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Introduction to the Series

Contemporary Theatre Studies is a book series of special interest to everyone involved in theatre. It consists of monographs on influential figures, studies of movements and ideas in theatre, as well as primary material consisting of theatre-related documents, performing editions of plays in English, and English translations of plays from various vital theatre traditions worldwide.

Franc Chamberlain




Preface

Edward Bond Letters I features Edward Bond’s approach to acting and directing, his translation of these philosophies onto the stage with TEs (Theatre Events), and his response to productions of his work. Edward Bond Letters II focuses on seven specific plays by Edward Bond — The Worlds, Summer, Human Cannon, War Plays, Restoration, Jackets, and Olly’s Prison. Edward Bond Letters III, demonstrates the difficulties Bond has had with our present leading theatre institutions and with the approach of television companies, such as the British Broadcasting Corporation. As the letters indicate, perhaps Bond’s difficulties with established theatres are inevitable, as the plays he writes are uncompromising about our social situation. His letters are also valuable documents which explore issues connected with the present political climate.

Many writers submit plays to Edward Bond asking for his comments. Often his response is not simply confined to their work but enriches our own understanding of Bond’s outlook on society. Some of these letters comprise the first chapter which is dedicated to a selection of correspondence that uses other writers’ texts as the basis for exploring Bond’s own views. Letters to Terry Hands (4 December 1986) and Cicely Berry (24 October 1987) of the Royal Shakespeare Company discuss Bond’s own situation as a writer.

The complexities of translating Bond’s War Plays, Jackets, In the Company of Men, as well as the short play Derek, into French and German are to be found in Chapter Two.

Chapter Three provides a general selection of letters dealing with matters such as the reluctance Bond has to having his plays produced by leading national theatre companies (David Thacker, 4 March 1994) as well as two very important letters (K. Ingold and Kate Macbeth, both dated 24 October 1993) which concentrate on the child’s imagination — an area to be studied extensively in Edward Bond Letters IV — and institutional violence. Edward Bond’s writings on the child’s imagination are also found in “Notes on Post-Modernism” (Two Post-Modern Plays, London: Methuen, 1990), “The Dramatic Child” (Tuesday, London: Methuen, 1993) and “Notes on Imagination” (Coffee, London: Methuen, 1995).

The Royal Court Theatre’s revivals of The Pope’s Wedding and Saved, directed by Max Stafford-Clark and Danny Boyle respectively in 1984, and Nick Philippou’s 1993 production of The Pope’s Wedding at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London, are the subjects covered in the selection of letters in Chapter Four. Edward Bond did not like the Royal Court revivals of The Pope’s Wedding and Saved and in a letter to the directors as well as to critics (such as Jenny Sue Spencer) Bond explains his reasons, in addition to discussing the need for an arena to explore the new approach to character that he is creating.

The Fool, directed by Penny Gold, was broadcast on BBC Radio in 1990. Whilst most of Bond’s letters in Chapter Five refer specifically to this production, Bond’s letters to Robin Tebutt (23 May 1986) and Richard Hand (3 July 1988) answer specific questions about the fight scene in Hyde Park and John Clare’s laughter in the cell.

Chapter Six deals exclusively with Edward Bond’s 1990 play In the Company of Men, staged by Alain Françon, in an award-winning 1992 production for the Centre Dramatique National de Savoie.1 Through his concept of the Central Speech (CS) and Central Line (CL), Bond explains to Françon, widely recognized as the best director of his plays abroad, how all his writing exhibits this structure: “it is as if the play unpacked the centre; so the actor will use all his skills and creative imagination to show the effects that understanding or misunderstanding the centre has on people and society.”

1 Edward Bond directed the first English production of In the Company of Menin 1996 for the Royal Shakespeare Company.
The television plays — Olly’s Prison and Tuesday — are the subject of the final chapter. Along with Bond’s frustrations caused by working within a structure such as the BBC, the letters in this section feature correspondence with Georges Bas (26 March 1993), currently editing a complete edition of Bond’s plays in French, which identifies “the arbitration between the imagination and the ‘real’ in plays such as Jackets and Tuesday.”

In addition to providing the general reader and more specialized student with an insight into the work and minds of a writer increasingly recognized as Britain’s most challenging and important living dramatist, Edward Bond Letters III provides the actor and director with useful ways in which they can address the new forms of play that Bond is now writing.

