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			FOREWORD

			I was discovered while I was still at drama school. I was a scholarship boy, one of the beneficiaries of the 1944 Education Act. Caspar Wrede saw me at RADA and cast me in a TV play, Private Potter that was later made into a film. 

			I was never an angry young man… I was frightened to death most of the time. I wasn’t at war with middle-class or upper-class people but I was very much aware that I was working-class. 

			The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner was of its time. People are still interested in it now, because the last part of it remains very powerful. The shot at the end of the race happened by accident with Tony Richardson calling out ‘don’t smile!’ But I already had and it’s in the film. That’s why people are still interested in it now. I was knackered during the filming because I had to do Billy Liar on stage in the evening. Looking back, I think Tony Richardson was very clever. He knew my limitations because of my inexperience and used to tell me to say what I liked, to improvise. I met the author Alan Sillitoe when he gave me a lift in his Austin A40. I asked him how long it took to get a driving licence to drive it and he said ‘I don’t have a driving licence!’ He was a bit of a rebel.

			I was less keen on filming Billy Liar, because of how much I’d done it on stage. I was in awe of Albert Finney, though we became best friends years later after The Dresser. I would have liked to do Waiting for Godot with him, but he didn’t like it. I miss him. 

			Things were different in the 60s, but I was very young then. My favourite film was One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. I was very close to the director, Caspar Wrede, who was my guru. But it didn’t get a fair crack of the whip in the US and Solzhenitsyn thought I was too young! 

			

			I retreated from being so famous and turned down a lot of work in the 60s. It cost me millions. Later I turned down a part that someone else got an Oscar for, but I couldn’t see myself as an American. In the end I went back to the theatre in Manchester. 

			The best advice I ever had was from Dirk Bogarde, making King and Country, about a young lad in the war who is shot for deserting. He said, ‘Preserve your acting energy.’ I’d been playing football with some of the extras that morning, so when it came to the scene we were filming that day I wasn’t that sharp. He was right!

			Everything is of its time. 

			Sir Tom Courtenay, August 2024

		

	
		
			

			ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

			This book attempts to catalogue the films, novels, plays and television programmes that the UK produced as it moved away from the period of post-war austerity toward the more liberal and colourful years of the 60s. These are often referred to as emanating from the ‘Kitchen Sink’ or ‘angry young man’ era and these rough and ready (and in both cases not particularly accurate) terms are used throughout the text, subject to the caveat that they are merely a shorthand method for identifying what is being discussed.  

			Rather than provide a simple chronological study, it groups the material that appeared during these years into specific categories, within which there are some distinctive sub-genres of their own. It is not a study of everything written, staged or filmed then. Nor is it an exhaustive account of each book, play or film, radio and TV production. Instead, it provides an overview of as much as possible, within a single volume.

			Much of this can be viewed on DVD, YouTube or specialist TV channels and some still occasionally get shown in repertory cinemas. Sadly, many of the TV plays have vanished (though some readers may have memories of them) and accounts of these have been culled, wherever possible, from reference books and reliable internet sources. Happily, the books and plays that constitute their sources can still be purchased – one way or another – from shops, or online platforms. 

			It is hoped that the narrative informs and entertains. 

			I am grateful for having had the opportunity to speak with Sir Tom Courtenay, and Ken Loach about this period and with Boff Whalley of Chumbawamba about the degree of inspiration his band drew from it. 

			

			Thanks are due to Ion Mills and his team at Oldcastle Books in commissioning this and taking it forward to publication, and to Michael O’Connell, Robin Ramsay and Margaret Cooney for their many helpful suggestions in preparing the text.

			Simon Matthews

		

	
		
			

			INTRODUCTION

			They lived in another world, an England clogged with coal smoke. Rising undisturbed in the still air from countless factories, yards and depots amidst perfect geometric rows of tiny houses. The setting could be Leicester, Leeds, Stoke, Nottingham or possibly Bradford, Bolton, Halifax and Wakefield. Sometimes overt, sometimes disguised, these were dense, tangled old towns astride polluted rivers and canals. Their main streets were lined with gin palaces that glittered in the dark. Ornate civic buildings attesting to wealth and pride radiated like the threads of a spider’s web to sports grounds that were thronged with thousands on noisy Saturday afternoons. 

			Our character is male. Most likely called Joe, though Albert, Arthur, Jimmy, Billy, Harry and Vic are also popular. He might be as old as his mid-30s or as young as 11. Collectively they are like a multi-tiered range of brothers and cousins within an extended family. At the upper end they have memories of before the war: grim times when people were hungry and brutally unhealthy. If you were lucky then a minor clerical job was best, keeping you indoors with some sort of pension, and a chance of night school to better yourself. For the main part their fathers, brothers and friends toiled in industry, sometimes dying, worn out by disease at 50, looking 80. Usually, they remained at home. Occasionally they rented a room elsewhere. 

