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ABSTRACT 

The thesis discusses the political function and 

production pr oblems of socialist theatre in a capita list 

socie t y . Brita in has seen a r emarkable gr owth of poli­

tical theatre in the last few dec ades . This theatre is 

discussed within its context of Britain ' s cha nging economic 

a nd political climate since the 1950 ' s . The thesis 

examine s the r elationship between theatre a nd society , the 

production of literature , a nd the cultural identification 

afforded to a rt by instituti ons and classes. It i s 

a r gued th a t soc i al i st playwrights a re fa ce d with two 

choices : (1) either they work within the bourgeois th ea t­

rical institutions as oppositional voices against the 

hegemony of ruling class ideology , or ( 2) they work 

outside th ese institutions , performing to working-class 

audiences and a tt empting to create a socialist counter­

culture based on the working class . The careers of Howa rd 

Br e nton and John McGrath r epresent two conflicting r es ­

po ns es in both theory and practice by socialist playwrights 

to this choi ce . Finally , the th es is examines three plays 

from ea t h playwright to show the de velopment of differing 

th eatrical form i n re la tion to theoretical considerations 

a nd practical constraints . 
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Chapter One 

Co nst a nt revo lu tioriising of production , 
unint errupted disturbance of all social 
c onditions , everlasting un ce rtai nty a nd 
a g ita tion distinguish th e bourge ois epoch 
fr om all ea r l i e r one s . 

1 Marx a nd Engels.' 

All th ea tr e is in a se ns e politica l since it ca n never 

be autonomous from society , but worke r s in a socialist 

theatre consci ously plac e th em selv e s on the side of the 

working class and are committed to the abol ition of capi­

tal i sm a nd to th e es tabli s hm e nt of socialism. Socialist 

theatr e r ecognizes capitalism as a n abs urd and repres s i ve 

ec onomi c system. The class which con trols, owns or mana ge s 

private and state cap ital is an id entifiable group. 

Ca pitalist sta t e institutions a r e organi se d in the in te r es t s 

of this ru l ing clas s support ed by the middle a nd profe ss­

ional cl a s ses , and t o mai ntain this sy s t em th e ru l ing class 

has develop ed a n overp owering ideology. I n oppos iti on to 

this syst em a r e th e exploit ed work i ng class. Socialist 

theatre r ecognizes that t his last class r ema ins a potent­

i a lly r evolu t i ona ry force , oppress ed by false consc iousness 

a nd the my s tifi cat i on processes of the ruling class i deology ; 

th erefor e th e task of oppositiona l theatre mu st be t o help 

r a is e c on sc i ousness by political a na lysi s a nd the 

demys t i f li cation both of histor y a nd con t empor a r y conditions , 

i n th e knowl edge that social r e volut i on ca n only occur 

with the ri se of a truly social ly a nd pol itica l l y 



conscious working class. This theatre, then, is part of a 

class struggle conducted daily at the point of production. 
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The question that obviously arises from thi s is the 

critical one of how to mediat e cont emporary reality given 

the pressing and limiting conditions of any particula r time. 

Literature cannot be separated from its historica l context, 

and theatre, like all cultural activities , is closely 

linked to the patterns of production in the economy of a 

given society, in modern Britain an advanced capi talist one, 

as wel l as t o th e history of class struggle within th i s 

s oci e ty. I nd ee d it is importa nt that theat r e itself is 

seen to be not just a collectio n of plays or tex ts bu t a 

means of production within the capitalist society , with 

ma nag ers, work ers and unemploy ed, with complex s truc tural 

relationships a nd va ried internal contradictions. But the 

question of who owns the means of production poses a 

centra l irony for a soc ia list playwrigh t within the 

capitalist system, one that the German Ma rxist theatre 

director, Er win Piscator, had pointed out in the 1920 's: 

The contradictions in the structure of the theatre 
is nothing more or less than a contradi c tion in 
th e tim es as a whole: it proves to be impossibl e 
to build up a prol e t a ria n theatre wi th in the 
framework of our current social structure. A 
proletarian th ea tre in f ac t presupposes that th e 
pro le t ariat has the finan cia l means to support 

1 suc h a th eat r e , and this presupposes t hat the 
proletariat has ma naged to make its~lf into a 
dominant social and economic power. 
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Certainly th e exist ence of local and sta te government 

subsidy in modern Britain ( through the Arts Co uncil of 

Great Br itain ) does not entirely circumvent this irony ; 

ne ver t heless , socialist theatre must suppo r t and strengthen 

th e potentially r evol utionary workjng class . Socialist 

thea t re of necessity must al ways be aware of material 

cond i tions . As Pi scator himself said , 

Can the thea tre take the liberty of ignor i ng the 
lives of those people down there whilst it 
indulges in a d i splay of intellectual abstractions , 
formal a r abesques, changelings from its own 
imagination? It must be real , real to the last 
deta il , unreservedly true . And if it is to become 
a motive force in thei r lives, how much more real 
a nd true it must be . 3 

Fo r Piscator , the writer ' s function was primari ly political . 

His early struggle in Germany during the 1920 1 s to create a 

truly proletarian theatre repr esented an a ttempt to subject 

"all artistic inte ntion t o the r evolutiona ry goal : conscious 

emphasis a nd propagation of the id ea of class struggle . . .. " 

His " epic" form was specifically designed to "srn ash the 

bourg eo is dramaturgy . 11 4 Indeed in his free a daptati ons of 

other people ' s work a nd his use of agit-prop and monta ge 

techniques , Piscator became one of the first directors 

to make th e stage as forceful a source of meaning to the 

11 text . 11 His early theatre company played direct l y to 

wo r king- class a udie nc es in beer halls and meeting places. 
I 

Piscator 1 s "Ma rxi st sta ge construct j_o ns " were des i gned to 

use a ll th e compone nts of th eatre , including aud ienc e 

participa ti on , to comm e nt critical ly on soc i ety : 



Polit ical dram a must if it is t o fu lfil l its 
pedagogic a im s , make docum e nta ry e vide nc e its 
point of depa rture, a nd not th e individual . On 
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th e contra ry, it must mai ntain the most imp er sonal , 
'obj ec tiv e ' attitude to th e chara cters in th e 
subjec t, not in a neutral sens e , but in the sense 
of a materia listic conce ption of history.5 

Piscator's efforts though were thwarted by hi storical 

material conditions (G erm a ny in the 1920 's was undergoing 

rapid socia l, political and economic change) a s well as 

contra dictions in his own work, not the least of which wa s 

th e ext ravagan t expense of his productions which soon 

exceeded th e means of th e prol eta ria n and r e volutiona ry 

a ud ie nc e he ori g inally tri ed to r eac h. But, as Te rry 

Eagle t on has sugges t ed , a further prob lem can be seen within 

the "somewh at oxymoronic te r m ag it-prop. Is socialist a rt 

primarily affect i ve (agit ) or i nfo rm a tive ( pr op)? And wh a t 

is th e r elatio n be tw ee n thea tr e as id eological transform a tion 

and theatre as la bor a tory of dialectical th eo r y? 11 6 Raising 

know ledge or consc iou s ness in t he wor ki ng c lass can of 

cours e be see n a s 11 ideol og ically 11 a ffect iv e. The probl em f or 

Pisca tor wa s that he lost his wo r ki ng- class audience . His 

political th eat re , through i t s very ext r a vagance , became 

depe nd e nt on th e bour geo isie f or its pro duct i on . 

For Be rtolt Br echt, the reasons for the demise of 

Pis ca tor ' s prol e t a ria n th ea tre in Ge rm a ny wer e po li ti cal : 

'' I ts i nc~easingly didactic power came i nto confl i ct with 

r eact i ona ry fo rc es whic h were al so on the incr ea se. 117 

Piscator' s answe r wa s to aba ndon his attempt s to create a 



specifically prole t a rian t heatr e a nd to t ry to r a ise 

political consciousness within th e bourgeois t heat re. 

Brecht himself wa s also forced to t ake this route . 

What this brief account of Erw in Pi scato r rev eals is 

th e probl em of a ctual pr oduction for social ist thea tr e 

g iv en th e f ac t ors of capitalist markets a nd th e ideology 
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of th e dominan t ruling class. I t is al s o true t o say tha t 

th e na ture of th ese factors wi ll vary from soc i e ty t o 

s ociety. What is also important to not e is t ha t the writ e r 

i s nev er distinct from soci e ty a nd that dram a canno t be 

divorce d fr om its context: the old fo rmu latio n of the 

"individual versus society ," whe re th e writ er or i ndiv i dual 

is imagined as l a r gel y autonomous and society as an 

undifferentiate d external force, is false on t wo co unts. 

Firs tly, sinc e we come to c on sciousnes s with a l angua ge a nd 

a set of social arrangements , th ere can be no self sepa r a bl e 

from so c i a l being . Se cond ly , society is ne it he r monol i thic 

nor sta tic. Indeed , what a di a lectical approach t o history 

shows is that there ca n a nd will be change in societies. 

Socia list th eat r e can never in itself cause a soc ial change , 

but it can a rticulate the pressures towa r ds one . Within 

Britai n, the chang ing nature of postwar soc i ety has 

witnesse d a remarka ble grow t h of political theatre. Any 

exami natJ on of this phen om e non must be linke d to a n 

hi stor i cal a nalysis of socialist th eatre within the con text 

of Brita in' s cha ng ing economic a nd political climate . 
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The pr og r ess of pos tw a r t hea tr e i n Bri t a in ha s not been 

linea r , but a hi s t ory of ab r upt t r a nsform a ti ons of su ch 

cu l t ur a l and s oc i a l impor ta nc e t ha t de c i s iv e r e j ect ion s of 

t r aditi ons ha ve bee n a chi e ved . Two s uc h "r evol ut io ns " ha ve 

bee n th e im pulse s . of th e yea rs 1956 , which s aw t he now 

hi gh ly mythic i z ed la unching of th e English St age Com pa ny at 

th e Royal Co urt and th e i nflue nt i a l pr oduc ti on of John 

Os born e 's Loo k Ba c k in Ange r , a nd 1968 wh e n t he pol it ica l 

eve nt s of that yea r sa w t he cr eatio n of a n a l tern8 t i ve 

th eat r e . The fi r s t of these two " re volut i ons " le d t o the 

sub sequen t de velo pme nt and domina nce of s ubsid ized bour geois 

th eat r e : the seco nd t o t he ult i mate de vel opment of a truly 

pol it ically conscious t he a tre ( classif i ed va ri ously as the 

frin ge , alter nat iv e or t our ing theatre ) cr eated , at l east 

initia lly , in co ns ci ous op pos iti on to bot h commer cial a nd 

s t a t e s ub sid i zed t heat r e . Of c our se soc i a l ist thea tr e d i d 

not su dd e nl y "eme r ge " in e i t he r 1956 or 1968 . Wi th in 

Br ita in t he r e ha d bee n a min ori ty but sig ni fi ca nt tra d i ti on 

of oppos i t i onal theat r e play ing to a nd for the work ing cla s s 

th r oughout most of th i s c e ntur y . As early as the 192O ' s 

poli t ical the a tre was ev iden t wi t h the ri se of the Workers ' 

Th ea tre Movement (WTM ) whi ch produc ed sati r ical ske t ches 

abou t the na tur e of class st r uggle f or worki ng cla s s 

audiencis . Howe ver , at certain ec onom i c and pol itical pe r i ods 

t he chances of producti on f or social ist theat r e ha ve 

significantly increased or d-clined . The WTM , for example, was 
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politically a nd financially l ink ed to th P, Communi s t Pa rty ; 

it declin ed when th e CP chan ged its cultur al policy t o the 

"Popular Fr on t" strategy a nd promot ed 11 socialist rea l i sm . 11 

1956 appea r ed to offer socialist theatre the opportunity 

to infiltrate bourgeo is theatre . Yet why shou ld the cap­

italist sta t e help to produce a th ea tr e which me a ns to 

overthrow that sta te ? Two possible answers a rise . Firstly, 

the s tate might sponsor political drama in order to tame it. 

Se condly, the state supported social ist th ea tre might not 

in fact be socialist a t all . 

The dry a nd defeated theatre critic , Be rnard Link, in 

Da vid Mercer ' s play Af te r Ha ggert1, prefaces every lecture 

on modern British dram a with a r ef erenc e to Look Back in 

Anger. Th e poi nt is well made , f or th e moment of 1956 has 

be come laden with he a vily weight ed mythologies: that it 

he r alded the rise of "socialist" th ea tr e ; that it marked 

the beginnings of working- c l a ss th ea tr e ; that it eve n 

presage d a new form of the a tre . The play actually presents 

the first example of what was to become th e domina nt mod e 

of th ea tre in Britai n; th e yea r s a ft e r 1956 a nd the work 

produ ce d at th e Roya l Court we r e cruc i al in channeling the 

mainstream of Briti s h theatre within t he newl y domi na nt 

subsidized th ea tres . The "la nguage " of this mode of th ea tr e 
I 

was r ap idly s ub s um ed into the state ' s cultural supe r-

structure--th e hegemony of which social i s t th eat r e i s 

comm i tted to overthrbwing--a nd there for e warrants a certain 
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amo unt of e nquiry . In f ac t when Os borne defe nsively 

called th e play a " form al , r athe r old - fashio ned pl a y 11 he 

was es sentiall y co rrect . Th e pl ay wa s new only i n subject 

ma tt e r a nd its bra nd of na tura li sm wa s i n a n es t a blished 

bourgeo is th ea trica l tra dition . Its "diff erence " lay .in 

its contrast to cont empo r a ry Engli sh plays set , as Ken ne th 

Tynan described them, 

in what used to be called Loamshi r e but is now 
as a heroic tribute to re a l ism, s om et imes 
ca lled Be rksh ire. Except when someone must 
s neeze or be murder ed, the sun inva ria bly 
shines . The inha bitant s be long t o a social 
cla ss de riv ed pa rtly fr om rom a ntic nove l s a nd 
pa rtly from the playwright's vi s ion of th e 
le isured li fe he will lead a ft er th e play i s a 
s uc c ess . 8 

Look Back in An ger co nfront ed th is upper- midd le -c la ss 

dayd r ea m through Jimmy ' s lifestyle a nd l anguage . I ndee d , 

Jimmy ' s mai n convictio n is t he val ue of p ssion . Ty na n's 

i mpo r t a nt r e vi ew of Loo k Bac k in Ange r was pa rti c ula r ly 

i llumina ting c ulturally in that he recogniz ed a new poten ­

tial a udi e nce f or this thea tre-- the 11 new 11 midd le cla ss . 

The 1944 Edu ca tion Act ha d produc ed a gr owi ng a nd 

a rticula t e gr oup of s oc i all y mobi le intel ligentsia with 

l ower- class ori gin s , a nd Tyna n identified t h i s "non- U 

intellige nt ~ia 11 9 as the audi e nce fo r Loo k Ba ck i n Ange r. 

( By 1955 the numb ers of s ixth-form er s and univ e rsity 
I 

students had double d s inc e 1939 a nd th r ee - quarter s of th e 

stud e nts r ecei ved grant s .) To call th is edu cated and 

-
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u pwardly mobile group the working class is , however, a 

compl e t e mi s nomer . These people were r a pidly bec oming the 

new profe ssiona l midd le cla ss , th e tech noc r ats , technici a ns 

a nd teac he r s . Th e old " colo nia list " upper - middl e cla ss 

were in decline . This new midd le class was hugely 

r eprese nt ed at th e th eatre by th e early sixties . An 

a na l ysis of Briti sh th ea tr e- audi e nces in th e 1960 1 s s how ed 

that whi le 68 . 9 percent of the male population did 11 blue ­

colla r" jobs (w ork ing class) only 4.6 percent of theatre­

goe rs did so , a nd t ha t 40 percent of the non-gradua t es in 

th e a udi e nce at th e Roya l Co urt wer e students . 10 All of 

this not surprisi ngly sho ws that such a udi e nces were 

ce rta inly not work ing class and were pr edomina ntly mem bers 

of t his newl y educat ed middle class . Indeed the same can be 

said of th e playwrigh ts of this period , nea rl y all of whom 

went to university ( and mostly Oxbrid ge ) and ma ny of whom 

a tt ended public scho ol. 

Nev er theles s th ere was a c ha nge i n the cont e nt of plays , 

in parti cular a concerted atta ck on the old middl e -c lass 

val ues . Th e di saste r of Sue z had finally destroyed the 

bourgeois i llusion of im pe rialism . At the same t i me thi s 

new middl e class r emained al i e nat ed from t he old Brit ish 

Left : th e So vi e t in va s i on of Hu nga ry a lso oc c urred in 1956 . 
I 

Above all , the fury of what were then called "Angry You ng 

Me n" was un di r ec t ed and unstable . As Jimmy Port er sa ys , 
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I suppose people of our generation aren 't able 
to die for good causes any longe r. We had all 
that done for us , in the thirties and forti es , 
when we were still kids .11 

Si g nif i cantly Jimmy in Loo k Back in Ange r is a provincial 

gradua t e who runs a sweet-sta ll (and thus is nei the r 

classless nor wor king class as contemporary myth put it, 

but a midd le-class intellectual) wh o tirades against the 

injustice of th e world a nd th e "system." In t his he 

em bodies the hopes a nd frustra tions of this new audien c e . 

Yet Jimmy's anger is only ostensibly a class one. His 

ma in feeling is one of unfocused anger. Indeed his poli­

tical res e ntments a re vague and most of his impulses are 

reactionary and conservative. It is no coincidence that 

Jimmy is drawn, even as he mocks them, toward i ma ge s of 

British im perialism in India . I n fact what Jimmy Porter 

signified was pr ecisely a sense of cultural dislocation 

felt by th e new middle c lass : a class that ha d lost its 

identification with any working- class ro ots but had not 

ye t found a new s ense of collective identity . Clearly, 

too, a pa rtia l c hange in content was not enough to 

create socialist theatre. Naturalism prese nts political 

a r gume nt (i f it does so) merely as th e opinion of individ­

ual chara ct ers whos e be haviour a nd r ela tionshi ps are 
I 

inev ita bl e rath er than pa rt icula r to a certain social 

system. 



1 1 

Look Bac k in Ange r was ge nerally reviled by contemp­

orary es t ab lishm e nt r evi ews, but it s impulse and effect was 

ultimately c onserva tive. Its Roya l Court succ e ssors 

became th e dominant mode of theatre in Britain but, in 

Raymond Williams' terms, this change wa s brought about by 

the developm e nt of a "cla ss fraction" of an independent 

set of attitudes within the dominant ideology. 12 In oth er 

words, the "revolution" of 1956 r epres e nted th e pa rticula r 

oppositional interests within the bourg eo is cla ss which 

wer e a ble to achieve produc t ion throug h the growth in size 

and influ e nc e of a class fraction. In th ea trica l terms, 

1956 a ugm e nt ed one of t ho se bourge ois "revolutions " th at 

Ma rx ha d descri bed in The Eig hte e nth Br umai r e of Loui s 

Bo na part e : 

Mor eo ver: 

just wh e n they seem e ngage d in r evolu t ionising 
themsel ves a nd t hings, in creati ng something 
tha t ha s never existed , pr ecisely i n such 
periods of r evolutionary crisis th ey anxiously 
co njure up the spirits of the pa st to the ir 
se rvi ce a nd borrow from their names , battl e 
cries a nd costumes in order to present the new 
scene of world hi story in thi s time-honoured 
disguise a nd this borrowed language .1 3 

Bour geois revo l utions ••• soon •.• ha ve attained 
th e ir ze nith, a nd a long crapulent depression 
lays hol d of society be fore it learns so berly 

, to as similate the r esults of its storm and 
stress period .14 
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It is within this cont ext of a new, rising and 

culturally dislocat ed middle class , that the "po s t-Osborne" 

dram a tists of th e Royal Court should be viewed. Some were 

political ( Ard e n, Bond, Weske r, a nd later Br e nto n, Hare ), 

but th ere was certainly no coh er ent pol itical th ough t in 

the new drama . Al a n Sinfield has pointed out that th is 

was partly due to pressure from th e exis ting system of 

production (for example, Arden ' s Se rgeant Mus grav e ' s Da nc e 

1959 covered only three - quarters of its immediat e costs) , 

but al so to th e essentially middle- class bac kgr ound of most 

of its producers and a udienc es .1 5 The r e was eve n explic i t 

censorship f r om the Lord Chambe r lai n up unti l t he debate 

over the mock stoning of a baby (in production an obvious 

doll whi ch rem a in s " co nspicuo us ly " silent ) i n Edwa r d 

Bo nd' s Sa ved . The co ntext is important , for these play ­

wrigh ts, and the Royal Court in pa r ticula r, em bodied the 

new dominant st r ai n of bourgeois theatre . They al so 

crea t ed a whole new set of f a lse assumptio ns, ma ny of th em 

take n st r a i ght from F. R. Lea vis and t he el itis t belief 

in the ce ntral civilisi ng importance of liter atu r e ( the 

"cultura l expressi on'' of a s outh- ea st ern ruling class 

domi na nc e over the whol e of Brita infa 

Signifi ca ntly the theatrical 11 revo l ution 11 of 1956 
I 

coincid ed with one of the periodi c fits of cosmetic 

healthiness experi e nced by a dvanc ed capita l i sm . To quote 

the histor i an Er ic Hobsbawm : 
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In the capitalist world there had never been a 
period of expa nsionism and prosperity to compare 
with the fifties and sixties. Al l th e developed 
industrial countries shared in it, even Br itain 
whose capitalist economy wa s notoriously una ble 
to ov ercom e it s problems ... if ever cap ita l i sm 
looked as though it worked, it was in these 
decades . For apart f rom dramatic technol og ical 
progress and l arge profits , th ey brought strik­
ingly im pressive improvements in the standards 
of living of mos t people, due partly to rising 
wages and high employment , partly to great 
improvements in social security ••• Capitalism and 
its ideologists therefore looked upon the world 
with co nsid erable complacency.16 

By the mid-sixties, however, the myth bad explod ed , and the 

contradictions in society were particularly evident for 

students as they bad been the on es "trained " to inherit 

the affluenc e of "technological progress"; in fact their 

very standards of living could be s een to be at the direct 

expe ns e of th e imp erialis ed Third World . Above all , by 

1968 both the social d emocra t and l iberal myth s of a 

gradua lly changing soc iety under enlightened reform had 

been shatte red. 1968 came to be s ee n as a 11 wat ershed 11 

year , a t least in t e rm s of th e political consci ousn esr3 of 

th e war - baby ge nera ti on. 

