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Betty Burstall and Liz Jones, 1988
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Pencil drawings by Barry Dickins, 2016
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La Mama interior, circa 1976–77
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Pauline Whyman, Jack Charles and Glenn Shea in
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Winter Launch, 2016








Foreword Liz Jones


A healthy artistic climate does not depend solely on the work of a handful of supremely gifted individuals. It demands the cultivation of talent and ability at all levels. It demands that everyday work, run-of-the-mill work, esoteric and unpopular work should he given a chance; not so much in the hope that one day genius may spring from it, but because, for those who make the arts their life and work, even modest accomplishment is an end in itself and a value worth encouraging. The pursuit of excellence is a proper goal, but it is not the race itself—Gough Whitlam, Prime Minister of Australia 1973–74 and forever inspirational


I have worked at La Mama both as an artist and staff member since 1973 and became artistic director in 1976.


And I have never been bored.


Every day at La Mama there is a fresh challenge.


Nearly every week there is a new production.


Every day there are new faces with fresh ideas and enthusiasm.


The jaded, the cynical and the world-weary tend to stay away.


So do the greedy.


Old faces come back regularly to refuel.


Crises occur and people rush to help. To reassure.


The late, revered Syd Clayton said, ‘For me, La Mama means freedom.’ It means that for me too.


No year has ever passed without my involvement as an artist at La Mama. I encourage all staff to work as artists, as well as office workers; it keeps them fresh, and reminds them of the excitement and fulfilment lying on the other side of the footlights. It avoids any ‘us and them’ syndrome developing.


I have also made it part of my life at La Mama to constantly challenge myself with new ideas and new tasks … and constantly redefine my role, with new, exciting projects.


It has also been very important to create La Mama as a warm and welcoming place to be for artists, staff, audience and drop-ins alike. Jeanne Pratt and Sam Lipski have been so generous in helping us achieve this.


Since 2000 Adam Cass has been a very important part of my La Mama: as a very charismatic performer; as a highly original and talented playwright; as a devoted champion of the work of other artists; and as an inspiration and constant mentor to younger artists. To me, he seemed the obvious choice to be editor of our fiftieth-anniversary book.


I love what he has done. He has based his work on the assumption that each and every person who comes here, in whatever capacity, has ‘their own La Mama’. Every one is different.


When asked, I always say there is no such thing as a La Mama house style, other than the response to the intimacy and opportunity presented by the modest building itself. This, I think, is reflected in the beautiful evocation of La Mama that Adam has created, with his collage of interviews, reflections and photographs.


So, do enjoy the diversity of the many voices and views that make up this book, and continue to partake of our exciting theatrical fare as we journey on to our 100th birthday!





A note on navigating the book Adam Cass


As a text to be performed


As the book has gradually taken shape, I’ve realised that it’s impossible for me to create something about La Mama without imagining that what I’m creating is, in fact, a kind of play to be performed there. The best way to experience La Mama is at La Mama, and the best way to celebrate its history, its stories, its secrets, is to see them shared between a bunch of people crammed into a small space. Some of them are performers, some of them are the audience, but only a really keen eye would be able to tell them apart.


Picture this: you’ve come to La Mama on a beautiful night. The courtyard is so packed that people are spilling out through the gates; it’s one of those nights when there’s a real buzz in the air. You don’t really know what you’ve come along to see, but after the acknowledgement of indigenous elders past and present, and after the famous La Mama raffle, you’re told that you’re ‘free to roam’.


There are performances all over the place, inside the theatre and out, upstairs and downstairs, in the alleys and where the bins are kept. Someone grabs you and starts telling you a story, and you’re aware that, just over there, someone else has been grabbed and another story is being told. The whole place is filling up with stories, and you’re drawn from one to the other, and you realise, gradually, that all those stories being told that night are about the stories that have been told there on other nights, and about the people who’ve told those stories, and about nights like this, when other weird performances have woven together lives and secrets and all the threads of the fabric that make the storytellers who they are, and that make this magic, beautiful place, La Mama, all the things that it is.


