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         On the evening of Thursday, 26 March 2020, the fourth day of lockdown, I was – like everyone else in my world – strung out somewhere between terror and a loose end. At a loose end because ten days earlier, the prime minister had (sort of) closed the theatres. (He cleared up the confusion two days later, a crisis-management template that would become familiar.) My own Bridge Theatre went dark. We had got no further than the first day of rehearsals for the show that would have seen us through to the end of June. I was terrified because there was no indication when we’d be able to open again. As I write, there still isn’t.

         So when my agent, Anthony Jones, called to say that Piers Wenger, the BBC’s Head of Drama, wanted me to remake Alan Bennett’s Talking Heads, I said yes without thinking.

         ‘That is the correct answer,’ said my agent.

         Then Piers called to tell me what I’d said yes to.

         He said that all BBC drama production had halted, that the only films they could imagine making were monologues as anything else would bring actors into close contact with each other. He said that Talking Heads, made originally in the 1980s and 1990s, were seminal works that he’d never forgotten, and that they were all studies in isolation, so they’d speak with particular force to the current moment.

         Could I imagine, Piers asked, making them with a group of today’s leading actors, the equivalents of Eileen Atkins, Thora Hird, Patricia Routledge, Maggie Smith, Julie Walters and Penelope Wilton? 

         Could I imagine making them while observing all the restrictions imposed by social distancing? Making new content for the BBC was considered essential work – news and current affairs were still up and running – so what about finding a way of shooting drama that keeps everyone, behind the camera as well as in front of it, two metres apart?

         Could I imagine making them on pre-existing sets at Elstree Studios, because making new ones would be out of the question, and filming on location was even less viable and, by the way, there are six separate sound stages at Elstree filled with all the interiors they use for EastEnders?

         And finally: they’d like to have them ready for transmission by June, because in the absence of anything new, the schedules were rapidly filling with repeats. Would that be OK too? Maybe I could start shooting them in three weeks?

         I still said yes.

         One more thing, said Piers, would I call Alan and persuade him that it was a good idea?

         The one more thing started to make sense of the rest. I’m the last person you’d come to in normal times to make seven hours of television. I’ve never produced or directed television. I’ve spent my career in the theatre, and I’ve made a small handful of movies. But since 1990, I’ve directed all of Alan’s new plays and screenplays. He’s been the biggest part of my luck. And now, as my colleagues stayed home and became ever more desperate, he became my luck once more. Piers was afraid Alan would say no. Even Anthony Jones, who is Alan’s agent as well as mine, was afraid he’d say no. They thought I could persuade him. I said yes, I’d call him, and yes, he’d say yes.

         
            *

         

         I should have felt sick. It takes months, sometimes years, to steer a film, however short and simple, through to the first day of production. I’d just agreed to make twelve short films, all around thirty or forty minutes long, but for the first time in weeks the sickness in the pit of my stomach lifted. The only solution I’ve ever found to life is work. Without it I’m lost, which has been a curse as well as a blessing. Piers had put the full resources of the BBC at my disposal if I could make Talking Heads happen. I figured I had the weekend to come up with a plan, and I was for a brief moment elated.

         The first call I made was to Kevin Loader, who has produced two movies with me: The History Boys and The Lady in the Van, both written by Alan. Both started on stage, and both made a seamless transition to film thanks in large part to Kevin. He’s all the things you want in a producer: calm, expert, enthusiastic. He started his career at the BBC and knew it backwards, which didn’t hurt either. He didn’t miss a beat. He’d call his regular co-producer Steve Clarke Hall. I’d call my colleague Nick Starr, with whom I built and now ran the Bridge Theatre. The key to making things happen (and to getting the credit for it) is knowing other people who know more than you do.

         The same evening, I spoke to Naomi Donne, the hair and make-up designer who had just been Oscar-nominated for the film 1917, and was working on the new Batman movie when everyone was sent home. She can do blood-spattered armies, she can do superheroes, and I reckoned if she knew how to do hair and make-up from a two-metre distance, then it might be feasible to imagine the same for everything else – sets, costumes, photography. She asked why it wouldn’t be possible for all twelve actors to do their own make-up and hair, under her supervision. She could hold tutorials for them on FaceTime, so that when they came to the set, they’d be ready to deal with themselves, and she could direct them from the other side of the make-up room. 

         On Friday, Kevin, Nick and I met on Zoom, which became as indispensable as it is depressing. I might learn to love it when it’s an option rather than a necessity. Now, via our laptops, we put the basics together. It would have been more fun to have done it in a café.

