

[image: ]











MICHAEL FRAYN


Stage Directions


Writing on Theatre 1970–2008




[image: ]




















Contents











	

Introduction




	











	

COLLECTED PLAYS




	











	

Plays: 1 – Alphabetical Order, Donkeys’ Years, Clouds, Make and Break, Noises Off




	











	

Plays: 2 – Benefactors, Balmoral, Wild Honey




	











	

Plays: 3 – Here, Now You Know, La Belle Vivette




	











	

AND ALSO …




	











	

On the Roller-Coaster




	











	

– a diary of my first venture into theatre




	











	

No Show




	











	

– a note on the origins of Donkeys’ Years




	











	

LATER PLAYS




	











	

Copenhagen




	











	

Democracy




	











	

Afterlife




	











	

TRANSLATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS




	











	

Chekhov: Collected Plays




	











	

One-Act Plays




	











	

The Seagull




	











	

Uncle Vanya




	











	

Three Sisters




	











	

The Cherry Orchard




	











	

A Note on the Translation




	











	






	











	

Wild Honey




	











	

The Fruits of Enlightenment




	











	

A Note on the Translation




	











	

Exchange




	











	

La Belle Vivette




	











	

Index




	



























Introduction





An introduction to an introduction, or to a collection of introductions, might seem to be like an overture to an overture, or an apology for an apology. Particularly since plays, which is what these introductions are introducing, surely shouldn’t need introductions in the first place. They should be able to walk on to the stage and introduce themselves without any preliminary speeches of welcome from their author or anyone else. So a word of explanation, at any rate, as to why there are any introductions here at all.


All my early plays had to fend for themselves. When the first collection of them was published, though, I thought I would take the opportunity to say something about how I came, rather late in life, to be writing plays at all. And when, over the years, two more volumes appeared, I thought I might, with the benefit of hindsight, say something about an aspect of plays which is necessarily overlooked when they are first produced and published – how they were perceived and received by audiences and critics. A play is not in the end simply words on paper but a living experience, and its inmost nature is shaped by the (often changing) forms this experience takes. -


In the case of three of my later plays (Copenhagen, Democracy, and Afterlife) I did provide accompanying essays when they were first published because they all involve real historical characters and real historical events. I still felt that they should stand on their own feet, and make their own impact (or fail to) without the need for any preliminaries. But then after the event I thought I should try to make clear for anyone who was interested what I’d invented and what was drawn -from the historical record – and to give some account of what that record actually was. So I appended to each of them an explanation in the form of a postscript.


The distinction I am trying to make in these postscripts, I should say, is not exactly the traditional one between fact and fiction. Fact is what the historical record attempts to give expression to, and exactly what kind of separate existence facts have beyond that expression, and what kind of relationship the two have, is a matter of philosophical debate (and one that I have discussed at length elsewhere). Then again, even acknowledged fiction is attempting to come at the factual nature of the world, and of events, though in a somewhat different way. Fictions influence the ways in which we see facts, rather as the historical record does – and in some cases have an effect upon the historical record itself. They certainly did in the case of Copenhagen, and in the later additions that I’ve attached to the original postscript I’ve traced the way in which the production of the play brought to light new material that changes the record and casts a rather different light on the events from which the play took its rise.


Two of the earlier works, Wild Honey and La Belle Vivette, were in fact published with introductions. They are both adapted from works by other writers, and it seemed to me (perhaps inconsistently) that I should make as clear as I could beforehand what the original source material was like before I got my hands on it.


The same goes for the translations proper. All these are from the Russian, and all but two of them of Chekhov. I think my introduction to the Chekhov makes it obvious why I have devoted so much attention to his work. What I haven’t explained, though, is how I got into translating him in the first place, which happened in the confused, sideways fashion in which one stumbles into so many of what turn out to be major undertakings in life.


The National Theatre asked me to translate some Goldoni. I explained that I couldn’t really read Italian – even modern Italian, let alone the eighteenth-century Venetian dialect in which some of Goldoni’s plays are written. The then dramaturge at the National, John Russell Brown, brushed this frivolous objection aside. Translating a play, he explained kindly, didn’t involve reading the original. You simply looked at a selection of existing translations and rewrote them.


He sent me a stack of Goldoni in various English versions. Eager as I was to work for the National, I found the task impossible. I felt as if I were trying to see Goldoni through a series of variously warped, speckled, and dusty windows. I hesitantly suggested another possibility – that I try translating something from the original text, which I could perhaps manage if it happened to be in Russian. Professor Brown was rather taken with this novel idea, and I began with Tolstoy’s The Fruits of Enlightenment. I see from my files that the original plan was for me also to do another Tolstoy play, The Power of Darkness, so as to make a contrasting pair, a comedy and a moral horror story. I can’t find any record of what happened to the latter part of the plan. Perhaps it was quietly shelved after The Fruits of Enlightenment was produced, and it became apparent, in spite of an outstanding production by Christopher Morahan, and a fine cast headed by Sir Ralph Richardson, that the theatre was not really Tolstoy’s forte.


The experience, though, led to my later collaboration with Christopher Morahan on two much more successful ventures, Wild Honey and a film, Clockwise. It also persuaded Peter Hall to entrust me with translating The Cherry Orchard for his own forthcoming production. So I started Chekhov at the wrong end, not only because it is his last play, but because it is the hardest to translate satisfactorily, just as it is the hardest to direct. It became for me nevertheless not only a totally absorbing new intellectual adventure but an overwhelming emotional experience – and I found myself launched on what, for a time at any rate, seemed almost a kind of alternative career. It was also a crash course in playwriting. Translating a play (in my view) requires you to marinate yourself in the original text. You have to understand how the play works – and you begin to discover surprising things. One of them, in the case of Chekhov, is how much story there is in those last four plays, how closely they are plotted.


So – a belated acknowledgment of my debt to Carlo Goldoni.


