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Coward in the round 
Tree of his Suite in Three Keys that Coward, when 

so minded, has much of import and gravitas to say 

– and the skill and 

dramatic nous to 

say it with consid-

erable clout. 

     Suite in Three 

Keys comprises 

one full-length 

play – A Song at 

Twilight – and two 

shorter pieces – 

Shadows of the 

Evening and Come 

into the Garden, 

Maud. Coward, 

ever the work-

aholic, wrote and 

amazingly per-

formed in the trilogy towards the end of his life 

when one might have imagined he was enjoying a 

well-earned retirement lounging by his swimming 

pool in Jamaica. Each play is set in the same Swiss 

hotel, a fact conveniently signposted by the pres-

ence of the same devoted waiter Felix throughout, 

and each has three principal roles, which gives the 

cast of three the opportunity to explore personae 

of widely differing character and temperament.  

    Continued on page 6…   
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I 
T would seem to be the lot of some composers 

and playwrights – one thinks of Arthur Sulli-

van, A A Milne, 

and J M Barrie – to be 

remembered for a 

handful of their lighter 

works while many of 

their weightier compo-

sitions gather dust on 

the shelf.  Such an   

author is undoubtedly 

Noël Coward, whose 

Hay Fever, Private 

Lives and Blithe Spirit 

are trotted out with 

almost monotonous 

regularity, whilst  

Cavalcade, This Happy 

Breed and Nude with 

Violin rarely if ever see the light of day. Coward is 

perhaps himself partly to blame for his audiences’ 

predilection for his frothier works: the carefully 

branded image of the silk-dressing-gown-clad,    

cigarette-holder-wielding dilettante possessing just 

‘a talent to amuse’ means we expect his plays to 

abound in wit, style and brittle repartee but contain 

nothing which might frighten the horses.  It was 

therefore a refreshing and enlightening corrective 

to be reminded by a recent staging at the Orange 

Steffan Rizzie and Tara Fitzgerald in Noël Coward’s 

Suite in Three Keys at the Orange Tree Theatre  

Photo: Steve Gregson  

Review by Martin Amherst Lock 
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Winslow) starts as a stern Victorian father, and 

then becomes all goodness and paternal gentle-

ness, while Angela Baddeley (Catherine Wins-

low) nearly succeeds in convincing us that the 

play is about her.  Dated 1 June 1946 .     
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M ANY experts acclaimed Terence     

Rattigan’s The Winslow Boy as his 

best play.  I saw it on the opening 

night and cannot understand this verdict at all.  It 

is sincere, well meant, skilful in spots, and moving 

in its theme.  But by taking his story from an actual 

case, Mr Rattigan is frustrated by the fact that life, 

unlike the theatre, seldom conforms to the require-

ments of art. 

     It is true that the Archer-Shee story is full of 

dramatic incident.  The alleged theft of the five-

shilling postal order, the scene at the Post Office, 

the enquiry and condemnation of the innocent boy 

at Dartmouth, the tempestuous debate in the 

House of Commons, the hysterical outbursts at the 

trial—are these not exciting and gripping?        

Certainly, but they all happen offstage. 

     Faced with this dilemma, Mr Rattigan does his 

best to make drama out of characters who are little 

more than chroniclers of absentee events, and 

many people think he succeeded.  There are three 

fine moments in the play, and Mr Rattigan deals 

with them like a master, but they are only         

moments.  Emlyn Williams (Sir Robert Morton) is 

effective in his cross-examination of the boy at 

home, but acts the rest of the time as if the wind of 

Heaven were upon him.  Frank Cellier (Arthur 

From the archive:  
Beverley Baxter on ‘Winslow’ 

Another extract from ‘First Nights and Noises Off’,  

a collection of his critiques of the London theatre of the 1940s 

———————————————————————————-— 

Sir Arthur Beverley Baxter 
 
Beverley Baxter is an interesting character, 
combining theatre criticism with a life in 
politics as the MP for Wood Green (1935-
50) and Enfield Southgate (1950-64), 
though he may have devoted a little more 
time to the theatre than he did to politics, 
since he was criticised in 1963 on the satiri-
cal TV programme That Was The Week That 
Was for not having made a single speech in 
the Commons since 1959. 

He was born in Canada, though his father 
was from Yorkshire. He came to Europe in 
the First World War as part of the Canadian 
Expeditionary Force before joining the   
Royal Engineers and then settling in      
London after the war to work on the Daily 
Express and the Sunday Express, and then 
for Gaumont Pictures.  