A word about punctuation: Edward Bond has his own unique style of punctuation which I have tried to preserve. I have chosen not to provide a commentary on the letters, the intention being to allow the letters to speak for themselves. However, I have provided footnotes which will refer the reader to published texts and which will I hope clarify references.
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1 Writing

DOI: 10.4324/9781315077710-1

Geoff Gillham

Canton, Cardiff

5 December 1985

Dear Geoff,

I see Pinter’s discovered politics. His anti-torture play is an insult.1 It says: torture is nasty. It doesnt say why people torture other people — what the biological, social and political causes are. The implication, given the weight of public prejudice, will be that his torturers are left-wing — though he’d claim they were Turkish, I suppose. Well, they’re as good as wops. And if its the yanks, its because they dont have the benefit of our traditions …

1 One for the Roadby Harold Pinter. (New York: Grove Press, 1986).
My difficulty isnt not knowing what to write. I’ve never felt more capable of writing or attracted to so many themes. The difficulty is finding the circumstances in which I can work fully. I write directly agitprop plays — but I also need to write more complex plays, to do really with the way consciousness is created and the way in which we experience ourselves. These are usually regarded as subjective matters. Yet they are the way everyone experiences themselves and if you dont contact that self-experiencing area then there are matters that you cant deal with. But the human subjectivity is intensely political — you dont have to deny it, you have to understand it and understand its malleability. It seems to me that Marxism, because it is a complete philosophy, opens up again the whole of human experience to aesthetics, creative reinterpretation — in a way which just wasnt possible for most writers in the last century, no matter how much they wished to create a socialist art (think of William Morris’ utopia, so far away from the life-giving cities of his time).

I didnt work very closely on the dance piece — in fact I didnt go to any rehearsals and I havent seen any performances (not even a dress rehearsal).2 Anna Furse thought the script didnt deal with the subject of the play/dance from a feminist point of view. Well, she was right — I wouldnt have tried to do that because Im not qualified to. But I did try to write directly for young people of both sexes who were going into a militarised and grab-all society. However, I was more than happy to respect her interests — feminism is certainly in the political forefront. So I said she could do what she wished with the text, and I’d be at hand to make whatever alterations she’d ask for and would write poems and pieces for the “support file.” I very much enjoyed the idea of handing over my contribution to others provided they are competent. Unfortunately it didnt completely work out and the performers refused to work with her towards the end. She left — and I refused to step in. It was too late, and better to leave it to those who were already involved. So Lesley took over.3 I think its going okay — though I dont know how clear it is. If you write to her for the bits and pieces, I suppose she’d send you a copy.

2 Bond wrote Burnsfor the New Midlands Dance Company in 1985.
3 Lesley Hutchinson, artistic director, New Midlands Dance Company.
Im going to Australia to look after sheep. The theatre is falling deeper and deeper into reaction. The young (younger of the) actors I wanted to work with at the RSC were frighteningly unaware of the possibilities of their craft, the young director who did Saved at the Court early in the year didnt know how plays worked (though he and Max Stafford-Clark actually pull pieces of writing to bits — and do the same to their writers — claiming to teach writing!) and the NT having tried to make cement out of porridge (Ayckbourn) is now making cement out of vapour (Shaffer).4 I shall look after sheep. In Australia, as they wont have me in Wales, it seems. If I can help your Welsh group at all, they should let me know. But Im keeping a low-profile — at the moment — Im not up to facing the Jones’s of this world.

4 Alan Ayckbourn’s A Chorus of Disapprovalopened in the Lyttelton, National Theatre, 1 August, 1985. Yonadab, by Peter Shaffer, opened in the Olivier, National Theatre, 4 December, 1985.
Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Sharon Cooper

No address

4 March 1986

Dear Ms. Sharon Cooper,

My first views about Brecht were based largely on misinformation. Few of his works were translated or available. I was reacting to opinions of those who had a chance to be informed — they knew German — but were politically unable to understand Brecht. They seemed to be saying that Brecht discounted the importance — both as legitimate private experience and as an historical force — of human subjectivity. Actually, this idea is neither Marxist nor Brechtian — Brecht does not reduce people to an abstract objective force any more than Marx does. This idea frequently causes mistaken criticism: why is Capital written in a tone of high moral rage if historical forces are objective — why not merely point to the statistics and sums, the mathematics of history; if inevitable historical change must occur independently of human will and human subjective experience in general? And what would be the place of art in such abstractions? Well, I thought that Brecht was reducing people to historical abstractions — and I was mistaken in this. Hence my early criticisms of Brecht.

