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 INTRODUCTION 
 


My grandfather – an Antarctic explorer – wrote diaries in meticulously clear writing even when on a ship rolling in a gale or in a hut battered by a blizzard. There was never any doubt of his intended audience: he wanted to leave a testament for his family in the event that he failed to return from his journey. I had no such exalted motives. I wrote my diaries in a barely legible blue biro in large black notebooks late at night or early in the morning in the comfort of my house, partly for fun, partly for practice, and partly for solace – to remind myself that what is unbearable today will be bearable tomorrow.
 

Writing is not my profession but I'm enough of a professional to recognise that I'm the author of a text which, from a literary point of view, has a number of shortcomings: the narrative is exasperatingly intermittent and incomplete, the judgement is uncertain, the style is inconsistent, and the tone is the essentially Pooterish one that afflicts any conversation with oneself.

'A journal exists only if you put into it, without reservation, everything that occurs to you,' said Cocteau. Even if I have always tried to follow Cocteau's dictum, I have found it as hard to write unreservedly of my feelings as it is to suck my own toe. I have always felt guarded – even with myself – about objectifying some of my more disturbing, louche, disloyal, violent, and ungenerous thoughts. So, like most diaries, the problem with mine is that, if true, it is never quite true enough.

I can't understand why I've frequently not recorded events that I know were important at the time and even more so now, but I take solace from the fact that in Kafka's diaries, written from 1914 to 1918, there is not a single line that refers to the First World War. In my case there is little enough about the things that devoured most of  my days – meetings and rehearsals – and there are conspicuously few entries which refer to my immediate family – my sister Georgina (Gorg) and the people who shared most of my life and much of the burden, my wife Suze and daughter Lucy.

In editing my diaries I have been given help by some of the friends who feature in these pages, not always to their credit. I'm very grateful to them for their friendship and for their disinterested generosity. I'm also grateful to Liz Calder, friend and publisher, who encouraged me to think that the decision to publish these diaries was something more than vanity and less than folly. For better or worse, this is a prejudiced and wholly unobjective account of my life at the National Theatre over a decade.


I was first courted by Peter Hall, then Director of the National Theatre, to become one of his associates in 1978 when I left Nottingham Playhouse to join BBC TV as producer of Play for Today. I was content for a while with television and for two years didn't work in the theatre at all. In 1980 I was asked by Max Stafford-Clark, the Director of the Royal Court Theatre, to direct a play there. I think he hoped that I might suggest a new play or a timely revival, a 'play for today', but he accepted my suggestion of Hamlet with Jonathan Pryce with no visible ideological struggle.
 


After that I started to feel drawn to the theatre and when Peter Hall asked me again in 1981 to join him at the National Theatre I accepted. I directed three productions there in 1982 – Guys and Dolls, The Beggar's Opera and Schweyck in the Second World War and then I left to direct a film for the newly created Channel 4: The Ploughman's Lunch. I remained an associate at the National Theatre and returned in 1985 to form a company with the playwright David Hare. He directed his (and Howard Brenton's) prescient satire on the rise and rise of Rupert Murdoch, and I directed a production of The Government Inspector with Jim Broadbent and Rik Mayall.
 


One day while we were preparing that season, after a lengthy, frustrating and inconclusive meeting with Peter Hall and fellow associate directors, I walked with David Hare into the office I shared with him. The office was then occupied by Howard Brenton, who was still writing, or rewriting, Pravda with David. Howard paused for a moment in his two-fisted assaults on the typewriter. 'How was your meeting?' said Howard. 'Mmmm,' I grunted, for once rather  sympathetic to Peter Hall's problems. 'I wonder if I could ever run the National Theatre?' 'But you must,' said Howard. 'It's your destiny.' And so it became.
 

Peter was restless after twelve years as Director, and he sounded me out. 'Would you,' he murmured, 'ever think of yourself as my successor?' 'Only,' I said, 'if I could find someone to run the theatre with me, someone who would share the job with me of being both impresario and administrator.' I suggested the Director of the Hay­market Theatre in Leicester, David Aukin, and Peter, who had had some bruising experiences with administrators at the National Theatre, warmed to the idea. So much so that he approached David to take the job. David accepted, and I assumed that there was a tacit strategy, which Peter had yet to sell to the Board, for me to succeed Peter with David in place.

By the autumn of 1985 press speculation seemed to confirm my supposition. So did Terry Hands, then running the Royal Shakespeare Company, who invited me to a meeting in November 1985 in order, as it turned out, to deter me from the National and hitch my wagon to the Royal Shakespeare Company.


We met in an empty restaurant looking out over the tundra of the Barbican courtyard. He looked, as usual, like a worker priest: black polo-neck and black jeans. He was nervous with me, and I with him, but he made a spirited attempt at geniality. After ten minutes the entire directorate of the Royal Shakespeare Company walked in and peered suspiciously at us; I waved ambiguously at Howard Davies, who looked both bemused and amused. Possibly Terry had arranged for me to be seen with him pour encourager les autres. He described the glories of the Royal Shakespeare Company with an evangelical fervour: 'There is literally nothing that the company can't achieve; we've even started marketing a programme for box office and theatre accounts. Our work can extend infinitely – a New York offshoot, a film studio.' He talked of the National Theatre as a cottage industry, marginal, somehow pointless, a building not a company. But the more he talked of the Augean stables of the National Theatre, the more I felt attracted to the ordure. I realised that I was hooked: I really did want to run the National Theatre.
 

Why? Even at this distance, I'm not sure I can improve on the mountaineer's laconic defence: 'Because it was there.' Is there any answer less adequate than this, but is there any more sufficient? Was  it vanity? Hubris? Devouring ambition? Certainly, but they don't quite offer a full explanation of why I should have wanted, as my father put it, to 'nail my balls to the wall'. Theatre directors don't embark on their professional lives with the aim of running the National Theatre in the sense that cardinals aspire to be Pope, or politicians Prime Minister. They don't plan their working lives strategically. They don't have 'careers'. They drift from one piece of work to another like itinerant carpenters. Occasionally though, wearying of the life lived out of the suitcase, they become aware that their work (and their lives) can improve if they are attached to the same group of actors, writers and designers over a prolonged period; in short, if they are guaranteed continuity of employment. The best way of ensuring that is by becoming one's own employer: running a theatre. But running a theatre – at least one the size of the National, which has three auditoriums and employs over 800 people – obliges you to add the bureaucrat, the diplomat, the politician, the manager and the impresario to the role of artist.

Shortly after my meeting with Terry Hands I received a letter from the cartoonist Raymond Briggs, dominated by a large skull and crossbones. Above it Raymond had written these words:

Dear Richard, 
Rumour has it that you are to take 
over from someone called Peter Hill [sic] 
at the National Theatre.
DO NOT DO IT!
You are a ĉréativè ârtişte and 
must not become a boring civil servant. 
All artistes who get anywhere are 
in danger of getting SUCKED OFF 
into Administration.
IT IS DEATH.
Yours 'Very concerned' 
Tunbridge Wells.

I didn't take Raymond's warning lightly but I became convinced, rather through wilful determination than innate self-confidence, that I could do the job without sacrificing my soul or my sanity.

***

For all Peter Hall's advocacy I was far from being the inevitable candidate, and my appointment was not straightforward. Although I had run theatres in Nottingham and Edinburgh, I hadn't worked extensively in London and only once, unhappily (my fault not theirs), at the Royal Shakespeare Company. Added to that, the Chairman and the Board of the National Theatre, uniquely among British arts organisations, were then appointed by the government of the day and my politics were not to the taste of the Thatcher government. But the National Theatre Board followed one of the laws of the British Establishment as immutable as gravity: loyalty to the organisation will always transcend political, religious, or personal bias. Or in other words, governing bodies will always go native and assert their independence from the ministers who have appointed them. In this respect Max Rayne and his Board were true to form when they appointed me in 1986.

Apart (with David Aukin) from supervising the welfare of the building and balancing the books, my job, as the Board construed it, was to decide artistic policy and execute it. In doing that I relied on George Devine's adage, when he started the English Stage Company at the Royal Court in the 1950s, that 'policy is the people you work with'. This wasn't the dizzy optimism of the child who believes that if you see a pile of horse manure and it's your birthday then there must be a pony. It was more wilful: a belief that if you choose the right people to work with and if you encourage them to do their best, they will succeed more often than you might have a right to expect.

If I had an initial, instinctive plan of action it was this: to encourage a sense of community, a sense of 'family', a desire to share a common purpose; in short, to make the National Theatre into something that was more than the sum of its parts. That's the point of institutions: you do together what you can't do alone. I had some specific aims – touring more widely, doing more co-productions with regional theatres (replacing the upper-case 'National' with the lower-case 'national'), recruiting a new generation of writers, directors, actors and designers, enfranchising a generation of small independent companies – but I was diffident about trumpeting an artistic manifesto. I wanted my principles and my sensibility to be inferred from what appeared on stage and how good it was.

I have often heard theatres described as 'autocracies', benign or otherwise. While they are invariably led by one person, a theatre as  large and diverse as the National, staffed by intelligent and talented people, is an organism that cannot be despotically controlled by one person. It's ignorance – or wishful thinking – to believe otherwise. But it is true that the Director, in having the power to choose the play and the manner of its production, exercises an autocracy of taste, whatever the influence of associates, script committees and advisory groups. And to a rejected playwright or director, this power can seem an offence against natural justice. One playwright whose play I turned down wrote to the Prime Minister and the European Court of Human Rights.

The Board expected to be told what plays we were going to do and why I had chosen to do them but, while they discussed the merits of my choices, they never acted, as do some other theatre and opera boards, as surrogate artistic directors. They gave me autonomy, whose price was that if I failed – if the public and the critics rejected my policy – they had a perfect right to fire me. I was never uncomfortable with this even if I was often anxious about the outcome of my decisions, and although I sometimes made righteous protestations about the right to fail (and the Board supported me) I never believed there was virtue in empty houses and large deficits. 

I can see now that with an unsympathetic government and widespread public scepticism about the arts, the '90s weren't the best time to run a subsidised theatre, but I think it was part of my luck to have had to work hard to make a case for the theatre as an art form and the National Theatre as an institution. If I had been told when I started that I would do it successfully and moreover that I would eventually enjoy it, it might have seemed to me more miracle than luck. I found out that to work at something that you feel is worth doing, in the company of people for whom you feel admiration and affection, for the benefit of people who endorse what you do, is just about as good as life gets. It's true that some of the time it was awful but, as Ingmar Bergman wrote of running the National Theatre of Sweden, it was also 'fun in an insane way, both awful and fun'. For all my complaints, my doubts and my occasional despair, I had the time of my life.
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17th January   Yesterday I became Director Designate of the NT. A bizarre sensation. I don't know whether I expect people to commiserate or congratulate. It's like being in Metamorphosis, waking up as Director of the National Theatre instead of as a cockroach. I felt very sick after the press conference, where I'd felt as if I was performing a character called Richard Eyre about whom I didn't have enough information to give a credible performance. At first I put sickness down to nerves, but I got home and was violently, painfully sick. Photos in most of the papers of this elusive Richard Eyre character. I hardly recognised him. I feel no stirrings of epic purpose, no sense of destiny, and my ribs still ache from being sick. I talked in a TV interview about why I liked theatre and why I am daunted but unbowed (ha ha) by the prospect of running the NT. I like danger. I like the feeling of having a gun pointed at my head: dance, perform, live a bit.

