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THE UNDERSTUDY

BY PAUL SMITH

CHARACTERS

MALCOLM — A MAN IN HIS MID-LATE 60s

SETTING

A series of short scenes set in dressing rooms of
theatres.



MALCOLM

THEATRE DRESSING ROOM — A MIRROR WITH LIGHTS ROUND IT. AN
UPRIGHT CHAIR, A COMFY CHAIR, A SMALL SOFA. SOME APPROPRIATE SET
DRESSING.

MALCOLM IS SITTING ON THE COMFORTABLE CHAIR. HE IS READING A
COPY OF ‘LITTLE DORRIT’ BY CHARLES DICKENS. HE PUTS IT DOWN AND
ADDRESSES THE AUDIENCE.

He never even has a cold. A sore throat. A cough. A rash. Even when the rest
of the company get something he stays immune. Untouched. Unaffected.
Uninfected.

Not even a headache, toothache, backache. | have them all. And heartache.

Malaria, dysentery, whooping cough, cholera, rabies, smallpox. None. Not
ever. Never.

| had chickenpox when | was 26. Stay away from it. It was disgusting. | was
rank. Stank.

22 years now. 22 years, 5 months, 3 weeks and 2 days. Under his spell.
Under his thumb. Waiting. Hating. Debating whether to run. Escape. Fly. But
| wouldn’t. Couldn’t. | suppose. No idea what | would do without this safety
net which | cling to.

He doesn’t really like me. He can’t. Must be the reason why he never gives
me a chance. Just that one chance. A Thursday matinee in Plymouth maybe.
Or Bradford. Or Swansea. But no. He does them all. Every one.

Boundless energy. ‘How do you do it Sir Giles?’ Sir Giles. Everyone calls him
Sir Giles. Not Mr Ross anymore. Sir Giles. It's too familiar. These strangers.
Sir Giles. It’s less formal somehow. Using the first name. He loves it, of
course. This Sir Giles thing. Just Giles to me. Though | did use Sir Giles once,
the day after it was announced. He thought | was being sarcastic. | was. But
not since. Not ever. Never. Just Giles.

We first met as teenagers. Backstage at the New Theatre Bromley. 1970. It
burned down in 1971. An omen. | was a nothing. Still am. But we connected.
Then didn’t see each other for years. Re-connected. Became as one. Tied
together. Contracted.

| could but look up. Admire. But then who didn’t?

My passport describes me as ‘actor’. | describe myself as a ‘couch potato’.
Paid to sit around. The doing of the inconsequential and the irrelevant.
Writing, reading, studying. An Open University degree in Ancient History
believe it or not. A sideline.

| would rather do my job. The one | trained and worked for, but someone is
stopping me. Pathetic really. It’s up to me. | could break away, but | always
think | might have that one chance. Just one. If | leave | could miss it. Then
there’s another 22 years to wait. So | continue to wait. Wait.



How much longer can | do that before | can no longer do it? There will come
a time when it just isn’t going to happen. The end. Finito.

Last Wednesday he arrived and sneezed as soon as he entered the dressing
room. | heard it. My heart fluttered with excitement. Was | about to be
gifted? Shifted up the ladder? A chance? Give my Archie Rice?

Dust. From the roadworks. Just dust. Nothing more. No contagion. No
reaction. Other than one sneeze. One single sneeze. One. Then nothing.
Passed by without another word. Gone. My chance.

So | wait. Continue to wait. | will die waiting.

He won't. Sir Giles. He won’t die waiting for anything. Everything he wants
comes to him. Sir Giles.

So, | decided the other day | decided | needed to do something. Take action.
Enough is enough.

Laxatives are easy to buy and he does like his latte. So a visit to Boots and
Costa.

| have always been a bit clumsy. Not a possessor of the dexterity that many
in my profession have from years of working with props and other actors!
The prepared solution found its way down my front the moment | entered
his room.

‘You clumsy cunt’.
His only reaction and he returned to the mirror.

You lose your nerve. Verve. Cleaned up. Returned to reading Dickens. | am
working my way through his full works. Currently Little Dorrit. Good.
Working on a stage version. | told Giles. He wants the part of William Dorrit.
He saw the film with Guinness. Says he will do it better. What can you say?

But though | failed. Bailed out maybe. It gave me pause for thought. How
else might | effect an entrance stage right? One night. My right! How can
this be achieved?

Laxatives | have tried. Won’t go there again. Might be a bit messy and | have
to wear the costume!

Schoolboy tricks. Itching powder. Pepper. No. Silly. Daft. Laughable.

