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The idea for this book occurred to me not long after I had resigned from the National Theatre as an associate director in 1976. However, it was not until the publication of the Peter Hall Diaries in 1983, in which that resignation was, to my mind, misrepresented, that attempting it became a requirement.


I started making notes and had completed a few chapters when my agent, Mark Lucas, suggested we submit an outline of the book (then called The National Interest) to Clare Alexander, Managing Editor at Penguin Books. For the welcome she gave to the proposal, and indeed for Mark’s initial belief in it, I remain grateful. Alas, progress on the book was extremely fitful. My career as a theatre director was at its busiest, and at such times as I was able to return to my manscript it kept mutating into a different sort of book altogether. It was as if before I could confront my time at the National (its highs and its dramatic lows), I had first to examine the twenty-odd years I’d spent in England leading up to it. In 1999, despairing of ever delivering the manuscript I’d promised, and with Clare having moved sideways to become a distinguished literary agent, I asked Mark if we could return the advance and void the contract. Penguin agreed to this with grace.


However, intermittently, I kept returning to my pages and little by little one chapter was added to another. Five years later the book became what apparently it had always wanted to be – a memoir about a young Australian arriving in London in 1950 and his early struggles to make a life for himself in the theatre. Called Arguments with England it was picked up by Dinah Wood, recently arrived at Faber and Faber, and it was to become the first book she edited for them. I was now free to come to grips with the biggest argument I had so far had with my adopted country, the one that took place within the walls of the new National Theatre.


I discussed it with Dinah, who was not only enthusiastic, but managed to convey her enthusiasm to her colleagues. Once again I was given an advance. Once again years passed with nothing much to show for it. But Dinah stood over me, sometimes frowning, mostly smiling, and now, some forty years after the events which it describes, the book is published. The fact that it has come out a month before the fiftieth anniversary of the National Theatre is wholly fortuitous, but if it can make a small contribution to discussions about the future of this great institution, relatively new to British life and at present being led with particular flair and resourcefulness by Nick Hytner, then it will have served some purpose.


There are other people I would like to thank: Gavin Clarke, the National Theatre Archivist, who guided me to relevant photographs and documents; Daniel Rosenthal, whose own elegant and comprehensive book The National Theatre Story is being published only weeks after mine, and so was ideally placed to straighten me out on some of my facts; Janet Macklam, who has typed and typed her way cheerfully through various drafts; Rhonda Barkow for her constant encouragement; and as always my children for their love and support. Finally, my particular thanks to everyone at Faber and Faber. If I single out Dinah – obviously – and her colleague Steve King, and my patient, judicious line editor, Simon Trussler, it’s because they are the people with whom I have spent most time.
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The pealing of a telephone waiting to be answered was the signature tune of the last century. Tidings of good fortune or ill, all came winging along the cable. I wasn’t at home when Laurence Olivier rang, but my wife, Shirley, gave him a number where I could be reached.


‘Hello, boysie! Where are you? What’s going on?’ The voice at the other end could be no other; likewise the curiosity. He came quickly to the point. Would I, he wanted to know, be interested in joining the National Theatre as an associate director? He was planning to bring in a pair of associates, and had thought of Ronald Eyre and myself. Perhaps it would be a good idea to ring dear Ronnie and arrange a meeting with him, just the two of us, to see if we were of a like mind? He gave me Ronnie’s number and the conversation was over. It was just after ten thirty on an October night in 1970. At once I had a picture of him at home in Brighton fifteen minutes before, fretting about his candidates, wondering whether either of us was really right, then impulsively picking up the receiver and dialling. Then persisting on the telephone until he’d tracked me down.


The circumstances of his call had taken me by surprise, but not the call itself. It was one that I had been half expecting. Two years before he had invited me to the National on a freelance basis to direct Peter Nichols’ The National Health, which had been a considerable success and was still in the repertoire. There are times, particularly in a career just taking off, when everything one attempts seems to succeed. As I have since seen it happen to others, this had now happened to me. However, it can never be an unalloyed pleasure because of the certainty that it cannot possibly last.


This is as true of institutions as it is of individuals, and few important theatre companies can escape from the cyclical nature of reputation. In the first three or four years after its launch in 1963 the brand new National Theatre, playing at its temporary home, the Old Vic, enjoyed a blaze of success with a string of hits ranging from Uncle Vanya to The Recruiting Officer, from Hay Fever to The Royal Hunt of the Sun. Encouraged by his new wife, Joan Plowright, Olivier pursued a policy of providing house room for a rising generation of talent whose members, had they been left outside, would have been the first to throw stones at the new institution. The two young directors whom he invited to help launch the theatre, John Dexter and Bill Gaskill, came from the Royal Court, and they brought with them some of the actors and designers they had fostered there. Though he engaged established stars such as Michael Redgrave and Edith Evans, the focus of


Olivier’s National was on the company work of his younger actors, and a remarkable number of them rapidly became stars themselves. Olivier also employed as Literary Manager Kenneth Tynan, the most gifted critic of the day, but also the one with the sharpest opinions about the purposes of a National Theatre. All this meant largely abandoning the talent of his own generation in whose company Olivier had first staked his claim to be a great actor and among whom he probably felt most comfortable, so it was a courageous as well as a perceptive course to follow. But there was a cost. Old friends felt neglected, and Olivier, encircled now by young colleagues whose artistic and political assumptions he did not always understand or share, became increasingly wary and watchful.


Now the wheel had turned for the National Theatre and its luck seemed to be running out. Dexter and Gaskill had left and gone on to other things, and the associate director who replaced them, Frank Dunlop, was also eager to get away and run his own theatre (the Young Vic, under construction down the road). Even the man with whom he had worked most closely, if contentiously, Ken Tynan, had become a less effective ally. He’d had his wings clipped by the Theatre Board, who had been affronted by his promotion of two outside shows; one, Rolf Hochhuth’s Soldiers, which dealt with the carpet bombing of German cities during the war, was considered by the Chairman, Lord Chandos, to be a slur on the memory of his friend Winston Churchill; the other Oh! Calcutta!, was an explicit sexual revue with abundant nudity and four-letter words. Ken had been demoted and obliged to share his responsibilities with a new member of staff, Derek Granger.


Against this background of uncertainty the greatest challenge the National had yet faced loomed in the immediate future – the opening of its huge new building on the South Bank. Despite delays and cost overruns, both unforeseen, its cast-concrete bulk was now imposing itself little by little beside the Thames. Would it vindicate the hopes of all those people who over so many years had pledged to bring a National Theatre into being, or would it become a great grey elephant tethered to the river, consuming money and talent on a scale impossible to sustain? It is hard to believe now, but at the time these were decidedly open questions. The new building would require an administrative staff at least three times as large as that needed to run the Old Vic, besides an army of technicians, maintenance staff and cleaners. It would need to produce two or three times as many shows in any one year as it had attempted so far, employing double the number of actors, and it would be dependent for its existence on a principle relatively new and as yet far from enshrined in British life – generous public subsidy for the arts.


This in turn would depend on something else new to British theatre – an extensive network of supporters in high places, whose efforts and commitment would be crucial to the launch of such an extravagant (and un-utilitarian) project. With their easy access to business and the world of money, to government and the law, these were the sort of people theatre boards like to attract, and the few I had encountered during my two years at the Glasgow Citizens Theatre often surprised and rather exhilarated me with their conviviality and directness. Such figures often have an informed love of the thing they are supporting, and they expect little more in return for the hours they put in than the chance to add a cultural flourish to the sum total of their other achievements. If an honour comes along, a knighthood or a peerage, so much the better. Well-run theatres have mostly benefited from the oversight of such public-spirited people, but the National would require an entire stratum of such supporters, picking up the telephone to each other every day, discussing funding and appointments and lubricating the political process at Westminster. At dinner parties in the evening you can be sure that they would be arguing points of artistic merit because, where the arts are concerned, everyone is an expert, and such people feel that having confident opinions in these matters goes with the territory, which perhaps wouldn’t be the case if the subject was molecular biology or engineering.


Beneath this confidence, however, there is always a certain nervousness, even fear – that of being associated with something either disreputable or with the whiff of failure about it. This is apparent in the private alliances, shared prejudices and waves of misgiving that criss-cross each other along the telephone lines every day. Little of this reaches the people who are actually running the theatres or engaged in putting something on stage. They learn about it only when they run smack up against a glass door they hadn’t realised was there. This heightened political dimension attendant on the launching of something as costly as the National had not really been anticipated by theatre people, nor were they equipped to deal with it. It would take an artistic director who was himself a sharply political animal to turn the new climate to his own advantage.


Olivier was not such a man. When he had made his Shakespearean films and run his previous theatres it had been pretty much as an artistic autocrat, a role most people were happy to concede him because of the size of his talent and his charismatic leadership. However, the National Theatre was far too large an operation, even at the Old Vic, to be run the way actor-managers from Henry Irving onward had run their companies. For a start so many productions had to be mounted that it was impossible for any one person to leave an artistic mark on all but a handful. The contradiction in Olivier’s case was that the shows in which he performed tended to be the box-office staples of any given season. This combination of personal responsibility on the one hand, and on the other a huge load of administration with none of the stimulus of direct artistic involvement, had taken its toll, and now there was another grey elephant in the auditorium – Laurence Olivier’s health. He’d had two major illnesses: prostate cancer, followed a couple of years later (possibly as a result of the treatment he’d received for the first condition) by thrombosis in one of his legs. His well-being was a source of much speculation, within the building and without. From this, of course, he was excluded, but he was far too alert and driven not to guess the drift of the gossip or to know which group of important people was most exercised by it.




