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Preface


This book began its life in the late 1990s when Philip Roberts approached Max Stafford-Clark to ask if he could look at Max’s fabled Diaries with a view to producing an edition of them. At this point, Max was in denial that any Diaries existed, and little headway was made.


Two years later, Philip took possession of six large carrier bags, which contained Diaries covering the years since 1974. These were read, a lot of material transcribed, and a narrative excavated in order to try to tell an extraordinary story. It was at this stage that the joint decision was taken to develop a series of case studies of important productions. What emerged were three groups of three, relating to Joint Stock, the Royal Court, and Out of Joint.


Given that Max has, at the time of writing, directed over one hundred and thirty plays, it is inevitable that a good deal has necessarily been omitted from this account. Yet the plays chosen here show the development of a life in directing, as well as the evolution of some of our most important writers.


Philip interviewed actors and writers from the whole span of the Diaries. He transcribed and edited them. He is also responsible for the Introduction, the section entitled ‘Prelude: the Traverse Theatre, 1966–72’, and the Introductions to each of the three parts.


Max, apart from writing the Diaries themselves, then wrote the narrative of each of the nine case studies, both placing them in context and adding a retrospective and contemporary commentary. Overall, we hope that the book offers unusual, if not unique, insights into the rehearsal processes of some of the most important plays of the second half of the twentieth century. We also hope that this collaborative effort illuminates the working life of a theatre director, and also throws some light on the development of British text-based theatre since the sixties.


PHILIP ROBERTS and MAX STAFFORD-CLARK
November 2006
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A Note on the Text


[image: image]   signifies a quotation from a taped interview.


[image: image]   signifies an extract from Max Stafford-Clark’s Diaries.




Introduction


This book falls naturally into four sections, which reflect the major stages of Stafford-Clark’s career. The ﬁrst section, the Prelude, chronicles his arrival at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh. Appointed as a Stage Manager in Spring 1966, he became Artistic Director in Spring 1968. In November 1969, he resigned as Artistic Director to be Director of the Traverse Workshop Company. The Workshop’s final production was David Mowat’s Amalfi in August 1972. Stafford-Clark then went on, together with William Gaskill and others, to form in 1974 the Joint Stock Theatre Group. Part One is occupied with this period, which for Stafford-Clark drew to a close at the end of the decade. Part Two shows the third phase of his career as Artistic Director of the English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre, London, from 1980. Part Three details how, in 1993, Stafford-Clark left the Court and founded, with Sonia Friedman, Out of Joint Theatre Company, which is still flourishing at the time of writing.


Each of Parts One, Two and Three contains a detailed account of three selected productions as described initially in Stafford-Clark’s Diaries, to which has been added a new commentary by the director. These case studies reflect both the evolution of a directing style and also offer a view of the times which generated them. Prefacing each of these three parts is an introduction and an account of the period covered, which seeks to set the case studies in the relevant context.


Each of the sections tries to offer a different perspective on a directing life. The period at the Traverse shows the powerful influence of American avant-garde companies, particularly of La Mama, who performed at the Edinburgh Festival in 1967. The creation of the Traverse Workshop Company in large part stems from the innovative techniques of La Mama. It is ironic, given Stafford-Clark’s reputation as a text-based director, that La Mama’s work seldom left a text intact, preferring to use it merely as a platform. It was at Edinburgh that Stafford-Clark began the enquiry into the relationship between writer, director and, crucially, actor, which has hallmarked his work throughout. His later tendency to involve both himself and the actors in the creative process showed in such projects as Dracula (1969), which he described as a ‘joint investigation between the team of writers and the resident company’. Equally, his suggestion, for example, in the late 80s that Timberlake Wertenbaker make a play from the Thomas Keneally novel, The Playmaker, is anticipated during his time at the Traverse by his asking Stanley Eveling to fashion a piece around a book on Donald Crowhurst. The result, Our Sunday Times, transferred to the Royal Court’s Theatre Upstairs in June 1971. The Traverse years saw in addition the proliferation of experimental companies, with the theatre hosting work from the Freehold to the People Show, from Portable Theatre to Pip Simmons, from Moving Being to Low Moan Spectacular. The range and diversity of the presentations created a climate of change, of risk-taking and of innovation.


The Workshop came to an end in 1972, followed by a brief period of freelancing, which included raising some hackles at the Royal Court with his production of Howard Brenton’s Magnificence in 1973. In 1974, Stafford-Clark and William Gaskill, who had left the Court in 1972, came together in an experiment which essentially involved two directors exploring each other’s approach to rehearsing and directing. This led to the creation of the Joint Stock Theatre Group, the most important Fringe group of the seventies and beyond. The working pattern consisted of an initial workshop with actors and writer, followed by a gap in which, if all went well, a script was developed by the writer, which then formed the basis of subsequent rehearsals. During this time, Stafford-Clark was involved in the creation of work by David Hare, Caryl Churchill, Wallace Shawn, Barrie Keeffe, Howard Brenton, Snoo Wilson and Hanif Kureishi.


It was at the beginning of Joint Stock that Stafford-Clark began to keep a Diary. There is always one, frequently several volumes per year. He noted on 29 March 1977, ‘Writing a diary is like civilising a jungle; it’s making orderly and inevitable the chaos and mess of ordinary life. My passion for neatness finds an outlet.’ From August 1974, the Diaries (which continue to this day) record in a minute, neat hand an exhaustive account of a director’s public and private life. The entries were written sometimes in breaks between workshops/rehearsals, sometimes after a day’s work, sometimes during and sometimes after a meeting. The characteristic pattern is to record factually, and then analyse the facts. The entries range from writing down the progress or otherwise of a rehearsal, to a view of an actor’s development in a part, to observation of, for example, Bill Gaskill at work or in discussion at Joint Stock meetings, to consultations with the writer. The overwhelming sense is of a process, an emerging shape, a cumulative growth.


