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We are, I know not how, double in ourselves,


so that what we believe we disbelieve,


and cannot rid ourselves of what we condemn.


Montaigne










Introduction


‘What do I know?’—‘Que sais-je?’—is the question that Montaigne asks himself in one of his essays. It’s a sound reminder of sceptical faith—if that isn’t an almost-oxymoron. It’s written in Latin, along with many other aphorisms and epigrams from Greek and Roman philosophers, on one of the roof beams in his library at the top of his famous tower.


I visited Montaigne’s tower with my sister, who lived nearby in the Dordogne, a few weeks before her death last year. She had little in common with her neighbour: where Montaigne would think out loud in his writing and equivocate in his politics, she preferred the headbutt. She was a contrarian who loved an argument even though she would never concede defeat. My father (a difficult man himself) used to say that she went through life like a flame-thrower. She burned with a bright flame, and the flame could sometimes scorch you, but the flame illuminated the lives of everyone she came in contact with.


Montaigne had been provoked into starting to write his essays by the death of a great friend and it was his words that came to mind when my sister died: ‘If you press me to say why I loved him, I can say no more than because it was he, because it was I.’ So it was with my sister.


If I have anything in common with Montaigne it is that I write to discover what I think. Unlike Montaigne, who wrote obsessively—like a blogger before the event—I wrote because I was asked to do so. Those who asked me to write most of these pieces were Annalena McAfee, Claire Armistead and Lisa Allardice of the Guardian, Sarah Sands of the Telegraph and later the Evening Standard, Emma Gosnell of the Sunday Telegraph, James Inverne of Gramophone, and Richard Lambert of the Financial Times.


The remainder of the pieces in this book were talks or lectures or eulogies. I would never have become a writer of any sort if it had not been for the publisher, Liz Calder; I would never have continued to write had it not been for my wife, Sue Birtwistle.










People










John Mortimer


John died in 2009. I was asked by his family to give the eulogy at his funeral in the parish church in Turville Heath, where he’d been born and lived for eighty-five years.
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It was said by another national treasure, Alan Bennett, that Philip Larkin’s waking nightmare was of thousands of schoolchildren massed in the Albert Hall chanting in unison: ‘They fuck you up your mum and dad.’ Alan’s gloss on this was that, if your parents didn’t fuck you up and you wanted to become a writer, then they’d have fucked you up good and proper.


The formula worked in John’s case: his father diverted him from being a writer to becoming a barrister and unintentionally left him a great legacy: the law became his subject. The other indispensable legacy—a paradoxical one—was that while his father passed on a love of poetry, he withheld his own love. John didn’t mimic this deficiency: in all his memoirs he showed an undiminished love of his father—and of his own children—and it’s a remarkable homage to his father that John went out of the world in the same house that he was brought up in.


As a lawyer—as in life—John was unjudgemental: his sympathies were instinctively with the defendant. The only case he turned down was an assistant hangman who had committed murder—the idea of defending a man who was licensed by the state to kill criminals was beyond the limit of his tolerance. But his reputation for defending the indefensible—whether they were murderers or alleged pornographers—added to his allure as a buccaneering renaissance man who wrote plays and novels in his time away from the Bar. For John the law was an English pageant full of tales of people who had been undone by greed, or poverty, or passion, or folly, and it was always for him underscored by a belief in justice and in liberty.


I never tired of hearing John’s anecdotes and he never tired of telling them: the woman who was giving evidence in a case in which she’d been sexually harassed but was too shy to say out loud what had been said to her, so a note was passed round the court ending up with a dozing woman jury member, who was jolted awake by her male neighbour. The note read: ‘I would like to fuck you.’ The judge asked the woman to hand the note to the clerk. ‘Merely personal, my lord,’ said the woman and pocketed it. Then there was the camp judge who kept a Paddington Bear that sat beside him in his official car and on the bench when he was in court; and the woman who fell downstairs and sued her sons because she saw her husband in the hallway having his genitals devoured by the dogs—the sons having discovered him drunk and asleep in the hallway, had opened his flies and put a piece of liver there; and the prie-dieu in Norman St John-Stevas’s bathroom; and much, much more. These stories had the status of folk myths, which John would tell and retell in his melodious, feline, light-tenor voice—quiet so that you had to attend carefully—performed with an actor’s flair for spontaneity and timing.


When John finished a story he’d laugh—his laugh was more of a chortle than a chuckle—then he’d segue seamlessly into an observation about something like the decline of liberty and the Labour Party: ‘They’re awful,’ he’d say, ‘awful.’ The laugh became increasingly husky and wheezy over the years but laughter remained John’s default mode—a way both of putting troubles at a distance and of celebrating the fact that, as he said, ‘Death’s finality makes life seem absurd.’


I first got to know John as a more than casual acquaintance when, as an adoring father, he stood outside St Paul’s School for Girls dropping off Emily at the gates as I did the same with my daughter, Lucy. I don’t imagine that either teenage girl was particularly pleased at the time to be seen with their fathers, but I was hugely grateful to be able to chat to John and discover the man behind the public persona.


If you only knew John as a raffishly dapper wit in a three-piece suit with a silk handkerchief in his top pocket entertaining an array of admiring women aged from eight to eighty, you might have believed that he was a dilettante, an irresistible flaneur with a private income. The truth is, of course, that he worked enormously hard—every day of every year. On holiday with John you could never get up early enough to be up before he was at work. From sunrise he would be sitting outside under a tree with a pen and a pad of lined A4 on his lap. The house would wake hours later and John would write on until a late breakfast and an early glass of champagne, happy to hear the voices of women in the house; happier still if they were talking about him.




As a journalist he was a dogged and industrious pro. Like a barrister dutifully following the cab-rank principle, he never knowingly refused a commission. When Princess Diana died he was asked by the Daily Mail—not his natural constituency—to do a piece for them. He went to Kensington Palace and approached a mourner: ‘Go away,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to talk to the paparazzi.’


As a writer he didn’t become adjectival—one doesn’t speak of Mortimer-esque events—but one does speak of a Rumpole moment, and the character of Rumpole—John’s alter ego who embodied the apparent oxymoron of a loveable lawyer—is an enduring monument to his talent. All his work—his plays and novels as much as his journalism—were in his own distinctive voice: witty, lucid, louche and sometimes ruefully acerbic—never less than when writing about those politicians he grew to despise.


John was very sensitive to criticism, doubtful always of his reputation. He needed attention and approbation—a legacy of his parents’ failure to give him either, perhaps—and he always received praise as if the sun had just come out from behind a cloud, beaming owlishly with unaffected joy. He thrived on an audience, and their applause was no less essential than the champagne that followed it.


He was often called a ‘champagne socialist’—it’s one of those resentfully dismissive slurs, like ‘chattering classes’ and ‘luvvies’, that seek to make you believe that holding serious ideas about politics is incompatible with having a good time. It’s true that John loved champagne more than socialism, and true too that he wasn’t powerfully influenced by socialist principle or Marxist ideology. I never heard him urge state ownership or the retention of Clause Four or wholesale redistribution of wealth, but I did hear him talk admiringly of Bevan and Attlee. And Barbara Castle was a heroine of his, whom I met once at lunch in Turville Heath. She asked me if I was a right-wing spy. Then she went on to tell me that she didn’t trust Tony Blair an inch.


John was unafraid to take on politicians with whom he disagreed either in public or in private, but he was always ready to be disabused of his prejudices by finding an unexpected humanity in an opponent. ‘How could you like that man?’ Penny would challenge; ‘I speak as I find,’ John would shrug in his defence, unjudgemental to the last.


