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Cast and Creative Team

Cast (in order of appearance)

Lisa Diveney 
 Bridget, a girl of 
sixteen, a ghost, 
Andy and Bel’s 
dead daughter.

DaviD BraDLey 
 andy, a man 
in his fifties, 
a retired civil 
servant, bedbound 
and dying of 
an undisclosed 
terminal illness. 
He waits in vain 
for his estranged 
adult children to 
visit him.

DeBorah 
FinDLay 
 Bel, a woman 
of fifty, Andy’s 
long-suffering wife 
who sits at his 
bedside enduring 
his vindictive 
interrogation.

DanieL Mays 
Jake, a man of 
twenty-eight, Andy 
and Bel’s eldest 
son.

LiaM GarriGan 
 Fred, a man of 
twenty-seven, 
Andy and Bel’s 
younger son. 
He and Jake 
enjoy play-acting, 
lampooning their 
father’s world of 
work, the Civil 
Service.

CaroL royLe 
 Maria, a woman 
of fifty, an old 
friend of Bel’s 
who allegedly had 
affairs with both 
her and Andy.

PauL sheLLey 
 ralph, a man in 
his fifties, Maria’s 
husband, a former 
referee and an old 
friend of Andy’s.
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Creative Team

Bijan sheibani, Director

Theatre: includes Greenland (NT), The Typist (Sky Arts/Riverside), Eurydice, The 
Brothers Size (ATC/Young Vic), Our Class (NT), Ghosts or Those Who Return (ATC/ 
Arcola), Gone Too Far (Royal Court – Olivier Award) Other Hands, Flush (Soho), 
Party Time/One for the Road (BAC), Have I None (Southwark). opera: includes 
Tarantula in Petrol Blue (Aldeburgh). Bijan is an Associate Director of the National 
Theatre.

Bunny Christie, Designer

For the Donmar: Dimetos, The Family Reunion, After Miss Julie. Theatre: 
includes The Cherry Orchard, Greenland, Men Should Weep, The White Guard, 
Mrs Affleck, Women of Troy, Our Class, Philistines, The Life of Galileo, Baby Doll 
– Evening Standard Award, A Streetcar Named Desire – Olivier Award, (NT), Kin 
(Royal Court), The Dance of Death Parts 1 & 2 (Royal Dramatic Theatre, Sweden), 
The Postman Always Rings Twice (WYP/Playhouse), Fool for Love (Albery), The 
Vagina Monologues (West End, British tour, Old Vic and Albert Hall). opera: 
includes Brief Encounter, Tosca (Houston Grand Opera) The Marriage of Figaro, 
Lucia Di Lammermoor, Cosi Fan Tutte (ETO).

Jon Clark, Lighting Designer

For the Donmar: Polar Bears. Theatre: includes Hamlet, Greenland, Beauty and 
the Beast, The Cat in the Hat, Pains of Youth, Our Class and Women of Troy (NT), 
King Lear, The Winter’s Tale, The Merchant of Venice (RSC), Red Bud, Aunt Dan 
and Lemon, The Pride and Gone Too Far! (Royal Court), Been So Long, Street 
Scene, The Jewish Wife, How Much Is Your Iron? (Young Vic), Into the Woods 
(Regent’s Park Open Air), Salome (Headlong), The Little Dog Laughed (Garrick), 
Three Days of Rain (Apollo), The Lover and The Collection (Comedy), The Birthday 
Party, Spyski!, Water (Lyric Hammersmith), Eric’s (Liverpool Everyman), Ghosts 
(ATC/Arcola). opera: includes The Lion’s Face, Into the Little Hill, Recital I, Down 
by the Greenwood Side (The Opera Group), The Love for Three Oranges (Scottish 
Opera & RSAMD), I Capuleti e l Montecchi, L’Elisir d’Amore, The Barber of Seville, 
Cosi Fan Tutte (Grange Park Opera). Dance: includes Will Tuckett’s Pleasure’s 
Progress (ROH2 & DanceEast), Clara, Libera Me, Between the Clock and the 
Bed, Howl (Bern Ballett), Lay Me Down Safe, Tenderhook, Sorry for the Missiles 
(Scottish Dance Theatre).
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Dan Jones, Composer & Sound Designer

Theatre: includes Greenland, England (NT), Ivan and the Dogs (ATC/Soho), Knot of 
the Heart, Through a Glass Darkly (Almeida), Kursk, War Music, The Watery Part 
of the World, Going Dark (Sound & Fury), A Prayer for My Daughter (Young Vic), 
Fall (RSC/Traverse), Slippage (Rambert Dance), Othello, The Turn of the Screw, 
Uncle Vanya (Bristol Old Vic), Peter Pan, Happy Day, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
(Dundee Rep), Coriolanus, The Changeling, The Taming of the Shrew, Julius 
Caesar, The Tempest, Uncle Vanya (Shakespeare at the Tobacco Factory). Film: 
includes orchestral scores for Max (Ivor Novello Award), Shadow of the Vampire, 
Manolete, Tomorrow La Scala, In Tranzit, White Lilacs, Four Last Songs, Twockers, 
Turn It Loose. Television: includes Any Human Heart, Criminal Justice,Dead Set, 
David Attenborough’s Darwin and the Tree of Life, Sahara, The Spectre of Hope, 
Witness, Real Lives, The Spying Game, Wildlife on One, The Ghosts of Rwanda, 
The Natural World, David Attenborough’s Life of Mammals, Horizon: The Search 
for Longitude, The Iron Duke. radio: includes Between the Ears: Down Red Lane 
(BBC Radio 3). audio artwork and installations: include Suburban Counterpoint: 
Music for Seven Ice Cream Vans (LIFT, NNF10), Sky Orchestra (Fierce Festival, 
RSC commission for the Complete Works Festival, Sydney Festival), Dream 
Director (ICA and UK tour), Listening Posts (permanent installation in Cork 
Harbour). Dan has also produced string arrangements for Massive Attack and 
Alpha’s collaboration with Jarvis Cocker. Dan co-directed Kursk at the Young Vic for 
Sound & Fury for which he is co-Artistic Director.
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An introduction to Harold Pinter and 
his work

Biography

In awarding the English playwright Harold Pinter the Nobel Prize in Literature 
in 2005, the Swedish Academy stated: ‘Harold Pinter is generally seen as the 
foremost representative of British drama in the second half of the twentieth 
century. That he occupies a position as a modern classic is illustrated by his name 
entering the language as an adjective used to describe a particular atmosphere and 
environment in drama: “Pinteresque”.’1

Born in 1930 (died 2008), the playwright-screenwriter-director-actor-poet-political 
activist-cricket enthusiast-Nobel Laureate was one of the most influential and 
imitated of modern British dramatists. Pinter and his work has been the subject 
of voluminous critical commentary. ‘Of all the playwrights of his generation,’ 
comments academic Mark Batty, ‘only Samuel Beckett has had more written and 
published about him.’2 His writing career spanned over fifty years, producing 29 
original stage plays, 27 screenplays, radio and TV plays, many dramatic sketches, 
poetry, one novel, short fiction, essays, letters and speeches. In addition to the 
Nobel Prize, Pinter received over fifty other awards, prizes and honours during his 
lifetime. These included several Tony and BAFTA awards, the David Cohen Prize 
(1995), Laurence Olivier Award (1996), the French Legion d’honneur (2007) and 
twenty honorary degrees.

Pinter’s best-known plays include The Birthday Party (1957), The Caretaker 
(1959), The Homecoming (1964) and Betrayal (1978), each of which he adapted 
for film. He directed almost fifty stage, film and television productions and acted 
extensively in stage, radio, television and film productions of his own and others’ 
work.

His dramas often focus upon the conflict between undisclosed characters, 
who struggle for verbal and territorial dominance and their own versions of the 
past. The work is distinguished by irony and menace, raising complex issues of 
individual identity oppressed by social forces, language and the vicissitudes of 
memory.

Pinter was born on 10th October 1930 to Jewish parents of Eastern-European 
descent. A lower middle-class family, Pinter’s father Jack was a ladies’ tailor and 
his mother Frances a housewife. The family home was in Hackney, East London: 
‘A solid, red-brick, three-storey villa just off the noisy, bustling, traffic-ridden 
thoroughfare of the Lower Clapton Road.’3 During the Second World War, Pinter 
was evacuated to Cornwall and Reading. According to his biographer, theatre critic 
Michael Billington, this traumatic experience left the playwright with profound 
memories of ‘loneliness, bewilderment, separation and loss: themes that recur in 
all his works.’4

An only child, Pinter realised his social potential at Hackney Downs Grammar 
School between 1944 and 1948. ‘It was in those years, partly through the school 
and partly through the social life of Hackney Boys’ Club, that Pinter – until then a 
natural loner – formed an almost sacerdotal belief in the power of male friendship,’ 
claims Billington. Fellow students Henry Woolf, Michael Goldstein and Morris 
Wernick became lifelong friends. ‘If the notion of male loyalty, competitive rivalry 
and fear of betrayal forms a constant thread in Pinter’s work… its origins can be 
found in his teenage Hackney years.’5

2section
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A major influence on Pinter was his inspirational English teacher, Joseph 
Brearley. A Yorkshireman who had fought in the war, he passed on his passion 
for poetry and drama to the students. ‘For Pinter, Brearley became counsellor, 
intellectual mentor and lifelong friend.’ They would go on long walks together, 
discussing literature. ‘Inspired by Brearley, Pinter shone at English, wrote for the 
school magazine and discovered a gift for acting.’6 (Brearley directed him in two 
productions of Shakespeare, in which he took the title-roles: Macbeth in 1947 and 
Romeo and Juliet in 1948.) Pinter began writing poetry at the age of 12 and in the 
spring of 1947 it was published for the first time in the Hackney Downs School 
Magazine.

