
Alan Ayckbourn · 
Technically Speaking 
Alan Ayckbourn 's 34th play· 'Henceforward ... ' · has Just left Scarborough's Stephen Joseph 
Theatre In the Round for a tour to Germany , Poland, Turkey and Egypt. John Offord visited the 
theatre as final preparations were being made for the production 's conve rsion to proscenium 
format, and tal ked to Alan Ayckbourn about his Involvement with things techni cal ... 

Wortcing in a theatrt-form th.tt demands a very in­
timate relationship between the components of a 
production., Alan Ay<:kbo1.1m's involvement wfth 
all technicoAI a.spe<:ts of theatre is well known. I 
asked him where lhis interest had its ~nni ng5--
"I started at the point where tape was jusi 
creeping into theatre, sound-wise. I was at 
Oxford Playhouse at the time, and they used 
those o ld panatropes , 78 discs, a.nd this 
rather dicey a,eing system. As I had been 
given an old Grundig tape recorder as a kid, 
in addition to being the junior ASM, I also 
became the sound expert! 

•1 remember that they purchased a tape 
recorder, and I started to produce taped 
sound • it was very primitjve. Later, I came 
here with Stephen Joseph, who was a 
technical nut He loved the nuts and bolts of 
theatre complete ly. He and I together began 
to explore the use of taped sound, and it 
cluminated a few years later at Stoke-On­
Trent with 'Mr. Whatnot' · which was, and in 
fact still is, a fairly sophisticated sound tape 
against which actors acted. It was really a 
sound operator's showp iece! 

"Simultaneous ly, because the theat res I 
was working In were so small, I was getting 
involved in ligl>ting. Again, it was learn-as­
you•go. Ligl>cing in the round was somet hing 
that hadn't been approached in detail, and 
Stephen and I worked out certain theories 
on angles, and so on. We progressd a long 
way, because when we started I think we 
had jusi eight pattern 23's which had to light 

Al.an Aydcbourn. "fascinated by the tcchnk,1.I skfe: 
of the.tile.• 

Afan Ayckbourn's first full venlure into computrriscd lighting was with the purpo.se,built system instilled 
•t Sc,,,borough by Statelight In 1980. 

a whole show. Our technic.al facilities were 
terribly slender, but it was amazing what you 
could do. We had a crude slider dimmer 
board where we cross plugged at every cue 
· so it was all fairly simple. 

"The result was that I became fascinated by 
the technical side of theatre, and this fascina­
tion has remained with me, and I'm still in· 
volved. When you have ligl>ting designers 
like David Hersey or Mick Hughes whom I 
work with a lot, as long as I allow them their 
artistic freedom I think they like my involve· 
ment. I'm certainly very interested! 

'1 like to know what's happening, and I 
have very definite ideas • although 
sometimes I'll say 'find out how to do it and 
that's the image I want from it' · and the 
same goes for sound. I'm still involved, par• 
ticularly in Scarborough, with sound. I have a 
small studio of my own at the top of the 
house which has got an eight tr.1ck, a four 
track, and two l\vin tracks." 

You are a playwright who believes in the total 
con~pt of thealre, drawing together many 
aspects, and most partk:ularty the actors a,nd the 
technical. Al what stage do lhe technical 
elemenb come up for consideriltion during the 
writing of a plAyl 

"They arc there all the time. They are there 
because rarely do I write a play without 
knowing that I'm going to direct it. So there's 
a part of me always checking to see that it's 
possible, or at the very least, feasible. I may 
not have solved It comp letely · and in fact it's 
quite exciting oot to have every solution pat 
by the time you've finished a script. When I 
write a play like Way Upstream' I made cer· 
tain that it was possible to get water into the 
auditorium here, which it was, and that it 
would stay here and also that we could con­
trol a boat . The details had to be worked out 
fast, but nonetheless I was getting a buzz 
from the thought of that side of it as much as 
the play itself." 