18th January   Feeling surprisingly optimistic in spite of hearing David Steel saying on the radio that we now live in a Third World country. In which case is there less reason for having a National Theatre or more? I talked to Howard [Davies]. He's very contained, reined in, self-aware and watchful. Welsh, slightly Nordic-looking, and very fit. Slightly self-regarding and self-conscious about his politics – as if they were a badge of credibility. Rather naive about money. He's very good director and very much my constituency. He wants to do Wederkind's Lulu and Goethe's Faust, both practically unperformable. Also Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, performable if we could cast it. He's a veteran of the RSC and describes Trevor Nunn [ex-Director RSC] as the perpetual sixth-former, but surely the RSC has always had more of the Cambridge college than the sixth-form. The two strongest intellectual influences have been two Cambridge dons: Dadie Rylands, Shakespeare scholar and aesthete, and Leavis, ideologue and scourge of dilettantism – two men united by mutual detestation.

19th January   Dinner with Tony Harrison. Tony's a baker's son from Leeds but he's probably the most cosmopolitan man I know. He looks like Holbein's drawing of Erasmus – pale, chiselled, ascetic. He speaks Greek, ancient and modern, Latin, Italian, French, Czech and Hausa, and is much travelled. He lives precariously between London, Florida, New York and Newcastle. He's fastidiously knowledgeable about food, wine, music and the theatre. He's witty, wry, volatile and tender. He lives up (or down) to the Yorkshire stereotype only in his rare but formidable stubbornness and intransigence. Says all translation is 'carrying across' – it has to be remade in a new language, given new life. 'There is no method except to be very intelligent,' said T.S. Eliot, who Tony despises as a poet and man. 

25th January   Go to Evening Standard Film Awards. An unexpectedly genial evening. Greeted by many people who congratulate (or is it commiserate?) with me on running the NT. The last awards ceremony I went to was at the Sorrento Film Festival, which was held in the Naples Opera House. I got kissed on the stage by Gina Lollobrigida, who must be well over sixty but still very sexy. She was wearing a red sequinned sheath dress; I was only aware of the prickliness of the sequins and the acres of magnificent peach skin of her breasts which spilled over her dress like fresh dough.

26th January   Had a long meeting with David Aukin at my house. We played table tennis for a while, until it became obvious that David would always win. Then we discussed a number of writers, actors and directors, agreed that we should commission a play from Mike Leigh, talked about how to run the different auditoria, the desirability of seasons – closing the theatre in the summer rather than keeping it open fifty-two weeks a year – our timetable for action, the need to make the auditoria more attractive to the audience and some ideas for productions. And the company system. Does it work? It's attractive: a 'company' provides an aesthetic (or appears to) and it gives a coherent identity to a body of work. It has to be one of the core justifications for the NT or RSC. But – and it's a big but – more often than not it's for administrative convenience, institutional homogeneity. No writer wants their new plays performed by a company: they want the best possible actors for each part. We have to find a way between the two: continuity without dogmatism. What are our criteria for doing plays? What do we do with our successes (if we have any)? How can we avoid being a creature of the brochure? How do we use each of the three auditoria?

Then we gossiped and told jokes. I told him Al Clark's [film producer] latest: three dogs and their owners boasting in a park. They see a pile of bricks. Look what my dog can do, says the mathematician. And his dog arranges the bricks into the formula e = mc2. Look what my dog can do, says the architect. And the dog arranges the bricks into a geodesic dome. Look what my dog can do, says the film producer. The dog grinds up the bricks, snorts them up his nose, fucks the other two dogs and goes off without saying thank you.

27th January   Can't sleep. Read and listen to Berwald's First Symphony which Richard Armitage gave me just before he died. I'd never heard of Berwald, never imagined there was a Norwegian composer, let alone a sort of a bland Mozart. And I'm reading now about Charles Fourier who I'd never heard of either. He was an eighteenth-century social reformer who imagined a Utopia in which the sea would lose its salt and taste like lemonade, or that the world would blossom with thirty-seven million playwrights all as good as Molière.

30th January   Dinner with Jamie Muir [BBC arts producer]. Pete Townshend was there. Very droll and rather serious. He reminded me of Spike Milligan. Told story about Roger Daltry. Said to him: 'Roger, you're so mean you've probably got a bundle of money hidden under the bath.' Enter Roger's wife (American). 'Roger, why did you tell Pete about the money?'

31st January   Last night of High Society [my musical adaptation from the films Philadelphia Story and High Society] in Leicester. Relief that it's ended, and dread about London. I'm told that London audiences will respond differently to it, i.e. be more responsive because they're more sophisticated. This is a consoling fiction. I don't have the appetite for it. I'm creeping forward, dragging a disappointed and depressed cast behind me. The heart went out of me when Richard Armitage [producer] died on the first day of our technical. He'd been so touchingly enthusiastic about the show during rehearsals and – as is often the case – it was at its best then. His was the driving passion. It was a back-breaking technical week, followed by hideously unsettling problems. Hope on the first night followed by a certainty of failure and of overwhelming quantities of work to be done. Robert Fox [producer] came up to see the show on the first night and thought it was so bad he could only laugh. But at least he made me laugh, as he does invariably. He told me that after his brother James became a Christian he was driving up the motorway with him and Robert was reading Oz magazine. James stopped the car on the hard shoulder and threw it out of the window. 'Jesus wouldn't approve.'

1st February   Talk to Bill Bryden [director and NT associate] about the NT. He confirms my sense that it needs to be more about theatre, less about the organisation. It's not an institution, it's not a kind of cultural cathedral, a Vatican where aesthetic edicts are dictated, it's not a politburo, it's not a parliament for cultural politics. It exists to put plays on, and it's defined by the taste and talent of its directors, actors, designers and writers. Its aims should be coherence and continuity. A theatre is a theatre is a theatre. People who work in the theatre do it for sentimental reasons: they want a sense of community, of 'family'. They want to share the excitements, to respond to the tensions and rhythms of putting on plays. The architecture and geography of the NT militate against this. The building doesn't revolve around its stages. They should be the epicentre of the building. That puts an even greater onus on the people running the place to ensure that not only are as many people as is practical included in decision-making, but also that when decisions are made people are informed of them.

3rd February   I've been re-reading Peter Hall's Diaries. Suddenly they start to make sense. They're a catalogue of misery: Peter's tied to a rack of anxiety about his imagination. He says at one point: 'I often  sat in a theatre and prayed that the building would be burnt down that night.' I've thought that recently during High Society. A year ago Peter decided he was going to stay on for another three years; he said at an associates' meeting that he'd 'resolved his great dilemma'. Like Lear, he couldn't bear to lose his power. He thanked us for supporting him through the 'difficult times' and I felt a bit like Goneril or Regan: a terrible sense of defeat because he'd encouraged me to think that he was leaving and that I'd be his successor. I felt angry, but also found myself admiring his dogged persistence.

6th February   Olga Knipper asked Chekhov: 'What is the meaning of life?' He replied: 'It's like asking what a carrot is. A carrot is a carrot and nothing more is known.' I feel everything's slipping out of our fingers beyond our control. It has something to do with this being the first atheistic age in history. We're supposed to be capable of knowing and doing anything, so we no longer respect the mysterious, the absolute, any power beyond our knowledge. Of course the more that we want to control, the more despairing we feel when we're unable to control anything in the world outside our homes – let alone within them. When I say 'we' I suppose I mean 'I', like most people I live in a Ptolemaic universe: the planets revolve around me.

10th February   High Society sounded unbearably thin and austere tonight. Natasha [Richardson] has been astonishingly brave and stoical, with the occasional lapse of stoicism because I haven't been able to help her enough by making the show better. She's very gifted, quite obsessive, and altogether heroic: her father's said she's miscast, her sister's discouraged her, her boyfriend thinks the show's a dog, and she feels responsible for her mother. I go home to watch a debate on TV about subsidy. Peter Hall was vivid and convincing, with a politician's assurance in spite of his transparent rawness. His attackers seemed Neanderthal. 'Tell me what's special about art,' they cried. Various defences offered: it's special (bit lame), highest aspiration of human spirit, pursuit of excellence and meaning, making sense of world, God speaking through man, etc. Peregrine Worsthorne, seeing the way the debate was going, tried to subvert it by claiming that art was too special to be 'controlled' by the state. I have to work out all the arguments for  subsidy: it's always a mistake to argue on the basis of it being a good investment.

28th February   High Society has opened. The reviews range from the ecstatic (well, one) to the vitriolic (most), but all good (deservedly) for Natasha. Success and failure is always more exaggerated in one's own head than in others'. It's possible to feel that you have become an irredeemably disgraced figure when you aren't acclaimed, but usually only a few people have read more than one review and most don't care anyway.

9th March   Filming v. [Tony Harrison poem for the South Bank Show] in Leeds has cleared my head. I try to console myself by believing that my over-exposure and hubris acted as a poultice for critical bile, but actually there was no shortage of goodwill: the show just wasn't good enough. We're filming in Leeds in the churchyard where Tony's mother is buried, high above the city. When he wrote the poem her tombstone had been defaced by graffiti. It's been cleaned and we have to do our own graffiti with washable spray­paint, but it's impossible to fake the real thing. It looks slightly art­school. Weather perfect: as if by magic or command it starts to snow just as we start filming. On Friday afternoon Tony got a lift with the crew, and they got stuck in a traffic jam. 'It's poets' day,' said one of the crew. 'Poets' day?' said Tony incredulously. 'In Leeds?!?' 'Yes, POETS – Piss Off Early Tomorrow's Saturday.'

13th March   Dinner with Peter Hall. He was warm and voluble. Amazing appetite and energy: after a day's hard and vexed rehearsal, then a bitter union meeting, he shrugged it off and surfaced full of joy and anticipation. He talked a lot about sex – in metaphor and in gossip – and a lot of the death of culture, his alienation from today's pop culture, about Jenny [daughter] becoming a pop singer, about Maria's [opera singer and wife] genius and eccentricity, and about his other children. I remember John Gunter [designer] watching Peter and Maria's daughter drawing a picture during rehearsals. What was the picture of? I asked John. A man walking through an open door with two suitcases, said John. We strolled for a taxi. Peter feels liberated from the NT, I feel oppressed by it.

16th March   Woke at 3.45 a.m. Sat listening to Schubert Quintet, then the dawn chorus. I'm still worried about High Society. It's work still undone and although it's doing well at the b.o. I can't collect the money without guilt. And the NT – so much to do and I can't feel where to start. With the plays, of course. What classics? Goethe: 'I call classic what is healthy and romantic what is sick.' Degas: 'A classicist is a romantic who has arrived.'

26th March   Went to Caryl Churchill's Serious Money about the commodities and futures market, the City boys. It was like a wall newspaper: very funny, roughly (and rightly) acted and directed (by Max [Stafford-Clark]) with a wild, crude energy, perfectly matched by Ian Dury's songs. On the way back a car ran into the back of mine: a pissed young b(w)anker in a Mere with no proper insurance.

2nd April   Drive to Fishguard, then a night on the ferry to Cork. The last time on this ferry was when Lu was two; a priest blessed her and she was sick over his shoes. My neck is agony; it must be whiplash.

8th April   Trip to Mallow cottage hospital for X-ray. I've got a trapped nerve apparently. 'You'll not be dancing tonight,' said the nurse as she gave me a neck support. If I had a frock coat and a jabot I'd look like a Regency buck.

10th April   Flew back from Ireland wearing a neck brace. It's a certain guarantee of an upgrade, even if it hardly compensates for the chronic pain. Ice pack and neck support don't alleviate the agony. And Suze's dad is very ill. He's the cornerstone of her life: constancy, dependability. When I told him I wanted to marry Suze he said: 'Look after her.' And now when I should be, she's looking after me. She raced round London trying to get chemists to issue pethidine which I've been prescribed as a painkiller and then her car got clamped.

14th April   Frank's died. He was a very good, very nice and very gentle man. When I told Lu she looked blank, then her face broke and she ran into my arms knocking the breath out of me.

16th April   Lunch with Nick Hytner [director]. He has a face like a mime – Barrault from Les Enfants du Paradis – oval face, arching  eyebrows, animated, almost over-animated. Flights of ideas and gossip, riffs of enthusiasm, indignation, then repose; latent violence, subverted by a childlike smile. He's prodigiously talented, has a great facility for staging and a great appetite for work. He's from a completely different constituency from me and thinks I should work with new people.

