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Introduction 
 

This pack has been designed to support your visit to The Watermill to watch our production of 
Untold Stories 

This is a digital pack; where you see this arrow there is a link that you can click on to 
view other material online. 

 
Your feedback is most welcome, please email outreach@watermill.org.uk or call me on 01635 
570934. 
 
Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit many schools in the 
surrounding area to work with students and teachers. For an education brochure, please visit the 
Outreach pages on our website, or contact us. 
  
 For our schools brochure please click here.  
 
 
 
 
 
We hope you find the pack useful. 
Emma Bradbury  
Outreach Assistant 
 
Email: emma@watermill.org.uk | Tel: 01635 570934 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE 
www.watermill.org.uk 
 

     
       www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs 

 
 
 
 
 
This pack was written and designed by Emma Bradbury with contributions from Amy Wicks and 
Francesca Reidy.  
 
The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported by The Dr. 
Mortimer and Theresa Sackler Foundation. 
 
Rehearsal and production photos by Philip Tull.  
 

https://www.watermill.org.uk/uploads/Wmill_PRIMARY4ppA5_2012.pdf
http://www.watermill.org.uk/
http://www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs
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Alan Bennett  
 

Early Influence of Theatre 
 

Alan Bennett was born on 9th May 1934 in Armley, Leeds. He lived with his father, Walter, a butcher, 
and his mother, Lilian. Whilst doing his National Service, Bennett learnt Russian at the Joint Services 
School for Linguists in Cambridge. He was later accepted with a scholarship into Exeter College, 
Oxford and graduated with a first class degree in Medieval History in 1957.  
 
During Bennett’s time at university, he was a member of the theatre group and comedy society, The 
Oxford Revue. The group’s primary aim is to promote a comedy community at the university, whilst 
also producing its own comedy shows throughout the year. It is managed by a committee of comedy 
writers and performers and has included names such as Al Murray and Rowan Atkinson.  
 
In 1960 Bennett, along with fellow Oxford Revue member, Dudley Moore, and the Cambridge 
Footlights’ Peter Cook and Jonathan Miller, performed the show Beyond the Fringe at The Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival. It is widely held that the play has had a great impact on many other shows and has 
since had an enormous influence on almost every popular panel show to date.    
 
 

Fun Facts  
• Bennett has allegedly declined both a knighthood and an honorary doctorate from Oxford 

University.  
• It’s said that on BBC Radio 4's Front Row programme on 30 September 2010, Bennett was 

asked the same set of questions about his own TV plays that a contestant on BBC One's 
Mastermind (1972) had answered as his specialist subject. The contestant answered more 
questions correctly that Alan Bennett. 

 

 
Acting Career  
 

Alan’s involvement with The Oxford Revue was just the beginning of his successful career as an 
actor. He went on to perform in many shows in both London and in New York.  
 
Bennett has a dead-pan delivered voice with a strong Leeds accent, which is very distinctive. This, 
along with his sharp humour, has made his readings of his work very popular, especially his 
autobiographical recordings. One of his most well-known and popular readings is A. A Milne’s Winnie  
The Pooh but he was also the voice of many other children’s characters including Mole in Wind in the 
Willows, The Owl in Meg and Mog and various characters in Peter Rabbit. 

 
Writing Career 
 

Since his success as an actor, Bennett has become one of the leading British dramatists. His first 
stage play, Forty Years On, was put on stage in 1968. Many television, stage and radio plays, screen 
plays, short stories and novels followed. His television series, Talking Heads, has become a modern 
day classic as have many of his works for the stage, including The Lady in the Van, A Question of 
Attribution, The Madness of George III and an adaption of Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the 
Willows.  
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The National Theatre’s production of Bennett’s, The History Boys, won numerous awards including 
The Evening Standard and Critics’ Circle awards for Best Play, an Olivier Award for Best New Play, 
and the South Bank Award. It also won many more awards when it transferred to Broadway, New 
York, and was later made into a film of the same name. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
His collection of prose, Untold Stories, won the PEN/Ackerley Prize for autobiography in 2006. Much 
of his work draws upon his childhood in Leeds. Whilst he is praised for his clear observations of life 
in Leeds, the diversity and boldness of his work is often undervalued.  
 
When Bennett started writing Untold Stories he was in and out of hospital after being diagnosed 
with cancer. It is said that the book is called Untold Stories because Bennett didn’t think he would be 
alive when it was published, so he wanted to share the rest of his diaries and stories about his Mam 
and Dad. Having overcome his illness, Bennett still continues to write today. 
 

  
 

Fun Quotes 

“My claim to literary fame is that I used to deliver meat to a woman who became T.S. Eliot's 
mother-in-law.” Alan Bennett 

 “One obstacle always stopped me directing films - namely, having to say, 'Action!' My instinct 
would be to say, 'Er, I think if everybody's agreeable we might as well sort of start now - that 
is if you're ready’.” Alan Bennett 
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Play Overview  
 
Untold Stories, written in 2005, is a poignant autobiographical memoir, reflecting Alan Bennett’s 
childhood, relationships with his parents and his life growing up in Leeds. This book also includes his 
personal diaries from 1996- 2004. Hymn and Cocktail Sticks was later written by Bennett in 2012 and 
takes themes from Untold Stories. 
 

