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Introduction





It would take a great scholar of the English language to tell us when the word ‘lecture’ acquired such negative connotations. ‘Don’t lecture me!’ ‘I’m not taking a lecture from anyone.’ ‘It was more like a lecture than a play.’ Look in the Collins English Dictionary and only one of the six given meanings is ‘to reprimand at length’. But somehow the sixth has spilt over and infected the other five. What ought to be a purely descriptive word has come to carry heavy derogatory freight. Even a child knows to associate the word ‘lecture’ with adult superiority, long-windedness and boredom. Why?


Clearly, I’m biased. For reasons stated later in this collection, I have found it useful, for the last quarter century, to decorate the writing of plays and films with a kind of commentary – call it background murmuring, maybe, in the form of public address. More than anything, it has had the virtue of helping me examine my own ideas. The act of setting them down has clarified them, at least for me, if not for anyone else. I think I could best define a political writer as one who is likely to have an analysis as well as a view. By some quirk of temperament, I can’t begin to write fiction unless I have more than a purely instinctive notion of what I am, at the outset, intending to say. The finished play will then almost certainly turn out to bear as many differing interpretations as those of my fellow-dramatists who claim only to blunder about in the dark with no real idea either of where they’re headed or of their reasons for writing. (Please reject absolutely the crazy Jonathan Miller suggestion that playwrights don’t have intentions. Or that there’s no need for directors to seek to discover them. They do. And there is.) But for me it’s always been important to try and take some kind of aerial view – often as much about context as about content. That’s also the reason to accept an occasional invitation to speak. Beyond my personal pleasure in the discipline of pursuing a line of argument for almost an hour lies my own preference as a member of an audience. Isn’t it always more interesting to hear someone unmediated than it is to hear them clash in so-called debate?


To give you the idea: I’ve noticed, among my friends and acquaintances, that I am, for some reason, one of the few people who positively looks forward to the speeches at weddings. I’d go further. For me, they’re the best part. Perhaps you may think me a cold fish when I admit that I have sometimes watched unmoved as the ring was slipped onto the finger, or as the first kiss was taken. (Priests always seem to be saying ‘Not yet.’) But I have never failed to feel a thrill of genuine anticipation when someone calls for silence and rolls out the magic words: ‘Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking’. In one heart at least, the announcement does not cause a sinking. Far from it. Part of my interest is clearly professional. I am, after all, a playwright, and there is nothing more revealing of character than when a proud father or a jealous ex-lover acting as best man is forced to rise to their feet and ‘offer a few words’. Yes, life is theatre, and the rituals which make private matters public are specially delicious. But I also love the prospect that, for once, somebody’s spool is going to be allowed to run and run. Mark it down as optimism, but I cannot help feeling – at least before they speak – that the longer someone goes on, the more you are likely to learn.


It is the sheer rareness of uninterrupted speech which makes it so powerful, and which accounts for the recent, modest revival in the fortunes of the lecture. Like poetry, the lecture has come back into favour by its very dissimilarity from other more heavily promoted forms of communication. In Britain, we have long lived with the conventions of adversarial politics. The prevailing wisdom is that enlightenment may best be reached through argy-bargy. And yet in practice how infrequent it is, on television or radio, that the Socratic equivalent of men’s tennis – massive slams hit back and forth from the baseline – actually illuminates anything at all. Panels are even worse. Taking part frustrates me as much as listening. What’s the point? Why attend a forum in which as soon as anyone says anything interesting, somebody else has at once to be encouraged to interrupt, supposedly to generate conflict, but more often to dispel the energy of the previous speaker? Have you ever been present at a panel on which one person’s perceptions built on another’s? All too often, a panel degenerates into a marketplace for opportunistic grandstanding, with members rushing to take up positions, however irrational, which they hope are going to seem teenage-sulkier, wilder or more ingratiating than those of their fellow panel-members. If you could conceive of a formula least likely to inspire enthusiasm for the arts – non-practitioners would be invited to sit around on sofas speaking for thirty seconds and competitively show off about how superior they are to the artwork under discussion – then you would come up with The Late Review. If you wanted to make sure an hour would pass in which no serious thing could be said about politics, then you would invent Question Time.


Underlying this patronising conviction that no one person should be given the floor lies the idea that group discussion is more ‘democratic’ than an individual being licensed to hold forth. My experience is the opposite. The memorable parliamentary occasions have never involved the Leader of the Opposition biting hunks out of the Prime Minister’s leg. They have happened when a politician with both insight and strong feeling – Robin Cook, say, or Barbara Castle – has been listened to by an audience, both in the chamber and outside, ready to interpret and weigh the exact impact and value both of what is being said and the manner of its delivery. When one person speaks and is encouraged to develop his or her ideas, then it is we, the audience, who provide the challenge. We provide the democracy. In each of our hearts and minds, we absorb, judge and come to our own conclusions. The dialectic is, thankfully, not between a group of equally ignorant people thrashing out a series of arbitrary subjects about which they know little and care less. It is between an informed individual who, we hope, has thought long and hard about their own area of specialisation, and an audience which is ready honestly to assess what the speaker has to say. Democracy, like everything else, thrives on preparation.


