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ABSTRACT

To begin with, the role of theatre, and especially popular theatre, is

contextualised within the theory of art and society and the debate about

'popular' and 'mass' culture. The thesis attempts to reassess the

possibilities for positive and dynamic relations between audience and

theatre within this context, through an investigation of some actual

relationships between them. What is defined as 'mainstream' theatre is

the basis of the research. The three major productions studied are A Day

in the Death of Joe Egg by Peter Nichols, Bloody Poetry by Howard

Brenton, and Blood Brothers by Willy Russell. Qualitative research on

audience responses for each play resulted in 37 in-depth interviews.

A chapter is devoted to the problem of methodology for such a

qualitative study; in particular, to the lack of any model method for

analysis. The interview material is presented and discussed play by

play. Initially, a broad 'consensus' view of each play, provides a

background to the description and analysis of responses. Analysis is

carried out under the headings of different 'cultural profiles',

determined in relation to the play as 'accordant', 'discordant' or

'neutral' in orientation. The influences of such cultural profiles are

shown in some cases to predetermine the perceived meaning or effect of

the play, independently of the executants' intentions. Some responses

are more readily understood as determined most importantly by a personal

'inner history', which can be even more resilient to change. Despite the

predominance of habitual notions, it is found that particular kinds of

theatrical technique are more successful than others in overriding

biases corresponding to cultural profile. This is especially true of

theatricality which raises the emotional identification of respondents

with characters or events on stage without mobilising stereotypes.

Findings indicate the importance of the cultural profile and personal

history of audiences in any theory of the theatre's social function. The

innate conservatism which characterises cultural profiles is seen to be

a crucial factor. Conclusions suggest a need for models which do not

rely on preconceptions or hidden assumptions about audience response. In

addition, the emphasis which emerges on the autonomy of audience as

critic and creator raises questions about the function and aspirations

of certain types of theatre.
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CHAPTER ONE : INTRODUCTION

A i ms

The motivation behind this research is the conviction that the literary

and performance arts of our western society do, or can, have a real

relevance to the people, and not just those people especially trained in

their production and appreciation. The actual relations between the arts

and the people are therefore the object of study.

Theatre seemed to provide the most readily accessible point of contact

with a public at large which was likely to comprise, at least to a

certain extent, 'the ordinary (wo)man in the street'. An important

research aim is to investigate the responses and satisfactions of a

fairly wide cross—section of PeoP1e./Thi reflects a concern with the

role of theatre for a 'population at large', rather than a restricted

elite. It should become clear that the use of the terms 'elite' and

'elitist' are justified because of the difficulty of finding more

appropriate vocabulary for some of the attitudes which will be reported

(e.g. see especially, Commentary on Bloody Poetry).

/ Some cultural homogeneity of audiences is necessary, however, in brder

to be able to see the role of theatre within a cultural contextJit was,

for instance, beyond the scope of this thesis to explore the varieties

of cultural context which would have resulted from studying West End

productions. I had some initial involvement in a Society of West End

Theatres project, helping to conduct a survey of West End theatre

audiences run by Caroline Gardiner of City University in 1984. This

experience showed that the number of overseas visitors made West End

audiences too cosmopolitan to be suitable for this research.

To these ends then/the type of theatre studied was restricted to

'mainstream' theatre in major regional playhouses; that which is readily

available locally to a large publi ' Fuller definitions of 'mainstream'

follow, below and in Chapter Three.

There is a long tradition of "the association of the idea of the general

perfection of humanity with the practice and study of the arts"

[Williams 1968 p59]./It is the aim of this study to identify those

factors in the relationship between stage and audience which are most
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crucial to this association. To do this, the relative importance of the

'message' of the play, the theatricality which presents it, and the

cultural profile of the audience experiencing it, is addressed/As part

of this discourse, a subsidiary aim is to consider whether the ways in

which theatre producers pursue the association with the 'general

perfection of humanity' are in contrast to the associations audiences

themselves may make.