The Joint Stock section, of all the sections, shows how a text is made, modified, and brought to production. There is a careful analysis, for example, of precisely how Stafford-Clark’s initial idea of a play about the Crusades modulated, via Caryl Churchill’s reading, into Light Shining in Buckinghamshire (1976), and how there were two writers originally working on the project. Or the extent to which the Fanshen workshops in 1974 produced a way of looking at theatre which suffused all of Joint Stock’s working life. The piece entitled Yesterday’s News (1976) began life as a project with Jeremy Seabrook about a particular community. It failed to develop and was replaced by a piece about mercenary soldiers. Brenton’s Epsom Downs (1977) involved a research day at the Derby, while his views about Emily Davison were upended by two feminist thinkers invited to a workshop. Perhaps most extraordinary is the use not simply of the performance abilities of actors but also of their sexual orientation as prime material for the workshopping series. The Diaries record in great detail how this led to the creation of Cloud Nine (1979) and the emergence of Caryl Churchill as a hugely important writer.


The next section is to do with Stafford-Clark at the Royal Court. Moving from a work process which involved the relative luxury of the production of one play at a time to the multiple obligations involved in running a theatre necessarily altered his preoccupations. Over the following thirteen years, the Diaries record the business of managing a theatre with its own jealously guarded history in the face of political hostility, economic threat, and the sustained efforts by some to bring him to heel or replace him. Here are found confrontations with the Arts Council and with, on occasions, the Chairman of the Royal Court’s Council, as well as the endless manoeuvring and rejigging of schedules in order to build a season which could be financially sustained. The Court, like the arts generally, was fighting a rearguard action in the eighties, and survived. It also produced work of great quality by Andrea Dunbar, Caryl Churchill, Edward Bond, Howard Brenton, Ron Hutchinson, Wallace Shawn, Jim Cartwright and Timberlake Wertenbaker. The Diaries for this decade reflect these difficult times, including the crisis over Jim Allen’s play Perdition (1987), but also its high spots, such as the processes that led to, inter alia, Our Country’s Good (1988) and Serious Money (1987).


Stafford-Clark, at the time of writing still the longest serving Artistic Director of the Royal Court, left on 1 October 1993. However, a new venture was emerging. Stafford-Clark notes on 24 May 1993 that, ‘As of last week I have a name: Out of Joint.’ This company, founded with Sonia Friedman, was to tour outside London, and initially took as its model the combining of two related plays in 1988: The Recruiting Officer and Our Country’s Good. Thus The Man of Mode was coupled with Stephen Jeffreys’s The Libertine (1994) and Three Sisters with Wertenbaker’s The Break of Day (1995). This policy was not systematic. Other pieces, such as Shopping and Fucking (1996), were standalone. Stafford-Clark and Friedman gambled that touring new work outside London would revive an audience for whom the opportunity to see new plays had diminished. The piggybacking of classic and new clearly represented a tactic to draw in good audiences.


Out of Joint is the fourth phase in Stafford-Clark’s career to date. As in the first phase, the impulse is towards new work, with a classic included from time to time. The record of the work by Out of Joint to date has secured the company an international reputation. Plays by Sebastian Barry, Mark Ravenhill, April De Angelis, Caryl Churchill, Timberlake Wertenbaker, Simon Bennett, Judy Upton and David Hare reflect the lifelong preoccupation with new writing which began in the mid-sixties.


This book is about the making of theatre. It is, above all, about the making of theatre by one theatre director over a lengthy period which has not yet concluded. On 2 April 1978, Stafford-Clark noted in his Diary that ‘Today’s Sunday Times makes it clear that I am not to figure large in the 1980s’. In October 2004, some twenty-five years later, the Theatre Management Association’s Award for the best touring company went to Out of Joint for Stafford-Clark’s direction of David Hare’s The Permanent Way. A year later, the Fringe Reports Awards named Stafford-Clark as the ‘Theatre Person of the Year’ in the Outstanding Achievement category.




Prelude


THE TRAVERSE THEATRE, 1966–72




Prelude


THE TRAVERSE THEATRE, 1966–72


Stafford-Clark, Maxwell Robert Guthrie Stewart (Max)


b. 17 March 1941. Educated: Felstead School; Riverdale Country Day School, N.Y.; Trinity College, Dublin . . .




[image: image]   I did English with a subsidiary subject of Irish History. I don’t think I decided to be a director until I’d done it, but at some point when I was at Trinity I stopped wanting to be an actor, and at some point when I’d got to the Traverse I started wanting to be a director. At university I acted in productions, but directing seemed more of a fulfilment and also there weren’t so many people who were good at it.


I was on a rugby tour to Edinburgh. I’d read about the Traverse. I loved playing rugby [scrum-half] but everyone else would be out getting drunk at night and I’d be reading, so I did sneak off and go to the Traverse, and met Ricky Demarco. They were in the process of stuffing envelopes, so I just got involved in it. Then I got talking through Ricky to Jim Haynes and that’s how the arrangement to bring over the revue, Dublin Fare, came about. [Demarco and Haynes were two of the driving forces in the creation of the Traverse.]