20th April   Frank's funeral. Family blasted by grief. A big turnout at the church: family, friends from the railway, from the tennis club, from the dancing club. Loyalty and undemonstrative affection. The crematorium was bleak, unbearably impersonal, muzak, the next shift queuing as we came out. At the wake I saw Suze's Uncle Bob throw a sandwich on a flower bed, as if he was making an offering. Like throwing earth on a coffin lid. I envy their sense of family.

5th May   I've been flat on my back in hospital having traction, stretching my spine. It's the rack – a sling under my chin and a Heath Robinson pulley system with weights attached, increased day by day. I get released once an hour for five minutes. Alan Bennett came to see me. He's the perfect hospital visitor, did most of the talking, was funny, didn't offer excessive sympathy, and didn't stay too long. He said the worst possible taste would be a T-shirt saying: I HATE JUDI DENCH. We saw one in Liverpool when we were filming The Insurance Man [BBC TV film by Alan Bennett] soon after the Italian football fans were killed in Turin: LIVERPOOL 39 TURIN 0. Alan's writing about Judas. He says Judas betrayed Christ because he believed him infinitely. He couldn't wait for the ascension for him to display his divine power: he betrayed him in order to hasten his victory. Alan says there's a new disease that attacks the immune system called Screenwriter's Disease – caught from dialogue rather than intercourse.

Charles Wood and Richard Broke came to talk about me directing Charles's Falklands War screenplay, Tumbledown, which I've agreed to do for the BBC. Charles was like a large heron in the small room. With him, Richard's wheelchair and the hospital bed and its pulley system I feel trapped in a New Yorker cartoon. Satisfying irony having a meeting in a hospital room, which is where much of the film is set.

12th May   Saw Peter Stein's production of The Hairy Ape at the NT. Incomparably well performed and well choreographed. Stein has taken O'Neill's stage directions, word for word, and realised them brilliantly. But it's over-emphatic, portentous and monomaniacal; a remorseless allegory of mechanisation of man and yet caught up in its own deadening process of alienation. It's very decadent, like the Radio City Rockettes. Much of the action is played near the top of the proscenium. I still have my neck brace so it's sheer agony to watch.

13th May   Dinner with David Hare. It's odd that people think of David as a hard-edged, pure intellectual, when his romanticism is his most conspicuous characteristic: he believes that people have the capacity to change society and each other – that love is a force of redemption. People often mistake belief in the redeeming power of love for sentimentality, much as they think that David's admiration for women is insincere – the 'men in drag' argument. But his writing is always in good faith. My politics are less defined than his: like most people who work in the theatre, I'm drawn to any vision of unity and social justice. I envy – but am wary of – the certainty of his opinions, which gives him the confidence to be a moralist, although a moralist, at least in private, unwilling to judge. He has a necessary self-belief, an absolute conviction of his own singularity, but if a writer doesn't have that, how can he write? It's clear that he doesn't want to direct any more because he can only hear one voice (his) in his head, and can't bear the endless banter and negotiation and patience required to work with the actors. He admires (and so do I) the writers who year after year stick at their craft. And he certainly does that. Many playwrights surprisingly aren't concerned with technique; David's almost too concerned. He tells me a story of Ivan Boesky, recently convicted of massive insider trading. He went to Joe Papp [Producer New York Public Theater] with the offer to finance the Public Theater for life. His condition: that he be allowed to play Stanley Kowalski [in Streetcar Named Desire].

14th May   Visit from Christopher Morahan [theatre and TV director, associate of Peter Hall. Christopher always has gravitas, like a bishop or general. He's always seemed to me rather genial and very generous, like a large pink bear, but actors call him 'the  Brigadier' because of his severity and love of discipline. He made a handsome offer: to put to the associates the proposition of resigning en masse so that I don't have to face the dilemma of who to keep and who not to. 'It's going to be an exciting time for all of us,' he says as he offers himself up for sacrifice.

15th May   I met Robert Lawrence for the first time. He's the subject of Tumbledown, shot in the head at the end of the battle to retake Port Stanley, victim partly of his courage and partly of his vanity: he was on a ridge overlooking the town when he was shot, celebrating impending victory by holding two rifles above his head as if he was in a movie. He became paralysed down one side of his body but he conceals it brilliantly. He's dapper, slight, a rugby fly-half. He has blond hair, possibly streaked, and looks more like an actor than an actor. His accent is new City, a patina of upper class put on over a classless one. He's very worried about the possibility of losing his name in the film. Charles says it's his last act of heroism, to stand up in public and be identified with the character. He's having a hard time from the Army. He talks coherently about the Army as an institution and the friend that his senior officers wanted to dump on Ascension Island: Robert was asked to go on deck and beat him up for being insubordinate. He talks about fitness, about being trained to kill, and about how no one understood what to expect when battle came. They watched war movies on the way down in the QEII; the favourite was Apocalypse Now. When they were going into battle they saw themselves as the stars of the movies in their heads. The Guards no longer hold on to the old regimental ways, but still closed ranks to exclude Robert when he came back to the Regiment. He was asked to leave the barracks quickly when he went to say goodbye to his men.

16th May   A thought for David Aukin. When asked why she and Sidney had always appeared to agree, Beatrice Webb said: 'Sidney was to decide the way we voted, and I was to decide which were the great issues.' But who's Beatrice and who's Sidney? Three jokes from George Fenton [composer] who harvests jokes from musicians: A man goes into a restaurant, orders a drink. He waits for a long time, then sees a waiter: 'How long have you been here?' Waiter: 'About six months.' 'Then you couldn't be the man I ordered my drink  from.' Woman coming out of variety show in Leeds. 'How was the show?' 'All right if you like laughing.' What's the difference between James Last [bandleader] and a cow? In a cow the horns are at the front and the arsehole's at the back.

17th May   At a party, feeling unconfident, I meet the novelist Paul Bailey. He asks: 'Were you surprised when they offered you the job at the National?' I should have said: 'Were you surprised to find out that Patrick White calls you Pearl Barley?'

20th May   Dad came to see High Society and had a good time. I must have directed well over a hundred shows; he's seen two.

22nd May   I sat on the Baylis Terrace for two hours until the sun went down with Peter Radmore [head NT lighting department], and he spoke with the unelected but unmistakably authentic voice of the theatre's staff. He told me that if I gave them my support I need never doubt that it would be repaid.

30th May   Gala for Olivier's eightieth birthday. Peter [Hall] and I wait by the stage door for Olivier, pretending diffidence but both as anxious as Billy Bunter waiting for his postal order. Peter is leaning against the side wall. Nikki Frei, who's the press officer for the occasion, is standing next to him. He strokes her bum with a casual, haphazard air, like patting the flanks of a horse. There's an enormous crowd and hordes of paparazzi in the street. The car pulls up and there's a wail from the crowd as Olivier steps out. He looks almost unrecognisable: smaller, a very, very frail man supported by Joan [Plowright]. There's an eruption of flash bulbs and hoots and screams and for a moment he's completely dazed. He steps towards the crowd, then hesitates between terror and intense joy. Peter moves to welcome him, his arms outstretched in greeting. There's a moment when Larry looks at Peter as if he's unsure why he's being approached by a large genial man with a beard and benign smile. Then they shake hands. Larry's now certain who he's meeting. Then Max Rayne shakes his hand, and Peter pushes me forward. Larry turns, looks politely bemused, stares at me as if I was the wrong suspect in a police identity parade and for a few seconds my hand lies in mid-air as if in rigor mortis. The three of us are then prodded into a line for  the 'photo opportunity'. We all feel uncomfortable and stare mirthlessly at the cameras in almost total embarrassment. At the end of the show, the audience stood to applaud Olivier. He smiled an enchanting, childlike smile of pure pleasure and acknowledged the applause in a beautiful gesture, raising his right hand and turning it as if he were cupping butterflies. Joan made several attempts to lead him out but he wouldn't be led. The applause went on and on. And on. He was asked once what his policy was for the National Theatre. 'To make the audience applaud,' he said.

2nd June   Talk to Peter who says. 'I've gone from the NT,' and wants to formalise it. I'm not supposed to start officially until September of next year, but I suggest that I start in January. Saw View from the Bridge with Michael Gambon, an immense Balzacian welter of humanity, violence and love. He's a genius, more capable of giving and receiving love on stage than any other actor. Seeing him I feel that a number of unperformable plays become possible. Not that he'd ever want to be in them.

8th June   Just seen Peter [Hall]'s production of Antony and Cleopatra and really admired it. A very finely tuned and well-thought-out production, and Judi [Dench] was really remarkable, even by her standards. It has complete authority and most of the actors – particularly Judi and Michael Bryant – have an innate sense of how to treat the language. There's a temptation with Shakespeare to provide a visual conceit that tidies up the landscape, or to impose unity through a rigorously enforced discipline of verse-speaking, as Peter does. For me verse-speaking should be like jazz: never on the beat, but before, after, or across it. All the same I'd rather have Peter's emphasis on the life of the play being in the language, than an arhythmic, naturalistic shuffle. My neck is still painful; I was sitting on the centre aisle and flinched every time a soldier dashed down to the stage with a spear in hand. 

9th June   Saw Yerma [Lorea] in the Cottesloe. It made me think of well-meaning Westerners wearing saris, or of tourists doing Zorba's dance.

10th June   Meeting with Robert Lawrence. He talks of the similarities between the 1914-18 War and the Falklands: the wet, the  wrong equipment, the jingoism, the lack of readiness for the conflict, the incompetence of the senior officers, the fear, the bitterness of the aftermath, the gap between reality and propaganda. The men in his platoon burned copies of the Sun because of its lies. 'Training doesn't produce soldiers,' Robert says. 'Character does.'

11th June   Went with Dan [Day Lewis] to see the Bergman Hamlet. It's very clear and distilled, and Peter Stormare an excellent Hamlet. We went to the Swedish Embassy afterwards. Ingmar didn't turn up. 'He's very depressed,' we were told, which is like being told that the Pope is a Catholic.

12th June   Thatcher's back. On News at One she was speaking not as if she thought she was in absolute control for ever but as if she knew she was. Day One of the Fourth Reich. I remember hearing a story in Munich about Hitler from a location manager. He was filming in Braunau, Hitler's birthplace, where the local beer was dark brown and powerfully strong. Over a few weeks it had a disastrous effect on everyone in the crew who drank it. They became irascible, megalomaniac and paranoid – in short, Hitlerian. What's Thatcher drinking? I had a dream that I'd written to ask for a meeting and I met her for five minutes. I talked very quickly without stopping, trying to justify subsidy to the arts. Then the dream faded.

16th June   Dinner with the caucus of the NT Board at the Savoy, a necessary flamboyance of Max Rayne's to demonstrate where the real power lies. He's a very engaging (and generous) man who seems, in the presence of Victor Mishcon [Deputy Chairman, NT Board], to be vulnerable and almost childlike. Engaging because of his charm and his unwillingness to be pragmatic. Mishcon is a Jonsonian figure, serpentine and portentous. Each sentence of his begins with a prefix: 'In my humble opinion . . .' 'Maybe it's just my stupidity . . .' 'Maybe it's just my old head' He arrives, takes up what he regards as his natural place in the centre of the room and ostentatiously drops a rumour ('in deepest confidence') that the next Minister for the Arts is to be Peter Palumbo who is about to be elevated to the Lords. 'Of course one of the recent candidates is shortly to face imprisonment . . .' It's Ernest Saunders, of Guinness scandal fame. Victor implores me to put on plays that have no  violence or explicit sexuality or four-letter words. This is the same as the Board at Nottingham except they have more power in the world – if not in the theatre.