It is an important premise of this work that the subject of study is not

'the play', to which the audience then respond. It is the dynamics of

the relationship between the two. As a subject, this is not easily

definable because of its subjectivity. Faced with the problem of

rendering these dynamics into some reportable, discussable form, the

views of the audience themselves are the only logical definitions to

use. The formulation of an appropriate methodology for this research has

proved problematic. As far as possible, the methodology has been

specifically formulated to approach the audience in a way which might

reveal more about the nature of their role as critic.

The type of theatre studied

In attempting to define which kind of theatre this work is concerned

with, the question of how we define 'theatre' at all comes into play.

[ome definitions of 'theatre' [e.g. Bentley 1965 p150] might not include

the kinds of dramatic activity seen in fringe, street, community, agit-

prop, or improvised theatre. These may be set up specifically to work

outside the kind of conventions which define the type of theatre with

which this study concerns itself./ The artistic director of Welfare

State, makes this clear:

They [theatre buildings] are closed systems. Our research is

into nascent ritual (using theatre) as part of a way of living

rather than a repeated dramatic production, where theatre is

an end in itself [Kershaw 1983 p29].

The activities of some drama groups might easily be defined as political

events, neighbourhood celebrations, etc., rather than 'theatre'. They

may have an obvious 'social reality' i.e. an immediate aim and function

e.g. Unity Theatre's involvement in Tenants Defence League in support of

rent strikes, 7:84's involvement with factory sit-ins and the miners'

strike. Or they might specifically concern themselves with minority

groups - e.g. Gay Sweatshop, Temba Black Theatre, Tara Arts Asian
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theatre group. Study of these kinds of dramatic activity was not

appropriate to the aims and assumptions of this research. It is a

fundamental assumption of the thesis that there are aspects of theatre

which are important to audiences other than those which respond to

specific 'problems' (unfair rents, discrimmination against gays or

blacks). An Important aim is to seek insights into these less-obviously

functional satisfactions for audiences. The study of responses to

theatre with a particular kind of 'problem-solving' role, then, would

tend to obscure the kinds of satisfactions in which we are interested.

In addition, although the selection of theatre-goers who were

interviewed can still be seen as the selection of an exclusive group

(all theatre-goers are in a minority), it is less exclusive than that

for theatre aimed at particular localities or minorities.

Shakespeare and other established 'classics' (e.g. Chekhov, Ibsen,

Brecht) were also avoided because of a predeterminedly defined role.

They have an established 'identity'; audiences have a particularly clear

idea of the status and significance of such plays before they experience

them. Some degree of 'stereotyped' response would therefore be likely to

detract from concentration on the original aims (eg. a response

conditioned by familiarity with Shakespeare as an 'A' level text).

For these reasons, the main productions studied have been performed in

the main houses of large, well-established provincial theatres. The

plays were performed by the resident companies of the theatre (rather

than visiting travelling theatre groups etc.) as major productions in

the seasonal programme of a city's major playhouse. This is what may be

termed 'mainstream' theatre, because it is presented within a generally

well understood context. That is to say that the theatre buildings

themselves and the)vents staged within them, are likely to be

recognised as performing a particular role and function by most of the

population. At least, this can be said of them in a way that it cannot

of the halls, schools and outdoor spaces used by travelling theatre

companies, agit-prop or street theatre, or even small 'studio'

auditoriums of larger theatres.

It seemed reasonable to suppose that this kind of theatre, more than

most, assumes a relevance to the population at large in the city which

supports it. One reliable indication that this is the case is the
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widespread subsidizing of such theatre by the Arts Council and City or

County councils. Details of subsidy given to theatres in this study were

not available. However, unpublished statistics consulted at the Arts

Council Library, Picadilly, London, reveal close monitoring of figures

required for grant decisions by the Arts Council. e.g. Table II: Home

based audiences (Main Auditorium) by Theatre, showing number of

performances, total seats sold, percentage of capacity, average

attendance per performance, total receipts £, ticket yield and ticket

price for Leicester Haymarket 1979/80 -1982/83 and similarly Table VI:

Home based audiences (Studio) by Theatre. Also concerned with assessing

the claim for subsidy is Leicester: Haymarket Theatre Audience Survey

Leicester City Council Recreation Committee, February 1982 7pp. This

survey covered frequency of attendance, mode of travel, place of work,

place of residence and age. It was commissioned to determine where most

of the theatre's patrons were coming from, and therefore, where finance

should come from; the City council, County council or some other source,

when grant aid was being decided for Leicester Theatre Trust.

