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Introduction

My name is James Raggatt. I am an actor who graduated from the National Institute of Dramatic 
Arts (NIDA) in 2015 at which time is was granted a BBM youth scholarship in drama to travel to the 
UK in 2016 to gather experience from the industries there. 

In May, 2016 I travelled to London to begin my time experiencing and learning about the incredible 
magnitude of theatre in the UK. I spent seven weeks based in London during which time I was 
exposed to the extraordinary magnitude of theatre happening there. London is considered the 
centre point of theatre for the world, a place where I could completely immerse myself in the form. I 
visited some of the greatest theatre companies on Earth, seeing a vast range of work ranging from 
revivals of work from various eras, to the latest, most exciting new works being produced. I also 
took the chance to spend a week in Stratford-upon-avon, the home of William Shakespeare, and 
travelled North to Edinburgh, home of the famous fringe theatre festival. I attended talks and 
workshops about the development of theatre throughout history from Ben Jonsson to Bertolt Brecht 
and how each epoch has shifted the modern culture of theatre making. I was also able to meet with 
various practitioners who provided me with invaluable insight and advice. 
I arrived back in Australia in July with a breadth of understanding and new ability that I never could 
have imagined. I have returned with a re-ignited passion for my art-form, and a plethora of fresh 
skills and ideas with which to work in and contribute to my industry. 

Places visited

London
• National Theatre of Great Britain
• The Wyndham’s Theatre
• Theatre Royal Haymarket
• Gielgud Theatre
• Barbican Theatre
• Sam Wanamaker Playhouse
• Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre
• Royal Court Theatre
• Old Vic Theatre
• Young Vic Theatre
• Garrick Theatre (Kenneth Branagh Theatre Company)
• Duke of York Theatre
• Trafalgar Studios
• Donmar Warehouse
• New London Theatre
• Rose Theatre
• Duchess Theatre
• Tricycle Theatre
• Hampstead Theatre
• Almeida Theatre
• Merrier Chocolate Factory
• Royal Academy of Dramatic Art

Stratford-upon-Avon
• Edinburgh Festival Theatre
• Royal Shakespeare Theatre 
• Swan Theatre (RSC)

Edinburgh
• Lyceum Theatre
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• Edinburgh Playhouse

Glasgow
• The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

Description

 During the course of my stay in the UK I attended over forty-five plays at an array of large scale, 
West End theatres through to smaller, independent companies. The productions I saw included

• Ma Rainey's Black Bottom
By August Wilson, Directed by Dominic Cooke
• People, Places, and Things
By Duncan Macmillan, Directed by Jeremy Herrin
• The Flick
By Annie Baker, Directed by Sam Gold
• The Suicide
By Suhayla El-Bushra, after Erdman, Directed by Nadia Fall
• Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime
By Simon Stephens, Directed by Marianne Elliott
• The Threepenny Opera
By Bertolt Brecht, Directed by Rufus Norris
• Sunset at the Villa Thalia
By Alexi Kaye Campbell, Directed by Simon Godwin
• The Deep Blue Sea
By Terrence Rattigan, Directed by Carrie Cracknell
• Plantanov
By Anton Chekhov, Adapted by David Hare, Directed by Jonathon Kent
• Ivanov
By Anton Chekhov, Adapted by David Hare, Directed by Jonathon Kent
• The Seagull
By Anton Chekhov, Adapted by David Hare, Directed by Jonathon Kent
• The Plough and the Other Stars
By Sean O’casey, Directed by Howard Davies
• A Midsummer Night's Dream (RSC)
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Erica Whyman
• Cymbeline
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Melly Still
• The Alchemist
By Ben Jonsson, Directed by
• Hamlet
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Simon Godwin
• The Flying Lovers of Vitebsk
By Daniel Jamieson, Directed by Emma Rice
• A Midsummer Night's Dream (globe)
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Emma Rice
• The Taming of the Shrew
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Caroline Byrne
• Macbeth
By William Shakespeare, Iqbal Kahn
• Ophelia's Zimmer
Created by Katie Mitchell
• Human Animals
By Stef Smith, Directed by Hamish Pirie
• Unreachable
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Created by Anthony Neilson 
• Groundhog Day
By Tim Minchin and Danny Rubin, Directed by Matthew Warchus
• Blue/Orange
By Joe Penal, Directed by Matthew Xia
• Romeo and Juliet
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Kenneth Branagh and Rob Ashford
• Doctor Faustus
By Christopher Marlowe, Directed by Jamie Lloyd
• The Maids
By Jean Genet, Directed by Jamie Lloyd
• Elegy
By Nick Paye, Directed by Josie Rourke
• Faith Healer
By Brian Friel, Directed by Lyndsey Turner
• Showboat 
Rogers and Hammerstein, Directed by Daniel Evans
• King John 
By William Shakespeare, Directed by Trevor Nun
• How the Other Half Love 
By Allan Ayckbourn, Directed by Allan Strachan
• The Play That Goes Wrong 
Created by Mischief Theatre
• The Invisible Hand 
By Ayad Akhtar, Directed by Indhu Rubasingham
• Wild 
By Mike Bartlett, Directed by James MacDonald
• This is Living 
Created by Liam Barrett 
• Richard III
By William Shakespeare, Directed Rupert Goold
• The Truth 
By Florian Zeller, adapted by Christopher Hampton 
• Into The Woods 
By Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine, Fiasco Theatre production
• Needles and Opium 
Created by Robert LePage
• 1984
Adapted and Directed by Duncan Macmillan and Robert Icke
• Sunny afternoon
By Joe Penhall, Ray Davies, Directed by Ed Hall
• The Play About a Bank Robbery 
Created by Mischief Theatre

The opportunity to observe such a huge volume and array of work was invaluable. Each production 
had its own identity, its own flavour. I was steeped in a level diversity and exploration I did not 
consider possible. 

