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They were housed in converted warehouses, drill halls,
basements, furniture stores and other such unpromising
venues, but they produced some of the most challenging and
worthwhile theatre to be seen. The repertoire of these
theatres in the 1925-6 season was drawn from the work of
contemporary European and American playwrights such as
Pirandello, Capek, Kaiser, Cocteau and O'Neill, classics
such as Moliere, Gogol, Ibsen, Dostoievsky and Calderon, and
Irish writers like Joyce, 0O'Casey and Shaw®S. Thus there
was a tendency towards political radicalism in the work
prerformed, but this tendency was more a reflection of the
fact that politically radical writers tended to make use of
experimental and avant-garde theatrical forms, than of the
political complexion of the audiences and managements of

these theatres.

Malleson's scheme for the ILP Dramatic Societies envisages
that they will tour this sort of repertoire in their own
areas, exchanging productions and sets, and creating a new
circuit of venues for drama in halls, the back rooms of
pubs, and other similar spaces. But, Malleson stresses,
like the little theatres, these spaces need to be adapted -
to be given “the look and feel of little theatres - to give
them, at least what is essential in the atmosphere of a
theatre"®”. Malleson also looks forward to the
establishment of a professional touring company, continually
"on the road" in the manner of the Arts League of Service,
the touring theatre company set up by a group of
professional actors to take the classics of theatre to
underprivileged and inaccessible communities. This latter,

however, is seen as a long-term goal.
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In fact, there is little evidence of the existence of this
second group on any significant scale, so it is not
surprising that Carter avoided any reference to specific
achievements, contenting himself with a description of what
is being “"prepared". Vhat is clear is that the second group
represents Carter's aspirations for the British theatre, and

he is trying to help it into existence with some encouraging

exaggeration.

Despite these attempts at encouragement, Carter seldom used
his column to initiate or co-ordinate theatrical activity in
a practical way. Such practical co-ordination seemed to
interest Carter far less than the opportunity to expound his
dramatic theories. An article in Rutland Boughton's Sunday
Vorker music column on 22nd March 1925 suggested setting up
a network of workers' music and drama clubs, and this idea
was taken up fleetingly by Carter on 12th April. Carter
also mentioned that interest had been expressed in setting
up a workers' theatre in Woolwich, and suggested that a
conference be called to set up an organisation similar to
those in the Soviet Union. However, this idea was not

pursued, nor even returned to by Carter in subsequent

articless=,

Carter's column continued on a regular basis until August
1926, with occasional contributions from Carter after that
date, mostly dealing with European or Russian Theatre. It
provided interesting comments and ideas from Carter's
extensive and unusual experience, but Carter's highly

individualistic, bombastic style lessened its usefulness as
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whether his stuff is of any help to class—conscious
Vorkers in their struggle against capitalism."“”=
The editors therefore acknowledged that their coverage
should be wider, and pledged that they would pay attention
to cheap reprints of good books avalilable to workers. They
also re-stated their commitment to supporting maoves to

establish a Vorkers' Theatre organisation.

Writing at the request of the editors the following week, J.
M. Flanagan surveyed the diversity of ideas expressed by

correspondents:

"The Sunday Worker has been trying to find the
Vorkers' point of view on art. We have found that

it doesn't exist - yet....
Thus in attempting to write a Sunday Worker

comment on the discussion on this page one finds
that one expresses what is largely an individual
opinion, but one which nevertheless is based on the
letters which the Sunday Worker has received on the
subject . " 7=

Flanagan pointed out Trotsky's analysis, which maintained
that true working-class art can only be attained when the
workers have overturned the capitalist system, and are able
to secure the leisure necessary for the production of
worthwhile culture. Therefore the Sunday Worker should look

at the bourgeois ideas in existing art, and try to foster

new forms:

“.,..1it remains essential to criticise Wells,
Galsworthy & Co. It is aleo necessary to expose
intellectuals like Miles Malleson who call
themselves Socialists but don't write Working class
drama. It is again necessary to give encouragement
to men like Huntly Carter, who have broken with the
bourgeois ideas and are moving towards a new
expression and new ideals.

