Three by Three: Al an Ayckbourn, TimFirth and John Godber in Conversation at
the Stephen Joseph Theatre on 4 July 1998

AYCKBOURN: Wy direct your own work? Was there no one around to do it?

GODBER: | didit right fromthe start. | was a teacher who wote stuff and
it was cheaper to enploy nyself. As | was witing the plays for nothing | may as
well direct it for nothing. | actually find directing plays a good way of
becom ng a better playwight. You also don't have to go through the horrible
false politicking of having a word with the witer — which you'll appreciate,
you can speak to the witer at any tine. Wat you have to do is wite the play
as a playwight and then becone the director. Wth this one (PERFECT Pl TCH)

because our kids get up about 2:00 | was up working on the computer — | bought
nysel f a new conputer which is a lot quicker as well — so | was able to really
get intoit and re-wite it several tines before | let the director see it. |

don't know if you feel the sane, but | can't read plays on the conputer — you've
got all this fandangled machinery and all this kind of stuff and I don't know
what's happening. Until | print it out and | lay in aroomand | read it as a
play and think oh, um yes that's quite good, page —-turning and then you strip
it to bits and then you go back to the conputer. The conputer is only there for
me as way of very quickly altering the relationship. | direct the first
performance of all the plays and then anybody can do them— 1 don't mind. Once
I've got it out of my system ..

AYCKBOURN: When you see them — do you see nany productions of your work that
you don't do. Are you anmzed, shocked, surprised?

GODBER: Well, like you | suspect. There's a lot of themso | try not to see
too many. Sonme of them have what | call the wind tunnel effect, where you're
sitting inrow"B" like this - HOLDS HEAD | N HANDS AND PULLS BACK SKIN TAUT ON
FACE — Christ Al nmighty TO AYCKBOURN That must happen to you a lot. | think tw ce
|'ve seen sonmething and |'ve thought 'Ch, that's good,' once was in Anmerica and
once was in Flemsh and it may as well have been in Flem sh. You know what it's
like; you do the play and you do it as you want to do it and the rest of it is
kind of well, if you want to do it square and you want to do it blue, well |
can't say, no it shouldn't be like that. The interpretation is actually ...as
long as the structure works. It's about the bottomline, at the end of the day.

Sonebody can paint it and say well; we're doing it all blue and green but if the
story works and it connects then fine. And you have to say, well | wouldn't
have done it like that, | wouldn't have had a rugby pitch yellow but I'msure it

works for you. So you've got to offer it out, you' ve got to give birth to them
and then let themgo — otherwise it drives you mad | think

AYCKBOURN: .the trouble is the television version of a stage play is so boring
you get the worst of both worlds.

GODBER: Not al ways Alan. You should direct your own plays as fil ns.
AYCKBOURN: They asked ne to but then they said you' ve got to take six nonths
out of your life |l said | can't take six nonths, |'m busy here.

GODBER: I think you're talking to the wong people.

AYCKBOURN:  Maybe.



QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE

| saw Perfect Pitch the other day, which rather staggered ne to be quite
honest. There was lots of laughs in it but by the tinme it had finished
thought it was a very serious play with...a very disturbing play in many ways and
| very fine play, if | may say so, which | didn't think so earlier, but, what
happened was, watching that | was reninded of that statement by Chance in Conic
Potenti al when he gives a second reason what should be in a conmedy and it is
anger, and | just wondered whether you in fact felt anger when you wote that
remar kabl e play Perfect Pitch

CGodber : Well, | think, you always feel anger otherw se you wouldn't wite.
Witing is only a way of understanding the world. |If | was a decent footballer
I'd have expressed nysel f through football. Plays are interesting because they

