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Cast and Creative Team
Cast
ELEANOR BRON: ELLIE
Theatre: includes The Clean House (Northampton/Sheffield), All About My Mother
(Old Vic), In Extremis (Globe), Making Noise Quietly (Whitehall), Dona Rosita the
Spinster, Desdemona – If You Had Only Spoken! (one-woman show, Almeida),
A Delicate Balance (Nottingham Playhouse), Hamlet (English Touring Theatre),
The Miser, The White Devil, The Duchess of Malfi, The Real Inspector Hound,
The Cherry Orchard (NT), The Chalk Garden (Windsor), Oedipus Rex, Oedipus
at Colonus, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, Heartbreak House, A Family, Uncle
Vanya, Present Laughter (Royal Exchange), Duet for One, Betrayal, The Master
Builder, The Boy Friend (Bristol Old Vic), Hedda Gabler (Worthing), Cinderella (Lyric
Hammersmith), Private Lives (Nottingham).
Film: includes Street Dance, Wimbledon, Love’s Brother, The Heart of Me, Iris,
House of Mirth, A Little Princess, Black Beauty, Little Dorrit, Turtle Diary, Women
in Love, Two for the Road, Bedazzled, Alfie, Help.
Television: includes Foyle’s War, Casualty 1909, Fat Friends, Ted & Alice,
Vanity Fair, Wycliffe, Paris, Ruth Rendell: The Strawberry Tree, Inspector Alleyn,
Absolutely Fabulous, Heartbeat, Rumpole of the Bailey, Quartermaine’s Terms, A
Month in the Country, Bouncing Back, My Dear Palestrina, Nina, My Father Knew
Lloyd George, Hour of the Lynx, Not So Much a Programme More a Way of Life.
Writing: several TV series with John Fortune, verses for Saint-Saëns’ The Carnival
of the Animals, Elizabeth Dreams (song cycle with John Dankworth), Life and
Other Punctures, The Pillow Book of Eleanor Bron and a novel, Double Take.

ROBERT GLENISTER: MR BROWNLOW
Theatre: includes Hedda Gabler (Theatre Royal Bath), Wrecks, Crimes of the
Heart, In the Heart of America (Bush), Never So Good, Blue Remembered Hills,
Ting Tang Mine, Fathers and Sons, Brighton Beach Memoirs (NT), The Winterling
(Royal Court), Uncle Vanya, An Ideal Husband, The Idiot, The Voysey Inheritance
(Royal Exchange), Measure for Measure, The Tempest, The Spanish Tragedy, Little
Eyolf (RSC), According to Hoyle (Hampstead), The Duchess of Malfi (Greenwich),
Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Crucible), Tango at the End of Winter
(Piccadilly), The Cherry Orchard (Leicester), Gotcha, Killing Time (Shaw), Stuffing
It, Buried Treasure (Tricycle), Romeo and Juliet, Rosencrantz & Guildenstern Are
Dead (Newcastle Playhouse).
Film: includes Creation, Laissez Passer, The Visitors, All Forgotten, Secret
Rapture, Quadrophenia.
Television: includes Moving On: Skin Deep, Law and Order, Spooks, George
Gently, Warriors: Spartacus, Hustle, Ruby in the Smoke, Legless, Class of 76,
Jane Hall’s Big Bad Bus Ride, The Real Prince Regent, Eroica, Between the
Sheets, Origins of Evil, Roger Roger, A Touch of Frost, Heartbeat, Murder, Sirens,
Midsomer Murders, My Fragile Heart, Dirty Work, Bramwell, Aristophanes, Prime
Suspect, Persuasion, Landing on the Sun, Only Fools and Horses, Medics, Boon,
Kinsey, Soldier Soldier, Blood Rights, Chancer, Ending It, Buddy Breathing, Cover
Her Face, Sink or Swim, Watching, Long Term Memory, Me and the Girls, Lonely
Hearts Kid, Two Weeks in Winter.
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HELEN MCCRORY: CELIA
For the Donmar: Old Times, Twelfth Night, Uncle Vanya (also New York), In a
Little World of Our Own, How I Learned to Drive.
Theatre: includes Rosmersholm, Five Gold Rings, Platonov, Triumph of Love
(Almeida), Les Enfants du Paradis (RSC), Macbeth (Tricycle), The Devil’s Disciple,
The Seagull, Trelawney of the “Wells”, Fuente Ovejuna, Blood Wedding (NT),
Venice Preserved, Pride and Prejudice (Royal Exchange), Keelu and Du (Dublin).
Film: includes Fantastic Mr Fox, Becoming Jane, 4.3.2.1, Mrs Jones, Harry Potter
and the Deathly Hallows I & II, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, The Special
Relationship, Flashbacks of a Fool, The Queen, Casanova, Enduring Love, Does
God Play Football?, Charlotte Gray, The Count of Monte Cristo, Deep Down,
Hotel Splendide, Dad Savage, The James Gang, Interview with the Vampire, The
Flemish Board.
Television: includes Charles II, Dickens, The Garden, Doctor Who, Life,
Frankenstein, Messiah: The Harrowing, Sherlock Holmes, Carla, Dead Gorgeous,
The Jury, Lucky Jim, North Square, Anna Karenina, In a Land of Plenty, Split
Second, Spoonface Steinberg, Stand and Deliver, The Fragile Heart, Witness
Against Hitler, Trial and Retribution, Street Life, The Entertainer.
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PETER SULLIVAN: CHARLES
Theatre: includes The Power of Yes, Napoli Milionaria, King Lear, Richard III (NT),
The Gigli Concert (Druid), Rosmersholm, Lulu, Certain Young Men (Almeida), The
Pain and the Itch, Rock ’n’ Roll, Stoning Mary (Royal Court/Duke of York’s), Mercy
(Soho), Drummers (New Ambassadors), Way of the World (Lyric Hammersmith),
Measure for Measure (Contact), Tier Mon, Suz lol Suz (La Fura Dels Baus).
Film: includes Puritan, Monsieur N, Conspiracy, Christine Malry’s Own Double
Entry, The Day of the Jackal, Young Indiana, El Effecto Mariposa.
Television: includes The Thick of It, Spooks, New Tricks, The Fixer II, Krod
Mandoon, Trinity, Ten Days to War, Hancock and Joan, The Passion, Wire in the
Blood, A Very Social Secretary, Extras, The Brief, The Last Detective, Nathan
Barley, Sex Traffic, Single, State of Play, Close and True, Strange, Always be
Closing, Hope and Glory, Heat of the Sun, Peak Practice, Lord of Misrule,
Sometime Never, Backup, Chandler & Co, Devil’s Advocate, Date Rape, Over the
Rainbow.

