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 Tony Awards Honour Alan Ayckbourn  
Alan Ayckbourn has been honoured with one of the most prestigious awards in 

American theatre.  

On 21 April, it was announced Alan would receive a Special Tony Award for Lifetime 

Achievement in the Theatre at this yearôs ceremony on 13 June. 

The award offers a chance to recognise special achievement and are awarded to an 

individual, institution or organisation which has ñdemonstrated extraordinary 

achievement in theatre, but are not eligible in any of the established Tony Award 

categories.ò 

Alan Ayckbourn said he was thriller and honoured with the Award which comes just 

a year after an Ayckbourn play won its first Tony Award with The Old Vicôs transfer 

of The Norman Conquests winning Best Revival in 2009.  

The award also comes a year after the British equivalent, the Oliviers, also gave 

Alan the Special Award for his contribution to theatre. Alan is the first British  play-

wright to receive both awards.  

The Tony Awards will be presented in 13 June at Radio City Music Hall, New York 

the and further details can be found at www.tonyawards.com . 
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Bedroom Farce Reaction  

Taking Steps  

Directed by Alan Ayckbourn  

 
Orange Tree Theatre,  

Richmond  
Until 29 May, 2010  

Website  

If I Were You  

Directed by Joe Harmston  

 
UK Tour  

From 18 May, 2010  
Website  

Bedroom Farce  

Directed by Peter Hall  

 
Duke Of Yorkôs Theatre, 

London  
Until 10 July, 2010  

 

UK tour  
From 12 July, 2010  

Website  

Sir Peter Hallôs transfer of Bedroom Farce to the Duke Of Yorkôs Theatre, London, 

opened to positive reviews on . Hereôs a quick guide to some critical reaction to the 

production which runs until 10 July. The productionôs website can be found here . 
 

The Times (Benedict Nightingale) Rating: 4/5 stars  
ñIt takes a while to get through the slightly stilted foreplay, but once Peter Hallôs 

Ayckbourn revival loosens up itôs a treaté.ò 

 
The Guardian (Michael Billington)  

ñHall's fine production brings out Ayckbourn's rueful comedyé. Although less of a 

revelation than the Orange Tree's sublime Taking Steps, this production reminds us 
that we still undervalue Ayckbourn's ability to mix mechanical skill and disquieting 

truth.ò 
 

Daily Telegraph (Dominic Cavendish) Rating: 4/5 stars  

ñTerrifically entertaining spectacle of lives falling apart like botched DIY jobsé. I 
donôt think thereôs anything else I need to add besides the injunction ñgoò.ò 

 
The Stage (Susan Elkin)  

ñHow well this timeless, hilarious take on marriage wears.... It has done well at the 

Rose and has now transferred to the West End with aplomb.ò 
 

Evening Standard (Fiona Mountford) Rating: 3/5 stars  

ñPeter Hallôs efficient production takes too long to hit its stride. Nonetheless, it 
warms up impressively in the second half .ò 

Communicating Doors  

Directed by Alan Ayckbourn  

 
Stephen Joseph Theatre,  

Scarborough  
In repertory 5 August -   

8 October, 2010  

Website  
 

Also on tour autumn 2010 -  

details to be announced  

mailto:admin@alanayckbourn.net
http://www.tonyawards.com
http://www.orangetreetheatre.co.uk/Taking-Steps/
http://www.kenwright.com/default.asp?contentID=576
http://www.ambassadortickets.com/782/669/London/Duke-Of-York%27s/Bedroom-Farce
http://www.kenwright.com/default.asp?contentID=1096
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/related-3614-peter-hall.do
http://www.sjt.uk.com


 
Raiders Of The Lost Archive  

For all the latest Ayckbourn news & links, visit the websiteôs Twitter link here  or at http://twitter.com/ayckbourn . 

 

For details of forthcoming professional and amateur Ayckbourn productions, visit the Alan Ayckbourn website here .  

