


The Methuen Drama Modern Plays series has always been 
at forefront of modern playwriting. Since 1959, the series has 
the reflected the most exciting developments in modern drama, 
making the most significant plays widely available in paperback. 

The Vor tex 

N o e l C o w a r d was born in 1899 in Teddington, Middle­
sex. He made his name as a playwright with The Vortex 
(1924) , in which he also appeared. His numerous other 
successful plays included Fallen Angels (1925), Hay Fever 
(1925) , Private Lives (1933), Design for Living (1933), and Blithe 
Spirit (1941). During the war he wrote screenplays such as 
Brief Encounter (1944) and This Happy Breed (1942). In the 
fifties he began a new career as a cabaret entertainer. He 
published volumes of verse and a novel, Pomp and Circum­
stance (1960), two volumes of autobiography and four 
volumes of short stories: To Step Aside (1939), Star Qualify 
(1951), Pretty Polly Barlow (1964) and Bon Voyage (1967). He 
was knighted in 1970 and died three years later in Jamaica. 
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CHRONOLOGY 

1899 16 December, Noel Pierce Coward born in Teddington, 
Middlesex, eldest surviving son of Arthur Coward, piano 
salesman and Violet (nie Veitch). A ^brazen, odious little 
prodigy', his early circumstances were of refined suburban 
poverty. 

1907 First public appearances in school and community concerts. 

1908 Family moved to Battersea and took in lodgers. 

1911 First professional appearance as Prince Mussel in The Goldfish, 
produced by Lila Field at the Little Theatre, and revived in same 
year at Crystal Palace and Royal Court Theatre. Cannard, the 
page-boy, in The Great Name at the Prince of Wales Theatre, and 
William in Where the Rainbow Ends with Charles Hawtrey's 
Company at the Savoy Theatre. 

1912 Directed The Daisy Chain and stage-managed The Prince's Bride at 
Savoy in series of matinees featuring the work of the children of 
the Rainbow cast. Mushroom in An Autumn Idyll, ballet, Savoy. 

1913 An angel (Gertrude Lawrence was another) in Basil Dean's 
production of Hannele. Slightly in Peter Pan, Duke of York's. 

1914 Toured in Peter Pan. Collaborated with fellow performer Esme 
Wynne on songs, sketches, and short stories - ^beastly little 
whimsies'. 

1915 Admitted to sanatorium for tuberculosis. 

1916 Five-month tour as Charley in Charley's Aunt. Walk-on in The 
Best of Luck, Drury Lane. Wrote first full-length song, 'Forbid­
den Fruit'. Basil Pycroft in The Light Blues, produced by Robert 
Courtneidge, with daughter Cicely also in cast, Shaftesbury. 
Short spell as dancer at Elysee Restaurant (subsequendy the 
Cafe de Paris). Jack Morrison in The Happy Family, Prince of 
Wales. 

1917 'Boy pushing barrow' in D.W. Griffith's film Hearts of the World. 
Co-author with Esme Wynne of one-acter Ida Collaborates, 
Theatre Royal, Aldershot. Ripley Guildford in The Saving Grace, 
with Charles Hawtrey, who . . . taught me many points of 
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CHRONOLOGY 

comedy acting, Garrick. Family moved to Pimlico and re­
opened boarding house. 

1918 Called-up for army. Medical discharge after nine months. Wrote 
unpublished novels Cats and Dogs (loosely based on Shaw's You 
Never Can TeU) and the unfinished Cherry Pan ('dealing in a 
whimsical vein with the adventures of a daughter of Pan'), and 
lyrics for Darewski and Joel, including 'When You Come Home 
on Leave' and 'Peter Pan'. Also composed 'Tamarisk Town'. 
Sold short stories to magazines. Wrote plays The Rat Trap, The 
Last Trick (unproduced) and The Impossible Wife (unproduced). 
Courtenay Borner in Scandal, Strand. Woman and Whiskey (co­
author Esme Wynne) produced at Wimbledon Theatre. 

1919 Ralph in The Knight of the Burning Pestle, Birmingham Repertory, 
played with 'a stubborn Mayfair distinction' demonstrating a 
'total lack of understanding of the play'. Collaborated on Crissa, 
an opera, with Esme Wynne and Max Darwski (unproduced). 
Wrote I'll Leave It to You. 

1920 Bobbie Dermott in 111 Leave It to You, New Theatre. Wrote play 
Barriers Down (unproduced). Ill Leave It to You published, 
London. 

1921 On holiday in Alassio, met Gladys Calthrop for the first time. 
Clay Collins in American farce Polly with a Past: during the run 
'songs, sketches, and plays were bursting out of me'. Wrote 
The Young Idea, Sirocco, and The Better Half First visit to New 
York, and sold parts of A Withered Nosegay to Vanity Fair and 
short-story adaptation of 111 Leave It to You to Metropolitan. 
House-guest of Laurette Taylor and Hartley Manners, whose 
family rows inspired the Bliss household in Hay Fever. 

1922 Bottles and Bones (sketch) produced in benefit for Newspaper 
Press Fund, Drury Lane. The Better Half produced in 'grand 
guignol' season, Little Theatre. Started work on songs and 
sketches for London Calling! Adapted Louise Verneuil's Pour avoir 
Adrienne (unproduced). Wrote The Queen Was in the Parlour and 
Mild Oats. 

1923 Sholto Brent in The Young Idea, Savoy. Juvenile lead in London 
Calling! Wrote Weatherwise, Fallen Angels, and The Vortex. 

