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A word or two of explanation about how this book came to be written. About twelve years ago, back in 1989, John Gielgud rang me one morning. We were not perhaps close friends, but in a way I had known him almost all my life; he had directed my grandmother Gladys Cooper in The Chalk Garden, and Robert, my father, in Halfway Up the Tree, and my mother, Joan, had been an early friend of his own first great love, John Perry. Another of his great friends and colleagues for almost fifty years was the actor Robert Hardy who married my Aunt Sally, who became a close friend. John had also been wonderfully helpful to me in many of my earlier biographies, writing several prefaces to them and filling in, as only he could, a wealth of theatrical detail and gossip for such lives as those I had written of Noël Coward, David Niven, Sybil Thorndike, and Robert and Gladys themselves. I had also very frequently interviewed him for radio and television, newspapers and magazines, and had spent some happy hours with him at Wotton Underwood as well as in California when he was out there filming The Loved One with my father for Tony Richardson in the early 1960s. I had even once been assigned to greet him at Honolulu Airport when I was teaching there and he was en route to play his solo Ages of Man in Australia; he had the grace to look only mildly surprised as I covered him in a flowered kind of necklace, a local tradition that I think we somehow failed to explain to him.

By the time we began our telephonic life in, I suppose, the early 1980s, he had already acquired the habit of starting his phone calls with no kind of preemptive greeting or introduction, as if aware that his voice alone would be enough. “My biographer,” this particular 1989 conversation began, partly wistful and partly almost accusatory, as though it were somehow my fault, “seems to have died.”

The biographer in question was Richard Findlater, a distinguished and long-serving arts editor of The Observer, who had indeed been engaged for several years on the project for Ion Trewin, then an editor at Hodder & Stoughton and an old friend of mine from the years we spent together as journalists on The Times. Richard’s death, although at an eminently respectable age, left John and Ion in something of a quandary. Ion wanted the authorized biography, and John wanted at least an answer with which to fend off the many other writers who were now beginning to approach him asking for permission to write his life.

They decided that I might prove a suitable candidate, and it took me all of about ten seconds to agree. Thanks to Richard’s widow, I was able to buy all his research notes with my original advance and discovered that although he had not yet started to write John’s life, he had interviewed several crucial witnesses, from Olivier to Redgrave, and Vivien Leigh to Sybil Thorndike, whose subsequent deaths made them unavailable to me. He had also painstakingly annotated John’s own volumes of theatrical memoirs, and what was already a small bookcase full of other books about him and his remarkable career.

There were two immediate issues to be resolved: would it be possible to write an authorized biography that would add sufficiently to what already existed in print (and on tape, since John had given both radio and television interviewers remarkably long and detailed accounts of his working life)? And could we agree on precisely when the book should appear—for John’s ninetieth birthday, which was already close, or his ninety-fifth, or at the time of his death, which was somewhat harder to predict, since almost throughout John’s last decade he gave every indication of planning to live forever?

I soon realized that the issues were inextricably linked: the only way of writing fully about John’s life, as opposed to his work, which had already been handsomely chronicled elsewhere, was to confront the issue of his arrest for homosexual soliciting in 1953, and that was precisely what John wanted me to avoid. His argument was eminently understandable: he knew that the arrest was on file and public knowledge at least to those who were around at the time. But such was the devotion in which he was held toward the end of his long life that there had grown up an unspoken, and in my experience unprecedented, agreement among those of us who wrote about him that we would simply not mention it. What John feared was not a straightforward account of the facts, such as I have tried to write in what is, I believe, unique detail after years of research in police and other files, but the interest this would arouse in an old case. He feared not so much my book, but the phone calls and the prurient enquiries that it would doubtless elicit from gossip columnists eager to get a paragraph or two out of his apparently scandalous past.

This then became the major problem; I realized very early on that my book could not appear in his own lifetime, but he also realized what I was up to and became increasingly eager to see, if not to censor, the text. He would ring on a regular basis: “How old am I now, dear boy?” he would ask, and for several years I was able to pretend that he was still in his twenties. Along the way I also wrote some other books, always taking care to explain that they were secondary to his, but I think we both knew that I was playing for time.

“I suppose you want me dead?” was the start of another phone call, and I had to explain that although it might technically make my book easier to write and publish, the thought of living without his voice, unquestionably the greatest of the twentieth century, either begging or imparting some new and splendid gossip about the actors we both knew and sometimes loved, would be far too high a price to pay. For the first and (I hope) only time in my life, I had backed myself into a biographer’s cul-de-sac. Although I spent the last ten years doing literally hundreds of interviews about John at home and abroad, watching again and again his every film and television appearance, listening to every radio broadcast and even (thanks to John Miller and John Powell) the unbroadcast recordings, I couldn’t actually bring myself to start writing the book, because that would have been in my own mind some kind of acknowledgment that John was on the way out, given that we had already come to the reluctant conclusion that it wouldn’t be published in his lifetime without hurting the actor whom above all others outside my immediate family I had come to love most, with a love that encompassed the knowledge that the truth about him eventually had to be told.

Other books about him began to appear with increasing frequency and sometimes even his cautious blessing, but none was able to deal in any detail with his private life, not least because by now John had given me all his own letters and private papers, boxes and boxes of them neatly stored by his mother. But again, we never could bring ourselves to discuss precisely what use I was to make of these; John must have known what was in them, and that by showing them to me he was offering a considerable time bomb that would destroy the secrecy in which he had managed to shroud his past. On reflection, I think I know now what he knew: that in his lifetime I would never publish anything that he might in his late nineties consider damaging to his reputation. This meant, logically, that I must be working on a book designed to appear after his death, but even that was not entirely satisfactory, since he clearly wished to read it.

One issue on which we did agree was that of the Bricks. John had, from a very early age, been famous for saying the wrong thing as almost a reflex action, covering a curious, unworldly shyness that years of fame never quite erased. But just as all the best one-liners eventually end up being ascribed to Oscar Wilde or Dorothy Parker or Noël Coward (and having written two of these biographies I have some evidence of this), rightly or wrongly, John was eventually lumbered with all the clangers ever made backstage, and we agreed that I would only include in the book those that could be accurately documented. The only one of these that I have failed to find room for is the morning he rang me in some horror: “You’ll never believe this; in America they are actually about to name a theatre after a drama critic. Oh my God, you are one. Good-bye.”

So that, more or less, was the state of play when he died on May 21, 2000, soon after his ninety-sixth birthday. That Sunday night, when I was first told of his death, I began for the first time to write the opening of chapter one, as if somehow I could at last see how to do it and even perhaps keep him with me for a few more months. I wrote this book every day and many nights from May to December, drawing on almost two decades of my own and Richard Findlater’s research, and papers of John’s going back to the early 1920s. I owe many tremendous debts to John himself and his immediate and extended family; to my own darling Ruth Leon, who has lived with me in a house that effectively became the Gielgud Archives for several years; to Mrs. Richard Findlater, for allowing me to acquire her late husband’s meticulous pioneering work; to Ion Trewin, who first gave me the assignment and, from his subsequent desk as managing editor at Weidenfeld, has kept a watchful eye over it ever since, wondering like me if we would ever manage to get it together or simply sink under a mountain of memories; to Roland Philipps at Hodder who never once (in all the ten years during which I failed to hand over even an outline) pointed out that I was somewhat late in delivery; to Michael Korda, who picked up the American rights with commendable speed once I had a book to show him; to Paul Webb, who did much of the research and for the last year and more has kept the book in some kind of computerized shape, living patiently from day to day with my increasing technophobia; to my agent Michael Shaw, whose patience has also been far above and beyond what I had any right to expect; and to all of the following, living and sometimes alas now dead, who have helped me in some way to complete the Gielgud jigsaw. Many of them gave me their time and their memories; others simply let me read what they had written about John or hear what they had said about him on the air. Since a comprehensive bibliography would consist of virtually every theater book written in the twentieth century, I have simply listed the authors here who were most immediately helpful, including those who directly or indirectly answered questions about John from Richard Findlater, many of whom therefore now appear in somewhat ghostly form.

I also wish here to record my deep gratitude to Barbra Paskin (herself now a distinguished biographer) for indexing all of John’s letters; Angela Herlihy at Hodder; Sydney Cohen for the index; Natalie Goldstein for her wonderful work on the photographs; and to the librarians and archivists at many research centers here and in the United States, principal among them Sandra Archer at the Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Los Angeles, Alan Pally at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center, Cathy Haill at the British Theatre Museum, Richard Mangan at the Mander-Mitchenson Collection, and the keepers of the archives of the British Film Institute, the Royal Shakespeare Company, the National Theatre, the Garrick Club, the Players Club (New York), the BBC, Colindale, the British Museum, and the British Library. My thanks also go to Peter Coller, Sally-Anne Pinnington and Mark Gold for holding off the rest of the world for long enough to let me get this eventually to press.

Biography is, I have always believed, a form of pentimento: just as, in days when artists could seldom afford new canvas, they would paint over existing pictures, which would eventually break through to the surface in shadow; so you start a biography with one picture and end up with quite another. Let me thank here all the people, listed or not, who helped me to find the Gielgud beneath the surface of his remarkable and historic career; after a decade in all their various and very varied company, I am going to miss them almost as much as I already miss John himself.

