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Peter Brook: From Archive to Action 

As part of the Peter Brook: Archives to Action project, we’ve been speaking to practitioners and 

performers who have worked with or been inspired by Peter Brook, as well as audience members 

who experienced many of his key productions.  

From Helen Mirren to Adrian Lester, Peter Brook has worked with a wide range of actors and seen 

his productions performed and filmed in a variety of locations around the globe. 

Our oral history archive now holds over 25 recordings of interviews and a full list of interviewees can 

be requested by emailing tmenquiries@vam.ac.uk  

We’ve selected some highlights for you to enjoy ranging from Simon and David Surtees talking about 

their audition for Lord of the Flies to Catherine Butler Smith recalling the cold and her excitement at 

seeing The Mahabharata in Glasgow.  

All of the interviews can be listened to in the Theatre and Performance Reading Room at Blythe 

House, Kensington Olympia. To make an appointment, please contact tmenquiries@vam.ac.uk  

Simon and David Surtees (Lord of the Flies) 

Simon and David Surtees played The Twins in Peter Brook’s 1963 film The Lord of the Flies. In this 

excerpt, they speak about their initial audition.  

Excerpt 1   

Interview with 
Simon Surtees and David Surtees 

conducted by Kate Dorney 
on Monday 6th July 2015 at 

Blythe House, 23 Blythe Road, London, W14 0QX 
 

Simon Surtees:  And this was again on the roof garden.  We were invited in, and then, we didn’t  

  meet Peter until we were told that there was somebody in. Now basically, what  

  they wanted us to do was to pretend there was a pig in this roof garden,  

  somewhere. “We want you to go and hunt this pig out and look for it, and then  

  what are you going to do when you find it?” So we’re going to get the pig. 

David Surtees:  They gave us spears. 

Simon Surtees:  And Peter was …  

Kate Dorney:  And they gave you spears? 

David Surtees: They gave us spears. 

Simon Surtees: Yeah.  

Kate Dorney: OK, so they gave you a little scenario. 

Simon Surtees: Yeah. And Peter was the pig. 

Kate Dorney:  Ah. 

Simon Surtees: And that’s how we found him. 
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Paul Sorley (The Mahabharata) 

In 1988, lighting designer Paul Sorley was involved in the establishment of Tramway, a multi-purpose 

theatre and exhibition space in Glasgow. He is currently Senior Lighting Technician at the venue and 

recalls the role The Mahabharata played in the Tramway’s history.   

Excerpt 1 
 

Interview with 
Paul Sorley 

conducted by  
Carola Benedetto and Luciana Ciliento  

on Wednesday 26th August 2015 at 
Tramway, Glasgow, G41 2PE  

 
 

Paul Sorley:  And what happened was that I was working for The Citizens Theatre in Glasgow at 

  the time, and Peter Brook had done a …  he was working with Neil Wallace … and 

  trying to find a venue for The Mahabharata to take place, and they went round  

  several venues in Glasgow – derelict buildings and suchlike – and they   

  actually were just about to get on the plane - they had found no venues for it at all - 

  when someone suggested this place that was being - it was the Transport Museum 

  of Glasgow at that point – was being demolished, and that maybe they should go 

  round and see that.  And then when Peter Brook came to see it he said, ‘Stop all the 

  destruction.’  It’s like, ‘We’re going to do it in this space.’ 

Excerpt 2 

Interview with 
Paul Sorley 

conducted by  
Carola Benedetto and Luciana Ciliento  

on Wednesday 26th August 2015 at 
Tramway, Glasgow, G41 2PE  

 

Paul Sorley: It was a big thing, because no one in Glasgow - or I presume Scotland - had ever  

  seen anything quite like that before … where it was done so naturalistically in terms 

  of... like, you know, we had a dirt floor; we had a river running through the floor; … 

  we had the organic thing of the walls … and I don’t think that at that point anybody 

  had quite seen … an epic performance like that … and done in such a style that it 

  was, it was completely naturalistic.  I mean, when I watched the show you just , you 

  know, you weren’t aware of any kind of technology around you at all, you were just 

  … it was just the acting.  It was all about the acting and it was all about that  

  environment that was created. 

