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Judi Dench was first acclaimed in 1960 as the Juliet for her generation, in the famous and controversial Zeffirelli production at the Old Vic. Her stage career since then has followed what might be described as a leaping zigzag path, via Nottingham, Oxford, the RSC, the West End and the National Theatre with immensely formative side-trips to West Africa, Eastern Europe, Japan and Australia. She has triumphed in most of the great Shakespearean leads, and on television and film, winning an Oscar for her Queen Elizabeth in Shakespeare in Love, and the latest of her several BAFTA Awards in 2002 for Best Actress in the title role of Iris.

John Miller has talked to most of her directors over the last forty years and a great number of her fellow actors. He has also spent many hours with Dame Judi herself, at work in the rehearsal room or before the cameras, and at home with her family. In this compelling biography he reveals why she has risen to the peak of her profession, and how she has moved audiences to tears and laughter by her truthfulness and a natural instinct which can only be described as genius.


For John Gielgud to whom I owe so much


JUDI
DENCH

with a crack in her voice

The Biography
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Preface to the 2002 edition

This new edition has been delayed until Judi Dench had come to terms sufficiently with her grief at the loss of her husband, Michael Williams, to be able to talk freely to me about what he had meant, and still means to her, as she contemplates life without him.

Her psychological make-up is such that she has always needed to act to feel fulfilled, and since her bereavement her work has been very therapeutic in helping her to adjust to that loss. But I was only one of many who expressed concern to her about the strains of portraying Iris Murdoch in the last ravages of Alzheimer’s Disease only weeks after Michael’s death. Might it be too great an emotional burden on her before she was ready for it?

Characteristically, she thought it must have been harder for her co-star Jim Broadbent and their director Richard Eyre, both of whom had watched their mothers succumb to that disease. She was swayed into acceptance by the truthfulness of the script, and her performance was deservedly nominated for an Academy Award for the fourth time in five years.

When I first started work on her life in 1996, her name was one to conjure with on the British stage, but meant surprisingly little abroad, because the right film parts had not yet come her way. Since then, that omission has been rectified to such phenomenal effect that, as the later chapters show, she has been propelled into the front ranks of international stardom.

The last few years have exposed her to great pressures in both her public and her private life, which she has met with that strength of character we associate with the name of Judi Dench.

John Miller
April 2002


Introduction

When I approached Judi Dench in the summer of 1996 about writing her biography, she was initially very reluctant. She had previously refused two similar requests from distinguished theatre critics; one of her expressed reasons was that she had cooperated in an earlier biography published in 1985 and, ever since, she had dreaded any prospect ‘of all that talking about myself again’.

I explained that I was planning to talk to as many of her friends and colleagues as possible and would come back to her only at well-spaced intervals for her side of the story. Fortunately, I had interviewed her husband, Michael Williams, for my previous book on Ralph Richardson and she said that that had made her laugh so much that she eventually allowed herself to be persuaded.

Our first meeting to discuss how best to proceed was held in the canteen at the National Theatre, before a performance of A Little Night Music. We made a preliminary list of her directors and fellow-actors and I asked to see her schedule for the next eighteen months. Without consulting any paper, she rattled off a list of her commitments to the National, the BBC and for two movies – one as Queen Victoria in Mrs Brown and the next as M in her second Bond film. I said I would like to come and watch her at work as often as possible, to which she raised no objection whatsoever and gave me the contact names for each project so that I could obtain all the other necessary permissions. Not all directors are happy to have their most intimate moments of the creative process in rehearsal exposed to outside eyes, as I was to discover.

When I had finished jotting down a list of her commitments right up to Christmas 1997, including a string of Sunday recitals, often for one of the 183 charities of which she is a patron*, it appeared to me that she was working a seven-day week for most of the time. When I gently suggested this, Judi said briskly, ‘Oh no, we’re having a couple of weeks in Barbados in March and I always take two weeks’ holiday in August to recharge my batteries.’ But my first impression was only reinforced over subsequent months, as I watched her in action.

We parted after an hour’s discussion, saying that we hoped to meet next on location for the first film; meanwhile I would start to contact the first names on our list. As I left the building, neither the stage door keepers nor I realised just how often over the next few months I would be reappearing there to see an actor, director, writer or to attend a rehearsal. Judi told me often how much she loved working at the National Theatre, an affection which is clearly shared by virtually all our leading players.

The first time I ever saw Judi on stage was as Anya in The Cherry Orchard, with John Gielgud as Gaev, and he was one of the first people I went to talk to about working with her. With his customary forthrightness, he remarked, ‘Isn’t it a little early to be writing her biography. Shouldn’t you wait until after she’s dead?’ I pointed out that we were much the same age and that it might therefore never get written if I waited that long. In any case, although I had loved writing the life of Ralph Richardson, and found his final days very moving, this time I really wanted to tell the story of a living figure at the very peak of her profession, when I could study her at work now, as well as trace the history of her rise through its ranks.

That dual objective has largely dictated the structure of this book, in which the story of her first six decades is interspersed with my diary observing her work-in-progress. The initially guarded response of her colleagues to this note-taking figure in the corner soon gave way to much good-natured ribbing; when Judi fluffed and corpsed during the final run of a scene in As Time Goes By, Geoffrey Palmer swung round and looked out past the camera, saying loudly, ‘Make sure you put this in your book, John, she isn’t always perfect!’ Chatting to Billy Connolly on location for Mrs Brown as Queen Victoria swept up to us for the next scene, he hissed to me in a stage whisper that would have reached the back of the gods in the Glasgow Empire, ‘Sssshh, she’s coming, I’ll finish telling you later’, and then the two stars grinned knowingly at each other.

Laughter is the emotion that most of her admirers associate with Dame Judi Dench and that is even more so of many of those who know her well – family and friends as well as professional colleagues; but she has also shed many tears, off-stage as well as on, and I have endeavoured to capture those differing moods and passions, as well as the multi-faceted aspects of her genius. One of her most distinctive features is that unmistakable crack in the voice, which brings the hearer’s heart into the mouth. Many of those to whom I talked spoke with awe of her innate instinct for acting, her speed of reaction, her gift for verse-speaking; and with enormous affection for those personal qualities that have made her, in the phrase used by so many, ‘the best-loved actress’ of our time.