These indications of an assumption of relevance to a population at

large, are supplemented by evidence, gathered in the course of this

work, from professionals who say their theatre aspires to such a role

(Playwrights, Howard Brenton (Bloody Poetry) and Anthony Minghella (A

Little Like Drowning, Whale Music), questioned at Open Forums held while

their plays were in production at Leicester Haymarket, Artistic Director

of the Haymarket (Michael Meacham), who agreed to be interviewed for

this research and playwright, Denise Deegan, who also consented to be

interviewed about her West End success, Daisy Pulls it Off, which had

been the subject of a SWET survey).

Research methods used

The mass of research material which will be referred to was collected

from 83 respondents in all, contacted in the course of 37 interviews

(listed in Appendix A). These produced at least 20 hours of recordings

representing about 200,000 words of transcripts. The research is

qualitative rather than quantitative, taking the form of a series of in-

depth interviews. The reasons for this preference, together with a

detailed consideration of appropriate research methodology are to be

found in Chapter 3. This also describes the interviews which were

carried out, usually one to one, in the respondents' own homes, and
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within a few days of their having seen the performance. The formulation

of a method of content analysis for the material collected is described

at the end of the chapter.

Outline of the thesis

After a brief introduction to the historical background, Chapter 2

introduces approaches to culture and the arts which form the context of

the research. Discussion in this section is formative in the definition

of terminology used in the research and is intended as a guide to the

meaning of terms as they are used in the thesis.

The process of collecting and reporting audience responses in itself

cannot help but be on some level an interpretative one - if only in the

sense argued by Holub [1983 p102], that it is not possible to place

oneself outside of conventions of perception and assumptions in order to

be unconstrained by the possibilities built into a system of

intelligibility. What can be done, however, is to acknowledge those

assumptions which one is conscious of having worked with, and which will

affect the angle of approach in important ways. Chapter 2 attempts to

provide this perspective and perhaps reveal some of the underlying

assumptions. It is hoped that offering some sense of my own

understanding of the basic concepts and terminology in the field will

reveal a sense of the 'position' from which I have worked.

Methodological problems have featured quite strongly in this work, and

some time is spent outlining these in Chapter 3. Discussion of the

research data proceeds according to the principles determined in this

chapter. The second part of the thesis deals with the research data

collected in the series of in-depth interviews with members of

audiences. The plays respondents had seen were A Day in the Death of Joe

Egg [Nichols 1967], Bloody Poetry [Brenton 1985] and Blood Brothers

[Russell 1985] (some reference is also made to Our Day Out [Russell

1984], but see p63). For the purposes of clarity from the outset, it is

worth noting here that respondents' contributions are indicated in upper

case throughout e.g. CRAWFORD, to distinguish them from other references

which are given in square brackets e.g. [Althusser 1971].



