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            ‘Good my lord, will you see the players well bestowed? Do you hear, let them be well used, for they are the abstract and brief chronicles of the time.’

            Hamlet to Polonius, Hamlet, Act II, scene 2

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘Our revels now are ended. These our actors, as I foretold you, were all spirits and are melted into air, into thin air.’

            Prospero in The Tempest, Act IV, scene 1
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            Sam Mendes
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         ‘here lies one whose name was writ in water’ reads the gravestone of John Keats. The great theatre director Tyrone Guthrie borrowed the same sentiment to describe the work of actors.

         Where do we go to find the history of the arts? Who chronicles live performances – characters who lived for only months or weeks and the actors who created them? Where can we look to find the shape and meaning of a career that has all but disappeared? In a broader sense, how do you define the legacy and influence of stage actors? Not just those whose names remain familiar even now – Olivier, Gielgud, Ashcroft – but those who were perhaps equally influential, but never became household names? What will we know in years to come about Nicol Williamson, David Warner, Dilys Laye, Pete Postlethwaite, Susan Fleetwood, Alan Howard…?

         This book is a beautiful collection of some of the many extraordinary obituaries written by Michael Coveney over the last twenty or thirty years. Possessed of an encyclopaedic knowledge, and an astonishing and vivid memory, Michael has made something special. I am trying to persuade him to let it be the beginning of what would be a large-scale theatre masterwork to rival David Thomson’s magnificent Biographical Dictionary of Film. After all, the theatre needs a chronicle. It is more than a start.

         For myself, this collection is a chance to reflect again on those I loved and who died far too young – Helen McCrory, Natasha Richardson; to think about and relish those whom I was lucky enough to work with and still miss – Albert Finney, Pete Postlethwaite – and perhaps to get a bit closer to those I never saw, or barely recollect: the ‘yeasty’ Ralph Richardson, the ‘coruscating whisper’ with which John Wood conjured dreams and madness, the ‘rampaging farmer’ that was Gerard Murphy, the ‘brandy injected fruitcake’ of John Hurt’s voice, the mystery of Alan Howard: ‘solitude was his mindset, grand spiritual debauchery his inclination’. Tellingly, Michael quotes playwright Simon Gray on his friend Alan Bates’ performance in Butley: ‘he thought it was the beginning, but it was, in fact, a moment of complete fulfilment that never came back’. This book is a chance to look back and see the past with clarity. The theatre art created in our lifetime, the shape of theatre history. The movement of the water.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

            Michael Coveney

         

         i was first taken to the London theatre, aged 11, to see the D’Oyly Carte’s spick and span production of The Gondoliers at the Savoy Theatre in 1959 and then Paul Scofield as Sir Thomas More in Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons at the Globe (now the Gielgud) in 1960. Formative experiences, both, but I became an assiduous theatregoer with the arrival of Laurence Olivier’s National Theatre at the Old Vic in 1963 and, ten years later, a practising theatre critic.

         So, I make no apology in starting this collection of theatrical obituaries – 42 of the 50 were first published in the Guardian – with a fanfare for Olivier and the three great contemporaries of his who, it is generally acknowledged, created the possibilities leading to the glories of our contemporary theatre in new and classical work.

         There was no obituaries column on my first newspaper, the Financial Times, but the occasional flare went up for a deceased actor, writer or producer. I managed to squeeze in short obits for Hermione Gingold, Irene Handl and Colin Blakely – all in 1987 – and had my moment of glory on the FT’s front page with an account of Olivier’s magnificent memorial service in Westminster Abbey in 1989, shortly before I moved on to the Observer. 

         That ceremony really did mark the end of an era. Even though Olivier’s memory and indeed legacy marched on, he saw himself in a line stretching from Shakespeare’s leading actor, Richard Burbage, through David Garrick, Edmund Kean and Henry Irving. And yet, this protean actor, in the latter half of his career, added lustre and prestige to the ground-breaking new writing theatre, the Royal Court of George Devine and Tony Richardson, and incorporated many of the Court’s actors and directors in his National Theatre. 

         Without Peggy Ashcroft on board, said Peter Hall, he could not possibly have launched the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1960. Ralph Richardson’s historic seasons with Olivier at the New (now the Noël Coward) set the standard for the post-war repertory theatre. And Gielgud’s brilliant West End seasons, directing and starring with the leading players of the day, defined the aspirations of subsequent generations in both commercial and subsidised sectors.

