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Director’s Words
Maria Aitken

You don’t often get the chance to exhume a great 

joy—and that’s exactly what Michael Kahn and the 

Shakespeare Theatre Company have given us. When 

we mounted this production at the Huntington Theatre 

in 2012 it was one of the most joyful and pleasurable 

experiences of my career. I can scarcely believe that 

we are being given the opportunity to reunite the 

same cast and creative team here in Washington.

Private Lives is the most gossamer of all Coward’s 

plays, but it has a tensile strength beneath. Even if 

it’s sometimes described as “a plotless play about 

purposeless people,” it exerts a tremendous pull on 

audiences and participants alike. Some of it, to be sure, 

is the bliss of being allowed to take a moral holiday 

and relish bad behavior.

But most of it is being privy to great acting 

opportunities. Designers and directors take their 

place in line here—it is the acting that counts. And 

Coward creates glorious roles—more so than even he 

knew. He thought he’d written smashers for himself 

and Gertrude Lawrence and thrown in “a couple of 

puppets.” Not in the hands of my guys—or would they 

have come back?

It’s that terrible strength, you see—it’s dragged us all 

back—and pretty soon you’ll be caught up in it too. 

Thank you for having us.
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Coward’s Leading Lady
Maria Aitken Has Spent a Lifetime Playing Noël Coward 
Heroines—Now She’s Directing Them
by Drew Lichtenberg, Literary Associate

“Although I never knew him, Coward has had a profound influence on my life,” Maria 

Aitken says, and it is easy at once to see why. With her patrician good looks and posh 

accent, as well as her droll, understatedly wicked theatre stories, she is the spitting image 

of the Noël Coward aesthetic. In fact, Aitken seems to have sprung fully formed from the 

world of high comedy and into our own, an Anglophile Athena leaping from the head  

of Coward.

Aitken has starred in more of Coward’s leading roles than any other actress. Every year, she 

teaches a master acting class on Coward at Yale, NYU, Juilliard and The Acting Company. 

She has written a book on the subject: 1996’s Style: Acting in High Comedy. Just recently, she 

has become a Trustee of the Noël Coward Foundation, after a lifelong friendship with 

Graham Payn, the executor of Coward’s estate. “I was vetted by Graham,” she says. “I was in 

Blithe Spirit at the National Theatre, directed by Harold Pinter. It was the first Coward play I 

was in, and I remember everyone being very nervous about Graham coming to the preview. 

His word was law on whether we were really any good.” Evidently, Aitken passed the test.

Born in Dublin, Aitken’s mother comes from a long line of Anglo-Irish aristocrats, and her 

father, the he Canadian nephew of Newspaper magnate, Lord Beaverbrook, would later 

Photo of Michael Jayston and Maria Aitken in the Duchess Theatre’s 1980 production of Private Lives.
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serve as a British Member of Parliament. 

Despite these upper-class origins, Aitken 

caught the theatre bug, at the auspicious 

age of seven. “I wrote a terribly precocious 

play called Havoc Among the Lovers. I wrote 

the best part for myself and forced my 

unfortunate family to be in it. We had a 

newspaper, my brother and I, and every 

year my mother would have a ‘subscriber’s 

day’ where some 120 people would come, 

whoever read the newspaper. We did my 

play as the entertainment. I think it ran 

about 12 minutes.”

In fact, she says, her mother was inches 

away from a life in the theatre. “When  

she was young there was a West End 

casting call and they wanted a real sort of 

posh girl. It came down to her and Vivien 

Leigh. Neither of them had done any 

acting. Vivien Leigh got it and it launched 

her career, but it might have easily been  

the other way around. My mother was  

very beautiful.”

Aitken continued to study theatre while 

attending Oxford University. When she was 

19, Richard Burton returned to his old college 

with his then-wife, Elizabeth Taylor, to star together in an undergraduate production 

of Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus. “They just mucked in with us,” she says. “It was absolutely 

extraordinary.” As luck would have it, Aitken has now worked with three generations of 

the Burton dynasty, having just finished directing Kate Burton and her son Morgan Richie, 

in Chekhov’s The Seagull at the Huntington Theatre in Boston. “To see those blue eyes 

staring out at me after all those years was quite disturbing,” she says. “They actually have a 
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Coward’s 
Century
by Laura Henry Buda

1911

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

1918

The Great War 
finally ends  
on November 11, 
1918.

Coward’s writes 
The Rat Trap

1920

Coward’s first 
play is produced: 
I’ll Leave It To 
You. After 37 
performances 
audiences left it  
to him.

At the movies: 
Chaplin’s The Kid.

Maria Aitken in the Garrick Theatre’s 1989 production of 
The Vortex.

terribly good relationship, 

unfortunately,” she says, 

referring to Kate and 

Morgan.  

“Kate was very distressed 

by having to be mean to 

him in the play. It took  

an enormous amount  

of effort to get her to  

slap him.”

