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Anyone who does not lose his reason over certain things has no reason.
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Preface to the Second Edition





It is a special pleasure to be writing a preface to a second edition because I had never imagined there would be such a thing. In my own terms, this book has been a failure. The purpose of publishing it had been to try to explain the nature and feeling of performance to a general audience. It was never aimed at the specialist. However, both in the UK and in the US, Acting Up flew straight to the back of the bookshop, to those dark and poky shelves to which, for the last twenty years, all books about the theatre – save one only, by Simon Callow – have been consigned. Not for even a day was it given houseroom next to the tennis autobiographies, the computer manuals and the fat slabs of calorific fiction which hog the front tables. My impression is that the book has been read, if it has been read at all, by those already knowledgeable of my profession.


This disappointment was compounded by the frequency with which I had given unintentional offence. In writing frankly of my own fears and weaknesses, and of the humiliations of public display, I carelessly underplayed my profound gratitude to, and admiration for, my New York producers. This is a welcome chance to apologize. The book also records harsh feelings about my London management. Characteristically, the Royal Court’s artistic director, Ian Rickson, responded to the account with a generosity which I would not have mustered in the same circumstances. He also went on to present my next play.


Inevitably, perhaps, those whom I had intended to offend came up to congratulate me on a book they had wholeheartedly enjoyed.


To those readers who claim to find in the text hostility to my splendid director, I can only express honest bewilderment at what must clearly be a failure of literary tone. It is a bewilderment which Stephen Daldry shares. It was he who urged me on to a West End revival of Via Dolorosa in the summer of 2002, a couple of years after the first publication of this volume, when, sadly, the play proved more timely than ever. Although I resolve at the end of the diary never to act in the theatre again – and have refused a curious selection of film roles on the grounds that there are trained experts who can do that sort of thing much better than me – I did, however, recently sail past a 200th performance, in Barcelona, as it happens, and with Catalan surtitles. Ten more performances are planned twelve thousand miles away later this year.


And finally, yes, for everyone who has asked, the script which my director heads off to realize at the end of the book is indeed Billy Elliot. So, on the last page at least, in helping persuade Stephen Daldry to make his first film, the author shows wisdom.


 


David Hare


April 2004



















Foreword





In November 1997, I first went to Israel and Palestine at the request of Elyse Dodgson, the director of the International Department at London’s Royal Court Theatre. Elyse hoped that I would be one of three writers – one English, one Israeli and one Palestinian – who would all write plays about the period of the British Mandate in the 1930s and 1940s. On my return, however, I told Stephen Daldry, who had just resigned as the theatre’s Artistic Director, that I wanted to write a monologue for myself to perform. I also insisted the subject matter be contemporary. It is to Stephen’s everlasting credit that he received the idea of my acting my own work without a second’s hesitation. A look came into his eye which would even have passed for relish.


Stephen had recently handed over responsibility for the Royal Court’s programme, but he had retained the task of moving the company back from its temporary quarters at the Duke of York’s Theatre in the West End to its famous home in Sloane Square. Stephen’s remaining task was to supervise the new building while he got on with originating his own film directing career.


The first draft of Via Dolorosa was finished in February 1998. In April Stephen and I examined both the text and my ability to perform it in a couple of weeks of workshop. During this period and then later, substantial changes were made to the text of the play. It was rewritten again before I gave over the month of May to the task of learning it.


Because I felt that this sudden change of profession might prove interesting, I started keeping a diary. I wish I had started earlier. This text dates only from the beginning of formal rehearsals in August. For me, the diary was not just a record. It was the essential means of trying to understand what was going on. Knowing I would sit down every morning to lay out the previous day’s trials gave the experience calm and order. In a profound way, the diary got me through.


All published diarists face the question of how much to revise. I have had to obey a few legal restraints, but the balance of my judgments has been against editing and in favour of retaining the heat of the original moment. I have worked on the principle that what I felt at the time is more valuable than what I feel now. Some of my sentiments are sometimes unfair. If the effect is raw, then this is the price you must pay for learning what it’s like, trying to do something when you don’t know how.


Acting Up is a diary of learning to act.



















PART ONE


An End to Tim and Jim























 


 


4 August 1998 First day of rehearsal in the room at the top of the Old Vic. I first worked here in 1971 when I adapted the Pirandello play The Rules of the Game for the National Theatre. I remember the excitement of listening to Paul Scofield say lines I’d had half a hand in writing. And I last worked here in 1973, when I directed Fulton Mackay in the touring version of Trevor Griffiths’ play The Party. The room was charged with the ghost of the just-departed Laurence Olivier.


Stephen Daldry arrives an hour late, thinking we’re starting at 12. There’s a whole group of us – publicity, stage management and so on – who’ve been there since 11. Stephen tries to be boyish and charming about it but nobody’s charmed. I’m already exhausted from talking to a whole lot of people I don’t know. It’s the worst possible start. I find that doing anything except the play itself is impossible. On Thursday I’m meant to attend the Royal Court Summer School, to talk about the play to student directors and writers. I don’t want to do it.


At the end of the day I feel horrible. We got through only two pages because most of our time was spent trying to establish a working language. I’m self-conscious anyway and find acting unnatural. Stephen wants me to walk on very slowly, and I feel a nelly. I keep asking him to get up and do it in order to show me what it looks like from the outside. When he eventually does, after two hours of refusing, only then do I understand what the effect of what he wants is.


At a couple of points in the day I get very angry. A real white rage: a function of my own incompetence. Once it is quite simply because there are three people behind the table – Rufus (the assistant director), Lesley (the stage manager) and Stephen. Rufus and Stephen are giving me contradictory notes at the same time. I can’t cope. I get even angrier when Rufus starts telling me that each line must be reduced to an action. ‘What are you doing? Are you seducing? Are you tickling? Are you provoking?’ This approach, to me, is irredeemable bullshit, because the style of my writing is do all three at once, and with the same line. I found the experience of being taught this so-called method of work as if it were enlightening just incredibly annoying and unhelpful – and slightly insulting. I found adjectives unhelpful. Stephen wanted me to be ‘mischievous’, he said. But the word seems inadequate to the text. ‘Mischievous’ just won’t do, as a word. I am confused by a mix of feelings brought on by direction about something I understand better than anyone in the room, i.e. writing, and something I do worse than anyone in the room, i.e. acting.


I realize the purpose of my acting is to make me a better director, to understand acting better.


There is no doubt that my entrance will be crucial. How I come on. What effect I have by coming on. And how I keep the audience wanting to know what comes next. I learn two useful things today. First, not to rush straight from the end of one line on to the next, but to allow the end of the first line to do its work before I proceed. Second, not to look away from a particular member of the audience before the end of the line, since this creates the impression I don’t trust it, or am ashamed of it.


Stephen says at one point that my tendency is to undersell the writer’s work, as if I were embarrassed by it. This is a first-class note.


The physical is important. I can’t work with keys or wallet in my pockets. I need to feel I’m naked. The work tails out inconsequentially because we have to go and do something called ‘doughnuts’. This means meeting the staff of the Royal Court at the Duke of York’s. There, I take Stephen aside and request that I never again get contradictory notes from two directors at the same time. If I were Judi Dench, I would be able to offer two readings to satisfy both directors. But I’m not and I can’t. It freezes me up. Stephen says ‘My God, I’m sorry. You should have said at the time.’


In the evening, I go to Renoir’s film La Grande illusion with Nicole, my wife. The last half hour is unbearably moving. I ask Nicole why. ‘Because it shows human beings behaving at their best.’







*





5 August I’ve been awake in the night, but I realize, tossing and turning, what the day’s profit has been. I no longer think of the text as something to explain, but as something which expresses emotion. If this is right, then the pain of the first day has been worth it.


Luckily, Stephen is alone when I go in, so I can get my doubts off my chest. I tell him I don’t want to go home feeling terrible again, because that isn’t helpful to me. We mustn’t leave work unresolved. I also said I wasn’t going to talk to the International Summer School, because it was the thing that would most fuck me up at this point. My worst tendency is to explain the text, rather than to act it. To make me go back to explaining it to young people will take me in quite the wrong direction. Stephen accepts this and we cancel the session. Frankly, I also don’t want to have to listen to everybody’s views since, based on an ignorance of the overall text, they are only going to be prejudices anyway. Of which, with this subject, there are too many already.


The day’s work is much better. We have some interesting problems. Most importantly, Stephen tells me I go too fast. I tell him there are two reasons. First, because subconsciously I think the play is too long and I am worried it will be boring. He says it most certainly will be boring if I go as fast as I do at the moment. And secondly, I think that all plays are too slow. Whenever I go to the theatre I sit there thinking ‘For fuck’s sake get on with it.’ When I directed Wally Shawn’s play The Designated Mourner I had to ratchet Mike Nichols up day by day. The slower people speak the harder they are to understand. Dialogue is rhythm, and there is some scientific rhythm which I believe corresponds to the natural pace of activity in our brains. Mike, himself one of the world’s most experienced directors, kept complaining. ‘Nobody can understand this at the speed you want it.’ But I believe I was right. Why am I not right this time?


Audiences move at the speed of their brightest member – not their thickest. Frank Capra proved this by a famous demonstration. If you make a film, sit alone and watch it. You will believe that the story is going at a comfortable speed. Watch it with five other people and the film will seem a bit slow. Watch it with fifty people and you will find it has suddenly become very slow indeed. Watch it with five hundred people and you will be screaming in agony at how snail-paced it is. The more people present, the quicker you have to be.


Speed is not our only disagreement. So is size. It’s a mark of my trust in Stephen that I now dare mention this, but I am aware that some of Stephen’s productions are a little bit heavy on the acting. For my taste, they’re over-pitched. Stephen just laughs when I remark that I don’t want to come over like Fiona Shaw in the Sophie Treadwell play Machinal, belting it out to the back wall. This is what he calls ‘playing baseball’, i.e. trying to hit the ball out of the fucking park. Stephen, needless to say, rather likes this style. He remarks that I am more like Barbara Leigh-Hunt, who refused to shout in An Inspector Calls because she’d been taught at drama school that shouting on stage was wrong.


We settle a happy medium. I agree with Stephen that my pitch will be higher than Barbara Leigh-Hunt’s but lower than Fiona Shaw’s.


What is good is that today it is a performance. How many times have I said to actors ‘I don’t want you to be playing the line. I want you to be expressing an overriding feeling, and then to watch your mouth move independently underneath your forehead. Disconnect the line from your brain’? And here I am, now doing it myself – concentrating on the feeling above the line, rather than the line itself. It’s incredibly liberating. Mouth’s moving, brain’s somewhere else.


Tonight Nicole and I watch La Règle du jeu on video, to complete our short Renoir season. A flop on its release, because of what it is saying. Like all artists Renoir’s a bit of an opportunist: La Grande illusion is pro-aristocracy, La Règle du jeu is anti-. Whatever produces the best work.




*





6 August I’m not sure why I’m so depressed this morning, since we had what’s called a good day yesterday – speeding through from my arrival in Tel Aviv, all the way to Benni Begin without too much difficulty. Stephen wants to choreograph and inflect every single moment, tying me down into specificity. Say this, look there, pause, don’t breathe here, etc. This suits me fine. The more fixed it is the better. I have no fears about this at all. At one point by telling me to stop and count to five in silence, Stephen liberated a passage which had been giving me trouble. This is the kind of direction I like.