The technical element obviously excites you. To 
what extent., If any, do you throw it in ddiber,1.te­
lyl 

•1 try not to say 'Here's a good effect, let's 
write a play around it'. My theory o f writing 
is that a play is a mee ting of ideas. There are 
primary ideas like what it's about and the 
deve lopment of the characters and the situa­
tion of the plot, but almost as important, and 
in some ways just as important, is how you 
te ll it. As they say, there's nothing new. 
What there is are different ways of telling 
things, and so I bend my mind very much 
towards how to re·te ll that story; how to tell 
it in a different way. 

"For instance, with 'Intimate Exchanges' it 
may be 16 endings, and with a play like Way 
Upstream' it has to do with using the boat as 
a symbol of what everyone wanted to say, 
and so on. Neither one or the other is domi­
nant, and equally I would not start a play 
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unless I had a damn good framework for do· 
ing it in." 

I und~rStand that working in a smaller communjty 
here in Surbo,ough. rather than in London, hu 
<'trtain benefit5 when quinia l interest from the 
k>cal community can respond to problems with a 
production? 
"ll doesn't generally start off like lhat, but il 
was exciting with the Way Upstream' ex­
perience when various elements pulled 
together. We asked a local boatyard lo pro· 
vide a 'sawn off' boat, for instance, and local 
interesl certainly caught fire w ith this show, 
It was not an easy project, and it was trial 
and error. 

'1t was a new technology to move bot· 
tomless boats with molors through water 
- albeit only len inches of ll, Wit h a varying 
number o f people on board it required a 
great deal of work with gears and motors. If 
the motor was too strong the boat shot 
water every,vhere, and if it was too feeble it 
started to catch fir'e. Our poor engineer was 
rushing backwards and forwards l rying dif­
ferent strengths of motor and various gear­
ing. When it wo rked, which thank heavens it 
did on the first night, there was a sort of sigh 
of relief from the entire audience followed 
by a huge round of applause. A sort of 'thank 
you, Cod' followed by applause." 

Getting lo know computers. Al.\n Ayckbourn (seated) takes the original c.ist of 'Henceforward .• / t·o look 
over the systems at Sc.irborough Building Sodcty. 

The current production of 'Henceforward .. /, your 
latest pby, intrigues me., ft has a very simple set, 
comp.a.red with m.any of your plays, but at the 
ume time it invotves t,he latest technology, .ind is 
sel in the future. 
"The set came about because I was uying to 
write about a creative artist, which is aJways 
a dangerous thing to do because creative ar· 
tists are notoriously difficult to portray on 
stage. A compo ser seemed to be a good 
idea. I had worked quite a lot w ith Paul 
Todd, who is the resident MD here, and over 
the years we've used a lot of the latest music 
technology. Before I started to write we in­
vestigated the state of the art in music com· 
puters, and in this case we went to look at a 
Synclavier, of which there are only about 
two or three in the country. It Is a fascinating 

The Technician's View 
Mictiael Thomas has been chief technician 
at ~"' Stephen Joseph Theatre in the 
Round, Scarborough for hvo-.and-a-hali 
year$. His background ranges from work· 
ing in $4?\'eral of Britain's major producing 
theatres through to major concert touring 
and presentation work 

He considers Alan Ayckbourn the besl 
director he's ever worked for. "'Aside frQm 
his plays, l"ve enor1'1"K>us respect for h.lm as 
a di,ector, .. he told me. "He is stunning. 
Although he's the only one who knows ex· 
actly what he wants ()(I stage, he will take 
n0tice of other poople's comments, and 
often inc0tporate their suggestions.. 

"He gives us very good stag~ direct.Ons 
oo ~ s,cript Theri we get aoolhe, good 
insight on the read-through when 
eve.-yone is tnvofved. At that stage you've 
got a good idea of where he's at 

"You could say most people working 
here are over qualified, but Alan 
Ayckbourn Slfetches the entire building 1 

every lime he puts on a new play. He is 
also an excellent director of other people's 
work, a factor of which a lot of people are 
unaware. He has a very intimate: rapport 
with .111 the people he works with. 

American machine, and a very clever pro­
grammer showed us around it. We saw 
about a fiftieth of what it could do in about 
three or four hours. It convinced me that it 
was the sort of machine that would suit my 
purposes, particularly as I was intending to 
push the play a little bit into the future. 