Something more adult. Maybe. More permanent? Maybe. We will see.

FADE TO BLACK



MALCOLM

AS THE LIGHTS RISE, MALCOLM IS AT A DRESSING TABLE MIRROR,
COMBING HIS HAIR INTO DIFFERENT STYLES.

We have a new part to study. We are giving our Kim Philby. The KGB spy.
New play. National. | say ‘we’ loosely. It’s him. Giles. Fairly dribbling at the
jowls to portray a shit. Type casting.

It's a good piece. Written by a ‘national treasure’ so the publicity will be
excellent. He will get plenty of coverage. Media darling.

| think if | do anything about my on-going predicament it might as well be at
the National. Lots of concrete. Good to trip on. Crack the head open. The
Olivier stage has a large drum in the centre which rises and falls. It stuck
once in the down position, leaving a cavern stage centre, when Dame Judi
was making to cross it during a performance of ‘A Little Night Music’ —she
could have fallen to her death. Another national treasure. She didn’t.
Thankfully.

But we are not in the Olivier, so that option is out. Fly galleries always offer
ideas. Lots of rope, dropping sandbags, the iron. But not practical and | don’t
want the performance not to take place.

No, discretion. Offstage. Backstage. The dressing room is the place.

Just one performance. That’s all. | don’t want more. One. A single step on in
front of an audience. Giles won’t allow me to take part in understudy
performances. ‘We don’t want people walking out because they don’t get to
see the star’. His view. The powers that be let him get away with it. The shit.
Yes. As | say. A shit.

Trip wire over the stairs. No. What might become of Simon Callow further
along the corridor? National treasure. Upended by an angry understudy.
And not even his own understudy.

Collapsing chair, doctored shower, toppling wardrobe. Too much work.
Might not work. Might not give me work.

Poison dart, gas leak, garotte, hit man, pillow over the face — Shakespearian
that one. Othello. Too pre-meditated. Meditation. Medication mistake. The
overdose. No. No. What is an overdose of nothing? His idea of medication is
fresh air. Can’t overdose on that can you?

| don’t want to murder anyway. Just to hinder, injure maybe. Interrupt,
disrupt and untidy his normality. Provide him with an interval in his career.
Bring the iron in until his next act. Offer him un-planned costume change.

Just get him off the fucking stage for one performance. Just the one. After
that, | don’t care.



MALCOLM

FADE TO BLACK

AS THE LIGHTS RISE, MALCOLM IS FOUND STANDING BEHIND A CHAIR, HE
LEANS ON THE BACK OF IT ADDRESSING THE AUDIENCE.

For many years, the stage door manager at the Theatre Royal Bath was a
man called Richard Cobbledick. | kid you not. He had a wife called Frances.
Fanny to her friends. Fanny Cobbledick. He was known as Dick. Dick
Cobbledick. Dick and Fanny Cobbledick.

No, | am not making this up. This was real. It is not me entering the world of
Charles Dickens. He would have been proud of those names and would have
used them without a second glance. If he had thought of them. But he
didn’t. Some other genius did.

Dick and Fanny Cobbledick.

Years later it still amuses me as it would any schoolboy. | knew a Michael
Hunt. But not a Wayne Kerr.

In this profession we change names with the wind. Even our own. | am not
really Chester Dunbar. | am Malcolm Brown. Malcolm. Come on parents, you
could have done better than that.

Giles really is Giles. Giles Ross. Sir Giles Ross CBE. S.H.I.T. That’s what he
should be.

As | have been his understudy for years, 23 and counting, so he has had the
same dresser and assistant for even longer. A feyer man than even me.
Jeremy. Jeremy St Clair. Another failed actor. He took up needlework when
he was an understudy and started to make costumes. One thing lead to
another. Rock Hudson and Henry Fonda spent their waiting time with needle
and thread | understand. Well, there you are.

Kin Philby was very well received. ‘A towering performance of infinite
variety and nuance’. So said The Times. It’s a line that Giles has memorised
and quotes regularly. Even to me. Slips it into conversation.

So, we have gone on a short tour. A chance to remind those not in the
metropolis what a wonder he really is. Still is. Always was. Of course.

He was a guest on a Friday night chat show just before the opening at the
National. They loved him. Men and women. Almost orgasmed over his every
word. Turd. Turd and shit. He was as much a fraud as Philby. He will be
found out one day. May. If | get my way.

| have set aside my Little Dorrit play for a while. | am writing my memoirs.
Warts and All. That's the title. A reference to the Rice Krispies | once



