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The angry

Did Look Back in Anger usherina
revolutionary era in British postwar
theatre, as myth would haveit? Asa
new production opens at the National,
MichaelBillingtontakes a fresh
look at the play’s controversial legacy

argues that pre-Osborne theatre

was both sexually and emotionally

subversive andﬂm‘d-e RoyalC'?’uﬂ
lution™ ed d

Courton May
81956, ithad amomentous effect
onitsadmirers. Kenneth Haigh, the
original Jimmy Porter, once told
me that Kenneth Tynan, the play’s
greatestadvocate, went ontand
boughta i dation of

national supremacy and imperialist
longing, Even Dominic Shellard's
Jess tendentious British Theatre
Since the War (Yale University
Press) suggeststhat London theatre
from 1948 to 1951 enjoyed a period
of rich diversity.

Td agreeit’san historic fallacy to

Osbomeshero, and asked Haigh to
teach him how to playit. Thelatter
‘hardly had the heart totell Tynan
thathewas simply miming tooft-
stagemusic. Philip French, the

suggest that no good British plays
were written in the postwar period.
John Whiting’s Saint’s Day, now
totallyignored, Rodney Ackland’s
Absolute Hell, Terence Rattigan’s

generation

Observer filmcriticand notaman | The Browning Version and The
given toidle hero-worship, went DeepBlue Seaare all first rate. Td
uptoOsbornein the Royal Court | also endorse Rebellato’s point that
foyer and thanked him for pre-Osborne British drama was
Swa.l\u. ng ior i i i 1} ic thi
e dlaim. Tieht-i
1o, muns Ash | poplelaim. Tightlped,
plays premiere, Isolemnly gavea contains a potent charge.
talkon Angry Young Men tomy But, although it’s daft to pretend
classmates and, when 1 finally got to | that nothing of worth existed
London tosee the play, | waited before 1956, I would argue that the
outsidethe theatretoscan the faces | Royal Court revolution was real,
of the audience to see if they had radical and urgently necessary.
been changed by theevent. Blush- | Which makes meimpatient with
kingly naive perhaps; buta bell; i perverse
symptom ofthe play’siconiepower. | book. Heargues, forinstance, that
‘Was there a revolution in the Royal Court, confronted by
postwar British drama? And, if'so, | Britain’s declining world influence,
was it triggered by Look Back In was imbued with a “dubious
2 At the moment, revisionist | imperial nostalgia”. Buta few sen-
$eor‘i.u abound. Oneargues tencesin which Osborne laments
att Tich re ot o of thetwilit Edwardi
th th lity: that pre- hardly th nomen-
Osborne 505 drama brimmed with | tion ofaworksuch as Nigel i
vitality. The other, increasingly | Dennis’s The Making of Moo, in k) s
popularideais that it was thefirst” | which religionisseen asamalign !, a7 .
night of Waiting For Godoton ‘instrument of colonial power, of the PHOTOGRAPH: THE KOBAL COLLECTION
August 31955, rather than the Court’s staging of plays by black
Osbome premiere, that was the ‘writers such as Barry Reckord to the show’s i le | “hermeticallysealedofffromlife”. | impatientwith lished auth h tand 1 changedit that
real harbinger of change. Sowhere | Errol John orofone-off works of impersonators, instead of subver- | William Douglas Home's The ity. It was partly th iltof the ho p ic-hall turns. In | drama’ the prit
does the truth lie? protest suchas Keith Johnstone's sively singing the National Anthem | Reluctant Debutante dealtwitha | 1944 Education Act, which liber- both key elements of the first half province ofthe middleclasses. He
Itall dependsonwhichbookyou | Eleven Men Deadat Hola Camp. should simplylet theorchestraplay | harassed mother's her d child heworkingcl are echoed in th d. Inboth d, by puttingalarge
read, Charles Duff’s The Lost ike most semioticians, Rebel- ileth Ives “standing to bstinat ghter' i and thy Y.thalel‘edll- thep ists spend ) lice of porary Britain on
Summer (Nick Hern Books)isa lato invests random signs withan | attention.” But, while there was Arnold Ridley and Mary Catheart | cation. Asuspicion of authoritywas | trying ! ip agreeing | stage, ity ke the moral
‘nostalgiclook back in languor tothe | unearned historical weight. Heis | undeniably acodedgayelementin | Borer’s Tabitha concerned three alsofostered by National Service tostay. Edgar d that, “One fthe times.
‘West End heyday of the early 50s, Iy dubi dinsug- | 40s theatre, Ilato’ i ished h withits ised il and | isin dull but reaffirmed that a character’s social
whose playwrights “knew mare gesting the whole Royal Court rev- | conclusionisstaggering: “The | consider murderingtheirlandlady. | confrontation with theofficerclass | changed the face of British theatre | stancewas indivisible from hisor
about thehuman heartandwrote | olutionwasa the hols lution in British theatre | AndNoel Coward's South Sea — thetheme of Arold Wesker'ssub- | forever. The other isn'tbut didn't” hersexuality. And, eventhough1
with greater literacy than many of itish b di Bubble wasa piece of imperialist | sequent Chipswith Everything. Peter Hall, alsoin e programme | suspect many of today'sdramatists
