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To the countless theatre people I have worked alongside, for most of whom much of this will come as nothing new: writers, directors, producers, designers, administrators, stage managers, technicians, casting directors and, of course, the actors who ultimately bring it all alive.

























Introduction





I’ve been asked on a number of occasions if I’d care to write something about playwriting, or rather, more accurately, how I go about playwriting. Slightly less frequently, I’ve also been asked to write something about directing. I’ve always declined to do either of these, for two reasons.


First, my approach to both jobs has been extremely pragmatic. I’m rarely one to theorise and when I try, I tend to get myself in the most awful tangle and have doubtless confused many more would-be authors or aspiring directors than I’ve ever managed to help. I see both activities as purely practical ones that can never in the strict sense be ‘taught’. They both rely ultimately on a spontaneity and instinct that defies theory.


Secondly, as my career has progressed over the forty odd years I’ve been practising it, the two activities, writing and directing, have now merged so completely that these days I find it almost impossible to define where one leaves off and the other starts. In other words writing, for me, is in a sense only the preparatory notes for the directing process; directing is the continuation and completion of the writing.


The following is an attempt to describe, as far as I can, this double process. Some of it is quite probably unique to me and contains procedures and practices that it would be highly unwise for others to try and copy. The rest is really just plain common sense. But if I’ve learnt anything it is that it never hurts to point out the obvious occasionally, certainly in the theatre – to actors, directors or writers and sometimes even to designers, stage managers and technicians. Often we quite wrongly suspect simplicity. We go digging around in the creative sand trying to make our art more meaningful, somehow ‘deeper’. Generally all we do is end up with our heads entirely buried, presenting the audience with our rear ends.


Finally, a mild apology. Most of the examples and illustrations that follow are drawn from my own plays. This, I promise, is not a cunning ploy to induce future students to purchase copies of my plays. It’s more an admission that when it came to it, my own plays were the readiest to hand and the easiest to recall. But I’m afraid I’ve never been much of a one for research. Most basic facts have always eluded me at vital moments and I often find the long trek from the keyboard to my reference shelf far too taxing.


Frequently, I fall back on sheer invention, believing that apart from the one essential truth – namely truth of character – theatrical truth need never necessarily bear any relation to real-life truth whatsoever; on the contrary, literal facts often get in the way of a really good story. After all, such things seldom bothered Shakespeare. A lot of it is about whether it seems credible. Theatre’s a lot about the seemingly. You need to believe it at the time.


So by all means believe some of this book, but never all of it.



















A brief history





I wrote my first play in 1959 whilst working as a stage manager, electrician, lighting designer and sound engineer and aspiring to be an actor. I had joined Stephen Joseph, who was running a series of summer seasons of plays in a highly unlikely venue on the first floor of the public library in Scarborough, in the North Riding of Yorkshire. Probably in order to deflect what he quite rightly diagnosed as an abortive ambition to be a performer, he encouraged me first to write and, a little while later, to direct.


At first these two activities were quite unconnected. Some weeks I wrote and/or acted, some weeks I directed. My own plays were directed by others: the first by Stephen himself and the next two by Clifford Williams.


My directing I confined initially to other people’s texts, starting with Patrick Hamilton’s classic melodrama Gaslight. But by the 1960s, with a revival of my fourth play, Standing Room Only (and coinciding with my exit as an actor from the cast lists) I began to direct productions of my own texts; though it wasn’t until 1975 (in co-direction with Peter Hall) that I first directed in London, with Bedroom Farce at the National Theatre, followed in 1977 by the West End production of Ten Times Table.




*





Along with serving as the artistic director of the Stephen Joseph Theatre, Scarborough, I’ve been juggling the two careers ever since, though a year or so back I made a decision to slow down slightly and to concentrate my energies rather more on writing and directing my own new plays. The older I get and the longer my career as a writer stretches, the more I come to appreciate the fact that there are still new plays coming.