He supported a policy of appeasement in 
the run-up to the Second World War, but 
later became a strong supporter of Winston 
Churchill.  
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     There is a scene in the operations room, which 

finds Stagg at the top of a set of steps, plotting the 

weather position on a huge chart; at this point the 

theatre was plunged into darkness, with a real 

power cut, and as the emergency lighting came on, 

David Haig from the top of the steps said, “ I told 

you there was a storm coming,”  much to the 

amusement of a confused audience. 

     The play continued with subdued emergency 

lighting which added a little more atmosphere. The 

actors had to be on their mettle, however, as 

phones didn’t ring but had to be answered on cue. 

Hats (blown) off to all concerned.   

David Haig, pictured right, in his own play, Pressure, 

which originated at the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh, in 

2014 and subsequently played at Chichester, as per 

this account, the Park Theatre in London, as well as 

touring nationwide to great acclaim, before transfer-

ring to the Ambassadors Theatre in the West End. 

Calm under Pressure 
Frank Annable shared a memorable theatre moment in Issue 47.  Here is  

another, also submitted by him.   

Members, please take note and send us your memorable moments too. It’s always          
interesting to hear what experiences have remained with theatregoers, sometimes  

for many years, or even a theatregoing lifetime.   

———————————————————————————-— 

M Y wife Pat and I have been regular 

visitors to the Chichester Festival 

Theatre for many years and it was a 

production of Terence Rattigan’s Ross in 2016 

that led me to join the Rattigan Society—that, 

and Barbara Longford, (whom I sat next to at a 

Coward Society dinner) sliding a Rattigan       

Society flyer in my direction. 

     In the Festival 2014 season, David Haig was 

playing the lead in a play called Pressure, which 

he had also written. The play centres around the 

weeks before D-Day and the meteorologist 

Group Captain Dr. James Stagg (Haig) trying to 

determine the ‘weather window’ for the inva-

sion. He has to make ‘the most important   

weather forecast in history’ and has to convince 

General Eisenhower that they should delay their 

original planned invasion as (in Stagg’s opinion) 

there was a storm brewing. 

Photo: Robert Day 
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performance as Archie Rice in The Entertainer 

by John Osborne. 

     In 1958 I saw John Gielgud in Graham 

Greene’s The Potting Shed at the then named 

Globe Theatre.   Briefly, the synopsis of the play 

is as  follows - the patriarch of a family is dying 

and James (Gielgud), his estranged son, appears 

unexpectedly. James can remember nothing of a 

mysterious moment that  occurred in the family 

potting shed when he was 14.  Family members 

are unwilling to describe it to him.  With the 

help of a psychoanalyst, James  attempts to   

recall what happened that day that left him  

rejected by his father, alienated from his family, 

and alone in the world.   

     He is advised to speak to his uncle, Father  

William Callifer, a convert and now a Roman 

Catholic priest.  James meets him in a dark   

disordered room within a clergy house.  Greene       

describes the priest as having bloodshot eyes 

and his Roman collar a dirty twisted handker-

chief round the top of his shirt.  His parishion-

ers have complained about him to the bishop.   

     Callifer asks who he is and James tells him 

he is his nephew.  Callifer recalls the event and 

says it was a terrible day and how angry he was 

with James’s father for the way he had treated 

his son: it was a shocking thing for a boy to be 

brought to hang himself. 

     James asks what happened when he was 

found and if he were dead.  “Oh, Potter [the 

gardener] thought so,” says Callifer.  “And so 

did I perhaps.   I put a dead leaf on your lips and 

it didn’t move.”  The dialogue continues: 

James:  Tell me what you did. 

Callifer:  I prayed.  You see in those days I        

believed… 

James:  Did the doctor bring me to? 

W 
HILE I was doing my National Service 

in the Royal Air Force I spent my  

periods of leave in London, where I 

stayed in the Union Jack Club in Waterloo.  This 

was when my serious theatregoing began and my 

walks across Waterloo Bridge to London’s theatres 

in the West End were enthusiastically undertaken.   

     What a time this was for a theatregoer.         

Between 1950 and 1960 the leading actors and  

actresses of the British Theatre regularly acted in 

the Shaftesbury Avenue, Haymarket and St Mar-

tin’s Lane Theatres.   It was possible to see Noël 

Coward in Bernard Shaw’s The Apple Cart, Peggy 

Ashcroft and Edith Evans in The Chalk Garden by 

Enid Bagnold, Paul Scofield as Hamlet, Ralph 

Richardson in Robert Bolt’s The Flowering    

Cherry, and in 1960 Laurence Olivier’s amazing 

An extraordinary silence 
Professor Michael Gaunt recounts an abiding theatrical 

memory from his early theatregoing years 

———————————————————————— 

Robert Donat as Sir Robert Morton in the 1948 film 
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Callifer:  Oh, no.   You were awake before he came. 