1924 Wrote Hay Fever (which Marie Tempest at first refused to do, 
feeling it was 'too light and plotless and generally lacking in 
action') and Easy Virtue. Nicky Lancaster in The Vortex, 
produced at Everyman by Norman MacDermott. 

1925 Established as a social and theatrical celebrity. Wrote On with 
the Dance with London opening in spring followed by Fallen 
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CHRONOLOGY 

Angels and Hay Fever. Hay Fever and Easy Virtue produced, New 
York. Wrote silent screen titles for Gainsborough Films. 

1926 Toured USA in The Vortex. Wrote This Was a Man, refused a 
licence by Lord Chamberlain but produced in New York (1926), 
Berlin (1927), and Paris (1928). Easy Virtue, The Queen Was in the 
Parlour, and The Rat Trap produced, London. Played Lewis 
Dodd in The Constant Nymph, directed by Basil Dean. Wrote 
Semi-Monde and The Marquise. Bought Goldenhurst Farm, Kent, 
as country home. Sailed for Hong Kong on holiday but trip 
broken in Honolulu by nervous breakdown. 

1927 The Marquise opened in London while Coward was still in 
Hawaii, and The Marquise and Fallen Angels produced, New 
York. Finished writing Home Chat. Sirocco revised after discus­
sions with Basil Dean and produced, London. 

1928 Clark Storey in Behrman's The Second Man, directed by Dean. 
Gainsborough Films productions of The Queen Was in the 
Parlour, The Vortex (starring Ivor Novello), and Easy Virtue 
(directed by Alfred Hitchcock) released - but only the latter, 
freely adapted, a success. This Year of Grace! produced, London, 
and with Coward directing and in cast, New York. Made first 
recording, featuring numbers from this show. Wrote Concerto 
for Gainsborough Films, intended for Ivor Novello, but never 
produced. Started writing Bitter-Sweet. 

1929 Played in This Year of Grace! (USA) until spring. Directed Bitter-
Sweet, London and New York. Set off on travelling holiday in 
Far East. 

1930 On travels wrote Private Lives (1929) and song 'Mad Dogs and 
Englishmen', the latter on the road from Hanoi to Saigon. In 
Singapore joined the Quaints, company of strolling English 
players, as Stanhope for three performances of Journey's End. On 
voyage home wrote Post-Mortem, which was 'similar to my 
performance as Stanhope: confused, under-rehearsed and hys­
terical'. Directed and played Elyot Chase in Private Lives, 
London, and Fred in Some Other Private Lives. Started writing 
Cavalcade and unfinished novel Julian Kane. 

1931 Elyot Chase in New York production of Private Lives. Directed 
Cavalcade, London. Film of Private Lives produced by MGM. Set 
off on trip to South America. 

1932 On travels wrote Design for Living (hearing that Alfred Lung and 
Lynn Fontanne finally free to work with him) and material for 
new revue including songs 'Mad about the Boy', 'Children of 
the Ritz' and 'The Party's Over Now'. Produced in London as 

vii 



CHRONOLOGY 

Words and Music, with book, music, and lyrics exclusively by 
Coward and directed by him. The short-lived Noel Coward 
Company, independent company which enjoyed his support, 
toured UK with Private Lives, Hay Fever, Fallen Angeb, and The 
Vortex. 

1933 Directed Design for Living, New York, and played Leo. Films of 
Cavalcade, To-Night Is Ours (remake of The Queen Was in the 
Parlour), and Bitter-Sweet released. Directed London revival of 
Hay Fever. Wrote Conversation Piece as vehicle for Yvonne 
Printemps, and hit song 'Mrs Worthington'. 

1934 Directed Conversation Piece in London and played Paul. Cut links 
with C. B. Cochran and formed own management in partner­
ship with John C. Wilson. Appointed President of the Actors' 
Orphanage, in which he invested great personal commitment 
until resignation in 1956. Directed Kaufman and Ferber's Theatre 
Royal, Lyric, and Behrman's Biography, Globe. Film of Design for 
Living released, London. Conversation Piece opened, New York 
Started writing autobiography, Present Indicative. Wrote Point 
Valaine. 

1935 Directed Point Valaine, New York. Played lead in film The 
Scoundrel (Astoria Studios, New York). Wrote To-Night at 8.30. 

1936 Directed and played in To-Ni^nt at 8.30, London and New York 
Directed Mademoiselle by Jacques Deval, Wyndham's. 

1937 Played in To-Night at 8.30, New York, until second breakdown in 
health in March. Directed (and subsequendy disowned) Gerald 
Savory's George and Margaret, New York. Wrote Operette, with 
hit song 'The Stately Homes of England'. Present Indicative 
published, London and New York. 

1938 Directed Operette, London. Words and Music revised for Ameri­
can production as Set to Music. Appointed adviser to newly-
formed Royal Naval Film Corporation. 

1939 Directed New York production of Set to Music. Visited Soviet 
Union and Scandinavia. Wrote Present Laughter and This Happy 
Breed: rehearsals stopped by declaration of war. Wrote for revue 
All Clear, London. Appointed to head Bureau of Propaganda in 
Paris, to liaise with French Ministry of Information, headed by 
Jean Giraudoux and Andre Maurois. This posting prompted 
speculative attacks in the press, prevented by wartime secrecy 
from getting a clear statement of the exact nature of his work 
(in fact unexceptional and routine). Troop concert in Arras with 
Maurice Chevalier. To Step Aside (short story collection) 
published. 
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