So where does this process all start? How does a play find its way from an often slight notion to a full-blown stage production involving scores of people pursuing dozens of different disciplines? For make no mistake, the snowball effect involved in the creation of a stage play is a drama in itself.


I remember years ago climbing up to the fly gallery of the Globe (now the Gielgud) Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. It was the final night of Ten Times Table. The set was due to be struck and a new set brought in and fitted up. This new set was also for a play of mine, Joking Apart. For about three days (and some nights) I watched as dozens of stagehands, painters, electricians, stage managers and prop makers swarmed across the stage, first dismantling one set and then assembling the other. The director in me watched with fascination whilst somewhere inside, the writer was silently screaming: My God, what have I started?



















WRITING

























Comedy or drama?





This really isn’t a choice I consciously make. I certainly don’t decide when I sit down to write: today I’m going to write a comedy. Simply, I’m going to write a play. The degree of lightness or darkness is often initially dictated by the theme, but never to the extent that I would ever want the one totally to exclude the other.


There’s an old acting maxim, ‘When playing a miser, stress his generosity.’ The same is true of writing a play, or indeed of directing one. The darker the subject, the more light you must try to shed on the matter. And vice versa.


A few years back, when I was again directing at the Royal National Theatre, we did a hugely successful revival of Arthur Miller’s tragedy, A View from the Bridge. I think I’ve rarely laughed as much in a rehearsal room as I did during the early rehearsals, as we searched both for the light, the genuinely legitimate moments of laughter – we found lots – and for speed. Our version apparently ran about thirty minutes shorter than a recent New York production had done.


Conversely, when we came a few months later to my own ‘comedy’, A Small Family Business, the search was on for the darkness that lurked behind the cheery family exterior. (It’s actually a comedy about greed, blackmail, adultery, prostitution, organised crime, sexual deviation, murder and teenage death through drug addiction – though we never billed it as that!)


No play worth its salt says nothing at all. It would actually be very difficult to achieve this (though I’ve read some in my time that do come very close). We often dismiss our light comedies and farces as trivia with nothing to say. With the successful ones, this is generally untrue.


I have a theory that to be genuinely respectable as a so-called comic writer, on a par with an equivalent ‘serious’ writer, you need to have been dead preferably for a century. By which time, of course, most of the comedy is incomprehensible and can only be laughed at by scholars. Never mind, rejoice in the fact that should you be fortunate enough to write comedy, you’ll do very nicely during your own lifetime if you’re lucky, and to hell with posterity. Though ironically, if you write a comedy truthfully and honestly, it is possible that the play might still survive because of its truth of observation, long after most of the surface jokes are dead.


But the prejudice exists. I was once asked by a journalist if I ever had ambitions to write a serious play. I think my face must have said more than I intended for she instantly dived back into her notebook and asked me whether I preferred cats to dogs.


From time to time I shall be introducing a few ‘rules’. Blindingly obvious most of them but nonetheless worth restating even if there’s only one in this entire book that hadn’t occurred to you before.




Obvious Rule No. 1


Never look down on comedy or regard it as the poor cousin of drama.





Comedy is an essential part of any play. Without light how can we possibly create shadow? It’s like a painter rejecting yellow. Yet we’re an odd nation. Secretly I suspect we don’t really believe we’re seeing anything worthwhile unless we’ve had a really miserable time. One of my West End reviews once read, ‘I laughed shamelessly.’ Shamelessly? What the hell does that mean? ‘Sorry, readers, I went and had a very good laugh in the theatre last night which you indirectly paid for’?


I think if I’ve contributed anything to the sum of modern playwriting it has been to encourage comedy and drama to exist together as they used to in days of old. Somehow they became separated. We began to describe our writers as ‘comic dramatists’ or ‘serious dramatists’.


There was a time back in the late 1950s when I was in weekly rep, where the pattern was roughly to play a comedy then a drama on alternate weeks. One week it was Oh, Vicar and the next Dark Revenge (imaginary titles, don’t look for them). The comedy would be lit as brightly as possible and performed loudly and broadly and very, very fast. ‘Go! Go! Go! Gun for the curtain!’ was an expression frequently favoured by one director I worked for.