John believed in social justice, human rights, freedom of speech and civil liberties, untrammelled by political correctness and doctrinaire purity, and if there were any ‘ist’ that could be attached to him it would be ‘anarchist’. Having been an enthusiastic supporter of New Labour with the New Dawn in 1997, it didn’t take long for his enthusiasm to curdle. He abhorred the threat to do away with juries in fraud cases, the introduction of ID cards, the lies over Iraq, the collusion in rendition and torture, the attempt to introduce forty-two-day pre-charge detention, the lethargy in improving the prison system.




In this matter he was an active advocate for penal reform as President of the Howard League. I was more aware of his work as the Chairman of the Royal Court Theatre and a board member of the National Theatre, where he tipped me off at my first meeting that there was an extremely pompous board member who had a habit of saying at board meetings: ‘If I may… through the Chair…’ John said he thought the man was eager to penetrate the Chairman.


As Chairman of the Royal Court, John was diffident but effective, giving the impression of a lack of strategy while being quite sure that he knew what to do. He once asked me casually in the back of a taxi if I thought Stephen Daldry would be a good idea to run the Royal Court. ‘It’d be fun, wouldn’t it?’ John said, fun being his highest criterion for any activity. Some years later, when we were on holiday in Spain rather than Tuscany, John told us all that he was uncertain about who they should appoint as Stephen’s successor; so we bought John a plant from a gypsy in the market that had to be soaked in water and could then answer your questions about the future. ‘Ah,’ said John, ‘Why didn’t I think of that before?’


John loved women. He loved women as he loved champagne and smoked salmon, Shakespeare and Byron, going to the opera and walking in his garden: women were part of the good things of life. But he loved women for themselves as much as for what they gave him—which was mostly adoration qualified by exasperation. He loved women not so much for his self-regard or self-satisfaction but because he was genuinely curious about how fifty per cent of the world thought and felt—a fifty per cent who were often ignored, abused and exploited.


He claimed to be a lazy man driven by guilt, but I think it was more that, as a lonely only child, he needed constant acknowledgement of his existence. So performance was at the centre of his life as an author, as a lawyer, and as an actor in Mortimer’s Miscellany. He could recite continents of the canon of English poetry and had perfect recall of the lyrics of Cole Porter, the Gershwins, Rodgers and Hart and Noël Coward, which he’d sing with a slightly uncertain grasp of pitch. But the role he most enjoyed performing was as paterfamilias: to see John at the head of the table glowing with good humour surrounded by Penny and children and grandchildren and friends was to see a man who lived a life to the full and more.


You could say John was larger than life, you could also say that life was smaller than John. His legacy will be some hugely entertaining plays and novels, some dazzling epigrams and, in Rumpole, a character who can stand beside those of Shakespeare and Dickens. Above all, though, what will survive of John will be the affection of hundreds who are grateful for having had the luck to spend time with a man who was touched by greatness—who was humane, generous, liberal, loving, charming, funny, flirtatious, seductive, sexy, raffish, kind, sometimes bashful, never boastful, often vulnerable and full of self-doubt, fastidious, proud, just, indignant on behalf of victims and passionate on the part of the dispossessed, extravagant, wise, decent, tolerant—and unique. He multiplied the gaiety of nations.


John once told me that he’d met the great French actor, Jean Marais. Marais told John that he’d said to Cocteau: ‘I want to do three things in a play—I want to be silent in the first act, I want to cry with joy in the second, and I want to come down a long staircase in the third.’ Cocteau wrote a play for him that fitted the prescription.


John’s prescription might have been this:


I want to do three things in my life: In the first act I want to be very gifted and earn the admiration of many.


In the second act I want to enjoy the company of my family and friends and of beautiful and intelligent women.


In the third act I want to ascend a long staircase to Heaven through clouds of glory accompanied by choirs of angels.


Or as John Bunyan put it:


When the day that he must go hence was come, many accompanied him to the river-side, into which, as he went, he said: ‘Death, where is thy sting?’ And, as he went down deeper, he said: ‘Grave, where is thy victory?’ So he passed over, and all the trumpets sounded for him on the other side.










Arthur Miller


I first met Arthur a year or two before I became Director of the National Theatre and presented several of his plays there. I wrote this for the Guardian shortly after his death.
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A large part of my luck over the past twenty years was getting to know Arthur Miller, so when I heard in interviews—or was asked myself—the question ‘Will Arthur Miller be remembered as the man who married Marilyn Monroe?’ I felt a mixture of despair and indignation. The motives of the questioners—a mixture of prurience and envy—were, curiously enough, the same as the House Un-American Activities Committee when they summoned Arthur Miller to appear in front of their committee. I asked Arthur about it some years ago. ‘I knew perfectly well why they had subpoenaed me,’ he said, ‘it was because I was engaged to Marilyn Monroe. Had I not been, they’d never have thought of me. They’d been through the writers long before and they’d never touched me. Once I became famous as her possible husband, this was a great possibility for publicity. When I got to Washington, preparing to appear before that committee, my lawyer received a message from the chairman saying that if it could be arranged that he could have a picture, a photograph taken with Marilyn, he would cancel the whole hearing. I mean, the cynicism of this thing was so total, it was asphyxiating.’


The question that lurked then—and lurks now—is this: why would the world’s most attractive woman want to go out with a writer? There are at least four good reasons I can think of:




By 1956, when he married Marilyn Monroe, Arthur Miller had written four of the best plays in the English language, two of them indelible classics that will be performed in a hundred years’ time.


He was a figure of great moral and intellectual stature, who was unafraid of taking a stand on political issues and enduring obloquy for doing so.


He was wonderful company—a great, a glorious, raconteur. I asked him once what happened on the first night of Death of a Salesman when it opened on the road in Philadelphia. He must have told the story a thousand times but he repeated it, pausing, seeming to search for half-buried details, as if it was the first time: ‘The play ended and there was a dead silence and I remember being in the back of the house with Kazan and nothing happened. The people didn’t get up either. Then one or two got up and picked up their coats. Some of them sat down again. It was chaos. Then somebody clapped and then the house fell apart and they kept applauding for God knows how long and… I remember an old man being helped up the aisle, who turned out to be Bernard Gimbel, who ran one of the biggest department-store chains in the United States who was literally unable really to navigate, they were helping him up the aisle. And it turned out that he had been swept away by the play and the next day he issued an order that no one in his stores—I don’t know, eight or ten stores all over the United States—was to be fired for being overage!’ And with this he laughed, a deep husky bass chortle, shaking his head as if the memory were as fresh as last week.


He was a deeply attractive man: tall, almost hulking, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, with the most beautiful large, strong but tender hands. There was nothing evasive or small-minded about him.


As he aged he became both more monumental but more approachable, his great body not so much bent as folded over. And if you were lucky enough to spend time with him and Inge Morath (the Magnum photographer to whom he was married for forty years after his divorce from Marilyn Monroe), you would be capsized by the warmth, wit and humanity of the pair of them.


It’s been surprising for me—and sometimes shocking—to discover that my high opinion of Arthur Miller was often not held by those who consider themselves the curators of American theatre. I read a discussion in the New York Times a few years ago between three theatre critics about the differences between British and American theatre:


FIRST CRITIC. Arthur Miller is celebrated there.


SECOND CRITIC. It’s Death of a Salesman, for crying out loud. He’s so cynical about American culture and American politics. The English love that.




FIRST CRITIC. Though Death of a Salesman was not a smash when it first opened in London.


THIRD CRITIC. It’s also his earnestness.


