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Introduction

Welcome to this Behind the Scenes Guide to CITY OF ANGELS at the Donmar 
Warehouse – the first London revival of this hit musical in over twenty years. With its 
swinging big band score and sharp-shooting dialogue, this celebration of Film Noir has 
today’s audiences falling for its deadly charms all over again. 

In the following pages you’ll find a wealth of information designed to give you a closer look at 
the process of bringing this thrilling show from page to stage. There are interviews with actor 
Samantha Barks, making her debut at the Donmar, and celebrated Musical Director Gareth 
Valentine, plus – in a special on all things music and sound – a spotlight on leading Sound 
Designers, Terry Jardine and Nick Lidster.

There are also extracts from the Rehearsal Diary of Josh Seymour, the Donmar’s Resident 
Assistant Director, as well as practical exercises designed to help further unlock the world of 
the musical.

We hope that you find this guide both entertaining, insightful and informative.  
To view the Behind the Scenes Guides for other productions, please visit  
www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover/resources.

Dominic Francis     Sam Maynard & Katherine Igoe-Ewer

The cast of CITY OF 
ANGELS

3

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS

http://www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover/resources


Section 1:
Background to CITY OF ANGELS

Rebecca Trehearn
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An introduction to CITY OF ANGELS

Set in 1940s Los Angeles, CITY OF ANGELS tells the story of Stine, a New 
York novelist approached by a legendary Hollywood producer-director 
to adapt his fictional detective, Stone, into a big-screen hero. But real 
life and ‘reel’ life are about to collide, as the lure of Hollywood success 
tempts Stine to abandon his artistic integrity. Whilst Stine struggles with 
his conscience, we watch his script plunge Stone into an LA mystery 
of his own. Stine is about to discover that Stone has a few ideas of his 
own about his cinematic fate. Stine might have created his rebellious 
protagonist, but can he control him?

CITY OF ANGELS is a musical comedy that satirises the glamour and decadence of 1940s 
Hollywood, and affectionately parodies the iconic genre of Film Noir. The original production 
premiered at the Virginia Theatre on Broadway in December 1989, directed by Michael 
Blakemore. It ran for over two years and won six Tony Awards, including Best Musical, Best 
Book and Best Score. The show transferred to the Prince of Wales Theatre in London’s 
West End in March 1993, led by the same creative team but with a British cast. The Donmar 
Warehouse’s 2014 revival is the first professional production in London in two decades.

Marc Elliot, Tam Mutu, 
Cameron Cuffe and Josie 
Rourke in rehearsals
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CITY OF ANGELS started life in the early 1980s when composer Cy Coleman had the idea 
for jazz musical that took detective fiction as its inspiration. He approached veteran stage 
and screenwriter Larry Gelbart and together they worked on the idea, on and off, for several 
years. The project gathered momentum in 1987 when Coleman brought in lyricist David Zippel. 
Together they travelled to Gelbart’s Beverly Hills home where the three worked long days to 
develop the plot, characters, scenes and songs. When Coleman and Zippel left a week later 
most of the material for the show was in place.

‘CITY OF ANGELS is an accumulation of having worked in motion pictures and 
television all of my life. Two things triggered this play – growing up in the thirties 
and forties with a love of movies and knowing something about how movies get 
written and rewritten – and the travails of screenwriters in the motion-picture 
industry. I was able to marry the two experiences.’ 1

- Gelbart reflecting on the personal inspiration

In doing so, Gelbart Coleman and Zippel created something truly unique – an innovative piece 
of theatre that celebrates the golden age of cinema and manages to tell two thrilling stories in 
one show. The combination of a sultry jazz score, a plot with all the hallmarks of Film Noir, and 
a searching exploration of an author in crisis make CITY OF ANGELS feel as daring today as it 
did twenty years ago.

1  Quoted in the programme notes for the Musical Theatre Department, University of Michigan School of Music’s 
production of CITY OF ANGELS (April 2005)

Jo Servi
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The first jazz musical

Gelbart began by writing a conventional story about a ‘private-eye’, but both he and Coleman 
soon found that this straightforward approach to the material didn’t offer the opportunity for 
innovation that they were craving. What eventually evolved, Gelbart explained at the time, was 
‘the idea of not devoting the entire evening to a private-eye musical but making it what we 
have now – a cross between that and the story of a writer writing the screenplay’.2

CITY OF ANGELS became the first Broadway musical to have a full jazz score. Tony-Award 
winning composer Cy Coleman, whose hits include Sweet Charity, Barnum and The Life, 
described the show as his most personal:

‘To put it brazenly, I wanted to do something that I think I’m uniquely qualified to 
do in the theatre, which is to present real jazz as opposed to pastiche or the kind of 
choreographed jazz I’ve written for other shows. By real jazz I mean music whose 
rhythmic phrases you can’t describe but that when you’re snapping fingers to it, 
you say ‘this swings’.’ 3

In his review of the original production, New York Times critic Frank Rich hailed the score as 
‘a delirious celebration of jazz and pop styles… Mr Coleman uses a scat-singing vocal quartet 
reminiscent of the Modernaires as a roving chorus; he freely mixes be-bop with wild Count 
Basie blasts, sentimental radio crooning… and smoky soundtrack music.’ 4

Coleman himself referred to the late forties as ‘a rich period for everything we have today in 
jazz’, from bebop to big band. ‘Some music gets dated but jazz continues as a contemporary 
idiom, so I had the whole rainbow of colors to pick from.’5

2 ‘City of Angels – A Writer’s Revenge?’, Barbara Isenberg, Los Angeles Times (03/12/89)
3  Quoted in the programme notes for the Musical Theatre Department, University of Michigan School of Music’s 

production of CITY OF ANGELS (April 2005)
4 ‘40s Hollywood Doubly Mocked in Gelbart’s City of Angels’, Frank Rich, New York Times (12/12/89)
5 ‘City Of Angels – A Writer’s Revenge?’, Barbara Isenberg, Los Angeles Times (03/12/89)

Nick Caveliere
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Film Noir onstage

CITY OF ANGELS slides effortlessly between the Technicolour reality of the writer’s world 
and the glamorous monochrome of the screenplay. With its smoky silhouettes and drawling 
voiceovers – ‘only the floor kept her legs from going on forever’ – CITY OF ANGELS is a true 
celebration of Film Noir. The cinematic genre of Film Noir rose to prominence in the 1940s, with 
its roots in the low-key black and white of German Expressionist cinema. Hollywood’s classic 
Film Noir period ran from the early 1940s to the late fifties and was characterised by a distinct 
visual style: stark lighting, deep shadows and a dark, brooding atmosphere.

Many of the stories and much of the attitude of classic Noir derived from American crime 
fiction during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Storylines were often based around a male 
character encountering a seductive femme fatale (French for ‘deadly woman’), who uses her 
charm and sexuality to manipulate him into becoming a ‘fall guy’ – usually for a murder.

In his original review critic Frank Rich commented, ‘City of Angels re-creates the swirling 
flashbacks, portentous tracking shots and swift dissolves of movies like The Maltese Falcon 
and The Big Sleep’. He praised Larry Gelbart for his faithful recreation of the form: ‘He is a 
master at parodying vintage film genres – in this case finding remarkably fresh ways to skewer 
the sardonic voice-over narration, tough-guy talk and heavy-breathing imagery (‘’It’s as though I 
was hit by a wrecking ball wearing a pinky ring’’) of the Chandler-Hammett Film Noir.’6

6 ‘40s Hollywood Doubly Mocked in Gelbart’s City of Angels’, Frank Rich, New York Times (12/12/89)

Tam Mutu
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Detective fiction and the private-eye

The earliest Film Noirs were thrillers with plots and themes taken from adaptations of Detective 
Fiction – usually pulp novels by writers such as Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. 
Popular pulp fiction magazines like Black Mask capitalised on the growing public interest in the 
American underworld, typified by gangsters such as Al Capone, and authors who wrote gritty 
stories about the violence that surrounded these criminals. Out of this emerged the private 
investigator character, who served justice on those who deserved harsh treatment. The private 
investigator – ‘private-eye’ or ‘PI’ for short – rose to prominence in America in the late 1920s.

This sub-genre of Detective Fiction, with the PI at the centre, was developed by various 
American authors throughout the thirties, notably Dashiell Hammett. His tough yet stylish brand 
of detective fiction explored the corrupt underbelly of America, set amongst the ‘mean streets’ 
of its major cities. Such writing came to be known as ‘hardboiled fiction’ and was typified by 
the private-eye’s cynical attitude towards their own and others’ emotions. This attitude was 
conveyed through the character’s ‘self-talk’, describing to the reader – or in the case of film, the 
viewer – what he’s doing and feeling. The PI witnesses daily the violence of organised crime, 
which flourished in the 1930s under Prohibition, while dealing with a legal system that has 
become as corrupt as the organised crime itself. Rendered cynical by this continual cycle of 
violence and injustice, the private-eyes of hardboiled detective fiction tend to be classic anti-
heroes.

Chandler is perhaps the best-known writer from the ‘hardboiled’ school of Crime Fiction, 
introducing his legendary fictional detective, Philip Marlowe, in his book The Big Sleep in 1939. 
Chandler’s cryptic narrations and cadenced dialogue were musical, evoking the dark alleyways 
and gangsters who inhabited them, and the Philip Marlowe sequence of books soon became 
bestsellers. Humphrey Bogart’s portrayal of Marlowe in the 1946 film adaptation of The Big 
Sleep has become synonymous with not only the character, but also the look and feel of early 
Film Noir thrillers, with their underlying sense of menace.

Peter Polycarpou, Katherine 
Kelly and Jennifer Saayeng 
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You’re Nothing Without Me – Authors and 
their alter-egos

‘You’re in my plot / I’m still your creator / I call each shot / I’m your private dictator,’ snarls Stine 
at his literary creation, Stone, in the duet-come-duel, You’re Nothing Without Me, at the end of 
Act One. Their intriguing relationship is at the centre of the musical, at the crossover between 
real and ‘reel’ life, and this song in particular explores the boundary between fact and fiction, 
asking the question where does the author end and the character begin?

