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1. The American Lear


Wednesday 27 May 2015


He’s known as the American Lear.


Willy Loman.


But are they really alike?


I’m about to find out…


These thoughts occur as I stand in the kitchen of our London home, wearing my dressing gown, my eyes still sleepy, my hair a tangle of thin strands – it’s from all the Brylcreem I put into it for last night’s show. I’m currently in Death of a Salesman at the Noël Coward Theatre, playing Willy Loman, and he has a shiny-neat, sharply parted 1940s haircut.


Meanwhile, my hand is resting on a script from the Royal Shakespeare Company’s Literary Department: King Lear.


I’ve been pestering Greg (Doran; RSC Artistic Director, and my partner) to arrange for the text to be typed up into this A4 format, so that we can both mark up some suggested cuts for the production scheduled for the second half of next year. It may be a long way ahead, but I’ll need to start learning the lines quite soon.


Greg was asleep when I got home from the theatre last night, and he had to drive up to Stratford early this morning, so he’s left the script on the kitchen table, with a note: ‘This is yours.’


He just means, ‘This is your copy’, but it could read as, ‘This is a part you should play, and we’re doing it now.’


In fact, we’ve been talking about the play for years, as one of our Shakespeare collaborations: Titus Andronicus, The Winter’s Tale, Macbeth and Othello, with the surprise addition in 2014 of Henry IV Parts I and II. But it’s one thing to talk about doing King Lear, and another to actually touch the script on your kitchen table on a bright May morning.


I feel lucky.


Older actors queue up to play Lear like younger ones do for Hamlet, and if they want to perform these roles at the RSC or the National, it’s not easy to get into the queue at all.


So despite all the years – no, decades – that I’ve spent working for the RSC, I still feel lucky that I’m going to be playing Lear there. And I’d never have imagined, when Greg and I first discussed the idea, that he’d be running the company when we finally came to do it.


Ahead is a hectic schedule. Salesman runs till July, then Greg directs Henry V, then the company revives the Henry IVs and Richard II (starring David Tennant), and plays the whole tetralogy at the Barbican, and then we take it on tour, to China and New York.


And then we do King Lear.


If I’m still standing.


Saturday 30 May


In between the matinee and evening shows of Salesman today, I went for a little stroll. Found myself heading towards the Pastoria Hotel in tiny St Martin’s Street, just off Leicester Square. This is where, having just arrived from my native South Africa, I spent my first ever night in the UK. It was Wednesday 17 July 1968, and my parents and I were to stay there while I auditioned for drama school.


Performing Willy Loman eight times a week is proving to be exhausting, and I was hoping that seeing the Pastoria again would wake me up to the big journey I’ve made – from being a teenage guest in that hotel to a leading actor in a neighbouring West End theatre. But I found the building covered in scaffolding and plastic sheeting. The renovation was unsightly, and didn’t give me the boost I needed. And Leicester Square itself was rather intimidating, with huge crowds, a gang of chanting football fans, and bouncers outside every bar and restaurant. This was the real West End, very different to the sedate and cultured atmosphere of the Noël Coward Theatre. I scurried back to its safety.
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Preparing for the evening show, sitting in front of my dressing-room mirror, I was putting fresh Brylcreem into my hair when I started thinking about Willy Loman and Lear again.


I’m not sure the term ‘the American Lear’ means there are profound links between the two characters – it was probably just coined by actors to express the fact that the roles are, arguably, the most challenging that exist in British and American drama. Yet, now that I’ve got both in my sights, I can detect some traits which they do actually share.


A surprising consonance is that although one is a nobody, a failed salesman, and the other a powerful king, they both have a similar way of imposing their will on others, especially their families. They both have something monstrous in them.


Discovering Willy’s monstrous side was a major breakthrough for me during rehearsals. He is so iconically a victim figure – the little guy weighed down by two suitcases of merchandise he can no longer sell – that my performance was becoming hushed, self-pitying and passive, which simply didn’t drive the play the way it needs. I kept talking this through with Greg, who was directing, but no solution was immediately apparent.


Then I read a passage in Arthur Miller’s autobiography, Timebends, and Willy Loman was never to be the same again. Miller is describing one of his uncles, Manny Newman, who was a possible model for Willy. Uncle Manny was also a salesman, also had two sons (one of whom, like Biff in the play, excelled at sport, but not school studies), and also ended up committing suicide. Miller writes of Uncle Manny:


‘He was so absurd, so completely isolated from the ordinary laws of gravity, so elaborate in his fantastic inventions… that he possessed my imagination. Everyone knew his solution for any hard problem was always the same – change the facts.’