In Los Angeles: John Houseman, Roddy McDowall, Dudley Moore. In Mexico: Brian Bedford, Peter Glenville. In Switzerland: Adrianne Allen, Noël Coward, Graham Payn. In Sydney: John McCallum, Greta Scacchi, Googie Withers. All other interviews were conducted in London or New York in the last twenty years, either by Richard Findlater or Paul Webb or the author; the following list includes many now sadly no longer with us, and several who supplied written or recorded material over the same period:

Edward Albee, Mark Amory, Peggy Ashcroft, Frith Banbury, Keith Baxter, Simon Russell Beale, Richard Bebb, Alan Bennett, Michael Billington, Kitty Black, Claire Bloom, Dirk Bogarde, Gyles Brandreth, Peter Brook, Michael Bryant, Peter Bull, Barry Burnett, Richard Burton, Sally Burton, Simon Callow, Judy Campbell, Humphrey Carpenter, John Casson, Michael Coveney, Hume Cronyn, Rosalie Crutchley, Constance Cummings, Milly Daubeny, Judi Dench, Michael Denison, Edith Evans, Laurie and Mary Evans, Ralph Fiennes, Richard Findlater, Bryan Forbes, Meriel Forbes, Clive Francis, David Frost, Christopher Fry, Patrick Garland, Eleanor Gielgud, Maina Gielgud, Marius Goring, Martin Gottfried, Morton Gottlieb, Derek Granger, Dulcie Gray, Hubert Gregg, George Grizzard, Valerie Grove, Alec Guinness, Piers Haggard, Peter Hall, Edward Hardwicke, Robert Hardy, Sally Hardy, Margaret Harris, Ronald Harwood, Frank Hauser, Ronald Hayman, David Hemmings, Jocelyn Herbert, John Higgins, Wendy Hiller, Clive Hirschhorn, Michael Hordern, Sue Hyman, Barry Ingham, Julie Kavanagh, Rachel Kempson, Gavin Lambert, Anna Massey, Geraldine McEwan, Ian McKellen, Sarah Miles, John Miller, John Mills, Liza Minnelli, Julian Mitchell, Adriana Mnuchin, Tanya Moiseiwitch, Joan Morley, Robert Morley, Cathleen Nesbitt, John Neville, Benedict Nightingale, Carry O’Connor, Laurence Olivier, Tarquin Olivier, Tony Palmer, Michael Pennington, John Perry, Margot Peters, Eric Phillips, Robin Phillips, Harold Pinter, Joan Plowright, John Powell, Anthony Quayle, Corin Redgrave, Michael Redgrave, Vanessa Redgrave, Ralph Richardson, James Roose-Evans, Daniel Rosenthal, Millie Rowland, Peter Sallis, John Schlesinger, Paul Scofield, Marian Seldes, Michael Shaw, Ned Sherrin, Donald Sinden, Lord Snowdon, John Standing, Marguerite Steen, Robert Tanitch, Elizabeth Taylor, Sybil Thorndike, Wendy Toye, Ion Trewin, J. C. Trewin, Wendy Trewin, Dorothy Tutin, Kathleen Tynan, Peter Ustinov, Hugo Vickers, Alexander Walker, Mavis Walker, Eli Wallach and Anne Jackson, Susannah Walton, Geoffrey Wansell, Irving Wardle, John Warner, Elizabeth Welch, Brook Williams, Hugh Whitemore, Audrey Williamson, Irene Worth, Michael York.


For my darling Ruth Leon, who has been living with John nearly as long as I have; for my mother, Joan Morley, who once shared a stage with Ellen Terry; and for my lifelong friend Ion Trewin, who commissioned this book and then had to wait a decade to read it.

This American edition is also dedicated with love to Marian Seldes, whose talent as a Broadway historian is only matched by her splendor as an actress; to Don Smith, who has always meant to me the very best of New York; and not least to Annie Jackson and Eli Wallach, my transatlantic friends for all of half a century.

S.M.
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1
AN EDWARDIAN YOUTH (1904-1921)



If your great-aunt happens to be Ellen Terry, your great-uncle Fred Terry, your cousins Gordon Craig and Phyllis Neilson-Terry, and your grandmother the greatest Shakespearean actress in all Lithuania, you are hardly likely to drift into the fish trade.



Whatever other achievements may yet be claimed for the twentieth century, one is already beyond all doubt or dispute: it produced in Britain the greatest generation of classical actors that the world has ever known. It took almost eighty years to get from David Garrick to Edmund Kean, and then at least another fifty to get to Henry Irving, and they were essentially on their own, loners unchallenged by any immediate rivals. Yet in the middle of this past century it was possible to see, in the same city and sometimes even the same stage or screen productions or acting companies, Laurence Olivier, Ralph Richardson, Michael Redgrave, Paul Scofield, Alec Guinness, Peggy Ashcroft, Edith Evans, and Sybil Thorndike. And, of course, the greatest survivor of them all, John Gielgud.

The coming together in the same lifetime of this classical galaxy is unlikely ever to be repeated; those of us lucky enough to have witnessed it will just have to be content to describe it to anyone who will listen, illustrating only by often inadequate film or television records, aware that, like any of the magic kingdoms from Prospero’s to Peter Pan’s, it was just there for a while and then, suddenly, it wasn’t. Like the boy Thomas Malory, who is sent by King Arthur behind the lines at the end of Camelot to spread the word of what once was, we just have to be aware that, for one brief shining moment, from approximately 1925 to 1975, the British classical theater was at an all-time zenith.

Kenneth Tynan, the greatest theater critic of this midcentury period, and the one lucky enough to be writing about this amazing generation in its prime, once suggested the following analogy:

“You have to imagine the English stage as a vast chasm, with two great cliffs either side towering above a raging torrent. Olivier gets from side to side in one great animal leap; Gielgud goes over on a tightrope, parasol elegantly held aloft, while down there in the rapids you can just discern Redgrave, swimming frantically against the tide.”

This, then, is the story of the man on the tightrope: although written with his approval and active cooperation in the last decade of his long life, it is intended as a critical biography of an actor who indeed spent much of that life working on the high wire without a net. And although in retrospect it now seems to have been a charmed life, that of a man from a theatrical family who simply carried on its tradition all the way to solo supremacy, we need to recall at the outset that we are also attempting to record the life of the only leading actor of the twentieth century to have come to the very edge of a prison sentence for homosexual soliciting; a man who then, albeit briefly, considered suicide; a man who had no real financial security until he was well into his sixties; a man who had constantly to cope with the frantic jealousy of his only acknowledged rival, Laurence Olivier; a man who only really learned to live happily in his own skin once he realized that, against all early odds and forecasts, he had outlasted and outperformed all the competition.

But this was also the man who, with his beloved brother Val, virtually invented radio drama and remained, both on stage and radio, his century’s longest-running Hamlet, a role he played for almost thirty years at home and abroad. Long before the coming of the Royal Shakespeare Company or the National Theatre in the early 1960s, Gielgud alone in the West End effectively invented what we think of now as the classical repertory company. He was the actor and director who dragged Shakespeare out of the Victorian era of his own theatrical ancestors and toward something vastly more psychologically complex. His early partnerships with his cousin Edward Gordon Craig, the ground-breaking Russian director Komisarjevsky, and the Harris sisters, who made up the radical costume and set-design team of Motley, meant that he was at the cutting edge of all the revolutionary 1930s changes in how Shakespeare was staged. With Ralph Richardson, in a late-life partnership dubbed by Ralph himself “the broker’s men,” after a well-known British vaudeville skit, Gielgud was also the first classical stage actor to excel in Harold Pinter and Alan Bennett and David Storey, and the first player king ever to hold the Order of Merit as well as the title Companion of Honour.

Knighted far later in life than he deserved, overlooked for the theatrical peerages that have thus far gone only to Olivier and (amazingly) Bernard Miles, John G. yet managed to end the century having not just outlived but also overtaken all his competition. There is a lot to be said for sheer survival. Gielgud spent his ninety-sixth birthday in April 2000 working with Harold Pinter and David Mamet on a play by Samuel Beckett. He died peacefully on a Sunday afternoon, at home, barely a month later, and only then was the sound of what Alec Guinness once called “the silver trumpet muffled in silk” silenced for the first and last time, just three months before Sir Alec himself died at eighty-six, thereby ending the generation of stage and screen giants of which Gielgud was the first and Guinness the last.

In many ways, John G.’s death was as perfectly timed and placed as his life; his lover Martin Hensler, with whom John had lived for the last forty years of his life, had died of cancer in considerable agony almost sixteen months earlier, and John was appalled by the prospect of a hospital end. With Martin’s death, just before Christmas 1998 soon after John himself had been in the same local Aylesbury hospital with a sprained ankle, something in Gielgud also started to die; until then, he had been happily going out to film small but richly paid and showy roles in critical hits like Shine and Elizabeth, as well as several more obscure parts in minor television movies. He would only accept two or three days’ work at a time, knowing now his own fragility, but he loved the gossipy life of a film set, catching up on the lives of those actors whose names he could still recall, and escaping (albeit briefly) Martin’s dominant, craggy, reclusive demands at home. Theirs was not, as we shall see, a marriage made in heaven, and toward the end Martin was by no means an easy, or even a very suitable, partner for the older John. Still, there is no doubt that Hensler’s death was the moment when John himself started to die.

He also became convinced that, although he still wanted to take every role that came his way (and indeed in the last few months of his life hired a new young agent, Paul Lyon Maris, on the retirement of his old friend Laurie Evans), he must avoid even the possibility of sudden death on the set. John became hilariously obsessed with the idea that, if he were to die in mid-shot, they would send for Michael Denison to replace him, and that was not precisely how Gielgud wished to have his seventy-year career come to an end. Sadly, Denison died a few months before him, but ironically enough it was his widow, Dulcie Gray, who alone took to visiting John almost daily when Martin was no longer around.

John left strict instructions that there was to be no memorial service, according to a pact he had once made with an old friend and colleague Emlyn Williams, and that even his funeral was to be held as privately as possible. His estate was eventually valued for probate in November 2000 at rather more than a million pounds, of which a large proportion would be accounted for by the sale of South Pavilion in Wotton Underwood, where John and Martin had lived for almost thirty years, having bought the magnificently theatrical property from the historian Sir Arthur Bryant.

A few days after his death, John’s niece and principal heiress, the dancer and choreographer Maina Gielgud, talked about his last few months:


I had grown up with John and Martin, and although I know that many found Martin dour and difficult, I got on with him very well, and I knew how much John loved him, even though of course they often irritated each other tremendously. They were like an old married couple, mutually dependent, but also sometimes aching for their individual freedom. Martin was very eccentric, kept all kinds of exotic animals like iguanas in cages in the bathroom, and was obsessed by growing Bonzai trees which Uncle John kept tearing out of the soil in the belief that they were weeds.

But when Martin died, a terrible change came over Uncle John; he always thought he’d be the first to go, not surprisingly as he was twenty years older than Martin, and he began to complain about his ankle injury and a back or hip problem. He could barely walk without a stick, and his wonderful voice had faded to a kind of whisper. Sometimes he would rally and there would be an adventure, like going to see The Lion King, but he was still desperate to work and even his last role, in the Beckett play with Pinter, sadly was silent: “They won’t let me have any lines” was the last thing he said to me, oblivious to the fact that the role had been written silent by Beckett.



Arthur John Gielgud was born April 14, 1904, at 7 Gledhow Gardens in South Kensington. He was the third of four children of a father, Frank Gielgud, who served almost fifty years on the London Stock Exchange, working for the family firm of Leonard Messel, who was himself the great-grandfather of the designer Oliver Messel. John’s mother, Kate Terry Lewis, came from what was then the royal family of the British theater. Her father, Arthur Lewis, was a wealthy haberdasher who founded the Arts Club, and in Kate’s childhood their circle included Oscar Wilde, the painters Watts and Millais, Lewis Carroll, and the artists John Tenniel and George du Maurier. Two dozen of her close relatives had all worked in the theater, and she herself had given up a promising stage career to marry Frank; it was always believed by her family that, had she stayed in the business, she would have become the most impressive actress of her Terry generation.

