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      ‘These letters span almost a century . . . and it is fascinating to see how his style changed over time . . . beautifully
         edited by Mangan’
      

      
      Lynn Barber, Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Writing seems to have come easily to John Gielgud . . . [the letters] are fluent, neatly phrased, urbane . . . the book contains
         a great deal that is bound to intrigue anyone interested in the theatre and theatrical history’
      

      
      John Gross, Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘If John Gielgud had not made his career as an actor and director, he might have been a writer, for his eye and ear took in
         everything so clearly that when he describes plays, people and events the reader is immediately there with him . . . Perhaps
         what these letters reveal better than anything published about Gielgud before is his clear-headed view of work, people and
         life’
      

      
      Patrick O’Connor, Literary Review

      
      ‘In a society which does not revere age and experience, these letters make a compelling case for gerontocracy’

      Economist

      
      ‘Gielgud’s Letters is more revealing than any of the biographies published during and after his lifetime. It provides a rounded portrait of
         a man whose every day was taken up with the business of acting or directing . . . an invaluable record of the progress of
         a peerless interpreter of Shakespeare and of an essentially kind and modest human being’

      Paul Bailey, Scotsman

      
      ‘Richard Mangan has . . . succeeded in balancing the various aspects of Gielgud’s character . . . His letters abound with
         tart vignettes of people and situations . . . There is also much to detain the serious critic of theatre and stagecraft .
         . . Gielgud’s intelligent, refined, and tender voice is compelling’
      

      
      Christopher Silvester, Financial Times magazine

      
      ‘A real feat of detective work’

      Evening Standard

      
      ‘An irresistible 60-year-long gossip about life and art, gives us as never before the generosity, the vivacity and the instinctive
         genius of the man’
      

      
      Simon Callow, Guardian

      
      ‘The Gielgud they cumulatively reveal is curious, observant, gossipy, fastidious, fetishistic, snobbish, self-critical, sharp,
         generous, apologetic, affectionate, vulnerable, censorious and always utterly without pretension, let alone pomposity’

      New York Times Book Review

      
      ‘A ground-breaking volume in its unvarnished portrait of Gielgud as a private individual seeking romantic stability but living
         turmoil’
      

      
      Good Book Guide

      
      ‘Gielgud’s Letters is a much more revealing and entertaining portrait than any of the orthodox biographies’

      Roger Lewis, Sunday Express

      
      
      Richard Mangan is administrator of the Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson Theatre Collection at Greenwich. In 1994 he edited

      John Gielgud’s Notes from the Gods.
      

   



      
      
      For my family and my friends

      




      
      
      Illustrations

      
      The photographs that appear in this volume have been selected from John Gielgud’s own albums. The albums are held in the British
         Library, to whom the editor and the publishers are most grateful.
      

      




      
      
      Introduction

      
      As an actor, John Gielgud was a director’s delight; ideas tumbled from his inventive mind and a good director had only to
         help him choose the best and most appropriate. As a director, he was a nightmare to some actors, an inspiration to others;
         what seemed to work yesterday did not work today, moves and motivations would change almost daily, and his cast needed to
         be sharp of brain and even fleet of foot to keep pace.
      

      
      I believe there are times when he would have hated this book, and times when he would have enjoyed the glimpses of self which
         it reveals. Letters are, after all, fragments of autobiography. Gielgud wrote a number of books, but his own inherent modesty,
         privacy, and possibly respect for the libel laws may have had an inhibiting effect. So here are his views of himself, friends
         and foes, plays and places given wittily, perceptively, and sometimes painfully.
      

      
      The tone of the letters varies with the recipient. Those to his beloved mother are full of news of his theatrical doings and
         invariably expressive of his great love and concern for her, although to include them on every occasion would be tedious.
         Those to writers, such as Hugh Wheeler, have aspirations to literary style and humour which the reader would appreciate, and
         those to theatre colleagues are full of the gossip and potential which actors recognise as the stuff of their lives, even
         though many of the latter projects come to nothing. Letters to loved ones express the occasional joy and fulfilment of that
         love as well as the problems and pain that love can bring. Sometimes they contain a personal code and slang whose meaning
         can only be guessed at.
      

      
      To practical matters. The choice of slightly less than half of 1,600 letters I read has been mine. The editing of them is
         also mine, with the approval of Gielgud’s executors who commissioned the book. The fact of his homosexuality is well known
         and we have felt no need to conceal an important part of his, or indeed anybody’s, life. What some of the letters show is
         the extent of this aspect, the subterfuges required to conceal it, and the dangers involved therein.
      

      
      I have tried to keep my own comments to a minimum consistent with keeping the reader up to date with Gielgud’s life and career
         at any point. Those seeking more detail can read his own books or biographies by Ronald Hayman, Jonathan Croall and Sheridan Morley. I
         have, for the most part, excluded salutations and farewells, often affectionate, always appropriate. I have kept to a simple
         chronological format other than on one or two occasions where I felt that a later letter would illuminate the present subject.
         Round brackets are part of the letters; square brackets indicate my own interpolations. All theatres referred to are in London
         unless otherwise indicated. In 2004, the terms ‘producer’ and ‘director’ are clear. Put simply, and without wishing to get
         into debate, the producer is the person who finds the money, the artistic team and the venue, and who retains financial control
         over the production. The director heads the artistic team, directs the actors and retains artistic control of the production.
         This definition is relatively recent and, during the last century, ‘producer’ would often mean ‘director’; the context usually
         makes this clear. In similar vein, the word ‘gay’ for most of Gielgud’s life would mean ‘lively, bright, sportive or merry’.
         The meaning of homosexual is a relative recent one.
      

      
      To have provided footnotes for each familiar and not-so-familiar name in a book of this kind would, I believe, have become
         irritating. I have therefore tried to use footnotes mainly to explain events and circumstances, and included a ‘cast list’
         at the end. The ‘biographies’ are necessarily brief but, I hope, helpful.
      

      
      The search for the letters has been long, but many individuals and institutions have been immensely helpful in it. They are
         listed separately, but I would like to thank especially my wife and my daughters, and my friends Sebastian Graham-Jones and
         Trevor Ray for their encouragement and support over the last four years; the Trustees of the Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson
         Theatre Collection for their consideration and very practical help; my copy editor Jane Birkett for her meticulous reading
         and many valuable suggestions, my editor and his assistant at Weidenfeld & Nicolson, Ion Trewin and Victoria Webb, for their
         enthusiasm and patience with a neophyte, and lastly John Gielgud’s executors, Ian Bradshaw and Paul Anstee, for entrusting
         me with such a fascinating and enjoyable task.
      

      
      There will, I am sure, be errors and omissions, and I would be grateful to hear from anyone who can add to my knowledge, offer
         further letters, or correct my mistakes for future editions. Letters to John Perry, ‘Binkie’ Beaumont and professional colleagues
         would be especially welcome.
      

      
      Richard Mangan

   



      
      
      THE EARLY YEARS

      
      
                               

			       

				    

      John Gielgud was born on 14 April 1904. Acting was in the blood of both sides of his family, notably that of his mother: his
               grandmother was Kate Terry and his great-aunt Ellen Terry, Henry Irving’s leading lady and the finest actress of her generation.
               John had two older brothers, Lewis and Val, and a younger sister, Eleanor, and the family lived in London. On holiday, and
               when he followed his two brothers to Hillside School near Farncombe in Surrey, the dutiful son wrote regularly to his mother,
               a habit that would continue to the end of her long life.

      
      1912

      
      To his mother

	  27 January, Brighton

      
      We have not seen anyone we know here. It says on the advertisement that Aunt Nell [Ellen Terry] is coming here to lecture
         on the Heroines of Shakespeare’s Women in February.
      

      
      
      1914

      
      To his mother

	  No date, Hillside School

      
      Torquil has written to me. Twice they’ve been tried to be torpedoed. Please may I do dancing. There’s a much decenter dancing
         mistress this term. I’ve been to watch twice and loved it. It’s rather curious.
      

      
      
      1915

      
      To his mother

	  No date, Hillside School

      
      Yesterday I captained the 2nd [cricket] XI and although we were beaten pretty badly, I got the noble score of 3 and also my
         2nd XI colours. We beat Prior’s Field (1st XI only) on Monday. I scored and had a great time with Margaret Huxley.
      

      
      
      To his mother

	  No date, Hillside School

      
      Yesterday was most eventful. I played for the 1st XV (Rugger) forward. We won 15–0. Needless to say I did not get a try but
         I got the ball quite often. In the evening we had the Merchant. I played Shylock, Jack Cheatle Portia and [John] Hayward the Duke. I actually introduced (being stage manager also) a little
         street scenery. A wall (the Humpty one of happy memory*) in the window at the back and two screens at the sides of it thus making a street along the back of the stage, also a new
         exit. I enjoyed myself immensely and so did the others. We did the whole thing with very few rehearsals and got off Prep.
         on Thursday for the dress rehearsal. I’ve still got piles of make-up on.
      

      
      
      1920

      
      A holiday in Switzerland provided a rare glimpse of his paternal grandparents, Adam and Aniela Gielgud, known as Grampé and
               Gaga.

      To his mother

	  1 April, Vevey

      
      Gaga is stouter and she now parts her hair on one side and brushes it back to a bun at the back in an Early Victorian, though
         not unattractive way. The old man walks very slow and gets fussed very easily if anything goes out of the usual course, but
         his brain is amazing and his appetite extraordinarily good. She complains at the food which is quite good, and eats little,
         but he likes taste and puts Bovril in all his soups (clear and thick), eats very well and flavours his sweets with the contents of his brandy
         flask, which is most amusing.
      

      
      In the autumn of 1922, JG’s second cousin, Phyllis Neilson-Terry, gave him one of his first jobs playing a small part in her
               tour of The Wheel by J. B. Fagan. It was after this tour that Gielgud went to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. The letters of his late teens
               and early twenties have a natural youthful enthusiasm and also contain many of the qualities that characterise his correspondence
               over the years: a passionate interest in the theatre and very little outside it, politeness, gratitude for kindnesses, flashes
               of wit, a flowing, conversational style, an unabashed appreciation or criticism of the work of friends and colleagues, and
               that openness and generosity which endeared him to his friends throughout his life.

      
      
      
      1923

      
      To Virginia Isham

	  30 March, Oxford

      
      Thank you so much for your letter. I’m quite glad in some ways that you missed The School for Scandal [at RADA], as I fear I was terribly bad in it.
      

      
      As to Twelfth Night, of course I am vastly flattered, and long to try and play Feste of all parts on earth – tho’ I fear my voice is rather sketchy,
         to say the least of it – but I’m afraid I can’t be definite about it at present – you see, after our show of The Admirable Crichton [by J. M. Barrie] at the Academy, Nigel Playfair offered me a very good part in the new play which is to come on at the Regent
         on May the third – called And So Ad Infinitum or The Life of an Insect [by the [image: image]apek Brothers] and if that’s still running in July, of course I couldn’t come. Of course, if it fails, and I’m out of work by
         then, I should be only too delighted to play in Twelfth Night.
      

      
      It’s an enormous piece of luck for me getting the engagement, and I have a very good part in the first act, and a small one
         in the third – you must come and see it.
      

      
      To Kate Terry

	  14 April, London*

      
      The play is fearfully difficult but fine and most interesting to be in. I think it is bound to make a big stir in artistic circles even if it isn’t a financial success. My
         part is full of difficulties and I can’t help beginning to have a few qualms about it. Our act is almost the hardest of all,
         I fancy, and we are nearly all young and inexperienced for it. However, it is all so fantastic and unlike anything else that
         even the old stagers seem to find the same difficulties in dealing with it. The result remains to be seen.
      

      
      The Insect Play opened at the Regent Theatre on 5 May.

      
      To Anne Harvey

	  19 June 1984, Wotton Underwood

      
      I am so sorry to hear of Noël’s illness. I met her a few years ago, the first time since our appearance together at the Regent
         and we exchanged reminiscences of that far-off time.
      

      
      She acted under the name of Noël [Noëlle] Sonning.† Nigel Playfair was rather taken with her, and she was extremely pretty in a leggy way. We were both very unhappy in our parts. The first act, in which we were together, had apparently been very improper and erotic in the
         original Czech version of the play. Clifford Bax, who adapted and translated it, substituted cocktails and fancy badinage which was quite ineffective.
         Perhaps we weren’t experienced enough to make the best of the material. Anyway it made a very bad start to the play which,
         although ambitiously original and the succeeding acts very striking and well staged, the run did not last long, and on the
         last night Playfair sat with his back to us in his box all through the first act! Despite this, he was kind enough to engage
         me again for his next play, Drinkwater’s Robert E. Lee.
      

      
      Robert E. Lee by John Drinkwater opened at the Regent Theatre on 20 June.

      
      To his mother

	  13 August, London

      
      We’ve had only one good house this week – Wednesday night when the place was crammed with Americans who were more than enthusiastic
         and applauded loudly whenever ‘Dixie’ was played.
      

      
      On leaving RADA, JG appeared in Charley’s Aunt by Brandon Thomas at the Comedy Theatre and was then invited to join J. B. Fagan’s newly formed company at the Oxford Playhouse,
               where his contemporaries included Tyrone Guthrie and Flora Robson. He made frequent visits to London to keep up with theatrical
               events.

      
      
      1924

      
      To Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies

	  February 1924, London

      
      I must just write this line to thank you for your wonderful performance yesterday.* I can’t tell you how much it moved me from beginning to end and with one kind of emotion after another. What thrilled me
         so much was the way you kept the character going all through with the same elements – the striving after knowledge, the primeval
         sense and appreciation of beauty and the alert common sense and, I would almost say, shrewishness on occasions, and that you
         developed it all like a lovely pattern and roughened the edges into the old woman with her amazing experiences vividly in
         her memory, her body hard but tired and her soul and intelligence both striving after the fine things and the dreams which
         she knew she could entirely wrap herself in, but for the need of work and the jarring everyday commonplaces that continually
         drag her back to earth against her will. Of course I have always had a weakness for old ladies on the stage, but I refuse
         to excuse myself for adoring you as one.
      

      
      
      A short time after this letter, JG found himself playing Romeo, again at the Regent Theatre, opposite the object of his adoration.

      
      To Mr Andreae*

	  12 June, Eastbourne

      
      How very kind of you to bother to write – and I am already your humble debtor for your first night telegram, which I appreciated
         so very much and never acknowledged – but I had 60 of them, and about a dozen letters, and was just beginning to get through
         them when I got ill. Please forgive my rudeness. I’m much better again and digesting ozone for my better invigoration – going
         back to the play on Monday night. You can imagine how I raged at getting ill, and they’ve had an awful job, as neither of
         my two brilliant understudies knew the part or were competent to play it, so they’ve had two hectic weeks, one with Ion Swinley
         and the other with Ernest Milton – rather hard work for poor Juliet – rehearsing and adapting herself like that! They’ve all
         been so kind, and written me such letters and telephone messages that I feel quite grand – like an expiring Cabinet Minister
         – but I’m simply longing to get back again, and hope you’ll come and see it. Please come round afterwards for a minute when
         you do, and tell me the worst!
      

      
      Over the next five years, JG played a wide variety of parts all over London, many of them for small theatre clubs and societies.
               Among those who began to notice his work were Edward (later Sir Edward) Marsh and Gabrielle Enthoven, who was a friend of
               his mother and whose collection of memorabilia eventually formed the nucleus of the Theatre Museum, London. They saw him play
               a number of these early parts, including Konstantin in Chekhov’s The Seagull at the Little Theatre.

      
      
      1925

      
      To Eddie Marsh

	  28 October, London

      
      It was so kind of you to take so much trouble on my behalf and to write so fully on the matter. The most interesting part
         of playing in plays of this kind is that one is continually learning and finding out new points and fresh things to do. The
         only regret one has is that the critics only see the roughest sort of performance on the first night and a fortnight’s playing
         usually makes all the difference. I’ll certainly make a more impressive scar on my head in the third act and try to get more
         of an effective pause or something of the sort when I tear off the bandage.
      

      
      
      Late in 1926, JG took over from Noël Coward as Lewis Dodd in Margaret Kennedy and Basil Dean’s play The Constant Nymph and it was during its London run that he met his first serious partner, a young Irish actor called John Perry, with whom he
               shared a flat in St Martin’s Lane. After its London run, the play went on a long regional tour. Whenever he was away from
               London, JG wrote regularly to his mother, Kate Terry Gielgud, and she to him.

      
      
      1927

      
      To his mother

	  23 August, Manchester

      
      It’s a vast theatre [Palace] – fan-shaped so that you have to be on the lookout all the time for fear of blocking one another
         from the audience, or sitting with your back to them or out of sight – so there’s a good deal to think about, and you have
         to yell!
      

      
      To his mother

	  5 September, Newcastle

      
      The car is going splendidly again now. I had her decarbonised and new exhaust valves last week and she is ‘as new’ once more.
         John Perry came over to Liverpool on Saturday night and is staying here for two days with Reggie [Smith] and me. They seem
         to have had a gloomy week at Sheffield.* Mabel [Terry-Lewis] went down a coalmine with Miss Bannerman to brighten things up (and admire the physical perfection of
         our British workmen).
      