Next week the drama would dictate that the stage lights be lowered to near pitch-black. The actors would speak softly and slowly and there would be much motionless pausing whilst the audience vainly scanned the darkness for any hint that there was anyone left on stage. It occurred to me then, as a mere humble assistant stage manager, that wouldn’t it be nice if someone wrote a slow comedy where the actors spoke normally and the lights were low? And in which someone sometimes cried – or even died.


These elements used to coexist. I don’t think anyone referred to Shakespeare very often as ‘the well-known comic playwright’, even though he wrote quite a number of them.


I remember on one of my rare directorial incursions into classic tragedy, in this case ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore for the RNT, being amazed at the number of genuine comic moments littered throughout this darkest of texts. Moments, I suspect, that some modern directors find inappropriate and either cut or ignore.


But a useful tip, I’ve found, is that the darker the drama the more you need to search for the comedy. If you don’t let the audience off the hook occasionally to laugh when you want them to, you’ll find them roaring with laughter during moments you didn’t intend. One of the endearing features of the human race is that we can’t generally keep serious for long. Be thankful for it. If we could we’d probably have become extinct long ago.



















The initial idea





This concerns what many refer to as inspiration. The idea, the spark, the moment of ignition. Without which nothing catches fire.


Surprisingly, considering this is an element that can never be taught, the question I am continually asked is, where do you get your ideas from? As if somewhere there is a pile of Extremely Good Ideas which I keep locked away in a cupboard ready for immediate use.


The fact is that like every other fiction writer that’s ever been born, I am continually haunted by the fear of the well drying up. Ideas are never produced to order, they cannot be summoned on demand. They simply arrive and present themselves. Or they don’t.


The knack is to recognise them when they do occur, for very often, they don’t come ready formed – behold, here I am, a full-length play complete with first-act curtain. On the contrary, they come as scruffy disjointed fragments, their potential barely visible. Nonetheless, you would do well to welcome them, for they are too precious to ignore, even the most unpromising of them. Examine an idea, any idea or theme with respect and diligence. Maybe in the end it is not for you but for someone else to write. But be careful what you discard. Store it away. It may be that later this unpromising duckling will re-present itself as a thing of swan-like beauty.




Obvious Rule No. 2


Never start a play without an idea.





This sounds very obvious but you’ll be amazed at the number of would-be writers I’ve come across who try. They assume, I think, that if they start the journey, maybe an idea will occur on the way. Perhaps a map of where they’re going will blow in through the car window. In my experience this never happens. You set off and after several miles finish back where you started at your own front door on page one.


There is no point in launching into a scene between two characters, however sparkling their dialogue might be, if you have no idea at all what might happen next. Interesting as an exercise, possibly, but useless in terms of ever hoping to construct a full-length play.


Before I arrived as the Cameron Mackintosh Professor of Contemporary Theatre at Oxford, I had invited playwrights of any age or experience to submit work, either still in progress or recently completed. From the forty or fifty entries I received, I selected about a dozen writers whom I felt showed some sort of promise. I had an idea in my head that during the year I would coax them and their work to fruition and, using the funds available to me, direct two or three of the best of them using professional actors. In the end, apart from one, no one seemed to write anything further of any significance during the entire year. The exception was a student who wrote, apparently in the space of a few days, a fifty-minute play of considerable promise which I did produce at the Old Fire Station Theatre. Well, perhaps a one-in-ten success rate wasn’t so bad, I reassured myself. But the day after my sole triumph opened its young author broke it to me that he wasn’t at all interested in writing anything further and saw his future in television as a researcher. Ah, well.




Obvious Rule No. 3


If you don’t have the initial inspiration, put down the pen, put the pencil back in the jar, switch off the computer and go and dig the garden instead.