Casting directors in the performing arts can call on an astonishing array of British talent, but the step up from being a very good actor to a great one is open to only a handful. That Judi Dench has made that leap, I am in no doubt – watching her develop a character in rehearsal is as spellbinding as seeing the finished role in performance – and I spent many fascinating months trying to establish the point at which her feet left the springboard.

She has been compared with Ellen Terry and Peggy Ashcroft and indeed they triumphed in many of the same parts, but a great actress is great in her own special way. I hope that the pages which follow help to show why Judi Dench is such a special actress, as well as a very special woman.

John Miller
1998

* Over a third are connected with the theatre in some way, ranging from the Actors’ Centre and Shakespeare’s Globe to Worthing Youth Theatre; many more are for medical charities, from the Arthritis and Rheumatism Council to York Against Cancer; some combine the two causes, such as the British Theatre for the Disabled and the Talking Books Service.


diary entry one
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14 November 1996

Her Majesty Mrs Brown
 (later retitled Mrs Brown)

Location – Wilton House

8.30 a.m. Arrived on location. Met Geoffrey Palmer striding across the car park to make-up, munching a bacon roll. He greeted yet another strange face with a cheery ‘Good morning’, but this didn’t seem the moment to introduce myself. Followed his example and got myself a bacon roll and coffee from the location caterers and found Douglas Rae in the crew dining-bus. He and I had worked together in the early eighties at TVS; now he ran his own company, Ecosse Films, and this was its first drama for television. He told me about the storms they had endured on the shooting in Scotland and how he was lost in admiration of Judi’s stamina and professionalism. She had never complained once about her 4 a.m. calls, or the lashing rain and gale-force winds.

8.50. We walked up to the House and went into the Double Cube Room, standing in for the Queen’s sitting-room at Windsor Castle. There was the usual hive of crew activity, which looks so disorganised to outsiders, but everyone is concentrating on their own tasks. Judi was having a quiet discussion with the director, John Madden. When they had finished, she wandered around, deep in thought, until she was satisfied she had absorbed all his notes. Then she looked up and saw me, smiled and came over to give me a most unqueenly hug.

She said, ‘We had such a good time filming in Scotland.’

‘But I heard you had the most terrible weather and barely got any sleep!’

‘Oh, but that’s Scotland. I do so love it up there. We go every year to Eriska.’

Then she was called for opening positions for a rehearsal.

9.20. Rehearsal of Scene 86.

Windsor Castle, the Queen’s sitting-room. Lady Ely enters.

VICTORIA. Well?

LADY ELY. Mr Brown is unable to attend today.

VICTORIA. Why?

LADY ELY. I believe he is unwell.

VICTORIA. Unwell?

LADY ELY. I understand he was in a fight.

VICTORIA. Has he been hurt?

LADY ELY. I believe not. (Pause). I understand he’d had rather too much to drink.

VICTORIA. (Pause). You may go.

This scene was shot first with the camera facing the window and the two actresses in profile, long-shot. Take 3 was printed.

Brief break. Judi took me outside to the coffee urn and told me, with many giggles, how her pony, Bluey, farted right through her first tender scene with John Brown, which required endless takes before it was safely in the can.

9.50. Rehearsed reverses of Scene 86. Camera facing door.

During the long relight, Judi sat at the desk practising Victoria’s left-handed signature, following a photocopy of the original, for a close-up of her hands needed later.

10.22. Shot 276. Take 4 OK.

The writer, Jeremy Brock, had now arrived and Judi greeted him with a kiss and asked if his wife’s baby had arrived yet.

‘Any moment’, he said, with a rather worried look.

10.40. Shot 277. Other angle. Take 3 OK.

11.30. Shot 278.

The floor creaked on Take 1 and Judi corpsed. After Take 3, the director said, ‘Judi, on the turn, it’s more a denial of Brown’s drunkenness than elegiac.’

Judi: ‘Yes, I know, exactly.’ On Take 4 she swept away with a much more emphatic walk.

Shot 279. Same angle, different lens. Take 2 OK.

Shot 280. Ditto, wide angle for the last line and Judi’s move.

Relight for the next scene. Judi was whisked off to make-up, and I was introduced to the three co-producers from WGBH in Boston.

12.45 p.m. Scene 88. With Geoffrey Palmer as Sir Henry Ponsonby.

Geoffrey arrived on the set, now wearing a magnificent full set of whiskers. Judi introduced us and we had a long talk about As Time Goes By, in which he co-stars with Judi. We agreed to talk further during the rehearsals for that show next month.

Shot 281.

After Take 1 the director gave a note to Judi: ‘The line “My family is quite capable of communicating with the Queen in person” should be said as a dismissal.’ On the next take Judi introduced a new piece of business, picking up a glass of water to take a sip. Then she paused, as she realised Ponsonby was still standing there, finally saying irritably, ‘What is it?’

Ponsonby said diffidently, ‘They are demanding the dismissal of Mr Brown on grounds of drunkenness.’

After the take Judi was immediately concerned about the need for continuity over the position of the glass on the retakes from other angles. Take 3 OK.

1.20. Break for lunch. Judi queued for her food with the rest of the crew and took it off to her caravan. I decided not to bother her during this break, knowing that she was concentrating on her lines for the next scene. Bumped into Richard Pasco, an old friend from other shows, who is playing Dr Jenner. Just as I finished my lunch, Judi appeared at the window of the bus and beckoned me to join her. ‘I missed you at the lunch break. You should have come to my caravan.’ It was so hot inside that she left the top half of the door open. After about ten minutes we were interrupted by a Scottish voice saying, ‘I was watching you doing the Acting this morning.’

‘Billy Connolly, don’t you dare say Acting like that with a capital A! We’ve got your implacable scene this evening.’

‘Shall I show you my implacable look? And my placable look? Did you notice the difference?’

Then she introduced me to him and a wicked gleam came into his eye. Shortly afterwards, she was called for make-up and, as she disappeared into the trailer, Billy stood on the top step, holding the door open, and bellowed after me, as Richard Pasco and I went off for a coffee, ‘That’s John Miller, the biographer. Tell him I’ll see him later, when Judi’s not about.’