And of Uncle Manny’s home:


‘In that house… something good was always coming up, and not just good but fantastic, transforming, triumphant. It was a house without irony, trembling with resolutions and shouts of victories that had not yet taken place, but surely would tomorrow.’


This is the Loman household, and Willy is Uncle Manny: absurd, defying the laws of gravity, changing the facts, shouting with victory.


Suddenly Willy stopped being a victim. He’s a fantasist, a bully. Except that Miller’s masterstroke is to offset these flaws by showing us Willy’s place in society. He’s lost in the modern world, he’s being destroyed by it. We watch this happening, step by step. As Willy goes under, and as he continues to boast and bullshit, the more it breaks our heart.


This has never happened to me before – a playwright guiding me towards a character not just through the play, but a completely separate piece of writing: his autobiography.


Shakespeare does not offer the same help. Autobiography, auto-shmiography. If we know hardly anything about the Bard’s life, we know even less about the other people in it, people who might have inspired his characters. Imagine if there was an Uncle Jack who was the model for Falstaff, and an Uncle Lee the model for Lear…


Monday 1 June


It’s June but could be November. Cold, wet, windy. I’ve lived in England for forty-seven years now, so why does the weather still continue to surprise and appal me?


Never mind – I’m holed up in my warm study, with a little stack of Lear scripts on my desk.


I want to try reading it afresh, despite the fact that I know it well. It has cropped up rather frequently during my life in this country…


1968. On the first weekend after we checked into the Pastoria Hotel, my mother joined me on a special pilgrimage to a place which held mythic status for me. Stratford-upon-Avon. I was finally going to see the Royal Shakespeare Company in the flesh, and in action. We would have happily watched anything that was in their current repertoire, but the play at that Saturday matinee performance happened to be King Lear. Directed by the RSC’s new Artistic Director, the twenty-eight-year-old Trevor Nunn, and starring Eric Porter. In the first scene, Lear was carried in on a litter, and all the courtiers abased themselves, as if to a god. I was immediately on the edge of my seat, and I don’t think I sat back for the next few hours. I had never seen theatre like this. I remember the design was very dark, with a strong use of chiaroscuro: figures lit in the surrounding blackness, Rembrandt-like. I remember Norman Rodway as Edmund – his effortless amorality. I remember Alan Howard as Edgar, and the shock of his near-nakedness in the storm scenes (exposing what I was later to hear Terry Hands describe as ‘the strongest thighs on any Shakespearean actor’). Most of all, I remember Michael Williams as the Fool, his face frozen in the mask of Comedy, his heart visibly breaking. I’m afraid I don’t remember much about Porter himself. Years later when I worked with him (Uncle Vanya,National Theatre, 1992) he said that it was an unhappy and unsuccessful production. What? – but it was a revelation to me. Later, Tim Pigott-Smith (who talked to Porter about it when they worked on The Jewel in the Crown) told me that Porter simply resented having a young upstart as his director.


1972. My first proper job as an actor was at the Liverpool Everyman, and my first show there was King Lear, directed by the company’s great Artistic Director, Alan Dossor – though by Everyman standards it was a very conventional production. An Australian actor, Brian Young, was too young for Lear, Jonathan Pryce was electric as Edgar, and I was the Fool. Inspired entirely by Michael Williams’ performance, I tried to make the character both funny and tragic. He became a scruffy little figure in a huge overcoat, with a slight underbite which gave an unintentionally goonish sound to anything he said. He was being laughed at, as much as with. This suited the cruelty of the play.


1982. When I began my career with the RSC, it was again playing the Fool in King Lear. Adrian Noble directed a brilliant, anarchic production, and Michael Gambon was the best Lear I’ve ever seen. The Fool didn’t just have an underbite now, he was disabled, hobbling about on inward-twisted feet. But he also had a red nose, a white-painted face, a battered bowler hat, and carried a miniature violin which he couldn’t play. He and Lear did little routines together – a ventriloquist act, a front-cloth act – and later, still together, they were plunged into the chaos of the storm. It ended with Lear accidentally stabbing the Fool to death in the mock-trial scene. (Hence explaining the Fool’s mysterious disappearance from the play.)