			Some had been in the war, but were never heroic. None were officers. They might have been prisoners of war. They shared a low opinion of their superior officers’ abilities having observed them at close quarters. Later, many endured National Service. Sweltering in high temperatures but evading death or serious injury in pointless escapades in Malaya and Cyprus. They disliked militarism. Once demobilised, some returned to become school teachers or junior lecturers uncertain about being retained and feeling socially out of place; others became librarians, or just single men in minor positions wanting to move on and become independent. Most of the time they were bored, and some people were quick to make the assumption that they were incompetent. A few were university graduates with uncertain ambitions, drifting along and struggling to find a place in society.

			

			He is white, about five feet nine inches tall and lean. As a child he was wiry and carried little body fat. His hair is short, brushed back and held in place by Brylcreem. His appearance is important to him and maintained by quiet rituals in cold sculleries where he shaves and washes. His complexion is pale and he avoids having a pre-war matinee idol style moustache. He smokes continuously. Clothing is dark, made of cotton, wool, serge and worsted. Grey, black, navy blue. Long overcoats (a few ex-naval duffle coats survive too) and scarves. Shirts are white, ironed and worn with a jacket and tie when going out, the tie the only drop of colour. Jumpers and tank tops suffice on cold days, with a scarf if required. No jewellery.  

			It is a time of full employment and he has the money to spare, so he also drinks. Beer, in copious amounts. His diet is plain: fried food, a lot of tea, bread, butter, jam, cheese, pickles, meat, fish, vegetables. An increasing amount comes from tins and some of the younger element drink coffee as well. None of them own a car, though they aspire to do so. Most have a bicycle or just accept walking about their home town and using the plentiful bus services, where they spread themselves out on the upper deck, smoking and arguing.

			Disaffected, denunciatory, uncompromising: concerned about getting even, clashing with authority, amused by the ignorance of their contemporaries, deeply class conscious, jealous of their rivals, prone to envy, wanting the good things in life as often as possible and at as low a cost as possible, happy to embrace cheap materialism, no matter how farcical, they look on with bilious indifference as the affluent society destroys the older social structures that they had grown up amongst.

			

			Sex looms large. In pubs, factory canteens and dance halls, young women are keenly observed. How to arrange beneficial encounters with them consumes a lot of his time. He dislikes courtship rituals. Going steady. Getting engaged; buying the ring. Privately he wishes he were elsewhere. There is adultery, and enjoyable casual sex with older women. Some get on by marrying the boss’s daughter. Others don’t: they marry and move in with the wife’s mother. Life after marriage is dull and heavily circumscribed. Everything is straight. Sexual quirks hardly figure though a tiny number are privately fond of other men. The women who feature sometimes explore mixed race relationships and have affairs with older men who have yet to be divorced. Pregnancy, abandonment and abortion haunt the narrative. Both sexes have unsuccessful relationships. 

			Undecided, frustrated, one morning he packs a suitcase, and heads down to the station. On a long, slow train of blood-red corridor carriages hauled by a grimy black steam locomotive he departs for London. Once they would only have gone down for the Cup Final, with possibly time for a discreet visit to Soho. Now, on a journey that takes a whole day, with some savings and the address of a friend or relative, they strike out and pursue a new career. 

			It brings them initially to bedsit land where they live amongst an odd collection of fellow lodgers, crowded into an ill-kept tall thin house in a street scheduled for demolition. However dingy their surroundings, London is another country, with a floating population of young bohemians and even greater sexual opportunities. It provides music and entertainment late into the night. Others find themselves in soulless suburbs marked by petty rivalries, one-upmanship rituals and social conformism. Some settle in new towns or new housing estates.   

			Success brings money, extreme consumerism, and even more fraying of the social fabric. There is more adultery, alcoholism and failed marriages. They move on to other houses, other partners, new flats, new cars, new jobs. They don’t think of the north any longer, although occasional returns are permitted. Lives can go seriously awry too, usually through mixing with delinquents. Once involved in criminality a minority of cases end in murder with the grim possibility of the death penalty looming large. In prison they mix with outsider communities: the predominance of Maltese, Italians and Irish means the atmosphere in this environment is pervaded with Catholicism and the unfamiliar concept of guilt. Some West Indian, African, Chinese and Indian characters also appear.  

			

			Whatever their fate, they couldn’t have stayed in the north. If they had, their ambitions would have drained away and been replaced with either glum acceptance or despair. 

			As we shall see, many of these attributes had always existed. Those who read the novels and short stories set in the north of England before 1939 would not have been surprised by the emergence of a similar phenomenon after 1955. Social realism in drama and fiction, in either London or the ‘provinces’ had been around at least a century before Osborne, Braine, Amis and others became prominent.

