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DIPLOMA PROGRAMME IN DRAMA AND THEATRE HISTORY

Didactic Drama:Religious, Political and Social 

Political Propaganda


Introduction. From Galsworthy’s Justice to The Worker’s Theatre and Social Realism

Realistic plays with a social or moral theme had begun appearing in the late nineteenth century. Shaw of course but also Pinero, Jones and Granville Barker wrote with an underlying message about some kind of wrong in society.  But probably the first truly political play was by Galsworthy 

His Justice in 1910 had a direct effect on legislation to reform prisons and the treatment of prisoners in solitary confinement. 

Unlike later dramatists with a political message, Galsworthy was part of the establishment. He knew the Prime Minister, Mr Asquith and the Home Secretary Winston Churchill asked for an introduction to him and saw the play four times. This was political pressure from within, the criticism is by ‘one of us’ and is not calling for a radical change in society itself but in the way that society behaves to the weak and vulnerable. Galsworthy’s characters are mainly mouthpieces, he is concerned with the situation which he presents as objectively as possible.

D.H.Lawrence, like Galsworthy, was a novelist first before he turned to play writing. But he, of course comes from very different roots, from a mining background and with a very strong anti-establishment bias. His plays are all character and emotion, a one sided viewpoint with no attempt to present any kind of rational argument. For Lawrence the working class is not only the under-dog but the only real kind of life, although he himself left it when he had the money to go and live abroad. He is also at the beginning of kitchen sink theatre in his insistence on the minutiae of every day living. 

Political Theatre

However we are concerned with specifically political and didactic theatre. Political theatre has come to mean theatre that is left wing, socialist if not Marxist, against capitalism and, in this country, the first organised political theatre was the Worker’s Theatre Movement set up in 1928. There is not much about it in the usual reference books, although they do mention prominent Europeans like Piscator and Brecht of course. But, The Oxford Companion to the Theatre, for instance, has nothing under Political or Worker’s, or even Epic Theatre, although it does mention Littlewood. This is a shameful lack since she and it were a very important influence on other socialist theatre groups and on post-war political theatre.

Elements of political theatre go further back than 1928 but that marks the time when attempts were made to organise left-wing theatre on a large scale. Howard Goorney,  writing  the epilogue for his book Agit-prop to Theatre Workshop MUP 1986, gives a very clear outline of political theatre in this country from 1928-1986. (Agit-prop from Agitation and propaganda)   Ewan. MacColl, James Miller as he was then, formed the English version of agit-prop theatre with Joan Littlewood.

The story really starts in 1929 when Ewan MacColl (James Miller 1915-1989 ) joined the Clarion Players and joined the Young Communist League. At the beginning of 1931 the Clarion Players split as he says ‘All that happened was that at the end of a rehearsal the Ibsenites announced they were abandoning the group… we who were left, the politicals as we 

were sometimes called, set about altering our repertoire and in the course of the next seven or eight months we gave several open-air performances of new sketches and songs, as the Workers Theatre Movement.’. However there was another split and he formed Red Megaphones as an agit-prop group from seven unemployed teenage members of the Manchester WTM. The oldest was seventeen, the youngest fifteen.   Their first performance was a clumsily cobbled together show performed on the back of a coal cart on May Day 1931.

Joan Little wood joined him in 1934, the name was changed yet again to Theatre of Action, and they married. They had made contacts with the Worker’s Laboratory in new York who sent them scripts and had  connections with the German socialist agit-prop groups. Two members of  the International Revolutionary Theatre Committee came over to England when Hitler came to power and they performed translations of some German material.

The local Communist Committee became interested in the group and tried to take it over, saying it was undemocratic, MacColl and Little wood just avoided expulsion but others left the group saying they wanted nothing to do with the Communist party. MacColl and Litlewood had received an offer of a scholarship to train in Moscow and decided to take it up. but were unable to get visas. They met the London Worker’s Theatre Movement but they were very disappointed in their work, feeling their audiences were middle class and the theatre the worst kind of amateur theatre, which had abandoned any thing of agit-prop,  and they dropped contact with the London movement. They stayed in London for a while training youngsters but the money ran out and they went back to Manchester where the Peace Pledge Union offered them rooms to present Miracle at Verdun in 1936. 

This was so successful they formed a new group the Theatre Union. They then staged many pieces against the Spanish Civil War including a full length play and then presented The Good Soldier Schweik. This was followed by adaptations of Greek classics. The last production was a living newspaper The Last Edition in 1940. After five performances the police stopped it and they were arrested and fined for behaviour likely to lead to a breach of the peace. (There is more detail about these productions in the following section)

They drew up a syllabus of study for actors and technicians before they were called up for the war. 

During the war they lived from hand to mouth, still performing but they were never given any grants by CEMA, and were blacklisted by the BBC and ENSA as subversives. However by the end of the war the BBC asked Joan if they might use her as a consultant for features and drama. She refused and instead they hired a lorry and founded Theatre Workshop in 1945 to tour productions. But by the 1950s it was ceasing to be fun. Miller became Ewan MacColl and began his folk singing career in earnest. He and Littlewood divorced in 1953 and he married Jean Newlove with whom he had two children, Hamish and Kirsty. The same year Theatre Workshop settled in Theatre Royal Stratford East with Joan Little wood  as director, Howard Goorney and Jerry Raffles who was now Joan’s partner although nine years her junior, joined her. [In 1957 MacColl partnered Peggy Seager, and had three more children Calum, Neill and Kitty. He Died in 1989] 
Some academics find nothing of interest happened in the theatre before a certain date.  Some write that 1956 was the moment when English theatre changed for ever, with Look Back in Anger, although that is often qualified now. We should mention Osborne and Wesker but neither were political dramatists as such. Osborne complains about life. Wesker argues for education but neither have a clear political message about changing society. Other academics and other dramatists themselves,  claim  that 1968 was a turning point, that socialist theatre really began after the student riots, the deaths of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. For example. Howard Brenton wrote, ‘May 1968 was crucial’..

But as Goorney reminds us  ‘1928 was a time of depression, high unemployment and poverty and the WTM, born out of discontent and struggle, was an integral part of the political movement of the working class’ and he makes the point that 1968 marks the moment, post-war, of the upsurge of left-wing theatre groups – along side other groups with no specific political content. This upsurge was born from the same roots but in a time of comparative prosperity, with low unemployment, the problem as he sees it was that the Labour Government of 1964 had failed to live up to its promises, the changes people had expected had not occurred and the workers and, this time round, the radically minded students were disillusioned.

Two books, Contemporary British Drama 1970-1990 edited by Hersh Zelfman and Cyntjis Zimmerman 1993, with essays taken from the periodical Modern Drama is representative of the orthodox views. Its good on individual dramatists and their work. 1956 and All That by Dan Rebellato 1999, is an antidote, arguing that there was life before Look Back in Anger. 

Harold Hobson was overstating the case when he said ‘I doubt there would have been any Fringe without  Theatre Workshop and Joan Little wood.’ But as Goorney says others have said how much they owe to the training actors received from her,  her use of common speech. and  the techniques she used in her productions. 

(References: Goorney Howard Agit-prop to Theatre Workshop MUP 1986.Innes Christopher Modern British Drama 1890-1990 CUP 1992.Trewin  J.C. Edwardian Theatre Blackwell 1976 (There is a web site for the Working Class Movement Library, www.wcml.org.uk/  with fascinating material) 
Setting the Plays and Confronting the Audience.

Political theatre was intent on involving the audience in one way or another. Concerned with changing or disturbing them out of their usual mode of behaviour, wanting them to become active on behalf of what the presenters saw as a better society, which more often than not was 

at least socialistic and more often with Marxist ideals. Marxism thought change in society had to come through revolution of the workers. So the predicated audience for most political theatre was  the working class.

 Agit-prop theatre first started in pre-war Germany with Erwin Piscator (1893-1966).  It drew on many of the ideas about both realistic theatre and symbolic theatre already in being on the Continent particularly in Germany. But Piscator was the person who drew many strands together. He was a Marxist director who was concerned with using theatre for propaganda 

and agitation, that is to stir up or disturb public feeling which came to be called agit-prop for short. 

He worked in Berlin  between 1919 and 1930. It was Piscator who first used all kinds of  mechanical devices, film, still photographs, placards or signboards in a theatrical mixed media. All to expand or comment on the action. Sometimes giving ironical comment to what 

was being said, sometimes illustrating what was being said. This of course was often deliberately worked for emotive effects.

