







POLONIUS    The actors are come hither, my lord.

HAMLET        Buzz Buzz!


BUZZ BUZZ!

Playwrights, Actors and Directors at the National Theatre
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A Note on the Author


Introduction

Between 1992 and 2007, under the successive directorships of Richard Eyre, Trevor Nunn and Nicholas Hytner, the National Theatre drew to London’s South Bank the cream of the country’s theatrical talent. During those years, as editor at various times of three of the National’s magazines, I was able to interview a good many of the leading playwrights, actors and directors as they went about their work.

Some I talked to before rehearsals began; others offered their impressions and opinions hot from the rehearsal room; a few were able to discuss their work after the play’s opening night. We met in dressing rooms, in rehearsal rooms, in a tiny room in the National’s press department or, just occasionally, in their own homes. In these relaxed settings they talked freely about the pleasures and problems of working in the theatre, and specifically about their involvement in shows at the National.

With the playwrights I interviewed the focus was on the process of writing, their methods of research, their role in rehearsals, and their ways of collaborating with their directors. Why did Tom Stoppard end up writing three plays for The Coast of Utopia? What inspired Kwame Kwei-Armah to write about the Black British experience? Why did Pam Gems choose a painter she both loved and hated in creating Stanley? Why is Michael Blakemore so valuable as a director to Michael Frayn? The answers to these and scores of other questions provided an absorbing glimpse into the creative life of these twenty-six very different playwrights.

Adapting existing material for the stage is another kind of exercise from original creation. So it was fascinating to discover how Harold Pinter distilled the essence of Proust’s epic novel for Remembrance of Things Past; how Emma Rice and Kneehigh Theatre transformed a famous Cornish love story into their innovative Tristan & Yseult; why Ayub Khan-Din chose to set a Bill Naughton story in a different culture for his Rafta, Rafta… It was equally instructive to hear how Helen Edmundson took apart and put together again works as diverse as War and Peace and Coram Boy.

More than half of the book is devoted to interviews with leading actors and directors. With the actors I was intrigued to discover how Simon Russell Beale prepared to get inside Hamlet’s mind; why Helen Mirren was tackling Cleopatra for the third time; what Anne-Marie Duff felt about taking on Shaw’s feisty Saint Joan; why playing Captain Hook in Peter Pan was a mixed blessing for Ian McKellen; how Diana Rigg was determined to have fun with Mother Courage. These and the many other actors I talked to were pleasingly willing to share their ideas, about their character, the art and craft of acting, and their style of collaboration with their director.

The directors themselves offered valuable insights into the plays, as well as snapshots of their work in the rehearsal room, their reasons for casting the leading parts, and much else. I heard from Nicholas Hytner about his fresh and illuminating approach to The Winter’s Tale and Shakespeare generally; listened to Peter Hall outline his passionate belief in the use of masks for Bacchai; discovered why Marianne Elliott gave Ibsen a makeover in Pillars of the Community; and learnt about the great pioneer Granville Barker and the virtues of The Voysey Inheritance from Peter Gill. It was rewarding also to be able to talk in greater detail to Katie Mitchell about her radical approach to Strindberg’s A Dream Play, and to Howard Davies about the huge challenge he faced in directing Eugene O’Neill’s epic Mourning Becomes Electra.

Some of the pieces I wrote as conventional features, filling in background and context. In others I simply allowed the persons concerned to speak for themselves. Just occasionally, with the longer interviews, I used our conversation verbatim. I hope together they will provide a valuable record of the dazzling variety of work staged at the National during these years by many of the theatre’s most creative artists.

While most of the pieces were published in Stage Write, the magazine of the National’s education department, a few appeared in publications from other departments. I am indebted for their help to several people at the National: to Jenny Harris, Breda Daly, Clare O’Brien and Vivien Wallace for commissioning the pieces, to Lucinda Morrison and Mary Parker for setting up many of the interviews, to Lyn Haill for helping me to get the book published, and to Emma Gosden, Sarah Clarke, Christopher Walters and Charlotte Wilkinson for help in accessing the material. Finally, I’d like to thank Mark Dudgeon at Methuen Drama for agreeing to publish the book, and Ilsa Yardley for editing the text.


Part One

Playwrights on Their Plays


Playing the knowledge game

Alan Bennett discusses the ideas behind The History Boys

The play is set in a school in the North. One of the characters is Scripps, a devout sixth-former who aspires to be a writer. Reading the play for the first time, its director Nicholas Hytner took this to be a self-portrait. Its author wishes it were: ‘I was a religious boy, it’s true, but I was also conservative and censorious, and nowhere near as sceptical, open-minded and generally sensible as Scripps.’