Amongst the group was a young American student who had written three quarters of a very promising first scene of what she intended eventually to be a full-length play. Indeed it was on the strength of these pages that I had invited her to join us. Every two or three weeks I would meet members of the group in a series of one-to-one tutorials where they would report on progress and discuss the general direction their current work was taking. Early on I discovered, to my alarm, that this particular student had no idea where her play – the characters, the story, the theme, anything – was heading. At first I tried to suggest possible directions. Over the year I came up with dozens. I invited her to come up with ideas. Should she introduce a third, fourth, even a fifth character? Should the two she already had on stage strip off and make love then and there? Maybe that would spark something. Should she have them shoot each other? Anything!


In the end, inevitably, there was no resolution. Despite my pleadings, she refused to start again on a new project, convinced that somewhere there lay a solution to her self-inflicted creative deadlock. I suspect that even now, nearly ten years later, her two characters are still in their imaginary New York apartment, trembling on the brink of the most meaningful adventure of their frozen lives. The Greatest Story Never Told.


On the other hand, as I say, don’t reject an idea because it seems at first glance too slight. All ideas are precious, and who are we to be picky? Often a tiny idea can merely be waiting for other embryonic ideas to join it and then suddenly, lo and behold, there they are standing on each other’s shoulders, making one big idea.


A common mistake in beginners, on the other hand, is to be so obsessed with content that they are in danger of creating something that is too heavy to move anywhere. In other words you can have too many ideas in one play. The result can be a play in which, although it nobly tackles all the ills of the world – the evils of global capitalism, the brutality of some police states, global warming, third-world exploitation, the dangers of racism, sexism, homophobia – a lot is discussed and nothing much actually happens: it takes several hours to go nowhere and depress everyone.


Anyway, it is my belief that although theatre can touch on themes such as these, call our attention to such issues – even, at best, cause us to empathise, to experience for a second or two what so-and-so must be like – the experience is generally emotional, rarely truly objective. Theatre is filled with people, for God’s sake, and whether they’re hidden behind masks or buried up to the neck in sand, they refuse to be inanimate. We the audience, with our personal prejudices and irrational preferences, are by our very nature biased, invariably more concerned with how they’re saying it than with what it is they’re actually saying. We search for identifying characteristics, for clues which relate us to the performers. Even puppets we imbue with a sort of humanity. For unvarnished, untarnished facts, please read the book.


At its most successful, theatre views things from a human standpoint. It is after all the most human in scale of all the performance media. My feeling is that that’s also a good place for a dramatist to start, at the human level. As a playwright it may be your intention to build a vehicle to take us to the stars. But do make sure you have people aboard.


Initial inspiration – that essential starting point – comes in all shapes and sizes. Years ago I had the tiniest idea for a situation wherein a young man would ask an older man whether he could marry his daughter. The twist was that the older man didn’t have a daughter.


Not much to go on, really, but something. Later, I developed the idea slightly. What if the daughter who wasn’t a daughter was in fact the older man’s mistress? Now we were beginning to have the makings of a rather promising situation.


Continuing on, what if the older man has a wife who knows nothing of this and what if the younger man were to meet the wife first and start talking about her non-existent daughter? And what if the daughter, appalled that the younger man was there at all, had to embrace the lie that the older man was her father, for fear that if she didn’t she would lose the younger man? And the wife had no idea what was going on.


A plot was gradually falling together. A quite promising situation comedy of confused identity.


On the other hand, some years later, a rather heavier theme presented itself. It addressed the question I’d often asked myself over the years: what makes certain people in our society conclude that they are fit to govern? Why are some born with the conviction that they are natural leaders, whilst for others the idea never enters their head? And furthermore, although there are a few leaders who are called and deserve to lead, many – politicians, town councillors, captains of industry, theatre directors – are completely unsuited to leadership. Where did they get the idea that they were fit to lead in the first place?