In its form, the play is a travel diary of Israel and Palestine, which dramatizes my meetings with politicians as well as the less formal, everyday encounters I had. In its aim, however, it hopes to be somewhat more than that. It is the story of a Westerner trying to understand two societies where belief is at the centre of the way of life. It is about the wrenching effects on a person apparently without faith of meeting a whole lot of people who have only faith. Its shape has been extremely hard to arrive at, and has involved endless rewriting. It has to seem artless, natural. That, as we know, is the most difficult effect of all to achieve in writing, as in everything else.


A lot of time today is spent searching for a parallel artlessness in my style of delivery. Stephen invents a technique to make me seem to be speaking to only one individual in the audience, and to no other. It’s a technique he’s seen preachers use. I christen it my Jerry Springer technique. By focusing down on to one person in five hundred, we discover we can convey sincerity. We develop this technique for passages which need special credibility.


The most interesting problem was with the design. I’m to walk along a gangway to a stage built over an abyss. If I fall off the walkway I will die. This does not particularly bother me. For some reason I assume it’s not going to happen. But what does bother me is the idea that the structure may not be completely solid. Simon Callow said he never felt comfortable in my production of Christopher Hampton’s play Total Eclipse. His chair was on a revolve, so the ground didn’t feel firm beneath his feet. After three days I have exactly the same feeling – that when I put a foot on the ground, the ground must not respond to my foot. I know I won’t be able to act if it does.


At the end of the day we discussed costume. I enjoyed this very much since, for once in my life, it’s up to others to woo me. I don’t have to do the wooing. Like all writers and directors, I’ve spent my life being the persuader. You’re always the school prefect, coaxing and imploring – ‘come on, chaps, please do what I ask you, it’s going to be fine.’ Now the boot, spectacularly, is on the other foot. Ian McNeil, the designer, comes to me and says he hopes that I’m going to like his ideas. He even looks a little nervous. This is terribly refreshing. Best fun of all is keeping out of crucial decisions. There is to be a vision of Jerusalem at the end of the play when a model hillside will rise up out of the stage. It was a pleasure to walk away and let Ian and Stephen decide exactly what form it should take.


Dinner with our French actor friends, Yves Lefèvre and Sabine Haudepain. Sabine was the little girl in Jules et Jim – her first role, at the age of five. The extraordinary thing is that she says she can still remember every day of the filming. They all lived in the house where the film is set and Jeanne Moreau cooked for them. Now, she says, she is the only actor she knows who goes home after a show. The rest all eat out, have bread and butter and wine and steak and chips. She watches them get bigger as the run goes on.




*





9 August For the weekend I went to Malvern to see Phèdre. I spent most of my time trying to work out why Barbara Jefford, classically trained at the Old Vic in the 1950s, is presently so much better than anyone else. What is this thing some actors have – absolute simplicity, absolute authority? Dinner afterwards was very disturbing. I was shocked first of all by the hostility some people showed to the idea of Nicole Kidman appearing in The Blue Room – a Schnitzler adaptation I have just done for the Donmar, and which is rehearsing concurrently with Via Dolorosa. They resent the idea of Nicole swanning in from Hollywood and taking a job from our local actors. It is very rare to feel you are working on a project that everyone wants to fail. When conversation then turned to my own acting debut, the actors at dinner were not hostile, but everyone else was. The form the hostility takes is for everyone to tell me how ‘brave’ I am being by doing it, how difficult one-man shows are, how impossible it is to remember your lines, how contentious the subject is, etc.


It reminds me of Wally Shawn’s story in his film My Dinner With André. When he was going to act for the first time, as it happened as a cat, in The Master and the Margherita, everyone told him how impossible it was to act in a cat-suit, how you can’t breathe in cat-suits, how you become disoriented, and so on. Wally thought, do these people want me to fail as a cat?


However, the most positive sign of change was when I made a short speech introducing the old Joan Crawford melodrama Mildred Pierce, which I had chosen for a screening at the Malvern cinema as part of the festival. Afterwards, Nicole asked what had happened to me. My manner had changed completely. My nervousness had gone and I spoke fluently. I said I’d been using this occasion as a sort of rehearsal, to see whether I could make a public appearance using the techniques I’ve learnt. The only problem? Nicole told me I still twitch my nose.


Also, Friday had been encouraging. For the first time, I flew. I took the material where Pauline talks in the boarding house in Gaza about the tendency of Palestinians to be delighted when things fuck up. I asked Stephen, ‘Does it worry you that Pauline has no particular motive to be as passionate as this?’ He said, ‘Not in the slightest.’ At once I let rip. The following section, which leads us to Birzeit University, suddenly became malleable. There was that feeling of meltdown you get in all proper theatre when the material ceases to be about its supposed subject (in this case, Israel and Palestine) and instead becomes about something else entirely (faith and conviction).


Stephen and I were both amused because we had independently come to the same conclusion. It’s fine for Pauline to be passionate because, in some mad way, I am Pauline. The end of the day was therefore exhilarating, with me feeling for the first time I was acting. What does this mean? I ceased to be me.




*





10 August Not a great day. It was 93 degrees and the sun beat down on the glass roof of the Old Vic rehearsal room. I got a parking ticket in the middle of trying to do a particularly complicated passage, where, rather like Rod Hull and Emu, I have to impersonate George Ibrahim talking to Hussein Barghouti. Stephen had come off a plane. He had been fundraising for the Royal Court in Cap Ferrat (‘Quelle vie, quelle existence!’) and he seemed unfocused and bored. It occurred to me that maybe he has given me all the notes he has. When we went back to the beginning of the text he seemed to have remarkably little to say.


I think it is very hard for him. Listener-fatigue must set in when you have only one voice to listen to all day. It’s very easy to find your judgment going, particularly in the stifling heat. The sound designer, Paul Arditti, needs to hear some of the show today. We agreed it couldn’t be the whole thing because that would be too much for me. But then I left a message for Stephen after rehearsal saying I would prefer to do the whole ninety minutes. My true reason is I think it might stimulate Stephen. To get the best out of my director, I feel I have a duty to keep him entertained. We have to proceed in a way which allows him regularly to hear things fresh, or he will become too implicated, by habit.


We have decided that we will preview the play to invited audiences before we open at the Royal Court.


The best part of the day was spent in the morning with Patsy Rodenburg, the National Theatre’s voice coach. I have known Patsy a long time. She operates throughout the British theatre as a kind of paramedic, an angel of expertise, rushing in wherever she’s needed. Her books about how to speak are huge bestsellers because she has the gift of being able to address the specialist and non-specialist alike. She’s the Delia Smith of the vocal chords.


Once, when I was going to Japan, Peter Brook gave me an introduction to meet his favourite monk in Kyoto. I approached the old man with appropriate reverence, hoping he might pass on some special wisdom. He turned out, in his youth, to have been a student at the London School of Economics. We sat in a grey pebble garden in silence for some time before he said, ‘I can’t say I’ve learnt a great deal in seventy-five years, but I do know a little bit about breathing.’ As the years have gone by, I have realized that to know a bit about breathing is a considerable achievement.


Patsy started by saying that I spoke from my shoulders – far too high up – and that my tendency was to think so fast that I rushed to my next thought before I had even completed the last. Her advice was so similar to Stephen’s that I suspected collusion, which was hotly denied. Patsy showed me a series of exercises to lower my voice into my diaphragm, and to release the top half of my body. They were so good that not only could I feel the pressure coming off my voice, but I also found myself standing differently all day.


Both she and Stephen have taught me about the act of trust. Take one sentence at a time, invest that sentence with its full meaning. And trust that the next sentence is going to appear. ‘You know it,’ says Patsy, ‘so it will pop up. Think of it in advance and you will destroy the performance.’


Patsy sums up my whole dilemma. ‘It’s odd to say this to a writer, but what I shall be trying to teach you is to put your own rhythms aside so that you can find the writer’s. All my teaching is to free the actor from their own voice in order to express the writer’s. And so it’s essential that you feel them as two different things.’


I am beginning to realize this experience is going to help me not just in the month of September, but for the rest of my life.


At the end of the day, Ian McNeil and his assistant – everyone has assistants except me – came in and looked fairly bored as I worked. But I have toughened enough that it doesn’t any longer affect me how bored or otherwise visitors look. Fuck ’em.




*





11 August The precipitated run-through turned out to be useful because, for a start, we found that at Stephen’s pace the play is 1 hour 50 minutes long. Which is impossible. It used to be 1 hour 30 minutes when I learnt it by myself. I want to cut savagely into the opening material, which I feel is unwieldy. David Grossman and George Steiner look ripe for the axe, because – to adopt the criterion which Stephen has made familiar to me – they deal in ideas rather than feelings. The weird thing was that even I, this time, felt that I was rushing the opening. Stephen has given me a reliable lock on the first twenty minutes, so that I know exactly what speed I should be going at, and I am now aware when I go off on the timing. The rest of the piece is more free-fall, because we haven’t planned it in the same detail.


I made one disastrous mistake. I said that I realized that the Jews did not belong in that part of the world, rather than saying that it momentarily occurred to me. The result, as I pointed out afterwards, would have been to change, and ruin, the meaning of the whole play. It would have turned me into an anti-Zionist. Stephen sweetly said, ‘Well, you won’t make the same mistake again.’


For most of the time, I was like a man frantically running along to catch a train. I hit a couple of good passages – most notably when I was with Sarah walking in the settlement, and my Shulamit Aloni was pretty shit-hot – but otherwise I was wobbling about, panicking and trying to climb back on and feeling pretty humourless. When I said at the end, ‘Do I really need to be this big and work this hard?’ Stephen replied, ‘Bigger. Harder.’ To my astonishment, when he went out of the room, Lesley and Rufus agreed. Lesley said, ‘It’s such fun to watch you work so hard.’


Fun it may be, but the sweat was pouring off me. I am allowed two drinks in the show, and they both came straight off my brow within ten seconds. The heat was terrible.


I feel unsupported outside the rehearsal room. The bloke doing the programme sent me a few illegible scraps by fax, and this really pissed me off. The content of the programme will provide the context for the whole play. I can see that the Court’s employees have a problem relating to the play, because none of them has read it. I have wanted to keep the control group down to the smallest possible number while I am so vulnerable. The result is that the rest of the staff feel uninvolved.


The problem has been made worse because the theatre is in a handover period. For five years it has been run by Stephen, who is a forceful figure. It’s now in the hands of Ian Rickson, whose manner could hardly be more different. I’ve known this situation before and it’s never easy. Via Dolorosa is the project of the outgoing director. Few people in the theatre – there are exceptions – seem to feel much obligation to put it near the top of their priorities. It’s the new man they’re working for.




