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Publié dans : New Standpoints, Paris, Nathan, Septembre 2008, pp. 22-24. Like all verbal arts, drama has always been closely watched by political regimes fearing public scrutiny. One of the earliest cases in point is Aristophanes ' comedy Lysistrata (411 BC), in which women protest against war by sexually refusing themselves to their husbands. The play ends well: peace wins, but the playwright was taken to court by statesman Cleon, for having criticised Athen's war policy. He owed his freedom to the support of his audience: fed up with twenty years of war, they had loved the play.

Great Britain was no exception to the rule. In 1736, Henry Fielding gave his Pasquin, a virulent satire of the corruption of Robert Walpole's government ("You, Mr that act my Lord, bribe a little more openly, if you please"1 ). Supported by the budding middle-class expecting a strong government, the Prime Minister retaliated with the Stage Licensing Act. Modern censorship was born.

According to this law (which became Theatres Act in 1843), a theatre director had to submit the script of the plays he planned to put on to the Lord Chamberlain, in order to obtain a licence to perform. Ignoring a ban or requested changes (cutting of scenes or lines, toning down of language, etc.), could have a theatre closed. Fielding's, of course, was the first in line.

Officially, the idea was to protect moral standards and the superior interest of the state. The Lord Chamberlain, as officially attached to the royal household (he is also in charge of the organisation of the His / Her Majesty's garden parties, the maintenance of the royal stables and the grooming of the royal swans), must abide to strict political neutrality. In actual facts, his decisions always followed the requests of the governments in office. The looseness of the criteria made censorship a tool which could adapt to all regimes. Three main taboos stand out recurrently, though: religion (no biblical characters, no blasphemy); politics (no Royal family, living or recently deceased politician figures, nothing liable to perturb public order or relationships with foreign countries); and morals (no bad language, no explicit sex scenes, no presentation of abortion or homosexuality in a positive light). A few examples of plays partially or totally banned include: The Cenci (P. B. Shelley, 1819), Mary Stuart (J. Haynes, 1840), The Happy Land, (W. S. Gilbert & G. A. Beckett, 1873), Mrs Warren's Profession (G. B. Shaw, 1893), Salomé (O. Wilde, 1896), Waste (H. Granville-Barker, 1907), Victoria Regina (L. Housman, 1934), The Entertainer, The Blood of the Bambergs (J. Osborne, 1957Osborne, , 1963)), US (P. Brook, 1966). Naturally, foreign plays had to follow the same rule, and so the same befell to: La Dame Aux Camélias (France, A. Dumas, 1852), Ghosts, (Norway, H. Ibsen, 1895), Monna Vanna (Belgium, M. Maeterlinck, 1902), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (United-States, T. Williams, 1956), The Deputy (Germany, R. Hochhuth, 1963), Marat / Sade (Germany, P. Weiss, 1964).

Playwrights and theatre directors put up with this for over two hundred years. Paradoxically, it protected theatres from potential court suites from pressure groups: once a licence granted, nothing could happen to a play, for attacking it would be attacking the Crown. (In America, for example, drama did not enjoy that kind of protection.) In the course of time, word changes and scene cuts came to be negotiated in a civil manner, often over a meal, between artists jealous of their freedom of expression and a Lord Chamberlain increasingly convinced of the absurdity of his office. Indeed, censorship only banned a play from stage performance, so it could be published in extenso. On the contrary, any improvisation from an actor in the course of a performance was a breech of the law. In any case, the tone of the plays had changed along with the times, and by the 1950', using their wit to bypass censorship, Osborne's Kitchen Sink Drama was budding alongside Joe Orton's ferocious comedies.

Three plays which made history put censorship to an end. In 1965 the Lord Chamberlain asked for cuts in A Patriot for Me, a play in which Osborne denounced the hypocrisy of the ruling classes through the destiny of a homosexual officer. Refusing to comply, the Royal Court theatre made use of a stratagem: it took the status of a private club, included the price of the subscription in that of the ticket, and put on the play just as it had been written. Officially, it was a private performance. In support, the Evening Standard granted it a prize for best play and the laudatory articles that followed started a stormy debate in the Chamber of Lords.