If we continue to admire Arthur Miller, it’s because we have the virtuous habit of treating his plays as contemporaneous and find that they speak to us today not because of their ‘earnestness’ but because they are serious—that’s to say they’re about something. They have energy and poetry and wit and an ambition to make theatre matter. What’s more, they use sinewy and passionate language with unembarrassed enthusiasm, which is always attractive to British actors and audiences weaned on Shakespeare.


In 1950, at a time when British theatre was toying with a phoney poetic drama—the plays of T.S. Eliot and Christopher Fry—there was real poetry on the American stage in the plays of Arthur Miller (and Tennessee Williams), or, to be exact, the poetry of reality: plays about life lived on the streets of Brooklyn and New Orleans by working-class people foundering on the edges of gentility and resonating with metaphors of the American Dream and the American Nightmare.


The Depression of the late twenties provided Arthur’s sentimental education: the family business was destroyed, and the family was reduced to relative poverty. I talked to him once about it as we walked in the shadow of the pillars of the Brooklyn Bridge looking out over the East River. ‘America,’ he said, ‘was promises, and the Crash was a broken promise in the deepest sense. I think the Americans in general live on the edge of a cliff, they’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. I don’t care who they are. It’s part of the vitality of the country, maybe. That they’re always working against this disaster that’s about to happen.’


He wrote with heat and heart and his work was felt in Britain like a distant and disturbing forest fire—a fire that did much to ignite British writers who followed, like John Osborne, Harold Pinter and Arnold Wesker; and later Edward Bond, David Storey and Trevor Griffiths; and later still David Edgar, Mike Leigh, David Hare. What they found in Miller was a visceral power, an appeal to the senses beyond and below rational thought and an ambition to deal with big subjects.


His plays are about the difficulty and the possibility of people—usually men—taking control of their own lives, ‘that moment when, in my eyes, a man differentiates himself from every other man, that moment when out of a sky full of stars he fixes on one star.’ His heroes—salesmen, dockers, policemen, farmers—all seek a sort of salvation in asserting their singularity, their self, their ‘name’. They redeem their dignity, even if it’s by suicide. Willy Loman cries out ‘I am not a dime a dozen, I am Willy Loman…!’, Eddie Carbone in A View from the Bridge, broken and destroyed by sexual guilt and public shame, bellows: ‘I want my name’, and John Proctor in The Crucible, in refusing the calumny of condemning his fellow citizens, declaims ‘How may I live without my name? I have given you my soul; leave me my name!’ In nothing does Miller show his Americanism more than in the assertion of the right and necessity of the individual to own his own life—and, beyond that, how you reconcile the individual with society. In short, how you live your life.


If there was a touch of the evangelist in his writing, his message was this: there is such a thing as society, and art ought to be used to change it. Though it’s hard to argue that art saves lives, feeds the hungry or sways votes, Death of a Salesman comes as close as any writer can get to art as a balm for social concern. When I saw the New York revival five or six years ago, I came out of the theatre behind a young girl and her dad, and she said to him ‘It was like looking at the Grand Canyon.’


A few years ago I directed the first production of The Crucible on Broadway since its opening nearly fifty years previously. He loved our production and was closely involved with rehearsals. I never got over the joy and pride of sitting beside Arthur as this great play unfolded in front of us while he beamed and muttered: ‘It’s damned good stuff, this.’ We performed it shortly after the Patriot Act had been introduced. Everyone who saw it said it was ‘timely’. What did they mean exactly? That it was timeless.


‘There are things which he stretched, but mainly he told the truth,’ is what Huckleberry Finn said of the author of Tom Sawyer. And the same could be said of Arthur Miller, which is perhaps why it’s not a coincidence that my enthusiasm for his writing came at the same time as my discovery of the genius of Mark Twain. And it’s not a surprise that what Arthur Miller said of Mark Twain could just has well have been said about him:


He somehow managed—despite a steady underlying seriousness which few writers have matched—to step round the pit of self-importance and to keep his membership of the ordinary human race in the front of his mind and his writing.










Tennessee Williams


I wrote this for the programme of a production of The Rose Tattoo at the National Theatre in 2007.
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Tennessee Williams was born in Mississippi in 1911. His father was a travelling shoe salesman who was an alcoholic and a bully. His mother was a minister’s daughter, a Southern belle ‘Miss Edwina’ who lived on the verge of hysteria and later became a patient in a psychiatric hospital. His (adored) sister, Rose, was diagnosed in her teens as a schizophrenic and was given a pre-frontal lobotomy.


‘At the age of fourteen,’ he said, ‘I discovered writing as an escape from a world of reality in which I felt acutely uncomfortable. It immediately became my place of retreat, my cave, my refuge. From what? From being called a sissy by neighbourhood kids, and “Miss Nancy” by my father, because I would rather read books in my grandfather’s large and classical library than play marbles and baseball and other normal-kid games, a result of a severe childhood illness and of excessive attachment to the female members of my family, who had coaxed me back into life.’


His family provided the nourishment for all his writing, the overbearing patriarchs, the fading belles, the beautiful but frail young men foundering on the edges of gentility. The South was his garden, planted with overheated romantic relationships, saturated with sex and death, blooming briefly and decaying rapidly. In describing this garden he drew his syntax from the religion he’d acquired in Grandfather’s rectories while his father was on the road selling shoes: Paradise, Purgatory and Hell.




Williams wrote, as he lived, compulsively. But for someone with such an apparently tenuous hold on life, he was extraordinarily tenacious and productive. During his lifetime at least sixty-three of his plays and playlets (thirty-two short plays, twenty-four full-length and seven mid-length) were published or given a major production or both. In a period of twelve years between 1945 and 1957 he wrote with a wild energy The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, Summer and Smoke, Camino Real, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Orpheus Descending and The Rose Tattoo: plays that rang with the aspiration of the American Dream and the desperation of the American Nightmare.


During the 1960s (what he called his ‘Stoned Age’), his work started to decline under the assault of depression—his ‘blue devil’ which he fought off with one-night stands, alcohol, barbiturates, uppers and downers. He became paranoid, accusing his partner, Frank Merlo, of conspiring to encourage his dog to bite him. They parted after fourteen years, and Merlo died two years later of lung cancer leaving Williams tormented by guilt. His subsequent depression led to a period in a mental hospital from which he emerged to write The Night of the Iguana, his last great play, in which these lines occur:


‘How’d you beat your blue devil?’


‘I showed him that I could endure him and made him respect my endurance.’


‘How?’


‘Just by, just by… enduring.’


Williams endured for over twenty years more until his death in 1983, sustained by an apparently indestructible blend of stoicism and drollery. When once asked for his definition of happiness, he answered: ‘Insensitivity, I guess.’


In Williams’ work time destroys, never heals. Only art survives. The point of his plays, he said, was ‘just somehow to capture the constantly evanescent quality of existence’. Looking for lost perfection, his characters find themselves redundant: old, bereft, forgotten, tormented. He’s the mouthpiece for those on the margins, women, gays, blacks, the mad, the wayward, the lonely. He offers up the irreconcilable versuses of life—masculine v. feminine, desire for love v. desire for freedom, animal lust v. genteel courtship, flesh v. spirit, rich v. poor, present v. past—but he never judges his characters or evangelises for a life less ordinary: between the polarity of Stanley Kowalski’s lust and Blanche’s cowed nymphomania there’s Stella’s wholly un-neurotic sexual fulfilment. ‘Life,’ says Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, ‘has got to be allowed to continue even after the dream of life is all over…’


Williams was defiantly out of the closet. His plays are not coded allegories larded with covert gay references. Nor does he write women as surrogate men in drag—even if in the first draft of Sweet Bird of Youth the ageing Hollywood film star Alexandra Del Lago was a man called Artemis Pazmezoglu. He grew up in the South of the Depression Years, where to be gay and white was barely better than being black, and he observed the sober, heterosexual, clubbable, gullible subscribers to the American Dream with the eye of the outcast. When he chose to put homosexuality in his plays in Streetcar, in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and in Suddenly Last Summer it was as explicit as the times would allow.


