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Interview

We’re taking 
pictures all 
the time and 
documenting our 
lives, this is about 
aspiration, the 
past and memory

Stockard Channing and David Westhead will in be 
in Edinburgh next month for a Fringe production of 
Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape. The Grease and West 
Wing star is  directing her friend, as his character 
contemplates life and mortality. The pair talk about 
their friendship, the relevance of the play and the 
charity that all proceeds of the production go to
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They’re familiar faces from TV and theatre – 
82-year-old Tony and Emmy Award-winning 
actress Channing was the coolest thing about 
Grease as lead Pink Lady Rizzo, played First Lady 
Abbey Bartlet in The West Wing and starred with 
Nicole Kidman and Sandra Bullock in Practical 
Magic, before doubling down on her first love of 
theatre and becoming a major player in London’s 
West End after relocating to London in 2014 
following the death of her long term partner, 
cinematographer Daniel Gillham.

Meanwhile best buddy actor and producer 
Westhead, 63, also made his name on stage with 
The Royal Shakespeare Company, Royal National 
Theatre, and The Royal Court Theatre, before 
earning a host of TV credits, including The Bill, 
Criminal Justice, Bramwell and W1A.

So why did they choose Krapp’s Last Tape, 
the 1958 play by master of the absurd, Irish 
playwright Samuel Beckett, with its dark 
humour leavening themes of exile, failure and an 
incomprehensible world to bring to the Fringe?

Channing: David can answer that because he’s 
the one who chose it.  

Westhead: OK, so 25 years ago, there I am in 
Lithuania…

Channing: This is very long story. I’ve heard it a 
million times.

Westhead: I had a day off filming and thought 
I might see a bit of theatre, didn’t fancy 
Shakespeare but at the top of one of the posters 
was a bit of paper with an arrow saying 
‘Krapp’s Last Tape’. I followed the 
arrow and 20 metres down the 
road there’s another, then 
another and 20 minutes later 
I’m on the 12th story of a 
Soviet apartment block in 
some bloke’s front room 
with five others and in 
the corner there’s the 
bloke with a tape recorder 
doing Krapp’s Last Tape. 
I thought, ‘that’s genius’, 
I’ll do that when I’m old 
enough.”

Which 23 years on is now.
“I thought I haven’t been on stage 

for a while, who am I going to ask to do 
this? It wasn’t a difficult choice. I bullied my 
mate into directing me.”

According to Channing: “We were having 
dinner when he asked me and I said ‘I have no 
desire to do that’. But then…”

Two years on Channing and Westhead have 
toured the play in various venues up and 
down the country, with the entire production, 
set, costume, lights (built by Geoff and Pete, 
tradesmen who were doing some work in 
Westhead’s home) all packed in his Ford C-MAX 
car, driven by son Alfie who runs the sound.

“I think it’s a hugely Edinburgh festival show,” 
says Westhead. “Because you’re on your own 
against the world in the theatre and you try to 
make the audience part of the experience. Then 
you go out after and you’re part of a communal 
experience in the city. It’ll be great to be part of the 
vibe and because I’m done at half past two I can go 
and see other shows.”

“Basically acting is about making a reality 
that communicates to an audience, taking a 
text and making it alive,” says Channing, “That’s 
it. What has appealed over the couple of years 
we’ve been doing this show to audiences ranging 
from 32 to 250 people, is it’s relevant to the age 
we live in. We’re taking pictures all the time 
and documenting our lives and this is about 
aspiration, the past and memory.”

Krapp’s Last Tape is about a 69-year-old man 
with a tape recorder who has been recording 
himself every year on his birthday since he was 
20. As well as making a recording, he listens to a 
tape from his past, chosen at random, and on this 
occasion is listening to his 39-year-old self, who 
has just listened to himself at 23.

“For the 39 year old, life is going to be wonderful, 
and we see this man at 69 who has not had a 
successful life, hearing this and commenting,” 
says Channing.

For Westhead, now in his sixties, the play has 
come of age.

“The funny thing is I’m almost the same age as 
the character, and you’ve experienced everything 
that’s talked about: parental death, abject failure, 
lots of ambition, huge loss of love on a consistent 
basis. It’s things that you can associate with.

“People get scared of Beckett,” says Channing, 
“but this is unbelievably accessible and 
something every human can relate to. We’re all 
fascinated with our past and aspirations for the 
future. But to be in the room with your own self at 
39, at 23, is impressive.”

