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PROLOGUE


There can be few bodies of work that are more rewarding when read continuously than the plays of Peter Gill. From the beginning of his career, Gill’s theatre has been engaged in a Van Gogh-like search, not quite to find the beauty in a pair of old boots, but rather to reveal a beauty that is always present in anything, weathered or leather or otherwise. This hard stare at the ordinary world, his extraordinary way of seeing, connects each new play to the last like beads on a rosary. To read Gill’s plays chronologically is to witness the expansion of both a mind and a world, beautiful and distinctive, made richer and more compelling with each new statement. This book is a study of Gill’s work, the first volume to address the entirety of his career to date, and an opportunity to engage with this haunting and beautiful writer in unprecedented depth. Whether readers are new to the work, or admirers of long standing, I hope it will shed light.


That Gill’s plays stand as a major achievement of the contemporary theatre is one reason for this study. However, such is the nature of his work in the theatre that if he had never written a line in his life, he would still be a vital subject for critical attention. His parallel careers as a director and, particularly through his work at the National Theatre Studio, as a supporter and nurturer of new voices and ideas, have made him one of the most influential and admired theatre artists of the last fifty years. Since making his name at the Royal Court in the 1960s, he has directed more than 100 productions at the Court, Riverside Studios, the National Theatre and on numerous other stages in Britain and around the world. His achievements mark him out as an artist of singular vision, whose poetic naturalism and fierce humanism have been lighting up the theatre ever since, as a key figure at the Royal Court in the years after George Devine launched the English Stage Company, he helped position it at the heart of our culture. My study will therefore engage with Gill’s work as a director as well as with his writing – with the whole of his creative life.


*


Peter Gill was born into a Catholic family in Cardiff in 1939 to George and Margaret Gill, and attended St Illtyd’s Grammar School in the city. It was during these early years of his life that much of the imaginative landscape of his drama was first mapped out – a great deal of his writing returns to the Cardiff of his childhood, exploring the vanished world of his youth, traversing through his work the distance placed between himself and his past by geography and time. On leaving school, Gill moved to London to become first a stage manager, and then an actor. He had a short and busy career on stage and screen, working for the Royal Shakespeare Company and appearing, among other things, in the film Zulu, but by the mid 1960s he had begun to turn to directing – a transition he documents in his memoir Apprenticeship. He became an assistant director at the Royal Court in 1964, and directed his first productions there, single performances presented without decor on the stage of other Royal Court productions on Sunday nights, before achieving success with his productions of the plays of D.H. Lawrence. He continued to work at the Royal Court, in Europe and in North America until 1976, when he became the founding Artistic Director of Riverside Studios, which, under his leadership, became one of the leading arts centres in Europe. In 1980 he became an Associate Director of the National Theatre – a position he held until 1997 – and in 1984 he founded the National Theatre Studio, which he ran until 1990. Since 1997 he has continued to work at the Royal Court and the National Theatre, as well as with the RSC, the other company with whom he has maintained a relationship throughout his career, as well as working regularly at the Donmar Warehouse, the Almeida Theatre and the Peter Hall Company at the Theatre Royal Bath, among others. A complete index of his theatre career can be found at the back of this book.


Gill is first of all a social realist, whose work depicts the conditions of human lives around him and contains in those depictions implicit broader observations of the societies which impose and maintain those conditions on their citizens. Time and again, his productions have been seen to afford extraordinary focus and attention to the supporting casts of plays – servants, peasants, and all who use the back stairs. This emphasis on ordinary people is at the heart of his work, and its distinguishing quality is an ability to imbue those characters, so often overlooked in history books but caught here and there in art, with a dignity that makes their endurance of the limits of their lives numinous and heroic. Gill takes the ordinary and makes it extraordinary. In his own writing, however, Gill complicates this aesthetic – while his plays are written with minute, intensely naturalistic attention to detail at the level of the individual line or scene, they are structurally complex, often radical in their form. They could not be adequately described as realist work, and an analysis of those structures is at the heart of this book.


