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In , as work on this book neared completion, the global highest-
grossing movie of the year was Spider-Man: No Way Home. Although very
much a product of American popular culture – based on the s Marvel
comics, produced by Columbia Pictures and Marvel Studios, and directed
by American Jon Watts – the film’s cast shows the significant impact of
British theatre. Spider-Man/Peter Parker is played by Tom Holland, who
got his first break in the British stage musical Billy Elliot. Spider-Man gets
disastrous assistance from Dr Strange, played by Benedict Cumberbatch
who first came to public notice with acclaimed performances at London’s
Almeida, Royal Court, and National Theatres. Benedict Wong, as Dr
Strange’s mentor, had his first job in a BBC radio play by British
Chinese playwright Kevin Wong. One of Spider-Man’s associates is played
by Alfred Molina, who has worked in British theatre throughout his career.
American actor Tony Revolori appears in the film as Eugene ‘Flash’
Thompson; he got his breakthrough in The Grand Budapest Hotel along-
side National Theatre (NT) and Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC)
alumnus Ralph Fiennes. Andrew Garfield plays an alternative Spider-
Man in the movie; his first successes were at Manchester’s Royal
Exchange Theatre. American actress Marisa Tomei, as Peter Parker’s aunt,
burnished her career with a  Broadway run in British playwright
Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls.
Spider-Man: No Way Home was nominated for Best Visual Effects at the

th Academy Awards. Other nominees that year included, for Best
Actress, Norwich-born Olivia Colman who trained at the Bristol Old
Vic Theatre School; for Best Supporting Actor, Belfast-born Ciarán
Hinds, whose professional acting career began at the Glasgow Citizens’
Theatre; and, for Best Supporting Actress, British theatre royalty Dame
Judi Dench. Sir Kenneth Branagh’s Belfast won Best Original Screenplay;
like Hinds, Branagh comes from Belfast and trained at London’s Royal
Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA). Best Live Action Short Film was The
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Long Goodbye by London-based director Aniel Karia and British-Pakistani
multiple award-winning actor and rapper Riz Ahmed. Ahmed started
acting on stage at school and, while at Oxford University, worked on
productions of shows including The Colour of Justice, a verbatim play
edited by Richard Norton-Taylor and first produced at London’s
Tricycle Theatre in .

Pointing out these connections between Spider-Man: No Way Home,
other  Oscar nominees, and the British theatre is not to suggest these
people could never have found another route to movie stardom. But it
does demonstrate the important role of British theatre – in all its regions,
nations, and communities – in the global ecology of cultural production.
Apart from numerous globally-acclaimed actors, British theatre has pro-
duced directors of Oscar-winning movies (such as Andrea Arnold, Danny
Boyle, and Sam Mendes), acclaimed screenwriters (including Alice Birch,
Michaela Coel, Martin McDonagh, Peter Morgan, and Phoebe Waller-
Bridge), and internationally-celebrated designers (from working at
London’s Bush and National Theatres, Es Devlin has gone on to design
sets for Beyoncé, U, and Kanye West; British stage lighting designer
Bruno Poet has lit concerts for Sigur Rós, Björk, and Billie Eilish).

These successes are cause for celebration in themselves, but they are also,
in a sense, collateral benefits of British theatre’s extraordinary strength; the
amazing fertility of British theatre feeds performing arts training, experi-
ence, expertise, and excellence well beyond its own stages. Although this
book covers only seventy-five years of British theatre, those are perhaps
seventy-five of the most productive years in Britain’s millennium-long
history of theatre making. Indeed, until the UK’s Covid lockdown that
started in March , the post-war years were a near-unbroken story of
theatrical flourishing. It is tempting – and it has tempted some – to ascribe
this success to ‘Britain’s native genius for theatre.’ It is certainly true that
creativity has flourished consistently in British theatre and that this crea-
tivity has often been globally recognised. But focusing on the art to the
exclusion of the contexts in which it appears – and which produce it – tells
only half the story. This book aims to tell the story of these crucial contexts
of production.

British Theatre Historiography

To set the scene, we step back first to a more conventional narrative of
post-war British theatre which tends to focus on a series of key events that
quickly generated critical and scholarly attention and substantial
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consensus. This story goes something like this. The rise of the ‘angry
young men’, signalled by the  Royal Court premiere of John
Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, was quickly acclaimed as a turning point
in British theatre for its youthfulness, anti-establishment attitudes, and
rejection of so many West End plays’ privileged milieu. The advent of the
fringe a decade later was promptly hailed as a politically more revolution-
ary theatre, drawing on countercultural ideas, confronting audiences, and
rejecting conventional theatre forms and spaces; several important books
noted how the fringe’s radical politics infiltrated the major subsidised
theatres in the s in the form of ‘state of the nation’ plays, mixing
agitprop and naturalism, history play and domestic drama. The domi-
nance of generally male, socialist, and white writers was challenged by
theatre companies and writers focused on race, gender, and sexuality in the
late s and s. In the mid-s, what came to be known as ‘In
Yer Face’ theatre rejected explicit politics, represented violence and sexu-
ality with a new aggression, and brutally broke apart conventional play
structures. In the s, British drama fragmented into multiple tenden-
cies, including a resurgent documentary drama in verbatim theatre,

formally experimental play structures, immersive theatre, and more
prominent Black and Global Majority plays, actors, and stories on British
stages. In the third decade of the twenty-first century, changes forced on
theatre by the Covid pandemic accelerated thinking about theatre’s digital
possibilities and creative resilience.