Readers are often tempted to draw comparisons between a writer and their work, looking for 
elements of biography among the fiction, but in many cases there’s a surprising disconnect 
between the two. Raymond Chandler couldn’t seem further from his charismatic hero. 
Photographs of Chandler, usually pictured smoking a pipe, reveal a rather nervous looking, 
bespectacled man, more likely to be found in an English university than downtown LA.

‘Chandler parlayed his romantic notions of honour and nobility into hard-drinking, tough-talking 
Philip Marlowe,’ suggests critic Xan Brooks, ‘Marlowe stood as Chandler’s glorious alter-
ego… The private-eye was [his] twist on Lancelot or Gawain, tackling the rogue knights of Los 
Angeles’ criminal underbelly or the robber barons up in Beverly Hills.’ 7

By contrast, Chandler’s predecessor, Dashiell Hammett – who Chandler himself described as 
‘the ace performer’ – drew directly from personal experience as an operative for the Pinkerton 
Detective Agency to create his detective fiction. ‘It explains why Hammett’s vision is more 
complex than that of his near-contemporary Raymond Chandler,’ observes present-day crime 
writer, James Ellroy. ‘Chandler wrote the man he wanted to be – gallant and with a lively 
satirist’s wit. Hammett wrote the man he feared he might be – tenuous and sceptical in all 
human dealings, corruptible and addicted to violent intrigue.’ 8

7 40s Hollywood Doubly Mocked in Gelbart’s City of Angels’, Frank Rich, New York Times (12/12/89).
8 ‘The poet of collision’, James Ellroy, Guardian (29/09/07)

Peter Polycarpou and 
Hadley Fraser
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The two authors did share something in common, beyond their lasting legacy to detective 
fiction. Both were deeply troubled individuals, plagued by self-doubt, which they attempted to 
assuage with alcohol. Such torment has often been the fuel of writers’ work and perhaps it’s 
hardly surprising it led to such similar outcomes – the cynical worldview of Spade and Marlowe.

Today, Hammett and Chandler live on through their work, their names forever linked to their 
literary creations. Stine might remind his fictional detective, ‘Get this, dumb gumshoe / You 
come from my inkwell’, but without a Stone, Spade and Marlowe such inkwells, and the fame 
and money they created, would long since have dried up. So authors beware… In the words of 
their characters: ‘You’re nothing without me’. 

Choreographer Stephen 
Mear and Associate 
Director Kimberly Sykes
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Racial Politics in CITY OF ANGELS 

Central to the world of CITY OF ANGELS are two worlds; the 1940s Hollywood inhabited by 
Stine, and the grimy Film Noir world of Stone. 

In both worlds, racial politics play a crucial role, something that director Josie Rourke chose 
explicitly to highlight in this production. In the Film Noir world, the Mexican character of Munoz, 
Stone’s former partner in the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD), bears an enormous 
grudge against the white-American Stone. Munoz’s anger arises from the differences in the 
way he is treated in comparison to his ‘gringo’ partner. Munoz sees the punishments doled out 
to Stone as unfairly lenient: 

‘There’re no God damn lumps for gringos. You want lumps? Be brown, be black, be 
yellow. Everything’s smooth for you milky bastards. Kicked off the force. That don’t 
even muss your hair. This happens to me, they hang me by my clockweights. Jesus, 
they’d fry me for jaywalking.’ – Act One, Scene Eighteen

The different ways in which white and Hispanic cops were treated during the period in which 
the play is set was something that the company explored in rehearsals. Marc Elliot, playing 
Munoz, recalls that

‘Racism was startlingly rife in the LAPD. Munoz’s problems and frustrations with 
Stone are based on some sort of evidence – as a Mexican he is seen as a second 
class citizen’. 

Munoz’s anger at the way he has been treated is central to Stone’s story – it results in our lead 
character being falsely accused of murder and flung into prison. Munoz is given the opportunity 
to vent his anger in the song ‘All You Have to Do is Wait’:

‘As you’re walking your last mile  
I’ll be overcome with pride  
Taking pleasure in your death 
And to know your final breath 
Will be filled with cyanide 
Though you’ve never been my fav’rite gringo 
In my native lingo  
Adios’

Marc Elliot sees this song as a ‘seismic shake’ in the world of the play, Munoz’s chance for 
gleeful revenge: ‘a very serious point is being made, but it’s also undercut by the fact that it’s a 
fun, maraca shaking number. So it has a duality’. 

Racial politics are by no means confined to Stone’s world – in the colourful 1940’s Hollywood 
occupied by Stine, race is ever present as an issue, but pushed under the carpet. Buddy Fiddler, 
the film’s producer, insists that the racial politics embodied by Munoz must be cut from Stine’s 
script, as no one wants to hear about the issue:

‘It’s gotta go. All of it. All of that brown, yellow and black social crap with Munoz. 
Just give me a good private eye show.’ – Act One, Scene Nineteen

To highlight the absurdity and insensitivity of Buddy’s insistence that racial politics are 
excised from his film, this production has cast four black actors as the Angel City Four. These 
characters, as well as acting as chorus throughout the production, also play a variety of roles 
doing lowly tasks around the film set. As Buddy delivers the above line, he is being given a 
massage by a black masseur, and later has his shoes shined by a young black man. This casting 
choice was made to highlight the fact that, much as the filmmakers may not want to talk 
about racism, it is rife in the culture that they inhabit. Marc Elliot feels that this adds another 
dimension to the production:
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‘I think that what’s clever about Josie’s production is that the four actors playing 
the Angel City Four are also playing all of the serving roles, all of the menial, 
‘lesser’ members of households or film sets. While that is historically accurate, I 
found it uncomfortable, and I think you’re meant to. Because the Angel City Four 
are backing singers for ‘All You Have to Do is Wait’, they get to give their evils up 
to Stine as well, for changing his mind and removing the political argument from 
the plot of the film, because no-one apparently wants to know about it.’

Stine does indeed cave in to Buddy, rewriting his story to remove all the ‘social crap’, and giving 
Munoz a whole different motivation for his anger at Stone. It is this compromise that leads to 
Stone and Stine’s huge confrontation at the end of Act One, blurring the lines between the 
world of the film and the writer for the first time. 

Marc Elliott
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Section 2:
The Donmar’s Production

Hadley Fraser
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Cast and Creative Team

CAST in order of speaking

Angel City Four (Soprano) 
SANDRA MARVIN

Angel City Four (Alto) 
JENNIFER SAAYENG

Angel City Four (Tenor) 
KADIFF KIRWAN

Angel City Four (Bass) 
JO SERVI

Donna/Oolie 
REBECCA TREHEARN

Stone 
TAM MUTU

Carla/Alaura 
KATHERINE KELLY

Stine 
HADLEY FRASER

Buddy Fidler 
PETER POLYCARPOU

Gabby/Bobbi 
ROSALIE CRAIG

Jimmy Powers 
TIM WALTON

Sonny 
NICK CAVALIERE

Big Six 
ADAM FOGERTY

Munoz/Pancho 
MARC ELLIOTT

Peter Kingsley 
CAMERON CUFFE

Luther Kingsley 
MARK PENFOLD

Avril Raines/Mallory Kingsley 
SAMANTHA BARKS
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PRODUCTION

Director  JOSIE ROURKE

Choreographer  STEPHEN MEAR

Designer  ROBERT JONES

Musical Director  GARETH VALENTINE

Lighting Designer  HOWARD HARRISON

Sound Designers  NICK LIDSTER 
  TERRY JARDINE 
  for AUTOGRAPH

Orchestrations  BILLY BYERS and LARRY BLANK

Video and Projection Designer  DUNCAN MCLEAN

Casting  ALASTAIR COOMER CDG

Production Manager  KATE WEST

Deputy Production Manager  LORI FORD

Company Stage Manager  SUNITA HINDUJA

Deputy Stage Manager  ERIN MURPHY

Assistant Stage Manager  SALLY INCH

Assistant Stage Manager  CLAIRE HARDACRE

Costume Supervisor  POPPY HALL

Hair, Wig & Make-up  CAMPBELL YOUNG ASSOCIATES

Props Supervisor  MARCUS HALL PROPS

Associate Director  KIMBERLY SYKES

Assistant Director  JOSH SEYMOUR

Voice and Dialect Coach  MAJELLA HURLEY

Fight Director  BRET YOUNT

Sound Operator  NIK DUDLEY

Wigs Mistress  KARLEIGH WILLIAMS

Rehearsal & Production Photographer  JOHAN PERSSON

ORCHESTRA

Musical Director/Keyboards  GARETH VALENTINE

Assistant Musical Director  MARK ASPINALL

Drums/Percussion  ALLAN COX

Double Bass/Bass Guitar  LAURENCE UNGLESS

Trumpets  GAVIN MALLETT 
 MICK GOULDEN

Trombone  JO STOKES

Trombone/Bass Trombone  CHRIS TRAVES

Alto Saxophone, Flute, Piccolo, Clarinet  RUPERT WIDDOWS

Tenor Saxophone, Clarinet, Flute  STEVE PIERCE

Baritone Saxophone, Clarinet, Bass Clarinet  JAY CRAIG

Orchestral Management   ANDY BARNWELL/PETE HARRISON for 
MUSICAL CO-ORDINATION SERVICES LTD
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Take a unique look inside the CITY OF ANGELS rehearsal 
room with Assistant Director Josh Seymour.

ONE
WEEK

The Donmar’s Dryden Street home has become full of 
song and dance as the first musical to be rehearsed 
in the building has taken up residence. The ‘Meet and 

Greet’ on the first day sees the gathering of what must have 
a strong claim to being the largest group ever assembled in 
the building’s Green Room. Cast, Creative Team and Donmar 
staff join together to meet their new colleagues and try to 
remember as many names as possible.

Artistic Director of the Donmar, 
and director of CITY OF ANGELS, 
Josie Rourke puts into words our 
collective feeling of anticipation 
at beginning the adventure of 
producing the first major revival of 
this musical theatre masterpiece.