Conversely, it’s probably true to say that some of the people most suited to leading us are precisely the ones who have settled for the quiet life and refuse to stand up and be counted. Which explains to some extent why ruthless dictators and bigots and megalomaniacs often seize the reins: because the majority of us – those silent, non-voting, passive observers – take no steps to oppose them. Once you allow a political vacuum to occur through apathy, you invite extremism. Seeking a quiet, selfish life, many are content to follow anyone who purports to know what they’re doing and where we should all be going. Witness the last few decades of British politics.


Theatre for me has always been, in a way, a reflection of life writ somewhat smaller. I have seen actors, trusting souls, follow confident-seeming directors who claimed to hold the secret of life itself, over cliffs of incompetence where the performers’ self-confidence and sometimes even their professional reputations were all but wrecked. It was just that the director ‘looked as if he knew’.


One actor told me of a group of experienced performers, rehearsing with a new young enfant terrible, who arrived in the rehearsal room one morning to find that the stage management had brought in a large shallow wooden box filled with sharp gravel. The actors were instructed by the maestro to remove their shoes and to stand silently as a group, barefoot in the box, for as long as they could endure the pain. They stood obediently for some minutes with just the occasional muffled groan. All that could be heard was the sound of the director’s (fully clad) footsteps as he paced the room.


Eventually, the leading actress whispered to her co-star, ‘This is agony. This man is an idiot. Why the hell are we doing this?’ To which, after a pause, her fellow actor replied, ‘Yes, but what if he’s right?’


Yet how to translate this nature-of-leadership idea into theatrical terms? Two people dressed in black, seated at lecterns either side of the stage, discussing the problem? I think not. A brief history of the twentieth century in thirty-five scenes with a cast of forty doubling as Vietnam protesters and Russian Cold War leaders? Unless you have a hotline to the National Theatre and are pre-commissioned and guaranteed production, this is not a wise path to go down, either. As for subsequent productions in the commercial or these days even in the subsidised theatre, dream on.


Better to consider the problem of how to reduce this sweeping, generalised idea to a smaller, more human scale. One that would incidentally also make the play far more theatrical, immediate and engrossing than the presentation of a series of world events covering hundreds of years by a cast of doubling dozens could ever hope to be. Besides, movies tend to do that sort of thing better.


As you see, I had here the makings of two very different plays: one based on a rather big theme about the nature of leadership; the other a purely domestic, essentially lightweight idea concerning a mistaken father-daughter relationship. Both still very much at the embryonic stage.


Where next?
















Construction





Preparatory work is vital to all playmaking. A dramatist needs to make certain key decisions. Sometimes the solutions automatically present themselves, on other occasions they need careful consideration.


The questions need to be asked: how, when, where and with whom are you going to choose to tell your story? In other words: narrative, time, location, characters. These decisions are made in no particular order and often overlap. Some, as I say, have already been dictated by the nature of the initial idea.


To a certain extent, it is often the narrative which predetermines the where and when. If your story intends to cover, say, the rise and fall of a family dynasty, it follows that events will be spread over several time periods. Also, unless you are extremely skilful you will be looking at a number of different locations. Both these decisions, once taken, will have far-reaching effects, as I will later show. They should be taken with great care.


Let’s look at that first idea of mine, the father-daughter one, which was later to grow into Relatively Speaking. In this, a situation comedy of confused identity, the decisions were reasonably simple. Since the younger man, Greg, needed to meet both the older man, Philip, and his wife, Sheila, it made sense to set the piece in the older couple’s house. All that was needed then was a contrivance to get the girl, Ginny, there as well. Perhaps she was there finally to break off her relationship with Philip? Feasible. There were all sorts of problems presented by that but it would do as an initial working plan.


Some problems at least were looking like solving themselves: namely character deployment and cast size. The play seemed to be presenting itself rather conveniently as a four-hander.




Obvious Rule No. 4


Use the minimum number of characters that you need.





In modern theatre there is a direct inverse relationship between the size of the cast and the likelihood and frequency of production. This has virtually nothing to do with the relative quality of the plays themselves and much to do with cost.