CHAPTER TWO : THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Historical Perspective

A sense of the historical background to ideas of popular culture is

useful for this study. It gives an important perspective to what could

otherwise be simply explained as habitual notions. The reference to a

tradition of ideas of culture is not meant merely to trace a progression

of theoretical debate, it is necessary to an understanding of actual

relations between 'ordinary people' and 'culture'. It allows the

audience responses discussed in this work to be seen not simply as the

result of some temporary persuasion, but as a part of some deep-seated

expectations of the arts as a cultural experience. It can make the

difference between seeing respondents as dupes of a mass media society,

or as people bringing important cultural expectations to the

The type of theatre with which the current work concerns itself depends

upon the rise of a sufficiently affluent middle class who pay to go to

the theatre. These audiences, for whom theatre-going can be seen as part

of other social aspirations rather than simply as part of a common

tradition of popular entertainment, do not have a real continuity from

before the industrial revolution. New practices brought with them

radical changes in the distribution and organisation of communities on a

scale which demanded completely new value systems and hierarchies 1 . This

is perhaps where a decisive split between culture and popular art first

becomes conceivable. A distinctive popular entertainment industry, of

melodrama and music hail, grew to cater for the new masses. The music

hall, which had its hey-day in the Edwardian period, is a prime example

of the significant line of growth and change which developed from

industrial-urban culture, but which nevertheless maintained many

elements in common with earlier folk culture [see Hall and Whanel 1965

p55]. Traditions behind it included popular spectacles and shows, the

gin palaces, pleasure gardens and song-and-supper rooms of the late

Victorian era. It was,

part of the very life of 'the community' - though that

community was now much more stratified than any of the earlier

'organic' societies [ibid.p56].

Despite this vital relationship with the community, another major shift

was that this was no longer the art of the community, it was an art of

the performer: "The community had become an 'audience': the art had been
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individualised" (ibid.]. Like Hall and Whanel, I would choose riot to

sentimentalise the music hall as a late expression of folk culture, but

rather to see it as transitional between an earlier folk and later

popular art where a separation between audience and stage begins.

Schechner associates the shift towards entertainment, as opposed to

ritual function in theatre with such a separation (Schechner 1976 p207]

arid this development can be seen as decisive. It enables the evolution

of a relationship in which the audience becomes the punter, paying to be

pleased by the entertainment business. The beginnings of such a

relationship can be seen in the tendency of the music hail to market

itself by playing to the gallery and to rely on spectacle and novelty to

attract audiences. This allows us to see music hail then, as heralding

a new era of theatre as a distinctly commercial enterprise.

As the growing populations of workers in the new industrial centres

swelled music hall audiences, a new class emerged; the bourgeoisie, made

rich by the rapid expansion of capitalist enterprises in industry. This

burgeoning middle class sought to emulate the aristocracy, who had been

so pre-eminent in the 18th century, through patronage of the stage with

their new found wealth. In attempting to buy their way into the higher

echelons of society, this middle class were seeing theatre as a status

symbol and commodity. This idea of theatre as an aspect of prestige, so

evident in Edwardian times, is one which has a continuing importance to

the development of post-war policies for the arts.

Ideas among the public and the profession about the role, status and

aims of modern British theatre have been shaped by what may be broadly

distinguished as three kinds of important post-war influence. The

profit-motivated pressures of commercial theatres, most importantly and

influentially centred in the power of the West End were and remain

crucial. But the emergence of state subsidy and policy for the arts in

the form of the new Arts Council, at a time when the ideals of the

Welfare State were to the fore, also introduced the oppositional motives

of the 'Welfare' model and the 'Glory' model.

The post-war Arts Council has its genesis in the CEMA (Council for the

Encouragement of Music and the Arts) which, originally a small

organisatiori, was one of those formed during the first months of the war

in 1939 for the dissemination of entertainment and the arts to troops
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and factory workers. The CEMA began its operations "as a kind of welfare

agency" [Pick 1983 p147], in which drama was a means of general

enlightenment and a popular amateur activity. Thus it was initially

concerned with the encouragement of amateurs, but abruptly changed its

policy in the middle of 1940, to promote professional theatre as a facet

of national glory - "the best maintained at its peak for the

discriminating" [ibid]. At this stage, West End productions were

prepared to cash-in on the advantages of being association with this

socially and educationally purposeful body [ibid p145]. Nevertheless, in

view of the changing role and influence of the CEMA, West End theatre

people were anxious that any peacetime Arts Council would revert to a

populist, welfare, stance and that a National Theatre might be run on

different lines to the West End; with a concern for the entirity of the

population which was antithetical to that of the West End establishment.