After Oxford, Aitken 

had an extensive acting 

career, including the 

West End premiere of 

Stephen Sondheim’s A 

Little Night Music. “Harold 

Prince directed me. I’d 

never been in a musical. He just made me able to do it, and we forged a real friendship.” 

She is perhaps best known, however, to American audiences for her appearance as John 

Cleese’s repressed wife in A Fish Called Wanda. She can also lay claim to having directed one 

of the most successful London-to-Broadway transfers of the past ten years, the Tony-winning 

adaptation of Alfred Hitchcock’s The 39 Steps. “I absolutely adore working on theatre in 

America,” she says, “and luckily America is keen enough on me to keep offering me work. I 

think they understand that I’m new to this, despite my advanced age, I’m still a newcomer 

to directing, really.”

The one true constant in Aitken’s career, however, has remained the plays of Noël Coward. 

In fact, as an actress, teacher and now director, it could be said that Aitken has become 

one of the foremost interpreters of Coward’s work. According to Aitken, playing Coward is 

innate. It can be taught, but most often it’s something you’re born with. “Coward has his 

own rather idiosyncratic punctuation. Just the collision of sounds takes you so far. I find 

every year when I teach, there are some students who take to it like ducks to water. You can 

read it like musical notation, and you can hear it in the performance immediately.”
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1921 

Coward’s play The Young Idea, lifted all too obviously from Shaw’s You Never Can Tell, is 
sent to Shaw for review. Shaw takes the time to edit it, writing notes in the margins such as 
“No you don’t, young author!”

“I have no doubt that you will succeed if you persevere, and take care never to fall into a 
breach of essential good manners and above all, never to see or read my plays. Unless you 
can get clean away from me you will begin as a back number, and be hopelessly out of it 
when you are forty.”

 -George Bernard Shaw, Letter to Noël Coward, June 27, 1921

Harold Pinter, Richard Johnson and Maria Aitken on the set of the National 
Theatre’s 1976 production of Blithe Spirit.
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She is particularly eager to revisit Coward’s Private Lives, which she directed at the 

Huntington with the same cast in 2012. The play, often regarded as Coward’s finest comedy, 

is a daring piece of work, according to Aitken. “It breaks every known rule of how a play 

should behave. Elyot and Amanda can’t live with each other and they can’t live without 

each other, which is the case before the play begins. If you think about it, nothing happens 

after the first act. The middle act is a slice of Bohemian life.” When it’s pointed out that 

she’s describing something that sounds more akin to a Beckett play, Aitken laughs. “I never 

thought of it like that, but you could say that. The focus is certainly on behavior rather than 

plot. It makes you consider the nature of love, in all its various forms. It’s certainly  

never boring.”

Part of what animates Aitken is Coward’s naughtiness. Aitken sees no resemblance between 

Coward and Oscar Wilde, to whom he is often compared. “I think there’s much more 

formality in Wilde [than in Coward]. You could do a bit to warm him up, you know? His 

characters don’t do erotic things, whereas Coward is rooted in something quite visceral. 

We had school children in Boston who came to see this production and thought they were 

making it up in the middle act, as if it was completely improvised.” She shakes her head 

emphatically. “Coward is naughty. It’s erotic. It’s scandalous. People are so puritanical 

nowadays, the idea that a man hits a woman creates great intakes of breath … even though 

she’s just whacked the crap out of him just before. There’s always a few critics who say it’s 

terribly funny, except for the line ‘women should be struck regularly like gongs.’ I think 

if it’s there, it’s there. You’ve got to go for it.” She thinks for a moment. “There’s a terrific 

amount of cruelty involved. Bad behavior is a sort of given in a Coward play. You have to 

embrace it.” 

How, then, can a director help actors beat on each other like gongs while also bringing 

out the uncanny music of Coward’s dialogue? Aitken smiles. “It’s totally different being an 

actor as opposed to being a director, but I still think of that musicality, of hearing the play. 

It has to bounce off the page. I can’t even look at it without hearing it in my inner ear.” 

When it comes to James Waterston and Bianca Amato, her Elyot and Amanda in  

Private Lives, she spares no hyperbole: “They just spark off each other. I can’t explain it. 

They’re Stradivariuses.”
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1922

Ulysses by  
James Joyce.

The BBC goes  
on the air.

1925

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s  
The Great Gatsby.

1924

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

Drew Lichtenberg is the Literary Associate and Resident Dramaturg at STC. He 
holds an MFA in Dramaturgy & Dramatic Criticism from Yale School of Drama.

Potent gLamour  
The Starry World of Private Lives
by Robert Sacheli

It began in a dream.

In late 1929, Noël Coward set off for an 

extended trip to the Far East. Planning to 

meet his traveling companion in Tokyo, 

he settled into the Imperial Hotel for 

an early night and recalled that “the 

moment I switched out the light, Gertie 

appeared in a white Molyneux dress 

on a terrace in the South of France, 

and refused to go again until 4 a.m., by 

which time Private Lives, title and all had 

constructed itself.”