In fact history moves through human subjectivity and its objective forces have to be conveyed in subjective forms: we live and create our contemporary history — it isnt something that is “done to us.” Objective forces in history create subjective forms, and these have their own existential values. This would be true even if they werent historically determining — but I think they are. In other words, if history moved independently of our will we would still have to suffer or enjoy the consequences of its actions — so there would be sense in trying to understand the patterns of history in order to accommodate ourselves to them in less painful and tragic ways than often our forebears were able to do. But in fact human subjectivity is far more significant than this: it is incorporated into the determining forces of history, not as an independent will, an arbitrary force (which would mean that a historical class could “commandeer” historical change and impose its own politics on eternity!) but nevertheless as a genuine free will, since human beings can make their own situations within history: if you inherit a fortune, or are imperilled in a shipwreck, you cant raise the sunken ship and sail on as before, or bring back the dead and ask for the will to be changed — but you will individually have to experience and take part in your changed situation. Actually, the idea of shipwreck is a poetic licence! — because history isnt isolated events whose consequences we have to bear or utilise — it is a continuous process and makes no distinction (formally) between shipwreck and shipbuilding. So our actions do actually help to determine history: we build and sink ships. That is why we have art, to understand ourselves as shipmakers and shipwreckers, as agents of history: we are creators, who make plans and maps of our activities, but we also need plans and maps of ourselves so that we understand ourselves and the consequence of our actions. In this way human subjectivity is deeply political, since subjectivity is the way we participate in history — which we do as inevitably as a fish swims in water. And so if our subjectivity is our relationship to history, our subjectivity has a political form — it is created and expresses itself through political gestures. So, curiously, Brecht gives a new importance and value to human individuality. Had I at first understood that I wouldnt have made my early criticisms of Brecht — I would have seen that he was doing what art should do, or — in fact — is. In a sense human beings must always tend to lie to themselves, just as a child cannot know very much about its world — it thinks it ends at the front door and its parents are gods. Human subjectivity seems mysterious to itself and hidden to itself. I neednt describe the ways that this is so. The bourgeois ethic is that by the individual revealing to himself or herself his or her “self-secrets,” understanding is achieved. This is because, religiously, subjectivity is seen as a relationship with god (not history) or, post-religiously, as a stoic or hedonistic relationship with a class of property or state etc. Actually our only common humanity lies in our shared participation in history. This refocuses morality because moral judgements have to be made in relation to the conflicts within history — and of course our roles within history often conflict: so to make moral, as well as artistic judgements, you need a philosophy of history: mine is Marxist (not, say, religious) and so I make judgements in terms of historical patterns. This doesnt mean that I incorporated into those judgements naive notions of right and wrong, by choosing a different set of heroes and heroines and villains than a religious or bourgeois person. I always attempt to see people in their best light and this is how I portray them — and the result is what you’d expect. Im accused of the opposite — of only describing people from my point of view! I dont think you can judge according to eternal verities — I judge more according to the scales of the marketplace, but I see in them the humane tendency of our earthly life — I dont need a heaven to create human value.

It seems to me that bourgeois art has become lies because it denies the real substance of subjective experience — and so its subject becomes either neurotic or fantastical. But a Marxist art would be able to create subjective reality — and the forms that this would take have to be sought for. Aesthetic forms actually become part of the substance which they explore — which is an oddity about human beings. An age sees itself in a particular way. In our time that way of seeing could be purely mechanical, a result of technological skilfulness — but it wouldnt then include any humane judgement or general existential expression (each individual would experience their own life in isolation). I think its important to understand that there arent any “raw” objective experiences. We think of emotions such as hunger and eroticism as being “natural”, but as they are given historical expressions, the form of these expressions must become part of the content. Its true that all societies eat — but this fact produces very different sorts of behaviour. All we retain permanently as a species is the form and not the content. The specific content is always an historical product: the necessity to eat is the form, but appetite is historical — not universal! You can think about the implications that this has for Brechtianism as its generally understood. It means that the highest moral and aesthetic insights in our age can only be expressed from the working-class point of view: indeed that’s what morality now is, that point of view — because the working class has now become the guardian of the whole of humane expression — outside this there is only the ghetto, the gas chamber, the asylum and the nuclear silo.

