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-~ = Report on Work in the Half Moon Theatre

For the last few months I have been working in the Writers'
Workshop attached to the Half Moon Theatre, in the East End
of London.

The theatre, although -- at least for the time being --
supported by grants from the Arts. Council and local councils, .
regards itself (although this is not written into any constit-
ution) as "pragressive' or "left-wing" , and many of those
attached to it regard this as synonymous with "socialisM".

The Writers' Workshop came into baing because the Manage--
ment Committee of the theatre found it very difficult to find
good, progressive plays to present, and the aim of the workshop
was to train writers to create plays for thg theatre with a
progressive theme and, as far as possible, local interest.

When I joined the workshop last autumn, it consisted of
a mixed bag® of, on the whole, young aspiring pkaywrights with
a typical petty-bourgeois outlook. In political affiliation the
majority wera trotskyists of various brands, the largest number
belonging %o the Workers' Rgvolutionary Party (which is relati
ively strong in the theatre!, with a sprinkling of anarchists
and socizl-damocrats. :
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stwaph to get some kind of elema
+h2 anarchists being opposed

to having g Gl e R v wan bo try and keep some sel-

blance of zrisr ayv fec & the first few weeks, there-

fore, thers was compiets cz205, with meetings taking place in

the publiic bars of various »uds .. the particular one depending

merely on whether there was any room!

Eventually the first battle was won, and a small OrganisZ.
ing Commitiee was elected and the anarchigts withdrew In disgust
m.ttering "dictatorshipl".

For the next few months meetings were at least properly
organised and consisted of readings of plays submitted by the
members of the workshop. At first the workshop was open in this
respect to anyone, but when a young chap arrived from somewhere
and a play of his turned out to be perniciously male chauvinist
in theme, the women members came round to my point of view that
there must be. some kind of criteria which potential members
should be expected to adhere to.

The trotskyists then got together and submitted a manifestp
on art written in the 193%0s under the influence of Trotsky.
Ks the workshop had no duplicating facilities, I agreed to
duplicate this manifesto for circulation, provided I could
circulate with it a rival document saying why 1 thought the (‘p\)
manifesto shouldi not be adopted by the workshop.
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When this had been circulated, the trotskyists demanded
the right to circulate a further document criticising my
document -~ but never, in fact, got around to dosing this.

In consequence, a resolution was adopted along the lines of my
proposals to form the basis off a constitution. There was an
interesting discussion as to whether the workshop should des-
cribe itself as '"socialist". My view was that this was too
narrow, and that the theatre should welcome anti-fascist plays
and playwrights even if they were not socialist. As the
Secretary was in this category, and said that she would feel
compelled to resign from the workshop if the term "socialist"
were used, I eventually won the point that the workship should
describe 1itself as basing itself on the ideal of "progressive
theatre", defilined as "theatre which consciously aims at advanca
ing the cause of the working people". This was accepted unan-
imously.

The plays presented pamu wez@ﬁ%xpected to fit in with this
criterion, but it soon became clear that the trotskyists in
particular had (with one exception) no idea of what "progress-
ive theatre™ me2nt. They continued %o submit and have read plays
which were oo v than a purgshtion of their sexual hang-ups
witn few words ading four iettsts ian length, believing tnat
this becams & "pr assiva’ play if onse character said some-
where "l'm like % b L ©api

set ab the Wedding" set in

»p down the middile: almost
exactly half the= & tashly and compared 1t, 1
think without sy sa . Go Loprza and Synge; the other
haif described it =3 "19tvh. cenbtury Barvara Cartland" and as
"so bad that even Mary Whitehouse would not have objected to
it". For me it was a maest interesting experience to hear a pl%y
of mine read by professional actorss Although not all the
critical discussion was helpful, some of it was and, indeed,
the mere act of reading revealed To me some weaknesses (in,

for example, charactewisation/ that I had not previously seen.

1 am now rewriting the play in the light of experience.

I put in = :
modern Albania., T.

In repliying to the discussion, I made the points that:

1) reading a writer's play and discussing it was not
enough to develop a q;ite ; that a writer who had had his
play r ead should Hﬁ%e;%ﬁg;play stuck up on the notice-board
and any other writer who felt like trying to assist him in
removing defects should put his name up on the board; when
this process had been compueted, the play should be read a
second time;

2) that the workshop should do more than just criticise
the work of its members; it should endeavour to master the
theory of dramatic aesthetics. "
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« I was a little surprised at the strong opposition wnich
thls last proposal aroused, and to hear writers who regard.

ed themselves as "revolutionary socialists" asserting that
there was no theory of dramatic aesthetics, that artistic
creativity was something you were born with, that artistic

work could not be compared with any other kind of work, that

tne true artist was a chip off the divine spirit.

Bventually it wascggﬁggadthat a theory class would be held
once a month, open to those who wanted to attend, while the
other three meotings a month would be devoted to "practice".

A sylilabus was eventually agreed upon, and it was agreed that
members who h§d a particulan sympathy for a particular theorist

(e.g., Brecht
theorist.

should prepare and deliver the material on that

As nobody wanted to tackle Aristotle, I did this. And in

the discussion wnich foilowed, the whole concept of the

artist as '"the engineer of the human soul" (in Stalin's words)

cawe out clearly. At the next practical meeting, those who
had attended th2 class proposed that the workshep should

dedicate its@lf :e a particular working class struggle (in
this case, %he social workers' strike was agreed upon’) and
that each mewber should over the next three weeks submit a
short play or sketch on this Sheme. Repraeseutatives of the
local gocizi workers w it9d along to the readings,

which were in ) 1

was il’lterﬁ/{}‘t‘ . ,
wriger had Gaten.
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:tion, very good. What
rant approach which each
tnon selected the three

sketches which bney felt wouid e rcozt useful in agit-propping

their cause. ¥t
Moon.an@ presented at a number of meetings in the East End
(including the union conference, to put the social workers

‘esy ware then rshearsed by actors from the Half

(ind

Case before other members of the same union). My sketch was

one of the three selected, and I enclose a CODY .

At the next meeting there was a feeling of great enthus._

iasm. It was announced that an Bast Eng Festive ¢ [
al was to b
held at the theatre in March, i

(8),

and that the Management Committes
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«lactories and houses not tourisv marinas)/ attended, and ex-
pbressed the hope that the workshop might assist the Committee .
in its campaign. The result was that it was agreed to put l
on some kind of revue based on the themg Sf,the docks. My dearly
beloved daughter could not at this poin%A om saying: "My dad's
been working on a script on just this theéme for the last few
wonths"! I was then asked whether I would allow my script to
become the framework for a collective effert. Anxious not to
appear an egotistic individualist, I agreed -- and must plead
uilty here to a ghastly mistake. For the script that has emnergyn
or rather, is sTiIl In process of emerging) is unvelievably Tearere,
Wiy, without a shred of artistic coherence. I think that
most pecple who previously favoured the idea of collective
artistic creation“are now convinced that it is artistically
wrong and that every work of art, if collectively produced,
needs an individual directing hand. My own rather bitter view ,
of this (for which I wust take a large part of the blame) <C>>

appears in the sxetch herewith. I don't think I could: bear

to go and see the actual production, even though Eve is in it;

it would be $atber tike going to the mortuary to identify the
mdy of one's child after it has fallen into a concrete mixer!

has not, as vet, procecededbeyond Arist.

+ think that i
to be drawn frem a1 this.

,.J
)

P~

S 3]
-,
145

o

smg interesting political lessons
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