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ABSTRACT

COMMITTED THEATRE IN POST-WAR BRITAIN: THE APPROACHES OF
ARNOLD WESKER AND JOHN MCGRATH

By

Reade Whiting Dornan

When British playwrights Arnold Wesker and John
McGrath met eachother in 1958, they believed they shared a

common perspective on contemporary British theater. Both
men aspired to a working-class theater which offered a
clear alternative to the commercial offerings of London’s
West End by breaking away from traditional forms and adding
social relevance. They also hoped to challenge the
established categories of theater which stripped

authors
of control over the means of production.

Being socialists, both playwrights dealt with the
economic and cultural relationship of the working-class
community to the hegemony of the upper classes. Committed
theater for them meant espousing a socialist ideology,
selecting art forms to support the political content of
their plays, shaping a distinct role for the audience, and
seeking social reform.

To achieve their goals for a committed theater, Wesker

and McGrath worked together briefly in the Centre 42



movement which promised to offer affordable entertainment
to the working classes and a viable outlet for working-
class artists. Dissatisfied with the lack of progressive
values at Centre 42, McGrath left to establish 7:84, a
theater company that experimented with forms more radical
than Wesker’s naturalistic style. McGrath also made a more
deliberate effort to engage working-class audiences and
provide the impulse for revolutionary change.

Meanwhile, McGrath exchanged letters with Wesker on
the nature of committed theater. Their brief debate raised
old questions of representation initially explored in a
well known argument between Bertolt Brecht and Georg
Lukacs. They also divided over political issues which
serve to point out fundamental differences in their
socialist positions. Wesker identified with nineteenth
century reformist socialism and McGrath held a more leftist
position. Since their exchange of letters, they have
sharpened their formulations about the nature of their
respective socialist alliances and they have refined the
forms of their plays and expectations of their audiences--
Wesker has focussed more on themes about individual
freedom and McGrath has more clearly defined revolutionary
theater. Despite the disparity in their political
positions and the deep differences in dramatic structure,
each playwright maintains an abiding commitment to shaping

new conditions.
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CHAPTER ONE

It does not merely repeat the pious platitude
that there should be room in art for the big
world of reality outside, but asserts almost
aggressively that a writer is great only to the
extent that he can provide society in general (or
the reading public of the time) with a true
mirror of itself, of its conflicts and its
problems. His success in this respect is
determined by the fact that he himself is no
spectator in the drama he depicts, he is also an
actor. What is required of him is that he should
be a conscious actor.
-"what is ‘Litterature Engagee “?" Max Adereth

When the working-class playwright Arnold Wesker began
producing plays in the 60s, he was more celebrated by
reviewers because he was considered a socialist writer than
for any other reason. For example, theater critic for the
Observer Kenneth Tynan was fascinated by Wesker’s "real,
live, English Communist family on stage."” Even though
Wesker’s dialog seemed to him "hollow,"” he was attracted to
a political family portrait that illustrated an authentic
political experience. He wrote in a review "...the
important thing about Mr. Wesker’s attempt is that they are

real, and they do live" (A View of the English Stage 291).

And there were other reviewers as well. Theater critic for

the Sunday Times said about Wesker’s Chips with Everything

that it was "the first Anti-Establishment entertainment of
which the establishment might be afraid" (Centre 42 Promo

#37) and literary critic David Craig praised Wesker as a



"creative socialist for our time" (Marxists on

Literature 21).

Like Wesker, John McGrath was a struggling playwright
in the 60s and he too found sudden acclaim as one of the
angry young writers for the television program, Z Cars. As
a playwright committed to the working-class perspective,
McGrath was recognized particularly for his socialist
alignment. Critics examined the content of his works, his
class origin, and the political implications of both, to
appreciate the fresh viewpoint which seemed relevant for
the times. McGrath’s works and Wesker’s may have
represented aesthetic values for these critics as well, but
it was precisely for their political awareness and
commitment to change that they were considered appealing.

At the time when McGrath’s and Wesker’s plays first
appeared, however, the use of the word "commitment" had
fallen out of vogue. Corrupted by party hacks of the
Stalinist era, the term "commitment" had been avoided for
some decades. Any intellectual likely to discuss the
concept chose to write around the idea without naming it
directly for fear of its political associations. A notable
exception was Jean-Paul Sartre who was able to redirect its
use when, at the end of World War II and still involved in
the French Resistance, he began writing about ‘engaged’ or

‘committed’ literature as an attack on earlier writers like



Baudelaire who believed it possible and necessary to

produce "art for art’s sake." Later, in his What is

Literature? (1965), Sartre made it clear that words are
actions. "To speak is to act," he wrote. "Anything which
one names is already no longer quite the same; it has lost
its innocence" (16). Denying the possibility of a neutral
literature, he argued that all writing to a certain extent
reveals the writer’s "situation" whether or not the posture
is deliberate. But it is the "engaged writer" who "knows
that words are actions,” who "knows that to reveal is to
change and that one can reveal only by planning to change"
(17).

Even though Sartre’s essays laid some apprehension
about the term to rest, those who reduce committed writing
to political writing continue to have objections. Raymond
Williams explains in "The Writer: Commitment and Alignment"
that in the late 40s and into the 50s, some of the backlash
came from those who were disillusioned by the losé of
Britons in the European World Wars and in the Spanish Civil
war. They simply became fatigued by the pressures of
commitment. Additionally, there were leftist writers who,
having weathered the dry years when the causes had grown
unpopular, scrutinized the writings of latecomers for signs
of false commitment because there was always the danger
that they were committed to the wrong principles (22-23).

And finally, there were critics who avoided praising



leftist literature for its commitment out of a fear of
having to conclude that political "correctness" of the
writer might become one criterion of literature and that
some might incorrectly assume that nonsocialist literature,
for example, was void of aesthetic value (Mander 7-22).
Indeed, to avoid some of the problems with these
associations, Williams himself adds the term "alignment"
which suggest a deeper, albeit a less conscious choice (22-
23).

Nevertheless, the term is a useful one for defining a
constellation of literary practices which acknowledge that
art is not entirely autonomous, not a thing apart, and that
committed literature, concerned with change, attends to
more than content and form. The term focuses on authors as
well, whose conscious awareness of their involvement
becomes a way of situating their works. And it singles out
artists who, although they are discontented with
circumstances, are willing to work for change. Precisely
that refusal to be appeased impels the committed writer to
assume some responsibility for shaping new conditions. The
British theater movement which began in the 60s attracted
many committed artists who felt an obligation to flood
bourgeois theater with ideas of political reform and, after
turning to activism, became instrumental in actually

creating social change and political awareness.



With their public avowal of social responsibility came

QA cerxrtain structure of relationships between the
Playwrights and the dominant culture in Britain. Implicit
in that relationship was a socialist evaluation of
contemporary middle-class values and a commitment to
alternative and oppositional aims and practices. 1In the
case of John McGrath and Arnold Wesker, we are speaking of
an identification with a working-class consciousness. For
McGrath, that identification meant advocacy on behalf of
those who not only deplore the dominant culture, but
challenge it. As a playwright who represents the vision of
a vastly different British culture and one who agitates for
a significant transformation of the economic structure,
McGrath’s work is oppositional. Wesker’s background gives
him a different role. As a member of the working classes,
Wesker assumes some responsibility for the quality of life
in his community. Articulating a life experience and
exploring communal relationships that are different from
the traditional subject matter of literature, Wesker’s
writings are more reformist than radical, more alternative
than oppositional. But, as Raymond Williams, who first
made this distinction points out, "it is often a very
narrow line, in reality, between alternative and
oppositional "since a meaning or practice in one situation
might be regarded as acceptable, and in other might be

viewed as threatening to the status quo (Problems in



Materijialism and Culture 42).

Over the years since the 60s, McGrath and Wesker have
molded and refined their relationships--alternative and
oppositional--to mainstream literary practices in Britain.
And reciprocally, their works have been conditioned and
circumscribed by the structures of distribution, exchange
and consumption in the British economy. As committed
artists they have become increasingly aware of their
audiences, and in the process, have searched out forms
which might establish solidarity with the social movements
with which they identified. Not only have they sought some
form of expression by which they might "appeal" to the
reader (as Sartre would say), but they have also needed a
vehicle for mirroring their own vision. Finding a form
sensitive to audience demand and an means of production
equitable to the author have been contingent on a
recognition of mutual personal integrity, something Adereth
calls "the relationship between creative freedom and social
responsibility” (463). Just as the nature of their
individual commitments is fundamentally different, so are
the forms they choose for representing their situations in
deep conflict, and therein lie the origins of tension
between McGrath and Wesker. Morally and ideologically
bound by their respective, sharply focused definitions of

commitment, they have rejected solutions not rigorously



adhering to those self-imposed principles.
John McGrath and Arnold Wesker met each other in 1958, at

the time of McGrath’s first play, A Man Has Two Fathers.