[Following the photos section, you may find for your interest some excerpts of my diary entries in 
which I recorded my impressions of each piece.]

I was privileged enough to spend tome in Stratford-upon-Avon, the birthplace of William 
Shakespeare and the home of the Royal Shakespeare Company. The RSC has operated at 
Stratford-upon Avon since its foundation and has a history of great classical interpretation and 
production of  popular new works, including Matilda the Musical. I attended the performances 
running there in repertory, including Hamlet and The Alchamist, and saw a talk on the work of 
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Jonsson. I visited the purported birthplace of Shakespeare, and his grave. As a creative in theatre, 
and a great lover of literature, this was a deeply moving experience for me.

Back in London, I also had the chance to attend various seminars at the National Theatre including 
talks on Anton Chekhov and Bertolt Brecht. I got the opportunity to visit the Warner Brother’s 
viewing studio to meet  renowned stage and screen director Thea Sharrock for a q&a on her latest 
film, You Before Me. Near the end of my time I travelled north to take a look at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland, and to see some of the great Scottish theatres before the festival.
The vast amount of theatre in London meant that I able to immerse myself deeply in a culture of 
excellence and detail that is matched in very few other places in the world. Australia’s relatively 
small industry doesn’t yet have the resources, the history or competitive nature to develop the level 
of work being produced in places like London. For me, it was a chance to understand how theatre 
production at that level operates and connects to it’s audience.

Using contacts made when studying at NIDA, I was able to arrange meetings with an array of 
practitioners. I met with highly influential theatre reviewer, Mark Shenton, agent John Grant of 
Conway-vanGelder-Grant, and artistic director of the Hampstead theatre, Ed Hall and others. I met 
with these practitioners to discuss the industry at large in the UK, and to ask advice on being a 
young practitioner in the global market in a burgeoning industry like Australia’s. I’ve no doubt that 
making connections like this will be highly useful to me in the future, beyond the immediate 
education I benefited from on just this trip. For accommodation I made use of various family and 
friends in the area. I also, found cheap accomodation using airBnB, youth hostels, and 
booking.com. I also found very cheap rooms with University colleges because the students were 
on Summer break while I was there.

Recommendations
For a drama awardee, there really is no place like London. The work happening in this city is so 
diverse and offers the chance to develop yourself in major ways as an artist. 

If visiting in their Summer, I highly recommend checking out the university colleges for 
accomodation. They rent out their rooms very cheaply during the university breaks, and being near 
the universities they’re in great positions. I managed to find myself a room for as cheap as a 
shared dormitory at a youth Hostel! booking.com is a really useful resource, as is airBnb. Make 
sure to research around before booking anyway to ensure you’re saving as much as you can on 
accomodation. That way you can really put that money towards what you’re there for- to learn and 
engage with your topic. Make sure to keep flexible with your plans but also do some planning 
ahead. You want to know you’ve got wiggle room, but it’s also important to have some prepared 
structure for how you intend to spend your time. 

Conclusion

This trip was a true game-changer for me. I will spend years processing and exploring the things I 
have learnt, perspectives I have gained, and techniques I have developed. The connections made 
with practitioners will be invaluable into the future. What I have learnt about my art-form on this 
journey has deeply shifted how I think about it in a more mature, and ambitious way. I am 
determined to take all this into my career not only as a practitioner myself, but as a leader and an 
instigator of change and growth for arts in Australia. 

http://booking.com
http://booking.com
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Photos

Visiting the Barbican Theatre for RSC’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The Garrick Theatre and Kenneth Branagh’s Romeo and Juliet
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At the famous Royal Court Observing Rehearsals for the UK tour of Sunny Afternoon

The set and prop workshops a the National Theatre in London
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The famous Donmar Warehouse, home of brand new theatre in central London

The 2000 seat Olivier theatre at the National Theatre Company
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Living a teenage dream, visiting the National for the first time

The Royal Shakespeare Company at Stratford-upon-avon
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Ayckbourn’s How the Other Half Love at the Theatre Royal Haymarket

Outside Shakespeare’s purported birthplace
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The Theatre Royal, Haymarket. One of the most famous theatre buildings.

The Statue of Lawrence Olivier, 
one of history’s greatest actors 
and the original Artistic Director 
of the National Theatre
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Brushing up on some history before seeing the work of the great Trevor Nunn at the Rose Theatre

Visiting the Warner Brothers viewing theatre for a seminar by film maker Thea Sharrock
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Inside the RSC theatre 
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Diary Excerpts

Tonight was my first night of English theatre and importantly, my first visit to the National Theatre of Great 
Britain. Jeremy Irons happened to be in the audience this night. It was very special to visit that concrete 
house of art and dreams for the first time. 

