The Interdisciplinary Artistry of Roger Stennett: A Critical and Biographical Study

The creative journey of the contemporary British writer Roger Stennett represents a
singular phenomenon in modern literary and dramatic history. Working across the
historically divided realms of classical theatre, commercial children's television, radio
drama, screenwriting, poetry, and clinical psychotherapeutic practice, Stennett has
built a body of work that challenges conventional boundaries between high and popular
culture. He is uniquely recognized as the only writer to have produced scripts for both
the iconic children’s puppet franchise *Sooty* and the Royal Shakespeare Company
(RSC). This cross-disciplinary fluency is not merely a collection of diverse credits, but a
unified aesthetic philosophy. His work consistently uses the tools of historical narrative
and structural poetry to explore how individuals navigate crisis, memory, and existential
transition.

By examining Stennett’s familial lineage, his formative academic and athletic
achievements at Cambridge, his extensive dramatic and animation catalogs, and his
mid-career poetic renaissance, a portrait emerges of a writer deeply anchored in the
historical and emotional landscapes of Wales and the broader British experience. His
creative methodology demonstrates that the roles of the dramatist and the poet are
fundamentally interchangeable, each serving to articulate the complexities of the
human condition.

Ancestral and Formative Landscapes: Variety, Sport, and Cambridge

Roger Stennett was born in Cardiff, Wales, in 1949. His early life was profoundly shaped
by his father, Stanley Llewelyn "Stan" Stennett MBE (1925-2013), an internationally
celebrated variety entertainer, comedian, jazz guitarist, and actor. The elder Stennett's
own life was marked by early adversity; following the death of his mother Doris in 1937,
Stan was raised by his grandparents, Richard and Annie, in the Glamorgan valleys. Stan
eventually rose to become a staple of British popular culture, appearing on *Welsh
Rarebit*, *The Black and White Minstrel Show?*, *Crossroads?*, and *Coronation Street*.

Growing up in this environment, Roger literally lived "born in a trunk," spending much of
his childhood in theatre dressing rooms across the United Kingdom. He recalls his
father's frequent, lengthy tours, during which the young Roger would watch him depart
from the window of their home. At one point, his closest childhood companion was a
chimpanzee from a variety act. His family lived in a succession of Cardiff
neighbourhoods: first in Whitchurch playing on Whitchurch Common, before moving to
Heol Madoc near The Philog at age five, and finally to Rhiwbina Hill at age twelve. This
environment demystified the stage and instilled in him a foundational understanding of



timing, popular humour, and audience engagement.

Stennett's formal education at Whitchurch Grammar School proved equally influential.
He was mentored by Malcolm Thomas, a history teacher whose passion for Welsh
heritage left a lasting impression. Concurrently, the school's classical curriculum
exposed him to structural poetry, fostering a lifelong appreciation for romantic poets
such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, alongside the grand
architecture of John Milton’s *Paradise Lost™

In 1969, Stennett matriculated at Christ’s College, Cambridge. He initially vacillated
between English, Archaeology, and Political Studies before settling on History. He
studied under the direction of the eminent historian Simon Schama, receiving his
Master of Arts in 1976. Schama'’s narrative-driven approach to historiography deeply
influenced Stennett’s view of history as a living, dramatic repository of human conflict.

At Cambridge, Stennett also excelled as an elite international track-and-field athlete.
He was a British Schools Champion, held the Welsh high jump record, and earned a
Cambridge Athletics "Blue," maintaining lifelong memberships in the Hawks Club and
the Achilles Club. This intense physical discipline prefigured his later dedication to the
martial arts, culminating in a Shodan Black Belt and qualification as an instructor with
the British Aikido Board.

The Dramatic Historiographer: War, Biography, and Historical Reconstruction

Following his first professional stage production in 1978, Stennett developed a
playwriting career characterized by rigorous historical research and a focus on
psychological realism. Rather than treating historical drama as an exercise in period
costuming, his plays function as psychological investigations of individuals caught in
moments of profound cultural or existential transition. His dramatic output is
characterized by a recurring focus on war, conflict, espionage, and the interior lives of
writers and entertainers.

Plays About War and Conflict

Stennett's dramatic treatment of war avoids the glorification of combat, focusing
instead on how ordinary individuals react in extraordinary circumstances to survive.

