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Design For Living

Noel Coward

SYNOPSIS AND OVERVIEW:

Design for Living is a black comedy written by Noel Coward which premiered in 1932. It concerns a threesome of neurotic, camp but intensely artistic characters, Gilda, Otto and Leo. Originally written for Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne (as Otto and Gilda respectively), with Coward himself taking the role of Leo, the play is darkly humorous throughout and filled with sparkling trademark Coward quips.

Meanwhile, friends and lovers Gilda, Otto and Leo stamp their values and approach to their lives out on stage through Coward's trademark verbal sparring - accusations, retorts, subtle and not-so-subtle digs, self-questioning and self-obsession are all in plentiful supply here as the three try to manage their complex relationships free of the social conventions and repressive attitudes they find so stifling.

Otto, Leo and Gilda are old friends. The first act sets up the crisis. Gilda shares a starving-artist garret in Paris with Otto when she then betrays Otto by sleeping with Leo causing Otto to disappear from their circle. Gilda and Leo then move to London together. Then, just as Leo and Gilda are themselves running into relational difficulties, Otto reappears and succeeds without much effort in turning the tables and putting Leo through the same emotions he went through previously. Confused, Gilda runs off to America with Ernest (John Cunningham), a middle-aged art dealer who's her confidant. Act 3 takes place in New York, where Gilda has married Ernest and finally established a career for herself as an interior decorator. Inevitably, Otto and Leo show up in her gleaming chrome private elevator to remind her what rowdy joys exist outside the world of social propriety. To Ernest's fuming disapproval, the three of them fall into an infantile gigglefest as the curtain falls.
The main players circle the lounge set in continual wearily self-perpetuating arguments trying to define their modus operandi (a method of procedure) to themselves. These periods of intense dialogue cry out for moments of relief and resolution which are sometimes a long time coming. (This after all is a Coward play!)

THEMES:

Love, friendship, trust, sexuality and more in depth themes, moral justification for infidelity, analysis of the pressures of fame on an unstable mind, and a strongly hinted homosexual ménage à trois are among some of the topics alluded to or tackled head-on in the course of Design for Living.
CHARACTERS:

OTTO – 20’s-30’s, an up-and-coming artist, in love with Gilda; male lead.
LEO – 20’s-30’s, an up-and-coming playwright, in love with Gilda; male lead.
GILDA – 20’s-30’s, an up-and-coming designer, emotionally uncertain; female lead.
ERNEST – 30’s-40’s, an established art dealer and rising star playwright, friends with the three; male secondary.
MISS HODGE – 50’s-60’s, a housekeeper, very proper; female supporting.
MR. BIRBECK – 20’s-30’s, a reporter, double-cast as Henry Carver; male supporting.
HENRY CARVER – 20’s-30’s, a young NYC socialite, married to Helen; male    supporting.
HELEN CARVER – 20’s-30’s, a young NYC socialite, married to Henry; female supporting.
GRACE TORRANCE – 50’s-60’s, an older NYC socialite; female supporting.
MATTHEW – 20’s-30’s, a servant; male supporting.

SETTING:

ACT I

Otto’s (rather shabby) Studio in Paris

ACT II

-Scene i
Leo’s flat in London (eighteen months later)



-Scene 
ii
The same. (A few days later)



-Scene iii
The same. (The next morning)

ACT III
-Scene i
Ernest’s Apartment in New York (2 years later)



-Scene ii 
The same. (the next morning)

TIME:

The Present (1930’s)


BACKDROP OF THE PLAY (What was going on!?):

In 1929, the United States and the world were devastated by the onset of the Great Depression with the collapse of the stock market. Although Coward (who had not invested in stocks) was not directly affected by the Great Depression, the world underwent a series of violent changes. Coward's challenge was to find new ways to keep this changing world amused.

Coward prospered through the worst of the Great Depression, enjoying a lifestyle most people could only dream of. He maintained his country estate in Kent, as well as a swanky studio on London's Gerald Road. A dedicated traveler, he went on a series of extended journeys to escape the pressures of show business. Between the onset of the Great Depression and writing Design for Living, Private Lies was written and produced in London and New York. This play was very successful and marked one of the highlights of Cowards career. “Now at the peak of his popularity, Coward could do no wrong. He then wrote and directed one of his most daring plays, Design For Living (1933), co-starring with friends Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne. It involved a bisexual romance between two men and a woman – an unspeakable subject in those days. The topic and the stellar cast guaranteed sold-out houses for every night of the limited Broadway run.”

Set against the cosmopolitan backgrounds of Paris, London and New York in the 1930s, we witness in Design for Living the complex and revolving relationship between three friends. Together they have established an exclusive world – an aristocracy of temperament and of intellect – with its own rules and rites contrary to conventional society.

