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‘Of those whose business it is to imitate humanity in general and who do it sometimes admirably, sometimes abominably, some record is due to the world; but the player’s art is one that perishes with him, and leaves no traces of itself but in the faint descriptions of the pen.’

William Hazlitt

‘You have to have been desperately unhappy before you can play comedy, so that nothing can frighten you any more. And you can’t do tragedy before you know absolute happiness, because having known that you are safe.’

Edith Evans






PREVIEW

In the Company of a Secret Star

‘I saw that Mary Smith in Maggie, Maggie . . .’ The play was really called Mary, Mary, and Maggie Smith liked the chance, overheard remark because it jumbled up her identity with that of a character who never existed. Actors use and subsume their personalities in the identities of figments. They want both to hide behind someone else and to show off. By moulding imaginary characters to their own physical reality, they unwittingly reveal themselves, or a small part of themselves. And yet, with Maggie Smith, the mystery remains. She is, for starters, very funny. But, like the greatest of vaudevillians, she believes that she only properly exists in the spotlight. What she thinks of the world – ghastly and depressing, on the whole – she believes is of no interest to anyone else. She is brilliant, and she can be demanding. But she is not grand, and she is not boring. At work, she is obsessive. She looks at all people, all vanities and all enterprises, with a mocking sense of disquiet and disbelief. Her fear and astonishment at the world, allied to her instinctive technical talent, and her innate intelligence, have made her a great stage actress in both comedy and tragedy, and an international film star.

She has gone from revue to West End stardom, from the Old Vic before the advent of the National Theatre, to distinction as a founder member of Sir Laurence Olivier’s first National Theatre company. She has won two Academy Awards, five Evening Standard best actress awards and, in recent years, achieved phenomenal worldwide success in the Harry Potter films and Downton Abbey. She was married for eight years to the vagabond actor Robert Stephens and had two sons with him. She disappeared from Britain for five years to lead the classical company at Stratford, Ontario, and to make films in Los Angeles. Her

background is ordinary, her talent exceptional. Maggie Smith, even to those who know her best, is not only a mystery, but also an enigma.

‘A star is someone with that little bit extra,’ said Noël Coward, but the definition crumbles when you try to define ‘bit extra’. An audience knows a star when it sees one. On screen, the cliché is that the camera loves a star. In the theatre, certain basic qualities of stardom are quantifiable: total audibility, eye contact throughout the house, animal magnetism, the precise ability to convey the process of thought, and physical allure, even with the back turned on the audience. In Maggie’s case, the very pronunciation of her name stirs expectation and raises the spirits. As the journalist Bernard Levin once said, ‘There’s a glow around her, on stage and off, and everybody knows about that glow. It’s real.’ And yet, of all palpable stars, she is the last to place a boorish insistence on her status. Some big stars, such as Vanessa Redgrave and Helen Mirren, are perfectly charming and approachable people, but even in those two cases, the portcullis will descend at moments of crisis: they become elevated and remote. Maggie is unusual in that she behaves at all times as if she has no power or status whatsoever. On the night of her second son Toby’s professional stage début in Tartuffe in 1991 at the Playhouse in Charing Cross, she stood unostentatiously in the foyer sipping a glass of champagne with screenwriter Beverley Cross, her second husband, impervious to the first-night throng and totally unrecognised. At the same time, Maggie-watchers knew that the ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs were up.

Paradoxically for a show-off, Maggie Smith chisels away at her work with the monastic dedication of the instinctive recluse. In a golden age of British acting, she is distinctly quiet and ‘invisible’, even compared to such leading peers as Vanessa Redgrave, who is three years younger, and Judi Dench, who is just three weeks (nineteen days) older. She rarely appears on television as ‘herself’, gives very infrequent, guarded interviews to the press, lends her name to no causes (well, very few: the Oxford Playhouse, her ‘alma mater’ is one), her signature to no petitions, her prestige to no boards of directors. Life is difficult enough without the hassle of good works and deeds. And the pettiness of the theatre, the rapacity of the film companies and the vanity of acting,

you feel, are phenomena Maggie just lives with as the price she pays for the demon within.

The stage director Peter Wood, who has known her all her working life, says that ‘psychological shingles is what she’s got, an inflammation of the personality ends’. The Oscar-winning costume designer Anthony Powell is reminded of ‘flayed anatomy, with those missing layers of skin, stripped away to show the formature of muscles and bones. She is more scared of being touched and hurt than anyone I know.’ The stage offers security in spite of all its dangers. In the theatre, Maggie forfeits her individuality in a curious distillation of her personality, and at last knows who she is, what she should wear and to whom she must speak. Off stage, she is beset with confusion and indifference on all these points.

Or at least, that is the appearance. ‘Dealing with her gift’ is the spine of her life, according to the actor Brian Bedford, one of her favourite leading men, and nothing much else interferes with that task. She worries endlessly at a text, like a dog at a bone, not to find a new laugh, nor to perfect a new trick, but to make a line, a passage and then the whole play, come alive again. She is renowned for never ceasing to dig and delve in her texts. In rehearsals, she will habitually withdraw from the company coffee break and be found poring over the script at the back of the room. Even on the last night of a run she will sit in her dressing room transfixed over her script, puzzling out what else it might contain. The director William Gaskill, who worked with her in the early days at the National, and is one of her most trusted colleagues, says that Laurence Olivier would arrive at rehearsal with his performance intact, deliver it like a gift and adjust it thereafter if necessary. ‘Maggie never has anything finished before she starts,’ he says, ‘which is why rehearsing with her is so exciting.’ And unlike many actors half her age, she still practises her scales and arpeggios. ‘Red lorry, yellow lorry’ is a drama student’s articulation exercise (repeated, fast, ad infinitum) she has never stopped using, like a trusty old toothbrush. She is fanatical about not putting on weight. She trains like a dancer.

Any attempt to ‘place’ Maggie in the annals of British acting is bound to consider her alongside Judi Dench and Vanessa Redgrave. These two were left to contest the crown of Peggy Ashcroft when

Glenda Jackson departed the scene to pursue a life in politics as a Labour MP. Dench and Redgrave are, in a way, the Gladys Cooper and Sybil Thorndike of our day, while Maggie is certainly the Edith Evans. She has had notable success in many of Edith Evans’s roles – Millamant, Mrs Sullen, Rosalind, Cleopatra, Judith Bliss – and is the nearest we come to the idea of the chastely intelligent Anne Bracegirdle, for whom Congreve wrote his most famous female roles. Dame Edith’s background, like Maggie’s, had not a whiff of theatrical tradition; she was the only child of a minor civil servant in the Post Office and her mother, in Bryan Forbes’s phrase, ‘set great store by the proprieties’, as did Maggie’s. Her talent was instinctive, imaginative and untrained, and she had a way of finding words such as ‘basin’ inherently funny. Like Maggie, she never had to brazen it out in the provinces: ‘God was very good to me,’ she once said. ‘He never let me go on tour.’