These moments dominate narratives of post-war British theatre. The
first books on each era tend to fix the interpretation of events, carrying
over into larger overviews of the period, which have distinctive emphases
and interpretations, but significantly reproduce many of the same histor-
ical touchstones. This is not to say that this dominant history is entirely
unreliable. If large numbers of people are inspired by particular theatrical
moments, that is an important fact of theatrical history; the moments are
significant. However, the precise meaning and value of these moments has
been challenged by some theatre historians, drawing out and correcting
some of the theatre’s institutional exclusions and biases. For instance, the
structures of British theatre tend to favour London over the regions,
‘artistic’ over popular theatre, theatre for adults over theatre for children
and young people, and professional over amateur. Important corrective
critical work has been done to highlight areas of theatre practice that have
sometimes escaped scholarly attention, but there remains work to do.
Even more fundamentally, the dominant history focuses intently on

artistic innovations. It typically describes putative moments of renewal in
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terms of new things happening on stage: new subject matter, types of
character, structures, forms, design ideas, storytelling techniques, and
acting styles. It might seem self-evident that a history of theatre would
focus on what happens on stage, but as French philosopher Jacques
Rancière reminds us, what appears self-evident may be the result of a set
of discursive and material forces – what he calls a ‘distribution of the
sensible’.

Rather than focusing on plays and performances, great actors and
directors, themes and styles – crudely speaking, theatre’s contents – this
volume examines changes in the discursive structures of British theatre,
and, especially, changes in its material structures – its contexts. Those
material structures include: how work in theatre is organised and paid for,
enabled and constrained; the historical events, issues, and structures the-
atre has responded to and intervened in; how its resources – and lack of
them – have shaped the theatrical landscape. The discursive structures
include: the things that are said, that can and cannot be said about theatre
at any one time; the myths that arise around it; the intellectual debates in
which theatre is produced and received. These discursive structures – the
dominant narratives and myths about British theatre – are themselves
enabled by such material structures as policy documents and literary,
critical, and journalistic publications. Overall, these discursive and material
features enable theatre to play a part in ‘civil society’, in the sense
advocated by Antonio Gramsci – as a site where artists and audiences,
politicians and activists, patrons and critics contest the meaning and value
of the theatre and the world around it.

Material Theatre

Arguably at least as important as any theatrical premiere – and therefore at
least as important in the history of British theatre and its success – is the
immediate post-war transformation in Britain’s theatrical economy that
laid the foundation for so much that followed. In the century preceding
the Second World War, British theatre was almost exclusively commer-
cial, relying largely on private investment, paid back through box office
income. The great achievement of that mode of theatrical production was
to build British theatre’s commercial infrastructure: much of what is now
the West End was built in the s and s, and the first half of the
twentieth century saw the prodigious expansion of regional repertory
theatre on a similar basis. This mode of production’s dominance was
challenged by the founding of the Arts Council in the mid-s, funded
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from central taxation and designed to broaden theatrical activities beyond
the relatively narrow generic limits of the commercial theatre.
There had previously been small pockets of state support for the arts

(through the BBC licence fee and certain tax exemptions) but arts subsidy
on this scale – with a significant expansion in the s – made possible
whole new areas of theatre practice. A  report on theatre funded by
Arts Council England (ACE) observed, ‘public funding often provides an
opportunity for the creation of new and/or riskier work that would not
happen otherwise’. For eminent British theatre critic Lyn Gardner, the
belief ‘that subsidy is a non-negotiable necessity for UK theatre and its
success, and the well-being of its artists, is a hill I am willing to die on’.

Nevertheless, because the theatre has huge audiences, both domestic and
visiting, box office revenue remains the largest source of income in British
theatre. This is materially shaped by and shapes theatre practice. In ,
around  million people attended one of London’s theatres. In ,
total UK theatre attendance was over million: the  venues that make
up the Society of London Theatre (SOLT) and UK Theatre presented
almost , performances of over , separate shows, bringing in over
£. billion at the box office. In , SOLT and UK Theatre ticket
revenue was £. billion. According to ACE’s  report, ‘% of
finance “at work in the theatre industry” stems from the private sector’.