That Coward’s vision had as its star one 

of London’s most ravishing performers, 

Gertrude Lawrence, makes perfect 

sense. He and Lawrence had been the 

closest of friends since they met as child 

actors, and their relationship was a 

source of rambunctious joy and creative 

inspiration—to say nothing of occasional but very real aggravation—throughout their lives. 

That Gertie had materialized gloriously costumed in a gown by a leading couturier is also 

no coincidence. Winding down a decade of groundbreaking successes, Coward and his plays 

had come to represent the last (and very witty) word in up-to-the-minute sophistication. It 

Noël Coward circa 1955-1960. Photo courtesy of the Noël 
Coward Estate.
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1927

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

Jolson’s The Jazz 
Singer is the first 
popular “talkie.”

1928

Strange Interlude by Eugene O’Neill premieres on Broadway 
with Coward’s dear friend, Lynn Fontanne, originating the 
role of Nina. After sitting through the whole seven acts, 
Coward agrees with Fontanne’s husband, Alfred Lunt: “If it 
had had two more acts I could have sued her for desertion.” 
In general, Coward felt postwar American playwrights like 
O’Neill were too concerned with the “significance” of their 
work.



seems only natural that the stage of his unconscious was as elegantly designed as any of his 

West End hits.

A few weeks later, with 27 pieces of luggage and a gramophone in tow, Coward was laid 

up with the flu in Shanghai’s Cathay Hotel. His memoirs describe a convalescence spent 

“sweating gloomily” and polishing off the writing of Private Lives: “The idea by now seemed 

ripe enough to have a shot at, so I started it, propped up in bed with a writing-block and an 

Eversharp pencil, and completed it, roughly, in four days.”

The work that enjoyed such a brief gestation has proven to be among the most enduring 

and frequently revived of Coward’s plays. Its lead characters Amanda Prynne and Elyot 

Chase are the most iconic couple in the Coward canon…The play was unlike any Coward 

had written. Its genesis in a dream underlies a plot and characters fueled by a logic far 
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1928

Coward sends his play Sirocco to J.M. Barrie for review. 

“There is nothing special of yourself in i  t—in structure or in thought…Don’t think I am want-
ing you to ‘conceive’ like your predecessors. No good in that. You belong to your time—
they to theirs. Give us yourself or nothing, but your best self. (This is a little too solemn. Be 
gay also while you can.)”

 -J.M. Barrie, Letter to Noël Coward, February 18, 1928

Shanghai’s Cathay Hotel today. It is now known as the Fairmont Peace Hotel.

removed from the everyday. Though Elyot and Amanda are remarkably rich roles, in some 

key ways they’re the least clearly drawn of any of his leading characters. Coward’s career-

defining works of the 1920s—The Vortex, Easy Virtue, Hay Fever and his lushly romantic 

operetta Bitter Sweet—were populated with characters that live in specifically delineated and 

identifiable worlds. They have, to a greater or lesser degree, families, social circles and often 

professions. Their actions are measured against defined norms of conduct—which for the 

most part, they flout. 

Elyot and Amanda’s theatrical world is a gorgeous but oddly hermetic 

one. An actor undertaking one of these characters is unlikely to find 

much in the script from which to build a back story. Has he ever worked? 

How does she afford that Paris flat and her evening gowns? Except 

for a few scattered references to friends, do we know anything 

at all about the “real” life they lead? Who exactly are these 

charming people?

Coward’s grand achievement in Private Lives—informed by his 

unerring instincts as a showman and dramatist—is that we’re 

simply too delighted and dazzled to raise questions like these at 

all. Since the play was conceived and constructed as a vehicle for him 

and Lawrence, its leading roles were tailored to their talents with as 

much attention to fit as one of his bespoke dinner jackets. 

By the time Private Lives premiered in the autumn of 1930, he could 

count on audiences bringing to it a familiarity with the personas that 

he and Lawrence had so assiduously crafted as stars. For them, Noël 

and Gertie and Elyot and Amanda were interchangeable. (Coward even 

incorporated Lawrence’s mercurial nature into Amanda’s captivating 

but sometimes-maddening personality.) 

If the details of their characters were deliberately a bit undefined, 

Coward and Lawrence would give them depth and individuality through the 

power of their glamour—a quality that was theirs to lavish with abandon. It 

was the currency of their fame, and Coward makes it clear 
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1928

Orlando, Virginia Woolf 

“I am still hot and glowing with it…At the risk of sounding insincere, I am completely at 
your feet over it…If ever I could write one page to equal in beauty your “Frozen Thames” 
description…I should feel that I really was a writer.”

 -Noël Coward, Letter to Virginia Woolf, 1928

After a long and affectionate correspondence, Woolf would later confide to her diary that 
she had given up trying to “save him from being as clever as a bag of ferrets & trivial as a 
perch of canaries.”