On leaving school in 1948 Pinter enrolled at the Royal Academy of Dramatic 
Art but, disliking the experience intensely, left after only two terms – feigning a 
nervous breakdown – in 1949. Having avoided National Service by registering as 
a ‘conscientious objector’, being summoned to court twice in the process, Pinter 
attended the Central School of Speech and Drama for several months in 1951. 
This was the extent of his formal training as an actor before embarking upon a 
career in weekly repertory theatre, which lasted nearly a decade.

From 1951 to 1952 Pinter toured Ireland with actor-manager Andrew McMaster’s 
company, playing over a dozen roles. In 1953 he joined the legendary Donald 
Wolfit’s company, based at the King’s Theatre in Hammersmith, and played eight 
roles over the next year. From 1954 until 1959 Pinter acted under the stage name 
David Baron, playing nearly twenty-five roles under that pseudonym. ‘My favourite 
roles were undoubtedly the sinister ones,’ recalled Pinter three decades later 
in 1989. ‘They’re something to get your teeth into.’ To supplement his meagre 
income from acting Pinter had a range of casual jobs, from waiter to bouncer, all 
the while ‘harbouring ambitions as a poet and writer’.7
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His first play The Room was written and first performed in 1957 in a student 
production at Bristol University. It was directed by his old friend, actor Henry 
Woolf. Having mentioned that he had an idea for a play, Pinter was in effect 
commissioned by Woolf to write it in order for the latter to fulfil a directing 
requirement of his postgraduate course. The 27 year-old Pinter allegedly wrote it in 
three days. The production was regarded a success and attracted the attention of 
young theatre producer Michael Codron, who decided to present Pinter’s next play 
at the Lyric Hammersmith.

Written in 1957 and produced in 1958, The Birthday Party, Pinter’s second play 
and now one of his most celebrated, was initially both a critical and commercial 
disaster. It closed after just one week, threatening to prematurely end Pinter’s 
career as a playwright. He was granted a reprieve by the influential Sunday Times 
theatre critic Harold Hobson, who said prophetically: ‘Pinter, on the evidence of 
his work, possesses the most original, disturbing and arresting talent in theatrical 
London… Mr Pinter and The Birthday Party… will be heard of again. Make a 
note of their names.’8 While Hobson’s review was published too late to save the 
production, Pinter himself would later acknowledge that it helped save his career.

It was another critic, Irving Wardle of the Times, who dubbed Pinter’s early 
plays ‘comedy of menace’9, a term which continues to be applied to his work. 
These plays begin with an apparently innocent situation that soon becomes both 
threatening and absurd as Pinter’s characters behave in ways often perceived as 
inexplicable by his audiences, and each other. The influence of Samuel Beckett on 
his early work is one that Pinter himself acknowledged, the two writers becoming 
friends who would correspond about their respective work-in-progress.

It was The Caretaker, first performed at the Arts Theatre in London in 1960, that 
established Pinter’s reputation. Written in 1959 following three shorter works (The 
Dumb Waiter, A Slight Ache and The Hothouse), it was Pinter’s second full-length 
play after The Birthday Party. Recalling the original production, director Richard 
Eyre and writer Nicholas Wright comment, ‘It was clear to anyone with eyes to 
see that there wasn’t just an appetite for Pinter’s plays: there was a cavernous 
public need.’ He was clearly the man of the moment. ‘Everything about him met 
the mood of the time: the oddball wit, the pugnacity, the idea that nine-tenths of 
human communication was an unwilling process of evasion and silence.’ 10 After 
opening at the Arts in April 1960, The Caretaker transferred to the West End 
a month later, running for a total of 444 performances and winning an Evening 
Standard Award.

If The Caretaker introduced Pinter to the wider world, it was his next full-length 
play The Homecoming that guaranteed his celebrity playwright status. Directed by 
Peter Hall for the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Aldwych Theatre in London, 
1965, and regarded by many – including Billington – as Pinter’s masterpiece, The 
Homecoming transferred to Broadway in 1967 where it won four Tony awards. It 
was a decisive moment for the writer, both professionally and personally.

‘The Homecoming marks a vital turning point in Pinter’s career,’ says Billington. 
‘After 1965, the stage plays become smaller in scale if not in impact. They also 
turn increasingly to themes of solitude, separation, the distances which isolate 
human beings from each other, the subjectivity of memory.’11 Questioning the 
reasons why, the critic suggests that Pinter’s changing personal circumstances 
may have been a contributing factor.
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From 1956 to 1980 Pinter was married to actress Vivien Merchant, with whom 
he had a son. Born in 1958, Daniel is Pinter’s only (biological) child. Pinter and 
Merchant’s relationship was a turbulent one. From 1962 to 1969 Pinter was 
engaged in an on-off affair with the journalist and television presenter, Joan 
Bakewell. (This was the inspiration for his 1978 play Betrayal.) Several years later, 
in 1975, he began an extramarital relationship with historian Antonia Fraser – who 
was herself married to Hugh Fraser – and left Merchant and the family home two 
months later. After the Frasers’ divorce became final in 1977, followed by the 
Pinters’ three years later, Pinter and Fraser married in 1980. Merchant died of 
alcoholism in 1982 aged just 53. While Pinter tried to support his ex-wife through 
her addiction, he regretted ultimately becoming estranged from their son Daniel 
following their separation, his remarriage and Merchant’s untimely death. Pinter 
remained unreconciled with his son at the time of his death and Daniel did not 
attend his father’s funeral.

Billington notes that ‘Pinter’s domestic life in the post-Homecoming period was 
increasingly strained’.12 The plays and sketches he wrote from the late 1960s 
until the early 1980s were generally darker in tone than his earlier ‘comedies of 
menace’. They explore complex ambiguities, elegiac mysteries and the ‘quicksand’ 
characteristics of memory. The best known include Landscape (1968), Silence 
(1969), Night (1969), Old Times (1971), No Man’s Land (1975), Betrayal (1978), 
Family Voices (1981), Victoria Station (1982) and A Kind of Alaska (1982). These are 
occasionally referred to, collectively, as Pinter’s ‘memory plays’.
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‘The break-up with Vivien and the new life with Antonia was to have a profound 
effect on Pinter’s personality and work,’ reflects Billington.13 There was, in effect, 
a three-year creative drought in the early 1980s, coinciding with his marriage to 
Fraser and Merchant’s death. Pinter’s plays became shorter and more overtly 
political, serving as critiques of oppression, torture and other abuses of human 
rights. In 1985 he suggested that whereas his earlier plays presented metaphors 
for power and powerlessness, the later ones present literal realities of power and 
its abuse.

In the last twenty-five years of his life Pinter increasingly focused his essays, 
interviews and public appearances on political issues. He was strongly opposed 
to the 1991 Gulf War and the 2003 invasion of Iraq and was actively involved in 
the anti-war movement in the UK, speaking at rallies held by the ‘Stop the War 
Coalition’. Among his more provocative political statements, Pinter described 
Prime Minister Tony Blair as a mass-murderer and compared President George W 
Bush’s Administration to Nazi Germany. Plays from this period, such as Mountain 
Language (1988) and Party Time (1991), were directly influenced by contemporary 
political issues. Later work, however, including MOONLIGHT (1993) and Ashes 
to Ashes (1996), intertwined political and personal concerns, both being set 
in domestic environments. They draw upon some elements of Pinter’s earlier 
‘memory plays’ in their focus on the past’s impact upon the present but have more 
personal and political resonances.
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In 2001 Pinter was diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus, for which he 
underwent an operation and treatment in 2002. Despite his illness Pinter 
continued to work as both a director and actor and remained committed to his 
political causes, writing and presenting politically charged poetry, essays and 
speeches. In 2005 he stated that he had stopped writing plays and would be 
devoting his time to politics and poetry. ‘I think I’ve written twenty-nine plays. I 
think it’s enough for me… My energies are going in different directions. Over the 
last few years I’ve made a number of political speeches at various locations and 
ceremonies… I’m using a lot of energy more specifically about political states of 
affairs, which I think are very, very worrying as things stand.’