Today, sitting in my study, I put aside the A4 text from the RSC Literary Department. That only has the dialogue, but to fully understand the play, I’ll need help from the editor’s notes in one of the published editions. I look at my script from the 1982 production. We didn’t get issued with A4 typed-up scripts then, and mine was the old Arden edition, with a beautiful portrait of Lear in his crown of flowers on the cover (done by the artist Graham Arnold, a member of the Brotherhood of Ruralists). I open it. No good. It’s full of my sketches – of Adrian, Gambon, the rest of the cast, and my efforts to work out what the Fool might look like – and there are scribbled notes, and my lines are underlined in red. All this would be distracting.
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I pick up another edition, the RSC’s own, edited by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen. I start to read the Introduction. It quotes Charles Lamb:


‘The Lear of Shakespeare cannot be acted. The contemptible machinery by which they mimic the storm… is not more inadequate to represent the horrors of the real elements, than any actor can be to represent Lear.’


I lower the book, sighing.


Well, nobody said this was going to be easy. After all, Lear is known as the Everest of Acting.


I’m always surprised that people think that the creation of a character happens in rehearsals, and that rehearsals happen a few weeks before the show opens. Not so. Impossible, in fact, with Shakespeare’s major roles. The RSC may regard the beginning of King Lear rehearsals as 20 June next year, but for me the beginning of rehearsals was today.


Tuesday 2 June


Verne (my sister) rings from South Africa. She’s had bad news. When she went for her fortnightly chemo treatment yesterday, they couldn’t give it because her blood count was too low.


Verne was diagnosed with terminal cancer (of the colon and liver) last August. After the initial shock, which went through the family like an earth tremor, there was another surprise. The specialist gave his estimation of how much time she had left: six months without chemo, eighteen months with chemo.


That was almost a year ago, and a worrying new development is the situation with her blood count. Sometimes it’s too low for chemo, sometimes it’s okay.


Is this ‘the next stage’? Leading to ‘the final stage’, where they can no longer give chemo at all?


I try not to think about it.


Raef Jago’s memorial service at the Actors’ Church in Covent Garden.


Back in 1968 when I was staying at the Pastoria Hotel in order to audition for drama school, I was turned down by the top two: Central and RADA. The time came for my parents to return to South Africa, and I was left in London (now in a West Kensington bedsit), still auditioning for the different schools, growing increasingly lonely, anxious and confused. Which of them were any good? Then I learned that there was actually a top five: as well as Central and RADA, there was LAMDA, Guildhall and the Webber Douglas Academy. Still in time for the next Webber Douglas intake, I auditioned for them, and was accepted. Huge relief on either side of the world. The school was run by Raef Jago, a shortish, compact man with a sharp twinkle in light green eyes; he could be both tough and caring. When my training finished at Webber D., I became lost again, being unable to find either work or an agent. Raef arranged for me to do a postgraduate drama course in Manchester (with a bursary from Granada TV, no less), and this was to lead to the Liverpool Everyman. So I have a lot to thank Raef for. In fact, I owe him my career.


This afternoon’s memorial is a celebratory affair, with music, songs, and much laughter. Steven Berkoff (who was a student and then a teacher at Webber D.) has us rolling in the aisles, with an affectionate but debunking portrait of the academy: ‘Olivier and Gielgud, Finney and O’Toole… none of these people went to Webber D.! Rejects went to Webber D.!! And d’you know what – it made us all the more determined to succeed.’ A very funny tribute from Terence Stamp too. (I didn’t know he’d been there; other famous graduates include Penelope Keith and Donald Sinden.) John Heffernan read ‘Our revels now are ended’, and I did Hamlet’s advice to the Players.


Webber D. no longer exists. It amalgamated with Central in 2006.


During tonight’s performance of Salesman, I feel unusually joyful. Here I am, actually doing what at Webber D. I only dreamed of.


Thursday 4 June


Read Act One of Lear. Dear God, so much happens in the first scene, and there’s such speed to the action, it’s almost comical.


When Peter Brook did his legendary RSC production in 1962 – with Paul Scofield – he was influenced by the Polish critic Jan Kott who had written an essay called King Lear or Endgame’, which suggested that the unborn spirit of Samuel Beckett was present in Shakespeare’s play, creating, at times, scenes between a madman, a blind man, a clown and a fake demon.