HOLLY:
HARVEY ALLPRESS
Theatre: includes Shadowlands (UK tour).
Film: includes Never Let Me Go, The Crossing.
Television: includes Casualty, Jake.

LAURENCE BELCHER
Theatre: includes The Habit of Art (NT), Mary Poppins (Prince Edward), Scrooge
(Palladium), Whistle Down the Wind (Palace).
Film: includes Messengers 2: The Scarecrow, Shadow Within.
Television: includes Gracie!, Little Dorrit, Hell Bent for Leather.

FELIX ZADEK-EWING
Theatre: includes Oedipus (NT).
Television: includes Boy.
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Creative Team
SIMON GRAY: AUTHOR
Simon Gray was born on Hayling Island on 21 October 1936. He began his writing
career with Colmain (1963), the first of five novels, all published by Faber. He is
the author of many plays for TV and radio, also films, including the 1987 adaptation
of J L Carr’s A Month in the Country, and TV films including Running Late, After
Pilkington (winner of the Prix Italia) and Emmy Award-winning Unnatural Pursuits.
He wrote more than 30 stage plays, amongst them Butley and Otherwise Engaged
(which both received Evening Standard Awards for Best Play), Close of Play, The
Rear Column, Quartermaine’s Terms (winner of eight Obie Awards), The Common
Pursuit, Hidden Laughter, The Late Middle Classes (winner of the Barclays Best
Play Award), Japes, The Old Masters (his ninth play to be directed by Harold
Pinter) and Little Nell, which premiered at the Theatre Royal Bath in 2007, directed
by Peter Hall. Little Nell was first broadcast on BBC Radio 4 in 2006, and Missing
Dates in 2008.
His acclaimed works of non-fiction are: An Unnatural Pursuit, How’s That for Telling
’Em, Fat Lady?, Fat Chance, Enter a Fox, The Smoking Diaries, The Year of the
Jouncer, The Last Cigarette and Coda. The dramatisation of his diaries, The Last
Cigarette, co-authored with Hugh Whitemore and directed by Richard Eyre, played
in the West End in spring/summer 2009. In 1990 Simon Gray was awarded the
BAFTA Writer’s Award. He was appointed CBE in the 2005 New Year’s Honours
for his Services to Drama and Literature. He died on 7 August 2008.

DAVID LEVEAUX: DIRECTOR
For the Donmar: The Real Thing (also New York – Tony Award), Electra, Nine.
Theatre: includes Tales of Ballycumber (Abbey, Dublin), Arcadia (Duke of York’s),
Rudolph (Vienna), A Doll’s House (Tokyo), Three Sisters (Abbey, Dublin), Cyrano,
The Glass Menagerie, Fiddler on the Roof, Nine, Betrayal, Electra, Anna Christie
– Tony Award, A Moon for the Misbegotten – Tony Award (New York), Jumpers
(Piccadilly and New York), Sinatra Live at the London Palladium (London Palladium),
No Man’s Land, Moonlight, Betrayal, The Distance from Here (Almeida),
The Father (NT), ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore (RSC), A Moon for the Misbegotten
(Riverside).
Opera: includes The Turn of the Screw, The Marriage of Figaro (Scottish Opera),
Salome (ENO).
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MIKE BRITTON: DESIGNER
Training: Wimbledon School of Art, London.
Theatre: includes Statement of Regret (NT), The Winter’s Tale, Pericles, Madness
in Valencia (RSC), The Vertical Hour (Royal Court), That Face (Royal Court Theatre
Upstairs/Duke of York’s), A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Antony and Cleopatra,
Coriolanus (Globe), Period of Adjustment (Almeida), Walk Hard (Tricycle), Pure Gold
(Soho), Nakamitsu (Gate), Glass Eels, Comfort Me with Apples (Hampstead), The
Tales of Ballycumber, Three Sisters (Dublin Abbey), Hay Fever, Dial M for Murder
(West Yorkshire Playhouse), Henry V (Manchester Evening Post Award for Best
Design), Mirandolina (Manchester Royal Exchange), Wuthering Heights, The Lady
from the Sea (TMA Award for Best Design), She Stoops to Conquer (Birmingham
Rep), Les Liaisons Dangereuses, Arsenic and Old Lace, People at Sea (Salisbury
Playhouse), The Hypochondriac, Noises Off, Dr Faustus (Liverpool Playhouse),
The Morris (Liverpool Everyman), Don’t Look Now (Sheffield Lyceum & Lyric
Hammersmith), The Comedy of Errors, Bird Calls (Sheffield Crucible), Twelfth
Night (Plymouth Theatre Royal), John Bull’s Other Island (Belfast Lyric), Tartuffe,
The Gentleman from Olmedo, The Venetian Twins, The Triumph of Love, Dancing
at Lughnasa (Newbury Watermill), The Age of Consent (Edinburgh Pleasance &
Bush), Rudolf (musical for Vereinigte Buhnen Wien, Raimund Theatre, Vienna).