Also keeping things simple is the fact that 
the Beckett estate doesn’t allow any 

changes to the script or staging.
“I have a pair of white boots, 
which are referred to as ‘a 

surprising pair of white 
boots’, tapered towards the 
end, size 10 and a half. Well, 
I’m an eight and a half so 
I’ve got the end of it packed 
with newspaper,” says 
Westhead.
The pair met in 1999 

filming in Luxembourg, 
when they were cast 

as husband and wife in 
Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister, 

adapted from the fantasy novel by 
Wicked writer Greg Maguire, and have been 

friends ever since.
“Having known each other 26 years, we have 

memories we share and can look back on,“ says 
Westhead. “I couldn’t trust anybody more than I 
trust Stockard, her ability to direct is forensic.”

Channing agrees: “We tap back into all these 
years, go and see films together, evaluate 
performance and our taste is very similar. You 
know, we mouth off. And we like each other. 
So that kind of trust is real and that’s a very 
important thing.”

Who do they think the play will appeal to?
“Well, it’s saying whatever the audience wants 

it to say and people relate to it on whatever level 
they want. And we’ve had all ages watching,” says 
Channing.

Westhead adds: “Young people get a lot out of it, 
because they find all the funny bits funny because 
they are universal, and also at the moment it’s 
not easy for young people and the future is very 
uncertain, so looking back on a man whose past 
was uncertain melds together very well. We’ve 
been surprised how well it goes down, given that 
it’s something that goes in the back of a van. It’s 
insane.”

It’s obvious the absurdity of the operation 
appeals to the pair and is entirely in keeping 
with a Beckett performance, but it’s also integral 
to keeping costs down as all profits from the 
performances go towards a charity set up by 
Westhead and photographer John Cole in 2010, 
The Wembley to Soweto Foundation.

Emerging from the backdrop of the World Cup 
in South Africa, it has provided photographic 
training and life-skills to disadvantaged young 
people across Africa, Europe, the UK, Russia, 
the Middle East, the United States and Brazil, 
with the youngsters becoming professional 
photographers and teachers.

One of these is Tom Harrison who learnt 

A
sk old friends Stockard 
Channing and David 
Westhead a question and 
they’re off and running, 
interjecting, laughing 
and finishing each other’s 
sentences as they talk about 

bringing Channing’s directorial debut play, 
Krapp’s Last Tape, starring Westhead to the 
Edinburgh Fringe next month.

David 
Westhead in 
Krapp’s Last 
Tape, main and 
right

I concentrated on 
film and television 
because I had two 
kids and couldn’t 

afford to go on 
the stage 
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photographywith thecharity in2012andhas
sincegoneontowinportraitphotographerof the
yearandtooksomeof the imagesofChanning
andWestheadaccompanying this interview.
“We’veworkedwithpeople fromthetownships

ofSouthAfrica to the favelasofBrazil, through
togang-relatedyoungpeople inLA,andthat’s
extraordinarybecauseallof themhavemassive
potential. It’s just thateducationhaspassed
themby,butnowwe’re trying togive themakey
tounlock thedoor that takes themelsewhere.
We’vegotanEastLondonkidwhoworkedat
Poundlandwho’snowinChinarunningherown
photographycourse inChinese,havinggota
businessdegree fromBeijingUniversity,” says
Westhead.
ForChanning, themove intodirectingwas

unexpectedandshereturns to theChinesedinner
whenshesaid: “This isnot reallywhat I setout to
dowithmylife.”
However,onceshereadthe textandwatched

recordingsofperformancesshewashooked.
“It’s fascinating,” shesays,but ismodestabout

herdirectorial role. “Theonly thing I’vereally
done,because the textandcostumesarefixed,
is the tempo[thespeed,pacing,andrhythmof
actionanddialogue]. It’s likebeingaconductor.
Thecharactercomesoutof the textandDavid’s
ownpersonalityhas taken it forward.
“Beckettwrote it specifically for theactor

PatrickMageewhotook33minutes tosmash
throughit. JohnHurt tookanhour,andwetake
about43. It’salmost likeadanceroutine, step,
ball, change,andyoumoveandanordergets in
yourbodyandyou justdo it.Andthat’swhere
David isnow.”
Westheadconfirmstherunning time, laughing

asheexplains thesoleaberration.
“AlfieandIsetuptheshow,andas theygaveus

clearance tostart in twominutes I said, ‘Alfie, I’ve
forgotten thebananas–whicharean integral
partof theshow.He legged it toagreengrocerand
cameback, literallyaminute later,withbananas.
Theonlyproblemwasthesebananaswere
massiveandthatput twominutesontheshow.”
With timingcrucial,ChanningandWesthead

aredelighted tohearabout theoneo’clockgun,
whenacannonisfiredat thecastle,providing
analarmfor their showwhichstartsat 1:25pm
UpstairsatTheRoxy.
“Whenyouhearacannonthatmeansruntosee

