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            Premiere Production

         

         Grace Pervades was first performed at Theatre Royal Bath, as part of the Ralph Fiennes season, on 27 June 2025. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Edward Gordon Craig  Jordan Metcalfe

         Edith Craig  Ruby Ashbourne Serkis

         Ellen Terry  Miranda Raison

         Henry Irving  Ralph Fiennes

         
             

         

         Kate Lewis / Clare Atwood  Kathryn Wilder

         Maid  Harriet Leitch

         Loveday  Tom Kanji

         Gertrude  (Lyceum & Moscow) Jo Mousley

         Christabel Marshall  Helena Lymbery

         Isadora Duncan  Saskia Strallen

         Claudius  (Moscow) Damian Myerscough

         Konstantin Stanislavski / Dr Mason  Guy Paul

         Leopold Sulerzhitsky  Sharif Afifi

         
             

         

         All other roles played by members of the company.

         
             

         

         Director  Jeremy Herrin

         Set Designer  Bob Crowley

         Costume Designer  Fotini Dimou

         Lighting Designer  Peter Mumford

         Composer Paul  Englishbyv
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            Author’s Note

         

         Experts will recognise my departures from strict chronology which are, I hope, intentional. One of the pleasures of writing about these people is the huge and excellent literature they inspired. Especially valuable is Michael Holroyd’s A Strange Eventful History. Ellen Terry’s own Memoirs were edited by Christopher St John, who is portrayed in the play. No one can better Terry’s description of her visit to Wolverhampton after Henry Irving’s first collapse, when he looked ‘like some beautiful grey tree that I have seen in Savannah’.

         
             

         

         D.H.viii
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            Characters

         

         
            Edward Gordon Craig

Teddy

            Edith Craig

Edy, aka Matka

            Ellen Terry

            Henry Irving

            
                

            

            Kate Lewis

née Terry

            Maid

            Loveday

            Gertrude

            Claudius

            Clare Atwood

Tony, aka The Brat

            Christabel Marshall

Christopher St John, aka Master Baby

            Isadora Duncan

            Konstantin Stanislavski

            Leopold Sulerzhitsky

aka Suler

            Waiter

            Doctor Masonx
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            3‘Whether in movement or repose,

grace pervades the hussy.’

            Charles Reade 4

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
5
               Act One

            

         

         
            
               1.

            

         

         An empty stage, with music. Edward Gordon Craig, known as Teddy, arrives to address us. He wears an Edwardian suit.

         
            Teddy And so. People often ask me ‘What’s it like being a genius?’ I say, ‘I don’t know, because I’ve never been anything else.’ I have no point of comparison.

            I was always going to be remarkable. How could it be otherwise? My mother redefined the art of acting.

            What was left for me to do? Simple. I redefined the art of theatre.

            The music swells. On the opposite side appears Edith Craig, known as Edy. She is compact, neat, precise.

            Edith People often ask me ‘What’s it like having a genius for a brother?’ I say, ‘I’ve no idea, I’ve never had one.’ I’ve got one who keeps saying he’s a genius, but that’s not the same thing. To me, he’s just little Teddy. Showing off, as usual.

            My mother was the greatest actress in the history of England. That’s why I was always determined to be ordinary.

            The music swells again and a huge stage picture arrives showing the Rialto in Venice. Actors flow onto the stage in Venetian costume. At their centre, Ellen Terry appears, greeted by the raising of lights. She is in her thirties, fair-haired, with a supple athletic voice and immaculate phrasing. She is Portia in The Merchant of Venice.

            Ellen ‘The quality of mercy is not strained;

            
               It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

               Upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed: 6

               It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:

               ’Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes

               The throned monarch better than his crown:

               His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,

               The attribute to awe and majesty,

               Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings.’

            

            Teddy shrugs at his mother’s appearance.

            Teddy Acting isn’t of much interest. Not to me. I gave it up quite early. Clever people do.

            Ellen ‘But mercy is above this sceptred sway;

            
               It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,

               It is an attribute of God himself.’

            

            Ellen turns away and the scene dissolves.

            Teddy If you’re still an actor at forty, you need to ask yourself some serious questions.

