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  For Suze and Lucy










  

    If a person were to try stripping the disguises from actors while they play a scene upon stage, showing to the audience their real looks and the faces they were born with,

    would not such a one spoil the whole play? And would not the spectators think he deserved to be driven out of the theatre with brickbats, as a drunken disturber? Now what else is the whole life

    of mortals but a sort of comedy, in which the various actors, disguised by various costumes and masks, walk on and play each one his part, until the manager waves them off the stage? Moreover,

    this manager frequently bids the same actor to go back in a different costume, so that he who has but lately played the king in scarlet now acts the flunkey in patched clothes. Thus all things

    are presented by shadows.


  




   




  Erasmus, The Praise of Folly




  I personally would like to bring a tortoise onto the stage, turn it into a racehorse, then into a hat, a song, a dragoon and a fountain of water. One can dare anything in the

  theatre and it is the place where one dares the least.




   




  Eugène Ionesco, Notes and Counter Notes




  From the start it has been the theatre’s business to entertain people... it needs no other passport than fun.




   




  Bertolt Brecht, A Short Organum for the Theatre
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  I started going to the theatre when I was eighteen, in the early sixties. The start of my theatregoing coincided with a period of extraordinary theatrical energy and invention.

  I saw the work of Joan Littlewood at Stratford East, the Royal Court in its most fertile years, the newly formed Royal Shakespeare Company under Peter Hall in Stratford, and the newly formed

  National Theatre under Laurence Olivier at the Old Vic; Oh! What a Lovely War and The Wars of the Roses; Scofield’s Lear and Olivier’s Othello; the young Maggie Smith,

  the young Albert Finney, the young Vanessa Redgrave, the young Judi Dench, the young Ian Holm, the young Ian McKellen, the even younger Michael Gambon; the older Richardson, Gielgud, Guinness,

  Ashcroft, even Edith Evans and Sybil Thorndike; the plays of Harold Pinter, John Osborne, Peter Shaffer, Arnold Wesker, Edward Bond, David Storey, Peter Nichols, Charles Wood and Tom

  Stoppard—with Kenneth Tynan presiding over it all as a mercurial judge and godfather.




  What I liked about the theatre then and what I like about it now is its ‘theatreness’, the properties that make it distinct from any other medium—its use of

  time, of space, of light, of speech, of music, of movement, of storytelling. Theatre is intrinsically poetic, it thrives on metaphor—a room becomes a world and a group of characters becomes a

  whole society. It conscripts the imagination of the audience to transform the obvious unreality of costumed actors standing on a stage saying things they’ve said to each other many times into

  something that is both real and truthful. Theatre insists on the present tense—there’s a sense of occasion and of being part of a community in any theatre performance. We go into a

  theatre as individuals and we emerge as an audience. Above all, theatre can never dissolve its reliance on the scale of the human figure and the sound of the human voice.




  In 1997, shortly before I left the directorship of the National Theatre, I was asked by Andrea Miller (the producer) and Mark Thompson (then Controller of BBC 2) to write and

  present a six-part television series for the BBC and PBS on the history of twentieth-century British theatre. The series was christened Changing Stages. I knew little of how these sorts of

  programmes are put together but enough to know that my contribution couldn’t be improvised—I needed to do deep research and hard thinking before I could speak with any authority on the

  subject. In short, I had to write the book of the series before the series existed. I knew that I couldn’t do this job alone so I asked Nicholas Wright, who had been an indispensable

  associate director at the National Theatre during my directorship, if he would join me in writing the book during the year before filming started.




  Making television programmes about the theatre is a virtuous folly. You’ll never be able to describe a memorable moment in the theatre accurately, because the essential

  element of context—real time and real space—will never be there in the description. It’s like putting ventriloquism on the radio. But perhaps because I came from a generation

  which happily listened week after week to a radio programme called Educating Archie in which a ventriloquist did sketches with an invisible dummy, I leant towards believing that the effort

  was worthwhile.




  Changing Stages was broadcast as part of the BBC’s ‘Millennium Project’ in 2000. The programmes were composed of archive footage, pieces to camera,

  documentary film and, most importantly, interviews with people who had played a significant part in making and influencing the theatre of the previous half-century in Britain, with occasional

  glimpses across the Irish Sea and the Atlantic beyond. If there were omissions it wasn’t because there was a host of people who refused to be interviewed: almost all the people we asked

  agreed to talk to me on camera. The most notable refusal was from Marlon Brando, who sang down the phone from Los Angeles to the Glaswegian producer, Andrea Miller:




  

    

      Just a wee deoch an doris, just a wee drop, that’s all.




      Just a wee deoch an doris afore ye gang awa.




      There’s a wee wifie waitin’ in a wee but an ben.




      If you can say, ‘It’s a braw bricht moonlicht nicht’,




      Then yer a’richt, ye ken.


    


  




  While he was enthusiastic to sing and discuss the work of Harry Lauder and the plight of the American Indian, he told her that he would rather do anything in the world than talk

  about acting.




  The interviews in this book are a selection from the sixty or so that we recorded almost ten years ago. I can’t claim that they give an encyclopaedic account of the

  British theatre at the end of the twentieth century, but they do give an authentic if partisan description of it. Reading these interviews is like looking through the wrong end of time’s

  telescope, but the contours of the theatrical landscape that appear are still present today. Sadly many of the people who shaped the landscape are not: John Gielgud, Arthur Miller, Jason Robards,

  August Wilson, Percy Harris, Jocelyn Herbert, Frith Banbury, John Bury, John McGrath and Harold Pinter. It’s a doleful roll call of great talents, some of whom were also friends of mine.




  The interviews were filmed on theatre stages and in auditoriums, dressing rooms, homes and hotels. The questions that I put to the interviewees were related to the topics of

  the six programmes:




   




  •  Shakespeare: the DNA of our theatre. Changing styles of production and acting throughout the century.




  •  Ireland: the dependence of the English theatre on Irish playwrights for nearly three centuries.




  •  America: the Broadway musical and the plays of Eugene O’Neill, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams. The American Dream and the American

  Nightmare—aspiration and desperation.




  •  1956: Before—Coward, Rattigan, Ackland, Lawrence, the repertory movement and censorship by the Lord Chamberlain. After—Look Back in

  Anger, the Royal Court and Joan Littlewood.




  •  Brecht and Beckett: godfathers to a post-war generation. Their influence on the writers, directors and designers of the sixties and seventies.




  •  The future of theatre: the challenge of mass entertainment in film and television and the reassertion of the properties of theatre.




  All the interviews have been—often radically—edited and distilled from the transcripts. I’ve tried to retain all of the meaning and most of the idiosyncrasies

  of the speakers while removing what Janet Malcolm once referred to as ‘Tape-recordese—the bizarre syntax, the hesitations, the circumlocutions, the repetitions, the contradictions, the

  lacunae in almost every non-sentence we speak.’




  In addition to the interviews with the theatre artists, I have added, in an Appendix, one interview which seemed anomalous in the main body of the book. It was with

  Lieutenant-Colonel John Johnston, who worked for the Lord Chamberlain and was the official censor of the nation’s theatre until his role was abolished in 1967. Until then, censorship lowered

  like a grey cloud over the British theatre and its presence affected many of the people I interviewed. My own experience of the censor was limited to applying to the Lord Chamberlain in 1966 to

  stage the first performance outside a club theatre of John McGrath’s Events While Guarding the Bofors Gun—a play about national servicemen on guard in West Germany during the

  Cold War. I received a letter from the Lord Chamberlain which read something like this:




  

    

      The following words are to be eliminated from the text:




      

        

          

            

              fuck




              bugger




              prick




              bugger




              bloody




              go for a piss




              bloody bastard




              the late King George VI...


