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EIGHTEEN MONTHS AGO, in the ýrst number of ANARCHY, I tried to
describe what I called the ñnew waveò in English literature; what I
want to do now is to discuss the new drama in more detail,_ and
fortunately I can do this in the light of a recent book on the subject:
John Russell Taylorôs Anger and After (Methuen, 30s.). This is a good
bookð--better, for example, than Kenneth Allsopôs" The Angry Decade
(Owen, 21s.), which appeared four years ago and gave a rather ]0l.l1'--
nalistic account of the writers chosen by the literary editor of the
Daily Mail to illustrate his rather journalistic theme. Taylor isnôt such
a clever journalist, but he is certainly a better critic, and his book wlll
probably become a standard source.

He begins by suggesting that ñthe whole picture of writing in this
country has undergone a transformation in the last ýve years or so. and
the event which marks óthenô oý decisively from ónowô is the ýrst
performance of Look Back in Anger on 8 May, 1956.ò Hence the
title of this book. But before dealing with the ñrevolutionò of that
night, he casts a rapid eye over the dramatic scene in 1955, when there
was something pretty rotten on the stage of Britain. Rattigan and Fry
in front and Noel Coward and J. B. Priestley behind, intruders like
Graham Greene and T. S. Eliot dashing across the footlights and
youngsters like Peter Ustinov and Denis Cannan providing a dash of
ñpromiseò. But there was already the disturbing talent of John Whiting,
whose Sainfs Day had won the Festival of Britain play competition in
1951 and stirred up a storm of controversy; and, more important, there
was the Theatre Workshop which had taken the Theatre Royal at
Stratford, E. 15 in 1953, and there was the English Stage Company which
was just about to take the Royal Court in Sloane Square. The ñnew
wavcòððor revival or rejuvenation or renaissance or whatever it was that
hit the British theatre in the late ôýftiesðowes more to theatrical com-
panies like these than will ever be exactly known, and Taylor rightly
takes the new dramatists not in schools or trends but in groups based
on their place of origin. A

This is where Look Back in Anger comes in, becase it happened to
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be the ýrst new play by a new writer which the English Stage Company
put on, and for some reason it exploded. Of course 1956 was qulte a
year, with Suez and Hungary and all that, but even so the tremendous
success of John Osbornesô play looks odd nowýilhelagh Delaney 1s
surely right when she calls it_a_ ñbloody awful pl_ayò. But hmdsrght
shows that it was in fact a dec1s1ve- change in dn'cct1on.

It was not just another play by another young _writer, staged in a ýt
of enterprise by a provincial rep and then forgotten; 1t was someth1n_g much
more, something suspiciously like big busmess, and for the_ýrst tune the
idea got around that there might be money in young dramatlsts and young
drama . . . Theatres began to feel differently about young writers, and with
a new willingness to consider staging new plays by new and unknown writers
came, not surprisingly, the new and unknown writers to supply the plays.

Taylor is under no illusions about the quality of the new drama
that ensued. ñNot all the plays which have emerged have been good,
of course, or even interesting, and the mere fact that a playwright is
under forty can hardly be regarded as a guarantee of quality by even
the most optimistic.ò On the other hand, ñthere is a hard core of
exciting new writing in the theatre, almost entirely from writers under
forty, and quite often from writers under thirty.ò (Taylor, by the way,
is well under thirty himself.) He distinguishes two factors the new
dramatists have in common, apart from relative youth---ñtheir tremen-
dous variety and patent unwillin css to fall neatl behind an one89 Y Y
standard or leader; and the fact that the great majority of them have
working-class origins --factors which stand out all the more because
of the middle-class conventions which used to dominate the British
theatre. Before 1956 it would have been all too easy to quote Roy
Campbellôs cruel little epigram:

They use the snaýôle and the curb all right,
But whereôs the bloody horse?

After 1956 the bloody horse could be seen all over the bloody place.