         After the Fanfare, the actors are listed in chronological order of their passing. Acting is one way of ‘performing’ and a performer is certainly, in my book, an actor. Hence the inclusion of such great vaudevillians as Ken Dodd and Bruce Forsyth, and of TV stars with bona fide acting chops such as Una Stubbs, Lionel Blair and Dennis Waterman. The careers which bring down the curtain, those of Angela Lansbury and Leslie Phillips, attest to the longevity, variety and sheer bloody-minded dedication of so many of our greatest actors.

         When I first wrote a book about Maggie Smith, in 1993, she accused me of being her ‘premature obituarist’. When she got wind of me writing an expanded, post-Downton Abbey and Harry Potter biography, she rang up and said, ‘You’re digging me up again, aren’t you? You’ve turned full-time necrologist. And if you write any more when I’m dead, I’ll kill you.’

         People often say, it must be depressing writing obituaries. Well, it isn’t. I enjoy ransacking my cuttings and reviews, all kept in folders and scrapbooks, supplemented by the invaluable Theatre Record, now fully digitalised (but only dating from 1981), my dictionaries and reference books, hunting down interviews and film clips on-line, talking to friends and relatives of the deceased – I cannot think of a single instance, in 30 years, when someone was reluctant to help contribute towards a Guardian obituary.

         I enjoy the excitement and, yes, the terror of the job, just as I enjoyed the same with writing reviews between February 1972 and April 2016 (8,985 in all). As with anything, deadline anxiety is the spur to my intent. Some obits are compiled in advance, when the subject is well-known, over-80 and reportedly ailing. Oddly, such people tend to hang on for ever and often – though not in my case, yet – outlive their obituarists. Out of spite, probably.

         David Bowie and Alan Rickman died unexpectedly within four days of each other, both suffering from cancer known only to their nearest friends and family. (I particularly love the pairing at St Peter’s Gate on Christmas Eve, and Day, 2008, of Harold Pinter and Eartha Kitt, master of the pause and mistress of the purr.) I recall hearing of Rickman’s demise on entering the Finborough Theatre in Earl’s Court for a new production, and of Nicol Williamson’s as I arrived in Stratford-upon-Avon for a not so merry Christmas show. Panic stations! An overnight review of a play is one thing; of a life, quite another, even though both carry dread responsibilities.

         
            ******

         

         The Guardian kindly gave permission to reproduce the 42 obituaries, all of which have been edited, in some cases partly re-written, but without hindsight or updates. The Guardian has owned the Observer since 1993 and therefore rubber-stamped my Observer articles on Peggy Ashcroft, Alan Bates and David Warner. Permissions were also kindly advanced by the Financial Times (Laurence Olivier), The Stage (Ralph Richardson) and the Evening Standard (Robert Stephens and Natasha Richardson; the latter’s appreciation appeared in the Independent, which was acquired by the Standard in 2010). 

         My John Gielgud obituary is an extract from a paper I delivered at the World Congress of the International Shakespeare Association in Valencia, Spain, on Shakespeare’s birthday, 2001, 11 months after Gielgud’s death. Late in life, Gielgud bemoaned the fact that he spent so much time going to other people’s memorial services that it hardly seemed worthwhile to go home.

         On his birthday in 1993, two recently elected MPs, Gyles Brandreth and Glenda Jackson, invited him to lunch in the House of Commons. Much to their surprise, and gratification, he accepted. Gyles asked, why exactly had he graced them with his company? ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘It’s perfectly alright. You see, all my real friends are dead.’ 

         I am especially grateful to Robert Hahn and Rachel Atkinson for clearing the copyright at the Guardian and Observer. I must also thank the Guardian obituaries desk so graciously led by Robert White and Diana Gower and tip my cap to fellow obituarists Ryan Gilbey and Anthony Hayward who concentrate, respectively, on film and television while knowing more than enough about theatre, too. 

         The book was suggested by Sam Mendes, and I thank him for that, and his foreword. And it has once again been a pleasure to work with Unicorn, where chairman Ian Strathcarron enthused from the start, and where the editorial input of Lucy Duckworth and designer Felicity Price-Smith has been both sensitive and exemplary. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Laurence Olivier
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               Charismatic, heroic actor who was a Hollywood star, founder of the National Theatre at Chichester and the Old Vic in 1963 and gave his best account of King Lear on television.