Gill’s work as a director spans the canon of English language theatre, ranging from Shakespeare, Otway, Webster and Middleton and Rowley to major contemporary figures such as Joe Orton, Harold Pinter, John Osborne and Nicholas Wright, via Wilde, Shaw and Granville Barker. Like many of his contemporaries, he is popularly associated with the work of one particular writer (as Max Stafford-Clark is with Caryl Churchill or Stella Feehily, Richard Eyre with David Hare, or William Gaskill with Edward Bond). Unlike his contemporaries, however, the writer Gill is most closely associated with is himself: since his first play, The Sleepers Den, he has directed the first productions of almost all his work. In this, he recalls Samuel Beckett, who directed the first productions of the majority of his dramatic output, although Beckett never pursued a career as a director beyond the staging of his own plays. Besides his own work, the writers Gill has directed most regularly are Shakespeare, Lawrence, Chekhov and Osborne.


Summarising the salient facts of a life is always difficult. What may look like great events from a distance might not seem half as important to the subject as certain afternoons we might never notice if he didn’t draw them to our attention. But while this is not a biography of Peter Gill, it is undoubtedly necessary at the outset of this study to set out some of the details of his life. Gill’s background is unconventional in the context of his theatrical peers – he never went to university, his father worked as a docker and a warehouseman, and he came from a city that has given up its theatrical secrets warily (Gill is to date the only Welsh writer besides Dylan Thomas to have been staged at the National Theatre, although the work of National Theatre Wales seems sure to change that before long, as a new generation of Welsh playwrights emerges). Not only does this mark him out as an unusual figure among a generation of directors dominated by university graduates and members of the middle class; it is also of direct bearing on a study of his work. Gill has made his life into the fabric of his theatre. His plays read as a response to experience, a way of addressing and collecting life in order to question it and love it as it passes. Throughout the plays, ideas are tied to the places and experiences of his childhood, his adult life in London, and above all to a sense of exile from his background and displacement from the world around him, and so reference to this context, his surrounding world, is highly beneficial for a reading of the work.


The extent to which Gill himself would agree with such a biographical reading is open to question. Throughout his work, influence and motivation are revealing when unearthed, but difficult to ascribe. He has stated that quotations and references in his plays are frequently unintentional – while he is aware Marcel Proust is quoted in Small Change, for example, he denies knowing at the time he wrote them that both Small Change and The Sleepers Den drew their titles from the poetry of John Donne. In this he recalls the critical writings of the poet and editor Don Paterson, who suggests in Reading Shakespeare’s Sonnets that the organisations of a poet tend to be subconscious (or Beckett again, who mischeviously claims in Watt that there are ‘no symbols where none intended’ in his own work). The difficulty of attributing influence or uncovering the underlying logical structures of the material of the plays is part of what makes Gill so fascinating to read. He is an instinctive writer, and influences in his work are the organisations of the preconscious mind, collecting the nebulous material of a subconscious into a statement. Gill himself has described his process of writing as a slow clotting of ideas, words and sequences over years into a story. His ability to let that story develop its own form in its own time, to let the subconscious do its own work rather than write to prefabricated, ‘well-made’ structures, is a key to the originality of his plays.


I have used the term ‘parallel careers’ to describe Gill’s work as a writer and a director, but of course this is not quite accurate. The Peter Gill who wrote Small Change and The York Realist is the same man who directed the D.H. Lawrence plays or Robert Holman’s Making Noise Quietly, who founded and ran Riverside Studios and the National Theatre Studio. These are different facets of the same life, and it is my intention here to address them all, in order to attempt a comprehensive portrait of Gill’s theatre. I hope I will encourage people to see and produce this work, to engage with this extraordinary writer and director. John Burgess, Gill’s long-standing colleague and friend, has written that it ‘sometimes seems as if Peter Gill’s plays are one of the best kept secrets of the British theatre’. I have written this book because I think they ought to be among the worst kept. I think everyone should read them, and one intention of this book is to spread the word as best I can about these plays.


My other intention, which I imagine is always the first intention of any study of an artist’s work, and which I hope readers will enjoy sharing with me, is to spend time immersed in Gill’s theatre. As I began by saying, I believe there are few bodies of work that are more satisfying when read continuously than the plays of Peter Gill.




1. PHILOSOPHIES


Allow me to start with an anecdote.


In 2010, Gill directed the British premiere of a play called The Aliens by the American playwright Annie Baker at the Bush Theatre. The play, Baker’s third, had been a success in its first production in New York, and the Bush secured a superb company to introduce her work to English audiences: Gill was joined by the designer Lucy Osborne, and the company consisted of Olly Alexander, Mackenzie Crook and Ralf Little.