Costume rendering of Amanda by Candice Donnelly.



that it is also a touchstone of Elyot and Amanda’s powerful romantic attraction. “No sense 

of glamour, no sense of glamour at all” is Elyot’s wounded response when his after-dinner 

advances are rebuffed. 

Coward needed to deploy the full force of 

that glamour because Private Lives marked 

a radical departure from his earlier works. 

Despite the modernity of their themes, pace 

and language, Coward’s plays 

of the 1920s still shared 

some of the basic good 

manners of the period’s 

glossy society comedies 

and dramas, such as 

those of Somerset 

Maugham. Much of what we cherish today about the surface of 

Private Lives—its polish of visual style and setting and behavior—

weren’t what its first viewers and critics found remarkable. 

The play caused a sensation instead by embodying the truly 

shocking notion that a pair of 30-year-olds can thoroughly enjoy 

sex, talk about it with frankness and wit, and even come to 

physical blows over it and still remain characters an audience 

can care about—if not want to emulate. Listen closely to what 

Coward has Elyot and Amanda say about themselves and 

each other and we learn that they’re impulsive, unreliable and 

undisciplined. They’re ruled by chance, “chemical what d’you  

call ‘ems,” and selfishness. What their jilted spouses say is 

considerably worse.  

We cheer behaviors in Elyot and Amanda—fueled by sexual 

impulsiveness and the ability to wreck two fresh marriages 

without remorse—for which characters in the well-

Excerpted from the  

full article published in the 

e-book Guide to the Season 

Plays available for purchase 

for the Kindle or Nook. Visit 

ShakespeareTheatre.org/Guide.

1929

Wall Street 
crashes on 
Black Tuesday, 
signaling the 
start of the Great 
Depression.

1930

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

1931

Private Lives 
is produced 
on Broadway 
starring Coward 
and Lawrence.

1932

Coward receives a cable from 
his friends, Lynn Fontanne 
and Alfred Lunt: “DARLING, 
OUR CONTRACT WITH 
THE THEATRE GUILD UP IN 
JUNE, WHAT ABOUT IT?” 
Coward writes the play he 
had promised, a vehicle for 
the three of them: Design for 
Living.

Elyot costume rendering by Candice Donnelly.

1932

Amelia Earhart is 
the first woman 
to fly alone 
across the 
Atlantic.

1933

Adolf Hitler becomes 
Chancellor of Germany.

Cavalcade, a film based 
on Noël Coward’s play 
of the same name, wins 
the Academy Award for 
Best Picture and is wildly 
successful in the U.S.

1935

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

1939

Britain declares war 
on Germany after the 
invasion of Poland. 
From September 1939 
to April 1940 Coward 
is posted in the 
Enemy Propaganda 
Office in Paris. 

pedigreed plays on the London 

stages prior to Coward would 

have been plunged into remorse, 

shame-drenched social ostracism, 

or a prolonged exile to one of the 

empire’s farther-flung corners.

Why do they get away with it and 

why do we love them for it? In the 

play’s original runs in London and 

New York, the answer was simple: 

It was Noël and Gertie being 

exquisitely ill-mannered up there. 

But Private Lives has been seducing 

audiences without its original stars 

for more than 80 years. Its longevity 

and its power are rooted in Noël 

Coward’s polished craftsmanship, 

one that allows us to understand 

that there are two very real and very 

vulnerable hearts beating beneath 

those evening clothes. 

Robert Sacheli is a columnist for 

Dandyism.net, where his work 

often explores the intersection 

of style and performance. He has 

written and spoken on Coward 

for The Smithsonian Associates, 

where he is the staff writer.

Costume renderings of Victor and Sibyl by 
Candice Donnelly.



Over the course of Private Lives’ three acts the audience must experience a 
roller coaster relationship that veers between passionate love and ultimate 
abuse. Without a captivating Amanda and a charming Elyot the evening goes 
down flatter and more uncomfortable than three-day-old champagne and 
cheap canapés. The thrill of the challenge places the play on actors’ wish lists. 
And the desire to find the right pairing has led directors and producers to 
make dramatic choices.
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an exPeriment in Chemistry
A review of Private Lives’ famous pairings from  
glittering to dull.
by Hannah Hessel Ratner
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Noël Coward and 
Gertrude Lawrence 
1930 London
1931 New York  

Coward wrote the play 
with his friend and leading 
lady Gertrude Lawrence 
in mind. The play fit them 
like a well-tailored evening 
ensemble. His language, 
style and subtle cruelties 
played perfectly off of her 
spirit and strong presence. 
Amanda and Elyot’s love-
hate relationship mirrored 
the intimate, never romantic,  
and at times brutal 
friendship they shared. At 
times fights on the stage 
spilled out backstage. As 
one story goes, Everley 
Gregg, who played the maid, 
attempted to breakup one 
of these backstage brawls. 
Lawrence is said to have 
reacted by not speaking to 
Gregg for weeks. 

