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Foreword by Patti LuPone

I first met John when he was casting the 2005 Broadway revival of Sweeney Todd. He flew to Portland, Oregon where I was working to meet me. I was so moved by that gesture. I saw a gentleman sitting in the lobby of my hotel and I instantly knew it was him. We shared a meal and a stroll where we were simply two fellow travelers negotiating a strange city. He eventually cast me as Nellie Lovett, opening a door which led to my Broadway debut in a Sondheim musical.

As a director he is a Master. The rehearsal process was specific, deeply informative, creative and ultimately more fun than the dark subject of the musical should have been. During the course of our rehearsals in New York, another door swung open that ushered in our long friendship, sharing Thanksgivings, teas, dinners, swims, gossip, complaints, and most of all joy in each other’s company.

I’ve only worked with John twice, Sweeney Todd on Broadway and the Brecht/Weill musical The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny with the LA Opera. I would be elated beyond description to be in a rehearsal room with him again. That experience is one of constant learning, from his knowledge of stage craft to his wisdom into the human soul to his courage in speaking truth, be it political, societal, or spiritual. I’m extremely fortunate to have this human being in my life. I don’t see him enough, but I treasure the theatrical lessons I’ve learned from John and the friendship that has forever enriched my life. Now with this incisive, deeply personal, and entertaining book, John continues to open doors that will inspire and enlighten his readers just as he has for me.

Patti LuPone, February 2025
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Preface

It was very early in November 2005. A Press Preview of the Broadway Revival of Sweeney Todd. The night Ben Brantley, the feared New York Times critic, was in the house. The one man, at that time, who could make or break your future. I’m standing in the little curtained-off vestibule situated between backstage and the auditorium of the delightful O’Neill Theatre on Manhattan’s 49th Street. I’ve just left Patti LuPone’s dressing room. Everybody was trying to appear relaxed, but secretly knowing it had to be a really good show! Beside me, leaning side by side against the old New York radiator, is the man who single-handedly changed the face of the American Musical Theatre, Stephen Sondheim. He turned to me and said quietly, “Well, John, this is Broadway!” There we were waiting to slip in when the house went dark and we were equally afraid. The question in the forefront of my mind was, as Steve said in Merrily We Roll Along, “How did you get to be here, what was the moment?”1





1

A Boy of No Importance

Quite recently I found myself lying for many days in a bed in St Thomas’ Hospital, London. I’d had a medical emergency which left me somewhat incapacitated. Before going any further, I should make it clear that I’ve recovered. However, it was an enforced period of stopping, though probably not the most predictable way of allowing myself to take a break. Probably like so many of you, I have always just kept going. A career in the arts has meant the need to stay on track, sometimes to the detriment of self and all around. So, here I was, two weeks of lying still. Two weeks of retrospection. Plenty of time to take stock. If this was how it was going to end, had I achieved what I set out to achieve? Did I even know what it was that I set out to achieve? That question is certainly problematic in a profession so driven by opportunity and, most certainly, by a modicum of luck.

So, how do I look back? How do I give those memories and observations any sort of form? When I’m rehearsing stories for the theatre, I seldom start the process at the beginning, rather I start with key moments in the story and work forward and backward from there. I could indeed do that with looking at my life and work, but to give things some clarity and some context, and to save you from becoming totally confused, I think that starting at the beginning is the best way for me to write it all down. To paraphrase TS Eliot in his great series of poems The Four Quartets, “In my end is my beginning”. So let’s see.

I’ve only recently become comfortable with looking back. It must be a symptom of what Shakespeare would have called the Seventh Age. From the very beginning I was encouraged to put yesterday behind me. I come from a family dominated by tough women who had no interest in what happened yesterday. There was no time! They had to survive. They got through two World Wars. They’d lost more than I will ever understand. Perhaps it was too hard to look back? Generally Scottish people – and I’m a proud Scot – are known for being sentimental. Known for enjoying reflecting upon past glories. I do hold some of that same sense of reflection, but it seldom manifests in sentimentality. It’s the difference between being sentimental and wallowing in sentimentality, the latter, where I come from, being perceived as a weakness. Perhaps because of that familial insistence on living in the present, I have only a small store of memorabilia and few papers to prove what I’ve done. I do have some boxes in the attic full of theatre programmes and press cuttings, but I never look at them. In fact, I’m not quite sure what they’re in that attic for. For my daughter and grandchildren? I don’t think so. For me? If I’m totally honest, possibly.

Having been raised in a very Scottish Presbyterian manner, I would have been reprimanded for boasting about what I had achieved. Ridiculed for resting on my laurels. “Stop showing off” was a familiar childhood admonishment. I didn’t like it at the time but I’m grateful for it now. It keeps you on track and reminds you that you are only as good as the work you are doing today. So to now ask oneself “Was it worth it?” or “Have I made a difference?” is, to say the least, unnerving. Another childhood question ringing in my ears is “Who do you think you are?” My family were staunchly lower middle class and very proud of it. We were, as the title of this chapter suggests, “of no importance”. However, there was no shame in that, far from it. My family were decent hard-working people who married, attended church, did what they could to save a little, and who supported and enjoyed each other.

