
Darren Gobert I’m interested in how you
developed your method as a director. You trained
in Paris, is that right? 

James Macdonald I went to Lecoq. When I
was a student at university, I organized a
theatre festival. There was a company we
invited called the Moving Picture Mime
Show; they were a big Lecoq company in the
late seventies and early eighties. And I fell in
love with their work and heard all about
Lecoq. I ended up teaching English in Paris
and got to go there in 1981 for about two and
half years: I went to Lecoq, and studied with
Philippe Gaulier. 

Up until that point I had had a rather
academic training. So it was great because I
got to do something that was primarily about
movement, about the abstract elements of
theatre really, not text-driven – although it is
sometimes quite hard to square that with the
rather text-driven work that I’ve done since.
Then I came back to the UK, and I started a
little company with other people I’d been at
Lecoq with, and we toured around. I suppose
we did about three years on and off touring.
And then I got a scholarship to go to a reper -
tory theatre. I was always interested in apply-

ing the Lecoq theory to texts; I was quite
quickly bored with that self-referential Lecoq
work. I think Lecoq’s teaching is absolutely
brilliant, but he sometimes wanted us to take
the training, which I always thought he meant
as a means to an end, and use it as an end in
itself.

It’s quite hard to be specific about the way
Lecoq works in pieces that I do now, except
that it just makes you very keen – or it made
me very keen – that every piece of work
should be considered from the ground up,
from the beginning. Every piece of work has
– and should follow – its own laws. And it’s
your task to discover these laws.

When the process begins, though, do you start
with the actors? Do you start with the text or do
you start with the physicality?

Because I’m generally doing plays, I start
with the plays. That doesn’t mean I start
working on the text, but you begin to deduce
what the play would want to be from the
language. That’s all we have, and you have
to excavate to see what’s underneath. Very
often with a good play the language is only
at the top, the tip of the iceberg. And you
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need to know what that big block of ice
underneath is. 

So how do you start, for example, with a play like
Martin Crimp’s Fewer Emergencies, which you
directed in the fall of 2005, in which the text
announces ‘Time: blank. Place: blank.’ How do
you move forward from there?

Isn’t that great? It’s so liberating for a direc -
tor. In a way, what you’re trying to do is very
precisely define: how do you do blank? What
is blank? And that’s all about taking things
away until they are blanks. How we started
on that, and increasingly I do this with
every thing, is that I do a workshop with a
group of actors, who may or may not be the
actors around in the final production, in
which one’s free to kick the thing around
very freely and to play with some of the ideas
that are in the text. There was the question
about what shape the production should
take, which we needed to start to work on
before we got anywhere near rehearsal. And
to creep up on this question of what the
writer’s intentions were.

Could you describe the workshop process? 

Both Fewer Emergencies and Sarah Kane’s 4.48
Psychosis are so open as material. In both
cases it seemed crucial to workshop the play,
to be sure of basic things like how many
actors to use, and equally to have clues so
as to start working with a designer. There’s
never much time for these things, so after a
certain amount of reading and chat, the pro -
cess was mainly one of riff ing as many dif -
ferent versions of a scene as anyone could
think of. By seeing the actors trying stuff, I
could work out, for example, that I wasn’t
interested in seeing the doctor/ lover figure
in Psychosis. With Fewer Emergen cies we did
one workshop with the actors and Tom Pye,
who was designing it, looking at different
configurations and staging op tions. It was
the first time the actors had met and worked
together, and I got the impres sion it was
quite liberating for them that the initial focus
wasn’t on performance but rather on prac -
tical prob lem-solving and design. Tom sat
sketching everything, and we’d com pare

notes as we went along. A lot of the basic
production ideas were generated at that time. 

And how long was the rehearsal period for that
production?

Unless you get down on your knees and beg
and come up with a very good argument
as to why you should have longer, it’s four
weeks. I did have longer when we first did
Psychosis, and I had some good reasons for
that! But the rehearsal period is generally
four weeks – and that’s very much the British
way. The thing is done in a very, very swift
process. It sort of suits the British tempera -
ment, I think. There’s a pragmatic thing that
we have – a dislike of theory and too much
discussion. You can get a long way in four
weeks, but it’s quite hard to experiment very
freely with the text, particularly if it’s a text
that needs learning and organizing and so
on. So, that’s why I’ve started doing work -
shops to make it much freer to discover what
the rules of the thing are. 

In Martin’s play, for example, the rules
seemed to be that you had to see the actors.
I wasn’t sure about that initially; I thought
maybe it would be interesting if you couldn’t
see the actors at all, you could just hear them
discuss – voices – and have them sit in a dark
room or something. But it seemed to be
something to do with seeing them invent the
ideas that they’re discussing, and you had to
see their faces to see that. A big theme is that
they’re all equally complicit and responsible
for the whole story regardless of whether
they’re actually inventing that little moment
of it. So, everybody – this was also some -
thing we did in Psychosis – had to have res -
pon sibility for the whole text, and that way
you had a sense of a collective imagination.
In Fewer Emergencies, that meant that you had
to see three or four faces and the audience
had to be able to hold them within the same
eyeline.

Did you choose four simply because that was the
minimum number you could have to do it?

Yes, we did. We talked about the number of
characters with Martin, because one relates
this material to his play Attempts on Her Life,
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which has a lot more people in it. But, to me,
it’s always more interesting to make fewer
actors work harder, so that’s why we didn’t
go down that road. It would have felt rather
indulgent, in the end, to do it that way. Also,
we felt it was interesting that the same
people should invent three different stories.
He set us a small problem. He didn’t write

these pieces at the same time. In fact the one
he wrote third chronologically, which is the
first one in the text (‘Whole Blue Sky’), he
wrote in order to make it into an evening and
to fuse together the other two stories. And
yet there was the problem of one extra
person – ‘4’, played by Paul Hickey – in the
middle story, which we had to justify.
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Enter stage left!