Evans knew Bernard Shaw – she was his Lady Utterword in Heartbreak House, his Serpent in Back to Methuselah, his Orinthia in The Apple Cart and, after a protracted scuffle, his Epifania Fitzfassenden in The Millionairess, a role Maggie played so deliciously on television – but was not all that devoted: ‘He kissed me once. But I derived no benefit from it.’ Nothing was allowed to interfere with her theatre work, which amounted to sixty glorious, uninterrupted years after she had been discovered as Cressida in Streatham Town Hall by William Poel. She had no children and was loyally supported by a self-sacrificing husband whom she knew from her teens, and whom she married in 1925 and hardly ever saw, as he worked abroad for British Controlled Oilfields. Like Maggie, Edith Evans was intensely private off stage. She had no real interest in the material world and no ambition in conventional show business terms. And she first went to the Old Vic as a West End star. Unlike Maggie, she wasn’t innately funny or clownish, she did hardly any revue, made few films until much later in life (‘I don’t think I have a film face; it moves about too much,’ she once told reporters) and wrote quite a lot of letters.

Maggie could wrest Millamant and Mrs Sullen from Edith Evans because the performances were a fading memory among critics and audiences. But Evans’s Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest, with its almost self-parodying haughtiness and deadly swoop on ‘a hand-bag’, bedevils any actress, thanks to its notoriety from the

1952 Anthony Asquith movie. Maggie herself used to do impressions of these intonations in her revue days. When Judi Dench played Lady Bracknell at the National Theatre in 1982, she brilliantly side-stepped all comparisons by portraying the tension and melancholy of a much younger dowager, non-stentorian and with the bloom still on, whose husband, dining alone with his meals on trays, was a considerable brake on her social and indeed sexual potential. Her success in the role did not obliterate Edith Evans; nor, to be fair, did Maggie herself when she finally delivered her surprisingly girlish and touchingly vulnerable Lady Bracknell in Nicholas Hytner’s revival of the play at the Aldwych in 1993, the start of their significant collaboration together.

But both performances were pretty good swipes at reclaiming the role from old-fashioned, gorgonesque eccentricity. And Dench has also had her mould-breaking Royal Shakespeare Company triumphs as Hermione/Perdita in The Winter’s Tale, and as Viola, Portia, the Duchess of Malfi, Beatrice, Lady Macbeth and Imogen in Cymbeline. She followed her Lady Bracknell at the NT with an equally unexpected, and equally memorable, Cleopatra. Any competition Maggie mustered at that time was confined to Canada, so that the impression, in Britain at least, was that Judi Dench had become our leading tragedienne. The release of feeling, a sort of glorious shiver with an instantly recognisable crack in her voice, characterises all these Dench performances. The renewed monstrosity of Bracknell she left to Maggie to accomplish when she got round to her second Aunt Augusta in Travels with My Aunt (Lady Bracknell’s Christian name was adopted by Graham Greene for his nomadic gorgon); you could say that she ducked the challenge. Dench generously concedes, though, that it is Maggie’s extraordinary way of looking at the world that marks her out, her delightful sense of the absurd: ‘She does things in such a daring way that she leaves me standing. She also leaves me laughing.’

Everyone loves Judi Dench, just as everyone loved Ellen Terry. But her drive is of a different calibre to Maggie’s, less gnawing, less obsessive. John Moffatt, who was in that first Old Vic company with both ‘Jude and Mags’ said that Maggie, like Paul Scofield, is possessed by a demanding and driving genius, but that she also skirmishes in the realms of camp by inhabiting a world that is peculiarly her own, rather as the revue star Beatrice Lillie did. Maggie loves a line of Bea

Lillie’s, said of a hopeless case leaving the stage: ‘She’ll never find the kitchen, she’s that moody.’ And, as Maggie’s performances are often a series of elaborately contrived masks that proceed to disintegrate, she further arouses interest in what she might really be like under the skin. As the director Peter Hall says, ‘When the public sees Maggie Smith in a play, the public becomes voraciously interested in what kind of person Maggie Smith is.’ There are various points of similarity between Maggie and Judi Dench, but that is not one of them. Judi Dench is known to be a cosy, comfy creature with good manners, good breeding and a pronounced liability to burst into giggles and gales of laughter. Everything is more dangerous, acidulous and beadily observed with Maggie.

This is not a value judgement on their respective talents. But Maggie, especially in comedy, presents the role, while Dench puts herself in its centre and works outwards, negotiating the limits of her own characterisation at the same time as she meets the rest of the actors and the surrounding production. This method leads, not all that surprisingly, to the occasional aberration in the costume and wig departments, where Dench is often reprehensibly careless. Maggie never makes such mistakes. With Vanessa Redgrave, the contrast is even greater, and has been well made by Simon Callow. ‘To work with Maggie and then with Vanessa,’ says Callow, speaking from experience, ‘is to go from alpha to omega. They are the Gielgud and the Olivier in the sense that they represent absolute opposites. Vanessa inhabits poetic states and becomes infused with them; but what they are, and where they come from, is entirely mysterious. Maggie, on the other hand, is interested in a particular truth at every moment, and she goes at it like a forensic scientist. She never stops. Vanessa is so much more intuitive, and random; she throws a casual light over something, and because nobody’s ever had such a strong beam before, you see all kinds of things reflected.’

Callow believes that Maggie, like Olivier, finds a kind of sanity only in technical craft: ‘They are both tremendously needful personalities who don’t go into “acting” at all, and must externalise what they do. But if it were only that, you wouldn’t be interested in them. Maggie plucks at the script and says, “What am I supposed to do – I mean – I mean, you say – I mean, it’s supposed to be funny.” Then you say, “It’s

supposed to be funny,” and she will press a button and go into comic mode, and what you have written or translated becomes like Congreve. For Vanessa, you have to create a whole imaginative framework, which takes about five hours to get across. You can’t just say, “This woman hates men.” Once Vanessa finally takes such an idea into her imaginative world, she takes it on completely. But one idea, put simply to Maggie, can instantly go through her whole performance. She is ecstatic at such moments and becomes the most beautiful, physical and most alive woman you have ever seen in your life.’