Letter to Philip Roberts
The Oxford and Cambridge revues that summer were particularly weak, and Dublin Fare thrived in comparison. The critical coverage was generous, and we transferred to the Arts Theatre [in the West End] full of confidence. However, in order to fill up an evening, new material had to be incorporated, and the technical requirements proved utterly beyond my limited capabilities. The drama critic of the Evening Standard, Milton Shulman, wrote: ‘The one good thing about this infantile undergraduate revue is that none of these young people will ever be seen near the professional stage again.’ Triumph and Disaster were my first theatrical acquaintances, and they have been firm friends ever since. February 2004





Stafford-Clark was appointed a Stage Manager at the Traverse in Spring 1966. Sacked by the then General Manager, he himself had become acting General Manager by July 1966, and General Manager, as well as Assistant Director to Gordon McDougall, the Artistic Director, by November 1966. By May 1967, he was Assistant to the Director. His first professional production was of James Saunders’s Double, Double, August 1966.




[image: image]   I’d never seen a stage arrangement like that at the Traverse [where the audience was seated either side of the stage]. The intimacy above all struck me. The theatre at Trinity was equally small, but the back row at the Traverse was never any distance. It did seem very particular and very exciting. The sixty seats meant that you could experiment. With a sixty-seater, as opposed to a three-hundred-seater, you could take many more risks. Edinburgh was a city which, because of its annual Festival, was accustomed to experiment and so it welcomed that.





He directed a triple-bill in February 1967, of pieces by the American playwright, Paul Foster. The umbrella title was Dead and Buried. The pieces were The Recluse, Balls, and Hurrah for the Bridge.




Programme note by Paul Foster, February 1967
I have attempted in this play [Balls] to reduce every aspect of the theatrical experience to an irreducible minimum. I have eliminated actors from the stage, eliminated lights as much as I could, limited words and their meaning by making a statement and then denying it so that algebraically, we wind up with zero. The players and their allegorical counterparts, the balls, one by one subtract away the sounds, the motion, the babble of surface logic, so the play simply is an attempt at finding a solution by stating the conditions. Perhaps it is, after all, merely a game.


Traverse archive


[image: image]   I’d already got my foot in the door and had been doing some directing. The contact with Paul Foster gave us the contact with La Mama. I was very pleased with the production. Balls in particular was quite influenced by Beckett. That contact led to the La Mama coming as part of the official Edinburgh Festival, so it was the Traverse Theatre which produced La Mama.





In May 1967, the La Mama Troupe, founded by Ellen Stewart in 1961 at Café La Mama, New York and directed by Tom O’Horgan, set off on its third European tour. The Troupe performed Rochelle Owens’s Futz!, Paul Foster’s Tom Paine, Leonard Melfi’s Times Square and Sam Shepard’s Melodrama Play in ten European cities, including their debut in Scotland at that year’s Edinburgh Festival.




Letter from Paul Foster to Gordon McDougall, 8 April 1967
I am greatly pleased with [Tom Paine] to date. I think it is some of my best work. At present I am testing certain scenes with the La Mama Workshop. This is the body of ten actors which you will meet during Festival. They are using scenes as exercises. They perform acrobatics, create scenes standing on their heads (yes, this is true!), use some scenes in rotational chance form. Chant speeches. Play medieval instruments such as the crumhorn and recorder. Interpolate parts back and forth. Improvise the concept of a character while disregarding the actual words to ‘open’ up the guts of a character. They are assigned ‘homework’ by reading at least two books on Paine’s life . . . In short, the contributions they bring to the texture of the play is most stimulating to my imagination while writing the play itself. I assure you, a massive amount of work is being done to test and re-test in true laboratory fashion every word and comma of this play . . . Love? Of course, baby, love is what it’s all about.


Traverse archive


Letter from Ellen Stewart to Stafford-Clark, June 1967
Paul Foster has returned in a blaze of glory, thanks to you and Gordon. I know just what a presentation of this sort must have meant, and particularly since you were pioneering the Off-Off-Broadway movement in Scotland. You were very courageous and I am sure your efforts were not received with open arms by your public but remember, you have begun and you will in time win. What is most important is that you were the first one of your country to embrace the movement. You will receive rightful recognition.


Traverse archive


[image: image]   Certainly the impact they had was huge, an ensemble who all played instruments, the physical aspect of their work . . . I’d never seen anything like that before . . . There were a number of groups coming out of America at the time – the Open Theatre, the Living Theatre and the La Mama – but it was the La Mama who were the ones I was influenced by, through their coming to Edinburgh. The impact of their work made the work I’d been doing look a bit shallow. The dream of an ensemble is one you constantly pursue as a director. Sometimes you get close to it and sometimes it eludes you utterly. This was the first time I’d seen it. The depth of the ensemble they had was hugely impressive and did expose the work I’d been doing, and it wasn’t until Joint Stock that I was able to get to that depth really. It certainly was a pivotal moment, but equally there was a pivotal moment with Joint Stock and Bill [Gaskill] later. The difference was that Tom O’Horgan would not have thought of himself as a great text man. What he did was take a scenario and embellish it, transform it with the work he did with the music and so on. It always went beyond the word. The text was less important. The workshop to engender the text was something that came out of Joint Stock. That wasn’t anything that La Mama did.


Traverse minutes, 15 January 1968
Mr Stafford-Clark was granted six weeks’ leave of absence from 26 January 1968. Three weeks’ holiday pay was due to him, the remaining three weeks’ leave would be unpaid. He planned to work with the La Mama Company in New York.