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And so on.




  The order in which these interviews are presented broadly follows the thematic sequence (Shakespeare, Ireland, America, and so on) of the questions I asked in each of them.




  I am grateful to Nick Hern, who has helped me to discriminate between what is interesting to me and what is interesting to the general reader. Above all, though, I am grateful

  to all the people who generously gave up their time to be interviewed.




  A friend of mine once rashly invited Paul Scofield to give a lecture on acting. He wrote this in response:




  

    

      I have found that an actor’s work has life and interest only in its execution. It seems to wither away in discussion, and become emptily theoretical and

      insubstantial. It has no rules (except perhaps audibility). With every play and every playwright the actor starts from scratch, as if he or she knows nothing and proceeds to

      learn afresh every time—growing with the relationships of the characters and the insights of the writer. When the play has finished its run he’s empty until the next time. And

      it’s the emptiness which is, I find, apparent in any discussion of theatre work.


    


  




  I hope this collection proves him wrong.




   




  Richard Eyre




  2009
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  Actor and director. John Gielgud performed all the major Shakespeare roles, and was instrumental in introducing Chekhov to English audiences. In later life he acted in

  plays by Alan Bennett, Charles Wood, David Storey and Harold Pinter. I interviewed him on the stage of the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, well before the start of filming the rest of the

  interviews—‘in case I drop off the twig,’ as he put it. He seemed then—the summer of 1998—to be eternal. He warned me that he was ‘just an actor’

  who’d never had an idea in his head, which was typically self-deprecating. No one could have mistaken Gielgud for an intellectual, but although his conversation was showered with actorly

  anecdotes, it was impossible to discount his mercurial intelligence and his extraordinary recall of theatre history, even if life outside the theatre had passed him by.




  When he died, there was a move by well-meaning friends to organise a gala and memorial service. He hated all such occasions and, modest to the last, his will expressly

  forbade staging one. If there had been a celebration of his life it should have taken the form of a mass gathering of actors vying with each other to tell anecdotes about him in his

  all-too-imitable voice. This—from Judi Dench—is a favourite of mine. She was in the canteen of the BBC rehearsal room at Acton with the cast of her sitcom. She waved to Gielgud, who was

  rehearsing for another show, to join their table. He came over and sat down. The group became silent, awed by his presence. The silence was broken by Gielgud: ‘Has anyone had any obscene

  phone calls recently?’




  What was the theatre like that you encountered as a child?




  Well, it was very much a theatre of stars. Actor-managers were beginning to die out, but I looked for the big names on the marquee, so I got to know the theatre very well

  because I stood in the pit and gallery and went whenever I could; my parents were very long suffering. They both went to the theatre quite a lot, but they were never in the theatre, although my

  mother had strong links with all her Terry relations. I was fearfully lucky because from the very beginning I got my first jobs through personal introductions and so I never had to sort of stand in

  the queue to get work. I was earning seven or eight pounds a week from quite early times, and I got scholarships at two dramatic schools, so I didn’t have to pay fees, I didn’t cost my

  parents anything, and I lived at home. I really had a very easy time those first ten or twelve years, and I learned a bit of hard work.




  What did you think of what you saw in the theatre in those days?




  I didn’t think then what acting really was like. I loved spectacle and I was immediately taken in by colour and groupings, and the childhood drama of the curtain going

  up and the lights going down, which would vanish from the scene in years to come. I think that it was spectacle and romance and love scenes and people waving capes and looking out over balconies

  and things that appealed to me so much.




  And the stars.




  Oh yes. I didn’t see Forbes-Robertson as he’d already retired, but I saw Irene Vanbrugh, whom I admired very much, and her sister Violet. They were big stars. And

  there was Gerald du Maurier, who I saw in a good many plays: he was wonderful. But when I came to meet him I was very disappointed because he rather snubbed me. I think he felt that we were trying

  to destroy him.




  He was regarded as something of a revolutionary in his day.




  Well, he was terribly modern; he invented the throwaway technique, which Noël Coward, afterwards of course, developed tremendously.




  So before that, people just plonked lines, did they? Was it a rather histrionic style?




  It was. There was a great deal of romantic acting still going on.




  When you say romantic, do you mean extravagant gestures?




  Yes, and costumes and heavy make-up, and knowing how to take the stage, and entrances and exits, and big rounds of applause when the actors came on and when they went off. And

  very romantic lighting.




  Would the star always be at the centre of the stage?




  Pretty well. But I didn’t feel that actors did anything technically clever. They said the lines, and I knew exactly the ones I admired and the ones I didn’t

  admire.




  And you admired them because they were natural?




  Well, they seemed to hold your attention the moment they got on the stage, and they lived up to their reputations. But very often they were disappointing too.




  What about Sarah Bernhardt and Eleanora Duse?




  I saw Bernhardt when she was an old lady in the Coliseum. My father took me. I was terribly impressed by her vocal power, and the fact that she still looked quite young,

  although she had only one leg. I was impressed by that. And Duse also I saw, standing at the back of the circle. I didn’t understand because it was in Italian, but her presence was

  tremendous. The public were worked up even before she made her entrance. And she knew to a T exactly how to hold a big house.




  And did they act in an operatic style?




  I don’t think Duse did. She was very repressed, she wore no make-up and she was very quiet. But she had an extraordinary power.




  Wilde thought that Duse was a great actress.




  Yes and Bernard Shaw did too.




  Were Wilde’s plays performed then?




  I saw a very bad revival of The Importance [of Being Earnest]. And I did see An Ideal Husband, but that was with Robert Donat right at the beginning

  of the Second War. I don’t know whether there were any more revivals in between.




  When you were growing up did you have any sense of Wilde as a great revolutionary?




  Oh, I was mad about the fairy tales, and Salomé I read, of course, and thought it was very improper and exciting. And all the erotic side of the theatre was

  very much suppressed, of course, with the censor.




  What was the social mix in the audience?




  It was very much divided.




  Upper-middle-class?




  Very much. I mean, the stalls and dress circle were the middle-class and aristocratic public, and then there was the upper circle and the pit and gallery, which were the cheap

  parts, which hissed and booed or applauded on the first night and were very important for the commercial success. And there were enormous commercial successes: plays that ran a year. And things

  like Chu Chin Chow that ran three and four years.




  Did you see Chu Chin Chow?




  Yes, I never stopped seeing it.




  The theatre at that time wasn’t was all light comedy, was it? It was also the age of Ibsen and Shaw.




  Yes. I was in great difficulty because all my life I’ve been so stupid and flippant. I never cared to think of what was going on in the world or in the two wars, which I

  in a way lived through. But I had such a childlike adoration of the theatre and of actors and actresses and the ones I met in my parents’ house. My own relations were all very exciting to me

  and they lived this make-believe world. But when it came to Ibsen and Shaw I rather jibbed; I hadn’t got the appetite for dialogue and I found them very talky. I never got over that. I never

  have got over it. I’ve never really liked plays that are entirely talk.




  I think the unsung genius of twentieth-century British theatre is—




  Barker.




  —Granville Barker, yes. You knew him very well.




  Well, I knew him—I have a whole bunch of wonderful letters he wrote me having seen various productions I did. The two times I worked for him he came for a few days only

  and then retreated into his Paris grandeur where he gave lectures and things. And his second wife who loathed the theatre: she would drag him away the moment he got very interested. The few hours

  he was on the stage with me I was so impressed by him, but I never got to know him intimately at all. When I did Lear at the Old Vic [which Barker helped direct, though it was never

  publicly announced] at the beginning of the war, the Second War, he never took me out to lunch; but he came once to my house, on the night that peace was declared, and was already not well and

  tired and dejected somehow. But he made an extraordinary impression on me. He seemed to know exactly what he wanted and how much to give and how much not to give.




