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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: CLIVE’S LEGACY

Nesta Jones and Paul Fryer

This book is not a biography of Clive Barker, although inevitably it contains much biographical information. Rather, it is an attempt to explore his continuing legacy through a series of responses to the many and varied aspects of his work: his early and highly formative years with Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop; a varied career as an actor and director/deviser/creator in both the established environments of repertory/regional theatre and the West End, and the highly creative (political) world of the ‘alternative’ theatre of the 1960s and 1970s; the development of his own approach to performance which led to the publication of his seminal book Theatre Games, and beyond; an academic career in the UK university and training sectors; a range of highly influential writing including his early association with Theatre Quarterly (TQ), and his joint editorship of New Theatre Quarterly (NTQ).

This is only a partial list because to describe Clive as a man of eclectic interests is something of an understatement. Could ‘polymath’ be an appropriate word, or perhaps in its best and most positive sense, ‘the consummate generalist’? It seemed that Clive could engage in a meaningful conversation on just about any topic, and would have something worthwhile to contribute on any subject, because he shared so many interests – able to talk just as enthusiastically on Shakespeare and Brecht as he would on Madonna or Morecambe and Wise.

That broadness of interest is reflected in the range of chapters included in this collection. Each of the authors has a very direct connection to Clive, either personally, having worked with him or been taught by him at some stage of his career, or has been fundamentally influenced by his work.

Few people knew Clive better than the late Simon Trussler, his colleague at New Theatre Quarterly, who provided us with a biographical ‘memory’ of Clive, which sadly remained unfinished at the time of Simon’s own death in 2019. Murray Melvin joined Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop at the Theatre Royal Stratford East as an assistant stage manager in 1957, and appeared on stage with Clive in The Hostage and Oh What a Lovely War. Susan Croft identifies Clive as ‘a man for the alternative approach’, utilizing not only her own invaluable project, Unfinished Histories, but also her experience of Clive’s own archive, gained as Clive Barker Research Fellow at Rose Bruford College of Theatre and Performance. Nadine Holdsworth first encountered Clive when he interviewed her for a place to study on his theatre programme at the University of Warwick. She explores his experiences with Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop. Aleks Sierz, distinguished theatre critic and specialist in contemporary British theatre, explores Barker’s first opportunity to flex his muscles as a professional director, of Shelagh Delaney’s ill-fated second play, The Lion in Love (1960). Ceri Pitches remembers Clive from their first meeting in 1988, when she became his student at Warwick. She provides a snapshot of Barker the university teacher, ‘enigmatic and esoteric’, ‘puzzling and often provocative’. Dick McCaw, who authored the introduction to the second edition of Theatre Games (2010) and collaborated with Clive on the International Workshop Festival, focuses on the importance of movement in Barker’s work. Chris Baldwin, who chaired the ‘Evening with Clive Barker’ event in 2003 (see Chapter 11) explores Barker’s ‘defiant anti-authoritarianism’, tracing his influence through the development of Teatro de Creación, and several large-scale European projects. Joseph Dunne-Howrie has interrogated the archives in order to assess ‘Barker’s legacy in the future tense’, examining the influence of the notion of Fun Palaces and Game Theatre upon the legacy of the 2012 London Olympics. Chrissie Poulter’s first encounter with Clive, when she became one of his students at Birmingham University in 1973, established a close, influential and long-lasting link which she explores here via a series of ‘Letters to Clive’. She revisits Barker’s writings via Theatre Games, and other sources, testing our understanding of these ideas in a contemporary context.

One of the challenges in compiling this book was to find a phrase which would sum up the different aspects of Clive’s life, career and influence. In choosing a title, we finally settled upon two parts of his career which seem, in some ways, to encapsulate origins and outcomes: his early work with Joan Littlewood’s legendary Theatre Workshop with whom Clive worked from 1955, and the publication of the seminal book for which he is now best known, Theatre Games: A New Approach to Drama Training, first published by Eyre Methuen in 1977.

After Clive died in 2005, the journal with which he was so closely associated as co-editor with Simon Trussler, New Theatre Quarterly, published an edition to celebrate his ‘life, work and legacy’ – only the second time that the journal had published an issue devoted to a single person. Many distinguished contributors offered personal insights and analyses of his work, but perhaps the most revealing of all comes in the form of an article entitled, ‘A Brief History of Clive Barker’, written by the man himself.

This article provides the link to the first part of this book’s title: ‘All of my life has been a search for a community – and in saying this I do not mean to devalue the importance to me of my children and grandchildren. This search has thrown me into two tribes. The first was Theatre Workshop’.1 At the end of his training at Bristol Old Vic Theatre School, he was introduced to Littlewood’s work by the designer John Blezard. He contacted John Bury to ask for work and came to London, where he ‘met Joan Littlewood and became an actor’2 (although, in reality, he described his new job as ‘stage manager and bit-part actor’3). He made his debut in the Lope de Vega play, Fuente Ovejuna.

Clive claims: ‘The other tribe is the group of practitioners and scholars who centre on Eugenio Barba and Odin Teatret. With them I feel at home.’4 Barba describes Clive’s emergence from Theatre Workshop ‘as an actor and director, expert in theatre games, an intellectual and a university teacher, with one foot in the library and the other on the stage. He had devoured his master, didn’t always have her before his eyes as a warning and a constraint. He bore her in his guts.’5 Barba and Barker met in 1980 in London during Odin Teatret’s first visit to the UK, based at the Cardiff Theatre Laboratory. Barba recalled that Clive travelled to Wales ‘several times … not only to see our performances, but also to observe barters and anonymous working situations in faraway villages. He was the only one who displaced himself in an effort to grasp our theatre better, without limiting his knowledge of it to the impressions of just one performance’.6 Barba valued their collaboration of many years enabled through Clive’s base at Theatre Quarterly and New Theatre Quarterly, and his at Odin Teatret and ISTA, the International School of Theatre Anthropology, ‘but above all with a glass in our hands, walking, travelling by car, speaking on the phone, making brief and intense sorties among possible theatres during his visits to Holstebro and his hospitality in Warwick.’7

The actor Brian Murphy joined the Theatre Workshop company at the same time as Clive in 1955, and later made the point that they were ‘often clinging together for support in [their] efforts to understand the method, vagaries and waywardness of the genius of Joan Littlewood’.8 They first appeared together in The Sheep Well (Fuente Ovejuna) in September 1955, and later in Ewan McColl’s adaptation of The Good Soldier Schweik (1956) and the musical Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be (1959). In 1958 Clive originated the role of the Volunteer in the celebrated production of Brendan Behan’s The Hostage which transferred from the Theatre Royal Stratford East in 1959 to Wyndham’s Theatre in the West End. Wyndham’s was also the home for the transfer of Littlewood’s legendary production Oh What a Lovely War in 1960, in which Clive also appeared and which ‘provided an opportunity to sum up what I had learned as well as being a very stimulating experience.’9

Many of Clive’s carefully considered thoughts about working with Littlewood were included in The Theatre Workshop Story by Howard Goorney, who thanked him ‘for his wise counsel’ and for introducing him to the publisher, Eyre Methuen; and later as a chapter on Littlewood’s approach and techniques in Actor Training, edited by Alison Hodge.10 A more subjective response, however, is articulated in Clive’s NTQ tribute article, ‘Closing Joan’s Book: Some Personal Footnotes’. Here, although he claimed that ‘life with Theatre Workshop was never comfortable’ and despite his critical commentary on Littlewood’s contradictory character, he nevertheless acknowledged her perceptiveness and understanding with regard to his own development:


But of one thing I am sure: that through her I was able to access the history and experience of the European theatre of the late years of the nineteenth century
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