In mat erial t erms, of course , the concentration on the 

year 1968 is hi s t orically myopic. For exampl e , it was clear 

that by 1963 th e r e forms of the 1945 La bour government in 

nationalising industry (coal , r a i l a nd steel) a nd setting 

up the el fare s t a t e ha d merely been token reforms . The 
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illusor y 11 boom 11 de scribed by Hobsba wm could not hid e the 

fact that i n the next slump peopl e would be thrown out of 

jobs . The na tionalised industri es were run as state 

capitalist corporations , and the undoubt ed benefits of th e 

welfare stat e coul d not dis guise the mat eria l suffe r ing of 

th e poor . Ana lysis by Fabia n social ists such as Pete r 

Townsend established that millions of people were still 

experienci ng poverty. I n th e thea tr e it was c lear by th e 

ea rly sixti es that th e puta tive 1956 11 r evol ution 11 had be e n 

crus he d or absorb ed in to bourgeois ideology . 

The period of ca pitalist expansi on in 1960 1 s Britai n 

ha d brought a new " li ber al i sm" ex empli fi ed by the hal f­

hea rted legisla ti on of the period : sui c ide was dec riminal ­

is ed · n 196 1; homosexual re lations between co ns enti ng 

a dults were legalised (though "ad ults " had to be 21 , a nd 

po l ice and employer discrimina tion a gai nst homosexuals 

continued unch ecke d ); a bortion la w r eform was passed and 

racial disc r imination in hou s ing a nd employment was 

outlawed (though a bortion on demand wa s de ni ed and 

impl i citly r a cis t immigra tion la ws were newly applie d ). In 

the th ea tre , soc i al and pol itical debate thriv ed : t he 

pessimism of Pi nter counte r ed by th e aggr ess ive optimism of 

Bond , for example . Yet that deba t e was carri ed out almost 

exclus i vely within th e t e rms of bourge oi s s oc i ety . Even 

political play s suc h as Bond ' s Sa ved only periph er ally 

addresse d pol iti cal e ve nts . 
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Mo re over , the new " liberalism " in the sixties marked 

a period of increas ing disillusionment amo ngst th e Briti sh 

Left . Ha r old ~ilso n ' s government of 1964 , elected af t er 

thirteen ye a rs of Conservat i ve rule, off ere d "ra tional ," 

ce ntra lis ed pla nning linked to t he 11 white heat " of the new 

technological r e vol ution . Ye t e ve n by 196 5 it was clea r 

that " state corporat i sm" was a sham. 'rhe Wi lson La bour 

go ver nm e nt in fac t f i nally pro ved its all egiance to 

cap i talism wh e n, afte r a futil e a tt empt to sh ore up the 

pound , whi ch was eventually deva lu ed in 1967 , they attempted 

to push through appallingly class- biased and anti - l a bour 

policies with the establ i s hm e nt of a Pr ices and Incomes 

Boa rd ( to re gulate wage ri ses ) and an attempt to re gulate 

trad e- union pr ac ti ces in the form of a white paper , IQ 

~lace of Strife 1968 . Its aims were to outlaw unofficia l 

st r ikes and sh i ft the bala nce of power from th e shop stewa rds 

to th e national l eade r s hip . The s trate gy wa s consistent 

with centrcJlised corpora t ism (a sort of " unholy alliance " 

between big ca pi t al , or ga niz ed la bour and the state ). Th e 

pape r wa s ne ver pa ssed by Pa r l iam ent , but it indicates just 

how a nti - revo l utionary the La bour go vernment had become . In 

fact simi lar legi s la tion wa s pa ssed by t he present Con s e rva ­

tive admini str at ion of Prim e Mi ni ste r Thatc her . 

1 9 618 , h ow e v er , w a s a be w i l d 2 r i n g y ea r of po 1 i t i ca 1 

act iv ity . In Pa ris , s tudent s joined nin e million striking 
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workers a nd a lm os t t opp l ed the go ve rnm e nt; anti-Vietnam 

War demons tra tions in Ch i cago outside th e Demo cr a ti c Party 

Conv e nt io n brought t ea r ga s and ta nks into th e s t re ets; th e 

Soviet s inva ded Cz echoslova kia . 1968 wa s a lso th e year of 

anti-imperialist campaigns in La tin America, s tudent riot s 

in Warsaw, Belgrade, Tokyo, Mexi co City and Milan, and the 

beginning of Palestinian terrorist a ction. 

Ye t, a s I stre ssed before, this concentra tion upon th e 

ye a r 1968 ca n be deceptiv e : the im peria list wa r in Vi e tn am , 

for exampl e , ha d be en r ag ing f or many yea r s (t houg h th e 

cru c i a l Te t offensive d id t a ke pla c e in t his yea r) a nd th e 

c ontradictions a ppa r e nt in imper ial ism a nd ca pita lism ha d 

bee n evid e nt f or deca des. Within Brita in, a s around the 

wor l d, th e contra dicti ons were simply clea rer to see in 

1968 . In Pl a c e of Strif e repr esented th e "final stra w" 

for ma ny on th e left in Brita in, who now saw no possibi lity 

of "parliame nta ry so c i a lism." '~rh e sixt j_ e s s aw a grov, t h of 

th e 11 New Left 11 in Brita in. The pre- 1 68 e vents in 

Czechoslova kia and the Chine s e cultura l r evolut io n of th e 

mid- s ixti e s were pa rticular impuls e s to t his gr owth, a nd 

a s wel l as th e Univ ersity "New Left", ma ny left "fringe 

pa rties" s t a rt ed a t this tim e : th e In t erna tiona l Ma rxist 

Gr oup, Soc i al ist Workers' Pa rty, Re vo l utio nary Wo rkers' 
I 

Pa rty, Re volutiona ry Soc i al ist League . Stude nts in 

pa rticula r we re visibly more milita nt, urged on by 
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revolutiona ry leaders such as Tariq Al i , and ma ny sit-ins 

were staged (Guildford , LSE ) . Cap italism was quite clea rly 

in a state of crisis- -mirrored by the devaluation of the 

pound and by a greate r global awaren ess of its real crimes ­

- and with this crisis a new a nd vic io us element ente r ed 

right- wing political rh e toric a s it tried ( a nd sometim es 

succeeded ) in splintering working- cla ss opposition. This 

was th e language of racial politics , first vo i ce d by Peter 

Griffiths in his successful e l ection ca mpaig n a t Smethwi c k 

("If you wa nt a nigge r ne i gh bour vot e La bour '') , whic h t ook 

on an added vicious ne ss from a speech in which a se ni or 

Cons erva tiv e poli ticia n , Enoch Powell , declared , 11 lH:e the 

Romans I se em to s ee ' The River Ti be r f lowing with much 

blo od .' 11 1968 was a lso th e yea r Briti sh t ro ops wer e se nt 

into North e rn I r e l a nd in ord er (as th e then Home Se cre t a ry 

Jim Calla gha n am bi guously phrase d it ) t o 11 keep the pea ce . 11 

Imperi a li sm has not di ed in Br i tain a nd the imm ed ia t e 

co nseque nc es of 1 68 were th e Londond erry Ma rch and Blo ody 

Sunda y ( 1969 ) . 

The th ea tre wa s al so a ffect ed . I n 1968 the offic e 

of th e Lord Chamb erl a in wa s fi nally a bolished, s o e nding 

over t ce ns or sh ip . The r adicalization of students wa s also 

s i gn ifi cant in t erms of a ch a nging soc i al structure with in 
I 

th e a udi ence s of th e t hea tre ' s domina nt mode. For 

al t ernativ e theatre , 1968 wa s a psychological wnt ershed. 
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Yet the em e rgence of a specifica lly politica l theatre did 

not take pla ce until a round 1971 (befo r e this only CAST and 

the emerging Re d La dd er coul d be identified as socialist 

th ea tre groups with a Marxist background). However , as 

Peter Ansorge insists : 11 It is impossible to deny, for 

in s t a nce, a link between th e most publicized political 

eve nts of 1968 and th e creation, in practica l t e rms , of 

th e new ' a l t erna tiv e ' circuit of art s labs, cella r th eatres 

a nd e nvironm e nta l ve nu es . 11 17 Much of this theatr e wa s 

political in content , c ertainly most of it was anti ­

natura l istic , bu t the th eor etica l nature of this politica l 

cont e nt was oft e n vague and undirect ed if violent in 

pre s e nta tion . I nd eed th e main feel ings occas ioned in th e 

al t er nat iv e th eat r e by the even ts of th e sixt i es seem to 

ha ve bee n disillusionment, despa ir a nd a bove all ange r. 

Some of this a nge r mani fe sted itself in Artaudian di s plays 

of viol e nt actio n and la nguage ( Pe t er Br ook's productio n 

of Peter Weiss's play Th e Marat/ Sa de in 1964 and the 

coll ec tiv e ly written US in 1966 ). 

But all th e oppositiona l play s in this period ref lec t 

a deep ha tred a nd heal thy di s res pec t for bo urgeo is not ions 

of "culture " and 11 a rt . 11 Wha t had become obvious by 1968 was 

tha t 11 a rt 11 is s pecific in form to cla s s and th a t its very 
I 

concept is upper a nd middle c l ass. Th is selective use of 

t he te rm "culture 11 is r eflected in the bourgeois evalua tive 



uses of th e te rm 11 lit er a ture 11 a s in the ph r ases "Engl ish 

literature" or th e "lite r a r y tradit i on ." The Art s 

19 

Council used a s pec ifi cally s elect iv e meani ng of th e wor d 

"cul ture" to describe a Lea visite can on of "gr eat art" with 

"univ er sal " ap peal. The irony is tha t 1968 was the yea r 

Art s Counci l subsidy became avail a bl e to al t ernati ve 

theatre. No doubt the traditional establishment did not 

understa nd the na ture of this new drama . When th e manag i ng 

director of Oxo pres e nted a thousa nd-pound gr a nt to the 

Roy a l Court in 1958 he re g i ste red in hi s speec h a "s l ight 

criticism of pol icy a nd wh a t is being don e , a nd r egr etted 

the f a ilure to di s c over a new Shakes pea r e wh ose work was 

devoid of sex, blasphemy, a nti-m onarchical opinions, a nd 

sensatio nal things which don't make true theatre. 11 18 

For t he f ringe , of co ur se , 11 s e nsa tiona l things " did 

ma ke true th eat r e . By 1970 , thirty-tw o al t erna tive 

th ea tre grou ps wer e ba s ed in Lond on alone (i nc l udi ng t he 

Peopl e Sho ~, Po r t a ble The a tre , Pip Si mm ons, Wa r e house / 

La Ma ma , I nte r-actio n, Fr eehold ); by 1978 t her e wer e a t 

least 250 co ntempor a ry Bri tish playwri ghts worki ng part­

tim e or fu ll-tim e in alte rna tive t hea tr e . Mo r eo ver, 

pr es e nt alt ernati ve political th ea t r e g r oups such as Red 

La dd er, Belt and Br a ces , Mo nstrous Reg iment, Wildcat , 

' 7 : 84 are overt ly Marx ist. The gr owth , then , ha s been 

sustain ed , but by 1970 ma ny of t he mos t successful of th e 
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ea rly fringe socialist wri te r s , such as Howa rd Br e nt on, 

David Hare , Da vid Edga r and Trevor Gr if f it hs , had large ly 

a ba ndon ed th e frin ge a nd a dopted a pol icy of 11 stra t eg i c 

penetrat i on " into commercial a nd su bsidiz ed thea tres-­

indeed all of th ese playwrights have since be en staged a t 

th e Nationa l Thea tr e . Howe ver som e es t a bl i shed playwrights , 

such as Jo hn Ard e n and John Mc Grath , t ook the r everse path 

by turning to the al t ernati ve or to uring theatr e . Thei r 

decisions wer e based on th eo retical a nd practical consider­

a tions as to th e nature of bour geo is t heatre and the nee d 

to esta bl i sh a n 11 em erge nt 11 Ma rxi st orientated thea tr e tha t 

would play to the working cla ss . 

Giv e n t he curr e nt political r ea ction i n Britai n, the 

pr oblems of producing a play in opposi ti on to the ruling 

ideol ogy hav e be c ome eve n more complex so that th e need 

fo r socialist theatre to demys ti fy cont empor a r y exis tence 

be comes e ve n more urge nt. 

I 



2 1 
Chapter Tw o 

We have t o es t a blish the fringe cultu r e-- there ' s 
no al terna tive to that-- but if we do n ' t al so 
contes t th e central insti tutions then we a r e 
g iving away too much . 

Raymond Wi lliams , 1979 . 19 

The problem for soc i alist t heatre r emai ns the same as 

in Pisca tor's tim e : a s long as the means of production a r e 

in the wr ong hands , its co nt ents will r emain secondary . As 

the Germa n Ma rxi st critic Wal ter Be nj amin said : 

the place of the in tel l ectual (or a uthor) in the 
class struggl e ca n only be de termi ned , or bett e r 
still chose n , on t he ba~6s of his position wi thin 
the production pr ocess . 

For socialist theat r e three speci f ic but inte rrelated a r eas 

of product ion a r e parti cularly importa nt: the nature of th e 

r elat i on of theat r e and of the individua l (as wr iter ) to 

society a nd th e curr e nt na ture of th a t society , the 

production of l iterat ure , a nd the cultural identification 

a fford ed to 11 a rt 11 by in s titut i ons a nd c la s s es . I shall 

examin e th ese in turn. 

Ma ny comm e nta tors ha ve felt th a t the abrupt form a tio n 

of a new a nd pote ntially r e vo l uti ona ry social i st theat r e 

after 1968 has subsequently e ith er "died " as a form of 

r evolut i p nary act ivi ty ( its ac tiv e consciousness diluted 

t o a mer ely reformist one ) or, even more dam ni ngly , has 

compl e tely so l d out t o a bo urgeois ideology . Even 
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socialist theatre workers themselves have expressed th ese 

views . David Edga r , a socialist playwright who followed the 

r oute from fringe the a tre to major subsidized the a tre , said 

in 1978 that politica l touring the a tre and the fringe had 

fail ed in their a ttempts to hei gh ten politica l consciousness , 

a nd th a t th e move from ag it-prop and unconventional venu es 

( a nd he nc e a udi e nces) to a form of natura lism and the 

subsidized theatres was a c onside r ed response of compani e s 

to th e " co llapse of a working- c lass wage s mi l ita ncy a ft e r 

1974 . 11 21 To s upport his case , Edga r cites the right- wing 

cons ervative pol itical and economic r ea ction i n Brita in of 

th e last decad e a nd what he describes as the failure of an 

"at ro phied " work ing- cla ss cu1.tur e to r espond to new forms 

of th ea tre . 

Co nv er sely Bruc e Birchall , founde r of West End Th eat r e 

Wo rk shop , has said : 

The post- 1968 breaka way movem e nt be came ab sorbed 
into the the at rical ma instream by sta te funding 
a nd what ha d be gun as a pi ece of po l itical 
practice e nded up as a job . 22 

Now Birchall is undoubtedly right in pinpointing the dangers 

of sta t e s ub s idy , a largely unde l iber a t e me thod of incorp­

or ating a nd nullifying socialist theatre within a cloak of 

" lib er a lism , 11 as well as more direct a tt empts t o cens or 

ma teria l~ The da nger is eve n gr ea ter within th e th ea trical 

institut ions themselves . As Walter Be nj amin said : "Th e 
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bourge ois apparatus of production and publication is 

ca pa ble of a ssimilating , indeed of pr opa gating , a n a ston­

ishing amount of r e volutionary t hemes without ever s erious l y 

putting into question it s continued ex i stence or that of 

t he cl a s s which owns it . 11 23 It i s a l so true th a t socialist 

th eatre in Brita in is constantly misrepr esented or ignored 

by ho stile critics in th e media . Edga r may also be r ight 

in sayi ng tha t different political condi tions will tend t o 

call f orth d if fe rent forms of t hea t r e . But the connections 

betw e en th ea tr e a nd soci e ty a r e r a r ely stra ightforw a rd . 

Both Birchal l and Edgar in f a ct represent reductionist 

views of th e complex r ela tionships be tween theatre and 

society . Bircha ll posits a vi ew that the a tre a s a r evolu­

tiona ry wea pon ca n be entirely aut onomous of soci e ty , 

wh e r eas f or Edga r s ocia list thea tre must fo ll ow the 

11 de termin ed 11 or 11 de t e rmining 11 f orces of s ociety . Crucially 

both the ori e s flound er on ba si c ov e rsimplificatio n : th e 

fir s t t ha t th ea tre ca n direc t ly ca us e a social c hange ; th e 

second th a t s oc i a l c ha nge de t e rmin e s the a trica l ch a nge . The 

fir s t vi ew ignores the r eali ty of th e control and r ela tions 

of t he mea ns of producti on in a ca pita l i st soci e ty , whil s t 

th e s eco nd ca n ul tim a t el y offer on ly a f a t a l i st a nd a nti ­

r e volu t i on· ry int er pr e tation of histo ry. 

I t as ne ces s a ry he r e t o st r e ss the complexity of th e 

rel a tion s hips be tw ee n , for example , the theatre a nd society . 

Marxists hist orical l y ha ve po s ited an econom ic ba se (in 
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mode rn Brita in a n a dvanced ca pi talist one ) , whi ch directly 

"det ermines" the "supe r st ruc tur e " of go vernm e nt , la w, 

education , r el i gio n and othe r i nstitutio ns including the 

cultur al superstructur e . Howeve r , Raymo nd Wil l i ams , in 

Marxism a nd Li t e r a tur e , bas shown tha t th e nature of this 

de t ermin ing r e l a tionship must be quest i oned because Marx ' s 

use of the term "dete rminat i on" has been misinterpreted . 

