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MAGIC AND MEDICINE: Dannie Abse's
Pythagoras (Smith) set to cast a spell at
Pentameters

Dannie Abse

Published: 24 May, 2012
by RUTH GORB

It has been one of the pleasures of literary life in Hampstead to hear Dannie Abse
reading his poetry at Pentameters Theatre. Now there is another treat in store:
Pentameters’ artistic director, Léonie Scott-Matthews, is to stage an Abse play,
Pythagoras (Smith).

Dannie Abse is, of course, best-known and loved as a poet, one with a string of
awards, the most recent a CBE for his services to literature and poetry.

But playwriting goes back a long way: admirers may well know about his youthful
(and continuing) passion for Cardiff City football team; what they may not have heard
about is his love of the theatre as a schoolboy, or the days when as a young medical
student he reviewed off-West-End plays, in a “seat in row G among a sparse
audience”.

He began writing plays as long ago as 1948, and subsequent productions had him
linked with Beckett and Pinter.

Over the years Abse’s collected volumes of poetry and his peerless autobiographical
writing gained him an international reputation, and he continued to write plays - with
some hiccups along the way.

In 1973 he was writer in residence at Princeton University and his play The Dogs of
Pavlov was put on in New York and well-received. This encouraged him to write
Pythagoras (Smith), and he was asked if he would direct the play at Birmingham Rep.
“Then there was the prospect of a transfer to the National Theatre.

The season comprised Measure for Measure, Le Malade Imaginaire - and me.” He
roars with laughter. “Then, guess what? Birmingham had a huge central-heating bill to
pay. They had to drop one play - mine.”

Their loss, and our gain. Pythagoras (Smith) promises to be a Pinteresque mix of
menace and humour.

Its theme has been described as the clash between patient and doctor, medicine and
magic, its central character one Tony Smith who re-names himself Pythagoras and
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