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Early Life
Joan Littlewood was born on 6th October
1914 in South-West London. She was part
of a working class family that were good at
school but they left at the age of twelve to
get work. Joan was different, at twelve she
received a scholarship to a local Catholic
convent school. Her place at school meant
that she didn't fit in with the rest of her
family, whilst her background left her as an
outsider at school. Despite being a misfit,
Littlewood found her feet and discovered
her passion. She fell in love with the
theatre after a trip to see John Gielgud
playing Hamlet at the Old Vic.

It had me on the edge of my
seat all afternoon. Then I
rushed home to read the play,
and learned 'Oh what a rogue
and peasant slave am I' by
heart. From then on I didn't
miss a production down the
Waterloo Road. (Littlewood 1994: 51)

School Productions and Training
The experience of the Old Vic's
Shakespeare productions inspired her to
direct her own at school. She directed
Macbeth and played the lead role. The
production was a great success and
Littlewood discovered she had a talent for
verse speaking that would take her all the
way to a scholarship at RADA in 1932.

I made for the cloakroom. It
was crowded with girls
wriggling their rubber girdles,
comparing lipsticks and making
bee-sting lips at the mirrors.
They were all debs or rich
Americans acquiring an
English accent. I was the only
outsider. (Littlewood 1994: 68)

Littlewood's time at RADA was not a
happy one as she was once again an
outsider. One of the only classes that she
recalled enjoying was Annie Fligg's
Central European Movement class. It was
in this class that she was introduced to
the work of Rudolph Laban, a
revolutionary dancer and choreographer
that would influence Littlewood for the rest

of her life. Whilst at RADA she also had
continued success performing
Shakespeare. She won a prize for her
verse speaking and the judge of that
competition, Archie Harding, cast her as
Cleopatra in Scenes from Shakespeare
for BBC a overseas radio broadcast. That
proved to be one of the few successes
during her time at RADA and after a term
she dropped out early in 1933. But the
connection she made with Harding would
prove particularly influential and life-
changing.

Walking to Find Work
Littlewood had enjoyed a summer in Paris
when she was sixteen and decided to
return there after leaving RADA. She
wanted to be in Paris to enjoy some
painting but ended up caught in violent
riots. She fled back to England but could
not face London, instead she decided she
would walk to Liverpool, stow away on a
transatlantic ship and find fame and
fortune in the USA. She got as far as
Burton-on-Trent before collapsing in a
ditch with exhaustion. She was taken in
by a poor woman, Beattie, who gave her
a place to rest. As Littlewood rested
Beattie looked in her pockets and found
the name and address of Archie Harding
in Manchester. Beattie sent him a note
and received a train fare to Manchester in
return. Littlewood took the train and
ended up working with Harding at the
BBC in Manchester. One of the most
significant jobs she did for the BBC was a
documentary called The Classic Soil in
1939. This was a particularly innovative
documentary as the interviews she
conducted with ordinary people formed
the majority of the content. The authentic
working class voice was not commonly
featured on national radio at this time.

Meeting Jimmie
In Manchester, Littlewood found a type of
theatre much more representative of
ordinary people than the one she
experienced at RADA. This was agitprop
theatre by a group called Theatre of
Action led by Jimmie Miller. Jimmie and
Joan went on to have a successful period
of work together. They were married in

Biography
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1935 but divorced in 1948. Jimmie
became more commonly known by his
stage name Ewan MacColl.

The idea of agitprop suited me. A
bare platform, everything created
by the actor - tempest, sun and
rain, swimming rivers, drowning
in storm-tossed seas. Curtain
theatre? The very words
depressed me. (Littlewood 1994: 80)

Littlewood did hold down a job at the
Rusholme Repertory Theatre during this
time writing and directing her own shows.
It was at the Rep that she met one of her
heroes, Ernst Toller. He had written
Masses and Men in 1918, an example of
German Expressionism. After
experiencing Toller's work on Draw the
Fires, Littlewood directed her own
expressionist piece for Theatre in Action
with Jimmie Miller - John Bullion. The
production was a success and the critics
at the Manchester Guardian proclaimed
Littlewood as "the nearest thing to
Meyerhold the British theatre has got."
But the Expressionist style of the
production did not fit well with Theatre in
Action's communist principles. The local
Communist Party branch expelled both
Littlewood and Miller for putting art before
politics.
Littlewood and Miller decided to pursue a
scholarship in Moscow, Russia but delays
with getting their visas meant they ran out
of money whilst in London. The Peace
Pledge Union in Manchester
commissioned them to produce Hans
Schlumberg's anti-war play Miracle at
Verdun so they returned to the north. The
production was a success and Miller and
Littlewood got all those involved together
and launched Theatre Union.

Theatre Union
During the Theatre Union years fascism
was growing across Europe and at home.
Whilst the Battle of Cable Street
highlighted the threat of fascism in the
UK, the Spanish Civil War saw the fascist
leader Franco take power. Theatre Union
produced shows that reflected the political
situations - Lope de Vega's Fuente

Ovejuna, The Good Soldier of Schweik
and Lysistrata. These productions reveal
Littlewood and Miller's interest in classical
as well as contemporary theatre.
The Second World War broke out in 1939
and Theatre Union turned their attention
to creating Living Newspaper style
productions that commented on the war.
Their production of Last Edition landed
them in trouble with the Lord
Chamberlain's censors and led to
Littlewood and Miller's arrest and fine.
Many of the members of Theatre Union
were conscripted during the war so the
company disbanded in 1942. It was at this
time that the marriage between Miller and
Littlewood broke down. Littlewood then
started a relationship with another
Theatre Union member, Gerry Raffles.
Jimmie Miller was one of the conscripted
men but he went AWOL leading him to
change his name to Ewan MacColl to
avoid detection.

Theatre Workshop
After the conclusion of the Second World
War, Littlewood and MacColl founded
Theatre Workshop. From 1945 to 1952
the company toured the country with
adventurous and experimental
productions that explored the politics of
class division at home as well as global
political issues such as the Cold War.
Despite a brief residency developing work
at Ormesby Hall, Middlesborough,
Theatre Workshop struggled with poverty.
The touring model proved unsustainable
for many of the company. Gerry Raffles
led the company to find a new, permanent
home at the Theatre Royal, Stratford,
East London. Ewan MacColl felt the
company was forgetting their identity by
moving to London so he decided to leave.
Littlewood and Theatre Workshop
renovated their new premises from ruin.
The popularity and success of Theatre
Workshop continued to grow for the next
two decades. Littlewood was a
revolutionary voice in British theatre but
remained on the fringes. She became
frustrated with actors being poached by
the West End and eventually turned her
back on theatre altogether to focus on her
community project - the Fun Palace.



Joan Littlewood changed
the nature of theatre. No
contemporary director
working today would
claim to have done such a
thing.
David Hare on Joan Littlewood
SOURCE: Sherwin, A (2013) Independent ONLINE, 1 NOVEMBER 2013

photo CrEDIT: PA IMAGES
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It is impossible to pin down Littlewood's definitive artistic intentions, but the manifestos
from her various companies and a letter written to Encore magazine give an idea of her
aims for theatre.

