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            Author’s Note


         
 

         Terence Rattigan’s play The Browning Version is usually presented in a double bill with another short play of his called Harlequinade.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         In 2010 I was approached by the Rattigan estate to write a new curtain-raiser for the hundredth anniversary of Rattigan’s birth.
 

         

             


         
 

         My play is written as a tribute to Rattigan, and aims to share common themes with his. 

         


      


    


  

    

      




 



   First Presentation 

   



 

South Downs was first presented in a double bill with Terence Rattigan’s The Browning Version in the Minerva Theatre at the Chichester Festival Theatre on 2 September 2011, with the following cast:


 



   PUPILS

   
 

   John Blakemore Alex Lawther

   
 

   Jeremy Duffield Jonathan Bailey

   
 

   Colin Jenkins Bradley Hall

   
 

   Tommy Gunther Jack Elliott

   
 

   Roger Sprule Liam Morton

   



 



   MASTERS

   
 

   Rev. Eric Dewley Nicholas Farrell

   
 

   Basil Spear Andrew Woodall 

   



 



   PARENTS

   
 

   Belinda Duffield Anna Chancellor

   
 

   Sheila Blakemore Stella Gonet

   
 

   

       


   
 

   Director Jeremy Herrin

   
 

   Designer Tom Scutt

   
 

   Lighting Designer Bruno Poet

   
 

   Sound Designer Ian Dickinson

   
 

   Music Paul Englishby

   



 








    


  

    

      




 



   Characters



 



   Pupils

   
 

   John Blakemore

   
 

   Jeremy Duffield

   
 

   Colin Jenkins

   
 

   Tommy Gunter

   
 

   Roger Sprule

   
 

   

       


   
 

   Masters

   
 

   Rev. Eric Dewley

   
 

   Basil Spear

   
 

   

       


   
 

   Parents

   
 

   Belinda Duffield

   
 

   Sheila Blakemore

   
 

   (voice only)

   
 

   

       


   
 

   The play is set in a public school 
 in the South Downs in 1962.

   
 

   

       


   
 

   The scenes are written to meld one into another, 
 without pause. Locations need not be defined.

   



 








      

    


  

    

      
 

         

            Dedication

            


         
 

         

            For Harper

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Epigraph

            


         
 

         

            ‘In a football match everything is complicated 
 by the presence of the other team.’

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Jean-Paul Sartre

            


         


      


    


  

    

      




 



   SOUTH DOWNS

   



 


      

    


  

    

      

         

            ONE


         
 

         First, four boys appear and sing the hymn ‘Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of Creation’. They go, then: Rev. Eric Dewley, an untidy man in his fifties, in flannels and dog collar, is welcoming a boy of fourteen to his study. John Blakemore, in regulation jacket, is an unsteady mix of confidence and insecurity.

         
 

         

            Dewley Come in, please, Blakemore. Tell me what’s bothering you.

            
 

            Blakemore stands, saying nothing.

            
 

            Blakemore. You requested to see me, can you please tell me what’s bothering you?

            
 

            Blakemore I can’t, sir.

            
 

            Dewley Why not?

            
 

            Blakemore Because I thought there was something I could tell you, and now I realise I was wrong.

            
 

            Dewley I see.

            
 

            Blakemore You’re a master.

            
 

            Dewley waits, perplexed.

            
 

            Dewley We’re moving into paradox here, Blakemore. Do you know what a paradox is?

            
 

            Blakemore Yes, sir.

            
 

            Dewley The paradox is: you asked to see me. I didn’t ask to see you. The original request came from you. Well? Am I right?

            
 

            Blakemore You’re right.

            
 

            Dewley I was happy to agree. And now you refuse to talk to me. That’s the paradox.

            
 

            Blakemore is silent.

            
 

            Presumably I am to know you’re unhappy but I am not to know why.
 

            Blakemore I never said I was unhappy.

            
 

            Dewley So what’s going on?

            
 

            Blakemore I made a mistake, sir. I thought I could talk to you. And I can’t.

            


         
 

      


      

    


  

    

      

         

            TWO


         
   

         Now Dewley is ushering a more senior boy, Jeremy Duffield, into the same study. Duffield has personalised his uniform with a waistcoat and fine jacket. He is seventeen and handsome, with lush black curls.
 

         

            Dewley Ah, Duffield, good. Yes, I wanted to have a word with you. About the Debating Society.

            
 

            Duffield Yes, sir.

            
 

            Dewley I’ve been given the list of proposed subjects for next year’s debates.

            
 

            Duffield Yes.

            
 

            Dewley It’s an important principle that boys choose their own subjects.

            
 

            Duffield Thank you, sir.

            
 

            Dewley There’s no question of you being made to debate things that don’t interest you.