Nor was he any less daring in form. He challenged his directors and designers to rise to his extraordinarily expressive stage directions. This is the opening of The Rose Tattoo:


It is the hour that the Italians call ‘prima sera’, the beginning of dusk. Between the house and the palm tree burns the female star with an almost emerald lustre.


The mothers of the neighbourhood are beginning to call their children home to supper, in voices near and distant, urgent and tender, like the variable notes of wind and water.


He was a formal visionary, with a theatrical imagination barely understood in his times. He wrote theatre-poetry with a grammar that asked for gauzes to spill the action seamlessly from interior to exterior, complex lighting, slashes of iridescent colour, projections, and a vocabulary that included cries in the night, distant marimbas, the tinkling of a music box, the thrashing tail of an iguana.


Williams was ferociously hard-headed about the meaning of language and the music of it. Ignore the punctuation, you change the rhythm, the sound and the sense. A sentence like this (from Cat on a Hot Tin Roof ) ‘We drank together that night all night in the bar of the Blackstone and when cold day was comin’ up over the Lake an’ we were comin’ out drunk to take a dizzy look at it, I said, “SKIPPER! STOP LOVIN’ MY HUSBAND OR TELL HIM HE’S GOT TO LET YOU ADMIT IT TO HIM!”—one way or another!’ has to be played on a single breath at least up to the first comma. The dialogue often seems overheated on the page, dipped in purple rhetoric and exuding oversweet, overscented vapours, but that’s to ignore the sharpness of the ideas that animate it and the mordant wit that underscores it.


During the sixties, seventies and eighties, Williams’ plays were out of fashion. Now there is rarely a week when the London stage is without the opening of a new production of a Williams play. Why? In the face of war, terrorism, social unrest, inequality, injustice and global warming, Williams offers the consoling hope that the only way to be human is to love one’s neighbour as oneself. We must always rely on the kindness of strangers.










Harold Pinter


I knew Harold quite well for many years both in his sunny and his curmudgeonly disposition. I wrote this for the Guardian on his death in 2008.
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Harold Pinter entered our cultural bloodstream years ago. People who have never seen a play of his will describe unsettling domestic events or silences laden with threat as ‘Pinteresque’. He’s become part of our language, of who and what we are.


What I am is a child of the late 1950s who grew up in West Dorset knowing as much about theatre as I did about insect life in Samoa. There were no theatres within reasonable distance—at least not ones which presented plays—so by the age of eighteen I had seen only two professional productions: Hamlet at the Bristol Old Vic and Much Ado About Nothing at Stratford. Then I saw The Caretaker and it struck me like a thunderbolt.


I hadn’t been corrupted by reading about the ‘theatre of the absurd’ or by the critics’ passion for kennelling a writer in a category, and I was innocent of the writer’s supposed concerns with ‘status’ and ‘territory’. The play seemed to me a natural way of looking at the world, unpredictable but as inevitable as the weather.


I loved the way that it didn’t glut you with exposition, that things just happened in the play without their significance being spelled out. What it was about seemed irrelevant, what was important was what it was: a world like ours where the meaning of things was at best opaque and the most normal condition of life was uncertainty.




Above all it distilled normal speech—the kind you’d hear on a bus or in a pub—into a singular language syncopated with hard wit and percussive poetry. And it used silence as a dramatic tool. It woke me up to the fact that theatre was as much about the spaces between the words as the words themselves, that what was left off the stage was as important as what was put on it, and that feelings—particularly of men—are articulated obliquely or mutely, mostly remaining trapped like water under an icecap.


The ‘voice’ of the play was recognisable and yet alien, like a familiar object viewed from an unusual angle. The author of The Caretaker had a way of looking at the world that was as original as Francis Bacon, who I once saw standing at a bus stop, the strong wind pasting back his hair and flattening his face: he looked like a Francis Bacon. It wasn’t unusual to have that experience with Harold. I once overheard this exchange with a friend of his:


FRIEND. How are you feeling, Harold?


HAROLD. What sort of question is that?


Which is the sort of question asked by a man who was sometimes pugnacious and occasionally splenetic, but was just as often droll and generous—particularly to actors, directors and (a rare quality this) other writers. Sometimes grandiose and occasionally intolerant, he could be disarmingly modest, unostentatious and comradely. And he was never, ever, afraid to speak his mind, particularly on political matters.


It shouldn’t therefore be a surprise that the most powerful piece of political theatre I’ve ever seen was in Prague at the Činoherní Theatre in 1969 shortly after the Russian invasion. The play was The Birthday Party, and it seemed then that this play, set in an English seaside boarding house, had as much to say about totalitarianism and freedom as it did of fear and kindness. Years later Harold told me that, at the start of rehearsals for the first production of the play, he was persuaded by the director, Peter Wood, to say something to the actors about the meaning of the play. ‘Just put it on the table,’ he said, ‘that Goldberg and McCann are the socio-politico-religious monsters with whom we are faced, and the pressures on any given individual.’ He saw it, he told me, ‘very, very strongly and very, very clearly at the time. I knew it was political, but I wouldn’t just stand on a soapbox and say so.’


By the age of fifteen he had become passionately engaged by the Labour victory of 1945, which was a powerful ingredient in his considerable contempt for New Labour. He never had the luxury of choice about being political: growing up in a Jewish community during the war, aware of how close he could have been to the fate of many of his relatives, made him aware of the precariousness of democracy and the need to safeguard it. The Bomb and the Cold War turned him into a conscientious objector against National Service, a courageous position which led to two tribunals, two trials and the threat of prison. ‘I took my toothbrush along to the trial,’ he said, ‘and it was my first, if you like, overt political act.’


If he didn’t go to prison for his beliefs, he might well have done for the theft of a copy of Beckett’s Murphy from Bermondsey Public Reserve Library (a tributary of the Westminster Library) in 1952, the crime amply justified by the fact that it had last been borrowed in 1939. This dogged persistence to hunt down the work of a writer who he had previously only encountered in an Irish literary magazine would seem to support the biblical genealogy of theatre history: Samuel Beckett begat Harold Pinter. But the truth is that Harold’s work, while having things in common with Beckett and Joyce (and Kafka for that matter), was entirely sui generis: he always spoke with his own voice. He enchanted and ensnared us in the theatre; he provoked us to action outside it. He was a constant defender of human rights, a passionate polemicist, a fair cricketer, a good actor, and a playwright of rare power and profound originality. He said to me once of Arthur Miller that he was ‘a hell of a fellow’. So was Harold.










Michael Bryant


I gave the eulogy at Michael’s funeral at Mortlake Crematorium in 2002. He had a cardboard coffin. As it went offstage, the Pythons’ anthem ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’ played in the chapel.
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Like most actors, Michael hated to talk about his work. He liked doing not talking, and he had as much interest in ‘experiment’ and ‘research’ as a cow has in veterinary science. The story about Michael being invited to study the habits of badgers for Wind in the Willows now has the status of myth, but I can vouch for its truth. ‘I have made a discovery about the habits of badgers,’ he said to me. ‘Their movement and their posture bears an extraordinary resemblance to Michael Bryant.’ As indeed they do.


