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An Introduction of sorts from Robert Holman


I am writing these words with the strange sense of something that was finished is now to begin again. I can’t pin down the feeling and give a name to it. I care too much about my work for this to be easy. A play stays in a kind of limbo until an actor speaks the words, when everything changes. We begin rehearsing my new play in a week’s time. The better the actor the more I’m going to be hurt by them. A fine production will dig its teeth in and not let go. There is pain in the writing and the putting on of plays that has to be savoured, if you are me, and generosities to be given out. The play is to belong to other people and cease to be mine alone. If I have one hope it’s this: at some point fairly soon, perhaps in a quiet corner during a dress rehearsal, I will marvel that I had anything to do with the play at all and burst into tears. The play as I lived it in my imagination, spent hours with it for months on end, will be gone for ever.


I’m not a father, so if fathers will forgive me and if it isn’t too pompous, this is the nearest I come to the birth of a child. I know plays are not as important as children.


A Breakfast of Eels, like most things I’ve written, began as a doodle on scrap paper. I like scrap paper because it’s not serious and can be thrown away. I learnt a long time ago not to put too much pressure on myself. In my late twenties (I’m sixty-two now) I got it into my head that I had to write a great play, and so didn’t write anything for three years. I also like scrap paper because it’s not clever and I start to worry when the pile runs down, because it means a play is coming into my head. My plays are worried over. About every third doodle I get past the scrap-paper stage and move onto a notepad, in ink. It’s hard not to think too much and to write the next line, but that is some of my effort. I don’t decide my plays, my plays decide me. If they have any power at all, it’s the power of learning and of the energy that can come out of a newly found thought.




I know this is an unfashionable way to write, but to care too much about fashion, which by its nature comes and goes, is to be a fool. In messing about on bits of paper I’m not being modest, because I have an arrogance that wants to at least try to understand and explain the world as it changes. To not care too much about fashion is a beautiful thing.


Some of this doodling nonsense was in my head as I sat with Matthew Tennyson on a bright spring afternoon in a café in Covent Garden. He was appearing in my play Making Noise Quietly in a theatre round the corner. I’m also a liar and a cheat. At home, often late at night on a desk littered in paper, I had begun to wonder if I could write for him. To try to write for an actor is a slow and careful process. On a simple level, the actor may be hurt if I throw the paper away, so, in some of the first sunshine of the year, as if I didn’t have a care in the world, I got him to talk about the theatre and parts he might want to play, and I tried to listen with all the power that listening can have. To want to write for an actor is really to want to listen to them. And to be challenged by what is heard. I paid for the tea and his cake, and he, none-the-wiser, went off to work in a play I’d seen many times. His performance had been making me think again.


Andrew Sheridan was also swimming about my brain. I’d written for him before. My play Jonah and Otto belongs to him. I was writing down his name, along with Tennyson’s, in the left margin of the paper. The names of my characters are crucial to me. I have characters change sex, old characters become young and vice-versa. The great thing about a doodle is that it has no laws. Names can change at the drop of a hat. When I get a name and it stays, it means I’m beginning to get a character. Jonah is a name Sheridan came up with. When he said it, I thought to myself quietly: ‘Help. Help.’ (A pause.) ‘I can’t write a Jonah.’ But I had asked him for the name of a character he might like to play. If we ask a question, then we must be open to the reply. With a name comes all sorts of connotations and feelings. On the paper, in the left margin, I began to switch all the names written there to Jonah, and Jonah began to emerge. He was a character I never would have written had Sheridan not said what he did.


When Making Noise Quietly was over, Tennyson and I went for a walk along the Thames. I said how, now and again, I’d had a go at writing parts for actors and would he be interested if I was to write a play for him, and that at some point I would need the name of his character. The only thing I knew for certain was that I wanted the play to be set in London (Tennyson is a Londoner) and would he show me his favourite part of London? Most of my plays are set in the north of England (I was brought up in North Yorkshire) but when I go back now I get lost. I’ve decided not to write about the place any more. We must have walked ten miles that afternoon in the drizzle without an umbrella. He said he would show me Highgate Cemetery, and a few days later said ‘Penrose’. Penrose is a character I never would have written had Tennyson not said what he did.


To me writing is a practical thing. It’s something I try to do. There are good days and bad days. On good days I hear and see people moving about a stage; on bad days it’s just frustrating. I’ve never worked out why some days are good and others are bad. I do know the good days have to increase if I’m to find the confidence to finish a play, when the bad days become useful. To have a bad day then is to learn to trust a good day. Trust plays an enormous part in writing. When I read great plays I somehow know the writer trusted themselves, and they dig deep. They go into the places that hurt. Some of this is innate, some of it is learnt, but all of it takes a single mind, one that refuses to apologise, and courage. And all writers tell lies.


A small bird has just hit my window. In the garden it looked more like a piece of coal than a thing with feathers, but I put it in a box and took it up the road to the vet. I’m reminded of the story Francis frightens Penrose with in A Breakfast of Eels about eating the chaffinch. I wonder if we should believe him in this instance and why he says it.