Theatre Union Manifesto, 1936
The theatre must face up to the problems of its time; it cannot ignore the poverty and
human suffering which increases every day. It cannot, with sincerity, close its eyes to the
disasters of its time. Means Test suicides, wars, fascism and the million sordid accidents
reported in the daily press. If the theatre of today would reach the heights achieved four
thousand years ago in Greece and four hundred years ago in Elizabethan England it
must face up to such problems. To those who say that such affairs are not the concern of
the theatre or that the theatre should confine itself to treading the paths of 'beauty' and
'dignity', we would say "Read Shakespeare, Marlowe, Webster, Sophocles, Aeschylus,
Aristophanes, Calderon, Moliere, Lope de Vega, Schiller and the rest." The Theatre
Union says that in facing up to the problems of our time and by intensifying our efforts to
get at the essence of reality, we are also attempting to solve our own theatrical problems
both technical and ideological. By doing this we are ensuring the future of the theatre, a
future which will not be born in the genteel atmosphere of retirement and seclusion, but
rather in the clash and turmoil of the battles between oppressors and the oppressed.

Artistic IntentionS

Theatre Workshop Manifesto, 1945
The great theatres of all times have been popular theatres, theatres which reflected the
dreams and struggles of the people of their time. The theatre of Aeschylus and
Sophocles, of Shakespeare and Ben Jonson, of the Commedia dell'arte and Molière
derived their inspiration, their language, their art from the common people.
Today in Britain, there is no popular theatre; there has been no popular theatre since the
Jacobean age. Only a very small percentage of the population of Great Britain has ever
been inside a theatre, this in spite of the fact that great numbers of people are organised
as never before, into political organisations, social bodies, and trade unions.
The theatre of the twentieth century Britain is the property of a small section of society;
its dramaturgy generally reflects the life of this small group, a life so trivial that it is
without interest for the really important sections of society, the miners, engineers,
weavers, dockers, and all those who are involved in building a new world.
The great events of our time, wars, social upheavals, the frustrations of man's social
desires, and the attempts to build a new civilisation find little expression in the
contemporary theatre.
We in Theatre Workshop want to remedy this.
We want a theatre which will restore the great plays of the past to their rightful place -
that is with the people.
We want a theatre with a living language, a theatre which is not afraid of the sound of its
own voice and which will comment as fearlessly on society as Ben Jonson and
Aristophanes did.
Theatre Workshop is a team of skilled artists and technicians who have broken with the
moribund conventions of the commercial theatre. We believe that by combining all that is
best in the great theatres of the past with the most recent scientific and technical
developments we can create a theatrical form sufficiently flexible to reflect the rapidly
changing twentieth century scene.
The theatre must become a great art again and this cannot happen unless it becomes an
important part of the life of the working people.
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Letter to Encore Magazine, 1961
My objective in life has not changed; it is to work with other artists - actors, writers,
designers, composers - and in collaboration with them, and by means of argument,
experiment and research, to help to keep the English theatre alive and contemporary.
I do not believe in the supremacy of the director, designer, actor or even of the writer. It is
through collaboration that this knockabout art of theatre survives and kicks. It was true at
the Globe, The Curtain, The Crown, and in the ‘illustrious theatre’ of Moliére and it can
work today.
No one mind or imagination can foresee what a play will become until all physical and
intellectual stimuli, which are crystallised in the poetry of the author, have been
understood by a company, and then tried out in terms of mime, discussion and the
precise music of grammar, words and movement allied and integrated. The smallest
contact between characters in a remote corner of the stage must become objectively true
and relevant. The actor must be freed from the necessity of making effective
generalisations.
I could go on but you know how the theatre must function if it is to reflect the genius of a
people, in a complex day and age. Only a company of artists can do this. It is no use the
critics proclaiming overnight the genius of the individual writer; these writers must graft in
company with other artists if we are to get what we want and what our people need: a
great theatre.
This does not depend on buildings, nor do we need a fraction of the money they are
spending on their bomb. Each community should have a theatre; the West End has
plundered our talent and diluted our ideas; cannot each district afford to support a few
artists who will give them back some entertainment, laughter and love of mankind?
Young actors and actresses, don't be puppets any longer! The directors and the critics
won't help you; in television, film or theatre they ask for the dregs of the old acting, mere
'expression', exploitation of your 'type'. In Shaftesbury Avenue or in the Brecht theatre,
it's all the same. The theatre should be made up of individuals, not pawns. Keep your
wits, develop your talent, take over the theatre, which now belongs to the managers or to
the landlords. Let's stop this waste of human ability.

Artistic IntentionS

I do not believe in the
supremacy of the director,
designer, actor or even of

the writer. It is through
collaboration that this

knockabout art of theatre
survives and kicks.
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Gerry Raffles
Gerry Raffles joined Theatre Workshop in
1940. Littlewood and Raffles began a
romantic relationship in 1942 which
continued until his death in 1975. He was
conscripted to the RAF during World War
Two. He was instrumental in the move to
London as well as MacColl's decision to
leave the company as the two did not get
along. Raffles co-wrote The Long Shift,
managed the Theatre Royal, Stratford
East and produced many of their shows.

Jean Newlove
Jean Newlove joined Theatre Workshop in
1948. Until her arrival Littlewood had
cobbled together ideas on Rudolph Laban
based on secondhand experience.
Newlove had been Laban's first assistant
in England and was recommended to
Littlewood by Laban himself. Newlove was
responsible for choreography as well as
directing actors' movement. Her focus was
on the qualities of movement in space for
a character's actions. She married Ewan
MacColl, taught at RADA and became
movement director at the RSC.

Ewan MacColl
Jimmie Miller was born in Salford. He met
Littlewood in 1933 and they married in
1935. Committed to socialism they formed
Theatre Union and Theatre Workshop.
Jimmie went AWOL from the army and
changed his name to Ewan MacColl. He
was a prolific playwright and musician
whose influence on Littlewood cannot be
underestimated. MacColl refused to sell-
out with a move to London and quit the
company. He later married Jean Newlove.

John Bury
John Bury joined Theatre Workshop in
1946. He gradually fell into helping with
the lights and set. Littlewood encouraged
him to study designers introduced to her
by Alf Armitt in the '30s: Adolphe Appia
and Edward Gordon Craig. Tours around
Europe gave Bury an education in design
not common in Britain. He went on to
design Theatre Workshop's greatest sets.
He also had a successful career at the
RSC and the National Theatre.

Key Collaborators



SOURCE: Tynan, k (1963) Guardian ONLINE, 31 January 2014

It seems to me quite
likely that when the
annals of our theatre
in the middle years of
the twentieth
century come to
be written, one
name will lead the
rest: that of
Joan Littlewood.
Others write plays,
direct them or act in
them: Miss Joan
Littlewood alone
'makes theatre'.

Kenneth Tynan on Joan Littlewood
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Classic Theatre
Littlewood and Theatre Workshop were
influenced by the theatricality and
connection with common people that was
a feature of the Ancient Greek theatre,
Commedia dell'arte, Elizabethan and
Jacobean theatre, and Molière's 17th
Century French Comedy. Many saw these
theatre forms as great for their contribution
to language and poetry but Littlewood
understood the greatness of the theatrical
techniques that made this theatre popular
and entertaining. The spirit of the
ensemble and the collective over the
individual is a defining feature of these
theatre forms. Furthermore, mixing
existing styles and directly connecting with
the audience were also influential features.

Agitprop
Originally a method used by the Soviet
Union to communicate their political
message. A combination of agitation and
propaganda, the art form aimed to
unsettle people into action. Erwin Piscator
(1883 - 1966) was a German Director that
took inspiration from Agitprop theatre with
its one-dimensional characters, short
topical scenes and direct address. He
developed a more complex version of
Agitprop known as Epic Theatre. Agitprop
became popular via the Workers' Theatre
Movement in Britain. The early work of
Joan Littlewood and Ewan MacColl drew
inspiration from Agitprop, especially the
Living Newspaper form that highlighted
contemporary issues for the audience.