You might even say, then, that the lecture is attractive as a form precisely because a lecture so resembles a play. Critics love to reiterate the uninteresting idea that theatre depends on conflict. But actually it doesn’t. It depends on engagement – engagement between the action on stage and the audience which attends. Screaming and shouting don’t make a play. Nor do swordfights. Lectures and plays are alike in relying for their true vitality on the richness of the interaction between the performance itself and the thoughts and feelings created by the unspoken reaction in the room. Anyone who has had the luck to hear Robert Hughes talking about Goya or Stephen Pinker discoursing on the Darwinian interpretation of language will notice that in the fifteen minutes which is set aside for questions at the end, there is always an unusually high standard of interrogation. It is as if – hey! – the better the speaker, the deeper the response. A good lecture raises everybody’s game. There is a contract. In return for the audience’s presence, the guest is expected to have done a certain amount of work. The effort put into the thinking, is, in some wonderfully proportionate transaction of courtesy, rewarded by the concentration with which it is received.


So, for better or worse, collected together in Obedience, Struggle & Revolt are eight full-length lectures, which are mixed up with shorter pieces, some of which were conceived for memorial services and birthday parties, and some of which were intended for magazines. It takes me a long time to write a single lecture. To have managed even eight in twenty-five years counts as an unlikely accomplishment. Once I commit to a talk, usually well in advance of some reassuringly distant deadline – ‘Oh don’t worry,’ says the host, with a Mephistophelean grin, ‘November’s months away’ – then I face the prospect of giving up day after day of valuable playwriting time to wrestle again with the knowledge that a good lecture, were I ever to achieve such a thing, would be like a well-strung washing-line – taut from beginning to end. My progress in life, naturally, would have been much easier had I had been one of those gifted souls who can go before the public only with notes, or even more alarmingly, with nothing at all. (The very sight of some speakers’ neat little postcards fills me with primitive jealousy.) But sadly I am condemned to read out every single word in the exact order in which I have set them down. You may say this method lacks spontaneity. So it does. But it also wastes less of the audience’s time.


As to the subject matter, it should quickly become self-explanatory. One of the few common factors is that all these talks have covered ground of my own choosing. Whenever I have accepted a commission, be it to speak in Texas, in Wales, or in Westminster Abbey, it has always been left to me to decide whatever it is which is passing through my head. Nothing has been off limits. The invitation has always come from people who extend the gift of trust which is the sine qua non of intellectual curiosity and freedom. It was all the more depressing, therefore, to be approached in 2004 to give the Richard Dimbleby lecture for the BBC. For the first time in my life, I was being ordered in advance to declare both what my topic would be and how I intended to treat it. I passed up the opportunity. It seemed to me a fundamental transgression, a basic misunderstanding of what a lecture is meant to be. An invitation to speak is exactly that. It should not be an invitation to speak along approved lines. The very fact that an offer of forty-five minutes’ airtime on BBC1 today comes preceded by an audition tells you a good deal of what you need to know about the prevailing cowardice of our great national broadcaster.


Most of these lectures relate in some way to the performing arts. At a certain point – I can date it exactly – I threw in my lot with the British theatre. It was a decision, and a conscious one at that. This was the place where I wanted to spend the greater part of my life. Inevitably, I have sometimes regretted it. But never for long. V. S. Naipaul has said that if he were a young man, he would no longer contemplate a life in literature, because the tradition he wanted to be part of has ceased to exist. Sean Penn has decided never to act on stage again, because he does not believe the American theatre any longer commands an audience which is interesting to play to. The work may be worthwhile, but the qualitative experience of presenting it is not. Well, perhaps. Inevitably, most of us in the older arts feel from time to time that we are spending our lives in what the film director Stephen Frears calls ‘heroic retreat’. Our whole way of life may seem defensive, because we have a memory of values and forms which can sometimes appear to be of diminishing interest to the public at large. And yet, for all that, there is little profit indulging the self-pity of ‘golden agery’. Anyway, it seems too easy.


As I make clear in the lecture which gives this book its title, my selfish intention as a young man was to try to put myself as quickly as possible in a place where I could live a less boring life. Anything to be less bored. (As my sister memorably remarked, the chief terror of getting pregnant in Bexhill-on-Sea was the danger that you might then never get out.) How can I not, therefore, feel a huge measure of gratitude to an art form whose central difficulties have been so thoroughly absorbing and demanding? Beyond that, I have thrived on the skill and friendship of many exceptional colleagues. Please consider the question of why the British theatre continues to attract, in even its most tangential functions – press office, lighting grid, prop room – many of the most thoughtful, intelligent and sheerly enjoyable people in the country. Something must be happening.



















Obedience, Struggle & Revolt







This lecture was given in Melbourne, Australia, in October 2004, in the name of John Sumner, an Englishman who, from the 1950s onwards, did much to help establish repertory theatre in Victoria.