As a history


La Mama has been made by thousands of artists and others, and for every one of them who’s mentioned or who gets to speak in this book, there are a hundred or more who might have, who should and would have, if time and word limits knew no bounds. For every story told in these pages, there are countless more untold.


Somebody will come along one day and put together a really smart, academic history of the place, but the true story of La Mama, and one that can never be fully captured in any book, is that of what happens inside the infinite collection of creative expressions and impressions, which exist for just a breath or two, and then are gone forever. The aim of the chaotic history you’re reading is to capture the barest suggestion of those moments, so that, hopefully, one or two of them will resonate strongly enough to remind you (whether you are mentioned or not) of your own La Mama story, if you have one. If you don’t, what you find in here may inspire you to come and make your own.


So, approach this book as a flawed fragment of an incomplete oral history. It’s more yarn-spun-by-many-spinners than history; it’s full of repetition, misremembered anecdotes, skewed perspectives, factual flaws, contradictions, and all sorts of other things that are essential to any truly cracking tale.
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Selected season brochures, 2007–16
The Well (Redux), 2013
Season Launch, 2014
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Rod Moore and Jacinta Cronin in Looking Radiant, 1974
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[image: image]


Alan Finney, David Kendall, Lindy Davies, Geoffrey Gardiner, Bill Garner, Meg Clancy, Anna Carmody and Peter Cummins take part in a La Mama workshop, 1968–69
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Liz Jones in A Waiting Game, 1977





THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR


Liz Jones


I have known Liz since 2000, and she has been as instrumental in the making of me as an artist as she has for all the others you will find speaking about her so warmly and gratefully throughout the pages of this book. I talked to her at the home she shares with another of La Mama’s elders and most prolific makers, her husband Lloyd, in Newport, on a sunny day, 25 October 2016.
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Liz Jones in The Four Leave Clover, 1974





I’d always acted in theatre pieces right through school, and through university, so I’d always loved performing. I think what happened was that I, once I’d done my Dip Ed, and married my first husband, lost interest in theatre because I saw it as frivolous, by and large. Largely, I’d done things like big productions of Aristophanes plays and university revues, that sort of thing. I went off to Indonesia to be a volunteer.


I got involved in theatre again when I came back to Melbourne in my twenties, such as on projects with Lloyd Jones and Brian Hogan at University High School. Brian had this wonderful ethic of trying to involve as many kids as possible in their theatrical productions at Uni High. So, we did Aristophanes’ The Birds, you know, and every Year 7 was a bird, a little bird in a plastic suit.


Just before I went away to England, I went to a conference, and I started having an argument with this very feisty, strong, redheaded woman, about the pastoral care of Turkish girls, and how much you facilitated their entry into our society, and how much you respected their parents’ mores, et cetera. This was Betty Burstall, and we really enjoyed each other’s company, and so we were at this workshop probably for about a week, and we ended up having coffee together a couple of times. Then she ended up by saying, ‘My husband’s got a film opening at the Palais; would you like to come to it?’ And I thought it would be great, and it was The Coming of Stork, but by then it was called Stork. I just have this wonderful vision of Betty presiding over the opening of Stork in this extraordinary sort of Greek goddess costume, that had just a strap across one shoulder, and Betty, at that point in her life, never wore bras, and she was to me this picture of strength and liberation. Lloyd came to that with me, and he said, ‘I think she’s the woman who started that little theatre in Carlton, La Mama,’ and I didn’t even know it existed.


‘Would you like to run La Mama? Because I’m really thinking of giving it away’


Then we went off to England and really got back into theatre, really started going to theatre other than the West End—Edward Bond, and, you know, whatever we could get to, and film. We came back and a job came up at Brunswick Girls’, where Betty taught, and I thought, ‘Oh, I’d love to teach with Betty, she’s so lively,’ and she had so much to say about Brunswick Girls’. So, I started teaching with Betty on the same team, and I thought, ‘I must go to this little place, La Mama, and see this space of hers, and what it’s like.’


