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For my mother Heather who passionately believed one should be brave enough to make a fool of oneself




Introduction


by Imogen Stubbs


Several years ago, my eye was caught by a photo in a newspaper of a group of women loading hampers into a Silver Ghost Rolls-Royce. A brief article explained that these seven women were the Osiris Players – a troupe of semi-strolling players led by a Miss Nancy Hewins who travelled across Britain taking theatre to people throughout the country who otherwise had no access to the arts at all. The photo was dated to the 1940s and although the Osiris company lasted for more than thirty years, the article focused on the war years. Between 1939 and 1945, these seven women had travelled tens of thousands of miles giving 1500 performances of a repertoire of over thirty-five plays. They travelled in various motor cars and when petrol was no longer available for private vehicles, by pioneer wagon and horse – and even by canoe. I thought their story would no doubt be snapped up as a wonderful idea for a road movie and forgot all about it.


And then I found myself in the Theatre Museum. My grandmother, Esther McCracken, was a well-known playwright during the 40s and 50s, having written two very popular comedies (Quiet Weekend and Quiet Wedding) and I was giving all the manuscripts I had inherited into the care of the Museum. While I was there, I remembered the Osiris Players and asked if, by any chance, the Museum had any record of them; they came back with five boxes of beautifully preserved archive. There were appointment books, programmes, photos, reviews, lighting plans – everything intact. And at the bottom was a never-published autobiography of the indomitable force behind the whole enterprise – Miss Nancy Hewins.


I found the experience of sifting through all this lovingly preserved information thrilling, funny and extremely moving. So I decided to write a play inspired by the Osiris story. I hasten to repeat ‘inspired’. My play is a fiction; it is not in any way a documentary drama about ‘Osiris’ since many different women were involved over the years and their real stories were not to be reconciled with two or three hours’ traffic of the stage. However, my impression was that Nancy – like Lilian Baylis – was a great pioneer in terms of theatre in education, and the notion of aspirational culture. It seems that from unpromising and often farcical beginnings, she developed a company that through ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’ became a force to be reckoned with.


Like Blake, she thought of herself as an ‘Awakener’ – someone determined to stir people’s faith in humanity in a time dominated by man’s inhumanity to man.


Her chief weapons were a dogged determination, a courageous heart and, above all, Shakespeare. Her passion, and the passion she instilled in those around her, had a tremendous effect on thousands of young people.


Clearly, the themes of gender – women finding the resource to take over in a world suddenly vacated by men – and communality – the diversity that both separates and bonds a group of artists – were of immediate dramatic interest. But I suppose I respond to a nameless yearning for a lost age as well. Being in my forties, I feel myself suspended between two worlds: an ‘old world’ of telegrams, threepenny bits and Green Shield stamps and a ‘new world’ of computers and materialism. When I grew up, most people had lost fathers or grandfathers, uncles or cousins, in one or other of the Wars – and so my generation felt a direct, rather sombre responsibility to them for that sacrifice. But a sense of history seems at present to feel superfluous to many people, or even an encumbrance – as a teenager said to me recently, ‘I hate history, it’s so not now.’ Our age seems to be sloughing off the burden of history, moving forward armed with incredible technology, but with an alarming lack of humility or identity. And as for the generation of my parents; those aliens from a bygone era of cottage hospitals and sock-darning and hymn-singing in Assembly … of the days before the Union Jack was hijacked by the National Front or the makers of underpants for tourists, they seem to me in my cynical mood to have been consigned to a box labelled ‘not relevant’.


I don’t think we are the ‘new race of philistines’ that some fear, but we do live in a time when to be serious about a non-profit-making venture is looked on as madness – and our consumer society would have us believe that the Arts and spirituality have less to communicate than a mobile phone.


Nancy Hewins looked on the Arts as both our history and our heritage, and perhaps our horoscope too. She believed that through the power of storytelling, you could change society by touching people individually, harnessing the power of collective imagination. She believed that the point of life is ‘connecting’ – that the challenge of being a human being is about being ‘we’ not just ‘me’. And that is also our gift.


She was lucky enough to witness the arrival in 1945 of the great reforming government of the last century – Attlee and Bevan. She was there for the creation of the most enlightened Welfare state, the National Health, the Arts Council, and the expansion of the BBC committed to the three Es.


