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‘Living is the first thing. Seize the day.’
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m:’le we were at Quanbun Downs
there was another visitor staying and it
was she who had greeted us on our
arrival. A warm-faced woman with
windswept white blonde hair emerged
from the kitchen, her hands covered in
dough and held up in mock surrender.
‘Hi! I'm Claudia. Come on in and have
some tea and cornbread.’

Fondly nicknamed ‘the Duchess’ by
her mates at Quanbun, Claudia Boulton
is an English actress who has performed
all over the world in-everything from
feminist reviews to plays by Samuel
Beckett. .

Talking to her was for me one of the
trip’s magic moments, as our paths only

crossed by a couple of days.,

? MELISSA

I was conceived in Egypt, born in
Rome, and raised in England. My
godparents, the people who brought me
up, were quite old by the time I turned
up, and very Edwardian. I had a very
proper upbringing. My godfather was
a clergyman and we were always poor.
My real father was an alcoholic
journalist. T used to go and spend my
summers with him, which were quite
mad, because he was a true Bohemian.

It was very exciting being with my

father. When I was about five we went

on a yacht and got shipwrecked. 1 had
to go to shore in a lifeboat. The
shipwreck was off the —coast of
Denmark, because I remember secing
the statue of a little mermaid out in the
harbour and going around the Danish
royal palace and being terribly im-
pressed. I heard that if soldiers spoke
to you that they’d be shot, because
when they’re on duty they have to be
very formal. I was terribly thrilled
when this guard on duty said ‘Hello,
little girl’, because I thought ‘Gosh!
What a brave man to speak to me.’ I
had a highly coloured imagination.

I always lived with the B_éuitons, and
fitted in at the bottom of five children.
Gerry, my father, never wanted me
adopted. He had met the Boultons in
India in the war. He had actually left
me in a children’s home when [ was
about eighteen months old, and sent a
message to them saying, ‘Do you know
of any English families who would like
to look after Claudia? I don’t want her
adopted, but I can’t stand looking after
her myself.’

I had alwaysheard these stories about
my mother when I was little; this
dreadful woman. I had an: a;;icl:'revss for
her in Italy and I met he_r' on'cfé. when
1 was about seven. I don't tremember

it very well. When I was twenty-one
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{WL 0 andfound her. The worst feeling
1'v¢ everhad was whenlarrivedin Italy
at t‘ﬁc airport and she wasn’t there to
. :m&'_.v; me. I couldn’t believe it. I called
I".'n'éland and said, “What am I going to
“do? Mama wasn’t there to meet me.’
x I had the address in Milan, so I went
there. I climbed all these stairs to the
fop, of the building, paint peeling off
the wall and all those sorts of things.
lv-:got to the top and rang the doorbell
in trepidation, and a woman appeared
at the door in floods of tears. I think
I just burst into tears immediately too.
She said, ‘God, Claud! I’d been waiting
for };6u for ages at the airport,” and I
said, ‘What do you mean? I've been
waiting for you.’ There are two air-
ports in Milan,

She also said, ‘Well, Claudia, I gave
you a name that would travel well and
quite frankly, any daughter of mine
who couldn’t make her way in life I
wouldn’t be interested in meeting
anyway. Irealised on meeting her that
[ was cerribly angry with her for
abandoning me. It was terribly deep.

I-mean, she left when I was only three

. - months old. I thought she left because

o sh€ di‘dn't love me.

: .Max_n_a had been a model, and she told
g 3,Ihtz,"'d‘l_ie‘ft my father because he tried

_1t°yilk-i11:.1‘1¢f in P;b_r'nejust after [ was born.

1R - thnisarsnonr Poreiss

She'd found 2 gun in his bedside drawer,
and it was loaded, so she’d taken the
bullets out of it. Just a few days later,
on the full moon, they were having a
huge argument, and he said, ‘I’m going
to kill you.” He rushed out of the room
and came back with the gun, and she
didn’t know whether he thought it was
still loaded, or whether he’d reloaded
it, or whether it wasn’t loaded at all.
He pulled the trigger. The look in his
eyes said he meant to kill her. Her hair
went white overnight.

So she split, and he disappeared with
me. She couldn’t find me, and by the
time she found me I was about four and
a half years old. I was obviously having
this terribly proper upbringing, so she
thought it best to leave me there. .

