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Pea Green Boat:

An introduction

I can’t really remember exactly how I came to write and perform Pea Green Boat. I know that in the Autumn of the year 2000, after my agents put me on a tour of venues entirely unsuited to the Badly Mapped World stand-up show I was touting, and with an opening act (the satirist Andy Zaltzman) that none of them had been told about or budgeted for, I decided to give up stand-up, the thing I loved most in the world.

For the last decade, any attempts to stage or tour the kind of long-form solo shows I wanted to make usually seemed to lose money, and left me thousands of pounds in their debt. I would then work off these debts by, for example, script-editing shows made by the same company’s TV production wing. There just seemed to be no way forward, and so I bottled it and tried to bob along writing record reviews for newspapers and getting free CDs and t-shirts from indie record labels. It had been a fun ten years, doing student gigs with slabs of cans of lager and trays of sandwiches backstage, but now I was thirty-two years old and really needed a plan for life.

[image: A drawing shows the Owl and the Pussy-cat riding in a boat on calm water. The Owl stands and looks through a telescope. The Pussy-cat sits beside him. Fish swim below. A creature in a sea craft and a shadowy sea creature are underwater.]
Around that time I started hanging about a lot at Battersea Arts Centre, mainly helping out unwaged on Richard Thomas’ nascent Jerry Springer: The Opera. Back then, under the vibrant stewardship of Tom Morris, Battersea Arts Centre had taken on the vibe of some swinging ’60s arts lab. Nobody really got paid much for developing shows there, but at least we weren’t running up debts. And we were able to use the venue’s facilities for free as long as we did the odd panel discussion with audiences or made ourselves available to interact with the public. It was a sublime space, and for a couple of years life was everything I had hoped the world of a writer-performer would be. Bliss it was in SW11 to be alive!

In 2001, Tom must have asked me if I wanted to workshop any solo ideas. I had been making notes towards an idea about Edward Lear, the nonsense poet and painter most famous for the beloved lyric The Owl and the Pussy-Cat. In 1999 I had left a relationship I failed at in Finsbury Park, to live alone in nearby Stoke Newington. At some point while traversing the locality, probably drunk, I had noticed, up an inauspicious alleyway called Bowman’s Place, near the Nag’s Head junction, a plaque saying Lear had lived there until 1829, when he was sixteen.

[image: A drawing shows Stewart Lee holding a microphone and watching as Owl and Pussy-cat perform, aided by another man. A camera operator films them with a large television camera.]
Over the previous decade I had become immersed in the writing of Alan Moore, Iain Sinclair, and Arthur Machen, and the films of Andrew KÖtting and Patrick Keiller. And I was under the influence of seeing a decade of hybridised theatre-comedy-lecture-art shows by performers like Daniel Kitson, Dave Gorman, Ken Campbell, Robert LePage, the Complicité mob, the Russian clowns Derevo, and my friend Ben Moor. Many of the above seemed to take coincidence and chance, and apparently random found objects and phenomena, or signs and symbols embedded in landscape, as routes into non-linear stories whose meanings, though not often immediately apparent, were nonetheless emotionally impactful.

Something struck me as significant about the beauty of Lear’s oeuvre emerging from what was now the site of a grubby alley in fairly hectic crossroads in North London, and I began reading biographies of Lear whilst hanging around the Seven Sisters Road hoping to will something into happening. One day I found an abandoned diary in a bin on the Holloway Road – people used to write diaries in those days – which clearly belonged to a man going through a painful breakup, splurting out sudden screeds of hate for his ex-partner. Lear himself would never have revealed his feelings so directly but, as a homosexual man in Victorian England, he too would certainly have experienced his own share of painful rebuffs.

[image: A drawing frames Edward Lear in large profile on the left. On the right, a bearded man stands beside the owl and pussy-cat.]
I wondered, without any evidence, if Lear’s four-decade friendship with the barrister Sir Franklin Lushington, with whom he made a lengthy tour of Greece, had inspired the nation’s favourite, The Owl and the Pussy-Cat. Diaries of Lear’s that survive (most were destroyed by Lushington in his capacity as Lear’s executor) speak of him experiencing “a fanatical… frantic caring overmuch for those who care little for us”.

