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Prologue





Whenever I sit down to write, it is always with dread in my heart. But never more than when I am about to write straightforward prose, because I know then that my failure will be greater and more obvious. There will be no exhilarating skirmishes, no small victories on the way to defeat. When I am writing for the theatre I know these small victories: when the light on my desk is too bright and my back aches, but I go on writing because I am afraid that my pen will lose the words that come into my head; when I watch an actor on an empty stage deliver something that proves to me that my sense of timing has been exact, after all. Timing is an artistic problem, it is the prime theatrical problem. You can learn it, but it cannot be taught. It must be felt. Things like this – composition, sonata form, the line that is unalterable – there are small victories to be won from them, because these are things that seem worth doing for themselves. If you are any good at all at what you set out to do, you know whether it is good and rely on no one to tell you so. You depend on no one.


It is not true to say that a play does not ‘come alive’ until it is actually in performance. Of course it comes alive – to the man who has written it, just as those three symphonies must have come alive to Mozart during those last six weeks. One is sure to fail, but there are usually enough perks to be picked up on the way to make it bearable. It is the pattern of life itself, and it is acceptable. But whenever I sit down to write in prose about my present feelings and attitudes, my dread is enormous because I know that there will be no perks to pick up, or if there are, that they will be negligible.


For years – ever since I started earning my living in the theatre – I have been having the same dream: I am about to make my entrance on the stage, and behind the flats I can hear the other actors performing a play I know nothing about. My entrance is important, but I don’t know when to make it. I stand there, peering through the cracks in the scenery trying to find out what is going on. Eventually, I decide that I have missed my entrance long before, and grab the door handle and push. Everything rattles and I am suddenly in a world where I cannot see anything although the light is so bright. I don’t know any of my moves, or even what my first line should be, but I make a great effort to speak, to say something. I open my mouth and drive all the strength I can find into my diaphragm. But I can make no sound. I try to force my eyelids open, and I can’t. I can feel the light, but I can’t see.


I have dreaded writing this piece. If I were ever capable of doing it, I am not capable of doing it now. Months ago some kind of weakness or vanity made me agree to contribute to this book [Declaration, ed. Tom Maschler], but I have procrastinated to the point of downright bad manners until I am now the only writer in this symposium who has not delivered his copy. They are all – apparently – waiting for me. I do not relish having to address myself to what is almost certain to be a self-conscious literary mob, people who write sneering, parochial stuff in the weekend reviews. I can’t solve anybody else’s problems, least of all these creatures’, collecting their literary cocoa-tin lids every week. The people I should like to contact – if I knew how – aren’t likely to be reading this book anyway. If they have ever heard of me, it is only as a rather odd-looking ‘angry young man’. Surprisingly enough, the posh political weeklies are less scrupulous than even the popular press about digging into the private lives of people like myself. When I say ‘people like myself’, I mean people who have been over-publicized because of something they have written, and made money out of. Almost always the first question I am asked by press men is, ‘How much money have you made?’ At least it is not quite so impertinent as ‘What are you angry about?’


Part of my job is to try and keep people interested in their seats for about two and a half hours; it is a very difficult thing to do, and I am proud of having been fairly successful at it. Look Back in Anger has been playing to large audiences all over the country for months, at a time when touring is all but finished. Provincial audiences (who, on the whole, are far more receptive than West End audiences) don’t remember what the posh papers said about plays, even if they read them. They go to the theatre because the guvnor’s wife went on Monday night and said it was a jolly good show. I simply want to point out that my job has not been an easy one to learn, merely because I have had what looks like an easy success. I shall go on learning as long as there is a theatre standing in England, but I didn’t learn the job from the Daily Mail or the Spectator.


I want to make people feel, to give them lessons in feeling. They can think afterwards. In some countries this could be a dangerous approach, but there seems little danger of people feeling too much – at least not in England as I am writing. I am an artist – whether or not I am a good one is beside the point now. For the first time in my life I have a chance to get on with my job, and that is what I intend to do. I shall do it in the theatre and, possibly, in films. I shall not try and hand out my gospel version of the Labour Party’s next manifesto to prop up any journalist who wants a bit of easy copy or to give some reviewer another smart clue for his weekly written-up crossword game. I shall simply fling down a few statements – you can take your pick. They will be what are often called ‘sweeping statements’, but I believe we are living at a time when a few ‘sweeping statements’ may be valuable. It is too late for caution.


from ‘They Call it Cricket’ in Declaration, ed. Tom Maschler (1957)   
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The Theatre





Ensemble Performance




In August 1956 the Berliner Ensemble, founded by Bertolt Brecht and his wife Helene Weigel, performed in Britain for the first time.





Sir – In his remarks last week about the effect of the visit of the Berliner Ensemble upon actors, authors and producers, Mr Kenneth Pearson made the suggestion that a tangible reaction may be found in my next play [The Entertainer]. Anticipating the possibility of a ‘Yah! Brecht!’ or ‘So what?’ response to my new play, I should like to make my position a little clearer.


The point I was trying to make in discussing my own work and the effect of having seen the Ensemble was simply that, as a playwright, I had been made suddenly aware of the horseless carriage in theatrical technique. One could not fail to be taken aback. It may seem to stink and fume, but it is faster, more convenient, and somehow, the inescapable fact is that it works. Whether it would work on the treacherous, overgrown roads of Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road is another matter.


On the face of it, it seems a dangerous idea to jump on some kind of home-made Brechtian bulldozer and rip the place up, tempting as the idea might have been on coming out of the Palace Theatre the other week. Oh, the jungle certainly needs clearing, and it would be great fun knocking down lots of prosperous, jay-walking pedestrians who would get in the way of any new method. But this infernal machine needs careful handling. Perhaps one shouldn’t try tinkering with it at all.


That sturdy old animal the Ibsenite Punch, still slogging patiently for the British dramatist, is looking pretty deadbeat, and the sooner he can be packed off to some happy home in the country where his Auntie Edna can come down and tempt him with lumps of sugar the better. Most people seemed to agree that Look Back in Anger was, at least, a slightly younger-looking horse. And a jolly nasty, ill-tempered, unattractive brute too, some would add. But it was still a horse. I have always been aware of this.


I, and others, may be obliged for the time being to carry on as we have done, even though it is slow, wasteful and inefficient. The Brechtian bulldozer may not be our answer. We need to invent a machine of our own. What this may be we shall have to find out. But please don’t expect to find it necessarily at work in my new play. The horse can look an endearing, reliable old thing when you are sweating blood in the workshop.


John Osborne


Sunday Times, 30 September 1956   


The Revolutionary Moment


The English middle classes have always dealt with domestic revolutions in the same way. Possessing little vitality but a great deal of cunning endurance, they throw down their pens and open the barricades with a haste which they themselves would describe as ‘a great scuttle’ or a ‘big climbdown’ if the weapons used had been guns instead of ideas.


They disarm revolutions by simply not appearing to fight them. Like a wary old pug they step into the ring, walk into the first haymaker, and immediately lifting their opponent’s glove above his head, they sportingly proclaim the new champion before he knows what hasn’t hit him.


It is the technique they have perfected in politics and with which they have tried to debilitate every progressive movement in the Arts.


Let us see how this technique has operated recently in the theatre. A legend has been deliberately circulated that a revolution has taken place. The reality is that a revolution has begun to take place. As yet there has been little fighting in the streets, a great deal of whispering behind closed doors, with odd, isolated, blustering outbreaks; but the machinery of government goes on much the same as ever.


Three years ago, the English Stage Company was sneered at for being avant-garde and eccentric. Now it is sneered at for being ‘fashionable’ – a breathtaking form of belittlement, coming as it does from people who have consistently dedicated themselves to being nothing else but fashionable. This is the whore’s scorn for virtue, like the familiar Tory trick of looking amused and civilized and dismissing your opponent as ‘old-fashioned.’