James:  It isn’t possible is it, what Potter thought? 

Callifer:   If you were dead it would have been a 

miracle, and if it were a miracle God would exist… 

but if God existed, why should he take my faith 

from me? I served him well.   I go on serving 

him…  

James:  Do you remember nothing? 

Callifer:   I don’t want to remember.   You  should-

n’t have come. 

James:  Tell me what you remember. 

Callifer:   The shed and you lying there… 

James:   And then? 

Callifer:   I prayed.  

I was a model 

priest, you see, with 

all the beliefs… 

Besides I loved you.  

I  couldn’t have a 

child and I suppose 

you took his place.  

Let me have one 

more drink...  

When I had you on 

my knees I remem-

ber a terrible pain… 

so terrible.  I don’t 

think I could go 

through it again.   It was just as though I was the 

one who was strangled – I could feel the cord 

around my neck.  I couldn’t breathe.  I couldn’t 

speak, I had to pray in my mind, and then your 

breath came back and it was just as though I had 

died instead myself… It was an awful moment, 

finding you dead in that way. 

James:  Dead? 

Callifer:  I mean you seemed to me dead. 

James:  What did you do? 

Callifer:  I’d have given my life for you - but what 

could I do? I could only pray.  I offered something 

in return.   Something I valued – not spirits.  I    

really thought I loved God I those days.  I said – I 

said, “Let him live, God.  I love him.  Let him live.   

I will give you anything if you will let him live.”   

But what had I to give him? I was a poor man.  I 

said, “Take away what I love most.   Take - take -     

James:  “Take away my faith but let him live”?   

Callifer:  Did you hear me? 

James:  Yes. You were speaking a long way off, 

and I came towards you through a cave of dark-

ness.   I didn’t want to come.  I struggled not to 

come.  But something pushed me to you. 

Callifer:  Something? 

James:  Or somebody.  

Callifer: (begins to weep)  I even forgot what I 

said to Him, until you 

came.   He answered my 

prayer, didn’t He?  He 

took my offer. 

James:  Do you really be-

lieve . . . 

Callifer:   Look around 

you.  Look at this room.   

You must forgive me.  I am 

tired and a little drunk.  I 

haven’t thought about that 

day for   thirty years.  Will 

you see me to my room?  

It’s dark on the landing.  I 

thought I had lost Him 

forever. 

John Gielgud as James and Redmond Phillips as 

Father Callifer played this scene so powerfully it 

was heartbreaking to watch.  For the first time in 

a theatre I experienced something like an electric 

shock travelling up my spine, so powerful were 

the words: “Take away what I love most.  Take – 

Take … Take away my faith but let him live”.    

The silence in the auditorium was extraordinary 

as though every heart had stopped.  The acting 

was sublime and I left the theatre with wet eyes 

and a lasting memory of both the play and the 

two actors.  As I walked across Waterloo Bridge,  

I knew I was going to be an actor.   

Cate Debenham-Taylor and Paul Cawley in the 2010/11 revival of 
The Potting Shed at the Finborough Theatre.    Photo: Tristram Kenton    

——————————————————————— 

Quiz question: Apart from Gielgud in 1958 and Paul Cawley 
(above) in 2011, who else has played the role of James 
Callifer professionally?  Answer at the foot of the page... 

The answer to the question above (and the Editor 
has it on the best theatrical authority) is… wait for 
it… a young Cliff Richard in 1971.   
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It was a challenge which was seized with relish by 

Stephen Boxer, Emma Fielding and Tara Fitzger-

ald, who showed enormous talent in working   

together as an ensemble, navigating quite abrupt 

shifts from comic to tragic mode, and not least in 

learning a very considerable number of lines. 

Their skills were complemented to excellent effect 

by the Orange Tree’s in-the-round stage.   

     Tom Littler, the director, spoke at the Birthday 

Dinner recently of how theatre in the round is 

‘liberating’, opening up the drama and creating ‘a 

very democratic experience’.  It proved to be par-

ticularly effective for this Coward trilogy: much of 

the plays’ dramatic momentum comes from the 

cut and thrust of the characters’ verbal sparring, 

and watching it close up made one feel one was at 

boxing match (I was reminded of Ivo van Hove’s 

powerful production of A View from the Bridge), 

waiting to see whose barbed bon mot will land the 

deadliest blow. Indeed, the intimacy afforded by 

being so close to the action at times made one feel 

one was present at a row one really shouldn’t be 

overhearing! 