Hymn 
“That I wrote Hymn is entirely thanks to the composer George Fenton, whom I’ve known since he 
appeared as a schoolboy in my first play Forty Years On, and who has written music for many of the 
plays since. In 2001, the Medici Quartet commissioned him to write a piece commemorating their 
30th anniversary and he asked me to collaborate. Hymn was the result. First performed at the 
Harrogate Festival in August 2001, it is a series of memoirs with music. Besides purely instrumental 
passages for the quartet, many of the speeches are under-scored, incorporating some of the hymns 
and music I remember from my childhood and youth.” Alan Bennett, September 2012 

 
Hymn is an underscored reflection on Bennett’s 
life, which beautifully retells connections that he 
had with music throughout his childhood. He 
recollects his father playing the violin listening to 
the wireless, watching an orchestra from behind 
the stage with his view being disrupted by double 
basses and even trying to learn to play the violin 
himself. The play is underscored by a string 
quartet who play music composed by George 
Fenton, inspired by church hymns.  

 
 
“It’s a dwindling band; old-fashioned and of certain age, you can pick us out at funerals and 
memorial services, because we sing the hymns without the book.” Alan Bennett, Hymn 
 

Cocktail Sticks 
Cocktail Sticks reveals memories about Bennett’s relationship with his parents. It explores themes of 
class, social acceptance and there is a recurring theme of embarrassment. Bennett recollects how his 
Mam would find herself reading magazines and then construct her own vision of how people lived. 
 
“I keep reading about these cocktail parties in Woman’s Own.” 

 

Left: Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose), Right: The 
Quartet (Kate Robon-Stuart, Richard Gibson, Harry 

) 

Left: Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose), Right: Mam (Lucy Tregear) and Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose) 
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She idealises a life of cocktail parties and coffee mornings where she could invite her friends, but 
because neither Mam nor Dad drank (because of Dad’s stomach problems) they never held such 
parties. Bennett narrates joyful memories of attending Oxford University, listening to his father 
playing the violin and performing Beyond the Fringe. Throughout the play both his mother and 
father’s health gradually deteriorate and Bennett recollects how he navigated these darker times of 
his life. When his Mam passes away after a long-suffering period with dementia, Bennett recollects 
how he gave her what she’d always wanted – a cocktail party. 
 
Bennett continually explains how his Mam and Dad failed to give him a childhood with any 
opportunity for material to write about. As he writes, he realises that that he can draw as much 
material from the childhood he missed as the one he had.  
   

“And for a writer the life you don’t have is as ample a territory as the life that you do.” 
 

  

Left: Dad (Richard Gibson), Mam (Lucy Tregear) and Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose). Top Right: Dad (Richard Gibson), Mam (Lucy Tregear) 
and Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose). Bottom Right: Dad (Richard Gibson) and Mam (Lucy Tregear). 
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Give It a Go Yourself 
Why not give it a go yourself and write your very own autobiographical play? Below are a 
few tips and a step-by-step guide to help you.   
 
Content checklist:  

1. Your childhood - think about emotional times when you were a child, or moments 
where you learnt something interesting or important. Don’t forget to add events that 
are funny! 

2. Your culture - culture plays an important role in our lives. Note down your cultural 
heritage including the customs of your family, holidays you preferred, celebrations 
and rituals you practice or have practiced, the food you have eaten and the clothes 
you have worn.  

3. Your family background - this may include your place and time of birth, your parents’ 
views, your likes and dislikes and important events that have shaped your life.  

4. A theme - this can help you shape the stories you present from the past and now and 
also help you to talk about the future. Your theme could be a member of your family, 
a specific object or even a time in your life that changed your path.  

5. A conclusion - conclude your autobiography with an experience gained, a lesson learnt 
and a resolution.  

Questions to ask yourself before you start:  
1. What is your personality?  
2. What does life mean to you?  
3. What are the main or important events that have impacted your life? 
4. What is your outlook about your future and that of your audience?  

 
Step 1: Mapping out your life 

• Create a timeline of your life, make sure you include important dates and events. 
• Create a list of places and people influential in your life. 
• Note down stories; childhood stories, love stories and stories when everything went 

wrong. 
• Don’t forget to write in your own voice.  

 
Step 2: Crafting the narrative 

• Decide an order (this doesn’t have to be in date or time order). This will help you 
stay focused when you are writing.  

• Bring the characters to life. Create dialogue for your characters and form 
conversations. These can be conversations you remember but you can also create 
fictional conversations to explain a point or to make the story come alive.  

 

Step 3: Editing and polishing  
• Double check your facts.  
• Check your spelling and grammar. 
• Why not ask a friend, family member or teacher to read it for you and give you some 

feedback?  
• Choose a title; this could link to your theme or a stand out moment.  
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Interview with the Director 
 

During a break in rehearsals, Emma Bradbury talked to Untold Stories director, Tom Attenborough. 