How much has changed? What has been achieved? The answer is that much has been done in a very short time to change the outlook of a form of entertainment largely provided by and for a narrow, self-absorbed public, incapable of imagination or excitement. For many years the London theatrical managers slavishly cultivated this boring public. As a result, the theatre came to be regarded as a mild, middle-class pursuit, and its scope, ancient and modern, preserved for ever in the first line of its hymnal, ‘Anyone for tennis?’.


‘Anyone for theatre?’ is now perhaps a slightly more serious question than it was a few years ago. What the theatre managers have always failed to understand is the elementary principle of Art and Commerce: you can create demand but you can’t embalm it.


Theatre and cinema audiences are made in much the same way as users of deodorants and detergents. Just as people can become cleaner and less smelly, so the playgoing public can be made intelligent and imaginative. One great advance that has been made, then, is that not only have some plays become less boring, but audiences have become less boring also. Exciting plays have found their way to people capable of excitement.


When I first went to America I was surprised at the casual contempt in which the English theatre was held, outside the culture-vulture circle of Old Vic and Royal Ballet worshippers.


However, the position now is that London has more potential theatrical excitement to offer than any city in the world. The full-time, acting, unpaid intellectuals have even left their old playground of the cinema in alarming numbers, and their shrill voices can be heard constantly from Sloane Square to Angel Lane and even in Shaftesbury Avenue.


Until 1956, the character of the English theatre had been determined by its various professionals: managers, the real-estate men, the critics, and the big drawing stars like John Gielgud and Laurence Olivier. When I first entered the profession, the London theatre was dominated by H. M. Tennent and its subsidiaries. It was the General Motors of British show business, presided over by Mr Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont.


Binkie, a tough, shrewd professional – in a field where the amateurism of showmanship was almost matched by the amateurism of its business – possesses the charm of an antique dagger and the manners of a diplomat overawed by his own archetype. He had become almost a legend, a grey-flannel eminence, an almost sinister abstraction which finds description somewhere between a well-manicured Henry Ford and the Queen Mother.


For a brilliant decade or so, Binkie exercised a virtual monopoly of taste, backed by his superior acumen, his control over theatres, and his history of first-class personal relations with the starriest talents in the profession, and aided considerably by the mediocrity of his competitors.


With Mr Peter Saunders apparently requisitioning theatres indefinitely for Miss Agatha Christie – thus seeming to prove that if you make the building creatively empty, you could automatically put out the ‘House Full’ notices for good – with Mr John Clements’s well-bred revivals, and with Mr Henry Sherek’s grotesque, sporadic courtships with culture in the form of T. S. Eliot, it is unremarkable that Binkie’s streamlined ‘tasteful’ product should have often seemed interesting if not exciting.


The methods of the Tennent assembly line were well-known, well-tried, and deceptively simple, the formula being to find exquisitely oiled and upholstered vehicles to harness to a more or less permanent stud of stars. The Tennent organization was constantly finding innocuous little plays, written by wistful, sweet-tempered gentlemen (and gentlewomen) often living comfortably in remote country towns – plays which gave offence to no one’s delicate sensibilities or upset the prejudices of anyone.


Or, rather, the organization was looking more specially for parts rather than plays. Managerial judgements were summed up by remarks like: ‘What a wonderful part for Ralph.’ Or John, or Larry, or Alec. ‘Vivien would be marvellous.’ Or so would Edith, or Peggy, or Sybil, or Dorothy and so on. Adding one of several directorial wizards, a brilliant stage designer with a facility for creating theatrical Christmas calendars, a great deal of technical abracadabra, and you were in business.


And highly respectable, professionally adept, and very profitable business it was. Nobody was able to make it quite so magical or appealing or so profitable as Binkie. His imitators never managed to achieve the touch of the master.


How much has the situation changed? Superficially, it may seem to have changed a great deal. For one thing, the activities of the Tennent organization are not so widespread or intense as they were a few years ago.


Some of the effort has been diverted into television, and also some of the Tennent imitators have managed to imitate a little more successfully; and the theatres where one would have once expected to see the H. M. Tennent banner (often in association with the Arts Council) have been replaced by other less glamorous names.


It can hardly be called competition. The Golden Age may have dimmed but its remaining glories are simply shared by more people. A very exclusive club took in more members; the house rules were unchanged.


The West End managers did their business best to ignore the implications of the experiments at the Royal Court and Theatre Workshop. They were patronizing. They even occasionally came visiting like rich uncles to see what the boys were fooling about with. But eventually they were forced to take notice because the boys looked like invading their own sacred frame of reference – the box office.


It was disturbing and it was nasty, but some of the boys looked like making money. They still didn’t like what was being done, but if money was being involved, then, in the words of Mrs Willie Loman, ‘Attention must be paid.’


Attention has been paid, often reluctantly, but grudging tribute has been paid. Paid, for example, in the form of plays which earlier would never have seen the light of day. Admittedly they were plays like Flowering Cherry [by Robert Bolt] and Five Finger Exercise [by Peter Shaffer] which seemed to make exciting gestures towards a new theatrical feeling, but which were still carefully tailored to offend or disturb no one. They were, in fact, Rattigan with knobs on.


The English Stage Company and Theatre Workshop took the risks, did the fighting, and Shaftesbury Avenue exploited the results carefully, with their eye, as ever, on their own carefully coddled market and their stable of stars.


In their smooth manipulation of counter-revolution, the West End managers have been constantly encouraged by the majority of the newspaper critics, with the exception of an honourable handful.


No one has done more to encourage the theatrical status quo than most of the professional critics. The frivolity and dedicated conservatism of some of the daily-paper critics – particularly those of the expensive papers – is often unbelievable. It seems that the more you pay for an opinion, the more frivolous it must be.


The pronouncements of The Times in this respect, for instance, are as much a joke in the theatrical profession as other statements of that newspaper are elsewhere. The following notice of West Side Story is a superb example of The Times in the theatre (Mr Anthony Cookham in this case):




It is this sense of authentic vibrancy which contends during the evening, on the whole successfully, with the difficulty of taking a tragic view of characters who are represented starkly as morons. Only Doc, who serves behind the bar of the boys’ gymnasium, and a police sergeant, are of average intelligence. The rest are self-pitying teenagers with hardly any control of their savage instincts who accept it as a glorious destiny to do battle for a piece of street.


   The West Side boys produce a Romeo whose Juliet belongs to the rival gang of Puerto Ricans, and it is then only love and disastrous change which bring either of them to a dawning realization that life has more to offer than street scuffles with fists or bricks or bicycle chains or knives.





How lofty, how detached and how meaningless is The Times when it reports on each dejected evening sitting in the stalls. The Times notices invariably read as if they had been written by a junior Minister blandly blocking a difficult one at Question Time.


The police sergeant whom Mr Cookham admires in the above notice would do well as a police trooper in South Africa. The point that a whole world is concentrated on doing battle for a piece of street is lost on him, which is hardly surprising.


Between them, the theatrical managers and the majority of the critics have resisted every fresh current of life introduced into the theatre. There is nothing to suggest that they will not go on doing so. It is true that they are uneasy; but the fact remains that they are still where they were before, doing very nicely in their twin Easy Streets east and west of the Temple Bar.


If you don’t believe it, pick up your newspaper to see who is playing in what and who is presenting them – and what was said about them.


You still want to be a revolutionary? You’ve plenty of time. The party has scarcely started.


Tribune, 27 March 1959  





Schoolmen of the Left








Birds of a feather flock together


And so do pigs and swine


Rats and mice do have their choice


And so do I have mine.