I like this view of the play, and saw it work superbly in Adrian Noble’s 1982 production. But how to let the audience know they’re not watching a solemn tragedy, but a piece of absurdist theatre? In the first scene, could we enhance the comical element by having a court official who is forced to rapidly create documents to validate all the new decrees: the disowning of Cordelia, the banishment of Kent, the division of the kingdom not into three but two? Is there a little conveyor belt – the official writing the document, handing it to someone else who stamps it, handing it to Lear who signs it? Is the Fool in this?
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Later in Act One, in the scene with the Fool – Act One, Scene Five – Lear is already worrying about going mad. How do we achieve the hurtle of this?


Friday 5 June


In today’s reading of Lear – Act Two and half of Act Three – I’m realising why it’s such a difficult part. His behaviour is so extreme. The issue is relatively trivial (the number of his followers), yet his insults to Goneril go the very limit: she’s a disease, a boil, a plaguesore. You could say he’s making an almighty fuss about nothing. But then again it’s good writing about old age, when people can become trapped in a prison of themselves, able only to live by a few strict rules and regulations (of their own making). Also, he’s just resigned as king, supreme monarch, where his every whim was catered for. I think it’s important to show him as truly powerful at the beginning. Maybe we should borrow the Nunn/Porter image of him being borne aloft for his entrance. In recent studio productions (the Almeida, the Donmar), it’s been tough on the lead actors. They have to just walk on. King Lear can’t just walk on…!


Tuesday 9 June


Verne emailed. She couldn’t have chemo again – blood count still too low. I emailed back, saying I could imagine how she felt. But can I? What is it like to face what she’s facing?


Finished reading Lear. Keenly felt the weakness of the second half, or rather the subplot. All the shenanigans with Edmund, Goneril and Regan simply aren’t as interesting as what’s happening to Lear and Gloucester. As for Lear’s journey itself, I’m puzzled. What is Shakespeare saying? That, deprived of everything, a brutish, unforgiving king turns into a lost old man? At the moment, I don’t feel excited or inspired. I just feel overwhelmed by the problems of the piece. But I have to remind myself that, seeing it in performance, it hits you like a force of nature, and seems to be the greatest play ever written.


Thursday 11 June


Beautiful weather at last. I sit in the garden, reading the interviews with directors (Adrian Noble, Trevor Nunn, Deborah Warner) in the RSC edition.


I am especially interested in Adrian’s insights, because, after our 1982 production, he did it again in 1993, with Robert Stephens as Lear. Adrian does not have encouraging news for an actor about to tackle the title role: ‘The truth is, it’s almost unplayable… it gets actors down a lot actually, because it magnifies your failures. The same is true for directors.’


There’s much mockery of what is called a Stonehenge setting. Adrian again: ‘I eschewed the old Stonehenge version, which seemed to me as silly as setting it in Wapping.’ While Trevor Nunn says: ‘I’ve seen Stonehenge-based productions… and frankly it does seem very odd that Lear should make such a fuss about being out on a heath in a storm when his normal domestic condition appears to be open to the elements.’


I feel vaguely embarrassed, since I have been thinking of suggesting to Greg that we go along those lines. Not Stonehenge, of course, but certainly Ancient Britain. I suppose the period will get blurred, as always in current theatre design, but it needs to be an older, pre-Christian time, where a king can be a demi-god, and the world is a more superstitious, more brutal place. Primal energies are at work, not just in the storm, but in man’s character. Shakespeare has created Lear’s story as a mighty, heavyweight thing, and however good a chamber-piece production may be, it will, by its very nature, sell the play short. We’re going to try and be brave – we’re going to try for the epic.


Sunday 14 June


My birthday.


Sixty-six.


A special birthday, because my elder brother Randall has come over for it. And to see Salesman, one of his favourite plays. And to give himself a break.


Unfortunately, it isn’t only Verne who is seriously sick in our family. Randall’s wife, Yvette, needs kidney dialysis three times a week, and the rest of the time she is housebound, in a wheelchair. Randall is her full-time carer, and, as anyone who’s done that job knows, it’s not easy. At the moment, Yvette has to stay in hospital for a period, so we’ve treated Randall to a flight over here. When he arrived yesterday, and we were carrying in his luggage, he said to me, casually, over his shoulder, ‘This is saving my life, hey.’


After I did my Saturday matinee and evening shows (Randall will see it on Monday), Greg drove us up to Stratford. Oh, the smell as we got out of the car, of fresh night air, of trees and meadows…!


This was the first time Randall was seeing our new Stratford home, ‘the Artistic Director’s house’, near the Welcombe hills (where Shakespeare owned some land). He said, ‘With due respect to your place in Islington, this is what I call a real house!’ I smiled. It’s only because in Islington we live in a terraced house, and they don’t have these in South Africa, so this is more like the houses he knows – two-storeyed, free-standing, with a garden all round.