  What was he like?




  He was like a surgeon.




  Very reticent?




  Very, and very, very terrified of getting involved again in anything to do with the theatre. But a number of actors who had been with him earlier—when he had a company

  and had three Shakespearean productions at the Savoy—said he was a sort of young genius and wore sandals and ate nuts.




  But you didn’t meet him until probably ten years later?




  No, we did some Spanish plays which his wife had translated. She would pop in and drag him off to lunch the moment he started working. I thought the moment he stepped onto the

  stage he was an absolute genius to me; he was like a wonderful conductor of an orchestra; he knew exactly what not to bother with. When we did Hamlet just before the Second War he was in

  London and came to a rehearsal which I arranged specially for him to see. I went the next morning to the Ritz, where he was staying, and he kept Mrs Barker out of the room for about two hours while

  he gave me notes. I wrote and wrote and wrote and rushed off to rehearsal and put all the things in that he told me. He would say such cogent, simple things, you know: ‘The King is a cat and

  you play him like a dog,’ or words like that.




  Is it apocryphal, the story that he told you after a run-through of Lear, that you were an ash and what was required was an oak?




  He did. He did. He wrote me these wonderful letters about what I should do if I went into management during the war and whether I should join up or whether I shouldn’t

  and all that. He was marvellously helpful. But this lady was always in the background egging him on, and she didn’t want any talk about the theatre at all. When I tried to arrange a memorial

  service in London she forbade it, wouldn’t allow any notice to be taken.




  Were you aware of him as a writer?




  No, I wasn’t. I never saw The Voysey Inheritance. I saw The Madras House in a production he did himself at the Ambassadors, which was very good. I

  remember the first act, which has the whole family on the stage together, and the way he moved the people and the grouping and the placing on the stage were so marvellously good. I think Peter

  Brook has the same extraordinary quality: he knows where to put the actors. When I became a so-called stage director, I was always worrying how the groupings should be and where people should

  cross, and the blocking. It worried me always the night before, so I would make plans and plottings and use models and things.




  Granville Barker is alleged to have written on an actor’s dressing-room mirror: ‘Be swift, be swift, be not poetical.’ Do you think that’s good

  advice?




  Yes, I’m sure it is. I suffered so dreadfully for many years from being told I had a beautiful voice, so I imagined that I had and rather made use of it as much as I

  could. It wasn’t until after I worked with Olivier, who was very scathing about my voice—very resentful that the public and the critics didn’t like him better when he played

  Romeo—he thought I sang all my parts, and I’m sure he was quite right.




  You and Olivier must have been fiercely competitive at that age.




  I was by then just becoming a leading man; my name was bigger than his, and without knowing it—we were very friendly, always, we got on extremely well—I had a

  feeling that he rather thought I was showing off, which indeed I was.




  Well, he probably was as well.




  Yes, but his showing-off was always so dazzling. [chuckles] My showing off was more technical and was more soft and, oh... effeminate, I suppose.




  I’m surprised you say that because I would have characterised it the other way round, that his showing-off always seemed to me to be ahead of his interest in playing

  the truth of a character.




  Well, I think his great performances were mostly comedy. I was never so impressed by his Oedipus or the Othello, which were two of his greatest successes. But I was enormously

  impressed by The Dance of Death and by Hotspur and Shallow and Puff [in Sheridan’s The Critic], and Richard III of course. And I loved working with him, the little that I

  did. But I always thought he went behind my back and directed the actors his way. When he played Malvolio for me at Stratford with Vivien [Leigh] as Viola, I was certain that he’d gone away

  and told her how he thought it ought to be played and that she was torn between the two characters trying to work with her.




  Did you feel hurt when the National Theatre started and Olivier didn’t bring you into the company initially—and then only asked you to do Oedipus with

  Peter Brook?




  Yes, I was a bit hurt, but I always had so many other sorts of offers. I’m not, funnily enough, very jealous, I never have been. I had great ambitions but I was never

  jealous. And I was always surprised to find that some actors were very jealous.




  When the new National Theatre started, Peter Hall took you into the company.




  Yes, but he gave me a very flat year—Julius Caesar and that old part in Volpone—so I really had no fun at all. I hated the National Theatre building: I

  hated that feeling of being in a sort of airport. And the Royal Shakespeare Theatre’s like a nursing home. [laughs]




  Would you say the real father—or mother—of the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company is Lilian Baylis?




  Well, I think she didn’t know her arse from her elbow. She was an extraordinary old woman, really. And I never knew anybody who knew her really well. The books are quite

  good about her, but except for her eccentricities there’s nothing about her professional appreciation of Shakespeare. She had this faith which led her to the people she needed.




  Did she choose the actors?




  I don’t think so.




  She chose the directors.




  Yes, she had a very difficult time with them. There was Robert Atkins, who was a real tough old pub-drinking monster, that she put up with, but she was able to cross swords

  with somebody like him without being afraid. She had no fear, that was remarkable about her, I think.




  And with Robert Atkins she did all thirty-seven plays of Shakespeare.




  Yes, I think she did.




  Which is something that no management would dare attempt in London now.




  And she went through bombings, and the theatre being destroyed, and moving, and opening Sadler’s Wells, the most adventurous things. Sadler’s Wells was absolute

  hell—we hated it—but we all went because she was there, and we all obeyed her. But she never had a definite effect, and yet she must have had a sort of spiritual effect, I suppose.




  You became an actor-manager with a season in ’37/’38, when you did Richard II, The School for Scandal, Three Sisters and The Merchant of

  Venice.




  That’s right.




  It’s almost identical to a season that the National Theatre or the RSC might put on without any embarrassment, so in some way is it fair to see your company as the

  precursor?




  Well, I suppose I had a sort of matinée-idol public.




  But was it regarded as an adventurous repertoire?




  It was considered rather daring, because we engaged the people for forty-three weeks or something like that, and we had a permanent company of about fifteen, twenty

  people.




  Did you enjoy the business of being the management?




  Oh, I did, yes very much. Because—




  You were the director as well.




  —particularly as I hadn’t got to pay for it. And I had a nice flat and a great deal of attention paid to me. And I had a lot of friends in the company.




  It’s hard for us to believe that there was ever a time when Shakespeare wasn’t very popular, in the same way it’s hard to imagine there was a time when

  Mozart wasn’t very popular.




  It wasn’t till John Barrymore came from America and did Hamlet with a complete English cast—except for two characters, I think—that suddenly it was

  box-office.




  You talk often about how you love the frivolousness of theatre and the make-believe of it. It’s true that that’s partly what’s attractive about it, but

  this century has seen a number of people constantly turning the frivolity of the theatre to seriousness. Whatever you say about yourself, you’ve made the theatre seem serious. And one of the

  ways you’ve done that is by your championship of Chekhov, most of whose plays you’ve performed in or directed. When did you first encounter Chekhov?




  Well, I did The Cherry Orchard at Oxford, and we all thought it was very mad; we were told that at the first Stage Society performance a lot of people had walked out.

  We rehearsed a little longer than usual, more than two weeks, I think. We all thought it was going to be a terrific flop. And then the Oxford papers gave it good notices and some of the London

  critics came down and saw it, and we moved to the West End and ran all through the summer. We were so surprised because it was the first time Chekhov had ever been given for a run, I think.




  Do you have any thoughts about why Chekhov has taken such an extraordinary hold on the English imagination?




  Well, I think that people suddenly realised how very, very English or rather Irish, Russian writers are. And of course the books were so much more read in cheap editions:

  people began to read them much more. Everybody had to read War and Peace.




  Chekhov is the modern writer, in the sense that he cast the die for the shape of modern writing, but the other writer who’s done a similar thing is

  Brecht.