Aprilôs Ayckbourn news was dominated by the surprise and very welcome announcement that Alan is to be      

honoured with the Special Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement in the Theatre.  

There has been a notable surge in productions of Alanôs plays in recent years around the USA and Alan has been 

delighted at the warm reception he and his plays have received at the Brits Off Broadway festival. With acclaimed 

productions of The Norman Conquests and My Wonderful Day in New York in 2009, this award caps a remarkable 

12 months for Alan with regard to America.  

Back on British shores, there could not have been a better opening for the two Ayckbourn productions currently 

running in London. Both Alanôs revival of Taking Steps at the Orange Tree, Richmond, and Sir Peter Hallôs revival 

of Bedroom Farce at the Duke Of Yorkôs Theatre opened to extremely positive reviews. Visitors to London could do 

far worse than capturing an Ayckbourn double -bill.  

Elsewhere, Liza Goddard is starring in a short tour of Alanôs well-received 2006 comedy If I Were You starting later 

this month.  

In this monthôs issue of the Pendon Pennant, we continue the exploration of Alanôs plays on the small screen 

bringing it up to date. The multi -media theme continues with Images Of The Month looking at the film versions of 

Alanôs plays and next month, weôll be looking at the radio adaptations of Alanôs plays - obviously without pictures!  

Simon Murgatroyd, May 2010  

Media Round - Up & Listings  

¶  Alan Ayckbournôs Official Websiteôs administrator has launched a new blog Archiving Alan Ayckbourn, offering 

an insight into his work on Alanôs website and as the playwrightôs archivist. It is designed to offer a more       

informal look at Alan from an archiving perspective as well as Ayckbourn news not covered on the site and an 

insight into the more obscure areas of the website. The blog can be found here . 

¶  A tour of If I Were You is taking place from May produced by Bill Kenwright and starring Liza Goddard. Liza 

appeared in the world premiere of the play in 2006 and this production is being directed by Joe Harmston. Full 

tour details have not yet been confirmed, but it will be visiting the Windsor Theatre Royal, Richmond Theatre and 

Devonshire Park Theatre, Eastbourne. Full details of the tour will be carried on the Bill Kenwright website here .  

¶  The websiteôs first book, Sight Unseen: The Unseen Ayckbourn Guide , is still available from publishers Lulu. The 

120 page approved book looks at many of the withdrawn, unpublished, non -canon and unwritten plays from Alan 

Ayckbournôs career and is written by Alanôs Archivist Simon Murgatroyd. It is available here . 

News In Brief  

Other Headlines  

Alan Ayckbournôs Taking Steps A Success At The Orange Tree 

There is only a month left to catch Alan Ayckbournôs acclaimed revival of Taking 

Steps at the Orange Tree Theatre before it closes at the end of May.  

The play, directed by Alan Ayckbourn, has been a great success for the theatre and 

Meg Dobson, press officer for the Orange Tree, said the play had received ñbrilliant 

reviews and audience feedbackò and was playing to ñpacked houses.ò 

Taking Steps closes at the Orange Tree, Richmond, on 29 May and early booking is 

advised to avoid disappointment. For more information visit the theatreôs website  or 

to book online  Click here  or call  the box office on 020 8940 3633.  

 

Photograph: Emily Pithon and Matthew Cottle in Taking Steps at the Orange Tree, 

Richmond. Photograph by and copyright of Robert Day.  

New Ayckbourn Reunion event announced  

The first Ayckbourn Weekend will take place later this year at the Stephen Joseph Theatre, Scarborough,        

celebrating the 10th anniversary of the Ayckbourn And The Round events which ran from 2000 -  2005.  

The new event, hopefully the first of a range of Ayckbourn - themed weekends, will offer a chance to see Alan 

Ayckbournôs new play Life Of Riley and a revival of Communicating Doors , both directed by the playwright, along-

side a day with Alanôs Archivist Simon Murgatroyd looking at his early withdrawn plays, including a exclusive   

exhibition of Ayckbourn rarities and a chance to hear extracts from the early plays.  