I could add a final word about alienation — which has been reduced almost to a stylistic tic. Perhaps Brecht did tend to believe in a sort of 18th century human enlightenness: that if people discounted their passions they could think objectively and “coolly” — scientifically. But in fact scientific thought is based on theory (this doesnt mean that some theories — Marxism for example — cant be substantiated). So to objective thought there is an appropriate emotional persuasion. Involved in a time of fanaticism Brecht wanted to encourage “cool” thought. But his enemy Schiller also wanted a dispassionate art — the classical withdrawn idealism of (it was wrongly thought) the Greeks. So there is a tension in Brecht about this. His Diderot-ism is misleading. Diderot wanted the stage to be dark, aesthetically he was a romantic — a true bourgeois. Mother Courage has particular “things”, “objects” — these arent generalisations. The generalisations in fact belong to expressionism. Marxist art is always particular — because it needs to show how the general is reflected in, made operational in, the particular. This is always true, and its why the only way to express full human subjectivity is now in Marxist art. Needless to say, this isnt the isolated, in-turning individuality of the bourgeois artist — but is the individual facing history and responsible before other men and women, and not before god or angst!

I hope these comments will be of some use to you.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Margaret Ramsay1

1 Prior to her death Margaret Ramsay was Bond’s British literary agent. Ramsay’s agency was amalgamated with Casarotto Ramsay and Tom Erhardt at Casarotto Ramsay became Bond’s agent.
London

1 November 1986

Dear Peggy,

Your final remarks to me when we spoke on the phone make me think quite a bit. We’re all involved in things we dont want to do, I suppose: we do it in order to enable us to do the things we want to do. Certainly what you do is very important. As far as Im concerned (for what that’s worth!) only two people have really helped me in the theatre. Bill Gaskill in the old days and you ever since. My plays wouldnt have been written without your professional help — and more importantly your personal support.

In the last few years I’ve seen enormous waste in our profession. In fact generally, we’re in a cultural abyss. Such a waste of young people, such a discarding of life-giving burdens, such a frantic burning away of energy! Yet it seems to me that things become simpler and clearer and energy more stark. So much that we take to be mysterious and confused is really so only because we allow ourselves to be intimidated: and we do that because we cling on to the wrong things through fear. The danger is that we can replace ambition with anger, and that’s even worse. Our lives seem run by little dwarfs who stick their heads out of the mouths of giants and shout at us. I suppose later the giants swallow them? But it would be wrong to be quiet or passive. J’accuse is better than mea culpa because its less sterile and less escapist. Writing becomes more interesting. The technical problems become more stimulating — and so does the subject: reality is shrouded in daylight, and you have to work to discern the meanings.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Terry Hands

Royal Shakespeare Company

London

4 December 1986

Dear Terry,

You ask: Why is it that we are all ruled by the empty hand on the edge of the crowd? — Perhaps we ought to consider whether the person whose hand it is might not be holding it up in the hope that we can read palms?

The rest of your letter is more difficult to answer …

You ask me for a new play. I write plays that are critical of society. But it should still be possible for them to be produced in the society which I criticise. After all, societies are in change and so are individuals. So audiences should be able to make contact with my work. But there are problems. If I write a new language, a new story, a new process for society — then the acting of that has to change. Very often progressive theatre can work comfortably within the processes of old theatre (or seem to). That happens when the relationships within society are being criticised — but not the fundamental elements of that relationship. Such a criticism concerns not merely relationships within society but the designation of what an individual is — and this in fact partly changes human behaviour: people behave differently when their image of themselves changes. Then the substance of human life alters. Now for better or worse Im a writer concerned with the second as well as the first form of criticism. This means, in the present world, that I have to create something I call a political psychology for my characters. You can subsume my characters — and their stories — into nineteenth century psychology — this is what happens when the RSC directors do my plays. But its a stifling of those characters’ expressiveness. What this means for the actor isnt completely clear to me — actors work in different ways and different approaches to them are necessary. But Im quite certain that what the directors at the NT, RSC or Court have to offer my plays is dead. That doesnt mean to say that what they’d do wouldnt be the best of its sort — you’re very high-class embalmers. And if I were desperate I’d send you a play to murder knowing that you’d embalm it beautifully, beautifully, beautifully. You’d probably even wire it up with a semblance of life. But of course it isnt what I want.