are in the public domain and often we forget that they are an art form and sone
peopl e have strongly argued that witing plays is anmong the nost difficult of
the witten art forns. | know that, quite frankly, when one is invited to work
here there is no point in comng and doing a pantomne. It would have been no
good for John Godber and it woul d have been no good for Al an Ayckbourn. One
wanted to wite a strong play, really, there was no point otherwise — | could
have stayed in Hull and done Bouncers again, actually, | amdoing it again — so
the idea was that it was an opportunity to test nyself and I went right back
actually to the first play | ever wote in 1981 which is actually quite severe
and quite savage but desperately funny, my witing is turning fromthe cosy kind
of famly dramas into something a little bit nmore abrasive. | think you wite
the play that you want to see, | think that you always do that. And if other
people want to see it as well then that's wonderful. What | was trying to
conmuni cate in that play ...let me just take it one step at a tine, what | was
trying to do was to create the kind of humour that people might say | shouldn't
be laughing at this, this is savage but to get the frisson that you do | augh at
it. And seeing it last night and the night before when there were three or four
hundred people in there, there were people |aughing despite thensel ves. Now
that, | think, is a very sophisticated thing to achieve in the theatre. | think
it can be unconfortabl e because you conme out of the play thinking 'Ch hel

that's dreadful but | was laughing' but if you do that then at |east you are
qguestioning and | think the other thing that | amainmng towards in my own
witing is that there has to be a noral, philosophical thesis in the work.

O herwi se you may as well sit and watch telly. Mst telly doesn't have a noral
thesis running through it. Wat | wanted to do in that play — I don't know how
many people have seen it or whatever, but | wanted to create the kind of thing
where we assune so nuch because of the way they | ook and behave and in that play
there are two very working class, |unpen proletariat people on a caravan site.
It's a slight cheat because these people would never neet on a proper caravan
site, | know because |'mon one. But | wanted to rub an upwards, aspiring

nm ddl e- cl ass coupl e agai nst an uninspiring working class couple and it's a play
about fear, how we are frightened of the unknown, it a play about our own
sexuality. On the face of it, it's a very nice ronp over two week-ends at
Cayton Bay Caravan Site but underneath it — and I'mflattered you think it is a
nice play — underneath it | think there is a state of the nation play. How we
feel about the |lads wal king about with their pit-bull terriers and "Cut-here"
tattooed across their chest and "nunt "Brecht," "nunl on one hand and "Brecht"
on the other, eagles on their chest — class, which for ne is ever fascinating,
and if you can nake them | augh as well then that's not bad, but thanks for your
comment s.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE
How nmuch control do you have over the sets for your plays?



GODBER: Wth this one here (Perfect Pitch) | cane to the space and | don't
like realistic plays, | have knee-jerk reaction to them | took the view that
I'"ve just left my roomat home | don't want to sit in someone else's room for
three hours. | think Piscator said in 1836 why ...it wasn't 1836 it was 1935 or
sonething like that you can fly around the world in eight hours why sit in one
roomfor three — its about concentration and yet when | cane here and 1've
obviously seen a lot of Alan's work in the round both here and at the other

pl ace and | suddenly thought 1'mgoing to wite a play in the round oh hell 1've
never done it before and I'mgoing to wite one about caravanning and it was a
good idea at the time and then | thought "shit" you've got to have a caravan

But there should be two caravans so we need to put one caravan there and one
caravan there, and of course we couldn't get them down the vons so Pip and
westled with it for along long time and | said OK this is dead easy, 1'll sort
this out we won't have a caravan so she said that's fine, 1'lIl do it like | do
nost of my other stuff, very physical, very in-yer-face, visceral physica
theatre, Theatre d Conplicite etc etc Bouncers etc so then | went back to Hul
and | thought no, 1've got to have a caravan. Because there was no way of people
pretending on two chairs that they were in a caravan with two people on two
chairs there pretending that they were in a caravan. Because there is sonething
about that space which is about the forumwhich is why | quite like the
noralistic thing the treatise idea that you are in a forumand then | thought if
we have a caravan | want to make it as real as possible and it is the nost
realistic thing | have ever done. | don't usually have peopl e eating bananas
and cups of tea — | hate it — but this tine I've quite liked it.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE
You are all three known as conmedy witers. Wiy did you choose conedy and

woul d you ever consider witing ... mean you may not |ike that but you are known
GODBER: No you don't choose it. | don't think, you don't choose it — if |
wite a check people laugh at it. Honestly, | don't know if you feel the sane,

| think you wite — as Bob said — | wite plays. As soon as you think you're

going to wite sonething funny — bananas oh this is going to be funny - forget
it, you wite plays about the human condition

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE

Do you think any of you wite sequels to your plays? | notice that the
central character at the end of Gymand Tonic seeks his salvation through buyi ng
a caravan, is that a coincidence?

