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Elegant yesteryear nostalgia 

mention soporific. 

     There’s a reason for the TRS’s frequent junkets 

to Richmond: distance at the Orange Tree is never 

a welcome bedfellow. Witnessing any drama here 

is akin having a cast of actors invited into one’s 

gracious drawing room. There was a kind of      

elegant yesteryear better-world nostalgia hanging 

around Tom Littler’s joyous and often exquisite 

imagining of Twelfth Night. It revolved, literally, 

around the risky but brilliant notion of directing 

the play around a centrally placed grand piano.    

     Another stroke of wit and directorial genius  

was casting long-term Littler-collaborator Stefan    

Bednarczyk as Feste. This character, so often  

portrayed as a   Continued on back page…     
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S 
HALL I compare thee to a summer’s day?  In 

the depths of a January in the harsh grip of 

Jack Frost, battered by this modish fad for  

‘named storms’, eighteen TRS souls braved a return 

to Richmond. Thereby this particular soul was 

granted an opportunity to reflect on how to, and 

how not to, stage Shakespeare for a 21st century   

audience, in the space of four evenings witnessing 

The Tempest in the vast and splendidly renovated 

Theatre Royal Drury Lane, then Twelfth Night in 

the compact, cosy intimacy of the Orange Tree. 

     Shakespeare in the West End is invariably built 

around a celebrated actor giving us his or her Lear, 
Hamlet or similar. American star Sigourney Weaver, 

enticed to make her West End debut playing Pros-

pero was simply shipwrecked in that vast space on 

Catherine Street. Shakespeare has neither been seen 

nor heard here since 1957. Ironically, last time it 

was The Tempest too, but with a certain John    

Gielgud in that pivotal role. ‘Heard’ is the issue here 

– what would Gielgud have made of the arena-style 

sound system deployed in this cavernous space?   

Jamie Lloyd’s trade-mark vapour filled void, an   

other-worldly landscape, is a distinctly unmagical   

setting for this the Bard’s most magical of fantasies. 

The kit employed may been deemed necessary for 

the cast to communicate with those marooned way 

up in the gods in this 1900-seater space, but it only 

served to distance actors from one another – appar-

ently encouraging projection directly out to the   

audience. A stand-and-deliver style I thought had 

long since vanished from the boards. The results 

were trance-like, ultimately distancing not to    

Dorothea Myer-Bennett as Olivia, Patricia Allison as Viola and Stefan 
Bednarczyk as Feste    Photo: Ellie Kurttz 

Phill Ward  
reviews Tom Littler’s production of Twelfth Night  

at the Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond 
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home.  Yes, it's of the Winn/Barnett/Harding  

period fair and square (and isn't a movie). But this 

year of elections, and C listers, everywhere 

proves an enduring relevance. 

Michael Darlow tells us that the inspiration 

was partly Face to Face, that series of searching,   

pretty relentless interviews where John Freeman 

put famous people in the spotlight. In particular, 

one with Gilbert Harding, who died 64 years ago 

(at 53, though, he looked years older). Harding is 

still used as shorthand for a 'type' even though 

you'd have to be 85 or 90 to recall him and Face 
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A 
NONA WINN - showing my age there. 

Denizen of 1960s quiz show panels. As 

was Lady Isabel Barnett - said simply to 

be famous for being famous (attributed to another 

TV fixture, Malcolm Muggeridge, I believe). Then 

there's Gilbert Harding – maybe the  fifties TV star 

for whom the phrase might have been dreamt up. 

Yes, celebrity as we know it (so tediously now) has 

been with us as long as the box in the corner.    

Rattigan knew celebrity and something of its 

ephemeral nature and essential falsity, which may 

be why I think of Heart to Heart  as pretty close to 

“The fame thing isn't really real you know”*  
Roger Mills takes a look at Rattigan’s most political play 

————————————————————————— 

* A line in ‘Notting Hill’ (1999) spoken by Julia Roberts as film star Anna Scott   

Gilbert Harding in Face to Face  
with John Freeman in 1959 
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was still a process in development and not the oh- 

so-tedious homogenous product of 2024. Studio 

scenes have a documentary feel, we're shown more 

of the working and wires than Ned Sherrin man-

aged and the whole business of going live and how 

the adrenaline must rush is palpable.  But so are 

the tricks of the trade. At a ‘scoping’ session before 

the interview Johnson asks "If it's unscripted 

what's this meeting about?" There's no convincing 

answer.  