            Edith Plays should exist for a purpose. Only when we have something to say. And a good, clear way of saying it. If you don’t know why you’re doing a play, don’t do it. It will spare the audience a lot of needless suffering.

            Teddy I wasn’t a bad actor. My sister Edy told me I was bearable as Ford in The Merry Wives of Windsor in Margate. Believe me, from Edy, that’s high praise.

            Music swells again. The scene reassembles itself as sunny Messina, full of Italianate splendour. Ellen is Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, surrounded by admirers.

            Ellen ‘I beseech your grace, pardon me. I was born to speak all mirth and no matter. No, sure, my lord, my mother cried; but then there was a star danced, and under that was I born.’

            Laughter and applause from the costumed actors.

            Cousins, God give you joy! 7

            Everyone bows and disperses. Ellen smiles up at the gods and floats across the stage.

            Edith Somebody once accused me of taking dull plays to dull towns. I said, ‘I like that. Dull Plays to Dull Towns. That sums the Pioneer Players up perfectly. Can I use it in the advertising?’

            Teddy For a genius, the chances of being understood in England are zero. The only honourable course is exile.

            Edith I prefer the company of women. There’s less mess when you deal with women, and, contrary to what you might think, there’s much less emotion.

            Teddy France is fine. France, Italy, Russia, they know about genius in Russia. And Germany, they’re civilised in Germany. All right, the Nazi experiment didn’t end well, but I’m happy to confess that at the beginning – yes, I supported it. It was refreshing.

            The images turn to a Scottish castle realised in a Victorian pictorial style. Ellen turns, alone now, no one in attendance. Her voice is transformed.

            Ellen ‘The raven himself is hoarse

            
               That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan

               Under my battlements. Come you spirits

               That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here

               And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full

               Of direst cruelty; make thick my blood

               Stop up the access and passage to remorse

               That no compunctious visitings of nature

               Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace

               Between the effect and it!’

            

            Teddy gestures towards her, as if to say, ‘Unimprovable,’ then turns back to us.

            Teddy I’ve never seen my sister’s work – 8

            Edith I’ve never seen my brother’s work – if there is any. Mostly, as far as I can see, it’s just talk –

            Teddy She does so much work, I don’t see how anyone can keep up –

            Edith Whatever he does, he does abroad where they love him. Or so he says.

            Teddy They love me, they’ve always understood me.

            Edith Teddy keeps saying fame is such a bother, but, honestly, Edward Gordon Craig could walk down Hawkhurst High Street entirely unmolested.

            Teddy Edy just puts plays on. She takes some play – you know, written down – on the page – dead – and they all stand up and speak it. I don’t call that theatre.

            The image behind Ellen becomes Illyria – a place of fantasy. She is Viola, passionately addressing Olivia, the two of them alone.

            Ellen ‘Make me a willow cabin at your gate

            
               And call upon my soul within the house;

               Write loyal cantons of contemned love

               And sing them loud even in the dead of night –’

            

            Teddy All right, so we see things differently, my sister and I, but there is one thing we agreed on –

            Ellen ‘Halloo your name to the reverberate hills

            
               And make the babbling gossip of the air

               Cry out “Olivia” –’

            

            Teddy That our mother was great, surpassingly great –

            Edith And in all the years we lived, no other actress ever came near.

            At once the music swells and overwhelms them all. The scene changes.  9

         

         
            
               2.

            

         

         Ellen Terry and Kate Lewis (née Terry) are together in a comfortable sitting room in Kensington. There is a family resemblance. Ellen is thirty-one, Kate is a couple of years older and extremely beautiful. The year 1878 is projected.

         
            Kate And so what do you think the reason is?

            Ellen I have no idea.

            Kate What is this fascination with Italy? Does anyone understand it?

            Ellen No one I know.

            Kate Padua. Messina.

            Ellen Venice.

            Kate Verona. Did he ever go there?

            Ellen They say not.

            Kate Then why did he set all his plays there?

            Ellen Not all.

            Kate Here he is, the greatest poet in history –

            Ellen Well, he doesn’t know that yet, does he?

            Kate And he decides, for some reason, not to write about England –

            Ellen He does write about England –

            Kate Yes, but not now. His now, I mean. He writes about England years before. Or about Italy.

            Ellen I imagine he thought it was romantic.