I went, and I think the first play I went to see was called Night Flowers, by Max Richards [this is all in 1973]; at that point, Betty was really fostering his plays. He’d come over from New Zealand—I think he was staying at her house, actually—a wonderful playwright, a very controversial production. Betty was absolutely exhausted because the playwright disagreed with the production, and she felt that she therefore should facilitate a discussion every night after the performance. So, she was very exhausted, and I think I helped her out one night because of that.


Then Lloyd and I went on to do our play, The Garden—it wasn’t a play, it was an installation in the garden—which was very successful, and Betty really loved it, and we did it over a Saturday. Then she encouraged us to do a little performance every night before Kiss The One Eyed Priest, by Louis Nowra, so we were performing at that; and my friend Katie O’Brien was involved with it, and David Brennan, her husband, and I was talking to Betty and saying how lost Katie was feeling at that point in her life, because she really wanted to be a creative artist, and she was hating teaching. Betty said, ‘Maybe Katie could come and help me occasionally do front of house,’ and I put that to Katie, who said, ‘I’d hate that,’ so I went back to


Betty and said, ‘Katie doesn’t want to do it,’ and she said, ‘Oh, well, that’s fine,’ and I said, ‘But I do.’ She said, ‘Oh! Really?’ And I said, ‘Yes, I’d love to do front of house at La Mama,’ and Betty said, ‘Okay, well, why don’t you do Sundays, and give me Sunday off?’


So, I think probably for about the next ten years, I did Sundays. Sundays were very special to me, because at that point most plays ran for three weeks, and Sunday’s not a very popular night to go out, and Betty never had early shows, all the shows, when I first started there, started at a quarter to nine. People don’t like to go to shows at eight forty-five on Sunday night, and so, the first week you’d have three people and me; in the second week you’d have two people and me, and often the Sunday night discussion began with that intense thing of, ‘Will we do it or not? Are there more people in the cast than in the audience?’ And then the third week, it was the last night, and all the friends who’d said they’d come but never did, they all came. So we’d have this amazing, packed night, with all of this pressure. Particularly, pressure on me because Betty did all the other nights, so I was kind of like this little nobody trying to adjudicate the likes of Peter Corrigan, or David Kendall, or people who really wanted to see that show because they—


Raising her voice imperiously.


— promised the writer, or the director, that they would see it!


So, you know, there was a wonderfully fraught and dramatic quality to Sunday nights, just in and of themselves. So, in 1973 I started doing front of house at La Mama, and during 1974 Betty went off to Greece for a period. While she was off in Greece, Peter Cummins looked after La Mama for her, and halved all of our pay—


Laughs.


—because he said there wasn’t enough money to go around, which was interesting, because I think I was getting five dollars a night, and I went down to $2.50.


Laughs.


Peter was feeling the financial pressures of keeping it going a bit more than Betty did; I think she probably just had other reserves she could draw on in tight moments, like Arthur Boyd doing a painting and selling it and giving her the proceeds. Anyway, when Betty got back, she said she needed to sort it all out and, apart from anything else, she was going to make sure that people working there were paid much better. So, I think my front of house pay went from $2.50 a night to ten dollars a night.


Betty didn’t last very long back in Melbourne because, unbeknown to me, she’d fallen in love with a Greek. What she did start doing was talking about the fact that she was going to give La Mama away, and I remember I had my feelings hurt when one day at recess, around the coffee urn, I heard her say to my friend, ‘Would you like to run La Mama? Because I’m really thinking of giving it away,’ and my friend said, ‘Oh no, that’s the last thing I’d want to do,’ and I said, ‘Ooh, I’d love to!’ This wasn’t paid very much attention.


When Betty decided to go away to Greece again, she offered it to Ann Eckersley, just to caretake, and so Ann took it on. I then still did my Sundays, so still worked there regularly, and then in about August or September 1976, Betty wrote to Ann, saying, ‘I don’t want to run La Mama any longer. Are you interested in taking it over?’ I was very pregnant at this time, and then, in November, I had my baby, Liam, by caesarean section, and my mum was staying with us, and when Liam was about a week old Ann rang up and said, ‘I have decided I don’t want to run La Mama after all. I told Betty that I wanted to do it; I don’t want to do it, I want to study anthropology at La Trobe. Do you know anyone who would take it on?’ And I said, ‘I think I do.’