The hands, the gestures, what the director Robin Phillips, with whom she spent those seasons at the Stratford, Ontario, festival in Canada, once called ‘those witty, witty elbows’, the quizzical tilt of head, all are part of a technical mechanism whose inner working remains a mystery. Her friend and fellow actor Alec McCowen says that with most actors he can see how the wheels go round. With Maggie, he can’t. Others have puzzled for years over her way of making a line, or a word, sit up and bop an audience on the nose. She once complimented the Irish actor Joseph Maher for ‘never answering last night’s question,’ by which she meant that he played off exactly what came to him from the other actors. Maher confessed that he thought that was what actors were supposed to do. ‘You find me five people who can,’ Maggie snapped back. Maher also notes the insertion of an intake of breath, even a tiny ‘d’you know’, as a missing beat in a line that might not otherwise stand up and be funny. This is a good example of a purely instinctive technical gift, and only used very sparingly. Nicholas Pennell, who acted in Canada with Maggie, also thought long and hard about this trick, and reckons it is a way of ensuring that the line sounds as if it is being spoken for the very first time. Little repetitions come into it, too, sometimes almost imperceptibly. Pennell has heard a particular phrase repeated, very quickly, not to reiterate meaning, but to cancel it, so that attention is engaged by starting on an entirely different tack.

The American film critic Pauline Kael said of Diane Keaton in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall that she raised anxiety to an art form. The phrase has often been reapplied to Maggie Smith as a way of dealing with that peculiar tetchiness and angularity, as well as the speed of thought and motion, which is her ineradicable trademark.

Because of her concentration and intellect, the fluffiness of her acting never curdles, though detractors sometimes complain of emotion that is entirely self-generated or mannerisms that are over-familiar. Maggie’s reaction is to shrug sympathetically and mutter that she can’t help being lumbered with her own deficiencies, as she adopts yet another gloomy view of the perennially hostile world. She uses her moods of depression to reactivate her determination to work out the best way of doing the next line, the next scene, the next play, the next film. Another profound aspect of her mystery is the fact that so much is buried and bottled up inside. As Angela Fox, mother of Edward, James and Robert, once said, ‘You couldn’t act like Maggie unless you’d known deep personal emotion. Vanessa’s the same.’

Few actors come wittier than Maggie Smith. It is not so much that she deals in polished, highly quotable aphorisms, as did Mrs Patrick Campbell, say, or Coral Browne. With Maggie, it is her slightly jaundiced and highly critical way of looking at the world that both makes her funny and characterises her acting. She cannot help being funny. Harold Clurman once said she thinks funny. She enjoys nothing more, when in the mood, than a good calumniating gossip. ‘Laying people out to filth,’ she used to call it when opening the file on friends and foes with her sons’ nanny Christine Miller. The waspishness of her nicknames for colleagues is invariably tinged with a precise germ of observation. Thus, Michael Blakemore is either ‘the wily Aussie’ or ‘Crocodile Blakemore’; Vanessa Redgrave ‘the red snapper’; Patrick Mower, who played opposite her in London in Tom Stoppard’s Night and Day, ‘the lawn-mower’, with a drawling emphasis on the ‘lawn’; Peter Shaffer, ‘Ruby’; Brian Bedford simply ‘the Duchess’, as in the Duchess of Bedford; and Michael Palin, with whom no fault can be found, even more simply, ‘the saint’.

Like John Gielgud, Maggie is widely imitated in other people’s conversations, but remains entirely inimitable. Gielgud impersonations always suggest that the actor was ever so grand, which is the one thing he was not. No one, of course, is a better mimic of everyone else than Maggie herself. And like the late Coral Browne, and indeed another demon perfectionist with a devoted cult following, Patience Collier, Maggie thrives in the company of homosexuals. This may have something to do with the elimination of sexual tension in the

relationship or the fact that theatrical gays are often funnier and more fun to be with than their straight counterparts. But she has always needed close and confidential gay friends. Kenneth Williams was Maggie’s closest friend in her early days. He recounted how, when they were going round Fortnum’s together, Maggie was aghast at the prices in the lingerie department. ‘Seven guineas for a bra?’ she exploded. ‘Cheaper to have your tits off!’

Another Williams story has survived many reworkings. When Williams was cast as the young boy in Robert Bolt’s Gentle Jack, Edith Evans was outraged. In her most extravagantly baroque and fluting of voices, she complained to the management, ‘But you can’t have him, he’s got such a peculiar voice.’ This pot-and-kettle story was recirculated when Maggie was said to have expostulated in a similar manner on hearing that Geraldine McEwan, another husky specialist in the loaded coloration of vowel sounds, was to succeed her in the London cast of Peter Shaffer’s Lettice and Lovage.

When Maggie went to New York with Lettice, an all-dancing, all-singing black entertainment about Mahalia Jackson, performed by Queen Esther Marrow and her Harlem Gospel Singers, moved briefly into the Longacre, the theatre which backed on to her own. She was furious at having her backstage peace and calm shattered by the frantic and ecstatic singing going on next door. Executives of the Shubert Organization, who owned both theatres, were summoned to a matinée performance. After much rubbing of hands and beating of chests, they came up with what they hoped would be a satisfactory solution. Apologising for not having thought of it before, they said that they had some wonderful thick black velours which they could string around the inside back wall of both theatres, thus insulating Maggie and her fellow actors against the invasive gospel singing of Queen Esther and her exultant congregation. Maggie went off for a break and returned to the theatre for the evening performance. The company manager met her with the good news: ‘I think you’ll be very pleased, Dame Maggie. We’ve hung all the blacks.’ Maggie threw him a severe riposte: ‘Well, I don’t think there was any need to go that far.’

There are two versions of a jovial altercation with Ronald Harwood, author of Interpreters, in which Maggie appeared with Edward Fox, and the second of her movies to be called Quartet. Even her closest

friends have to judge very carefully as to when is the right moment to pay a backstage visit. Harwood was impervious to such niceties and was always popping into the dressing rooms of the Queen’s to jolly along the actors in a play that had not been a resounding success. In addition, Fox and Maggie, not the most compatible of co-stars, were hardly speaking to each other. Eventually, Maggie had had enough and when Harwood put his head round her door yet again he promptly had it bitten off. ‘Hello, Ronnie,’ enquired Maggie coldly, ‘and what are you up to now?’ ‘Struggling with a new play, darling,’ Harwood replied. Maggie paused and inspected her nails, ‘So are we, dear.’ (The other, apocryphal version suggests that Harwood replied to Maggie’s question with ‘Trying to finish a new play, darling.’ To which Maggie impatiently snapped, ‘Try finishing this one first.’)

The hasty three-week filming of the National Theatre’s Othello with Olivier at Shepperton Studios in 1965 entailed a lot of rushing about for Maggie (as Desdemona), who was appearing at the time in Miss Julie and Black Comedy at Chichester. She was flown by helicopter between the theatre and the studios and was met on the first day of this arrangement by the director, Stuart Burge, who had gone out to give her some rehearsal notes. As Maggie emerged in a tangle from beneath the whirring blades, she exclaimed to Burge: ‘Christ, I never thought I’d look down between my legs and see Guildford.’