Traverse archive


[image: image]   I stayed with Paul Foster. I operated a follow-spot and I went with Tom O’Horgan down to Philadelphia, where a show was opening. I had access to rehearsals, and I also went while I was there to Nancy Meckler’s rehearsals before her arrival in this country. So I was a kind of hanger-on. I was minimally useful. But at that point, having done a bit of work myself, the opportunity to absorb from another director was very important. I think that a director’s life is artistically a bit lonely. You don’t see other directors working in the way that actors see other actors working. As a director, you are constantly thrown into a state of competition with other directors, and as a freelance director, as I learned when I left the Traverse, you’re in a state of competition for jobs. You’re offered a job and you think, ‘Am I first on the list or am I third on the list?’ You don’t have that sense of comradeship or companionship or opportunity to learn off each other that actors get. So, the time with O’Horgan was hugely influential, as was, in the same way, the time with Bill Gaskill later.





In Spring 1968 Stafford-Clark was appointed Artistic Director of the Traverse, in succession to Gordon McDougall.




Traverse minutes, 25 March 1968
He hoped to engage, at little cost, a small cast who would form a permanent theatre workshop to experiment and improvise and, from time to time, present plays. Meanwhile, the main programme of plays would be put on by outside directors and actors chosen as occasion demanded. Such a group would come after the Festival, in the first instance, but with the hope that the period might be extended.


Some discussion ensued as to whether such a policy was (a) desirable and (b) within the financial resources of the Traverse. The Committee was divided on both these points and wished that the proposal should be put in detail in writing and circulated to the Committee.


Traverse archive


Traverse minutes, April 1968: memo from Max Stafford-Clark
At the meeting last Monday it did seem as though I was proposing a radical change in Traverse policy. On reflection I don’t think this is quite the case. Over the last two years the Traverse’s greatest strength has been that we have built up a stable of extremely strong playwrights whose work we have nurtured and cultivated . . . Encouraging and developing new playwrights is and must remain the most important single aspect of the Traverse’s work if only because we are uniquely equipped to do this.


At the same time, I feel it’s time the Traverse experimented in another direction as well. For some time different groups in Europe and America have been trying to find a new theatre language and new ways of presenting plays. Simply, there’s a growing dissatisfaction with actors standing on a stage making speeches and people sitting in an audience listening. This ‘movement’ is groping towards additional methods of expressing emotion and feeling, through voices, through dance movement and through a much greater physical involvement. Jerzy Grotowski in Poland is the Arch Druid of this whole movement, and the La Mama and the Open Theatre have picked up many of their techniques and exercises from him . . . By having a company in Edinburgh, who won’t necessarily be appearing in every Traverse production, we will have time to develop our own experiments, exercises and improvisations. There’s no time to develop new plays if you go into rehearsals for one play as soon as the previous one is up. It’s a long-term project. I don’t know if three months will really tell us very much. If we find one good thing, it’ll be worth continuing. I feel that artistically the Traverse has a really solid basis at the moment, but that now is the time to strike out, for, unless we undertake this work now, another year or two will see us left in the rearguard.


ON THE PROPOSED SUMMER PROGRAMME


Disadvantages:


‘We’re paying out more money for no increased box office returns.’ True.


Between now and the Festival the company will cost us an extra £165– £200. I’m sure this is an investment worth making, although I don’t know that it’s right to expect any immediate and tangible artistic returns.


In the Autumn season the company will probably cost less as we will be able to build up a repertoire of three to four plays, which we can perform for an eight-week season.


A small amount of money may be recouped through two late-night shows which the company will be performing.


‘All Paul Foster and Balls.’ Not true! I know it’s important to maintain a balance, and between now and the Festival only one out of four plays we’re doing will be very different from those we have been doing for some time.


‘Paying actors for doing nothing.’ Certainly not true. They will all be working intensively for a minimum of five hours a day to a discipline which will probably be more physically and mentally exacting than anything they’ve done before. Since we will only be paying them £5 a week they may have to get temporary jobs outside this time, i.e., as waiters in the evening or something.


‘Same actors for a year is too long.’ True but not true. Certainly no actors can be contracted for a year – there must always be a get-out clause. Also getting a company is like marrying six wives – there’s bound to be a settling down period – there will be actors who don’t fit in or who don’t like what we’re doing. On the other hand a year is not enough. Grotowski has been working for ten years with the same actors, and the Open Theatre’s work has developed over five years with the same nucleus of actors.


‘We may get no return at all – artistically or financially – from this venture.’ Absolutely true.


Traverse archive


Letter to the Arts Editor of The Times, 30 April 1968
We are going to establish a company of permanent actors who will appear in about half of the Traverse’s productions. The remainder of their time will be spent in a daily workshop where they will be working on some improvisations and exercises designed largely to increase spontaneity and also to explain and deformalise the relationship between actor and audience. We will be trying to bring more physical presence and excitement into our productions. At the moment it seems that soccer teams and pop groups alone express what is really happening in 1968.


[image: image]   We did a show called U2. It was a one-person show, that is, the audience was one person. People who rang up were told that the show was absolutely booked out, there’s no way, but if you leave your number and there are cancellations, we’ll let you know. So then one person was rung up and told there was a single return. The person then arrived in the theatre and, as soon as they had gone into the auditorium, the door was shut and the lights went out. They weren’t even sitting down. They were trapped in the theatre. Then this girl [Linda Goddard] descended a ladder – face lit – and she did a dance with this person and then led the person out of the theatre back to the old Traverse and they watched a scene through a keyhole, where a couple were getting undressed and going to bed. And finally made love. So that the experiment was with an audience and what power you had over them.


