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ANARCHY

EIGHTEEN MONTHS AGO, in the first number of ANARCHY, I tried to
describe what I called the “new wave” 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 Taylor’s Anger and After (Methuen, 30s.). This is a good
book—better, for example, than Kenneth Allsop’s The Angry Decade
(Owen, 21s.), which appeared four years ago and gave a rather jour-
nalistic account of the writers chosen by the literary editor of the
Daily Mail to illustrate his rather journalistic theme. Taylor isn’t such
a clever journalist, but he is certainly a better critic, and his book will
probably become a standard source.

He begins by suggesting that “the whole picture of writing in this
country has undergone a transformation in the last five years or so, and
the event which marks ‘then’ off decisively from ‘now’ is the first
performance of Look Back in Anger on 8 May, 1956.” Hence the
title of this book. But before dealing with the “revolution” 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 Noél 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
“promise”. But there was already the disturbing talent of John Whiting,
whose Saint’s 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 “new
wave”’—or revival or rejuvenation or renaissance or whatever it was that
hit the British theatre in the late ’fifties—owes 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.

This is where Look Back in Anger comes in, becase it happened to
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be the first new play by a new writer which the English Stage Company
put on, and for some reason it exploded. Of course 1956 was quite a
year, with Suez and Hungary and all that, but even so the tremendous
success of John Osbornes’ play looks odd now—Shelagh Delaney is
surely right when she calls it a “bloody awful play”. But hindsight
shows that it was in fact a decisive change in direction.

It was not just another play by another young writer, staged in a fit
of enterprise by a provincial rep and then forgotten; it was something much
more, something suspiciously like big business, and for the first time the
idea got around that there might be money in young dramatists 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. “Not 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.” On the other hand, “there is a hard core of
exciting new writing in the theatre, almost entirely from writers under
forty, and quite often from writers under thirty.” (Taylor, by the way,
is well under thirty himself.) He distinguishes two factors the new
dramatists have in common, apart from relative youth—*“their tremen-
dous variety and patent unwillingness to fall neatly behind any one
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
Campbell’s cruel little epigram:

They use the snaffle and the curb all right,
But where’s 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 snaffle and the curb since the war, but its best work had
always been not in contemporary “people’s” 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 “line”, except that of giving
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 “about a thousand people’® and was in fact kept going by
classical revivals and foreign imports and by the occasional West End
transfer or sale of film rights in one of its own plays. The average
operating deficit at the Royal Court has been about £26,000 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 *“a variation
on the Osborne formula of ‘angry’ drama concocted by an efficient
commercial artist, but that is about all”’), One Way Pendulum (a sort
of extended Goon Show) and Look Back in Anger, The Entertainer and
Luther. As Devine remarked, “the presence of Osborne has clearly been
a sine qua non,” 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
chance—though this is important enough—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: “The right to fail.” 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, but Royal Court dramatists have been able to write
what they wanted to write because they knew they wouldn’t be let down.

Consider Osborne, who must be one of the most uneven dramatists
alive. After Look Back in Anger, which made a fat profit, the Royal
Court put on an earlier effort, Epitaph for George Dillon (written in
collaboration with Anthony Creighton), which is surely Osborne’s best
play but made a fat loss, then they put on The Entertainer, which made
another fat profit, then The World of Paul Slickey, which was a horrible
mess and made another loss, then Luther, another horrible mess which
made a profit, 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—how 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 “we must say good-bye to
Osborne the innovator and greet instead Osborne the careful craftsman.”
This would be a pity. Osborne has never written a really satisfactory
play, but one had to say he was “a genius, but . . .” Now one just
says but, and turns to the occasional outburst of old anger in, for ex-
ample, his famous “hate” 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 Taylor’s 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 non-sequitur
nonsense (which makes me wonder how Spike Milligan would get on
in the theatre). He is more than fair to Ann Jellicoe, whose passionate
















































