
1 
 

THE HAIRY APE – introduction  

 

Welcome to this audio introduction to the Old Vic’s production of The Hairy Ape,  

written by Eugene O’Neil  and directed by Richard Jones. 

   

The audio described performance will take place on Tuesday 10 November at 

7.30pm, with a touch tour at 6pm. The performance lasts approximately 90 minutes, 

and please note, there is no interval. Your describers are Alison Clarke and Roz 

Chalmers.  

   

Please meet in the foyer for the touch tour.  Touch Tours are completely free and 

last about 20 minutes.  They give you an opportunity to explore the set and handle 

some of the props. There will also be an opportunity to meet some members of the 

cast and the production team who bring the play to the stage.  It is essential to book, 

so please call 020 7981 0981 to reserve your place.  If you’re coming to the tour on 

your own we can arrange for a member of staff to accompany you.  Please also let 

the box office know if you'd like to bring your guide dog into the auditorium and we 

will try to offer an aisle seat if one is available. The Front of House staff will be happy 

to take care of your dog during the performance if you would prefer.  

    

At 7.15, fifteen minutes before the performance starts we will repeat an edited 

version of this introduction live, so that you can listen to it through the headsets in 

the auditorium.  We will be able to give you an update if there have been any last 

minute changes to the production, and this will also give you an opportunity to 

familiarise yourself with the headset controls.  

 

This production contains loud sound effects and there are elements of bright lighting, 

particularly at the beginning of the performance. 

 

The set, characters and costumes 

 

The Hairy Ape is a classic expressionist masterpiece by Nobel prize-winner Eugene 

O’Neill.  Typically for the expressionist movement, neither the language nor the 

scenes are naturalistic, but present the emotional journey and experience of the 



2 
 

central character in a way where sound, colour, light, movement and shape are as 

important as script and character.  

 

The Hairy Ape follows the journey of Robert Smith, commonly known as Yank.  It’s 

a journey which begins with an encounter with the daughter of a wealthy steel 

magnate and leads him through the various strata of New York society from the 

privileged to the disenfranchised as he searches to identify his place in the world. 

 

The play is set in the 1920’s in the industrial boom years just before the Wall Street 

Crash, on board a transatlantic liner and in New York City.  There are seven main 

characters and an ensemble of 13, who between them play stokers on the ship, well-

to-do New Yorkers, boiler-suited blue-collar workers, policemen and partygoers.  

These characters will be described as they appear.  

 

The play opens on the ocean liner in the cramped conditions of the stokers’ quarters, 

the men whose job it is to feed the ship’s insatiable furnace with coal. 

 

It’s a space about the size and shape of a modern shipping container, a steel room 

no more than two and a half metres high by seven metres long, painted a stinging 

sulphurous yellow. There are two narrow upright stanchions evenly spaced at the 

front, dividing the room into three equal parts. On the low ceiling, nine narrow yellow-

painted steel pipes run from front to back.  In the left hand wall is a barred door 

leading to the rest of the ship.  Two lights hang down, one in the centre and one in 

the right hand side of the room.  They double at times as showerheads. The only 

furniture is three yellow steel tables sideways on to us in each of the three sections.  

As the play begins, on the central table is an empty beer crate.   

 

When the stokers leave their quarters to begin their shift, they descend a set of stairs 

at the side of the stage, disappearing out of sight as they make their way down to the 

bowels of the ship and the boiler room – the stokers refer to it as the stokehole.  It’s 

represented by the same steel box, but the lower third is concealed by a panel, 

allowing its occupants to be viewed only from the knees up.  Light from the unseen 

furnace makes it glow a fiery red. The constant throb of the ship’s engines 

underscores the scenes in the stokehole.   
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The stokers are a motley, multiracial crew of all shapes and sizes, but uniformly clad 

in dark navy blue dungarees and filthy once-white tee-shirts or singlets, now 

ingrained with coal dust and sweat. Like a well-drilled chorus, even in down time, the 

stokers move and speak as one, between deep swigs from the beer bottles they 

clutch in their blackened hands. Their skin and hair is coated in black grime. 

