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Live Theatre Review
I had the opportunity to see a performance of ‘An Inspector Calls’ at the Wales Millenium Centre in February 2025. This 1945 classic crime thriller was originally written by John Boyton Priestly. Inspired by the events and experiences of the second World War, Priestly wrote the play to serve as a social discussion, echoing his beliefs and arguments through themes of socialism, capitalism, moral responsibility, guilt and more. Priestly was possessed of a sincere conviction that his plays might serve a valuable social function. (Madden, 2017, p. 4). The play follows the story of the upper-class Birling family and how they discover after being provoked and manipulated by the mysterious Inspector Goole, that they were all complicit in the suicide of working-class girl, Eva Smith.
Adapted from the original novel, this production was directed by multi-award-winning director Stephen Daldry. I had high expectations for this performance due to Daldry’s previous work on the award-winning West End and Broadway productions of Billy Elliot. The Casting Director, Helena Palmer, cast a very diverse group of actors to perform in this production. Leona Allen took on the role of upper-class daughter, Sheila Birling, and I was thrilled to see a black woman take on this character category due to the play being set in 1912 before the Civil Rights Movement which was a mass protest movement against racial segregation and discrimination in the southern United States that came to national prominence during the mid-1950s. (Carson, 2025). I felt that this element of representation within the given circumstances of the play echoed Daldry’s vision for the production; he wanted to respect Priestly’s original intentions for the piece of theatre whilst abiding by social norms and staying respectful to our advanced, modern society.
The play took place on a proscenium arch stage and began at exactly 7:30pm, as advertised. The naturalistic performance style forced the audience to fully immerse themselves in the events taking place on stage, constantly being reminded that the situations that occur are not artificial; they are authentic. Naturalism can be seen as an extension of Realism, but with a greater emphasis on the influence of environment and heredity on human behaviour. (Cash, 2024). There was a consistent, yet clever use of multi-media throughout the production. During the opening, there was a downfall of fog that was used to emulate a mother and a son caught in a rainstorm. This gave the play a somber atmosphere which quickly transitioned to a light-hearted mood as the fog dispersed, unveiling the Birling residence and hearing posh laughter inside. This moment was very symbolic as it showed a clear contrast between different classed citizens. I was also captivated by the choice of set. The Birling’s brightly lit house was situated above the broken, gloomy street below. Personally, I believe that the decision to place their house above the street as opposed to on it reflects how the Birling family looks down on those of a lower class and places themselves on a pedestal, illustrating Priestly’s theme of social class. Additionally, there was a cyclorama of a cloudy, night sky behind the house which illustrated the current time.
 As the Inspector enters the stage, he gives a bright orange to a little boy. I believe that the orange was a metaphor for a symbol of hope for the working class and reflects Priestly’s original intentions for the Inspectors’ character: he is a mouthpiece for Priestly who highlights the ideology that we all hold a moral responsibility for each other. However, I did not enjoy Tim Treloar’s unique interpretation of Inspector Goole. Personally, I felt that he became too over-characterized and eliminated the Inspectors’ infamous and unique characteristic; the ability to manipulate the family without ever changing his tone or resorting to arguments. Costume supervisor, Caroline McCall, ensured that the Birling’s costumes were neat and expensive looking, exemplifying their wealth. There were subtle hints of symbolism regarding the choices of costume within this production, such as the Inspectors’ suit. After every member of the family he successfully interrogated, he removed one article of clothing to depict how he is slowly ‘uncovering’ the truth. Another moment of symbolism is seen in how Sheila's’ dress transitions throughout the play. It starts in a pristine condition with no creases and the bright white colour of the dress connotes her innocence as a child, reflecting the theme of age within the play. Towards the end, we see the dress has become grey, stained and tattered after her involvement is revealed and ultimately exemplifies how she is no longer innocent. I took notice of the reoccurring motif of the Inspector pulling out the photograph of Eva Smith. Treloar pulled out the photograph each time using the exact same gesticulation. I felt that this was very effective and foreshadowed the Birling’s theory that the photograph that was shown was different every time. 
One thing I personally found effective was the incorporation of music within the play. There was a sharp, dramatic violin theme that occurred every time an accusation or powerful statement was expressed, such as the Inspectors’ deceleration of how “it is better to ask for the earth than to take it.” This gave the play a tense atmosphere and kept me on the edge of my seat. Towards the end of the performance, grey blankets were thrown over the members of the Birling family, highlighting how they are shrouded with guilt and despair. The play reaches its climax as the Birling’s house completely collapses and deteriorates before their eyes. I was entranced by the powerful use of special effects during this scene and found that this moment deeply reflected the effects of the Inspectors visit on the family: they have become broken. Moreover, the great proxemics between the members of the Birling family typify their disconnection from each other and overall ends the play with a melancholy atmosphere. I felt that this particular scene complimented the naturalistic format of the play, leaving the audience in awe and establishing a regretful mood.
To conclude, this was a breath-taking production of ‘An Inspector Calls’. The Daily Telegraph expressed how it was a “work of great directional daring, breathtaking visual invention and passionate moral urgency” and I could not agree more. The combined use of the theatrical agents such as the set and costumes (and the symbolism within them) overall enhanced the dramaturgy of the performance. I admired Daldry’s ability to remain true to Priestly’s original novel but also taking creative liberty and constructing a stimulating piece of theatre, which for me, made the production worth seeing.  
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