That same year he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature by the Swedish 
Academy. Unable to attend the award ceremony in Stockholm and give his Nobel 
Lecture – ‘Art, Truth and Politics’ – in person, due to his deteriorating health, Pinter 
recorded his lecture instead. Lasting three-quarters of an hour, it has been widely 
distributed in print and online and has prompted much commentary and debate, 
some commentators accusing the playwright of anti-Americanism. As a result of 
the Nobel Prize and Lecture there was renewed interest in both Pinter and his 
work, leading to new productions and publications of his plays.

Harold Pinter died on Christmas Eve, 2008. His funeral took place in London a 
week later on New Year’s Eve in a half-hour secular ceremony. In addition to 
Pinter’s widow, Antonia Fraser, there were many celebrated theatre practitioners 
in attendance, including writer Tom Stoppard and actor Michael Gambon, a long-
time collaborator of Pinter’s. The actor was appearing in a revival of No Man’s Land 
at the Duke of York’s Theatre in London at the time, and on 26th December he had 
paid tribute to the author by reading Hirst’s monologue from Act Two of the play – 
a speech which Pinter had asked him to read at his funeral:
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‘I might even show you my photograph album. You might even see a face in it 
which might remind you of your own, of what you once were. You might see 
faces of others, in shadow, or cheeks of others, turning, or jaws, or backs of 
necks, or eyes, dark under hats, which might remind you of others, whom you 
once knew, whom you thought long dead, but from whom you will still receive 
a sidelong glance, if you can face the good ghost. Allow the love of the good 
ghost. They possess all that emotion… trapped. Bow to it. It will assuredly 
never release them, but who knows… what relief… it may give them… who 
knows how they may quicken… in their chains, in their glass jars. You think it 
cruel… to quicken them, when they are fixed, imprisoned? No… no. Deeply, 
deeply, they wish to respond to your touch, to your look, and when you smile, 
their joy… is unbounded. And so I say to you, tender the dead, as you would 
yourself be tended, now, in what you would describe as your life.’
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Harold Pinter’s schooldays

‘Most budding writers have a wretched time at school,’ suggests Michael 
Billington. ‘But, although there were occasional clashes with bone-headed 
teachers, Pinter discovered his true potential at Hackney Downs. He encountered 
one of those enlightened English teachers who open up new horizons, made a 
number of lifelong friends and explored his own intellectual and sporting potential. 
If there is a golden period in Pinter’s young life, it was in his late teens.’14

Eventually closed in 1995 due to a decline in standards, Hackney Downs Grammar 
School was a much-respected seat of learning in the 1940s. It encouraged 
serious, independent enquiry and thought. The enlightened English teacher was 
Joseph Brearley, who, suggests Billington, ‘seemed to have found his metier in 
Hackney and passed on his passion for English poetry and drama to Pinter and 
other pupils.’15 He made a lasting impression on the young Pinter. Fifty years later, 
in 1995, when accepting the David Cohen British Literature Prize, the playwright 
made his debt clear: ‘Joe Brearley fired my imagination. I can never forget him.’16

Teacher and pupil would go on long walks together through Hackney and its 
environs, excursions that continued for many years to come. They’d recite the 
work of various authors – Shakespeare’s contemporary John Webster was a 
particular favourite. ‘Webster’s poetry… left its dark imprint on Pinter’s imagination 
and on much of his early verse,’ comments Billington. ‘Not only did he stroll 
through Hackney declaiming Webster with Brearley… when Andy in Moonlight 
declares “The past is a mist” you can still hear the influence of Webster’s chill 
compression on Pinter’s language and thought.’17

When Brearley died in 1977, Pinter immortalised his mentor in verse, recalling his 
friend ‘tall in moonlight’ and their walking debates:

‘You’re gone. I’m at your side,

Walking with you from Clapton Pond to Finsbury Park,

And on, and on.’18

Pinter also made lifelong friends with his Hackney contemporaries, in particular 
Henry Woolf, Michael (Mick) Goldstein and Morris (Moishe) Wernick – all of 
whom, according to Billington, ‘have always been a vital part of the emotional 
texture of his life.’19 Till the day he died, the playwright kept a photograph of the 
group propped against his study wall. ‘Calling themselves, slightly self-consciously, 
“The Boys”, they were clannish, close-knit and both envied and resented by 
outsiders,’ says Billington.20 What united them was not strictly Hackney Downs 
(since one went to another school), or their religion (not all were Jewish), but their 
shared passion for intellectual discovery, argument about ideas and an ironic sense 
of humour.

‘The tone of the gang was joking, in a threatening kind of way,’ say Richard Eyre 
and Nicholas Wright, ‘think of the withering virtuosity of the great lost Pinter actor 
Peter Sellers, or the intellectual wordplay of Lennon/McCartney ten years later. In-
jokes and derisive nicknames were the rule.’21 Discussing Jake and Fred’s ‘verbal 
games-playing’ in Moonlight, Billington comments that Mick and Moishe ‘were 
tickled pink by the play, constantly finding in it memories of the sly backchat of 
Clapton Road in the 1940s.’22
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‘Outside school hours,’ says Billington, ‘the gang would meet up in the Boys’ Club, 
“bowl about the streets of Hackney” in Woolf’s phrase, or drop into each other’s 
homes for intense discussions about life, literature and philosophy.’23 Eyre and 
Wright outline what they regard as ‘the crucible’ of Pinter’s writing:

‘Money was short, so walks were long: exhausting treks down Mare Street, or 
across the Hackney Marshes, filled with furious argument with your best friend 
or silent challenge from your foe of the day. If a girl swam into orbit, she became 
half-threat, half-trophy. Books were shared discoveries, doors to a world beyond 
Hackney: Joyce was an idol, so were Kafka, Shakespeare and Dostoevsky. Music: 
Bach. Poetry: Yeats. Films: Vigo, Bunuel, early Bergman. Clothes: as sharp as the 
purse allowed. Politics: ‘Don’t let them tell you what to do.’ (Pete in The Birthday 
Party.) Utopia took the form of West End London: sooty paradise of films noirs, 
late nights, last buses and snogs in doorways. Drink was essential but expensive, 
drugs were something Aldous Huxley wrote books about.’24
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Billington has commented upon Pinter’s belief in ‘the power of male friendship’, 
a recurring theme in his work stemming from adolescence. The critic observes 
that, ‘Apart from a shared delight in writing, art, movies, music and philosophy, the 
Hackney gang was also defined by its male exclusivity.’25 While acknowledging 
the playwright’s admiration for women, Billington also suggests that ‘in his early 
work especially, they are often seen as disruptive influences on some pure, 
Platonic ideal of male friendship.’26 Pinter’s friends appear to corroborate this 
notion. ‘According to Henry Woolf,’ says Billington, ‘members of the gang would 
have girlfriends and fall in love, but loyalty to the group supposedly superseded 
individual sexual relationships.’27

The critic is unequivocal about the formative experience of Pinter’s youth – ‘a 
golden age in Pinter’s private development’ – in which he made lasting friendships, 
read widely, learnt to question the status quo and explored his personality. ‘He 
seems to have undergone a voyage of personal discovery in those austere post-
war years; it is hard not to see that yearning for a secure past which permeates 
everything he writes, stemming from his memory of the iron-clad solidarity of his 
Hackney friendships. Though Pinter obviously changes and develops as an artist, 
these early years form the matrix of his creative imagination.’28
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MOONLIGHT

‘Moonlight... represents both a homecoming and a major departure for Pinter,’ 
says Michael Billington in his biography of the playwright. ‘A homecoming in the 
sense that it picks up on many of the themes that have haunted him over the 
years: the subjectivity of memory, the unknowability of one’s lifelong partner, the 
hunger for an ascertainable past, the idea of family life as a brutal battleground. 
But there is also something new here in Pinter: a total emotional openness.’29

Written in 1992, the play tells the story of Andy, a man in his fifties who lies dying 
in bed, his wife Bel by his side, waiting for their estranged sons, Jake and Fred, to 
visit him. While he reflects on his life, occasionally struggling to separate fact from 
fiction, Andy remains haunted by the memory of his dead daughter, Bridget.

Death is the predominating theme. ‘There is a tangible sense of mortality,’ 
comments Billington, ‘a yearning for contact between the living and the dead.’30 
This separation (between the living and the dead) is also evident within marriage 
and between a father and his sons, argues the critic. Academic Mark Batty 
develops this idea, suggesting Moonlight ‘stages the emotional gaps between 
members of a nuclear family, and the various manners in which the individual 
members of the family cope with those gaps.’31 The accumulative effect of these 
various examples of separation creates what John Lahr described as the play’s 
‘litany of loss’.
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David Leveaux directed the original production at the Almeida Theatre in 1993 
and suggests the play’s title reveals much of its meaning. ‘It’s a punning title. The 
thing about moonlight is that it’s the last light you see before total darkness. It’s 
after the sun. It’s a very brief, black, intense light which fades too. That tells us 
about the territory the play occupies which is that we’re between one stage and 
another.’32 Toward the end of the play, Andy rages against the dying of the light. 
Having earlier commented that ‘the past is a mist’, the future now appears to 
him an endless dark horizon. Speculating on the weather, Andy wonders whether 
there’ll be sun or showers, ‘Or unceasing moonlight with no cloud? Or pitch black 
for ever and ever?’

