From Carry On to Eastenders,

Dilys Laye has been a hugsly versatile

—

actress for over half a cenfury, she

lelts Piers Ford about her [atest

challenge, playing Grandma in

{he Witches




[ wersasilingis ihe chareder acior's most
waluable currency, DHivé Lave 1S one gl the
wealthiest wamen In the busingss: [nan

awand-winning career {1231 year she won &
Terenoe Denwent best supporting actress award
for ket Madame de Resemend ima Wesi End
rivival of Les Llinsons: Empereses) that has
spanned mare than half s cemiury, she 'has
achieved the near mpessihle feat of becoming a
famillar face withoo talling prey to ivpsecasing

Dilys” latest incarnation is as the grandmother
im David Wopd's adaptation of the Roald Dahl
chifdren's farvourite, The Wilches, which arrives
at Morwich Theatre Roval this month: She
is. says Dilyvs. a flpl.'.rr whi hepresinls
uncendiional love,” complete with a
meorweglan aocent, With her grasdson, wisa
sullers a emporary mrtamarphosis himsell,
she rmiest battle the comhingd myight of the
Grand High Wiich and her crondes wisg
want 1o lirm all the children of England
il misoe

115 a by, imense rofe 1hat frmviedves
playing opposiie pappets for the tirsttime.
“They have sech ruru‘-:ld.'th"i amd shey
don't anawer back,” shesays “But ai the
same fime it's exhausiing because i
energy o ghvwe them ife has to come from
voul, Roald Dakl never pulls his punchis:
&lehaugh there's a lod of pantomimic comedy,
brifliantly done by the chibd-mice climbing
enormeus stalrcases. It 's qulite dark and
frightening. | play the gramdmotheras a fey
lintle ald lady, whio s wise and felety with
fremendous courage.”

[Dilys says thislatest tangent in her profes-
siairal life ks simply down io the way people
percelye hor, "Each mediumy "ve worked in
peopls have seen me in a dilferent way,” she
suppests. “lwent throagh a peciad of playving
neurstlec glameur wamen |0 the theatre, Adrlan
Moble atways sees me asan avil witch-| did the
Flrst Witch for Bl at the REC-tat then [ als
plaved b ediock (a benevalent character
wha razher paved the way far the grandmothee
in The Witcleexd far ki in T Seeref Giedies . And
in the Carry Ones sho disd fowr o them) | was
alvrays the dappy, culi Nl thivg. On radio |
warkied a kot with Peter Basies, who weole
Mother Courage-type, eanhy wamen [or me. 'm
nif @ sex symbol like (hara Dors was, [was
never the lovely, preimy woman |ike julle Christie
of fenry Aguster, I've ahways been a characler
facly, 300 |'ve never bean typed, And Eibink o
survive In this birsmess. a wisnan has o be
ahle 1 do everything.”

She went 1o New York swith Tee Bmdriemi in
LS4 1 was, remembers Dilps, an exciiing time,
full of promise. |t was the [brs British musical
e be 3 success on Broadway for 21 wears: fulic
tAndnews] and | went over logether. The
theatnes were all very close together, On a

Sumclay vou'd nd the cream of Broadway at
santieboady's house, reand the swimming poal. i
was the hedght of the Bob Fosse peripd, There
waas Can-Canrr; Dimee Yirekves opened while we
wore there, and Tie Paymme Gome, [ was ji=1 a
wonderiul perod. We met everybody; we were
all Bangs ||_1§=rh:1'. | had my 215l ."I.‘Ihd.:l’:,' thare,
lulie @nd | were sharing a flat and | was mken
aidt lor the e ning. When we fimalty went back
the whole of Broadway was In the apartment
and my bed covered in presents. fube and
angther frignd had done it all. 1t was magical -
When she came home roles m Bfve Murder of 5
Trieheng, Declor af Linnge and Lany om Cralsing
conlirmed ber place at the beart of 2 crap of

