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Preface

The pieces collected here may be construed as theory, but theory is also rage, temper, nightmare and the suicide note, never really the measured judgement of objective minds, never simply a proposition but always an offensive or defensive act, the parrying of blows, the elaboration of an annihilation. These are scarcely arguments at all, but masquerading as arguments, possibly reveal, as an actor reveals by so many imitations. Theory in this instance follows on practice, the trauma of performance necessitating some return to causes, instincts, purposes, to the milieu in which theatre occurs, inevitably therefore, to democracy. These essays, poems, manifestoes, take as their starting point not only the agony of artistic production but also the agony of artistic experience, the pain not only of the creator but the pain of the witnesses. It is tragedy, therefore, that is being uttered here, as one might speak a secret curse in the confines of an alien religion. Is tragedy not the last secret of the Laughing World? The repudiation of all that entertains? Is it not in effect, a threat to civility? So Plato sensed, and the same sense of horror lingers as a monotonous bass note beating beneath the utilitarian style of most criticism today. Because tragedy remains both secret and an ecstasy, the discovery of its audience and the preparation of this audience – the shape of new theatre practice – is necessarily subterranean, nearly a conspiracy. Some of the signposts, a few of the keys, I hope are littered in these fragments, flung up from intuitions, squeezed between contradictions, dug from the humus of a prose. It has been my first principle as a dramatist, and subsequently as a director of my plays, that the author does not instruct. So what may be discovered here will not be advice, or strategy, nor even the thing conventionally known as the useful, for these things serve new oppressions, finally. Rather it is the sound of a style that might be heard, formed of analysis and injury, unharmonious notes which taken as a whole constitute not only a demand but also a longing …





Forty-nine asides for a tragic theatre*

We are living the extinction of official socialism. When the opposition loses its politics, it must root in art.

The time for satire is ended. Nothing can be satirized in the authoritarian state. It is culture reduced to playing the spoons. The stockbroker laughs, and the satirist plays the spoons.

The authoritarian art form is the musical.

The accountant is the new censor. The accountant claps his hands at the full theatre. The official socialist also hankers for the full theatre. But full for what?

In an age of populism, the progressive artist is the artist who is notafraid of silence.

The baying of an audience in pursuit of unity is a sound of despair. In a bad time laughter is a rattle of fear.

How hard it is to sit in a silent theatre.

There is silence and silence. Like the colour black, there are colours within silence.

The silence of compulsion is the greatest achievement of the actor and the dramatist.

We must overcome the urge to do things in unison.

To chant together, to hum banal tunes together, is not collectivity.

A carnival is not a revolution.

After the carnival, after the removal of the masks, you are precisely who you were before. After the tragedy, you are not certain who you are. Ideology is the outcome of pain.

Some people want to know pain. There is no truth on the cheap.

There are more people in pursuit of knowledge than the accountants will admit.

There is always the possibility of an avalanche of truth-seekers.

Art is a problem. The man or woman who exposes himself to art exposes himself to another problem.

It is an error typical of the accountant to think there is no audience for the problem.

Some people want to grow in their souls.

But not all people. Consequently, tragedy is elitist.

Because you cannot address everybody, you may as well address the impatient.

The opposition in art has nothing but the quality of its imagination. The only possible resistance to a culture of banality is quality.

Because they try to debase language, the voice of the actor becomes an instrument of revolt.

The actor is both the greatest resource of freedom and the subtlest instrument of repression.

If language is restored to the actor he ruptures the imaginative blockade of the culture. If he speaks banality he piles up servitude.

Tragedy liberates language from banality. It returns poetry to speech. Tragedy is not about reconciliation. Consequently, it is the art form for our time.

Tragedy resists the trivialization of experience, which is the project of the authoritarian regime.

People will endure anything for a grain of truth.

But not all people. Therefore a tragic theatre will be elitist.

Tragedy was impossible as long as hope was confused with comfort.

Suddenly tragedy is possible again.

When a child fell under a bus they called it a tragedy. On the contrary, it was an accident. We have had a drama of accidents masquerading as tragedy.

The tragedies of the 1960s were not tragedies but failures of the social services.

The theatre must start to take its audience seriously. It must stop telling them stories they can understand.

It is not to insult an audience to offer it ambiguity.

The narrative form is dying in our hands.

In tragedy, the audience is disunited. It sits alone. It suffers alone.

In the endless drizzle of false collectivity, tragedy restores pain to the individual.