A few weeks ago in New York I was trying to describe to an American journalist the feelings of that minority of British people like myself who are opposed to the American Alliance, believing that blind men are best left helpless rather than dependent on the guidance of a dog who, for all his sweetness and friendliness, shows every sign of recurrent madness. After he had listened for a while, he looked mildly irritated and said: ‘You British – all you seem to bring over is your contempt.’


My other companion, also American, shrugged: ‘That’s what they’re selling.’


As Kenneth Tynan pointed out last Sunday, there is an already excellent, domestic compact in contempt available in the work of people like Mort Sahl, Lennie Bruce, Mike Nichols and Elaine May, so I was not displeased.


Apart from a mild sense of gratitude for an unexpected variant on ‘anger’, it seemed to me to be an advance in response, indicating not so much ‘Why persecutest thou me?’ but ‘If you have to kick against the pricks, must you mention them by name?’


The situation in most fields in Britain is misreported and often deliberately misrepresented abroad to such an extent, especially in America, that one constantly feels that discussions about this country like, for example, the one published on this page two weeks ago under the title ‘The Gentlemen of England’, cannot possibly be England, your England. It may be that we each have our own, private, intensely personal England so that it is always England, his England we hear about.


But these are the feelings of one more desperate minority. Most people have given up England like potatoes or Romantic love and feel all the better for it. The condition of being English is one of the last hideouts of guerilla Romanticism. Now that Christians and Gentlemen are assumed to be safely muffled up in the catacombs of Cabinet room and television studio, what is left of Holy Mother Church but the pillars of our derelict Englishness? It is the remaining relic of authority, the last leaky vessel of moral sanction, the rod of Aaron, inevitably a square ’un, the Home and Colonial ethos, or, as they would say in the literary pages – the Ark of the Covenant de nos jours.


(English reviewers seem to be so much happier and wittier in French that one wonders why they haven’t abandoned their native tongue entirely, although the way some of them use it suggests they may be simply ashamed of it.)


However, the fact remains that many Americans bring up topics like what the Observer still relentlessly calls the Young Angries with the same baffled inflections that they use with ‘Of course, you have socialized medicine, haven’t you?’ (Then, as if they were asking after the cancer in your left ear: ‘How do you find it works?’)


But from where do they manage to experience the texture of life in these islands? Possibly from watching John Mills staring at them through Admiralty-issue binoculars, New Yorker advertisements, Carry on Nurse!, Time Magazine, Mark Saber, Mr Cronin (‘they fired him for buying Brand X’), Supermac, the British Travel Association, the Royal Ballet and Maurice Evans. Then there is Mr David Susskind’s television discussion programme, Open End. This is often admirable enough, but occasionally seems like a cheap-rate Anglophile’s bargain counter and forcing-house of English reaction.


Apparently, there are also odd vagrant academics like Mr Martin Green on this page the other week who seeks to explain life in England through an examination of some of the novels written during the past forty years. In this case the pay-off is nostalgic approval of the ‘Anti-Gentlemen’, none other than our old A.C. and D.C. friends That Certain Critic and his favourite author, unhappily no longer with us. Of the other two, one is dead, one is living at the last count, and if you don’t know the answer you’ve picked up the wrong Sunday newspaper by mistake.


There is nothing harmful in selecting any of these writers if you feel compelled to flog life into some very flyblown theoretical horsemeat. What is odd is that anyone should fail to notice that their influence has long been assimilated all over the literary place.


But then the solemn assumption that you can analyse the sterility and artificiality of English life through a discussion of a dozen or so novels is only orthodox penclubmanship. Nevertheless, it’s like discussing a country’s economy ‘particularly as revealed in its egg production’. There is no reason to minimize the importance of The Novel, but since Mr Green went into exile there has been a certain amount of significant activity and energy in other fields. Energy especially, and this is rare enough in Britain to be remarkable for itself.


But whatever may be its ultimate value, the face of this country now emerges most often, most clearly and most vigorously from television, cinema and theatre. To recognize this is not to disregard or despise those private voices that speak only to themselves, but simply to remind those who play incessantly at games-about-writers that England lives outside hard covers, too. Or to put it another way: the popular arts have become The Novel de nos jours.


All of which could lead to the foregone conclusion that the greatest enemies of the English language and character, as well as its artists, are rich men, Government agencies and working intellectuals.


I still feel that contempt is good, and with the whores off the streets, policemen indoors reading our books, and the current price of betrayal at thirty pieces of fruit and nut, whole new areas for conformity may be opening up for development and every new cliché should be gratefully received.








Oh what a deal of scorn looks beautiful


In the contempt and anger of his lip.


                                   Twelfth Night











Contempt is more accurate, more apt because it contains the element which the Gentlemen of England usually ignored or failed to recognize when the fixtures with Lawrence and Orwell were more or less over, and they were confronted instead with a scratch but regular bunch of Players. It contained ridicule, and even if it didn’t achieve very much, it served as an antidote to the belief that working-class or non-Gentlemen writers wrote principally out of resentment at not being able to get into Literary Society and/or become Gentlemen. Eventually the message did seep through that the complaint had never been that it wasn’t possible to get in, but that it had never been worth getting into in the first place.








Strontium and US Air Force zones may break my bones


But words will hurt me never.


Marching song                  











What was expressed in the words was contempt, but they were smart enough to call it something else. ‘Anger insignificantly fierce.’ Camus called it passionate disbelief, or something like it, and it has been found very difficult indeed for anyone to believe that such feelings could be elevated into a principle, that the only way to deal with tablets of stone might be to deface them; that this might be the mood of men intent on not being deceived, least of all by themselves, prepared but not resigned to doing their little bit of writing on tombstones. Like every outgoing generation, they couldn’t understand or forgive the inability to make grateful noises.


However, rebels without a pause were to be encouraged and asked to take out their ovaries and show them around that they might be seen to be as barren as those loafing about on the periphery. They were slipped twenty guineas to write about the Role of the Writer in Society, and romanced into long statements about the Socialist Responsibility to the New Techniques of Mass Communication.


And all to be written whenever possible in the schoolteachers’ prig prose that helps to give Left magazines their special odour of intellectual carbolic and sanctity; and to exploit education as a substitute for imagination. The most apparent influence of Marx on British Socialists has been to persuade them to write English in such a way as to give the impression that their native tongue was German.




It is by insisting on an impossible standard of perfection that the sceptic makes himself secure.


A. J. Ayer.   





The prose style of such magazines may seem scarcely worth the trouble of fixing into anyone’s sights, but, unfortunately, the style does proclaim the men, although ‘proclaim’ does suggest robustness. They are the Schoolmen of the Left, and with their unending, sterile exegesis, they’ll fasten their German—English on to the merest rustle of activity, like Lady Chatterley’s husband training binoculars on the gamekeeper. They certainly make their special contribution to a context in which any concrete endeavour often becomes too depressing to contemplate.


This always seems particularly so whenever one returns from America. There is something uniquely dispiriting about the climate surrounding most of the arts in Britain, generated principally by the linesmen who hardly ever consent to take part in the game, but manage to make the existing one as difficult and joyless as possible.


A good example of all this can be seen from the history of Theatre Workshop. Our only formally left-wing theatre could scarcely have bought tea and sandwiches for the stage management from what it earned over the years from the support of left intellectuals.


In the same way, brutal duels will be fought for months on end, years even, in film magazines over matters of critical honour like form v. content. Blood might even get spilled over the seats at the National Film Theatre, but there is very little likelihood that anyone engaged in this kind of war would ever consent to involving themselves in actually trying to make a special film. Of all the difficult film projects already made in this country, and those presently being attempted, I cannot think of one that has been initiated in any way by such people.