Sister Act was a 1992 riff on Billy Wilder’s masterpiece Some Like It Hot in which Maggie played a Mother Superior and Whoopi Goldberg a nightclub singer who has witnessed a murder and is taking refuge in the convent disguised as an inmate. She’s a nun on the run. On location in Reno, the actors experienced some difficulty with the narrative logic, or lack of it, in the script. The Pope was supposed to have sent a message to his subordinates, but it was not clear how the plot line could have accommodated his intervention with any plausibility. How could His Holiness have contacted the underlings? ‘By fax vobiscum, I presume,’ offered Maggie from the sidelines.

Whenever Maggie bumps into Alec McCowen, she makes him do his ‘turtle routine’, for reasons which are now lost in the mists of time but have something to do with the fact that McCowen has an old joke in his repertoire in which he impersonates a turtle. ‘Hello, turtle,’ Maggie says, and off he goes, doing his turtle business, bubbling his cheeks

and clawing the air in doggy-paddle-cum-breast-stroke movements. Does this palaver dignify, you may ask, one of our most eminent senior actors, a CBE and, what is more, a native of Tunbridge Wells? ‘Oh, Alec’s always been about twelve,’ Maggie chortles. Her long-serving dresser, Christopher Downes, was a great collector of Maggie’s barbs and asides and immodestly recounted one involving himself at a busy party. Downes was deep in conversation with another guest who was asking, ‘Yes, Christopher, but what do you actually do?’ At that precise moment, Maggie was wafting past with a tray and threw her voice back over her shoulder: ‘He saves people’s lives.’

This airiness, this waspishness, is displayed to great effect in many of her movie performances, and also as the Dowager Countess of Grantham in Downton Abbey. In the series so far, Maggie’s dowager has duelled memorably with Shirley MacLaine, visiting Downton as her daughter-in-law Lady Cora’s flamboyant mother; Isobel Crawley (Penelope Wilton) in every scene they share; even a tall new recruit to the downstairs staff: ‘Are you really that tall? I thought you might be walking on stilts.’ Each line is coloured with either mockery or disbelief, even if it doesn’t always rise to the standard of Oscar Wilde or indeed Julian Fellowes himself at his best. She and Fellowes first collaborated on Robert Altman’s Gosford Park (Fellowes won an Oscar for his screenplay), an upstairs/downstairs murder mystery movie set in 1932, eight years after the end of the fifth series of Downton. Maggie played Lady Constance Trentham, a visiting aristocrat at another grand country house for a weekend shooting party where the guests include the composer Ivor Novello (played by Jeremy Northam) shortly after he’s made an unsuccessful movie. ‘What was it?’ asks Maggie, searching for the title, ‘The Dodger?’ ‘The Lodger,’ replies the composer, through half-gritted teeth. (The 1927 Alfred Hitchcock silent movie was not really a flop, and is now rightly considered a cult classic.) ‘It must be so disappointing when something . . . flops . . . like that,’ she coos, unhelpfully, with a slight twist of her wrists, inviting a slap that no one would dare administer.

Just before the first airing of Downton Abbey, Fellowes and Maggie worked for a second time together on a film called From Time to Time, he as writer and director, she as the middle-class incumbent of a country estate whose grandson, during the Second World War, is

sent to stay after his father goes missing, presumed dead, in action. There’s an extraordinary moment when she stops at a doorway as it seems she has at last reached a sort of rapprochement with her sceptical young grandson, and says simply, starkly and unflinchingly, that she loves him more than anyone else in the world, apart from her own son. Most actresses would garnish this line with an emotional hiccup, or teary sniffle. Not her. She’s adamantine stern, and all the more moving.

It occurred to me watching this movie that Maggie has become increasingly adept, indeed expert, in working with children over the past twenty years – in The Secret Garden, the Harry Potter movies (she said that her performance was, basically, Miss Jean Brodie in a wizard’s hat, and was her pension for life; and that was nine years before Downton Abbey started!), My House in Umbria, Emma Thompson’s second Nanny McPhee film – and I imagine that’s palpably to do with the fact that she seems to treat them as adults in her acting. She’s also an enthusiastic grandmother to the five children of her now middle-aged actor sons, Chris Larkin and Toby Stephens. Their favourite granny highlight is the moment in Nanny McPhee when she sits in a cowpat.

Golden times belong, by definition, to the past. But the past fifty years of Maggie’s continuous career might soon qualify, not least because of her stage work in Alan Bennett, Edward Albee, Restoration comedy and Shakespeare (more of that in Canada than in England, alas), but also because of the way her screen acting has refined itself from comic extravagance to the raw, naked business of emotional exposition and truth-telling. Twenty years ago, it seemed to me that Maggie sustained within herself this battle between an unrivalled technical expertise and stark emotional revelation. But that expertise has been channelled, almost brutally, in the service of the latter function, and her performances, both on screen and stage, have acquired a severity that softens, rather than a flippancy which stiffens, so that even Lady Violet in Downton Abbey is someone you don’t mess with before you realise there’s a twinkle and a vaguely malicious humour round the edges.

Before Downton, her last television drama was Stephen Poliakoff’s Capturing Mary, in which she gave a remarkable performance of both collapse and reminiscence as a woman stripped of her own talent by a

vile intellectual seducer. Half the film, as far as her part in it was concerned, was in voice-over, but it is typical of her forensic methodology that she learned the entire script, off-stage cues and all, and recorded those voice-overs ‘live’ in character, costume, and on the set. This encapsulated her habit of both performing a role and standing outside of it, a unique ability long ago noted by Tom Stoppard, lending an air of spontaneity and critical wisdom to every role she plays.
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The Flight from Ilford

Maggie Smith was born in Clayhall, a residential district in Ilford, Essex, on 28 December 1934. She moved with her family to Oxford in 1939, attended the Oxford High School for Girls from 1947 to 1951, spent two years as a student with the Oxford Playhouse Drama School, took part in countless University productions and made her London début in October 1954 at the New Watergate Theatre Club. In 1956 she went to New York and appeared on Broadway in Leonard Sillman’s New Faces revue of 1956 at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre where, over thirty years later, she appeared in Lettice and Lovage. ‘One went to school, one wanted to act, one started to act and one’s still acting.’ That is how Dame Maggie Smith sums up her life. There’s a little more to it than that.

Ilford, a bustling, featureless urban sprawl which is part of the great East London overspill, is not a place bursting with show business connotations. Will Kempe, Shakespeare’s clown, is said to have danced through Ilford in 1599 en route from London to Norwich in East Anglia. He stopped only long enough to refresh himself from ‘the Great Spoon’. Not a lot happened after that, give or take the odd murder behind a privet hedge, until Ilford was granted borough status in 1926. The great housing development programmes gathered steam. The process had started before the First World War, with the new professional classes occupying the creeping network of solid Edwardian villas which began slowly to displace the Essex fields and meadows beyond Whitechapel and Shoreditch. The population intensified with the coming of the railway and the access it gave to the City of London.