Yesterday I spent hours exploring this city, visiting every single theatre I could find on google maps. They are 
everywhere! What a joy to walk the streets and come across another great British theatre in all its 
architectural, historical majesty on every corner. At one point on Shaftesbury one can find three of London's 
greatest: the Lyric, the Apollo, and the Guilgud (which I'll be visiting soon to see The Curious Incident of the 
Dog in the Nighttime) lined up right next to each other. For those of you who don't know, my love of theatre 
has a facet beyond the art form itself. I also have a fascination for the buildings, the spaces in which our 
most humanistic of arts takes place. These beautiful old buildings and their important architecture interests 
me very much. There is a grandeur, an appreciation for the importance of what happens inside them. I 
suspect this is reflected by people's attitude to theatre here too. It feels as though there is a respect for the 
form itself, not just the idea of the form; 'theatre because what theatre is and does', not 'theatre because we 
should theatre'. That is my initial impression of how it is treated here anyway. In every foyer so far I have 
heard talk of all the other plays people are seeing or have gone to see. One favourite venue I've ventured 
within so far is the Wydnham's theatre to which the National's production of People, Places and Things has 
just transferred. It is a glorious proscenium theatre with beautiful aqua-marine and gilded finery. The play, by 
a new favourite Duncan Macmillan, about a young woman dealing with extreme addiction was a masterful, 
intellectual and passionate exploration of the intensity of being in a world too vivid with emptiness to cope 
with. 

My first night here was fittingly at the National Theatre seeing Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, an August Wilson 
play dealing with issues of racial oppression in America (subsequently humanity). It is one of a series of ten 
plays by Wilson called the Pittsburgh Cycle all revolving around this theme. The entire production was 
intelligent and genuine. The set featured a large steel box, the control room of a recording studio, in which 
the white producers worked overlooking the black musicians on stage below them- an illusion of power 
manufactured by oppressor and oppressed. I thought the metaphor of this image went beyond race 
oppression to the very essence of human's self oppression- we all have looked to the imaginary box above 
for answers from a master as flawed as we; flawed because we created it. Religion did, and democracy does 
seem to be working like this, don't you think? 

Other theatre so far has been the RSC's A Midsummer night's Dream at the Barbican Theatre, an 
extraordinary building, a very fun production; Another Shakespeare, King John directed by the legendary 
Trevor Nunn- this was exceptionally disappointing. Nunn is excellent at making the story clear but in this 
case entirely unimaginative when dealing with a severely flawed play that needs creative help; and Ophelia's 
Zimmer a new English-German work from Katie Mitchell at the Royal Court theatre, renowned for its 
exploration of new ideas and works. This play was excellently made but lacked any kind of humanity at it's 
heart. Neon lit, erratic, staccato coldness can only go so far to impress in theatre if the human hasn't been 
found within. There's no humanity, no exploration of ourselves, just esoteric ideas that are meant to mean 
something but instead alienate and confuse under the guise of 'newness'. Are not dreams far more 
dangerous, more beautiful, more massive than derived purgatory? I think so. Why is there an interest in this 
dehumanised hardness on stage? I don't suggest that it doesn't deserve it's place, but it is worthy of 
question. Right now I am off to see Ayckborn's How the Other Half Love at the theatre Royal, Haymarket, 
then The Maids at Trafalgar studios theatre tonight. Next week, the Young Vic, a revival of Kern and 
Hammerstein's historic Showboat (Old Man River...), and a trip to Stratford-upon-Avon to soak up some 
RSC.

Second: week of theatre in London. 
Ayckbourn's How the Other Half Love was delightfully silly and a grand example of all the wit of British stage 
humour. It is one of those plays that allows it's audience to release. In this theatre (the extraordinarily 
beautiful Theatre Royal Haymarket, in which Ian Mckellen and Patrick Stewart premiered their famed 
production of Waiting for Godot which a seventeen year old me loved at the Sydney Opera House with 
Roger Rees [may he rest in peace] in Stewart's role) the audience was off the hook. We could sit back and 
disappear in surprised laughter for two hours. Jamie LLoyd's production of The Maids was so messy, 
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intense, and chaotic that no sense at all of the potent ideological drama in that powerful play was detectable. 
The production is popular for featuring Uzo Aduba, a excellent actor from the series Orange is the New 
Black. Aduba and her two equally gifted cast members were no match for the self indulgent direction of the 
play though. It was a classic example of what the majority of our Australian directors seem to be tending to: 
"Look at me, look at me go! I'm the director! Look at me!". The same can be said for LLoyd's production of 
Doctor Faustus. Both of his productions are featuring just up the road from each other and both suffer the 
same fate of a director who, in an attempt to be bold or something, leads us away from the ideas of the play; 
Ideas? You don't need those, look at my staging and the great lighting design and all the blood and vomit. 