The reason for this is that they are exclusively concerned with their individual substitutes for creativity. This is not simply a case of every man wanting to be a critic. Every man is, or should be, a critic. After all, Resnais and Truffaut are both critics who have learned the use of their limbs quite successfully. What is disturbing is the danger that the arts are following a familiar pattern of turning every man into a spectator, and often a professional spectator who wants to be the referee, and change the rules to suit his idea of fun. The time may come when there are no players left, no spectators, only referees. And no game.








Oh show us the way to the next little dollar.


Oh, don’t ask why – oh, don’t ask why!


For we must find the next little dollar.


For if we don’t find the next little dollar


I tell you we must die – I tell you we must die.


I tell you – I tell you – I tell you we must die.











In America, the atmosphere in the popular arts at least is entirely different. For one thing, the air is not charged with the resigned, listless envy that often makes breathing alone difficult in British Show Biz. On Broadway, for instance, an attitude of expectancy seems so obligatory that it is possible to feel hepped up to such an extent that it might be ages before you realize that nothing very significant, nothing outside the prescribed Broadway formulae, is likely to turn up.


All the same, it does mean that nearly everyone is constantly trying out their reach, making an Englishman realize that he’s been living in a world without wonder, and quite a few degrees under. The climate of simple effort is bracing in itself, even if the grasp does belong to the real-estate men, ticket-scalpers, union men or any of the other people who have converted New York Theatre into something between a lottery and a big-time racket.


This month a show opened called ‘An Evening with Mike Nichols and Elaine May’. Nichols and May are two highly successful cabaret artists who are known in this country only from a long-playing record, which gives a fair impression of their wit, bottled in ice and improvisation.


No one else appears on stage during the evening, which consists entirely of a succession of sketches. This production, which could be comfortably presented in the sitting-room of a semi-detached, cost $80,000 to produce at the John Golden Theatre. For this sum it is still possible to present about six one-set, six-character straight plays in the West End.


In order to put these two people on the stage with enough props and changes to allow a moderately competent ASM time to knit several pairs of socks in the prompt corner every week, union restrictions also make it necessary to employ no fewer than sixteen stage-hands. Now what sixteen grown men are doing for two hours every evening is difficult for anyone watching the show to imagine. However, anyone who has ever worked in an American theatre will safely assume that they are playing gin, smoking cigars, and complaining about the actors making so much noise that they can’t hear the World Series. Thus the sacred cow of free enterprise ends up being milked to death.


With the Broadway Season’s winners more or less selected without right of appeal by the critics of the New York Times and Herald Tribune (‘You may be able to fight one, but you can’t fight ’em both’ is what any producer will tell you) the operation resembles less good old capitalist horse-trading than horse racing; with rake-offs for nearly everyone except the runners.


For instance, there is the established system of ‘ice’. This is the money from the sale of hot tickets at what we could call black-market prices, and enables people like box-office clerks to buy themselves Cadillacs and houses by the beach out of long runs.


Fortunately the system hasn’t yet been introduced to this country, which may be why one often has to wait for the privilege of buying a ticket, staring nervously at the top of someone’s head, whose attention appears to be riveted on something in that mysterious space below the box-office window and out of one’s sight. Anyway, their attitude usually marks them down as mere activity-haters, abstraction queens and certainly sworn enemies of the theatre employing them. What are they doing behind there? Polishing up their German–English perhaps, and preparing another thousand words. As Sainte-Beuve says somewhere:











Don’t care was made to care


Don’t care was hung


Don’t care was put in a pot


And boiled till he was done.











Observer, 30 October 1960  


All Words and No Performance


The trouble with books written about the theatre in England is that they are almost always written by default. No doubt this is because no one takes the subject very seriously. It is probably because nobody else has bothered to take up the subject that Professor Allardyce Nicoll has become what is lazily known as an authority. The simple fact is that nobody more distinguished or imaginative could bring themselves to the task or thought it worthy of them. The glum result is that we have Nicoll on Theatre as if he were as authoritative as Jackson on Divorce. (The same applies to Eric Bentley. How anyone who is responsible for such lamentable versions of Brecht, to say nothing of his limping theatrical theory, could be thought worth even an American reprint is puzzling.) The people who are paid to write about the English Theatre are a sad bunch.


What is occasionally alarming to those of us who devote our time and vitality to the exercise of this art is that such writers, by force of sheer pushiness and lack of shame, should gather any attention or respect at all. Can it be because the subject is an esoteric publishing enterprise which anyone vain or hardy enough can undertake? Like angling? I say this because almost any journal or publication from The Encyclopaedia Britannica to the stewed gentilities of the British Drama League, attracts the same kind of contributor. As for the British Council, they are probably still pushing Charles Morgan, and not merely to appease the French but from simple inclination.


Look for a moment – don’t buy it – at the Oxford Companion to the Theatre. Oxford and Companion, academic distinction and a chum to lead you through. But, as Harold Hobson has said, as a work of reference, it is useless; as a Bedside Book still more so because of its deadpan power to keep you awake with laughter. It is just these publications, scratchy and undistinguished, that have currency among innocent students and seekers after the bare approximate. They look to these botched, arrogant, ignorant volumes for information. Unfortunately, they are unaware of the special nature of modern critical neurosis with its presumptions, its fearfulness and bullying guessing games.


How to protect the sixth-former from Sunderland, the graduate from Karachi? I wish I knew. The lack of responsible information is almost total, and the harm done repeated and perpetuated. For example, in the Penguin Dictionary of the Theatre suspect opinions are represented to the unwitting as facts, and productions are actually listed as ‘successful’ like a Variety rating. It is also full of know-all shots in the dark as when it says I drew ‘unsuccessfully’ on Brecht for The Entertainer at a time when Brecht was little more than a name to me. I had, however, been going to the music hall before the compiler was born.


There was a time when I used to have the odd drink at the pub next door to the Royal Court Theatre in Sloane Square but it became the occasional haunt of aggressive, fawning critics and their followers. Those of us who had worked in the building next door for some ten years had to go elsewhere or be put off our beer. But long before this sad time I had been driven away by Israeli playwrights and Pakistani Ph.D.s clobbering me with misinformation and speculation wrenched from the drab pages of a few books on recent British Theatrical History.


All of which brings me, as the reviewers say, to The Rise and Fall of the Well-made Play by John Russell Taylor, double first and film critic of The Times; and Theatre at Work edited by Charles Marowitz and Simon Trussler, a collection of reprinted pieces from the mercifully defunct theatrical magazine Encore. To anyone who never read that publication, it must be impossible to convey the sanctimony, the aridity and humourlessness of it. True, it was more readable than The Tulane Drama Review; but less funny. Theatre at Work has an introduction by the drama critic of this newspaper, which is fitting enough.


In this introduction, Irving Wardle suggests that one of those reviewers’ inventions, The Theatre of Cruelty, has ‘been scrapped as an outmoded fashion’. What a misreading of the creative process, and how predictable and understandable. I am quite certain that if anyone ever dropped The Theatre of Cruelty or any other cant-monger’s pet pussy down the well it was because the subject had lost its interest for them, not because it bored the press or public. He also makes the statement that there is ‘no longer a place in London for a small theatre specializing in new British work. There is ample new British work about.’ About where? Mr Wardle says there is no point in assembling talented writers under the same roof, principally because they have little in common with one another. (None of us at the Royal Court ever had anything in common, thank God.) He goes on to suggest that the National Theatre has usurped the function of an organization like the English Stage Company.