Ilford and environs were solidly lower-middle-class. The idea of aspiration was reflected in the naming of some roads as ‘Gardens’, to lend an air of gentrification. As a schoolboy there myself in the 1950s,

I have a dim memory of an incongruous nightclub called the Room at the Top, on the top floor of the department store, Harrison Gibson. David Frost, Tommy Cooper, Barry Humphries and many other big, but mostly smaller, names appeared there quite regularly during the 1960s.

You could hardly imagine a less likely cradle for a stylish actress. But Ilford did not produce only Maggie Smith. Ian Holm, the incisive film and Shakespearean actor, and the late Ken Campbell, a remarkable stage raconteur and dabbler in alternative culture, are two of the best-known sons of Ilford. Dudley Moore, the composer and film star who made his name in the revue Beyond the Fringe, was born in Dagenham. And, skipping backwards, an actress whose transatlantic theatre fame equalled, and in some ways anticipated, Maggie Smith’s, Lynn Fontanne, later Mrs Alfred Lunt, was born in 1887 in Woodford Bridge, an altogether leafier and more exclusive district than Clayhall, but hardly a bus stop or two away.

Margaret Natalie Smith, the third child of Nathaniel, or Nat, Smith, and his wife, Meg, was born in 68 Northwood Gardens. Margaret – she became ‘Maggie’ only in 1956 before going to America – was a pretty and mischievous little girl who was not particularly welcomed by her two elder brothers. Alistair and Ian, identical twins, had been born six years earlier on 8 December 1928, and were quite content with each other’s company. The curious product of this Nat/Meg tree was a bundle of genealogical roots of ordinary working-class provenance but unusual vivacity. By the age of ten, Alistair and Ian had decided to become architects. Margaret cannot remember not wanting to be an actress. All three children did as they chose. But there was very little in their background to encourage them.

That background is essential to any attempt to understand Maggie Smith’s personality. Her father, a medical laboratory technician, was a Geordie, from Newcastle. Her mother was a cold and dour Glaswegian. Both parents, like many working-class people, harboured ambitions for their children. They were strict, they were thrifty, they were sticklers for good manners and proper conduct, and they were church-goers. Nat was a devout Anglican, mainstream Church of England, Meg a Scottish Presbyterian.

In Ilford, and later in Oxford, Maggie lived in comfortable, but cramped, surroundings. She is renowned today for the stifled aside,

the muttered barb, the malicious crack. You can see why. From an early age she developed two characteristics that are stamped through her professional life like the lettering in a stick of seaside rock: a keen sense of irreverence and a sharp instinct for privacy. She was a lonely child, at odds with her parents, with her school, with her brothers and even with herself. But her instinct was not to rebel; it was to mock tartly from the sidelines and to retain, by stealth, her own spirit and independence. A quiet life in a semi-detached house in Cowley, the Oxford suburb to which the family moved in 1939, was not for her. Cowley, like Ilford, was sleepy, respectable and slightly dull. The front box-bedroom she was obliged to inhabit through her teenage years and early adulthood measured scarcely twenty square feet.

Maggie’s parents, too, had made telling adjustments to family expectations. Her father, born in 1902, was the seventh of nine children. Of just about average height and slim build, he was a delicate, chirpy fellow, rather bird-like, with surprisingly elegant wrists and fingers. Maggie’s wrist work and elegantly tapering digits are two of her hallmarks. Nat had bright orange hair as a youngster and was nicknamed ‘Carrot-head’. His father, a keen gambler and a hardened drinker, was a minor Post Office official who travelled for years on business between Newcastle and Birmingham. Ian, Maggie’s surviving brother, still going strong and living with his wife in retirement in France (Alistair died suddenly of a heart attack in 1981), remembers the occasional family holiday in Scotland; but neither Nat nor his young family ever went back to Newcastle. Nat had been glad to get away.

Nat’s family was religious, in spite of his father’s faults, and young Nat was a dedicated church-goer and choirboy. Though their domestic circumstances were penurious, Jesmond, the Newcastle suburb where they lived, had a touch of class. Nat particularly liked the ecclesiastical garb of surplices and cassocks which was provided by a rich shipowner in the parish church; underneath, he wore his ordinary clothes, unlike the other boys, who all wore Eton suits. In later life, Nat could preach and he could lecture and he always enjoyed the ceremonies of the church. A performing instinct of some kind was in his genes. He had, in fact, been named after an actor, his uncle Nathaniel Gregory, who had joined the army as an entertainer during the Boer War at the turn of the century. This dramatic relation figured only once in Nat’s

memory. As a boy of twelve or thirteen, he remembers a middle-aged Uncle Nat paying a call, appearing over the brow of a Jesmond slope in a tight black coat with an astrakhan collar, wielding a malacca cane with a silver knob. There was no question, said Nat, of him not being an actor. ‘He was pedantic of speech and quoted Shakespeare all the time, which staggered the household.’ Shortly afterwards, Uncle Nat, who was appearing at the Newcastle Hippodrome, cycled to Whitley Bay to visit Doris Rogers, the girl he was planning to marry. He suffered a heart attack, fell off his bike and died on the spot.

A year or so later, in 1918, young Nat left school and began menial work in the local medical college. He took a diploma as a laboratory technician and learned so much about morbid pathology that he was lecturing in the subject three years later, at the age of nineteen. One of the Newcastle laboratory demonstrators was appointed to a children’s hospital in the East End of London. He wanted a technician and offered Nat the job; thus Nat moved south and started work in the Princess Elizabeth Hospital next to the Meredith and Drew biscuit factory in Shadwell.

Meg, whom Nat had met in Newcastle, where she had lived for a while in digs, had already moved to London. Six years older than Nat, she was living in Russell Square and working as head cashier for the London office of Maxwell Hart in Victoria Street. The company designed and built municipal parks, tennis courts, bowling greens and golf courses. Meg had originally worked for them in Glasgow. She married Nat at the Presbyterian Church in Regent Square, Grays Inn Road, on 2 January 1928. She continued working, but not for long: Ian and Alistair were born at the end of the year. Meg – christened Margaret Little Hutton – was of mixed Celtic extraction. Her grandmother was born in Newry, Northern Ireland. Her father was an illiterate Glaswegian shipyard worker who could do no more than make his mark on Meg’s birth certificate. Meg left school in 1911 or 1912 to work in a laundry where, says Ian, ‘the hard and degrading work instilled in her a lifelong horror of such soul-destroying employment’. She must have acquired secretarial skills at night school, because she subsequently worked in the offices of the Gleniffer Motor Company in Glasgow (and in Fraserburgh on the east coast of Scotland) which made marine engines. She then joined Maxwell Hart in 1918 or 1919. She

was obviously highly valued by the company, and was appointed to the London office at some time in the early 1920s. Meg had a natural flair for figures. Nat said she could add up three columns of pounds, shillings and pence simultaneously. She counted money carefully all her life. But Ian also recalls her flair for drawing, which both he and Alistair inherited. She was practical and resourceful, and made all of Margaret’s clothes when she was growing up.