Donald Cook and  
Tallulah Bankhead 
1948 New York

The first major Broadway 
revival featured Tallulah 
Bankhead and Donald Cook. 
Bankhead would go on to 
play Amanda as she said 
in her autobiography: “in 
‘thunder, lighting and in rain’ 
in towns known but to God 
and Rand-McNally. Unless 
my abacus is out of order 
I impersonate Amanda—a 
Riviera doxy of a bigamous 
turn—for over two hundred 
weeks, hither and yon, as 
well as in Montgomery, 
Alabama, flying the 
confederate flag.”

Cook’s performance had 
fine reviews but Bankhead’s 
blazed as one reviewer said 
“half a chance on any stage, 
and she’ll ignite the theater.” 

Elaine Strich
1968 New York

“As a Noël Coward evening,” 
wrote the New York Times’s 
Dan Sullivan, Private Lives 
“isn’t all it should be. But as 
an Elaine Stritch evening, it’s 
a smash. “ 

Robert Stephens and 
Maggie Smith 
1972 London

The married couple of British 
theatrical royalty continued 
the tradition of backstage 
fights. People magazine 
reported of one “dressing-
room fracas” that ended 
with Smith discovering 
Stephens with Vanessa 
Redgrave and in an attempt 
to hit her knocking out two 
of his teeth. 

Stephens and Smith 
divorced in 1974, Smith came 
to Broadway with the play 
and a new leading man. 

James Waterston and Bianca Amato in Huntington Theatre Company’s 
production of Private Lives. Photo by Paul Marotta.
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Toby Stephens and 
Anna Chancellor 
2012 London

The recent West End revival 
features Toby Stephens, the 
son of Maggie Smith and 
Robert Stevens. Like his 
father, Stephens also shares 
the stage with his real-life 
wife Anna-Louise Plowman 
as his new wife Sybil. 

Hannah Hessel Ratner, STC’s Audience Enrichment Manager, is in her third season at STC 

and holds an MFA in Dramaturgy from Columbia University. 

Michael Jayston and 
Maria Aitken 
1980 London

Actress and director Maria 
Aitken had her turn at 
Amanda in a West End 
Revival alongside classical 
actor Michael Jayston.

Richard Burton and 
Elizabeth Taylor
1983 New York

Burton and Taylor the 
twice-divorced (to each 
other) couple reunited in an 
attempt to take their famed 
off-stage chemistry onto 
the stage. The results were 
a critical disaster. From 
Frank Rich’s review: “From 
the start, the production 
never even pretends to 
be anything other than a 
calculated business venture. 
Though the irresistible 
plot mechanics keep Act 
I sporadically afloat, the 
two acts to come have all 
the vitality of a Madame 
Tussaud’s exhibit and all the 
gaiety of a tax audit.”

Keith Baxter and  
Joan Collins
1990 London

While in her late 50s, 
Joan Collins approached 
Amanda with her signature 
glamour alongside Keith 
Baxter (who recently 
directed STC’s production 
of The Importance of Being 
Earnest). Collins then toured 
the U.S. with her revival 
alongside Simon Jones. 

Alan Rickman and 
Lindsay Duncan
2001 London and New York

The reviews were 
unanimously raving for 
the pairing of Rickman 
and Duncan. Ben Brantley 
said he was “quite content 
to let [the production] 
live unchallenged in my 
memory for a few more 
years.” According to The 
Guardian’s Lyn Gardner, 
“Rickman’s hooded, languid 
amusement is the perfect 
foil for Duncan’s fragile, 
jagged steeliness, and they 
never let you doubt for a 
nanosecond that this is a 
passion so grand that it 
could kill.”

Kim Cattrall 
2010 London and New York

Sex and the City’s Kim 
Cattrall was Amanda to 
both Matthew MacFayden 
and Paul Gross’ Elyots. 
In both versions of the 
production she out shown 
her leading men, bringing 
forward a strong alluring 
take on the character. 



James Waterston (Elyot).

Bianca Amato (Amanda).

Autumn Hurlbert (Sibyl) and James Waterston (Elyot).

James Waterston (Elyot) and Bianca Amato (Amanda)..