Piscator also used any staging devices he thought useful, revolves, rising and falling stages, bridges as well as coloured lights and music. He said he wanted the stage to be ‘play machine or an arena for battling ideas’. And he believed there could be no theatre without an audience and that the actor must relate  to the audience directly, entertaining but also teaching. The actor must play ‘not only a result but the thought that created that result.’ Thus giving a commentary on his emotions not involving himself in them. 

His best known production was the Good Soldier Schweik in 1928. This was based on a Czech novel about a simple little man conscripted into the army in 1914.  Because he is so keen to obey orders he shows up the stupidity of the authorities giving the orders. It was an episodic play in twenty five scenes. The character of Schweik was played by a comedian who was moved along on a conveyor belt with screens behind on which drawings of people and places were projected with captions and comments , there were other actual actors but there were also cut-outs and marionettes and comic dance interludes.

Piscator left for Moscow and then new York when Hitler came to power. After 20 years in exile he returned to West Berlin in 1951 and opened his own theatre Volksbuhne in 1963. Brecht worked with him but did not like all the technical bits and pieces that Piscator used and, as you will know,  set out to promulgate his own ideas about a bare stage and white lighting. But he developed Piscator’s idea about actors not becoming involved emotionally in their character, into his theory of  alienation or estrangement, wanting actors to be detached from their performance.

But it is Piscator’s  influence we see in Littlewood and the productions of Theatre Workshop. Ewan MacColl wrote about the influences at work on the presentation of their early works and how this developed and changed. The earliest works had been little more than declamations outside factory gates or on a street corner. It was minimalist, because at that time they  felt proper theatre was bourgeoise, they felt that, to contact and attract the working classes, it needed something more direct and ideological, a realistic but not naturalistic, proletarian art form. This led to melodramatic, caricatured story lines. But McColl soon realised this was not the best way to involve the people they wanted to become politicised and they began to use more presentational techniques. Their 18 minute production of John Bullion in 1934, was described as a ‘constructivist ballet with words.’ Joan Littlewood used cartoon characters, photographic projection, grotesques, automatons and direct contrasts such as gunfire against children singing. 
In their productions about the Spanish Civil War in the 1930s  he describes how they included interjections of personal statements by members of the audience. They were true, real people but they had been interviewed and their intervention planned beforehand. When they presented the first British production of Piscator’s The Good Soldier Schweik, they 

decided against marionettes but  used many of the other techniques pioneered by Piscator including back projection for the first time, put together for them by engineers who heard about their problem and built them a projector. They went on to use similar mechanical techniques of knock with knock-about comedy in their adaptation of Lysistrata But they felt 

this production lost its impact in the current preoccupation with Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler. McColl says he felt the world was racing towards disaster and that it was not enough to have plays making generalised exposures of capitalism but to have more specific objectives. Not less art and more politics but more closely stated politics and more powerful art. 

So they tried the idea of a living newspaper in Last Edition., which McColl says represented a complete break with formal theatre staging. It had a central stage but also two platforms running down the side of the hall enclosing the audience on three sides. Using spotlights and song and dance it was like a fast moving variety show. They had people stepping out of role, they had voice-overs reading commentary or facts, while a naturalistic scene was played out,  they used burlesque and serious drama. All of which Joan Little wood employed in Stratford East after the war.  And which has influenced most post war theatre in one way or another ever since. How often do we see a completely fourth wall production now unless it is a revival of an old play ? 

So the new breeds of political dramatists, post 1968 say, had a solid background to draw on as styles for their presentations. And they used them. John Arden used musical hall techniques as part of the action of the play in Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance and had characters confront the audience in  Jocelyn Herbert’s minimalist set. 

The Rise and Fall of Agit-prop Theatre.

One person heavily influenced by Joan Littlewood was John McGrath. He wrote for TV (Z Cars) radio and the cinema but is best known for starting his group 7:84 which he formed in 1971. McGrath travelled his actors in 7:84 around the Scottish Highland with little more than a van and musical instruments for the ceilidh which followed every show. Two years later his The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil was a touring production in the same form as that of the Theatre Union, touring the Highlands and arguing about the exploitation of the multinationals, with music and dance and involvement of the audience. He claimed that 7% of the population owned 84% of the wealth of the country. He worked with the company for twenty years. Like Littlewood his influence is hard to judge but, because of his phenomenal career in film and TV (Z Cars) as director and script-writer, as well as in theatre, his influence  was probably more wide reaching than Littlewood’s fiercely working class stance. He was also a confirmed socialist but concerned to reach the widest audience possible. He encouraged new writers, Trevor Griffiths mentions his encouragement. Troy Kennedy Martin his steely determination.  There were other companies who followed 7:84’s ethos, Red Ladder,  The Welfare State, Pip Simmons, Belt and Braces, and many others who felt theatre like this could and should take a socialist message to the people. They all began with agit-