            

         

         the sun blazed, the trumpets sounded, and the bells of Westminster Abbey rang out across London at a noonday service of thanksgiving for the life and work of Laurence Olivier OM, Baron Olivier of Brighton, who died in July. It was 84 years, to the very day, 20 October 1905, since the first knight of the theatre, Sir Henry Irving, was buried in Poets’ Corner in the Abbey.

         The Dean of Westminster, the Very Rev Michael Mayne, declared that the ashes of Olivier would be laid next year alongside those of Irving and Garrick, beneath the bust of Shakespeare ‘within a stone’s throw of the graves of Henry V and The Lady Anne, Queen to Richard III’. Thus invoking two of Olivier’s greatest performances, the Dean made way for the professionals.

         A stocky Albert Finney, once touted as Olivier’s natural successor, read sonorously from Ecclesiastes, a dapper Sir John Mills spiritedly from Corinthians. A radiant Dame Peggy Ashcroft then recited vigorously the last 30 lines of Milton’s Lycidas (‘At last he rose, and twitched his mantle blue / Tomorrow to fresh woods, and pastures new’). Sir John Gielgud, looking frail after recent illness, shook his fist at death in John Donne’s Holy Sonnet and Hamlet’s ‘we defy augury’ speech.

         The Abbey was at its finest and most superbly organised for this glittering occasion. The choir sang the heart-stopping arrangements by Vaughan Williams of Bunyan’s ‘Death, where is thy sting?’ passage in The Pilgrim’s Progress and of the dirge in Cymbeline. The composer mostly represented was William Walton, Olivier’s great friend and collaborator on the Shakespeare films. The London Brass and Abbey Choir, directed by Martin Neary, finally joined in a flashing, growling and spectacular account of Walton’s Coronation Te Deum.  

         Olivier spoke thrillingly for himself in a playback of the St Crispin’s Day speech from Henry V. But his show was nearly stolen by Sir Alec Guinness, who gave the address. Musing dispassionately on Olivier’s greatness, Sir Alec described the threat of danger that clung to Olivier, both onstage and off.

         ‘There were times when it was wise to be wary of him.’  He praised his pinnacle performances but dwelt on his comic side. The Abbey erupted into laughter on being told how Olivier altered punctuation on a line of Malvolio from ‘My masters, are you mad, or what are you?’ to ‘My masters, are you mad or what? Are you?’

         Sir Alec continued by invoking what Coleridge wrote of Kean: ‘To see him act is like reading Shakespeare by flashes of lightning.’ He paused … ‘Some of us might prefer a steadier light. Larry provided the flashes often enough but he always had an overall, workmanlike concept.

         ‘Sometimes we read in the press of a young actor being hailed as “a second Olivier”. That is nonsense of course, and unfair to the actor. If he is of outstanding talent and character then he will carve out his career in his own right and in his own name; he won’t be a second anyone. In any case, there may be imitators, but there is no second Olivier. He was unique.’

         The clerical procession had been followed by a thespian parade, bearing Olivieresque mementoes on blue velvet cushions. The billing had not been quite sorted out. Douglas Fairbanks Jr carried Olivier’s Order of Merit, followed by Michael Caine with an Oscar.

         Peter O’Toole usurped Jean Simmons to bring on the Hamlet film script, while Ian McKellen was obliged to trudge behind Derek Jacobi with the laurel wreath of Coriolanus. Paul Scofield carried a silver model of the National Theatre alongside Maggie Smith bearing a similar emblem representing the Chichester Festival Theatre. Frank Finlay brought up the rear with Edmund Kean’s sword, a gift of Gielgud to his old sparring partner.

         The stalls and pews were packed with, literally, an A to Z of theatricals: Lindsay Anderson to Franco Zeffirelli. The royal family and the government sent along support players rather than star turns: Prince Edward and Sir Geoffrey Howe. The Queen was represented by Lord Zuckerman, the Prince and Princess of Wales by Sir Richard Attenborough.

         Olivier’s career was often a conscious bid to stand in succession to Burbage, Garrick, Kean and Irving. He could justly claim, and often did, that he was in direct cahoots with Shakespeare, the root of our culture and his own fame.

         This is what the Abbey so gloriously celebrated yesterday, and the vulgarian flipside of the great actor’s demonic personality would receive many more raucous toasts as almost the entire production transferred immediately to the National Theatre at Lady Olivier’s invitation.