Back at base the bosses are fretting. Following 

Mann showing up a QC to be a pompous mediocri-

ty the controller agonises "Aren’t we getting a bit 

close to the bone? He's a friend of mine; not that 

that matters." Later to Mann before the show 

"You're to let up on Sir Stanley. Or else." The real 

hypocrisy comes later… 

It's not a sense of celebrity entitlement that  

motivates Mann in skewering Johnson, though - 

it's something ethical. Johnson asks him "Do you    

approve of trial by television?" "No, I don't, except 

in one instance. When I know a truth that only I 

know and telling that truth is in the public good." 

"Pro Bono Publico. Just you and me then." Despite 

pulling every string in the book that's where  

Johnson ends.  

Gilbert Harding described himself as a 'tele-

phoney' - guilty at the money he earned for what 

he viewed as trivia, and disdaining, or professing 

to, the celebrity dumped on him. Once a high-

flying political economist, Mann expresses similar 

feelings but the trappings of celebrity, and the 

money, talk. He likes a drink too, which makes 

him vulnerable. Could he go back to academia? 

"No, I've burnt my boats there."  He is a deeply 

ambivalent character, a wonderful creation, and 

Kenny More plays him remarkably. No more so 

than at home where Rattigan gives us maybe his 

deepest dissertation on the nature of love encapsu-

lated in his wife Peggy’s startling line "What on 

earth has what you think of a man got to do with 

what you feel for him?"  

Peggy, played by Jean Marsh, is the daughter of 

a Polish émigré professor who’s known poverty 

and doesn't like it. Does she like Mann? In one 

memorable exchange, when it looks as though his 

contract might not be renewed, David Mann tells 

his wife he despises her. She replies  "But I despise 

myself, darling, you know this. I love money and 

flats in Eaton Square    Continued on page 6…               

to Face at all!  (He is a fascinating study - see    

Gilbert Harding by his Friends edited by Stephen 

Grenfell.) This often rude, multi-faceted, TV   

panellist and journo, a complex closet gay,        

revealed to Freeman depths of unhappiness which 

were shocking, and still would be today. Yet  

surely amongst at least some of the audience there 

must have been those thinking of Freeman - what 

about you, mate, what makes you tick or what are 

you hiding?   

Gilbert and Freeman must have been on Ratti-

gan's mind all through the writing of a play which 

would be ideal for a remake with Hugh Grant in 

either of the main male roles (do it, somebody!).  

Those roles are a TV interviewer David Mann 

(Kenneth More), with an invented ITV station  

series Heart to Heart, who is down to interview a 

junior minister tipped for higher office, Sir Stan-

ley Johnson (yes, really) played superbly by Ralph 

Richardson. The plot is simple: Mann comes into 

possession of some evidence of a financial/sexual 

peccadillo some years earlier which he could use 

to discredit the politician. But doing so could end 

his own career and his marriage.  A simple plot 

device which has been walked around the block 

countless times but which Rattigan uses to give us 

what might be his most thought-provoking piece 

on the 'truths of the heart', as the series tags itself. 

How this plays out is fascinating, Michael, surely 

rightly, votes this Rattigan’s best play of the     

period, indeed by some measures it may be 

amongst the all time greats. One thing’s certain—

you won't see a 'single' like this on TV these days. 

It could be Terry's most prophetic play, and 

not just in naming the minister Johnson. In terms 

of where young turks in the media (Robin Day 

etc) were trying to go with politicians it's very 

much of the time. It premiered along with the 

fledgling Private Eye and TW3 making headlines, 

and Beyond the Fringe was still running at the       

Fortune. This play puts Terry shoulder to shoulder 

with those guys, in some ways bettering them, if 

only by going for the jugular of the celebrity    

culture by looking at it from the inside. He also 

matches the likes of the 'Fringers' in producing 

miles of empty political speechifying and skewer-

ing the establishment, the still deferential treat-

ment of ministers, and TV managers’ hypocrisy. 