In the warm, cluttered study of his north London house – where there’s now a car in the drive instead of a lady in a van – Alan Bennett talks eloquently about his time at Leeds Modern Boys’ School, his feelings about examinations, his opinions on history teaching, and the origins of his new play at the National.

The History Boys revolves around a bunch of sixth-formers trying for Oxbridge. Some fifty years ago Bennett went through the same experience. Today he still remembers the culture shock of arriving in Cambridge for three days of exams and interviews. ‘To somebody coming from a dark industrial northern town, the place itself was magical. But when you saw the assurance of the public-school candidates, you felt you were an interloper. I’d never been exposed to them before, and I was startled at how oafish and self-confident they were. That was quite daunting.’

He ended up at Oxford, as an undergraduate at Exeter College, then a junior history don at Magdalen. But the injustice of a divided educational system that favoured the well-off still rankles. ‘People very seldom got into Oxford from my school. It just wasn’t geared to it: none of the masters knew what papers you took, or the kind of questions you might be asked; you just had to work it out for yourself. I remember thinking, perhaps for the first time, that this was unfair. Still, at that time more and more state schools were sending their pupils to the older universities, so the imbalance looked like being redressed. Not any more, I’m afraid, and top-up fees won’t help.’

While his 1968 play Forty Years On was a very literary work (‘It came out of my reading rather than my experience’), The History Boys is more personal and more serious, raising questions about the conflict between culture, education and schooling, how history (including the Holocaust) should be taught, and the humanising effect of poetry. It centres on the clash between the bow-tied, anti-exam, maverick English teacher Hector (‘Set Aside, that’s what my lessons are’) and the young, more worldly supply teacher Irwin, with Mrs Lintott, a conventional but reliable history teacher, caught in between. Pressurising them all to deliver results is the anxious Headmaster (‘I am thinking league tables, targets, customer base, classroom control’).

Bennett is reluctant to define the essence of the play. ‘It’s hard to say what it’s about until the actors rehearse it, and then you find out. But it certainly wasn’t my views about education that made me write it. I suppose it’s more to do with attitudes to knowledge, although that perhaps makes it sound too theoretical: the characters are what it’s about; plays always start from the characters.’

Theoretical his play isn’t: while it brims with ideas and intellectual arguments, it’s also full of good jokes, witty exchanges and idiosyncratic characters of all ages. Bennett says that none of the teachers is based on any that he knew personally, but that Hector was partly inspired by charismatic ones he has read about. Irwin’s attitude to exams, on the other hand, ‘is to do with my own self-developed technique for passing them, both when I was applying for university and when I took my degree’.

He confesses to anxiety about writing the teenage characters. ‘I don’t really know what boys of seventeen are like, so I think it would be very short-sighted to plunder their language or their attitudes, to kit them out with all the contemporary speech clichés. But somehow you’ve to make it appropriate – which is another reason why you wait for rehearsals, when you can find out what they’re like, and see what their attitudes are.’

He happily acknowledges the help he’s had from Nicholas Hytner, who also directed The Lady in the Van, The Madness of George III and his adaptation of The Wind in the Willows. ‘Nick is very articulate about what’s wrong with a play. Directing can be a lazy profession, but he never stops working on the text. He’s also as concerned about an actor on the edge of a scene as one in the centre, and that’s very rare. And – this might seem a criticism, but it’s the reverse – he has a streak of showbiz vulgarity, which I don’t have and which I think is priceless. He’s capable of the broad strokes.’

Like most playwrights, Bennett enjoys rehearsals – ‘It’s about the only time I get out of the house really.’ But he doesn’t go as often as he used to do. ‘If very precise northern speech is called for I’d go every day, simply to keep an eye on it. But that’s not the case here. Anyway, I’m hardly an intimidating presence. At the rehearsals for The Madness of George III one actor, Anthony Calf, would greet my arrival with, “Here comes the geography master again!’”

The History Boys opened in the Lyttelton in May 2004.

The Russians are coming

Tom Stoppard talks for the first time about his epic trilogy The Coast of Utopia

To write one play for the National may be regarded as good fortune; to write three looks like recklessness. Tom Stoppard half agrees. ‘I’m not sure if I would have got into this if I’d realised it would turn into a trilogy,’ he says, only half jokingly, as we talk on the eve of rehearsals.