GODBER: No it's not a sequel but one is certainly ploughing a particular
pi ece of land; if you |l ook at Hem ngway, through Chekhov, Shakespeare — you
wite what's in you. | renenber years and years ago, the first time | took a

play to the Edi nburgh Festival it was about a young guy from a worKking-cl ass
background who was trying to find hinself and had problens with his sexuality
and took his own life, and sonebody afterwards, sonmebody who actually went on to
be very, very fampus, said to me, | saw your play and | liked it but |'ve seen
it all before and | said, well what do you want me to wite about, Martians? |
think, the interesting thing about witing is that you wite about who you are
and if you don't wite about who you are then you are not a witer.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE:
VWhat is it that inspires or drives you to wite?



GODBER: You also | think Iearn nore fromyour poorer work than you do from
your better work. A good play and your nostly left coming out saying 'phew' A
bad play and you conme out saying, "well, I'Il tell you sunmat, the structure's
all to cock for a start!' So good theatre, when you get it is very

i nvigorating, but you don't actually as a practitioner learn a great deal. |
use the sport netaphor quite a lot; the nore you play the better you get.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE
Do you prefer prosceniumtheatre or working in the round?

GODBER: | don't think there is that much difference, personally. M feeling
is that it is about actors and the audience. Wat | would say is that | think
you have to have a story. | used to be quite into deconstructed narratives but

| don't get 'em you know, they don't make nme feel good, | get them
intellectually but I don't conme out going 'whaa! Two-one at half-tine!' So

think you've got to have a story which is fairly fundanental
AYCKBOURN: O no interval, because they won't come back afterwards.

GODBER: O put the story in the first half and don't have a story in the
second.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE

| was wondering what your attitude is towards critics. Because | know a
critic is only one person but they do happen to have a certain power that can
sway an audi ence. Have you ever had experiences wth thenf

GODBER: Not on a one-to-one, which is a shanme. 1'Ill tell you sonething
about critics, I'mglad you brought that up, like us all, you have very, very
interesting good tines and then | ean years, and then good tinmes and |ean years,
| used to say, | don't say it now but I'll say it today, | used to say every
critic in this country ought to be nade to get a ton of coal in, because then
they' Il know what physical work is Iike. Unless the people who are review ng

t he plays know what's happening on the street then they live in critic-land and
they go fromseeing...| remenber sitting down in the Arts Council, |I'd never been

to the Arts Council before, true story, and | saw two fanobus peopl e wal ki ng
towards nme, and their conversation went sonething like: 'did you see Mal fi, no,
did you see Lear, no did you see Twelfth Night, no but | saw the new Ayckbourn
did you see Peter's show, no | didn't see Peter's show, D d you see the one at
the Cottesloe, wasn't it wonderful? And that's all their conversation was
about. Now, | try and live in the real world, the real world of going to Asda,
Tesco's, getting up changing nappies TO TIMFIRTH | know you do. Sonebody
bunpi ng into your car, seagull's nessing all over you, and | don't think the
majority of critics live in that world, | think they live in the world of
journalistic ivory towers. | also think critics decide whether or not they are
going to like a show. There's a book called Twentieth Century Moddern Theatre by
Laurence Kitchen and he says 'battles were won and | ost on the stonachs of
generals and in exactly the sane way, good reviews are gained or |ost on the
stomachs of the critic; if they arrive at the theatre and it's absolutely
throwing it down and they just got water all over his trousers, you've got to be
wonderful that evening. | also think, I don't knowif you feel the sane, that
soneti mes when you've got a reputation — the knives are out, they don't
necessarily want to like it because we don't like success in this country. They
did an interesting thing recently, the top three critics, they asked themto put
a play on, and we've been putting plays on for a long, long tine, and they asked
themto put a play on at Battersea Arts Centre, and it was |ike: H GH Pl TCHED
ARTY VO CE 'Oh ny God! We've got to put a play on! NORVAL VO CE Good God! They



ought to be able to wal k off the paper and into a rehearsal room and know al
about it. The other wonderful thing about critics is that you are all critics,
every menber of the audience is a critic, it's just that sone of them have the
gall to wite it in papers.

