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INTRODUCTION 
 
This education pack is designed to complement your trip to see our 2008 
production of BLACK COMEDY at The Watermill.  The text is designed to be 
easily photocopied.  You will find information and exercises for use in the 
classroom, feel free to use them as written or adap t them to suit your class 
and/or situation.  If you have any comments on eith er the show or the 
education pack please get in touch.  
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PETER SHAFFER – a brief chronology  
 
 
1926 
Peter Levin Shaffer is born into a Jewish family in  Liverpool on May 15 th.  He has 
a twin brother, Anthony Shaffer, who also became a distinguished playwright. 
 
1936 
His family moves to London and he is educated at St . Paul’s School. 
 
1944  
Shaffer is conscripted into National Service, where  he works as a ‘Bevin Boy’.  
Named after Ernest Bevin MP who devised the program me, the ‘Bevin Boys’ 
were young men who were conscripted to work in the coal mines during 
World War II. 
 
1950  
Shaffer graduates from Cambridge University (Trinit y College) with a degree in 
history. 
 
1951 
He writes his first play The Salt Land , which is later produced for television.  
 
1958 
Shaffer’s play Five Finger Exercise is directed by legendary British actor John 
Gielgud.  It played in London at the Comedy Theatre , where it won the 
Evening Standard Drama Award; it then transferred t o New York the following 
year and won the Drama Critics Award.  
 
1962 
The successful Five Finger Exercise is made into a film.  Shaffer also writes two 
comedies The Private Ear  and The Public Eye , which were produced as a 
double bill at the Globe Theatre starring Maggie Sm ith. 
 
1964 
His next play Royal Hunt of the Sun  is produced by the Lawrence Olivier’s 
National Theatre company at Chichester, it then tra nsfers to The Old Vic in 
London and then to New York. 
 
1965 
Shaffer is commissioned to write a one-act play by the National Theatre, and 
so writes the farce Black Comedy . 
 
1973 
Shaffer’s next big success comes in the form of Equus, arguably his most 
famous play.  It is the story of a psychoanalyst an d his 17 year old client, who 
has committed a terrible act of violence against so me horses.  It was first 
produced at The Old Vic, it then went into London’s  West End and then onto 
Broadway, winning the Tony Award for Best Play and the New York Drama 
Critics Circle Award on the way. 
 



BLACK COMEDY Education Pack (The Watermill Theatre 2008)  4 

1977 
The award winning film version of Equus is released, starring Richard Burton. 
 
1979 
Amadeus , his next big success about the famous composer Wo lfgang 
Amadeus Mozart and his rival Salieri, is first perf ormed at the National Theatre. 
 
1984 
The film version of Amadeus wins eight Oscars, incl uding one for Shaffer’s 
screenplay. 
 
1985 
Shaffer writes Yonadab , based on a Bible story from the Old Testament.  I t is 
directed by Sir Peter Hall for the National Theatre . 
 
1987 
Shaffer continues with tradition and writes another  play for Maggie Smith, 
Love and Lovage . 
 
Also this year Shaffer was awarded the CBE. 
 
1992 
Shaffer is awarded the William Inge Award for Disti nguished Achievement in 
American Theatre.   
 
Sir Peter Hall directs Shaffer’s Gift of the Gorgon , for the Royal Shakespeare 
Company. 
 
1996  
He is appointed Visiting Professor of Contemporary Theatre at Oxford 
University (St. Catherine’s College). 
 
2001 
Shaffer is knighted by the Queen, becoming Sir Pete r Shaffer. 
 
2007 
A major revival of Equus opens in London’s West End ; taking the lead role is 
the Harry Potter star, Daniel Radcliffe. 
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IN HIS OWN WORDS 
 
In this article, Peter Shaffer talks about his expe rience writing Black Comedy 
and his first production in 1965. 
 

“One day in the early spring of 1965, with 
"The Royal Hunt of the Sun" happily 
established in the repertory of the 
National Theatre, I was asked by its 
masterly dramaturge 1 Kenneth Tynan if I 
had a one-act play for the company to 
accompany Strindberg's "Miss Julie", 
which Maggie Smith and Albert Finney 
were proposing to act during the coming 
season at Chichester.  Without much 
conviction, but with the sort of energy 
which Tynan always elicited from me, I 
described my idea of a party given in a 
London flat, played in Chinese darkness--
full light--because of a power failure in the 
building.  We would watch the guests 
behave in a situation of increasing chaos, 
but they would of course remain 

throughout quite unable to see one another.  Ever o ne to appreciate a 
theatrical idea, Tynan dragged me off instantly to see Laurence Olivier, the 
director of the National.  In vain did I protest th at there really was no play, 
merely a convention, and that anyway I had to trave l immediately to New 
York to write a film script.  Olivier simply looked  through me with his own 
Chinese and unseeing eyes, said "It's all going to be thrilling!" and left the 
room.  
   
