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General Editor’s Introduction

The theatre is, by its nature, an ephemeral art: yet it is a daunting task to track down the newspaper reviews, or contemporary statements from the writer or her director, which are often all that remain to help us recreate some sense of what a particular production was like. This series is therefore intended to make readily available a selection of the comments that the critics made about the plays of leading modern dramatists at the time of their production — and to trace, too, the course of each writer’s own views about his or her work.

In addition to combining a uniquely convenient source of such elusive documentation, the ‘Writer-Files’ series also assembles the information necessary for readers to pursue further their interest in a particular writer or work. Variations in quantity between one writer’s output and another, differences in temperament which make some readier than others to talk about their work, and the variety of critical response, all mean that the presentation and balance of material shifts between one volume and another: but we have tried to arrive at a format for the series which will nevertheless enable users of one volume readily to find their way around any other.

Section 1, ‘A Brief Chronology’, provides a quick conspective overview of each playwright’s life and career. Section 2 deals with the plays themselves, arranged chronologically in the order of their composition: information on first performances, major revivals, and publication is followed by a brief synopsis (for quick reference set in slightly larger, italic type), then by a representative selection of the critical response, and of the dramatist’s own comments on the play and its theme.

Section 3 offers concise guidance to each writer’s work in non-dramatic forms, while Section 4, ‘The Writer on Her Work’, brings together comments from the playwright herself on more general matters of construction, opinion, and artistic development. Finally, Section 5 provides a bibliographical guide to other primary and secondary sources of further reading, among which full details will be found of works cited elsewhere under short titles, and of collected editions of the plays — but not of individual titles, particulars of which will be found with the other factual data in Section 2.

The ‘Writer-Files’ hope by striking this kind of balance between information and a wide range of opinion to offer ‘companions’ to the study of major playwrights in the modern repertoire — not in that dangerous pre-digested fashion which can too readily quench the desire to read the plays themselves, nor so prescriptively as to allow any single line of approach to predominate, but rather to encourage readers to form their own judgements of the plays in a wide-ranging context.

Caryl Churchill is now generally recognized as among the leading dramatists of her generation. She also happens to be a woman — and some of the earlier reviews in this volume predictably marginalize her concerns as ‘women’s lib’ issues. It is perhaps less predictable that these early notices should also reveal a sharp divergence of critical opinion as to whether the characteristic structure of her plays was (to borrow the polarity as it was expressed in two reviews of Objections to Sex and Violence) ‘unsurpassed’ — or ‘tediously talkative’ and full of ‘irrelevancies’. This seeming contradiction, too, may be reconciled by acknowledging that — as Caryl Churchill puts it on page 90 — ‘our whole concept of what plays might be’ has (certainly since the romantics) been ‘defined by men’, as to do with ‘conflict, and building in a certain way to a climax’. Conversely, then, the ‘feminine’ quality of her writing may have simply to do with dialectic replacing conflict, and open-endedness being preferred to climax. Both aspects (of sensibility as reflected in structure) have made her responsive to the workshop approach, through which plays are ‘possessed’ by company as well as by author.

One possible weakness of a method so closely bound up with the circumstances of a play’s first production is that it may make subsequent revivals more tricky — as reports here of some later American and German productions perhaps suggest. Yet just as Brecht is perfectly playable outside the Berliner Ensemble, so is Churchill outside Joint Stock — although (without claiming any equivalence of status) it’s also true that both playwrights fuse style and structure, content and form, in ways which challenge traditional perceptions of playwriting and acting.

Despite her long apprenticeship in radio playwriting during the ‘sixties, it was, then, surely no accident that her historic moment coincided with the rise of feminist consciousness in the early ‘seventies. Her first success in the theatre was, appropriately, with Owners — to which, in this volume, one critic duly objects that it lacks the ‘classical standards’ of ‘unity of action and unity of tone’. Yet are these standards really classical — or just masculine? What is refreshing in Churchill’s approach to playwriting is her awareness of the fragmentary quality yet essential wholeness of life — and her rendering of it through those sudden, slanting shifts of perception that characterize such plays as Vinegar Tom, Cloud Nine, Top Girls, and Fen. Advisedly, Caryl Churchill sacrifices ‘unity of action and ‘unity of tone’ in her recognition of the many-sided cussedness of human action and response.

Simon Trussler


1: A Brief Chronology

1938 Born in London, 3 September.

1948 Family moved to Montreal, Canada.

1948-55 At the Trafalgar School, Montreal, Canada.

1957-60 At Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, graduating with B.A. in English Language and Literature. Awarded the Richard Hillary Memorial Prize.

1958 Wrote Downstairs, staged by Oriel College Dramatic Society.

1959 Downstairs performed at National Union of Students/Sunday Times Student Drama Festival. Wrote You’ve No Need to be Frightened and Having a Wonderful Time.

1960 Wrote Easy Death. Having a Wonderful Time staged at Questors Th., student production.

1961 Wrote The Ants and The Finnsburgh Fragment. Easy Death staged at Oxford Playhouse, by Oxford Experimental Th. Club, student production. Married David Harter.