Their courtship had been surprisingly brief. Frank, a young widower, and Kate had met at one of the tennis parties that were then fashionable, and within a few weeks he had proposed to her at a charity ball. They married on July 18, 1892. Kate was six years younger than Frank, but far from being put off by his air of melancholy she rose to the challenge, determined to make him happy again. In due course he responded to her subtle but effective campaign to woo him away from his rather self-indulgent gloom, and the marriage went ahead, with the honeymoon being spent at a Thames-side inn at Streatley, and then in Scotland.

Kate’s decision to opt for her own family life, rather than the theater in her blood, was heartily endorsed by a husband who, despite the fact that his great-grandparents had both been eminent Polish actors, now viewed stage life with considerable misgivings, especially as his many in-laws were later inclined to invade his Kensington home, bringing with them noisy histrionics when quiet evenings at the piano were what he usually craved after a tough day in the city.

Also resident at Gledhow Gardens when John was born were his two older brothers, Lewis, who was ten, and Val, who was four. At the time of his birth, his mother was thirty-five and his father forty-one; after the birth of the two elder boys, both were hoping for a daughter. They were disappointed on this occasion, but three years later, in 1907, their final attempt to produce a girl succeeded, when Eleanor was born.

The most reliable witness to John in these very early family years was his elder brother Val, later to become a distinguished BBC radio director and producer. Val always believed that their mother had regretted her decision to relinquish the theater in favor of her homemaker role, and his own recollections of life in those early Gledhow Gardens days tended to be on the darker side. His mother, he said, always hotly denied any kind of sacrifice, but somehow the family had a strong awareness of her emotional displacement. There was, as one critic was later to say of the Lloyd Webber household, rather more linoleum than carpet on the floors of their house, and hot water was at a premium, but in the fashion of the times there was still enough money to employ several maids and a cook.

One of the very few of Gielgud’s contemporaries to live as long as the century, his beloved Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies, once noted that the relationship between John’s parents was colored by his father’s occasional “unkindness” toward his mother, as he fell sometimes out of sympathy with her histrionic nature. John himself was to recall his father as “very alarming when he was angry, and very charming at other times,” and for Val he was “withdrawn, and consequently formidable.” Their younger sister, Eleanor, who later became John’s secretary and a tower of strength in his time of trouble, added, “We had a happy childhood, but it was very strict … we were all very frightened of Father; he never used force, but he could be very sarcastic. If you did something wrong, you always knew it.”

The year of John’s birth was also the year in which Bernard Shaw’s Candida first opened, the year the early prototype of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (of which John was later to become president and then their first Fellow) was founded, the year Sybil Thorndike made her stage debut, and the year that the Royal Court was taken over by Harley Granville-Barker, who was to play a major role in John’s later life.

It was also the year that J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan was born, and it is tempting to see the real-life Gielguds as a counterpart to the Darling family—Bohemian, eccentric, sometimes short of ready cash, but always individually and collectively fascinating, precisely because they were an extraordinary family on an apparently very ordinary London street, with John as the perennially youthful, starry Peter and his father as the recalcitrant Mr. Darling.

Although the real-life Terrys were thoroughly rooted in what was then becoming, for the very first time, an almost respectable theatrical profession (Henry Irving had, after all, been knighted by Queen Victoria nine years before John was born), the Gielguds came of an altogether different background. Frank was Polish on both his paternal and maternal sides, but a generation or two further back, the Gielguds had emerged from a village in Lithuania that to this day still bears the family name, Gielgaudskis. For three hundred years, the family had lived in what is now a ruined castle beside the River Niemen. They were not, however, renowned for their brilliance; one forebear, General Anthony Gielgud, managed to get himself killed by one of his own soldiers during a Polish uprising against Russia in 1831, and another was killed by Napoleon’s troops at the battle of Haynau.

Poland, constantly fought over, divided and reunited in ever more contentious ways, ceased to be a safe place to live and, finally, Frank’s father decided that enough was enough. He fled to England and settled in Chelsea, finding work first as a schoolmaster and then as a clerk in the War Office. At the outbreak of World War I, for reasons known only to themselves, he and his wife moved back to Kraków, perhaps because being in the wrong place at the wrong time was an ongoing family tradition. This decision meant that although both survived the Great War, they somehow managed to have grandchildren fighting each other on opposite sides.

Back in South Kensington, none of this really mattered very much to the young John: “I was always supposed to be the delicate one of the family, because I enjoyed and exaggerated quite minor illnesses like measles, since they guaranteed me special food and added attention. I was the baby of the family until my sister was born, and Mother always spoiled me, particularly as I was inclined to be overly sensitive, and as a result I became as strong as a horse.”

“John was always the fragile one of the boys,” wrote his mother Kate plaintively, “and in the first years of his life he absorbed most of my time. I had to supervise his food continuously and, with several unlucky changes of nurses, he slept so badly that I often had to take charge of him at night lest he disturb Val too frequently…. His first summer was an exceptionally fine one but the heat could be trying, and thunderstorms were frequent. In the course of one of these, with the thermometer up to 93 degrees, John terrified me by going into a dead faint as I lifted him into his cot for his morning rest. The doctor found that heat-stroke had affected his heart. He was on his back for several days in a dark room, wan and limp, and we had to carry him about for months afterwards.”

Yet in her memoirs, published in 1953 after John had written his Early Stages, Kate refers surprisingly seldom to her youngest son, noting somewhat irritably that the reader should read the actor’s own early memoirs, and concluding, “In my early days I was presented to strangers as Kate Terry’s daughter; now other people meet ‘the mother of John Gielgud.’”

Evidence points to Lewis being their mother’s favorite son, which left John and Val always striving for her attention; unsurprisingly, they were both in later life to be the great achievers of their respective professions, theater and broadcasting, as if somehow they were always looking for the approval that Kate was never quite able to give them.

Val remembered that John was, from a very early age, determined to ally himself with his maternal Terry relatives rather than with the paternal Gielguds: “The Terrys lay all about us in our infancy … a toy playhouse, pillared and elaborately gilded, was the pride and joy of our nursery … but John was to owe his career to nothing but his own persistence. Our parents looked distinctly sideways at the stage as a means of livelihood, and when John showed some talent for drawing, our father spoke crisply of the advantages of an architect’s office. One of our more managing aunts even extolled the Navy, saying that John would look very nice in the white tabs of a youthful cadet.

“What John possessed from the very beginning was singleness of heart and mind, together with a remarkable capacity for hard work. When he was not acting in the theater, going to the theater or talking about the theater, he was to all intents and purposes not living. All through his life, he was only to experience genuine happiness either on stage or in a dressing-room.”

On the other hand, “If I had been a pure Terry,” John said later, “my acting talents might have developed in a much more conventional way, especially as at first I never thought that my father’s ancestry had any influence on my work. But now I realise that I’ve always had a tremendous feeling for Russian plays and ballets and music, and it may well be that my Eastern European background gave me a real understanding of Chekhov.”

The year of John’s birth was the year of the first productions of not only Peter Pan but (in Moscow) The Cherry Orchard, and it could be argued that these two plays neatly represented the twin poles of what came to be Gielgud’s theater—on the one hand a kind of magic sentimentality, and on the other a Russian regret for another type of never-never-land alienation. The year 1904 also saw the births of Graham Greene, Christopher Isherwood, George Balanchine, and Cecil Beaton, all of whose lives were at some point to cross John’s.

John and Val shared a bedroom and a bed at the top of the house, and with all the authority of his four-year seniority, Val used to insist that John should get into the bed first, thereby making it nice and warm for him. Relations were not improved between the brothers when Val took to writing acid reviews of John’s earliest childhood theatrical endeavors, centered on their toy theater, of which John took instant control. His early directorial efforts were usually dramatic epics starring Val’s toy soldiers, despite his early-developed and strong distaste for all things military.

In Gledhow Gardens, where number seven is in fact on the corner of the Old Brompton Road, the young Gielguds led, as Marguerite Steen has noted in her writings about the Terrys:


a rarefied life, initially controlled by a German governess, a staff of servants, an elder brother at public school, and strict parental conventions…. John was a nervous and neurotic little boy, brought up (at least to start with) in privileged conditions…. Naturally he was also to become a conceited little boy, yet he never appeared to be spoiled—he was far too serious for that…. His grandmother Kate, his parents and aunts, knew everybody; so he grew up, not in the limited world of the theatre, but against a broad and impressive background of Important People. His parents were deeply and intellectually interested in the arts—his father in music, his mother in theatre and literature. The Gielguds moved in a wide social circle of cultured friends, whose means kept pace with their tastes. There always seemed to be enough money, but above all there was always security…. John was indubitably an artist, from the time he played with his first toy theater—which to him was not a toy at all, but an intrinsic part of his childish life, and the foundation of his career. Later, he would often retire into a private world of books and music.



Christmas provided the annual opportunity for yet more family drama. Every year, on the feast day itself, Ellen Terry and her sister Marion would arrive for a family lunch and then encourage charades around the fireside, as John was later to recall:


Ellen was of course the great star of our family, and I fell madly in love with her the first time she ever came to our house. But she had led, to say the least, a somewhat irregular social and sexual life, and Mother always found her rather restless and fidgety. When I first saw her act, I realised that restlessness was part of her glory because although she was then an old lady, deaf and rather blind and very vague in mind, when she came onstage you really believed that she was either walking on the flagstones of Venice or in the fields of Windsor. I remember her so well, moving with extraordinary swiftness and grace, though of course Shaw said that she also had a genius for standing still. She was a pre-Raphaelite actress, and she had known all the great men of her time, from Browning and Ruskin to Rossetti and Wilde. And although she had learned so much from them, she also had a marvellous humility—she was ready to learn from us children, and she had a wonderful sense of humour, which the rest of my family rather lacked. I think Marion and Fred and Kate all considered Ellen to be the scapegrace—she was the one who had been received into all the great houses in England and America, despite having two illegitimate but enormously talented children [Edith and Edward Gordon Craig]. I have always believed that in my childhood I saw only three great actresses—Sarah Bernhardt, Eleonora Duse, and my own Aunt Ellen. They were all old and infirm, but they could still stop the traffic and form queues right down Shaftesbury Avenue.



The Ellen Terry that John remembered had been born in 1847, herself also the child of a theatrical family. After a brief and unhappy marriage to the artist George Frederick Watts—“He wanted a model, not a wife”—she had joined Henry Irving’s company at the Queen’s in 1867, and within a year went to live with the married architect E. W. Godwin. This alliance led to her two remarkable children, and to a deeper relationship with them than any Ellen was to achieve in her three marriages.

