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For

My sister Tamar, cousin Osnat, niece Ravit, and nephew Ran


Dear Reader

To gain a historical perspective, I have kept potentially offensive elements intact and did not edit sexism, racial prejudices, anti-Semitic slurs, or other derogatory content. The plays must be seen in their historical context, each a work of art shaped by its era, The opinions set forth in the plays are not necessarily my own.

While some of the plays therein have withstood the passage of time with universal recognition, included are many obscure dramas and comedies that deserve renewed scrutiny, study, and theatrical revival. I hope that the selections discussed in this work will rekindle interest in neglected playwrights and forgotten plays.
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Crime Plays That Premiered In
London’s West End
(Continuous)


A Clean Kill (1959)

Michael Gilbert (England, 1912–2006)

About fifteen years ago, when I began to accumulate a checklist of milestone suspense plays, I wrote to English author Michael Gilbert with a request to provide me with information regarding his plays and their productions. The estimable Mr. Gilbert, recipient of the Mystery Writers of America Grand Master Award, replied with a hand-written letter, stating that he is “sorry to disappoint” me, but he “would much prefer that no mention at all were made of the four plays you mention.” Gilbert continued, remarking that he felt that penning plays “was not my forte,’ and asked, “Let them rest in peace.”

Michael Gilbert died in 2006 so I cannot appeal to him to change his mind. But, with pangs of an inner struggle, I decided to include one of his plays, A Clean Kill, in this reference book, for I believe it to be a minor masterpiece of construction and surprise, deserving renewed study and theatrical revival, a worthy epitaph.

The main character is Charles Reese, a research chemist employed by a well-known manufacturing firm. The action takes place in the living room of his solid, middle-class Victorian house in Putney, a district in South London. There is a wooden door leading to the front hall, and a double, colored-glass door opening into an elaborate laboratory. In the middle of the right-hand wall is a fireplace with several ornaments including a heavy chiming clock on the mantelpiece. The left side of the room is clearly devoted to business pursuits, complete with a filing cabinet, a table with a typewriter, and a black oak cupboard.

Early in the first act we learn that chemist Reese has formed a private company to promote his own discovery of a cleaning fluid— the colorless, odorless chlorazolidene. At a board meeting, we are introduced to Charles's neurotic, shrewish, secretly alcoholic wife, Hilda; his pretty, efficient laboratory assistant, Ann Patten; and his shrewd solicitor and friend, Mr. Schofield. At the keyhole, listening in, is the elderly, snoopy housekeeper, Mrs. Turvey. It soon becomes clear that the Reeses’ relationship is strained, and that Charles and Ann are fond of each other. The meeting turns stormy when Hilda, difficult and quarrelsome, objects to the company’s plan to sell the new patent to a manufacturing firm that has offered the tidy sum of five thousand pounds.

Following the meeting, Hilda corners Ann, telling the young assistant that she has hired a private detective and is aware that Ann has got her “grubby little hands” on her husband. Ann retorts coolly that upon arriving at work early this morning, she found two dirty glasses and an ashtray full of cigarette stubs—two different brands of cigarettes. She has no doubt that Mrs. Reese entertained a “boyfriend,” and wryly suggests that it would be more sensible “to clear up afterwards.”

Ann exits, slamming the door. The clock chimes, which reminds Hilda that she has hidden the liquor cabinet key in the clock. She goes to fetch it as a shadow appears on the glass door, and the curtain falls.

When the lights fade up on Act II, we learn that Hilda Reese has passed away; at the inquest, her death was ruled natural, caused by a heart attack following heavy drinking. But Mrs. Turvey, the housekeeper, reports to the police that she suspects foul play in view of a clandestine relationship between Charles Reese and his laboratory assistant.

Soon Superintendent Morland arrives on the scene. He is “a tough, smart Cockney” whose method in a criminal investigation, is “to be thoroughly offensive, so as to provoke reactions in his victim. His aim is to bring out the worst in people because he thinks that the worst is often the truth.” The superintendent tells Ann and Schofield that upon renewed examination, the police pathologist concluded that Hilda Reese died of a fatal dose of chlorazolidene that tainted her last drink of whiskey. Charles, the sole beneficiary of her will and the only person with keys to both the laboratory cabinet and the whiskey cupboard, is the main suspect. Furthermore, presses Morland with calculated brutality, Charles has been “messing round with Miss Patten.” Charles contends that his relationship with Ann is platonic but admits that he is in love with her and, in good time, intends to ask for her hand.

As Act III begins, Charles has been taken to police headquarters for questioning. The plot thickens when a private detective, William Senior, meets with attorney Schofield, and informs him that he was hired by Mrs. Reese “to keep an eye on her husband.” He adds that he has seen Mr. Reese meet the “young lady chemist” several times—”the one he plays footy-footy with among the test tubes”— and now that Mrs. Reese is dead there remains an unpaid account for the time he and his son spent on following Mr. Reese, added up to just over eight hundred pounds. When Schofield expresses dismay at the “gall” of the request, Senior hints that “certain people” might be interested in what he knows. The blackmailing detective slinks out through the lab door, leaving Schofield puzzled and concerned.

Schofield shares his anxiety with Ann. Ann reveals to him that she has found a paper next to the typewriter which seems to be a typed codicil to Hilda’s will. With the aid of a magnifying glass, Schofield reads the codicil. It leaves Hilda’s share in the chlorazolidene patent to William Senior of Senior’s Detective Agency “as a token of the services he has performed for me.” Ann has no doubt that Senior had been Hilda’s lover and that he killed her for the valuable shares. She relates to Schofield how on the morning of the board meeting she got there early and found two glasses with dredges of whiskey; Charles doesn’t drink. The ash tray was full of cigarette stubs; Charles smokes a pipe. Schofield now remembers that Senior knew his way out through the laboratory and agrees with Ann’s conclusions.

They call Senior to come immediately “to his advantage.” As they confront him, Senior lights up a Marylands cigarette, the brand Ann found in the ashtray. Mrs. Turvey is called in. At first, she says that she has never seen Senior before, but when Ann warns her that she is protecting the man who killed Hilda Reese, the housekeeper admits that Senior “has been in and out the last three months,” when Charles was away.

Just when it seems that the whodunit has been solved, a surprising twist is introduced. Schofield is left alone with Ann and begins to switch off the living room lamps. In a gradually darkened stage, he extracts a confession from the young woman who has been deeply in love with the brilliant chemist and could not bear to stand by and watch his life and career wrecked by an unstable, alcoholic wife. Superintendent Morland is waiting—and listening—behind the glass door of the laboratory.

* * *

Directed by Alistair Sim, A Clean Kill was first presented at the Pavilion Theatre in Bournemouth, England on October 26, 1959. The play moved to London’s Criterion Theatre on December 15th. The lead roles were played by Peter Copley (Charles Reese), Rachel Roberts (Ann Patten), Hugh Latimer (solicitor Schofield), Garry Marsh (William Senior), and Andrew Keir (Superintendent Morland). “A Clean Kill bore evidence of a skilled legal mind,” wrote Theatre World Annual, “which, allied with a gift for dramatic situation, produced as ingenious a thriller as London has seen for many a month.”1

The ironically titled A Clean Kill ran for 140 performances and was adapted to television in 1961. In the United States, the play was seen at the Playhouse in Boothbay, Maine, on August 21, 1962. That same year, Finland’s television presented A Clean Kill in three successive thirty-minute segments. West German television aired it the following year as a a ninety-minute movie.