			Authors who wrote about the north, commenting on poverty and the circumstances faced by those who lived there had been available since Mrs Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848). Later there were well observed and realistically drawn humorous stories by the Grossmiths and Jerome K Jerome about characters from modest backgrounds. There were political plays and novels too, particularly from H G Wells and George Bernard Shaw. Both lampooned the English political and landed classes with their readers being clear that major changes were overdue in the order of society. And, following the path trod by Dickens, there were writers such as W W Jacobs who chronicled the fortunes of the London lower classes. Three authors, though, are of particular interest as precursors of the Kitchen Sink genre: George Gissing, Arnold Bennett and D H Lawrence, all of whom hailed from the north and were published prior to 1914. 

			

			Gissing, from Wakefield, was 20 when he arrived in London in 1877. In books like Demos (1886), New Grub Street (1891) and The Odd Women (1893) he tackled political change, lack of money and the day-to-day struggle experienced by most people. His novels tended to have unfortunate and miserable endings. The least well-known of the trio, he was much liked by George Orwell who described him in a 1948 essay as ‘the chronicler of vulgarity, squalor and failure’.

			In contrast Arnold Bennett, from Hanley, Staffordshire, enjoyed a lucrative and successful career. He caught the train to London in 1889 (at 21) and his key works in Kitchen Sink terms would be Anna of the Five Towns (1902) and the Clayhanger quartet (from 1910). Both have northern settings, and both deal with poverty, though in an arguably less dismal fashion than Gissing. Bennett also wrote The Card (1911) a picaresque account of the rise of a resourceful young man in his home town.

			Like Bennett, Lawrence also left early for London, arriving there in 1908 at the age of 23. From Eastwood, Nottinghamshire, listed then as a ‘colliery village’ (actually, a small town) about halfway between Ilkeston and Kirkby-in-Ashfield, his experiences of growing up in this locale form the backdrop to his novels Sons and Lovers (1913), The Rainbow (1915), Women in Love (1920) and Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928). Inveighing against class, sexual and emotional repression and hypocrisy, Lawrence’s attitude, and those of his most memorable characters – Paul Morel, Clara Dawes, Ursula Brangwen and Oliver Mellors – clearly form something of a template for the drama and fiction that emerged in the mid-50s. For years, though, obtaining his key books was difficult. With many of them banned, either by the law courts or local authority Library Committees, obtaining a well-thumbed pirated edition of, say, Lady Chatterley’s Lover required care and planning by those wishing to explore its content.   

			After the great catharsis of the 1914-1918 war, others joined their ranks. Among the most notable were J B Priestley, A J Cronin and Walter Greenwood. From Bradford, Priestley produced a stream of plays, essays and novels, many of which were adapted for cinema or TV. His work was thoughtful and entertaining, more akin to Bennett than Gissing. Greenwood, from Salford, concentrated closely on the poverty experienced during the depression years, particularly in Love on the Dole (1933). Cronin, who like Priestley sold in huge amounts, was noted for The Stars Look Down (1935) and The Citadel (1937) both of which were set in mining communities, in Northumberland and south Wales respectively. 

			

			The 30s also produced Howard Spring, originally a reporter with The Manchester Guardian, who portrayed the rise of an ambitious Labour politician in Fame is the Spur (1940). Filmed in 1947, its screenplay was written by Nigel Balchin, author of The Small Back Room (1943) with its flawed, alcoholic central character. Which brings us, finally, to Graham Greene. Neither an angry young man, or a ‘northern’ writer, he overlapped with both and the Kitchen Sink generally, with his realistically drawn plots and characters, the use of crime and shabby moral compromises as plot devices, penchant for adultery and ambivalent view of authority. Published from 1929, and with film adaptations from as early as 1934, works like Brighton Rock (1938), The Heart of the Matter (1948), The Third Man (1949) and The End of the Affair (1951) were tremendously successful studies of sympathetically-drawn anti-heroes.

			But it would be wrong to conclude that these held sway, or had some sort of overwhelming dominance in the crowded field of UK literature when peace came for a second time in 1945. They were one strand of writing, important but competing with others. Indeed, in many ways the key features of the 30s – detective novels, romantic comedies with butlers and debutantes and the ‘well-made’ West End play, as exemplified by Rattigan – continued, and were in some ways even more prominent. A case can be made that the overarching theme of the decade 1945-1955 was not social realism but escapism. This was the time of the Ealing comedies with their cosy assumptions about Englishness, war heroics and films like Maytime in Mayfair, a musical comedy set in a haute couture fashion house. Not only that, for those seeking to forget the travails of austerity and the threat of atomic incineration, these were the years of Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan and Gormenghast, William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, John Wyndham’s Day of the Triffids as well as C S Lewis’s Narnia Chronicles and Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. 