I felt the best way to do that was to have one
extra person who came in just for that story,
as the sort of rogue presence. His little nug -
get was the song, which is the most offbeat
piece of the evening anyway. 

There’s one more thing I have to say on
Martin’s play, on the subject of that ‘blank’ . . .
because it felt like to get close to the text, to
make the same gesture as the text makes,
there has to be no production – in the same
way that the text is saying: ‘Let’s not do char -
acter. Let’s not do scenes. Let’s not do any of
the normal paraphernalia of theatre. Let’s
just try and make up a story and see where it
goes.’ Then the production should, by the
same token, not make the normal gestures
that productions make. So let’s change the
way that people come into the space. Let’s
not do a conventional stage. When the audi -
ence expect the lights to go down, why don’t
the lights go up, so that the audience is some -
how complicit in the imagining of this story.
With Tom, we had looked a lot at conceptual
art from the sixties and seventies. We decided
that we would seat the entire audience and
all the performers in a big white box, so that
we were literally blank. There was nowhere
else to look, and the only task for everyone
involved was to try and imag ine which way
the story would go from mo ment to moment.
We had more or less got that far in the
workshops before we started rehearsing. 

At that point, it became clear to us that the
problem with this material for actors is: who
do they turn up as? Are they themselves? If
there isn’t a character, then actors can get very
self-conscious about play ing themselves, be -
cause they’ve got no dis tance on the material.
And the breakthrough was to realize that,
actually, if there are no char acters, then you
are directly in the writer’s head: you’re
dealing with the writer’s problems with his
own material. So that’s why you’re all
playing the writer. Now, does this mean you
all need to turn up in Martin Crimp wigs?
Attempt to be Martin Crimp? No. So in
rehearsal we went to talk to lots of writers,
and we tried to inhabit a writer’s imagin -
ation in the way that actors will always go

after the truth of what they feel their char -
acters to be. In this instance, the character
was a writer with a writer’s imagination.

You literally spoke to writers?

Yeah. We got writers in – it’s very easy at the
Royal Court; there’s a lot of them knocking
about! So we got them in and just quizzed
them relentlessly about how they work, the
hours they keep, what happens when they
get stuck, where they get their inspiration
from. And that’s what fed into the way the
actors delivered the text. It was trying to be
true to that process of a writer’s creation. 

The production had that sense that the story was
provisional or conditional. We were building to -
wards a story and, of course, we never quite got
there. So, ultimately, it is about the impossibility
of representation. Do you still feel a responsi bi -
lity, however, to tell a story? Do you think of a
play like Fewer Emergencies as a story?

Yes. Three stories, and they all have their own
shape. They’re stories which contain a critique
of stories. They’re stories about the difficulty
of telling stories, which is, of course, exactly
what goes on in any intelligent writer’s head.
Can I do this or has it been done a million
times? How do I do this well? Does this go
anywhere? That’s what writers live with.
That’s their curse. Those are their thoughts
every day of the week.

You still need to find a structure and you
still need to find a heat to the whole thing;
otherwise, it won’t sustain dramatically. It’s
just unusual because it’s not driven by char -
acter, it’s not driven by story – it’s in such a
present tense, in a way. It’s a distilled thing
that he does in that play. The story that you
tell in twenty minutes in Fewer Emergencies
would probably take you about a week to
write. So, it’s about a boiled down version –
a reduced version of a writer’s journey
through a story.

The actors still have a sense of character, though,
of who they are in that moment. Are they consis -
tently the same writers? It seems like a facetious
question, but I mean it quite seriously. Was, say,



Tanya Moodie’s character the same writer in each
of the three parts?

Yes – the same writer every different day of
the week. We didn’t go as far as saying these
are different people from one story to the
next.

But the text does that – insofar as we just have
these numbers, but there’s a sex specified for some
of the numbers. So ‘1’ in the first part is not the
same as ‘1’ in the second part, since it’s female in
the first and male in the second.

There’s always one voice in each of the
stories that is noisier than the others, that
seems to have some emotional connection to
the material. And that’s one of the games
Martin wants to play with you. These people
talking, have they experienced these things
that they’re talking about? And, to make that
work, in the first text it needs to be a woman
and in the second text it needs to be a man.
We built it for each person to have one story
that he or she was particularly emotionally
att ached to. Again, that was why we went
with three – the continuity of three people –
all the way through.

So the same person isn’t playing the character
called ‘1’ in each section . . . 

No – absolutely. I can’t remember how the
numbers were worked out – we fiddled
around with that. With a text like that, you
have to learn the whole text anyway. That
was something I discovered with Psychosis,
which I absolutely loved: the pleasure of
working on the text democratically. So you
don’t allocate parts until quite late in the
process.

The design, obviously, was central in Fewer
Emer gencies. You were saying the design conceit
came out of the workshop?

Yes. It came out of seeing what was the best
way to arrange the actors in relation to a
possible audience, and, also, how to be blank
– and how totally you need to be blank and
how little you need to do with this material.

And, in fact, any time we tried to move the
actors, it just didn’t work; it just made it
more complicated to hear the text. So we
thought: okay, what we need to do is have
the actors do absolutely nothing. They sit
there, and they imagine the story, and that
has its own fascination, and also its own
com plexity in regard to the writers’ relation -
ship with their own material. Sometimes
they’re inside the material emotionally, some -
times they’re moved by the material, and
sometimes they’re completely detached from
it. All of these reactions are fascinating and,
to some extent, shocking. The detachment in
the last piece is really unpleasant: the writers
enjoy this rather dark story full of killing and
torturing a child and so on. But that’s where
Martin is very bold. His writing is political.
He’s writing a political play. It’s talking about
where we’re at in our relation to war and
politics at the moment. But he’s prepared to
critique himself in that context very strongly.

Tom Pye was involved in the workshops. What
about the lighting designer, since lights were simi-
larly crucial? Some of the reviews said that the
lights were fluorescent, but it seemed like LED
lighting to me.