This is not so. Writers may be ‘about’, but the West End theatre managements will not give them fourpence or even a polite acknowledgement of their expensively typed manuscripts. The Royal Court will at least cheer you up with a beer and a sandwich even if they won’t go to a fully mounted production. As for the National Theatre, its constitution dictates that it should present the World Classics and its endorsement of new work is inevitably limited by this clear policy. Apart from this, how many playwrights can afford to write a full-length play for a couple of performances a week in one season? As Kenneth Tynan, the Literary Manager of the theatre, has himself said, it is the in-built flaw of the building. Commentators seem to be so giddy with the glories of that institutionalized palace that they seem unaware that all the practitioners mentioned in this book – Arden, Bolt, Wesker, Pinter, Littlewood, Brook, Peter Hall – have made their reputation elsewhere and continue to do so. Most interviewers are uninterested in their subjects, and in this book one can’t help feeling that the editors are longing for the writers and directors to shut up and let them get on with it.


Mr Russell Taylor’s book takes us trippingly through the Landseer school of dramatists, from Scribe through Pinero to Rattigan, with the pleasing proposition that there is still a place for the well-made play. I wouldn’t care to argue about this, much less go to the excess of writing a book about it. There is still a place for the bicycle and I wouldn’t deny anyone a book on the subject. However, Mr Russell Taylor has written one, and as he is in the commentating and thesis business, I suppose he succumbed to an overwhelming urge.


The case seems to be that there is a deprived audience gasping for well-made plays, if only some reliable firm of solid craftsmen will turn them out. You deliver the goods and we’ll take care of the rest. Well, there it is. If any of you want to pay off your mortgage and gain an adoring and grateful public, write a few well-made plays. That is the answer, and a sweetly obvious one as explained by the author. After all, people still paint representational pictures. They even ride bicycles. I do myself. The yearning contention here is that in the days when a decent dramatist gave you a damn good yarn, the honest professional had to keep his audience ‘interested’ just as a popular newspaper editor has to give his readers a wink and a promise every five minutes.


These are the crafty fairground tactics of the old bourgeoisie where every picture-frame tells a story according to ancient and classical theories of balance and proportion. It is the Keep ’Em Bareminded and Pregnant School of Drama. Or, as I am dallying with commentators’ coinage, ‘The Theatre of Sucking Up’. ‘Cut that line, they don’t know what you’re talking about…. They start to get restless round about here, can’t you slip in a joke about nationalized railways?’ It is a world inherited from bouquets or poison sent to the wrong lover, mistaken identities, half-masks, dropped blooms, misplaced necklaces, and unopened or incorrectly delivered letters. Formula writing, as Mr Taylor admits, for how could anyone write, as did Scribe himself, 500 plays in only forty-five years? Such a formula was dependent on a closed social system, itself ritualized outwardly in everyday life in ideas of property, the inviolable marriage contract, cuckoldry, masters and servants, and concepts of revenge, honour and romantic passion. All of this is still splendid when worked up by a popular genius like Verdi, but it’s hard to believe that anyone would seriously like the National Theatre to mount five acts of what-will-old-Scribe-pull-out-of-his-bag-of-tricks-next. Even Uncle Pinero makes most of the kiddies yawn nowadays. Yeah, so then what happened, Ma?


The direct descendant of the ‘well-made’ play (that is to say, where you can point out the joins) is the Hugh and Margaret Williams play. True, it is a pretty sucked-on fag end to have to pick out of the West End gutter but there are two running presently and doing very nicely no doubt. Why should Mr Taylor complain?


Landseer, OK: si. But Bacon si, Picasso si also. We live in a society of such lurching flexibility that it is no longer possible to construct a dramatic method based on a shared social or ethical system. The inexorable process of fragmentation is inimical to all public assumptions or indeed ultimately to anything shared at all. A theatre audience is no longer linked by anything but the climate of disassociation in which it tries to live out its baffled lives. A dramatist can no longer expect to draw many common references, be they social, sexual or emotional. He can’t generalize in the old way. He must be specific to himself and his own particular, concrete experience.


The Williams well-maders work in so far as they succour and flatter a bewildered, disinherited middle-class audience bawling after a decadent and dummy tradition. One day I expect Mr Williams will be on stage opening a jar from Fortnums and snarling some forced banter about au-pair girls or Pol Roger, and he will suddenly find himself in the midst of an Ionesco nightmare. The entire audience will rise out of their seats, invade the proscenium arch and demand that they be allowed to live there. With Hugh Williams. I think they would deserve squatters’ rights.


The Times, 14 October 1967   


Backward Glances


Suddenly everyone is pointing to decades as if each might reveal the secret-whatever-it-is. With less sense of Self, everyone is oddly self-conscious. However, it’s just another game to play.


As for the Theatre Game, it has been what is known as a period of consolidation rather than innovation. You can’t have revolutions all the time.


There was some effort to import the Theatre of Participation (US mostly), in which audience and actors grapple and strive in a democratic transport of BO, squalor and self-fixing bafflement.


The Labour Party discovered the Theatre too late for its own or anybody else’s good. However, they did give away a little money – about the same amount spent on military bands and that sort of thing.


An institution called the National Theatre opened its doors to general moos of self-approval and very little of any import has happened there since.


A great many fine actors have emerged from all over the place and scarcely any actresses, who continue strangely to complain that parts are not written for them.


The Lord Chamberlain’s office was abolished after sixty years of agitation, to the relief of most actors (now being allowed to mouth vile words like ‘crumpet’) and the dismay of Emile Littler and Peter Saunders.


Mr Littler is a well-known horse fancier and play-doctor, according to his own description, and Mr Saunders is the producer of ‘The Mousetrap’, which entered into its eighteenth something-boggling year. I have yet to meet anyone who has seen it but there are something like 2 million of them around, which means that I am either a hermit or just permanently out of touch with good old public taste.


The main fruit of this flush of simple freedom was a musical called Hair. This, a rather smug, simple-minded, slightly poovy boulevard piece, was about Young People being generally pleased with themselves and their own mind-boggling thing. They preferred peace to war, exposing their private parts in public places, not caring – indeed not knowing – which were the girls or the boys in any old band.


Princess Anne saw it and reportedly enjoyed it. Decent old folks in their thirties went and were reassured by its odour of energy and gentleness.


All over the country, glass-box theatres sprang up or old working men’s institutes were refurbished.


Coventry, Guildford, Leatherhead, Nottingham, Stoke, Exeter. They were opening like supermarkets.


The older repertory companies, like Bristol, served as testing grounds for cautious West End managers who find reading scripts difficult but newspaper notices easier going for them.


In this way, a trickle of new plays came in on a tide of managerial timidity to London, to what was once called the West End.


The audience for this was largely inherited by the Royal Shakespeare Company and the National. The Royal Court Theatre still contrived by a combination of reputation, arrogance and subsidy to have no regular audience at all.


Critics invented all kinds of cults for want of better things to do – Theatre of Cruelty, the Absurd, Mind-Boggling, you name it. And people invented the Critics.


Mostly unheeded, derided or ignored by profession and public, these gloomy men were astounded to find themselves attacked on all sides by those they had reviled and patronized in print for years. They affected to be the offended upholders of freedom, the Public Interest and all manner of priggish newspaper cant. They sounded very wounded, but no one got really hurt and a good time was had by nearly all.


Television didn’t affect the Theatre after all. A lot of people yearned aggressively for what they call A Good Evening’s Entertainment and presumably got it seeing Dame Anna Neagle kick her way through Charley Girl.


The Theatre simply went on dying, as it has done for centuries. Like everything else.


Daily Mirror, 31 December 1969   





Piled Stones


I find the Evening Standard’s endorsement of the Barbican Arts scheme puzzling. It is well-meaning, but I also think it is wrong-headed and the other case should be made out.