After the post-war advent of the Arts Council of Great Britain, sub-
sidised theatre in various forms quickly rivalled commercial theatre for
critical reputation and international attention. There are sometimes ten-
sions between the subsidised and commercial sectors, though frequently
they support each other; successful work that begins in subsidised theatre
often makes its way to the West End (e.g. Les Misérables [RSC, ],
Shopping and Fucking [Royal Court/Out of Joint, ], and War Horse
[NT, ]), supplying material to the commercial sector which returns
profits to the show’s subsidised originator. Equally, most actors, directors,
writers, and designers move between these sectors across their careers. The
barriers between the sectors are also permeable, since no theatre in Britain
is entirely subsidised; all theatres rely to a greater or lesser extent on box
office and other commercial income for their survival. Only  per cent of
the National Theatre’s income in –, for example, came from its
ACE Revenue Grant, while around  per cent came from box office
income (from its London home, West End transfers, and national and
international touring).

Another important ‘material force’ in British theatre is its built infra-
structure. One fringe directory lists well over  fringe theatre venues in
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London alone. Nationally, the Theatres Trust charity estimates there are
, active theatres in ; for comparison, this is less than  per cent
fewer than the number of cinemas in the UK (,). Despite the
Theatre Trust adding ten new venues to its Theatres at Risk Register in
 – ‘far more than in any recent years’ because of the Covid pan-
demic – new theatres simultaneously emerge. Since the s, new
venues include, in London, the Bridge Theatre, the Park Theatre, and
Sadler’s Wells East, scheduled to open in , and beyond the metrop-
olis, the Reading Rep and the Shakespeare North Playhouse near
Liverpool. In July , commercial producer Nica Burns announced
plans for the first new West End theatre to be built in fifty years.

Beyond venues, Britain’s theatre infrastructure includes opportunities for
training: the Federation of Drama Schools has nineteen partner schools,
including RADA, the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland, and the Royal
Welsh College of Music & Drama; the university admissions portal
UCAS lists  providers of BA programmes in Drama for admission in
. The theatre has embraced some technological advances, for exam-
ple with NT Live which was launched in  to stream live theatre to
cinemas across the world. By –, it was screening eight performances
in thirty-five countries ‘to an audience of .million, about %of whom
were outside the UK’. Within two months of the launch of National
Theatre at Home in the first Covid lockdown in the UK in , the online
screenings it offered had been viewed more than  million times.

These material forces – the mixed economy, infrastructural landscape,
training, and technological framework – contribute to a distinctive mode
of theatrical production in Britain. That state subsidy is given – in theory
at least – at ‘arm’s length’ from government mitigates direct state control
over the theatre and has encouraged sharp social criticism on British stages.
The requirement of all theatres to generate box office income is perhaps
reflected in a mixture of art-theatre experimentalism and narrative story-
telling, which is a mode of British theatre that unites shows as otherwise
contrasting as Oh, What a Lovely War!, Blasted, and Matilda the Musical.
What all the chapters in this book share is a concern for tracing the
material and discursive developments that have made British theatre not
only possible but expansive, generative, and powerful.

Organisation of the Book

This Companion is divided into four sections, each exploring a different
aspect of British theatre’s artistic, institutional, economic, and civic
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organisation. Part I focuses on three key types of theatre worker – play-
wrights, directors, and actors – tracing the history and dynamic of their
institutional positions. Part II turns to three of British theatre’s main
economic sectors, the West End and commercial theatre, the subsidised
sector, and the fringe. Part III, examines theatre’s civic function, looking at
changing attitudes to and of audiences, and the emergence and develop-
ment of both Black British and queer theatre makers, shows, and infra-
structures. Finally, Part IV explores theatre’s relationship to the state:
government policy, theatre’s physical infrastructure, and theatre in the
regions and nations.
In the first chapter of Part I, ‘Playwrights: Collectivity and

Collaboration’, Dan Rebellato disputes claims that the playwright reigns
supreme within British theatre and that playwriting is an intrinsically
literary or individualistic activity contrary to the theatre’s otherwise col-
laborative spirit. British playwriting’s post-war history, he argues, is one of
collective endeavour in which playwrights are theatre makers, their plays
theatrical and collaborative. Focusing on British playwrights’ institutional
and industrial conditions of work, Rebellato examines the important rise of
British playtext publishing; the formation of theatre writers’ unions which
helped to secure pivotal trade agreements; and the gradual establishment of
play development structures and training. Rebellato makes the case that if
the playwright enjoys a relatively secure status now, it has been earned
through collective organisation and action.
Despite the longstanding emphasis on the playwright across British

theatre scholarship, practice, and reviewing, Tom Six’s chapter,
‘Directors: Organisation, Authorship, and Social Production’, argues for
the importance of the director, specifically the artistic director. Through
examples ranging from Peter Hall to Emma Rice, Yvonne Brewster, and
Michael Buffong, Six illustrates the multiple roles the artistic director
plays, conceiving and staging productions, but also managing institutions,
finances, policies, and corporate identities. Six shows that through shaping
social interactions, the director is a social producer with the power to
reinforce hegemonic conditions (note the enduring dominance of white,
Oxbridge-educated men in British directing) but also to enact new cultural
possibilities, as in the work of Jenny Sealey at Graeae and Lois Weaver at
Gay Sweatshop.
In Chapter , ‘Actors: A History of Service’, Aoife Monks explores the