Well, we’d had the idea in the workshop to
do it in a white box. And something I’d
always wanted to do is make it so that the
audience can’t see any visible sources of
stage light. So we thought to make a box out
of gauze, or screen, or fabric, and to put all
the lights behind it. We were doing things
that reminded us of James Turrell, so we
decided to get a light artist. We got Martin
Richmond, who is not a theatre lighting
designer at all. He did use quite a lot of our
lanterns to do it, so they are theatre lights;
they’re just all diffused through fabric. He
points them at strange things, which reflect
light as well – at bits of metal fabric and
sequins. So they’re bounced off unusual
materials; that’s the way he achieved those
effects. 

The idea was just to have a different, bold
‘head’ for each story. If the conceit was that
you’re always inside the writer’s head, and
the writer has a hunch about what the story
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is, but the writers don’t know where it’s
going to go, you somehow need to create a
strong atmosphere that’s related to that
hunch. That was the idea. In any workshop
you try to devise exercises that are going to
help you with your material. The most help -
ful one, it turned out in the end, was that we
spent a morning watching each other think.
Which you might think was like watching
paint dry, but it was actually fascinating. 

To render, physically and precisely, the action of
think ing. What about in a more conventional
play? Say, a very physical play like Sarah Kane’s
Cleansed. How is the rehearsal process differ ent?
Did you start with physical exercises, improv,
anything like that?

No. There really wasn’t time with Cleansed.
Although it’s not a long text, Cleansed is in -
cred ibly hard to get to the bottom of. And
you also have to invent a lot of very beautiful

physical action, so you’re straight into in -
vent ing what that action is and straight into
analyzing the text. Sarah was in the room,
and we would go through the text trying to
work out all the possible readings of every
line, and the more readings of a different line
we came up with, the happier she was. There
were some lines for which we’d come up
with six different readings, and she’d say:
‘That’s great.’ And the actor would say, ‘Now
which one should I play?’ And she’d say: ‘All
of them.’ That in itself took quite a lot of
work.

But how did you go about inventing the vocabu -
lary for the physical action?

We did have to find a physical language for
the production. That was a long process,
which started before we rehearsed. That play
involved the most work I’ve ever done on a
production. It was exhausting in its design –
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this relentless wall of imagery of which she
was very proud. She wanted it all to be there
and so did we: we felt we had a respon -
sibility, doing the first production. Certainly,
I’ve never seen another production since in
which it was all there, because some things
are almost impossible to do. By the time we
got to rehearsal we had evolved a kind of
physical language. We knew we weren’t go -
ing to do literal violence; we were going to
make it all abstract. We had some ideas that
we were running with by then as to how to
do that; we just tested that set of ideas in
rehearsal.

The Royal Court has a tradition, obviously, as a
playwrights’ theatre. Was she there for the entire
process for that play?

Yes. Actually, Sarah was a really good writer
in rehearsal because she, also being a direc -
tor, knew when not to say things. Quite often
she would sit there, and she would celebrate
people coming up with new angles. But she
tended really to be miffed if they were
messing with her punctuation or her text in
any way, because she was very strict about
that.

So the text didn’t change during the rehearsal
process?

No. My memory is that she changed one
comma. 

For Pinter that would be an enormous change!

For Kane as well, that was huge! No, she
very rarely changed anything. After the first
production, before the play was reprinted, she
got the idea to put in an extra tray of choco -
lates. That wasn’t in the first production. And
I just saw a production in which they did two
trays of chocolates, and I think it unbalances
the play, because it becomes this whole per -
for mance art section in the middle of the play.
It takes a quarter of an hour to eat a fuck ing
box of chocolates. It’s a good gag, but it just
takes too long.

In the same year, 1998, you did Roberto Zucco
for the Royal Shakespeare Company. Bernard-

Marie Koltès was already dead. How does having
the playwright there make a difference? 

It’s one of the great privileges of the Royal
Court tradition that you have the person
from whose head the whole thing sprang in
the room. And you can climb inside that
head and rummage around, if he or she will
let you. Without wanting to get too biog -
raphical about it, you can very often clarify
what’s going on in the text. And if writers are
happy to play, then you can take the whole
thing to another level with their col lusion,
which is very beautiful. The one thing I’d say
about them being in the room is that,
particularly in a British rehear sal period, you
might be able to try only four or five ways of
playing a scene. I discovered with Psychosis,
when Sarah Kane wasn’t in the room, I’d have
to try twelve or fifteen, or as many different
ways of playing the scene as anybody in the
room could think of. 

A lot of directors, I’m sure, wouldn’t be so certain
that the author knew any better what the ‘right’
way is! They would say it’s an impediment. 

No. I absolutely celebrate it. I know that dif -
ferent theatre cultures have different tradi -
tions, but I personally love it. If you want to
do new plays, then, to me, you’re doing them
because you’re celebrating the imagination
of that particular writer. I don’t have any -
thing I wish to peddle to the audience directly
myself. I just wish to take someone else’s set
of ideas and words as far as I possibly can in
the time that is available, and I know I’ll get
further with that if I have the writer in the
room. The only reason not to have the writer
in the room is if they make everybody anxi -
ous. But I think in our culture actors are used
to it. And if you get the right actors, they’ll
generally know how to use that and make
the most of it. Different writers have differ -
ent thresholds for that process. Most of them
have a moment when they’ll get anxious or
bored, and they’ll know to with draw from
the process for a while. And that’s fine.

You’ve worked at least three times now with
Caryl Churchill: Lives of the Great Poisoners,
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Thyestes, and A Number.1 Have you done any
other plays of hers?

The first one I did was Icecream and a little
play she wrote to go with Icecream called Hot
Fudge. That’s how I first met Caryl. 

She has a reputation, of course, for being very
involved.

Yeah – she loves being in rehearsal. 

And the text is presumably changing as a result
of that. 

No. Those are not the same thing. I think this
is very often true of writers: that the writer
who arrives at rehearsal is a different person
from the person who wrote the play. I mean,
she will occasionally change things that
clearly don’t work, but the process is more
about, ‘Okay, what can we do with this pile
of words?’ And, in a way, the more detached
the playwright is from that pile of words the
better.

