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            Foreword

         
 
         A word about the title. It may seem to suggest a certain degree of disintegration. The opposite is intended, though the possibility, of course, is always there.
         
 
         I’ve been writing for newspapers pretty well continuously for thirty years (unless you count – which I don’t think you should – a piece knocked off forty years ago for the student newspaper of my university). I have written features, weekly columns (for the Independent, for the Sunday Express and, under the nom de plume Autolycus, for Country Life), a monthly column for Gramophone magazine, travel pieces, book reviews, restaurant reviews. As well as newspapers, national and local, I’ve written features for magazines, theatre programmes, in-house journals; and I have written introductions and forewords and articles for books. I have written about many, many things, but most of my writing by far has been about acting and the theatre. Looking at them again, these literally hundreds of thousands of words, I seem to have been in the grip of a virulent form of logorrhoea. The fact is, my overriding ambition, through all the years of my childhood, and long before I had any notion of being an actor, was to be a writer. I have always had a compulsion (noted on many school reports) to communicate in words – audibly, normally, and in class, to the intense irritation of my teachers. But even then, in those garrulous days of childhood, I was writing: mostly what in America is called journaling, which even I could see was a hiding to nowhere. I had no subject other than myself. So at a certain point, bored and disgusted with that self, I put my writing on hold.
         
 
         
         When I found the theatre, I knew I had my subject, and I started writing again. I felt like an anthropologist who has had the good fortune to discover a lost tribe. Being an Actor, my first book, published in 1984, was the culmination of nearly fifteen years of writing about this new world I had discovered and which had proved so hospitable to me. No one, of course, had read what I wrote, though occasionally it would spill over into letters. Then, in 1981, the London Evening Standard asked me – to be precise was cajoled by desperate publicists into asking me – to write about the play I was in, and from then on I have been asked on a pretty regular basis to commit my deathless thoughts on the subject to print. I’ve been at my happiest celebrating actors and acting, directors and writers. Sometimes this has taken the form of interviews, sometimes profiles, increasingly often obituaries.
         
 
         It will be evident to anyone who so much as dips into the book that, like my hero, Kenneth Tynan, I am a bit of a hero-worshipper. My luck is that I have encountered so many people whom I could admire. Taken together, the celebration of performers, directors and writers amounts to a view of acting and the theatre; in some pieces, I have spelled this view out. I have sought to fascinate the reader with those aspects of the life of the theatre (and of film) that have fascinated me. Like another hero of mine, Laurence Olivier, who said he wanted to interest the public in the art of acting, I have tried to spark a debate about it, to alert people to the fact that there is no single truth in this art, and to the possibility of gloriously different modes of expression within it. I am also writing for those who, like my fifteen-year-old self, are doing their theatre-going in their rooms at home. I am aware that to a large extent, I am writing about a theatre which no longer exists or will soon cease to. The theatre constantly remakes itself. Perhaps this book might sow a seed, encourage a few people, not to turn the clock back, but to take note of what heights the theatre and acting has from time to time attained, and strive to match it.
         
 
         Put together, the pieces form an account of my relationship, over more than fifty years, to the theatre and, to a somewhat lesser degree, because I have been rather less involved in it (and over a much shorter period), to film. I’ve arranged them, not in chronological order of composition, but as their subjects came up in my life, so I suppose they amount to a sort of alternative autobiography, or at the very least, a growing narrative of my theatrical preoccupations. I have written about my career as such in Being an Actor and Shooting the Actor. Here I write about my passions, my concerns and my dreams. Theatre has been at the centre of my life for four decades, so to that extent, this book is the story of my life.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
      
         
         
 
         
            Learning

         
 
         My background was, I suppose, theatrical, but in the unimaginable past and swathed in myth: my Danish great-grandfather Jules Guise had been first a clown, then a ringmaster, then a theatrical agent: his star clients were a fourteen-strong troupe of midgets called Dr Zeynard’s Lilliputians. His French wife Thérèse, whom he met when she was riding bareback in the circus of which he was ringmaster, came from a long and distinguished line of circus equestrians; her grandfather had opened a hippodrome in St Petersburg, and when he left, the Tsar, who had grown fond of him, gave him, as a farewell present, Napoleon’s horse, Splendid, which he then showed off in the capital cities of Europe for the rest of his life. Jules and Thérèse had a son, also Jules, whose wife, my maternal grandmother, was a gifted singer, and had briefly been a chorus girl on tour, until she ran away, she told me with characteristic candour, after an unwelcome advance of an amorous nature from one of the other girls. I was seven years old when I received this baffling piece of information. My father’s mother, who was French, had memories of the divine Sarah Bernhardt coming to their house in Lyon for tea; her father was teaching Bernhardt the role of Hamlet. Less sensationally, she had been best friends with Lilian Baylis’s Box Office Manager at the Old Vic, Miss Clarke.
         
 
         This ancient history was of purely romantic interest to me. We did just about as much theatre-going as any normal middle-class family, no more, no less: in other words, we were not really theatregoers at all. The annual season of Peter Pan at the now long-demolished Scala Theatre was more or less de rigueur, however. I wrote this piece about my visit to it for Snowdon’s Christmas edition of Country Life in 1997. 
         
 
         I am standing in a queue in a London street on a cold dark November night in 1953 with my Uncle Maurice and my grandmother. I am four years old and howling with all the considerable power of my infant lungs. My fingers and toes are frozen and I don’t know why we’re here, lined up with all these other people. The bright lights on the front of the building are getting closer as the queue shuffles forward. I howl louder and louder, not in the least mollified by assurances that I’ll love it when we get inside. We pass through the front doors and into a sort of hallway and then on into a vast room with rows and rows of seats covered in red velvet. At the end of the room is a huge curtain, with gold tassels and braid in figures of eight down the sides. I am more upset than ever, only wanting to be back home in familiar suburban Streatham. Then music starts, and the lights go out. Terror. The great curtain goes up, and there before me is the inside of a big house filled with beds and children and their nanny, who happens to be a dog. And my jaw drops and I immediately stop howling. And then a boy in a green costume flies in at the window, looking for his shadow, which turns out to be in a drawer, and a fairy flickers around the stage, and soon all the children fly out of the window as the music surges up. And my eyes open so wide it hurts, and I don’t want to go back to Streatham; in fact, I never want to go back to Streatham again. I want to fly out of the window, I want to fight pirates and rescue Indian maidens, I want to clash swords with Captain Hook, I want a twinkling fairy of my own. And I want to do it to the roars of approval and disapproval that well up from the hundreds of children in the theatre that evening.
         
 
         In short, my destiny has been fixed. And throughout my childhood, I am haunted by Peter Pan, moved by him in ways I don’t understand, and captivated by Wendy, and Nana the dog, Tiger Lily, Smee, and Noodler, colouring them in in my copy of Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens; above all, I am haunted by the ringleted, saturnine ex-Etonian Captain Jas. Hook, sardonic, dashing, and bad to the core. I too might have cried out with the little girl who, on the very first night of the play, in November of 1908, shouted during the terrible scene in which Hook poisons Peter, ‘I love that man!’ But as time passes, I forget Peter Pan; Shakespeare replaces Barrie, and I have left the Mermaids’ Lagoon and the Wendy House far behind.
         
 
         Until 1982, that is, when, purely out of curiosity, I go the Barbican Theatre to see the Royal Shakespeare Company’s production of this funny old play, this dim memory of my childhood, and sitting there sceptically in that unlovely auditorium, the moment the chrome drawbridge that replaces the curtain is raised, and the Darlings’ nursery is revealed, my heart is in my mouth, and when Nana the dog appears, I feel my eyes opening wide. The whole first scene passes in a sort of blur of emotion for me until, to Stephen Oliver’s glorious ascending theme, Peter and the Darling children fly out of the window, and I find myself sobbing. I squint sideways to see if anyone else has been similarly afflicted, and sure enough, down the cheeks of my fifty-something neighbour, large tears are trickling as he tries to assert control over his twitching facial muscles. The children in the audience, meanwhile, are craning their necks, staring up, their jaws locked open as Peter and Wendy and John and Michael (‘I flewed!’) soar above their heads on the way to Never Land, and now the babble of childish voices from the auditorium threatens to drown the music. And all the other locations, and the other characters, produce this same dual effect, stirring the children to wonder and the adults to intense and ineffable emotion, painful and tender, and so it has always been, from the very first performance. Barrie produced, out of his own longings and disappointments, a story which is both a stupendous divertissement and a potent myth, which, at least for Anglo-Saxons, seems to speak to some very deep places of the human heart, more so even than its close relation Alice in Wonderland – also the product of a man who became obsessed by the offspring of others and strove to glorify and immortalise their childhoods.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         My parents had broken up when I was eighteen months old; my father lived in Africa. I began to form romantic and complex ideas about his life there. No doubt the transformation of Mr Darling (the sort of father I would very much like to have had) into Captain Hook, who hated children and wanted them dead, had deep resonances for me; certainly the father who was so unimaginably far away figured in my imagination as both frightening and hugely exotic. The photographs I had of him showed a piratical figure, bearded, with a fierce brow. He had, I had been told, a metal kneecap, and in my favourite photograph of him, which showed him on the bonnet of the racing car he drove as an amateur, surrounded by trophies he’d won, his leg was indeed stretched out rigidly ahead of him. He has a devil-may-care look in his eye. I took great pleasure in colouring in with my crayon Hook’s black locks in my picture book of  Peter Pan, going over and over them till they were three-dimensional; to fill in his cruel, leering mouth I used my mother’s lipstick. The vividness of my feelings about Captain Hook must owe a great deal to the fact that in the production I saw, the part was played by the late Sir Donald Wolfit; no doubt my entire subsequent development as an actor owes a great deal to that formative exposure.
         
 
         When I was five, my mother uprooted us to the country, taking a job as school secretary at an unusual establishment called Elmcroft School in the village of Goring-on-Thames, run by a schoolmaster with the highly satisfactory name of Birch. Run as a normal prep school in term time, during the vacation it became a crammer for Spanish students going to Oxford or Cambridge. My education was thrown in as part of my mother’s salary; the teachers were horribly overstretched, so the task fell to the headmaster’s mother. This turned out to be one of the best strokes of luck of my childhood, perhaps of my life. This wonderful woman it was who taught me to read. When I ran to find my mother to inform her of this (rather late) development, she said, with impressive gravity, ‘Now you have a key with which to unlock the riches of the world.’ I wrote this piece for the programme of a show I did in Stratford, Ontario, in 2008.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         I’m six. My mother is the secretary of a school deep in the Berkshire countryside. The headmaster’s mother, Mrs Birch, a hirsute, full-breasted old Cockney whom I adore, and on whose breath there is always the sickly sweet scent of Madeira, gathers me up onto her hospitable lap one afternoon and switches on the radio. Eerie music. The announcer says, in his crisp cut-glass accent, ‘Mecbeth, A Play by William Shakespeare.’ It was scary and very strange, this Mecbeth, and thank God for Mrs Birch’s ample bosom into which I could sink for comfort. I realise now that this was the first play I ever saw. I use the word ‘saw’ advisedly. The images conjured up, of battlements and blasted heaths, of witches and kings, of children murdered and dead men walking, augmented by the sound of wind and rain and marching feet and haunted by the music of the words, most of which I could barely understand, imprinted themselves on my brain and have never faded from it. A certain landscape, Shakespeare’s landscape, entered my consciousness, like a dream that is more vivid than experience itself. Scholars talk of the Shakespeare Moment, meaning the moment in time, the crossroads – historical, linguistic, theatrical – at which Shakespeare stood; but my personal Shakespeare Moment was then, in that cosy room in Goring-on-Thames, on that familiar lap, enveloped by the scent of that sweet warm breath. Ever after, I craved the poetry, the power, the sense of history, of great conflicts, and of the other world – the overwhelming atmosphere, in a word – that this astonishing writer purveyed.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         What my mother had said was true. Learning to read seemed to unleash in me a passion for language which became insatiable. Above all, I loved to read out loud, a compulsion more or less indulged by my family. It was the sound of the words rather than their sense which captivated me: they had a magical, incantatory quality which intoxicated me, put me under a spell. And in my family, beauty of speech was highly prized. My grandmother, who was a fine singer, had an infinitely melodious speaking voice, caressing and beguiling. Her daughters had not inherited that, any more than they had, to her chagrin, inherited her perfect pitch, but they had vivid, crisp, eminently audible voices. I was told from the earliest age that speaking well – correctly, audibly, articulately – would open all doors. It was a Shavian proposition, one I accepted wholeheartedly. My grandmother had a further mystical belief in the power of personality. Being herself endowed with vast quantities of this precious commodity, and very little else, she naturally placed a high premium on it, one I found I rather agreed with. Sometimes perfectly pleasant people would visit the house, and when they left my grandmother would deliver the damning verdict: ‘Nice, but NO PERSONALITY.’ It was if they lacked a limb or an organ, and in a way, I suppose they did.
         
 
         Theatre still barely featured in my life. My mother and I returned to London when I was seven. I remember A Christmas Carol in-the-round at Croydon; and panto at Streatham Hill Theatre. Beyond that, nothing that I can recall.
         
 
         I was nine when, quite out of the blue, my parents attempted a reunion, and my mother and I found ourselves in September 1958 taking a huge aeroplane to Africa, three long days in unpressurised cabins, landing every twenty-four hours to refuel in, first, Rome, then Wadi Halfa. It was an epic adventure; tossed about in the air, sucking fiercely on our anti-emetic boiled sweets, we felt as though we were intrepid pioneers. Waiting to  meet us in Kenya was Captain Hook in person, my father, who, with his heavy limp and his fiercely staring eyes, scared me rigid, though his words were kind and his body warm. We drove all the way from Nairobi Airport through Tanganyika (a country seven times the size of Britain) to the tiny township of Fort Jameson in what was then Northern Rhodesia, stopping overnight at various watering holes, awakening every morning to the roaring dawn chorus of crickets chirping. When we arrived in Fort Jimmy, as it was known, we were introduced to the sharply appraising colonial community. To my huge relief, and as if to prove my family’s convictions, I immediately scored a big hit because of my accent, which reminded everyone of ‘back ’ome’, as they pronounced it in their almost impenetrably thick Rhodesian brogue. I was made to stand on the table and say things. Anything, really, would have done, but the words of the National Anthem proved a particular success. There were approximately two hundred white people in this village in the middle of Central Africa, so one might have thought that any hope of seeing theatre was absurd – except that, as if in token of the unstoppability of the theatrical impulse, I have a vivid recollection of an amateur production at the Victoria Memorial Institute of a Whitehall farce called Simple Spymen, which knocked me dead with its wit and brilliance. One of the characters was called Forster-Stand. Whenever anyone new came on stage, he would introduce himself. ‘I’m Forster-Stand,’ he would say, to which the newcomer would invariably reply, ‘Oh, I am sorry.’ I think this deathless exchange got me through three largely miserable years in Africa, as my parents’ reunion foundered, and my mother and I found ourselves alone and adrift in the vast alien continent, scheming how to get home; by night I dreamed of Streatham High Street.
         
 
         Then things started to look up. I explained why in a Zambian expatriates’ magazine in 1998; the journal is called, oddly enough, Spotlight.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         After my parents failed to reignite their marriage, my mother decided to move from Fort Jimmy to the capital. Everyone said the same thing: jobs were more plentiful there, there were better educational opportunities, it was safer for a woman and child in the big city than alone in the middle of nowhere. She secured a rather grand government job as Secretary to the Tender Board, and I was enrolled in the Lusaka Boys’ School. Here something marvellous happened to me for the first time: acting. The lovely Miss Isabelle, a classic 1950’s beauty, with shiny bouffant hair, luscious glossy lips, fine rounded figure and a bee’s waist, was in charge of theatrical performances. Despite my lack of experience I was cast in the lead in the big show. I was wearing a very swish purple robe with gold frogging run up for me by my mother. At this age, and for some years to come, all I ever wanted for Christmas was fancy dress; this costume was an early Christmas present. I was playing a king who suffered from seeing spots before his eyes. The kingdom was scoured for someone – anyone – who could cure me; those who failed were arrested or executed. At the end of the play, when every option seemed to have been exhausted, my tailor arrived, insisting on seeing me. Finally granted an audience, he said that he was worried because he’d made my collar too small. ‘What effect would that have?’ I enquired haughtily. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you could, for example, find yourself seeing spots before your eyes.’ Curtain. End of play.
         