  I never understood Brecht or Beckett, and I’ve never understood why everybody says that Godot was such a great play. The only one I ever

  thought I would like is Happy Days, which I’ve never seen, but I read it with great pleasure. I also heard on the radio a one-act play by Beckett about somebody catching a train,

  which I thought was wonderful [All That Fall]. They tried twice to persuade me to play Endgame, but I said I can’t act without my eyes and I have to be [chuckles]

  blind on the stage and I couldn’t do that.




  Your first West End appearance was in The Vortex, when you took over from Noël Coward. Did it seem to you a revolutionary play?




  Oh, it was considered very improper, and it was very much in the feeling of the bright young things: I went to night clubs and the Gargoyle Club and all that, and led a sort

  of semi-Francis Bacon existence for a short time. But I always had an enormous zest for everything to do with the theatre. And I was anxious to learn the new style of production.




  Did it have the effect in its day that Look Back in Anger had in 1956?




  Well, I suppose it did. I loved Look Back in Anger, and I remember Olivier suddenly going to see it a second time and being very impressed with it. I met Osborne, who

  was always rather nice for some obscure reason, and I always rather hoped to do something of his.




  Was there a long period between The Vortex and Look Back in Anger when theatre didn’t seem very challenging?




  I don’t know. I’ve worked all my life so hard, been so busy and so anxious to get on with the next play and try this play and that play, and a few films as well,

  and quite a lot of broadcasting... I was so occupied, and have always been until this last year or two. And I find it very odd not to be, not to have my diary full of engagements.




  I’m sure you would if you could.




  Well, I don’t know. Now they won’t insure me because I’m too old.




  Did you feel that the Royal Court era—that whole volcanic eruption of talent—passed you by?




  I did and I thought I was going to have to go to Hollywood and play sort of... as Cedric [Hardwicke] had so sadly done.




  Play the Pharaoh?




  Play old gentlemen and kings and things. I was fortunate not to have to do that. I always rather cocked a snook at the cinema.




  You did the film of Julius Caesar directed by Joe Mankiewicz, which I admire enormously. Do you regard that as a successful translation of Shakespeare to the

  screen?




  I think it’s one of the best. I saw it again after many years. It isn’t bad at all, except for the last part of the battle, which was done for tuppence in the last

  two to three days. But the main part of the film I enjoyed very much, and they were all very sweet to me. I got on excellently with Brando and with Mankiewicz, and the girls were very charming, and

  it was very exciting to be in Hollywood and see all the stars and I made quite a lot of money, and it was a new experience altogether.




  Did you help Brando with his performance?




  One day I did. He only had one scene in which I appeared with him. We worked on that one day, and he said: ‘What did you think of my performance?’ And I said:

  ‘I don’t want to discuss it.’ And he said: ‘Oh.’ ‘Let me think about it,’ I said. The next week I wasn’t working, and they came to me and said Brando

  had just done the speech over Caesar’s body and ‘It’s so wonderful you must come and see the rushes.’ So I went and saw them, and I didn’t like what I saw at all, but

  I naturally didn’t say so. But he then said, would I help him with the speeches in the scene we had together. And so I did. I didn’t know he was really listening, but the next morning

  he’d put in all the things that I’d suggested to him immediately. He was bright as a button. But I would have loved to have worked with him over some of the rest of it. They were all so

  pleased with him, but naturally I didn’t interfere. I didn’t want them to think I was teaching them how to speak Shakespeare.




  I’ve always liked the liveness of theatre, so I’ve never been keen on recorded versions of theatre performances.




  When it’s on tape or screen, it’s depressing when one’s old: you can’t believe you did things so badly. But I’m sorry there aren’t certain

  records of certain things. I’m sure there were some things I’m proud of having done. And there were certain parts I would like to have had immortalised. I wonder if I’d done a

  complete version of Hamlet... I didn’t care for Olivier’s Hamlet film at all. And the Orson Welles films were fascinating but never satisfactory.




  I love your performance in Chimes at Midnight.




  Welles was awfully interesting, and I loved working with him. He was a real theatre man. And impossible conditions, always in debt, always in trouble with women, always out of

  sync with everything. But he was wonderful company.




  What saved you from playing pharaohs in Hollywood? Was it Oedipus with Peter Brook at the National? It was a very daring production. How did Peter work with

  you?




  Well, we never knew what was going to happen. He wouldn’t tell us what we were going to wear, the scenery was all done twice, and it cost a fortune. Larry was very angry

  because it was letting them in for huge expense. We rehearsed in this horrible sort of drill hall down in Waterloo Road. Brook brought records for us and made us do improvisations and we did Tai

  Chi every morning. It was a nightmare, like being in the army or something. But I trusted him and did whatever he told me.




  A lot of actors have resented the rise of the director, and with ample justification probably, because there’s always a reason for resenting the rise of a bad

  director. But you’ve always regarded it as a partnership.




  Yes. Both the actors in the company and people I’m acting with. I mean, the only people I’ve ever had violent quarrels with are two or three actors who I worked

  with, who wouldn’t play my game at all. I’ve said: ‘I can’t play this scene if you won’t speak up,’ and they just, you know, gabbled through the cues. I’ve

  found that coordination between actors and actresses is so important that if you don’t find it it absolutely baffles you: you don’t know where you are. And you never want to work with

  them again. Just three or four that I could mention because they let me down so much.




  But do you think that comes from the actors not wanting to communicate with an audience?




  I think a lot of actors think that it’s rather cheap to deliver too definitely to the audience.




  Alan Bennett’s play Forty Years On brought you back into working with young writers.




  And it also made me feel that I’d learned a lot in the war, to have played to the troops and, you know, gags and doing numbers and all sorts of strange things I’d

  never done, with a spot of Shakespeare now and again: that widened my scope very much.




  And during the fifties you did a play of Tennessee Williams at a time when he wasn’t established.




  The Glass Menagerie.




  What attracted you to Tennessee Williams’s work?




  I met him in America several times, and I met him at the time of Streetcar. I saw a rehearsal of Streetcar with the original cast, with Jessica Tandy and

  Marlon Brando. Kazan [the director] invited me to come to see a rehearsal with no costumes and a big cabin-trunk on the stage. I was always rather fascinated by Tennessee, but awfully put out by

  the fact that he was so drunken and tiresome, you know; after ten minutes you began to be bored with him, because he’d tell you the same story about the lobotomy of his sister and all this

  stuff.




  But there was a vigour in his writing that wasn’t in a lot of English writing at the same time.




  Yes, but I thought it was so overwritten. I always longed for him to cut and pull together. He used all his mannerisms to such an extent it was like a terrible box of show-off

  fireworks.




  And would he not cut?




  I don’t think so. I think he rewrote everything. Wrote it five times, you know, and wanted to rewrite the whole thing again. All his plays were done again and again with

  different backgrounds and different companies.




  And were you interested in Arthur Miller’s work?




  I found him awfully sticky. I’ve never seen The Crucible. I did see All My Sons.




  ‘Sticky’ meaning melodramatic?




  I found him awfully sort of stodgy.




  Moralistic?




  Like Shaw.




  You don’t like people who try and teach you.




  No, I don’t really, I don’t. It just makes me feel very ignorant, which I am.




  You worked with Harold Pinter and David Storey.




  That was a miracle. I loved Home, which I almost turned down because I didn’t think Bill Gaskill liked me. And it was Lindsay Anderson and David Storey himself

  who kind of... I was frightened of Lindsay.




  Who wasn’t?




  I’d met him on two occasions, and he’d snubbed me terribly, so when I heard he was going to direct it, I thought he won’t want me. But when we did

  Home and it came off so well, I was of course mad to do something else. Then came No Man’s Land, which I read in forty minutes and just jumped on it.