I had first encountered Gill’s work five years previously when I attended a school performance of Small Change. Two years later, while a student, I wanted to try directing, and resolved to have a go at Small Change myself. Feeling unequal to the challenges of the script, and hopeful of an opportunity to meet a real playwright – our theatre being largely obsessed with London, I hadn’t had many opportunities to talk to writers while growing up in Wiltshire, because they very rarely visited – I wrote a letter to Gill, asking to interview him for a student magazine. He invited me to meet him at Theatre Royal Bath while he opened The Importance Of Being Earnest there, prior to its tour and West End season. I travelled down to Somerset and we met in the foyer of his hotel, where I listened to him talk for an hour, then got on the train home and realised I hadn’t asked any of the questions I’d planned. I made up the article and wrote to him again, asking if we could meet and talk in more detail about Small Change.


This time we met at his flat in Hammersmith and I got round to asking Gill about his play. It was a memorable conversation. I was struck by the disparity between the complex structure of the work I was trying to direct and the pragmatic simplicity with which Gill discussed it. I was trying to understand the logic of its architecture. Gill’s only advice was – ‘do you know who Colin Jackson is? The hurdler. Get them to listen to him. If they say it like him you’ll be all right. The trick is to get the long ‘a’ in Caardiff.’


What I was encountering was one of the abiding hallmarks of Gill’s style – an understanding of the job as being in large part about the practical management of the stage. This practicality, I learned later, is always at the heart of Gill’s engagement with the theatre, whether his own or other people’s. In 2012 I directed a short play at the Lyric Hammersmith, which Gill came to see. I had worked out a staging before rehearsals began which I thought got round the two problems that needed solving in the production – the fact that the writer hadn’t moved the characters much in the scene (a single exit and entrance for one, and anything else the other two did had to be superimposed, as the dialogue implied they were static), and the fact that the Lyric Hammersmith studio stage resembles a train platform. Setting a static office scene where everyone needed to be round one table on a stage wider than it was deep caused immediate aesthetic and practical sightline problems I needed to grapple with. I came up with a solution that afforded all but five seats out of one hundred and fifty a good view, and on the opening night sat in one of the five, in order to minimise the number of people who would find me out. Unfortunately, Gill sat down with me, and I tried to ignore the way he peered round the head of the person in front throughout the show to try and see my upstage character’s face as the scene played out.


I hoped as we walked to the bar after the performance that he would engage with the deft way the writer had been able to access a big political story through a simple situation (it was a story about a disciplinary meeting in an ASDA in the north of England; I spent a problematic amount of time in rehearsals talking about Bentham’s panopticon, and the way the structures of the capitalist system enslave us into self-regulation, which didn’t help the company much but entertained me), but all Gill wanted to talk about was the blocking. ‘Why did you do it like that? Did you not know how wide the stage was?’ I tried to explain that I had indeed known how wide the stage was, but the best I’d been able to come up with was a table skewed off-centre to cheat the actors into sight for all but five of my audience. Remorselessly, Gill replied – ‘but why would a table be skewed off-centre in an office?’ Indicating the position of props and actors with his hands on one of the tables in the Lyric bar, he gave me a lesson in stage geometry, picking up on everything I had known wasn’t working but had planned to get away with. His rigorously practical reading of the scene saw immediately through the fact that I hadn’t solved the problems in the script at all.


Back in 2007, when I eventually directed my production of Small Change, Gill came to see it, and after that we kept in occasional contact. I would attend workshops or meetings, and enjoyed finding excuses to talk to him on the phone (Gill is an eloquent polemical speaker, articulate and possessed of an idiosyncratic frame of reference dominated by the modern theatre, the Bloomsbury Group, abstract and conceptual art and contemporary politics). I wrote my BA thesis on him and D.H. Lawrence, graduated, and worked for a year at Oxford Playhouse. At the end of this year I got a call from the Bush Theatre asking me to assist Gill on The Aliens.