Actually, in his approach to any part he was like a badger-watcher: he was silent, strategic, patient, and unobtrusive. He stalked a part. He didn’t like discussion in rehearsal and he teased any actor who did. During rehearsals of Racing Demon he christened David Bamber ‘Marlon’ for his—in my view blameless—habit of enquiring what his character was feeling. It was not that Michael thought the question was irrelevant, simply that he thought that one should keep that sort of thing to oneself. He wanted only the most basic information: where to stand, what the furniture would be, should he be louder, softer, quicker, slower. He regarded the text as the only hard evidence at his disposal, and he would build his character like a detective assembling a case until one day—sometimes alarmingly late in rehearsal—the character was there, complete. It was as if he’d been marinating the part in secret until it was ready, and if you were to enquire about the recipe you’d be bluntly rebuffed. Yet for all his blimpish, witty, portly, matter-of-fact-plain-man-no-bullshit persona, there was no one more sensitive, more generous or more subtle than Michael.


He took a real interest in young actors, a kind of gruff paternalism that masked affectionate concern. He’d dispense pragmatic wisdom: don’t drop your voice at the end of a line, let the audience in to your secret, be honest, don’t try so hard. ‘I’m going to learn everything from Michael Bryant,’ said Keith Allen when he came to work at the NT. A sensible decision, even if I had to discourage him from following Michael’s example in listening to the Test Match on his Walkman during the first readthrough of one of the plays in David Hare’s trilogy—never, of course, missing a cue.


For me—as Director of the National Theatre—Michael was always there: ‘Give me one good part a year and I’ll throw in the rest—whatever you want.’ And ‘throwing in the rest’ meant that in some small but crucial role, you could depend on a performance that would be perfectly crafted, beautifully observed and unimpeachably truthful. Michael believed passionately that a national theatre should be a community united by common aims, something that was worth more than the sum of its parts: he thought it was an ideal worth devoting your life to. And for twenty-five years he did. He was the conscience and heart of the National Theatre.


If there had been more than one Michael Bryant, running the National Theatre would have been a prolonged holiday. But, of course, there was only ever one Michael, and for once the cliché is true: we shall never see his like again. He was a great actor and at the same time a selfless member of a company. To see him on stage was to understand the adage that genius is in the detail, and to know him was to love him for his talent, his intelligence, his humanity, his loyalty, his constancy, his modesty and his wit. To all of which I can hear Michael’s voice even now: ‘Oh, bollocks!’










Kate Winslet


I wrote this profile for Vogue in 2004. Kate was to be featured on the cover and, when asked who she’d like to be interviewed by, she named me.
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I’m staring at Kate Winslet’s toe, the long toe next to the big toe on a long, narrow foot, a toe now red and swollen with a mysterious infection. Kate can’t walk, and I’m cheated out of a lunch with her at The River Café. Nevertheless, it’s not exactly a hardship to be sitting in the garden of the handsome, wide, white stucco, mid-Victorian house in Belsize Park that she’s just moved into with the director, Sam Mendes: ‘We’re like teenagers rattling about in it.’ If her toe is infected, the rest of Kate looks lovely, which is the word that always comes to mind when people say to me ‘What’s she like?’ and I always say ‘Lovely.’ And I mean it.


She has, for a start, a lovely face: large cat’s eyes, a mouth that’s generous in all senses of the word, an unfashionably real nose, fine Slavic cheekbones and skin like a white peach. As she talks, lit by mottled sunlight through a copper beech, her face changes: voluptuous, tragic, jolly, childlike, exotic, ordinary. It’s the same on screen as off.


Stupefied by boredom and vodka on a plane, I once watched Titanic twice through—the first time because I didn’t recognise the actress playing Rose DeWitt Bukater, the young heiress with the intractable name (even though I’d seen Sense and Sensibility), and the second because I did recognise her and wanted to marvel at an actress who, almost within each shot, could move with such effortless agility from joy to pain, from the girl-next-door to a princess. She performed alchemy on this leaden film, giving the lumbering sets, the callow performances and the unconvincing special effects, the thing that they so conspicuously lacked: a heart.


When I directed Kate in Iris I sat for months in the editing room, detached like a surgeon, observing her expressive physicality, the skill with which she conscripted each part of her body—eyes, mouth, nose, hands, back, breasts, bottom, even her et cetera—to serve the part she was playing, the young Iris Murdoch. Always conscious of herself, she was never self-conscious. The film was based on the preposterously risky premise that the audience would accept that Kate Winslet (Young Iris) was the same person as Judi Dench (Old Iris). There was little physical resemblance between them but it worked. They matched: talent for talent, wit for wit, heart for heart.


Kate is the youngest actress ever to receive three Academy nominations; according to magazine polls she is one of the fifty most beautiful women in the world and the seventeenth sexiest woman in Britain; she is barely twenty-seven and she described herself to me as being, only a few years ago, ‘a fat girl with dodgy hair and tree-trunk thighs’. How has she achieved her current state of grace?


Most actors start to act because they’re shy or they stammer, or they want to attract attention, or they’re searching for requited love. Kate, however, seems to have been born with an almost preternatural self-confidence, bordering on predestination, knowing, like the Dalai Lama, that she had been marked out as a special person. Musical prodigies often come from musical families. It’s easy to spot them: musical skill is quantifiable. Acting is more subjective and elusive, but since Kate’s father was an actor as well as her mother’s parents and her uncle, her talent was recognised and encouraged, albeit impartially. Her two sisters, Anna, the oldest and ‘the more obvious actress’, and the youngest, Beth, have also become actors.


At the age of five Kate cried when she heard she’d landed the part of the Virgin Mary in the school nativity play, ‘it was so important to me’. She graduated to a ‘loud Cornish Fairy Godmother’, ‘an extremely demonstrative and frightening Dragon’ and the Bonnie Langford part in Bugsy Malone. She’d always learn her lines quietly on her own (as she still does) and she’d always behave professionally. She was teased for it at school. ‘I was amazed: what could be more important than the thing I really loved doing?’


When she was ten her father had a terrible accident. He caught his foot in a coil of rope when taking a large canal boat through a lock in France. The rope tightened and, had it not been for the speed of the helicopter ambulance and the skill of the French microsurgeons, he would have lost his foot. A woman said shortly afterwards: ‘In a year’s time it’ll be as though it never happened.’ And Kate thought: I’ll wait a year, his foot will be normal and he’ll be running around the beach with me. ‘And of course that never happened. That was a great lesson for me, what a lie that was… A year later I felt I’d been betrayed.’


The ‘great lesson’, and she still applies it now, is this: never dissemble. I can’t tell if that is true of her private life—certainly it’s my experience of her—but it’s true of her acting. She’s invariably truthful—a paradox, of course, because all acting is faking, but acting becomes ‘truthful’ when the audience believes in the thoughts and feelings of the character, rather than being distracted by the actor’s personality like a drunken bore at a party.


At the age of eleven, Kate won an audition to a stage school but her father was anxious about her becoming a stage-school clone. To convince him that she should go, she pinned her father to the sand as he lay on a beach in Norfolk. ‘Dad, Mum and I can’t bear it, I’ve got to get a uniform and tap shoes, can I go to the school, yes or no?’ Her father gave in. To understand the full force of her argument as she sat on her father’s stomach you have to understand that she was, as she says, a ‘fat person’. She was nicknamed ‘Blubber’ at school and bullied, locked in the art cupboard: ‘Blubber’s in the cupboard. Are you crying, Blubber?’ She wasn’t, incidentally. By the age of fifteen, at stage school and doing small parts on TV, she weighed almost as many stones as her age: thirteen stone at fifteen. And at fifteen coming on sixteen she fell in love with a twenty-seven-year-old man.


In most narratives at this point you would expect two developments: protest from the parents and a vertiginous loss of weight to please her man—anorexia at the point of a pistol. But what happened is this: her parents and siblings approved of the boyfriend (‘they adored him and welcomed him into the family’) and her boyfriend loved her as she was.