It is true that the Theatre Workshop company had been trying to
get rid of the snaýe and the curb since the war, but its best work had
always been not in contemporary ñpeopleôsò drama but in classical
revivals. So it was the English Stage Company which actually began
the breakthrough, though The Quare Fella was put on only a couple
of weeks after Look Back in Anger. The English Stage Company, unlike
the Theatre Workshop, had no particular ñlineò, except that of gving
new dramatists their head. It is more or less a philanthropic venture,
something like the English Opera Group, and its artistic success, such
as it is, has not meant that it has been anything like a commercial
success. When George Devine, its artistic director, gave an account of
its work after six years, he pointed out that the whole thing depended
on only ñabout a thousand peopleò' and was in fact kept going by
classical revivals and foreign imports and by the occasional West End
transfer or sale of ýlm rights in one of its own plays. The average
operating deýcit at the Royal Court has been about Ã26,000 a year.
The only new English plays which paid their way were The Lond and
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the Short and the Tall (which Taylor rather unkindly calls ña variation
on the Osborne formula of óangryô drama concocted by an efficient
commercial artist, but that is about allò), One Way Pendulum (a sort
of extended Goon Show) and Look Back in Anger, The Entertainer and
Luther. As Devine remarked, ñthe presence of Osborne has clearly been
a sine qua non,ò for without him the company would have had to pack
up or at least lower its sights by about 45 degrees several years ago.
This points to the real achievement of the English Stage Company, which
is not so much that it has found new dramatists and given them a
chanceð-though this is important enough-ð-as that it has gone on giving
them a chance afterwards. Asked for the most important thing done
by the Royal Court, Devine echoes Tony Richardson, one of his best
directors: ñThe right to fail.ò This most precious right is infringed so
often that its occasional recognition is worth noting. No dramatist can
write a commercial or an artistic success (let alone both) every time
he writes a play,ô but Royal Court dramatists have been able to write
what they wanted to write because they knew they wouldnôt be let down.

Consider Osborne, who must be one of the most uneven dramatists
alive. After Look Back in Anger, which made a fat proýt, the Royal
Court put on an earlier eýort, Epitaph for George Dillon (written in
collaboration with Anthony Creighton), which is surely Osborneôs best
play but made a fat loss, then they put on The Entertainer, which made
another fat proýt, then The Worldó of Paul Slickey, which was a horrible
mess and made another loss, then Luther, another horrible mess which
made a proýt, and now Plays: for England, yet another mess. Osborne
was left alone to write what he wanted to write, knowing that his plays
would be given a chance; he has been given the right to fail in his own
way and on his own terms, when it would have been certainly easier to
go for commercial success every time and possibly wiser to go for
artistic success more of the time, by putting more pressure on the
dramatist despite everything. Osborne seems so over-indulged that
he has become isolated-ðhow else can one explain A Subject of Scandal
and concern?--and has even lost his single undoubted talent, for the
rhetorical tirade. Taylor wonders whether ñwe must say good-bye to
Osborne the innovator and greet instead Osborne the careful craftsman.ò
This would be a pity. Osborne has never written a really satisfactory
play, but one had to say he was ña genius, but . . ..ò Now one just
says but, and turns to the occasional outburst of old anger in, for ex-
ample, his famous ñhateò letter to Tribune last year.

The best-known of the other dramatists backed by the English
Stage Company are N. F. Simpson, Ann Jellicoe and John Arden, each
of whom gets a chapter in Taylorôs book. He is scrupulously fair to
Simpson, though I think he is quite right in not being able to take him
at all seriously except as an entertaining writer of Goon-type none-seqaitar
nonsense (which makes me wonder how Spike Milligan would get on
in the theatre). He is more than fair to Ann Jellicoe, whose passionate
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desire to create a total theatrical experience in which the actual text
is a sort of libretto or ýlm-script for the whole production hasnôt yet
been completely fulýlled, but whose remarkable talent has been backed
to the hilt by the English Stage Company (which is more than can be
said for the Girl Guidesô Association, which astonishingly cormnissioned
a script for a cast of about a thousand people and then not so astonish-
ingly rejected the result). So far The Sport of My Mad Mother and
The Knack have shown that ñher plays are quite unlike anyone elseôsò,
and it is possible that she will one day break through as Osborne did.