He was even more delighted this morning when he could see the surroundings by light of day. Our living room and my painting studio have marvellous views of a big rolling field. It was covered with long, feathery grass and buttercups, and alight with sunshine. We could be living in the middle of the countryside, yet the town is just ten minutes’ walk away.


Sunday became a true day of rest. We lunched at the theatre’s Rooftop Restaurant, then all had a good shloff (a Jewish siesta), and then Randall and I settled at the kitchen table, while I did a crayon sketch of him. There was something very peaceful about this: sitting with my beloved brother for a couple of hours, chatting now and then. The sketch turned out well, but didn’t have any of his warmth and humour. Instead there was a heaviness, a solemnity, a melancholy. In truth, it’s what any face settles into when posing for a portrait, but I suspect it’s also what he looks and feels like back at home. The situation is immensely troubling.


Yvette was one of the brightest figures in my childhood: a sassy lady with a terrific sense of humour. A trained radiologist, she was the daughter of Esther Caplan, my first drama teacher (though we called it Elocution then), and she and Randall were childhood sweethearts. They’ve now been married for fifty years. But some time after having their three daughters, Yvette developed mysterious health problems, which doctors could never diagnose. She stopped working, stayed at home more and more, and gradually what may have started as a psychosomatic condition transformed her into a genuine invalid.


[See Photo insert]


Monday 15 June


I’ve been reading a book by David Thomson, Why Acting Matters,and was struck by this passage about theatre actors. He says that some ‘see the playmaking process as an arc: months of preparation, a few weeks of playing at their peak, and then the long decline of hating yourself for doing the same thing every night until it seems stupid’.


I’m afraid this condition afflicts me every time I do a long run, and it takes something special to jolt me out of it. Randall coming to the show tonight gave me that jolt. It felt more important than any of the VIPs who’ve been in to see us. When Greg brought him round to my dressing room afterwards, Randall and I hugged for a long time. All three of us were in tears.


That’s something else that Salesman and Lear have in common: they both affect audiences, emotionally, more than most plays I know. It’s watching the journeys that Willy and Lear go on. Willy learns nothing from his, that’s his tragedy. Lear’s tragedy is that he learns everything, but it’s too late.


Friday 19 June


It’s the Lear workshop today, so we had to say goodbye to Randall first thing, although his plane isn’t till tonight. Parting was hard.


The workshop was in a studio theatre at RADA. Nine actors, all from Salesman (just helping us out, rather than auditioning for the parts), our designer Niki Turner, plus two famous RSC figures: the voice guru Cicely ‘Ciss’ Berry and the director John Barton – they’re experts in both Shakespeare and old age.


John, eighty-six, and in a wheelchair, looked quite frail. Ciss, three years older, was very lively, very excited by today’s event. She arrived late, saying of her driver, ‘The man got lost.’ Alex Hassell (reading Edmund and the Fool) said, ‘That’s like a description of the play – “The man got lost”.’


So we proceeded: reading each scene, then discussing it.


John never said a word. In the tea break, he offered an explanation for his reticence: ‘I don’t want to analyse it too deeply. The play is amazing, and naive. It’s like a fairytale. I want to keep the naivety.’


And so the morning continued, with us all poring over the play, and him sitting there in silence, gazing into the middle distance – somehow the very image of Lear himself, wracked with age, yet magnificent.


At lunchtime, he left, to attend the Ian Charleson Awards, planning to come back. He never did.


Ciss contributed a lot. She stressed the importance of representing the hundred knights (difficult for our budget!) and how their riotous behaviour indicated a vibrancy in Lear himself. I think she was identifying here – her own resolute fight against ageing – but I have reservations about Lear being too fit. I hate seeing Lears bouncing around the stage; it’s either the actor’s vanity, or a discussion in rehearsals that’s gone: ‘Well, he says he’s fourscore and upward, but he doesn’t have to behave like that.’ No – I want Lear to be old.


Ciss also stressed that the play was ‘absurdist’.


Greg made a good point about Lear’s curses, which are often obscene, especially about women: ‘He has access to a new kind of language, it spills out of him… it’s a certain point in dementia.’


It could also be argued that he’s a misogynist to start with.