Despite such fears, the glittering ritual associated with high society

which had surrounded the Edwardian West End did not fade so easily as

did the opulence of fashion in the austerity years, particularly so long

as it continued to be championed by the likes of Noel Coward and his

followers (see Pick 1983 p152-156 and Chpt 10 passim). The fact that the

West End continued to be synonymous with top class theatre partly

explains how the post-war Arts Council could fall into an uneasy

partnership with the West End 'Group'; that consortium of managers

(Prince Littler, Binkie Beaumont) who wielded a massive influence on the

theatrical life of the country at the time. In this context, the concern

to see state subsidy as supportive of the best of British theatre -

Pick's 'Glory Model' [Pick 1983 p157] - took precedence over any

'Welfare Model' role for the Arts Council, as envisaged by its founding

fathers, as an agency of general enlightenment and welfare, to stimulate

all arts equally and encourage the artist to see himself as servant of

some tangible social ideal. The Chancellor, Hugh Dalton's

'understanding' with Covent Garden that Government funding to the Arts

Council was given provided that 'Opera is not let down' [ibid., see also

Dalton's letter to chairman of Covent Garden Board, reproduced on

p158]is cited as early evidence of this prevailing tendency.

In Pick's [1983 p160] view, the failure to assert more progressive Arts

Council policy and funding along Welfare lines 1949-56 amounted to the

virtual abandonment of national drama to 'The Group'. Beside the
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continuing influence of the commercial West End, even the 'revolution'

of 1956, heralded by the success of Look Back in Anger [Osborne 1981]

failed to have a radical effect on such power-broking. The new realism

of the kitchen sink dramatists was variously cited as a justification of

state subsidy and an overthrow of the old West End theatrical rank and

privilege. In fact in retrospect, it can be argued that the West End

itself also promoted the popularity of the kitchen sink dramatists, who

were taken up by provincial and subsidised theatre after their West End

successess, as much as the reverse being true. The expensive ritual of

the West End experience remained the apex of theatrical activity which

only the differential of seat pricing induced by subsidy of other

theatre even marginally challenged2.

It was not until the beginning of the 1960's that there were signs of an

emerging alternative theatre which could form substantial opposition to

the West End style. Arnold Wesker's Centre 42 was one of the first of a

loosely knit amalgam of small-scale touring drama groups which by the

early seventies had come to be a significant item in Arts Council

figures under the heading of 'Alternative' theatre [Pick 1983 p169]. In

London, Bernard Miles achieved surprising success with his Mermaid

Theatre run on different lines from well-established practices of

theatre management, and more importantly, with a general philosophy

which contained the germs of a revival of a form of popular theatre.

This comprised an almost complete lack of professional specialisation,

with members of the company trying their hand at all aspects of

preparation, and a strong sense of working for the cause, successfully

instilled by Miles to the extent of his being able to engage artists for

mere token payments. Discarding proscenium arch conventions, which they

considered to be exhausted, the company followed the simpler styles of

staging and production they believed were now necessary.

Some alternative companies were recognised as successfully developing

new popular styles and finding responsive audiences in untheatrical new

locations, but'once again, the suggestion of a missed opportunity

presents itself. The conservative influence of Arts Council supported

theatre either alienated or assimilated alternative types of theatre.

Mc Grath is among those who prefer to remain largely outside mainstream

regional subsidised repertory theatre, considering its obligations to be

inimical to the autonomy essential to the theatrical ends he pursues. To
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this end, he locates his theatre in theme, as well as often in

actuality, in working class communities and traditions, while

acknowledging that this can also have its problems. His essay about

northern working mens' club entertainers [McGrath 1981] recognises the

prejudice and chauvinism which can sometimes characterise such cultural

traditions. It reveals his awareness of a narrow-mindedness and a

propensity to 'isms' in working class communities , pointing out that he

is not trying to replace one set of 'isms' for another. To avoid this,

he stresses that his theatre attempts to be a critical engagement with

working class values. In a sense, he trades the restrictions of one kind

of cultural and ideological background, for another.