status of the actor. For Monks, the actor has consistently been called on to
play a service role in culture, serving the playwright or director’s vision,
some higher truth the play represents, a sense of national duty, or the
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‘authentic voice’ of a community. Monks suggests this service comes at a
cost to actors, the cost of sublimating their own skill and artistry (in a
culture that mocks them as ‘luvvies’) and of mystifying the fact that acting
is often exploited labour (as evidenced when #MeToo showed the acting
industries’ acute power imbalances allowing powerful men to exploit and
abuse others). However, as the activist example of #MeToo demonstrates,
post-war actors have not simply submitted to service, but have also
challenged it.

In Part II, Rachel Clements’s ‘West End and Commercial Theatre:
Crisis, Change, and Continuity’ uses the Apollo Theatre on Shaftesbury
Avenue as a ‘typical’West End theatre to examine this sector’s resistance to
change, despite alterations in urban layout, transformed patterns of theatre
ownership and management, new legislation, new transfers from the
subsidised theatre, and the rise of global franchise shows like Cats and
The Lion King. Clements argues that the West End has instead continued
to focus on financial success, with deleterious effects on the fabric of its
buildings and on its commitments to heritage, artistry, and basic issues
of diversity and accessibility. This last point is evidenced by the -seat
Apollo still only accommodating two wheelchairs in the early s, and
housing Natasha Gordon’s Nine Night – the first ever West End show
written by a Black British woman playwright – as late as .

In ‘Subsidised Theatre: Strength, Elitism, Metropolitanism, Racism’,
Jen Harvie presents a history of national-level state funding for theatre
since , analysing its benefits and problems. Harvie shows the impor-
tance of subsidy in promoting theatre as a civic right, expanding theatre
infrastructure, improving conditions for makers and audiences, and
extending provision, especially geographically. However, she also explores
how funding has been underpinned by conservative attitudes which favour
elite arts for privileged audiences. Despite repeated Arts Council commit-
ments to extend arts provision, funding decisions have tended to repro-
duce longstanding metropolitan privilege and to neglect ‘outliers’ like Joan
Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop as well as arts made by and for Black and
Global Majority communities. While acknowledging theatre subsidy’s
many achievements, Harvie advocates for practices that distribute subsidy
more equitably, to support a wider range of theatre forms for
broader audiences.

By contrast, ‘The Fringe: The Rise and Fall of Radical Alternative
Theatre’, by Dan Rebellato with Jen Harvie, focuses on the s–
s to present a story of a sector that changed radically. The fringe
erupted in the s countercultural moment that challenged hierarchies
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of culture, class, gender, and race and generated new theatre methods and
forms, including early immersive, verbatim, street, and agitprop theatre.
Focusing on Portable Theatre, the Pip Simmons Group, and Monstrous
Regiment, this chapter explores these companies’ innovations and the
pressures to which they ultimately succumbed: the lure of the mainstream,
the challenges of collectivity, and the mixed benefits of funding. Though
the chapter begins in radical hope, it concludes in decline and ambiguity.
For some, the fringe is dead; for others, it persists, its creativity and
progressive politics now part of the mainstream.
Part III begins with Helen Freshwater’s ‘Audiences: Ownership,

Interaction, Agency’, which asks who British theatre’s audiences are, and
how much the changes in post-war culture have been reflected in them.
Freshwater charts many efforts made to try to reach ‘the people’, from the
bureaucratic (the Arts Council’s early investment in regional offices), to the
artistic (successive efforts to diversify the Council’s funding portfolio and
the personnel of major theatres), to the technological (innovations like
immersive theatre and the integration of social media). However, despite
some marginal shifts in audience demographics, Freshwater concludes that
most British theatre audiences remain comparatively privileged, leaving
lingering questions about who British theatre should be addressing, and
how it can more properly do so.
Vanessa Damilola Macaulay’s chapter ‘Black British Theatre: Blackouts

and Spotlights’ examines a crux of political progress, namely, the need to
redress anti-Black racism in British culture and theatre. Macaulay’s chapter
is structured around three generations of Black British migratory experi-
ence since the  arrival of the Empire Windrush, and corresponding
patterns of Black British theatrical work which challenged racist stereo-
types, offered stories from Black people’s perspectives, and improved
opportunities for Black artists and audiences. Playwriting from the s
to s is illustrated by writers including Errol John and Wole Soyinka.
Talawa, Temba, and the Theatre of Black Women are examples of theatre
companies of the s and s. Finally, Macaulay discusses recent
events such as Kwame Kwei-Armah’s appointment as Young Vic Artistic
Director in  and the launch of the Black Ticket Project the same year.
Macaulay argues that not only has Black British theatre survived, despite
enduring racism, it has significantly contributed to expanding British
theatre and, by extension, British culture.
Sarah Jane Mullan’s ‘Queer Theatre: Reclaiming Histories,