*





12 August Terrible day. It started brilliantly with Natalie, my new exercise teacher, who comes from Martinique. Stephen insisted from the start that I get a trainer, and I came up with Natalie, who has been helping a friend of mine. She’s never worked in the theatre before, or even with actors, although she herself was once a dancer. She’s in her early thirties and formidably confident. She gave me a look-over and followed it up with lightning analysis, shaking her head all the time and drawing the air in between her teeth at the horror of it all. The problem with my body, she says, is the same as the problem with my mind, i.e. I get ahead of myself. I’m where I want to be before I can be bothered to go through the dreary business of getting there. I dart ahead. I lean forward. I incline. I grinned as she developed her view of my terrible physique but, as we began to work, she warmed up. Most teachers start out by telling you how fucked you are, so as to impress you the more with the progress they then make. I have some memory of Bette Davis in The Corn is Green impressing on the young Welsh boy that he’s useless. Then us all being in floods of tears when he goes on to make spectacular progress – thanks to her, of course. In my memory, Top Gun works on the same principle. Natalie wants my shoulders to be suspended permanently in the form of coathangers. She tried to teach me to walk. It’s surprisingly hard.


Things went downhill from there. Stephen and I went through the text looking for cuts. Eventually we came up with a list of twenty-four. I was getting so overwhelmed by them that I said I needed to make a list of them on paper. Stephen said, OK, then the rest of us’ll go off for lunch. I started to work transcribing the text. Nobody offered to go and get me a sandwich, even. So I went to get one for myself, came back, and resumed making the list while everyone else sat around, doing nothing.


Stephen then insisted on working on the Grossman passage, which had gone dead on us. I pointed out that in its shortened version it was no longer a scene. The dialectic had gone, so that instead of it being an argument between me and another character, it had been reduced simply to a passage conveying information. It was so quick now that there was no tension. As a result it seemed tedious, although it was much shorter.


Stephen could see this was indeed the problem, so I said I would rewrite it. We went back to my original research and I came up with the idea of showing Grossman in a different light, so that he becomes someone who knows so much about Israel that he can barely bring himself to listen to questions about it. Their crudeness offends him. I made a painful comparison. It’s like when I have to listen to people lecturing me about the theatre. After thirty years of thinking of little else, I tend to tap my fingers impatiently, or be elaborately polite when confronted with people who want to tell me how plays work. The innocence of their thinking often seems unbearable. I suggested we should multiply this effect for Grossman. He should find it tough being the world’s greatest expert on Israel.


To do this, of course, it will be necessary to make me stupider than I actually was. If Grossman is to play the part of ‘man who knows everything’ then I, as narrator, will have to pretend to be ‘man who knows nothing’. This is the only way we can develop some edge between the two of us. Nothing is more boring on stage than two characters who know the same things. Stephen has always been keen on anything which makes me appear stupid or clumsy because, he says, audiences side instinctively with anyone who shares their own ignorance.


He then asked what we should do for the last hour. I said I needed to go through the 24 cuts. One of the first cuts came at a place where I take a drink of water. There was no glass and no water in place. The three of them watched as I crossed the room to the fridge, found the glass (which I had brought in that morning because there were no glasses), poured my water and returned to my place. Again it seems not to occur to anyone that it might possibly be their job to help the actor. The rewrites were foully difficult, because they changed the rhythm of everything. Lines that I had previously found perfectly easy to remember became impossible, and yet they weren’t even in passages that had been touched. What has been disturbed is the overall music of the whole piece.


We made one useful discovery. The feeling that I am shouting or overacting is fine when I am animating other characters. It is wrong when I am playing myself. I said I most hated those places where I had to boom sonorously as if the work were by some historical writer of the fifties. Stephen said these were the places where, indeed, I had to be more like myself. Rufus came up with a brilliant way of playing a passage which had particularly bothered me. The play begins with me making the rather pompous generalization: ‘For as long as I can remember, people have told me that in England we lead shallow lives.’ Rufus suggested we change it to the far more throw-away ‘People always say, in England we lead shallow lives.’ At once it came to life. It stopped being pretentious and became snappy.


At the end of the day we had a costume try-out. This was rather self-consciously in a small room at the side, since I had complained to Ian that last time about ten people stood and stared at me, as if I were cattle. Again, nobody had noticed that I would prefer to do this quietly. When we had finished, Stephen apologized for the need for the rewrite. I said, obviously if it would help the play, I would be stupid not to do it. He said he would give me one note as we walked out together. He said he was not sure if he knew me well enough to give it. He said that I would have to learn to listen to myself as I spoke, and to do that, I would have to learn to listen to others.


We were walking down Waterloo Road for an Evening Standard. I jokingly said I couldn’t do that because I knew what people were going to say half way through saying it. Stephen finished my sentence for me ‘And you don’t want to listen to their crappy thoughts.’ When he said this, I suddenly felt myself go stone cold with anger. ‘No. On the contrary, I don’t think their thoughts are crappy. It’s because I actually respond to what people say that I tend to seize on things even as they’re saying them.’


I walked away. I have been white with fury all night.




*





13 August I left Stephen a telephone message saying I was too angry to write or act. I went to rehearsals of The Blue Room, shaking with jealousy when somebody offered to order in a sandwich for lunch, or stepped forward to give Nicole Kidman a pencil when she needed one. The director, Sam Mendes, was lounging around, tipping back his chair in his usual easy-going manner. He has a big Tupperware box of sweets into which he dips frequently. It was just a normal rehearsal atmosphere – pleasant and friendly. I drove to work, and found Stephen parking his bicycle in the street outside the Old Vic. He had got my message, and had a bunch of flowers in his hands. He wanted to apologize, but I went berserk, shouting at him in the street, not caring who saw us. ‘You have the fucking cheek to accuse me of not listening, when for ten days I have been working in a rehearsal room where not one single person seems to have any sensitivity to my needs or difficulties.’ I raved on about how it shocked me how little Stephen must understand me if he thought that I never listened. If I was an arrogant twerp, what the hell was the point of working with me? And so on.


He said he had had no idea how badly he had hurt me until this morning when he got my message. He had meant it as a stupid joke but he could see that it was both badly timed and not funny. He asked me to forgive him. Which I did. And we then went upstairs and had a sort of rational discussion about why it seems to be part of Royal Court culture not to be seen to want to be too helpful to the actors. Stephen said it had driven him mad when he was running the theatre. It was a phoney idea of democracy. I said perhaps we had compounded our problems by being so secretive, by going off and doing our work by ourselves without anyone seeing a script. Stephen didn’t accept this. I suggested we should do a show at some point for the staff, so they can see what we are working at.


Stephen had asked Rufus and Lesley not to come in for an hour, so we had the luxury of being alone. The conversation slipped naturally to my saying that I was very uncomfortable with the opening of the show where I have to walk on and look at the audience with a sort of conspiratorial smile that I just don’t feel. I asked him if I could be on stage already, coming on five minutes early to put water in place, and so on. Then just sitting in a chair and starting when we’re ready.


At once Stephen got fired up, and began to see the production. He introduced a couple of tables and chairs with objects on them – including my script. And I just eased into the opening, telling him that I didn’t want the house lights to go down until I was ready to tell them to go down. At once the whole metaphor of the evening – that it is both theatre and anti-theatre – came alive.


Up till this, I had taken no real part in the production ideas. I thought that since I was actor and writer, that was enough. I should let Stephen get on with the directing. But in fact by beginning to contribute to the production itself, I only stimulated Stephen to have better ideas.


I realize how stupid I’ve been. I’ve had a completely false idea of what an actor is, or does. I’ve thought: ‘I’m an actor. It’s not up to me to take responsibility for the whole production. I’m here to be told what to do.’ In a moment of blinding revelation, I realized what a patronizing and silly view of acting this is. All the good actors I’ve known do indeed make the whole production their business. They just don’t make a song and dance about it. As a director I always invite a dialogue with the actors. Why on earth have I been denying that dialogue to my own director?


The work we then did was to give the evening shape. The lights going down later, so you are five minutes in before you feel the show beginning. A sound effect to tell the audience I have gone to Israel. A moment where I effectively back out of the show altogether because my wife has been so insulted in the settlements. And best of all, the idea that the model of Jerusalem should appear not for the epilogue, but when I go to Jerusalem. All these ideas will have three effects: (1) They will give the play shape and make it seem shorter, (2) They will play with the theme of theatre itself, and (3) They will make my own character much easier for me to play, and much less forced. I no longer have to boom out lines in a way which seemed grandiloquent and false.


Just to be able to sit at the side of the stage while the audience comes in, and to sit again when I reach the line ‘I’ve reached a low point, it’s obvious’ seemed completely liberating for me. A lot of this rehearsal was therefore spent discussing Brecht. It’s one of the things I like about Stephen. He’s one of the few intellectual directors around. He’s interested in what theatre is. We have both noticed that at various points I have to both embody and comment. So we discussed how bad Brechtian acting is always demonstrative. The good stuff seems to come from a place where you can’t tell if the actor is the character or not. You can’t easily find the attitude. A Stanislavskian actor takes the word ‘sincere’ as a compliment; but a Brechtian actor prefers to hear the word ‘clever’.


The perfect example was Laurence Olivier playing Archie Rice in The Entertainer, doing the damn stupid dance, looking down at his feet as if to say, ‘This is tacky and stupid’, and yet at the same time executing it perfectly. It was the most beautiful knife-edge Brechtian acting I’ve ever seen. That’s where I have to head. To a place where I am doing a huge amount, but you can’t quite tell where ‘I’ am inside all this.


Stephen said, ‘Well, we’ve had our first row.’ And, in the way of things, the day was hugely productive and worthwhile. There’s a message from him on my answering machine, thanking me for forgiving him and apologizing again for being a cunt. The message couldn’t be nicer.




*





14 August End of the week. Bit depressed. Yesterday was so exciting it was inevitable that today would be rather dull, and probably tired as well. But I could feel Stephen’s attention wandering. There was an awful lot of talking on the mobile phone and waiting for the rehearsal to end. And, sure enough, as we talked through the arrangements for the next few weeks, he admitted he wouldn’t be around to direct the radio version he has set up because he has a small film to make that week. In other words, he’s typically dodgy, like all directors. They’re all the same. They always have another pot cooking on another stove. One of the reasons I loved Louis Malle was because he was the only director I ever knew who cooked one dish a time. While you were his, you were his alone. But today we reached that familiar moment where something in the rehearsal period makes you realize, ‘Oh I see, it’s just one more show, like any other. It won’t change my life.’


This moment always comes on any play. It’s just come early on this one.


Natalie came in the morning, with her series of exercises. I am beginning to learn a little about her. She takes posture so seriously that at one point she had a nervous breakdown, brought on by her daily journey from Brixton. She could not longer bear how badly people moved on the street and on the Underground. Their sloppiness offended her to a point where she simply couldn’t take it any more. She reminds me of a composer friend who is tortured by muzak. Once, in a restaurant, he asked for it to be turned off. The waiter said, ‘Why? Don’t you like music?’ He replied, ‘No. On the contrary, it’s precisely because I do love music that I want that noise turned off.’ He then said to me: ‘Imagine if in every restaurant you went to, you had to listen to bad dialogue.’ I said, ‘But I do.’