 
         During rehearsals, I suggested to the lovely Miss Isabelle that I could at this point faint. I demonstrated, keeling right over backwards. No, said Miss Isabelle briskly, with that lovely, firm smile of hers, she didn’t think it was a good idea. I saw that opposition was fruitless, and gracefully deferred to her superior wisdom. At the performance, needless to say, having practised my fall for hours in our little bungalow in the Lusaka suburbs, I keeled right over backwards, and brought the house down. Things were never the same between Miss Isabelle and me after that.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Not much later, there was a positive development (never fully explained to me) in the family fortunes, and I was despatched to a very grand school in South Africa, St Aidan’s Jesuit College in Grahamstown. Education suddenly became a much more intense affair. It was all Latin and serious praying and corporal punishment, and definitely no keeling over backwards. I felt intense nostalgia for Northern Rhodesia, not least for Miss Isabelle. I was sure we could have resolved our artistic differences. But alas it was never to be.
         
 
         The train ride to school was via the Victoria Falls, the Kalahari Desert, the Boer War towns of Mafeking and Ladysmith, down the Cape coast, past Table Mountain and on into the very English cathedral town of Grahamstown. St Aidan’s was a school of some rigour, and I was only there for nine months, because yet again my father’s maintenance payments had  stalled. Before I left, though, I appeared for the first time on a proper stage. Of the play I remember nothing, but I have a Proustian memory of the smell of the size used to stick the set together and the canvas out of which it was constructed and the extraordinary sense of warmth and light as I walked on stage. This was purely the effect of the lights, of course, but it immediately struck me as a beatific state. There survives a photograph of me in the play. I’m impersonating a middle-aged gentleman, perhaps of the military persuasion; the word ‘Colonel’ comes unbidden to mind. In this scene I’m in pyjamas, a dressing gown, and a raincoat, raising my fist against a hapless boy, taller than me, who is in his street clothes. He carries a lamp; I am very, very angry. The photo is in black and white, but you can see I’m red in the face, my fist genuinely threatening, my false moustache on the point of falling off under the pressure of so much anger. My fellow player looks at me nervously, as if he were unsure whether the anger was the character’s or the actor’s.
         
 
         There is another memory: a Christmas concert in the school hall in Lusaka. I have been designated to read the Nativity story from the Gospel according to St Matthew. My fellow pupils have to sing songs and read poems. I – due to the nature of my text – am top of the bill. We sit in a row at the front of the stage. I am restless, bored, squirming on my seat, occasionally giggling inappropriately, looking out into the audience, unimpressed by my colleagues, aching to make my contribution. The other readers and singers must loathe me; parents in the body of the hall are looking daggers at me. Finally it’s my turn. I stand up and I read, and something happens – something in the hall, but also something in me. The story comes to life; I have a sensation of enormous power and profound poetry; the words seem to hang in the air; it’s as if these hoary old words were being spoken for the first time. I come to the end of the passage, but the spell lasts for a few seconds afterwards. Somebody makes announcements, and expresses thanks, and I am again a squirming, restless child on a stool. Afterwards, my mother, severely berating me for my selfishness and my lack of discipline (a quality by which she set great store), ends by saying, ‘But you read marvellously. It was thrilling. Everybody was spellbound.’
         
 
         Africa saw the height of my religious, or rather my ecclesiastical, aspirations. I was an altar server, and rose quite high in the ranks, to the extent that I participated prominently in the ordination of a bishop in Lusaka. In Grahamstown, I had gone so far as to found my own sodality, and even held services, spontaneously improvising prayers. The rubric of the Catholic Church, before the second Vatican Council, was theatrically uninhibited: Latin, incense, processions, prostrations. We wore very colourful vestments, there was a backstage and an onstage, and I yearned to be a priest, leading the congregation in obscure prayers in a dead language, moving them to tears in my sermon, distributing Christ’s body and blood from golden chalices, communing privately in a whisper with my God. I might have become a priest, too, until Latin was abolished overnight and the Vulgate suddenly revealed the tawdriness of the whole thing.
         
 
         We finally returned to England, my mother and I, when I was nearly twelve. On the boat coming across, I entered a fancy dress competition as a cancan girl; I won first prize. The best thing was being wolf-whistled as I went up to collect it. I came back to England at the wrong time of the academic year, and missed the 11-Plus, but by sheer persistence my mother managed to get me into a Catholic grammar school, the London Oratory, which – though it was in smartest Sixties Chelsea, with the ultra-modish pop singer Georgie Fame living literally on our doorstep in Stewart’s Grove – was a rather thuggish place. It had once been very good and is now very good again, but then, under a repressive and unimaginative headmaster, it was deep in the doldrums. It had been used as a detention camp during the war, and the bars were still up at the windows. This seemed to us to say it all.
         
 
         One of the school’s many deficiencies was an absence of drama. Instead, we had Elocution. This poisoned chalice had been handed to an elegant middle-aged woman by the name of Mrs Williams. In my mind’s eye, she was always dressed in a black cocktail gown flecked with silver and blue scintillants, her lovely grey hair gaily coiffed and full of bounce, her spectacles, à la mode, curving upwards, pink, with shiny speckles. I realise now that this cannot have been so, but it conveys the degree to which she seemed out of place in the rough environs of the London Oratory School. She struggled to command attention. Challenged almost beyond endurance by the task of trying to inculcate the virtues of open vowels and precise plosives into her Sarf London pupils, she had a slightly deranged quality. ‘Ray of the Rainbows,’ she would chant ecstatically at us, caressing and shaping the air with her hands and arms, as if conducting an invisible Aeolian orchestra, extending every vowel to breaking point, seductively rolling her r’s like a tiger purring: ‘Raaaaaaay of the Rrrrrrrrraaaaain-boooowsss.’ Meanwhile, her charges went serenely about their usual daily lives, stabbing each other, carving lewd messages into their desktops or closely inspecting the contents of their nostrils. Because my vowels and plosives were, in their native state, pretty much what she thought vowels and plosives should be, I was smiled on by Mrs Williams. One term, with a misplaced enthusiasm that bordered on the delusional, she attempted to stage some scenes from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. She gave me the part of Bottom, so – although I had no inkling of it myself – she must have glimpsed the latent thespian in me. Or perhaps it was just the plosives and vowels. 
         
 
         
            And Phoebus’ car
Shall shine from far
And make and mar
The foolish fates –
            

         
 
         I declaimed, as I strode up and down Room 3. Like Bottom himself, I longed to play all the parts, and I frequently did, because people would find any excuse not to show up for the class. I’d leap in to fill the breach, often happily playing scenes with myself. But Mrs Williams’s purpose was not to produce a one-man show, and in the end, she threw the towel in, a beaten woman, and we went back to ‘Raaaaay of the Rrrrrainbooowssss.’ But it was never the same after that, and she went through the motions increasingly mechanically, the Aeolian orchestra sadly muted.
         
 
         My Shakespearean explorations were not confined to school. My family were not great readers, but like most British people of the time, they had a Complete Works of Shakespeare on the bookshelf. This particular one belonged to my maternal grandmother, another ample-bosomed, sweet-breathed, spirited old personage like Mrs Birch, and it was a rather splendid affair, in three volumes – Comedies, Tragedies and Histories – edited by Dr Otto Dibelius of Berlin, and illustrated with Victorian black-and-white engravings which suggested some of what I had imagined on the radio on Mrs Birch’s knee (though as it happens the illustrations for Macbeth itself disappointed me by comparison with what had filled my listening imagination, as has every production I’ve attended ever since).
         
 
         As a no doubt somewhat overwrought twelve-year-old I would stretch out with the precious volumes on the tiger-skin rug in my grandmother’s front room, reading aloud from them, weeping passionately at the beauty and the majesty of it all, though I had only the vaguest idea what it was that I was saying. Big emotions, big beautiful phrases, big expansive characters – it was a better world than any my daily life afforded me, that was for sure.
         
 
         School did its best to destroy my love of Shakespeare by reducing him to a Set Subject, whose works had to be broken down into formulas which would lead to exam success. Whenever I could swing it, I took the leading parts in the ghastly droned, fluffed, misinflected classroom readings of the plays during English classes. Armed with footnotes and glossaries and starting to become acquainted with the critical literature, I was now, finally, making sense of what I was saying.
         
 
         This is the second part of Shakespeare and Me, written for the booklet for my sonnet programme at Stratford, Ontario.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         I had at last seen some of the plays. My paternal grandmother had some personal connection with the Box Office Manager of the Old Vic in its dying days, in the early 1960s, before Olivier and his glamorous cohorts stormed its bastions and installed the refulgent new National Theatre Company there. Grandma dutifully took me down the Waterloo Road, and there I began to realise something of the diversity of this author, the different worlds – so very different from that of Macbeth – that he had brought to life. And I began to hear the language more and more precisely, not as undifferentiated music but as a succession of images and metaphors with a life of their own.
         
 
         It always seemed to be somehow part of my life, and my family history – somewhat spuriously, as it now seems to me. In a typically Edwardian association, my maternal grandmother claimed a connection because she and her family had worshipped in St Agnes’ Church in Kennington, at the next pew but one down from Emma Cons and her niece Lilian Baylis, successive directors of the theatre; after the service my grandmother’s family would exchange nods and greetings with the Misses Cons and Baylis. That was the entire extent of the familiarity, but for an Edwardian it was significant, and placed us, in my grandmother’s eyes at any rate, rather closer to the Vic (as she always called it) than ordinary theatregoers. My mother and her brother and sister duly attended plays there, feeling rather special (though they were more often to be found at ballet or opera performances at Sadler’s Wells, that new theatre with an old name which was a late outcrop of Miss Baylis’s missionary passion to spread improving culture to the people). The contact with the Old Vic claimed by Grandma Toto was more personal, less spiritual: she played bridge with Annette Clarke, Lilian Baylis’s loyal Box Office Manager and later assistant, and this pastime resulted in my father and his brothers receiving free tickets for everything at the Vic.
         
 
         Clarkie was long dead by the time Toto started taking me there, in the early 1960s, when the theatre was under the direction of Michael Elliott, later creator of the Royal Exchange Theatre in Manchester. She and I had occasionally been to plays in the West End, but this was a very different experience. For a start, Waterloo was, in those days, a far from salubrious quarter, just as it had been in the 1880s when Emma Cons had transformed the disreputable Old Vic (as the Royal Victoria Theatre was quickly dubbed) into the Royal Victoria Hall and Coffee Tavern. Her plan was to lure the locals out of the pubs and gin palaces and into the warm, clean and alcohol-free auditorium, where they would be diverted and improved by classical concerts and the occasional scene from Shakespeare; little by little, under Lilian Baylis’s direction, this evolved into performances of operas and the first full cycle of Shakespeare’s plays, and in the 1920s and ’30s, still underpinned by evangelical inspiration and desperately underfunded, it had become the great breeding ground of English classical actors. By 1962, when I started going there, it was as chronically short of money as ever, and the evangelical fervour was flagging. Waterloo itself was of course dominated by the station, at the back end of which the theatre was to be found, a far cry from the ultra-modern glamour of the Royal Festival Hall on the South Bank, with its fine position on the river and its commanding view of the West End.
         
 
         The Vic itself was a somewhat unprepossessing four-square building, part of a block which included a large branch of the grocer David Greig. The effects of bombing were still apparent and the impression was functional rather than glamorous. The Lower Marsh, just behind the station, was a busy market, selling clothes and household goods rather than food; to the left of the theatre as you entered was The Cut, a run-down suburban street of butchers, greengrocers, pubs and caffs. Directly opposite the theatre was a little green on which were to be found the successors of Miss Cons’s original target audience, the so-called winos, though methylated spirits was their more likely tipple, with an occasional Brasso chaser.
         
 
         One was nipped pretty smartly past these ladies and gents and into the foyer. This was no vision of loveliness, no prelude to romance: plain, practical, unembellished, it was simply the doorway to the auditorium, the general impression of which was dim, the burgundy seats further darkened by the sweat of thousands of backs and buttocks, the gold paint on the balconies and boxes dulled and peeling, the curtain moth-eaten and sagging. Inexplicably, this tattered and tired interior had a thrilling effect: redolent of past excitements, archaic and mysterious, full of shadows and stray shafts of golden light, it was utterly unlike the outside world. To enter it was to be inducted into a space which was halfway between waking and dreaming, one in which something momentous seemed about to happen. Sometimes, bravely, I took myself to see plays there alone, which meant going to the gallery, to the gods, as I quickly learned to call them. One entered by a side entrance, struggled up what seemed like hundreds of stairs and found oneself sitting on wooden benches, clinging vertiginously onto the metal railings. From this position the auditorium seemed even more dramatic, incorporating as it did a view of the rest of the audience, on whom one looked down, in rather, well, godlike-fashion. Emanating from the Gallery Bar, an aroma of coffee (a direct legacy of Miss Cons, perhaps) permanently hung in the air. And then suddenly the fanfares would sound – it was generally Shakespeare – and one was immediately in the midst of dynastic struggles, or fearing for star-cross’d lovers or chilled by the dank mists enshrouding some Scottish castle.
         
 
         These productions which so enthralled me were, I realise in retrospect, for the most part serviceable rather than inspired. The days of the Old Vic Company under Elliott were numbered: it had already been announced that the newly created National Theatre under the direction of Laurence Olivier would be taking up residence in the building. And when, in short order, they did, they brought with them – to say nothing of the greatest actor in the world, a superb ensemble and a clutch of challenging directors – a team of brilliant theatre managers, architects and press officers (many from Sadler’s Wells) who radically altered the experience of seeing a play at the Old Vic.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         As it happens, in those radiantly enlightened days of the now defunct Inner London Education Authority, we started going in school parties to matinees at the new National Theatre, an electrifying, and, for this particular schoolboy, life-changing experience. Week after week, we were astounded by, say, Colin Blakely and Joyce Redman in Juno and the Paycock, or Olivier’s heartbreaking production of The Three Sisters, or maybe the asphyxiatingly hilarious Feydeau farce A Flea in Her Ear. Almost beyond belief for sheer delight was Much Ado About Nothing, with Maggie Smith and Robert Stephens at their outrageous brilliant best in Zeffirelli’s stupendously Sicilian production, utterly incorrect, in a rewritten text, as our teachers carefully explained to us, replete with anachronisms and cod Italian accents, but releasing more of the pain, the wit and the tenderness of that play than any production I have ever seen. This was an Old Vic transformed.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The exterior of the theatre hardly changed, though the stage door was switched from the left of the theatre to the right, but internally everything was different, from the arrangement of the foyer, which now contained a bookstall and a wide-open box office which radically broke from the tradition of the enclosed, latticed lair of the typical West End theatre, to the graphics announcing the exits and the whereabouts of the bars (very modern), to the colour of the seats (blue) and their arrangement – there was now a gap at row O – and then, most significantly, to the proscenium, which Sean Kenny, Olivier’s first designer, reshaped, thrusting the stage forward and eliminating the stage boxes, which were faced with grey boards. The splendour of the old proscenium arch (however dimmed with age) was now replaced with something functional, even ugly, and the auditorium accordingly lost some of its mystery and charm. The gain was obvious, however, the moment the curtain went up. After the solid and sensible productions of the last days of the Old Vic Company, Olivier and his cohorts offered a riot of colour, in costume, set and performances: sensuality and glamour had returned to the theatre, made all the more dazzling because of the new austerity of the auditorium.
         