Variety Theatre and Music Hall
A hugely popular form of entertainment
started in the 1830s and remained popular
until the middle of the 20th century. Music
Hall was a mixed entertainment form
including, songs, comedy sketches, magic,
speciality acts, dance and short plays. The
shows were cheap and therefore
affordable for the working classes. Joan
Littlewood and Theatre Workshop took
inspiration from this entertainment form
because it was engaging and accessible
for the working classes. The popularity of
television after World War Two led to the
decline of Music Hall.

Naturalism/Realism
This style of theatre has had a huge
impact on play writing, stage design and
acting. Pioneered by the Russian writers
Leo Tolstoy, Maxim Gorky and Anton
Chekhov, Naturalism/Realism focused on
human behaviour with the character's
motivations and actions of primary
importance. Conflicts in the plays were
personal but meaningful. The realistic sets
pioneered by the Saxe-Meiningen Theatre
were precise and detailed. Constantin
Stanislavski developed the seminal
system of acting in this context. His book
An Actor Prepares charted the first year of
acting training, outlining exercises rooted
in imagination, emotion and improvisation.
Stanislavski emphasised the importance of
the action in the text being a logical
sequence. Joan Littlewood was hugely
influenced by An Actor Prepares after an
English translation was published in 1936.
She used the exercises in the book and
mixed them with the ideas of Laban and
Dalcroze (see below). Joan Littlewood
especially used the idea of breaking a text
down into units and objectives.

European Visual and Performing Arts
European theatre has traditionally been
far more experimental than the
conservative, largely text-based British
theatre. Joan Littlewood and the core
members of Theatre Workshop kept
themselves informed about the latest
developments in European visual and
performing arts. Expressionism, the idea
of a protagonist's inner feelings and
emotions being mirrored by their
environment and Constructivism with its
emphasis on simple structures that draw
upon key ideas or themes, were
particularly influential on Littlewood and
Theatre Workshop. Rudolf Laban and
Émile Jacques-Dalcroze's theories on
qualities of movement remained an
inspiration for Littlewood throughout her
career.

INFLUENCES



Peter Hall on Joan Littlewood

The greatest
revolutionary of

the British Theatre.
Photo CrEDIT: PA IMAGES

SOURCE: Hall, P, in Eyre, R. Talking, Theatre, Nick Hern Books, 2011 p.45
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First World War (1914-1918)
The conflict began when Austria-Hungary
declared war on Serbia after the
assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand. It quickly escalated because
many countries had signed agreements to
defend each other. Germany joined
Austria-Hungary and the Allies of Great
Britain, France, Russia (left in 1917) and
USA (joined in 1917) supported Serbia.
Fought primarily using trench warfare
tactics with the introduction of tanks this
was war on an industrial-scale.
Seventeen million people died. Twenty
million people were wounded.

General Strike (1926)
After the war, Britain suffered an
economic depression that led to a
decrease in wages but an increase in
hours of work. The country was
dependent on coal but pay and conditions
got worse for miners. Under similar
conditions, workers from other industries,
including rail and transport, committed to
a General Strike at the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) in May. The strike failed
because the government was prepared
and aggressively attacked the strikers
with propaganda and police action.

Means Test and Hunger Marches
(1931-1932)
The government introduced a household
means test to identify whether
unemployment benefit was to be paid.
The test was introduced in the middle of a
deep depression and massive
unemployment. It involved a home-visit
that many believed to be intrusive and
demeaning. This led to a public outcry
and organised marches. The largest
march was in 1932 but many others
happened throughout the 20s and 30s.

Battle of Cable Street (1936)
Member of the British Union of Fascists
and Nazi sympathiser Oswald Mosley led
a group known as the Black Shirts on a
march through East London on 4th
October. A counter-protest was organised
on the same day to show the solidarity of
all members of the East End community.
The two groups clashed on Cable Street

with the violence leading to the end of
Mosley's march. The members of the
Jewish and Irish community and the
Labour and Communist Parties declared
the battle a victory against fascism in
Britain, a fascism that was gaining
strength in Germany and Spain.

Spanish Civil War (1936 - 1939)
The Great Depression had hit Spain hard
and successive dictatorships, monarchies
and governments failed in the 20s and
early 30s. In 1936 the right-wing
nationalists, with the army, forcibly
removed the left-wing Republican
government. Franco came to lead the
nationalists, supported by fascists in
Germany and Italy. The Civil War lasted
three years and despite fighters from
across the world forming the International
Brigade, including many members of
Theatre Union, the more organised
nationalists led by Franco won and took
power in 1939. Franco's fascist rule of
Spain lasted 36 years until his death in
1975.

Second World War (1939 - 1945)
The conflict began after Hitler's Nazi
Germany invaded Poland. Until this point
the British government had attempted to
avoid conflict with Hitler through a policy
of appeasement. The Allies of Great
Britain, France, Soviet Russia, China and
USA (joined in 1941) fought the Axis of
Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and
Nationalist Japan. Hitler led the mass
murder of the Jews of Europe (as well as
targeting other groups such as Gypsies
and homosexuals) known as the
Holocaust. Advances in long-range
weaponry and aircraft meant the war
escalated to a scale the world had never
seen before. In 1945, the Allied invasion
of Germany led Hitler to commit suicide
and the Nazis to surrender. Later in the
same year the USA dropped Nuclear
bombs on Japan's Hiroshima and
Nagasaki forcing the Nationalist leader of
Japan, Hirohito to surrender. Over sixty
four million people died during the entire
conflict.

context
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Labour Government and the Welfare
State Formed (1945)
Despite Winston Churchill's popularity
during the War his Conservative Party lost
the General Election of 1945. The Labour
Party, led by Clement Atlee, led a
campaign focused on the depression and
unemployment of the pre-war years. They
proposed rebuilding the country by
providing better homes, free medical
services and employment for all. Once in
power the Labour government initiated
huge social reforms that became known
as the Welfare State. The National Health
Service and extension of unemployment
benefit was introduced in 1948.

Nuclear Weapons
Developed during World War Two,
nuclear weapons were recommended to
the USA by Einstein and Szilard as
protection against the prospect of Nazi
nuclear weapons. The 'atomic bomb' was
developed by the USA and Great Britain
in what was known as 'The Manhattan
Project'. Despite the defeat of Nazi
Germany the project continued and
President Harry S. Truman decided to use
the 'atomic bomb' to defeat Japan. Two
bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki leading to Japan's surrender.
The Soviet Union began developing their
own nuclear weapons to combat the
potential threat of the USA. The USA
continued to develop their nuclear
weapons because of the potential threat
of the Soviet Union. This led to the Cold
War (1945 - 1992) which came closest to
all out nuclear war in 1962 with the Cuban
Missile Crisis. The Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament (CND) was launched in
1958.

Lord Chamberlain's Censorship
The system of stage censorship lead by
the Lord Chamberlain, an official of the
Royal household, was established in 1737
and continued until 1968. Any play
performed in Britain had to be licensed by
the royal official and his team. There were
no set rules for censorship, instead the
license was given based on the whims
and tastes of the royal officials.

Playwrights from Henrik Ibsen to Arthur
Miller had plays banned at some point.
Companies like Theatre Workshop
attempted to get around censorship by
presenting productions as club
performances for members only. The Lord
Chamberlain's spies would attend
performances to check if they were still as
licensed. If they weren't the creative team
would be arrested. Joan Littlewood and
Theatre Workshop were arrested in 1957
for improvised additions to You Won't
Always Be on Top by Henry Chapman.
The court case highlighted the idiocy of
the censor as the company pleaded guilty
but the judge handed down a token fine.
The censorship could not survive with
such cases and the Theatre Act of 1968
put an end to censorship.