I had got up early to rewrite the Grossman passage to restore the dialectic, so I was pretty tired by the time Stephen rolled in at 12. We worked for two hours on the epilogue, teasing out what it means and trying to see how it should be staged. I argued at first for a Peter Brook-like kind of anti-theatre. It’s the old dream, which has haunted my theatrical generation from the sixties onwards: the empty space. Rather than put me in a spotlight and intensify the theatricality of the ending, Stephen should instead bring all the lights up and let me be a person on a huge empty stage, doing my magic with no resources. The moment I tried it I knew it was a terrible idea. It usually is. Stephen replaced it with a better one. At the end I should go offstage and you should see normal life outside the door – stage managers going about their business, even me chatting to them – so that it is clear that the Via Dolorosa leads back to normal life. Much better.


We then worked on the settlement material. I have the problem I know too well when I get to Benni Begin. I want a tone which is patient, lucid, clear like water, which – as I have said ten thousand times to actors doing my work – ‘just explains the facts with utter conviction.’ I can’t find this tone any more than they ever can. Whenever Begin talks about his historical sense of Israel he always sounds as if he’s trying to persuade me, to argue from a position of weakness. Stephen suggested I lower my voice. Disaster. I sounded pompous. Rufus said I should be like an enthusiast. I said that’s what I was doing, I just always came out unconvinced. I said I’d go away and practise by myself. However, we did manage finally to introduce a prop into the play, in the form of a handkerchief I will take out before Benni Begin. It was curiously satisfying to handle this thing and plan its little appearance, and then to slip it back into the right place at the right dramatic moment. Pleasures of being an actor.


The rewrite of Grossman was a triumph. We have a dialectic by the usual tactic of my pretending to be stupid. Stephen rather generously asked me whether I minded painting myself as stupid and ignorant quite so frequently. I said if that’s what I needed to do for the good of the show, then so be it.


The atmosphere of the rehearsal is better, much politer and sometimes even nudging towards warm. Press and publicity are still a bit of a nightmare, again because of interregnum problems. Anne Mayer, the press person, used to be full time at the Court. She then left and has just agreed to do this one show for Stephen, I guess for old times’ sake. Tonight, she wouldn’t meet me at 6 p.m. because she had to go to Oklahoma. Note ‘had to’. I think I’m depressed because I feel very slightly farmed out, as if the director now thinks that the coming work is containable and limited; not, as it has been these past two weeks, capable of infinite expansion. Sad.




*





17 August Some bad news, some good. The worst is that bookings are poor. Of course, we always knew bookings would be poor. Firstly, everyone is away and won’t book until they come back. Secondly, there’s no publicity possible now. And thirdly, the subject matter. But it’s like what I always say about suffering. You think ‘Oh, I’m bound to have to suffer,’ but then when you do, you think ‘Hey this is actual suffering. It’s horrible.’ Jonathan Kent rang at the weekend. He is directing Phèdre for the Almeida’s season at the Albery. He rang to say that he found Racine very difficult. I pointed out that everyone knows that Racine is difficult. He said it’s one thing to know it, another to experience it.


Proust says you should only ever go to a doctor who has actually had the disease you have.


I find the Duke of York’s a gloomy theatre, and not only because of the box office sitting there doing no business. I think it’s the brown seats and the black proscenium. We are revealing the opened-up stage for this production – I went to look at the end of the day – and looking into the fly tower I asked whether anyone used it. Stephen said, ‘Never. Flying’s out of fashion.’ It is strange. The Royal Court’s artistic practice is to do little plays which sit on the forestage, and to ignore the language of theatre behind. The studio aesthetic is transferred to the main stage.


This is the outstanding problem of British theatre. There’s been a crop of gifted young writers who know how to handle small spaces, but who have no experience of commanding the technical resources of a proscenium arch. Maybe they don’t want to. But, for me, it’s as if they’re robbing themselves of the glorious articulation which a great stage provides. They are also denying themselves what Arthur Miller called ‘the general audience’ – the one that is big enough to contain as many sorts and differences of people as possible. It is one of the strengths of British culture that, since Shakespeare, there has always been a middle way. To one side of society lies the academy, the university, with all the attendant dangers of aridity and isolation. To the other lies what is now called the media, with all its potential for stupidity. In the middle you find the theatre, the place where, traditionally, through a distinctive mixture of practicality and highmindedness, people (again, like Shakespeare) have been able to develop their own education. The theatre is what the British have always been good at. It’s worth fighting for, precisely because it’s auto-didactic. It puts things under the microscope and people learn for themselves. Art teaches in a way instruction never can.


Like the current generation, I started out on the fringe, doing plays out of vans, on any kind of available surface. But when Richard Eyre asked me to write a play for the Nottingham Playhouse, I found the proscenium arch a welcome discipline. It forced me to examine my own failings as a playwright. Things I’d got away with in happy little rooms looked horribly exposed on a stage. The frame, far from containing a play, consistently revealed it – and revealed its faults. It was an essential step in my learning. But this transit into larger theatres now seems less easy to make, largely because the regional houses are suffering an aggravated crisis of funding. Meanwhile, the Royal Shakespeare Company is under critical attack for having lost its sense of classical purpose. Far more serious is the fact that it has effectively abandoned large-scale new writing altogether. One of the two theatres best equipped to develop ambitious plays is too lazy to do so.


At rehearsals we discussed the long history of the Royal Court fucking up people’s lives. We have given up on our original plan, which was to preview the play in front of the public – I’d even had a mad idea to turn up and do it at the Edinburgh Festival unannounced. Instead, we’ve decided to invite small groups of people into the rehearsal room to see work in progress. By chance, Gita Sereny had asked Stephen if she could come to Friday’s run-through. I found this a daunting prospect because her life of Albert Speer is one of my favourite books. So we found ourselves fantasizing the list of people we would be most scared to see at one of these invited run-throughs – V. S. Naipaul and George Steiner for me. Stephen chipped in with Doris Lessing. I said that if you read Lessing’s biography you will find that she wanted to be a playwright, but that the Royal Court directors managed to convince her she was no good. Or rather, they tried to fuck her and then sought to convince her she was no good.


I asked if the Royal Court was still as good at demoralizing writers as it used to be. The question was directed at Rufus, in fact, but before he could answer, Stephen jumped in quickly with a firm ‘No’. When I pointed out it was Rufus I’d asked, Rufus said, ‘Stephen is so nice that he always tells writers kind things. But writers are still destroyed, not by the Royal Court’s words, but by its actions.’ Or inactions.


It was a decisive day’s rehearsals. I came in with a new text I had assembled at the weekend. I have two rules about the script itself. (1) Never write on it. (2) Never look at it. I have always believed the play should exist in an actor’s head. Staring at bits of paper is the wrong action. The correct action is to go into your brain and heart, which is where the play’s language, movement and meaning should be lodged. Nothing so far has changed my mind about this theory, and I don’t see myself sitting in cafés in St Martin’s Lane checking my lines before a performance. In fact, I never think about them unless I have to. I certainly never rehearse outside rehearsal hours. I am mystified when I hear that a terrific actress like Helen McCrory spends three hours staring at her manuscript before each performance. What on earth can she be doing?


However, we did start by doing some line-bashing with Lesley. Then I showed Ian the way I used the set, so that he could decide whether to make the little tables at the side a step down from the main arena. At the time, I thought not. By the end of the day, I thought so. We found another place for me to dip out of the show. I go to the side and appear to foreswear performing altogether during the passage when I explain why some Jews believe that fiction and theatre themselves are morally wrong. The move to duck out of the play feels dead right.


Then I performed the first half, up till Benni Begin – about forty minutes. At the end Stephen leapt up and said, ‘What happened to you at the weekend? A lot of that was like, well, like proper acting.’ I had made a qualitative leap, for all sorts of reasons – because the idea of the staging is now right. It’s Brechtian. I slip in and out of character, because the Grossman passage now frees me up, because I no longer feel I’m fighting the clock. And, most important, because I am trying to look as if I actually enjoy it. The rule is: never look back. I would rather come off stage and be told by Lesley that I’ve cut three pages than realize at the time. Because as soon as I realize, I’m dead. But I knew I was cooking. I was riding the burning hot bicycle across the wire.


As I walked home, I was quite frightened. I was passing Hampstead Cemetery. It’s always my favourite part of the walk because I like saying hello to Hugh Gaitskell and Anton Walbrook. Some days I even blow a kiss at Kay Kendall. Then I suddenly realized that the strange tightness in my stomach was fear. I think I’d always imagined that I would ‘do’ the play, but it never occurred to me that I could be seriously good in it. That wasn’t on the agenda. But now I can feel it is, and so it scares me. Whatever I thought performing was going to be like, I was wrong.




*





18 August Stephen is always working at the framework of each encounter in the play, making sure there is a dialectic. He sits with a frown on his face, staring at the text in often rather schoolmasterly gloom, while I spark around like a fairy filling in the silences, just to make sure the whole afternoon doesn’t go by in a knot of wordless concentration. He didn’t know why the Begin passage wasn’t working, why I couldn’t find a tone for it. So he managed to get me to do a small rewrite which ensured that it was a surprise that Begin was writing an archaeological treatise. I used to have a line ‘Before he was a politician, Begin was a geologist.’ This meant that you were ready for the fact that he studied Ancient Hebrew messages on stones. Stephen got me to take that mention of his previous profession out, and then it became weird and interesting – a politician who can read old stones?


For the moment, Stephen’s method is apolitical. For now, he’s put his theoretic interests to one side and is simply doing what he can to introduce dramatic shape and structure where it’s missing – occasionally with cavalier disregard for the politics. Today he even suggested we cut a bit explaining that half the Palestinians live in refugee camps – a fact I insist on thinking rather important.


We did a run-through. As he had asked, I shouted Eran Baniel’s line: ‘The obscene spectacle of Jews sitting by their swimming pools while the Palestinians carry their drinking water round in jerry cans.’ Not only was it dramatically inept – Eran didn’t shout, so why did I? – but it also made the piece offensively anti-Zionist, because the audience thinks: ‘Oh, whenever there’s an anti-Israeli sentiment, he shouts it.’ In fact, when I said the whole piece was getting too anti-Zionist, Stephen replied, ‘I’m not going to rule on anti-Zionism at all in the next few days, I’m just going to make the piece work theatrically.’ He pointed out, which is true, that the piece is harder, if anything, on the Palestinians. But is that the point? I am resolved to remove some lines at the end of the play which I think take things too far. Sigal’s sister is currently quoted as saying that the Jews don’t belong together in one country. It’s too much, and anyway it isn’t what the play is trying to say.


Apparently I mispitched the run. Stephen and Rufus both said I was working too hard for the first half hour. What is alarming is I had no sense of it. This problem of overall pitch is the most difficult thing in the show. When I get to Sarah in the settlements, then I always subside into a natural conversational tone, but we still don’t have the overall crescendo of the piece which should be as follows:


Bloke announces he can’t act.


Bloke tries a bit of acting but basically just talks.


Bloke begins to act more and more when impersonating other people but remains himself.


Bloke starts to act brilliantly.


I found the run less exhausting which, to me, is a good sign. It lasted 1 hour 43 minutes – down nine minutes from last time. I didn’t feel knackered afterwards. A real surprise, because Natalie had done a punishing session with me before. I need to perfect an approach to the evening which puts me both physically and mentally in the right place to perform. What is slightly depressing is that I felt very good as I started and thought, this is going wonderfully. But it wasn’t.