HUGH VANSTONE: LIGHTING DESIGNER
For the Donmar: includes A Doll’s House, Small Change, Mary Stuart (Apollo/New
York), Grand Hotel, Pacific Overtures – Olivier Award, Twelfth Night, Uncle Vanya,
Orpheus Descending, Juno & the Paycock, The Blue Room – Olivier Award, The
Front Page, Insignificance.
Theatre: includes The Real Thing (Old Vic), Arabian Nights (RSC), A Steady Rain
(New York), Tanz der Vampire (Vienna/Stuttgart), God of Carnage (Gielgud/New
York/UK tour), Shrek (New York/US tour), Boeing-Boeing (Comedy/New York/
UK tour), Spamalot (Palace/Melbourne/Las Vegas/New York/US tour), The Three
Musketeers (Boston), Present Laughter, Rafta, Rafta..., Market Boy, The Cherry
Orchard – Olivier Award (NT), The Pain and the Itch (Royal Court), Epitaph for
George Dillon (Comedy), The Graduate – Olivier Award (Gielgud), The Unexpected
Man – Olivier Award (RSC).
Opera: The Carmelites (ENO), Carmen (Opera North), The Bartered Bride
(Glyndebourne).

CORIN BUCKERIDGE: COMPOSER
Theatre Composition: includes Our Lady of Sligo, Jumpers (NT), King John, ’Tis
Pity She’s a Whore, King Baby, Transit of Venus, The Merchant of Venice, Richard
III, A Warwickshire Testimony (RSC), Twelfth Night (Regent’s Park), The Three
Musketeers (Bristol Old Vic), Arcadia (Duke of York’s).
Musical Direction: includes The Taming of the Shrew, The Jovial Crew (RSC),
Marianne Dreams (Almeida), Fosse (European and Japanese tour), Chicago (Italy
and South Africa), Hairspray (Shaftesbury).
Short Films: include It’s All Happening!, Ingrid Knows Best, The Man with No
Name, Henry Potter, Lilith, Grandad’s Dead, Catching the Moon.
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SIMON BAKER: SOUND DESIGNER
Theatre: includes, as Associate/FX Sound Designer, The Witches of Eastwick,
Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, Mary Poppins, Cats, Spamalot. As Sound Designer,
Boeing-Boeing (Comedy & New York), The Lord of the Rings (Theatre Royal, Drury
Lane, & New York), I Am Shakespeare (Chichester & UK tour), God of Carnage,
Our House (UK tour), Brief Encounter (Kneehigh Theatre, UK tour and US tour),
The Norman Conquests (Old Vic & New York), Complicit (Old Vic), Don John
(Kneehigh Theatre/RSC & world tour), Arcadia (Duke of York’s), The Birds (Gate,
Dublin), As You Like, The Tempest (BAM & Old Vic), The Real Thing (Old Vic).
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Background to the late middle classes

Simon Gray as playwright
‘So much of our life is spent not saying who we are, what we really do, what
we really think. What we really feel.’
Brownlow, Act One, Scene Three, THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES

‘Life in the theatre has not brought me anything more rewarding than
directing Simon Gray’s plays.’
Harold Pinter1
As a playwright, Simon Gray is the chronicler of what is unsaid. His plays are
inhabited by highly educated, professional people who find that words fail them
and who retreat into irony in defence. In this respect his style is similar to that of
Harold Pinter, who himself was drawn to Gray’s plays and directed many of them,
including the original production of THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES at the Palace
Theatre, Watford, in 1999.
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His plays can be defined as meticulously crafted, funny and often deeply moving,
succinctly capturing the discomforts and hypocrisies of the characters he creates.
Just as the piano teacher Brownlow in THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES can detect
every false note played by his pupil, Holly, so Gray as a writer has his ear trained
to humanity to hear every lie. No playwright in modern theatre has a more finely
tuned sensibility to what Auden called ‘the folded lie, the romantic lie in the brain.’2
Simon Gray’s prolific output of forty plays is rarely documented in books about
post-war British theatre; this neglect could be put down to the style of his plays,
which were deemed to be out of step with the times in relation to left-wing stateof-the-nation dramas being written by many of his contemporaries, such as David
Hare and Howard Brenton. A certain stigma was also attached to playwrights
such as Gray whose work was only produced in the West End. As Josephine
Hart points out in her programme note for the Donmar’s production, ‘there is a
strange custom in contemporary theatre which ranks the political as of greater
consequence than the examination of the human in conflict with itself.’

THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES in context
‘Very nice! All you English, you say that about everything — everything is
always very nice — I am very nice, you are very nice, we are very nice, the
house is very nice, God himself is very nice — or it’s a very nice bomb, nice
gas, nice, nice, nice — England is very, very, very nice — what a pity it isn’t
also very, very, very kind, huh? Because kind is nicer. Much nicer.’
Ellie, Act One, Scene Three, THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES
THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES exemplifies Gray’s preoccupation with the betrayals
of contemporary middle-class life, ‘that peculiarly English cruelty of bumbling
other people to their own destruction.’ The adulterous husband, Charles, in
THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES is a recurring motif in Gray’s work. Betrayal and
disappointment in marriage is often counterbalanced in his plays with enduring
friendships between men. This is exemplified in THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES by
the relationship between Holly and Brownlow.
THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES typifies the style of Gray’s later plays which are
marked by a melancholy at the failure of human relationships and our inability to
really communicate with each other; Gray encapsulated this theme in the title of
his play Simply Disconnected (1996).
Of all his plays, THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES is the most autobiographical. Gray
was born on Hayling Island, the setting for the play, and, like Holly, went to school
there in the 1950’s before receiving a scholarship to Westminster school. Like
Holly, Gray also emigrated to the new world in his late teens: Gray’s father was
also a pathologist, as is Holly’s father, Charles, in the play. As a playwright, he
drew heavily on his own experiences in creating the bewildering adolescence of
Holly.
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During the rehearsal process for THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES, the cast and
creative team discovered what an immaculately constructed play they were
working with. ‘There is a real sense of causality in the piece ’ explains Assistant
Director, Titas Halder, ‘ because one scene happens, another has to happen. This
is not just about the juxtaposition of scenes – a huge event in one scene has
ramifications for a character in another’.