We have undertaken a number of projects, including the fermentation of a closer actor–audience relationship. The result of this was seen in a play called Comings and Goings by Megan Terry [performed June 1968]. The play progresses through a series of transformation scenes which trace the relationship of a young couple from smooth take-off to forced landing. But although only two characters ever appear on stage at one time, the play is designed for a flexible company as any actor can substitute for any other at any period of the action . . . The means of changing the actor was by giving the audience two batons (one for actors and one for actresses), which they could raise at any point in the course of the play. In later performances a second sophistication was added, and the audience were also able to change the scripted text to an improvisation on the same theme, and back again. Nobody would claim that this was an enormous breakthrough in audience participation, but by entrusting the audience with this simple responsibility a very close and easy atmosphere was established. It also made the audience directly responsible for a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ performance, but most important of all, it made each particular performance very special to the audience there that night.


Most ambitious of all is a project called Dracula, on which eight different writers are currently working. This will be the first play to have emerged from our workshop and is a joint investigation between the team of writers and the resident company on man’s preoccupation with evil. Scenes are improvised, written, fed to the actors, regurgitated and rewritten. Whether it will be horrific I can’t foretell . . . 


Plays and Players, March 1969


[image: image]   We began with a lot of physical work every day. We used to do at least two hours of yoga and physical workouts . . . and it did help the voice and it did give a sense of unity to the company. It did lead to images, and a more imagistic theatre. It wasn’t an intellectual theatre. It was more sensory. No research. Then we’d get a writer. In the case of Dracula [February 1969], a number of writers. Because it was a group-authored project, it didn’t have, in retrospect, a unity. But it did have intensity, and it did have a sense in which we used the Dracula story to make comments about self-exploration. There was also a Brechtian influence, since we used to announce each scene.





In November 1969, Stafford-Clark resigned as Artistic Director to be Director of the Traverse Workshop Company. The new Artistic Director was Michael Rudman.




Traverse minutes for 23 December 1969 and 11 January 1970
It was agreed that the Traverse must have a theatre workshop. Since Max Stafford-Clark already had plans in this direction, the Committee felt that he should be given the opportunity . . . The responsibilities included raising whatever funds are necessary to run the Company . . . To be personally responsible for all the finances . . . To submit quarterly reports. The arrangement could be terminated by three months’ notice on either side.


Traverse archive


[image: image]   We did have to pay for ourselves and we did. I remember it was £6 because it was a huge drop in salary when I left to form the [Workshop] company. I used, at the beginning of each week, to put £1 in six drawers. At the end of each day, I’d put the change into a seventh drawer. Then I opened the drawer on Sunday, and find 15/6d, or whatever, and you had to live off that. One of the members of the company, Angie Rew, used to do a stew which kind of kept going all week and things got added to it.





Stafford-Clark’s ‘Traverse Workshop Company Report’ (1969) summed up:




The initial idea was that the Company would be able to do work without rehearsal or performance deadlines, and the Committee agreed to this policy as long as it stayed within certain budgetary limits. In other words, there would be certain periods when the Company would be paid for doing workshops only or, as a Committee member put it at the time, ‘for doing nothing’.


In fact the amount of time the Company has spent on doing workshops exclusively has been strictly limited for financial reasons. We have spent time on tours to such diverse places as Boston, Amsterdam, York, Glasgow and London. This has had a certain value. It has earned money and spread our name abroad, but it has meant less time in the workshop.


The time actually spent in the workshop divides into three parts:


LAST SUMMER: this was a fairly tentative period which was frankly experimental. I was finding my own directorial feet, having returned from America. It was an initial discovery period and some of the things we found then were used in Dracula. Immediately out of this there emerged our successful Festival Programme with a very tightly knit company.


AUTUMN AND WINTER: specifically work for Dracula, split either side of rehearsals for The Line of Least Resistance [by Rosalyn Drexler, December 1968]. Dracula epitomises why I believe in a Company policy, and it is, so far, the most explicit manifestation of its work. It demonstrates ‘unique’ quality . . . because of its physical element and because it evolved from the actors themselves. They therefore had a direct relationship to the material in the same way as actors in Oh What a Lovely War did for Joan Littlewood.


THIS SUMMER is for helping writers to evolve plays, using actors as a creative/interpretive tool in helping writers to stage plays.


Traverse archive


WILLIAM WATSON: [This] . . . is where a creature like the Traverse Workshop Company comes in: to explore, as a group of trained actors under an experienced director, the language of theatrical techniques – that other vocabulary they draw on in the normal course to put into life the language of the dramatist. This is perilously close to the business of being creative, and can lay vexed expressions on the faces of dramatists when they hear about it; but it should not. Theatre writers, good ones too, have explored language as part of the act of winning their play out of themselves on to the stage. This other language or vocabulary of the actor’s ways of using himself in his art is just as eligible a call on the sources of dramatic imagination.


Scotsman, 8 August 1970





The first production under the title of Traverse Workshop Company was a double-bill of David Brett’s Ultramarine and David McNiven’s Mother Earth. The productions opened on 30 July 1970.




CORDELIA OLIVER: Now that the firstborn has been delivered, so to speak, anyone can see that, in the two months of its existence, both Max Stafford-Clark’s and the company’s time has been marvellously well spent. As it happens, the firstborn is twins, but not identical, for Ultramarine by David Brett and Mother Earth by David McNiven are conceptually as different as complementary colours. Ultramarine is fascinating because of its form, conceived on constructivist principles in permutations of unit-scenes (36 in all, any six making up a bill), and a complete set of permutations . . . which assume different colours and moods depending on their relationship with other scenes. Mother Earth is a larger conception . . . The cycle of birth, maturity, death and rebirth is carried along on a river of movement and colour, words and music and sound . . .