* * *

Michael Gilbert wrote two additional plays of suspense. The Bargain is a lighthearted three-act play about a family solicitor, George Selwyn, who acquires a valuable miniature and falls prey to a pair of clever blackmailers. Alistair Sim played Selwyn at West End’s St. Martin’s Theatre on January 19, 1961, and also directed the production.

In The Shot in Question, a young country doctor, Colin Mayle, and his wife, Elizabeth, find themselves under suspicion of murder when a patient, who is also Colin’s former lover, is discovered dead with grains of morphine in her body. The play, directed and designed by Hendrik Baker, premiered at the Duchess Theatre, London, on May 7, 1963, with John Carson and Andree Melly as the Mayles.

Gilbert also penned the non-genre play Windfall, a comedy unfolding in the study of Alexander Lindsay, a housemaster at a small, traditional, public school, Ransfield. The school is on the verge of bankruptcy, but Lindsay is vehemently opposed to selling its ancient playing field and garden. Some hundred-year-old traditions are also in jeopardy. Furthermore, the Headmaster of Ransfield has come up with a plan to join the proud public school with a new neighboring Grammar School of dubious reputation. When all seems lost, an enterprising sixteen-year-old pupil, Bernard, purchases a block of shares in a chemical company for the school’s Dramatic Club, wins 10,000 pounds, and rescues Ransfield. Alistair Sim directed Windfall, and portrayed Lindsay, for a July 2, 1963, opening at London’s Lyric Theatre.

* * *

Michael Francis Gilbert was born in Billinghay, Lincolnshire, England in 1912 and graduated with honors from the University of London in 1937. During World War II Gilbert served with the Royal Horse Artillery in North Africa and was captured and imprisoned in an Italian military stockade. These experiences were the inspiration for his early novel, Death in Captivity aka The Danger Within (1952).

In 1947 Gilbert joined the London law firm of Trower, Still & Keeling, where his clients included the Conservative Party, the Sultan of  Bahrain,  and  Raymond  Chandler.  He  drew  upon  his experience with the law as source material for his novels, notably in Smallbone Deceased (1950), which is set in a lawyer’s office; Death Has Deep Roots (1951), a courtroom narrative; The Crack in the Teapot (1966), wherein a young solicitor gets entangled with a band of racketeers; Death of a Favorite Girl aka The Killing of Katie Steelstock (1980), highlighted by a climactic, pounding trial scene; and The Queen Against Karl Mullen (1991), the story of a South-African security chief who comes to London on an investigative assignment and becomes a murder suspect.

Beginning with his debut novel, Close Quarters (1947), in which he introduced Inspector Hazelrigg, an early realistic British policeman, and spanning more than fifty years, Gilbert wrote highly-regarded classical mysteries, adventure thrillers, espionage yarns, and police procedurals. Other series characters created by Gilbert include Scotland Yard’s Detective Sergeant Patrick Patrella, the sleuth in many short stories and the novels Blood and Judgment (1959) and Roller-Coaster (1993); solicitor Henry Bohun, a former medical student, research statistician, and World II soldier; hard-knuckled Inspector Mercer, who leaves the force and turns into a professional criminal; Luke Pagan, a young, Russian speaking police constable; Daniel John Calder and Samuel Behrens, two seemingly kind country gentlemen who are in reality ruthless counter-intelligence agents.

Gilbert wrote hundreds of short stories, many appearing in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. Critic-author Anthony Boucher ranked Gilbert’s Game Without Rules (1967) as second only to Somerset Maugham’s Ashenden as the best volume of spy stories ever written. Gilbert’s last two books, both short story collections, were published by a small American house, Crippen & Landru: The Man Who Hated Banks and Other Stories (1997), and The Curious Conspiracy and Other Crimes (2002), the latter on the author’s ninetieth birthday.

“Gilbert is a master of complex plotting and well-rounded characters,” wrote Frank Denton in Twentieth-Century Crime and Mystery Writers. “With great detail and a special feel for the places he uses as settings, he delivers stories which are compelling and engage the reader immediately.”2 In a New York Times obituary, Marilyn Stasio hailed Gilbert’s “high literary style and meticulous plot construction, elements that put him in the category of those classical masters of what is often called the golden age of the British mystery...who valued above all else a sturdy story with a daunting puzzle, layered with dense detail, multiple clues and schools of red herrings.”3

Beginning in 1956 and for the next two decades, Gilbert wrote twenty-some television thrillers, including The Betrayers (1962), from a work by Stanley Ellin, and Money to Burn (1974), from a novel by Margery Allingham. He also penned many radio plays, some adapted from his own short stories.

Acting Edition: Constable.

Awards and Honors: A Clean Kill was a Top Five selection in Plays of the Year, 1959-1960 (“It is for you to solve the problem set by a dramatist who is ingenious and perfectly fair.”)4 Michael Gilbert’s short-story collection Game Without Rules (1967) was selected by Ellery Queen for inclusion in Queen’s Quorum: The History of the Detective-Crime Short Story as Revealed by the Most Important Books Published in this Field Since 1845. Gilbert’s Smallbone Deceased (1950) was included by author-critic H.R.F. Keating in his “Crime and Mystery: The 100 Best Books.”

In 1980, Gilbert was knighted as a Commander in the Order of the British Empire (C.B.E.). In 1988, he was named a Grand Master by the Mystery Writers of America. Two years later, he won the Life Achievement Anthony Award at the Boucheron in London. In 1994, he was awarded the Diamond Dagger for lifetime achievement by the Crime Writers Association, which he belonged to as a founding member.




1 Theatre World Annual, June 1959 to May 1960 (London: Barrie & Rockliff, 1960), 89.




2 John M. Reilly, ed., Twentieth-Century Crime and Mystery Writers (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980), 666.




3 New York Times, February 15, 26.




4 J. C. Trewin, ed., Plays of the Year, 1959-1960 (London: Elek Books, 1961), 11.




The Aspern Papers (1959)

Michael Redgrave (England, 1908–1985)

Not unlike Morris Townsend of Henry James’s Washington Square, the nameless narrator of James’ novella The Aspern Papers is an 1890s gentleman of physical and intellectual vitality who cunningly pierces his way into a peaceful, aristocratic household, then utilizes his charms to take advantage of a vulnerable spinster.

Renowned actor Michael Redgrave adapted The Aspern Papers (1888) to the stage in 1959. In the play version, Henry Jarvis (H.J.), a critic, historian, and publisher obsessed with the works of Jeffrey Aspern, an early, unappreciated American poet, manages to hoodwink Aspern’s reclusive one-hundred-year-old former mistress, Juliana Bordereau, into renting him rooms at her peeling Venetian Villa. Juliana was Aspern’s Dark Lady of the Sonnets, and H.J., contemplating a centenary edition of Aspern’s work, is determined to locate her diaries, letters, and memorabilia.

Calling himself Henry Jessamine (shades of Henry James), H.J. flirts with Juliana’s withered niece, Tina, shakes her sensibilities, and solicits from her the promise to get him the Aspern papers.