I did, however, feel some marginal relief that I could remember the play at all. Like most ageing men, I have a terror that I can’t remember anything. When I was forty, I set myself the task of learning an Auden poem as pure exercise, to see whether my memory functioned at all. I failed ignominiously.








Love had him fast, but though he fought for breath


He struggled only to possess Another


The snare forgotten in the little death …











I was, I decided, insufficiently motivated. Coming nervously to Via Dolorosa, I borrowed a specialist line-basher, a young man whose profession has been to sit helping actors repeat their lines over and over again. Then I went to France where I sat alone for a week on rocks in Cassis for six, seven, or even eight hours at a time, with luck annexing two new pages a day. It wasn’t any easier to learn because I had written it myself. But because I knew my own rhythms, once learnt it was easier to retain. The first performance of the play was given in louring weather to a choppy, indifferent Mediterranean.


After yesterday’s run-through I had dinner with Tony Bicât, with whom I started Portable Theatre thirty years ago. We went to that weird place in Clerkenwell called St John where they give you bits of cooked animal tail or nostril. We both like it because it isn’t like the ten thousand identikit restaurants that you now find in every Western capital. Tony pointed out to me how whenever an actor on film says ‘That’s the take’, they’re wrong. Whenever they want one more take for themselves, it’s crap.




*





19 August I hate the days after a run-through, because they always turn into two-hat days – where I have to be writer and actor. I was in a foul mood today, because I’d had to be a writer all morning with The Blue Room. I had warned Sam Mendes from the start that it was the kind of material which would need infinite adjustment. Schnitzler’s ten scenes represent ten different sexual liaisons. Each one has a new character in it. Underneath each encounter lies a huge amount of subtext. The play is a mosaic. Every colour has to be exactly right for each other colour to shine. Sam, whose defining characteristic is his astonishing confidence, kept saying ‘Oh no. The text is exactly how I want it. There won’t be any need for much work when we rehearse.’ Anyway, on this occasion, I turn out to be right. The play needs ceaseless fine tuning. You need to vary tones and levels of sincerity all the time.


The Blue Room rehearsals always seem sweet and easy compared to ours. Iain Glen and Nicole Kidman look such a handsome couple, scampering about laughing and making jokes. Then Nicole Kidman opens the little Tupperware boxes in which she now brings all their lunches. The whole thing is like summer camp, charged with a nurturing pleasantness. Then, of course, I have to go to the Old Vic, where the atmosphere is more like National Service in the provinces in the 1950s. It’s my fault. A fish rots from the head. A rehearsal takes its tone from the leading actor who, in this case, is a distinctly humourless figure. Or he is when he’s acting.


Today I wanted to try to make more cuts. I cut mention of Sigal’s sister who claims that Israel is a failed experiment. It was simply too bald and too prejudicial. Martin Sherman, the American playwright, told me he is planning a monologue in which he is going to say Israel is a historical mistake. I said, ‘You can say that. You’re Jewish. But I have no right to make that kind of judgment. And anyway, it’s not what I want to do.’


I then tried to cut Aghazerin’s story about roadblocks and check-points, but I found the reality it gives the play valuable. It reminds you that the Palestinians are effectively occupied. The easiest cut would be a passage about the Israeli equivalent of the Oscars, but I love it because it shows the audience that the author is not a complete egghead – I’m interested in Oscars as well as politics. Instead (and against Lesley’s wishes – we all vote on these things) we cut a passage which pretends that it was David Grossman who inspired me to go to Palestine as well as Israel. It contains one important phrase ‘to walk through the mirror’, but I have managed to salvage it by putting it elsewhere.


I was late, so I had a haircut in Dressing Room 10, and then looked at the model. I pointed out that if I step back too far I have a dead drop into the pit behind me. Ian agreed to think up some protection. We then began with quite a bad-tempered rehearsal of the Eran Baniel passage. I made a list of the characters I have to ‘play’ in the show and there are thirty-three. Eran lacks definition, but when we discuss him he’s the only one we really disagree over. Stephen has a view of Eran in real life because he knows him much better than I do. So we were in the unusual position of having to juggle three different Erans – the one Stephen knows, the one I know and the one who is the character in the play. No wonder we got ourselves into a dismaying mess.


Stephen wanted me to fiddle with the frame of the encounter to imply that Eran had a shtick about Israel which he was going to give to impress the visiting foreigner. I refused to do this because I like Eran and feel it is unfair to suggest that he was anything but honest and spontaneous with me. It might make for ‘better’ drama, but it would be wrong. Meanwhile, a small rewrite ensured that it is not me who thinks it ‘obscene’ for Israelis in settlements to sit by their swimming pools while Palestinians hump their drinking water round in cans, but him. This enables me to raise my voice and give the passage plenty of attack without seeming to be outraged myself. Vital.


I suspect that at some level Stephen is quite bored with the play, and with me. The row we had last week was not entirely a good thing. Like all rows, it cleared the air, but it also subtly changed the atmosphere. As I have discovered before, there is something ignoble about getting your way by raising your voice. Before, Stephen was insensitive to me, but the advantage was that he therefore dealt with me very directly. Now he ‘manages’ me, is ‘careful’ with me, prefaces direction with ‘You’re going to hate me for this but’, and generally treats me as if I were someone who had to be ‘handled’ – with all the contempt that suggests. And at times I am such a person. When I found myself telling him what my exercise teacher thinks I should do about my upper body, or how mucus collects in my nose when I lie down, I do think I have turned into a classic thundering bore – or actor, as one might call it. Or rather, to be fair, I have turned into one of those actors who is always telling you how incredibly difficult what they do is. Which it is. It would just be cleverer not to go on about it. Put it another way: the day after a run is hard, because the exhilaration of getting through it wears off, and you just feel angry at yourself for all the little bits and pieces which you ought to be able to get right, and can’t.


However, we did redo the opening. It was much less forced. I said to Stephen that yesterday was the first day he had ever given me a note asking me to quieten a passage down. I remembered the story of how Ken Cranham, in Stephen’s production of An Inspector Calls, used to go round the back of the little house. From the stage he could see Richard Pasco in the wings, with his head in his hands and Barbara Leigh-Hunt with her arms round him, saying ‘You can do it this big, Dickie. You can.’ At times I have known how he felt. So I say today that I want to lighten those passages where I feel strained or forced. We agree to do this.


Afterwards Ivan Kyncl comes with photos to help us choose a front-of-house display. I have known Ivan for some time. He is not the most tactful of theatre photographers. At dress rehearsals he has a habit of leaping up on stage and getting himself between the actors during their most intimate moments. But it’s his photos which have made the image of the Almeida Theatre seem so distinctive and sophisticated. As a Czech exile who always wears the same pair of jeans and the same scruffy ginger beard he seems an unlikely person to have been asked to be ambassador for his country when Havel became president. He says he turned the job down because he couldn’t face wearing a suit. That part isn’t hard to believe.


Anne Mayer, the publicity person, is panicked by the lack of coverage. I am therefore being told that I must talk to Michael Billington, who will do a piece for the Guardian. This evening I speak to David Nathan from the Jewish Chronicle. When I tell him I have to play thirty-three characters, he says, ‘Well, Stephen Daldry is a great director, but that’s sure going to be an interesting test of his greatness.’


Max Stafford-Clark comes in to where we are doing the interview. I say it’s a classic Joint Stock show – which it is. Elucidation, instruction and enlightenment. We talk about how many openings there are next month. I say, it makes no difference. He says ‘That’s right. There are always three hot shows and everyone wants to see them and that’s it.’


This remark chills me because we are so plainly not one of them.




*





20 August This was my third run-through. I was very nervous. I’d woken in the night overwhelmed by the mass of small changes we’d made in the last forty-eight hours, and needing them to stop. When I saw Stephen, we agreed we had to lock the show off very quickly in order to build my confidence.


As soon as the run began I felt myself in trouble. The first thirty minutes seemed nightmarish. There was an extra person in the room – Simon, the ASM – and it was interesting how the atmosphere was changed by a stranger’s presence. Just one person tipped the balance. I felt foul through the opening passages, then worse as I did Eran Baniel and the passage about the Cameri Theatre. In front of me, I could see two fucking directors, each taking notes, which, in a paranoid way, I assumed to be about passages I had just fucked up. Since the one essential principle of these performances is that you must always forget your mistakes and move on as soon as possible to rebuild your confidence, the sight of two people recording my failings had the wrong effect. It dragged my mind backwards to what I should have been forgetting.


Rufus was right in my eyeline, writing notes. I tried to struggle on, signalling to him that he should stop. Eventually, I came to a halt and told him please to stop writing. I can see the purpose of one director writing notes. Two hanging judges is crazy. Anyway, I started again, and I was shaky for a while through the settlements, but as I moved into Benni Begin I began to get good. Basically, the second half felt great, with me going all the way through the big bravura passages, which were right off the scale.


At the end, I apologized to Rufus, though, to be honest, I had nothing to apologize for. It was insensitive to make notes in my eyeline. The reason I was upset is that stopping is a form of cheating. In a way, it was easy to relaunch the piece from a less paranoid platform. So I was furious that I had, in effect, broken the rule – which is that I must always find my own way back, however dreadful I am feeling.


I know that I have always had a problem with assistant directors. I can’t see any point to them. I like people to have functions. This person tells you what lens to use, this person hangs the lights, this person plays the waiter and this person directs. What the fuck does the assistant director do, except wield power without responsibility? In the arts, opinion is cheap. Only people who are risking something on the outcome have the right to shape the performance.


All this is not against Rufus. On the contrary, he’s an excellent assistant. When he had a function, he performed it brilliantly. But anything that struck him in the run-through should have been committed to memory. This is, after all, what the rest of us have to do. If anything about the performance is really that important, the chances are you’ll remember it.


Of course, I can see I was projecting my own anger at myself on to Rufus. Stephen, surprisingly, said I wasn’t too bad in the first twenty minutes until I became distracted. This really worried me because I said I still had no way of monitoring, so we embarked on another very precise rehearsal. Stephen marked lines I was to take loud and ones I was to take soft, and exact places where I was to take my hands out of my pockets. Once more this kind of tracking, far from being rigid, was incredibly useful. The more precise, the better. Once I get into the second half, then inaccuracy matters less, because emotion takes over.


If I hadn’t insisted, we wouldn’t have reviewed the whole performance. Stephen wanted to go on to the next stage of work. I said we had to go over what I’d done, or how else would I improve? I knew where I’d lost the attention of the ASM, where he’d been bored, and Stephen helped me work out why. The run had taken 1 hour 37 minutes, so this was obviously a massive improvement. I am so over the top in the second half – shouting and screaming – that I said to Stephen that it sometimes occurs to me that the whole four weeks is a subtle piss-take. Maybe he is leading me towards a first preview at which I will be universally mocked. The whole event is being directed as a deliberate conspiracy against me. He laughed.


At the end of the short rehearsal after the run, he got up to go. I wish, just once, we could go off, have a drink, and wind down together. It’s a valuable thing to do. Drinking in the bar after a run with Liam Neeson on The Judas Kiss was when we all began the process of making the show good. To be able to relax with an actor, and discuss the thing less publicly and less formally, is five times as useful as what’s called ‘giving notes’. The result was, I left, yet again, feeling shitty. No, that’s putting it too high. I left unsatisfied, wanting the day’s events to add up and to take shape. No shape was allowed because Stephen pissed off, as he always does, in a rush of bicycle bags and mobile phones. I can see that my friend Jonathan Kent sometimes takes the almoner’s role to excess – talking to an actor at 2 a.m., and then maybe to the actor’s girlfriend at 3 a.m. – but, on the other hand, the feeling that the director has time to give you is finally very enabling. Stephen is great while he’s there. But how long is he there for?