"The nub of lhe play asks to what extent is 
an artisl ju stified in pillaging his personal life 
in order to express himself throughouL In 
lhe end, doesn't he destroy his personal life, 
and how much does art matter over human 
relationships? 

"In the play the composer records 
everything that happens around him and he 
c.reates his music from the verbal and the 
sounds people make - which was very nice 
for him and quite infurialing for everybody 
else! In the end he alienates everyone 
around him, 

"This was the starting point. It was then a 

\ ' ~ ' --- •.•J .. "i.. "On the purely technical side1 he knows 
as much, if not more, than I do. He's very 
cechnic,;11ly minded, and he's C4?rtainly ooe 
of the best .sound operators I've known," 

Oiief technk:i.an Michael Thomas pictured on the 
set for 1tenceforw.ird . .' with assist.i.nt lechnici.an 
J.a.tkie StainM. 
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Jerome has difficulty with troublffOme robot NAN 

matter of actually recording this, and getting 
the Synclavicr to do it for me. I think we have 
about five minutes music in all the show, but 
it took at least eight weeks to produce. One 
had to use a little dramatic licence and ad· 
vance the state of the art a few years!" 

You1v~ also involved Jerome, the composer in the 
pl.iy, y.;th the 'tedlnical' side of the show. 

"Barry McCarthy has actually learned the 
music quite closely, and a lot of people 
believe he played it - although I don't think 
people wilh a sufficient knowledge of the 
technology would think he did! It's also a 
play about people, and what we do to peo­
ple - as indeed most of my plays are, and to 
that extent I've put mechanical people In 
'Henceforward .. .' as well. There 's a 
mechanical women the composer lives with, 
and she's very unreliable. O like the view that 
technology is rather unreliable • and I loved 
the spaceships in 'Alien' that looked like 
clapped out machines.? NAN 3-00F is a sort of 
British Telecom version of a robot she's a 
lit~e erratic, and has developed several 
nasty faults, and like all good things, lhey've 
stopped making spares for her. 



"So I think there's a nice parallel there. In a 
sense I tried · being aware that al the words 
'science fiction' some peop le tend to climb 
on a chair and scream, rather like plays 
about soccer • to make science fiction user· 
friendly, and to that extent I think il has 
worked. It doesn' t seem to have upset too 
many peop le!" 

'Henceforwud. . .' is going off on tour prior to it's 
West End opening in the autumn. Where wm the 
production pl•yl 
"ft's going Arst to the lyceum Theatre in 
Crewe before touring to West Germany, 
Poland, Turkey and Egypt and then it has a 
small break before a number one tour of the 
UK in places like Bath, Norwich and 
Wolverhampton. ft winds up in Scarborough 
in the summer, and then I will re-rehearse it 
in Septembe r prior to its ope ning in the West 
End in Novembe r." 

It wiU obviously be st~ed in a proscenium fonN.t, 
and it does seem to be a much easier play to pro­
duce on a pros«nlum stage compared to some of 
your previous S~rborough,,origin,1ted pl.tys. 

"What we are doing at the moment is 
rehearsing during the daytime for the pros. 
Aaually it isn't that difficult to do, and In 
some ways it's easier. Some of my plays lose 
a lot coming out of the round, but this one 
much less so . The set we are designing for 
the tour and for the summer is basically the 
set we will use in the West End." 

Moving to more general matters I am interested in 
your vl"ews on how the technk aJ side of theatre is 
developing, and how you see its role, 
"It's changed out of all recognition . One's 
seen the rise of the lighting man; he was 
always there when I started, but barely on 
the poste r. They've crept slowly up in pro· 
minence, as indeed has the technology. Ob­
viously with the change of fighting boards it 
has become much higher technology than 
when I started, and there are some wonder· 
ful lighting technicians around . I think that 
given the opportunity their creative input 
can be enormous · invaluable. I suppose 
how much they are allowed to do depends 
on how much the director allows them in. 
Personally, I would not conceive of a pro· 
duction without having at least a space for a 
brief for a lighting designer. Sometimes we 
have to say 'terribly sorry, it's just the one 
room, and it's dayligh~ and it's a straight up 
and dow n'. On the other hand, at the mo­
ment rm working on 'Tis a Pity She's a 
Whore' at the National Theatre, and I was 
rather pleased to set lighting designer Mick 
Hughes so many headaches because I knew 
he would enjoy solving them! 