‘One of the pitfalls we identified early on in Moonlight,’ says Leveaux, ‘is that 
because this is a play about dying, it could somehow have become cadent from 
beginning to end. That would have been wrong because it’s not a memory-play 
of that kind.’ Billington agrees. While acknowledging the contrast between ‘what 
we were’ and ‘what we become’ that recurs throughout Pinter’s work, he is quick 
to eschew any notion of ‘woozy nostalgia’ in the play. ‘You mustn’t complicate it,’ 
Leveaux reflects, ‘simply suggest the imprint of the past on the present.’33 The 
play demonstrates the various ways in which the one continually overshadows and 
haunts the other, not least in the form of Bridget. The dead daughter is no ethereal 
apparition but, says Billington, a ‘restless, pacing figure’ who directly impacts upon 
the present.
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Moonlight is, he suggests, ‘the most nakedly and unashamedly emotional of all 
Pinter’s plays.’34 Its origins were extremely personal. ‘In my opinion it derived 
from… his mother’s death, peacefully in a nursing home in Hove in early October 
[1992], at the age of eighty-eight,’ says Pinter’s widow, Antonia Fraser. ‘What 
tipped Harold into writing a play was, I believe, the fact that he was actually 
rehearsing to play the part of Hirst in his own play No Man’s Land at the Almeida 
Theatre at the time. Having spent most of his time with his mother in the summer, 
now he had to interrupt rehearsals to rush down to Hove at the end.’35

It was a particularly busy and traumatic time for the playwright. ‘Because of 
the pressure of events, Harold never had time to mourn his mother fully and 
Moonlight is, in part, an expression of that,’ Fraser explained in an interview with 
Billington. ‘But it also has many other sources such as the fact that Daniel [Pinter’s 
only child] for many years never had anything to do with his grandparents. It’s also 
a play about Harold’s own mortality. All that fed into it.’36
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Billington warns us against reading any writer’s work autobiographically. ‘It is 
always a mistake to assume that a character speaks for an author,’ he comments. 
‘But in mining his subconscious to create Andy, he [Pinter] also expresses his own 
darkest fears.’37 The temptation to draw comparisons between the terminally ill 
Andy and his creator is heightened, retrospectively, by Pinter’s long illness and 
eventual death from cancer in 2008. It’s in the preoccupying themes of the play, 
however, that Billington suggests Pinter’s own experiences are most evident.

‘Moonlight deals partly with the ambivalence of sons towards fathers, but it is also 
about a father’s fear of estrangement from his sons. To what extent is it inspired 
by the relationship between Harold Pinter and Daniel?’ In an earlier conversation 
with the critic, Pinter remained reluctant to discuss the play in terms of his own 
life. ‘I’ve... no doubt that my understanding of alienation was influenced by my 
own experience and my own observation,’ reflects the writer. ‘But I’m not the only 
person who is alienated from his own child.’38

Nevertheless, Billington detects a ‘private pain’ within the work. ‘Even though the 
play is not precisely and literally autobiographical, I would still argue that its power 
to move us derives from the fact that it is rooted in an overwhelming sense of 
personal guilt and loss. It has an authenticity that comes from experience.’39
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At eighty minutes in length, it was described by many as Pinter’s first full-length 
play in over a decade (since Betrayal in 1978). ‘I see it as the first play of Pinter’s 
middle period,’ commented Leveaux in an interview to coincide with the premier, 
in which he noted the departure the piece represented.40 This was a view 
shared by many, from Billington to Pinter’s widow. ‘In view of Harold’s general 
preoccupation with politics and the oppressed in many, many countries,’ observes 
Fraser, ‘it should be recorded that the first play he wrote in the nineties could not 
possibly be argued to be political even by the most wily interpreter of his art.’41

Fraser’s perspective on the play is more intimate than most, having been largely 
present for its creation. ‘What was unusual about Moonlight is that we were 
sitting in the same room as he wrote it and Harold was reading bits out as he went 
along,’ she recalled in an interview with Billington. ‘I don’t really have any creative 
input. What I do is provide a sounding-board. Once Harold has finished a play, 
you’d better believe it. It’s just that when the egg yolk is forming I happen to be 
there.’42

A dedicated diarist, Fraser kept a record of the play’s development in her journal. 
Pinter would keep her updated on its progress: ‘He gave me the odd bulletin: 
“A mother, a father, two brothers.” He began toiling through the frosty nights, 
in his Super-Study across the garden. “Maybe a daughter,” he said one evening. 
The characters were, as usual despite my protests, known as A, B, C & D. Now 
we had E.’ Despite her closeness to both the author and his work, Fraser insists 
her role was only ever that of a facilitator. A diary entry dated 15th January 1993 
reads: ‘Did the timing. Fifty-four minutes. Harold very firm: “This is a full-length 
play.” But later more scenes come to him. We’re up to sixty-one minutes... With 
all my timings, Harold calls me his editor. Not so. I was the midwife saying, “Push, 
Harold, push,” but the act of creation took place elsewhere and the baby would 
have been born anyway.’43

Billington describes the much-publicised opening night of Moonlight at the 
Almeida Theatre, on 7th September 1993, as ‘an ultra-fashionable event filled, 
before and after, with the noisy chat of London’s literati’.44 Fraser takes up the 
story in her journal: ‘The next morning (after the first night) Harold said, “Let’s face 
the music”, the familiar phrase, and went downstairs to fetch the papers. “Good 
God, it’s on the front page of the Guardian!”... Benedict Nightingale [former Times 
theatre critic] insisted on saying he was so pleased Harold had deserted politics – 
because frankly nobody can possibly pretend Moonlight is a political play. Harold 
delighted, unequivocally delighted.’45

Billington, whose paper put Moonlight on its front page, recalls the unanimously 
positive response of critics and audiences alike: ‘Pinter’s plays are frequently 
greeted with puzzled incomprehension on their first appearance. Not so here.’ 
Jack Tinker of the Daily Mail found the play oddly emotional and was struck by ‘a 
profundity and a passion I had not thought to see again’; while John Peter of the 
Sunday Times thought it ‘one of Pinter’s most haunting minor works’.46

‘Moonlight is a fine and moving play about dying, disconnection, loss and 
yearning for communion,’ comments Billington in conclusion. ‘But it is also a 
play about fathers and sons and, consciously or not, it seems to derive from 
deep inside Pinter’s own psyche… It showed [him] confronting his own grief and 
demonstrating, with unflinching candour, that in an age shorn of value-systems 
and beliefs, we face “death’s dateless night” in a state of mortal terror.’47
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Inside the rehearsal room

Resident Assistant Director Simon Evan’s 
Rehearsal Diary

Week one

I must confess to being slightly bewildered by MOONLIGHT on a first reading. If 
people asked me what it was about, I didn’t know what to tell them. ‘A man lies 
dying in bed dividing his remaining time between barbed witticisms and emotional 
remembrances with his wife/sparring partner, while elsewhere two sons talk 
in incomprehensible riddles and a young girl floats with an ethereal quality 
commenting (loosely) on her experience of existence.’ Thankfully this first week 
has been hugely clarifying, with Bijan Sheibani expertly illustrating that through a 
minute search for detail even the most cryptic of plays begin to open themselves 
up and reveal wonderful things.

In the days before rehearsals began I was charged with researching Pinter’s 
beautiful writing, with the uplifting task of extracting all references to death and 
sickness. This left me with a script almost completely covered in highlighter pen 
and, consequently, a much better understanding of the key themes of the play. I 
was also asked to explore the origins of some of the (apparent) non-sequiturs in 
the play, discovering that Pinter littered the script with references to verses from 
the Bible, Shakespeare and one of the most profane drinking songs I’ve ever had 
the joy to read!

Armed with copious notes, highlighted scripts and, proudly, the memorised lyrics 
to the aforementioned song, I joined Bijan and the Stage Management Team at the 
Jerwood Space on Monday morning and awaited the arrival of the Donmar team 
for the ‘Meet and Greet’. Staff and Creative Team assembled, Michael (Grandage) 
welcomed everyone and commented on the outstanding quality of the cast Bijan 
had put together. Bijan in turn thanked everyone for coming then handed over 
to our designer Bunny Christie to talk us through the model box – dark blue and 
haunting – before excusing the majority of the assembly and beginning the first 
weeks of rehearsals.

In my eagerness to assist I was determined to understand the writing as best I 
could and therefore came to each day of table work armed with a library’s worth 
of books on Pinter and MOONLIGHT. I felt confident that the information within 
would unlock the meaning of some of the more incomprehensible lines and 
illuminate the whole play for us all but, in the event, these books have remained 
virtually unread, other than a chapter on Pinter’s childhood in Hackney. Instead 
of seeking out what other people have said about the play, Bijan has spent the 
first few days leading the cast through the play in tiny detail, allowing them the 
freedom to ask questions of their own. As the chronicler of these questions I can 
vouch that they are multitudinous in quantity, ranging from, ‘Where did Andy go to 
school?’ to ‘Does Bel believe in God?’