Very briefly it is necessa ry to reasse rt Wi ll i ams ' 

distinction be tw ee n "abstract de terminism " (or 11 eco nomi srn 11 

in its r oot s e nse of "setting bounds " ; .i.1,dga r's a rgument 

f i t s t b is ) a n d d e t e rm i n a t e so c i a l laws ( " d e t e r m i n e II be r e 

corres ponds to a n a ct of will or pur pose ): 

Society is the n ne ve r only the ' de ad bus k ' which 
limits social a nd individual fu lfillment . It i s 
always a c ons titutive pr ocess with ve r y powerfu l 
pressures which a re both expressed in pol itical , 
eco nomic and cultur a l f orm ation and , to take th e 
full weigh t of ' constitutive ,' a r e interna lis ed 
a nd be come ' individua l wills . 1 24 

Mo r eo ver , the dir ec t or de t ermining relationship betw ee n 

the economic structure of society a nd it s litera ry sel f ­

expressio n has be e n questio ned by Williams who bas shown 

t ha t t h e d e v e l o pm e n t of " l it e r a tu re II ca n oft e n a pp ea r to 

hav e an au tonomou s development of its ow n connected only 

t ange ntia l ly with the modes of pr oduction , and th e sta te 
I 

of play in t he class war . Fo r example , Ma rx ist 

alt e rnat iv e th ea tr e ha s continu ed to grow in Britain 

de sp it e the pol i t i cal r ea cti o n of th e l a st decade . It 

- - - - ------ - -------------
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is worth noting th · t not all work s publi she d or pla ys 

pr oduced do r e fl ect the domina nt id e ology of t he rulin g 

classes . Societies do cha nge and , a s Ma rx himself r epea t ­

edly sta t ed , people make thei r own hist ory , though not in a n 

a r bitra r y wa y or independent ly from t heir ma te r i al 

conditions . To da y ' s social ist pla ywr i ghts are f aced with 

the ch oice of e ith er fi gh ting the ruling ide ology from 

wit hin the established i nstitu t io ns or fr om with out in 

touring th eat r e . This cho ice leads to th e next two a r eas 

of importa nce fo r socialist the a tre : th e production of 

lit e r a ture a nd it s cultur al ide ntif i ca tion . 

Raymond Williams has po int ed out th a t th er e a re two 

se nses in which " l iterature " is pr oduc ed in soc i ety . 25 On 

a ma t e rial level this mea ns that l iterat ure r equi r es 

na tura l r eso urce s , capi ta l a nd l a bour , a nd the ir deploym e nt 

involv es comm ercial i ns ti t utions and eco nomi c forces . On 

th e oth e r ha nd litera ture is produced a s a concept . 

Howe ve r , t he " c ul tural II id entifi cat ion a ff orded that 

lit er a ture de pends upon the ve rdicts of the c ul tural in s ti­

tuti ons . This imm edia t ely pr ese nt s a problem fo r soc i alist 

th ea tre in that s uch in s titutions as th e Art s Co uncil or 

th e Univ e r s it ies a re prim a r i l y bourge ois a nd part of th e 

state ' s cult ura l supe r st ruct ure . Wit hin t he es t a bl ish ed 

th ea tr e , 'a pla y both as text a nd per fo r ma nc e , must always 

be r ela t ed t o th e pr essures a nd l imit s of literary f orm s 

a nd conventi ons , and cultural institutio ns . The r e i s 

- --- -----------------
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another probl em or perha ps ad va ntage imm ediately a pparent 

for the socia list pla ywright , in that what bourgeois 

institutions defi ne as 11 good a r t " or "litera ry culture 11 is 

actually despised a nd (wi th go od r easo n) hate d by th e 

potentia lly r e vo l utiona ry wo rking class . Bourge ois 

"culture " may ha ve great mec1ni ng a nd po,ver to its followers , 

ind ee d Univ e rsity English Depa rtments exist l a r ge ly on th e 

basis of this sig nificanc e , but thos e ou tsid e this ideo logy 

his torically will find th emse lv es in oppos ition to it. The 

~litism of critics like F . H. Lea vis still dominate s the 

Br i tish bour geo is vi ew of culture : 11 in a ny period it i s 

upon a very sm a ll minori ty that the discerning apprecia tion 

of art a nd lit e r a tur e depend s . 11 26 The Arts Co un c i l , ironi­

cally the major s ub sidizer of a lte r nativ e t hea tr e from 1968 

on, has a ppointed it s elf t he a rb it er of public culture with 

a mi ss ion to ed ucate t he "philisti ne " working class . An 

extr eme exampl e of th i s sort of soc i al eng in ee ring was 

expr essed i n 196 7 by Lo rd Goodman , fo rmer cha irma n of the 

Ar t s Counci1 : 

I bel i e ve the r e i s a cru cial sta te in th e country 
at thi s mome nt. I believe that young people 
lack va lues , lack ce rta inti e s , lack gui da nce ; 
that they need something to turn t o ... I do not 
say t ha t t he a rt s wi ll furnish a total solution 
... but I bel i e ve that once people a r e captured 
for the a rt s t hey a r e r edeemed from many of th e 
dange r s which a r e occ upyi ng th e a ttention of t he 

' go v er nm e n t in a com p ;J.. tl t e 1 y u n profit a b 1 e a n d 
dest ru c tiv e fashio n. 2 1 

Giv e n th ese att i t udes , the possibility of bri nging a pl ay t o 
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an a udi e nc e , and in the case of socialist theat r e this may 

mean a working- class audience , largely depends on institut­

ions that ar e ideologically interwov e n with and financially 

dependent on th e ca pitalist system . 

This a l l po in t s to the crucial economic problem in a 

capitalist socie ty of the ownership a nd control of the means 

of production , distribution a nd exch a nge . Th e production 

of s ocial ist theatre depends in pa rt on a contradiction 

in the ruling id eology it i s committed to overthrowing , 

since it must rely , in wh ole or in pa rt , on sta te or 

ca pita list funding . Although , as we ha ve not ed , there ha s 

been a hi s tory in Bri tain of socia list ag itational theatre 

playing direc tly to the working cla ss , free from state or 

institutiona l contro l , a r evoluti ona ry wr iter working 

within the normal ch a nnels of publicat i on--unless his work 

can actively work a ga inst these channels-- runs the ri sk of 

his ideas being a bsorbed by the existing production appara­

tus . As Walter Benjam in said : 

Th e r evolutiona ry struggle i s not fought between 
capitalism and the mind . It is

2
iought between 

cap ita l i sm and the proletaria t . 

Socia list theatre can provide information a nd a nalysis ; 

i t can also dire ctly raise political and class consciousness . 

Most basic a l l y it provid es socia list entertainment : at its 

best it ' can d emystify th e ideology of the ruling class by 

be ing part of a pot entia lly revolutiona r y counter-culture . 

Da vid Hare ( co- found e r of Porta ble The a tre ) ha s po int ed out 
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that theatr e is id eally placed to exp ose th e lie of th e 

ruling ideology , for it can dramatise both th e r eal ity (the 

t r uth ) a nd th e illusion , and put opposing " fictions " i n 

conflict . 29 In political theat r e this conflict is observed 

as a dial e ctical process . Yet the question still r ema ins : 

where a nd to whom do you expose th e lie? Roland Muldoon of 

CAST , a socialist t heatre gr oup fo unded as early as 1964 , 

has pointed out two of the most common criticisms of 

political th ea tre : 

The two questions which really piss me off mo s t 
a r e : ' l\ ren I t you prea c hing to the conv erted? ' 
If all th e people we ' d ever played to were 
converted we ' d be out winning . And the other 
question i s : ' You don ' t tel1 us how .' '.rhey 
r eally want the drug , they really want th e 
dream . 30 

Muldoon ' s comments point to the key problem s in socialist 

th eatr e a nd pe rh a ps the key debate amongs t socia list pl ay ­

wri ghts . Is it e noug h for socialist playwrights to have 

politica l plays performed at the Nati onal in front of a 

la r gely uncomprehending , well - he eled , middle - class audience , 

augmented by American bu s inessme n a nd Engl is h University 

stude nt s? Can s uch plays embara ss or even change the 

dominant id eology , or does t he ir presence a t the Natio nal 

merely help the state t o present a liberal front? Alterna ­

tiv ely , do touring political the a tre groups help to create 
I 

a r evo l utiona ry counter- culture or a r e th ey in da nger of 

performing in a cultural ghe tt o? 

Th e s e questions are central wh en we rem em ber the need 



29 

pos ited by Eag l e ton, Williams and others to abandon 

" lj_ t e r a t ure ," ba sed on specific "texts ," in order to see the 

social relations of cultur al practice. This is particularly 

true of dram a wh ere the 11 text 11 ca n only take on mean ing as 

it relat e s with, 

institutions (th eatres and th eir predeces s ors and 
succe s sors ), \vit h fo rm ations (groups of dramatists , 
dram a tic and theatrical movements ), with formed 
relat i ons h i ps (aud i e nc es , including the formation 
of audiences within theatres and thei r wider 
social f orm a tion), as well as to 'f orm s ' not only 
in the sense of their r e lations to world-views or 
structures of f eeling but a lso in t h~ more activ e 
s e nse of th e ir whol e pe rformance .... 1 

Ind eed the pr:i.macy of the "text " can only be thrown int o 

que stion wh e n we conside r pe rform a nce / audience rel a ti o ns hips. 

Brecht r equired his a udi e nc e to think , not s imply t o vi ew a 

sc e ne a nd ac hi e ve the Ar i s t o t e lian notion of ca tha r s i s 

th r oug h th e t empora r y stimul us of emotions . 

Giv e n th e in here nt c ontra d i ctions in the ca pitalist 

s yst em, th e t e ns i ons in a s ociety can be expres s ed throug h 

th e di a l ectics of dr ama . Th e monta ge form of Br echt ' s drama 

is not desig ned to dev elop actions but to represent socia l 

conditions . However , form a nd cont e nt a l so mu s t r es po nd to 

~:i n a udi e nce . Obvi ous ly th e r e c ;::i n be no 11 text 11 i n drama ( a s 

oppo se d t o drama t i c l it e r a t ur e ) with out an a udience , but t he 
I 

so c i a l id e ntity of t his a ud i ence i s crucial t oo . A working-

class a udi e nce ma y r e s pond to th e same pi e c e of th eatr e in a 

d i ff er e nt way fr om a middl e - c la ss one . 'r he "pri.m a cy of th e 
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text " in bour ge o i s subsidized theat r e oft e n r e s ul ts i n 

pr oduc t ion s that i g nor e th e c l ass st ruc tur e of s oc i e t y a nd 

of t he thea tr e it self . I t i s im por t a nt al so to no t e that 

t he a t r i ca 1 fo rm r e 1 a t es u 1 t i m a t e 1 y t o co nte nt a n d t ha t bot h 

a r e over tly pol i tical . Acknowledg i ng t ha t leads to a 

compl etely d if fe r e nt r elatio nsh i p betwee n a udi e nce an d 

pe rform a nce . Tr ue social i s t th ea tr e ca nno t depe nd on a 

"Sta ni sla vsk i a n acto r" perf ormin g i n "such a way that t he 

aud i ence l i ste ning t o him just happe n to be the r e . 11 32 

Ne ith er is it e nough s i mply to change some of the s t age 

co nv en t io ns a nd hope t o c r ea t e a r e vol uti o na r y t heat r e . The 

"pr oscen ium a r c h" ha s es t a bl ish ed a co nv e nt i on in t he 

bou r ge oi s thea tr e th a t firm l y places t he pla y wi th in the 

existing i deology . The my s ti cal 11 fo ur t h wall , 11 as Dario J?o 

ha s poi nt ed out , is not just tha t "mag i c mome nt 11 whi ch 

d ivid e s th e aud i e nce fr om th e ac t or s but a l so t he par ti c ula r 

l i g ht ing : 

the solidly e nt r e nched se t s .•. , th e aqua ri um 
a t mosphe r e t he ac t or s a r e pla c ed in , t he co r pse ­
l i ke make - up on th e acto r s ' faces , t he ir gestures 
and vo ic e pro j ectio n, wit h it s fi xed cade nces , 
sung , whispe r ed or s houted , g iving the audie nce 
the f eel i ng of being l i ke peep ing- t oms s py ing o n 
a sto r y whi c h i s totally remote f r om them and 
which i s ever the r e on the othe r s i de of the 
fou r t h wa ll. 33 

The a udi~ nc e in th e bourge ois theatre sign a n unwritten 

co ntra ct to stop talk i ng a nd l i sten pol i tely once the lig hts 

ar e d i mmed , a nd at the e nd , suitably pu r ged of their emotio ns , 
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re- a nimate to giv e the r equir ed r esponse . Now thi s ma y be 

an unfair de s cription, certainly I should hope that not a l l 

audiences are so passive, but io ma ke an audience really . 

think require s a tota l reappraisal of our assumptions about 

life a nd society, including the received notion of "history," 

and a bout the social nature of theatrical perf ormances. This 

has been and will continue to be the task of socialist play­

wrights. To break the false consciousness produced by the 

alienating process of living within capitalist society, a 

writer mus t dista nc e his audien ce from its norm a l role in 

order that it ma y question its preconc eptions. I t is al so 

crucia l to point out aga in that this task will diff er 

a cc ording to the na ture of that a udience. For example, a 

socia list playwright who write s for a working-clas s audienc e 

must cre a t e a c erta in sens e of class sol i da rity in a group 

who have come to r ega rd t hea tr e itse lf as middle- class 

(which is not to say that certa in unique form s of the a tre 

a re not stil l a liv e in working-class culture). 

Now al l t hi s a ounds a ver y s t ern and complicat ed t as k 

f or soc i al i s t t hea tr e . I t i s , however, a n es s ential one; 

ind ee d, th e demons tra tiv e t echniques of Br echt's epic th ea tre 

a re de signed to dest r oy th is conce pt of a n "ob se rving 

audi e nce ": 
I 

The A-effect cons i s t s in turning th e ob jec t of 
which one i s to be ma de aware, to whi ch one' s 
a tt enti on is to be drawn, from s omething ordinary, 
f ami l i a r immedia t ely a cces s ible, into something 
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peculiar , striking and unexpect ect .3 4 

Th e dialec tical nature of this mode of thinking is clear; 

seeing things out of their no rm al context allows an audience 

to distance it sel f from normal perception and to perceive 

contradictions in the conditi ons of society . Yet whatever 

techniqu e s the playwright adopts to r a i se his audi e nce ' s 

social consciousness , he must a lway s f a ce th e problems of 

getting his work produced . 

John McGra th , draw ing l a r gely on Ra ymond Williams ' 

Marxism and Lit e rature , identifi e s thr ee ma in eleme nts of 

lit er a ry production : 

Th e residual , whi ch draws its source from a 
pr evious period but is still effectively al ive 
in th e pr esent ; the dominant , which exerc i ses 
he gemony ov e r th e period culturally ; a nd th e 
emer ge nt element , by which , a nd I quote , ' new 
meanings and val ues , new practices, new relation­
ships and kinds of relat ionships are being 
crea ted . But it i s exceptionally difficult to 
distinguish between those which a re r eally 
e l ement s of some new phas e of the dominant 
culture , a nd thos e which a r e substantially 
alternative or oppositional to it-- emergent in 
th e s trict se ns e , rathe r than the merely made . 1 35 

In t e rm s of mod e rn (post-' 56) Briti sh the a tr e this 

corresp ond s to the West End(res idual ) , th e major subsidized 

theatres (d omina nt) , a nd the fringe And touring compa ni es 

( eme r ge nt) . Th e West End in st ructure ''r e semble s a nin e-
; 

teenth century ~mall capita list e nterpri se ... its cen t r al 

contrad i ction ... is th e old one betwe en the soc i al or 



33 

group- effort means of production a nd the private ownership 

of tho se me a ns . 11 36 1r he d om i na n t form of the s ub sidized 

t heat r e as 11 power- structures r e f lect the nationa1ised 

industries : they a r e capitalist s tructures but without the 

need to mak e pro fits . 11 37 It i s to t he emergent that we 

must l ook fo r the po te ntial of a 11 hi ghly principled , 11 38 

creative Ma rxist cultura l interv e nt io n . 

McGrath also identifies three main a r eas of a ctivity 

for political t heatre : 

Loosel y s peak ing t hey a re : first , t he st ruggle 
within th e institut i on s of the a tre aga inst the 
hegemo ny of the bourg eois id eology within those 
institutions ; secondly , the mak i ng of a th ea t r e 
which is inte r vent i onist on a pol itical level 
usually outside t hos e in s titutions ; and thirdly 
a nd most im porta ntly , th e cr eatio n of a count e r ­
culture base d on th e working cla ss , which wi ll 
gr ow in ri ch ness a nd confide nc e until it 
eventua lly displ a ce s the dom ina nt bourgeois 
c~lture of l a te ca pi t a li sm. 39 

McG r at h sees playwrigh ts such as Bo nd, Br en t on , Edga r , 

Griffiths a nd Ha re as a challeng e to bo urge oi s ideology 

from wi thi n the th ea tre institutions themselves . De spite 

th e unde ni ed importa nc e of this chal l e nge as a socia l ist 

weap on , McGra th warn s tha t 11 th ey a re in constant da nger 

of being appropria t ed in production by the very ideo l ogy 

th ey set out to oppose . 114 0 McG r a t h c it e s the distorti ons 

impos ed ~ n Br echt 1 s pla ys i n the British thea tr e or the way 

Trevor Gr iffiths ' 'l'h e Po rty was st ;1ge d a t the Na tional , 

wh e r e th e ch a r a cter of a n old Trotskyist revolutiona ry 
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from Glasgow was taken over by Lord Olivier and "became a 

vehicle for a star to communicate with his admirers. 11 41 

To take the second example further, the published prologue 

of The Party promotes a general question about the relation-

ship between politics, economics and entertainment by having 

Groucho Marx quote from Karl Marx (an allusion to the 1 68 

anarchist sloga n in Paris 11 Je suis Marxiste, tendence 

Groucho") and Lenin: 

Revolutionary phrase-making is a disease from 
which revolutionary parties suffer at times 
when the course of revolutionary events is 
marked by big, rapid zig-zags. By revolutionary 
phrase-making we mean the repetition of 
revolutionary slogans irrespective of objective 
circumstances at a given turn in events, in th2 given state of affairs obtaining at the time.4 

In this Griffiths invites us to perceive the superficiality 

of the play's own politi cal infighting when seen a gainst the 

background of the May 1968 events in Pa ris. But crucia lly 

this prologue was cut from the National Theatre's production. 

Thus an assertion in the play such as "the only thing you're 

allowed to put in to the system is tha t which can be assim­

ila ted and a bs orbed by it 11 43 lose s its intend ed ironic 

edge. The play had been ch a nged in production from a po s it­

ive and political argument in favour of socialism that 

appears to disintegra te into pessimism over the possibility 
I 

of change. 

Ind eed it could be argued that political plays in both 

the dominant a nd residual the a tre merely illustrate the 
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Marcusian theory of repressive tol e r a nc e .44 It could also 

be argued that such pol i tical plays in being performed 

largely to the middl e classes impli ci t ly recognize that th e 

bourgeo isie r ema in s th e progressive class within society 

( a reformist class or a n intellectual 11 vanguard 11 perhaps) . 

Yet the central irony a nd contradiction of cap italism is 

that it creat es a working class wh ose interests a re opposed 

to it a nd who wil l eve ntually overthrow it . It is in this 

sense that the present "emergent " theatre rightly sees the 

working cla ss as the potentially pro gr essi ve class within 

society . This class has its own culture , despite the 

r e fu sal of the Art s Council to r ecognize this f act . It is 

preci se ly this r ecogni t i on of the r e vo lutio na ry potential 

of the working cla ss that prompts McG r ath to describe polit­

ica l the a tr e groups a s 7 : 84 , Red La dder , Belt and Bra ces , 

Mon s trous Regiment , Broa dsid e and others as directly int er -

ve ntioni st . This is also a rec og nition of the political 

function of the atre in c la ss terms , a nd it i s through this 

recognition of th e ne ed to ma ke theatre for wo rking-c lass 

a udi ences that the true counte r- culture (as opposed to 

a frin ge ghe tto mental ity) will grow . 

I 



Ch a pter Three 

I ' d r a th er ha ve my plays presented to ni ne 
hundred peopl e who ma y ha t e wh at I ' m saying 
th a n to fifty of the converted . 

45 Howard Br e nton . 

Bette r a ba d night in Bootle t ha n a good one 
at the Na tional . 