And what happened was that I was working for The Citizens Theatre in Glasgow at 

the time, and Peter Brook was working with Neil Wallace.  Trying to find a venue for 

The Mahabharata to take place, and they went round several venues in Glasgow – 

derelict buildings and suchlike –and they actually were just about to get on the plane 

- they had found no venues for it at all - when someone suggested this place that 

was being - it was the Transport Museum of Glasgow at that point – was being 
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demolished, and that maybe they should go round and see that.  And then when 

Peter Brook came to see it he said, ‘Stop all the destruction.’  It’s like, ‘We’re going 

to do it in this space.’  

 

Catherine Butler Smith (The Mahabharata)  

Catherine Butler Smith, musician, recounts her visit to Glasgow to experience Brook’s nine hour epic 

The Mahabharata. She describes the experience of watching such a long performance. 

 

Excerpt 1 

Interview with 
Catherine Butler Smith  

conducted by  
Tera Pruitt and Sharon Lehmer  
on Tuesday 26th May 2015 at 

Blythe House, 23 Blythe Road, London, W14 0QX 
 

Catherine Butler Smith: We thought it was very exciting, but I think by the time it got to about nine 

   o’clock at night, and you’d been there all day … I mean yours truly, who’s 

   not a particularly hearty sort of person, I was absolutely done in, actually.  I 

   think everybody was really, pretty done in.  

PERSON:  Could you have refreshments in? While you were sitting there? 

Catherine Butler Smith: Yes, we had intervals where you could go and get also, which, you  

   know, we brought huge vats of food with us, you know.  But it was  

   fantastically cold because they’d never heat anything.  When you’re cold 

   and you’re tired, it’s quite a big thing to do actually. 

PERSON:  To be sitting there, I’m sure you just get colder and colder. 

Catherine Butler Smith: Exactly.  Of course he wouldn’t notice it because he hops around that much, 

   doesn’t he? 

 

Adrian Lester (Hamlet) 

Adrian Lester played the title role in Peter Brook’s 2001 production of Hamlet at the Young Vic. 

Lester recounts Brook as a director. 

Excerpt 1 

Interview with 
Adrian Lester 
conducted by  

Simon Sladen and Yvette Khoury   
on Monday 7th September 2015 at 

East Dulwich Tavern, 1 Lordship Lane, SE22 8EW 
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Adrian Lester:   Sorry, there’s one thing I want to say before you go on… 

Simon Sladen:  Absolutely 

Adrian Lester:  ...about the[inaudible] is that during the rehearsal process, I’ve never 

worked with a director who threw away more good ideas than Peter did. We 

came up with some incredibly dynamic ways of experiencing certain 

moments with colour and cloth and movement and things, and he paired 

them down and paired them down and then threw them away, so that we 

were just left with a couple of words. And he did that all the time, 

sometimes we’d go home after rehearsal and go “Oh my God! That was 

amazing that bit when he did this”, “yeah but he doesn’t want it”, “what?!” 

and it was all part of the journey. 

Excerpt 2 

Adrian Lester:  One of the things they said was that in Paris, in France, the way with 

working with actors is quite different to the way of working with actors 

here. There’s a lot of experimentation with not only how you play the part, 

but also a degree of experimentation with who plays the part on any 

particular night and what he wants to do in any given week, in any particular 

place that we tour to. And Peter wanted to do a lot of preparatory work, 

which I was really pleased to hear. 

 
Ann Eatwell (Midsummer Night’s Dream) 

Ann Eatwell recounts her visit to watch A Midsummer Night’s Dream on January 5th 1972. She was 

part of a school group attending the production and describes the trip and her thoughts on the 

production. 

 

Interview with 
Ann Eatwell 

conducted by  
Julie Gehring 

on Wednesday 8 July 2015 at 
Blythe House, 23 Blythe Road, London, W14 0QX 

Excerpt 1 

Ann Eatwell:  Yes, the play came alive and as I say, I don’t know whether it was because 

the stage was so plain, and you had to listen to the actors and the words, 

that it all seemed to make more sense. And it was fun, you know, all these 

people jumping about, and the comedy came through, and the athleticism 

of all the actors, and the very sort of innovative nature of it all, you know. 

You didn’t know what to expect, it was so exciting. 

 