Lloyd and me and Mum had this big conference, and my mum was still in the adventurous phase of her life; she was still a very positive force. I think secretly, in her heart of hearts, she would have always liked to run a theatre rather than a family. We discussed it, and Lloyd and I felt that—because by this stage Lloyd had been working there as an artist and writer for four years, and I’d been involved as a performer for four years—we couldn’t bear the agonising thought of losing La Mama. So, rather than a burning ambition to control La Mama, it was more a preservation thing of, ‘No! You can’t throw this away, this beautiful place. No!’ So, then I rang back and I said, ‘Well, I really think I will run it,’ and Ann said, ‘But you’ve just had a baby,’ and I said, ‘No, that’s fine, Lloyd’s going to help me, and I’m sure I can do it, because he’s a very good baby.’ And I proceeded to run La Mama.


I guess the thing was that I really think I did a thorough apprenticeship with Betty. I think I really understood her vision. Betty always said, ‘I don’t like theatre in big, soft spaces; I always preferred my theatre in small, hard spaces.’ She’d really learned that lesson in New York, where you have the whole spectrum, but she much preferred the off-off Broadway experience at La Mama and other little places. So, I really understood that, and because of the nature of my own performance practice, and Lloyd’s practice, I understood that’s also what we liked, and where we wanted to dwell. I have never, ever, in my heart, ever seen La Mama as a stepping stone to anywhere else, as a theatre administrator, or as a performer.


That’s why Caitlin [Dullard, La Mama’s current company manager] is so important, because, just like I do, Caitlin thinks that La Mama is where theatre dwells. It’s the essence of theatre, it’s the soul of theatre, and it’s not a stepping stone to anywhere else. What you get there is the best of theatre. It’s possible for someone to create that intense interaction between audience and performer in a large space, but you have to be a genius to do it, and we’re not all geniuses. I think it might have been Helen Garner—I’m sure it was—who said, ‘One of the things I really love about La Mama is that the audiences are active participants in the performance, to the extent that, as a critic, I used to at times be terribly self-conscious about the sound of my pencil on the paper.’


There is, by and large, almost no matter what’s done at the Courthouse, a sort of glass wall there; there’s a divide. That’s so even when people do traverse, or all the things that David Pledger did with his huge scaffolding, or that Emma Valente did. I remember David Kendall saying to me—he’d just seen a production [at La Mama] with Lindy Davies in it—‘You know, I love the way she gets the space. She really knows that she can lower her voice and still be heard.’


So, then Ann and I ran it together; in 1977 we had the Ten Year Festival that we ran together, and I’m fairly sure that Ann bought a farm in 1979 and left in 1980. We had considerable teething problems trying to run it together, and Betty had to come and sort us out; she came back from Greece, and she was fantastic. Then we ran it together harmoniously until Ann had Tom; and she and Tom and Jim went up and lived in Macksville, in northern New South Wales. Ann and I, how we decided to run it—it was my suggestion, actually—was to not divide jobs up between us, but to divide all the jobs between us, and we looked after a production each. We always tried to make sure if James [Clayden, Ann’s partner] was doing a production, she looked after it; if Lloyd was doing a production, I looked after it. Then, all the other productions we divided up, so that I looked after every second production—budget, publicity, everything; front-of-house roster, the lot. Then, for her productions, she looked after the lot, and then we shared the cleaning. That actually worked quite well. There were about twenty-three shows a year at that point, so it was about twelve shows each. It would be impossible to do it now.


