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‘Comedy. Psychological insights or the same old tired one-liners? I’ll be swapping gags with Ben Elton, Jim Bowen and Charlie Williams as we test the very latest in contraceptives. But if you like your comedy female-style, take a look at this!’

Unused script from Victoria Wood’s All Day Breakfast (1992)



1

CONTINUITY ANNOUNCEMENT

Victoria Wood had more to say and do. Loving to work, she would certainly have carried on creating through her sixties, well into her seventies, and perhaps beyond. This helps to explain the widespread sense of loss when she died in 2016. While working on Let’s Do It: The Authorised Biography of Victoria Wood, and after its publication, I found that the same lament was voiced again and again by fans old and new: what a struggle it was to accept that we would never again come across a new joke from that irreplaceable source..

Happily, I knew this to be not quite true. After the contents of Victoria’s office were archived and made available for research, I started to encounter material that had never seen the light of day. In particular, in a box containing scripts from Victoria Wood As Seen on TV, I opened one folder labelled ‘multiple provisional scripts’ and, leafing through a thick pile of A4, came across a sheet with five and a bit typed lines under the title ‘CONTINUITY’:

Susie: Well, we certainly seem to have lots of goodies for you in our new season. For lovers of TV magic, and there can’t be many, there’s a new series of ‘I crack the jokes round here’, comedy magic from all over the world. And the series opens with the Magic of – someone I’ve never heard of. Looks quite a bumptious little prat from the photograph.

Under it Victoria has scrawled ‘20 secs’. This was written for the As Seen on TV continuity announcer, played with such craft and beady charm by Susie Blake. I could hear her reading it so clearly that I imagined I actually had – yet I couldn’t have because it was never broadcast. As if by magic, the folder promptly yielded up a sketch called ‘Magic Show’, in which a florid conjuror struggles with an uncooperative lady volunteer. One had been written to cue in the other and both had apparently been sacrificed together. There was more, including several sketches set in department stores, or at a terrible dry-cleaner’s. A long monologue for a woman running an extremely local radio station from her home had clearly been earmarked for Victoria to play herself. There was a sketch called ‘Private Lives’ in which two characters straight out of a play by Noël Coward turn out to be something else altogether. In ‘Tupperware Party’, written for Julie Walters, a nervous housewife hawks sex aids. These were all from the first series. In the end, from the show’s thirteen episodes, there were in the region of sixty sketches written in the inimitable voice of Victoria Wood. Further delving yielded another cache of unseen material for Victoria’s three Christmas shows from 1992, 2000 and 2009.

The reason for all this overwriting goes back to Wood and Walters. A pilot of Victoria’s first sketch show was broadcast early in 1981. A year on came a series which proved bruising for a set of interlocking factors. Just before it went into production, her trusted producer Peter Eckersley died. His successor scheduled recordings for the afternoon, which meant a sketch show fronted by two young women was performed in a studio packed with unsmiling pensioners. It was only as her gags wilted before this bewildered audience that she realised she couldn’t ditch anything: she didn’t have a surplus. And yet even with Wood and Walters the archive contains offcuts which, for specific reasons, did not make it into the show. One sketch, an astute parody of 1940s radio comedy with its baffling catchphrases, was written fifteen years before The Fast Show gave us Arthur Atkinson’s wartime show ‘How Queer!’1

From then on, Victoria Wood wrote too much. The early months of 1984, when she sat alone at home in a quiet village on Morecambe Bay and came up with the first series of As Seen on TV, must count as the most intense and brilliant period of comic productivity to issue from a single pen in this country since Coward or even Wilde in their pomp. As Victoria wrote, she stockpiled sketches and songs to make sure she would never go short again.

The question can be legitimately asked: if sketches didn’t make the cut, can they be as good as the ones that did? On one level that’s for the reader to decide. But it’s important to stress that many were discarded for reasons that had nothing to do with their quality. When her producer Geoff Posner oversaw the edit, he tended to favour sketches that featured Victoria and Julie Walters over those written for other members of the company. There was also the question of balance. Victoria wrote copiously about bad theatre, naff television and – connected to her own experience – compulsive eating. Some sketches covering similar terrain were in competition with each other and, sometimes before they were filmed or even rehearsed, a swift decision had to be made to favour one or the other.