*





This, towards the end of 1970, was the National Theatre that Ronald Eyre and I were being invited to join. As requested, I rang Ronnie and we arranged to meet one lunchtime at an Indian restaurant in North Audley Street. He was a thoughtful, decent man, who had recently made a TV series for the BBC on comparative religion, and as we forked our way through the piles of spicy food, each cautiously assessing the other as a potential colleague, we both agreed that we were being offered a chalice which, if not poisoned, smelt distinctly brackish. A few days later I had a second call from Sir Laurence telling me that Ronnie had withdrawn and suggesting that I visit him at the Aquinas Street offices the following afternoon to discuss other candidates. This was a moment to consider carefully. One foot was through the door. Should the other follow?


Two and a half years earlier I had come down to London from the Glasgow Citizens Theatre with a startling new play, A Day in the Death of Joe Egg, and the morning after the first night its author Peter Nichols and I woke to find that, as the saying goes, we had arrived. Within a year Joe Egg was running on Broadway and I was soon back in London with another Glasgow production, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, with a virtuoso performance by Leonard Rossiter in the Hitler role. Later that year I was invited to stage Peter’s next play at the National, The National Health. And on top of all this in 1969 a novel, Next Season, on which I had been working on and off for about six years, was published to a gratifying reception. Was joining a large and apparently faltering institution the wisest next step?


More than any other I revered Olivier as the man whose work had drawn me to the theatre in the first place; I had watched him, thunderstruck, at the Sydney Tivoli, during the Old Vic tour of Australia just after the war. This was true of many young actors of my generation, and the talk in theatre dressing rooms during the fifties tended to circle obsessively around his great roles – Richard III, Oedipus Rex, Titus Andronicus, Archie Rice. There may have been others in the British theatre as gifted – there indeed were – but none who could get anywhere near him as a sheer performer, a kind of player-magician who dealt in the least expected, the astonishing, in moments that could unite an auditorium packed from stalls to gallery in a single suspended breath.


However, the great actor was only one of numerous Oliviers. There was also the lesser actor capable of giving overwrought indifferent performances in plays such as Semi-Detached and Rhinoceros, when the tectonic plates failed to shift or the earth to move and, watching, you began to wonder if they ever had. There was the effusive theatrical Larry, larding his conversation and his correspondence with flowery endearments, and there was the polar opposite of this creature, the man in the room doing the watching, alert to pretence and folly, missing nothing, and who in a treacherous profession had an aching need for real friendship, as well as the steel to forego it if it was a check on his ambition. It was the multiplicity of these and other personalities that made him sometimes difficult to deal with because, from one day to another, you were never quite sure which one of them you were addressing. You juggled with affection and impatience, admiration and rage.


The Aquinas Street offices to which I had been bidden after my abortive meeting with Ronald Eyre were the temporary administrative headquarters of the National Theatre while it waited on the completion of its many corridors of office space on the South Bank. Built on a neglected bomb site, this makeshift base consisted of a series of wartime Nissen huts arranged in a line like dominoes which branched out at both ends into larger spaces, providing at one extremity a rehearsal room and a canteen, at the other a boardroom. Connecting them was a long corridor, vaguely nautical in feel, off which, from side to side, were a number of tiny cabins large enough to accommodate a small desk, a filing cabinet and a few shelves. The Artistic Director was allowed the luxury of two of these spaces knocked into one. He had a more imposing desk and it faced a padded bench running round the walls on which six or seven people could perch during meetings. His office was next door to the entrance into the building, and so gave him a view of people coming and going across the slatted wooden ramp.


I had always found this improvised Lego-like structure a congenial environment. It was the kind of place in which something audacious might have been afoot in time of war, code-breaking perhaps, and its austerity underlined that the proper place for show and display was not here but on the stage of the Old Vic a few streets away. Aquinas Street was shipshape – and it needed to be, because the National was on a voyage into uncharted waters.


As I approached the car park I noticed first Olivier’s famous London taxi, one of the few privately owned and painted his favourite colour, purple. In this vehicle, as recognisable to his public as a state coach, he would be driven back and forth to Victoria Station where, aboard the Brighton Belle, he would arrive in the morning and depart at night. Just beyond the taxi and observing me through his office window was the man him self in the company of Joan Plowright. They greeted me affably and came straight to the point. To replace Ronald Eyre they had two suggestions to make, and they would leave me to decide which of the two men I would feel most comfortable working with. One of them was a surprise: John Dexter, who had already had a long and successful association with the National, but who had departed angrily after he and Olivier clashed over Dexter’s production of his all-male As You Like It. Now it seemed the quarrel had been patched over, and John had expressed a willingness to come back.


The other candidate was someone who had recently become a friend, and with whom I would have been delighted to work: Jonathan Miller. We had become directors at about the same time, and, both up-and-coming, had sought each other out. We met one lunchtime in the restaurant of the Mermaid Theatre, and immediately got on. I had expected him to be funny and from his television appearances was already impressed by his amazing cross-referential mind, which sucked up scraps of knowledge like an anteater and never seemed to forget them. In conversation he could discuss a subject juggling with two or three different disciplines at the same time. What I hadn’t anticipated, however, was his gift of intimacy, chatting with unguarded candour about the ups and downs of both his professional and personal life. There are rules to friendship, and he seemed to take it for granted that I was the sort of person who would abide by them, which I found attractive and flattering.


However, with regard to the National the problem for both of us was our inexperience. We’d established that we could direct plays, but as far as helping to run a huge organisation we were relatively untried. Which John Dexter was not. He had been central to the National’s early success, and for years had been exercised with the challenge of the move to the new building. I didn’t know Dexter personally, but I’d much admired his productions, which ranged from the spectacular Royal Hunt of the Sun to the spare, graceful naturalism of the work he had done with the designer Jocelyn Herbert on Arnold Wesker’s plays – in particular Chips with Everything, which seemed to me a fine play, flawlessly done. In the rehearsal room he had the reputation of being a martinet, sometimes even a bully, and his embrace of the severe Royal Court aesthetic, which consigned the work of most other theatres to outer darkness, smacked a little too much of a party line for my taste; but he was clearly equipped to play a role in the future of the National Theatre. I didn’t give it any thought at the time, but John must also have been positioning himself for the succession in the event of Olivier’s retirement. To this there was one formidable obstacle – his conviction some years before on a homosexual charge, for which, like Oscar Wilde, he had served time in prison. The law had now been altered and public attitudes were changing fast, but the stigma of a jail sentence still lingered in the minds of the sort of people with whom such an appointment would rest.


Almost against my better judgement, and struggling to put the National’s interests ahead of my own, I told the Oliviers that John Dexter was perhaps the person I should meet first. They seemed pleased, particularly Joan Plowright, who at the Royal Court had done some of her best work with John and was a close friend, and they suggested another lunch. Joan Plowright now left the room so that Olivier and I could go on to discuss more general matters. There was one thing I knew I had to bring up if I was to accept this job. Throughout the organisation the Artistic Director was almost always addressed as ‘Sir Laurence’, which is how I had addressed him as a young actor in the Titus Andronicus company, and continued to do as a freelance director on The National Health. There were certain people who were exceptions to this general rule. A comparable star or an old colleague would call him ‘Larry’, or a younger man like Dexter who had directed him in Othello. I didn’t in the least begrudge him this deference – he was after all unique – but I knew that if I was to be of any use to the organisation I had to put myself among the exceptions. Already we’d had differences over The National Health and I suspected that there would be quite a few more. Without the equality of first names I could consider the argument, if such there was to be, already half lost. Somewhat clumsily, and perhaps at too great a length, I explained why I thought it sensible if I called him ‘Larry’.


He listened, his expression amiable but totally mask-like. After I’d finished there was a beat before he purred, ‘But I was hoping that you would.’ Whether he meant it or not I hadn’t the least idea. Fifteen years before, as ‘Sir Laurence’, he had offered a young actor his encouragement. However, it is one thing to show interest in a promising newcomer; quite another to have that per son reappear some years later as a potential equal. I don’t believe Olivier felt any resentment towards me; rather, it was simple incredulity that this young man from the past had now flown up from nowhere and landed beside him on the same branch.


As with many subsequent decisions, it was John Dexter who elected where we would lunch together – Burke’s, a small modish club in Mayfair, opposite the fashionable tailor Dougy Hayward, that had mushroomed up in accord with the times and has since disappeared. John was a short, stocky, driven man with a darting mind, the workings of which he attempted to conceal behind a half smile and a neat, barbered moustache and beard. He was passionate about the theatre and ferocious in his loyalty to those such as the designer Jocelyn Herbert of whose work he approved. But, like the scorpion in the fable who begs the frog to give him a lift to the far bank of the river only to sting him half way across, John arrived too often at the position where he could only mutter to some aggrieved frog as they both went under, ‘Sorry, but it’s my nature.’ Curiously, it was this lack of ease with himself, his inner conflict, that made him at times quite sympathetic. He was a man who frequently sweated. Over lunch he didn’t seem inclined to spend time discussing an artistic credo, which was not what I expected given his Royal Court back ground; he knew my work and I knew his, and apparently that was enough. Instead he moved directly to the terms of our employment.


‘What do you think we should be paid?’ he asked. At Glasgow I’d received forty-five pounds a week, so off the top of my head suggested a figure of seventy-five. ‘A hundred,’ said John, and the more I thought about it the better it sounded. John had done many more shows in London and on Broadway than I had, and was on speaking terms with all the famous names on both sides of the Atlantic. I rather looked forward to being tutored in his worldliness. We concluded the meal agreeing that we must act as a team, that we must always be totally candid with each other and that trust between us was an absolute essential. These things are easier to say than to do. Then I rang my agent, Terry Owen, and asked him to take it from there.




