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Editors’ Note





There are few theatre books which allow direct access to the playwright or to those whose business it is to translate the script into performance. These volumes aim to deal directly with the writer and with other theatre workers (directors, actors, designers and similar figures) who realize in performance the words on the page.


The subjects of the series are some of the most important and influential writers from post-war British and Irish theatre. Each volume contains an introduction which sets the work of the writer in the relevant historical, social and political context, followed by a digest of interviews and other material which allows the writer, in his own words, to trace his evolution as a dramatist. Some of this material is new, as is, in large part, the material especially gathered from the writers’ collaborators and fellow theatre workers. The volumes conclude with annotated bibliographies. In all, we hope the books will provide a wealth of information in accessible form, and real insight into some of the major dramatists of our day.































A Chronology of Plays, Teleplays and Screenplays





By date of first professional production, broadcast or release; it has not been possible to establish precise dates for some of the work. All are original works of single authorship unless otherwise specified.












	1968

	    

	
Inside Out (with Tony Bicât; adaptation of Kafka’s diaries), September, Arts Lab, London.






	1969

	 

	
How Brophy Made Good, Brighton Combination.






	1970

	 

	
What Happened to Blake? 28 September, Royal Court Theatre Upstairs, London.






	–

	 

	
Slag, 6 April, Hampstead Theatre Club, London.






	1971

	 

	
The Rules of the Game (adaptation of Pirandello), June, National Theatre (at the New Theatre), London.






	–

	 

	
Lay By (with Howard Brenton, Brian Clark, Trevor Griffiths, Stephen Poliakoff, Hugh Stoddart and Snoo Wilson), 24 August, Traverse Theatre Club, Edinburgh.






	–

	 

	
Deathsheads (one-act play), December, Traverse Theatre Club, Edinburgh.






	1972

	 

	
The Great Exhibition, 28 February, Hampstead Theatre Club, London.






	–

	 

	
England’s Ireland (with Tony Bicât, Howard Brenton, Brian Clark, David Edgar, Francis Fuchs and Snoo Wilson), September, Mickery Theatre, Amsterdam.






	1973

	 

	
Man Above Men (TV play), 19 March, BBC Television (‘Play for Today’).






	–

	 

	
Brassneck (with Howard Brenton), 19 September, Nottingham Playhouse; subsequently broadcast 22 May 1975, BBC Television (‘Play for Today’).






	1974

	 

	
Knuckle, 4 March, Comedy Theatre, London (adapted for BBC radio, Walter Hall, 1981; also televised 7 May 1989, BBC Television ‘Theatre Night’.)






	1975

	 

	
Fanshen (based on the book by William Hinton), 22 April, ICA Terrace Theatre, London; televised 18 October 1975, BBC Television.






	–

	 

	
Teeth ’n’ Smiles, 2 September, Royal Court Theatre, London.






	1978

	 

	
Plenty, 7 April, National Theatre (Lyttelton), London.






	–

	 

	
Deeds (with Howard Brenton, Trevor Griffiths and Ken Campbell), 8 March, Nottingham Playhouse.






	–

	 

	
Licking Hitler. A Film for Television, 10 January, BBC Television.






	1980

	 

	
Dreams of Leaving. A Film for Television, January, BBC Television.






	1982

	 

	
A Map of the World, March, Opera Theatre, Adelaide, Opera House, Sydney; 20 January 1983, National Theatre (Lyttelton), London.






	1983

	 

	
Saigon: Year of the Cat (television film), November, Thames Television.






	–

	 

	
The Madman Theory of Deterrence (sketch, in The Big One), London.






	1985

	 

	
Pravda, A Fleet Street Comedy (with Howard Brenton), 2 May, National Theatre (Olivier), London; adapted for radio by the authors, 28 September 1990, BBC Radio.






	–

	 

	
Wetherby (film), 8 March, Greenpoint/Film Four/Zenith (Simon Relph).






	–

	 

	
Plenty (adapted for film by the author), TCF/RKO (Edward R. Pressman).






	1986

	 

	
The Bay at Nice and Wrecked Eggs, 4 September, National Theatre (Cottesloe), London.






	1987

	 

	
The Knife (libretto; lyrics by Tim Rose-Price, music by Nick Bicât), New York.






	1988

	 

	
Paris by Night (film), Virgin/British Screen/Film Four International/Zenith.






	–

	 

	
The Secret Rapture, 4 October, Royal National Theatre (Lyttelton), London; adapted for radio by Chris Venning, BBC World Service, 1991.






	–

	 

	
Strapless (film) Virgin/Granda/Film Four International (Rick McCallum).






	1990

	 

	
Racing Demon, 1 February, Royal National Theatre (Cottesloe), London.






	1991

	 

	
Heading Home (teleplay), 13 January, BBC Television (‘Screen Two’).






	–

	 

	
Murmuring Judges, 10 October, Royal National Theatre (Olivier), London.






	1992

	 

	
Damage (film, adapted from the novel by Josephine Hart), Entertainment/Skreba/NEF/Canal (Louis Malle).






	–

	 

	
The Rules of the Game (adaptation of Pirandello), 12 May, Almeida Theatre, London.






	1993

	 

	
The Secret Rapture (adapted for film by the author), Oasis/Greenpoint/Channel 4 (Simon Relph, David Hare).






	–

	 

	
The Absence of War, 2 October, Royal National Theatre (Olivier), London; (performed as third part of a trilogy; the first two parts, Racing Demon and Mumuring Judges, were performed on the same day; also adapted for TV, BBC, 1995).






	1994

	 

	
The Life of Galileo (adaptation of Brecht), 11 March, Almeida Theatre, London.






	1995

	 

	
Mother Courage and her Children (adaptation of Brecht), 14 November, Royal National Theatre, London.






	–

	 

	
Skylight, 4 May, Royal National Theatre (Cottesloe), London.






	1997

	 

	
Amy’s View, 13 June, Royal National Theatre (Lyttelton), London.


Ivanov (adaptation of Chekhov), 2 June, Almeida Theatre, London.






	1998

	 

	
The Judas Kiss, 19 March, Almeida Theatre Company at the Playhouse Theatre, London.






	–

	 

	
Via Dolorosa, 8 September, Royal Court Theatre, London; also adapted for TV (BBC) by the author, 2000.






	–

	 

	
The Blue Room (adaptation of Schnitzler, La Ronde), 10 September, Donmar Warehouse, London.






	2000

	 

	
My Zinc Bed, 14 September, Royal Court Theatre, London.






	2001

	 

	
Platonov (adaptation of Chekhov), 11 September, Almeida Theatre, London.






	2002

	 

	
The Hours (film, adapted from the novel by Michael Cunningham), February, Paramount (Robert Fox, Scott Rudin).






	–

	 

	
Lee Miller (film, in progress).






	–

	 

	
The Corrections (film, adapted from the novel by Jonathan Franzen, in progress).






	–

	 

	
The Breath of Life (stage play, in progress).
































A Chronology of British History, 1945–2001







1945 Second World War ends; Attlee’s Labour government replaces Churchill’s wartime coalition; family allowance system introduced; BBC introduces Light Programme (radio); Orwell’s Animal Farm. Truman replaces Roosevelt as US President.


1946 New Towns Act; nationalization of Bank of England, Civil Aviation, coal industry; opening of London Airport. Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in US; Bulgaria becomes communist; UN replaces League of Nations.