Once married, Nat and Meg found a house in Barkingside, Ilford. Over the ten years they spent in Ilford, they owned three houses, never selling one when they bought the next, but renting it out. Meg supervised the rent collection and all the family’s finances. The boys were born in the second house, in Martley Drive, very near Northwood Gardens. Young Margaret never got on particularly well with her mother; Ian recalls that Meg was not a woman capable of showing her children much affection, although she was fiercely protective of them. Her daughter would later draw almost callously upon this icy temperament and brusque organisational manner in her Oscar-winning performance in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. Ironically, it was only at that advanced point in Maggie’s career that her mother stopped trying to convince her that she should do something sensible, such as a secretarial course, as an insurance against the vagaries of the theatre. She wanted the best for her children, and she believed in hard work. It was indicative of Meg’s dominance on important household matters that, after she and Nat were married, they joined the Presbyterian, not the Anglican, congregation in Ilford. Ian remembers his father giving sermons as a lay Presbyterian preacher.

The house in Northwood Gardens was one of eighteen houses constructed in 1934 by the one builder. The neighbourhood was developed in batches as the farmland was sold off and the council gave approval. Ian remembers the ‘terrible housing estates’ going up around them. He found Ilford dreary beyond measure. One consolation was Clayhall Park, at the top of Northwood Gardens, a little oasis of flower beds and greenery where perambulators could be pushed and fresh air taken. And, a little further towards the centre of Ilford, on the other side of the London arterial road, there was Valentines Park, a sanctuary in olden times, which still exudes something of a holiday atmosphere with its pleasant walks, decrepit wishing-well,

artificial lakes, cricket club, cedars and rhododendron dells. There is no bard of Ilford, but the poet Kathleen Raine, who was born there in 1908, evocatively described the provisional exile she experienced before being saved by her vocation and geographical removal to Northumberland. Maggie and her family carried the suburban blight of Ilford with them to Cowley, and although she could never articulate her resentment, it is clear that Maggie channelled her spiritual rebellion into an ambition to enter the theatre.

Ian and Alistair attended the Gearies primary school in Barkingside. In March 1939, they took the written examination, later called the eleven-plus, and won scholarships to Ilford County High School, for many years one of the best grammar schools in Essex. Significantly, Nat told me that his sons had also won places (not taken up) at Bancroft’s School, a minor public school in Woodford Green. I suspect that Meg put her foot down on the cost involved. This reveals the extent to which reality and hard choices outstripped Nat’s aspiration; his professional life, worthy though it was, smacked a little of disappointment. He was a lab technician whose only bar to professional distinction was his lack of qualifications, rather like the tramp in the Dudley Moore and Peter Cook sketch who shakes his head and says he could have been a High Court judge, ‘but I didn’t have the Latin’. And yet Nat’s career was more than honourable. He took immense pride in his forensic medicine, and his complete absorption in it, as well as his dedication and ceaseless scavenging for detail, is surely reflected in his daughter’s obsessive approach to her work.

The work in Shadwell was incessant. Nat remembered how he would arrive home on a Friday night, exhausted, ‘and the phone would ring at four in the morning. There was a case of meningitis, say, needing a lumbar puncture, and I would have to get dressed and back to the hospital. I nearly went bonkers. On one occasion, when I’d had no sleep for two or three days, I broke down. And yet I loved every second of it.’ In 1938, Nat volunteered, in the event of war, for ‘work of national importance’. When Neville Chamberlain returned to England with his little piece of white paper and the Munich Agreement, Ian recalls that the family spent the period of the crisis at a vicarage in Norfolk. Nat and a neighbour in Northwood Gardens had concluded that, if hostilities broke out, there would be an immediate

holocaust in London. So the children were dispatched to Hawkedon, near Bury St Edmunds, where young Margaret gave her ever-watchful mother cause for yet more distress by wandering blithely through a field full of beehives.

The minute war was declared on Germany in September 1939, Nat was posted to Oxford and the Dunn School of Pathology in South Parks Road. Thanks to neighbours in Ilford, he found digs in nearby Museum Road. At the end of the month, Meg and the children received the call from Nat to join him. They all stayed for a short while in Museum Road until a new family home was found. This was about two miles south-east of the centre of Oxford, along the Iffley Road in Cowley. As Europe went to war, the Smith family began a new life in 55 Church Hill Road. The house was very much like the one in Northwood Gardens, but with the advantage of being semi-detached. Nat’s work became even more complex and interesting. The twins secured places at the City of Oxford High School. And little Margaret, nearly five, was enrolled at the nearby church school, St James’s. She later moved to Greycotes, a fee-paying kindergarten and preparatory school on the Banbury Road. Thanks to Adolf Hitler, the escape from Ilford was complete. Nat’s collection of second-hand books, which he kept at Shadwell, was lost in a bombing attack. Meg sold all three Ilford houses, and the income, though not exorbitant, would help pay for the fees at Greycotes preparatory school and a new set of boys’ school uniforms. Only the best, as far as Nat and Meg could afford it, would do.
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Schooling in Oxford Accents

The making of an actor is an odd, mostly incalculable, business. But Oxford definitely made Margaret Smith an actress. Her thespian development was part circumstantial, part temperamental. Although she has remained ambiguous on the subject of Oxford all her subsequent life, young Margaret found more room to manoeuvre and thrive than she would ever have done in Ilford. The family became, in a quiet way, an integral part of the medical and intellectual life of the city. Cowley may have been on the suburban fringe, but Nat, as a technician at the Dunn School, was involved in a body of work on penicillin therapy that was, in the words of the Encyclopaedia of Oxford, ‘among the most valuable undertaken in the whole history of medicine’. The work was led by Howard Walter Florey, later Lord Florey of Adelaide, who in 1945 shared the Nobel Prize for medicine with Sir Ernst Boris Chain and Sir Alexander Fleming, who had discovered penicillin in 1928.

