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did all he could to push the bound-
aries of Victorian propriety. Beardsley
was known as a decadent dandy,
probably dabbled in transvestism,
and counted Oscar Wilde as one of
his closest friends, something for
which he once lost a job on a society
magazine. He refused to shy away
from sexuality in his work, and there
are drafts in the exhibition where
penises have been scribbled out by
nervous editors.

You can put your phone away, be-
cause this is not a blockbuster specta-
cle of an exhibition. In fact there’s
barely even any colour, the whole
thing having a brooding, gothic sensi-
bility befitting of the artist. The real
joy of Beardsley’s work is getting
drawn in to the details. The cast of re-
curring characters who linger suspi-
ciously in the background of his
works include gnarled foetuses, little
demons, mermaids, and horned, goat-
like deities.

His illustrations may have been
made in the dying days of the Victo-
rian era, but their bold style, sense of
humour and rebellious spirit means
they remain as pertinent as ever. 

own darkest moments.
Given that it’s performed by one

of the country’s best-known physi-
cal theatre companies, it’s disap-
pointing that there’s nothing
ground-breaking about the move-
ment or staging, and its attempts at
social commentary can feel a bit
laboured.

But you have to hand it to the cast

for portraying family relationships
as they actually are, in all their in-
hibited, uncomfortable – but at
their best, ultimately forgiving –
glory. 

Although I Think We Are Alone
crawls into some of the bleakest cor-
ners of life, you can’t help but walk
out the door feeling a little more
hopeful.

pair’s hatred for each other straining
against the veneer of their middle-
class politeness is enjoyable enough,
but the serious strand of the plot
pushes all the standard emotional
buttons so lazily that you begrudge
any tears that may come to your eye.
You can see the crushingly pre-
dictable dramatic climax coming a
mile off, and it cheapens the whole
endeavour.

Like a cup of sweet tea, Military Wives
goes down easy and is vaguely comfort-
ing. If you’re after anything more than
that, keep calm and carry on. 

THEATRE

AUBREY BEARDSLEY 
TATE BRITAIN
BY HELEN CRANE

“I am nothing if I am not grotesque,”
Victorian illustrator Aubrey Beardsley
once said when asked to explain his
art. It’s a fitting summary for the new
exhibition of his work at Tate Britain,
which takes the viewer on a tour of
life’s darker and more sinister corners. 

Wandering its 15 rooms, you are
shunted continually between the
gruesome and the bawdy, the ugly
and the erotic. One minute you’re
looking at an image of Salomé kissing
the severed head of John the Baptist,
the next a caricature of a man with a
comically giant erection.

Given the amount of material on
show, it’s a surprise to learn that
Beardsley died in 1898 at the age of
just 25. By that time he had produced
well over a thousand illustrations,
working feverishly because he knew
the tuberculosis he contracted aged
seven would make his life a brief one.

During that quarter of a century, he

I THINK WE ARE ALONE
THEATRE ROYAL STRATFORD EAST
BY HELEN CRANE

“Be kind, for everyone you meet is
fighting a hard battle.” It’s a quota-
tion from Scots poet Ian McLaren,
now being misattributed to Plato on
Instagram feeds everywhere.

It’s also the message I Think We
Are Alone, the black comedy being
toured by physical theatre troupe
Frantic Assembly to mark its 25th
anniversary, wants to get across.

The play, directed by comedian
Kathy Burke and Scott Graham, be-
gins with a series of monologues,
which we soon realise are threaded
together by the theme of loneliness.

The cast includes a despondent
cabbie; a cancer patient; a hospice
nurse, and a depressed office
worker. Chizzy Akudolu deftly toes
the line between dark and light as
a garage receptionist coming to
terms with the death of her dog
and her father (in that order of pri-
ority), as well as a teenage son who
wants to leave Cambridge because
he doesn’t fit in with the Hooray
Henrys.

At first we wonder if these iso-
lated tales are building towards any-
thing. But as the evening
progresses, surprising relationships
between the characters are revealed
as they help each other find the
community they crave.

A handful of moments are
wickedly funny in that earthy,
sweary, vulgar Burkian way, and
had the audience howling – only to
be dumped back down to earth the
next minute by a searing display of
emotion that invites us to recall our

mother to paint her portrait; and So-
phie, the teenage housemaid who has
found herself with an unwanted preg-
nancy. Héloïse’s mother leaves, and for
a few days they get to live free of social
expectations. Héloïse and Marianne
start to navigate their sexual attraction
to one another, as well as helping So-
phie through several progressively
grim attempts at a termination.

The thing that struck me, it turns
out, is that there aren’t any men. This
is a two-hour film in which there are
no named male characters. There are
only the ghosts of off-screen men –
Héloïse’s prospective husband who
will be sent her portrait to make sure
he likes the look of her; the unknown
man who got Sophie into her predica-
ment; the all-male Parisian art estab-
lishment (Marianne has to exhibit her
work under her father’s name, or not
exhibit it at all).

It’s this female focus that stops it feel-
ing like a fusty, bosom-heaving period
piece (although some bosoms are
heaved). Instead, it feels revolutionary.

Sure, the central romance in Portrait
of a Lady on Fire is between two
women, but this isn’t just a lesbian
love story. It’s an exploration of rela-
tionships between women in all their
forms, something that’s become direc-
tor Céline Sciamma’s trademark, most
notably in 2014’s Girlhood, in which
she charts the coming-of-age of mod-
ern-day French-African teenagers.

It’s sexy, but not gratuitous (Sci-
amma said in an interview that, unlike
everyone else, French audiences ‘don’t
find the film hot’). It’s a period piece
for the modern day, and it’s brilliant. 

There’s something strange about Por-
trait of a Lady on Fire, the enlighten-
ment era French-language romance set
on an island off the coast of Brittany,
and it took me a while to work out
what it was. 

It’s about three young women:
Héloïse, a lonely debutante; Marianne,
the bohemian artist hired by Héloïse’s
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