			

			Social realism remained, but within constraints. Typically, it occurred within crime dramas, usually set in London, the best of which were It Always Rains on Sunday (from a novel by Arthur La Bern) and The Blue Lamp. In both the villain is caught and punished. Society’s values prevail. As an example of how social realism was portrayed then it is interesting to consider the 1952 film adaptation of Bennett’s The Card starring Alec Guinness, who makes a not wholly successful attempt at a regional accent. Partly filmed on location in Stoke-on-Trent, the town had changed so little since Bennett’s time that there was no need to disguise background shots and it strikes the viewer as being rather more cheerful than its author would have intended. 

			Prefiguring some elements of the Billy Liar plot, The Card charts the rise of Denry Machin and focuses less on his character and motives than on his relations with three separate women: a Countess who is out of his reach, the older ‘experienced’ woman of uncertain background and the nice local girl that he ends up with, played by a 20-year-old Petula Clark. Then 38, Guinness played someone half his age for the film’s first half-hour: by the end, he and Petula Clark are together and Machin has been elected the youngest ever Lord Mayor of the town.       

			This is slightly at odds with Machin’s cynicism in the book: he might not be Joe Lampton whose exploits we will encounter later, but Machin knows how to cut corners and advance in provincial society. He runs a rent collecting business, evicting tenants if required, and knows that if he is to rise, he needs to do good by the local football club, and secure election to the council. People might like him enough to make him Mayor, but he is not afraid to stress ‘I just want to make money…’ Rather than emphasise this sardonic edge to Machin, the film instead plays rather like Kind Hearts and Coronets.   

			

			The Card was successful, nominated for an Academy Award and having Petula Clark’s version of its jaunty main title theme released on a shellac 78 in May 1952. But it quickly appeared dated when Look Back in Anger and Room at the Top appeared a few years later. Both were northern/provincial and centred on a young man’s view of the world with main characters – Jimmy Porter and Joe Lampton – enjoying far more beer and tobacco than Machin, Mellors and co could ever have dreamt of. Not only that, sex is much more available (or at least written about as if it is). Their materialism is more explicit. They do not defer and their attitude makes it clear that they can ‘get on’ should they need to, on terms they will set for themselves. 

			What caused this change in outlook? Quite simply, the Second World War. Following the trauma of the 30s, and its attendant hardships, it became the testing ground for the planned economy.  The post-war Labour government brought the NHS and a commitment to full employment and though rationing continued until 1954, the consumer age was arriving and new outlooks took hold of the country.  

			Of course, the term ‘kitchen sink’, before Osborne and co were identified with it, was synonymous with the day-to-day drudgery that defined women’s role in society. But women were also key beneficiaries of full employment, recruited in large numbers into industry, services and administrative positions. A good number of them were no longer tied to the home after the war and this contributed to changes in moral attitudes.   

			The war also had an impact on families. With most separated, often for years on end, and so many husbands and wives isolated (or bereaved), a great many people made arrangements of a type they wouldn’t have entertained in ‘normal’ times, to give themselves some type of emotional succour. The cultural impact of large numbers of US armed forces being stationed in the UK after 1942 was significant, particularly the large cohort of black service personnel. They had money to spend, and they brought different attitudes with them. Although one cannot over-generalise on such matters, they were not imbued with the same deference and class consciousness as their British counterparts.

			

			The massive reconstruction programmes that followed the war made their impact too, none more so than the huge house building programme. In the decade after 1945, 2.4 million new homes were built. The people who moved into these left behind them an abundance of older, less satisfactory rented accommodation in town centres. Whilst some of these were demolished many remained and attracted a shifting population of young people and immigrant families. Changes in education occurred at the same time. Whilst the numbers in universities remained low, those in further education and adult education institutes increased tenfold over the same period, with most of the students being supported by government grants.  

			The world of Osborne, Braine, Sillitoe, Waterhouse and others is thus qualitatively different to that of their forbears. There is a focus on younger characters and popular music starts to feature within plots, Waterhouse’s Billy Fisher wants to be a songwriter, as well as write jokes for comedians. Rock ’n’ roll offered riotous abandon, even if a satirical view is taken of it. The abject poverty that constrained their parents has gone, so straying from the straight and narrow is no longer disastrous. Avoiding unemployment is no longer the be-all and end-all. Characters are no longer doomed to remain where they were born. There is more social mobility: people move away to study in increasing numbers and can (and do) ‘go down to London’ to live and work in a different environment. 

			This is predominantly, but not exclusively, portrayed from the male point of view. This is hardly surprising given that around 80 per cent of the authors associated with the Kitchen Sink were men. We get a lot of shouty, opinionated twenty-something blokes in attic bedrooms or saloon bars. The women authors came along later, with Shelagh Delaney the first, and in many ways the most remarkable. Some who followed her were already in print, and adapted their style to fit kitchen sink themes. Others, like Lynne Reid Banks, Edna O’Brien and Nell Dunn became successful after Delaney’s breakthrough with A Taste of Honey. From 1960 there were several books that tackled single parenthood, which was now presented as an option rather than a life-ending, shameful event. Importantly the narratives show young women living independently as part of a transient population, renting cheap, private bed-sitting rooms, and provide the reader with a feminine point of view on topics like adultery. 