It will also be a reunion marking the anniversary of the Ayckbourn And The Round events and will be available 

exclusively to past participants of the Ayckbourn And The Round events. Future events will be open to the general 

public. The Ayckbourn Weekend / Reunion will take place on 8 -  9 October 2010 and is priced at £95.  

If you would like further information about this or future events, please email: admin@alanayckbourn.net . 

http://www.alanayckbourn.net/NewsInDepth.htm
http://twitter.com/ayckbourn
http://www.alanayckbourn.net/Listings.htm
http://www.ayckbourn.blogspot.com/
http://www.kenwright.com/default.asp?contentID=1134
http://www.lulu.com/product/paperback/sight-unseen-the-unseen-ayckbourn-guide/6016792
http://www.orangetreetheatre.co.uk/
https://kiosk.iristickets.co.uk/k?v=orangetree
mailto:admin@alanayckbourn.net


 
Ayckbourn On The Small Screen  

Ayckbournôs Adventures On The Small Screen 

Part 2: 1980 ï 1989  

By Simon Murgatroyd  

 

Between 1969 and 1989, Alan Ayckbourn had 15 plays broadcast on television in the UK. For many people, it 

would be their first experience of a specific play or even of the playwright himself and Alan himself once noted that 

television takes in a far wider and varied audience than theatre can ever hope to.  

But that does not necessarily mean that plays written for the stage necessarily work on television or that just  

because they can be adapted for the small screen, they should be?  

During the 1980s, a number of Alanôs most famous plays were broadcast and clearly illustrate this argument. For 

while some did good service to the original play, others are so far removed from the original intent, they bear 

scant resemblance to what Alan wrote.  

The 1980s began with an attempt to transfer the wildly successful National Theatre production of Bedroom Farce  

to television. This had been one of the venueôs biggest early hits and had transferred to both the West End and 

Broadway.  

Bedroom Farce  was produced by Granada television and directed by Christopher Morahan, who had worked with 

Alan on the Nationalôs production of Sisterly Feelings . Alanôs main bone of contention (and one which he has had 

with practically every film) was its running time. The play was allocated a two hour slot including adverts, which 

actually meant 104 minutes rather than its stage length of 135 minutes. A rather brutal cut to what is a taut play.  

However, the play retained much of the original cast (with the exception of Michael Gough being replaced by   

Michael Denison as Ernest) and it was a huge ratings success leading to protracted attempts to create a spin -off 

television series.  

It was not necessarily a terribly successful adaptation though and illustrated a peculiarity of Alanôs writing. He 

frequently talks about using cinematic techniques within his plays and Bedroom Farce  makes particular use of the 

cross -cut. However, this is still a theatrical version of the cross -cut which arguably didnôt translate well to the 

screen. The quick and seamless jumps between bedrooms on the stage was not successfully captured and a lot of 

the pace was lost (which becomes a problem when youôve already cut half-an-hour of your running time).  

Despite its shortcomings, its ratings success led the British Film Institute to screen it at the National Film Theatre 

in 1998 during the Popular Television Of The ó70s And ó80s festival. 

It would be five years before the next major Ayckbourn adaptation. In the meantime in 1984, Alan was asked to 

contribute to the English Files education series for a programme about bringing plays to the stage. Alan wrote a 

short one act play,  A Cut In The Rates , specifically for the documentary, which recorded the process from        

read - through to rehearsal to the first live performance at the Stephen Joseph Theatre In The Round. A fascinating 

and unique insight into Alanôs working practises; this has rarely been seen since. 

1985 saw the first of a trilogy of Ayckbourn adaptations in quick succession, which heralded the best attempt yet 

to successfully bring Alanôs plays to screen. All were produced by Shaun Sutton for the BBC and directed by     

Michael Simpson. They featured strong ensemble casts, many of whom had worked previously with Alan.  