Gradually falling in love, Tina blossoms. Ignoring her overtures, H.J. insists that they immediately secure the papers, locked in an old green box, in order to prevent the proud Juliana from destroying them before she dies.

H.J.’s foxy manservant, Pasquale, removes the trunk from Juliana’s bedroom and hides it beneath a pile of wood by the stove. H.J. feverishly pulls at the worn straps binding the trunk when Juliana hobbles in and realizes what is happening. The old lady gasps, hisses “You publishing scoundrel,” and falls to the floor, unconscious. After a few days, she dies.

Tina, brokenhearted and fearful, approaches H.J. with a proposal of marriage but is flatly refused. Mrs. Prest, a local dignitary, relates to Tina that at times Harry is the best of friends, the most charming companion a woman ever had, and at other times he is, quite simply, a monster.

Dejected, Tina keeps her chin up, informs H.J. that she burnt the Aspern papers, and requests that he leave. In a final poignant moment, Tina kneels by the stove, fishes out from the trunk a packet of ribboned papers, strikes a match and lights the first document. As she picks up another letter, the bells of a nearby church are chiming, and the curtain falls.

* * *

Michael Redgrave not only dramatized The Aspern Papers, but also co-produced and directed the play and portrayed the role of Henry Jarvis. With Flora Robson playing Tina and Beatrix Lehmann as Juliana, The Aspern Papers premiered on August 12, 1959, in the West End at the Queen’s Theatre. It ran for 370 performances. The London Times complimented Sir Michael’s “theatrical skill, which James himself surely would have admired and perhaps envied a little.”1

The Aspern Papers opened in New York’s Playhouse Theatre on February 7, 1962, under the direction of Margaret Webster, with Maurice Evans as H.J., Wendy Hiller as Tina, and Françoise Rosay as Juliana.

“A mystery with a heart,” declared critic Howard Taubman, “a suspense story—a riddle of belles—letters...It shades gradually from a hunt for the missing papers in the literary mystery until it encompasses a warm and touching revelation of character.”2 Richard Watts Jr. believed The Aspern Papers to be “thoughtful, subtle, quietly but deeply ironical and thoroughly interesting.”3 John Chapman found it “a bewitching play...one of the most exciting stage pieces of the season.”4

Other critics dissented: “It strikes us as being a minor tempest in a picturesque Venetian teapot. It is a bit too elusive and remote for our taste,” said Robert Coleman.5 “I was only mildly caught by the situation,” claimed John McClain.6 “An extremely curious dramatic miscalculation,” frowned Walter Kerr.7

The Aspern Papers were searched for and ultimately burnt for ninety-three performances. The play had a rare eleven-performance revival at the Alley Theatre, Houston, Texas, on May 20, 1964. Twenty years later it was resuscitated in London, featuring Redgrave’s daughter, Vanessa Redgrave, accompanied by Christopher Reeve and Wendy Hiller, this time in the role of Juliana Bordereau.

The 1947 film The Lost Moment is based on The Aspern Papers. Robert Cummings played the narrator, Susan Hayward portrayed Tina, and Agnes Moorehead enacted Juliana.

In 1998, the Dallas Opera presented the world premiere of Dominick Argento’s opera The Aspern Papers.

* * *

Born in Bristol, England, and educated at Magdalene College, Cambridge, Michael Scudamore Redgrave began his distinguished acting career with the Liverpool Playhouse troupe in 1934, moved to London two years later, and continued to play a wide variety of parts at the Old Vic, the Queen’s Theatre, the Shakespeare Memorial Company, the fi Chichester Festival, and the National Theatre. Among Redgrave’s most memorable roles were Mr. Horner in Wycherley’s The Country Wife, Surface in Sheridan’s The School for Scandal, Macheath in Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, the title role in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya and Baron Tusenbach in Three Sisters, Rakitin in Turgenev’s A Month in the Country, Solness in Ibsen’s The Master Builder, and the Captain in Strindberg’s The Father.

Shakespearean challenges included: Orlando in As You Like It, Ferdinand and Berowne in Love’s Labour Lost, Laertes to Laurence Olivier’s and Claudius to Peter O’Toole’s Hamlet, Sir Andrew Aguecheek in Twelfth Night, Prospero in The Tempest, Benedict in Much Ado About Nothing, Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, Anthony in Anthony and Cleopatra, and the name parts of Macbeth, Hamlet, Richard II, and King Lear.

Redgrave’s repertoire in the modern theatre encompassed Detective Anderson in Mary Roberts Rinehart’s The Bat, Lord Harry in T.S. Eliot’s The Family Reunion, Colonel Stjerbinsky in Franz Werfel’s Jacobowsky and the Colonel, Charleston in Robert Ardrey’s Thunder Rock, Hector in Jean Giraudoux’s Tiger at the gates, Dean in Robert Bolt’s The Tiger and the Horse, Rhodes in Graham Greene’s The Complaisant Lover, Crocker-Harris in Terence Rattigan’s The Browning Version and the Regent in Rattigan’s The Sleeping Prince, Hobson in Harold Brighthouse’s Hobson’s Choice, the Duke in Patrick Hamilton’s The Duke in Darkness, the title role in Thomas Job’s Uncle Harry, the alcoholic actor in Clifford Odet’s The Country Girl, and the Father in John Mortimer’s A Voyage Round My Father.

Redgrave made his silver screen debut as Gilbert, the romantic lead, in Alfred Hitchcock’s spy thriller The Lady Vanishes (1938). Among the scores of movie characters he portrayed were Fenwick in The Stars Look Down (1939); the role of Kipps (1941); Flight Lt. Archdale, The Way to the Stars (1945); the ventriloquist Frere, Dead of Night (1945); Orin, Mourning Becomes Electra (1947); Crocker-Harris, The Browning Version (1951); Worthing, The Importance of Being Ernest (1952); O’Connor, 1984; Graham, Time Without Pity (1957); Fowler, The Quiet American (1958); Nyland, The Wreck of the Mary Deare (1959); The Uncle, The Innocents (1961); Governor, The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner (1962); W.B.Yeats, Young Cassidy (1965); The Medical Officer, The Hill (1965); The Headmaster, Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1969); Peggotty, David Copperfield (1970, TV); Leo as adult, The Go-Between (1971); Grand Duke Sazonov, Nicholas and Alexandra (1972); Danvers, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1973, TV).

Redgrave formed his own repertory company in 1957 and directed many productions. He is the author of two stagecraft books, The Actor’s Way and Means (1955, revised 1979) and Mask or Face (1958), as well as the novel The Mountebank’s Tale (1958). His autobiography, In My Mind’s Eye, was published in 1983. Michael Redgrave, Actor (1956), penned by Richard Findlater, summarizes an illustrious career.

Though bisexual, Redgrave was married to the actress Rachel Kempson for fifty years until his death. Their children Vanessa, Corin, and Lynn have also carved notable theatre and film careers, as did their granddaughter Natasha Richardson (1963-2009).

* * *

Henry James (1843-1916) sought a career in the theatre—with disastrous results. His stage adaptation of the 1877 novel The American was given a trial performance in London on January 3, 1891, followed by a formal opening night on September 26th. It was a misfire: “A mass of bald melodrama has been pitchforked into it, with a painfully incongruous effect,” lamented the New York Times correspondent.8 James’s Guy Domville was hissed, hooted and booed at its London bow on January 5, 1895.