Historicising, and Hope’ focuses on theatre since the s and on queer
as a critique of fixed identity, demonstrating the importance of queer
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theatre sites, from companies like Gay Sweatshop, through festivals like
Queer Up North, to international events like the  Commonwealth
Games in Glasgow. Mullan explores queer theatre’s formal experiments –
including in cabaret, solo, and verbatim performance – and its interven-
tions in hegemonic sites such as art galleries. She demonstrates how queer
theatre has critically engaged with histories of homophobia, highlighted
archival absences, and responded to legislation including the Sexual
Offences Act . Illustrated by examples of work by artists from
Emma Frankland to Mojisola Adebayo, Mullan’s chapter participates in
collective cultural work to recover queer pasts, challenge homophobia and
transphobia, and imagine hopeful presents and futures.

In Part IV, Louise Owen’s chapter ‘Government, Policy, and
Censorship in Post-war British Theatre’ explores the parallel but divergent
histories of theatre’s state subsidy and state censorship. Although the Lord
Chamberlain’s role as theatre censor ended in , Owen suggests that
government policy, particularly financial, has had a ‘chilling’, quasi-
censorious effect. While theatre censorship declined, the influence of state
subsidy has put pressure on the arts to be economically independent,
under Thatcher, and, under New Labour, to play a social welfare role.
Owen’s chapter concludes with a reappraisal of I’m Not Running, a
 play by one of Britain’s best-known political playwrights, David
Hare, arguing that, rather than addressing politics, it constitutes a (partic-
ularly narrow) idea of what contemporary politics is.

In ‘Buildings and the Political Economy of Theatre Financing in
Britain’, Michael McKinnie asks who should fund theatre buildings: the
state, the market, or both. McKinnie argues that the post-war state has
been ambivalent about funding the arts, recognising funding as necessary
for spread and quality, but wishing the free market would pay more.
McKinnie shows how this ambivalence plays out especially in funding
theatre buildings (as distinct from shows). Noting the state’s persistent
reluctance to get involved in theatre building, with only Housing
the Arts and the National Lottery providing serious funds, McKinnie
diagnoses the problem in the complex economic position of a theatre
building as an industrial asset. He concludes with an illustrative case study
of the Battersea Arts Centre (BAC) in south London, renovated after a
 fire.

In ‘Regions and Nations: The Myth of Levelling Up’, Trish Reid
returns to focus on a core issue that has been raised repeatedly across this
collection: British theatre culture’s metropolitan bias. She focuses on three
manifestations of this bias: the disproportionate patterns of subsidy to the
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metropolis and corresponding regional neglect; an historiographical disre-
gard for regions (at least until the wave of devolutionary policies from the
s); and a lack of attention to regional theatre’s innovations, both
artistic and structural. In terms of structural innovation, when the
National Theatres of Scotland and Wales began work in  and 
respectively, both were buildingless, working in partnership with existing
companies. Their radically dispersed productions reached dispersed audi-
ences and immediately avoided England’s centralised, resource-hungry
building model. Artistically, far from being the poor cousins of London
theatre, Britain’s regions actively engage with European traditions, and are
crowded with innovations across scenography, theatre-in-the-round, the-
atre in education, and documentary and site-specific theatre.

Challenges

We have stressed the resilience and vitality of British theatre over the last
three-quarters of a century but, as we write this introduction in , UK
theatre faces a series of challenges to its finances, working practices, and
reputation. It has seemed to us, putting the book together during these
crises, that the attention these chapters pay to the material conditions in
which theatre has operated since may also provide helpful support for
identifying how the theatre can undergo another wave of reconstruction,
rebuilding, and renewal.
As in so many countries, the Covid pandemic saw most theatres in

Britain close for several months and thousands of workers leave the
industry at least temporarily, with devastating consequences for theatre,
its workers, and its audiences. The data are stark. In the year from mid-
March , UK theatre ‘ticket sales fell .% and box office revenue was
down %’. Venues funded by ACE ‘staged fewer than , perfor-
mances in –, compared to , the previous period’, in a
decline of over  per cent. From March to December , an estimated
, jobs were lost in music, performing arts, and visual arts.

Freelancers were especially hard hit: , left the creative industries in
.

British theatre is also responding to other shockwaves since the millen-
nium. These include the #MeToo movement against sexual harassment
and abuse, initiated in  by Tarana Burke, and catapulted to promi-
nence in the entertainment industries in ; Black Lives Matter, the
campaign for racial social justice that surged in the aftermath of the
 murder of George Floyd; impacts of the  financial crash and
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ensuing government austerity programmes; the  Brexit referendum;
the climate crisis; and more.