Profumo Affair (1961-1963)
John Profumo, a Conservative MP and
the Secretary of State for War started an
affair with Christine Keeler, a 19 year old
dancer. Keeler had also been in a
relationship with Eugene Ivanov, a
Russian military official and suspected
spy. Profumo told Parliament that there
was no affair with Keeler. However,
damning evidence came out in 1963 and
Profumo was forced to resign admitting
he had deceived parliament. The scandal
caused a huge amount of public distrust
in politicians and led to the eventual
resignation of the Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan late in 1963. The Labour Party
won the General Election in 1964.

Ireland Conflict (1968 - 1998)
The Anglo-Irish Treaty led to the formation
of the Irish Free State in 1922 but six
counties in the north remained part of the
United Kingdom. The division of land was
linked to religion as well as politics. The
six northern counties were made up of
mainly Protestants whilst the Irish Free
State was mainly Catholic. In 1937, the
Irish Free State became the Republic of
Ireland. Political and religious tensions
continued throughout the 20th century
and culminated in the most violent conflict
known as 'The Troubles'. The conflict
lasted from 1968 until the signing of the
Good Friday Agreement in 1998.

context



Simon Mcburney on Joan Littlewood

Improvisation,
immediacy, a jackdaw
use of anything and
everything to
communicate, to bring
to life, plays played
with, objects juggled,
styles juxtaposed,
texts exploded, bodies
singing, ideas dancing,
and all communicating,
binding the audience
together into the
single body of the
community.

SOURCE: McBurney, S, in Littlewood, J, Joan's Book, Bloomsbury, 4th Ed, 2016 p14
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Newsboy (1934)
by MacColl and Littlewood

Synopsis

This was the first production with MacColl
and Littlewood as a team. It was an
Agitprop Living Newspaper with a news
vendor shouting headlines to join together
short, topical scenes.

Style

It was different from a lot of MacColl's
previous work because it was indoors. The
inside space provided an opportunity to
explore lighting and set design. Alf Armitt's
designs were adventurous and influenced
by his new found interest in Adolphe
Appia. The innovative use of space
created opportunities for exciting
movement sequences inspired by Rudolph
Laban. The dance-like movement scenes
were mixed with more traditional Agitprop
two-dimensional characterisation as well
as classical style chorus scenes.

John Bullion: A Ballet with Words
(1934)
by MacColl and Littlewood

Synopsis

This was an anti-war play taking aim at the
profit-seeking capitalists that drove
countries to war. The names of the
characters were lifted from a play called
Slickers distributed through the Worker's
Theatre Movement - Sir Weldon Birthright,
Mr Fortune and Lord Winmore et al. John
Bullion had a non-linear structure featuring
different sketches that challenged
nationalism and capitalism. The explicit
profiteering of the arms trade was
juxtaposed with scenes about human loss.
It was only 15 minutes long but it was
relentless until the audience were left with
the call to participate in peace
demonstrations and workers' strikes.

Style

Littlewood's production was an assault on

the senses. In 15 minutes the audience
was disorientated by the combination of
lighting, sound and movement. The acting
was stylised and influenced by
Expressionism, for example Sir Birthright
wore grotesque clown make-up and a
Union Jack waistcoat barely concealing a
huge padded stomach. A simple,
constructivist set of three blocks of
different heights allowed for scenes to be
juxtaposed. This clash was reinforced with
the Appia-style lighting that accentuated
the shadows created by the blocks. Sound
and music was uncomfortably loud with
the harsh sounds of war contrasting the
flowing balletic movement. Littlewood used
an adapted mutoscope for the ending of
John Bullion. Amutoscope was a device
used by an individual to look at a
sequence of images. A mirror was added
to the mutoscope so that it projected onto
a wall. Share prices were juxtaposed with
images and texts inciting peace
demonstrations and workers' strikes.

Productions

John bullion reviews:

theoretically brilliant.
the finest piece of
expressionistic craft
ever seen in England.

City News

The nearest thing to
Meyerhold the british
theatre has got.

Manchester Guardian

Theatre of action 1934 - 1936
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Fuente Ovejuna (1937)
by Lope de Vega

Synopsis

Set in 1476, Fuente Ovejuna explores the
moment in Spanish history when Catholic
rulers overturned centuries of Muslim rule.
The play revolves around the capture of a
small village, Fuente Ovejuna, by a
Commander who falls for one of the
village's women - Laurencia. The
Commander attempts to rape Laurencia
but she escapes with the help of
Frondoso. Frondoso is arrested and
sentenced to death. Laurencia gets the
people of the village to kill the
Commander. The villagers are tortured to
discover the Commander's killer but they
say "Fuente Ovejuna did it". In the end,
the villagers are pardoned of the killing.

Style

This was the first classic production by
Littlewood but it had contemporary
relevance with the Spanish Civil War. The
set was designed by Bill Sharples and was
a large circular drinking well. There was a
painted backdrop by Ern Brooks that
evoked Spanish culture. Characters were
authentic and realistic. Littlewood used
Stanislavski's System with the actors
during rehearsals. She was precise when
thinking about the symbolic use of space
and the villagers were represented
through carefully choreographed crowd
scenes. Popular contemporary Spanish
music was used throughout the
production. There were dance interludes
choreographed and performed by Audrey
Lloyd. Littlewood arranged audience
plants to interrupt the performance and
give personal statements about how they
had been effected by the Spanish Civil
War. The play was performed at rallies in
support of the anti-fascist cause.

The Good Soldier Schwiek (1938)
adapted from the novel by Jarslav Hasek

Synopsis

The play is set during World War I and

begins with the assassination of Archduke
Franz-Ferdinand. The structure of the play
is episodic, following different events that
happen to the soldier Schwiek.

Style

Schwiek was an anti-war play that used
comedy to satirise the experiences of a
soldier. Littlewood had a simple revolving
stage constructed to show Schwiek's
journey. Music was played through a
gramophone between scenes. Symbolic
dance was used to compliment and
connect the different episodes. Schwiek
would directly address the audience with
anecdotes that mocked authority figures.
Inspired by Agitprop and expressionism,
the characters were exaggerated and
grotesque. A significant innovation was
Littlewood's use of a back projector to
project Ern Brook's comic-strip style
drawings of Schwiek's journey.

Productions Theatre Union 1936 - 1945
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Lysistrata (1938)
by Aristophanes

Synopsis

The play is set in Greece between 431BC
and 411BC during the Peloponnesian War
between Athens and Sparta. Lysistrata
leads the women of Athens on a sex strike
intended to make the men stop the war.
This comedy centres around the
desperation of both men and women for
sex. Finally the women's terms are met
and the war stops.

Style

Once again this was an anti-war play that
felt particularly relevant to Joan Littlewood
and Ewan MacColl. MacColl did several
further adaptations during his life time, the
most famous being Operation Olive
Branch (1947). The set was a combination
of steps and ramps in the constructivist
style. Side-lighting inspired by Adolphe
Appia was used to emphasize the angles
of the set. In line with the original
performance style, Littlewood used
slapstick comedy inspired by the
contemporary Music Hall tradition. Song
and dance interludes were included
throughout the production.

Last Edition (1940)
by Joan Littlewood and Ewan MacColl

Synopsis

This was a large-scale Living Newspaper
production. It was about Britain's role
leading up to the war. It was anti-fascist
and anti-government with a clear
Communist leaning. The play was episodic
and structured in three sections - 'The
Home Front, 'Spain' and 'Munich'. The
programme describes the play as "the
story of the deception and betrayal of a
nation."