The High Bid (1909), Disengaged (1909), and The Saloon (1911) fared somewhat better but fell short of expectations. It is ironic that posthumous adaptations of James’s stories have triumphed on stage and screen. There are Berkeley Square (1926) by John L. Balderstone and J.C. Squire, based on James’s unfinished 1917 novel, The Sense of the Past; The Comic Artist (1928), a conversion by Hubert Griffith of 1890’s The Tragic Muse; The Heiress (1947), the Ruth and Augustus Goetz dramatization of 1881’s Washington Square; William Archibald’s The Innocents (1950), from Henry James's 1898 horror novella, The Turn of the Screw; Letters from Paris (1952), an adaptation by Dodie Smith of 1888’s The Reverberator; Child of Fortune (1956), which Guy Bolton transformed from 1920’s The Wings of the Dove; Eugenia (1957) by Randolph Carter, based on 1878’s The Europeans; an operatic version of The Wings of the Dove, with libretto by Ethan Ayer, music by Douglas Moore (1961); The Summer of Daisy Miller (1963), a play by Bertram Greene based on 1879’s Daisy Miller; The Wings of the Dove (1963), still another stage adaptation, by Christopher Taylor of James’s longest, most complex novel; and Ronald Gow’s A Boston Story (1968), suggested by the 1871 novella, Watch the Ward.

A 1990’s tidal wave of renewed interest in James has triggered a lavish New York revival of The Heiress (1995), and a major biography, Henry James, the Young Master, by Sheldon M. Novick (Random House, 1996). Novick came up with a sequel, Henry James, the Mature Master, eleven years later (Random House, 2007). The University of Nebraska Press plans to publish all 12,000 of James’s surviving letters. The filming of The Aspern Papers, Portrait of a Lady, Washington Square, The Wings of a Dove, and The Golden Bowl, as well as a Masterpiece Theatre-PBS television production of The American, indicate that Henry James, a failed playwright, has returned—with a vengeance.

Acting Edition: Samuel French, Inc.

Awards and Honors: Michael Redgrave received the New York Critics Award for his performance as Hector in Tiger at the Gates (1955). He was an Academy Award nominee for his portrayal of Orin Mannon in Mourning Becomes Electra (1947), and recipient of the Best Actor prize at the Cannes Festival for The Browning Version (1951). He twice won Best Actor trophies in the  Evening Standard Awards (1958, 1963), and twice received the Actor of the Year Award from the Variety Club of Great Britain (also in 1958, 1963). Redgrave was appointed Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in 1952 and was knighted in 1959. The repertory theatre in Farnham, Surrey (1974-1998) was named in his honor.




1Quoted in New York Times, August 13, 1959.




2New York Times, February 8, 1962.




3New York Post, February 8, 1962.




4Daily News, February 8, 1962.




5New York Mirror, February 8, 1962.




6New York Journal-American, February 8, 1962.




7New York Herald Tribune, February 8, 1962.




8New York Times, September 27, 1891.




Oliver! (1960)

Book, Lyrics, and Music by Lionel Bart (England, 1930–1999)

Charles Dickens (1812-1870) penned the novel Oliver Twist (serialized 1837-1839) when in his twenties, introducing the style that would become his hallmark: A labyrinthian plot coated with sentiment and tension, underlined with a deep concern for the underdogs of society.

In 1960, fellow Englishman Lionel Bart adapted the novel into a stage musical and stripped away many strands and characters of the novel. Bart, however, kept intact the key plot maneuvers.

The curtain rises on the gloomy interior of a workhouse dining hall. It is early evening. Pale-faced, starving boys file into a large wooden table singing the ironical “Food, Glorious Food,” in which they question, “Is it worth the waiting for?” They yearn for “hot sausage,” “cold jelly” and “a great big steak,” but they know that they’ll be fed “The same old gruel.” Mr. Bumble, the parish officer , and the widow Corney, matron of the workhouse, both greedy and heartless, serve the food. The boys polish off their plates when young Oliver masters the courage to approach Mr. Bumble to ask for more. Outraged, Bumble and Corney croon “Oliver” as they chase the child into a corner, order their assistants to lock him up, and usher the other boys to bed. Left alone, Bumble drinks his tea, wipes his lips, and kisses the widow. She pretends to be shocked, sings “I Shall Scream,” and ends up sitting on Bumble’s lap.

Mr. Bumble hawks Oliver through the streets of London announcing, “Boy for Sale.” Eventually, he takes the child to Mr. Sowerberry, the undertaker. They haggle over price and compromise on five pounds. Bumble informs Sowerberry that Oliver’s mother came to his parish destitute and died when she brought her child into the world without leaving so much as a forwarding name or address.

Oliver is sent to sleep in the basement among the coffins. Lonely and fearful, he sings “Where Is Love?” In the morning, Oliver is taunted by bully Noah Claypole, the undertaker’s assistant. When Claypole badmouths Oliver’s dead mother, Oliver pummels him. Mr. and Mrs. Sowerberry run in, overpower Oliver and lock him in a coffin. When they finally release him, Oliver manages to escape. In a town square he meets Jack Dawkins, nicknamed the Artful Dodger, a very dirty youngster who wears a small top hat and a voluminous overcoat. The Artful Dodger sings “Consider Yourself at Home” and leads Oliver to The Thieves’ Kitchen, Fagin’s lair. Here old scoundrel Fagin teaches boys the art of thievery.

Fagin croons “Pick a Pocket or Two,” during which he places a snuff-box in one pocket of his trousers, a wallet in the other, a watch in his waistcoat, a diamond pin in his shirt—and the boys demonstrate how to carefully take possession of the items. Fagin, the despicable villain of the original novel, is a lovable rogue in this musical adaptation. He pats Oliver on the head and sends the boys to sleep on their mattresses.

The next day, Nancy and her little sister Bet arrive for a visit.1 Nancy drinks half a bottle of gin in one gulp and sings “It’s a Fine Life,” expressing her contentment with the “small pleasures” one can find, even in an environment fraught with danger. Nancy and Oliver establish an immediate rapport. She is the live-in mistress of the goon Bill Sikes, and, while very much in love with him, is also terrified of his capacity for violence.

As soon as Nancy and Bet depart, Fagin teams Oliver with the Artful Dodger for his first pick-pocketing assignment. On the street, the two boys attempt to rifle the pockets of a distinguished looking gentleman, Mr. Brownlow, but are caught in the act. A chase ensues and Oliver is captured.

At the “Three Cripples,” a low-class saloon, raffish customers are drinking and flirting. Nancy leads the crowd with “Oom-Pah-Pah,” a naughty number about ladies of the night. She then joins Fagin and Bet at a small table set on a raised alcove. There is a sudden hush in the room when Bill Sikes strides in. Sikes is an intense, stoutly-built chap of thirty-five, who sports three days’ stubble and two scowling eyes. Singing “My Name,” he walks around the room menacingly, baring his fist. Everyone cowers.