 

                     To listen to a full audio interview with Tom Attenborough, please click here.  
 

 

Tom Attenborough 

Theatre includes: Private Lives (ATG UK Tour); The Wasp (Hampstead Theatre & Trafalgar Studios); 
Goodnight Children Everywhere (LAMDA); Dinner With Friends (Park Theatre); The Whipping Man 
(The Drum, Theatre Royal Plymouth); Cinderella and the Beanstalk (Theatre503); Richard III (East 
15); Abigail’s Party (Theatre Royal Bath/UK tour); Step 9 (of 12) (Trafalgar Studios); The President 
and the Pakistani, The Thin Line In-Between (Waterloo East); The 24 Hour Plays: Old Vic New Voices 
(The Old Vic); Port Authority (Southwark Playhouse); The Mountaintop (Derby LIVE); The Shape of 
Things (The Gallery Soho); Frimston and Rowett, The Complete Works of William Shakespeare 
Abridged (The Caves, Edinburgh); Air Travel (Arcola); Arab Spring (Arch 61); Charley’s Aunt, Ivor and 
I, The Gentleman Usher (MCS Oxford).  

Tom is Artistic Director of Rhapsody of Words Productions and an Artistic Associate of Hightide 
Festival Theatre. This is Tom’s first show as an Associate Artist for The Watermill. 

  

Tom Attenborough, Director, in rehearsal. 

https://soundcloud.com/the-watermill-theatre


 
 

10 
 

Meet The Cast  
 

Richard Gibson | Dad 

Theatre includes: Stepping Out (The Mill at Sonning); Treasure, Free 
As Air (Finborough Theatre, London); Love’s Labour’s Lost, The 
Winslow Boy (Bristol Old Vic); A Christmas Carol  Birmingham Rep); 
She Stoops To Conquer (Leicester Haymarket); The Winslow Boy (Lyric 
Hammersmith); Dogg’s Hamlet, The Real Inspector Hound (Palace 
Theatre, Watford); French Without Tears (Greenwich Theatre); 
Crooked Wood, Cowardy Custard (Yvonne Arnaud Theatre, Guildford); 
Follow the Star (Chichester Festival Theatre); The Browning Version, In 
Praise of Love (King’s Head Theatre); In Praise of Rattigan (Bath); 
Salad Days, Don’t Look Now (Southwold & Aldeburgh); Cymbeline 

(Minack Theatre); The Dame of Sark (Windsor); Candida (Boulevard); St Patrick’s Day (World’s End); 
Bulldog Drummond (Nuffield, Southampton); Death by Fatal Murder (National tour); Blue/Orange 
(National tour); Allo! Allo! (UK & Australia tours, London Palladium). 

 
Film includes: The Go-Between, England Made Me, Omagh, The Key to Rebecca, The Legend of St 
Patrick, and The Birthday. 
 
Television includes: Toast of London, ’Allo! ’Allo!, The Gate of Eden, The Tempest, The Coral Island, 
Armchair Detective, The Children of The New Forest, My Father’s House, Wainwright’s Law, 
Prospects, Secret Diaries, Four on Four, The Upper Hand, Park Ranger, Hadleigh, Tom Brown’s 
Schooldays, Poldark and Penmarric.  
 

John Kane| Musician  
John Kane was awarded a scholarship to study at the RNCM, and 
after graduating he was appointed Sub Principal violinist with the 
Bournemouth Sinfonietta. His interest in chamber music and 
educational work for over 30 years has given him a breadth of 
experience from Glyneborne Opera and Prom concerts to performing 
middle Beethoven Quartets in a maximum security prison. John 
teaches at Winchester College and is a regular guest teacher at 
International music festivals. 
 
Freelance work over many years has included regular work and 
recordings for BBC, CBSO, WNO. John has recorded almost 300 CDs. 
 

John has held principal violin positions in many orchestras including leader of Opera East, Southern 
Sinfonia. 
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Harry Napier | Ensemble 
 

Stage credits include: Carmen Disruption (Almeida); Macbeth (Arcola); 
Canterbury Tales (Southwark Playhouse); A Christmas Carol (Nuffield); 
As You Like It (West Yorkshire Playhouse); Othello (Ludlow Festival); 
Richard III (Northcott Theatre); Richard III (Globe Players); Amadeus 
(Wilton’s Music Hall); The Tinderbox (London Bubble); Tom Thumb 
(Forest Forge); Chekhov’s Sister (Frome Festival); The Winter’s Tale 
(Creation); The Madness of George Dubya and Guantanamo Baywatch 
(New Players).  

 
TV credits include: Bedlam (History Channel); Londoners (Polish TV 
Drama); The Real Hustle (BBC 3); King James Bible (Discovery); Titanic: 
Case Closed (National Geographic); and Six Queens (Channel 5). 