The political and social upheaval of the time did not appear to have a major impact on Coward’s writing in Design. Instead, Coward hoped his plays would entertain audiences, helping ease the gloom of the world outside the theatre. Only more wealthy individuals would have been able to afford to go to the theatre during this period, anyway.

Politics: 

· 1933 saw the further political ascent of Adolf Hitler of the rise of Hitler in Germany.     

· In this year, Hitler was appointed to be Chancellor of Germany. An assassination attempt was made on President-elect Franklin D. Roosevelt in Miami by a disgruntled immigrant worker, Giuseppe Zangara.                                                                                                    

· Prohibition came to an end in the U.S. Roosevelt and the U.S. Congress began enacting legislation as part of the New Deal.

Literature: 

· James Joyce’s Ulysses was allowed into the United States.                                                 

· Eugene O’Neill’s Ah, Wilderness! opened and ran on Broadway.                                      

· H.G. Wells wrote “The Shape of Things to Come.”

Music/Film:

· Cole Porter had a big year in 1933, with several musicals (Gay Divorce, Nymph Errant) running on Broadway and hit songs coming from their scores.                                            
· The musical movie 42nd Street and Gold Diggers of 1933 were released.

BIOGRAPHY OF NOEL COWARD:
Noel Coward virtually invented the concept of Englishness for the 20th century. An astounding polymath - dramatist, actor, writer, composer, lyricist, painter and wit - he was defined by his Englishness as much as he defined it. He was indeed the first Brit pop star, the first ambassador of "cool Britannia". Even before his 1924 drugs-and-sex scandal of The Vortex, his fans were hanging out of their scarves over the theatre balcony, imitating their idol's dress and repeating each "Noelism" with glee. Born in suburban Teddington on 16 December 1899, Coward was on stage by the age of six, and writing his first drama ten years later. A visit to New York in 1921 infused him with the pace of Broadway shows, and he injected its speed into staid British drama and music to create a high-octane rush for the jazz-mad, dance-crazy 1920s. Coward's style was imitated everywhere, as otherwise quite normal Englishmen donned dressing gowns, stuck cigarettes in long holders and called each other "dahling"; his revues propagated the message, with songs sentimental ("A Room With A View", "I'll See You Again") and satirical ("Mad Dogs and Englishmen", "Don't Put Your Daughter On the Stage, Mrs. Worthington"). His between-the-wars celebrity reached a peak in 1930 with "Private Lives", by which time he had become the highest earning author in the western world. With the onset of World War II he redefined the spirit of the country in films such as This Happy Breed (1944), In Which We Serve (1942), Blithe Spirit (1945) and, perhaps most memorably, Brief Encounter (1945). In the postwar period Coward, the aging Bright Young Thing, seemed outmoded by the Angry Young Men, but, like any modern pop star, he reinvented himself, this time as a hip cabaret singer: "Las Vegas, Flipping, Shouts "More!" as Noel Coward Wows 'Em in Cafe Turn" enthused Variety. By the 1960s his reappraisal was complete - "Dad's Renaissance", called it - and his "Hay Fever" was the first work by a living author to be produced at the National Theatre. He was knighted - at last - in 1970, and died in his beloved Jamaica on 26 March 1973. Since his death his reputation has grown. There is never a point at which his plays are not being performed, or his songs being sung. A playwright, director, actor, songwriter, filmmaker, novelist, wit . . . was there nothing this man couldn't do? Born into a musical family he was soon treading the boards in various music hall shows where he met a young girl called Gertrude Lawrence, a friendship and working partnership that lasted until her death. His early writings were mainly short songs and sketches for the revue shows popular in the 1920s, but even his early works often contained touches of the genius to come ("Parisian Pierrot" 1923). He went on to write and star (with Gertie) in his own revues, but the whiff of scandal was never far away, such as that from the drug addict portrayed in "The Vortex". Despite his obvious homosexual lifestyle he was taken to the hearts of the people and soon grew into one of the most popular writer/performers of his time.

Breaking Point:
With the sudden success of The Vortex, Coward was in demand. Over the two years he spent starring in the London and New York productions, as well as a American tour, Coward took on a stream of demanding projects. Coward wrote the hilarious comedy Hay Fever (1925), which triumphed in London but failed in New York, and the hit West End revue On With The Dance (1925). He also turned out Fallen Angels (1925), Easy Virtue (1925), The Queen Was in the Parlour (1926) and The Rat Trap (1926). Most of these plays were at least partially successful, but he was working at an unbearable pace. Three weeks into the run of The Constant Nymph in 1926, Coward collapsed on stage. At the insistence of his doctors, he forced himself to leave on an extended vacation. Noel's nerves were so frazzled that he was delirious with fever by the time he reached Hawaii. Friends arranged for his proper care, then sequestered him in a secluded beach house for several weeks. During this much needed rest, he dashing off just one song “ the wistful "A Room With a View. "Coward's comedy The Marquis (1927) opened in his absence, and was a mild success. On his return to England, he avoided performing for more than a year and focused on his writing. However, two of his weakest plays were produced in London during the autumn of 1927, with disastrous results. The Mayfair comedy Home Chat closed in a matter of weeks, but Sirocco had one of the most infamous opening nights in theatrical history. The audience responded to this tale of free love among the wealthy with jeers and catcalls, and fistfights occurred after the final curtain. Coward faced the mob at the stage door, where they spat at him. He reacted with extraordinary calm, and the next day ignored vitriolic reviews and insisted on dining at The Ivy (a popular West End restaurant frequented by the theatrical community) as if nothing remarkable had happened. But Coward had learned that the same popular press that fed his popularity could turn on him without warning. He developed a warier attitude towards the press. 
PLAYWRIGHTS CONTEMPORIES (What was going on while writing the play):