Style

MacColl and Littlewood were the narrators
themselves and introduced the different
episodes. Radio voiceovers were also
used to connect scenes. Additional staging
was set up around the outside of the
auditorium to surround the audience.
There was a variety of styles of
performance including dance, burlesque,
song, comedy and naturalistic scenes. The
variety of staging area allowed for
episodes to overlap and styles to be
juxtaposed. The content included
documentary evidence. Actors would
interject during scenes and directly
address the audience to reinforce the
political message of the play.

Productions Theatre Union 1936 - 1945

Last edition review

an experience not to be missed. The
Script is well written with fewer
false notes than strokes of genius.
Its transformation into loosely
merging dramatic episodes is
brilliantly conceived. The acting
and production are of such quality
that weak spots go unnoticed in a
pervading sense of urgency, relieved
at times by an interlude of
delightful fantasy and witty satire,
rising on occasions to a climax of
startling emotional force.

Manchester Guardian
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Johnny Noble (1945)
by Ewan MacColl

Synopsis

This is a love story between Johnny
Noble, a merchant seaman and Mary. The
play is set in Hull but it explores the effects
of the Depression, Spanish Civil War and
the Second World War on Britain and
Europe. These political themes are
highlighted through the characters of a
small fishing community. The love story
mirrors the mood of the community and
the country with the positive reunions and
new-beginnings after the war, to the
realisation of the hardships to come. The
community unites at the end to overcome
their troubles.

Style

This is a ballad opera with song and
dance. The dialogue was based on
research that Joan Littlewood conducted
during her time making documentaries for
the BBC. There are agitprop plays within
the play that are directed by Johnny Noble
reflecting his experiences as a Merchant
Seaman travelling across Europe. This
was a touring production that started in a
school hall and toured around community
halls. There was no set or props of any
significance and black drapes were hung
as a backdrop. There was a complex
lighting design that highlighted the detail of
individual dances and the scale of the
large community chorus.

Uranium 235 (1946)
by Ewan MacColl

Synopsis

Made up of fifteen scenes and fifty-seven
characters, this play is an exploration of
historic scientific developments. Beginning
with the positive progress made by Curie
and Einstein and moving towards the use
of science as a method of destruction. The
main focus becomes the development of
nuclear weapons, for which the Smythe
Report into the Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombings is used as source material.

Style

Littlewood developed a production that
fought against the play simply lecturing the
audience by focusing on a fast-paced,
high-energy journey through the fifteen
episodes. The company continued to
experiment with lighting and developed
adventurous recorded soundscapes. The
complex scientific theories were made
entertaining through the use of a number
of theatrical styles: agitprop,
expressionism, contemporary dance as
well as parodies of popular culture. The
juxtaposition of styles kept the audience
engaged. Furthermore, the audience were
addressed directly, often with characters
speaking into microphones. Audience
plants were also a key feature that
encouraged the audience to think about
their position on the questions raised. The
original production ended with an invitation
for the audience to decide the future of
nuclear energy.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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The Long Shift (1951)
by Joan Littlewood and Gerry Raffles

Synopsis

The play was based on Raffles'
experience working down Pendleton Pit in
Lancashire at the end of the Second World
War. It is about five contrasting miners, all
with their different personalities. Despite
their differences they have a strong bond
and a camaraderie built on mutual
dependence. The first half focuses on a
mechanical failure down the pit that forces
the group together. The second half sees
the men trapped after an accident. How
the characters respond together in this
dangerous situation is the focus until they
are eventually rescued.

Style

Littlewood combined social realism with
political comment. Harry Greene's set was
a realistic mining tunnel covered in real
coal dust. The realism was further
established with props donated by ex-
miners. The political element of the
production was emphasised by the
positioning of the Pit Manager on a
platform above the tunnel. This division
was further reinforced by the manager
being a caricature in the agitprop tradition
to contrast the realistic miners. Littlewood
captured the authentic voice of the miners
by visiting mines and speaking to them
directly. This research informed
improvisations in rehearsal.

Richard II (1954-55)
by William Shakespeare

Synopsis

Henry Bolingbroke accuses Thomas
Mowbray of a crime against his uncle.
They are about to fight when King Richard
II stops them. Both Bolingbroke and
Mowbray are exiled. Whilst in exile
Bolingbroke's father dies after disagreeing
with his nephew King Richard's leadership
methods. The King seizes all
Bolingbroke's father's land before visiting
Ireland. The King's other uncle York is left
in charge. Bolingbroke returns with an
army and persuades his uncle York to help
him. King Richard returns to find a
depleted army and the common people
rebelling. King Richard meets Bolingbroke
and agrees to allow him to return to a full
inheritance. After a Duke is murdered, the
King agrees to leave the throne and
Bolingbroke becomes King Henry IV.
Bolingbroke stops a plot to return Richard
to the throne and Richard is killed in
prison. Bolingbroke banishes those
responsible for Richard's death.

Style

This production was in stark contrast to
Michael Benthall's production of Richard II
at the Old Vic. The revival in 1955 was
timed to coincide with Benthall's
production to highlight the idea that
Shakespeare could be relevant and open
to interpretation. Instead of an emphasis
on declamatory, vocal presentation of the
language and poetry, Littlewood's
production found the meaning and action
of the line, with the actors capturing the
truth of the characters. This allowed for an
exciting interpretation that explored the
sexuality and mental health of Richard.
John Bury's raw and unpolished set was a
symmetrical structure with multiple levels
and a central tunnel that the actors had to
stoop to get through. Littlewood's
production emphasised the hatred and
cruelty of the time with lighting creating
areas of shadow that enhanced the
sinister atmosphere. Scene changes were
fast to give the play an unrelenting force.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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Arden of Faversham (1954)
by Unknown Elizabethan writer

Synopsis

This is a rare example of a Renaissance
play that focuses on a domestic tragedy
rather than Kings and Queens or
fantastical worlds. Thomas Arden is a
successful businessman. Despite his
fortune his wife, Alice, is having an affair
with a lower class man, Mosby and the
pair plan to murder Arden. After many
failed attempts and a growing number of
people aware of their plan, the pair
eventually kill Arden after he is tricked into
thinking Alice wants Mosby dead.
Damning evidence is left and the lovers
are arrested and sentenced to death.

Style

Littlewood began rehearsals with
extensive historical research which
included a visit to Faversham and a
lecture from a historian. This emphasis on
accuracy and authenticity through detailed
research was not common in the British
theatre. John Bury created a symbolic set
inspired by Edward Gordon Craig that
reinforced the sinister atmosphere of an
exciting thriller. He chose to have two sets
with simple visual ideas - three tree trunks
in a large open space and tall flats to
create a cramped London street. The set
was lit from behind to create a nightmarish
quality that drew upon the popular noir
thrillers in the cinema at the time.

Edward II (1956)
by Christopher Marlowe

Synopsis

Edward II becomes king and immediately
gets his lover, Piers Gaveston to return
from banishment. Angry Barons prepare
for civil war and have Gaveston murdered.
Queen Isabella abandons the King for
France but Edward defeats the Barons
and has the main plotters executed.
Isabella returns to England with her new
lover Mortimer and an invading army.
Edward is put in prison as Isabella has her
son Edward crowned Edward III. Edward II
is tortured in prison and eventually killed
by Lightborn who is sent by Mortimer.
Edward III finds out about his father's
murder and avenges his death.

