British Theatre in the XXth Century

Writing a history of British theatre in the twentieth century is much more difficult than writing about any other period, for we are too close to it - particularly to the theatre of the latter half of the century - to be able to form the objective judgements that (one hopes!) we were able to form about the previous nine hundred years. We can be pretty confident of the place of Shakespeare, or Jonson, or Sheridan and so on in the British theatre pantheon, but what about Pinter? or Stoppard? or even Noel Coward? And what of GBS?

It is best, perhaps, simply to try to discern trends, but even there it is as well to be aware than even that can be coloured by the writer's own likes, dislikes, prejudices and preferences!

Farewell, Tragedy!
One thing is clear: finally writers of the twentieth century - with one exception - gave up on the attempt to create a poetic tragedy. The one exception, of course, was T.S. Eliot, whose Murder in the Cathedral , The Family Reunion and The Cocktail Party are now generally considered to be in the province of literature rather than performance. There are the occasional revivals, particularly of Murder, but it is generally recognised that, no matter what their status as poetic works, as theatre they are lacking.

In fact, it was not just poetic tragedy which all but vanished in the twentieth century, it was poetic drama in general. Apart from Eliot, who else wrote in the genre? Christopher Fry, certainly, and Steven Berkoff - although one wonders whether Eliot would have regarded Berkoff's work as poetry.

What the twentieth century did was to consolidate the developments of the nineteenth: the nineteenth century plays which set the tone for much of the most influential work of the new century were Shaw's Mrs Warren's Profession and Pinero's The Second Mrs Tanqueray.

But it took rather longer than one might have expected. These plays caused controversy in their day, as did the plays of Coward which followed in their footsteps nearly thirty years later, and, given the fact that Ibsen was cordially disliked in Britain ("wretched, deplorable, loathsome" was how Daily Telegraph writer Clement Scott described him), it was clear that Britain was not ready for the kind of realism they represented.

It was the Royal Court which kept the flame alive. In a series of seasons from 1904 to 1907, it introduced the latest continental drama to Britain, presented Ibsen, and established Shaw as Britain's pre-eminent dramatist.

A Time of Wars
The period up to the Second World War, and for a little while after, saw a theatre which, but for some exceptions which were mainly centred around the Royal Court, the socialist Unity Theatre, and Joan Littlewood and Ewan McColl's Manchester Theatre Union, could most kindly be described as escapist. Comedy - sometimes light, sometimes brittle, sometimes farce - was the order of the day, with some more serious pieces making the occasional appearance. Among the latter were plays such as R.C. Sheriff's Journey's End (1928), Priestley's Time plays (Time and the Conways, Dangerous Corner, etc.), and a few of the works of Coward (The Vortex, for instance, and The Young Idea) and of Van Druten.

Given the horrors of the first war and the desire never to have to face them again, it is not surprising that theatre tended towards the escapist. Add to that the effects of the Depression and the General Strike, it is hardly surprising that people sought to find a more congenial life in the theatre. Hence the farces of Ben Travers, the brittle, witty comedies of Noel Coward, the sentimental romantic works of Ivor Novello.

A Theatrical Renaissance
It is possible to date the beginning of the modern age of British drama quite precisely. After World War II things went on in much the same vein as before the war - Sandy Wilson and Julian Slade took over from Ivor Novello, Brian Rix from Ben Travers; The Mousetrap began its record-breaking run; Rattigan replaced Priestley - but it was a case of more of the same, only a bit more modern.

That is, until 1956 when Jimmy Porter first raged around the Royal Court stage. The "angry young man" ushered in modern theatre.

One may question - and many have - the quality of Look Back in Anger, but it broke the mould and set British theatre off in a new direction. Or new directions, for it opened the door to the new and the different: not only did it lead to the work of Wesker, Arden and Bond, but it led to a greater receptivity to continental dramatists such as Ionesco and Brecht - and a man from Ireland who settled in France, Samuel Beckett.

So began a veritable explosion of new theatre and theatrical ideas in the sixties and seventies: 

· politically committed theatre, such as that represented by Theatre Workshop's Oh What a Lovely War and 7:84's The Cheviot, the Stag, and the Black, Black Oil, along with smaller groups like Red Ladder and Belt and Braces; 

· theatre which was surreal and absurd: N.F. Simpson and much early Stoppard; 

· feminist theatre, such as that presented by Monstrous Regiment; 

· experimentation with improvisation - Hull Truck and Mike Leigh; 

· dance drama, as created by Moving Being; 

· site-specific and environmental theatre (Welfare State International); 

and many other, albeit less long-lasting (because more esoteric) forms such as performance art, happenings and so on. 