John McGr ath . 46 

36 

Th e th eat rical ca r ee r s of Howard Br e nton a nd Joh n McG r a th 

hav e followed a lmos t r e ve r se paths . Br en ton wa s a product 

of the 1968 to urin g fringe the a tre who subsequent ly adopt ed 

the tactic of " s trateg i c pe net r atio n 11 int o the domi nant 

s ub s idi zed t hea tr e . McGrath was a successful comme r cial 

writ e r f or th ea tre , tel evis ion a nd film , who from 1968 

bega n to r eject e sta bli shme nt venu es a nd formed a Ma r xist­

based touring theat r e company in 197 1. I n many ways , these 

two writ e r s ' diffe r ent th eo r etical a nd th ea tr ical rep onses 

to histor ical a nd material conditions a nd th e me a ns open 

to dr ama t ists to help effect social ist political change 

represe nt the key debat ove r t he di r ectio n of Brit i sh 

social i st theatr e . 

Howa rd Br en t on was born i n Brighton in 1942 , son of a 

policema n turn ed methodist mini s t e r . He atte nd ed Gr amma r 

school , taught i n Yorkshire , a nd the n went to Cambr idge 

afte r a s hort spel l at a n a rt school . Br e nt on seemed , then , 

to ha ve ~ he typical upwa rd l y mobi le backg round of th e 

majority of th eat rica l people . However , after his fir st 

full - l e ng t h play , Re venge , wa s put on at the Royal Court in 
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1969, Brenton wrot e for the fringe groups, Brighton 

Combination a nd Porta ble Theatre. Porta ble, f ound ed by Tony 

Bicat and David Hare, wa s not pol itica l in its conception, 

but it wa s motiva t ed by a desire to find new a udi enc es 

outsid e the "officia l cul ture." It wa s al so a touring 

the a tre com pa ny, and Brenton ha s said: 

I f you set up a n a ntagonistic theatr e touring to 
people who have never seen the thea tre before, 
it transform s its elf i nto politica l th ea tr e . I t 
ha s a political effect. And the anarchi c a nta go­
ni sti c th ea tre be com es incr eas ingly one of po l i­
tical content. Thi s i s what ha ppened to us.47 

Bre nto n ha s a cknow l edged, too, th a t the re s tric te d physical 

spaces ava i la ble to the experimental ea rly fringe enforced 

a pa rticular proximity between actors and a udi e nce s which 

e ngendere d "a n almost moral forc e in the writing a nd 

pre s entation, 11 48 and from that "you be g in to wa nt to write 

a bout how peo ple conduct th ems el ve s i n life a s groups , as 

cla s s e s , a s int erests. 11 49 The Brigh t on Combina t i on, in 

parti c ula r, had a re puta tion f or a ggr ess ive t hea tr i cal 

experiment a nd community involvemen t , and there is no doubt 

that t his hea vily influenc ed Brenton's l a t er s t yl i s tic 

dext erity. I n fac t th e a tt empt t o find 'new a udienc es l ed 

to Br ent on' s expe rim ent s i n c r eating com plet e environment s 

or pa rtip ula r la ngua ges f or plays. Th e short pl ays Gum a nd 

Goo , Hea ds a nd Tbe Educa tion of Skinny Spew ( a ll 1969 ), for 

example, were a ll produced a f te r or during rock co nce rts a t 

Br a df ord Univ er si t y . Th e presenta t io n of thes e pl ay s was 
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specifically a nti-natura listic: very few props; adults 
( 

playing children; interruptions in the action; situational 

scene-changes and caricatures r a th e r than fully drawn 

characters. Brenton a dmits of an ea r l y play th a t, "Polit­

ically I had no ideas, I was very immature. But I had an 

instinct that there was a conflict I wa nted to get at 

between public figures. 11 50 In particular, his early plays 

show his fascination with the mythologies surrounding our 

conception of crime and law and order. By 1974 the conflict_ 

that emerges in Brenton's plays is clearly betw een capitalist 

s tate myths of history a nd the reality of th e people's hist­

ory and the pressures of modern exis tenc e . In fac t, the 

complex dialectical r elat ionship betwe e n past and present / 

becom es central in much of Brenton's later work; pa r ticul arly 

Th e Ch urchill Pla y 1974 and The Roma ns in Britain 1980 . 

Clea rly a theatre that seeks to demythologise or 

demystify is by its very nature subversive (of the capita list 

stat e ) and questioning . To quote A. P . Foulkes from his 

useful rec e nt work Literature and Propaganda: 

I 

It @UCh art or theatr~ c ha l lenges habits and 
modes of perception, a nd produces new ways of 
seei ng and interpreting processes and r elation­
ships . To do this successfully, it must be 
unpr edictable , surpri s ing even shocking, and it 
mus t be inventive enough to avoid being submerged 
by an in teg r a tion propaganda which will natural is e 
t ec hniques in the guis e of r eproducing th em.51 

Of co urse this i s exa ct ly what Brecht s e t out to do with his 

epic theatr e , but th e quot e applies eq ually well to Br enton : 



I think it's crucial tha t in public, truths be 
told. Also I dream of a play acting like a bush 
fire, smouldering into public consciousness.5 2 

Indeed Brenton sees himself as a realist in a positive 
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sense of the term. This requires a rejection of bourgeois 

natural ism which is pres e nt ed as a product for a udienc e 

consumption. By posing problems that are limited (by space 

or situation) or too easily resolved, and presenting human 

nature and reality as universal and/or ahistorical and 

unchangi ng, naturalism support s the dominant ideology and 

it s culture; its narrativ e continuity suggests inevitability 

and invites the audience to identify itself with the action. 

A socialist definition of realism comes from Brecht: 

Realism means r evea ling the mask of cause in 
soci e ty/unmasking the dominant viewpoints as 
vi ewpoints of those who dominate/writing from 
the point of view of the class which, for the 
most urgent difficul ties, holds the broadest 
solutions/emphasizing the moment of the 
de ve lopment/cong3ete c haracte r and possibility 
of a bstract ion. 

To return to Foulkes' quo te, the methods of presenting this 

demystifying "real ism" "must be unpredicta ble, surprising 

even shocking." Despite his 1975 cla im that " I think th e 

theatre's a r eal bear-pit ••• not the place for r easoned 

discussion, 11 54 Brenton's plays have always bee n argument­

ative , e.,ve n diale ctical in presenta tion. Styli s tically, 

Brenton's pla y s a r e extremely aggressive and sometimes 

explicitly shocking. He has himself described th e style of 
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one of his plays , Hit1e r Da nc es , as " the se nse of being 

flu i d , wor ki ng very r ap id ly , e ns em ble play ing , th e r apid 

creati on a nd dismemberment of effects , th e involvement of 

sto r y- te l ling , the jux t aposit i on , stylis ti cally , o f things 

that a re qu it e diff e r e nt in a ve r y powerfu l seri es . 11 55 Th e 

11 tex t 11 of Hit le r Dances v1 as devis ed collec tively by Bre nt on 

and the Tra verse Works hop Compnay . I n fact this break ing 

do wn of the divi sion of l a bour between writer , director , 

se t desig ne r , acto rs a nd stage- hand s had be en crucial t o 

Po r table a s well . 

This a nti - natural istic style ca n be seen as typical of 

al l Bre nt on ' s wo r ks a nd derives , in pa rt, fro m the pr ac t ical 

c ircum s t a nces of the compa ny ' s pr esenta tions . To gai n th e 

atten ti on of a r ock co ncert audie nce , f or example , it would 

obvi ously be disastrous to t r y to create the na tura listic 

illu s i on of a "slice of l if e ." Mo r e importantly , the 

anti - na tural i st i mpulse of much s-0 cialist theatre a r ises 

from th':: nee d to br ea k the "spectacle " that j_s theatre ( a nd 

moder n life ) a nd e ngage the a udienc e in though t . 

The idea of confronting bo urgeois as s umptions wa s in 

f a ct one of the key ph r a s es of th e late sixt i es . Br enton , 

himself testified to the e nor mous influe nce of the events 

of May 1968 in Pa ris : 
I 

May 1 68 wa s c r ucial . It was a gr eat wa tershed 
a nd di r ectly affec t ed me ••. May 1 68 disi nh erited 
my ge ner ation i n t wo way s . Fi r s t it dest r oyed 
any remaining o ffec t i on fo r the official culture . 
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The situationists showed how all of them, the 
dead greats, are corpses on our backs--Goethe, 
Beethoven--how gigantic the fraud is. But it 
al~o , secondly, destroyed the notions of personal 
freedom, fr eak out and drug culture, anarchistic 
notions of spontaneous freedom, anarchist pol it­
ical action. And it failed. It wa s defeated. A 
generation dreaming of a beauti f ul utopia was 
kicked--kicked awake and not dead. I've got to 
bel i eve not kicked de~g. May 1 68 gave me a desp­
eration I still have.? 

In a series of pamphlets, the situationists had described 

modern Western society as the "Soc iety of Spectacles." 

Their th eo r y was based on a partial r evis ion of Ma rx and 

stated that the focus of capitalist domination was at th e 

poin t of consumption, not th e point of production. To 

Brent on the fringe theatre seemed t o present an opportu nity 

to reach new audience s and a tta ck the esta bli shment at the 

point of consumption. In 1973 , Brenton claimed the fringe 

as a weapon in a r epressive society: 

It could be the surviving democratic means of 
communication. If the police surveillance and 
interference bec ame very heavy and th e Arts 
Council wa s nobbled ••• th e back street ac tivity, 
almost on the level of being a n a bortionist, an 
illegal doctoring service, could be one of the 
few s urviving possible me ans of communicatio n 
with people.J7 

Po rtable was for Brenton a me ans of at tacking the 

establishment: 

I 

The bastards won't do our plays, we'l l do them 
ourselves . It was against the bastards, it was 
boiling for a fight against the established 
values in the theatre.58 
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Between 1969 a nd 1972 , Brenton wa s to produce his 

"complete environment" plays in a va riety of alterna tiv e 

venu es including a methodist church (Wesley), a n ic e-rink 

(Scott of the Antartic), and in pubs and clubs with a 

series of lunchtim e plays with the intention of trying to 

counter assumptions about theatre. Yet Brenton was ulti­

mately to see the real ity of the capitalist control of 

production. Even by 1974 Brenton felt that the fringe was 

becoming an arty clique performed by a nd for the left 

intelligentsia and students. He also felt tha t his ideas 

needed a larger stage: 

I think the fringe has failed. Its failure was 
that of the whole class of an alternative 
culture--a not i on that within society as it 
exists you ca n grow a noth er way of lif e , which, 
like a bene ficial a nd desirable cancer, will in 
the end grow throughout the western world a nd 
c ha nge it. What happens is that the 'alternative 
society' ge ts hermetically sealed, and surround ed. 
A ghetto-like mentality develops. It is 
surrounded and in the end strangled to death. 
Utopian generosity becomes paranoia as the wor ld 
closes in •••• Reality i s r em orseless. No one can 
leave, If you're going to cha nge th e world, well 
there's only one set of tools, and they're 
bloody and stained but realistic9 I mean 
communist tools. Not pleasa nt.? 

Ironically when Po rtable became overt l y "political" in its 

themes it went ba nkrupt as a result of two group-written 

shows, La y By a nd England's Ireland . The latter play in 
It 

particula r came up against massive restrictions to it s 

production because of its sensitive theme (the situa ti on i n 
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Ireland). Significantly in many of Brenton's own later 

plays the tension and force of his drama comes from th e 

potent struggle between the will to commit violent, 

destructive act ion and the need for a slow and careful 

building of political consciousness . Frequently Brenton 

also examines the problem of the pos sib i lity of revolution­

a ry change in a country where middle-class reactionary 

traditions and values tend to smother everything that 

threate ns their own security. Yet ironically, as Brenton's 

plays have become more ~olitical, he has moved into the 

esta bli shment theatre, r eceiving a commission from the 

National Theatre in 1976. Br ento n feels that the function 

of this kind of political theatr e is to speak to the left 

abo ut the left : 

Writers on the left ha ve to be a vanguard. They 
have to provide survival kits for people who are 
acti ve politically . That is how I've seen the 
work so far. Also their work has to be at the 
service of the working class. But in the ways 
that a re difficult to describe because you are 
not performing to the working class. Therefore 
you a re addressing them to people who a r e a 
potentially political vangua rd. An d that is why 
the plays often have pa inful iss ues. Like 
Stalinism; what the party is; what violent action 
is; the actuality of working-cla ss life ; 
working- class consciousnes s . 60 

In writing about St al inism, communism, socialism, sa id 

Brento n, ' "You have no alternative but to tell the truth. 1161 

The risk here is the possibility that what you say will be 

abused by the right-wing press or even by the productio n 
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system of subsidized the a tres • 

A further problem arises in the assumption that the 

audience of the subsidized theatres will contain a socialist 

11 vanguard. 11 Such a view could also lead to charges of 

inverted elitism. Brenton defends his policy of "strategic 

penetration": 

The question is what dominates ••. theatre? Just as 
who dominates the government is the crucial 
thing. We don't have a socialist government. 
You can't grow a so cial ist government in 
community work, beca use we are in an ad va nc ed 
society a nd you can't go back to some ill-defined 
village society. A socialis t government has to 
run the country before a socialist theat re can 
dominate the arts. And if socia list theatre 
doesn't dominate the arts some thing else will. 62 

This is of course a central co ntradiction of socialist theat­

re in a ca~italist society. Power and resources as well as 

creative outlets are inevitably centralized in the subsi­

dized theatres . Brenton believed that the fringe count er­

culture had failed, yet Portable's main failure s deriv ed 

from th e ir inabi lity to att r act working-class audi e nces and 

to ach ieve their own theatre space. In fact much of the 

1 68 fringe breakaway movement became a merely novel rather 

than a truly emergent element of literary production. In 

1975, Brenton attempted to create a new the a tre in which 

socialist plays could be performed. The barriers to such an 
I 

ope r ation were financi a l, but success might not necessa rily 

have created a working-class , ,th eatre. Arnold Wesker' s 

Centre 42 f a iled to a ttract working-class audiences because 
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he wa s trying to impos e his own culture on them. 

Br enton may be right in s aying that the dominant cul t­

ure must be demy s tified fr om within ( certainly in a dec a de 

of apparent political reaction in Britain the work of play­

wrights such a s Brenton represents powe rfu l , thoughtful 

moral a nd r evolutionary soc i a list pe rspectives), yet it is 

true too that this approach significa ntly underestimates the 

essential role of soc i alis t theatre in ·r ai sing the conscious ­

ness of t he working class. Brenton justified his move from 

the fringe to the National The a tre by stating that he wanted 

11 to ge t into bigger theatres , bec a use they a re, in a sense 

more public . Until tha t ha p~ e ns , you really can 't have a ny 

worth as a playwrig ht . 11 63 

Th is vi ew is opposed by John McGrath: 

The Na ti onal Theatre is a political statement . 
In it s s truc ture s a nd it s pr oductions , it 
embodies a set of va lues a nd a s sumption s th a t 
are demo ns tra bly those of the ruling cla s s : 
Even when it attempts ' left - win g ' pla ys -- it 
gobbl es them up ig~o it s hi gh- cultural 
meritocrat ic maw. 

These vi ews ca rry a uthority , for McGr a th's ea rly writ i ng 

career was typical of the young playwright heading via 

Oxbridge c onnections towa r ds the Royal Court . McGrath ha d 

a working- c l ass upbring ing in Bi r kenhe a d , Merseyside a nd 

' Buckley , North Wa les . He at t e nded Grammar Schoo l a nd was 

a " ben e fici a ry " of th e 1944 Bduca ti on Act which gave him a 

gr ant to go to Oxford University a fter doing hi s time in the 
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Army. In 1958 , his first play, A Ma n Ha s Two Fat her s , wa s 

performed a t Oxford and wa s reviewed by no less a lumina ry 

than Kenn eth Tyna n (Oxford) i n th e Obs erv er. As a r esult, 

George Devine ( Oxford), a sked him to work on a pl a y with 

Anthony Pa ge (Oxford) at th e Royal Court. McGr a th seemed 

to fit the r ol e of the rising working-c l ass writer hea ding 

into the bourgeoi s th eatr e , ye t McGra th has s a id tha t bis 

experienc es in the Army, at Oxford, a nd the Roya l Court 

alerted hi m to the bruta l power of t he Briti sh c las s 

syst em. 65 

After a s hort a nd frustra ting period re ad ing play­

scripts a t th e Court a nd fig hting to control th e producti on 

of bis plays, Mc Gr a th left to writ e for the BBC . This 

decision was prompted by a desire to use the popula r mediQm 

of te l evi s i on to pre s ent socia list a lterna tiv es . With 

Troy Ke nn edy-Ma rtin, McGrath co-a ut hored th e i nnova tive 

series , Z- Ca rs. Wha t was revo l uti ona r y i n its form a t wa s 

th e rej ection of t he "co ps a nd r obb ers" cli c be: t he 

po l ic emen in the seri e s were use d as tools in order t o 

pr ese nt a "k ind of do c um enta ry a bout peo pl e ' s l i ve s. 11 66 

Te chnically the s eries wa s a lso innovative~ As a director, 

Mc Gra t h u sed a minimum of cam er a a ngl es whi c h c hange d onl y 

to re g i s t e r a s pe ci f i c po i nt or new pie ce of in f orm a ti on. 

The eff e1ct was a gr a dual bu i ld i ng of i nf or mation in s t ea d of 

th e previous use of t he wid e- a ng l e unsele ctive sh ot , based 

on th e big sc r ee n. McGr ath a nd Kenn edy- Ma r t in eve nt ually 
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left Z-Cars when the policemen themselves became television 

stars--the subjects and not the device. McGrath grew 

sceptical about the value of this undoubtedly popular form 

because of the impossiblity of retaining individual control. 

In this he differs from socialist playwrights such as 

Trevor Griffiths, who argue that a play on television will 

make contact with literally millions of viewers. McGrath 

bas argued that socia list plays on television, whilst 

important, encounter particular problems in presenting an 

oppositional ideology. He quotes Enzensberger: 

There is precious little chance for the people 
who are productive to take over their means of 
production: this is just what the present 
structure is .designed to prevent. However, 
even under present circumstanc es, the relation­
ship is not without a certa in ambiguity, since 
there is no way of running the mind industry 
without enlisting the services of at least a 
minority of people who ca n create something .67 

These contra dictions are even more apparent in the film 

industry where huge financial resources are required for 

producti on. Be twe e n 1966 and 1972 McGrath worked in that 

industry, direc ting and scripting such films as Billion 

Dollar Brain (with Ken Russell), The Virgin Soldiers, The 

Bofors Gun, and The Reckoning. Ironically, his ma terial 

gains from this period enabled him to found a touring 

Marxist \ heatre company in 1971. His rejection of 

established thea tre venues indicates McGrath's emerging 

belief that intellectual commitm e nt can never be enough 

for a writer. As Wal t er Be nj amin sa id, 
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ma y seem , functions in a count e r - rev olut ionary 
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way so long as the writ e r experienc es his solida r ­
ity wit h the pr oleta riat only in the mind a nd 
not as pr oducer . 68 

Between 1966 a nd 1968 McGr a th ah d written succesful 

plays f or th e commerc i a l the a t r e . In 1968 , howeve r , 

McG r a t h was in Pari s t o experi e nce the 11 pa r a - r evolut i ona ry u 

s j_ t ua t i o n : 

The th inking about o r di na r y life , th e fresh ness 
of t he a ppr oach , the urge ncy and beauty of ideas 
wa s amazing . But what d i dn ' t hap pe n was th e 
orga nization . For a l ot of r easo ns . A lo t 
con nec t ed with t he Fr e nch Communist Pa rty , a lot 
c onn ected with th e fact tha t th e res t of the left 
was spl it and d i sorganized , a nd wi th the f act that 
a lot of the student leadersh i p was middle cl ass 
a nd not dedicated t o social re volut ion , a nd wit h 
the power of De Gaulle a nd hi s wi ly nes s as a 
politician . And th e r e in the middle of

6
~11 tha t , 

you have the absolute contradiction .... 

Th i s densi ty of expe ri ence a nd t he need fo r unity a nd consc ­

iousness building exposed McG r a th to t he cont r adictio n in 

his own life as a social i st wr i ter working wit hin t he 

bou r geo i s t hea tr e . His a nsw er was to found the 7 : 84 Th ea t r e 

Compa ny in l a te 1971 . 