It was professional vanity that changed her shape. ‘I was cast in two episodes of Anglo-Saxon Attitudes and I was playing the daughter of a sculptress. I was introduced to the woman who was playing my mother and she was enormous and I realised why I’d been cast as the daughter. And I thought: shit, if I want a shot at playing Alice in Wonderland or Wendy in Peter Pan, I can’t do it this size. I’ve got to do something about it.’ So she did, and with the help of her Mum, a veteran of WeightWatchers (5’11” and ‘strapping’), she dieted for a year and lost three stone. Then she was cast by Peter Jackson in Heavenly Creatures, by Ang Lee in Sense and Sensibility, by James Cameron in Titanic and within three years she’d become an international star and, perhaps as remarkable, remained uncorrupted by her success.


Talent without character is nothing. For all the luck of her natural gifts, Kate has behaved—at least in her professional life—with uncanny maturity. ‘I’ve got an old head on a young body,’ she says. The relationship with the boyfriend, Stephen Tredre, lasted three and a half years and the age difference never mattered. ‘I never felt intimidated by him… At the theatre school, I understood the teachers so much better than the pupils… I always had patience with older people, I didn’t have patience with people of my own age.’ Like a musical prodigy, she occupied a world where she was the equal of adults, as capable and talented as they were.


When she was shooting Hideous Kinky in Morocco, she was phoned by a mutual friend to be told that Stephen had died. Even though his cancer had been diagnosed a year before and they’d drifted apart earlier, it was a colossal shock. Added to that a new boyfriend, her ‘karmic equal’, turned out to be a cosmic shit. Doubly broken-hearted, she fell into the arms of the film’s third assistant director, Jim Threapleton. He was twenty-four, she was twenty-three. ‘He was real and normal and lovely and I fancied the arse off him.’


Two months later Titanic opened, the press embraced the couple—TITANIC ROMANCE!—and Kate was swept up by a tidal wave of commercial and romantic hype. ‘This is for life,’ she responded, satisfying the insufferable sentimental appetite of the media to make romantic fiction out of stuff of real life, and also grasping for a spot of constancy in a world which seemed to be changing for her with each new day. Four years later her marriage is over, she has a daughter, Mia, whom she dotes on, and a new partner Sam Mendes, whom (ditto). She is rueful, more guarded, less impulsive, and bruised by her discovery that nothing is more satisfying to the British press than the spectacle of glamorous discomfort: ‘Sometimes I wish my life wasn’t so interesting because of my success.’


Media ill-wishers were reporting that Kate and Sam were to split up within days of announcing they were together and, in addition, suggesting that their affair pre-dated Kate’s all-too-public estrangement from her husband. As the hacks say: I can verify that it didn’t. On the day it was announced (KATE-ASTROPHE screamed the tabloid front pages), I was working with Kate and she asked me, with an achingly contrived casualness, what I thought of the director she had recently met for the first time, ‘your friend Sam Mendes’. The same friend, incidentally, who asked me what I thought of Kate Winslet…


I’m happy to think that in some faintly tenuous way I played Cupid by endorsing their evident mutual admiration, and I hope that these two manifestly decent and well-intentioned people are able to find enough time, peace and seclusion together. They have to learn to live a domestic life with a very lively two-year-old girl, with very demanding professional schedules, and with the ever-insistent scrutiny of a press keenly (and obscenely) interested in spotting and charting the fault lines in their relationship. This is stardom’s law of gravity: privacy is exchanged for fame.




There may be those who think that this is only just, but it seems a savage transaction for a very good actress who never flirts with the press in that shameless stay-away-but-don’t-stay-too-far tease of the endemically insecure. There is actually something quite genuinely diffident about Kate: ‘My skin still crawls if you call me a movie star; I get embarrassed, I think: don’t be ridiculous. Maybe it’s because I’m British. To me Julia Roberts, that’s a movie star. But if people say I’m an authentic movie star, that I think is an enormous compliment, but my God is that a responsibility.’


Her responsibility is this: ‘Two things: I think it’s my duty to wave a certain flag about being a normal woman with breasts and bottom the right shape and not emaciated… And men love a shape.’ True. And the second thing? ‘I don’t think you should throw weight around… I do what I think is right but I’m always ready to pay the consequences. I’m a confident woman. I know what I want. You don’t want to get into an argument with me.’


For all her maturity and her natural grace, you can still see something of the child in her, something that she probably denied herself in becoming a premature adult—the wilful tomboy who wears biker boots, says ‘bum’ and ‘shit’ and ‘piss’, rolls thin cigarettes from her Golden Virginia tobacco pouch and when asked about her Ben de Lisi dress at the Oscars said it was lovely ‘but I wouldn’t want to go for a pee in it.’


But she’s careful, canny even, about how she dresses on public occasions, which seems to me professional common sense, given that almost everything that she wears outside her front door is judged by a jury of magazine readers who often demonstrate all the benevolence of a lynch mob. With the pick of the world’s designers at her door she ‘panics’, but her embarrassment of choice is eased by the advice of her friend and style adviser, Cheryl Konteh. The choice, in the end, is always Kate’s.


She loves dressing up, but most of the time dresses down in jeans, shirt or T-shirt (today she’s wearing Levis and a pale striped muslin shirt), and even though she enjoys transforming herself, she isn’t obsessed by her body and face. ‘I don’t mind looking like a pig.’ Which, of course, she doesn’t. Ever. She rarely visits a gym, has only ever had two manicures and one pedicure and, unless it’s a public event, rarely wears more than a touch of blusher and a dab of lipstick. ‘By rights I should have shrivelled skin, because I smoke,’ she says, rolling another, ‘but I don’t. My skin is thanks to my mother.’


Perhaps it seems unfair that Kate has so much good fortune and so many gifts, but they have not been bought without pain and received without gratitude. And for those who feel that all glory should be paid for by pain, well, she has an infected toe. Satisfied?


Oh, and she can sing well.










Ian Charleson


Ian died in 1990 when he was playing Hamlet in my production at the National Theatre. I wrote this for the Guardian, tears dropping on the keyboard.
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I didn’t know Ian well until I worked with him on Guys and Dolls in 1982. I knew him then as an actor of charm, of wit, of skill, with a kind of engaging melancholy of the Mastroianni variety, which he could dispel with a sardonic and self-mocking wit. He often looked truly beautiful, even angelic; then a mischievous smile would appear and all thought of angels would fly away like frightened starlings.


I’d offered him the part in Guys and Dolls on the basis of his acting and of hearing him sing at parties. It was typical of him that he insisted on singing the score for me before he accepted the part, and equally typical that when he’d finished singing he said to me: ‘You enjoyed that, didn’t you, Richard?’ He knew he could make an audience (and a director) cry with a romantic ballad, and he loved to do just that as much as he loved to torment me with his relentless mockery of my attempts to learn to tap-dance alongside the cast.


He was a fine, light, unfailingly truthful, romantic actor, something that the French value more than we do. Like Cary Grant, he had the gift of making the difficult look effortlessly simple. But with Brick in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and with his Hamlet, he discovered a new gravity in his work, a weight and depth. He became, in my view, a real heavyweight.


We had talked some time before about the parts that he desperately wanted to play—Richard II, Angelo, Benedick and Hamlet, and—as he said to me recently—‘Lear, God willing’. He had a real passion for Shakespeare, rather rare in his generation. He really loved the density of thought, the great Shakespearean paradoxes, the lyricism, the energy of the verse. He didn’t want to paraphrase it; the meaning was for him in the poetry and the poetry in the meaning.