The cast and creatives then move 
to the rehearsal room for a read 
and sing-through, which we are 
able to achieve to an impressively 
accomplished standard due to the 
productive music and character 
work undertaken by some of 
the company during a preceding 
pre-week of rehearsal. We are 
all greatly buoyed by the thrilling 
experience of hearing the show 
sung and spoken by the entire 
company for the first time.

As the day progresses, designer 
Rob Jones presents the model 
box of his stylish, beautiful and 
fluid design to the company, 
demonstrating how it will transform 
to allow the colour world of 
Hollywood and the black and white 
world of Stine’s screenplay to co-
exist.

Following this, the company is 
fortunate enough to receive some 
words of wisdom from the show’s 
lyricist, David Zippel, who has flown 
over to join us for the first week 
of rehearsal. David offers insight 
into the show’s style and success, 
as well as warm anecdotes 
about his late collaborators on 
the piece. The company benefits 
from David’s presence over the 
course of the week, as he offers 
us encouragement as we develop 
confidence in the style of our 

production and guidance to help us 
navigate some of the piece’s more 
complex moments.

We conclude the day by watching 
a feature-length Film Noir clip 
reel, designed to give the entire 
company an understanding of the 
tropes and conventions of Film Noir. 
This will prove invaluable when 
we come to stage the screenplay 
strand of the show, which is 
conceived as an affectionate satire 
of the genre.

Over the rest of the week we begin 
to sketch out a physical structure 
for the show. Josie works closely 
with choreographer Stephen Mear 
to create a prologue for the show, 
which will introduce our conceptual 
imagining of the piece to the 
audience.

As we work on the first few scenes 
of the show, we pay close attention 
to our responsibility to help the 
audience tune into the period 
and the style of Larry Gelbart’s 
dialogue. This requires real energy 
and precision on each line, and 
both David and Josie discuss the 
importance of the actors playing 
a line all the way to its full stop, 
maintaining their vocal power to the 
end of the sentence. This is more 
accurate to period and place than 
it would be, for example, to allow 
an ‘up’ inflection to creep into the 
end of a line. This focus on verbal 

Josh Seymour’s

Rehearsal  
Diary

Sandra Marvin and 
Nick Cavaliere 
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accuracy will also serve us well 
when we move into the vocally 
demanding Donmar space.

As we gradually move through the 
first act of the show, Josie and 
Stephen work on the transitions 
between the scenes, threading the 
piece’s many locations together 
using a gradually developing 
physical language. This begins 
the process of ensuring that the 
transitions are an integral part of 
the storytelling of our production; 
weaving them into rehearsals 
early will save us time when we 
eventually move into the theatre for 
tech rehearsals.

We also mine each scene in 
detailed text-work sessions, delving 
into the language to explore the 
characters’ relationships and 
examine the beats of the story. We 
discuss, for example, the way Stine 
and his wife Gabby pick up on each 
other’s language, using phrases and 
concepts as weapons to support 
their contrasting ideologies.

During the course of the week 
we start to experiment with the 
possibilities offered by Stine’s desk 
and typewriter unit, which holds 
much significance within the show. 
The physical life of Stine’s writing 
hub will gradually evolve over the 
course of the rehearsal process, 
but during this week we make 
initial steps towards feeling out the 
resonance of this unit at particular 
moments in the show, for example, 
deciding when Stine’s presence 
at his desk typing is useful for the 
audience and when it is less so.

We reach the end of the week 
having carried out a broad sweep 
through the majority of Act One, 
a palpable achievement given the 
complexity of the physical and 
narrative dramaturgy of the piece. 
It’s an encouraging place to be at 
the end of our first week and we 
look forward to consolidating this 
work and moving into the second 
act in Week Two.

TWO
WEEK

The second week of rehearsals for CITY OF ANGELS 
begins with a highly productive first day. We gently 
sketch out the remaining scenes of the show’s first 

act. We pay particular attention to the finale to ensure that 
it has the physical structure needed to tell this story of 
transgression and betrayal.

At the end of the day, we attempt 
a work-through of the entirety of 
Act One in its current shape. We 
manage to achieve this without 
stopping and with impressive 
assurance considering we have only 
passed through the material in a 
sprightly fashion once.

We spend the rest of the week 
continuing with the same exercise 
on the show’s second act. Our 
focused sessions examining the 
text throw up numerous fascinating 
observations on character and 
theme to inform the cast’s process 
in tackling their roles, further aided 
by their individual sessions with our 
Dialect Coach, Majella Hurley.

We discuss, for example, how 
the cast members who appear as 
characters in Stine’s screenplay 
will need to develop a hybrid style 
of ‘theatrical’ Film Noir acting – 
staying faithful to the stillness and 

control redolent of the genre whilst 
avoiding being so filmic that it 
becomes too small to resonate for a 
live audience.

In examining the relationship 
between Stine and his wife, Gabby, 
we explore the idea that Gabby 
has a distinctively East Coast 
flavour which is notably different 
to the West Coast materialism that 
pervades the show and tempts 
Stine into Hollywood’s arms. We 
focus on finding clarity in Gabby’s 
attitude towards Stine’s work, 
where her insistence on literary 
integrity marks her as uniquely 
principled amongst the show’s 
characters. This will ensure that 
the key conflict between Stine’s 
newfound Californian dreamscape 
and the intellectual New York life 
he has left behind will be clearly 
established for the audience from 
the show’s outset.

Director Josie Rourke
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Later in the week we move on to 
staging the musical’s elaborate 
party sequence, a series of 
interlocking scenes, which flit 
between characters and realities. 
Josie compares our task in staging 
this sequence to animating a Pixar 
film – the CGI layers are painted in 
over several stages of increasing 
complexity within an initial skeleton 
structure. We experiment playfully 
with the potentially heightened 
nature of this Hollywood party, 
and how the two-facedness of its 
attendees can be illustrated through 
the stylisation of specific moments 
and by charting the party through 
Stine’s impressionable eyes.

We soon reach the dramatic 
denouement of Stine’s screenplay. 
As a group, we attempt to unpick 
the fiendishly complicated Noir 
plot at the heart of the film. We 

are pleasingly successful in this 
mission, though it calls to mind 
Raymond Chandler’s assertion that 
even he couldn’t explain all the 
mysteries in The Big Sleep.

Moving on to the following scene, 
in which Stine discovers his script 
has been rewritten without his 
consent, prompts a discussion 
about the vocational nature of being 
a writer – a particularly powerful 
section of the script, as we keenly 
feel Larry Gelbart’s own frustration 
and passion spill into Stine’s words. 
We dissect the song which follows 
this scene, Stine’s majestic eleven 
o’clock number Funny, in forensic 
detail. 

As the week draws to a close, 
we tackle a sketch of the show’s 
final scene, a complex and lengthy 
sequence which takes place on 

a Hollywood soundstage. We 
spend a significant amount of 
time orchestrating, to a musical 
level of precision, a large-scale 
sequence of ‘backwards talk’ and 
choreographing the corresponding 
action. This attention to detail 
pays off richly when the sequence 
coheres into something surreally 
effective and hilarious.

Finally, we experiment with how 
to end the show in a way which 
will be thematically conclusive and 
consistent with what has gone 
before, whilst also making sense 
of the complicated dramaturgy of 
the show’s climax. The multiple 
imaginations at work in the room 
collectively produce a bold and 
striking concept for the show’s 
closing moments, making for a 
satisfying end to a week full of 
ideas and discoveries.

THREE
WEEK

Having used our first two weeks to build a loose shape 
for the production, and to immerse ourselves in the 
world of 1940s’ Noir, we begin to focus on specific 

elements of the show in our third week.

The week begins with the exciting 
arrival of our staircase – a beautiful 
set piece by designer Rob Jones – 
which gives us a tantalising glimpse 
of the deco delights that await us 
when we move to the theatre. 
Having this key element of the set 
in our rehearsal room is enormously 
useful for rehearsing choreography 
and in allowing us to start making 
clear decisions for our use of the 
design’s levels.

We are visited by fight director Bret 
Yount who offers advice on the 
creation of several sequences of 
violence in the show. As the story 
of City of Angels moves between 
fiction and reality, we are careful 

in deciding how much veracity the 
fights need at each point. Stine’s 
climactic fight with the studio 
cops, for example, demands a tone 
of comic book fantasy, whereas 
Munoz’ attack on Stone needs to 
feel brutally accurate.

We start to refine the language 
of the production, injecting 
detail into the structure we 
have sketched out. The show 
has close to 40 scene changes, 
which have been efficiently 
engineered by choreographer 
Stephen Mear during our first 
two weeks of rehearsal. We 
then begin to experiment with 
threading an overarching concept 

of our production into the scene 
changes to make them a thoroughly 
integrated part of the storytelling. 
The concept is that the Angel City 
Four are Stine’s muses through his 
fictional world.

We spend time focusing on the 
accuracy of delivery required by the 
actors for Larry Gelbart’s book. For 

Katherine Kelly
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example, a scene between Buddy 
and Carla is underscored by a lush 
romantic song playing on the radio. 
Josie points out the ease with 
which the melody can seduce the 
actors into delivering their dialogue 
in a similarly languorous rhythm, 
rather than remaining committed to 
the energy and drive which the text 
demands.

In staging the show at a two 
decade remove from when it was 
first written, we are able to think 
about how its context may have 
influenced its themes. With the 
knowledge that it was written close 
to the 1992 Los Angeles riots, we 
are able to consider the social and 
political context of America, both 
in that moment and the moment 
in which the show is set. This 
particularly relates to our handling 
of the character of Munoz, and 
we spend time investigating how 
his musical number in the show, 
which is about institutional racism, 
interweaves with the theme of the 
writer’s conscience – a key element 
in our interpretation of the show. 
We end the week having made 
promising strides in developing 
our collective understanding of 
the language and identity of our 
production.