At the Lyceum, from 1878 to 1900, she was Irving’s Ophelia, Portia, Desdemona, Juliet, Beatrice, Viola, Cordelia, Imogen, and Lady Macbeth; in 1906 Bernard Shaw wrote for her the role of Lady Cicely in his Captain Brassbound’s Conversion. In the years that John knew her, she was making a series of five silent films and also giving solo lectures on the heroines of Shakespeare, as well as returning intermittently to the stage. Because of her somewhat scandalous extramarital affairs, she had to wait until 1925 to be made a Dame, only the second actress to receive such an honor after the distinguished classical actress Genevieve Ward. Ironically, Irving had overcome the scandal of his marital breakdown to get the first theatrical knighthood; but this was still a time when women were expected to follow a higher moral code—at least in public—and although Ellen Terry was, before Peggy Ashcroft and after Mrs. Siddons, the dominant actress of her age, this elderly and much loved public figure remained, so far as her family was concerned, something of a black sheep.

But if, in John’s early years, Ellen was the shining (albeit still somewhat distant) star of the family, there was no shortage of lesser players closer to home. Both John’s parents had come from unorthodox backgrounds with strong European connections, and although on his father’s side the relatives included a number of professional soldiers and a former chief justice of Lithuania, his mother could deliver at least five working Terrys, as well as Gordon and Edith Craig. Life in Gledhow Gardens was, therefore, never less than theatrical: one year, the boys’ audience for their Christmas show even included G. K. Chesterton. A handwritten program survives for just one of the Gielguds’ homemade entertainments, a play written by John himself, entitled The Nightingale and subtitled “A Set of China in Five Pieces from the Famous Fairy Tale of Hans Andersen.” The many scenes and settings included: The Lake, The Palace, A Corridor, The Fisherman’s Hut, and (most intriguingly) The Emperor’s Bed. The cast list for The Nightingale included: Death, A Spiteful Geisha, The Voice of the Nightingale, and The Mother of the Fisherman.

Surprisingly, given all the theatricality around the house, it wasn’t until he was seven that Gielgud was first taken to the theater. As for most London children, the play was Peter Pan, and it could well be argued that for this stagestruck child to get his first glimpse of real theater in a play about a strange, sexless boy forever trying to coerce his friends into joining him on a magical never-never island was an entirely fitting start for his life in the theater.

As John himself was later to recall:


I was thrilled by the first entrance of the Pirates, drawn on a kind of trolley with Hook enthroned at the centre of the group, and the sinister song that heralded them as they approached from behind the scenes. I loved Nana taking the socks in her mouth from the nursery fender. Was she a real St. Bernard, I wondered, or a man dressed up and walking on all fours? But I resented the wires on the children’s backs, which I could see glittering in the blue limelight, and guessed that their night gowns had bunched-up material on the shoulders to hide the harnesses they had to wear underneath. And I wished the wallpaper at the top of the scenery didn’t have to split open, as well as the tall windows, when the time came for them to fly away. The doors immediately fascinated me—the one in Peter Pan, through which the little house rose slowly at the end of the play, with Peter and Wendy waving to the audience from its windows, and the one in Where the Rainbow Ends, which suddenly whisked the wicked aunt and uncle to the nether regions. And of course I loved the fights in both plays: Peter and Hook, St. George and the Dragon King, and the double scene above and below ground in Peter Pan, and the hollow tree with stairs inside it, with Hook in a green limelight, leaning over the low door at the bottom, leering at the children as they lay asleep.



For the young Gielgud, the most important place to be was already “the second star to the right,” in the immortal line from Peter Pan, and to find that you had to keep straight on ’til morning. But there was already a curious contradiction at the heart of John’s childhood. Whereas most of his great-aunts and uncles on the Terry side were deeply involved in theater, his own parents were really not at all enthusiastic about it, except in the abstract:


My mother talked about it a good deal, but my father was never keen on the gossipy side of theatre; he was a much more serious and intellectual character than my mother. He liked music very much and would take us to concerts on the very hard seats behind the organ at the Albert Hall, which gave me my appetite for music. He also took us to museums and galleries, which bored me rigid. I think you could say that my two brothers and young sister and I were intelligently brought up, but we were not encouraged ever to play games, because my parents had no interest in that—neither did they swim, or ride, or shoot, or fish, so if we ever went away, it was always just to the seaside.

We had three or four servants, a nurse and a governess, although my father never made more than £2000 a year, but in those pre-war days of course that was all quite possible. I do remember, very clearly, the London of my early youth—the straw thrown down outside houses to muffle the noise of horses when people were ill, and the muffin man with the green baize apron, and the coal-man who carried great sacks on his head, like Doolittle in Pygmalion, and would throw the coal down the manhole in front of your house with a terrible crash. In those days, the horses made far more noise than the cars which came later, and everything was for me a kind of excitement and an exhibition.

As soon as I was able to, I started exploring London on foot and fell totally in love with the West End, the marquees, the queues at the Stage Doors and the photographs in front of theaters, all very discreet, with none of the blaring advertisements and quotes from newspapers that you see today. How elegant and dignified it all was.



There followed other theater treats, mostly involving members of the Terry family, and among John’s earliest memories were his cousin, Phyllis Neilson-Terry as Queen Elizabeth in Drake, which had real white horses onstage, and his uncle, Fred Terry, swashbuckling his way through Henry of Navarre. John was already completely obsessed by the theater and there was, from this time forward (despite a brief flirtation with architecture and stage design), to be no real career alternative.

But now, everything was about to change abruptly. In the autumn of 1912, when he was just eight, he was sent away by his parents to Hillside, a preparatory school near Godalming where both his elder brothers had been Head Boy. Aldous Huxley had also been a pupil there, as, in John’s time, was the future playwright Ronald Mackenzie in whose work Gielgud was later to appear onstage.

The fraternal tradition was not at first one that John seemed likely to sustain. As he noted later, “It was an altogether ghastly place; a great deal of bullying went on, the Headmaster was far too old, and between lunch and the next morning’s breakfast, all we ever got were three chunks of bread, thinly buttered, with a scraping of jam.”

If John’s early years had come straight out of The Forsyte Saga (which, when he read it a few years later, seemed to him to be an amazingly accurate account of his own family life), he now appeared to be moving rapidly into Tom Brown’s Schooldays. But here, as so often in John’s recollection, one has to allow for a certain theatrical exaggeration.

Most important of all, it was at Hillside that he first decided he really might like to be an actor, after giving a duly tearful Mock Turtle in Alice in Wonderland (“I sang ‘Soup of the Evening’ with increasing volume and shrillness in each verse”), followed by an equally successful Humpty Dumpty. At the same time that the acting first became important, he also discovered a strong talent for sketching. Every week, the boys of Hillside had to write compulsory letters home, and either because John did not want to betray his loneliness and unhappiness, or because he simply had very little to report, he took to filling the pages of his letters with ink and crayon drawings of the staff and fellow pupils.

John stayed at Hillside until almost the end of World War I. In these five years, he found that Divinity and English were the subjects he liked best, and he especially enjoyed singing in the choir at Sunday services, already working out how to make his voice louder and more identifiable. Gradually, life at Hillside ceased to seem so terrible. As his height and stage experience increased, he was entrusted with Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, a production that he also stage-managed, allowing him, for the first time, to incorporate some design ideas of his own. He was also able to send his mother an ink sketch of himself as Shylock, although there was at this time the very real feeling that art rather than drama would be his eventual career.

The year 1917, John’s final year at Hillside, was surprisingly successful for the boy who had so hated being there. Although by his own admission “always a funk at games,” he had managed to score in football, rugby, and cricket; but the real joy of these last few terms was when he was allowed to follow his brothers as Head Boy. This meant that at cricket matches he could appoint himself scorer, thus giving himself time to prepare for his last Hillside dramatic role as Mark Antony in Julius Caesar.

In this summer of 1917, Zeppelin raids were apt to interrupt the school curriculum with increasing regularity, though at first John was inclined to find them fascinating rather than frightening. When nearby Guildford was bombed, resulting in a lot of flying glass, he felt inspired to write a poem, which here makes its first appearance in print:


The Zeppelin Raid on Guildford

A. J. Gielgud

One fine evening (so ’twas said)
While we boys were all in bed
Zeppelins passed overhead
Out to show us “kultur”

Back to Germany went they
(They don’t like the light of day)
Leaving bombs about this way
’Specially at Guildford

We, excited, rushing round
All believing every sound
“Martha’s Chapel’s on the ground”
said our music master.

This was not quite true, I fear
We the real truth did not hear
‘Til the riders with a jeer,
Said; “It’s standing happy”

On the Sunday there we went,
Tried to get some bomb, all bent,
But the Guildford men had sent
All their boys to get it.

Back to Hillside went we sad
Not a bit of bomb we had
But we saw some houses had
Had some bombs inside ’em



Back at Gledhow Gardens, as at so many other addresses, the long summer of the prewar world had been abruptly ended by telegrams bearing news of young men killed at the front. For the Gielgud family the bad news was of Lewis, who had been seriously wounded at the Battle of Loos. After several weeks in the hospital in Boulogne, it was suggested by the Red Cross that Kate herself should go out to nurse her son, and it was here that, like so many of John’s female relatives, she really came into her own. While Frank stayed nervously at his desk in London, Kate became the life and soul of the Red Cross hospital where Lewis was forced to stay for several months. As soon as she could, Kate brought him home to England and Lewis was transferred to a small clinic for convalescent officers, which had just been opened in a wing of Kensington Palace. There, Kate noted proudly, his first visitors included two of his prewar Oxford contemporaries, the writer Aldous Huxley and the scientist J.B.S. Haldane.

A few months later still, Lewis was allowed to return home, classified “Permanently Disabled,” although by the end of 1918 he was sufficiently recovered to be back in France as a cypher clerk at the signing of the Armistice. Lewis’s war ended in a blaze of glory, as he was variously attached to the staffs of Clemenceau, Marechal Foch, and Field Marshal Lord Haig.

The atmosphere back home at Gledhow Gardens was rather less victorious; Frank was no longer having much success on the Stock Exchange, there were still school fees to be paid for the younger children, domestic staff had to be let go, and the house now seemed, like so many others, to be in mourning for its prewar life.

John, with all the single-minded selfishness of the adolescent, was meanwhile discovering a whole new world for himself, blithely ignorant of the fact that his parents’ social universe was in some ways coming to an end. Whenever possible, on holidays or weekends, he would hang around Shaftesbury Avenue, greedily gobbling up every production for which he could afford a stool in the gallery queue. In these wartime years, he saw every kind of performance from Chu Chin Chow (no less than five times), to Peg o’ My Heart. A year earlier he had also seen the Drury Lane gala celebration of the Shakespeare tercentenary, which brought together every star in the West End firmament, from Henry Ainley and Gerald du Maurier to Genevieve Ward and, from his own family, Ellen, Fred, and Marion Terry.