It had been mounted as a student production at Oxford
University and had been favorably reviewed by Kenneth
Tynan in the Observer. Wesker and his wife, Dusty, drove
to Oxford to see the new work which had been praised for
its innovation and to meet John McGrath, its student-
author. They also met the student-actor who would
eventually become McGrath’s wife, Liz MacLennan. The
twenty-five year old Arnold Wesker was already a celebrated
"working-class" playwright enjoying a groundswell of praise
for his most recent production at the Royal Court Theatre,
Roots, part three of a very successful trilogy. Two

earlier plays, The Kitchen (1956) and Chicken Soup with

Barley (1957) had already established him in London as a
playwright with a future.

Wesker’s curiosity about McGrath was as much
professional as personal. He had been attracted to

McGrath’s play, A Man Has Two Fathers , since it contained

a socialist statement condemning both the United States and
Russia for their imperialism and, like McGrath, he was
interested in theater as a vehicle for socialist
expression. Wesker was also curious about the student who,
like himself, was an aspiring working-class playwright.

Their first meeting was amicable; Dusty and Arnold Wesker



found much to admire in Liz MacLennan and John McGrath.
They recognized in each other the kinship experienced by
most working-class, political playwrights of that period.
If nothing else, the fact of their small number brought
them together (Dornan interviews with the playwrights).
Encouraged by George Devine at the Royal Court
Theatre, both Wesker and McGrath began finding a niche for
their plays as "working-class authors,” a term signifying
some sort of political alignment which had suddenly become
fashionable in the press. In the beginning they had their
working-class backgrounds in common and an interest in
writing for and about the working classes. Not only did
they share a common goal of placing class experience at the
center of their writings, but there was also a recognition
between them that their perspective was uncommon. For
Wesker, the working-class theme appears for the first time
as an autobiographical and self-conscious statement about

the closeness of an immigrant family in Chicken Soup with

Barley (1958), a closeness he finds characteristic of the
working-class community. For McGrath, the working-class
themes surface in plays of social protest and concern for
the worker’s condition. 1In their early works, both writers
use their identification with "working-class" theater as a
tool to articulate some aspect of the counterculture,

confront capitalism, and challenge the domination of



pProfessional West End theatre in London.

Neither Wesker nor McGrath, however, like the
label of the "working-class writer," because they believe
the concept is limited. That sort of epithet was exploited
by British journalists who created the persona as a
marketing technique for the trend in socialist drama. 1In

1959, one year after the appearance of Chicken Soup with

Barley and shortly after the premiere of A Taste of Honey

by Shelagh Delaney, T.C. Worsley wrote a particularly
arrogant account of Delaney’s new play in the September 21,

1959 New Statesman:

What a sense of liberation we felt when the
proletarian writers seemed to have burst through
the class barrier of the sensitive novel! And,
doubtless, young writers for the theatre now feel
the same thing. It is an exhilarating sensation,
but they had better make the most of it, for it
is, as Wordsworth found and history shows, short
lived. (254)

And Wesker, sensitive to the fact that some critics were
already losing interest in his works because they were
yesterday’s news, fired back:

So, we ‘prole’ playwrights must make the most of
it must we? We've been given our little say and
now the hierarchy is a bit tired and we must
finish amusing them? ...I didn’t write Chicken
Soup with Barley simply because I wanted to amuse
you with the ’'working-class types’, but because I
saw my characters within the compass of a
personal vision. I have a personal vision, you
know, and I will not be tolerated as a passing
phase. (New Statesman 28 February 1959, 293)

If anything, Wesker and McGrath would have preferred at

that time to be known as ‘political’ writers or
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‘alternative’ writers, even ‘fringe’ writers--any
designation which suggested political and social change--
but Wesker in particular objected to a term which
symbolized at once trendiness and condescension.

Until 1956, when the Royal Court Theatre was taken
over by the English Stage Company, none of the postwar
commercial theatres offered working-class playwrights,
especially those with a political agenda, an outlet for
their works. Before that time, mainstream theater was
dominated, even monopolized by West End theatre, a middle-
class preserve with predominately university-educated
writers and bourgeois values. Producers in the West End
were not interested in playwrights like Arnold Wesker or
John McGrath. Most of the material was light and
undemanding of its audiences. Popular were light comedies

like the revival of Charley’s Aunt and thrillers (The House

By the Lake with Flora Robson), or musicals like The Boy
Friend (1953). The genteel drawing room was so commonplace
in British theatre that drama critic Kenneth Tynan wrote:

Nightly, in dozens of theatres, the curtain rose
on the same set. French windows were its most
prominent feature, backed by a sky-cloth of
brilliant and perpetual blue. 1In the cheaper
sort of production, nothing but the sky was
visible through the windows, and the impression
was conveyed that everyone lived on a hill.
There was also a bookcase, which might even--if
the producer was in a devil-may-care frame of
mind--be three-dimensional and equipped with real
books. (A View of the English Stage 249)
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Indeed, out of twenty-one plays running in the summer of
1954, Tynan counted sixteen farces, light comedies or
mysteries (251).

Bound by its conservative tradition, experiment in

British theatre foundered. When Ionesco’s The Lesson

opened in February, 1955 it attracted little attention

(Taylor Anger and After 17). Audiences had been educated to

the serious verse drama of Christopher Fry and T.S.
Eliot, but they were unprepared for the best that Europe
had to offer. Limitea travel allowances and meagre
rationing of space in the newspapers had allowed critics
little opportunity to develop readership interest in non-
British drama, so managers, afraid of a low turnout for the
relatively unknown drama, were unwilling to take chances.
Some of the problem in mounting experimental drama also lay
with a monopoly of playhouses by the theatre managers who
owned the buildings. They assured their income by charging
straight rent, or--if the production were a certain
success--by sharing the production’s profits, or by a
combination of rent and profit sharing. Additional income
might be made by purchasing an option on the production’s
script. In any case, management had a strong interest in
assuring a full house with a long run. Clive Barker,

director, actor, and editor of the Theatre Quarterly,

notes that many contracts required a combination of rent

and a percentage of the profits as soon as the production
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began to draw crowds. He adds

In such a case, a Theatre Manager would have a

strong interest in letting his theatre only to

successful productions, playing as near capacity
business as possible...it would be reasonable for

him to insert a clause in the contract giving him

the right to serve notice of quittal, if the box

office figure failed to rise above the level at

which his profit began in a specified number of

weeks . (Alternative Theatre 2)

Such a system made it difficult for Producing Managers,
those who mounted the plays, to take risks with
unconventional productions which might take weeks to
attract a following.

Rental of the building for a new production was costly
enough, but the rent did not necessarily include adequate
lighting or sound or maintenance. Producers had to pay for
those amenities and any other additions themselves.
Because most of the buildings had not been significantly
renovated since before World War I, the cost of maintenance
alone was a problem for some producers. Management of
these theatres were unlikely to risk capital for any
ordinary building renovation, much less lend their support
to experimental productions, many of which required
smaller, more intimate houses with viewing in the round, a
new concept at that time. Because most of the buildings
were old and expensive to maintain, many managers

eventually sold them them or allowed them to be torn down

to make room for new government offices and television
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studios, creating something of a short supply and driving
the rents up even more.