 
         The old place was transformed, and my first visits there, with my school on a typical ILEA matinee outing, instantly revised my understanding of what was possible in the theatre. The acting company was a crack unit, strong at every level, with the old warrior, Olivier, leading from the front; but everybody there – ushers, bookstall staff, coffee vendors, all in their smartly functional uniforms – seemed part of the enterprise, which had a swaggering sense of itself that stemmed directly from the boss. Some fairly brutal alterations had been made to the original scheme of the foyers, the walls covered with brown hessian which could be covering hardboard as likely as bricks. Olivier, he claimed, had never liked the Old Vic, where he had his first classical triumphs, and he certainly remade the old place. But it remained recognisably Lilian Baylis’s theatre. When, later, I became an usher, I discovered that the password in case of fire was ‘Miss Baylis is in the house’, which struck me as rather risky, since many of her original customers, now elderly, were regular visitors to the National: the thought of her suddenly wheeling lopsidedly round the corner, frying pan in hand, to take up her usual position in the stage box, there to cook her supper, as was her nightly wont, could easily have given them a heart attack.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         As a supplement to theatre-going, I was reading insatiably. I found plays wonderfully easy to read: I seemed to see them in my mind’s eye as I turned the pages, and raced my way through all of Congreve, Racine, Molière, Goethe, Wilde, Ibsen, Chekhov, Shaw, Maugham, Wesker, Osborne, Jarry, in a state of high excitement, further fanned by Shaw’s theatre reviews, the manifestos of Artaud and Edward Gordon Craig, and Eric Bentley’s brilliantly lucid theoretical writings. But best of all was Kenneth Tynan, whose reviews were still coming hot off the press every week in the Observer. I had read him from the early Sixties and began to find his collections in second-hand bookshops. His sense of occasion, his power of sensuous evocation, his youthful audacity, his political provocativeness, his visceral response to great acting – all these spoke of the theatre as both wildly exciting and very important. The following is a review of Dominic Shellard’s biography.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Tynan’s career as a critic was brief out of all proportion to his subsequent réclame. First at the Evening Standard, and then, triumphantly, at the Observer, his survey of the British theatre lasted just over ten years, after which the poacher turned gamekeeper, and he took up his post at the Old Vic, where he attempted to put into effect the vision he had so vividly articulated in print. With the publication of the remarkably frank and searching Life by his widow, Kathleen, and the subsequent appearance of his Letters and Diaries, and a memoir by his first wife, Elaine Dundy, he has become the best known theatre critic who ever wrote. Even James Agate, the legendary critic of the Sunday Times, the many volumes of whose ongoing Diary, Ego, fill most of a bookshelf, is obscure by comparison. All this is just as Tynan would have wished. What would surely have surprised him is that, despite the availability in print of his dazzling collection of Profiles, none of his critical work – published during his lifetime in various manifestations as Curtains, Tynan on Theatre, Tynan Right and Left – can currently be bought; not even the most brilliant of them all, his precocious first volume He That Plays the King, a Cyril Connollyesque study of theatre with the critic as hero at its centre. Tynan himself has eclipsed his work. This is a grievous loss for anyone remotely interested in theatre in the twentieth century, or indeed in theatre tout court. It is the purpose of Dominic Shellard’s scholarly and rather sober book to focus attention again on what he feels is Tynan’s real achievement.
         
 
         He is quite right to do so. Tynan’s account of the dramatic life of his times is not only irresistibly entertaining, but also gives a vivid if unashamedly prejudiced picture of one of the great turning points in the history of the British theatre; perhaps of equal importance, it is as good an advertisement for the delights of theatre-going as has ever been written. Anyone reading those reviews would be irresistibly impelled – as I, a portly suburban child in the mid-Sixties, most certainly was – to go and see a play. Any play, really: Tynan had the uncommon gift of making flops sound as intriguing as hits. For him, theatre was an arena, a corrida: glory to the victor, but glory to the loser for having fought. He started writing reviews in the early 1950s when the theatre was at its most becalmed, and his attempts to stir it up were instrumental in creating the climate in which a new sort of theatre, represented by the Royal Court, by Peter Hall’s Arts Theatre and by Joan Littlewood at the Theatre Workshop, arose. He was for a while this new theatre’s prophet, its chronicler and its conscience, but then he felt the need to be involved in creating theatre rather than observing it.
         
 
         This tension between participating and observing is central to his life; the central problem of his life, one might say. To him criticism was a conscious act of performance, and the persona he adopted was securely in place by the time he arrived at Oxford, like Oscar Wilde, in fancy dress, dispensing brilliant judgements and outrageous provocations to his astounded contemporaries. The theatre was his chosen arena, and he set about directing with some energy. His quest to be associated with celebrity was already well-established; Donald Wolfit, Paul Scofield and Robert Helpmann all attended the first night of his production of the First Quarto of Hamlet (he had previously directed it at school). From Oxford he went to Lichfield Rep, where he staged twenty-four plays in as many weeks; subsequently he directed for Binkie Beaumont at the Lyric Hammersmith and leased the Bedford, Camden for a somewhat unsuccessful season. But he was already writing, and it was that, rather than his solid work in rep, from which he accrued the attention and excitement that he craved. His career as a director came to an end when he was ignominiously removed from a production of Les Parents Terribles; and Alec Guinness’s eccentric casting of him as the Player King in his own ill-fated production of Hamlet led to universal derision. But the inside knowledge of the processes of theatre thus gained, allied to his cocky, bobby-dazzling style, gave a unique vividness to his reviews. He was, as a bonus, one of the funniest writers of his time; his best jokes still make one laugh out loud. ‘Theatre cramps him,’ he wrote of the barnstorming Donald Wolfit. ‘He would be happiest, I feel, in a large field.’ John Gielgud’s mellifluous production of Richard II, with Paul Scofield in the title role, was ‘an essay, on Mr Gielgud’s part, of mass ventriloquism’; he remarks on Vivien Leigh’s ‘dazzling vocal monotony’. His comment on Edwige Feuillière’s acclaimed Phèdre is funny, too, but an utterly brilliant vivisection of a performance which perfectly describes something with which we are all familiar: ‘Her performance is an immensely graceful apology for Phèdre, a sort of obituary notice composed by a well-wishing friend: but it is never a life, nakedly lived.’
         
 
         The final phrase of this sentence, if it does not summarise the whole of Tynan’s aspiration for the theatre, is certainly a vivid indication of what he expected out of it. His appetite for the stimulation that he felt the theatre could uniquely offer was immense, and informs all his criticism. He needed good theatre, as an addict craves his drug, as a starving man craves nourishment. This is what makes his reviews so urgent and so personal and quite unlike those of any other critic who has ever written. He announced his credo with absolute clarity: ‘The critic [has done his job] if he evokes, precisely and with all his prejudices clearly charted, the state of his mind after the performance has impinged upon it… he will find readers only if he writes clearly and gaily and truly; if he regards himself as a specially treated mirror recording a unique and unrepeatable event.’ Somewhat disingenuously, he claims that ‘the true critic cares little for the here and now… his real rendezvous is with posterity. His review is better addressed to the future; to people thirty years hence who may wonder exactly what it felt like to be in a certain playhouse on a certain distant night.’ In reality, of course, his review can only tell us what it felt like to be Ken Tynan in a certain playhouse on a certain distant night; but that is more than enough when Ken Tynan is as interesting and perpetually interested as he was. It is equally disingenuous to pretend that he had no desire to influence his own times. On the contrary, his agenda in that regard was quite naked. He savagely attacked the institution of censorship in the form of the Lord Chamberlain (‘the ex-Governor of Bombay’, as he relentlessly calls him), the moribund West End, the perceived inadequacies of certain actors, the life-denying philosophy, as he saw it, behind the Theatre of the Absurd. He provoked mercilessly, and without regard to friendship. He caused much pain. The actor and director Sam Wanamaker was driven to great epistolary lengths to rebut Tynan’s wickedly negative account of one of his performances: ‘I will not accept and will fight against your almost psychopathic desire to denigrate me and my work,’ raged Wanamaker. ‘You have no real convictions except those of an avant-garde opportunist… you are a fraud as a critic and will never grow into a great one (which potential you have) until you develop humility and respect for honest work, integrity and sincerity… the most vitriolic piece of critical groin-kicking I have ever come across.’ Tynan was bewildered by this response, just as he failed to understand why Orson Welles didn’t welcome him backstage after he had reviewed Welles’s performance of Othello as ‘Citizen Coon’. He wanted to be a licensed jester in the Shakespeare manner, allowed to say the unsayable, to make the forbidden joke. He loved, he said, testing people; Dundy, in a marvellous phrase, alludes to his primary tactic: to ‘pour oil on troubled waters and then light it.’
         
 
         To him it was all a game, a serious game, but a game nonetheless. There is an obvious analogy here with the aspect of his life that has now become notorious, his addiction to sadomasochistic sex. The pain is not the point, Tynan argues, and anyway, it doesn’t really hurt. Oh yes it did, says Elaine Dundy, whom he liked to cane, and oh yes it did, cry the many victims of his lashing prose. What is startlingly clear from Shellard’s book is that the rift between Tynan’s persona and his private longings rapidly grew to the point that it was increasingly difficult for him to sustain. He needed to out himself in order to get a sense of his own reality, always an elusive matter with him. ‘You are the only proof that I exist,’ he told Dundy during one of their many separations; in his diary he notes ‘My persona and myself have never properly matched.’ After leaving the National he persistently tried to produce a film about his erotic tastes; in his erotic revues, Oh! Calcutta! and Carte Blanche, he attempted to persuade his collaborators to include sketches celebrating them. Rather riskily, he even makes an allusion in a jolly letter to Laurence Oliver thanking him for securing his severance pay for him, among the beneficiaries of which will be ‘Miss Floggy’s finishing school in Maida Vale’. Shellard does not seek to psychoanalyse Tynan, but this is all pretty standard textbook stuff: he grew up not knowing that he was the illegitimate son of a father who had an entirely separate family elsewhere, and that his very existence was a secret. He felt all his life the compulsion to share the secret, and to announce and re-announce his existence to the world at large, obsessed with greatness (‘that inner uproar’) in others.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Apart from theatre, music was the great passion of my life, although I was quite slow in discovering music theatre. Everything in my grandmother’s house revolved around music; there was music to get up to, music to eat to, above all music to drink to, mostly provided by the radio, but for special occasions there was the collection of a hundred or so shellac records, scratched, cracked, bitten into. On what must in that early stereophonic era have been one of the last fully functioning 78 rpm radiograms, we untiringly listened to them. Most of them were of operatic arias, almost without exception from the Italian verismo repertory, and of these, more than ninety per cent were from operas by Puccini. A remarkably large number of them were tenor arias; Gigli – seen in the substantial flesh from the gods at Covent Garden by my mother and aunt in the late Thirties – was the presiding genius, his caressing liquidness swooned over, his sobs sobbed along with. Di Stefano and the briefly famous Luigi Alva were similarly lauded for their sweetness, while for heft, Björling was the man, ‘Nessun Dorma’ and ‘Ch’ella Mi Creda Libero’ thrilled to over and over. My aunt was quite frank about the sexually stirring effect of those Nordic high Cs flung out like javelins. ‘Oomph! Gorgeous. Let’s hear it again!’ Sopranos were less loved; the house diva was plump-toned Joan Hammond – ‘Ah, love me a li-toll’ – while Callas – briefly heard on the radio – was despised. ‘Ugly, ugly, ugly.’ Baritones were rare: I can recall only Tito Gobbi; non-operatic Gobbi, actually: The Legend of the Glass Mountain. But it was Gobbi, as it turned out, who fixed for ever in my mind the ideal of what opera might be. In Opera and Me, written for the Independent in 1995, to coincide with my production of Il Trittico at Broomhill, I explain how.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         It must have been 1965. A Friday night. Two school chums and I were wandering about the centre of town as we usually did at the end of the school week, on a sort of tea-crawl from one Joe Lyons to another, gossiping, dreaming, showing off, smoking furiously, when we happened to drift into Floral Street, down by the Royal Opera House, past the entrance to the gallery. People were filing in; idly I glanced at the poster and saw that they were doing something called Il Trittico. Never heard of it. ‘It’s by Puccini,’ I suddenly noticed. ‘Never heard of him,’ my chums said. I scorned their ignorance. Then I saw that Tito Gobbi was singing in it; had indeed directed it, whatever it was. That settled it. ‘We have to see this,’ I said. They were aghast. We were not what you might call theatregoers at the best of times: and were we now going to submit to an evening of foreign yowling written by one unknown wop, starring another? Somehow I swung it, we paid our three shillings and we found ourselves in the slips, hanging suicidally through the bars at right angles to the stage like three culture-loving gargoyles.
         
 
         The first shock was the sound. I’d never been to a concert, never (apart from my grandmother) heard a live singing voice, and by that marvellously democratic trick of the architects of the Opera House, here, clinging to the rafters, we were exposed far more vividly to the full glory of that swelling, complex orchestra bringing Paris to life than were the toffs sitting a hundred miles below. The voices seemed only a yard away. The physical impact of Gobbi’s voice was sensational, his unmistakable tone, here, in the first of the three operas, Il Tabarro, hardened to reveal the bargee’s bitterness, frustration and despair. It was completely direct: like someone talking to you, someone you knew inside out. I had not heard this before: Björling was always Björling, Gigli always Gigli. They were the noise they made. This was different: a character, a human being. I risked decapitation or at the very least traction as I strained for a glimpse of the physical embodiment of this person so far only heard, not seen. There, finally, at the centre of the grim stage picture, was a man wearing a polo-neck jumper, rough trousers and jacket and some kind of a cap, a man who might have just come off the street. But one was riveted by this ordinary man; the impacted force of his pain sucked you into him. Suddenly, shockingly, by some turn of the head which seemed wholly natural, his eyes would rake the auditorium and you saw the anguish through them as clearly as if you had X-rayed his heart. Puccini’s unforgiving, unrelenting river welled up and up and with it my tears.
         
 
         The interval was a little embarrassing, me snuffling, them bored. The chums had not been having the best time; we went off and smoked passionately then returned for more, they somewhat as if they were about to settle in for double maths. There’s no point now in my pretending that I enjoyed Sister Angelica any more than they did though at the time I worked myself up into some sort of synthetic ecstasy. For Catholic schoolboys to spend an unrelieved fifty-three minutes with twenty nuns after school stretched aesthetic aspiration to breaking point, and anyway, where were the tunes? After the next interval and five more cigarettes each, they decided that it could only get worse and jacked it in. I stubbornly stayed, and so set my life on its future course.
         
 
         I had been totally unprepared for Gobbi’s comic genius. That the granite figure of Il Tabarro should within an hour or so be replaced by this gargoyle, tip-nosed, rubber-mouthed, agile as a monkey, was, and is, uncanny. What was going on around him on stage and in the pit was pretty lively too, but he positively became the music, mercurially transforming himself from bar to bar. He seemed constantly to take – and I do not doubt did take – his fellow singers by surprise, an anarch at the centre of things, pure energy, only finally coming to seem benevolent in time for Schicchi’s final address to the audience, and then only temporarily. Simply the thing he was, made him live.
         
 
         Well, this was IT. I rushed home to proclaim the new gospel. Björling and Gigli, brassy top Cs and creamy cavatinas OUT; character in music and music in action IN. With cruel indifference to the feelings of those with whom I had but days before sobbed and cooed over the old discs, I found a new mentor. I disappeared for long periods to my best friend Billy Brown’s next door. His father Andrew was my guru. He seemed to have stepped out of a Grimm Brothers fairy tale: nearly seventy then, a violinist with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, but also a student of the Koran, a practitioner of yoga, a brewer of mead, a painter, a clockmaker and a reconstructor of ancient instruments. And all this in Streatham. At my urgent demand he regaled us, Billy and me, from his vast experience of playing in orchestra pits since the early Twenties, with the stories of the operas. Not perfunctorily: he described the characters, explained their predicaments. Nobody could have done it more vividly. No opera producer could have conveyed the story as simply, as powerfully. Operas, he made clear, were simply plays told in music. I understood.
         