The Edwardian theatre of my boyhood was dominated by the great actor-managers like George Alexander, Beerbohm Tree and Gerald du Maurier. At the time, I accepted their style of acting completely, and I suppose I longed to be like them. I thought that was the way to act. I much preferred the panache of Fred Terry or Robert Loraine in Cyrano to the naturalistic but brilliant acting of Du Maurier or Charles Hawtrey … but I had no conception of the various methods necessary to achieve such fine results. Du Maurier often put on rubbish, just as Fred did—they both catered to the public taste for sentimental dramatists like J. M. Barrie. Ibsen and Chekhov had only just arrived in translation, but they certainly weren’t what most theatre-goers then wanted. Actors in those days read very little, did not like to be taken too seriously, and had little faith in foreign writing. People were also still curiously snobbish about the theatre. My aunt Mabel was very close to Gerald du Maurier’s brother Guy, who was killed in the First War, and I once asked her if she had been in love with him. “In love? With an actor?”



As World War I came to its close, the Gielguds’ life in South Kensington was slipping into a kind of genteel poverty. Essentially, theirs had been an Edwardian household, and like so many of its kind, it had undergone during the war an almost imperceptible downgrading. The prewar seaside holidays and large family Christmas parties had of course come to an abrupt end in 1914, and as the four children began to move away, to go to war or public school, the house took on the faintly ghostly air of a theater just after the audience has gone home. Where before there had been servants and warmth and hospitality, now there was a general air of decay, ameliorated by Kate Gielgud’s theatrical determination not to let any family problems show “from the front.”

Because the family was now in considerable economic difficulty, it had been imperative for John to get a scholarship to his senior school. After he failed both Eton (to which Lewis had won a scholarship) and Rugby (where Val had enjoyed a similar triumph), the nearby Westminster School, though very much a third choice, proved willing to accept the young John on a fee-paying basis, but only after some tough coaching.

No sooner had he arrived, at the age of thirteen, for the September term of 1917, than John knew it was the place to be. More important, had he in fact gone to either Eton or Rugby, he would effectively have become a prisoner within the school grounds. Westminster by contrast, less than a mile away from his home or Shaftesbury Avenue, meant that the whole of central London could now become his playground.

Even so, John only survived a couple of terms as a weekly boarder at Grant’s House before he was writing home in desperation to his mother: “Please, dearest Mama, let me become a day boy. All I feel inclined to do is either cry or shriek, and it is so awful trying to fight such unhappiness and homesickness. I feel vilely rotten. Woke up this morning with a deadly fear of getting up, the day, the house, the work, the play, the meals and then going to bed again. I shiver and shake and think and worry. It is all too beastly. One can’t enjoy a moment.”

Even allowing for schoolboy exaggeration and John’s already highly developed sense of drama, this plea sounded ominously like a premature nervous breakdown, and John soon got his way, through an appeal not to his mother’s rather unsentimental nature, but to her sense of the practical. Soon after her son’s arrival at Westminster, the now almost nightly air raids would force the whole school to run through the cloisters into one of the oldest Abbey vaults.

By using these air raids and the consequent loss of sleep as an alibi, he persuaded his parents to recast him as a day boy, a move that also represented a considerable economic saving, which came in useful as his father was by now a special constable patrolling Chelsea and, specifically, guarding the Lot’s Road power station while awaiting the “all-clear” signal. John also joined a Westminster Cadet group and, hating it deeply, was at least reassured to find that he looked and felt better in uniform than in the top hat and stiff collar that Westminster pupils were still required to wear.

What appealed to John about Westminster was not the education, which he could take or leave, and usually left, but the sheer sense of drama; as a young teenager, he began to experience his lifelong fascination with tombs and statues and weddings and funerals and memorial services, all of which had a theatricality utterly central to his character.

Like Noël Coward, whom he was to understudy and replace in his first West End engagement less than ten years later, John was now finding in religion a kind of musical theatricality, which much appealed to the showman already in his childhood nature. But where Coward had to content himself with appearances as a boy soprano in the suburban churches of Teddington and Battersea, John’s stage was Westminster Abbey itself, where the school choir was often to be found in twice-daily performance, albeit without the applause that he already craved.

Of course, it was by no means clear at this stage that John was cut out to be any kind of an actor. His extramural interests at Westminster were still painting and architecture; at home, he set up an easel in what was now his own bedroom and soon paintings displaced the model theater. As he later wrote, “I have always had such a love of the pictorial side of theatre that the very first things in a production that really strike me are always the scenery and costumes. If they delight me, I am already halfway towards enjoying myself.”

Although he was not to meet him for several more years, there is no doubt that by the time John was fifteen, the relative who most intrigued him was no longer Ellen Terry but her illegitimate son, Edward Gordon Craig, already perceived as a great and revolutionary stage designer.

While going through his temporary religious phase, John was unsure whether his Church of England background gave him enough emotional support. One possibility would have been High Church or even Roman Catholicism, and he often went to smell the incense at Brompton Oratory, just around the corner from Gledhow Gardens. What he was always searching for was a sense of ceremony and ritual, and one of the few things that made up for his hatred of the Westminster Cadet training was being allowed to play a very small part, as an usher’s attendant, at the 1919 Burial of the Unknown Soldier in the Abbey itself.

At Westminster many of his friends were Jewish, and he became aware of their segregation at prayers and mealtimes. Mostly, he admired and felt comfortable with their almost theatrical openness and their unashamed love for the arts, an interest often either dormant or suppressed in more conventional English schoolboys. One of his best friends, Arnold Haskell, was already a fervent ballet addict, and he took John to see such classic events as the Bakst Sleeping Beauty and the dancing of great prima ballerinas like Karsavina, Lopokova, and Tchernicheva, all of whom were working in London in 1914 to 1918, during the war. This was also the heyday of the Ballets Russes at the Alhambra, and John was soon able to make the connection with his own partly Russian background: “Haskell, who of course became a leading ballet critic, and I used to save all our pocket money and, after school on wet Saturday afternoons we would stand for hours together in queues—that first production of Boutique Fantasque, the exquisite blue backcloth for Carnaval the enchanted tower in Thamar and the glory of Bakst’s rococo palaces in The Sleeping Princess were all early ecstasies….”

Many years later Gielgud was to write of the first time he saw the Ballets Russes: “The entrancing mixture of music, mime and spectacle enraptured me immediately…. For Boutique, the scenery was extremely avant-garde … I was able to appreciate the acting as well as the dancing, which seemed to merge together with incredibly skilful ease and grace…. The elegance of Carnaval, the high spirits of Boutique … the savage dances in Prince Igor, as the music crashed out and the curtain fell to tumultuous applause.”

For John G. this experience was not just an artistic revelation, but the rite of passage of another sort: “I left the theatre in a dream. Soon I was to become an aficionado of all the Diaghilev seasons that were to follow…. Standing in the Promenade beside my father, and walking about with him in the intervals among the cigar smoke and clinking glasses in the bar, I felt I had really grown up at last.”

The influence of the Ballets Russes was not restricted to just this stagestruck public schoolboy. Its explosive combination of the best of modern design, dance, and music had an enormous impact on the English cultural scene, inspiring a generation of ballet dancers, choreographers, and patrons, and appealing to a wider audience of artists and actors. The Edwardian age is now looked back on as a golden Eden, removed from the modern world; culturally, at least, it was, in large measure thanks to Diaghilev’s extraordinary ability to conjure up new talent (particularly in the work of Vaslav Nijinsky, his lover and protégé and arguably the most famous male ballet dancer of all time), an age of enormous excitement and change, led not from Paris but from what was then St. Petersburg.

From now on, as a would-be artist and even as a theatergoer, John was to be constantly torn between the ornate grandeur of Diaghilev and the avant-garde minimalism of Gordon Craig. He was still by no means certain precisely what he was going to do with the rest of his life, but at this late teenage moment if you had asked him, the answer would certainly have been designing scenery rather than appearing in front of it:


I think at this time I was tempted by the idea of being a designer, at least partly because I was terrified of the thing I most wanted, which was to be an actor. At home and in school plays, I really hadn’t got much further than wandering around with a rug draped over my shoulder, thinking I was a King or something. Years later, when my friends got bored of all my theatrical chat, they used to say, “Oh, for God’s sake, put a crown on his head and send him on,” which always mortified me, but I suppose was good for my ego.

I was always very vain, and very fond of my voice and my looks, so it took me years to break free and learn to be a real actor; at first, what frightened me was that I moved very badly. I have always hated sport, I played no games, I couldn’t swim, I couldn’t really do anything. Later, when I learned to drive a car, I even had to give that up because I was so clumsy. I’ve always dropped things, and it was only on stage that I eventually found my confidence; but I was still very conceited and rather effeminate, and much too fond of the sound of my own voice. It took me an amazingly long time to stop showing off, and start acting.



His lack of interest in sport was in strong contrast to his love of walking around London, and especially into the theater district: “These walks around theatreland allowed me to examine minutely all the photographs and bills outside the theatres, while I tried to decide which of them seemed most likely to encourage me to invest my pocket-money, and to savor the never-ending delight of standing in a queue for several hours waiting for the pit doors to open.

“I was still a boy, but lucky enough to have been born just in time to touch the fringe of the great nineteenth-century of theatre. I saw Sarah Bernhardt die in battle, I saw Adeline Genée dance, I heard Albert Chevalier sing ‘My Old Dutch,’ and I saw Vesta Tilley and Marie Lloyd in their last days. I also stood in the gallery, ridiculous and mocked in my Westminster school uniform, to see Duse make her farewell appearance in Ghosts … what impressed me most was the tremendous reception the audience gave her, their breathless silence during her performance, and the air of majestic weariness with which Duse seemed to accept it all. There was something poignant and ascetic about her when she was old and ill, quite different from the indomitable gallantry of the crippled Bernhardt, and the ageless beauty and fun that Ellen Terry still brought with her upon a stage.”

1921 was John’s last year at Westminster, and clearly decisions now had to be made. Lewis, after his wartime service and rehabilitation, had returned to win a scholarship to Magdalen College, Oxford, and Val had just gotten into Trinity. Visiting them there, John fell in love with both the city and the university, but he was still woefully unacademic. The problem, as usual, was his utter inability to cope with math, and despite some expensive private coaching, he humiliatingly failed his college entrance no less than three times.