As we went through the week, reading the play several times, discussing what 
characters say about themselves and each other and exploring what is left unsaid 
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through improvisation and discussion, we gradually began finding answers to 
some of these questions and, as if by magic, the beautiful resonance of the play 
started to emerge. It’s wonderful to write this now, at the end of the first week, 
with a feeling of earned understanding.

There have been so many highlights over the past few days: Deborah Findlay 
dancing with a scarf as she imagined Bel as a young girl; David Bradley enjoying 
the affections of two women in the role of a virile young Andy; or my own 
performance as Andy’s best man toasting his marriage to Bel, with a spontaneous 
East London accent. But the most joyful thing to come out of the first week, for 
me at least, is that if people ask me now what MOONLIGHT is about I might just 
be able to tell them.
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Week Two

During our second week of rehearsals I’ve had more opportunities to discuss the 
play with the various members of the company and have been heartened to learn 
that my early confusion about MOONLIGHT was shared by everyone. It made me 
feel much better about myself!

As we sat around the table early this week is seemed as though the fog might 
finally lift, as Bijan led us in further detailed discussions about the play, addressing 
some of the questions raised during the first week. However, it soon struck us 
that the play resembled a hydra, with every question answered seeding a host of 
new ones. Someone suggested that MOONLIGHT was a ‘riddle’ and certainly as 
each break was announced, rather than the usual dash for tea and coffee, the cast 
sat around quietly ruminating on everything we’d uncovered, if not solved.

Thankfully Stanislavski was on hand, so we combined our head-scratching 
theoretical discussions with a series of exercises to establish some reliable facts. 
Bijan instructed each cast member to go through the play and write out lists of 
what their character says about themselves, after which we went round the table 
reading these out loud. Everyone then pulled out anything the characters say 
about each other and read them directly to the character in question. That sense 
of theat, so associated with Pinter’s plays, was never clearer than when David 
Bradley said accusingly to Deborah Findlay, ‘You’ve been trying to find the boys for 
weeks. And Failing.’ And she replied, ‘They’re not here. They haven’t come.’

This was an invaluable process. As we charted what we could reliably extract 
from Pinter’s characters and continued to flesh out holes in our knowledge with 
incredibly detailed improvisations, we suddenly found ourselves with a shared 
understanding of the narrative and characters of the play. There were still a lot of 
layers to strip back and questions to answer, but as we finished work on Tuesday 
the whole cast seemed invigorated by getting a real handle on the play.

With all this preliminary work behind us, or at least spread out on the table 
before us, we began close work on the language. From Wednesday to Friday we 
read and re-read scenes, with Bijan expertly leading the actors through the play, 
experimenting with mood and pace and searching for the meaning behind some of 
Pinter’s apparent non-sequiturs. This was an incredible series of sessions because 
suddenly, and as if by magic, we realised how funny the play can be. Our initial 
readings had been bleak and morbid but under Bijan’s close and detailed direction 
the actors embraced Pinter’s style and came to understand that, delivered 
correctly, these lines are brimming with life and personality.

Personally I’ve had an exciting, if erratic, week. I was in the British Library on 
Tuesday morning charged with copying – verbatim – Pinter’s own preliminary 
handwritten notes on MOONLIGHT. On Thursday we relocated, albeit briefly, 
to the Donmar itself to try some staging in the space. It was here that possibly 
one of the most important lessons of the week was voiced. Checking angles 
in the stalls I heard someone in the company comment that Pinter’s language 
is comparable with Shakespeare’s verse. It has an intrinsic structure and set of 
rules which, if adhered to, unlock the plays completely. If ignored they render his 
language inaccessible. By the time Friday came around we had as a company 
begun to appreciate and embrace these rules and, despite the fact we’d spent 
a week discussing brain tumours, abandonment issues and teenage suicide, our 
final read-through was peppered with new understanding from the actors and 
raucous laughter from us, their audience.
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Week Three

This may prove to be the shortest of the reports I’ve written so far. This is not, I’d 
like to stress, to say we’ve had an inactive week. Far from it.

Fresh from her triumph at the Olivier Awards, our designer Bunny Christie joined 
us in the Production Office on Monday morning and began discussing costume 
options with the various company members. Our lighting designer Jon Clark joined 
us at lunchtime for a meeting with Bunny and Bijan, and I eavesdropped from a 
distance, hidden behind my invisibility laptop. It was a busy start to the week.

Elsewhere, in neighbouring Rehearsal Room Three, our work on the text picked 
up where we’d left off and continued apace, while I spent my Tuesday lunchtime 
discussing the rehearsal process with our Education Practitioner Dominic Francis 
and Bijan spent his Wednesday lunchtime discussing the entire production with 
Nick Giles. Friday found us, once again, generously relocated to the Donmar 
where we spent a few hours experimenting with staging possibilities.

The reason this might be a shorter report is because, for all the incredibly 
detailed work we’ve been doing on Pinter’s characters and language, most of it 
is impossible to quantify. Sometimes sitting around a table, sometimes moving 
around the stage, Bijan has simply continued to lead the company in more and 
more detailed experiments with the sound and meaning of Pinter’s words. The 
actors are adopting this practice superbly, approaching these cryptic characters 
with intelligence and intuition, working with Bijan to make the subtlest changes in 
pace and tone which suddenly illuminate something previously hidden.

The luxury of five weeks to rehearse a short piece like this is that we can do just 
this. Using our time to hone and polish, playing with ideas before discarding them 
for something more – or deliberately less – revealing. Peter Brook was right when 
he said, ‘There are no secrets’. It’s just good hard work. As we reach the end of 
our third week there’s no doubt it’s paying off.



25

Week Four

In my, admittedly limited, experience there always seems to be a section of any 
play which causes problems in rehearsal. A character says or does something 
confusing or non-consequential, or a few beats seem at odds with the rhythm of 
the rest of the scene. It’s moments like these that are changed daily in previews 
as we try to land on the best solution. MOONLIGHT seems to be made up almost 
entirely of such moments, which in the early days caused even our talented cast 
to screw up their eyes in perplexity. I’ve waxed lyrical already about the play’s 
cryptic quality and won’t raise my word count any further on the subject, suffice 
to say it’s a complicated piece and still, four weeks in, makes our heads ache 
sometimes.

It would have been easy, therefore, to breathe a collective sigh of relief (or even 
set off some small celebratory pyrotechnic display) when suddenly at the end of 
last week everything the characters said and did seemed to make perfect sense, 
and each scene – and so the play as a whole – soared to funny, moving, tense life.
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This is the stage we were at the beginning of the week. Everyone arrived for 
rehearsals with renewed enthusiasm, increasingly comfortable in their roles and 
the clear and engaging development of the scenes. We were in the Donmar on 
Monday, switching the intellectual for the practical by keeping a wary eye on 
angles. Then back into the Jerwood on Tuesday and, with the key to the play 
under our belts, I felt confident that this report would digress into an account of 
us sitting back on our laurels with a cup of tea and a biscuit, twiddling our thumbs 
confidently as we congratulated ourselves on unlocking Pinter’s puzzle.

However, I was soon reminded of a comment that Bijan made in the early days 
of week one, that just because something works doesn’t mean that something 
else wouldn’t work better. So, to my surprise, from Tuesday we began even more 
detailed work on the text, often resulting in completely different approaches to a 
scene or section. To my further surprise the actors embraced this whole-heartedly, 
jettisoning previously held readings in favour of new ideas. I can’t help thinking 
that the knowledge that they’d cracked a scene and had a working version ready 
to go spurred them on to make more interesting choices. The meaning remained 
as clear – or as deliberately misty – as Bijan wanted, but each section and set of 
characters became more detailed and interesting.

We continued this work throughout the week. Nothing was changed just for the 
sake of it, rather we were simply prepared to entertain new ideas in the pursuit 
of a better set of performances. The new variety in pace and tone between the 
sections that this work afforded gradually produced a more interesting whole. 
Considering how positive we all felt about our final run last week, we’ve continued 
to work really hard in week four and the show has taken another massive step 
forward.

Week Five

We began the last two days of our final week of rehearsals by opening our doors 
to the Donmar team, inviting them to observe the fruits of our theatrical labours. 
On Thursday this audience consisted of Michael and Nick alone, then on Friday the 
rest of the team arrived to give their own opinion. While it could be argued that 
trying to comprehend an existential play about death and division is hardly the ideal 
way to spend a sunny spring morning, the reception was absolutely wonderful. 
Both audiences sat in rapt silence for eighty-five minutes, hanging on the actors’ 
every word. Michael and Nick loved it and the Donmar team applauded long and 
loud when Bijan finally brought Bridget’s last painful silence to an end with the 
word, ‘Thank you’.