Let’s talk about Thyestes. This is a play about
violence. So it prefaces, in some sense, plays like
Cleansed or Fewer Emergencies. How did you
handle the violence? How did you go about
staging it? 

It did feed into Sarah’s imagination and her
work. Sarah saw it and then, not long after,
got asked to rewrite a classical play by the
Gate Theatre. She looked at Seneca and came
up with Phaedra’s Love. My take on Thyestes?
Seneca never wrote his plays to be per -
formed by actors; he wrote them to be read
amongst friends. They’re almost like samiz -
dat plays in that res pect. They’re very bleak
and very personal pictures of a corrupt
world in which he felt he was living. 

At the time we were doing the play, it was
possible to relate all that very strongly to our
own intentions. We wanted to do a modern
version of it, but we wanted to do something
which referred to classical theatre in that you
never actually experience the violence; you
hear it described. Our way of doing that was
to have security cameras – to have the vio -

lence taking place behind the auditorium and
to relay it into the space on low-grade TV
monitors. That seemed true – it still does – of
the way in which we see violence. It was just
after the Bulger case, for example. A lot of
how one perceives violence is through the
grainy black and white images.

So you hadn’t prerecorded them?

They were happening live. They just didn’t
happen in front of the audience, which was
scary for the audience. . . . We had two banks
of seating and a long corridor that came into
the space of the Theatre Upstairs. The audi -
ence walked past a number of small rooms –
miniature sets – on the way into the space,
and, then, once they were seated in the space,
they were looking at nothing except the odd
TV. But they were aware that behind them
were these spaces, which they then saw in
grainy black and white relay. You knew the
action was happening just behind where you
were sitting. That was our gag on classical
theatre, if you like. But I think it’s very hard
to show violence literally, because it just
makes you suspend belief. Sex and violence
are always the trickiest things to do in the
theatre.

Is it tricky because you can’t, in fact, do it realis -
tically enough?

Yeah – the harder you try, the more an
audience is not going to believe what you are
doing. Certainly, to go back to Cleansed, even
if you did manage to make an audience
somehow believe that you were cutting off
someone’s feet, their only reaction is prob -
ably going to be to pass out. And it’s not about
that. It’s to get them into the mountainous
territory of thinking about how someone
loves someone else so much that he would
be prepared to lose his feet. The actual nitty-
gritty of how you chop someone’s feet off is
neither here nor there. It doesn’t really do it
for me, I must admit.

You obviously like those kinds of staging chal -
lenges, though; you’re drawn to these plays.
When I read Cleansed, I think about the rats:
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how the hell do you stage that? With trained
rats? I know they’ve had a trained rat on Broad -
way in The Woman in White . . .

That stage direction was quite frightening
ini tially. It wasn’t in the first draft of that
play – Sarah told me she put it in to annoy
me. It was based on something that hap -
pened to her in a flat she once lived in, or a
friend’s flat. She opened a kitchen drawer to
get a knife out and there was a dead rat lying
in the drawer. And, of course, it was also her
trying to describe a kind of collective night -
mare. The rats were loads of work, and we
didn’t finish working on them until our very
last preview. It’s just great fun to be chal -
lenged that much by a writer to invent.

So how did you handle the rats?

They were clockwork toys. Some of them
were in plastic bags that moved around.
They were uncannily like rats, or like rats in
plastic bags – it was actually just a clockwork
toy moving around in a haphazard way.
Some of the stage in that production was
made of Velcro, which makes that huge noise
when you undo it. And the actors had that on
their feet, as well, so that they could hang off
the stage at some pretty incredible angles,
and make these strange noises. The rats had
Velcro as well: little pads, and when they
moved they would make a horrible noise.

Could they carry off a foot as the stage direction
reads?

My memory is yes, we could have. The foot’s
in the middle of the space and then the rats
in that scene were around the edge of the
little space. But they were on little wires,
which you could see, and if you pulled all
the wires at once, all the rats headed towards
the foot. We weren’t trying to fool anybody.
It was just a darkly comic, weird image.

Let’s go back a bit to the process from getting the
script to putting it on and solving those problems.
It varies obviously from play to play, but you have
a method, presumably, in which you can trace
some continuity. Has it changed? 

Not really. You get a bit better at it. You get
more aware of what writers are doing as you
go on working with them. I have been
thinking about it a lot recently, because I’ve
had a NESTA research grant with Katie
Mitchell to look at the rehearsal process and
to try and push the envelope inside the space.
So, I’ve been more self-conscious about what
I get up to than I otherwise might have been.
I think the starting point is that what you’re
always trying to put on stage is the spirit of
the writer. Every writer has a different spirit.
And, if you like, every play has a different
ges ture. It has a different thing that it’s
wanting to do to an audience or wanting to
say to an audience. I don’t mean it has a
message; if it did, I wouldn’t like it. You’re
after that gesture. You approach it by analyz -
ing the text, seeing what the under lying action
is. Primarily it’s about analysis. Then you
figure out how best to communicate what the
text is doing under neath to actors. And then
what actions they need to practise in order
best to communi cate that to an audience –
what stage world that gesture, those actions,
will be best released by or at least visible in. 

Do you keep model books? To preserve the gesture?

No. Not really. The English system is fairly
laid back. Stage managers may make notes
about what you’re doing and hang on to them,
but most of the productions we do here have
such a short life that there’s no danger of
any one forgetting them. I associate model
books with productions that are built to last
for fifteen years rather than four weeks.

But that’s what’s interesting about the life cycle
that 4.48 Psychosis has had. I suspect it’s not
over yet with that particular production.

You’re right. There are other places that have
expressed an interest in seeing it, and we have
five actors who know the production well! 

And does the method you’ve described for direct -
ing a play differ from that of directing an opera?