The process was a revelation. Gill built rehearsals out of simple components – we spent the first week reading poems that could create a context for the work, either by writers the characters might have read – Bukowski – or that might serve to enrich the tone of the production – Whitman. We read a scene from a Restoration play to get a flavour of a radically different writing style, where everything was written rather than implicated, in order to focus in by stealth on the style we were to rehearse our play in; we listened to extracts from Gill’s diary, got to know each other, and then, after finally reading the play on Thursday (by which time the company attacked it with an extraordinary intensity and focus that perhaps came from keeping them away from the text for a little while), we began to put it on its feet.


There is a certain amount of magic that happens in the crucial rehearsal week when a play moves from table work to being off book, which can’t be adequately analysed in any study, and which is where good directors earn their money. It’s built up out of minute and painstaking decisions and dealings with actors that are apparently unremarkable as they happen, a series of small refinements that become, while no one is looking, the pattern and character of a production, as carefully calibrated through conversation, trial, error and hard work as any mechanical engine. This is the alchemical moment when plays are made. By the time the actors are off book, the nature of a production is established in their minds, and therefore also on the marked-up floor of the rehearsal space where their thoughts play out as actions. From then on it can only be refined, not re-invented. It is difficult to analyse this transition because it is instinctive, the product of the chemistry between an actor and the refining eye that focuses their performance.


Once through this week we returned again to practicalities, and Gill taught me the most important lesson I feel I have learned about rehearsal by running the scene changes much more than he ran the play, arguing that ‘if they get the transitions right, and they’re confident in them, everything else will flow from that’. It played out just so – practising the hard parts allowed the actors to flow through into the dialogue without thinking. The other great lesson I learned during rehearsals was also about pragmatism and practicality, and related again to dealing with actors, as everything does in Gill’s credo of directing. Gill told the company about a documentary he had seen following the rehearsals of a production of Hamlet, and a section of the documentary where the director and the actor playing Hamlet worked on the ‘to be or not to be’ speech. The actor performed the speech, and then he and the director sat down and undertook what Gill assured us was a brilliant and fascinating dissection of what Hamlet was saying, what it all meant, what action it performed in the play and so on. At the end of this they agreed they understood much better what was going on, and how to do it. ‘And then at the end he did the speech again and it was exactly the same as how he’d done it quarter of an hour before’, Gill concluded gleefully.


The lesson, which I failed to learn when I insisted two years later on telling my actors all about Jeremy Bentham and the subjugation of prisoners by suggestion alone, was that an exhaustive exploration of the meaning and subtext of a play was not necessarily helpful to the process of putting that play on the stage. Only what affected a performance was necessary in a rehearsal room. When I began writing this book, I met the actor Kenneth Cranham, a veteran of many Gill productions, in a churchyard near my flat, and waylaid him. Speaking of the first production of Kick For Touch, he recalled an experience similar to the one I had with Small Change – he would search to discover the logic of his part, trying to understand why the play, mostly made up of short lines of dialogue, would occasionally break out into longer speeches, an experience something like coming into clearings in a wood. Gill stayed out of this. ‘If he thinks you’re doing it right he’ll leave you alone a lot of the time’, Cranham said. Because he had done Kick for Touch right, Gill had never gone through why he thought Cranham’s character was saying what he was saying. It was already being done, and to explore why it was going right would have been irrelevant conversation. All that is needed in rehearsal is whatever is needed to make the play work on stage.


I saw similar games being played with actors while rehearsing The Aliens. Gill had an extraordinary sensitivity to the needs of actors – one of our company worked best by being left alone while he developed his performance, given room to grow through trial, error, and the accrual of detail, rather than a constant testing of his decisions as he went along; another brought an immediate reading that was enriched by the steady application of pressure by the director, a gradual layering of intensity achieved through repetition of scenes and passages in rehearsal; and the third worked best when responding instantly to notes, and so was directed completely differently to the other two, questioned and refined as he went along, transforming his reading as he worked line by line through his part. Gill effectively went through three different rehearsal processes with the three actors, discovering their needs and responding to them as he went, conducting a live and reactive engagement with the minds and bodies at work in the room.