The setti ng up of 7 : 84 over lapped with a period betw ee n 

1970 a nd 1972 when McG r a th was workin g at the Everyman 

Theatre , Li ve r pool . At the Everyman , McGrath experimented 

increasi gl y with popular forms of e nte rta i nmen t , pa rticu l ­

arly th e use of song a nd comedy . A 1971 pl a y , Soft or a 

Girl? , was a musical in the fo r m of a rock-c onc er t 
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with sce nes interspersed to crea t e a story a bout class 

soci e ty. The ro ck-conc er t is a specifically worki ng- class 

form of e nte rtai nm e nt, a nd significantly So f t or a Girl ? 

played to packed aud iences at the Eve rym an , eighty percent 

of whom were working class . 

The creat ion of the 7: 84 Th eatre Com pany was a 

further extension of McGr ath ' s applicatio n of theory to 

practice. The name of the company i s a political 

statement: 7 percent of the populat ion own 84 percent of 

t he wealth (t hese statistics were taken from a go vernment 

r eport that was revealed in The Economist in 1966). With 

7: 84 , McG r ath has deve l oped a socialist thea tre base d on 

Ma rxi st theory that directly strives to r aise t he political 

and soc i al conscious ness of the oppressed by presenting 

ente rtainment which in form a nd content r elates to the 

lives of the actual working class . McGrath ' s own develop­

ing Marxist positio n is clearly indicated in the dial ect­

ical nature of his plays , and the form and content (in 

practice t he same thing ) of his work r eflects his deep 

committment to the eme rg ence of a counter- culture based 

on the expe ri ences and (positive) values of the working 

class i n or de r to oppose, and one day succeed , the 

cultural ideology of the ru l ing class. This concern has 

. ' included a sea rch of various theatrical forms tha t can have 

a direct r ele va nce to the Br itish pro leta riat . I nd eed we 

have already seen in th i s study that fo rm is inextricably 
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linked to content a nd that both ar e overtly political . The 

same can also be said of established theatrical institutions 

which ge nerally exclude popular a udi e nc es . Such class a nd 

cultural distinctions a re intensifi ed by the excessive 

ticket prices of West End and subsidized theatres. With 

this in mind, 7: 84 has rejected es t a blished theat r es 

wh erever possibl e , choosing to perform in vil lage ha ll s, 

working-mens' c l ub s , trade union hal ls, factori es , or arts 

centres. 

By 1973 t he Compa ny had dev e loped into two se para t e 

touring groups, 7: 84 Engla nd and 7:84 Scot la nd, th oug h 

McGrath continues to write for both of th em. The companies 

work as socialist collectives. In an introduction to his 

play Bo om, McGr ath describes 7: 84's production methods: 

Firstly we do not 'improvise.' Virtually 
everything, down to the smallest throwaway , is 
written or discuss ed before the performa nce. 
Secondly, the a ctors do not write th e ir own 
ma t erial . The shows are conceived and control l ed 
down to t he smallest de t a il by the writer/ 
director with the ful l est consultation, discussion 
and contribution from the collective company.70 

Worki ng-c lass ve nu es c r eate pa rticular dem a nd s a nd 

crea tive possibilities for the social ist playwright or 

compa ny, and the popul a r forms of working-class culture 

ha ve become ce nt r al f eatur es of McGra th's 7:84 plays . 
I 

McGrath, like t he I t al i a n Ma rxist Antonio Gramsci , view s 

popula r cu l ture not as "th e inert ob j ec t of socio log i cal 

descripti on, bu t as the s it e of a political s truggl e. 11 71 
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The commercial exploitation of the working classes has 

penetrated and debased all levels of their culture; that is 

to say, there will be as much viol ence , racism, sexism, 

chauvinistic patrioti sm and crass commercialism in working­

class entertainment as in any other form. Conse quently, t o 

counter thes e contradictions in working~class culture , 

McGrath has a dopted a critical a pproach to popul a r forms 

and has specifically warned aga ins t what he calls 11 tailism, 11 

that is trailing beh i nd the tastes of t he working cla ss and 

e ither under es timating a n audie nce's capa city to und er s t a nd 

a play on ma ny levels of meaning or its abi l ity to t ake 

criticism. When David Edga r dismissed working- class 

culture as "at rophi ed " and ''reactionary" (a nd t he r e is no 

doubt tha t many el ements, such as strip shows and quiz 

games , are extrem ely rea ctiona ry) he was in fact adopting 

a rea ctionary approach himself. Working-class reaction 

has historical r easo ns, re a sons that can be grasped in the 

contradiction s of modern society. Most importa ntly, the 

concept "popular" is one ca pa bl e of infinite cha nge : in 

fact the term "popular" itself is historical a nd dev elop­

mental. In a ddition, most definitions of the te rm 

"popula r" t e nd to be clas s biase d--as in th e d eroga tory 

us e of the te rm use d by bourge ois critics (wh e t her in 

li tera ture or music). Equa lly damag ing is th e 11 prole tcul t 11 

a ttitude which co ns id ers that any t hing~popular with th e 

wo r king classes mu s t nec es s a rily be good . For McG r a th 
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what is needed is a critical examination of th e contradict­

ions implicit in "popular culture ." 1'his in turn require s 

at times a socialist criticism of the a udience--but it must 

be an informative criticism , not on e based on insult s or 

bourgeois preaching . As McGrath a r gues "i t must be don e 

from a position of ba sic political solidarity and cul t ural 

identity. 11 72 

McGrath in A Good Night Out quotes a crucial passa ge 

from Brecht's polemic against George Lukacs: 

Our concept of what is popular refers to a people 
who not only play a full part in historical 
development but acti ve ly usurp it, force its 
pace, determine its directi on. We have a people 
in mind who ma ke history, change the world and 
themselves. We have in mind a fighting people 
a nd therefore an a ggressive concept of what is 
' popular .' 

Popular means: intelligible to th e broa d 
masse s , a dopting and enric hing their fo rm s of 
expr ession/ assuming th e ir sta ndpoint , confirming 
and c orrecting it/representing the most 
progressive section of the people so tha t i t ca n 
as sume lea dership and therefore int ellig ible to 
other sections of the people as wel l /relating 
t o tra ditions and devel oping them/communicating 
to th a t port i on of the people which strives for 
le a dership th e achi eveme nts of th e se ction th at 
at pres e nt rules th e na tion.73 

Thi s critical but positiv e appr oa ch to po pula r culture 

dem a nd s a c ompl e t e re-thinking of th e notion of the a tr e . 

:For exampl e , th e 11 1. o ng uc:Jge " of th ent r e t a ke s on a 

dif fe r e n- me a ni ng if we disca rd th e r eceived bourge oi s 

notion of ma king "dramatic lit e r a ture . " A s ocia lis t 

pla ywright mus t be invo l ved with a n e ntire "la nguage " whi c h 
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not only the text, the mise-en-scene, lighting , 
performances, casting , music, effects, placing 
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on stage , ••• but also the nature of the audience, 
the nature, social, geographical and physical, of 
the venue, the price of tickets, the availibility 
of tickets, the nature and placing of the pre­
publicity, where the ne arest pub is, and the 
relationships, between all these considerations 
themselves and each with what is happening on 
stage.74 

Now this may seem a 11 philistine" view to a "sensitive" critic 

seeki ng "universal literature," "tasteful art " or an 

"aesthetic expe ri ence ," yet this is precisely the point s uch 

theatre makes. Social is t theatre has to be aware of "all 

the elements of the language of the theatrical event . 11 75 

After 8-10 years of a ctually working with and writing 

about the working class, John McGrath listed some general­

ised differe nc es between the demands and tastes of bourgeois 

and working-class audiences . He regarded the list as highly 

contentious, and certainly it is true that his generalis­

ation s must not be taken as a bsolutes. Nevertheless, 

critical l y judged, they provide a useful guide to the 

11 language 11 of working-class theatre. The differences come 

in the areas of directness, comedy, music, emotion, variety, 

effect , imm edia cy to people 's li ves, localism and local 

identi ty
1 

with a performer. Briefly McGr ath asserts that a 

working-clas s a udi e nce wil l be more receptive to all these 

elements th a n a bourgeoi s a udienc e . In fact these areas 
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or at least some of them, are likely to occur in a ll 

existing forms of working-class entertainment: I am thinking 

particularly here of club variety shows and pantomime. 

McGrath also warns of 11 t a ilism 11 her e : 

directness ca n lead to simpl ification; comedy can 
be r acist, sexist, even anti-working class; music 
can become mindl ess ness; emotion can be come 
manipulative and can obscure judgement; variety 
can lead to disintegration of meaning and 
pettiness; effect for effect's sake can lead to 
trivialization; immediacy and localism can clos e 
the mind to the rest of the world, lead to 
chauvinism, and 'Here's tae-us-wha's-like-us'-ism; 
and a sense of identity with the performer can lead 
to naus eati ng, ingratiating performances with 
neither dignity nor perspective.76 

One fact that must always be remembered is that British 

working- class culture tends to define itself locally or 

regionally r a ther than nationally , the dialects are a prime 

example of th is. For example, forms of entertainment in 

urban industria l a reas, with dense pockets of population, 

will be very different from that of a village hall in 

rural Yo rkshire. Even in forms that are widespread, such 

as pantomime, much of the entertainment's impact comes fr om 

a personal knowledge of th e actors as well as from s a tire 

and joke s on local charact er s and events. This sense of 

cultural identity does not exclud e ~lass . identity : or ~e ven 

the wide "id eological at tribut e " of working-class 

internationalism. The "language 11 of McGrath 's plays, then, 

refle cts a strong sense of cultural ide ntity with their 
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a udi ences . 

One of the principal tasks t ha t McGra th has und ertake n 

is to re tell the suppressed history of the working class : 

it s form a tion, centuri es of su f fering and pr id e , 
the victories a s the people moved towa rd s a 
greate r degree of emancipa tion, the d i s t or tions 
of purpose a s they ap pr oache d compl ete power , 
the l ess ons of the poli tical struggles , the 
d ivi s ions within th e peop le t oday a nd t he 
mystifi ca tion that preva ils a s the ru l ing class 
pre t e nds it no longe r rules.77 

I n McG r a th ' s pla ys the domina nce of capital i sm i s not 

shown t o be inevitabl e a nd the future pr e-de s tined, but a s 

ca pa ble of c hange . It is worth noting t ha t several of the 

features tha t McG r a th i dentifies as pa rt of hi s working­

class theatre ap pea r on Br echt ' s list of a nti-th ea t rical 

forms , such as emotio n (as opposed to obje ct ive r eason ) and 

the involvement of specta to r or so l ida rity ( r at her th a n 

turning the spectator into a n observer ). Yet , a s McGrat h 

points out, Brecht, l ike Brenton , wrot e for a predom i na ntly 

middle-class audie nce so that estrangme nt be comes essential 

fo r th em. 78 McGra th, however, ta l ks direc tly to the 

working class in wo r king-c lass venues : 

Now a nd aga in when you a r e appea ling to the 
sol idarity of th e working class , you ha ve to 
assume that a ce r tain de gr ee of solida ri t y still 
exists . Fo r t oo lo ng th e working class has bee n 

1 see n a s th e loser. We cele bra t e strengths a nd 
cri t i c i se weaknesses . We wa nt to g i ve a s e nse of 
c onf i dence , of the poss ibi l ity of change . 79 
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Significantly, he often uses satirical r epresentations of 

oppressors, but his stage techniques are usually the revers e 

of Brenton's and are designed not only to capture attention 

in venues where theatre is not a norm but also to promote 

class solidarity and thought. 

McGrath views one of 7:84's r oles as a theatre of 

intervention: 

polemical, openly political, and whose avowed aim 
is to gain support for a particula r pa rty or 
position inside the working class, and among its 
potential allies ••• its ultimate purpose is 
agita tional. It uses theatrical devices to ex­
plain, elucidate, remind and essentially persuade 
its audience to think differently.SO 

This support can be for a strike, a struggle, fund-raising, 

for or against a piece of legislation, or it can be concer­

ned with more general issues, such as racism, sexism, 

alcoholism, or the role of multi-national corporations. 

However, the ul timate aim of 7:84 i s to help create a 

counter-culture grounded in revolutiona ry socialism and the 

values and culture of the working class. And it is in this 

sense that 7: 84 has become a truly emergent element of 

theatrica l production. 

I 

I 

I 

' 



Chapter Four 

Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the 
will. 

Romain Rolland.81 

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that 
the 'state of emergency' in which we live is 
not the exception but the rule . 82 Wal t er Benjamin. 
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Much of the early work of the f ring e depicts th e 

tranquil surfa ce life of Brit ish society as a sham; in 

r ea lity, it is a society in a state of collapse. Howa rd 

Bre nt on 's early 11 plays for public places" often concentrate 

on individuals who choose to plot a perverse but definite 

line of action through this disturbed a nd complicated 

world. Peter Anso r ge considers those early protagonists 

11 ••• are frustrated not by the judgements of their society 

but the l ac k of any definite code of justice. 11 83 

A typica l ea r ly Brenton work is Christie in Lo ve which 

was commissioned by th e Portable Theatre in autumn 1969. 

The pla y is bas ed on the true story of John Christie , who 

kill ed a nd buried numerous women in and a r ound his house in 

Notting Hi ll Ga te during the 1950's. The play stresses this 

histori cal context by openi ng with a t a pe-recorded broad cas t 

of th e facts of Chr is tie ' s l ife. Yet the force of the piece 

derives from the st r ange sense of pity that is evoked for 
I 

the notorious Christie . In Bren ton 's words, the play's 

basic device is 



a kind of dis l ocati on , te a ring up one style f or 
a not he r , so th e proce edings lurch a nd all 
int erpretations a re blocked , and the s pecta t or 
hunting for a n ea sy meaning weari es a nd is 

84 l eft on l y with Chr i s tie a nd his a ct of love . 
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Th e pla y also ex emplifi es Br e nton' s use in hi s ea r l y pl ays 

of " compl ete e nvi ro nme nts " in a r eje ctio n of t r a di tio na l 

th eatri cal s pace . The setting i s a pe n made of chic ke n 

wi r e , t e n f eet by s ix , f i ll ed with old newspa per s . This 

" s et " i s us ed va r iously a s Christie ' s ga rd e n, fr ont room , 

a poli ce s t a tion , a n execution she d a nd a lim e pit . Thj s 

s pa c e is a de l iber a t e a r t i f i ce , a nd t he a udi e nce is r equired 

to sit a ll a r ound a nd ve ry c lose so t hat t he pr oximity of 

th e " s e t " a nd a ctors force s t he a ud i e nc e to become i nvol ved 

in t he dr am a . 

The play ope ns with tw o pol icem e n digg ing up bod i es. 

Eve ntua lly t hey r e s urre c t Chr istie himse l f , who , wi t h the 

he lp of a f ema le dummy , l ea ds th e policeme n through the 

hi s t ory of one of hi s c r i mes . The po l ic eme n a r e portrayed 

as " s t age co ppe r s , " com plet e ca rica tures who mirror pub l i c 

d i s tas t e f or Chri s ti e ' s act i ons thro ugh the ir styl i sed 

spee ch es : 

I 

I ' ve he a rd some na s t y t hings i n my l i fe . But 
buryi ng Engl i s h l a d i es in your own ba ckya r d just 
a bout t a kes th e ca ndle . 85 

The c ons t a ble ch e e r s h im se l f up whi l e d i gg ing by r ecit ing 

obs c e ne l ime ri c ks , whi ls t th e I nspe ct or t ell s terri ble 

I 
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jokes and voices police platitudes. The jokes are unfunny 

and badly told, yet the cartoon-like coppers prepare the 

audience for the appearance of an "horrific" Christie. The 

lights are turned off and Christie rises from the pen, lit 

only by the hand-lamps of the policemen. In Brenton's 

words, 

Christie's first appearance is in the Dracula 
tradition. Happy horror, c r eeps and t r ea ts. He 
rises from th e grave luridly, in a fri ghte ning 
mas k. I t looks as if a juicy evening's under~t Y, 
all laughs, nice shivers , easy ooh s and aahs . 

Christie is then heard on tape delivering a long speech of 

hatred against women, whilst the Christie actor ge ts 

excited, pants, and fin a lly mimes an orgasm. Immed i a tely 

the lights go on, Christie removes the mask and reveals 

himself to be a "sad, apparently respectable middle-aged 

ma n. 11 87 

The effect is deliberately anti - climactic. Christ ie 

i s presented as an entirely na turalistic character amidst 

the stagey horror and comedy presented by the "set" and 

policemen. The "Hammer-horror" view of Christi e is both 

the policemen's a nd the public's distorted perception of 

him. As th e Inspector says, 

I dunno, it's di sappointing. Why can't a mas s 
1 murderer be just a bit dia bolical. Why can't 

a pervert like you, already in the a nnals of 
na stiness have f a ngs or something.88 

I 

-I 
I 

I 
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Christie's norma l ity, a s opposed t o t he representatives 

of a uthority's artificial ity , revers es the mora l focus in 

the pla y. In life , Christi e has bec om e a lmost a legend , 

but he re his ordina rine s s is incomprehensible to the 

policemen wh o can find no real clue to the motiva tion 

behind the crime s . Christie ' s perver se crim es a r e revealed 

in co ntext t o be "a cts of l ove ." After "murdering" a nd 

having sex with the dummy victim, Chr is tie pours himse l f 

som e t ea and declares "I wa s in love wit h her. 11 8 9 The 

constable wh o has bee n a fi gure of fun i n the play , now 

ma kes a "real" shocke d decla rati on of an outraged society : 

Lo ve ' s the bleeding mo on. And bl eeding doves 
lov ing . And bleeding Fr a nk Sinatr a crooning . 
And a nic e church ceremo ny, and the Mrs. 
te a r ful - eyed at t he photograph . We wen t to 
Cla cton for our honeymoon , my wife a nd me. The 
sea was ge nt le as a baby. The moon was smoot hl y 
yellow . Tha t w§5e lo ve . Not a corpse , in a 
dirty ga r de n •.. 

Ye t the co nsta bl e ' s romanti c ized notions are undercut by 

the fact that , fr om Christie's point of view, love is 

necrophilia in a ga rd e n. Br e nt on he re attacks "humanist " 

notion s a bout pe ople: "We hum a nely cannot deal with 

Christie . 11 91 The Inspec tor c oncl udes that society " has 

go t to love in bounds. El s e it gets criminai. 11 92 Their 

"hum ane ", r espo nse is to ha ng Christie . 

I n his early plays , Br e nton concludes tha t the surface 

of soc i ety-- wh a t the situat i on i sts ref err ed to a s th e 

I 

II 

I 
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society of the spectacle--is a farce, what lies und erneath , 

the monster in the ga rd en , is the reality. He attacks 

existing myth ologies by disrupting the narrative (or the 

spectacle) and using caricature to attack his a udi ence 's 

presumptions. Yet despite Brenton 's theatrical versatility, 

his social and political criticism in these early plays 

remains undirected. What for example is Brenton's view of 

Chr i stie? Is he merely "pa rt of a sinister natural 

process 11 793 Is his pursuit of a path of erotic fulfillment 

to be applauded? 

As Brenton testified, Porta ble's methods of working 

closely with new audiences actually politicized him in th e 

same way that events of 1968 had sparked his consciousness 

and fired his anger . His plays accordingly became 

increasingly dialectical particularly in the interplay 

between action a nd language , society and the individual, 

the histori cal process a nd the experience of the present 

moment. Pa r adoxica lly, Brenton felt that thes e id ea s ne ede d 

to be produced on bigge r stage s. 

Brenton 's The Chur chill Play, peformed at the Nottingham 

Playhouse in 1974, is set in a concentration camp in England 

in 1984 . A Co ns erva tive- La bour coal ition has passed a new 

Industria l Relations Act which has allowed them to impri son 

milit a n. trade uni onists a nd strikers ( the a nalogy in the 

play i s obviously to the injustices of the Long Kes h 

int e rnm ent camp in Northern Ireland) . This image of the 
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future is offset by one from th e past as the camp's 

internees rehearse a satirical portraya l of Winston Church­

ill as an obsessive hypochondriac, completely out of touch 

with the British people, and haunted by a spectre of gloom 

called Black Dog. In fact The Churchill Play begins with 

the internee who plays Churchill dramatically rising from a 

catafalque (another example of one of Brenton's recurrent 

stage devices). 