Another Royal Court writer of idiosyncratic plays who has failed
to break through to the public and has nevertheless been similarly
backed to the hilt is John Arden, and here I think Taylor has been
less than fair. To call this dramatistôs view of his characters and situa-
tions ñunþinchingly amoralò and ñquite uncommittedò seems to me to
miss the whole point of his work. Arden is no more amoral or un-
committed than many of his contemporaries-ð-such as Ann Jellicoe,
Brendan Behan, Shelagh Delaney, Alun Owen and Harold Pinter--who
share his utter refusal to paint people in black and white. The point
is that his technique is unfamiliar: he puts his characters into situations
of extreme conþict where we are used to extreme commitment one way
or the other and then fails to provide such commitment, and also fails
to provide the laughs which are often used to replace serious commit-
ment. Ardenð-unlike Eliot and Fry, but like Shelagh Delaney and
Bernard Kopsð--is a true poet and therefore a true realist. He tells the
truth, and the truth of any extreme conþict is not that one side 1s
right and the other side is wrong, but that both sides are right and both
sides are wrong and that the conþict between them should generate
pity, and ñthe poetry is in the pityò, as Wilfred Owen said a long time
ago. Of course he is committed, but his commitment is to people, not
ideas; of course there is a moral, but it is a moral you have to draw
for yourself, not one you can buy with the price of a posh theatre seat.
To me Ardenôs commitment and morality are signiýcant, because they
seem to be essentially anarchist, but this is something everyone will
probably disagree about. I should have thought that was a good thing
to say about ta dramatist; the theatre should be a place of conþict and
pity, of human communication, and Arden provides this most power-
fully. In fact I think he is one of the best dramatists in the country.
And yet his biggest play, Serjeant Musgraveôs Dance, surely the ýnest
statement made on the stage about war since the last war, only achieved
28 performances at the Royal Court and lost over Ã200 a performance.
What a country! But it is possible that he too will one day break
through as Osborne didð-ðand that would be a real revolution.

There are other dramatists who have been given a chance by the
English Stage Company, many of them in the Royal Court Sunday
productions. Errol Johnôs Moon on a Rainbow Shawl and Willis Hallôs
The Long and the Short and the Tall were good examples of uncon-
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ventional material cast in a conventional mould, Christopher Logue and
Doris Lessing have had a rather disappointing go or two, and real
promise has been shown by Barry Reckord, Keith Johnstone and
Michael Hastings. But during the last year or so the supply has seemed
to be drying up, and perhaps the Royal Court has had its day as a
catalyst of new drama. All the same, as Encore said last year, ñthe
revival could never have happened without this theatre.ò l

Or without the Theatre Royal, for that matter. Here there has
been a much more deýnite ñlineòð-the creation, or re-creation, of a
ñpeopleôsò dramað-and a much more dominant personality--that of
Joan Littlewood, who gave up in disgust last year. The reason for her
disgust is important. She is, as it were, the Pat Arrowsmith of the
theatre world: she had an idea about something important, and instead
of telling people that she had an idea she went out and did something
about it and went on doing something about it until people really
listened to her. What she looked for was ñnot a ýnished, tidy, well-
written play, but one with at least some spark of life in it from which
something, somehow, might be developedò; and she compared this
method with that of the old commedia delfarte in which the actors
used to improvise freely round a well-known theme. It would be easy
to make other comparisons--to medieval miracle and morality plays,
to the circus and the music-hall, to pantomime and even to classical
Greek drama--the point always being that she sees the theatre as a
social, even political, centre of thought and activity, rather than as a
place where some people go to be entertained by other people: the
communication should always be reciprocal. This attitude colours all
the work produced by the Theatre Royal when she was there, and
makes it very difýcult to know how good the dramatists whose plays
she produced actually are.

Her best known proteges are Brendan Behan and Shelagh Delaney,
who need no introduction at all. Behan is clearly a magniýcent natural
writer with the traditional Irish gift of the gab, as anyone can see in
his autobiographical Borstal Boy, but it is impossible to say what sort
of dramatist he is. He has never really equalled the promise and punch
of The Quare Fella; The Hostage began as a short play in Gaelic, but
when it came to the East End of London (and later the West End, too)
it was turned into something more like a music-hall romp, and despite
its undoubted appeal it seemed to have something of the old devil of
Celtic whimsicality which ruins Under Milk Wood. Let us hope that
drink and this particular devil donôt do for Behan what they did for
Dylan Thomas, and that he turns out after all to be what he once looked
like-ðthe true successor of Synge and OôCasey, a new bearer of the
priceless Irish gift of eloquence and warmth which has kept the British
theatre alive before.

There is something Irish about Shelagh Delaney too, but she is
really a diþerent sort of writer altogether, though the Theatre Workshop






