And there is another case. By this, I don’t mean that of the City, which is clearly and predictably philistine, unimaginative and grasping. No, the case against the scheme is quite different and not reactionary but a creative and realistic one. It is this:


A glib mythology has been created over the years by people who really do wish the theatre well but misinterpret the very nature of the creative process. This legend is centred on the existence of the two main London-based subsidized theatres, the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare. An opposite view is widely held within the profession but it is felt impolite, immodest or disloyal to express it publicly.


I should like to do so now.


Take the National Theatre first. Since its creation its record has been poor to disastrous. It opened with a lamentable Hamlet. In fact, its record of productions of the classics, for which it is supposed to exist, is appalling. This includes a black-and-white-minstrel Othello, a dismal undercast Three Sisters, a one-shot intellectual reading of The Merchant of Venice, and a Hedda Gabler which must have made poor old Ibsen turn in his Northern lights.


As for new plays, hardly anything significant has emerged with the exception of the deservedly prize-winning National Health, and Peter Nichols was already a writer of established reputation. No risks there, my friends.


Sir Laurence Olivier is possibly the greatest actor of the century and has a genius for interpreting this nation to itself. As an administrator, he is hesitant and headstrong.


As for his assistant, Kenneth Tynan, he seems to attempt to be the archetypal Oxford clever dick and ringmaster. And the theatre’s use of glum gimmicks like plant-hire machinery and golden genitals are to him a joke.


Policy has allowed waves of distinguished actors to be recruited, used and quickly discarded, then a telly personality or two in order to court a popular cultural image. In short, the organization has dwindled into what one always feared, a factious institution with all the pressures of the commercial theatre and an indecisive, uneasy policy.


As for the Royal Shakespeare, the less said the better, for it has done little that is memorable, let alone remarkable. It has to some extent lived on the immoral earnings of Shakespeare, the Arts Council, gullible tourists and schoolchildren. True, it has produced the plays of Harold Pinter, but not as efficiently as he could have well done himself.


My point is this. The fallacy in the pro-Barbican Arts lobby is simply that buildings, facilities and money in themselves lead to art and achievement. They manifestly do not.


To talk, as Trevor Nunn does, of there being a creative emigration is ludicrous. Look at New York. All it can boast is Mike Nichols, Neil Simon and the Lincoln Center, which is like watching theatre in an airport, and there are no grounds, as far as I can see, for suggesting the Barbican would be very different.


The two buildings which have contributed most to the English theatre are the Victoria Theatre Royal, Stratford (‘Theatre Workhouse’) and the Royal Court, which is an old Nonconformist chapel where even the one backstage lavatory doesn’t work properly.


In other words, forget buildings and so-called amenities. Concentrate on originating talent and give the actors more money instead. They should be gypsies not computer clerks.


Evening Standard, 19 March 1971   


Anniversary Parade


It is difficult to write a piece which may read like an obituary for something which is still very much as alive, consistent and changing as a living organism. Which is what, fifteen strange years after its opening at the Royal Court in April 1956, I believe the English Stage Company still to be.


It is hard to resist the temptation of going down Memory Lane and I don’t intend to resist it. I remember the year before we ever moved into the Royal Court, when we thought we were going to take over the old, bombed Kingsway Theatre. However, it turned out to be Sloane Square. There were months, long before we opened, when we auditioned hundreds of actors, including myself. During this time, I was taking home dozens of new plays to read for the company, including one by Robert Bolt, to which I gave a schoolmasterly recommendation, and innumerable  plays about Mary Queen of Scots and the destruction of the world by the H-bomb – most of which seemed to be written by schoolteachers and clergymen’s wives.


Memory Lane again: I think of all the actors I worked with and watched. Nobody could deny that it is a pretty remarkable list. Kenneth Haigh, Alan Bates, Mary Ure, Keith Michell, Joan Greenwood, Joan Plowright, Nigel Davenport, Laurence Olivier, George Relph, Brenda de Banzie, Richard Pasco, Vivien Leigh, Alec Guinness, Gwen Ffrangçon-Davies, Ralph Richardson, John Gielgud, Nicol Williamson, Jill Bennett, Alan Dobie, Michael Gwynn, Paul Scofield, Albert Finney. One could go on endlessly.


Time becomes history so quickly nowadays, and people constantly ask me what the beginnings of the Court were like and what we were setting out to do. The truth of it is that I simply don’t know. For one thing, I don’t remember clearly and I also know that there was never at any time any sense of a laid-down constitution. We were very English, factious, what they call ‘empirical’ and totally unclear about what the future might hold for any of us.


I do believe that there were some vague leanings towards creating something of a ‘poetic’ theatrical climate, rather along the lines of the old Mercury Theatre. This initial objective got lost somehow in the accident of history and something entirely different took place. What that may be is for everyone to judge. But I don’t think by any standards it could be described as anything but half bad.


Apart from the actors, the mere list of productions and writers is fairly remarkable. Having gone through a list of actors, I won’t do the same with the productions, but it might not be a bad idea to remind people of some of the names of the people who have worked at the Royal Court. Just at random: Arnold Wesker, Harold Pinter, N. F. Simpson, Lindsay Anderson, Tony Richardson, John Dexter, Edward Bond, William Gaskill, Peter Gill, Ann Jellicoe, Ionesco, Beckett, Donald Howarth, Jocelyn Herbert – and so on.


One doesn’t want to be sanctimonious about someone who is dead and who was also a true friend. However, I think it would be hard for anyone to contest that the unique historical function of the English Stage Company was very largely due to the administrative genius of its first artistic director, George Devine. He almost changed character with the job. Changed shape. He was able, by some strange, hard-won alchemy, to unite the inevitable warring and bitchy factions within the building without ever losing his own authenticity. No one has replaced him and probably no one ever will for it is a very special kind of talent. Certainly, no other theatre has since found anyone to match him. He protected us from the sin of competition, and helped us find fun and sheer enjoyment in what we did.


Observer, 18 April 1971   


Devine and Fall


Richard Findlater, At the Royal Court



Richard Findlater’s account of the first twenty-five years of that unique institution, the Royal Court, is masterly.


From a disorderly house of information, verifiable as well as disputed history, faded faction and quiescent conspiracies, he has produced a document which is not only fascinating reading for those who know their Ayckbourn from their Ubu, but a succinct, sharp record of social history.


Of course the book should have been titled, The Rise and Fall of the Royal Court. To turn from the first fifteen years of the Court to the present day is to lurch from the Rome of Augustus to that of Justinian, from the Republic of George and Tony to those barbarous, rapacious mercenaries, Ron and Les.


A few months ago I visited the Court with a heavy but unclosed heart to watch a dull, presumptuous play, Not Quite Jerusalem, In the programme there appeared a self-righteous, overweening footnote: ‘The theatre is subsidized by the workers of this theatre, many of whom receive less than the national average of £119 a week.’


Running counter to this prevailing cupidity of the day is the theme which emerges from the contributors [myself among them] to Mr Findlater’s book. We never considered that we were being ill-used, least of all that we were being ‘exploited’ by a capitalist society that had its values wrong.


We knew that they were wrong because we belonged to an ancient and honourable company of gypsies that did not whine for justice from a society we naturally condemned. This is why I describe the book as social history, wherein the Court’s decline foreshadows our common fall in the flood tide of national avarice and the reign of banality.


I protested about this programme, pointing out that when I was on the payroll of the Royal Court I was paid £2 a week, that Tony Richardson was receiving £14 a week and George Devine a little over £30; that the Arts Council’s initial grant of £2,000 never rose above £100,000 until the early seventies, when it soared to the present absurd figure of £450,000. ‘I’m afraid’, said the chairman dolefully, ‘that sort of idealism doesn’t exist any more.’ Neither, alas, does the talent.