Daniel Evan's revival of Show Boat was very good. For me, it was as simple as enjoying the chance to sit in 
a theatre with a full chorus of black singers raising their voices to 'Ol' Man River'. A moment I am not soon to 
forget. Blue/Orange at the Young Vic theatre was the highlight of London this week. This Joe Penhall 
(apparently he originates from Aus! Had coffee with G. Brookman who is over here for a co-pro with Frantic 
Assembly and whose father knew or knew of him in Adelaide). This dialogue drama follows a black patient in 
a psychiatric ward and the two white psychiatrists working on his case. Additionally to being an exploration of 
how problematic ally race can be treated in the medical system, this production became and exploration of 
power itself and how insidiously it can operate. The play itself seemed to be grinding some axes though (I 
had this from G but it is fairly self evident). It was also great to see the young vic theatre which is now my 
favourite theatre space of all time, I think. It is entirely in the round with a very large seating bank and a deep 
stage with lots of potential. Round spaces are the best for good, actor's theatre and this one is so well laid 
out.

In my first evening here I saw Cymbeline. This is a notoriously difficult play to stage. It's plot is immensely 
complex and takes a great deal of thought and skill to sow and sew the multitude of dramatic elements at 
play. For that reason some of you may not have even heard of this mongrel of Shakespeare's. The version at 
the RSC was a stupendous interpretation! Although I must say the verse was generally spoken very badly (at 
the Royal SHAKESPEARE company!!) the telling of the story and the interpretation of the many interlacing 
characters was beautiful.

Last night was Hamlet also at the RSC in rep with Cymbeline. This was a disappointing affair mainly due to 
the leading actors. For all their presence, they lacked the spark of the intelligent actor. A great actor can 
communicate his/her own viewing of a character through that character to the audience at the same time as 
being one and whole with it: "I am me, you are the audience, this is Hamlet, and I and Hamlet". If this is 
achieved, ideas can explode through the narrative. That's why the play was written, particularly this one. This 
Hamlet could not pull it off. He glowered around spurting text and 'being present'. This will do most of the 
time for most actors. Not with Hamlet. Not with greatness. In fact, he wasn't even trying to find those heights, 
like he wasn't aware of what is functioning beyond the action of the play. Shakespeare is full of abstraction. If 
you can't keep up, it will tatter your performance.

The Alchemist was fairly enjoyable. The play follows three ruffians who con people by pretending to be 
masters of the magical arts. That is the play. No more detailed plot really, no great big notion being explored. 
Was it not being performed at the company whose responsibility is, in a way, to maintain the historical 
repertoire of these old texts, one really would have asked why on earth it should be put on today. Even with 
the RSC's commitments to texts of that era, did the play deserve an eight week run on one of their two main 
stages? Definitely not. Listening to the verse one can hear why Shakespeare's contemporaries never 
obtained the same prominence that he did. It is comparatively basic and certainly fails in any philosophical 
comparison too. I have been reading some essays on the way in which Shakespeare used character and 
narrative as vessels to explore his ideas and this is a fundamental key in his success. For instance, Hamlet 
is a young man engaged in a very detailed narrative. A lot happens to him and he in turn responds to all of 
the action about him. Sitting amongst, above, below all of this though are the extraordinary visitations of 
conscience, reason, passion, guilt, revenge, mortality, and etc. These are the soul that burns throughout the 
play and ignites the action with incomparable humanity. Comparatively, Jonson's play was about a bunch of 
fools doing foolish things to little emotional or intellectual reward for the audience other than a jolly laugh at 
some silly modern metaphors the director, Polly Findlay, fortunately conjured. 

The Invisible Hand by Pakistani-American writer Ayad Akhtar. I missed Akhtar's Disgraced which performed 
at the Sydney Theatre Company earlier this year so it was wonderful to get to see another play from this 
dramatist whose reputation is substantial, and growing. The play was really superb. In was performed in the 
Tricycle Theatre, a company in North-West London that that I've read has a reputation for new and exciting 
works. The theatre, which is quite small (though about to undergo major developments I read) was perfect 
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for the piece set in a dank prison cell in the Pakistan. Here a kidnapped American Banker is held captive by 
a local terror cell. They're not really terrorists, though they are affiliated with a larger terror group, we learn. 
They just want money from the ransom to help themselves. The banker is mistaken for someone worth a 
ransom but they refuse to let him go, thinking he might be trying to convince them of his worthlessness in a 
bid for freedom. He strikes a deal with his captors by which, given the proper access to information and 
internet, he will work for them as their prisoner economist on the stock exchange to earn them his ransom, 
and he will be set free. What follows is an extraordinary play that delves into questions about the American 
dollar's power over the world and the terrible ways in which this has been instituted in places like Pakistan 
and the Middle East. Featuring as the American captive was a NIDA graduate from more than twenty yeas 
ago, Daniel Lapaine. He and the entire cast were excellent and the direction was stunning work. An excellent 
example of a director getting out of the way and letting the play speak for itself, providing the elements for 
the ideas to be explored. 
In the evening I saw The Play that Goes Wrong at the Duchess theatre on West End. It has been running for 
more than a year. The quality of this one was equally marvellous. The content, though, could not have been 
more juxtaposed. I have rarely heard so much laughter in the theatre. As the title suggests, it was about a 
bunch of amateur actors staging a play the outcome of which is total and utter chaos. It was a stage clown 
dream. There was raucous humour seeping from every corner of the auditorium.

The Deep Blue Sea by Terrence Rattigan. It is one of the most excellent plays I've ever come across. The 
story is devastatingly moving and the gentle empathy of Rattigan's piercing perception of humans cannot 
help but make one weep softly as his words are spoken. The production itself: brilliant, sensitive, powerful. In 
the central role was Helen McRory directed by Carrie Cracknel. The two have teamed up at the National 
Before in a production of Medea which I saw as an NTlive and was so astounded it took days of processing. 
The same goes for their production of Rattigan's masterpiece even though the style and energy could scarce 
have been more different. McRory and Cracknel clearly have an excellent artistic relationship, and working 
together on a play like The Deep Blue Sea it thrived.