Yes. You’ve got far less chance in opera of
experimenting in rehearsal. The logistics of
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opera militate against that, so opera’s more
pre-cooked. You can have a very nice time
with singers in rehearsal. The singers in some
ways are freer and more up for stuff than
actors, particularly young singers. But you
have to work it all out, so the process of do -
ing opera is much more about your relation -
ship with the designer. You’re working in a
storyboard way because you’re telling a
story through pictures, primarily. You’re
trying to build this physical structure which
will probably have to go through several dif -
ferent casts, and you may or may not be
involved. The world of model books still per -
tains in opera, whereas when you’re work  -
ing on the kind of play we’ve been talking
about, your work is very much in collabo ra -
tion with the actors: experimenting with the
actors to see how you bring the thing to life,
and what form it might take.

But you’ve no physical exercises, necessarily, to
devise a movement vocabulary? You don’t feel the
need to get them all physically in the same place?

No, I don’t. I think I always relate it to the par -
ticular tasks that they may need to achieve
physically in a play, so if there is a task that
needs warming up and some training, then
I’ll do that, but not if not. Sometimes, you’re
better off having a cup of tea.

I’ve a specific example to ask about: in Fewer
Emergencies one of the only bits of business was
when Tanya Moodie was writing on the glowing
table with a red marker. The image was beautiful.
This immediately preceded a textual detail: the
‘aerosol of blood’ speech – although she doesn’t
say ‘aerosol of blood’; somebody else does. That bit
of business really crystallizes something; it was a
representation in a play that seemed to be about
the impossibility of representation. How did that
moment come about?

We explored for quite a while with as many
different physicalizations of a writer’s pro cess
as we could, including writing. Doodling
was a thing that Tanya did anyway when she
was thinking, so it just felt very truthful to
her. We decided that the second act, ‘Face to
the Wall’, was going to have a long table,

which we wanted to refer both to writing
and to the press conferences that you have
around that kind of massacre, that kind of
violence. The doodling seemed to fit. And
once we decided that we were going to have
the table as a light box, it just seemed a very
good thing to make into an abstract action.
But it came out of those observations about
what people do when they’re thinking and
writing.

One of the things that I thought was so powerful
about that production was how it was obviously
experiential for the audience. You came in; you
were in this white space; the line between the
actors and the spectators was erased. You sensed,
even before the play started – I hadn’t read it until
afterwards – that somehow you were going to be
complicit in whatever was going to happen. It
was expertly rendered in the design. That feeling
of the experience being foregrounded was shared
in your production of A Number, by your refit -
ting New York Theatre Workshop.

That was certainly a bit of a surprise for the
regulars! There were some very funny looks.
It was fun to watch the older subscription
audience coming in: ‘What have they done to
our theatre?!’ 

How did that conceit arise? It was kind of an
oper ating theatre – that was what you were going
for, obviously.

Absolutely. I’d done the play before; the first
time I did it in Berlin, at the Schaubühne am
Lehniner Platz, in March 2003. And then
Caryl and Jim asked me to do it in New York.
But I wanted to do a different production. I
wanted to see if I could take what I’d done
there a little bit further. And it seemed to me
that the direction I should go in was to do
even less in terms of production, but to make
the play, to make the staging, even more like
a scientific experiment: as if all we’re doing is
training a spotlight on these two people. And
that was the conversation I had with Eugene
Lee, who designed the production in New
York. He is a kind of genius. That was more
or less all I said to him: ‘I’d like it to be scien -
tific, and I’d like it to be close up.’ 
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And that was before you started rehearsing?

Yes. And he’s the quickest designer I’ve ever
worked with. The next day, he started show -
ing me pictures of operating theatres and I
said, ‘That’s it.’ Both of us had been nervous
about the conventional layout of the Work -
shop in relation to this little two-handed
play, not wanting to have two little people
rushing around in a room of that size. So,
what he came up with was scientific, but also
bare – a way of just zooming everybody’s
focus in on these two bodies. 

Something else I had got through doing it
before was that I wanted for there just to be
one thing – it turned out to be the sofa – which
allowed them to be very still and very focused
within that space. It was a domestic thing
within a scientific environment. I wanted to
play off those two themes. Eugene found
that beautiful lamp, I think up in Providence
somewhere: this strange old-fashioned scien -
tific thing which we could bash a huge
amount of light out of. Eddie Pierce, who lit
that production, put up loads of lights out of
nervousness that we might need them, and
we did one evening on the lighting without
realizing that we could do it all with this one
light: just turn it on and off. So the next
morning he took down about a hundred
lights he’d put up. The electrics crew were all
saying, ‘Well, we’ve never done this before.’
We later realized that we needed one other
light so we could see Sam Shepard during
the scene changes, so that we kept a kind of
continuity. We put in a standard lamp which
lit the scene changes. 

Was it different working with Shepard as an actor
than, say, some twenty-four-year-old who’s just
madly thrilled to be having a part in the play? 

I’d say that Sam was probably as nervous as
a twenty-four-year-old. He was thrilled to be
having a part in the play because, of course,
he’d not been on stage for thirty-five years.
So he was just as nervous. It was a pleasure
to be in a room with him, with his intelli gence
and his nose for writing.

Had you seen Stephen Daldry’s production at the
Royal Court? 

Yes, I had.

Does it make a difference to you? Does it take a
weight off your shoulders? In other words: ‘This
isn’t the premiere. It’s not Cleansed.’

It’s got a different dynamic to it, because if
you’re doing a premiere you’re probably in a
room with a writer and, yes, you’re working
really hard to get it right. Whereas if you’re
doing a second production and you’ve seen a
first production, then you’re probably in an
argument with that first production. How -
ever much you liked it, you’re seeking to do
something different and to explore avenues
that you felt hadn’t been fully explored, and
so on. 

And then you directed A Number twice yourself,
as you did with Blasted. Do you feel then as if
you’re staging an argument with your own pre -
vious production? 