A regal voice from inside rang out, ‘Now Billy, just you behave yourself!’

3.15. Rehearsal of Scene 91. Confrontation with the family.

Brief discussion between the director, Judi and Geoffrey about which angle for the Queen to dismiss the family, to get the best cutting-point. The actors thought it unnecessary for her to add, ‘Do I make myself clear?’ The director said the line was to enable her to be more emphatic. On Take 2 Judi was much fiercer; Take 3 fiercer still.

Long relight for reverse angle shot.

Judi sat on the long sofa under the seventeen-foot Van Dyck of the Pembroke family and commanded her two ladies-in-waiting to get paper and pencil. She then taught them one of her many word games with which she whiles away those long waits that are so often the lot of actors on set or on tour. This one had a grid of twenty-five boxes, and they each called out a letter in turn and put it into a box of their choice to make up a word – a kind of combination of Scrabble and noughts and crosses. They got so engrossed in this that they seemed almost sorry when they were called for positions in the next shot.

Shot 287. Tracking shot of Queen’s entrance, ending on the family. Judi preserved the intensity of her performance, even though out of shot, to help the family reactions. Her own daughter, Finty, had been cast as the Queen’s youngest child and in the break Judi said to me, ‘I told Finty this was her one chance to play the rebellious daughter, so she’d better make the most of it!’

When this scene was finally in the can, the Double Cube Room was finished with. There was a long break to reset and light the corridor and a costume change for Judi. Billy Connolly was already made up and in costume, so I took advantage of the opportunity to ask him about the filming with Judi and his reactions to his co-star.

‘She’s wonderful. She gives you so much power that she forces you to act, and react, naturally. And she’s always so quick that, when you have a line she interrupts, she never leaves you hanging. You can confidently launch yourself on the speech, knowing she’ll come in, wham! She’s such fun to work with. We travelled to the locations together quite often and we had a lot of laughs. She has a marvellous, full-throated belly-laugh; none of this swallowing it back down her throat, like some people do.’

It was now getting late and the final scene was tricky, with the camera mounted on rails, tracking back with Victoria and Ponsonby, as John Brown is rebuked.

6.15. Shot 290.

On Take 3 the cameraman said, ‘Cut. We’ll have to go again, I lost focus on Geoffrey at the beginning.’

Geoffrey made a mock-bow of apology, saying, ‘Sorry everybody, my fault!’ and Judi giggled. It had been a long day’s filming, towards the end of the third week of shooting with many early calls and late finishes, but there was no discernible sign of irritability from anyone in the large crew or cast. This happy working atmosphere under pressure was one I was to observe as so much the norm wherever Judi was involved, and to hear about again and again from her colleagues from the earliest days, that the odd exception occasioned surprise.


one
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1934–54

York – an actress is born

It was medicine that brought the Dench family to York, but it was the city’s strong associations with drama, amateur and professional, that kept them there. Reginald Dench was born in Weymouth, but his parents moved to Ireland when he was still a little boy. He met Olave Jones at Sunday school when they were both fourteen, and they were married after he graduated in medicine from Trinity College, Dublin.

Reginald was a keen amateur actor and distinguished himself in that field at Trinity. There was a university tradition on Founder’s Day that the Master of Trinity would come out onto the steps on one side of the quadrangle and read a long pronouncement, while a student would perform a take-off on the opposite steps at the same time. The rag audience was always larger than the official one and Jeffery Dench remembers seeing photographs of his father, dressed as Shakespeare, writing sonnets on rolls of lavatory paper and tearing them off.

After qualifying as a doctor, he and his wife moved to Tyldesley, near Manchester, and it was there that the two boys were born, first Peter and then, four years later, Jeffery. But Olave was unhappy with the quality of life in that area. Their move to York in 1934 was to bring happiness and fulfilment to the entire family, which shortly increased to five when, after a six-year gap, Olave gave birth to a daughter on 9 December of that year.

She was christened Judith Olivia and she was known from the beginning as Judy; she always knew she was in trouble whenever she was addressed as Judith. The change of spelling came much later when she arrived at the Central School of Drama to find another girl called Judy in her year, so she changed to the more distinctive Judi, by which she has been known ever since. (In the interests of clarity, that is how it is spelt throughout the rest of this book.)

Her arrival had been a little unexpected; her mother was then thirty-seven, coincidentally almost exactly the same age as Judi when she gave birth to her daughter Finty. Judi’s father might have spoilt her if her mother had not been so firm with her, and the age gap with her brothers meant that they did not become really close until Judi was in her teens. Peter says, ‘I didn’t realise I had a sister until she was fifteen or sixteen, and I was in practice. She was eight when I went to Cambridge.’

Peter took up his father’s profession and, after his National Service, returned to York to join his practice where, as he puts it, ‘A chair was kept warm for me.’ He and his wife Daphne both then became very close to Judi; they have followed her career with keen interest from the beginning. Being on-call as a GP restricted Peter’s chances of seeing her earliest performances, but he managed to catch most of the later ones. He and his wife now regularly house-sit when Judi and her family are away on holiday; tall, like all the Dench men, he frequently bangs his head on the low beams in his sister’s house.

The activity that united the whole family derived from their love of the theatre. The Settlement Players was a very good amateur dramatic group in York and Reg was soon playing leading parts, while Olave became a highly skilled wardrobe mistress. At a pre-war Stuart masque and fair all the amateurs dressed up as Caroline characters; Olave was an imposing Lady Castlemaine, Charles II’s mistress, and Jeffery remembers her surprise ‘when she discovered what a naughty lady she was’.

All this industry seemed the most natural thing in the world to the youngest member of the family. ‘I thought all families were dressed up; we had the most wonderful dressing-up box. I remember them going to a great party. Daddy went as Shakespeare and Mummy went as Elizabeth I; she made the most incredible dress and they both looked marvellous.’