Style

Littlewood emphasised the flowing, fast-
paced action. This momentum and the
tension was reinforced with atmospheric,
cinematic music. Mimed movement
sequences were used to demonstrate the
civil war. John Bury's set focused on key
symbolic images. He built scaffolding
under the stage to create a steep rake with
a large stylised map of England covering
it. An elongated throne that could
transform into a tombstone or a stained
glass window was upstage. The actors
focussed on the truth of the characters.
However, Peter Smallwood explored
Edward's homosexuality in a more subtle
way than Harry H. Corbett's Richard II.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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The Quare Fellow (1956)
by Brendan Behan

Synopsis

The play takes place in a prison the night
before an execution. The play was
particularly relevant at the time of
performance as, two weeks earlier, the
House of Lords had overruled parliaments
attempt to abolish the death penalty. The
unnamed condemned man, the quare
fellow, is never seen on stage. Instead
Behan focuses on the impact the
execution has on the community of
prisoners.

Style

Rehearsals began before the script had
even arrived. Littlewood led the actors in
long, repetitive improvisations based on
the mundanity of prison life. This level of
observation gave the final performance a
stark social realism. However, Littlewood
introduced anarchic music hall style
interludes of dance, song and comic
routines that encouraged the audience to
join in with the disobedience. The
audience were immediately involved in the
action with a sign demanding silence as
the curtain went up. But the rebellious
spirit of the production is quickly
established as the sign was followed by a
riotous song. John Bury's set created an
open yet claustrophobic prison yard.
Sound effects of clocks ticking
foregrounded the impending execution.

You Won't Always Be On Top (1957)
by Henry Chapman

Synopsis

This play is set during a wet Monday
morning on a building site in Hastings. The
play doesn't have a plot as such, instead it
follows a group of working class builders
experiencing everyday incidents. The
community of the building site and the
interaction between the characters is
central. They banter and chat as they get
to work until two of the men argue. This
leads to one of the men facing the sack
but the others unite to secure his job.

Style

Henry Chapman was an actor in the
company who had been encouraged to
write by Littlewood. He based the play on
his experiences of a building site. The
authenticity of the language was
developed by Littlewood using
Stanislavski's system of acting. John
Bury's set design reinforced the realism of
the text with its precise recreation of a
building site. Every detail was accurate
and Littlewood even had the actors learn
how to build a wall so that they could build
one every night on the stage. Littlewood
went against convention by having the
curtain up as the audience entered to give
the feel that they were stumbling upon a
real building site. Littlewood liked to keep
her productions feeling fresh and live
every night so she would have her actors
improvise and ad-lib new sections.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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A Taste of Honey (1958)
by Shelagh Delaney

Synopsis

Set in Salford, Helen and her daughter,
Josephine, arrive at a new bedsit wet and
exhausted on a cold winter's evening.
Helen is an alcoholic and a 'semi-whore'.
Jo is at a school the other side of town but
is determined to leave to get a job. The
first act follows the lives of the two women
and the men in their lives. Jo has a black
boyfriend, a sailor called Jimmie. They get
engaged. The women disapprove of each
other's men causing arguments and
conflict. A few months pass and Jo is
pregnant but no longer with Jimmie. Jo's
friend Geoffrey now lives with her and
gives her support. The play offers one of
the first positive representations of
homosexuality on the British stage, even
though the character of Geoff is not openly
gay. The action moves a month ahead

again and it is now summer. Helen visits
after Geoffrey told her of the pregnancy.
Jo is angry with Geoffrey for telling her the
news. Helen is angry that Jo is pregnant
and doesn't think she is looking after
herself correctly. Time passes again and
Jo's baby is imminent. Helen brings gifts,
admits her boyfriend has left her and
warns Jo about childbirth. Geoffrey wants
Helen to be more sensitive with Jo and not
scare her. Helen sends Geoffrey to throw
out the wicker basket. Jo goes into labour
and tells Helen that the baby will be
mixed-race. Helen is shocked and leaves
to get a drink. Jo is left alone to have the
baby.

Style

Delaney was only nineteen when she
submitted the play and it became the first
significant British production to be both

written and directed by women. Delaney
was happy for Littlewood to make changes
and alterations to the text for performance.
This led to a combination of Delaney's
raw, authentic voice and Littlewood's ear
for realistic humour and eye for the
theatrical. Littlewood added details like a
live Jazz band playing on the stage and
the characters dancing their entrances and
exits more like a contemporary 'physical
theatre' production. She also had Helen
directly address the audience. These
theatrical additions served to strengthen
the realism of the scenes of dialogue.
Littlewood always wanted to celebrate the
liveness of the theatre. The actors, Avis
Bunnage, Frances Cuka, Murray Melvin
and John Bay were encouraged to
develop their character's lines through
improvisation in rehearsal. The result was
actors that had fully embodied the roles.
Physical improvisations were also
important in rehearsals. Littlewood had the
actors improvise walking around the stage
carry heavy bags to the point of
exhaustion before the play had even
begun. This extended physical repetition
can be likened to Grotowski's idea,
developed in the 60s and 70s, 'via
negativa' - stripping the actors of any false
performance in favour of a raw
truthfulness.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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Fings Ain't What They Used to Be
(1959)
Text by Frank Norman
Music and Lyrics by Lionel Bart

Synopsis

This was one of Theatre Workshop’s most
successful productions critically and
commercially. It received a two year run in
the West End and secured the Evening
Standard best musical award in 1960. In
the 1950s and 1960s, there was a growing
concern with violent gangsters such as
The Krays and the plot reflects this. It
centres on a gambling den run by Fred
Cochran and attended by a number of ‘low
life’ gangsters, gamblers and sex workers.
Meatface, a rival gangster, is threatening
Fred but after a win on the horses Fred
decides to go straight and hands over his
business to Sergeant Collins, who has
long harboured a desire to join the criminal
fraternity from whom he has previously
taken bribes.

Style

Style

The play, written by Frank Norman, has
several striking features. Norman was not
an experienced playwright but this
appealed to Littlewood, as did his criminal
background, which was exploited in
publicity for the show. Unusually, it was
written phonetically to capture the
authentic language of the East End and is
full of local phrases and rhyming slang,
which Littlewood loved due to its energy,
inventiveness and performance qualities.
When Lionel Bart, an East Ender,
encountered the script, he announced that
it was the ‘first time I’ve heard cockney as
she is spoke’. Described as a ‘play with
music’ rather than a musical, it is widely
credited with ushering in a new era in
British musical theatre. Bart, who had
some success as a writer of pop songs,
added a number of catchy sing-along
numbers including the grisly ‘carve-up’,
which celebrates a great razor fight that
results in twenty-seven stitches from ear to
ear. Whilst the production proved popular
with audiences, concerns were raised
about it romanticising criminality and
violence. Many felt that Theatre Workshop
had lost its way as whilst Fings still
captured something of the working-class
voice and social problems, these were
being exploited for entertainment due to
the larger-than-life characters, jolly songs,
music-hall style exchanges and exuberant
stage business.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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Oh What a Lovely War (1963)
Theatre Workshop