The trick of this process, as opposed to a rehearsal process that prioritises specific rehearsal techniques and feeds the company and the play through them, comes in cohering these different rehearsals conducted with each actor into a production that sings in a single key. This is possible because of the organising eye of the director. The decisions of rehearsal are all passed through a single brain, and so maintain a coherent aesthetic if that mind is strong and clear enough to apply one, to leave a distinctive impression. Terry Gilliam describes film making in the same terms – in his reading of that craft, there is very little work to actually do. As a director, he just sits and answers a thousand questions, and because his own character has certain qualities, the way he answers these innumerable simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions adds up to a film with a certain identifiable style. On The Aliens, this coherence was also brought about through the atmosphere Gill created in the first week of rehearsals, the shared frame of reference generated by poetry and time spent together talking in a room before the detail and the blocking began, on which the actors were later able to draw.


I came away from rehearsing The Aliens with a new, technically focused approach to watching or directing theatre. A practical grounding in what Gill called ‘our trade’ – it seemed important and satisfying to me that by working with Gill I was going into a trade, not an art form – gave me a new way into Gill’s own plays. Those plays challenged, confounded and entranced me as complex works of art – but now I could also tackle them while bearing in mind the far more practical maxim Gill had offered towards the end of rehearsals over lunch one day that ‘all you need to do a play is a couple of chairs, preferably slightly different ones so they look interesting, so that the bodies can make different shapes on stage.’ This aesthetic was enacted in The Aliens, where our set effectively consisted of a couple of chairs and a beer crate with the audience huddled round on every side. Once the play was in production, the effect of staring at these everyday objects for ninety minutes under theatre lights was extraordinary. They became luminous and beautiful when stripped of their everyday context and placed on a stage, as my attention focused into a smaller circle.


This pragmatism has been one of Gill’s great lessons for the directors who have assisted him and worked with him. I encountered the same practical philosophy in conversation with John Burgess when he advised me a short time after working on The Aliens, ‘try not to write four handers, because it’s difficult for the director to stop the actors from standing in squares; and if you do, don’t write four-handers with no chairs on stage because then it’s really hard’, and again from Josie Rourke, who directed a production of Kick For Touch in a festival of Gill’s plays at Sheffield in 2002. Rourke and her actors had been much provoked by a particular line in the play – the mother’s demand to her son that he ‘look at my hands’. As Rourke told the story to me, she gave great weight to this line in her reading of the play, and after the performance Gill’s only criticism came back that the line hadn’t wanted the significance with which the actor had eventually delivered it – ‘it’s just her telling him to look at her hands.’These attitudes, from Gill and from directors whose work he has influenced, where the artistry of the theatre was rooted in a specific and accessible detail were invigorating to me as I sought to learn my trade.


*


I should reassure you now that this book is not about me, and that I will disappear from its story as soon as I can. However, before I depart and allow the lead character his entrance, I would like to make one more detour. From time to time in the course of this book, in order to best express the ideas I am angling for, I have found it helpful to engage briefly with the work of other writers. And so I am going to send you briefly by train to Crewe.


On the opening night of The Aliens, Gill gave me a copy of Bill Gaskill’s book on directing, Words Into Action, and I gave Gill a copy of the poems of Bernard O’Donoghue. It seemed to me they offered certain synchronicities with Gill’s own work. A few years later, I published an essay about O’Donoghue’s work in an Irish magazine called The SHOp. By way of introduction to something I hope to say about Gill’s work in the course of this book, I reprint it here.


Bernard O’Donoghue’s collection Gunpowder begins with a brilliant poetic establishing shot:


‘In the cafe at Crewe, you can still feel


The old excitement of trains: a stranger’s


Eye-contact, held guiltily too long.’


Perhaps you have never been to Crewe, but here is something that will catch you: perhaps not even the romance of travel, but undoubtedly the third line will chime. O’Donoghue opens with a universal – the rush of adrenaline he replicates with the caesura plunging us into ‘Eye-contact’ that comes from eye contact. We all know this feeling.


We are enlisted immediately in this poem. The ‘stranger’ is never picked out as a face or name, and so, for want of a signified, it’s hard not to feel as if you have been cast in this play: as if you are the eye lingering over the lines. It is about now you realise that the ‘you’ in the first line wasn’t a colloquialism, a synonym for ‘one’ – at the outset, you became a character in the drama. It is a subtle recruitment, but by the time you read the words ‘too long’ you are part of this poem – you have lived its experiences, and you are living them again now as you eavesdrop on a private world.