With Blasted it was very simple because we
just couldn’t achieve everything that was in
the play in a tiny little studio theatre. So that
one was about very much wanting to do it
again, feeling that the play would be easier
to put on for an audience if you could realize
the images more totally than you could at the
Theatre Upstairs. I felt very vindicated by
that. It helped that play for an audience to
have more distance from it. 

I think that it is especially true for 4.48 Psychosis
that the first production becomes almost part of
the text. It’s part of the genetic material. And I
can’t imagine anybody taking on that text with out
thinking about your production and its images.
Some of the choices you made seem to have been
followed by other directors – for example, the
choice of three actors. Was that decision an easy
one to make or did you play around with possibi -
lities? You’re credited with this idea: Victim, Vic -
timizer, Bystander . . . 

That was a result of lots of conver sations and
two workshops with different numbers of
actors. But it wasn’t that hard to make that
decision. A quick version of the answer is: I
didn’t want to do it with one person because
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then it’s just a biographical piece – or it risks
being a biographical piece and, certainly, for
the first production I didn’t want that. It
seems funny now that it’s entered the reper -
toire all over the world, but at that time there
were quite a lot of people arguing one
shouldn’t even do the piece: that it wasn’t a
play, that it was something that she’d written
in pain, and therefore that it shouldn’t be
pro duced at all. So, I very much wanted to
do a production which wasn’t a ‘biog raphy’.
That was one out. Two just feels completely
wrong – it becomes a doctor/ therapist thing
and that’s not what it is. It just isn’t yin and
yang. Four felt wrong be cause she did that in
Crave. Five felt a bit of a crowd, really.
There’s lots of clues as to why there’s three.

That’s a wonderfully concrete answer!

Well, it’s just logic. It’s how you solve most of
the things that you decide on in that text. It’s
just looking at all the different options and
choosing the ones that make most sense. 

When did you allocate the parts?

We all played everything in that play until
the fifth of the six weeks of rehearsal. By
week five, when we set it, they all knew the
whole thing.

There again, I’m curious about the design conceit.
At what point did the mirror come into play?
Whose idea was it?

Quite late. I seem to remember we presented
a model of that in the third week of rehearsal.
That’s partly because Jeremy Herbert’s a
designer who will always go to the wire,
until he’s absolutely sure we’ve got the right
idea. And the mirror was his idea. The pro -
jection was something that we’d done a little
before, and we wanted to take it further. 

And you used both again in the tour and in the
Vienna production – the mirror and the pro jec -
tions.

It just worked. The Vienna production actu -
ally made possible the tour. When we did the

thing originally in the Theatre Upstairs, and
again when we did it a couple of years later
downstairs, that mirror was about three
quar ters of a ton of glass. There’s no way we
could have toured. And, indeed, every time
they took it down after the show, they broke
nearly every pane of glass. When we got to
Vienna, they had to play it in rep, and so they
said, [German accent] ‘We can’t do this, it’s
impossible, the glass, it will break.’ And they
found this stuff that’s similar to what they
make crisp packets from, which is called light
mirror; a German firm makes it. It’s a very
fine metallic film which you stretch over a
flat, and it weighs nothing. It’s quite delicate,
but as long as you treat it like a work of art
and pack it in cases very carefully, you can
tour it.

I’ve seen a similar effect in Robert Lepage’s Far
Side of the Moon.

It’s not a new idea. It’s as old as the hills. The
marvellous Czech designer Josef Svoboda
did a whole production of the Ring Cycle
using that idea. That was thirty years ago. 

But it’s one of those details of your staging that
seem almost inherent to the text to me now. In part
because you used multiple panels. So the image is
fragmented – you can see the lines through bodies.

That was very effective, I thought. The dif -
ficulty of that text for actors is figuring out
who you are and who you’re talking to. When
we started rehearsing, it was incredibly diffi -
cult for the actors to do anything as direct as
talking to the audience, or even to look in
the direction of a lonely director at one end
of the rehearsal room. It was hard because
you’re talking about experience which is so
private and so choked: if you were well
enough to look at someone, you wouldn’t
have a problem. So we really had to work
out, initially, how we could aim it in the
direction of an audience but make it more
private and subconscious. And the mirror
solved that because they could talk through
the mirror at the audience without seeing
themselves, as if they were talking to them -
selves, so that they were actually talking to
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the audience as themselves. We didn’t know
that when we’d first come up with it. It
quickly solved all the problems.

And it made possible the idea of having bodies on
multiple planes? Because sometimes you had
actors standing up and facing out, and sometimes
laying down on stage and looking up into the
mirror.

Yes. We always tried to. The three of them are

standing alone; they never look at each other.
They never see each other. We tried always to
keep them on three different planes so that
there would be one of them going up, one
going out, one going sideways, or whatever.
And the mirror, of course, was a large part of
that. It does detachment – you literally seem
detached. And that’s the process of the play:
to gradually detach from a problem that you
can’t solve, or to find a way of detaching
from it. 
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Speaking of the ending, how did you come to your
idea for handling that last line: ‘Please open the
curtains.’

Tricky, because it’s fraught with melodrama,
particularly since there was so much emo tion
around her having died. One didn’t want to
do anything very dramatic there. But also it
seemed to us, when we worked for a long
time on the last section of the piece, that there
was a generosity – that that line is saying: let
light in, and don’t worry about it. It’s a gag;
it’s the opposite of what you expect at the
end of that play, so that it has a kind of wit in
it as well. We wanted to do something that
felt generous to the audience. By that point in
the evening they’d been fairly wrung out by
some of the darkness of the text: they wit -
ness, they inhabit collectively. 

One of the lovely things about the Theatre
Upstairs is that there’s a whole wall of win -
dows that can open. We discovered that we
actually could physically open one of these
big double-glazed windows and have sound
coming in as well. That turned out to be a
really lovely way of setting the audience free.
It seemed important to let them go a bit, to
say, ‘It’s okay.’ And also to let the whole
atmosphere that you’d built up go, and let
that person go – that person that you’d been
listening to. The release was a quite beautiful
way of doing that.