It’s a peculiar thrill to be asked to give the second John Sumner lecture here in Melbourne. Most of you will be too young to understand that, for anyone of my age, our idea of your city was entirely shaped by the film of Neville Shute’s novel On the Beach. The film appeared to recommend Melbourne on the interesting grounds that nuclear holocaust, like everything else, will arrive in Victoria three months late. Who can forget those familiar Melbourne residents, Ava Gardner, Gregory Peck and Fred Astaire – three natural-born Australians to the life – picking their way among the ponies and traps? Even in the late 1950s, Anthony Perkins was already having to deal with the incipient rebelliousness of the Australian female, which will one day make her a global by-word for wilful independence. Typically intransigent, the poor dear is refusing to take her suicide pill. ‘I love you, I love you,’ Perkins keeps saying, trying to push the damn thing down her throat. Oh yes, we got a very clear vision of what life in Melbourne was like.


In fact, my father had already told me a little. Dad had run away from school and from a family of bank managers in Ilford, Essex, first to be a jackeroo in New South Wales, and then to blow the cornet on a merchant ship. By the time of my birth, he had survived some hair-raising times in Atlantic convoys to become a purser with the P&O, taking out generations of colonial layabouts and cricketers on the last remaining islands of nineteenth-century British snobbery, for leisured journeys halfway across the world: deck quoits and dressing for dinner. There were eight chefs from Goa just to cook curry, and before Dad could reach down for his shoes, his servant Fernandez would already be on his knees to unlace them. We barely saw him until he was sixty. But we could tell from the generalised good humour with which Dad breezed back home, sun-tanned and carrying a thick roll of cash tied with a rubber band – a contrast, there, with our own style of life – that Australia was fun and that Bexhill, Sussex, was very definitely not.


And so indeed it proved on my own first visit. At the end of 1980, Jim Sharman got me to fly out so we could plan my half of a twin pair of plays which Sam Shepard and I were meant to write for the 1982 Adelaide Festival. It was a time at which I had despaired of ever writing a play again. I wanted to give myself a fright by abandoning my own protocol and accepting what remains only the second theatre commission of my life. I reckoned, in a cowardly way, that if I fell flat on my face, then I would at least fail twelve thousand miles away from the place where I lived. The newspapers reporting my humiliation would blow away down gutters far from my own. But nothing in my calculations prepared me for the blast of energy and high spirits which would send my mind spinning. Retiring for Christmas to a farm in Cooma with a distinguished relative from Canberra who was, at the time, chef de cabinet to the Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser, I remarked how overwhelmed I had been by Sydney. Apart from anything else, in 1980, it was the most overtly and extravagantly gay city I had ever visited. ‘Gay?’ he said. ‘What do you mean, gay?’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘homosexual.’ ‘Homosexual?’ he said. ‘Sydney?’ Then, after a moment’s thought: ‘I must tell the Prime Minister about this.’


It’s important to stress that there was never a trace of condescension in my resolve to use Australia as a promising place in which to try and unblock myself. On the contrary. My play Plenty had been finished in 1978 and produced the same year at the National Theatre in London, with a commanding performance by Kate Nelligan, to a less than welcoming reaction from the British theatre critics. Bernard Levin, the excitable reviewer for the Sunday Times, had been moved to observe that he wished David Hare would just go away. Something in that phrase powerfully evokes the flavour of those days. Theatre seemed extraordinarily important. It aroused very strong feelings. We argued over it as if it were life itself. As a sceptical socialist whose youthful world view had been shaped by the Vietnam War abroad and by the corresponding failure of Harold Wilson’s Labour governments at home, I had reached a moment when I had little idea where either I or the world were heading. I was lost. Plenty was an epic of post-war disillusionment, the story of a young SOE agent flown into France in the 1940s, only later to become trapped in a backward-looking memory of courage from which, among the shabby accommodations of peace, she cannot escape. Ten years in the theatre had ended with my writing a play which dramatised the frustrations of someone who could not, however hard they tried, come to terms with a national loss of ideals. Fifteen years of being politically sentient had left the play’s author with the definite foreboding that whatever tricks Western history now had up its sleeve, they were unlikely to be to his taste.


So, to be clear, I did not accept the job in Adelaide because I imagined the place to be some sort of plastic kiddy-slope on which I could once again pick up my skis. I wasn’t that stupid. The first lesson of theatre was already plain: there is no such thing as an unimportant performance. To this day, I defy any writer or actor to watch the lights lower on any audience anywhere and not feel a cold hand twisting somewhere inside their bowels. I remember once walking onto a stage for a one-night charity performance and seeing the marks down the back of Michael Gambon’s shirt: a shapely dark continent of sweat which corresponded to the rivers running down my own. ‘Oh yes’, Michael said, ‘that never goes away.’ (‘Get through the door,’ he advised. ‘Close the door without fumbling. Say the first line correctly. Then say the next. Go on from there.’) No, I agreed to write A Map of the World – for that was the name of the eventual play – solely and simply because I felt that if I did not write it now and for this place, I would never write again. It was, in my mind, as scary and dramatic as that. On the first night in Adelaide I entered the foyer to encounter the disturbing sight of the dramatic critics of the London Guardian and the London Financial Times, freshly belched out of a Qantas jumbo. They were talking contentedly together – grazing, really – as if their presence so far from their native killing fields were the most normal thing in the world. My illusion of freedom had been exactly that – an illusion. Lesson Two: in this business your enemies will follow you to the end of the earth.