These shocks reveal a theatre industry marked by deep and enduring
structural inequality. There is gross class inequality: research from
 found that between half and three-quarters of actors came from
‘“middle-class” professional or managerial backgrounds whereas this group
constitutes only  per cent of the population’. There is acute gender
inequality. The  Women in Theatre Forum Report found that  per
cent of artistic directors,  per cent of performers, and  per cent of
critics are men. Plays by women in the British repertoire hit a glass
ceiling of  per cent that has remained unmoved for much of this
century. There is persistent race inequality. While the  UK
Census recorded a white population of  per cent, the  per cent
who make up the Global Majority are starkly underrepresented at the
highest levels in theatre: in ACE-funded National Portfolio Organisations
(receiving regular funding), ‘BME’ (Black and Minority Ethnic back-
ground) people make up only  per cent of managers. The performing
arts in the UK are broadly inhospitable to parents and carers: a  survey
reported that, of those parents and carers who left jobs in the performing
arts, ‘% identified caring responsibilities as the main contributing fac-
tor’, and ‘% of parents and carers had to turn down work because of
childcare responsibilities (even higher for women at %)’. For the vast
majority of people who work in theatre, employment is precarious:  per
cent of the theatre workforce are freelancers. The negative impacts of all
these conditions are enormous, promoting workers and representations
that are predominantly white, male, and middle class.

However, there are some reasons for optimism as momentum appears to
build around making theatre a better and more diverse place to work.
Several initiatives have sought to make training more open and diverse: the
charity Get Into Theatre aims ‘to promote access to the arts and specifi-
cally to theatre careers for all young people regardless of their race,
nationality, ethnicity, disability, sexuality, religion or belief’. SOLT
and UK Theatre have developed extensive new resources, including ‘
Principles for Safe and Inclusive Workspaces’, a theatre casting toolkit, and
an inclusive recruitment guide. Equity, the union for performers and
creative practitioners, has likewise launched campaigns for more inclusive
casting, fairer pay, and safer workspaces, especially in relation to sexual
harassment. The theatre’s physical and emotional intensity is rightly
challenged by #MeToo and a growing number of theatre workers and
organisations specialise in intimacy direction. Several organisations are
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working to eliminate barriers disabled theatregoers face, creating ‘relaxed
performances’ designed for audience members with autism, and, in the
work of companies like VocalEyes, providing performance audio descrip-
tions for blind and visually impaired audience members. The theatre’s
ability to respond to climate emergency is enhanced by organisations like
the Staging Change network and resources including the Theatre Green
Book, which offers targeted guidance on sustainable productions, build-
ings, and operations.

What is clear in all these initiatives is that goodwill and best intentions
must always be supported by structural, material, and sustained change.
What all the chapters in this book show, we hope, is that the theatre’s
creativity is not merely or narrowly expressed in its aesthetic decisions, but
also in the ingenuity and resilience of cultural workers at all levels, onstage
and off. Most of all, these campaigns and initiatives to enhance the
theatre’s diversity, sustainability, access, and representation are under-
pinned by a belief that theatre has value, financial value certainly, but also
the value of pleasure, social representation and cohesion, education, chal-
lenge, and art. They aim to ensure British theatre keeps developing,
challenging, and renewing itself, the better to maintain and support its
consistent post-war work of helping people reflect on who we are, what
matters, and why.

Notes

 Skin Deep, ‘Skin Deep Meets Riz Ahmed: Riz Ahmed Talks Socialism,
Islamophobia, and Ali G’, Skin Deep,  November , https://
skindeepmag.com/articles/skin-deep-meets-riz-ahmed (accessed
 July ).

 British theatre is institutionally, financially, and culturally skewed towards
London and a few other major metropoles. We have tried not to reproduce
this unthinkingly in this book and have sought to address regional and
national differences. However, the metropolitan bias is so strong that accu-
rately discussing key patterns in British theatre since  cannot avoid
replicating it at least in part.

 John Lloyd, ‘Fairy Tales for Straitened Times: Royal Weddings and Britain’s
Native Genius for Theatre’, Financial Times,  April , www.ft.com/
content/caf-ba-e-f-feaba (accessed  July ); see
also Nicholas Hytner, ‘Freedom of Movement Helped British Creativity
Thrive. Its Loss Will Diminish Us’, The Guardian,  July , www
.theguardian.com/commentisfree//jul//freedom-of-movement-british-
creativity-creative-industries (accessed  July ).
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 Early books picked up the title of Osborne’s play: John Russell Taylor, Anger
and After: A Guide to the New British Drama, revised ed., London, Penguin,
; Kenneth Allsop, The Angry Decade: A Survey of the Cultural Revolt of the
Nineteen-Fifties, London, Peter Owen, . See also Robert Hewison, In
Anger: Culture in the Cold War –, revised ed., London, Methuen, .
A champion of the new movement was the magazine Encore, some of whose
articles were collected in Charles Marowitz et al., New Theatre Voices of the
Fifties and Sixties: Selections from Encore Magazine –, revised ed.,
London, Methuen, .