The play portrays a nightm a re sense of cause and effect 

between what Churchill said in the war, the present (Long 

Kesh in 1974), and a repressive future. Churchill's f amous 

"blood, toi l , tears and sweat" speech, spoken during the 

play-within-a-play, contains th e line "Victory, victory at 

all costs, vi c t ory in spite of all t errors, vi c tory, however 

long and hard the road ma y be; for without vict ory t he re is 

no survival. 11 94 Yet the resu l t of this "victory " is shown to 

be f as cism itself. The nightmare logic of The Ch urchill Play 

st ems from a n a wa ren ess of Walter Benjamin's wa rning that 

the past ma y be expropriated by the ru l ing classes so that 

hi s tory is not seen as a linear evolution, which at its best 

can l ead to a form of socia l reform, or which at its worst 

ca n lead to a n inert f a t al ism in the f a ce of th e "unchange ­

a ble" forces of hi s tory. 95 Brenton here consid ers history 
I 

as a "shock ing constellation of histor ical epochs" (Terry 

Eag l e ton) 96 , in other words, the continuous practice and 
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process of class struggle that is integral to the theory 

of historical material ism. In fact "history," as Eagleton 

points out, is not simply a theoretical construct but a 

political one too.97 Indeed one of the major climaxes of 

th e play gr a phicall y shows how the myths of the past are the 

di s tortions of the ruling classes , th e "pos thumous" 

creation of th eir own self-justifying line of causality. 

This clim ax occurs during a scene in the prisoners' play, 

set in wartim e Peckham by the edge of a l a nd-mine crater . 

When Chur chill comes to s ee the dam age, the prisoners first 

dramatize the myth of Londoners telling him "We ca n t a ke it, 

guv . Give it 'em ba ck, 11 98 then the reality of Uncle Ernie 

telling Churchill, 11 We ca n take it. But we just might gi ve 

it ba ck to you one day. 11 99 '.l' he sta tement th en is one of 

class warfare; it is Church ill who has distorted th e past. 

Churchill i n the play angrily a sks , "Who won t he wa r ? 111 00 

Uncl e Erni e te l ls him the truth, "Do n't you know that? I 

did . And she did. Pe ople won th e war. 11 101 As Bre nton 

says : "Th e official past has nothing to do with real history, 

it has everything to do with the present. 11102 

In a note in the programme of The Ch urchill Pla y, 

Br ent on desc ribes a meeting with a n old Port smouth ma n who 

told him of his wartime memories of the town : 

I 

He spoke of the panic, th e looting , the hat red 
for polic e a nd ward ens, the universal ange r, the 
tr ekkers wh o walked out of th e city ont o the Downs 
where they camped for weeks (the same thing 

: 



happened in Glasgow). He was not describing 
defeatism or cowardice. They occurred but so 
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did the kindness of neighbour to neighbour , the 
legendary 'dawn cups of tea after the r a id. ' 
What was extraordinary and overwhelming was that 
the torrent of stories , impressions and comments 
was nothing less than a detailed account from 
personal experience of the beginning of a popular 
rising , a people ' s re volt that was on the boil in 
a bombed English city thirty - five years ago . 103 

Walter Benjamin is again r ele vant here : 

To a rticulate the past historically does not mean 
to recognise it ' the way it was really' (Ranke) . 
It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes 
up at a moment of da nger . Hi storical materialism 
wishes to retain that im age of the pas t which 
unexpectedly appea rs to man singled out by history 
a t a moment of danger . The danger affects both 
the content of the tradition a nd its receivers . 
The same threat hangs over both: that of becoming 
a t ool of the ruling classes . 104 

The resistance of Uncle Ernie , t he possibility of a popular 

uprising in Portsmouth or Glasgow during the wa r, is the 

memory that Brenton (or the intern ee) seizes as it flashes 

up "at a moment of danger" ; that ima ge of the pa s t th a t can 

corre spond with th e da ngerous present (the re sista nc e to 

Br i tish imperial ism in Ireland or th e fi ght agai nst Thatcher) 

a nd propel society into a socialist f uture. With thi s 

dialecti c in mind, glib a nd smug historic mythol ogies 

(Churchill "w on" th e wa r , communism 11 c reates 11 Stal inism) ca n 

be explo ed . If class wa rfare disintegrates into fatalism 

or pass ivi t y , th e re s ul t ma y we ll be the internment camp 

in Th e Churchill Pla y . Th e intern ee s of the fu ture in the 
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pla ys a r e sh own to be victims of ca p i t a li s t brutal ity , 

fu ell ed by t he pe rv erse log i c of a ss ump ti ons s uch a s "a 

s trik e will l ose pr ofit s th er efo r e the di s sid e nt s ha ve to 

be c onta in ed " ( s uc h assum pti ons l i e beh i nd Tha tch er ' s 

expli c it s t at eme nt s of cl a ss wa r f a r e during the 1984 

mine rs ' s trike ) . I n t he pl a y , t he pri so ner s r e vol t , but 

th e f orc es aga in s t th em a r e t oo s t rong . The answer pro ­

pose d by Br e t1t on i s a kind of guerri la warfa r e : sta y a liv e , 

bu t fi ght . A pr iso ne r , Mik e , s a ys , 

They ' ll conc r e te th e whole wor l d ove r a ny 
mome nt now . And wh a t do we do ? ( A s l i ght pa us e . 
S~i l e s . ) Sur~ive . I n t~ e Cf B§ks . Eithe r 
sid e of th e wir e . Be ali ve . 

The i nt e r pl a y betwe e n pa st a nd pr es e nt i s crucial to 

Br e nt on ' s wor k a nd r epr e s e nt s a huge poli t ica l pr ogr es s i on 

f r om his ea r ly pla y s . The c orre s po nding mo ve ha s bee n f r om 

f rin ge t o Na ti ona l : 

I 

The se plays a r e big in cas t , stag ing , theme , a nd 
pol i t i ca l l y de c l a r ed ambi tio n (th ey do wa nt t o 
c ha nge t he wor l d , inf lue nc e opinion ,e nte r fi ght s 
ov e r po l i ti cal is sues ) ; t he y a r e ' Jaco bea n ' in a 
mix of th e trag i c a nd c om i c t a kin g gr ea t pleasur e 
in t he su r pri ses a nd s hocks of e nte r t a i nme nt the 
huge s t age ca n a rm t he pla ywright wi t h a s a 
s howm a n , t hey a r e e pi c in that t hey a r e ma ny 
s c e ne d , f ull of stori es , iro nic a nd ~r gume nt a ti ve , 
a nd de l ib er a t ely writ t e n as ' h i s t or y ' pl a ys fo r 
now. 1U6 

I mi ght add th a t t he y a re wr it t en f or middle - c l as s aud i ences , 

a nd he nc e der i g ned t o del ibe r a t el y d i s r upt bo ur ge o i s 

a ss umpt i ons . I n f a ct , Br e nt on ' s ve r sa ti l e a nd exp er imenta l 



forms combin e wi th ideas tha t a nge r t he "high-cultured " 

sensibilities of the Engli sh middle classes . Nowhere is 

this more evident tha n in the "critical " r es pon se to his 

most controv ersial play , The Roma ns i n Britain.(1 980 ) 
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I t ha s bec ome impossible t o discuss Brento n' s The 

Rom a ns in Brita in without not ing its hysterical r ec ept ion 

from the Bri tish media . Brenton was no s tranger t o 

controver sy ; his version of Mea sure for Measure (1972) saw 

the No rth cott the a tr e-boa rd call in a l a wye r to advise on a 

possible libel suit ove r his ident i fication of Macmillan as 

the Duke and Enoch Powe ll as Angelo . I n J une 1980 A Short 

Sharp Shock , a satirical a ttac k on the Tory ca bi net , opened 

at the Theatre Roya l, Stratford Eas t, amidst calls by Tory 

M. P . s fo r th e Arts Co uncil to depriv e the thea tre of its 

gr ant . Re vi ews of The Romans in Britain a t the Na tional 

wer e almos t unif orml y bad a nd pla inc lothes policemen were 

called in to de t e rmin e whether charges of obscenity should 

be brought agai nst the play . Pa rt of one sc e ne (the 

a tt empted bugge ry of a Cel t by a Roman so l di e r ) was si ngle d 

out by critic s a nd local politicians for pa r tic ula r abu se . 

The Sunda y Te l egr a ph critic , Francis Kin g , called th e pla y 

"of du bious a r gument as history a nd of e ven more dubi ous 

me r it as drama ."1 07 The then Tory head of th e GLC , Si r 

Horace Cutl er, was so "sh oc ked" tha t he walked out of a 

pe r formance , a nd Fr edd i e Weyer , the chai rm a n of the Ar t s 

committee, ca lled it "the most disgusting displ ay I hav e 
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ever seen and heard. I find it difficult to repeat some of 

the dialogue in the play to close friends. I'm not narrow­

minded, please don't think so, I'm very broad-minded. 11108 

Amongst this chorus of "sensitive" critical response came the 

voice of the Sunday Times critic, James Fenton: "The play 

is a nauseating load of rubbish from beginning to end •••• It 

is advertised as unsuitable for children. It is unsuitable 

for everyone. 11 109 The self-appointed guardian angel of 

England's moral worth and cultural values, Mary Whitehouse, 

brought a private prosecution against the director, Michael 

Bogdanov, for procuring an act of indecency on stage. Mrs. 

Whitehouse neither saw nor read the play. The neo-nazi 

National Front picketed the National Theatre urging the 

patrons not to see such "smut" and 11 to keep queers off our 

stages.11110 

The criticism of the play, then, was directed at two 

areas: the play's ideas and how it was presented. Yet 

crucially many of the attacks on the play were either class 

or politically biased. In fact a careful examination of 

Brenton's play s hows its powers as a tool for demystifying 

the history of the Celtic people and exposing these 

historical lies as they continue today with the British 

occupation of Northern Ireland. Truly subversive drama ca n 
I 

always expect such a critical response. 

The first part of the play is set in Britain in 54 BC 

and centres on the second expedition of Julius Caesar--it 
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ends with the startling entrance of the modern British Army. 

Part Two is situated variously in Brit~1n in AD 515, over 

one hundred years after the last Romans left Britain in a 

period conventionally known as "The Dark Ages," and on the 

Irish border in 1980. The central thesis in the play links 

the subjuga tion and repression of th e Celts in England (54 

BC) by the Romans, in Britain (AD 515) by the Saxons, and in 

Ireland (1980) by the British. Despite King's assertions 

th a t the pla y's use of history is dubious, Brenton's use 

of social and po l itica l history tallies with known f a ct. 

The start of the play distinguishes three social groups, 

Celtic, Belga ic and Roman. The Celtic group , ruled by the 

Mother in the play, is precisely situated (north of St. 

Albans) and several ref erences in the play stress the anci e nt 

and esta blished rights of the Celts in Europe (Ca esar r e f ers 

to the Celts of Northern Italy whose defeat by the Rom a ns 

began th e period of Celtic decline111). This repres e nta tiv e 

group of Cel ts is threatened a t th e sta rt of the pla y by both 

the . landing of the Rom a n Army a nd the a dvanc e of th e warlike 

Be lga ic tribes. 

I n scene two, the Moth er is under pressure fr om two 

envoys from the Bel ga ic Ca s s ive llanus to ally aga ins t the 

Roman s . Th e Mother, in fron t of her tribe , rej ects th e 
I 

Rom a ns a s a myth, but l a ter rev ea ls to her husba nd th a t the 

Rom a n Army is r eal a nd th a t s he ha s ma de al l i a nce s with 

th e Trinovant es (Be l ga ic) who a r e in a llia nce with the Rom a ns. 



Politically this move is essential to the safety of her 

tribe, but her attempts to save her people are ruined by 

two Roman soldiers who accidentally come across her group 

and massacre most of them. Caesar converts this accident 

into policy in the play. His historian, Asinus, refers to 

the Mother's tribe as "the ancient stock of Britain. 11 112 

To Caesar, the tribe are merely a trifle, symbolically 

represented by his bad tooth that he eventually prises out 

with a knife, but he literally rewrites his own history as 

he narrates his "version" of events to his official bio­

grapher. His logic is that of a military figure. He is 

angry at the massacre, but for him the victims are merely 

a "wretched bunch of wog farmers. 1111 3 What Caesar 

represents is the forcible imposition of an alien culture 

onto the indigenous Celtic people. This is symbolized 

when he puts a pendant of Venus around the neck of Marban, 

one of the Mother's fost er children who is training to be 

a druid. Caesar insists that the "old Gods are deact. 11 114 

Marban is defiled by the Roman God (as he was defiled by 

his treatment by stray Rom a n soldiers) and consequently 

kills himself, but not before be ba s given an ironic 

rejoinder to Caesar's remarks in his prophecy that the 

Celts must "Abandon the l ife we know. Change ourselves 

into a nf ma l s .•• de a dly , watching, ready in the forest. 11 115 

Marba n here describes the resistance to come from the 

Celtic people agains t their imperialist oppressors. 
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The hi s torical veracity of Pa rt One is built up in 

careful deta il. Much of what is known about early Celtic 

culture comes from the oral tradition of ancient Irela nd 

which was eventually recorded by th e Christia n monks in the 

sixth century AD . Cel tic Ireland was relatively untouch ed 

by Roman culture until nearly half a millenium after Gaul 

was, as Dill on and Chadwick note, "C eltic Britai n f orm s a 

bridge between the two Celtic realms of Ga ul and Ire­

l and.11116 They also point out tha t the hi gh prestige of 

women "is a fe a tur e of early Cel tic civilization a nd 

e s pecia lly of Ce ltic mytho logy. 11117 In the play the Mother 

f ost ers three childre n ( Br a e, Viridio a nd Marba n), another 

norm a l f eature of Celt ic society . 

All this detail esta bli shes th e fir st l inks between 

the commun i ty and th e futur e Ce l ts of I r ela nd. Early in 

the play , Conlag and Da ui, the two I ri sh criminal s on the 

run, mee t the foster broth er s and confess murd er a nd to 

having be e n cu r sed by the priests in I r ela nd. Da ui is 

killed by the brothers and his bl ood us ed t o bless the 

ground (Conlag es capes only to be ki lled by th e slave that 

he has cap tured ). The broth ers' rea ctio n in context is a 

perfectly moral one since Ma rban is training to be a Ce l tic 

druid or priest. The priests in th e Celtic community 
I 

were religious leade rs and judges. Ca esar himself 

testif ie d to the supreme position held by the druids 
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amongst the Celts: "They beli eve t hat t he execution of 

those who ha ve be e n caught in the a ct of th eft or robb ery 

in some crim e is more pleasing to the immortal Gods. 11 11 8 

The three fo ste r brothers i n turn meet three stray 

Rom a ns . Viridio is killed; a nd Brae morta lly wounded; his 

dying s creams through the r est of the scene add a terror 

to the symbolic events that follow. It is at thi s point 

that the f amous "rape" scene takes place a s the third 

soldier at t emp t s to bugger Ma rba n while the s econd soldier 

explains that they are part of an em pire. Dramatically 

t he moment i s delibera t e ly desi gned to s hock an audience 

i nto a r ea lizatio n of the meaning of emp ire. Yet the r a pe 

by the Roman Empire is not just th e physical assault on the 

Celtic community, but also a cultura l defil ement because 

Marban is a priest. The pa r allel extends to Caesar who 

later tells Marban, 

On the mainland I burn your temples. Your 
pr i es ts that wil l not se rve the Roma n Gods--1 
kill. I dese cra te their bodies ••. because the re 
are new Gods now.119 

At th e end of Pa rt One the link with modern Ulster is 

graphically ma de as th e British AITD y shoots the slave .that 

had kill ed Co nl ag . Ca esa r a nd his staff drive in also 

dressed a s British Army Office rs. The effect again is the 
I 

famili a r Brenton technique of a disruption of expecta tion , 

vi olently catapulting the past into the present. Brenton 
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prefaces this part with a quote from Terence: "Noth ing 

human is al i e n to me ." The irony of this statement in the 

play is obvious (it is Caesar who actually refers to this 

quote in th e play). 

Part Two has one single setting , a field of harvested 

corn in Uls t er , a nd focuses on the character of Chi chest er, 

a British Army assassin , and the visions of the past in AD 

515 th a t run through his he a d. Ch ich ester in fact stays on 

stage during the Anglo- Saxon sce nes to suggest tha t th ey 

are part of his dreams and ultimate madness . The play 

carefully follows the parallels set up in Part One. In fact, 

as Phil ip Roberts has shown, 12O one of the pla y's major 

successes is the ti ghtness of the parallel tim e schemes in 

Parts One a nd Two , bo th of which take place in a single da y. 

The parallels a r e emphas ized by the light ing of each scene . 

For example , both the suicide of Marba n and th e creation of 

Arthurian myth by the two cooks of AD5 15 in the final scene 

are set in moonlight to suggest a n end but also a birth 

of resistance . In Ch ichester'~ visions, the Celt , Cai , is 

in conflict aga inst both the Sa xon invaders a nd the 

Ch rist ian r e ligion r epres ented by th e priests. Like t he 

fost e r brothers , Ca i pours bl ood upon his land as a 

bl essing to the old Gods . Pre viously he had buried a Celtic 

ido l in oi s field to gua rd him. Chicheste r had fo und this 

idol nea r hi s family home in Colch e ste r, and in his mind 

the field becomes both the Irish co rnfield and the field 
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of Saxon invasion; Chichester as an Anglo-Saxon by his very 

presence is an invader in Ireland. Cai is killed by one of 

his daughters, Corda, as his stubborn resistance is shown to 

be futile. She and her sister become criminals, like Conlag 

and Daui, but they also become the start of guerrilla resis­

tance echoed in the IRA figures who confront Chichester, 

particularly the Irish woman who is Chichester's liaison 

with O'Rourke, the man Chichester has to kill. As Roberts 

points out, the brid ge between fifth-century and twentieth­

century Brita in is by me a ns of one of the most subtle 

moments in the play. 121 O'Rourke's full name in the play is 

Sheamus Naill O'Rourke, a celebra ted name in Irish history. 

From the fifth century on "the ruling dynasty of nortbern and 

central Ireland were the Ui Neill, the descendants of Naill 

N . . 11 h 122 oigia ac • 11 The confrontation tben is between the 

history and culture of Celtic Ireland and the historical 

crimes of the English in Ireland (allegorically linked to 

the Roman rape of Celtic culture). 

It is Chichester in fact who first introduces the idea 

of Arthur; Camulodunum, he says, "is one of the sites for 

Arthur's l as t battle AD 515. 11 123 By the time he meets 

O'Rourke, Chichester id e ntifies the link between Roman, 

Saxon and the British in Ireland, but in his madness he 

identifi s himself with Arthur as the Saviour of the Celts: 



Be ca us e in my hea d , th er e ' s a Roma n spea r. A 
Sa xon a x e . A Briti s h Army ma chine-2vn •.. The 
wea pons of Rome , invader s , Empire . 1 4 
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But his cr ie s of l i be r a l human i sm a r e shown t o be not on l y 

mea ningless in th e f a ce of the r ea l a nd justified anger of 

the Irish peopl e but al so insulting to the historical 

truth of the Protesta nt conquest of Irela nd . Th e Irish 

wom a n articula tes this a nger: 

I don't want to hear of this British soldier 's 
hum a nity . And how he comes to be howling in t he 
middl e of my Country . And how he thinks Ire la nd 
is a tra gedy. Irela nd ' s troubles a r e not a trage dy . 
They a re the crim e s bis country ha s done mine . 
Tha t be doe s to me , by sta nding th e r e .1 25 

Chi c hes ter i s then shot dead . Th e a udience is shocked into 

a r eal iza ti on tha t sentimental lib er al i sm ca nn o t be en ough. 