The first was Absurd Person Singular  in 1985, which featured Michael Gambon, Maureen Lipman and Geoffrey 

Palmer. The running time was approximately the same as the play and there were minimal alterations to the play-

text.  

Interestingly ï and unusually ï the director chose not to expand the plays out from their original setting and   

remain confined to the kitchens. With clever editing, Simpson ingeniously worked around the limitations of the 

confined space and avoids it feeling too theatrical.  Alan himself reported he was happy with this film.  

This was quickly followed by Absent Friends , the best known of this BBC trilogy. It was broadcast in September 

1985 and is generally remembered for Julia McKenzieôs extraordinary performance as Diana; her pivotal speech 

about the Royal Mounted Police is done in one shot with the camera slowly tightening onto her face and remains 

very powerful.  

Running slightly abridged, but not noticeably so, it also remains bound to the living room and also features a nice, 

understated performance by Tom Courtenay as Colin. The strength of McKenzieôs performance persuaded Alan she 

was perfect for the West End transfer of Woman In Mind , which she won huge plaudits for. Again, the film stayed 

true to the play and remains one of the best adaptations of Alanôs plays. 

Christmas Eve 1986 saw the premiere of Seasonôs Greetings, which in 2003 was selected by the British Film    

Institute as one of the best examples of the ótelevision playô. Again Michael Simpson directed a strong ensemble 

cast in a programme which ran for 110 minutes ï again a slight reduction on the stage running time but infinitely 

better than the original plans for a 90 minute version. Remaining faithful to the play, it completes a strong trilogy 

of films for the BBC and is by far the film which receives the most requests for information from Alanôs website. 

The unlikely success of these three plays ï sadly never made available commercially ï should have boded well for 

future productions. Unfortunately, it didnôt. 



 
In 1987, the BBC produced a highly ambitious film of Way Upstream , which even had its première at the London 

Film Festival. In hindsight, it was probably too ambitious.  

The play is infamously set on a cabin cruiser, afloat on a flooded stage, which cruises into near fantasy territory. 

It is an intensely theatrical creation and part of its inherent appeal is the unlikely experience of watching a boat 

moving on water on stage, experiencing torrential downpours. It is a coup de theatre.  

The obvious decision to film it on a real boat on a real river was taken. Challenging, no doubt, but the wonder of 

the piece is instantly lost. Boats on a river you can see everyday, boats on a river on stage not so much.  

The director Terry Johnson was obviously dedicated to the piece and put a great deal of thought and effort into 

transferring the play onto the screen, but as has happened in other Ayckbourn adaptations (the film of A Chorus 

Of Disapproval  being a prime example), at some point it simply ceases to be Alanôs play and becomes a film 

sharing a plot and character but not the same intentions. The running time lost an hour to fit a 90 minute slot, 

the play was cut, dialogue moved and along the way, the humour was lost.  

Broadcast on 1 January 1988, the play generated a huge amount of attention and strong ratings, but as Alan 

would later admit, it had become less his play and more Terry Johnsonôs view of the play. There is nothing    

inherently wrong with that, but stood side by side, the play and the film bear little resemblance to each other; 

although the film does have several very effective scenes as well as an extra -ordinary (but possibly for the 

wrong reasons) dream sequence at the climax. Crucially, the over - riding optimism in the relationship between 

the protagonists Alistair and Emma and much humour is subsumed in the film by darkness and a quite          

unexpected level of violence. The intentions were good, but the end - result does not really reflect the intentions 

of the play.  

Which brings us full circle to Relatively Speaking ; the first filmed Ayckbourn play is also, as of writing, the final 

Ayckbourn play to reach British television.* Broadcast in 1989, it saw Shaun Sutton and Michael Simpson back in 

the picture with a cast featuring Nigel Hawthorne as Philip and Imogen Stubbs as Ginny.  