Alvin Rakov’s production revels in Television, 

what it is and what it can do when the medium 
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after his junior colleague, the popular cricket-

playing marvel Fletcher, at the year-end prize-

giving ceremony.  He then resumes the normal 

repressed patterns of his domestic life, inviting 

Millie to the dinner table: “Come along, my dear.  

We mustn’t let our dinner get cold”.  This leaves 

their relationship as suspended for the audience 

as is the situation after Clytemnaestra’s parallel 

gesture to Aegisthus at the 

end of the Agamemnon 
(where, having despatched 

both Agamemnon and Cas-

sandra, she invites Aegisthus, 

her lover, into the palace to 

rule Argos with her but the 

Chorus predicts revenge – 

Ed.). 
     The audiences know 

where things are heading in 

both plays.  Orestes has to 

return and exact vengeance 

for his father’s murder.  

Crocker-Harris is departing 

for “second-class life at a 

crammer’s and Millie is re-

solved to leave him”.  But the 

audiences do not know exact-

ly how these characters will 

all get where they are going. 

     The controlled perfections 

of the playscript for The Browning Version, first 

produced at the Phoenix theater in London on 

September 8, 1948, become clearer when we con-

trast its use of classical elements, and particularly 

of classical Greek, with two later versions of the 

play: (1) Anthony Asquith’s 90-minute 1951 film 

version, for which Rattigan won the Cannes 

award for best screenplay and Michael Redgrave 

the Cannes award for best actor; and (2) Mike 

Figgis’s 1994 97-minute film adaptation starring 

T 
HE Browning Version is… a classical and 

modern play written from Terence Ratti-

gan’s heart and memory.  It was so      

important to him that, according to its producer 

Stephen Mitchell, “there was not a line altered in 

the play from beginning to end.  It was the only 

play I’ve ever known in which there was no alter-

ation of any kind whatsoever”.  Small wonder.  Its 

perfections are clear. Its pac-

ing, tone, characterization 

and plot movement, and its 

single major and minor cli-

maxes are all virtually beyond      

improvement…  “The play is 

a masterpiece of  dramatic 

magic” (BA Young).  For 

once, positive critical assess-

ments are not exaggerated. 

     For example, the climax is 

a psychological and spiritual 

murder worthy of the Aga-
memnon.   Millie kills the 

vital signs in Andrew’s mo-

mentarily revived soul with 

hatefully timed words that 

horrify and alienate her adul-

terous lover, science master 

Frank Hunter, and even drive 

Frank to take the first steps 

toward a real friendship with 

Andrew.  Imagine Aegisthus turned off by the 

magnitude of Clytemnaestra’s manly crime, and 

buddying up to the ghost of Agamemnon.  Millie’s 

words match the brutal power of Clytemnaestra’s 

exultant narration in Ag. 1372-1398  of how she 

ensnared and struck Agamemnon with knife blow, 

knife blow and knife blow. 

     The Browning Version  closes with a minor 

climax, as Andrew asserts to the headmaster, who 

has called him on the telephone, his right to speak 

The controlled perfections of The Browning Version 
Thomas G Palaima  

The Professor of Classics at the University of Texas has granted permission 

to print this extract from his article about The Browning Version(s) and   

Classical Greek, in which he argues that the classical symmetry and      

perfection of the original stage play is ruined in two later film versions. 

 
—————————————————————————————————————— 
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Albert Finney as Crocker-Harris with a screenplay 

written by Ronald Harwood. 

     As George Orwell and Edward Gibbon both 

knew, less is usually more in creative writing.  The 

two later Browning Version’s prove that the con-

verse is also true: more is often much, much less.  

Expanded in 1951 from 75 to 90 minutes and then 

in 1994 to 97 minutes, The Browning Version is 
weighed down in both film treatments with Good-
bye Mr Chips-ism and in the 1994 film with all 

sorts of modern cultural baggage, as it addresses 

such issues as the neglect of children by wealthy 

parents and the tension between multi-culturalism 

and the sound old values of the classical tradition.  