You emerge from tragedy equipped against lies. After the musical, you are anyone’s fool.

Tragedy offends the sensibilities. It drags the unconscious into the public place. It therefore silences the banging of the tambourine which characterizes the authoritarian and the labourist culture alike.

It dares to be beautiful. Who talks of beauty in the theatre any more?

They think it is to do with the costumes.

Beauty, which is possible only in tragedy, subverts the lie of human squalor which lies at the heart of the new authoritarianism.

When society is officially philistine, the complexity of tragedy becomes a source of resistance.

Because they have bled life out of the word freedom, the word justice attains a new significance. Only tragedy makes justice its preoccupation.

Since no art form generates action, the most appropriate art for a culture on the edge of extinction is one that stimulates pain.

The issues are never too complex for expression.

It is never too late to forestall the death of Europe.



* First published in The Guardian, 10 February 1986.





Ye gotta laugh*

1

We grew ashamed of the I in the theatre and learned to talk of the We. Rightly, because the art is collective, and because we were doing new things, rapidly making enemies.

I also wanted to belong, and found at once the actors were the allies who knew by speaking what struck and what missed better than the managers, who are careerists or idealists, or writers, who follow each other.

I sensed the authority of the spoken word but still did not grasp its range, its arc of effect in a culture frantic with images, fevered with pictures and products, visually sick.

The word was deliberately maimed, pulped into headline or spewed into naturalistic loops. Speech, as art, was spattered with a double contempt, by the left who required workers to grunt and the right, who were coming to the masses at last, levelling princesses to the suburban mode.

When the politics broke, the We was lost in the tide. The culture, nakedly cannibalistic, lent authority to despair, made a ground for archaic theologies and permitted philistinism to parade as democratic art.

The managers leapt to sham renaissance postures, wanting power, gold, and spectacle, while the fringe, which had sheltered even those whose aesthetic was not oppositional, suffered a double relapse, a miniaturist art no longer fitting the ambition of writer or actor and shrivelling again into scenes of domestic life.

2

I did not wish for a theatre of despair, but I experienced despair. I wrote as a title, Scenes of Overcoming, thinking I might overcome myself. I wrote also, Choices in Reaction, thinking of the choices I might myself have.

I always knew socialism was tragedy. I had represented it as tragedy early on, in Fair Slaughter. I had repeatedly studied its failure. But in the breaking of the politics of the time, I needed to know what meaning socialism had for me. I risked finding it had no meaning. It was no use repeating the catechisms. It was futile to rest a theatre on given things.

I found it possible to begin the play without socialism but to find socialism within the play. So the audience had to share my not knowing, when it was accustomed to being taught. I was in any case exhausted by certainty itself.

So the audience was sometimes angered, being used to the autocracy of the author, the Brechtian absolutism. I no longer wanted to tell the audience anything but to invite their participation in a hunting down of tolerance.

Consequently, I became less satirical, and satire had been one of my foundations, a skill I brought with me to the theatre, ready-made. But to be a satirist, you must know, and I knew less and less, not as an affectation (the conventional wisdom of diminishing knowledge) but through practical work in character.

The deterioration of habitual moral and political assumptions was the sole means by which a change in form became possible. This was inevitable at a time of political collapse. But the resistance had to lie in questions of first principle, which is the theatre’s special territory. For example, our participation in acts of violence.

3

I wrote epic plays which commanded long entrances. I set my theatre in landscapes, not because I secretly wished to write film, but because the Polish swamp or the Flanders plain were manifestations of consciousness, just as the castle in The Castle is not set but the outcome of spiritual despair, and the burned out gaol in The Hang of the Gaol a massive shade of frustrated longing. But the Kremlin had to be implied by two plywood steps (The Power of the Dog) and the castle was shouted into place. Always the actor and the designer were flogged into substitution. This poverty of resource bore another corruption, which was to make it common belief the work was somehow remote, and the audience non-existent. The idea of the stable audience is a reactionary one, a blunt weapon used against the revolutionary text. It is a notion of the people used against people, and the sing-song of the populist state. The cultural managers will demonstrate the frivolity, the absence of concentration, the impatience, the dictatorship of television habits over the minds of the audience, but never the appetite for challenge, truth or discrimination. The Public, as an invention, becomes the enemy of the artist, a solid block of immovable entertainment-seekers whose numbers and subsequent economic power forbid intelligence. I refused this as a description of the audience and the description of myself as a problematical writer. I found, in collaboration with actors and directors, the audience for the work, sometimes half-hostile, but wanting. The tension between the audience and the play became for me an aesthetic, the nature of experience. This involved challenges to common morality, common socialism, even what passes for common humanity. So the theatre became for me a ground for assessment and potential reconstruction.