 
         Shellac was out, now. I put together a gramophone from various spare pieces; then began my love affair with vinyl as I discovered not golden gobbets but whole operas. The sequence, I found, was everything. When I first heard the chain of two arias and a duet at the end of the first act of La Bohème together instead of separately, I thought I’d explode (as I must say I have thought I’d explode on every subsequent hearing). There was no end it seemed to the territories in this new universe. With Stephen Williams’s masterful Come to the Opera as my vade mecum, I more or less moved in to Sadler’s Wells, where the entire repertory crammed itself onto that unaccommodating stage: operettas, early Verdi, Britten, Kurt Weill, Janáček, Thea Musgrave. I could see that the productions were somewhat hastily put together, that the chorus were barely numerous enough to do what was called of them – in The Flying Dutchman the sailors were unmistakably running round the back of the stage to take their place at the end of the rope again. But what the hell. Norman Bailey was singing Daland, for goodness’ sake, Rita Hunter was Senta. Then after some years came the staggering culmination of everything everyone – Lilian Baylis, Tyrone Guthrie, Constant Lambert, Colin Davis and indeed the audience, because we felt ourselves part of the Wells – had worked for, the monumental evening when the Sadler’s Company and the Wells Company joined forces to mount The Mastersingers of Nuremberg on that impossibly tiny stage, Reginald Goodall weaving his immense gold-threaded tapestry in the pit, every strand clear, the whole picture radiant, while all those singers whom we had watched and relished, who had grown in artistic stature from performance to performance as we watched them, were now constituted into the noblest thing the theatre has to offer: a great ensemble, integrated yet individuated, a living organism, a huge celebration of human life.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         In fact, opera was rather closer to home than theatre. This is the first part of Opera and Me.
         
 
         
               

         
 
          
         Opera was in the air from the very beginning. My grandmother had been a singer. Never fully professional, she was a member of that substantial army of part-timers who, before and after the First World War, sang for private gatherings, above all for those mysterious events, Masonics. The zenith of her career had been public, however: at the great Peace Concert at the Albert Hall in 1919, she had sung ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, under the shamelessly allusive name of Vera Melbourne, with such unbridled fervour that the acoustical apparatuses had shattered. Even in her sixties when I first knew her, the voice was huge and rich, almost uncomfortably so at close quarters, as she crooned for my personal pleasure those Masonic favourites ‘Down in the Forest’ by Sir Landon Ronald, or Teresa del Riego’s ‘Homecoming’. Droopy pieces, they seemed to me; better by far was her pièce de résistance, ‘Softly Awakes My Heart’ from Samson et Dalila, produced at the climax of the Friday evenings at my grandmother’s house which, awash with booze and racy talk, were such a feature of my childhood. Slowly (good living and phlebitis having taken their toll over the years) she would make her way around the room, inhabiting the sinuous curve of the melody, pausing to address each male in her path, boldly locking her eyes with his. She sang it quite wonderfully, sexily, dangerously. All her bulk and all her years disappeared and we all of us, her silent partners, felt a little hotter under our collars as she sang to us, us alone, excluding all the others.
         
 
         This, I suppose, was my first experience of opera, of the medium where, pre-eminently, physical circumstances are triumphantly transcended to reach a different kind of truth.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         By now – 1966, when I was seventeen or so – I had seen a good deal of theatre, both lyric and dramatic. Unlike almost all my contemporaries, I was largely ignorant of films: it was not a family pastime. Grandma Toto, whose christened name, incidentally, was Marie Élisabeth Eugénie Lénore, had introduced me to Chaplin on faintly illicit visits to the Movietone Theatre in Waterloo Station after seeing Julius Caesar or The Merchant of Venice at the Vic. We’d watch the whole programme, and sometimes stay and watch it all over again. I wrote this piece for the booklet of a London Philharmonic Orchestra concert in which Carl Davis conducted his own newly composed score for The Circus.
         
 
         
               

         
 
          
         During my lifetime, Charlie Chaplin, that multifaceted genius, more famous in his day than Jesus or the Buddha, has been consistently underrated, not least by actors, who for the most part profess themselves scornful of the ostentatiousness of his technical skills, nauseated by his sentimentality, and unamused by his comedy. I have always been bewildered by this view. I was introduced to his work by a grandmother who was addicted to it. In those pre-NFT, pre-video, prehistoric days, we would go all over London to catch them. Sometimes the tiny Clifton cinema on Brixton Hill would be showing a three-reeler alongside a Tarzan movie, and the cinema in Waterloo Station was a pretty good bet, too, though you never knew what you might get. Of the feature films, especially the ones in sound, there was very little sight. My dear old grandma, a woman who otherwise betrayed very little sense of humour, would shake with laughter, tears rolling down her cheeks, as she re-enacted the scene in The Gold Rush where Chaplin eats his boot. She had no particular mimetic gifts, but somehow she managed to suggest the incongruous delicacy with which the little tramp addresses his task. When I finally saw the film, it was remarkable how much of it she had been able to convey, which I take to be a great tribute to him: it had made such an extraordinary impact on her. His absolute mastery of his own physical instrument is phenomenal, his expressiveness unparalleled. When, as a very young man, he was appearing with Fred Karno in a theatre in Paris, playing the drunken toff which was his most famous role before he created The Tramp, he was summoned at the interval to a box where he was gravely informed by a stocky bearded man with peculiarly penetrating eyes, ‘Monsieur Chaplin, vous êtes un artiste.’ It was Debussy.
         
 
         Both in conception and execution, Chaplin was in a league of his own. The character of The Tramp is a creation of the highest brilliance. In his great book Chaplin: Last of the Clowns, the American critic Parker Tyler identifies the elements – the hat, the walk, the moustache – showing where they came from and how Chaplin assembled them; what is harder to explain is why the strange child–man with his tottering, oscillating walk, his bowler hat and his bendy cane is at the same time so funny and so affecting, or how Chaplin makes of him a universal image of humankind, indestructibly optimistic regardless of the setbacks inflicted on him by a capricious destiny. Where is he from, who is he? He has no name, being known only as The Tramp, though he is scarcely what we think of today as a street person. He has distinct sartorial and social aspirations; he is gallant and fastidious, and is a defenceless victim of Cupid’s dart, endlessly falling unsuitably in love at first sight. But he comprehends nothing of the world. He fails to understand that his adorable moues and dazzling smiles hold no sway against the musclemen and plutocrats to whom the women for whom he falls are attached, nor has he the confidence to assert himself against bullies and figures of authority, or the skills to hold down a job. In love and in work, he is unceremoniously shown the door, ending up over and over again in the gutter. But he always picks himself up, brushing himself down with some elegance, as if he were his own valet, proceeding, generally in the company of someone equally ill-favoured, to the next rejection, the next infatuation, the next dashed dream. Hope springs eternal. It is the inevitable repetition of failure, and the constant witty assertion of dignity, that speaks so deeply to us.
         
 
         From the beginning, even before the arrival of The Tramp, Chaplin the writer and director was ceaselessly inventive, and his increasingly ambitious structures take the modern world on board with growing complexity. In City Lights, The Tramp is nearly overwhelmed by the sprawling vastness of the metropolis; in Modern Times, he is literally chewed up and spat out by the great heartless machines he is called on to operate. He scarcely belongs to the world in which he finds himself, but, like a cat or a drunk, he negotiates it with crazy grace, dancing away from danger as the structure disintegrates around him. Politically speaking, Chaplin was a radical populist in the mould of Dickens: instinctively identifying with the disadvantaged, naturally suspicious of the establishment, acutely conscious of the dehumanising effect of organised capital. In the America of the Fifties, this meant that he was a de facto Communist, though he was no such thing.
         
 
         It was inevitably difficult for Chaplin to maintain the reckless improvisatory brilliance of his early movies. His projects took longer and longer to gestate and indeed to shoot, with a resultant loss of brio; his reluctant embrace of sound robbed them of some of their expressiveness, and led to his adoption of somewhat ponderous narrative procedures. There is scarcely a moment of his own performances within them, however, that is without some touch of genius: in The Great Dictator, Hynkel’s dance with the globe and the barber shaving a customer to Brahms’ Fifth Hungarian Dance, the murderous bigamist’s dazzling prestidigitation as he counts up his ill-gotten gains in Monsieur Verdoux. It is in such moments that the golden legacy of Chaplin’s Music Hall background is at its most evident. Elsewhere characterisation and even mise-en-scène tend to creak; the liberal humanitarian message of the films is spelt out rather too clearly, no doubt. The truth is that Chaplin’s art was perfectly suited to the early cinema, and he exploited it more brilliantly than anyone else had done: the medium and the man were made for each other. Then the medium changed, and nothing that he was able to do, despite all his wealth and power, could stop it in its evolution. The Music Hall, too, had died, leaving him stranded in a different world of expression, a point movingly made in Limelight, which should, by rights, have been his last film.
         
 
         No actor and no film-maker can fail to learn from the early, pre-sound films, which, especially when shown with live accompaniment as intended, achieve a kind of perfection and create a kind of exhilaration which later cinema has found hard to match.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Toto’s other favourite was Danny Kaye, and we saw that master’s The Court Jester twice. I was rather keener on Tarzan, for reasons that I dimly began to understand: how bored she must have been by the acres of Gordon Scott’s scantily clad flesh of which I could never have enough, sitting in the dark, silently willing that loincloth to slip. When I came back from Africa, television – the early days of which I had completely missed – became something of an obsession. Grandma Toto never had a television, all the days of her life, but Grandma Vera did, and I immediately became an addict. To begin with it was Coronation Street I loved (my impersonations of Ena Sharples and Minnie Caldwell and Leonard Swindley were much sought after), but when my mother finally succumbed and got a set, around the time that BBC2 started, I saw the classic films they so regularly broadcast, and fell in love with the work above all of Jean Renoir and Ingmar Bergman. Film had its classics, I discovered, just as much as theatre. When I was seventeen, I abruptly stopped watching television – my mother had now become the addict – and I continued my celluloid education in the art-house cinemas scattered around London and at the National Film Theatre under Waterloo Bridge. But though I had begun to grasp the role of the director, and in time was to be able to tell the work of one from another, it was always the actors that made my pulse beat faster. Peter Ustinov was, I knew, a distinguished actor–writer–director, but his fascination to me was as a personality. Indeed, for quite a time when people asked me what I wanted to be, I would answer, ‘A Personality,’ and it was always Peter Ustinov I had in mind. I got to know him a little, eventually: I wrote this review of John Miller’s biography of him in September 2002.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Last year Peter Ustinov, that Puckish polyglot twinkler, that elegant cosmopolitan anarch, turned, improbably, eighty, and much credit he received in the land of his birth. The Germans went crazy; the French offered various hommages; the Italians were effusive; but the British could scarcely manage a newspaper interview. The present volume is celebratory in intent, but the great man deserves something more illuminating, and so do we. Mr Miller is a sympathetic and intelligent chronicler of thespian extravagance, having previously done solid service in the matter of Sir John Gielgud and Sir Ralph Richardson: but though his appreciation of Ustinov and his delight in him are not in doubt, he is unable to draw our attention to quite how astonishing a phenomenon he is.
         
 
         He has written, in fact, a very nice book about a jolly talented chap, a bit of a genius, perhaps, but frightfully nice with it. The books, the plays, the films, the documentaries, the stories, the epigrams, the languages simply roll out one after another as if it were the most normal thing in the world.
         
 
         But hold on just a second. This is a man who was an instant star in revue at the age of eighteen, appearing with serene confidence alongside such sainted gargoyles as Robert Helpmann and Edith Evans, and garnering rather better notices; whose first West End play was written when he was nineteen and performed two years later while he was still in the army, to be acclaimed as the Best Play of the War; whose first feature film, in which he also starred, was made when he was twenty-five; who thereafter produced play after play (twenty-one of them eventually), some of which he also directed, and in many of which he starred, not merely in the West End and on Broadway but also in Paris, in Berlin and in Rome, in the languages of their respective countries; who has in addition written admirable novels (one of them something of a masterpiece), short stories, history, political commentary; who created the trailblazing radio programme In All Directions, without which The Goons would scarcely have been possible; who has been a roving and highly effective ambassador for international organisations and a fiercely proactive rector of both Dundee and Durham Universities; who has toured the world making hard-hitting documentaries which often involved him in challenging interviews with the great statesmen and women of the day; and who has done all of this on a bubble of irrepressible and epidemically contagious mirth. He is utterly, magnificently unique, and Mr Miller is unable to convey this, nor to wonder how it came about.
         
 
         Part of the problem stems from his subject. For one thing, Ustinov has, in Dear Me, written one of the most deliriously funny and provocative theatrical autobiographies in the canon, original in form and beguiling in expression, and Miller is sadly doomed to retelling many of its best stories in leaden paraphrase; for another, his constant activity, both professionally and in the charitable and educational spheres, serves to obscure the man. There seem no moments of repose, of reflection, of doubt. Dear Me was more revealing in these areas, often, admittedly, in the things it refused to address and in the way they were deflected. There is a brief meditation in The Gift of Laughter on the probable melancholy at the heart of his preponderantly Slavic soul, but like so much else in the book, it turns out to be just one of those things – now and then a chap gets a bit blue, but he always rises above it.
         
 
         In Miller’s account, personal matters – parents, wives, children, all of whom, it would appear, have been not unproblematic – are discreetly touched on then swiftly passed by. An arresting fact occasionally appears but is allowed to scurry on, unexamined: his father’s flirtatiousness turned him as a youth, Ustinov says, into a puritan; he discovered ‘a lot of things’ too late; when you play King Lear ‘you’re going out to sea in a boat alone with Shakespeare’. These are tiny cracks in the otherwise unendingly polished and accomplished façade, but Mr M is too polite to let us see what might lie behind them. Billy Budd, he quite rightly asserts, is a fine film, but he does not enquire what it was that drew Ustinov to that disturbing story, nor why it should be so much the best of his films as a director. He never speculates on how Ustinov’s many skills were acquired. Make a film? Easy. Hold a thousand people rapt for two hours on your own? A doddle. The subject and the author are equally incurious about what it is actually like to be Peter Ustinov. Perhaps he would prefer not to go into awkward and possibly painful places, but if he is to be part of the human race we, the readers, need to.
         
 
          
         What Miller gets absolutely right, in his title and in his text, is the supremacy of humour in Ustinov’s life and work. His talent is indeed prodigious and prodigal, exploratory and innovative (his 1960 play Photo Finish, for example, anticipates and eclipses the formal conceit of Edward Albee’s wildly over-praised Three Tall Women of thirty-five years later). But his genius, and that is what it is, is unquestionably for comedy. His recorded turns – the Mock Mozart opera, the Phoney Folk Songs (Russian: ‘the song of a peasant whose tractor has betrayed him’; Norwegian: ‘the lament of a young woman rejected by a dilatory troll’), his impersonation of the entire Gibraltar Grand Prix – are perfect works of art, and their present unavailability is a crime and a disgrace.
         
 
         He is funny enough on the page, on the air and on screen, but in the flesh he is discombobulatingly funny, as only the greatest comedians are: he engenders an air of surreal fantasy which turns the world into a madhouse peopled by meticulously observed loons, megalomaniacs and doubters. His incomparably brilliant ear, both for accent and for phrase, his facial and physical versatility, his emotional flexibility produce transformations so instant and so complete that he seems to be possessed, like a sort of droll shaman. This atmosphere of hilarity he commands is as potent as a powerful sexual attraction, and as hard to control.
         
 
         I once had occasion to interview him on television on the subject of Charles Laughton. Before the cameras had started to roll, only minutes after meeting the man, I was already, after a few preliminary pleasantries, in serious trouble. He told his Lew Grade story: about how Grade had received a telegram from a rabbi saying that if only Jesus of Nazareth had been made at the time, the crucifixion need never have happened. Whimpering, gurgling noises started to emerge from my mouth as he proceeded. I was delirious, out of control. The cameras rolled. It was a struggle to ask my simple questions. He continued, unforgiving, describing the visit of his son Igor to the set of Spartacus during the filming of the bathhouse scene. Igor pointed at Laughton, asking, ‘Who is that lady?’ ‘That is not a lady,’ Ustinov gently pointed out, ‘it is Mr Laughton, a very famous actor.’ ‘Well,’ said the boy, not unreasonably, ‘if he’s not a lady, why has he got breasts?’
         