What you are doing at the moment is very destructive — I mean of new writing. I’ve seen enough of a younger generation coming along and being fitted into our available theatre systems to be certain of that. Theatre isnt something the writer creates from his own cleverness. Its a social activity. New writers bring the new problems of their new society to the ancient skills of theatre: they then develop them to their own use. But you’ve found a way of crippling this process (I say you meaning the theatre collectively!). You have directors who pick and choose — they search for their colour or this year’s model. I will give you a concrete example. I sent my play The Worlds to the RSC. It didnt “suit”. Who there asked why I wrote it as I had, what was the purpose of writing it in this way, what demands was I making on myself? No one said perhaps if he needs to make those demands on himself — then we as directors need to make such demands on ourselves? You might have been assured that I know enough about the dynamics of the stage not to offer an audience something that couldnt be made theatrically exciting? — but new approaches would be needed. I had a right to expect you to do that play. You didnt — and a director like Howard Davies (who had some association with my work) has I think been seriously crippled because he didnt do the play when he needed to: and so his skills free-wheel in clever tricks, effective and empty. He falls into the morass of his Mother Courage — effective, even tearful, and empty.1 The Worlds was intended to be a step towards objectifying our present world on stage (how do you handle the thing) and increasing its psychological scope (how do you aestheticise the politico-psychological). If you cant solve the problems connected with this you cant put our present world on the stage. Of course the stage can have a life of its own — it can discard the world around it — and audiences are often happy when it does so — but I cant be part of that: my criticism belongs to the second sort I described above, I question the audience — and they cant discard themselves as easily as they can discard the world (till it falls back on them).

1 see alsoby Bertolt Brecht, (in a version by Hanif Kureishi) opened at the Barbican, 1 November 1984.
If I gave you a play you’d do it very respectfully. My Bundle was done very respectfully — earnestly, solemnly.2 But there should be a way of doing my plays which is light, swift, free, where the energy is forwards and not downwards. But for that to happen you have to get very close to the units from which the drama is built: they have to be articulated precisely. What always happens when you (collectively!) try to create energy (to put skates under action as it were) is that you proceed away from the unit, the basic dramatic atoms. This is because they would require interpretation. And there we come to a crisis. Theatre doesnt exist outside a philosophy of society — and this means a reading of society and human nature. When you have that, you know why something is on the stage or in the play. Otherwise you apply abstract aesthetics to the text: you make it work, instead of finding out what makes it work. Anyone with an elementary knowledge of theatre can make things work on stage. That is so very easy — it is also very shameful. If I did it I would feel like a charlatan — and all someone like say Peter Hall can offer me is the theatricality of charlatanism. And that is your second attack on the theatre: you attack the players. When I was at the RSC I quickly understood that the actors had now become very clever and very adept at surviving in the nineteenth century. They had a practical knowledge of where to stand on the stage, how to dominate it, how to sing on it: they served the stage and the stage served them. They forgot the world. They still repeated the theatrical slogans from the sixties and seventies — but these were now slogans in a dead-language. Really, its the theatre of Henry Irving. It isnt easy to get actors like that to understand the second sort of criticism.

2 The Bundleopened at the RSC’s Warehouse, 13 January 1978.
Yet it seems to me I have a great deal to offer the theatre and the actors. Not because of any special qualities of myself — but because of the oddities of my position. I wont trouble you now with an account of how I came to write, and what I write from. But I think the crisis peculiar to my own situation in fact reflects the crisis, cultural and organisational, within society: a pure accident as far as Im concerned, but culturally a necessity. You know your theatre is dead. Even Peter Hall knows the NT is dead — that’s why he’s jumping off it — having reduced the NT to an irrelevant midden that not even a self-respecting scavenger who hadnt eaten for three weeks would bother to investigate.