*





So began my five years at the National Theatre. For people whose job it is to put work on stage – actors, designers, directors – the theatre promises a creative life without loneliness and it often delivers, but the price is accomplishments which, though preceded by a banging drum and not without their importance, are as ephemeral as the seasons. And such work, put in front of the public with a sort of blind faith, has to be achieved in the face of the thing which represents its opposite – the guile which comes into play when, in any group, there is an internal struggle for dominance. Because of the number of people involved and the scope of its ambitions, the National Theatre company would prove fertile ground for these strategies, alliances, secrets and betrayals, and my time there, though it would provide enormous rewards, ended by becoming the most distressing of my career.




*





The engagement did not get off to a good start, and nearly ended before it had begun. The first hurdle was my contract. Terry Owen told me the National was offering a non-negotiable £75 a week. Remembering my conversation with John, I asked Terry to persist. He came back saying they wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t believe that Dexter would accept such a figure, so I asked Terry if he could find out more. The next day he informed me with some embarrassment that John was being paid £125 a week. I was stunned, and not solely about the size of the differential; it would mean starting my new job not as the equal of a colleague I had chosen but as his junior partner, and my salary would make this evident throughout the organisation. It was not the engagement I had been offered. I asked Terry to fight and there was a stand-off of about a week. Then Olivier’s secretary rang to tell me that Sir Laurence would like me to come and see him.


We met at four o’clock the following afternoon. He greeted me with ominous ease and I realised at once that the National’s intractable position emanated from his office. What was the justification, I asked him, for paying such differing salaries? He cited the fact as if it was self-evident that John was much more experienced, had directed a film, and had had a production on Broadway. But then I’d had a production on Broadway, Joe Egg, and had received a Tony nomination to boot. Moreover I was two things John certainly wasn’t, a published novelist and someone with fifteen years of honourable service in Olivier’s own profession. Did this count for nothing? In a constrained manner we argued back and forth. I began to get a little angry.


‘But, Larry, you asked me to choose someone with whom I felt I could work as an equal, and as soon as I do so you promote him over my head! You can’t have it both ways!’


He was listening to me as still as a predatory animal and with a smile on his lips that was razor-blade thin.


‘I can have it any way I like!’ he crooned. Richard the Third had just addressed me.


The moment was so extraordinary that I felt myself almost standing apart from it. The threat was real enough, but what had so arrested me was this perfect expression of it, which without being in the least theatrical was as shaped and potent as a moment in a play. Like a member of an audience I almost wanted to grin at the audacity of its execution. Any true politician – his successor, Peter Hall, for instance – would have regarded such a naked assertion of power as a provocative and pointless indulgence. It was the language of the stage. A moment later Olivier seemed to realise this too and he abruptly resumed his previous manner, businesslike and now concerned with what was next on a busy agenda.


‘Well, Michael, do let us know if you’d like to accept the offer,’ he said squaring off some pages. I was by now pretty certain that he had another candidate waiting, literally, in the wings.


‘I’d like a few days to think about it,’ I said.


‘Be as quick as you can, dear fellow, we’ve got to make a start.’


I’d already decided to accept the job, but I had no intention of making it easy for him.


‘I’ll let you know the beginning of next week,’ I said. This irritated him but he seemed to accept it, and the meeting was over.




*





The following weekend I composed a careful letter of dignified capitulation and delivered it by hand. He read it as I stood there and acknowledged it with barely concealed satisfaction.


‘Only Round One,’ I reminded myself. His attitude had not really surprised me because there was a telltale history attached. From the beginning of his reign at the National he had been mistrustful of the new breed of directors because he saw them as usurping the centrality of the actor, the figure people come to see and the one who has to go out there each night and deliver. Films are directed, he would say, but plays are produced, and he insisted on this old-fashioned usage on all National Theatre programmes and publicity. The indispensable components of an evening in the theatre were the play and the players who would bring it to life, and somewhere in the middle – sometimes useful, even brilliant, sometimes less so – there was this director/producer figure acting as a kind of mediator between the two indispensable components. Coming from an acting background, and having occasion ally been at the wrong end of directorial incompetence myself, I was not unsympathetic to this point of view, or to Olivier’s fierce sense of ownership of his own work. His extraordinary inventiveness and theatrical intelligence were his own, and he wanted everyone to know where the great moments of his performances came from – certainly not from an academic thesis imposed upon the text by some recently graduated upstart.


One of the ways he expressed his suspicion of directors at the National (a number of film directors he revered) was by paying them badly, and when as a freelance I had directed The National Health, a show which required a great deal of planning and the resourcefulness of a musical, I had been paid only £500. Averaged out over the fifteen weeks I’d worked on it, it made me the worst paid person in the rehearsal room. This state of affairs was not good for directors, nor indeed for the National Theatre if it was to attract the best of us, and I and two other freelance directors whom the National had employed on similar terms, Jonathan Miller and Clifford Williams, composed a joint letter to Olivier, moderately expressed, arguing the case for better fees. The letter was meant to be confidential but it was leaked to The Times, which reported it with direct quotes in a classy gossip column they had in their centre pages.


When I read it I was appalled. The leak could have come from any one of us, it could have come from someone within the organisation we were complaining about. I had never deliberately leaked anything to a journalist in my life, but how could I prove this? A leak, like a poison-pen letter, puts everyone under suspicion, and this general contamination fed in the short term Olivier’s mistrust of his young colleagues, and in the long term was to have malign consequences for me.


I had become so preoccupied with Olivier’s involvement in the curtailment of my salary that I failed to ask myself what role John Dexter had played in the matter. Perhaps because I didn’t want to begin our relationship on a note of rancour, I put it down to the fact that his agent was evidently more aggressive and wily than mine and left it at that. However, John made it very difficult to take a charitable view of such things because of the frequency with which they continued occurring. There was usually a time lapse before you realised what he’d been up to. There was, for instance, the matter of secretarial assistance for the two of us. One morning the National Theatre’s Administrative Director, Paddy Donnell, told me with rather too much enthusiasm that he had found the perfect secretary for John and me to share. She was John’s nominee and had worked for him in New York and on his film The Virgin Soldiers. Her name was Caroline Coates, she was American and he suggested I meet her as soon as possible.


‘You’ll like her,’ he said, and I did. She was young, attractive and seemed to be extremely bright and competent, if a little overqualified for the job she was being offered. For the next month or two the arrangement was a honeymoon for three. Caroline worked all hours and had an American resourcefulness one couldn’t help admiring. The word ‘impossible’ was not in her vocabulary. You could ask her about anything and if she didn’t know about it, she would by lunchtime. However, as the months passed, Caroline seemed to be making fewer and fewer appearances at Aquinas Street and my pile of unanswered correspondence was growing. I managed to catch her in her office one morning transferring a pile of dirty clothes from a carrier bag into a carryall and I asked if she could find a moment to do a few letters.


‘Not today, I’m doing John’s laundry,’ she replied. This didn’t seem quite right so I said with a touch of insistence, ‘When then?’ Caroline gave me a look as if I’d been born yesterday. ‘You must know!’ ‘What?’ I replied. She sighed. ‘John pays the other half of my salary. The National only picks up the first half.’ This cosy arrangement by which the National got a secretary at a cut price and John got 75 per cent of her services was something of which I had never been informed.


The last shock John gave me I experienced after a delay of some thirty years and when John himself was dead. During the first few weeks of our association, when we were meant to be getting to know each other, John invited me to spend a few days with him and his partner, Riggs O’Hara, at the ancient mill house they had recently acquired in the Lot-et-Garonne. It was a beautiful building, its old machinery of waterwheels and millstones still intact and so dominating the interior spaces that one half expected them at any moment to creak and rumble back to life. Riggs, who oversaw all John’s domestic arrangements, had undertaken the renovation with flair and discretion, and there were well-appointed outbuildings providing accommodation for guests. I was duly impressed and wondered as a practical possibility if one day I might be able to acquire something similarly fanciful. And indeed it was with John’s example in mind that at the end of that same year I used an inheritance of some £10,000 to buy a dilapidated house in Biarritz on the top floor of which some forty years later I am writing this sentence. This debt I owe to John far outweighs the differences I had with him half a lifetime ago. Our acquaintances guide our behaviour without even knowing it and where their interests and initiatives are concerned we are all magpies.


John and Riggs were attentive hosts and they took me on drives up and down the lovely hills of their part of France and we ate in pretty restaurants. On my last morning we were sitting in the sun having a drink before lunch when John turned the conversation  towards a discussion about our careers, and began quizzing me about my hopes and ambitions. Knowing that John had directed a film and a Broadway musical, both things I one day hoped to do, I assumed the role of novice and questioned him deferentially. His answers were informative but he was one of those people who tend to dwell on the daunting complexities of any given task whereas I was more inclined to warm to the approach exemplified by the great cinematographer Greg Toland who, when asked by the young Orson Welles for guidance, replied that he could teach Welles all he needed to know about movie-making in an afternoon. For the next hour our conversation meandered pleasantly enough along the byways of upmarket show business. In the unexpected warmth of a February sun, John had taken his shirt off and throughout I was distracted by his little white pot-belly, hirsute and as hard as a melon. It was like an insistent note of reality challenging the litany of legendary shows and deathless reputations.