It suited my own creative purposes to see The Owl and the Pussy-Cat as a longing for a place – Bong Tree Land – where two lovers whose relationship would be deemed inappropriate – in the poem’s case that of a bird and a cat – could nonetheless be allowed to blossom, far away from the judgement of Victorian society.

Sometime in early 2001 I was approached by the manager of the Cockney hardman actor Ray Winstone, perhaps best known as Mr Beaver in The Chronicles of Narnia. He had seen me speaking about my love of the poet William Blake somewhere, and had also noticed that Ray Winstone looked like William Blake when he drove past a poster for a Blake retrospective that had run at Tate Britain that year.

(Oddly the actress Daryl Hannah, who had agreed to star alongside Peter Fonda in a film script I wrote that never got made, had asked me to accompany her to a private showing of that same exhibition. The personal tour had been offered to her by a man who worked for the Tate. By sheer coincidence, Blake being someone I knew a lot about, I was able to answer many more of her questions about the works than the bloke who wanted to show her round. I wonder if Daryl Hannah ever remembers that, or mentions me to her husband Neil Young? I’m sure that bloke from the Tate remembers it.)

[image: A drawing shows a crouching caricature of Ray Winstone in a rocky setting.]
Ray Winstone (Papa Bear in Puss In Boots: The Last Wish) and Ray Winstone’s manager met me and asked me to write a proposal and some spec scenes for a biopic of William Blake they had decided to do, slated to be directed by the artist Sam Taylor-Wood. Coincidentally, I already had some ideas down for a play about Blake, which eventually led to a workshop week at the National Theatre in 2006, featuring Ben Moor, Johnny Vegas, Steve Frost, Jo Neary, Sean Foley and the folk musician Eliza Carthy.

The spirit of a particular school of forgotten, folk music-fuelled, promenade theatre, such as Keith Dewhurst’s 1978 production of Lark Rise To Candleford, which had featured Eliza’s dad Martin Carthy, was very much in my mind throughout the writing of the Blake idea I workshopped for the National. It was as if I was trying to recreate those hippy-folk plays without ever having seen one. The National Theatre’s director Nick Hyntner told me he was looking forward to what we came up with but hoped it wasn’t like “those bloody awful folk promenade plays the National used to do in the ’70s”. Unsurprisingly, the project came to nothing but the team developing War Horse watched a run-through and liked the way we threaded old folk tunes through the story.

I submitted my William Blake film proposal and some scenes to Ray Winstone and was soon asked to meet his manager’s PA at a cakeshop in Soho. Tom Morris from Battersea Arts Centre had read what I had written and said it was good, and I arrived at Maison Bertaux with the confident air of a man expecting to be commissioned to work on a biopic with a big star and name director attached. But it soon became clear the embarrassed young woman was actually dropping me from the project. Not only had Ray Winstone (Admiral Orlock in the videogame Killzone 3) not liked the work, but he believed that I had written and submitted it as an attempt to ridicule him for some reason, and she had come to meet me without him so as to avoid a violent confrontation. To this day I have no idea what the fuck was going on.

[image: A drawing shows a nude figure climbing a cake stand and offering a cupcake towards Ray Winstone, who sits on a cloud with his arms spread. More cupcakes fill the shelves below him.]
And then, sometime in the Autumn of 2001, my toilet broke and its peculiar Victorian design meant spare parts were scarce, so I spent a month shitting at night into plastic bags and disposing of them in the morning in bins in the park. They made me think of owl pellets. All this – Lear’s unrequited love, The Owl and the Pussy-Cat, my Ray Winstone encounter (replayed as a subplot where Winstone wanted me to write him a biopic of Edward Lear, and my broken toilet) – came clumsily together in a first stab at my (near) solo multimedia son-et-lumière and slide-projector workshop of Pea Green Boat at Battersea Arts Centre that Winter.

I read my own retelling of the poem’s story over the sound of the track A Dream Of Blue by American space-rockers Windy & Carl. The legendary godfather of Alternative comedy and poet John Dowie did the voices of Edward Lear and Ray Winstone offstage. I showed slides of the diary I found in the Lear-adjacent bin, held up a funny Life Boat charity tea towel of the poem that I had bought at Lizard Point lighthouse when I was filming Attention Scum there with the comedian Simon Munnery, and kicked around some plastic bags purporting to contain my own excrement. The London Evening Standard described it as “a brilliant 40 minute quasi lecture bulked out by 20 minutes of postmodern padding”, which was fair enough. But the fact was, I was on to something.