Guardian, 3 August 1970





The follow-up to this was a double-bill of plays by Stanley Eveling, Oh Starlings and Sweet Alice, rapidly succeeded by the same author’s Our Sunday Times (12 January 1971). Stafford-Clark’s association with Eveling had begun with his direction of Come and Be Killed for the 1967 Edinburgh Festival. The Lunatic, The Secret Sportsman and the Woman Next Door followed in July 1968 then, a year later, the two-handed Dear Janet Rosenberg, Dear Mr Kooning. The writer-director partnership extended to Shivvers (April 1974).




STANLEY EVELING: [Max] has the technique of getting a performance out of his cast. He’s good at manipulating people without it being too obvious . . . he has a nose for holes. When Max says, ‘Look, do you think you could put a little bit in here, or there?’, I tend to listen.


Guardian, 16 April 1974


Memo to Michael Rudman, n.d.
I have talked with Stanley at length about writing a play round Donald Crowhurst, and am convinced it will be a meisterwork if he can get it done in time for us to go into rehearsal. I think this could be a major coup for the Traverse if we can get it done, and it does give a kind of focus to the season.


Traverse archive


STANLEY EVELING: Max lent me a book on poor Donald Crowhurst and suggested I do something with it. I did and we went over it with the company who were encouraged to offer opinions. In rehearsals we all mulled over what went well and what didn’t, and I would go away and fiddle.


Letter to Philip Roberts, 27 September 1999


Our Sunday Times was deliberately constructed as a verbal framework to which a company of actors and musicians could have their own contributions. It is an attempt to find yet another Total Theatre, but this time one which included a writer as part of that total as well as movement, music and sound, an attempt to make a physical and tactical synthesis. It was also the first time that our own relationship moved recognisably beyond the professional writer/director/actors triangle into some kind of stock fund of common and egalitarian contribution. At the moment, that’s the kind of theatre I enjoy most as a director . . .


Plays and Players, June 1971





Our Sunday Times, together with Sweet Alice and Amaryllis (both late-night shows), transferred to the Royal Court’s Theatre Upstairs in June 1971. During the period of playing at the Court, Stafford-Clark’s company met Keith Johnstone. Originally a script reader in the fifties at the Court, Johnstone was a member of the Court’s original Writers’ Group from 1958 and co-wrote and co-directed with William Gaskill a largely improvised, controversial documentary about the treatment of African detainees during the Mau Mau guerrilla campaign in Kenya. Called Eleven Men Dead at Hola Camp, it was performed as a ‘Sunday Night’ in July 1959. Johnstone also worked with Gaskill at the Royal Court Theatre Studio from 1963. The Studio formed a workshop for actors but also undertook research into improvisation. The fruits of this research can be found in Johnstone’s book Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre (Methuen, 1981). John Arden called Johnstone ‘the unpaid conscience of the Court’.




[image: image]   What was happening at the Court was something I’d read about but knew very little of. When we were in London, Keith Johnstone was still around the Court, and we did one or two workshops with him; he too was quite keen to meet our Company because we were a non-proscenium arch company, and we had a band. We had been invited to the Court’s Come Together season of experimental work [Autumn 1970], but we didn’t have a show at that point. And so Keith was keen to work with us, and we were very keen to learn from him. The status exercises and the theatre games were ones which I went on to develop further, which took me in different directions from him. But what I did later came in part very much from those workshops.





After Our Sunday Times, the Workshop Company presented John Spurling’s In the Heart of the British Museum (August 1971) and, in January 1972, Howard Brenton’s Hitler Dances. The play was developed with help from the Mickery Theatre, Amsterdam, whose Artistic Director was Ritsaert ten Cate.




HOWARD BRENTON: I first worked at the Mickery with the Portable Theatre who were doing a play of mine in 1970 . . . While we were in Eindhoven, I saw some children playing on a bombsite; above them there shone the neon sign of the giant Philips Corporation. I told Ritsaert of this. ‘Grow it into a play,’ he said. A year later I was back, trying to do just that, living and living it up in the lofts and outhouses with a company that Max Stafford-Clark ran.


Hot Irons (Nick Hern Books, 1995), p. 54





In 1971, Stafford-Clark and the Company went to a conference of experimental theatre companies.




Letter to Philip Roberts, 15 May 2002
The International Theatre Institute festival was outside Paris in an upmarket holiday camp. Experimental and radical theatre companies came from several countries. We represented Scotland. Each company occupied a cluster of chalets. We began with an interminable discussion about why we were there, and, more pertinently, how we were going to work together over the week-long conference. The opening session dragged on all afternoon in the September heat but was kicked into life by the Swiss group who launched into an immediate and surreal improvisation in the middle of the conference. One of the group, Roderic Leigh, was later in Joint Stock’s first production, The Speakers. Robert Wilson did a still life which featured a dead rabbit. The Polish group, led by Kantor, were sombre and impressive. The Italian group from Turin had a charismatic and autocratic director and his largely female company were students, shop assistants and waitresses who had run away from home telling their mothers they were at an academic conference. Their show wasn’t up to much, but they gave the best parties and got drunk with vigour and determination. The Swedish group announced they would hold an open-air performance outside their chalet, which was at the top of a small incline. As I approached I could see a large and breathless crowd. In the centre of the clearing a young man with long blond hair was very slowly fucking the group’s volatile leading lady. There was also a Marxist French group who declined to mix with the rest of us and who everybody resented. They staged a protest against our bourgeois inertia by arriving in the dining room swathed head to foot in bandages, where they sat in silent protest at each table while we ate. I was impressed. We played the role of court jesters and staged scenes from John Spurling’s In the Heart of the British Museum in the garden. Part of the Traverse Workshop Company were an accomplished band, Bread, Love and Dreams, who had their own following in Scotland. In retrospect I can see that they gave the company much of the light and airy feeling that we had at our best. As for the serious political idea, it would have died of loneliness . . . we were interested in exploring ourselves.