When I started my career in the theatre, I had three aims: to keep working (which I’m amazed to say, I have achieved); to have the respect of my peers (well, you’d have to ask them, but I remain hopeful); and to make a difference (though I’m not sure I knew what that difference was). Perhaps this somewhat uncomfortable exercise in retrospection will help me find out? I certainly had a gut feeling, more than fifty years ago, that theatre could help to change the world. The communion of an audience sitting together could make our world a better place. The story being told, if a worthwhile story, could inspire change. For all the ups and downs, and even though we live in an imperfect world, I still believe it. Nothing shakes my faith in the fact that theatre can have a profound effect upon our lives and how we live them.

I was born in Inverness in the Highlands of Scotland. It was 1952, the year a beautiful young Queen Elizabeth came to the throne. It was only seven years after the end of World War Two, and times were still hard. Some foods remained rationed. I can clearly remember the tall blue and white tin of powdered milk that sat in my granny’s kitchen, fresh milk being hard to come by. It was a world free of supermarkets and food deliveries. A time when your mother would shop for the needs of the day and not for the week. When she knew the butcher by name and he saved her the inexpensive “cuts”. When she had her own little book at the grocer’s shop, in Highland slang known as “the chitty”, in which the grocer would notate how much money she owed for the week, a debt that was paid every Friday after “pay day”. Indeed “pay day” was a focal event of the week, when the brown wage packet would be opened and the cash divided into small piles on the kitchen table. My granny even had her own funeral fund, a penny a week, as there would have been great shame in not being able to pay for your own coffin.

I was fortunate to know my great-grandfather throughout my childhood. A wonderful connection with a very real past. His first job had been to drive a coach and horses, and many years later I sat with him to watch man landing on the moon. It was the only time I ever saw him cry. Every week he would look in our weekly newspaper, the “Inverness Courier”, to see who had died. My grandmother, his daughter, would look to see who was getting married. Attending funerals and weddings were two of the most exciting aspects of my childhood, even if I was only standing on the street to watch the bride enter the church, or standing outside a house to see the coffin leaving. I actively looked forward to Saturday morning wedding-watching and to the moment when the father of the bride threw lucky coins to the children outside the church. Early memories. Early rituals.

There was another important ritual that I shared with my great-grandfather. When school was on holiday, every Wednesday throughout the summer he would take me to the cattle market, known locally as “The Mart”. A magical circular brick building. Grandad had been a farm-hand for most of his working life and local farmers still sought his advice on the quality of their pigs. On the table where my Tony Award sits, there is also a fading presentation box that houses an engraved silver coin. Grandad won it at the Royal Northern Agricultural Show for breeding the Best Female Pig! Two prizes, generations apart. Both for different kinds of “shows”. He and I would sit together on those tiered bleacher seats, thoroughly enjoying sharing the smell of the cattle. The big doors would open at the back of the “ring”, and the animals, or the “beasts” as he called them, came charging out. The auctioneer would speak at a thrilling pace that made it sound like a whole new exciting language. I loved it. It was probably one of my first experiences of theatre. We all showed up, we sat in seats, we watched an event, we went home satisfied. Something had happened.

When my cousins and I went out to play in the back garden, always the back garden never the front, we played “British and Germans”, and, unsurprisingly, the British always won. I was aware that my father and his twin brother had “come back”. For a long time I was never quite sure where they had come back from, because, oddly enough, such a life-changing experience was never actually talked about. On becoming an adult I asked my father to tell me about it, to tell me what he could remember. He did. He told me in detail about his experience on a Royal Navy mine-sweeper in what was then known as the Java Straits. Only on hearing those awful remembrances did I understand why it wasn’t spoken about.

I was an only child, though I had no sense of the loneliness often associated with being the only one. That’s probably because my entire family lived within a few streets of each other. I had seventeen younger cousins, five of whom lived in a building only two doors along. Our home was in fact a flat, a tenement really. They weren’t called apartments in those days. To live in a flat was perceived as meaning that you couldn’t afford a house. Not only that, but we rented our flat. Even more of a social stigma. It was a one-bedroom, with my parents sleeping on the pull-out sofa in the sitting room. We had no bathroom but considered ourselves fortunate in having an inside toilet. I can still smell the gas lamps in the hallways, lit by the lamplighter who came round every day as the evenings drew in. I remember Salvadori’s, the Italian ice cream shop across the street, which served a rather exotic white coffee with froth on the top. I remember the wool shop, where my mother bought one ball of wool at a time and where they reserved the others until she could afford them. I remember the sweetie shop, where you could buy four chewy sweets for a penny. You could play on the street outside the house safe in the knowledge that everybody knew everybody else. Laundry was hung in the communal back “green” and the budgie was in its cage in the kitchen. Eventually we moved from that flat to a modern house, with a blissful bathroom! There was then a further move to a house with a small garden. My parents never owned any of these properties, they were council-owned and in areas of town that identified you as being of inferior status. The wonderful thing is that nobody felt aggrieved by that class structure.