There is quite a lot of my life in this book. Not all of it, though. I began my professional career in the theatre very late. Most playwrights, I think, start young, when they are full of passion and certainty; and often, by the age of thirty-six, which I was when my first play was produced, have already got it out of their system, and sunk exhausted into obscurity, celebrity, or drink. What held me up was early failure, even before I’d got my foot on the first rung of the ladder. In my last year at Cambridge I wrote most of the Footlights May Week revue, and complicated things for myself by observing a rather austere aesthetic. No references to current affairs, or undergraduate life, or show business, or any of the other standbys of student shows and what was then called intimate revue. The humour was to be entirely abstract. I had got the idea from seeing a show in London called Cranks, created by the choreographer John Cranko. Cranks had made people laugh. My imitation of it did not. Every year, after its run in Cambridge, the May Week show transferred for a brief run in the West End (at the old Scala Theatre in Charlotte Street) – a precious opportunity for all of us with professional ambitions to get ourselves noticed. My show was the first that did not transfer.


So I turned against the theatre, and when I began to write columns in the Guardian and the Observer a few years later I devoted a fair number of them to mocking everything about it – the conventions upon which it depended, the fashionable plays of the day, and the embarrassed anticipation aroused in an audience that the actors would forget their lines or drop their props. The first seeds of Noises Off, I see with hindsight, were already there. And, like the atheist who comes to mock but stays to pray, I was gradually reeled in, first by writing a couple of television plays, and then by accepting an invitation to contribute to an evening of one-act plays about marriage. It’s always difficult to resist a challenge, and I wrote a simple-minded piece about a young couple who make a nostalgic return visit to the hotel in Venice where they had spent their honeymoon – accompanied now, however, by their young baby, which of course changes everything. The show was to be produced in the West End by the well-known New York producer Alexander Cohen, who specialised in introducing reluctant audiences to difficult new material – he had mounted the first production of Pinter’s Homecoming on Broadway. So I was astonished when the director rang in some embarrassment to say that Cohen had rejected my play because it was too filthy. Too filthy? My innocent little sketch? ‘Alex,’ explained the director, ‘says he could never produce a play in which a baby’s diaper is changed on stage.’ So I wrote some more short plays and had an evening of my own (The Two of Us). It was catcalled and heckled by the gallery claque who used to attend first nights then, and all the reviews but one were terrible. However, it ran for six months (thanks mostly to the reputation of its stars, Richard Briers and Lynn Redgrave) – and this time I didn’t retire to sulk in my tent, but defiantly wrote two more full-length plays. My defiance was not rewarded – they were both failures.


Even after this late start, there’s still about half a lifetime covered here. Looking back over these pieces has revived a few painful memories, but many happy ones. Writing books is a solitary vice, and it is a pleasure sometimes to get out of the house and work with other people. The collaborative nature of the theatre arouses a good deal of scepticism among people outside the business. I am always being asked if I have any control over what happens to my plays. It’s not a question of control, though. The text of a play is only one of the elements in a production. Directors and designers have to bring their own imaginations to bear, and the more I have worked with them the less I have understood how they do it. Actors, too, have to find ways of expressing the written characters through their own personalities and ways of being. They must bring their own living selves to the enterprise, just as the writer does. Theatre people are often mocked for their supposed vanity and egocentricity (and I realise I have contributed to this with Noises Off). But in my experience most actors are more mutually supportive than the people I know in other professions. The risks they take through their exposure on stage are so frightening that on the whole they tend to make common cause and help each other out, like soldiers in battle. The more I think about the courage an actor needs to go out on stage, particularly on a first night, in front of the unseen faces concealed behind those blinding lights, and throw himself on the uncertain resources of other people’s sympathy and his own memory, the less I understand it, and the more I admire it.


So, to all the people I have worked with in the theatre over this last half-lifetime I dedicate this book.

















COLLECTED PLAYS




















Plays: 1







Alphabetical Order, Donkeys’ Years, Clouds, Make and Break, Noises Off





The first plays I ever wrote have not survived to be included in this collection. They date from the period when I was resident playwright at a small theatre in the suburbs of London – a theatre so small that I was also director, set-designer, and wardrobe mistress. In fact I was the architect and builder. I was more – I was the creator of all the actors and actresses employed there.


I must have been about eight or nine at the time, and it was an insane venture, undertaken purely in imitation of an admired friend; I did not in fact have any of the manual skills necessary to build or operate a puppet theatre. Still, it was quite a thorough introduction to the business. I have not exercised such control over the production of my plays since. Thank God.


But the odd thing is that I can’t remember anything about the plays themselves. I can remember reciting the dialogue in a variety of humorous voices. I can remember the difficulty of reading my handwriting by the light of the paraffin lamp and the torch bulbs that illuminated the stage, while both hands were above my head holding the actors up. I can remember some of the actors. They were not very good; I have had better since. While my attention was occupied with the text they would leave the floor and float an inch or two above it, or buckle hopelessly at the knees and lean against the set, obviously the worse for drink. They loved to make large gestures with their arms; and once they had got their arms up it was difficult to persuade them to get them down again. I can remember fixing cuffs of lead foil to their wrists to restrain their exuberance. But what they said, what they did, what they were trying to tell the world – that I can’t remember. The text was a tedious minor adjunct to the staggerings and lurchings of the puppets, to the complex receding planes of the set, to the warm glow of the lights, to the rich blue of the curtains, to the splendour of the cardboard proscenium arch painted with gold enamel from Woolworths. I had ambitious plans, delayed only by lack of Arts Council funding, to extend the gold-painted cardboard until my entire bedroom had become an auditorium, with gold cardboard boxes, circle, upper circle, and gallery, all filled to capacity at every performance with my parents and sister. But it never crossed my mind to keep copies of the plays I was intending to present in this opulent establishment, so that they would be preserved for collection in the Complete Works, and critical analysis in a scholarly introduction. I assume that they were relevant to the lives of my audience. I imagine I was going to denounce the hypocrisy and oppression of family life; expose the violence of the society in which my sister was growing up; show up some crucial failure of feeling in my mother; help my father by explaining to him the banality of his thought and the meaninglessness of his work.


