Director’s Note

Still Life is one of ten short plays by Noel Coward that make up
‘Tonight at 8.30’, a cycle to be performed across 3 evenings
that was first produced at the Phoenix Theatre in London in
1936. Coward originally also directed and starred in all ten
plays opposite Gertrude Lawrence.

Coward himself said that “Still Life was the most mature of the
whole series .... it is well written, economical and well
constructed: the characters | think are true, and | can say now,
reading it with detachment after so many years that | am proud
to have written it.”

After the successful production of the play Coward expanded it
into a full length film script Brief Encounter in 1945, filmed by
David Lean and famously starring Celia Johnson and Trevor
Howard.

The Browning Version by Terence Rattigan was written and set
in 1948 and coincidentally also first performed at the Phoenix
Theatre in London. In conversation in the 1960s Rattigan
reflected on The Browning Version that ‘a play isn’t well made
if you think about how well made it is, if you think about the
wheels turning’.

It was subsequently made into two film versions with the
original 1951 version starring Michael Redgrave with the
screenplay by Rattigan.

While both Coward and Rattigan were popular and well
respected playwrights across the 1930s, 40s and 50s they fell
out of fashion with the new wave of ‘angry young man’ and
‘kitchen sink’ drama of the later 50s that conveyed a more gritty
realism and railed against emotional inhibition. Rattigan himself
described the ‘English Vice’ as our refusal to admit to our
emotions. Both Coward and Rattigan having good legal reason
at that time to suppress and conceal their true feelings.

The themes of these two plays explore the relationship
between Love and Duty, the damage that can be done by
repressing emotion and about ultimately finding the strength to
make the right choice (or at least a choice). Encouragingly, we
also see how an act of kindness can be transformational and
how, if we lighten up and get on with life, love can be fun along
the way.

We now live in an age where it is almost compulsory to
express our every emotion but has this also turned us into a
nation prone to tears and tantrums, ‘following our dreams’ and
‘doing what is right for me’. So what place has duty, restraint
and the Stiff Upper Lip today? None, thank goodness or have
we gone too far? Discuss. But ultimately Enjoy!
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