Then, too, the audiences were generally not interested
in new trends from the Continent. Unlike the audiences at
the turn of the century who were the wealthy middle and
upper class which had grown out of industrial wealth
(Barker Alternative Theatre 8), the new audiences were
mostly petit-bourgeois women. Employment during the war,
high losses of marriageable men, a shift in the class
structure, and a liberated etiquette had produced a new
breed of single woman who was independent enough to attend
the theater unescorted. Her tastes ran to plays with
themes about the moneyed classes, particularly those by
Somerset Maugham with settings in expensive London flats
and country houses. Concurrently, a large number of women
dramatists rose to popularity with plays about petit-
bourgeois women who enjoy a sudden turn in fortune when
they marry well. Since audiences did not change much
immediately following the Second World War, few theatres
would venture to accommodate the latest in French or German

drama. Richard Findlater, author of The Unholy Trade wrote

in 1952:

Playgoers may see occasional Ibsen and Chekov (in
bad translations), the more sensational Broadway
successes, and some of the fashionable pieces of
Sartre and Anouilh, but most of the names in any
history of world drama are only names to
Englishmen. (16-17)
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As a result of economic and social pressures, English drama
remained relatively unaffected by the European trends in
constructivism, expressionism, surrealism. What held
British drama to some measure of success was the strength
of the accomplished British actor who was so strikingly
talented, that audiences often attended the theater more
for the acting than the staging or the content of the
plays. Stratford-on-Avon celebrated its one hundredth
season in 1959 with a cast of Dame Edith Evans, Sir
Laurence Olivier, Paul Robeson, Charles Laughton, and Sam

Wanamaker (Tynan, A View of the English Stage 258). Other

uncommon talents of that era were Margaret Leighton, Peggy
Ashcroft, Sir John Gielgud, Wendy Hiller, Michael
Redgrave, Alec Guinness, John Neville, Dame Sybil
Thorndike, Vivien Leigh, Flora Robson, Anthony Quayle,
Peter Ustinov, Paul Scofield, Peggy Ashcroft and Richard
Burton, but their reputations were mostly dependent on
their work in traditional drama which required training in
"naturalistic" gestures and the King’s English. Only the
most select actors could expand their repertoire to
include the plays of Pirandello, Sartre, or Strindberg,
partly because of their narrow training, partly because of
limited opportunities to consider such roles.

Resistance to influence from foreign drama was
- ironically beneficial to the British stage, since

political pressures at home forced some theater managers
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to book unknown local playwrights who had been encouraged
by the shake-up in the post-war social structure and
opportunities for higher education to consider writing as a
profession, an option that had not been readily available
to the working classes up to that time in Britain. There
appeared in the mid-fifties a spate of new writers who were
anxious to find producers.

Optimism had run high for these would-be playwrights
as long as the post World War II climate suggested a
healthy economy. Expectations for full employment with a
rapid growth in personal income and consumer confidence had
been awakened by the return of Labour government to power
in 1945. That hope was reinforced by the promise of
improved education for the working classes in comprehensive
secondary schools and Red Brick colleges, post-war
institutions of higher education which opened their doors
to students of working-class backgrounds. Some young men
from the working classes were suddenly thrust into what
seemed to be promising circumstances. One example was
George Scott, an up-and-coming writer who was unexplainably
sentin 1943, by the Admiralty to Oxford for six months
before he was to report to service. Like many others, he
returned to Oxford after the war to complete his education
in the belief that upward mobility was possible for anyone

with talent and industry (Barker, Alternative Theatre 35).
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Freedom to choose a profession, however, turned into a
false hope for many young playwrights, since few who
attempted to enter the middle class achieved any measure of
success.

Although many anticipated different results from the
Wilsonian government, jobs did not materialize after World
War 11 for various reasons: a flood of immigrants diverted
the government’s capability to subsidize retooling and
encourage much needed private investment, competition from
foreign markets was keener than expected, and Britain had
to adjust to changing patterns of Commonwealth relations
as evidenced by the reduction of income following the Suez
crisis. In the making were articulate and hostile young
men, many of them educated out of the working classes and
prepared to fulfill their potential. They were also well
groomed to express their cynical rejection of empty
promises that abounded in the period of post-war optimism.

One playwright ready to regisfer the bitterness of

his generation was John Osborne whose Look Back in Anger

(May, 1956) still marks the breakthrough of new drama into
the British theater. It was the English Stage Company (ESC)
housed in the Royal Court theatre that gave him his
start, and it was George Devine, visionary director of the
ESC, who began renovating the Royal Court in 1955 to
feature some of the leading French works of the period and

to attract important new British writers. Devine proposed a
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"writers’ theatre," that is, he promised the writer that
the director would make no cuts without permission, and he
offered the writer an open door to rehearsals. He also
formed a Royal Court Writers’ Group comprised of select
playwrights who were invited to read scripts and attend
rehearsals or performances of other writer in hopes that
they might learn from each other. Furthermore, he
encouraged young writers like Wesker and McGrath by
emphasizing a willingness to mount drama that may not be a
commercial success. He then employed would-be writers as
script readers to help him screen prospective holdings.
Arnold Wesker and John McGrath were both readers for the
Court, although at different times. Finally, Devine
approached novelists like Carson McCullers and Doris
Lessing with some success, but not the results he wanted.
Many novelists were not interested, and others did not
produce good scripts. He finally settled on playwrights
like Arthur Miller and John Osborne (Hayman, The Set Up
148-151).

Although Osborne is not a working-class writer, he
made his reputation as a playwright with a working-class
character, Jimmy Porter of Look Back in Anger. Porter
articulates emotions that seemed innovative to post-war
audiences--the powerlessness of the young, their dashed

hopes and unfulfilled desire. One of his frustrations was
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his job as a candy vendor, which he claimed to enjoy out of
a reverse snobbism, contemptuous of middle-class values.
Even though he was a graduate of a British Red Brick
college, he could expect little more than the work he had.
Porter blamed the rich mostly, but his criticisms were not
sweeping and he did not speak for the whole of society.
He spoke largely for the young and excluded who had become
the frustrated and cynical. Even so, his anger seemed to
voice the alienation of his age as he says:

1 suppose people of our generation aren’t able to
die for good causes any longer. We had all that
done for us, in the thirties and forties, when we
were still kids...There aren’t any good, brave
causes left. If the big bang does come, and we
all get killed off, it won’t be in aid of the old-
fashioned, grand design. It‘ll just be for the
Brave-New-nothing-very-much-thank-you. About as
pointless and inglorious as stepping in front of a
bus. (104-105)

Porter’s resentful protest set the tone for many
playwrights who followed Osborne. His bursts of anger were
so influential that one critic commented that every second
young writer began asking, "And how dreadful were your
parents?" (Trewin 22). But it was his forthright
expression more than belligerence or didacticism which

served as a model for others. Devine’s production of The

Good Woman of Sezuan five months later in October 1956

reflected Osborne’s influence which encouraged a theater of
outspoken playwrights. The plays which followed over the

next fifteen years so resembled this model that director
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Lindsay Anderson characterized it as "a whole movement of
writers working in a style characterised in ethic by a kind
of non-schematic progressive conscience and in its
treatment of character by a passionate concern, sometimes
fierce, sometimes tender, for the individual human being"
(Hayman, The Set Up 155). Others accused it of having a
"left-wing bias," although it might have been difficult to
find good playwrights at the time who claimed to be right-
wing.

The financial success of Anger alone was enough to
keep the ESC afloat. After a modest opening, Look Back in
Anger was a great financial success with its box office
receipts, film rights, and the profits made by transferring
the play to the West End. It brought in enough money when
coupled with grants and other income at the Royal Court to
cover any deficits over the next five years (Hayman, The
Set-up 152-153). With its financial success, the English
Stage Company was able to mount over 270 plays from 1956 to
1973. More than 140 of them were written by new writers,
221 by contemporary writers, 178 by British dramatists, and
many of these were British premieres (Elsom, Post-war

British Theatre Criticism 81). The list is impressive:

Faulkner’s Requiem for a Nun, Genet’s The Blacks, Carson

McCuller’s Member of the Wedding, Ionesco’s The Chairs and

Rhinoceros, Osborne’s The Entertainer and Luther (see

appendix). As important as these plays have become, very
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few of them made significant profits at the time they were
introduced to London. 1In fact, John Russell Taylor reports
that out of seventy-one productions up to 1963, only
thirteen plays at the Royal Court covered their expenses

(Anger and After Appendix, 329). Without Devine’s courage

of conviction and Osborne’s inspiration, as well as his box
office successes, the Court might never have been able to
encourage other new writers like John Arden, Edward Bond,
David Storey, Ann Jellicoe, John McGrath, or Arnold Wesker.

Wesker frankly acknowledges his debt to the Royal

Court since he was to see his first play, Chicken Soup with

Barley, directed in 1958 by John Dexter at the Belgrade
Theatre, Coventry, and transferred to the Royal Court for
a second week’s run. Wesker had met, by chance, the film
director Lindsay Anderson who sent this play and another

(The Kitchen) to George Devine at the Court. Wesker had

approached Anderson as he was standing in front of the

theater where his film, Every Day Except Christmas was

playing and asked the filmmaker to read one of his plays
(Trussler interview 81). Anderson read the play and liked

it enough to recommend it to George Devine. Chicken Soup

with Barley subsequently won an Arts Council grant of £300,

which he used to marry Doreen (Dusty) Bicker in 1958

(Leeming Theatre Facts 3).

