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Private Lives
by Noël Coward
Two couples, two balconies, one hotel — this minimal setting opens  
Noël Coward’s most brilliant and successful piece of theatre, Private Lives (1929)

 texts in context

Introduction
Private Lives is tellingly subtitled ‘An Intimate Comedy’. The lives in question are 
those of the young, rich divorcees Elyot and Amanda. In the opening scene, both 
are newly married to much duller partners — Sybil and Victor respectively — but 
as chance will have it, the couples are honeymooning in adjacent hotel suites on 
the French Riviera. 

The comic machine is set ticking by the inevitable meeting and renewed 
attraction between Elyot and Amanda. Consequences unfold in a series of farcical 
but emotionally chaotic interactions between the four characters. Amanda and 
Elyot, it turns out, cannot love each other without fighting constantly. 

The conventional ending we expect from the genre of romantic comedy — 
that of celebratory marriage — is given an ironic twist: Amanda and Elyot’s 
romantic but unstable reunion probably means a fresh set of divorces — from the 
abandoned second spouses. And as the curtain falls, the potential lovers Victor 
and Sybil quarrel fiercely, while Amanda and Elyot look on in amusement.

Literary and theatrical contexts
Coward had already authored and staged two successful plays — The Vortex (1924), a 
piece about drug-taking and adultery, starring Coward himself, and Hay Fever (1925), 
a sophisticated comedy of manners. Private Lives was inspired by the actress Gertrude 
Lawrence, whose talents Coward praised as ‘kaleidoscopic’. Coward had imagined her 
vividly in the part of Amanda before the play was written. At the 1930 premiere he 
said, ‘Everything she had been in my mind when I originally conceived the idea…came 
to life on stage: the witty, quicksilver delivery of lines; the romantic quality, tender and 
alluring; the swift, brittle rages; even the white Molyneux dress.’ Coward played Elyot, 
he and ‘Gertie’ overshadowing the young Lawrence Olivier as Victor and Adrianne Allen 
as Sybil. The play was an immediate hit and the three-month run sold out in one week 
(Coward 1937, pp. 311–12).

Appropriately for such a self-consciously modern show, Private Lives opened in 
London at the newly built Phoenix theatre. However, the play drew on older theatrical 
traditions. The 1920s had seen a revival of interest in Restoration comedy with its witty, 
unsentimental take on love affairs. The earlier comedies of Oscar Wilde and Bernard 
Shaw had also used sparkling repartee and subversive humour to satirise conventional 
attitudes to marriage and courtship. The symmetrical structuring of the scenes in Private 
Lives, and its unashamed use of coincidence to kick-start the plot, owe something to 
the ‘well-made’ plays of the Victorian and Edwardian eras, for example Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
House (1879) or Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).
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Cultural and social contexts
Women’s emancipation was a striking feature of British life in the 
years following the First World War. In 1923 the Matrimonial Causes 
Act made it possible for either partner to divorce a spouse on the 
grounds of adultery — an option previously open only to men — 
making divorce much easier and less stigmatised for women. In 1928 
all women over 21 gained the vote, and married women could access 
contraception. Amanda is this type of independent modern woman. 
In 1930 Lawrence’s short hairstyle and bias-cut gown suggested the 
flowing style of the jazz age and its freedoms. Amanda’s ‘advanced 
views’ include a challenge to male sexual hypocrisy:

ELYOT: It doesn’t suit women to be promiscuous.

AMANDA: It doesn’t suit men for women to be promiscuous. 

(Coward 1979, p. 45)

Private Lives also satirises traditional male roles through the rigid, 
ridiculous figure of Victor. Like Wilde, Coward was a homosexual 
playwright using wit and humour to question conventional sexual 

identities. An iconic photo from the 1930 production shows Coward 
and Lawrence sitting opposite each other holding cigarettes in 
symmetrical poses. The androgyny of the couple is also conveyed by 
Coward’s fascinating comment that the acting roles of Amanda and 
Elyot are one part, their characters being ‘practically synonymous’ 
(Coward 1979, p. 394).

Another important context for the play is the 1920s boom in popular 
music, both live and recorded. Coward frequently visited New York’s 
Broadway for inspiration, and was a talented composer of songs and 
revues. In Private Lives, music adds an emotional poignancy that 
compensates for the spikiness of the dialogue. A romantic tune played 
by the hotel band in Act 1 brings Amanda and Elyot together again: 
‘Strange how potent cheap music is,’ admits the sophisticated Elyot 
(Coward 1979, p. 32). As members of the social elite, the couple ‘have 
all the toys of a new consumer era to hand’ and they can afford a 
gramophone, records and Steinway Grand piano (Hoare 2013). The 
scenes where they dance, sing or play the popular music of the day, 
suggest brief but intense moments of emotional connection.

Historical and political contexts

The late 1920s were a time of leisure and affluence for some, but 
mass unemployment and hardship for many. By the time Coward 
wrote Private Lives, the economic crisis known as the Great 
Depression was taking hold following the Wall Street Crash of 1929. 
Political crisis also loomed with the rise of Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin. 
Coward’s play, however, focuses exclusively on the pleasures and 
tensions of private life. If it is subversive at all, it is so in its belief in 
the moment and refusal to be serious:

ELYOT: Let’s be superficial and pity the poor Philosophers. Let’s 
blow trumpets and squeakers, and enjoy the party as much as we 
can, like very small, quite idiotic school-children. Let’s savour the 
delight of the moment. Come and kiss me darling, before your 
body rots and worms pop in and out of your eye sockets.

(Coward 1979, p. 57)
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