The idea that Victoria cannot have valued these sketches because she didn’t let them be seen on TV does not hold water. If she really regarded something as a failure, she would chuck it in the bin. There is no trace in the archive of the several plays and film scripts she attempted to write in the 1980s. Everything else she kept and, in some cases, published. Up to You, Porky, her first sketch collection from 1985, compiled sketches from Wood and Walters and the first series of As Seen on TV plus monologues from her stand-up show Lucky Bag. Among them Victoria smuggled in four sketches that were not seen on TV.2 Its successor Barmy, published two years later, consisted of sketches from the second series, the complete Acorn Antiques and sketches that were yet to be broadcast in the As Seen on TV Special. There were also nine unseen sketches.3 Evidently, they had been filmed because the casts were listed. While it didn’t make the cut, Victoria was happy to allow this work to be consumed in written form. Indeed, when she submitted the typescripts of Barmy to Geoffrey Strachan, her publisher at Methuen (see here), she made no distinction between seen and unseen sketches.4 ‘Vic simply delivered them all with the contents she wanted, in the sequence she wanted and with the presentation she wanted,’ he told me. ‘If you have writer–performers of genius who know how to present their work in book form, you cherish and salute a professional to her fingertips, publish and rejoice!’

They sold well, and had an important role to play in keeping her sketches alive when video-recording was still in its infancy. Yet Victoria pretended to be modest about these publications. ‘I didn’t really know what I was going to talk about tonight,’ she said in a speech to launch Barmy. ‘The publisher’s no help – they just want you to say “Buy My Book Tell Your Friends Buy My Book Tell Your Friends” till it’s time to sit down. Then he said, “You could tell them how you came to write it,” and I said, “Well, I didn’t, it’s just a load of old sketches, I didn’t even type it.”’

This collection pulls together a load of new old sketches covering three decades. Wherever the scripts in the archive indicate who Victoria wanted to be in them, or who actually was before they fetched up on the cutting-room floor, that information is included. But wherever it isn’t, you the reader are encouraged to do your own casting, and directing and designing too.

But there is much more in the Victoria Wood archive than sketches. Several character monologues that were once enjoyed by live audiences are nowadays less than widely recalled. Victoria’s shows were crafted to fill an evening, and when it came to memorialising them in an album or a video, not everything could fit in. Two stage monologues were included in Up to You, Porky,5 and three more in Chunky.6 But scholarly fans are aware that for her live show between 1983 and 1985, she came on in the second half in the character of a slatternly northern comic called Paula Du Val. The lyrics of the song Paula sings were included in Victoria’s very first publication, The Lucky Bag Songbook, but there was no space for her monologue on the Lucky Bag album released in 1984. Tapes of the whole show survive, recorded at the King’s Head Theatre in Islington and at other venues – so Paula Du Val now rides again, as do other vibrant characters from Victoria’s live shows up to 1990.7

As for her songs, at a conservative count Victoria composed somewhere in the region of two hundred of them and probably no more than a fifth are widely known to even her most ardent fans. Yet to begin with, performing at the piano is what got her noticed. This collection revisits some of her finest lyrics from the 1970s and beyond. Even without a melody, her gift for rhyme and rhythm can convey a sense of a song’s energy on the page. Some of these songs were written when Victoria was still a drama student at Birmingham University. In the same era she began to find her voice as a writer of monologues and sketches and, in the case of a script she submitted to BBC Birmingham, a whole half-hour drama. All are part of her story and are unveiled here.

As is ‘Sex’. The sketch Victoria wrote for herself and Julie Walters to perform in the summer of 1978 is the foundation stone of her career in comedy. As she would often say, it was where she discovered how to make an audience laugh. But those audiences were minuscule. In at the Death, the revue of which ‘Sex’ was a part, was seen every night for three weeks by the ninety or so people who crammed into the tiny Bush Theatre above a pub in west London. It was briefly revived a few years later.8 It has never been published.