 See Peter Ansorge, Disrupting the Spectacle: Five Years of Experimental and
Fringe Theatre in Britain, London, Pitman, ; Albert Hunt, Hopes for
Great Happenings: Alternatives in Education and Theatre, London, Methuen,
; Sandy Craig (ed.), Dreams and Deconstructions: Alternative Theatre in
Britain, Ambergate, Amber Lane, .

 See Catherine Itzin, Stages in the Revolution: Political Theatre in Britain since
, London, Methuen, ; Simon Trussler (ed.), New Theatre Voices of
the Seventies: Sixteen Interviews from Theatre Quarterly –, London,
Methuen, ; John Bull, New British Political Dramatists, London,
Macmillan, .

 See Michelene Wandor, Carry on Understudies: Theatre and Sexual Politics,
second ed., London, Methuen,  and Lizbeth Goodman, Contemporary
Feminist Theatres: To Each Her Own, London, Routledge, . Important
surveys of British queer theatre include Nicholas de Jongh, Not in Front of the
Audience: Homosexuality on Stage, London, Routledge, ; Alan Sinfield,
Out on Stage: Lesbian and Gay Theatre in the Twentieth Century, New Haven,
CT, Yale University Press, ; Sandra Freeman, Putting Your Daughters on
the Stage: Lesbian Theatre from the s to the s, London, Cassell, .
The first waves of Black British and Asian theatre are discussed in Colin
Chambers, Black and Asian Theatre in Britain: A History, Abingdon,
Routledge, ; Mary F. Brewer et al. (eds.), Modern and Contemporary
Black British Drama, Basingstoke, Palgrave, ; Michael Pearce, Black
British Drama: A Transnational Story, Abingdon, Routledge, ; Stephen
Bourne, Deep Are the Roots: Trailblazers Who Changed Black British Theatre,
Cheltenham, The History Press, .

 Aleks Sierz, In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today, London, Faber &
Faber,  named the movement but other important contributions include
Rebecca D’Monté and Graham Saunders (eds.), Cool Britannia? British
Political Drama in the s, Basingstoke, Palgrave, , and Graham
Saunders, ‘Love Me or Kill Me’: Sarah Kane and the Theatre of Extremes,
Manchester, Manchester University Press, .

 See Will Hammond and Dan Stewart (eds.), Verbatim Verbatim, London,
Oberon, ; Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson (eds.), Get Real:
Documentary Theatre Past and Present, Basingstoke, Palgrave, ; Amanda
Stuart-Fisher, Performing the Testimonial: Rethinking Verbatim Dramaturgies,
Manchester, Manchester University Press, .
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 Formal innovation in British drama is discussed in Sarah Grochala, The
Contemporary Political Play: Rethinking Dramaturgical Structure, London,
Bloomsbury Academic, ; Liz Tomlin, Political Dramaturgies and
Theatre Spectatorship: Provocations for Change, Methuen Drama, .

 See Josephine Machon, Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in
Contemporary Performance, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, ; Rose
Biggin, Immersive Theatre and Audience Experience: Space, Game and Story
in the Work of Punchdrunk, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, ; Carina I.
Westling, Immersion and Participation in Punchdrunk’s Theatrical Worlds,
London, Methuen Drama, . More questioning approaches can be found
in Adam Alston, Beyond Immersive Theatre: Aesthetics, Politics and Productive
Participation, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, , and James Frieze (ed.),
Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory
Performance, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, .

 See Dimple Godiwala (ed.), Alternatives within the Mainstream: British Black
and Asian Theatres, Cambridge, Cambridge Scholars, ; Lynette Goddard,
Staging Black Feminisms: Identity, Politics, Performances, Basingstoke, Palgrave,
, and Contemporary Black British Playwrights: Margins to Mainstream,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, ; Dominic Hingorani, British Asian
Theatre: Dramaturgy, Process and Performance, Basingstoke, Palgrave
Macmillan, ; Graham Ley and Sarah Dadswell (eds.), Critical Essays on
British South Asian Theatre, Exeter, University of Exeter Press, ; Jerri
Daboo, Staging British South Asian Culture: Bollywood and Bhangra in British
Theatre, Abingdon, Routledge, .

 See Caridad Svich (ed.), Toward a Future Theatre: Conversations during a
Pandemic, London, Methuen Drama, ; Barbara Fuchs et al. (eds.),
Theater of Lockdown: Digital and Distanced Performance in a Time of
Pandemic, London, Methuen Drama, ; Laura Bissell and Lucy Weir
(eds.), Performance in a Pandemic, Abingdon, Routledge, ; Nadja
Masura, Digital Theatre: The Making and Meaning of Live Mediated
Performance, US & UK –, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, .