When later asked why he had turned to theatre rather
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than develop his talents in poetry and fiction, Wesker
said, "...it could simply be that the atmosphere was one in
which the drama seemed to surface to the top as the most
exciting of the art forms, and certainly I was excited
after having seen John Osborne’s play, Look Back in Anger,

which made me rush away immediately and write Chicken Soup

with Barley" (Bigsby interview 1). Indeed, it is easy to

see Osborne’s influence on Arnold Wesker, even though

Chicken Soup with Barley is not as steeped in bitterness.

Like Look Back in Anger, it draws attention to the working-

class consciousness and to working-class family life vis-a-
vis the political milieu. Like Jimmy Porter, many of the
family members learn through bitter experience that their
services are not needed, but the characters in Wesker’s

plays also find a source of hope. 1In Chicken Soup they

discover resilience in the strength of an indomitable
Jewish mother clinging to socialism, while the family is
forced to fight Mosley’s Fascists in the streets outside
their basement apartment.

Challenging the mother Sarah, is her son Ronnie who
wants to know how she can carry on in the face of defeat.
He ridicules her blind faith in a political institution
like socialism: they have lost their fight, the family has
dispersed, and still she holds on. In answer to those who
cannot live by their convictions, in answer to those Jimmy

Porters who believe "There are no more brave causes," Sarah
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finally shouts, "You’ll die, you’ll die--if you don’t care
you‘ll die" (Vol. I, 76). Wesker later told Simon Trussler
in an interview that his generation was looking for
something to believe in:

We were all of us somehow absorbing the same kind
of atmosphere: the war had been a formative part
of our lives, followed by the hope of 1945, and
the general decline from then on. So that we were
the generation at the end of that decline,
desperately wanting to find something, being tired
of the pessimism and the mediocrity, and all the
energy that was spent on being anti-Soviet and
anti-Communist. I think this was one of the
things that I wanted to achieve in Chicken Soup:
it seemed to me that the Left had debilitated
itself by being so violently anti-Communist, that
somehow a halt had to be called, and one had to
say, you can’t go on forever crying over spilt
milk, and instead of kicking against the past you
have to look for something like, for want of a
better word, a vision. (83)

Wesker’s ability to capture on stage the commonly held
feelings in Britain--not only of anger, but also of an
optimism that vindicated their political activism--made

Chicken Soup with Barley representative of its times.

Despite their differences in approach, Wesker deeply
admires John Osborne. To this day he counts Osborne’s
plays among the most important writings in British
literature (Dornan interview, 2 May 1985). Although
Wesker’'s approach is generally more positive than
Osborne’s, he borrows from Osborne an economy of style and
individualistic characters who feel free to moralize. Like

Osborne, Wesker also focuses on family tensions and the
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struggle of the individual outside a group relationship.
Besides being one of Osborne’s stylistic legatees, Wesker
profited by Osborne’s financial successes at the Royal
Court Theatre where, by July, 1960, Wesker had enjoyed the

openings of three plays--Chicken Soup with Barley, Roots

and The Kitchen.

Being slightly younger than Wesker and a student at
Oxford until 1959, John McGrath’s works did not open at
the Royal Court until his production of The Tent in
October, 1958. The play was picked up by the Court after it
attracted attention at the 1958 Edinburgh Festival. It was
subsequently produced for the Royal Court’s Sunday
afternoon performances at the Theatre Upstairs, in a low-
budget showcase for new writers called "production-without-
decor” (19 October 1958). These usually well-rehearsed, but
simply staged plays were begun in 1957 to present untested
material. Because of rising costs for producing a new
play, the Theatre Upstairs was first set aside as a venue
for the unknown and untried. When plays did unusually well,
they were sometimes moved to the main stage. Today the
plays have longer runs, and seem to lead to fewer full-
scale productions than those in the early years which
sponsored plays by John Arden, Edward Bond, Christopher

Logue, D.H. Lawrence, and others (Hayman, The Set-Up 159).

Although The Tent did not lead to a full-scale production,

The Royal Court later produced a two-act musical by
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McGrath, Out of Our Heads, and Trembling Giant, all in

1977. They also produced a longer play, [Trees in the Wind,

in 1980, and If You Want to Know the Time (1979), a special

memorial performance for Blair Peach.

After their experiences with the Court, both McGrath
and Wesker have a great deal of respect for George Devine,
for his courage and innovation and for the start he gave
the young playwrights. That Wesker remains positive about
the Royal Court to this day is evidenced by his article,
"Debts to the Court", in which he says, "They didn’t like
or understand what I wrote, but they took the risk. 1I°d
like to think they trusted the writer. Perhaps they only
trusted the directors--[Lindsay] Anderson and [John]
Dexter. But whoever and however, they gave this writer
self-confidence and to them I owe an unreturnable debt--
unreturnable, that is, in any way other than through my
work" ("Debts to the Court" 82).

McGrath, however, has became more and more
disenchanted with the Court, as it became evident that the
management was not as risk-taking as it had once claimed
to be. In 1979, he told a class at Cambridge:

The curious fantasy that the values of that place

were anything other than bourgeois, elitist and

utterly whimsical is a refinement which must have
come later. What the Court was looking for was

the theatrical frisson, the unusual talent

exposing itself in an 'extraordinary moment’, the

presence of ‘danger’ on the stage, of the
unpredictable, the over-stimulated, the hyper-
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thyroid, the abundantly vital...Perhaps there is
somethingungenerous in my reaction to this
experience of theatre, but it did in fact cause
me to reflect on the real significance of the
‘Post-Osborne’ theatre, and to come to the
conclusion that this famed New Era/Dawn/Direction
of British theatre was no more than the
elaboration of a theatrical technique for turning
authentic working-class experience into
satisfying thrills for the bourgeoisie. (A Good
Night Out 10-11)

McGrath objected, furthermore, to the Court’s appropriation
of its working-class authors when it "absorbed and
penetrated the bright youth thrown up by the 1944 Education

Act in appreciably large numbers" (A Good Night OQut 12).

And he found the Court’s system for choosing new works
deplorable. If the play excited one of the Court’s
directors--Lindsay Anderson, John Dexter, William Gaskill,
or Anthony Page--it was selected for production. That’s
how they established the trend of plays written by the ‘new
bourgeoisie’. Finally, McGrath spurned any suggestion that
the Court was building new audiences by attracting the
working classes. He told the Cambridge class: "The
audience changed very little in the theatre, the social
requirements remain constant, the values remain firmly
those of acceptability to a metropolitan middle-class
audience, with an eye to similar acceptability on the
international cultural market" (15). He was nonetheless
grateful for the start they gave him in commercial theater.

About McGrath’s uneasy peace with the Court, Raymond

Williams wrote,
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He is hard on many of his contemporaries, but
mainly in terms of the social and cultural forms
to which they have adapted or which they have
come willingly to represent. What he says, for
example, about 1956 and the Royal Court--that
heavily mythicised moment--not only needed saying
but comes with particular appropriateness from
him, since he has at once been close to it and
yet shown the possibility of other plays and
other ways. (Forward, A Good Night Out ix-x)

While McGrath’s points about the mainstream character of
the Royal Court Theatre are valid, the Court’s willingness
to take a chance on unseasoned writer, especially socially
committed writers, was unusual then and now.

There was little in Wesker’s resume, for example to
recommend him as a promising writer to George Devine, but
Devine took a chance with his work anyway. Up to the time
of his first play, Wesker had spent two years National
Service as an airman in the Royal Air Force, and worked as
a carpenter’s mate, a bookseller’s assistant, a plumber’s
mate, and a pastry cook. Born in 1932 of a Russian-Jewish
father and a Hungarian-Jewish mother, he was raised with
such a respect for learning that he continued to educate
himself by reading and writing on his own, even after he
lost his opportunity to pursue a formal education when he
failed his eleven-plus exam (Leeming chronology).

Although he 1is widely read and enjoys an
intellectual’s discussion, he remains self-conscious about
his family background, employment history and technical

education, particularly since several critics--John Elsom,
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Richard Findlater, and Walter Allen--tagged Wesker and
others including Shelagh Delaney and John Arden as
"kitchen-sink" dramatists. The nickname was taken from a
50s school of painters in North England known for their
realistic portrayal of the working-class environment
(Egbert 540). The group, including Wesker, had a
reputation for being committed and involved because of
their association with working-class interests.

McGrath, however, was never included as one of the
"kitchen-sink" writers. One reason may be that his early
successes in television script writing, particularly his
cops—-and-robbers series Z Cars, seemed to exempt him from
a category largely reserved for playwrights with domestic
themes. Then, too, some critics do not regard McGrath as a
working-class writer, perhaps because he was educated at
Oxford and his father was a secondary school teacher.