Dr Dench was the official GP for the Theatre Royal in York and frequently invited visiting actors home to their house in Heworth Green. Phyllis Calvert remembers Judi as an enchanting little girl there, but had no premonition that she would grow up to join her profession. Nor did the young Peter Woodthorpe, who was a patient of Dr Dench’s. He says now, ‘I can’t forget her voice – I never thought she’d succeed as an actress because of her voice; she always sounded as if she had laryngitis. But she trained it.’

That distinctive feature is something derived from both parents. Her father had a very deep bass voice and her mother possessed a striking Irish brogue. But Judi’s affinity with the Celts is not limited to the land nor the time of her parents’ youth. ‘The first recorded Dench in Scotland was in 1580 in Gairloch. I suppose that is also one of the reasons I love Scotland so; it is a question of finding one’s roots.’

She regrets that she only ever knew one of her grandparents, Reg’s father. ‘Gampy was just adorable. He remarried and had a son when he was in his seventies, and my uncle is much younger than me. I realise that Daddy was very like him; he was a wonderful swimmer, very ebullient and enthusiastic. I went to Castle Howard once when I was very little. I had water-wings and he said, “Now come along, get the wings off, get in there and take the wings off.” I was quite frightened, but I did, and I swam about three strokes for him.’

Her father was captain of water polo at Trinity. For Judi, too, swimming soon became a favourite activity and remains so. One of the reasons for buying her present home in the country was the presence of the pool in the garden. The long, low proportions of the Tudor cottage are a great contrast to the narrow and tall Victorian terrace house in which she grew up. Her bedroom was right up in the attic, where she could draw on the walls with impunity. The doctor’s surgery and waiting-room were on the ground floor.

Cycling was another joint family activity and on Reg’s Thursday afternoon off they would often all mount and ride the fifteen miles to Castle Howard for a swim. For longer trips to Scarborough, they all piled into the family car and, after a swim, would attend productions in the open air of Faust and Hiawatha.

The first professional play Judi saw was lighter fare – Ben Travers’ farce Cuckoo in the Nest at the York Theatre Royal. ‘I can never forget that when a man appeared in long johns from a basket at the bottom of a bed I screamed with laughter so much that my parents took me home because they thought I’d make myself ill. But Ma did take me again the next night to see the rest of the play, which was very tolerant of her. I can still clearly remember that place. It was cleaned with something like Jeyes Fluid, and a string trio played from the pit. Even now I can evoke that particular smell, and hear that unique sound of the trio.’

The parental enthusiasm for things theatrical naturally fanned an interest in all three of the children. Peter and Jeffery went to St Peter’s, in York, the oldest school in the country, and took part in the annual school play, produced by the classics master, Leslie Burgess. He was also a playwright, married to an actress, and a very skilled director. Jeffery says, ‘He taught me more stagecraft than I ever learnt at Central.’ Before his voice broke, Jeffery played Cleopatra to his brother’s Caesar in the Shaw play, a rare change from the school’s usual Shakespeare. It was noteworthy enough to be reviewed by the Yorkshire Post under the headline treasured by Peter, ‘Surprise, surprise, Cleopatra was Caesar’s brother!’

Jeffery went on to play Kate in The Taming of the Shrew, Cassius and Macbeth. After Judi saw the last, ‘I thought it was very, very racy to bring out the piano stool at home and say, “What bloody man is that?” That’s all I knew of the play, but I did say it a lot.’ Judi was thrilled to see her brothers on-stage, and they supported her, too. Jeffery remembers seeing her at Clifton Preparatory School, known to everyone as Miss Meaby’s, ‘playing a snail, and rehearsing at home, so she started very early, about three and a half or four’.

Miss Meaby encouraged all the children to take part in readings and performances. Sometimes this meant inventing extra parts to include everyone, which peeved the budding young actress. ‘They said, “Now Judi, you’re going to play a fairy.” I can remember thinking then that there’s not a fairy in the Nativity Play; I knew it was a cobbled-up part. I was quite cross and you can see I’m cross in the picture. Angela Bedford played Mary, with my doll, and in the picture my friend David Rymer has put the gift right on top of the doll’s head, for spite!’

She might have been less cross if she had known that she would get her chance to play Mary on a much bigger stage at the outset of her professional career. But even at Miss Meaby’s, she got to play the title role in Alice in Wonderland.

Her boundless energy was much in evidence from the beginning, though not everyone was appreciative of her high spirits. The young Peter Woodthorpe was: ‘Hers was the best party I ever went to, with a very funny treasure hunt; there was a sense of fun in the house, and a sense of fun all the time.’ But the local magician, Mr Bull, who used to entertain at all the York children’s parties, was less entranced by Judi. ‘I used to know his act, so I used to say, “Watch, watch, here comes the rabbit.” So he said to the hostess, “I’m absolutely not doing my act if she’s there, because she ruins it.” Poor man, can you imagine? I can’t imagine anything worse.’

Her reputation for jokes, now usually indulged by her famous colleagues, was less fondly regarded by the young men of York. One little boy named James Conyers would not even stay for one party, saying loudly for all to hear, ‘If Judi Dench is here, I’m going, and taking my brother with me.’

But more often, Judi made friends easily and there was a constant flow of children through the house and garden. When war broke out holiday trips became more difficult, though even then in most summers the family took the train to Cornwall, where Judi first developed her addiction to lobster. A French friend, Daphne, whose family had fled to England in 1940, came to Cornwall with them one year and collected snails for the pot, but they all escaped. Nine years older than Judi, she soon became closer to Peter and eventually became his wife. She remembers Judi at this time as a cute little girl with two plaits, who loved cats and used to take them for a walk, dressed up in doll’s clothes. She still loves cats and has five of them at home, but now lets them take their own exercise.

The first really formative decision in her life was her expressed wish to go to The Mount school. It was a good school, which fostered her natural talents; it was also a Quaker school, whose faith has become one of the sheet-anchors of her life. But, when pressed, she admits that neither of those qualities was the one that attracted her. ‘It was the uniform. I rather fancied that bright blue shirt and huge white collar.’