 
         His evocation of Laughton gathering up the skirts of his toga and withdrawing to consider the scale of the insult he had just received destroyed us all – the cameramen, the director, the continuity girl. I’ve never experienced anything quite like it – mass hysteria on the part of six people trained to maintain absolute silence. Now that’s genius. ‘I was irrevocably betrothed to laughter,’ he tells Miller, ‘the sound of which has always seemed to me the most civilised music in the universe.’ He has spoken his own perfect epitaph.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Although I rejoiced in Ustinov’s comic performances, I was aware that there were greater heights to which actors could aspire. Two performances in particular had scorched themselves on my imagination, Laurence Olivier’s as Richard III, and Charles Laughton’s in The Hunchback of Notre Dame, two men with mangled bodies, one revenging himself on the world for it, the other impossibly looking for love despite it. Laughton’s was the one I identified with; it moved me in ways I simply didn’t understand. Olivier’s film was much more straightforward, pure Grand Guignol, in lurid Technicolor as against Laughton’s muted black and white. I had first seen it as a six-year-old, and it had given me screaming-out-loud nightmares, especially the terrifying scene with the young princes. This was a Captain Hook who could really kill you. I caught up with the film again when I was thirteen or fourteen, consumed with adolescent self-disgust, feeling myself to be deformed in some way. This time, identifying with Richard, I was excited by his superbly expressed contempt for the beautiful and the shapely. I was also by now aware that there was such a thing as acting. Having seen other examples of Olivier’s film performances – Hamlet, Henry V, Khartoum, Spartacus – I could see and hear how he was using himself physically and vocally, the way in which he was able to command his voice and body to do his will. This I found exhilarating and inspiring, and lodged in my brain the liberating possibility of transformation. One did not have to be stuck, it appeared, with the face and the form that nature had given one. Olivier’s voice, in particular, astounded me. I spent my days – far away from anyone who might hear me – shrieking out phrases like ‘Cry God for Harry, England and St George!’ and ‘A horse! A horse! My kingdom for a horse!’ It’s a wonder I didn’t give myself nodules. Both his Richard and Laughton’s Quasimodo stuck in my mind, became part of my mental landscape, in a way which I began to understand was the defining characteristic of great performances: they wouldn’t let go of you.
         
 
         I began to learn something about the history of the stage, to read about actors past. Garrick is the first actor about whom we know a great deal. I reviewed Ian McIntyre’s biography in the Sunday Times in 1999. 
         
 
         
                

         
 
          
         Every age redefines acting, almost without exception in terms of greater realism. The New Actor, fresh on the scene, startles by his immediacy and truthfulness, making other actors seem stagey, hammy, corny. In time, the new truthfulness becomes widely current, and is in turn revealed as stagey, hammy, corny, to be replaced by the new New Actor; a familiar process across the whole range of human activity.
         
 
         It occurred with particular abruptness in the case of David Garrick. His sudden eruption into London’s theatrical life in 1742 with his sensational portrayal of Richard III shocked the city and the profession.
         
 
         The almost unknown twenty-five-year-old wine merchant from Lichfield gave an account of the role of such vividness and confidence that older actors of the day were immediately thrown onto the defensive. ‘If this young fellow is right,’ said James Quin, one of the reigning stars of the time, ‘then we have all been wrong.’
         
 
         What was it that so electrified Garrick’s contemporaries? In a word, actuality. The actors of the mid-eighteenth century were still recycling the rhetorical French style which they had adopted with the reopening of the theatres at the Restoration: the manner was declamatory, impressive, ponderous; Quin himself – the mighty Quin, a great barrel of a man with a deeply sonorous voice and the swaying motion of an ocean-going vessel – was the supreme exemplar of this style. The impact of Garrick, slight (only 5’3”), nimble, swift in thought and flexible in utterance, responsive to every impulse in the language, each development in the character, was clearly breathtaking.
         
 
         Audiences felt that they were for the first time in the presence of the character, rather than a stylised representation of him, because they were able to see his thinking, minute by minute; moreover, the quite exceptional expressiveness of Garrick’s somewhat bland features, which seemed to be inhabited by the whole gamut of human emotions in rapid succession, was a marvel in itself, a sort of conjuring trick that defied disbelief. His senior contemporaries preferred on the whole to demonstrate the conventionalised lineaments of a role; they were reproducing the past. Garrick was thrillingly, hair-raisingly present.
         
 
         His career took off instantly and with bewildering variety; his range encompassed high comedy, farce and tragedy – often on the same evening. When he played King Lear for the first time (at the ripe age of twenty-six) he followed it on the same bill with Cibber’s after-piece The Schoolboy, in which he played the fifteen-year-old Master Johnny. Needless to say, his fellow players did not take his sudden ascendancy lying down. ‘This might be a proper representation of a mad tailor,’ sniffed the comedian Samuel Foote, ‘but by no means corresponds with my idea of King Lear.’
         
 
         The criticisms of his contemporaries bear a striking similarity to those offered to one of this century’s thespian mould-breakers, Laurence Olivier, whose early performances in Shakespeare were held to be a smack in the face for the values of nobility, lyricism, elevated tone and resonance. In fact, Olivier and Garrick have a number of things in common; how Garrick would have enjoyed Olivier’s famous doubles of Oedipus and Mr Puff, Hotspur and Justice Shallow. Like Olivier, Garrick was criticised for his naturalistic phrasing; his pauses were analysed in minute detail.
         
 
         It was an age when theatre was the great metropolitan sport: the rival companies at Covent Garden and Drury Lane had their supporters and their detractors, whose conduct makes the most extreme football hooligans seem like pussycats. The best job to have in London c.1750 was a theatre repairer: at the slightest provocation the denizens of the pit would smash the benches, tear down the lighting sconces, and set fire to the curtains. The workmen would move in, swiftly reconstruct the auditorium, and the next day or the day after it would be business as usual, until the next offence from the stage, which could be almost anything: inaudibility, price increases, political incorrectness (betraying Francophilia, for example). Even Garrick, on whom the audience bestowed almost continuous favour, was hauled over the coals in this manner from time to time, though there is no record of him being made to kneel to the audience in contrition, the fate of many of his fellow players.
         
 
         By 1747, a mere five years after his debut, Garrick was co-manager of Drury Lane, his reign inaugurated with a prologue written by his former schoolmaster and fellow Lichfielder, Samuel Johnson, with whom he had a somewhat uncomfortable lifelong friendship. ‘’Tis yours this night to bid the reign commence,’ the prologue proclaimed, ‘Of rescued nature and reviving sense.’ And he was true to his word. Over the next twenty years of his tenure, he raised standards, of acting, lighting, scenic design and of the general conditions of theatre-going. The eighteenth-century playhouse was not the cesspit of the Restoration, but it was very noisy and the division between backstage and front of house not always clear. Garrick helped reform all this. As far as his encouragement of new writing is concerned, his record is mixed, but it is greatly to his credit that he brought back into circulation a number of Shakespeare’s plays, in more or less mutilated versions, but nonetheless always done with great vivacity and imagination.
         
 
         It was inevitable that he should have been the frontman for the Shakespeare Jubilee of 1769; the beginnings of the Shakespeare industry can readily be discerned in this event, which passed uncomfortably from pageant to pomposity until it was rained off. It confirmed Garrick’s position not only at the head of his profession but as a distinguished member of society long before Henry Irving’s symbolic knighthood supposedly made acting respectable; his acquaintance included dukes and marquesses, and indeed the intelligentsia of Britain and Europe.
         
 
         His acting was immensely influential on both sides of the Channel, not simply in theatrical terms, but philosophically. As part of the great rationalist inquiry into the human condition, the Enyclopédistes, and particularly Diderot, were fascinated by his ability apparently to create emotions at will: what did this tell us about the human brain? The Paradox of Acting, Diderot’s famous dialogue, identifies what has become the central issue of acting: to feel or not to feel? ‘Garrick will put his head between two folding doors and in the course of five or six seconds his expression will change successively from wild delight to temperate pleasure, from this to tranquillity, from tranquillity to surprise, from surprise to blank astonishment, from that to sorrow, from sorrow to the air of one overwhelmed, from that to fright, from fright to horror, from horror to despair, and thence he will go up again to the point from which he started. Can his soul have experienced all these feelings, and played this kind of scale in concert with his face? I don’t believe it; nor do you.’ If this was face-pulling, it is on a titanic scale. Johnson crushingly observed: ‘David looks much older than he is… such an eternal restless fatiguing play of the muscles must certainly wear out a man’s face before its real time.’
         
 
         To the day of his retirement, audiences were astonished by his performances. He had few failures – Othello, Romeo, Hotspur – and seemed to understand his own range. He had a repertory of more than ninety roles; small wonder that, exhausted by management, acting, directing and writing – innumerable prologues and after-pieces and a number of very enjoyable full-length plays – he took a long sabbatical; he was forty-six, had acted for twenty-one years, and seriously wondered whether he hadn’t lost the taste for it. After eighteen months, he returned, renewed, and finally retired at the early age of sixty. His health was by now poor, and death – from the same savage kidney condition which claimed Mozart (uraemia: ‘the stone’) – came quite soon after. His obsequies were of the most splendid; the nation mourned.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Hesketh Pearson’s wonderful book about Beerbohm Tree, for whom he had worked, superbly evoked the late Victorian theatre; while Edward Gordon Craig’s book about Henry Irving was a kind of Blakeian vision of acting. Next to that, I read Shaw’s sceptical journalistic account of Irving, and Laurence Irving’s magisterial three-volume Life. Such conflicting opinions seemed to surround any great actor; there was no consensus. In 2005, I reviewed a recent and brilliantly perceptive book about the great actor which shows him as one of the key figures of his age.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         When the actor-manager Henry Irving appeared for his curtain call in Swansea on his farewell tour in 1905, someone started softly singing ‘Lead Kindly Light’; soon the whole audience joined in. Not long afterwards on the same tour, after playing the title role in Becket in Bradford, he died. The last lines he uttered on stage were ‘Into thy hands, O Lord, into thy hands.’ When his lifeless body was borne through the streets at the beginning of his final journey back to London, thousands of people assembled along the way in perfect silence, a response repeated tenfold in London when he was interred amidst high pomp in Westminster Abbey; the cabmen going about their work that day wore black bows on their whips. All this for an actor? A mere actor? As it happens, the intense national mourning for Irving was the culmination of everything he had striven for in his life: the elevation of the status both of the actor and the theatre itself from bawdy disrepute and intellectual dismissal to a central place in the national landscape. His knighthood, bestowed in 1895, the first awarded to an actor, was powerfully symbolic of the respectability the theatre had acquired in the forty years since he had been acting professionally. That he was personally responsible for this transformation was in no doubt. ‘The actor’s world he lifted up,’ said one of the many poems inspired by his demise, ‘From base report and evil sway / Into the purer light of day / Where art and beauty rule the play.’
         
 
          
         A crucial figure in the development of the theatre, Irving is equally significant as a man of his times, a phenomenon of the Victorian age, and it is as such that Jeffrey Richards considers him in a book which, though academic in design, is commendably clear in expression (when the non-word ‘performativity’ crops up in his otherwise jargon-free text, it is a bit of a shock). The details of Irving’s extraordinary life are briskly despatched in an opening paragraph, and then reappear in different contexts in Richards’s thematically headed chapters, in each of which a key concept of the Victorian world is explored. The thematic approach yields remarkable and unexpected glimpses of him. Focusing on Irving’s evangelical convictions, his Christian socialism, for example, reveals the central position in his world view of the ideal of gentlemanliness, of chivalry; this sense of the ennobling power of gentle strength was brought to its apotheosis in his production of King Arthur. Similarly his commitment to the educative potential of the theatre has its roots in the same philosophy, and resulted in the commission of a large number of historical dramas (Charles I, Becket, Robespierre, Dante), all scrupulously researched historically and archaeologically, none undertaken without extensive consultations with the British Museum.
         
 
         The designs of his shows – entrusted to the leading painters of the day – were universally acknowledged to be miracles both of stagecraft and aesthetic accomplishment; when the curtain went up on the first scene of Charles I, the set painter had to be given a round of applause before the play could continue. Irving’s exploration of the possibilities of light (always evocative gas or limelight, never harsh and unpoetic electricity) was exhaustive and innovative, constantly aspiring to ever greater patination of texture. Richards’s book is especially thought-provoking in its account of Irving’s achievements as a director. He endlessly strove for a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, the integration of all the elements – scenic, musical, thespian – into one artistically overwhelming gesture, hypnotising his audiences with a succession of sustained and deeply harmonised visions. The intention was spiritual as much as theatrical: by sheer force of will and intensity of belief, he turned Tennyson’s indifferent verse drama Becket into an act of worship. Even his (many) detractors admired the physical productions at the Lyceum Theatre, achieved with the aid of veritable armies of collaborators, on stage and off: in one of his shows, Robespierre, the company of sixty-nine actors was supported by three hundred and fifty staff backstage; the regular standing orchestra consisted of thirty-five players. In one sense, his work was old-fashioned, the culmination of the nineteenth-century stagecraft of illusion, but in another he looked forward to the cinema: had he lived only thirty years later, that is surely where his great talents would have found their proper place. The most remarked-on scene in his production of The Merchant of Venice, for example, was one not envisaged by Shakespeare at all, in which Shylock returned to his empty house, knocked at the door and was greeted by silence. The curtain fell as he turned his grief-stricken face to the audience. In the parlance of Hollywood, Irving was ‘opening the play out’.
         
 
         Richards fascinatingly proposes that Irving’s passion to create theatrical harmony was fuelled by his sharp awareness of one of the central Victorian experiences: doubleness, the schism in the soul, the lie in the heart. Many of the age’s most famous citizens led double lives: Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Oscar Wilde. Wilde and Robert Louis Stevenson provided the great fictional exemplars of this doubleness, and Irving’s repertoire encompassed many plays in which he played twins, one brother noble, the other dastardly. Most famously he brought to the stage the portrayal of stricken conscience: Eugene Aram, Faust, Vanderdecken in The Flying Dutchman. Supreme among these guilt-racked figures was Matthias in The Bells, his first and perhaps greatest success: ‘The feverish alertness engendered by the strife of a strong will against a sickening apprehension,’ as a contemporary wrote, ‘the desperate sense, now defiant and now abject, of impending doom, the slow analysis of the feelings, under the action of remorse – these indeed were given with appalling truth.’
         
 
         Few disputed Irving’s greatness as Matthias, but despite his pre-eminence as a manager, his gifts as an actor were by no means universally acknowledged. ‘Nature has done very little to make an actor of him,’ wrote Henry James. ‘His face is not dramatic, it is the face of… anything other than a possible Hamlet or Othello. His figure is of the same cast, and his voice… is apparently wholly unavailable for the purposes of declamation.’ The playwright Henry Arthur Jones identified the doubleness at the heart of his art, writing of him that ‘he was supremely great in what was grim, raffish, ironic, crafty, senile, sardonic, devilish; he was equally great in what was dignified, noble, simple, courtly, removed, unearthly, saintly and spiritual. The core of them was in himself. The sly impishness, the laconic mockery and grim diablerie that were the underwoof of his character were the strange, harmonious complements of his hauteur, asceticism and spirituality.’ It is a paradox that such an exotic and complex actor, with no access to straightforwardly heroic or romantic characters, should have become the outstanding actor of the day. He achieved his pre-eminence by will-power, by unremitting hard work and by shrewd manipulation. He imposed himself on the British theatre, and the British theatre on the nation.
         
 
         Richards’s book is wonderfully informative about the Victorian cult of celebrity (a word which, surprisingly, was current in more or less its present meaning from the 1850s) and Irving knew exactly how to turn it to his advantage. The first London manager for whom he worked – ‘Colonel’ Hezekiah Linthicum Bateman, who occupied roughly the same position in his life that ‘Colonel’ Parker did in Elvis Presley’s – taught him the black arts of promotion. Irving and his general manager, Bram Stoker (author of Dracula), engineered sensational atmospheres at first nights, and cleverly paid court to friendly critics; Irving’s intimate dinner parties backstage for the greatest celebrities of the day – Liszt, Gladstone, Buffalo Bill, Whistler – make him the Elton John of his days. His cultivation of royalty knew no limits: he personally paid for the Command Performances he gave at Windsor. He became something of a cult himself, his idiosyncratic appearance – long hair, pince-nez, tall broad-rimmed hat, low collar, and flowing-collared coat – widely imitated.
         