prop ideas, short sketches with a local topical feel, designed for picket lines of strikers, or in the street or on the shop floor. Sometimes they were just intent on giving information about worker’s rights under new legislation (say), sometimes supporting some industrial action, sometimes protesting what was seen as an injustice by the Establishment, putting across an immediate issue in simple, often sloganising terms. In many ways they patronised their audiences which accounted for their lack of success in some areas.  Most were short-lived.  Money was hand to mouth in any case and enthusiasm can’t last without money,  but often they simply became out of date. McGrath was one of the few whose scripts were more than attitudinising and improvised happenings. And many of the brightest began to question the usefulness of these  kinds of propaganda. Edgar, Hare and Brenton for example,  saw quite early on that caricatures of characters, that shouting slogans, were nothing to do with the reality of workers’ lives. And they evolved a new kind of drama. Putting agit-prop arguments into more naturalistic situations, having believable characters behaving as individuals rather than stereo types. This did/does not always work well dramatically. It’s difficult to write about people behaving in a believable situation and still have a predictable outcome that fits a preconceived political viewpoint. Coincidence seems to play a rather obvious part in the plotting of David Edgar’s early plays, for example in Destiny.  But his adaptation of  Nicholas Nickleby contains agit-prop style staging, no fourth wall and actors who stepped in and out of character. 

Hare and Brenton never really understood their audience for agit-prop. They had tried to write in general terms and from an intellectual viewpoint. One of Hare’s early efforts has female teachers protesting about social injustice by renouncing sex which did not go down well in working men’s clubs, especially as the teachers were in a private school.

Instead he and Brenton deliberately began using some of the agit-prop ideas, the fire, and the aggression but directed against ‘people who go to the theatre’. And also against what they called the phoney humanist statements of the older dramatists such as Osborne and Wesker. They set out to provoke people. Brenton actually gave directions on how to make a petrol bomb and proposed using the bombs as a way to destroy the political system – any political system –and has them made on stage and almost thrown at the audience itself in Fruit 1970  In Magnificence,  1973, Jed, the romantic terrorist who dies by his own bomb instead of the Cabinet Minister he fastens it to, says. “Bomb ‘em. Again and again. Right through their silver screen. Disrupt the spectacle. The obscene parade, bring it to a halt !   Scatter the dolly girls, let advertisements bleed…’ 

A less violent and more thoughtful if uncomfortable play is Brassneck, 1973. It is  about corruption in local government just after the end of the war. It was written for Nottingham Playhouse and brassneck is a term used in the Midlands to mean ‘cheek’ or nerve’ and now has criminal connotations. 

Eventually both Brenton and Hare admitted that conventional theatre allowed writers to say much more valuable things, to deal with wide ranging social questions that antagonising the audience did not. But they are still Marxist, still radical, still looking for change. 

Trevor Griffiths is a very different kind of political dramatist. He came to writing drama late after University, the Army, journalism and teaching without much interest in theatre. He was encouraged by Tony Garnett and Ken Loach. when he was an Education Officer for BBC 

Leeds. He is not a London dramatist but concerned with the northern working class and sees himself following the  Yorkshireman David Mercer. He adapted Sons and Lovers for TV and sees himself, it is said, as primarily a TV writer like Mercer. He also says he does not write experimental plays or agit-prop but he certainly uses many agit-prop techniques. In Sam, Sam in 1972 Sam suddenly turns directly on to the audience. And in  Comedians he dramatises direct action on the audience. 