You may, at this distance, find it hard to credit the measure of passion which moved us all and which marked out the ferocious theatrical arguments in the Britain of the 1970s. You might say, ‘These were only plays, after all.’ You might even notice that some of the hotly disputed titles which broke friendships and threatened theatres, which led to denunciations, rancour and lifelong accusations of betrayal, are those which have since been most completely forgotten. And yet, even so, it’s impossible to think back to the years of my apprenticeship, both on the fringe and at the nascent National Theatre, without feeling afresh the vehemence, the violence, the almost impossibly strong convictions which led to a crazy heightening of language – ‘Just go away!’ – and to a near-hysterical sense of the importance of art which I have occasionally to remind myself is not a historical phenomenon.


These feelings came back to me recently when sitting at the cinema watching the film Sylvia. Few, sadly, will want to contradict me – unless of course the film-maker’s mother happens to be in the room – when I say that the movie does not altogether succeed in capturing either the spirit or the essence of Sylvia Plath or of Ted Hughes. How could it? This kind of venture – the orthodox biopic – is, at best, a resolutely waxy version of entertainment. The purpose, in a Madame Tussaud’s sort of way, is to emulate an original. But as few of the audience have ever encountered the original, the exercise often has a curiously pointless air. A work of art asks to be judged by a standard which has no meaning for the majority of its spectators. An actor is compelled, say, to scratch her ear, on no other grounds but that ‘Oh, Sylvia always scratched her ear …’ Who’s in charge here? The artist or the subject? What’s more, there is, inevitably, in any film about someone like Plath, a degree of speculation about things of which, by their nature, we can know nothing, and whose inauthentic portrayal any modestly sensitive audience is going to find deeply offensive. (I should declare an interest. I was at one stage, like everyone else, approached to write the screenplay – for Meg Ryan, as I remember – and refused on the grounds that I had no idea why Sylvia Plath put her head in the oven. I equally felt I had no moral right to reconstruct the dialogue and sentiments of a marriage to which I had no privileged access. I wasn’t there. I don’t know.)


However, even at what was inevitably a somewhat distanced and speculative evening, I was embarrassed spontaneously to be awash with tears. There is a section, perhaps twenty minutes in, when Sylvia and Ted inform each other that their intention, on leaving university, is to write the greatest poetry of the day – or some such nonsense. Clearly, it is hindsight which does lend the scene a certain sting. We know, after all, that Hughes did indeed go on to retrieve nature poetry from the immense influence of Wordsworth. Plath likewise succeeded, as she had hoped, in opening poetry up to whole new areas of feminine experience it had previously ignored or, worse, never even admitted to exist. But what made the scene overpowering, to me at least, so long after the events it described, was the sheer lunatic ambition, the awkward innocence of a time in which poets, from the unlikely base of provincial England in the late 1950s, set out not just to write the odd poem, but to change everything.


A further passage of autobiography may be excused if it proves how far this kind of resolution was from the inclinations of my own native temperament. I was born, as it happens, on the very day the Marshall Plan was announced. Even as my mother was confined in a Hastings nursing home, an American general was simultaneously announcing the details of his government’s plan to set out on an act of massive international altruism: to provide the funds to save Europe from itself. From the perspective of the recent invasion of Iraq, it seems extraordinary to look back and remember a time, only fifty-seven years ago, when the preservation of Europe and the continuation of European values was considered the high priority of a non-selfish, non-imperial American government. Chance found me on the south coast of England, shut away into a semi-detached household, left behind with my mother and sister while my father sailed off to Aden, to Bombay and to Perth. The early years of my life passed in a suburban row of brick houses one mile from a pebble shore.


It amuses me now when politicians, usually from the very heart of the British Conservative party, emerge from time to time, and, in what is invariably a moment of complete electoral despair, call for a return to the values of the 1950s. Are they out of their heads? Only those of us who lived through that all-white decade can, in fact, recall just how stupefyingly uninteresting and conformist things were. For most of us, a return to the 1950s would represent a return only to repression, to hypocrisy and to a kind of willed, pervasive dullness which is the negation of life. Doris Lessing has argued that the seeds of the vitality of the 1960s were in fact sewn ten years earlier. The fifties, she says, were when it was fun to be alive. Maybe that was true in Earls Court. Elsewhere, no. From the early days of my secondary education, my dream was of getting away, of travelling the impossible sixty miles to the capital city. From the moment adult life first impinged on me, I had been able to make no sense of an emotional atmosphere which, I later discerned, had been created by an event which I had actually missed: namely, the Second World War. I was simply aware – who could fail to be? – that my parents’ generation was fixated by a need for peace and quiet. ‘Let’s have a little peace’, they kept saying. ‘Can we please have some peace and quiet?’