I had allowed myself a thought, back in the early days of rehearsals, that perhaps 
MOONLIGHT is more of an indulgence for actors and directors than an engaging 
piece of theatre for their audience. Certainly there is a huge amount for a company 
to get their teeth into and we’ve not shied away from that. Improvisations, 
discussions, Stanislavskian exercises and detailed textual work have all been 
implemented to pull back the layers and explore Pinter’s hidden meaning. It’s been 
a real exercise in theatre making. However, I had yet to be convinced that while 
we as an informed company knew the meaning of all those agonising silences, the 
audience wouldn’t be clock-watching, asking why the cast don’t pick up the pace 
or even speak in logical sequitors! After four and a half weeks of work, though, 
the response of our audience on Friday put these fears firmly to bed. They laughed 
at David Bradley’s caustic curmudgeon, then sighed with Deborah Findlay as she 
metaphorically hung up a phone on her sons. They revelled in Bridget’s beautiful 
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imagery, as well as Jake and Fred’s seemingly improvised language – as Daniel 
Mays and Liam Garrigan darted around the stage, quick in thought and word – then 
reminisced with Maria and Ralph, listening eagerly to their wistful remembrances 
of the past. It was a clear and mysterious triumph!

Watching it in the presence of an audience, I became aware of the play’s 
dreamlike quality. The scenes blend into one another silkily and additional work in 
the early days of this week – getting characters in one ‘space’ to respond subtly 
to events in another – has given the whole thing a contained and almost magical 
quality. Like any production it requires the audience to embrace that slightly 
hypnotic quality, but with actors of this calibre at the helm I can’t see any way an 
audience wouldn’t want to be carried along with them. It’s a truly remarkable piece 
of work – funny, moving and without doubt thought-provoking. Short but perfectly 
formed.

As a final coda I’d like to mention that when the last audience member left after 
Friday’s run, with the echo of applause still floating in the air, Bijan sat down again 
with Liam and Daniel looking at their scenes in even more detail. Perhaps it’s a 
play that can never be completely solved, but as long as theatres like the Donmar 
continue to work tirelessly to understand the work and produce it in such a 
detailed, thorough and respectful way, then we will always come to appreciate the 
puzzle and find ourselves continually surprised by this truly phenomenal author.
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An interview with Simon Evans, Assistant 
Director on MOONLIGHT

you confess to being confused by MoonLiGhT on your first reading and 
that, through rehearsals, you’ve come to a clearer understanding of the 
play. But how does that work for an audience who experience it only once, 
without the benefit of going back to re-read it? What do you hope they’ll 
take from it?

Moonlight raises many more questions than it answers. I think everyone will come 
out at the end with very different opinions about what individual lines meant, what 
was implied in a pause, who these different people were. I think what’s important, 
and the reason we’ve explored it in so much detail in rehearsals, is that we have 
come up with a structure which we feel fits the play. I’m sure a different company 
rehearsing it could find a completely different structure, but as long as we hold to 
ours then people will allow themselves that ambiguity.

What exactly do you mean by ‘structure’?

We’ve gone through the play and done a very standard set of Stanislavskian 
exercises – we’ve extracted all the known facts and all the imagined facts. So 
we’ve pieced together a timeline for these characters. We’ve treated them not as 
absurdist, Beckettian characters talking about nothing, we’ve actually tried to work 
out, ‘If this were a real situation (as indeed it is), why are they saying these things? 
What do they mean?’ Now that doesn’t mean we’re putting in lots of extraneous 
action or anything like that to make it clearer. It just means that we and the actors 
have a reality, so everything is very truthful. And I think that work is so important, 
not because it makes the audience necessarily clearer about what the play’s about, 
but anything where we weren’t clear would stand out like a sore thumb and seem 
like it’s from a different production.

are you thinking of any specific passages in the text? at first i found the 
exchanges between Jake and Fred particularly frustrating as they seemed to 
be deliberately confusing.

They are. But then to find a reason for that has been so exciting. The reason that 
we found, without giving too much away, is that there’s something about the 
environment these boys were raised in that made them start watching comedy 
on television. They became obsessed with the back-and-forth, very witty but 
slightly absurd wordplay of comedians like Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, the 
Two Ronnies and Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Their very quick dexterity. And 
after Bridget’s death they fall back very easily into that sort of semi-role play, 
lampooning their father and mother and mocking everything around them.

and they play-act the world of andy’s Civil service. is that a way of avoiding 
talking about the reality of their situation?

Of course. At one point Fred says, ‘Bridget was my sister, she understood 
me. She understood me well.’ And Jake replies, ‘She understood me too. She 
understood me too.’ There are lots of examples where that role-play falls away 
for a second. And then whichever brother has dropped the ball, revealing that 
there might be something more underneath, the other one comes straight back in, 
picking it up again and carrying on.
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it strikes me as a particularly difficult play to stage, such as the space 
occupied by Bridget. What are some of the challenges the company has 
encountered?

The script calls for three spaces: Andy’s room, Fred’s room and a third space that 
Bridget occupies. What we’ve tried to do, to begin with, is divide the stage in half 
– one half is Andy’s room, the other the boys’ – and the third space, that Bridget 
occupies, is everywhere. And what we’re starting to do, which is so interesting, is 
to keep the characters in their own halves at the beginning of the play. Then, as it 
develops, they start to bleed into each other’s halves, and what someone says in 
one room has some sort of ripple effect in the other. When you set up that Bridget 
is moving through those spaces, you see the whole space from her point of view. 
She can see both these places at all times, so we can as well. She can move 
between them, see the links between them. Little things that we start to see, like 
the brothers have a scene in which they pour each other a drink and in the next 
scene Andy gets up to find a drink. There’s something quite nice about that. Jake 
and Fred have some water and somewhere on this astral plane Andy wakes up 
and says, ‘I could really do with a drink all of a sudden.’ And Bridget can see this. 
It’s one of those things where, at the beginning, the audience may say, ‘That looks 
quite simplistic as a piece of staging, just them there and them there…’ But by the 
end, when you’ve seen how it becomes Bridget’s view of this, you realise how 
beautifully it’s been executed.
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and how does the design support that?

Well, it’s a very simple design. There’s a bed and a chair for Andy’s room, and a 
camp bed and a chair for Fred’s. But it’s all contained within this dark blue, and 
that’s boxed in with this rim of light. So it’s established as one space. This is 
one area that just happens to have these two sets of people in it. We’ve talked 
so much in rehearsal about the play as memory, and I could get myself very 
twisted up about this, but there’s something about this being Bridget’s memory or 
understanding of existence that comes down to these two boys and their father 
and mother. This is it. This is the entirety of it.

are you suggesting that in some way Bridget is focalizing or framing this 
world?

In a way. But then, having said that, there’s been lots of talk this week about 
the play being like a riddle and something that has so many answers, so many 
different ways of looking at it. Every line we’re going back and forth saying, ‘It 
could be this, or it could be that…’ In some cases we’re trying to choose one, and 
in others we’re trying to communicate both. Either way, the audience need to look 
at it and take something of their own away from it.
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But don’t you, the company, need to make choices? otherwise there’s a 
danger it becomes too confusing.

We absolutely need to because there’s a risk with Pinter, I think, that actors and 
directors luxuriate in those pauses. They’re not sure what’s being communicated 
and they hope that the audience will, and you can see that distinction. You can see 
when something is being communicated between two people. It’s very clear. You 
as an audience can interpret what you think is being communicated, but the actors 
have to know themselves what they are communicating otherwise, as you say, it 
becomes a mess of ideas with no direction at all. I think Pinter’s writing would sink 
if it didn’t have that intention behind it.

Michael Billington described Moonlight as the most personal of all Pinter’s 
plays and i’m wondering how that’s translated to the rehearsal room. have 
rehearsals been a particularly private process?

Yes, it’s been an incredibly personal one. We’ve done a lot of improvisation around 
the text, because Bijan was so keen to flesh out the lives of these characters 
so that we had answers for questions like, ‘Why is there a pause here? Why are 
they saying that?’ that could be rooted in something from the past. And so it’s 
become very personal as actors have spoken of their own experiences of death 
and memory, and memory of loved ones been and gone. And also the death of 
Bridget and the effect that that would have. Doing improvisations around that have 
been very painful in places, very tender. And then discussion afterwards. Usually 
in a rehearsal room when it comes to tea breaks the actors dash off for tea and 
biscuits, but this time everyone’s just sat there with this need to digest everything 
that’s happened. It’s really had a very profound effect.

it strikes me that there’s a range of age and experience in the rehearsal 
room.

Exactly. It is very much a play about mortality. Although I think, to be more 
specific, it’s about the effect that oncoming mortality has on memory, and on our 
need to remember, because there’s so much in there about the past. And there’s 
that wonderful line of Andy’s where he says, ‘The past is a mist.’ But all the way 
through, in other places, it’s about a man nearing the end of his life and trying to 
remember what has gone before.

In Andy and Bel’s last scene, effectively as he dies – we imagine that he dies at 
the end of that scene – we noticed that, with only a couple of exceptions, every 
one of his lines is a question to her. He’s sort of kicked everything out, he’s lost 
everything, and all he had throughout the play were his memories, and now at 
the end he doesn’t seem to have even those. He’s asking her for information. In 
that one line he asks, ‘Do you know what death feels like?’ and she says, ‘I don’t 
know.’ That is them, I think, being their most honest with each other.

