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Introduction

If you wanted to get some sense of the zeitgeist of Britain around 1961, you could do worse than watch A Taste of Honey.1 The film is absolutely steeped in its watershed historical moment: a product of the innovative British New Wave in cinema, derived from a play central to postwar theatre’s proletarian revolution, imbued with a particular youthful Northern non-conformist sensibility (and with a Liverpudlian star) just one year ahead of The Beatles’ first hit record ‘Love Me Do’. Indeed, The Beatles would go on to cover the wistful ballad composed for the play’s Broadway production, ‘A Taste of Honey’, on their debut album, the song having been a favourite in their Hamburg repertoire.2 Appearing on the cusp of the Swinging Sixties but before any swinging had begun in earnest, A Taste of Honey dealt with some of the period’s most urgent social concerns, from unmarried motherhood to interracial relationships to homosexuality, which certainly didn’t harm its commercial prospects: ‘Teenage sex, a black baby on the way and a queer boyfriend. She’s not so dumb,’ observed one Theatre Workshop associate when 18-year-old Shelagh Delaney’s roughly typed playscript first arrived through their letterbox in 1958.3 Film critic Eve Perrick even suspected that

back home in her Salford council house, Miss Delaney had one of those electronic playmaking machines. Into this she fed the most singled-out for discussion topics … pressed the button marked ‘Northern industrial-class accent’ – and, lo and behold, out came A Taste of Honey.4

But although some thought that Delaney’s play was contrived, others immediately recognised it as innovative and unique, including influential theatre critic Kenneth Tynan, who praised the teenage playwright for bringing ‘real people onto the stage, joking and flaring and scuffling’, hailing her as ‘a portent’, the shape of things to come for British drama.5

Released in 1961, Delaney’s screen adaptation of her play took its place among a group of realist films emerging in Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s, soon labelled a ‘British New Wave’ with reference to France’s nouvelle vague. Mostly made by independent production companies such as Woodfall, Romulus and Vic Films, the British New Wave films drew inspiration and source material from working-class novelists and dramatists as well as from the Free Cinema documentary movement in which many of its film-makers (Karel Reisz, Lindsay Anderson and A Taste of Honey’s director, Tony Richardson) had participated. Although there had, of course, been previous realist movements in British cinema, this cycle of films instigated by the success of Room at the Top (1958) and then followed up by further investigations of Northern working-class life, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960), A Kind of Loving (1962), The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner (1962), This Sporting Life (1963) and Billy Liar (1963), was viewed as a crucial postwar breakthrough, challenging the anodyne representations that preceded them and launching new stars proud of their proletarian origins rather than having them elocuted out of existence. However, some were more circumspect in their enthusiasm. For instance, V. F. Perkins in Movie magazine queried just how new this New Wave really was in comparison with what had gone before, concluding dismissively:

There is as much genuine personality in Room at the Top, method in A Kind of Loving and style in A Taste of Honey as there is wit in An Alligator Named Daisy, intelligence in Above Us the Waves and ambition in Ramsbottom Rides Again.6

Meanwhile, satirical magazine Private Eye took aim at middle-class film-makers gushing about ‘the raw material of a really down-to-earth portrayal of life as it is actually lived in the North of England’ and creating photogenic visions of ‘the smoke and the squalid terraces’ before hastily retreating to their smart London addresses once filming was over.7 Such opinions proved lastingly damning, creating an ongoing ambivalence towards the films within British cinema studies (which is one of the issues this book will explore).

While part of the movement, Woodfall’s A Taste of Honey was notably different from its New Wave peers, as Anthony Aldgate noted, because ‘its concerns were female-centred’ and ‘women were the instigators of its dramatic action’, whereas the protagonists of the other films were young working-class men whose heterosexual desires usually drove the narrative.8 Many of the New Wave’s recurrent thematic concerns would be refracted quite differently in A Taste of Honey due to its feminine focus. For example, the usual motif of men’s entrapment by women, often through unplanned pregnancies, is upended, with the focus shifted instead to pregnant teenager Jo’s own feelings of entrapment and resistance to the expectations of femininity, specifically the maternal identity deemed to be her ‘natural’ destiny. Also placed centre stage is Jo’s fraught push-and-pull relationship with her mother, Helen, who is as resistant as her daughter to maternal expectations, refusing to prioritise Jo above her (sometimes lucrative) romantic relationships. A world away from the diligent desexualised ‘our mam’ of Richard Hoggart’s evocation of Northern working-class respectability in The Uses of Literacy, Helen is out for a good time just as much as Arthur Seaton in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning.9 But as a 40-year-old woman rather than a 20-year-old man, she perhaps posed a greater representational challenge within postwar British culture, especially since Delaney refuses to demonise the character (while equally resisting the temptation to sentimentalise her). The film also marked a departure from New Wave norms in foregrounding masculine types generally marginalised by the white heteronormativity which predominated, through the key characters of Jo’s Black boyfriend Jimmy and her gay best friend Geoff. Sue Harper argues that A Taste of Honey creates ‘a utopia in which the outcasts – blacks, homosexuals, tarts – are at the heart of society’, daring to offer female characters ‘on the periphery’ of social acceptability who are nonetheless presented as ‘anybody’s equal’.10 Mother and daughter are linked by their ambition for more from life than they are expected to desire or deserve. The Old Testament allusion in the
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