All the girls had to board, even if they lived locally, and they were not supposed to slip home, though Judi soon found a way of circumventing that rule. ‘When it was wet and we couldn’t play games, they used to send us on the brown wet walk, or the blue wet walk, or the red wet walk. I used to go with my friend Susie Marshall, and we’d go round the corner and telephone, and Daddy would say, “Hang on, I’m seeing a patient. After this patient I’ll come and pick you up.” So we’d hang around in a doorway and he’d come round and pick us up, take us back and give us tea, then water us with the garden hose, drop us somewhere near school, and we’d rush back. We did that a lot. Of course, it was absolutely illegal.’

Her eldest brother softens his faint disapproval of all this with the full-hearted Dench laugh. ‘She was always getting into mischief. It was said The Mount was never the same after she’d been there. She was always getting into scrapes.’

Margaret Drabble was a pupil at the same school, three years younger than Judi, ‘so she was somebody I looked up to very much. Her light-heartedness was not something that was readily encouraged by our school. All of us were always being ticked off. We had a headmistress, Kathleen Carrick-Smith, who was extremely nervous and repressive; she was afraid anything we did would go wrong. The irrationality of some of the taboos was just ludicrous. There was a lot of emphasis on silence at school, not making a lot of noise, and not running, and I wonder if that’s good for growing girls. There was an attempt to make it unnaturally subdued and I’m sure a lot of us wanted to break out of it. We were positively discouraged from selling ourselves. We were not supposed to advertise; we were supposed to let virtue shine forth without doing anything about it ourselves.’

Subdued is hardly the description one would apply to Judi, then or now, but she certainly still finds arguments about the size and placing of credits distasteful and positively hates having to give promotional interviews of any kind. Many of the other school rules that at the time she jibbed at, she now believes were character-forming. ‘At The Mount you weren’t even allowed to ask for the salt. You couldn’t ask for anything; you had to be invited to have it, and it’s good, it teaches you a lot of good manners later. You used to get to the stage where you’d say, “I bet you’re enjoying that salt on your table”, because you’d get desperate. You had to sit there waiting until someone would say, “Is there something you’d like?” “Yes, I’d like some salt, and about time too!” ’

The Mount had a strong academic tradition and was keen for all its girls to go on to university, but one of its special qualities in Judi’s eyes was that it catered entirely for the individual and encouraged her in all the things she liked best. ‘Molly Humphries taught maths and I said to her about algebra, “I just have to know why I need to know that 2x + 2y = something?” She just looked at me and said, “I don’t expect you will ever have to know that.” It was such an adult thing to say. Then I coped with it – not very well, I was better at geometry, because I understood geometry.’

She was much keener on art, which was taught by Phoebe Brook. She encouraged them all to do well in whatever they did, but not to compete. That school philosophy was also carried over to sports matches against other schools; even there, winning was not the important thing.

But the activity for which Judi was best remembered at The Mount is acting. As so often in a school with a reputation for its theatre productions, there was one key figure, in this case a former professional actress, Joy Harvey, who taught drama there under her married name of Mrs McDonald, usually abbreviated to Mrs Mac. She had a profound influence on Judi. ‘She was quite dissipated, and she used to drink, and she smoked like a chimney, but she’d suddenly talk about the theatre, as someone who’d acted in it. She was a good laugher, but she took it seriously, and she was a terrific teacher. That’s why I’m now so against getting people in to talk to students who don’t actually work in the theatre. It’s fine academically, but you need somebody to tell you actually what it’s like to be in a company, how you should behave, and the homework that you do, so you don’t take up a lot of people’s time. She was very like that; she was amazing.’

Judi played Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Margaret Drabble played one of the fairies, roles which they were both to repeat at Stratford in 1962. Margaret also remembers her vividly in The Tempest as Ariel: ‘She had a gift for verse-speaking already at school; she had a natural ear. When she came on–stage she just lit up for the audience.’

Julius Caesar was the first play Judi saw at The Mount. ‘With all these big girls in bigger togas, that’s not at all a good play to do. That so put me off the play that I’ve hardly ever been to see it since.’ But later in her time there, joint productions were put on by The Mount and Bootham, the twinned boys’ school, where John Kay possessed a similar skill to Leslie Burgess at directing and enthusing young players. He cast Judi as the Queen in Richard II but, true to the Quaker precepts, The Mount insisted that she share the part with another girl, Rachel Hartley, so they took it in turns on alternate nights to play the Queen and her lady-in-waiting.

Her acting as a girl was not confined to school productions. When the Settlement Players did Christopher Fry’s The Firstborn, she played Pharaoh’s daughter, Tuesret. But much the biggest theatrical event was the York cycle of Mystery Plays. These were revived in 1951 in an adaptation by Canon J. S. Purvis and produced by E. Martin Browne, who specialised in religious dramas with huge casts combining amateurs and professionals. This series of medieval plays, based on scenes from the Bible, was played in the open air in the grounds of St Mary’s Abbey.

All the young professionals in the cast, and some of the even younger amateurs, went on to distinguish themselves in the theatre. Joseph O’Conor played Christ, John van Eyssen was Mephistopheles, David Giles (who later became a successful TV drama director) played the Archangel Gabriel, and Tenniel Evans was the Archangel Michael, in his first professional engagement. Other leading parts were taken by the best local amateurs – Reginald Dench as Annas the High Priest, John Kay from Bootham School as Caiaphas, and Mary Ure from the sixth form at The Mount as the Virgin Mary. The younger girls, like Judi, were cast as angels. ‘There were about eight of us and I got a part as a very, very forgetful angel. We had white robes with a gold collar, and gold wigs. Mummy had made the costumes and the wigs came from Bert, the famous wig-maker. It was so exciting. Martin Browne was an adorable man, like a kind of crane, with huge hands, a very storky kind of person. His wife Henzie Raeburn played Mary Magdalene.’

Judi was not the only one entranced with the way she looked in this production; Tenniel Evans’ eyes still sparkled forty-six years later: ‘I just fell madly in love with her, but I thought, “Be careful. Baby-snatching!” She was nearly eighteen, but I thought she was about fourteen. We became great friends then, and we’ve been friends ever since. She always sends me a rose on my birthday.’ He may have been the first, but he was far from the last of her fellow-players to fall for her.