Then, when Ann went, I decided, ‘Look, I think I’d like to just run it.’ I had a thought of finding a partner. I approached a number of people to see if they wanted to run it with me: I think I approached Katie, who said no; I think I approached Chris McKenzie, who said no. I thought of approaching Kate Legge, because she was then going out with Rob Meldrum, and she seemed a likely sort of person. Although I’d never spoken to him in my life, I thought of approaching Richard Murphet, because I’d read some articles [that he’d written] that I really liked, and I thought, ‘He gets it.’ But, in the end, I decided I’d do it myself, and give some tasks away, and the big task I decided I’d most like to give away was publicity, advertising, et cetera. So, I got two people on board, and they shared the productions. One was Shaen Whittaker, who was then married to Jean-Pierre Mignon, and the other was Maureen Hartley, and they worked as publicists for, probably, 1980, 1981, and I think in that time I also gave the cleaning to Maureen.


So, we sort of moved on from there. Then, when Betty came back to live in Australia in the 1980s, when she decided she could no longer live in Greece because she felt too alienated from her family, I approached her and asked if I could employ her as my script consultant. She read all the scripts, from about 1981 until her eyesight gave out, which was when I took on Graham Downey, but she probably read scripts for twenty years. That was great for me—I’d always seen Betty as my mentor, and I went on seeing Betty as my mentor, right up until her eyesight failed, she was having heart problems, and then the dementia set in. In that twenty years, it meant that she read all the scripts, which relieved me of reading at least a third, and possibly up to two-thirds, because, a bit like with Graham Downey, I could really get where she was coming from.


Really, since 2009 I’ve been able to be much more focused on being an artistic director, whereas up until 2009 I was the company manager and the artistic director, and so I was juggling both Caitlin’s role and mine, and at times I underdid some of the arts stuff. Luckily, I had Betty there, and it meant that every month I spent a couple of hours with Betty, and it meant that she continued to come to La Mama to see the shows, because she was involved, and gave feedback to me on that.


The last wonderful thing we did together, Betty and I—and Tim was very involved in this—we brought Ellen Stewart from La Mama, New York over. This was because Ellen had said that Betty was a criminal, and this was just an example of how feisty Betty could be, because when that was revealed to Betty—that Ellen regarded Betty as a criminal because she’d stolen the name La Mama, which was so sacred to her because it was from her relationship with her workers; they called her Mama because she looked after them when they were refugees, so she was the Mama, and this was La Mama—she was so horrified, and then Betty and Tim decided that we would have Ellen over and fete her, and just give her a wonderful time, which we did and she forgave us. That was probably the last really exciting thing that I did with Betty in relation to La Mama.


In my time as artistic director, I’ve had various aspirations. I know that Betty’s aspiration was to hear a genuine Australian voice, and she created a space to hear that genuine, diverse Australian voice. My coming into that in the 1970s, what I became very aware of was that there was a genuine Australian voice being heard, but, by and large, it was a very male voice. Women were largely performers, rather than creators or directors. So, in the 1980s I decided that one of the best ways to get Australian women’s voices heard was to involve women directors. That did work, because I built up a little bank of about eight female directors: Kim Durban, Suzanne Chaundy, Lisa Dombrowski, Paula Ireland, Wendy Joseph, Lynne Ellis and Ewa Czajor. They had access to all the scripts, and they would read them; I was paying them to do so. In this particular year—I think it was 1983 or 1984—I did run out of money and I had to pull my horns in a bit, because I was paying all this money to [have scripts read], and half of them selected scripts by women, which was much better than what had been happening.


Then, in the 1990s, I was no longer anxious about that balance, because people like Tes Lyssiotis and Val Kirwan were no longer just the exceptions; women’s voices were being heard, as they are, I think, very strongly today. But what I became aware of in the 1990s was the lack of indigenous voices, and that’s when I really started to become proactive in that area. In the late 1990s I began working intensively with Richard Frankland, bringing his film works Harry’s War and No Way To Forget to the stage in 1999 at the Courthouse, as part of the Melbourne Festival. With assistance from the Myer Foundation, we then commissioned Conversations with the Dead, about cell deaths in custody, which we produced with Playbox in 2001. We then went on to work with Ilbijerri for a number of years and involved many indigenous performing artists in our seasons.