The practical exploration of the text revealed how the characters hide their
behaviour, covering their true feelings with language. Power relationships became
central to the scenes, for example, between Celia and Charles when they confront
the issue of Holly’s paternity, raised in the second half of the play, ‘ you think you
are being led in one direction and then all of a sudden one character subverts the
picture’ adds Halder.
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The characters in the play
“What they [my characters] are is simply creatures of the imagination…
people who seem to have an interior life, to some degree a life of the mind,
but that’s part of who they are and that’s all I know about them.”
Simon Gray3

HOLLIDAY SMITHERS (HOLLY)
A twelve year old adolescent boy and promising young pianist, caught between
the conflicting emotional needs of the adults in the play.
THOMAS BROWNLOW
Holly’s piano teacher, an Austrian émigré and composer who appears emotionally
dependent on Holly’s creativity: he views Holly as a combination of muse, child
companion and object of desire.
CELIA SMITHERS
Holly’s emotionally demanding mother, whose frustrations at finding a role for
herself in the austerity of post-war England are exacerbated by the geographical
isolation of living on Hayling Island.
CHARLES SMITHERS
Holly’s emotionally illiterate father, a pathologist, who, like his wife, is struggling to
find motivation and purpose in a world changed forever by war.
ELLIE BROWNLOW
Brownlow’s Austrian mother who has exiled herself within the confines of her
own home, fearful of the outside world impinging on her safety.
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Synopsis for Act One, Scenes One and Two
Below is a synopsis of the opening two scenes of the Donmar’s production of the
play which delineates the outward actions and behaviour of the key characters.

Act One, Scene One
The scene takes place in the Brownlow’s sitting room in a house on Hayling Island,
near Portsmouth, on the South Coast of England. It is autumn, early evening.
The time is the present. BROWNLOW, in his seventies, is sitting in an armchair,
dozing. The doorbell rings. The unexpected visitor is HOLLIDAY SMITHERS
(HOLLY), a man in his mid-forties and former pupil of piano teacher BROWNLOW.
BROWNLOW hasn’t seen HOLLY since he was a boy of twelve. ‘Are you real?’
enquires BROWNLOW, ‘Yes, quite real’ responds HOLLY, who holds out his hand
to him. The two stand, hands clasped. BROWNLOW leaves the room to fetch
HOLLY a drink. HOLLY goes over to the piano, and tries to work out a tune on the
keyboard. He shakes his head in exasperation as he can’t quite find it. As he does
so, his younger self, aged twelve, comes and takes his place alongside him at the
piano. The action moves seamlessly into the music fuelled memories of the next
scene.
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Act One, Scene Two
The second scene takes us back to the Smithers’ sitting room on a spring evening
in the early nineteen-fifties. HOLLY, as a child of twelve, is playing the piano.
CELIA SMITHERS, his mother, enters, dressed for tennis and carrying a racquet.
She brings a furious energy into the room, her tennis partner, ‘that bloody Moira’
has let her down, this leads her into a tirade of abuse about ‘this bloody island’.
‘That’s why you’ve got to win a scholarship’ she tells HOLLY, ‘to get us off it.’
HOLLY recommences playing the piano and CELIA watches him. He reminds her
of ‘one of the young chaps in the war, one of the fighter pilots. He had the same –
same intensity – as if there was nothing else in the world but the music.’ She tries
to recall the piece HOLLY is playing, believing it to be Beethoven, when it is fact a
composition of BROWNLOW’S, entitled ‘A Bagatelle for Mio’ (which CELIA reads
as ‘Miaow’ and believes is dedicated to a cat). HOLLY tries to convince CELIA
that he would like to give up the piano and take up the violin instead. She blocks
his arguments, which leads him to bang his hands down hard on the keyboard in
anger and despair. CELIA reprimands his behaviour. He apologises to his mother,
who offers a compromise: if they get to London she promises him he will be able
to learn the violin.
14