      
      To his mother

	  11 September, Glasgow

      
      Edna [Best] asked us to sup with her and we went – politely but yawning – only to find sandwiches and lose at poker, and see
         her off by her beastly sleeper at 1.30 a.m. and take expensive taxis home. I was very cross. However – once bitten! Imagine her energy (and devotion to Mr Marshall†) going up to town for Sunday every weekend
         and playing tennis at the Du Mauriers apparently all day. These hearties!!
      

      
      To his mother

	  27 October, Sheffield

      
      This is an appalling place and just as I remembered it before – awful slums and poverty everywhere and the audiences sparse
         and unresponsive. Monday was quite deadly. We are lucky in having very tolerable digs two miles from the theatre in a dinky street with a Wesleyan
         chapel and a shelter for lost cats close by.
      

      
      To his mother

	  1 November, Bradford

      
      This place is better than Sheffield, and very tolerable rooms and a wonderful audience again at last. Curiously enough, I
         always heard it was the comedians’ grave, but perhaps the fact that Irving died here awakened their appreciation of the drama!
         Anyway, they pulled down the theatre he played in and built a cinema there, and erected a superb mixture of the Taj Mahal
         and a public lavatory* in which we are whitely sepulchred.
      

      
      The actor Leslie Faber had taken an interest in JG’s career and it was through his influence that JG made his first visit
               to New York. Faber, Madge Titheradge and Lyn Harding were there rehearsing The Patriot by Alfred Neumann; the actor engaged for the Prince was deemed inadequate and Faber put forward Gielgud’s name.

      
      
      1928

      
      To his mother

	  14 January, on board the Berlin
      

      
      The people on the boat are very boring, German, American or Jews or all three mixed. One insists on discussing the least known
         plays of Ibsen with me, and lending me Yogi theology à la Mrs Besant, and the old American at my table loads us with fables
         of the might of his home town – Buffalo – and the fact that he is 77 years of age. Unfortunately he let slip yesterday that
         his old mother was 86 – but I made no audible comment.
      

      
      To his mother

	  17 January, New York

      
      A really wonderful setting by Norman Bel Geddes, solid wooden sets with great dignity and real mouldings to all the panelling,
         cornices, ceilings etc. arranged on interchangeable platforms which can be changed in 15–30 seconds! Very effective lighting
         all from the front and top – rather too little of it, I think, but then I do like footlights, being a true actor!
      

      
      I never saw such a huge staff working on any production – technicians, secretaries and three stage managers litter the stalls
         and coulisses, Geddes and [Gilbert] Miller yell at each other about the lighting from different parts of the theatre, and we still stay here till 2.30 a.m. and nothing seems to result to make things less hectic than the usual
         English dress rehearsal.
      

      
      To his mother

	  21 January, New York

      
      I think it stands a goodish chance of a reasonable run – about six weeks or so anyway. Many people don’t care about it at
         all, and no-one likes Madge Titheradge, except me, everyone thinks Faber wonderful, and the spectacle very fine. The company
         is really awfully nice, and the three stars and Austin Trevor, whom I’ve known a long time – such a welcome change after the
         bickering on The [Constant] Nymph. If we should suddenly be withdrawn in less than three weeks, I fancy I could walk easily into something else – Constance
         [Collier] wants me for the revival of Our Betters [by W. Somerset Maugham], Basil Rathbone is apparently interested in Paolo and Francesca [by Stephen Phillips].
      

      
      Miller is not a good producer to my mind – excellent on inflections and psychology but very bad on general directions as to
         grouping, climax and the like, which are what Faber and Harding need most.
      

      
      To his mother

	  25 January, New York

      
      The play comes off on Saturday night, which is simple, isn’t it?

      
      JG returned to London.

      
      To Noël Coward

	  15 February, London

      
      I can’t tell you how much pleasure you gave me last night, nor how much I enjoyed the play [The Second Man by S. N. Behrman], but I did think your performance quite superb, and such as no-one else could possibly have equalled, in
         America or anywhere else. The two moments of sincerity make the most wonderful ‘setoff’ to the rest of the character, and
         that scene with the pistol in the last act is simply brilliantly done. How envious you made me of your ease and unselfconsciousness,
         and the way you make use of any mannerisms you have in such a way as to illuminate your character without losing it for a
         moment – and you manage, too, to talk at a tremendous rate without losing any words or any appearance of spontaneity, which
         to me would be the hardest of all.
      

      
      This letter is great nonsense, but I am so glad of your tremendous success – heaven knows you deserve it. Don’t bother to
         answer, I’ll come in and see you some time if I may.
      

      
      Back in London, he appeared in a number of short runs, one of which saw him playing Oswald to Mrs Patrick Campbell’s Mrs Alving
               in Ibsen’s Ghosts,an acquaintance which would be renewed some years later.

      
   



      
      
      THE THIRTIES

      
      
                                     

			       

				    

      JG’s growing reputation led to an invitation in 1929 from Lilian Baylis to join the Old Vic under its then director, Harcourt
               Williams. It was there that he played the leading roles which consolidated that reputation: Romeo, Richard II, Oberon, Mark
               Antony, Macbeth and Hamlet, Antony, Malvolio, Benedick and his first King Lear.

      
      1930

      
      To his mother

 14 April, London

      
      I am sure you know how very much we all rely on you and if you have spoilt us all rather, and we do not always express properly
         the gratitude and devotion we feel, it is only because you have shamelessly led us on to expect you to be incredibly devoted
         and generous, and you always live up to it and a bit over. However, I think if you had been at home last Sunday, you would
         have seen from our expressions something of what we all feel towards you, and for that you are entirely responsible. If it
         makes you as happy as it makes us all to know you are getting well again, you will understand why you are the world’s best
         mother to a sometimes very selfish son.
      

      
      His Hamlet was particularly successful and transferred for a short season to the Queen’s Theatre under the auspices of the
               actor-manager Maurice Browne.

      
      To Maurice Browne

	  22 June, London

      
      It certainly seems a pity that Hamlet should come to an end with such a wonderful improvement in the business – but I honestly do not feel that I could anyhow
         have gone on doing justice to the part for eight shows a week and it is hateful to have to save oneself and not go ‘all out’
         for fear of being too tired. I think the change of work will do me good for a few weeks, and that I shall be better with a
         short rest before another eight months of Shakespeare. However I hope you will appreciate how very grateful I shall always
         be to you for giving me such a fine chance, and trust that next year I may perhaps be able to be of more permanent use to
         you as an actor.
      

      
      
      
      1931

      
      I have been unable to date the next letter accurately, but believe it must have been written early in 1931. With other members
               of the Old Vic Company, JG went to Harrow School to read Hamlet with boys playing the minor parts.

      
      To his mother

	  1931, London

      
      The climax came when in the play scene, I looked up to say ‘Begin murderer, leave thy damnable faces’ to be greeted by a minute
         Siamese boy – coal black – very small with enormous spectacles and an Eton collar, I hadn’t noticed him before. It appeared
         afterwards that he is a Prince and the leading light of the Shakespeare Society – but I nearly died of inward laughter, and
         interpolated hysterical chuckles for a whole page after. Also we were very pleased at pushing in all the bawdy lines fortissimo
         which had been removed from the school edition. Can you imagine? ‘Vixen like’ for ‘like a whore’!!!
      

      
      His achievements and box-office appeal made JG much sought after by West End managements and on leaving the Old Vic he was
               offered the part of Inigo Jollifant in J. B. Priestley’s The Good Companions at His Majesty’s Theatre.

      
      To Richard Addinsell*

	  11 August, London

      
      I’ve had a marvellous week’s holiday in the South of France, and am feeling so infinitely better. The play is doing very well
         still, though the stalls and boxes are naturally less full during August – but all this bad weather is good for the theatres
         I imagine. We now have a jazz orchestra (cheaper) which commits the strangest perversions of your work, but sounds good I
         think, except at the end, where valiant efforts are made to imitate three times the number of instruments. The result sounds
         rather like the Entrance of All Nations music in a provincial pantomime.
      

      
      To Richard Addinsell

	  20 August, London

      
      There is talk of my doing Inigo in the film [of The Good Companions], which appals my soul but appeals to my pocket. I’m hoping however that somebody will ask me to produce a play instead,
         and then I shall have the courage and excuse to refuse.
      

      
      
      To Harcourt Williams

	  September 1931, London

      
      It was wonderful to see the play [King John] today and enjoy it so much. I felt I had never given you enough tribute in my domineering carping ways in the past. This
         had such an air of distinction, and I was so refreshed and moved by it. Ralph [Richardson] is wonderful – how he has developed
         and really strides the play like a god – but I’ve no need to tell you that. Bobbie Speaight I can’t make up my mind about
         – he speaks beautifully, but at times obscures the broad effects of character and prevents us knowing what his intellect is
         doing. I told him something of what I felt – costume and make-up, things he’s not clever about yet.
      

      
      It was such a joy to be there and see a lovely bit of work of yours untrammelled by my own egoistical view of it for a change.
         I haven’t seen a Shakespeare play from the front since Othello (at the Savoy) – so lovely, the simpleness and sincerity and absence of all the flummery of the old productions I used to
         see.
      

      
      To Hugh Walpole

	  24 November, London

      
      I shall be rather busy for the next two months, for I am doing (producing) a little play called Romeo and Juliet for the O.U.D.S. [Oxford University Dramatic Society] on February the ninth. I had hoped The [Good] Companions would be over, and I might hold court at Oxford and enjoy myself and work properly. Now it looks as if I shall live in the
         train for a month, with a deputy to stay down there and do most of the work o’ nights. Very trying.
      

      
      His production of Romeo and Juliet, which included Peggy Ashcroft as Juliet and Edith Evans as the Nurse, was successful enough to transfer to the New (now
               the Albery) Theatre later in the year.

      
      To Richard Addinsell

	  18 December, London

      
      Thank you so very much for the lovely birds. It seemed a shame to pluck them. I wanted to put them in my hat and walk on in
         Cavalcade ! You were a dear to think of it, and I shall remember you in every mouthful.
      

      
      I wish you could see Harcourt [Williams] as Oakroyd [in The Good Companions]. Just like something out of Alice! He’s frightfully good except in the emotional bits, where he doesn’t touch [Edward] Chapman.
         [Frank] Pettingell said to me acidly, ‘Such a pity he lets it down so. The trouble is he’s exactly like me – same lovable
         old darling!’
      

      
      I also wish you had heard Mr Justice Langton on Sunday night, who finished his eulogy of my character by ‘I understand Mr
         Gielgud is still unmarried.’ (Dramatic pause while everyone looked uncomfortable.) ‘May I hope that he will soon meet with not only a Good Nymph but a Constant Companion.’ La, la, Sir Percy.*

      
      
      1932

      
      Musical Chairs was an unsolicited play sent to JG by an old primary-school friend, Ronald Mackenzie. After try-out performances at the Arts
               Theatre in 1931, it opened at the Criterion Theatre on 1 April 1932. Noël Coward was critical.

      
      To Noël Coward

	  May 1932, London

      
      Thank you very much for writing as you did. I was very upset at the time, because as you know I had always admired you and
         your work so very much and also because in a way I have always thought my success in the theatre only began after the Vortex time – this play was my own discovery and I had much to do with the casting and getting it produced, so naturally I was very
         anxious you of all people should like it. But you are quite right, of course. I act very badly in it sometimes, more especially
         I think when I know people who matter are in front. And such a small theatre as the Criterion is difficult for me, who am
         used to the wastes of the Old Vic and His Majesty’s. If I play down, they write and say I’m inaudible and if I act too much,
         the effect is dire. Now and again one can strike the happy mien [sic] and give a good performance. But then, it is no use trying to excuse oneself. I played ever so much better today after reading
         your letter, and I am really glad when I get honest criticism, though sometimes it’s a bit hard to decide whom to listen to
         and whom to ignore. One day you must produce me in a play, and I believe I might do you credit. Anyway, I think it was like
         you to write like that, and I do appreciate it.
      

      
      After seeing him as Richard II at the Old Vic, the author Gordon Daviot was inspired to write another play on the same subject
               with JG in mind. The play was Richard of Bordeaux. Earlier in his career, JG had worked with the Russian director Theodore Komisarjevsky and greatly admired his approach.
               He asked Komis (as he was usually known) to direct the new play.

      
      To Theodore Komisarjevsky

	  2 May, London

      
      I am so happy you like the Richard play. I have suggested to [Bronson] Albery that it should be done at the New – as it has
         a better stage – under the auspices of the Arts Theatre Club for two Sundays in June. I do hope he will agree to spend enough on it to stage it as you think
         best, and I am sure we can get a good cast if you are free to produce it. My idea for Anne is Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies – if you
         agree, I am sure she will be pleased to play it.
      

      
      Komis did not direct the play, but it had two performances in June and July 1932, directed by JG himself and Harcourt Williams. His success with Romeo and Juliet led to further invitations. Charles (C. B.) Cochran was the leading impresario of the time, and a powerful figure in the theatre.

      
      To C. B. Cochran

	  6 November, London

      
      I have read The Winter’s Tale twice since I saw you, and think I would like very much to have a shot at it. If you are still willing for me to do so, and
         if my ideas coincide at all with yours, and I am free at the time you want.
      

      
      I wonder if Cedric Hardwicke would not perhaps be available by then if you could not get Charles Laughton, and how you would
         like the idea of Frederick Ranalow for Autolycus. Also I should very much like actors like Leon Quartermaine (Polixenes),
         Abraham Sofaer (Camillo) and Ernest Thesiger (Time, as Chorus). I believe men who speak verse so well as these and yet are
         good modern actors would be the types to get.
      

      
      I also feel that the richest manner for the play would be Renaissance classical dresses and decorations – a great terrace
         and Veronese colouring in rich dark and tawny materials for the court scenes, then the pastoral could be light and delicate
         in contrast. I certainly do not believe in any kind of Greek or Roman décor in the classical manner, as it would milk the
         play and ruin all its passion and sixteenth century character.
      

      
      Regrettably this plan did not come to fruition, but just before Christmas JG directed The Merchant of Venice at the Old Vic, in which Peggy Ashcroft played Portia.

      
      
      1933

      
      Richard of Bordeaux received a full production at the New Theatre in February 1933, this time with only JG credited as the producer. It was a
               triumphant success.

      
      To Hugh Walpole

	  18 May, London

      
      I was so glad you were not disappointed. After 100 nights it is dangerous sometimes to see a play that is well spoken of,
         and it is difficult always to me to play a part for a long time and keep the proportions right. This one seemed to grow for a while, and one has to be so careful not to elaborate overmuch in order to try and keep fresh. I am so happy
         it appealed to you, for it is my most complicated work yet in the theatre, and I was very daring to produce it and act such
         a big part as well. I don’t think I shall ever risk such a dangerous mixture again – it’s such an anxiety, having no one to
         tell one about one’s own performance, as well as being responsible for all the others.
      

      
      JG was now the idol of London theatregoers and after a fourteen-month run in London, he took Richard of Bordeaux, with a number of cast changes, on a six-week regional tour.

      
      
      1934

      
      To his mother

 24 April, Manchester

      
      We spent the night at Morecambe, the pet watering place of Bradford and the other grim towns. It must be frightful in the
         summer, but at present it’s empty and there is a wonderful view across the bay to the lake mountains. A marvellous new hotel
         built by the L.M.S.* – every modern gadget. Friezes by Eric Gill and rugs by Marion Dorn, all very BBC and smart, but I don’t believe any of it
         will wear well as it’s only been open six months and everything’s cracking and chipping already. Very expensive, of course,
         and the food pretentious and really bad, but perhaps the chef goes to Gleneagles out of season.
      

      
      To his mother

	  27 April, Manchester

      
      I have had a hectic week of telegrams and telephones, trying to arrange about ‘Mary’† with Bronnie [Bronson Albery] before he (typically) leaves for a three week cruise today on a Dutch boat to Genoa! I have
         remodelled all [E. McKnight] Kauffer’s sets, which were all quite useless as they were, and the Motleys‡ are to do Gwen’s dresses. Daviot is coming, I hope, to stay with us next week to work on the alterations in the script, which
         will be useful.
      

      
      In November 1934, at the New Theatre, JGplayed his second professional Hamlet and directed the play himself. The critics,
               the public and many leading figures in the arts acclaimed both performance and production.

      
      
      To W. Graham Robertson

	  6 December, London

      
      Thank you so much for your very nice letter. I am so delighted that you enjoyed the performance. People do seem to find it
         stimulating and controversial, and that is very important. I am apt to be swayed in my views about many details, both by outside
         criticism and my own judgement, and I suppose one cannot hope ever to play the part entirely to one’s own satisfaction or
         anyone else’s either, which gives one impossible ideals to strive for, and is very exciting.
      