Itôs a fair question to ask, other than its popularity, why Relatively Speaking  was chosen for television. The play 

famously manages to stretch credibility ï and essentially one joke -  to absolute breaking point without snapping. 

The characters are utterly subservient to the plot ï Alan himself has noted it is a play from a period where he 

concentrated on technique and plotting. This is crucial as Simpsonôs previous adaptations were ensemble     

character pieces and worked well on TV precisely because they concentrated on the characters. Relativity  

Speaking ôs character are wafer light and do not bear scrutiny. Nor does the plot; if the audience is allowed time 

to reflect on whatôs happening, the game is up. The play barrels along sweeping the audience along, only      

afterwards might they question what has happened.  

The film, despite being in period and featuring Nigel Hawthorne and Imogen Stubbs, just feels slightly lost and 

suffers from some strange production decisions. The actors seem uncomfortable and what remains an extremely 

funny piece of nonsense on stage, just becomes a likeable, but not particularly funny situation comedy on     

television.  

This marked the end of televisionôs 21 year relationship with Alan Ayckbourn. For whatever reasons ï the decline 

of filmed plays on television, a perception for a period of Alan being unfashionable ï there have been no       

television adaptations in the UK since 1989. Ironically, during this period there has been an increasing number of 

foreign language adaptations of his plays never seen in the UK or the USA.  

And with the passage of time, memory of the television plays grows dimmer. Only The Norman Conquests  has 

been made available commercially, but there is no sign of any others being released in the foreseeable future or 

being repeated on television.  

Which is a shame, for despite their inconsistencies and often poor reflection of the original play, they remain for 

many people an introduction to Alanôs plays and an indication of the playwrightôs popularity that so many of his 

plays have been adapted for television and received such wide exposure.  

If the nature of theatre is transience ï which is one of the reasons why Alan Ayckbourn does not allow recordings 

of his live productions ï then in a sense, these TV plays have also achieved this. Unseen for so long and unlikely 

to be seen again, they have achieved a transience of their own, surviving only in the memories of those who saw 

them and perhaps in this, they finally come closer to the plays themselves than was ever managed on screen.  

 

Copyright: Simon Murgatroyd 2010  

 

* The Revengersô Comedies (or Sweet Revenge as it was released) is sometimes regarded as a TV film, but it 

was actually always intended for cinema release. By Jeeves was actually commissioned by the Canadian     

Broadcasting Company and has never been show on television in the UK.  



 

Edited, compiled and written by Simon Murgatroyd  

The Pendon Pennant is published monthly by Alan 

Ayckbournôs Official Website www.alanayckbourn.net . 

If you have any enquiries,  please contact Simon     

Murgatroyd at: admin@alanayckbourn.net .  

Alan Ayckbournôs website: www.alanayckbourn.net  

Ayckbourn Twitter page: www.twitter.com/ayckbourn  

Press Enquiries: press@alanayckbourn.net  

Portrait of Alan Ayckbourn by Tony Bartholomew 

(www.bartpics.co.uk )  

Images Of The Month  

Images Of The Month continues the 

Ayckbourn in other media theme with a 

selection of images from the movie      

adaptations of Alanôs plays. 

Top left sees Sabine Azema and Pierre 

Arditi in Alain Resnaisô Cesar award-

winning Smoking / No Smoking , which 

adapted Intimate Exchanges . 

Centre left is Alan Ayckbourn and director 

Michael Winner (front centre) with the cast 

of A Chorus Of Disapproval .  

Right below sees Helena Bonham Carter 

and Jeremy Irons in The Revengersô 

Comedies  or Sweet Revenge as it was  

titled on its video release.  

At bottom are Lambert Wilson and Isabelle 

Carré in Coeurs , ( Private Fears In Public 

Places ) directed by Alain Resnais.  

All photographs are under copyright  
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