The Artful Dodger enters breathlessly, and in a panic, reveals that “Oliver got nabbed on the job” and was taken away by the old man they tried to rob. He ran after the coach all the way to Bloomsbury 19 at Chepstowe Gardens. Fagin is concerned: Oliver may reveal the whereabouts of his Thieves’ Kitchen. Sikes offers a plan: Nancy will keep an eye on Bloomsbury 19, and they’ll nab the boy the moment he steps out of the house. Nancy objects but Sikes advances, hits her without compunction, and forces her into obedience. Fagin, Sikes, and the Dodger exit. Nancy sends Bet home and sings “As Long as He Needs Me,” accepting humiliation and pain and clinging to the man she loves.

Two weeks pass. Mr. Brownlow proves to be a kindly, rich gentleman, and his housekeeper, Mrs. Bedwin, takes good care of Oliver. Dr. Grimwig, a friend of Brownlow, arrives to check on the boy and is satisfi with his improvement. Brownlow tells Dr. Grimwig that he fi himself “strangely attached to the child.” Grimwig is cynical; he has no doubt that Oliver, who rifl Brownlow’s pocket handkerchief, will steal again. Brownlow sends Oliver to return overdue books to the local library and pay a fi fi Grimwig says that he’ll eat his hat if Oliver returns.

Outside the house, Nancy and Bet lie in waiting. When Oliver emerges, Nancy throws her arms around his neck and tells a gathering crowd that at last, she has found her missing little brother. Sikes appears with his dog, grabs Oliver, and whisks him away.

Sikes and Nancy deliver Oliver to Thieves’ Kitchen. The Artful Dodger draws from Oliver’s pockets the five-pound note. Both Sikes and Fagin claim ownership of the note, and Sikes wins by plucking it from Fagin. Oliver tries to escape but Fagin’s young ruffians catch him. Sikes takes off his belt to beat Oliver but Nancy vehemently objects. Fagin agrees with Nancy that there’s no need for violence. Sikes pushes Oliver out through the door and all follow. Left by himself, Fagin hurriedly collects his hoard but stops to ponder his future in the humorous song “Reviewing the Situation.” He considers going straight but remains skeptical about changing his stripes.

Back at the workhouse, Mr. Bumble and Widow Corney, now unhappily married, scrutinize a gold locket left by Oliver’s mother when she died in childbirth. Bumble and Corney read in a newspaper advertisement that a Mr. Brownlow is searching for Oliver. Bumble goes to Brownlow’s home, exhibits the locket, and asks for payment. Brownlow throws him out. In one of those happy coincidences that prevail in Charles Dickens’ works, Brownlow recognizes a picture of his daughter Agnes in the locket. Agnes had years earlier eloped from home with a lover who later jilted her. Brownlow now realizes that Oliver is actually his grandson.

Nancy, concerned about Oliver, knocks on the door and bursts in. She confesses to Brownlow that she was the girl who took young Oliver away, but even though she is jeopardizing her own life, she felt the need to notify Mr. Brownlow that Oliver is imprisoned at Fagin’s place. Brownlow wants to summon the Bow Street Runners for immediate action, but Nancy explains that she must protect her lover. She’ll bring Oliver to the London Bridge tonight, between 11:00 p.m. and midnight.

It is ten forty-five at night. A clock chimes at three-quarters as Nancy hurries to the bridge with Oliver while looking over her shoulder. She stops at a recessed embrasure. They are waiting, silhouetted against the night sky when the shadow of a burly man falls across the scene. Bill Sikes suddenly appears behind Nancy. She attempts to explain that she never betrayed him, but Sikes brutally clubs her to death.2 He then grabs Oliver and hastily leads him away. Brownlow enters in time to see Sykes disappearing and notices Nancy’s sprawled body. He calls for help and a night watchman appears.

The pace of the proceedings accelerates. Sikes bangs on the Thieves’ Kitchen door and he and Oliver disappear inside. A crowd gathers on the bridge around Brownlow. Bet enters and kneels, sobbing, by Nancy’s corpse. A Bow Street Runner squeezes through the people. Brownlow says that as he crossed the bridge, he saw someone disappearing in the other direction, a broad shouldered, heavily-built man who wore a blue coat and a tall hat. A woman whispers, “Bill Sikes!” Another woman screams, “It’s Nancy, he’s murdered Nancy!” This causes a sensation in the crowd. They notice Sikes's dog and, yelling for blood, follow the dog until they reach Thieves’ Kitchen.

The crowd attacks the door with a battering ram. A wild shout suddenly goes up as they see Sikes tottering on the roof with a rope in his hand. Oliver is tied to the other side of the rope. The crowd surges forward. Sikes shouts, “Stand back, or I’ll kill the boy!” A police offi aims a gun and fi The crowd roars as Sikes falls.3

Several Bow Street Runners continue to ram the door and enter the house. They soon leave, disappointed that Fagin is not there. Someone suggests that Fagin may be at the “Three Cripples” pub, and the crowd, roaring, disappears.

Oliver is brought to Mr. Brownlow. Mrs. Bedwin enters and embraces the boy. “Come, Oliver, we’ll take you home now,” says Brownlow, and the threesome saunter out, happily. Fagin takes off the masquerading uniform of a Bow Street Runner, reprises “Reviewing the Situation,” and dances his way into the dawn.4

* * *

Directed by Peter Coe, designed by Sean Kenny and choreographed by Malcolm Clare, Oliver! opened at London’s New Theatre on June 30, 1960, received sixteen or twenty-three curtain calls, depending on the source, garnered rave reviews and ran for 2618 performances. The leading actors were Ron Moody (Fagin), Georgia Brown (Nancy), Danny Sewell (Sikes), and Keith Hamshere (Oliver). Clive Revill took over the role of Fagin and Bruce Prochnik played Oliver when the show was exported to San Francisco, Los Angeles and finally to Broadway’s Imperial Theatre, where it opened on January 6, 1963.

The New York reviewers offered pro and con assessments of the show. “Scrumptious,” wrote John McClain. “It represents a breakthrough for the British in a field which has so long been dominated by Americans...Never before have so many gifted urchins filled a stage to better effect.”5 Norman Nadel called Oliver! “a work of art” and lauded playwright-composer-lyricist Lionel Bart who “has taken more liberties with Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist than a drunken earl with a tavern wench, but has kept a core of hard truth that gives backbone to the bold new musical at the Imperial Theatre.”6 Richard Watts Jr. admired “the frankness and expertness of its showmanship. Its beauty, melodiousness, humor and occasional pathos are shrewdly combined in a pattern that isn’t ashamed to be good fun, and the versatility of Mr. Bart in writing the music, lyrics and libretto with so much skill demonstrates his importance in the popular musical theatre.”7 John Chapman declared, “It is one of the most impressive British products to be imported here since the firs Rolls Royce.”8 John Coleman agreed: “Everything about Oliver! is top drawer. The book has dramatic impact, the lyrics are clever, and the score haunting. Sean Kenny has designed a semi-constructivist set that permits the action to flow like quicksilver, while director Peter Coe has assembled a perfect cast.”9

Critics Howard Taubman and Walter Kerr were less impressed. Taubman appreciated songs that “are catching,” staging that “pulls out all the stops,” and sets “evoking the atmosphere of London,” but felt that “too often” the production “settles for stridency, smoke, easy laughs and facile show-business razzmatazz.”10 Kerr concluded that “in general, Oliver! is like looking at a comic book condensation of a Dickens classic with the radio on. The colors are bright, the action is constant, but the pace falters for lack of any genuine emotional involvement.”11