Today will be the first run-through in front of people. We have invited ten or eleven, including Howard Davies. I remember something Camus said: ‘Don’t wait for the Last Judgment. It happens every day.’




*





21 August When I worked with the legendary Swiss actor Bruno Ganz on the film of Strapless, I had to put a fourth assistant on him, not just to get him to the set, but to stop him leaving once he’d arrived. After a take, Bruno would wander off down the road, or into a nearby wood. He was followed everywhere by walky-talkies. At the time I thought Bruno was odd but, my God, I now understand him.


Bruno-like, I did everything I could to avoid going to today’s rehearsal. I passed time by going to the Blue Room rehearsal. Nicole Kidman had Japanese take-away from Nobu, so I stayed for lunch, delaying the moment when I would have to go to the Old Vic. Over lunch, Sam Mendes asked me why a well-known actress had backed out of Richard Eyre’s film, Mary Stuart. Before I could answer, Nicole Kidman leapt in: ‘Family! I bet she said family! She always says family!’ This got us into an interesting discussion about the best reason to give for not doing something. Nicole was saying that ‘family’ is the best because no one can argue with it. Nicole recently tried ‘I’m having a nervous breakdown’ but it didn’t work. I was thought ridiculously naïve for suggesting ‘The script isn’t right’, because everyone said they will always come back to you with, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll fix it.’


I said that when he ran the National Theatre, Richard had made it a rule not to talk anyone into anything they didn’t want to do. The actor’s only power is the power to say ‘no’. You must take it to mean what it says. Richard had a horror of seduction. Sam agreed and said he followed the same policy. ‘Either they want to do it or they don’t.’ The actors – Iain Glen and Nicole – took the opposite view. Sometimes you don’t know what you want to do until you begin to do it.


All this was an elaborate delaying tactic for not going to my run-through, and we rehearsed the excuses I might give later to Stephen Daldry for not turning up at all. In fact, I had rather a good one for a while, since there were no taxis at the Oval. But unfortunately one came along, and I had to go and do my run-through to twelve people. The Nobu soy sauce turned out to have been a disastrous mistake because my mouth was dry throughout. I also regret the Listerine which I took in advance in order to make me feel less gummy in the mouth. Through most of Israel and a large part of Palestine I was thinking about when I was next allowed to drink. For some reason I didn’t allow myself the little moment at the beginning either, where I settle and get used to the idea of doing the play. I leapt right in. A mistake.


I was so scared and trying so hard to respond to a note from Stephen about speeding up that I got through the whole thing in a ridiculous 1 hour 27 minutes. Stephen said I rattled along like a madman, asking ‘When is he ever going to slow up?’ I had to be prompted once because I was so disheartened by one member of the 12-strong audience who sat with his head in his hands, as if exasperated by the banality of what I was saying. He gave me such a fright that I lost my way in the Sarah passage in the settlements, which is a bit I do badly these days anyway. ‘He’s hoarding, he’s hoarding, he’s hoarding,’ said Stephen, in his favourite and illuminating metaphor. ‘When is he going to spend?’


That said, the whole thing did go well. Or so it seemed. One of my old friends, the director Howard Davies, whom I had scarcely dared look at throughout, was complimentary at the end, and so was Patsy Rodenburg. Stephen got a broad thumbs up from all his friends, whom he had no time to quiz properly. Ian McNeil said it was more relaxed. It was at its best when it was like a dinner party. Patsy said that she could make me achieve the same effect and appear to work less hard. She said two-thirds of it came from the right place, but in one-third, my shoulders go up, my chest bellows back and forth, and my voice rises. She thinks she can eliminate this. One of the easiest people to play to was Marieke, Stephen’s assistant from the Royal Court. By chance Marieke was a secretary when I first worked there in 1969, so the sight of her moves me anyway. Ian McNeil, of course, was bliss to play to, and so was a man with a lovely, sensitive face and dark eyes, who turned out to be Stephen’s best friend.


I don’t think audiences ever understand how important their contribution is. Obviously, it’s crucial when, as in these run-throughs, I can see all their faces and body language throughout. In a theatre, spectators at least are able to enjoy the dark. But what is interesting to me is how unfakable intelligent understanding is. I only need to look at someone to be able to tell at once (1) whether I am really communicating to them or (2) whether they are simulating a reaction they don’t really feel.


When everyone had left, it was as if Stephen had read yesterday’s entry for this diary. To his great credit, he knew without my saying that he had to take me out for a drink and to give me the time I needed to wind down. We had forgotten to do something about Erez, the crossing point into Gaza, and he is beginning to think he needs to help me by illustrating the moment with a huge storm of brown dirt. He was generally friendly and easy-going in a way I have not known him before, ordering loads of beers and some disgusting pongy hors d’oeuvres. He said, ‘Basically, it works. It works even if you do it the way you did it today. Anything we get from now on is cherries.’


The issue of my left hand is the deal-breaker. I kept it in my pocket throughout. Stephen had told me on no account to put it there. It was blind fear. My pocket was soaking wet by the end. It was my security blanket. Half way through, I thought I would rather die than take my left hand out of my pocket.


All the jokes worked, thank God, except the one about The English Patient, which will, says Stephen, with a less knowing audience. He then gave me a perfectly fair note. He said, ‘You should trust me more. I have brilliant ideas, they are fucking brilliant, and you should commit to them more.’ It was quite justified in the circumstances. I told him I did trust him. I could feel the production holding me up like a cradle – its shape is right. All the extra bits and pieces he wanted were dropped not because I didn’t want to do them, but because I couldn’t. I was too bloody scared. When I lay on the ground for the Dome of the Rock sequence, I could not get my second leg to lie flat. It was not wilful disobedience, but because fear gripped the soul. Hence also, my lack of good humour in the first thirty minutes. I was shaving corners throughout, smoothing my way across acute angles, because I was too nervous to go right round the track. But give me time and I will.


We then discussed why no one is booking for the show. I said I hadn’t had a show which absolutely no one went to for about twenty-five years and I didn’t really want it to be this one. I asked if the Royal Court ever did any publicity. He said that it spends one-third of what the Lyric, Hammersmith spends and much less than the Almeida. He has always had the philosophy ‘Put the money on the stage’. Anne Mayer keeps telling Stephen that I am going to go nuts when only forty people come to the previews. I’ll be fine at the first preview, she says, but after that, my patience will snap.


The Evening Standard has asked Stephen for his diary on ‘What it’s like directing David Hare’. It’s the only feature they’ll do. They said he didn’t even have to write it, they’d write it for him. He asked how they would be able to do that. They said, ‘Don’t worry how. We’ll just do it.’ I told Stephen to bury his scruples, do it himself, and be vulgar. Make it sound glamorous. That’s what they want. With no advance bookings, we are not in a position to be choosy.


We had been talking for an hour before Stephen mentioned that his friends were waiting for him in another bar, to give him detailed notes. I was very touched, but told him to go and join them. He says he has one friend he really trusts. He only asks him one question. ‘Have we made twats of ourselves?’ That is, after all, the only real question. And how, I ask, did he respond today? ‘It’s fine. We’re not twats.’




*





23 August Encouraging phone message waiting for me over the weekend from Howard. I knew he’d enjoyed the storytelling very much, but he had also really understood the purpose of the whole piece – what it was about, and what its values were. He thought my acting was fine. He said something like ‘On its own terms, fantastic.’ Or did I make that up?


The Designated Mourner was on TV for the first time. To my eyes, it looked like a masterpiece. Harold Pinter rang me at 12.15 a.m. and said, ‘I sat there thinking the man who wrote this is a genius.’ And so he is. Of course, Wallace Shawn has influenced me. Maybe he’s the only modern writer who has. It was Walter Benjamin who said people write books because they feel that the books which already exist are not satisfactory. I agree. But here I am acting in my own fiction and the only available model is Wally. He strips motive away to reveal us all as self-deluding and self-obsessed. He deconstructs the very idea of self. His view of the world is far harsher than mine. But he’s the only writer I watch and feel we’re playing the same game. We both try to show the strange, distorted routes ideas take as they drizzle through the porous stone of personality and self-interest. No one else seems even to recognize the territory, let alone occupy it.


Mike Nichols, on the other hand, is a model I must most certainly not follow, great though the temptation is. When we did The Designated Mourner in the Cottesloe Theatre, it was nightly packed with professional actors trying to figure Mike out. It was an absolute masterclass. Mike spoke every line as if it had just occurred to him, as if it were only at that very moment coming into his head. It was a knife-edge technique of total spontaneity, full of ‘ums’ and ‘ers’, and the suggestion of an almost existentialist freedom from the text – apparently to go where he chose, or make it up as he went along – which could only be achieved by someone with Mike’s background in stand-up comedy, combined with his extraordinary intelligence. It was a devastating kind of brinkmanship – the line grabbed out of the air. As his friend Tom Stoppard said, you felt yourself terrified in the audience, convinced all the time that Mike was on the verge of spilling some intimate confidence which you would really rather not hear.


I once wrote a play about rock ’n’ roll called Teeth ’n’ Smiles. A member of the cast, Karl Howman, was a friend of Keith Moon, the notoriously drunken drummer for The Who. Karl kept trying to get Keith to come and see the play. One night Keith Moon drove down the Kings Road, crashed his Rolls-Royce into the side of the Royal Court, walked past an astonished stage manager on to the stage during the middle of the performance, shook hands with his friend and said, ‘Hello, Karl.’ The rest of the cast stood transfixed. The audience looked on, no doubt thinking that the latest character in the play looked extraordinarily like Keith Moon. When later asked why he walked on to the stage, Moon said, ‘Well, Karl asked me to come and see him in the play. So I came and saw him.’


It was exactly that quality Mike Nichols had on stage. He appeared to be there by accident. I’ve never seen any other actor come close. But I have already learnt that if I attempt the same thing I look a total charlie. In me, the identical approach seems mannered. If I could understand this – why one technique suits one actor, and another another – I would be nearer to understanding the mystery of acting.




*





24 August Calm, serious day. We’d all had the weekend to think. Stephen’s friends had given him an excellent note: it’s wrong when we are remotely aware of the director. Everything must look as if it comes from David and no one else.


By chance, watching Mike Nichols the previous night on TV I’d felt the same thing. When he got to the bit about the leaves growing outside the window in a voluptuous, sexual way, Nicole said, ‘My God, he’s a great actor.’ I didn’t bother to add ‘And it was a great piece of direction.’ The power of Mike’s performance only grew with my apparent absence. Ditto Stephen’s now.


I had a superb session with Natalie. Then Patsy arrived, giving me all the usual notes, but with her special authority. Don’t force it, don’t try to create energy. Don’t work at being charming. You are charming. Why can you not believe it? Trust the story. Deliver the play, don’t work at falsely animating it. Of course, I know all this stuff, but it’s one thing to know it and another to be able to do it at the time. I know I can now be OK in a rehearsal room. I can also be OK ten days into the run, when I am relaxed. The only question is: how do I prepare myself mentally in a way which makes me OK when the stress is at its greatest?