But Max is no Cyril Forsyth [Chairman Nottingham Playhouse Board], who used to bang the table and pull my hair at the Board meetings. 'Get your hair cut, lad.' Max has the air of a charming and dapper bounder: suede shoes, silver hair and silver cigarette lighter, blue pinstripe, silk socks, perfectly polished shoes. He told me he had difficulty controlling Peter. 'He ran rings around us,' he says. And he talks of his own background: Jewish, radical, philanthropic. He can't understand how anyone can pursue money and power for their own sake. When he tells me his grandmother used to say: 'If he says he's a communist and he has holes in his shoes, he's a communist,' I hide my feet under the chair. He said Peter wants to be one of the boys but can't wear the blue jeans.

23rd June   To Lady Macbeth of Mtensk at ENO. Inspiring piece of theatre. Makes me aware of how in the theatre expressiveness is usually sacrificed to utility. But opera productions so frequently decline into a form of camp: high seriousness dressed up in implausible costume – like postmodern architecture, pop videos, and High Church liturgy.

24th June   Saw Al Clark, who's getting married to an Australian. Two New Zealander jokes, which are the Aussie equivalent of Polish jokes. 'How does a New Zealander get to run a small business?' 'Give him a big business and wait.' 'What do you call a New Zealander in a suit?' 'The defendant.' He told me about a visit to LA Film Festival. He met a distributor who said: 'I don't want to sell you coleslaw when I can sell you Cole Porter. I've got this picture, it's called Puccini. It's got loads of girls and fast cars and music by Maurice Jarre.'

26th June   Mum's birthday. She's sixty-six. She's old before her time, actually about a hundred years old. It's a terrible illness, Alzheimer's disease. If there's a physical disease it resembles it's leprosy, which eats away the body as Alzheimer's does the brain. We've watched her personality disappear for years and with it her humanity, leaving only her body to breathe and be fed. She's been  losing her mind for years, slipping away little by little. I wonder if we'd still get on, and if she and Dad might have separated. I really miss her.

8th July   Long letter from Tony Harrison, who is teeming with new ideas. Must attempt the Greeks and Molière, particularly Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme as a contemporary satire. Tony says this is probably the least propitious time ever to run a subsidised theatre with an adventurous policy. Richard Luce, Minister for Arts and Libraries, has just made a speech about the arts having to escape their 'welfare-state mentality' and having to 'give the public what they want'. Hard to do better than full houses. What does he mean? That they should be self-supporting? That 'business' should be a partner? The trouble with business sponsorship is that it forces the artist into the position of begging to the plutocracy. It's supposedly a way of testing the market – of seeing if there is a real demand for the 'product' – but of course the product will be determined by the sponsor in the sense that they will only subsidise what is anodyne and unexceptional. Shaw said: 'The State should endow all forms of art to the extent necessary to place its highest forms above the need for competition.' Yes, but who decides what are its 'highest forms'? Apropos sponsors, who said: 'When I hear artists making fun of businessmen I think of a regiment in which the band makes fun of its cooks'? Auden?

9th July   To Small Family Business [Alan Ayckbourn] which is about a world situated at the epicentre of the heartland of Thatcherism. It's not a 'state of the nation' play – it's more anthropological than political – but it gives an acerbic view of the social corrosion of the very people who Thatcher is alleged to be enriching.

11th July   Party at Max Rayne's house. Wonderful paintings (Monet, Pissarro), Giacomettis on the terrace, Degas maquette on the piano. 1960s Bauhaus-style house and furniture. The cast list included Richard Luce. He's not a great reader: he said he was going on holiday and wanted to take a book. Could I recommend one? He's amiable, confused about subsidy, but rather pro the arts, which is just as well considering he's Minister for them, but by no means inevitable. Woodrow Wyatt told me we should abolish arts subsidies. 'I saw your Guys and Dolls three times. But last time you had a black man in the cast. Quite unacceptable.' At dinner the widow of Charles Douglas Home [Editor The Times], attacks me without restraint at the news that I'm doing a film about the Falklands. She's a Spartan, instantly ready to damn 'softness', liberalism, woolly thinking.

8th August   Starting to get nervous about Tumbledown. There are strenuous attempts to prevent it being made by the Ministry of Defence, the Home Office and the Scots Guards. We'd arranged to have some full-dress uniforms made by military tailors who have been making uniforms for the Guards for 200 years. They were told that if they worked for us their contract would be terminated. Also we're having problems with the lawyers over fact/fiction and libel. Alan [Bennett] says BBC lawyers are like ships' doctors. Says when he was doing An Englishman Abroad he had advice from the lawyers that the line 'Laertes looks as though he's got a couple of King Edwards down his tights' could be defamatory. Can it be defamatory to accuse a man of having big balls?

25th September   Lu's thirteenth birthday. We were talking about getting a cat. I said we'd need to get a cat flap in the basement door. 'Oh dear,' she said, 'he'll keep getting sent letters asking him to join the Labour Party.' She says that she dislikes people who are violent and people who think they're great.

7th November   I've emerged from filming Tumbledown. Drive back from Wales with Colin Firth. We both feel like battle victims, insensible with tiredness and resentful of anyone who hasn't shared our experience. I was never able to imagine myself emerging from filming having completed the film that Charles had written. Like a soldier I could prepare, I could train, but the only experience that would equip me to deal with the battle was the thing itself. Like all good work I've been connected with, the film was a series of happy accidents – the right decisions made at the right time. We made our luck and our luck was good. But I still can't be clear that we've made a good film, even if during filming I was convinced that it would be remarkable. One gets consumed by folie de grandeur, an inevitable consequence of feeling that what you're doing is at the centre of the  universe (and it is, of your own universe), and if it's good it must be the summit of everyone else's. My fear is that it's something less than the sum of its parts. Now back to the NT. I love the protective womb, the privacy and camaraderie of film-making. To run the NT seems in comparison to be going into fire naked, caught on the barbed wire.

21st November   Beginning to make headway at the NT and at the same time confronting the fear that it will consume me. And my family. Elizabeth Hardwick in Seduction and Betrayal: Women and Literature: 'In the long run wives are to be paid in a peculiar coin consideration of their feelings. And it usually turns out that this is an enormous, unthinkable inflation few men will remit, or if they will, only with a sense of being overcharged.' This thought is a companion for something Shaw said (quoted by Louise Brooks): 'No man who is preoccupied in doing a very difficult thing and doing it very well, ever loses his self-respect . . . An actor, a painter, a composer, an author may be as selfish as he likes without reproach from the public if only his art is superb; and he cannot fulfil this condition without sufficient effort and sacrifice to make him feel noble and martyred in spite of his selfishness.' Mmmm . . .

23rd November   Board meeting. Max finds it hard to delegate to the others. I feel quite relaxed, not least because Max goes on and on, tetchy with Douglas Gosling [head of finance], who stays mute as he's criticised for being opaque about the financial position. Ian Brown, the Arts Council Drama Officer, stumbles over an answer as to why the Arts Council is eroding the grant to the NT: 'I'd need notice to think that through,' he says with preposterous gravity.

3rd December   I saw Deborah Warner's production of Titus Andronicus. It has a wonderful unselfconscious enthusiasm and bravura about it, and is quite without any of the mannerisms and affectations that decorate most RSC productions. Brian Cox is straight from the heart, and there are several actors whom I could have sworn couldn't act at all but in this production are convincing. Deborah has a real gift for animating the company: she's the real thing. There's a lot of sentimental and specious nonsense talked about 'companies' as if in themselves they were any guarantee of good work. This is a 'company' – the Royal Shakespeare Company – but in other shows these actors are listless and mutually apart; under Deborah's baton they meld together.

18th December   Lunch with Peggy Ramsay [literary agent], who was in fine form. Apart from a mild amnesia, particularly over names – 'Who is that downtrodden nice fat man who runs the RSC?' Me (baffled): 'Trevor? Terry?' 'No, dear,' 'David Brierly?' 'Yes, dear, I think he's the house manager . . . And who is that man who does all Caryl's plays at the Royal Court? Very ambitious man.' 'Les Waters?' 'No, dear, no.' 'Max?' 'Yes, dear. Father was a famous psychiatrist.' Peggy has a stream of gossip and observations which shock me by their complete unsentimentality: 'Will Hare ever write a really good play, dear?' 'I wish I'd never given Christopher that book [Les Liaisons Dangereuses], it's distracted him.' She talks about Michael Meyer and Graham Greene going off as a pair to pursue women around the world, and Peter Hall: 'A nice boy. Can he still do it, dear?' I had food poisoning in the evening and was sick in the interval at the Barbican: a perfect response to a dismally poor production of The Wizard of Oz.

23rd December   Visit to Dorset. Dad's girlfriend [Margaret] asks me several times if I'm ill. A week ago, I say. Dirt, chaos, cat hair, smell of decay. She and Dad seem to be unaware of it. Dad tells her to shut up frequently and she smiles as if she's used to this form of affectionate banter. In the morning she asks if I'd like China or Indian tea. Indian, I say. 'Well, you would be difficult,' she says. 'Your son has no taste,' she cries out to Dad. I clear a small corner of the table to put a teacup down, brushing aside the accumulated glacial deposit of letters, old food, newspapers, magazines, photographs, a sewing machine, clothes and crockery, while the dogs snuffle around my feet. She asks me if I'm going to visit Mum. She says fools will ask how she is and one has to have an answer. 'If there's a case for euthanasia,' she says, 'Mrs Eyre is it.'

Go to see Mum in the new hospital, which is all red-and-blue ironwork, like a giant Meccano set. She lies on the floor on a beanbag. No sight, no hearing, no sense at all. She breathes and eats and week by week wastes away, but remains incredibly resilient. What do I feel? Guilt. Grief. Regret. When people are ill, they say, 'I'm not feeling myself.' It's been years since she's been herself, or had  a 'self' to feel. Occasionally I can see in her mouth the hard shape it became in the later years when she became settled in her bitterness with Dad. And I recoiled from her then, although she was right to feel bitter. If only she'd left him. Perhaps he was right that she wouldn't have been able to survive on her own. But I doubt it.

28th December   Been reading Kathleen Tynan's book on Ken. It's very well written, and in spite of some obvious cosmetic work on her character and motives, is very honest and very sad. Ken was crippled by the scourge of early celebrity. What he most craved became a mercilessly recurring burden. He wrote, he said, to be sexually desirable, a plea for identity. When he'd found his identity, what was left? He was self-advertising, vain, and frustrated; a vicarious performer, who was condemned to write about an ephemeral medium. It all combined to drive him into a cul-de-sac with nowhere to develop. He always longed to be above his class but to criticise the class to which he longed to belong. And in the end his self-mockery, if a man who wore mauve suits could ever have any, deserted him. The role of the enfant terrible is wearing for everyone – the enfant and the audience.

He was a brilliant critic: what he wrote was always alive, opinionated, provocative and intelligent. He really made theatre seem as if it mattered. He responded to the right sort of life in it. Harold Hobson said the other day: 'The trouble with our successors is that nothing seems at stake for them.' But Ken's attempts to break out of the critic's prison were feeble – those ghastly sex shows – and his advice at the NT when he was literary manager was often wildly off target. I don't think the story of the first night of The Architect and the Emperor of Assyria is apocryphal: Olivier and Ken were standing in the foyer during the interval as a mutinous audience defected to the street. 'Such a good idea of yours to put this play on, Ken,' said Olivier, with the crisply projected diction that could be heard well down the Cut. When I went to Nottingham I asked Ken if there were any plays that he'd wanted to do but hadn't. 'Yes, if you want a hit do Molnar's The Play's The Thing. You can't go wrong.' He must have told Tom Stoppard the same thing because Tom adapted the play for the NT and I think it's the only disaster he's ever had.

31st December   New Year's Eve. I can't make predictions. All I know is that the NT will be more difficult than I can anticipate. And  I'll start to make enemies. I must try to act in good faith, and I mustn't give up. Last year on New Year's Eve I was on a rattling train from Leicester, pissed and maudlin, looking at a wonderful sunset­deep azure sky, sea-green grass, peach-red sun and low flat clouds, canal bridges, church spires, trees in silhouette – thinking you go on to see what the hell is next. When Oscar Wilde was at school he was translating a few verses of the Bible from Greek aloud – Judas selling Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.