      
      I did so enjoy lunching with you the other day and seeing your lovely pictures, and shall greatly hope to renew my acquaintanceship
         at a not too distant period. Siegfried Sassoon, the poet, whom I met the other evening, was so enthusiastic about you both
         as a writer and a conversationalist, and I felt very proud to say I had the pleasure of knowing you.
      

      
      Following the enormous success of Hamlet, JG made a short regional tour, visiting Manchester, Glasgow, Edinburgh and Leeds. Franklin Dyall took over from Frank Vosper
               as Claudius.

      
      
      1935

      
      To his mother

 April 1935, Manchester

      
      We had a hectic first night – the production is almost impossible to set up, light, rehearse changes and do supers and orchestra
         as well, all in a few hours. The staff did wonders really, but it was rather a garbled performance as you can imagine. No
         room on the apron at all, music all over the place, Dyall frightful, nervous, fluffy and inaudible, and soldiers of minute
         size – Mancunian dwarfs, I imagine, doing everything wrong conceivable and almost eclipsed (fortunately) under those large
         hats.
      

      
      To his mother

	  16 April, Glasgow

      
      We had a nice drive at the weekend – picnicked in Cumberland at lunchtime on Sunday, and then rather a dull run to Turnberry
         in Ayrshire, where there is a large, vulgar L.M.S. golf hotel, quite comfortable, where we stayed, four of us. Extraordinary
         storms of violent rain and the most vivid rainbows I ever saw. Ailsa Craig is not very impressive, except as Edy [Edith Craig]’s
         namesake!
      

      
      We did a marvellous week at Manchester, £2,600 as opposed to £1,600 and £2,000 in the two weeks of [Richard of ] Bordeaux there, which is rather gratifying in the shorter time and with Shakespeare – and here we opened last night to £278, nearly
         £100 more than the first night of Manchester. Very nice. A huge auditorium and extremely noisy programme girls and staff. I said to one of the stagehands ‘Does this ever stop?’ He
         said, ‘Oh sometimes, but you know, if this was an ordinary show you wouldn’t notice it!’ Musical comedy with long act waits
         to change the scenery is not a good training, but Dyall has improved and the play went very well on the whole. Tonight, gym
         shoes will be provided for the hands, which may soften their outline a little.
      

      
      To his mother

	  Probably May 1935, Leeds

      
      I hear now that [Guthrie] McClintic only liked me and found the production shabby and amateurish – silly man, he made no allowance for first night drawbacks, over-lighting
         and very tired scenery and costumes which were not designed for travelling or a long run. Americans can never see an idea
         unless it’s got up like a million dollars, and he probably doesn’t know the play well enough to realise that our treatment
         of it is original or how much the general style contributes and is necessary to my own performance.
      

      
      After touring with Hamlet, JG appeared as Noah in the play of that name by André Obey, directed by Michel Saint-Denis.

      
      To his mother

	  July 1935, London

      
      Phyllis [Neilson-Terry] came to the matinée yesterday looking lovely, and also, she says, longing to do character work – she
         says she is definitely 43 by sunlight and refuses to play damsels at matinées opposite unfledged youths.
      

      
      To his mother

	  July 1935, London

      
      I’m thinking of doing Romeo once more to follow this, while I have a few remaining hairs – it would be undoubtedly popular
         as it hasn’t been done in the West End since 1919 with Doris Keane.
      

      
      The Cochran Cabaret* was rather fun. I had Mary Ellis for partner, who drowned my hoarse croaking with her peacock voice, and the song and dance
         were tremendously received. I must say we all rehearsed hours, and old [George] Robey and Ronald Squire, to say nothing of
         [Owen] Nares, [Nicholas] Hannen, Yvonne Arnaud and Gladys Cooper – none of them quite in the first blush – must have been
         pretty exhausted by the time we’d finished. Our turn didn’t come on till 1.45 a.m. and most of us had two shows that day beforehand.
         I was lucky enough to get asked to Ivor [Novello]’s flat first for supper where were Noël, Fay [Compton] and Mary Ellis, and
         so I wasn’t so tired and bored – and the whole show was a miracle of organisation and efficiency.
      

      
      The production of Noah was not a success, but in October, again at the New Theatre, JG mounted his own hugely successful production of Romeo and Juliet. He played Mercutio with Laurence Olivier as Romeo, Peggy Ashcroft, Juliet, and Edith Evans, the Nurse. Later in the run
               JG and Olivier exchanged roles.

      
      I cannot date the following letter with total accuracy, other than to say that it was written between 1935 and 1940; the tone
               is intriguing.

      
      To Noël Coward

	  193–, London*

      
      I can’t tell you how enormously I enjoyed being with you and being at your lovely house, nor would I have missed our railway
         carriage confidences for the world. It is so very pleasant when one achieves long cherished ambitions, and to know you a little
         has always been one of mine. I shall look forward to seeing you on Thursday – I trust we shall neither of us promise more
         than we are able to perform.
      

      
      Following the successful run at the New Theatre, Romeo and Juliet went on a short tour.

      
      
      1936

      
      To his mother

Monday 13 April, Buxton

      
      Edith [Evans] fell last Tuesday skating and broke her wrist – she has it in plaster and it must be most unpleasant, but she
         plays with a little black sling and her sleeve cut and tied and nobody is any the wiser.
      

      
      After the tour, JG played Trigorin in Komisarjevsky’s production of The Seagull, which opened at the New Theatre in May. He was already making plans for his appearance in Guthrie McClintic’s production
               of Hamlet in the United States.

      
      To Theodore Komisarjevsky

	  July 1936, London

      
      I am more sorry than I can say to have to leave this beautiful play – you know, don’t you, that if I hadn’t got to sail on
         August 26th I would have stayed, but I do need a few weeks holiday badly before tackling Hamlet again.
      

      
      
      But I do hope to work again with you on another play soon when I come back. I have loved Trigorin and shall be very sad to
         leave the part. You have helped me so much to get more reality and subtlety again – big theatres and too much Shakespeare
         make me tired and then I get so cheap and declamatory. I’m sure what I have learned in this part should be invaluable in working
         at Hamlet again.
      

      
      To Peggy Ashcroft

	  1 August, Vence

      
      We are very gay here, but think much of you and wish the nicest members of the New Theatre could be transported here by magic.
         On Thursday we found a very gay bar in Cannes with a good nigger band and a marvellous patronne like the mother of Mistinguett,
         with a minute hat covered with enormous ostrich feathers about 3 ft. high, bright red, such as only real French music hall
         girls can get away with, very high-heeled white sandals, and a skin-tight check dress. She danced (marvellously) with everyone
         in turn, and though very gay, drank nothing but orange juice. We stayed till 4 a.m. and Dick [Addinsell?] mixed brandy and
         Cointreau and was in bed all day yesterday as a result. We dined at Antibes with the Mielziners and Dennis Coen, then they
         all came here to dinner, and we lunched with them again another day. I like them so much and Dick said immediately ‘Peggy’s
         friends! Then of course they must be nice.’ And so they are.
      

      
      To his mother

	  August 1936, Vence

      
      [Jo] Mielziner told us an amazing account of going to see Ted [Edward Gordon Craig] at Rapallo when he was a student – he
         was let in by one of the children, after much ado, and then cross-questioned at length by the boy sitting on a couch which
         concealed a staircase behind a curtain – Ted hidden behind it listening to the conversation and revealing himself with dramatic
         effect in the middle. He also told him that [Henry] Irving was his father!!!
      

      
      After his French holiday, JG travelled to the USA for McClintic’s production of Hamlet. Lillian Gish played Ophelia, Judith Anderson, Gertrude, and Malcolm Keen, Claudius.

      
      To Peggy Ashcroft

	  21 September, New York

      
      Last night I saw, at long last, the film of Romeo [and Juliet].* That is, I stayed up to the meeting at the ball, which was only about ten minutes in all, and then emotion got very much
         the better of me and I retired from the scene of carnage. For unspeakable vulgarity, appalling hammery and utter silliness, I have seen nothing worse, except the ten minutes
         of the film of The Dream* which I also failed to survive for long. This epic is, I imagine, highly reminiscent of the worst excesses of the golden
         Edwardian Tree régime at His Majesty’s, and, as Lady Bracknell says, you know what that unfortunate movement led to! I should
         not dream of jeering at the acting of [Leslie] Howard and [Norma] Shearer, for I didn’t wait for them to begin, but Edna May
         Oliver and [John] Barrymore, who is like a monstrous old male impersonator jumping through a hoop, should really have been
         shot – and the cuts, and the squandering of idiotic money and the whole damned thing – well, I wait to see As You Like It† now, but it’s really like having an operation to see anything you really love like a superb play butchered in such an unspeakable
         way – or am I prejudiced – you must go for yourself and see if you don’t agree with me.
      

      
      It’s really very enjoyable in this town, I find, except that I don’t like being away from my friends, or living in an hotel,
         or eating the rather obscene American food – and last week it was appallingly and damply hot, which made working very tiring.
         Everybody is very nice to me, and I get on extremely well with Guthrie. I like his production very much, especially the middle
         of the play, from the play scene to the graveyard, which was, in my opinion, the least satisfactory part of mine. The Polonius
         [Arthur Byron] is a dear old man, but he doesn’t remember his lines and is far too benevolent and sympathetic, and Rosencrantz
         [John Cromwell] and Guildenstern [William Roehrick] are not only babies who might have been my fags at Wittenberg at the extreme
         limit of possibility, but also very indifferent actors, very stiff and amateurish. Apart from these, the cast is really very
         good – the women both excellent, as well as being dears. Malcolm [Keen] is sometimes excellent, more often not, but he will
         give an effective if inaccurate performance. He reads the lines of the Ghost offstage and there is to be another man walking
         on the stage and the voice coming out of the air per microphone, which may be good if it comes off. We have a very difficult
         fight which is exhausting to learn but should be effective when we know it. The American accents do not seem bad, one gets
         used to them so quickly. I have not yet seen the clothes and scenery, but the designs were beautiful, and some preliminary
         photos they took of me and Anderson and Gish were very good indeed.
      

      
      The plays and many films I have been to have been nearly all most interesting, particularly Dead End [by Sidney Kingsley], which has marvellous children in it, little East Side wharf ragamuffins of 12–15 who really act amazingly.
         It’s a good melodrama of the Street Scene [by Elmer Rice] type, only far more exciting as a production – wonderful settings and effects. Helen Hayes is really grand in Victoria [Regina by Laurence Housman], and [Vincent] Price very good as the Prince, but [Abraham] Sofaer very poor as Disraeli (which cries
         out for [Ernest] Milton, I think) and the small parts are abominably played. The Lunts’ play [Idiot’s Delight by Robert E. Sherwood] is great entertainment and he is very good in it – she looks staggering but gives a rather sham performance
         in a very bogus part. The whole thing is rather pretentious and vulgar, but awfully cunningly produced, and skilfully worked
         theatrically so that one enjoys it. On Your Toes [by George Abbott, Lorenz Hart and Richard Rodgers] is really the best of all – really satiric, rather highbrow musical show,
         with two brilliant ballets, a first class score and three or four excellent actors and dancers. I went with Jeanne de Casalis
         and Maurice Evans, and we couldn’t have enjoyed it more, especially as it’s so typically the best sort of thing they do here
         that we can’t do at all. I can’t believe it will be a success if it’s done in London, or that they’ll get a good production
         of it there. Also it is very improper in a deliciously grand way which would, I’m sure, be all spoilt in England.
      

      
      The city is marvellously fine to see, the latest buildings, Radio City and the Rockefeller Center, which has an entire street
         of huge shops in the basement with moving staircases up and down, are amazingly well designed, and the cheap restaurants and
         cinemas are not a bit sordid like London, but clean and smart, buses and taxis curiously old and unsmart, with radios playing
         all the time!
      

      
      To his mother

	  26 September, New York

      
      I got my arm cut in the fight, and had to have gas and four stitches put in, which made me rather sick at the time, but I
         am quite all right again now. I only tell you in case you see some report of it in a paper or something. We had much too sharp
         and heavy swords, now we are using much lighter ones and all will be well. Also, it was a hot day, and I was rehearsing with
         bare arms in a sports shirt – silly but it’s all over now, and has healed perfectly. We saw the dresses last night. They are
         very magnificent – I hope not too Cochran – but I don’t think so when the scenery and lights are with them. Anderson has five
         beautiful dresses and Keen a wonderful Charles get-up. Mine is very simple and fine with a big drape of black watered silk,
         like in the Lely portraits. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern like the pictures of Charles and Buckingham, in blue and pink satin
         – gorgeous lace and plush and velvet on everybody. Ophelia has a soft yellow dress in the mad scene with her very fair hair
         – sort of chiffon stuff – and a red silk stocking round her neck and another on her arm like a glove. Sounds a bit Ballets
         Russes, but it’s good because you don’t realise what they are at first, and then it suddenly strikes you and is rather weird.
         The ghost effect is very good, with microphones – the ‘swear’ spoken in a whisper under the stage really fine – it’s usually
         funny – and a good effect of disembodiedness in the voice when it comes out of the air and I answer. The figure on the stage in a high mask stands with his back [to the audience] and doesn’t speak at all. He makes me do my
         death scene standing up. I rebelled rather at first, but now I like the idea very much. With three corpses on the stage it
         is hard to hold with the rather operatic ‘Kiss me Hardy’ business, or sitting up in a throne, which has been done to death.
         This will, I think, have a surprising effect, and after ‘the rest is silence’, I suddenly fall right to the ground (via Horatio)
         and they say it looks very fine. The gravedigger is a dear, and I give him snuff! which I am sure has never been done before!
         I hear the scenery is fine, with huge tapestries in the Council chamber, but we don’t see that till Toronto. Jimmy* arrived yesterday, none the worse for a very bad crossing, and quite at home in New York, and he is packing for me to move
         into the flat I have found. It belongs to a photographer, is on the fifth floor and has a very nice sitting room and big bedroom,
         two bathrooms (!) and a kitchenette, extremely prettily furnished, with nice books – all for 150 dollars a month (£30) which
         is not bad. Jimmy will have to live out, and I have to live up to a cloth of gold bedspread!
      

      
      Emlyn [Williams] and his wife [Molly] and the Ben Websters and Angela [Baddeley] all arrived yesterday. They open on Monday,† having cancelled their tryout to forestall Frank Vosper, who opens in his murder play [Love from a Stranger‡] on Tuesday – rather a pity, all this frenzied competition.
      

      
      To his mother

	  2 October, Toronto

      
      Pretty exhausting time – the scenery was not ready so we had to have two dress rehearsals on Tuesday, one at 2 and the other
         at 10 – right through the play with usual hitches and disasters. However they accomplished things remarkably well on the opening
         performance – it was the second one last night that was really trying – bad anti-climax and exhausting in consequence. I played
         abominably. It’s very difficult to judge the production till it is finished. Of course I hate a lot of it – they have no music
         at all and though the waits are very short and will be shorter in N.Y., the lack of it depressed me and makes dead gaps in
         the play. The Polonius is poor and the Rosencrantz and Guildenstern rotten. Horatio [Harry Andrews] so-so and the sentinels
         and Fortinbras [Reed Herring] etc. terrible. This makes it all the harder work for me and it’s the more maddening as I know
         I could bully them all into giving me something of what I want if I had them for a few hours to rehearse. But this I will
         not do, and I remain enthusiastic about everything and everybody so that when I want my own way desperately about some point
         they all agree with a good grace. I got the last scene completely rearranged to my satisfaction on the afternoon of the first
         night, and today I am going to get some more altered gradually. It’s much the best way to work, and McClintic takes it very well – all his lighting and
         mise-en-scène is well arranged, and when he has good actors, Gish, Anderson, the gravedigger and even Keen, he does very well
         by them. But of course the rest are cheap and inexperienced and he hasn’t the knowledge or experience to teach them how to
         speak Shakespeare. The scenery is very fine and dignified, though they alternate between a very Craig-like permanent set of
         golden brown screens and steps and a very Cochran council chamber, with blue velvet doors bound in silver braid with tasselled
         handles and walls done in a (very beautiful) petit point tapestry design of fruit and flowers – chairs, tablecloths etc. all
         to match in blue-grey velvet and silver. All a bit too much of a good thing, though fine in its own way. The front cloths
         are lovely though, all painted on velvet, with a silver tone in the Fortinbras plain, and the Queen’s bedroom has panelled
         grey walls – also on velvet – then a screen top with urn-shaped pinnacles and a huge bed in grey velvet and orange with a
         gold and orange canopy scalloped above. I should think this looks lovely and they change it very quickly and it’s a pleasure
         to play in.
      

      
      This is a one-horse town but of course we haven’t seen much of it. Very big audiences, but you don’t see many people about
         at any other time, rather like those small towns in early films, when the rustlers rode in to a square with low houses, a
         church, four telegraph wires and a brothel bar, and shot all their revolvers in the air and rode off again! The hotel comfortable,
         but a dreary caravanserai.
      

      
      Emlyn’s play is a success I think and Vosper’s not. St Helena [by Jeanne de Casalis and R. C. Sherriff ] opened out of town this week (with Maurice Evans). They say it needs rearrangement
         before New York.
      