"With sound, of course, the who le world 
has changed. Certainly to have recorded 
sound effects on compaa disc is going to be 
wonderful, rather than having to buy a new· 
copy of the 33 every time you want to dub a 
change. And of course it's even rather o ld 
hat to use disc now. Ntost self-respecting 
technicians pick up their equipment and 
wander off to record effects themselves on 
tape . 

"It has been particularly true for me, work· 
ing in the round whece scenic possibilities 
are limited, but where light and sound are 
doubly important. I use a lot of what I call 
the pe rmanent background tape, which has 
to be very carefully balanced, wrapping the 
audience into a sort of ambient feeling · par· 
ticuf.1rly with things like the 'garden plays' I 
have written.,, 

There's• little story •bout the blackbird that flics 
J.rOUnd during one of your plays, 
"Yes, it was in 1ntimate Exchanges'. It flew all 

The lat"tst from Alan Ayckbourn: the set for'Hence:forwa.rd .. .' at the Stephen JOffPh Theatre in the Round, 
Sc•rboroogh. 

around the auditorium · we panned it all. 
over the place! It used to fly gently around. ll 
just added something. Few people nol iced, 
but rm sure the odd o rnitho logist went 'ahr 
as it moved ag.lin! 

"I think one or the most successful tapes 
was prod uced by Rob Barnard in London for 
'A View From The Bridge', when we took 
great delight in blending sounds to undercut 
the outside scenes. What was lovely was 
that peop le actually noticed it in the right 
way, and said 'gosh, those footsteps drop· 
ping in were just right'. ft adds a dept h to a 
show, and we are very lucky in working with 
people who respond. I look for peop le like 
that to work with, and I also think they'll find 
you. They say, 'this guy's Interesting, He 
doesn't just say give me a dog' . What I say is 
'give me a dog growling, or a dog running 
away'. That makes it much more interesting." 

You a,e currently directing at the N;itional 
Theatre, and also popping bade to Scarborough 
on ocusion. How do you cope with directing in 
two totally diffeJent venues, at different ends of 
the spectrum? 
"Obviously at the National you have got a lot 
more people at your disposal, whilst at Scar· 
borouRh I tend to take a lol of the sound on 
myself and let Mick Thomas get on with the 
lighting. He can obviously do both, bur it's 
asking rather a lo~ At the National people 

are paid to do i~ and f think they would be a 
linle hurt if they wereo't allowed to! I'm quite 
happy, I don't mind if I do it o r not · as long 
as I get what I want in the end. It is a luxury at 
the National. You can ask slightly more 
down there, and rou can also say, with the 
length of rehearsa time available, 'run me up 
some stuff and we will have a loo k at it'. If 
we hate it we can wipe it and start again. Up 
here, with only four weeks available, we've 
gol to make sure It's more or less right 
straight away. We can't do too many dummy 
runs!" 

"I belie\'e sin« I first diswvered Alan 
Ayc:kboum's work in the early seventies 
that I ho1d also come .tcross one of the 
twentieth century's greatest the~t,e techni­
cians. His ability to bend time, space ;and 
emotion on stage to throw new light on ;all 
our lives is actualJy a measure of his craft. 

"The excitement for me in ~ Hing our 
theatre is perh~ps best expressed now by 
contemplating a package of shows for 
1988f89 whidl out of a total of nine pro· 
ductions \\-ill Uldude no less than eight 
wortd premieres. 

"lt's the finest of world the~trc • and very 
exdling.• Russ Allen 

Marketing Oirect0< 
Stephen Joseph Theatre in the Round 

Alan Ayckbourn piciured with part of the set for the touring production of his latest pliy 'Hence:forwud ... ' 
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