The new house was built between the wars on an estate next to the vicarage of St James’s Church, a High Anglican establishment where Margaret attended the infants’ school and her brothers painted theatrical scenery for the social club. There was a modest garden, nearby fields and a cemetery where ghoulish games were played. Margaret claims to have been compelled by her brothers to eat deadly nightshade, though Ian had no memory of this. Inevitably, ‘the boys’, as they were known to everyone, grew further apart from Margaret. Their back bedroom, cluttered with set squares, drawing equipment and two large elephant boards, was out of bounds to the little girl, who was nonetheless adept at making a nuisance of herself by stealing their pencils. There were hardly any toys in the house. It was a spartan, though certainly not deprived, childhood. Years later, Alistair’s widow, Shân Smith, recalled a striking detail: at Christmas, the children were

never given presents, but ten shillings each, and were told to go and buy what they wanted. Shân, who came from a stable middle-class Welsh background, maintains that all three Smith children, partly because of a repressive childhood, suffered from black depressions and a sense of failure that would haunt them all their lives. Today, Maggie does not, on the whole, look on the bright side of life. Gaiety and good cheer tend to be reserved for her performances, or at least some of them.

The next-door neighbours, the Jenkins family at Number 53, were considered a slightly ‘rackety’ crowd. Margaret was allowed to be friends with Shirley Jenkins under some degree of sufferance from Meg. Shirley herself, just four months older than Margaret, married an American airman at the age of eighteen and left Oxford for the United States. She remembers Nat doing little magic tricks at children’s tea-parties. Shirley used to play the piano loudly in order to gain Margaret’s attention, and Margaret would bang on the wall with a poker to let Shirley know that she could hear the music. Meg used the same poker to bang on the wall as a signal to Margaret that it was time to come home.

‘During the summers,’ Shirley recalls, ‘we would, along with other neighbourhood children, do “concerts” in our back gardens. Dancing and singing and dressing up. We did all the usual childhood things – hide and seek, hopscotch, skipping, rolling hoops, whips and tops, frozen statues . . . In the spring we would ride our bikes to Radley Woods and pick armfuls of bluebells.’

The apparent normality of this childhood was a mask for an unusually strict atmosphere in the home. Ian does not remember Margaret being naughty, but there was a marked antagonism between her and Meg: ‘It never erupted into the open; it just sort of simmered.’ But she was certainly the apple of Nat’s eye. The boys were allowed neither bikes nor roller-skates, and Meg forbade them to play rugby at school. If one of the children was scratched or bruised, bandages were efficiently applied, but the underlying parental attitude was, ‘What did you do that for?’ as though, Ian says, one had done it deliberately. Holidays were a rarity. And relatives were hardly ever made welcome. There was very little money – Nat was never well paid – and Meg watched every single penny. She had a job as an accounts secretary

at the local Morris Motors car-manufacturing plant and was out every day. Margaret, cast as Cinderella from a very early age, did most of the ironing and cleaning around the house. She cannot recall her mother not going out to work.

Money was found for some things. While the boys settled into their new school and started on the long haul to fulfilling their ambition to become architects, Margaret moved from the little church school to Greycotes. One of her friends there was the novelist Graham Greene’s daughter, Lucy, who was one year older but shared the same birthday. There was a piano in the house for a time, and Margaret went across the road for lessons with Mrs Loxton. Margaret was no new Moura Lympany. Her skills were rudimentary, but useful in later life when she was obliged to act at the keyboard, as in The Guardsman on stage and A Private Function on film. She also took ballet classes at the Vera Legge School of Dancing in a studio on the top floor of Taphouse’s in Magdalen Street, equidistant by about fifty yards from both the Playhouse and the New Theatre.

No Oxford pantomime was complete in those days without a pirouetting band of Vera’s prepubescent chorines, who were billed as ‘Vera Legge’s Juveniles’. There are photographs of the ten-year-old Margaret in her red satin blouse (with the initials ‘VL’ on the left breast), white pleated skirt and red ballet pumps, posing unpromisingly in the Church Hill Road back garden. Ian remembered his sister tap-dancing on the top of the Morrison shelter, the big steel table which families jammed into their dining rooms during the war in case of a bomb attack: ‘She certainly gave a performance. I think she was pretty good. I was impressed.’ Though Margaret did not herself appear at the New Theatre in pantomime, the possibilities of performance as an escape from suffocating home life must have loomed invitingly, if not necessarily more powerfully, than for any girl of Margaret’s age. She first ‘went public’, according to Nat, after one of her ballet lessons. Still attired in blouse, skirt and pumps, she was taken shopping by her mother. While Meg went inside to join a queue, Margaret stayed outside on the pavement to regale a small crowd with one of Arthur Askey’s popular ditties: ‘I’m a little fairy flower, growing wilder by the hour.’

There were few outings to theatre or cinema, though Maggie does remember seeing The Shop at Sly Corner, a popular thriller, at

the Playhouse in the late 1940s and being so impressed by John Moffatt’s performance that she asked for his autograph. She worked many times with Moffatt in later life. His was the only autograph she remembers ever collecting. She saw her first movie, The Jolson Story, in 1946. She didn’t think much of it, and thought even less when Nat beat her for going to the cinema in the first place. Otherwise, life was unexceptional after the war. Margaret continued at Greycotes through the freezing cold winter of 1946/47. Port Meadow froze over, and Maggie recalls Lucy Greene’s father materialising before them like a great tall bear in a huge grey coat. Nat says that Margaret was a delightful, happy creature through early adolescence, but Ian speaks of ‘a very rigid, inflexible upbringing and a humourless childhood. That Maggie managed to break out of it as she did is all the more remarkable.’

The children were beaten for any minor transgression. Bottoms were bared and Nat would do his duty with a leather belt. This was nothing unusual in working- and lower-middle-class families of the period. Neighbours, however, only saw an almost perfect small family, industrious and well-mannered, with two clever boys and a sweet little girl. A correspondent in the Cowley Chronicle of May 1970, Michael Clifford, painted a bright picture of Margaret aged twelve or thirteen:


She could have been the inspiration for a Ronald Searle cartoon schoolgirl. Her red hair hung in a pair of long plaits, she had a freckled face and her teeth were rather agonisingly corrected from a Bugs Bunny aspect by a fierce metal brace which she parked on every possible occasion when her mother was not around. She was also as thin as a cocktail stick . . . Yet attractive she was even then. Her eyes were glorious and her delightful character sparkled through them. She was a born comedian and the actress showed in her brilliant recapitulation of things which had happened to her. Both my mother and I can remember our convulsions of mirth when Maggie recounted her efforts at making a white sauce in domestic science – a sauce which even the sink rejected as unpalatable.


A charming little school essay at about this time, 1946, gives a clue to future obsessions. It concerns the ‘Jimbies’, no doubt an

afterthought to Edward Lear’s Jumblies, in a ‘nonsensical essay and a deal of truth’. These Jimbies, of no special shape, are like gremlins who get into the mechanics of a theatre and mess things up. Having isolated the problem, the young essayist outlines the steps to be taken: ‘The only way to rid your theatre of them is to spray it regularly with DDT and spirit gum – and to drink as much tonic water and black coffee as possible.’