Fast forward to the next century and I am reading Joan Plowright’s memoir which deals extensively with the National Theatre. I turn the page and there reproduced in full is a letter from John addressed to both the Oliviers in which I am attacked. He deplores my attachment to the commercial theatre and questions my suitability to be an associate director of the National. The invitation to the mill house was not, then, intended as an exercise in professional bonding but as a form of entrapment. I can hardly believe this unexpected sting from beyond the grave. But what would once have been enraging now almost amused me because it was so quintessentially John. I could imagine the righteousness with which he had convinced himself that his letter served the greater good. Worse things have been done and heads have rolled in earnest when people have put pen to paper in the name of the future.


During our time together at the National I was continually outfoxed by John, by his virtues no less than his vices. He was extraordinarily energetic and could juggle efficiently with half a dozen concerns at once. There was an urgency about everything he attempted, and he had an appetite for detail – for schedules, lists and forward planning – all of which were important for a successful launch of the new building. He was also, alas, deviously competitive and in our relationship chose intrigue over cooperation. However, this struggle of his choosing was one which I would win and he would lose, and for reasons that had nothing to do with the merit of either of us. It was simply that I was heading randomly into a good patch with a coincidental string of hits, and he was heading randomly into a bad one when his next three shows wouldn’t quite work. It hardly needs saying that a few years later the tables would be turned.
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Before I could take up my post at the National Theatre full time I had an outside show to direct. This was Peter Nichols’ Forget-Me-Not Lane, our third collaboration, which Peter had elected to have staged at the theatre in Greenwich, where he now lived. However, I was able to make time to attend planning meetings at Aquinas Street one afternoon a week. Extra chairs were brought into Sir Laurence’s office and we all squeezed in, usually drawn to the same seats we had occupied a week before – Larry behind his desk, old hands like Ken Tynan and John Dexter under the window, Derek Granger, Ken’s new colleague in the literary department and another new boy like myself, on a chair in the middle of the room. The most illustrious new recruit, slightly stranded among the associates, was Paul Scofield, who spoke little but always to the point. He was extremely courteous, if wary, and he seemed to exist a little apart from the rest of us as if he was the uneasy conscience of the group, attending with a mask-like face as the futures of playwrights, directors and his fellow actors were tossed around the room and sometimes dropped like so many beach balls. Also present were the administrators, Paddy Donnell and Anthony Easterbrook.


The problem with joining any large organisation is that to begin with you’re required to implement policy you have had no part in initiating. The fashion in subsidised theatre at this time was towards size, and this was conspicuously dramatised in the new building then under construction on the South Bank. This fashion for size also expressed itself in a drive towards greater productivity, for more shows in many places, and all over the country subsidised theatres were expanding – into second ‘studio’ houses, into touring, into meeting the needs of specialist audiences – and in the process much increasing their administrative and backstage staff. I do not deny the value of theatre as an aspect of further education and the social services, but I was unimpressed by the virtue of scale for its own sake. Perhaps my own laziness and lack of public spirit contributed to this, but I had a clear and very simple view of what I thought theatre was for. It was to bring to the stage productions of such accomplishment and concentrated intent that anyone who saw them would remember them for the rest of their lives. It was their impact rather than the categories to which they happened to belong that mattered.


They could be anything – tragedies or comedies, musicals or one-man shows. Not surprisingly such occasions are a rarity. But they do happen and are perhaps the one good reason why people who should know better persist in such a clumsy, compromised and often disappointing medium. It’s impossible to legislate for this kind of excellence; all you can do is get the work done as best you can, keep your fingers crossed and trust that once in a while in the life of an institution or an individual, against the odds, it happens. This hardly constitutes a policy and is certainly not a programme, nor is it much use in the daily and arduous demands of running a theatre, but as a thought on hold at the back of one’s mind, a sleeping aspiration, it can warn against wrong turnings and highlight misjudgements.


The paradox, of course, is that the more arrows you shoot at the target the better chance there is of a bullseye, and the policy of the new National Theatre envisioned a full quiver. This was something John Dexter had been thinking about and planning for since its inception. Back at the National once again, he now had the chance to put the plans that he, Olivier and Tynan had been discussing for years into practice. The completion of the new building was about a year away. It would require a doubling in the size of the acting company and the attendant staff to service the two auditoria (the third, adaptable space followed later). The thinking was that the National should anticipate the challenges ahead by attempting a two-theatre policy in advance of its move to the new building. A West End theatre, the New (soon to become the Albery, and now the Noël Coward), had been rented, and the plan was to run it in tandem with the Old Vic. This policy was under way by the time I had staged Forget-Me-Not Lane, and was free to join the organisation full time.


Our first concern was firming up the repertoire in both theatres. At the Old Vic a programme of plays for 1971 was already in place; now, beginning in June, we had to decide on five productions to run at the New. Logistically it was a mammoth task, since at both theatres the shows would be in repertoire, each playing in cycles of a few days at a time, and all cast from the same pool of actors, who would be making their way back and forth across Waterloo Bridge according to what was playing that night. Fortunately in Michael Hallifax the National had someone on the staff with the patience and zeal to make all this work, and his charts and diagrams soon became indispensable aids.


Representing the literary department, Ken Tynan had strong views about the sort of repertoire we should be mounting in both houses. He had long felt that the British classical theatre was far too inward-looking and neglected a wealth of material from across the Channel. Chekhov was performed, occasionally an Ibsen or a Molière, and that was about it. He saw the new National as embracing not only drama from around the world but also its most gifted international interpreters.


The risks attached to this aspiration were soon to become all too evident. The first production that had been scheduled for the Old Vic in 1971 was a contemporary two-hander, The Architect and the Emperor of Assyria, by the French-domiciled Spanish dramatist Fernando Arrabal. The director was Victor Garcia, an Argentinian who spoke no English. He was a small man with an enormous head of curly black hair, who dressed exclusively in white, and he was to take an already perplexing work to a new realm of obscurity. He conducted rehearsals rather like someone in a circus cracking the whip at a pair of hapless circling horses, and during the first dress rehearsal had demanded that in mid-performance the two actors remove all their clothes. A much distressed Jim Dale refused, but Anthony Hopkins coolly obliged, and came out on top when not too long after he was languidly asked to put his clothes back on again.


At the final dress rehearsal the artistic directorate and the production team were scattered dejectedly about the auditorium staring at the stage and absolutely certain that trundling towards them was a catastrophic flop. The panicky listlessness that attends theatrical failure is an atmosphere that everyone within the walls of the theatre has no choice but to breathe, and worst affected, because most responsible, was Ken Tynan. At the post mortem afterwards his habitual stutter and the emphysema from which he suffered dramatised the situation in a most literal way as he struggled with gulps of air to argue his way out of the mess. But there was nothing to be done – no concrete play to elucidate, no proper parts to be better interpreted. I’d just joined the organisation (at what it was becoming increasingly clear was the wrong moment) and thought all we could do was grit our teeth until the first night had come and gone. I caught Olivier looking at me demanding some sign of optimism, but a closing of the ranks was all I could offer him.


The Architect and the Emperor of Assyria may have been a failure but it was an honourable one, because it sprang from Ken’s conviction that the National Theatre should be international in outlook and anything but safe. His passion for good theatre was transparently genuine, but he had never been able to promote the work he believed in other than at second hand, initially as a critic and now as a figure in the shadows whispering into Sir Laurence’s ear. He longed for a show to direct himself, but Olivier wouldn’t consider it, and Ken didn’t have the stomach to go hunting for an opportunity in the provinces or on the fringe. I suspect he had a terror of failure, of losing his footing on that plateau of artistic celebrity that he had first secured at Oxford, and this may account for the erratic use he made of his gifts. As a prose sprinter turning out his pieces each week for the Observer he was incomparable, and his enthusiasms had been thrillingly infectious, but he baulked at the prospect of work that involved isolation and the long haul. He was one of those people every generation throws up, like Beau Brummell, who leave behind an indelible profile, but are remembered as much for who they were as for what they achieved. More than anyone I’ve ever encountered in the theatre, his life had the arc of tragedy, and ahead of him, though none of us guessed it, was a decline of cruel swiftness.


On my way to the theatre on the first night I ran into Ken and we walked into the foyer together where we at once collided with Olivier. There was a moment’s pause while the two men mentally circled each other. Olivier got in the first thrust. ‘Ken, baby, on behalf of the National Theatre and from the very bottom of my heart I really must thank you for bringing this brilliant, audacious play into the repertoire of the Old Vic.’ He didn’t get much further because Ken, shaking his head and grinning nervously as if he knew exactly what his boss was up to, swiftly parried ‘Y-y-y-you know very well, Larry, that the decision to do this play was t-t-t-taken by the two of us! You read it and said you absolutely l-l-l-loved it!’ The hot potato was passed back and forth between them, then we went our separate ways into the auditorium, leaving the blame for the evening we had yet to endure to settle where it would. It was one of those hilarious moments you pigeon hole for your memoirs and there, some forty years on, is where it has found a home.
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Rescue of a temporary sort (in the theatre it is never anything else) was around the corner. The next production at the Old Vic, Carl Zuckmayer’s The Captain of Köpenick, directed by Frank Dunlop, was an unqualified success, particularly for Paul Scofield in the name part, and rapidly sold out. This was followed by John Dexter’s first production since his return to the National. He had chosen a minor Elizabethan tragedy, A Woman Killed with Kindness, and, working with his great collaborator from the Royal Court, the designer Jocelyn Herbert, was to give it an exemplary staging. Though the play was well acted by Joan Plowright and Anthony Hopkins and had its merits, it had not been neglected for centuries without reason. The critics accorded it the same fate as the woman of the title.