What was the Court about, apart from the shop-soiled dictums of being a writer’s theatre and the ‘right to fail’ – a favourite this with pushy Ron and Les, out to bring down a corrupt society at no cost to themselves. I will give you one lone example which embodied its human values: John Arden.


This playwright, abhorred by many and revered by some, would have had neither career nor reputation if he had not had the benefit of the Court’s special and particular care. ‘Not another Arden,’ Chairman Blond would say to George. His alarm was understandable. All Arden’s plays were box office disasters: Live Like Pigs (25 per cent box office capacity), Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance (21 per cent), The Happy Haven (12 per cent).


With such figures before him, Trevor Nunn would scarcely give Arden a cup of tea let alone another production. David Mercer in a letter to me some time ago wrote: ‘Cousin Vladimir is limping along at about 50 per cent houses. Already Trevor Nunn has cold feet about doing my next play, which is at present gathering dust on his secretary’s desk.’


Peter Hall to me in 1976: ‘I’m afraid the play will have to come off, John. It’s playing to less than 90 per cent and we have to do better than that in this theatre.’


‘Oh George,’ I thought, ‘up there on your pipe-smoking cloud, if only you would look down upon the dismal plains of Colditz and, like the good bird in the book of Tobit, squeeze out a black juicy slodge of dottle and drop a large mess of it in his eye.’


There is a magnificent selection of photographs, and the contributions are mostly illuminating. Wesker is open and sweet-natured about his excitement and bafflement at his rough treatment. Lindsay Anderson is schoolmasterly but shrewd: ‘Not the theatre as a “vehicle” for ideas, which is itself a form of philistinism … visions of society untouched by the crudity of propaganda.’


Edward Bond, owlish and purblind, ‘explains’ Devine’s initial failure of doctrinal vision which, surprisingly, brought him fame and righteous reputation. Bill Gaskill’s summing-up: ‘He [Devine] had grave doubts about his own talent and a corresponding belief in other directors, particularly young directors. He was the ideal master to be apprenticed to.’


New Standard, 7 April 1981   


Something Concrete


Peter Lewis, The National: A Dream Made Concrete



Thirty years ago I insensitively compared the creation of a National Theatre with the Albert Memorial, a structure of devout, tasteless charms. Predictably, I added, ‘If it is built I only hope someone sets fire to it.’ It was no more than an opinionated squib, tossed away with the playful object of smoking out the closet prigs and ‘culture’ pushers before they became today’s battalions.


Now, like one of those wartime pillboxes glimpsed from a train, the monstrous concrete piety of the National Theatre broods, a monument to prevailing madness fixed on a fantasy future in which present chaos will give way to a world of orderly richness for everyone’s children and, worse, grandchildren. One doesn’t have to be childless to be repelled by the spectacle of such fanatics hurling themselves Into Europe as if it were as tangible as the River Jordan. Carry me over into sceptical, camp ground rather than that benighted certainty called the Twenty-First Century. I must say, I’d like to be around to pick up the pieces when somebody breaks the kiddies’ hearts.


So it is with the National Theatre. Who’s going to tell them it was only a dumb dream? I am chided by Peter Lewis in his account of the theatrical future that did not work for my ingrate opposition to subsidy. But when I was taken up by the Royal Court its allowance from the Arts Council amounted to £2,000, which exactly covered George Devine’s salary. Like Brendan Behan, Shelagh Delaney and Harold Pinter, my career was launched not by public patronage but by private faith.


‘Raise tempers, goad and lacerate. Raise whirlwinds,’ read the battle pennant inscribed over Kenneth Tynan’s desk in his front-line HQ in Aquinas Street. Olivier’s cynical appointment of the self-proposed Tynan as Dramaturg was his first and probably most disastrous strategic mistake. He disliked him unwaveringly, seeing him as an irredeemable alien, though not perhaps with the intensity he reserved for the insider, Peter Hall, whose succession was insidiously forced upon him. Only an unworldly reviewer could have failed to comprehend Olivier’s transparently foxy ruse to truss him up in a high-sounding subordinate role where he could be effectively contained. Passing the letter of application from his prospective Duke of Clarence to his wife, he rasped, ‘How shall we slaughter the little bastard?’


Whatever havoc Clarence Peacock Tynan might have caused as a visiting gourmet inspector, let loose in the kitchen, he created panic among the distinguished nonentities on the board. His confrontational method of promoting dubious one-sex productions of Shakespeare, worthless offerings of agit-prop like Soldiers [by Rolf Hochhuth] or Tyger [by Adrian Mitchell and Mike Westbrook], or his foreign obsessions and flights of fancy with fork-lifts and phalluses, was a model of radical crassness and ineptitude.


One Sunday evening, he telephoned to engage my support for the Hochhuth play, suggesting that I should inform the Board forthwith of my intention to withhold the rights of any of my own works if they persisted in their opposition to Soldiers. I replied that this was unacceptable on the grounds that (a) I had not read the play and this might be a negligible weapon to launch a risky offensive of artistic principle, and (b) such a threat on my part, far from intimidating them, would gladden their hearts and enforce their opposition. Tynan was mystified. He could only see the whole managerial process in gladiatorial terms, publicly conducted, not grasping the fact that the public cared little for the contest or not at all. Guile and deceit behind closed doors, as practised by Devine at the Court, he dismissed as ‘gradualism’.


But it was this manipulative, tactical patience which George, at the admitted cost of health, sanity and life, deployed so intelligently that it enabled him to outflank opposition with a minimum of adversarial histrionics. He bridged divisions from within and without by stealth and a devotion to the voracious demands of his followers which engaged loyalties to a realistic corner-shop tradition, a home and a retreat rather than the corporate anonymity of a cultural supermarket.


Neither Tynan nor Olivier was endowed with a great gift for friendship (virtually none in Tynan’s case, who was emotionally impotent without the close stimulus of stardom), and their relationship dwindled into that of plagued sorcerer and prankish apprentice. Oppressed by financial anxiety, cancer of the prostate, and thrombosis, and cautious of his own generation, Olivier was no more fortunate in his selection of younger associates.


John Dexter, perhaps the most talented and versatile of them all, was a valuable but prickly NCO and unpredictable as officer material. The eclecticism necessary to a national institution was opposed to Bill Gaskill’s taste for Marx and Masks which required a more indulgent home, like the Court to which he sensibly returned. As for Jonathan Miller, in Olivier’s historical perception of English Drama the Hampstead Nanny’s polymath prodigy was surely the theatrical equivalent of Macmillan’s Armenian carpet-seller. For the rest, Olivier’s looming presence was possibly too awesome and inimical to the tyrannical pietism of democracy.


What cherished memories remain of the National Theatre – The Recruiting Officer, Trelawny of the Wells, The Master Builder, Dance of Death, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, Love for Love – are confined to the Old Vic, its little grey home away from the West. Whatever its technical inadequacies, the Vic was scaled to human affection for its performers and audience and palpably worked. But Olivier had warned that these good days would not last: ‘They never do’. With the game afoot to move the pleasure steamer to the land-locked Titanic across the road, and with the departure of the very visible Captain (whose advice was always ‘Go for the laughs’) and the imminence of glum Commodore Hall, it was downhill all the way.


If you are the kind of archivist who collects bits of the Berlin Wall, you may care to ponder Lewis’s cool account of the South Bank’s Groundnuts Scheme for The Arts. It’s all here, the productions that would have been more appropriately and profitably mounted in the West End: all the Ayckbourn plays, the admirable Ben Travers, Guys and Dolls; the ones that should never have seen the console light at all – Jean Seberg, The Romans, The Women; the ‘unproduced masterpieces’ presented to ensure employment and consolation to those reviewers weary of their thirty-third As You Like It. As for the New Writers, one might have thought most would feel happier with Hanif Kureishi’s tame yobberies, Max Stafford Clark and Ms Churchill at the Royal Court, which, in spite of its pitiful descent, is a decent building even in which to produce acts of sponsored indecency.