1947 First nuclear reactor, Harwell; nationalization of electricity and transport; free passage to Australia for British servicemen; India granted independence. Communist government established in Poland; US Marshall Plan brings aid to war-torn Europe; flying saucers first reported in US.


1948 First successful heart surgery, London; first post-war Olympics, London; Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet wins Oscar.


1949 Clothing rationing ends. People’s Republic of China and Republic of Ireland created.


1950 British general election turnout 84 per cent; 49 per cent of British people have bathrooms.


1951 Morale-boosting Festival of Britain, London; J. Sainsbury opens first self-service supermarket, London; Britain’s first National Park (Peak District). USA tests first H-bomb, Marshall Islands.


1952 Death of George VI; first James Bond novel (Casino Royale). Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Albert Schweitzer.


1953 Coronation of Elizabeth II (shown on TV); Hillary and Tensing climb Everest; Britain tests first atom bomb, Monte Bello Islands. Soviet leader Stalin dies.


1954 Bannister runs first 4-minute mile. Disneyland built, California. France expelled from Vietnam, which splits into communist North and anti-communist South.


1955 Britain submits dispute with Argentina over Falklands to UN; Ruth Ellis the last British woman to be legally executed; commercial television (ITV) introduced. End of post-war occupation regime in West Germany.


1956 Transatlantic telephone service introduced; anti-nuclear CND Aldermaston march. First wave of rock ’n’ roll (Bill Haley, Elvis Presley); Yul Brynner wins Best Actor Oscar for The King and I.


1957 Entertainment duty on live theatre abolished. Treaty of Rome establishes Common Market (EEC). USSR launches first orbital satellites (Sputniks I and II).


1958 First parking meters in London. USA launches first satellites; US Supreme Court orders Little Rock High School, Arkansas, to admit blacks. First stereo gramophone records.


1959 First hovercraft crossing of English Channel; first section of M1 motorway opened; Mini launched (cost: £500). First meeting, European Court of Human Rights. Communist Fidel Castro becomes leader of Cuba.


1960 Last year of National Service; heart pacemaker developed, Birmingham; Sylvia Pankhurst, suffragette, dies. Kennedy becomes US President; US Senate passes Civil Rights Bill; US spy plane shot down by USSR.


1961 Crick and Watson crack DNA code, Cambridge; contraceptive pill available on NHS; ‘spy trials’ in London; 1300+ arrested in Trafalgar Square CND demonstration. US severs relations with Cuba. Berlin Wall built. Russian Yuri Gagarin is first man in space. West Side Story wins Best Picture Oscar.


1962 Thalidomide scandal. Cuban Missile Crisis heats up Cold War. Telstar – first TV satellite – launched.


1963 Great Train Robbery; Beatles make ‘Mersey sound’ international. US: President Kennedy assassinated; Johnson sworn in; black rights demonstrations. Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring launches ecology movement.


1964 Typhoid epidemic in Aberdeen; BBC2 opens; Beatles, A Hard Day’s Night. Mandela jailed for life, South Africa. Harlem race riots, New York; Martin Luther King wins Nobel Peace Prize. China explodes atom bomb. Tokyo Olympics.


1965 Churchill dies; death penalty abolished; GPO Tower opens. Rhodesia makes Unilateral Declaration of Independence from Great Britain. US: air raids, Vietnam; Malcolm X, black Muslim leader, assassinated; race riots, Los Angeles.


1966 116 schoolchildren killed by collapsing coal-slag heap, Aberfan, Wales; England wins football World Cup; measles vaccination starts. Vietnam War spills into Cambodia.


1967 Abortion Bill becomes law. Race riots in US; Israel defeats Arabs in Six-Day War; first heart transplant, South Africa.


1968 Anti-war riots, Grosvenor Square, London; Enoch Powell’s anti-immigration ‘rivers of blood’ speech; Beatles, Sergeant Pepper. US: Martin Luther King, Robert Kennedy assassinated; riots, Democratic Convention, Chicago; Nixon becomes President. Tet Offensive in Vietnam. USSR invades Czechoslovakia.


1969 Test-tube fertilization pioneered; North Sea oil discovered; 100,000 strike against trades union reform; British troops into Northern Ireland. US: 25,000 in anti-war demonstration, Washington; Stonewall Riots, New York, launch gay rights movement; 500,000 attend Woodstock Festival, New York. Neil Armstrong walks on moon.


1970 Edward Heath becomes Conservative PM; 18-year-olds get vote; successful mass campaign against South African cricket tour. US: American troops invade Cambodia; 6 student demonstrators killed by National Guard.


1971 Decimal currency launched; 66 football fans die in Ibrox disaster; ‘Angry Brigade’ bombs home of employment minister; internment without trial begins in Northern Ireland. Barnard performs first heart-and-lung transplant.


1972 Miners’ strike leads to blackouts; ‘Bloody Sunday’ massacre in Northern Ireland, direct rule by London imposed. US: break-in at Democratic HQ, Watergate. Munich Olympics: 11 Israeli athletes killed by pro-Palestinian guerrillas.


1973 IRA bombs Old Bailey; 2 million strike on May Day; State of Emergency and three-day week imposed over second miners’ strike; VAT introduced. US: Watergate hearings begin.


1974 Free family planning for all on NHS; nurses get 58 per cent pay rise; Wilson wins general election. US President Nixon resigns over Watergate cover-up.


1975 Thatcher defeats Heath to become Conservative leader; Britain votes ‘yes’ in EEC referendum; half NHS beds are closed; average wage-earner paying 25 per cent direct tax (3.3 per cent in 1955). Vietnam War ends with Communist victory. Baader-Meinhof terrorist trials begin, Germany.


1976 IRA bomb campaign in England; Callaghan replaces Wilson as Labour Party leader and PM; riots at Notting Hill Carnival. South Africa: Soweto killings. China: Chairman Mao dies.


1977 ‘Lib-Lab’ political pact between Liberals and Labour; ‘Grunwick’ industrial dispute; fire-brigade workers strike; Sex Pistols’ God Save the Queen launches punk movement. South Africa: anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko dies in detention. Czechoslovakia: dissidents publish ‘Charter 77’. US: Elvis Presley dies; first space-shuttle flight.


1978 ‘Lib-Lab’ pact collapses; Labour Party Conference rejects all forms of wage restraint; Anti-Nazi carnival in London; Louise Brown, first ‘test-tube baby’, born in Oldham. Italian ex-PM Aldo Moro killed by Red Brigade terrorists. Vietnamese troops invade Kampuchea.


1979 ‘Winter of Discontent’ as public-service workers strike; Lord Mountbatten and Airey Neave, Shadow Northern Ireland Secretary, assassinated by IRA; Blair Peach killed in anti-Nazi demonstration, London; Margaret Thatcher elected first woman PM; government decides to deploy nuclear Cruise missiles in Britain. Muslim revolution in Iran. US: near nuclear disaster at Three-Mile Island; Kramer versus Kramer wins 5 Oscars. USSR invades Afghanistan.


1980 SAS storms Iranian Embassy in London; unemployment tops 2 million; Labour Party Conference supports unilateral nuclear disarmament; Foot replaces Callaghan as Labour Party leader; independence for Zimbabwe; John Lennon shot in New York. US boycotts Moscow Olympics over USSR invasion of Afghanistan. Independent Trade Union Solidarity formed, Poland.