      
      Hamlet opened in New York on 8 October. The English actor and film star Leslie Howard was preparing his own production of Hamlet, which was due to play in New York at the same time.

      
      To his mother

	  12 October, New York

      
      The first night was quite extraordinary. I had 130 telegrams and huge applause on my entrance, which was unexpected and rather
         unnerving – and at the end nobody would leave and we took 12 or 15 curtains. I had three or four to myself with the cast applauding
         in the wings, and then people rushing round, headed by Noël in great emotion, and even a couple of telegrams sent by unknown
         members of the audience after they left the theatre.
      

      
      To his mother

	  19 October, New York

      
      Here are some more cuttings – you see how mixed they are, but of course Hamlet will always arouse controversy – it was the same in London. They stay at the end and shout every night and the stage door is beset by fans almost as in London, so really I don’t think we’ve much
         to worry about for a bit anyway. Howard opens in Boston tonight. They got rid of Gertrude Elliott at the dress rehearsal,
         and a woman called Mary Servoss who played the Queen with [Raymond] Massey has been rushed to take her place.
      

      
      Maxwell Anderson, who is one of their most important authors here, has sent me his play on Rudolph of Austria, but although
         it has fine stuff in it, it is mostly in rather ponderous blank verse, which jumps about from Elizabethan phrases like ‘rout
         of bitchery’ to modernisms like ‘Q.E.D.’. The part of Franz Josef is finer, I think, than the prince, and anyway the part
         is so like Hamlet that I wouldn’t dream of doing it immediately afterwards. I still think Emlyn’s is the one to do next.* He talks of doing it with me, each putting up some money and playing himself a very important part in the last act.
      

      
      St Helena is a failure, despite Maurice Evans’ wonderful personal notices – they are all on cuts and likely to end on Saturday. They
         have also been brutally cruel to Frank Vosper. One notice said ‘We are so grateful to England for sending us Evans and Gielgud
         that we must forgive them Vosper too’, and I think his play cannot last long. Emlyn’s is not a riotous success but will go
         for 10 weeks or so they think.
      

      
      To Maxwell Anderson

	  October 1936,NewYork

      
      I have enjoyed reading your fine play more than I can say. I admire the drama of it and the beautiful verse enormously and
         I am sure it could not fail to be a success if it is well done. But I’m afraid I think it would not be a good plan for me
         to play a part so temperamentally similar to Hamlet immediately following this production. You will say that all young romantic
         heroes with an inherent weakness are bound to be of the same class to some extent when they are played by the same actor.
         This is true, of course, but I still think I shall not play again this season in New York after Hamlet is over. It is such a part to follow, whatever one may choose.
      

      
      To his mother

	  1 November, New York

      
      [Leslie] Howard comes in next week, which will probably affect us one way or another. It would be nice to beat the N.Y. record
         of 101 performances for the play – [John] Barrymore’s. I have suggested doing Richard II for a limited season to follow. McClintic likes the idea and it seems to me an ideal way of (a) following up the past success
         of Hamlet here, and trying to top it and (b) of opening a management in London with a safe card like Richard, which should be almost certain to make money, so that I had some capital of my own to put in to Emlyn’s play to follow.
      

      
      
      The Lunts and Helen Hayes came to the Wednesday matinée and were wonderful about it, which of course thrilled me very much.
         I lunch today with the Duveens and last weekend went to Long Island to a Mrs Doubleday of the publishing firm, who was very
         nice and had a charming lunch party.
      

      
      I also went to Stage Door the new [George] Kaufman–[Edna] Ferber play (authors of Dinner at Eight and Theatre Royal). Very funny lines and scenes brilliantly produced by Kaufman himself, and a lovely performance by Margaret Sullavan. I laughed
         and cried and enjoyed myself no end. Amusing to see that kind of production first hand so very well done, whereas in England
         we always get the imitation.
      

      
      Have found a beautiful apartment flat where Judith [Anderson] is – a sort of hotel really, but right down in Greenwich Village,
         on the 24th floor with three windows in each room, marvellous view, huge sitting room – and service. There is a small slip
         room next door with a separate bathroom that Harry Andrews is going to take.
      

      
      To his mother

	  7 November, New York

      
      This has been a strange week. On Monday [Alexander] Woollcott, who is the retired James Agate of America with an enormous
         following, broadcast about us in his hour. Then came the [Leslie] Howard débâcle on Tuesday – we simultaneously announced
         last weeks – with the amazing result that Wednesday matinée was sold out with 62 people standing. The box office is besieged
         and we have had three other sold out performances since, with the business for the week up 3,000 dollars. It shows how many
         people must have been waiting to see which production they would rather see, and also that a sensational failure in the theatre
         is always more thrilling to the public than a success. The bon mot for the unfortunate Howard came from one of the critics,
         who said I could now drop the GIEL out of my name, and be known simply as the GUD Hamlet, and one of our company who said
         his (Howard’s) performance was ‘more an antique Romeo than a Dane’! So many English friends in his company that will, I fear,
         get short stay here, as I do not think it can possibly run long. I hear his setting is beautiful, but little else. It must
         be a terrible blow for him, and the uncompromising cruelty of the notices has been a little embarrassing, though of course
         it is all very gratifying in a way, and my telephone never stopped ringing the morning after their opening. It’s the first
         time I think I’ve realised that one doesn’t often have really evenly balanced competition in the theatre, and though it’s
         wonderful to have won, it is also embarrassing when people discuss it wherever one goes. However, I have had a foul throat
         all the week and been miserable at two performances at least, so perhaps that will modify my conceit. Better today, thanks
         to giving up smoking for four days, which I did not enjoy.
      

      
      I am entranced with Stanislavsky’s new book [An Actor Prepares], just out here. It is very technical, but I find it fascinating, especially the part about relaxing, which I would give my eyes to learn to do. The principle is, of course, much the same as that of Komis and Michel
         [Saint-Denis]. Michel is the first person in England to attempt to teach it, and I feel very proud of being associated with
         the scheme.
      

      
      Mrs Pat [Campbell] came and I am lunching with her tomorrow. She looks well, but is very mad – has been alone in a cottage
         up at Arrowhead, above Hollywood, for six months, till her heart was affected by the height and she had fainting fits. She
         was told to come down and rest, and stays in bed here a great deal – is writing another bad book – no maid or companion but
         the eternal Pekingese – but she is grand and majestic as ever. Woollcott told me she was like a sinking ship firing on her
         rescuers, which I thought good.
      

      
      To Peggy Ashcroft

	  14 November, New York

      
      I spend the days by myself mostly, and then go out every night, which is lovely as long as one isn’t too tired. Have been
         to some lovely parties – the Cotton Club last week where there is the most marvellous coloured show – you would go mad about
         it. I have made a lot of friends and it is the most charming theatre atmosphere, nearly as nice as at home. Judith and Lillian
         are pets – everyone in the company except a revolting boy who plays Rosencrantz abominably and drives me mad every night.
         The production is pretty bad really, and so is a lot of the acting, lighting, décor etc., none of them good or helpful, and
         that makes it much harder work. To do Mielziner justice, it was designed for a much bigger stage, and in cutting it all down
         he’s spoilt the proportions and cramped the actors. Then the clothes are badly carried out and the Queen looks Empire, not
         Charles at all – Malcolm [Keen] has a very elaborate grey velvet affair with lacy frills at the knees which look idiotic in
         the praying scene – he is like Charles the Second in a bad temper. The ghost ‘effect’ I have at last got rid of after much
         cajolery and he speaks from the wings, only his first ‘Mark me’ and the ‘Swears’ done with the mike which is a very great
         improvement. My principal joys are the scenes with the two women and the Gravedigger [George Nash] who is a pet and a beautiful
         old actor who was once quite a star, and even when he is a bit tight he acts beautifully. Otherwise it’s a pretty unsatisfactory
         production to be in when one knows the play so well.
      

      
      I miss my friends and Foulslough* most and the weather keeps on changing and the food is horrid and the steam heat trying – otherwise it’s lots of fun and
         I’m sure in retrospect will be delicious, over the long autumn evenings when we’re playing Lotto.
      

      
      
      To his mother

	  17 November, New York

      
      I hate all the bars and restaurants being artificially lit (and decorated accordingly) all day long, one can hardly lunch
         anywhere without diving in to a welter of chromium, black walls, low ceilings, crystal chandeliers etc., and closely drawn
         shutters and curtains, like Hollywood versions of the boites in Paris.
      

      
      I went to As You Like It and was agreeably surprised, being prepared to be irritated to death. I enjoyed most of the production, thought Leo [Leon
         Quartermaine] and [Henry] Ainley, [John] Laurie, Sophie Stewart and [Felix] Aylmer all first class, and didn’t mind many of
         the cuts. I agree that she [Elisabeth Bergner] bores one badly half way through, but her accomplishment of diction and execution,
         though mannered and exaggerated as the film proceeds, attracted and interested me a good deal. It certainly is the first tolerable
         attempt on Shakespeare, and miles better than Romeo.*

      
      Frank [Vosper] went home on Friday to do a film. Emlyn goes on but is very depressed at their business and very much opposed
         to my Richard plan, as he thinks I owe it to him to do his play next. I suppose I shall have to, but it’s so difficult Bronnie not liking
         it, and I hate to come back to another management. We shall see.
      

      
      A woman [Agnes Yarnall] is trying to sculpt me in the dressing room in my spare moments. I have refused 1000 dollars to appear
         on the radio in the Rudy Vallee hour at 8 o’clock (made up and dressed, before a large studio audience) to be interviewed
         and do a speech from Hamlet. No thank you.
      

      
      To Douglas Fairbanks Jr.

	  24 November, New York

      
      It is certainly very exciting over here and wonderful that people seem to like Hamlet so much, but I have always refused to consider it for pictures – [Alexander] Korda spoke to me about it some time ago. And
         certainly the Shakespeare films so far, with the possible exception of As You Like It, have done nothing to further my desire to see any of his plays filmed, for the essential need of the cinema demands an entire
         reconstruction of the dialogue and scene form on which Shakespeare based his entire craftsmanship – and with so many good
         stories in the world I see little excuse for re-shaping perfect masterpieces.
      

      
      But I am still very keen on the idea of Richard [of Bordeaux], and would gladly make an arrangement with you to do it. I believe Gordon Daviot would be agreeable to working on the scenario.
         Perhaps she and I could both work with some person or persons skilled in the making of film scripts. It strikes me that Lillian
         Gish, who is playing with me here, would be a very ideal choice for the part of Anne – particularly as regards appearance
         for that period. I imagine her name is still a big one in the film world, and she looks amazingly young and has cinematically much
         of the quality that Gwen had so perfectly in the play.
      

      
      I think the part of Robert is also very important, and there should be considerably more of him than there was in the play.
         I don’t know who could play him except you, but that would be asking a little too much, unless you want to have a 4 star film,
         like Romeo and Juliet. Perhaps Larry [Olivier] would think of doing it.
      

      
      To his mother

	  30 November, New York

      
      Dearest Mother

      
      I am disturbed to hear you have not been well. Do please take it easy or you will have to lie up, which would bore you as
         much as it would upset everyone else. You must walk less, take more taxis, and eat calmly, and not be put to too much trouble
         by all the people you love to wear yourself out for. But I suppose it’s too much to ask of you.
      

      
      Last night you would have been very pleased, for the Players Club dinner was quite wonderful, and I was so much touched by
         the welcome they gave me and the extraordinarily generous things they said, that I could only make a very emotional and stammering
         speech of thanks. They had the biggest attendance they could remember, 300 men overflowing three small rooms into the conservatory
         on one side and the writing room on the other. I sat with [Walter] Hampden, the President, a charming, gentle man of between
         50 and 60, who is a famous Hamlet and Cyrano. He was a great friend of Otho Stuart’s, and played a good deal in England with
         [Sir Frank] Benson – understudied A. E. Matthews in Peter’s Mother with Marion [Terry]. He is now more or less ‘hors concours’ and obviously feels it considerably. All the more charming of
         him, therefore, to be so nice to me – he lacks humour, like many actors, but he is quite a generous and courtly figurehead,
         like a histrionic headmaster. Otis Skinner (79) made a really charming speech, the British consul a witty one, and there were
         delightful telegrams from Barrymore and [Johnston] Forbes-Robertson, and all who couldn’t come sent charming messages – Noël
         [Coward], [Alfred] Lunt, [David] Warfield and one or two others. [Cedric] Hardwicke and Maurice Evans were also guests, and
         I was very proud to be so honoured in front of them. It really was all most moving, and I wish you could have been there to
         see – the love and respect in which they all hold your family is very wonderful, and has endured through all this time as
         strongly, in the world of the theatre at any rate, as it has in England. It is touching to see this club, with [Edwin] Booth’s
         room kept as it was on the day he died; they are all very English in their sentiment about the theatre, and such a place as
         this club is rare in America, so it was really an evening to remember.
      

      
      Howard is doing badly, but continues to advertise and attempt to bluff the public with quotations praising him from Gilbert Miller, Hugh Walpole and [Leopold] Stokowski! They say he will soon take
         it off and go on tour – we shall see. I wouldn’t go to the Colony Club when they gave a dinner last Sunday in the hope of
         getting us both together in public, but sent a wire and stayed away. Noël came to Emlyn’s farewell party here, which was a
         great success. His one act plays [Tonight at 8.30] are very well received and booked, though the critics are not wildly enthusiastic. I heard a fine concert yesterday, a French
         pianist Robert Casadesus played the Franck Symphonic Variations magnificently, and also a rather pretentious but amusing programme
         piece of Weber, in which his handling of the piano part was masterly – a nice Mozart symphony too. On Friday there is the
         Beaux Arts ball at the Hotel Astor.
      

      
      To his mother

	  7 December, New York

      
      I send you the design for the dress I had at the Ball on Friday. Gertie Lawrence as Day and I as Night appeared, she on a
         white horse and I on a black, at the climax of the pageant. The dress looked very well and the horses behaved excellently,
         and it was a fine sight as all these affairs are, only too many people drink, and we didn’t stay long after as we had a matinée
         next day.
      

      
      We continue to do excellent business, and our move is arranged though not yet officially announced. Howard announces his last
         week, but I hear he is to stage a great reprieve on Saturday and run for yet another. They do that kind of thing a good deal
         here to keep in the papers all the time.
      

      
      Of course the King and Mrs Simpson is the only topic at the moment in the press and everywhere else. It is a most unhappy
         situation, and even the Spanish war pales before it and everybody from hovel to palace is delighted with such a juicy opportunity
         for scandal and surmise.
      

      
      Today Mrs Pat [Campbell], Joyce Carey and Ruth Gordon came here to lunch – very amusing indeed. The old lady in great form,
         though she complains of her head and says she thinks she has heart disease! I like Ruth Gordon so much, and hope to go to
         the play* next week, though it must be a shadow of the London show without [Ernest] Thesiger or Edith [Evans]. I also hope to go to
         Noël’s plays again – they have a midnight matinée on Thursday – and to Rembrandt – what a notice for Laughton in The Tatler by Agate.
      

      
      I bought a charming watercolour for myself by Dufy for 300 dollars in a fit of extravagance. It is the square at Versailles
         with the Roi Soleil on his horse in the foreground, and looks so well in my room here. He is thought a lot of just now, and
         his pictures are a good investment, besides being very attractive. McClintic is doing a fantastic blank verse play called
         High Tor by Maxwell Anderson, and has offered Peggy Ashcroft a fine part in it, which I have urged her to accept. It will be fun if
         she comes over, and I think she might be glad of the chance. Burgess Meredith is playing the hero, a very brilliant young actor much thought of here. Bobbie
         Harris is here to play Keats, in a bad play,* he says, which they rewrite all the time at rehearsal.
      

      
      To his mother

	  14 December, New York

      
      Many thanks for your letters and the cuttings about the crisis. Everybody here was very hysterical and the ‘tabloid’ papers
         more shamelessly vulgar than ever. I took Mrs Pat to see Rembrandt, in which Laughton impressed us very much, on Friday and afterwards we went in to the Plaza and heard the abdication broadcast
         very distinctly. Of course the old lady is delighted by the Antony and Cleopatra side of the affair, and has strong sympathy
         for the obstinacy and rebellion from officialdom which is so marked a characteristic in her own career. Certainly one cannot
         help feeling sorry for the man and wondering what kind of life he will be able to lead. I imagine, too, that his frankness
         and obvious sincerity must have made an admirable impression. It is a pity that the old men in the Church must now crow over
         their triumph, for I am sure the fact of the country’s ministers, both in Church and State, being all so very much in the
         sere and yellow makes the younger generation inclined to distrust them as old fogies – and the men of middle age like Edward
         are even more bitter and cynical after being through the war, and anxious to make hay while the sun shines whatever the result.
         The fact that the Church has had a triumph will not, I think, make the people any more likely to return to it in this age
         of ours, tho’ I am sure the Archbishops imagine this business will send everyone flocking back to religion!
      