Oliver! received ten Tony Award nominations, including Best Musical, and ran for 774 performances. A return engagement of sixty-four performances came to Broadway’s Martin Beck Theatre on August 2, 1965, featuring Robin Ramsey (Fagin), Maura K. Wedge (Nancy), Victor Stiles (Oliver), and bringing back Danny Sewell as Bill Sikes.12

British producer Cameron Mackintosh revived Oliver! in 1977 at London’s Albery Theatre (now the Noel Coward Theatre), featuring Roy Hudd as Fagin, a production that ran for two years. Mackintosh returned with Oliver! in 1983 for a limited five-week Christmas production at West End’s Aldwych Theatre, directed by Peter Coe, and bringing back Ron Moody in the role of Fagin. The original set designs by Sean Kenny were used. The following year, the show moved to Broadway’s Mark Hellinger Theatre with one notable cast change: Patti LuPone took over the part of Nancy. It ran for only seventeen showings. In her Patti LuPone: A Memoir, the actress-singer relates, “We were given the blocking from the original production. There was no exploration, no discovery, no nothing.”13

Ten years later, on December 8, 1994, Sam Mendes staged a lavish production of Oliver! at the London Palladium. Jonathan Pryce played Fagin. A four-year run culminated on February 21, 1998. Rupert Goold (director), Matthew Bourne (choreographer), and Anthony Ward (designer) teamed on an extravagant Oliver! that opened on January 14, 2009, and ran through January 8, 2011, at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane. Ben Brantley of the New York Times wrote, “For old-fashioned, picture-postcard prettiness, it’s hard to top Oliver!...the comedian Rowan Atkinson miraculously stands out—and even hunched, stands tall—on a crowded stage with a vivid performance as an anxious, epicene Fagin.”14 In July 2009, Atkinson was replaced by stand-up comedian Omid Djalili, a British-born Iranian. The casting of “a man with parents from an Islamic republic, one whose current president makes his feelings about the state of Israel starkly clear, playing one of the best-known Jewish characters in literature,” caused a furor.15 The production garnered three 2010 Olivier Award nominations, including Best Revival of a Musical.

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, British touring companies of Oliver! tracked to Sydney, Singapore and most major venues in the U.S. Estonian productions were mounted in the early 1990s and in November 2003. A Hebrew translation of the musical was presented in Israel twice—by the Habimah National Theatre in 1966, starring Shraga Friedman and Rivka Raz, and at Beit Lessin in 2008, featuring Sasson Gabai and Anya Bukshtein. Critics in Israel were cool to Oliver!, though anti-Semitism was not an issue. The English-language Jerusalem Post said that Fagin was “a villain you could not hate even if you try.” But the paper’s reviewer opined that “the musical could not decide whether to take itself seriously or mock the Dickensian schmaltz.”16

Directed by Carol Reed,17 Oliver! was converted to the screen in 1968 starring the original Fagin, Ron Moody, Mark Lester (Oliver), Oliver Reed (Sikes), Shani Wallis (Nancy), Joseph Connor (Mr. Brownlow), and Harry Secombe (Mr. Bumble). Considered one of the rare films that is superior to the original show, Oliver! was nominated for eleven Academy Awards, winning Best Picture, Best Director, Best Score, Best Art Direction, and Best Sound. Onna White won an Honorary Oscar for her choreography. Oliver! also garnered two Golden Globe awards: Best Film in the category of Musical/Comedy, and Best Actor in the same category, Ron Moody.

* * *

Lionel Bart was born in 1930, the son of a Jewish tailor and the youngest of seven siblings. His birth name was Lionel Begleiter. The family lived in London’s Stepney, a working-class district. When Bart was six years old, a teacher told his parents that he was a musical genius, but at the age of sixteen Bart obtained a scholarship to St. Martin’s School of Art, aiming to become a painter.

Without ever learning to read or write musical notations, Bart eventually changed course and began writing songs for amateur theatre groups and the Sunday BBC radio programs. In the 1950s he contributed material for Unity Theatre, including a version of Cinderella and a version of Volpone, called Wally Pone. He began to gain recognition when composing pop and ‘rock and roll’ songs for Cliff Richard and Tommy Steele.

Bart’s first West End musical was 1959’s Lock Up Your Daughters, an adaptation by Bernard Miles of the eighteenth-century comedy Rape Upon Rape by Henry Fielding. The lyrics were written by Bart, and the music by Laurie Johnson. The farcical plot revolves around two cases of dubious rape tried by a corrupt justice in 1735 London. Directed by Peter Coe and designed by Sean Kenny, the show ran at the Mermaid Theatre for 328 performances. A 1962 revival at the same theatre ran for 664 showings. Staged by Alfred Drake, Lock Up Your Daughters was planned for Broadway, but closed on the road in 1960. A 1969 movie version was given an “X” rating by the UK censor.

Next, Bart wrote the music and lyrics of Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be for Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop. The Cockney comedy was populated with gamblers, petty thieves, prostitutes, and crooked cops. A success, the musical was moved to West End’s Garrick Theatre in 1960, where it ran for nearly two years. Bart’s follow-up musical was Blitz!, focusing on a Jewish woman and a Cockney man whose romance blossomed during the bombings of London during World War II. Blitz! opened at the Adelphi Theatre in 1962, while Oliver! was running successfully at the New Theatre. Its enormous set included an overhead bridge. It was at the time the most expensive West End musical ever produced. Blitz! ran for 568 performances. It never came to Broadway but was performed in Australia in 1985, directed by Bart, and revived at London’s Playhouse Theatre in 1990.

Maggie May, for which Bart wrote music and lyrics, spotlights a Liverpool streetwalker, Margaret May Duffy, after her lover dies. The show opened in 1964 at London’s Adelphi Theatre and ran for 501 performances. Twang!, the story of Robin Hood and his merry men, is famous for its backstage tensions (co-producer/director Joan Littlewood left the production a day before the opening), a booed opening night, and the universal scorn heaped by the critics. It ran in 1965 for forty-six showings at the Shaftsbury Theatre. Bart invested his personal fortune in Twang!, including his rights in Oliver!, and lost everything.

Bart’s La Strada is based on the highly-regarded 1954 Frederico Fellini movie of the same name. It is the bleak account of a young girl, Gelsomina, who is sold by her impoverished mother to a brutal circus strongman, Zampanô. She demonstrates her talent as a clown and soon becomes the star of the show. Gelsomina falls in love with Zampanô, but when she befriends Mario, a circus clown, Zampanô kills Mario in a fit of jealousy. Eventually, Zampanô moves on, leaving Gelsomina to die on the road. Directed by Alan Schneider and choreographed by Alvin Ailey, the musical tried out in Detroit, Michigan, opened at Broadway’s Lunt-Fontanne Theatre on September 14, 1969, played for fourteen previews, and famously closed after just one performance, losing its $65,000 investment.

For the movies, Bart composed the energetic tunes of several Tommy Steele vehicles; the haunting theme of From Russia with Love, the 1963 James Bond movie; and the background music for 1964’s Man in the Middle, a filmization of Howard Fast’s novel The Winston Affair, about an American military officer charged with homicide. Bart’s musical numbers were incorporated into many television shows on both shores of the Atlantic, including The Ed Sullivan Show, The Red Skelton Hour, Sesame Street, The Julie Andrews Hour, The Brady Bunch, and Mystery Science Theatre 3000.