The 1994 film eviscerates the very element that 

created dramatic tension and the one gasp of out-

right horror in the 1948 play.  In Figgis’s film, “the 

unmitigated bitch”, who, as 

played by Jean Kent in Rattigan’s 

1951 screenplay, still held her 

own as a vindictive and malevo-

lent figure, has transmogrified 

into Greta Scacchi, now re-

named Laura.  She delivers her 

venomous climactic lines with 

suitable clipped and repressed 

hatred.  But she is covered by 

modern  no-fault human-

relationship insurance.   

     Finney as Crocker-Harris tells 

Matthew Modine as Hunter, 

“Never, never presume to know 

the  secrets of a marriage”.  And 

“Don’t take sides.  It’s so very 

unbecoming”.  Andrew and 

Laura even have an intimate  

scene together dressing for  

dinner with the headmaster.  In 

this bedroom scene, in a surpris-

ingly non-politically-correct survival of chauvin-

ism, younger wife must wait for older and wiser 

husband to provide marital relationship exegesis 

from the moral highground.  Andrew decides, “We 

inhabit different worlds.  I’m saying, ‘No’.  I’m say-

ing, ‘Enough’”.  Imagine Clytemnaestra, Agamem-

non, Aegisthus and Cassandra at group couples 

counseling, reading the latest self-help books on 

open and healthy relationships, and helping each 

other realize their true selves.  1994 Andrew and 

1994 Laura, née Millie, may have better chances at 

human happiness, but they give us poorer      

tragedy. 

     The script for the 1994 film derives from the 

1951 screenplay.  In both films the story is 

opened out and varied.  The perfect unity of time 

and place of the 1948 play is destroyed, and 

therewith Crocker-Harris’s “mental agorapho-

bia” (BA Young).  The 1951 film opens and closes 

with outdoor shots of the exclusive public school.  

As it begins, students race across the manicured 

green while the bells announce morning chapel.  

After the obligatory Mr Chips chapel scene, the 

headmaster guides Crocker-Harris’s replacement 

Mr Gilbert toward the Crock’s class.  In the 1994 

film a car brings Gilbert sweeping in along the 

country roads to the impressive school buildings.  

Both have corresponding closing scenes.   

     At the end of the 1951 film, 

the boys mill freely outside after 

the prize ceremony, and Taplow 

speaks for the last time with 

Crocker-Harris, who shows his 

renewed humanity by revealing 

to Taplow by clever indirection 

that he has indeed gotten his   

remove.  At the end of the 1994 

film, Laura is driven away.  Both 

films take us inside Crocker-

Harris’s classroom for more Mr 
Chips  feel.  Both films also have 

cricket-match scenes to which the 

dialogue between the headmaster 

and Crocker-Harris about the del-

icate matter of his pension is 

transferred.  In both films we get 

to see Fletcher’s prowess at crick-

et.  The 1994 version even has 

Laura make her soul-killing com-

ment to Andrew at lunch inside 

the tents at the cricket match.  It is witnessed by 

all the primary characters and many extras.  

There are some good moments in both films, par-

ticularly involving classical Greek, but neither 

has the distilled, economical and claustrophobic 

tragic power of the 1948 play. 

     Both films destroy the tragic impact of the 

ending by having Andrew deliver an emotional 

Mr Chips speech at the end-of-year prize-giving 

ceremony where he publicly admits to having 

“failed to give you what you had  Cont. on p 6…  



 
6 

 

the right to demand of me as your teacher: sympa-

thy, encouragement and humanity”.  In the 1951 

film, he says, “I have deserved the nickname of 

Himmler.  I have degraded the noblest calling a 

man can follow, the care and moulding of the 

young”….  In the 1994 version, the now sympa-

thetic Laura even waits at the chapel entrance  

listening to the Crock deliver his confessional 

speech before she drives off. 

     In the 1951 film, even Rattigan cannot refrain 

from cinematic overkill.  The Crock’s completed 

youthful translation of the Agamemnon is not 

poignantly “lost for good”, like his genius, passion 

and soul, but it is now unfinished and found by 

the Crock in cleaning out his classroom.  This is 

done so that Taplow can find it later in the Crock-

er-Harris flat, sneak off with it, and then at the 

movie’s close advise the Crock on its merits.  “I 

think it’s rather good.  Better than old Browning.  