Synopsis

The most famous Theatre Workshop
production, Oh What a Lovely War was
inspired by the BBC radio programme The
Long Long Trail. AMaster of Ceremonies
opens this musical by talking directly to the
audience and the actors. The MC is light
and jovial, lulling the audience into a false
sense of security. The Pierrots sing a light-
hearted period piece, Row, Row, Row to
open the show. The MC then introduces a
Circus Parade and Promenade with the
Pierrots entering in the national dress of
France, Britain, Germany, Austria and
Russia accompanied by a band playing
appropriate national music. The different
nations interact and talk about their
military power. The next episode is entitled
'Find the Anachist' which presents the
Assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand and the first battles intercut with
speeches from soldiers from different
sides. This is followed by a brutal but
comic bayonet drill scene. The next scene
shows a meeting between stylised,
caricature versions of British army
commanders revealing their arrogance,
class prejudice and incompetence. A
contrasting scene of the working class
soldiers on the front line leads into a
naturalistic scene depicting the Christmas
truce of 1914. The first episode after the
interval is a critique of the economics of
war. The audience sees the caricatured
arms manufacturers from the different
countries shooting grouse and negotiating
over contracts to make different parts of
weapons regardless of who they end up
killing. Sir Douglas Haig is introduced in
the next scene of an official reception. He
epitomises the ineptitude of leadership
and brutal disregard for life held by army
commanders. A contrasting scene follows
showing Mrs Pankhurst delivering a
pacifist's speech from a 'speaker's corner'
style platform. The Battle of the Somme
scene offers another moment of contrast.
Haig is ordering men to their deaths from
behind a desk whilst children's songs are
sung. He is presented as treating the war

as child's play. A pierrot appears as the
notorious French serial killer Landau, who
murdered ten women during the First
World War. The cross-cutting of these two
scenes clearly presents Haig as the more
brutal murderer, a serial killer of huge
proportions. Religion's role in the war is
criticised in the next episode as the
Pierrots sing hymns as they bury the dead.
The climax of the play shows the
authenticity of the soldiers in the trenches,
alongside a nurse describing the injuries
and Haig continuing to give his orders.
The Pierrot soldiers are ordered to
advance and they run towards the
audience bleating like sheep before they
are gunned down like lambs to the
slaughter.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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Oh What a Lovely War (1963)
Theatre Workshop

Style

Gerry Raffles commissioned Charles
Chilton to adapt his radio programme The
Long Long Trail (1961) for the stage.
Early versions were overly naturalistic and
Joan Littlewood, alongside an assembled
company, oversaw the rewriting and
restructuring that became the production
known today. This was a 'devised'
production that rejected traditional theatre
hierarchies. Littlewood's role was that of
facilitator and unifier, bringing the
individual ideas together into a coherent
piece. Development began with
Littlewood giving the whole company a
mandatory reading list. She also
organised lectures to help encourage the
intellectual engagement of the company.
Reading led to further research. Key
source material was Leon Wolff's In
Flanders Field (1959), Alan Clark's The
Donkey's (1961) and Barbara Tuchman's
August 1914 (1962). The company
created improvisations in response to
research. Charles Chilton would also write
short scripts to kick start improvisations.
The production was the result of years of
theatrical experimentation resulting in a
'collision montage' of contrasting styles.

Littlewood carefully orchestrated the
rhythms of each scene in order to create
an appropriate atmosphere. A Master of
Ceremonies acted as narrator and
commentator on the events of the play.
The production was technologically
advanced in the spirit of Piscator. The
technical aspects of the production were
developed as a crucial element of the
creative ensemble. There were poignant
First World War songs and projected
slides of photographs from the trenches
and recruitment posters with a 'ticker-
tape' news panel showing official death
tolls, statistics and contextual information.
All this was placed alongside popular
entertainment styles: the seaside Pierrot
show, music hall, comic turns, satirical
sketches and vaudevillian acts. There
was a core of realistic scenes of trench
life that drew upon documentary sources.
The actors had to move effortlessly from
style to style: naturalism to
expressionism, agitprop to music hall.
Littlewood constantly played around with
the order of the scenes and spoke of how
the content and styles of the scenes had
to be in dialogue with each other. The
juxtaposition of the scenes communicated
the overarching issue of death and
destruction being a result of capitalist
profiteering and upper-class negligence.

Productions Theatre workshop 1945 - 1975
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Howard Goorney on Joan Littlewood

There was no one
method of rehearsal. Each
play elicited its own
responses. She puts great
emphasis on the interaction
between characters: "Don't
act - react" was the constant
cry.
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Improvisation: Creating the Conditions
for Theatrical Invention
Extract from Nadine Holdsworth’s Joan
Littlewood (Routledge, 2006) pp. 62-63
Whereas Littlewood appreciated and
utilised Laban, Meyerhold, Jaques-
Dalcroze and Stanislavsky’s attempts to
provide ‘systems’ to explain and document
the process of activating human beings to
movement, action and characterisation on
the stage, she possessed an anarchic
spirit and equally championed possibilities
that arise from the chance encounters,
accidents and explosive dynamics
activated through improvisation. She firmly
believed that the creative process involved
risk, play and drawing a lot of lines in the
sand before finding the right one and used
improvisation to promote opportunities for
discovery. Therefore, in a radical
departure from the text-bound British
acting tradition of the period, Littlewood
employed games and improvisation ‘to
develop initiative, excite curiosity, exercise
the imagination’ (Littlewood 1994: 199).
She regarded improvisation as a way of
facilitating the conditions for theatrical
invention, an unspoken ‘process of
thought’ (Littlewood 1994: 372) that
enabled actors to be original, intuitive,
responsive and real in rehearsal and
performance. Improvisation is now an
accepted and familiar component in
rehearsal rooms, but during Littlewood’s
career it was largely unheard of and, as a
result, she became associated with
championing and using improvisation
during the creative process and as an
integral part of performance. Because of a
widespread lack of knowledge and/or
antipathy, she had to be careful to find
actors who were capable of taking
improvisation on board and using it as a
creative tool. As a result, Littlewood largely
rejected the traditional audition formula of
actors arriving to read two pre-prepared
speeches in favour of a more free-form
audition process. In conversation with the
author, Melvin recalled that when he
turned up at Stratford East, Littlewood
asked him if he wanted to do his
speeches, when he replied ‘no, not really’,
Littlewood laughed, said ‘I don’t blame

you’ and invited him to get up on stage to
tell a funny story. She was looking for
actors who had courage, could use their
imaginations, think on their feet and
respond creatively to the situations she
threw at them. One actor remembers,

When I went along for my audition
she gave me a script and she said,
‘Read all the parts – play all the
characters.’ I said, ‘I can’t do this’ –
and she said, ‘Go ahead and do it.
You are either an actor, or you can’t!’
Well, I did it. Women, children, old
men, young men. I was terrible – I felt
such an idiot. She said, ‘Well, at least
you don’t mind making a fool of
yourself – and any man who has
courage on the stage and is willing to
make a fool of himself can, in fact,
become a good actor’.

(Milne and Goodwin 1967: 114)

Games and improvisations held multiple
functions in the early stages of rehearsal
from creating the right conditions for
practical work through relaxation and
concentration exercises mentioned earlier,
to exploring the attitude and physicality of
characters, to improvising the feel and
tone of a unit, to generating text and
working towards the overall style of
production. As Barker summarises, ‘The
games and exercises became a laboratory
through which Littlewood was able to
explore such qualities as time, weight,
direction and flow…It was also the process
through which the rhythmic patterns of the
performance were established’ (Barker
2000: 119). A favourite exercise Littlewood
employed when she was working with a
new group involved asking the group to
leave a room and to return exactly as they
had done the first time they entered it, to
‘follow the same people, say the same
things, walk the same way, recapture the
mood’ (Littlewood 1994: 210). This
exercise served several purposes: to
break the ice, to heighten awareness of
surroundings and people and to bring
home how hard it is to recreate the mood
and atmosphere of real life. For Littlewood,
‘It might be simple but it had to be carefully

Working Method
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manufactured, the beginning of the art of
acting’ (1994: 210). And this one basic
exercise points to the roots of why
Littlewood often turned to improvisation –
she was trying to get to the ‘theater in
people, in the city, in life. I’m very keen on
watching people. I guess I’m a voyeur. I
love the patterns, and the lies and the
performances you get everywhere’ (cited
in Croyden 1971: 1) - as such, she used
improvisation to capture and recreate the
theatrical in everyday interaction.