FOUR
WEEK

Our penultimate week in the rehearsal room sees us 
continue to thread detail into our production, as we 
build towards running the show’s two acts in full. Now 

that we have moved through the show twice in its entirety, 
we are able to apply some of the lessons learned whilst 
working on the latter sections, to its earlier scenes.

Josie and Stephen collaborate 
in re-examining the musical 
numbers, honing the detail of their 
storytelling, whilst Musical Director 
Gareth Valentine ensures that the 
singing is also worked on in the 
same detail. We have a focused 
session on ‘What 
You Don’t Know 
About Women’, 
a key number 
as it is the first 
time that real 
characters and 
fictional characters 
share the same 
physical and 
thematic space. 
We experiment 
with contrasting dynamics for the 
song, attempting versions where 
the real and fictional characters 
alternately remain unaware of each 
other’s presence or where they are 
aware of each other, exploring the 
theatrical potential they unlock. 

As the week progresses, we 
return to Act Two’s complex 
party sequence. We re-explore 
our choices in creating specific 
stylised moments between guests, 
sharpening them and making 
precise the journeys of characters 
around the space. For example, 
we ensure that key lines or jokes 
are not lost by another character 
inadvertently pulling focus. The clue 
for the tone of the party comes 
from Stine’s description of the 
guests as “thrilled with everyone 
else’s success; positively orgasmic 
at anyone else’s failure,” and we 

keep this duplicity as a principle in 
shaping the scene’s dynamics.

In City of Angels, the climactic 
scene of Stine’s screenplay 
appears twice: once in its own 
right, and once being set up on the 

Hollywood soundstage 
to be shot. Work on 
these moments in 
isolation helps us 
to make decisions 
which can then be 
engineered across 
both scenes to ensure 
they are perfectly 
mirrored, giving 
the audience the 
satisfying experience 

of synchronicity. Later in the 
week, we focus on the show’s 
‘backwards talk’ sequences to 
ensure that they are physically 
and vocally consistent. We also 
develop a useful system of cueing 
the acceleration of these moments 
using the rhythm of typewriter 
strokes.

At the end of the week, we make 
our first attempt to run through 
each act separately. This is a useful 
exercise, helping the cast and 
creative team to identify challenges 
remaining and the amount of 
the work still ahead of us. It also 
reassures us that our work thus 
far will result in a production which 
will be clear and exciting in its 
storytelling.

. . . we ensure that 

key lines or jokes 

are not lost by 

another character 

inadvertently pulling 

focus.

Mark Penfold
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FIVE
WEEK

In the final week in the City of Angels rehearsal room we 
begin looking at our production as a whole. We piece 
together both acts to run the show in its entirety and see 

what new discoveries this offers up. Now that we are all 
increasingly confident with the identity of the show, our 
thinking becomes more specific and sophisticated as we 
approach the detail of our production.

We work hard in this final week 
on clarifying the journey of Stine, 
the writer, within the production. 
In our concept for the piece, we 
are emphasising and detailing, 
sometimes in an expressionistic 
way, the effect of the Hollywood 
system on the writer’s mind. We 
locate a key moment of capitulation 
in a scene where Stine is urged to 
make changes by the producer of 
the film, and find that giving this 
moment its weight unlocks the 
subsequent events of Act One. Our 

determination to tackle the racial 
aspects of the piece with sensitivity 
becomes spookily topical, as we 
find ourselves rehearsing a scene 
about institutionalised racism in the 
LA police force at the same time as 
contemporary America experiences 
widespread unrest after the killing 
of an unarmed black teenager.

The final week brings with it 
several exciting new elements, as 
we move closer to the physical 
reality of the show’s life in the 

theatre. The women in the show 
are fitted for their wigs, which as 
well as being exquisitely designed 
by Campbell Young, also offer us 
tangible access to the period. The 
week also offers up the joy of the 
sitzprobe, which is always one 
of the highlights of a rehearsal 
process for a musical. This is when 
the cast and the full band unite 
for the first time to play and sing 
through the entire score of the 
show. Under the expert musical 
direction of Gareth Valentine, the 
ten-strong band nearly blow the 
roof off the rehearsal room as they 
play Larry Blank’s sleek, superb 
orchestrations, sending the cast 
and creative team into a state of 
euphoria and anticipation to hear 
the music in the theatre.

In the final days of rehearsal, we 
have three full run-throughs of 
the show, with the cast notably 
progressing in assurance and 
precision each time. Several 
members of the Donmar office staff 
attend the runs, which offer us the 
first indications of how an audience 
may respond to the piece. This 
helps us to identify which moments 
we may need to land more strongly, 
or moments of comedy which 
need to be sharpened. To cap off 
our time in the rehearsal room, and 
take us into the theatre with real 
ownership of the piece, Josie leads 
the cast in several vocal exercises 
which will ensure they are doing 
justice to the incisive, precise and 
demanding dialogue and lyrics of 
Larry Gelbart and David Zippel. This 
proves a brilliant end to our time in 
the rehearsal room, as it lets the 
cast finish the week with a burst 
of energy, a strong focus on their 
responsibility to their fellow actors, 
and a shared understanding of 
the story we are telling together. 
We conclude rehearsals for City 
of Angels, a period of immense 
creativity and enjoyment, ready to 
move into the theatre and eager to 
share our work with the world.

Hadley Fraser
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CITY OF ANGELS’ Strong Women: An 
interview with Samatha Barks

Early Film Noir and the detective fiction that spawned it were male-dominated worlds, 
full of duped husbands, jaded detectives, dogged cops, with an assortment of gangsters, 
heavies and thugs. The writers themselves were nearly always male – though Agatha 
Christie’s contribution to detective fiction cannot be overlooked – and so it would not be 
unreasonable to think that women would have had very little agency in this work.

However, as director Josie Rourke says, this is actually far from the truth:

“What strikes you is that while these films are about tough guys, they are even 
more about formidable and complex women. In the 40s Noirs it is the women who 
are always one step ahead of the male protagonists.” 1 

1 ‘That Old Noir Magic’, Josie Rourke, The Guardian (06/12/2014)
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This is exactly the kind of women we find in CITY OF ANGELS; women who know what they 
want and how to get it. These women are smart, savvy and far more in control of the plot than 
sometimes even its onstage writer. They command the stage and the events upon it, so that 
the men, often unwittingly, find themselves dancing to the women’s tune. 

The show’s double-plot means that the audience gets to see a wide range of female roles 
exerting this power – from the overlooked secretary secretly writing the script to the little girl 
lost framing the private eye – the women in this production really show the men who’s boss. It 
was this variety of brilliant roles available to women that made Josie Rourke so keen to make 
this her first musical. 

As in the classic Film Noirs, a lot of these women’s power over men comes through their 
sexuality. This sort of character is called a femme fatale (French for ‘deadly woman’) and is 
typified by a highly intelligent, seductive woman who uses her beauty and her charms to 
achieve her aims. The femme fatale was a stock character of much Film Noir, who lured men 
into compromising situations, often which proved fatal. To help the actors in the cast of CITY 
OF ANGELS understand the women they would be playing, they watched lots of film clips of 
femme fatales from classic Noirs. What struck Josie Rourke was:

“how profoundly these women understand that femininity is a construct. From 
Barbara Stanwyck flashing her anklet in Double Indemnity, to Rita Hayworth’s 
sensational head-toss of hair with which she is first seen in Gilda, these women 
understood the choreography of seduction.” 2  

The women in CITY OF ANGELS are far from simply sex-objects; even the newest actress 
on the Hollywood block, the seemingly rather vacuous young starlet Avril, know exactly what 
it takes to progress her career and how to get what she wants. Whilst often caught in sticky 
situations, these women lead the narrative through its many twists and turns, demonstrating 
their agency over those supposedly in control. 

In rehearsals, all of the women spent a lot of time in thinking about how this strength worked 
within a male-dominated society. Sam Barks, who plays Mallory and Avril in the production, 
had to keenly examine the power structures of her characters’ world. Dominic Francis talked to 
Sam about playing not one, but two, femme fatales in CITY OF ANGELS… 

Can you tell us about the characters you play and their journey through the piece?

My main character is Mallory Kingsley, who’s the daughter of the very wealthy Luther Kingsley. 
She’s set up her own disappearance – her own kidnapping – with her brother, Peter, to try and 
trick their stepmother, Alaura.

I should explain. All of the Kingsleys are out for themselves – they’re very selfish. Alaura is this 
beautiful young woman who marries Mallory’s dad and she’s also up to no good. But they’re all 
kind of up to no good.

So Mallory’s very entitled, very spoilt, very rich and knows how to get what she wants – she 
knows how to manipulate. Not necessarily intellectually, but through being herself… Her 
feminine ways.

And then I come on as Avril, who plays Mallory Kingsley in the movie. She’s a great character. 
She’s one of those sparkly, young new actresses. Doing research about that time, studios 
would hire their new ingénue and they’d have elocution lessons and were all done up.

But I feel Avril may slip through the net. She’s still got a regional accent, which she tries to 
cover up. And she, like Mallory, knows how to manipulate others to get what she wants. So 
she’s well cast! She’s very typecast in the role. It’s good fun.

2 Ibid
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There are two worlds in the show, aren’t there? The world of the book, which is 
being adapted into a film, and ‘real life’ in Hollywood. On a first read, it takes time to 
comprehend. Was it confusing for the cast in rehearsals?

When I read the script, I was like, ‘What’s going on?! How? Who? Where are we?’ But when 
we sat down on the first day and did a readthrough, I thought, ‘Ah, there you go!’ The tricky 
part is separating the characters – for me, separating Mallory and Avril. Of course people know 
it’s the same person, but you have to really separate them to help the confusion, because it can 
be a bit like, ‘Whoah! Hang on. She’s back…’

It’s got to be very clear in your physicality that it’s a different character. I’ve done it through that 
and accent. I think some double-ups are easier than others, but I’m playing two very minxy 
young girls who use their sexuality to get what they want. So they’re very similar in those 
ways.

That must be difficult because, as you say, they’re both very similar in some ways, and 
yet you still have to differentiate between the two.

