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Foreword


Ian Rickson


Like the beautiful billiard tables made by the family business in his 1993 play A Going Concern, Stephen’s plays always bear the kitemark of unique, handcrafted quality. They’re built from the bottom up with great love and care, yet you never feel they exhibit technique in a dry way. Stephen is too subtle a writer for that. Crucially, he begins from a place of empathy with all of his characters, and is then able to sensuously feel his way into worlds as diverse as Restoration London in The Libertine, or the more experimental zones of Interruptions.


The plays are frequently leavened by Stephen’s mischievous wit, rarely at the expense of character, frequently through their own articulacy. And throughout the tremendous achievement of this considerable body of work what most people wouldn’t know is how continually generous Stephen is with his time and support for other writers. He can give himself in the most egoless way to the process of helping another play ‘becoming itself’ because he is naturally, generously immersed in the craft of playwriting. This volume of plays is testament to that vital spirit.













This foreword is taken from the collection Stephen Jeffreys: Plays.











Introduction


Annabel Arden


Stephen Jeffreys was born on April 22 1950 and spent his childhood in Crouch End, North London. His father’s family ran a business making billiard tables, where he himself spent a short time working after university and which he immortalised in his play A Going Concern. According to family legend his great-grandfather taught the Pankhurst sisters how to play billiards. His mother’s family were originally from Ireland. The house Stephen grew up in, 45 Weston Park, had been acquired by his paternal grandfather in 1936, and three generations as well as many lodgers lived there in a very particular post-war austerity. It was a childhood full of eccentric characters, English humour and stoicism. His monologue Finsbury Park (commissioned by Paines Plough for their 2016 series of Come to Where I’m From, and performed by Stephen himself) captures the essence of this. The house remained inhabited by his sister, the writer and journalist Susan Jeffreys, and Stephen later returned to share it with her, bringing his wife Annabel and his two sons Jack and Ralph to this almost mythical extended family home. It was known to all as ‘The Chateau’.


Stephen was educated in Crouch End, at Rokesly Primary School, and then at a boys’ grammar, the Stationers’ Company’s School in Hornsey, before going to read English at Southampton University. While there he revitalised the student theatre scene and took a company to the Minack Theatre in Cornwall, directing Indians, in which he cast all the Indians as women – an idea ahead of its time and setting the trend by which he gave great parts to women in all his plays. After his short spell in the family business and work as a supply teacher, he wrote Like Dolls or Angels, taking it to 1977 National Student Drama Festival, where it won the Sunday Times Playwriting Award. Later he would join the board of the NSDF, which he served on for many years.


A part-time job teaching theatre in an art college in Carlisle gave him time and solitude to write, as well as the experience of putting on enormous community plays combining street theatre with carefully staged disruption and spectacle, such as The Garden of Eden (1986) about nationalised beer performed by the people of Carlisle. While living in Carlisle he also spent time at the Brewery Arts Centre in Kendal, where he met Gerry Mulgrew, Alison Peebles and Robert



Pickavance, who would go on to found Communicado. Together with Stephen they formed Pocket Theatre Cumbria, which toured the north.


Round this time, Stephen decided to devote his talents to writing plays. His first big success came in 1989 when Valued Friends (with Martin Clunes, Peter Capaldi and Jane Horrocks in the cast at Hampstead Theatre) won the Evening Standard and Critics’ Circle Awards for Most Promising Playwright. There followed The Clink (1990) for Paines Plough, for whom he was Arts Council Writer-in-Residence from 1987–89; A Going Concern (Hampstead, 1993); and The Libertine, a considerable success at the Royal Court Theatre in 1994, where he began an eleven-year stint as Literary Associate, which brought him into contact with a whole generation of emerging writers. He also began giving writing workshops at the Court, which were attended by then little-known playwrights such as Simon Stephens, Roy Williams and April De Angelis.


The American premiere of The Libertine, directed by Terry Johnson at Steppenwolf Theatre, Chicago, in 1996 with John Malkovich as Rochester, led to an ongoing association both with Malkovich and with Steppenwolf, where Lost Land, about Hungary at the end of World War One, was premiered in 2005, again with Malkovich in the lead. When The Libertine was made into a movie (released in 2005) starring Johnny Depp, it was Malkovich’s company that produced it.


Meanwhile, Stephen wrote I Just Stopped By to See the Man (directed by Richard Wilson at the Royal Court in 2000), a tribute to the old-time blues singers of the Mississippi Delta, which was also staged by Steppenwolf and many other American theatres; Interruptions (written while resident at the University of California, Davis, and staged there in 2001), which sprang from his fascination with the Japanese aesthetic principle of Jo-ha-kyu and his desire to create a particular narrative form to express our struggles with democracy and leadership. The Art of War (Sydney Theatre Company, 2007) was inspired both by the ancient Chinese military treatise by Sun Tzu and by Stephen’s own response to the Gulf War. In 2009 he contributed the first play (Bugles at the Gates of Jalalabad) in the series The Great Game: Afghanistan at the Tricycle Theatre, London. This landmark series toured to the US and was performed to senior military personnel at the Pentagon.


