
The return of Glenda Jackson to 
the stage after an interval of 23 

years during which time she was an 
MP and junior government minister 
certainly ranks as a news event. You’d 
think that having turned 80 her 
return might be a cameo in some-
thing light and easy which involved 
sitting down. But that’s not Ms Jack-
son’s style. No, she has opted for 
probably the most challenging male 
role in the theatre, the thankless old 
King who rejects his daughters and 
ends in solitude with the realisation 
that his life has been a mistake.

She is of course perfect casting 
now that gender neutral is all the rage. 
She has the androgyny of old age but 
makes the part her own because she 
has been able to re-ignite what made 
her one of our greatest acting stars in 
the first place – a striking presence 
and mastery of technique especially 
her diction which is as crisp and clean 
as ever it was. Who better than Glenda 
to growl ‘thou art a boil”. It allows what 
is often a torrent of words to be under-
stood clearly whilst never sacrificing 

the emotional line and she brings an 
undoubted poignancy to the quieter 
moments. The play has been much 
analysed as a portrait of senility and 
mental decline and she calibrates this 
disintegration with consummate skill.

It is a pity however that her return 
is in such a pitiless production by 
Deborah Warner. It displays all the, 
now tired, clichés of modern Euro-
pean theatre/opera. Flat lighting that 
would scare off William Forsythe, the 
stage as a rehearsal room, the slow 
accumulation of detritus on stage, 
pointless disrobing, repetitive nudity 
and masturbation, incoherent non-
design, more distancing effects than 
in a revival of the Berliner Ensemble, 
oh and the staple, black bin liners. 

None of it aids the comprehension 
or audibility of the text and some of it 
is so off target it astonishes. The goug-
ing of Gloucester’s eyes produces gig-
gles, inept fight scenes with flick knives 
when swords would only suffice and 
Regan adding combat trousers to her 
platform-shoed clubbing outfit in the 
final climatic scenes. The layering of 

design elements that didn’t help in the 
first place makes it more distracting.

A top flight supporting cast do 
rise to the occasion. Casting the hug-
gable National Treasure Celie Imrie as 
Goneril does make us empathise with 
her growing irritation. Jane Horrocks 
too is striking as usual but her Regan 
is essentially a cackling Bond villainess. 
Morfydd Clark holds the attention as 
a strong and confident Cordelia. The 
revelation though is Rhys Ifans. He cuts 
through the arcane comedy to give us 
a Fool with real heart and his comic 
timing lifts us all.

Watching this production is like 
being allowed to wander into the 
rehearsal room late in the day. Every-
thing has been put out on the table, 
every approach, every design ‘solution’ 
but the next step is to make some 
decisions and pull it together and I’ve 
never before seen a production where 
it all appears just left there. It remains 
worth seeing however to witness 
Glenda Jackson’s return in triumph 
to the West End stage, reminding us 
what we’ve been missing.  
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