[image: image]


So, I guess one of my major achievements is Coranderrk: We Will Show The Country, which I have worked on with Giordano Nanni, Andrea James and Ilbijerri since 2009. It has been in constant production since then, including an on-country performance this February for 700 people. We performed it yesterday at this conference, which was called ‘Justice Through Conflict; Conflict Through Justice’ (which is a great title for a conference). It was so wonderful to perform to a room in which half the people weren’t white.


She laughs happily.
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La Mama workshop, 1969
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Malcolm Robertson, The Night, a Wall and Two Men, 1998








THE DOWNTOWN INTELLECT


Malcolm Robertson


I had known who Malcolm was for many years before this conversation, and I had long been awed by him, but this was the first (and last) time that we ever spoke. He passed away on the first day of 2016, at the age of eighty-three. With Liz Jones and Roisin Lynagh (a research assistant who informed a great deal of my thinking on how I should approach this book), I spoke to Malcolm in the courtyard at La Mama on 30 April 2015.
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Malcolm directs Sandy MacGregor in Shit Happens, 2015





I was working as an actor and director at the UTRC [Union Theatre Repertory Company, the forerunner of the Melbourne Theatre Company], and I was living just around here, Barkly Street. When I got home from the UTRC one night, there was a message from Betty Burstall. She asked if I would be interested in directing a play here, she gave me an address, and I said, ‘Yes.’


Nothing that was really happening at that time was Australian. We were at the height of the surf where Summer of the Seventeenth Doll was happening [it was first performed at the Union Theatre in Melbourne in November 1955], and we thought everything was going to be open, in terms of playwrights, so when Betty Burstall said, ‘I’m just doing Australian work,’ I thought, ‘That’s what should be happening here.’ I said, ‘Well, I’ll come and read some scripts that you’ve got,’ and I walked down, and it was half the size of what’s here now, but I walked down looking for something that looked like a theatre, so I rang her the next day and said, ‘I couldn’t find it,’ and she said—


Impersonating a very ocker Betty.


‘Oh, whaddayameanyacan’tfindit?’


I thought, ‘Oh well, I’ll come up again tomorrow,’ and again I had no luck finding it, so she was getting very irritated by me, and then the third time I thought, ‘Well, it must be this place that’s got the car park,’ and I went, came in, and I knocked at that door, and Betty opened the door, and she’s got ten plays in her hand and she said, ‘Here, you want to read these; read them, and see if there’s anything that interests you.’


I took them away and I was interested in Witzenhausen Where Are You? by Barry Oakley [this is all in 1967], and by that time they had opened La Mama on a Sunday night for one performance of the Jack Hibberd plays. There was no lighting, it was just electric light, and they played Three Old Friends where that sink was. I thought, ‘Well, nothing has played a season here, something needs to do more than one performance,’ and so Witzenhausen was the first thing that did.


I tell Malcolm that I’m surprised to hear Three Old Friends was only performed for one night, as the record I’m working from tells me that it was staged 1–20 July 1967.


Only on the Sunday night; we actually rehearsed Witzenhausen at Peter Green’s house—when he was married to David Williamson’s wife—which was also in Barkly Street. Peter Green was in it, of course, and I got a few actors from the Young Elizabethans Company, which then became the Young Melbourne Company, and then I got Peter Green and John Kingly, who was part of the Carlton Push, to be in it, and we presented a season here. I suppose, in those days, we were lucky to get an audience.


The conversation with Malcolm was filled with lovely little asides.


You probably know that upstairs there was an antique shop where Betty sold things to help pay the costs of five shillings [for admission] and a cup of coffee downstairs.


I didn’t know that but, before I have a chance to ask anything about it, Malcolm has pushed on.


And then the next thing I did was probably The Blind, a Kris Hemensley play with Joe Bolger and John Kingly again [November 1967], and, you know, La Mama was so in contrast to the UTRC, which was run by a strict disciplinarian, John Sumner. This was open and free, and Australian.


Roisin: Do you think there is such a thing as an Australian play?


Malcolm: Of course!


Roisin: Or is it just the case that it has an Australian writer?