Autumn Hurlbert (Sibyl) and Jeremy Webb (Victor).
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Private Lives Cast

BIANCA AMATO*
AMANDA

ELLEN ADAIR*
AMANDA/SIBYL 
UNDERSTUDY

AuTuMN HuRLBERT*
SIBYL

BRAD MAkAROWSkI*
ELYOT/VICTOR 
UNDERSTUDY

jEREMY WEBB*
VICTOR

jAMES WATERSTON*
ELYOT

jANE RIDLEY*
LOUISE

Maria Aitken
Director

Allen Moyer
Set Designer

Philip S. Rosenberg
Lighting Designer 

Candice Donnelly
Costume Designer 

Rob Milburn and Michael 
Bodeen
Sound Design and Music 
Arrangements

Barbara Irvine
Music Director

Daniel Pelzig
Choreographer

Ted Hewlett
Fight Choreographer

Ellen O’Brien
Head of Voice and Text 

Alaine Alldaffer
Original Casting Director

jack Bowdan, CSA/Binder 
Casting
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Coward’s fasCinating rhythms
by Robert Sacheli
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In June of 1921, Noël Coward made his first visit to New York City. Among the many 

things that impressed the then 22-year-old were Coney Island at night, Harlem’s cabarets, 

the writers and wits that lunched at the Algonquin Hotel, and theatrical impresario 

David Belasco’s purple silk dressing gown.

The experience that had the most significant effect on the fledgling playwright, however, 

came on his first night in Manhattan: seeing a Broadway show.  “I thought the production 

and acting good,” he recalled, “and the play poor, but what interested me most was the 

tempo. Bred in the tradition of gentle English comedy with its inevitable maids, butlers, 

flower vases, and tea tables, it took me a good ten minutes of the first act to understand 

what anyone was saying.”

Coward found the high-octane energy of New York exhilarating and the distinctive sound 

of its shows a revelation. He returned to London determined to incorporate them into his 

own theatrical work as a playwright and composer.

Many characteristics of what we now know as Coward’s signature style of dialogue trace 

their roots that trip. Maria Aitken, the director of the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 

production of Private Lives, has also played a number of his heroines.  In an interview 

conducted as part of a Coward centenary project in 1999, she reflected on an element 

that’s key to the emotional authenticity of acting in or directing his works:

 “I think there’s an identifiable Coward music, an inescapable rhythm. Most of 

the plays are rooted in period, but not in a society that was ever real. Therefore 

you do have considerable leeway. I never feel there are all that many givens 

except for that essential music. You can’t bugger that up.” 

Juliet Stevenson echoed the importance of Coward’s textual melodies in another 

interview in the series. She took on her first Coward role as Amanda after some 

hesitation, but was soon won over when she made a discovery about the script:
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1940

The Iceman Cometh, 
Eugene O’Neill

1942

Casablanca premieres 
in movie theatres as 
Allied Forces landed in 
the real Casablanca in 
Morocco, North Africa, 
an area occupied by 
the Nazis.

1947

A Streetcar Named 
Desire, Tennessee 
Williams
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1949

Death of a Salesman, Arthur Miller

“When told by an overexuberant playgoer that 
Death of a Salesman was not a play but an 
‘experience,’ Noël murmured that he rather wished 
it had been a play.”

 -Barry Day, The Letters of Noël Coward

1952

Waiting for Godot, 
Samuel Beckett

 “The beauty and the difficulty, plaited together, of playing [Private Lives] 

is to observe the delicacy and precision of those rhythms. Coward’s ear is 

unbelievable—he has a kind of Mozartian clarity. You mess with that at your 

peril. The rhythms in the writing will take you to places you will not reach if you 

impose your own. It is more like a musical score than any play I’ve ever done, 

expect perhaps Samuel Beckett’s.”

What’s unsaid in a Coward play also marks his modernity as a writer. In the first act, Elyot 

and Amanda attempt to gloss over the initial awkwardness of their chance meeting with 

some chat about travel (“China must be very interesting.” “Very big, China.” “And Japan—” 

“Very small.”).  For all its sparkle, the conversation is more than verbal postcards from 

a grand tour. They’re both vamping like crazy until their heads can catch up with their 

hearts. It’s the silences, not just the smart lines, that give the scene its real power.

Coward scholar and editor Barry Day finds an unlikely but strong connection between 

Coward and Harold Pinter, one of a generation of postwar playwrights who eclipsed 

Coward and his contemporaries on Britain’s stages. For him, Coward was the true pioneer. 

“Coward was one of the first—if not the first —to use words as a defense to what the 

character is really feeling,” says Day. “Pinter used it virtually nonstop and people have 

often said in recent years that Noël is ‘Pinteresque.’  The reality, of course, is that Pinter 

was ‘Cowardesque.’ ”

 As entrancing as the sophisticated chatter may be for modern audiences, it can 

sometimes mask a prime facet of Private Lives: Coward’s unsparing examination of the 

emotional complexity of what romance means for Elyot and Amanda.  “The play has, in 

a sense, suffered from being so closely associated with Noël’s perceived personal style,” 

observes Day. “So many productions in the immediate post-Coward period have settled 

for the clipped speech and the brittle badinage. Only relatively recently, with a new 

generation of directors, have we seen the revealing of another layer of meaning—one that 

was there all the time.”

Robert Sacheli is a columnist for Dandyism.net, where his work often explores the 

intersection of style and performance. He has written and spoken on Coward for 

The Smithsonian Associates, where he is the staff writer.