Why is there no Mrs Lear? Is she dead? Banished? Or does she just have a separate home? (Lear can hardly be easy to live with.) If Shakespeare was submitting this play for production today, any director would demand some explanation for the absence of Mrs Lear. And, indeed, for the Fool’s sudden disappearance from the action. But in the headlong rush of his writing career, Shakespeare didn’t always bother with certain details. So it’s left to the people who now stage his work to invent some parts of the stories for themselves.


The group tried to say what the play is about:


• Chaos.


• The precariousness of life.


• A king discovering he’s a man.


• The world is unstable, giddy, slippery, elemental.


Greg asked us if we liked the play?


Ciss was the first to answer: ‘It’s fucking fantastic!’


Monday 29 June


We called today the second day of the workshop, though it just meant Greg and me sitting in our Islington garden, cutting the play. We had the prompt copies of previous RSC productions, including P. Brook’s, T. Nunn’s and A. Noble’s – so that we could compare their cuts with our own. To my surprise, given that he’s a purist, Greg accepted all the big cuts that I suggested, offered some more of his own, and we got the piece down to a good, workable length.


(What is an ideal length? For Greg, this involves a pragmatic calculation. In Stratford’s main house, shows start at 7.15 p.m., and audiences are happiest – because of transport issues – when they finish by 10.30 p.m. Lear is 3,216 lines long. Given that Shakespeare runs at between 800 and 900 lines an hour, a performance of the uncut text, plus a twenty-minute interval, would last about four hours, and be over at about 11.15 p.m.)


Tuesday 30 June


Our designer, Niki Turner, joined ‘the workshop’ (i.e. sitting in our garden again, now basking in a heat wave), and we discussed some visual ideas. Greg said he was juggling with two very different things: using some Francis Bacon imagery – he could see Gloucester, blinded and screaming, in a glass box – yet having a Jacobean setting (the play was written in 1606). I was surprised by the latter – I’d been picturing something more primitive. But I can see how, if we begin with all that laced and buttoned finery, stripping it away for the storm scenes could be effective. I said that my most powerful image for the play was a photograph in the Sunday Times recently (taken by Mark Littlejohn) of a steep mountainside in Scotland, with just a single stream of water. Could Lear be halfway up it in the storm, and could it then transform into a white Dover cliff for the mad-Lear/blind-Gloucester scene? I also stressed the importance of Lear being carried on, god-like, for his first entrance. Niki tended to listen and absorb, rather than offer her own ideas – for now.


Friday 3 July


Back in the Actors’ Church, for Alan Howard’s memorial. I wasn’t planning to come to this – I didn’t know him at all – but Greg persuaded me to, and in retrospect I wouldn’t have missed it for anything. He was an RSC star, and the congregation was full of some of the others, including Judi Dench, Ralph Fiennes, Patrick Stewart, Jeremy Irons, Juliet Stevenson, David Suchet, Harriet Walter, Jonathan Pryce, Simon Russell Beale, and more. Representing the RSC, Greg made a speech, relating how, as a teenager, he’d hitchhiked down from Preston, and seen Howard in Henry V, and how at first he was disappointed by what seemed like a no-costume, modern-dress production until ‘a man came on and said we all had to use our imagination’. He went on to praise Howard’s voice, as belonging to ‘one of the greatest classical actors of the twentieth century’. Terry Hands directed Howard as all of the kings in the History Plays (except Henry IV, although he played Hal, and then of course Henry V), and he made a typically sharp and witty speech today, telling us how he’d once watched Alan on all fours, while his kids climbed onto his back and rode him: ‘I realised he was more obedient as a horse than as an actor.’ And the novelist Julian Barnes (a friend of the Howard family) delivered a beautifully written tribute, which gave the last words to Alan himself, who said that learning Shakespeare was like ‘standing under a waterfall’.


Thursday 9 July


Over the years, as I’ve travelled from Islington to the West End to do various shows, I have a little ritual. As my taxi turns down Theobald’s Road and past Red Lion Square, there’s the glimpse of a statue in a very unusual, informal pose. He has one hand raised joyously, as though waving. I always wave back, discreetly. It makes me smile, and gives me a good feeling for the task ahead.


Today there was a Tube strike. Incredible. Just one component not working, and the whole city seemed crippled, or rather choking, with every route jammed and gasping for air: the hot weather made everything worse. It was an almost post-apocalyptic vision. Huge crowds of wretched, sweating people walking or cycling, or abandoning taxis because they were getting nowhere. After an hour in my taxi, I decided to do the same – just above Red Lion Square.


I could finally find out who the mystery man was, giving me a blessing.