      
      Howard gave a final performance of Hamlet last night in aid of the Stage Relief Fund – clever of him – with his usual 20-minute speech at the end denouncing the critics.
         He has bluffed cleverly, and appeared a great deal at clubs, lectures and on the radio – now goes over to the coast for a
         tour, but I do not think he has taken anyone in, or been particularly dignified over his failure. I am glad to have avoided
         meeting him. I believe he came to one of our matinées, but no one seems to be quite sure.
      

      
      The weather is lovely just now, very fine and fresh, one feels very well, and I have found a good barber who massages my face
         and neck and washes my head and gives me sunray once a week, which is restful and refreshing after the Wednesday performances.
      

      
      Maurice Evans announces Richard II here for mid-January, Peggy Webster to come over and produce it, so I suppose he really means to do it. I am slightly jealous,
         but cannot complain – after all there is no copyright! Just as well I dissuaded Bronnie, who was so keen for me to do it in
         London for the Coronation! By the way, I hear they have lifted the ban on Victoria Regina provided it is played by an English actress, so Helen Hayes won’t go over in it. How much I wish they would give it to Gwen [Ffrangcon-Davies]. She would be ideal, and it would be the part of her life.
         I hope Edith [Evans] won’t do the Shaw play [The Millionairess] now. I didn’t like the notices at all of the Bexhill production,* and, though it read well, I thought the play obviously falls down on the old-fashioned comedy and horseplay which he can
         never resist nowadays.
      

      
      To his mother

	  20 December, New York

      
      I shall hope to ring you up for a minute on Christmas morning and pass the time of day. Kit [Katharine Cornell] and her husband
         [Guthrie McClintic] have asked me to lunch there on Christmas Day. Peggy arrived safely on Monday by the Queen Mary. I got her rooms here and have taken her around a bit. She likes the play, thank heaven, and her part and the company. Everyone
         is enchanted with her, needless to say. She and I had supper with the Lunts last night, very delightful, and Lillian and Judith
         have taken such trouble to make her welcome too – they are such nice, kind people.
      

      
      Tomorrow we move to the St James’ Theatre on 44th Street. Harry Andrews has been threatened with appendicitis, but the doctor
         hopes to keep it under control with diet and treatment till he can finish out the run and have it done in England – nasty
         and worrying for him, however.
      

      
      I lunched with Mrs Otto Kahn whom I liked very much – a beautiful flat with exquisite Chinese pottery and a lovely English
         Canaletto of Greenwich Hospital. Her husband lived with Lennie Messel when they were bachelors, she told me. Oliver [Messel]
         is here, having an exhibition. I thought his sets and costumes lovely for The Country Wife, but the play bored me consumedly. Ruth Gordon is brilliant, but a superimposed kind of ‘turn’, I thought. I should like
         somebody to do a version of Beerbohm’s Zuleika Dobson for her and me – perhaps A. P. Herbert or [A. A.] Milne could concoct one. I believe it might be very good.
      

      
      Galli-Curci came round the other night – a hideous woman but with great personal magnetism and extremely amiable.

      
      To his mother

	  27 December, New York

      
      I had an extraordinary time this afternoon. Edward Sheldon, who wrote Romance and other successful plays, has been stricken with some appalling petrifying paralysis† for fourteen years, and is blind too. All the well-known stage people go and see him, talk to him, and act scenes from their
         plays, and ask his advice. Mrs Pat [Campbell], who is one of his best and oldest friends, took me to see him – the most amazing thing.
         There he lies on a bed like a catafalque, his head bent right back, and unable to move his limbs, a black bandage across his
         eyes – in a gay room with flowers, books and photographs – he is beautifully shaved, a coat, collar, and tie – and he talks
         with consummate ease and charm, as if he had known you all your life. He has all the papers read to him, and is informed of
         every subject that is current, particularly about the theatre – he seems quite removed in some marvellous way from everything
         but the mind, and you feel after a time that he is entirely composed, alive and yet removed from life, like some extraordinary
         human oracle. Though the spectacle is so painful and appalling when you think of the incredible courage of it afterwards,
         the man himself is so magnificently powerful in his conquest that one can only long to give him all the life and vitality
         he craves for and accept his philosophy and wisdom with wonder and awe – I hope to go again while I am here and read some
         Shakespeare to him. I can well understand that people like Mrs Pat, Helen Hayes, Kit Cornell, and others feel that they are
         at their very best and humblest before such a tragedy, and love to go and visit him whenever they can. It is really one of
         the most impressive hours I ever spent in my life.
      

      
      I dashed round the big galleries at the Metropolitan – which is an amazing collection. I principally remember a wonderful
         room of Goya and Greco – a superb view of Toledo with vast clouds threatening over it by the latter. The Whistler of Irving as Philip [in Tennyson’s Queen Mary] – which I always wanted to see – a lovely Berthe Morisot of a woman in a garden – three heavenly Vermeers – several fine Rembrandts
         – and a fine modern room with Monets, Renoirs, Van Gogh etc. One needs a whole afternoon to enjoy it properly.
      

      
      Woollcott gave a dinner for me last Sunday – Ruth Gordon, a man called Gerald Murphy, and Thornton Wilder, who is a funny
         little nervous man like a dentist turned professor – shy and suddenly incoherently explosive with expressive hands when he
         suddenly speaks of something he knows about.
      

      
      
      1937

      
      To his mother

4 January, New York

      
      I was delighted to have your New Year cable, and to know you are really better again. Boats have been few and far between
         these last few days, but this will go on the Europa which J. P. [John Perry] catches tomorrow night. He had hoped to see Peggy’s opening performance in High Tor, but unfortunately the tryout at Cleveland last week has made them decide to postpone until Saturday. Peggy says it needs
         incidental music badly, but Guthrie [McClintic] has no idea of the value of music, and never uses it. Of course it is horribly expensive here to have an orchestra, and nearly all straight plays dispense with it altogether. I went with John to three
         matinées last week – the Beatrice Lillie revue [The Show Is On], in which there is a fairly funny skit about Hamlet,in which Reggie Gardiner imitates me, and Lillie plays the latecomer in the stalls who interrupts the performance continually
         with loud conversation and inappropriate comments to her friends. Quite amusing and a very good advertisement for us – the
         jokes about [Leslie] Howard, however, go rather flat as the subject is now vieux jeu, like the jokes about Mrs Simpson, which
         don’t ‘go’ any more here.
      

      
      New Year’s night was perfectly awful. Our theatre is on the main street, and the hooters and penny whistles began almost as
         soon as we were under way, and never stopped all the evening – not a pleasant accompaniment for Hamlet.We went out in Lillian Gish’s car to Helen Hayes’ country place yesterday at Nyack – a charming party and she has an amusing
         Victorian house with gold encrusted pelmets and mirrors, marble fireplaces and red plush curtains. Very amusing and not overdone,
         and some excellent pictures – Renoir, Chirico, mostly modern – that look surprisingly well in it. Noël and Beatrice Lillie,
         Judith, Joyce Carey and Alan Webb were of the party, and it was very nice. John [Perry] took Mrs Pat to a play on Friday,
         and I gave her grouse for supper which encouraged her to considerable flights of fancy. She was in great form and amused us
         all a great deal. We break the Barrymore record* tonight, and tomorrow another they have dug up – some quite obscure American actor who did 102† – and on Wednesday I am ‘undisputed champion’. According to our press agent I have played it 400 times altogether by Saturday,
         including the two different runs in London, so I ought to know it by now.
      

      
      To his mother

	  10 January, New York

      
      We have been nursing Peggy through a week of crises de nerfs over her play. They opened last night and we were all rather
         dubious about the chances as we saw the dress rehearsal on Thursday, and it has very bad patches of weakness, especially the
         last act. Only three notices out yet, but they are all excellent, so I believe they may have a success which is a great relief
         for everybody. Peggy is perfectly charming and of great value to the play which does not play, I think, as well as it reads,
         but her poetic love scenes are beautiful, and the ghost effects very well lighted and arranged. Burgess Meredith very good
         indeed as the hero – a most interesting and unusual actor.
      

      
      Walter Huston and Brian Aherne opened in Othello this week. Aherne as Iago got superb notices, Huston very bad ones. I hear the production and sets are wonderful. [Max] Reinhardt’s
         monster production at the Manhattan Opera House [The Eternal Road], on the other hand, has rave notices, and I shall go and see it next Sunday when they give a charity matinée. It is a saga Old Testament spectacle, beginning in a Jewish
         synagogue, and scenes of Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Joseph, Ruth, Solomon etc. – staged on a great mountain apparently in different
         arrangements of stage with heaven and choirs of angels above – quite amazing, they say. The libretto by Franz Werfel, music
         by Kurt Weill, so all the Jews and Germans are well occupied, and apparently the result is very fine – anyhow, I am keen to
         see it.
      

      
      I am writing this at the country house of the McClintics where Peggy and I are staying for the weekend – in front of a large
         fire with the rain pouring down outside – very pleasant. Guthrie just rang up from N.Y. to say notices wonderful and unanimous
         for High Tor – splendid.
      

      
      To his mother

	  17 January, New York

      
      I have just returned from an Actors Fund Benefit Sunday night performance. The usual endless affair with a programme that
         was not anything like over when I left at 11.45. I was there at 9.45 myself and didn’t go on to recite till 11.30 – some sonnets
         etc. which seemed to go well. I saw an act of the Huston– Aherne Othello which seemed quite good to me from the wings – beautifully mounted and sincerely played, though rather pedestrian and lacking
         in inspiration. The critics, however, were bored and slashed it soundly and it ends next week – rather sad. As they also said
         it was a dull and silly play, I was out of patience with them.
      

      
      Perhaps if I get a few days at Foulslough when I get back before starting rehearsals you could come down there with me and
         stay quietly. I hear we have a new Esso stove and shall be very grand. Elsa Maxwell, the famous cosmopolitan party queen,
         gave an enormous party at the Waldorf Astoria last night, but I could not go as the manager of the Empire gave one for the
         three McClintic companies at that theatre, and I went there and played jazz till 2.30 a.m. till my thumbs were nearly scraped
         off! The Maxwell affair was a ‘barnyard’ party – fancy dress, and real animals in pens surrounded the room – cows, sheep,
         goats etc. (washed and permed!). A real ‘hog caller’ was imported from a farm, who cried aloud (and was so dignified in simplicity
         that everybody felt ashamed who wasn’t blind, apparently) and six hogs answered by rushing into the room with snouts raised
         – very biblical and odd! So do the idle rich recreate themselves!
      

      
      The Barker Hamlet* is very interesting, and I have been reading a good but typically incoherent and badly translated book on the Moscow Art
         Theatre, Chekhov, Gorky etc. by Nemirovitch-Danchenko, who was Stanislavsky’s co-director – interesting, particularly about
         The Seagull production! I am still waiting to get Emlyn’s revised version of our play and Bronnie’s O.K. on the business arrangements,
         details of dates and so on.
      

      
      
      A Rosamond Gilder, who writes for the Theatre Arts Monthly, has done a very detailed account of my performance, and I have suggested to her to offer it to Methuen who were anxious
         in London for me to write producer’s notes for a de luxe edition of a Hamlet text. I thought that her notes, and reproductions of Motley’s and Mielziner’s designs with a few photographs – some of other
         famous Hamlets, some selected criticisms and a chapter of notes by me on costume and scenic traditions and general usages
         connected with the play – might make quite a good gift book in the style of Olivier’s Romeo and Juliet publication (which is very dull). Anyway, it’s an idea and something to play about with.*

      
      I went to The Wingless Victory [by Maxwell Anderson] on Thursday. Katharine Cornell is a striking and glamorous figure, but not a great actress to my thinking.
         This is a stupid and pretentious play, and Anderson tries to lift its banality to a Shakespearean grandeur by rather dull
         verse. She looks wonderful in her Malay costumes and at the opening of the last act she crouches on the cabin floor, having
         had a great scene of rage against her husband and his people who cast her out. She has to raise her head with her black hair
         all over her eyes, and decide to murder her two children. In this she looks like a fine Japanese print and is very powerful
         and pictorial. Not so successful in the big scene when she strains her voice – beautiful in her walk and manner when carrying
         the dead child in her arms. I should like to see her have a shot at Cleopatra, but fear she is a little too voice conscious
         and ‘the first lady of the American stage’ to be really fine or great in any way. Of course, Guthrie [McClintic] has built
         this legend round her and arranges everything to set off the impression – she herself is so enchantingly modest and wildly
         enthusiastic – lives for her work, and devotes all energies to it – that perhaps she might do better away from him – one can’t
         tell. They have certainly built up some distinction and graciousness on the management side, but without much real creative
         talent to follow it up – more flair for business, a certain standard of performance and very admirable publicity and administration.
      

      
      They can none of them see anything in Emlyn’s play [He Was Born Gay]or understand how I can possibly stick to my idea of going home, when a few more weeks would bring so much kudos and money
         with Hamlet in a few more towns. But I am quite determined not to play the part a moment longer. I cannot let them realise naturally
         how little I care for the production and the other performances, charming as they all are personally, and it is really a great
         burden and seldom a pleasure to play, learning more and more about the part and getting no support and even hindrance in all
         one’s surroundings. It will be such a relief to be my own master again and to work with first class actors once more, if we
         can get them.
      

      
      I have voluminous correspondence from Emlyn and Bronnie who have been having a high old time with their own and each other’s amour propre but I seem to have done my bit as a linchpin and
         kept them from breaking altogether, though barely so. I only hope they may come to like each other better later on.
      

      
      I lunched today at a nice house in Long Island and then spent several hours at [Edward] Sheldon’s. We talked a lot about the
         theatre and I did some scenes from Hamlet and Romeo and Prospero – not very well in a room where one feels emotional and unable to ‘let go’ but he seemed to enjoy it very much.
         He is a fascinating and wise man, perhaps partly through his tragic fate, so maybe there’s some meaning to it after all.
      

      
      To his mother

	  1 February, Washington

      
      Well, here we are at Washington. Peggy came down with me in Lillian’s car and we had a restful and easy drive and picnic lunch
         in spite of pouring rain and were here by seven o’clock – then a very good dinner in Lillian’s sitting room and a comparatively
         early night. Last week was very exhausting, though immensely gratifying in many ways. We played to 21,000 dollars and had
         a record house at the matinée yesterday, 300 people standing, and 150 at least at night. Sold out too on Friday night and
         the Thursday matinée, so really we wound up in a blaze of glory. Numerous parties were given for me, but I was too tired to
         stay long at either of the ones last night and on Friday. Met Stravinsky, Ina Claire, Gloria Swanson and a strange assortment
         of stars. Mrs Pat said in a low voice ‘Look at those three frightful faces (Sibyl Colefax, Dorothy Parker and Elsa Maxwell).
         I bet they’re discussing Mrs Simpson.’
      

      
      A Negro* has done a brilliant bust of me in the play. I have bought a copy of it, and shall be interested to see if you think it as
         good as I do. I never sat until it was all but finished, and then only for ten minutes – he only saw the play once, but has
         exactly caught the expression I like to think I have in the part – perhaps you won’t think so!
      

      
      To his mother

	  17 February, Philadelphia

      
      On the Monday last week they begged me to give an extra performance and after much demur I finally consented, and we gave
         an extra matinée on Friday, and we four stars gave our salaries to the Red Cross for the Flood relief – about 800 dollars,
         which wasn’t so bad. The Saturday matinée we played to 4000 dollars, and on the week to 32,776 in a house whose capacity is
         supposed to be 29,000. Really extraordinary, and such a pleasure too, playing to such audiences, but of course I caught a
         cold on the Thursday, practically lost my voice, and spent a miserable Saturday grunting through the last two performances with no equipment
         and people hanging from the chandeliers to see me. Too bad, and much spoilt my enjoyment of the week as a whole.
      

      
      I was supposed to go to a big dinner in New York for Woollcott last night, but got as far as the door, made gruntings and
         excuses and slunk away to a large plate of onion soup and bed. Consequently my cold is nearly gone and the others tell me
         I was well out of it as the noise, speeches and autographing of menus was endless and interminable, so I was wise to be firm.
         I spent hours composing wires about our new play last week. At any rate we have already Gwen, Carol Goodner, Emlyn, Glen [Byam
         Shaw], George Devine and self. The old ladies are not yet fixed.
      

      
      Great waving of clubs in New York over the notices of Richard – the Tribune critic who said Maurice [Evans] was worth two John Gielguds came out yesterday with a further article withdrawing the remark
         in favour of ‘six’ – so he is evidently determined to be definite in his preference. [Brooks] Atkinson, who also was not too
         keen on me, is inclined to compare us to Maurice’s advantage. The funny thing is that they are all so impressed with the beauty
         of the play – ‘what we considered on reading a minor work is now shown by the genius’ etc. etc. And of course they have seen
         Evans in Romeo, the Dauphin and Napoleon, all very effective by contrast. Anyway I now begin to understand a little how [Leslie]
         Howard must have felt! And my friends all assure me that this is not more remarkable than the best Old Vic standard! Vanity
         of vanities!
      