            Kate Italy?

            Ellen Anything’s better than England, don’t you think? 10

            Kate is disapproving.

            Kate Ellen, I don’t know where you gather such opinions. You have a weakness for fashionable ideas, which are unpatriotic.

            Ellen I love my country, but I also see it. I promise you, having two children out of wedlock can do wonders for one’s eyesight.

            Kate I’m sure.

            Ellen You notice nothing, Kate, because you’re happily matched.

            Kate And will be for the rest of my life.

            Ellen Much the greatest thing about our country is its national poet. If I could choose a man for the rest of my life it would be William Shakespeare.

            Kate Given your amorous record to date, that seems the safest option.

            A Maid opens the door.

            Maid A Mr Irving for you.

            Kate Irving?

            Maid Yes.

            Kate We’re not expecting any Irving.

            Ellen Did he give his first name?

            Maid No.

            Ellen Did he seem like an actor?

            Maid He seemed like a man in some trouble. As if something terrible had just happened unexpectedly.

            Kate It’s Henry Irving.

            Maid He’s in distress. 11

            Ellen He’s always in distress. It’s fine.

            Maid He’s brought his dog.

            Kate His dog is with him?

            Maid At his feet.

            Kate Show Mr Irving in.

            Ellen But Charlie must stay in the hall.

            The Maid goes out.

            Did you invite Henry?

            Kate Hardly. I don’t know anyone who invites him socially.

            Ellen He doesn’t lighten the room, does he?

            Kate Are you frightened of him?

            Ellen Not in the slightest.

            Kate Everyone else is.

            Ellen I know. But – I can’t explain – somehow, he never scared me.

            Kate I must admit I always suspected him indifferent to me and to my gifts.

            Ellen Well then, it transpires you’re wrong. He can hardly have any other motive for calling.

            Kate Doesn’t he know I’ve retired?

            Henry Irving comes in. He is around forty, with a thin leg which drags slightly. He is awkward with a deep voice, and an air of gravity.

            Maid Mr Henry Irving.

            Irving My goodness me, two birds, one stone. Two Terries.

            Ellen We thought it must be you, Mr Irving.

            Irving You weren’t expecting me? 12

            Ellen Anything but.

            Irving Forgive me, I sent word ahead.

            Ellen We never received it. But that doesn’t make you any less welcome.

            Irving I’m thrown off my game.

            Kate Don’t be. Please. Sit.

            The Maid goes. Irving seems anxious and stays standing.

            Ellen I’m staying with my sister for a few weeks. She’s with child.

            Kate Again.

            Irving I congratulate you. I’m delighted to hear it.

            Kate So if you’ve come to talk about theatre, I’m afraid you’ll be wasting your time.

            Ellen Mr Irving talks about little else in my recollection.

            He shifts a little.

            I don’t mean it unkindly.

            Irving I don’t take it unkindly.

            Ellen You must be the most single-minded man I’ve ever met.

            Irving I will take that as a compliment.

            They all smile.

            I admit I’ve played around seven hundred different roles –

            Ellen Always in the provinces?

            Irving Mostly in the provinces.

            Ellen And you’re still only forty –

            Irving Sadly, I’m forty-one. 13

            Irving waits a moment, knowing they expect him to speak.

            Yes, seven hundred characters under my belt. I specialise in kings, counts, noblemen and princes. In Edinburgh I learned a new part every two days for seven hundred and sixty-two days. It would be more impressive if quantity were quality. But so be it. When I play one, I think of the next. Life passes in perpetual preparation. I’ve tried diligently to interest myself in other activities. I hope I give a passable imitation of an averagely curious person. I enjoy the company of my sons. But I’m irresistibly drawn back by the feeling that one day I may do it better than anyone else. Act, I mean. I have an aptitude. It would be sad to die without having used it to the full.

            The words hang in the air for a moment.

            Ellen My, my, that’s certainly the longest speech I’ve heard you make –

            Irving I’m sorry –

            Ellen Not written by others, anyway – and the most passionate.

            Kate smiles to herself.

            Kate If I can ask you a direct question, Mr Irving –

            Irving Please –

            Kate I’ve heard rumours you’re starting a new company.