In the event, it WAS thrilling, almost too much so.   The stories of rehearsing 
"Black Comedy" are legion and hilarious.  One day I  shall set them down fully.  
Suffice it here to quote Tynan on the whole experie nce: "This was farce 
rehearsed in farce conditions."  Due to difficultie s of scheduling at Chichester, 
we were offered very little rehearsal time and had to open without even one 
public preview before the assembled critics of Engl and, on the very same 
stage where the year before we had been able to pre sent the Inca piece 2 
after ten weeks of preparation.  Despite this handicap, John Dexter directed 
the play with blazing precision, and it was acted w ith unmatchable brio by 
Smith and Finney, by Derek Jacobi as an incomparabl e Brindsley, and by 
Graham Crowden as a savagely lunatic Colonel Melket t.  
   
In composing "Black Comedy", I encountered one seri ous problem.  The 
reversal of light and dark was not in itself a suff iciently sustaining idea to keep 
the play going for the required length.  In actuali ty, someone would, of 
                                                 
1 A ‘dramaturge’ is someone who works with playwrights to create and develop new plays for a 
theatre.  Kenneth Tynan was a famous dramaturge and theatre critic who played a significant part in 
building the careers of some of Britain’s most famous playwrights.  
2 He is referring to The Royal Hunt of the Sun, one of his most celebrated plays. 
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course, produce a candle and end the situation.  Wh at was needed was a 
reason for one of the people to KEEP the others in the dark.  From this 
necessity arose the actual plot:  the idea that the  host [Brindsley] had 
borrowed all the furniture in the room from an anti que-collecting neighbor 
[Harold, played by Finney] without telling him and that, on the unexpected 
appearance of this dangerous neighbor, the poor hos t had to return every 
scrap of it---chairs, tables, lamps, even a sofa--- in the dark and unaided, 
before he could restore the light which would other wise expose him as a 
thief.  The gods really blessed me with this soluti on.  The resultant sequence of 
furniture moving created some seven minutes of cont inuous laughter.  Indeed 
the first night turned into a veritable detonation of human glee.  A stern-
looking middle-aged man sitting directly in front o f me suddenly fell out of his 
seat into the aisle during this section of the play  and began calling out to the 
actors in a voice weak from laughing, "Oh stop it!  Please, stop it!!"  I cannot 
remember a more pleasing thing ever happening to me  inside a theater...” 
 

From a 1982 introduction to an early book of his pl ays which included (up until that 
time) "Black Comedy", "Royal Hunt of the Sun", "Equ us" and "Amadeus"  

 
 

 

 
Greg Haiste, Ellie Beaven & Jamie Newall 
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INTERVIEW – Paul Benzing   
 
I spoke to Paul Benzing who is a professional actor  and Fight Director.  He has 
been working with the cast of Black Comedy , and I asked him a few 
questions about his work. 
 
What is the job of a Fight Director? 
 
My job is to create the illusion of violence.  So w hilst a fight on stage should 
look violent, it must also be safe.  Safety is the most important part of the job. 
 
 
What skills do you need to be a Fight Director? 
 
You need to pass exams in a martial art, Fencing, a nd those set by the British 
Academy of Dramatic Combat, to an advanced level in  order to be 
considered for training as a Fight Director.    As part of the training you learn all 
about different weapons and armour, as well as lear ning to be patient.  
But most of all, I think you have to enjoy working with people to be a Fight 
Director; unlike many jobs these days fights can’t be arranged by a machine 
or over the internet...yet.  
 
 
How did you get into fight direction for the theatr e? 
 
I trained as an actor and at drama school I started  to learn about stage 
fighting.  A few years after leaving drama school I  gained the qualifications to 
apply to be considered to be a Fight Director.  Thi s takes about two years. 
 
 
Do you ever get hurt? 
 
No…well only if I’m not concentrating! 
 
 
Does it help that you are an actor as well? 
 
I think so.  I understand the whole process of rehe arsing a play, including the 
pressure of performing and all the work needed to p roduce the end result. 
 
 
What have you been working on in the ‘Black Comedy’  rehearsals? 
 
There are a couple of slaps, but most of the work h as been on falling.  As the 
characters are in the dark for most of the play the re is a lot of falling about; 
falling down stairs, falling into a cellar and fall ing out of chairs. 
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What have been the main challenges with this produc tion? 
 
As always SAFETY is the main concern…and making sur e the effect I create is 
exactly what the production needs. 
 
Stage fighting comes in many different forms, some using weapons (eg. 
swords, daggers etc) and others don’t; what type do  you most enjoy to 
choreograph? 
 