Other attempts to break out of the West End mould can also be seen to

have been undermined by a climate supportive of established mainstream

theatre. Those who, like the Portable Theatre group, started out

producing theatre which drew much of its energy from the counter-

cultural ideology of the late 60's [see Taylor 1971] have since

abandoned some of their nihilism. Brenton, for example, moved on to the

idea of using accepted forms, in order to disrupt them [see Ansgorge

1973]. David Edgar holds to his belief that it is possible to offer a

contrast to the theatre of social disintegration - a sense of history

providing causality, continuity and inspiration - within the context of

mainstream subsidised theatre (e.g. Maydays [Edgar 1984] presented at

the Barbican in 1984). Griffiths has been criticised for compromising

his left-wing ideals too far in his decisions to write for the

conservative media on the basis that any revolutionary message is

assimilated into the reactionary medium. In the same way as what was

radical avant-garde theatre like Waiting for Godot [Beckett 1978], or

Look Back in Anger [Osborne 1981], becomes a recognised 'classic', it

is possible to see these 'revolutionary' writers becoming perceived as a

recognised part of the institution of British theatre.

As the effects of these seeds of revolution failed to bear radical

fruit, the challenge from the alternative movement weakened after the

mid-seventies. Funding also failed to materialise here [Pick 1983 p178],

and especially for companies outside of the core group which emgerged as

the Establishment of the Alternative Theatre [Linklater 1980 p95).

Meanwhile the decision to spend nearly £200,000,000 on the building of

the National theatre (opened in 1976) and the Barbican complex (opened
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in 1982) indicated the almost irrevocable determination of a policy

based on centres of excellence. Although based on its own kind of

idealism, this was still no move towards finding again a theatre that

could simultaneously address large numbers of people, or reclaim the

vivacity of popular entertainment and genuine community drama.

Outside London, the 1940's saw the rise of regional repertory theatres.

Later, Jennie Lee's [1965] White Paper, A Policy for the Arts, proposed

the formation of Regional Arts Associations, but it is significant that

subsequent actual action along these lines is recorded as being taken by

local individuals, not by government or state institutions:

half of these associations owe their origin to the initiative

of private individuals who found their intrepid way into town

halls and county halls, and into the Arts Council, and

obtained their objectives by zealous persistence ... the whole

initiative was local ... Certainly the vigorous new

development of regionalism in support of the arts was not due

to any ebullition of crusading zeal from the Arts Council.

[Abercrombie 1980 p68]

Where the Arts Council did intervene, in what has been termed its

"greatest contribution to drama in its first thirty years . . .the

reinforcing, development and eventual transformation of the repertory

movement" [Linklater 1980 p80], the concern was once again with 'the

best' - the improvement in standards as described by Linklater [ibid

p81] - rather than its accessibility for 'the most'. The great surge of

regional theatre-building, although benefitting partly from Housing the

Arts grants, relied most heavily on local funding. Since 1958, some

forty-five completely new, or substantially rebuilt, repertory theatres

have been opened, "largely with Local Authority money and through local

subscription" [Linklater 1980 p86, and see also Table 5, p87].

These local regional initiatives for the arts, and theatre in

particular, indicate the importance of the idea of art and culture as an

aspect of civic pride. Whilst not actively or financially taking the

initiative in the regions, the policies of the Arts Council were

designed to create centres of excellence, particularly in London, in

which to cultivate standards that should 'Raise or Spread' [Willatt 1980

p22] to all other manifestations of artisitic activity. The regional

movement shows that the image of cultural centres as emblems of
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prestige, at least, had become a stirring notion. The particular