TEACHER: That will do, Mr Wilde.

WILDE: Hushh . . . let us proceed and find out what happened to the unfortunate man.
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3rd January   Tomorrow is my first day at the NT with my own office. 'Beware of any enterprise that requires new clothes,' said Thoreau. I haven't worn suits for years, except on special occasions. Nowadays I have 'suit' days – Board meetings, funding meetings, lunches, dinners, and more often than not feel the suit wears me. I sometimes step outside myself and marvel that it's me doing this job. I'm not steeped in theatre lore and I'm not sure I like theatre enough to act as its propagandist and evangelist. I don't love it. It can be inert and dispiriting, and clubby, self-regarding, tacky and embarrassing. You can sometimes be ashamed of being in the audience on those occasions, let alone in the same profession as the people on the stage, let alone part of the human race. But when it's good? Oh well, then it makes its own argument.

6th January   Peter has told David Aukin that he no longer wants to be bothered with the details of running the NT, he's too involved in his productions. David is anxious about his role. It's hard for him to accept second fiddle. I think that he's already spent too long waiting, and his natural instinct is to be at the front, not behind my shoulder: he's a producer. Max had warned me not to let David become my boss, but I wouldn't have wanted to work with David if he wasn't ambitious. We went to see a Pinero play at the Royal Exchange, which seemed anti-Semitic to David and badly done to both of us. I felt churlish not liking it. I love going to the theatre and enjoying myself, but more often than not I travel in hope and arrive in gloom.

8th January   I met Declan Donnellan. I'd seen a few of his productions: elegant, light-footed, iconoclastic, some fine performances,  and sometimes some perverse choices. I'd imagined a svelte, self­contained, mournful Celtic boy. But he's round, tubby, bucolic and jolly. Occasionally he becomes serious, grave, almost solemn, and then breaks into a charming and infectious laugh. We talk about Catholicism, being Irish, his father, and his partner (also his designer). I like his transparent honesty and his emotionalism. We talk about Fuente Ovejuna [Lope de Vega], which he wants to do with his company [Cheek by Jowl], but I want to do it at the NT and have a very good translation, which I commissioned from Adrian Mitchell. The play was robust enough to be performed during the Russian Civil War on the streets of St Petersburg.

11th January   The spectre of the Royal National Theatre walks abroad. Max clearly wants it desperately – 'an accolade' for the theatre. Bit like Judith Hart accepting a Damehood on behalf of the Third World. Max thinks that the NT's image would be enhanced. I disagree and say so. It's a useful distinction from the Royal Shakespeare Company, and the demotic 'National Theatre' is attractive. To allow it to be assimilated within the orbit of the monarchy is to bang another rivet into our theocracy: monarchy's our religion. Victor Mishcon supports Max. 'We walk in troublous seas,' he says. Blimey. Most of the Board seem to support me, but in a public vote Max would win.

17th January   Last night of High Society, thank God. Jean-Louis Barrault: 'Whenever I did anything mainly because I thought it was going to be commercial, it was a failure, and whenever I did something only because I thought it was good, it turned out to be commercial.'

18th January   I see the possibility of making administrative sense of the NT building but not artistic sense. How to make meaning of the work? That's why it's so hard to decide which plays to do. And how to do them. I'm reading Candide (Voltaire not Bernstein):


Candide turned to the Abbé: 'How many plays have been written in French?'

'About five or six thousand,' replied the Abbé.

'That's a lot,' he remarked, 'How many are good?'

'Fifteen or sixteen,' replied the other.

'That's a lot,' said Martin.
 

Talk to David [Hare] about the programme. We agreed that the problem was to define what the approach was to the classics – i.e. what is our voice? Peter's approach was to have a clear text, and be morally neutral and visually uninflected. Ours must be more inclined to spectacle and interpretation, but maintain a responsibility to the text. We need to introduce a note of anarchy to the theatre, but it's hard to make an anarchistic gesture now that isn't immediately assimilated. The climate is dark and savage, and we should respond to that, not engage in the chummy humour of the times: them grinning at us grinning at them.

19th January   A bitter attack in the Independent on Adrian Mitchell, who's just done a reading in the Cottesloe. It showed a real animus against what it saw as the privileged protectionism of the NT and the hegemony of 'official' culture.

20th January   Max has written to me that he hopes the issue of the 'Royal Appellation' won't become 'emotional'. But his side of the argument is nothing but emotion. He's obsessed with obtaining the 'accolade' for the theatre, the blessing on his chairmanship. Only understandable in the light of the incredible difficulty of getting it open and the unbelievable hostility to it then.

21st January   I met Deborah Warner, who is very confident and very likable, and quite certain of her destiny. She's a handsome woman, slightly haughty, with a nineteenth-century patrician bearing, which would have served her well with the Bedouin in the Empty Quarter or with Florence Nightingale in the Crimea. A woman of action. She has an endearing self-confidence allied to a sort of youthful bashfulness. We talked about Shakespeare and Brecht.

25th January   Appeared at a demonstration against Clause 28 in the Local Government Bill – to stop the 'promotion' of homosexuality. How can anyone believe you can promote any kind of sexuality? If you could the world would be full of raging heterosexuals, given the oceanic mass of propaganda for straight sex in  EVERY advertisement. I said that the legislation is the forerunner of censorship – it's about what we think and feel and do in private.

26th January   Preview of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Howard [Davies] has staged it well, but the play seems creaky and melodramatic and needs to be more florid and stylised. The older actors understand this, the younger ones have seen too many Hollywood movies, so play it in quotes. But it's an occupational hazard with Williams' plays – to misread 'intense' and 'Southern' for camp.

31st January   Directors' meeting. Bill Bryden was in provocatively belligerent mode, or tone. He's an inspired impresario and sometimes – as in The Mysteries and Lark Rise – a marvellous director. He can be simultaneously very rash and very pedantic.

7th February   In Sheffield to do an assessment on the Crucible Theatre for the Arts Council. It reminded me of how hard it was holding it all together at Nottingham, and how it can so easily crumble. To keep the work consistently good seems more difficult than ever. Resources to the regions have diminished and a whole generation of directors has stuck at the RSC and NT without ever running regional theatres. And we've lost that haphazard apprenticeship for actors: those that might have done a year or two in a regional theatre now look for parts on TV, in films, or the national companies, while they're still at drama school, helped by the massive proliferation of casting directors. And this country is so oppressively London orientated; we've lost the sense of shared experience between theatres in Newcastle, Nottingham, Exeter, etc and London. We watched a very self-consciously postmodern production of Winter's Tale, admirably ambitious but almost wholly unachieved, even if redeemed by Jim Broadbent.

8th February   Cat on a Hot Tin Roof first night. The actors rose to the occasion, so did the audience, but in spite of its visceral energy, the construction still seemed creaky, even though there's something really attractive about the waywardness and the raggedness of the play. It's a cruel play but it's not a neurotic one: 'Life has got to be allowed to continue even after the dream of life is – all – over . . . .' says Maggie. Williams never judges his characters or evangelises for  a life less ordinary. I'm sure Howard will have (and deserves) a success with it, and will I be generous enough to enjoy his success? This is the nub: if I can't, then I shouldn't be running the NT. The most important attribute for anyone who runs a theatre is generosity: you've got to be prepared to enfranchise people who are more talented, more successful, and just different from yourself.

9th February   Flurry about the Arts Council grant and their assessment. Standstill instead of the expected 2 per cent rise. I feel resigned. Everyone outside the NT feels that it's been comparatively over-funded, so I'm not surprised we've been penalised, even if it doesn't make my life any easier. Peter's in a fury; he says the Arts Council assessment is disgraceful and mean-spirited. I had a visit from a Telecom fitter at home. He talked about his son, how he couldn't get a grant for college. 'And he's six foot two, you know.' He went out of the room, then popped back in. 'Have you ever met that Peter Ustinov?'

16th February   I went to Maria St Just's house in Pimlico (next to Noel Coward's) to be auditioned, to see if I'm fit to direct one of Tennessee Williams' plays. Maria's like a rather ferocious bird, angular, small-boned, brightly coloured; she pecks about, fluttering her wings, preening her feathers, crowing and, just occasionally, purring like a pigeon. Deeply opinionated on every subject, and unforgiving to those who defy her, whose number includes Howard Davies who finds her a pain. She told me her life story: born in Russia into a family that she called 'ordinary nobility', she came to this country when she was nine. She trained as a ballet dancer and then decided to become an actress. She was understudying in a West End play when she was invited to a party given by John Gielgud. She claims to have been standing silently in a corner, which seems improbable, and was drawn to the red-and-blue socks of a small man who sat by himself on a sofa. The stranger turned out to be Tennessee Williams and she became a friend for life – and beyond it: he appointed Maria his literary executor. She gave me a rigorous cross-examination. I ended up liking her, partly because she made me laugh, partly because I thought she liked me.

17th February   Lunch with Jerome Savary [French theatre and opera director] and Tony Harrison. Jerome says it's unnecessary to go to the theatre if you're running one: 'Don't go and see the plays,  get someone to do it for you who you trust. And make sure you have a good restaurant: people care more about eating than theatre.' Actually I'd like to do both: good theatre and good restaurant, and will resist all pressure from the Board to contract out the catering. First the cleaning, then the security, then the catering, then the office services, then the art . . .

18th February   Peter Stein on his production of Torquato Tasso: 'I feel we never escaped from the ghetto of language.' That's what I'm facing: directing three seventeenth-century plays – The Changeling, Bartholomew Fair, and Hamlet. Why am I doing them? Because I'm obsessed with that period and I've done them before successfully and so feel indemnified, but of course that's the worst reason: you should never go back.

20th February   Long meeting with script committee followed by dinner at Rules with the associates. This is ancien regime stuff – we can't afford this in the future. There's a picture of Marvell on the wall of the restaurant. Tony recites 'To His Coy Mistress'. 'You should be able to taste the language,' says Tony, 'the whole body as well as the mind, and the mouth should savour it.' And with his work you do. When we were doing v. the film editor was a man who'd been turned off poetry at an early age. I watched him become drawn into the poem so that he felt each nuance, rhyme, rhythm, shift of thought. 'Fucking amazing,' he said.

28th February   Meeting with Jonathan Powell [Controller BBC1] about transmitting Tumbledown on BBC1. He keeps talking of getting it on the air 'cleanly'. Not sure what he means and fearful that the swearing and the legal problems are never mentioned.

2nd March   Lunch with John Mortimer. He talks about the Moral Tutor of New College, who is alleged to have written a venomous preface to Crockford's, the Church's Wisden. John said that A.N. Wilson went to see him for a talk about God. 'Oh no,' said the churchman, 'I don't like your looks.' John says that Lord Chandos [ex Chairman NT Board] would complain about Victor Mishcon saying at NT Board meetings 'through the Chair . . . .' 'I thought he was going to penetrate me,' said Chandos.

12th March   Meet with Richard Pulford who runs the South Bank Centre. He says: 'Don't let the National be worthy.' I've lost the battle of the 'Royal Appellation'. How do we avoid being tainted by it?

16th March   Meeting with Bill Gaskill [director]. It's probably hard for Bill to come to me to ask for a job. He doesn't show it, but then it's always hard to know Bill's feelings. I've known him nearly twenty years, and been in admiration, or awe, or fear, or exasperation of him ever since. He was generous to me at Nottingham and he doesn't patronise me, for which I'm immensely grateful. It's hard to know Bill: he's removed, you always feel it's your turn, that he's waiting to see you fall into a trap. He wants to do something that isn't 'like' him. He suggests a play by Pirandello, which I don't know: Man, Beast and Virtue. I've been reading his autobiography. He's a great teacher and his productions of Saved and The Sea are among the best productions I've ever seen. There's a slightly miserable sense in his book of deliberately setting himself on the edge, a self-justifyingly arid aesthetic. There's much in common, though I don't think Bill would concede it, with this from Peter Brook: 'I became increasingly interested in whatever is a direct element in performance. When you set off on that path everything else falls away . . . I want everything to be seen, everything to stand out clearly . . . I have not come to this conclusion through puritanism, nor do I want to condemn elaborate costumes or ban coloured lights. Only I have found that the true interest lies elsewhere, in the event itself as it happens at each moment, inseparable from the public's response.'