It’s like a play, a real play, a modern play.  It is 

really worth finishing”. Thus, Rattigan transforms 

his tragedy into melodrama.   

     In most critical opinions, including my own, 

the later film treatments ruin a masterpiece by 

introducing sentimentality, hope, and, in 1994, 

talk-show tolerance for the ways in which human 

beings make each other profoundly unhappy.  If 

the films are not viewed in comparison with the 

original play, they are entertaining, moderately 

uplifting, mildly thought-provoking, and allow us 

to go away having experienced lesser feelings of 

pity and almost no fear at all.  This reflects a kind 

of progress in the western human condition, if it is 

progress to replace tragic pathos with the simply 

pathetic and to promote the lie that human beings 

can always make themselves less miserable.   

The Browning  
Version 

Continued from page 5  
and convertible Bentleys with uniformed chauf-

feurs. I like fur coats and Balmain dresses too."   

All sparring in an atmosphere oozing of power 

games and sex we feel slightly voyeuristic to be 

witnessing.  Endless sparring resolved by la   

petite mort probably sums it up. He gives her 

baubles and she gives him release. Autobio-

graphical?  Well leaving that aside we get damn 

close to seeing the whole engine room of the 

marriage here and why Mann might feel suffo-

cated by it at the same time. Who's using whom 

most isn't entirely clear, but neither is it any 

clearer whether Mann would be happier with 

Production Secretary Jessie Weston (Wendy 

Craig) despite the assertion that "It is a false  

assumption that no one man can love two  

women at the same time." "Equally, but not in 

the same way."  

Those who know Wendy Craig from her  

later ‘comedic mother’ series, which made her 

widely known, will find her interpretation of 

Jessie Weston subtle and thoughtful, and no 

fool where Mann is concerned, though we    

suspect she does in some way love him.  

There’s a temptation, and not just because of 

Kenny More, to see David Mann and Freddie 

Page as the same sort of type. Yes, there are 

similarities, but Mann lacks Page’s casual 

selfishness and personal ruthlessness. He knows 

he's riding a lucky break and can't really risk       

disaster despite the bravado.   

As for Johnson, Richardson summons up  

triumphantly the politico playing at being the 

ordinary guy with a semi in Ruislip, a happy 

family with adored pet cats (which he loathes). 

Hiding a good degree from Liverpool behind a 

facade of bluntness, driven by ambition and an 

eye for the main chance, he'll maybe try to do 

some good if he can do himself good at the same 

time.  Megs Jenkins plays his wife as a sort of 

adoring doormat while he plays away.  

As for fame? Gilbert Harding felt his life was 

wasted – despite his friends thinking completely 

the opposite. David Mann may be on the same 

“The fame thing…” 
Continued from page 3  

————————————————- 

Thomas G. Palaima is a Mycenologist, the Robert 

M. Armstrong Centennial Professor and the 

founding director of the university's Program in 

Aegean Scripts and Prehistory in the Department 

of Classics at the University of Texas at Austin.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mycenaean_Greek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Texas_at_Austin
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lugubrious and unfunny clown, was the raconteur

-ing, genial host, factotum and dazzling enter-

tainer, at a glittering house party.  

     Twelfth Night: hardly a Shakespeare title     

suffering neglect on our stages, but rarely can   

audiences have been treated to such a perfectly 

cast ensemble. Unlike my competing production 

here, the true ensemble at the Orange Tree was 

what made it very likely (hypnosis in a darkened 

room aside) the finest work in Shakespeare I’ve 

witnessed within the past decade. Ensemble work 

is exactly what this play and The Tempest require 

in place of an incoherent group of actors circling 

round an ill-cast star. At the Orange Tree the 

combined joy of seeing Oliver Ford-Davies close-

up, one the most undervalued actors of the older 

generation, as the upright but much-tested      

Malvolio, the ageless Jane Asher as a notably spry 

Maria, and the equally decade-defying Clive  

Francis as a most pukka Sir Toby, all added up to  

the impression that they were one of us – these 

were the folk one might encounter at the smart 

country house weekends we so enjoyed in our 

daydreams (but were never invited to). 