 
In addition to orchestral and session work, Harry has played for Theatre Clwyd, Plymouth Theatre 
Royal, Polka, The Comedy Theatre, Birmingham Stage, and has also worked at Shakespeare’s Globe 
as a multi-instrumentalist in Doctor Faustus, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Antony and Cleopatra, 
Doctor Scroggy’s War and Cymbeline. He has performed live on Radio 3’s In Tune, with Duke Special 
on Top of the Pops 2, on Paolo Nutini’s recent No.1 album Caustic Love, and has for many years 
collaborated with the Irish singer-songwriter Juliet Turner. He has devised music for Theatre Alibi, 
Creation Theatre, London Bubble, Half Moon and the Arcola. 

Roger Ringrose | Alan Bennett 
 

Screen includes: Johnson in Berlin Station (Paramount); Dr James 
McAdam in Call The Midwife (BBC); Max in Doctors (BBC); Alan in 
Broadchurch (Kudos); Bank Manager in Mr Selfridge (ITV); Count 
Daniel Mellendorf in The Musketeers (BBC); Professor James Lewin in 
Doctors (BBC); Mr Chapman in The Hour (Kudos); Klaus in Hollyoaks 
Later (Lime Pictures); Eddie Fairfax in Eternal Law (Kudos); Oleg 
Leontyev in Waking The Dead (BBC); Dr Morgan in The Oaks (ITV); 
Tom in Love Loss (Gadabout Productions); Akimovich in Silent Witness 
(BBC); Dennis Myers in The Bill (ITV); Revd John Benil in Is This Love 
(ITV); Gerry Houghton in Spooks (Kudos/BBC); Fredicks in Red Canopy 
(Sunomi Films); Alexis in Sherlock Holmes (Granada). 

 
Theatre includes: Mike in Each His Own Wilderness (The Orange Tree); Inspector Hubbard in Dial M 
for Murder (Vienna’s English Theatre); Monsieur Guillaume in Under The Mulberry Tree (Festival 
Theatre Edinburgh); Actor in The Woman in Black (Vienna’s English Theatre); Ferdinand in The 
Picture (Salisbury Playhouse); Bud in Bud Take The Wheel (Reclaim Productions); Roy in Much (Cock 
Tavern Theatre); Blokhin in Burnt By The Sun (National Theatre); Never So Good (National Theatre); 
Niels Bohr in Copenhagen (Tabard Theatre); Earl of Warwick in King Henry VI Pt III (Globe Theatre); 
Higgins in Pygmalion (Richmond Theatre); Dunois in Saint Joan (Shaw Festival); Sepp in Stallerhof 
(Southwark Playhouse); Dorbeval in Golden Opportunities (Croydon Warehouse); Dr Watson in 
Hound of the Baskervlles Gawsworth (Open Air); Gilbert in Anyone for Breakfast (Stage Further 
National Tour); Victor in Private Lives (Gawsworth Open Air); Thesus in Hippolytus (AOD National 
Tour); Norman in The Norman Conquests (Tabs Tour); Jack Tanner in Man and Superman (MFP 
National Tour); Tony Wendice in Dial M For Murder (Stage Further National Tour); Roy Hubley in 
Plaza Suite (National Theatre Bordeaux); Jacques D’Arc in Jean D’Arc (Avignon Festival); Jack in The 
Importance of Being Earnest (Grand Opera York Tour); Von Koren in The Duel (Lyric Hammersmith); 
Judge Adam in The Shattered Vessel (Riverside Studios); Van Gogh in Vincent (Harrogate Theatre). 
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Kate Robson-Stuart | Ensemble 
Kate completed an MA Hons in English Lit and Music at Glasgow 
University before going on to drama training at Guildford School of 
Acting. 
 
Theatre Credits include: Mrs Beaver in The Lion, The Witch and The 
Wardrobe (Sherman Theatre, Cardiff); Dolly in Annie Get your Gun 
(Theatre at the Mill, NI); Margaret in Much Ado About Nothing 
(Stafford Castle); Mrs Fezziwig/Mrs Cratchitt/Beth in A Christmas 
Carol (Derby Theatre); Mrs Roach/Princess Elizabeth in Betty Blue 
Eyes (Mercury, Colchester/West Yorkshire Playhouse/UK Tour); LV in 
Little Voice (Queens Theatre, Hornchurch); Marjory in Love, Lies and 

Lust (Queens Theatre, Hornchurch); Singer and Musician in Craig Revel Horwood’s Strictly 
Confidential (UK Tour); The Spring Season at the Queen’s Theatre Hornchurch 2012 which included 
Teena in Satin & Steel, Antonia in Can’t Pay Won’t Pay, Nerissa in The Merchant Of Venice, and 
Wendy in Peter Pan; Black Pawn in Chess (UK Tour and Toronto); Witch 2 in Macbeth and 
chorus/musician in Ajax (Riverside Studios); the title role in Cinderella (King’s Theatre, Glasgow); 
Virginia in The Pajama Game (Union Theatre); Princess in Jack & The Beanstalk (Eden Court, 
Inverness); Hero in Much Ado About Nothing (English Theatre of Venice); Dawn in Best Little 
Whorehouse in Texas (Landor Theatre). Kate’s debute co-written play From Where I’m Standing 
debuted at the Underbelly, Edinburgh festival in 2013, selling out and receiving a Stage ‘Must See’. 
Kate has also worked with a variety of music artists in the UK as both a vocalist and violinist. 
 