HOLLY picks up his satchel and makes to leave to go to his room and finish his
French homework. CELIA again blocks him; she wants him to stay where she can
keep an eye on him – ‘I never know what you get up to in your room these days’.
She refuses to enter into a discussion with HOLLY about what she means by this:
she’s going to get HOLLY’S father to talk to him about it.
As HOLLY resumes his homework, CELIA watches him, lights a cigarette and
lies on the sofa smoking. Suddenly, struck by an idea, she gets up, goes to the
telephone and dials the number of another tennis partner, Bunty. Her conversation
with Bunty – who it becomes evident is in league with Moira – doesn’t go well
and the call ends with Bunty hanging up on her. This exacerbates CELIA’S feelings
about her situation, ‘really, these people – these people on this bloody island’.
HOLLY continues to focus on his homework, not responding to his mother’s
outbreak. She looks at him, sits back on the sofa and allows her lids to become
slack and her eyes vacant. HOLLY becomes increasingly aware of the stillness
from the sofa, he stares at her with increasing terror, believing she is dead and
goes to the telephone to call his father. CELIA stops her game; the episode brings
HOLLY to the verge of tears, ‘you’re always doing things like that’, he proclaims,
‘why?’ She apologises for her behaviour, which she calls ‘just a silly game’
The doorbell rings. It is BROWNLOW. HOLLY rushes to the piano. CELIA greets
BROWNLOW with the outward appearance of warmth, although calls him by the
wrong name. She obviously hasn’t spoken to him at any length before, as she
is usually ‘dashing off’ to her tennis. She volunteers to ‘get out of the way’ and
leave them to their lesson. He asks her permission to take the telephone off the
hook, as it’s ringing can be ‘very disruptive.’ CELIA is at first reluctant to do this, as
there are sometimes calls from the hospital for her husband, who is a pathologist.
BROWNLOW apologies for his request, he wouldn’t have dreamt of asking this
if he’d known Dr Smithers was in the house. CELIA admits that he isn’t in the
house, so goes reluctantly to the telephone and takes the receiver off the hook.
BROWNLOW and HOLLY are left to their lesson. ‘Well, here we are again’, says
BROWNLOW, ‘just the two of us, surrounded by the foe. And visible this time.’
He asks how HOLLY is getting on with his composition – his ‘what’s-it’ as CELIA
had called it. HOLLY replies that it gets ‘easier and easier’ the more he gets to
know it. ‘Ah. Then you’re not developing a feeling for it’ responds BROWNLOW,
‘it should get more and more complicated the more you get to know it.’ He calls
HOLLY by his nickname, Mio, so we realise that the ‘Bagatelle for Mio’ has been
written by BROWNLOW especially for him. HOLLY addresses BROWNLOW as
‘Sir’, for which his teacher admonishes him, ‘who is this ‘sir’ you keep referring
to? I thought we’d got rid of him weeks ago.’ The name he prefers to be called by
is ‘Lowly’. HOLLY begins to play the bagatelle. BROWNLOW groans. ‘Did I make
a mistake?’ enquires HOLLY. ‘No. I did’ responds BROWNLOW, taking the score
and stuffing it in his pocket. He requests HOLLY play something more ‘worthy
of his gifts’. HOLLY begins to play the opening bars of ‘Moonlight Sonata’. There
is a sudden discord and BROWNLOW winces but HOLLY continues playing.
BROWNLOW reprimands HOLLY for ignoring his mistake when he should have
turned to his teacher for help. He sits down besides HOLLY at the piano so that
HOLLY can observe his hands playing. He has a velvet touch and his head moves
very slightly to the music. He stops, nods at the keyboard and at HOLLY. HOLLY
starts again. BROWNLOW at first watches his hands, then, as if against his will,
turns, and stares at HOLLY’S profile. With an effort he gets up, walks softly around
the room, and as HOLLY reaches the point of the previous discord, passes it
successfully. BROWNLOW nods to himself and stares towards HOLLY, rapt.
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CELIA enters the room. She makes to speak but BROWNLOW stops her by
putting his finger to his lips. After a moment, he gently asks HOLLY to stop.
CELIA apologises for interrupting, however, she needs to make a telephone
call. She commences to make a lengthy call to Mrs Milton to solicit some fresh
eggs for ‘the doctor’s’ supper – an omelette.’ She then makes another call, this
time to her husband, CHARLES, to pick up the eggs on his way home – at which
point he walks into the room; he’d tried calling her to let her know he was on the
way home, but ‘the line was constantly engaged.’ CELIA attempts to introduce
CHARLES to BROWNLOW, but can’t recall his name, so instead refers to him
as ‘Holly’s piano teacher.’ CELIA asks if her husband could hear HOLLY play ‘that
thing you wrote for your cat?’ BROWNLOW smiles, ‘It’s not so much a thing as
a bagatelle.’ BROWNLOW acknowledges that the bagatelle is quite advanced,
‘but then so is your son.’ CELIA seizes on this compliment about HOLLY’S talent
for the piano, ‘there, you see, what did I tell you? Straight from the horse’s
mouth – and all your talk about violins!’ BROWNLOW looks at HOLLY. There is
a silence. HOLLY defends his remarks, ‘Oh, Mummy, I didn’t mean I wanted to
give up the piano exactly – I like the piano – but I’d like to know more about the
violin.’ HOLLY begins to play the bagatelle from memory and soon encounters
difficulties. BROWNLOW sharply requests him to stop. CELIA pours drinks for
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herself and CHARLES and idly chats about how best to fetch the eggs from Mrs
Milton. BROWNLOW suggests that he should leave, and make up the lesson next
time. To avoid getting in CELIA and CHARLES’ way again, he proposes that future
lessons take place at his home; he doesn’t as a rule allow his pupils to use his
piano, ‘but Holly has got such an exceptional touch that he won’t be a danger to
it.’ He also feels that it is time HOLLY ‘got the feel…of a more delicate instrument.
A more responsive one.’ It is decided that HOLLY can do his prep before the
lessons and that BROWNLOW’s mother can make him his tea. BROWNLOW also
uses this opportunity to mention that the lessons will now be twice, as opposed
to once, a week. When CHARLES suggests that this arrangement might interfere
with him teaching his other pupils, BROWNLOW replies that he hasn’t got any
other pupils, only a number of ‘musical clodhoppers’ whose parents insist they
learn to play the piano. HOLLY, he assures them, ‘has a very considerable gift’ and
is ‘a privilege to teach’. The arrangements are confirmed and BROWNLOW leaves,
with HOLLY showing him to the door. HOLLY is then dispatched to pick up the
eggs from Mrs Milton, leaving CELIA and CHARLES alone.
CHARLES is relieved that BROWNLOW has left; CELIA questions whether it
is ‘alright’ for HOLLY to go to BROWNLOW’S house for lessons, ‘ a bloody
sight better than my coming home and finding him here’ responds CHARLES.
CHARLES is adamant that he wants to pay for any extra tuition as he doesn’t
want to be ‘beholden’ to BROWNLOW, ‘something about the chap – odd – that
handshake.’ CELIA asks CHARLES if he thinks BROWNLOW may be a Jew?
‘Could be’, responds CHARLES, ‘anyway, something slightly off about him.’
CELIA comforts CHARLES after his long day. Now they are ‘back in civilian life’,
CHARLES considers how ‘difficult it is getting used to things as they used to be’
before the war. As they caress each other, CELIA is reminded of her discovery that
HOLLY has started masturbating, ‘his sheets every morning – I thought something
was up when he began making his bed so tight.’ CELIA asks CHARLES to have
a word with him, to let him know ‘that what he is going through is all perfectly
natural and normal. That’s what we’re meant to do, isn’t it, these days in the
1950’s – or you anyway, as a father – be open and honest? And – natural.’ CELIA
goes to HOLLY’S satchel and triumphantly produces the magazine HOLLY has
been using – a magazine for naturalists – with a sheet of paper where he’s been
writing down his imaginings. There is the sound of the door and CELIA desperately
crams the magazine and paper back into the satchel as HOLLY re-enters the room.
He announces that Mrs Milton only gave him one egg, while at the same time
observing that the satchel is in a different place. The news about the egg infuriates
CELIA: – ‘Really, this island, these people’. As she sweeps out to make supper,
egg in hand, she suggests that CHARLES and HOLLY have ‘a little chat’.
HOLLY attempts to leave the room to go upstairs and finish his prep. CHARLES
suggests he remains in the room for a couple of minutes and engages him in a
preliminary chat about his music and forthcoming scholarship exams. When he
finally manages to cut to the chase, he is interrupted by the telephone ringing, and
HOLLY takes this opportunity to get up and leave the room. The call is from the
hospital; CHARLES has been called back in to do a post-mortem. CELIA enters,
and offers sympathy that he has to go back to work after supper. CHARLES tells
her that he and HOLLY have ‘had that little talk you wanted’, and is happy to report
‘it’s all just as I said it would be – normal.’ CELIA calls HOLLY for his supper and
then addresses CHARLES, ‘I wish it wasn’t mainly powdered eggs but there, I’ll
put the fresh one in your bit for being such a dear old Chaps.’
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Inside the rehearsal room