He had the idea of writing a play about nineteenth-century Russian revolutionary figures nearly five years ago, soon after The Invention of Love, his last play, opened at the National. One inspiration was Isaiah Berlin’s book of essays on Russian thinkers; another was Stoppard’s abiding interest in the position of writers in totalitarian societies. Originally he planned a single play about the revolutionary thinker Alexander Herzen. But then he became absorbed in the life of the anarchist Michael Bakunin, who seemed an equally good subject. ‘I began to think I’d need two plays. Then I thought, let’s go for broke.’ The resulting trilogy, which Trevor Nunn is soon to direct in the Olivier, has an ambitiously wide canvas.

Set in Russia, Paris and London and the Isle of Wight, it deals with the ferment of revolutionary ideas that swept through mid-nineteenth-century Europe. While the three plays – Voyage, Shipwreck and Salvage – centre on the turbulent lives of Herzen and Bakunin, Stoppard has also brought in other historical figures, including Karl Marx, the French socialist Louis Blanc and, most notably, the writer Ivan Turgenev.

Stoppard, now sixty-four, is disarmingly frank about the problems of tackling such a vast subject. ‘I have to confess this was by far the most arduous thing I’ve done. I began to realise the brain couldn’t cope in the way it used to do. I read all the sources twice before I started, but there was so much to keep in mind, if I left it alone for a few days I had to go back and read the material again. I didn’t pace myself











No whitewash over AIDS

Tony Kushner talks about his acclaimed new play Angels in America








Innocent monster

Pam Gems captures the essence of a celebrated artist in Stanley









Double spies

Michael Frayn reflects on Germany, Willy Brandt and writing Democracy








In search of ambiguity

Joe Penhall takes on the weapons industry in Landscape with Weapon










A question of forgiving

Bryony Lavery on the emotional impetus behind Frozen, her play about a serial paedophile killer











Complex matters

In The Talking Cure Christopher Hampton untangles the difficult relationship between Freud and Jung












Naturalistic and surreal

Martin McDonagh fills in the background to The Cripple of Inishmaan







A dream quality

Rebecca Lenkiewicz on making her debut at the National with The Night Season

















Shocking facts and verbatim theatre

David Hare discusses his provocative documentary play The Permanent Way








Playhouse creatures

April De Angelis on David Garrick, Oliver Goldsmith and A Laughing Matter












A new generation

Kwame Kwei-Armah reveals the nature and origins of Fix Up











Whose bomb was it anyway?

Michael Frayn reflects on the scientific and other matters he explores in Copenhagen









Net effect

Nick Darke on The Riot, his version of a dramatic moment in Cornish history









Themes and images

Charlotte Jones reveals what inspired her to write Humble Boy










Challenging scenarios

Martin Crimp discusses his widely performed and controversial Attempts on her Life









Children in mind

Alan Ayckbourn on Mr A’s Amazing Maze Plays and writing for a younger audience












Victims of history

David Hare reflects on his trilogy about the Church, the criminal justice system and politics












Comedy of desire

Hanif Kureishi returns to the theatre with his sharp satire Sleep With Me








Starting from scratch

Matthew Bourne on the creation of Play Without Words








The loveliest job in the world

Jim Cartwright on his highly original The Rise and Fall of Little Voice









Your own history

Winsome Pinnock on Leave Taking, language and black culture







Mining a rich seam

Sebastian Barry lifts ‘the great cloth of silence’ from his family’s history in Our Lady of Sligo








A theatrical bonanza

David Eldridge fills in the personal background to Market Boy













The eternal triangle

Nick Stafford discusses Battle Royal, his investigation of a disastrous royal marriage








Getting there

Patrick Marber and Paul Godfrey reveal how they made it to the National









A Note on the Author

JONATHAN CROALL comes from a theatre background: his father, John Stuart, was an actor, and his mother, Barbara Francis, a voice coach. Before becoming a full-time writer he worked as an editor in book publishing and newspapers. He is the author of Gielgud: A Theatrical Life; The Coming of Godot: A Short History of a Masterpiece (nominated for the 2006 Theatre Book Prize); and three books in the series ‘The National Theatre at Work’: Hamlet Observed, Peter Hall’s ‘Bacchai’ and Inside the Molly House. His other books include the oral history Don’t You Know There’s a War On? Voices from the Home Front, the biography Neill of Summerhill: The Permanent Rebel and a children’s novel, Sent Away. He currently edits the programmes at the Old Vic and was editor of the National Theatre’s StageWrite magazine from 1992 to 2007. His authorised biography Sybil Thorndike: A Star of Life was published in autumn 2008.
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