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Foreword


Ian Rickson


Like the beautiful billiard tables made by the family business in his 1993 play A Going Concern, Stephen’s plays always bear the kitemark of unique, handcrafted quality. They’re built from the bottom up with great love and care, yet you never feel they exhibit technique in a dry way. Stephen is too subtle a writer for that. Crucially, he begins from a place of empathy with all of his characters, and is then able to sensuously feel his way into worlds as diverse as Restoration London in The Libertine, or the more experimental zones of Interruptions.


The plays are frequently leavened by Stephen’s mischievous wit, rarely at the expense of character, frequently through their own articulacy. And throughout the tremendous achievement of this considerable body of work what most people wouldn’t know is how continually generous Stephen is with his time and support for other writers. He can give himself in the most egoless way to the process of helping another play ‘becoming itself’ because he is naturally, generously immersed in the craft of playwriting. This volume of plays is testament to that vital spirit.













This foreword is taken from the collection Stephen Jeffreys: Plays.











Introduction


Annabel Arden


Stephen Jeffreys was born on April 22 1950 and spent his childhood in Crouch End, North London. His father’s family ran a business making billiard tables, where he himself spent a short time working after university and which he immortalised in his play A Going Concern. According to family legend his great-grandfather taught the Pankhurst sisters how to play billiards. His mother’s family were originally from Ireland. The house Stephen grew up in, 45 Weston Park, had been acquired by his paternal grandfather in 1936, and three generations as well as many lodgers lived there in a very particular post-war austerity. It was a childhood full of eccentric characters, English humour and stoicism. His monologue Finsbury Park (commissioned by Paines Plough for their 2016 series of Come to Where I’m From, and performed by Stephen himself) captures the essence of this. The house remained inhabited by his sister, the writer and journalist Susan Jeffreys, and Stephen later returned to share it with her, bringing his wife Annabel and his two sons Jack and Ralph to this almost mythical extended family home. It was known to all as ‘The Chateau’.


Stephen was educated in Crouch End, at Rokesly Primary School, and then at a boys’ grammar, the Stationers’ Company’s School in Hornsey, before going to read English at Southampton University. While there he revitalised the student theatre scene and took a company to the Minack Theatre in Cornwall, directing Indians, in which he cast all the Indians as women – an idea ahead of its time and setting the trend by which he gave great parts to women in all his plays. After his short spell in the family business and work as a supply teacher, he wrote Like Dolls or Angels, taking it to 1977 National Student Drama Festival, where it won the Sunday Times Playwriting Award. Later he would join the board of the NSDF, which he served on for many years.


A part-time job teaching theatre in an art college in Carlisle gave him time and solitude to write, as well as the experience of putting on enormous community plays combining street theatre with carefully staged disruption and spectacle, such as The Garden of Eden (1986) about nationalised beer performed by the people of Carlisle. While living in Carlisle he also spent time at the Brewery Arts Centre in Kendal, where he met Gerry Mulgrew, Alison Peebles and Robert



Pickavance, who would go on to found Communicado. Together with Stephen they formed Pocket Theatre Cumbria, which toured the north.


Round this time, Stephen decided to devote his talents to writing plays. His first big success came in 1989 when Valued Friends (with Martin Clunes, Peter Capaldi and Jane Horrocks in the cast at Hampstead Theatre) won the Evening Standard and Critics’ Circle Awards for Most Promising Playwright. There followed The Clink (1990) for Paines Plough, for whom he was Arts Council Writer-in-Residence from 1987–89; A Going Concern (Hampstead, 1993); and The Libertine, a considerable success at the Royal Court Theatre in 1994, where he began an eleven-year stint as Literary Associate, which brought him into contact with a whole generation of emerging writers. He also began giving writing workshops at the Court, which were attended by then little-known playwrights such as Simon Stephens, Roy Williams and April De Angelis.


The American premiere of The Libertine, directed by Terry Johnson at Steppenwolf Theatre, Chicago, in 1996 with John Malkovich as Rochester, led to an ongoing association both with Malkovich and with Steppenwolf, where Lost Land, about Hungary at the end of World War One, was premiered in 2005, again with Malkovich in the lead. When The Libertine was made into a movie (released in 2005) starring Johnny Depp, it was Malkovich’s company that produced it.


Meanwhile, Stephen wrote I Just Stopped By to See the Man (directed by Richard Wilson at the Royal Court in 2000), a tribute to the old-time blues singers of the Mississippi Delta, which was also staged by Steppenwolf and many other American theatres; Interruptions (written while resident at the University of California, Davis, and staged there in 2001), which sprang from his fascination with the Japanese aesthetic principle of Jo-ha-kyu and his desire to create a particular narrative form to express our struggles with democracy and leadership. The Art of War (Sydney Theatre Company, 2007) was inspired both by the ancient Chinese military treatise by Sun Tzu and by Stephen’s own response to the Gulf War. In 2009 he contributed the first play (Bugles at the Gates of Jalalabad) in the series The Great Game: Afghanistan at the Tricycle Theatre, London. This landmark series toured to the US and was performed to senior military personnel at the Pentagon.