The theatre begins in plays — or substitutes for them when the right plays arent being written. Aesthetic forms themselves wont change theatre, they’re no more than temporary mouth to mouth resuscitation. Plays come from ideas — even, as you certainly know, the lightest of farces comes from the deepest of philosophies. For various institutional reasons our theatres have cut themselves off from the practical generation of ideas within the theatre: and therefore from the discipline of the criticism of ideas and their evaluation (and overt proof or failure) in stage performances. Our theatres are still dominated by reactionary philosophies. Romans In Britain is a critical play, and when the NT does it it figures as a criticism of the establishment: so Peter Hall makes a sensation out of it — but he cant make theatre: the production was safely ensconced in the establishment world, as risqué as the Folies-Bergère — and so his theatre isnt changed, there is no cultural or theatrical victory.3 I’ve had an occasional victory at the Court — but I couldnt have one there now. The attack on the writer — and so the actor — is made there as much as at the NT or the RSC. It shows in the unobservance of the simplest disciplines: I saw my Lear at the RSC after it’d been in repertory about two years — some of the actors didnt know their lines — when the Court revived my Saved almost none of the actors knew their lines!4 Not surprisingly the RSC production of my Lear was in many ways saying directly the opposite of what I intended. Personally I loathe the play — though I was fascinated by Peck (he’s the only actor who’s had a chance to work on one of my texts over more than a couple of months) — so I was grateful that the RSC had done it — and better than many theatres would have done it: but what saddened me is that the director didnt know what I’d intended. He didnt have to agree — he could have said: “Well I see that — but I think this” and made his own decisions. But he didnt know what I’d intended — and therefore couldnt even do that. I wrote my Lear as a criticism of Shakespeare — what the RSC did (apart from Peck) was assimilate it into the Lear tradition. That is a betrayal of the author. Doesnt matter. Its also a betrayal of the victims of Auschwitz and Hiroshima — because they are the great criticism of William Shakespeare. And that does matter. So, finally, compromise — which both you and Peter Hall have invited me to make. I cant compromise. I have so little to compromise with. There are lots of clever people around — there may be some of them at the RSC — I dont know — who have so much in them they can afford to compromise — people who can take the camel through the eye of a needle. I see that all the time in the theatre. I can only take the thread through it. And that’s why I cant compromise. I have to hand over the threaded needle — so that the beggar can stitch his rags, the soldier sew on his button (and not be courtmartialed), the housewife stop her kids getting cold. How can you ask someone whose one skill is threading needles to compromise? You must ask that of the camel drivers.

3 Howard Brenton’s The Romans in Britainopened in the Olivier, National Theatre, 16 October, 1980.
4 Learopened in The Other Place, Stratford-upon-Avon, in 1982 and transferred to the Pit opening in May 1983. Bob Peck played Lear.
I really dont know where I go from here. I shall of course write. I’d like to keep sheep — but they baa so interestingly one has to listen to what they say. And then you find yourself scribbling about it. Shakespeare wrote in the snow when he was drunk. And when a poet I knew died I dreamed that when he was buried and the earth was shovelled over him it turned into little letters — like those alphabets you get in kids’ soup. There seems no escape from the tyranny of words. I would like to be of use to you and the other directors of the RSC — there is so much talent there, but sometimes I think they just dont know what century they’re in. But you are very patient. You come to me and ask me the time. I cut off your wrist and show you the time on it. But how else can I point out to you that you have a watch?

But let us hope that when the crowd goes away — the cut off wrist is not left lying on the empty square? For surely there is a great mystery about the empty hand on the edge of the crowd. Its too late to pick it up when its been trodden underfoot.

And now Im going back to my play. To pick up the thread. I now feel I at last understand how to write plays. What you understand, I have to leave to you. But at least I feel able to write you letters.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Richard Hope and Michael Hadley

London

23 June 1987

Dear Richard Hope and Michael Hadley,

Thanks for your invitation to take part in a workshop with you. I dont think the method you (I imagine) use does in fact lead to a stronger bond between actors and writers.

Writing is a specific activity with its own disciplines. These consist in setting problems for audiences — having clarified the contents of the problems — and also for actors. The writer creates problems for the actor’s performance to solve. What happens in workshop theatre is that the writer is encouraged to solve the problems for the actors. This radically changes the relationship to an audience. I think the prevalence of so much workshop work is one of the reasons why our theatre is unable to really deal with our contemporary problems.