A new play, Elegy by Nick Payne. Featuring the powerfully weird Zoë Wanamaker, this short piece chartered 
a not too distant future when parts of the human brain can be replaced synthetically. Functionality can be 
healed but memory and feeling are not reproducible.The text was managing less than what it wanted but 
was well made none-the-less. It was at the lovely small space right in the middle of everything, the Donmar 
warehouse. 

Yesterday, I went to the Garrick theatre for a matinee off Romeo and Juliet co-directed by Rob Ashford and 
Kenneth Branagh. Many of you know my qualms with this play. Too often we sit in the theatre begging for the 
exhibition of a bit of rational logic. Guess what. I LOVED this. It was certainly the best production of Romeo 
and Juliet I've seen. For the first time ever, I believed the lovers, understood their unquenchable passion and 
the tragedy of their suicides. After the disappointment of the poorly-handled verse at the RSC, this was an 
especial joy. The text flew magnificently and wove itself into the core of the entire production. The actors had 
such an excellent grasp on the language and rhythm. The difference this makes is enormous I tell you! It 
really enhances the power of everything happening onstage. Of great interest was the casting of Derek 
Jacobi, now Seventy-seven, as Mercutio. He was a mincing old stoat who's age lent his vivacious energy a 
lonely dejection that worked well for the character. As he died in that most tragic of scenes, the earth 
rumbled (a London metro train passing underground) and called him home.

In the evening I had my first visit to the Olivier theatre at the National. It was a very emotional experience 
because I have much dreamt of visiting and working in this venue. It is as amazing a space as it is given 
credit for. The auditorium is enormous but the stage feels so intimate. As set pieces erupt from the drum 
revolve in seamless silence there is nothing but awe. The play itself, The Threepenny Opera was 
underwhelming. I have never much cared for the piece and still don't. It always seems as though it can never 
say properly what it is trying to, which is basic enough anyway. The music is always too jarring and the text 
lacks drive or care. I suspect these traits are partly intentional given the content but I really don't find it 
enjoyable or impressive. Still, a joy to visit the Olivier at last. I have a few more plays to see there before I 
leave so I can look forward to basking again.

Tonight I visited the Globe theatre for another Midsummer Night's Dream. This is the first play in  the first 
season for new Artistic Director Emma Rice. Rice's appointment has caused some controversy as she has a 
reputation for disregarding texts and for having an anything-goes attitude toward classics. She's also been 
quoted as someone who finds Shakespeare rather boring and incomprehensible. Many feel that the 
appointment of someone with this attitude is an affront to what the Globe's purpose is. Well, she is an 
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interesting one. An exhibitionist really. So messy and distracting to the extent that there really was no point 
following the play- because there was no play, just a show. A very fun show though. The effect on the 
audience was joyous, and it actually worked well in that space. My feeling is that maybe it's exactly what the 
Globe needs, considering the role that the exploratory but safe RSC and the more faithful Nunn, Kenneth 
Branagh have taken currently. It's still not the theatre I particularly enjoy watching. Far too hard and attention 
seeking. It had a gleeful, jovial essence to it though. Seeing this kind of work enough times would turn me 
away but, for all Rice's lack of subtlety, the audience could not have expressed more gratitude for what they 
were given. It was at very least unashamed, and made entirely FOR the people seeing it, which is a rare 
sort.

The Taming of the Shrew at the Globe 
This was a disappointing production. The actors were working too hard and had been directed into corners 
from which they struggled produce anything of dexterity or flavour. The interpretation of Katherina's shift at 
the end was interesting though. Rather than being tamed for the better as in the play, or tragically worse, as 
in over-reactionary productions, she urged women to obey their men with such a sadly intelligent irony that 
the entire audience stared at the floor, having felt present day oppression that is wafting around them. 

This is Living at Trafalgar Studios 
I won't say too much about this one. It's not worth it. I'd rather give you words about the stuff I've loved, or at 
least been interested by, than hound you with my scornful recollections of this two hours of torture. As you 
know, I get so engaged as an audience member- to the point where watching this one actually gave me 
physical pain. When something is this poorly made it feels like betrayal to me. It was all emotional wash, no 
literal or dramatic narrative, self indulgent = selfish. Truly appalling theatre. It had to happen at some point 
with the amount I've been seeing! This was brought from last year's Edinburgh Fringe festival. Someone 
involved must have powerful friends because there's no way anyone watched that and thought it genuinely 
worth a remount at Trafalgar. Then again, Jonathon Church just parted with STC (a terrible loss for us, I 
think). More stupid artistic decisions have been made. 

The Flick at The National
Now this is a play I want to tell you about. This. This play. This play ripped open my sentimental little soul 
cavity and gave it a good swirl. My description is a fairly apt representation of what Annie Baker's work can 
do. She is an extraordinary writer; I would say she is something akin to what Beckett might have been had 
he lived in this time. The Flick is set in a movie theatre in America somewhere- the set is literally an 
auditorium with rows of chairs facing the real theatre audience with a glass panel in the back wall through 
which a projector gleams. Following the beginning of the play, during which all is darkness but for the 
projector beaming the credits of a film out onto the audience, the lights flicker on and two cleaners enter and 
begin walking through, clearing pop-corn and other rubbish. What follows over the next four hours is a truly 
exceptional piece of writing. Most good plays work with language and how it functions within character, 
context, narrative; this play (and most of Baker's work, The Aliens at the Old Fitz last year being one) works 
by silence. There are huge gaps in between dialogue where the simplicity of the performances is permitted to 
engulf the stage before the text becomes a piercing channel through which people (for she writes people, not 
characters) may try to navigate their unsatisfactory worlds. There was something deeply stirring in this play 
even though the majority of the staged action was the cleaning of post movie trash. Baker's understanding of 
humanity is ineluctably confronting. She has no interest in beauty as power, only in the truth of people, real 
people, not stage shadows. It was wonderful. I've rarely seen something that has delved so deeply so simply. 
I hear Sydney may be getting its own production of The Flick next year. Guess who? Of course. Let's hope 
they don't fuck it up. Any bets? 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time at the Guilgud (NT originally)
I saw this as an NT live a year ago and it was equally beautiful again tonight - extra special live though. What 
I noticed this time was how skilfully Simon Stephens has adapted the story for stage. It is a fine example of 
well thought adaptation. No mean feat, given the content of the story. I wish they'd hurry and get an 
Australian production going... Before I'm too old to audition, please... 

Human Animals at the Royal Court
An interesting though not entirely successful new play in which a fantasy future is surmised, exhibiting the 
terrifying possibilities of the human race. There were some positive moments but it felt somehow off. 



�19
Sunset at the Villa Thalia at the National
This is Alexi Kaye Campbell's latest work. Sydney friends will know him as the Author of another excellent 
play The Pride that played at the Darlinghurst Company earlier this year. I loved this play too. It's set in 
Greece in the 60's through to 70's and features a British couple and their American friends moving to the 
area and their relationships with the locals there. Obviously, specifically  political metaphors arise in the 
relationships and it worked very well. It was much more than a good old social-political talk drama though. At 
its centre were two people who truly struggled with their idea of 'goodness' as citizens in Western society 
when there is so much inequality elsewhere in the world. It's a question we all do or should face up to, and 
it's a very difficult one to answer because it's so obvious at the same time. We'd just rather not see. He's a 
smart writer whose prominence is growing. It was also very well handled by Director Simon Godwin who did 
the disappointing Hamlet at the RSC. Redeemed. 
Perhaps I was in a good mood though- I've read damning reviews!

The Suicide at the National
This is a new play based on the old Russian one, updated to modern London. Simply, it wasn't very good. 
The whole team- writer, director and cast- put so much energy into being funny that they weren't. I suspect 
they forgot the great Chekhovian lesson that top comedy is born of true tragedy. They didn't scratch the 
surface.

I took myself to the Barbican theatre to see Robert Lepage's Needles and Opium. French-Canadian Lepage 
is a well regarded master of theatre and this production was undeniable proof of his worthiness to that title. 
Three inner faces of a giant rotating cube were projected upon with detail and accuracy as two dexterous 
actors tranced through the images, telling a story of addiction to togetherness and loneliness through the 
lives of Jean Cocteau, Miles Davis, and a fantasised (I suspect from some reality) third character/observer. 
The whole thing was such stuff as dreams are made on. The world expanded and compressed with the 
ambitiously intelligent set, projection and harness work, and the mysterious minds of the ragged human 
humans operating in it. In the evening I saw the first of three Young Chekhov productions playing in rep in 
the Olivier at the National. This one was Platanov which I found frustratingly under-read. The cast did not 
seem not capable of expressing the level churning detail required in Chekhov's work. You cannot only rely on 
the narrative of these poor characters and expect their delicately written souls to materialise on their own. 
The actor needs to grapple consciously with the earthy, tectonic confusion that is shifting beneath them all. 
Otherwise those lonely figures are oddly shallow and undefined despite the care that has been taken in 
writing them. The adaptations are the latest work of David Hare. They were picked up by the National after 
their premier at the Chichester Festival theatre, commissioned by STC's brief Jonathon Church.

On Saturday I was lucky enough to see two excellent new plays. The Truth by exciting French writer Florian 
Zeller, adapted by Christopher Hampton (famed for Les Liaisons Dangereuses among other works) 
transferred to the Wyndham's from the Mernier Chocolate factory theatre. This was a wicked, almost 
Pinteresque work about intertwining marital affairs of love and lies between two couples- like a lighter but 
less forgiving Betrayal. It was bitingly cynical and absolutely hilarious. Zeller recently won an Olivier award 
for his play The Father which unfortunately closed before I arrived here. I'm looking forward to researching 
more of his work. In the evening I went to the Hampstead theatre. The artistic director here is Ed Hall whom 
I'll be meeting for lunch next week and who has invited me to watch rehearsals for the tour of Sunny 
Afternoon, a musical with the music of The Kinks, with book by Joe Penhal (Blue/Orange at Young Vic in 
May), which I'm about to attend at the Harold Pinter theatre on West End tonight after I finish this. 

The play at the Hampstead was Mike Bartlett's new Wild directed by James McDonald. It was a massive 
exploration of freedom and information set in a hotel room in Moscow. A young Snowden-like character 
grappled with two nameless associates of an Assange-like figure, 'him'. This production gave me the single 
biggest surprise I've ever had in the theatre. Suddenly the two mysterious visitors started taking the entire 
set apart in a matter of minutes, exposing the astonishing array of illusions that had been used to construct 
what had appeared to be a perfectly appointed hotel room. Walls, tables, television screens collapsed and 
vanished in seconds, a perfectly working fridge turned into a cardboard box, the ceiling, which had appeared 
to be solid plaster was suddenly released from its hooks and shown instead to be a well lit piece of nylon 
stretched from wall to wall. As if all this wasn't enough of a surprise, the backstage that remained turned out 
to be a purpose built set of its own and began titling on its side until the whole thing had been lifted into the 
air and tipped ninety degrees- a double theatrical illusion! Meanwhile thanks to some smart lighting and 
sneaky harness work, Edward remained miraculously seated to the original floor so that at the climax he was 
just sitting hanging from the wall. This was a truly ambitious piece of design that I will never forget. Inspired! 
"This is the idea we want to express, this is how we want to do it. Let's take it as far as possible.": YES-AND. 
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Combined with Bartlett's brilliant propensity for thorough yet believable dialogue Wild couldn't help but be 
one of the theatrical highlights of the trip.

In the evening I attended the first half of Macbeth at the Globe. Poor. The actors felt it necessary to pause 
every three words or so to gasp in feigned emotion. No smoothness of language or streamlining of 
information. Indulgent solipsism undermined any basic understanding of the text or the dexterity of these 
wonderfully ambitious plotters.

Chekhov production at the National, Ivanov. This is a favourite play of mine and is in many ways superior to 
Platanov. The production suffered the same fate though. Good story telling, poor interpretation and 
interrogation. Without that penetrating universe-desperation required of the performers, Chekhov really is 
stifled beyond repair.

I saw1984, a Headlong production at the Playhouse theatre this afternoon. This adaption of Orwell's text is 
by Duncan Macmillan. I have mentioned him before. He wrote one of the first plays I saw upon my arrival: 
People, Places, and Things which was, as I wrote, excellent. I also saw another of his plays, Lungs at the 
Melbourne Theatre company when I was down there to audition with them a few months ago. With this third 
play, Macmillan has marked himself as one of my favourite playwrights. He co-adapted and directed 1984 
with well-known director Robert Icke. Together they have produced a hurtling, haunting world that genuinely 
captures the painful desperation and inescapability of Orwell's unflinching vision. I had never thought that the 
novel could be as successfully adapted for theatre as this production was. I bought the script afterwards and 
will consider writing to Macmillan whose three plays have all suggested him a writer after my heart: 
ungraspable ideas, unanswerable questions, singular and plural lives on a very confusing rock. Now, I'm to 
the Harold Pinter theatre for Sunny Afternoon on this sunny afternoon. Before this journey I was naturally 
concerned that such a massive overload of theatre would eventually bore and repel me to the point of 
detestation, or detox at least. To my surprise and wonderment, the reality has turned out to be the complete 
opposite. I am doubly enthused. If that is possible. Nothing will stop me.

Sunny Afternoon was excellent. Karaoke musicals, as they're unfortunately nicknamed, have the potential for 
great heights and embarrassing lows. The most successful to date is probably Jersey boys, the music of 
which suits theatre very well along with very well constructed book. The same can be said of Sunny 
Afternoon. Joe Penhall introduced just the right amount of narrative mixed with breathing room for the music 
and the fandom to work their magic. Ed Hall's direction upheld the balance perfectly.

to the Old Vic theatre for Groundhog Day the musical. This was only the third performance of the new 
creation from the team behind Matilda, Tim Minchin and artistic director Matthew Warchus. It cheered my up 
immediately, such is the power (and purpose) of great theatre. Warchus's staging is little short of masterful. 
Now there is another director I'd like to talk with one day. Although, as with Matilda, credit must definitely be 
given to choreographer, Peter Darling and designer Rob Howell who were also on the Matilda team. They all 
obviously have a great rapport together, or Warchus leads them well, or both because they have produced 
yet another thrilling production. It's also an incredibly large and complex piece of stage craft with a vast array 
of theatrical cogs at work. It runs so smoothly you'd hardly notice the endless labour and detail that has been 
poured in if you weren't looking for it.

I then attended Brian Friel's Faith Healer at the Donmar Warehouse directed by AD Lindsay Turner. It's a 
well-written, mysterious monologue play that is ultimately sad and removed. It relies on attention grabbing 
performances of the actors but only two of the three could provide that. Belvoir is staging their own 
production of it in Sydney in a few months. Colin Friels will feature, directed by the magnificent Judy Davis. 
Looking forward to that one. 

On Saturday I had the pleasure of another double show day. In the afternoon I saw Unreachable at the Royal 
Court theatre. This was the latest work of Anthony Neilson whom some of you will know for his play The 
Wonderful World of Dystopia which a the King's Collective performed at the Sydney anywhere theatre 
festival last year. Unreachable was created with the Royal Court cast in the rehearsal room (now that's brave 
producing) based on the idea of a film maker in search of the perfect light for his shoot. And that is where the 
title comes in: the pursuit of perfect light, the perfect chord, the perfect idea, the perfect art, as he puts it, 'this 
light I'm looking for is the sound of your life'. All unreachable, pursuit of Unreachable things, unreachable 
because it's not what they are that you're looking for but what they do. That is art's power, isn't it? We're 
attracted to what it does, no necessarily to what it is. As can be expected of Neilson, it was wholly unique, full 
of weirdness and full of loneliness. The entire cast were stunning, lead beautifully by Matt Smith (of Doctor 
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Who fame) who was just fantastic in the role of the quirky, obsessive and ultimately sad part of the director. It 
also featured an Australian VCA graduate. In the evening I attended the third of the Chekhov trilogy at the 
national theatre, The Seagull. This performance achieved more of what I had felt was missing from the other 
two productions. I wonder if the it had been cast before the others because the actors seemed to suits their 
roles here much more. The play itself is also far stronger, of course. It was written nine years following its 
predecessor and you can tell. It is the mark of Chekhov moving from capability into brilliance.

That evening I saw The Play about a Bank Robbery which wasn't initially on my list but was the new work 
from the makers of The Play that Goes Wrong and I was in the mood for lightness and pleasure. The whole 
thing was filled again with some virtuosic stage work but lacked the same verve of its popular older sibling. 
The were some particularly memorable moments though, one redolent of that in the Hampstead's Wild which 
I described to you previously. One scene was performed as if the audience were at a bird's eye view of the 
performance, whereby a couple of actors were harnessed, in chairs attached and moving about the back 
wall as if it were a floor. Downstage (or above them in this world) actors crawled through the air vents with 
their backs towards us, rolling on the stage floor on little wheeled platforms. It was hilarious, made even 
more so by the astute playfulness of the cast who broke the wall just enough that they allowed the joke to 
take control and achieve its full potential. There was also some fun, highly complex harness choreography at 
the climax of the play.

On Monday I fulfilled a long standing dream to see Ralph Fiennes live on stage in, of all plays, Richard III. 
Fiennes is a truly incredible force, magnificent really. I have long thought that he is one of the greatest in the 
world, and he proved as much live. The interpretation by director Rupert Goold was a major disappointment. 
They had sapped all of Richard's theatrical flair, his wit and sharp, inviting, intelligence. We know Fiennes is 
more than capable of that but for some reason Goold allowed the production down a brutish, animalistic path 
that fell short of what can be achieved when Richard is a clever Five Hundred player, not a blanketing 
mudslide. No subtlety or sparkling charm. Just hard, deadening viciousness. Even so Fiennes's ability is 
astonishing. If any actor deserves the term powerhouse, it's him. The text flowed through his being and every 
fraction of a moment was brimming with detail and stamina erupting from a bedrock of intelligence and 
potent energy. You can see it in his film work, and on stage it is mesmerising- even in a poor production.

London for my final time at the National Theatre (for now), the opening night of Sean O'casey's The Plough 
and the Stars which our reviewer friend had an extra ticket for. The production wasn't as brilliant as I had 
hoped, being a great lover of O'casey's work. There had been a major set back when the director became ill 
just weeks before rehearsals were scheduled to begin and eventually a replacement had to step in. My main 
qualm was a very expensive set that didn't fit the stage properly and used ugly pastel colours that achieved 
not the intended, worn shabbiness but instead an ugly, vomit-like plainness. Similarly to the Chekhov 
productions, I'm not sure that the actors had fully tapped into the desperation and universal solitude of the 
world and its people. 

On Thursday I saw my final play of the trip, bringing me to a total of over fifty plays in the course of two 
months (seven weeks if we subtract the European break). Into the Woods. A Sondheim for my closing night. I 
gift myself well. This was a minimalist production brought over from Fiasco theatre company in America to 
play at the Mernier Chocolate Factory theatre, an exciting space just down from the globe in what I suspect 
used to be an underground car park. It's an extremely successful theatre that often transfers to larger venues 
in the West End, aforementioned Florian Zeller's The Truth at the Wyndham theatre being one of them. This 
was a cleverly staged production of Into the Woods. The set consisted of old pieces of piano attached to the 
side walls and a back drop of slanting rope, similar to that used for the flies in big theatres, threaded back 
and forth from floor to ceiling to represent the woods. The wolf was a taxidermic head of the animal attached 
to a timber trophy frame carried around by an actor, the hen was a feather duster, Rapunzel's hair was a 
shoddily knitted beanie, and the cow was a man with a cow bell who said,' moo,' and wandered around like a 
human interacting with the audience and the actors. The giant was achieved with simple shadow puppetry 
and the tower was an old timber ladder. There was a piano on stage which provided the majority of the 
music, mostly Sondheim's original score, but now and then a French horn, cello or acoustic guitar made an 
appearance to provide gentle ambience to particularly crafted moments. The smallness of it all, in a musical 
that is usually done BIG meant that the complexity of the music and the poetry of the lyrics were highlighted 
for the audience to have have intimate access to all the shifting magical pieces of this complex masterwork. 
Some of the cast lacked the vocal skill or athleticism of thought to pull off Sondheim's astoundingly brilliant 
writing but the focus of the production was really on theatricality, ingeniously basic staging and enjoyment for 
all.