         London Theatre Company – which is the company Nick and I formed to build the Bridge Theatre – would make Talking Heads for the BBC. Kevin and I would act as producers. Our lawyer, Medwyn Jones, arranged a contract with BBC Studios, a commercial entity independent of the BBC itself, to provide production and post-production services, sets and crew. We’d find twelve actors and six directors, though I thought I might direct three or four of them myself. We’d bring on board a director of photography, a production designer, a costume designer, a hair and make-up designer, a composer and a casting director.

         I went next to Robert Sterne, who has cast all my recent productions at the Bridge Theatre and, with Nina Gold, was responsible for Game of Thrones, The Crown and countless other high-profile British dramas.

         ‘What do you think?’ I asked Robert. ‘The idea is to start shooting in around three weeks. We can rehearse only on Zoom. The actors will have to drive themselves to the set. They’ll have a single day to shoot upwards of thirty minutes, direct to camera, and these monologues are written to be shot in long, uninterrupted takes, so they’ll really have to know them, no safety net.’

         ‘They’ll bite your arm off,’ said Robert. ‘Everyone is stuck at home, itching to work. I’ll start making lists.’

         I sped through my own list of some of the best actors in the English-speaking world.

         ‘They’ll bite your arm off,’ he said again. ‘How do I get hold of the scripts?’ 

         ‘I have the published edition on my bookshelves. I guess I’ll have to scan it and email it to you.’

         That Friday evening, at more or less the same time that the prime minister’s chief adviser Dominic Cummings set off on his essential four-hour road trip to Durham, I went on my allotted hour’s walk on Primrose Hill and called Alan. I was wearing the kind of headphones that pick up more of what’s going on in the world outside than of the voice making the call.

         ‘Could you say that again?’ said Alan.

         I had to shout it several times before he fully grasped what I was saying. By the time I’d finished, everyone on Primrose Hill knew what the plan was. What I didn’t say was that one of the reasons they’d come to me was that they’d thought he’d take a lot of persuading, so could he at least put up some show of reluctance? But he was so touched and amazed that anyone remembered Talking Heads, never mind wanted to remake them, that he’d told me to go ahead before I’d had a chance to tell him the whole story.

         I called Piers Wenger and Anthony Jones to tell them that thanks to my compelling eloquence and my long working relationship with him, Alan had given us the green light.

         ‘Do you think’, asked Piers, ‘you might be able to persuade him to write a new Talking Head?’

         I said, no, I can’t do that, finally acknowledging the boundaries of the possible. Alan hasn’t written under commission for as long as I’ve known him. Talking Heads is the purest distillation of his work. No way can he or will he rustle one up to order.

         ‘That’s OK,’ said Piers. ‘It’s good that we can do the twelve we have.’ 

         An hour later, I remembered that Alan had already written a new Talking Head. He’d given it to me a couple of years ago, when we were rehearsing his play Allelujah! He’d wondered what we could do with it. I said that maybe once we’d done the play, we could take it to the BBC. I’d put it in a file, and I’d forgotten about it. I went upstairs and fished it out. Underneath was another new Talking Head, which I’d also forgotten. I read them again. My pulse beat as fast as it always beats when I’m reading Alan’s new stuff. The first was called Phèdre; the second had no title.

         I called Alan again and told him I’d just found two new Talking Heads.

         ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten about them.’

         ‘They’re really good,’ I said, ‘and the BBC want a new one, so shall we offer them these?’

         ‘I’d better take another look at them before you do,’ said Alan, ‘but I think I gave you the only copies.’ Alan still works on a manual typewriter and doesn’t have a computer.

         I said I’d photocopy them, go past his house on my walk the next day (we live close to one another), and leave them on his doorstep.

         ‘Give me a moment,’ said Alan, ‘and I’ll see if I took copies for myself.’

         He called me back a little later. ‘I’ve found them,’ he said. ‘They’re all right. I’ll do a little work on them.’

         We went into the weekend with fourteen Talking Heads, two producers, one director, a co-producer, a hair and make-up designer, and a production company.

         
            *

         

         At 9 a.m. on Saturday morning, Kevin and I met on Zoom with BBC Studios: Deborah Sathe, the acting Head of Drama Series; Jon Sen, the executive producer of EastEnders, and Sue Mather, the EastEnders line producer. Over the coming weeks, I got to know their faces and their home offices very well. Accustomed to putting out two hours of drama every week, they weren’t unnerved by seven hours or so of Talking Heads.

         Over Saturday and Sunday, we started to put together the rest of the key creators. Kevin introduced me to Zac Nicholson, the director of photography, and Simon Bowles, the production designer. I called costume designer Jacqueline Durran, who won her second Oscar in 2020 for Little Women – she’s been nominated seven times.