Meanwhile, when the occasion was right, Victoria would sometimes stand up and tell her own story in the form of a well-made speech. Not quite the same as stand-up, this was a skill she developed at her book launches and then when accepting honorary degrees. There were laughs to be had in looking back over her life. But when there were students in the audience, she also knew that her unique odyssey as the First Lady of British entertainment meant that she had something important to tell them – not just about herself, but about us all. She still does.

A note on sources and presentation. The sketches, lyrics and speeches, as they exist in the archive, don’t all come in the same form. There are manuscripts and prompt cards in Victoria’s hand. Studio scripts are more formal documents for use by cast and crew, but even here she would often make cuts and edits. Once she moved to computer almost everything is, naturally, in the merry font known as Comic Sans. Wherever she wrote or typed, Victoria was not pernickety about punctuation – she was a serial employer of the dash – but rather than stay scholastically faithful to holy writ, this edition discreetly dots the odd i, crosses a t or two, and here and there respectfully adds an inverted comma. But often, particularly when written by hand, Victoria’s less punctuated prose conveys a sense of a monologue’s rhythm. In such cases it would have felt quite wrong to pepper her work with commas and semi-colons.

The scripts use the following abbreviations: CU for close-up, Ext for exterior, Int for interior, OOV for out of vision, VO for voiceover. Footnotes refer to Victoria Wood and others who are regularly mentioned by their initials: GD (Geoffrey Durham), JW (Julie Walters), CI (Celia Imrie), DP (Duncan Preston), GP (Geoff Posner). The same goes for shows: GF (Good Fun), W&W (Wood and Walters), LB (Lucky Bag), ASOTV (As Seen on TV), AVW (An Audience with Victoria Wood), ADB (All Day Breakfast), DL (dinnerladies), ATT (All the Trimmings), H49 (Housewife, 49) and MLX (Mid Life Christmas).

The footnotes, which offer further context and commentary, are there to be enjoyed or ignored. For the benefit of some younger fans of Victoria’s work, they briefly explain who on earth she is talking about when, for example, a stage character of hers asks, ‘Mother Teresa, Mary O’Hara, Rosalind Runcie: what do they have in common?’9

To capture the development of Victoria’s voice and the journey of her career, I have edited the material to run more or less chronologically. She begins with a jolly poem and, nearly fifty years on, ends with one. But first, here’s another new continuity announcement …

Susie: Well, now’s the time to catch up with any re-pointing or exterior paintwork you may have been putting off, while those of us with no excuse to leave the house catch up with yet another episode of Acorn Antiques.



1 When Arthur Atkinson was included in The Sketch Show Story, a history of sketch comedy presented by VW in 2001, she didn’t mention that she’d got there first.

2 ‘Cleaning’, ‘Madwoman’ and a sketch each featuring ‘Kitty’ and ‘Margery and Joan’.

3 ‘Nora’, ‘Men Talking’, ‘Salesman’, ‘Reports Local’, ‘Wine Bar’, ‘We’re Half Asleep’, ‘Lady Police Serial’ and two ‘Margery and Joan’ sketches.

4 Methuen published nine titles by VW: two editions of The Lucky Bag Songbook; Up to You, Porky; Barmy; a volume of her play scripts Talent and Good Fun; Mens Sana in Thingummy Doodah; Pat and Margaret; Chunky; and dinnerladies: First Helpings.

5 ‘Brontëburgers’ and ‘This House Believes’.

6 ‘Fattitude’, ‘Toupée Time’ and ‘Madeline’.

7 For her tours in 1993–94, 1996–97 and 2001–02, VW invented fewer stage characters, instead relying on Kimberley’s friend, a succession of fitness instructors, and Stacey Leanne Paige to get her on after the interval and/or the encore.

8 As part of a charity revue at the Theatre Royal Stratford East in March 1982.

9 Although I have worked on the assumption that Mother Teresa needs no footnote.
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