Lastly it is essential that the Workers' Theatre
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Movement should be developed, for this will enable
many Workers to experiment and prepare for the day
when they will have the leisure to create an art
which will be their own."74
Thus, by following Trotsky's thesis, Flanagan is obliged to
characterise the work of the Vorkers' Theatre Movement as no
more than a rehearsal for the real art which the workers are
destined to create after the revolution. Furthermore, no

place is found in Flanagan's scheme for the "lowbrow" arts

which dominate the mass culture of the workers.

To sum up this section; the diverse theoretical positiomns
concerning the possible institution of workers' theatre in
this period can be divided into two broad strands. On the
one hand, there were those connected with the ILP and Co—
operative movement, who stressed the educational role of
drama for those who tock part in it. Close to this position
were the members of the Plebs league. On the other hand,
there were those assocliated with the Communist Party, who
were more likely to stress the activist and propagandist
value of theatre. This strand saw expression in the pages
of the Sunday Vorker. But these two strands overlapped at
several points. The question of the distinction between
"highbrow"” and "lowbrow" art, and the relation of these to a
possible "workers' art" was problematic for all sections of
the movement, and the dominant attitude tended to dismiss
the lowbrow mass cultures of sport and popular music as
unworthy of the aspirations of class-conscious workers. On
the specific practical question of bringing into being a
workers' theatre there were a great range of opinions on how
to proceed. Perhaps it was for this reason that the

practical developments which followed were unco-ordinated
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known speakers".

Unfortunately, no report of the conference appeared in the
Sunday Worker and I have been unable to trace any other

record. However, the Sunday Worker of 25th. September 1927

includes a list of names and addresses of London Group
secretaries of the WIM, possibly gathered at the conference.
Seven London groups are listed; Central, East London,
Islington, St. Pancras, Woolwich, Lewisham and Hackney®®©.

The Hackney group was scheduled to meet the following

evening.

The Sunday Worker also included a report of a performance by
the Bowhill Village Players at Cowdenbeath including the
first act of In Time o' Strife®® and of plans to found a
Vorkers' Theatre Movement in Scotland. However, the
increase in activity that might have been expected after the
conference seems not to have come about, and the only
reported developments until the end of the year were the
founding of a group at Levenshulme, Manchester<®, and a
Joint performance by two London groups in December<4'. It
seems that much of the original impetus of the movement had

been lost, and it was certalnly not operating as Christina

Valshe had envisaged.

If the movement's organisers were hoping that their next
production, on January 3rd. 1928, might attract an
enthusiastic response and a revival of the organisation,
they were to be disappointed. This programme of plays4=* at
the Caxton Hall, VWestminster, arranged in conjunction with

the Vestminster Labour Party and Trades Council,was given
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audience into the action of the play by turning the

auditorium into the body of the meeting:

"HARLOW:... I'd like to move as a resolution that
it's the opinion of this 'ere meeting that
Socialism is the only remedy for unemployment and

poverty., (Turns and addresses himself to audience)

Vhat d'you say, mates?
EASTON: I second that resolution, and the sooner we

gets it the better. And I reckon meself we all
ought to get in the Union and stand up for

ourselves as a beginning.

PHILPOT (To audience): Those in favour - all of yer
- shout 'AYE' -~ Let it go. One...Two...Three...

<
shaut of 'AYE' from the audience)>”4

This was somewhat at variance with the scene as described in
the book ("The resolution was then put, and though the
majority were against it, the chairman declared it was
carried unanimously."?S) but provided an appropriately
energising finale, engaging with the audience in a rousing

act of affirmation. As Tom Thomas confirmed:

"By bringing down the curtain on a great shout of

‘Aye!'... (and this invariably occurred) — the

audience participated in the triumph of Owen and

his ideals."7*®
The play was rehearsed in the winter of 1927, and first
performed either late in 1927 or early in 1928, probably at
the Ladies' Tailors' Hall, a trade union centre in Great
Garden Street, East London”7. It received “a terrific
reception””® and it was clear that there was scope for many
more performances. With material that accurately reflected
the lives and aspirations of British workers, the group now
felt confident that they could approach workers more

directly than hitherto, by offering the play for performance

in Working Men's Clubs”=.
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