1962 The Ants broadcast.

1963 First son born.

1964 Second son born.

1965 Wrote Lovesick.

1966 Lovesick broadcast.

1968 Wrote Abortive and The Marriage of Toby’s Idea of Angela and Toby’s Idea of Angela’s Idea of Toby. Identical Twins broadcast.

1969 Third son born.

1971 Wrote Henry’s Past and The Judge’s Wife. Abortive and Not… Not… Not… Not… Not Enough Oxygen broadcast.

1972 Schreber’s Nervous Illness and Henry’s Past broadcast, The Judge’s Wife on television, Owners written and staged at Royal Court Th. Upstairs.

1973 Wrote Moving Clocks Go Slow, Turkish Delight, and Perfect Happiness. Perfect Happiness broadcast. Owners staged at Mercer-Shaw Th., New York.

1974 Wrote Objections to Sex and Violence. Turkish Delight on television. Resident dramatist at the Royal Court Th. for a year from autumn 1974.

1975 Objections to Sex and Violence staged at Royal Court. Perfect Happiness staged at Soho Poly. Moving Clocks Go Slow staged at Royal Court Th. Upstairs. Founder-member of Theatre Writers’ Group, later Theatre Writers’ Union.

1976 Wrote Traps and Vinegar Tom. Wrote Light Shining in Buckinghamshire after workshop with Joint Stock Theatre Group. Vinegar Tom staged by Monstrous Regiment, and Light Shining in Buckinghamshire staged by Joint Stock.

1977 Traps staged at Royal Court Th. Upstairs. Contributed to a cabaret, Floorshow, staged by Monstrous Regiment at Th. Royal, Stratford East. Wrote The After Dinner Joke. Objections to Sex and Violence premiered in Austria (Theater der Courage, Vienna).

1978 Adapted The Legion Hall Bombing from Diplock Court trial transcript. Wrote Softcops. Wrote Cloud Nine after workshop with Joint Stock. The After Dinner Joke on television. Traps premiered in West Germany (Theater Erlangen).

1979 The Legion Hall Bombing on television: Churchill and the director, Roland Joffe, withdrew their names from the credits in protest at censorship by the BBC. Cloud Nine staged by Joint Stock. Wrote Three More Sleepless Nights.

1980 Three More Sleepless Nights staged at Soho Poly. Tutor to Royal Court Young Writers’ Group.

1980-82 Wrote Top Girls.

1981 Crimes written and transmitted on television. Cloud Nine’s American premiere (Lucille Lortel’s Th. de Lys, New York) and Australian premiere (Nimrod Th., Sydney).

1982 Top Girls staged at Royal Court and transferred later that year to Joseph Papp’s Public Th., New York, presented by the New York Shakespeare Festival. Wrote Fen after workshop with Joint Stock. Won OBIE for Cloud Nine. Cloud Nine premiered in New Zealand (Fortune Th., Dunedin), Japan (Parco Th., Tokyo), Denmark (Det Ny Theater, Copenhagen), West Germany (Schlosspark-Theater, Berlin) and Belgium (Fakkelteater, Antwerp).

1983 Fen staged by Joint Stock and transferred later that year to Joseph Papp’s Public Th., New York. Won OBIE for Top Girls. Top Girls premiered in Australia (Nimrod Th., Sydney), Sweden (Dramaten, Stockholm), Japan (Bungei-za Le Pilier, Tokyo), West Germany (Schauspielhaus, Cologne), Greece (National Th., Athens) and Switzerland (Schauspielhaus, Zurich). Vinegar Tom premiered in New Zealand (Th. Corporate, Auckland). Cloud Nine premiered in Brazil (Rio de Janeiro).

1984 Softcops revised, and staged by RSC at the Barbican Pit. Wrote dialogue for Midday Sun, staged at the ICA. Won Susan Smith Blackburn Award (for best new play by an American or British woman dramatist) for Fen. Top Girls premiered in Denmark (Aarhus Theater), Norway (Rogaland Theater, Stavanger), New Zealand (Th. Corporate, Auckland) and Yugoslavia (Modern Th., Belgrade).

1985 Owners premiere in Switzerland (Schauspielhaus, Zurich). Cloud Nine premiered in Norway (Homansbyen Teaterselskap, Oslo). Top Girls premiered in Finland (Vaasa City Th.) and Holland (Schouwburg Het Park Te Horn, Amsterdam). Fen premiered in New Zealand (Th. Corporate, Auckland), West Germany (Schauspielhaus, Dusseldorf) and Norway (Vikateatret, Oslo).

1986 Wrote A Mouthful of Birds jointly with David Lan after workshop with Joint Stock, who staged it. Wrote Serious Money. Cloud Nine premiered in Austria (Volkstheater, Vienna), Top Girls premiered in Iceland (Alpyduleikhusid, Reykjavik) and Austria (Ensemble Th., Vienna).

1987 Serious Money staged at Royal Court, transferred to Wyndham’s, and late to Joseph Papp’s Public Th., New York. Awards for Serious Money: Time Out, Playwriting; 
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