Persevering with A Dream Made Concrete is like thumbing through Uncle Sidney’s scrapbook before he got caught and took off to chokey. The grim images return for the unfunded visionaries to contemplate: the Castle of Doom itself must be fed £2 million a year before it may open its unwelcoming doors; the striking unionists, whose wildcat enthusiasms for ‘the arts’ was as intense as their concern for dying hospital patients in those pre-Thatcher days of libertarian conscience. The cheerless dressing rooms, the Kafkaesque (yes, critics have been there, too) corridors, the 4 per cent transfer pay-off; the secure warren for freeloaders and carpetbaggers, secretaries’ assistants’ secretaries, wig-makers, carpenters, three full-time armourers, caterers, enough to serve the 7th Armoured Brigade.


Perhaps, as usual, instinct was superior to reason, and a torch should be put to this morbid reminder of the sanctimony, avarice and personal ambition that engendered such loveless days and joyless nights.


Spectator, 5 January 1991   



Dear Diary …




I NEVER THOUGHT I would live to miss Binkie. ‘Who?’ readers may ask. Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont, General Manager of H. M. Tennent, was the Scargill of the iron-lilac Stage Establishment for almost thirty years. Feared and fawned upon by gonged actors, famous playwrights and even the Arts Council, of which he later became a member, Binkie dominated theatrical fashion as long as I could remember. Dealing with one of the subsidized managements last week made me remember almost fondly his formidable and poisonous efficiency.


I dined at his renowned house in Lord North Street early in 1957. A dutiful crone of a housekeeper was serving me disapprovingly when he turned to her and said: ‘Now, Mrs Crocker [pre-Pinter pause], Mr Brendan Bracken has just died and his house is up for sale. Don’t you think Mr Osborne should buy it?’ She looked down at me and, after a gimlet glance, replied very emphatically: ‘No!’ Binkie’s lizard lips fluttered beneath the folds of perennial sunlamp tan. ‘Really? But why on earth not, Mrs Crocker?’ ‘Because’, she explained huffily, ‘’e’s not ready for it yet.’ Game and set to Binkie.


Shortly before his death, I spent an evening with him à trois, as the other guest, Noël Coward, might have said. Binkie berated and accused me professionally and personally throughout the evening, ending up on his knees, drunk, his face in the fireplace of his most elegant drawing-room, smoking-jacket awry and monogrammed slippers discarded, his behind in the air. Coward watched him irritably but, I thought, with some satisfaction. He had himself been an unadmitted victim of that silken Judas. ‘Oh dear,’ he clipped over his cigarette holder. ‘What a thoroughly disagreeable evening!’ It was my last glimpse of either of them.


 


ON HOLY SATURDAY, Channel 4 showed a film called God Rot Tunbridge Wells! It was certainly a ‘flawed work’ as they say. (I often wonder what is deemed to be ‘unflawed’. Orson Welles has been hobbled by his ‘flawed’ genius all his life.) It was, if nothing else, a reverent, almost devotional, testimony to George Frideric Handel, produced and directed by Tony Palmer, with Trevor Howard as Handel and written by myself. The result, if a bit over-energetic and robust for some maidenly tastes, patently displayed our shared admiration for a God-given, devout and joyful worshipper of life itself. The reviews were almost uniformly dismissive if not hostile. The Old Buck still seemed hedged in by Victorian pieties from undevout journalists. Predictable enough, and by Easter mid-Monday I had almost forgotten an unremarkable incident. Within hours I was swiftly despatched in a state of coma to an intensive-care unit.


A few weeks after this event, I watched a programme about the same subject so banal and lifeless that it could have been intended for the Open University on one of its Social Science courses masquerading as English History or possibly Baroque Music and the Working-Class Movement. A critic on an Arts Game show compared it most favourably to the ‘Palmer–Osborne outrage’. Par for the course again, and no surprise to anyone. However, my critical shock had already visited me three days after Easter when I regained consciousness. I looked up to a young, pretty nurse astride my chest screaming, ‘Do you know where you are?’ ‘New York’, I suggested ‘No’, she yelled, beating me alive with her fists. ‘No?’ ‘You’re in – Tunbridge Wells!’ Perhaps that’s what critics mean by a Kafkaesque experience.


In my screenplay I had GFH saying: ‘Mediocrity is a great comforter.’ It had never occurred to me that God might support mediocrity’s devotees so ferociously, almost in the manner of York Minster, and strike me down thus. How, I pondered, did the citizens of that opinionated spa and a bunch of hireling scribblers command such a divinity unto themselves? Moreover, a lifelong, paltry pleasure in the erotic properties of nurses has, like other careless delights, begun reluctantly to fail. As a haggling madame in Mexico once said to a friend and myself: ‘If I was a man, my balls would ache.’


 


RACE RELATIONS of yesteryear. Talking of these things, as people seemed constrained to do, I once took my mother, the maligned Nellie Beatrice, to supper with Paul Robeson. Perhaps fortunately she did not wear what she called her nigger-brown and coral ‘rig-out’. This consisted of a ‘costume’, with matching hat and shoes in the same fashionable shade of nigger, ‘accessoried’, as BBC commentators now say at Ascot, with coral gloves and hand-bag.


She was genuinely admiring and in awe of this great Blakean figure, but possibly wondering why he wasn’t clad in one of Lord Sandy’s left-over leopard skins. Eventually, at the main course, she spoke up in her most strangled, ingratiating-the-headwaiter voice: ‘Oh, Mr Robinson. It’s such an honour for us to meet you.’ Mr Robinson beamed kindly. ‘My son is such an admirer of yours. You see …’ She looked around the restaurant, then said with deferential confidence, ‘You see, Mr Robinson, he’s always been very sorry for you darkies.’ The smile never left his eyes.


In those days, innocent of racial policing, cheerfulness did have a way of breaking in. Perhaps I should have tried her on a Hampstead Hostess, if I had known one then.


 


THE LITERARY MANAGER – known as a Play Reader and paid thirty bob a week when I did it and took home fifty scripts a night; now £10 per script, or £2 a minute – at the Royal Court Theatre told me not so long ago that she had in her possession 100 plays, all produceable, by women writers. Michael Hastings, the male playwright, publicly attacked Sir Peter Hall with possession but not production of twenty such feminist works. Sir Peter promptly burst into tears. Where are all these works, the size of the century’s entire dramatic output? What became of these treasures? Buried in a sexist vault?


 


‘WHO WOULD YOU Rather Sleep With’ is not the title of a Ray Cooney farce but an ideal game Tony Richardson and I have enjoyed since our earliest Royal Court days. I hate ‘games’ but I find this one agreeably trivial, even soothing. Historical change and the caprice of fashion cannot affect its simple appeal, enlivening the most right royal traffic tailback or fractious railway journey, a diversion from the receding shadows of A-levels in bored or travel-sick young minds. Played strictly to the rule that you must reply affirmatively to either choice, it endorses Ken Livingstone’s assertion that we are all naturally bisexual.














Who would you rather sleep with?


Hilary Clinton or Nigel Dempster?


Peter Hall or Edwina Currie?


Fay Weldon or Salman Rushdie?


Glenys Kinnock or Boy George?


Andrew Neil or Kenny Everett?


Joan Collins or the Bishop of Durham?


Woody Allen or Caryl Churchill?


Gazza or Margaret Beckett?


Ian McCaskill or Ben Elton?











And so on – pastoral, tragical, comical. As the Aussies say, put a paper bag on their heads and think on it as you sweat to the seaside. Only remember, never break faith with bad taste.


Spectator, 13 July 1985
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