He claims a working-class background, nevertheless,
because he grew up in the working-class neighborhood where
his father taught school. He also counts his grandparents
on both sides were Irish Catholic immigrants who went to
England "around the turn of the century, or just before, in
search of potatoes...and gold...and pavements" ("Better a
Bad Night in Bootle 39). His paternal grandfather worked as
a boilermaker in the Birkenhead yards and the family was

settled in the area until the bombings of World War II
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when they were evacuated to a council estate in North
Wales. There John went to grammar school in a working-
class district. When he was sixteen (1951) the McGrath
family returned to Merseyside. Like Wesker, John took his
turn at manual labor in a laundry near Birkenhead and on a
farm, although both experiences were shortlived.

McGrath fulfilled his two-year National Service as
Gunner, Bombardier, then Artillery Officer in the Army,
where he was deemed officer material because of his Oxford
education. McGrath seized the opportunity to sign up for
officer’s training in order to leave Germany where he was
stationed and go to Egypt shortly before the Suez crisis.
He was later shipped to Jordan and Malta as well. His
travels in the Army only confirmed the political lessons
first taught him by fervent socialists at the Alun Grammar
School in Mold, North Wales ("Better a Bad Night in Bootle"
40).

Even though working-class writing has had a
history recognized for more than a century, playwrights
like Wesker and McGrath were suddenly regarded by critics
of the late 50s as fresh and original, partly because
traditional, middle-class drama was worn and mechanical and
partly because critics were hoping for the making of a
new movement, one that could show the British a new
direction, one dedicated to reshaping the future of

mainstream British theater. McGrath and Wesker were among
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the small group of emerging artists who shared a working-
class perspective, an attachment to the Royal Court
Theatre, and an acute awareness of a political crisis in
Britain. What made these playwrights different from their
predecessors, however, was not simply the political and
moral consciousness, but a need also to commit themselves
to include the marginalized in their vision and to offer
clear alternatives for change.

The times were also different. The works of John
McGrath and Arnold Wesker anticipated, to a certain extent,
the remarkable explosion of political theater in 1968. As
Catherine 1Itzin points out in her comprehensive
encyclopedia of 60s British drama, Stages in the

Revolution, 1968 was the year of the Soviet invasion of

Czechoslovakia, the year of the Martin Luther King and
Robert Kennedy assassinations, race riots in America, civil
rights marches in Londonderry, the beginning of Watergate,
the war in Biafra, and the Six Day War in Israel. And, of
course, it was the year that the Vietnam War peaked in the
Tet Offensive and anti-Vietnam demonstrations raged
worldwide. British theater acted like a seismograph for
these events (1-11).

While attempting to maintain their equilibrium.from
the dizzying effect of these events, British theatre

responded with a flood of new theater companies and venues.
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Their purpose was, as journalist Sandy Craig said, was

to restore theatre to its traditional position of

importance by re-creating a fresh, unsullied

language of theatre; to extend the social basis

of theatre to include the working class, the

oppressed and dispossessed; and to make obvious

the enjoyment and the possibility of creation--

particularly, collective creation--as something

neither mysterious nor the privilege of the elite

few but the democratic right and the inherent

human capacity of the many. (9-10)
Building on the tone, style, and content of the earlier
"working-class" playwrights, these later writers created
their "new drama" out of the chaos of the times and the
works of their antecedents. They received their final
impetus from the opening which the British government
handed them in 1968 by relaxing the censorship laws.

Before that time, theatre of political protest had
been subject to the whims of the Lord Chamberlain who could
darken the house lights on a play with one vernacular
reference to homosexuality, birth control, or venereal
disease. The guidelines were often broad enough to find
offensive all sorts of plays. It was considered indecent,
for example, to "do violence to the sentiment of religious
reverence" and to "represent on the stage in an invidious
manner a living person or a person recently dead"
(Robertson 248). So the ridicule of Hitler, for example,
was considered grounds for censorship. Up till 1939,

irreverent attacks on Nazism were not allowed because

restrictions were placed on satire of foreign governments.



31

Decisions of indecency were often arbitrary and politically
motivated for the first generation of 60s protest
playwrights. These were the sorts of restrictions on
Arnold Wesker and John McGrath and others whose protest
subject matter pressured Britain’s mainstream institutions.
Drawn together by the common enemy in the uneven
distribution of wealth and power, by the tumultuous current
events, and by the aspirations for a theatrical revolution,
Wesker, McGrath and others like Trevor Griffiths, John
Arden and Margaretta D’Arcey, Edward Bond, and David Edgar
discovered in each other and their common aspirations for
alternative theater and their desire to restore the
community they had lost at the end of World War II. What
they had in common, most of all, was their sense of
commitment. What they had not begun to discuss in any
thorough way were questions which would soon divide them:
in whose service were they working? where did each of them
stand relative to key questions of social reform? what
style of their theater best served their aims?

Almost at once, these artists enjoyed the energy of
their movement, particularly when they grasped its full
impact, and the speedy realization that whatever cohesion
they had achieved through a shared vision had already been
splintered into special interest groups: community theater,
feminist theater, theatre-in-education, actor-based

theater, agit-prop, ethnic theater, and political theater.
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When their numbers were counted at the end of the 60s, the
hundreds of small companies added up to a staggering
diversity in size and diversity. And yet, most of the
committed playwrights could be categorized by two key
political alignments--gradual reform or revolutionary
upheaval--in short, whether or not theater is to be
employed as a weapon for radical change. A study of the
aims and practices of Arnold Wesker and John McGrath
illustrates fully the conflict in these differing

perceptions.



SECOND CHAPTER

Many literary critics and reviewers for the press
mistakenly use the terms "working-class" and "socialist"
interchangeably when speaking of committed writing. But
taking the political alignments of the authors for granted,
they tend to overlook fundamental differences in the
playwrights® socialist alliances, a distinction which may
explain structural differences in the content and form of
their plays. And yet, if Wesker or McGrath were asked in
the 60s how they would identify themselves as writers,
neither Wesker nor McGrath would have used the term
"working-class." Like their contemporaries and
antecedents, they preferred to be known more by their
political commitment than their working-class backgrounds.
Indeed, most of the Royal Court’s best dramatists in the
50s and 60s wrote with a political interest. Many critics
understood that trend, of course, but they conveniently
overlooked it when reviewing the Court’s plays. No critic
to date, for examplé, has taken note that the source of
antagonism between Wesker and McGrath or any other pairing
of Britain’s contemporary playwrights can be attributed
first to the differences in the nature of their commitment
and only after that, to formal literary considerations.

Wesker’s middle-of~-the road socialist plays can be

33
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traced, for example, to the early drama of the Independent
Labour Party (ILP), Fabianism, and the Co-operative
movement of the 1920s, and McGrath’s Marxist plays can be
traced to the more leftist Workers’ Theatre Movement (WTM),
a political theater which reached its pinnacle in the
thirties. A short history of nineteenth and twentieth
century political theater in Britain will clarify the
distinction and illustrate the fact that socialist
novelists like Robert Tressell have been around since the
time of Queen Victoria, and working-class dramatists have
achieved distinction since they became quite popular in
Edwardian music halls. Whatever its origins, working-class
entertainment grew in popularity till its peak at the turn
of the century. It drew crowds again in the thirties with
the run-away hit, Love on the Dole, and others. 1Indeed the
success of working-class literature in Britain seems to
parallel the strength of socialist movements. When
socialist parties gain strength and Britain’s electorate
moves to the left, working-class literature then suddenly
finds currency. Such was the case in the late 50s and
early 60s when the Labour government returned to power, and
the literature of socialism and the working classes began
to thrive as it had thrived in ﬁhe thirties.

Up until the later decades of the nineteenth century,
political themes were often embedded in various forms of

popular and working-class theater--particularly melodrama,
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equestrian entertainment, pantomime, and the mummers’
plays. A popular theme for melodrama, for example, might
have been the rescue of an inept middle-class hero by the
resourceful working man (Reid 81), and depictions of the
Crimean battles and Waterloo were used in Equestrian drama
(Bratton 112-113). Mummers’ plays as well, particularly
those in rural areas often mocked changes brought about by
industrialism (Green 142). Very little is known about
Victorian mummers’ plays, but extrapolating from
contemporary examples and some historical accounts, it can
be said with some certainty that action, costumes, and
make-up of these productions were fantastic and surreal,
as opposed to naturalistic or realistic. Bizarre
combinations created a satirical, imagistic theater which
only suggested recognizable frames of reference. The
central character of one mummers® play, in fact a
traditional figure in the genre, was a "wild horse" with a
costume made from a real horse’s skull, but painted red and
black. Three of its legs might have been human and one
wooden. Dialog, full of whimsy and nonsense, also
reflected the precarious balance of the real and unreal--
most often for the purpose of political satire (Green 150-
2).

