
ADDRESS  
 
Greatness – and from almost the very beginning, there was no 
question that Paul Scofield, for whose life and work we are giving 
thanks today, was touched with greatness – takes many forms. In the 
middle years of the twentieth century, there was in the British 
Theatre, an unprecedented outcrop of great actors: the roll call is 
astounding: Thorndike, Evans, Richardson, Gielgud, Olivier, 
Ashcroft, Wolfit, Redgrave, Guinness, all born within a few years of 
each other, each radically different from the other. The theatre 
revolved around these great figures: this was the golden age, not of 
directing or writing, but of acting. The actors were themselves 
managers and directors; the theatre was in their hands. Their fame 
made them public figures, “the glass of fashion, and the mould of 
form/The observed of all observers.”   
 
After the War, everything changed, not immediately, of course, but 
inexorably. And in the theatre, this meant that in the attempt to 
build the theatre anew, producers, directors and writers now 
increasingly became the central figures in the theatre.  The great 
actors were still in their prime, and had great work still to do, but 
they were less and less leaders, more and more part of the team.  
Into this brave new world, the young Paul Scofield emerged. He was, 
in many ways, an actor for the new times. In time, he would equal 
the work of his great predecessors, but he was very different from 
them. He was without managerial ambition, he had no desire to 
direct, he was utterly uninterested in the social position that fame 
conferred. What interested him was acting, and only acting. 
Discovering at an early age, as so many actors before him have 
done, that his scholastic gifts were meagre – a discovery that may 
have been an uncomfortable one, given that his father was the 
headmaster of the school he attended – he fell with inexpressible 
relief on acting, for which his gift was instantly apparent. Scofield 
was not in the least a boastful man, and not given to hyperbole, so 
we may believe him when he says that his 13-year-old Juliet was  “a 
sensation.”  Other sensations of a similar kind followed, and as soon 
as he possibly could, he left school to train at various modest 
establishments purporting to inculcate the dramatic arts, where he 
learned, he said, not so much technique as an understanding of his 
instrument.       
 



From a physical point of view, the young actor had quite exceptional 
advantages: he was tall and commanding, his face – uncommonly 
handsome, but in a highly individual way, mingling sensuality with 
severity, the eyes capable of great warmth and great coldness – was 
powerfully expressive. As for his voice, it was simply phenomenal, 
with more stops than any organ, from piping treble to full throated 
diapason. Over the next sixty years, the critical thesaurus would be 
ransacked to describe its astonishing variety of registers: the 
sometimes grating, sometimes caressing, often sumptuous, sounds 
he seemed effortlessly to produce. But they were not just sounds: he 
had an intense relationship with language: he spoke of letting words 
loose in the echo chamber of his mind, where they would resonate 
with untold possibilities of meaning. 
 
There is a danger in such a prodigious endowment for a young 
actor, the temptation of mere virtuosity, or indeed of laziness, a 
reliance on mere physical impact. But the defining thing about the 
young Scofield was that he was never tempted by easy effectiveness. 
He seems always to have had an innate maturity, knowing that if he 
was to do his work as an actor he must painstakingly learn to 
understand and master his physical instrument, however superb; 
above all he must nurture the source of his work: his imagination, 
his inner life. Though charming, courteous and full of naughty fun 
by nature, he instinctively knew that the social life on which most 
actors thrive would be the enemy of his work. His delight in that 
work was so complete, his fulfilment by it so absolute that to 
abandon the social round for its sake was nothing to him, especially 
after he found his life’s companion in  the actress Joy Parker. They 
married and had two children, and Scofield wrapped his family 
round him like a strong fortress, enabling him to  engage ever more 
deeply with his inner world.  
 
Turned down for military service, as a very young man he worked 
constantly in touring companies, learning, learning, learning, often 
from distinguished older actors and directors who, like him, had not 
been called up, acquiring as Christopher Fry said of him at that age, 
“a quiet mastery of his skills.” Luckily for him, though his work was 
warmly appreciated, he was allowed to serve his apprenticeship 
unmolested by the overheated attentions of the press. After the war, 
he went to work for that great manager, Sir Barry Jackson, at the 
Birmingham Rep, where he met the 22-year-old Peter Brook, and a 



great artistic partnership started. Brook, Scofield said, taught him 
above all that he must learn to think, to connect with the thoughts of 
the character and ultimately with those of the author: how to lay 
what he called the groundwork of the character, the parameters of a 
role. His plan was to push these parameters as far as he possibly 
could, to create the richest, most complex and life-like character 
feasible. He had success after success in an extraordinary range of 
parts, each one etched with a precise brilliance which seemed to 
release the very souls of the characters: the fantastical hidalgo Don 
Armado, followed by an earthy, dangerous Mercutio, and a tender 
and scholarly Horatio.     
 