What is this world you have tumbled into? The poem suggests, not yet revealing. You find out what it’s not as ‘gradually the glamorous melt away/ For Lime Street, Euston or Piccadilly’. Decks are being cleared in the suspense of this present tense. Before long you get on a train, and it becomes clear you’re an academic on your way to Bangor.


You start your journey, and quickly you’re reminded that you are not really the subject of this poem – you are the strange, observing eye. The subject, a man in an Everton scarf who reads poetry in Welsh, gets on the same train as you. You watch him, and O’Donoghue has you assume that he is an academic too. ‘But no: at Colwyn Bay, above the caravans/ And idle fairground stuff, he folds the book/ Back inside his scarf and goes.’


And suddenly a rug you didn’t know you were standing on has been pulled from under you. In the first poem of this collection you have been reminded that the world is larger and more various than your assumptions and understandings of it: that it resists your interpretation, and that this is a glorious thing. O’Donoghue has the view out the window put on a show to reinforce this point:


And at that moment – 4.30 pm,


On Friday January the thirteenth –


The blessed weather that had effaced


The long and horizontal English Midlands


Gives way to reaching bird-filled shores


Where winged plover vies with lapwing


To catch your eye against the latening sun.


As the Evertonian proves you wrong the sea explodes into your vision, and you become aware of the teeming and magnificent life in the world around you, that hides behind the details of the everyday, of books and scarves and guesswork, only revealing itself from time to time.


O’Donoghue has already told us by the time we read this poem what his book will be about. It is titled Gunpowder, and takes as its epigraph the following quotation from Andre Maurois: ‘We owe to the Middle Ages the two worst inventions of humanity – gunpowder and romantic love’. This book, O’Donoghue suggests with his title, is an exploration of the solid world. But in ‘The Rainmaker’ we are shown that getting stuck into all this concrete is only really a way of examining the second half of Maurois’ quotation – of reaching the abstract. The detail of O’Donoghue’s scene is the way he chooses to get to its meaning.


By fixing his eyes on a specific, O’Donoghue sidles up to an address of the larger world that hides under the surface of everything. One of his characters finds a way to talk about love by talking about football in ‘The Wisdom of Saving’: ‘I later learned that his letters from East London/ About West Ham and the Irish rugby team –/ And the Welshman is no slouch – were covers/ For his love-letters to her.’ The relation of these two letters is explored in ‘Passive Smoking’:


His gaze travelled up Murt’s field


To the mountains beyond.


What he saw nearer I don’t know:


A pheasant sometimes in November;


Occasionally a cold fox; a neighbour


Spraying a grey liquid across the hedge?


But always the same inexorable


Brown-green, rain-infested mound.


O’Donoghue’s poetry concerns itself with expunging that ‘I don’t know’ and replacing it with detail: but this always happens in the context, on the foothills of something larger. In ‘Nel Mezzo Del Carmen’, O’Donoghue engages with mortality through treatment of specific details: ‘No more overcoats; maybe another suit, / A comb or two, and that’s my lot’. These lines give us a measurable reading of the passing of life, a tangible way of engaging with an idea. In ‘Pied Piper’, from Here Nor There, detail is used again as a way of accessing a larger emotion: ‘underneath his bed for twenty years/ He stored the timber crates that held a ‘Simplex’/ Milking machine for the stall he never built’. The same thing happens in ‘The Definition of Love’: ‘love most holds sway.../ In spending the whole time over dinner/ Apparently absorbed in conversation, / While really trying to make your hand take courage/ To cross the invisible sword on the table-cloth/ And touch a finger balanced on the linen’. Cohering an idea around the solid point of one finger touching another renders an abstract visible, tangible, familiar and affecting.


It is among specifics that our lives are lived, and too easily the details of our days can distract us from what is actually happening in them. In ‘Orphic’, O’Donoghue writes: ‘I could have made an impact.../But something always came/ To distract me and take me aside’. In ‘The Mark of Cain’ he adds that ‘people, / Without any written instruction, / Will look away’. However, O’Donoghue’s work suggests that these ‘somethings’ causing us to ‘look away’ need not be distractions. As he observes in ‘Pilgrims’, ‘We’re never only driving to the sea, / But also on the watch for dippers, / Red-berried holly, bagged turf/ Or logs to burn, though we rarely/ Find what we are looking for’. The sea, that longed-for place you glimpsed earlier in ‘The Rainmaker’, works as deft shorthand for the motivating force in a life, the ‘inexorable’ presence in whose shadow we live – but it’s the ‘dippers’ and ‘cold foxes’ that take up our days, and O’Donoghue seeks to reconcile one with the other, to turn seemingly small events into beads on a larger rosary.