            Irving Correct. A Utopian company. A company of equals in which I am the boss –

            Kate smiles to herself.

            Kate I understand that you’ve been forced into management because you’ve fallen out with Mrs Bateman.

            Irving Not fallen out, exactly. The subject is indelicate and difficult to discuss openly. With ladies. 14

            Kate We’re quite robust –

            Irving I don’t doubt it –

            Kate My sister prides herself on being bohemian.

            Irving I remember.

            Ellen I can withstand a little indelicacy, it’s true. My personal history is not without blemish.

            Irving Quite.

            Kate We know you were employed by Mrs Bateman –

            Irving I was.

            Kate And it was said that she was pressing her daughter upon you.

            Irving Pressing. Yes. Good word.

            Irving stops a moment. Kate’s enjoying herself.

            I warned you the subject was indelicate. She wanted her daughter to take on the role of Ophelia.

            Kate And you resisted?

            Irving It appeared her daughter’s interest was both professional and personal.

            Ellen Goodness me.

            Irving I’m a married man.

            Kate Why, yes.

            Irving I had to say no.

            Kate And how did Mrs Bateman react?

            Irving This is the curious thing. Her response was to walk away and to give me the lease.

            Kate Of the theatre?

            Irving Yes. 15

            Kate For nothing?

            Irving For the next few years. As a gift.

            There is a slight pause.

            Irving Mrs Bateman is very generous.

            Kate It’s the Lyceum?

            Irving The Lyceum, yes.

            Kate It’s a rat trap.

            Irving You could say.

            Kate Exactly how generous is that, then?

            Irving In the right hands it will prosper. It needs love.

            Kate You’re taking over a disfavoured house.

            Irving Hitherto disfavoured. I hope my Hamlet will improve its fortunes a little.

            He smiles, self-deprecating.

            Kate I understand why you’re here, Mr Irving. But I have to warn you I’m extremely happy in my new life. I find motherhood intensely rewarding.

            Irving I’m sure it is.

            Kate In the circumstances you’ll understand I’m not available.

            Irving nods, thoughtful.

            Irving That is regrettable. But I have to confess I didn’t come here to employ you.

            Kate No? Then what exactly are you doing here?

            Irving Why, to contract your sister.

            Kate My sister?

            Ellen Me? 16

            Ellen looks genuinely amazed. Irving continues to speak to Kate.

            Irving Yes. I don’t mean to give offence.

            Kate You haven’t.

            Ellen You want me?

            Irving You needn’t sound so surprised.

            Ellen I’ve always lived in my sister’s shadow. And I have always been happy there. There is a reason Kate is so admired.

            Irving Nevertheless.

            He waits. Ellen is disconcerted.

            Ellen From childhood it’s always been understood. There were eleven of us. Kate was always the most beautiful. And the most talented. She played Cordelia at fourteen. Extremely well.

            Kate Thank you, sister.

            Ellen And she is far better liked by the public than me. She fills the seats. I’ve never regarded myself as a serious actress. My feeling is more for the visual arts. I like painting, drawing, sculpture.

            Kate The father of her children was an artist.

            Ellen Kate is the talented one.

            Irving She is also retired.

            Ellen So am I.

            Irving Retired? And appearing at the Theatre Royal Holborn?

            Ellen That’s a favour. To a friend.

            Irving Am I not a friend? 17

            Ellen I was living in the country. Alone. I will be frank: I have Edy, and I have Teddy. Their father has gone back to his wife. I had nothing but a dirty cottage and a few chickens. Eggs serve well enough as part of a diet but become nauseating when eaten exclusively. Yes, I was persuaded to accept a couple of acting engagements, but only because I was stony broke. You need to act, Mr Irving. I don’t. I prefer to live.

            Irving And you think the two are incompatible?

            Both Kate and Irving are scrutinising her now, not convinced.

            We did appear together once, remember.

            Ellen And deeply unimpressive we were.

            Irving That was hardly our fault. The play was by Garrick.

            Ellen The Taming of the Shrew, rewritten.

            Irving Rewritten? Rehashed. A stupid play to begin with and made stupider by Garrick’s interventions. Who thinks it’s funny to be rude to women?

            Ellen It’s a popular entertainment.