      
      To Edward Sheldon

	  27 February, Queen Mary
      

      
      So many thanks for the books, which I am reading with great enjoyment, and also for your generous letter of friendship and
         good wishes. It was indeed a privilege to make your acquaintance and to meet you alone so that in a few hours it was possible
         to reach an understanding that, at any kind of gathering, or with anyone less responsive and concentrated than yourself, might
         have taken months to arrive at. Your room is a haven in the cordial but sometimes overexciting atmosphere of New York, and
         I shall always think of it with pleasure and hope to come there again before very long. Meanwhile be assured I shall often
         think of you and will do my best, though I fear I am a poor correspondent, to let you know occasionally how things are going
         with me. Please do the same if you ever have the time and inclination – and thank you for so much pleasure in knowing you.
      

      
      On his return to London, JG plunged almost immediately into preparations for Emlyn Williams’ new play, He Was Born Gay.

      
      
      To Lillian Gish

	  15 March, Foulslough

      
      Here I am in the country getting a few days rest before we begin rehearsals. The week before last was chaotic: that friend
         of Bobby Harris that I told you about died after four operations, and then Frank Vosper’s death;* and on top of those two disasters Albery quarrelled with Emlyn and disassociated himself from the play altogether, and so
         I spent all last week getting John [Perry] over from Ireland to arrange all my business, and finally Emlyn and I are going
         into management together in the play.
      

      
      It has been pouring with rain the last two days – snow, slush, and mud everywhere – but it is lovely to be back in the cottage
         all the same, and today it is gloriously fine though there is a biting wind. I do so hope you will be able to come over some
         time this year. I miss you so much and think with great affection of our happy times together.
      

      
      To his mother

	  March 1937, London

      
      Doubts and fears about the play – the theatrical quality of it is strong and it is charmingly written – but I fear the worst
         if the critics should take it into their heads to find fault with the logic or the construction. However if we can make them
         believe in such frankly romantic melodrama it will be one up to us.
      

      
      He Was Born Gay had its first performance in Manchester, the first date on a five-week pre-London tour.

      
      To his mother

	  21 April, Manchester

      
      The notices here were marvellous and we have changed a great deal for the better this week. Today we have changed the dagger
         at the end into poison, and I hope that may be better too, and I do a real mad scene at the end, in a very much cut version
         of the original speech.
      

      
      To his mother

	  3 May (?), Edinburgh

      
      Mr [Donald] Wolfit† wished to be photographed with me – Hamlets past and present – for the local press, but I was not to be drawn and was in
         my bath! We had a charming luncheon at Mary Anderson’s on Friday – she is old now and no longer strong or very much on the spot,
         but even so extraordinarily gracious and dominating in the most charming way. She talked much of Nell [Ellen Terry] and [Johnston]
         Forbes-Robertson, but now is keener on music, and only goes out to Stratford, which however she disapproves of strongly –
         and to Toscanini etc.
      

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  4 May, Edinburgh

      
      Since I wrote last, the spring has come, to say nothing of your sweet letters, and the combination has cheered me somewhat.
         Also Guthrie [McClintic] turned up unexpectedly last Friday and was delighted with the play, to my great surprise. He of course
         realises its faults, but he thinks it is 100 per cent entertainment, which after all is the best I can hope for it. He also
         gave me one or two most valuable tips about my own performance. I tried to play the part much too straight to begin with,
         as the lines seem to suggest that one must not bother much about logic or character, and play each scene for all it is worth;
         but I found, after the first week and after a long talk with Emlyn; that one has to play against the lines, particularly the
         first two acts, and try to create the impression of a haunted, immature youth – almost a pathological case – so that when
         he breaks down in the last act and goes mad, the audience realises that he was almost on the borderline from the moment he
         appeared on the stage. All this is quite interesting to do, and it goes very well when the houses are warm and friendly. The
         difficulty is that all the comedy and drawing of the other characters are crude and rather cheap. Nobody’s motives bear investigation,
         and there is not a part in it that is really easy to make convincing, as none of them are carried out and developed in their
         logical sequence, but left in the manner of Dickens, as set types, to remain the same throughout the play.
      

      
      Whatever may be the result, it is interesting to try to work at the sort of thing that the old actors played on their heads
         by the sheer force of histrionics and the romantic gusto which carried the audience away. If the press is kind to the play
         and gives me good notices, I think we may have a run. But it is rather strange to play a vehicle part of this kind, which
         is intended to show one off at one’s best, doing all the things that are supposed to come easy, and to find them very hard
         to do because they are not backed by real truth and logic. Pray for us on the 26th.
      

      
      To Peggy Ashcroft

	  13 May, Foulslough

      
      How wonderful that you have become such friends with [Edward] Sheldon. The more one thinks of New York, the more strongly
         one feels he is the deep and arresting personality one met there, with amazing sympathy, wisdom and understanding.
      

      
      
      Guthrie will have told you of the play far better than I can judge of it. If it fails, I shall go for a holiday and plan a
         season of plays – classics with a permanent company for the autumn. Glen [Byam Shaw], Gwen [Ffrangcon-Davies] and I have endless
         discussions and make vast plans continually. It’s really a simply charming company. Carol [Goodner] is a bit boring but works
         frightfully hard at her difficult part. I think she will end by being very good, and is really splendid to act with as always.
         Emlyn has been extraordinarily reasonable and nice, as well as most sensible about cuts and alterations. For his sake, if
         not for mine, I do hope it may go for a while.
      

      
      He Was Born Gay opened at the Queen’s Theatre on 26 May 1937.

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  29 May, London

      
      Well, our worst fears were justified, and although on the opening night the emotional scenes went very well, the critics were
         embarrassed by them and puzzled by the play. Personally I had a very warm and loving reception and my own parts in the play
         seemed to go very well, but the comedy did not, except with the cheap parts of the house, and the general verdict all around
         seems to be pretty bad. It may go on for a few weeks if the audiences continue numerous, but if the Sunday notices are as
         bad as the dailies, I hardly think people will venture. I often think of you and wish you would suddenly land in England.
      

      
      He Was Born Gay lasted for only two weeks and after his holiday JG began to prepare for his season of classical repertory at the Queen’s Theatre.
               The company included Peggy Ashcroft, Alec Guinness, Anthony Quayle, Michael Redgrave and many others whose work JG admired.
               The season – Richard II, The School for Scandal, Three Sisters and The Merchant of Venice – was to become something of a legend and had a great influence on those who were to run the Royal Shakespeare and National
               Theatre companies in future years.

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  14 August, London

      
      We are in the throes of rehearsal [for Richard II] again, and it all seems to be going as well as can be expected. I am very enthusiastic about the cast, and the Motleys have
         done beautiful designs.
      

      
      Peggy [Ashcroft] has had a holiday in Austria with Stephen Haggard and came back full of the Reinhardt Faust which she had seen at Salzburg.
      

      
      I wonder how things are going with you. I thought of Hamlet last year and wished you were in these rehearsals too. Did I tell you Judith [Anderson] and her husband came down to stay
         at the cottage and seemed so happy and were very charming. I have heard rumours that she was to be offered Lady Macbeth at the Old Vic with Laurence Olivier.
      

      
      Richard II opened at the Queen’s Theatre on 6 September 1937.

      
      To his mother

	  September 1937, London

      
      I went in to Drury Lane this afternoon for an hour to see a rehearsal* – such drivel you cannot believe – but amusing to watch the organising of it all – shoals of chorines, stagehands, telephones
         and executive staff of all kinds, presided over by Ivor [Novello] with his touchingly sincere enthusiasm, showing off his
         fabulous toy with pardonable pride since he gives boundless pleasure to thousands and employment to hundreds more – our little
         venture seems a flea in comparison.
      

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  9 October, London

      
      Richard II is going very well, without being the ‘smash hit’ that Hamlet and Romeo were. The public prefer Richard of Bordeaux with its more attractive appeal from the humorous and sentimental point of view, but the people who one wants to please seem
         to like it, and we are able to pay off the production this week.
      

      
      Tyrone Guthrie is producing The School for Scandal very amusingly, and I am delighted to be in a comedy again – the first time for five or six years! Peggy will be enchanting
         as Lady Teazle. We are playing it with a false proscenium and perspective drop scenes, very swiftly, without any of the traditional
         gags or business. In the opening scene, Lady Sneerwell is in her bedroom, putting on an elaborate make-up and being laced
         into her stays by a sluttish maid, while Snake sits on the other side of a screen, and peers through occasionally with a slightly
         prurient disgust!
      

      
      The School for Scandal, in which JG played Joseph Surface, opened at the Queen’s Theatre on 25 November 1937.

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  4 December, London

      
      People are divided about it, as they are about Macbeth,† which I saw yesterday. I thought the latter uneven, though it is quite the best production of the play I’ve seen yet, and
         it is, of course, notoriously difficult and tricky to produce at all.
      

      
      Judith [Anderson] is very good, especially in her scenes with Larry, and the whole of her performance is finely conceived in a continuous line. She managed the sleep-walking scene, I thought, astonishingly
         well – never put down her lamp, as they always do, but used one hand for all the business, which I thought very clever and
         effective. Olivier is awfully unequal, and his performance continually slipped from the classical style in which he conceived
         it, to ranting and modernism with the murderers and in the emotional passages. It is a violent, strained performance which
         is exhausting to watch, and must be more so to play, but his scenes with her are beautifully produced, and carried out with
         real harmony and moving tragic intention.
      

      
      They had an appalling time before they opened – illness, postponement and finally the death of Lilian Baylis [aged 63] the
         very night before. In spite of a dreadful press, the theatre was packed yesterday afternoon, when I went, and they are moving
         to the West End for four weeks at Christmas.
      

      
      I am sure Judith must feel that it is a distinguished thing to have done, and worth all the agony she must have suffered,
         and though people are divided about her performance, it is a very distinguished debut for her in this country.
      

      
      As for this play, Guthrie has done a very charming job and so have the Motleys, but the scenery is either rather pale or rather
         dark, for they are too fond of secondary colours and shadowy scenes in their decoration, and the result is like a beautiful
         and glowing series of French prints, instead of the solid English atmosphere that most people expect for this play. They were
         anxious to get away from the red plush and gold which Rex Whistler has used so successfully in Victoria and other productions, and Guthrie conceived the whole play as slightly satiric, and wanted to convey the squalor of the
         eighteenth century as well as its graces – and for this we have been soundly abused.
      

      
      From the actors’ point of view, it is very difficult to play light comedy in dark scenes, and there is no doubt that towards
         the end of the play, when they are lighter, the play goes much better – but it is so easy to be wise after the event.
      

      
      Ruth [Gordon] will, I know, be very saddened over Lilian Baylis’s death, but she had been fighting illness for some years
         and died of a heart attack without suffering, knowing that the Vic had made a profit for the first time, so I think she must
         almost have reached her goal before she went.
      

      
      To Gabrielle Enthoven

	  18 December, London

      
      I am so delighted to know that you enjoyed your afternoon. Funny you should mention my hands, as a lady wrote a day or two
         ago (a palmist) to complain that I did not ‘carry my thumbs’ in a way suitable to Joseph’s character. I don’t know what she
         meant!
      

      
      
      
      1938

      
      Three Sisters, directed by Michel Saint-Denis, in which JG played Vershinin, opened on 28 January 1938.

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  8 February, London*

      
      It has been really a sensation, and we are full every night. I haven’t a big part and am beginning to enjoy playing it at
         last. It was so very difficult – patchy and a character so absolutely different from mine, though that made it more interesting,
         of course, and I was so afraid I should be the only blot on a perfect company, and that, in one’s own show, was rather terrifying!
      

      
      The School for Scandal finished up on the right side, thanks to an excellent last week, and we already have a nice little profit on the first two
         plays, and this being a real hit, we are bound to make some more money and be safe for the season – for which I am devoutly
         thankful.
      

      
      To Baliol Holloway

	  21 April, London

      
      How very nice of you to write me that charming letter; I greatly appreciate it. I am sorry you are unhappy about the As You Like It at Stratford. I think it is one of the most difficult plays to produce, and without an absolute genius as Rosalind I think
         it is fearfully difficult to give it a fresh and exciting appeal.
      

      
      I certainly didn’t resent anything you said about The School for Scandal. I wasn’t at all satisfied with the production myself, but my feeling is that when you engage a producer like Tony [Guthrie]
         you must give him a free hand. As a matter of fact he arranged the play very well so far as I was concerned myself, but his
         ideas of scenery and lighting and much of the characterisation were entirely his, and the Motleys, who got the blame, were
         only carrying out his rather odd ideas. I didn’t think the play stood much chance, and there were, of course, some very bad
         cases of miscasting in it.
      

      
      The thing that I rebel at most in the Stratford arrangements is the ridiculous business of five rehearsals, so that people
         like Komis, who make their maximum effect with music, scenery and pictorial tableaux, do so at the expense of any play they
         are asked to produce. No company can give a good performance with ten days between the dress rehearsal and the first night.
         I have only seen half of Komis’ Macbeth at that theatre, but I loathed it so much that I came out before the end. I am sure that the shape of the stage is absolute
         hell to work with, and it will be really a wonderful thing if you can persuade them to alter the apron. I should like to work
         there one day, but it seems to me that the essential point of a theatre in the country should be that you have a first class company and three
         or four weeks to rehearse at leisure. Why poor Shakespeare should be flung on with a quarter of the respect a modern author
         would have as regards casting and rehearsal is quite beyond my comprehension, and the difficulty is today that our few actors
         with fine Shakespearean tradition don’t get a chance to really work in with those who have played Shakespeare for the first
         time during the last few years. Managers never pay enough money to the small parts, and we have no great Shakespearean producer,
         like [Granville-]Barker must have been, with the unique talent for welding together actors of different schools into a comprehensive
         whole.
      

      
      The Merchant of Venice opened on 21 April 1938.

      
      To Laurence Olivier

	  22 April, London

      
      I was so touched and pleased by those lovely flowers and your so generous wire. They don’t care much for my performance on
         the whole, but I’m determined to stay the course and not be tempted to tear a cat as J.G. instead of trying to play Shylock!
         I wish I had Edith’s [Evans] strength of mind not to read the notices! Hope to come to Coriolanus* next week. Dick [Addinsell] was very much impressed by it, and I think the press was stinking to you. I thought better of
         [Charles] Morgan – he was very kind to us, thank God, but they’re a rum lot anyway.
      

      
      Advice was often sought, even by the very young, and generously given.

      
      To Mervyn Jones-Evans

	   2 June, London

      
      All good luck to you with Portia; it should be some help to you to remember that Shakespeare wrote the part to be played by
         a boy. I shouldn’t worry too much about your voice, but certainly pitch it as low as you can naturally.
      

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  16 June, London

      
      A line to tell you that the season has closed and I am just off on my holiday. The Merchant was not really a great success, but the people that I mind about seemed to love it, and I like to think that it was another
         part in whiskers and the Nazi business that kept the big public away. Granville-Barker, whose preface I had founded the whole
         production on so much, seemed immensely pleased with it and with my performance.
      

      
      
      Binkie [Beaumont]* suddenly offered me a part in Dodie Smith’s new play [Dear Octopus] and I jumped at it as it is a nice, modern, ordinary young man and has comedy and nice love scenes, not a big star part
         by any means, but sharing the honours with the old lady, which Marie Tempest is going to play, and her companion – with whom
         I fall in love – to be played by Celia Johnson or Diana Wynyard. It is the story of a family reunion, four generations meeting
         in a country house in England for the golden wedding of the old people (Tempest and [Leon] Quartermaine), and I think it has
         all her usual charm of dialogue and comedy, with a certain Chekhovian originality, and the sentiment is really delightfully
         worked in. Anyway it will be a great change for me and no responsibility, and I shall have a little while to think over plans
         for another season in management, which I am determined to do at some future date.
      

      
      John [Perry]’s Irish play,† which I produced at the Ambassadors about a fortnight ago, is a really great success – lovely for us both – and it is really
         beautifully acted and very amusing. I do wish you could see it. It looks as if it will be making a nice little sum for me
         while I am away on holiday, which has never happened before! A woman called Margaret Rutherford is enchanting as the spinster
         aunt.
      

      
      To his mother

	  7 July, Vence

      
      Larry Olivier and Vivien Leigh came for a meal and Jill Esmond for another – these ex-married couples playing Box and Cox
         need much tact and discrimination in the handling.‡

      
      To his mother

      14 August, Foulslough

      
      The play [Dear Octopus] seems fairly well set now, and Marie [Tempest] seems sure of her lines, though not always the order in which they come.
      

      
      To Gabrielle Enthoven

	  7 September, Manchester

      
      I wonder what you thought of our play. Mother was rather disappointed, but then she knows so much more about mammas than M.
         T. [Marie Tempest] ever could if she lived to 1000.
      

      
      Dear Octopus opened at the Queen’s Theatre on 14 September.

      
      
      To E. Martin Browne

	  23 September, London

      
      Now that this play is safely launched, I am very anxious to see the [T. S.] Eliot script [The Family Reunion] if it is ready. Perhaps you could come and see me one day during a performance, or have supper with me after the play one
         night. I’m sorry to hurry you but the BBC have approached me about doing a Shakespeare play in November and I have been asked
         to appear for one or two charities.
      