4

We make a fetish now of contradiction. We make banality of the discovery that the personal and the political do not sit, that socialism has violated as many as it has liberated, that the masses oppress as well as suffer, and that the individual is both an imperialist of the soul and the entire focus of freedom. And the contradictions pile upon each other in the Populist State. We find quality to be revolutionary, discrimination subversive, unanimity a spiritual poverty and the intelligentsia flinging its wits away, clambering through the decomposing heap of video and pop stars’ bones that constitutes monetarist art. The surge of the Populist State, applauded by the left in one of its basest cultural spasms, medievalizes us, teaching us that literacy leads nowhere, that plague comes over the hill, from the Ukraine or Cumbria, and to fuck with strangers is to dice with death. All these contradictions we artistically rejoice in, finding it a sort of freedom, for the new man Brecht would have engineered is anathema to us, a mechanical proletarian cosmonaut, horribly unafraid. Our problem is to reach beyond contradiction, towards the ground of tragedy. If the legitimate incredulity which is our reaction to so much planned social disintegration is summed up in the refrain of Archie McGroot at the court of Joseph Stalin, ‘Ye gotta laugh, no, ye gotta laugh!’ (Power of the Dog) then the task of serious art is to describe not wickedness but collusion, not simply authority but submission.

5

I gnawed at English socialism for ten years (from Claw, through A Passion in Six Days, to Downchild), coming at last to History, which is where I had begun, neither official history nor documentary history, whose truth I deny, but the history of emotion, looking for a politics of the emotions. I discovered that the only things worth describing now are things that do not happen, just as the only history plays worth writing concern themselves with what did not occur. New writing began at the Royal Court with the description of things that were not seen (i.e. real life). Writing now has to engage with what is not seen (i.e. the imagination) because real life is annexed, reproduced, soporific. The political play showed what is, but the reaction to what is has been only laughter, and through laughter, acquiescence. The political play must now return the onus to the audience, to the soul. A theatre which dares to return the audience to its soul, which has been seen by the left for so long as given, material, finite, oppressed, will experience the hostility a wrecked ship feels for the gale.

6

The individual must be denied the sanctuary of class.

The form of the play must reflect not its ability to report certain truths which at times cannot be told elsewhere, which renders it news, but its distinctive quality as form, which is the living actor, who cannot be confused with real life.

Everything is possessed except the imagination. We have laboured through a theatre whose naturalism has consigned imagination to the same dustbin as fantasy.

The task of theatre is not to produce cohesion or the myth of solidarity but to return the individual to himself. Not ‘We must act!’ but ‘Are we thus?’

It is a simple task to persuade an audience of a character’s evil. The important task is to persuade the audience of its potential or actual participation in evil.

A moral theatre is not one which separates the sheep from the goats (the exploited, the exploiter) but accuses the exploited also.

Plays are much too short. The manager likes the short play, it fits his wage bills. The writer of short plays thinks ‘they will grow impatient with me!’ Because truth is complex, art is also complex. It cannot be smashed to fit the timetable of trains.

One day a play will be written for which men and women will miss a day’s work.

It is likely this play will itself be experienced as work.

7

I came to theatre ignorant of almost every classic text and with half a dozen matinees behind me. I came to it because I could write speech and was impatient with novels, but also because it existed and clamoured for big and little texts, lunchtimes, studios, events. But for many years I could not justify my being there at all. I could not find any but the most instinctive motives for art of any kind. ‘I had to …’ ‘I needed to …’. So self in motion seemed sufficient cause. But there seemed something shameful in using so public a medium for a private end, so I invoked my socialism, and talked of ‘opposition’, thinking I helped a class, or at best, was testament. Later, I found in the study of the artist himself (No End of Blame, Scenes from an Execution) the cause that was neither wholly self nor the rattling egotism of entertainment (which I also owned, but was suspicious of). This was a sense of artistic responsibility both to order and to violation, on the one hand to the language and the literary culture which was equipment only a fool tossed away, either out of wrong opposition or false solidarity with the uneducated, and on the other, to the furtherest reaches of speculation whether of desire or dissolution. I found the greatest moments in theatre were the most ambiguous, and truth, a thing we now hardly dare invoke, came only by excellence of the performer grinding on the complexity of text, and
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