Malcolm: Well, I mean, it must come out of the earth, mustn’t it? You know, if you’re true to your environment, if you’ve lived in it and you put it on the stage. When The Doll was first done, I was eighteen years of age and I’d never heard, apart from going to the Tivoli Theatre with my mum, an Australian accent on the stage. The first time I heard it was Rusty Bugles at the Independent Theatre; I couldn’t believe it.


You know, we were, as actors, supporting in the professional theatre plays which were mainly English farce, with JC Williamson, and a few others, and when they did A Streetcar Named Desire, they ruined it! They took out all the poetic, symbolic things, and, you know, they brought actors in—the young collective was Australian, but the rest of the cast was all English, or American.


I ask Malcolm if that was what was driving Betty when she brought the idea for La Mama back to Melbourne.


Well, it excited her, it thrilled her. You know, she lived in the artistic community here and it wasn’t happening, and she thought, ‘This is a great idea of people sitting down at tables, in New York.’ I’m talking [about] La Mama, and it was in a café, and she thought that was a wonderful idea; that’s why she had the tables and the gingham in the early days.


Betty collected so many writers. If nothing was happening in Australia, where did they all come from?


The Doll gave them the impetus, so they were riding the wave, but there was no area in which people would produce them. I mean, St Martins Theatre here, and the New Theatre, did a number of Australian works, but it was very few and far between; they were like, what can I say, museum pieces. That’s not the right word, but they were so few and far between, and, you know, to have somewhere you could let your hair down, for me, in the early days, because John Sumner was such an authoritarian. You might know this—I went under the name of Garibaldi, because I knew John Sumner would say—


He barks.


— ‘I’m paying you! Why are you going out there [to La Mama]?’


I mean, he said to me one day, when I resigned, ‘But you’ve lived off this company!’ and, well, thank you very much, John, but Betty said, ‘I want the best work by the best people, I’m not interested in doing second-rate work by second-rate people,’ and, in those early days, ‘the downtown actors’ came up here, and gave their time free. But we used to look at that top window, and say—


He whispers.


— ‘Have we got an audience today?’ And Betty would come in and say, ‘Do you know where the parties are tonight?’


She thought the arts never came together, and so she had a dinner here every Friday night, and they would all come. It consumed her life; they were just bacchanalian, those Friday nights, absolutely bacchanalian. Get a few wines in you and go, ‘Whaddayafuckindoin?’ But, you know, of course, I was regarded as—


Wryly.


— ‘the downtown intellect.’


When I was rehearsing plays, Lindsay Smith and the Push would come in and stand there and watch us rehearse. It was really confronting and, you know, I thought, ‘Well, bugger you; I don’t give a damn, I’m going to do what I want to do, either act in plays or direct them.’ And, you know, we had the police, too, who would walk in, hoping to see us all undressed, fornication. They used to come in and stand at that door.


Liz Jones comes downstairs to join us. Malcolm greets her and then ploughs on.


Malcolm: Apart from La Mama, there was nothing.


Malcolm pronounces ‘La Mama’ with a sort of French inflection, clearly savouring the shape of each syllable.


I mean, there was St Martins Theatre and the UTRC, and then Wal Cherry broke away and started the Emerald Hill Theatre, and he certainly opened with an Australian play, but it was very much doing, you know, Tennessee Williams and the early English writers, but that was the only other alternative theatre, apart from La Mama, in those days.


Liz: And how long did Emerald Hill last, Malcolm?


Malcolm: I think it was about ten years.


Liz: Was it that long?


Malcolm: Yeah. I mean, the building was owned by Eltham Films, and they constructed a floor stage there, and there was some good work done there, but it was very—it wasn’t all Australian; they were doing a lot of American plays, and English [plays]. He left Emerald Hill, owing all the gas bills and electric bills, and he went to Flinders University, as head of the drama department there, and that’s when he went over to the United States.


I ask Malcolm how he’s feeling about La Mama now, after all these years.


Malcolm: I don’t think it feels any different.


Liz: Darling Malcolm, I love you. I don’t think it does either, but sometimes people will say, you know, ‘Oh, La Mama must have been so different because there were all those famous people who used to work here then.’
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