         As I mingled in the throng heading over the river to the south bank reception, images of Olivier crowded in: his slow, upstage entrance as Othello, sniffing a red rose as surely as we were sniffing danger. His epileptic fit in the same role, which I was witnessing from a two-shilling standing place at the back of the Old Vic stalls, and which sent me scurrying to the toilet where I retched up in shock and sympathy.

         Passing him, unrecognisable almost, in a pin-striped suit and heavy, horn-rimmed spectacles, on the Waterloo Road. His supreme, pantherine athleticism: flashing subliminally across the stage as the bewigged fop Tattle in Congreve’s Love for Love – was that a true illusion, or a false entrance? The defiant, stomping tarantella as the besieged Captain in Strindberg’s Dance of Death.

         In the mid-1950s, Olivier had greeted a dinner guest with the news that he had been lying on his bed upstairs thinking about his funeral: ‘I could see the sun shining through the window of the Abbey,’ he said, ‘and I felt joyous.’ He had dreamed of this day and had played his full part from beyond the grave.

         
            Laurence Kerr Olivier, actor and director, was born in Dorking, Surrey on 22 May 1907 and died in Steyning, West Sussex, on 11 July 1989.
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               Luminous and inspirational presence at both the Royal Shakespeare Company and the National, excelling in Ibsen, Rattigan and Beckett.

            

         

         dame peggy ashcroft, who died on Friday aged 83, without regaining consciousness after a stroke three weeks ago, enjoyed a glorious Indian summer in the 1980s as Barbie Batchelor in Granada Television’s The Jewel in the Crown and as Mrs Moore in David Lean’s movie of A Passage to India. This latter performance won her an Oscar and suddenly the world wanted to know more about Peggy Ashcroft.

         If asked directly, Dame Peggy, a cricket-loving Hampstead-dweller and indefatigable champion of left-wing causes (Binkie Beaumont, chief West End producer of the 1940s and 1950s, called her, affectionately, ‘The Red Dame’), would firmly but politely say she did not discuss her private life. But she was vociferous on such public matters as the removal of VAT from the price of theatre tickets and the preservation of the Rose Theatre in Southwark.

         Her concern about the future of the subsidised theatre was never idle. Her career, along with those of Olivier, Gielgud and Richardson, was one of the cornerstones on which it was built. She was affiliated, inextricably, with the most significant theatre movements of our [20th] century: the Old Vic seasons under Lilian Baylis in the 1930s, the West End productions of Olivier and Gielgud between the wars, the earliest days of the English Stage Company at the Royal Court under George Devine in the mid-1950s, and the formation of the Royal Shakespeare Company with Sir Peter Hall in 1960.

         When the National Theatre finally opened on the South Bank one wintry March afternoon in 1976, it was Dame Peggy who spoke the first words from its stage as Samuel Beckett’s bare-shouldered Winnie in Happy Days, sitting under a parasol, buried up to her waist in a mound of grey post-nuclear detritus: ‘Another heavenly day.’ Her plangent, beautiful sigh was a signal of regret and a simultaneous announcement of business as usual.

         Christened Edith Margaret Emily Ashcroft, her background in London was comfortable middle-class and mildly cultured: her father (who was killed in the First World War) was a land agent, and her part Danish, part German-Jewish mother an amateur actress who had studied with Elsie Fogerty, founder of the Central School of Speech and Drama. Peggy attended this school; Olivier was a contemporary.

         She would be Juliet to Olivier’s controversial Romeo in 1935, Beatrice to Gielgud’s Benedick in 1950, and an over-age Katherina to Peter O’Toole’s Petruchio in 1960 (Trevor Nunn described that performance as one of ‘a ferocious scattiness that risked ridicule and lived dangerously, right out on the edge’.)

         She said that, apart from Shakespeare, Chekhov and Ibsen provided the great experiences for an actress. ‘Ibsen is like architecture; emotions are in the first place masked, then revealed which is what makes it so strong. Chekhov is more impressionistic, volatile, fluid.’ She hungrily absorbed the writings of Stanislavsky and attended the famous Chekhov productions in Barnes, south London, of the Russian director Theodore Komisarjevsky, who became her guru and, later, her second husband.

         Dame Peggy was first and foremost a company actor. Peter Hall said that he only went ahead with his RSC plans once he had enlisted her support. She always referred to the RSC as ‘the Co’ and remained a key member of the advisory directorate to the end of her life.