         ‘I don’t know how you’d do this,’ I said to her. ‘I guess you could ask the actors to take you on a tour of their own wardrobes. Beyond that, I’m at a loss. And I think we have to set them in some kind of non-specific recent past. Most of them were written in the eighties and nineties. Maybe one or two of them have to be specifically eighties.’

         ‘The usual suppliers are closed, but eBay’s still working,’ she said, undaunted. In the event, that’s where most of the costumes came from. They are, in their way, as much a tribute to her eye and her flair as the gorgeous crinolines in Little Women. We agreed at the outset that every character in the series should be limited to two costumes. By the time we started shooting, many of the actors had persuaded her they’d be happier wearing something different in each scene, as each new scene marks a new day in their character’s life. From somewhere or other, she put together around sixty costumes. Just her.

         It was to the actors, and who should direct them, that I now turned my attention. We knew that the monologues would have to be rehearsed remotely, and that director and actor would meet in the flesh for the first and only time on the day of the shoot. It felt like a good idea to match actors, where possible, to directors they already knew. And it felt like another good idea to gather together a group of theatre directors who were used to working in forensic detail on complicated texts. All the Talking Heads are written to be shot in a small handful of uninterrupted takes. ‘The essential thing about the monologues’, Alan wrote to me in a note a few days later, ‘is that they are just that – one person talking without a lot of movement. Too much movement makes it look as though there is action whereas all the action is in the story being told.’ The six directors I approached – Marianne Elliott, Nadia Fall, Sarah Frankcom, Jonathan Kent, Jeremy Herrin and Josie Rourke – worked together to develop a house style based on a series of restrained, slow-moving shots that put all the emphasis on the actor telling the story. (To be honest, it was a style established by the directors of the first series of Taking Heads – Stuart Burge, Giles Foster, Tristram Powell and Alan himself.) During one of our long Zoom conferences, Alan called me to catch up on how everything was going. I held my phone up to the computer screen and he talked direct to all of us for the first and only time.

         Robert’s shortlist of actors included some that were blindingly obvious (Imelda Staunton, Sarah Lancashire), and some that were wonderfully imaginative (Martin Freeman as Graham, the prissy mother’s boy played originally by Alan himself). I shared them with the directors and with Alan. He didn’t know the younger ones, but he responded with enthusiasm to the ones he knew, and he was delighted with the idea that Martin Freeman might liberate Graham from his own performance: ‘He mustn’t do it anything like I did it.’

         The first actor I approached was Lesley Manville, who is a close friend.

         ‘Could I try something out on you?’ I asked, and I took her through the whole story.

         Lesley said that, as it happened, she was quite busy: she’d turned the cupboard under the stairs into a home studio and was spending much of her time recording voice-overs. But that didn’t dampen her enthusiasm for learning a forty-five-minute Talking Head in less than three weeks, so I felt as a group of directors we were safe to start approaching all the other actors. In addition to Bed Among the Lentils, I thought I should direct the two new ones. Or maybe it would be more candid to say I nabbed the two new ones as I was damned if I was going to let anyone else get their hands on them. I sounded out two actors I’d long admired from afar: Monica Dolan and Sarah Lancashire. For the rest, Imelda Staunton and Kristin Scott Thomas had established working relationships with Jonathan Kent; Maxine Peake had often worked with Sarah Frankcom; Tamsin Greig and Harriet Walter had both worked with Marianne Elliott; Martin Freeman had worked with Jeremy Herrin, and he was enthusiastic about approaching Lucian Msamati. Nadia Fall knew and had briefly worked with Rochenda Sandall, and Josie Rourke felt like a good match with Jodie Comer. No arranger of marriages has ever had an easier time.

         The deal we did with them was unusual. The artists and senior crew involved in Talking Heads (writer, actors, directors, producers, director of photography, production designer, costume designer, hair and make-up designer, composer, casting director) decided to donate their fees to NHS Charities Together, to support NHS staff, volunteers and patients as they tackled the Covid crisis. Collectively, we diverted more than £1 million to those who needed it more than we did. An additional benefit was that nobody’s agent got to argue about the size of their client’s trailer.

         Meanwhile, fourteen Talking Heads had become twelve again. As Robert and I talked about who might do A Cream Cracker Under the Settee and Waiting for the Telegram, both written originally for Thora Hird (your own shortlist of two would probably be the same as ours), we came smack up against the new reality. No amount of social distancing would make us comfortable about asking actors over eighty to get in a car and drive to Elstree, and it soon emerged that the BBC had a temporary rule excluding anyone over seventy. One day, I’d like to return to the shortlist and complete the Talking Heads boxed set.
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