[image: A drawing on the right shows a leaking ASDA plastic bag lying on the floor. A small puddle spreads beside it. A drawing on the left shows a mechanical toilet machine standing on a platform. Pipes, gears, brushes and handles crowd around it. A portrait of Queen Victoria is in the cistern area.]
In February of the following year I tried the show again, this time with Simon as the other voices, and with the brilliant Jane Watkins improvising distorted drone-rock cello parts live in place of the prerecorded music. The actor Paul Putner had suggested that using extracts from the actual diary of a clearly distressed real man was tasteless, and it was, so I cut them. I seem to remember Simon performing his idea of how Ray Winstone would play Edward Lear was very funny, but no record of the performance exists. At the time, I wrote for The Independent about the process.

[image: A drawing shows Simon Munnery as the owl in a cap and dark uniform, Ray Winstone as the small centre cat with folded arms, and Paul Putner half-naked, wearing a chain and sandals, holding a cigar and a book.]
As it turned out, the promoter Hils Jago saw the show and said if I sorted out some of its problems she would punt Pea Green Boat to the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh for the Summer of 2002. The show got really good reviews at the Traverse that Summer, and I got paid a bit of money for it. But it simply wasn’t the kind of show my agents would have known how to produce or place without bankrupting me, so as a live entity Pea Green Boat withered away.

The jet-powered BBC radio producer Liz Webb also saw the show and wondered if a stripped-down version might work in a half-hour drama slot she had, Inner Voices. I cut everything except the essentials, leaving just the story of the Owl and the Pussy-cat themselves, and discovered a meaningful and almost profound kernel of a show, in what had, I now realised, been a needlessly over-complicated, if funny, knockabout mess. Jane did the music again and so in 2004 the definitive Pea Green Boat was born, later re-recorded and pressed up as a lurid green vinyl 10” single by the GoFasterStripe label, and now a steady seller for two decades.

In 2008, the piece even had a month’s radioactive half-life as a conceptual art installation in Arthur Smith’s Arturat exhibition at the Edinburgh Festival. Visitors were invited into a gloomy room housing a large rowing boat containing the voyage’s meagre supplies while a recording of the show played in the half-light. Having been far too present in the early and more self-indulgent versions of the show, I had finally succeeded in eliminating myself from it entirely, ego-death in action.

[image: A drawing shows Stewart Lee, in the cat character, sitting in the large boat. Another man sits at the other end. Several visitors stand beside the boat and look at the installation.]
Then, in 2025, seventeen years later and quite unexpectedly, the cartoonist David Waywell sent me an unsolicited illustrated version of the piece, which he had done for his own amusement. It would never have occurred to me to do anything further with the work but Waywell’s illustrations seemed to convey the crazed subtext of the story perfectly. And so I started to try and find us a publisher. Only one line seemed dated – the joke about Paul McCartney’s Mull Of Kintyre – but I wasn’t going to go all George Lucas and try to improve upon the past, so it still stands.

I had first come back to the piece, having left it fallow for many years, in 2024 when members of the old John Peelbeloved anarcho-art band Jackdaw With Crowbar asked me if I’d perform it in Coventry to raise money for a children’s educational charity they ran. It’s strange. Never really having thought Pea Green Boat had meaning as such, it’s obvious to me as an older man what it’s about. We drift through life. We impose our hopes and desires on others, hopes and desires of which they are often unaware, or care not to reciprocate, or cannot reciprocate in the way we would wish. And then we die. Alone. But the journey to that ultimate destination can be beautiful, full of weird sights and strange creatures. And we should not wish it to be any other way.

It’s Friday, and it’s the publisher deadline for this introduction. I’m writing this in a hotel room in grey Guildford, between shows on the stand-up tour of Stewart Lee vs


[image: A drawing shows the Owl and the Pussy-cat riding together in a small wooden boat. The Owl sits at the back and faces forward. The Pussy-cat sits low in the boat. Bong Tree Land rises in the distance ahead.]

The Owl and the Pussy-Cat













[image: A drawing shows the Owl standing in a boat and looking ahead through a spyglass. The Pussy-cat sits behind him. Their small boat moves across the wide sea under a long bank of clouds.]
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