I’m very lucky, I enjoy my job if I’m armed or unar med. 
 
 
What is the strangest fight you’ve had to direct? 
 
I remember having to do a fight with massive pencil s.  They were about the 
same length as a sword and the characters had a big  fight about 
language…proving the pen(cil) is mighter than the s word! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Claire Vousden & Jamie Newall 
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INTERVIEW – Greg Haiste 
 
How did you first start in theatre? 
 
I grew up in Leeds and when I was 8 I started going  to my local drama group 
on a Saturday morning.  Loved it!  By the time I wa s in Sixth Form, I was doing 
youth theatre during the summer holidays and then I  went to do a degree at 
the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama in Gl asgow. 
 
 
What skills do you need to be a good actor? 
 
Like with music, I guess there’s a certain amount o f natural talent.  There’s a 
certain musicality to delivering a comic line I sup pose.  Living the life of an 
actor isn’t always to do with the acting though; it ’s difficult to engineer your 
own work, so you have to be prepared to live a life  where it’s up to other 
people whether you work or not.  Having said that, its lots and lots of fun and 
always varied. 
 
Tell us a bit about the character of Brindsley. 
 
He’s a charming and talented young sculptor but a w ee bit nervous as he’s a 
little unsure of his talent.  Moreover it’s the big gest night of his life as the richest 
man in the world could give him his big break, but there’s been a major 
blackout.  Soon everything descends into comic chao s and the poor chap is 
desperately trying to stay cool as his life spirals  out of control. 
 
The play’s comedy comes mainly from the physicality  of the situation on the 
characters.  What is it like to rehearse a ‘comedy’ ? 
 
It’s a really interesting experience, as the people  in the room tend to laugh a 
lot first time they see you do something; but then they will only laugh a little 
the second time and after that not at all…because t hey know what’s 
coming.  Therefore you end up playing “hilarious ga gs” to absolute silence 
and it can be difficult to gauge what’s funny at al l.  A lot of jokes come from 
being surprised and it’s hard to remember what ‘bei ng surprised’ is like when 
you’ve done something literally dozens of times and  you know EXACTLY 
what’s coming up.  Eventually you crave an audience  just to get that fresh 
first-time-seen response again. 
 
Throughout the play everyone has to pretend to be i n the dark, although as 
actors you can see perfectly clearly.  What was it like to rehearse that?  What 
did you do in rehearsals to help you achieve that e ffect?  
 
We did a lot of blindfold exercises and watched eac h other, how each other 
moved and reacted, e.g. you don’t often face someon e you’re addressing 
when you can’t see them.  We laughed a lot too!  It  is funny watching a 
blindfolded actor trying to escape another blindfol ded actor when you can 
see exactly what they can’t – and that gave me fait h that the concept of 
Black Comedy  would work a treat.   
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What has been most challenging about working on Bla ck Comedy? 
 
It’s what I’d call a ‘big learn’ – lots of lines to  learn and it’s very technical too.  
A lot of comedy comes from very specific bits of ph ysical business that have 
to correlate exactly with the other actors.  A lot of it goes at a real gallop too, 
so we’ve had to be really accurate first before we can play about a lot.  We 
didn’t want to lose sight of what a fun piece of th eatre it is. 
 
What have you enjoyed most about working on this pr oduction? 
 
It’s one of the funniest plays I’ve read and the co ncept of being in the dark 
(but not really), really appealed to me.  It’s been  lovely to explore that with a 
group of people all thrown together with the same p urpose – our professional 
job is to cheer people up each day.  It’s really lo vely to have that as my 
‘work’.  My favourite thing in the world is a big r oom full of people having fun 
and working here has been a great way to (hopefully ) achieve that.   
 
 

 
Greg Haiste as Brindsley Miller 
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IN REHEARSALS 
Here are two photos of the Black Comedy  company in rehearsals.  The Stage 
management team have to create a space that is simi lar to the real set in the 
theatre for the actors to rehearse on. 
 

 
Greg Haiste, Ellie Beaven & Robin Bowerman 

 

 
David Peart, Robin Bowerman, Ellie Beaven, Greg Hai ste, Claire Vousden & Jamie Newall  
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SET DESIGN 
 
Set designer, Fred Meller, had to think very carefu lly and work with the 
director to create the set on which the play would be performed.  She had to 
take many things into consideration, including: 
 

·  the fashions and trends of the period 
·  where the play is set (inside, outside, what type o f building etc) 
·  how the layout of the space would help the actors c reate the 

‘world’ on the play 
 
 
TASK 
Designers have to do a lot of research, especially when plays are set in the 
past.  What can you find out about the fashions of 1965?  Look for different 
styles of clothes worn by men and woman, and also d ifferent furniture (chairs, 
tables etc) that you might find in someone’s flat i n the 60’s.  Collect together 
as many different pictures as you can, use the inte rnet or find books in your 
school or local library to help you. 
 