* *** OQut of the Sun* (1990):** Published by Amber Lane Press, this 64-page stage play
is set during the summer of 1940 and follows four young Spitfire pilots awaiting combat
on a southern English airfield during the Battle of Britain. To achieve high historical and



emotional fidelity, Stennett spent years interviewing veteran fighter pilots. He also spent
eight hours sitting alone inside an idle B-17 bomber to absorb the sensory reality of
wartime aviation. This personal affinity for flight was deeply connected to his father,
who learned to fly in the 1950s, owned around twenty aeroplanes during his life, and
was named the Royal Aeronautical Club's Private Flier of the Year in 1955.

***Thematic Conflict Dramas:**

Stennett's theatrical exploration of conflict extends across multiple eras, including the
Spanish Civil War, the First World War, the Second World War, and the Vietham War.
Each work functions as a case study in psychological pressure and moral ambiguity.
### Biographical Dramas of Writers and Artists

Stennett’s academic background under Simon Schama is particularly evident in his
biographical plays, which reconstruct the lives of literary figures to examine the friction
between artistic genius and human frailty.

* ***Dreaming of Eden*:** Written for the Nottingham Playhouse, this biographical
drama examines the turbulent emotional and creative life of D.H. Lawrence, highlighting
the tension between Lawrence’s working-class Midlands origins and his pursuit of
artistic transcendence.

* ***§couting for Boys*:** A highly successful national touring play, this work features
aresilient, aging Boy Scout attempting to defend a vanishing cultural heritage against
the onset of rapid social and environmental change. The play served as a significant
artistic vehicle for a close collaborator and toured extensively across the UK, stage-
managed at times by Stennett himself.

* **Bjographical and Espionage Portrayals:**

Stennett has written extensive scripts drawing on the factual lives of writers Wilfred
Owen and Edward Thomas, the legendary showman Buffalo Bill Cody (focusing on his
Wild West Show’s three UK tours from 1887), the big band leader Glenn Miller, and the
notorious Cold War double agent Kim Philby in Beirut.

Broadening the Canvas: Radio Dramaturgy and Regional Theatre Management

Stennett’s writing career expanded significantly through his relationship with the BBC,
where he authored several notable radio plays for BBC Radio 4, and his involvement in



regional theatre management.

BBC Radio Plays

His radio drama portfolio demonstrates a keen understanding of auditory storytelling,
using sound design and dialogue to construct complex historical and psychological
spaces.

* ***Gtardust*:** Stennett’s first professional radio play, this drama focuses on the
famous big band leader Glenn Miller during his fateful deployment to Europe in 1944,
using the mystery of his disappearance to explore the transience of wartime celebrity.

* ***The High Frontier*:** This play dramatizes the historic toppling of the Berlin Wall
from the perspective of Soviet cosmonauts aboard a space lab, creating a parallel
between terrestrial political collapse and orbital isolation.

* ***Princess Caraboo*:** Centred on the historical imposture of Mary Baker, an 18th-
century Devon servant girl who reinvented herself as an exotic Eastern Princess from
the island of Javasu, this play explores class mobility, colonialism, and identity
performance.

* ***Ghost Writer*:** A satirical pastiche of Brief Encounter, this play features a
computer that has developed an ego of its own. It features two human characters,
Trevor and Celia, and incorporates Rachmaninov's Piano Concerto No. 2 to explore
theme and plagiarism.

Theatre Management: The Stennett Company

Alongside his writing, Stennett worked within his family's production firm, *The Stennett
Company*. For several years, he helped run and program two regional 365-seater
theatre and cinema venues: The Roses Theatre in Tewkesbury, Gloucestershire, and The
New Hereford Theatre. His father, Stan Stennett, directed the Roses Theatre for thirteen
years starting in 1980. This venue famously hosted the final performance of the
legendary comedian Eric Morecambe on 27 May 1984, immediately before his fatal
heart attack backstage.

This hands-on experience in theatre administration gave Roger an understanding of
regional audiences and the commercial realities of the entertainment industry.



His father's variety legacy was also commemorated in the BBC Archive Hour
programme *Twice Nightly* which Stan presented to document the history of variety
theatre.

Collaborative Musicals and Commissions

Stennett’s versatility is further reflected in his musical theatre collaborations and major
commissions, which demonstrate his capacity to integrate complex historical narratives
with musical forms.

### *The Brighton Belle*

Stennett collaborated with the noted West End composer and musical director Robert
Purvis to write four musicals for the Annual Brighton Festival, including the acclaimed
production *The Brighton Belle*. This partnership combined Stennett’s structural
dramaturgy with Purvis’s classical composition, creating a successful platform for
regional musical storytelling.

