PARLOUR SONG

PODCAST

Jez, maybe we can start with you; can you tell us a bit about how you started to develop your ideas for PS?
Well, the initial idea came from listening to a lot of Blues, and it struck me that Blues songs - certainly the ‘murder ballads’ - have a fairly simple structure, a fairly simple narrative, and that I could just strip a simple plot from any song and tell its story. So this is kind of like a revenge story, where someone thinks that the person they love is straying; it’s the theme of a thousand songs…and that they are going to be left alone, and that if its true, they’re going to kill them.

So is a ‘parlour song’ a jazz song?

A parlour song is an Anglicization of a Negro spiritual or a ballad or a work song; they would be reformed for piano, and you’d play them in your parlour in middle-class England. And I imagined that that sort of letting in of a powerful spirit into your home could create these kinds of problems.

What attracted you to the play when you read it Ian?

Well I’m attracted to everything Jez writes, because I’ve been the beneficiary of his plays in this country; I think he’s a really unique, gifted writer, who is very bold, and musical, and soulful. And what’s fascinating about this play is that it’s quite different tonally and formally to the other plays which are driven by much more conflict; whereas this play is, on its surface, impressionistic, playful and dreamlike, and isn’t driven by overt conflict. The conflict is seething under the surface, but on the surface people seem more oblique and tentative about the deeper desires that drive them. I really like that tension, that the play is fraught with a yearning, a longing. It’s shot through with loss and there’s a fear of underlying violence. So it’s very easy for me to be attracted to it on a number of levels, and also as you ask with any new play, what is its urgency now? - it seemed to me a very evocative play about what it is for some people to be human now; where there’s a culture of fragility, people are concerned about money, about keeping things together, and that there’s this animal, frightening, wild underbelly to everything that people yearn for and are frightened of.
Would you agree with that Jez?

I think so, yeah… I grew up on a new-build estate, where the house next-door to ours was exactly the same as our house but a mirror image of it, and that’s really where the play takes place, in these two homes where there are these two couples living. They’re friends and they have barbeques together, and it’s really about their relationships and how they unfold over the course of the summer. I think that most of the stuff I’ve written up until now has wanted to escape my roots, overtly, but of course they’re always there, and I think what I’ve done this time is stage something very much in the kind of environment that I grew up in, but as I say open the door to this very cold wind of the Blues that just whips up… You’re forever hearing of these stories where someone lives at the end of a cul-de-sac for years, and then they murder everyone in their home, and everyone always expresses surprise… and I feel that’s bubbling under this play in a very real way.
Ian: It’s funny that we were both brought up on new-build estates; I was brought up in a Wimpey home in Charlton in London, and there you were up the road near Watford. And what that world is like and how it forms you, and the connection between the uniformity of the location and how individual everybody is, and also the groupings that come from that. There’s this great intimacy in the play; they’re six feet apart, the two houses that we focus upon; the strange intimacy of that, and the collisions and connections it creates.
Jez: I find them very fascinating environments, those new-build areas, because what was once fields and… there’s this one near us where we live now, the street’s called ‘Tumbling Fields’ - it’s not tumbling fields any more, it’s a housing estate! Where we lived the street sort of stopped, and they were going to build some more houses in the field that was there, and of course they did. You had this thing that you were very young and you were witnessing an area growing up that didn’t pre-exist you, you pre-existed it, and then these families would appear, and what was just a field or a corner of a field with a copse of trees there, and now they’re bringing a baby into this home. I found it very very alarming when I was young to discover that people made their own space in this way; it didn’t pre-exist, it was malleable. Then everyone went into their homes and they never came out again! So it had this very odd atmosphere when I was very young, and it really affected me. And of course when you live in a cul-de-sac you can only really enter it from one perspective, you walk into it and it is a dead end. Literally.
Ian: Are you worried about the creation of new homes, estates, new-builds across England, that all look similar? Do you have any attitude towards that?
Jez: No I don’t. I think that so long as there’s some… if you fly over this country we’re not short of green space, and it’s not like no no no they shouldn’t build these houses because of course they should, and families like I grew up in should be moving into them and hopefully having as vivid and as exciting an experience as I had. But yeah, this is the way that I think the majority of people are going to live in the future; we are going to be a much more suburban culture.

Ian: But there’s this forest growing underneath. In the next play, Jerusalem, there’s this feeling that a local council wants to make banal what is wild and rough and primal about England, and tame it. 

Jez: Yes. I am really drawn to that… I was about 8 before I realized we were surrounded by countryside; you tend to stay in your street when you’re very small. I realized we were slap bang in the middle of the countryside and there was this real wildness all around, and that collision really struck me. I made a film once called Birthday Girl where a man lives in exactly that environment, where out the front of his house is his town and out the back of his house is the countryside, and he would disappear over his fence and be in the wild. And it always felt like that. I think they’re magical places… I have no ‘beef’ with the suburbs, and I’m certainly not trying to satirize them in any way, I’ve got an enormous affection for them. And I think I understand them as well. I thought a great deal about where we were living when we were growing up, and I think that there are so many more varied and vivid portrayals of the suburbs than everyone out the front mowing their lawn and everyone with their sprinklers on… I think there are so many off-the-peg ideas to characterize the way in which millions and millions of Britons live. It must be varied.
Ian: And punk came from the suburbs…

Jez: Yes…

Ian: The suburbs actually is quite a fertile place for certain forms of art – and that wildness you get in punk is sort of seething there in the play, however uniform the surface is.