After researching into the period the designer will  have to make a model of 
what the set might look like.  This is a miniature version which is carefully made 
to scale, so that the theatre’s set builders know e xactly what to build. 
 
Below is a picture of Fred Meller’s set model for B lack Comedy. 
 

 
 
 
TASK 
Using your research, have a go at drawing your own set for Black Comedy. 
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CHARACTERS SCULPTURES 
 
 
At the front of his script Peter Shaffer writes a b rief description about each of 
the characters.  To have the playwright’s own thoug hts about each of the 
characters is immensely useful to the actors. 
 

Brindsley Miller , a young sculptor (mid twenties), intelligent and 
attractive, but nervous and uncertain of himself. 
 
Carol Melkett , Brindsley’s fiancée.  A young débutante; very pre tty, 
very spoiled; very silly.  Her sound is that unmist akable, terrifying 
débutante quack.  

 
Miss Furnival , a middle aged lady.  Prissy and refined.  Clad in  the 
blouse and sack skit of her gentility, her hair in a bun, her voice in a 
bun, she reveals only the repressed gestures of the  middle-class 
spinster. 

 
Colonel Melkett , Carol’s commanding father.  Brisk, barky, yet giv en to 
sudden vocal calms which suggest a deep alarming in stability.  It is not 
only the constant darkness which gives him his look  of wide-eyed 
suspicion. 
 
Harold Gorringe , the bachelor owner of an antique china shop, and 
Brindsley’s neighbour, Harold comes from the North of England.  His 
friendship is highly conditional and possessive: so oner or later, payment 
for it will be asked.  A specialist in emotional bl ackmail, he can 
become hysterical when slighted, or (as inevitably happens) rejected.  
He is older than Brindsley by several years. 
 
Schuppanzigh , a German refugee, chubby, cultivated, and 
effervescent.  He is an entirely happy man, delight ed to be in England, 
even if it means being employed full time by the Lo ndon Electricity 
Board. 
 
Clea , Brindsley’s ex-girlfriend. Mid-twenties; dazzling , emotional, bright 
and mischievous.   

 
 
TASK 
[In pairs]  One of you is the sculptor (like Brinds ley), the other is a statue.  The 
sculptor must shape their partner’s body into statu e that represents one of the 
characters - use Shaffer’s descriptions to help you .  Try not to speak, just 
gently move your partner’s arms and legs into the r ight position and ‘show’ 
them the facial expression you would like rather th an telling them.  Now swap 
over and choose a different character to sculpt.   
 
Each time, check that your statue’s body language a nd expression clearly 
demonstrates the relevant characteristics.  
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EVERYONE’S A CRITIC! 
 
In Black Comedy  the character Brindsley Miller is waiting for a ve ry rich art 
collector to see his work.  The work of artists and  theatre-makers are always 
being looked at by other people and everyone  has an opinion!  
 
It is a theatre critic’s job to watch a production and then write a review, 
taking into account all the elements: the script, d irection, acting, set & 
costume design, lighting and music.  Theatres rely on reviews to provide the 
public with an objective view of the performance; a  good review will attract 
more people to come and see it, but a bad review wi ll put people off.  
 
TASK 
Using the box below, write your own review of Black Comedy .  Remember 
you are trying to give someone who hasn’t seen the play an idea of what it’s 
like.  You must include a brief outline or introduction to the story as well as 
your opinions on the main elements and performances . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Remember – there is no right or wrong, everyone’s o pinion is equally valid.  
Why not send a copy of your review into us at The W atermill; we’d really like 
to know what you thought of the show! 
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CREDITS & CONTACT 
 
 
Cast 
Brindsley Miller  – Greg Haiste 
Carol Melkett  – Ellie Beaven 
Colonel Melkett  – Robin Bowerman 
Harold Gorringe  – Jamie Newall 
Miss Furnival  – Claire Vousden 
Clea  – Rachael Spence 
Schuppanzigh  – David Peart 
Bamberger  – Will Barton 
 
Creative Team 
Director  – Orla O’Loughlin 
Designer  – Fred Meller 
Lighting  Designer  – Philip Gladwell 
Assistant Director  – Sophie Fletcher 
Fight Director  – Paul Benzing 
Casting Associate  – John Manning 
 
Photographs 
Peter Shaffer – David Hart 
Rehearsals – Jan Ferrer 
Production – Mike Eddowes 
 
This pack was created by 
Robin Belfield (Deputy Outreach Director) 
 
Contact details 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor  
Newbury 
Berkshire 
RG20 8AE 
outreach@watermill.org.uk  
 
 