At the age of twenty six he played a Hamlet at Stratford-upon-Avon 
that for many people was the most perfect of post-war performances 
of the role. With Brook he proceeded to exquisite romantic comedy 
in Ring Round the Moon, a second Hamlet which was the first 
British production to play in Moscow since the revolution, and the 
role of the whisky priest in The Power and the Glory, a performance 
which Laurence Olivier, not reckless with praise of other actors, 
described as the most perfect he had ever seen. He went from Monty 
Norman’s Espresso Bongo to T S Eliot, and transformed a number of 
well-wrought West End plays with his power to astonish. His 
reputation grew and grew, steadily but greatly; after his remarkable 
performance in A Man for All Seasons  transferred to Broadway he 
was increasingly spoken of as the greatest actor in the English-
speaking world.  
 
The more the acclaim, the further he withdrew from the social 
world, immersing himself ever deeper in his private life. He was a 
countryman by temperament; his horse, his resolutely untameable 
dog Diggory, his garden, his reading, his wife, his children: these 
absorbed him deeply and renewed  him.  As Eliot says in Scofield’s 
favourite poem, “a condition of complete simplicity/(costing not less 
than everything)”. On horseback, or striding across the Downs for 
hours on end alone or with his hounds: it is an unexpected image 
for an actor. But Scofield was nothing if not his own man. 
 
At the unusually early age of 39, with Peter Brook as his director, he 
played King Lear, perhaps Shakespeare’s greatest role for a man, and 
his hardest. Rejecting any attempt to reproduce the external details 
of old age, he transformed himself into the ancient king by sheer 



power of imagination, a terrifying and pitiable bull of a  man. His 
voice seemed to be made of granite, granite which cracked and 
splintered under the pressure of his inner dissolution. This 
performance, in Brook’s shockingly radical production, toured the 
world, and it set the seal on Scofield’s greatness. In rapid sequence, 
from the early nineteen sixties he took on the widest variety of roles, 
tragic, comic, classical, modern, each transformed by his profound 
and fantastical imagination: embittered Athenian plutocrats, 
drunken Russian nobodies, gay barbers in Brixton, German petty 
criminals revenging themselves on authority, kidnapped diplomats, 
heartbroken provincials, foxy Venetian conmen, mediocre and 
ultimately homicidal composers, pesky old New Yorkers, deranged 
ancient mariners, each with their characteristic and extraordinary 
voices.  
 
All these, of course, for live audiences. He had his successes on film 
– for his Thomas More he won an Oscar – but his satisfaction was 
above all to be found working with an audience. The extraordinary 
surges of power he created in the theatre electrified not only his 
public but his fellow players too, particularly so because his force 
was so tightly harnessed. He banked down his flames, for the most 
part, allowing them to smoulder. But if he unleashed a thunderbolt 
at you, you knew all about it. He might easily have dominated his 
audience, but that was not what he wanted. He sought to draw them 
into the human life he was incarnating, to bring the character’s 
entire inner world onstage with him, and allow the audience to 
experience the man for themselves. Wherever you looked in his 
performances, you found layer upon layer of complexity and depth, 
interwoven tissues of character giving the illusion of a complete 
human life. Laurence Olivier once declared that his life’s work had 
been to interest the public in the art of acting. Scofield’s might be 
said to have been the exact opposite: to make the audience forget the 
art of acting. Above all, he wanted them to forget about him. He said 
that he was very secretive about his personality: it was not for public 
consumption. In giving thanks for his life and work, we should be 
grateful that he flourished in a time when it was still possible for 
excellence to be admired without its sources being dismantled, 
dissected, raked over, torn apart.  
 
He guarded his God-given talent like a tiger; his loyalty to it was 
fierce and without concession, and he was willing to give up a great 



deal for it.  His talent was, indeed, a secret, in all senses of that 
word: it was the source of his success, it was private, and it was  a 
great and abiding mystery. He takes it with him to his grave, but he 
has left behind an enduringly inspiring example of what an actor 
who is also an artist might achieve: a body of work of such depth, 
breadth, imaginative and indeed visionary power to rival that of any 
great artist in any sphere. At the age of 75, he took his leave of the 
stage he had commanded so incomparably for so many years with 
one of his very greatest incarnations, John Gabriel Borkman, “a 
man,” as Scofield said, “frozen and trapped by the past, embracing 
his own obsessive drive towards an anarchical climax, proclaiming 
his mad preoccupation with the forces and spirits of the earth, until 
his brain and body simply crack under the force of his avid desire to 
dominate his own small kingdom.” That was the scale on which 
Paul Scofield worked, that was the breadth of his canvas, addressing 
nothing less than the human condition, head on. 
 
That is what the theatre, what acting, can and should be. And for 
that we honour Paul Scofield today. 
 
 
 