In th e final scene of the pla y , two cooks ma ke a n une asy 

all i ance wit h Ca i' s daugh t e r s . One of th e co oks inv e nt s 

th e story of a 11 k ing wh o ne ve r wa s ... a gol de n age , lost 

a nd ye t to come . 111 26 For Brenton, Arthur was a n inve nti on, 

created 11 fo r a goo d hi s torical r ea so n. He wa s ne eded . He 

ga ve voice to the asp ira ti ons of a defea t ed pe op1e . 11 127 

The Roma ns i n Brita in is e pic in sca l e , a nd pres ents a 

powerfu l demyst i f i ca t io n of hi story a nd i s a n i mpo rtant 

voi ce in the de bate over Northern I r ela nd . As Br e nt o n sa ys , 

11 wb a t m/ play sa ys is t ha t a ll empj_r e i s ba d. 'l1 he 

Re publi ca n cause i s j ust . The bord er i s a crim e . . But 

ba ld s tat eme nt s a r e no good . To co nv i nce an a ud i ence of t he 
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truth of my a r guments , I find myself wri ting about Britain 

i n 54 BC and a Bri tish officer goi ng off his head i n a n 

Irish cornfield today . "1 28 

In a fo r eword to hi s translat ion of Br echt ' s Gal i leo 

Brent o n a pprovingly q uotes t he sl ogan th· t Gr a~s ci so 

adm ired : "l?ess imism of th e intellec t , optimism of the 

will. 11 It i s a phra se that Benj amin , encountering the 

same age of f asci sm as Gramsci , al so adhered to. Inde ed 

the link betwee n Brenton a nd Benjamin is more th a n super­

f icia l ; both plan t se eds of hope ba sed on a dial ec tical 

und er s t a ndin g of pa st , pr e~e nt a nd f ut ur e . In fact Terry 

Eagle t on has c onvincingly linked Be n jam in's a nti - historicism 

wi th the " permane nt r e volutio n" t heor i es of Trotsky , and th e 

a nalogy fits for Br ento n t oo . Yet Eagle ton points out 

that Ma rxi sm 11 holds ou t othe r str teg i c s logans too . 11 129 

Ha vin g taken t he oi nt of Rolland ' s formula it might be 

possible t o ay : "Gi ven the st r ength of the masses , how 

ca n we be def ea t ed . 11130 It is vJi th this la tt e r slogan in 

mind tha t we mu s t r e turn t o John McG r ath . 

I 



Chapter Five 

Ar e we go ing to cr ea t e a r evolutiona ry cu l t ur e , 
who se t a sk is t o tra nsform wo rking- class 
c ul ture , a s it exist s now, a nd to work wi th 
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t he pol itica l movement t o crea te a revoluti onary 
cons c i ous ness amongst th e people? Or ar e we 
go ing t o sit on our a rs es a nd moa n a bout the 
ba ckwa rd ness of the peopl e? 

131 John McGr a th . 

John McGra th's plays ha ve alwa ys be e n conc er ned with 

class a nalysis , but his pre- 7 : 84 pla ys concentra te prim a ri l y 

on th e a liena tion of t he working- cla ss individual in a 

capita list s oci ety . McGrath's ea r l y suc cess , Eve nt s Whi le 

Gua rd ing t he Bof or s Gu n (Hampstead Thea tr e Cl ub , 1966) , 

wa s origi nally wri tte n f or t he Royal Co urt . His su bseque nt 

film ver sion , The Bo f or s Gun (1 968 ) , a c hi e ved eve n gr eate r 

po pula ri ty , a nd it s la r ge l y na turalistic s ty le r eflec t s hi s 

a ttra cti on t o t hi s fo rm bef ore 1968 in thea tr e , film , and 

t e l evisio n ( McG r a t h s to ppe d writi ng f or Z- Ca r s in 1965 ) . 

Eve nt s Wh i le Gua r d ing th e Bofors Gun is s e t in a 

Bri tish Army camp in North Ge rm a ny , ea r l y Fe brua r y 1954 , 

a nd clea r l y r e f l ects McGr a t h ' s own frustrat i ons as a 

Na ti onal se r vi cema n i n Ge rm a ny . The in expe r ie nced N. C. O., 

La nc e- Bombard i er Evans , is a Ma nche st er work ing- class 

Gr amma r School boy who has won a s chola r sh ip t o Cambridge 

a nd " is clim bi ng out of a working- class me ntality in to a 

mid dl e- class one , with every t hing t ha t entails . 11 132 The 

co nfl i cts i n the play deri ve fr om t he f eel ing of f uti l ty 

I 
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experienced by those who are driven to "futile alienated 

work. 11 133 In fact, Eva ns r epres ents the cultural dislocat­

ion and ambivalence of the ri s ing middle c lasses of the 

fifties in the clash between his ambition and his own home­

sickness . McGrath describes th e wh ole play as about 

Two kinds of consciousness , on e of which is 
go ing along with the rul es of the game--not 
very good at them, but get ting better all t he 
tim e--a nd th e oth er, the r oot-con sc iou s ness 
of the oppressed , who a r e driven to futile, 
alienated work, a nd who r eac t, quit e under­
s t anda bly , with a kind of pass ionate a ba ndon, 
a bando nment of purpose, and fall back on to 
imm ed i a t e , slightly irra tional a nd self­
destruc tive emotions . 134 

The whole play ca n be seen as a symbol of the fraud of 

ca pita list society, a t heme later to be integral to 

Mc Grat h' s 7 : 84 plays . The dislocation in soc i ety ext ends 

to the inc ongruity of a British Army squad defend ing a n 

obsolete gun in a f oreign Bnvironment. The setting of th e 

play obviou sly r efer s to the Col d War (indeed the physi cal 

cold and boredom that the sold iers feel while on guard adds 

to th e sense of alie na tion in the play). Evan s is on his 

la st ni ght of duty before r e turning home for office r train­

ing, ye t hi s well-m ea ning manner compromises his sense of 

c omm a nd in that he allows his gua r d to go off to a NAAFI 

canteen whi le on duty . While there , O' Rourke nearly drinks 
I 

him sel f to death a nd tries to kil l himself by jumping out 

of a window . Eva ns r efuses to charge O' Ro urke , os tensi bly 

because he is too humane to let O' Rourke fa c e the certa in 



heavy cha r ge , but i n reality because of hi s desire to 

r etur n home . As O' Ro urke po i nts out , if Evans charges 

O' Rourke he wi l l have to wait for the trial . Throughout 
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the play , it is O' Rourke who confronts Evans with his 

c entral dil emma : his class contradiction . In a vain attempt 

to keep control , Evans has tried to make the guard r efer to 

him as 11 Bombardier. 11 O'Rourke sa r donically replies , 

That ' s r i ght , so we ' ll all know our place : som e 
r un with the forces , some hu nt with the hounds .•. 
Ca n ' t run wi th both now , Bombard i e~ ca n we? 135 

Evans ' fe eling of exile is treated sympatheticall y in th e 

pl a y , but is offse t by his ambition . In a gripping 

d i alogue between Evans and O' Rourke (who has been propped 

up to appear to be on guard) , O' Rourke taunts Evans into 

trying to discove r why he should want to die . Evans ' anger 

finally explodes into the truth , 11 1 don ' t bloody well 

ca re , 11 136 as the not es in th e play expla in , Eva ns is a 

"nice boy trying hard to be liked , a nd not r eally succeed­

ing ; he lacks a basic lev e l of humanity . 11 137 

Up to this point, the pl a y has been predominantly 

natural istic . O' Rourke now breaks th e i llusion by talking 

dir ec tly to th e audience i n sales patter : 

It is a n ineff i c ient a nd obsolete weapon, sirs , 
1 of \•1hich our army has ma ny thousands : a nd you 

ha ve in your wisdom , aske d me , Gunne r O'Rourke, 
to gua rd it with my life, thinking that, as my 
thirtieth year looms up to strike me between 
th e eyes , I wou l d do anything , to preserve and 
shelte r from all Bolshevik harm , a thi ng so 
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beautifully useless, so poignantly past it, so 
wis tfully outdated, as my youth, or a Bofors Gun. 
I would, and I shall, lay down my life for it. 
I have tried already, and failed. Here, in the 
sacred presence of the Bofors Gun, I ca n only 
succeed.138 

O'Rourke then kills himself, and the final of the irony of 

play is that Evans, promotion hopes gone, is provoked int o 

gratuitous aggression. Fully aware that O'Rourke is de a d, 

he kicks the body and tells O'Rourke he is on ch a rge. The 

vicious game that is played out in the social situation is 

shown to ha ve affected everyone. 

The influence of existentialism is apparent in this 

pla y: crisis reveal s true cha r a cter. Eva ns' hum a nity is 

seen under stress to border on viciousne ss . The conclusions 

here are simila r t o Je an Pa ul Sartre's: there can be no 

escape fr om the pressures of public responsibili ty except 

by suicide ( or madness). The British class system is s hown 

to be bruta l, and O'Rourke's self-destruction is tha t of a 

working-c la s s individual unable to cope with hi s situa ti on 

by playing the game (as Evans does). Significa nt ly, 

O'Rourke's anger is largely unfo c use d. Hi s fury is a c lass 

one (more so than J i mmy Porter's f or example) and his 

alienation i s re a l: hi s work is futile, pointless, and in 

th e service of a hated a nd despised class, Yet McGrath 
I 

at thi s point does not r eve al the al t erna tives to O'Rourke 's 

self-des tructi veness . 

In McGrath's first play for 7 : 84 Scot la nd, The Chev i ot , 

• 
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the Stag and the Black , Black Oil (1 973), the historical 

process rath e r th a n the individual is central . In this play , 

the plot i s history : the history of two hundred ye a rs of 

capi t a list exploitation in the Highlands of Sco tland since 

the ba ttle of Cullode n in 174 6 : the cleara nc es of the people 

from the land by Engl is h and Scottish landowners , first 

to gai n pastures fo r the profitable Chev iot sheep and la t er 

to give the a r istocracy hunting ground , a nd the curr ent 

plund ering of Sc ottish oil re sou r ces by Briti sh a nd 

America n bi g business. 

The f orm of The Cheviot is the Highland ceilidh , a n 

entertainment wh i ch combines story-telling , song and da nce . 

Historically , it was also a way for people t o meet a nd 

discuss local e ve nt s . As McG r a th says , " the role of the 

ceilidh was very mu ch a double one--of re - info r c ing the 

Ga elic cul ture , which we were also trying to do , and of 

a pol iti cal ge tting- to ge ther ." 139 

In th e pl a y , McGr ath combined the cei lidh ' s eleme nts 

of folk- musi c , da ncing , a nd com edy, with direct Marx i s t 

analys i s of th e Cleara nc es in Highlands , r ea dings from 

eye - witness historical ac counts, as well as the f ac ts and 

fi gur e s a bout th e mos t recent cap ita l ist exploiters , th e 

oil- companies . Si gnificantly , th e play received an e nthu-

' siastic r ece ption not only in the Highlands but a lso in 

indust ria l a r eas of Scot la nd . The pl ay i s a gr a phic example 

of popula r th ea tre usi ng popular fo rms to relate to the 

a ctual hi sto ry of working people a nd to show the need for a 

I 
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socialist alternative to capitalism. 

McGrath's demystification r ecla ims popular history from 

the lies of the ruling classes and from romantic fanta sies 

about the past. The early pa rt of the play concentrates 

on the "clearings" made by the landowning Sutherland family 

(the same example is used by Karl Marx in Capital) and th e 

role played by James Loch and Patrick Sellar, factor a nd 

under-factor to the Sutherland estates. To quote Ma rx: 

Between 1814 and 1820 these 15,000 inhabitants, 
about 3,000 families, were systematically hunted 
and rooted out. All their villages were 
destroyed and burnt, all their fields turned 
into pastorage. British soldiers enforced the 
mass of evictions, and came to blows with the 
inhabitants. One old woman was burnt to death 
in the flames of the hut she refused to leave.140 

The history is told through a mixture of song, documentary 

material and s ketches . Ga el ic songs and dialogue a re used 

occasionally in the play as examples of Highland culture 

and as a reminder that the Gaelic language and the plaid 

were forbidden by the British after Culloden: "A whole 

culture was systematically de s troyed by economic power. 11 141 

Significantly, though, for every defeat suffered by the 

Highland people a victory is celebrated. For the play 

do es not just describe the historical process of capital ism, 

but showp that there is an alternative that calls for 

organisation and political action. 

The 11 s e t 11 for The Cheviot consists of a small platform 
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with a circle of chairs fo r the memb ers of the cast . All 

props, costumes and musical inst rum ents are a rra nged around 

the se chairs in full view of the a udi ence . 11 Scene r y 11 is 

pr ovided by a huge pop-up book. The a ctors each play several 

pa rts in th e pla y whilst mainta ining a l evel of personal 

communi catio n with t he audience . The pla y begins wit h th e 

who le c ompany sing ing J ames Copeland ' s "These are My Mo unt­

a ins," a nd this s ong bec omes a motif for ownership of 

wealth in Sco tland . I t is s ung wit h increas ing iro ny and 

minor mod ifications by r epres entat iv es of the three era s of 

exploitat ion: first the sheep , then Queen Victoria , a nd 

finally Texas Jim , a n aggre ss iv e oilma n . Lo ch a nd Sellar 

are pr es ent ed as a comic double a ct, ye t their comic songs 

do not co ver th ei r vi c iousness . As they sa y in the s ong , 

"High Indus try " (to the tune of 11 Bonni e Dundee "), 11 Wha t 

va lue a culture tha t cannot be sold ? / The pric e of a cul t ure 

is count ed i n go ld . 11 142 Immedia tely after thi s s ong , the 

hi s tori c re sista nc e , pa rticula r ly by the Highland women, to 

the attack on the ir way of living , in fact the ir ve r y lives , 

is r ecou nted in a s er ies of re a dings in .whic h the bloody 

bea tings inflicted on the women by the police a r e told in 

gr a ph i c deta il. The a lly of the La ndlor ds is pr esent ed in 

the f i gure of· the Church Minist e r wh o tells his 11 she ep 11 

tha t 11 th€ t r oubl es that are visiting yo u a r e a judgeme nt 

from God , a nd th e wa rning of the final judgeme nt that i s 

to come . 111 43 'l'he esta bli shed Church supported the mi ght 



of capitalism , a nd capitali sm bec a me more more brutal a nd 

bloody in its methods: 

Engl ish--a nd Scot tish--c ap ital was growing 
powerful a nd needed to ex pa nd. Huge profits 
wer e being made al re ady as a result of the 
Industrial Revolution , a nd improved methods 
of agri culture. This acc umulate d wealth had 
to be used , t o make more profit--because this 
is the law of capitalism . 11 143 

Pa trick Sella r wa s e ve ntua l ly put on trial on a charge of 

culpa ble homicide for burning down the hou se of Margaret 

Mackay , a ce nt e na ri an , while s he wa s still in i t (the 

incide nt r e counted by Ma rx). Bot h the murd er and the 

subsequent farce of a trial a r e dramatised in the play; 

Se lla r is acq ui tted . 

83 

The Che viot uses a va riety of com i c fo rm s . Some of 

th e sce nes a r e straight pantomime routines such as a scene 

set in Ca nada wh en a " Sturdy Hi ghlander" a sks th e aud ience 

to shout to bim when "Red I ndian s " come up behind him, or 

the melodramatic pr ese ntation of a truly awful poem by Lord 

Fra nc is Ege r ton in honour of the first Duke of Suthe r land . 

Yet th e comedy is des i gned both to r elate hist ory in a n 

e nterta ini ng mann e r a nd to make a n a udience think . The 

s cen e in Ca na da plays on popular British c onceptio ns of 

"Re d Indians " and Fre nch Ca nadians a nd then undercuts thi s 

laughter1 by link ing the r epress i on of Gaelic culture to the 

r ape of Indian culture i n Ca nada : 
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Sturdy Highlander : But we came more a nd more of 
us , from al l ov e r Eu r ope , in th e inte r ests of a 
tra de war betw ee n t wo lo t s of sha r eholde rs, a nd 
in time, the Red India ns were r ed uc ed to the same 
sta t e a s our fathers afte r Cul l oden--defea ted, 
hunt ed , treated like th e scum of the ea rth, the ir 
culture pollut ed a nd torn out with slow del ib­
e r a ti on a nd their la nd no l onge r their own .1 44 

The cour se of the pla y in t r oduces us t o the hunti ng 

a ri stoc r acy , in th e ca ri ca tures of Lo r d Cr as k and La dy 

Phosphate , a " philanth ro pist ," Ha rriet Be echer Stowe , wh o 

ac t ua lly vi s it ed th e Duchess of Sutherland a nd published a 

def e nce of he r in her hi ghly rom a nticized a nd historically 

r j_dicul ous boo k e ntitled Sunn y Memor ies of Foreig n La nd· , 

a nd t o t he hila rious bu t ruth less fi gure of Andy McC hu ck­

emup : 

So pic ture it, if you wi ll , ri gh t th e r e a t the 
t op of th e gle n, be a utiful vi sta --Th e Crarnmem 
Inn , High Ri se Moto r c r oft--all finish ed in 
notur al , washa ble pla sti c gr a nitette. Ri ght 
next doo r, the ' Frying Scotsma n ' Al l Night 
Chipperama--with a wee e thni c bi t , Fi ngal ' s 
Caff-- se rving seaw eed - iuppe r s - in- th e- basket , 
a nd dr a ught Dr ambuie. 1 5 

The play en ds with a n anal ysis of the politi cs of oil i n 

Scotla nd ( a nd the cill i.a nce of Ame r ica n compa ni es with 

Whiteh a ll) , t he new ruli ng class of merch an t s , fina nciers , 

me r ch a nt bank ers, a nd proper t y deale r s and c onstruction 

f irms , and the r ea li ti e s of the own er ship of la nd i n 
I 

Scotla nd ( statis tics compi led by Joh n McEwan , for example , 

showed that 0 .1 pe r ce nt of the population of Ross a nd 
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Crom a rty own 97 percent of the l a nd). Above al l , th e pl a y 

exhorts the working people of Scotland to orga ni z e and fi ght 

ca pita list ex ploita tion: 

At the time of the cle a rances, the resista nce 
failed because it was not organized. The 
vi c torie s came a s a result of milita nt orga nisa ­
tion--in Coigeach, The Braes, and the pla ces tha t 
form ed La nd Leagues. We to o must organise, a nd 
fi ght--not with stones but politically, with th e 
help of the working cl a ss in t he town s , for a 
gov ernment that will control t he oil deve l opm e nt 
for the benefit of everybody.14 6 

In Blood Red Ros es (7: 8 4 Scotla nd, 1980), Mc Gr a th 

succ ess fu l ly interw ea ve s tw o crucial th eme s of hi s t ory t old 

fr om a soc ial ist pe r spec tiv e with t he gr owth to f ull po li­

tica l consci ous nes s of a fi ghting working-cla ss ind i vidua l. 

The play t ells th e s tory of Bes s i e McGui ga n, a " Ce ltic 

f i ghting woman , 11 who become s a mi l ita nt tra de uni onist and 

t a ke s on t he mi ght of a multi-na tional corpora tion. Yet th e 

pla y al s o r e l at es th e history of the ye a rs be tw een 1951 and 

1979 , from th e r e turn of tw elve-y ea r-old Bessi e 's father, 

Sa ndy, from th e wa rs, to the election tha t brought Sir 

Ke ith Jo sep h ( 11 th e Jo hn Knox of monetari sm") t o of fice. 

The ma in protagoni s t i s shown i n t he pla y to be doub l y 

exploited by th e f or ce s of ca pita lism: both as a memb e r of 

th e indus trial working c l a s s in a n Ea st Kilbrid e f a ctory 

a nd as a1 woma n a nd moth er. I n f a ct the persona l s tory of 

Bes s ie's fa mily a nd f riend s is int i ma te l y inte rwov e n with 

t he po l it ical a nd his t ori cal de ve l opme nt s i n t he play . 
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Bess i e , during he r long fight against I nternationa l 

Registration Machines , eventually lo ses her hus ba nd , Ale x , 

a trad e unionist a nd Communist Pa rty member , who i s unable 

to le t politics reach into all a r eas of his life . Despite 

bis re a l con viction abo ut the need to fight ca pitalism , 

Alex reta i ns t he am bivalence of an "ol d- fash i oned need for 

the wife to look after the weans . 11 147 Each scene is 

presented by the Announce r, who pr efaces the actio n by 

expla in i ng the t heme of the scene , its set t ing , th e ye a r 

and the political s tripe of the pa rticu la r capi t al ist party 

in power . Near the end of the pl a y , after Alex has left 

Bessie , the audience hears a self- conscious Alex make th e 

an nouncem e nt "The time ·1978 . The place--my bl oody house . 11 148 

In t he course of the scene Bess i e brings on the Announce r, 

now Terry aged tw e nty- tw o , a s her 11 young man ♦-" Significa ntly , 

too , at th e e nd of th e play , Terr y a nd Alex gon e , blac k­

l ist ed for be ing a milita nt , and the depr ess ing r esult s of 

the 1979 general elections coming th r ough on the telly , 

Bessie is still shown to be l itera lly pr oductive as she 

an nounc es tha t she is going to have a nother baby and "wi ll 

fight on . 11 149 Conversely , Bessie ' s workm ate , Cat riona , i s 

only a ble t o have false pregnancies a nd dies of canc er whil st 

Be s sie ha s her s eco nd chi l d . Ca tri ona i s not a bl e to fi ght : 

I 

I thought once or twi ce mayb e I ' d do some thing 
cra zy , like go ing in an ae roplane to Ame rica , or 
ge tting drunk-- but I Q8ul dnae see why-- I ' m no ' 
that sort of pers on . 1? 