         In 1963, the alliance was cemented with her blistering performance in The Wars of the Roses as Margaret of Anjou, sadistic she-wolf and vengeful Cassandra, daubing the face of Donald Sinden’s Duke of York with the blood of his own son.

         It was difficult, in the light of this performance, to understand how she had once been deemed too English for Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. Both James Agate and Kenneth Tynan, hugely important critics, thought her too genteel for tragedy; the latter once unkindly dwelt on her blinking mannerism.

         All actors have mannerisms, and any blemish – Dame Peggy no more disowned the blink than she did the pronounced mole above her upper lip – was subdued in her more notable attributes of tonal precision, bell-like clarity of diction, complete emotional identification with each role, a surface restraint concealing strong passion, and a thorough detestation of vulgarity.

         In 1952, she played Hester Collyer in Terence Rattigan’s The Deep Blue Sea, a woman pushed to the edge of suicidal despair. This was hailed by a semi-repentant Tynan as ‘a scorchingly realistic portrait of a woman in love beyond her means’ and the best part for an actress since Pinero’s heyday. That great capacity for welling sorrow and emotional dignity found later outlets in plays of Harold Pinter, Edward Albee and Marguerite Duras, most of them with the RSC under Peter Hall. In Duras’ The Lovers of Viorne, at the Royal Court in 1971, she mined new territories of schizophrenic despair and shuddering, stony-faced bewilderment as a French housewife inexplicably driven to chop up her deaf-and-dumb cousin. It was one of her favourite roles.

         At home in Frognal, Hampstead, Dame Peggy continued to keep abreast of the cricket scores, the latest books and debates, surrounded by memories, friends and many fine paintings, notably one by Walter Sickert of her Juliet in profile against a view of Verona. She was in constant touch with her two grown-up children (who live in Canada and France) and their families, and had remained on good terms with their father, the lawyer Jeremy Hutchinson, to whom she was married for 25 years. Her first two marriages, which also ended in divorce, were to the publisher Rupert Hart-Davis and, more briefly, Komisarjevsky.

         Michael Billington suggests that Dame Peggy was ‘an exemplar of female constancy’, and the toughness and security of her acting, what many directors and critics have identified as the Ellen Terry-like quality of her work, was surely an expression of her own character.

         Her last stage appearance, before the late television and film fame, was as the Countess of Roussillon in the RSC’s 1982 Edwardian All’s Well That Ends Well. It was appropriate that she should be seated at the still centre of a bold and revelatory production by Trevor Nunn, her beauty unimpaired, her radiance undimmed, in a performance of sparkling, emotion-flecked vitality.

         
            Peggy Ashcroft was born in Croydon, south London, on 22 December 1907 and died in London on 14 June 1991. Her ashes were scattered around a mulberry tree at New Place, Shakespeare’s house in Stratford-upon-Avon, which she had planted there in 1969.
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               As eccentric as he was ethereal, Richardson specialised in dreamers, once playing a character of J.B. Priestley, Johnson Over Jordan, as a man revisiting his past as though he were still half-alive.

            

         

         ralph richardson always looked as though he had come from somewhere else but wasn’t going back. He’d dropped by, his presence was temporary, and he was on his way… but to where?

         It’s very hard to define what was so special about him, because of this ethereal, other-worldly, strangely subversive quality. He was four-square, earthy, on the stage, a little taller than average height, yeasty. ‘As for my face,’ he once said, ‘I’ve seen better looking hot cross buns.’ He seemed possessed of special knowledge which he had no intention of sharing.  

         He once pulled up smartly on the stage and turned to the audience: was there a doctor in the house, he asked? A doctor stood up. ‘Ooh, I say, doctor, isn’t this a terrible play?’

         As a man, he was transparently genuine, though he invented an outer carapace of hoodwinking and false scent-laying. He liked his gin and tonics, and his lunch. And as an actor? Perhaps he wasn’t really one at all, as Albert Finney thought, but a magician. Ironically, Prospero was one of his few inexplicable failures at the pre-war Old Vic, as indeed was Macbeth.

         But he was usually unbeatable as any sort of beautiful dreamer, generally agreed to have been the greatest wild-eyed Peer Gynt of the last century, and the funniest, most moonstruck of Bottoms (he was utterly ‘translated’ in his ass’s head, so they say, and you could see his button eyes staring like hot coals through the mask).