their " Dan X ly lists the numberof | to the linguisti ityofa ptrap ab lony’s refusal of notefor Godot, took th it viewhi i with suspi-
pugnacious 1956 gaymen wh ipied positions of | b lity-which don independ: the groundsit wo key cultural linearguing that Beckett’suniversal | cion, deth ibl
and All That powerin postwar theatre, Hewit- | thepoi as was too, dir e b eventsalsosymbal- | poetryultimately had agreater you can draw aline through postwar
{(Routledge) tily shows Plays and Players to ppositional survive without its nanny. Indeed ised the shifting spirit | impactthan Osborne’s incandes- British dramalinking Look Backin
havebeen i queer Thisis t -pitch camp by watching Coward's snobbishly ofthe times. Onewas | centprose. Ata inTexas, | Angerwith Shoppi d Fucking.
f publication. And he brilliantl ing that its denial was the | philistine Nude With Violin, also he publication of heard H; U dlyinjustices were
: records the experienceofthe Lord | main force behind the Royal Court | dating from 1956, the other day, Kingsley Amis’s ke similar] dictorylines. | donein th of th luti
Chamberlain’s offi to lution, Itis perfectly true that | you began tosee preciselywhyit | LuckyJimin1954: Amis'sjunior-_ | ForStoppard, Beckett ‘redefined | and onevery fine playwright, Ter-
subvert i ic, censor- the Court dop Yy th the lecturer hero, with his repertoryof | the minemaof' theatrical validity”. | ence Rattigan, was mercilesslysac-
iousp ibi i li and visual austerity i i grimaces of rage and disgust, was | For Hare, Osborne h rificed ButIbelieve
one ofthe Lord Chamberlain! over thed ive flamt “True, by May1956, Godothad | instantlyrecognisable. And the liberator through his he revisil have got it wrong.
readersdispatched tocheckouta | of gay designers such as Oliver alreadyarrived, Anouilh wasat the | 1955 movie of Rock Around the tion of social and sexual issues. The British theatre of the early 50s
du; revue, We're no Ladies,ata | Messel and Cecil Beaton. Butto Arts, and Theatre Workshops The | Clock, with Bill Haley and the ‘The debate is academic: each was hopelessly detached from the
\ Tub th i b that the New Wave was Good Soldier Schweik hadmoved | Comets, expressed theenergyof | writertakesfrom Beckettor real world: it was only the work of
5 % Grove. Like all smut-hounds, largely areaction againstthesub- | intothe West End. But thiswasstill | American popular cultureand led | Osborne what he or' sheneeds. George Devineat the Royal Court
the reader sees i d ry ive gt f Shaftesh afund; ly i t hic abandon; even | Objectively seen, I suspect and Joan Littlewood at Stratford
where so thatwhen a performer | Avenue - even Salad Days here dominated byarthritic comedies, | iri sedate Leamington Spa, where Beckettss influence on dramatic East that re-established its link with
with faulty, electrically lit ear- becomes a metaphor for danger- | feeble 1 1 danced | form has been greater. He demon- | society. Osborne’s landmark play
rings quips, “I'vegot abad ously: nn!ioenseg instinct—istoput | thrillers; as Kenneth Tynan seid, in the aisles and tore up the cin- strated the power ofacentralised | may be the victim of its own
3 ion”some i jetyis | sexbefe ense. to qualify asa dramatichero you emaseats. Britainin the mid-50s | image, of thythmi d | mystique,andil ths and
suspected. The reader even Tsuspect the real reasonswhy either had to possess an income of | waslikea wobbly pressure-cooker | language, f'th Ived, open k P t
perpetrates hisown unconscious | 1956 was alandmarkyear have £2,000ayearorbemurderedin | in from the frustrated energy of ending. If, as Paul Auster claims, | obscured. Reality, in short, collides
dauble dres: he proposes dowith th losed, class- | the house whodid. youth was simply waiting to erupt. | it's the reader who writes the book, | with myth. Butwhen the twocome
ridden nature of British - theatre In some ways the British theatre’s Lately, a debate has brokenout | inBeckettit'sthespectator who into confliet the only answer, asa
Quiet revolution. andwith crucial shiftsinthecul- | complacency may haveseemedan | over whether it was Waiting For letes the play by lyinghis | ck in John Ford’s The
Mary Ure as Alisoninthe tural and social landscape. accurate echo of Britain itselfinits | Godot in1955 rather than Look or her definition. It's a lesson from | Man who Shot Liberty Valance, is
Royal Cour f lance down the London playbills | fifthyearof Tory rule. What that Back In Anger in 1956 that was the ich manyd ists, notleast | “toprintthelegend”.
Osborne's play, 1956 in the immediate pre-Osbormne overlooked, however, was the real source of revolution, David Harold Pinter, have profited. Took Backin Anger s atthe National
PHOTOGRAPH: MANDER eraandyou find a theatre, in parallel existence of adisaffected Edgar,inap te, But if Beckett infh d the form | Theatre, Londan (0171-452 3000}, tll
| BMITCHENSON recentlylinked the two plays. Both September 11,

Arthur Miller’s famous phrase,

younger generation growingly

of drama, Osborne rdically
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