But I wonder. Because the same amnesia about text and content emerges again in the next stage of my career. Embittered by the failure of local or central government to finance me, and possibly also by the inability of my actors to stand unsupported by the furniture, I abandoned playwriting and turned to conjuring. Once again I cannot remember the didactic drive that must have underlain this. All that comes to mind is the apparatus – pillboxes and matchboxes with laboriously constructed false bottoms and secret compartments, little cylinders which you concealed in your fist while you stuffed a handkerchief into them, and which then shot away up your sleeve on a piece of elastic, or else caught on your cuff and didn’t. Above all I remember the most elaborate piece of apparatus that I built myself – a complete conjuror’s table, with a little black cloth which should have been velvet but was in fact blackout material (this must have been around 1943). The cloth concealed a shelf at the back where disappearing coins and billiard-balls could be lodged. The cabbalistic design on the cloth camouflaged a piston set into the table-top, on which gold watches borrowed from the audience could be placed while they were covered with a top hat and lowered into a concealed cylinder made out of an old toilet-roll. Or could have been, if anyone in the audience (which at matinees consisted exclusively of my sister) had possessed a gold watch, and I had possessed a top hat, and if the piston had not been wedged tight inside the cylinder. My carpentry had still not caught up with my ambitions, and this table had the same uncertainty on its feet as the puppets. It was balanced on a tripod made out of three unwanted brass stair rods. During a performance, as the palmed half-crowns slipped out of my perspiring hands, the table would show signs of losing its nerve. It would begin to give little uncertain lurches towards the wings, as if it were trying to run away, splaying out its legs like a newborn foal. One of the legs, curiously, would always get further than the others, and the table would develop a dangerous list. The concealed billiard balls would roll off the secret shelf and thud heavily down on to the floor. Unable to use my hands for fear of dropping more half-crowns or taking my thumbs off the missing spots on doctored playing-cards, I would try to hoist the table back with my elbow; whereupon the wandering leg would drop out of its socket altogether, with a characteristic hollow bongling sound, and the audience would have to come up on stage and replace it – by touch, since she had to keep her eyes closed in order not to see the secret shelf.


But what was the meaning of all this? How did it reflect the social structure of the early 1940s and the epic struggle of the Second World War? That I have forgotten.


If I failed to take better note of my artistic intentions at the time I blame it on my father. He encouraged the wrong tastes in us. He should have conducted us in family prayers and taken us to church, so that we acquired a sense of public ritual and of the corporate affirmation of belief. Instead he wrote comic sketches for production at Christmas, starring himself as a schoolmaster with a pair of Will Hay pince-nez. My sister and I played the pupils, his feeds, leaving my mother to soldier on alone as the audience. I do remember odd bits of these entertainments – an argument for making children learn things by heart – even if I have forgotten my own works. ‘Where have you been?’ – ‘Ware.’ – ‘Yes, where?’ – ‘Ware! On the road to Cambridge!’  – ‘Yes, but where on the road to Cambridge?’ Etc. This is the language that fed my dramatic imagination in the years to come.


He also let us listen to the wireless – to ITMA and Much Binding-in-the-Marsh, to Happidrome and Monday Night at Eight. At specially solemn festivals he would take us to the local music-halls. The halls were dying by then, of course, and in any case the suburban establishments that we went to must have been pallid reflections of their inner-city counterparts. But to me they seemed even more glorious than the completed theatre in my bedroom would have been. I went on my own sometimes – after school, to the Kingston Empire just down the road. I remember girls with incredibly long legs riding on chromium-plated monocycles, and edging cautiously about the stage balanced on top of a huge ball faced with a thousand mirrors, that sent the beam of the follow-spot cascading out in a blinding silver spray right to the back of the pit, where I was sitting. I wish I could write a play that had even a suggestion of the perfect shininess of that chromium, or flashed even half as much light around the audience as those mirrors did. I was shocked by some of the comedians, I have to confess (‘Is it wrong to stick pins in ladybirds?’ – ‘Of course it’s wrong to stick pins in ladybirds!’ – ‘Then why do they sew buttons on flies?’). But once, at the Croydon Hippodrome, I almost died laughing – literally. It was a family occasion – I think my birthday – and we had a box as a special treat. I remember the sheer happiness of the evening. I embarrassed my family by standing up and playing an imaginary violin all the way through the overture. Then I laughed so much at a comic conjuror whose tricks all went sublimely, perfectly wrong that I almost fell out of the box into the orchestra pit beneath, and had to be hauled back by the seat of my trousers. I can’t remember the name of this wonderful act – nor whether I had taken up conjuring myself by this time, and was laughing, as audiences ought to laugh, because of its relevance to my own problems.


My passion for gilt proscenium arches and chromium monocycles has faded a little since then. But what I remember best from all my subsequent years of theatregoing are the evenings when the sparkling mirrors flashed their light over me in some sense. You sit through all the solemnities and pieties, all the things that ought to stir you to pity or indignation and don’t, and you never know what’s going to catch you by the throat. Suddenly the old trick has happened yet again and you’re sitting up, entirely alive – more than alive – outside yourself. Sometimes it has been sheer theatrical bravura that has kept me on the edge of my seat all evening – Michael Blakemore’s production of The Front Page at the National, for instance, or the Terry Hands Cyrano at the RSC, in Anthony Burgess’s amazing translation. But then so has the pure exhilaration of language – in Mamet, for example – and the blaze of plot and language combined, in Racine. So has sheer truthfulness, as in Mike Leigh’s organically grown confections, or the David Storey plays, which demonstrated to me for the first time that the great world of work in which we all live could be represented on the stage. So has laughter. You smile your way through a dozen comedies with reasonable pleasure – and then suddenly the unreasonable has happened, and you’re not just amused – you’re legless. Total intoxication with no after-effects except laughing again at the memory; a benediction as pure and surprising as spring. If I had sat in a box at Alan Ayckbourn’s The Norman Conquests or Absurd Person Singular I should certainly have fallen out of it, and as long as I remember anything at all I shall remember all the other evenings when the stage has dissolved into an aqueous bright confusion of laughter tears – The Knights of the White Magnolia at Hampstead and Turning Over at the Bush, the moment when the barometer falls off the wall in Hay Fever.