And at the same time along came Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber with Jesus Christ Superstar which, together with the excitement generated a decade earlier by West Side Story, revolutionised our perception of what a musical could be. A little later Cats was to become the most popular musical ever, bringing dance to a prominence it had hitherto lacked in the theatre.

The Musical
The Briish musical really came into its own in the twentieth century. In the first third of the century it was the romantic musical comedies of Ivor Novello and the revues of Noel Coward; then came the dominance of the Hollywood musical transferred to the stage. Briefly Sandy Wilson's The Boy Friend and Julian Slade's Salad Days (1953 and 1954) gave Britain a successful home-grown musical scene, but that died away again under the relentless onslaught of American cinematic musicals, although Lionel Bart's Oliver! briefly wrested the crown back to the UK in 1960.

Then in 1968 a new British musical style first saw the light of day with Lloyd Webber and Rice's Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. The show made some impact but it was not until Superstar in 1970 that the new wave of British musicals began to make an impact internationally. This was followed by Evita (much less successful) in 1976, and the ubiquitous Cats in 1981, which has never been out of production since.

Musicals had not really been part of the mainstream of British theatre, however, until Trevor Nunn directed Cats, giving the form a new legitimacy in the UK. This led to the explosion of new British musicals, often dismissed in the US as not being really proper musicals at all. It's a controversy which continues to this day, but, regardless of what the critics on both sides of the Atlantic might say, the appearance of such shows as Les Miserables, Miss Saigon, and other Lloyd Webber musicals such as Starlight Express, Sunset Boulevard and, most recently, Whistle Down the Wind, has established the West End as the place for musicals, even re-exporting shows back to the US (such as the revival of Kander and Ebb's Chicago, still running on Broadway after transferring there from London).

Regional Theatre
Since at least the time of Shakespeare, London has always been the centre of British theatre, and for centuries the regions more or less got the crumbs from the capital's table. If plague raged in London, the Elizabethan companies went into the country to perform. This began to change a little at the end of the nineteenth century but it was not until the 1960s that the real development of regional theatre began in earnest.

A significant date here is 1946, the year in which the Arts Council (now the Arts Council of England) was founded. Its twin aims of fostering and funding the arts encouraged the growth of repertory theatre in the regions. Rep wasn't a new thing, for small rep companies could be found all over the country even as early as the 1920s, but what was new was the spirit of experimentation which which was the hallmark of the new breed of subsidised reps.

This new breed of rep was accompanied in many cases by a movement away from the by now traditional proscenium arch stage to a more open staging. One of the earlier examples of this approach was in London, at the Mermaid, built in 1959. At about the same time we had the development of the thrust stage (Chichester Festival Theatre, 1962) and theatre-in-the-round (Victoria, Stoke-on-Trent, 1962).

At the same time, local councils began to take an active interest in actually running theatres and by 1962, of the 55 reps in Britain, a third were accommodated in Civic Theatres, theatres owned by local authorities. Some were newly built, such as the Nottingham Playhouse, and some were considerably older and were rescued from closure or even demolition by the local authority. One of the earliest of this kind of civic theatre is the Sunderland Empire, originally built by Richard Thornton and later part of the Stoll Moss chain.

Not all civic theatres, however, were reps. Some - the Sunderland Empire, the Bradford Alhambra, the Theatre Royal in Newcastle-upon-Tyne - were essentially variety theatres, which became receiving houses for a wide range of shows: opera, ballet, theatre, pantomime and pop concerts. Some of these experimented with rep seasons, but their success was only limited, often because of their sheer size: a performance of Swan Lake may fill a 2000-seater, but a rep company is unlikely to do so!

There was what was almost an explosion of theatre building from after WWII until the seventies but, as we shall see later, this was brought to an abrupt halt in the eighties.

The National Companies
The Shakespeare Memorial Theatre opened in Stratford-on-Avon in 1879 and was burnt to the ground in 1926, a year after it had received the royal charter. The present building was opened in 1932. Both theatres were the home of an annual Shakespeare festival which by the mid-forties was accounted somewhat dull and worthy rather than exciting. In 1946 Barry Jackson was appointed director and he introduced new, young talent such as the actor Paul Scofield and the director Peter Brook.