He says unlike Hare and Brenton, he is not arguing a case for change but for the ways in which it might be achieved. He says’ My plays are never about the battle between socialism and capitalism. I take that as decisively won by socialism. What I am seeking is the way forward. How do we transform this husk of capitalist meaning into the reality of socialist enterprise. ‘ Some one else said .’Griffiths is concerned with Marxist thought as a basis for action. He uses the theatre to examine the contradictions in the way Marxist ideas have been handled. 
Comedians 1975,  was first produced in Nottingham, then in London and on tour in New York. It is based around the northern stand up comics. It postulates evening classes run for aspiring comics by a retired comedian, called Walters.  Griffiths has put together various stereotypical  characters, a Jew two Irishmen, a milkman, a couple of brothers trying to do a double act etc. Walters has been trying to instil in them a humanist approach to comedy, his theory is that most comics feed prejudice and fear but that the best ones illuminate them and make them easier to deal with, and should subvert established values. This evening they are to be auditioned in a real club by another comedian  Challenor, who has the power to offer a contract to any he likes. Walters and Challenor have different ideas about comedy. Challenor tells them before they start that they are not there to make the audience think but to make them laugh, comedy should exploit not challenge established values, it’s a commodity like any other and you give the punters what they want. He despises the audience where Walters respects it. The various aspiring comics do their turns and most pander in one way or another to what they think Challenor is looking for, racist jokes, sex jokes and innuendo etc. the brothers collapse because one is trying Walters’ way and the other doing what he thinks Challenor wants. The last one to appear is Gethin Price. He does not do his agreed act either but neither does he pander to Challenor. In a hair-raising few minutes he shows how far a comic turn, which is based sub-consciously on hate, can become repulsive, which later makes. Walters admit to no longer finding any jokes funny after visiting Buchenwald. 

The agit-prop type of performance  is most effective when it provides a kind of subversion beyond the actual presentation, it seems to find a raw power with which the audience becomes fully engaged.  But when  the characterisation is too stereotyped, when the ambiguities of human life are lost in the rhetoric, the message is lost 

C.W.E.Bigsby  in Contemporary British Drama discusses the state of political theatre at the time of writing in 1993. He says that there is a paradox. That while the plays are aesthetically open and invite the involvement and commitment of the working class audience  many of them remain ideologically closed. He says ‘They begin with their conclusions.’ More generally, he says, the strategy in many of these plays which turns kings into simple betrayers, …judges into conscious  dealers in injustice and nothing else...adopts the reductive process whereby entire classes are dismissed as totally knowable and hence ignorable.’ ..it 

fails to acknowledge the ambiguity which may prove the primary reason for the failure of private and public visions.’

He points out that the interventional power of socialist theatre in British politics has been negligible. He finishes by saying that the insecurity and alienation which this drama explores can no longer be wished away with a simple transformation of the political system. 

 Pravda is an example from the 1980s. This is a much more ambiguous play that Brassneck.  A comic satire on the press, criticised by the left for having ignored the dangers of bourgeois appropriation and for becoming a ‘good night out’ for the people they intended to satirise. But surely there is a message in the satire ? As it says on the cover ‘a press baron conquers Fleet Street journalism and by implication liberal England’s soul.’ Isn’t it a didactic message about moral corruption rather than a direct political message ?  [Perhaps very relevant as I review  this in the light of current happenings in July 2011]

The Guardian website (www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2003 )  has some articles from  May 2003 which are all about political theatre. There’s comment about staging the Hutton enquiry, there’s comment about David Hare’s play about the railways. There is an article by Hare himself and another by David Edgar. And more general discussion about aspects of political theatre and its relevance at the time. 

Other Guardian articles  are also very relevant and thought provoking. One is Michael Billington’s review of the year, Hello Cruel World, in which he suggests that the theatre began to connect with the outside world again in 2003, by which he means dramatists were tackling more relevant and political themes.

An article from Socialist Review for April 2003, by Mike Gonzales,  argues that  it is time for theatre to become more active. He says ‘Theatre can be a forum for debate and encourage collective action’  This must be as true today as it was then.

To sum up I think we could say that political theatre is alive and well but as with all theatre is changing according to different political and social situations which have always provided new writers with their fire. There is an assumption that all political theatre is didactic is it ?     

(References: Howard Goorney,  Agit-prop to Theatre Workshop MUP 1986. Contemporary British Drama 1970-1990 edited by Hersh Zelfman and Cyntjis Zimmerman 1993. Dan Rebellato, 1956 and All That, 1999. John Bull, New British Political Dramatists MacMillan 1984: Styan Modern Drama in Theory and Practice vol 3 CUP  .Christopher Innes, Modern British Drama 1890-1990 CUP 1992. J.C. Trewin,  Edwardian Theatre Blackwell 1976)
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