Joseph O’Conor’s initial acquaintance was less close. ‘I got to know her a bit; she used to listen earnestly to my guitar-playing in the garden. But three years later I came up to do it again. I came into this huge hall with 150 people there, and my eyes went like a compass needle to Judi. There was something magnetic about her even at that time, when the eye took in not 149 other people, but Judi. She played the Angel at the Tomb, which was one speech. I wasn’t surprised when, at the next Festival, she played Mary; I think that moment of magnetism is significant.’

Judi’s own memory of that second production is a little more mixed. ‘I played the young man guarding the door of the tomb, in white clothing, and I wasn’t allowed a chair. Henzie said not, so I had to sit there with bent knees, while the three Marys came on and said, “Oh look at that, there’s no stone in front of the tomb”, or words to that effect. It was most uncomfortable.’

Three years later, she followed in Mary Ure’s footsteps to play the Virgin Mary, though she had actually auditioned for the part of Eve. But in this part, too, she had to endure some discomfort. ‘I was always rained on. I used to bend over for the birth of Christ and then just part the straw and the baby was there; I used to look up and everyone was putting their macs on. There was a sea of plastic macs.’ Since the production was four hours long, she did not blame the audience for coming prepared for all the rigours of the English summer.

Given all this growing success on-stage in and out of school, it is surprising that acting was not her first choice of career, particularly as by now her brother Jeffery had been through his training as an actor at the Central School and joined the repertory company in York. That year, 1953, Judi enrolled at the School of Art in her home town, thinking that she might become a painter or a stage designer. (Interestingly, two great actors of an earlier generation, John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson, had both made exactly the same false start before realising that their major talent was for the performing rather than the visual arts.)

She had always enjoyed art classes at school and it was one of the subjects she passed at A Level. English was another, so line and language were of equal importance to her then. But she might have guessed that designing was a second-best choice, since her very first ambition was to be a ballet dancer. Her father always encouraged all his children to follow their ambitions, but he knew exactly how to dissuade his daughter from an unsuitable decision for her. ‘I can remember Daddy talking to me and saying, “Well if you do take up dancing, by forty you’ll have to teach or something, because you just can’t go on, it is quite short.” I remember that as if he said it to me yesterday. I wouldn’t have liked that; I don’t like the thought of anything packing up.’

The only residue of those youthful leanings is her habit, when first rehearsing her curtain call, of running straight off into the wings as if she were wearing a tutu, with her arms held out before and behind.

Her six months at the art college were unhappy and frustrating. Her decision to abandon the course was again influenced by her family, in both positive and negative ways. The first was through her brother Jeffery, whose stories about his three years at Central had enthralled them all at Heworth Green, but none more so than his little sister, especially his tales about the fights he had to learn. When he moved back to York to join the repertory company, she was exposed even more regularly to his tales and evident excitement in his chosen career.

But the die was cast when her parents took her to see Michael Redgrave’s Lear at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1953, directed by George Devine, with costumes and sets by Robert Colquhoun. It was the last that were the real revelation to the putative young designer from York. The stage was dominated by a huge saucer and a rock, which became in turn the throne, the cave and everything else required. ‘I’d never seen a set like that, where you didn’t need to bring the lights down to change the scenery. So I thought, “Gosh, I’m very old-fashioned about how I think.” I saw this great saucer with this revolving thing in the middle and the lights never went down, they only ever changed; it was just incredible.’

In the same season, Judi also saw Redgrave play Antony to Peggy Ashcroft’s Cleopatra, little knowing that one day she would not only become a close friend of Dame Peggy, but recreate many of her great classical roles. It is indicative of the power and charisma of the actress who became her mentor and model that all Judi can remember today of that production is the Cleopatra.

When Jeffery told his parents he thought Judi should be the second member of the family to go to Central, it fell on receptive ears. They knew that they would have to pay for her three years there, as they had for his, but they were confident that she had the talent to succeed, having watched it blossom as she grew up. The prospective student herself had much less confidence, which was not helped by going down with tonsillitis during the application period. The written part of the examination was sent to her at home. ‘They asked a lot about Greek theatre, which fortunately I knew a lot about.’

Thus far, that is the full extent of her brush with the Greeks. It is the one branch of theatrical tradition that she has shunned, with an especial fervour if a production is to hide the actors’ faces behind masks, in the classical Greek style.

Any trepidation about the challenges she would face at Central was proved groundless in her first term there, but that nervous anticipation before a new experience is one that has recurred before every fresh departure in her career. Fortunately, she has always been able to conceal her nerves at the time and channel them into the required adrenalin. She had made one false start in her career, but any fears that she might have made another were soon dispelled.
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1954–57

Learning her craft – from Central School to the Old Vic

The three years that Judi spent at the Central School of Speech and Drama coincided with the end of its tenure of rooms at the Royal Albert Hall; the year she left, it moved up to the Embassy Theatre in Swiss Cottage. Unfortunately the student records so carefully packed up and delivered there by one of Judi’s teachers, Vera Sargent, seem to have been lost or mislaid since, but the bare list of her achievements at Central speaks volumes – a First Class Diploma, the Spotlight Prize, the William Poel Prize, the Gold Medal and the Elsie Fogerty Prize.

The last of these is awarded to the outstanding student of the year and is named after the actress who founded the school in 1906. It is no accident that Speech precedes Drama in its title, for that was Miss Fogerty’s speciality; many famous players went to her for voice-coaching, including John Gielgud, Laurence Olivier and Peggy Ashcroft.

The Principal when Judi enrolled in September 1954 was Gwynneth Thurburn, who succeeded Elsie Fogerty and maintained that concentration on speech and diction. Cicely Berry was one of the teachers and Judi has continued to work with her throughout her career, especially when they were both on the strength of the Royal Shakespeare Company.

Cicely remembers that ‘she was a very bright student, very alert and receptive. She always wanted to work, and I do remember that we had a lot of fun in class. The voice is not fully developed when the student arrives at her age, so it was just a matter of developing it, getting the breathing working, so that it increased the capacity of breath, and opening out the resonators in the chest and the throat.’ They did a lot of work on the speaking of poetry, to open the ears of students to different rhythms, from the Elizabethan and the Metaphysical Poets right up to the modern writers.