 See Hugh Hunt et al., The Revels History of Drama in English Volume VII:
 to the Present Day, London, Methuen, ; John Elsom, Post-War
British Theatre, revised ed., London, Routledge, ; Ronald Hayman,
British Theatre since : A Reassessment, Oxford, Oxford University Press,
; John Russell Brown, A Short Guide to Modern British Drama, London,
Heinemann Educational, ; Colin Chambers and Mike Prior, Playwright’s
Progress: Patterns of Postwar Drama, Oxford, Amber Lane, ; Susan
Rusinko, British Drama,  to the Present: A Critical History, Boston,
Twayne, ; Simon Trussler, The Cambridge Illustrated History of British
Theatre, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, ; Dominic Shellard,
British Theatre since the War, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press, ;
Richard Eyre and Nicholas Wright, Changing Stages: A View of British Theatre
in the Twentieth Century, London, Bloomsbury, ; David Ian Rabey,
English Drama since , London, Longman, ; Baz Kershaw (ed.), The

Introduction 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377850.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377850.002


Cambridge History of British Theatre, Volume : Since , Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, ; Michael Billington, State of the Nation:
British Theatre since , London, Faber & Faber, ; Simon Shepherd,
The Cambridge Introduction to Modern British Theatre, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, ; Robert Leach, An Illustrated History of
British Theatre and Performance: Volume Two – From the Industrial Revolution
to the Digital Age, Abingdon, Routledge, .

 Work on the British regions and nations includes: Ian Brown (ed.), The
Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Drama, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University
Press, ; Randall Stevenson and Gavin Wallace (eds.), Scottish Theatre since
the Seventies, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, ; and Kate Dorney
and Roz Merkin, The Glory of the Garden: English Regional Theatre and the Arts
Council –, Cambridge, Cambridge Scholars, ; Clare Cochrane,
Twentieth-Century British Theatre: Industry, Art and Empire, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, . Cochrane’s book foregrounds amateur
theatre, as does Helen Nicholson, Nadine Holdsworth, and Jane Milling’s,
The Ecologies of Amateur Theatre, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, .
Critics sometimes dismiss West End theatre as trivial, a judgement challenged
by Elaine Aston and Geraldine Harris, A Good Night out for the Girls: Popular
Feminisms in Contemporary Theatre and Performance, London, Palgrave
Macmillan, , and Aleks Sierz, Good Nights Out: A History of Popular
British Theatre since the Second World War, London, Methuen Drama, .

 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible,
trans. Gabriel Rockhill, London, Continuum, , –.

 The meaning of ‘civil society’ shifts in Gramsci’s work, but seems to point
towards an arena of political struggle between the state and the people over
which both groups attempt to achieve control. Antonio Gramsci, Prison
Notebooks: Volume III, Joseph A. Buttigieg (trans. and ed.), New York,
Columbia University Press, , –. This terminology does not imply
that theatre makers work within a Marxist approach to culture.

 Until the Theatres Act , theatres producing spoken drama were limited
to those awarded Royal patents. The  Act abolished this requirement,
creating a new free market in theatre.

 BOP Consulting and Graham Devlin Associates, Arts Council England:
Analysis of Theatre in England: Final Report by BOP Consulting & Graham
Devlin Associates, London, Arts Council,  September , , www
.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Analysis%of%
Theatre%in%England%-%Final%Report.pdf (accessed
 May ).

 Lyn Gardner, ‘Subsidised Theatre’s Case for Funding Comes in Showing
How It Differs from Commercial’, The Stage,  October , www.thestage
.co.uk/opinion/subsidised-theatres-case-for-funding-comes-in-showing-how-
it-differs-from-commercial (accessed  August ).

 ‘Attendance at Theatres in London in the United Kingdom (UK) from
 to ’, Statista,  March , www.statista.com/statistics/
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/united-kingdom-uk-london-theatre-attendances/ (accessed  July
).

 British Theatre Consortium, SOLT/UK Theatre, and BON Culture, British
Theatre Repertoire , Supported by Arts Council England, British Theatre
Consortium, May , , https://uktheatre.org/theatre-industry/news/the-
british-theatre-repertoire-/ (accessed  May ).

 SOLT, ‘SOLT and UK Theatre Continue to Work with Government to Find
Solutions for the Theatre Industry’,  May , https://solt.co.uk/about-
london-theatre/press-office/solt-and-uk-theatre-continue-to-work-with-gov
ernment-to-find-solutions-for-the-theatre-industry/#:~:text=The%com
bined%box%office%income,the%West%End%every%
night (accessed  July ).

 BOP Consulting, Arts Council England, ; they quote Stephen
Hetherington, The Interdependence of Public and Private Finance in British
Theatre, London, Arts Council England, , . Private finance, however,
is often easier to attract for large and/or metropolitan theatres.

 Royal National Theatre, Annual Report –, London, RNT, n.d. [],
, www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/about-the-national-theatre/key-facts-and-fig
ures/annual-reports (accessed  August ).

 ‘Fringe Theatre Directory,’ theatremonkey.com, n.d., www.theatremonkey
.com/fringe-theatre-directory (accessed  July ).
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