1981 ‘People’s March for Jobs’; unemployment reaches 3 million; riots in London, Liverpool and Manchester; Social Democratic Party (SDP) formed by four right-wing ex-Labour MPs: Prince Charles marries Lady Diana Spencer. Ronald Reagan becomes US President. Free elections in communist Poland followed by imposition of martial law.


1982 Falklands War between Britain and Argentina; CND revivifies as US nuclear missiles deployed; Labour Party expels hard-left Militant Tendency faction. Massacres in refugee camps as Israel invades Lebanon.


1983 Thatcher wins surprise re-election; Kinnock replaces Foot as Labour leader; £500 million cut in government spending, including £140 million on health. Anti-nuclear demonstrations in Britain and across Europe. Iran–Iraq war. Drought in Ethiopia. US troops invade Grenada.


1984 Year-long miners’ strikes begin; biggest ever trade deficit; pound at record low against dollar; IRA bombs Grand Hotel, Brighton, during Conservative Party Conference; British Telecom privatized; new Arts Council funding policy reallocates £6 million from London to regions. Reagan reelected US President. AIDS virus discovered.


1985 Miners’ strikes end; financial markets in turmoil; riots in Birmingham and London; NHS prescription charges up from 40p to £2; England banned from European football after Heysel Stadium (Belgium) riots kill 38; Ulster Unionist MPs resign en masse against Anglo-Irish agreement. ‘Band Aid’ concerts in London and Philadelphia raise £50 million for Ethiopian famine relief. Mugabe wins election victory in Zimbabwe.


1986 Unemployment, 3.2 million; Stock Exchange has record one-day fall; start of year-long industrial dispute as Murdoch moves Fleet Street offices to Wapping. US planes attack Libya; Reagan renounces Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty with USSR. Chernobyl nuclear disaster in USSR. Lebanon in tenth year of civil war. State of Emergency in South Africa.


1987 Thatcher wins third general election; British Gas privatized; Wapping dispute ends; ‘Black Thursday’, London, as £50 million wiped off shares in worldwide financial crisis; IRA bomb kills 11, Enniskillen. State of Emergency extended in South Africa. Chinese students demonstrate in Tiananmen Square, Beijing. Israel intervenes in Palestinian dispute in Gaza Strip.


1988 Thatcher becomes longest-serving British PM; plans announced for privatization of British Steel and Coal; radical review of NHS; Liberals merge with SDP; IRA terror campaign grows; 275 killed as Libyan terrorists bomb Pan Am flight over Lockerbie. George Bush Snr becomes US President; Rain Man wins Best Picture Oscar. Gorbachev begins restructuring of USSR. End of Iran–Iraq War.


1989 ‘Poll Tax’ demonstrations, Scotland; privatization of nuclear industry announced; Britain refuses to join European Exchange Rate (ERM); 95 killed at Hillsborough football stadium. US invades Panama. First contested elections in USSR for 70 years. Berlin Wall torn down; democratic movements gain pace in communist East Germany, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania. Pro-democracy demonstrations in China. De Clerk becomes South African President.


1990 Anti-‘Poll Tax’ riots in Trafalgar Square; Britain in recession; Margaret Thatcher forced to resign as PM by own party and replaced by John Major. USSR: Gorbachev elected President, unrest continues. West and East Gemany reunified. Warsaw Pact dissolved. Ethnic unrest grows in Yugoslavia. Nelson Mandela freed in South Africa. Iraqi troops invade Kuwait; Allied forces prepare for armed response.


1991 ‘Poll Tax’ abolished; IRA bombs 10 Downing Street; unemployment 2.4 million. Gulf War. Apartheid abolished in South Africa. Boris Yeltsin becomes President of USSR; Soviet Union disbanded; Gorbachev resigns. Yugoslavia begins slide to civil war.


1992 Major leads Conservatives to unexpected fourth general election victory, announces ‘Back to Basics’ campaign; Kinnock replaced by John Smith as Labour Party leader; ‘Black Wednesday’ as pound plummets and interest rates soar; General Synod votes for ordination of women. US: Clinton replaces Bush Snr as President; race riots in Los Angeles. Continuing unrest in old Soviet republics. Civil war in Yugoslavia: 500,000 dead by end of year.


1993 Privatization plans for British Rail and London Underground announced; unemployment, 3 million; hospital waiting lists at record high; ‘Downing Street Declaration’ paves way for peace in Northern Ireland. US invasion of Somalia ends in farce. Savage fighting between Serbia and Bosnia. Israel and Palestinians sign historic peace agreement.


1994 Labour leader John Smith dies, replaced by Tony Blair; ‘sleaze’ scandals rock Conservatives; ceasefires in Northern Ireland. Mandela elected President of South Africa. Bloody war in Rwanda and Burundi.


1995 Blair’s Party Conference speech establishes principles of ‘New Labour’; rebellion grows in Conservative Party, especially over Britain’s part in the EC; water restrictions imposed after drought. US: Oklahoma bombing. Israeli leader Rabin assassinated by Jewish extremist. ‘Dayton Accord’ creates fragile peace in Bosnia.


1996 Docklands bomb ends IRA ceasefire; outbreak of ‘mad cow’ disease (BSE); gunman kills 16 children in Dunblane. Russians pull out of Chechnya. New Constitution in South Africa. Israeli–Palestine relations deteriorate.


1997 New Labour wins general election under Tony Blair ending 18 years of Conservative rule; William Hague replaces Major as Conservative leader; IRA disrupts Grand National; Blair meets Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams; Diana, Princess of Wales killed in Paris car crash; Hong Kong reverts to Chinese rule. Middle East peace negotiations.


1998 Omagh bombing is worst single atrocity in Northern Ireland ‘Troubles’; ‘Good Friday’ peace agreement reached; devolution for Scotland and Wales. EC agrees common currency, the ‘euro’. US: Lewinsky scandal breaks, President Clinton impeached; al-Qaeda bombs US embassies in Africa. Russia on point of financial collapse.


1999 Britain spearheads Nato operations in Kosovo; Irish peace talks hit trouble; Britain argues with France over beef imports. Russia: President Yeltsin survives impeachment, takes military action against Chechnya. Nelson Mandela retires.


2000 Large-scale protests against fuel taxes; floods kill 12. US: Bush edges presidential election over Gore amidst accusations of impropriety; US Navy ship damaged by al-Qaeda bomb. Yugoslav President Milosevic overthrown.


2001 ‘Foot and mouth’ outbreak costs millions to agriculture and tourism; Blair wins second election victory, commits to referendum on Britain joining ‘euro’; Ian Duncan-Smith replaces Hague as Conservative leader; IRA begins decommissioning arms. US: ‘September 11’ – al-Qaeda hijackers pilot two planes into World Trade Center; US and Britain bomb Afghanistan. Israel: Sharon wins election amidst worst Israel–Palestine violence for years. Yugoslavia: Milosevic charged with war crimes. ‘Kyoto Protocol’ signals world (minus US) agreement on climate control.