- ---- -------------



For Bessie, her 11 social function" as producer of the next 

generation ca nnot exclude the revolutiona ry one of trying 

to change society. 
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The dia lecti c betw ee n the ne ed for organiz ed polit ica l 

activity a nd t he "ric hness of experi e nce" . is embodied i n 

the charact er of Bessie who, in a time of temporary def eat, 

does not 11 rn oa n about the backwardness of the working 

class es " but a na lyses the situa tion through he r own prac t­

ica l experi e nc e : 

It's th e erosion of class consci ousness , if you 
want to know. Working people in England and 
quite a few in Scotland see the1r own individual 
int erest--l e ss incom e t ax for some, buy your own 
council house for quit e a few, and the price of 
a loa f of bread for millions--but th ey don't see 
themse l ve s a s pa rt of a c l ass, that must stick 
together ••• they've been driven into their own 
private s el fish cosy fantasy world, and now 
they're gonna suffer for it. Because the others 
know they're a class, and they'll stick together 
until the day we drive them out.151 

As McGrath says, Blood Red Roses was writt e n in r esponse to 

the fact th a t, "Managements a ll ov e r Brita in a re ge t ting 

a wa y wi t h rnurd er--sometimes quit e l it er ally. And pe ople 

are now beginning to suffer for it. 11 152 

The play i s "epic" in structure in that it conta ins 

ma ny sc e ne s a nd firm l y pla c es th e ind ividua l within a so c i al , 

politica~ and hist oric a l c ontext. So ng is use d as a running 

commentary be tw ee n t he sc e nes, a nd th e tunes a r e those of 

traditiona l Scotti s h f olk s ongs (pre s er ving th e se ns e of 

lo ca li sm in th e pl ay). In ad diti on, the so ngs and th e 
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Announ ce r continually dr a w the audi e nce ' s a ttention t o t he 

f a ct th a t t hey a re wa tc hi ng th ea t re : a r epre se nta t io n of 

conditio ns , a nd not a n i l lusi oni st i c por t r a yal of l i fe. The 

so ngs serve t o s epa r a te ea ch s i t ua ti on ; indeed , the sce nes 

a r e de nse in ac tion a nd of t en ma ny ye a rs ela ps e be t wee n 

them . Th es e t ech niq ue s an d t he jump- cutt i ng be tw ee n sce ne s 

co ntro l th e pa ce of t he na rra t i ve a nd a r e f ilm ic devi ce s ; 

McGr at h has not ed t ha t he lea r nt t hem while wo r k i ng i n t he 

mov i e bus ine ss . Mo r eo ver th ese t ec hniques a r e en tirely 

f ami l i a r t o popul a r aud i e nc es . Each sce ne or epi s ode , th e n , 

tho ug h be l i e va bl e a nd dr amatic in i t s own r i ght , is a l so 

r epre se nt a ti ve of a pa rti c ul a r social condit i on , and t he 

a ud i e nce i s e nco ura ged t o lo ok f or the und e r lying re as ons 

a nd mea nings beh i nd ea ch dr a ma t ic si t ua t i on . For exampl~ , 

ma ny of th e scenes r e pr ese nt a ba sic con f l i c t between two 

v i ews t hat demonst r a t e t he contra d i ct i ons i nhe r e nt in a 

ca pita lis t system. One such s ce ne is a c la s s ro om co nf r ont ­

a ti on be t wee n the 15 y ea r old Be s s i e a nd th e pa t r oni zi ng 

and sex i s t He v. Murdo Sm.ith . Re v . Murd o l e c t ure s on the 

" v ir t ues " of ma rri a ge : 

I 

It i s a s a c r ament , a sac r ed bond , a pl edge t o 
Go d a nd to y our pa rt ner -- onl y th ose who a r e 
wea k or in ca pa ble of ca rry ing the ir burde n ha ve 
t o s l ith e r do wn into t he gutte r of d i vor ce . 153 

Be s s j_ e ' s r es po nse i s mo r e dire ct : "You ' r e s peak i ng a loa d 

of shite-- s ir . 11 154 Re v . Mur do e nd s his l e c tur e with a 

cl ea r ex ampl e of the a nti - mili t a nt and sexi s t a ttitude of 
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of the establishm e nt Church: 

So--what a re th e qual ities we must lo ok for in a 
ma n. Ki ndn ess I suppo se , pat i e nce , a good, hard 
worker, diligent and uncompla ining, a t th e facto ry 
and a t hom e , a st ea dy, sober , relia ble person, 
a bov e all-- one who wi ll l is ten to your complaints 
a nd understa nd y our l itt le problems , who wi ll 
guide you on the path of life to accepta nce and 
contentment: a lot to ask of a ma n? Yes-- but t he n: 
you'll be g iving him a lot : yo ur life .... 155 

At th e end of this speech Bessie brings her desk dow n on 

Rev . Murdo's head . 1r he "plot" of this sho r t sce ne is r elat­

ively unim porta nt t o the developm e nt of the narrativ e . What 

is important in the s c e ne is the representation of the 

position of the Ch ur ch and state s cho ols in r ega rd to s oc ial 

change (bot h in pe r sonal and production rela t io ns hi ps ), and 

the gestural r epresentation of a n a nswer to this r epression 

from a growing class and feminist co nsciousness. 

However, Blood Red Roses is non- Br ech tia n in the 

emotiona 1 i.de nt if ica tion re quir ed between per f arme rs and 

a udien ce . This l evel of identification has f oste r ed a 

developing r elatio nship be tw ee n 7 : 84 companies and their 

a udi e nces. McGrath ' s so cial i st theatre is polemical , 

ag itational , a nd inform a tive , and this mea ns often 

confronting a n a ud ience that has qui t e understa ndab ly 

become al i e na ted from t he reality of contempor a ry existe nce 

through th e process of l ivi ng und er capitali sm. Socialist 

theatr e can re- present working- class experience a nd hi sto ry 
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to the working class itse l f. As McGrath says, 

Any serious piece of th ea tre that questions all 
a ssumptions, that scrutinizes contempora ry re a lity 
with a s ense of history and without fear of 
engaging in politics, must inevitably tell a 
different story, with di ffe rent va lues and a 
different perspective, from that rec ei ved on the 
TV screen a nd from the p~ggs of the Sun [a right­
wing British news pa per] • '.J 

Blood Red Roses , conf ronts the media 's l i es that the 

milita nt working-cla ss movemen t i s simply conc erned wit h 

strikes, wrecking the econom y a nd wage demands. Th e pla y 

in f a ct portra ys th e r ea lity of a man i pulative multi­

national compa ny tha t explo its by dividing and ruling the 

workers of Europe (wh e n the strike i s on at Ea st Kil bride, 

IRM incr eases production a t its f ac t ory in Barcelona ). 

Fighting th e multi-nati ona ls r equir es int erna tional c lass 

so l idarity, a nd a n und ersta nding of economic a nd cultural 

imperial i sm (the tit le of th e play r efer s to th e r ed coats 

of the British Empire's sol diers). 

The r evol uti ona ry strength of McGr at h' s plays , ho wev er, 

comes in th e l inking of complex theo r e tical and po l it ica l 

truisms to t he pers onal lives of th e working cla ss. McGrath 

hims elf has said, 

The th ea t re is the on e medi um th a t fo r ces , by its 
, very l imitations , that co nf r onta tion be tween an 

a bstrac tion and a person, betw ee n a system a nd a 
group of indiv idua l peopl e , be tween social hi sto r y , 
or political t heo r y , a nd th e ac tua l life of a ma n 
or a wom an . The pro j ect of th ea tre sh ou l d 
no t be to ' hum a n i z e ' ( i. e • d i m i n i s h ) t h e 



a bs tra ctions, or t he theory , r a ther t o enlarge 
them, simultaneously e nla r gi ng the concept of 
th e hum a n, in a diale cti cal man ner.157 

And it i s through a recognition of th e re la tionship 
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be tw ee n personal and public, political , historica l experi­

ence that true class a nd political consc iousne ss can grow. 

This is what happens to Be ssie in Blood Red Roses ; her 

instinctive r e bell iousness (reveal ed in her viol e nt child­

hood ac tions) becom es a fightin g f eminist/communist 

consciousness through a constant ques tioning of her own 

expe rience. I n other words, her progress is achieved t hro ugh 

ac tive struggle , a nd Bess ie's own pe rsonal struggle agains t 

oppr ess i on repre sents the co l lective political a nd cla ss 

struggle against th e f orc es of capitalism . 

Ye t thi s struggle to arrive a t c lass consciousness is 

also pr esented in the play within its historical context, 

pa r ticula r ly throug h the character of Sa ndy . Sa ndy r eturns 

f r om the wa r as a reactionary bi got , but through hi s 

r esea rch into military history he begins to un co ver th e 

l i es of off i cial history . I n a series of key speeches, 

mos tly spoke n directly to the audience , Sa ndy first relates 

his fi ndings abo ut th e occasions t ha t the Bri tish Arm y has 

been used against the Scot ti sh people in Scottish s treets , 

th e n his fe el ings of defeat a nd confu s i on a ft e r Sue z, a nd 
I 

fi nally the r eal i ties of mode rn warfare a nd economic 

i mperialism : 
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But who now rules the world? Of whose Empi re 
are we the colonial people? Look around--we see 
no soldiers , no milita ry parade with drums a nd 
fif e s , bugles or bag- pipes . No gun-boats , no 
show of strength ••• And yet there is fear-- I can 
smell it ••• Long black hulks glide underwa ter out 
of the Holy Loch, f ~ll of terrible destruction , 
quiet as the gr a ve. 7 58 

In the course of this s peech, Sa ndy l inks the Roma n Empire 

and the British Empire to the economic imperiali sm that 

closes a f ac tory in Eas t Kil brid e , th e petroleum jelly 

bombi ng in Vie t nam , a nd the British Army in Germa ny a nd 

Belfas t (th e same a nal ogy is used in Br e nt on's The Roma ns 

in Brita in). The tone of the s pe ech is ve r y personal--a 

di r ect comm uni ca tion wi th eve ry member of th e audie nc e-­

and i ts effec tiveness r el i es on the acto r who plays Sandy 

de ve l op ing a r eci procal r elat i onship with th e a udience in 

th e cours e of the play . At the end of th e speech , Sandy 

a rti culates the ne ed fo r class co nsc i ous ness : 

th e fig ht is insid e our heads : all we need is 
will - power, a nd clea r thinking , a nd the det er­
mination t o refus e to com ply . If I wa s a soldie r 
now--a nd we al l are soldiers now-- those wou ld be 
my wea po ns . 159 

John McG r at h desc ribed Blood Re d Roses as a "domestic 

epic 11 160 : a n apt t e rm when we co nsider th e amalgamat ion in 

the play of r a di cal domest i c r ea li sm and external epic 

which a r tic ulates the potent r elat i onsh ips betw een persona l 

experi e nce a nd or ga ni ze d political acti vi ty, society a nd 

th e individua l , history a nd th e present , l a nguag e a nd action , 
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emoti on a nd r ea s on . Above all , McG r a th has succ ee ded in 

red efini ng his pos ition as a writ er with i n t he prod ucti on 

process , despi te 7 : 8 4 ' s pa rtial r el i a nce on th e Arts 

Counc i l gr an t s : "The dia l ec tical nature of my writing 

continues t o pr ovoke dia l ectical react ions-- in that th e 

s i ze a nd ent husia sm of work i ng- c la s s a udienc e s grows , 

while th e Arts Council tries to cut our subsidy. 11 161 The 

r ea l signi fica nce of th is is that the cultura l identifica ­

tion afford ed t o McGra th ' s 7 : 84 pla ys is not by th e Arts 

Coun c i l , Lea vi s it e critics , or bourgeois intel lec tuals, but 

by the workin g class of Bri tain . More spec ifically , by 

c r ea ting a touring , int erventio nist t heat r e whic h perfo r ms 

in working- class ve nues , McGrath has r emained in control of 

his mea ns of pr od ucing drama in a wa y that has pro ved 

imposs ibl e fo r a writ er like Howa r d Brento n. 

Ea rli e r i n t his s tµdy, I quoted a que stion posed by 

Terry Eagleto n : " ls social ist a rt prima ri ly affect iv e (agit ) 

or i nfo r mat iv e ( pr op ) ? 11 162 McGr ath ' s pla ys pr ovide th e 

ex emplar of :t;agle ton ' s own a nsw er : "a ny social ist invo l ved 

in te ac hing knows that noth in~ is more effectiv e id eologic ­

ally t ha n knowl edge . 11 163 Ye t there is one further premis e 

that must be ess e ntial to a ny soc i al r e vol ution : th e 

need t o orga niz e . McG r at h has lamented the lack of any 
I 

mass Ma rxi s t moveme nt in Britai n a t the mom e nt : 7 : 84 ' s 

a tt empts to help e r e · t ea revolutiona ry co un te r - cu lture 

ha ve be e n dedicate d to th e creation of s uch a moveme nt . l n 

- - _ ______ ___. .... 
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Blood Red Rose s , Ale x a rti c ula t e s the esse ntial d if f er e nce 

be tw ee n socia list drama within th e domina nt mod e of t hea tre 

a nd th e truly emergen t opposi tio nal th ea t re out s id e the 

domina nt mo de whic h speaks d i r ec t ly t o a potentially 

r e vo l uti ona ry class : 

I 

Alex (to Be so ie) : Edu ca t e Ag ita te Or ga nise --a l l 
the y fools in Ha mpste a d ca n edu cate a nd ag itate : 
it's up t o you and me to orga ni s e : I me a n it . 164 



Conclusion 

Th e future is clea rly one of struggle , and 
absolute unremitting commitm e nt to t ha t 
struggle. 165 

Trevor Griffiths. 
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Scoialist the a tr e is by definition committed to the 

overthrow of a repressive capitalist system and is crea ted 

in conscious opposition to the elitist ideology of th e 

ruling class. We have seen in this s tudy that th e work a nd 

produc tion of Brenton and McGrath repre s ent two of the 

options open to socialist dramatists both within and in 

opposition to Brita in's capitali s t sta te: within the 

institutions of theatre, cha llenging the domina nt ideology; 

outsid e these ins titutions a s interventionist th ea tre, 

helping to create a counter-culture tha t is tru l y working­

cla ss. In a se nse, a ny conc lus ion s about the po l itica l, 

soc ia l a nd cu l tural impor ta nc e of such the a tre as a wea pon 

in th e c l ass s trugg l e ca n only be provisiona l--t he cu l tural 

re - eme r ge nce of a r evolutionary prole t a ria t r equires a 

l ong st ruggle agains t r ea ction and r epr ess ion in mod ern 

Britain. Obviously th e need for a revita lized working-c la ss 

consc io us nes s becom e s crucial in a n age of ma ss med i a a nd 

ma ss al ienation. Moreover, for a ny Marxis t the probl em of 

cla ss con sc io us ness is inse perabl e from th e problem of 

obta in i ng a n hi stori cal c on s ciou s ness, a r ecogniti on t ha t 

peopl e a re a mo t iv e fo r ce i n history and that s ociety i s 
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changea bl e . Terry Eagleton has s a id that in on e se nse t he 

task of the hi s t orical ma t erialist is to "rewrite the pas t 

in ord e r t o rede em it in its r evol utiona r y validity . 111 66 

And this appl ies equally t o the t as k of the social i st 

pla ywright ; he / s he must demysti fy both history a nd co nt emp­

orary existence . 

We ha ve see n how Brento n 1 s aggr ess iv e , satirica l a nd 

diale ctical fo rm of writ ing has bee n explicitly designed to 

di srupt th e as sumptions of bourgeois a udiences i n t he 

s ub s idi z ed theat r es . Many of Br e nton ' s pla ys speak cri t i ­

cally to a 11 va ngua rd 11 on the left-- an ext r eme ly problemat ic 

conc e pt whi c h ca n re a dily lead to charges of intellectual 
/ 

and cultur al elitism . Brento n has certai nly avo id ed th e 

l a r ger pit f alls , yet va ngua rdism mu s t alwa ys r ema in a n 

i l lusio n whilst the potentia lly revoluti onary working cla ss 

r ema in in th e ir al i ena t ed s t ate . However, his pla ys a lso 

serve the i mporta nt functi on of r a ising se nsitive a nd in 

many wa ys cruc i al politica l is sues as a princ ipled opposing 

voi ce wi thin middle - class theat r e . 

McGr a th ' s caree r has developed a ong the opposite 

l in es , fr om a n opposit i ona l theatre which voi c ed class 

i ssue s wi thi n th e comme rcial theatre to a tru ly wor king­

c l ass form of e nt ertainment pla ying to a nd for the workers 
I 

and uti l i sing their form s of en t e r tai nm e nt a nd culture in a 

cri tj_cal a nd dialectica l ma nn e r . McGr ath ' s form of wo r king­

class th ea t r e is emergent i n a r eal se ns e , a voiding th e 
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ghetto mentality of the fringe of the sixties and seventies 

by a constant development of form and theory and a concent­

ration on issues that affect the lives of working-class 

people. 

Historical plays such as Brenton's The Romans in 

Britain and McGrath's The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, 

Black Oil represent powerful responses to history, cultural 

and economic imperialism. and the nature of the class 

struggle. Bo th were remarkably successful in t e rm s of att­

r ac ting audiences and in fulfilling Brenton's and McGrath's 

own stated a ims. The Romans in Britain was certainly able 

to embarrass the Establishment by presenting such a sens itive 

political issue as the British occupation of Northern Ireland 

in an historical and dialectical manner. The controve~sy 

th at surrounded the play in fact had the inevitable ef fect 

of filling seats for performances. The Cheviot, on the othe r 

ba nd, ma rk ed a brea kthrough into popular culture for the 

7: 84 compa ny; it played directly to over 33,000 pe ople in 

the Highlands of Sco t la nd. 

In fact it co uld be a r gued tha t the opposing paths 

adopted by playwrights such as Brenton a nd McGr a th repres ent 

in themselves a diale ctical response by socialist theatre to 

the problems of a udi e nce, own ership of the theatrical means 

of production, and c ultura l identification. Yet a post­

script to th e produ c tion hi sto ry of The Romans must be added 

here. I n 1983 a pr oposed produ c tion of th e play by the drama 
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department at Swansea University was ba nned by t he Swa nsea 

Li ttle The a tre a nd Swa nse a Univer s ity authoriti e s f or fe a r 

of pros e cution, despite the Co ur ts ' r e j ec t io n of vJ hit e hous e 's 

a ttem pt s t o prosecut e Bogda nov. Th e hi s tory in th e pl ay 

rel a tes directly to th e politica l an d cultura l history of 

Wa l e s a nd it s mod ern inh er ita nce. Wh il e suc h purita ni sm 

and right-wing censorship exi s ts in British s ocie ty, the 

r eality of who controls the me a ns of production presents a 

ba rrier t o th e product ion of tru l y s ubv ersiv e drama within 

establ i shed the a trical institutions . 

Brenton noted in th e int r oduction to his Play s f or th e 

Po or Theatre t hat there may come a time when soc i a li s t 

ex-fringe writers wi ll be forced by economic, political and 

historica l circumsta nces to return to the touring ci rcuit. 

Given the political re a ction of the la st five ye a r s , tha t 

time ma y be fast a pproa ching. Above a ll, socia list th eatre 

is c ommitt ed t o socia l ist political ch a nge, a nd s ocia list 

r evoluti on r equires a revo l utiona ry prole t a ria t. It i s 

this ba sic commitment to r a ising th e conscious ness of th e 

working c lass in Brita in, a nd co ns equ ently t o f os t ering a 

truly popula r count er-cul ture , that will continue to ma ke 

the work of s ocial ist pla ywri ghts a nd compani es s uch a s 

J ohn McG r at h a nd 7 : 84 ( England and Sc o t l a nd) i mpor ta nt to 

the s oc i a list movem e nt in Brita i n . 
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