  What’s always struck me about the way you speak Shakespeare is that you always let the meaning lead.




  You’ve got to be awfully sure of your material. I’ve found a great deal of Shakespeare very hard to follow and very difficult to act. But if a part appealed to me

  pictorially then I immediately grabbed it and that was all. I’ve never lost my very childish attitude towards the theatre, which is so-called make-believe romance, or pretending to be

  somebody else and having people round me who were also in the same kind of dream world.




  You had an instinct for Shakespeare even if you didn’t fully understand him.




  I think I always saw everything in theatrical terms—entrances and exits and applause, sensational groupings and colour and light. And I was always fascinated by all the

  attributes that made me want to be a director, because I wanted to govern the look of the thing, which mattered so much to me.




  You seem to be able to play Shakespeare as fast as he thinks and very, very few actors can do this.




  I never thought of it. I only know that when I played Midsummer Night’s Dream again at the end of the war—I was tired and getting old and I played Oberon,

  which I’d played on my head at the Old Vic years before—that I was very bad, and by that time I was beginning to repeat a lot of tricks which at intervals I’ve always done.

  I’ve always tried to listen to people who said: ‘Don’t use your mannerisms and your kind of stage tricks and your long vowels and sensational climaxes and things: try to be

  real.’ Edith Evans was the great example of sorting the sheep from the goats, so to speak. She would hold back on all emotion until she wanted to show it; then she would show it to you for a

  minute and then she would slam the shutters. She did it as Rosalind when she was fifty and she gave an extraordinary performance that I’ll never forget. I admired her beyond words, although

  in many ways she was rather a limited sort of woman. Very encouraging but at the same time very strong, and rather lacking in the kind of—




  Not very generous.




  She was very good to act with but on the other hand I never felt very warm acting with her. I don’t think she allowed you to.




  At the age of twenty-five you did your first Old Vic season, and you played—am I right?—you played Romeo, Orlando, Mark Antony, Hamlet and Macbeth?




  Yes, right.




  In the same season.




  We only had three weeks’ rehearsal, and of course we only gave about nine or ten performances. We had the ballet one night and the opera had another night, so we

  didn’t play every night, which was a help. But the company was not very first-rate.




  And the second season you played a twenty-six-year-old Prospero, Antony, Richard II, Benedick and Lear—but not Hamlet.




  Well, I suppose I’d had enough of Hamlet by that time. I’d played a complete version and a cut version, and we’d moved to the West End, and I’d

  quarrelled with old [Donald] Wolfit, who played the King and was very jealous and very stupid, and I didn’t admire him at all, although I thought he had great power. He was rather a sore

  thumb in my company.




  Because he belonged to a Victorian tradition.




  He did the old thing of shaking the curtain before he would come on for his solo call and things like that. I didn’t realise how much he resented me. I was of course

  rather conceited and vain and he probably had every right to resent me, but he did it rather unpleasantly. So he was rather a thorn in my flesh during the Hamlet times. But he was very

  good as the King.




  That was the first Hamlet, but your 1934/5 Hamlet—that was the great Hamlet. It defined the part for the twentieth century, certainly until the early

  sixties.




  Well, that was my own production, which was very daring. For many years I enjoyed directing just as much and was very proud of the few things that I thought I brought off as a

  director. But the critics never gave me much credit for directing, and I thought that was rather a compliment in a way, because the direction wasn’t too apparent.




  Wasn’t too obtrusive?




  I didn’t think it was. On the other hand, it wasn’t very creative. In some ways I think I was better in America. I did it in New York in ’36 and worked with

  an almost entirely American company, only two English actors besides myself in the cast. It was such a challenge that I really enjoyed it enormously, although I stayed up too late at nights and got

  frightfully tired and all that. And then I came back to England and had rather a bad time for about ten years, I think.




  You were a powerful reason for getting me interested in the theatre. I think I must have been thirteen when I heard you on the Third Programme doing Prospero. I

  must’ve read a Shakespeare play and I couldn’t make head or tail of it, but you made me understand it perfectly. I wondered if you could retrieve my childhood for me by doing

  Prospero’s last speech.




  Which one?




  ‘This rough magic I here abjure...’




  [pause]




  No, I don’t think I can do it.




  No?




  [pause]




  I’m terrified now that if I tried to act a part I would dry up immediately. I began to make mistakes and dry up in the last play I did and it terrified me and since then

  if I pick up Shakespeare and try and do a speech even from Hamlet, I find I make mistakes and miss words and miss phrases. And I tried to do a Prospero speech in a pulpit in a small church

  at some do two or three years ago and dried up in the middle and I was so horrified. And I suppose that kind of memory does leave you.




  [pause]




  —It’s very alarming.










  Peter Brook




  1925—




  [image: ]




  Director. Peter Brook’s productions include Measure for Measure, Titus Andronicus, King Lear, the Marat/Sade, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Oedipus, The Ik,

  The Mahabharata and The Man Who. I interviewed him in January 2000 in Paris at his own theatre, the Bouffes du Nord. It’s the most congenial theatre I know: perfect acoustics, a

  sense of the past, like worn stone steps in a church, layer on layer of human presence, a touch of oriental in the tracery above the proscenium, beautifully distressed walls, plasterwork like

  medieval frescoes. Peter Brook has stimulated British theatre for fifty years—first, in his twenties, in the West End, then with the Royal Shakespeare Company, and for the last twenty-five

  years from outside the country. He disclaims any desire to escape from the insularity of British theatre, but his self-exile appears to have inoculated him against the infection of self-doubt, the

  vagaries of fashion, the attrition of parochial sniping, the weariness of careerism, and the mid-life crisis that affects most theatre directors (not always in midlife), which

  comes from repetition, from constant barter and compromise. But, he always stresses, nothing is achieved in the theatre that doesn’t come from the practical rather than the theoretical. He

  was wearing a tangerine sweater with an indigo shirt, and, sitting in the circle of his theatre against the terracotta walls, he glowed with well-being and undiminished enthusiasm. All his

  sentences had a shape; he spoke with no hesitations—no ‘ums’, ‘ers’, or ‘wells’—by turns grave, impish and passionate.




  Is it our marvellous luck in the English theatre to have had Shakespeare?




  Oh, I’m sure. Absolutely sure. Although one sees that the plays are still powerful in other languages and are done all over the world, they can never be as powerful as

  they are in the English language. And because of this it’s become part of the English nature and the English temperament. All theatres all over the world, all good theatres have their hero

  figures, their pivotal figures, and we’re lucky in having the best.




  What’s his particular genius?




  The genius is that everything comes together. He’s not a product of Elizabethan times, but he was totally influenced by all that was around him. It was a time of

  enormous social change, intellectual change, artistic experiment—a period of such dynamic force that he was open to all the different levels of life. He was open to all that was going on in

  the streets, he was open to all the conflicting religious and political wars of the time, and spiritually he was deeply involved in the vast questions that were there for all mankind at a time when

  the dogmas, the Church dogmas, were exploding. When there was a spirit of inquiry. And all his plays, which is what makes them so remarkable, correspond to the ancient Indian definition of good

  theatre, which is that plays appeal simultaneously to the people who want entertainment, people who want excitement, people who want to understand psychology and social reality better, and people

  who really wish to open themselves to the metaphysical secrets of the universe. Now, that he can do that, not only within one play and within one scene but within one line, is what makes

  Shakespeare remarkable and corresponds to something hidden in the English character. Of course, foreign views of England are always stereotyped, but from the inside one knows that the cold English

  are the most emotional people. The English who scoff at anything that’s in any way supernatural are in fact deeply inquiring poetically and philosophically, and are extraordinarily concerned

  about true ethics, about the truth, reality, and practicality of social structures. And the fact that Shakespeare contains all those questions makes him very English.