 

Yank first appears sitting apart from his fellows, a large brooding presence. He is 

their undisputed leader. When Yank speaks they listen, when he moves they clear a 

path, dodging out of his way.  Although dressed identically and similarly grimy he 

stands out from the crowd, being taller and well-muscled, his bearing upright and 

proud. His hair is close cropped, he has a closely trimmed beard and moustache, his 

dark eyes are watchful. He is never without his workman’s black fingerless gloves. 

Yank exudes an aura of barely contained, restless energy which erupts in violent 

outbursts when he leaps onto furniture, strides through his fellow workers scattering 

them or swings effortlessly, suspended from the overhead pipes in the stokehole.  

 

Two other men raise their voices above the crowd.  

 

Paddy is a loquacious Irishman, slightly older than the others.  He’s balding with a 

tuft of hair sprouting on the top of his head which gives him a slightly comic 

appearance.  Under the coal dust he’s sandy haired with pale blue eyes. The solace 

Paddy seeks in his whiskey bottle gives him a calm detachment, a sharp contrast to 

Yank. 

 

The second stoker is Long, who will ultimately introduce Yank to the capitalist heart 

of New York. Physically, Long cuts an insignificant figure, although he’s not afraid to 

put his point of view. He’s short and rounded, his collar length hair is unkempt and 

tousled and his dark beard untrimmed. Long’s stature is further reduced by his 

tendency to stoop.  

 

On the deck of the liner we meet two affluent, well-to-do women.  Mildred Douglas 

is being accompanied on the voyage by her aunt.   
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Mildred is the daughter of the president of Douglas Steel, the builders of the ship.  

He is also chairman of the board of directors of the shipping line.  

 

The liner is simply indicated by a white backdrop with the Douglas Steel logo.  The 

words are rendered in large blue capitals, and in the ‘O’ of Douglas is a circular blue 

and white photograph of the face of Douglas himself.  He’s a puckish looking middle-

aged man, with a curled quiff and a fleshy nose.  His eyes give us a sideways glance 

and his lips are pressed together in a half smile.  

 

Mildred’s a pretty young woman of about twenty, but with a discontented curl to her 

red-lipsticked mouth.  Her heart-shaped face is framed by a shiny black bob, a sharp 

contrast to her pale skin and the brilliant white of her short dress and flat shoes. Her 

dress is simple: sleeveless, buttoned at the front to the neck, with a knife pleated 

skirt and narrow frill on each shoulder. The style allows freedom of movement to her 

bare white limbs. Mildred stretches, bends, swirls and poses using a long grey and 

white silk scarf with a pattern of grinning skulls to emphasise her movements.  

 

Her aunt is a sour-faced, tight-lipped, stick-thin woman in late middle age. She’s 

tightly buttoned in an elegant dark blue coat with a blue satin collar, the colour an 

exact match for the Douglas steel logo.  She wears this with a matching cloche hat 

from which not a strand of hair escapes. Her shoes are low heeled and black as are 

her stockings and gloves and she carries a shiny black silver-topped Malacca cane.  

 

The women are attended by two young officers immaculate in their navy blue 

uniforms with white peaked caps. The more senior – the Second Engineer, is dark 

haired with a dark beard, his junior a nervous, fair-haired young man. 

 

The ship docks in New York, Here Yank and his fellow stoker Long venture ashore to 

explore the well-to-do area of Fifth Avenue.   

 

Yank throws a black donkey jacket over his working clothes and sets a black 

workman’s cap askew on his head, Long is a working man dressed in his best. He 

wears an ill-fitting shiny brown suit with a worn white shirt buttoned to the neck and 

pulls a brown cap low on his brow. 
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Fifth Avenue is suggested by a black backdrop containing the windows of two luxury 

shops.  The shop on the left has the word Jewelry above it in gold letters.  It has 

three small windows displaying necklaces on black display busts.  On the right is the 

large window of a shop named Fur.  A mannequin stands, hands on hips, draped in 

a stylish hooded coat made of glossy brown and black fringed monkey fur.  Behind 

the mannequin is a lush painted jungle scene with palm trees, abundant ferns and 

scarlet blooms, the naïve style reminiscent of the Tahitian paintings of Gauguin.  