### *Sister Josephine Kicks the Habit*

Stennett was commissioned to write the book for *Sister Josephine Kicks the Habit*, a
musical play based on the eccentric cast of characters created by the celebrated
Yorkshire singer-songwriter Jake Thackray. The project was initiated in the early 1990s by
producer lan Watson of TAMAR Scarborough, who likened Thackray's colorful
community of characters to the Llaregub of Dylan Thomas’s *Under Milk Wood*.
Stennett worked closely with Thackray for six years, establishing the dramatic structure
of the show prior to Thackray’s death in 2002.

Populist Media, Animation, and Children's Literature

Stennett’s career challenges conventional academic boundaries through his extensive
work in commercial television, children’s literature, and animation scriptwriting.

Cosgrove Hall Films Collaborations

During the 1990s, Stennett was a key writer for the legendary British animation studio
Cosgrove Hall Films, collaborating with founders Brian Cosgrove and Mark Hall. His
animation scripts are marked by sharp wit, extensive pop-culture pastiche, and a clever
subversion of American cinematic tropes, all delivered with a distinct British sensibility.



* *** Avenger Penguins* (1993-1994):** Parodying popular American action cartoons
such as *Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles* and *Biker Mice from Mars?*, this series followed
three motorcycle-riding penguins protecting Big City from the mad scientist Caractacus
P. Doom. Stennett wrote several key episodes, including "l Married an Android!" (where
Doom attempts to brainwash the penguin leader Marlon into a life of suburban
boredom) and "The Avenger Penguins in the 23rd Century". The show was notable as the
last Cosgrove Hall production to utilize hand-painted animation cels.

* ***Fantomcat* (1995-1996):** This series followed Phillipe L'Entrique Elan de Chanel,
a 17th-century swashbuckling feline hero accidentally freed from a magical painting in
modern Metrocity to fight the arachnid villain Marmagora. The series was influenced by
Zorro, Errol Flynn, and Batman: The Animated Series. It was also the first Cosgrove Hall
cartoon to be scanned and coloured digitally using the Animo computer system.
Stennett’s scripts balanced historical swashbuckling adventure with modern comedic
elements, supported by a voice cast that included Robert Powell and Mike McShane.

Writing for *Sooty*

Stennett’s writing portfolio is further distinguished by his work for the iconic children’s
character Sooty. Writing for the animated series *Sooty's Amazing Adventures* (1997-
1998) alongside Jimmy Hibbert, Stennett authored several episodes, including the
series debut "Alas, Poor Sooty"—which featured a parody of Shakespeare's *Romeo and
Juliet*—and "Things That Go McSqueak in the Night". This work required a refined
understanding of physical comedy and puppet-based narrative structure, showcasing
his ability to write for a silent protagonist. Stennett was also Scriot Editor

Children's Literature and Video Productions

Stennett’s engagement with children's media also extended to print and home video. He
wrote two children’s books for the *Pretty Pony Club* storybook series published by
Welbeck Publishing Group (Andre Deutsch), including *Pretty Pony Club: A Fishy Story*
and *High Spirits* in 1997.

Concurrently, he wrote and produced the children's video *Grandpa Stan's Three Little
Pigs*, which featured a performance by his father, Stan Stennett.

The Clinical Interface: Psychotherapy, Martial Arts, and Creative Philosophy

In tandem with his writing, Stennett trained and practiced as a professional
Psychotherapist and Clinical Hypnotherapist, operating a private clinical practice that
saw hundreds of clients over ten years.



This clinical practice was not a departure from his literary work, but rather a parallel
exploration of the human mind.

Stennett integrated his therapeutic expertise with his practice of Aikido, a Japanese
martial art focused on redirecting an opponent's energy. He used the physical and
philosophical tenets of Aikido alongside writing in a therapeutic Narrative manner to
help clients resolve trauma, navigate anxiety, overcome abuse and unlock creative
blocks.

This therapeutic sensibility directly informs his dramatic writing.

His plays about historical figures under stress—such as the isolated pilots in *Out of the
Sun* or the self-destructive Dylan Thomas in *On My Way to Hollywood*—reflect a
deep psychotherapeutic understanding of trauma, defence mechanisms, and
existential dread.

Stennett has frequently described this reciprocal creative relationship, noting that he
‘writes drama like a poet, and poetry like a dramatist’.