  What you’ve said suggests that the English should be particularly drawn to theatre as a medium.




  All the richness of the English inner life is something that so embarrasses the English that they can’t give light of day in everyday social behaviour to either

  philosophy, poetry or metaphysical inquiry. So the theatre is the only area where the hidden Englishness can reveal itself respectably.




  Yet for three hundred years the Irish dominated the English theatre.




  You could almost say the English as a whole daren’t let their inner richness appear in public, and do everything to hide this behind all sorts of facades, which have

  been heavily implemented by the whole class structure of England over hundreds of years. The Irish are the opposite. The Irish allow their deep natural poetry and imagination to come out, all the

  time. If you go into an English pub you may meet some enjoyable companions, but you’re not going to hear any sudden bursts of lyricism in the conversation. It’s hard to avoid them in

  Ireland. Anyone you meet there has at his disposal and on the tip of his tongue all the richness of his natural imagination. And that goes very naturally into Irish writing. Synge famously says

  that, to capture the extraordinary colourful dialogue that the theatre needs, you’ve only to lie on the floor in an attic and listen to what’s being said in the room below. That is the

  reason that what is rather condescendingly called the ‘gift of the gab’ is part of the natural healthy exuberance and ebullience of their essentially tragic experience. I’d

  compare it to what I’ve seen in South Africa. Within a deeply tragic human experience, a people have maintained their capacity to survive joyfully in tragedy, and to turn even the worst

  experience into something that can be shared with humour, with joy and with vividness. Those are essential theatrical qualities.




  What about the most celebrated Irish playwright of the twenieth century? When were you first aware of Beckett?




  I was first aware of Beckett when I was sent a play called Waiting for Godot. I read it and thought: ‘Oh, this is a charming, whimsical play, but I don’t

  know that it’s particularly interesting to anyone.’ A few weeks later a very young director called Peter Hall did a production. I went to see it and said: ‘My God, this is

  something much more remarkable than I thought when I read it.’ And then quite soon I got to know Beckett and was enormously taken by him as a friend, and by the fact that he wasn’t at

  all this austere pessimist that the world thought he was, but was an engaging and fascinating and delightful human being, who loved all aspects of life and living. I proposed to him that we do a

  workshop in which we’d try to evolve a play together. He was very excited by the idea until it became real the following year, and then he invented an illness. It was a pure invention to get

  out of it, because the idea of actually sitting there and writing in front of other people sounded good but was so against his secretive nature that in a way it was impossible. The great Beckett

  experience for me was seeing Beckett performed by Irish actors: I saw Pat Magee and Jack MacGowran playing Endgame at the Aldwych. This was Beckett as I’ve never seen it done again

  anywhere. Although one can do Beckett in many ways, to me the essential Beckett is when he’s played by the Irish.




  Why doesn’t one feel depressed when one sees Beckett’s plays?




  Well, it’s very simple: it’s the whole basis of Greek tragedy. The impression you have at the end of King Lear and when you see a play of Beckett is that

  you are brought uncompromisingly in front of the naked truth—and I say uncompromisingly, without that secret pleasure which can come from enjoying the fact that it’s bad or rotten.

  You’re beyond that feeling. You’re there in front of the bones of an experience, the white bones of experience. Truth never pushes towards death, it reveals life, and life always

  emerges from a strong confrontation with truth. If you’d asked Beckett, ‘Are you optimistic?’ he would’ve hated it, and he would’ve said: ‘Oh sure, I’m

  very pessimistic and I’m very nihilistic.’ And in a sense, in the effort of conceiving and writing, which he couldn’t help doing, he touched something deeply painful all the time

  in himself. I once said to him: ‘Why do you write?’ And he said: ‘Well, I feel that like a snail, I want to leave my trace of slime as I leave this world.’ But that is not

  true. You can’t love and struggle all your life for perfection and actually be totally destructive, self-destructive and nihilistic, because with that attitude you genuinely abandon

  everything and commit suicide. But Beckett wasn’t in that post-war existential despair, even though at first sight he seemed to be, because of the passion and love that he put into creating

  perfect works of art.




  If Beckett wasn’t a pessimist, was Brecht a wilful optimist?




  Personally I believe that both attitudes, optimism and pessimism are completely false. There’s only one attitude possible, which is realism, and that’s much more

  difficult to maintain because you have to accept so many opposites. I think that Brecht was full of contradictions. Whatever you say about Brecht you can find the opposite. Any good thing you can

  say about Brecht, you’ll find something bad; anything bad you say about him, you can compensate it with something good. ‘Wilful optimist’ is absolutely right. I don’t think

  that he could have truly believed in simplifications such as that everything must be sacrificed, brutally, violently, ruthlessly, because there is this Communist dream-world just round the corner,

  and that we’re just one revolution away. Just push down the last wall and there will be this marvellous utopia. I don’t think he could have believed that. And yet again and again he

  closed his eyes to the things he knew about Stalinist Russia. Not only did he not disclose them, but he wilfully wrote poems of praise even though he was under no pressure to do so because he

  wasn’t living under the threat of a Stalinist regime. Yes, he was an optimist for mysterious reasons because he wanted to be.




  But did he do all that because he wanted his own theatre and a subsidy for it?




  Oh yes, but from the start of his career he was playing ball with utopian ideas which he couldn’t have believed in completely. He was a marvellous politician and

  manipulator and played his cards very well all his life. The way that he got out of his troubles with the Un-American Committee showed how well he could play his cards. And of course he wanted his

  theatre. He was very aware of the fact that he was a magnificent director; he didn’t want to stay liked in America merely as a writer and a theorist. He knew that to do the directing that he

  wanted to do, he had to have all the elements. He had to have his actors, his theatre, in his own social surroundings. So of course he did everything, against great difficulty, to have this

  theatre, and, at the same time, he very shrewdly kept a certain distance so that he wasn’t officially the person who could be attacked. But he was attacked and had great difficulty all the

  time.




  What’s his influence been as a director?




  I saw the great, great productions. And what struck me was the absolute magnificence, I mean the rich magnificence, of his work on the stage. The use of scenery was quite

  simply of tremendous quality and beauty and imagination, as was his use of music, his use of stage craft, of revolving stages, of entrances and exits, of crowds. And above all the way his actors

  played—because there wasn’t a single actor in his company who played ‘Brechtian’ in the sense of giving what he himself would describe as being just illustrations,

  caricatures. None of them worked in that way at all: they did everything he wanted and they filled it in with tremendous personal and rich inner life. And so the work was truly of an ensemble of

  unique richness with an absolute perfection of living stage craft. For me, Brecht was and still is much more fascinating as a great theatre director than as a playwright.




  So was his theory simply thinking out loud?




  I think that, with all theatre theory, it’s a process of reaction against what’s gone before. And that’s very healthy. Perhaps the theatre, more than any

  other part of society, can very rapidly respond when yesterday’s form goes out of date. Brecht came into a big, solid German bourgeois theatre. Very successful for a certain class of people.

  Deeply based on well-established nineteenth-century ideas. But Brecht said: this is dreadful, everything about this must be broken, the audience are treated in the wrong way, the values are wrong.

  So he swung to the opposite extreme. In terms of his work he got it absolutely right, but in his writing he simplified it. He wrote, for instance, about the need to break illusion. What he really

  meant was that we need to clear the stage of a lot of shit, get all the rubbish out and let something purer, simpler, appear. He said: let’s get rid of dark, murky, atmospheric lighting and

  let’s put bright light onto the stage. This is absolutely marvellous. But the reason for putting bright light on the stage is because an actor in a brilliant light is more alive and more

  expressive. But to say that you can take illusion out of the theatre is a deep naivety; it’s like saying: let’s pass a decree to take illusion out of life.