GODBER: John Peter in The Sunday Tines said of nme that, 'John Godber writes
i ke Alan Ayckbourn's younger brother neeting Edward Bond.' | haven't got a
bl oody clue what that means! And you can hardly put it on a poster : 'Wites

i ke Alan Ayckbourn's younger brother neeting Edward Bond.' That'd really get
themin.

AYCKBOURN: Question, anyone?

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE:
Do you have any good feelings about critics?

GODBER: VERY QUI CKLY Any ot her questions?

Qoviously it's great to get good reviews. |'mawful, | dare nyself, | read
them | read the worst ones nore. Nicholas De Jong, | love that bloke. | read
t hose over and over again, because | knowthat if I'"'mever in a balloon and it's
me at seventeen and a half stone and N cholas there, | know who's going out of
the balloon. Seriously, |I don't know if you feel they sane, when you get a

review and you say, actually, they've understood it, or they say the first act
isalittle bit slow and you say, actually | think they're right.

GODBER: | had a recent experience when | nmade Up'n' Under into a feature
film which we'd been trying to do for fourteen years, and of course, Brassed
O f came out and The Full Monty happened, the Up' n' Under happened and we got
awful , awful, except for Barry Norman, reviews for a filmthat it took ne
fourteen years to put together nostly because of Brassed Of and The Full Mbonty.
And they're bringing that baggage with them they're bringing what they saw | ast
night at the Aldwch with them what they saw at the Alneida with them

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE:

What triggers the witing of a play? Is it a very mechanical thing? Do
you think; "Oh, it's nine o' clock on the third of May and |'ve got three nonths
or are you suddenly wal king the dog and you think CLICKS FI NGERS

GODBER: Well, usually for me it's seeing the poster! M MES SEEI NG POSTER
"Argh Bl oody Hell!'

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE
Can playwiting be taught? And if the playwight is going to be
successful, should they be self-taught and should it cone entirely fromwthin?

GODBER: I think that you can work through different nethodol ogi es, whether
or not the inages actually hang in the mnd, whether or not you've got the
story, you've already got the narrative worked through, or whether or not the
style comes first, sometinmes the formis there and you've got the form and
you've got nothing to put init, sonetimes you're aching to wite sonething and
you don't know which content, which particular style to put it in. They are al
things that | think you can discuss in a workshop, for ne, you |earn about
writing plays by reading plays and wat chi ng pl ays.

QUESTI ON FROM AUDI ENCE
Do your characters cone out of the plots or the plots fromthe characters?



GODBER: Wel |, each one (PLAY) is different. This one was quite strange
because | didn't cast this play, because | was in Marbella, and we knew we were
putting these actors together and | was tal king over the phone, saying well how
many actors do you want and you al ways start by saying eight. It's |like a knee-
jerk reaction — How many? Eight! Even if you can wite it for one nan and a

gl ove puppet, but then we finally got down to four and we had a |unch here in
the theatre when | net the actors before I'd witten a word of the play! And
knew Jim and | knew Jacki e, because |'d seen her in a play of nine here before,
Lucky Sods, and Jenny | didn't know. And |I'd got pictures in nmy head of what |
want ed these characters to be but | wanted to neet the actors before | wote
the play. In fact | said to one of themthe other day, | bet |'ve got the one
with one | eg and one eye and the gl ove puppet and all this sought of thing but
when | met them we seenmed to have gelled and the |'ve got a fairly good menory
and | took away what | think | got fromthem over sonme sal non fishcakes — which

was the bill! And then |I went away and with real people in mnd, |I'mnot
suggesting that they are the people in the play, but | could personalise the
characters, | knew that this particular character was five foot six, that this

character was six foot two, that character was blond, that character was twenty
five, and once |I'd got that it kind of helped me map out the area. That's not

to say that, like Mke Leigh for exanple, who does that but uses inprovisation

in fact | do that nore and nore — | cast the plays before they are witten.

Three by Three