My mother was a generous woman, sweet, kind-hearted, but fundamentally terrified of life. Her wish was to avoid it. At that time, it was not clear what experience it was which had bleached out the general ambition. Everyone above the age of thirty-five appeared to equate contentment with tranquillity. Their idea of perfect happiness was doing – and saying – nothing. Feeling nothing was better still. The flickering black and white box in the corner of the room arrived at just the right historical moment to render an already soporific atmosphere yet more passive. In the other half of our semi-detached lived a solicitor and his wife. She had perfectly mastered all the bourgeois rituals which we rather less convincingly sought to mimic. She knew the rules better than anyone. She even laid the table for breakfast the moment supper was finished. But by the time she took off her clothes on the wintry Bexhill beach and walked out to drown herself in the English Channel, it was evident that the generational tactic of peace-at-all-costs was not really yielding the promised dividend.


I was, from the start, a scholarship boy, the kind you find in every nineteenth-century novel, making his rather troubled way through society by brains and not by birth. I was sent first to a couple of Dickensian prep schools, staffed by ex-army misfits, one or two of whom disappeared mysteriously soon after they had reached a point of unendurable longing and finally whipped the towel from round the waist of some tiny object of love in the school showers. My mother’s Scottish faith in the redeeming value of education propelled me onwards. Another scholarship, another school: this time Lancing College, an Anglican foundation on the Sussex downs where inspired teachers pushed my horizons further and further back. I was ready. Culture began to act on me exactly as it is meant to, giving me the sense of worlds beyond my own – beyond the horrid prison of self – at last giving me access to some way of experiencing and interpreting that play between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the similar and the different, which is at the heart of all great artistic experience. Put it this way: you know it and you don’t. Tony Hancock, Stendhal, Billie Holiday, Alexander Pope, Miles Davis, Federico Fellini, Beyond the Fringe: there was no guessing who or what would be flung at us next week by men who were trying to resolve the rich complexities of teaching a humanist syllabus in an avowedly religious school.


There it is. Art. The way out. The escape. You sense already that it’s waiting, with its irresistible attractions and challenges, the stuff among which, it turns out, you will go on to spend your whole life. By the time I arrived at university I thought I knew it all. I had already begun to develop that sickening ease which follows on the ambiguous discovery that opinion comes cheap and achievement expensive. The drawback of all intellectual and social migration – of the journeys so many of us now make across class, across country and across culture – is that they engender contempt. Contempt becomes the poisonous carbon monoxide manufactured by the speed of your own progress. In some cases, it may be directed at those you have left behind or at the environment that produced you. It may be towards yourself: you may hate yourself for the fact that you want to advance. You may even direct your contempt at the ease with which talking any old rubbish will allow you a passport to a society in which ideas are not examined too closely. And contempt, above all, may become the most convenient way of disposing of old experience, so that you may once again press on to new.


You will, of course, detect in this description of my rootless youth a certain self-dislike. To be fair, I had already begun to notice that art, for so many people, could be a way of life, a style, a milieu, a means merely of not spending your future in retailing or in industry. By the time I reached Cambridge, the blazing vocational passion of Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath was long out of fashion. Irony, worldliness and self-mockery were in. Jean-Luc Godard was our man, not Ingmar Bergman: dark glasses, not dark thoughts. People wanted to be cool. None of us liked to be caught out in the embarrassing position of being too high-flown, of taking ourselves too seriously. And yet if I am to speak a word in my own defence, if I am to try to understand the strange, jumpy figure in the beige rib-knit pullover and the white drainpipe jeans, smoking forty a day and grabbing every Marx Brothers film he could find, then I would say I had already begun the task of trying to resolve certain impossible confusions which still haunt me. You want the world to be different. You want injustice to be addressed. You want a social system which relieves the ubiquitous suffering of the poor. Why on earth do you imagine that theatre might be an effective, even an appropriate, way of achieving such things?


Oh yes, in the asking of this particular question lies a whole life-time, both of hope and experience, of bewilderment and of despair. What a weight we carry, those of us who elect not just to make stories, but to prefer that these stories should also convey purpose. We set off on a race, our legs already tied together by our convictions. We are the ridiculous people who insist, to universal scepticism, that not only must our fictions mean something: they must achieve something as well. Cambridge was no sooner finished than I was off, in the wake of May ’68, to form a small touring company with my friend Tony Bicât, our simple, professed aim being to demonstrate to audiences everywhere the depth of the crisis within capitalism which would lead, within a few years, to its precipitate collapse. For some reason, we imagined an opening adaptation of Kafka’s diaries would hasten that collapse. Pretty soon after, when a promised work failed to arrive from a teenage playwright, I was forced for the first time to lift up a typewriter onto my own knee, where it balanced as we sped along motorways from gig to gig. I began to imagine. In four days, I wrote an original one-act play, barely pausing for thought, let alone inspiration. By Monday morning, we were rehearsing. Without premeditation, the accidental transition from director to playwright had been made. It was only later, as I sat in horror watching the hideously inadequate result, curled up in the shaming gulf between what I had intended and what the audience all too plainly received, that in the full flush of failure I learnt what today we must call Lesson Three. You can will a theatre into existence. You cannot will a play.