Post-war British Prime Ministers


Clement Attlee (Lab.), 1945–51; Sir Winston Churchill (Con.), 1951–5; Sir Anthony Eden (Con.), 1955–7; Harold Macmillan (Con.), 1957–63; Sir Alec Douglas-Home (Con.), 1963–4; Harold Wilson (Lab.), 1964–70; Edward Heath (Con.), 1970–74; Harold Wilson (Lab.), 1974–6; James Callaghan (Lab.), 1976–9; Margaret Thatcher (Con.), 1979–90; John Major (Con.), 1990–97; Tony Blair (Lab.), 1997–.

























Foreword by Dame Judi Dench





Whenever I have been asked to appear in a David Hare play, I have always said ‘Yes’, before even reading the script. (Not that failing to read the script is out of the ordinary for me!) However, having played in Wetherby, Saigon: Year of the Cat and Amy’s View, I know that anything written by David Hare is going to be something challenging for the audience and for me. I believe that theatre should stimulate its audience, and David Hare has never failed to do that. He is a unique and remarkable writer.


He also has the audacity to perform his own work – Via Dolorosa!


August 2002






















Preface





The purpose of this book is to trace the evolution of the work of one of our leading dramatists. Its intention is, so far as possible, to allow David Hare and a number of his collaborators to speak for themselves about how his work has developed, what is particular about it, how it works on stage, and how it has contributed to the theatrical, social and political life of modern Britain.


The book is divided into three parts: an Introduction sets Hare’s life and career in historical context. To readers of Hare’s own generation, much of this material may already be familiar, but the same can be said less and less of later generations. Knowledge of the history of the post-war years in Great Britain and beyond is essential to an understanding of the work of a playwright to whom the recent past – and, on a more personal level, memory – is of paramount importance. The early part of this introduction, then, offers an account of the huge political and social changes that occurred in Britain during Hare’s formative years – changes that in many ways are the subject of his career. The latter part of the introduction continues to give what seems to me essential context, but shifts the emphasis to analysis of his plays and screenplays. This is inevitably a highly selective and limited process: more exhaustive critiques of the plays are to be found variously in the monographs and articles indicated in the annotated bibliography at the end of the book.


The second part of the book consists of a digest of interviews given by Hare from the early days of his career to the present. It also includes other material of various kinds – letters, journalism, polemic and so on – committed by him, as it were, directly to paper, without the intercession of the interviewer. Here, I have been primarily concerned with allowing Hare’s voice to be heard as directly as possible. Hare has written not only about his own work, but about theatre, society, politics and culture generally; more so, indeed, than any other playwright of his generation. Much of this material is readily available, sometimes in more than one published form (see Bibliography), so I have tended to avoid merely reproducing it in favour of concentrating on less immediately accessible sources. Writing Left-handed, Asking Around, Acting Up and the Introductions to the various collections of plays are, of course, strongly recommended to the reader. The section concludes with a new interview with Hare, done especially for this book.


The third and final section consists of a series of new interviews with practitioners who have been particularly involved in Hare’s work. These interviews tend to concentrate on the playwright’s later work, which is less well covered by existing secondary material; they also attempt, in part at least, to give some idea of the practice of acting, lighting, designing and directing his plays. The section concludes with an interview with Sir Richard Eyre, whose long personal and professional association with Hare gives him a unique perspective on the playwright’s career.


Richard Boon


May 2002



















1


Introduction





Since he began writing in the late 1960s, David Hare has produced, as writer, co-writer or adapter, some fifty performed plays, television plays and screenplays, and the libretto for one opera. It is a body of work as remarkable for its variety – of medium, subject, form and style – as for its size. It has won its author multiple awards, and has found a home on some of the biggest stages in Great Britain (including the National Theatre, with which he has had a particularly close association) and in the USA (where, in the late 1990s, he had three shows running concurrently on Broadway), as well as on our television and cinema screens. Hare has also worked as a stage and screen director, not only of his own work, but also of the work of other contemporary dramatists, and of Vanburgh, Shaw and Shakespeare. In addition to the plays and screenplays, he has published three books and numerous articles related to his own work and to the theatre, politics, society and culture generally.


When, in 1998, Hare received a knighthood in recognition of his services to the theatre, it seemed to confirm his position as a leading figure of the establishment (other recipients in the same honours list included the footballer Geoff Hurst, the chairman of the British Medical Association, the Director-General of the BBC, various ‘captains of industry’ and lawyer and fellow playwright John Mortimer). The honour seemed to sit well with the former public-school boy and graduate of Jesus College, Cambridge. Yet throughout his career Hare has been a passionate and unrelenting critic of the establishment, and of what we may call ‘the official culture’. Plays such as Pravda (1985), Racing Demon (1990), Murmuring Judges (1991) and The Absence of War (1993) attack the very pillars of contemporary society – the press, the Church, the law and politics respectively – with savage relish and not a little despair. Indeed, his whole career may be seen as one long assault on some of our most deeply held assumptions about what it is to be British in the latter part of the twentieth century – assumptions about our society, politics, history and sense of morality. One commentator has suggested that Hare is ‘like Le Carré’s Honourable Schoolboy, forever trying to undermine England from within and enjoying every minute of it’.1 There may be a certain truth in that, although it hardly does justice to Hare’s seriousness and sense of purpose as a dramatist.


Hare is a ‘political playwright’. It is in some ways a disingenuous and slippery term: disingenuous, because, in common usage, it refers only to playwrights whose work comes from a broadly leftist, socialist position (the politics of right-wing writers tend to sit invisibly within the accepted conditions of the status quo, the ‘this-isn’t-politics-this-is-just-how-things-are’ argument that always gives the right a political advantage over the left); slippery, because it covers a wide range of different kinds of theatre practice that are extremely varied – sometimes to the point of mutual contradiction – in what should be said, why, how, and to whom. Move only a little way beyond the shared basic belief that society needs changing radically – to be made more just, more equal, and more free – and that the theatre can and should play its part in that, and you may find ‘political playwrights’ as much at odds with each other as with those on the right. (The cynic may observe that infighting seems traditionally a necessary feature of left-wing politics generally, never mind of political theatre.)


Hare himself gives us some help in beginning to define what particular kind of political playwright he is. In 1978, he gave a lecture at King’s College, Cambridge, the views of which he continued to endorse as late as the 1990s. It began







with the obvious: the playwright writes plays. He chooses plays as his way of speaking. If he could speak more clearly in a lecture, he would lecture; if polemic suited him, he’d be a journalist. But he chooses the theatre as the most subtle and complex way of addressing an audience he can find. Because of that, I used to turn down all invitations to speak in public, because I didn’t want an audience to hear the tone of my voice. I don’t like the idea that they can get a hand-down version of my plays sitting in a lecture hall sizing me up. In the theatre I am saying complex and difficult things. I do not want them reduced either by my views on the world, or, more important, the audience’s idea of my views. I want no preconceptions. I don’t want, ‘Oh, of course, Hare is a well-known anti-vivisectionist, that’s why there’s that scene where the dog is disembowelled.’ I want the dog cut up and the audience deciding for themselves if they like the sight or not. The first lesson the playwright learns is that he is not going to be able to control the audience’s reactions anyway; if he writes an eloquent play about the sufferings of the Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto there is always going to be someone in the audience who comes out completely satisfied with the evening, saying at last someone’s had the guts to say it, those Nazis knew what they were about. As you can’t control people’s reactions to your plays, your duty is also not to reduce people’s reactions, not to give them easy handles with which they can pigeon-hole you, and come to comfortable terms with what you are saying …2





‘Complex’, ‘subtle’, ‘difficult’ plays, then, which put squarely on the audience’s shoulders the responsibility for engaging with the ideas they contain; and plays which, unlike some kinds of political theatre work, are not driven by single issues. Indeed, hardly any of Hare’s plays (the early, co-authored England’s Ireland [1972] and Deeds [1978] are rare exceptions; see below) are ‘issue-driven’ in that sense, and none is a quick response to topical events. This goes some way to explaining why, for example, in the early 1980s – a time of great political turmoil – Hare was not writing plays about the Falklands War, the Brighton bombing or the year-long miners’ strikes. In fact, he claims at one point (see p. 973) that his average gestation period for a play is about seven years; but that offers only a partial answer. Hare does not put his plays at the service of a particular cause, or make responses to particular events, because that is not what he believes political theatre – or at least, his brand of political theatre – is for. For similar reasons, it is also the case that, apart from The Great Exhibition (1972) and The Absence of War (1993), his plays seldom deal centrally with characters directly and publicly engaged in political life.