In Farmers Cross O’Donoghue calls these details ‘essentials which you can’t go on without’. They are important, far more than simple ciphers for feelings. The poem ‘Coronach’ begins with the lines: ‘No two told the story the same way, / Even afterwards’. Part of what O’Donoghue’s work argues is that if each view of the world is unique then we must seek to record them all in order to form an accurate picture of it. O’Donoghue reminds us that no voice is inherently worth more than any other – ‘The shopkeepers live lives of their own’. These lives are important, they are the whole world to the people living them – a discovery O’Donoghue himself makes in ‘Nel Mezzo Del Carmen’: ‘This road I had taken for a good byway / Is the main thoroughfare’. It is therefore as important to record the lives of shopkeepers as the lives of the great or good if we are to gain any meaningful understanding of the world.


It is very easy to forget the value of what is around us all the time. O’Donoghue seeks to give attention to things that might otherwise be disregarded: ‘Happy the man who, dying, can/ Place his hand on his heart and say:/ ‘At least I didn’t neglect to tell/ The thrush how beautifully she sings’. In ‘Rubbish Theory’, he notes that ‘things must first pass through/ A season of neglect during which they’re thrown out/ as rubbish, in order to become scarce enough/ to be worth collecting’. His work, as well as singing the praises of the everyday, also ensures there will be some of it left for us to cherish when what O’Donoghue has known as the everyday world has become scarce and precious again. Part of the pathos of the poetry is the scant likelihood of the success of this venture – when he writes in ‘Remnants’ that he understands ‘why I’d rather pay/ For these dying objects than replacements. / I hoped thereby to bring back to life the people’, there is a sadness in the sentiment, because the people will not come back, even if the world does decide a few years down the line that they were important. But the making of the effort is the heart of the poetry: ‘Time can be made to last: put on our guard, / We can number every stone along the way’.


I reprint this here because practical stagecraft is only the beginning of what is worth knowing about Peter Gill: far more valuable to me than the technique of his writing is the project it undertakes. Like the poetry of O’Donoghue, it attempts to number the stones.




2. DREAMS OF LEAVING


The Sleepers Den, Over Gardens Out


This book is not intended first and foremost as the study of a writer and his work. Before it is a work of biography or of theatrical or literary criticism, To Bodies Gone is a study of a way of seeing, an approach to the world I have found best exemplified in the theatre of Peter Gill, which is why I have taken his work as material. This book is about the use of art as a response to life, as a mechanism for clarifying and paying attention to the life that is going on around us by isolating what we love through staging it or writing it down, in order to pay it the attention that is so difficult to give to anything amid the noise of the everyday; it is about how that allows us to confront and make sense of our lives, and it is about re-living as being central to the business of living. It is a book about the way things become clearer when we look at them through artifice and re-enactment, when we take control of time by squirreling life away into the hideaway of the imagination. It is in service of this study that I now turn to The Sleepers Den and Over Gardens Out.


Freud wrote that the human mind erects screen memories around strong emotional experiences from early childhood, a defensive mechanism developed to insulate a powerful memory and the conscious human mind from each other. It can be illuminating to read a fiction in this light: as a fabulated version of lived experience erected as a way of viewing and, for the writer, reviewing a life, without exposing private experience to the public eye, or exposing the writer too directly to what Freud implies is the potentially destabilising or upsetting light of personal experience. Certainly, Gill’s early plays seem to represent such screens: concentrations of experience that draw on real life and profound emotional experience, that perform some form of exegesis by allowing that remembered emotion to be viewed through the filter of a story.


Gill’s first two plays reveal the extraordinary, ‘bloody Dickensian’ world of post-war Cardiff, a landscape reminiscent of Sean O’Casey’s Dublin, filled with ramshackle homes, rent men and back-to-back grates, and populated by the lonely, isolated and frustrated working class: particularly by women, who run their families while the men go to work. This, at least, is the emphasis Gill lends to gender relationships in this society – women are seen in his plays to bear the weight of the whole family’s troubles, while men are absent, silent, difficult to reach.


