


This book is the first to examine in depth the
work of a contemporary British stage designer.
It follows the career of Jocelyn Herbert from her
student days at the London Theatre Studio in
1936 to her productions at the Royal National
Theatre in 1992. In 1956 she joined The Royal
Court where she developed her long working
relationships with the directors George Devine,
Tony Richardson, Lindsay Anderson and John
Dexter. Thanks to The Court’s championship of
new playwrights, she designed the first
performances of plays by John Arden, Arnold
Wesker, John Osborne and David Storey, and in
the 1950s began a close association with

Samuel Beckett, which lasted until his death.

She first designed for the National Theatre at the
Old Vic in 1964 and was on the building
committee for the South Bank site, where she has
recently collaborated with poet and playwright
Tony Harrison.

W hilst much has been written about the roles of
director and actor, few are aware of the extent
to which the work of a good designer may
influence the style of performance and the
overall values of a production. By including,
where appropriate, comments from writers,
directors, and actors, this book seeks to
recapture some of the chemistry at work in the
process of bringing a text alive on stage,
examining the problems posed by each play and
the degree to which the chosen solutions
succeeded. Research for the book began in the
mid-1980s and it now forms an archive for the
words of those contributors who did not live to
see its publication - Peggy Ashcroft, Samuel
Beckett, John Dexter, Ronald Eyre, Tony
Richardson and Suria Saint-Denis - as well as
the testimony of those with whom Jocelyn
continues to collaborate.
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owners of copyright material reproduced in this volume. Apologies are offered in advance for any
unauthorised usage.
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Charlotte Goodfield, David Gothard, Michael Hopkins, Caradoc King, Ronald King, Linda
Shaughnessy, Peter Townsend and lan Tyson for their help, both practical and emotional, at various
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to the book, Jocelyn Herbert.
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Preface

This book is a record of the work of Jocelyn Herbert. The main body of the text has been edited
from conversations between Jocelyn and myself as we looked through the over 4,000 drawings
that form her archive. The first section documents Jocelyn’s career with the English Stage Company,
mainly at The Royal Court; the second, productions for The National Theatre; and the third brings
together her designs for theatres outside these categories. There then follows a section on opera.
The almost sixty year span of Jocelyn’s working life covers one of the richest periods of British theatre
history and includes the first performances of many of the plays which have subsequently come to
be regarded as modern classics. For reasons of space it has been impossible to illustrate
every production on which Jocelyn has collaborated but the cast lists at the back include them all
in chronological order.

There are countless books on actors and directors but virtually none on the contribution of the
designer, whose role is little understood and almost never discussed by audiences and critics. | can
think of no other book which looks in depth at the work of a contemporary British stage designer.
The relative neglect of such a vital creative strand in our theatre can partly be explained by the
paradox that many of our most distinguished practitioners aim to be as little noticed as possible,
believing it a measure of success in serving the playwright if the setting goes unremarked and appears
so integrated with the style of the writing and performing as to be inseparable from them.

This Workbook tries to re-create a little of the chemistry that at its best flows between director,
designer and writer throughout the process of bringing a play to the stage, and to show how deeply
the design may influence the production values as a whole. It has been a characteristic of Jocelyn’s
career that she has formed long working relationships with several key directors and writers, many of
whom first met at George Devine’s Royal Court Theatre, and, where applicable, | have included their
comments alongside Jocelyn’s own in the discussion of how the problems of each play were resolved.
Longer contributions from colleagues appear in the last section of the book. Where there has been a
divergence of opinion | have included both views intentionally.

This volume has been a long time in the making and, sadly, during its gestation we have lost
several of the contributors. Peggy Ashcroft, Samuel Beckett, John Dexter, Ronald Eyre, Suria Magito
and Tony Richardson died before its publication and, in addition to its other functions, the book now
forms an archive for their words.

The daughter of A.P. Herbert, Jocelyn was born in 1917 and grew up in a household where painters,
writers and theatre people were frequent visitors. She studied painting with André Lhote in Paris and
trained in theatre design at the Slade School of Art before joining The London Theatre Studio (LTS)
in 1936. Directors Michel Saint-Denis and George Devine and the famous Motley design team -
Margaret Harris, Sophie Harris and Elizabeth Montgomery - were her teachers, and their
productions outside the school were also a formative influence.