         On stage, like all great actors, he had a total awareness of what was going on around him. And like all great light comedians – Gerald du Maurier, I imagine, or Cary Grant – you could not see how he did it. His acting seemed as natural as breathing. His voice was a mellifluous squawk, studded with sighs, hoots and harrumphs. Whoever spoke like him? Nobody. His stresses were completely his own, and inexplicable.

         He was born in Cheltenham in 1902, where his father was an art master at the Ladies’ College. His parents separated when he was four, and he lived with his mother in genteel poverty in Shoreham-by-Sea in two railway carriages with brass handles on the doors. A lonely, imaginative boy, he said he ‘bought’ his way into an acting company aged 16. He served in the Fleet Air Arm in the war and was known as ‘Pranger’ Richardson: so many planes fell to pieces in his control.

         The theatre he described as a magnetic forest where he climbed a few trees and marvelled at the new seeds blowing in to make it look different. He was summoned to run the Old Vic at the New Theatre (later the Albery, now the Noël Coward) with Laurence Olivier in 1944, sealing his reputation in a string of great performances: Peer and Falstaff, Bluntschli in Shaw’s Arms and the Man, Cyrano, Vanya and Inspector Goole in An Inspector Calls.

         He became a legend, and casually acknowledged this in even the smallest part, such as ‘barmy’ Waters, the waiter in Shaw’s You Never Can Tell, a role he transmitted with ironic benevolence as if he were a famous philosopher down on his luck. The extent to which he let the audience ‘in on the act’, tipped the wink, even seemed to ride the coughing in the stalls like a surfer, was unlike anything else I’ve experienced in the theatre, before or since.  

         At Oxford at the end of the 1960s, I had arranged to interview him for the university newspaper when he was on tour in the first, disastrous production of Joe Orton’s What the Butler Saw. I reported, as arranged, to the stage door of the New Theatre (now the Apollo) at the end of the performance. I had it in mind to go for a drink in the Randolph Hotel.

         He emerged in leathers, crash helmet and a flying white scarf, looking like an early aviator. ‘Oh, there you are. Thank you so much for coming. All the very best. Good-bye.’ And he jumped on his 750cc BMW motorbike and roared off into the night, waving cheerily behind him as he went. It was the shortest, and the most unforgettable, interview I’ve ever conducted; and, of necessity, when I wrote it up, the most inventive.

         His oddness was ever startling and never hardened into mere eccentricity. His performances with John Gielgud in two modern plays – David Storey’s Home in 1970 and Harold Pinter’s No Man’s Land six years later – were struck with a sort of tragic jauntiness and ebullient despair. A slightly stomping walk was the framework for his extraordinary, rhythmic cadences, through which rushed fire, wind and rough weather. He drew the huge curtains with terrifying briskness in the Pinter play, and then astounded the first night audience with a sudden, cataleptic fall to the ground.

         Although his last stage appearance was in 1983, the year of his death, when he played, as if sleepwalking, in Eduardo de Filippo’s Inner Voices (translated by N.F. Simpson) at the National, his true valedictory had been as John Gabriel Borkman eight years earlier on the Old Vic stage alongside Peggy Ashcroft and Wendy Hiller. Whereas Scofield played Borkman as immoveable granite, Richardson soared to the last and returned to a former, and a higher, life. It was simply incredible. Gielgud remarked that the noise he made at the end was ‘as if a bird had flown out of his heart’.

         Olivier was a god, Gielgud divine, but who could play the creator of the universe Himself? Kenneth Tynan had only one candidate, should you imagine the Almighty to be ‘a whimsical, enigmatic magician, capable of fearful blunders, sometimes inexplicably ferocious, at other times dazzling in his innocence and benignity’. Richardson had all these attributes while remaining –Tynan quoted C.S. Lewis on God – ‘a positive, concrete and highly articulated character’. Oh, and audiences really loved him.

         
            Ralph David Richardson was born in Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, on 19 December 1902 and died in London on 10 October 1983. He was buried in Highgate Cemetery and, like Olivier and Ashcroft, had a memorial service in Westminster Abbey.
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               The mellifluous voice of Gielgud is one of the most imitated, yet inimitable, in the British theatre. A definitive Hamlet and Prospero, his intelligent, musical technique has been an inspiration to actors of all later generations.

            

         

         no other english actor of the last century was better bred to the tradition he sought to emulate – that of the great Ellen Terry dynasty, to which he was connected on his mother’s side. At the same time, Gielgud’s perpetual air of aloofness, almost sanctity, placed him above the rabble both onstage and off.