Absolutely. They both use sex as a weapon, but Mallory is very knowing. She just gets 
what she wants. She always has, that’s the world she’s grown up in, that’s who she is. So 
she’s smart and very confident in that. Whereas Avril is a young actress trying to make it in 
Hollywood, so she’s not smart at all. She’s really unintelligent actually! She’s not got to where 
she is because of her brains, so I think there’s a desperation there. Whereas Mallory has 
everything planned and knows things go her way, Avril’s a bit more rabbit in the headlights. Not 
in control – very excited to be in this new world. Whereas Mallory just knows she belongs in 
the world.

So it’s a sense of entitlement?

Yes. Mallory knows who she is, knows that she gets what she wants. I think you’ve got to 
differentiate that through voice and accent. We’ve done a lot of voice work because it’s such 
a different voice in that period. It’s not just accent, it’s the way they speak. I remember when I 
was younger I’d watch old films – Disney films, anything from that era – and it’s very confusing 
as to whether they’re English or American.

Because of the ‘RP’ (Received Pronunciation) accent?

Yes, it’s pretty much English throughout the whole phrase and then it finishes in an American 
way. We’ve done a lot of work on that so it’s not confusing as to whether we’re slipping in and 
out of an American accent, so that it’s convincing we’re doing an accent of that period.

You’re currently in week three of rehearsals. Can you tell us what that stage is like?

For this show we spent the first two weeks blocking every scene to get it on its feet – to know 
where the scene changes are and how they’re happening. That’s great but you always feel at 
that stage, ‘Argh!’ because of course you’re not ready, because you’ve just put it on its feet.

Now is when, for me, it gets really exciting. You know what you’re doing, everybody knows 
where they’re standing, and then you can start to have fun and play with it – once you know 
whereabouts on the stage you can be and really know your character, your songs, your lines, 
everything. You’ve set the base, the foundations, and now it starts to grow. I think this is the 
most fun part.
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How do you pace yourself through rehearsals – through tech, dress and previews? How 
do you get through those weeks?

I always say that film is like a sprint and theatre is like a marathon. For a sprint, you have to 
have complete energy throughout, but you also have to in a marathon. You have to be at your 
peak performance throughout the whole thing but it’s a longer process. So you have to sustain 
that, you have to be disciplined.

When you first start rehearsals, it’s the hardest you’ll work. Obviously you’re working flat out 
when you’re doing the show, but for rehearsals you’re in all day everyday. You build up that 
stamina, I think, when you’re doing your songs over and over and over again. You might do 
them ten times in a row in a rehearsal, whereas on stage you just do it once a night. But I think 
that’s where the stamina starts to build, in the first few weeks.

Now we’re looking at specific sections in detail, which is where you have time to go off on your 
own and build your character and finesse what you’re doing.

And describing it in terms of sprints and marathons, like an athlete, you have to live a 
healthy life.

Yes, you have to. For me it’s a big priority. Whatever type of acting you’re doing, you have to 
be reliable because you’re playing the character. Obviously things happen, but if all of a sudden 
you get ill that’s difficult. I do everything within my power to not be in that position. So there’s 
certain things I do that, I think, just get you to be the best you can be. Because things will 
always happen – that’s life – but if you put your best foot forward, you’ve got a good chance for 
a run.

Samantha Barks
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What’s one of the specific challenges this piece has presented? Obviously the duality, but 
anything else in terms of the role?

I think what is an exciting challenge is getting to know the period really well – the 1940s. It was 
just such an amazing period. Aside from costume, hair and make-up – which is all very exciting 
– it’s the accent, the way they spoke, but also the way they held themselves. When you watch 
Film Noir it seems like a world away, but a lot of the time that’s how they were – how they held 
themselves, the poise, everything. And I’ve listened to a lot of singers from that period, I think 
that’s been very helpful for me. Apart from also watching a lot of Film Noir… A lot!

Was it an era that you knew and liked before coming to this piece?

Yes, I’ve always loved it. I think it’s very decadent and glamorous. And I think it was a great 
time.

This musical is great for women, because it was a man’s world that the characters were living 
in – the forties. But what I learnt from watching a lot of Film Noir, and also from this piece, is 
that the women pretend they’re not in control, but actually they are. They let the men believe 
they’re in control and then they manipulate them.

Is this the ‘femme fatale’ character?

The femme fatale, yes. In a lot of the films you’ve got the woman who plays the damsel in 
distress and then she turns out to be the murderer. A lot of the films have hidden girl power – 
hidden in a man’s world.

Are the women empowered in CITY OF ANGELS? Do they have agency and are they in 
control of their destinies?

They do. They a hundred per cent do. All the women are so in control that they all pop out as 
very strong.

These are the women in the screenplay. I think the women in the real world are a little less in 
control than their on-screen characters, because their on-screen characters are all very powerful 
women in their own way. Some sexually, some – like Donna, the secretary – very clever and 
witty. So they’ve all got their own little ways to get what they want.

Because I suppose Hollywood at that time, with the studio system, was comprised of 
men like Buddy Fidler who were in charge.

Absolutely. It’s completely a man’s world. But Hollywood is also quite a difficult industry, in 
terms of women being centre-stage. Although there’s so many great films coming out now that 
are female heavy. That’s always been a fight, though, hasn’t it? To get better roles for women. 
But the characters in this show are fantastic. 
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Gareth Valentine, Musical Director

While the job of the Director is well-known within the theatre world, the role of the Musical 
Director (MD) is often a little less understood. Dominic Francis spoke to the CITY OF ANGELS 
MD to find out more . . .

How would you describe CITY OF ANGELS musically, in terms of its genre?

When Cy Coleman came to put this piece together with David Zippel and Larry Gelbart, 
they knew from the beginning that it would have to be a jazz score because of its Film Noir 
backcloth.

And I would say it’s all jazz. There are jazz waltzes in there – it swings – the harmonic and 
melodic language is steeped in jazz. Mostly 1940s, although some of it sounds like the fifties. 
But some of the ambient music – the scene change music, the underscoring – sounds a bit like 
Bernard Herrmann, who wrote the Psycho score.

Tiompkin is another name that keeps coming up. He was a Jewish immigrant who went to 
America as a concert pianist and became a big composer for MGM and for the Warner Brothers 
Studios. Again, some of the cinematic music throughout the musical is redolent of his work.

So I think Cy Coleman, who was himself a jazz musician, was stealing magpie-like from 
these different sources. And they leap out at you. You can identify those composers and their 
influence.

Cameron Cuffe and 
Samantha Barks
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Does this version of the score differ from the original?

No, this score is exactly as it was from day one. Except, of course, we’re doing it with reduced 
forces. Whereas it was a band of nineteen, we’re only using a band of ten. The original 
orchestrator, Billy Byers, was a genius in my view. His work on CITY OF ANGELS is second-
to-none. But since we can’t put a nineteen-piece orchestra into the Donmar – either some of 
the orchestra or some of the audience would have to go – we have to reduce forces. Nine was 
the original thought, but we agreed on ten because it’s a magic number and it does more for 
us. That meant we had to find somebody who understood the style and who could reduce the 
forces to ten, and that person is Larry Blank.

Larry Blank is a contemporary orchestrator, again hugely talented – a CV as long as your arm – 
and apart from that he’s a very nice guy and makes me laugh! He’s taken on the job of reducing 
the orchestration. For example, there’s no longer a strings section and therefore there are holes 
in the orchestration. And that needs craftsmanship. That needs somebody who knows how to 
reduce the orchestration to a smaller size without us feeling that we’re missing things.

We’ve mentioned several different roles there – composer, orchestrator, Musical Director. 
Let’s come back to the Musical Director, before we discuss how they interact with those 
other members of the team. What essentially does an MD do?

A Musical Director is the custodian, if you like, the guardian of the score. I suppose the job 
of an MD in musical theatre is the same as would be expected, say, of a conductor in opera. 
You’re in charge of the score and you’re defending the integrity of that. Sometimes you have to 
imagine the composer is standing looking over your shoulder… What did he mean? What did 
he want? You’re always wanting to express his intent. At the same time, it’s collaborative. So 
the director and choreographer, and sometimes the actors, may ask for specific things.

Tam Mutu (foreground), 
Marc Elliott and Kadiff 
Kirwan
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That sense of responsibility must be heightened when the composer is no longer present 
to defend it, as in the case of the late Cy Coleman. What preparation did you do to get 
inside the music and what you understood to be his intentions for the piece?

Well, the first thing you do is take the score and study it. So you’d play it and play it and play 
it. Same as a director when they get the script – they read it and read it and read it until they 
understand what it is they’re doing. And sometimes just sitting looking at the score in your 
hands. Finding out what the musical language is – what is the soundscape?

For this piece it’s all about Film Noir. It’s a cinematic approach. So the music sometimes runs 
seamlessly from scene-to-scene, and of course it all has to be gauged because it’s live. In the 
cinema it’s pre-recorded and they can take and take and take until they can gauge the music. 
Here we have to gauge it as a live thing, so that takes some know-how.

It’s really to know every nook and cranny of the score, so that when I come to teach it I 
understand what the tempi are going to be, what the phrasing’s going to be, what the style’s 
going to be, when we book the orchestra, which players are best at playing this style of music, 
and so on.

In terms of rehearsals, when do you and the band start work?

The band is brought in quite late. What happens is, at the end of each day’s rehearsal the Music 
Department will have a certain amount of ‘fixes’. By which I mean, we may change the key of 
a number so that it suits a voice better, we may make cuts inside a number, we may elongate a 
number – all sorts of things.

So all the fixes go to the orchestrator and they will orchestrate accordingly, so that we’re all 
singing from the same hymn sheet. Therefore the musicians are brought in quite late in the 
day. In fact, it’s about the time that the technical rehearsals start. It’s that late.

What will happen is at the first band call everyone will sit down together and they’ll play that 
music for the first time and it will sound, to the untutored ear, like these guys have been playing 
it for years. They just pick up their instruments and play. It’s as simple as that. It’s astonishing.

