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Introduction





It always amuses playwrights when writers from other disciplines discover for themselves how hard it is to write a play. Yesterday’s playbills are marked with the names of some of this century’s most distinguished poets and novelists who suddenly found the ground soft underfoot when condescending to the theatre. The form is, for some reason, uniquely deceptive. Most good theatre writing looks pretty easy. A good play seems to pass at such speed and with so little appearance of effort that novelists, exhausted by a more cumbersome form, fall to thinking that the whole thing must depend on some trick. I have even heard novelists threaten to ‘dash a play off’. But the strange, necessary combination of vitality on the surface and power below – wave and tide, if you like – is harder than it looks. It is a mistake ever to write a play without giving your whole life to it. It can seldom be done left-handed.


This collection of essays is from my own left hand. I write prose very rarely. I have not written consistently for one publication, and a healthy proportion of what I submitted has been rejected by the people who asked for it. I explain elsewhere in this book that I discovered at the age of twenty-one that I had a facility for writing dialogue. But sentences which I intend purely for the page still look peculiar to me. I can’t wait to hear them spoken out loud, preferably by somebody else, who is pretending to be somebody else again. Through my own carelessness, a number of unpublished pieces have been lost. I was asked to introduce the Bedside Guardian in 1986, but the result was thought too controversial for publication. Liberal newspapers in my experience invite you to be sceptical about everything except liberal newspapers. In the period after they unprotestingly betrayed her to the Treasury Solicitor, the Guardian found the words ‘Sarah Tisdall’ very hard to set up in type. A long article about the Falklands War was not accepted by the Times Literary Supplement, this time because it was not possible to say certain things about the Prime Minister. The Financial Times found no place for an article they had requested on politicians’ use of language. Perhaps these editors were right. One unpublished piece is recovered here, however. It is an essay about Nick Bicât’s opera The Knife. This was killed by Esquire who accidentally added insult to injury by enclosing an internal memo from a senior editor who said the piece ‘did not really work’. Again, I am sure Esquire was correct. But, by a pleasant irony, I could not help noticing they planned to pay me more for writing an article about the opera than I had earned from directing the opera itself.


By chance, in the week after I had finished assembling this collection, I flew to Budapest where I attended an international writers’ conference, sponsored by the Wheatland Foundation. Two days before we arrived, Imre Nagy, the most eminent victim of the Russian repression in 1956, was taken from his unmarked grave and re-buried with honour after a public ceremony in Heroes Square. Listening to the admirable speeches by writers from the Middle East and South Africa, it was clear that in countries ruined by war or dictatorship all the usual questions about art and politics easily resolve themselves. In Israel novelists and poets effectively are the opposition, at least to some of their government’s more extreme policies. Yet the English writers were at the same conference the subject of a familiar attack from a literary critic, a fellow countryman who wished to argue that in Britain people had very little to complain about, and that looking proportionately at the horrors of the world, playwrights in particular would do better to celebrate the quality of life they enjoyed than to go on moaning about its few and occasional shortcomings. He argued that writers in England felt themselves powerless because they had sacrificed what he called their ‘universality’ in order to emphasize everything which is dark and depressing in modern life.


This is so common and confused a view that it is hard to know how to unpick what is truly a tangle of misapprehensions. The first mistake is to imagine that British writers, at least of my acquaintance, feel themselves in any way marginalized, or indeed that they wish to have any greater influence on the affairs of the nation than they have already. In my experience, they do not wish more than any other citizens to bring about the fall of governments, or to force laws onto the statute book. One of the great pleasures of writing for the theatre in this country is that the ideas you express can be taken so seriously and enter so smoothly into the currency of political discussion. If the theatre may be said to lack influence at all, it is more likely to be down to the quality of the work it produces than to any inherent prejudice against it in the population at large. The audience is there and waiting, if you have something sufficiently urgent to say and if – a massive if, in the life of this government – you are able to command the resources with which to say it. Indeed, if you want to understand the social history of Britain since the war, then your time will be better spent studying the plays of the period – from The Entertainer and Separate Tables through to the present day – than by looking at any comparable documentary source.


Furthermore there is something mean and patrician in the proposition that in countries which enjoy the right of dissent, it is the duty of writers to refrain from using it; as if freedom were not a right, but a privilege. Why should people fight so hard for this right if they are then to be told that it is immature to exercise it? In the company of so many writers who had been persecuted in their own countries, it became clear to me that writers, whether they intend to or not, serve much the same role in free as in totalitarian societies; they remind their audience of an alternative and perhaps more profound way of looking at experience than would otherwise be available. The degree of passion and skill with which they do this, and the effect they then have, may depend either on their circumstances or, goodness knows, on their character. But in each country the job ends up essentially the same. In writing about The Knife I introduce a huge subject into which I can make only the slightest inroad, but I try to suggest that morale-building orthodoxies are just as prevalent and just as insistently propagated in the West as in the East.


As to the charge that British writers in general stress unduly what is most disturbing in modern life, then I have to assume from the response of the audience to the variety of plays they see that a number of them share this interest, and identify with some of the dissatisfactions they see expressed. For myself, I was drawn into working in the theatre in what I wrongly took to be an apocalyptic time. In the opening lecture of the book, which is in part a memoir of my one-time tutor Raymond Williams, I describe a mood in the late sixties which had me decide that I wanted to set about dramatizing the crisis I then believed Britain to be in. In the second lecture, I describe some of the hard lessons I learnt in trying to make this impulse work in practice. Over the twenty years that I have continued writing, almost everything in my approach has changed. I have become fascinated by the formal problems of film and theatre, which once had no interest for me; I have moved from running small travelling groups to writing and directing on the largest stages I could find; and I have, in recent years, been drawn less to attacking the iniquities of a particular social system than to illustrating the dilemmas of all those who still struggle with the idea of what a good life might be.


In Pravda Howard Brenton and I tried to show that even if a man believes in nothing, he will always triumph over the man who cannot decide what he believes. Throughout the early 1980s liberal institutions were rolled over by their enemies, because they had no clue how to organize themselves to fight. The truly culpable figures in the wild comedy of the real-life Fleet Street take-overs were not the proprietors, who were after all only pursuing their own ends by their own standards, but the journalists and editors, who seemed not to know what on earth either their ends or their standards were. When I wrote The Secret Rapture I found I was drawing again, though more tentatively, on the same question, asking how destructive you need to become when dealing with destructive people. Neither of the sisters in the play is entirely good or bad. One, Marion, is a Tory MP who finds herself increasingly forced to pretend that life’s problems are more simply soluble than they are. The other, Isobel, is trying to survive without a theory of evil among people who undoubtedly wish her ill. In Strapless, Lillian Hempel, an American doctor, is shown fighting to do a good day’s work in the current National Health Service. And in Racing Demon, four clergymen try to make sense of their mission against impossible odds in the inner city. I feel I am only one among many when I say that, more and more, I find myself moved by people who have no apparent place in the much touted modern Western ethos, and who will never know any of its equally touted rewards.


Hemingway said politics in literature were the bits that readers would skip in fifty years’ time. We all know what he meant. But a sense of politics seems to me no more nor less than part of being adult. When I first worked in the theatre, the prevailing fashion was for plays set in rooms, in which characters arrived with no past and no future. Human beings, it was implied, lived primarily inside their own heads. This seemed to me to offer not just a boring but an untrue view of life. In all the work I most admired, writers gave me a sense of how history pulls us this way and that, of how we live among one another, and how everything in our personal, even our spiritual lives is affected by how we came to be who we are.


*


Writing Left-Handed collects everything I have to say in my own voice. It is now easier to make a living talking about writing than writing. I make mild fun of this tendency in ‘A Stint at Notre Dame’, but the truth is I am more at ease working through invented characters. For better or worse, the theatre has been the dominant interest of my life, and for that reason I have excluded all my writing about what is called the real world. I wanted to focus on some of the common questions which are raised by a life of make-believe, and perhaps give an impression of how my views have changed with the passing of time. There is, in other words, an autobiographical thread. The essays are presented in roughly chronological order, not in the writing, but in the periods of my life which they cover. You find me first as a student at university and leave me, perplexed, trying to understand something about the actors who have given me so much pleasure.


One or two wild historical misjudgements have not been corrected. In particular, the passage in ‘Writers and the Cinema’ which predicts a brighter future for British films has, I hope, a gay period charm. I am also conscious throughout of the overuse of the personal pronoun. I have heard of a school where the boys counted the number of times visiting speakers said ‘I’, and awarded a narrow victory to A. L. Rowse over Field Marshal Montgomery – surely the most unexpected defeat of that distinguished soldier’s life. But, as I have indicated, it is hard for a playwright not to think of prose as an extended dramatic monologue, sometimes, I’m afraid, for a semi-fictional character.


I would like to thank all those editors who have been kind enough to ask me to write for them. My views on the theatre, cinema and television have been sharpened in argument and greatly enriched by my friendship with my agent, Margaret Ramsay. First to last, she has been a touchstone for my work. For this reason, I am dedicating this collection to her. 
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CYCLES OF HOPE


A Memoir of Raymond Williams





You wouldn’t recognize Cambridge from when I went to study there in 1965. Awash with money and computers, rebuilt to accommodate wine bars and Laura Ashley, it stands now, its lawns trim, as tidy as toytown, wholly transformed from the seedy, neglected place I knew in what people of my age must now accept were the last of the post-war years.


I was an asthmatic, so for me Cambridge, with its chilling mists and slate-grey skies, was the worst possible place to finish my formal education. After leaving school I had filled in the six available months before university by flying Icelandic Air – stopover, Reykjavik – to California, where there still existed an exotic Pacific culture of mellow, sweet surfboards and girls who cut their jeans off round their thighs. The result was that I arrived at university in a thoroughly bad temper from which I never quite managed to recover. Convinced that I was doing the wrong thing, I forsook memories of the campus at Santa Barbara which gave straight on to the beach, to come instead, weak-chested, to study in a converted nunnery, built of flint, with Britain’s leading Marxist, Raymond Williams.


In a later essay ‘You’re a Marxist, Aren’t You?’, Raymond makes great sport with how indiscriminately people now use that word. And of course he is right. It has become a genteel sort of insult. On certain lips ‘Marxist’ is used to cover for the much blunter ‘communist’, just as the squeamish say ‘passing on’ when they mean ‘dying’. God knows, when at sixteen I had conceived the idea that I must now study with a Marxist, I had little idea of what such a person might be like. Temperamentally distrustful of establishments, I knew only that I must find someone who could teach me to make sense of my politics in my daily life.


I cannot say that my first sight of Raymond fulfilled my expectations. Here was an apparently genial man, who had for some reason adopted a manner older than his years. Looking at the biography in the front of one of his books, I realize now that he was only forty-three when I first met him, yet stories were already told of his once choosing to give a supervision with his naked feet in a mustard bath. His status and authority had prematurely aged him. His hair was swept back from his brow, his teeth were prominent, and he had a mild, lilting manner of speech. On the first day of our arrival he was telling us that we should probably not expect to see him again for another year. He was farming us out, as was his right, to his juniors, most of whom lived in terraced cottages on the outskirts of town. We would walk or bicycle to our new supervisors, in our tweed jackets, smoking our pipes, our wretched views on Wordsworth or the Metaphysicals tucked under our arms, all the time complaining bitterly of how we had been abandoned.


I had only chosen Jesus College because Raymond was there. I was scarcely drawn to it by its other distinctions which were two: a reputation for rowing, and for the existence of a prestigious club in which undergraduates and elderly dons pretended to be roosters together, clucking, making jokes about feathers and eggs, exhausting every available play they could on the word ‘cock’. I could not have been more unsuited to the character of the college. Nor, I would have thought, could Raymond. Yet here he was, with his Marxist colleague Moses Finley, the distinguished ancient historian, two ferociously intelligent men, perched, conspicuous anomalies, non-oarsmen, non-hen-impersonators, using the college for nothing else but to teach. Or, in our case, not teach.


I was not entirely at ease with the study of English literature, and this was not wholly down to Raymond’s reluctance to teach us. It was more particularly due to an aversion to the drawing up of lists. The study of literature at Cambridge was organized round the idea that our function was to give dignified approval to a collection of writers who were in some mysterious way held to be ‘moral’: George Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, Dickens, Jane Austen, William Blake. Approval was conversely to be withheld from another bunch who, if not exactly immoral, were nevertheless not positively ‘moral’ in the elusive Cambridge meaning of that word: Milton, Robert Graves, Evelyn Waugh, Thackeray, Trollope, Dryden, Sterne, W. H. Auden, Oscar Wilde … oh yes, I hardly need say that the unapproved list turned out to be longer, and prosecuted with a vigour which was entirely missing in the defence of the approved. Wherein this ‘moral’ quality in literature lay, I was never able to discover, though it was bound up in something called ‘seriousness’ which seemed to be equally hard to define. The purpose of literature appeared to be to please critics. Writers should work to guidelines which must be in essence ‘life-affirmative’. Yet in the Cambridge critics’ own writing, there often seemed to be an academic meanness of spirit, which hardly affirmed life at all.


Somewhere in the middle of my second year, I reached a turning point in my education. I was being instructed in aesthetics by a don from another college, who came out and said bluntly what I had long suspected. He informed me, as an absolute law, that profound feeling could only be stirred in people by first-rate works of art. Only by coming to understand what was the very best, and then coming to value it above all things, could readers experience the deepest satisfactions of art. I asked him where this left people who enjoyed a profound religious experience when contemplating the work of an artist whom superior people held to be bad. I gave Salvador Dali as an example. The don’s scorn was complete. ‘Anyone who when looking at a painting by Salvador Dali imagines himself to be experiencing anything is quite simply wrong.’ Wrong? ‘They are fooling themselves. They may think they are having an experience, but they are not.’ They are not? ‘Only worthwhile works of art can produce worthwhile emotions.’ But, I said, pressing a little further, who is the legislator for the worthwhile? Who is to define ‘worthwhile’? He looked at me as if the question answered itself. ‘Well, me. And people like me,’ he said.


It would be fair to say from this point on I lost a good deal of relish for my studies. I had no desire to train to be a non-commissioned officer in the arts police, patrolling literature for capital offences such as ‘failure of seriousness’, or ‘writing while under the influence of immorality’. The attitude of my don implied such a contempt for the ordinary feelings of people that the inevitable result of all this list-making would surely be more to remove me from life than to plunge me into it. Outside the university, a Labour government was once more selling its own supporters down the river, the Americans were snared in an insane war in Vietnam, middle-class youth throughout the world was bursting with indignation. What on earth could this judging be to do with anything?


I suppose this is how I came to think of the theatre as real. The critical and the creative came to seem to me diametrically opposed. If the purpose of criticism was indeed to inform people that they had no right to enjoy what they had hitherto been enjoying, then the purpose of writing a play or a novel was surely to greet them with something they might recognize and find they liked, almost in spite of themselves.


In this matter Raymond was an unusual professor, for in his own critical volume on tragedy he included in the back of the book a play about Stalin, which he had written himself. It was widely held to be unperformable – as far as I know, it’s not been seen on a stage – and yet there was in the act of his including it a foolhardiness which at once made him personally attractive. It was hard to imagine any other don who was willing to forsake the safety of telling dead writers what was wrong with their work to risk making a fool of himself by writing his own play.


We would see Raymond across the quadrangle, books under his arm, a Dylan cap worn at an unlikely angle on his head, entirely in a world of his own, waving and running if one of us caught his eye, and we began to understand exactly why he had not wanted to waste another year dragging yet another generation of students through the novels of Thomas Hardy. It was clear from his book. He wanted to write.


Only in the third year did his students finally confront him. He had become so agile at avoiding us that when we turned up at the beginning of term there were no plans even for the usual cursory meeting. Instead, we were instructed to report to an old colleague of his, this time actually outside the city limits. Our suggested tutor was chiefly known for his highly coloured campaigns against eroticism in literature. He spent much of his time counting four-letter words in novels, and consulting with Swedish psychotherapists who had theories about the long-term mental damage done to people who had become addicted to reading descriptions of the physical act. He had published a letter in the Guardian about the links between Hitlerism and nudity. He was widely held to be utterly cracked. It was typical of Raymond’s mood at the time that he was more concerned to help out an old friend who was in need of a few quid from tutorials than he was to prepare us for the rigours of the tripos exam.


I have since been reminded that what followed was a strike. I’m not sure. Were things really that dramatic? I remember only an ultimatum. His third-year students told Raymond that they had been lured to the world’s dampest university on false pretences. They had come for his personal tuition, and they were going to sit in his rooms until he consented to give it. I do remember his discomfort, which was profound. In the autumn of 1967, it was not an easy situation for the intellectual leader of the academic left to find himself in. It was downright embarrassing. In London new radical newspapers were being started. New political factions were forming in an atmosphere of wild optimism and vitality. The organized and disorganized left were taking to the streets. There was barely a new grouping that did not want Raymond’s blessing and guidance. Yet on his own home ground his concentration was being disturbed by a small, self-righteous bunch of students who were demanding instruction in a subject in which they did not even any longer believe.


It was, I think, our scepticism about the study of literature which particularly infuriated him. To him it was self-evident that the professional study of literature was worthwhile and rewarding. He had no doubts, for his personal experience allowed him none. He had been a working-class boy from the borders of Wales. Literature and its study had been for him the way out of his environment but, much more important, it had also been the means by which he had understood his own feelings about that environment. Acutely sensitive to personal suffering, Raymond remained throughout his life fascinated by social history. I have no proof of this, but I believe that he was drawn to his favourite subjects – the industrial revolution, the movement of people between town and country – because of his passionate concern that people who might otherwise finds themselves victims of history should be able instead to understand their own circumstances. And there was, self-evidently to him, no fuller way to understand than through imaginative literature. It had done the trick for him. As a young man, it had broadened and expanded him. In a Welsh grammar school, it had helped him to find meaning in his own upbringing. But now a generation of middle-class students was appearing at Cambridge whose attitude to literature, to the stuff itself, was a good deal more ambiguous.


It is easy now looking back to see myself only as a precocious and shallow young man who confused the study of literature with literature itself. I became so contemptuous of the list-makers that I came to believe that the books they listed could be of little practical use or value in trying to understand the present day. Because the critics’ lists seemed so irrelevant to anything I understood as urgent or worthwhile, so I became suspicious of the claims of art, and merely amused by the personalities of those who made a living from it. A similar distemper marked my politics. Britain was transparently in crisis. Its institutions were bankrupt. Its ruling class was anathema. Its traditions were a joke. A favourite game among undergraduates of my year was to spend long, restful evenings arguing about where a single campaign of aerial bombardment might be directed to best effect: on Buckingham Palace, on the Palace of Westminster, or in the mean square mile of the City of London. There was rarely in our discussions any time for all the finer points of socialist theory which made up Raymond’s work and life. Only one bright, shining idea was misappropriated from Marxism and given universal assent: that from its own terminal contradictions, Western society would surely burst asunder in an orgy of violence and civil unrest. What would then happen nobody could say.


Nothing in Raymond’s behaviour so attracted my scorn as his decision in the winter of 1967 to bury himself away in his room and set to work with a team of curly-headed academics who arrived from London in Citroëns to edit a project entitled The May Day Manifesto. This work, to be published on 1 May 1968, was to set out a comprehensive programme of socialist change for the Britain of the 1970s. A yellowing copy of the eventual Penguin Special still sits on my shelves, a reminder of the days when, as a sort of Sergeant Pepper album of the organized left, it offered me and my despairing chums a fathomless source of satirical energy. As students, we took from Raymond the well-made point that an ‘idea’, so called, is not anything manufactured by an intelligentsia behind closed doors, but is more truly the expression of a widespread feeling which has arisen among many people at a particular time, and which then needs to be articulated. But if, as Raymond so often insisted, culture was in that way ordinary, then why did a manifesto of political ideas have to be set out in precisely that excruciating jargon which has alienated so many potential supporters from an interest in socialism?


The matter of Raymond’s style remained a mystery to me for many years. Why, for heaven’s sake, could he not be clear? Or rather, why did he choose to write in a manner which could only be understood by other highly educated people, or by those already versed in the modish junk terminology of left-wing politics? Here was a man who believed that ideas should belong to the whole population, whose own best work had sprung out of his time as an adult education tutor, yet who persisted in ploughing through the English language as through a field of dry bones, periodically using his favourite words ‘long’ and ‘complex’ to justify the tortuousness and complication of his sentences. How could this highly sophisticated man not see that unless he laid his thoughts out clearly and simply in everyday language, he had no chance of reaching the very people whose interests he sought to advance?


But it was not simply to the style of this enterprise that his students objected. It was, as we believed, to its fatal lack of realism. We could not see the point of spending the winter months in putting together a detailed programme for change in Britain when it had not the slightest chance of being effected. Anyone who was brought up in the fifties had a very clear understanding that they were a member of one of the most deeply reactionary societies in Western Europe. The high-flown ideas of a group of Cambridge intellectuals had not the slightest chance of influencing the statute book, nor of forming the revolutionary programme of some putative army which, before advancing down Oxford Street to seize the Post Office Tower, would pause in its stride to consult a small red book about what it should be doing in its first weeks in control.


Politics, in our view, was about power. And power was about property. England, pre-eminently in the British Isles, then as now, was a vastly rich country, in which the ownership of land and buildings was grotesquely disproportionate. It was childish to imagine that the huge vested interests of property and money would surrender a penny of their wealth without the bloodiest of armed struggles: and it was also childish and immature not to foresee that the outcome of any such struggle would be chaotic and unruly. Even if – a massive if – you momentarily allowed the possibility of revolution in this most unlikely of settings, then you would, in looking at other revolutions, see only a record of theory being thrown away and burnt in a high-octane mix of happenstance and real-politik.


Nothing prepares us for this, and nothing makes us sadder, than the moment when we realize that, in England, the fight is to the death.


If I suggest that I was able to articulate this in my relationship with Raymond, let alone sit and argue it with him, then I do wrong to his memory. For we were simply two different animals, who sniffed distrustfully round each other: he always drawn to the long view of things, patient, discriminating, qualifying every sentence with another sentence, pointing up historical parallels in every situation, set and determined in the sifting process which was his life’s work; me, wanting to be tough and weeping for change.


The experience of the twenty years which have since gone by has done little to change my instinctive view of things, though I would hope it has deepened it. I am less impulsive. If you ask me for the reasons for the chronic problems of reaction in the British, then it is to the character of their intimate lives, their attitude to their children, their ways of giving and failing to give love, to their uncertainties and crises of spirit I would look, rather than rely on the much more materialistic outlook I had when I was young. But those same twenty years have also vindicated an impression I had then, that we were about to embark on a period of history in which British public life would be marked out by one thing: that, as a people, we cannot agree on anything.


I am trying to suggest that my character and Raymond’s, ostensibly so different, were in fact shaped by our varying emotional responses to a common set of facts. For one thing also distinguishes those who seek change in Britain: an overwhelming sense of their own powerlessness.


Recently in Rome, looking at the Church of St Peter, I found next to the altar two statues, the masterpieces of Gugliemo della Porta, representing the figures of Justice and Prudence. In the original carving Justice had been nude. But her figure was so astonishingly beautiful that in the nineteenth century priests used to gather and become aroused by her. So, predictably, the Pope had ordered her to be clothed. And now, one hundred years later, her true figure is still hidden from view, for fear that if Justice is seen naked, she will drive the people crazy. This perfect parable, as eloquent perhaps about the Roman Catholic Church as it is about the beauty of Justice, underlies the life of all those who share a belief that things are not ordered in our country as they might be: that privilege is still unequally distributed and above all, that British institutions show no wish to be sensitive to more than one section of the population.


Raymond’s response to this powerlessness was to set himself upon a life’s work of patient elucidation. In his commitment, he was quite extraordinarily stubborn. When in 1964, Harold Wilson was elected Prime Minister, Raymond had infuriated his excited students – I have this only at second hand – by warning them that, like all previous Labour administrations, this one would now proceed systematically to betray both the people who had voted for it and the principles to which it had claimed to adhere. The students had better prepare now, on the night of victory, for the coming years of disillusionment, and steady themselves for a longer and longer fight. As in subsequent years he was proved so spectacularly right, then the attitude of his students hardened not into one of gratitude for his prescience, but into heartfelt resentment of this wise old bird whose passion for the moment seemed always to be elaborately qualified by his exquisite sense of history. Where was the fun? And where was the anger? If, as he believed, democratically elected governments were always pulled to the centre by the power of capital and the suffocating influence of traditional institutions, then where could young men and women get their hope for the future? Not, surely, in a life spent behind high walls, in the chilly Fens, grading Herbert against Donne, and discussing defects of style in comparative English literature.


For, yes, after our protests, after our sit-in, after what others have called our strike, Raymond reluctantly agreed to teach us. It is the governing irony of this memoir that I can now barely recall a single thing he said to me during the supervisions we finally spent together. It brings back something of the flavour of the times to remember that we insisted on his personal tuition not because we genuinely wanted to listen, but, more typically, because it was our ‘right’.


I cannot excuse myself for the time I wasted being angry with Raymond. I was too stupid to realize that he understood me better than I understood myself. Attending an undergraduate production of Uncle Vanya, I identified with Vanya’s anger at his one-time professor, the insufferable Serebyakov, in whom the young Vanya has believed and by whom he feels himself betrayed. For years nothing disturbed the self-righteousness of my version. Yet the truth of the situation was more nearly that I was too exercised and confused to take whatever help Raymond might have offered me.


Only one remark of his do I remember. After a particularly incoherent dissertation from me on the works of D. H. Lawrence, there was a long and moody silence. Raymond sat for a while, staring at my week’s work, then took his pipe from his mouth, shook his head, and said, ‘Lawrence, poor bugger. Poor bloody bugger …’ He then put my essay down without any further comment at all. This judgement from the most gifted social and literary critic of his time on the foremost novelist of a previous generation has always seemed to me to carry a singular, even a definitive authority.


Soon after tripos, I was off. While my friends were on the barricades in Paris, I was sitting in a hot exam room, not quite fulfilling the rich promise which the college had detected in me when it had given me a scholarship three years before. With Tony Bicât, who had passed a similar three years in the same college, spending a sizeable personal inheritance on good suits and becoming a jazz drummer, I arrived in London to work first at Jim Haynes’ inspirational Arts Laboratory, where young men and women could put on the plays they liked, in the way they liked, in order to shock an audience who had seen it all. One night, trying not to disturb a couple who were making love on the floor of the single dressing room in which our actors were preparing to go on, Tony and I resolved to make some sense of our convictions by taking theatre out of the metropolis and to all sorts of places where it was not usually expected. Another night, soon after, the only person in the auditorium was a large, genial man who seemed unsurprised to find himself the only member of the audience. Taking advantage of the tradition that a company need not perform when it outnumbers the spectators – in this case by a ratio of five to one – we suggested that we go, audience and actors, to the local pub, where for the first time I was introduced to Howard Brenton.


Often in my life I have thought I was breaking violently with the past only to discover a continuity which was apparent to everyone but me. In setting up a new travelling group, Portable Theatre, I believed I was putting Cambridge behind me as decisively as I could. How then do I explain that the first plays we chose to present to bewildered audiences in church halls, army camps and on canteen floors up and down the country were taken from the diaries of August Strindberg and Franz Kafka? Yes, there was a foreign tilt of which Cambridge moralists would not have approved, morality being the peculiar property of the British, but, even so, what reaction were we expecting with such neurotic and abstruse material?


Only with Howard’s arrival did we begin to look towards our own times. Even he had trouble getting there. He had originally planned to write a history of evil from Judas Iscariot to the present day – I drafted the publicity sheet, so the phrase rolls effortlessly off my tongue – and yet he found himself obscurely obsessed with the figure of the mass murderer, John Reginald Christie, whom he resolved, for the purpose of the drama, to bury every night under a mound of screwed-up newspaper in a pen of chicken wire. With this startling image – Christie, in a darkened theatre, rising from his grave, holding the length of piping he used to gas his victims – Portable Theatre found itself and was truly born.


I now see the company as an early attempt to side-step the problems of aesthetics. To an extent the theatre will always be a magnet for hobbyists, people who are drawn like train-spotters or matchbox fans to compare different performances of Hamlet. They form, if you like, a core audience, who survive over the years. Their overriding interest is in the maintenance and improvement of their collections, and so they will direct their attention not so much at what is said, as at the skills which are being used to say it. As young men, neither Tony not I had any wish to have our work seen as being part of the English theatre. We wanted the audience to concentrate not on whether we did or did not belong with other groups and movements, nor on how our production standards compared with others’, but instead on the violent urgency of what we had to say.


Raymond himself approaches this problem in what I still take to be his greatest essay ‘Culture is Ordinary’. He attacks the use of the word ‘good’ in a morally neutral context. He points out that people say a ‘good’ job has been done when they mean it has been professionally carried out, regardless of what the job was, and what ultimate effect it would have. In this sense Nazis might produce a ‘good’ newspaper. Or military leaders might sophisticate ‘good’ methods of torture. In Raymond’s view a thing cannot be good unless it has a morally good aim. To those of us who worked for Portable Theatre in the late sixties, a ‘good’ play could only be one which shocked and disturbed an audience into realizing that the ice they were skating on was perilously thin. Any other kind of play could only be a distraction. Perhaps you may feel now that we were a little narrow-minded. Yet even today, when my mood is less apocalyptic, try as I may, I find myself indifferent to the bulk of English theatre, in which the same old plays are aimlessly revived, and the shelves of the London Library are combed for the obscurest examples of seventeenth-century writing. Shakespeare and his contemporaries did not sit around discussing whether it was worth reviving Gamma Gurton’s Needle, and whether it worked in modern dress. They were arguing about which of them should write the next play.


Our way of focusing the audience’s attention on our message rather than our means was to deny ourselves the luxury of finesse by tumbling a group of actors out of a van into an apparently unsuitable space with only the crudest and most makeshift scenery. Most of the plays were short, subversive and aggressive. Once, in Workington, the audience were still seated, waiting for us to take a curtain call, even as our van sped beyond the city limits and away down the motorway.


In the years to come, newspaper journalists would cotton on and start to write much windier analyses of the politics of decline. Antagonists went straight from calling us hysterical to calling us passé. By the time we had presented a series of these plays, all round the country, arts centres were beginning to spring up. The new audience we had deliberately sought were beginning to find themselves plugged in to what came to be called a circuit. The bureaucratic nightmare of a centrally controlled Arts Council funding, with the attendant apparatus of boards, sponsorships and five-year plans, began to lock the performing arts in Britain into an intractable grid. And suddenly, when we were told that our costumes were better than the Freehold’s but that our lighting wasn’t as good as Pip Simmons’, we realized that aesthetics, like the sea, covers everything, and will always have its revenge.


I lost touch with Raymond, and I cannot say I thought much about him. When I was writing with Trevor Griffiths, who frequently referred to him, I remember being astonished that anyone who worked in the theatre should think it worthwhile to maintain a dialogue with dons, even with one who was himself a creative writer. Theatre was doing. Academics were children, who worked in an unreal world of their own making. They were spared the minute agony of seeing their ideas fail in front of an audience. Unlike playwrights, for whom every night brings unwelcome scrutiny, they could live inside their own illusions, talking only to one another in their private language. I thought of them as not grown up. Besides, Cambridge was flirting with something called structuralism, which downplayed the individual’s imagination, and insisted that the writer was only a pen. The hand, meanwhile, was controlled largely by the social and economic conditions of the time. This depressing philosophy was not one to cheer the heart of a playwright. It was indicative of the way academics were once more turning their faces to the wall. The other day, one of the wittiest and cleverest structuralists in England, an ex-pupil of Raymond’s, told me the whole thing was over. ‘Oh great,’ I said. ‘Does that mean I’m back in charge of my own work?’ He looked at me a moment. ‘Mostly. But not entirely,’ he said.


Meanwhile, civil violence not having broken out in the way I had predicted, I found myself making crab-like progress towards two of the central institutions of the culture, fascinated by the challenge of how to write plays which filled up the huge stages at the National Theatre, and delighted at the opportunity of reaching the huge public who still watch drama on the BBC. When I argued with another television playwright that the audience was not sitting there in one lumpen mass, passively receiving everything and unable to distinguish between the programmes and the advertisements, I was, in my insistence that the audience can and do discriminate, unknowingly parroting Raymond. It was so long since I had read him that I imagined my ideas were my own.


In 1983, fifteen years had gone by since I had last spoken to my former teacher. Out of the blue, I was invited to the Cotswolds, where Raymond was to give the keynote lecture at a forthcoming literary festival. I was asked if I would attend, and then without preparation join him on the platform to give my view of what he had just said. By the happiest of chances, we did not even meet before his talk, so I had no idea of what was to come.


He started hesitantly, drawing on a passage from The Long Revolution to detail the W. H. Smith bestseller list of 1848. Of the books listed not a single one was remembered, except for one by Jane Austen, who managed to come in at number eight. Taking the moral from this, Raymond drew attention to the extraordinary fertility of artistic activity in the world today, and to the breakdown of the old categories. Demographically the world had expanded beyond recognition, so there were more artists practising than at any time in history. Wonderful poems were being written in the West Indies; great novels were coming out of Nigeria; from India came great films; in Britain the theatre was lively as never before. In the face of all this activity, he said, the critic had great difficulty concealing his anger. So much going on! And all out of control! The critic’s first instinct was to resent so much energy, for energy is the enemy of order, and order is the critic’s job. No sooner had he or she written his piece on the death of the novel than the novel turned out to be bursting with life in Latin America. Moving quickly to come to terms with that, the critic now found himself wrong-footed by being told of something even more interesting going on in Czechoslovakia. Modern writing was unruly in its sheer abundance. Nobody could put a value on anything.


How then was a critic to react to this apparent chaos? Raymond smiled. By embracing it, he said. Let’s not worry too much, let’s just be grateful. Let’s not succumb to the myth that there’s no great writing any more. Every generation of critics asks you to believe that. They will always pretend that they knew which one was Jane Austen all along. But here it is, a matter of historical record, that Jane Austen once went unremarked, one among many, no more and no less popular than many of her fellow novelists. Let’s not endlessly complain about what’s not being done. Indeed, if we feel so strongly, then let’s do it ourselves. Let’s not peddle all that tired stuff about standards. Let time make judgements, as surely it will. Meanwhile, for goodness’ sake, let’s celebrate what we have.


I have never seen Raymond’s lecture written down, so if my paraphrase is selective, you must forgive me. You may detect, for instance, that the tones of our two voices have become merged. But this only reflects an excitement I felt when I realized that after so much misunderstanding, he and I were, in the vaulted hall of the Cheltenham Literary Festival, for the first time in our lives, about to see eye-to-eye. But I do not misremember the conversation that followed over cups of tea, in green china. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you were right. And I knew you were right, when you argued that the study of literature as it was then practised at Cambridge was a worthless activity. Underneath all that judicious grading of literature lay an actual hostility to literature itself. But …’, he said, ‘… at that time I could not admit it. For to admit it was to allow my own irrelevance. Only since I’ve given up teaching have I been able to see those years for what they were.’


Laughing together, we both relished the symmetry. While he had been travelling in my direction, I had been travelling in his. ‘My politics at that time were a joke,’ I said. ‘I was so incensed, so personally outraged with the discovery that the country’s leaders had no clothes on, that I could not imagine that my outrage was not universally shared. I could not understand why you, as a socialist, seemed so sanguine, so ready to go on discoursing in your own little world. Aflame with indignation, I projected that indignation onto my fellow countrymen and assumed violence was inevitable. But I’ve learnt since, in the long years of Heath and Callaghan and Thatcher, that a country may despise its leader with one part of its brain, and obey him or her with the other. Although I still love the power of that impulse which saw us all out on the streets shouting our heads off, I have also begun to value at last the quieter and more profound discernment which your kind of work represents.’


In any work of fiction which climaxed with this touching scene, pupil and teacher reunited after fifteen years and each envying the other the choices they had made, the two characters would be used to represent different qualities. Most conveniently it would be said that Raymond represented careful reason, and that I represented ignorant feeling. Yet to paint it that way would be to do Raymond the gravest injustice.


An academic who can begin an essay on culture with his own childhood bus journeys from Hereford Cathedral into the Black Mountains is already set apart from most of his colleagues in his understanding of what is important. Underpinning everything Raymond wrote is a sense of possibility. Men and women cannot begin to fulfil the potential of their imaginations, unless they are allowed to influence and control their working lives. A society cannot be healthy unless the thoughts and feelings of working people are given the same cultural status as those of a privileged middle class. The impulse which moves Raymond’s work all the time is one of deep emotional generosity, a readiness to share in the pleasures he had enjoyed, and a delight in watching other people come to value them.


In his writing he mixed this with a passion for the absolute truth. Only when you grasp this can you understand the problems of his style, even if you cannot forgive them. Reading his books is often like finding the world’s most exciting ideas somehow trapped under the ice. It was Tony Bicât who finally revealed to me that he too had been mystified by the manner of Raymond’s writing, until he realized that its very cumbersomeness came from a horror of conventional thinking, and an absolute determination to make a sentence mean exactly what it meant and nothing else. Raymond could be simple when he wanted to. But he rarely did.


It is the fashion now to denigrate the sixties. Trendy right-wing politicians, in hollow affectation, pretend to trace this country’s ills to those days. They talk about the loosening of social bonds, and the decline of respect. In a favourite joke of Raymond’s, a class which throws its own male children out of its homes, aged seven or thirteen, is in a poor position to lecture others on family values. As the period of office of the Thatcher government gets longer and longer, so the excuses for its failure must be traced further and further back in time. We are told that the deep-rooted problems of British life stem from the sixties. The word ‘deep-rooted’ is used to mean ‘before we came to power’. Humourless themselves, the politicians cannot understand that a sense of the ridiculous is precisely what motivated most of what went on at that time. A lot of us do not need to be told, twenty years later, that our behaviour was ridiculous. Most of us knew it perfectly well at the time. That was part of the point. The reason no actor has ever given a successful or unembarrassing performance of a hippie is the same reason no one will ever play Groucho Marx or Jimmy Durante successfully: you cannot impersonate people whose whole gift is for satirizing themselves. The clothes, the hair, the language are now spoken of as if the inventors of these customs did not know that a joke was in the air. Yet the absurdity, both in Europe and America, did have a certain purpose. Everyone was angry. But for a while, they used their sense of humour to turn away despair.


I did not see Raymond again, yet when I read of his death I could not believe another five years had gone by. Our meeting seemed fresh, for the comfort it had given me lasted in a way that took no account of time. A struggle had been resolved. And now he had died.


In writing this memoir, I have suggested that this relationship between us had some special significance. I now have no way of knowing what it meant to Raymond, nor would I ever like to have asked. I was only one of the thousands of pupils who passed through Raymond’s hands and, for reasons I have tried to make clear, not one with whom he was especially engaged. His last words to me were to complain of the ubiquity and neediness of his acolytes. ‘I can’t be a father to everyone,’ he said.


Last December the college which had once threatened me with expulsion invited me to be guest of honour at the Annual Fellows Dinner. In the Upper Hall, surrounded by the portraits of famous scholars and benefactors, I reminisced with a senior tutor, who told me our experience of Raymond refusing to teach us had been repeated many times in Raymond’s later years. I asked if the college had done anything about it. No, he said, we accepted that a college like this should be magnanimous enough to give him its protection without insisting he fulfil his official obligations. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘we didn’t have his telephone number.’


*


It is good to come here today and talk as truthfully as I can about what passed between us, happily in front of his family and friends, and in the part of the world where he was brought up. Yet the occasion is, as ever, kissed with contradiction. For after accepting to speak today in Hay-on-Wye in Raymond’s memory, I discovered by an irony he himself would have relished that the lecture was to be given at a festival sponsored by the Sunday Times.


For some years now, this newspaper has gone to great pains, in its editorial columns, to inform what it calls the intelligentsia of the country that it is out of step with the – what is the word? – ‘entrepreneurial’ mood of the times, and that, by their insistence on values beyond the purely personal, artists and writers make themselves objects of contempt to the kind of people who are putting Britain back on her feet.


Well, for myself, I can only say these are fine times to be out of step with. Considering the ugliness and malice with which the newspaper has conducted its campaign, I wondered for a moment why the Sunday Times, with all its self-importance and power, had never actually succeeded in making me angry. And I realized it is a trick of my character only to be truly angry with those whom I hold in the highest regard. Hearing this newspaper planned to sponsor a literary festival, my first thought was not to wonder at their hypocrisy, but instead to think, ‘Well, that’s good. They want to make amends.’ And I was grateful. It is a fact. From certain people we are grateful for anything. From others, great men, great women, we expect everything. May it always be so.
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