         Yet no actor – save, perhaps, Judi Dench – was more loved in his lifetime by his fellow professionals. He exerted an exemplary influence on British theatre from the moment he decided to take his new-won West End stardom to the down-at-heel Old Vic in 1929 and learn how to play Shakespeare.

         He even rescued Olivier’s then floundering career in 1935 by casting him as both Romeo and Mercutio and sharing the roles with him. Gielgud reckoned Olivier his superior – Italianate and dashing – in both roles, even though he himself had already played Romeo twice, once aged 19 in 1923. A silent film shows him spreading his arms imploringly in the balcony scene like a rather well-mannered pauper at the gates. James Agate declared: ‘Mr Gielgud has the most meaningless legs imaginable.’

         Gielgud’s first drama teacher, Lady Benson, had started this line of disapproval by telling him that he walked exactly like a cat with rickets. Kenneth Tynan, adding injury to insult, averred, when he played Prospero at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1957, that he was ‘perhaps the finest actor – from the neck up – in the world today’. Gielgud finally snapped: ‘[He] said I had only two gestures, left hand up, right hand up. What did he want me to do – bring out my prick?’   

         Still, Gielgud admired Tynan as a critic. ‘It’s wonderful when it isn’t you,’ he said. The truth is that Gielgud was always curious and adventurous throughout his career. He often worked with the director Peter Brook, playing a definitive Angelo in Measure for Measure in 1950 that restored that inexhaustibly modern play of sex, power and politics to the repertoire after decades of neglect. And who would have guessed that, in 1993, he would play his fifth Prospero for the controversial film director Peter Greenaway, speaking every single word of The Tempest, many of them while stark naked?  

         As an actor, his restless quest for truth and new meaning defined, for Brook, his modern quality. His sense of tradition, his passionate sense of quality, came from the past. In linking two ages, said Brook, he was unique. That suspension between past and present gave him his identity and defined his talent, especially as he grew older.

         Yet he always retained a boyish sense of fun. In rehearsal for another Brook production – Seneca’s Oedipus at the Old Vic in 1968 – he enthusiastically joined in a series of warm-up exercises, including, as this was a grim tragedy, an improvised confession of a terrifying prospect, something the actor feared most of all. His turn came, and he stepped forward: ‘We open on Tuesday.’

         Destiny, of course, came into it. Through his aunt, Ellen Terry, Henry Irving’s leading lady, he inherited the style and poise of a true star, as well as the Terry tears, the ability to cry on stage at the drop of a hat, though his mother told him that this ability was due to weak lachrymal glands. His second cousin was Gordon Craig, the innovative stage designer and theoretician. And he knew of the legendary actor-managers through his great uncle, Fred Terry, whom he adored.

         Gielgud’s stockbroker father was of aristocratic Polish émigré extraction and his paternal great grandmother had been a Shakesperean actress of some reputation. So, on the Terry side, he inherited a commitment to the theatrical life, while his Slav ancestry no doubt explained his enduring enthusiasm for Russian music and ballet, and his affinity with the works of Chekhov, whom he championed in London in the 1930s.

         While he was addicted to the grand, expansive manner of the Victorian and Edwardian touring theatre, he was exposed from an early age to all manner of entertainment. He enjoyed musical comedies and revues as much as Shakespeare or J.M. Barrie, and he always insisted, perhaps over-insisted, that he wanted colour and beauty and drama and magic in the theatre. He once told an interviewer that he couldn’t read Troilus and Cressida or Coriolanus with any great pleasure; he much preferred to bolt down a cheap thriller, see the latest movie or do the Times crossword.

         Olivier changed his career by playing Archie Rice in The Entertainer at the newly radical Royal Court in the 1950s. Gielgud was drawn to the same stage in the 1970s, giving several of his finest performances in plays by Charles Wood, David Storey, Edward Bond and Harold Pinter. He was initially nervous of entering the place which he imagined would be populated by young men in beards and sandals reading Proust.

         He didn’t much like Bond’s mischievously titled Bingo in which he played Shakespeare living off the fat of the land in Stratford-upon-Avon, land he has cynically consigned to the socially evil consequences of the enclosures. His performance, nonetheless, was a perfect example of how his own personality and standing as an actor had become inextricable from the work itself.