The world of the play
The play is set on Hayling Island. Anyone who has visited the island will appreciate
the isolating quality of its location, almost cut off from civilization. ‘It is a very
peculiar place’ says Resident Assistant Director, Titas Halder, who was brought up
in neighbouring Portsmouth, ‘it remains slightly stuck in time’. The creative team
believe that this quality of the island impacts on the play and adds a magic to its
setting. In the design, this magic is emphasized by placing a light box around the
periphery of stage, which gives the sense that the setting is floating slightly above
reality. This light gives the sitting room carpet that it frames the appearance of a
floating magic carpet of memory.
The production emphasises two distinct worlds. The first is the Smithers’
household, which is the middle class environment, the second is the Brownlows’
household, which designer Mike Britton intends to be a piece of pre-war Vienna.
Because we are located in this latter world at the beginning and end of the play,
Britton wants to create the sense of an antique and slightly preserved location.
Both households are decorated with elements of a naturalistic room and key
pieces of furniture – including the seminal piano. However, the rooms are not
intended to be literal, and have the appearance of being disembodied and not quite
there. The key design concept here is that the audience is witnessing memories
of the past through Holly and Brownlow’s eyes, rather than being placed
naturalistically in the rooms where the memories are located.

Timeless characters versus a 1950’s period setting
‘Truth is timeless, it has no accent and is beyond class and is as easily found
in Moliére’s court as in Chekhov’s dying estates, in Rattigan’s drawing
rooms as in Gorky’s lower depths. It lies in the interior and Gray was always
on his way to the interior.’
Josephine Hart4
The way Gray has written the interaction between his characters made the most
immediate impact on the cast and creative team during the rehearsal process. In
this sense the play has become slightly timeless for them, as Halder explains:

The first thing that struck us about the period setting is it’s much more
buried within the counter-relationships; there are some plays where you
notice all the references to the period and think you’ve got to look up this or
research that, but, with this one, you almost notice the period second because
the character relationships are written so well. So, the manner in which the
characters behave is absolutely determined by the period, but what they do
comes first.5
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A lot of rehearsal time has been spent working out character relationships in
conjunction with background information about the time period and Hayling Island.
For example, the bridge connecting Hayling Island to the mainland constructed
in 1956 hasn’t been built yet. This fact supports Celia’s feelings of frustration and
isolation at being exiled on what she terms as ‘this bloody island.’ The island also
acts as a metaphor for Brownlow and Ellie’s exile.
The 1950’s setting also explains why Brownlow’s friend, Teddy, is never directly
referred to as homosexual. This was a time when it was illegal to be involved in
homosexual acts. So, the cast and creative team can conclude that Brownlow
is not intentionally lying or doing anything untoward by emitting this fact from
the Smithers’ – it is a matter of enforced censorship on his part because of the
law. It isn’t an issue about a character hiding something, and being dishonest,
it’s about the constraints of the period dictating what that character can say.
And if Brownlow has potentially had a relationship with Teddy, the time period
means that he is going to have to hide that from everyone else at all costs, so his
behaviour is going to be affected by that. ‘It’s about considering all the information
in front of you and looking at what the characters do in the scene’ explains Halder,
‘And just questioning if there is anything in the period that means they act in a
certain way.’

20

There are moments in the play where the audience may well ask questions about
the relationship between Brownlow and Holly, and part of this goes back to the
time period. One of the key triggers in the play arises from Brownlow taking Holly
on a trip to London to see a concert. ‘Brownlow is in a position of responsibility, so
there is no concept that he would do anything improper, and, indeed, he doesn’t’,
says Halder, ‘It’s about what Brownlow feels internally – that’s where the moral
ambiguity lies. And that’s where it’s up to the actor and director to discuss exactly
what is going on in Brownlow’s head.’
So, it can be seen that a key focus for the actors has been trying to separate how
their character would react now, in the present, and how they might have reacted
then. For example, the role of woman as wife and mother in the 1950’s household
is diametrically opposed to what it is today. In a sense, there is potentially a
subservience to be adhered to in the production’s 1950’s setting, something which
Helen McCrory has had consider in preparing the role of Celia for performance. For
example, how would she behave towards Charles when he returns from work?
Would she be taking off his shoes? Would she get him the footrest? ‘There has
also been a lot of exploration into understanding that the characters have real
emotions concealed beneath their manners’ concludes Halder, ‘ and that there are
points in the play where their main objective is to smother what they are really
feeling, yet knowing underneath there is this fire under the ice. ‘
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Themes emerging from rehearsals
The power of memory
This theme was the starting point for the cast and creative team. As discussed
earlier, it was fundamental to the design concept for the production and arises
directly from the structure of the piece: the play’s opening and closing scenes set
in the present cocoon the remainder of the action, which is based on Holly and
Brownlow’s memories:
BROWNLOW
The more memories you have, the more difficult it all becomes.
HOLLY
You mean the memories teem about and get in the way?
BROWNLOW
Well, no, not teem about. Not quite as lively as that. They bob up.
HOLLY
What sort of memories?
BROWNLOW	Well, just memories. Of days gone by. (Little pause.) You, for instance.
You bob up now and then. Quite often, in fact.
HOLLY
Do I?
BROWNLOW
Do I ever bob up for you?
HOLLY	Oh, yes. This afternoon, when I was walking about the island. I went to
see the old house, well, the family house, and one thought led to another
and that led to another and then finally up you bobbed again.