            
 

             

            Dewley reads from a sheet of paper.

            
 

            Monday January 21st, ‘This house believes that the public schools should be abolished.’ Monday January 28th, ‘This house believes that the monarchy should be abolished.’ Monday February 4th, ‘This house believes that nuclear weapons should be abolished.’ Really, Duffield, it appears that if you have your way there’s going to be very little of this country left standing. Monday February 11th, ‘This house believes that advertising is immoral and should be banned.’ Monday February 18th, ‘This house believes that the Church should be disestablished.’ You don’t think you’re adopting a rather scorched-earth approach to the world’s problems?
 

            Duffield That’s how people are feeling.

            
 

            Dewley Really?

            
 

            Duffield Yes, sir. In this part of Sussex.

            
 

            Dewley looks at him doubtfully.

            
 

            Dewley Well, Duffield, obviously you move in very different circles from me.

            
 

            Duffield A lot of people are feeling we can’t go on as we are.

            
 

            Dewley But it’s a real danger in life, I’ve seen it happen to boys before. I’m not lecturing you, Duffield. Please don’t take me wrong.

            
 

            Duffield I would never take you wrong.

            
 

            Dewley At a certain age, young men become addicted to the idea of transformation. They long for everything to be different.

            
 

            Duffield But isn’t transformation at the heart of Our Lord’s life, sir? He was utterly transformed.

            
 

            Dewley He transformed us in our hearts, Duffield. About social questions He was much more guarded.

            
 

            Duffield The trade-union chaplain who preached evensong last Sunday said Jesus came to earth to sweep everything away. After He came, everything was completely changed. We’re living one life but very soon, He tells us, we’ll be living another. It’s a revolutionary message.

            
 

            Dewley doesn’t rise to this. He changes tactic.

            
 

            Dewley Duffield, you remember I made you a prefect?

            
 

            Duffield Certainly.

            
 

            Dewley And, as your housemaster, when I made you a prefect I pointed out that we already had a full complement of prefects, we had quite enough prefects already. But to your considerable advantage it was within my discretion to make more. By making you a prefect, I was making a special point. I was, if you like, going out of my way.

            
 

            Duffield My mother says that when Mr Wilson’s elected we can all say goodbye to the public schools.

            
 

            Dewley I’ve met your mother, haven’t I?

            
 

            Duffield Last term.

            
 

            Dewley She – yes – memorably I’ve met her.

            
 

            Duffield She came down.

            
 

            Dewley Indeed.

            
 

            Duffield To visit me. We all went to Brighton for roast lunch.

            
 

            Dewley She’s what?

            
 

            Duffield She’s an actress, sir. She’s appearing at the Duke of York’s in Uncle Says No.

            
 

            Dewley Yes. That’s right.

            
 

            Duffield Well, it is right, yes.

            
 

            Dewley And I agree with her about Mr Wilson.

            
 

            Duffield She says we’ve seen nothing yet.

            
 

            Dewley She’s very likely correct.

            
 

            Duffield And that’s exactly why I’ve singled out these subjects. For debate. If we don’t have the debate, then we’re pretending these things aren’t happening. You yourself say a school is part of society, it can’t be separate from society. I’ve heard you insist on that so many times. We mustn’t be cut off. I’m trying to make sure we’re not.

            
 

            Dewley is uncomfortable, unsure if he’s being satirised.

            
 

            Dewley And the other thing I’m concerned about, I’m speaking to you now in confidence, is Blakemore.

            
 

            Duffield You’re worried about Blakemore, sir?

            
 

            Dewley I didn’t say I was worried, I said I was concerned. He’s well into his second year but has he settled?

            
 

            Duffield Settled?

            
 

            Dewley Has he found his level?

            
 

            Duffield Has he been to see you, sir?

            
 

            Dewley I don’t know why you ask that.

            
 

            Duffield I’m asking that.

            
 

            Dewley And I’m asking why.

            
 

            Duffield I couldn’t help wondering if he’d been to see you, sir.

            
 

            Dewley Did he say he’d seen me?

            
 

            Duffield I’m asking you, sir.

            
 

            Dewley Did he imply he’d been to see me?

            
 

            Duffield I don’t speak much to Blakemore, sir. Not unless I absolutely have to.

            
 

            Dewley looks at him yet more mistrustfully.

            
 

            Dewley Do you think you could possibly keep an eye on him and let me know if anything’s amiss? Better still, why don’t we strike a bargain? You look after Blakemore, and I’ll allow this incendiary list of debates. Is that a deal?

            


         
 

      


      

    


  

    

      

         

            THREE


         
 

         A classroom. Blakemore is sitting next to a skinny, awkward boy of his own age called Colin Jenkins. The teacher in front of the class is Basil Spear, in his forties, short, pedantic, dangerous. He reads from a book in his hand.
 