What do you think of the claim that you men -
tioned before, that 4.48 Psychosis is ‘not a play’?

Well, it’s absolutely not a production play.
Sarah was pushing the envelope, as she did
in all her work. Obviously, she went in a par -
ti cular direction from Crave onwards. She
herself said that she didn’t think she could
see how she could take it further after Crave.
And then with Psychosis she realized that she
could even take away character completely.
That she could take away allocated text com -
pletely. And that she could make the whole
thing happen inside her mind. That’s a beau -
ti ful thing to stage and not easy. But once you
take that on, it follows the same rules as any
play. It’s got a structure; it’s got a story; it’s
got a clear set of rhythmic units; and it’s got

one hell of a language. You analyze the text;
you look at what the structure is; you look at
what the underlying gesture is. On one level
you even look at what the story is.

Attempts on Her Life doesn’t have characters
specified either, does it?

No. Sarah got the idea for Crave from Martin’s
Attempts on Her Life, which is something she
always acknowledged. She took it further in
her own work with Psychosis. 

Did you see Claude Régy’s Psychosis in Paris?

I did.

Did you have the programme note, ‘This is not a
play’ – something to that effect?

I don’t think I remember seeing the prog -
ramme. Did he say that? What does he think
it is then? 

When the production reached New York, there
was such a note in the programme. The play
seemed very much a biographical monologue or a
monologue at least . . . 

It’s a very strong French tradition. They love
monologues. Writers are free to write mono -
logues and people seem to like performing
them, and they even seem to like watching
them. I, personally, find monologues a bit
tedious and far too much to do with the ego -
tism of an actor. Although I thought Isabelle
Huppert did the text beautifully. She spoke it
and imagined it and felt it really well. But
that was all it was.

I was at a theatre conference about a week after
Psychosis had been at Brooklyn Academy of
Music. Everyone was talking about it. Most
people had also seen your production, which is
one of reasons that I’m thinking about how a first
production can become part of the baggage that a
director has to grapple with when he takes on a
text again. 

I think he very much does. And directors have
to get away from that. I saw a production in
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Sweden – actually, the first time I’d seen that
play again – which was just with one actress,
where they borrowed huge amounts of our
production without actually realizing they
were borrowing it. Thinking they were just
taking things from the text, they were taking
things that they’d seen on stage. That’s fine.
I just hope people can move on and discover
it in different ways. And I’m sure they can. 

It translates well to other culture, it seems.

Well, it was odd to do it in Vienna. I don’t
think it was as successful there. What I like
about Sarah’s intelligence is that she doesn’t
want the full Grand Guignol. But I think the
Viennese like their suicide a little more full-
blooded than we do.

On the topic of your ideas being a big part in the
legacy, it’s true of Blasted and Cleansed, but
I think it’s particularly true of 4.48 Psychosis.
Mary Luckhurst has written: ‘I am not of the view
that Kane was a great writer nor that her plays
represented a defining moment.’ Rather, she says,
James Macdonald’s interpretations ‘outclass the
writing’. She’s speaking, of course, to this idea
that the director’s choices, if they’re particularly
strong, follow the text.

I never think of myself as the core creator, or
the originator, of an image. I think of myself
as realizing things that I’ve been given in the
text or that are suggested by the text. That’s
the simple answer. If the text wasn’t there,
I’d never come up with them. So I’m only
ever as good as the text.

But what is the precise relationship of the director
to the playwright? We keep hearing about the
death of the auteur, the rebirth of the playwright,
and so on. Has the auteur just started concealing
his hand? 

I get very nervous about ‘auteur’. I think of
myself more as a director who works in a
theatre which puts on plays, and I’ve been
really lucky to work with – and my taste is
also to work with – writers who are challeng -
ing the possibility of what a play can do. I
don’t think that with Robert Lepage or with

Bob Wilson that that’s the case; obviously
they are much more interested in devising.
My starting point is always the writer. And
what’s wonderful about working with the
writers I’ve worked with is that they are
writing plays which question almost every
aspect of the theatre experience. And at that
point, it’s your task to do the same. That does
push a lot further into auteur territory than
directors of new plays are usually asked. 

Do you feel that there are influences that one
can read in your work? Or perhaps influences that
one can’t read in your work that are nonetheless
there? 

That’s quite hard to answer. I don’t know. I
have people whose work I like; I have enthu -
si asms. But it’s very hard to say what your
own work is like. It’s true that as you get
older you get more aware that you do have a
taste – that maybe you come back to certain
things that you like. Fairly clearly I do like
heightened theatrical texts; they’re not really
realism, let’s say. And they’re doing some -
thing complicated with language. And I
don’t like to put things on stage unless they
seem to need to be there. I am a kind of mini -
malist, I suppose. I’m a huge fan of Andre
Gregory, whom I’ve got to know a little bit
since living in New York. You can say he’s a
sort of advanced minimalist, or in an elite
field of minimalism, perhaps! 

It’s paradoxical in some ways. One reads in reviews
of your plays over the last decade about the pre ci -
sion and the economy in particular – in the design,
in the direction, in the blocking – speaking to that
minimalism. And yet you’re drawn to these plays,
it seems to me, that are so open-ended. So one
might be led to do more: you’ve got a tabula rasa
because you’re not limited in the usual ways.

Certainly what interests me from my own
experience of being in a rehearsal room with
actors is to see how little you can do and
make the most possible truth. When there’s
lots of movement on stage, you start to deal
with entertaining the eye or perhaps reawak -
en ing the ear or something. I just find it easier
to listen to things without extraneous move -
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ment if the play doesn’t seem to require it.
So, it’s just personal taste. I find I need less
and less. I’m certainly drawn to those kinds
of plays. I can’t argue with that. It’s very
hard for writers to go on writing those kinds
of plays, though. Once you write a play with
nothing in it, it’s very hard to repeat the same
gesture.

Did you feel that with Fewer Emergencies? Did
you see Attempts on Her Life as a precursor?