  The creation of the Royal Shakespeare Company was something of a revolution. What was it like at Stratford before the RSC?




  You know, with all love and respect for everyone in the RSC, it wasn’t the RSC that was the revolution. The Shakespeare Memorial Theatre at Stratford had become

  old-fashioned, stereotyped, in the hands of a small number of very conventional people who did Shakespeare in the most boring way imaginable, really castrating the works or—no, that’s

  even too vivid a metaphor—just letting the life drain out of the works so it was bad, uninteresting, provincial theatre which bored everybody and put them off Shakespeare for life. Then this

  marvellous old gentleman, Sir Barry Jackson, at the age of well over seventy, was asked to take the theatre over. I was with him that first day when he went from Birmingham [where he was running

  the Birmingham Repertory Theatre] to look round the theatre in Stratford. He looked round it and very quietly said: ‘Everything here must be changed.’ And in his first season he changed

  everything. Plays had been put on with hardly any rehearsal—the most famous Russian director Komisarjevsky did a King Lear there with five days’ rehearsal; plays were revived

  with perhaps two days’ rehearsal; all the new productions, seven or eight new productions, were done in the first week, and then they were just played mechanically for the rest of a very

  short season. Sir Barry said: ‘Each of these great plays has to be properly rehearsed; it must have its own team, its own director, its own designer.’ He decreed four full weeks of

  rehearsal, an enormous time for those days. There mustn’t be one design pattern imposed for the whole season: each designer must be free to go his own way, and the season must go on much

  longer because of this. And we must bring back to Stratford actors from London who certainly wouldn’t have dreamed of playing in that boring, old-fashioned festival. He did all that. He was

  an elderly gentleman, very reserved, very polite. In making a change he got the whole town against him. He got the governors largely against him. After two seasons with their ups and downs he was

  politely asked to go. And when the next generations came—first of all Anthony Quayle taking over from him, and then Peter Hall—the groundwork was done. Peter came with tremendous energy

  and vision. The first thing he said was: ‘Well, we don’t want this place to be a memorial so it won’t be called a memorial theatre any more; it’s the Royal Shakespeare

  Theatre.’ Then he said: ‘To get good actors, we must have much more work, we must have a theatre in London.’ All those things came out of a preparation that had been done by Sir

  Barry Jackson. That was the big revolution.




  For my generation The Wars of the Roses and your production of King Lear were catalytic moments. In particular your Lear, which made me see, as

  I’d never seen before, that, as Jan Kott said, Shakespeare was our contemporary. What was the genesis of that production?




  Well, of course I can’t really look at it in that way because already at Stratford I’d done Love’s Labour’s Lost and then Romeo and

  Juliet, which caused a scandal in its time because we did it with very young people and had very violent fights. And there were screams of horror: ‘Where’s the poetry gone?’

  And Measure for Measure with John Gielgud, which was a play that was unknown at the time. That and Titus were suddenly seen as new and vivid plays for contemporary audiences. So

  that the progress towards Lear was a very natural one. I’d always wanted to do Lear, but I’d waited and waited until there was an actor. I’d worked then I think

  already ten or eleven times with Paul Scofield. The real decision to do a big Shakespeare play is that you have to believe in the actor. And there was Scofield at forty-something, full height of

  his powers, absolutely right and ready to play this much older man needing all the vitality and skills of a mature actor. I read Jan Kott, knew him well, was very impressed by all his writing, and

  it was said that our Lear was based on that. I don’t think that was the case. I think that what was quite clear was that Lear had suffered like all the other plays from

  tradition, and where tradition in some cases is a good thing, in the case of Shakespeare, tradition is not a good thing. Because we hadn’t got a true Elizabethan tradition: we had at that

  time a very, very bad Victorian tradition that took you far away from the plays. It had put a wrong pictorial stamp on the plays and a wrong moral stamp, because the Victorian tradition told you

  very strongly who were the good and who were the bad people. And in re-examining King Lear we found that this was completely wrong. That King Lear is not about a poor, dear, old

  man and two monstrous vipers who are his daughters, but is a very complex play. Shakespeare often wrote rambling imperfect constructions, but if he did happen to make two perfect constructions,

  where really you can’t take away anything, one is Midsummer Night’s Dream, where all the different levels fit together, like in Mozart, and the other is Lear.




  Granville Barker talked about the dream of presenting Shakespeare brightly lit within a white space.




  Really? I never knew that.




  And you realised his dream in your Dream.




  Oh, I’m delighted.




  How did you arrive at that staging of the Dream?




  Two key events. I was convinced that the Dream was not about trees and fairies, but that it was a complex play about love, about all the different shades of meaning

  that that single word covers, expressing itself in an extraordinarily free and theatrical way by endless changing forms and gears and levels. I had two experiences that were very powerful. One was

  seeing Chinese acrobats. Looking at them I thought: ah, now this is the nearest image I can imagine to what it means when you say ‘fairy’. ‘Fairy’ means something lighter

  than life—the body soaring in the air, transparent. And when I saw these Chinese acrobats, who in white clothes were completely unlike our heavy muscular acrobats, they were just figures of

  energy, leaping and dancing around the stage and doing incredibly difficult things as though it was no problem at all. And I thought: ah, that’s what fairies should be. And then the other

  experience, equally powerful, was that I went to see a ballet of Jerry Robbins called Dances at a Gathering. Here was a ballet played to the same sort of nostalgic Chopin music as Swan

  Lake, yet suddenly instead of the images of night and a moon and a lake and white tutu—the same conventional, nineteenth-century, poetic, Victorian romantic imagery which always

  I’d seen related to Midsummer Night’s Dream, or Swan Lake—here was a young group of very cool, very laid-back dancers on chairs, somebody playing Chopin on the

  piano. And I remember a man getting up, one of the male dancers who had cowboy boots, and he started suggesting classical ballet through the body and the approach of a Jerry Robbins, Broadway jazz

  dancer. It was overwhelming to see how the whole of the feeling of Chopin in the nineteenth century could be used without entering into that whole heavy, dated imagery. And it’s with these

  that I began to think: first of all, the fairies mustn’t look like fairies. ‘Fairyness’ must be dexterity, agility and doing brilliantly and easily things that seem

  impossible—that’s a fairy. And the other side of it was that night in the forest must be conjured up lightly and amusingly, so the image of darkness must be swept out. I talked to Sally

  Jacobs [the designer] and we said: ‘Well, the first thing is a white box, in which the imagination is free for the words which say “It’s night” to ring through the audience

  and the audience sees night. And yet at the same time there is a lightness because it’s all in light.’




  This was where we took a risk that today I can’t imagine could have been possible—I said to Trevor Nunn: ‘Do you think that you can find a group of actors who

  can in five weeks’ rehearsal learn to do what takes the Chinese twenty, thirty years—and it’s been in the family for hundreds of years?’ And he said ‘Yes.’ We

  got this company who, with such enthusiasm, managed to do these incredible things—like Alan Howard doing difficult speeches with a perfect Shakespearean understanding of words, while doing

  this tricky thing of making a plate spin on a stick and throwing it and catching it with Puck. I could never believe this was possible, but the actors managed to do it. The aim was to appeal to the

  imagination through a lively humorous contact between stage and audience, and for that, light was essential.




  Several years before the Dream, in the early sixties, there was much talk of social and sexual liberation, of R.D. Laing and the sanity of the mad, and you started

  a period of research under the title the Theatre of Cruelty, taken from Artaud. To what extent did your research on Artaud come out of the spirit of the times?