sciors whose namis svolz 3 peEnile, e
mnocent age of British comedy, They also
prived that Delys, characier acirass o
otherwise, comld certalnly do pert and sexy
when required. Twlce, shie was paired o groat
comic elfect with Bernand Bresshnw, whe loomed
oer her petlie frame. Making these films, she
#ays, was like hrlur:-glnu B a Iqrp‘r_ happy
tamily, “H was lowely 10 be partof because we
alwayvs had a good fome, " shic adds. “Even il vou
wenen't plaving a massve lead, everybody was
trends and there was na hil.'r.m:hg.' ¥

flui It's the stage that has provided Dilys with
many gl her tavoutile rodes. A the BSC in the
mid- 1 280s she was thrilksd w play five very
different pars in bwo yiears. Apar from the Firse
Witch |n Macketi *The Scotiish Play® while
we'rt | ber drsdsing rooml, she wak alse the
Murse [*great fan”T in Bomer il ool with Sean
Bean and Miamh Cusack. lrma In Genet's The
Baloovry, Mrs Meedham in The A of Swoess and
Glinda irhe good witehl in The Wisand of O She
admits that at-one time she had 3 hankering to
play “Lady b= hedsef. 1 musr say | love that
r'l"'!'" There's st mmrlhlng about H 1 hnd very
excltimg. And I such Briliiang welting abaut the
Wy ambition can malke the strongest person
uliimarely woak, how poner affects diffesen
people: some hlassorm with a liktkes bit of poeT
and kil everything.”

Hinvever. she's nosifa e io lead roles. Dhlyy
has also been @ memarable Winnbe In Beckedt's
Mappy Dapat plaved Giodd acin Fiddier ow lire Roy
and Tustled ugy the most macabe meat ples.as

hirs Loveit i Sondheim’s Sieoney Touod
busicals have sustalived her thraugh wme
difficalr tmes, particularly when her late
fushand was very unwell “) dolove to sing ang
il | hadn't been abfe 10 do mustcals, rqn:ing
arpupnd fhe coumry n 42mf Sireed, Kin Hill's
Fivreetnni of the Deerat and Odimioma; |vouldn
hawe been able to keep the family buayant,”
she says. bn bese stresshil circumstanees, she
recently SpemE @ yoaras s Pearde in lho
Chrury Lane revival of My Frie Ly,

Wihile theatre is cleariy ber first lovie Dilys
&lsa enjovs hes edevision work. A codple of
rather fraught rales have allowed her 1 flox her
dramatic muscies. In Cammmtion Stecet she plaved
a lacly with Alzhelemer’s and for five
itiakins It Easteadery she was Maxine,

@ symipathetic mether-in-low m the
haphags Migel The speed of the
productiom schedule left her breathles=.
*Telecishon |s fascinating but evory-
thing's =0 susdden, You can't po back
and isnprove 1, she savs, 91 semember
my stk soeng m Enstemilets was a Ereat
Pamg apdel. §did It chee direcior calfisd
sCuttt and | erned b my dellow acior
and sald | thoughi we could da |t beiter
Darlirg, the ightswere already cat and
we were on io thie nexl sef. He sald that we
hadn't fufed gur [nes, we hadn't bumped the
furniture and thas was that. I'd be in the makeup
chair at r'lghl i {he morning, on sEE b ning and
b deivingg heaime b 11 having done moy scemes
far fwn episades, m“nl.';erlr'g vwhat had
happened!”

[hilys 18 emjoyying her lame with the you Mg a5l
of T Witches, “There's such & lof of love and
courape In thes company, * she savi. “Originally |
wars only contracted bnbil the oo of owr West
End run bt 1 g fell in love with them and |
couldn'l bear o let anybody else hawe the
grandmather! As vou grow okder, oo hine o
pace yoursefl. But there's siill @ remendous
amaunt of epergy and madness in me. | love i
and whille
da, I'N
COSTEInHIe S0
. Tl |
woukin't do
anything
else.” As ghe
says this, ee
myes:shine
with real
empsion
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