These are issues over which Hare’s critics have chewed throughout his career, and generally to his great irritation (he is famously ‘a critic of the critics’ in both Great Britain and the USA). For some on the left, this lack of engagement with politics in its most obvious sense is a sign of a dramatist who had ‘sold out’ long before getting his knighthood. Conversely, the critical establishment has sought to claim him as ‘one of its own’ almost from the earliest days of his career – seeking to place him in a particular tradition of English bourgeois theatre, best represented by a playwright such as Terence Rattigan – and has generally struggled to accommodate within its view not only some of the more difficult things he has had to say, but also some of the theatrical and stylistic ways in which he has chosen to say them. Too often Hare has, as it were, taken his roses to the critical flower show, only to be told that, while they are nice enough flowers, they make poor carnations: a glance at critical responses to A Map of the World (1983; see p. 102 ff.) confirms that, but it is also true of his career generally. The stylistic experimentation of the unique Fanshen (1975), or the passionate polemic of Via Dolorosa (1998), might have led critics to suspect that an apparently straightforward love story such as Skylight (1995) may not be quite what it first appears to be. Hare has always had, and perhaps treasured, the ability to wrong-foot his critics, and has preferred instead to trust to the intelligence of his audiences.


Indeed, Hare’s views, as represented at least in part by the digest of interviews and other materials that follows this introduction, may sometimes seem contradictory and paradoxical: see, for example, how his mind changes, and changes back, about documentary theatre, or the value of making adaptations, or working in television. Similarly, he is often ambivalent about subjects where one might expect certainty, such as the important roles played in his career by the Royal Court and National Theatres. This apparent contrariness to some extent begs the question as to how possible it is to ‘trace his evolution as a dramatist’, which is the declared intention of this book. ‘Evolution’ may imply a kind of purposeful, linear progression, a clear and coherent sense of development. It may even suggest that later work must by definition be ‘better’ than earlier work. There is, of course, some truth in this: playwrights, like any other committed professional workers, have a sense of the direction of their own careers, and learn their craft, gain experience, and become more confident as they grow older; but there is a neatness to the idea that is misleading. A glance at the Catalogue of Hare’s personal papers, held at the Ransom Center of the University of Texas at Austin,4 reveals a career littered with abandoned projects, unproduced plays and screenplays (such as the undated ‘The Bloody Workers’), draft versions of work (sometimes under working titles very different from what eventually appeared in the public arena: 1991’s Heading Home began life as ‘Safe as Houses’), rehearsal scripts, rejected scenes and discarded pages. What this tells us is that the public – and, to a degree, the academic and the critical – view of a playwright’s career is (reasonably enough) only partial, and that the business of writing plays, and of understanding how plays are written, is less than straightforward. What appears on a stage or in a cinema is in many ways only the tip of an iceberg. An individual piece of work may gestate over years; a scene discarded from one project may appear, in adapted form, in another; scripts change in the rehearsal room (see Lia Williams on Skylight below). A play may be as much a response to events in its writer’s private life as to events in public life. Nor should the importance of simple opportunity be underestimated – opportunity to work on a particular stage, or with a particular director or actor, or on a particular subject can be an important factor in determining the kind of work produced. In all, any one play may be seen as a kind of condensation of many different ideas, experiences, factors and influences that play with and bounce off each other in the writer’s imagination. It is part of the academic’s job, and the critic’s job, to find pattern and discern order, but it is not necessarily a pattern or an order intended or even felt by the playwright.


This is probably true of any playwright, but it is certainly true of Hare. His career spans a period of enormous political, social and cultural change. At its start, the willingness of people – audiences – to engage with political issues, both inside and outside the parliamentary system, was, arguably, much greater than it is now. As a dramatist he has, perhaps more than any other of his generation, succeeded in capturing the zeitgeist – the spirit of the age – through the many changes the period has seen. He has been able to do that because – to paraphrase his friend and collaborator Howard Brenton – he has, with his plays and screenplays, constantly set up, dismantled and set up again the ‘scaffolding’ of his work. If the digest of his interviews suggests something of the complexity and variability of that process, then it also, I hope, makes it apparent that both his socialist conviction and his belief in the ability of drama to play a meaningful part in political debate have not wavered. To begin to answer the question of what kind of political dramatist Hare is, I return to his 1978 lecture at King’s:




When I look back on 1978 it will not be [Labour Prime Minister] Callaghan’s face that I shall want to remember; the bleak logistics of his world will evoke very little to me, I am sure. Instead, I shall perhaps remember a tramp stretched across three seats in the warm, on the Victoria line, fast asleep, his right hand gently cradling his cock, while the rest of us in the carriage stared impassively ahead. What historical forces drew him there? What armies fought? What families fell apart? What compensating impulse guides his hand?5





Early life


Hare was born in 1947 at St Leonard’s, in Sussex, to Clifford (a merchant seaman) and Agnes Gilmour Hare. In 1952, the family moved the few miles to Bexhill-on-Sea, where Hare attended the local preparatory school. In 1960 he became a boarder at the Anglo-Catholic Lancing College, where he first met his lifelong friend and fellow playwright Christopher Hampton. After leaving Lancing he spent some time in California, before going up to Jesus College, Cambridge, to read English. He graduated in 1968 and went on to work briefly for Pathé News before beginning a career in theatre.


It is tempting to try to mine a playwright’s formative years for experiences that inform his later life and work. Certainly, Richard Eyre sees Hare’s early life as having an abiding influence on his work (see below, pp. 219–20), and, as the playwright’s interview with Jeremy Isaacs below shows, there are a number of recurrent interests and themes in the plays that may be traced back to youthful experience: the love of film, the ambivalent interest in religion, the morbid curiosity about the workings of closed, private institutions similar to those in which he was educated. It might even be suggested that a teenage visit to America not only began a lifelong fascination with that country, but also gave him, at a crucial point in his life, an outsider’s view of his home country, and with it an almost anthropological interest in the particularity of its society and culture. That interest, it might be argued, drives the forensic dissections of British institutions in many of the plays and screenplays. Yet Hare himself is not only generally uncomfortable about the danger of his plays being ‘reduced’ by too high an authorial profile, but also (see p. 87) specifically warns us of the dangers of trying to account for his work in autobiographical terms. (One thing, for example, that the student of Hare’s early life will not find is evidence of any great desire to write plays. As a child, he regularly accompanied his mother to the local theatre; he also acted a little at school, and directed one or two plays at university. As shall be seen, however, he did not begin to think of himself as a playwright first and foremost until several years into his career.) Moreover, many theorists and critics argue that it is a dangerously misleading, even irrelevant, way of approaching the work of any artist, particularly that of one whose chosen medium is the public forum of live theatre. What is important, however, is to understand the historical, political and social context in which Hare grew up, not least because that context has provided him with the subjects of many of his best-known plays. More than that, there is a very real sense in which the post-war history of Britain – or at least Hare’s perception of it – remains the dominant subject of his career overall. 