Political themes had their place in Victorian and

Edwardian popular drama, but plays were used very little
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for explicit moralizing, since most of the audiences at that
time felt the purpose of theatre was strictly
entertainment. It was not until the various socialist
groups found in drama a way of teaching ethics, that plays
were used as a weapon of struggle and enlightenment, but
that discovery was not immediate. Despite the
proliferation of performances by poets and musicians during
the early days of the ILP meetings, drama as a weapon of
political reform was not well-developed, largely because it
was relegated to fundraisers with light entertainment.
Historian Raphael Samuel speculates that elitism in turn-
of-the-century commercial theatre and gentrification of the
acting profession may have also made traditional dramatic
forms seem inappropriate as popular entertainment. And,
too, because it was attractive to female audiences, drama
seemed less interesting to the male dominated political
movement, so the language of many socialist 2zealots
overruled the use of subtle dialog required by traditional
British drama. Art forms other than drama may have been
considered best for the propagation of socialist aims (1l1).
Only the Fabians used drama to any serious extent as
a vehicle for its movement. George Bernard Shaw was, of
course, its most prominent spokesperson. His Man and
Superman was produced by Harley Granville-Barker, a recent
convert to the Fabian movement, at the Royal Court in 1905

(Britannica, l4th edition). Under Granville-Barker the
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Royal Court Theatre between 1903 and 1907 featured a host
of works compatible with socialist thought written by Shaw,
Ibsen, and Chekhov and later "social problem" plays by
Galsworthy, Barrie, and Drinkwater (Samuel 9). These
writers were to influence others like Mrs. Lyttleton whose

Warp and Woof was used to organize a dressmaker’s union and

Stanley Houghton whose Hindle Wakes features a factory-girl

heroine. Despite the social content of these plays, their
concentration on the individual hero or heroine and their
use of the naturalistic style put them, for the most part,
in the mainstream of drama which was already being produced
on the commercial Edwardian stage.

It was not until after World War I that political
theater, drawing on Edwardian traditions, began to expand
through dramatic societies promoted by the Cooperative
Societies, the Labour Party, and more particularly by the
Independent Labour Party (ILP) for the purpose of educating
the working classes. A sponsoring agency like the Labour
Co-op or the ILP often provided a center for the trade
unions at a time when the Labour Party was not a majority
party in the country or even among the working classes
(Samuel 27).

The ILP then used drama to promote socialism throughout
England. 1In London it encouraged plays at their meetings

as much for entertainment purposes as for propaganda,
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partly to build attendance. Drama in these theater
movements was a tool for exploring political themes of
interest to its membership--especially anti-militarism,
class conflict, and ethical themes. Unconventional
attitudes about religious orthodoxy, the place of women in
marriage and the professions, and new forms of family life
were also prevalent, but these themes took second place to
moral questions that sought a balance between idealism and
materialism, liberation and violence, humanity and
necessity. Despite the innovative content of these plays,
the form depended heavily on the conventional theater of
its time: a kind of naturalism which meant realistic
drawing-room settings, an emphasis on individual
achievement within the family environment, and commercial
theatrical strategies.

All branches of the ILP tried some type of drama in
their meetings, often in the form of dramatic recitations
called "Penny Readings,” but those branches with the larger
membership eventually mounted works as complex as Shaw’s

Candida, Robertson’s Caste, Shakespeare’s Much Ado About

Nothing and Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (Samuel 22). In the
early twenties the ILP lent financial support to a national
drama movement which established amateur dramatic
companies and sponsored films (Samuel 22). With the help
of professionals like Sybil Thorndike, Lewis Casson, Elsa

Lanchester and Miles Malleson the "Masses Stage and Film
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Guild" staged productions as diverse as revolutionary-

pacifist drama like Upton Sinclair’s Singing Jailbirds and

Hamlet (Samuel 26). The Labour Party, although less
ambitious at that time than the ILP, also supported
cultural events. Above all, principles for social justice
were given priority as they were worked out through
comedies, farces, and sometimes heavy morality plays (31).
Classical literature, particularly Shakespeare, was
especially popular. Although the Labour Party was not as
involved with cultural events, there was, by 1924, a
London Labour Choral Union, a London Labour Dramatic
Federation, and a London Labour Symphony Orchestra (Samuel
23).

Response by the working classes to these cultural
events was outstanding. Many were attracted to middle élass
literary evenings, both for their low prices and for the
intrinsic merits of the performances. One devotee of the
penny readings was Thomas Wright, journeyman engineer. At
some length, he described evenings where readings of
Shakespeare, Macaulay, Dickens, Hood, Tennyson, and
Thackeray enthralled working-class audiences.

I have attended them in all parts of England, and
more especially in the manufacturing districts,
and I am glad to find that they are exceedingly
popular all over the country. Of the many plans
that have been devised for providing the working
classes with that amusement of which, it is

admitted upon all hands, they stand in need, the
penny readings, considered upon the principle of
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judging a tree by its fruits, are the best. The
many thousands of working men and boys who
frequent them give unmistakable evidence of their
appreciation of them; and, apart from this
consideration, I know, from constantly mingling
with the working men of the densely populated
manufacturing towns, that the penny readings are
immensely popular with them. (Some Habits and
Customs of the Workin% Classes Engineer, 174)

Wright attributed the popularity of these penny readings
partly to the vastness and variety of English literature
and partly to the high quality of the performers. He also
believed they were well attended because "there is no
parade of special or pecuniary patronage of their class
connected with them" (174). Wright was referring to
the fact that, since there was no reserved seating for
these performances, the moneyed classes sat with the rest.
With the open seating, everyone was treated equally. The
widespread appeal of the penny readings, which erased
distinctions usually made about class tastes, thereby
produced some levelling effect.

Closely connected with early socialist movement were
the Co-operative Societies which provided a whole community
with meetings for young people, concerts, lectures,
carnivals on May Day and Co-operators Day, light opera, and
sometimes full-length plays. Their aims were twofold:
"educating members in the principles of socialism, and
cultivating ‘a love for the higher and better dramatic
art’" (Samuel quoting Len Jones’ dissertation from the

University of Warwick 30). Drama was used extensively by
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the cooperative movement as a strategy for education,
particularly ethical and political. It was hoped that the
themes of great literature would not only teach appropriate
political attitudes, but also instill the membership with
middle-class habits of thrift, diligence, honesty and
temperance. More than not, however, education took second
place to entertainment, as the latter provided release from
the tensions of working-class conditions.

The Co-operatives often operated on the assumption
that many of the working classes wanted to escape the
conditions of their existence by adopting middle-class
tastes and habits. Certainly many out of the working
classes hoped for freedom from the deplorable conditions of
their employment and poverty, but they were not anxious to
surrender the integrity of the working-class culture which
could be defined in its own terms. Even so, many upwardly
mobile working women, attempting to escape their hum-drum
existence as domestic servants and other menial work,
attended drama classes offered by the Co-operative movement
where they learned elocution, grammar, and comportment as
well as the "refined" practice of reading traditional
literature. At a time when the servant class was
disappearing and labor was developing into a separate
estate, drama offered the hope of an enriched future

through cultural enlightenment. Samuel writes:
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Labour Co-op drama sometimes invoked the term
‘working-class’ to describe what it was doing,
but the fundamental inspiration was that of
access to a higher culture, elevation to a more
spiritualized plane--in brief, emancipation from
the working class’s condition of existence. Just
as poetry was read for its ‘beauties’ (Walt
Whitman was a favourite with co-operators on this
score), so literature and art generally were
thought of as representing transcendent values, a
purer state of being: love of them was bound up
with a post-Christian morality in which reading
became an act of dedication. Propaganda was
subordinate to the more general aim of making
‘great art’ available to working people. (29)

There was also some suggestion by the cooperatives and the
trade unions that the quality of life could improve through
fine art and moral behavior, even if the conditions of
employment remained the same. These organizations were
followed in 1903 by the WEA (Workers® Educational
Association), an educational association that still offers
evening classes and lectures to people who have not had a
full opportunity for a university-type education.