Krapp’sLastTape,” saysWesthead.
Withabackgroundinboth theatreandfilm,

what is itaboutbeingonthestage thathasdrawn
thembothback,Stockardhavingstartedout in
BertoltBrecht’sTheThreepennyOperaaftershe
ranawayfromuniversity to ‘join thecircus’.
“It’s the foundationofeverythingelse,” she

says. “It’smyhome,whatchangedmylifeand it’s
becomemyfoundation. If I lookatafilmscript,
I’mlookingat it thesamewayas I lookata theatre
piece,becauseyou’replayingsomeone inaset
circumstancesand it’salwaysabout that.
Westheadagrees: ”It’swhat I’mtrainedtodo.

ThereasonIconcentratedonfilmandtelevision
isbecause Ihadtwokidsandcouldn’tafford togo
onthestage.Nowwe’vebooted thembothoutof
thenest–oneof themcomesontheroadbuthe
doesn’tgetpaidverymuch– it’shappydays.”
Which isanotherofBeckett’s famousplays.Any

plans todothatnext?

“We’ll see,” laughsWesthead.
As forChanning, she’llbeoncinemascreens

shortlyalongsideNicoleKidmanandSandra
Bulloch inPracticalMagic2, the followupto the
1998Americanromantic fantasyPracticalMagic,
reprisingherroleasAuntFranny28yearson.
“Making thefirstonewasa lifeexperienceand

thefirstday I steppedontheset this timeand
sawNicandSandywewere just screamingand
huggingeachother.A lothashappened inallour
lives in28years.Anditwasafilmthatwasnever
asuccessat the time.Peopledidn’tunderstand
what itwasbut ithasa fanbase that’smassiveso
WarnerBrothers invested in thenewfilm.”
It’s timefor thepair tohit theroadbutwecan’t

letChanninggowithoutaskingaboutGrease.
DoesshestillhaveherPinkLadies jacketor
anythingelse fromthatfilm?Heranswer is short
andsweet.
“No.Nothing.Whoknew?Ineededa jobandI

did the job,andthatwasavery longtimeago. I
don’t lookback.UnlikeMrBeckett, Idon’t look
back.”
ChanningandWestheadareallabout the

hereandnow,andoutside there’sacar topack
andaplay toperformas theold friendsbecome
Edinburghbound.

Krapp’s Last Tape, Upstairs at
The Roxy, 1:25pm, August 5-31,
for tickets see assemblyfestival.
com/whats-on/krapps-last-tape
All profits from the show
go to The Wembley to
Soweto Foundation, www.
wembleytosoweto.com
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Cross country: Relay calls at home of Saltire
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ESPrivate schools

being treated
as ‘bottomless
pitsofmoney’
◆Newchair of Fettes says sector
is of ‘huge benefit to Scotland’

JohnEdwardhastakenoveras
ChairofGovernorsat thepres-
tigiousboardingschooland, in
his first interview, expressed
frustration at the lack of pub-
licandpoliticalappreciationof
theprivatesector.
And Mr Edward, former
Head of the European Par-
liament’s Office in Scotland,
saidthat,while techgiantsare

Governmentmust stop treat-
ing the private school sector
as“bottomlesspitsofmoney”,
the new chair of Fettes Col-
lege has said, as he warned
students fromdisadvantaged
backgrounds are missing
out due to the imposition of
VATonfees.

“barbarians”, itwas too late to
attempt to row back on tech-
nologyandAI inschools.
Mr Edward was the chief
executiveoftheScottishCoun-
cil for Independent Schools
(SCIS) from 2010 to 2023,
although his background is
in EU policy. He previously
worked in Brussels for Scot-
landHouseand theEuropean
PolicyCentre.
“Everything I’d done before
was explaining a sector to the
widerworldandtopolitics, or
explainingpoliticstothewider
world,”hesaid.
“Inawaytheschools jobwas
thesamebecause thesector is
not terribly well understood,
except to the people who are
in itorof it.”
Mr Edward, who describes
Fettes as “one of the best
schoolsinBritain”,sayspeople

CatrionaStewart
EducationCorrespondent
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