     If you missed this zenith of recent TRS outings, 

my advice is keep a watch on the Orange Tree’s 

website. The production, much like the recent  

Churchill in Moscow, sold out even before       

previews – the smart money is on a return for a     

festive run around the time of Twelfth Night    
season at the turn of the year.   

Twelfth Night at the  
Orange Tree 

Continued from front page  

journey. Stanley Johnson probably has no such 

doubts – whatever happens he’ll be looking for 

the next opportunity. Maybe that’s what it takes 

to be a politician. But writing this in October 

2024 maybe its relevance is most clear across the 

Atlantic. 

Aired originally as part of The Largest Theatre 

in the World - simultaneous screenings in a num-

ber of countries - and according to Peter Sallis, 

playing the TV Director, never repeated. It's on 

the 5 DVD collection. Should you search it out/

rewatch it?  Yes.         

 

W 
HO, apart from the ever-youthful 

Junko Tarrant, has a spacious       

reception room in central London 

suitable for a New Year drinks party?   

     Answer: our tireless and permanently good-

natured Chairman (and Secretary), Martin     

Amherst Lock.  Does anything ruffle his feathers, 

or knit his brow?  How about a party for twenty 

people in his own living space high above the 

hustle and bustle of trendy Farringdon?  No?   

No, indeed.  He seemed to relish the idea of turn-

ing his living room not only into a champagne 

lounge but also a performance space.   

Once again two graduates from RADA, Ayesha 

Ostler and Jonathan Rubin (pictured above with 

Martin and Robert Gardiner), entertained us, 

enacting two scenes from The Winslow Boy.   
     This was close-up theatre at its most intimate 

and reminded me of a time, long ago, in the 

mistinesss of my very distant youth, when an 

actress friend and I had the bright idea of taking 

a short two-hander play into the offices of 

agents and casting directors.  A sort of extended 

joint audition.  We were indulged by one casting 

director who very gamely   Cont. overleaf…    

New year drinks 
in Cowcross St 
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Dates for your diary 
_______________________________ 

 

Annual Birthday Dinner 
Friday 6 June 2025 

The annual dinner will be held at the Savile Club for the first 
time, and a booking form has been issued. The guest 
speaker will be actor and director Christopher Luscombe. 

 

The Deep Blue Sea 
Thursday 19 June 2025 at 2.30pm 

As members saw this production in Bath last year the    
Committee agreed that another official outing would not be 
organised.  However, attention is drawn to the above mat-
inee performance should members wish to book individually. 
If they would like to meet up informally with other members 
for a meal and/or drinks before or after the performance, 
they should let Martin know..  

 

In Praise of Love 
Saturday 28 June 2025 at 2.30pm 

A visit to the Orange Tree is being arranged for this new 
production of one of Rattigan’s later plays.  Performance at 
2.30pm with supper afterwards.  A booking form has been 
issued.  
 

Please also note that our member Dan Rebellato is giving a 
talk on In Praise of Love at the Orange Tree two weeks 
before our visit, on Saturday 14 June at 11am. He is one of 
the most eminent authorities on Rattigan.  Tickets are avail-
able on the OT website for anyone who might wish to      
attend. 

Apology 
The Editor regrets the inadvertent omission of the 

credit for the front page article in the last issue 

about Barbara’s campaign to name a theatre after 

‘our’ Terry. The author was our Vice–President, 

Geoffrey Wansell.  Apologies, and thanks, to him.   

New year drinks 
Continued from page 7 

sat through our 15-minute performance and 

applauded very politely, and with as much   

enthusiasm as she could muster with her 

lunchtime sandwich patiently awaiting her 

attention on her desk.   

     Nothing came of it, of course. And two of us 

playing to an audience of one was hardly the 

richest experience of a young performer’s life, 

but Ayesha and Jonathan gave us something 

rather more nuanced and touching in their   

depiction of Catherine Winslow and Sir Robert 

Morton.  

     Our delicious canapés, hand-made by our 

host, were similarly left to their own devices 

for the duration and our applause at the end 

was genuinely enthusiastic. If we could have 

given them a job on the spot we would have 

done so.  All in all, it was a splendid Saturday 

event, masterfully stage-managed by our 

Chairman (and Secretary) and much enjoyed 

by all.  It was good to see some new members 

present too.  Ed.   