Lying in the street in front of the shops is a bright yellow steel girder attached to two 

weighty chains that stretch up out of sight. 

 

The cast work as an ensemble, most of them appearing as a variety of characters 

as Yank proceeds on his journey.  As well-heeled New Yorkers on Fifth Avenue 

they promenade elegantly. The men wear black suits, homburg hats, acid yellow 

gloves and carry shiny black canes; the women close fitted black coats, black toque 

hats, embellished with a small feather and black stockings. Their shoes are either 

yellow or black as are their gloves.  They all have brown fur stoles draped around 

their shoulders. Their faces are hidden behind identical, almost featureless, grey 

cloth masks with round eyeholes. The men’s have black, turned up moustaches 

painted on, the women’s tiny red rosebud mouths. However one man and one 

woman wear black masks, the man’s sporting a white moustache. 

 

The men will also appear as New York policemen, dressed in the grey uniform of 

the 1920s with flat caps and smartly fitted jackets.  They’re armed with wooden 

truncheons.  

 

Yank arrives at the office-cum-reading room of a political organisation.  It’s a small 

room about 4 metres square with a back wall that slants steeply down to the right 

and a door in the right hand wall which when opened displays the words Industrial 

Workers of the World Local No. 57.   

 

The walls are painted white and there are tall narrow bookshelves on the left and at 

the rear. All the books in them are identical, with scarlet and white covers.  A poster 

on the back wall shows an upraised hand on a scarlet background.   
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In the centre of the room, facing us, is a white desk with a shelf beneath holding a 

cashbox.  On top of the desk is a hand printing press, used to print leaflets.  At the 

front of the room, a white stepladder stands slightly skew-whiff; another is leaning up 

against the left hand bookshelf. 

 

Crammed into the room are two staff members and seven visitors, both men and 

women, neatly but unostentatiously dressed in cardigans, modest skirts, informal 

jackets and trousers. They behave with quiet concentration, the visitors absorbed by 

the books on the shelves. The secretary of the organisation is an enthusiastic, 

welcoming intellectual, a bearded, restrained figure in light grey three piece suit. His 

assistant is a pinch-lipped older woman with bright ginger hair scragged up in a bun.  

She wears a frumpy brown jacket and skirt, and is hard at work at the printing press.  

Both staff and visitors wear red lapel badges, symbols of their allegiance to the 

cause. 

 

Cast and production credits 

 

Yank is played by Bertie Carvel  

His fellow stokers Paddy and Long are played by Steffan Rhodri and Callum Dixon  

Mildred is played by Rosie Sheehy and her Aunt by Buffy Davis 

The Second Engineer is played by Nicholas Karimi and the secretary of the 

Workers’ association by Adam Burton 

The ensemble are Christopher Akrill, Charlie Cameron, Okorie Chukwu, Phil 

Hill, Elan James, Ben Lee, Oliver Llewellyn-Jenkins and Luke Murphy  

 

Director:  Richard Jones 

Designer:  Stewart Laing 

Choreography:  Aletta Collins  

Lighting: Mimi Jordan Sherin  

Sound: Sarah Angliss 
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Our next audio described performance is Dr Seuss’s The Lorax. 

Inspired by Dr. Seuss’s classic tale, The Lorax tells of a moustachioed and 

cantankerous critter who’s on a mission to protect the earth from the greedy, tree-

chopping, Thneed-knitting businessman known only as The Once-ler. 

Adapted by David Greig and brought to the stage by acclaimed director Max 

Webster, The Lorax blends theatrical invention, songs and zany humour in a timely 

and vibrant Christmas show with a message for grandparents, parents and children 

alike. 

 

The Lorax will be audio described on Thursday 7th January 7.00pm, with a touch 

tour at 5.30pm 

 

 