      
      To E. Martin Browne

	  30 September, London

      
      I am enormously interested in the Eliot play. I do certainly think the thing needs a good deal of clearing up and I am very
         troubled about the Furies, as I cannot quite see them, as he has conceived them, making anything but a comic effect. But as
         soon as you have talked again with him and have the revised script, do let me have it and we can talk in detail about the
         play. From my own point of view it would amuse me very much to do it for matinées while this present play is running because
         (a) I should love the interest of the extra work and (b) I am sure it would be fun to point the contrast between the two plays:
         this one of Dodie’s has so many of the same main characteristics – the family theme and the return of the prodigal – but how
         differently treated. I think this would intrigue people very much.
      

      
      To Mrs Patrick Campbell

	  11 October, London

      
      It was lovely to hear from you. I heard from somebody that you had landed in France seedy, and I was distressed to think that
         you might be by yourself and ill all through that beastly crisis time.
      

      
      I am playing in a big success by Dodie Smith called Dear Octopus, not under my own management. The season came out on the right side and I hadn’t any more classical plays I wanted to do
         just yet. Macbeth, The Tempest perhaps in a few years time, but after Shylock and Vershinin last season I felt I wanted a change, so I am playing a shadowy
         but innocuous juvenile part in this play with Marie Tempest. It isn’t much fun except as an exercise, but very well cast and
         just what the public wants.
      

      
      Saint-Denis, who did Three Sisters for me last season, has just opened with The White Guard in which Peggy plays the leading part. He is doing a season of classics on the lines of my season – Twelfth Night, The Wild Duck, Cherry [Orchard] etc. and most of my old company is working with him. I can’t help wishing a little that I was there too, but I suppose filthy
         lucre and a big commercial success are not to be despised. There are not many interesting plays to see, but I have a play
         by T. S. Eliot which I am hoping to do for matinées after Christmas, very original and lovely poetry, I think.* Quite a modern setting almost in the manner of Aldous Huxley, but with choruses and a sort of Greek tragedy analogy, only
         much better than [Eugene] O’Neill’s. I saw Mourning Becomes Electra last year and thought it very pretentious and unreal.
      

      
      I’d love to see you and talk about everything. Meanwhile keep well and have a lovely holiday. I hope Moonbeam† is well; I still carry her picture about with me.
      

      
      To Leon M. Lion

	  15 October, London

      
      I’m so sorry but I can’t possibly read your play for a fortnight or so, as I have already a pile of manuscripts on hand and
         in addition I have to finish my autobiography [Early Stages] by the end of the month. If you care to send it back to me then of course I shall be pleased to read it.
      

      
      Mr Lion did send it back – it was a play about Franz Liszt.

      
      To Leon M. Lion

	  November 1938, London

      
      Alas, I have an unreasoning hatred for biographical plays about musical geniuses. I think their music is so much more interesting
         than their idiosyncrasies, and one can never convince an audience of the talent, only of the tiresomeness. So I must send
         you back your play – anyway I am bound to Dear Octopus until June, and have two alternative schemes for next autumn. Thank you all the same for thinking of me.
      

      
      
      1939

      
      The approach of war rendered long-term planning difficult, but early in 1939 JG directed Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. His production opened at the Globe Theatre, which, in 1994, would be renamed the Gielgud Theatre.

      
      To Julia Wood

	  January 1994, Wotton Underwood

      
      I did meet Lord Alfred Douglas on two occasions. He came to see me in my dressing room after a performance of The Importance of Being Earnest during the early years of the war, but I was very disappointed, finding him quite without charm – and when I asked him to give me
         some details about the way the play had been originally produced and acted, he merely insisted that most of the best lines
         in it were his, and that he had stood over Wilde when he was writing it.
      

      
      Of course Douglas had quite lost his looks and I thought that must have been a great tragedy for him. (I felt the same when
         I met Mary Anderson in her old age. She was of course one of the most beautiful women of her day.)
      

      
      He was invited to play Hamlet in Denmark. Prior to the visit, his new production played for two weeks at the Lyceum Theatre.

      
      To his mother

	  June? 1939, London

      
      I am simply delighted to have the sword* from you. Today I found an account of the presentation of it by Chippendale in the Percy Fitzgerald book on [Henry] Irving.
         After the Lyceum performances are over I shall have the engraving added to, putting your name and mine. Then it will be a
         nice thing to be handed on again to another young hopeful† when I am too old to play Hamlet any more – which won’t be long now.
      

      
      To his mother

	  July 1939, Elsinore

      
      The performance has been a great success – good weather for two nights, then the third stormy and it rained so hard that we
         packed up after the Mad Scene.
      

      
      The entertainment en masse is very badly arranged and the proprietor of this hotel obviously a rogue. We had an appalling
         ‘night out’ on Saturday – driven twenty miles in taxis not, as we hoped, to supper and a gay nightclub, but to a charity music
         hall performance lasting three hours in Danish in a tent in a park, crowded to suffocation with people and cigar smoke and
         not even a drink till 2.30 a.m.
      

      
      The other night I was amused and flattered when a gentleman six or seven rows back jumped out into the aisle during the ‘rogue
         and peasant slave’ and literally snatched the umbrella from the offending hand of the poor lady sitting in the row in front.
      

      
      The hotel is swarming with ‘fans’ and I am going tonight to Copenhagen after an hour’s visit from one of my well-meaning English
         virgins who called on me as I wrote in my room defenceless yesterday afternoon and spent an hour discussing my soul and art!
         One is at their mercy here. Rosamond Gilder and Phyllis Hartnoll eye each other like angry codfish, and all the ladies attach themselves to other unfortunate and helpless
         members of the company as a first step towards Olympus. Very trying.
      

      
      However, Regent’s Park can hold no terrors for me now and there is always a chance of doing King Lear in a real storm when I am suitably hoary – perhaps declaimed from the Mappin Terraces* from a bath chair with scythed wheels!
      

      
      Returning to London, JG’s revived and substantially re-cast production of The Importance of Being Earnest opened at the Globe Theatre on 16 August for a scheduled six-week run. The production was regarded by many as definitive.

      
      On 1 September 1939, Hitler invaded Poland.
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	      1939

      
      To Noël Coward

	  5 September, Foulslough

      
      I am sorry to worry you when you are busy, but am anxious to know if you think anything could be done about [Michel] Saint-Denis.
         He left yesterday for France where he has been called back for mobilisation, and it seems to me he is too important to the
         theatre to be allowed to go straight off to the army again if it can possibly be avoided. I wondered if you could possibly
         use your influence to get him transferred to some kind of liaison work, in which his knowledge of English and French might
         be useful, and where he might be doing some sort of job that was worthy of his abilities. I hope you’ll forgive my suggesting
         this, but I do feel Michel is one of the few people who have something important to give in the theatre, and who ought to
         be looked after a bit if it is in any way possible.
      

      
      Glyn [Byam Shaw] and I are supposed to join a Scottish regiment (!) eventually, but I believe they’ve no use for us yet for
         some time. I hope the theatres may open again somewhere, sometime, in a week or so, and we can perhaps be allowed to exhibit
         ourselves to an admiring few once more for a little while.
      

      
      The London theatres having been closed, JG took his production of The Importance of Being Earnest on a long regional tour.

      
      To Noël Coward

	  16 October, Bristol

      
      Many thanks for your kindness in enquiring for Michel. I hear now that [Jean] Giraudoux is trying to pull strings for him,
         and if anybody can get him transferred, I imagine he is the person. We are packing out everywhere with The Importance, which is extremely gratifying, everyone earning about half salary – the smaller people full – and these smaller towns, which
         are crammed with evacuees of various kinds, and do not as a rule see good London companies, crowd the theatre, so all that
         is very satisfactory. Ivor Brown has written me a Shakespeare lecture about S.’s attitude to War which is very good I think.
         I’m trying it out here next Sunday for the Red Cross, and hope to do it every Sunday afternoon in all the towns we go to,
         and make a bit of money.
      

      
      Harry [Tennent] saw Ian Hay in the War Office about me – it seems they don’t want me to go into the army – at least for the
         next six months – and are anxious that if possible I should do a season again in London. If I’m not to fight, I feel it’s
         important to do the very best plays with as good a cast as possible, and cut down production costs so as to have prices down to 7/6d top at the most, and make everyone play for minimums and a percentage,
         which has answered so well with this play (though in this case the production was already paid off beforehand). Perhaps I
         will do The Tempest and possibly The Relapse by Vanbrugh, which has a wonderful part for me of Lord Foppington, and two naughty ladies for Edith and perhaps Yvonne Arnaud.
         [Lord] Lloyd is coming to see me at Streatham next week. I hear he has some scheme for a propaganda tour in Spain, Portugal
         and Italy next year, but I suppose they would want Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet, so I should have to unearth the old toupets [sic] and tights again and bat out in those. Anything to be useful.
      

      
      To his mother

	  28 November, Glasgow

      
      I have definitely said I won’t do the six months plan including Africa – they offer nothing but expenses and a small salary
         and take all the profits expecting us to provide the productions complete. As I am not a millionaire, this is hardly practicable.
      

      
      After the ‘phoney war’ The Importance returned to the Globe Theatre on 26 December.

      
      
      1940

      
      At the beginning of 1940, JG directed The Beggar’s Opera at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket with Michael Redgrave as Macheath.

      
      To John Warner

	  26 January, London

      
      Thank you for your letter. I’m so glad you enjoyed the lecture. Good luck with your stage career if you should take it up
         – though I advise you not to!
      

      
      John Warner became a successful actor.

      
      In the spring of 1940, JG returned to the Old Vic to play King Lear and Prospero. The production of King Lear, which opened on 15 April, was based on Harley Granville-Barker’s Preface to the play and although Lewis Casson was credited
               as the producer, Barker himself did much of the work.

      
      To his father

	  12 April, London

      
      So many thanks for the cigars – they are greatly appreciated and will be smoked to your good health.

      
      I am in the usual chaotic despair before a first night. Barker has tried us hard – and still demands further ideals – but
         his work is fine. I have learnt much this week, and everyone has struggled bravely and uncomplainingly, though I am very disgusted with the Vic people who have foundered badly with all the stage organisation – wringing their
         hands and making excuses – the war, etc. – instead of putting their backs into it and getting things in order to give us the
         light and confidence we need. But such is the birth agony of the theatre – was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be,
         I suppose.
      

      
      Nothing but such a master as Barker and a mighty work like Lear could have kept one so concentrated these ten days with such a holocaust going on around us. One must be very grateful for
         such work at a time like this.
      

      
      To Hugh Walpole

	  April 1940, London

      
      Your charming letter has given me so much pleasure – thank you for all the lovely things you say. You can imagine how much
         I wanted to do well after the wonderful help I had from Barker, a relentless but amazingly brilliant taskmaster. I have never
         before had so much care taken with a performance by someone on whose critical judgement I could absolutely rely, and he showed
         me all the gradations and subtleties of climax which enable me to husband my resources and spread my voice out so that it
         does not exhaust itself in the course of a performance. I hope to do better yet when I am a bit rested and in greater control
         of myself. It was an emotional first night and one never does oneself justice until things settle down. The audiences are
         wonderful and the company very helpful and responsive, though I’m afraid I agree with you about [Stephen] Haggard.* None of the critics, however, seem to be so percipient, which is lucky for him.
      

      
      After King Lear and The Tempest at the Old Vic, JG spent six months leading a company around the country, under the Entertainments National Service Association
               (ENSA) banner, in a programme of short plays and sketches. Performances were frequently interrupted by air-raid warnings.

      
      To his mother

	  August 1940, Edinburgh

      
      We had a warning on Saturday but luckily not till the show had been over for ten minutes. We had a magnificent house, which
         would not have been the case if the raid had been an hour or two sooner – and about 100 people were caught in the theatre
         as they were leaving, so we went in front with them and played the pianos and kept things going for an hour until the ‘all
         clear’ went.
      

      
      I have had an offer to play Disraeli in a big film [The Prime Minister] when I come back. The script reads fairly well, but I wonder if the public is not sick of Victoria now! It is a very long
         and effective part and they want Diana Wynyard for Lady B[eaconsfield]. If the make-up test should seem satisfactory, I am inclined to do it – a character costume part with patriotic speeches and some comedy might be interesting and they offer
         big money. It would take about six weeks but I shan’t decide anything without seeing tests, as the likeness is really the
         most important thing, and [George] Arliss is well remembered for an admirable make-up and performance in the early days of
         talkies – it will be hard to beat him at it but it might be fun to try.
      

      
      To Rosamond Gilder

	  27 September, London

      
      Well, the bombing is very unpleasant and the results make an ugly and sad sight – but people behave magnificently – many have
         had wonderful escapes.
      

      
      We did the nine weeks tour – six round the camps and aerodromes, playing Fumed Oak, Hands Across the Sea [by Noël Coward] and my fixed-up version of Swan Song [by Anton Chekhov], which I arranged to include four purple patches from Shakespeare. Then we went to Manchester, Glasgow
         and Edinburgh with the same bill, adding the Darnley murder scene from Daviot’s play about Mary Stuart [Queen of Scots], and Shaw’s Dark Lady of the Sonnets.
      

      
      We were supposed to finish at Streatham and Golders Green, but when we got back from Scotland after ten hours in the train,
         the big bangs began.
      

      
      We had one bomb very close to us one night – the backs of houses in Park Lane were blown out, and all the plate-glass windows
         on the ground floor came hurtling down into our little courtyard where all the windows broke too – a fine clatter.
      

      
      Of course, traffic is rather disorganised. People walk to and from their work in long processions through the parks and back
         streets in this lovely autumn weather, and the shops board up and open again with amazing cheerfulness. Telephones, trains
         and posts are the most irritating, but will no doubt improve with time. The tubes are rather dreadful to see, with families
         queuing up to sleep there at five in the afternoon with bedding, food etc., children and old women all along the passages
         and platforms, but they seem fantastically gay and even hilarious sometimes, in that real Cockney way which is so endearing.
         They will get it all better organised before the winter no doubt.
      

      
      Mayfair looks very dramatic – we walked round the other night before the raid began, about 6.30, and it needed a painter to
         do it justice – the big houses with windows blown out and torn white curtains still streaming out, and trees and railings
         down here and there – then whole streets quite untouched, and suddenly round a corner a big lump of devastation – with rooms
         gaping open to the sky, yet mirrors and pictures often still hanging on the side walls quite untouched.
      

      
      There were incendiary bombs on the Globe one night, and B[inkie] and I went dashing up Piccadilly with the barrage going on
         all around us, feeling very heroic and terrified, to find the fire out and the stage deep in water – a lot of glass lying
         about and scenery soaked and damaged but no one hurt and no real damage.
      

      
      
      
      1941

      
      In 1941 JG directed and played Mr Dearth in J. M. Barrie’s Dear Brutus, which also toured the country after a five-month London run.

      
      During the tour he began to make plans for a new production of Macbeth. As the designer he engaged Michael Ayrton, one of the country’s leading young painters and sculptors who had been recommended
               to him by Hugh Walpole.

      
      To his mother

	  27 May, Manchester

      
      How amazing English people are! I said in my speech last night ‘I’m sorry to see your beautiful city laid waste,’ the biggest
         laugh of the evening! One of the papers today said it was the first time anyone had called Manchester a beautiful city since
         the 18th century!
      

      
      To his mother

	  3 June, Llandudno

      
      Typical Whitsuntide crowds, drab looking girls like Lilian Baylis in turbans and beach pyjamas – a hideously ugly Edwardian
         town in wonderful natural country – a ‘Happy Valley’ behind this hotel – really a boarding house but quite adequate, with
         rock gardens laid out in vulgar bursts of purple and yellow shrubs and an open air entertainment – the shops crammed with
         bun-eaters and filled with the strains of radio crooners and the clatter of tins on empty counters!
      

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  6 June, Llandudno

      
      I know you will have been deeply grieved by Hugh Walpole’s death. I felt so much the same about Leslie Faber, who died unexpectedly
         at the same age* just when I was most relying on him to guide my faltering footsteps on the ladder, but he had already given me confidence
         and encouragement and good advice, and Hugh has done the same for you, I know.
      

      
      To his mother

	  8 June, Penrhyndeudraeth

      
      Had a cheerful letter from Peggy [Ashcroft]. She is at Tring but goes to Oxford to have her baby in two weeks time, so I hope
         to see her there, safely delivered. Her husband [Jeremy Hutchinson] was on the Kelly at Crete, one of the twelve officers saved, thank God. She must have had some terribly anxious days but has now heard he
         is at Alexandria.
      

      
      
      To Kitty Black

	  13 June, Liverpool

      
      I am living in a house where the food and drink are completely pre-war – rather shaming but incredibly luxurious – I feel
         the prunes and sago were not totally in vain last week.
      

      
      I hear you have struck up a friendship with my papa – isn’t he a pet?