            Irving Not in our hands, it wasn’t.

            Ellen You were nearly as bad as me in that play.

            Irving Not quite.

            Ellen So why do you want me now?

            Irving looks down, in pain.

            And I know what you will be offering.

            Irving Financially?

            Ellen No. Not financially. Artistically. All those awful Desdemonas, and Ophelias, who either weep or go mad. Cordelia. ‘I love your majesty according to my bond; no 18more nor less!’ One scene and then sit in the dressing room all night. No. They’re all second fiddle. Drippy girls. Rosalind’s the only one worth tuppence.

            Irving It won’t all be Shakespeare.

            Ellen But that’s where your heart is.

            Irving And yours? Where is your heart, Miss Terry?

            Ellen doesn’t reply. Irving nods slightly, as though he had expected this evasion.

            I have been thinking about my leading lady for months. You are my only possible choice.

            Ellen Why?

            Irving Why?

            Ellen Yes. Why?

            Ellen is getting irritated.

            And whatever you do, don’t say my charm, because whenever people refer to my charm, I become enraged.

            Irving No cause. Very few people possess charm. I certainly don’t.

            Ellen Yes, but charm is a natural quality. That’s what I resent. It’s something you’re born with.

            Kate Ellen would like to think she also possesses skill.

            Ellen Whenever I do appear on a stage, people say, ‘Oh she’s so natural,’ as if I were making no effort. It infuriates me.

            Irving Quite.

            Ellen ‘She floats,’ they say.

            Irving I’ve heard that said.

            Ellen They don’t seem to realise floating is a technique.

            Irving I’ve wondered. 19

            Ellen If you want the trick of it, I do it by flicking the balls of my feet. It’s extremely difficult and it’s taken years of practice.

            Irving I’m sure.

            Ellen ‘She’s at one side of the stage,’ they say, ‘and then suddenly she’s at the other.’ I don’t get there by magic, you know.

            Irving No of course not.

            Ellen Have you read Nietzsche?

            Irving Never.

            Ellen ‘All divine things run on light feet.’ Now I put in just as much effort as anyone else, but I aim to excel at not letting it show.

            Irving That’s commendable.

            Ellen Thank you. I don’t regard actors who sweat and spit as especially accomplished. Grunting and heaving. That kind of behaviour belongs more properly on a building site.

            Irving I will never praise your charm again. However.

            He waits. Kate watches.

            It is the potential contrast which attracts me.

            Ellen You’ll have to explain, Mr Irving.

            Irving How do I put this? I am by nature self-critical –

            Kate Really?

            Irving I know it is sometimes said that I have an overly heavy presence.

            Ellen Have you heard that, Kate?

            Kate Have I? Let me think. A heavy presence, you say?

            Irving Something happens.

            Ellen When? 20

            Irving When I walk onstage.

            Ellen What sort of thing?

            Irving In my head, everything is speed and deftness. But then when I reach the stage, I become less speedy. And less deft. I will be frank. My critics accuse me of being dour.

            Ellen Dour?

            Irving Dour, yes. I’m drawn to tragedy – I prefer it, that’s my character – but when I fail, I achieve only melancholy. An evening in my company can on occasions be very grim.

            Ellen Onstage, you mean?

            Irving Certainly onstage. Where else?

            Kate You are very hard on yourself.

            Kate nods slightly. She knows she mustn’t laugh.

            And you feel Ellen might help you with this?

            Irving Mine is the art of sorrow.

            Kate And Ellen’s?

            Irving The art of joy. Your sister is light and air and laughter. Your sister is hope. You understand, Mrs Lewis, I need your sister beside me. I can offer her forty pounds a week.

            Ellen Forty?

            Ellen tries not to show how impressed she is. The Maid returns.

            Maid I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mr Irving is needed outside.

            Kate Millie –

            Maid His dog has soiled our carpet.

            There is a moment’s pause.

            Ellen Propitious. 21

         

         
            
               3.

            

         

         Music. As the setting changes, a dog, Charlie, runs across the stage, happily wagging its tail. Loveday, the stage manager, young, with a bright shock of hair, runs after. Edith comes on at the front.

         
            Edith I’ve known many theatrical managers, and one characteristic united them all. Every single one was purse proud.
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