22

THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES, Act One, Scene One.
The power of memory both seduces and destroys, as the embittered closing
moments of the play demonstrate when Holly relentlessly pursues Brownlow to
recall ‘A Bagatelle for Mio’, the music he wrote especially for him:
HOLLY	Oh. But could it still be in you, lurking — waiting to come out again?
Perhaps if you tried on the keys for a few minutes, see if anything bobs
up? I’ll recognise it from just a few notes, I know I will. (Little pause.)
Would you mind? Um, giving it a go? On the keys?
BROWNLOW gets up, goes across to piano, sits on stool, puts his hands out as if to play.
Turns.
BROWNLOW	I’d rather not. I’d really rather not. There hasn’t been music for years
— no concertos, no bagatelles, not even dreams of concertos, not even
memories of bagatelles — nothing, for years and years. So why have
you come here? You come looking me up like this, from so long ago, out
of the blue, out of the darkness, remembering this, trying to make me
remember that — what do you want? What do you want? To punish? To
forgive? (Laughs.) It’s too late — far too late —

THE LATE MIDDLE CLASSES, Act Two, Scene Four.
Music as magic
What Brownlow teaches the boy, which is essentially music – and which
the cast and creative team believe stands for magic – became central to the
rehearsal process. It’s a theme that really came to the fore when Robert Glenister
(Brownlow) started to have his first piano lessons. The introduction of music into
the rehearsal room suddenly changed his scenes with Holly. Crucially, Celia and
Charles don’t understand what Holly can do; Brownlow teaches Holly something
which his parents can’t comprehend. The music becomes their connection,
something ethereal which transcends the routine of daily life. ‘A twelve year old
boy is not going to understand what that is, but they are going to understand how
special it is’ explains Halder, ‘I think that is why Holly carries on this relationship
with Brownlow; because he teaches him this amazing thing. So I think that ‘music
as magic’ was an unexpected theme that we all encountered in the rehearsal
room.’

Portrait of the artist as a young man
The autobiographical nature of Gray’ s writing has haunted the rehearsal room.
The cast and creative team have felt the personal connection between the young
playwright and the young Holly. A key question that the play raises is, what is it
like having an artist’s sensibility at a young age? This theme is intertwined with
those of memory and music, as exemplified in the play’s penultimate scene. As
Holly returns home late on Sunday evening from his outing with Brownlow, his
driving objective is to capture the spirit of the music he experienced during the
trip:
HOLLY: 	Do you mind if I just play something? It was in the concert last night
and we’ve been practising playing it from memory this afternoon but I’m
afraid it’ll slip away if I don’t do it once more before I go — (Notices that
CELIA isn’t paying attention, turns to piano, begins to play thoughtfully.)
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Extracts from a rehearsal diary: Titas Halder,
Assistant Director
Week one
The first act is the most dense, and has meant that we have spent a lot of time
working out character relationships in conjunction with background information
about the time period and Hayling Island. The actors without exception are already
quite some way towards inhabiting their parts. David is creating a relaxed and
trusting atmosphere, in which everyone is uniting behind the brilliant writing. We
all feel that this play is the work of a dramatist at his peak and that the play is
beautifully constructed. The boys are doing a great job with Holly and are all doing
brilliantly in the room as well. There is some patience required on their part, as
they observe each other and rotate in and out of scenes, but their concentration
and energy has been excellent.
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Week two
As the play is comprised of big scenes with continuous action, the emphasis
is on quality rather than quantity of scene runs – David is working through the
sophisticated thoughts and character relationships with the actors carefully so that
we can watch the play run in longer chunks rather than being too stop start.
The disklavier has arrived, and is absolutely magic. It is such a brilliant thing
to have – the very fact that there will be the sound of a piano actually playing
onstage will make all the difference to the aesthetic of the show, so thanks to all
for making that happen. Under the tutelage of composer Corin Buckeridge, the
cast are now getting to grips with miming their pieces, which isn’t as terrifying as
might have been expected. Corin has managed to source a wonderful Viennese
folk song for Eleanor – the lyrics of which are about saying farewell to the War and
to Vienna itself. The boys have the slightly more unenviable task of trying to learn
some five-finger exercises which they will play live.
We’ve also had some great research materials pop up in the room – Mike has
left us with some amazing photography books of 40’s 50’s and 60’s Britain, and
we’ve managed to get hold of a brilliant book on 1950’s etiquette and manners.
I also received a very generous package of period photos of Hayling Island and
information about scholarships and school fees etc from Portsmouth Grammar
school, which also included a couple of lovely and apt pictures of a12 year old
(Holly-aged) Simon Gray in the school cricket team.
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Week 3
It’s been a week of consolidation and little breakthroughs over at London Bridge
this week. The big introduction to the room has been music – there are split calls
so that Robert, the boys, or Eleanor can go and have some time practicing with
the piano. This has meant that we have been able to hear parts of the Moonlight
Sonata and the Viennese Folk Song whilst rehearsing the scenes which has given
us a real sense of the magic that the music brings to the play. Due to their hard
work and practice, the boys and Robert are also now able to actually play the
first few bars of the Moonlight Sonata. David has been working carefully with the
actors to unpack the complex psychologies of the characters, whilst keeping sight
of the brightness and wit of the language and considering how those characters
might be constrained by the formalities of the period. Running longer chunks of
the play together has given us an idea of the momentum and turns of the play, and
has been a good platform from which to build intricate details such as Ellie hiding
her bottle of Sherry, and Holly’s tea-time ritual. So, there has been a real feeling of
the play gradually coming together over the week.
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Practical work
The following two extracts illustrate the relationship between:
Holly and his mother
Holly and Brownlow
• Explore each section of script practically and answer the following questions:
• How does Holly’s behaviour compare and contrast in each scene?
• To what extent do the codes and conventions of 1950’s England impact on the
way Holly conducts himself in each scene?
• What conclusions can you draw about Holly’s inward nature from each scene?