I’m still amazed by conjuring tricks, too; though the magic these days is not so likely to be accomplished by secret drawers and elastic. I’m thinking of those heart-stopping moments when the world is transformed in front of your eyes. Sometimes by surprise, as in the first scene of The Philanthropist, when the undergraduate executes the stage-effect he has just described in his essay; Christopher Hampton tells you in advance exactly what the trick is going to be and how it’s going to be done, and you still sit unable to breathe for five minutes afterwards. Sometimes the transformation is emotional – as when Oxenby suddenly surrenders to the moment in The Dresser, and leaps for the thunder-sheet he has earlier refused to touch. Sometimes the whole earth shifts, as when Joe Egg, the uninhabited shell of a child in Peter Nichols’s play, gets out of her wheelchair at the end of Act One, and runs forward playing a skipping game, so that all the bitter wrongs of the world are for one moment of hallucination righted.


These epiphanies are not isolated events, of course. The charge builds and builds before the lightning strikes; and the particles in which the electricity is stored are the audience. I sometimes feel that the skill of audiences is not always sufficiently noted. Some theatregoers arrive late, certainly, some of them comment on the performance aloud and wait for the laugh-lines to cough. But the surprising thing really is how few behave like this, and how many understand the conventions and are prepared to abide by them. To find two, or five, or ten good actors to perform a play is difficult; to find two hundred, or five hundred, or a thousand good people to watch it, night after night, is a miracle. So many people in one room who will sit quietly and listen for two hours – not calling out slogans, not breaking down under the strain of so much communal self-discipline! To be a member of a good audience is exhilarating. The sounds that it makes around you are as much a part of the show as the sounds from the stage: the sound of alert anticipation before the curtain rises – the sound of silence – the sound of implications being understood – the sound of generosity in laughter and response.


And once the electricity is in the air even some quite circumstantial event can trip the spark. I remember a moment at Greenwich, on the first night of a musical by Sherrin and Brahms called Sing a Rude Song. It was the story of Marie Lloyd, and it ended with Marie coming back at the end of her career, after all her troubles, and singing very simply the song that had first made her famous – ‘The Boy I Love Is up in the Gallery’. It was a touching conclusion, but on the first night it became more than touching, because Barbara Windsor, who played Marie, was struggling with a cold, and on that last number her voice finally disappeared. She stood there, a young girl again, smiling up at her boy while she sang him her song – and not a sound came out. We all wept like children. How unfair. But how blessed. Like finding money in the street.


These corrupt tastes and doubtful beginnings are the background to the plays I started to write in middle age. I find it as difficult to locate any didactic intention in them as I do in my attempts at conjuring. I sometimes feel a little ashamed when sympathetic critics try to rescue me from my disgrace by identifying good and bad characters, or right and wrong causes. Some reviewers saw Alphabetical Order, for instance, as a polemic against the dangers of soulless efficiency, with Lucy, the untidy senior librarian, as heroine, and with Leslie, her tidy-minded assistant, as villain. Make and Break they read as an exposure of Garrard, the obsessive businessman, and as an attack upon the whole ethos of modern commerce. It seems ungrateful to disagree, and I suppose my own opinion lacks the objectivity of theirs. But I think Alphabetical Order is about the interdependence of order and disorder – about how any excess of the one makes you long for the other – about how the very possibility of the one implies the existence of the other. I think Make and Break is about how we all compulsively exploit the possibilities of the world around us – about how we eat it – how we have to eat it – how we transform it into food and clothes and housing and of course lay it waste in the process. Is Garrard more monstrous than the rest of us? If he seems so, isn’t it because he lacks our saving hypocrisy – because he fails to dissemble the appetites that we all have, that we all must have if we are to survive? I can’t help feeling, too, that if the play is seen as some kind of attack upon business, or industrialism, this is merely because it is assumed that no one would ever write about these subjects without moral condescension of one sort or another. I don’t understand why this should be so; it seems to me unbecoming for writers and critics to condescend towards the people who feed and clothe them. It’s true that some of the things industry produces are harmful or unnecessary. But Garrard makes walls and doors. Could anyone really think I am advocating a world without walls and doors? All I’m trying to show is what they cost.


So far as I can see, all of these plays are attempts to show something about the world, not to change it or to promote any particular idea of it. That’s not to say there are no ideas in them. In fact what they are all about in one way or another (it seems to me) is the way in which we impose our ideas upon the world around us. In Alphabetical Order it is by classification, in Make and Break by consumption. In Clouds this imposition of ideas is at an even more fundamental level – in the very act of apprehending the world at all. Could anything be simpler – could anything be more passive – than opening our eyes and letting the world enter? But what these people see as they travel about the unfamiliar and ambiguous land they are visiting depends upon what they think and feel; the complication in this rationalist scheme being that what they think and feel is affected by what they see. In Donkeys’ Years middle-aged men find themselves confronted by the perceptions they formed of each other – and of themselves – when they were young, and by the styles of being they adopted then to give themselves shape in each other’s eyes, and in their own. In the ensuing years they have all, consciously or unconsciously, slipped out of these shells, and when for one night they try to re-inhabit them the effect is as absurd as wearing outgrown clothes would be. The actors in Noises Off have fixed the world by learning roles and rehearsing their responses. The fear that haunts them is that the unlearned and unrehearsed – the great dark chaos behind the set, inside the heart and brain – will seep back on to the stage. The prepared words will vanish. The planned responses will be inappropriate. Their performance will break down, and they will be left in front of us naked and ashamed.


It might be objected that one single theme is somewhat sparse provision to sustain five separate and dissimilar plays. I can only say that it is a theme which has occupied philosophers for over two thousand years, and one which is likely to occupy them for at least two thousand more. In fact it is the theme of philosophy, the central puzzle at the heart of all our speculations upon epistemology and perception, upon free will and determinism, upon the value-systems of ethics and aesthetics, upon the nature of mathematics and God and language; it is the central puzzle of life. The dilemma is this: the world plainly exists independently of us – and yet it equally plainly exists only through our consciousness of it. We are circumstantial specks, insignificant local anomalies, amidst the vast structured fabric of the objective universe. And yet that universe has vastness only in relation to ourselves and the things around us – has structure only in so far as we give it expression in our perception and language – has objective form only in so far as we conceive it from our single standpoint in space and time. We are everything and nothing. We are responsible for everything, and responsible for nothing.