When I asked him to play Hamlet I knew he’d been ill, had even had pneumonia, and that he still had a chronic sinus complaint which gave him large, swollen bags under his eyes. On bad days it was barely possible to glimpse the face beneath the swelling, a malicious parody of his beauty. He was without vanity, but not without hope. He told me that he was HIV-positive and that he thought that the eyes would respond to treatment. When we embarked on rehearsals he was having regular, and immensely painful, acupuncture treatment, and later on, chemotherapy which exhausted and debilitated him. Later in his illness he defiantly rejected all treatment; he wanted to be himself, however painful that was.


About halfway through the rehearsal period we discussed the future—an unspecified projection. ‘Do you think I can go on as Hamlet looking like this?’ he said. ‘You’ll get better,’ I said. ‘We have to be positive,’ he said. And we were. Our text was, of course, from Hamlet:


There’s nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.


Hamlet is a poem of death. It charts one of the great human rites of passage—from immaturity to accomodation with death. Hamlet grows up, in effect, to grow dead. Until he leaves for England (‘From this time forth/My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth.’) he is on a reckless helter-skelter swerving between reason and chaos. When he returns from England he is changed, aged, matured, reconciled somehow to his end. We see Hamlet in a graveyard obsessed with the physical consequences of death, and then in a scene with Horatio prior to the duel he talks to him about his premonition of death:


…thou wouldst not think how ill all’s here about my heart. But it is no matter… it is but foolery… We defy augury. There’s a special providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be now; if it be not now, yet it will come. The readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves knows aught, what is’t to leave betimes? Let be.


We talked a great deal about Hamlet’s accomodation with death, always as a philosophical proposition, his own state lurking just below the surface, hidden subtext. Ian was very fastidious about the ‘Let be.’ It wasn’t, for him, a chiding of Horatio, or a shrug of stoic indifference, it was an assertion, a proposed epitaph perhaps: don’t fuss, don’t panic, don’t be afraid.


The definition of courage as ‘grace under pressure’ was perfectly suited to Ian. It was something more than stoicism. He defied his illness with a spirit that was dazzling, quite without self-pity, self-dramatisation, and at least openly, without despair. During rehearsals he was utterly without reserve. Where there had been a kind of detachment or caution, a ‘Scottishness’ perhaps, there was a deep well of generosity, of affection—a largeness of heart, and the only ‘Scottish’ characteristics that he showed were his doggedness and his persistence.


In his last performance of Hamlet he acted as if he knew that it was the last time he’d be on stage. He’d had flu and hadn’t played the previous two nights; he was feeling guilt about what he saw as his lack of professionalism. ‘If they pay you, you should turn up,’ he said. His performance on that Monday night was like watching a man who had been rehearsing for playing Hamlet all his life. He wasn’t playing the part, he became it. By the end of the performance he was visibly exhausted, each line of his final scene painfully wrung from him, his farewell and the character’s agonisingly merged. He stood at the curtain call like a tired boxer, battered by applause.


When he became unable to perform, it was a real deprivation to him. Without that there was nothing to hang on to. ‘You know me, Richard, if there are two people out there who I can impress, I’d be there if I could.’ And he would, if he’d had the strength. We’re often accused of sentimentality in the theatre, but it can’t be sentimental to miss terribly someone whose company gave so much joy, whose talent really did add to the sum of human happiness, and whose courage was beyond admiration.


I had a letter from him a few weeks before he died, just before Christmas. He said:


One day when I’m better I’d love to attempt Hamlet again, and all the rest; and together we can revitalise Shakespeare. Anyway I hope this is not a dream and I can’t tell you how much of a kick I got out of doing the part, if only for the short time I could…


Let be…










Judi Dench


I’ve written and spoken many times about Judi and this piece appeared in 2004 in a collection called, rather winsomely, Darling Judi.
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I’m looking at a photograph of four adults and two children—young boys—lined up on one side of a large kitchen table. They are watching six clockwork chicks (it’s Easter) racing across the table. Bets have been laid; the form of the chicks is unpredictable. One charges forward then falls on its beak, one stutters in circles, one mounts the rear of another, one never moves. The faces of the players are infused with sporting passion, but one face is contorted, no, not contorted, illuminated by demented glee. It’s Judi Dench, in an ecstasy of fun, combining three of her favourite things: love of company, love of games and love of betting. It’s not perhaps the image that most people have of someone who, as the Japanese say, is a Living National Treasure, but it’s closer than the weird caricature of gentility that is sometimes touted in the press—what Billy Connolly describes as ‘those English twittering fucking women—they think she’s one of them, and she isn’t.’


Alan Bennett is also a Living National Treasure. We were once speculating about what the world’s worst-taste T-shirt would be. Alan said he’d recently seen a young man wearing a heavy-metal T-shirt that read ‘HITLER: THE EUROPEAN TOUR’. That’s bad, I said, that’s awful, but what about one that I saw shortly after thirty-nine Turin football fans had been killed in an accident at a soccer match against Liverpool that read: ‘LIVERPOOL 39 TURIN 0’. Yes, that’s ghastly, said Alan, but the worst-taste T-shirt, the very worst, he said, would be one that read: ‘I HATE JUDI DENCH’. Most of us have been wearing our ‘I LOVE JUDI DENCH’ T-shirts for years. Mine’s a bit grey by now; I’ve been wearing it since 1966.


That was the year I first saw Judi act. It wasn’t on stage, it was on TV—a four-part drama by John Hopkins called Talking to a Stranger, directed by Christopher Morahan. I still think it’s one of the few authentic television masterpieces. It was about a suburban family disintegrating over a weekend, seen through the eyes of each of its members: father, mother, daughter, son. The performances of the actors—Maurice Denham, Margery Mason, Michael Bryant—are vivid still in my mind, but the image of Judi is something more than vivid: it has an aura, a corona like the glow around a high-voltage element. In a room in Dorset, watching on a small black-and-white TV set, I was dazzled by her passionate energy, her abandon, her vulnerability and her sharp wit. She was a star.


It says everything about Judi and as much about the era that she didn’t immediately gravitate to films. But this was the age of ‘dolly birds’ and ‘Swinging London’—and all the tatty crap that make it difficult to be nostalgic about the sixties unless you were stoned all the time, living in Ibiza, or both—and film producers (with Samantha Eggar as their role model) recoiled from this mercurial, round-faced young actress who could move from laughter to tears in the blink of an eye.


And the theatre presented her with a world in which she was, if not entirely in control of her destiny in the choice of parts, wholly in control of it when she was acting. The theatre is a world where you can learn from night to night, where you don’t have to conform to a physical type, where you have the power to convince an audience that you are whoever you choose to be. The theatre thrives on metaphor—a room becomes a world, a group of characters becomes a whole society—and, in enlisting the imagination of the audience, an actor performs an act of poetry. A passion for poetry—intensity of beauty in language and gesture—is in Judi’s genes.


Later that year I saw her on the stage for the first time. It was in a production of Richard II; John Neville was playing the King. Judi was not actually supposed to be in the show, but had appeared—it was a midweek matinee—as a conspicuously small soldier guarding the imprisoned monarch. She was dressed from top to toe in chain mail with a helmet on her head that looked like a metal mixing bowl. One by one the actors realised that they were sharing the stage with her and a contagious frenzy gripped the whole company. They shuddered in unison, legless with laughter. Only John Neville—to Judi’s fury—defiantly resisted the bait and, in spite of the distraction, I still remember his performance as one of the best I’ve ever seen in a Shakespeare play.