The same problem happened again a few months later, when the censor demanded that two scenes from Edward Bond's Saved be cut -notably the one where idle teen-agers stone a baby to death. Bond refused, stating that the scene in question was but a euphemistic image of the state of contemporary society ("A typical English understatement", said he). So The Royal Court put on its club costume once more. But this time, the attack had been too strong: policemen in civilian clothes were sent to perturb performances, and the theatre was eventually fined. British law relying on precedence, the private club stratagem could no longer be resorted to. The high level of publicity given to the debate and the plea of eminent artists such as Sir Lawrence Olivier was of no avail.

Sub-titled "The events of this play are true", Early Morning, by Bond again, shows -allegoricallya lesbian queen Victoria preying on Florence Nightingale, while, in the "eat each other society", princes, ministers and ordinary people run after each other in order to grab a bite. Unsurprisingly, the play was banned in toto. The Royal Court, however, ran the risk and put it up anyway. The virulence of the public debate triggered by the whole situation weighed heavily in the parliamentary debate which finally ended up in a green paper which became an act in July 1968. Theatre had shaken off its fetters.

CORPUS DELICTI

In A Patriot for Me, Osborne shows how, on the eve of the XXth century, Colonel Redl climbs the ladder of the Austrio-Hungarian army -concealing, for the purpose, his modest Jewish descent and his homosexuality. He moves in the secret circles of the empire's high society, where men of power live up what they condemn outside. The first scene of Act II (which met with the censor's ire) is famous for showing baron von Epp's masked ball, in which high-ranking officers dressed as women and flanked with their minions, enjoy the pleasures they condemn when in service/office. Hypocrisy and cynicism are at the root of this decadent society. Redl will finally choose to become a spy for Russia. Unmasked/exposed, he will be led to suicide by his peers.

Pasquin, a Dramatick Satire on the Times, (Londres, J. Watts, 1760),AI, Sc1, p.11 

Saved is Bond's second play. It illustrates the moral dereliction of modern society through the story of a family where husband and wife haven't exchanged a word for years. Pam, their daughter, has a child by Fred, who rejects it. She often lets it cry to exhaustion or drugs it to have some peace. One day, in the park, Fred's friends -as dissocialised as he is -vent their frustration on it and stone it to death. When Pam comes to pick it up, she wheels the pram out not noticing what has happened. Len, a humanising character, will nevertheless form an attachment to this family. The last scene shows him symbolically trying to repair a disjointed piece of furniture, while the others are hypnotically watching television. The censor demanded the cut of the stoning scene, that of the one where Pam's mother tries to seduce Len, as well as some toning down of the language, so crude that he did not perceive its poetical and expressionistic quality.

In Early Morning, Bond expresses his vision of capitalism as a system where everyone must obtain his well-being at the expense of his neighbour's. "To eat the other before the other eats you" becomes an art of living, ironically illustrated by the hilarious cannibalism scenes. This behaviour nevertheless goes against our specie's instinct -Man being fundamentally altruistic. In order to break him to its predatory ways, society must therefore corrupt him -which is what Victoria does with poor Florence Nightingale. Accepting corruption or resisting it are our only choices. From Victoria's Siamese twins, George will choose corruption, and Arthur (whose chest holds the heart), resistance. He will put a spanner in society's wheels when refusing to eat his fellow man. The level of disrespect, the violence of the black humour applied to formidable Queen Victoria left the play little chance to go unnoticed from the censor.

THE ROYAL COURT

In 1956, George Devine, whose political stance is not unlike that of Jean Villar, founded the English Stage Company, which found residence at the Royal Court Theatre, on London's very "chic" Sloane Square. He knew from the outset that he wanted this place to become the breeding ground of experimental drama. Benefiting from the newly founded Art's Council's subsidies (the equivalent of the French "ministère de la culture"), he deployed great effort drawing in budding writers. His play contests, his readings, his workshops gave them the opportunity to show their work to other people, to test their ideas on "real" actors, to share projects and commentaries. A particular room, the Theatre Upstairs, was dedicated to the most novel material, as well as to young playwrights' first plays. These efforts paid off. Most contemporary British playwrights are a product of the Royal Court's courageous policy. As well as Osborne and Bond, Arnold Wesker, John Arden, David Storey, Ann Jellicoe, David Hare, Howard Brenton, Caryl Churchill, Timberlake Wertenbaker, Jim Cartwright, Sarah Daniels, Martin Crimp, Phyllis Nagy, Mark Ravenhill, Sarah Kane, are but a few examples.

