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Alan Ayckbourn: Grinning at the Edge. B y P a ul Alle n.  Ne w York: Continuum Inte rnational Publis hing
G roup, Inc., 20 0 2; pp. 337, $35.0 0  cloth.

Alan Ayckbourn, the  s ubje ct of Paul Alle n's  ne w biog raphy, is  Eng land's  mos t comme rcially s ucce s s ful living
playwrig ht, having  writte n ove r s ixty plays , thirty-five  of which have  playe d in the  We s t End or at the  National

Alan Ayckbourn: Grinning at the Edge.
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The atre . Ye t Ayckbourn hims e lf re s is ts  ce le brity s tatus , as  Alle n de mons trate s  in an ane cdote  about
autog raph hunte rs  at the  mus ical By Jeeves who, having  s e cure d autog raphs  from the  actors  and compos e r
Andre w Lloyd We be r e xclaime d, "We 've  g ot everyone now!" as  the y brus he d pas t the  unre cog niz e d
Ayckbourn, author and dire ctor of the  s how. An e mbarras s ing  mome nt, pe rhaps , but Ayckbourn not only
acce pts  anonymity, he  s e e ms  to  pre fe r it. De s pite  Paul Alle n's  be s t e orts  to  drag  his  g rinning  s ubje ct into
the  lime lig ht, Ayckbourn de te rmine dly hide s  in the  wing s .

Alle n thoroug hly chronicle s  Ayckbourn's  e xtraordinarily productive  profe s s ional care e r. This  is  no s mall fe at,
s ince  Ayckbourn's  normal pace  e ntails  a s how in London while  re he ars ing  anothe r in S carboroug h and
writing  a ne w one  in his  s pare  time . Alle n ne g otiate s  all this  activity and the  larg e  cas t of characte rs  in
Ayckbourn's  life  with s kill and avoids  ove rwhe lming  the  re ade r with de tail. The  author is  at his  be s t whe n
dis cus s ing  the  plays  in production. He  has  s e e n many of Ayckbourn's  plays , both in S carboroug h and in
London, and he  o e rs  valuable  critical as s e s s me nts  and comparis ons . He  conve ys  both the  humor and the
pain at the  core  of the  plays  and de ly manag e s  the  s ig nature  conce its  in Ayckbourn's  plays  that are
ins tantly cle ar on s tag e  but di icult to  appre ciate  in the  te lling  (s uch as  all thre e  floors  of a hous e  be ing
re pre s e nte d on the  s tag e  floor s imultane ous ly). G ive n the  g e ne rally hig h quality of Alle n's  production
critic is m, it is  a pity that he  could not have  provide d more , but cons ide ring  Ayckbourn's  output, it was
probably ne ce s s ary to  s acrifice  de pth for bre adth.

While  Alle n s ucce e ds  in conve ying  a fe e ling  for the  plays  in production, a re ade r looking  for s e rious
s cholarly analys is  of Ayckbourn's  work will not find it he re ; this  is  a popular biog raphy for a g e ne ral audie nce .
This  pe rhaps  e xplains  why Alle n s uccumbs  to  the  biog raphe r's  te mptation to  mine  the  plays  for
ps ycholog ical ins ig hts  into  his  s ubje ct. This  approach probably has  as  much validity for Ayckbourn as  it
would for any othe r artis t, but Alle n's  re le ntle s s  s e arch for biog raphical paralle ls  be twe e n Ayckbourn and
his  characte rs  be come s  te dious  and e ve n a little  abs urd. "Je rome 's  flat [in Henceforward] is  de s cribe d as
re ve aling  his  contradictions : immaculate  and loving ly ke pt te chnical e quipme nt, but a living  are a he ape d
with dis carde d clothe s , food, co e e  mug s —'the  s ig ns  of s ome one  who live s  alone  and has  s toppe d caring
much'. [Ayckbourn's ] living  conditions  are  in be autiful orde r, but maybe  the y wouldn't be  if he  live d on his
own" (230 ). The n, dis cus s ing  the  play Man of the Moment, Alle n write s , "You have  to  look quite  hard to  find
e le me nts  of [Ayckbourn] in the  characte rs  of Vic  and Doug las . . ." (238). Alle n ne ve r que s tions  that thos e
e le me nts  will be  found nor doe s  he  cons ide r that this  me thod of inquiry mig ht be  fallacious .

Unfortunate ly, this  e xe rcis e  in lite rary ps ychoanalys is  fails ; Alle n ne ve r pe ne trate s  Ayckbourn's  public
pe rs ona. This  is  o e n the  downfall of authoriz e d biog raphie s —Alle n e ve n thanks  Ayckbourn's  wife , He athe r
S tone y, for cooking  for him while  he  re s e arche d he r s crapbooks . No wonde r, the n, that dis turbing  tidbits
make  the ir way into the  s tory only to  be  bre e z ily droppe d. Comparing  Ayckbourn to  his  characte r Dafydd in A
Chorus of Disapproval, Alle n write s , "Did [Ayckbourn] fe e l hims e lf in trouble ?  He  had be come  s e rious ly
involve d with anothe r actre s s , ins talling  he r in a flat in London, which obvious ly thre ate ne d his  re lations hip
with He athe r and made  othe r actors  uncomfortable . But all e vide nce  is  that it is  not curre nt e xpe rie nce  that
he  us e s  in his  plays " (20 9 ). We  he ar no more  about this  actre s s . [End P a g e  3 6 7 ]

With critical obje ctivity o  the  table , Alle n mig ht have  g ive n the  re ade r a...
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