Sheridan has a way with stories. He will ring me up and tell me something outlandish has happened, make it completely plausible, and then tell me he’s pulling my leg. I’ve tried to become wise to this, but always fail. Time and again he succeeds. In these moments I always forget he’s an actor and is acting. At other times we might talk about what acting is, about how an actor has to live through the moment and not know what his character is going to do next, whilst, at the same time, watching themselves doing it. It’s a paradox I didn’t completely understand at first until I realised it’s very similar to the way I write.


I asked Sheridan if there was anything he wanted to do (I could at least try to put it in) in the new play, and he replied that he’d like to wear clothes that were too big, if possible, and to sing. Funnily enough (they hadn’t yet met at this stage) Tennyson had also told me he would like to sing when I asked him the same question. He had added that singing is really exposing. It was a moment filled with vulnerability and honesty, and I was excited to think about his character singing, if also a little scared. Could I write a play where a character sang? What did it mean if a character was to wear clothes that were too big? The actor can put these things in my imagination, but I have to make them real. As is the way with a fairground ride, I felt exhilarated yet also scared. Just as I won’t go on a roller-coaster unless pushed on, if I were to do what the actors suggested I would have to go into areas where I would not normally and naturally go. This is the great thing about writing for actors.


Tennyson had taken me around Highgate Cemetery (I’d been back several times on my own) and we met there again, one Sunday afternoon, with Sheridan. Once more it was raining. To say it was an important moment underestimates it for the three of us. It was the first time they had met. It was the first time I had seen them together. For the first time I could listen to their voices one after the other. I told them I thought the doodles and notepad had come good and that there was going to be a play. I showed them one particular grave where there was a pot filled with pens and pencils, and said I intended to steal the idea because it was very Penrose and Francis. I explained as best as I could, as much as I knew, about some of the action of the play, but that there was still much to find out about the two characters and why they had started to do what they were doing. I said I was reasonably confident Francis and Penrose would become independent of me, teach me, tell me about their lives, and become real. In the same way I said Penrose and Francis had to become independent of them as people because I was trying to write characters they could act. The play had to be bigger than the three of us.


The devil comes into me when I write. The vet has just rung to say he thinks the bird was shocked and will recover. For some reason, I’m reminded of Francis and the responsibilities he carries. His sister died under the stairs when he was a boy. He has no reason to feel guilty but he does. Penrose manages finally to get him to talk about it. I don’t know why this is important to anyone else except these two people, or what I write about. I was going to say something about London, but have I? And the courage it can take to behave responsibly and well. I was going to try to write about what it is to be a man, and about money. Have I done any of these things and more? As history is the judge of almost everything, so history is the judge of plays and will be of this one.


The final draft of A Breakfast of Eels was written on a twelve-year-old keypad at the computer, but I can come up with dialogue whilst buying the milk so have paper in my pocket and almost everywhere else. So much of the play was still in my head. The challenge is to put it down, line by line, whilst still being open to its moments changing. Sometimes the characters in a play will not do what I would like them to do, but I always go with them. For this play, pinned on the wall, so I could turn and look at them when I got stuck, were photographs of Highgate Village, Northumberland, Parliament Hill and the two actors who I was trying to see in these places playing Penrose and Francis. In Highgate Francis produced a buttonhole for Penrose which surprised me. On Parliament Hill they talked about serious things and Penrose had a box of chocolates. And a year later in the play it started snowing. Line by next line the play was done and shed, until there was nothing left to see and hear and think about.


I gave the first two copies of A Breakfast of Eels, printed on watermarked paper, to Tennyson and Sheridan, and waited nervously to hear from them.


The relationship between a writer and a director is the most important one in the theatre. I could argue that this is the case even if the writer has been dead for centuries. Rob Hastie read the play. Would he be interested in directing it? We met in a muddy Highgate Cemetery (where else?) and walked round it three times. He was sensible and wearing boots, whereas I was more Penrose in Northumberland and had put on soft shoes. I explained how I thought the play had to go on in a normal way despite its genesis. It was a play written for two actors, but that I would have failed them and let them down if the play could not, at some point in the future, be done by others. I said how Sheridan and Tennyson were capable of playing many more colours than I could write for, and would he help them to find some of those extra colours and so take the play away from me? A short while later the four of us met in Notting Hill, and a little while after this he said he would like to direct the play.


I have been asked if Sheridan and Tennyson are my muse. I’ve looked up the word in a dictionary (as Francis looks up words) and still don’t quite understand the question. I know they will do what I write and more, however contradictory, naughty and unfathomable it is to begin with. I could write ‘He swings upside down on a chandelier with a monkey in his mouth’, and both of them would do it. But the truth is I prefer smaller things, such as that he makes a bow and arrow or reads in silence. My plays need actors to be brave. It takes a braver actor to read in silence than it does to swing from a chandelier. To write for these two actors gives me a kind of freedom (the word muse has an arty-farty nonsense about it) – and to be free is why I write. And I think it’s why they act. We share the same courage.


A Breakfast of Eels was written for Matthew Tennyson and Andrew Sheridan. I’m a pest, and would like to thank them both for their intelligence and tolerance during the months of its writing.


February 2015
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