You may fairly say that on that day – the day when I faced the humiliating wreckage of my own presumption – a longer journey began, and one which, in one sense, you may call redeeming. Balzac tells us that a young man or woman may choose only one of three paths – Obedience, Struggle or Revolt. Obedience, he says, is dull. Revolt is impossible. And Struggle is hazardous. If I was indeed, as I portray myself, a shallowly ambitious young man, then my good fortune, as a human being at least, was to be propelled by chance into a profession in which ambition counts for nothing at all. It is, as the Americans say, inoperative. The blank sheet of paper remains blank. Desire will not fill it, only imagination. And over that you have no control. It is given or it is not. Hard work is not necessarily rewarded. Drink and bad living are, thankfully, not punished. As time goes by, you may develop an instinct for the material which will suit you, to which the ungovernable voice inside you responds. You may even develop skills which make that voice sharper. But the act itself, the act of writing, remains as mysterious at the age of sixty as it was at sixteen. And its judgements are as harsh. No play exists in its description, in the ambition of what you would wish it to be. It exists only as it is, the thing, not the design.


It was Samuel Johnson who famously observed about the vagaries of human affection that you may demand kindness, but you cannot demand fondness. It is difficult to explain to anyone who has not experienced it the similar helplessness that attends the creation of any half-serious piece of writing. You wait, hoping the work may one day be uncovered – as if it were buried, pre-existent, and your task is simply to burrow it out from under the soil. My second life, my life as a writer, started back then in 1969 at the moment when I realised that I had just been introduced to a new companion at whose mercy I was going to spend the next thirty-five years. My creative self – the person inside me who would slowly go on to write twenty-two plays – was me and yet subtly not me. And, because of my companion’s separate identity, an urgent dilemma would soon emerge. My desire was to use the theatre to argue for political change, and, at the start, to no other end. But early on it became obvious that the demands of what you would wish to accomplish politically cannot be so easily reconciled with what is artistically possible.


Lest this tension sounds too abstract, let me explain it in the simplest way. Imagine, if you will, the artistic programme which any vigorous and committed political writer would undertake if he or she were so empowered. He would make sure, for a start, only to address himself to the most important issues of the day. He would not waste his time writing about anything other than the gulf between the rich and the poor, or the ravaging of the planet by commerce because, of course, he would regard the examination of apparently lesser subjects as an obvious irrelevance. The medium this paragon would choose would certainly be television, because only by beaming his work into as many homes as possible could he be as effective as possible. And the preferred form of his storytelling would be strong, vigorous narrative. That favourite narcotic of the literary crowd, nuance, would be allowed to go hang because – again – the drama would be fashioned, above all, to be accessible. No member of the enormous audience would be able to mistake the author’s purpose and meaning.


The fact that this unlikely dramatist I describe, adopting the strategy I describe, does not actually exist anywhere in the world tells us something about art, and about political art in particular. And yet it is a message which critics, directors and most especially progressive activists seem reluctant to receive. If you are known to be of a political turn of mind, then you will see in a producer’s manner a distinct relief, because he believes, wrongly, that, for once, he is not having to deal with one of those impossible bastards who are stubbornly dependent on their personal muse. Dramatising history and the movement of society is mistakenly thought to be an activity more akin to journalism than to art. All the time, usually from the best possible motives, projects are suggested. The political playwright is there to be treated like a short-order cook. You are expected to be able to turn your hand to anything. What’s more, it is implied that plays which directly correspond to events in the outside world will also be produced at a cost of less self-examination, even less effort. If, like me, you are known to have written plays about the problems of the Middle East, the decline of the Church of England and the early progress of the Chinese revolution, then you find yourself approached by artistic directors who seem confounded when you explain that, regrettably, you will not be able to offer similar entertainments on the history of the conflict in Northern Ireland, the plight of the detainees in Guantánamo and – one which often crops up – the struggle of Shostakovich to survive as a composer of integrity in Stalin’s Russia.