Extract One: HOLLY and CELIA, Act One, Scene Two
Holly is practising at the piano. Celia is trying to get his attention.
CELIA	What is that piece anyway — it’s been driving me mad trying to
remember — Beethoven, isn’t it?
HOLLY
Very nearly. It’s Brownlow. Mr Brownlow.
CELIA
Golly, really, you mean he writes it too? (Staring over HOLLY’s shoulder.)
HOLLY
Oh, yes. Thomas Ambrose Brownlow.
CELIA	Ambrose? Thomas Ambrose Brownlow? Is that hyphenated? Thomas
Ambrose-Brownlow?
HOLLY
No, that’s his middle name, I think.
CELIA	Rather precious to use your middle name. Especially when it’s Ambrose.
But I suppose if your name is Brownlow, Thomas Brownlow, and you
want to add a little splash, if you’re a composer — what’s it called?
(reading) Mio — ‘A Bagatelle for Mio’.
HOLLY
It’s miaow. It’s about their cat when it miaows.
CELIA	Doesn’t sound at all like a miaow to me. Except it’s soft and velvety so
I suppose that’s a bit like a cat. What does he do with them when he’s
composed them? Does he have them played by people — concerts, that
sort of thing?
HOLLY
He says they’re doing this on the Third Programme.
CELIA
The Third Programme, golly. Well, perhaps they’ll let you play it.
HOLLY
Actually, Mummy, I don’t want to do the piano any more.
CELIA
What on earth do you mean?
HOLLY
I mean I don’t like it. And I’m not very good at it.
CELIA	Nonsense! Your Mr Ambrose says you’re the best student he’s ever had.
By far and away the best on the island anyway.
HOLLY
Yes, well, he doesn’t really mean it, he’s just being polite.
CELIA	You need your music, you know you do. You put it down on your
scholarship form that you played the piano as one of your main interests.
HOLLY
No, I didn’t. I put down music. And so if I change to the violin —
CELIA	The violin! How on earth do you think your father’s going to afford a
violin?
HOLLY
Well, we could sell the piano —
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CELIA	Sell the piano! It’s your legacy from your godmother. You don’t just sell
off legacies and buy something else you prefer.
HOLLY
I know I’d be better at the violin, I know it.
CELIA	But you’d have to start from the beginning and you’ve gone so far with
the piano and — well, you talk it over with him — (gesturing to music)
— he’ll know what’s best.
HOLLY
He won’t want me to give up the piano. And he doesn’t do the violin.
CELIA	Well, there you are. As he’s the only music person on the island you’ll
just have to stick with what he wants.
HOLLY
It’s not what he wants, it’s what I want.
CELIA
It isn’t what you want, it’s what will get you a scholarship.
HOLLY
I’ll give up the extra football training if you let me do the violin.
CELIA	Don’t be dilly, you’re captain of the first eleven, they wouldn’t dream of
letting you. And quite right too.
HOLLY	Can’t you ask Daddy at least and he can explain to Mr Brownlow and if I
only took half my pocket money we could probably find a cheap violin in
Portsmouth and somebody there who can teach me.
CELIA	And who’s going to ferry you there and back every time you have a
lesson? Your father, I suppose, as if he hasn’t got enough on his plate
— oh, I haven’t got time to stand here and argue about something so
completely absurd, for one thing I’ve the evening meal to think about, all
I’ve got is powdered eggs, a bit of lard and almost no butter —
HOLLY bangs his hands down on the keyboard in anger and despair.
CELIA
Don’t you dare do that! How dare you do that!
HOLLY
(after a moment) Sorry. (Little pause.) Sorry, Mummy. It’s just that — that
I’d love to learn the violin, that’s all.
CELIA	Well then, darling, if we get to London you shall, I promise you. And I’ll
tell your father, I promise. There. I can’t say fairer than that, can I?
HOLLY nods. He picks up satchel, makes to leave the room.
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Extract two: Holly and Brownlow, Act One, Scene Two
Holly’s lesson with Brownlow has just begun. Holly is seated at the piano.
BROWNLOW	
(Surveys HOLLY.) What a strange posture. You look as if you’re crouching
for a sprint. Waiting for the gun to go off. Turn around, if you please.
HOLLY turns around.
Back straight, if you please.
HOLLY straightens his back.
Arms out, fingers ready.
HOLLY stretches out his arms, hooks his fingers.
	No, no, you’re not going to savage the keyboard, you’re going to caress
it, if you please. There. (Makes caressing movements with his own
hands. Little pause.) If you please, mio.
HOLLY begins to make caressing movements with his hands. For a moment they are both
making caressing movements.
Now. Oh, one thing.
HOLLY
Sir?
BROWNLOW	Who is this ‘sir’ you keep referring to? I thought we’d got rid of him
weeks ago.
HOLLY
Sorry, Lowly. (In a mutter.)
BROWNLOW	You’re quite safe. They may be all around us but they’re not actually with
us. Nobody can hear you except me. Say it again without the apology.
HOLLY
Lowly.
BROWNLOW
That’s better. Once more. (Puts his hand on HOLLY’s cheek.)
HOLLY
Lowly.
BROWNLOW
Now explain to me why we decided you should call me Lowly.
HOLLY	Because you have low aspirations or why would you be bothering with
creatures like me?
BROWNLOW
Did I say that?
HOLLY
I think so. I think that’s what you said.
BROWNLOW	Well, now I shan’t be able to remember whether I said it or not. I’ll just
remember what you said I said and hope that it was really I and not
actually you that said it.
HOLLY
It was, Lowly, I promise.
BROWNLOW
(taking his hand from HOLLY’s cheek) Now, mio, to Lowly’s ‘Bagatelle’, if
you please. Unless you have a greater aspiration.
HOLLY turns to keyboard, begins to play ‘Bagatelle’. BROWNLOW stands, listening to music.
Lets out a groan. Stands in a posture of despair.
HOLLY
(turns slowly) Did I make a mistake?
BROWNLOW
No. I did. (Goes over, takes score off music stand, looks at it.)
HOLLY
Don’t you like it any more?
BROWNLOW
You play it as if I never liked it, mio.
HOLLY
I’m sorry. I do like it. Honestly.
BROWNLOW	Thank you. (Stuffs score into his pocket.) Play something more worthy
or your gifts, if you please. (riffling through scores on piano, picking one
out) Here, play this. (Puts score on music stand.) At least we’ll know
where we are.
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