Putting the bravest possible face on his failure, his mother Kate recalled, “John declined the university course we had planned for him. He declared that it would be a waste of his time and his father’s money, as he wished to spend those three years studying for the stage…. I think he always realised that he had my wholehearted backing. I was always certain that there was too much of the artist in him to let him settle down on an office stool, and though an architect’s office was offered as a halfway concession, his very poor records at school in math and geometry did not hold out much promise in that direction.”

Ironically, this left him in a rather stronger bargaining position with his reluctant parents, and they rapidly came to an understanding: John would apply to Lady Benson, who ran a private drama school close to his grandmother’s house on Cromwell Road. If accepted, he would be allowed to train with her for the theater on the strict understanding that if, by the age of twenty-five, he had not become self-supporting, he would turn to a career in art or architecture.

Meanwhile, at Gledhow Gardens, the toy theater was put away in the attic for the very last time, and John was about to find a real one just around the corner.
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WATERLOO ROAD TO GOWER STREET (1921-1923)



Lady Benson was a very bad actress but a splendid teacher. She ran her school in a ramshackle little drill hall, and on my very first day told me that I walked like a cat with rickets.



John was now seventeen. His early years had been a curious mixture of privilege and fading gentility; despite his interest in the theater and his evident artistic interests, there was as yet no indication that he would have any measure of the success of his eminent relatives. He did not, unlike Noël Coward, have to fight his way out of South London boarding houses, but neither did he have the great advantage of Sybil Thorndike and Laurence Olivier, both born into the Church and therefore accustomed to hearing their fathers declaiming from the pulpit every Sunday. By contrast, John’s father was still a shy, retiring figure, so starting John’s theatrical education was left to his numerous aunts and distant cousins.

Life at Gledhow Gardens had been enriched by the number of famous theatrical guests who visited regularly; but money had become tight, and from an early age John knew his only real assets were a famous family and a passionate desire to be in the theater.

By the time he arrived at Lady Benson’s, where he was one of only four boys in a class of thirty, he had already progressed from the early family plays in the attic and his school productions to a couple of amateur appearances. The first of these was a production of a World War I drama at a theater on King’s Road, Chelsea. The cast included not only John as a young Greek officer, but playing a British prisoner of war, the scientist Julian Huxley who, like his brother Aldous, had by now become a friend of all the Gielgud brothers.

John had also played a couple of very minor roles for Rosina Filippi’s drama school in Chelsea and made his Shakespearean debut, somewhat disastrously, in an amateur production of As You Like It, played in the open air at Battle Abbey. Aged sixteen, and cast as Orlando, he proudly went to the local barbershop demanding to have his hair waved—for a play, he added cautiously. “Certainly, sir,” said the barber, “I assume Sir is with the Pierrots on the Pier this week?” He might as well have been. As a duly coiffed Orlando, he strode onto the lawn, drew his sword, declaimed his opening line, “Forbear and eat no more,” and promptly fell over a large log. Thus it was that the greatest Shakespearean actor in history made his stage debut by falling flat on his face.

Even during his time at Lady Benson’s, John still thought he might prefer to be a designer rather than an actor. He had a deep dislike of the fencing, dancing, and gesture classes that were central to the acting course. He was interested in text, but terrified of the physical side of acting: “As a young man, I was vain and foppish; I pranced around, looking very self-conscious. Then I became too graceful and posed; later I had to control my physical mannerisms by having them checked by others but, at this age, I was still far too shy to ask anyone about them.”

Though his parents still had grave doubts about allowing their youngest boy to go into the family business, Kate Lewis Terry, his grandmother, was overjoyed: “Dear old Jack,” she wrote him in 1921, “I am delighted to hear of your intended real start in a profession you love, and wish you every success. You must not anticipate a bed of roses, for on the stage, as in every other profession, there are ‘rubs and arrows’ to contend with. ‘Be kind and affable to all your co-mates, but if possible be intimate with none of them.’ This is a quotation of my parents’ advice to me, and I pass it on, as I have proved it to be very sound. Theatrical intimacy breeds jealousy of a petty kind which is very disturbing. I hope you may have many chances with your various studies and prove yourself worthy.”

By John’s own admission, he was a talented but conceited pupil at Lady Benson’s, yet he now began to develop serious doubts about whether he could ever really make it as an actor: “I became acutely self-conscious, knowing that my laziness and my dislike of games had prevented me from learning, when I was a boy, to move freely and naturally. I walked from the knees instead of from the hips, and bent my legs when I was standing still, instead of holding them straight. I am sure that if I had been forced to run and swim when I was a child, I should not have developed these mannerisms so badly, but it was too late to think of that now. Such a discovery in my first term at Lady Benson’s was extremely depressing; however, it dealt a severe blow to my conceit, which was a good thing.”

As a result of all these insecurities, John now decided that the only way he might get by as an actor was in wheelchair roles, or those that required him to lie in bed, but he soon worked out that this would mean a severely limited career. He did, however, appear during term-time in a couple of charity matinees, one in Noël Coward’s first play I’ll Leave It to You, and the other in the play that was later to become almost his own personal property, Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest.

The other good thing that emerged from Lady Benson’s was his discovery that the Old Vic on Waterloo Road, then as always strapped for cash, was in the habit of using drama students as its extras. Thus it was that, still only seventeen, on November 7, 1921, Gielgud made his first professional, albeit unpaid, appearance onstage as the Herald in Henry V, directed by Robert Atkins, who kept shouting to “that boy in the brown suit, for God’s sake, take your hand out of your pocket when holding a spear.”

For John, susceptible, romantic, uneasy, but convinced by his Terry heritage of the absolute magic of the theater, the Old Vic came as a rude awakening. The rehearsal room was filthy, extras had to change in a box above the stalls with only a curtain to hide them from the audience, and John had said his one line, “Here is the number of the slaughtered French,” so badly that for the rest of the season he was not given another word to speak. So unpromising did he seem to the “real” actors in the company that many of them, including Ernest Milton and Sybil Thorndike’s brother, Russell, took the trouble to come over and tell him that despite his theatrical heritage, he would be well advised to give up any thought of the professional stage. Curiously, it was this opposition that finally tipped the balance and made him now, for the first time, determined to be an actor.

Daunted but not defeated, John returned for two more terms to Lady Benson and got his first review, playing a vicar in an end-of-term farce called Lady Huntsworth’s Experiment. True, he wasn’t mentioned by name, but the critic of The Stage noted, “The worthy parson, unctuously played by quite a beginner, drew much laughter from a critical audience.”

By the end of the year’s course, John was not really much further along. Lady Benson’s was not regarded as a full-fledged drama school, and as for his family, although they had shown polite and loyal interest in his teenage endeavors as both actor and artist, they were not now exactly falling over themselves to find him work. On the other hand, he did already have a few credits, a little humility, and a now unshakable determination to make his future in the theater.

When help did come, it was inevitably from one of the Terrys, albeit one he hadn’t seen since early childhood. Phyllis Neilson-Terry was the daughter of Fred, and therefore John’s second cousin. She had been on the road in America for several years, and on her return, hearing of his interest in the theater, she wrote offering him four pounds a week for a long tour of fifteen weeks around the provinces to understudy and speak a few words at the end of The Wheel. He would also, for the money, be required to work as an assistant stage manager, and after a very few rehearsals (because most of the cast had already done the play in London), they opened at the Theatre Royal in Bradford on September 4, 1922.

The idea of Bradford was to John the height of romantic theatricality; it was, after all, the city where Irving had died, a few hours after giving his last performance as Becket in 1905. Seventeen years later, when John got there, he found, to his surprise, an infinitely depressing vista of smoke-stacks and the universal grayness of northern factory life. He stayed in a small back room in digs largely occupied by the singers and dancers working at the local music hall and felt—this young boy from a classical royal family—rather out of his element amid the rough and tumble of vaudville entertainers. Even in the theater, he found he still had a lot to learn, especially about greasepaint; most nights he would arrive on stage as a British naval officer, but bizarrely resembling a Cherokee Indian, because he kept forgetting to powder his make-up before going under the lights.

The tour proceeded to Sheffield, Hanley, Preston, and Leeds, where John was not best pleased to find in his digs a sign reading “Lav in pub opposite.” Things could only improve, and they did so at Aberdeen, where one of the principals fell ill and John had to go on in his place. Phyllis was so pleased with her cousin’s achievement that a couple of weeks later, when the tour reached Oxford, she asked the now-recovered leading man to stand down for one night so that John’s parents might be invited to come and see him. Something about their presence destroyed his performance, however, and Frank and Kate returned sadly to London, convinced that their boy had made an unwise choice of career. Salvation came in the form of another young actor on the tour, Alexander Sarner, who gently suggested to John that a year with Lady Benson was not exactly the ultimate in theatrical training, and perhaps he would now be wise to apply to RADA (the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art) for a more advanced theatrical education.

By now much more experienced than any of the other applicants, John easily achieved the scholarship that had eluded him everywhere else. His contemporaries during the year 1922 to 1923, which John spent in Gower Street at RADA, included its star pupil, Robert Harris, and other future classical players of the British theater such as Beatrix Lehmann, Veronica Turleigh, George Howe, and Mervyn Johns, all of whom were to work in John’s companies in later years. Their principal teachers were Elsie Chester, a formidable and disabled old bat who used to hurl her crutch at students who displeased her, and Claude Rains who went on to an extremely starry Hollywood career in such classics as Casablanca and Hitchcock’s Notorious.

Forty years later, the actor and raconteur Peter Ustinov was to find himself in St. Louis, Missouri, where John was playing his solo Shakespeare recital The Ages of Man at a local theater. To publicize it, he had agreed to give a television interview to a local college professor, and it was this that Ustinov caught: “‘One final question,’ said the interviewer, ‘Sir … Sir Gielgud … did you … oh, you must have had … we all did … at the start of your very wonderful … very wonderful and very meaningful … let me put it this way … did you have someone … a man … or even a woman … at whom you could point a finger and say yes! this person helped me when I …?‘ By now John seemed to have grasped the question. ‘Yes,’ he replied thoughtfully, ‘there was somebody who taught me a very great deal at drama school, and I am certainly grateful to him for his kindness and consideration. His name was Claude Rains,’ and then, as an afterthought, John added, ‘I don’t know whatever happened to him. I think he failed, and had to go to America.’”

Certainly, at RADA, Rains was more to Gielgud than a failed actor; he was a significant teacher, and it was through his encouragement that John at last began to lose some of his acute self-consciousness. At the end of the first term, Gielgud played the title role in the academy’s production of The Admirable Crichton, J. M. Barrie’s classic comedy about the butler and the aristocrats stranded on a desert island, and he was seen by Nigel Playfair, one of the most revered and adventurous producers and directors of his day. So keen was Playfair to have John join his company that a deal was reached whereby, while continuing at the academy, he would also play the Poet Butterfly in Karel Kapek’s The Insect Play, a revolutionary piece that flopped badly, because the sexual content that had made it such a success on the continent had been removed by the puritanical Lord Chamberlain (a member of the royal household who had been appointed to censor plays in the eighteenth century and was, amazingly, to go on doing so until 1968), in order to save the blushes of an English audience.