cultural function that this implies may be expected to be reflected in

audiences for these kinds of regional theatre. Nevertheless, the very

modernity of the new theatre buildings and the expansion of their

functions which this facilitated, changed the aspect of audiences to

some extent. Whereas audiences for traditional weekly repertory had been

mainly middle-aged or elderly and female [Linklater 1980 p83], new

regional repertory theatres, with a different form and standard of

programme and the attractions of other activities (exhibitions, poetry

readings, restaurants, bars, bookstalls, lunchtime recitals) attracted

younger audiences [ibid. p83, p88]. Sufficient expansion of this idea of

a theatre, as a centre of recreation and refreshment in the fullest

sense, has the potential (as does alternative theatre experienced

outside designated theatrical space), to undermine the association with

formality, glamour and aristocracy which prevailed before the war.

Promoting a brief of 'the best for the most', the Arts Council, whilst

patently restricted in their ideas of what might constitute 'the most'

[see Pick 1983 p175], committed itself, then, to an idea of 'the best'

rooted in the capital and "effective power houses of opera, music and

drama [Pick 1980 p12]. In important ways this still maintained the

Image of good theatre as being located in a particular geographical,

cultural and social niche which in effect retained the exclusivity of

Edwardian times. There is an argument for saying that audience

expectations of the form and function of theatre are "still heavily

influenced by the traditions of the drawing-room comedy" (Gooch 1984

p14). Even in the realm of subsidised alternative theatre, the same kind

of concern to guarantee the standard of Arts Council funded work

manifested itself. Whilst such standards could still be identified as

being closely associated with elitist cultural aspirations, they left

themselves open the the charge of political censorship (e.g.Gooch 1984

p46). Latterly, local authorities have been seen as more progressive in

their support of alternative theatre, and Gooch maintains that this is a

hopeful aspect of a burgeoning belief in theatre as a cultural activity

of value to local community:

there is now a whole generation of audiences for whom their

most memorable cultural experience has been the surprise of

turning up at a scruffy local hail with no proper seating and

no proper stage, and having their preconception of theatre as
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a bland, sanitised reflection of someone else's world turned

completely on its head [Gooch 1984 p58].

This kind of experience is clearly in opposition to policy which emphasises

theatre as an emblem of prestige, be it national or social. But it seems

doubtful whether the common Image of theatre is one in which traditional

arts, crafts and pastimes, and a genuine communication between artists and

the general population prevail. Certainly there are signs that some

involved in alternative theatre feel that theirs is an embattled position.

Relaunching Theatre Quarterly magazine as New Theatre Quarterly in February

1985, Simon Trussler expresses the dilution of idealism which he has

experienced under new pressures. Appearing after the second round of Arts

Council cuts associated with the 'Glory of the Garden' policy (an image

which he says is "so seif-revealingly symptomatic of the elitist

assumptions of current Arts Council thinking" [Trussler 1985 p4]), he

asserts, "such a change of climate makes the function of NTQ different from

that of its predecessor" [ibid]. Something of a seige mentality is revealed

in his comments that when he began his career he believed that "just by

making theatre, we could help to change the world for the better, whereas

now he can only believe that "theatre is one of the relatively few decent

professions to be working in that is, at least, not changing the world for

the worse [Trussler 1985 p5]. This leads us to the speculation that

audiences on the receiving end of such work may tend to associate it more

with innocent distraction than with changing the world.

This outline of some of the developments in the social and cultural

institution of the theatre is an important background to understanding the

focus of the thesis. It serves to highlight the emergence of the kind of

theatre and theatre-going with which the thesis concerns itself and to

introduce the nature of the particular subsidised regional repertory

theatre, its programmes and audiences, from which most of the research

material is drawn.

Notes:
1. This is not to claim that audiences before the industrial revolution had
some kind of slmplisitc homogeneity. For example, two types of audience,
with distinctly recognisable social and occupational groupings, have been
identified for Restoration theatre [Botica 1986].

2. "It would be true to say that by 1960 it was apparent that the influence
of the Bancrofts In the West End was still greater than any influence of
the kitchen sink dramatists" [Pick 1983 p163].
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