By 1958 the chairman of the board, Fordham Flowers, whose great uncle had actually raised the money for and launched the theatre, was discussing the idea of a full-time rep company at the theatre with the 28-year old Peter Hall. Two years later Hall was appointed director and in 1961 the Royal Shakespeare Company was founded.

The National Theatre has an even longer history, for the idea was first proposed by Garrick in the eighteenth century but did not really receive widespread support until around 1850, when Bulwer Lytton and Henry Irving spoke out in its favour. In 1907 a detailed scheme was published by the critic William Archer and the director Granville Barker. A Shakespeare Memorial National Theatre committee was set up and set about raising money. It actually raised Ј100,000 in five years and a Private Member's Bill in 1913 to supplement that sum was passed but not with a sufficient majority to make it effective. However a site in Bloomsbury was bought.

Then, of course, the First World War broke out and all thoughts of a National Theatre were put to one side.

Between the wars the site in Bloomsbury was sold and another bought in Kensington. However by this time there was a rival scheme to set up the Old Vic as the UK's national theatre. However there was no actual movement until 1948 when Ј1m was given from public funds and in 1951 there was a ceremonial laying of a foundation stone on the south bank of the Thames.

It was not until 1963 that the National Theatre Company was founded under Laurence Olivier and put on its first performance (Hamlet) at the Old Vic. As a result of the success of the season, the architect Denys Lasdon was commissioned to design the building which is the National Theatre we know today.

There were delays and costs spiralled to the extent that the whole complex could not be opened at the same time: it was, in fact, opened in stages in 1976-7. Olivier had resigned in 1973 and Peter Hall took over.

Its opening was not received with unalloyed pleasure. Oher subsidised companies objected to the huge amounts of public money invested, as did commercial theatres, and the new company was not following the lines which had long been thought of as the proper way for a national theatre to run - productions of a classic repertoire. In fact, there was a considerable degree of co-operation with commercial companies, which occasionally gave rise to much disquiet. For example, the vast majority of the profits from the world premiere of Peter Shaffer's Amadeus (1979) actually went to the Shubert Organisation in the US which owned the rights to the play.

??????????????????????????????????????????Director's Theatre
If the nineteenth century was famed for its actor/managers, the twentieth introduced the concept of the director. Granville Barker was perhaps the first director in the modern sense with his productions of Shakespeare at the Savoy between 1912 and 1914, but it was in the second half of the century that the concept of director's theatre really grew. Undoubtedly it was Peter Brook's influence whch established the position of the director as we know it today.

Since Brook, of course, we have had a succession of highly influential directors, most of whom are still working today - Peter Hall, Trevor Nunn, Adrian Noble, Sam Mendes, Nicholas Hytner, Jude kelly, Michael Bogdanov.

The Eighties and Nineties
The heady expansion of theatre in the sixties and seventies came to a shuddering halt in the eighties. To those of us who lived through the decade, the most used word seems to have been "cuts", for, under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher, the idea of the intervention of the state into any aspect of people's lives was anathema, and, in financial matters, the market was all. This meant subsidies were cut, often to the bone, and theatres and theatre companies were forced to find private sponsorship or live off their box office takings.

Many theatres and companies, both small and large, died. Even those which survived were forced to cut back on experiments and play safe. The success or failure of a production could mean the difference between staying open and closing down completely. Many of the civic theatres were in a particularly parlous state for, no matter how much the local authority may have wanted to support them, the money available to councils was also being cut back, both through low increases in government grants and capping of the rates, so that many of the receiving houses, being generally large and expensive to maintain, brought in less and less straight theatre and relied on sure-fire audience winners. Many, in fact, turned to one-night pop concerts, middle of the road music evenings, with the occasional ballet or opera companies, which, because of the rarity of their appearances (often one week a year), could fill the house. Stages which had once echoed to great drama or experimental theatre now welcomed Andrew Newton: Hypnotist and other such shows.

The arrival of the National Lottery in the nineties promised to be a way of replacing the axed funding, but insufficient thought was given to how this money should be spent, and millions went on refurbishment, rebuilding and even some new building, and this left us with some superb theatres which the companies and managements could not afford to run, and which therefore staggered from financial crisis to financial crisis.

The End
And so we come to the end of this history of a thousand years of British theatre. To do justice to such a vast subject in such a small space is, obviously, impossible. What we have done over the last few weeks has been to skim over the surface of the main points. Much that is important has been, out of necessity, omitted, but what is there is, I hope, a coherent outline of the main strands of the development of one of the world's great dramas.