New York and London theater experienced some harder times in the years after the stock market collapse. In musical theater, E.Y. Harburg wrote the song “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” for a musical revue. The song became the anthem of the depression.
 On Broadway, Eugene O’Neill’s only comedy, Ah, Wilderness!, was produced the same year as Coward’s Design for Living. Some of Coward’s contemporaries in writing for the theater include: Eugene O’Neill, Samuel Beckett, Agatha Christie, Maxwell Anderson, Cole Porter.
The plays of Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw had a large influence on a younger Coward, as he developed his talent. It is even rumored that, despite the age difference, Oscar Wilde and Noel Coward were once lovers. Coward once proclaimed to have “learned a great deal on Oscar’s knee.”
BRIEF RESUME (Very brief):
Filmography as a Director
    In Which We Serve (17-Sep-1942) 
Filmography as an Actor
    The Italian Job (2-Jun-1969) 
    Boom (26-May-1968) 
    Bunny Lake is Missing (3-Oct-1965) 
    Paris When It Sizzles (16-Mar-1964) 
    Our Man in Havana (27-Jan-1960) 
    Around the World in Eighty Days (17-Oct-1956) 
    In Which We Serve (17-Sep-1942) 

Author of books:
Pomp and Circumstance (1960, novel)

Wrote plays:
I'll Leave It To You (1920)-- was Cowards first full length play produced in the West End, with Noel in a leading role quite an accomplishment for a lad of 21. The brief run brought encouraging reviews, whetting Coward's appetite for more. However, most London producers were unwilling to gamble on a playwright Coward's age. So he looked across the Atlantic for possible salvation
The Young Idea (1923)
The Vortex (1924)-- Coward decided his next project should involve a controversial topic guaranteed to attract publicity. He wrote, directed and starred in The Vortex (1924), a searing look at sexual vanity and drug abuse among the upper classes. A middle aged socialite with a foolish penchant for extramarital affairs with younger men clashes with her cocaine-snorting son Nicky (played by Coward). When most producers refused to consider such a lurid project, the small Everyman Theatre in suburban London agreed to take it on. But resources were limited, and it was up to Noel to raise the money and produce the show himself. When the female star dropped out just days before the premiere, veteran actress Lillian Braithwaite stepped in and learned the part with amazing speed. On the opening night of The Vortex, the audience was both shocked and fascinated, and Coward got so carried away during a confrontation scene that he gashed his hand on stage. Without breaking character, he wrapped the wound in a prop handkerchief and played on. At the end, Coward and Braithwaite received a wild ovation. The combination of fiery acting and scandalous subject matter made The Vortex the talk of London. Other plays had examined drug abuse, but not among the rich and powerful. The production soon moved to a larger theatre for an extended run, making the long-suffering Coward an "overnight" sensation. 


Hay Fever (1925)
Fallen Angels (1925)
Easy Virtue (1926)
Bitter Sweet (1929)
Private Lives (1930)
Cavalcade (1931)
Design for Living (1932)
Tonight at 8:30 (1936)
This Happy Breed (1939)
Present Laughter (1939)
Blithe Spirit (1941)

Awards:

Nominated for 2 tony's in 1964 and recieved a special tony in 1970 

QUOTED FROM NOEL COWARD:



 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://content.answers.com/main/content/img/red_top_quote.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


Extraordinary how potent cheap music is. 

[image: image2.png]


The higher the building the lower the morals.[image: image3.png]
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I have a memory like an elephant. In fact, elephants often consult me.[image: image5.png]
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I've sometimes thought of marrying, and then I've thought again.[image: image7.png]
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My importance to the world is relatively small. On the other hand, my importance to myself is tremendous. I am all I have to work with, to play with, to suffer and to enjoy. It is not the eyes of others that I am wary of, but of my own. I do not intend to let myself down more than I can possibly help, and I find that the fewer illusions I have about myself or the world around me, the better company I am for myself.[image: image9.png]