The improvisations in our version have led us to believe that when Bridget died 
Andy just didn’t accept it. He denied it completely, and still does to this day. But 
in that last scene, his first line is, ‘Where are they?’ Now obviously on one level 
that is simply: ‘Are they here? Are they outside? You were supposed to find them 
and you haven’t.’ But on another level is it him, for the first time, asking, ‘Where is 
my daughter? On what plane is she? Because for the first time in the whole play I 
touch on the fact that I might know she’s dead. And so I then have to ask, “Where 
is she?” Because I’m going to be following in those footsteps soon.’
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But you could consider that Andy and Bel are dead as well. There’s so many ways 
that you can read this play. You can consider that Bridget is alive and the other 
four are dead. There’s infinite ways to look at it and we’ve found ourselves getting 
quite confused talking it through. So that again is why it’s so important to have 
some structure.

Can you tell me a little more about how director Bijan sheibani has worked 
on this play in rehearsals?

With something like this I think he works in a very collaborative way. My 
understanding of it is that he came to the first day of rehearsals having read the 
play, goodness knows how many times, but without actually having any answers 
ready – just with lots of questions. And that was very much the invitation all the 
way through to the actors: ‘Let’s discuss this and raise questions.’ One of my first 
jobs was writing up this enormous list of questions that had come out of these 
early discussions. And after that we tried to answer some of them, and some of 
them we realised we couldn’t answer.



33

I think the Stanislavskian exercises came out of a need for us as a company to 
have something to hold onto, something tangible in a play that is so open to 
interpretation. They were the standard, ‘What do you say about yourself? What do 
you say about other characters?’ But through that we managed to slowly start to 
build up a timeline. So we did that and put all those facts – imagined facts, genuine 
facts, all these sort of things – on a list, and then we saw where there were big 
holes in our understanding and that’s where we brought in the improvisations. In a 
play that is as ambiguous as this, Bijan wanted to make sure that when someone 
said, ‘Why did I say this?’ there was a wealth of experience that character had of 
their own life and the lives of each other.

So improvisations were introduced early on in rehearsals and all the actors got on 
board with that, certainly when they realised how useful it was. Bijan was very 
systematic. To begin with he did improvisations around things that are mentioned 
very specifically in the play. For example, there was a trip where they talk about 
word games, so we set up an improvisation where the family and Maria play some 
word games. There was another one where they go to the zoo and we saw that. 
Then we started to see things which our own improvisations had raised questions 
about, like, ‘When did Andy and Bel meet?’ So we saw that. It started from, ‘We 
have a question, I think this improvisation will offer us an answer to that question’, 
and then that improvisation set off lots of other questions. So suddenly we found 
ourselves with this timeline that went from 1938, when we said Andy was born, 
all the way down to 1993, with everything on there that tells this story.

And again it’s been so useful because of those pauses and those ambiguous lines. 
And they may still sound ambiguous to an audience, but at least they’ll know the 
actor doesn’t find them ambiguous. I always think in theatre that if a company 
reassures you from the word go that they know what they’re talking about and 
they know what they’re doing, you’re prepared to relax more and say, ‘Well, I don’t 
need to know all the answers’. Because you trust that the actors will get you to 
the end of the play safely.



34

What preparation did you do prior to rehearsals?

I re-read all of Pinter’s other plays and every book I could find about him. As a 
matter of practice for me, I went through the play and researched everything that 
was an obscure reference or a difficult word. My job, I think, is to make sure that if 
someone asks, ‘What does “libidinous” mean?’ I can say, ‘Well, it means…’ I have 
it there so rehearsals aren’t delayed by finding out the answer.

I also went to the British Library. Before he died, Pinter donated all of his 
manuscripts to them. I went there a couple of times and I was given his 
handwritten notes on Moonlight, which was amazing. He wrote the first notes on 
a plane to Mauritius – Air Mauritius – and there they are. And I’d read about this 
before in Antonia Fraser’s book. They were all there and that was amazing to see. 
You saw that Bridget’s character was quite a late introduction. She was originally 
called Eliza. In Pinter’s very first handwritten draft, Andy and Bel were called A and 
B and the brothers were also called A and B. He hadn’t decided on names. It was 
absolutely fascinating. and all of these books were in the rehearsal room.

That was something Bijan considered appropriate, in case the actors wanted 
to access anything?

Absolutely. I think he would be wary of anything that offers a direct answer, but 
he’s very keen for anything that stimulates more conversation. So in breaks people 
were reading various books about Pinter and coming back into rehearsal saying, 
‘I’ve read this…’ and then a conversation would start up about that. I think Bijan 
was delighted by that.



35



36

MOONLIGHT in performance

Practical exercises based on an extract from the beginning of 
the play
The following extract is taken from the beginning of the play. Sixteen year-old Bridget, unable to 
sleep, paces about, anxious to avoid waking her parents. In another room – and apparently in another 
time – Andy lies in bed, questioning his wife Bel regarding the whereabouts of their absent children.

•  Working as a group read through the extract and explore the dynamics of the scene. As a director 
what atmosphere do you want to create? Think carefully about tone and emphasis. Critical is 
considering the staging of the scene. How would you establish the two separate spaces – Bridget’s 
and Andy and Bel’s? You will need to think carefully about their positioning on stage, in terms of 
their relation to one another. (See the interview with Simon Evans above.)

•  You will also need to consider how you’d direct the two actors playing Andy and Bel in order to 
establish their relationship? Try the Stanislavskian exercise, used in rehearsals for MOONLIGHT, 
whereby an actor writes down everything their character says about themselves and everything 
other characters say about them. For example, Andy says of himself, ‘I’ve never harmed a soul’, 
while saying of Bel, ‘What a wonderful woman you were. You had such a great heart.’ (Note his 
calculated use of the past tense.) What do you learn about yours and others’ characters through 
this exercise?

•  Think about the following: How will you ensure the scene, the first of the play, achieves maximum 
impact upon the audience? How does that affect your approach to pacing it? You should also take 
into account the other elements of production. For example, what should the lighting be like? Is any 
specific sound required?

•  Once you have seen the Donmar’s production of MOONLIGHT consider how their staging of this 
scene compares with your own.

MoonLiGhT by harold Pinter
an extract from the beginning of the play (pp.1 – 3)

Bridget in faint light.
Bridget  I can’t sleep. There’s no moon. It’s so dark. I think I’ll go downstairs and walk about. 

I won’t make a noise. I’ll be very quiet. Nobody will hear me. It’s so dark and I 
know everything is more silent when it’s dark. But I don’t want anyone to know I’m 
moving about in the night. I don’t want to wake my father and mother. They’re so 
tired. They have given so much of their life for me and for my brothers. All their life, 
in fact. All their energies and all their love. They need to sleep in peace and wake 
up rested. I must see that this happens. It is my task. Because I know that when 
they look at me they see that I am all they have left of their life.

Andy’s bedroom. Andy in bed. Bel sitting. She is doing embroidery.
Andy Where are the boys? Have you found them?
Bel I’m trying.
Andy  You’ve been trying for weeks. And failing. It’s enough to make the cat laugh. Do we 

have a cat?
Bel We do.
Andy Is it laughing?
Bel Fit to bust.

4section
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Andy What at? Me, I suppose.
Bel  Why would your own dear cat laugh at you? That cat who was your own darling 

kitten when she was young and so were you, that cat you have so dandled and 
patted and petted and loved, why should she, how could she, laugh at her master? 
It’s not remotely credible.

Andy But she’s laughing at someone?
Bel  She’s laughing at me. At my ineptitude. At my failure to find the boys, at my failure 

to bring the boys to their father’s deathbed.
Andy  Well that’s more like it. You are the proper target for a cat’s derision. And how I 

loved you,
 Pause.

  What a wonderful woman you were. You had such a great heart. You still have, of 
course. I can hear it from here. Banging away.

 Pause.

Bel  Do you feel anything? What do you feel? Do you feel hot? Or cold? Or both? What 
do you feel? Do you feel cold in your legs? Or hot? What about your fingers? What 
are they?Are they cold? Or hot? Or neither cold nor hot?

Andy  Is this a joke? My God, she’s taking the piss out of me. My own wife. On my 
deathbed. She’s as bad as that fucking cat.

Bel  Perhaps it’s my convent school education but the term ‘taking the piss’ does leave 
me somewhat nonplussed.

Andy  Nonplussed! You’ve never been nonplussed in the whole of your voracious, 
lascivious, libidinous life.

Bel You may be dying but that doesn’t mean you have to be totally ridiculous.
Andy  Why am I dying, anyway? I’ve never harmed a soul. You don’t die if you’re good. You 

die if you’re bad.
Bel  We girls were certainly aware of the verb ‘to piss’, oh yes, in the sixth form, 

certainly. I piss, you piss, she pisses, etcetera.
Andy We girls! Christ!
Bel The term ‘taking the piss’, however, was not known to us.
Andy It means mockery! It means to mock. It means mockery! Mockery! Mockery!
Bel Really? How odd. Is there a rational explanation to this?
Andy  Rationality went down the drain donkey’s years ago and hasn’t been seen since. All 

that famous rationality of yours is swimming about in waste disposal turdology. It’s 
burping and farting away in the cesspit for ever and ever. That’s destiny speaking, 
sweetheart! That was always the destiny of your famous rational intelligence, to 
choke to death in sour cream and pigswill.