The political and historical context


The years immediately following the Second World War – the years of Hare’s early childhood – were characterized by a radical transformation of British society, a transformation that in many ways created the Britain we know today. The reforming zeal that lay behind this fundamental recreation of the country was motivated by the economic disasters of the pre-war years, which had produced poverty on a scale scarcely imaginable in a Western country today, and also, of course, by the hardships of the war itself. It is significant that the landslide that brought Clement Attlee’s Labour administration to power at the end of the war in the general election of 1945 (a landslide that, for the first time, truly established Labour as the second party of government) was built in substantial part on the votes of returning soldiers, who, to put it at its simplest, wanted to know why the war had been fought if not for the creation of a better Britain. The wartime Prime Minister, the Conservative Winston Churchill, famously felt betrayed by what he saw as his rejection by the British people, and not entirely without cause: the government he led for much of the war was a coalition of all the main parties, and that government had, even in the worst days of the conflict, begun the process of reform. In 1942 the Beveridge Report identified ‘five evil giants’ that threatened the national well-being: idleness, squalor, need, want and ignorance. In 1944, the Education Act tackled the last of these, introducing a ‘free’ state education service to the age of fifteen; but it was the Attlee government that created what came to be known as the Welfare State. A series of Acts between 1946 and 1948 enshrined the principle that ‘a wide range of publicly provided benefits and “universal” services should be available to all on demonstration of need and, in the case of the services, “free” at the point of receipt’.6 The co-operative spirit of the wartime coalition also lived on in two vital ways: first, that the country’s economy should be ‘mixed’ (an idea based on the theories of liberal economist John Maynard Keynes), combining private enterprise with public sector intervention, and, second, that whatever their other differences – and they were many – the two main parties of government, Labour and Conservative, would operate on the basis of a broad agreement on fundamental aspects of home and foreign policy. It was in many ways a remarkable accommodation between the opposing forces of left and right, between socialist and capitalist philosophies. Later this accommodation became known as ‘Butskellism’, after Conservative and Labour politicians R. A. Butler and Hugh Gaitskell, but it is better known as the ‘post-war consensus’, and it provided the fundamental basis on which Britain was to be governed until the election of Margaret Thatcher’s first Conservative administration in 1979.


If the post-war consensus was to last for over thirty years, the euphoria and optimism that marked the years immediately after the war proved rather more short-lived. Although the programme for social reconstruction enjoyed widespread support within the establishment, and was carried on the back of a general ideological shift to the left in the general public, conditions on the ground were slow to improve. The effects of the severe winter of 1947, for example, were exacerbated by a fuel crisis (coal production having failed to regain pre-war output levels) and by a massive balance-of-payments crisis. Rationing of basic foodstuffs and materials, brought in as a necessary means of managing the country’s wartime survival, continued well after the war and in some cases was not lifted until the early 1950s. Against this background of continuing austerity, the national economy struggled to improve, and the impact was felt by the newly founded Welfare State. In 1949, the cost of the NHS (2/6d, or 12.5p, per head per week) exceeded its budget, with the result that government gave the ‘free’ service the power to charge for prescriptions, leading to the ministerial resignations of the radical Aneurin Bevan (the architect of the NHS) and future Prime Minister Harold Wilson; a ceiling on NHS spending was imposed the following year. Attlee continued in government until 1951, but the sense of compromise and betrayal that was to afflict so many subsequent Labour governments had set in some time before that.


The loss of national confidence that beset Britain in the late 1940s and early 1950s was made worse by the dawning realization that it was no longer the world power it had been. The British Empire, despite the ravages of the First World War and the economic crises of the twenties and thirties, was still at its peak as late as 1933, when it covered a quarter of the world’s land surface and administered, in one form or another, a similar percentage of the world’s population. Even in 1945, Britain was still perceived as the third (after the USA and the USSR) ‘great power’, in part at least because of Churchill’s international prestige and personal magnetism, both of which he cleverly exploited. The wartime leader’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech at Fulton, Virginia, in 1946 effectively signalled the start of the Cold War between West and East that was to dominate world politics until Gorbachev’s perestroika (‘restructuring’) reforms and the collapse of Eastern European communism in the late 1980s. By 1947 Britain had nuclear capability and was firmly aligned behind the USA, turning its back on the moves towards European integration that were already beginning. Yet its status as a genuine world power was already recognized by some as largely illusory. For all the genuine heroism of the country’s effort between 1939 and 1945, the war had been won largely by the sheer might of the USA and the USSR. The Empire was no longer sustainable, and in 1947–8 Britain granted independence to – or made strategic withdrawals from – its colonies in the Far East (including India, the ‘jewel in the crown’). That began an often difficult process of decolonization that peaked between 1960 and 1964, when no fewer than seventeen colonial territories became independent.


The sense of crisis in national identity came to a head, however, in 1956. In that year, Britain and France, together with Israel (founded as a nation-state in 1948, in part as a result of post-imperial British policy), attempted to mount a military expedition to repossess the Suez Canal, recently nationalized by the Egyptian President, Gamal Abdel Nasser. The initiative collapsed, all too obviously through lack of American support, ‘thereby dealing a shattering and long-lasting blow to (Britain’s) self-image as a great power’.7 The blow was felt most keenly by the Conservative government of the day under Harold Macmillan (Attlee’s election defeat in 1951 led to thirteen years of Tory rule); but if the right had little to celebrate, then neither had the left: the same year saw the USSR invade Hungary to overthrow what it saw as a too liberal communist regime. For many on the pre-war left, Soviet Russia had stood as an example of the achievability of a socialist utopia on earth; their faith, which had withstood the evidence to the contrary which emerged in the post-war years – evidence of the murderous repressiveness of Stalin’s regime – could not survive the invasion of Hungary.


From the mid-1950s onwards, consensual politics came increasingly under strain, prefiguring the rifts that were to open on right and left in the 1970s. Generally speaking, the major parties still managed to accommodate each other in policy terms – the Conservatives denationalized the road haulage and steel industries in the fifties; the Labour government renationalized steel in 1967 – but Britain’s decline as an economic and world power continued. Despite government efforts, economic growth fell behind that of its major competitors. In particular, European economies were strengthening, in large part as a result of the creation of the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1957, which Britain had tried to block; by the mid-sixties it had become apparent that the Commonwealth, which Britain had created both to disguise its retreat from Empire and to set up an alternative economic bloc, was not a real world force. A rapid policy shift led to two attempts to join the EEC (in 1960 and 1967), both of which were humiliatingly rebuffed by the French President, Charles De Gaulle; Britain was finally admitted in 1973 under Edward Heath’s Conservative government, and then on rather disadvantageous terms. At the same time, Britain sought to cling to its status as a world power at the cost of a debilitatingly huge defence budget, though it was still forced to abandon its ambitions to independent nuclear deterrence when it cancelled the Blue Streak missile in 1960, leading to a reliance on American nuclear military hardware that continues today. The issue of defence spending was particularly acute, as the Welfare State was consuming an ever larger percentage of the country’s income, through the National Health Service, social services and education. Education in particular saw a large expansion in university and polytechnic provision, as well as a rapid move towards comprehensive schools, which was begun by Labour in the sixties and was continued, somewhat against the ideological grain, by the Conservatives after 1970.