I should like to be able to say that I did not choose this theme. It is more fashionable these days for a writer to be chosen by his material, like an old-fashioned bride; it makes the material sound stronger and more imperious. The truth is that I don’t know whether I chose it or not. Some of these characters walked into my head uninvited, and told me their story as soon as they sat down. But then I have to ask myself if they knew they could get a meal and a bed for the night by telling me the kind of story I wanted to hear. Others I dragged in off the street by force. They didn’t want to talk. I had to pretend to them that I knew the whole story anyway, confront them with the confessions of their accomplices. Some of them I was forced to take down to the soundproof interrogation room and show the bloodstains on the walls. Was I uncovering the evidence, or was I creating it? Was the world telling me what it was like, or was I telling the world? The question is impossible to answer, even in theory – because of course it is just one form of the very dilemma that I am writing about. And that dilemma is a permanent feature of our universe; it is not one that can ever be resolved. It can only be expressed, and the drama has always been the natural medium for the exposition of irreconcilable forces.


Foolhardy of me, perhaps, to draw attention to all this. Because it may be objected that these five plays depict only isolated incidents on the great battlefield, and not the battle as a whole – that they are only slight and smudged sketches, and not the great set piece in oils that such a titanic struggle demands. This is true. But then they are not intended to portray the entire battle. They are what they are, they show what they show, and that is all there is to it, just as the great ball of mirrors at the Kingston Empire rolled and flashed, and the monocycle teetered and gleamed, and that was all there was to that. The manager might have explained privately after the show that the ball illustrated certain of the laws of optics, and that the ability of the girl with long legs to remain upright on the monocycle could teach a serious-minded boy like myself something about the laws of dynamics. But nothing he could have said would have made the chromium brighter or the glittering light represent anything but itself.


The greatest impact I ever had on an audience, in fact, the nearest I ever came to the ball of mirrors, was not with a play at all. It was with one of my early conjuring tricks – a pure event, without subtext or external reference of any kind. I was entertaining a capacity house one Christmas (my grandmother, uncle, and aunt were all present as well as the regular subscribers) with a technically advanced trick in which I put a glass of water beneath a black cloth, then flung it straight in the faces of the audience; whereupon, so the instructions in 100 Tricks a Boy Can Do asssured me, they would duck in terror, only to discover that the glass of water had dematerialised in the air. It went well. Distracting the audience’s attention with suitable patter, I got the glass of water covertly out from under the black cloth (more blackout material), and safely down on to the secret platform behind the table. The table staggered nervously back under the weight, but held with the top at about twenty degrees from the horizontal. I carried the black cloth, draped round the cardboard disc that was secretly sewn into its lining, slowly towards the audience, careful not to spill a drop, and flicked it straight at them. And for once they were just as amazed as the book had said. In fact I discovered the force of the expression ‘to bring the house down’. Because the cloth caught the Christmas decorations, and the whole lot came down on the heads of the audience in one instant multitudinous avalanche of paper-chains, streamers, cards, holly, and balloons. No one noticed that the glass of water had dematerialised – there was no one left to notice. The entire audience had dematerialised.


Now I come to think about it, though, I suppose this was my first unconscious attempt to resolve the great dilemma of man-in-world or world-in-man – by abolishing man. I see with hindsight, of course, that this impatient youthful radicalism resolves nothing. But the sounds the audience made as it went! In all the forty-odd years that have gone by since that Christmas, and all the plays I have written, I have never achieved a moment of quite such pure theatre.


(1985)














Plays: 2







Benefactors, Balmoral, Wild Honey





You can classify plays in any number of ways – as comedies or tragedies; as verse or prose, as high comedies, low comedies, black comedies, tragi-comedies; as art or entertainment. But however you do it they all fall into two even more fundamental categories – they are all hits or flops. The present collection contains one example of each, and one that was at different times both.


This way of looking at plays may seem crass, even corrupt. But a play as written is not a finished product. It’s merely a prospectus, a scheme for a proposed event. That event, when it occurs, is a transaction between the play’s makers and its audience, an offer accepted or rejected. The success that the play has, or fails to have, may be critical or commercial, or both, or neither; and it may change, of course, from production to production. Whatever form it takes, though, it’s the nature of the response that characterises a play most distinctly, and colours everything about it.


What’s so alarming, if you have to watch the evolution of a play from draft to draft, from production to production, even from night to night, is how fine the divide is that sends the waters this way or that way, to end up so far away in the frozen north or the sunlit south, and how difficult it often is to tell from one moment to the next which way things are going to go. Audiences have communal responses, and communal responses are unpredictable and violent because they are self-reinforcing. You begin to warm to what you’re seeing; your warmth warms the people around you; their warmth warms you back; your corporate warmth warms the performers; you all warm to the performers’ warmth. Or you chill, and the chill spreads around, then up to the stage and back. In all responses in the theatre there is an element of either love or hate. Love encourages and cherishes and overlooks faults; hate discourages and wishes for failure. Loved performers respond with love; performers who feel the audience’s antagonism reply in kind. And as always, love and hate lie close together, ever ready to change places. The history of every drama, when you come to look at it, is a drama in itself, with the same tendency to sudden shifts of feeling and reversals of fortune.


First the unequivocal hit. Benefactors was a success in both London and New York, and all that comes immediately to mind now of its genesis is a steady upward path, difficult but continuously rewarding. If I think harder, though, it wasn’t quite as simple as that. I recall a moment of panic at the first read-through, for example, when the whole complex structure that I thought I had created seemed to have shrivelled to dust at its first exposure to the air. And another at the first preview, which coincided with some unfortunate public event – a Tube strike or a freak storm, or just possibly both, I can’t remember – as a result of which the theatre was almost empty. The events of the play, which had grown dense and absorbing in the close confines of the rehearsal room, seemed suddenly lost and tiny in all that space.


