The Last Laugh                                                                                       Programme Notes – Audio Described Performance                                                    Saturday 9th May @2:30 pm 2026                                                                            Audio Describers Denise Reeves & Pauline Raw

Good Afternoon Everyone and welcome to the Theatre Royal Plymouth for this wonderfully entertaining and nostalgic production of The Last Laugh written and directed by Paul Hendy.
The running time of this one-act play is 80 minutes followed by a 20 minute interval.  The actors then return for a 30 minute Questions and Answer Session.  The performance will be audio described by Denise Reeves, followed by Pauline Raw.
Please note the show contains flashing lights and loud electrical buzzing noises.
The play was adapted from a short film by Paul Hendy in 2016 and first premiered at the 2024 Edinburgh Festival before enjoying a West End run; where it was lauded for its affectionate portrayal of three legendary comedians – Tommy Cooper, Bob Monkhouse and Eric Morecambe – all big names in their heydays of the 1960’s and 70’s.
Based in the twilight of the comedian’s careers, the play takes place in a dressing room reunion of the three performers.   As they prepare to go on stage, they share gags, reminisce about instances in their private and professional lives and discuss the secret of life, death, comedy, what it means to be funny and the pressure that this brings.
As the audience take their seats, various songs are relayed of old timers like Benny Hill, Arthur Askey, Lonnie Donegan and Charlie Drake.  A gold 3D effect proscenium frames the open set with a red velvet show curtain hanging a third of the way down.  The glamour of show business has long since disappeared as is revealed by the interior of an old forgotten backstage dressing room in a rundown, closed theatre, with just a partial ceiling - from which two old pendant lights hang - and part of a wall on the right showing some brickwork.  A drab red carpet covers the floor.
The space encompasses three dressing rooms into one shabby intimate space, which they all share.    At the back is a white door leading in from the corridor with a light switch alongside.   To the right under a small wall light and mirror is a cracked white sink with a dripping tap and a galvanised bucket underneath.  Displayed on this wall are eight 10 x 8 gold framed photos of old comedians – including Sid James and Max Miller – but the ninth photo is missing and occupied by just a space.   Beneath the photos is a pair of old burgundy theatre seats with a white radiator alongside together with a clothes rack, hangers and a wooden chair with red cushioned seat. On the right-hand wall is a simple T-drawer dressing table with a mirror above edged in light bulbs.  Above is a shelf with a book and containers of old makeup brushes etc.
To the left of the door are two similar dressing tables both with mirrors edged in lights and littered with old props and paraphernalia. The nearest has a shelf above with a wig stand, an old fashioned fan and coat hooks underneath.   On the side wall is various old theatre billing posters.  In between the nearest dressing table are props, including a gold open front kaftan languishing over a white garden gate.  A pair of shiny evening shoes on the floor with a white shirt and evening suit hanging on a suit rack.  A small open case sits on top of the desk with props in it, such as a wooden duck, and a telephone handset – with a vase of old flowers, a bottle of pills and a full bottle of whiskey with three glasses alongside.   On the floor are more props.  On the wall above is a shelf with old books, a spoon in a jar and old brandy bottles.  A pendant light hangs down.

The house dims as the set thrown into darkness.   We hear a buzzing sound, the lights on one of the dressing tables flash, and in the distance the haunting sound of ethereal laughter.
As the laughter suddenly stops, the lights snap on revealing the comedy legend Tommy Cooper just standing there – wearing an old white vest, white underpants, the famous red Fez on his head and a pair of ridiculously large orange chicken feet.   He is a large man with dark hair, a lived in hound like face and a cheeky grin.   His brilliant comedic timing and that famous laugh of half laugh and half cough, emotes audiences into laughter before he even utters a word.
Whilst Tommy gains his composure, a knock at the door reveals the star Bob Monkhouse – a legendary game show host and writer of comedy.  A thoughtful, decent and handsome man - he arrives tanned, dressed in 1980’s cardigan over a pink shirt, a gold wristwatch, pressed trousers, white socks and loafers, carrying a folded newspaper, travel bag with cigarettes, shoes etc; and a brief case with two large books of gags containing an encyclopedic knowledge of everyone’s routines.
Tommy and Bob share their disappointment at the state of the supposedly Number One dressing room.    They have a mutual respect for one another’s comedy abilities, instincts and talent.   Tommy cracks a couple of jokes and Bob confesses to writing them – though not often in the funny way Tommy delivers them.
A second knock at the door reveals a whistling Eric Morecambe, in a trilby hat, sheepskin coat, over a casual cardigan, shirt and tie.   He carries a Ukulele in a case, a suit and a Mannequin leg under his arm which he places on his dressing table squeezed in alongside Tommy’s.  A lean man with receding hairline and dark rimmed glasses, Eric is renowned for his pipe, cheeky laugh and quick wit repartee.
The faded 10 x 8 photographs displayed on the back wall of other legendary comic artists – such as Will Hey, Arthur Askey, Max Miller - who played at this theatre, sparks wistful reminiscing between them.  Each recounting – and at times delivering – jokes and experiences they all shared at one time or another.   Particularly, when Eric relates his memories of George Formby songs and they all join in a wonderful rendition of “My Little Stick of Blackpool Rock”.
Then sadly the mood changes - as Bob reflects on the grief still felt after the loss of a long-time creative writing partner.
A long silence follows.

It is at the point that my colleague Pauline will continue with the audio description.

The story continues, still played out in the communal dressing room as Bob contemplates Eric’s question of being in a double act.
Eventually the conversation defrosts with various reminiscences from the 50’s, becoming a mutual admiration club as they recall memories of their first individual struggles as comedians and entertainers who are no longer alive.
The mood lightens when Eric discovers one of Tommy’s props – a free-standing white gate. A whole conversation and demonstration ensues around its use as an unlikely comedic prop.
They continue discussing their individual acts - how they open on stage - deciding to treat each other to a taster - with Eric singing on his ukulele – recalling theatres where they were either successful or “bombed” whilst they get dressed in dinner suits.
Tommy manages to finish the bottle of whiskey, before donning his Fez and slipping into show-mode to entertain Bob and Eric.
At intervals we hear the stage manager’s voice over the backstage tannoy warning of the time to the start of the show.
As conversation continues they either stand or sit by their dressing tables.  One time they sit together in a line and cite the individual problems they encountered in their early careers and childhood.
Melancholy hangs heavy as they share the pressures of life in the spotlight, what they missed by being on the road or the fear of simply being forgotten.
All of which is shared by three very different legends of the comedy world, striving for the joy and exuberance of laughter and applause.


The Cast:

TOMMY COOPER - played by the memorable entrance of Damian Williams

BOB MONKHOUSE – by Simon Cartwright

ERIC MORECAMBE – by Britain’s got Talent finalist – Steve Royle



Words:   1345
Time:    8 minutes