Drawing on a century and a half of tradition
established by the ILP, the Cooperative Societies, and the
Fabians, Wesker and others like him decided once again in
the early 60s to appeal to the trade unions for help in
developing the arts for the workers. What he wanted to
avoid were the pitfalls of efforts like the WEA which he
described as "brave ventures which failed because they
were penniless, isolated or unco-ordinated" ("Arnold Wesker
on the Age of Trivia,"” an article of unknown origin

reprinted as Centre 42 promotional material). To goad the
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unions into action, Wesker published an April, 1960
pamphlet entitled, "The Modern Playwright, or ‘O, Mother is
it worth it?" The text was originally given as a lecture
at Oxford as an attack on the labour movement for
neglecting their role in the arts. Not wanting to limit
his audience to students, he sent a transcript of the
lecture to the Secretary of every trade union in the
country.

In the lecture/pamphlet he argued that the labour
movement should take responsibility for developing a first-
rate cultural environment for everyone, not just for the
middle classes. He noted at the time that 200,000 Britons
out of roughly 58 million attended the theater. Four
million sat home "indiscriminately watching television"”

(The Modern Playwright 12). Wesker speculated that few

of the theater-goers were dock workers, steel men,
railwaymen, housewives, or office workers (6-7).

Later that year he addressed a New Statesman essay to

George Woodcock, General Secretary of the Trades Union
Congress (TUC). Wesker expanded in that open letter on his
beliefs, "...we want a principle established--that art is a
common heritage, not the habit of the few" ("Vision!
Vision! Mr. Woodcock!" 153). Art should be made available
to everyone, including the working classes, but someone

forgot to tell the "stultified worker that he was as



44

entitled to a fair share of the nation’s economic life as

anyone" (The Modern Playwright 9). Linking the quality

of work life to the quality of life, he said, "The social
and cultural habits of a group will continue for
generations unless something is done to break them just as
much as the economic habits will continue unless action is
taken to weaken them" (9). To assist in breaking through
economic barriers, workers must have the perspective of the
arts. To make those connections, trade unions should take
the lead because "the distinction between man as an
economic being and a social one is a false and disruptive
one."” Unions have the moral responsibility to make the
rank and file aware that "the enjoyment and excitement of
art is the enjoyment of the fruits of the struggle for a
better life, and is also the only real expression of that

better life" (Labour and the Arts:1I).

In his youthful enthusiasm, he exhorted fellow writers
to pick up poems, plays, films, "tuck them under [their]
arms and go out to the public and do battle with them"
("Let The Battle Commence" 98). He envisioned an explosion
of high quality literature across the country, works
similar to those of Chekhov, Shakespeare, or Lorca. The
bastions which he planned to assault, however, were not the
offices of funding agencies. He wanted to attack the
strongholds of mass culture and to invade the homes of

working classes where television, darts, and football pools
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were preferred to any theatrical production. Wesker was
convinced that workers could improve their quality of
living by changing their habits of leisure. 1In his
estimation, their only obstacle to a better life were those

who believed the working classes incapable of enjoying the

arts and those in the working classes who believed the
arts were not meant for them. He made his appeal in this
way:

I believe working, playing, laughing, crying,
eating, singing, dancing, studying, leisure and
creative art, to be not separate aspects of
living, for separate people, but natural
manifestations of the whole act of living for
everyone to indulge in or enjoy. In other
words--for example--I do not believe in serious
books for intelligent people, and funny ones for
simple people, but in literature for us all.
Unfortunately again, however, we have managed to
organize our society into classes where some of
us have time to develop our intelligence and some
of us are denied this time, where some of us, in
other words, can develop this faculty for this
whole process of living and some of us are
stultified. (The Modern Playwright)

Creation and enjoyment of art, however, is so natural to
human existence and so essential to a productive and
satisfying life, that anyone--given an exposure to it at
the highest levels--could appreciate the way it stirs the

human spirit (Fears of Fragmentation 21-38).

Like his predecessors in the ILP and the Cooperative
Societies, Wesker believed that class differences in taste
depended more on education than on sources of income. With

some optimism he said, "The man in the street no longer
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says art belongs to his master and not him because those
terms are no longer used; but the _f’_aig remains that the man
in the street still believes that art is not for the likes
of him--and the way in which he thinks this has subtly
changed--it has become a sort of inverted snobbery, an
isolation, a sort of ‘I'm what I am and I'm proud of
it’...I've always considered the role of revolution was to
do away with the third class and make everything first
class"” (26). Since a universally accessible art could
create a social revolution, it should no longer be treated
as a commodity to be bargained away in the market place,
but a part of the "life-or-death pursuit for an
understanding of the complex world we live in," and a
necessary part of everyday experience (65).

To effect the art revolution, Wesker added, every
aspect of society must stress the importance of art: trade
unions should promote it through their meetings and by
lending financial support, the government would have to
spend more on art, the schools would have to teach art with
the same urgency as they teach arithmetic, and art would
have to be valued everywhere as a "pursuit for sanity,"
rather than regarded a simple palliative against boredom as
it is today ("Art--Therapy or Experience" 44). 1In Wesker's
calculation the best art education, "the only way to

communicate the impact of say, a play, was to perform it
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and expose people to it" (Fears of Fragmentation 116). Art

education on all levels has to be stepped up, therefore,
if the survival value of art were ever to be universally
appreciated.

Echoing earlier advocates of adult education and the
importance of the role of the trade unions, Wesker realized
that the arts, especially literature, could have a profound
effect on anyone who would enjoy them. Like early members
of the cooperatives, he believed that education in drama
could better the lives of the working classes, even if
conditions of employment remained unchanged.

Recalling the nineteenth century, the golden age of
Labour’s involvement in the arts, Wesker also demanded that
the National Trade Union sponsor an orchestra, offer grants
in the arts to TUC children, commission works of art, and
create a literary community like those at the Royal Court
Theatre or in Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop. Wesker
hoped to reawaken through a working-class community, that
included the TUC and working-class writers, a love of
literature--especially the classical literature of Balzac,
Steinbeck, Gorki, Miller, Chekhov, and contemporary
literature of Shelagh Delaney, Doris Lessing, and Harold
Pinter. He imagined a community that improved the quality
of life in working-class neighborhoods, just as the
Cooperatives did in the nineteenth century. But he

pictured a much bigger role of change for the arts than
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that developed by the ILP or the cooperatives.

Wesker’s aesthetic, although neither systematic nor
polished, is consistent. He repeatedly insists that since
truths are recreated and illustrated through the arts, we
can grasp through them "the chaos and complexity of the

human condition" (Fears of Fragmentation 89). At a 1968

Tokyo conference honoring Wesker, he summed up his
philosophy:

Art is a delicate human activity, a desperate

attempt by man to understand his own nature and

the world in which that nature exists. It is one

man’s reverence for all men and for this reason

commands our respect and pleasure: our respect

for its reflection of man’s uncertainty and his

courage in attempting to overcome that

uncertainty; our pleasure for its reflection of

his achievements. To experience art is to bear

witness to a profound human anguish or joy.

(121)

Tied to the revolutionary potential of art is a primary
role for artisans in the British community. Realizing the
need for a center which could assume the leadership needed
to organize others in this revolution, he looked to the TUC
for sponsorship.

While writing the 1lecture for the Student Drama
Festival at Oxford in April, 1960, "O, Mother, is it Worth
it2", Wesker suddenly envisioned places all over England
that could serve as collecting points for artists and
audience, and could provide outlets for voices not

ordinarily heard in London theatre. As a companion piece to
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his lecture at Oxford, he and trade unionist Bill
Holdsworth wrote "Labour and the Arts:II or What Then is to
be Done?" a constructive proposal with a list of practical
suggestions for trade union support of the arts. Among
other things, Wesker and Holdsworth asked for sponsorship
of a National Trade Union orchestra, a publishing house,
films, theatres in industrial centers, and folk music.

Responses from the unions surprised everyone. Four
unions replied: the ACTT (Association of Cinematograph,
Television and Allied Technicians), NATSOPA (National
Society for Operative Printers and Assistants), the Tobacco
Workers’ Union, and the society of Technical Civil
Servants. All of them wanted to help, even if they were
not certain how it could be done. Then in September, 1960
the TUC (Trade Union Congress) passed Resolution 42 to
investigate ways to encourage greater participation in the
cultural life of the community:

Congress recognizes the importance of the arts in

the life of the community, especially now when

many unions are securing a shorter working week

and greater leisure for their members. It notes

that the trade union movement has participated to

only a small extent in the direct promotion of

plays, films, music, literature and other forms

of expression, including those of value to its

beliefs and principles. Congress considers that

much more could be done, and accordingly requests

the General Council to conduct a special

examination and to make proposals to a future

congress to ensure a greater participation by the

trade union movement in all cultural activities.