At university I got a degree in
philosophy and English. I became a
teacher and I taught English and drama,
then I moved into a squat in North
London, and I said, ‘I’'m never going
to get another jobunlessit’sin theatre.’
So I didn’t, until T got a job in theatre.
It took about six months. T worked with
a couple of groups and I remember,
about three days before the big opening
night of this performance, the director
said to me, ‘Look, Claudia, [ want you
to stay to do the show, but I don’t think

you're going to work out in this

.L.Huw
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company.’ So I was asked to leave.

That was more or less the reason 1
ran off to India, my dreams of fringe
theatre having crashed to the dirt. I
argued too much. 1 needed to look at
what had happened in my life. I
definitely escaped from England to go
to India—I only had 2 one-way ticket.
I spent a year there having various
experiences and they locked me up in
alunatic asylum. I do now actually have
an official certificate of sanity from the
Indian Government, which is more than
most people get in their lives.

Wheh I came back from India, I
thought I should become 2 gardener, or
a masseuse. Luckily an old friend from
wniversity rang me up and said, ‘Look
Claudia, I've got this theatre company,
and we open in a week’s time. One of
the girls in the show doesn’t want to
do it, she doesn’t want to be a
performer, so would you like to come
and audition and see if you’d like to
be in the play?’ It was a group called
Beryl and the Perils. It was fast,
furious, feminist fun theatre. The show
was called Is Dennis Really the Menace?
and it was all about sex.

For some reason Yt was an enormous
hit. It got better and better and we
ended up working together for three

years, getting Arts Council grants and

touring - af'oiihdf Burope. ’I’h‘v'.se-’mnd; '
show was called Beipl's Perils Do Nuts,
and that was -abéutpur experiences uf
insanity one wa“yfi;ojx'-”'a.npthrr Callec:
tively we seemed to.cover a pretty fair
range of cxperience's';: B )

I'd always felt societf Was prefey
intolerant towards insanity: I do ann'w__
that, if I tried to do what Iivvic::tua;lly"v
succeeded in doing in India in thcv;Wcs-t‘i,‘ ‘
I would have probably been locked vﬁp_j
a lot earlier, probably at the noisj{,.;r
dirty stage, and 1'd never havc;'g_ét‘-
through it. Whereas, by the time they .
locked me up in India, I was oyez.r‘-_it "
and just hungry. They basically saved .
my life. I think that was the point we

were trying to make in our-ishow; .

having a crack-up can bea very positive -

thing, and shouldn’t make y’oﬁ "'fg'_'e_:lf
you’re a failure because it gives you a -
chance to find out who you are. - .~ .
A lotof peopledon’thave thevc‘hla,ﬁcegg
they have nowhere to go, nowhere they )
can really make a louvd'-"_‘_i:,o_iéé;A and’
scream. Where do you go'in a “cixy if
you want to scream and shout" I fely
very lucky with Beryl’s, .tro,:bc gwpﬁ the-
opportunity to stand up on '.Zu.a_gé',.
scream, shout, and have p‘coplfp&y'm’
see it, and clap. It 'was yery u-l’r-ﬂs'ih‘g‘.‘ A
After three years 1'd had enough of
it. I think femj,‘n_isni ar thgf Mtf‘.‘ﬁli
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sang é_-_v_wydf yourself as a woman is a
-.‘k]l,l»p;l'.-)ftl_!l. have to go through. I was
n:f“\?t"r"va_'S‘cparatist. One of the girls in
the g_'xieup was a rad lesbian feminist,
bt the rest of us were heavily hetero-
"}.gtxx‘ual, heavy being the operative
‘word. When the Perils split up, I went
to Kathmandu in Nepal, to see a friend
of mine who is a painter. Her name is
Corina McNiece. I was only going there
for two weeks, and I ended up staying
six months because it was so
interesting. I didn’t really have
anything to do back in London, so [ did
theatre chere.