The repertoire playing at the Vic now consisted of two flops propped up by one success, so a great deal was riding on the fourth play of the season, Coriolanus. This was intended to welcome back to London the brilliant Canadian actor, Christopher Plummer. He had made his name in the classics, playing a number of the great parts for Tyrone Guthrie’s Festival Theatre in Ontario, and there had been plans to bring his Hamlet to London some ten years previously, but the production was abandoned at the last minute when Guthrie fell ill. Since then he had rocketed to the higher reaches of showbiz fame, playing opposite Julie Andrews in one of the most successful films of all time, The Sound of Music. He had been on a percentage of the gross, so not only did worldwide celebrity follow but truckloads of money. Now the fuss had died down and he was looking for a place to come down to earth again where he could resume doing the sort of work that most interested him. Coriolanus was the perfect part to provide such an opportunity. He had bought a huge house in Kensington, the interior of which he had gutted and entirely remodelled, and he now looked set for a new life and a reinvigorated career in London.


Coriolanus, a play that over time has often been neglected, was very much in vogue in the seventies. Olivier himself had enjoyed an enormous success in the role at Stratford twelve years earlier and since then there had been numerous productions, of which perhaps the most admired was the East German production of Bertolt Brecht’s version by the Berliner Ensemble, which played at the Old Vic when the Ensemble visited London in 1965. The staging, the design and the acting had an organic perfection which can only be achieved when a company is able to rehearse over months rather than weeks. Its meticulously directed battles and crowd scenes were so mesmerising that English audiences almost forgot that they were being spoken to in German. Had they under stood the language they would have realised that this was not quite the play Shakespeare had in mind. It had been ruthlessly cut and reorganised by Brecht to bring it into line with Marxist doctrine.


The reputation of this production may have been one of the factors that made it difficult to find a director. Those we approached were either unavailable or uninterested. One day someone on our planning committee wondered out loud whether we should approach the two directors of the East German production, Manfred Wekworth and Joachim Tenschert. It was the most improbable long shot but it suddenly seemed to all of us worth a try. An offer was made and to our astonishment accepted. Too late we realised we had waded into deep water because any contract would involve not just two theatres but two governments, the East German and our own. More was at stake than simply the outcome of a first night.


The German directors duly arrived and we were aware that we had in our midst that familiar duo, the bad cop and the good cop. Wekworth was small, dark and scowling, and utterly uncompromising even in matters of common courtesy. He was the one with talent. His colleague Joachim Tenschert was geniality itself, the diplomat exuding good humour and fellow feeling. It was his job to ensure the space within which Wekworth could do his work. I watched them rehearse one morning. Tenschert sat comfortably to one side observing, but Wekworth was constantly leaping to his feet to interject a direction after almost every line. Restaging his production he was like some fierce territorial bird flying back and forth as he meticulously rebuilt his nest, twig by twig, peck by peck.


Alas, within days the production was in deep trouble. Christopher Plummer had arrived at rehearsal with his entire part learnt. It did not take him long to realise that he had wasted much of his time. With its many cuts and transpositions, Brecht’s version was no longer the Shakespeare play specified in his contract and until his role bore a closer resemblance to the original text he refused to rehearse and left the building. Equally adamant were the directors. The National had seen their production when it had visited London and we knew what we were getting. There could be no question now of asking them to compromise its political content. The rehearsal room at Aquinas Street had become a hot spot of East–West confrontation, and neither side was blinking.
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In Larry’s office it would be fair to say that there was a degree of panic. Ken was particularly exercised because as a critic he had long been a champion of the Berliner Ensemble and in any scandal he was convinced the British press would hold him responsible. Larry, who inclined to a weary stoicism in such situations, seemed more concerned with Christopher Plummer’s state of mind. Were we now to expect outraged statements to the press, appeals to Actors’ Equity, possibly legal action? Even if the stalemate were broken, it was a crisis to which there could be no satisfactory outcome. The Olivier regime itself could be in jeopardy and we had every reason to be worried. Even so, observing the two men I was aware that both in their different ways derived, certainly not pleasure, but a kind of reassurance from being at the centre of this storm. Though fearful, Ken could not resist the drama of it, because drama of any sort released his energies and his sometimes misguided resourcefulness. In Larry’s case he had lived a lifetime with these sorts of pressures, in the betrayals and conspiracies that went with both his elevated professional status and also his tempestuous private life. Escaping through a side entrance to avoid a mob of reporters gathered at the stage door, booking into a hotel room under an assumed name, these were tedious complications to an already fraught life, but what they whispered to you was that you were still holding your own in the public’s imagination.


Desperate though the situation was, my own view as to how we should proceed was very clear. No organisation that receives public funding can justify creating a diplomatic incident for the government that supplies the cash. We had walked into this situation with our eyes open but without thinking the matter through. At the very least we should have warned Chris Plummer about what he was getting into. Both sides in the dispute had a case, but as an institution we had no choice but to come down on the side of the Germans.


‘What are we to do then?’ asked Larry.


By this time Christopher Plummer had holed himself up in his luxurious new house in Kensington, provoking a resolution.


‘I think we should go and see him, apologise for the mess we’ve got him into but explain as clearly as we can the political ramifications of the situation,’ I suggested. I had got to know Chris slightly and believed he would respond reasonably, but Ken and Larry were certain there would be major fireworks. However, since there was no other course open to us, the following afternoon a small party, in which Larry had delegated me to be spokesman, made our way to his house. The interior was lofty, beautifully appointed and strangely empty. We were expecting perhaps to be offered a cup of tea but Chris produced a bottle of Dom Perignon champagne and had it served in brand new flutes. I began to explain the situation as honestly as I could while Chris listened carefully. He nodded, thought for a while, then said he understood perfectly the wider ramifications and offered to withdraw. It was dignified and rather moving. I felt a wave of sympathy for this fine actor as I sometimes have for other men who become extremely rich without being particularly interested in money. They have found the pearl but have finished up inside the oyster. We emptied our glasses, thanked him and left.


Afterwards Larry commended me for the way I’d handled the matter. It was the first time, though not the last in his regime, when he’d allowed me to make a significant contribution. He had that indispensable attribute of the leader – the empathetic curiosity that allowed him to find out what you could do, then leave you alone to do it, and this more than made up for the sharp surprises of which he was also capable.


Anthony Hopkins, the most promising young actor in the company, took over the part and did so splendidly. We soon had a show. However, the National was a very different place from the bracingly disciplined and doctrinaire Berliner Ensemble, and the electricity which surrounded the production when the actors barked at each other in German and the stagehands were as well drilled as a team of acrobats was no longer there. Forget-Me-Not Lane, Peter Nichols’ comedy which I had directed, was running at the Greenwich Theatre and I invited the German directors to a performance. Afterwards they were polite but reserved, I suspect because the audience had laughed so much.


‘You like doing this sort of play?’ a twinkling Tenschert asked me, while Wekworth stood beside him not uttering. They seemed uneasy with what I regarded as the English-speaking theatre’s greatest strength – its refusal to draw a line between what was entertainment and what was art.


At the final dress rehearsal of Coriolanus I was sitting beside Olivier listening to Hopkins deliver one of the great speeches. Every word of it was of course instantly familiar to Olivier – and to me, since I had been in the company when he appeared in the role at Stratford.


‘What a marvellous text,’ he murmured. And I responded, ‘Yes, it’s a great play.’ But he gently corrected me. ‘No, not a great play. A great text.’ It was a distinction so simple as to go unremarked but to a theatrical professional it was crucial. Hamlet and Three Sisters are great plays because they can survive not only the passing of time but the misjudgements of their many interpreters yet still speak to an audience. Most plays are less foolproof. I’ve remembered Olivier’s words and the almost dreamy way he said them because they were so typically Larry – intuitive rather than intellectual, and right on the money.
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A few days later, and five minutes walk away at Aquinas Street, another Olivier would be waiting for me. Performances of the play which I had previously directed at the National on a freelance basis, The National Health, were becoming infrequent and most of them were mid-week matinees. This was inexplicable because the poster for the production carried an unprecedented health warning: ‘Not Recommended for Young Children’. As director I had not been consulted about this and knew it could only have come from the top. The play dealt graphically with illness and death, true, but I suspected there was another reason it was deemed unsuitable for tots: it was the first production in the history of the National in which a derivative of the word ‘fuck’ was spoken out loud on stage. This happened only once, in the last ten minutes when the alcoholic tramp, Loach, is being discharged from hospital and sent to another institution to dry out. ‘Great barn of a place,’ he complains. ‘Miles from fucking civilisation.’ At that time this could still make an audience wonder if it had heard right.


The National Health had its origins in a short play Peter Nichols had written for television, The End Beds, based on his experiences as a patient in a National Health ward during two long stays. He is not a character in the play but his listening ear, truthful observation and shaping comic intelligence are always on stage. The ‘end beds’ of the title are those nearest the door that the staff reserve for patients approaching death. As they start their decline their beds are shifted further and further down the ward towards the exit. The play is faultlessly observed, funny but also extremely bleak, which was possibly why it never found its way on to a television screen. To amplify it for the stage, Peter had invented a subplot about a Labour politician with a health problem who for career reasons is obliged to use the Health Service rather than go private. Though well enough done, this subplot served as a platform for Peter to air his opinions, and it contrasted uneasily with the rest of the play which left editorialising to the audience as they made their way home from the theatre.


This was the first appearance in Peter’s work of a dichotomy between on the one hand a dramatist who breathes life into his characters then gets out of the way and allows them to live, and the pundit who can’t resist using his characters to tell us what’s what. It was as if Chekhov was guiding the pen in his right hand and Bernard Shaw the one in his left. He gave me the play to read and I was in no doubt which side of his talents I preferred. I told him so as tactfully as I could, and he nodded and heard me out. Some weeks later I received a new draft offering a brilliant alternative to the existing subplot. On television during the sixties there had been two extremely popular series romanticising the medical profession. From America came Dr Kildare, with the almost freakishly handsome Richard Chamberlain in the title part, and from Scotland the more homely Dr Finlay’s Casebook, with Andrew Cruikshank as a snowy-haired general practitioner, irascible but saintly. Peter drew from both these sources to create his own soap opera, ‘Nurse Norton’s Affair’, and the idea was to cross-cast it with the doctors and nurses who inhabited the unflinchingly real world of The End Beds.


Here Nurse Norton is a put-upon black nurse doing her best to cope, then, as the set changes and the music begins to swell, she walks into a parallel play where, in sexy white uniform and little red cape, she becomes a figure of glamour and poise. Peter’s pastiche was broadly and extremely funny, and he introduced another element from recent newspaper headlines glamorising the medical profession – successful organ transplants. ‘Nurse Norton’s Affair’ presented a world in which modern medicine was a miracle and doctors and nurses always rushed to the side of the sick with tough but unconditional love; and, as in the two series on which it was based, once you were watching it was impossible to remain entirely aloof from the absurdity of its dramatic propositions. At the climax of the story Nurse Norton has offered to save the life of the stricken young doctor with whom she is in love by offering him one of her kidneys. As later staged, twin gurneys rose up on a lift from the darkness below on their way to the operating theatre, and as the music soars we see in the space between them a black hand reaching for a white.


This combination of conflicting elements in the one evening enabled us to play tricks with an audience’s susceptibility to drama and their expectations of the form. On one side of the stage, in a ridiculous but satisfying mix, challenges were bravely met and tragedy averted; on the other death made its random and monotonous progress through the ward, and left nothing behind but a question mark. Both Peter and I began to realise that we were on to something that maybe hadn’t been done on stage before.
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The work we did together over the next few weeks, tailoring the production to the play and occasionally the play to the production, was characterised by a sort of conspiratorial glee. Peter seemed to have no vanity about his work and was open to any suggestion. The text consisted of a succession of scenes spread between the two stories, so it was possible to shift them about in the interests of more telling juxtapositions. One morning I realised that with a few adjustments we could stage the two climactic incidents of both narratives simultaneously – on stage left the immaculate transplant of Nurse Norton’s kidney into the body of her beloved, and on stage right the death from heart failure of one of the ward’s younger patients because of human incompetence and defective machinery. Since one scene was in dumb show and the other interspersed with bursts of panic-stricken dialogue it was possible to shift the focus from one side of the stage to the other like back-and-forth cuts in a film.


Later on, with the show a success and our reputations secure, this period, which at the time was exhilarating and unshadowed, became a matter of contention between us. Peter began to resent sharing any credit for work which was, of course, basically his, and I sulked because I thought my contributions were being deliberately unacknowledged. This was foolish of us both. We failed to see what a rare and fortunate thing our collaboration was. We sparked ideas off each other because, artistically, we were coming from the same place. Though our formative years had been spent in different hemispheres, we had been conditioned by that same worldwide transatlantic popular culture that had reached out to us on movie screens, wirelesses and radiograms. To us Fred Astaire and Louis Armstrong seemed as remarkable in their way as, say, T. S. Eliot or Sir Thomas Beecham, and there were people of our generation all over the country who shared a similar scepticism about prim divisions affecting culture and class. We were being given a chance to speak on their behalf, and moreover, on the stage of an institution that was part of the British Establishment.


What I loved about our show and was determined to champion was precisely what Laurence Olivier didn’t. He wasn’t a snob and didn’t pay much attention to class, but he did believe in hierarchy, beginning with the monarch then graduating downwards from there. As leader of the British theatre I imagine he would have placed himself about level with a distinguished general or a bishop, or, indeed, a leading consultant at the sort of hospital we would be showing on stage. Since he had recently been cured of cancer he was uncomfortable with the idea of the medical profession being mocked, particularly in the character of a senior specialist who visits the ward with his entourage and exercises authority in a way that Peter had skewered with unforgiving accuracy. He was also uneasy with the play’s pessimism, which to his generation suggested defeatism and pointless complaint – after all, his film of Henry V had made a significant contribution to maintaining morale during the Second World War.


I, however, believed fervently in the play and was determined to fight for it. For all of us younger directors working at the National, Olivier was the artistic father figure against whom the exasperated sons muttered and sometimes rebelled. And yet with the passage of time I can see that there was a degree of wisdom attached to his reservations. The National Health Service in 1969 was certainly hierarchical, but then so is artistic talent, and the hospitals at that time were at least in the control of the doctors and staff who provided the care, just as the BBC was then more in the hands of the people making the programmes. No one anticipated that these and other British institutions, of which we were approving and critical in about equal measure, would one day be hijacked by tier after tier of management, whose targets and priorities would often conflict with those of the people doing the hands-on work. Hierarchy would go, but so would a sense of obligation and public service, attributes without which a National Theatre, and probably a health service, would never have come into being in the first place.


One morning in the long corridor that ran the length of the Aquinas Street offices I encountered a concerned Michael Hallifax. Tall and correctly dressed, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in the upper reaches of the Foreign Office, and like a good civil servant he was resolutely courteous, urbane and unopinionated. His primary responsibility was for the advance planning of the repertoire, taking his orders first from Larry who would explain his priorities so that Michael could implement them in his complicated series of charts and graphs.


‘I’m afraid it looks as if The National Health may be coming to the end of its life,’ he said.


‘Why?!’ I asked, astonished. I had attended an evening performance the previous week and it had been absolutely packed.


‘The usual – box office. The matinees are doing particularly badly.’


‘Hardly surprising when we suggest children and old ladies stay away.’


‘Sir Laurence would like to drop it before the summer, when a lot of important Americans will be coming over. He’d prefer to see it replaced with something more representative of the National’s work.’
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I knew Larry disliked the play, but this was plain barmy. It had won the Evening Standard Award for Play of the Year, and particularly with younger audiences had been immensely popular. Moreover it had shown that the National Theatre was unafraid to take risks with provocative new material and that it had put out a welcome mat to new writing.


I felt my energies gather in rebellion, then falter, as I realised I had no choice but to confront my boss. But how should I proceed? A couple of days later a chance meeting provided me with a strategy.


I was coming out of the Piccadilly underground when I ran into Irving Wardle, drama critic of The Times. He had championed a number of my productions, particularly the work I had done with Peter Nichols, and a year or two before when he had interviewed me for his paper we had become friendly. It so happened that some new actors had recently taken over leading roles in The National Health, and I asked Irving if his paper would consider this recasting as sufficient pretext for reviewing the production anew – and I confided that the show could do with a boost. This was the only occasion in my career when I have ever lobbied a critic. He said he’d do his best.


There was a performance of the play the following Monday which I had decided to attend and I was surprised and pleased to see Irving among the audience. I was in my preferred seat in Row F on a side aisle, and he was further to the front on the other side of the auditorium, so he didn’t see me and we didn’t speak. The next morning in The Times there was a second rave for the play, in which questions were raised about the reasons for taking it off. The cat was not only among the pigeons but eating them alive, and I went to work with considerable trepidation.


Michael Hallifax had been instructed to keep a lookout for my arrival. ‘Michael, Sir Laurence would like to see you in his office as soon as you’ve got a minute.’


‘The Times notice?’


He responded with a significant nod.


‘I’ll be there in five minutes.’


I needed a moment alone to steel myself for the confrontation and think what I was going to say. There was a small washroom intended solely for the use of the Artistic Director at the far end of the corridor, and presuming this was now unoccupied, I locked myself in for a bit, took some deep breaths and tried to summon up a few sparks of righteous indignation. Then I set off.


‘COME IN!!’ As soon as I was through the door he launched in. ‘What’s this about you and Irving Wardle?!’ He was clearly very angry.


‘You mean that excellent notice in The Times?’


‘Tom Pate says that Wardle came to the performance last night.’ Tom Pate was the Front of House Manager.


‘That’s correct, I was there myself.’


‘And that the two of you watched the show sitting side by side!’


‘That’s not correct, we were on opposite sides of the theatre.’


With the deliberation of someone reaching for a weapon Larry suddenly stretched across the desk for the in-house telephone. He didn’t pick it up but left his hand resting ominously on the receiver. For a couple of seconds we stared at each other in a frozen tableau. It was like the moment before a shoot-out.


‘Go ahead. Ring Tom up. Ask him!’


His hand relaxed his grasp on the phone. ‘But you did get him to come to the performance last night? You don’t deny that?’


In as moderate a tone as I could muster I explained exactly the circumstances of running into the critic at the Piccadilly underground.


‘But Michael, the show is failing at the box office!’


‘I’m not sure that need be the case.’


With great impatience he reached for the telephone again, this time picked it up and dialled Michael Hallifax’s extension, then asked him to join us. We waited in silence. Michael’s arrival some minutes later with copies of the box-office returns was like the relief of a siege. He took us meticulously through the figures. In the past month there had been one evening performance which, like all evening performances, had been packed. The problem had been the sparsely attended matinees of which there had been an incredible four. Tactfully I suggested that it was not really a play for a matinee audience, and that surely we’d made this clear on our posters. However, I think it was less my argument than Michael Hallifax’s eloquent neutrality that carried the day.