This methodology relies on a key principle derived from the Romantic poetry of
Wordsworth and Coleridge: that writing is fundamentally about "emotion recollected in
tranquillity". For Stennett, both the psychotherapeutic session and the poetic page
serve as quiet spaces where chaotic, painful life experiences can be safely recalled,
structured, and understood.

His work is also guided by a philosophical interest in Buddhism, particularly the idea
that what unites all human and animal life is the shared experience of suffering. This
interest in universality shaped his approach to creative writing workshops. However, he
eventually stopped offering clinical critiques to contemporary poets, expressing regret
that many modern writers had become overly defensive and resistant to constructive,
compassionate input.

Poetic Renaissance and Later Works

Stennett’s poetic career is divided into two distinct historical periods, separated by a
forty-year hiatus dedicated entirely to dramatic writing.

The First Poetic Period (1970s)

Stennett’s early poetry was deeply influenced by the 1970s counterculture and protest
movements. He was particularly inspired by the music of Bob Dylan and the raw,



experimental energy of the American Beat Generation, eventually meeting figures such
as Allen Ginsberg.

This period culminated in the publication of his first poetry collection, *Just a Matter of
Time*, in 1976.

Following this publication, Stennett put down his poetic pen for forty years to focus on
the immediate financial and structural demands of professional playwriting and
scriptwriting.

The Second Poetic Period (2020-Present)

The catalyst for Stennett’s return to poetry was the global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
With theatres closed and television and animation production halted, the formal
avenues of dramatic writing vanished overnight.

Returning to his roots, Stennett began writing poetry daily, sharing his work on digital
platforms. This period of intense creativity produced a vast archive of over4,000 poems
and led to a series of critically acclaimed collections.

* ***Forty Poems for Dylan Thomas™* (2022):** This collection serves as a dialogue
with the legacy of Dylan Thomas, combining Thomas's stylistic structures with
Stennett's memories of growing up in Wales.

* ***CGloud Cuckoo Land* (2024):** Drawing its title from Aristophanes' *The Birds?,
this collection examines the human tendency to construct unrealistic, idealized plans
in the clouds to escape a harsh reality. The poems use natural imagery, such as clouds
drifting over Cambridgeshire or Mayflies on the River Cam, as symbols for human
vulnerability and transition.

* ***Country Sleep* (2026):** Scheduled for publication in 2026, this collection
focuses on themes of landscape, aging, and the relationship between the Welsh and
English borderlands along the Severn Estuary, where Stennett currently resides.

Stennett’s late-career poetry is characterized by a rejection of self-absorbed, purely
autobiographical confession. He argues that a poet does not need to put themselves
into every piece of verse. Instead, he advocates for "universality"—the idea that a poem
must remain accessible to all, using objective elements of the natural world to
symbolize shared human experiences of grief, change, and hope.

This approach is illustrated in his poem "Seals Basking Upon A Cape Cod Beach," where
a Gloucestershire river flows into the Atlantic, linking the old world with the new.



This philosophical outlook was also evident in his presentation to the Slough Writers
group in April 2023. While serving as the judge for their annual poetry competition,
Stennett read a poem he had composed that morning as a riposte to John Betjeman’s
famous, critical verse about Slough. Stennett argued that Betjeman’s criticism of the
industrial town was unfair and elitist, written primarily "because it wasn't Cheltenham".
His riposte was presented as a gift to the winner of the competition, demonstrating his
commitment to regional identity and working-class culture.

Feature Screenplay Masterpiece: *On My Way to Hollywood*

Stennett's most significant screenwriting project is *On My Way to Hollywood?*, a

dramatic screenplay that represents the fulfillment of a fifty-year-old promise. In the
1970s, while published by the same press, Stennett promised Aeronwy Thomas, the
daughter of poet Dylan Thomas, that he would write the story of her father’s final, tragic
year.

The screenplay documents the final months of Dylan Thomas's life in late 1953. It
follows the broke, diabetic, and physically declining poet as he travels across America
on lecture tours. The central narrative focus is Thomas's ambitious, unfulfilled plan to
write the libretto for a chamber opera on environmental catastrophe and a new Garden
of Eden with the composer Igor Stravinsky.

The title is taken from Thomas’s final, prophetic telegram to Stravinsky: "On My Way To
Hollywood".

He died in New York City shortly thereafter, and the Opera was never written.