The Hotel Vajarah in Kathmandu is
managed by a German lady called
Sabina Lehman, who trained with the
Berlin-Ensemble. She runs a theatre
company there which uses Tibetan and
Nepalese actors. She said, ‘Oh marvel-
lous, Claudia, you can stay and be in
a play.” So we wrote this absolutely
brilliant play and Corina painted a
fabulous backdrop for it. The play was
called Moody Movie, and it was an
exploration of different movie genres.
It was a big hit. We even performed
’;a‘t_vthc «civic hall in Kathmandu, and

i}é'oplp were selling tickets on the black
bxﬁ%f-}‘cet
p Cm'ma was having a show at the

O tuhcr Gallery in London (part of the
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Institute of Eco-Technics), so when I
went back to London I visited her a few
times. She invited me to go to a
conference in France, also run by the
Institute. It was a conference on space.
Imetareallive Apollo 9 walking talking
astranaut, which I thought was quite
something. I also met this bunch of
people there who were talking about
space, and blow me down if they
weren’t going to go and live there.
They also had a theatre company called
the Theatre of All Possibilities. It
turned out that after this conference in
France some of them were going on a
theatre tour of Nigeria. They invited
me to come zlong, so I went. .
I eventually became tired of just
doing theatre. I'm not over-fond of
the theatrical community as such,
‘Darling, darling’. Actors who just act
lose touch with the real world in some
ways, so I’ve always been interested in
other things. It ended up, after I'd been
in Nigeria, I came back to London and
went to work at the October Gallery.
Then I was invited to come on this
trip to visit Australia, through friends
that I'd met in the Institute. They said,
‘We do plays in the Outback in summer,
so why don’t you come?” I couldn’t
resist such an invitation. I'd done a

Becketr play last year called Endgame.
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There are four characters, two of which
spend the entire play sitting in dustbins,
and they put their heads out for about
five minutes each. I was one of these
dustbin characters, and I got so fed up
with sitting in this damned dustbin that
when I came out of the dustbin at the
end of the last performance I said, ‘I'm
going to do Beckett’s Happy Days. In
that play Winnie [the main character]
is buried up to her waist in a mound
of earth and she talks to centre stage
for an entire hour and‘twenty minutes.

1 started to learn ‘the lines at the
beginning of this year and it took me
three months. I thought, if I'm going
as far as Australia, I’d like to take my
own thing with me, so I decided to
travel round the world with Happy
Days. 1 performed it in Kathmandu
whilst staying with Sabina. I'd sent her
a fax saying, ‘Can I come and do this
here?’ I got-a message back saying,
“Well, the curfew’s still on and the
season is over but we’ll beat the drum
for you, Claudia.” They had a great
crowd, and the curfew was lifted when
I got there.

1 went to Bali, and [ did four
performances there. I did it in Broome,
and I’'m hoping to do it in Darwin,
Sydney and then America. It’s very

exciting, because I've never actually

managed t'é gct rlght .airb\md'(ﬁc-'wﬁﬂd "
before. Now I'm forty and will a’c‘i’uullfy

do it. It’s more difficulf in the imagiv-

ation than th‘e}ié’tuaiity.

Ilike acting and t‘réy‘el'livi};g. It's m‘u;;h
better than being a "tdnt;i's“n because you
have to interact with the :JQCal'mnjié
munity. An audience c'o.m'e and thcy sec
the show, and you make a connectmn .
with the places you go to in a way that -
you don’t if you just get off the ;b:usu
Thisplayisa two-personvpla‘.y‘,.sé Ibave ; e
to pick up my male half'wh‘e;c-_\'re'_‘r;"f-?g,o_-i-f‘ :
He’s called Willie. Th‘éy 'sa‘y‘ you. caﬁ-‘:
pick up a Willie anywhere, if 'y you re
tucky. 5

I'm domg theatré. I can spcnd hours SN
making props out of catdboard or‘r.".'f

helping backstage, and I feel’ that it

time well spent. I've never made Y‘?r}’f__j
much money doing theatre, but ]’vc :
certainly made a lot of friends. T§ me
this Beckett play is a bit like aPhD ‘

in theatre. [ can now really say, -‘W,ell; i

I'm an actress.’ =%

If you hear you’ve got cancer or if
you think you've got _VAI'DS‘, you
wonder, ‘What will I do with my life?
I'd better give up my job at the a‘b's‘lﬂt-v
toir or the bank and go and live a
little.” Living is the ﬁrsr thmg Seize
the day.
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I never feel I'm wastmg time whcnr:



