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Joan’s Book




Joan Littlewood was born in Stockwell in 1914 and won a scholarship to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) when she was sixteen. Without finishing the course and planning to stow away to America, she struck out for Liverpool. BBC Manchester detained her. There, she broadcast her story and met Jimmie Miller, singer and leader of the agitprop group, Theatre of Action, which she joined. Voted out of it, a few years later, along with Jimmie, she and he formed Theatre Union which drew to it a sixteen-year-old schoolboy, Gerry Raffles. He was to become Joan’s lifelong companion. Reborn in 1945 as Theatre Workshop, the company toured the industrial areas of Britain, supplementing their meagre income with tours of Germany, Czechoslovakia and Scandinavia. In 1953, they rented a derelict theatre in Stratford, East London, for twenty pounds a week. The attempt to stimulate a contemporary dramaturgy led to Joan creating legendary productions such as The Quare Fellow, A Taste of Honey, The Hostage, Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be, and Oh What A Lovely War. Joan Littlewood died in September 2002. 
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Introduction by Philip Hedley

Part One: 1914–45

One

Of my birth and parentage. Caroline Emily and Robert Francis, my grandparents, bring me up as their own. Of my Aunt Carrie, her brother Bob and sister Melinda, and Kate Daisy, my mother.

Two

We move to Stockwell. The house we lived in. Kate Daisy’s suitors. Jim, her favourite, and his friends, the asphalters. Jim goes to War, so does Uncle Bob. They come through, without a scratch. I go to school.

Three

Christmas is merry at Number 8. Jim brings his comical friend, Harry Watson. Jim’s rival, Alf Young, is home from Australia. A card game. Rivalry. A singsong. Tastes differ. Roll back the carpet. The evening ends on a randy note.

Four

Caroline Emily tells her story with royal secrets. The usual bank holiday quarrel. Aunt Carrie is courting Harry Watson, but she takes me to the seaside for the first time. A mysterious lady visitor. Kate tells me she is going to marry.

Five

Preparations for Kate’s wedding. Jim makes difficulties. Harry Watson and Carrie get married. Number 8 fills up with lodgers, casuals, a conman, a child molester and a toff. The school takes us to see The Merchant of Venice. I learn Shylock’s part and act it for my grandparents. My reading and how I read to them.

Six

My grandparents take Kate to the Derby. Empire Day at school – a pledge. A war memorial unveiled at Stockwell. Jim’s on the dole, he’s arrested. The country in turmoil. The hunger marchers reach London. Jim lands a job in Cambridge. Kate is pregnant. The toff quits Number 8. Kate moves back. I do well at school.

Seven

I win a scholarship. The uniform is a problem. The school is a convent. There is a General Strike. Playacting at school. Aunt Carrie has TB. Her daughter Marie comes to us. At the Old Vic, see Hamlet and Macbeth with John Gielgud and produce Macbeth at school. Carrie dies. We all go to Ramsgate on the insurance money. I’m drawn to the Pierrot show on the beach. At school the Roman Catholic ritual attracts me. Harry Watson marries again, takes Marie. I ask the Old Vic for a job. The nuns threaten to expel me. I skip matriculation and try for a scholarship at RADA, win it. Nick, my art teacher, takes me to Paris.

Eight

In Paris at the age of sixteen. Art and Nick’s arty friends. She wants me to be a painter, she wants to adopt me. Back in London, she takes me to a Chelsea studio and helps me with my painting. I leave Kate and Jim, go to live in Pimlico.

Nine

The horrors of RADA – a glimpse of Rudolf Laban’s technique and Bernard Shaw’s talent for acting. Dramas at the rooming house. A rôle as Cleopatra on radio. At a knitting works. Back to painting, return to Paris. Grave riots there. Escape and return to England, take to the road.

Ten

Walking north, collapse at Burton-on-Trent. Taken in by poor people. Sleep. They find an envelope, ‘Archie Harding, BBC Manchester’, in my pocket. Despatch the letter. By return, my fare and an offer: In Town Tonight, Saturday, Manchester. I am befriended there – a party, an offer of hospitality, entertained by D. G. Bridson, the local literary genius. Interviewed by the producer of the repertory theatre, I’m given a job.

Eleven

I am introduced to Jimmie Miller. For the first time, hear an Eisler song and story of agitprop. See the work of ‘Theatre of Action’, find the rep work unsatisfying. The public go for me, so does Stan Laurel’s talent scout. Ernst Toller arrives to superintend production of his play Draw the Fires at the rep. The actors are not suited to it. I introduce members of ‘Theatre of Action’. The play goes to London, without them. It is sabotaged. I try to save it, then quit.

Twelve

Jimmie Miller’s parents and me. Collaboration with Jimmie. Our Expressionistic production antagonises ‘Theatre of Action’. Moscow Academy of Cinema and Theatre offers us a place. We decide to continue trying to work in the UK Live by writing a film treatment. Jimmie proposes marriage. I refuse. The Peace Pledge Union ask us to produce Miracle at Verdun in Manchester. Return there to find our friends leaving for Spain to fight Franco. We produce Fuente Ovejuna. Harold Lever becomes our first Business Manager. I initiate interviews with real people for the BBC. Howard Goorney joins us for The Good Soldier Schwejk. Prepare the first Living Newspaper to be seen in UK.

Thirteen

University students join us: Gerry Raffles, Rosalie Williams, Graham Banks. A girl from Manchester Rep denounces me to the police. Last Edition is a wild success. The police close it down. Jimmie and I taken to court. Harold Lever helps us. We are fined and bound over. The BBC blacklists us. Lancashire backs our theatre.

Fourteen

We need premises, and move from pillar to post, finishing up in a crypt. Call-up diminishes the company. Love affairs break out. London being badly bombed, my family are in danger. ENSA? Not for me, the ban operates. Given freelance journalist work in Manchester. Bill Sharples, a pacifist, called up. We rehearse Lysistrata. The crypt is bombed. Howard’s prowess. Jimmie is called up. I hear from Marjorie Banks.

Fifteen

Marjorie finds a way to let me work. We write a series together. D. G. Bridson remembers me, gets me a job writing and directing an Overseas series. My grandparents leave London. My grandmother dies. Gerry and I become lovers. He is called up. Graham’s plane shot down over Germany. My grandfather dies. Gerry is kicked out of the RAF.

Sixteen

The call for a second front. A day in Blackpool with Gerry before he starts work as a miner. His experiences in the pit. An accident – the amputation of his left leg threatened. He goes to stay with his mother and sister. The Normandy Landings. Gerry’s leg is saved. Russia’s gains. Gerry’s study course for actors.


Part Two: 1945–52

Seventeen

I find a pearl and a lily. The War is over, the old bands reassemble. Pearl Turner and Lilian Booth join us. Then David Scase and Ruth Brandes from the BBC. Henceforth, we shall be known as ‘Theatre Workshop’. We celebrate with a ramble in Derbyshire. Jimmie with us. Rosalie and David marry secretly. John Trevelyan finds us ideal premises in Kendal. We pack. The ideal premises fall through. Still, we go!

Eighteen

The pleasures of Kendal. Rehearsals in Tory Party rooms. Mrs Fawcett’s good digs. Bill Davidson, aircraft designer on holiday, designs and makes our first set. The wood given to us by Mr Barchard of Hull. Kerstin Lind, from Sweden, joins us. The Labour Party sweeps to power. Our first night. The bomb on Hiroshima. Trevelyan asks us to entertain orphaned children freed from Nazi camps.

Nineteen

The Lake District not viable financially. Gerry becomes manager. Will Arts Council assist us? Success at Wigan Little Theatre. Gerry makes heavy demands on the town’s electricity. We prepare Lorca’s Don Perlimplín. Dr Luis Meana, who was in Lorca’s company, helps us. The play shocks Kendal. Jimmie proposes an anti-atom-bomb play. Lancashire dates. I visit Bill Sharples’ parents. Laban and Lisa Ullmann see our work. Howard and I visit Arts Council.

Twenty

An unsatisfactory meeting. A Blackpool date cancelled. We do well, thanks to James Ford, at Wailasey. Liverpool at Christmas. Jimmy’s play, Uranium 235, progressing. Professor Rotblat helping. Three shows a day at the David Lewis Settlement. The kids, morning and afternoon; Perlimplín evenings. Hodgkinson of Arts Council at an evening performance; congratulates everybody. Mrs Summerfield of Kendal sends us fifty pounds. We remember the party she gave us. Report from Arts Council. They will have nothing to do with us unless our actors are replaced or retrained.

Twenty-one

Short version of Uranium 235 launched at the People’s, Newcastle. The young audience enthusiastic. Gerry tries the theatre barons and secures our first big date, the Empire, Dewsbury. He invites his father. On to Leeds, sharing the digs with a donkey. Mike Thompson, manager since Newcastle, books a North-East tour. At Middlesborough, we meet Colonel and Mrs Pennyman. Invited to stay at their home. Thence to Butlins, Filey.

Twenty-two

Time for voice classes at Nelson Illingworth’s bungalow, once owned by Ellen Terry. Theatre Newsletter befriends us. Our Time praises us. The debts are mounting. Ayoung woman gives us a hundred pounds, says she can raise all the money we need. The Pennymans want us to run a residential summer school. Mike Thompson appeals to Art Council; is snubbed. Howard tries Lady Dugdale. His letter passed on to Sir Kenneth Clark, who recommends Arts Council. Ruth Brandes receives a letter from Ivor Brown of the Observer. He recommends Arts Council. The Summer School and bright students.

Twenty-three

Gerry’s lion cub. Au revoir, Ormesby. Pearl is going home to have her baby. Isla Gledhill will replace her. Margaret Greenwood, Edna Carson, Camel, John Blanshard and an exciting young writer, Benedict Ellis, join us. Freddie Piffard becomes our fourth director, with James Ford, Bill Maclellan and Hugh MacDiarmid. Bill Mac publishes Uranium 235. Our first tour of Scotland. We gatecrash the Edinburgh Festival and attract all the poets of Scotland. Hospitality is great, but David and Ben spend a night in gaol. Jimmie receives plaudits from James Bridie. A surprise invitation.

Twenty-four

We play London for the first time. A group of MPs attend the show and a delegation from Arts Council. We are invited to lunch at the House of Commons. Arts Council finally turns us down. Tom Driberg likes us. At Ormesby, rehearsals for Jimmie’s updated Lysistrata – Operation Olive Branch. The police arrest him for desertion. Ben Ellis begs to take over his rôle, the deserter; succumbs to a violent attack of schizophrenia and has to be taken to the asylum. Let out for the first night and is cured playing the part. Freddie Piffard secures a tour of the British Forces in Germany. I stay behind to help Jimmie.

Twenty-five

The letters which passed between Gerry and me while they were away on a ‘Combined Services Entertainment’ tour of Germany in 1947.

Twenty-six

Gerry and I. To Paris. The shadow of the War. Jimmie is free. Revisit my favourite places, see Jouvet’s École des Femmes, Jean-Louis Barrault’s Hamlet. Back in UK, Mike, Gerry, Kerstin try for dates. Felixstowe – the Isle of Man – and a very eccentric hostess. In Manchester, at last, we play the Library Theatre. An unforeseen outbreak on the streets.

Twenty-seven

The troubles in Palestine. We witness two outbreaks of anti-Semitism in Manchester. We wish to show people what we have seen and find a vehicle. The play Professor Mamlock will serve. We can parallel what we have seen with events in Germany. The Lord Chamberlain warns us not to mention what we have seen in Manchester; despite protests from journalists, the ban holds. We mount a castrated version. While playing Operation Olive Branch in Manchester, I invite some lonely-looking German prisoners to the play. The company disapprove. I am invited to the prison camp to see the Germans acting. Gerry and I try to shelter at the Rudolf Steiner Hall, see Ken Tynan rehearsing Hamlet.

Twenty-eight

Christmas. Michel St Denis offers us a room at the Old Vic. The company splits up. Gerry and Joan head north. A room with Mrs Staunton at Ardwick Green. Howard and Kerstin follow. The company will wither without a base. Gerry campaigns for the David Lewis Settlement, Liverpool. We enjoy a pleasant day in Sherwood Forest. Gerry’s project is to put to T. W. Jimmie is opposed. The rest are more interested in Jimmie’s new play. The David Lewis turns us down. Gerry goes away.

Twenty-nine

Jimmie’s new play, The Other Animals. Opinion divided. Tyrone Guthrie, Bill Davidson, Gerry (just returned) – against. An old admirer lets us have a house. We christen it the Parrot House, as the faithfuls reassemble, taking part-time jobs. Camel retrieves our equipment. Kerstin has a tour of Sweden in her pocket. With Gerry she obtains beautiful fabrics to clothe the play. Bill Davidson leaves. Difficulty with the setting. Carl Ebert from Glyndebourne and Nye Bevan attend the first night.

Thirty

Gerry en route for Czechoslovakia. His adventures in Prague, trying for a tour. He is lent his fare to Stockholm, finds a hostel and all-night work, dishwashing. Swedish contacts unforthcoming, but the Czech tour is on. The company play Prague, a warm welcome, lively exchange with Czech actors. The Other Animals received doubtfully.

Thirty-one

Touring Czechoslovakia, following in Schwejk’s footsteps. The feasting, the fraternisation, the speeches. A Moravian production of Twelfth Night. Our hard-worked company looked down on by some Czech actors because we join in the manual work. Zoë Tauferova, the prettiest member of the Resistance. Bratislava, Director Bagar and the Slovak actors. A Bulgarian delegation joins us. Art for the People gives us a week’s holiday among the pines before we leave their beloved country.

Thirty-two

Through Poland – the Russian officer. A letter from Zoë. Gerry’s note left on the ferryboat. Having visited Warsaw, he would like to live there. Kerstin meets us at Trelleborg. The Swedish Co-op have given us five thousand kronor, with which she had booked a tour. Gerry has already returned to England, to find a base. News of my friend Sonja Mortensen. We play the Stockholm Opera House. Royalty, and a packed house. Gerry finds premises at All Saints, Manchester. We need nine thousand pounds. Harold Lever is willing to help, but not Arts Council. I visit Sonja. The tour ends; not much cash, but new friends, Alf Sjöberg, Anders Ek, Birgit Cullberg.

Thirty-three

Gerry and Joan survey All Saints. No official welcome on our return from the tours. An old house lent to us. The company move in, take part-time jobs, salvage lighting equipment from a crashed plane. Our life in the old house, now named the Schloss, rehearsing As You Like It for schools. Corin (Peter Varley) walks out. Can Gerry replace him? He is exhausted. We go away, return to buy a truck for fifteen pounds and acquire rooms at 177A Oxford Road, Manchester. George Cooper joins us. Five of us pick tomatoes and sell them. We have enough cash to set us up. Jack Evans appears. To Scotland and the People’s Festival, Edinburgh. Manchester will not license All Saints as a theatre.

Thirty-four

To Wales on New Year’s Eve 1950. The truck breaks down. We spend the night in it. Hitchhike to Fleur, no lorry, too late to play anyway. The Welsh tour with Uranium 235; hounded by the police. Harry Greene joins us at Rhymney and comes with us on our second Scandinavian tour. Oscar Tapper becomes our archivist. Tom Driberg is engaged to be married. Gerry has a fling with an attractive girl. Alan Lomax, the folksong collector, invades us. I escape him. Gerry attends Tom’s wedding.

Thirty-five

Our summer school at Appleby. A talented young man among the students – Frank Elliott. His impressions of ‘The Workshop’. Ask him to join us. He attends a rehearsal in Edinburgh – overwhelmed when he is asked to participate that very night. Beatrice Tanaka describes the show. Oscar marries Camel’s sister, Anne. Tom comes to Edinburgh with his new wife. Gerry is writing a mining play. Back in Manchester, he takes us down the pit where he once worked. A strange character invades us.

Thirty-six

Enter Harry Corbett – then Avis Bunnage. Tour of the North-East. Norman and Janey Buchan book St Andrew’s Hall, Glasgow, for Uranium 235. Jimmie refuses to restage it. I tackle it in a Manchester basement. Gerry teaches Harry Greene to drive the truck. Sam Wanamaker watches a rehearsal, falls for the company. Next day, brings Michael Redgrave. We leave for Glasgow, Harry Greene driving. Gerry taken to hospital in Manchester. I return. He is ordered rest. We spend two weeks in Cassis. Recalled because Sam and Redgrave are presenting Uranium 235 at the Embassy, Swiss Cottage. After a short season, we return to Glasgow, rent a house for the company. Jimmie leaves ‘Theatre Workshop’. Jean Newlove, his wife, and Hamish, their son, stay with us. We commission Le Malade Imaginaire, but prefer our own version.


Part Three: 1953–63

Thirty-seven

We move from Glasgow to London E15. The state of Theatre Royal. The generosity of May and Bert Scagnelli. Gerry asks West Ham to accept us as their Civic Theatre. They cannot. We live and produce plays on the barest minimum. The Safety Curtain falls during a performance of The Alchemist. Harry Greene snatches George Cooper from danger. Harry Corbett and Avis Bunnage camping in France with Gerry and me during an enforced break. Farming, rehearsing in Tom Driberg’s barn for The Travellers in Edinburgh. Harry Greene and Karl Woods given four pounds to take them there and construct the set in situ.

Thirty-eight

The Travellers in Edinburgh. Obraztsov plays E15: An Enemy of the People. George Cooper’s Schwejk transfers to the Duke of York’s, our Arden of Faversham and Volpone to the International Festival of Theatre, Paris. George’s Volpone proclaimed the finest piece of acting since Orson Welles performed there. Nina makes us bankrupt for a hundred pounds. Arts Council withdraw an offer of a hundred pounds. George Cooper and Harry Corbett leave us. Mother Courage in Barnstaple, Devon. The Italian Straw Hat with the original music. The Big Rock Candy Mountain for Christmas. Third tour of Scandinavia. Bankruptcy discharged. Edward II at E15. Visit from Jean Vilar.

Thirty-nine

Brendan Behan and The Quare Fellow. His fare sent to Dublin twice; he drinks it. I shape the script without him. Richard Harris joins us. Paris wants Schwejk; this time Max Shaw plays it. The Quare Fellow transfers to the Comedy. Gerry and Joan visit Eduardo de Filippo’s theatre in Naples and France Jamnik’s theatre in Ljubljana. Gerry wasting away, we return with all speed to Manchester. He is taken to hospital – severe diabetes. Camel takes up the reins at E15, produces three plays financed by Dudley Foster’s father. Another rebuff from Arts Council. An invitation to play the Moscow Art Theatre. Jimmie has an unfinished play. It cannot be finished in time. We mount Macbeth instead, with Glynn Edwards, and play Zürich en route for Moscow.

Forty

A slow train to Moscow. Disappointments and delights. A visit to Oklopkov’s Hamlet. A poor young painter. Curry powder for Guy Burgess. Gerry trying for a Bulgarian tour. A tea party with Obraztsov. See The Fountains of Bakhchisaray by Zakharov. Approached by a strange Englishman – and a bitter ex-sailor. At the last minute, the Bulgarians prefer a Russian company.

Forty-one

A script from Henry Chapman, You Won’t Always Be On Top. Unproducible, no plot, no shape, no sex-an’-violence, but some quaint turns of phrase. The enjoyment of making possible the impossible. We do it. The show goes on. Visits from plain-clothes cops. I’m invited to East Berlin. Sir W.E. Williams of Arts Council friendlier than his colleagues, but no money unless local boroughs cough up. Directing at the Maxim Gorki Theatre. France Jamnik takes my place at E15. The joy of working with the German company. I meet Ernst Hoffmann again. He was my Friedrich Engels in a radio play I wrote in 1939.

Forty-two

The Celestina. David (Jimmie) Booth found in our bar, plays Semaronio. Two detectives invade our rehearsal and hand me a summons for ‘unlawfully presenting parts of a new stage play not allowed by the Lord Chamberlain’, You Won’t Always Be On Top. Henry Chapman is to receive a summons, also Gerry, Camel and Richard Harris. We could be closed down. We need a lawyer. We circularise all our friends, receive donations, support – only Michael Redgrave is loath to associate himself with us, for fear we’ve been obscene. Wayland Young of the Tribune takes over the appeal, but is against contacting the Daily Worker. His QC is beyond our means. The notices may help – the only adverse one, ‘the workmen, peculiarly uninteresting’, Arts Council. Harold Lever, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, and Gerald Gardiner, Lord High Chancellor in Wilson’s government, defend us, without fee. The result.

Forty-three

G.B.S., J.P. Sartre and Paul Green, American playwright, almost unknown, certainly undervalued; an inimitable performance by John Bay in Unto Such Glory, one of our best productions. La Putain Respectueuse, with Yootha Joyce, incomparable. A quick trip to the D.D.R., to receive my medal. Return to find another wild script awaiting me. It could be worked on. I am alone in thinking so. I go ahead with my reluctant team and kick the script into life – the lack of stagecraft covered by Johnnie Wallbank’s jazz links. Despite rejection by Arts Council and flabbergasted reviews, A Taste of Honey brings ’em in.

Forty-four

Brendan in London for the launch of Borstal Boy. The first hostage of our time killed in Cyprus. There is a play in it. B.B. says he will write it, in Ireland, and goes. The Royal Court try to take over Shelagh. Gerry tries Arts Council for a bursary for her. She is given a hundred pounds. Graham Greene praises us and gives Shelagh a typewriter. Brendan returns from Ireland, drinking. Gerry chases him across Blackheath. He also attempts to stop Shelagh spending all her money, which she resents. We try everything to make Brendan write. He begins phoning bits of songs and jokes to the theatre. We patch two acts together. Three days before opening night there is no third act. We ad lib it. Shelagh’s second play not good. I tell her to study well-constructed plays. She says other people will work on it.

Forty-five

The Hostage notices. Brendan changes a line in one of his songs. And what about the Lord Chamberlain? We try for a war of the theatres with the Royal Court. They won’t play.

Forty-six

Another packet on my desk. David Booth opens it. It’s the genuine stuff. Frank Norman, Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’ Be. Donald Albery takes Honey to Wyndham’s. Arts Council asks what we’re making out of it. Lionel Bart falls for Fings. Paris wants The Hostage. Frank, Brendan and Shelagh come with us to Paris. Acclaim. Brendan finishes up in gaol. In London we have three shows in the West End and nothing at E15. Success is draining us.

Forty-seven

Two strangers at E15. A script from Wolf Mankowitz – a package production? Gerry needs one. Next day, conventional auditions for small parts. Victor Spinetti’s name mentioned, he is working in a nightclub. I go to see him and very impressed. Wolf won’t have a word of his play changed. Shall I quit? There’s Victor, Roy Kinnear, Sheila Hancock in the cast and two of my own. They make it worth staying. To my amazement, this show follows the others into the West End. Arts Council lay claim to ten per cent of our profits. In fifteen years, they’ve given us £4,150. Richard Findlater quotes the grants awarded to theatres in Europe. William Saroyan comes to E15, improvising a play, Sam, the Highest Jumper of Them All. He likes it. The critics don’t. He answers them. We prepare Every Man in His Humour for Paris.

Forty-eight

Vic’s nightclub won’t release him for Paris. We close ranks and get by. Bob Grant wins an acting award. Wolf Mankowitz backs Shelagh’s second play. We produce Sparrers Can’t Sing by Steve Lewis. The play does well. Brendan is said to be writing Richard’s Cork Leg. I go and see. He isn’t. He records a passage – a disaster. He tries to buy champagne – violence in the grocer’s – the police – a court case threatens.

Forty-nine

The Hostage is opening in New York. Gerry and I go ahead to contradict the bad press Brendan has been getting. A curious radio interview. The company and Brendan arrive, he is mobbed by press men. The backers worry about our accents. We play a joke on them. A brush with the Stage Manager. The first-night audience. Next day, Vic visits Lee Strasberg’s studio. Dudley Sutton looks for Krushchev’s boat. Studs Terkel comers me. We meet Libby Holman. Tom Driberg to the Labour Party Conference, Scarborough – Gerry and I to London, Brendan and Beatrice remain in New York.

Fifty

Study Danton’s Death by Büchner, which we cannot afford. We take Sparrers Can’t Sing to East Berlin. Harry Corbett directs an Alun Owen play while we are away. John Junkin falls for They Might be Giants, by Jim Goldman. Hal Prince finances it. The author attends rehearsals. To a man, the critics damn it. Disgusted, I quit theatre and Gerry. Sidney Bernstein arranges for Malcolm Muggeridge to interview me on TV. I go to Nigeria to work with Wole Soyinka, meet a young architect who sees me off. Goodbye, Europe.


Part Four: 1963–74

Fifty-one

Senegal. Exploring Dakar. The French colonials. The museum of the slave trade. On to Lagos. No Wole. No public transport. A lift through dangerous territory – a makeshift bed. The next day searching Ibadan for Wole and better quarters – witch-doctors – ju-ju – dances – a cultured concert – friendly people in a cafe. Mr and Mrs Hendrickse say I can rent their house.

Fifty-two

Ibadan – its hospital. Village carvings, the god of peace – a crocodile pet – a village festival. Removal to my new home – the snake-charmer. Work on film treatment of The Lion and the Jewel. Wole turns up. A hundred-year-old chieftain, the Lion of Wole’s play, is still alive. We visit Wole’s home town and meet his parents. I see a Nigerian palace. Give Wole my treatment. He likes it. We look for locations, a native cast, backing? For that, we must return to London.

Fifty-three

Icy London in the small hours – everyone away. The architect? He never sleeps – meet up in an all-night cayf. Toothache treated. Saltzman visited. Terrible news of Gerry. To Salisbury hospital. He is on danger list and worrying about Brendan. To Dublin, to find he is now a complete alcoholic. Gerry determined to quit hospital. He must not. I see three Workshop actors, attend opening of the Establishment, a club in Greek Street. Gerry is driven to Blackheath. Two days later, he is in a local hospital. Brendan disowns me. Tynan wishes me to confront Franco Zeffirelli on TV.

Fifty-four

With the CND, I attempt instant direction at the Albert Hall. An offer from Peter Hall. Contretemps. Zero Mostel – a Falstaff? And Un-American? On a delegation to Cuba but quit in Prague, after days of delay and no lights on the plane. Meet Maurice Goldsmith of Science Policy Foundation. Return to Blackheath. I’m with Gerry and my godchildren, Hamish and Kirsty MacColl, again. Resolve to master film-making with Sparrers Can’t Sing. Gerry kidnaps me. To Israel – Athens en route – Israel offers work.

Fifty-five

Setting up the Sparrers film. A base in Cable Street. Disagreement at outset – my chosen team edged out – the wrong cameraman – my Nagra sound recorder out. A party for the crew, actors and locals – the Krays turn up. Shooting goes badly – the cameraman slow. A top-level meeting holds up filming. I fly to New York with Shelagh Delaney for two days. On my return, ‘Your film is overrunning, the cameraman has left, the producer has been sacked.’ Good! ‘Who’s my new producer?’ ‘Andy Mitchell.’ Very good. With the new cameraman, we shoot sixty per cent of the film in eight days – but I am not allowed any re-shooting. Give the story to the press. Lionel writes a song for Barbara Windsor. Gore Vidal and the fair Elaine.

Fifty-six

Christmas in Casablanca. To Marrakech in an old, hired banger. The Casbah and belly dancers with red noses. Beyond the walls, the Berber entertainers. The remains of a harem. Among the sands, a forgotten Jewish tribe. Our lives in danger – to the desert – across the mountains, making for Agadir. Stopped by the floods – we must take the long road back. Gerry exhausted.

Fifty-seven

E15 needs a season of plays. Read a Vanbrugh and Genet, neither suitable. Gerry plays me a tape, Songs of the First World War. He wants them used in a play. Two writers have already tried and failed, a third is working on it. Jacques Tati attends private showing of Sparrers, offers me use of his studios at Charenton. A backer gives me the go-ahead on needed pick-up shots. The third writer reads his play to us. There are no songs in it. I could do better myself. Next day, I dictate a first draft to Gerry. Say I can re-cut film and work on the play at the same time.

Fifty-eight

BBC Singers dislike changes. Technical requirements are many. Mornings removing schmaltz from songs, afternoons cutting film. BBC Singers leave. John Gower (baritone), Colin Kemball (tenor) stay. Gerry finds an army sergeant to drill actors. His language too blue to be repeated. Ann Beach in tears over lack of script. With Camel on design, Dick Bowdler on news panel, Ivor Dykes making slides and Gerry collecting facts and figures, we shall have something.

Fifty-nine

Sparrers film’s East End première – I don’t go – puzzling over presenting the Irish in the 1914–18 War. Company have missed reaction to film. Good idea for church scene and title, Oh, What a Lovely. War!. Henri Barbusse books gives me an ending for it. First run, local people as audience. Souvenirs of that War presented to us. The show works. We are indebted to the unnamed soldiers who wrote the lyrics we sing.

Sixty

Extra-mural work with Nottinghamshire miners. With students at Malmö University. Lou Sherman’s project for the Lea Valley. Mine for a Fun Palace by the Thames designed by Cedric Price. The idea and the design described. Gordon Pask forms a Cybernetics Committee.

Sixty-one

1964. Death of Brendan Behan. The LLC cannot accommodate ‘The Fun Palace’ by the Thames, suggest ‘Mill Meads’ at Stratford, E15. A plea for the F.P. filmed, a model made. Thomas North, Borough Architect of West Ham, against us. Jeremy Isaacs helps us. We are now a Trust, with Ritchie Calder, Buckminster Fuller, George Harewood, Yehudi Menuhin and myself, trustees. Try to interest Jennie Lee, Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Public Building. Awaiting LCC decision on Mill Meads, plan a pilot scheme in Camden Town – it is turned down by local residents. March 1965 – still no decision from LCC.

Sixty-two

To Hammamet, Tunisia, with Gerry, to teach as part of an International Summer School at Le Centre Culturel. We train Arabs and French students – a telegram from Dick Bowdler. Still no decision from County Hall – need cash. Interrupt work to return to London. Sign on for a commercial production. Cedric Price will appeal to the Minister regarding Mill Meads. Return to Hammamet. Twelve days later, the London County Council, now the Greater London Council, say Mill Meads needed for storm water tanks. That is not on, the land is scheduled Public Open Space. Our appeal will go ahead. Finish our training course at Hammamet.

Sixty-three

Gerry visits Nigeria – proposes filming The Lion and the Jewel in Tunisia. My ‘commercial’ production, a non-existent script. The composer’s wild suggestions – a mixed cast – the choreographer and George Cooper. I quit. My successor fares badly. West Ham, now Newham, against the Fun Palace. The Greater London Council for their storm tanks, which were never built. We withdraw our appeal to the Minister for fear of endangering the whole Lea Valley Bill, which is to go before parliament. Deadlock. Gerry and Joan return to Tunisia, our only Fun Palace, for the second year’s programme.

Sixty-four

Tunisia wants publicity for Le Centre. A well-known English critic comes to see our work, says that England shouldn’t let us go. One more try in London. The Millwall Tenants’ Association give us their blessing, but we have nowhere to go. The Evening Standard publishes the story. One bit of land is free, the debris round the Theatre Royal, Stratford, left by the developers. We clear it, institute Learn-and-Play with local children and lost teenagers. We have festivals, a zoo, a riding school, in defiance of Local Authority. We call it ‘Stratford Fair’.


Appendix One

Theatre Union Study Course, 1940. Each company member should prepare a paper or photomontage on their chosen subject.

Appendix Two

The Grosvenor Square Presbyterian Church and School at All Saints, Manchester.

Appendix Three

‘Umeni Lidu – Art for the People’ by Gerry Raffles, General Manager of Theatre Workshop, who have just completed a highly successful tour of Czechoslovakia.

Appendix Four

Rudolf Laban.

Appendix Five

In the autumn of 1948, Theatre Workshop toured sixteen towns in Czechoslovakia, playing to packed houses in the largest theatres. They took with them plays by Molière, Chekhov and Lorca, and two new English plays by Ewan MacColl (Jimmie Miller). After Czechoslovakia came Sweden, and triumph at the Stockholm Opera house.
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Foreword

When her beloved Gerry died in 1975, Joan made herself two promises. She would never set foot in the Theatre Royal again and she would never direct another play.

Promise number one she kept for twenty years. Then in January 1995, while rehearsing a new show, the writer-director, Ken Hill died. Joan felt she ought to be present at his first night. After all, Ken had started to learn about theatre with her. Any sentimental feelings ended abruptly as she crossed the threshold. She did not like the show. I had been working with Ken at the time but, like him, I was one of Joan’s children. He, however, was dead. I was alive, so it was me that got it in the neck. How I wished she’d stuck to that first promise.

She stuck to her second promise good and proper. Joan never did direct another play. Some people were maddened by that. I just thought back to one evening in Paris towards the end of a troubled rehearsal period. ‘It seems my only talent is for growing a show,’ Joan said sadly, thinking about the Fun Palace and not having got it going. ‘But whenever I’ve attempted anything away from Gerry,’ – here she was talking about theatre – ‘it hasn’t worked. First Twang! And now this.’ Perhaps you can see where I’m heading. After April 1975, she would always be away from Gerry.

Immediately after Gerry’s death, Joan’s mind ran back to the early days. A memo arrived on Ken Hill’s desk. He was running the theatre at the time. ‘Form a company and do the classics,’ Joan wrote, but she’d never seen him direct a classic. It was stupefying. Nothing like that had happened at the theatre since 1955. Gerry’s triumphs had always been new plays. You had to be older than I was then to realise that a company and the classics are a shield against the outside world and Joan no longer had a shield.

She didn’t stick around. Instead, she went back to her pre-Gerry gypsy life, finding havens in other people’s homes: Vienne, Pauillac, Paris, Brighton, Stockwell and my place in north London. What mattered was the change of scene. Once installed, all she needed was dinner, a bit of company and a bed.

The words, ‘she would never direct another play’, are only there because they’re easy to understand. According to Joan, she never directed a play at all, hence the expression, ‘growing a show’. A journalist spent ten minutes arguing with her over what he would call her in his new book. Trying to be helpful, I proposed Concierge, a title she’d given herself many years earlier. ‘All I do is watch things go by and when I don’t like the look of something, I say, “No.”’ But she’d forgotten that one. ‘Saboteur’ was the title eventually settled on.

Young actors, on hearing Joan come out with this ‘I never directed’ line, would give me a sidelong glance. The funny thing is, it was true. It was also, as with a lot of things Joan said, misleading. No, she didn’t tell actors what to do, nothing so boring. Nevertheless, she got what she wanted, ruthlessly on occasion. It was almost a relief when, in Paris, this time in Philippe de Rothschild’s garden, she said, ‘I was the only tough director England ever had.’ Many of her actors, if they had been sitting there, would have nodded because that was the nearest to their experience.

What was Joan doing in Philippe de Rothschild’s garden? Simple. Joan may have been ruthless at work but away from it, she was shy and vulnerable. Gov, as Joan called him, lived in France, away from people who knew her work, people who would have asked questions, wanted her to be on, to be the Joan they knew. He was a shield and he too had lost a partner. The archcapitalist and the one-time communist may have been an incongruous pair but sing the song, ‘It’s All Right With Me’, and you might get the picture. When they were alone together, eating lunch and arguing by the waterside at Lacanau, a labrador eyeing them soulfully for scraps, they were OK.

Joan may not have directed again but she never stopped working. The plays, screenplays and adaptations, most of those didn’t get done because she would build herself into them and have managers asking, ‘But will Joan direct it?’ Two books got published, though, Milady Vine, a thank you to Gov, and this one, Joan’s Book, which took seven years. It would have taken less, were it not for Joan charging round the world breaking a bone here, knocking herself out there, but then, in her mind, she was always a teenager. When she did settle down to work, she would fight tooth and nail with her editors over one word. I liked to imagine these scenes affording amusement to the writers whose work she completely rewrote.

When you read the book, you’ll find that the young Joan earned money in radio. The old Joan did too. She read her book and acted in plays. Here’s a funny thing. Surrounded by actors, rather than watching them, she became a different person. In between takes, she chatted away, encouraging her fellow players, which they adored, and rubbishing directors, which they adored even more. It wasn’t such an easy ride for the producer of the radio play. She had to get Joan to do some actual work.

When Joan got the news she would probably need an operation on her heart, she said, ‘No hospital, no knife. Let me go in peace.’ So when a few weeks later she did go, in a room she was familiar with, half asleep in an armchair, I had to stop myself from saying out loud, ‘You’ve got your own way again, as usual.’

Peter Rankin

November 2002
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Introduction

It could be said that the late Kenneth Tynan, a leading theatre critic, nominated Joan Littlewood to be included in Methuen Drama’s Theatre Maker series fifty years before the series had even been conceived. He said in his glowing review of her production of Oh What A Lovely War on 24 March 1963:

It seems to me quite likely that when the annals of our theatre in the middle years of the twentieth century come to be written, one name will lead the rest: that of Joan Littlewood. Others write plays, direct them or act in them: Miss Joan Littlewood alone ‘makes theatre’.

Joan though was not only praised as a theatre-maker; she was praised as a revolutionary theatre-changer. Along with many others Peter Hall, ex-head of both the Royal Shakespeare Company and the National Theatre, named her ‘the greatest revolutionary of the British theatre’, and added, ‘Where the juice is, where the passion is, where the entertainment is, is where Joan is.’ Such acknowledgement of her continues to the present day. As recently as 2013, the internationally acclaimed playwright, David Hare, said, ‘I don’t mean any disrespect to any director who is now working in theatre but there is nobody in British theatre working today who has changed theatre in the way Joan Littlewood changed it.’

Yet, as a true revolutionary does, Joan provoked as much angry opposition as she did praise. This was prompted by her communist politics, by her scorn for the established professional theatre practices of her day, and by her forthright expression of her opinions, sometimes in language chosen to be offensive. However, she always gave a warm welcome to her theatre audiences. I have seen her on an opening night at the height of her fame, scrubbing the front step of the theatre an hour before the show began. When one of the actors stepped over her and said, ‘Hello, Joan, expecting company?’ she shot a withering look back at him and said, emphasising all three syllables, ‘Yes. Aren’t you?’

There’s much about the style of her autobiography that embodies her style of production. There’s the friendly first name in the title. Everybody in British theatre and many of the general public at the time of Joan’s international success knew any reference to ‘Joan’ could mean only one person. Then there’s the subtitle indicating you are going on an idiosyncratic journey which is very much from your guide’s personal point of view. For further guidance through a life crowded with drama she offers you a summary of the contents of each chapter, in the style of eighteenth-century novelists, such as Tobias Smollett and Henry Fielding. Similarly, Joan would often go to trouble to make sure an audience was led in a relaxed way into the show. It might be live music or a fairground event outside the theatre. It might be characters from the show chatting to you or being onstage openly preparing for the show with the curtain up. It might be a welcoming compère. It might be a jolly party with live music happening onstage, hidden behind the front-of-house curtain. This means, of course, that you can’t wait for it to go up so you can join the party.

Joan starts her own story in a style of robust realism, but on only the second page of the book, we are plunged into lively dialogue which the heroine could not possibly have heard because it was spoken before she was born. She will also pop in the occasional friendly aside to the reader, such as, ‘No use worrying. Life’s too short,’ as she’s often inclined to let a character do onstage. As far as Joan is concerned, rules set up by the writer, even when it’s herself, can always be broken. It keeps the audience and the reader awake. You’ll notice, too, a strong preference for use of present tense. She would like to have banished the past tense from the stage if she could. Sentimentality, too, was always an enemy onstage and she’d often use a down-to-earth comment to kill it, as she does in her book when her company is touchingly greeted with a song in Russia by a man in a welcoming crowd at a railway station. ‘It was the voice of Chaliapin, deep and thrilling like the forest. It was all very moving, but we were getting hungry.’

Everything possible in the telling of her story has dramatic immediacy. We see how she revels in detail and colour, and loves observing the flow of different actions intertwining in any group activity, especially on a warm family occasion. All these qualities are evident in her stage work, especially the love of bustling activity in, for example, the Cratchit family’s Christmas dinner in A Christmas Carol or the family diving into a suitcase full of presents that their son has brought home from the sea in her film Sparrows Can’t Sing.

We also see in her book how her attractive mother’s rejection of her as an unattractive illegitimate child stoked her anger and her obstinacy, and how the upper-class undergraduates who enjoyed themselves strike-breaking fed into her awareness of social injustice and helped ally her with the militant trade unionism of some members of her family.

Her ear was as perfectly attuned to the rhythms and richness of everyday speech as it was to the language of Marlowe, Jonson and Shakespeare, and it was her passion for classic texts that helped divert her away from art as a subject to study and made her apply for training as an actor. 

No institution could have been better set up than the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) in the early thirties to put our perceptive, rebellious teenager on the road to becoming a theatrical revolutionary. Professional British theatre at that time prided itself on what it thought was a no-nonsense practical approach. Directors in the network of repertory theatres throughout Britain copied the moves of the original actors of the play, as they were noted in the published version of the West End production. Those moves had been decided on originally by a director working alone and given to the actors on the first days of rehearsal.

Questioning the director about the given moves was regarded as bad form. All manner of practices were unquestioningly accepted, such as actors being told to move out of the way of the door through which a leading actor will enter shortly, and having to do so regardless of the fact that their character does not know any one is about to enter. Motivation for such moves would rarely be discussed. It was certainly regarded as an unnecessary indulgence to do so in those theatres that staged a new production weekly, and where the whole rehearsal process from first reading to first performance took only around fifteen hours. It was regarded as the sign of a true professional if an actor could be having a relaxed chat in the wings and go straight onstage, bang on cue, without a moment’s preparation. Joan could not believe the shallowness of this so-called ‘professionalism’, as taught at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art at that time, nor could she abide the way she was patronised by her upper-class fellow students. 

Having dramatically exited from London and all that its establishment theatre represented, her first five years in Manchester prior to the Second World War were full of invigorating formative experiences which she would draw on in all her later work. Joan earned her living being typecast, often as a cockney maid, in repertory theatre but, infinitely more stimulatingly, she created innovative documentaries for BBC Radio, for which she’d seek out manual workers to be interviewed, and mix them and sounds of them at work with poetry and traditional songs to tell the story of a trade or a town. The comparative freedom of the BBC at the time enabled her, for example, to get away with compiling a programme called Classic Soil which compared working-class conditions in Manchester in the 1930s to those reported on by the distinguished communist writer Friedrich Engels in the 1840s.

The majority of Joan’s mental energy though was taken up with unpaid involvement with radical left-wing theatre companies which grew out of the style of political street theatre known as ‘agit-prop’. At its simplest, this might be performed on the back of a truck or a rough, fitted-up platform placed in front of the factory gates. The performers were endeavouring to get homeward bound workers, to stop and engage briefly with the Socialist message being conveyed with slogans, songs or sketches performed in a very physical way, with workers identified by the wearing of a cap and the bosses by a top hat, as was described to Joan by Ewan MacColl.

Joan and her soon-to-be husband, Ewan, were central to two or three politically committed companies in Manchester before the War. The shows had eventually come inside from the streets, but not usually into purpose-built theatres. The move meant though that lights, scenery and theatrical effects could come into play.

Joan typically does not highlight noticeably what is, with hindsight, a moment of great significance when Ewan threw at her a worn-looking script called Hammer, sent by the Communist Workers Theatre Movement and intended for Ewan to stage. He’d already recognised it was turgid as drama with long speeches, which were preaching to the converted, and asked his new nineteen-year-old ally if she had any ideas to enliven it. The astonishing response Joan reports she gave seems to be the kernel of her theatre work thereafter: ‘We should use mainly music, song and speech intercut.’ 

She added, it needed their newly-discovered, ingenious electrician to make a switchboard for a brilliant lighting plot and that it also needed a constructivist set, and stylised costumes. Most extraordinarily, she added, she needed a moving news panel to ‘relay news, grave and trivial, counterpointed against the action’. She could be describing the embryo of many of the ideas that were central to the staging of her most famous production, Oh What A Lovely War, nearly thirty years later. 

In fact, Hammer, the script that provoked this burst of creativity in Joan went through an extraordinary transformation in her hands from talky, naturalistic anti-war play to being called John Bullion with the subtitle ‘Ballet with Words’, a show which used no naturalistic dialogue at all. Instead it had a constructivist set on three levels and a disciplined, stylised framework in which speech, movement and lighting were precisely synchronised. This total transformation was perhaps the first time that Joan could claim the title ‘theatre-maker’.

Another idea from her work in the thirties that seemed obviously to contribute to Oh What A Lovely War was prompted by her staging of Jaroslav Hasek’s novel Good Soldier Schweik. It also was set in a time of war, and the costumes were black and white, with occasional flashes of colour, and military khaki, as with Oh What A Lovely War, was banned. Schweik used a small revolving platform centre-stage. Large cartoons cut across the revolve so that modest furniture could be concealed while being set upstage behind them, and then the revolve turned to reveal a new cartoon at the back of a new setting representing a new place in the story. This idea Joan was very fond of and she used versions of it occasionally right through to the end of her theatrical career. Sometimes an actor might turn the handle working the revolve in public view. Joan often revealed the technical machinery and, even more often, might reveal the back wall of the stage. The front curtain was practically banished, and often the elements of the set were open to the entering audience.

Young theatre-goers today would find nothing extraordinary in these innovations, and it is difficult for many to believe now how revolutionary it was not to have a process where the lights on the audience lowered and the curtain rose to indicate the start of the show, and all the stage machinery was kept hidden. Theatre students today may struggle to believe that, until the Sixties, it was the law of the land that the national anthem had to be played before or after a theatre or cinema show, and the audience had to stand for it. Joan rebelled against that, of course. Another major theatrical convention of her day that she rejected was that of the (usually middle-class) drawing-room sets being made of canvas flats, which were painted to look like wallpaper, and through the almost inevitable French windows you’d see a painted sky with stationary clouds.

A central aim of Joan’s life in theatre was the involvement of working-class people in all aspects of theatre, as writers, performers, technicians and audience members and indeed as the heroes of the stories to be staged. She had a nose for talent. From among the amateur auditionees for Schweik she chose the seventeen-year-old junior clerk Howard Goorney, who was to become one of the longest serving and most inventive members of her company. Eventually he wrote, from first-hand experience, an invaluable record of it, The Theatre Workshop Story. 

The culmination of this period, in the early years of the War, was Last Edition, which was in the style known as a Living Newspaper, meaning that it was taken from the news of the day, and the show had up-to-date changes daily. It was fully collaborative in every aspect and it brimmed over with varied and enlivening theatrical styles. Joan enjoyed, too, the real-life drama of the police closing it down because it did not abide by the laws of the land in getting prior approval from the Lord Chamberlain’s office, which all scripts in Britain had to do until 1968.

Towards the end of the War, Joan recounts how an almost self-selecting process had taken place resulting in a core group of people devoted to the idea of a revolutionary populist theatre forming a new company to be called Theatre Workshop, the company with which Joan’s name will forever be associated. 

She seems determined in her book to name all those who went through the staggering hardships endured by that company. She is not quite so fastidious in naming all the foreign theorists who were embedded in her work from the early days in Manchester. She gives full credit though to Ewan McColl for the vast knowledge of theatre history he contributed and, in particular, his researching into the European and Russian artists who were making radical innovations largely ignored in Britain.

A major theorist who undoubtedly influenced Joan was the Russian actor and director Vsevolod Meyerhold who rejected the naturalistic style dominant in Russia early in the century and favoured a more visual style to express the essence of the play, and also a much more physical way of performing. The only mention of him in Joan’s Book is in a rare and remarkably perceptive review of her early production John Bullion, which was called in the Manchester Guardian, ‘The nearest thing to Meyerhold the British theatre has got.’

Adolphe Appia, the Swiss scenic designer, merits only the briefest comment in Joan’s text, but Ewan McColl acknowledged, ‘Appia’s ideas had profound effect on Joan Littlewood and me and indeed dominated almost all our productions for the next decade.’ To quote Howard Goorney from The Theatre Workshop Story, 

Appia believed in a comprehensive artistic unity on the stage; a bringing together of dance, music, lighting and painting: a synthesis of all the arts. He rejected the flatness of painted scenery in favour of three-dimensional settings for a three-dimensional actor and a form of lighting which would emphasise, by its use of shading, the stability of the human form.

These ideas of lighting and how effective they can be in displaying the human form can be seen in the photographs Murray Melvin chooses for his illuminating book The Art of Theatre Workshop. A photograph of the 1947 production of Ewan McColl’s adaptation of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, called Operation Olive Branch, shows a breathtakingly beautiful composition onstage, with two actors looking statuesque, yet radiating life, on a simple set, with two pillars, a ramp and two short flights of stairs. One can see immediately how this set could have transformed in a flash to different settings by effective lighting and agile actors.

Murray’s book has over one hundred photos which are testimony to Joan’s strong sense of design and her wide appreciation of art, which allied over the years with the talents of her ever-experimenting teams of lighting, set and costume designers to create functional yet stylish stage productions. These productions were way ahead of their time and done on unbelievably small budgets. 

It was an important factor in the development of Theatre Workshop that the recruitment and training of technical staff over the years often began with their first experience of the company being on one of their weekend acting courses for amateurs. They might be chosen to join as a potential actor, but it may have been some other talent with possibilities of development that had been spotted as being useful to the company. 

Most people one way or another soon developed two or three functions as the work was constantly shared out. John Bury, for example, was trained as a chemist, joined as an actor on a weekend course, developed a strong interest in lighting and eventually became Joan’s principal set designer with a worldwide reputation. Joan was particularly proud she persuaded a brilliant sound operator from the BBC to join and to cope with 150 sound effects in Theatre Workshop’s first production, Johnny Noble. The young man, David Scase, was then cast in the leading role too.

The most surprising name not to appear in the index of Joan’s Book is that of Konstantin Stanislavsky. His An Actor Prepares was translated into English in the late thirties and Joan soon began using in rehearsals his analysis of the elements of what he thought lead to creative acting. Basic elements of his method, such as dividing a text into units and giving them a title and then identifying what the objective of each of the characters was in each unit, became a regularly-used tool. So did improvising that could be used to explore the background and basic elements of a character or to bring greater understanding to the text by setting up a parallel situation to a scene, or to make real to the actor the situation before the scene concerned starts. 

All these direct uses of Stanislavsky were regarded as revolutionary and unnecessary in most British theatre until well into the Sixties, and myths started that Littlewood actors made it all up as they went along. In fact, improvisation was used very specifically in rehearsal to get to the back of the text and to enliven a classical play with a real feeling for the words. Her actors were trained to be fully aware of the rhythm and texture of the verse, which would eventually be spoken in performance exactly as writ, but sounding, as it should, as though the character had just thought of those particular words. 

I wonder if Joan doesn’t happen to mention Stanislavsky’s name because his analysis had become so universally used and his terms of reference were commonplace in theatre and in drama school training by the time she wrote her book. She may well have disapproved of director’s manuals written by directors who treated their own version of Stanislavsky as holy writ in rehearsal. She certainly did not go along with the version of Stanislavsky called The Method, and it is almost certain she would disapprove of books that list choices of words for actors to express a character’s objectives. I’m sure she’d scorn any mechanical, tickbox way of getting to the back of a character’s intentions.

Another major theorist behind Joan’s ever-inventive rehearsal process is given full acknowledgement in her book and even an essay by her in an appendix. Among the many elements that she immediately connected with in Rudolf Laban’s work was his close analysis of the actual actions workers used in their jobs. The analysis was done by Laban for the practical purpose of helping people do manual work with safe and economical actions. However, this analysis of working actions is obviously of direct use to a theatre company creating plays in which manual workers were the heroes, and in which the workplace and street life would often feature.

The use of Laban techniques was brought to full fruition when Laban, himself a fan of Theatre Workshop, sent a young assistant, Jean Newlove, to work temporarily with the company. As so often, Newlove was absorbed fully into the company as not only a movement specialist but also as an actor and choreographer, and she became a major contributor to the development of the company’s work. Her work was particularly useful in Joan’s constant endeavour to make theatrically effective the plays of Ewan McColl, who usually dealt with the political and social issues of the day. His plays drew their resonant poetry from working-class speech, but were inclined to wordiness. A good example of how Laban training contributed to the play-making was in Uranium 235, which dealt with the politically hot subject, after the war, of the creation of the atomic bomb. The process of splitting the atom was danced in a 10-minute ballet.

As you’ll see in the reviews Joan quotes, enlightened reviewers marvelled at the physicality of the actors throughout the show, not only in the set dance pieces. The actors had rigorous daily training in the eight different efforts which were at the heart of Laban’s analysis of movement. An actor could in training be asked to embody an effort, such as a thrust or a float, and develop a character that moved and spoke in that effort, and they could progress to building a character from mixtures of efforts. Reversing this process, actors could analyse the efforts of people they knew, and crucially for an actor’s development, they would become aware of the efforts they commonly used themselves. The actors would also, of course, analyse a character in a play by searching for all the evidence indicating the efforts they seem to favour. The language of a character, and the rhythms and images chosen by them, can be physically explored, too, and would contribute to the building of a character.

Laban himself had made a very significant contribution to the world of dance as a choreographer and teacher, but Theatre Workshop was the first theatre company to explore the contribution his work could make in theatre. 

It was not, of course, the first company to stage a very physical form of theatre. Joan was a great admirer of Commedia dell'Arte, which was a very robust form of comic theatre, developed by troupes entertaining crowds in Italian squares from sixteenth century onwards. It is the kind of genre Joan’s company would naturally study if they were doing a Commedia-influenced piece like her Molière concoction The Flying Doctor. Having trained the company in Commedia style to draw from original sources, Joan would then throw in the other physical modes she admired. In this case, the Molière was influenced by her love of the Marx Brothers. She particularly admired their first five films where the comedy sequences were tried out on a tour of vaudeville houses, and they had kept the anarchic quality of live performance on film.

Another favourite physical style of hers was that of silent film which she would use in rehearsal, particularly if she had someone on hand with an aptitude to play the piano to accompany it. Later in her career, she might employ a musician to play underneath written dialogue to lift it to a fuller theatrical style.

Yet another way of exploring the nature of give-and-take in dialogue, its rhythms and its occasional overlapping, was to do a scene in nonsense talk or gibberish where no words, but an invented language is used. This could be very useful for a group scene where several characters tune into a theme, as in the brief one in The Hostage where, in a quiet moment, they join in sentimentally lamenting their mothers. She could work for hours until she was happy they’d captured the tune of the dialogue that was prompting the thoughts as much as the sense of the words was. ‘Play it like jazz,’ she’d say.

Joan was capable of throwing any of a huge range of styles into a rehearsal, especially if she felt a scene had become stale. Occasionally, the seemingly irrelevant style chosen might actually illuminate the text or the scene being created, and it may become part of the show. More commonly, the actors would know the purpose of why the text was being explored in a particular way.

A major factor behind the extraordinary inventiveness of Theatre Workshop’s rehearsals was that, from 1945 to 1955, the company of actors was fairly permanent, more so possibly than any other British company since Shakespeare’s day. Secondly, it was the only British company in its day that did regular, daily, highly serious
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