			

			Unlike Denry Machin, who wants to ascend to local prominence and become wealthy, the central characters of the post-1955 era are far more questioning. Whole institutions are challenged: successful business leaders, local bureaucrats, the police, the British army officer class, minor officials, politicians, trade union leaders and organised religion. Literary form also plays a role here. Conventional narratives presented in books, plays and short stories are no longer the sole mechanism used to convey events. Street theatre, notably from Joan Littlewood, makes an appearance as does satire, absurdism and surreal observational comedy, extracted from peculiar situations.

			Echoing Gissing 75 years earlier, the ability of London to corrupt is also a feature. There is more crime and violence. Delinquency and teenage gangs, never really features of the earlier writers, are common. There is even murder, leading to condemned cell dramas and their dreadful theatre revolving around the use of the death penalty, the validity of which is questioned. 

			Occasionally the writing of the 50s and 60s authors revisits places last trodden by Oscar Wilde. Eventually there will be tales of sexual transgression, sexual failure, studies of failed relationships, inappropriate relationships, homosexuality and lesbianism. We should note that the play which immediately preceded Look Back in Anger into the Royal Court Theatre was The Mulberry Bush by Angus Wilson, now embraced as one of England’s first openly gay writers. Kenneth Haigh and Alan Bates appeared in both productions. 

			This generation of writers were also reappraising the UK’s place in the world, which was certainly not something that would have occurred to their predecessors. This meant taking race, immigration and religion into consideration, providing more black characters in their narratives and, when needed, pointing up the anti-immigrant views of the white working-class.

			

			Despite the updating of key aspects, the new world that was being portrayed here remained resolutely northern and working-class. Importantly, it did not reject outright the legacy it inherited. It even reclaimed some authors: the 1962 Times obituary of Richard Aldington, known best for his 1929 anti-war novel Death of a Hero defined him as ‘an angry young man of the generation before they became fashionable’. Fresh adaptations of the most outstanding material from the earlier writers were made including a 1959 BBC production of Bennett’s Hilda Lessways starring Judi Dench, and as late as 1976 a 26-part ITV serialisation of Clayhanger with Peter McEnery and Janet Suzman. Walter Greenwood’s Love on the Dole was presented twice, in 1960 as a BBC Sunday Night Play with Billie Whitelaw, Tom Bell and Avis Bunnage, and again as an ITV Play of the Week in 1967 with Malcolm Tierney. The work of inter-war women authors like Storm Jameson and Phyllis Bentley was also re-appraised. Jameson, from Whitby, saw her novels The Commonplace Heart and The Face of Treason dramatized on TV in 1953 and 1959 respectively, whilst Bentley, from Halifax, had her 1932 trilogy Inheritance (in its day the most successful piece of regional fiction since Hardy) screened by Granada TV in 1967 with James Bolam and John Thaw.

			Lawrence remained the final frontier; the great taboo. UK producers tip-toed around him. A short story, The Rocking Horse Winner, was filmed in 1949. Another, You Touched Me, which Tennessee Williams had adapted for Broadway, with Montgomery Clift in 1945, turned up as a BBC Sunday Night Theatre production in 1956, with a third, Samson and Deliah, following in 1959. His major novels though remained firmly embargoed. Although Sons and Lovers reached cinema screens in 1960 – and was astonishingly successful – the 1955 French version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover with Danielle Darieux remained banned, and it would be the unlocking of public access to this book, after a semi-farcical obscenity trial, that helped launch the liberal climate of the 60s. 

			

			The scope of the post-war social realist authors was also technically broader than their forbears. Bennett, Lawrence et al were restricted to the written word. Osborne, Amis, Delaney and others could reach audiences through cinema, radio and television as well. The latter would be an important factor, with BBC and ITV offering many hours of original drama per week by the late 50s. The significance of series like Coronation Street and Z-Cars, both firmly located out of London and, in the case of the former, often written and directed by women, was immense. 

			Which raises an important question. Which of these platforms – the written word, theatre, cinema, radio, television – can be looked on as the one most likely to have brought a particular work to prominence? Taking Look Back in Anger as an example, it ran on the London stage for seven months in 1956, during which, allowing for the size of the Royal Court Theatre auditorium, it would have been seen by about 100,000 people, possibly less. After a slow start it drew praise from critics (famously, Kenneth Tynan) and commentary in broadsheet papers and cultural magazines. A version, minus most of the leading members of its cast, was screened as an ITV Play of the Week in November 1956. It isn’t clear how many people viewed this, but at the time only about a third of UK households had a TV licence. Nor would this have been deemed ‘popular’ viewing (it was screened on a Wednesday night). Thereafter the production played provincial theatres, normally for a week or two at most, through to March 1958 when it closed at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, where Fulton Mackay played Jimmy Porter. 