Private Lives in PersPeCtive
by Barry Day
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1956

John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger is produced in London, the first of the “Angry 
Young Men.” Coward is dismissive of the play, remarking:”I wish I knew why the hero is 
so dreadfully cross and about what?” Later, he writes a series of articles criticizing the 
theatrical movement.

Cable from Noël Coward to Gertrude Lawrence: 

HAVE WRITTEN DELIGHTFUL NEW COMEDY STOP GOOD PART FOR YOU STOP 

WONDERFUL ONE FOR ME STOP KEEP YOURSELF FREE FOR AUTUMN PRODUCTION  

STOP NOEL.

The lady replied:

HAVE READ NEW PLAY STOP NOTHING WRONG THAT CANT BE FIXED STOP GERTIE.

His reply:

THE ONLY THING THAT WILL NEED TO BE FIXED IS YOUR PERFORMANCE STOP NOEL.

And, of course, it was most memorably fixed by the time the play—Private Lives—opened at 

London’s brand new Criterion Theatre on September 24, 1930.

It remains for many people Noël’s most perfect play and it is currently the most revived 

play on Broadway—English or American. Its actual creation on a tour of Asia has become 

a theatrical legend in itself. And with its “cruelly deceptive moonlight” and “potent  

cheap music” it turned Noël and Gertie into “Noël & Gertie” for all time—two sides of the 

same coin. Noël would speculate in later years that Gertie had “spoiled” him for other 

leading ladies. “Sometimes I would look across the stage at her…and she would take my 

breath away.”

Many people assume that Coward and Lawrence played together regularly but, in fact, 

the Tonight at 8:30 sequence in 1936 was to be the only other occasion. Several later 

projects were discussed but none came to fruition. Still, the fact that Tonight at 8:30 
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1962

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Edward Albee

“I have read [your play] Tiny Alice...I know now, or I think I know, what’s happening but 
what I don’t know is what you think is happening. Your basic premise still eludes me…Your 
seduction scene neither moved, shocked or appalled me, it made me want to laugh. You 
must forgive me for saying these things. I have a profound respect for your rich talent and 
a strong affection for you, although I only know you a little.”

 -Noël Coward, Letter to Edward Albee, February 18, 1965

consisted of nine separate one act plays 

(including Still Life, the inspiration for the 

1945 film Brief Encounter) gave them the 

chance to play a whole range of different 

parts, as well as have “a bit of a sing,” 

something they both liked to do.

In the years that have followed its initial 

success, Private Lives has been revived 

with great regularity. It has become 

Coward’s most well-known work, a staple 

of professional companies, as well as the 

amateur theatrical circuit in both England 

and America. And therein lies a problem. 

Its name is Noël Coward. 

It is all too easy for too many leading men  

to affect the clipped Coward manner and 

rely on brittle bon mots to paper over cracks 

in their performance. The play can too  

easily end up all surface—easy, amusing  

and slight.

Playwright (and sometime director of 

Coward’s works) Harold Pinter was one of 

the first to articulate a deeper truth about 

Coward, something that had been there all 

along. Having seen a production of Private 

Lives, he said, “I realized that a character could stand on a stage and SAY one thing and 

the audience would KNOW he actually meant something ELSE.”

The scene he’s referring to is the Balcony Scene in Act 1. Elyot and Amanda talk carefully 

about the flatness of Norfolk; the relative size of China and Japan; the advisability of 

Alfred Lunt, Noël Coward and Joan Fontanne in Les Avants, 
Switzerland. 1963. Photo courtesy of the Noël Coward 
Estate.

Noël Coward in Firefly, Jamaica. 1961. Photo courtesy of the 
Noël Coward Estate.
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1965

The Homecoming, Harold Pinter

“I have just read The Homecoming twice through…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.”

-Noël Coward, Letter to Harold Pinter, August 21, 1965

seeing the Taj Mahal by moonlight. What they are really saying is: “I still love you. Do you 

still love me?”

Noël effectively refined this device six years later in Shadow Play, when his character Vicky 

says, “Small talk, lots of small talk—with other thoughts going on behind.”

This insight—that elliptical dialogue can contain emotional subtext – profoundly 

influenced Pinter’s own development as a playwright. Modern audiences coming to 

Coward—those who are new to Noël—frequently comment on his “Pinteresque” qualities, 

as though this were a revelation. They are wrong. Pinter was Cowardesque.

This latter-day rediscovery—this Coward Restoration—goes far beyond the use of words. 

Photo of Robert Sella, Gretchen Egolf and Tom Story in STC’s 2009 production of Design for Living by Scott Suchman.
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1969

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

Laura Henry Buda is STC’s Community Engagement Manager and served as Artistic Fellow 
in the 2011-2012 Season. She holds an MFA in Dramaturgy from the A.R.T./M.X.A.T. Institute 
at Harvard University.