  I think everything comes, not totally but very largely, from the spirit of the times. And one is within that climate. Artaud was valuable when we started the Theatre of

  Cruelty, and I said from the start: it’s not because we want to do a sadistic theatre showing cruel events. It’s not snuff movies. Artaud’s idea with cruelty was a pitiless

  rejection of conventional forms. Very good basis for research: that the sweeping away of existing forms should be extreme. This goal of extremism is a very valuable spur when you’re working.

  When we did the experiments of the Theatre of Cruelty, we opened up all sorts of directions, and felt that now we needed a subject that makes demands that a conventional play doesn’t need.

  There’s no reason, with a conventional, three-act, naturalistic play, to have developed all these particular means and techniques. So we said we would apply them to Genet’s The

  Screens, and in fact we did—in the Donmar Workshop—a half of The Screens as the next stage of the work of a research group. Then suddenly out of the blue came this play,

  Marat/Sade, from Germany, and I thought: well, this is an extraordinary coincidence. But there are no coincidences: just at the moment when this group has developed to a point it needed

  that challenge, here’s a play. But the play was on a scale beyond what our little eight-men-and-women research group could handle. So we had to bring this extreme research into the mainstream

  of the Royal Shakespeare Company. But it was possible, because the other actors—Ian Richardson, Pat Magee, all the other actors who were concerned with it—weren’t part of our

  experimental group. This is where experiment is useful, because you prepare something, and then other people who are open to it can very rapidly assimilate. So in a short time this big company

  began to work in exactly the same way as we’d worked.




  You talk about Artaud, and about Brecht, but I think it’s very, very important to remember that there is someone who was before them, and more important than any of them,

  more important than Artaud, more important than Brecht, more important than Meyerhold, more important than Stanislavsky, in the sense that he was at the origin of it all, which was [Edward Gordon]

  Craig. Craig has never been truly honoured in his own country, and died in exile feeling himself deeply wronged and neglected, although he never lost his humour. But right at the beginning of the

  century Craig was the person who swept scenery off the stage. Craig was the person who went right back to the origin of the theatre, described—before Artaud—how theatre had its roots in

  the temples, described vividly how that happened, and who wrote marvellous, humorous but incisive pieces like his Advice to a Young Director, where he said if you want to put on

  Hamlet the first thing that you have to recognise is that there is a ghost and there is the supernatural. If you’re not prepared to accept the supernatural in Shakespeare, go home.

  Don’t touch this author because you won’t understand anything about it. Many of Craig’s writings are out of print and many of them are neglected, but when one sees what Craig was

  saying, there is nothing more important as an influence penetrating the whole of the twentieth-century theatre. Deeply influencing people like Brecht, who perhaps didn’t know about it, but

  Brecht’s approach to scenery was entirely in the direction of what Craig was looking for. I would say that the true influence, which we all carry today whether we know it or not, comes from

  Gordon Craig.




  Like Craig, Artaud realised very little work, but he was a brilliant theorist. One of the things he said was that he craved a theatre whose origins were in the dance, that

  the means of expression employed in the dance are equally the natural means of expression for acting, the difference being merely one of range.




  I think that Artaud’s great qualities go beyond being a poetic theoretician—‘poetic’ meaning that a poet has these deep intuitions. Theorists rarely

  have any intuitions at all. But he turned into theory what he sensed poetically. And although, in practice, he didn’t know how to implement them in the theatre, intuitively he sensed that

  there is something that could appear in performance in the theatre that comes from deep, deep, hidden springs in the human organism that express themselves equally through movements of the body,

  through the capacity of a voice to make strange sounds. And that ideally every word is charged with the full capacity of the whole organism. I think that Artaud is tremendously valuable to everyone

  in the theatre if you follow him on that intuitive level. If you follow him on the superficial level of an angry man saying this is all appalling, this is hateful—furiously saying: you

  mustn’t do this, but you must go out and yell and scream—then you can very, very easily lead young people into very poor quality excesses, because they have Artaud in their hand, and

  Artaud says one must be excessive, without realising that the true excess he means is the height of creativity.




  And above all, spontaneity.




  And spontaneity, but then spontaneity is, in all of human life, the most difficult state to reach.




  And achieved how?




  Spontaneity—it’s like simplicity. You don’t start with it. We’ve found this in improvisations. You take a group of people who haven’t improvised

  much together, and you ask them all to be spontaneous. If that can go on for thirty seconds you’re very lucky, after which, even though people think that they’re doing something freely,

  they’re just repeating their own stereotypes. And stereotype is meeting stereotype and blending into a super-stereotype. To free yourself of that is exactly the same as in football, as in

  boxing, as in any sport. It’s an enormously long process before you get to the World Cup state, when you have that absolute freedom of improvisation—that’s where you see

  spontaneity. You see spontaneity in the World Cup. And what a process.




  What about the ‘revolution’ of 1956 at the Royal Court?




  Oh, that was a real revolution. And the revolution can be called social in the sense that there was a very stratified class system in place. Something was emerging in the name

  of a lower class that was freeing itself from an intermediate class and refused to have anything to do with the establishment. And also freeing itself from what was rigid in the working-class

  ideology of the time. So this free-moving class, rising up in the social scale, wished to be heard, and in wishing to be heard it naturally wanted to be heard with a different language, with a

  different dynamic, in a different way from the established theatre. And as the established theatre hadn’t much going for it, there was every good reason to break all the conventions. When I

  did Romeo and Juliet, which was before that time, I had a very young actor playing Romeo very well. I wanted somebody very young, and during rehearsal he told me about his life, he talked

  about his origins: poor, working-class boy, who spoke with a regional or cockney accent. He talked about how hard he had struggled at drama school to learn to speak correctly so that he could go

  one day to Stratford and play a part like Romeo. And this seemed normal and natural because it was quite clear that he would be thrown out of the first audition if he came in and read Romeo with a

  regional or cockney accent. The big revolution starting with Albert Finney—an actor affirming his right to play the prince without sacrificing his own individuality, his own colour, his own

  personality, and saying: ‘The hell with it—if I’ve been born talking like this, I’m going to bloody well go on talking like this.’ And this was a big revolution in

  England.




  So with Look Back in Anger what was shocking was the tone of voice and the accent rather than the form?




  I think everything. It’s bewildering today to watch the gradual movement from the day when it was daring to say ‘bloody’, to the fact that today, if you

  don’t say ‘fuck’ every third line, your play most likely won’t be accepted. It was just about that time that ‘fuck’ was said for the first time on an English

  stage.




  But you were constantly at war with the Lord Chamberlain?




  Oh yes. I think that I was part of those who managed to get rid of him. And we got rid of him—after a long series of head-on attacks which got us nowhere—by

  ridicule. In the end we found different ways of making him not only a complete anachronism but a ridiculous anachronism. One day when I visited the Lord Chamberlain, he received

  me—because he was going on to a reception at the Palace—in full Palace uniform: we were sitting there discussing a play of Genet’s and whether or not these words would be

  suitable, and the anachronism was complete. But everything was interconnected: when there’s a gradual change it has its influence everywhere. And then there’re the landmarks: Look

  Back in Anger just was that shock landmark which dramatised the whole process of change that was going on all through the artistic life of the country and of the theatre.




  At the same time, there was theatre at least as interesting in Stratford East with Joan Littlewood.




  Oh yes, but is that forgotten today?




  Yes.




  Oh, that is very terrible, because, as I was saying, there was a climate, because the forces of change were underway, and of course many different things were sprouting.

  Look Back in Anger, because of the phrase ‘the angry young men’, has become vastly well known. But somebody of tremendous talent and fired with the same feeling of protest and

  refusal—an impossible character, which made her even stronger—was Joan Littlewood. Joan Littlewood made her little band of people around her—and all the work that went on in her

  theatre—as revolutionary, as dynamic and as exciting as any other aspect of those times.


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Richard Eyre

Talking
Theatre

Interviews with Theatre People





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/line.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