I take it there are separate rehearsals that are purely about the singing?

Yes. Josie, the director, can be doing a scene which doesn’t have music, which means I’m in 
the other room working with an actor on the songs. And then my assistant will be with the 
choreographer in another room working with the Angel City Four, doing some choreographic 
routines. So it’s a little hive of industry.

In terms of the Creative Team, who are some of the members you work most closely 
with?

Josie, obviously. For example, we’re finding that some of the scene change music is 
inappropriate. The general rule of thumb about scene change music is that the music that 
changes the scene sets the mood, for the upcoming scene. In other words, if you have 
somebody who bursts into tears because they’ve just had bad news and then the next scene 
is about somebody winning the lottery, you’re going to play ‘I’ve won the lottery!’ music. That’s 
the rule of thumb, which kind of makes sense. But Josie’s finding that sometimes the existing 
music doesn’t work. So we have to rewrite music or we have to invent – pinch stuff from the 
rest of the score, salvage other music, so that it gives her what she wants.

The choreographer may also want certain so-called choreographic ‘hits’. So if the dancers do 
a kick, he might want a crash on the symbol. Or if he does something witty, like someone 
tapping their head with their finger, he might want a woodblock because it’s a comedic thing. 
All those little details are then put into the score.
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That’s interesting, because often with a play we talk about the integrity of the text and 
we wouldn’t alter a script without consulting the writer first – if living. How much artistic 
licence do you have you with regard to making changes to the score?

I think that’s a generally accepted convention, and I think that if Cy Coleman were here he’d 
completely understand – he was a theatre man himself. He’d realise that you don’t want to 
be stuck with a score that’s rigid and unbending. There has to be some licence. After all we’re 
doing it in the Donmar, which is a smaller building, and with a reduced orchestra and a different 
Creative Team, so those ideas need to be served as well I think.

One relationship I was interested in is the one between the MD and the Sound Designer, 
because obviously you’re reliant upon their ears, as in the pit – or wherever you’re 
positioned – you can’t hear the out-front sound. How does that work?

My work doesn’t really encroach on sound. Sometimes a director will say to me something’s 
too loud – ‘I can’t hear the voices because of the band.’ And I’ll say, ‘I can’t help you. I can only 
do what I do in the pit, but I’m not a sound man.’ Sometimes they’ll ask me technical things 
about the sound, which I wouldn’t be able to answer.

Occasionally I can note a sound man and say, ‘I need to hear a little bit more keyboard in this 
section… I need a little bit more violin’. They can help in those ways. But if you get a good 
sound man, they’re way ahead of the game anyway. And we do have very good sound men on 
this!

We’re doing ‘Big Band’ music. Big Band music is what it sounds like… big. It can’t be 
anything other. It’s a lot of sound. It has to be controlled. So sometimes the sound man will 
say, ‘I’ve done everything I can at my end to subdue it, can you do what you can at yours’. So 
sometimes we’ll reduce the dynamics, or maybe re-orchestrate. So there is a conversation to 
be had and that’s all part of the collaborative process.

Nick Cavaliere, Adam 
Fogerty and Tam Mutu
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There’s not much space on the Donmar stage, so where have they put the band?

Our band was originally going to be on three levels stage-left – rhythm on the bottom, brass in 
the middle and saxophones above them. That meant that the only communication between me 
and the musicians would be via a television screen. So I conduct into a camera and they see 
me on a screen.

That would have meant I couldn’t talk to them. In a pit, you look directly at a musician and do a 
quiet sign, if I wanted someone to play quieter, but in the Donmar’s traditional configuration, I 
couldn’t do that. So, to answer your question, we’re going to be in the shopping mall! Across 
the corridor from the box office is a shopping centre and we’re going to be housed in an empty 
unit there. This is the first time it’s ever been done.

Since we’re going to be estranged from the company anyway, it doesn’t really matter where 
we are. We could be in Birmingham! At least by being in a single unit, the band can be 
together. That means I do have eye-contact, that we can all hear each other and won’t need 
headphones and all that other paraphernalia. We can all see and hear, which is the best way of 
playing together, so that’s much better for us.

In terms of the Creative Team, you’re the only one who really stays with the show – in 
that you’re playing every performance.

Pretty much to the end, yes. I’ll do six shows a week, and the other two will be taken up by my 
assistant.

But sometimes, as a Musical Supervisor, where you command every musical aspect of a 
production, you too will leave on the opening night with the rest of the Creative Team. But this 
is a Musical Director role, which means hands-on, everyday playing.

Is this show a big play for you?

It is. A lot of people would be shy of doing it because the technical demands on the keyboard 
alone are exigent. They really put you through your paces, even to play the vocal score in 
rehearsals. Technically, to quote Larry Blank, our orchestrator, ‘It’s monstrous!’ It’s like playing 
Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, but you’re also having to cue actors, cue musicians, think about 
the tempo…

And you’re playing underscoring, trying to gauge it – listening to the scenes being spoken and 
trying to cue the instruments in at the same time. Also playing so that you arrive at the song at 
the right time, because if you don’t it’s a calamity.

So it’s multi-tasking times a hundred. It’s exhausting. It’s almost on the point of undoable. I 
don’t think those skills are really appreciated. A lot of the time I don’t think people understand 
what we do and how fiendish it is. And I think there’s only a small number of people who can 
do it – properly.

Sandra Marvin
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Section 3:
Resources

Jo Servi
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Spotlight on: Sound Designers Terry Jardine 
and Nick Lidster from Autograph

While the work of a Set or Lighting Designer is clearly visible, the Sound Designer’s skills 
remain unseen. With many years’ experience between them, two of the theatre industry’s 
most respected ‘soundies’ provide an insight into this hidden art from their base at Autograph, 
a leading sound design company.

What’s meant by a Sound Designer? What do they actually do?

TJ I think that the job of a Sound Designer is to make sure the story can be told. Before Sound 
Designers came along (and radio microphones) one went to a show and, basically, you couldn’t 
hear all the words. So you either had to know the show, or you just put up with not being able 
to hear all of it.

NL Other than audibility we’re responsible for the audio story telling within the show.  That will 
be the use of sound effects and reverbs to help give a scene a definite location. Obviously that 
has to fit within it the actors’ dialogue, which is different to the volume of the singing, and the 
music, where that sits dynamically underneath either dialogue or singing, and then how the 
sound-effects integrate within that. 

Normally sound-effects can just be against a natural voice, so you know the landscape of 
that is fairly tight, but within a musical sound-effects, due to the enhancement of the voices, 
can be much louder. Quite often you’re trying to program a sound-effect completely blind in 
tech because you haven’t got the band or the singers. You’re having to guess how loud that 
particular bit will be. So you have to have a concept in your mind of a much larger dynamic to a 
musical than, say, a play.

Sp   tlight 

Hadley Fraser
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Who’s in the building for each performance, in terms of the sound? Who does that? What 
do they do?

TJ The operator, Nik is adjusting and mixing the sound and Cheryl is backstage monitoring the 
radio microphones in case there is a problem. In order for the vocal sound to be as clean as 
possible there’ll only ever be one mic up at a time. So six people may be on stage and have 
lines but only the microphone of the person talking/singing will be live. This is very demanding 
work for the operator and calls on him to know every line in the show. He will be the only 
person working on the show that has to do this.

Are all the actors wearing microphones?

TJ Yes, even for the dialogue. , if you go from dialogue that is not amplified and then you 
suddenly go into a song, the jump will be too big for the audience. Even if you do it really, 
really carefully, it will still be noticeable as the human ear is very attuned and is very capable 
of picking up on small changes. Even if they’re not conscious of it they will pick up on it. So 
in other words, you want to keep the same quality but also you want to make the jump from 
talking into singing as small as you can. So we do slightly amplify the dialogue, even in a small 
space like the Donmar. 

The other thing is that you’re using the mics to create effects, which again people won’t always 
notice. But, for instance, when they go from scene-to-scene in CITY OF ANGELS, we will put 
slight little effects on – reverb, for example – that will give you, say, a prison cell ambience. 

NL Or give you a flashback moment that suddenly goes into a dream.

TJ If you’re really, really good at what you do ninety-five per cent will never be noticed – people 
wouldn’t have a clue about it. 

Adam Fogerty, Hadley 
Fraser and cast
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The band for CITY OF ANGELS isn’t in the theatre at all – it’s in a shop nearby. How has 
that affected your work?

TJ Actually, it’s much more manageable for us because we’re only going to be dealing with the 
amplified sound. If they’d been where they were originally going to go, in the Donmar, we’d 
have been dealing with the amplified sound and then the acoustic sound. It would have been 
harder to control.

NL We would have sound-proofed the boxes the musicians were in, but there’s only so much 
you can do. 

TJ Yes, even so you would have heard the band through the roof. You’d never completely 
acoustically seal them, whereas of course now they will be. Gareth also said he prefers being 
in the shop, because it means he can evenly space his band out and they can play any dynamic 
they like now. If they’d been where they were going to go, I think a lot of the time everyone 
would have been saying, ‘It’s too loud, can you play any quieter?’

So you’ve got to make the band sound like they’re in the room, that they’re not 
somewhere else. Is that an added challenge to this piece, to make it feel live?

NL It has to feel vibrant.

TJ This sounds odd, but it mustn’t sound too good, because then people will think they’re not 
there. Whenever you produce good sound, people start to think it’s recorded. It’s the curse 
of the sound man. Most people will only ever mention sound when it’s perceived to be bad. 
Reviewers especially.

Other than the Musical Director, who are the other members of the Creative Team you 
come into most contact with? 

TJ Obviously other than the director, the set designer. You’re depending on him/her to allow 
you some space to put the speakers in that you need and where you need to put them. It is 
essential to any sound design that you achieve good speaker positions that allow you to cover 
the room. The choreographer, because if he has everybody with tambourines in front of their 
face you’re not going to hear anything but a tambourine due to the proximity to the head worn 
microphone!