New directors, such as Maria Aitken, are finding that Coward remains strikingly 

contemporary. His plays continue to receive new productions, while those by his 

contemporaries—J.B. Priestley, Terence Rattigan and Emlyn Williams, to name a few—lie 

largely unproduced. Private Lives, it turns out, is not simply a play of clever badinage. It’s 

about the difficulty—the impossibility, even, of Love.

Elyot and Amanda can’t live without each other—but they can’t live with each other 

either. They leave smiling at the final curtain but they leave behind two people they’ve 

effectively destroyed. And they clearly don’t give a hoot. Implicit in the drama is the fact 

that they will go on and do the same thing all over again…and again. They are glamorous 

killers, emotional vampires.

The same thing happens in Present Laughter…and in Hay Fever…and in Design for Living. The 

laughter in Coward’s plays covers inconvenient truths that his perceptive dramatist’s eye 

lays bare. We laugh in these plays because the ruthless behavior is not happening to us, 

but when Coward chooses to write plays without laughter, as in the case of Still Life, the 

results can be devastatingly powerful. The fact remains that Coward is commenting on 

aspects of the human condition that remain timeless.

Time and again, in my experience, someone in the audience of a Coward play will 

buttonhole me and say—with pleasurable surprise—“Hey, he’s talking to me. What else 

did he do?” On some level, contemporary audiences recognize that Coward was talking 

about all of us.

Barry Day (O.B.E.) - After a high profile career in international advertising, Barry Day was 

on the team that rebuilt Shakespeare’s Globe playhouse on London’s Bankside. He became 

involved with the Noël Coward Estate in the early 1980s and is the Literary Advisor to the 

Estate as well as a Trustee of the Coward Foundation. In 2004 Queen Elizabeth awarded 

him the O.B.E. (Order of the British Empire) for services to British culture in the U.S.
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PubLiC PortrayaL in 
Private Lives

Dufy’s art meets Coward’s high society in broad strokes 

by Garrett Anderson

The artist that was a direct 
influence for Allen Moyer’s 
scene design of Coward’s 
classic comedy isn’t one that 
would immediately come to 
mind. Nor is the school of art 
to which he belonged. French 
painter Raoul Dufy was a part 
of the post-Impressionistic 
movement called Fauvism; 
an aesthetic in which artists 
used broad brush strokes 
and vibrant color palettes 
to portray the world around 
them. “Dufy’s so fresh,” Moyer 
says. “And it’s exactly the right time period.”

Dufy’s work, along with other Fauvists like Henri Matisse, was at its peak in 
the early 20th century and was interested in presenting the world and the 
people in it unrealistically. Dufy said himself, “My eyes were made to erase all 
that is ugly.” Yet the correlation between the time period and its glamorous 
representation resonates in more than just art history, but also with this 
particular play.

One could easily gravitate toward the harrowing art and media of the WWI 
or the interwar period during this time, but Dufy chose to paint the vibrancy 
and life of France in his paintings of the Eiffel Tower and many seascapes and 
portraits. Coward similarly chose to write about high society, using wit and 
a sharpness about the human condition that wasn’t reliant on the hostility of 
Europe in a time of war. “To me, a painting of his is like the play—effortless, 
like someone just threw it off.”

Moyer uses Dufy’s The Harbor at Deauville (ca.1928) in the design for the 
top of the show as a sight for what the two sets of honeymooners might be 
looking out at from their hotel room terraces, along with how these characters 
might see the world. 

The Beach at Sainte-Adresse (1901)

The Casino (1906)

Old Houses on the Honfleur dock (1906)Flag Draped Boat (1905)

Yacht with Flags at Le Havre (1904)
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Garrett Anderson is STC’s 2013-2014 Artistic 

Fellow. He has interned with Victory Gardens 

Theater in Chicago and Bret Adams Talent 

Agency in New York. Garrett holds a B.A. 

in Theatre Arts from The University of the 

Incarnate Word in San Antonio, Texas.

Bianca Amato and James Waterston in Huntington Theatre Company’s 
Private Lives. Photo by Paul Marotta
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Creative Conversations
Join the FREE exchange of ideas! STC’s Creative Conversations provide our audience with 
the chance to connect deeply with the work on our stages. No matter your interest, we have 
a discussion for you. 

Page and stage 
Sunday, june 8, 5–6 p.m.
Lansburgh Theatre Lobby
Explore the production with the 

artistic team and local scholars. 

Bookends
Wednesday, june 11
5:30 p.m. and post-show
Lansburgh Theatre Lobby
Immerse yourself in the world of 
the play with pre- and post-show 
discussions. 

FREE

FREE

FREE

FREE

Post-PerForManCe  
Cast disCussion 
Wednesday, june 25, post-show
Lansburgh Theatre
Extend your theatre experience with a 
post-show discussion with the acting 
company. 

CLassiCs in Context 
Saturday, june 28, 5–6 p.m.
Lansburgh Theatre Lobby 
Discuss the production from multiple 
perspectives. 
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