No, however many times you say it, nobody seems to grasp it. A snobbery is in play here, the snobbery of a bookbound culture, especially in England, whereby works about man’s hopeless position in the universe are assumed to be wrenched from inside the dramatist’s furthest being, whereas works which address themselves to social injustice are taken to operate on some lower level of suffering and skill which will allow them to be knocked up, like my miserable first one-act play, in a few days flat. It is important – no – it is my whole purpose here to formulate what I, at some expense, have realised to be Lesson Four, and by far the most important: the creation of a great political play will demand exactly the same measure of genius, torture and art as the creation of any other. And maybe more. Yes, it is plain when we attend a performance of Long Day’s Journey into Night that one of the most gifted and anguished writers of the twentieth century is offering us a matchless portrait of his own family which cuts right down, deep into the bone of human deceit. But when we see Brecht’s Galileo or his Mother Courage, what do we then think? Are we stupid enough to imagine that the creation of two of the twentieth century’s most disturbing masterpieces on the subject of betrayal and selling out were not created at equal personal expense by someone who – let’s put it politely – knew a little bit about betrayal and more than a little bit about selling out? What school of Hello-magazine-style criticism is it which insists that a play about your own family must be hard, but that a play about the intellectual disgrace of the Renaissance must be easy? Are Zola, Gorky, Hardy and Charles Dickens asking less of themselves in their socially aware writing than armchair stylists like Henry James and Vladimir Nabokov? Are they less refined? What crazy, stuck-up nonsense is this?


It is from this basic misunderstanding about the nature of political writing – the idea that it is different in its essential processes from any other kind of creative writing – that so many of the disputes of the 1970s flowed, and so much of the bitterness followed. At a time when Britain was in an alarming state of transition, angry positions were adopted. Playwrights were regarded as stubborn and unhelpful when they failed to produce the required works which would endorse those positions. Those who have chosen Revolt traditionally have little patience with those of us who favour Struggle. Many dramatists found themselves suddenly under attack from a utilitarian left which believed that everything, including art, could be judged only by how useful it was. It was good or bad according to whether it could, crudely, be marshalled to a cause. And at the same time some of us also came under equally lively fire from the right, this time, well … for no other reason than that we existed. The right disliked me – no, that’s too weak a word – the right loathed me because they claimed I was doing the very thing of which the left was meanwhile claiming I wasn’t doing enough – turning the theatre from a place of harmless, corroborative entertainment into a boring dissenters’ pulpit. Inevitably, one side wanted me to preach more; the other less.


Oh, they were high old times, not just for me, but for all of us. In recalling them it’s hard not to feel a measure of rheumy-eyed nostalgia, the same old man’s melancholy that overwhelmed me at that projection of Sylvia. Some impassioned feminists joined in, dismayed that at a moment when it was important to hear from a new batch of talented women playwrights, a conspicuous line of roles for women was, inconveniently, being written by a man and performed with relish by a series of great feminist actors. Shostakovich pointed out that ‘The desire to avoid, at any cost, everything controversial can transform young composers into young old men.’ Whatever else, that was never my problem. I was ageing from living controversy, not from avoiding it. My wounds stayed shockingly raw throughout the 1970s because I made myself vulnerable. I wanted to reconcile some kind of group impulse with the task of writing individual plays. Perhaps – who knows? – because of my fatherless upbringing, I loved the solidarity of a committed theatre movement. A sense of common purpose warmed me. And I loved being close to the life of an individual playhouse. I loved its feeling of family. I worked proudly as director with some of the most original playwrights of the day. Nothing pleased me more than the sympathy of being part of a struggle for something more important and larger than my own work. So it was only at the end of that difficult decade – yes, when I came to Australia, clearly exhausted, and, I fear, diminished – that I accepted what more intelligent writers know from the start. I remember thinking: ‘Oh, I see. I’m alone.’


From then on, life has been chillier but it has also been calmer. I long ago learned to expect nothing – neither friendly, upturned faces in the stalls, nor solidarity from anyone. I sit in my study writing at the same level of conviction and excitement as when I was young. Stuff Happens, a play this year about the diplomatic process leading up to the invasion of Iraq, absorbed and stretched me as completely as anything I wrote in my youth. Its performance thrilled me. And my views as a citizen are stronger than ever, my politics more resilient. But I am also aware that I am able to maintain fewer hopes of alliances, purposes or causes to which my plays can be shackled for more than a hundred yards of the hundred-mile road. Plays serve, and then they cease to serve. I have come to accept as an inevitable feature of the theatre that close partners like actors and directors are truthfully companions – pace-makers, if you like – who will walk with you along a path for a while before they decide that it’s going to be more interesting to cut across that field over there. I have priorities of my own.


Theatre, I insisted earlier, is not journalism. The mistake is to imagine that simply because it can sometimes incorporate real-life material, so it can be judged by similar criteria. It is certainly true that the recent much-publicised flush of British drama on factual subjects is taken by many to be a response to the failures of the press. Audiences, at this time of global unease, urgently feel the need for a place where things can be put under sustained and serious scrutiny. They want the facts, but also they want the chance to look at the facts together, and in some depth. Everyone is aware that television and newspapers have decisively disillusioned us, in a way which seems beyond repair, by their trivial and partial coverage of seismic issues of war and peace. Front-page apologies in the more august East Coast newspapers, admitting professional gullibility, may show late stirrings of conscience, but they are hardly adequate to the laziness and stupidity of the mass American media in the last three years. The fact that journalism is too arrogant to recognise the crisis adds to the crisis. But even if it seems ungrateful to turn away both the attention and the praise which the medium of theatre has recently attracted by default, it is also important to point out to our new and clamorous public that theatre is not first and foremost a substitute for anything. It is itself, and what it does is unique.