To structurally represent the poet's disintegrating psyche, Stennett’s Screenplay
employs a distinctive formal device: animated sequences in which characters from
*Under Milk Wood*—including Reverend Eli Jenkins, Polly Garter, and Captain Cat—
materialize to converse with Thomas as his conscience, muse, and harbingers of death.
This synthesis of live action and animation represents a convergence of Stennett's
decades in animation writing with his deep grounding in Welsh poetic traditions. The
projectis currently in active pre-production under the stewardship of BAFTA and Emmy-
winning producer Mike Young.



Structured Overview and Analytical Comparison

The following table provides a comprehensive overview of Roger Stennett’s creative
output, categorizing his key works by medium, primary subject matter, and thematic
focus.

| *Out of the Sun* (1990) | Stage Play (Amber Lane Press) | Battle of Britain Spitfire pilots
in 1940 | Explores the psychological toll of waiting for combat and the coping
mechanisms of youth under existential threat. |

| *Dreaming of Eden* | Stage Play (Nottingham Playhouse) | Biographical study of D.H.
Lawrence | Analyzes the friction between Lawrence's provincial English roots and his
radical creative philosophy. |

| *Scouting for Boys* | Stage Play (National Tour) | An aging Boy Scout defending
disappearing heritage | Examines the sense of loss and isolation experienced by
individuals who outlive their cultural era. |

| *The Brighton Belle* | Stage Musical (Brighton Festival) | Collaborative musical
narrative | Integrates narrative dramaturgy with musical motifs composed by Robert
Purvis. |

| *Stardust* | BBC Radio 4 Drama | Big band leader Glenn Miller in 1944 | Stennett’s
debut radio play; uses the mystery of Miller’s disappearance to explore the transience of
celebrity during wartime. |

| *The High Frontier* | BBC Radio 4 Drama | Soviet cosmonauts orbiting during the fall
of the Berlin Wall | Creates a dramatic juxtaposition between terrestrial geopolitical
collapse and orbital isolation. |

| *Princess Caraboo* | BBC Radio 4 Drama | The 1817 imposture of Mary Baker in
Devon | Explores class mobility, colonialism, and identity performance through the
historical hoax of an exotic "Javasu" princess. |

| *Ghost Writer* | BBC Radio 4 Drama | An algorithmic computer developing artistic ego
| A satirical drawing-room pastiche modeled on *Brief Encounter?, integrating
Rachmaninov's Piano Concerto No. 2 to examine plagiarism. |

| *Avenger Penguins* (1993-1994) | Animated Series (Cosgrove Hall Films) | Parody of
American action cartoons | Subverts popular animation tropes through pop-culture



pastiche and self-reflexive character design. |

| *Fantomcat* (1995-1996) | Animated Series (Cosgrove Hall Films) | Time-lost 17th-
century hero in modern Metrocity | Blends historical swashbuckling tropes with modern
superhero aesthetics, utilizing early digital coloring systems. |

| *Sooty's Amazing Adventures™ (1997-1998) | Animated Series (ITV) | Classic puppet
characters in fantasy scenarios | Navigates the challenges of non-verbal physical
comedy and classic character preservation. |

| *On My Way to Hollywood* | Feature Film Screenplay | The tragic final months of
Dylan Thomas in 1953 | Integrates live action with animated dreamscapes to depict the
psychological decline of a literary genius.

Conclusions

Roger Stennett’s career presents a compelling model of interdisciplinary artistic
practice. Rather than diluting his focus, his work across theatre, television animation,
radio, psychotherapy, and poetry has created arich, interconnected creative
ecosystem.

His historical training under Simon Schama provided the analytical framework that
allows his plays to treat the past as a living stage for human drama.

At the same time, his childhood background in variety theatre gave him a populist
sensibility, enabling him to write scripts for *Sooty* and Cosgrove Hall that are as
structurally sound and engaging as his serious historical dramas.

His work is anchored by a persistent focus on psychological survival.

Whether depicting Spitfire pilots facing combat, Dylan Thomas struggling with his final
unwritten opera, or an aging Boy Scout defending his heritage,

Stennett’s characters are defined by their resilience in the face of transition and loss.
His clinical practice as a psychotherapist and instructor of Aikido further enriched this
focus, grounding his writing in a deep understanding of human psychology.

In his late-career poetic renaissance, Stennett has returned to his creative origins,
producing a body of work that synthesizes his decades of experience as a dramatist
with a refined, accessible poetic style.

Living overlooking the Severn Estuary and looking back toward his Welsh homeland,
Stennett continues to write daily, embodying his belief that the ultimate purpose of
language is to find truth and meaning in a changing world.