These portraits of life trapped uncomfortably in streets where it cannot express or realise itself also recall J.M. Synge. At the outset of Riders to the Sea, Nora says: ‘there’s a great roaring in the west’, and Maurya speaks of ‘the big world’, an alien place outside their limited, rural existences where things are done differently. Synge’s play documents the intrusion of that ‘great roar’, that ‘big world’, into the lives of his characters, in the form of a death at sea and the return of a body to a cottage. But Gill has a story about Synge’s right to tell that sort of tale. Speaking of a meeting with the Irish novelist John McGahern, he recalls McGahern criticising Synge for writing ‘as if he had a glass up to the walls’ of the working class – as if he eavesdropped or looked in on them, without writing truly from their own experiences, in their own voices. It is perhaps significant that Gill might have remembered this opinion, because his own early plays seem like a striking advance on Synge’s theatre. Here, we see the same social class depicted onstage, the same people rendered moving by the poverty of opportunity that has limited them, their lives remorselessly fixed by the conditions into which they have been born. As in Synge, they seem to live, or think they live, at removes from the world – it is easy to see the characters in these plays as set against the ‘big world’ that would have watched them at their first performances at the Royal Court Theatre.


However, in Gill’s work, unlike in Synge’s, there is no ‘great roar’, no author’s narrative impulse superimposed on the lives depicted, except the impulse that stems from the isolation and frustration of the characters themselves. It is not a young man who is lost to the family in The Sleepers Den, but an old woman: the natural order of things is not dramatically overturned by the requirements of a narrative, but allowed to play out before our eyes just as it happens all over the world, every day. These plays offer a treatment of the isolated working class, silenced by their situation, which does not use them as narrative material, but attempts to present them as they are to be found living in any town in Britain. Unlike Synge, Gill writes of his own class, the world he comes from. The result is the presentation of lives blighted by boredom, emptiness and frustration, incapable of expressing themselves or escaping their situation, not rendered romantic by a narrative impulse, but told to us with an honesty of address that strikes me as profoundly and fiercely loving.


Ena Lamont Stewart, in her play Men Should Weep, about tenement Glasgow, depicts a similar class in similar trouble. Her play is shot through with a desire for escape, for alternative lives to the ones being lived by the characters. In Gill’s work, that desire is also present, and in both The Sleepers Den and Over Gardens Out proves overwhelming – dreams of leaving are in fact the subject of both plays – but it is never given the outlet of jazz music, girlfriends or fashion that Lamont Stewart makes available to her characters. Gill knows life is not so kind to most. The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation, and these plays reveal that truth beautifully and uncompromisingly, confronting audiences with a sad reality while imbuing the characters depicted with a poignant dignity as they bear up under the weight of their lives.


*


The Sleepers Den in an earlier version was presented by the English Stage Society at the Royal Court Theatre on Sunday 28 February 1965, with the following cast:


Old Mrs Shannon – Kathleen Williams


Maria – Jean Woollard


Mrs Shannon – Eileen Atkins


Mr Blake – Anthony Hall


Frankie – Trevor Peacock


Mary Lynch – Sonia Graham


Directed by Desmond O’Donovan


The present version was first presented in the Theatre Upstairs at the Royal Court Theatre on 18 November 1969, with the following cast:


Old Mrs Shannon – Madeline Thomas


Maria – Kimberley Iles


Mrs Shannon – Eileen Atkins


Mr Blake – Anthony Douse


Frankie – John Rees


Mary Lynch – Margaret John


Directed by Peter Gill


Designed by Deirdre Clancy


*


The Sleepers Den received its first performance at the Royal Court on February 28th, 1965. Desmond O’Donovan directed a cast led by Eileen Atkins in the role of Mrs Shannon. To date, this is the only occasion that a play of Gill’s has received its premiere under the direction of someone other than Gill himself. His translation of The Seagull for the RSC was directed by Adrian Noble, but every other original play of Gill’s has been first presented in his own production. This first outing of The Sleepers Den had a single performance on the set of another production directed by William Gaskill, and the play was not seen again for several years, until Gill himself directed a longer run in the Theatre Upstairs at the same time as his second play, Over Gardens Out, received its first staging there.
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