By 1972, Bart was bankrupt and in debt. He turned to drink, damaged his health, had affairs with men, and, after a long struggle, died of cancer in 1999. His funeral took place at Golders Green Crematorium in Hoop Lane, London.

A three-part series, A Handful of Songs—The Lionel Bart Story, was aired on BBC’s Radio 2 in August 2005. A musical based on Bart’s life and using his songs, It’s a Fine Life, was staged at the Queen’s Theatre, Hornchurch, East London, in 2006. Written by Christopher Bond, it follows Bart’s journey from East Side rags to West End’s riches and back again.

Acting Edition: Tams-Witmark Music Library.

Awards and Honors: Oliver! was nominated for nine 1963 Tony Awards. Lionel Bart won as Best Composer/Lyricist; Sean Kenny won for Best Scenic Design; Donald Pippin won as Best Conductor/Musical Director.

In 1960, Bart was given the Variety Club Silver Heart for Show Business Personality of the Year. Four years later, Bart’s musical Maggie May won the Ivor Novello Award for outstanding score. In 1986, Bart received a special Ivor Novello Award for life achievement.18




1 Bet is Nancy’s best friend, not her sister, in the original novel.




2 In alternate stagings of Oliver!, Bill Sikes strangles Nancy, stabs her or slits her throat. The musical’s original libretto follows the Dickens novel in having Nancy beaten to death.




3 In the original novel, Sikes accidentally hangs himself while fleeing across a rooftop from the angry mob.
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14 New York Times, July 8, 2009.




15 New York Times, July 18, 2009.
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17	English film director Carol Reed (1906-1976) began his professional career when staging several Edgar Wallace thrillers on the London stage, including The Squeaker (1928), Persons Unknown (1929), and Smoky Cell (1930). For the next four decades, Reed directed thirty-three motion pictures, many with suspense elements: Laburnum Grove (1935), a whodunit based on a play by J.B. Priestley; Night Train to Munich (1940), in which a British intelligence agent rescues a Czech scientist from the Nazis; Odd Man Out (1947), a masterful account of an Irish rebel leader hunted by the police after a bungled robbery; The Fallen Idol (1948), from a story by Graham Greene, about a household butler who is suspected of murdering his wife (New York Critics Circle Award for Best Director); The Third Man (1949), the classic film noir about the search by a pulp-writer for the mysterious Harry Lime in post-World War II Vienna (Grand Prize of the Cannes Film Festival); The Man Between (1953), depicting black-marketing in post-World War II Berlin; and Our Man in Havana (1959), a satirical spy yarn, adapted by Graham Greene from his novel, about a vacuum cleaner salesman who becomes a British agent.




18 Ivor Novello was a Welsh composer, singer, and actor who became one of the most popular British entertainers of the early twentieth century. The Ivor Novello Awards, named after him, are prizes for songwriting and composing. They are presented annually by the British Academy of Songwriters, Composers, and Authors (BASCA).




Settled Out of Court (1960)

William Saroyan (United States, 1908–1981) and Henry Cecil (England, 1902–1976)

It may seem truly surprising that William Saroyan, the Pulitzer-Prize-winning dramatist whose writings epitomize American life in his native Fresno, California, appears within the covers of a book dedicated to plays of crime, mystery, and detection. Even more surprising, he cowrote a thriller that is singularly English in environment, plot, and characters.

But there is no mistake. Saroyan joined Henry Cecil, a British County Court Judge, and prolific detective-story writer, in dramatizing Cecil’s 1959 novel, Settled Out of Court, a credit missing from most, if not all, bibliographical listings of Saroyan’s works.

The three acts of Settled Out of Court unfold in the study of Sir George Halliday, a High Court Judge. The room is described as “impressive in its mixture of spaciousness and solidity.” There are double doors leading to the hall and staircase. A window overlooks the grounds. The walls are lined with bookcases full of law books. In an alcove, there is a china cabinet and a grandfather clock.

When the curtain rises, Sir Halliday, a distinguished old man, is posing in a wig and gown for his portrait. Charles Brandy, more-or-less the same age as Sir George, is painting at an easel, working slowly and thoughtfully. Soon Sir George gets up, stretches, and crosses to his desk for a cigarette. Brandy puts down his palette and brushes. As they relax smoking, Brandy asks Sir George what he thinks about when he sits on the bench, dressed in his robes, and if he ever sympathizes with “the poor chap in the dock.”

Sir George states that if the man is innocent, he’ll get off, 999 times out of 1000, though, admits the judge, “laws made by man must be fallible; mistakes must occasionally occur.”

The doorbell rings, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Parsons, ushers in a man wearing a policeman’s uniform. “Judge Halliday, I presume,” he says, and introduces himself as “officer Banks.” The play now casts off its cozy beginning when suddenly officer Banks draws a revolver, orders the judge to sit on the settee, and blows a whistle.

A tall man enters from the hall. He tells the judge that his name is Mr. I. The letter “I” in the alphabet, he explains, as this is his ninth “production” as an international crook. Mr., I declare, “Your house has been seized and occupied;” other members of the gang enter and search the rooms. Mrs. Parsons is ordered to stay in the kitchen. Judge Halliday is astonished to learn that Charles Brandy, the artist who has painted his portrait, is Mr. I’s henchman.

Enter Angela Walsh, the attractive daughter of Lonsdale Walsh, a man sent to prison for murder by Judge Halliday. Walsh had been found guilty of causing the death of his business associate, Thomas Barnwell, by running him down with a car. Angela tells the judge that the witnesses at her father’s trial have been coaxed to come to the judge’s home. She intends to conduct a “re-trial” and prove that they were lying and that her father is innocent.

The assembled witnesses prove to be a motley group. Josephine Barnwell, the widow of the victim, “a handsome woman with a great deal of physical appeal,” complains that she was lured to an ambulance by the false message that her young brother had been taken to hospital and was dangerously ill. Harold Allwinter, a young, soft-spoken artist, was conned with an offer to paint Sir George Halliday’s portrait. He is curious about the judge’s chauffeur—how did he get that terrible scar from the top of his forehead to the bottom of his neck? Miles Hampton, a bit-part film actor, believes that he was cast in a movie. Mrs. Meadows, “a very large lady,” was told that she won a hefty sum in a football pool. Herbert Adams, “a little fellow of the streets,” thought that the two coppers who accosted him in Hyde Park were taking him to a police station. He demands to know, “What’s the charge?”

Lonsdale Walsh enters, dressed in a torn prison uniform. He tells his daughter that “apart from a little difficulty in getting over the wall, everything was perfect.”


Sir George : The police will be searching for you in every corner of the country.

Walsh : I’m sure they will—except here. Your house is the safest place for me, don’t you think?



Walsh tells the Judge that he was convicted on perjured evidence. He would like to reexamine the case and prove that there was a miscarriage of justice at his trial. The judge vehemently objects, but changes his mind when Walsh promises to give himself up whatever the verdict.

Lonsdale Walsh acts as his own attorney and cross-examines the witnesses. Harold Allwinter testifies that he saw Barnwell come out of a house and start to cross the road. Suddenly, a very fast car seemed to come from nowhere and struck him flat. He saw the car drive off, but didn’t see the face of the driver, didn’t think of getting the car’s license tag number, but he is certain that it was a premeditated murder.