NL If they’re singing away and going like this – clap, clap, clap – all you’ll hear through the mic 
is that. So you have to get them to either move their hands or not clap as loud.

How did you both become Sound Designers? 

TJ I was in Stage Management. Nick and I worked at different times at the same theatre 
in Manchester, the Wythenshawe Forum Theatre, and often in regional theatre what would 
happen is an electrician would be given the job of sound operation. Because it’s basically 
electrics but that didn’t mean they had any aptitude for it!

So they were looking for a volunteer and as much as I loved being in Stage Management, I 
thought, ‘Well, it’s something different, I’ll give it a go’. I debated whether to do it or not, and 
then funnily enough went for a drink in Manchester and met two ‘soundies’ who were doing a 
show at the Palace Theatre, got drinking with them and, I’ll be honest, I discovered there was 
more money in it and I thought, ‘Ahh…’ 

NL I started in Manchester as well. I went from college, where I’d studied to be a Theatre 
Sound Engineer. I’d started out in opera. My mother worked in wardrobe and I sort of just 
drifted into it. And then I was looking at one of the technical jobs and I thought about sound and 
wanted to do that. I liked music and played guitar.

36

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS



So I went to Manchester, did seven musicals a year, managed to just about keep it together, 
and then got offered a job on Les Miserables as an operator and I’ve slowly worked my way up 
from there.

If a young person wanted to pursue your chosen career as Sound Designers, what would 
be your advice to them?

TJ Lots of colleges do ‘sound’ courses. The problem is getting people to want to work in 
musical theatre, and the reason is that it’s not fabulously paid – not when you compare it to 
rock and roll and stuff like that. And rock and roll has still got a bit more glamour attached to it. 
And without knocking that down and what they do, it’s a hell of a lot easier to operate a rock 
and roll show than it is to do a musical.

NL It’s a lot more collaborative working in theatre. In rock and roll, you can wave people away, 
whereas we can’t do that. You have to be able to liaise with everyone. Josie will ask us for 
effects and we have to react to that request quickly. We also have to have close contact with 
the actors and we have to make Gareth and the band happy. 

And what skills do you think someone needs to possess to be a sound operator?

TJ It takes a minimum of four weeks or so to learn a big show on the desk, because if you 
think about it, the only time you can learn it is when the audience and the band are in. They’re 
not going to call the band in for you to learn the show, so you’re doing it live. It’s absolutely 
terrifying. You practice during the day with a recording, but it’s nothing like it is at night in a 
performance situation.

So one quality you’ve got to possess is coolness under pressure?

TJ Yeah, you can’t be a faffer and you have to have excellent people skills. As the saying goes 
“this job is 95% PR and 5% PA!”.

NL Being able to hear under pressure as well. It’s like playing professional sport, it’s coming at 
you fast and you’ve got to take whatever it is that’s coming at you and package it neatly and put 
it up on the speaker.

Tim Walton, Kadiff Kirwan 
and Sandra Marvin
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Jennifer Saayeng has performed in a wide range of musicals both in London and further 
afield, including Ghost, Sister Act, Hairspray, and The Colour Purple. In CITY OF ANGELS, 
she is one quarter of the Angel City Four, who take on a variety of roles throughout the 
piece. Jennifer is also Dance Captain for the whole production.

Can you describe how the Angel City Four fit into the world of the production? What’s 
their role?

I think of them as Stine’s conscience. They are their own entity, almost a spirit above the 
whole show, piecing things together, moving things about. We’re almost a personification of 
Stine’s thoughts, I’d say. That’s set up right from the beginning, I’d say, where we help him 
to conjure these characters and they sort of come to life. Stephen Mear [choreographer] has 
choreographed it to make these characters come to life - but we’re doing that, not Stine, so I 
think of the Angel City Four as his thoughts, if that makes sense. 

The Angel City Four seem to be able cross over between the two worlds of the play - the 
film noir world of Stone and the colourful Hollywood world that Stine inhabits. Did you 
discuss that in rehearsals?

We’re above the piece and overseeing everything, so I guess that gives us licence to be in the 
action and also in the film. Because we belong to Stine, who also has that crossover in a way 
- he’s not in the film, but he is writing it, that’s maybe where the licence comes from. We’re in 
the piece that he’s written, and we’re allowed to be part of his life because he’s writing it.

At the beginning of the show, the Angel City Four have some very complex harmonies, 
which to an untrained ear sound really tricky! How difficult were they to learn?

It’s like second nature now [after eight weeks of performances]!  

It’s bizarre, because I remember at my audition, having this piece of music from the top of the 
show and thinking ‘how on earth am I going to sing this alone, let alone next to three other 
harmonies?’, and it was a challenge, definitely. 

We had a music week before the start of rehearsals, which was a luxury because we 
concentrated on nothing other than the music. When you have something so complex, and 
you’re working in a group, you need that time to really solidify that, because once you start 
putting things on its feet, it’s inevitably going to fall apart. Once you start adding in costumes, 
you put it in the space, you add costume changes, it’s just going to fall apart, so we were lucky 
to have that week just with the music team to get it in our muscles and vocal chords, and just 
sing the crap out of it!

It took a long time to get. I don’t remember when the penny dropped - it was just painstaking, 
listening to it, drilling it - I don’t remember a point when it was just in there. It was a gradual 
thing.

with Jennifer Saayeng, 
Angel City Four Alto and 
Dance Captain
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One of your key roles within this production is that of Dance Captain. Could you explain 
what that role entails?

I’ve done more musicals than anything else in my career. They obviously have singing, dancing 
and acting in them, so that’s why I’ve veered towards them. Normally, in a musical, you will 
have a Dance Captain, and they look after all the movement in the show, at the most basic 
level. 

I’ve been dance captain once before, in The Colour Purple, which was very similar to this 
because I was onstage. In the bigger musicals, you’d normally have a dance captain offstage - 
in an ideal world they’d be able to watch the show as often as they want, and make sure that 
it looks the same every night and that people are really pulling their weight still, and that the 
safety is being maintained and so on. It’s a bit more difficult when you’re actually in the show, 
because you don’t get time to come out and watch it, so, in that case, ideally you’d have wing 
space which means that you can peek through and see as much as you can. 

For this show, specifically, the main pieces of movement have been with the Angel City Four. 
We’re lucky in that there’s not choreography with lots of people en masse doing the same 
pieces of movement at any one time - it’s normally just the four of us. Obviously, because I’m 
in the Angel City Four, I can then see it and feel if there’s anything wrong, and fix it. The rest of 
the movement is generally for all the individual characters, so they have a lot more leeway, so 
you just have to keep it intact to make sure that they are still in their lights and so on. That’s the 
role, really.

And how does that work with the choreographer? When does the movement become 
your responsibility? 

After press night. [Choreographer] Stephen Mear gave me specific stuff to look out for that 
we knew might change. For example, the formation in Everybody’s Gotta be Somewhere, we 
need to make sure we hit our marks. If we’re in the right place at the top of the number, we’re 
probably going to be alright for the rest of it!

Otherwise, I’ve relied on him to give some notes, because I can’t watch the show from the 
front. I found out a bit late that I was going to be dance captain - ideally I would have been in 
every movement call in rehearsals, learning all the choreography.

In a normal situation, the choreographer would have been able to leave the show in the dance 
captain’s hands and they would be able to look after it. Again, it’s hard because I’m onstage!

Can you describe the style of the movement of the piece for someone who hasn’t seen 
the show?

It’s quite old school, it’s very classy, classic. Not particularly technical, but I would liken it to 
a Bob Fosse-esque style of movement. It’s quite small and quite intricate, and somewhat 
stylised.

If you think about All You Have to do is wait, we’re walking like Egyptians, almost, which has 
nothing to do with the show, but we’re trying to create a certain effect by completely thinking 
outside of the box, if that makes sense. It’s not literal at all.
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Jennifer Saayeng
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Practical exercises for use 
in the classroom

The following extract is taken from early in the musical.

The scene is set in author Stine’s Hollywood bungalow. His wife Gabby, a literary editor, is about to 
leave, returning to their home in New York and her work there. Stine is attempting, unsuccessfully, 
to persuade her to stay, but she doesn’t like the film world and the way it treats writers.

Working in groups, read through the extract and then follow the steps below.

Act One, Scene Four: Hollywood – STINE’s Bungalow

GABBY and STINE. GABBY has a packed suitcase.

STINE  Is it really necessary to leave? Can’t you do whatever editing you have 
to do on the book out here?

GABBY Your work takes you away from home, my work takes me back.

STINE Can I be perfectly honest?

GABBY Can honesty be imperfect?

STINE I don’t think you mind going back to New York at all.

GABBY  I can’t deny I prefer working face-to-face with authors who are the 
authors of their work.

STINE Am I about to be insulted, or has it already happened?

GABBY That contract, your contract, just sticks in my craw.

STINE Gabby, it’s a standard clause.

GABBY  That the studio is the author of the screenplay? That after writing the 
script you’re writing, it turns out you never wrote it at all?

STINE If it’s good enough for Faulkner and Fitzgerald...

GABBY  Then it’s bad enough for you. Darling, for five thousand a week, you’re 
willing to be as much of a hired hand as Stone is. You should really ask 
for eight cents a mile, too.

STINE  Five times ten weeks is fifty thousand dollars. Fifty thousand times three 
pictures is a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

GABBY  Is there ever a conversation out here where anyone’s at a loss for 
numbers? Do you have any idea what all that money is costing you? He 
thinks of writers as overpaid typists, Buddy Fidler does.

STINE You’ve got him wrong.

GABBY You see the glass half full.

STINE  And you see him peeing into it. I can take care of myself, Gab. I can do it 
even better when you’re doing it for me.

 (Car horn sounds off-stage.)

GABBY My taxi.
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STINE  Studio car. Buddy’s disappointed you’re not coming to the screening, you 
know.

GABBY  He’ll get over it. He got over not being God. I’m sure there’ll be someone 
nice there you can watch his picture show with.

STINE (Embracing her) I don’t want anyone nice. I want you.