Judi has fond memories of several other members of staff. ‘Clifford Turner couldn’t do an accent, and he used to teach us dialect; but he was a brilliant voice teacher. He looked a bit like George Sanders. I used to adore movement classes with Maggie Rubell – leaping about everywhere, relaxation, and coordination of your body. Nobody ever cured me of falling over, though’, (a tendency particularly on first nights, which disconcerted more than one of her leading men later).

Oliver Reynolds took classes in mime, not of the white-faced Marcel Marceau variety, but a basic acting exercise performed without dialogue or props. He remembers Judi being good at this and very attentive in class, although at the time he had some reservations: ‘She had a nice sense of comedy, but in much of what she did I could hear the background noise of hockey sticks bullying off. There was the touch of the tomboy about her, but she was very popular with the men at the school; she went about in a rather grubby raincoat, but that didn’t put any of the men off.’

On one occasion Judi had forgotten to prepare a mime exercise and, on the spur of the moment, decided on ‘Walking in a familiar garden’. One fellow-student, Charles Lewsen, recalls ‘the image of a girl wandering in a garden, sitting for a moment on a swing, and then departing – simple, unemphatic: the work of someone who could already achieve repose in the presence of an audience, and who probably had the capacity to live fully in the present. After forty-three years, I have the strong sense of the imagined garden being stocked with tall flowers, and that they are visited by butterflies. I think it is that scene that has made me feel that Judi came to Central fully formed as an actress – by which I mean not that she had nothing to learn, but that in some vital way she knew her artistic self.’

However, if she did arrive fully formed, it was buried quite deeply in Judi’s subconscious, because she felt uncertain in her first term. She cites this exercise as the moment she felt she had it in her to be an actress.

The school believed in bringing in established actors to act as adjudicators on the students’ work and in Judi’s time the best-known of these was Walter Hudd, known more familiarly as Dicky. ‘He told me off terribly for laughing because the ceiling fell down on me. In Time and the Conways Richard Page-Jackson had to pull the curtain aside and catch me. He pulled it aside so hard that it came off the rail and the whole thing came down on my head. My next line was, “I suppose you do this to all your girlfriends.” Well, the audience howled and I howled. Dicky Hudd said, “This is a very naughty thing to do. You mustn’t ever do that, Judi.” Then, when we were doing Henry V at the Old Vic, he played the King of France when I was Princess Katharine. In one of the scenes I saw him corpse really badly on stage and I thought, “Oh my cup is full, it’s gone full circle.” ’

She loved it at Central and made the most of its base at the Albert Hall, sometimes cutting lectures to watch rehearsals in that huge arena, including one for Gigli’s last concert, and on one occasion James Stewart filming The Man Who Knew Too Much with Alfred Hitchcock. Despite her limited allowance from her parents, she managed to see virtually every play at the Old Vic and in the West End, everything from the classics to new plays, farces and musicals. ‘Barbara Jefford and Dorothy Tutin both had a big effect on me; I saw Dottie in I am a Camera so many times; so did Peggy Ashcroft of course, but she was a kind of icon to me.’ Judi’s interest in the whole gamut of theatrical forms has, if anything, grown in intensity and although the choice of her next role has frequently astonished audiences, it has been perfectly consistent with her never-ceasing wish to try something new.

For the whole of her time at Central she lived next door at Queen Alexandra’s House, a hostel run by Charis Fry, daughter of the Test cricketer C. B. Fry. It also took students from the Royal College of Music and Judi made friends with both groups; she shared a room with Jennifer Daniel for all three years. The only real restriction was that the front door was locked at 11 p.m. Old family friends from York, the Moffats, now lived in Maida Vale and Judi often visited them with one of her first regular boyfriends, another student at Central called Jeremy Kemp. ‘Oh my God, the times Jeremy and I went to Auntie Jean and Uncle John’s. He was always saying, “There’s a tube”, and we’d leave and of course there wasn’t, so we’d be walking back and we’d be locked out.’

Other contemporaries at Central included, in the year above her, Ian Hendry, Rowena Cooper and Philip Bond (whose daughter Samantha would much later play opposite Judi), and Stephen Moore two years below; the other leading light in her own year was Vanessa Redgrave. ‘Vanessa was very good and very serious. She was the only person in our year who could do Restoration comedy. She just got up and did it; we were all open-mouthed.’

In her autobiography published in 1991, the subject of Judi’s admiration reveals that, as far as she was concerned, the boot was on the other foot. ‘I was nervous, self-conscious and my throat tightened hard when I came to speak on stage, far worse than any other students. I looked at Judi and was both admiring and jealous. She was confident enough to speak in her own voice; she skipped and hopped with pleasure and excitement up the stairs, down the corridors and onto the stage.’

Another of Judi’s contemporaries, and the one who would come to have the most important influence on her future career, was Julian Belfrage. ‘Julian had just come out of the Navy, and never used to wear a jockstrap. He used to wear the most terrible black tights with the crutch just below his knees, and a green sweatshirt. Jules used to send everything up. He wasn’t really a good actor; he was too aware of the absurdity of acting.’ He worked only briefly as an actor before abandoning the boards to represent others. He offered to become Judi’s agent and she became his very first client, a professional relationship that built on their friendship and proved of great benefit to them both.

Julian was one of the very few students at Central who possessed a car and whenever he drove Judi from the Albert Hall to the outside lectures at 52 Hyde Park Gate, he used to charge her tuppence per lift; so he was clearly a born agent. Judi often taxed him with this later, threatening to deduct it from his ten per cent.

In the summer term of the final year, the school examinations and adjudications paled in importance beside the audition speeches for invited theatre representatives and agents talent-spotting. Judi chose two Shakespearean passages – Miranda’s second scene with Ferdinand in The Tempest, which begins ‘Alas now! pray you, work not so hard’, and a speech of Julia’s from The Two Gentlemen of Verona. She was able to study Barbara Jefford playing the latter part at the Old Vic and she was coached in both pieces by Beatrix Lehmann, who was then on the staff at Central.

Julia Wootton had been sent by the Old Vic, which decided to act quickly on her report and called Judi for an audition at Waterloo Road a couple of days later. Tennent Productions was also interested in her, but they were slower off the mark.