Lucy Tregear | Mam 
Theatre includes: Frau Wolff in The Silver Sword (National tour); Mrs 
Vincy/Mrs Garth in The Middlemarch Trilogy, Megan in Seven Year 
Twitch, Helga in The Conspirators, Chloe in Lips Together, Teeth Apart, 
Flora in Flora, The Red Menace, Mrs Harris in The Cassilis Engagement, 
Mrs Morrison in The Last Thrash, Susan in Low Flying Aircraft, Mrs 
Fainal in The Way of The World, Phyllis in The Maitlands, and Sophie in 
Portrait of a Woman (Orange Tree Theatre); Sheila in Relatively 
Speaking, Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, Annie in The Real 
Thing, Mary in The Memory of Water (Manchester Library Theatre); 
Keres in The Minotaur (Royal Opera House); Dainty Fidget in The 

Country Wife (Haymarket); Ensemble in Coriolanus, Isbel Motley in A Woman Killed With Kindness, 
Mistress Page in The Merry Wives of Windsor (RSC); Lucetta in The Two Gentlemen of Verona (RSC 
and Haymarket): Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Exeter Northcott); Viola in Twelfth Night, 
Isabella in Measure for Measure (USA tour); Honoria Glossop in By Jeeves (Scarborough, Duke of 
Yorks, Lyric); Dawn in Lady Betty (Cheek by Jowl – Almeida); Dorcas in The Winter’s Tale (Manchester 
Royal Exchange); Alexandra in The Little Foxes, Anya in The Cherry Orchard (Pitlochry); Olga in Three 
Sisters (Chichester); Katherina in The Taming of The Shrew, Glinda in The Wizard of Oz (Dukes, 
Lancaster); Bryony in Up on The Roof (Colchester); Sue Brown in Summer Lightning (Harrogate); Mrs 
Peachum in The Beggar’s New Clothes (Cockpit Theatre), Lucius in Timon Of Athens (Red Shift – 
tour). 
 

Film and Television includes: The Robinsons; Footballer’s Wives; Family Affairs; Peak Practice; 
Between The Lines; Keeling Over; The House of Knives. 
 
Radio includes: The ‘Strordinary Little Maid; The Bits In Between; The Decameron; The Indian 
Gentleman; Pincher Martin; Bumps and Bruises; Early Morning; Let Me Help; Patricia’s Progress; 
Here. 
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Interview with an Actor  
 

Outreach Assistant, Emma Bradbury talks to Roger Ringrose about taking on the role of Alan 
Bennett.  

 

                       To listen to an audio interview with Roger Ringrose, please click here.    

Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose) in rehearsal. 

https://soundcloud.com/the-watermill-theatre
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Rehearsal Diary  
 
Assistant Director, Amy Wicks, gives us an insight into the rehearsal room, explaining the challenges 
faced and how they were overcome.  
 
Untold Stories is collection of Alan Bennett’s 
memoirs which have been dramatised from 
his published work. On the first day of 
rehearsals we discussed that because both 
plays hurtle in a matter of seconds from one 
moment in time to another decade, it is 
clearly not a naturalistic world that Bennett is 
depicting in either.  There are some moments 
that Bennett has written naturalistically, but 
then he will throw a line such as “I never 
actually said that” to the audience, taking us 
in another direction.  
 
It was vital not to get too bogged down with 
exactly when in Alan Bennett’s life we are at 
any given time because our memories are not 
linear. When we remember a specific point in 
our life, the next chronological moment is not 
instantly recounted in our mind like a 
timeline; our memories jump around 
randomly and often without explanation. A 
memory often most strongly evokes a feeling 
attached to it, rather than the specific 
intricate details, so it was more useful to focus 
on the emotions than extraneous props and 
details. 
 
As Bennett himself observes, memories are 
not necessarily entirely accurate either; they 
are fallible and they can become distorted 
over time, accidentally or purposefully, by the 
person recounting the memory. Humans are 
storytellers, and use their artistic licence for 
good reason when telling stories. For 
example, we exaggerate funny stories to get a 
bigger laugh, or embroider our disastrous 
commute to excuse our lateness. We do it all 
the time, lightly fabricating and romanticising 
our everyday anecdotes to achieve the right 
effect. Bennett does this in Untold Stories 
boldly and unashamedly with exquisite wit 
and charm. “That’s what you did when you 
were a writer, you edited it and augmented it 
for public consumption.”  