And I’m completely forgetting the play’s appalling heredity. It was the offspring of an earlier play called Up, written some ten years earlier and never even produced. This in its turn was the rewritten son of my second play, The Sandboy, which was produced at the Greenwich Theatre in 1971. It opened during some kind of dispute in the newspaper industry, as a result of which only one review appeared the following morning, a shattering dismissal in The Times by Irving Wardle. I realise with hindsight that it was probably a fair enough assessment, and I’ve just braced myself to open my files and see precisely how fair. But it’s not there. I’ve suppressed it, even from myself. The story of this particular play’s life is one of trying to conceal and extirpate humble origins. The cheering and uplifting conclusion is that it can be done.


*


The thorough-going flop in this collection is Balmoral. Even this, though, in the course of its tangled and painful history, seemed for one wild moment to be heading towards a happy ending.


It was first produced, under its present title, at Guildford, in 1978, with a distinguished cast, and with Michael Codron waiting to take it into the West End; and it was terrible. I withdrew it and completely rewrote it. The new version was done in the following year at the Greenwich Theatre, under a new title: Liberty Hall. It was a wonderful production, one of the best I have ever had. George Cole played Skinner, the great Scottish comedian Rikki Fulton came south to play McNab, and the director was Alan Dossor, who is among other things a master of physical comedy. It’s painful to recall one’s failures in life, but there were things about that production that still come back to me and make me laugh. One of them was built into Poppy Mitchell’s set – the visible track that the regular passage of McNab, on his thieving journeys over the years across the Balmoral breakfast-room, had worn in the tartan linoleum. Another was the great panic-stricken clearing up, when Godfrey Winn (Julian Fellowes), running to answer the door, skidded wildly in the pig-swill spread out over the floor by McNab for Skinner’s inspection – and skidded not once but every night, each time as helplessly and unforeseeably as the first. Also the moment when Skinner, bowed and staggering under the great weight of the expired Walpole, sat down on the hot paraffin stove …


We had one single preview before we opened, and at once, on our very first time in front of an audience, we stepped into the realms of theatrical gold. I don’t think my memory is playing me false when I recall that in Act One, at any rate, the audience became hysterical. The startled cast lost control. For minutes at a time the proceedings on stage became completely inaudible. When the evening ended I believed that I had done what I had been trying to do for so long – I had written a farce that worked.


The next night, as so often happens after a particularly good first preview, the show was down. In fact it was down to nothing, as flat as a flat tyre. Again I don’t think my memory is overdramatising the occasion when I recall that the evening passed in absolute silence, with not a single laugh from beginning to end. This was the press night, and the reviews next morning were lacklustre. The glow we had seen at the preview had been fool’s gold.


As the run went on we got quite a lot of our laughs back, though we never quite recovered that first wild glory. But any prospects of further life for the play had been killed by the press night. One of the practical lessons I learnt from this is that you might settle for very few previews, or none, but that in no circumstances must you compromise on a single one.


I subsequently rewrote the play yet again, and then again, and it’s been produced once or twice since. But it’s never had much success. I see now, with hindsight, that it couldn’t possibly work, because it’s based upon an entirely abstract notion, a pure counterfactual – a past that never happened, that never could happen. This is of course the subject of the play – the idea that things could be other than they are, the notion of imposing a fiction upon reality, of making the dead alive, of reading servitude as liberty – and of altering reality in the process. In the first place I think this was simply too oblique to grasp – people were heard coming out at the end saying to each other in bewilderment, ‘But there wasn’t a revolution in this country …’ And in any case it’s not a possible basis for farce. Farce, I now realise, has to be rooted in immediately believable reality. Desperation may eventually drive the characters to the most fantastic and improbable lengths, but the desperation has to be established first, and its source has to be the threat of an embarrassment so familiar that the audience’s palms sweat in sympathy.


No, it’s more complicated than that. Your palms don’t in fact sweat in sympathy when you watch the ignoble terrors and stratagems of the characters in a farce. You refuse to let yourself identify with the characters, or feel their feelings. You reject absolutely the idea that it could be you up there, so idiotically embarrassed, so transparently mendacious. Their situation is too humiliating to be owned up to. They are somebody else, somebody who could never be you.


This is what gives farce its hysterical edge. Your refusal to recognise yourself has an element of violence in it. You know perfectly well that, just like your scapegoats up there, you do on occasion tell lies to avoid social embarrassment to yourself or others. You know that in your dreams you are discovered with your trousers round your ankles, performing acts which in waking life you take great if usually unconscious pains not to be discovered performing. You are attempting by your laughter to demonstrate, both to the rest of the audience and to yourself, that you do not lie, or fear public exposure. And in this you are lying once again, and risk being found out, and must laugh louder to show you are not lying. You are like the bully who conceals the despised characteristic in himself by persecuting it in others. You have to shut off your brain and behave like a madman.


Farce is a brutally difficult form. It is also of course a despised one. In laughing at it you have lost your moral dignity, and you don’t like to admit it afterwards – you don’t like to concede the power of the people who have reduced you to such behaviour.


So Balmoral, I now realise, was doomed from the first by a fundamental conceptual error. It was a Titanic searching for its iceberg.


In which case how could it have made people laugh that once …?


Well, all theories of comedy and farce break down at some point, some sooner than others. This particular theory fails at the very first performance, which suggests that it may be even more inherently defective than the play itself.


The play that fell into both categories at different times was Wild Honey; it was a great hit in London, and a failure in New York.


Its history, like that of the other two plays, was long, but for most of it, as in the history of the Russian provinces where it’s set, little happened. The National Theatre first sent me the Russian text, at Christopher Morahan’s suggestion, in 1978. I had seen and enjoyed his television production of Dmitri Makaroff’s Royal Court version, with Rex Harrison, back in the early sixties, but had never read the original before, and could remember nothing but the image of Platonov asleep with his hat over his face. Chekhov’s text, I discovered, was 150 pages long – at least six hours’ worth of material – untitled, and, in the version which the NT had found and photocopied, bristling with the hostile thickets of now near-obsolete hard signs that characterise the old orthography. The first chance I got to read it was while I was in bed with influenza. Slowly, through the veils of my fever and the limitless tangled undergrowth of Chekhov’s first two acts, the most wonderful characters and scenes began to emerge. I at once longed to work on it, and sent the National Theatre my detailed proposals for adapting it, down to the title itself. I even included a twenty-page scene-by-scene synopsis of the original so that they would know exactly how much I intended to change – not realising, in my headlong rush of enthusiasm, that there was a translation of it by Ronald Hingley available in the Oxford Chekhov. The response from the National to all this was appropriately Russian: no response. Nothing. Not so much as a printed postcard of acknowledgement.