From a memo to Michael Rudman, 28 September 1971
We will be rehearsing Howard’s new play [Hitler Dances] in Amsterdam as soon as we open British Museum, but it’s certainly possible that the project will never come to anything as his style is so different from our own, but by about the middle of October I should be able to tell.


Traverse archive


From a letter to Michael Rudman, n.d.
We did a workshop today and astounded this incredibly bizarre conference by playing children’s games.


We have made enormous progress with Howard after three weeks’ work. We come back from Sweden on 21 Nov. and thereafter could perform it at the Traverse any time from mid-December on. The play is a spy story set in the Second World War. Very different from our usual stuff. Ho, ho.


Traverse archive





The Company’s final production was of David Mowat’s Amalfi in August 1972, after which Stafford-Clark freelanced for a period:




[image: image]   . . . I did realise in the brief time there was between the end of the Traverse Workshop Company and starting Joint Stock in 1974, i.e., my time as freelance director, that you only get offered the plays that the Artistic Directors of theatres don’t want to do themselves.





Stafford-Clark became associated with the Royal Court in 1973:




[image: image]   And I was for a time the Resident Director, and I lived in the hut at the back. There was an idea to create a company – I think it was before Bill Gaskill was involved – that would do shows both in Edinburgh and in London, and it was to be called East Coast Joint Stock, which is the name that was given to the pool of coaching stock that the Great Northern, the North Eastern and the North British railway had on the East Coast mainline going from London to Edinburgh . . . So the first tilt at the name was East Coast Joint Stock.





Stafford-Clark directed during this period: Pinero’s Trelawny of the ‘Wells’ for the Long Wharf, New Haven, USA; Peter Shaffer’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun for the Palace Theatre, Watford; David Hare’s Slag for the Court, and Brenton’s Magnificence, also for the Court in 1973. Magnificence caused some turbulence at the Court.




[image: image]   The struggle to get Magnificence on was quite a bitter one, and, once it was on, it was by no means embraced by all the directors working in the theatre. Lindsay [Anderson] didn’t like it. In fact he came up to me in the interval of the first preview and said, ‘You seemed such an intelligent sort of chap. You don’t really think this is a good play, do you?’ He positively disliked the play. His attitude was extremely contagious . . . In a way the wheel’s come full circle, because certainly I make younger directors fight for the work they want to do. You have to both listen to new voices, and at the same time challenge them. I just think Lindsay’s challenge came from a particular dislike and resentment at plays which articulated a stronger political position.


But ultimately you had to be in a position to initiate work. Certainly if you wanted to experiment in any way you had to have your own company. That was the impetus that led to us starting Joint Stock.







Part One


THE JOINT STOCK THEATRE GROUP, 1974–81




Part One


THE JOINT STOCK THEATRE GROUP, 1974–81


As with many other theatre ventures, coincidence and serendipity played a part in the creation of, arguably, the finest experimental theatre group of its time.




BILL GASKILL: During my last year or so at the Court I became friendly with Max Stafford-Clark, [who] is about ten years younger than me, from a generation more interested in pop music and football than Shakespeare and classical ballet . . . We started talking about methods of work and what we felt like doing next. Out of this grew our collaboration in the Joint Stock Theatre Group, founded . . . for what purpose no one was quite sure but Max kept calling it ‘an umbrella’ organisation. It looked as if it might keep the rain off Max Stafford-Clark.


A Sense of Direction (Faber, 1988), pp. 134–5


BILL GASKILL: A dream we all had, this wonderful thing of a great permanent company, long rehearsal periods . . . If you want to rehearse a play three or four months, you ought to be able to, and not be under pressure to do one every six or seven weeks . . . To create new work you need a different nursery . . .


Plays and Players, April 1973


BILL GASKILL: We decided we would have a workshop in which we demonstrated our exercises, improvisations and rehearsal methods with a group of actors invited by us. Nobody was to be paid and we were not necessarily planning a production after the workshop . . . I suggested Heathcote Williams’s The Speakers, which was first given to me by Harold Pinter.


R. Ritchie, ed., The Joint Stock Book: the Making of a Theatre Collective (Methuen, 1987), p. 101


TONY ROHR, actor: The idea was for us to investigate the lives and eccentricities of various fanatics, down and outs and other people who spoke at Hyde Park Corner, and this involved us in going out interviewing people and begging in the streets . . . At that time there was no long-term goal in mind; it was just a one-off experiment. Because everyone found it so valuable and such fun it carried on from there.


Plays and Players, February 1982


ROGER LLOYD PACK, actor: What? Speak directly to the audience and have them walk around us, wherever they wanted? Who had heard of such a thing? I was used to the audience sitting still, in one place . . . A new approach to acting was needed to suit the context, a certain kind of reality is demanded when you are talking to your audience only a few feet away . . . We were engaged in this new way of working which made us feel particularly vulnerable, uncertain how it would work.


Ritchie, pp. 103, 104





The Speakers opened on 28 January 1974. Its success led inevitably to discussions about the next project. Between the Williams play and the choice of Fanshen came a series of productions of pre-existing scripts: Eveling’s Shivvers; X by Barry Reckord; Colin Bennett’s Fourth Day Like Four Long Months of Absence. All were directed by Stafford-Clark.




[image: image]   Fanshen was Joint Stock’s second production. And if The Speakers had been the honeymoon period, Fanshen was the marriage. Both Bill and I had been intrigued by the idea of collaboration. We had each come to the end of demanding periods of work . . . The next project was harder and not so straightforward. Bill had produced a copy of William Hinton’s Fanshen. [Fanshen: a Documentary of Revolution in a Chinese Village (New York/London: Monthly Review Press), 1966]. It is a six-hundred-page account of the struggle to implement Communism in a backward village in rural China.