      
      To Peggy Ashcroft

	  7 July, Edinburgh

      
      I am so happy that you are all right, and that the kiddywee* is flourishing and your husband coming home soon – how lovely for you. Alberta Holford, who followed me to Oxford, seemed
         rather snotty when I told her your news! I suppose she can’t forgive my not being the father! I nearly told her that I was,
         just to see her face which was more pig-like than ever.
      

      
      Time passes extremely quickly and business is wonderful and the days are long and light and I work at Macbeth. This is a delightful company, though [Margaret] Rawlings is rather odd girl out. She travels a girl friend called Monica
         Stirling and they keep to themselves and discuss French poetry. I hear Edith [Evans] has had a great success with the troops
         in [The Late] Christopher Bean [adapted by Emlyn Williams from a play by René Fauchois] – dead silence in her big speeches, and an ovation after each performance.
         I am so glad for the old girl.
      

      
      Poor Johnnie P. [Perry] has had to have a beastly operation – an abscess in his fanny. He is in hospital for three weeks –
         I’m sure he’d be simply enchanted if you found time to write him a word of consolation.
      

      
      To Noël Coward

	  July 1941, Foulslough

      
      I never wired you, thinking such extravagance unsuitable to the moment, but I do congratulate you on the wonderful success.† You were very sweet to ask us all to the rehearsal, and more than patient with my impertinent comments in all of which, I
         understand, I have been proved to have been in total error. I did really enjoy myself so much, and am really delighted to
         hear you have such a smash hit.
      

      
      I hear you have the press in your trouser pocket and I hope Leeds and the Piccadilly will heap further laurels on your cloudless
         brow. More power to your clever little elbow, and don’t forget to invent a really nice Design for Living offering in which I can (personally) appear with you for positively three weeks only prior to our respective Antipodean tours
         at the end of the war. We could always arrange to stop off at some outpost of the Empire every three months, and give a few
         special performances just to keep our hand in – met, of course, by bevies of ex-servicemen from all the forces, and carried, slightly hysterical, to neighbouring hotels in garlanded rickshaws. My quill runs away with me – I fear it is the heat!
      

      
      To Kitty Black

	  4 September, Cheltenham

      
      I’m glad to hear Lear [a version for radio] came over well – personally I thought it vilely under-rehearsed and pretty crudely acted and the cutting,
         of course, abominable. Why can’t they do a big play like that in two sections – half each Sunday – then it could be given
         uncut and the listeners have some faint idea of dear Mr S’s text.
      

      
      I am thoroughly bored by the whole BBC set-up since doing those three broadcasts, and I shan’t do another for a long time
         if I can help it. It’s all very well with something one has studied, rehearsed and acted in the theatre, but a new play, inefficiently
         cast and prepared and flung over so carelessly – no, I think it really isn’t worth the trouble. It’s the same trouble as the
         cinema, they buy your name and time and don’t attempt to reach your standard because they won’t take the trouble and patience
         to work properly and consult you about the obvious details which should be considered.
      

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  4 September, Cheltenham

      
      The casting of Macbeth goes slowly but steadily. I have, I hope, a terrifying, one-eyed Cyclops of a man with huge legs and arms to play the Porter
         – he should have just the right mixture of joviality and terror – played the convict in Great Expectations.*

      
      To his mother

	  September 1941, Salisbury

      
      A sergeant-major begged for admission for a third time, saying ‘We get plenty of margarine here, but it isn’t often we get
         butter!’
      

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  13 October, London†

      
      We are sending you another £25, but it must be on account of royalties. I quite appreciate what you say about the extra work
         and your assistants, but on the other hand I can’t go back on our original business contract. I know perfectly well how maddening
         it is to be hard up and, worse still, to have liabilities, but supposing Walton‡ and Eileen§ and other heads all started asking for more after they were engaged, where should we be with our budgets? The production is, as always, going to cost at least £2,000 more than we originally planned and you know yourself how expensive
         everything is, even with the care and economy which I know you have been considering. All the money I have, I have earned
         with the sweat of my brow, and it all goes back into the theatre except what I keep to live on and pay away in taxes. As I
         told you originally, if the production is a great success, I will see you have some more then, but that will be a private
         bonus from me and I very much hope our joint labours may provide it.
      

      
      To Alec Guinness*

	  25 October, London

      
      Many thanks for yours, with the sad picture of you on your lonely watch, and no Horatio to your Bernardo! Why did somebody
         tell me yesterday you were going to become a monk? Surely a façon de parler, pis aller, or permis de séjour! London is full
         of people and plays and films in comparative abundance, rather a joy after being away for so many weeks. Glen [Byam Shaw]
         and Terry Rattigan are both on embarkation leave, alas! But it is nice to see them again. Citizen Kane is quite unimaginably good, and an amazing feat all round on the part of Welles and his really brilliant cast. You must not
         fail to see it.
      

      
      Gwen [Ffrangcon-Davies] is coming back from South Africa to play Lady Macbeth. The only other people I have so far are [Leon]
         Quartermaine (Banquo and Old Siward), H. R. Hignett (Duncan), Jean Cadell (1st Witch and Gentlewoman) and some young (very
         young) hopefuls – Barry Morse, Emrys Jones, Alan Badel, Terence Alexander – mostly collected from reps. on my travels.
      

      
      Arthur Macrae made me laugh last night by saying Michael Redgrave’s theme song ought to be

      
      ‘Some day I’ll bind you,

      
      Both hands behind you!’

      

      I had a gay hour with that old fribble [?] Alexander Woollcott today. He was saying Ethel Barrymore had made a wonderful comeback
         in The Corn is Green in America after (like Martita [Hunt]) ‘a long sojourn in the valley of the menopause’. Also a very funny description of
         the Lunts working out their dream production of Macbeth. Lady M. was to pass along the gallery to murder Duncan stark naked! ‘How?’ I asked. ‘Oh,’ said Woollcott, ‘behind a high
         balustrade, so that her pudenda were still kept strictly for Alfred’s edification!’
      

      
      Binkie gravid with plans. Willie Armstrong is to direct Auld Acquaintance [by John Van Druten] for Edith [Evans], with Marian Spencer opposite her. I do not predict a success for this, but was still
         quite relieved when she turned down Lady M. which I only offered her as a kind of amende honorable, though I don’t quite know for what! Emlyn’s new play* is said to be very moving and well written, though I don’t know how the public will react to an air raid on the stage and
         bodies being carried out.
      

      
      No more gossip now – I must go back to reading Arthur Koestler who couldn’t be more depressing. Do you want books or anything,
         by the way? I will try and find some chocs to send you.
      

      
      His production of Macbeth began a six-month tour in Manchester and throughout the tour JG was rehearsing and revising it.

      
      
      1942

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  22 January, Manchester

      
      Have had my last tunic made longer and abandoned the boots in favour of chain mail for the last act as Alan Dent says my knees
         are not suited to the exhibition of high tragedy and I fancy he speaks some truth.
      

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  6 February, Glasgow

      
      I think your points are very sound. As to the baby, I agree that it may be good to have it all, but suggest a loincloth, or
         Birmingham Watch Committee will probably ban us. Would swaddled bands look too much like the famous Della Robbia medallion?
         Anyway, let us see the eyes and nose. Perhaps it would be more impressive to have a swathing over mouth, breast and loins
         – wound around, as it were – and the hands outstretched towards Macbeth? I don’t much like the whole face concealed. If the
         swathing bands were red, perhaps the bloody effect would be good? Or should they be grey or white, with blood on hands, head and throat?
      

      
      This week has been hell. Not one light right, panatropes† breaking down, sparse audiences, stupid, giggling schoolchildren, vile weather etc., etc. But tonight at last it begins to
         come together and greatly improve. The play itself begins to be much better played, and I am no longer terribly overtired.
         But it’s a big strain with these awful moves, and old switchboards managed by still older gentlemen with not a thing to be
         depended on, and all our hard work in Manchester to be done again because equipment is different in every theatre.
      

      
      How I loathe touring – but what would you do?

      
      
      To Marda Vanne

	  8 February, Glasgow

      
      I have been meaning for ever so long to write and tell you how much I appreciate the gesture you made in not persuading Gwen
         against returning. I know she misses you all the time and I am sure you miss her greatly too. She has been enormously helpful
         and sweet to me as always, and I am only distressed that she does not feel, so far, that she has really made a success. Of
         course, her performance is against tradition but she has already corrected her first reading very greatly and will, I know,
         grow in depth and stature every week she plays.
      

      
      Unfortunately, if one is not the obvious casting for Lady Macbeth one has to put over an original reading 200 per cent in
         order to convince the audience, whereas a booming contralto like [Margaret] Rawlings or Edith [Evans] would be far more easily
         accepted and perhaps have an easy success on conventional lines without any great struggle. But all the more because I am
         not physically ideal (mentally or intellectually either, really) for Macbeth, it is so very helpful to have a Lady who works
         in my way, and I know that already we have very effective moments in our scenes together.
      

      
      To James Agate

	  15 March, Leeds

      
      I cannot resist entering into your argument à propos of the time problem in Shakespeare – for Granville-Barker once gave me
         a magnificent disquisition on the subject. I cannot quote his brilliantly lucid words with certainty, but this is the gist
         of them.
      

      
      We were rehearsing the great scene in Lear, and after the cursing of Goneril, ‘Hear, Nature, hear,’ Lear leaves the stage, to return a few lines later with the words
         ‘What, fifty of my followers at a clap, within a fortnight?’ I asked (like Lady Bracknell, merely for information) ‘Who has
         told Lear about the sacking of his followers? Oswald, perhaps, off stage?’ ‘That,’ said Barker, ‘is the kind of mistake you
         actors make, worrying about such realistic off-stage happenings. Shakespeare never wrote in this convention. The absence and
         reappearance, with time and action meticulously accounted for both by actors and audience, of characters in plays was not
         used by dramatists until the school of Ibsen. Shakespeare wishes to show the audience that Lear, though capable of the mighty
         curse, leaves Goneril’s house already shaken and mentally weakened by the scene he has gone through, and so he brings him
         back on to the stage with a weaker tearful speech before his final exit.’ I’ll warrant the old actors cut the return altogether,
         and waited for a big hand and an exit after the curse. Someone has, of course, told Lear and no matter who.
      

      
      Similarly, we discussed whether Lear had decided to ask for the test of the daughters’ loves before his first entrance in
         the play or as a sudden impulse of vanity when seated on his throne before the court. Again Barker said, ‘Decide for yourself.
         But whichever way you play it, the audience will not have time to take in that detail. They are interested in the story as
         it unfolds before their eyes – the actors have enough to do to set forth the fable in that first act, and put over the story and the character of
         each personage that is represented.’
      

      
      The same applies to Macbeth. Exactly when the two of them planned the murder, how long before the play opens they had talked about it (‘What beast was’t then that made you break this enterprise to me?’) – these
         points will not be important except to the actors’ peace of mind and the student’s speculation. It is easy enough for the
         players to show by their manner and make-up (and Shakespeare was there to tell them just how much to show) that some time has gone by between the murder and their entrance as King and Queen. Similarly, time must pass to allow Macduff to get to
         England and return with Malcolm. Again, the Macbeths have time (in their dressing rooms) to get older before the audience
         sees them again. These things are pure theatre, Shakespeare always wrote for swift performance, and what the audience saw
         before their eyes he knew they would accept. If we had not studied the plays for three hundred years in such detail these
         things would not trouble us.
      

      
      To his mother

	  7 April, Blackpool

      
      The best thing about this place is the potted shrimps one can buy for succour between performances! Not really a holiday attraction,
         of course, and the wonder is that as many people (hideous and common as they all seem to be) come in at all. They are obviously
         impressed and possibly edified in their moronic Lancashire way, but it’s not much fun.
      

      
      To James Agate

	  17 April, Liverpool

      
      Many thanks for your gay letter. To reply to your questions categorically, I make up my hands light brown – as Ellen says
         H[enry] I[rving] always did for a costume part (except 18th century) and I never wash them again in Macbeth after I have done them again after getting rid of the blood – so that you may take it they are grubby enough for the last
         act. But don’t imagine that the time off the stage is very long – about twelve to fifteen minutes by the clock, though the
         boredom of Malcolm’s self-accusation scene may give an impression of longer time. And none too much either to change wig and
         make-up – about two years is right, I should say. On this tour I’ve had to play at two and six on matinée days, murder indeed,
         and I should like to know what Messrs [W. C.] Macready, Irving and [Tommaso] Salvini (to put myself in no more distinguished
         company) would have said to such an effort.
      

      
      There was a very nice misprint in the Liverpool Echo on Wednesday, paying tribute to our broad comedian George Woodbridge, who plays the Porter, as an ‘engaging Portia’. I could
         not forbear to murmur that the quality of Mersey is not strained.
      

      
      
      To his mother

	  8 May, Nottingham

      
      More disaster here – Marcus Barron, the Duncan, had a sudden attack of angina and has been stopped work altogether. Bromley
         Davenport went on last night, could not remember one word or read the lines without his glasses, making havoc of his three
         important scenes. Another old gent tries it tonight – he is also senile, nervous and undependable, but I hope a bit more certain.
      

      
      To his mother

	  22 May, Birmingham

      
      As you will see from the enclosed, we were not greatly liked here at the opening. It was a frigid audience tempered with schoolchildren
         who laughed gaily when I kissed Gwen in the first act.
      

      
      [Francis] Lister* getting to be very good now, and I am trying to persuade Ross [Alec Mango] to give up and let us employ a decent actor.
      

      
      The panatropes on the wrong current for this place and went mad on Tuesday – one caught fire and the other played in double
         time – not helpful.
      

      
      To Michael Ayrton

	  23 May, Birmingham

      
      Many thanks for your reasonable letter. I don’t think you can have realised what an enormously bad impression of goodwill
         you have engendered over the production, chiefly by ungraciousness of manner, and lack of charm and generosity towards the
         workpeople in every department – also by flinging up your hands at intervals and announcing bitterly either that things have
         been done which you don’t approve of and so you wash your hands of the whole thing, or else savagely resenting that there
         can possibly be any improvements or adjustments still to be made. The tour has been a godsend in every way, both to us actors
         and to you, for your first production has been able to be tried out like our performances and worked on with every possible
         advantage of time and many people’s criticism and opinion. The fact that you haven’t made a lot of money out of it should
         be nothing to you compared with what you have gained in practical experience and knowledge of working conditions, and if only
         you would appear more modest, you’d find everyone ready to cooperate rather than oppose, to the great easing of every situation.
         I have found you pretty reasonable as far as I am concerned, but as I am responsible for you to the other people who have
         to work with you, I feel I must emphasise the general feeling and ask you to think over what I say for your own sake, quite
         as much as for theirs – and for future work you may want to do.
      

      
      
      To his mother

	  26 May, Birmingham

      
      I have persuaded Ross to leave and we hope to get [Abraham] Sofaer for London. I am wangling madly to transfer Lennox [Tarver
         Penna] into the First Murderer and put [Alan] Badel, the clever boy, into Lennox.
      

      
      To Lillian Gish

	  18 June, Foulslough

      
      I was so greatly touched by your sweet thought of me after three long years of mad upheaval and troublous anxieties. I have
         thought of you very often and remembered with so much happiness all our times together in New York, your loving sweetness
         in and out of the theatre, our talks and laughs and motor drives. I shall never forget it all, though it does seem an awfully
         long time ago.
      

      
      I won’t begin to tell you all that has happened here since the War began – it’s been an extraordinary timeless kind of nightmare
         – all one’s friends scattered and turning up again at odd times in uniform and gone again before one can have time to settle
         down and enjoy their company. I’ve been working almost unceasingly – Importance of Being Earnest, Dear Brutus, Lear, The Tempest, two tours for the troops, one with Bea Lillie which was great fun, and now Macbeth. We’ve just finished a 20-week tour and now I have a fortnight’s blissful rest before we rehearse ten days and open in London
         in July.
      

      
      The production is elaborate scenically, and the cast being almost entirely men, it was no joke assembling it. I’ve never stopped
         rehearsing and improving details every week, so I hope by now it’s fit to make a show in London. Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies came
         all the way from South Africa to be my Lady Macbeth, and she is grand in it, besides being a dear friend and wonderfully helpful
         companion on the tour. Leon Quartermaine is superb as Banquo, and especially in the banquet scene, into which he stalks like
         a murdered Christ by El Greco and really electrifies the audience. I was so delighted to read of Judith [Anderson]’s huge
         success as Lady M. but feel it is somewhat presumptuous of Master Maurice [Evans] to announce in cold print that Macbeth is
         a singularly unrewarding part written in monotonous rhythms!! The verse is about ten times as varied as that of Richard the Second, and the scenes. I should say, more ‘jammy’ than in any play except Hamlet. What he really means is that the character is not so likeable to an audience – but then I’m always surprised that Richard gets as much sympathy as he does. I’d rather
         meet Macbeth any day myself, for he’s imagined this mighty, heroic scale, while Richard, for all his enchanting mind and glorious
         imagery, is a bit of a fool and shallow to a degree.
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