Performing ‘real’ characters always presents a 
challenging choice. However, if the 
production isn’t slavishly accurate to 
Bennett’s biography, it follows that there is 
the writer Bennett and the character Alan 
who are two different people. The character 
whom the writer is depicting happens to be 
himself, but this does not mean that they are 
the same. Bennett will have written himself in 
a certain way, deliberately leaving out or 
adding to aspects of himself, with the 
intention of making the character serve a 
dramatic purpose in the play.  
By choosing to create a character based on 
the text, rather than imitate a real-life person 
who inspired the text, the actor has the 
freedom to go on more of an emotional 
journey for himself, finding things to share 
with the audience that the writer may not 
have seen himself. 

 
 

 Mam (Lucy Tregear) and Dad (Richard Gibson) 
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This was an especially interesting process for 
the actor playing Alan.  It can seem like a 
highly daunting task for an actor to present 
someone so famous and particularly well-
known for his physicality and the way he 
speaks. The actor playing Alan bravely gives 
his own interpretation of the playwright, 
avoiding both a carbon copy and a caricature, 
which I think gives a more real and touching 
performance.  
 
All of these ideas were discussed in the ‘table 
work’ at the beginning of the rehearsal 
process, but we began to get the play ‘on its 
feet’ quite swiftly. Due to the short rehearsal 
period we asked the actors to learn their lines 
before rehearsals started. This was a huge ask 
for the actor playing Alan as he has a vast 
amount! The difficulty is that there is a finite 
amount of work you can do when the actor is 
‘on book’. Once the lines are in their head, 
however, they can explore different ways of 
interpreting the lines and creating their 
character.  
 
Also, by deciding the ‘blocking’ of actors’ 
movements around the set fairly quickly, the 
actors were able to learn their lines more 
easily along with getting the moves into the 
body.  We found that in Fran Reidy’s non-
naturalistic design, depicting ‘the grey fog of 
memory’, there is a great deal of playfulness 
to be had as props magically appear and the 
set moves of its own accord. The director, 
Tom, could also see an overall sketch of the 
show to see if there were any themes or 
details that needed to be drawn out, or 
moments that didn’t fit into the style of the 
piece.  
 
Hymn is a fascinating piece of writing and 
musical composition and the two elements 
intertwine and complement each other 
harmoniously. The company instantly realised 
that it is an unusual theatrical experience that 
we are asking the audience to buy into.  
 
A simple way of directing the audience’s focus 
was for the actor and the quartet to be 
listening to each other.  This also helps us 
understand how the character’s memories are 
triggered: he hears something and 

remembers something new. The music and 
the words had to become part of the same 
conversation rather than two theatrical 
entities having two separate conversations. 
 
This made it vital to bring the two to rehearse 
together as soon as the quartet had 
sufficiently mastered the practical side of 
their playing.  Everyone must be totally in 
sync for the intricate and delicate nature of 
the music and words that the audience hears. 
 
A challenge that Bennett has given us in 
Cocktail Sticks, is how the characters of Mam 
and Dad should inhabit the space on stage. 
Alan has conjured them from his memory to 
talk to and help him resolve his crisis in the 
play. It could have been easy for the actors 
playing Mam and Dad to fall into a trap of the 
characters becoming dreamlike or unreal.  It is 
more interesting, despite the obstacles that 
Bennett throws at these characters (his 
constant reminder that they are dead, for 
example) to make them as truthful as 
possible. If we as an audience see them as 
real people, having high-stakes conversations 
that impact on Alan, we care about them 
more and we feel more deeply for Alan in the 
more poignant moments. 
 
But when they are in a neutral state and Alan 
is talking about them, we had to ask ourselves 
what they should be doing. Rather than being 
held in a freeze-frame or continuing with a 
scene, we decided that, much like the quartet 
in Hymn, they need to listen to Alan to know 
where in his memory to go next. 
 
We also needed to establish the relationship 
that Mam, Dad and ensemble characters have 
with the audience and with Alan. Although 
there are lines by other characters that could 
potentially be said to the audience, we 
decided that Alan is the only person who has 
this relationship.  We found that otherwise 
the language becomes blurred and Alan’s 
power is diminished. 
 
Along with discovering all the above and 
more, the key to a successful rehearsal 
process is laughter. By creating a happy 
rehearsal room where every person feels safe, 
more ideas flow. It is a play after all!  
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The Journey of a Production 
 
The Watermill Theatre is a producing house. 
This means the vast majority of our shows are 
created in-house, and we have a different cast 
and creative team for every new show we 
put on. Work on each show begins here 
several months before the actors take to the 
stage on opening night, and it’s a long road 
from choosing a show to perform, to the 
curtain call on first night. 
 
The first step of putting on any production 
starts with finding a good script. Of course, 
there are many to choose from, spanning 
hundreds of years and several continents, but 
selecting those plays that fit The Watermill’s 
intimate nature, have something compelling 
to say to a modern audience, and can be 
performed in new and interesting ways, often 
presents quite a challenge. You can always 
commission a writer to produce an entirely 
original script, one that suits the kind of 
production you’re looking for. Indeed, The 
Watermill often takes this route – in 2014 we 
staged Sense and Sensibility, an adaptation of 
the classic Austen novel by Jessica Swale; A 
Bunch of Amateurs, a new play by Ian Hislop 
and Nick Newman, and Hardboiled, an 
entirely original piece written by Beth Flintoff 
in collaboration with Rhum and Clay Theatre 
Company.  
 