Jez: Yeah, absolutely.

What would you say about the style that you write in? I think that’s a massive selling point to our audiences because I think it’s so different to many other writers.  So how would you describe that style?

Jez: Well, I would describe my style in Parlour Song as… that the plot itself, written a different way, could be the plot of a soap opera perhaps. It could be very simply these two families – and if you didn’t write it the way I’ve written it, it could be banal, it could be a cliché.  I think I wrote it with like a… I just began writing and looked for any area that started to really, really vibrate and resonate in my head. And suddenly there was like a register that this play could take place in – and that was really my only plan: does that ring like a… ‘is that really troubling, is that really exciting’ rather than ‘is that just a bit of drama, or is that a bit of plot’.  So I was generating lots of material, and the further I got into the play, the harder it got to ‘speak’ – the harder it got to write something that actually moved this thing on in the same kind of slightly haunting – I think very haunting – register.  And so for instance a scene like the one at the crux of the play, between the wife and the neighbour, wouldn’t write for weeks and then suddenly came – and you work out what these people are actually going to say to each other in that kind of an environment.  And there’s a lot that could be said and yet it’s got to be exactly the right thing, because of the register the play takes place in.  So it was a lot harder, there was a lot less flow than there is for some of the stuff where I set not such a high bar.  But it’s a tightrope walk just to keep this thing like a song, like a poem, keep it alive and keep it ringing in an audience’s head, keep it fraught and as exciting as can be, with material which, let’s face it, wasn’t very promising.  You feel like, these couples, you wouldn’t go to them for any other reason but the drama that’s unfolding in that particular summer.  But if you went to see them at any other time, it wouldn’t be fecund, dramatic material that you’d find.

Ian: I think the style of the play is, in the best way, devious… because it lures you in, it’s ticklish and it’s very accessible; and then it unsettles and moves you.  And I think that deviousness is a high art in the theatre, particularly when it creates a kind of dream logic, where you’re lulled into a familiar location, a known story, but it drives you into the unconscious.

Jez: I think that’s true.  I think when I hear people say “it’s a dream play” I sort of run a mile, because it seems like it’s licensed to be looser, rather than tighter, with your narrative, and I feel like the more that you’re going to try to get an audience into a kind of twilight state, hinterland, like that liminal state between where they experience things for real and where they imagine things, you’ve got to really be on your game, like you’ve got to absolutely have a real firm grasp on what story you’re telling, otherwise it’s heart sickening to sit in a theatre…because you do not want to sit in a theatre and watch someone else’s dream.  It’s impenetrable, and the excuse for it is ‘well, that’s how I saw it’ – and I really don’t want to do that; I really feel like you want to grip people, as if they are having like the most riveting dream they possibly could experience, in the dark, in this case with other people in the Almeida Theatre.

Do you think the theatre at the Almeida adds to that – will it keep that tension, being such a small auditorium?

Ian: I think that the Almeida Theatre space is one of the most evocative theatre spaces in London, because it has something of the dream about it.  It’s intimate, yet there’s a kind of epic quality – it’s a found space and I think that can only add to the feeling of what the play is doing.

The actors in the play…how was that casting process for you, are you excited about working with them?

Ian: I think that there are writers that attract a certain type of player. Harold Pinter’s work requires certain instruments to play it, and I think it’s the same with Jez’s work, that you need actors that have the ability to play a particular tune through language, to be receptive to his idiom and his sense of music, and that’s part of the joy of casting, finding those instruments. In the middle of the play you’ve got Toby Jones, playing the character Ned, and Toby is such an intelligent, compelling, interesting person to watch, he doesn’t look like an actor, he looks so interesting and he has such depth as a performer. And his wife Joy, played by Amanda Drew, has such a brilliant ability to ambiguous, yet completely real and focused, which is quite an achievement.  And then their neighbour, Dale, played by Andy Lincoln, who is the guide, throughout the evening, has such charm, and soul, and a brilliant lightness of touch, which is such a beautiful quality for Jez’s language.  So when you’re casting, you’re thinking, ‘what ingredients can we find to make the meal’, the recipe that males the script.  And with three characters, you’re thinking ok, we’ve got to be really careful because there’s just three ingredients, and how will they mix and merge, and how will they deliver what the recipe is?  It’s such an exciting thing to do that, and I think it’s really thrilling who we’ve got.

Jez: Yeah, I think it’s superbly cast.  I can spot in an audition straight away if they can make it ring the way I need it to sound – it’s like ‘yeah, that person can do that’ – it’s like being able to sing in a register I suppose, it’s like ‘no that isn’t ringing at all but that one is just offering up so many questions and so much excitement’.  And I don’t really know what it is, I can’t really put my finger on it, but they can just do it, and you pick the ones that can for this type of work.  I think they’re all very accessible performers as well.  I think they’re very, very good messengers, very good storytellers all of them, and coupled with the fact that I think this is actually the most accessible play I’ve yet written; it’s kind of a mystery story, it has a simple almost like ‘whodunit’ motor working inside of it, that I think really, really draws you in, and I think they tell that beautifully, so far in the rehearsals they’re telling that beautifully, so we’re really excited about it.