 
         Alongside all this commercial calculation was his mission to transform public attitudes to the theatre. His strictly Nonconformist mother had cut him off the moment he decided to make the stage his profession, and after the first night of The Bells his upper-crust wife Florence asked him: ‘Are you going to go on making a fool of yourself like this all your life?’ As soon as she said the words, he stopped the carriage, got out, and never spoke to her again; nor was he ever reconciled to his mother. But he determined to prove them wrong: that the stage was both moral and serious. Tirelessly making speeches, cultivating academic, journalistic, ecclesiastical and aristocratic patronage, he succeeded triumphantly. ‘I know of nothing in the history of modern civilisation,’ wrote a contemporary, ‘that can compare with the revolution in thought and idea caused by Irving’s work in connection with the theatre as a national institution.’ For the Coronation of his patron and supporter Edward VII, he threw – at his own expense – a banquet on the stage of the Lyceum for all the colonial premiers, princes and their retinues. His knighthood (announced the day that Oscar Wilde was convicted of gross indecency) seemed to confirm that the theatre was now part of the establishment. This did not mean that it was reactionary: Irving himself was socially and intellectually progressive; his Shylock was a radical reassessment of the character from a characteristically liberal perspective. But it meant that the theatre now operated from within society rather than from its traditional position, at its barely respectable fringes.
         
 
         Towards the end of his life, Irving unveiled a plaque to one of his great predecessors, James Quin. The stage journal The Era commented: ‘The present generation, with its keen sensitiveness, its intellectual activity, its moderation, its humanity, and its self-control, paid honour on Friday to the eighteenth-century ideal of an actor: the three-bottle or six-bottle man, the rake, the duellist and the beau. How much humanity has advanced since those days of limited ablution and unlimited paint, powder and perfume; of foolish fighting and intemperate indulgence; or heartless repartee and scandalous epigram, it is hardly necessary to note.’ From this distance, it is hard not to lament what has been lost: the great alternative carnival tradition, embracing the antipodes so alarming to the Victorians, celebrating the continuum of existence, exalting the communal body. Thanks to Irving, the theatre ceased to be part of us and became part of them. It has yet to be fully reclaimed.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         My knowledge of the theatre, past and present, was becoming encyclopedic. Immersing myself in it in almost scholarly fashion, I was at a loss to know what to do with these insights, these overwhelming emotions. I had a small – a tiny – outlet in the Sixth Form Literary and Debating Society, which I had founded with the sole purpose of giving myself the opportunity of reading great roles in dramatic masterpieces, which I accordingly did. As the price of that indulgence, I reluctantly submitted to the tedious horrors of the weekly debate. I was also involved in another form of play-acting, in that I had been appointed Head Boy of the school. It was a part I took to enthusiastically, seeing myself as a Reform candidate, which I suppose I must have been. I was a dunce at sport, success in which area had hitherto been the sole criterion for Head Boyship; they must, I reasoned, have wanted something different. So I gave it to them. I vigorously set about transforming the prefectorial system, attempting to increase the prefects’ power and responsibilities and diminish those of the teachers. The headmaster, like many another absolute ruler who has wanted to make a gesture in the direction of change, found that he didn’t in fact want to change anything, and blocked my reforms. I handed in my notice. Like Lady Bracknell, he told me that if I should cease to be Head Boy, he would inform me of the fact; until then I was to go back to doing what every other Head Boy had done. As this amounted to being tall and handsome and doing dashing things with balls, I was unable to oblige, and sulked my way through my year of tenure, in office but not in power.
         
 
         I left school in a state of high disgust, reviling the academic life in any form, determined above all not to go to university. Instead, I went to work in Oppenheim’s Library Wholesalers in South Kensington, which was a mistake for someone who loved books, as it involved carrying large piles of Mills and Boon romantic novels from one shelf to another. My visits to the National at the Old Vic became compulsive. As I have recorded elsewhere, my passion for it, and especially for what I perceived to be the company spirit that seemed to touch every part of that organisation – ushers, bookstall, ice-cream sellers – led me to write a three-foolscap-page letter to Olivier himself. I stood by the letter box trembling before I finally bit the bullet and shoved the letter in. Astoundingly, he wrote back by return of post, inviting me to come and work at the Old Vic, in the box office. This was my first professional connection with the theatre. I could scarcely have hoped for a more exhilarating one. The National, though it was going through a slightly sticky patch, was still close to its golden zenith. When I went to work there in 1967, it was only five years after it had opened, and I sold tickets for some of the productions which had made it world famous, bringing a level of glamour to the classical theatre that it had scarcely known since the days of Irving and Tree. Olivier’s combination of absolute mastery of the physical aspects of acting with a determination to make his work speak directly to the audience about their own lives permeated the organisation he had created, which felt dedicated in every fibre of its being to creating the nightly miracles on stage that I was now able to see as often as I liked.
         
 
         Ken Tynan’s influence was everywhere too. He would appear in a foyer or down a corridor, a haunted, brooding presence, immensely tall, his legs stick-thin, the skin pulled tight over his skull, eyes bulging with intelligence, a lit cigarette always delicately held between second and third fingers. At the age of forty-two he was already the figure he later described himself as being, Tynanosaurus Rex, his best work behind him. To me he seemed mythic, more so, curiously, than Olivier himself, whose offstage persona of absent-minded senior clerk of a city company was unimpressive, if endearing. At the time, Tynan was notorious: he had just said ‘fuck’ on television, he was talking about producing an erotic revue, and he was publicly at war with the Board of the National. I of course knew nothing about the dramas that were at the time engulfing the organisation; I simply knew that if the National were anything like the sort of theatre Tynan lauded in his reviews – glamorous, cosmopolitan, provocative – then I wanted to be part of it. On the whole, it was, and that it was, was in no small measure thanks to him; but it was a brief golden age, and it ended badly for both Olivier and Tynan. When he left the National, Tynan lost an empire, and never thereafter found a role. Even I was vaguely aware that there was dissent in the ranks, that my hero was on the way out as a result of titanic boardroom struggles, that Sir Laurence was not as well as he might be. All this gossip was thrilling: the National was always in the newspapers, the world and his wife wanted tickets, there was a constant sense of its place at the centre of cultural life. For me this was exactly what I had dreamed of. However menial my position might be (and it was), Life seemed suddenly to matter; I seemed to have escaped the rut of the ordinary, to be condemned to which was the thing I dreaded more than anything in life.
         
 
         But more than that, I was able, eventually, to observe the life of the theatre. It was a real company, over a hundred people uncomfortably squeezed together in that cramped and antiquated building. Olivier had with brilliant cunning insisted on a cheap but excellent canteen in the Old Vic, so that everyone would eat there. There I met people central to the running of the theatre but of whose existence I had hitherto scarcely been aware: electricians, stage carpenters, wardrobe mistresses, wig masters, stage managers, all evidently feeling themselves part of some mad dysfunctional family, rubbing up against each other with a boisterous and occasionally venomous esprit de corps. The Stage Manager Diana Boddington was one of the first of the technical staff I got to know. Nearly forty years after I met her, I wrote her entry in the Dictionary of National Biography.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Diana Boddington was born in Blackpool on July 30th, 1921; she died in London on January 17th, 2002. She had retired from the National Theatre, where she had been the senior stage manager, in 1987, after a career in that profession which had lasted over forty-five years. She started out as an assistant electrician at the Old Vic – the de facto National Theatre – in 1941 during the Second World War; after the Vic was bombed, she stayed with the company when it transferred its operation to the New Theatre under the aegis of John Burrell, Ralph Richardson and Laurence Olivier. She and Olivier formed a strong working relationship on, among other productions in that legendary season, Richard III, Henry IV Parts One and Two and the famous double bill of Oedipus and The Critic, and she continued to work for him when in the late 1940s he became, under the banner of Laurence Olivier Productions, a commercial manager; she was stage manager on the LOP presentation of Orson Welles’s Othello in 1951, and proved more than a match for that legendary temperament. Her lifelong bond with Olivier was essentially one of camaraderie; they had once taken refuge together under a table at the National Portrait Gallery when surprised by an air raid, and something of the spirit of those days continued to characterise their relationship. When, in 1962, Olivier was appointed to the Chichester Festival Theatre as its first director, Boddington went with him, and then accompanied him to the National Theatre at the Old Vic in the following year.
         
 
         Her working partnership with Olivier was explosive, her occasionally excessive candour resulting in fierce arguments which frequently ended with him angrily dismissing her; she would be reinstated the following day amid emotional apologies and reconciliations. She remained at the National Theatre for some thirteen years after Olivier’s departure from the company and its transfer to the South Bank, providing a vital living continuity between Olivier’s regime and that of his successor Peter Hall. In truth, she was always something of an anomaly in Denys Lasdun’s great concrete emporium, with her flat sandals, her check dresses, her round spectacles and her straight up-and-down haircut, making her look for all the world like someone in charge of the tombola at a parish fête, though her vigorous use of four-letter words might have curled the vicar’s hair. (In fact, she was an ardent Roman Catholic and cycled to work every morning after having attended six o’clock mass.) She never entirely mastered the new stage technology which developed so rapidly in the 1970s: the Tannoy system was a particular pitfall for her. Giving the actors their calls, she would often forget to remove her finger from the button, thus continuing to broadcast her private thoughts to the entire theatre: ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the Henry VIII company, at this afternoon’s performance the part of Cardinal Wolsey will be taken by Mr Henry Jones… I can’t think why, I worked with him twenty years ago and he was useless then.’
         
 
          
         It was not for her technical skills that she was cherished. It was for her sense of what the human beings involved in the process required in order to do their best work: directors, wardrobe department, make-up, stage-management team, above all, actors, of whom she was especially fond, in her no-nonsense way. ‘Marshal Boddington’ she was dubbed by the intake of ’64 (which included Michael Gambon and Derek Jacobi), bluffly organising and rallying her troops. She was not a democrat, was, indeed, a famously devoted monarchist, and insisted on proper titles and a sense of the natural hierarchy within the company. Whatever she called Olivier to his face, behind his back she defended him like a tiger. Even on the impersonal South Bank, she managed to maintain a quality which is seriously imperilled in the vast theatrical organisations of today: theatre as family. Her sense of esprit de corps was profound; somewhere inside her lived the spirit of the wartime Old Vic, speaking for England – the theatre as a gallant enterprise made up of individual human beings, a human pyramid of which every member was made to feel his or her vital importance. It was an inestimable boon for actors and directors, and an inspiring example for generations of stage managers who worked with her or were trained by her, an example on which the future of the theatre as a human enterprise greatly depends. Very properly, in view both of her services to the stage and her devotion to the Royal Family, she was the first (and so far the only) stage manager to be appointed MBE.
         
 
         The theatre was her life, so it is remarkable that she led such a cheerfully happy domestic existence with her husband, the actor Aubrey Richards, who predeceased her by some two years. Boddington is survived by her two children, Claudia and David, whose upbringing and indeed whose very existence, given the extraordinary length of their mother’s working day, were, in the words of a witty colleague, something of a mystery.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         This sense that the theatre could become one’s life was intoxicating to me. I felt something that those who have undergone religious conversions feel: a huge, a relieving, a joyful sense of the rightness of things, of belonging, of having a purpose. I scarcely knew what my contribution could be, and for the time being simply gloried in being part of it. To my surprise, it was perfectly possible and indeed easy to talk to the actors – especially the young ones, like Mike Gambon or Jane Lapotaire or Derek Jacobi. Far from being members of some rarefied caste, they were eminently human – almost too human: noisy, expansive, tactile, emotional, hilarious. Of course, I didn’t know who they were: they were just the young bloods of the company. What was more remarkable was that the famous ones – Maggie Smith, Bill Fraser, Jeremy Brett – were just the same, and though they perhaps appeared more preoccupied than the others (because, I assumed, they were playing leading parts), they were just as much part of the family, and just as prone to shriek or roar or burst into tears. Astonishingly, Laurence Olivier was quite likely to be found at one’s table in the canteen. The anxious thought that one was eating one’s scampi and chips with Richard III was dispelled by the amiable, slightly distracted manner of the man himself. When I finally saw him on stage, at the Vic, in The Dance of Death, it was almost impossible to connect him with the man I had eaten with in the canteen, who would occasionally drop in to the box office for a cheery chat, but his slightly dotty affability, his wonderment at the fact that money was changing hands, that tickets were being sold, that we had cash tills and calculators, booking plans and specially printed stationery, seemed to have nothing whatever to do with the animal that prowled the stage night after night.
         
 
         It is pretty well impossible to convey in words the physical impact of Olivier’s presence in the flesh as an actor; I have spent many years on and offtrying to do so with only middling success. It seemed to me important to make the effort, since his film work, even the magisterial performances in his Shakespeare trilogy and The Entertainer, for example, gives little hint of what it was like to see him on stage – of the sheer sexual energy he unleashed into the auditorium. Only rock stars or great singers and dancers can compare, but he had no microphone to amplify his voice, nor any orchestra to support him except the music of speech – no choreography but his own instinctual expressivity. He bent every muscle in his body, every note in his voice, to ravish the audience, to take us – by force, if necessary. It was a seduction on the grandest and most extravagant scale, perilously close to rape; above all, it was dangerous. By now, I had seen Gielgud, Guinness, Richardson, Redgrave and Ashcroft on stage, all superb actors, who had the gift of drawing you nearer to them. But this was something else. It was domination. It was a head-on assault. It was total war.
         
 
         I still have difficulty in putting together the man from the canteen and the man on stage. Whatever the alchemy that transformed the one into the other was, I began to grasp, another essence of acting. I tried to sum him up for an entry in Cassell’s Encyclopaedia of Theatre in the Twentieth Century.
         
 
         
                

         
 
          
         The son of an Anglo-Catholic priest, Laurence Olivier (b. 1907), demonstrated few gifts as a child for anything other than acting, but at this he was from the earliest age exceptional. As a ten-year-old, he was spotted as Kate in The Taming of the Shrew by Ellen Terry, who said, ‘This child is already a great actor.’ His early career was however far from meteoric. Slight of build, gap-toothed, his face burdened with continuous eyebrows and a very low forehead, he presented a somewhat wild appearance. In conjunction with his enormous high spirits and propensity for uncontrollable giggling on stage, he needed taming. This was provided first of all by the Central School, then run by its founder Elsie Fogerty, by a season or two at the Birmingham Rep, and finally by a longish stint in the unrewarding role of Victor Prynne in the London and New York runs of Coward’s Private Lives, with the author in the cast to keep a sharp eye on him. At this stage, Olivier’s ambitions were entirely directed towards achieving the status of romantic leading man. He made a number of miscalculations however: instead of continuing with the role of Stanhope in Journey’s End, which he had created, he chose to star in Beau Geste, a conspicuous catastrophe: and a brief visit to Hollywood had left him disenchanted with film. The turning point in his career came when, in 1935, John Gielgud, who had previously directed him in Queen of Scots, invited him to alternate the roles of Romeo and Mercutio with him at the New Theatre. Olivier, having by now had his teeth and his hairline adjusted, and acquired a degree of professional discipline, came to Shakespeare with a passionate conviction that the plays were essentially realistic. His performances, as a highly sexed Mediterranean Romeo and a dangerous, wild Mercutio, created a sensation, most particularly by contrast with the lyrical and aesthetically modulated performances of Gielgud. His verse-speaking was disparaged (‘Mr Oliver does not speak verse badly; he does not speak it at all’), but it was clear that an actor capable of reinventing the tradition of classical acting had arrived. This was confirmed when in 1937 he joined the Old Vic company under the direction of Tyrone Guthrie, playing in quick succession Hamlet, Henry V, Macbeth, Coriolanus and Iago. Thus established as a leading classical actor, he returned to Hollywood for Wuthering Heights. His Heathcliff gave him international stardom, but with England at war, he returned home as quickly as possible (against the advice of the British Embassy), first of all to join the Fleet Air Arm, then to direct a film of Henry V, as part of the war effort. This triumphant realisation was followed in 1944 by the assumption of the co-directorship with Ralph Richardson and Michael Benthall of the Old Vic Company. The productions of Peer Gynt, Henry IV, Arms and the Man and King Lear became a focus of national pride to such an extent that the productions and his own performances, above all as Richard III and in the audacious double bill of Oedipus Rex and The Critic, represent high watermarks in the history of the British theatre. It is all the more astonishing that when plans were laid to establish the National Theatre at the Old Vic in 1946, in one of the most disgraceful episodes of modern theatre, it was decided that Olivier and Richardson would not head it; actors, it was felt, were unsuitable for the task of running so important and complex an organisation. The National Theatre took another twenty years to come into existence; Olivier went into theatre management on his own, and for some four years was more involved in directing or presenting than acting. He re-entered the lists as a tragic Shakespearean actor with Macbeth and Titus Andronicus, both at Stratford, the latter directed by Peter Brook. Both performances were acclaimed; the Titus particularly as a radical interpretation in a startling production.
         