But it isn’t only cost. In virtually every theatre department, economy often equals better art. The fewer the locations, the shorter the time frame, the fewer the characters, the less dialogue, the less scenery, the less everything, the better.


Returning to the narrative problems, it was important that Greg arrived in the house convinced that it belonged to Ginny’s parents. How does that come about? Obviously she must have told him it does. Why should she do that? Because she’s coming down to break off her relationship with Philip and doesn’t want Greg to know where she’s going. It’s a spur-of-the-moment lie by her, to put the boyfriend off the scent.


Where does she tell him? We are going to need a pre-scene, a prologue before we can start the narrative rolling. With luck, this prologue could be used to serve more than one purpose. More anon.


But how does he get there, to the house? Answer: he follows her. But if he follows her, it means he must necessarily arrive second. And for the sake of the initial confusion of identity it’s important that he arrives first. In which case, it’s important that although she leaves first, so that he is convinced he’s following her, in fact she is delayed so he arrives first. (The plotting is getting rather complicated.)


But that means that Greg finds his way to the supposed parents’ house without following her. Which means he already knows the address. How does he know the address? Because he finds it somewhere, written down in her flat, that’s why. Which conveniently – wait for it – explains why Ginny tells him it’s her parents’ address. Which is not a very clever lie because why on earth should someone write down their parents’ address? Which makes him suspicious, which is why he follows her. It’s getting clearer.


Of course, when he arrives and there’s this sweet middle-aged woman, Sheila, he realises Ginny wasn’t lying after all and that this is her parents’ house.


A side effect of all this is that the location question has been solved. A two-set play: Ginny’s flat initially, then Philip and Sheila’s house. Ah, well. One would have been nicer but …


Making a virtue out of a necessity though, since the plot demands two sets, this prologue in the flat does give us a chance to establish the relationship between Greg and Ginny. Once the intricacies of the convoluted mistaken-identity plot start uncoiling, as soon as first he and then she arrive at the parents, there’s going to be very little time or opportunity to establish much of a relationship. Events will be moving too fast.




Obvious Rule No. 5


They need to care about your characters. (So you should too.)





An audience that doesn’t care stops listening in the end. Indeed, they might even leave the theatre. It’s difficult to get everyone to care, and some characters defy caring about, but the ones you want them to root for need to have qualities an audience cares about. They can have flaws, certainly – they’d better – but they’ll need a certain innocence, a trust, an openness that makes us really want things to go right for them in the end. Whether it does or not is another matter.


Stephen Joseph (never a man to waste words) once defined a comedy as being a play in which someone wants something and eventually gets it, and a tragedy as a play where they don’t.


In this particular play, they would probably get what they wanted, but they’d have quite a journey before they got there.


So a two-scene first-act structure seemed to be presenting itself:


Establish boy–girl relationship.


Boy finds address.


Boy – establish suspicious nature – suspects the girl is up to something. Establish perhaps that she has a slightly murky past. Certainly murkier than his.


Girl explains it away by saying that it’s only her parents’ address.


Boy even more suspicious. Why has she written down her parents’ address?


Her taxi fails to arrive – she decides to walk to the station.


She leaves.


The taxi arrives.


Boy resolves to follow her.


He takes the taxi.


End scene.


Note to self: explain in scene two how he catches the train, while she misses it.


Scene Two: the house, or perhaps the house exterior: less constricting than an interior and easier to lose characters who aren’t needed in certain scenes – they can either go into the house or wander off to other parts of the garden. That’s the good thing about gardens. People just wander without much need to explain their actions. This plot was going to require quite a dextrous shuffling of characters.


Note: it’s a fine day.


And so on. This type of play requires intensely detailed plotting. It relies on coincidence, on things not being said or sometimes being said and misunderstood. Quite apart from the action itself, it requires that we know from second to second the attitude of each of the four characters to each other and what each perceives as being the situation. The wife, Sheila, for instance, will know practically nothing throughout. Greg will know a little. Ginny and Philip, the guilty parties, will know it all. And both will try desperately, in an uneasy alliance, to maintain the charade.


