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WHY NOËL NOW? 

By Barry Day 

With two major revivals in London's West End (Blithe Spirit and Relative Values)... two 

Coward pieces opening the brand new Wallis Annenberg theatre in Los Angeles (Brief 

Encounter and a new revue Love, Noël)...and a weeklong Coward Festival in Palm Beach, it's 

pertinent to ask…Why Noël now?  

When contemporaries such as Maugham, J.B.Priestley, Van Druten, Christopher Fry are busy 

gathering dust on the theatrical shelf, why all this interest - heightened interest - in someone 

who supposedly only wrote plays about people who apparently did nothing for a living and 

exchanged brittle bons mots through the smoke of ceaseless cigarettes? Why, after the revival 

of interest that gained momentum towards the end of his life in what he gleefully called 

'Dad's Renaissance', have we reached what is clearly ‘Dad's Restoration'?  

For the simple reason that young directors - and some not so young! - and through them new 

audiences are discovering that the apparent superficiality has hidden depths all along. That 

what Coward's plays say is not always and only what they seem to say.  

Playwright Harold Pinter was one of the first to catch on. Studying the structure and language 

of Private Lives, he concluded that "a character could stand on a stage and say one thing and 

the audience would know he meant something else." That insight changed the course of 

Pinter's whole career but when today's critics claim that Coward is ‘Pinteresque’, they're 

wrong. Pinter was 'Cowardesque’.  

Pinter was referring specifically to the Balcony Scene in Private Lives where Elyot and 

Amanda talk about anything and everything superficial to protect themselves from admitting 

that what they really communicating is that they still love each other - despite the fact that 

they divorced, have both remarried and will shortly dump their new spouses and run away 

together.  

"Very flat, Norfolk" and "How was the Taj Mahal?" aren't about Norfolk's lack of hills or the 

tourist allure of India. They mean - "I still love you. Do you still love me?”  

Noël once said - "I am light-minded. I would inevitably write a comedy if- God help me! - I 

wanted to write a play with a message.” Even that remark is an evasion of the fact that many 

of his best known plays do have a message but that message is masked by the laughter. 

Current productions are only now revealing the existence of a darkness lurking beneath the 

light. A darkness that we all recognise as a factor in daily life.  

Beneath the brilliant and brittle carapace of his words he comes back again and again to the 

difficulty - often the tragic impossibility of Love. And if that isn't and always has been a 

relevant theme - what is?  
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Consider -  In Private Lives Elyot and Amanda can't live with each other or without each 

other. In their battle, which will inevitably start again after they steal away and the play ends, 

they leave the debris of everyone who comes into contact with them and will go on doing so 

for as long as they draw breath. For this is not an ending but merely an intermission. They are 

unconscious and unconscionable killers.  

The same thing happens in Design For Living for Gilda, Otto and Leo. The secondary 

characters who cross their paths are irrelevant to their selfish needs and casually discarded as 

they work out the variations in their romance-a-trois. At the end the three of them sit laughing 

helplessly on a settee. We laugh too, as one always does when something ludicrous, even 

painful is happening - to someone else. And someone else will have to clear up the emotional 

mess they've left behind.  

In Fallen Angels Jane and Julia have settled for predictable boring marriages - until the 

prospect of a return visit from the Gallic lover they had once shared suggests the possibility 

of an old flame rekindling the odd ember.  

In Easy Virtue the heroine Larita put her hopes in a new marriage to a younger man but his 

family disapprove and, rather than see him torn between her and ingrained family loyalty, she 

removes herself from the scene.  

In Brief Encounter the would-be married lovers are prevented from ever seeing the cracks in 

their romantic edifice as life pulls them apart too soon. Theirs is perhaps the happiest 

outcome of all, since dreams can never fade.  

But the most interesting variation of all occurs in Blithe Spirit.  

Charles Condomine becomes an involuntary bigamist, when his current, uneventful second 

marriage receives a visit from the ghost of his first wife, Elvira. This middle class, middle-

aged man is now reminded of the highs as well as the lows of that first marriage and finds 

himself with two women competing for little old him. In the end he tries to escape from the 

shades of both of them - but will they let him?  

Blithe Spirit is only incidentally about ghosts and the Hereafter. It's really about the prospect 

of marital discord in the present lasting for Eternity. Which poses another question. Does 

anyone in a Coward play ever live happily ever after? Is there such a thing?  

In a verse he expressed his own personal reservations on the subject...  

I am no good at Love. 

My heart should be wild and free. 

I kill the unfortunate golden goose, 

Whoever it may be 

With over-articulate tenderness 

And too much intensity. 
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Near the end of his life in 1973 he was asked in a TV interview to sum up his life in a single 

word. He paused uncharacteristically, then..  

 

"Well, now comes the terrible decision as to whether to be corny or not. The answer is 

one word. love. To know you are among people you love and who love you. That had 

made all the successes wonderful - much more wonderful than they'd have been 

anyway. And that's it, really."  

So perhaps Romantic Love by its very nature is a snare and a delusion. Perhaps the answer is 

loving.  

Which - like the man himself- will never go out of style.  
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