			In contrast, the September 1959 film adaptation with Richard Burton was surely seen by far more people. Although in decline, thanks mainly to the steady growth of television, UK cinema admissions in 1959 still totalled 580 million, roughly 11 million a week. To which could be added international audiences, an important factor with the film released globally through 1960 and 1961. In terms of ‘impact’ that would have been how most people, even domestically, saw Osborne’s play. Indeed, even allowing for the small number of novels which sold in significant quantities (say, a million plus) it seems fair when writing about Kitchen Sink to concentrate at least as much on the cinematic versions as the book or play from which they were adapted, and to include in the account films made from original screenplays that are clearly part of the same genre. Which is what this narrative seeks to do as it wends its way through to that day in 1964 when the Beatles took the train from Liverpool to London in A Hard Day’s Night.

			

			One final point. The term Kitchen Sink – used to describe the books, plays and films that appeared between approximately 1955 and 1965 – was first used to describe a style of painting that briefly had prominence in the UK during the early 50s. It appeared in print in the December 1954 edition of Encounter when art critic David Sylvester, who wasn’t overly impressed with what he was looking at, stated that this type of art was ‘An inventory which includes every kind of food and drink, every utensil and implement, the usual plain furniture and even the babies’ nappies on the line. Everything but the kitchen sink – the kitchen sink, too.’

			He was referring to John Bratby, Derrick Greaves, Edward Middleditch and Jack Smith, whose work had been shown at the Beaux Arts Gallery in Bruton Place, London, curated by Helen Lessore, from 1951. It had also been championed by critic, novelist and painter John Berger who organised Looking Forward: An Exhibition of Realist Pictures by Contemporary British Artists at the Whitechapel Gallery in 1952 devoted to their work. The four were young (none were over 30, two were under 25) and still at art school when they came to critics’ attention. Three of the quartet were also provincial (Greaves and Smith were from Sheffield, Middleditch from Nottingham), and they came to notice at a time when many art schools, further education colleges and adult education institutes were running evening and weekend classes in Fine Art. More working-class people were painting. 

			

			Their work often consisted of interior scenes, many in cold looking flats and houses, executed with a restricted use of colour. So, this was social realism, recording and celebrating ordinary day-to-day life. It also showed how much the UK of the 50s still looked like the UK of the 30s, or even earlier. 

			Seeming to skirt the avant-garde it seemed a million miles away from, for instance, abstract expressionism, the most talked-about art movement at the time. If anything, it resembled a continuation of the work of Walter Sickert and the Camden Town school, prominent between roughly 1900 and 1920. Which, when we consider Helen Lessore was the sister-in-law of Thérèse Lessore, Sickert’s third wife, doesn’t really come as a surprise. The circle is completed when we learn that Arnold Bennett and Sickert were friends. Thus Kitchen Sink was first applied (somewhat disapprovingly) to a group of young artists who were influenced by Sickert, a friend of Bennett. 

			They reached their apogee in June 1956 when they represented Britain at the Venice Biennale. Just two months later the Whitechapel Gallery would host another exhibition, This Is Tomorrow, which critic David Sylvester much preferred. A mixture of abstract art, graphic design, architecture, strip cartoons, interior design, furniture and interactive mobiles and robots, this would be the armoury that determined the course of art and design in the years to come. Thus, the artistic Kitchen Sink never really took off in Fine Art, even if, for a while, John Bratby seemed on the verge of becoming hugely successful. In 1957 he was commissioned to paint the pictures attributed to the fictional artist Gulley Jimson in the film adaptation of Joyce Cary’s The Horse’s Mouth. Alec Guinness, who played Jimson, even modelled his performance on Bratby by observing how he worked in his studio. Ultimately, although the Beaux Arts Quartet, as the four were named, continued to paint they never achieved the public recognition, fame or even notoriety of Bacon, Freud or the pop artists who dominated the 60s.  

			

			This study does not, therefore, focus on the connections between Fine Art and social-realist writing in the 50s. What it does instead is look at the books and plays, films and TV productions that constitute the Kitchen Sink corpus. Ranging from the well-known (Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, A Taste of Honey and so on) to the lesser known (The Tinker, The Furnished Room and many others) specific topics are explored in each chapter. These look at the emergence of provincial themes in fiction and drama, the part played by music, particularly the impact of rock ’n’ roll, the role played by satire, comedy and the absurd, the sub-genre that swirls around London (and Soho in particular), the end of Empire and the impact this had on UK life and the accumulation of work exploring sexual, political and libertarian themes, before and after the Lady Chatterley trial. The rise of The Beatles is considered, as is a possible counter-factual about what might have happened to the Kitchen Sink had they not taken the world by storm in 1964.  