‘Apparently since the notice this morning, the box office has been quite busy,’ he remarked mildly. I saw that Larry was conceding. The National Health would not be dropped from the repertoire.


In a sense I’d won, but it was a source of regret to me that I’d had to engineer this confrontation, because I was not Olivier’s enemy and never would be. And who knows what other pressures had been brought to bear on him, by some pompous member of the Board, or individuals in the audience with influence writing indignant letters? What was vastly in his favour was the fact that he’d allowed the play to be staged in the first place.
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Increasingly at our planning meetings the focus was on the approaching season in the West End. We were not halfway through the year and all the new work which was meant to sustain the repertoire of the Old Vic until December was up and running. However, of these four productions only one could be counted a success. In the British subsidised theatre grants from the government are predicated on taking a healthy sum of additional revenue at the box office. If attendances fall below say 80 per cent, and stay that way, the organisation will soon plunge into debt. At the Vic we were playing to under 50 per cent with little possibility of improvement, so a great deal was riding on the productions to be launched at the New Theatre in St Martin’s Lane. First up was Pirandello’s The Rules of the Game, which with Scofield and Plowright in the leads and Anthony Page directing looked a good bet. This was to be followed by Giraudoux’s Amphitryon 38, which in S. N. Behrman’s Broadway adaptation had been a huge success for the Lunts in the thirties. This was to be directed by Olivier and provide Christopher Plummer with what would now be his first role. Yet to be cast was the Lynn Fontanne part, and this was at the top of the agenda at our next planning meeting.


Geraldine McEwan was Larry’s first choice, which we all endorsed, and John Dexter suggested he leave the meeting and ring her right away with a firm offer. He returned, the offer made, and we went on to discuss other matters. Suddenly the telephone rang on Larry’s desk and his secretary told him that Geraldine McEwan was on the line again requesting a further word with John. But in private. With a certain self-important gravity John got up to leave, our eyes following him to the door. It seemed a very long time before he bustled back into the room and resumed his seat. We all looked at him eager to know what was going on. John gave a sigh, then sat up straight and assumed a decisive expression. He began to talk about himself in the third person. ‘John’s going to be a good boy from now on,’ he said. ‘Now he’s back at the National he’s decided to turn over a new leaf and always tell the truth.’ He then turned towards Olivier, behind his desk. ‘Larry, Gerry is prepared to play the part but only if you don’t direct.’


Uneasily and one by one we turned towards the artistic director. He had a look on his face like a wounded animal and what made it worse was his effort to disguise it from those of us who were observing him. What was John playing at? Surely Geraldine McEwan’s intention was that this information be delivered in private at the end of the meeting. Watching Larry, I realised I had seen that same pain being put to use in his acting. If one could trace it back to its source where would it lead – to the loss of a mother in childhood, to an overbearing father or a stern school? However, of all the screwed-up children in the world artists are the lucky ones. I had forgotten that Larry had a skin as tough as an alligator, that not only would he recover but probably get his own way into the bargain, and sure enough a week or two later Geraldine McEwan had signed up to the part, happy to accept Olivier as her director.


Every day now Larry was putting aside his morning to prepare for the new production. In his office he had set up the model of the set with little cut-out cardboard figures to stand in for the cast. On hand he had an array of coloured pencils with which he would inscribe his working script with every move of every actor, every lighting and sound cue. His method was to work out the whole show in advance, then go into the rehearsal room and ask the actors for their patience and obedience while he gave them moment by moment his complete production. This, he explained, would take about ten days. After that the cast were free to question any move or challenge any point of interpretation. His job was now to give the show over to the people to whom he believed it rightly belonged, the actors.


This was the procedure he had absorbed before the war when directors had been ‘producers’ and were more hard-working but perhaps less regarded. They were disciplinarians often responsible for lighting, sound effects and duties now associated with stage management, and they occupied an uncomfortable terrain, being authoritarian on the one hand and, at least where star actors were concerned, obsequious on the other. This was a model my generation of directors had rejected. Moving cardboard figures around a model box often bears little relation to real actors spaced out in a rehearsal room. With my own shows I always had a rough blocking worked out in my head, particularly for busy moments, but I tried to prevent it interfering with the director’s most important obligation once he’s done his thinking about the play – to give his passionate attention to what is happening right in front of him. This is where his dialogue with the actors begins and where, in collaboration with them, many of his best ideas will come from. The previous generation of directors spent a week and a half with their faces buried in their scripts wondering why ideas that seemed to work to perfection in the model box were getting such a frosty reception from their leading actors. They then proceeded to take out their frustration by bullying the less important members of the cast.
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Word was now coming out of the Amphitryon 38 rehearsal room that Christopher Plummer was not altogether happy. He revered Larry and would not have dreamt of defying him, but he was being asked to rehearse in a way that put a brake on the initiative and playfulness that go into the making of comedy. Perhaps this had been at the heart of Geraldine’s earlier reservations. But as the work proceeded a more insoluble problem began to make itself apparent: the play was an absolute dud. What had once seemed smart and audacious was now tame and dated. Fashions had changed and it was like something inert, left behind by the tide. Larry knew this better than anyone, and in the mornings I would see him setting off along the corridor deliberately straightening his spine and lightening his step so that he could walk into the rehearsal room with apparent confidence. But his body knew what he needed to deny. In the last week of rehearsals something in his neck gave way, a muscle or a ligament, and he worked in agony.


One of those important Americans Olivier had been trying to protect from The National Health was in town, the New York producer Morton Gottlieb. I had known Morty for over twenty years, ever since as young men we had both worked for Robert Morley on the Australian tour of Edward, My Son and he had become a good friend. He had just had an enormous success on Broadway with Anthony Shaffer’s thriller Sleuth and had now acquired the film rights. He telephoned me and asked if we could meet because there was an important matter he wanted to discuss that had to be in the utmost confidence – Laurence Olivier’s health. He was thinking of pairing him in his film with Michael Caine, but show business was awash with rumours and he had decided I was in a better position than most to give an honest assessment as to whether Olivier was up to playing a long and demanding film role. It had been two years since his last major illness – thrombosis in one of his legs, which had almost killed him. He’d made a good recovery, but had done no acting of any consequence in the interim. Certainly he had become a little more fretful (with good reason given our current predicament), but I was pretty certain that his skills and energy as an actor were undiminished, and I said as much to Morty. To reassure him I suggested we travel to Oxford where Larry was dress-rehearsing Amphitryon 38 for a week’s try-out prior to the West End opening. That way he could see for himself.


In a break from the technical rehearsal we managed to catch Larry backstage. He looked utterly exhausted, but this was to be expected at this stage in a production. What we hadn’t anticipated was that he would be clamped inside a huge neck-brace out of which his head emerged as rigid as the end of a bolt. Whether he was well or on the point of death it was impossible to say. Afterwards I told Morty that I thought he would be his old self once the show had opened but wasn’t at all sure if either of us was convinced. However, the following year Laurence Olivier did indeed play in the film of Sleuth, the first in a whole string of movies that restored him to film stardom. Refusing to play safe, Morty had stuck by his hunch, and in a producer this ability to intuit a decision, sometimes in the face of conflicting evidence, is often the thing that tilts the balance towards elusive success.
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On his return from Oxford, Larry’s anxiety about Amphitryon 38 was compounded by a bitter disappointment. For years one of his ambitions had been to mount a National production of the Broadway musical Guys and Dolls, with himself in the role of Nathan Detroit and Geraldine McEwan as Adelaide. He saw the current expansion of the repertoire as the opportunity to find a slot for it and he and Geraldine had already begun taking singing lessons. However, Paddy Donnell, the National’s Administrative Director, was against the idea on the grounds of cost. During Olivier’s week away in Oxford he had called a secret meeting of the Board to lobby against the project. Without consulting Olivier the Board closed the show down. It was not the first time in his career that he had been betrayed in this fashion, nor, alas, would it be the last. There was something about him that his critics found hard to deal with face to face, something intimidating and perhaps a little frightening. In 1948 he had been sacked from the directorship of the Old Vic from a distance of 12,000 miles when he was touring Australasia with the company’s work. Rather than face that dead-eyed stare it was easier to go behind his back.


Had Amphitryon 38 been a commercial production it would have been on and off within a week, but as part of the National’s repertoire the show was locked into a schedule of performances over a given number of weeks. The season at the New had only just begun and as yet we had had no big success. We were now losing money at both theatres on a dramatic scale. The fifth and final slot of the West End season was as yet unfilled, and it was becoming clear that there was only one tried and true way of ensuring box office success: putting Laurence Olivier back on stage. Approaching sixty-five and the survivor of two major illnesses, it was probably the last place on earth he wanted to be, particularly in a role substantial enough to draw the public. On the other hand the reputation of his regime, of himself as the first artistic director of the National Theatre, was at stake. He was still ambitious enough to know he had no choice.


There was a play that Ken Tynan had long championed as a vehicle for Larry, Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night, but the actor had always resisted it because he thought that the evening belonged to whoever played Mary Tyrone, the wife in this semi-autobiographical drama of a single ‘long day’ in a dysfunctional household. Ken brought it to the table again. Most of the big classic roles Olivier had already played; and this would be a new direction for him, one of the great parts from the American canon. Besides, the show would be inexpensive: with a cast of five and one set, and coming at the end of the season, it would be possible to arrange a straight run of two or three months. With luck we could clean up at the box office and balance our books.