The writer’s text isnt the property of the writer (unless he’s a bad writer). It comes from a particular relation to the street, home, school, factory, dole queue etc. It isnt a theatre of (primarily) placards but billboards and poster-fixing (if you see my point). It turns the individual into the placard — making the everyday significant. Workshop theatre tends to concentrate on the moment — not the span. The span — what makes a handful of earth into a field or a continent — is the structure of the play: and finally the actor must act that structure — be responsible for it — and not the moment. Workshops seem to make all the right democratic gestures — but in fact they deny certain essential social functions which need to be democratised by facing their difficulties, not removing them. I think workshops have had a bad effect on writers — but a crippling effect on actors who now no longer know what a play is — and so what an audience is.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Cicely Berry

Royal Shakespeare Company

Stratford-upon-Avon

24 October 1987

Dear Cicely Berry,

I think I’d like to write poetry in the “healthy” way that Handel wrote music: even when he deals with blindness and death, he does it with an intellectual integrity (not anarchic wallowing) which gives the assurance that the ability to record the sufferings we inflict and endure means that we have the means to avoid them. The only wisdom suffering brings is that it wasnt necessary — except of course for our mortality and the great scythe of time. And that untrammels from any doubt or reserve the happiness and ecstasy you find elsewhere in his music. That is even more difficult to obtain in notes or words. It means the composure of the gods without their indifference. The gods dont know what it means to live on the earth and so they can never really be at home, by rights, in heaven. They are only the lodgers. Worse they can even get the devil out of sight by sending him to another place!

I think the RSC has become very dead — full of aimless excitement. The possibilities of something better are there. Perhaps we first became human when we discovered that we could act and that others could act? That we could — it seems — only live in the lie: which has always made art such a desperate search for the truth. Not for a success, or the way to make XY and Z work! — but for the truth, because we were condemned to deception or — even worse! — confusion. I think that in our age we could have a very great theatre: we know so much more about what human beings are and how they function — yet we are still animals, not yet robots and not yet degraded into technological barbarians who cant register the sufferings of others, and regard their own sufferings as they would the faults of a machine: to kick themselves or twist with a screwdriver or wrench. We are the most human of all ages — yet we sell ourselves like rubbish.

I finished a new play almost a year ago but havent shown it to anyone — I dont seem to be able to bother!1 And Im working on some more things. I still find writing deeply interesting.

1 Bond refers to Jacketspublished by Methuen (London), 1990.
Do you give lessons on silence to actors? I dont mean on “the pause” or on “listening” — but on silence? The rest is silence? — but the ghost must approach from silence. You must be able to hear the silence in words.

I think the RSC may be doing my Restoration next year — so we may meet.2

2 See letters on the RSC’s revival of “Restoration,” Edward Bond Letters 11 (Harwood Academic Publishers), 1995. p. 127–153.
Yours sincerely,

Edward Bond

Dic Edwards

Llanon, Dyfed

28 March 1988

Dear Dic,

Thanks for your last letter and for sending me the beginning of Doctor of the Americas. Im sorry my reply’s a bit late — I’ve been writing my new piece; but Im now putting it aside for a few days, having finished a draft.

I read D[octor of the] A[mericas]. Its difficult — and certainly dangerous — to say anything about it in its present state, and having only the first part. It has a strong atmosphere, rather menacing and desperate, a sense of people trying to argue constructively in a burning house and not merely scream help: or a course of fire fighting in a burning house? — that might be a way to describe some of what you do (there’s probably also a course on how to start a fire on a bare iceberg — that might be your more comic vein). Im being a bit flippant because I cant say anything about it in its present state — merely notice the authentic life in it. One comment: some of it seemed a bit schematic — that the German was called Christ, for example: isnt it part of the audience’s work to give him this name — as it tries to give a better name to Chekhov’s Protopopof? But even that might be justified in the total structure of the play. I cant say — except that it could turn out to be good, that’s for sure.

The comments you quote from Howard Barker are depressing. But I suppose they’re authentic — not a journalist’s misunderstandings — or a sub-editor’s misreportings. There is no such thing as a liberal. Many self-styled socialists are opportunist reactionaries: what they want is for the working class to be like the middle class, but the w[orking] c[lass] has no need, no political use for, the lies which the m[iddle] c[lass] turns into truths by interfering with the evidence. Exsocialists become more reactionary than the usual slumbering tory: because they’ve lost their dreams: they feel that their dreams have been betrayed by others. That’s the worst of illusions: you can say your economic or social positions have been betrayed by others, and then still set out to restore those positions. But you cant restore a dream — ever: it hasnt the viability and tenuous adaptability of reality: a destroyed dream dies and leaves an angry awakened sleeper — because he will feel that he has been robbed or wounded in his sleep.
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