Jocelyn’s training at the LTS was cut short by the war. In 1938 she married Anthony Lousada, and
by 1945 she had four children, Sandra (many of whose photographs appear in this book), Jenny (who
was later to assist her on several productions, chiefly with making masks) and twins, Julian and



Olivia. She chose to put her career aside in order to bring up her family and her working life has
always been combined with strong personal ties.

Jocelyn joined George Devine’s English Stage Company (ESC) at The Royal Court in 1956 and
designed her first production, lonesco’s The Chairs, the following year. The Court became the home
for a generation of writers and Jocelyn was at the heart of it, working on new material by John
Arden, Arnold Wesker, John Osborne, Samuel Beckett and David Storey. It was here that she first
collaborated with Lindsay Anderson, John Dexter and Tony Richardson, also at the outset of their
careers, and the text of this book recaptures some of the atmosphere in which their working
relationships were born. Eventually Jocelyn’s marriage to Anthony Lousada was dissolved and she
and George Devine lived together, uniting work and home life, until the latter’s death in 1966.

The values which Jocelyn absorbed and contributed to at The Court are ones she carries with her
wherever she works. This book charts not only her remarkable consistency and strength but also the
landmarks in design for which she was responsible - for example the use of the naked stage with back
wall and lighting-rig in full view (The Kitchen, 1959) and the large-scale use of metal at Stratford-on-
Avon (Richard 111, 1961) - which audiences now take for granted. Over fifty years after she became a
student at the LTS, Jocelyn is as ready to set about staging Timon of Athens in the tiny studio of
Leicester’s Haymarket Theatre with a cast of seven actors and a design budget of £420.00 as she is to
introduce a revolutionary simplicity to the vast space of New York’s Metropolitan Opera. Still
preferring to work with new material, she was the natural designer for the ENO’s 1986 world
premiere of Harrison Birtwistle’s opera The Mask of Orpheus, and her continuing collaboration with
Tony Harrison is proving to be one of the richest in her career, with the 1992 production of Square
Rounds (on which her granddaughter, the designer Polly Richards, worked as her assistant) perhaps
illustrating better than any other the interdependency of writer/director and designer.

| first met Jocelyn in 1979 when she was sixty two. She had her arm in a sling following an accident
roller-skating in Central Park with her son. Later, | found out that the skates were a first night present
from the design department at The Metropolitan Opera where she had been designing Mozart’s Die
Entfihrung aus dem Serail. The story contains the elements which define her life; love of family,
commitment to work of the highest calibre, a willingness to take risks, and the fellow-feeling she
inspires in her workmates. Her influence is as strong offstage as on, demonstrated in her steadfast
loyalties and values, her long-term role on the Council of The Royal Court and in her continuing
administration of The George Devine Award. If many distinguished colleagues and friends have been
willing to give time and thought to this book it is a measure of the respect and affection with which
she is held in the world of British theatre. Jocelyn Herbert is a deeply modest person and one of our
few disagreements has been over the inclusion of the tributes paid to her by her colleagues which
appear at various points in the book. | had no doubt that they should stay.

Cathy Courtney
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Introduction

I was trained at the London Theatre Studio run by Michel Saint-Denis and George Devine. The design
course was taught by a group of distinguished designers - Sophie Harris, Margaret Harris and
Elizabeth Montgomery, who worked together under the name of Motley. Richard Southern taught
the technical aspects of stage scenery and its development through the ages, as well as technical
drawings etc. All students, whether acting, directing or designing, attended lectures on the history of
the theatre, how to approach a text, the varying demands made by texts of different periods and from
other countries and how to find a style that would be good for the text but also help to communicate
it to a contemporary audience. Apart from improvisation and mask work, | think we mostly worked
on classical plays. Actors had to help make costumes and scenery for the school shows and designers
had to act, stage manage and do lighting etc. Everyone went to lighting lectures. Michel’s attitude to
the theatre was a way of life, a search for perfection in which everyone’s talents contributed. He
taught that people who worked in the theatre should know how to value the work of each person
involved and what it entailed, whatever their department. His theatre had nothing to do with the star
system and everything to do with working as a company where everyone was a star.

