World premiere of 'Backstroke' explores mother-daughter dynamics amidst dementia
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The Donmar Warehouse in London is currently hosting the world premiere of "Backstroke," a semi-autobiographical play directed by Anna Mackmin. The production, which explores the complexities of a mother-daughter relationship against the backdrop of dementia, stars Tamsin Greig and Celia Imrie. Greig plays Bo, a character who rushes to her mother Beth's hospital bedside following a series of strokes and a dementia diagnosis. Imrie portrays Beth, depicted as a free-spirited figure reminiscent of a hippie Miss Havisham, characterised by her distinctive half-grey, half-pink hair and bohemian attire.
The narrative structure utilises a mixture of pre-taped and performed memories, allowing the audience to delve into the intricacies of Bo and Beth's relationship throughout various stages of their lives. Throughout the performance, Greig and Imrie's characters display a dynamic that juxtaposes Bo's childhood innocence against Beth's narcissistic tendencies and fixation on her liberation. Greig's Bo grapples with her mother’s overbearing nature and the emotional repercussions it creates, both as a child and as an adult.
The stage design, created by Lez Brotherston, plays a crucial role in conveying the themes of the play. The cluttered setting features hospital equipment mingled with domestic elements, mirroring the conflicting feelings of familiarity and claustrophobia that often accompany family dynamics. This environment compels characters to interact closely, amplifying the tension present in their exchanges.
Critics have noted that Imrie's devilishly delightful portrayal of Beth shines prominently in the production. Her character oscillates between heady reminiscences and crude remarks, with lines such as "I think poetry is simply list-making masquerading as art" offering a glimpse into her witty and layered personality. Moreover, the scenes presented in the hospital room showcase a vivid contrast, with Greig embodying a grounded character who must navigate the complexities of her mother's past and their current reality.
The script, shaped by Mackmin's upbringing in a Norfolk hippie commune, reflects a personal resonance. It is informed by her experiences, including the loss of her mother following an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. This connection lends authenticity to the characters and their struggles, rendering the emotions expressed on stage deeply relatable for many audience members.
In the production’s second act, Greig's performance is particularly noted for its emotional depth, encapsulating both the pain of impending loss and the bitter humour of their relationship. The nuances of her display—ranging from defiant responses to heart-rending tenderness—invite the audience to share in the profound feelings associated with missing someone before they are truly gone.
"Backstroke" continues its run at the Donmar Warehouse until 12 April, engaging audiences with its exploration of memory, loss, and the multifaceted nature of familial relationships, particularly those affected by dementia. While the production draws from tender and painful experiences, it remains an evocative portrayal of love entangled with the vulnerabilities inherent in human connections.
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