Throughout his career, Stephen has kept up a steady stream of adaptations. One of the earliest, in 1982, was of Dickens’s Hard Times for Pocket Theatre Cumbria. Two years later came Carmen 1936 for Communicado, which won a Fringe First and played in London at the Tricycle Theatre. He adapted Richard Brome’s seventeenth-century



comedy, A Jovial Crew (RSC, 1992), and, in 2000, The Convict’s Opera (premiered in Australia at Sydney Theatre Company and in the UK by Out of Joint), based on The Beggar’s Opera but set on a convict ship heading for Australia. In 2011 his stage adaptation of Backbeat, Iain Softley’s film about The Beatles, opened in the West End, while his characteristically witty and erudite translation in 2013 of the libretto of The Magic Flute in Simon McBurney’s radical production has been performed all over Europe. And for the RSC he helped adapt their 2016 production of The Alchemist.


As well as the one for The Libertine, Stephen’s other screenplays include Ten Point Bold, a love story set against the tumultuous political background of the Regency period, written in 2003 but so far unfilmed, and the biopic Diana, released in 2013, directed by Oliver Hirschbiegel and starring Naomi Watts as the Princess of Wales.


Ever since his experience as a selector for the annual NSDF, which involved him in mentoring and launching many careers, Stephen has been steeped in the practicalities of theatre and has relished collaborative creative relationships with young companies and young playwrights. He is also the ‘go to’ person for short celebratory plays for leaving dos, birthdays, weddings, etc., all of which have made him a hugely popular and enormously well-liked figure in the theatre community. In 2018 he was diagnosed as suffering from an inoperable and aggressive brain tumour. His book encompassing his teaching, entitled Playwriting: Structure, Character, How and What to Write, is to be published soon after this volume of plays.


Annabel Arden is a theatre and opera director, co-founder of Complicité, and married to Stephen Jeffreys.






This introduction is taken from the collection Stephen Jeffreys: Plays.






















‘A king is a thing men have made for their own sakes, for quietness’ sake just as in a family one man is appointed to buy the meat.’


John Selden











The Clink was first produced by Paines Plough and Theatre Royal Plymouth, and performed at Theatre Royal Plymouth on 20 September 1990, with the following cast:










	THOMAS BODKIN/DAVENPORT/GRIDLING  


	Tony Bluto







	ELIZABETH  


	Shelagh Fraser







	WARBURTON  


	David Gant







	PERCUSSIONIST/OLD WOMAN  


	Didi Hopkins







	BEATRICE  


	Liz Kettle







	LUCIUS BODKIN  


	Mark Lockyer







	JOHN FROBISHER/HIERONYMOUS BODKIN/THE CAPTAIN  


	Ric Morgan







	THE GUARD/JOHN BUTLER/THE BISHOP/DRYSDALE  


	Keith Osborn







	ZANDA  


	Taiwo Payne







	All other parts played by members of the company.







	Director  


	Anna Furse







	
Designer  

	Sally Jacobs






	
Composer  

	Stephen Warbeck






	
Lighting Designer  

	Nigel H Morgan
















Characters


LUCIUS BODKIN, a fool


THOMAS BODKIN, his brother, a fool


BEATRICE, a lady-in-waiting


ZANDA, her maidservant


JOHN BUTLER, a sorcerer and alchemist


JOHN FROBISHER, chief privy councillor


AN OLD WOMAN


QUEEN ELIZABETH, a monarch


HIERONYMOUS BODKIN, a fool, but deceased


WARBURTON, a privy councillor


THE BISHOP, a prelate


DAVENPORT, a Catholic nobleman


THE CAPTAIN, a connoisseur of the duel


GRIDLING, a roarer


DRYSDALE, a pedant


A GUARD


And ABRAHAM MEN, DUTCH TRADE DELEGATION, ICE-DWELLERS











PROLOGUE


London Bridge. Night. A line of skulls impaled along the parapet. A single violin plays discomforting intervals. WARBURTON, a minister of the crown, appears. From time to time the hands of beggars reach up to him in supplication. He ignores them.


WARBURTON. In London where the reigns of Tudor Queen


And Scotch incursor merge like seas of fret


And calm, we find our scene: the streets, the stews,


The penny-lodging horse-piss stables and the


Iron gates of Bedlam; also the court,


Stage of the Mighty – those who stand above the


Mob like unversed stiltsmen, tottering a moment


Before measuring their stature in the mire.


All will stalk here. The abject and the proud,


Distinct in wealth and place find common cause


In shared delusion: Conspiracy. This sickly


Phantasie is dream’d by all. Conspiracy,


Which thrusts the dispossess’d third son onto


The throne of power and drops the greasy drab


Upon the pintle of a king. Oh monstrous dream,


Oh sickly sweet conspiracy, which, like a


Gilded bounty ship spied on a far


Horizon does so pheeze the waking minds of


Men they must pursue her. Then, drawing fast


Beside, perceive their prize was but a drifting


Plague ship, deck’d with a Black Flag. So all


Is lost upon the instant of the triumph:


He who thought to glide in stately pageant


Stands unmoving ’twixt a pike’s end and a wall;


Once carrying all before him in his mind,


Makes swift dispatch to leave the world behind.