 
         It seemed to prepare him for the great leap which he took two years later, when he appeared at the Royal Court Theatre as Archie Rice in John Osborne’s The Entertainer. The first actor of his generation or stature to associate himself with the new wave of playwrights, he scored an enormous personal success and boosted the new movement. His straddling of the old and the new, added to his managerial experience and personal authority, made him the inevitable and only choice for the directorship of the National Theatre when in 1962 it was finally voted by Parliament. Drawing together the best talents from the various theatrical worlds he had inhabited – the Royal Court, the West End and the Classical theatre – he created an organisation which for some years set new standards of excellence. Directing, acting (his Othello, Shylock, Edgar in Dance of Death, James Tyrone in Long Day’s Journey Into Night and Tagg in The Party were among the outstanding creations of those years) and leading very much from the front, he brought the century-old dream of a National Theatre to life in a way that no one else could have done. Towards the end of his tenure, tiredness and ill-health led to a slight decline in the vigour of the work, but he laid the foundations for a flourishing organisation. After retiring from the National Theatre in 1973 he never appeared on stage again, though he continued and continues to make film appearances. Since the war, in fact, he has acted in over twenty films, often with great distinction, but without ever quite seeming to belong in the medium. It is his work on the stage that has brought him the immortality he so fervently sought, and from the early Fifties it has been a commonplace for English-speaking actors (Americans as well as British) to refer to him as the greatest living actor. Certainly no one in our century has challenged himself more. Transforming himself vocally and physically for every part, he has left an indelible stamp on a number of the greatest roles in the repertory. He always sought a realistic core to his characterisations which sometimes robbed them of their poetry or their grandeur; but in compensation he brought comedy verging on the vulgar, physical audacity bordering on the reckless and an emotional intensity that could be terrifying. Olivier never concealed his virtuosity: he wanted his audiences to be as interested in the mechanics of acting as he was. His ambition was so huge, his achievement so great, that his disappearance from the stage has left something of a vacuum. This was to some extent deliberate. Asked who would inherit Kean’s sword (given to Olivier by John Gielgud after a performance of Richard III) he replied: ‘No one: it’s mine.’ A question mark thus hangs over the very idea of great acting in our age.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         It was often said of him that Olivier ruthlessly eliminated the competition, and this was no doubt true of his peers in his own generation, with whom he rarely appeared on stage after his wartime seasons at the Old Vic. But at the National Theatre, his ideal, like that of Peter Hall at the Royal Shakespeare Company, was an ensemble, a group of people who stay together, committed to each other and to an idea. Olivier surrounded himself with the very best of the younger generation; he carefully modelled their careers, noting what challenges would most benefit them, giving advice and encouragement, teaching by example, leading from the front. They adored him, these young actors. ‘Captain, my Captain,’ they might have cried, and they would have followed him, at the beginning at least, to the ends of the earth. I wrote this piece about companies for The Times in the late 1980s at a time when arts organisations were severely threatened by cutbacks – a cyclical phenomenon of which we can no doubt expect a great deal more in the near future. 
 
         
 
         
               

         
 
          
         The creation of any artistic company or organisation – an orchestra or a theatre group, an art gallery or a drama school – is a slow and arduous business, dependent on vision, determination, cunning and skill. It generally starts small and poverty-stricken, its beginnings modest and uncertain; then, thanks to blind faith, hard work and an unwavering commitment to standards, the growing organism begins to get stronger, to expand, to flourish. At this point the judicious application of extra funds can have a transformative effect; the solid struggling work of the earliest days begins to pay off in gorgeous blooms. From the beginning, too, the company will have been cultivating its audience, exciting and involving them with the nature of the work, charming and challenging them, giving them something of what they know they like along with some of what they’re not really sure about. Carefully but purposefully, the company creates a loyalty and a trust in its audience; they adventure into the unknown together.
         
 
         Somewhere about this point, the critics discover it, and heap trowels of praise on the work in rather indiscriminate manner, till suddenly the company is fashionable, and the world rushes to see it. The company grows still more; it becomes an institution; the board is stuffed with the great and the good; costs spiral. Then the critics reach for their shovels again and start to heap the opposite of praise on it. Then questions are asked in Parliament, and people get weary of the whole thing and the bully-boy phrases ‘pulling the plug’ and ‘starting from scratch’ are bandied about. And sometimes, after an episode of mismanagement or scandal, the company/school/museum is shut down. And then it’s gone, gone for ever.
         
 
         Because make no mistake, the tree thus felled will not grow again overnight. The process has to start all over again, but the skills and the confidence and the trust and the continuity have been destroyed for good and all. An arts organisation is not a Millennium Dome, some gaudy palace thrown up ostentatiously to celebrate the awful emptiness of the age; it is a growing, living thing, which exists to enrich and sustain the whole of society. This is not brainwashing, nor is it an imposed discipline: it’s about building some sort of inner resource within individuals so they don’t have to keep looking to superficial stimulation to feel alive, but are able to build their understanding and experience, to develop what’s naturally within them.
         
 
         
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Around the late 1960s, Olivier became ill, there was dissension among the National Theatre Associates, and things began to fall apart. At exactly the point I arrived, there was a rather bad wobble – two ill-fated productions by an ailing Tyrone Guthrie (Volpone and Tartuffe), then an experimental Triple Bill which included an adaptation of John Lennon’s In His Own Write and which pleased no one, and finally a deeply shocking production of Seneca’s savage Oedipus by Peter Brook which turned the place upside down and culminated in a fierce row between Brook and Olivier (about whether ‘God save the Queen’ should be played at the end of the evening, of all absurd things), a row which Olivier bruisingly lost. A notice went up at the Stage Door officially abandoning the practice of playing the National Anthem. The old lion had been bested by a whelp. From my vantage point in the box office, I was privy to all this. News of each and every development swept through the building, even as it was happening – sometimes before it happened; there was a lot of tutting and long faces and sage head-wagging, as in any organisation. At the National, things were never quite the same again, people said, after Sir Laurence lost his battle with Peter Brook.
         
 
         Oedipus was nothing but trouble. It was the occasion of another, very public, battle, but of an entirely different kind: the unequal struggle of an actor with his role, or perhaps, more accurately, with his role in the production. Sir John Gielgud was palpably uncomfortable playing Seneca’s Oedipus in a brown polo-necked jumper, surrounded by sobbing, moaning, panting actors similarly attired, strapped to pillars, on a golden set dominated by a huge spike on which Irene Worth finally impaled her vagina. Rumours from the rehearsal room had suggested imminent catastrophe, and certainly the dress rehearsal (which, like all members of the company, I attended) was an unhappy affair, with Sir John wandering aimlessly about, his face contorted in a pained expression which seemed to have nothing to do with Oedipus’s dilemma and everything to do with his own. I made a point of watching all the previews and saw the production gain power, releasing the horror in a way that no conventional production could have done, while Gielgud, too, little by little, seemed to find his bearings, though not quite by the first night, when he still had the demeanour of a deer caught in headlights. I kept going back, though, and was amazed and eventually deeply moved to see the actor start to become part of the production, then to lead it, and finally to create a performance of such economical anguish that it was almost unbearable to watch, in its disciplined pathos. I had to revise my opinion of Gielgud, whom I had just seen foundering as an absurdly miscast Orgon in Tartuffe and had dismissed, bewildered that he was considered, by shrewd judges, to be Olivier’s equal, if not, murmured some, his superior. Now I saw the point, and never missed any performance he gave thereafter. Later, I came to know him personally a bit, and understood something of the depth and brilliance of his talent. This is a review of Sheridan Morley’s 2001 authorised biography.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         It really did seem as if Gielgud would be with us for ever, the living embodiment of another time, another world. There was nothing old-fashioned or derrière-garde about him though: he seemed younger and more modern with every passing year, an elderly newborn baby, brimming over with curiosity and mischief, spontaneous and affirmative. Often he appeared in preposterous pieces of work, but however absurd or feeble the piece, it was always good to see him; sometimes, for a gala or a memorial, he would speak some verse, and then time would stand still, and one knew that he was not just charming and gracious and stylish and funny, but that he was one of the Immortals.
         
 
         He made the surprising provision in his will that there must be no memorial of any sort after his death – surprising, because he of all people must have known that no matter what the actor feels, the audience needs to applaud at the end of the show. In his case, the need was even more compelling than usual, since he commanded a unique degree of affection and admiration from both profession and public, quite different in kind from the feelings inspired by his great contemporaries Richardson and Olivier, both of whom predeceased him. Certainly, the pomp and more than slightly gaudy spectacle of Olivier’s state funeral at Westminster Abbey – all fanfares and fulsome farewells, the theatre on its knees, Joe Allen at prayer – would have been quite inappropriate for a man who throughout his long life had stood for a certain fastidiousness, an impeccability of taste and a precision of communication quite inimical to the grander gestures so easily commanded by the man who over the course of both their nearly overlapping careers had waged a unilateral war of rivalry against him. Gielgud in later years had even been reluctant to celebrate his important birthdays, not wishing to advertise his great antiquity. Nonetheless, from very near the start of his career, he had been celebrated, willy-nilly, in interviews, in articles and in books: in 1937, when he was thirty-four, the most brilliant of American theatre writers, Rosamond Gilder, had devoted an entire long and well-illustrated volume to his Broadway Hamlet. During the remaining sixty years of his life, many other books were devoted to his art; and he himself maintained a steady flow of vividly written reminiscences, mostly, and typically, centred on the extraordinary people he had worked with or simply admired. Inevitably, when he died, a couple of books immediately appeared, one, engagingly chatty, by Gyles Brandreth, the other scholarly and monumental, by Jonathan Croall. But the book that was most eagerly awaited was the one that Gielgud himself had commissioned, the authorised biography by Sheridan Morley. Perhaps this would be the memorial, the monument his will proscribed?
         
 
         Gielgud himself was hilariously ambivalent about the book, which he invariably referred to as The Book. Whenever one met him over the last ten years of his life, the conversation would quickly advert to it. ‘Sheridan’s been writing The Book for ever. I wish he’d hurry up. I think he’s waiting for me to die. Perhaps it would be better if I did. I rather dread him writing about all the queer stuff. I suppose it has to be done, but I don’t want to be here to read the reviews. Perhaps I should stop him. Oh dear, I wish he’d get on with it.’ It was, of course, the queer stuff that he had had in mind when he had proposed the book to Morley, specifically his arrest in 1953 for soliciting in a public lavatory, which, after a brief furore in the press at the time, and despite its being fairly common knowledge thereafter, had scarcely been alluded to in public since. It is indeed good to have the story told in precise detail, not least from a sociological point of view. Morley carefully creates the background of repression and hysteria against which the incident took place, relating the details which though nightmarish at the time now have an Alice in Wonderland quality to them – Gielgud, giving his name as Arthur, told the police in that inimitable voice that he was a clerk earning £1,000 a year, living in Cowley Street (then as now one of the most expensive parts of town) – and recording the panic and anger of other homosexuals, like Noël Coward and Frederick Ashton and the all-powerful West End producer Binkie Beaumont, his principal employer, who felt that Gielgud had acted selfishly and thoughtlessly. Morley quotes the interview Gielgud gave him (the only time he ever spoke about the incident on the record) to moving effect: ‘Why didn’t I call on Binkie’s help…? I was thoroughly ashamed, not of what I had done but of being caught, and I couldn’t bear to hear the anger and disappointment in Binkie’s voice. Then again, I had some vague Westminster-schoolboy idea that when you were in trouble you had to stand on your own two feet, and “take it like a man”.’ Morley gives us the astonishing scene of the council of war summoned by Binkie to determine how to handle the crisis. For sheer horror, the arrest and subsequent fine pale by comparison with the prospect of being advised in such a delicate matter by a committee consisting of Laurence Olivier, Vivien Leigh, the extremely homophobic Ralph Richardson and his wife, Glen Byam Shaw (then running Stratford) and his wife. All of them, except for – perhaps predictably – Olivier, urged him to carry on regardless with the production of A Day by the Sea in which he was about to open as star and director. Most touchingly of all, Morley describes in loving detail, the courage and heroic professionalism this course of action called for, and the wonderful generosity of fellow actors (above all, the doyenne of them all, Sybil Thorndike, who greeted him when he returned to rehearsals with the incomparable remark, ‘Well, John, what a very silly bugger you have been,’ and then gently and lovingly steered him through the subsequent storm). He was nobly supported by the public, too, who gave him a huge ovation on his first appearance in the play, capped by an even greater one when he uttered his first line: ‘Oh dear, I’d forgotten we had all those azaleas’ – a response which suggests what, contrary to received opinion, some of us have believed for a long time: that Britain is rather fond of its homosexuals.
         
 
         This chapter of the book is very fine, and almost self-contained, as was the episode itself in Gielgud’s life, despite the lifelong reluctance it inspired in him ever to raise the matter in public. Throughout the book, Morley heroically strives to give due weight to his subject’s sex life, but it is something of a losing battle, because sex – though pleasurable – genuinely seems to have been of peripheral importance for him; certainly here you will find none of the ‘filthy details’ that Gielgud confessed to so relishing in the novels of Harold Robbins and Jacqueline Susann. It is hard to deduce from Morley’s pages what Gielgud’s feelings were for his two longest-serving partners, the glamorous, hedonistic John Perry, who left him for Binkie, and the acidulous Hungarian, Martin Hensler, with whom for the last forty years of his life he was locked in a relationship that seemed hellish to most outsiders but was clearly sustaining and profound for him. The absence of photographs of either doesn’t help. When Hensler (twenty years younger) died, Gielgud, like any spouse bereft of the central feature of his domestic landscape, was bewildered and soon started to allow himself to slip away – in harness, as he would have wished, on his ninety-sixth birthday filming a Samuel Beckett script, which, to his chagrin, was wordless: a poignant prediction of the imminent silencing of the most beautiful speaking voice of the twentieth century, which finally occurred a few weeks later.
         