Scoring a Play Through Improvisation
Extract from Nadine Holdsworth’s Joan
Littlewood (Routledge, 2006) pp.63-66

Theatre directors have to be witch
doctors, mediums, magicians:
whether the playwright is alive or long
dead, the director has to recreate,
from a very minimal top line – the
written dialogue – a whole invisible,
unrecorded score. Not only how
characters speak, but how they look,
how they look at each other, how
they watch each other, how they
think, think about each other, how
they feel, feel about each other, how
they move, alone or together, and
when.

(Wells 1992: 46)

Initially, Littlewood had actors discard
scripts in rehearsal as she thought it was
only necessary to roughly know what the
scene was about in order to play with the
physical ‘truth’ of the unit. By freeing the
actor from having to remember lines,
appropriate movements or the right
intonation, Littlewood enabled actors to
fully explore a situation, relationship or
mood so that the spatial dynamics,
physicality and delivery grew organically
out of the events being depicted rather
than mechanistically from trying to block a
text unit by unit. A key example of this
method concerns Avis Bunnage and
Francis Cuka dragging heavily weighted
suitcases around the Theatre Royal, trying
to get on buses, struggling through wind
and rain and arguing with landladies
before embarking on an improvisation
based on the first scene of A Taste of

Honey when they finally arrive exhausted
at the squalid, sparsely furnished bed-sit
that is to be their home.

According to Melvin, Littlewood would
often get actors to improvise an outdoor
promenade scene, which would bring all
the senses into play. She would invite
actors to consider how the sun, rain, the
breeze, daylight, smells, would affect
characters. Characters would meet during
the improvisation and the postures,
attitudes and efforts established through
Laban-based exercises would be tested
out in relation to other characters - ‘Who
would be comfortable standing next to
whom? Who would keep outside the
group? Who would interfere? (Melvin
2004: 2). Extended improvisations were
employed to capture the human minutiae
of everyday interaction, the shifting
moods, silences, physical detail, rhythms,
textures, antagonisms and complex spatial
relations so that actors could live rather
than act on stage by complimenting and
counter-pointing each other’s actions. For
example, during the first week of
rehearsals for The Quare Fellow,
Littlewood kept the script back and
alternatively set about establishing the
power relations, rhythms and atmosphere
of day to day prison existence through
long improvisations. According to actors
who worked on the show, Littlewood set
the scene for them by talking about the
environment, the narrow corridors, high
windows, physical restriction, the continual
sound of doors being locked and
unlocked; as well as the human dimension
of boredom, gossip, jealousies and the
fear of warders and other prisoners. She
then introduced an element of physical
authenticity to stimulate the actors’
imaginations further:

She took us up on to the roof of the
Theatre Royal. All the grimy slate and
stone made it easy to believe we
were in a prison yard. We formed up
in a circle, and imagined we were
prisoners out on exercise. Round and
round we trudged for what seemed
like hours – breaking now and then
for a quick smoke and furtive

Working Method
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conversation. Although it was just a
kind of game, the boredom and
meanness of it all was brought home.
Next, the ‘game’ was extended – the
whole dreary routine of washing out
your cell, standing to attention,
sucking up to the screws, trading
tobacco, was improvised and
developed. It began to seem less and
less like a game, and more like real.

(Milne and Goodwin 1967: 116-7)

In early rehearsals, it was commonplace
for actors not to play the part they ended
up with, a technique that highlighted the
play as the primary focus for attention
rather than individual parts or actors’ egos.
Having established the right atmosphere
for a piece, Littlewood gradually
introduced scripts and allocated parts. As
it turned out, many of the improvised
sequences appeared in the scripts so the
actors were already familiar with situations
and relationships before having lines to
learn. A mode of working that made the
rehearsals a much smoother, organic
process. In developing scenes, Littlewood
stressed the importance of counterpoint,
the co-existence of complimentary or
oppositional attitudes, movements and
rhythms to create complex patterns of
activity populated by finely drawn
characters who each worked within their
own sphere of motivation and movement
vocabulary, but in complete harmony with
everything else taking place on stage. As a
result, highly textured performances
emerged that relied on sophisticated
composition of interesting groupings,
stage images, peripheral exchanges,
overlapping dialogue and subtle nuances
of attitudes, relationships and
resentments. Critics and academics have
often likened this style to the quality of a
jazz ensemble whereby an overall rhythm
allows for the ebb and flow of different
instruments to fade in an out of the
foreground. A quality that, once again,
connects Littlewood’s practice to
Meyerhold as Leach confirms that ‘the
idea of an actor fitting in a group was seen
by Meyerhold to be healthily creative, in
the way a musician’s work in an orchestra
was’ (1989: 73). The result is the

impression of spontaneity, but the reality is
that Littlewood meticulously crafted this
spontaneity through improvisation and
rigorous rehearsal; although as her faith in
improvisation developed, she increasingly
opted for purely improvised moments in
performance.

Working Method
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Littlewood's recipe for theatre was never
the same. Combinations and collisions of
ingredients are crucial to entertaining the
audience. You should be experimental and
adventurous when creating theatre
inspired by Littlewood.

Preparation Time
It doesn't matter just get started.

Serves
Ordinary people.

Method
Make the method fit the material. Here are
a few ideas to get you started.

Community
Use your own community and things that
are important to it as a starting point.
Littlewood believed that theatre should be
in a continuous loop with the community,
each informing the other.

Living Newspaper
Look at newspapers and find any stories
that are about community, war or the
oppression of ordinary people by the rich.
Create a short scene that would grab
people's attention if performed in the
street. How could you use the headline?

Agitprop
Walk around the room creating physically
grotesque caricatures of people that
feature in a topical news story. What body
part leads your caricature? Where do they
hold their tension? Create a short scene
that presents the powerful oppressors in
your topical story as grotesque
caricatures.

Improvisation
Improvise a short scene about the
oppressed characters of your topical story
or one about ordinary members of a tight
knit community. One person can improvise
an introduction to the scene like a Music
Hall MC - just chat with the audience.

Realistic Dialogue - Authentic Voice
Research the real people that you have
based improvisations on. Listen to how
they speak. Replicate the patterns and

rhythm of their speech. Think about how
they overlap and repeat themselves.
Perhaps you could record real peoples'
conversations and copy every detail of
their speech verbatim.

Stanislavski
Develop and fix improvisations by finding
the string of unbroken action that makes
something realistic. An action is simply
what a person does. This could be
entering a room or stepping closer to
another person. Every action leads to
another action just like in real life. If an
action doesn't fit or it feels like it isn't
working, use Stanislavski's theories of
actor training to help. First go through the
given circumstances of the scene in detail
- who, what, where, when, why etc.
Second try the Magic If - ask yourself
"What if I was in this situation?" Third,
draw upon your emotion memory. If you
haven't experienced the situation before,
find a time when you have experienced
similar emotions - what did you do?

Laban
Think about how your character enters a
scene. Experiment with Laban's eight
basic efforts - pressing; flicking; wringing;
dabbing; slashing; gliding; thrusting or
punching; floating. Begin by just using
these words as triggers. You could always
research Laban more yourself. How does
your character change with each different
basic effort?

Genres
Create different scenes inspired by a
central stimulus or theme using different
genres. Fit genres with groups of
characters, perhaps the managers are
fools in a comedy. Experiment with these
genres: comedy; tragedy; documentary;
mystery; romance.

Collision Montage
Once you have got multiple scenes of
varying styles and genres start
experimenting with their order. Juxtapose
contrasting scenes and consider how their
differences are complementary. The more
drastic the contrast, the more entertaining,
engaging and effective the play.

Theatre Recipe
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