         

            Spear 

            
 

            

               ‘True wit is Nature to advantage dress’d,
 

               What oft was thought, but ne’er so well express’d.’


            
 

            Right, let’s have a crack at this, shall we? Jenkins?
 

            Jenkins I think, well, sir, I think what this might be is that he’s saying everything’s been said before.

            
 

            Spear Everything’s been said before?

            
 

            Jenkins Yes. That’s what he’s trying to get at.

            
 

            Spear looks at him a moment.

            
 

            Spear Jenkins, let’s start somewhere else, shall we?

            
 

            Jenkins Sir.

            
 

            Spear Let’s clear our heads and begin again. Let’s start by giving the poet some credit.

            
 

            Jenkins Sir. 

            
 

            Spear Let’s do the poet the honour of supposing he is not trying to say anything. Poets do not try to say anything. Most especially when they are of the stature of Alexander Pope.

            
 

            Jenkins Yes, sir.

            
 

            Spear We start by assuming that Pope has said exactly what he wants to say, and that unlike the rest of us, he’s got beyond the trying stage.

            
 

            Jenkins Yes, sir.

            
 

            Spear Again, Jenkins.

            
 

            Jenkins looks round a moment.

            
 

            Jenkins I think what he’s trying to get at is –

            
 

            Spear Jenkins, hold steady, we don’t seem to be making headway here. What is it I just said?

            
 

            Jenkins Sir?

            
 

            Spear What did I just say? About Pope? What did I just say?

            
 

            Jenkins When?

            
 

            Spear Just now.

            
 

            Jenkins I don’t know.

            
 

            Spear Did you hear what I said?

            
 

            Jenkins I never don’t.

            
 

            Spear is not backing down.

            
 

            Spear Jenkins, I want you to listen to me.

            
 

            Jenkins I’m listening.

            
 

            Spear Alexander Pope is one of the greatest poets who ever lived. Take my word for that. He does not say something like what he wants to say, or something near what he wants to say, or even something approximate to what he wants to say. Never, Jenkins, does Pope splatter the target. When he says something, he says it and it stays said.

            
 

            

               ‘True wit is nature to advantage dressed;
 

               What oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.’


            
 

            Again.
 

            Jenkins looks round again, desperate.

            
 

            Jenkins Everything’s been said.

            
 

            Spear Yes?

            
 

            Jenkins It’s just how you put it.

            
 

            Spear ‘Everything’s been said. It’s just how you put it’?

            
 

            Jenkins Yes.

            
 

            Spear ‘Everything’s been said. It’s just how you put it’?

            
 

            Jenkins Yes.

            
 

            Spear Is that your contemporary paraphrase?

            
 

            Jenkins I think that’s what he’s trying to say.

            
 

            Spear looks at him unkindly.

            
 

            Spear When they handed out brains, Jenkins, it’s clear you were at the back of the queue. Or were you entertaining yourself in some other queue altogether?

            
 

            Jenkins does not answer.

            
 

            Blakemore?
 

            Blakemore In the eighteenth century everyone believed that certain truths were eternal. So the job was to re-state the familiar, only to do it more cleverly. You had to find new ways of dressing it up. Jenkins is right. He’s basically right. Then in the nineteenth century, along came the Romantic movement, that’s people like Wordsworth and Shelley, and they think there are plenty of new things to say. In fact they saw Pope as a bit of a throwback.

            
 

            Spear A what?

            
 

            Blakemore A throwback. They saw him as a spokesman for his class.

            
 

            Spear Did they?

            
 

            Blakemore I think they did.

            
 

            Spear Go on.

            
 

            Blakemore Because if you say the only wisdom is the existing wisdom, then if you think about it, that’s actually what all the rich people want you to say. You’re serving their interests. Because if you say ‘There’s nothing more to say, it’s all been said,’ what are you actually saying? Everything’s as it should be. Which is what the rich always say. ‘There’s not much you can do about it, chum. That’s how it is. Live with it.’ And that’s really what Pope’s saying. That whole ‘nature’ thing of his, I think it’s a cover, isn’t it? Because nature to him isn’t trees and bushes, it’s nothing really changing. ‘There it is,’ Pope says. ‘You can’t beat nature.’ No wonder he was so popular with the rich.

            
 

            Spear looks at him a moment.

            
 

            Spear You’ve obviously thought about this, Blakemore.

            
 

            Blakemore I’ve given it some thought, yes.

            
 

            Spear Clearly.

            
 

            Blakemore But Jenkins has thought about it too.

            
 

            Spear You think he has?

            
 

            Blakemore Just as hard as me. 

            
 

            Spear Maybe, but Jenkins didn’t express himself with quite the same authority, did he?
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