These were compelling arguments, except perhaps for the man who had to learn one of the longest parts in world drama, then spend four or five hours, six nights a week, performing it. Ken and I were sitting with him in his office when he agreed to take the part. It was a sober moment because we were aware of what we were asking of him. Then he turned to me and without much enthusiasm said, ‘And would you like to direct it?’ I knew he preferred the old-fashioned word ‘producer’, which he still insisted be used on all publicity material and posters, and the word ‘direct’ came out with a certain distaste. But I understood. As one of the most inventive and resourceful actors alive he was simply protecting his own turf, his copyright.


‘I love the play and would love to do it,’ I replied carefully. ‘But would you like to sleep on it? Maybe you’d prefer to work with someone you already know?’ I was thinking of Dexter, who’d directed him in Othello. I was also protecting myself. I believed in him, but did he believe in me?


‘No, I’d like you to do it,’ he said decisively. Ken and I looked at each other. It was going to happen.


The following day I ran into Larry in the corridor looking glum. I tried to reassure him. ‘It’s a wonderful part,’ I said, but he shrugged. ‘With some lovely comedy,’ I added. ‘The meanness, turning off the lights to save money and so on.’ At the mention of the word ‘comedy’ he gave me a sharp, interested look.
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However, I had another obstacle to clear first, which in the event was to prove less of a hurdle and more of a high jump. This was a co-production with John Dexter of the next show into the West End, Tyger, a new work by the poet Adrian Mitchell. This had come to the National Theatre through Ken’s friendship with the author, and it was an extraordinary melange of poetry, music, broad comedy and political theatre. Its premise was that the nineteenth-century artist and sage, William Blake, was alive and well in contemporary London, and struggling to do his work in the present-day arts world, where patronage was no longer dependent on the whim of an aristocrat but on some moribund committee at an arts-funding body. The National Theatre itself was likewise dependent, so Adrian’s musical was not the most diplomatic inclusion in our repertoire. However it was a work of such exuberance and originality that I agreed with Ken that it deserved a place among our other more familiar and less disruptive plays. When I first read it I thought it was just the kind of show through which I could make the sort of contribution I had with The National Health, but I soon learnt that John Dexter had already been assigned to direct.


In the tiny room in Aquinas Street that housed the literary department there was a special cupboard where new scripts, arriving by post or delivered by hand, were stored until a time could be found to read them. John knew about this cupboard but I didn’t, and being by temperament and application very much the early bird he soon caught a number of choice worms. One of these was Equus, a play which deserved to fall into his lap anyway because of the spectacular work he had done on Peter Shaffer’s earlier success, The Royal Hunt of the Sun. Tyger, I felt, was another matter. Surely the decision about the choice of director should wait until the rest of us had had a chance to read it?


I brought this up at the next planning meeting, and John surprised us all by immediately suggesting that we direct it together. I was taken aback. Co-directing was something I had never attempted, but this seemed a generous proposal that it would have been boorish not to consider. I knew the show would involve taking on more actors to meet the requirements of a musical and I realised that it could be an opportunity for both of us to familiarise ourselves with this enlarged company and bond with them. And hopefully bond with each other. I thanked him and said yes. It was no fault of John’s that I hadn’t really thought the thing through, because among the most important decisions a director makes is the choice of his collaborators, the people who will provide the scenic design, the lights, the sound and so on, and John, who’d already been working on the show for a month, had them securely in place. I would perforce be joining him once again as a junior partner.


It wasn’t that I didn’t admire the people he’d chosen. As set designer he had chosen Jocelyn Herbert, whom I considered the most brilliant designer in Britain and, had she been available, would have been my first choice for The National Health. Her work, though less inclined to draw attention to itself, was in tune with the selective realism of the Berliner Ensemble; everything you saw on stage was there for a purpose, either to help tell the story or to facilitate the action, and a set by Jocelyn became an aesthetic distillation of her thinking about the play. Tyger, however, was unusual in that it was one of the very few scripts for which I would have considered her seriously miscast. For much of the time the show needed to be as highly coloured, as deliberately two-dimensional and robustly comic as a Regency cartoon, something rude and disrespectful by Gillray or Rowlandson. It needed a designer who knew the uses of vulgarity. The narrative co-existed in two centuries at once – Blake’s own and the present day – and its characters included a version of King William IV who walked around always wearing his crown, a murderous soldier in khaki representing the mercenary throughout the ages, and in a pinstriped suit the Chairman of the Arts Council. One half of the evening was as shameless and vivid as a comic strip. Then every so often the stage was, as it were, cleared of the bustle of the world and Blake’s own work – his words, his paintings and his fervent radicalism – were allowed to address us.


John took me one afternoon to confer with Jocelyn in her studio situated in a street on the less grand side of Holland Park Avenue. Both designer and director were in each other’s debt, Jocelyn because John had given her her first play to design when he found her painting scenery backstage at the Royal Court, and John because she had been so central to his early successes and had helped to educate his eye. Her upper-middle-class breeding and apparent lack of the coarse ambition of most theatre people had a subduing effect on John, and in her presence he became almost gentle. What may also have united them was an appetite for fairly merciless gossip.


Once we started talking about the show it became apparent that what most interested them was the purer, Blakean side of the evening. However, I felt the dark satanic mills needed to be put firmly in place before we could attempt to build Jerusalem. Besides, as a theatrical exercise the dark satanic mills promised to be fun. There was one element in the show about which we were all agreed, and this was Mike Westbrook’s brilliant score. Adrian had brought him along already attached to the project and he and his band would be in the pit performing throughout the run.


In the meantime we had to find actors to meet the needs of a musical. John and I held auditions and it was an opportunity to induct into the company talent that I’d had my eye on ever since I’d started directing. In a Howard Barker play upstairs at the Royal Court, I’d seen a brilliant young unknown, Maureen Lipman, playing not a comic role but an emotional one with real tears streaming down her young cheeks. Similarly, years before when I was a performer myself, I’d worked with Denis Quilley, already a star of the musical theatre but grossly overlooked as a straight actor. I was able to recruit them both and, together with the existing company members with whom I’d already established a strong bond in The National Health, they became the core of a troupe who the following year, when the National had retrenched to a single-theatre operation at the Vic, would give the organisation the most successful season in its ten-year history.
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The way such companies come into being is as elusive as a precise explanation of why at any one moment we have the friends we do. Chance and sheer availability play their part, but so does tempera mental affinity, and anyone who runs a theatre will be looking for actors who share a similar view about what constitutes good acting. In my case the things I was looking out for were behavioural accuracy, feeling uncorrupted by theatrical shaping and a nose for the comic possibilities that to a greater or lesser extent are always to be found in a well-written part just as they are in a real person. These attributes of observation, openness and humour would in a non-theatrical context have drawn me anyway towards one person rather than another, and a well-constituted company of actors is likely to be one where many things are held in common. The work of such companies can be as different as the individuals who lead them but, like a good football team, they all bring with them a working intimacy which is immediately recognisable and which provides a thread of continuity between one production and another. For audiences it provides the basis of a following. The British theatre in the aftermath of the fifties and sixties was rich in company work – at Joan Littlewood’s Stratford East; with the pool of actors who worked at the Royal Court; at the RSC, particularly the group which was to reach its apotheosis in Trevor Nunn’s brilliant pro duction of Nicholas Nickleby in 1980 – and of course Olivier’s own company during the National’s early years. Now Larry’s ideal of a true company had somehow got lost in the sheer scale of the operation, running two theatres on opposite sides of the river. One of my hopes was to help restore it.


Tyger got off to an inauspicious start. Because actors rarely left the theatre much before eleven o’clock at night it was customary at the National never to rehearse the following day before eleven in the morning. However, the first day’s rehearsal of Tyger was on a Monday after a day off, so John decided to begin half an hour earlier, at ten-thirty. He informed the stage management, who duly informed the company but neglected to tell me. I turned up to work mid-morning and opened the door on a rehearsal that had already begun. Fifty-odd people were sitting in a rough semicircle while John stood in front of them, holding forth. All faces in the room turned to me. Various explanations, apologies and awkward jokes followed, and eventually the room recovered its sense of purpose. I don’t think for a moment that John had arranged this deliberately, but it was symptomatic of the way I was to find myself wrong-footed throughout the weeks of rehearsal.


My co-director had already done a musical, on Broadway no less, a Richard Rodgers show which opened and closed within days (not unsurprisingly given that the subject was suicide). However, it represented experience which I hadn’t yet had, and we therefore agreed that John and our choreographer should start on the big musical numbers in the main rehearsal room while I went to a church hall five minutes’ walk away and rehearsed the book scenes. This seemed a sensible division of labour and, with the author present and beaming his enthusiasm, we soon settled down and began to enjoy ourselves. I was particularly pleased with a scene in which Adrian had attacked consumerism. It was set in one of the new supermarkets which were just beginning to take hold all over the country, and the customers, having ransacked the shelves, were queuing up at the checkout pushing and shoving to make off with their booty. I’d staged it in such a way that they seemed to be humping their laden trolleys, and though gross, this was funny and emphatically made the point. Adrian loved it.


Midway through the second week John decided to call a run-through of the first half. I am of the view that a run-through serves no purpose unless the actors can emerge from the experience with their confidence in the show and in themselves enhanced. In this instance the book scenes, far less time-consuming to rehearse than the sections that involved dance and music, were in good shape, so I made no objections, but it made for an uncomfortable afternoon. The scenes worked, the numbers were extremely ragged. Afterwards John complimented me on the work I’d done and we continued to rehearse as before. However, a bridge was being built from both sides of a river in the hope that the two structures would meet in the middle but the silhouette remained obstinately lopsided.
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