At last I stood in front of him. Fenner Brockway. Who campaigned for Peace and Racial Equality, and lived for a hundred years, from 1888 to 1988. The statue was erected in 1985 – so he was still alive. I wonder if he posed for it? Was it his idea – the joyous wave? His other arm is weighed down by a heavy stack of books, his balance is quirky, and his trousers slightly short and flappy. You recognise the type immediately. One of those Englishmen – upper-middle-class, devoted to good causes – I used to meet them all the time, when I worked for the anti-Apartheid group, BDAF (British Defence and Aid Fund).


I remained there, beaming up at him, till I became aware of some Japanese tourists on a bench nearby, and became self-conscious.


But I left feeling happy, even about the long walk ahead to the theatre.


Thank you, Fenner.


Saturday 11 July


Roger Rees has died. Aged seventy-one. Of brain cancer. All very sudden. He was working till May. I feel shocked. Although he had already been the star of a massive RSC success – Nicholas Nickleby – the 1982 Stratford season was specifically created to introduce him (playing Hamlet) as one of the new leading Shakespeare actors, alongside Ken Branagh as Henry V, and me as Richard III.


In Lear, one of the most famous exchanges is between the blind Gloucester and the mad king:


GLOUCESTER: O, let me kiss that hand!


LEAR: Let me wipe it first: it smells of mortality.


Yes, well, there’s a strong and disquieting smell of mortality in the air just now.


Tuesday 14 July


Arranged to meet Harriet (Walter) early at the theatre this evening, so that I could sketch and photograph her for a portrait I’m planning to paint. Trouble is, she’s looking fab at the moment: long dark hair, calm, happy features. That’s not how I want to do her. I want to try and capture what she’s like when she’s acting: that raw, broken quality, which moves me so much. Greg says it’s like she has a layer of skin missing. I think I’ll depict her during our Salesman rehearsals. As well as preparing to play Linda, Willy’s wife, she was also appearing in a production at the Trafalgar Studios, Boa, with her real-life husband Guy Paul. She was exhausted then, truly vulnerable, almost literally without a layer of skin, yet neither performance suffered remotely. Her interpretation of Linda Loman is a revelation; not a downtrodden mouse, as she’s often played, but a woman of compassion and generosity, putting Willy’s needs before her own. When her anger and grief explode at the end, it’s shattering.


Anyway, today I didn’t know how to say, ‘Could you please look more awful’, so the session wasn’t perfect. But it’ll provide some reference images for the picture.


Later… Greg took one look at my preparatory drawings for the portrait, and said, ‘She won’t like it.’


‘It’s not meant to be literal,’ I protested; ‘It’s what her acting feels like.’


Greg nodded: ‘Mh-hh, well, she won’t like it.’


[See Photo insert]


Saturday 18 July


It’s the last two Salesmans today, so I didn’t shave this morning. I’ve got some fast beard-growing ahead, in order to play Falstaff again, and then Lear. On the one hand, it’ll be liberating not to have to shave for the next year or so. On the other, once my beard and hair get to a certain, wild length, I’ll encounter a series of curious problems. Black cabs will no longer stop for me. They’ll take one look, make a quick visual assessment – he’s a tramp or a terrorist – and put their foot on the accelerator, while I’m left dumbfounded on the pavement, wanting to call after them, ‘But… but… I’m an actor… I’m… I’m a knight of the realm!’ And when I was playing Falstaff the last time, the heat of the fat suit caused a sweat rash to develop. I went to the chemist to get some ointment. The man looked at my unruly beard, and asked discreetly, ‘Do you wash regularly… change your underwear…?’


Arriving at the theatre, I noticed that one of the billboards said: ‘Must end July 18.’ Glanced at the date on my watch, and thought, This is happening, this is really happening.


Both shows passed in a blur. Some sections were fresh and alive again, very painful. In others, I was too aware of saying lines for the last time, and how precious they were, and I cursed myself for those occasions when I found the experience tedious. Tedious?! It’s one of the greatest plays I’ve ever done.


Also one of the most successful West End shows I’ve been in. Unless you’re a movie or telly star, you can’t expect big audiences in the West End, and producers are surprisingly content with houses of just twenty-five per cent. Well, Salesman has played to more like eighty per cent. Our five-star reviews might’ve helped, but it’s Arthur Miller who must take the credit.


Monday 20-Saturday 25 July


Our holiday in Spain.


At a hotel called La Gavina, on the Costa Brava, about one-and-a-half hours from Barcelona.