GABBY  (A beat) I’ll know, you know. No one’ll have to say anything. I’ll know the 
way I did last time.

STINE Last time was the last time. That’s the truth.

GABBY  The truth? The truth to you, sad to say, my darling, is whatever works 
for the moment. It’s something that holds up two times in a row.

 (Car horn sounds again O.S.)

STINE I’ll miss you.

 (MUSIC starts under. A kiss then:)

GABBY  When are you going to start liking yourself a little more so you can stand 
for people to like you a little less?

STINE (Smiles) I’ll call.

GABBY I’d rather you wrote. Anything but what you’re writing.

(STINE exits. Holds in doorway.)

Sandra Marvin, Jo Servi, Tim 
Walton, Katherine Kelly, Jennifer 
Saayeng and Kadiff Kirwan
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step

step

step

step

1 Having read the extract, take a moment to discuss the text in your groups.

What impression do you get of Stine and Gabby? Write down as many things as you 
can that you learn from this extract about the characters or the world of the musical. 
These could be solid facts, but might also be impressions or ideas that are more 
about the tone of the extract. Highlight in yellow any words or phrases that do not 
immediately make sense. As a group, try to work out what these might mean.

2  Working through the text again, highlight in blue any facts that tell us 
about the characters.

Include anything that they say about themselves or each other, as well as anything 
that gives us information about their past. What do you learn about the characters 
from this extract? Try and build up a picture from the text of the relationship between 
them. For example, what do you think has happened previously to make Gabby so 
mistrustful of her husband? (See Assistant Director Josh Seymour’s Rehearsal Diary to 
gain an insight into the discoveries made about these characters during rehearsals.)

3  Go through the extract once more and note any questions that are 
unanswered by the text.

In your groups, decide on what the answers to these questions might be. If there’s no 
evidence in the text, make a decision yourself.

4   Finally, with your newly annotated text, try performing the extract, 
making use of all your notes.

How does your enhanced understanding of the world of the musical impact on you 
performances?

Peter Polycarpou
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question

question

question

question

question

question

Questions on the production and further 
practical work

You may wish to work individually on answering the questions below, or they may form the 
basis for a group discussion following your visit to the Donmar to see the production of CITY OF 
ANGELS.

Consider the following, asking yourself why a Creative Team makes certain choices and how these 
impact upon an audience’s interpretation of a show.

1  What do you see and hear on the stage and in the auditorium while you’re 
waiting for the performance to begin?

2  What is your first impression of the set? What shapes, levels, textures and 
colours are being used?

3  How does the design establish the world of the musical, in terms of its 
location and atmosphere? How do the actors use the set?

4  What shapes, colours and textures are used in the costumes? What do 
they tell us about the characters, in terms of their personalities and 
background? Compare the costumes of different characters. What stories 
do they tell?

5  How does the lighting show where we are? Describe two contrasting 
locations. What colours and shades of colour are being used to create time 
of day, location or mood? What levels of brightness are being used and 
why? What atmosphere and emotions are suggested by the lighting?

6  What transformations take place within the main characters through the 
journey of the show? How do the actors embody these changes?

Improvise new scenes

Once you’ve seen the production you could improvise new scenes exploring the background to the 
musical, taking the material within this guide as a starting point.

What discoveries do you make? How do such improvisations inform your ideas about the story and 
characters?
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Rosalie Craig
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The NÖEL COWARD 
Foundation
The Noël Coward Foundation was set up in 2000 to award grants to educational and 
development projects across the arts. It is proud to support a diverse range of organisations 
working in theatre, music, playwriting and many other areas, and is delighted to be part of 
the Donmar Warehouse’s work with schools and students. The Foundation is supporting the 
education programme surrounding CITY OF ANGELS as it is keen to help introduce young 
people to excellent and innovative productions, encouraging them to develop as theatregoers 
and become audiences for musical theatre in the future.

For further information, see www.noelcoward.org.

Kadiff Kirwan

46

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS

http://www.noelcoward.org


Noël Coward – Master Songwriter

Mention the name Noël Coward and most people will conjure up the image of a witty and 
well-dressed English playwright. What is perhaps not quite so well-known is that Coward also 
wrote nearly 500 songs. Some were written for musicals, others for revues or for his legendary 
cabaret acts. He also wrote songs for television and film and some for inclusion in his stage 
plays.

In CITY OF ANGELS, Cy Coleman and David Zippel formed a fantastic song-writing team but 
unlike them, Coward was a rarity amongst songwriters of his time because he wrote both the 
words and the music. 

So where did Coward’s songwriting talents come from? His parents had some musical abilities 
but nothing out of the ordinary. As a child, he had a few piano lessons from his mother. 
However, he seemed to have had a natural ability for picking up a tune and just playing it. An 
extraordinary talent, even as an adult, he was never able to read or write music. This lack of a 
formal musical education doesn’t seem to have stood in his way. He wrote his first complete 
song in 1916, aged 17, and his first published song – THE BASEBALL RAG (with music by Doris 
Doris, one of the few times that he did work with another songwriter) – came three years later. 
In 1923 he had his first songwriting success with PARISIAN PIERROT in the revue LONDON 
CALLING! The musical hits came rolling in after that, some made their mark at the time and 
others are still performed frequently today. Artists that have recorded Noël Coward songs 
include Frank Sinatra, Doris Day, Dinah Washington, Judy Garland and more recently, Elton 
John, Sting and Robbie Williams.

Coward cannot be written about as a songwriter without making reference to his own 
performances. In spite of the many other artists who have taken on his songs, it is his own 
performances which are still considered definitive. Coward was unique amongst his fellow 
songwriters in carving out such a successful performing career. This probably reached its 
peak with his cabaret performances in the 1950s at the Café de Paris in London followed by 
the legendary concerts at the Desert Inn in Las Vegas. The latter was recorded and Coward’s 
unforgettable performances of his own material can easily be found on YouTube.

So how do Noël Coward’s songs sit in today’s musical world? Rarely a year goes by without 
one of Coward’s plays appearing either in the West End, on Broadway or on a UK tour. In 2015, 
two Coward plays, BLITHE SPIRIT and RELATIVE VALUES were running to sell-out houses at 
the same time in the West End and the same production of BLITHE SPIRIT (featuring several 
of Coward’s songs as incidental music) has just opened in Los Angeles ahead of a US tour. The 
Bath Theatre Royal has just completed a successful run of HAY FEVER which is now touring 
Australia. All in all, Noël Coward’s words and music are thriving worldwide. Long may that 
continue.

Caroline Underwood & Victoria Williams

December 2014

“I love criticism just so long as it’s  
unqualified praise.” 

– Noel Coward.
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1911

1918

1924

1927

1930

1931

1935

1939

1969

Coward makes his first stage 
appearance in The Goldfish in London as 
“Prince Mussel”

Private Lives is produced in London 
with Coward and Gertrude Lawrence as 
Elyot and Amanda.

Writes and stars in Tonight at 8:30 with 
Gertrude Lawrence.

Coward’s 70th birthday was celebrated 
with a lunch at Clarence House 
with the Queen, a midnight matinee 
at the Phoenix Theatre, a television 
documentary, a season of Coward films 
at the National Film Theatre and a dinner 
at the Savoy. Coward declared it “Holy 
Week.”

Coward directs and appears in his play 
The Vortex, the plot of which closely 
resembles one of Shakespeare’s most 
famous plays. The censor in London 
wants to ban it, but as its inspector notes 
— “If we ban this, we shall have to ban 
Hamlet.”

Coward writes The Rat Trap.

Private Lives is produced on 
Broadway starring Coward and 

Lawrence.

Britain declares war on Germany 
after the invasion of Poland. From 

September 1939 to April 1940 Coward 
is posted in the Enemy Propaganda 

Office in Paris.

Coward’s play Sirocco is produced 
in London and is a resounding failure, 

booed on the first night. Coward is spat 
at in the street.

Show Boat premieres on December 
27, 1927 at the Ziegfeld Theatre.

Time line of Noël Coward’s Work
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Bibliography and selected 
further reading

Detective fiction

The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett (1929)

The Thin Man by Dashiell Hammett (1934)

The Postman Always Rings Twice by James M. Cain (1934)

The Big Sleep by Raymond Chandler (1939)

Farewell, My Lovely by Raymond Chandler (1940)

The High Window by Raymond Chandler (1942)

The Lady in the Lake by Raymond Chandler (1943)

The Little Sister by Raymond Chandler (1949)

The Long Goodbye by Raymond Chandler (1953)

Playback by Raymond Chandler (1958)

Film Noir

Double Indemnity, directed by Billy Wilder (Paramount Pictures, 1944)

Murder, My Sweet, directed by Edward Dmytryk (RKO Pictures, 1944)

The Big Sleep, directed by Howard Hawks (Warner Bros, 1946)
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The Donmar Warehouse is an intimate 
not for profit 251 seat theatre located 
in the heart of London’s West End. 
Since 1992, under the Artistic Direction 
of Sam Mendes, Michael Grandage, 
and now Josie Rourke, the theatre 
has presented some of London’s most 
memorable theatrical experiences and 
has garnered critical acclaim at home 
and abroad. With a diverse artistic 
policy that includes new writing, 
contemporary reappraising of European 
classics, British and American drama 
and musical theatre, the Donmar 
has created a reputation for artistic 
excellence over the last 21 years and 
has won 43 Olivier Awards, 26 Critics’ 
Circle Awards, 25 Evening Standard 
Awards, two South Bank Awards and 
20 Tony Awards from ten Broadway 
productions. Alongside the Donmar’s 
productions, we offer a programme 
of Education events, which includes 
subsidised tickets, introductory 
workshops and post show discussions, 
as well as special projects which give 
young people an opportunity to involve 
themselves more closely in the work of 
the theatre.

About the Donmar Warehouse

For more information about the Donmar’s 
education activities, please contact:

Education Department 
Donmar Warehouse 
41 Earlham Street 
London WC2H 9LX 
T: 020 7845 5822 
F: 020 7240 4878

W: www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover
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