17th March   Max Rayne asks me to go to a function to celebrate the sponsorship of Foyer Music by Robert Maxwell. One of his sons is deputising for the great man. Max tells me of being in a taxi with Maxwell coming from a do at Burlington House with another Jewish potentate. Maxwell spoke Yiddish during the journey, and the next day Max saw him on TV talking about reading the lesson on Sundays at his local church. Max talks about the desire of the immigrant to belong, and how he'd said to his father in 1947: 'We've got £50,000, we're secure.' But the horizon keeps moving.

23rd March   Last Supper with Peter and his associates. Rich in irony, macabre humour, absurdity and pleasure, and real affection for Peter. There's gratitude from him for the fact that we've turned up, Harold [Pinter] in particular. And that we've gone along with him – some, like John Goodwin [head of press], for most of a lifetime. Michael Kustow initiates speeches, provokes Peter to his feet. Peter makes an elegant speech and ends: 'There is no chance that what is great in the theatre today will also be great tomorrow. Tomorrow it will become something different.' Then he sits down insisting that there are no speeches in reply. Kustow prods me and I reply: 'None of us would be here . . . etc.' Then speeches round the table, but by this time we're all very pissed. So Harold is confused and incoherent, Peter Gill [director and writer] tearful but focused and fastidious: 'Peter was a fine director,' Christopher [Morahan] is careful, dignified and hopeful, Michael Rudman [director] droll, Michael Bogdanov [director] bullish, Bill Bryden elegiac. All were self-mocking except for Kustow. I take Bill home and I'm more drunk than he is. 

12th April   Mary Soames [writer, Churchill's youngest daughter] has been appointed Chairman to succeed Max. Derek Mitchell [NT Board member] said she would more appropriately have been appointed Governor General of Bermuda.

13th April   Lunch with David Hart, adviser to Thatcher, who says he'll get me a meeting with her to talk arts policy. He's a dilettante playwright; a curious figure – louche, heavy-jawed, balding, faintly dangerous. He says the theatre's job is to be the Court Jester, to raise two fingers to society. He's a combination of Tory anarchist, ideologue and rake. Very vulnerable: he considers himself a writer, a thinker, who is obliged to deal in property in order to live as a man of letters. Says the coming struggle will be between the libertarian and the authoritarian right. Thatcher is in politics, according to him, because she is interested in the difference between good and evil. She has no irony, hates class, stops her ministers doing the occasional outlandish thing because 'it's immoral', and she's a snob. His evidence? 'She calls the Duke of Grosvenor "Gerry Grosvenor". No one calls him Gerry.' He says that there's a rational explanation to the Peter Wright affair: Wright is the Fifth Man. His book was ghosted by the KGB.

14th April   Meeting with Mary Soames at the Minister's office. Huge nineteenth-century rooms decorated with contemporary paintings. She reminds me slightly of my mother in her looks and her nervousness and her slight sense of being out of her depth. And thinking of her as my mother, I warm to her immediately. She appears pleasant, conscientious, tenacious, with a 'manner' that can deal with any occasion and raise it to her reference points. She never used to go to the theatre – 'Christopher didn't like it' – but says she's going to have to take a crash course and asks me to help her.

15th April   Grisly row with the finance department. There don't seem to be any detailed budgets for individual shows, or at least the budgets all seem to be post hoc. Money is allocated to departments, who then distribute it as they think fit. To me it looks like all money and all control is spread horizontally. Each department is a barony, there is no systematic control of production expenditure from the centre – unless of course it's the finance department, but how would we know? They guard the figures like masonic secrets. The subtext of our row is: Who's in charge? Who trusts whom? They are incredibly obstinate and patronising. The message is: 'We do it THIS way, don't interfere.' I need to know the figures: I want to be able to control them.

24th April   I'm directing The Changeling, which I did for the Edinburgh Festival in 1971, when the notion of madness as a social phenomenon was current. Now, in spite of its wildness, the play written in 1622 – feels oddly unfashionable. Nevertheless, this week has been a joy in the rehearsal room and misery outside it. The Late Shakespeares are moving into the Cottesloe like an aircraft carrier into a small pond. I chaired a meeting at the ICA on Writing in the Theatre with three playwrights: Christopher Hampton, Ann Devlin and Timberlake Wertenbaker. OK until Hanif [Kureishz] piped up from the back: 'Can I ask R.E. how many black plays he'll be putting on at the NT and how many black actors and directors he'll be employing?' I should have commissioned him on the spot. He said afterwards that he was only trying to irritate me. The most interesting thing to emerge was Christopher's two questions:


1. Why is there no opposition to the status quo when in the '70s there was so much with less provocation?

2. Does subsidy, or at least excessive subsidy, breed indulgence in the artist and indifference in the audience?
 

11th May   First night of The Shaughraun [Boucicault]. Howard's done it beautifully, and Bill [Dudley]'s designed it magnificently making sense of the Olivier revolve for the first time – and Stephen Rea's wonderful, and I think it'll be successful enough to run it (force majeure) as our Christmas show, which will vindicate the money we've spent on it. So what was born out of chaos will look like policy.

23rd May   Tumbledown showing at the NFT. After the film Charles [Wood] and I answer questions from the audience. Someone asks if the film is political. Of course it is, I say. How can you make a film about war without being political? But is it biased? they ask. Of course it is, I say. Afterwards, I'm collared by two men with a tape recorder. Did I mean what I said? Is it proper for the BBC to be biased? They reveal themselves as representatives of the Aims for Freedom movement – right-wing activists.

30th May   The Sunday Telegraph has a headline: 'DIRECTOR SAYS FILM IS BIASED'. I curse myself for my big mouth. ITN ring for an interview. I tell them I'm not in London. No problem, we'll send a crew. So on a gloriously hot day a crew comes down from London, through narrow country lanes, and I'm interviewed in front of a cascade of clematis in bloom about the politics of Tumbledown. I attempt to try and present it as fair and balanced, so that people see it without prejudice, but feel as if I'm pissing in the wind.

5th June   Directed the Clause 28 show, a Sunday 'gala'. Alan Bennett said that he'd been asked if he'd contribute to the show and what, if he didn't mind them asking, was his sexual orientation? 'I'm like a man dying of thirst in the Sahara being asked if he'd prefer Perrier to Malvern water.' I spent the day getting the names of the Pet Shop Boys the wrong way round and trying (and failing) to keep every act short.

6th June   The Mahabharata in Glasgow. Beautiful mise en scene and costume and lighting. Peter [Brook] is a brilliant showman as well as director: it's a coup to 'consecrate' the building as a theatre with this show. Fantastic images – a snake of flame twisted out of the dark, pulling a dancer in its wake, a torch-lit battle ended with a nuclear flare; arrows appeared to fly across the stage, horses to gallop; the elements of the production were the elements of life earth, fire, air and water. The staging had the flair, brilliance and bravura that could have been attention-seeking were it not so obviously the consequence of trying to find the most expressive way of telling the story. The length of it, the shared experience, the daylight vanishing, the dawn rising, made it very moving. The meanings of the play were opaque, and the actual text of the play was quite bland. What did it mean to us? Were we tourists? Of course the play spoke to the audience as a cultural event; beyond that, what? A sense of spiritual redemption?

8th June   Sponsors' lunch at the NT. Mary Soames pushes a note across the table to me. It reads: 'Who is Ian McKellen?'

9th June   Tumbledown has provoked extraordinary ferocity: front page of the Mail and questions in Parliament. It was salutary to be reminded just how seriously and how dirty the Right are prepared to fight. It's tainted my view of the film. I now regard it as something of a poisoned chalice because I'm not sure, when it comes down to it, if I have the appetite or the courage to be in the front line of controversy. It isn't as easy as it looks. I've been outed as a socialist and a pacifist but I'm not truly either. I'm forced to see the film as a weapon which has gone out of control. It's impossible now to separate the film from Robert's life, so it's viewed as a biography of Robert rather than a film about soldiering – which is how Charles and I see it. I didn't help with my indiscreet remarks at the NFT – but I wasn't to know that Aims for Freedom had tape recorders running. And of course the film is political: war always has an inevitable political context – it's the apotheosis of politics – and the response from the Army, the papers, and MPs to the film is a political one. It'll make my life harder at the NT, and harder to raise funds from the government and the business world, and harder to live up to the expectations of the Left. Lunch with Mary Soames reminds me of this. She's clearly nervous  of the mockery from her friends. We have lunch, and she spills her handbag on the floor. She picks up a tape measure and puts it around her neck where it remains for the rest of the meal. She becomes garrulous, but she's nobody's fool and I remind myself not to patronise her.

10th June   Depressing meeting with Denys Lasdun [architect of NT] after a meeting with Nuria Espert [Spanish actress and director] and Joan Plowright about Celestina [Fernando de Rojas]. Joan would make a fearsome opponent. She's very tough but Lasdun could outdo both of them. I tell him I admire the building (as I do) – its nobility, its classicism, its beauty, in fact. I get a thrill out of all its public spaces. But I also say that the Olivier is a difficult theatre to present plays in, which I suppose is a bit like saying that you have a watering can that doesn't hold water, but he doesn't want to discuss it. We work in his building, we know its problems, and so do the audiences. The acoustics are bad because the volume of space is so huge in proportion to the number of people in the audience, and it's enormously difficult to design for. It's an unfocused space: you either leave it bare or create a form of false proscenium, and whatever you do the concrete jaws either side of the stage intrude ostentatiously on the actors' space. I don't of course say all this to Lasdun but nevertheless he refers to me as a 'barbarian'. In spite of his abuse I can't help liking him and his building. He's still defending himself against the gross and gratuitous abuse he received when the building opened.

11th June   Tumbledown shown on TV. And for once, with a piece of my own work, I'm inordinately proud of it: I think it's a really good film – a better film than Platoon, which I watched time after time to study the battle scenes, and it seemed more callow each time all that 'first casualty of war is innocence' crap and breast-beating about finding meaning in their lives (at the expense of the Vietnamese). Reviews very good, except of course from the Telegraph, which I suppose is a kind of battle honour. Their military correspondent, John Keegan, wrote a patronising and wilfully misleading review. Alan [Bennett] wrote a letter to the Telegraph asking if they were setting a precedent: would the crime correspondent be sent to review Macbeth? I had a letter from Neal Ascherson Journalist] saying he'd had a letter from John Keegan about the film. Keegan  talked about my failure to understand the 'military caste', but he revealed his real objection: 'I'm all for knocking the Establishment, but I'm choosy about who does it.'

Two weeks ago Jan Younghusband [NT head of planning] was asked to Chelsea Barracks for lunch by an officer of the Scots Guards. She was standing with a glass of sherry talking to her friend when the Colonel joined them. He asked what she did; she owned up to working for me. A frosty silence. Then he turned his back on her and said to her friend: 'Your guest won't be staying for lunch.'

12th June   Went to the Free Mandela concert at Wembley. Huge turnout. Crowds are thrilling and fickle and terrifying. Very few black faces and a frightening capacity of the crowd to display all the characteristics of, well, a crowd. They give the impression that they could be persuaded to chant 'Kill the black bastard' as easily as 'Free Mandela'. Salman Rushdie is very excited at sitting next to Daryl Hannah. The crowd below the front row start pointing at the front row of the VIP section and applauding. Trevor Huddleston stands up, thinking, reasonably enough, that the applause is for him. Actually it's for Annie Lennox, who's sitting next to him.

