burling household, communicated with a 4-sided set-piece, akin to a closed dollhouse. Visually, I enjoy the outsider sense of the ‘picturesque’ as the audience voyeur the Burling family. Yet, this enclosed space interfered with the acoustics, making the dialogue so echoey that lines were inaudible. Especially, this impacted actor Jeffery Harmer, who was playing Mr. Burling, as he employed a characterfully appropriate growl vocal quality. As Gates once stated, “to be understood requires diction that allows an audience to understand the words of the text – whatever the text.” (Gates, 2022, p. xiii). This issue resolved as the set-piece opened but it was a shame that some key expositional moments were compromised. Despite this oversight, the play’s politics and messaging were majorly clear. 
 In previous productions, I believe there to have been a reduced amount of accompaniment to allow the audience to engage in analytical thought. Positively here though, the newly developed tense orchestration, made for a truly thought-provoking play which had the audience on the edge of their seat. Music is a powerful emotional tool, universal to all, and I opine the non-traditional revival to be my preferred instrumental evolution of this play. 
 Daldry’s production of An Inspector Calls, is a candidly captivating adaption and eloquently delivers a powerful liberal message to its audience. As an audience member, it forced me to think critically about the effects of my actions and, so, proved to be incredibly relevant to today’s society. Despite the opening dialogue being somewhat lost, the visual representations of a fragile class-system was truly inspirational with the whole auditorium engrossed throughout. I opine the play to be aimed at those who can make a difference in the world and help others; making them see the harsh impacts of selfishness through the play, in hope of inspiring change. With tickets for this high-standard production at £13-£50, I believe this play to be at reasonably accessible price. Whole-heartedly, I would recommend viewing this compelling play on its UK tour. Afterall, "We don’t live alone. We are all members of one body. We are responsible for each other" (Priestley, 1945, p. 56).
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