I told Stephen and Patsy the story of my lecture in 1978 in Cambridge. This is when I broke with Marxist theatre. The lecture was angrily interrupted and denounced on all sides. I remember a street theatre artist, still in his clown’s make-up, heckling ‘Piscator did not die for this!’ (In fact, Piscator died having done a certain amount of work on Broadway, but that sort of thing tends to get forgotten.) Afterwards, my novelist friend Reg Gadney said, ‘You are so assured when you feel the audience is on your side, and you are so completely hopeless when you feel they are against you.’ This is true. I can see that Via Dolorosa, like all acting, breaks down into two actions. Seducing the audience, and then ravishing it. I am fine when we get to the ravishing, it’s the seducing I can’t do. Or, rather, I can’t do it unless I feel the basic act of warmth from the audience.


This confession was at the heart of a useful session, which was in a side room, because Stephen had had the abortive idea of putting a stage into the main rehearsal room. The boys carried the rostra up the stairs, Stephen took one look at them, and then asked them please to carry them back down again. This meant that, after the interruption, what was meant to be a private class with Patsy turned into a five-man session – in came the stage manager, in came the assistant director – and I froze. Our most valuable and intimate rehearsal so far – just Patsy, Stephen and me – turned into another public occasion. I don’t have the basic self-confidence (or, unkindly, exhibitionism) which enjoys stripping yourself down in front of people you don’t know. I feel free with Patsy and Stephen. Once others arrive, then I feel intruded upon.


However, we did get some work done, trying to make the opening more natural. Stephen and I worked methodically, with me feeling in command of the material. I made one major breakthrough, in the settlement passage, realizing that what I must emphasize is not the Israeli desire to occupy Jerusalem (which may or may not be a good thing) but the ambition of religious Jews to knock down Arab mosques and build the Third Temple (which is certifiably insane). This will then make sense of the passage half an hour later, where Albert Aghazarin attacks apocalyptic Judaism as nothing but a cover for military adventurism.


Stephen was doing a lot of backtracking – taking out things he had asked me to do. This is fine by me. It’s the mark of a good director. Directors should stick ideas in like pit props to hold up the ceiling in the early days. They should then remove those props when the ceiling is being finished. Only stupid directors go on insisting on their early directions. Only stupid actors begin their sentences ‘But it was you who told me to …’


I then had a calm session with Lesley, running through the lines. I went to the theatre to see the set, and found the whole front of house garlanded with posters for Sarah Kane’s play, which is currently at the Ambassadors Theatre, and absolutely no mention of mine. As we haven’t sold any seats, this seems to display a strange sense of priorities. Is anyone running the Royal Court? Inside the set looked great, sitting in exactly the right space in the theatre. Above it is a hideously ugly piece of black masking which Ian says is too expensive to change.


Then dinner with John Cleese, who said smiling was the hardest thing to do when you’re nervous. ‘Laughing is easy, and being serious is easy, but smiling is the killer …’


I didn’t sleep very well because I have spent so much time in the last couple of days thinking about acting. I remember when we did King Lear at the National Theatre in 1986, we had some fairly rocky previews. Before the press night performance I rather crassly asked Anthony Hopkins to forget that he was playing a king, and instead to bring his own private pain and passion on to the stage. This is very far from being my normal style of direction, but because we seemed to be facing a problem of unevenness, it was kind of a counsel of despair. As it happened it worked triumphantly. But afterwards Tony was not at peace. ‘Yes, David,’ he said when I congratulated him, ‘I know I’ve got the performance worked out for the nights when the juice is there. But what worries me is that I still don’t have it for the nights when it isn’t.’


This is the professional actor’s greatest challenge. How do you juggle the mysterious balance between the felt and the faked? Some nights you feel it, some nights you don’t. And when you can’t manage the right mix of conviction and pretence, how big a phoney do you feel? In 1997 David Mamet published a typically forthright book called True and False, in which he argues that an actor’s so-called ‘feelings’ don’t, or shouldn’t, come into it. An actor, he says, is no different from a carpenter. He is out there to do a job. He need feel no more anxiety or self-doubt about his work than any other artisan. He exists purely to serve the text. He should arrive, do it and leave. An actor wastes his time asking questions about his character’s independent existence outside the scenes in which he appears, since a character is nothing more than a functionary in the overall play. To have ‘feelings’ about the degree to which you are or are not convinced by the person you’re playing is a ridiculous form of self-indulgence. Say the lines audibly, says Mamet, and leave the audience to interpret them for you.


Mamet’s book is a provocation. It’s graffiti, scrawled in anger over the excesses of the kind of method acting which can often be unassimilated in American work. Personally, I hate that phrase American actors always use about ‘making choices’. The word ‘choice’ implies a computer-universe, as if acting were a game of decisions. ‘I liked your choices,’ they say, or ‘You made really brave choices,’ meaning ‘You failed,’ But Mamet seems too pedagogic to bother to develop his argument. He simply repeats it many times over. Sometimes his impatience is refreshing. I greatly enjoyed his contempt for actors who insult their admirers by saying ‘Oh I was terrible tonight’. However, he can also be quite misleading. If the truth were as practical as Mamet pretends, then acting would be a much easier business than it is. Wishing won’t make it so.


As you read True and False, you can’t help remembering that odd sing-song dullness, that deadness behind the eyes which sometimes affects actors who think they are doing what Mamet wants. They semaphore his lines, rapping them out in a curiously neutral tone which ultimately becomes tiring and undifferentiated. You can see the words on the page as they speak. You also can’t help remembering that the most indelible Mamet performances – as from Al Pacino in American Buffalo or Jack Shepherd in Glengarry Glen Ross – have been given by actors who believe the exact opposite to what Mamet argues. Their method juiciness brings vital moisture to Mamet’s clinical dryness.


This morning, I have prepared for the run-through by selecting a pair of jeans which make it very difficult for me to put my hands in my pockets. Nicole is coming, but I don’t know who else.




*





25 August Much the best day so far. It had started in classic Royal Court fashion with my ringing the man responsible for the front of house. I said the display looked inappropriate since it advertised Sarah Kane’s play at another theatre and didn’t mention mine. The person in charge replied, ‘Yes, I’m not very happy with it either.’ I loved this answer. It didn’t seem to occur to him that the difference between us was that it was within his power to do something about it. No, more than that: his job is doing something about it. I doubt if anything will happen.


Nicole arrived at the run-through with our dog, but I told her I couldn’t act with Blanche in the room. (Since I once took Blanche to a run-through of Ivanov myself, I felt bitterly ashamed of my own past stupidity. She took one look at the estate manager in his gum-boots creeping up on Ralph Fiennes and started growling. I had to lock her in the green room.) Blanche gone, I then did a much more relaxed run-through, feeling good, except during a couple of midway passages. It’s annoying to have lost my feel for one of the play’s most important sequences, where I walk with the settler Sarah and listen to her views on why the Jews have the right to be on Arab land. It used to be what I did best.


Afterwards, Nicole said, ‘The strange thing is you’re more at ease on the stage than when you are off it.’ She said as soon as the play was over I started slouching and fussing again, but that when the play was on I looked completely in control. ‘What did you think of my acting?’ ‘Well, you don’t really do any acting, do you?’ – a remark which Stephen received triumphantly, as the highest possible compliment, but which I felt rather less sure about. There were a couple of places where she felt that my gestures were not ‘me’. She didn’t like my dusting down my trousers after I’d rolled on the floor in Jerusalem – it looked forced – but otherwise she was pleased. She had cried. This time it was 1 hour 34 minutes, which is perfect.


Before we had started, Stephen told me that he’d talked to Howard Davies, who said the show’s greatest pleasure was watching me playing all the characters. To my amazement, Nicole was not discomfited by these impersonations. On the contrary, she relished them, though she did say that in spite of all the vigour, the Palestinians remained more sympathetic than the Israelis. The settlers, Sarah and Danny, come across as such terrible people that it’s hard to recover your views about the Israelis. Nicole said, ‘It doesn’t leave you feeling wonderful about being a Jew.’


The production team all went on together to the theatre for our first session on stage. I am so thrilled with the platform which Ian and Stephen have given me in the Duke of York’s – a lovely floor of planks, right at the point of command, with an empty theatre echoing behind me – that I said to them both that the only danger is of over-confidence. You feel so powerful that it may lead you to all sorts of hideous behaviour. Put it another way: I wouldn’t trust one or two of our more prominent actors on this platform. You’d have to scrape them off the ceiling at the end of the show.


Stephen was worried about my voice, which is showing signs of deterioration. By the time he had said this six times, I thanked him heartily for doing so much to build my confidence. We rang Patsy Rodenburg who said more water and no alcohol. This is not a prescription I can take seriously. The wine after the show is the thing I most look forward to. But I am resolved to become a real actor-creep and walk around with little bottles of water everywhere.


We worked for two hours in the theatre, sharpening my focus and coming up with a new routine for Jerusalem. I am now going to signal to a man in the flies and get him to hoist the model, not pretend to hoist it myself. He is going to be in full view of the audience. I am fine about this – I felt during today’s run that the model of Jerusalem arrives in the nick of time. The audience is ready for something different. We are still not decided whether to offer a visual effect earlier to represent the ‘unholy big brown storm of dirt’ that is Gaza. Once more we are faced with the question: do we draw attention to the play’s structure by clearly saying ‘End of Act 1’, or do we take the other strategy – the one we have largely preferred – of removing all structural signposts, so that the audience swims in the sea without seeing either shore?


Backstage, it was Royal Court culture at its most infuriatingly casual. My dressing room has no phone, so I traipsed downstairs. The stage doorkeeper said oh yes, they were thinking of maybe one day putting a payphone on the landing. The dressing room has no bed either. When I asked for the car home which I’m entitled to, Lesley said, ‘Can you pay for it, and we’ll refund you?’ I said no, it was in my deal that I’d do the show for the Equity minimum, but that I would get a car to take me home. I’ll get my agents on to the phone and the bed today, because it gets boring asking.


When I got home at 9.45, Nicole was ready to go to sleep. She said she was exhausted by the emotional effort of watching me act.




*





26 August Another terrific day. Very low-key. A few calm hours sorting out a series of practical problems:




(1) How to do Grossman


(2) How to emphasize lines about the Bible


(3) How to do Erez


(4) How to do Miriam


(5) How to play Sarah in the settlements


(6) How to do Jerusalem


(7) What to do with Aghazerin


(8) How to tighten the epilogue.





As we worked, each one went down like a domino. You come up with solutions to places where you feel false and you suddenly ask ‘Why on earth have I been so stupid not to see the solution here?’ Your own stupidity never ceases to amaze you. Stephen was worried about when exactly he was going to drop a nasty substance called Fuller’s earth to represent the dust storm in Gaza. We searched for the right place. It’s one of those things which in our hearts we both know will get cut. You don’t want to admit defeat in advance.