14th June   The 'Royal National' nonsense has burst like a fat blister. I haven't yet had to publicly defend it, and am not looking forward to having to lie in public. Sean French in the New Statesman compares the 'Royal National Theatre' to 'The Ploughman's Lunch', a completely synthetic piece of memorialising, another page in the 'Britain as theme park' catalogue. Neal Ascherson writes to me that 'everyone is looking to you to stop this royal nonsense'.

19th June   The Changeling has started previewing. I'm moderately enthusiastic, but it feels not really alive. It looks beautiful, it all makes sense, the staging is striking, but I fear it doesn't quite add up.

26th June   The Changeling has opened. Bill [Dudley]'s done a wonderful set and the theatre looks and feels very different. It seemed to me that the play was clear. Howard says he's seen the play five times and this is the first time he's understood it, but I think he's just offering me comfort. Derek Mitchell said he was proud to be on the board of a theatre that did such work. Anthony Everitt [Secretary- General Arts Council said it was among the best work he'd ever seen at the NT. Valerie Profumo said it was 'my calling card – magnificent and uncurled at the edges'. But I don't think I've pulled it off.

6th July   Deluge of reviews, some very good, but I'm coming to the conclusion that The Changeling isn't really achieved, and once again I marvel at my capacity for self-deception. The theory of the production is fine, it's the execution. I haven't cast it right, and I've let Miranda [Richardson] down. David [Hare] sends me a letter ' nothing less welcome than the advice of an honest friend' – castigating me for failing to get a company, to get actors who can live up to the demands of the text, etc. I feel wildly hurt and rail in fury. But we must work out a policy for actors. It's all too ad hoc.

Met Maggie Smith and Albert Finney last week. They were both enthusiastic, though neither has much fondness for the building. They both want to work outside the West End and yet not get institutionalised. I tell Albert that Peter Brook says that a theatre should be like a violin: its tone comes from its period and age, and tone is its most important quality. 'Yes,' says Albert, 'and who'd build a violin out of fucking concrete?'

14th July   I had a meeting with Professor Bain who's been the Arbitrator for ACAS in the negotiations between the NT and the union in the light of the Rayner Report [on NT over-manning]. Bain's a Canadian, an expert in Industrial Relations, who lectures at the LSE. He says that the labour relations at the NT are the worst he has ever seen, worse even than between the National Coal Board and the National Union of Mineworkers.

19th July   Meeting with Harold P. about Mountain Language. We go for a drink at the Lyttelton bar.


HAROLD: This wine's disgusting.

ME: It is, isn't it? Who do we blame?

HAROLD: You.
 

25th July   David rings to apologise. He says he's giving me the criticism because he feels I can take it, and because I'm the only director he respects enough to do it. Of course I can't take it, who  can? We talk about self-doubt. He says that artists with a working­class background have no self-doubt, or at least don't show it. If they fuck up they blame other people; the middle class, like us, blame ourselves.

30th July   To New York to see David Mamet's Speed-the-Plow. New York, or at least the theatre and publishing circles and of course 'society', is an extraordinary hermetic world, circled by myths of 'style', 'class', 'old and new money', parochial and unforgiving to outsiders. Its literary indicator is The New Yorker – locked in a seamless'40s, arch, obscure, austere. But much of the US seems stuck in the '40s – their clothes, their cars, their foreign policy, their theatre, their graphic design. The good thing in the States is the much greater social confidence at all levels. People feel they have a right to be wherever they are; no cringing deference as in England, just open envy. It's hard to understand the determined efforts to maintain social standards when they're being constantly invented, or re-invented. A man in the lobby on the way in to the show was reading his ticket as if he was just discovering what he'd come to see. The play was very enjoyable. Mamet's not a satirist, even if it is a lethally accurate comment on Hollywood – two scam merchants running a film studio trading a commodity that happens to be a 'buddy film'. The play really asks the question: are we capable of change? Madonna plays the girl, adequately, her lack of charisma on stage a definite plus in the part. Her knees (knobbly and school­girlish) seem the most affecting thing about her.

5th August   First preview of Nick Wright's play, Mrs Klein. The play is like Nick: it's careful, touching, intellectually ambitious, elegant, droll, and a bit diffident. Peter [Gim has done a faithful production, but he could have raised the temperature, rather than endorsing the play's caution by making the character of Melanie Klein more of a monster.

20th August   Back in the theatre this week after two weeks' holiday. Felt totally dislocated. I could as well have been on Mars or in Mexico City. Overwhelming feeling of the oddness of my doing this job. I told David [Aukin], which was unfair: he looked terrified. I've been reading Peter's Diaries again. So much fear and corrosion  and self-doubt. At least he has a prodigious energy, a kind of devouring greed and an edge of madness.

1st September   Today I am officially The Director. It seems ironical, having been doing the job for at least nine months. I was interviewed by a lively, uncomfortably intelligent young woman from Breakfast TV. She asks: 'Aren't you daunted by following two very BIG men?' Then I started rehearsing Bartholomew Fair [Ben Jonson], and I knew that I shouldn't be doing it. 'It's a big play for a big theatre,' I tell myself. But I'm doing this play just because the giant mouth of the Olivier Theatre wants to close its jaws on it, and because I can't find a large-scale comedy and none of the directors I've approached wants the Olivier. I'm doing a re-tread without the daring and excitement of the production I did at Nottingham. I'm doing the things I swore I wouldn't do. It's a terrible note to start on. 

5th September   Weekend in Dorset, beautiful weather, ruined for me by problems at the theatre: rehearsals of Bartholomew Fair, a production that's going off the rails – The Father [Strindberg, adapted by John Osborne], what to do about the future repertoire, what to do about failing box-office. And when I open the sunroof in the car I notice that my hair has started to go grey. But I haven't changed quite enough though to justify the photograph of me in a magazine captioned: 'HAROLD PINTER'.

7th September   Peter's affair with Nikki Frei has surfaced in the press. Why should I be surprised by the press? They look through keyholes because there's enough of the voyeur in all of us. Recently in Peter's office my eye was caught by a black dress hanging on the back of his door. Peter caught me looking at it. 'Who on earth has left a dress in here?' he said. The Express has a feature ('THE EYES HAVE IT') about the demonic force of his attraction which ends up: 'Or is it merely that there is nothing quite like being wrapped up in those huge arms and being able to whisper in his ear – "Where to now, Sir Peter?" ,

10th September   If you run a theatre, there are only four decisions worth making:


1. What play?

2. Who will direct it?

3. Who should be in it?

4. Who should design it?
 

In that order. And then the question: will anyone come and see it? To ignore that is to court disaster. As Craig Raine says: 'The task of the artist at any time is uncompromisingly simple: to discover what has not yet been done and to do it.'

17th September   There was a mean-spirited piece about me in the Sunday Telegraph, arguing that Peter's committee style (?) of running the theatre would be replaced by an autocracy: 'ENTER THE NATIONAL DICTATOR' was the headline. I had to go with Peter to have my photo taken with him in front of a blow-up of Olivier. Peter was like a student, without money, or a home, or a wife. He was dressed almost identically to me – black shirt, grey-and-white-flecked jacket. We look like a Country and Western duo. Peter's boyish and undentable. He giggles at the newspaper articles about him and his love life. 'Nikki's been offered more money than you can dream of,' he says. I think Peter's got a real horror of silence and a fear of loneliness. He's not gregarious; he obliges himself to paper his life with activity.

18th September   Long associates' meeting. I despair about:


(a) ad hocery 
(b) being too eclectic 
(c) my own abilities 
 

The conclusion of the meeting is that we should do what we said we'd do – have a company in the Olivier and Cottesloe, develop new work, pursue a policy of children's theatre, have a clear response to classical work, and tour. If we do this we'll justify ourselves. If not we'll be a supermarket trolley that from time to time carries products of great quality.

19th September   I saw Max, who talked interminably about the Royal Gala. On the way to the lift he said that he'd heard that  Winston Churchill [Mary Soames' nephew] had said that Mary had been put into the NT to clear out the pinkos.

20th September   Gathering of the June 20th Group – named, I think, after the date of its inception rather than the Haiti military coup which happened on the same day. Harold and Antonia risk mockery and provide hospitality to a group of people all concerned with loss of freedom, which tonight includes amongst others Melvyn and Cate Bragg, Ian [McEwan], Salman, Germaine, Margaret Drabble and me. Why should it be mockable to try to find an alternative to our present government? Very good speech from Geoff Robertson [barrister] and one from Denis Foreman [eminence grise Granada TV]. It was an intelligent, gentle and constructive discussion. Slightly sixth-formish as most of us were rather self-conscious and ill at ease with the formula. Could easily be hijacked by the politicos – rules, agendas, motions, etc. Antonia was a very good chair. She brought Harold to order: 'Harold, or darling, as I sometimes call you . . .' Geoff talked about how the rhetoric of free speech was always invoked but the reality of free speech was more elusive. I said I might need practical support in the area of free speech: Max is starting to be obsessed with the issue of lese-majeste and Alan [Bennett]'s play because the Queen is a character in it.

21st September   It's all more difficult than I imagined. It's the sheer size of the NT – three plays in repertoire in each of the three auditoriums and maybe another nine productions being planned, plus touring, transfers, education, not to mention platform performances, FOH music, catering and the bookshop. I seem to have an infinity of meetings – management, planning, finance, scripts, directors, associates, heads of department, plus production, casting, press, poster and programme meetings. I remember a review of a show called Do It at the Traverse by Cordelia Oliver. It was about the American revolutionary (now turned banker) Jerry Rubin. Eight men took off their clothes and pranced about the small stage waving their cocks at the audience. This, remarked Cordelia, was seven too many for her. With me it's auditoriums – two too many for me.

25th September   Lu's birthday. She's fourteen and I wish I could have spent the day with her instead of at the NT where there seems to  be nothing but bad news. Poor houses (and massive over-expenditure) for the Late Shakespeares in the Olivier, poor advance for The Secret Rapture [David Hare], Jenny Hall [actress] hasn't turned up (now my problem), Ken Stott [actor] is ill (also my problem), production managers are up in arms over late designs, and the production we're doing with Field Day is a disaster.

1st October   The week started with an F and GP [finance and general purposes committee] where it looked as though we were heading for a £750,000 deficit. Then on Tues a meeting with Max and Victor Mishcon about the appearance of the Queen in A Question of Attribution. 'A matter of protocol,' said Max. 'And precedent,' said Victor. Both Labour peers, both in an agony of shame about embarrassing the monarchy. Threats were discreetly made, indelible matters of principle stated. I remained obdurate if terrified, but for all the pain of it, I wouldn't have missed the opportunity of hearing Victor read the part of the Queen (and of Blunt) in his finest courtroom baritone. Derek Mitchell was immensely clear-headed and clearly loathed by Victor, who was inflamed by Derek's defence of my position. David Aukin was marvellously forthright – he's a good lawyer – and appeared unruffled. I started to see the real possibility of resignation (only hinted at by Derek). My resignation was intended to be pre-empted by the hint that 'Larry didn't resign over Soldiers'. By conviction rather than gamesmanship, I refused to budge. Suddenly I realised that they were playing poker, trying to force my hand, expecting me to do the decent thing and concede. When they realised I wouldn't, they were keen to knit together a compromise: don't tell the Board, face the consequences when the play's on, put a note in the programme. And then the meeting was closed, cordiality resumed and Victor was off to the opera.

6th October   Been reading Melvyn Bragg's biography of Richard Burton. He was a melancholy phenomenon. He always promised more than he delivered, always gave the impression of being capable of greatness had he not been inhibited by inferior material, or drink, or bad directors, or any other specious cause. He had presence, ambition, a wonderful voice, no reflectiveness and a great flair for being Richard Burton. He seemed like an actor embarrassed by his  trade because (a) it felt unmanly, and (b) because it felt childish. In his Notebooks he says that Olivier wanted him to be his successor at the NT. I've never heard that from anywhere else. When he died, on the pad were lines from Macbeth, The Tempest, and, last, an unfinished fragment of Marcellus' description of the Ghost of Hamlet's father: 'Cap a pi . . .'