This area is Salvador Dalí country, and it’s one of the main reasons we’ve come here – he fascinates me. Even the cliff across the bay looked familiar: the kind of rock faces he shows on his desolate beaches – tall, sharp crags, scored with vertical shadows.


Early on, we made a pilgrimage to the Dalí Museum in Figueres. But it didn’t turn out as expected. We found ourselves in a long queue in hot sunshine. This put me in a bad mood, and it was downhill from there. The museum is in an old theatre, and the whole atmosphere was ‘theatrical’, in the most clichéd sense. None of the major works was there, of course, and it was hard to tell what the exhibits were exactly, or even if they were by him. Huge eggs, gold mannequins, an old-fashioned diving suit. It was like a Palace of Junk. Add to this, hordes of tourists crowding through cramped spaces, and it rapidly became my idea of hell. We didn’t stay long.


I’ve had no energy for anything on this holiday – it’s a kind of postnatal depression after the long run of Salesman – not even for reading. But one day I found that among the books I’d brought along is the new(ish) Arden edition of Lear, edited by R.A. Foakes. In the introduction, there’s a good summary of the play’s stage history:


‘For long the play was thought to be unactable, either because of its display of cruelty and suffering, or because of its vastness of scope. Between 1681 and 1838 Nahum Tate’s reworking with a happy ending formed the basis of all stage representations; and the idea of Shakespeare’s “greatest achievement” but “too huge for the stage” persisted into the twentieth century.’


(In Nahum Tate’s version, neither Lear nor Cordelia die at the end; he’s restored to his throne, and she marries Edgar.)


Foakes continues: ‘It is in the decades since the Second World War that King Lear has come to be accepted as a great stage play… Its exposure of the horror of torture and suffering no longer seems outrageous…’


As I was reading this out to Greg, I noticed that his eyes were slightly glazed. He starts rehearsals of Henry V as soon as we get back, and Lear has gone off his radar.


The best part of this holiday was discovering a walk that runs right round the peninsula on which the hotel stands. We went on it each day after our siesta, in the late afternoon, when the light was yellow, the shadows blue, and the smell of hot pine, so particular to this part of the world, intensely fragrant.


One time we descended from the path into a small cove. A large, middle-aged woman in a swimsuit was lying on the beach. She lifted her towel over her face, and stayed like that while we were there. For no reason at all, I decided that she was in mourning, had found a peaceful spot, and now we were intruding. Meanwhile, three men were singing flamenco – one with a guitar – on top of a big, flat rock to one side. Maybe they did gigs at one of the local restaurants or bars, and this was their rehearsal. It all made for a strange and haunting atmosphere. I imagined a picture entitled Grieving Woman and Flamenco. Very Spanish.


Monday 27 July


London.


Greg went off to work this morning – starting Henry V – saying, as he does about every single play he directs, ‘I don’t think I know how to do this one.’
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As the front door closed behind him, I was struck by the sudden silence of the house. I don’t have any plans for today, but nor do I have to go into the theatre this evening. The thought was both liberating, and vaguely alarming.


What exactly will I do over the next four months, before we revive the Henries?


Two phone calls to South Africa:


Randall was not in a good state. After five months in hospital, Yvette came home, only to develop a leg infection, and return straightaway. Now Randall’s only activity is to visit the hospital twice daily. And it’s winter there, so he can’t go down to the beach, which normally provides him with some peace of mind – he calls it ‘beach therapy’.


Meanwhile, Verne’s news was good. She’d had a scan, which showed that the cancer was stable, not spreading, and her blood levels were fine for chemo. She’s lost a lot of weight, which she likes, but it’s worrying everyone else. She didn’t see any point in buying new, smaller clothes. ‘One’s got to be realistic,’ she said, almost cheerfully.


Tuesday 28 July


This morning I did all Falstaff’s lines, in both parts, and they were still there… ish. After – what? – six months or so since we last played it, and while I had another huge part occupying brain cells and memory banks. This grey matter in my head is an impressive computer if you consider what it’s dealing with. It knew I’d be returning to Falstaff, so it didn’t consign the lines to the ‘Delete’ function, which is what usually happens when I finish a part, and which is where poor Willy Loman is headed, I’m afraid. To make space for Lear…


Went to see Garry Trainer at his clinic in Primrose Hill. He’s an osteopath/acupuncturist, and over the years has performed some miracles on various ailments that have besieged me. That’s what I need currently, a miracle.
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