Frank Hauser from the Oxford Playhouse was very keen to engage her, too. ‘I saw her public show from the Central School at Her Majesty’s Theatre in 1957, and I put in a bid for her straight away, she was obviously very talented; but no, she was going to the Old Vic, and she did.’ He had to wait nearly ten years before he at last succeeded in luring her to Oxford, when she totally vindicated his faith in her.

When Judi arrived at the Old Vic Theatre she was more than nervous. ‘I was terrified. There were so many people, masses and masses of them queuing. John Dexter (then an ASM) was organising it all, and he said, “Oh Judi, would you come forward please?” At the time my hair was all pulled back and I had an artificial plait round it. Michael Benthall asked me to let it down, so I took off the plait (which got carried on to the stage that night, as one of the props!). I did Miranda’s speech again and then Michael said, “Will you go away and learn, ‘O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown?’ ” I said, “Of course I will”, so I went away and learnt it.’

There was a Saturday matinée the next day, so she reported back the following morning, wearing a yellow linen dress (which she kept and her daughter now wears). An old Central friend, Bill Johnson, who had already joined the Old Vic, waited for her outside. After she had performed Ophelia’s speech, she was asked to go up to the Artistic Director’s office. Michael Benthall’s questions puzzled her. ‘I thought it was to walk on at the Vic, but he kept asking me my height. Then he paused and said, “I’m going to take an enormous risk; I’m going to cast you as Ophelia. If it doesn’t work, I’ll ask you to step down and you can understudy. I don’t want you to tell anyone, OK? Not even your friend Bill Johnson.” Bill was waiting for me down the road, sitting on the wall of that church by Waterloo Station, and I had to tell him I thought I’d got a part walking on.’

She couldn’t resist telling her parents, but had to swear them to secrecy for the time being. In the interval between the audition and joining the Old Vic Company, she returned to York to play the Virgin Mary in the Mystery Plays. When she told people which theatre she was going to join, the response was innocently enthusiastic: ‘Oh wonderful, maybe one day you’ll be playing parts there.’ But still she managed to keep her secret.

When the news broke in the press, the least astonished were the staff who had observed her so closely for the previous three years. Just after she left Central, Stephen Moore was surprised to see a notice go up on the board announcing that Judi Dench was the student most likely to become a star, which so far as he knows has never happened again since. But that prediction was more firmly based and longer term than the premature headlines prior to the opening: ‘ENTER JUDI – LONDON’S NEW OPHELIA – Old Vic make her first-role star’, in the London Evening News, and ‘The girl with the week’s biggest break’, in the Daily Express.

The competition for the part of Ophelia had been fierce, with about forty other actresses desperately keen to play opposite John Neville’s Hamlet. If Judi had let this go to her head she might have had a sticky time with the existing company, many of whom had just returned from an American tour – and were wearing ‘I love Elvis’ badges. The first people she met were Barbara Leigh-Hunt, Adrienne Hill and Juliet Cooke, who were sharing a flat together. ‘I said, “How do you do.” Everybody called each other Mr and Miss; it was what you did then. Bill Johnson had gone off somewhere, so I’d got his flat in Queen’s Gate, which supplied sheets and laundry, and I got this awful allergy. The day I arrived to do the nunnery scene, my left eye was completely closed up and I was covered in spots.’

On her way home that night, she went into St George’s Hospital in Knightsbridge and sat down with others who were waiting. After she had been there about an hour and a half, someone asked her what she wanted and when she said she was waiting to see the doctor, they said she didn’t have a number and sent her away. ‘I vowed I’d never go into that place again, ever, and I never have, even though it’s now that posh hotel, the Lanesborough.’

It transpired that Judi was allergic to the soap powder used to wash her bed linen. Coral Browne, who was playing Gertrude, took pity on her and suggested she move into the top-floor flat of her house in Chester Terrace. Coral had a famous acerbic wit, but her bark was much worse than her bite and she mothered several of the young girls in the company; it was Coral who first coined the affectionate monosyllabic abbreviation to ‘Jude’. She and her husband, Philip Pearman, were well-off and glamorous and she would often quietly pass on her elegant clothes to the struggling young actresses. Judi’s salary in her first year was £7.10s, which rose to £9 in her second year – the Old Vic ever since Lilian Baylis’s day had always offered the best parts in the best plays for the least pay in London.

So when Barbara Leigh-Hunt asked Judi if she would like to share their flat for £3 a week, as Adrienne Hill was leaving, she jumped at it. It was at the top of a tall house in Eaton Terrace; Barbara recalls that often the attractions of this smart central address were outweighed by the location of the actual flat. ‘The hours were very long. We were on our feet rehearsing from ten o’clock until one, and from two till five, and then quarter past seven till eleven for the evening performance. We were busy changing, running around, understudying, and all the things that young actors do, so we were weary. We’d go home and start to drag ourselves up these interminable flights of stairs. The question always was, when we’d got halfway up, one of us would turn and say, “I wonder if anyone has sent us a hamper from Fortnum and Mason?” When we got to the top, whoever pulled our flat door open would turn and say, “No hamper.” A couple of Christmases ago a carrier arrived with a large parcel containing a miniature Fortnum and Mason hamper with two huge cups and saucers decorated with cats, and two large tins of Charbonnel and Walker drinking chocolate. Judi said she’d found it in an antique shop and said, “Oh I know who that’s for, it’s got Bar’s name all over it.” She couldn’t wait to send it off to me.’

Michael Benthall shared a flat opposite with Robert Helpmann and he would often give them a lift in his car to the theatre, which saved them having to catch an earlier bus. The girls discovered to their mischievous delight that, if they pulled the tall Victorian pine chest of drawers up to their window, put a chair on top and stood on it tiptoe, they could just see into their Director’s rooms. Barbara confesses a little shamefacedly, ‘We did give Michael a very nasty fright. He nearly crashed the car when we told him we could see into his flat; he was horrified until we let on the truth about it.’

Michael Benthall ran a happy and mostly very successful company at the Old Vic and confounded the doom-sayers who rubbished his Five-Year-Plan to present
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