     Of the three plays, Come into the Garden, 

Maud is closest to what one might expect of a 

‘typical’ Coward play. The jaw-droppingly vulgar, 

brash and humourless Anna-Mary Conklin, a rich 

American businessman’s wife, is the embodiment 

of the ‘wrong people’ who, in Coward’s wonderful 

song in Sail Away, ‘travel, travel, travel while the 

right people stay at home’. She was played with 

hilarious bravura by Emma Fielding. Tara Fitzger-

ald’s cucumber-cool princess provided the perfect 

foil to angst-ridden Anna-Mary’s social preten-

sions, and it came as no surprise that the latter’s 

browbeaten husband should seize the opportunity 

to run away for a romantic fling in Rome.  

     Shadows of the Evening, as its title would    

Coward trilogy  
Continued from front page  

suggest, is a more sombre piece in which a     

successful publisher supported by his wife and 

mistress confronts the news that he has only a 

few months left to live. Coward was sixty-five 

and in ill health when he wrote the play, so not 

surprisingly its musings are richly redolent of 

his famous poem ‘When I have fear, as Keats 

had fears / Of the moment I’ll cease to be’.     

Indeed, its providing a vehicle for the Master to 

regale us with everything he wanted to say 

about death, the Almighty and the afterlife 

could have become a tad sermonising were it 

not for Stephen Boxer’s powerful portrayal of 

someone who desperately tries to combat fear 

with his recollections of love and laughter. 

     But of the three plays the undoubted heavy-

weight, both in its structure and subject matter, 

is A Song at Twilight. An aging novelist Sir   

Hugo Latymer waits nervously for the arrival of 

an actress with whom he once had an affair – 

nervously with good reason, as it turns out, for 

she has recently taken possession of the letters 

he wrote to a man with whom he had a passion-

ate affair in his youth.  The ostensible reason for 

her visit – to gain permission to publish a biog-

raphy of the novelist – is a thin disguise for her 

wishing to exact revenge for what she feels has 

been her ill-treatment at Sir Hugo’s hands – her 

being cast aside the moment he no longer   

needed her services as a convenient prop to   

accompany him on social occasions, just in case 

anyone should think the unthinkable.  Written 

some two years before homosexual acts in      

private were legalised in the United Kingdom 

and when the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship 

still held sway, the play is remarkable for its 

frank exploration of the deceit, hypocrisy and 

opportunities for blackmail which flourished 

when homosexual relationships were illegal, 

especially given how discreet Coward had been 

about his sexuality throughout his career.  

     The first act is a tour de force of dramatic 

tension, building up slowly and inexorably and 
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 better even in Carlot-

ta. As Hilde, Emma 

Fielding conveyed 

admirably the nobili-

ty and patience of 

someone who despite 

– or perhaps because 

of – real suffering has 

preserved her dignity 

and capacity to love. 

Tempting as it might 

be to see the play as 

autobiographical – 

Coward was certainly 

no stranger to the 

practice of parading attractive women on his arm 

when it was expedient to do so, and Sir Hugo’s ill

-fated relationship with a young man is uncanni-

ly similar to Coward’s own disastrous affair with 

the alcoholic Jack Wilson – Sir Hugo Latymer is 

really based on Somerset Maugham.  Maugham’s 

bitterness and cruelty, admirably captured by 

Boxer’s sneering asides, allow Coward to touch 

upon a topic which has come to vex our own age 

with its delight in ‘cancelling’ and ‘non-

platforming’ anyone who steps out of line – the 

problem of whether one can continue to admire 

and enjoy the work of someone whose personal 

life is supposedly deeply flawed! 

     Thanks to Tom Littler’s brilliant orchestration 

of movement, pitch and pace, what might have 

been monotonous – three characters’ jostling for 

dominance through verbal sleights of hand – was 

rendered extremely engaging.  When so many 

productions these days seem to have their foot 

full down on the throttle from the beginning and 

keep it there to the bitter end, it was a joy to be 

introduced to these little-known works via a  

production which dealt in light and shade; and it 

was a joy for twenty members of the TRS to    

escape the drama of the General Election and 

immerse themselves instead in the drama of Noël 

Coward’s theatre at its best.   

with agonising suspense to the bombshell revela-

tion of what has come into Carlotta’s possession. 