			Finally, the long-term impact of the material, particularly its visual imagery is considered. Is it still relevant and what can we learn from it today?  

		

	
		
			

			SCENES FROM PROVINCIAL LIFE

			Before any of this took readers and audiences by storm, there were outliers that marked the course and prepared the way. If we agree the basic definition of the type – something set in the provinces, characterised by youth, aggression, disrespect for social convention, a freer attitude to sex and violence and embellished with more consumer goods – then one of the earliest sightings came in 1958 with the Rank Organisation’s Violent Playground.

			Much of this was filmed on location in Liverpool in the spring and summer of 1957, roughly when Paul McCartney and John Lennon were getting together in The Quarrymen. Why Liverpool? Rank had been much impressed by the phenomenal success of Blackboard Jungle, the American juvenile delinquent drama that made an immense impact when it appeared in the UK in September 1955. Teenage audiences rioted, tore up seats and danced in the aisles wherever it was screened, spurred on by the inclusion on the soundtrack of Bill Haley and the Comets’ Rock Around the Clock. Only a minor hit when originally released in the UK in December 1954, on the back of the film’s success this re-entered the charts in October 1955, reaching No 1, and was still in the Top 30 in February 1957.

			Making a UK version of Blackboard Jungle – or something like it – meant looking at where juvenile delinquency was an issue, and commissioning a drama set in that location. It turned out Liverpool was an obvious place to start, as the police there had run a department specifically monitoring and dealing with young offenders since 1949. Rank signed up author James Kennaway, whose debut novel Tunes of Glory had been favourably reviewed, to produce a script and appointed Basil Dearden to direct. He was a reasonable choice, having explored a similar subject as early as 1952 in I Believe in You, with Laurence Harvey and Joan Collins playing troubled adolescents. The leading roles in Violent Playground, of Johnny Murphy and his sister Cathie, went to two Rank contract players, David McCallum, 24, whom the studio signed after seeing a photo-shoot in which he looked remarkably like James Dean, and Anne Heywood, 26. The policeman who gets involved in trying to sort out Murphy, and ends up much taken with his sister, is played by Stanley Baker, a huge UK star at that point and one of the few leading actors who combined contempt and aggression with a non-middle-class persona.

			

			Whilst the credits roll, and underscoring its origins as a British take on Blackboard Jungle, the soundtrack bursts into life with a piece of early UK rock ’n’ roll: Play Rough by Johnny Luck who sounds about 13, and still in short trousers. Attempts to trace him and assess any subsequent career have proved fruitless, and although the song was released by Fontana it was only available as a 78, which was going out of fashion by 1958. But it isn’t a bad effort, and was written by a couple of Tin Pan Alley songsmiths, Philip Green and Paddy Roberts, Roberts being something of a satirist, a musical equivalent of Stephen Potter, and quite popular at the time.

			We meet Johnny and Cathie Murphy, who live on an inter-war local authority housing estate in Liverpool. Johnny leads a gang, amongst whom can be spotted Sean Lynch, later associated with Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop, and a 14-year-old Freddie Starr, appearing as Freddie Fowell. They get their kicks from arson, as well as general delinquency. There is an anti-authoritarian theme running through much of the dialogue, strengthened by a Liverpool Irish, Roman Catholic, anti-English sub-plot that introduces Peter Cushing as a local priest who anxiously tries (and fails) to talk Johnny out of his activities.

			

			As well as featuring many scenes filmed across Liverpool, the film contains a fair number of black and ethnic minority characters. Most have minor, uncredited roles, an exception being Tsai Chin, 12th in the cast as Primrose. (A year later she landed the starring role in the UK stage adaptation of The World of Suzie Wong, and through the 60s and 70s enjoyed a parallel career as a singer.) The acting is reasonable throughout, the plot rattles along and there is a lot of background detail to enjoy. 

			Eventually, Johnny runs amok with a machine gun and takes a class of school children hostage. Fortunately, his sister intervenes and delivers Johnny to the police, who take him away to be charged. Baker’s character attempts to ingratiate himself with Cathie, but she declines him and proceeds instead to Cushing’s church – the message here being that Catholicism (in Liverpool, and amongst the Irish) produces stronger loyalties than the state can impose. 

			Rank gave Violent Playground quite a push. It did reasonable business at home and played across Europe, but despite good reviews, it failed to make much impression in the US, where thrillers involving teenage tearaways had been common for years. For Basil Dearden it led to serious, socially conscious, and generally interesting films that included Sapphire, Victim and The Mindbenders, another James Kennaway adaptation. Looking at Violent Playground today, it is odd to think that Liverpool featured so early in the Kitchen Sink, whilst also being the location where, in 1964, it symbolically concluded with A Hard Day’s Night. 