8th October   The Secret Rapture has opened and is a success. David's become admired, established, respected by the critics who have cavilled for years. I wanted to direct it but was already committed, but Howard's done it with great flair and one beautiful and haunting image (not in the play) – the oak tree and the ghost. David has a capacity to put his finger on the pulse of the time; previously he's been resented for this by the critics. Now he's being treated like Shaw and they'll expect an annual dose of moral castigation like Spanish penitents.

9th October   Rehearsals for Bartholomew Fair have been fun this week and my spirits soar. John Wells is marvellous company: he loves Ben Jonson and we agree he's the complete writer. John says Denis Thatcher calls the TV channels MI, M2, M3, M4 – Marxist I, 2, 3, 4.

10th October   Tumbledown is being repeated this week. It had an audience of 14 million first time. There's barely an atom in the press of the violent controversy over its first showing. There's always a sense of disappointment about anything one's done being shown on TV: even if millions have watched it you still feel as if you are putting a message in a bottle and throwing it in the Atlantic Ocean.

12th October   Card from John Osborne asking if he can have ten minutes to talk soon. 'It's to do with Look Back and my new play. It's rather important that I speak to you about it.' I feel excited, but also a wave of anxiety – if I don't like the play I'll be faced with his legendary scorn. John's generous about Tumbledown, which he's now seen three times. I offered him the part of The Writer but he couldn't or wouldn't do it.

14th October   A party to say goodbye to Peter, rather oddly timed given that Peter officially left weeks ago and unofficially months ago. He's very statesmanlike about the magnificence of the NT building and very generous to me. We present him with a Hasselblad camera – 'Something small, and no fuss' – which we've all contributed to. 'Typical Peter,' says Tony Snowdon, who was charged with buying it (and getting a discount). 'Top of the range.'

17th October   Meeting with John O. I've never talked much to him before and had, I suppose, expected an acrid, snarling, misanthrope. But I find myself with a lanky, dapper Edwardian gentleman, wry and immensely courteous, like a soldier whose wars were a long time ago. Which in a sense they were. John was vastly successful in his late twenties for about fifteen years – Look Back in Anger, Luther, The Entertainer, Hotel in Amsterdam, Inadmissible Evidence (his best), and of course the screenplay of Tom Jones. To keep on writing is the hardest thing and perhaps even harder if you're successful. On the other hand writers are probably corrupted as much by failure as success.

20th October   Opening of Bartholomew Fair. I retreated to my office where I listened on the tannoy, drank champagne and took Valium. I wandered to the loo where I met Yolande Bird [secretary to the NT Board] and Peter Gill in the corridor. We all went down to the VIP room where Yolande gave small and enticing gobbets of her memoirs of the NT Board. At the end of the show David [Aukin] told me it had gone really well, but I think he was being generous. I fear the worst from the press.

22nd October   My fears were amply justified. What felt as though it might have been a true popular success – I mean large numbers of people laughing and applauding in a very big theatre – shows itself to be dismal and unachieved. Peter always said I took the press too seriously; I do.

24th October   Spirits improved after the weekend. Booking is good and reviews are half terrible and half glowing. But I'm not convinced. Comedy is more risky than anything, and classic comedy the riskiest of all, and this production doesn't deliver. My fault: wrong play, wrong  time. Half the critics describe the show as vibrantly alive and the other half as flat and dead – i.e. it's neither a hit nor a disaster but in the Olivier we need hits. Which we have in the Cottesloe with The Father. It was nothing but trouble but has had wonderful reviews, which, as John Osborne says, proves that the critics know nothing. I can't take comfort from it. I still feel raw about my mishandling of it.

27th October   The Royal Gala performance of The Tempest to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the NT. It proved to be the wrong play (but what would have been the right one?) and the evening provided a few laughs, Bubbles Rothermere being one of them; she'd come as the Christmas Fairy, with a huge flounce skirt, and her hair done as a sort of Ugly Sister wig. 'Just look at that Rothermere woman,' said Prince Philip to Prince Edward as I walked behind them. Peter [Hall] next to the Queen during the performance, which unsurprisingly failed to soar, to Peter's visible agony. During the interval she and Prince Edward did 'funny' Cockney voices when they met up. I had to introduce Edward to a group of people, one of whom was Denys Lasdun who had no idea at all whom I was introducing him to. I was astonished at the eagerness of everyone else to meet the Prince. The limits to which people will go to touch the hem of royalty is just astonishing. Mary Soames was amazed by the fact that I was surprised by this.

In the second half I set next to Prince Philip. We had an excellent view of Tony Haygarth as Caliban, or at least of his large bum. His costume consisted of a giant nappy, stained with blood, mud and shit. Prince Philip chuckled gamely at any vaguely funny line. I gave him high marks for concentration. He repeated every line that took his fancy. Trinculo: 'They say there's but five upon this isle: we are three of them; if th' other two be brained like us, the state totters.' Prince P. hooting with laughter, 'the state totters.' No doubt this technique has served him well over the years. Repeat the line, chuckle, nod.

8th November   Meeting with Denys Lasdun. Slight cause for optimism. 'God preserve Prince Charles and God preserve us from his views on architecture,' he says. After Prince Charles's criticisms of the National Gallery extension the architect became a pariah – he was unemployed, gave up his architectural practice, became a  teacher. Denys was upset about a bad review of Bartholomew Fair because it said the Olivier Theatre was the culprit as much as the production. Quite unconcerned about whether the review would have hurt me, he wanted me to write and complain about the insult to the architect. Bill [Dudley] and John [Gunter] and I have been talking about how to improve the Olivier and the Lyttelton – or as Bill says, 'how to turn it into a theatre'. John's made a model of the Olivier which shows how the acoustics could be improved by cutting down the volume and making it one tier of seating (thereby, of course, making it more like Epidaurus), but we don't show it to Lasdun. He tells us we are 'custodians of the building': we can change the 'fittings' but not the 'room'.

14th November   To Dublin to see Brian Friel's Making History which I'm co-producing, and spent a day with the actors trying to sort the wood from the trees, which is always easier to do when someone's cleared the ground. I spent two evenings with Brian Friel and Stephen Rea. We seem determined to fulfil the 'when in Rome' adage, and get wildly drunk, singing the entire Rodgers and Hammerstein canon in the lounge of Buswell's Hotel until at least four in the morning. Stephen gleefully tells me a (possibly) apocryphal story of 7:84 [independent theatre company]: John McGrath [writer and director] in his Volvo Estate pulls up at a garage. Attendant asks him what the 7:84 sticker is for. John: '7 per cent of the country own 84 per cent of the wealth.' Attendant: 'Aye, but there's no need to flaunt it.'

18th November   Saw Ibsen's Enemy of the People at the Young Vic. Tom Wilkinson very good as Stockman, but the play promises much less than it delivers. I'd wanted to do it at the NT but David Thacker got in first. He's used Arthur Miller's version, which irons out many of Ibsen's ironies and turns Stockman into a Milleresque hero. Talked to David Thacker about running the Young Vic. He said if he totted up the days that he'd been happy running the Young Vic and weighed them against the unhappy, misery would win out.

1st December   Lunch with Trevor Nunn, amiable and voluble as ever. He said Peter's view of Shakespeare had been transformed by  meeting John Russell Brown, who was afflicted with the notion of 'free Shakespeare', which sounded as if it should have been administered with orange juice and cod-liver oil. He wished me well with the NT, and I wanted to ask him about the letter he'd written me a few years ago when I made Country. He congratulated me on turning to film-making, and I wondered whether he thought I should have stuck at it rather than turned back to the theatre.

2nd December   Meeting with Lindsay Anderson [theatre and film director], who, as always, manages to make me feel as if I have a contagious skin disease. He breathes misanthropy. But his best work – on David Storey's plays – has been anything but: generous and humane.

4th December   A Question of Attribution and An Englishman Abroad have opened in triumph. It was painful to see Alan [Bennett] so nervous. I'd somehow always counted on him to be beyond nerves, but hardly surprising given that he'd written the plays, was directing one of them and playing the lead in the other. Beautiful acting from him and Pru Scales. The Queen ought to be deeply flattered by Alan's characterisation of her – very canny and knowledgeable about art and history – and by Pru's brilliant performance. She's utterly convincing, and no one was anything but delighted with the show. Even Victor came near to apologising for having mistrusted my judgement and good faith: 'One was worried about the precedent.' A friend of Lu's saw the plays and said of Alan: 'I didn't realise he had to put on an accent to be English,' meaning, I suppose, talking posh.

6th December   Dinner for Max Rayne, a farewell. I had to act as MC, which I think I did fairly ineptly. And Max thought so too. I failed by Swift's standards: 'A public speaker should aim at that simplicity without which no human performance can arrive at any great perfection.' Peter had flu and found it hard to rise to the occasion. Not least, I suppose, because he had rather ambivalent thoughts about Max. I said that having Max as Chairman after Cyril Forsyth was like having died and gone to heaven, which at least had the virtue of being true.

7th December   Party at Kathleen Tynan's. David introduced me to Charlotte Rampling. We were talking about Denis Foreman. I said what a nice man he was, how he invested everything in the person he was talking to, and in the middle of that sentence she was distracted by someone and turned away without apology. The true privilege of the beautiful.

8th December   Another meeting of the June 20th Group at Harold and Antonia's to discuss Charter 88. At the moment a Bill of Rights, proportional representation, etc are all said to be constitutional impossibilities. Talk about the possibility of a popular front. Much discussion about the calling it a popular front. Was it historically correct? Was it invoking the French or the Spanish one? To me it seems vainglorious for Charter 88 to invoke the Czech movement, Charter 77. People actually suffered, went to prison for years, to defend constitutional rights. Penny McEwan made a plea for the underprivileged: children, animals, the countryside, and the sea . . . There was a long, long, silence.

14th December   It's very difficult to run the theatre and to concentrate on Hamlet, but that's the job. I describe what I'm thinking about the play to Dan [Day Lewis], all in terms of Eastern Europe, of the Romania of Ceausescu. But why aren't I doing it like that? Out of a perverse sense of 'classicism'. It isn't my voice. Casting goes well: Judi Dench will play Gertrude, and I've cast John Castle as Claudius. He's dark and unpredictable.

15th December   I'm living the life of a politician, meeting after meeting: lunch at the Savoy with Peter Palumbo [Chairman Arts Council, who is a charming but opinionated amateur, and Victor Mishcon, who is not. Victor is still auditioning me. Meeting with Adrian Noble [associate director RSC], who is commendably unwilling to be disloyal to the RSC, although the more he talks about the RSC's problems the more I feel sorry for Terry Hands. Meeting with Ian Brown, Arts Council Drama Officer, who is more than usually cagey. And lunch with Richard Luce at the Admiralty. Michael Billington is there. I tax him with the effect of critics. 'Surely no one could be hurt by a critic for more than five or six days,' he says. I tell him that Patrice Chereau [French theatre and film  director], who doesn't speak fluent English, can apparently still quote word for word a dismissive review of Billington's from 1974. And lunch with Michael Blakemore, who still can't forgive Peter Hall], he says for the dullness of the work but that somehow seems like less than the whole story. Michael's generous to me but must feel that he hasn't had his just deserts: a very good director who seemed a natural successor to Olivier.

16th December   Harold gave a dinner for the cast of Mountain Language. I sat at the end of the table with Michael Gambon. I told him a joke and as he laughed he slipped off his small chair on to the floor; with his belly, his legs stretched out and his seismic laughter, he looked like Falstaff. 'Will you play Falstaff?' I said. 'Of course,' said Mike. Of course he won't.
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