However, despite deep-seated problems and an ongoing, underlying trend of national decline, Britain in the sixties saw an explosion of social and cultural energy that stood in marked and, for many, welcome contrast to the dour fifties. The wave of optimism occasioned by John F. Kennedy’s election as US President in 1960 was reflected, albeit palely, in Harold Wilson’s new Labour government of 1964, which promised a Britain rebuilt in ‘the white heat of technology’ and the possibility of finally implementing in full the broad socialist vision of the 1945 Attlee government. Wilson’s government may have succumbed all too rapidly to compromise, but it rode for a while on a tide of low unemployment and relative prosperity. The period, crucially, also saw the coming of age of those born in the post-war ‘baby boom’: in 1965 there were one million more fifteen-to twenty-four-year-olds than a decade earlier. Many of those were reaping the benefits of the 1944 Education Act and the subsequent expansion of the higher education sector, and the majority of those not in full-time education were in work and had money in their pockets. Moreover, this was a generation that had, or took, freedoms unknown to its parents.


In popular memory – or, at least, in contemporary media representations of popular culture – the ‘permissive sixties’ have too often been reduced to no more than a series of superficial tropes: this was the era of ‘sex ’n’ drugs ’n’ rock ’n’ roll’, of hippies, flower power and free love. The key (though by no means the only) means of expression of the new freedom was music – specifically, rock and roll, which came to dominate the popular culture of the West. One commentator remarked at the time: ‘The closest Western civilization came to unity since the Congress of Vienna in 1815 was the week when [the Beatles’] Sergeant Pepper was released – in every city in Europe and America, the stereo system and radio played.’8 Greater sexual freedom was enabled by the development of the contraceptive pill and the liberalization of the abortion laws. Drug culture developed. An American writer, returning to California in 1968 after a long absence, noted that




people even looked different. Peace symbols and crystal pendants had replaced crucifixes and Stars of David as emblems of religious conviction. Clothes were tie-dyed and bucolic, colours psychedelic, and hair long … women were going bra-less … a band, booming through amplified speakers … produced an effect something like entering a new dimension … I felt: a new world is possible.9





It was certainly a decade that provided a useful Aunt Sally for Margaret Thatcher’s efforts, in the 1980s, to reclaim Britain’s ‘glorious past’: the sixties were characterized as the time when Britain lost its way, when national self-indulgence betrayed the legacy of former greatness. But ‘the sixties’ were much more than that: they were a time when the young, disenchanted with the tired compromises of their political masters, for a while discovered their own political power. Influenced by Marx, Freud, Marcuse and Sartre, young radicals rethought traditional socialism to envision new forms of social governance and organization, and whilst some of their philosophies might have passed through idealism into impracticality, their power was real and, in many instances, their influence long-lasting. That power reached its peak in 1968, when there were student, or student/worker, demonstrations in every month of the year and all around the world. Their causes were various, ranging from civil rights to gay and women’s liberation, but they centred on the Vietnam War, where the USA and its allies (including Britain) had become increasingly involved in defending the South of that country from the threat posed by the communist North. Crucially, this was the first – and, in terms of uncontrolled access, the last – war to be comprehensively covered by television, making its justification and its conduct subject to public scrutiny and debate in a way that had never happened before.




the Vietnam war was the perfect cause célèbre. Had not the USA got into Vietnam without consulting its people? Was not the war kept going by the defence establishment, which was indifferent to public opinion? Did not the success of the North Vietnamese Tet Offensive, when the walls of the US embassy in Saigon were breached, show the hopelessness of American policy? And did not the remarks attributed to an American officer that it was sometimes ‘necessary to destroy a town in order to save it’ demonstrate the utter futility of the whole enterprise?10





The most significant protests were in France, with les événements (‘the events’) of May 1968. John Bull explains:







What happened there that spring is historically without precedent – the creation of a potentially revolutionary situation within the context of a stable and securely affluent society. It was a situation that was fermented and stage-managed not by the traditional organs of political conflict – the unions and political organisations of the working-class – but by a young, radical and alienated intelligentsia. A movement that started in a university in the suburbs of Paris was briefly to bring France to a standstill, and to threaten even the Gaullist regime, as serious attempts were made to construct a revolutionary counter-society that would bypass the machinery of the modern state … They sought nothing less than a redefinition of political struggle as it affected the individual in his everyday life. Factional dispute was, as always, rife, but the dominant analysis, and that which found its way most forcibly back across the Channel, was that of the Situationists …11





Put simply, the situationist analysis insisted on the need radically to change society, but rejected not only conventional parliamentary means but also the classic Marxist revolutionary view of how that might be done: these were seen only as tactical manoeuvres within a system that would remain fundamentally unchanged, a system defined as ‘the society of the spectacle’, in which




… the main agent of capitalist oppression had ceased to be located at the point of production – the factory floor – and had transferred to a point of consumption: the consumption of bourgeois ideology as transmitted through culture generally and the mass media in particular. The relationship between the individual and society was thus analogous to that between the spectator and the events on a screen: both were passive consumers of a two-dimensional charade. It was by shattering the hegemony of received images that individuals had of society that the ground-work of revolutionary change could be established; smashing the screen of public life would expose the realities of private and daily life beneath.12





It is worth outlining the tenets of situationism simply because their influence – and the influence of ‘May ’68’ generally – on the politically engaged young in Britain was so important. As the sixties drew to a close, the domestic political situation was deteriorating: the Wilson government’s moral bankruptcy was evident to all (the Conservatives under Edward Heath were to return to power in 1970, prefiguring a decade in which the post-war consensus would be driven to collapse by accelerated economic decline, industrial militancy and new policies from the Conservative New Right and the Labour left) and armed conflict in Northern Ireland was escalating towards the disaster of the ‘Bloody Sunday’ killings in early 1972. For a while, the radical, even utopianist vision of the situationists and the visible success of protests not only in France but around the world seemed to offer a model for how things might be handled differently. In fact, there is an ironic sense in which the most important influence of les événements lay in their inevitable failure: the loose leftist alliance from which they drew their energy fractured, and the backlash from the French government appalled many by its severity. Just as the USSR – again in 1968 – was unafraid to use physical force to quash the liberal communist regime that had developed in Czechoslovakia under Alexander Dubcek, so the Gaullist government had no qualms in sending the riot police on to the streets of Paris – nor did the British government hesitate in dealing severely with an anti-war demonstration in Grosvenor Square in London. In the words of Howard Brenton,




May 1968 was crucial … [it] disinherited my generation in two ways. First it destroyed any remaining affection for official culture. The situationists showed how all of them,  the dead greats, are corpses on our backs – Goethe, Beethoven – how gigantic the fraud is. But it also, secondly, destroyed the notions of personal freedom, anarchist political action. And it failed. It was defeated. A generation dreaming of a beautiful utopia was kicked – kicked awake and not dead. I’ve got to believe not kicked dead. May ’68 gave me a desperation I still have.13





This was the context in which Hare began his career in the theatre.