Formally it absolutely is. We looked at
Attempts on Her Life in rehearsal. And, in fact,
Katie’s going to do it later this year; so, the
play’s coming back, and it will be really
interesting to see it again.2 I couldn’t do the
premiere of that play because I was doing
some thing else.

I wonder if the fact that you are drawn to those
kinds of plays is one of the reasons why Michael
Billington has written that you have a ‘European
sensibility’. He said that both of you and Katie
Mitchell. Do you see similarities with her work?

I find her work incredibly clearly defined
and very beautiful, although quite different
from what I do. But we do have quite similar
taste in plays, a similarly dark taste. We have
worked with a number of the same writers,
so in that respect we’re alike. She’s more hot
on methodology than I am. I’m someone
who will make it all up from scratch with
each play, hopefully, whereas she has a much
stronger working method, I think. Of course,
the directing will vary from play to play. The
nice thing we’ve done, which direc tors don’t
normally get to do, because of do ing this
project together, is that we’ve got to see a
lot of each other’s work and support each
other’s work. That’s been a pleasure of this
project. 

What do you think Billington means by ‘Euro -
pean sensibility’? Is it a departure from British
theatre history in the last thirty years?

British theatre is terribly wedded to psycho -
logical realism. So anything that you do as
a push away from that will be perceived as

being somehow foreign. He may be referring
to that. Also, I think, different ways of doing
design comes into it.

In what way?

Again, getting away from realism. I will want
to change theatre experience every time I do
a production. That’s the challenge for all of
us. And in the last ten years in this country –
and twenty-five years in Europe – people
have been somewhat hostile to con ven tional
theatre spaces from the start. And, if you do
have to work in them, trying to pre tend they
are not conventional theatre spaces by using
every means you can. 

You don’t think it’s unique to you?

No, not really. I’ve got a sort of low-key thing
about it, myself, which might be unique to
me. I know people who do it in a much more
high-key or elaborate way than I might have
conceived. 

In Britain there was an explosion of
interest and possibility in playwriting in the
mid-nineties. It partly came out of stuff we
were doing at the Royal Court, but perhaps
it would have happened anyway, because
there was just a new generation of writers
coming through who had a new energy. The
older generation of writers was, more or less,
politically driven and just got stuck as the
politics crashed. It became very hard to write
a play because there was no clear perspec -
tive; there was no clear politics. There still
isn’t, actually, in many ways, although we’re
past that problem.

By a new generation you mean Crimp, Kane,
Ravenhill . . . ? 

Yeah – Martin was already going, really. But
that nineties generation – Ravenhill, Penhall,
Butterworth. And the younger lot as well:
Simon Stephens, Roy Williams, and so on. So
there was a sense of an energy around in the
mid-nineties in Britain, and there was a big
response to it in the country. There was also
more money being made available for new
plays, and theatres were expanding the num -



ber of new plays that they were doing. And
then, also, that energy was noted in Europe:
for example, we started winning prizes for
that work, and it got picked up very fast by
German theatres, French theatres, and so on.
The biggest thing that happened was in
Berlin: the Schaubühne got given to these kids
who’d come from a tiny little studio theatre
called the Baracke. German theatre skipped a
whole generation. 

You’re speaking of directors like Thomas Oster -
meier, for example?

He is one of them. The great, old, deluxe,
ocean-going liner of West German theatre got
given to this bunch of naughty kids who’d
been doing strange, dirty, porno British plays.
And they made a great success of it by pro -
gram ming new plays; they made new writing
trendy in Germany. Other German theatres
started to copy them and programme more
new works, and then that fanned out across
Europe. Because of that the landscape in
Europe has changed a lot in the last ten
years. 

What there isn’t so much in Europe is an
infrastructure for supporting writers, and
that’s what the Royal Court has been to us.
The European theatre tends to be driven by
large companies of actors, which makes it
harder to support new playwrights because
the primary demand of the theatre is always
going to be: ‘What are we going to do with
our fifteen actors?’ Sometimes you will get
writers who learn to write for those actors,
and that’s a beautiful thing when it happens.
It seems to me that what Britain’s done very
well for a long time, and has been very fruit -
ful in recently, is to generate a lot of new
plays. They vary in quality, obviously – and
durability, probably. What it’s often done less
well is to produce those plays as well as it
might, or as thoroughly as it might. That’s
the downside of the British way of doing
things. European theatres have very often

been sceptical about British productions. So
they’ll pick up plays, but they’ll never pick
up productions. And, of course, productions
are very often incomplete. They’re rehearsed
in four weeks.

I know you’re working on the new Christopher
Shinn play, Dying City.3 Does it strike you as
different from a British play? If it had arrived
without a title-page, would you know somehow?

That it wasn’t a British play? I think so. Obvi -
ously he writes a kind of dialogue that I don’t
think anyone is writing. His god is Henry
James! And he’s writing about a cultural mo -
ment that we didn’t quite have in the same
way – about 9/11 and the post-9/11 world in
New York. While we do have a lot of those
concerns, we were never that directly implic -
ated in it. We just weren’t there.

In Fewer Emergencies there’s the menace, though.

Well, we’ve been in that war. We’ve soldiered
on behind.

And what’s next for James Macdonald?

The big thing I’ve got to do is finish this
research project this year; so I’ve got a lot of
workshops to take that as far as I can go.
Some of those workshops will be about devis-
ing, which I haven’t done for years, and I’m
curious to see if I can do it. I’m curious to see
what happens when I am an auteur . . . 

Notes
1. Subsequent to this interview, Macdonald directed

Churchill’s Drunk Enough to Say I Love You? at the Royal
Court and, subsequently, at the Public Theater in New
York. He is directing a revival of Top Girls on Broadway
in the spring of 2008.

2. Mitchell’s revival of Attempts on Her Life played at
the National Theatre in 2007.

3. Macdonald’s production of Shinn’s Dying City
premiered at the Royal Court Upstairs in May 2006.
Macdonald later directed the New York premiere at
Lincoln Centre in 2007.
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