“Looking back, I am amazed that the audience refrained from throwing things at me…. I wore white flannels, a silk shirt, a green laurel wreath and a golden shuttlecock…. The production was a disaster, and I certainly didn’t help it.”

At this early stage, it would have been a brave critic who forecast that John really had any future at all as a leading player. Still very frail and sensitive, sheltered even now by a dominant mother, and always having been allowed to escape any kind of physical activity at school, he was deeply uneasy in his own skin—awkward, ungainly, physically inhibited, and already aware that he had to be careful about appearing in any way homosexual, since this was still reckoned anathema to most audiences and, of course, still against the law, even for consenting adults in the privacy of their own homes.

At this time, John G. was about as unlikely an actor as could have been found. Here was no Olivier, eager to appear before an audience; instead, John’s magically lyrical voice and artistic inclinations suggested a poet or a painter rather than a public performer. He seemed more likely to be found at the top of an ivory tower than pinned under a spotlight.

Even so, Gielgud already had his supporters, a group not limited to his relatives. Nigel Playfair, for instance, retained such faith in the young RADA student, still only nineteen, that he kept him on at the Regent Theatre for the next and very different production, a staging of Robert E. Lee by the poet John Drinkwater, who had just scored a huge success with Abraham Lincoln. But his second stab at American Civil War history was by no means as popular as the first, and John’s only role was that of an orderly, following Felix Aylmer around the stage and trying not to count the empty seats through his field glasses. He did, however, get to understudy Claude Rains and went on for him in a couple of performances in the title role where he found he was very good on the first night and very bad on the second:

“I seemed at this time always to lose confidence after I had played a part once, but people were agreeably surprised at my ability in the emotional scenes. The feeling of them came to me without much difficulty, and the sincerity of that feeling got over to the audience, despite my lack of technical accomplishment, whereas in the other part, as the orderly, my clumsiness and slovenly movement were conspicuous, and there were no moments of emotion or drama in which I could atone.”

But back at RADA, Rains was still giving the young Gielgud what amounted to a series of master classes, putting him through everything from Tolstoy to Shakespeare and even a scene from L’Aiglon, which he played in French. With money still very tight, and a constant awareness that under the deal he had made with his father he had only until the age of twenty-five to establish himself in the acting profession, John decided at the end of his first RADA year that the academy had taught him enough and it was time to head out into the real theatrical world. At this point, the only advice on which teachers and pupils at RADA were agreed was that John would certainly have to change his surname, since no one seemed able to pronounce or spell it with any degree of accuracy, and he was usually to be found on theater posters and programs as “Mr Guilguid,” suggesting a Scots background rather than an Eastern European one.

John G., however, already had attracted the attention of one important admirer: “I was,” recalled the distinguished and veteran actress Dame Sybil Thorndike some years later, “doing a little teaching at RADA and I was horrified by the students—they all acted like governesses, with no power—and I said ‘You are all terrible, no fire, no guts, you’ve none of you got anything in you except that boy over there, the tall one—what’s your name?’ And he said ‘lt’s John Gielgud’ and I said ‘Well, you’re the only one with possibilities.’ None of the rest of them had any voices or style of their own, they were all trying to be Gerald du Maurier, and that’s no way to approach Greek tragedy.”

John was soon to discover that a mere year at RADA was not in fact nearly enough, but he did now have the experience of a range of college and semiprofessional roles which, although none too successful, at least had given him the feeling of what it was like to go out in front of an audience in a series of vastly different and rapidly learned and rehearsed plays. He also had begun to keep a critical first-night diary, which suggests that he could have had an entirely other career as a sharp, not to say waspish, Fleet Street reviewer. Among his earliest notices, neatly inscribed on the covers of programs he was to keep for more than three-quarters of a century, are reflections on The Beggar’s Opera, Ghosts, John Barrymore’s Hamlet, and O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones, as well as such lightweight productions as White Cargo and Advertising April. Gielgud notes that at Mary Rose he “wept buckets”; Heartbreak House he found “dull and ill-constructed”; The Second Mrs. Tanqueray “far more dramatic and less dated than I had thought from reading it”; Anna Christie “very fine play, sordid but intensely dramatic.” Duse in Ghosts “seemed to be somewhat selfish in her playing,” and Coward in London Calling “definitely not good, lacked charm and personality.” As for The Sleeping Prince at the Alhambra in November 1921, with a score by Tchaikovsky and a production by Leon Bakst, “far too long and under-rehearsed; disappointing scenery, marvellous clothes, some good dancing but some very dull, wants pulling together, very enjoyable apart from that.”
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AN ABANDONED MUSEUM ON THE WOODSTOCK ROAD (1923-1925)



“Your name and college, Sir?” “I fear I am not a member of this University”



Leaving RADA behind, John now went on the inevitable rounds of agents’ and managers’ outer offices in search of a job. Unlike most aspiring actors of his time, however, and perhaps abetted by the Terry connection and the enthusiasm of such influential figures as Rains and Playfair, he was almost immediately able to find work, and indeed hardly ever out of it again for almost exactly three-quarters of a century.

To this day, it is still debatable whether a famous theatrical family background (and Gielgud was, of course, not nominally a Terry) is generally an advantage. The widespread view seems to be that it can help you to get the work, but not necessarily to keep it, and in John’s case, there was the added problem of his extreme social and sexual nervousness. He was, in every sense but the most immediately theatrical, a late developer. Innately shy, he also was possessed of the feeling that he was somehow not like other hopeful young actors of his time.

His background was therefore at once an asset and a hindrance; he did not mix easily, and on the rare occasions when he found a real friend, he was somehow embarrassed to admit the grandeur of his connections—a grandeur that had nothing at all to do with money or even class, but everything to do with talent. His family members were always outsiders, not only because the Terrys had first chosen to act at a time when this was still widely considered socially scandalous, but also because a name like Gielgud scarcely suggested reliable British stock. Once again, the timing was against him; actors had begun to become respectable while he was still in his teens, but they did so only by desperately trying to acquire the manners and even the clothing of the squirearchy. Something about John was irredeemably foreign and artistic, at a time around the First War when to be one or the other was suspect, and to be both little short of intolerable.

Nevertheless, his first job after drama school came easily and quickly enough, even if it wasn’t quite the beginning that might have been hoped for one who was to become a leading classical actor of the future. The role he was offered was a Christmas season in Charley’s Aunt at the Comedy Theatre. The play had already become an annual fixture in London and on the road since 1892, and neither the author, Brandon Thomas, nor his daughter Amy, who was now the director, would allow any changes. John’s dreams, therefore, of playing Charley in a rather more “modern” manner were rapidly defused in rehearsal, and he was told simply to act it as it always had been acted, move by move, intonation by intonation. It was not a happy engagement, but it only lasted six weeks, and what came next was something altogether more satisfactory.

J. B. Fagan was the Irish author, producer, and director who had already done some very distinguished work at the Royal Court, including Sir Godfrey Tearle’s Othello (Tearle was a distinguished leading man of the day), and had founded the first Oxford Playhouse Company in an abandoned big-game museum on Woodstock Road, affectionately known as The Red Barn. This soon became one of the most respected regional repertory companies in the country, and by the time John joined it during that first season, early in 1924, Fagan had already gathered an amazing team of young players, including Raymond Massey, Flora Robson, Tyrone Guthrie, Reginald Denham, Richard Goolden, and Glen Byam Shaw.

Over the next eighteen months, John was to appear in a total of eighteen different productions for Fagan. Frequently, however, his parts were just walk-ons, and he seems to have made so little impression on the company that neither walk-ons Raymond Massey nor Tyrone Guthrie in their memoirs indicate any recollection of having met him until years later.

But for John himself this was to be a magical time: “It was very pleasant to be living in Oxford, having meals in college and drinks with the OUDS [Oxford University Dramatic Society], everything I had of course missed by not being a student there. The Playhouse was indeed terribly cramped, there was no foyer, and the stalls groaned and squeaked when anyone got up or sat down or even moved their legs. On the other hand, we did a very interesting season of plays by Congreve, Sheridan, Wilde, Pinero, Shaw, Ibsen, Chekhov and Pirandello.”

The first production of the new season was Captain Brassbound’s Conversion, and although John was only one of the pirate crew, with barely half a dozen lines, The Times reported that “He showed both imagination and restraint in the small part of Johnson.” He also showed considerable ingenuity when, one night, all the lights failed and the last act had to be played in the beams of two car lamps, held proudly aloft by Gielgud like follow spots.

He got his reward in the second production: “Our big success in my first season was Congreve’s Love for Love.” John was cast as Valentine with Guthrie as his servant, Jeremy. For the actor who had so recently been told that he walked like “a cat with rickets” and that his voice sounded consumptive, surely here was the chance to establish some real credentials.

In the audience one night was an undergraduate who was later to become very important to John.

“I saw, in his first leading role, in Love for Love” recalled Emlyn Williams, “a youth whose name in the programme caused a woman behind me to say, ‘Poor boy! How does he pronounce it? John Jeel-gud?’ … When he got going, all nose and passion and dragging calves, and unbridled oboe of a voice … the tall, haughty creature held the stage all right.”

John was now living in a tiny flat in the High, earning all of eight pounds a week, a reasonable salary for the time. He was also getting more and more involved with the undergraduates who ran an active drama society under the celebrated Oxford student actor Gyles Isham and fervently began to make up for what he now realized had been his first great lost opportunity: becoming an Oxford student when that university was at its most theatrical in the high-camp early twenties.

When he was not needed in rehearsal at the Red Barn, it was suddenly possible to lead the life he had only ever managed to play in Charley’s Aunt, that of a languid student in chambers. Thanks to his new friend Gyles Isham, who was then living in college, John almost persuaded himself that he, too, was a student, at least until he was one night stopped by proctors, the university police, for singing bawdy songs in the High after hours. “Your name and college, Sir?” “Alas,” replied John with considerable regret, “I fear I am not a member of this University.”

On another occasion, Gyles invited John to lunch in his rooms at Magdalen, rooms which had once been occupied by Oscar Wilde, to tell him that he had an ambitious plan to play Romeo in London during the next vacation. On his way home that night, John’s neck began to swell and it became clear that he had mumps. He was immediately expelled from the Playhouse Company for the duration. Guthrie was deputed to fumigate his dressing room and take over his roles, “while Mother took me home in a hired car with large pillows on which to rest my face, which now looked so like Humpty Dumpty’s that I had to laugh every time I caught sight of myself in the window.”