Flourish from the violin. The beggars laugh. The skulls disappear.


Blackout.











Scene One


THE FOOLS


Bare stage. Two men, LUCIUS and THOMAS BODKIN, are performing a routine of acrobatic physical warm-ups. They are an Elizabethan comedy duo. They wear loose, practical clothes rather than ‘costumes’ and they do not wear clown make-up. THOMAS, the elder of the brothers, has the air of an old pro. LUCIUS is strange and earnest. They have a large cloth bag with them. After some moments, a GUARD comes on.


GUARD. All right?


THOMAS. Played worse.


GUARD. Double act, eh?


THOMAS. Lucius. Bag there.


GUARD. They’re not going for double acts any more. Your single fool, that’s the fashion. Saws and riddles. Pithy, a bit deep. Little song at the end. Not your double act. Your solo fool.


LUCIUS has opened the bag. It spreads out to become a performance cloth with jesters’equipment arranged on it. THOMAS gives orders. LUCIUS obeys.


THOMAS. Masks there. Bladder there.


GUARD. She’s seen twelve acts today already. Mostly crap between you and me. No double acts. Still, the word is she hasn’t hired anyone yet.


THOMAS. She?


GUARD. The Lady Beatrice. Beneath her father’s dignity, this sort of work. Can see his point.


THOMAS. The tambour. The windpipe.


GUARD. What you call yourselves?


THOMAS. The Bodkin Brothers.


GUARD. The what?




THOMAS. We used to be the Brothers Bodkin. Now it’s the Bodkin Brothers. Going for a different sort of audience, see?


GUARD. Bodkin.


THOMAS. Cap. Bells. Dildo.


GUARD. Bodkin. Wasn’t there a fool called –


THOMAS. Hieronymous.


GUARD. Hieronymous Bodkin, the very man.


THOMAS. Our father.


GUARD. There’s a thing. It must be years. Big black beard. Did a routine taking the piss out of medieval hunting.


THOMAS. That’s the one.


GUARD. Saw him, some terrible dive in Southwark. Bloody great live hawk on his head. Big bugger. And a stuffed hawk on either hand. A speech and a song and then he’d shuffle them round. The bird acted dead, you couldn’t tell which one was real. Wrist to head to wrist, shuffled them at lightning speed, then bit two of the heads off at random. You could have sworn he’d picked the wrong one, then it would chirp up and they’d sing a two-part catch together.


THOMAS. His last show he did.


GUARD. What?


THOMAS. Pick the wrong one. Blood everywhere.


LUCIUS. Bits of beak.


THOMAS. Bits of beak, yeah, plumage. I still say it was no accident. The bird had become the star, see.


GUARD. Christ. Hieronymous Bodkin. He was a good fool.


THOMAS. He was a fool’s fool.


GUARD. Yeah. Well I’ll bring in her ladyship if you’re ready.


THOMAS. We’re always ready.


The GUARD makes towards the door, then stops.


GUARD. Heard the one about the Spaniard with the –


THOMAS. Three-foot ruff. Yes we have.




GUARD. I’ll fetch her ladyship.


The GUARD goes.


THOMAS. Syphilitic ponce.


THOMAS inspects the performance area gravely, clears his throat, strikes an attitude or two.


LUCIUS. Thomas. Let me.


THOMAS. No.


LUCIUS. Just a few minutes of the new stuff. One speech.


THOMAS. There is no new stuff. This is a traditional act. No politics, no arseing around. They know what they’re going to get, give it to them. Now, the codpiece gag. When you do your somersault, give it a bit more time, let it register before –


LUCIUS. The codpiece gag! We will not get this job with the codpiece gag, or any of that old material –


THOMAS. If they don’t want us, we don’t want them –


LUCIUS. There’s nothing funny about codpieces any more –


THOMAS. Men have pricks, that is funny, it will always be funny –


LUCIUS. We’re talking about a sophisticated audience. Visiting ambassadors and businessmen from the Dutch Republic. It’s a new society, a young society, based on trade and success. These people speak five languages and do double-entry bookkeeping, they don’t want to hear songs about bollocks!


BEATRICE comes in. She’s in her late twenties, striking, assertive. She’s followed by her maid ZANDA, a young black woman who carries a footstool. The GUARD stands in the doorway.


BEATRICE. The Dutch Republic, quite so. Did someone mention the Dutch Republic?


LUCIUS. I –


THOMAS. Thomas Bodkin, ma’am. And my brother Lucius.


BEATRICE. In point of fact there are only two interesting facts about the Dutch Republic: one it is stuffed full of Protestants and two it is stuffed full of money. Politics and commerce. We are wooing the Dutch, gentlemen, and, as with wooing, one moves in orderly stages: the meeting of the eyes, the inclining of heads, the dallying



of fingers, then of lips. These have their counterparts in the whisperings of diplomats, the exchange of useless presents and – mark this in the trade delegation. In the wooing of nations, gentlemen, the trade delegation is like a hand placed upon a thigh. The timing and the pressure must be exact. Do I make myself clear?
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