Bel Oh do calm down, for goodness sake.
Andy Why? Why?
 Pause.

 What do you mean?
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Questions on the production and further practical work
You may wish to work individually on completing these questions.
• When you go to see the Donmar’s production of MOONLIGHT consider the following:
•  How does the design establish the world of the play, in terms of its location and atmosphere? 

(Pinter’s opening stage directions call for ‘three main playing areas’, outlining two rooms which ‘are 
in different locations’ and a third area ‘in which Bridget appears’.)

• How does the production utilise lighting and sound to realise the above scene?
•  Elsewhere, what transformations take place within the main characters through the journey of the 

play? How do the actors embody these changes?
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Ideas for further study

reading and research

You may find it useful to read Harold Pinter’s other plays, all published by Faber 
and Faber:

Harold Pinter: Plays 1

(Contains: The Birthday Party, The Room, The Dumb Waiter, A Slight Ache, The 
Hothouse, A Night Out, The Black and White and The Examination)

Harold Pinter: Plays 2

(Contains: The Collection and The Love and several other shorter pieces from the 
same period – The Dwarfs, Night School, Trouble in the Works, The Black and 
White, Request Stop, Last to Go and Special Offer)

Harold Pinter: Plays 3

(Contains: The Homecoming, Old Times, No Man’s Land, four shorter plays, six 
revue sketches and a short story)

Harold Pinter: Plays 4

Contains: Betrayal, Monologue, One for the Road, Mountain Language, Family 
Voices, A Kind of Alaska, Victoria Station, Precisely, The New World Order, Party 
Time, MoonLiGhT, Ashes to Ashes and Celebration

There have been many books written about Pinter, including those listed in the 
bibliography below. Some other useful studies include:

Pinter the Playwright by Martin Esslin (Sixth Edition – Methuen, 1982)

Conversations with Pinter by Mel Gussow (Nick Hern Books, 1994)

Bibliography
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Faber, 1998)
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Correspodence between Noel 
Coward and Harold Pinter

“DEAR HAROLD…” “DEAR NOËL…”

Unlike most love stories, the beginning was not encouraging…

noël’s Diary (March 27th 1960)

“On Thursday I went to see The Dumb Waiter and The Room at the Royal Court, 
two soi-disant plays by Mr. Harold Pinter. They were completely incomprehensible 
and utterly boring, although fairly well acted. It is the surrealistic school of non-
playwriting. Apparently they received some fine notices. Nobody was there.”

Noël at the time was in a state of medium dudgeon with modern playwrights as 
a body. His own star was in the descendent as far as the London critics were 
concerned and he was on the point of writing a series of articles for The Times 
in which he would deconstruct the ‘Kitchen Sink’ dramatists, in particular John 
Osborne and Arnold Wesker.

In “A Warning to Pioneers”… “It is as dull to write incessantly about tramps and 
prostitutes as it is to write incessantly about Dukes and Duchesses  and even 
suburban maters and paters, and it is bigoted  and stupid to believe that tramps 
and prostitutes and under-privileged housewives frying onions and using ironing 
boards are the salt of  the earth and that nobody else is worth bothering about.”

But even as that appeared, he was having revisionist thoughts about one of their 
school.

Diary (May 2nd 1960)

“The Caretaker by Pinter at the Arts, which I went to with fear and dread… I 
loathed Dumb Waiter and The Room, but after seeing this I’d like to see them 
again, because I think I am on Pinter’s wavelength. He is at least a genuine 
original. I don’t think he could write in any other way if he tried. The Caretaker, on 
the face of it, is everything I hate most about the theatre- squalor, repetition, Jack of 
action, etc. – but somehow it seizes hold of you. It was magnificently acted by Peter 
Woodthorpe and Alan Bates and efficiently by Donald Pleasance. Nothing happens 
except that somehow it does. The writing is at moments brilliant and quite unlike 
anyone else’s.”
He was now a most definite convert…

Diary July 29th 1962.

“I saw The Collection… and was immensely impressed. He is the only one of the 
soi-disant avant-garde who has genuine originality.” 

Later that same year Caretaker Films was formed- a group that included Alan 
Bates, Lord Birkett, Clive Donne, Donald Pleasance and Robert Shaw- for the 
purpose of filming The Caretaker.
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Pinter wrote to Noël among others…

Fairmead Court 
Taylor Avenue 
Kew, Surry 
29.11.62

Dear Noël Coward,
We intend to make this film!
It would be wonderful if you could help.
Yours sincerely,
HAROLD PINTER.

Noël did help, to the tune of a thousand pounds in a budget of thirty thousand. 
When the Hollywood backers pulled out ten days before shooting was due to 
begin, Birkett recalls that they had to “find ‘angels’, just like a West End stage 
show.” His roll call of ‘angels’ was an impressive one: Peter Hall (a founder of the 
Royal Shakespeare Company), his then wife Leslie Caron, producer Harry Salzman, 
Peter Sellers, Elizabeth Taylor, and Richard Burton among them. Pinter wrote 
again, his letter as spare as his dialogue:

December 15th 1962

I can’t tell you how delighted I am with your help with the Caretaker!
Thank you.
We are very busy shooting. Most exciting.
Everyone sends their love and appreciation.
Why don’t you come down to Hackney one day?
Warm wishes.
HAROLD PINTER

Lord Birkett, the play’s producer, continues the story:

“Peter Cadbury (another investor) brought Noël down to the dismal Hackney 
house where we were shooting. Noël stayed for two days, came to rushes in Soho 
with us in the evening, and finally said he had to go back home to Switzerland in 
the morning, but would I please send him news from time to time of how the film 
was going. “I’ll send you lots of postcards,” I said, “but what’s your address in 
Switzerland?” Noël said, “Oh, just write ‘Noël Coward, Switzerland.’.”
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The new found friendship continued…

Diary (august 3rd 1965)

“The Homecoming… an extraordinary play, fairly obscure, superbly done and 
utterly professional. Ian Holm and Paul Rogers sensational. Pinter is a strange 
playwright. A sort of Cockney Ivy Compton-  Burnett. The end of the play went off a 
bit, but I was never bored for a second.”
He wrote to Pinter to congratulate him.

FLAT 4  
5 Queen’s Gate Place 
London SW7 
Aug. 6th 1965

Dear Noël,
… I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you felt the same way 
about the play as I did. I am so pleased.
I would love to talk to you. Perhaps  one day I shall descend by parachute 
on to your mountain stronghold. But on the other hand, when you’re next 
in London, please ring me, will you? And we can meet. You appear into 
London so swiftly and mysteriously, that there’s no way of knowing that 
you’re here.
By the way I haven’t been able to write to you before this as I was in 
Venice all last week. I’ve decided now, quite conclusively, that I detest 
beaches, sun lotions, heat and mosquitos.
I enclose a copy of the play with all my love.
And again, many many thanks.
Yours
HAROLD.

Les Avants sur Montreux 
Aug. 21st 1965.
Dear Harold,
I have just read The Homecoming twice through. I had thought that 
perhaps the impeccable acting and direction might have clouded my 
judgment of the play itself. But I was dead wrong. It reads as well if 
not better than it plays. Your writing absolutely fascinated me. It is 
entirely unlike anyone else’s.  You cheerfully break every rule of the 
theatre that I was brought up to believe in, except the cardinal one of 
never boring for even a split-second. I love your choice of words, your 
resolute refusal to explain anything and the arrogant, but triumphant 
demands you make on the audience’s imagination. I can well see why some 
clots hate it, but I belong to the opposite camp- if you will forgive the 
expression.
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Why don’t you fly out here for a night or two in September? I long to 
talk to you. I’m going to the South of France this minute until next 
Wednesday… please call me. I have just written three new plays. One 
long and two short, so sucks to you! I am going to grace the London stage 
in all three of them next March!
My love to Vivien and to you.
NOËL

The plays were Suite in Three Keys - A Song at Twilight, Shadows of the Evening, 
and Come into the Garden, Maude, which Noël would appear in on the London 
stage in 1966.

In the years that followed more and more commentators came to understand 
the unlikely professional support between the two writers. The clue lay in two 
separate Coward lines: ‘Suggestion is always more interesting than statement’, 
and the speech in Shadow Play in which he has Gertrude Lawrence say, ‘Small 
talk, a lot of small talk with other thoughts going on behind.’ 

Today a young playwright would consider it an accolade to be dubbed 
‘Pinteresque’. But Pinter could equally be called ‘Cowardesque’. 

There was to be a P.S. of sorts when in 1976 Pinter directed a revival of at the 
National Theatre. Noël had subtitled it the ‘Improbable Farce in Three Acts’ 
but at the first rehearsal Pinter told his cast firmly that he considered it neither 
‘improbable’ nor a ‘farce’. And perhaps he was right.
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