So that was Act One of this particular meta-drama. Act Two was constructed on a time-scale entirely suitable to the leisurely exposition of Chekhov’s original; another four years elapsed before the play was actually commissioned.


When it was finally produced, in 1984, it followed a converse course to Balmoral. Performances started with a dress rehearsal so awful that I made plans to emigrate before press night, and then matured steadily through a week of previews. Ian McKellen told me later that it was only from the audience reaction during the previews that he had discovered the play was a comedy. The press night, by the time we got to it, was one of those occasions you dream of, when cast and audience together seem to catch fire, and produce a warmth and glow that linger for hours afterwards.


It had a very good run at the National. And then it failed in New York. Success and failure in the New York theatre are particularly immediate, dramatic, and total. First nights in London are fraught occasions because the critics are there to pass judgement; first nights in New York are even more fraught because they are not. Everyone is in a great state of dinner jackets and celebrity, but the critics have been and gone – they’ve seen the show at one of the previews, and their notices are already printing in the first editions that will hit the streets shortly after the final curtain. There is a traditional first-night party afterwards at Sardi’s, halfway through which some mysterious messenger brings the traditional early copy of the New York Times. Its judgement is as absolute and final as God’s. The verdict spreads through the room like a stain through water, imperceptibly and immediately colouring everything rose-pink or ash-grey. If it’s good someone gets up on a chair and reads it aloud. There are stories of people launching excitedly into a public reading only to find halfway through that it is in fact the order for execution. There are other stories of the waiters removing all the bottles of wine from the tables as soon as the word reaches the kitchens, and of the whole party melting wordlessly away into the night. There is even one story about a cast who heard in the interval what the review was going to be, and who didn’t bother to perform Act Two.


With Wild Honey I can’t remember much about the performance itself, except that someone introduced me to Jackie Onassis in the interval, and I failed either to recognise her or to catch her name. The party afterwards, though, was a spectacularly sumptuous occasion, even by New York standards, held not in Sardi’s but in the oyster bar under Grand Central Station. Somewhere around midnight the shadow of Frank Rich’s review in the Times passed across the room like the Angel of Death. ‘Rich is bad,’ someone whispered to me. It had the ring of an unanswerable moral principle, like ‘Black is beautiful’. My disappointment was tempered by my curiosity to see what would happen. It was my third play in New York, and after two successes I half-expected, as at the end of one’s third wish in a fairy story, to see not just the champagne disappear but the whole oyster bar with it, followed by Grand Central Station and New York itself, and to find myself suddenly transported back to my humble woodcutter’s shack in the outer suburbs of London. But, exactly as in a play, even these expectations were reversed, and we roystered, not to say oystered, on through the night undeterred. Rich is bad, no doubt about it, but rich can also be rather pleasant while it lasts. The play closed three weeks later; the principal producer told me he had lost about a million dollars.


I suppose, looking back, that the glorious first night in London marked the climax of my career in the theatre. Benefactors had opened three months earlier at the Vaudeville, Noises Off was still running across the road at the Savoy; for just over a year, until August 1985, when Wild Honey closed, I had three plays on in London. Since then I have done almost nothing in the theatre but straight translations, and one new play, Look Look, too humiliatingly unsuccessful even to reproduce here in the flops department. Someone told me recently, with many convincing examples, that few playwrights’ careers last longer than fifteen years. My first play, The Two of Us, was produced in 1970, so maybe my grand climax was also my final curtain.


Including Wild Honey in a collection of my own plays may seem to imply unjustifiable claims about the extent of my contribution to it. I decided to put it here, though, rather than in my collection of Chekhov translations, simply to avoid any possible confusion between translation and adaptation. The introduction I wrote to the first single-play edition of the text, which is reproduced later in this volume (see below, p. 223), not only gives the fullest possible account of Chekhov’s original, and of all the considerable mysteries and uncertainties that surround it, but also attempts to make clear what my adaptation involved.


Not clear enough, though, I realise with hindsight. When the play was produced some playgoers, even some reviewers, credited me with (or blamed me for) the more farcical elements. They supposed, in other words, that it began as more or less pure Chekhov and finished as more or less impure Frayn. The converse (sadly) is true. Most of the liberties I took were in getting the action of the play under way with reasonable despatch. It’s true that I have emphasised the farce in what follows rather than the moralising and melodramatic elements which are also present in the original. But the farce is essentially Chekhov’s own handiwork, and I have focussed the play around it because it seems to my (perhaps corrupt) taste to be by far the most successful, characteristic, and original element of the play that Chekhov wrote. I have reorganised and tightened the sequence of farcical encounters in Anna Petrovna’s garden at the end of Act One, and around Platonov’s house in the early part of Act Two. In general, though, the more farcical the play becomes the closer it is to the original. Most of the wonderful black farce towards the end – the great confrontations in the schoolroom between the drunken and demoralised Platonov and each of the women in turn with whom he is involved – is pure Chekhov. I wish I had written it, but I didn’t. I merely trimmed it and fitted it all more tightly and securely together. And, of course, translated it. I shouldn’t like to forgo the credit for that.


I don’t know why anyone should be reluctant to recognise this aspect of Chekhov. He after all began his career as a professional humorist, and became a serious writer only by quite gradual evolution. The surprise is that he was writing scenes as funny and profound as these even before that career had started. This I find not just surprising but incomprehensible; and having seen them actually played in production I find it even less comprehensible now than when I first read them, shining like buried treasure among all the muddle of the original. In these scenes Platonov becomes in my view one of the great comic characters of the world’s theatre, and this volume would be worth the price for them alone.