THE SECOND "GOLDEN AGE"

The period known as "the second golden age of the British stage" starts with the premières of Waiting for Godot, (S. Beckett, 1955) and Look Back in Anger, (Osborne, 1956). With the first of these plays, dramatic form radically freed itself from the limits of naturalism, thus acquiring increased expressive power. With the second one (given at the Royal Court -where else?), contemporary social themes came crashing onto the stage, putting to pasture the terribly proper characters from drawing room comedies. Aptly catching the sense of frustration of British youth, Osborne inspired scores of "Angry Young Men" (and Women). These young playwrights, often of provincial working-class origins, spoke to an audience that was no longer middle-class. Among the most famous are: Brendan Behan (The Quare Fellow, 1956), A. Wesker (Chicken Soup with Barley, 1958), Shelagh Delaney (A taste of Honey, 1958), A. Jellicoe (The Sport of My Mad Mother, 1958).

Even if censorship was still going, strong original voices came into their own: Arden's (Serjeant Musgrave's Dance, 1959), ploughing the furrow of post-brechtian epic theatre; Harold Pinter's expressionism (The Birthday Party, 1958); J. Orton's Black humour (Loot, 1965). This thematic as well as formal creative ferment weighed heavily on censorship. After its abolition, it inspired new playwrights who, in turn, inspired others and so on to this day. The second golden age is not yet spent.

The end of censorship enabled actors to improvise on stage again. This, coupled with the creation of the Edinburgh Fringe Festival (the equivalent of Avignon's Off) and with the Arts Council's subsidies, set off the birth of a swarm of companies. For the first time, they took charge of the whole business of putting a show together, and stopped just being the instruments of an all-powerful author. Joint Stock, Almost Free, Portable theatre, etc. often kept to specific subjects (for example, 7/84, whose name reminds that 7% of the population owns 84% of its wealth, focused on agit-prop theatre; Monstrous Regiments explored feminist issues, etc.). Many playwrights learned their trade there, before writing on their own. Such was the case, for instance, of H. Barker (That God Between Us, 1977), D. Hare (Plenty, 1978), H. Brenton (The Romans in Britain, 1980), John McGrath (The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black Black Oil, 1973), C. Curchill (Cloud Nine, 1979).

Another consequence of this experience of communal creation was the birth of an audiencefocused line of drama. The 80s were the decade of committed minorities. Venues like The Drill Hall accommodated feminist playwrights (Michelene Wandor, Whores d'oeuvres, 1978;Pam Gems, Loving Women, 1984 ;T. Wertenbaker, Our Country's Good, 1988). The Gay Sweatshop opened a platform for homosexual authors (S. Daniels, Masterpieces, 1983, Nigel Charnock, The Original Sin, 1993). Voices from the former colonies made themselves heard: Hanif Kureishi (Birds of Passage, 1983), Ayub Khan-Din (East is East, 1995), or the Carib Theatre Company.

This inheritance is what has shaped today's British stage. Most playwrights who lived through the end of censorship are still writing and busy developing their artistic stance. In turn, they nurture young vocations, whose means of expression now goes unbridled. Bond and Barker come out as first-rate theoreticians (across British borders too); Harold Pinter, Caryl Churchill, Phyllis Nagy, Martin Crimp, stand out as real stage poets, Gregory Motton as a real satirist. The inter-century In Yer Face movement, with its Jacobean excesses is the latest wave of this golden age. Mark Ravenhill (Shopping andFucking, 1996), Sarah Kane (4:48, 2000), Anthony Nielson (Stitching, 2002) uninhibitedly dismember the contemporary world. A lot of ink still runs about their plays, but this time, it runs to a good end. (New York, Facts on File, 2004)