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Notes from Notes… 
An introduction by Tim Whitnall, adapter
 

In 2018, the producer Simon Friend asked me if I fancied adapting Bill Bryson’s best-selling travelogue Notes from a Small Island for the stage. Having jumped at the opportunity, I soon realised that I faced quite a challenge. The book recounts a seven-week-long road trip stretching some eight hundred miles, encompassing almost fifty locations, and introducing its narrator to a raft of colourful characters. One tenet of Greek theatre decrees that a drama should play out in a single location, in real time, employing a minimum of characters. So much for idealism.
 

Compounding the challenge, particularly for our cast, director, designer and creative team, the UK would be recreated on a stage measuring twenty square metres, its sixty-five million inhabitants represented by seven actors – a whopping 0.00001% of our population. Noting the absence of a subplot, the non-existence of an antagonist and not much in the way of inciting incident, I thought to myself: ‘If the book flies in the face of dramatic convention, then perhaps the play could too.’
 

Galvanised by that epiphany – and the assurances from everyone involved that they relished their respective creative challenges – I set off on my own odyssey, retracing Bill Bryson’s footsteps with copies of Notes and its enchanting sequel, The Road to Little Dribbling: More Notes from a Small Island, keeping me company.
 

Having had the pleasure of watching the original production come to life, I think a keyword of encouragement to anyone mounting their own production would be ‘inventiveness’: make the play your own; bring to it your own sense of what it means to be British. Perhaps you’ve been stuck in a railway carriage with a keen trainspotter. Maybe you once stayed in a guest house ruled with a rod of iron by its proud landlady? What did they look or sound like? How did they make you feel?
 

Any time, any place, anything, anyone represented in the play (I sound like a commercial for a certain vermouth) is open to interpretation, with so many of its people, places, experiences and idiosyncrasies being recognisable to both Britons and Anglophile (or even -phobic!) foreigners.
 

I was careful to give each of our seven actors a fair crack of the whip, allowing them to play to their considerable strengths, but it may be that other productions could benefit from a slightly larger – certainly not smaller! – dramatis personae. The knack, as it so often is, lies in the play’s mixing and matching. (I must confess that I had to use a spreadsheet to ensure Cynthia could double as a picket in the Wapping dispute or ascertain whether Sir David Attenborough was comfortable reappearing shortly afterwards as a drinker with a Glaswegian accent.) Being creative with casting brings a diversity which I think represents the strength and beauty of this piece. I love the idea of the characters in Notes differing from production to production, evoking an even broader panorama of ‘Brits everywhere’.
 

Similarly, my stage directions regarding music, sound effects and the use of projection are merely suggestions (unless directly referred to in the dialogue). If there’s a sound or an image, a prop or an object that might prove a better fit, I’d warmly welcome its inclusion – subject to copyright permissions, of course.
 

Finally, the key to propelling Notes forward lies in its transitions. Like the book, the play also oozes a sense of motion; never settling in one spot for long and creating an impression of time passing (or ‘leaking’, as Bill would have it). The original designer, Katie Lias, came up with an ingenious device whereby our set and scenery changes formed a visible part of the action, the actors themselves executing them in full view. Benches swivelled to become a seafront shelter; a vertical ‘flat’ depicting a pub wall could be artfully angled to turn into a telephone box; a dining-room table doubled as the driver’s cabin of a bus. Imagining and staging the various moves transporting Bill from location to location offer endless possibilities.
 

At the initial readthrough of the play, I told the cast and crew that I’d hoped they’d enjoy their ‘road trip’ as much as I had enjoyed adapting it. Likewise, I would urge anyone presenting a future outing of Notes from a Small Island to have fun with the transitions, embrace the sheer amount of locations and characters, and celebrate the rich diversity of this green and pleasant land. Bill Bryson certainly did.
 






 

Notes from a Small Island was first performed at the Watermill Theatre, Newbury, on 3 February 2023, with the following cast:
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With thanks to Grace Cowie in the National Theatre Armoury Department.
 

Produced in association with Simon Friend Entertainment.
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Characters
 

The play is performed by a diverse, versatile ensemble cast of seven who share the following roles between them:
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Setting/Locations
 

The main body of the drama takes place between 1973 and 1994/5, our action moving forwards and backwards within that timeframe.
 

Bill’s road trip encompasses myriad locales and locations, each identified within our stage directions.
 








 

ACT ONE
 

Scene One
 

Music: 1951 version of ‘Wandering Star’.
 

Silhouetted against an amber sunset, a figure in a Stetson, neckerchief and cowboy boots faces us: the BILL BRYSON of his own fantasies – gunslinger, matinee idol and superhero.
 

Downstage: a 1950s American MOVIE TRAILER ANNOUNCER in jacket and tie – hair Brilliantined – stands at a microphone, reading from a script.
 

ANNOUNCER. ‘He came from Des Moines, Iowa. Somebody had to. William McGuire Bryson: mild-mannered paperboy. Mild-mannered, that is, until any unsuspecting moron incurring his displeasure: babysitters, Richard Nixon, old people wanting a kiss would all find themselves vaporised in a flash with one look from the eyeballs of – ’
 

BILL. Whoa! Hold it right there!
 

Music stops abruptly.
 

BILL turns to reveal the superhero embellishments to his outfit: mask, cape, rapier and whip. The centrepiece of his garb is a green jersey emblazoned with a thunderbolt of golden satin.
 

How could anyone – let alone a moron – ‘find themselves vaporised’? I’m guessing they wouldn’t know too much about it.
 

ANNOUNCER. You think I get paid to proofread?
 

BILL. There’s also the music.
 

ANNOUNCER (under breath). He didn’t like the music.
 

BILL. You see, as a kid I imagined myself as the kind of superhero I read about in comic books or watched in B-movies. The Lone Ranger fought for law and order, Roy Rogers and Trigger battled those evil communists, whilst Batman and Robin looked as if they were on their way to a gay Mardi Gras. I obliterated morons.
 

Sighing, the ANNOUNCER nods offstage-right, cueing music: ‘RKO-style/B-movie theme’.
 

That’s more like it. Pray continue.
 

ANNOUNCER. Ahem. (Reads.) ‘Originally from the Planet Electro in the distant galaxy of Zizz, the chosen one travelled here in a silver rocket-ship, touching down in Des Moines in the earth year 1951, placed amidst an innocuous American family who were hypnotised into believing “little Billy Bryson” was one of their own.’ (Aside, to BILL.) How are we doing?
 

BILL. Any speed bumps, I’ll let you know.
 

ANNOUNCER (reads). ‘To Earthlings he was merely the son of Mary and Bill Bryson Sr, two hard-working journalists, quite unaware that their wunderkind was in actual fact the scourge of morons: the stupendously incredible Thunderbolt Kid!’
 

BILL. Aw, come on. You gotta be kidding?
 

Music stops again.
 

BILL indignantly stomps downstage.
 

‘Stupendously incredible’? It’s tautological.
 

ANNOUNCER. Taught-o-what?
 

BILL. My ThunderVision – trademark registered 1951 – can either be stupendous or incredible.
 

ANNOUNCER. I’ll pass it on to the playwright.
 

BILL. I could always carbonise them with my ThunderVision?
 

ANNOUNCER gulps.
 

I’m kidding! (Snatches script; reading.) ‘In 1973, the Kid’s Thunder Antennae picked up the call to visit a small island in the middle of the Atlantic storm belt whose citizens had just voted to join an organisation known as the European Economic Community; whose all-powerful Stock Exchange was about to admit women for the first time; and whose evil heads of state were set to impose a pernicious duty known as Value Added Tax…’
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