Thanks to women, like Nancy, and not a few brave men too, I’d like to think I’m lucky to be here – a modern British woman. And what does that phrase really mean? I’m not sure; but I hope it means I have a beating heart and that I should try to carry on the same fight – for as Nancy, Euripides and my mother all had the habit of saying, ‘Civilisation is not a gift of the Gods – it must be won anew by each generation.’
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In Search of the Osiris Players


by Fred Moroni and Louise Russell


Those who go in search of the Osiris Players will no doubt find themselves in an imposing building somewhere west of Kensington. There they will find Blythe House, once the London Post Office Savings Bank but now the home of the London Theatre Museum Archive. And there, alongside somewhat grander relics – early editions of Shakespeare perhaps, or costumes worn by the great actors of the past – they will find five dusty brown boxes which house almost all that remains of the Osiris Repertory Company and whose contents paint a broad, if somewhat incomplete tapestry of that company throughout its thirty-odd years. There are posters and playbills; receipts and account books; tour schedules and lighting plots; letters and newspaper cuttings; but what characterises this collection above all is the powerful presence of the company’s founder, Nancy Hewins, whose influence is found on nearly every scrap of paper therein.


Born in Grosvenor Square in 1902, the last of three children and the only girl, Nancy Hewins enjoyed a privileged childhood. Her father, William Hewins was an economist and a friend of the pioneering socialists Sidney and Beatrice Webb. They appointed him to be the first director of the London School of Economics. Beatrice Webb, who stood as godmother to Nancy, described Hewins as ‘original minded and full of energy and faith’, although she also noted his fanaticism, as did another family friend: George Bernard Shaw. Hewins was later elected to Parliament as the MP for Hereford and, at the height of his career, became the Under Secretary of State for the colonies.


Nancy’s background was thus no traditional one and it doubtless accounts for her radical streak, her social concern and her sense of spiritual crusade. Unsurprisingly perhaps, she took a degree in Philosophy, Politics and Economics, graduating from St Hugh’s College, Oxford, in 1924 with high honours. In his final report on Nancy, her tutor particularly praised her ‘power of thought’, and noted that her marks would have been still higher but for the fact that she suffered an episode of illness just prior to her exams.


Despite reading Politics, Nancy cherished no ambition to follow a career in that field and her first love seems to have been theatre from a relatively early age. As a teenager she made regular visits to the Old Vic where she was particularly inspired by the Benson Company’s productions of Henry IV and Henry V. At university she became closely involved with amateur dramatics. Spurred on by her friend and mentor Sybil Thorndike, she was encouraged to found the so-called Isis Players once she finished her degree. Thorndike had said that ‘it was no use trying to produce unless you could act’ but at first Nancy did little acting, devoting herself instead to technical and administrative work. ‘My real interest is in lighting effects, scenic design and the general management of the company,’ she writes in her autobiography. Having learned carpentry and car mechanics from her brother and electronics from the family plumber, she was well equipped for the task. Indeed, the company’s special lighting effects were to become particularly popular with audiences later on.


Isis was able to put on only one play a year, however, and Nancy soon became dispirited. It was then that she decided to put the company on a professional footing, re-naming it Osiris after Isis’s husband and taking it on the road as a non-profit-making organisation. Nancy used her father’s political contacts to secure support from the London County Council Education Office, who let the players rehearse in a disused school in Wandsworth. And in 1930, when a £40 donation from Lord Rothermere bought them mobility in the shape of an old Rolls-Royce (a second was bought soon after), as well as some much needed equipment, the company was able to give its first professional performance, to children at Oliver Goldsmith’s School.


Around a year later, the company left London and toured productions of Twelfth Night and Macbeth to schools in Wallingford, a tour that secured them nearly 100 bookings from others around the country. Schools provided the company with a guaranteed audience and one that demanded an ever-wider repertory. St Joan (the play Shaw had written for Sybil Thorndike) was soon added to the existing list of Shakespeare and the classics. More Bernard Shaw plays followed. Then as war approached, it occurred to Nancy that the work of the Osiris Repertory Company might have still greater appeal. ‘I suspected we might be useful with adults as well as children,’ she wrote, adding that evacuation would swell the population in the countryside. Life would prove more difficult, however.


For one thing, petrol rationing meant that new means of transport would be required. The two Rolls-Royces, ‘Mr Bumble’ and ‘Mrs Sowerberry’, could no longer be kept on the road but a determined Nancy turned instead to horsepower. ‘The horses were all right as far as they went,’ she told the Doncaster Gazette. ‘They revelled in being dressed in war trappings to take part in Henry IV, but they got rather up-stage about the less glamorous jobs.’ It was after a particularly tiresome journey when Nancy claimed she nearly had to carry them on her back that she decided to put the horses into retirement. Again she made use of her family connections. Acknowledging the need for entertainment amid wartime austerity, the government labelled the players an essential service. From now on they were given a generous petrol allowance and were requested to play not only to schools but also in the villages themselves, performing to adults by night and children by day. The idea was to take theatre into areas, often remote, where otherwise there would be precious little.