When John returned to the Oxford Playhouse Company, he discovered that Isham had caught his mumps and, through gritted teeth, now had to ask John to take over not only the rehearsals but also the leading role in his Romeo and Juliet. To John’s fury, Isham recovered in time for the first night, but Gielgud was asked to stay on in the role of Paris, after which (as the first Playhouse season was now at an end) he returned to London where, in April 1924, he received a letter from the agent Akerman May: “Dear Mr. Gielgud,” it read, “If you would like to play the finest lead among all the plays by the late William Shakespeare, will you please call upon Mr. Ayliff at the Regent Theatre on Friday at 2.30 pm. Here is an opportunity to become a London Star in a night.”

As it happened, Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies was in desperate need of a Romeo for her Juliet, and although John was still only nineteen, and she had been less than impressed by his performance as the Poet Butterfly in The Insect Play in which they had both appeared, she decided, after three long auditions, that he would have to do.

Rehearsals went reasonably well because both were word perfect at the outset, John having learned the role for Gyles Isham and Gwen having just played it in Birmingham: “She was wonderfully helpful, extraordinarily keen and unself-conscious. From the very first rehearsal she threw herself wholeheartedly into every moment of her part, running the whole gamut of emotions and telling me not to be frightened of our ‘clinches.’ So when the moment came to embrace her passionately, I was amazed to find how naturally she slipped into my arms, sweeping her draperies in the most natural and yet artful way so that they should not lose their line or impede her movement, and arranging her head and arms in a position in which we could both speak and breathe in comfort.”

It began to look as though John was at last losing some of his physical inhibitions, but shortly before the first night he began to develop severe stage fight: “I was given white tights with soles attached to them underneath and no shoes. My feet looked enormous, and it was most uncomfortable to fight or run around. My wig was coal-black and parted in the middle. Wearing an orange make-up and a very low-necked doublet, my Romeo looked like a mixture of Ramses of Egypt and a tetchy Victorian matron.”

Not surprisingly, the reviews were very mixed. Gwen’s child-Juliet was warmly acclaimed, but Ivor Brown considered that “Mr. Gielgud is niminy-piminy and from the waist downwards he looks absolutely nothing. He has the most meaningless legs imaginable, a sort of hysterical laugh and generally lacks experience … he is also scant of virility.”

As was the custom of the time, John and Gwen were also engaged to play special nights at the London Coliseum, doing the balcony scene on a vaudeville bill. As John remembered, “They gave us a terrible set, with a sort of cardboard balcony, which made it look as if Juliet was standing in a picnic box. The audience never knew what to make of it, but one of the stagehands was kind enough to say to me, during the last performance, ‘You are doing it a bit better now.’”

They were preceded on the bill by Teddy Brown on his xylophone, and followed by the Houston Sisters, one of whom, Renee, was to spend much of the rest of her life at parties doing a lethal parody of the young Gielgud.

And the worst was still to come. Two weeks into an unhappy run, in which the oversensitive young actor knew he was not being remotely good enough, John developed pneumonia and neither of his understudies, Ion Swinley and Ernest Milton, managed to fill in without carrying the book. The run therefore came to an ignominious end after six weeks, and it was with some relief that John returned for a second season to the Oxford Playhouse.

He had regained some measure of confidence by dint of simply being invited back to rejoin Fagan, since both Flora Robson and Tyrone Guthrie had been unceremoniously dumped after the previous season. This second Oxford stint, in 1924-1925, proved considerably more successful than the first. The reason was a major production of The Cherry Orchard in which John made his first real success as Trofimov: “It was the first time I ever went out on stage feeling that perhaps, after all, I could really be an actor.” All the same, this was not an altogether easy time for him: “We had only a week to rehearse, and I did not understand the play at all, but there was no time for the director to explain it, so it was all rather clumsy and tentative.”

It is hard, seventy years later, to recall that at this time Chekhov was virtually unknown in Britain and his plays, when performed, invariably divided both audiences and critics. Of the new Oxford production, James Agate wrote in The Sunday Times, “I suggest that The Cherry Orchard is one of the great plays of the world, and young Gielgud as Trofimov is perfection itself.”

Audiences were still far from certain, but the succes de scandale inspired a new management, that of Nigel Playfair, to transfer The Cherry Orchard to his Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith. Here John again played Trofimov. The first performance was well received and there were even cries of “author”; but the reviews were hostile and audiences were poor, at least until the critic James Agate made a very early radio broadcast urging listeners to go and see it. Playfair also printed a poster quoting radically different reviews of the play, including, “This imperishable masterpiece” (Agate) and “This fatuous drivel” (MacDonald Hastings).

Yet it was precisely because of this controversy that John G. now became one of the most talked-about actors in town. The BBC, barely five years old, offered him Malcolm in a live wireless production of Macbeth, and John was thrilled to be in at the beginning of a new medium, which he was to make his own for the next seventy years, while his brother Val became the founding father of BBC radio drama.

A few weeks later, John got in at the start of another new medium, though one in which he was always to be much less at home. He was unexpectedly offered a leading role in a silent film, called Who Is the Man? The script was based on a play he had seen performed on the Paris stage by his idol, Sarah Bernhardt. Her godson, Louis Verneuil, had written it for her soon after her leg was amputated, so she could play while lying on a divan, covered in rugs. This clearly was not going to do for the film, in which John was required to play an opium-addicted sculptor undergoing a series of frantic emotional tantrums. The studio hired a violinist and piano player to get him into the right mood, but the results were, by all accounts, deeply embarrassing. The film does exist, or at least it is listed in The British Film Catalogue; and yet it would seem to have vanished, a fate to which all too many silent films have been consigned, some more happily than others.

It was now clear that, with John’s natural affinity for Chekhov and his tentative success in The Cherry Orchard, he was ready at last to leave Oxford for the brighter lights of the big city with some confidence. Fagan let him go, having neatly arranged that his brother, Val, would take on some of his roles at the Playhouse, and John was to leave, later looking back at the days spent there as some of the happiest of his entire professional career. It had been a good time to be around Oxford: undergraduates of the period included Oliver Messel, Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, Claud Cockburn, and John Betjeman, all of whom were later to write or talk about the first time they had seen John act, however tentatively, in the Red Barn.

But the ambitious plan (by the impresario Philip Ridgeway) to run a complete Chekhov season in London fell rapidly apart. After The Cherry Orchard, a nervous hit, they moved on to The Three Sisters at the tiny Q theater in Barnes, whose budget was appropriately small—John was to be paid only £1 a week. He recalled this as


a beautiful production, very simply done, and with a lot of very good actors. Komis’s [Komisarjevsky, the director] main idea for me was that I should play Tusenbach as a very handsome young man, although in the text Chekhov calls him ugly. Komis believed that English audiences were now badly in need of a romantic hero, and he was an enormous influence in teaching me not to act from outside, not to seize on obvious, showy effects and histrionics, not so much to exhibit myself, as to be within myself trying to impersonate a character who is not aware of the audience, to try to absorb the atmosphere of the play and the background of the character, to build it outwards so that it came to life naturally. This was something I had never thought of, and it seemed to me a great relaxing exercise … relaxation which is the secret of good acting. I remember our first rehearsals in someone’s Bloomsbury flat, with the floor marked out in bewildering lines of coloured chalk—the groupings, entrances and exits were all most accurately planned, though at first we could none of us imagine why we were being shuffled about in such intricate patterns of movement.



During the brief run of The Three Sisters, Gielgud also played for Komisarjevsky a Sunday night performance of another, now much less familiar, Russian drama, Andreyev’s Katarina, in which he appeared as a jealous husband of fifty, whose wife dances almost naked in front of him during a party, to the despair of both him and his host.

The Three Sisters was not a success, but it had at least introduced Gielgud to the legendary Russian director and Stanislavsky disciple Komisarjevsky, who was soon to marry Peggy Ashcroft and was already widely known in rehearsal as “Come and Seduce Me” on account of his passion for young actresses.

In more recent theatrical times, perhaps only Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio in New York has had the same revolutionary impact on players as that of Komisarjevsky in the London theater of the early 1920s. Komis was, at least in John’s experience, one of the very first directors to exist, and certainly the first ever to free his cast from the simple instruction to learn their lines and not crash into the furniture. In that sense, Komis was also the first psychologist of the British theater and John, who had always been fascinated by Russian theater, was among the first to pick up on what had until then been a very foreign concept: “For the first time, working for Komisarjevsky, I realised that I need no longer worry whether I was moving gracefully or looking handsome. I had not to declaim or die or express violent emotions in fine language. Instead, I must try to create a character utterly different from myself, and then behave as I imagined the creature would behave, whose odd appearance I suddenly saw in my looking glass.”

It was during the break between leaving Fagan early in 1925 and joining the Ridgeway season at Barnes that John took what many have seen as one of the most curious career decisions of his early life. Sensing perhaps that the future for an Oxford actor specializing in Chekhov was bound to be limited, John was acutely aware that he had as yet played no part in the West End, which was at this time all-important. Accordingly, he took up an offer to understudy Noël Coward in The Vortex, Coward’s first major playwriting hit, with the understanding that when Noël took it to America a few months later, John would inherit the role of Nicky Lancaster, the drug-addicted son, in the West End transfer from Hampstead. It was, after all, the nearest he could then get to a modern-dress Hamlet, complete with a bedchamber scene and at least the suggestion of incest. Intriguingly, the mother-obsessed Nicky is also probably gay, although this, for 1924, had to remain unspoken in front of an audience that seems to have had no trouble with drug-taking, but were not yet up for homosexuality in their drawing-room dramas.

John had first met Noël a few months earlier at a party given near his home in South Kensington by their mutual friend, Betty Chester. Both Noël and John were also now taken up by the wealthy Earl of Lathom, a stagestruck homosexual aristocrat who was to spend most of his inheritance putting money into Noël Coward’s plays and giving country-house parties of extraordinary extravagance, at which footmen would welcome the West End guests by pouring perfume into heated spoons to fill the entrance hall with a thick scent. Gielgud later described him as “a delightful friend who gave me the first expensive gift I ever received—a silver clock from Asprey.” For him, as for Coward, this was an introduction to a world of unimaginable opulence, which came to an end in the 1930s, by which time Lathom had run through his considerable fortune—not the least of his extravagances was building a Greek swimming pool and a bowling alley inside the house, where he also created his own personal perfumery. On one occasion he also sent a footman down to London on the night train to return in time for luncheon the next day with a special brand of chocolate almonds. In his short reign as the playboy of the West End world, Lathom was more than generous to both John and Noël.
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