(1991)
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Here, Now You Know, La Belle Vivette





Most of the plays in this volume were written and produced in the rather bleak part of my career that followed after the failure of Look Look in 1990 had put an abrupt end to the successes of the eighties, and before the kiss of life was most improbably administered eight years later by the success of Copenhagen. None of them failed as resoundingly as the wretched Look Look (only one good review; closed in less than a month) but they seemed to confirm the general rule that the longest a playwright can hope to remain on the upward slope is twenty years before the melancholy downward trudge back to his native obscurity begins.


Here did actually raise the total of good notices from one to four when it was produced at the Donmar in 1993, which I suppose was encouraging; but the other notices ranged from regretful disappointment, through mocking parody, to downright vituperation. You can sometimes learn a lot from bad reviews, as you probably can from any other form of punishment (though the lesson is usually a rather oblique one), and as I nursed my wounds I began to see that I had managed to put a lot of people’s backs up in the very first scene, which had perhaps blinded them to what followed. People had leapt to the conclusion that it was to be an evening about the impossibility of human communication, the failure of feeling, and the meaninglessness of life; whereas it seemed to me to be about the way we do actually construct a world and a life for ourselves. I began to yearn to have another go at it. So when a production in New York was proposed and the director, Jason Buzas, suggested quite a lot of restructuring, I was very ready to listen. Buzas put forward a number of shrewd ideas that I have incorporated here, and I am very grateful to him.


The production in New York failed to materialise, but the revised version of the play has now been performed in a number of European countries. Here there has so far done a lot better than Here here. This may suggest that the rewrites have had some beneficial effect, or else that critical standards are lower abroad; or perhaps merely that the title needs a bit of work on it as well.


Since I have spent my life writing novels as well as plays, one of the questions which people always ask is how I decide whether a new idea is one for a play or for a novel. The answer is that I don’t. The matter decides itself. The idea that takes shape inside one’s head has its form written upon it; that’s what makes it an idea and not just a piece of wishful thinking. The one exception to this simple rule is Now You Know, which in its time has been both a novel and a play.


It first presented itself to me as a play, and it was as a play that I wrote it. I wrote many drafts of it, but they didn’t work, and I set it aside. Then it came to me that what the story needed was to have access to the private thoughts of each of the characters, and to their unspoken thoughts about each other. So I wrote it as a novel, with the events seen through the eyes of each of the eight characters in turn. But, once the novel was published, I started thinking about these people again. And now that I had been inside each of their heads it seemed to me that it would be worth making another attempt to tell the story as a play, where one sees only as much of each person as he or she chooses to reveal – or fails to keep concealed. Which is of course how we are forced to see the people around us, all the time we are not writing novels about them.


La Belle Vivette is my one venture into opera. Dennis Marks, who was then Director of English National Opera, invited me to translate Offenbach’s La Belle Hélène, and I accepted on condition that I could supply my own story and characters, for reasons I have explained in introduction to the text.


Writing lyrics turned out to be quite amazingly hard work – particularly since they had to be fitted to a pre-existing score. My guide and taskmaster was James Holmes, who was to conduct the piece, a man of legendary sweetness and boundless musicality. I was perpetually astonished by his ability to sit down at the piano with a new lyric, and accompany himself as he sang it at sight. I was perpetually cheered by the unfailing enthusiasm with which he did it; and chastened as he then gently explained that I had once again miscounted the beats in the bar and misplaced the natural stress, that I had once again piled inarticulable consonants upon unshapable vowels. I rewrote and rewrote and rewrote; it was almost as difficult as farce. When we had finished Jim sat down at a piano one Sunday afternoon in a rehearsal room at the Coliseum and played and sang all three acts through solo to Dennis, a feat so astonishing that it seemed to justify all my efforts in itself.


Rehearsals began, in the ENO’s shabby warren of rehearsal rooms out near West Hampstead Underground station. I went in almost every day, enchanted by the new world that I had wandered into. The dais at the front of the rehearsal room was divided into two separate kingdoms. The lefthand kingdom was ruled by Jim and the musical staff. The righthand realm belonged to the director, Ian Judge, and the production team. I don’t know which half of the operation entranced me more. In all my years in the theatre I’d never seen a director handle such a large cast or shape such an endlessly fluid piece of action in front of my eyes. I’d certainly never been involved in such a joyous flood of music-making. I had expected opera-singers to be difficult and temperamental; they turned out to be without exception charmingly good-natured and straightforward. I had expected them to save their voices during rehearsals by marking instead of singing out, but they all sang out almost all the time, from first thing in the morning until last thing at night.


In the event I don’t think anyone heard many of the words I’d laboured so long over. The hugeness of the Coliseum and its notorious acoustics swallowed them up, in spite of the efforts devoted by Jim and the cast to diction, and in spite of discreet miking. What words the critics did manage to catch they mostly didn’t like. The book, which had seemed so threadbare to me, was apparently to them a precious artistic heritage which had to be preserved from any attempt at restoration. We did nineteen performances, which is a respectable number in the opera-house, and the audiences seemed to enjoy it; but then we did have the incomparable Lesley Garrett singing Vivette at most of the performances.


ENO were going to revive it in their 1999 season. But by then Dennis Marks had left, and Nicholas Payne, his successor, evidently abandoned the project. Or so I assume. No word was spoken, not at any rate to me, or to Jim, or to Ian Judge; but then large organisations, in my experience, rarely trouble to communicate with contributors for whom they have no further use. Eventually Tanya McCallin, who was designing Manon for them, told me that she had been given bits of our set to cannibalise. Well, it’s one way of informing the next-of-kin.


So my one excursion into opera (or at least operetta) remains an isolated detour, a strenuous holiday from plays and novels. An intensely enjoyable one, though. And one day I like to think that perhaps someone might revive it – maybe in the way in which it was originally presented by Offenbach himself, not as a grand production in a major opera-house, but as a musical in a boulevard theatre, with a small chorus who can dance as well as sing and a small pit orchestra.


(2000)
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