Throughout his career, Stephen has kept up a steady stream of adaptations. One of the earliest, in 1982, was of Dickens’s Hard Times for Pocket Theatre Cumbria. Two years later came Carmen 1936 for Communicado, which won a Fringe First and played in London at the Tricycle Theatre. He adapted Richard Brome’s seventeenth-century



comedy, A Jovial Crew (RSC, 1992), and, in 2000, The Convict’s Opera (premiered in Australia at Sydney Theatre Company and in the UK by Out of Joint), based on The Beggar’s Opera but set on a convict ship heading for Australia. In 2011 his stage adaptation of Backbeat, Iain Softley’s film about The Beatles, opened in the West End, while his characteristically witty and erudite translation in 2013 of the libretto of The Magic Flute in Simon McBurney’s radical production has been performed all over Europe. And for the RSC he helped adapt their 2016 production of The Alchemist.


As well as the one for The Libertine, Stephen’s other screenplays include Ten Point Bold, a love story set against the tumultuous political background of the Regency period, written in 2003 but so far unfilmed, and the biopic Diana, released in 2013, directed by Oliver Hirschbiegel and starring Naomi Watts as the Princess of Wales.


Ever since his experience as a selector for the annual NSDF, which involved him in mentoring and launching many careers, Stephen has been steeped in the practicalities of theatre and has relished collaborative creative relationships with young companies and young playwrights. He is also the ‘go to’ person for short celebratory plays for leaving dos, birthdays, weddings, etc., all of which have made him a hugely popular and enormously well-liked figure in the theatre community. In 2018 he was diagnosed as suffering from an inoperable and aggressive brain tumour. His book encompassing his teaching, entitled Playwriting: Structure, Character, How and What to Write, is to be published soon after this volume of plays.


Annabel Arden is a theatre and opera director, co-founder of Complicité, and married to Stephen Jeffreys.






This introduction is taken from the collection Stephen Jeffreys: Plays.













Interruptions was first performed at UC Davis Main Theatre, Davis, California, USA, on 26 April 2001, with the following cast:


Cara Burgoyne


Simon Burzinski


Diane DiPrima


Elias Escobedo


Michelle French


Virginie Magnat


Juan Manzo


Cooky Nguyen


Linda Noveroske Rentner


Bill Ritch


Damion Sharpe


Isaac Hirotsu Woofler










	Director

	Annabel Arden






	Scenic Designer

	Brian Garber






	Costume Designer

	Catherine Ione






	Lighting Designer

	Darrell F. Wynn






	Sound Designer

	Ned Jacobson






	Stage Manager

	Hilary Wilkoff






	Music

	Pablo Ortiz
















Author’s Note


Interruptions tells a story, but not in chronological order and without any leading characters. It shows an imaginary country preparing for an election, undergoing a military coup, and then living through the consequences. About eighty different characters are in the play, each reflecting a different part of society. A few characters appear in more than one scene and some actors portray recurring types (The Cynic, The Latecomer), who are actually different people. My hope is to engage the audience with a big story, but to avoid the usual rhythm of narrative, thus challenging the members of the audience to put the events together in their own minds.


Each of the seven scenes shows a group of people engaging in a basic human activity (Discussing, Playing, Dying, Cooking, Having Sex, Working, Creating Art) and being frustrated in their attempts. My fellow playwright, David Edgar, once pointed out to me the large number of scenes in Shakespeare which could be described as ‘interrupted rituals’ (e.g. the play scene in Hamlet, the banquet in Macbeth). I worked on this idea of a single interrupted ritual – including burial, circumcision, and negotiations for a wedding. Interruptions is my own contribution to the genre. It asks the questions: ‘Do we need to be led?’ ‘How do we decide who leads?’ and ‘What happens when there are no leaders?’


S.J.


2001











Director’s Note


Interruptions began with the playwright’s desire to play with form, and to play with an ensemble of actors. Stephen was at the time interested in the Japanese aesthetic principle of Jo-ha-kyu – which can be understood on a simple level as: Beginning, Development, End.


This is the basic shape of any story, but he was interested in the multiple and disrupted stories which we experience so often, particularly in the political life of groups or societies.


So he explored (in formal terms), the Jo-ha-kyu of Jo, the Jo-ha-kyu of Ha… and so on, ad infinitum. The rhythm and atmosphere of each of these units or shapes, and how they flow into or contradict one another, create a dramatic arc. Yoshi Oida’s book An Actor Adrift is interesting on this.


Stephen conceived the play in seven scenes, and wrote twenty-seven actions for each scene. There was no dialogue initially. And as the title suggests, each scene is significantly interrupted. The actions were precise, and included all the characters’ names.


I went into rehearsal with this document of actions.


It was an interesting coincidence that the United States had just had a presidential election which was in some states marred by allegations of corruption, and that the university students’ council had also just experienced huge tension and controversy surrounding their election. This was in 2001. Reading the play again in 2018 it still seems extremely relevant.


We researched the historical and cultural contexts of the scenes, created a tight-knit ensemble who inhabited an empty space with sparse props and staged costume transformations. We improvised the scenes, having learnt the sequence of actions. Stephen observed – and went away to write the dialogue in the afternoons.


In due course, this text emerged.


Annabel Arden


2018
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