As long-suppressed secrets from the past threaten 

to engulf the present and shatter the future,    

Coward’s hallmark verbal wit moves from being 

merely the source of brittle comedy to the symp-

tom of a desperate need to conceal – from others 

the extent to which you are terrified and hurt; 

from yourself how meagre your talents are       

compared to your monstrous egotism and need for   

revenge.   

     Stephen Boxer as Sir Hugo and Tara Fitzgerald 

as Carlotta proved equals in their desperate deploy-

ment of veiled invective to camouflage their      

underlying sadness, he seeking to hide behind the 

mask of the insouciant roué, she armed with      

absurd beehive hairdo and constantly slipping 

American accent pretending she is only acting 

from the best possible intentions.  

     The escape from the seeming impasse presented 

by the clash of two equally benighted egos is as 

surprising as it is moving: Hilde, Sir Hugo’s long-

suffering wife and former secretary, dares to     

suggest that a love born not of sexual infatuation or 

passion but long-term devotion and loyalty is what 

really counts, thereby setting a standard of decency 

which exposes the pettiness and meanness of the 

others’ motivations, and appeals to something    

Emma Fielding, Tara Fitzgerald and Stephen Boxer in Shadows of the Evening  

Photo: Steve Gregson 



 
8 

 

Question 1: 

In which seaside town is Separate Tables set? 
 

Question 2: 

Which historical character is the subject of the 

play A Bequest to the Nation? 
 

Question 3: 

Under what title was the film version of The 

Sleeping Prince released in 1957? 
 

Question 4: 

David Suchet played the leading role of   

Gregor Antonescu in which Rattigan play? 
 

Question 5: 

Who played Hester Collyer in the original pro-

duction of The Deep Blue Sea in 1952? 
 

Question 6: 

Which Rattigan play was first broadcast on 

BBC Radio 4 in 1975 and then staged in the 

West End in 1977? 
 

Question 7: 

Which Dickens novel was adapted into a stage 

play by Rattigan and John Gielgud in 1935, 

but not performed till 15 years later? 

Answers below (don’t look yet!)… 

————————–——————-——————- 

Dates for your diary 
_______________________________ 

 

AGM and Theatre Visit 
(‘Summer 1954’) 

Saturday 16 November 2024 

A chance to see a very interesting pairing of one half 
of  Separate Tables (Table Number Seven) with The 
Browning Version under the umbrella title of Summer 
1954, at the Arts Theatre, Cambridge. It is planned 
that we also hold our AGM at 11am the same day, 
before having lunch near the theatre and then seeing 
the matinee performance, followed by tea, allowing 
members plenty of time to return home.   

All tickets have now been taken, but any members 
wishing to attend could still make their own booking for 
the theatre and attend the AGM and lunch. 

 

The Invention of Love 
Saturday 14 December 2024 

This promises to be a fine revival of Tom Stoppard’s play 
about A E Housman, first seen at the National Theatre in 
1997. Simon Russell Beale plays Housman and the play 
is directed by Blanche McIntyre.  Members are invited to   
attend the evening performance at 7.30pm, with supper 
beforehand at Bradley’s restaurant.  A booking form has 
been issued. Very few tickets left. 

 

Twelfth Night 
Saturday 11 January 2025 

We return once again to what may be fast becoming our 
favourite theatre, the Orange Tree in Richmond, for this 
festive Shakespearean classic.  As usual, we will have a 
supper at Bacco, across the road from the theatre, and 
then see the 7.30pm performance. Booking is open. 
 

New Year Drinks Party 
Saturday 18 January 2025 

Our New Year party will be held on this occasion at our 
Chairman’s flat in Cowcross Street, a stone’s throw from 
Farringdon Station, very well placed for access by tube 
and mainline trains.  As we all know, our Chairman will 
be a most welcoming and charming host.  Booking to 
follow. 

Annual Birthday Dinner 
Friday 6 June 2025 

The annual dinner will be held next year at the Savile 
Club for the first time, with further details to be           
announced in due course. 

How well do you know 
your Rattigan? 

A theatregoers quiz 

Members enjoying a supper at Bacco, between shows at the Orange 
Tree Theatre in July. We will be back there in January with Twelfth 

Night—see  details above right Answers:  Q1: Bournemouth; Q2: Nelson: Q3: The Prince and the 
Showgirl; Q4: Man and Boy; Q5: Dame Peggy Ashcroft; Q6: Cause 
Célèbre; Q7: A Tale of Two Cities 