BILL GASKILL: I approached David Hare about adapting it and, rather to my surprise, he agreed. The night before we were due to start the workshop I rang up Max and proposed that all decisions made about the work should be made communally to reflect the character of the book. Rather grudgingly he agreed. Joint Stock was about to become politicised.


Ritchie, p. 105.





After Fanshen (see Case Study, pp. 30–43) came Yesterday’s News, which began on 21 January 1976, with Gaskill and Stafford-Clark co-directing. This show is a good example of an idea which in its initial stages took one form, but which subsequently became quite different. The project was to have been scripted by Jeremy Seabrook, dealing with the theme of community. Early on, Stafford-Clark wrote in his Diary that




[image: image]   . . . listening to Bill talk about it, I do believe that he has a personal ideal of what he wants the show to be about. I don’t. I can see that we have to find a microcosm quickly, otherwise the work won’t have depth . . . I hadn’t much wanted to work with Bill again. I do find myself swamped by his personality but it’s also true that the joint shows have a weight I don’t get by doing shows by myself . . . Self-criticism: I don’t think my attitude was good through the Fanshen workshop or even in the early days of rehearsal.





Gaskill subsequently wondered where the project was going:




[image: image]   I tell you, for five weeks, we did everything. We bared our souls. We told our life stories, and then we went through a terrible discussion . . . And it went on, and it became impossible. Finally, you have to have a subject, you have to. You can’t create from a vacuum, and you can’t create from your own life unless you are a writer.





By 27 February the group had reached crisis point. The Diary records that things were:




[image: image]   . . . at an all time low . . . We sat around discussing what we should do, and David Rintoul [actor] said there was this newspaper story about mercenaries. Bill said we could do a verbatim account, and that’s what we resolved on. Paul Kember [actor], who had been a journalist, tracked down the paymasters who organised the mercenaries, and through Ken Cranham [actor], we got the addresses of two mercenaries. And they were terrifying.





After Stafford-Clark and Rintoul met two mercenaries in a pub, they appeared to decline an invitation to talk to the group, and it seemed that nothing would happen . . .




To Philip Roberts, 20 May 2002
 . . . when the door was kicked open with a shattering bang. The two mercenaries strode in; one came straight towards us and stood in the middle of the group, while the other walked round the hall kicking open each exit door and checking outside. They had thought we might be IRA . . . The two of them talked for three hours. One had been a Para, and the other had been in the SAS . . . We learned about the compelling attraction of violence. When they left, we were agreed. We had a show.





Yesterday’s News opened on 6 April 1976.


Stafford-Clark’s next show was the first Joint Stock piece directed solely by him. It marked the beginning of his long collaboration with Caryl Churchill, and it was to become one of the most fruitful partnerships of modern theatre. The venture was the first experience of Joint Stock for Churchill, and a novelty for her as far as working methods were concerned. In October 1975 (before the work for Yesterday’s News began), Stafford-Clark had pondered in his Diary an idea for a play that




[image: image]   at times seems good and at others a fledgling fantasy. It’s about the Crusades . . . Women, old men and boys left to look after land, the half starved life they were leaving behind to become soldiers, the skull left in the helmet, women’s monologues about why men do it . . . all gloom, wood fires and misery.


CARYL CHURCHILL: Max asked if I’d like to do a show about the Crusades. He had stayed at a house in the country where there was a crusader’s tomb and had wondered what would make someone uproot himself and set off for Jerusalem.


Ritchie, p. 118





The workshop began on 5 May 1976, and the Diaries record in some detail how the ‘Crusader show’ became Light Shining in Buckinghamshire. Initially, both Churchill and Colin Bennett were engaged as writers, but Bennett subsequently withdrew. As part of the workshop:




[image: image]   Caryl was reading Christopher Hill’s The World Turned Upside Down [Penguin Books, 1975]. In Hill’s book, there was a chapter about the Crusades, but there was also a chapter about ecstatic religions and the Civil War, and Caryl said that this looked even more interesting, so that’s how we got to it.


CARYL CHURCHILL: . . . and when I read Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit of the Millennium [Secker and Warburg, 1957], with its appendix of Ranter writings I was seized with enthusiasm for changing it to the seventeenth century.


Ritchie, pp. 118–19





Stafford-Clark’s Diary records the progress of the workshop:




[image: image]   29 May     Scene: magistrates examining poor. Church wardens examining poor. Two poor people standing by the poor box.


1 June     Read information about immigrants and eccentricity. Going naked. Eating veg. only . . . Quaker meeting about beliefs. A day rather like thin gruel . . . Did read stuff on vagabonds and tried improvising peasants before the magistrates. A lot of Mummerset coming in, my dear.


6 June     Caryl went to Quaker meeting. She reports: ‘Seats are in a circle. Came in. Settling in silence. Anyone who wishes to speak stands up and does so.’ Wants to do a Quaker meeting tomorrow.


8 June     The meeting . . . didn’t quite work. Try meeting as ourselves and get that to Ranter level. I’ve been a bit lazy in pushing some work through to a conclusion. Have only worked mornings today and yesterday. I was feeling tentative about which way to go . . . Do more work on characters with those who haven’t developed one yet. Push Ranter meeting through. Nothing is too silly for the Ranters.


9 June     I’m not putting myself into it properly and the weather’s too hot. Meanwhile we’ve been doing a lot of music. Colin Sell has set two pieces of Isaiah to music and most days we’ve been singing and got pretty good at it, too . . .
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