“Has it occurred to you that the driver of the car might not have seen him?” asks Walsh. He instructs Angela to take a small container of black pepper from her briefcase and have Allwinter sniff it. Allwinter is overcome and sneezes. During the sneeze, Walsh crosses away, making a point of the fact that the artist did not see him move.

The widow, Josephine Barnwell, testifies that her late husband and Thomas Walsh were not on speaking terms before he was killed; they were fighting for control of one of the biggest companies in the country, Midland Consolidated. Her husband had filed a motion to remove Walsh from the company’s Board.

Miles Hampton and Herbert Adams relate that prior to the death of Thomas Barnwell, they were sitting on a bench in Hyde Park. A man came along wearing a bowler hat, a black jacket, and striped trousers. He walked down the path, says Hampton, and threw a newspaper into the litter basket. Adams got up, retrieved the newspaper, and started to read. Both Hampton and Adams noticed that the newspaper was curiously mutilated. Parts of it had been torn out. The man also dropped a pigskin glove by the litter basket. After reading of the car homicide, an account that included an item about a missing glove, they went to the police.

The last witness, Mrs. Meadows, admits that her late husband, Kenneth Meadows, was a hardened criminal with many previous convictions and jail time. Knowing that he had a short time to live, Meadows went to the police and later testified at the trial, that three days before Barnwell was killed, Walsh approached him with an offer of 100 pounds to drive his car over a man. Meadows refused. He died a few days after the trial ended. Walsh categorically denies that he was the one who spoke with Meadows.

Judge Halliday tells Walsh that so far, he hasn’t produced “one little, iota, scintilla of additional evidence. All you say is that you were framed. Anyone can say that.”

However, when Walsh interrogates Miles Hampton again, with machine-gun pace, the actor breaks under the rapid grilling, and admits to being paid for his testimony. One by one, the witnesses admitted that they had succumbed to bribes by Josephine Barnwell and had provided false testimonies at trial.

Sir George is now persuaded that a grave miscarriage of justice has taken place and that Lonsdale Walsh is innocent of the crime. Thomas Barnwell was probably killed accidentally, and it was made to look to be murder afterward.

Mr. I and his band depart. Walsh corners Josephine Barnwell and assures her that there is no evidence that she is the one who framed him. Messrs Hampton, Adams and company wouldn’t dare speak out, for they’re involved themselves. “You’d have been amused if you could have seen me collecting the little fellows and rehearsing them in their parts,” chuckles Josephine.

In a surprising twist, Walsh admits to Josephine that he drove the homicidal car himself. There is nothing she can do about it, for no one will believe her. He tells her that he now intends to take a trip around the world.1

Walsh cheerfully says “good-bye” and moves towards the double doors. “No, Lonsdale, not quite good-bye,” intones Josephine. He may not see her again, but she shall certainly see him. Wherever he goes, somewhere, sometime, he’ll have to cross a road.

* * *

Settled Out of Court opened at London’s Strand Theatre on October 19, 1960. Nigel Patrick directed and played Lonsdale Walsh. The New York Times reported that “the newspaper critics diff only in the intensity with which they disliked it.”2 The Times of London said, “Mr. William Saroyan is named in the program as Mr. Cecil’s co-adapter, but of the American’s easily identifi thumb-mark there is not a trace.”3 Critic Robert Muller of the Daily Mail concurred: “What but dire and undeserved poverty could have persuaded Saroyan to lend his gifts, not alone his name, to the concoction of this dusty clutter of a play which calls itself a ‘comedy thriller.”4 Bernard Levin of the Daily Express called Settled Out of Court “a surprisingly preposterous play...ludicrous even within its own terms of reference.”5

However, disagreeing with the London critics, the public clamored to see Settled Out of Court, and the play ran for the best part of a year.

* * *

Born in London in 1902, Henry Cecil Leon was educated at St. Paul’s School, London; King’s College, Cambridge; and Gray’s Inn, London. He was called to the bar in 1923. During World War II he served in the Middle East. In 1949 he was appointed a County Court Judge, a position he held until 1967. He was chairman of the British Copyright Council from 1973 to 1976, the year he died.

Cecil used his legal expertise as inspiration for his twenty-five novels, three volumes of short stories, eight plays, half-a-dozen radio dramas, and several television episodes. In his writings, he often attempted to prove that the law is an ass, poking fun at the British legal system.

For the stage, he co-adapted, with Ted Willis, one of his most celebrated novels, 1955’s Brothers in Law, for an opening at the New Theatre, Bromley, in February 1957. Brothers in Law relates the experiences of a young barrister, Roger Thursby, during his first year in chambers. Also in 1957, the book was made into a film by the Boulting Brothers, Roy and John, starring Ian Carmichael as Roger. Five years later, Brothers in Law was converted into a television series, featuring Richard Briers. In 1970, Briers reprised the role in a long-running radio program.

Cecil teamed with Felicity Douglas and Basil Dawson to dramatize his 1960 novel, Alibi for a Judge, in which Mr. Justice Gerald Carstairs cannot make up his mind whether Lesley Burford is lying in an attempt to save her husband from a ten-year prison sentence, or whether she is telling the truth by supplying him with an alibi. Alibi for a Judge premiered at the Savoy Theatre, London, on August 5, 1965, with Andrew Cruickshank as the Judge and Amanda Grinling as Lesley. Reviewer John Russell Taylor of Plays and Players sniffed: “Why this mish-mash took three writers to compile from one book I cannot imagine; maybe it is just a classic demonstration of too many cooks spoiling the broth.”6 However, the play was chosen by J.C. Trewin to be included in his Plays of the Year and ran for more than 300 performances. Two years later, Cecil, Douglas, and Dawson collaborated on another dramatization of a Cecil novel, 1954’s According to the Evidence, scoring a 260-performance run. The play featured Ambrose Low, a former criminal, and Colonel Brain, an ex-army officer, recurring Cecil characters, who combine forces to get the murderer of a murderer acquitted.

In 1970, Cecil’s dramatization of his 1967 novel A Woman Named Anne played at West End’s Duke of York’s Theatre. This “courtroom comedy” is about a trio of foxy lawyers who grill the title character in a divorce case with a string of questions about her secret love life. Reviewer Peter Ansorge of Plays and Players reported that he left the theatre “feeling that everyone involved would have had a much better time on a big dipper or inside a little cinema, or even in the dock of a real-life divorce court.”7

Cecil was also the author of the nonfiction guides for the layman, Brief to Counsel (1958, revised 1972), Know about English Law (1965, revised 1974), and The English Judge (1970, revised 1972). His autobiography, Just Within the Law, was published in 1975. His manuscripts are housed at McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.

“Mystery literature abounds with excellent writers who, because they are stereotyped as ‘mystery writers,’ fail to acquire the larger audience they deserve,” writes Donald J. Pattow in the St. James Guide to Crime & Mystery Writers. “Henry Cecil is one of these writers. Cecil wrote a number of works, of which almost all manage  to keep a fine balance; while they are thoughtful and thought-provoking, they maintain a healthy view of society’s more curious foibles. Though one might not always agree with Cecil’s views, he is always provocative and entertaining...though he is obviously very knowledgeable about the law and the legal system
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