In the summer term of 1947, she went on an assisted place to Oxford High School for Girls, one of the best schools in Britain. Its list of old girls includes the former headmistress and moral scientist Dame Mary Warnock, the writer Rose Macaulay, the poet Elizabeth Jennings, the academic Helen Darbishire, the entrepreneur Martha Lane Fox, the actress Miriam Margolyes and the conductor – the first woman ever to wave the baton in the pit of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, and music director of English National Opera in the 1990s – Sian Edwards. During her four years there, in spite of being remembered for the imagination she brought to English composition, Margaret made little academic impression and hardly any at all as an actress. Nonetheless, her school years had a considerable, if negative, influence in determining her future on the stage.

The boys went from strength to strength. On arrival from Ilford, Ian and Alistair had gone for interviews at the City of Oxford High School, just across the road from the New Theatre in George Street. Ian remembers that both he and Alistair had been struck by the story of Lawrence of Arabia, a fact that emerged in the course of the interview. The master said that T. E. Lawrence had been at the school at the turn of the century, and that therefore the twins had better be enrolled in Lawrence House. The new world of physics and mathematics excited the boys, but they were even more impressed by their new surroundings. The school had been designed in the late 1870s, in the Early English Renaissance style, and they came to this architecturally meritorious haven after attending a primary school in Ilford of no architectural distinction whatsoever.

It was taken for granted that Ian and Alistair would become architects. They were precociously good draughtsmen and would go into the city at every spare moment to draw. When it came to the School Certificate, the teachers balked at allowing them to take the

architecture paper, chiefly because the school didn’t teach it. But after pressing their case, they were allowed to sit the exam. At the age of fourteen, both gained distinctions. Alistair, who was counted the brighter of two very bright boys, took his Higher Schools Certificate two years later in 1944, but Ian had already left, impatient to start studying at the School of Architecture within the Schools of Technology, Art and Commerce, later the Polytechnic in Headington, and later still one of the campuses of Oxford Brookes University.

When Alistair joined Ian at the School, he caught up with him on the five-year course, compressing his studies into four, and both took the final examinations in 1949, aged twenty. The minimum age for election to the Royal Institute of British Architects was twenty-one. Ian and Alistair kicked their heels for a time before leaving Church Hill Road, and Oxford, for good in 1950. They went to London and shared a flat in Peel Street, Kensington.

Margaret had no intention of competing with this sort of academic distinction. In the summer of 1951, she was in the first batch of British girls to take the new General Certificate of Education at Ordinary Level. She managed to scrape four unimpressive passes, in English Language, English Literature (her best result: 54/100), French (by one mark) and art; she failed, quite badly, in history, geography and biology. She had not fitted in. One month before he died, Nat waxed more maudlin than usual on this subject:


Even as a child, Margaret lived in a world where she was conscious of failure. She was a gorgeously happy child but one couldn’t help but recognise that, beneath it all, there was a private world that Mother or Dad had no access to . . . She was very open as a girl, but I don’t think she was entirely happy at the High School. The teacher in English was part of the cause, the one who stopped her acting in the play . . .


That obstructive, later philosophically semi-repentant, teacher was Dorothy Bartholomew, and the play was Twelfth Night, in which Margaret was cast as a page when she had set her heart on Viola or Feste. Ian saw this production: ‘Her part was to come on between the acts and announce the scene changes by holding up a big piece of

cardboard. She would then bow, and go off. There was no sign at all of this being the first step in an illustrious career!’ In a curious way, however, it was. The whole fairly unhappy experience of the Oxford High School had the effect of concentrating Margaret’s ambition elsewhere.

The school, founded in 1875, was the eighth of the great Girls’ Public Day Schools Company. Its first prospectus declared its aim of receiving girls from all walks of life and of providing them with ‘an education as thorough if not as extensive as that which their brothers are receiving at the public schools’. Its first home was the Judges’ Lodgings in St Giles, but a new building was erected on the Banbury Road in 1880. Charles Dodgson, the mathematician of Christ Church better known as Lewis Carroll, the author of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, delivered some lectures in logic at the school in 1887. The library still has several dedicated copies, in both English and German, of Carroll’s most celebrated book.

Daughters of the University’s intellectual élite, not surprisingly, dominated the school. In Margaret Smith’s time there, one of the school’s star pupils was Paquita Florey, daughter of the Professor of Pathology for whom Nat worked. There were 240 girls on the school roll in 1888; by 1951, when Margaret left, there were 468, and the school’s activities and dormitories (the school always had a proportion of boarders) spilled over into other more modest addresses in the vicinity. She must have thought at times that she was exchanging one cramped environment at home for another at school. Other girls remember her walking into a classroom, bumping into a desk and raising a laugh. Much of Maggie Smith’s physical comedy derives from her limbs seeming to extract themselves gracefully from tricky situations. It is tempting to suggest that her gesticulatory repertoire derives in part from being cribb’d, cabin’d and confined wherever she lived, and wherever she turned, in her childhood.

The school was renowned for its interest in acting. Apart from that early dynasty of Smith girls, there were also the Power sisters, one of whom, Elizabeth, became an eminent economic historian. Beryl Power was deemed magnificent as Flavius ‘with a beard and a whip and a naturally powerful voice’. The plays were usually Shakespeare or Greek-in-translation. Hilda Napier played the lead in Iphigenia in Tauris in the translation later introduced to the London stage by Lillah

McCarthy. The most distinguished actress the OHS produced before Maggie Smith was Margaret Rawlings, who arrived from Japan in 1920 and was accepted ‘because of worthy and scholarly letters’ written by her clergyman father. Rawlings was an exemplary product of the school who, before gaining a reputation as an outstanding classical tragedienne, graduated from Lady Margaret Hall in the University. Her best friend was one Leonora Corbett who also became an actress and played Elvira, the ghost-wife, throughout the New York run of Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit. Leonora, recalled Margaret Rawlings, used to arrive late each term and regularly confessed to her house mistress that she was plagued by ‘carnal thoughts’. She was invariably consoled with cocoa and bourbon biscuits.

Another OHS actress of a more local provenance, and just a few years ahead of Maggie, was Judith Stott, whose family had a grocer’s shop in Walton Street. She remembered Maggie tap-dancing at a bus stop in Headington. Judith Stott’s example must have been a spur to Maggie’s ambition. After training, she became a prominent West End juvenile, playing the young girl in The Chalk Garden opposite Edith Evans in 1956. Judith Stott appeared in countless plays wearing Clark’s sandals and white ankle-socks. She crisscrossed with Maggie for many years subsequently, appearing with her (and Dame Edith) in a television version of Hay Fever; succeeding her in the Peter Shaffer double bill of 1962; and remaining friends throughout two decades
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