You will expect me to end with some definition of that uniqueness. I shall try. Forgive me again a personal example. Two years ago I was approached by the distinguished director Max Stafford-Clark, whose Out of Joint company has somewhat specialised in the advocacy of what is now called verbatim theatre. The dialogue of real people is recorded and subsequently organised by a dramatist to make a play. (The process is akin to sculpture. You find the driftwood on the beach, but you carve the wood and paint it to make it art.) Max had the unlikely idea of a new project based on the recent history of the railways. Eager, as always, to sell me on the prospect, Max pointed out that, however terrible the result, the lucky playwright would nevertheless at the end be able to claim that they were the author of the best play ever written about the privatisation of British Rail. It would not, he said, be a crowded field.


My response, as you will by now have guessed, was to reply that I had no idea if I could write on so unlikely a topic, but I would at least be willing to enter a workshop, on condition that I was not committed in advance. For the first four days I sat trembling in some personal panic, going home each night in despair after listening to the testimony of those who had seen their favourite industry dismembered by an irresponsible Conservative government bent on ideological mayhem. The malicious replacement of a public-service ideal by a chaotic, private-service rip-off would make a powerful article. How on earth would it make a play? Then at the end of the week the bereaved mother of one of those killed in one of the train crashes attributable to the safety standards prevailing in the new privatised industry came to speak to us. Within a few minutes I began to feel a stirring, a disturbing subterranean wave of energy. In that moment something extraordinary occurred.


Flash forward now, please, to one year later and the eventual presentation of the finished work. In the intervening time, I have been repeatedly advised that although The Permanent Way is enjoying large audiences on its long regional tour of England, there is no real likelihood of any interest from abroad. It is a well-known fact, people tell me, that Americans, in particular, are indifferent to plays about mass transit. Imagine my astonishment, then, to find one of my closest American friends coming out of the play, which, among other things, portrays a group of people who have been radicalised into political action by the experience of losing the people they loved most. ‘You didn’t warn me,’ he said, using a handkerchief to wipe away his tears. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? You never told me you’d written a play about Aids.’


Yes, to a New Yorker, the play had spoken powerfully because it addressed a subject about which he knew a great deal – the complex mixture of anger, confusion and steady purpose which awaits all human beings when they are forced to begin the agonising process of trying to draw a line between avoidable and unavoidable suffering. What more profound question can we ask? Did this need to happen? How many of the lives lost, either on the privatised railways or in the Aids epidemic in the Village of the 1980s and 90s, were the result of systemic failures, and how many would have been lost anyway? At the heart of The Permanent Way is an action group formed by the bereaved, who speak in a language which is completely familiar to anyone who has listened to those same groups which demanded the hearings to explain the reasons for the deaths in the Twin Towers. ‘What they resent most,’ says one bereaved mother, ‘is that we’re not the hysterical bereaved, we’re the informed bereaved.’ Both as a matter of personal healing and as a matter of justice – who would dare to distinguish between the two? – these groups have a lasting need to get to the heart of how and why their partners and relatives died. It’s a way of honouring the dead. No, The Permanent Way is not about railways, any more than Kes is about a kestrel or Moby Dick about a whale. This is a play about grief.


To spell it out: the ingredient which makes all plays is metaphor. Journalism may be about only its ostensible subject and still be good. But of plays we ask something else, something more. Plays are indeed a world, and the trick of playwriting is to create density. Thickness is what you’re after, solidity, substance, both to the painting of the people and to the filling-in of the themes. But thickness is no use without suggestiveness. Thus anyone who enters the theatre – of all forms – intending to use it primarily as a vehicle for self-expression is likely to come to a sticky end. Self-expression may be a by-product of telling stories, but it is not its purpose. Exemplary playwrights – think of Shakespeare and Chekhov – do not set off on their narratives with the intention of unburdening themselves about how difficult their own intimate relations have been. We may even say the greatest of writers are often marked out by a personal reticence which defies you to read their plays autobiographically and makes a fool of you when you try. Although any casual viewer of Measure for Measure or of Uncle Vanya will know at the end of their evening that they have been in the presence of a couple of writers who have rather more to offer, even in that narrow area of expertise, than the average mid-market agony aunt, nevertheless they will also know that confession has not been the purpose of the venture. Shakespeare may tell us things we need to know about human beings. But he does it through storytelling, not through self-revelation.


In a recent biography of Jerome Robbins, Deborah Jowitt makes this wonderful observation about a choreographer whose work was one of the glories of twentieth-century theatre. ‘Atmosphere is crucial to his works and atmosphere is very hard to rehearse.’ Atmosphere is also hard to describe, and lectures about theatre fail us if they do not remind us that words of description fall short of the experience itself. We know when theatre’s working – when it’s not solely about what it’s about, but when it’s about everything. That’s when it works.
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