			Ironically, the success of The Beatles gave Violent Playground a profitable afterlife. After they took the US by storm, and all things related to Liverpool were in demand there, Violent Playground was re-released and, helped on by David McCallum’s popularity playing Illya Kuryakin in the TV spy series The Man from UNCLE, did very well in America.

			The second clear outlier was 1959’s Tiger Bay, which Rank distributed. Set in Cardiff, another port with a multi-ethnic population, this also attempted to replicate the success of a foreign film, this time a French production. J Lee Thompson is best known for mainstream successes like The Guns of Navarone and Cape Fear, but, active since 1950, he had already introduced social realism into his work (e.g. The Weak and the Wicked in 1954) when he saw Louis Malle’s Asensceur Pour L’échafaud in January 1958. Inspired by its artistic integrity he immediately pitched the idea of making something similar to sympathetic producers.

			

			Malle’s debut was an immensely accomplished piece of film noir set in a highly atmospheric Paris, with a plot centred on the moral ambiguity of its main characters. Adultery, murder and arms dealing all feature with a great cast led by Jeanne Moreau. One memorable scene has her walking alone through the nocturnal city, accompanied by music from Miles Davis. Stylistically, this made a huge impact and was much in advance of anything attempted in the UK at that time. 

			The source of Asensceur Pour L’échafaud was a 1956 novel by Noël Calef, and Thompson quickly came across a short story by the same author – Rodolphe et le Revolver – that he felt could be given similar treatment. About a boy with an unhealthy fascination for guns, it was reworked by crime novelist Shelley Smith, whose 1957 collection of short stories, Rachel Weeping, included ‘An Idyll’, in which a nine-year-old girl encounters a sympathetically portrayed psychopath. 

			The rewrite saw the child changed from a boy to a 12-year-old girl, and with the psychopath becoming a sympathetically portrayed Polish sailor, Rodolphe et le Revolver duly became Tiger Bay. Raising funding for a script based on an obscure French short story was still hard, however. Particularly when it was proposed that the key role, of the Polish sailor, would be played by Horst Buchholz, a young West German actor who might have appeared in screen adaptations of Tolstoy and Thomas Mann but had yet to make an English language movie. Eventually, Independent Artists, who mainly did second features, came on board, and shooting began.

			The film begins with a ship arriving in Cardiff. Its crew are paid off at the end of their voyage. A Polish sailor makes his way into town to locate his girlfriend, but finds she has moved out and taken up with another man in his absence. A young girl, whom we meet as part of a street gang, helps him find her. The sailor and his ex-girlfriend argue and in a fit of anger he shoots her. The police, led by John Mills, get on the case, and as the net closes in on the sailor, a friendship develops between him and the girl, played, very strikingly, by Hayley Mills, daughter of John. 

			

			As in Violent Playground, much of the local street culture is shown, with the immigrant community clearly visible. The moral ambiguity of Asensceur Pour L’échafaud survives too, in this case in the relationship between Buchholz and the young girl. At a time when hanging remained in force in the UK Buchholz is not shown as an unpleasant character, but rather as someone flawed. The making of this point, together with the local footage, means the film remains of interest.

			It’s a worthy effort, if not as compelling as Asensceur Pour L’échafaud, which introduced Malle as a highly developed film auteur at the tender age of 24, though he was not necessarily part of the French New Wave. Whilst Mills, his daughter and Buchholz are fine, there isn’t anyone who can match the haunted looks of Jeanne Moreau. More to the point, the soundtrack is by Laurie Johnson, who is no Miles Davis. Johnson worked on a lot of Thompson’s films and tended toward a TV theme, big band approach (he later scored The Avengers). For Tiger Bay he went for a rather conventional, even jaunty sound. It didn’t enjoy a vinyl release, whereas Davis’s music for Malle was available on a 10” LP. One wonders why Thompson and Johnson didn’t make some use of locally-born Shirley Bassey, getting her to do a bluesey number for the title sequences.

			Halliwell in his pioneering Film Guide calls Tiger Bay a ‘police chase melodrama’ which seems about right. Released in March 1959, it did well at the UK box office, possibly because audiences were taken with the idea of seeing John Mills co-starring with his daughter. The critics liked it, too. Hayley Mills won a BAFTA and the film won the Silver Bear at the Berlin Film Festival. 

			

			Also paving the way – and another film confirming the centre of gravity was, at least for the moment, shifting away from London – was Tread Softly Stranger. This appeared in August 1958 and was notable for being filmed in and around Rotherham. It was adapted from a 1953 play, Blind Date, written by Jack Popplewell, a prolific Leeds-based author and songwriter, which was regularly performed in regional theatres. With audiences for repertory productions high in this pre-TV era, it was a popular work, and the film rights were quickly sold. Popplewell’s forte was comedy and this was his attempt at a psychological drama with faint echoes of J B Priestley’s An Inspector Calls. 
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