 
         The great bulk of John Gielgud is devoted to recording the career of that voice’s owner, and it does so thoroughly and engagingly. Morley is of the chronicle school of biographers, eschewing dry analysis in favour of an enthusiastic evocation of the ambience and aura of his subject. He is the John Aubrey of biographers, irresistibly drawn to gossip, believing – rightly – that an anecdote is often more revealing than an autopsy. His affection for Gielgud is palpable and his appreciation warm; he understands (partly thanks to his own family background in the theatre and his own experiences as director and performer) what the job consists of, what is hard and what is easy. He unfolds the story with considerable flair and a great deal of judicious quotation, tracking his quarry into every nook and cranny of his career. Interestingly and unexpectedly, however, despite impeccable thoroughness, he ends up with an enigma, or at the very least a phenomenon, that no amount of investigation can explain. As the patient chronicle unfolds, Gielgud himself (generally referred to by Morley as John G, which rather adds to the mystery, as if he were a character in a Chekhov short story) becomes more and more inexplicable. The given circumstances are all clearly established – the cultured Anglo-Polish background (how curious that our two greatest actors should have both had such unEnglish names!) with theatre blood on both sides, but most directly on the side of his mother, Kate Terry, giving the young stage-struck boy access to his aunt Ellen Terry and her notorious son, Edward Gordon Craig (Uncle Ted); the fairly swift establishment of his career after a stumbling start, leading him to almost universal acclaim by the age of twenty-five when he played his first Hamlet at the Old Vic; his first Lear, when he was a whole year older, was accounted an almost equal success. From now on he was regarded as a paragon in classical theatre (even if, as Agate succinctly observed, ‘all that goes with a bowler hat eludes him’) despite the fact that he was, as he was always the first to admit, very awkward physically: many are the attempts to describe his peculiarly inexpressive physique, from Ivor Brown’s famous description of him as ‘niminy-piminy… scant of virility… from the waist down he looks nothing. He has the most meaningless legs imaginable’, to Lynn Fontanne’s (apparently approving) remarks comparing him to ‘a newborn colt, and I also adore your feet, which are the youngest I have ever seen on stage’. But it was the voice, always the voice, which drew the most eloquent praise. His seemingly instinctive ability to speak verse was widely perceived to be an inherited gift (‘the Terry voice’; like Ellen he spoke Shakespeare ‘as if he had only just left him in the next room’); the same was said of his emotionalism (‘the Terry tears’). Soon he began to direct, then to create companies within the commercial theatre, and both in his productions and in his companies he pioneered an integrated approach to the theatre which was in its way, and in its day, radical. He also constantly challenged himself by working with the greatest talents: Komisarjevsky, Harley Granville Barker, Michel Saint-Denis, Peter Brook, Noguchi, Derek Jarman, Edith Evans, the young Olivier, the young Scofield. There were ups and downs, including a period in the wilderness when he seemed to have lost his touch, only to reinvent himself in a series of plays from Brook’s primitively powerful production of Seneca’s Oedipus and Alan Bennett’s Forty Years On to the triumphant Indian Summer partnership with Ralph Richardson in Storey’s Home and Pinter’s No Man’s Land.
         
 
         Eventually, inevitably, as he entered his tenth and final decade he began to feel a little detached from the theatre (memorably remarking, after the Globe was renamed the Gielgud, that ‘at last there’s a name on Shaftesbury Avenue that I can recognise’), but his contribution to the theatre and to the art of acting was universally acknowledged; even Lee Strasberg, who might have been expected to be fundamentally opposed to everything he was and stood for, noted that ‘when he speaks a line you hear Shakespeare thinking’. An exemplary life in the theatre, a life of unceasing devotion to the art, of unremitting creation of extraordinary performances and exquisite productions. The theatre was his home, the centre of his being. As his mother remarked of her young son: ‘When he was not acting in the theatre, going to the theatre or talking about the theatre, he was to all intents and purposes not living.’ His writing about theatre (liberally quoted in John Gielgud) is lucid, elegant and practical; he has little time for theory, but he has a matchless gift for going to the heart of a play or a performance.
         
 
          
         None of this quite accounts for the extraordinary impact he had. There was something about his performances which was beyond interpretation, beyond intelligence, beyond talent even. This was as true in life as it was on the stage. It is Alan Bennett who puts a name to it: a name that Gielgud would dismiss with a giggle. The word is ‘saintly’: ‘But,’ adds Bennett, ‘it requires no effort. He was just born good, there has been no struggle to get there.’ Perhaps the word is grace, in the theological as well as the social sense, a kind of effortless radiance stemming from some profound ground of being. Derek Granger put it in more secular terms: his acting, according to Granger, is about ‘everything that is expressive of an intense inner life’. ‘The poetry in John always sustains him and nurtures his spirit,’ says Dudley Moore, Gielgud’s co-star in the most unlikely of all his manifestations, Arthur. ‘We all need to find what John has.’ Peter Brook notes that ‘submerged in each of John’s performances is a core which is pure, clear, strong, simple and utterly realistic’; ‘His rhetoric is impeccable,’ says Lindsay Anderson, ‘but his moments of pure, exposed emotion are inexpressibly touching… sheer and absolute acting genius.’ And yet – and this is the paradox – this is a man who said of himself with no false modesty, ‘In the theatre I have quite good taste: in my real life I’m absolutely tasteless. Outside the theatre, I’m clumsy with my hands. I’m a very bad judge of character. I’m not learned. I’m always so terribly aware of how little I know.’ A man who loved to catch the occasional porn movie, who gloried in gossip, who cracked wonderfully silly schoolboy jokes. Yet to be with him was a benison, a curiously exhilarating and anarchic experience, as the lightning celerity of his thought processes took you on a kind of helter-skelter ride of surreal non sequiturs, sudden accesses of emotion and ribald asides made all the more bizarre for being uttered in those honeyed tones by the impeccably elegant gent before you. It was a personality like none other, bearing some small resemblance perhaps to the licentious monks of the Zen tradition. Certainly there was something of God about it.
         
 
         John Gielgud is a very good, warm-hearted and almost comprehensive account of the man and his career, written with unmistakable affection. The story is a little repetitive, but then so was the life; essentially it was one show after another. While Olivier’s life was a wild, Marlovian, Sturm und Drang affair of titanic ambition and cruel humiliations, Gielgud’s was altogether more Mozartian, with occasional darknesses and minor-key interludes, but on a much more even keel, sparkling and sunny, pulsing with inner life. It perhaps calls for a Ronald Firbank or an E. F. Benson to do full justice to its subject’s tender, frolicsome, sublime spirit, but in their absence, John Gielgud will do very nicely.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         For an eighteen-year-old to be exposed, however much at second hand, to these huge figures, and to the processes of theatre-making at such an exalted level, was intoxicating and inspiring. I sneaked into rehearsals at the Vic whenever I could and was mesmerised by what I saw from the shadows at the back of the stalls – fascinated not so much by the occasional brilliance on show, but, on the contrary, by the slowness and the difficulty of the job, by the painstaking struggle and trial and error. This was work, the first work I had come across that I really wanted to do. Then, and only then, was born in me the desire to become an actor. Being part of the theatre – albeit in the box office – had cured me of any illusions about the glamour of the theatre. In the canteen I had overheard enough about the frustrations and disappointments of the job to be disabused of any showbiz tosh; I had seen the toll that running the theatre was taking on Olivier; I was aware of the violent clashes of personality which could tear a theatre apart; I had observed from my eyrie in the box office how success was by no means guaranteed, even to the most talented – and there is no clearer proof of the public’s unsentimentality than in the cash till. But I was excited by the thought of being part of the enterprise of putting on a play, of working – as I saw it – at the coalface of art, of grappling with all these massive and intractable problems, because the reward at the end would be to bring to life some great and complex story which might shake an audience out of its complacency or its depression, as I had seen it shaken by The Dance of Death, by A Flea in Her Ear and, shatteringly, by Oedipus, and perhaps change its life. I also had a pretty clear idea of the colossal amount of will involved in the process, and that one could get badly burned in action. But it was all that I wanted.
         
 
         In the box office (along with the Box Office Manager’s copy of the then-banned Last Exit to Brooklyn, which was kept in the safe), we all read a hot new theatre novel, Next Season, by the director Michael Blakemore. It was, one was reliably assured, not about us at the National but about the old Shakespeare Memorial Theatre. Either way, it tore the lid off the life of a theatre company. We were agog. I felt that it had been written for me personally, that I was destined to read it at exactly that moment. It may seem improbable that a youth as theatre-obsessed as I was had not contemplated the idea of becoming an actor, but the penny had finally dropped. Many years later, I wrote an introduction for a paperback reissue of Blakemore’s novel.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         When I first read Next Season, its jacket had been replaced with brown paper. It was being passed around the box office and front of house at the National Theatre like a samizdat. This was 1969; though no more than a year old, it was already out of print. It was widely rumoured to be a roman-à-clef, although no one seemed very clear as to who precisely the characters were based on. ‘Sir’ (Laurence) was one of the models, said some; Peter Hall another, according to the head usher. The events referred to the Nottingham Playhouse, if you believed one lot; no, said a different crowd, it was Stratford-upon-Avon. We faintly knew who Michael Blakemore was: he ran the Citizens’ Theatre in Glasgow, where Albert Finney had gone after his film Tom Jones; and ‘Albert’ (we felt we owned him) had just opened on Broadway in Blakemore’s acclaimed production of A Day in the Death of Joe Egg. All I really knew was that it was about the theatre, and it had been written by an insider. That was more than enough for me.
         
 
         The sensational aspect of the book went right over my head. I tried, from my tiny store of theatre lore, to identify the characters, or at least Braddington, where the novel was set. It was hopeless; but after a very few pages, I had ceased even to try, because something far more important was coming through: this man was telling me what it was like to be an actor. I had found what I was looking for. The other books – I’d read them all – told you how to act (Stanislavsky) or (Michael Redgrave) mused on the meaning of acting, but this one was about the demands and the rewards of acting, what it takes from you, what it gives you back. Acting as work, work as passion. I cried for joy. A way of life existed which would use my energy, my brain, my bursting heart; one which was useful and important. Somehow, never having set foot on a stage, I knew that Sam Beresford/Michael Blakemore’s experience was authentic; knew all about his fear that his small part would be cut, his elation at finding a characterisation that released the scene’s wit and menace, his obsession with finding and if necessary making the right kind of glasses for the part, his despair at failing to triumph when called on to take over from another actor. Above all, I knew exactly what he meant when, running through the part of Hamlet in his mind, he felt ‘an absolute certainty that he could play the bloody thing, that if a stage were to materialise at that very moment, he could step on to it and astonish any audience, anywhere’. He was speaking directly to the as-yet-unrealised actor in me.
         
 
         Everything that I encountered when I eventually became one confirmed what Blakemore had written. Rereading the book the other day I was struck all over again by the precision and vividness of the observation; but now I saw that I had been too swept away by the revelation of acting to see what a very good novel it is. Sam Beresford, the central character, is mercilessly exposed in his emotional confusions and calculations, trying, in a rather cold way, to organise his sexual relationships, angry and frustrated when they don’t work out. The milieu of a young actor of the late Fifties is excellently evoked, its greyness and dinginess the more sharply perceived in the light of Beresford/Blakemore’s Australian background. ‘Grey towns drowning in lakes of smoke; hills plowed into rows of terraces that presented against the sky silhouettes as sharp and ugly as blades of rusty serrated saws.’ And Braddington, the theatre and the social life of the company are all well done. But the novel’s great triumph is to have placed an actor’s work, his professional and creative processes, at the centre, and to have made the artistic vicissitudes of a young man who is not yet and perhaps never will be a great artist, so enthralling. The sense of uplift achieved at the end of the novel because that young man is going to continue to try to make theatre, is an exceptional achievement. Why should we care? But we do; desperately.
         
 
         The conviction of ours, twenty years ago, that the book contained thinly veiled figures from the real world is not strictly true; Blakemore has transmuted his raw material into art, and conflated and refashioned his originals. If there is a clef, it is probably the Stratford season of 1959, in which the author played, but that legendary season in which Olivier, Robeson, and Edith Evans all appeared, was a very different affair to Braddington’s. Touches of those great individuals can be seen here and there, but his major achievements of characterisation, Ivan Spears, the old classical star, and Tom Chester, the young director of the season, are so fully presented as to be archetypes rather than life-sketches. Spears, who has some traits of Charles Laughton, to whose 1959 Lear Blakemore was Knight, to whose Bottom he played Snout, distils practical wisdom to the point of genius, betraying deep understanding of the text with profound experience of realising it. ‘Freddie, if you do get into difficulties, look, I think I have the trick of this scene. I think I could help you,’ he says to his co-star, and we understand that the ‘trick’ is the master-craftsman’s deep intimacy and ease with the play and the author. ‘This particular play (The Duchess of Malfi) was Ivan’s. Everything he said about it, and everything he did in his own performance, had an immediacy and a vigour which claimed the material as his own. Webster had found a spokesman, one who responded not so much to the formal qualities of his play, anchored in their own time, as to that enduring impulse that had led to the writing of it, and which, centuries later, in the terms of his own experience, Ivan was able to affirm. The play was his by right of talent, and he was there to turn its pages for the entire company.
         
 
         In the character of Ivan, Blakemore affirms the actor’s contribution both in himself (‘in the terms of his own experience’) and in his intuitive ability to release the play’s (temporarily) frozen life – the profoundly creative coupling of the actor’s inner universe with that of the play. In the context of the novel’s action (the author metes him out a drastically symbolic fate), Ivan comes to embody the passing order. Tom Chester is what replaces him and his kind; Tom Chester, the prototypical directocrat, manipulator of destinies, coiner of clichés, the new man. It is a devastating portrait, bred of deep resentment. Blakemore shows the invisible processes by which the politician director, equipped with a few borrowed insights, a little oily charm and unlimited faith in his own indispensability, hijacks a complex craft from its true practitioners, replacing the living organism which was the end of their labours with a product which satisfies critics and Arts Councils and has every appearance of the real thing, but on closer examination proves to be only a plastic facsimile.
         
 
         Blakemore’s ear for the director-speak invented by Tom Chester and his contemporaries, part-matey, part-schoolmasterly, is flawless: ‘Well, everybody, that was awful, absolutely awful. I can’t tell you how bad it was. You’ve simply got to be better than that. And I know you can be.’ And: ‘This is a play about horror… we’ve got to create this atmosphere of darkness and cruelty, and really use the stage to suggest currents of evil moving through this enclosed Renaissance world.’ More sinister, though, is Tom’s power over careers and lives. In a chilling interview towards the end of the book, Tom tells Sam why he won’t be in the next season: ‘Talent’s important, of course. Of primary importance. But talent’s nothing without – well – ferocity. That’s what makes it interesting. Class has gone. Race is going. You can’t be above the battle any more. Which I sometimes think you try to be…? That’s what I look for first in an actor. Determination is the polite word. Your trouble is you’re a bit too nice.’ These conversations continue to the present day; not even the script has changed. The important point, as Blakemore makes clear, is that Tom Chesterism has made the discussion of whether work is good or bad irrelevant, because the discussion is always conducted in their terms. They have won; and there will be no more Ivan Spears.
         
 
         Unless…
 
         The reprint of Next Season is timely, because it coincides with a resurgence of the independent spirit among actors. And this novel is the finest fictional celebration of the passionate craft of the actor. There have been remarkable novels of the theatre – from Wilhelm Meister to John Arden’s magnificent Silence Among the Weapons – but no other book has so truly depicted the creative anarchic excitement of acting. Perhaps that’s the real reason it was under brown-paper covers for so long.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         There seemed no end to what the National Theatre at the Old Vic was able to give me. While I was there, I had also found a group of people – my colleagues in the box office – who counted as my first real friends. At school, I had had two very close friends (who eventually married each other), but workmates are a different matter. Your first job is the developing personality’s first outing; you start to become the person you have been in training to be. I owe more than I can ever fully describe to those first friends: I modelled myself on some of them. They taught me how to trust other people, how to be funny, how to not let people down. Because of who they were – an amazing array of human flotsam and jetsam, with remarkable backgrounds, and in some cases real flashes of genius – we had an extraordinary time in what was really a very ordinary job; but we were all touched by the belief that we were involved in something remarkable, something that mattered. We felt part of the theatre at large – the wider community of the theatre – but specifically we were part of Olivier’s empire and in some sort touched by its glory. From my personal point of view, these friends changed me immeasurably. It was with them that I did my first dining out, with them that I started to go to the movies on a regular basis, with them that I haunted theatres (and thanks to box-office connections there was no show to which I did not have access, and many shows to which I went free of charge).
         
 
         On one memorable occasion, thanks to one of my box-office chums who knew him a bit, I had supper with the most jaggedly dangerous actor I have ever seen on any stage. I’ve described this meeting in Being an Actor; in 1985, a year after the book appeared, he was dead, and I wrote a piece about him for the Evening Standard which they somewhat incongruously entitled Farewell, Henry the Great.
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