This happened at Nottingham Playhouse where John Neville was Director and Judi was playing Amanda in Private Lives, which alternated in the repertoire with the Shakespeare. I was working at the theatre, directing a schools’ tour of Goldoni’s Mirandolina. It was my first real job as a director and I owed it, in part, to Judi. I had been working in the nearby city of Leicester the previous Christmas at the Phoenix Theatre. I was a disaffected member of the chorus in an uncomfortable production of a musical for which I had no great affection: The Boy Friend. In order to deflect my growing despair (and that of some of my cast members) I directed a production of The Knack—a play by Ann Jellicoe—to be played for one Sunday night. By some special providence John Neville came to see the production with Judi, liked what he saw and offered me the job in Nottingham.


Which is how I came to meet Judi and began a friendship which will last until I fail to come round to her dressing room and be generous after a show—something I did once and for which she’s never forgiven me. My crime—and it was a crime—was a failure of good manners, which for Judi is much more than obeying common courtesies, writing thank-you letters, sending cards of condolence and remembering birthdays (though it’s all those as well). Her notion of good behaviour—of ‘acting well’, if you like—is tied up with what makes her such a good actor: her ability to empathise with other people, to imagine what a person—real or fictional—is feeling. She has the gift of compassion.


Judi’s philosophy is a sort of Christian one but it’s less a set of beliefs—she’s a practising Quaker—than an instinct. Judi acts well in life and in her work but, while acting well on stage is difficult and demanding, it’s an admirable but far from unique gift. What is rare—very rare—is for an actor to square the circle of work and life.


What are the things I remember most clearly of Judi when I first met her? Alone among my friends she always called me Rich (and still does), and I asked her to be in a play that I had written which she turned down without breaking my heart, even when hers was so busy being broken. She was always in love or falling in love, and sometimes both at the same time and usually with the wrong man, unsuitable but irresistible. She was like Ranyevskaya in The Cherry Orchard: ‘What do I do? I fall in love with his double.’ When we did the play for BBC TV years later she said to me, ‘I’ve decided who this man in Paris is, this man who’s made her so unhappy. You know who, don’t you, Rich?’ I did.


She was always a romantic and she still is, by which I mean she believes in the redeeming power of love. Being a romantic doesn’t mean she’s sentimental, even if there’s a side of her that to a mean-spirited observer—the sort who calls actors ‘luvvies’—might seem soppy: the first-night cards, soft toys, soft hearts and easy endearments that make up the stew of backstage life which, for all its superficiality, is threaded with genuine affection and appreciation of the value of real comradeship.




And with Judi laughter, a sound somewhere between a chuckle and a gurgle—sexy and subversive—is always bubbling up. She has an impish sense of humour. When we were rehearsing The Cherry Orchard she sent me a Christmas card in the shape of a man in a gorilla suit. And on the last night of A Little Night Music she faced Larry Guittard (whom we’d brought over from New York for the show), opened her dressing gown and revealed the words ‘Go home, Yank’ written on a bodystocking. And she thinks nothing of conscripting several dozen people to send mocking postcards to an actor friend to whom she’d given a £20 note to pay for a short taxi ride and whom she’d overheard say: ‘You can keep the change.’ ‘Thank you, guv,’ said the justly astonished taxi driver.


She revels in banter, bonhomie, and practical jokes, yet behind that wholly accessible, almost excessively generous façade there’s an intensely private, even unreachable person; what Franco Zeffirelli called ‘a secret garden’. It’s one of the many paradoxes of her character: she’s hard-headed but big-hearted, subversive but respectful of tradition, insecure but defiant in the face of fear, wildly passionate but almost always temperate. I’ve only once seen her very angry. A journalist in the Daily Telegraph had suggested that she was scene-stealing, systematically upstaging the other actors by ostentatiously moving props. You’d need to be very stupid and have a wilful ignorance of Judi’s character to believe that she would behave so ungenerously to her fellow actors. She was volcanically angry, so angry that she became white-faced and the tips of her ears glowed red. If she had confronted the journalist at that moment, murder would have been too good for her.


Paradoxes are the oxygen of good actors: you have to seek attention for yourself but you can’t be narcissistic, you have to perform but not show off, you have to communicate but in someone else’s voice and, if you don’t find the balance between these opposites, acting is just showing off. But to play one thought while thinking three or four others and moving dexterously around a stage or film set is the essential professional requirement. No less essential requirements for life as an actor are resilience and fortitude. They breed stoicism or guts: ‘grace under pressure’, Hemingway called it.


‘The peculiarity of this profession,’ said the actor Macready, ‘obliges the man of sorrows to affect a buoyancy of spirits, whilst perhaps his heart is breaking.’ No one could have followed his dictum more earnestly than Judi when we filmed Iris not many weeks after her husband Michael Williams’s death. Mike had been her north, south, east and west, more so than I had realised, and her grief was a terrible thing to witness. Grief can make you cruel; with Judi it made her determined, producing a ferocious energy that translated into an unusual immersion in preparing for the part. This involved a previously untried approach: reading the script before she started to work on it.




In the past she has recklessly courted disaster by insisting on starting with a blank page so that the whole of the process—from the acceptance of the part until the end of the readthrough on the first day of the rehearsals—has been a blindfold journey, where she’s innocent of what’s around each corner. She wouldn’t even use Denholm Elliott’s test for accepting a role: ‘I open a script in the middle,’ he said to me once, ‘and if I think there’s anybody in it that I’d like to have a drink with, I turn back to the beginning and read it.’ Not Judi: she’d ask someone to paraphrase the script for her or just rely on her sense of smell—and I’m not sure I’m being metaphorical.


With Iris, because the period leading up to it was a period of forced unemployment while she was caring for Michael, she departed from her normal preparation for a part, which is to rely almost entirely on her instincts and, through a process of osmosis, soak up the details and absorb the character’s life without allowing anything of herself to encroach on the character. To prepare for playing Iris Murdoch she read the script (two drafts even) and watched a documentary. She was fascinated by Iris Murdoch’s accent—particularly the way she sounded the ‘h’ in words like ‘which’ or ‘whist’ as she does herself. Discovering that their mothers were from the same background, genteel Dublin Protestants, was another point of access to the character.


More typical of her approach to studying a part was to sit in the car when we were filming in Oxford outside the house that John Bayley had shared with Iris Murdoch. What she gleaned from this was their diffidence to possessions: the windows of the house were open and his dusty little car was in the driveway, unlocked, while he was away. She accumulates small details like a detective, asks you questions that seem barely relevant to the character she’s playing, then leaves you as soon as you answer, as if she’d disturbed you while you’re reading a book, afraid that talking about it more will muddy her instinct. It was through intuition rather than study that she achieved that alchemical physical transformation at the end of Iris, when her eyes became vacant but her soul still seemed at home. She didn’t go to old people’s homes to observe patients suffering from Alzheimer’s Disease; she asked little about my mother, who had had a cruelly long decay into the terminal stage, and she talked for a short time to an old friend of hers who was in the very early stages of the illness. The rest—the progressive descent into oblivion—she guessed.


Judi works through doubt, scepticism and guesswork and, like a prospector panning for gold in a stream, is never content until she’s found something solid. The way she works is entirely idiosyncratic; it’s like Churchill’s description of Russia: a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma. Like all good actors she doesn’t really have a method, still less The Method. One of the things I dislike about The Method is that with its catechism of ‘impro’, ‘emotional memory’, ‘private moments’ and ‘relaxation exercises’, it’s become a credo rather than a process. Actors become more concerned with finding themselves than the author’s character. All acting ‘methods’ have to be empirical, they’re just means to an end; if they’re codified—like Stanislavsy’s and Lee Strasberg’s—the means become the end.
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