We discussed what to do with heckling. I said I would go to the side of the stage, sit down, and refuse to engage with the heckler. Any kind of reply, however inspired, is a concession to the right of the audience to interrupt, and I don’t believe they have that right. I am quite hard-line on this. It’s the only part of Toryism I buy. There is such a thing as common restraint, and it’s a mark of civilization to exercise it. It is only by convention that we don’t shout ‘Bollocks’ at bad theatre. I certainly wanted to shout it at a recent West End hit, but I desisted. And it will destroy the mystery of the event if an actor has to step out of the text to deal with it. Stephen arranged that the house manager will appear and tell the heckler that he/she will be free to speak to the audience at the end of the show if he has things he wishes to say. We will allow anyone who feels passionately to stay on and address anyone who feels strongly enough to listen. This seems to me an ideal solution.


A discussion of freedom and ritual ended with me telling a favourite story about a play of Peter Handke’s called Insulting the Audience. This was presented in London at the end of the sixties and was expected to be very shocking and outrageous. In performance, it turned out to be disappointingly thoughtful. About half an hour into Handke’s low-key meditations, a member of the audience called out from the balcony in outrage: ‘Hang on, I came here to be insulted!’


Rufus pointed out a piece in the Guardian about the Americans declaring that the Arabs are the people who will start the Third World War. This is exactly what an Arab in the play says the Americans believe of them. I said if you write anything truthful, then synchronicity happens of itself.




*





28 August I’m glad it’s the end of the week. I was exceptionally tired yesterday because I went to the Blue Room run-through. They said of Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn that he gave her sex and she gave him class. Today at least, Nicole Kidman gave Iain Glen sex, and he gave her wit. But by the time I had been through the emotional turmoil of seeing something I’ve worked so hard on for the first time, I really didn’t fancy doing Via Dolorosa to an audience of eight in the rehearsal room. I also felt I’d already been through the hell of getting it in front of a rehearsal-room audience: why did I need to go through it again?


But something in the audience itself stirred me. Tony Bicât was bliss to play to, grinning broadly, as if he already understood the nature of the political argument, and was enjoying my take on it. There was a woman on my right who was also terrific. So was Vikki Heywood, the Court’s manager. I did as Stephen asked and played longer on each person, taking whole passages of Benni Begin and Danny Weiss and holding them for long periods on one, single person. It was great. However, I was aware that I was getting a much more reserved reaction from the Court’s new artistic director, Ian Rickson.


Rickson arrived late. This struck me as rather an odd thing for him to do since, one way or another, it was a fairly important occasion for the immediate future of his theatre. It was probably worth getting to on time. He was pretty straight-faced throughout the whole run, so I started playing long passages to him because I knew I wouldn’t be thrown by anything which I could take to be a reaction. When it was over, he came over to me and made some anodyne remark. I said we were still working on bits. He said, ‘Well, remember, less is more.’ I said perhaps he’d better speak to Stephen Daldry, since Stephen was telling me the exact opposite. Why don’t the two of them talk about it? He went away.


‘Less is more!’


I told Stephen to make sure to talk to Ian so that, if we were about to hear the case against the show, we would at least know what it was. I always like to know early which window the snipers are going to fire from. Apart from anything, it’s interesting. You have no duty to incorporate the objections to your work. I’m always conscious and appalled when lines of dialogue have been inserted defensively into an author’s work to deal with so-called ‘problems’. A character who is plainly unlikeable is suddenly described by another character as ‘likeable’, as if saying it would somehow make it so. But you’re crazy, in the early days, not to listen to the reasons for people’s dislike. However, when Stephen spoke to him later on the phone, Ian didn’t seem particularly touched by the work either way. ‘I think he should be a bit slower’. ‘Where?’ ‘Oh, at the beginning. He does have to play an awful lot of people.’ ‘Do you think he should play the differences more or less?’ ‘Oh, more. Oh, and less as well.’


This kind of stuff isn’t unusual from a certain kind of producer. They know something’s wrong, but they’re damned if they can tell you what. Sometimes you forget how useful the best of them can be. In fact, as the years have gone by, I’ve come to feel more and more that the producer is the key person in the theatre. If the producer’s right, everything else follows. He or she, after all, appoints the director, and gives your play all the back-up and commitment it needs. Peter Hall will sit you down and tell you the five most urgent things to do before you open on Thursday. He will be right, too. Directing Howard Brenton’s play Weapons of Happiness in 1976, I ignored Peter’s advice because I was young and arrogant, and thought all producers wanted to do was interfere. I learnt my lesson when I reached Thursday without having done any of the five things he told me to. I knew what a fool I’d been.


The vital importance of producers was confirmed for me when we premièred The Judas Kiss in London earlier this year. It was the only play of mine which I have opened knowing that neither text nor production was anywhere near its potential. The director, Richard Eyre, and I were in the frightening position of knowing that we must take the play on to New York six weeks later. Naïve actors and directors say they prefer weak producers because they are then allowed to do what they want. They’re wrong. When delicate changes have to be made in front of the public, the maturity and intelligence of the producer will be crucial. Richard and I found ourselves meeting nightly after the show to listen to the advice of Robert Fox and Scott Rudin. The four of us worked as a team. They attended the show as often as we did – i.e. most nights. Without their help, Richard and I would never have been able to make the improvements which shaped The Judas Kiss and saw it safely to New York.


Today, more serious, and to me more disturbing, was the reaction of our lighting designer Rick Fisher. Rick is somebody I like and whose talent I trust. To be honest, he looked bored. He put on dark glasses and once I saw him fall asleep. At the end he said it was good. I didn’t feel he really liked it. In my defence I can say that all designers and lighting designers take forty winks whenever they can, because they are so badly paid that they all have to take on too much work. They are usually struggling to fit your show in between Jenufa in Genoa and Falstaff in Frankfurt. But I don’t like seeing Rick sleeping on my watch.


Stephen was pleased I hadn’t gone to pieces altogether, which is what he’d expected. He said if I could do it this well when I wasn’t in the mood for it, then that was very good news. But I was aware of having overplayed, particularly in the bit where Pauline attacks Arafat’s corruption in Gaza. We also have to solve the dip at Erez. The whole audience is with the show while I’m in Israel, then I see their spirits dip as I go into Gaza, and they think, Oh my God, now Palestine.


In the evening, to Bruckner and Abbado. The Berlin Philharmonic swayed together like the ocean in sunshine, and yet every note, every instrument was clear and distinct. Abbado was undemonstrative, but in control of the shape. For me, things were better than when Karajan conducted and they seemed a bit like a military band. I never hear a great concert or see a great painting without feeling a primitive pang of jealousy. How effortlessly other art forms seem to communicate – how airily – compared with the moral, laboured net of words I have to throw.


The artistic ideal, put best by Valéry: ‘To give the sensation without the boredom of its conveyance.’




*





30 August Friday was a terrifying day. I had breakfast with Sam Mendes and made a few quick changes to The Blue Room. Then at 1 o’clock I did my scheduled interview with Michael Billington. Michael has been the theatre critic of the Guardian since the year dot. It is the fate of my generation of playwrights not to have been reported by a critic whose experience of the world matches our own. The things that seem important to us have never had the same urgency for many of the older white males who write for the papers. We speak to journalists across a marked cultural divide. An architectural critic once said to me longingly ‘I wish you were a building, and then I could review you.’ Our liveliest contemporary, Peter Ansorge, got quickly bored with dramatic criticism and went off instead to become the sympathetic television producer of writers like Dennis Potter, Alan Bleasdale and Paula Milne. Likelier journalists, who might have shared a contemporary view of history, didn’t choose to write about the theatre – for reasons too obvious to explain.


Forty years ago, Samuel Beckett was championed passionately by Harold Hobson in the Sunday Times. Hobson’s Christian idea of human suffering chimed with Beckett’s austere beauty. The result was a critic willing to go out on a limb. Much as he grew to resent it, John Osborne knew that Kenneth Tynan on the Observer had decisively advanced Osborne’s reputation. No playwright since then has had the articulate support of a critic who sounded as if it mattered. As Tynan himself, mystified, wrote of his successors: ‘nothing seems at stake for them.’ The nearest any of us has had to an open ear – an ear attuned to life, in other words, rather than to show business – has been from Billington, and his friend Michael Coveney. Billington’s pleasure in the medium of theatre is never in doubt. Edward Greenfield once divided critics into ‘Yes’ critics and ‘No’ critics, according to whether they went to the art they covered with the basic disposition to like it or dislike it. Billington is a ‘Yes’ critic. As often as not, he gets things thuddingly wrong. Sticks grow wrong ends just for Michael to pick them up. But, like Irving Wardle before him, he loves the basic transaction of theatre. He wants it to work.


The interview seemed fine, at least to begin with. Then I felt my concentration was wandering when I realized towards the end that I was having trouble understanding Michael’s last couple of questions. I got alarmed, imagining he must think me an idiot. When he left I started trying to read the paper. Then the proofs of The Blue Room arrived. I set them down on the table but I could not understand a word. I began to sweat. It was as if the drink of coffee which Anne Mayer had given me was spiked. I was looking at little groups of words on the paper and trying unsuccessfully to link them in my head as sequential sense. But they refused to cohere. They were falling, like alphabet soup thrown over the side of a cliff.


Everything in my head was shifting and slipping. My brain felt as if it were slopping around in a pudding bowl on a tossing ship. By now I was in deep panic, and, as we know, panic itself adds to panic. I went to lie down on the floor. When Stephen arrived I tried to think of a subject to discuss. I knew I wanted to raise what Ian Rickson had said the previous day, and see if we could pick its bones to make any sense. But I was terrified to discover I couldn’t remember what Ian had said. Less is more? More or less? Less is less?


I decided the best thing to do was to start a rehearsal with Stephen and pretend everything was normal. I was still lying on the mat. We began to try to solve a problem Tony Bicât had raised in a fax to me earlier this morning. There is a danger in the epilogue that my repeated use of the words ‘Via Dolorosa’ to describe my own journey home will lead hostile critics into accusing me of identifying myself with Christ. Tony knew that wasn’t what I’d intended, but as he said, ‘If you give the British critics any rope at all, they will hang you.’


My reasoning on this subject was not very high-powered but at least it was reasoning. I could see Stephen was relieved that my brain was showing any guttering spark of activity. After fifteen minutes, I got up off the mat to see if I could remember some lines. Although I faltered and stumbled a bit, my memory began to come back and this awful blank-out passed off. I began to ascribe it to lack of sleep and the exhaustion of having come so far and faced already so many harrowing sessions.


We stopped at 4.30 and moved over to the theatre. I tried to take things easy. I was due to start a very low-key run-through at 6, but this was late starting and about two-thirds of the way through – to add to the day’s problems – my voice gave out on me. I was clearing my throat a lot and taking extra sips of water all the time. We gave up at 8 and went to the pub, though Patsy has warned me that alcohol is bad for my voice. Stephen was very strong throughout the ordeal, saying he wasn’t really worried, that he’s always known there was a chance of my collapsing after all the tension of the week.


It was an odd event because, as usual, there was nowhere pleasant or quiet to have a drink in the centre of London. There never is. So we had to sit on the pavement in Shaftesbury Avenue – Stephen with his Guinness, me with a vat of warm white wine. Later, I went home and cooked myself a steak, then fell asleep at 10.15 p.m.
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