(Coppieters 39)

Following that proposal, Wesker was given two €£25
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donations-- by a group of painters and sculptors and by the
AESD (Association of Engineering and Shipbuilding
Draughtsmen), and AESD also mounted an art exhibit for any
town where a trade union conference might be held.
Resolution 42 was just the indication Wesker needed that
the unions were ready to assume a more dynamic role in the
arts much like the ILP of the nineteenth century. He quoted
one painter as saying, "There can never have been such a
private viewing before. We didn’t even lay on cocktails!"
("Resolution 42"). From this early show of support Wesker
projected that Resolution 42 was going to affect the way
the British prepare the "future, leisured generations"
("Resolution 42"). The TUC resolution became the
cornerstone for a working-class theatrical project, Centre
42, which Wesker and others were about to propose.

Centre 42 became a focal point for many British
authors in the early 60s who felt the new group represented
an alternative to the dominant middle-class culture.
Although the idea of offering alternative theater to the
rural communities had been bandied about for a number of
years by John Arden and Margaretta D’Arcy, no one had acted
on it (Barker, "All at Sea" 7). Even John McGrath joined
the group briefly. He was drawn into the Centre 42
movement by Doris Lessing and Gareth Wigan, but he had

already been thinking along similar lines. Before he heard
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about Center 42, he and others were planning a socialist
theater in a garage somewhere in the north of England
(Barker letter to author December 1985). But McGrath did
not stay long with Centre 42 (nor, for that matter, did
Lessing or Wigan), because, although he admire the concept
in general, he opposed much of Wesker’s approach.

First of all, McGrath could not, even in the early 60s
accept Wesker’s gradualist definition of socialism. He did
not articulate his differences, however, until after his
experiences with the 1968 student uprisings in Paris.
Following his return from France, McGrath was convinced
that he wanted to work in socialist theater as opposed to
writing socialist plays. In short, he wanted to direct his
energies toward a more comprehensive effort of economic and
social transformation than he had attempted to that point.
In his formulation he drew up a distinction between social
democratic theater, a practice which represented to him a
form of cultural complacency, and socialist theater, which"
he laid out later in his "Theory and Practice of Political
Theatre."” Socialist theater, he wrote,

had at its base a recognition of capitalism as an

economic system which produces classes; that sees

the betterment of human life for all people in

the abolition of classes and of capitalism; that

sees that this can happen only through the rise

to state power of the current under-class, the

working class, and through a democratization--

economic as well as political--of society and of

its decision-making processes. A theatre that

sees the establishment of socialism, not as the
creation of a utopia or the end of the dialectic
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of history, but as another step towards the

realization of the full potential of every

individual human life during the short time that

every individual has to live. (43)

Its complement, social democratic theater is less practical
as an instrument for the "betterment of human life for all
people" because it is utopian (and thereby ineffectual),
and because it seeks improvement through a "process of
gradual gains within a basically capitalistic framework,
needing no revolution of power or consciousness, merely
material improvement which requires as its precondition the
health of the capitalist system” (43). McGrath believes
that as long as its proponents are content to work within
the capitalist system, social democratic theater will never
improve the conditions of the working classes.

Another reason McGrath had for quitting Centre 42 was
his little faith in the will of the trade unions to effect
real change. 1In his "Theory and Practice of Political
Theatre"” he debated the advantages and disadvantages of
being supported by an organization--either a political
party or a trade union. If a political party were
organized and did, in fact, offer the needed assistance,
McGrath could find good reasons to join forces with the
group:

There is a possibility with a political party of

follow-up to make the involvement of the audience

more permanent, and not just getting everybody
going and then leaving them to it. It raises the

possibility of the audience becoming active,
becoming the actors, not passively receiving.
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There is a further benefit in belonging to a

party: within the group itself there will be more

coherence or identity of purpose.... (49)
But the drawback to union sponsorship was that the trade
unions were too conservative in their thinking. Those most
militant in the Labour Movement--on shop stewards’
committees, in certain union branches, trades councils, in
the universities, in tenants’ associations, on community
projects, in women’s groups--were finding they were
increasingly alienated from its national bureaucracy
because the bureaucracy was unable to respond to the
volatile core of groups at the center of the Labour
Movement which were working towards socialism, but
disagreed on the practical level. Although these groups
connected as activists, there was no single, unified
political party which gave them direction, nor any single
issue which held them together.

Even if a viable, central political party were
successfully organized, McGrath feared it become a
lightning rod for the opposition who would find ways to
contain it. The British Arts Council could have withdrawn
support, since they did not fund subsections of political
parties, and other mainstream institutions could have found
equally effective forms of censure. McGrath commented,
"the moment [these groups] show any sign of winning a
struggle, they become the most reviled group of individuals

in society, turned by the screeches of the media and the
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major parties into the lepers of the Welfare State" (50).
Until such an organization exists that can help him raise
the level of militancy among the working classes, give
depth and confidence to the Labour Movement and effect
change, McGrath will have to be content with the limits of
a small political theater company, but even in the 60s he
was unhappily aware of the limited choices.

Just as importantly, McGrath left Centre 42 because he
disagreed with Wesker’s fundamental premise of wanting to
educate the working classes to the classical arts.
Articulating his objections in a guest lecture at Cambridge
in 1982, McGrath challenged Wesker’s assumptions that the
working classes were philistines in need of education.
Because he felt he was uniquely successful in developing
the forms of working-class theater which he inherited from
the nineteenth century radical traditions and from Unity
Theatre, McGrath was irritated by playwrights like Wesker
and others who assumed that working-class audiences lacked
a refined taste in theater. McGrath’s answer was that
there was no one arbiter of true art or culture. He wrote,
"there are indeed different kinds of audiences, with
different theatrical values and expectations, and...we have
to be very careful before consigning one audience and its

values to the critical dustbin" (A Good Night Out 3).

He objected specifically to an evaluation of popular
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tastes using the criteria of middle-class aesthetics.
Working-class theater had elements that could never be
embraced by bourgeois audiences: alienation to the
conditions of the middle <class and an enthusiasm for
popular culture. The corollary to his argument was his
proof that no form of art can be considered universally
salutary. To that point he debated:

1. that art is universal,capable of meaning the
same to all people;

2. that the more ‘universal’ it is, the better it
is;

3. that the audience for theatre is an idealized,
white middle-class, etc., person and that all
theatre should be dominated by the tastes and
values of such a person;

4. that, therefore, an audience without such an
idealized person’s values is an inferior a
audience; and

5. that the so-called “traditional values’ of
English literature are now anything other
than an indirect English cultural expression
of the dominance over the whole of Britain
of the ruling class of the south-east of

England. (A Good Night Out 3-4)

Simply stated, McGrath argued that the so-called universal
forms of art are meaningless to the working-class
experience. To find a legitimate art form expressive of
working-class tastes, one would have to do more than add a
bit of regional dialect (as did Wesker) or class-related
subject matter. Forms of drama specific to to working-class
needs are required. Good working-class theater, for
example, mixes a variety of popular forms of entertainment
like rock music or vaudevillian routines with a direct

political statement of relevance to working people. Humor
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and content with a local slant are also important.
Undermining Wesker’s argument that anyone can enjoy and
benefit from the classical forms of art, McGrath agitated
for new approaches with an energy and determination that
was remarkable, even for a type of theater that is driven
normally by passion.

The form that McGrath was to develop drew on
principles for contemporary drama which were first
established in Germany by Erwin Piscator, Vsevolod
Meyerhold in Russia, the Workers’ Theatre Movement (WTM) in
Britain from about 1910 to 1939, and Bertolt Brecht. The
fall of the Labour government in 1924 and a General Strike’
by miners in 1925 were likely incentives to the rise of the
Workers® Theatre Movement (the WTM) in 1926, a theatrical
movement distinctly different from that begun by the
Fabians. Loyalty of the rank and file in the General Strike
and deepening conflicts between the miners and the British
government gave voice to a leftist group emphasizing class
struggle. Closely linked to the Communist Party, the WTM
offered drama that drew on traditions already begun in
Germany with Edwin Piscator and with Meyerhold and
Eisenstein in Russia. They were also inspired by a well-
known group of miners, the Bowhill Players. Their leader,
Joe Corrie, was an outspoken collier whose popular play

depicting the struggle during the General Strike, In Time
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9; Strife, toured the Scottish mining districts in 1928
(Mackenney, 17). Another antecedent was the Plumstead
Radical Club in South London which promoted the values of
the working class at a time when the press, schools, films,
radio broadcasts, and churches treated their contributions
with contempt.

Most of the WTM’s productions were revues with
monologues, songs, and sketches as they turned from
naturalistic drama and t