Hare’s career in context


Fringe origins


One of the effects of the political upheavals of the late 1960s was to produce in Great Britain a whole generation of radical theatre practitioners of various kinds committed to social, political and cultural change. If much of what we now take for granted in terms of the range and variety of theatre available to us, from theatre-in-education to community work to performance art, did not actually begin in the sixties, then it certainly benefited hugely from the burst of creative and dissident cultural energy that characterized the period, and from the increased public subsidy to the arts ushered in by the Wilson government. These were practitioners who worked on the ‘fringe’ of mainstream culture, who took their work outside the established theatre into new venues: community halls, working-men’s clubs, the new ‘arts labs’ and the studio spaces that belonged to the new universities and colleges. What concerns us most here was the emergence, as one aspect of this explosion of theatrical energy, of a group of figures whose commitment was to the writing of politically engaged plays, and who were to exert a considerable influence over the British theatre scene for the next thirty years. Prime amongst them were David Edgar, the late John McGrath, Trevor Griffiths, Howard Brenton and, of course, David Hare.


Grouping these playwrights together in this way implies a commonality of interest. They certainly shared basic principles, notably regarding the need for a new theatre to engage in public life in a way in which – it seemed to them – the old theatre had signally failed to do. Indeed, many of them were to work together, in various combinations, in the years to come. However, it is difficult to argue that they ever amounted to a ‘movement’; their work shows as much difference as similarity of content, argument, form and style, and this was true even at the earliest stage of their careers. Identifying the differences between them, however, at least helps us define the particular origins and nature of Hare’s engagement of politics with theatre. Edgar, McGrath and Griffiths were, broadly, committed to placing their work within a conventional socialist analysis of how society needed changing and how theatre might play a part in that (McGrath, indeed, saw himself very much as belonging to a tradition of such work that extended back through Joan Littlewood and Theatre Workshop to the Workers’ Theatre Movement of the 1920s and 1930s): whatever the particular content or form of the work, it was at the service of the class struggle. Brenton, on the other hand, was influenced more by the new situationist philosophies, which, as I suggest above, saw conventional socialist thought and the dominant capitalist ideology as two sides of the same unacceptable coin. It was Brenton who, in 1969, introduced situationism to the founders of Portable Theatre, Tony Bicât and David Hare.


I have already said that Hare’s route to writing for the theatre was by no means an obvious one. It was largely through the influence of Bicât, whom Hare met at Cambridge (most of these writers, including Brenton, were exactly of the first generation to benefit from the post-war expansion of education; Hare himself went to Lancing as a ‘scholarship boy’), that his interest began to develop. Even then, he seems largely to have been motivated by a sense of disgust at the established theatre of the day which, like Bicât, he saw as ‘rhetorical, overproduced, lavish, saying nothing, conventional’ (see p. 62). His views are most readily associated with the commercially driven, formulaic product of the West End, and perhaps with the tiredness and lack of ambition of many of the provincial repertory theatres; whether or not they should also be taken to include the work of that earlier generation of new British playwrights – Osborne, Arden, Wesker, Bond, Jellicoe and so on – whose work at the Royal Court Theatre in London from 1956 onwards had already done so much to revivify British theatre, is less clear. It is true that the work of many, though by no means all, of those writers tended to operate within more or less conventional theatrical forms (‘well-made plays’); equally, Hare today speaks of that work, and of its authors, with affection and respect (see ‘Conversation’, pp. 164–5). Be that as it may, it is telling that his initial engagement with theatre came about as much out of disillusionment with it as an established cultural form as out of any desire to find a vehicle through which to advance a specific political agenda; at this stage, he wanted to direct, not write. It is clear that he shared with others of his generation a disgust at the obscenities of the Cold War, particularly as represented by the American action in Vietnam, and that, domestically, he had an acute sense of the economic decline and social decay of Britain in the sixties (feeling particular anger at the betrayal of the Wilson governments), but he saw little on the established left to give him grounds for optimism. His tutor at Cambridge, the Marxist critic Raymond Williams, argued for the inevitability of socialist revolution, an inevitability that Hare himself simply could not see; the two remained at loggerheads for years (Hare’s memoir of Williams, ‘Cycles of Hope’, appears in his 1991 collection of essays, Writing Left-Handed: see Bibliography). Perhaps more significant was Hare’s attitude to his English course at Cambridge: its concentration on the canonical, on established ‘great books’, to the exclusion of supposed lesser work, infuriated and alienated him. Insofar as what is emerging here is a figure entertaining revulsion and anger about official politics and official culture, theatrical and literary, it seems that Hare was very ready to hear Brenton’s account of the new French thinking.


The pre-Brenton work at Portable began with literary adaptations from Kafka and Genet, which is in itself perhaps further evidence of interest in the dark underbelly of official culture. Hare is dismissive today of his own first original plays (How Brophy Made Good [1969] and What Happened to Blake? [1970]), claiming they were written simply out of the necessity of giving the fledgling company something to stage. He identifies Brenton’s Christie in Love (1968)14 – in which audience sympathy is uncomfortably directed towards the eponymous sexual mass-murderer, with the representatives of social propriety, in the shape of two inept and voyeuristic policemen, being ruthlessly lampooned – as the play with which Portable found its voice. Hare directed, and Bicât built the set. The play, with its confrontational style, savage jokes and provocative claim that Christie acted out of a kind of love for his victims, gave situationist-inspired structure and purpose to Portable, and stands as a paradigm of its work to come: self-consciously avant garde, experimental, and taking theatre to places – literal and metaphorical – where it did not normally go. The aim was nothing less than an assault on the audience’s sensibilities, on its cultural values: the play took what it saw as its spectators’ own hypocrisy – that combination of righteous condemnation and prurient, salacious interest typical of tabloid coverage of such events – and threw it back in their faces. Later Portable projects that Hare had a hand in writing included the multi-authored Lay By (1971) and England’s Ireland (1972); Griffiths contributed to the former and Edgar to the latter, but neither play can be seen as falling within conventional political debate in its narrow sense. The attack is broader and, in some senses, deeper than that. The company’s targets in the audience were as likely to be members of the counterculture as of the official one, and its targets in terms of subject – sex murder, pornography, Northern Ireland – were targets that could not under normal circumstances easily be put onstage at all. England’s Ireland was banned by over fifty theatres, though the Portable cause generally was aided by the Theatres Act of 1968, which abolished censorship of the stage in Britain (a victory won largely by the Royal Court and the ‘1956’ generation of playwrights). A piece such as Lay By took full advantage: it not only tackled its subject – pornography – through openly staging it, but also had its cast members handing out hard-core photographs to the audience. This refusal to accept, and indeed actively to undermine and dislocate, the conventional proprieties of stage–audience relationships went further. When Hare directed Brenton’s Fruit in 1970, he did so in such a way as to forbid ‘any aesthetic at all … It was impossible to make aesthetic patterns, and it was impossible to apportion moral praise or blame’ (pp. 64–5). This kind of ‘pared down’ stagecraft owed something to the work of innovative American performance groups such as Café La Mama (indeed, the American influence on fringe theatre practice generally was considerable, though Hare claims to have been largely unaware of it at the time; he does, however, acknowledge the debt owed by Blake to the La Mama group).
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