In tandem with finding the perfect script is the 
search for a director who can bring the show 
to life, who has their own personal take on 
the play, and can bring their unique vision to 
the table. Once the script has been married to 
a director, designers and lighting designers 
begin to come aboard, and the visual nature 
of the play starts to develop. A set design is 
created, first through sketches and drawings, 
and culminating in a model box, illustrating 
how the set will appear on the Watermill 
stage. 
 
The designer also creates costume designs for 
each character, in line with the overall design 
of the show. Once the actors are cast (and 

forced to hand over their measurements) our 
Wardrobe department gets to work sewing 
and stitching to create the costumes you’ll see 
on stage. 
 
The casting process can vary greatly 
depending on the size of the cast and the 
skills required from the actors in each role. 
For actor-musician productions one of the 
biggest challenges is forming a cast with the 
right balance of instruments. Other 
productions require actors to play several 
characters throughout the course of the 
show, often a tricky proposition! Actors will 
attend an initial audition and follow that up 
with one or more recalls, in order to 
demonstrate different talents, read for a 
different character, or audition with an actor 
already cast to test their chemistry together.  

 
 
 
Rehearsals begin three or four week before 
the show opens. The actors – recruited from 
all over the country – all live on site at The 
Watermill or in the surrounding area 

Above: Dad (Richard Gibson) and Mam (Lucy Tregear). 
Below Kate Robson-Stuart (Ensemble) 
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throughout the rehearsal and performance 
periods. On the first day of rehearsals the cast 
meet one another, and work begins on 
everything from costume fittings and dialect 
coaching, to instrument practice and fight 
choreography – along with learning all their 
lines of course! Throughout the rehearsal 
process all aspects of the production begin to 
come together.  
 
Our Stage Management team assists the 
director in blocking the show – figuring out 
how the characters move around the stage 
and interact with one another in each scene. 
The Deputy Stage Manager keeps a record in 
the prompt book of all the notes taken down 
during rehearsals, and this is what the show 
will be called from. There are also many 
requests for props – from old-fashioned 
typewriters to stuffed animals – which we 
source from our own prop store, eBay, flea 
markets, and occasionally the homes of 
Watermill staff members.  
 
A lot of research takes place as the cast and 
creative team collaboratively create the world 
of the show. This involves reading around the 
history and setting of the play, societal norms 
and beliefs, facts about the characters or their 
real life counterparts, looking at photos or 
paintings from the period, and anything else 
that helps to delve further into the minds of 
the characters. In the days leading up to 
opening night, rehearsals move into the 
theatre itself.  
 
Often just a day or two after the previous 
show has finished, our dedicated Production 
team will have spent that brief window 
performing the ‘get-out’ of the last set, and 
the ‘get-in’ of the new one. The actors can 
now step onto the stage they’ll be performing 

on, interact with the scenery and props, and 
come to terms with just how close the 
audience in the front row will be. The dress 
rehearsal takes place on the afternoon of 
opening night, and it is the cast, crew and 
stage management’s final opportunity to 
make any changes, or correct any problems 
that have arisen throughout the rehearsal 
period.  
 

 
 
The actors are all in full costume, props are 
set, lighting and sound cues finalised, and 
hopefully everything goes off without a hitch. 
A few hours later the first audience members 
begin to arrive, and from then...the show 
must go on! 
 
By Matt Ray 

 
 

Alan Bennett (Roger Ringrose) 
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The Design Process  
The set is what we put onstage to help re-create the world of the play. The set designer makes a 
model box of the set to show the production department, director and actors what they want the 
set to look like. Designer, Francesca Reidy, talked to the cast and production team about the design 
on the first day of rehearsals. There are many stages the designer goes through before they get to 
this point. 
 
Step 1. Research  

The first step is to research the time period and location of the piece. Often the designer will create 
a scrap book of images, materials and textures that may inspire their design. Initial ideas are 
discussed with the director to make sure they fit with the director’s overall vision. These can also be 
given to the production team to help them when bringing the design to life. For example the 
designer sometimes draws sketches of how she would like the costume to look and this is given to 
the wardrobe department as a reference. 
 

 

 
Step 2. White Card  
 
The White Card is an unpainted model of the set which is sent to the 
production team who makes sure it fits the space and the budget that 
is available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Costume Drawings by Francesca Reidy.  

Model box example from previous show. 
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Step 3. Model Box  
 
The designer then creates a model box. This is made on a 1:25 scale to give the creative team a clear 
picture of the set. The production team uses the model for the building process, ensuring that the 
final set replicates exactly the designer’s original model. 

 
 

Step 4. Scale Drawings  
 
The designer then draws a ground plan of the 
model box to the scale of the theatre. This 
gives the carpenter the exact dimensions to 
work from. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Step 5. Building The Set  
 
The carpenter then starts to make the set. At The Watermill the set is built off-site in a large 
barn in Coventry and then brought to the theatre and constructed during the weekend before 
the show opens.  
 