| finished training in 1938, but the war, getting married and having four children put an end to
designing until 1956, when George Devine became Artistic Director of The Royal Court Theatre and
asked me to join his company as a scene painter. There was very little fringe theatre in those days and
West End productions were weighed down with heavily naturalistic and decorative scenery and were
mostly revivals of classics or drawing room type comedies. George wanted to have a writers’ theatre
where the text and the actors were more important than the director and designer. He wanted to clear
the stage and let in the light and air and give a home to writers who were concerned with the times we
lived in and the problems that beset us all. This is, of course, well known and his ten years at The
Royal Court gave a new life blood to the British theatre. There was a particular excitement in giving
birth to new plays, and when we came to work on a classic we realised it could be approached with
the same excitement; the freedom of staging that we had discovered was possible with the
contemporary plays was a great influence on our interpretation of the old ones. It was during this
time that | began to work with the group of directors who also started their careers at The Royal
Court, especially Tony Richardson, Lindsay Anderson, John Dexter and Bill Gaskill, who remained
friends and colleagues ever since.

The Royal Court is a small theatre, but it has a beautifully proportioned stage and the limited
wing space is compensated by a good grid and under-stage traps. These limitations naturally influence
your design when you work there, but in my experience physical limitations and budget restrictions
can, sometimes, result in a more interesting or imaginative production stylistically than you might
have come up with without them.

The first ten years at The Royal Court when George Devine was Artistic Director was a very
special time for everyone who worked there. George created a place where people could grow.
Everyone fed off him, off his knowledge and experience, his humour and his humanity and the way he
welcomed and nurtured talent wherever he found it. He loved the theatre in all its aspects and he
believed the theatre could and should take its place among the other arts, and it was that belief and
the atmosphere it engendered that made The Court such an inspiring place to work in. George Devine
was a great man, not only of the theatre but as a human being, and his rare spirit is sadly missed
today.

Finally, for me, there seems no right way to design a play, only, perhaps, a right approach. One of
respecting the text, past or present, and not using it as a peg to advertise your skills, whatever they
may be, nor to work out your psychological hang-ups with some fashionable gimmick.

Jocelyn Herbert
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The Royal Court Theatre & The English Stage Company



The Stage and Auditorium of The Royal Court Theatre.
Photos: John Haynes



Peggy Ashcroft wearing the mask from The Good Woman of
Setzuan in a reconstruction of the character in 1988: “The
mask is marvellously flexible. I've still got itand it’s been
worn by all my grandchildren over the years. Even the little
moustache has stayed.”

Photo: Sandra Lousada

The Good Woman of Setzuan

Bertolt Brecht, Director: George Devine, Designer: Teo Otto
31 October 1956, The Royal Court Theatre (first British performance).

Jocelyn Herbert supervised the building of the set according to Teo Otto’s instructions. Peggy
Ashcroft played the title role of the kind-hearted prostitute Shen Te, a part which required her to
disguise herselfas a ruthless and greedy young man, Shui Ta. Jocelyn persuaded her to wear a mask
for the first time in her career, to help her move more easily between the male and female roles.

JH: The production was designed by Teo Otto of the Berliner Ensemble, but he didn’'t come over to
England so we had to interpret his instructions. The breakdown of props and costumes was vital and,
as we had just seen the Berliner Ensemble in London, it was a challenge to produce something of that
quality. It was a lovely set, very simple, made with just large brick-red bamboo poles and matting
screens which moved up and down between the poles to change the scene. Peggy Ashcroft had never
been in anything like The Good "Woman of Setzuan before. She was very against wearing a mask to
begin with, but in the end it liberated her. It was made of leather so it was light and supple.

Peggy Ashcroft: | always see the character | am going to play, and | visualise it quite outside myself.
Finally it comes back to me that I've only got my own face, and | suffer to a certain extent a terrible
feeling of disillusion - that I'm not as transformed as | would like to be. | said to George Devine that |
would like to feel I could move from one sex to the other using just the costume, but he suggested |
might find a mask exciting and helpful. I remember the horrible process of having it made - my face
was covered with plaster. The mask was very light and it thrilled me to see its effect on me. It was
very, very exciting. | think my idea of a mask had been something much less plastic, much harder and
more confining, but this little affair was the reverse of that.





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