It is not only in the big towns and cities that the English theatre flourishes – Parish halls and village greens provide the setting for the strolling players of today who are carrying on a centuries-old tradition that even war cannot stop. And in the quiet, rural districts, is found a genuine love of the theatre and an inherent appreciation of it that is all too often lacking in the more rarefied atmosphere of our theatres Royal. But those who tread the thespian way in such fashion have to live laborious days …Working on the communal system, the company makes it a rule never to refuse anyone, however inconvenient their facilities for staging may be, or however small the village audiences. To them the play is the thing in very truth.


Illustrated News, 29 May 1943


Life for an Osiris Player was extremely hard work. Sets and stages varied from nothing at all, to castle ramparts, gardens and even billiard tables, and were very often constructed entirely from scratch by the girls on their arrival. Certainly it can be said that no stage was ever easy. ‘We were permanently exhausted’, ex-member Susan Date reminisced to The Independent. And the word ‘home’ had very little meaning. Even when not on tour, younger members of the company found their lodgings in the so-called ‘Barn’, near Nancy’s house in Willersey, Worcestershire. ‘Part of it was clear space heated by a tortoise stove,’ says Joanna Reid (nee MacLean), an Osiris player from 1947-50. ‘The other end,’ she says, ‘had four cubicles, two down and two up reached by a ladder. They were divided in the same way as a stage set with gas pipes and curtains.’ When on tour, the players often slept on the floors in the school and village halls where they had performed. Barns, cow houses, tents and caravans all played home too: ‘we laid our heads wherever we could,’ remarked former Osirian Mary-Rose Benton. This was everyday life for nearly forty years.


Members generally signed for a two-year period (with possible ‘return visits’ to help out in emergencies). They were encouraged not to stay too much longer, for fear they might hinder their chances of getting a ‘real’ acting part. The company’s budget allowed for seven players (including Nancy) at any given time. They would be provided with food, shelter, clothing and pocket money. ‘If one of them needs a new winter coat, it isn’t a case of whether she can afford it personally, but whether the company can. She always gets it’, Nancy told the Express and Star in 1951. Work was divided between the members and all jobs relating to wardrobe, lighting, props and scenery were skilfully undertaken. Members carried their own beds, cooked their own meals, manoeuvred caravans and did their own laundry where and however they could. It was a matter of what was needed being done by whoever was willing. Nancy was the only one without a ‘practical’ job to do. She had sole responsibility for all the administration. It was a hard life but a happy one, the Manchester Evening News reported, ‘you only have to look at the tanned faces of these gypsy girls in their pullovers and slacks to realise that.’


Each member needed to show remarkable versatility and was often required to perform five or six parts in any one play. To keep the performance as smooth as possible, the players often ‘underdressed’, that is to say, they wore as many costumes as possible at any one time. Mary-Rose Benton gives an illuminating and detailed explanation of this process.


In Macbeth, with nearly all my characters’ clothes on at once, I began as a rather stout witch, changed to a less bulky Thane, slimmed down further into Banquo and, once the rubber dagger had been drawn across my throat, I became the Porter. After I had taken him off to answer the door, I took off his rough hessian, threw a gown on over my head, and glided back on as the Gentlewoman.


The touring schedule too was hectic and tiring. Performances were given at a rate of up to 250 a year, often with two or three in any given day. The company never turned down a request for a performance and the players soon became accustomed to long and varied journeys across the country. ‘Strength is the operative word,’ reported the Doncaster Gazette,


Life as a strolling player needs that. There are the many chores to be dealt with that go with having a caravan home; the many jobs of rigging a stage, looking after lighting; packing up quickly for the journey to the next booking – all these require physical strength in addition to enthusiasm.


Facilities were inconvenient; audiences often small, yet there was no limit to the distances the Osiris Players would travel, often along poorly maintained roads in horrendous weather. A map of performances mirrors a dot-to-dot puzzle, ranging from Dornoch in Northeast Scotland to Guernsey in the Channel Islands. Specific tours of particular regions were also undertaken. In 1939, for instance, the company gave a series of performances in the Rhondda Valley and a year later they toured Gloucestershire. The chief aim of the Osiris Players was to take the plays of Shakespeare and other dramatists within the reach of districts untouched by other companies. They certainly succeeded. During the Second World War, a total of 1500 performances were given, to children in daytime and adults by night. And performances proved popular. The company’s account books for the period suggest an increase from some fifty attendees per performance in 1931 to an average of nearer one hundred by mid-1940. In fact, despite a slight increase in both salaries and printing costs, the company was able to pay off its overdraft at the end of 1941.
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