 
Step 6. The Final Set  
 
The final set is fitted into the theatre. During the fit-up the 
designer will work with the production team to ensure 
that all the final details are perfected on the  
set before the show opens. 
 

 

 

The model box for Untold Stories 

Scale Drawing of Untold Stories 

The final set- Cocktail Sticks 
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There are two main settings for Untold Stories; one for Hymn and another for Cocktail Sticks.  

Hymn  

 
The Designer, Francesca, has purposefully kept the set simple for Hymn, with grey tones and a 
striking red armchair. The aim being that the focus is on the language and music. The simplistic set 
allows the audience to appreciate the expressive performance of Bennett’s memories and his 
relationship with music.   
 

Cocktail Sticks  

 
 
Cocktail Sticks is a journey of Bennett re-discovering memories. The set for the second act continues 
the neutral grey theme to represent Bennett’s foggy memories. Props, pictures and characters are 
hidden by dust sheets and are gradually revealed in full colour as his memories come into focus.   
 
  

Left: The model box for Hymn. Right: The final set for Hymn. 

Left: The model box for Cocktail Sticks. Right: The final set for Cocktail Sticks. 
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Rehearsal Reports  
 
Organisation is the chief element of any stage manager’s role. After each day of rehearsals, our 
Deputy Stage Manager, Ellen Lewis, types up the notes she has made during the day and sends them 
to all the staff at The Watermill involved in making the show. Here is an example of her daily report 
from Untold Stories:  
 

 

Untold Stories 
Watermill Theatre  

Rehearsal Report #3 

Wednesday 13th April 2016 

General 

1.  Today we continued to block through the show. This afternoon there was a music call while 
Mr Attenborough and Mr Ringrose worked on Hymn. 

2. There will be a Voice Session tomorrow morning 10 – 1 with Simon Money. 
3. There will be a music session tomorrow morning 9 – 11 with Simon Slater. 
4. There may be a music call on Saturday morning dependent on the incoming viola player’s 

availability. 
 

Design 

No notes today.  

Wardrobe 

1. Please could Mam have some reading glasses? I will check with Ms Tregear if these need to 
be prescription. 

2. Please see SM Note 1. 
3. Please could Ms Tregear have a greyscale coat for her cameo as the Customer in the shoe 

shop? 
Sound 

1. Please could we have the sound of a marching band and the sound of marching for Alan 
Bennett’s parade? Mr Napier may play the tenor horn over this effect. 

2. There will be a hymn played over the radio on p.107 which Mr Gibson will play along to on the 
violin. The hymn is to be confirmed. 
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Music 

1. There will be a music call tomorrow morning 9 – 11 with Mr Slater. The company have an 
optional band call in the afternoon. 

2. Hymn 6 will likely need to be played slower than the current Sibelius track. 
3. Please see Sound note 1 and 2. 
 

Lighting 

No notes today. 

Production/ Technical  

No notes today. 

Stage Management/ Props 

1. Could Mam please have some tissues? They will need to go in a pocket. 
2. Please could the red armchair have a matching red cushion please? This will double up to be 

knelt on when Alan is in confession. 
3. Please could Aunt Kathleen have some shoes (to fit Ms Tregear), a shoe box and something to 

measure Ms Tregear’s feet in the shoe shop? 
4. Please could there be several envelopes in the Stage Left phone cabinet with Alan’s hair in 

them? 
5. The wireless radio will not be used in Cocktail Sticks although it can still feature in Hymn. 
6. Please could there be a postcard from New York sent from Alan to his parents? This should 

not be grey. 
7. Please could there be a wall mounted violin hook under the Stage Right slips. 

 

Risk Assessment 

No notes today. 

Many thanks, 

Ellen Lewis 

Ellen Lewis in rehearsals. 
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Credits 
 

Untold Stories 
Hymn and Cocktail Sticks  
Two Recollections 
 
Words by Alan Bennett 
Music by George Fenton  
 
Director Tom Attenborough  
Designer Francesca Reidy 
Lighting Designer Colin Grenfell 
Sound Designer and Musical Director Simon Slater 
Voice Coach Simon Money 
Assistant Director Amy Wicks  
 
Cast List in alphabetical order: 
 
Dad Richard Gibson  
Musician John Kane  
Ensemble Harry Napier  
Alan Bennett Roger Ringrose  
Ensemble Kate Robdon-Stuart  
Mam Lucy Tregear  
 
Production Manager Lawrence T. Doyle 
Company Stage Manager Sara Shardlow 
Assistant Production Manager Nelly Chauvet 
Theatre Technician Harry Armytage 
Deputy Stage Manager Ellen Lewis  
Assistant Stage Managers Anneke van de Stege  
Trainee Stage Management and Production Assistant Lee Slater 
Wardrobe Supervisor Amanda Dooley 
Wardrobe Assistant Eloise Short 
Set Construction Belgrade Production Services 
Production Photographer Philip Tull 
National Press and Publicity Clair Horwood 
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