         Having recently played his fourth stage Prospero at the National, this was an even more telling valedictory. Shakespeare found himself, drunk and despairing, exiled in a landscape of harsh white snow: ‘Wolves will drag me through the snow. I’ll sit in their lair and smile and be rich. In the morning or when I die the sun will rise and melt it all away. The dream. The wolves. The iron teeth. The snow. The wind. My voice. A dream that leads to sleep.’

         Gielgud the Shakespearean, playing Shakespeare at death’s door, had discovered a text that both energised his gift for nostalgia and provided a blanket as protection against the icy winds of change. The blanket, however, was electric. It clung to him like Prospero’s cloak and validated his final persona as the unchallenged spirit of Shakespearean farewell.

         Because of his exalted status, the myth persisted that Gielgud was old-fashioned, out of touch, yesterday’s news. In fact, the speed of his delivery, the perfection of his articulation and the ever-present glint of self-mockery signalled a complete break with the Victorian way of doing Shakespeare. The last insult you could hurl at him would be ‘fuddy-duddy’.

         He played Hamlet over 500 times, most famously in 1934 at the New (now the Noël Coward) Theatre. Hamlet, as much as Prospero, was ‘his’ role. Yet he always insisted that Hamlet presented new challenges to each successive generation, and should be re-discovered, re-created, every 10 or 15 years.

         Still, even listening to his voice today, you wonder if anyone ever spoke as brilliantly as this. The individuality of his sound, unimpaired by a lifelong cigarette-smoking habit, was variously compared to a violin, or a cello, while to the actor and writer Emlyn Williams, it was ‘an unbridled oboe’. Best of all, Alec Guinness, a protégé of Gielgud’s, proclaimed ‘a silver trumpet muffled in silk’.

         In 1937, he presented and starred in a nine-month commercial season at the Queen’s (now the Sondheim) Theatre of Richard II, The School for Scandal, The Merchant of Venice and Three Sisters, this latter the first Chekhov ever seen in the West End, with Gielgud as Vershinin, Peggy Ashcroft as Irina, Michael Redgrave as Tusenbach.

         The nature of the creative network of theatre in Britain was never better shown than in this revolutionary 1930s decade. Traditions were meshed, collaborations forged, old lessons incorporated, new directions considered. Gielgud’s career was the mainspring for the creation of the National Theatre and the RSC.

         At the same time, he was always embarrassed by his propensity for making terrible, sometimes hurtful, gaffes. These merely reinforced the idea that a great figure had feet of clay, an essential requirement in Shakespearean tragedy. They became known as ‘Gielgoodies’. He himself once said that he had dropped enough bricks to build a new Great Wall of China.

         For instance, one old character actor, Clive Morton, was so terrified of Gielgud when touring with him in a play that he hardly dared speak to him. Eventually, he summoned up courage to knock on his dressing room door. ‘Thank God it’s you,’ cried Gielgud, as Morton put his head nervously into the room, ‘for one dreadful moment I thought it was going to be that ghastly old bore Clive Morton.’

         In 1994, the illustrious Globe Theatre was renamed the Gielgud for one of its most illustrious sons. At an informal ceremony in the theatre’s circle bar, on a magical sunlit morning, Gielgud re-called not the great figures he had known, nor the Shakespearean triumphs he had enjoyed, but his very first appearance on the new Gielgud Theatre’s stage. In 1928, he had acted badly, he said, in a play called Holding Out the Apple … and he quoted a favourite, silly line: ‘You’ve a way of holding out the apple that positively gives me the pip.’ He giggled so much that he nearly had to sit down.  

         More plaintively, he then revealed that, when he walked down Shaftesbury Avenue these days, he never knew any of the names on the marquees. At least now, at the Gielgud, he said, there would be one that he recognised. Not an actor, said Tynan, but the actor. We shall not, as they say, look upon his like again.

         
            Arthur John Gielgud, actor and director, was born in South Kensington, London, on 14 April 1904, and died in Wotton Underwood, Buckinghamshire, on 21 May 2000. He requested no ‘fuss’, but a memorial stone was unveiled in Westminster Abbey in April 2022, adjoining those of Irving, Olivier and Ashcroft, and a low key tribute was paid by Judi Dench and Ian McKellen.
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               At her memorial service, I was surprised to find my name on the order of service as giving ‘an address’. Facing an audience of stony-faced actors and directors, I said that if I did so, they might all come round and throw stones through my windows. Not a titter. I ploughed on, improvising as much as I could remember of my – I mean, her – Guardian obituary.
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