It seemed important, though, that by the end the tables would be turned.




*





Another decision was also being taken at this point, about time structure. The play could conveniently cover a tidy and brief span. Early morning through to early evening. Neat.


Ironically, when the play went to the West End in the so-called Swinging Sixties, I was asked to reset the first scene to the day before, around 4 p.m. – the argument being that audiences would be less shocked at seeing a young unmarried couple waking up together in the afternoon than in the early morning. I must say the logic in this somewhat confounded me. You mean they couldn’t have been making love in the afternoon? I suppose it went along with the traditional student landlady notice, common at that time, ‘No visitors in room after 10 o’clock’. So much for the traditional unities. I guess Aristotle hadn’t reckoned with that one.


Anyway, the play, or at least the first half of it, was taking shape. But, please note, without a word of dialogue being written. I won’t chronicle the rest of the plot decisions. If you want to read the end result then you’ll need to buy a copy of Relatively Speaking. (Sorry, I promised I wouldn’t do that.)


Essentially, though, with this type of ‘clockwork’ play – almost entirely plot-driven – once you’ve wound up the first act, the second act is to some extent easier as the spring is allowed to unwind again. Character in this instance is partly dictated by the requirements of the plot. Sheila, the wife, for instance, needed to be a vague, somewhat unworldly, apparently trusting woman – even if she was to get the last word. Greg, an innocent, impulsive young man – with a strong moral sense of right and wrong. Ginny, more difficult to establish, as she had to be sleeping around with older men and two-timing our young hero whilst still retaining our sympathy. Going to need an actress with a great deal of charm. (Charm is very difficult to write.)


Also, note to self: put her through it a bit as all her chickens come home to roost. The audience may then be prepared to forgive her if she is seen to suffer (just a little bit) for her misdemeanours.


Likewise with Philip, her ex-lover. Important to make him quite a sympathetic bumbler. (Though that’s probably not how he sees himself.) Certainly not a suave, moustache-twirling seducer. He must also retain a certain sympathy – so also cause him a bit of angst.


Because of its very constructional artifice, Relatively Speaking, although always billed as a light comedy, is technically closer to farce – the hardest type of play to write. For some reason, at that time in the 1960s producers considered farce to be a little downmarket, so Relatively was accorded the light-comedy certificate.


With a farce obviously a good deal is to do with structure – making the improbable at least temporarily believable. Planting important information as casually and effortlessly as possible in order to close off what might be termed the corridor of coincidence. Yet at the same time, at the end of it all, trying to ensure that the audience doesn’t tire of the dance, which will certainly happen if they either lose track of the plot or sympathy for the characters – in other words, if they no longer understand or care about the outcome.


No wonder they say that farce is an older dramatist’s medium. The techniques involved are formidable. Only a youth of twenty-six would have the gall to attempt such a thing. These days, I know better.




*





The other idea, the ‘theme’ play, Way Upstream, which I was to tackle sixteen years later, was altogether different. No easy solution readily presented itself – neither time frame nor setting, nor even a set of characters.


In the end it was untypically location, the choice of setting, that presented the solution. I had spent a few slightly disastrous boating holidays with my two sons on the Norfolk Broads and the Thames. It had amused me at the time to see how the typical English male regards himself (often with no conceivable evidence whatsoever) as a true descendant of Nelson or Drake. I would watch overweight middle-aged men in yachting caps at the wheel of some rented craft, bellowing contradictory orders at their increasingly frustrated families. Of course, most of these weekend sea dogs, if truth be told, were within milliseconds of total panic as they tried to manoeuvre sideways through locks, wrestling with treacherous conflicting cross-currents that could sweep them over the nearby weir. Extraordinarily, despite this, these fathers and husbands still accepted their God-given right to be there at the helm.


Meanwhile, their luckless wives reluctantly resigned themselves to spending most of their precious holiday below decks, cooking and cleaning up after the ‘crew’. No change there.
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