My father and his twin brother were inseparable. Sundays after church were always spent at my Granny Doyle’s house, where the adults played card games. There seemed to be a certain secrecy to the card sessions, after all you didn’t want the neighbours to know that you were gambling on the Sabbath. My cousins and I were banished to that back garden to play. As the eldest, I was always in the position of being “in charge” of the play activities. So, “in charge of” was ingrained even then. I taught some of the cousins to read and write and I took the blame if they were badly behaved. I’m not sure that I was particularly playful myself but I certainly enabled all of them to play. Do you see the pattern? I always thought of myself as luckier than the cousins. After all, at the end of those long family afternoons I could go home to my own room, to my own books and to the security of my own imagination! I’m sure that explains a large part of who I am and of the job I do.

In that bedroom, which was probably much smaller than I remember, there was a double-fronted wardrobe housing clothes for me and for my parents. It had a wooden veneer front and to me there were faces in the wood. There was a small set of bookshelves which housed the books my mother received monthly in the mail, from what I think was called the National Book Club. I can still see the coloured covers on those books. In fact I still have a few of them. I have no recollection of her ever reading them, so perhaps they were just a symbol of the fact that we may have been poor but we weren’t uneducated. My mother was a smart woman, who, if life had offered different opportunities, would probably have gone into one of the professions. My father was a quieter person, gentle by nature, who unfortunately was progressively overwhelmed by what was somewhat judgementally called the “Demon Drink”. This made life harder than it might otherwise have been. Also on those shelves were some “plays” which came from my mother’s involvement, before she was married, in amateur drama. I loved those plays. I read them again and again. It’s interesting that reading plays doesn’t hold such pleasure for me now. Exploring them does, reading them, no. I fear there was more discipline in the seven-year-old me than there is in the person that seven-year-old became.

There was also a box of toys in the room. Not many, but much loved. My generation of Scottish children didn’t have the expectation of numerous Christmas and birthday gifts. The highlights of our Christmas stocking were an apple and an orange. Nothing to feel sorry for though. I can still see the two teddy bears. I wonder what happened to them? I have a feeling that my mother may have given them away when she thought I was too old for that “nonsense”. After all, teddies after a certain age were sissy items, particularly for boys. To this day I bring books into the rehearsal room. I bring in visual stimuli and things to play with. I still see the stage as the bed I once played upon. Then there was the piano. A black wooden upright. It stood between my bedroom and the window of the sitting room. I can remember banging away on those keys from a very early age, remember opening the door below the keyboard and plucking the exposed metal strings. I loved to open the lid at the top of the piano and still recall the joy of speaking into it and hearing the echo. It being a black piano still fascinates me, as in those days almost every piano was brown. One abiding memory of the piano belongs to a certain awful day in world history, 22 November 1963. The assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Everybody says “I remember where I was when I heard.….” Well, I was standing beside the black piano. My mother told me what had happened. I didn’t fully appreciate the enormity of the event but I did understand that something dreadful had taken place. As Stephen Sondheim wrote in Assassins, “Something just broke”. To contextualise what I mean by “enormity”, bear in mind that at school we practised getting under our desks in case those Russians dropped “The Bomb”. The more I think about it, the more extraordinary our early life experiences are. Opening oneself to those experiences and putting them into one’s work are exactly the things I have spoken to actors about throughout my career. It may be worth my noting that most actors know a great deal about my personal life by the end of a rehearsal period. I always say to them that my telling my story does not mean they have to share theirs. However, it does encourage some personal recall, kept safely private, which I believe greatly enriches the work we make together.

We had no television for the first seven years of my life, for which I am now deeply grateful, even though not having a television was another outward sign of being poor. I avoided talking about the “TV” at school. No, the radio was where we found all our home entertainment. Listening to the radio was a family event. Sitting down on a Saturday evening and facing the radio, or wireless as we called it then, to all listen to Saturday Night Theatre will always be a rich and happy memory. I’m grateful because, with radio, you have to use your imagination, and the visualisation of the story comes from you. A theme as I write will be my deep sense that we are denying our audiences the opportunity to imagine. We still haven’t evaluated what our access to the Internet will do in terms of how we visualise. We no longer need to make our own pictures as they are available to us with the click of a keyboard.

When we did get TV, there was only one channel available, The BBC. I was allowed to watch the hour between coming home from school and the Six O’Clock News – Children’s Hour. Then when the news came on, you sat silently in fear of being yelled at for disrespectfully intruding upon the grownups’ concentration. A couple of years later I first experienced what we called ‘Independent’ or ‘Commercial’ Television, The ITV. It was a Sunday evening. “Sunday Night at the London Palladium.” I can still sing the theme tune and still see the magic of the revolving stage at the end of the show. An innocent magic and one I have strived to recreate in so many ways.

My primary school was
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